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FOREWORD TO THE 2004 EDITION
by Wendy Dowiger

I do my work under the name of Mircea Eliade, much as Winnie
the Pooh lived under the name of Sanders; the word “Sanders”
was on a sign above Pooh’s door, and Mircea Eliade is the title
of my chair. (Though a comma separates my name from his in
my title, I sometimes get letters from abroad with the comma
misplaced, addressed to “Wendy Doniger Mircea Eliade, Pro-
fessor of the History of Religions.”) And in fact I do work under
his bright shadow in many ways, as do most of the people in the
field of the history of religions, whether or not they acknowl-
edge their debt. I am personally indebted to him for creating
my career, transforming me from an ugly duckling of a Sanskri-
tist into a swan-like historian of religions; he read my Harvard
(Sanskrit) Ph.D. dissertation in 1968, published two chapters
of itin his Chicago journal (History of Religions) in 1969, brought
me to Chicago as a full professor in 1978, and the rest is, if not
history, at least history of religions. I was at his side when he
died in 1986; unable to watch his face, I watched the screen by
his hospital bed, watched the wavy lines straighten out one by
one and then vanish one by one until nothing remained on the
screen but the words “Mircea Eliade,” and then the words disap-
peared too.

In some quarters, the words of his name have also disap-
peared from the academic study of the history of religions.
Eliade is no longer politically correct; his close friendship with
several members of the notorious Iron Guard (which he him-
self never joined) during his early life in Romania is held, by
some, to corrupt his work. Even for those who, like myself, knew
the man and know that he was neither a Fascist nor an anti-
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FOREWORD TO THE 2004 EDITION

Semite, there remains the more relevant problem of assump-
tions in much of his work, as in the work of most but not all of
his contemporaries, about primitives and primitivism, assump-
tions that hung over far too long from nineteenth-century an-
thropology, dominated as it was by social Darwinism. True,
Eliade was moving in the right direction: unlike the social Dar-
winists, he did not scorn the people he called “primitive” (who
included both contemporary aboriginals and prehistoric or, as
Eliade referred to them, “archaic” peoples), nor did he regard
them as children or neurotics or people too stupid to have in-
vented the internal combustion engine; he admired them, and
felt that they had had insights and wisdom that we in the mod-
ern world would do well to learn from. (As he himself remarks
in Patterns in Comparative Religion, “Such an evolutionist hypoth-
esis might have been conceivable a few generations ago, but is
now completely impossible.”) Nevertheless, the very category of
“primitive” encoded assumptions about unchanging human at-
tributes that we no longer find true or useful and led critics
such as Guilford Dudley to accuse Eliade of being the anti-
historian of religions.

Yet Eliade’s books still appear regularly on the reading lists of
courses on world religions, as well as in the libraries of educated
people throughout the world, and with good reason. E. P.
Thompson’s generous insight applies equally well to Eliade’s
life and work (as it does to the lives and work of James George
Frazer and even Friedrich Max Miiller, who were, like Eliade,
advancing the knowledge of their time within a body of assump-
tions that we no longer accept): “We must not look at the past
with the enormous condescension of posterity.” Like Freud and
Jung and Rudolf Otto, all of whom contributed deep strands to
his work, Eliade argued boldly for universals where he might
more safely have argued for widely prevalent patterns. Yet many
of the patterns that he identified in religions that spanned the
entire globe and the whole of human history—a span that no
one has ever known as well as he did—inspired an entire gener-
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ation of both scholars and amateurs of the study of religion, and
they still prove useful as starting points for the comparative
study of religion and still hold water even after the challenges
posed by new data to which Eliade did not have access. His con-
cept of hierophany, the sudden irruption of the sacred in the
profane world, sacred time opening to the transcendent, result-
ing in radical discontinuities, has proved a far more widely
applicable and heuristic term than the older, narrower term
“theophany,” denoting the manifestation of a god. And his ar-
gument that religious forms, particularly myths, are usefully
studied in popular culture as well as in the great scriptures is a
postmodern idea that he formulated long before postmod-
ernism. He taught us that myths (and, to a great extent, rituals)
retold and reenacted in the present transport the worshipper
back to the world of origins, the world of events that took place
in illo tempore, “in that time”; this basic idea of what he called
(after Nietzsche) “the eternal return” has become a truism in
the study of religion and does, I think, apply to many myth-
ologies, though not, as Eliade claimed, to all. His ideas about
the alternation and interaction of cosmos and chaos, and cycli-
cal/mythical time and linear/historical time, the sacred and
the profane, are similarly fruitful starting points for many, if not
all, cultures. Above all, his insistence that it is possible to find
meaningful synchronic patterns of symbolism in addition to the
phenomena that are unique to each time and place—this is the
foundation on which the entire field of comparative religion
still stands, and Eliade laid the cornerstone.

Several of his grand cross-cultural themes—the sky god, the
quest, the sacred center—as well as the tension between histori-
cal specificity and synchronic themes, loom large in Shamanism,
which remains one of his most interesting, important, and in-
fluential books. He demonstrated that the shaman was neither
amadman nor a charlatan, as other scholars had regarded him,
but a gifted (if, indeed, often unwell or mentally unstable) indi-
vidual who entered into a trance in which he climbed up to the
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world of the gods and the animals, and brought back knowl-
edge that was useful to his whole mbe Sqme would restrict
shamanism to Siberia, where it was first and most dramatically
documented, and where indeed it includes certain regional
characteristics (such as the use of reindeer) that are not exactly
replicated anywhere else. But Eliade argued that many of the
great themes of Siberian shamanism are not unique to Siberia
but appear in other cultures as well, from India and Tibet
through Japan across the Bering Strait to the western coasts of
North and South America. These cultures, which also hold in
common other religious expressions, such as the myth of the
Earth-Diver (the bird that brings up a bit of mud from the bot-
tom of the primeval ocean to form the earth), are all linked
together geographically along the Pacific Rim, a fact that opens
up a mediating position between historical uniqueness and the
Jungian collective unconscious: these people could have spo-
ken to one another, learned from one another. But, as Claude
Lévi-Strauss has pointed out, even when we can know for cer-
tain that one culture borrowed a theme from another, we must
explain why the receiving culture accepted that one trait as
meaningful and rejected so many others, and this throws us
back to some idea of sympathy or taste or shared meaning,
which again implies a cross-cultural, if not universal, human
need or structure.

Why did Eliade assume that these phenomena were univer-
sal? Eliade rejects the idea of an inherited collective uncon-
scious (he insists that his archetypes are not Jungian arche-
types) but argues that every human is basically religious,
whether he or she knows it or not; humankind is homo religiosus,
and therefore every human has a need to find meaning, to dis-
cern patterns, though each culture, indeed each individual,
may fill in the broad outlines differently. Eliade is not really
arguing (as many theologians of his generation did) that what
they regarded as the fact that everyone believes in god(s), or the
sacred, means that god(s), or the sacred, exist, but, rather, that
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what Eliade regarded as the fact that everyone (as he thought)
believes in gods shows that everyone needs to believe in gods,
and that those of us who don’t make time for such needs are
impoverishing ourselves. At this point he is accused of being a
crypto-theologian, which is, I think, patently unfair; he is, if any-
thing, an open hierogian. And though it is surely evident by
now that not every homo is religiosus, it is equally, and painfully,
evident at last, even to the positivists who for years scorned reli-
gion and looked forward to replacing it with science, that a
great deal of the human race finds a deep, and often violent,
need to ground their lives in religious beliefs. Eliade was right
about a lot of things.
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To the best of our knowledge the present book is the first to cover
the entire phenomenon of shamanism and at the same time to
situate it in the general history of religions. To say this is to imply
its liability to imperfection and approximation and the risks that
it takes. Today the student has at his disposition a considerable
quantity of documents for the various shamanisms—Siberian,
North American, South American, Indonesian, Oceanian, and so
on. Then too, a number of works, important in their several ways,
have broken ground for the ethnological, sociological, and
psychological study of shamanism (or rather, of a particular type
of shamanism). But with a few notable exceptions—we refer
especially to the studies of Altaic shamanism by Holmberg
(Harva)—the immense shamanic bibliography has neglected to
interpret this extremely complex phenomenon in the framework
of the history of religions. It is as a historian of religions that we,
in our turn, have attempted to approach, understand, and present
shamanism. Far be-it from us to think of belittling the admirable
studies undertaken from the viewpoints of psychology, sociology,
or ethnology; we consider them indispensable to understanding the
various aspects of shamanism. But we believe that there is room
for another approach—that which we have sought to implement in
the following pages.

The writer who approaches shamanism as a psychologist will be
led to regard it as primarily the manifestation of a psyche in crisis
or even in retrogression; he will not fail to compare it with
certain aberrant psychic behavior patterns or to class it among
mental diseases of the hysteroid or epileptoid type.

We shall explain why we consider it inacceptable to assimilate
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shamanism to any kind of mental disease.! But one point remains
(and it is an important one), to which the psychologist will always
be justified in drawing attention: like any other religious vocation,
the shamanic vocation is manifested by a crisis, a temporary
derangement of the future shaman’s spiritual equilibrium. All the
observations and analyses that have been made on this point are
particularly valuable. They show us, in actual process as it were,
the repercussions, within the psyche, of what we have called the
“dialectic of hierophanies’’—the radical separation between
profane and sacred and the resultant splitting of the world. To say
this is to indicate all the importance that we attribute to such
studies in religious psychology.

The sociologist, for his part, is concerned with the social
function of the shaman, the priest, the magician. He will study
prestige originating from magical powers, its role in the structure
of society, the relations between religious and political leaders,
and so on. A sociological analysis of the myths of the First Shaman
will elicit revealing indications concerning the exceptional position
of the earliest shamans in certain archaic societies. The sociology
of shamanism remains to be written, and it will be among the most
important chapters in a general sociology of religion. The
historian of religions must take all these studies and their con-
clusions into account. Added to the psychological conditions
brought out by the psychologist, the social conditions, in the
broadest sense of the term, reinforce the element of human and
historical concreteness in the documents that he is called upon to
handle.

This concreteness will be accentuated by the studies of the
ethnologist. It will be the task of ethnological monographs to
situate the shaman in his cultural milieu. There is danger of mis-
understanding the true personality of a Chukchee shaman, for
example, if one reads of his exploits without knowing anything
about the life and traditions of the Chukchee. Again, it will be for
the ethnologist to make exhaustive studies of the shaman’s

1 See below, pp. 23 ff.
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costume and drum, to describe the séances, to record texts and
melodies, and so on. By undertaking to establish the “‘history’* of
one or another constituent element of shamanism (the drum, for
example, or the use of narcotics during séances), the ethnologist—
joined when circumstances demand it, by a comparatist and a his-
torian—will succeed in showing the circulation of the particular
motif in time and space; so far as possible, he will define its center
of expansion and the stages and the chronology of its dissemination.
In short, the ethnologist will also become a “historian,”” whether or
not he adopts the Graebner-Schmidt-Koppers method of cultural
cycles. In any case, in addition to an admirable purely descriptive
ethnographical literature, there are now available numerous works
of historical ethnology: in the overwhelming ‘‘gray mass’’ of cul-
tural data stemming from the so-called ‘‘ahistorical”” peoples, we
now begin to see certain lines of force appearing; we begin to dis-
tinguish “‘history” where we were in the habit of finding only
“‘Naturvélker,” “‘primitives,” or ‘‘savages.”

It is unnecessary to dwell here on the great services that
historical ethnology has already rendered to the history of
religions. But we do not believe that it can take the place of the
history of religions. The latter’s mission is to integrate the results
of ethnology, psychology, and sociology. Yet in doing so, it will
not renounce its own method of investigation or the viewpoint
that specifically defines it. Cultural ethnology may have demon-
strated the relation of shamanism to certain cultural cycles, for
example, or the dissemination of one or another shamanic com-
plex; yet its object is not to reveal the deeper meaning of all these
religious phenomena, to illuminate their symbolism, and to place
them in the general history of religions. In the last analysis, it is
for the historian of religions to synthesize all the studies of
particular aspects of shamanism and to present a comprehensive
view which shall be at once a morphology and a history of this
complex religious phenomenon.

But an understanding must be reached concerning the impor-
tance to be accorded to “history”’ in this type of investigation. As
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we have said more than once elsewhere, and as we shall have
occasion to show more fully in the complementary volume (in
preparation) to Patterns in Comparative Religion, although the his-
torical conditions are extremely important in a religious phenome-
non (for every human datum is in the last analysis a historical
datum), they do not wholly exhaust it. We will cite only one
example here. The Altaic shaman ritually climbs a birch tree in
which a certain number of steps have been cut; the birch sym-
bolizes the World Tree, the steps representing the various heavens
through which the shaman must pass on his ecstatic journey to the
highest heaven; and it is extremely probable that the cosmological
schema implied in this ritual is of Oriental origin. Religious
ideas of the ancient Near East penetrated far into Central and
North Asia and contributed considerably to giving Central Asian
and Siberian shamanism their present features. This is a good
example of what “history’ can teach us concerning the dis-
semination of religious ideologies and techniques. But, as we
said above, the history of a religious phenomenon cannot reveal all
that this phenomenon, by the mere fact of its manifestation, seeks to
show us. Nothing warrants the supposition that influences from
Oriental cosmology and religion created the ideology and ritual of
the ascent to the sky among the Altaians; similar ideologies and
rituals appear all over the world and in regions where ancient
Oriental influences are excluded a priori. More probably, the Ori-
ental ideas merely modified the ritual formula and cosmological
implications of the celestial ascent; the latter appears to be a pri-
mordial phenomenon, that is, it belongs to man as such, not to man
as a historical being; witness the dreams, hallucinations, and images
of ascent found everywhere in the world, apart from any historical
or other “‘conditions.”” All these dreams, myths, and nostalgias with
a central theme of ascent or flight cannot be exhausted by a psycho-
logical explanation; there is always a kernel that remains refractory
to explanation, and this indefinable, irreducible element perhaps
reveals the real situation of man in the cosmos, a situation that, we
shall never tire of repeating, is not solely “historical.”
XX
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Thus the historian of religions, while taking historico-religious
facts into account, does his utmost to organize his documents in the
historical perspective—the only perspective that ensures their
concreteness. But he must not forget that, when all is said and done,
the phenomena with which he is concerned reveal boundary-line
situations of mankind, and that these situations demand to be
understood and made understandable. This work of deciphering
the deep meaning of religious phenomena rightfully falls to the
historian of religions. Certainly, the psychologist, the sociologist,
the ethnologist, and even the philosopher or the theologian will
have their comment to make, each from the viewpoint and in the
perspective that are properly his. But it is the historian of religions
who will make the greatest number of valid statements on a
religious phenomenon as a religious phenomenon—and not as a
psychological, social, ethnic, philosophical, or even theological
phenomenon. On this particular point the historian of religions
also differs from the phenomenologist. For the latter, in principle,
rejects any work of comparison; confronted with one religious
phenomenon or another, he confines himself to *‘approaching”
itand divining its meaning. Whereas the historian of religions does
not reach a comprehension of a phenomenon until after he has
compared it with thousands of similar or dissimilar phenomena,
until he has situated it among them; and these thousands of
phenomena are separated not only in time but also in space. For a
like reason, the historian of religions will not confine himself
merely to a typology or morphology of religious data; he knows
that “history”” does not exhaust the content of a religious phe-
nomenon, but neither does he forget that it is always in History—
in the broadest sense of the term—that a religious datum develops
all its aspects and reveals all its meanings. In other words, the
historian of religions makes use of all the kistorical manifestations
of a religious phenomenon in order to discover what such a phe-
nomenon ‘‘has to say’’; on the one hand, he holds to the historically
concrete, but on the other, he attempts to decipher whatever
transhistorical content a religious datum reveals through history.
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We need not dwell here on these few methodological considera-
tions; to set them forth adequately would reqyire far more space
than a foreword affords. Let us say, however, that the word ‘‘his-
tory” sometimes leads to confusion, for it can equally well mean
historiography (the act of writing the history of something) and
simply ‘“‘what has happened” in the world. This second meaning of
the word itself comprises several special meanings: history in the
sense of what happened within certain spatial or temporal bounda-
ries (history of a particular people, of a particular period), that is,
the history of a continuity or of a structure; but then again, history
in the general sense, as in the expressions “‘the historical existence
of man,”’ ‘‘historical situation,”” “‘historical moment,” or even in the
existentialist use of the term: man is ‘“‘in situation,” that is, in
history.

The history of religions is not always necessarily the histori-
ography of religions. For in writing the history of one or another
religion or of a given religious phenomenon (sacrifice among the
Semites, the myth of Herakles, and so on), we are not always able
to show everything “‘that happened”’ in a chronological perspec-
tive; we can do so, of course, if the documents permit, but we are
not obliged to practice historiography in order to claim that we are
writing the history of religions. The polyvalence of the term
“history’’ has made it easy for scholars to misunderstand one
another here; actually, it is the philosophical and general meaning
of “‘history”’ that best suits our particular discipline. To practice
that discipline is to study religious facts as such, that is, on their
specific plane of manifestation. This specific plane of manifestation
is always historical, concrete, existential, even if the religious facts
manifested are not always wholly reducible to history. From the
most elementary hierophanies—the manifestation of the sacred in
some stone or tree, for example—to the most complex (the *“vi-
sion”’ of a new ‘‘divine form’’ by a prophet or the founder of a re-
ligion), everything is manifested in the historically concrete and
everything is in some sort conditioned by history. Yetin the hum-
blest hierophany there is an “‘eternal new beginning,” an eternal
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return to an atemporal moment, a desire to abolish history, to blot
out the past, to recreate the world. All this is “’shown” inreligious
facts; it is not an invention of the historian of religions. Obviously,
a historian bent on being only a historian has the right to ignore
the specific and transhistorical meanings of a religious fact; an
ethnologist, a sociologist, a psychologist may do likewise. A his-
torian of religions cannot ignore them. Familiar with a considerable
number of hierophanies, his eye will have learned to decipher the
properly religious meaning of one or another fact. And to return to
the very point from which we set out, this book strictly deserves to
be called a study in the history of religions even if it does not follow
the chronological course of historiography.

Then too, this chronological perspective, however interesting
to certain historians, is far from having the importance commonly
attributed to it. For, as we have attempted to show in Patterns in
Comparative Religion, the very dialectic of the sacred tends
indefinitely to repeat a series of archetypes, so that a hierophany
realized at a certain “‘historical moment” is structurally equivalent
to a hierophany a thousand years earlier or later. This tendency on
the part of the hierophanic process to repeat the same paradoxical
sacralization of reality ad infinitum is what, after all, enables us to
understand something of a religious phenomenon and to write its
“history.” In other words, it is precisely because hierophanies
repeat themselves that we can distinguish religious facts and
succeed in understanding them. But hierophanies have the pecu-
liarity of seeking to reveal the sacred in its totality, even if the
human beings in whose consciousness the sacred ‘‘shows itself”
fasten upon only one aspect or one small part of it. In the most
elementary hierophany everything is declared. The manifestation of
the sacred in a stone or a tree is neither less mysterious nor less
noble than its manifestation in a ““god.” The process of sacralizing
reality is the same; the forms taken by the process in man’s
religious consciousness differ.

This is not without its bearing on the conception of a chronologi-
cal perspective of religion. Though a Aistory of religion exists, it is
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not, like all other kinds of history, irreversible. A monotheistic
religious consciousness is not necessarily monotheistic throughout
its span of existence for the reason that it forms part of a mono-
theistic ‘‘history,” and that, as we know, within that history one
cannot revert to polytheism or paganism after having known and
practiced monotheism. On the contrary, one can perfectly well be a
polytheist or indulge in the religious practices of a totemist while
thinking and maintaining that one is a monotheist. The dialectic of
the sacred permits all reversibilities; no “form’ is exempt from
degradation and decomposition, no ‘‘history” is final. Not only
can a community—consciously or unconsciously—practice many
religions, but the same individual can have an infinite variety of
religious experiences, from the ‘“‘highest’’ to the most undeveloped
and aberrant. This is equally true from the opposite point of view:
any cultural moment whatever can provide the fullest revelation of
the sacred to which the human condition is capable of acceding.
Despite the immense historical differences involved, the experi-
ences of the monotheistic prophets can be repeated in the most
“backward’’ of primitive tribes; the only requirement is ‘reali-
zation”’ of the hierophany of a celestial god, a god attested nearly
everywhere in the world even though he may be absent from the
current practice of religion. No religious form, however vitiated,
is incapable of producing a perfectly pure and coherent mysticism.
If exceptions of this kind are not numerous enough to impress
observers, this is due not to the dialectic of the sacred but to human
behavior in respect to that dialectic. And the study of human
behavior lies beyond the field of the historian of religions; it is the
concern of the sociologist, the psychologist, the moralist, the
philosopher. In our role of historian of religions, it suffices us to
observe that the dialectic of the sacred makes possible the sponta-
neous reversal of any religious position. The very fact of this
reversibility is important, for it is not to be found elsewhere. This
is why we tend to remain uninfluenced by certain results attained
by historico-cultural ethnology. The various types of civilization
are, of course, organically connected with certain religious forms;
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but this in no sense excludes the spontaneity and, in the last
analysis, the ahistoricity of religious life. For all history is in some
measure a fall of the sacred, a limitation and diminution. But the
sacred does not cease to manifest itself, and with each new mani-
festation it resumes its original tendency to reveal itself wholly.
It is true, of course, that the countless new manifestations of the
sacred in the religious consciousness of one or another society re-
peat the countless manifestations of the sacred that those societies
knew in the course of their past, of their “history.” But it is equally
true that this history does not paralyze the spontaneity of hiero-
phanies; at every moment a fuller revelation of the sacred remains
possible.

It happens—and this brings us back to our discussion of chro-
nology in the history of religions—that the reversibility of
religious positions is even more striking in the case of the mystical
experiences of archaic societies. As we shall frequently show,
particularly coherent mystical experiences are possible at any and
every degree of civilization and of religious situation. This is as
much as to say that, for certain religious consciousnesses in crisis,
there is always the possibility of a historical leap that enables
them to attain otherwise inaccessible spiritual positions. Certainly,
“‘history’’—the religious tradition of the tribe in question—
finally intervenes to subject the ecstatic experiences of certain
privileged persons to its own canons. But it is no less true that
these experiences often have the same precision and nobility as
the experiences of the great mystics of East and West.

Now, shamanism is precisely one of the archaic techniques of
ecstasy—at once mysticism, magic, and ‘“‘religion”’ in the broadest
sense of the term. We have sought to present it in its various
historical and cultural aspects, and we have even tried to outline
a brief history of the development of shamanism in Central and
North Asia. But what we consider of greater importance is
presenting the shamanic phenomenon itself, analyzing its ideology,
discussing its techniques, its symbolism, its mythologies. We
believe that such a study can be of interest not only to the specialist
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but also to the cultivated man, and it is to the latter that this book
is primarily addressed. For example, facts that we could have
adduced concerning the dissemination of the Central Asian drum
in the Arctic regions, while of intense interest to a small group of
specialists, would probably leave the majority of readers cold. But
things change—or, at least, so we hope—when it becomes a matter
of entering so vast and varied a mental universe as that of shaman-
ism in general and the techniques of ecstasy that it implies. In this
case we are dealing with a whole spiritual world, which, though
differing from our own, is neither less consistent nor less interest-
ing. We make bold to believe that a knowledge of it is a necessity
for every true humanist; for it has been some time since humanism
has ceased to be identified with the spiritual tradition of the West,
great and fertile though that is.

Conceived in this spirit, this work cannot possibly exhaust any of
the aspects that it approaches in its several chapters. We have not
undertaken a complete study of shamanism; we lack both the re-
sources and the will for such a task. It is always as a comparatist
and a historian of religions that we have treated our subject;
admitting which, we plead guilty in advance to the inevitable gaps
and imperfections in a work that, in the last analysis, represents
an effort toward a synthesis. We are neither an Altaicist nor an
Americanist nor an Oceanicist, and it is probable that a certain
number of specialized studies have escaped our notice.

Even so, we do not believe that the over-all picture drawn here
would have been modified in its general outlines: many studies
merely repeat, with slight variants, the accounts of the earliest
observers. Popov’s bibliography, published in 1923 and confined
exclusively to Siberian shamanism, lists 650 works by Russian
ethnologists. The bibliographies of North American shamanism
and Indonesian shamanism are similarly extensive. One cannot
read everything. And we repeat: we have no thought of taking
the place of the ethnologist, the Altaicist, or the Americanist.
However, we have supplied footnotes throughout, indicating the
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principal works to which the reader may turn for supplementary
information. Naturally, we could have greatly increased the
documentation, but that would have meant a work in several
volumes. We did not see the value of such an undertaking;
our aim is not a series of monographs on the various shamanisms,
but a general study addressed to nonspecialist readers. Then too,
a number of subjects to which we have merely referred will be
studied in greater detail in other works (Death and Initiation,
Mythologies of Deaath, etc.).

We could not have completed this book without the help and
encouragement we received, during these five years of work,
from General N. Radesco, former Prime Minister of Romania;
from the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (Paris);
from the Viking Fund (New York); and from Bollingen Founda-
tion (New York). To them all, we offer our most sincere thanks
here. We have taken the liberty of dedicating this book to our
French masters and colleagues, as a modest testimony of gratitude
for the encouragement that they have never ceased to lavish on us
since our arrival in France.

We have already partially set forth the results of our researches
in certain articles—‘‘Le Probléme du chamanisme,”” Revue de I'his-
toire des religions, CXXXI (1946), 5-52; *‘Shamanism,” in For-
gotten Religions, edited by Vergilius Ferm (New York, 1949), pp.
299-308; and “‘Einfihrende Betrachtungen iiber den Schamanis-
mus,” Paideuma, V (1951), 88—-97—and in lectures that we had
the honor to deliver, in March, 1950, at the University of Rome
and the Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, at the
invitation of Professors R. Pettazzoni and G. Tucci.

Mircea ELiADE
Paris, March, 1946—-March, 1951
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posTscRripT (1962)

Translations of this work into Italian, German, and Spanish were pub-
lished in 1958, 1957, and 1960, and each time we took the opportunity to
make corrections and improvements in a book that, for all its short-
comings, was the first to treat shamanism as a whole. But it has been in
preparing the text for the present edition in English that we have thor-
oughly corrected and considerably added to the original work. Numerous
studies of the various shamanisms have been published during the past
ten years. We have attempted to make use of these in our text, or at least
to mention them in the notes. Though we have recorded nearly two hun-
dred new publications (that is, which have appeared since 1948), we lay
no claim to have exhausted the recent bibliography of shamanism. But, as
we said before, this book is the work of a historian of religions, who ap-
proaches the subject as a comparatist; it cannot take the place of spe-
cialists’ monographs devoted to various individual aspects of shamanism.
The present English translation may be considered the second edition,
corrected and enlarged, of the volume published in 1951 under the title
Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaiques de I'extase. Cf. also our article
*Recent Works on Shamanism: a Review Article,” History of Religions,
I (summer, 1961), 152-86.

Once more we wish to express our gratitude to Bollingen Foundation;
the grant that it accorded us has enabled us to continue our study of
shamanism long after the publication of the French edition.

By relieving us from teaching during the third trimester in 1958 and
1959, Dean Jerald Brauer, of the Federated Theological Faculty of the
University of Chicago, made it possible for us to devote ourselves to pre-
paring the present edition. We tender him sincere thanks.

Finally, we are glad to have this opportunity to express all our grati-
tude to our loyal translator and friend, Willard R. Trask, who, once
again, has devoted his best skill to producing an adequate rendering of
our book. Also, special thanks are due to Miss Sonia Volochova and
William McGuire for their assistance in editing the manuscript and to
A. S. B. Glover for preparing the index.

Mircea ELIADE
University of Chicago
June, 1962
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NOTE ON ORTHOGRAPHY

Transcriptions of Russian names and terms and of names and
terms derived, through Russian transliterations, from the lan-
guages of the various Siberian tribes follow in general the trans-
literation system adopted by the Joint Committee on Slavic Studies,
appointed by the American Council of Learned Societies and the
Social Science Research Council. The system is not applied to the
actual names of the Siberian tribes or to personal names that have
established spellings: e.g., Sandschejew, Shirokogoroff.

The spelling of names of tribes, including names of Siberian
tribes, follows that established in George Peter Murdock, Outline
of World Cultures (Human Relations Area Files Press, New Haven,
1958).

For names and terms transliterated from Oriental and other non-
European languages, the usages of current English and American
scholarship are followed in so far as possible, except in quotations.

Where necessary, variant spellings of forms of authors’ names
and variant transliterations of foreign words are given in paren-
theses: e.g., Waldemar G. Bogoras (V. G. Bogoras); tabjan
(tabyan).

Full references for works cited in the footnotes are given in the
List of Works Cited.
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CHAPTER ONE

General Considerations.
Recruiting Methods. Shamanism
and Mystical Vocation

Approaches

SI N CE the beginning of the century, ethnologists have fallen
into the habit of using the terms ‘‘shaman,” ‘“‘medicine man,”
“‘sorcerer,” and ‘‘magician’’ interchangeably to designate certain
individuals possessing magico-religious powers and found in all
“‘primitive”’ societies. By extension, the same terminology has
been applied in studying the religious history of “civilized”
peoples, and there have been discussions, for example, of an
Indian, an Iranian, a Germanic, a Chinese, and even a Babylonian
“‘shamanism’” with reference to the ““primitive”’ elements attested
in the corresponding religions. For many reasons this confusion
can only militate against any understanding of the shamanic
phenomenon. If the word ‘‘shaman’ is taken to mean any magician,
sorcerer, medicine man, or ecstatic found throughout the history
of religions and religious ethnology, we arrive at a notion at once
extremely complex and extremely vague; it seems, furthermore,
to serve no purpose, for we already have the terms ‘“‘magician” or
“sorcerer” to express notions as unlike and as ill-defined as
“primitive magic’’ or *‘primitive mysticism.”

We consider it advantageous to restrict the use of the words
*shaman” and ‘‘shamanism,” precisely to avoid misunder-
standings and to cast a clearer light on the history of “‘magic’” and
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“sorcery.” For, of course, the shaman is also a magician and
medicine man; he is believed to cure, like all doctors, and to
perform miracles of the fakir type, like all magicians, whether
primitive or modern. But beyond this, he is a psychopomp, and he
may also be priest, mystic, and poet. In the dim, *“‘confusionistic’’
mass of the religious life of archaic societies considered as a whole,
shamanism—taken in its strict and exact sense—already shows
a structure of its own and implies a “‘history”” that there is every
reason to clarify.

Shamanism in the strict sense is pre-eminently a religious
phenomenon of Siberia and Central Asia. The word comes to us,
through the Russian, from the Tungusic $aman. In the other
languages of Central and North Asia the corresponding terms are:
Yakut ojuna (oyuna), Mongolian bigd, bigd (buge, bii), and udagan
(cf. also Buryat udayan, Yakut udoyan: *‘shamaness”), Turko-
Tatar kam (Altaic kam, gam, Mongolian kami, etc.). It has been
sought to explain the Tungusic term by the Pali samana, and we
shall return to this possible etymology (which is part of the great
problem of Indian influences on Siberian religions) in the last
chapter of this book.! Throughout the immense area comprising
Central and North Asia, the magico-religious life of society
centers on the shaman. This, of course, does not mean that he is
the one and only manipulator of the sacred, nor that religious
activity is completely usurped by him. In many tribes the sacri-
ficing priest coexists with the shaman, not to mention the fact that
every head of a family is also the head of the domestic cult.
Nevertheless, the shaman remains the dominating figure; for
through this whole region in which the ecstatic experience is con-
sidered the religious experience par excellence, the shaman, and
he alone, is the great master of ecstasy. A first definition of this
complex phenomenon, and perhaps the least hazardous, will be:
shamanism = technique of ecstasy.

As such, it was documented and described by the earliest
travelers in the various countries of Central and North Asia.
1 Pp. 495 ff.
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Later, similar magico-religious phenomena were observed in
North America, Indonesia, Oceania, and elsewhere. And, as we
shall soon see, these latter phenomena are thoroughly shamanic,
and there is every reason to study them together with Siberian
shamanism. Yet one observation must be made at the outset: the
presence of a shamanic complex in one region or another does not
necessarily mean that the magico-religious life of the corre-
sponding people is crystallized around shamanism. This can occur
(as, for example, in certain parts of Indonesia), but it is not the
most usual state of affairs. Generally shamanism coexists with
other forms of magic and religion.

It is here that we see all the advantage of employing the term
‘“‘shamanism”” in its strict and proper sense. For, if we take the
trouble to differentiate the shaman from other magicians and
medicine men of primitive societies, the identification of shamanic
complexes in one or another region immediately acquires definite
significance. Magic and magicians are to be found more or less
all over the world, whereas shamanism exhibits a particular
magical specialty, on which we shall later dwell at length: *“‘mas-
tery over fire,”” ““magical flight,” and so on. By virtue of this fact,
though the shaman is, among other things, a magician, not every
magician can properly be termed a shaman. The same distinction
must be applied in regard to shamanic healing; every medicine
man is a healer, but the shaman employs a method that is his and
his alone. As for the shamanic techniques of ecstasy, they do not
exhaust all the varieties of ecstatic experience documented in the
history of religions and religious ethnology. Hence any ecstatic
cannot be considered a shaman; the shaman specializes in a trance
during which his soul is believed to leave his body and ascend to
the sky or descend to the underworld.

A similar distinction is also necessary to define the shaman’s
relation to “spirits.” All through the primitive and modern worlds
we find individuals who profess to maintain relations with
“spirits,”” whether they are “‘possessed”” by them or control them.
Several volumes would be needed for an adequate study of all the
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problems that arise in connection with the mere idea of ‘‘spirits”
and of their possible relations with hu;‘nan bgings; for a “‘spirit”
can equally well be the soul of a dead person, a “‘nature spirit,” a
mythical animal, and so on. But the study of shamanism does not
require going into all this; we need only define the shaman’s
relation to his helping spirits. It will easily be seen wherein a
shaman differs from a ‘‘possessed’’ person, for example; the
shaman controls his “‘spirits,” in the sense that he, a human being,
is able to communicate with the dead, ‘‘demons,” and ‘‘nature
spirits,” without thereby becoming their instrument. To be sure,
shamans are sometimes found to be ‘‘possessed,” but these are
exceptional cases for which there is a particular explanation.

These few preliminary observations already indicate the course
that we propose to follow in order to reach an adequate under-
standing of shamanism. In view of the fact that this magico-reli-
gious phenomenon has had its most complete manifestation in
North and Central Asia, we shall take the shaman of these regions
as our typical example. We are not unaware, and we shall endeavor
to show, that Central and North Asian shamanism, at least in its
present form, is not a primordial phenomenon free from any
external influence; on the contrary, it is a phenomenon that has a
long “‘history.” But this Central Asian and Siberian shamanism
has the advantage of presenting a structure in which elements that
exist independently elsewhere in the world—i.e., special relations
with “‘spirits,” ecstatic capacities permitting of magical flight,
ascents to the sky, descents to the underworld, mastery over fire,
etc.—are here already found integrated with a particular ideology
and validating specific techniques.

Shamanism in this strict sense is not confined to Central and
North Asia, and we shall endeavor later to point out the greatest
possible number of parallels. On the other hand, certain shamanic
elements are found in isolation in various forms of archaic magic
and religion. And they are of considerable interest, for they show
to what extent shamanism proper preserves a substratum of
‘primitive”’ beliefs and techniques and to what extent it has in-
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novated. Always endeavoring to define the place of shamanism
within primitive religions (with all that these imply: magic,
belief in Supreme Beings and spirits, mythological concepts,
techniques of ecstasy, and so on), we shall constantly be obliged to
refer to more or less similar phenomena, without implying
that they are shamanic. But it is always profitable to compare and
to point out what a magico-religious element similar to a certain
shamanic element has produced elsewhere in a different cultural
ensemble and with a different spiritual orientation.?

For all that shamanism dominates the religious life of Central
and North Asia, it is nevertheless not the religion of that vast
region. Only convenience or confusion has made it possible for
some investigators to consider the religion of the Arctic or Turko-
Tatar peoples to be shamanism. The religions of Central and
North Asia extend beyond shamanism in every direction, just as
any religion extends beyond the mystical experience of its
privileged adherents. Shamans are of the “‘elect,” and as such they
have access to a region of the sacred inaccessible to other members
of the community. Their ecstatic experiences have exercised, and
still exercise, a powerful influence on the stratification of religious
ideology, on mythology, on ritualism. But neither the ideology nor
the mythology and rites of the Arctic, Siberian, and Asian peoples
are the creation of their shamans. All these elements are earlier
than shamanism, or at least are parallel to it, in the sense that they
are the product of the general religious experience and not of a
particular class of privileged beings, the ecstatics. On the contrary,

2 In this sense, and only in this sense, do we regard identifying ‘‘sha-
manic” elements in a highly developed religion or mysticism as valuable.
Discovering a shamanic symbol or rite in ancient India or Iran begins to
have meaning only in the degree to which one is led to see shamanism as a
clearly defined religious phenomenon; otherwise, one can go on forever talk-
ing of “‘primitive elements,”” which can be found in any retigion, no matter
how “‘developed.” For the religions of India and Iran, like all the other re-
ligions of the modern or ancient East, display a number of ‘‘primitive ele-
ments’’ that are not necessarily shamanic. We cannot even consider every

technique of ecstasy found in the East ‘‘shamanic,” however “‘primitive”
it may be.
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as we shall see, we frequently find the shamanic (that is, ecstatic)
experience attempting to express itself through an ideology that is
not always favorable to it.

In order not to encroach on the subjéct matter of the following
chapters, we will here say only that shamans are persons who stand
out in their respective societies by virtue of characteristics
that, in the societies of modern Europe, represent the signs of a
vocation or at least of a religious crisis. They are separated from
the rest of the community by the intensity of their own religious
experience. In other words, it would be more correct to class
shamanism among the mysticisms than with what is commonly
called a religion. We shall find shamanism within a considerable
number of religions, for shamanism always remains an ecstatic
technique at the disposal of a particular elite and represents, as it
were, the mysticism of the particular religion. A comparison at
once comes to mind—that of monks, mystics, and saints within
Christian churches. But the comparison must not be pushed too far.
In contrast to the state of affairs in Christianity (at least during its
recent history), peoples who profess to be shamanists accord con-
siderable importance to the ecstatic experiences of their shamans;
these experiences concern them personally and immediately; for it
is the shamans who, by their trances, cure them, accompany their
dead to the ‘““Realm of Shades,” and serve as mediators between
them and their gods, celestial or infernal, greater or lesser. This
small mystical elite not only directs the community’s religious life
but, as it were, guards its ‘‘soul.” The shaman is the great special-
ist in the human soul; he alone ‘‘sees” it, for he knows its ‘‘form”
and its destiny.

And wherever the immediate fate of the soul is not at issue,
wherever there is no question of sickness ( = loss of the soul) or
death, or of misfortune, or of a great sacrificial rite involving some
ecstatic experience (mystical journey to the sky or the under-
world), the shaman is not indispensable. A large part of religious
life takes place without him.

The Arctic, Siberian, and Central Asian peoples are made up
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chiefly of hunters-fishers or herdsmen-breeders. A degree of no-
madism is typical of them all. And despite their ethnic and linguis-
tic differences, in general their religions coincide. Chukchee,
Tungus, Samoyed, or Turko-Tatars, to mention only some of the
most important groups, know and revere a celestial Great God, an
all-powerful Creator but on the way to becoming a deus otiosus.?
Sometimes the Great God’s name even means “‘Sky”’ or ‘‘Heaven"’;
such, for example, is the Num of the Samoyed, the Buga of the
Tungus, or the Tengri of the Mongols (cf. also Tengeri of the
Buryat, Tingere of the Volga Tatars, Tingir of the Beltir, Tangara
of the Yakut, etc.). Even when the concrete name of the “‘sky”
is lacking, we find some one of its most characteristic attributes—
“high,”” “lofty,” “luminous,” and so on. Thus, among the Ostyak
of the Irtysh the name of the celestial god is derived from sinke, the
primitive meaning of which is ‘luminous, shining, light.”” The
Yakut call him “‘Lord Father Chief of the World,”’ the Tatars of
the Altai ‘“White Light” (Ak Ayas), the Koryak ““The One on
High,” ‘“The Master of the High,” and so on. The Turko-Tatars,
among whom the celestial Great God preserves his religious cur-
rency more than among their neighbors to the north and northeast,
also call him ‘““Chief,”” ‘““Master,” ‘‘Lord,” and often ‘‘Father.” 4

This celestial god, who dwells in the highest sky, has several
“sons’’ or ‘“‘messengers’’ who are subordinate to him and who oc-
cupy lower heavens. Their names and number vary from tribe to
tribe; seven or nine ‘“‘sons’’ or ‘‘daughters” are commonly men-
tioned, and the shaman maintains special relations with some of
them. These sons, messengers, or servants of the celestial god are
charged with watching over and helping human beings. The
pantheon is sometimes far more numerous, as, for example, among

8 This phenomenon, which is especially important for the history of
religions, is by no means confined to Central and North Asia. It is found
throughout the world and has not yet been entirely explained; cf. Eliade,
Patterns in Comparative Religion, pp. 46 ff. If only indirectly, it is hoped
that the present work will throw some light on this problem.

4 See Eliade, Patterns, pp. 60 ff.; J.-P. Roux, “‘Tingri. Essai sur le ciel-
dieu des peuples altaiques.”
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the Buryat, the Yakut, and the Mongols. The Buryat mention
fifty-five ““good”’ and forty-four “evil”’ gods, who have been for-
ever opposed in unending strife. But, as we sha]l show later,® there
is reason to belicve that both this mulflpllcanon of gods and their
mutual hostility may be comparatively recent innovations.
Among the Turko-Tatars goddesses play a rather minor role.
The earth divinity is not at all prominent. The Yakut, for example,
have no figurines of the earth goddess and offer no sacrifices to
her.” The Turko-Tatar and Siberian peoples know several feminine
divinities, but thev are reserved for women, their spheres being
childbirth and children’s diseases.® The mythological role of woman
is also markedly small, although traces of it remain in some sha-
manic traditions. The only great god after the God of the Sky or
the Atmosphere ° is, among the Altaians, the Lord of the Under-
world, Erlik (= Arlik) Khan, who is also well known to the sha-
man. The very important fire cult, hunting rites, the conception of
death—to which we shall return more than once—complete this brief
outline of Central and North Asian religious life. Morphologically
this religion is, in general, close to that of the Indo-Europeans: in
both there is the same importance of the great God of the Sky or of
the Atmosphere, the same absence of goddesses (so characteristic
of the Indo-Mediterranean area), the same function attributed to
the “‘sons”’ or “‘messengers” (A$vins, Dioscuri, etc.), the same
exaltation of fire. On the sociological and economic planes the simi-
larities between the protohistorical Indo-Europeans and the an-
cient Turko-Tatars are even more strikingly clear: both societies
were patriarchal in structure, with the head of the family enjoying

5 Below, pp. 184 ff.

6 Cf. Eveline Lot-Falck, “A propos d’Atiigin.”

7 Uno Harva (formerly Holmberg), Die religiosen Vorstellungen der
altaischen Vilker, p. 247.

8 Cf. Gustav Rink, ‘"Lapp Female Deities of the Madder-Akka Group,”
especially pp. 48 ff.

9 For in Central Asia, too, we find the well-known transition of a
celestial god to a god of the atmosphere or of storm; cf. Eliade, Patterns,
pp. 91 ff.
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great prestige, and on the whole their economy was that of the
hunters and herdsmen-breeders. The religious importance of the
horse among the Turko-Tatars and the Indo-Europeans has long
been noted. And the most ancient of Greek sacrifices, the Olympian,
has been shown to possess characteristics of the sacrifice practiced
by the Turko-Tatars, the Ugrians, and the Arctic peoples—pre-
cisely the typical sacrifice of the primitive hunters and herdsmen-
breeders. These facts have their bearing on the problem with which
we are concerned. Given the economic, social, and religious paral-
lels between the ancient Indo-Europeans and the ancient Turko-
Tatars (or, better, Proto-Turks),® we must determine to what
extent the various historical Indo-European peoples still preserve
shamanic survivals comparable to Turko-Tatar shamanism.

But, as can never be sufficiently emphasized, nowhere in the
world or in history will a perfectly “pure’’ and ““primordial”’ re-
ligious phenomenon be found. The paleoethnological and pre-
historic documents at our disposition go back no further than the
Paleolithic; and nothing justifies the supposition that, during the
hundreds of thousands of years that preceded the earliest Stone
Age, humanity did not have a religious life as intense and as various
as in the succeeding periods. It is almost certain that at least a part
of prelithic humanity’s magico-religious beliefs were preserved in
later religious conceptions and mythologies. But it is also highly
probable that this spiritual heritage from the prelithic period un-
derwent continual changes as a result of the numerous cultural
contacts among pre- and protohistorical peoples. Thus, nowhere in
the history of religions do we encounter “‘primordial’’ phenomena;
for history has been everywhere, changing, recasting, enriching, or
impoverishing religious concepts, mythological creations, rites,
techniques of ecstasy. Obviously, every religion that, after long

10 On the prehistory and earliest history of the Turks, see René Grousset’s
admirable synthesis, L’ Empire des steppes. Cf. also W. Koppers, *‘Urtiirken-
tum und Urindogermanentum im Lichte der volkerkundlichen Universal-
geschichte’’; W. Barthold, Histoire des Turcs d’Asie Centrale; Karl Jettmar:

“Zur Herkunft der tiirkischen Volkerschaften’”; ‘““The Altai before the
Turks”; *“Urgeschichte Innerasiens,” pp. 153 ff.
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processes of inner transformation, finally develops into an autono-
mous structure presents a ‘‘form’’ that is its own and that is accepted
as such in the later history of humanity. But no religion is com-
pletely “new,” no religious message corhpletely abolishes the past.
Rather, there is a recasting, a renewal, a revalorization, an inte-
gration of the elements—the most essential elements!—of an imme-
morial religious tradition.

These few remarks will serve for the present to delimit the his-
torical horizon of shamanism. Some of its elements, which we shall
indicate later, are clearly archaic, but that does not mean that they
are “‘pure” and ‘‘primordial.”” In the form in which we find it,
Turko-Mongol shamanism is even decidedly marked by Oriental
influences; and though there are other shamanisms without such
definite and recent influences, they too are not ‘‘primordial.”

As for the Arctic, Siberian, and Central Asian religions, in which
shamanism has reached its most advanced degree of integration,
we may say that they are characterized on the one hand by the
scarcely felt presence of a celestial Great God, and on the other by
hunting rites and an ancestor cult that imply a wholly different
religious orientation. As will be shown later, the shaman is more or
less directly involved in each of these religious areas. But one has
the impression that he is more at home in one area than in another.
Constituted by the ecstatic experience and by magic, shamanism
adapts itself more or less successfully to the various religious struc-
tures that preceded or are cotemporal with it. Replacing the
description of some shamanic performance in the frame of the gen-
eral religious life of the people concerned (we are thinking, for
example, of the celestial Great God and the myths about him), we
sometimes find ourselves amazed; we have the impression of two
wholly different religious universes. But the impression is false; the
difference lies not in the structure of the religious universes but in
the intensity of the religious experience induced by the shamanic
performance. The shaman’s séance almost always has recourse to
ecstasy; and the history of religions is there to show us that no other
religious experience is more subject to distortion and aberration.

12
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To close these few preliminary observations here: In studying
shamanism we must always remember that it values a certain num-
ber of special and even “‘private’’ religious elements and that, at the
same time, it is far from exhausting the religious life of the rest of
the community. The shaman begins his new, his true life by a
‘‘separation’’—that is, as we shall presently see, by a spiritual
crisis that is not lacking in tragic greatness and in beauty.

The Bestowal of Shamanic Powers

In Central and Northeast Asia the chief methods of recruiting
shamans are: (1) hereditary transmission of the shamanic pro-
fession and (2) spontaneous vocation (‘“‘call” or ‘‘election’).
There are also cases of individuals who become shamans of their
own free will (as, for example, among the Altaians) or by the will
of the clan (Tungus, etc.). But these ‘‘self-made’” shamans are
considered less powerful than those who inherited the profession or
who obeyed the “‘call”” of the gods and spirits.!! As for choice by the
clan, it is dependent upon the candidate’s ecstatic experience; if that
does not follow, the youth appointed to take the place of the dead
shaman is ruled out.!?

However selected, a shaman is not recognized as such until after
he has received two kinds of teaching: (1) ecstatic (dreams,
trances, etc.) and (2) traditional (shamanic techniques, names and
functions of the spirits, mythology and genealogy of the clan,
secret language, etc.). This twofold course of instruction, given by
the spirits and the old master shamans, is equivalent to an initia-
tion. Sometimes initiation is public and constitutes an autonomous
ritual in itself. But absence of this kind of ritual in no sense implies
absence of an initiation; the latter can perfectly well occur in dream
or in the neophyte’s ecstatic experience. The available documents
on shamanic dreams clearly show that they involve an initiation

11 For the Altaians, see G. N. Potanin, Ocherki severo-zapadnoi Mongolii,
1V, 57; V. M. Mikhailowski, ‘‘Shamanism in Siberia and European Russia,”
p. 90. 12 See below, p. 17.
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whose structure is well known to the history of religions. In any
case, there is no question of anarchical hallucinations and of a pure-
ly individual plot and dramatis personae; the hallucinations and the
mise en scéne follow traditional models that ark perfectly consistent
and possess an amazingly rich theoretical content.

This fact, we believe, provides a sounder basis for the problem
of the psychopathy of shamans, to which we shall soon return.
Psychopaths or not, the future shamans are expected to pass
through certain initiatory ordeals and to receive an education that
is sometimes highly complex. It is only this twofold initiation—
ecstatic and didactic—that transforms the candidate from a possible
neurotic into a shaman recognized by his particular society. The
same observation applies to the origin of shamanic powers: it is
not the point of departure for obtaining these powers (heredity,
bestowal by the spirits, voluntary quest) that is important, but the
technique and its underlying theory, transmitted through initia-
tion.

This observation seems important, for more than one scholar
has sought to draw major conclusions concerning the structure and
even the history of this religious phenomenon from the fact that a
certain shamanism is hereditary or spontaneous, or that the ‘“‘call”
that determines a shaman’s career appears to be conditioned (or
not) by his psychopathic constitution. We shall return to these
methodological problems later. For the moment we will confine
ourselves to reviewing some Siberian and North Asian documents
on the “‘election”” of shamans, without attempting to arrange them
under headings (hereditary transmission, call, appointment by the
clan, personal decision), for, as we shall presently see, the ma-
jority of the peoples with whom we are concerned have more than
one method of recruiting their shamans.’

18 On the grant of shamanic powers, see Georg Nioradze, Der Schamanis-
mus bei den sibirischen Vilkern, pp. 54—58; Leo Sternberg, ““Divine Election
in Primitive Religion,” passim; id., ““Die Auserwihlung im sibirischen
Schamanismus,” passim; Harva, Die religiosen Vorstellungen, pp. 452 ff.;
Ake Ohlmarks, Studien zum Problem des Schamanismus, pp. 25 ff.; Ursula
Knoll-Greiling, ““Berufung und Berufungserlebnis bei den Schamanen.”
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Recruiting of Shamans in Western and Central Siberia

Among the Vogul, N. L. Gondatti reports, shamanism is heredi-
tary and is also transmitted in the female line. But the future sha-
man exhibits exceptional traits from adolescence; he very early be-
comes nervous and is sometimes even subject to epileptic seizures,
which are interpreted as meetings with the gods.¥ Among the
eastern Ostyak the situation appears to be different; according to
A. A. Dunin-Gorkavich, shamanism is not learned there, it is a
gift from heaven, received at birth. In the Irtysh region it is a gift
from Sinke (the Sky God) and is manifest from earliest years. The
Vasyugan also hold that one is born a shaman.!® But, as Karjalainen
remarks,’® hereditary or spontaneous, shamanism is always a gift
from the gods or spirits; viewed from a certain angle, it is heredi-
tary only in appearance.

Generally the two forms of obtaining shamanic powers coexist.
Among the Votyak, for example, shamanism is hereditary, but it is
also granted directly by the Supreme God, who himself instructs
the future shaman through dreams and visions.!” Exactly the same
is true among the Lapps, where the gift is transmitted in a family
but the spirits also grant it to those on whom they wish to bestow
it.1®

Among the Siberian Samoyed and the Ostyak shamanism is
hereditary. On the shaman’s death, his son fashions a wooden
image of his father’s hand and through this symbol inherits his
powers.’® But being the son of a shaman is not enough; the neo-
phyte must also be accepted and approved by the spirits.? Among

14 K. F. Karjalainen, Die Religion der Jugra-Vilker, 111, 248.

15 Ibid., pp. 248—49. 16 Ibid., pp. 250 f.

17 Mikhailowski, p. 158.

18 Ibid., pp. 147-48; T. I. Itkonen, Heidnische Religion und spaterer
Aberglaube bei den finnischen Lappen, pp. 116, 117, n. 1.

19 P. I. Tretyakov, Turukhansky krai, evo priroda i zhiteli, p. 211; Mik-
hailowski, p. 86.

20 A. M. Castrén, Nordische Reisen und Forschungen, 1V, 191; Mikhailow-
ski, p. 142.
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the Yurak-Samoyed the futurc shaman is marked from birth;
infants born with their ““shirt’” (i.e., caul) are destined to become
shamans (those born with the “‘shirt” covering only the head will
be lesser shamans). Toward the approach of m’aturity the candidate
begins to have visions, sings in his sleep, likes to wander in soli-
tude, and so on; after this incubation period he attaches himself to
an old shaman to be taught.” Among the Ostyak it is sometimes
the father himself who chooses his successor among his sons; in
doing so, he does not consider primogeniture but the candidate’s
capacities. He then transmits the traditional secret knowledge to
him. A shaman without children transmits it to a friend or disciple.
But in any case those destined to become shamans spend their
youth mastering the doctrines and techniques of the profession.?

Among the Yakut, W. Sieroszewski writes,® the gift of sha-
manism is not hereditary. However, the dmdgdt (sign, tutelary
spirit) does not vanish after the shaman’s death and hence tends to
incarnate itself in a member of the same family. N. V. Pripuzov *
supplies the following details: One destined to shamanship begins
by becoming frenzied, then suddenly loses consciousness, with-
draws to the forests, feeds on tree bark, flings himself into water
and fire, wounds himself with knives. The family then appeals to an
old shaman, who undertakes to teach the distraught young man the
various kinds of spirits and how to summon and control them. This
is only the beginning of the initiation proper, which later includes a
series of ceremonies to which we shall return.®

Among the Tungus of the Transbaikal region he who wishes to
become a shaman announces that the spirit of a dead shaman has
appeared to him in dream and ordered him to succeed him. For
this declaration to be regarded as plausible, it must usually be ac-
companied by a considerable degree of mental derangement.?® Ac-
cording to the beliefs of the Turukhansk Tungus, one destined to

21 T. Lehtisalo, Entwurf einer Mythologie der Jurak-Samojeden, p. 146.
22 Belyavsky, cited by Mikhailowski, p. 86.

23 ““Du chamanisme d’aprés les croyances des Yakoutes,” p. 812,

24 Cited by Mikhailowski, pp. 85 f.

25 Cf. below, pp. 113 f. 26 Mikhailowski, p. 85.
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become a shaman has dreams in which he sees the devil called
Khargi perform shamanic rites. In this way he learns the secrets of
the profession.® We shall return to these ‘‘secrets,” for they con-
stitute the essence of the shamanic initiation that sometimes takes
place in seemingly morbid dreams and trances.

Recruiting among the Tungus

Among the Manchu and the Tungus of Manchuria there are two
classes of “great’” shamans—those of the clan and those independ-
ent from the clan.® In the former case the transmission of shamanic
gifts usually takes place from grandfather to grandson, for, en-
gaged in supplying his father’s needs, the son cannot become a
shaman. Among the Manchu the son can succeed; but if there is no
son the grandson inherits the gift, that is, the “spirits’ left avail-
able after the shaman’s death. A problem arises when there is no
one in the shaman’s family to take possession of these spirits; in
such a case a stranger is called in. As for the independent shaman,
he has no rules to obey.?® We take this to mean that he follows his
own vocation.

Shirokogoroff describes several cases of shamanic vocation. It
seems that there is always a hysterical or hysteroid crisis, followed
by a period of instruction during which the postulant is initiated by
an accredited shaman.® In the majority of these cases the crisis
occurs at maturity. But one cannot become a shaman until several
years after the first experience.®! And recognition as a shaman is
bestowed only by the whole community and only after the aspirant
has undergone the initiatory ordeal.? In default of this, no shaman
can exercise his function. Many renounce the profession if the clan
does not recognize them as worthy to be shamans.®

Instruction plays an important role, but it does not begin until

27 Tretyakov, p. 211; Mikhailowski, p. 85.

28 S. M. Shirokogoroff, Psychomental Complex of the Tungus, p. 344.

29 Ibid., p. 346. 30 Ibid., pp. 346 ff. 31 Ibid., p. 949.

8¢ Ibid., pp. 850-51. On this initiation, see below, pp. 111 ff.
33 Ibid., p. s50.
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after the first ecstatic experience. Among the Tungus of Man-
churia, for example, the child is chosen and brought up with a view
to becoming a shaman; but the first ecstasy is decisive: if no ex-
perience supervenes, the clan renouncés its chndidate. Sometimes
the young candidate’s behavior determines and hastens his con-
secration. Thus it may happen that candidates run away to the
mountains and remain there seven days or longer, feeding on
animals ‘“‘caught . . . directly with their teeth,” 3 and returning
to the village dirty, bleeding, with torn clothes and hair disheveled,
“like wild people.” * It is only some ten days later that the can-
didate begins babbling incoherent words.®” Then an old shaman
cautiously asks him questions; the candidate (more precisely, the
““spirit” possessing him) becomes angry, and finally designates
the shaman who is to offer the sacrifices to the gods and prepare
the ceremony of initiation and consecration.

Recruiting among the Buryat and the Altaians

Among the Alarsk Buryat studied by Sandschejew shamanism is
transmitted in the paternal or maternal line. But it is also spon-
taneous. In either case vocation is manifested by dreams and con-
vulsions, both provoked by ancestral spirits (utcha). A shamanic
vocation is obligatory; one cannot refuse it. If there are no suitable
candidates, the ancestral spirits torture children, who cry in their
sleep, become nervous and dreamy, and at thirteen are designated
for the profession. The preparatory period involves a long series of
ecstatic experiences, which are at the same time initiatory; the

84 Shirokogoroff, Psychomental Complez, p. 850.

85 Which indicates transformation into a wild beast, that is, a sort of
reintegration into the ancestor.

36 All these details have an initiatory bearing, which will be explained
later.

87 It is during this period of silence that the initiation by the spirits is
completed, concerning which Tungus and Buryat shamans supply most
valuable details; see below, pp. 75 ff.

38 Shirokogoroff, p. 351. On the continuation of the ceremony proper,
see below, pp. 111 ff.
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ancestral spirits appear in dreams and sometimes carry the can-
didate down to the underworld. Meanwhile the youth continues to
study under the shamans and elders; he learns the clan genealogy
and traditions, the shamanic mythology and vocabulary. The
teacher is called the Father Shaman. During his ecstasy the can-
didate sings shamanic hymns.® This is the sign that contact with
the beyond has finally been established.

Among the Buryat of Southern Siberia shamanism is usually
hereditary, but sometimes one becomes a shaman after a divine
election or an accident; for example, the gods choose the future
shaman by striking him with lightning or showing him their will
through stones fallen from the sky; “° one who had chanced to
drink tarasun in which there was such a stone was transformed intc
a shaman. But these shamans chosen by the gods must also be
guided and taught by the old shamans.®! The role of lightning in
designating the shaman is important; it shows the celestial origin
of shamanic powers. The case is not unique; among the Soyot, too,
one who is touched by lightning becomes a shaman,*? and lightning
is sometimes portrayed on the shaman’s costume.

In the case of hereditary shamanism, the souls of the ancestral
shamans choose a young man in the family; he becomes absent-
minded and dreamy, loves solitude, and has prophetic visions and
sometimes seizures that make him unconscious. During this period,
the Buryat believe, the soul is carried off by the spirits—eastward
if the youth is destined to become a ““white’” shaman, westward if a
“black.” # Received in the palace of the gods, the neophyte’s soul
is instructed by the ancestral shamans in the secrets of the pro-
fession, the gods’ forms and names, the cult and names of the
spirits, and so on. It is only after this first initiation that the soul

89 Garma Sandschejew, ‘“Weltanschauung und Schamanismus der Alaren-
Burjaten,” pp. 977-78.

40 On ‘‘thunder-stones’’ fallen from the sky, see Eliade, Patterns, pp.
58 ff.

41 Mikhailowski, p. 86. 4¢ Potanin, IV, 289.

48 For the distinction between these two types of shaman, see below,
Pp. 184 ff.
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returns to the body.* We shall sec that the initiatory process con-
tinues long after this.

For the Altaians the shamanic gift is genera]ly hereditary. While
still a child, the future shaman, or"kam, proves to be sickly,
withdrawn, contemplative. But his father gives him a lengthy
preparation, teaching him the tribe’s songs and traditions.
When a young man in a family is subject to epileptic attacks, the
Altaians are convinced that one of his ancestors was a shaman. But
it is also possible to become a kam of one’s own volition, though
this kind of shaman is considered inferior to the others.*

Among the Kazak Kirgiz (Kirgiz-Kaisak) the profession of
bag¢a (shaman) is usually transmitted from father to son; excep-
tionally, the father transmits it to two of his sons. But there is a
memory of an ancient time when the neophyte was chosen directly
by the old shamans. ““In former days the bagcas sometimes enlisted
very young Kazak Kirgiz, usually orphans, in order to initiate
them into the profession of bag¢a; however, to succeed in the pro-
fession a predisposition to nervous disorders was essential. The
subjects intending to enter the bag¢ylyk were characterized by sud-
den changes in state, by rapid transitions from irritability to
normality, from melancholia to agitation.” %

Hereditary Transmission and Quest in Obtaining
Shamanic Powers

Two conclusions already appear from this rapid examination of
Siberian and Central Asian data: (1) that a hereditary shamanism

44 Mikhailowski, p. 87; W. Schmidt, Der Ursprung der Gottesidee, X,
895 fI.

45 Potanin, IV, 56-57; Mikhailowski, p. 90; W. Radlov, Aus Sidirien, 11,
16; A. V. Anokhin, Materialy po shamanstvu u altaitsev, pp. 29 ff.; H. von
Lankenau, ‘“‘Die Schamanen und das Schamanenwesen,” pp. 278 f.;
W. Schmidt, Der Ursprung, 1X, 245—48 (Altaic Tatars), 687-88 (Abakan
Tatars).

46 ]. Castagné, “‘Magie et exorcisme chez les Kazak-Kirghizes et autres
peuples turcs orientaux,’’ p. 60.
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cxists side by side with a shamanism bestowed directly by the gods
and spirits; (2) that morbid phenomena frequently accompany both
spontaneous manifestation and hereditary transmission of the
shamanic vocation. Let us now see what the situation is in regions
other than Siberia, Central Asia, and the Arctic.

It is unnecessary to dwell at length on the question of hereditary
transmission or spontaneous vocation in the case of the magician or
medicine man. In general, the situation is the same everywhere:
the two ways of access to magico-religious powers coexist. A few
examples will suffice.

The profession of medicine man is hereditary among the Zulu
and the Bechuana of South Africa,*” the Nyima of the southern
Sudan,*® the Negritos and the Jakun of the Malay Peninsula,® the
Batak and other peoples of Sumatra,* the Dyak,® the sorcerers of
the New Hebrides,*? and in several Guianan and Amazonian tribes
(Shipibo, Cobeno, Macusi, etc.).® ““In the eyes of the Cobeno, any
shaman by right of succession is gifted with a higher power than
one whose title is due only to his own seeking.” % Among the
Rocky Mountain tribes of North America shamanic power can also
be inherited, but the transmission always takes place through an
ecstatic experience (dream).® As Willard Z. Park observes,*
inheritance seems rather to be a tendency in a child or other relative
to acquire the power by drawing from the same source as the sha-

47 Max Bartels, Die Medizin der Naturvolker, p. 25.

48 8. F. Nadel, “A Study of Shamanism in the Nuba Mountains,” p. 27.

49 Ivor H. N. Evans, Studies in Religion, Folk-lore, & Custom in British
North Borneo and the Malay Peninsula, pp. 159, 264.

50 E. M. Loeb, Sumatra, pp. 81 (the northern Batak), 125 (Menang-
kabau), 155 (Nias).

51 H. Ling Roth, The Natives of Sarawak and British North Borneo, 1, 260;
also among the Ngadju Dyak, cf. H. Schirer, Die Gottesidee der Ngadju
Dajak in Sid-Borneo, p. 58.

52 J. L. Maddox, The Medicine Man: a Sociological Study of the Character
and Evolution of Shamanism, p. 26.

53 Alfred Métraux, ‘‘Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de 1’Amérique du
Sud tropicale,” pp. 200 f.

54 Ibid., p. 201. 55 Shamanism in Western North America, p. 22.

56 Ibid.; p: 29.
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man. Among the Puyallup, Marian Smith remarks, the power
tends to remain in the family. Cases have also been known in
which the shaman transmits the power to his child during his
own lifetime.®® Inheritance of shamanic powzer appears to be the
rule among the Plateau tribes (Thompson, Shuswap, southern
Okanagon, Klallam, Nez Perce, Klamath, Tenino) and those of
northern California (Shasta, etc.), and it is also found among the
Hupa, Chimariko, Wintu, and western Mono.® Transmission of
the “‘spirits’’ always remains the basis of this shamanic inheritance,
in distinction from the more usual method among most North
American tribes—acquiring ‘‘spirits’’ by a spontaneous experience
(dream, etc.) or by a deliberate quest. Among the Eskimo shaman-
ism is oocasionally hereditarv. An Iglulik became a shaman after
being wounded by a walrus, but in a sense he inherited his mother’s
qualification, she having become a shamaness as the result of a fire-
ball entering her body.*

The office of medicine man is not hereditary among a consider-
able number of primitive peoples, whom it is unnecessary to cite
here.®! This means that all over the world magico-religious powers
are held to be obtainable either spontaneously (sickness, dream,
chance encounter with a source of ““power,” etc.) or deliberately
(quest). It should be noted that nonhereditary acquisition of
magico-religious powers presents an almost infinite number of
forms and variants, which are of concern rather to the general
history of religions than to a systematic study of shamanism; for
this type of acquisition includes not only the possibility of obtaining

57 Cited by Marcelle Bouteiller, ““Du ‘chaman’ au ‘panseur de secret,
p- 243. ‘A girl known to us acquired the gift of curing burns from an old
woman neighbor, now dead, who taught her the secret because she had no
family but had been initiated herself by an older relative.”

58 Park, p. so.

59 Ibid., p. 121. Cf. also Bouteiller, “‘Don chamanistique et adaptation i la
vie chez les Indiens de I’Amérique du Nord.”

60 Knud Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, pp. 120 ff.
Among the Diomede Islands Eskimo the shaman sometimes transmits his
powers directly to one of his sons; see E. M. Weyer, Jr., The Eskimos, p. 429.

61 Cf. Hutton Webster, Magic, pp. 185 ff.
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magico-religious powers spontaneously or deliberately and thus
becoming a shaman, medicine man, or sorcerer, but also the pos-
sibility of obtaining such powers for one’s own safety or personal
advantage, as is the case almost everywhere in the archaic world.
The latter method of acquiring magico-religious powers implies
no distinction in religious or social practice from the rest of the
community. The man who, by using certain rudimentary but tradi-
tional techniques, increases his magico-religious potential—to en-
sure the abundance of his crop, to defend himself against the evil
eye, and so on—does not intend to change his socio-religious
status and become a medicine man by this act of reinforcing his
potential for the sacred. He simply wishes to increase his vital and
religious capacities. Hence his moderate and limited quest for
magico-religious powers falls in the most typical and rudimentary
.category of human behavior in the presence of the sacred. For, as
we have shown in Patterns in Comparative Religion, in primitive
man as in all human beings the desire to enter into contact with
the sacred is counteracted by the fear of being obliged to renounce
the simple human condition and become a more or less pliant in-
strument for some manifestation of the sacred (gods, spirits,
ancestors, etc.).5?

In the following pages the deliberate quest for magico-religious
powers or the grant of such powers by gods and spirits will con-
cern us only in so far as it entails a massive acquisition of the sacred
destined to make a radical change in the socio-religious practice of
the subject, who finds himself transformed into a specialized
technician. Even in cases of this kind we should discover a certain
resistance to “‘divine election.”

Shamanism and Psychopathology

Let us now examine the relations allegedly discovered between
Arctic and Siberian shamanism and nervous disorders, especially
62 On the meaning of this ambivalent attitude to the sacred, see Eliade,
Patterns, pp. 459 ff.
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the various forms of arctic hysteria. From the time of Krivoshapkin
(1861, 1865), V. G. Bogoraz (1910), N. Y. Vitashevsky (1911),
and M. A. Czaplicka (1914), the psychopathologlcal phenomenol-
ogy of Siberian shamanism has constafitly been emphasized.® The
last investigator to favor explaining shamanism by arctic hysteria,
A. Oblmarks, is even led to distinguish between an Arctic and a
sub-Arctic shamanism, according to the degree of neuropathy ex-
hibited by their representatives. In his view shamanism was origi-
nally an exclusively Arctic phenomenon, due in the first place to
the influence of the cosmic milieu on the nervous instability of the
inhabitants of the polar regions. The extreme cold, the long nights,
the desert solitude, the lack of vitamins, etc., influenced the nerv-
ous constitution of the Arctic peoples, giving rise either to mental
illnesses (arctic hysteria, meryak, menerik, etc.) or to the shamanic
trance. The only difference between a shaman and an epileptic is
that the latter cannot deliberately enter into trance.® In the Arctic
the shamanic ecstasy is a spontaneous and organic phenomenon;
and it is only in this zone that one can properly speak of a “‘great
shamanizing,” that is, of the ceremony that ends with a real cata-
leptic trance, during which the soul is supposed to have left the
body and to be journeying in the sky or the underworld.® But in
the sub-Arctic the shaman, no longer the victim of cosmic oppres-
sion, does not spontaneously obtain a real trance and is obliged to
induce a semitrance with the help of narcotics or to mime the

journey of the soul in dramatic form.*®

63 Ohlmarks, Studien zum Problem des Schamanismus, pp. 20 ff.; Nioradze,
Der Schamanismus, pp. 50 ff.; M. A. Czaplicka, Aboriginal Siberia, pp. 179 ff.
(Chukchee); V. G. Bogoraz (Waldemar G. Bogoras), “K psikhologii
shamanstva u narodov severo-vostochnoi Azii,” pp. 5 ff. Cf. also W. IL.
Jochelson: The Koryak, pp. 416-17; The Yukaghir and the Yukaghirized
Tungus, pp. $0-88.

64 Studien, p. 11. See Eliade, “'Le Probléme du chamanisme,” pp. 9 f.
Cf. Harva, Die religiosen Vorstellungen, pp. 452 ff. See also D. F. Aberle,
* ‘Arctic Hysteria’ and Latah in Mongolia.” On ecstasy as a specific char-
acteristic of Arctic religion, cf. R. T. Christiansen, ‘‘Ecstasy and Arctic
Religion.”

65 Concerning these journeys, see the following chapters.

66 Ohlmarks, pp. 100 ff., 122 ff., etc.
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The thesis equating shamanism with mental disorder has also
been maintained in respect to other forms of shamanism than the
Arctic. As long as seventy-odd ycars ago, GG. A. Wilken asserted
that Indonesian shamanism had originally been a real sickness, and
it was only later that the genuine trance had begun to be imitated
dramatically.” And investigators have not failed to note the strik-
ing relations that appear to exist between mental unbalance and
the different forms of South Asian and Oceanian shamanism. Ac-
cording to Loeb, the Niue shaman is epileptic or extremely nerv-
ous and comes from particular families in which nervous instability
is hereditary.® On the basis of Czaplicka’s descriptions, J. W.
Layard believed that there was a close resemblance between the
Siberian shaman and the bwili of Malekula.®® The sikerei of Men-
tawei 7° and the bomor of Kelantan ™ are also neuropaths. In Samoa
epileptics become diviners. The Batak of Sumatra and other In-
donesian peoples prefer to choose sickly or weak subjects for the
office of magician. Among the Subanun of Mindanao the perfect
magician is usually neurasthenic or at least eccentric. The same
thing is found elsewhere: in the Andaman Islands epileptics are
considered great magicians; among the Lotuko of Uganda the
infirm and neuropathic are commonly candidates for magic (but
must, however, undergo a long initiation before being qualified for
their profession).”

According to Father Housse, candidates for shamanship among
the Araucanians of Chile “are always sickly or morbidly sensitive,
with weak hearts, disordered digestions, and subject to vertigo.
They claim that the divinity’s summons to them is irresistible and
that a premature death would inevitably punish their resistance

67 Het Shamanisme bij de Volken van den Indischen Archipel, passim.

68 ‘“The Shaman of Niue,” p. 395.

69 “‘Shamanism: an Analysis Based on Comparison with the Flying
Tricksters of Malekula,” p. 544. The same observation is made in Loeb,
‘‘Shaman and Seer,"”’ p. 61.

70 Loeb, ““Shaman and Seer,” p. 67.

71 Jeanne Cuisinier, Danses magiques de Kelantan, pp. 5 ff.

72 And the list could easily be extended; cf. Webster, Magic, pp. 157 fT.
Cf. also T. K. Oesterreich’s lengthy analyses, Possession, pp. 132 fT., 236 fT.
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and infidelity.”” ™ Sometimes, as among the Jivaro,” the future
shaman is only reserved and taciturn in temperament or, as among
the Selk’nam and the Yamana of Tierra del Fuego, predisposed to
meditation and asceticism.”™ Paul Radin brihigs out the epileptoid
or hysteroid psychic structure of most medicine men, citing it to
support his thesis of the psychopathological origin of the class of
sorcerers and priests. And he adds, precisely in the sense of Wilken,
Layard, or Ohlmarks: ‘*“What was thus originally due to psychical
necessity became the prescribed and mechanical formulae to be
employed by anyone who desired to enter the priestly profession
or for any successful approach to the supernatural.” 7 Ohlmarks
declares that nowhere in the world are psychomental maladies as
intense and as prevalent as in the Arctic, and he cites a remark of
the Russian ethnologist D. Zelenin: “‘In the North, these psychoses
were far more widespread than elsewhere.” 7 But similar observa-
tions have been made in respect to numerous other primitive peo-
ples, and it does not appear in what way they help us to understand
a religious phenomenon.™

Regarded in the horizon of komo religiosus—the only horizon

with which we are concerned in the present study—the mentally

73 Une Epopée indienne. Les Araucans du Chili, p. 98.

74 R. Karsten, cited by Métraux, ‘““Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de
I'Amérique du Sud tropicale,” p. 201.

75 M. Gusinde, Die Feuerland Indianern. I: Die Selk’nam, pp. 779 ff.;
I1: Die Yamana, pp. 1894 ff.

76 Primitive Religion, p. 182.

77 Studien, p. 15.

78 Even Ohlmarks admits (ibid., pp. 24, 35) that shamanism is not to
be regarded solely as a mental malady, the phenomenon being more com-
plex. Métraux saw the crux of the problem better when he wrote, in regard
to the South American shamans, that temperamentally neuropathic or re-
ligious individuals “‘feel drawn to a kind of life that gives them intimate
contact with the supernatural world and allows them to expend their nervous
force freely. In shamanism the uneasy, the unstable, or the merely thought-
ful find a propitious atmosphere’” (*Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de
I’Amérique du Sud tropicale,” p. 200). For Nadel, the problem of the stabili-
zation of psychoneurotics by shamanism remains open (““A Study of Sha-
manism in the Nuba Mountains,”” p. 36); but see below, p. 31, his conclu-
sions concerning the mental soundness of the Sudanese shamans.
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ill patient proves to be an unsuccessful mystic or, better, the carica-
ture of a mystic. His experience is without religious content, even
if it appears to resemble a religious experience, just as an act of
autoeroticism arrives at the same physiological result as a sexual
act properly speaking (seminal emission), yet at the same time is
but a caricature of the latter because it is without the concrete
presence of the partner. Then too, it is quite possible that the as-
similation of a neurotic subject to an individual possessed by spirits
—an assimilation supposed to be quite frequent in the archaic
world—is in many cases only the result of imperfect observations
on the part of the earliest ethnologists. Among the Sudanese tribes
recently studied by Nadel epilepsy is quite common; but the tribes-
men consider neither epilepsy nor any other mental maladies to be
genuine possession.” However this may be, we are forced to con-
clude that the alleged Arctic origin of shamanism does not neces-
sarily arise from the nervous instability of peoples living too near
to the Pole and from epidemics peculiar to the north above a cer-
tain latitude. As we have just seen, similar psychopathic phenomena
are found almost throughout the world.

That such maladies nearly always appear in relation to the voca-
tion of medicine men is not at all surprising. Like the sick man, the
religious man is projected onto a vital plane that shows him the
fundamental data of human existence, that is, solitude, danger,
hostility of the surrounding world. But the primitive magician, the
medicine man, or the shaman is not only a sick man; he is, above
all, a sick man who has been cured, who has succeeded in curing
himself. Often when the shaman’s or medicine man’s vocation is
revealed through an illness or an epileptoid attack, the initiation of
the candidate is equivalent to a cure.® The famous Yakut shaman
Tiispiit (that is, “fallen from the sky’’) had been ill at the age of
twenty; he began to sing, and felt better. When Sieroszewski met

79 ““A Study of Shamanism,” p. 86; see also below, p. s1.

80 Cuisinier, p. 5; J. W. Layard, ‘“Malekula: Flying Tricksters, Ghosts,
Gods and Epileptics,” cited by Paul Radin, Primitive Religion, pp. 65-66;
Nadel, p. 36; Harva, Die religiésen Vorstellungen, p. 457.
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him, he was sixty and displayed tireless energy. “‘If necessary, he
can drum, dance, jump all night.” In addition, he was a man who
had traveled; he had even worked in the Siberian gold mines. But
he needed to shamanize; if he went for a long time without doing
50, he did not feel well.®

A shaman of the Goldi ( Amur region) told Leo Sternberg: *“The
old folks say that some generations back there were three great
Shamans of my gens. No Shamans were known amongst my nearest
forefathers. My father and mother enjoyed perfect health. I am
now forty years old. I am married, but have no children. Up to the
age of twenty I was quite well. Then [ felt ill, my whole body ailed
me, I had bad headaches. Shamans tried to cure me, but it was all
of no avail. When I began shamaning myself, I got better and
better. It is now ten years that I have been a shaman, but at first I
used to practice for myself only, and it is three years ago only that
I took to curing other people. A shaman’s practice is very, very
fatiguing.”” 82

Sandschejew had come to know a Buryat who, in his youth, had
been an ‘‘anti-shamanist.”” But he fell ill and, after vainly seeking a
cure (he even traveled to Irkutsk in search of a good doctor), he
tried shamanizing. He was immediately cured, and became a sha-
man for the rest of his life.3 Sternberg also observes that the elec-
tion of a shaman is manifested by a comparatively serious illness,
usually coincidental with the onset of sexual maturity. But the fu-
ture shaman is cured in the end, with the help of the same spirits
that will later become his tutelaries and helpers. Sometimes these
are ancestors who wish to pass on to him their now unemployed
helping spirits. In these cases there is a sort of hereditary transmis-
sion; the illness is only a sign of election, and proves to be tem-
porary.

81 Sieroszewski, p. 810.

82 ““Divine Election in Primitive Religion,” pp. 476 f. The remainder
of this important autobiography of a Goldi shaman will be found below,
pp- 71 ff.

83 “"Weltanschauung und Schamanismus,” p. 977.
84 “Divine Election,” p. 474.
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There is always a cure, a control, an equilibrium brought about
by the actual practice of shamanisin. It is not to the fact that he is
subject to epileptic attacks that the Eskimo or Indonesian shaman,
for example, owes his power and prestige; it is to the fact that he
can control his epilepsy. Externally, it is very easy to note nu-
merous resemblances between the phenomenology of meryak or
menertk and the Siberian shaman’s trance, but the essential fact re-
mains the latter’s ability to bring on his epileptoid trance at will.
Still more significantly, the shamans, for all their apparent likeness
to epileptics and hysterics, show proof of a more than normal nerv-
ous constitution; they achieve a degree of concentration beyond the
capacity of the profane; they sustain exhausting efforts; they con-
trol their ecstatic movements, and so on.

According to the testimony of Belyavsky and others, collected by
Karjalainen, the Vogul shaman displays keen intelligence, a per-
fectly supple body, and an energy that appears unbounded. His
very preparation for his future work leads the neophyte to
strengthen his body and perfect his intellectual qualities.® My-
tchyll, a Yakut shaman known to Sieroszewski, though an old man,
during a performance outdid the youngest by the height of his
leaps and the energy of his gestures. “He became animated,
bubbled over with intelligence and vitality. He gashed himself with
a knife, swallowed sticks, ate burning coals.”” ® For the Yakut, the
perfect shaman ‘‘must be serious, possess tact, be able to convince
his neighbors; above all, he must not be presumptuous, proud,
ill-tempered. One must feel an inner force in him that does not
offend yet is conscious of its power.”” & In such a portrait it is diffi-
cult to find the epileptoid who has been conjured up from other
descriptions.

Although shamans of the Reindeer Tungus of Manchuria per-
form their ecstatic dance in a yurt crowded with onlookers, in a
very limited space, and wearing costumes that carry more than
thirty pounds of iron in the form of disks and other objects, they

85 Karjalainen, Die Religion der Jugra-Volker, 111, 247-48.

86 ““Du chamanisme,"’ p. 817. 87 Ibid., p. s18.

29



SHAMANISM: ARCHAIC TECHNIQUES OF ECSTASY

never touch anyone in the audience.® And the Kazak Kirgiz bag¢a,
when in trance, “‘though he flings himself in all directions with
his eyes shut, nevertheless finds all the objects that he needs.” ®
This astonishing capacity to control even ecstatic movements testi-
fies to an excellent nervous constitution. In general, the Siberian
and North Asian shaman shows no sign of mental disintegration.®
His memory and his power of self-control are distinctly above the
average. According to Kai Donner, “it can be maintained that
among the Samoyed, the Ostyak, and certain other tribes, the
shaman is usually healthy and that, intellectually, he is often above
his milieu.” Among the Buryat the shamans are the principal
guardians of the rich oral heroic literature.®? The poetic vocabulary
of a Yakut shaman contains 12,000 words, whereas the ordinary
language—the only language known to the rest of the community
—has only 4,000.°* Among the Kazak Kirgiz the bag¢a, ‘‘singer,
poet, musician, diviner, priest, and doctor, appears to be the
guardian of religious and popular traditions, preserver of legends
several centuries old.” %

The shamans of other regions have given rise to similar obser-
vations. According to T. Koch-Griinberg, ‘‘the Taulipang shamans
[of Venezuela] are generally intelligent individuals, sometimes
wily but always of great strength of character, for in their training
and the practice of their functions they are obliged to display
energy and self-control.” % Meétraux remarks concerning the
Amazonian shamans: “No physical or physiological anomaly or
peculiarity seems to have been selected as the symptom of a special
predisposition for the practice of shamanism.”’ %

88 E. J. Lindgren, “The Reindeer Tungus of Manchuria,”’ cited by N. K.
Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy, p. 17.

89 Castagné, ““Magie et exorcisme,” p. 99.

90 Cf. H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, The Growth of Literature, 111, 214;
N. K. Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy, pp. 17 f. The Lapp shaman must be
perfectly healthy (Itkonen, Heidnische Religion, p. 116).

91 La Sibérie, p. 223. 92 Sandschejew, p. 983.

938 H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, The Grouth of Literature, 111, 199.

94 Castagné, p. 60.

95 Cited by Métraux, ‘Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de 1’Amérique
du Sud tropicale,” p. 201. 96 Ibid., p. 202.
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Among the Wintu of California the transmission and perfecting
of speculative thought are in the hands of the shamans.®” The
intellectual effort of the Dyak prophet-shaman is immense and
denotes a mental capacity well above that of the collectivity.?® The
same observation has been made concerning African shamans in
general.® As for the Sudanese tribes studied by Nadel: ‘“No shaman
is, in everyday life, an ‘abnormal’ individual, a neurotic, or a
paranoiac; if he were, he would be classed as a lunatic, not respected
as a priest. Nor finally can shamanism be correlated with incipient
or latent abnormality; I recorded no case of a shaman whose pro-
fessional hysteria deteriorated into serious mental disorders.” 1
In Australia matters are even clearer: medicine men are expected
to be, and usually are, perfectly healthy and normal.!!

And we must also consider the fact that the shamanic initiation
proper includes not only an ecstatic experience but, as we shall
soon see, a course of theoretical and practical instruction too com-
plicated to be within the grasp of a neurotic. Whether they still
are or are not subject to real attacks of epilepsy or hysteria,
shamans, sorcerers, and medicine men in general cannot be re-
garded as merely sick; their psychopathic experience has a theo-
retical content. For if they have cured themselves and are able to
cure others, it is, among other things, because they know the
mechanism, or rather, the zheory of illness.

All these examples bring out, in one way or another, the ex-
ceptional character of the medicine man within society. Whether
he is chosen by gods or spirits to be their mouthpiece, or is pre-
disposed to this function by physical defects, or has a heredity that
is equivalent to a magico-religious vocation, the medicine man

97 Cora A. du Bois, Wintu Ethnography, p. 118.

98 N. K. Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy, pp. 28 ff.; H. M. and N. K.
Chadwick, The Growth of Literature, 111, 476 f.

99 N. K. Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy, p. 0.

100 “A Study,” p. 86. One cannot, then, say that “shamanism . . . ab-
sorbs mental abnormality at large” or that it “‘rests on uncommonly wide-
spread psychopathic predispositions; it certainly cannot be explained merely
as a cultural mechanism designed either to achieve the former or to exploit

the latter”” (ibid.).
101 A. P. Elkin, Aboriginal Men of High Degree, pp. 22-25.
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stands apart from the world of the profane precisely because he has
more direct relations with the sacred and manipulates its mani-
festations more effectively. Infirmity, nervous disorder, spon-
taneous vocation, or heredity are sor many external signs of a
“choice,” an “‘election.” Sometimes these signs are physical (an
innate or acquired infirmity); sometimes an accident, even of the
commonest type, is involved (e.g., falling from a tree or being
bitten by a snake); ordinarily, as we shall see in greater detail in
the following chapter, election is announced by an unusual accident
or event—lightning, apparition, dream, and so on.

It is important to bring out this notion of peculiarity conferred
by an unusual or abnormal experience. For, properly considered,
singularization as such depends upon the very dialectic of the
sacred. The most elementary hierophanies, that is, are nothing but
a radical ontological separation of some object from the surround-
ing cosmic zone; some tree, some stone, some place, by the mere
fact that it reveals that it is sacred, that it has been, as it were,
“chosen” as the receptacle for a manifestation of the sacred, is
thereby ontologically separated from all other stones, trees, places,
and occupies a different, a supernatural plane. We have elsewhere 1%
analyzed the structures and the dialectic of hierophanies and
kratophanies—in a word, of the manifestations of the magico-
religious realities. What it is important to note now is the parallel
between the singularization of objects, beings, and sacred signs,
and the singularization by “election,” by ‘‘choice,” of those who
experience the sacred with greater intensity than the rest of the
community—those who, as it were, incarnate the sacred, because
they live it abundantly, or rather ‘“‘are lived” by the religious
“form’’ that has chosen them (gods, spirits, ancestors, etc.). These
few preliminary observations will find their application after we
have studied the various methods of training and initiating future
shamans.

102 See Eliade, Patterns, passim.



CHAPTER TWO

Initiatory Sicknesses
and Dreams

Sickness- Initiation

ORE or less pathological sicknesses, dreams, and ecsta-
sies are, as we have seen, so many means of reaching the
condition of shaman. Sometimes these singular experiences signify
no more than a ‘“choice” from above and merely prepare the
candidate for new revelations. But usually sicknesses, dreams, and
ecstasies in themselves constitute an initiation; that is, they trans-
form the profane, pre-‘‘choice” individual into a technician of the
sacred.! Naturally, this ecstatic type of experience is always and
everywhere followed by theoretical and practical instruction at the
hands of the old masters; but that does not make it any the less
determinative, for it is the ecstatic experience that radically
changes the religious status of the “‘chosen’ person.

We shall soon see that all the ecstatic experiences that determine
the future shaman’s vocation involve the traditional schema of an
initiation ceremony: suffering, death, resurrection. Viewed from
this angle, any ‘‘sickness-vocation” fills the role of an initiation; for
the sufferings that it brings on correspond to initiatory tortures,
the psychic isolation of “‘the elected” is the counterpart to the iso-
lation and ritual solitude of initiation ceremonies, and the immi-
nence of death felt by the sick man (pain, unconsciousness, etc.)
recalls the symbolic death represented in almost all initiation
ceremonies. The examples that follow will show how far the

1 Cf. Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, pp. 19 f.
83



SHAMANISM: ARCHAIC TECHNIQUES OF ECSTASY

assimilation between sickness and initiation is carried. Certain
physical sufferings find their exact counterparts in terms of a
(symbolic) initiatory death—for example, the dismemberment of
the candidate’s (the sick man’s) bod¥, an ecstatic experience that
can equally well be brought on by the sufferings of a “'sickness-
vocation” or by certain ritual ceremonies or, finally, in dreams.

The content of these first ecstatic experiences, although com-
paratively rich, almost always includes one or more of the follow-
ing themes: dismemberment of the body, followed by a renewal of
the internal organs and viscera; ascent to the sky and dialogue
with the gods or spirits; descent to the underworld and conversa-
tions with spirits and the souls of dead shamans; various revela-
tions, both religious and shamanic (secrets of the profession). All
these themes are clearly initiatory. In some documents all are
attested; in others only one or two are mentioned (bodily dis-
memberment, celestial ascent). However, it is possible that the
absence of certain initiatory themes is due, at least in part, to the
inadequacy of our information, since the earliest ethnologists were
usually content with summary data.

However this may be, the presence or absence of these themes
also indicates a particular religious orientation of the correspond-
ing shamanic techniques. There is certainly a difference between a
“‘celestial’’ shamanic initiation and one that, with certain reserva-
tions, we might call “infernal.”” The role that a celestial Supreme
Being plays in granting the ecstatic trance, or, on the contrary, the
importance accorded to the spirits of dead shamans or to “‘demons,”
reveal different orientations. Probably these differences are due
to divergent and even hostile religious conceptions. In any case,
they imply a long evolution and certainly a history, which, in the
present stage of research, can only be outlined hypothetically and
provisionally. For the moment we need not concern ourselves with
the history of these types of initiation. And in order not to com-
plicate our exposition we will present each of these great mythico-
ritual themes by itself: dismemberment of the candidate’s body,
ascent to the sky, descent to the underworld. But it should never
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be forgotten that such a separation rarely corresponds to the
reality; that, as we shall presently see is the case among the Si-
berian shamans, the three chief initiatory themes sometimes co-
exist in the experience of the same individual; and that, in any
event, they are usually found together in any one religion. Finally,
it should be borne in mind that these ecstatic experiences, while
they constitute the initiation proper, always form part of a com-
plex system of traditional instruction.

We will begin our description of shamanic initiation with the
ecstatic type, for the twofold reason that it seems to us the earliest
and that it is the most complete, in the sense that it includes all
the mythico-ritual themes enumerated above. Following this, we
will give examples of the same type of initiation in regions other
than Siberia and adjacent parts of Northeast Asia.

Initiatory Ecstasies and Visions of the Yakut Shamans

In the preceding chapter we cited some examples of shamanic vo-
cation manifested in the form of illness. Sometimes there is not
exactly an illness but rather a progressive change in behavior. The
candidate becomes meditative, seeks solitude, sleeps a great deal,
seems absent-minded, has prophetic dreams and sometimes sei-
zures.? All these symptoms are only the prelude to the new life
that awaits the unwitting candidate. His behavior, we may add,
suggests the first signs of a mystical vocation, which are the same
in all religions and too well known to dwell upon.

But there are also “‘sicknesses,’” attacks, dreams, and hallucina-
tions that determine a shaman’s career in a very short time. We are
not concerned with whether these pathogenic ecstasies have really
been experienced, or have been imagined, or at least later en-
riched by folkloric motifs, to end by being integrated into the
frame of the traditional shamanic mythology. Essential is the fact
that these experiences justify the vocation and the magico-religious

2 See some Chukchee and Buryat examples in M. A. Czaplicka, Aboriginal
Siberia, pp. 179, 185, etc., and in our preceding chapter.
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power of a shaman, that they are invoked as the one possible valida-
tion for a radical change in religious practice.

For example, a Yakut shaman, Sofron Zateyev, states that as a
rule the future shaman ““dies”” and lids in the yurt for three days
without eating or drinking. Formerly the candidate went through
the ceremony three times, during which he was cut to pieces. An-
other shaman, Pyotr Ivanov, gives further details. The candidate’s
limbs are removed and disjointed with an iron hook; the bones are
cleaned, the flesh scraped, the body fluids thrown away, and the
eyes torn from their sockets. After this operation all the bones are
gathered up and fastened together with iron. According to a third
shaman, Timofei Romanov, the ceremony of dismemberment lasts
from three to seven days; ? during all that time the candidate re-
mains like a dead man, scarcely breathing, in a solitary place.

The Yakut Gavril Alekseyev states that each shaman has a
Bird-of-Prey-Mother, which is like a great bird with an iron beak,
hooked claws, and a long tail. This mythical bird shows itself only
twice: at the shaman’s spiritual birth, and at his death. It takes his
soul, carries it to the underworld, and leaves it to ripen on a branch
of a pitch pine. When the soul has reached maturity the bird carries
it back to earth, cuts the candidate’s body into bits, and distributes
them among the evil spirits of disease and death. Each spirit
devours the part of the body that is his share; this gives the future
shaman power to cure the corresponding diseases. After devouring
the whole body the evil spirits depart. The Bird-Mother restores
the bones to their places and the candidate wakes as from a deep
sleep.

According to another Yakut account, the evil spirits carry the
future shaman’s soul to the underworld and there shut it up in a
house for three years (only one year for those who will become
lesser shamans). Here the shaman undergoes his initiation. The

8 These mystical numbers play an important part in the Central Asian
religionsand mythologies ( see below, pp. 274fT. ). Thatis, there is here a tradi-
tional theoretical framework in which the shaman’s ecstatic experience is
put, in order to be validated.
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spirits cut off his head, which they set aside (for the candidate must
watch his dismemberment with his own eyes), and cut him into
small pieces, which are then distributed to the spirits of the various
diseases. Only by undergoing such an ordeal will the future sha-
man gain the power to cure. His bones are then covered with new
flesh, and in some cases he is also given new blood.*

Another Yakut legend, also collected by Ksenofontov,® relates
that shamans are born in the north. There a giant fir grows, with
nests in its branches: The great shamans are in the highest
branches, the middling ones in the middle branches, the least are
low in the tree.® Some informants say that the Bird-of-Prey-
Mother, which has the head of an eagle and iron feathers, lights on
the tree, lays eggs, and sits on them; great, middling, and lesser
shamans are hatched in respectively three years, two years, and one
year. When the soul comes out of the egg, the Bird-Mother entrusts
it to a devil-shamaness, with only one eye, one arm, and one bone,’
to be taught. She rocks the future shaman’s soul in an iron cradle
and feeds him on clotted blood. Then three black “devils”’ come

4 G. V. Ksenofontov, Legendy i rasskazy o shamanakh u yakutov, buryat i
tungusov (2nd edn.), pp. 44 ff. (see also the German tr. in Adolf Friedrich
and Georg Buddruss, Schamanengeschichten aus Sibirien, pp. 136 ff.);
T. Lehtisalo, “Der Tod und die Wiedergeburt des kiinftigen Schamanen,”
pp. 18 ff.

5 Legendy i rasskazy, pp. 60 f. (Schamanengeschichten, pp. 156 {.).

6 Another Yakut legend ( Legendy i rasskazy, p. 63; Schamanengeschichten,
p. 159) describes the souls of shamans as born in a fir on Mount Dzokuo.
Another belief tells of the Tree Yjyk-Mas, whose summit reaches the Ninth
Heaven. This tree has no branches, but the souls of shamans are in its knots
(ibid.). Obviously, this is an example of the Universal Tree that grows at
the “Center of the World”” and connects the three cosmic zones—under-
world, earth, heaven. This symbol plays a considerable role in all the North
and Central Asian mythologies. See below, pp. 269 ff.

7 This is a demonic figure of fairly frequent occurrence in Siberian and
Central Asian mythologies; cf. Anakhai, the one-eyed demon of the Buryat
(U. Harva, Drie religiosen Vorstellungen der altaischen Vilker, p. $78), Arsari
of the Chuvash (one eye, one arm, one foot, etc.; ibid., p. 89), the Tibetan
goddess Ral gcing ma (one foot, one emaciated breast, one tooth, one eye,
etc.), the gods Li byin ha ra, etc. (René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, Oracles
and Demons of Tibet, p. 122).
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and cut his body to pieces, thrust a lance into his head, and throw
bits of his flesh in different directions as offerings. Three other
“devils” cut up his jawbone—a piece for each of the diseases that
he will be called on to cure. If one of his bones is missing, a member
of his family must die to replace it. Sometimes as many as nine of
his relatives die.?

According to another account, the “‘devils’’ keep the candidate’s
soul until he has learned all of their wisdom. During all this time
the candidate lies sick. His soul is transformed into a bird or some
other animal or even into a man. His “‘strength’’ is kept safe in a
nest hidden among the leaves of a tree, and when the shamans fight
one another—in animal form—they try to destroy their adversary’s
soul.?

In all these examples we find the central theme of an initiation
ceremony: dismemberment of the neophyte’s body and renewal of
his organs; ritual death followed by resurrection. We may also
note the motif of the giant bird that hatches shamans in the
branches of the World Trec; it has wide application in North Asian
mythologies, especially in shamanic mythology.

Initiatory Dreams of the Samoyed Shamans

According to Lehtisalo’s Yurak-Samoyed informants, initiation
proper begins with learning to drum; it is on this occasion that the
candidate is able to see the spirits. The shaman Ganykka told him
that once when he was beating his drum the spirits came down and
cut him in pieces, also chopping off his hands. For seven days and
nights he remained unconscious, stretched on the ground. During
this time his soul was in the sky, journeying with the Spirit of
Thunder and visiting the god Mikkulai.?

A. A. Popov gives the following account concerning a shaman

8 Cf. Ksenofontov, Legendy, pp. 60—61 (Schamanengeschichten, pp. 156—
67):9 Lehtisalo, ‘‘Der Tod und die Wiedergeburt,” pp. 29-30.

10 1d.: Entwurf einer Mythologie der Jurak-Samojeden, p. 146; “‘Der Tod
und die Wiedergeburt,” p. 3.
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of the Avam Samoyed." Sick with smallpox, the future shaman
remained unconscious for three days and so nearly dead that on the
third day he was almost buried. His initiation took place during this
time. He remembered having been carried into the middle of a sea.
There he heard his Sickness (that is, smallpox) speak, saying to
him: “From the Lords of the Water vou will receive the gift of
shamanizing. Your name as a shaman will be Huottarie ( Diver).”
Then the Sickness troubled the water of the sea. The candidate
came out and climbed a mountain. There he met a naked woman
and began to suckle at her breast. The woman, who was probably
the Lady of the Water, said to him: ‘“You are my child; that is
why I let you suckle at my breast. You will meet many hardships
and be greatly wearied.” The husband of the Lady of the Water,
the Lord of the Underworld, then gave him two guides, an ermine
and a mouse, to lead him to the underworld. When they came to a
high place, the guides showed him seven tents with torn roofs. He
entered the first and there found the inhabitants of the underworld
and the men of the Great Sickness (syphilis). These men tore out
his heart and threw it into a pot. In other tents he met the Lord of
Madness and the Lords of all the nervous disorders, as well as the
evil shamans. Thus he learned the various diseases that torment
mankind.!?

Still preceded by his guides, the candidate then came to the Land
of the Shamanesses, who strengthened his throat and his voice.!®
He was then carried to the shores of the Nine Seas. In the middle
of one of them was an island, and in the middle of the island a
young birch tree rose to the sky. It was the Tree of the Lord of
the Earth. Beside it grew nine herbs, the ancestors of all the plants
on earth. The tree was surrounded by seas, and in each of these
swam a species of bird with its young. There were several kinds of
ducks, a swan, and a sparrow-hawk. The candidate visited all

11 Tavgytsy. Materialy po etnografii avamskikh i vedeyevskikh tavgytsev,
pp. 84 ff. See ulso Lehtisalo, “Der Tod und die Wiedergeburt,” pp. 8 ff.;
E. Emsheimer, ‘‘Schamanentrommel und Trommelbaum,” pp. 178 ff.

12 That is, he learned to know and cure them.

18 Probably, taught him to sing.
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these seas; some of them were salt, others so hot he could not go
near the shore. After visiting the seas, the candidate raised his
head and, in the top of the tree, saw men ! of various nations:
Tavgi Samoyed, Russians, Dolgan, Y#kut, and Tungus. He heard
voices: "It has been decided that you shall have a drum (that is,
the body of a drum) from the branches of this tree.” 15 He began to
fly with the birds of the seas. As he left the shore, the Lord of the
Tree called to him: “My branch has just fallen; take it and make a
drum of it that will serve you all your life.”” The branch had three
forks, and the Lord of the Tree bade him make three drums from it,
to be kept by three women, each drum being for a special ceremony
—the first for shamanizing women in childbirth, the second for
curing the sick, the third for finding men lost in the snow.

The Lord of the Tree also gave branches to all the men who
were in the top of the tree. But, appearing from the tree up to the
chest in human form, he added: ““One branch only I give not to
the shamans, for I keep it for the rest of mankind. They can make
dwellings from it and so use it for their needs. I am the Tree that
gives life to all men.” Clasping the branch, the candidate was
ready to resume his flight when again he heard a human voice, this
time revealing to him the medicinal virtues of the seven plants and
giving him certain instructions concerning the art of shamanizing.
But, the voice added, he must marry three women (which, in fact,
he later did by marrying three orphan girls whom he had cured of
smallpox ).

After that he came to an endless sea and there he found trees and
seven stones. The stones spoke to him one after the other. The
first had teeth like bears’ teeth and a basket-shaped cavity, and it
revealed to him that it was the earth’s holding stone; it pressed
on the fields with its weight, so that they should not be carried

14 These are the ancestors of the nations, stationed in the branches of
the World Tree, a myth which we shall also come upon elsewhere (see
below, pp. 272 f.).

15 On the symbolism of the drum = World Tree, and on its consequences
for shamanic technique, sce below, pp. 168 ff.
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away by the wind. The second served to melt iron. He remained
with these stones for seven days and so learned how they could be
of use to men.

Then his two guides, the ermine and the mouse, led him to a
high, rounded mountain. He saw an opening before him and
entered a bright cave, covered with mirrors, in the middle of which
there was something like a fire. He saw two women, naked but
covered with hair, like reindeer.!® Then he saw that there was no
fire burning but that the light came from above, through an open-
ing. One of the women told him that she was pregnant and would
give birth to two reindeer; one would be the sacrificial animal 17 of
the Dolgan and Evenki, the other that of the Tavgi. She also gave
him a hair, which was to be useful to him when he shamanized for
reindeer. The other woman also gave birth to two reindeer,
symbols of the animals that would aid man in all his works and also
supply his food. The cave had two openings, toward the north and
toward the south; through each of them the young women sent a
reindeer to serve the forest people (Dolgan and Evenki). The
second woman, too, gave him a hair. When he shamanizes, he
mentally turns toward the cave.

Then the candidate came to a desert and saw a distant mountain.
After three days’ travel he reached it, entered an opening, and
came upon a naked man working a bellows. On the fire was a
caldron “‘as big as half the earth.” The naked man saw him and
caught him with a huge pair of tongs. The novice had time to
think, ““I am dead!”” The man cut off his head, chopped his body
into bits, and put everything in the caldron. There he boiled his
body for three years. There were also three anvils, and the naked
man forged the candidate’s head on the third, which was the one
on which the best shamans were forged. Then he threw the head
into one of three pots that stood there, the one in which the water
was the coldest. He now revealed to the candidate that, when he

16 These are personifications of the Mother of the Animals, a mythical
being that.plays a great part in Arctic and Siberian religions.
17 That is, it would be set free by the sick man.
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was called to cure someone, if the water in the ritual pot was very
hot, it would be useless ta shamanize, for the man was already
lost; if the water was warm, he was sick but would recover; cold
water denoted a healthy man. * ’

The blacksmith then fished the candidate’s bones out of a river,
in which they were floating, put them together, and covered them
with flesh again. He counted them and told him that he had three
too many; he was therefore to procure three shaman’s costumes.
He forged his head and taught him how to read the letters that
are inside it. He changed his eyes; and that is why, when he sha-
manizes, he does not see with his bodily eyes but with these
mystical eyes. He pierced his ears, making him able to understand
the language of plants. Then the candidate found himself on the
summit of a mountain, and finally he woke in the yurt, among his
family. Now he can sing and shamanize indefinitely, without ever
growing tired.’

We have reproduced this account because it is so astonishingly
rich mythologically and religiously. If the same care had been
taken to collect the confessions of other Siberian shamans, probably
no one would ever have been reduced to the meager common
formula: the candidate remained unconscious for a certain number
of days, dreamed that he was cut to pieces by spirits and carried
into the sky, and so on. It is clearly apparent that the initiatory
ecstasy very closely follows certain exemplary themes: the novice
encounters several divine figures (the Lady of the Waters, the
Lord of the Underworld, the Lady of the Animals) before being
led by his animal guides to the ‘‘Center of the World,” on the sum-
mit of the Cosmic Mountain, where are the World Tree and the
Universal Lord; from the Cosmic Tree and by the will of the Uni-
versal Lord himself, he receives the wood to make his drum; semi-

18 Lehtisalo thinks that the role of the blacksmith is secondary in the
Samoyed legends and, especially in mises en scéne such as the one just cited,
shows a foreign influence (“‘Der Tod und die Wiedergeburt,” p. 18). And it
is true that the relations between metallurgy and shamanism are far more
important in Buryat beliefs and mythology. See below, pp. 470 ff.
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demonic beings teach him the nature of all diseases and their
cures; finally, other demonic beings cut his body to pieces, boil it,
and exchange it for better organs. Each of these elements in the
initiatory story is consistent and has its place in a symbolic or
ritual system well known to the history of religions. To each of
them we shall have to return. Taken together, they represent a
well-organized variant of the universal theme of the death and
mystical resurrection of the candidate by means of a descent to
the underworld and an ascent to the sky.

Initiation among the Tungus, the Buryat, and Others

The same initiatory schema is also found among other Siberian
peoples. The Tungus shaman Ivan Cholko states that a future
shaman must fall ill and have his body cut in pieces and his blood
drunk by the evil spirits (saargi). These—which are really the
souls of dead shamans—throw his head into a caldron, where it is
melted with certain metal pieces that will later form part of his
ritual costume.!® Another Tungus shaman relates that he was sick
for a whole year. During that time he sang to feel better. His
shaman ancestors came and initiated him. They pierced him with
arrows until he lost consciousness and fell to the ground; they cut
off his flesh, tore out his bones and counted them; if one had been
missing, he could not have become a shaman. During this opera-
tion he went for a whole summer without eating or drinking.?
Although the Buryat have very complex public ceremonies for
consecrating shamans, they also know the “‘sickness-dream’’ of the
initiatory type. Ksenofontov reports the experiences of Mikhail
Stepanov. Stepanov learned that before becoming a shaman the
candidate must be sick for a long time; the souls of his shaman
ancestors then surround him, torture him, strike him, cut his body
with knives, and so on. During this operation the future shaman
remains inanimate; his face dnd hands are blue, his heart scarcely

19 Ksenofontov, Legendy, p. 102 ( Schamanengeschichten, p. 211).
20 Legendy, p. 108 ( Schamanengeschichten, pp. 212-13).
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beats.? According to another Buryat shaman, Bulagat Bucha-
cheyev, the ancestral spirits-carry the candidate’s soul before the
““Assembly of the Saaytani” in the sky, and there he is instructed.
After his initiation his flesh is cooked to teach him the art of
shamanizing. It is during this initiatory torture that the shaman
remains for seven days and nights as if dead. On this occasion his
relatives (except women) come to him and sing: *‘Our shaman is
returning to life and he will help us!”” While his body is being cut
to pieces and cooked by his ancestors, no stranger may touch it.%
The same experiences are found elsewhere.?® A Teleut woman
became a shamaness after having a vision in which unknown men
cut her body to bits and cooked it in a pot.# According to the
traditions of the Altaian shamans, the spirits of their ancestors eat
their flesh, drink their blood, open their bellies, and so on.*® The
Kazak Kirgiz bagga says: ‘I have five spirits in heaven who cut me
with forty knives, prick me with forty nails,” * and so forth.
The ecstatic experience of dismemberment of the body followed
by a renewal of the organs is also known to the Eskimo. They
speak of an animal (bear, walrus, etc.) that wounds the candidate,
tears him to pieces or devours him; then new flesh grows around
his bones.?” Sometimes the animal that tortures him becomes the
future shaman'’s helping spirit.?® Usually these cases of spontaneous

21 Legendy, p. 101 ( Schamanengeschichten, p. 208).

22 Legendy, p. 101 (Schamanengeschichten, pp. 209-10).

23 Cf. H. Findeisen, Schamanentum, pp. 36 fT.

24 N. P. Dyrenkova, cited by V. 1. Propp, Le radici storicke dei racconti di
fau p. 154. Among the Bhaiga and the Gond the primordial shaman instructs
his sons, brothers, and disciple to boil his body in a caldron for twelve years;
cf. Rudolf Rahmann, ‘‘Shamanistic and Related Phenomena in Northern and
Middle India,” pp. 726-27.

25 A. V. Anokhin, Materialy po shamanstvu u altaitsev, p. 181; Lehtisalo,
*“Der Tod und die Wiedergeburt,” p. 18.

26 W. Radlov: Proben der Volksliteratur der tirkischen Stdmme Sid-
Sidbiriens und der tsungarishen Steppe, 1V, 60; Aus Sibirien, 11, 65; Lehtisalo,
“Der Tod und die Wiedergeburt,” p. 18.

27 Lehtisalo, pp. 20 ff.

28 Ibid., pp. 21-22.
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vocation are manifested, if not by a sickness, at least by an unusual
accident (fight with a sea beast, fall under ice, etc.) that seriously
injures the future shaman. But the majority of Eskimo shamans
themselves seek out ecstasic initiation and in the course of it
undergo many ordeals, sometimes very close to the Siberian and
Central Asian shaman’s dismemberment. In these cases there is a
mystical experience of death and resurrection induced by contem-
plating one’s own skeleton; we shall return to it presently. For the
moment we shall cite some initiatory experiences that parallel the
documents just reviewed.

Initiation of Australian Magicians

The earliest observers long ago recorded that certain initiations of
Australian medicine men involve the candidate’s ritual death and
removal of his organs, an act performed either by spirits or by the
souls of the dead. Thus Colonel Collins (who published his im-
pressions in 1798) reports that among the Port Jackson tribeés one
became a medicine man if one slept on a grave. “The spirit of the
deceased would visit him, seize him by the throat, and opening
him, take out his bowels, which he replaced, and the wound
closed up.” #

Recent studies have fully confirmed and supplemented these
accounts. According to Howitt, the Wotjobaluk tribesmen believe
that a supernatural being, Nagatya, consecrates the medicine man;
he opens his belly and inserts the rock crystals that confer magical
power.® To make a medicine man, the Euahlayi have the following
procedure. They carry the chosen young man to a cemetery and
leave him there, bound, for several nights. As soon as he is alone,
several animals appear and touch and lick him. Then comes a man
with a stick; he thrusts the stick into the neophyte’s head and puts

29 Cited by A. W. Howitt, The Native Tribes of South-East Australia,
p. 405; see also M. Mauss, ‘‘L’Origine des pouvoirs magiques dans les
suciétés australiennes.”’

30 “On Australian Medicine Men,”” p. 48: The Native Tribes, p. 404.
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a magical stone the size of a lemon into the wound. Then the
spirits appear and intone magical and initiatory songs to teach
him the art of healing.®

Among the Warburton Ranges a')origir‘les (West Australia)
initiation takes place as follows. The aspirant enters a cave, and
two totemic heroes (wildcat and emu) kill him, open his body,
remove the organs, and replace them with magical substances.
They also remove the shoulder bone and tibia, which they dry, and
before putting them back, stuff them with the same substances.
During this ordeal the aspirant is supervised by his initiatory
master, who keeps the fires lighted and observes his ecstatic
experiences.

The Aranda (Arunta) of Central Australia know three ways of
making medicine men: (1) by the Iruntarinia, or ““spirits”; (2) by
the Eruncha (that is, the spirits of the Eruncha men of the mythical
Alchera [Alcheringa] times); (8) by other medicine men. In the
first case the candidate goes to the mouth of a cave and falls asleep.
An Iruntarinia comes and ‘‘throws an invisible lance at him, which
pierces the neck from behind, passes through the tongue, making
therein a large hole, and then comes out through the mouth.”
The candidate’s tongue remains perforated; one can easily put
one’s little finger through it. A second lance cuts off his head, and
the victim succumbs. The Iruntarinia carries him into the cave,
which is said to be very deep and where it is believed that the
Iruntarinia live in perpetual light and near to cool springs (this
is, in fact, the paradise of the Aranda). In the cave the spirit
tears out his internal organs and gives him others, which are
completely new. The candidate returns to life, but for some time
behaves like a lunatic. The fruntarinia, which are invisible to other
human beings except medicine men, then carry him to his village.
Etiquette forbids him to practice for a year; if during that time the
opening in his tongue closes, the candidate gives up, for his
magical virtues are held to have disappeared. During this year he

31 K. Langloh Parker, The Euahlayi Tribe, pp. 25-26.

8¢ A. P. Elkin, The Australian Aborigines, p. 223.
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learns the secrets of the profession from other medicine men,
especially the use of the fragments of quartz (atnongara) * that
the Iruntarinia placed in his body.*

The second way of making a medicine man resembles the first,
except that, instead of carrying the candidate into a cave, the
Eruncha take him underground with them. Finally, the third
method involves a long ritual in a solitary place, where the candi-
date must silently submit to an operation performed by two old
medicine men. They rub his body with rock crystals to the point
of abrading the skin, press rock crystals into his scalp, pierce a hole
under a fingernail of his right hand, and make an incision in his
tongue. Finally his forehead is marked with a design called
erunchilda, literally, “‘the devil’s hand,” Eruncha being the evil
spirit of the Aranda. His body is decorated with another design,
with a black line in the center representing Eruncha and lines
around it apparently symbolizing the magical crystals in his body.
After this initiation the candidate is subjected to a special regime
involving countless taboos.®

Ilpailurkna, a famous magician of the Unmatjera tribe, told
Spencer and Gillen that
when he was made into a medicine man, a very old doctor came one day
and threw some of his atnongara stones ¥ at him with a spear-thrower.
Some hit him on the chest, others went right through his head, from ear
to ear, killing him. The old man then cut out all of his insides, intestines,
liver, heart, lungs—everything in fact, and left him lying all night long on
the ground. In the morning the old man came and looked at him and
placed some more atnongara stones inside his body and in his arms and
legs, and covered over his face with leaves. Then he sang over him until

33 On these magical stones, see below, n. 36.

34 B. Spencer and F. J. Gillen: The Native Tribes of Central Australia,
pp. 522 ff.; The Arunta: a Study of a Stone Age People, 11, 391 ff.

85 1d.: The Native Tribes, pp. 526 ff.: The Arunta, 11, 394 ff.

36 “These atnongara stones are small crystalline structures which every
medicine man is supposed to be able to produce at will from his body, through
which it is believed that they are distributed. In fact it is the possession of

these stones which gives his virtue to the medicine man’* (Spencer and Gillen,
The Northern Tribes of Central Australia, p. 480, n. 1).
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his body was all swollen up. When this was so he provided him with a
complete set of new inside parts, placed a lot more atnongara stones in
him, and patted him on the head, which caused him to jump up alive. The
old medicine man then made him drink water ahd eat meat containing
atnongara stones. When he awoke he had no idea as to where he was, and
said, “Tju, tju, tju’'—"I think I am lost.”” But when he looked round he
saw the old medicine man standing beside him, and the old man said, “*No,
you are not lost; 1 killed you a long time ago.” Ilpailurkna had com-
pletely forgotten who he was and all about his past life. After a time the
old man led him back to his camp and showed it to him, and told him that
the woman there was his lubra, for he had forgotten all about her. His
coming back this way and his strange behaviour at once showed the other
natives that he had been made into a medicine man.%

Among the Warramunga initiation is performed by the puntidir
spirits, which are equivalent to the [runtarinia of the Aranda. A
medicine man told Spencer and Gillen that he had been pursued for
two days by two spirits which told him that they were “his father
and his brother.” On the second night these spirits came to him
again and killed him. ““While he was lying dead they cut him open
and took all his insides out, providing him, however, with a new
set, and, finally, they put a little snake inside his body, which
endowed him with the powers of a medicine man."” %

A similar experience occurs during the second initiation among
the Warramunga, which, according to Spencer and Gillen,* is
even more mysterious. The candidates are obliged to walk or stand
continuously until they fall exhausted and unconscious. Then “‘their
sides are cut open, and, as usual, their internal organs are removed,
and they are provided with a new set.”” A snake is put in their heads
and their noses are pierced by a magical object (kupitja) that will
later serve them in curing the sick. These objects are believed
to have been made in the mythical Alcheringa times by certain very
powerful snakes.4®

The Binbinga hold that medicine men are consecrated by the

87 Spencer and Gillen, pp. 480-81. 38 Ibid., p. 484.
39 Ibid., p. 485. 40 Ibid., p. 486.
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spirits Mundadji and Munkaninji (father and son). The magician
Kurkutji told how, entering a cave one day, he came upon the old
Mundadji, who caught him by the neck and killed him.

Mundadji cut him open, right down the middle line, took out all of his in-
sides and exchanged them for those of himself, which he placed in the
body of Kurkutji. At the same time he put a number of sacred stones in
his body. After it was all over the younger spirit, Munkaninji, came up
and restored him to life, told him that he was now a medicine man, and
showed him how to extract bones and other forms of evil magic out of
men. Then he took him away up into the sky and brought him down to
earth close to his own camp, where he heard the natives mourning for
him, thinking that he was dead. For a long time he remained in a more or
less dazed condition, but gradually he recovered and the natives knew
that he had been made into a medicine man. When he operates the spirit
Munkaninji is supposed to be near at hand watching him, unseen of
course by ordinary people. When taking a bone out, an operation usually
conducted under the cover of darkness, Kurkutji first of all sucks very
hard at the stomach of the patient and removes a certain amount of blood.
Then he makes passes over the body, punches, pounds and sucks, until at
last the bone comes out and is then immediately, before it can be seen by
the onlookers, thrown in the direction of the spot at which Munkaninji is
sitting down quietly watching. Kurkutji then tells the natives that he
must go and ask Munkaninji if he will be so kind as to allow him, Kur-
kutji, to show the bone to them, and permission having been granted, he
goes to the spot at which he has, presumably, previously deposited one,
and returns with it.4

In the Mara tribe the technique is almost exactly the same. One
who wishes to becoine a medicine man lights a fire and burns fat,
thus attracting two spirits called Minnungarra. These approach
and encourage the candidate, assuring him that they will not
completely kill him. “First of all they make him insensible, and in
the usual way cut him open and take out all his organs, which are
then replaced by those of one of the spirits. Then he is brought to
life again, told that he is now a doctor, shown how to take bones
and evil magic out of men, and carried up into the sky. Finally he

41 Ibid., pp. 487-88.
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is brought down and placed near to his own camp, where he is
found by his friends, who- have been mourning for him. . . .
Amongst the powers possessed by a Mara medicine man is that of
climbing at night-time by means of a rope, invisible to ordinary
mortals, into the sky, where he can hold converse with the star
people.” ¢

Australian—Siberian—South American and Other Parallels

As we have just seen, the similarity between the initiations of
Siberian shamans and those of Australian medicine men is quite
close. In both cases the candidate is subjected to an operation by
semidivine beings or ancestors, in which his body is dismembered
and his internal organs and bones are renewed. In both cases this
operation takes place in an “inferno” or involves a descent to the
underworld. As for the pieces of quartz or other magical objects
that the spirits are believed to place in the Australian candidate’s
body,* this practice is of little importance among the Siberians.
As we have seen, there is only rarely some reference to pieces of
iron set to melt in the same caldron in which the future shaman’s
flesh and bones have been put. There is a further difference between
the two areas: in Siberia the majority of shamans are “‘chosen”” by
the spirits and gods, while in Australia the career of medicine man
seems to result from a voluntary quest on the candidate’s part as
well as from a spontaneous “‘election’” by spirits and divine beings.

We must add, too, that the methods of initiating Australian
magicians cannot be reduced to the types we have cited.* Although
the important element of an initiation appears to be dismem-
berment of the body and replacing of the internal organs, there are

42 Ibid., p. 488. For other aspects of Australian medicine men’s initiations,
see below, pp. 185 ff.

43 On the importance that the Australian medicine men attach to rock
crystals, see below, pp. 137 ff. These crystals are believed to have been thrown
from the sky by Supreme Beings or to have fallen from these divinities’

celestial thrones; hence they share in a uranian magico-religious power.
44 See below, pp. 135 ff.
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also other ways of consecrating a medicine man, especially the
ecstatic experience of an ascent to the sky, including instruction
given by celestial beings. Sometimes initiation includes both the
candidate’s dismemberment and his ascent to the sky (we have
just seen that this is the case among the Binbinga and the Mara).
Elsewhere, initiation takes place during a mystical descent to the
underworld. All these types of initiation are also found among the
Siberian and Central Asian shamans. Such a parallelism between
two groups of mystical techniques belonging to archaic peoples so
far removed in space is not without bearing on the place to be
accorded to shamanism in the general history of religions.

Inany case, this likeness between Australia and Siberia markedly
confirms the authenticity and antiquity of shamanic initiation rites.
The importance of the cave in the initiation of the Australian
medicine man adds weight to this presumption of antiquity. The
role of the cave in paleolithic religions appears to have been
decidedly important.** Then too, the cave and the labyrinth
continue to have a function of the first importance in the initiation
rites of other archaic cultures (as, for example, in Malekula); both,
indeed, are concrete symbols of passage into another world, of a
descent to the underworld. According to the earliest accounts of
the Araucanian shamans of Chile, they too received their initiation
in caves, which were often decorated with animal heads.%

Among the Smith Sound Eskimo the aspirant must go at night
to a cliff containing caves and walk straight ahead in the darkness.
If he is predestined to become a shaman, he will enter a cave; if not,
he will bump into the cliff. As soon as he has entered the cave, it
closes behind him and does not open again until some time later.

45 See, most recently, Gertrude R. Levy, The Gate of Horn: a Study of the
Religious Conceptions of the Stone Age, and Their Influence upon European
Thought, especially pp. 46 ff., 50 ff., 151 ff.; Johannes Maringer, Vorge-
schichtliche Religion, pp. 148 ff.

46 A. Métraux, ‘“‘Le Shamanisme araucan,” p. $18. In Australia, too,
painted caves exist, but they are used for other rites. In the present state of
our knowledge it is difficult to determine if the painted caves in South Africa
were once used for shamanic initiations; see Levy, pp. 88-89.
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The candidate must scize the moment when it reopens and hasten
out; otherwise he may remain shut up in the cave forever.* Caves
play an important part in the initiation of North American sha-
mans; it is in caves that aspirants havé their dreams and meet their
helping spirits.*

1t should be noted at this point that parallels for the belief that
spirits and initiators introduce rock crystals into the candidate’s
body are to be found elsewhere—among the Semang of the Malay
Peninsula; for example.®® But it is one of the most striking charac-
teristics of South American shamanism. “The Cobeno shaman
introduces rock crystals into the novice’s head; these eat out his
brain and his eyes, then take the place of those organs and become
his ‘strength.””” % Elsewhere the rock crystals symbolize the
shaman’s helping spirits.! In general, for the shamans of tropical
South America magical power is concretized in an invisible sub-
stance that the masters transfer to the novices, sometimes from
mouth to mouth.%2 “Between the magical substance, an invisible
but tangible mass, and the arrows, thorns, rock crystals with
which the shaman is stuffed there is no difference in nature. These
objects materialize the shaman’s power, which, among numerous
tribes, is conceived in the vaguer and rather abstract form of a
magical substance.” %

47 A. L. Kroeber, ‘““The Eskimo of Smith Sound,” p. 307. The motif of
doors that open only for the initiated and remain open only a short time is
quite frequent in shamanic and other legends; see below, pp. 485 f.

48 Willard Z. Park, Shamanism in Western North America, pp. 27 ff.

49 P. Schebesta, Les Pygmées, p. 154. Cf. also Ivor H. N. Evans, ‘‘Sche-
besta on the Sacerdo-Therapy of the Semang,” p. 119; the-hala, the Semang
medicine man, cures with the help of quartz crystals, which may be obtained
directly from the Cenoi (Chenoi, Chinoi, Cinoi). The Cenoi are celestial
spirits. Sometimes they also live in the crystals, in which case they are at the
hala’s orders; with their help the kala sees in the crystals the disease that
afflicts the patient and the means of curing it. Note the celestial origin of
these crystals (cenot); it already indicates the source of the medicine man’s
powers. See below, pp. 137 ff.

50 Métraux, ‘“Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de 1'Amérique du Sud
tropicale,” p. 216.

51 Ibid., p. 210. 52 Ibid., p. 214,

53 Ibid., p. 215; cf. H. Webster, Magic, pp. 20 ff.
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This archaic characteristic, which connects South American sha-
manism with Australian magic, is important. We shall see in a
moment that it is not the only such connection.*

Initiatory Dismemberment in North and South America,
Africa, and Indonesia

Then too, in South America as in Australia or Siberia both spon-
tancous vocation and the quest for initiation involve either a mys-
terious illness or a more or less symbolic ritual of mystical death,
sometimes suggested by a dismemberment of the body and renewal
of the organs.

Among the Araucanians the choice is usually manifested by a
sudden illness; the young woman falls “‘as if dead,” and on re-
covering declares her intention to become a machi (shamaness).®
A fisherman’s daughter told Father Housse: ““I was gathering
shells from the reefs, when I felt something like a blow on the
breast, and a very clear voice inside me said: ‘Become a machi! It
is my will!” At the same time violent pains in my entrails made me
lose consciousness. It was certainly the Ngenechen, the master of
men, coming down into me.”’ %

In general, as Métraux rightly observes, the shaman’s symbolic
death is suggested by the long fainting spells and lethargic sleep of
the candidate.’” The Yamana neophytes of Tierra del Fuego rub
their faces until a second and even a third skin appears, “‘the new
skin,” visible only to initiates.®® Among the Bakairi, the Tupi-

54 On the problem of the cultural relations between Australia and South
America, see W. Koppers, ‘‘Die Frage der eventueller alter Kulturbeziehung-
en zwischen siidlichsten Siidamerika und Siidostaustralien.” Cf. also Paul
Rivet, ‘‘Les Mélano-Polynésiens et les Australiens en Amérique,” pp. 51-54
(linguistic similarities between Patagonians and Australians, p. 52). Cf.
also below, pp. 135 ff.

55 Métraux, ‘‘Le Shamanisme araucan,” p. 815.

56 Cited in ibid., p. 316.

57 “Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de ’Amérique du Sud tropicale,”
p- 839.

58 M. Gusinde, “‘Une Ecole d’hommes-médecine chez les Yamanas de la
Terre de Feu,” p. 2162: ““The old skin must disappear and make room for a
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Imba, and the Carib, the ““death’” (by tobacco juice) and *‘resurrec-
tion” of the candidate are-formally documented.®® During the
Araucanian shaman’s consecration fcstlval the masters and neo-
phytes walk barefoot on fire without burning themselves and
without their clothes catching fire. They were also seen to tear off
their noses or tear out their eyes. ‘“The initiator made the profane
audience believe that he tore out his tongue and eyes and exchanged
them with those of the initiate. He also pierced him with a rod
which, entering at his stomach, emerged by his spine without draw-
ing blood or causing pain (Rosales, Historia general del Regno de
Chile, 1, 168). The Toba shamans receive full in the chest a rod
which pierces them like a rifle ball.””

Similar practices are attested in North American shamanism.
The Maidu initiators put candidates in a hole full of “‘medicine”
and “‘kill”’ them with a ““medicine-poison”’; after this initiation the
neophytes are able to hold red-hot stones in their hands without
hurting themselves.®! Initiation into the shamanic “Ghost Cere-
mony”’ society of the Pomo involves the torture, death, and resur-
rection of the neophytes; they lie on the ground like corpses and
are covered with straw. The same ritual is found among the Yuki,
the Huchnom, and the Coast Miwok.®? The complete series of
initiatory ceremonies for the Coast Pomo shamans has the signifi-

new translucent and delicate layer. If the first weeks of rubbing and painting
have made it visible—at least according to the imaginations and hallucina-
tions of the experienced yékamush ( = medicine man)—the old initiates feel
no more doubt of the candidate’s capabilities. From then on he must redouble
his efforts and keep delicately rubbing his cheeks until a third even finer and
more delicate skin appears; it is then so sensitive that it cannot be touched
without causing him intense pain. When the pupil has finally reached this
stage the usual teaching, such as the Loima-Y ékamush can offer, is finished.”

59 Ida Lublinski, ‘“‘Der Medizinmann bei den Naturvolkern Sidamerikas,”
pp. 248 ff.

60 Métraux, “‘Le Shamanisme araucan,” pp. 318-14. When the Warrau
shaman was initiated, his ‘‘death’” was announced with loud cries (‘Le
Shamanisme chez les Indiens de 1’Amérique du Sud tropicale,” p. 339).

61 E. W. Gifford, ‘‘Southern Maidu Religious Ceremonies,”” p. 244.

62 E. M. Loeb, Tribal Initiations and Secret Societies, p. 267.
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cant name ‘‘cutting.”’ ® Among the River Patwin the aspirant to
the Kuksu Society is believed to have his navel pierced with a lance
and an arrow by Kuksu himself; he dies and is resuscitated by a
shaman.® The Luiseno shamans ‘’kill”” one another with arrows.
Among the Tlingit the candidate-shaman’s first possession is mani-
fested by a trance that prostrates him. The Menomini neophyte is
““stoned”” with magical objects by the initiator and is then resusci-
tated.® And, of course, almost everywhere in North America,
initiation rites into the secret societies (shamanic or other) in-
volve the ritual of the candidate’s death and resurrection.®

The same symbolism of death and mystical resurrection, whether
in the form of mysterious sicknesses or of shamanic initiation cere-
monies, is also found elsewhere. Among the Sudanese of the Nuba
Mountains the first initiatory consecration is called “‘head,” and is
said ‘‘to open the [novice’s] head for the spirit to enter.” ¢ But
initiations through shamanic dreams or unusual accidents also oc-
cur. For example, at about the age of thirty a shaman had a series
of significant dreams: he dreamed of a white horse with a red belly,
of a leopard that put its paw on his shoulder, of a snake that bit him
—and all these animals play an important part in shamanic dreams.
Soon afterward he suddenly began shaking, lost consciousness, and
fell to prophesying. It was the first sign of “election,” but he
waited twelve years before being consecrated a kujur. Another sha-
man had no dreams, but one night his hut was struck by lightning
and ‘‘as he put it, ‘he was dead for two days.” "’ ¢

An Amazulu sorcerer told his friends ‘‘that he has dreamt that he
is being carried away by a river. He dreams of many things, and
his body is muddled and he becomes a house of dreams. And he
dreams constantly of many things, and on awaking says to his

63 Ibid., p. 268. 64 Ibid., p. 269.

65 Constance Goddard DuBois, The Religion of the Luisefio Indians, p. 81;
John R. Swanton, ‘‘Social Conditions, Beliefs, and Linguistic Relationship
of the Tlingit Indians,” p. 466; Loeb, pp. 270-78. Cf. also below, pp. 317 ff.

66 Loeb, pp. 266 ff.

67S. F. Nadel, ‘A Study of Shamanism in the Nuba Mountains,” p. 28.

68 Ibid., pp. 28-29.
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friends: ‘My body is muddled to-day; I dreamt many men were
killing me; I escaped I know.not how. And on waking, one part of
my body felt different from other parts; it was no longer alike all
over.”” ® ' ’

Dream, sickness, or initiation ceremony, the central element is
always the same: death and symbolic resurrection of the neophyte,
involving a cutting up of the body performed in various ways
(dismemberment, gashing, opening the abdomen, etc.). In the
examples to follow, the candidate’s being killed by the initiatory
masters is even more clearly indicated.

Here is the first phase of a medicine man’s initiation in Male-
kula: ™

There was a Bwili of Lol-narong, whose sister’s son came to him and
said: I want you to give me something.”” The Bwili said: *“Have you ful-
filled the conditions?”’ ““Yes, I have fulfilled them.”” Again he said: “You
have not been lying with a woman?** and his nephew said: ‘‘No!*’ So the
Bwili said: ““All right.”

Then he said to his nephew: ‘“Come herc. Lie down on this leaf,’ and
the youth lay down on it. Then the Bwili made himself a bamboo knife
and cutting off one of the young man’s arms, placed it on two of the
leaves. And he laughed at his nephew and the youth laughed back. Then
he cut off the other arm and placed it on the leaves beside the first. And
he came back and they both laughed again. Then he cut off his leg from
the thigh and laid it alongside the arms. And he came and laughed and the
youth laughed too. Then he cut off the other leg and laid it beside the
first. And he came back and laughed, and saw that his nephew was still
laughing. Lastly, he cut off the head, held it out before him. And he
laughed, and the head laughed, too.

Then he put the head back in its place and took the arins and legs that
he had taken off and put them all back in their places.

The remainder of this initiatory ceremony includes the magical
transformation of master. and disciple into hens, a well-known

69 Rev. Canon [Henry] Callaway, The Religious System of the Amazulu,
pp- 259 f., cited by Paul Radin, Primitive Religion, pp. 123—24.
70J). W. Layard, ‘“Malekula: Flying Tricksters, Ghosts, Gods and
Epileptics,” cited by Radin, Primitive Religion, pp. 65—66.
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symbol of the shaman’s and sorcerer’s “‘power of flight” in general,
to which we shall return.

According to a tradition of the Kiwai Papuans, one night some-
one was killed by an dboro (spirit of a dead person); the spirit took
out all the man’s bones and replaced them with éboro bones. When
the man came back to life, he was like the spirits, that is, he had
become a shaman. The dboro gave him a bone with which he could
summon the spirits.”

Among the Dyak of Borneo the manang’s (shaman’s) initiation
requires three different ceremonies, corresponding to the three
degrees of Dyak shamanism. The first degree, besud: (a word that,
it seems, means ‘‘to feel, to touch”), is also the most elementary
and is obtained for very little money. The candidate lies on the
veranda as if ill, and the other manang make passes over him
through the night. It is believed that this teaches the future sha-
man to discover sicknesses and remedies by palpating the patient.
During this time the old shamans may also introduce magical
“power”’ into the candidate’s body in the form of pebbles or other
objects.

The second ceremony, bekliti (opening), is more complicated
and assumes a clearly shamanic character. After a night of incanta-
tions the old shamans take the neophyte to a room shut off by
curtains. “‘And there, as they assert, they cut his head open, take
out his brains, wash and restore them, to give him a clear mind to
penetrate into the mysteries of evil spirits, and the intricacies of
disease; they insert gold dust into his eyes to give him keenness
and strength of sight powerful enough to see the soul wherever it
may have wandered; they plant barbed hooks on the tips of his
fingers to enable him to seize the soul and hold it fast; and lastly
they pierce his heart with an arrow to make him tender-hearted,
and full of sympathy with the sick and suffering.”” 72 Of course, the

71 G. Landtman, The Kiwai Papuans of British New Guinea, p. 325.

72 H. Ling Roth, The Natives of Sarawak and British North Borneo, 1, 280—
81, citing observations published by Archdeacon ). Perham in the JRAS
Straits Branch, No. 19 (1887). Cf. also L. Nyuak, ‘‘Religious Rites and
Customs of the Iban or Dyaks of Sarawak,” pp. 173 ff.; E. H. Gomes, Seven-
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ceremony is symbolic; a coconut is put on the neophyte’s head and
then broken, and so on. A -third ceremony, which completes the
shaman’s initiation, includes an ecstatic journey to the sky on a
ritual ladder. We shall return to this last ceremony in a later
chapter.”

Clearly, in the bekliti we again have a ceremony symbolizing the
candidate’s death and resurrection. The replacement of the viscera
is performed ritually, which does not necessarily imply the ecstatic
experiences—dream, sickness, or temporary insanity—of Aus-
tralian or Siberian candidates. If the alleged reason for the renewal
of the organs (conferring better sight, tenderheartedness, etc.) is
authentic, it indicates that the original meaning of the rite has been
forgotten.

Initiation of Eskimo Shamans

Among the Ammasalik Eskimo the disciple does not go to the old
angakok (plural, angakut) to be initiated; the shaman himself
chooses the candidate in his early childhood.” From among boys
from six to eight the shaman selects those whom he considers most
gifted for initiation, “in order that a2 knowledge of the highest
powers in existence may be preserved for the coming genera-
tion.”” 7 “‘Only certain especially gifted souls, dreamers, visionaries
of hysterical temperament, can be chosen. An old angakok finds a
pupil, and the teaching is conducted in the deepest secrecy, far
from the hut, in the mountains.” " The angakok teaches him to
isolate himself in a lonely place—beside an old grave, by a lake—

teen Years among the Sea Dyaks of Borneo, pp. 178 ff.; and the myth of the dis-
memberment of the primordial shaman among the Nodora Gond, in Verrier
Elwin, Myths of Middle India, p. 450.

78 Below, pp. 125 ff.

74 W, Thalbitzer, ‘““The Heathen Priests of East Greenland ( Angakut),”
pp. 452 ff.

75 Ibid., p. 454.

76 1d., ‘‘Les Magiciens esquimaux, leur conceptions du monde, de I’ime et
de la vie,” p. 77. Cf. also E. M. Weyer, Jr., The Eskimos: Their Environment
and Folkways, p. 428.
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and there to rub two stones together while waiting for the signifi-
cant event. ‘““Then the bear of the lake or the inland glacier will
come out, he will devour all your flesh and make you a skeleton,
and you will die. But you will recover your flesh, you will awaken,
and your clothes will come rushing to you.”” 77 Ainong the Labrador
Eskimo it is the Great Spirit himself, Tongdrsoak, who appears in
the form of a huge white bear and devours the aspirant.” In west-
ern Greenland, when the spirit appears the candidate remains
“dead” for three days.”

These experiences of ritual death and resurrection, during which
the boy loses consciousness for some time, are, of course, ecstatic.
As to the disciple’s being reduced to a skeleton and later being re-
clothed in new flesh, this is a specific characteristic of Eskimo
initiation, and we shall come upon it again presently, in connection
with another mystical technique. The neophyte rubs his stones all
through the summer, and even through several consecutive sum-
mers, until the time comes when he obtains his helping spirits;*
but every season he finds a new master, in order to broaden his
experience (for each angakok is a specialist in a particular tech-
nique ) and to collect a troop of spirits.®! While he rubs his stones he
is subject to certain taboos.’2 An angakok teaches five or six dis-
ciples at once # and is paid for their instruction.®

77 Thalbitzer: “Les Magiciens esquimaux,” p. 78; ‘“The Heathen
Priests,” p. 454.

78 Weyer, p. 429. 79 Ibid.

80 Thalbitzer, ‘““The Heathen Priests,”” p. 454; Weyer, p. 429.

81 Thalbitzer, ‘‘Les Magiciens esquimaux,” p. 78.

82 Id., “The Heathen Priests,”” p. 454. Everywhere in the world, and of
whatever category, initiation includes a certain number of taboos. It would
be tiresome to rehearse the immense morphology of these prohibitions,
which, all in all, possess no direct interest for our investigation. See
H. Webster, Taboo: a Sociological Study, especially pp. 273-76.

88 Thalbitzer, “Les Magiciens esquimaux,” p. 79.

84 Id., ““The Heathen Priests,”” p. 454; Weyer, pp. 433—34. Concerning
the teaching of aspirants, see also V. Stefinsson, ‘““The Mackenzie Eskimo."
pp. 867 fT.; F. Boas, ““The Central Eskimo,” pp. 591 ff.; J. W. Bilby, Among
Unknown Eskimos, pp. 196 ff. (Baffinland). Knud Rasmussen (Across Arctic
America, pp. 82 ff.) tells the story of the shaman Ingjugarjuk who, during
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Among the Iglulik Eskimo things appear to be different. A
young man or woman who wishes to become a shaman goes with a
gift to the master selected and says: "I come fo you because I desire
to see.”” That evening the shaman questxons his spirits, “‘in order to
‘remove all obstacles.” ** Then the candidate and his family proceed
to confess their sins (violations of taboos, etc.), thus purifying
themselves before the spirits. The instruction period is not long,
especially in the case of males. It may even be as short as five days.
But it is understood that the candidate will continue training in
solitude. Instruction is given in the morning, at noon, in the eve-
ning, and at night. During this period the candidate eats very little,
and his family does not join in hunting.®

The initiation proper begins with an operation of which we have
only inadequate accounts. The old angakok extracts the disciple’s
“soul”” from his eyes, brain, and intestines, so that the spirits may
know what is best in him.® After this “‘extraction of the soul” the
future shaman himself becomes able to draw his soul from his body
and undertake long mystical journeys through space and the depths
of the sea.’” It is possible that this mysterious operation somewhat
resembles the Australian techniques studied above. In any case,
extracting the soul from the intestines obviously conceals a “re-
newal” of the internal organs.

Then the master obtains the angdkog for him, also called gauma-
neq, that is, the disciple’s “lighting”’ or “enlightenment,” for the
angdkoq consists “‘of a mysterious light which the shaman suddenly
feels in his body, inside his head, within the brain, an inexplicable
searchlight, a luminous fire, which enables him to see in the dark,
both literally and metaphorically speaking, for he can now, even
with closed eyes, see through darkness and perceive things and

his initiatory retreat into solitude, felt that he ‘‘sometimes died a little.”
Later, he himself initiated his sister-in-law by firing a cartridge at her (the
lead of which he had replaced by a stone). A third case of initiation mentions
five days spent in icy water without the candidate’s clothes becoming wet.
85 Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, pp. 111 ff.
86 Ibid., p. 112. 87 Ibid., p. 118,
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coming events which are hidden from others; thus they look into
the future and into the secrets of others.” %

The candidate obtains this mystical light after long hours of
waiting, sitting on a bench in his hut and invoking the spirits.
When he experiences it for the first time ‘it is as if the house in
which he is suddenly rises; he sees far ahead of him, through
mountains, exactly as if the earth were one great plain, and his
eyes could reach to the end of the earth. Nothing is hidden trom
him any longer; not only can he see things far, far away, but he can
also discover souls, stolen souls, which are either kept concealed in
far, strange lands or have been taken up or down to the Land of the
Dead.” ®

Here too, we find the experience of height and ascent, and even
of levitation, which characterizes Siberian shamanism, but which is
also found elsewhere and which can be regarded as a typical feature
of shamanic techniques in general. We shall have occasion to return
more than once to these techniques of ascent and to their religious
implications. For the moment let us observe that the experience of
inner light that determines the career of the Iglulik shaman is
familiar to a number of higher mysticisms. To confine ourselves to
a few examples: In the Upanisads the “inner light” (antar jyotih)
defines the essence of the atman.® In yogic techniques, especially
those of the Buddhist schools, light of different colors indicates the
success of particular meditations.®! Similarly, the Tibetan Book of
the Dead accords great importance to the light in which, it appears,
the dying man’s soul is bathed during his mortal throes and im-
mediately after death; a man’s destiny after death (deliverance or
reincarnation) depends on the firmness with which he chooses the
immaculate light.? Finally, we must not forget the immense role
played by the inner light in Christian mysticism and theology.®
All this invites us to a more understanding judgment of the Eskimo

88 Ibid., p. 112. 89 Ibid., p. 118.

90 Cf. Eliade, ‘‘Significations de la ‘lumiére intérieure,” " pp. 196 ff.
91 Cf. id., Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, pp. 195 f¥.

92 W. Y. Evans-Wentz, ed., The Tibetan Book of the Dead, pp. 102 ff.
93 Cf. Eliadé, “Significations,” pp. 222 ff.
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shaman'’s experiences; there is reason to believe that such mystical
experiences were in some fnanner accessible to archaic humanity
from the most distant ages.

Contemplating One’s Own Skeleton

Qaumaneq is a mystical faculty that the master sometimes obtains
for the disciple from the Spirit of the Moon. It can also be obtained
by the disciple directly, with the help of the spirits of the dead, of
the Mother of the Caribou, or of bears.* But there is always a per-
sonal experience; these mythical beings are only the sources from
which the neophyte knows he is entitled to expect the revelation
when he has prepared himself sufficiently.

Even before setting out to acquire one or more helping spirits,
which are like new ‘“‘mystical organs’ for any shaman, the Eskimo
neophyte must undergo a great initiatory ordeal. Success in ob-
taining this experience requires his making a long effort of physical
privation and mental contemplation directed to gaining the ability
to see himself as a skeleton. The shamans whom Rasmussen interro-
gated about this spiritual exercise gave rather vague answers,
which the famous explorer summarizes as follows: ‘“Though no
shaman can explain to himself how and why, he can, by the power
his brain derives from the supernatural, as it were by thought alone,
divest his body of its flesh and blood, so that nothing remains but
his bones. And he must then name all the parts of his body, men-
tioning every single bone by name; and in so doing, he must not
use ordinary human speech, but only the special and sacred sha-
man’s language which he has learned from his instructor. By thus
seeing himself naked, altogether freed from the perishable and
transient flesh and blood, he consecrates himself, in the sacred
tongue of the shamans, to his great task, through that part of his
body which will longest withstand the action of the sun, wind and
weather, after he is dead.”” %

94 Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, p. 118.

95 Ibid., p. 114.
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This important exercise in meditation, which is also equivalent
to an initiation (for the granting of helping spirits is strictly de-
pendent upon its success) is strangely reminiscent of the dreams of
Siberian shamans—with the difference that, in Siberia, reduction
to the state of a skeleton is an operation performed by the shaman-
ancestors or other mythical beings, while among the Eskimo the
operation is mental, attained by asceticism and deliberate personal
efforts to establish concentration. In both regions alike the essential
elements of this mystical vision are the being divested of flesh and
the numbering and naming of the bones. The Eskimo shaman ob-
tains the vision after a long, arduous preparation. The Siberian
shamans are, in most instances, ‘‘chosen,” and passively witness
their dismemberment by mythical beings. But in all these cases
reduction to the skeleton indicates a passing beyond the profane
human condition and, hence, a deliverance from it.

It must be added that this transcendence does not always lead to
the same mystical results. As we shall see when we come to study
the shaman’s costume,’ in the spiritual horizon of hunters and
herdsmen bone represents the very source of life, both human and
animal. To reduce oneself to the skeleton condition is equivalent to
re-entering the womb of this primordial life, that is, to a complete
renewal, a mystical rebirth. On the other hand, in certain Central
Asian meditations that are Buddhistic and tantric in origin or at
least in structure, reduction to the skeleton condition has, rather,
an ascetic and metaphysical value—anticipating the work of time,
reducing life by thought to what it really is, an ephemeral illusion
in perpetual transformation.”

Such contemplations, it should be noted, have remained alive
even within Christian mysticism—which once again shows that the
ultimates attained by the earliest conscious awarenesses of archaic
man remain unalterable. To be sure, these religious experiences
are separated by a difference in content, as we shall see in connec-
tion with the process of reduction to a skeleton in use among Cen-
tral Asian Buddhist monks. But from a certain point of view all

96 Below, pp. 145 ff. 97 See below, pp. 434 ff.
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these contemplative experiences are equivalent; everywhere, we
find the will to transcend the profane, individual condition and to
attain a transtemporal perspective. Whether there is a reimmersion
in primordial life in order to obtain a spiritual renewal of the entire
being, or (as in Buddhist mysticism and Eskimo shamanism) a
deliverance from the illusions of the flesh, the result is the same—a
certain recovery of the very source of spiritual existence, which is
at once ‘“‘truth’” and “life.”

Tribal Initiations and Secret Societies

We have several times observed the initiatory essence of the can-
didate’s ‘‘death” followed by his ‘‘resurrection,” in whatever form
this takes place—ecstatic dreams, sickness, unusual events, or
ritual proper. Indeed, ceremonies implying passage from one age
group to another, or admission into some ‘‘secret society,” always
presuppose a series of rites that can be summarized in the con-
venient formula: death and resurrection of the candidate. We will
enumerate the commonest of these rites: %

(a) Period of seclusion in the bush (symbol of the beyond) and
larval existence, like that of the dead; prohibitions imposed on the
candidates by the fact that they are assimilated to the dead (a dead
man cannot eat certain dishes, or cannot use his fingers, etc.);

(b) Face and body daubed with ashes or certain calcareous sub-
stances, to obtain the pallid hue of ghosts; funerary masks;

(¢) Symbolic burial in the temple or fetish house;

(d) Symbolic descent to the underworld;

(e) Hypnoticsleep; drinks that make the candidate unconscious;

(f) Difficult ordeals: beatings, feet held close to a fire, suspen-
sion in the air, amputations of fingers, and various other cruelties.

All these rituals and ordeals are designed to make the candidate

98 Cf. Heinrich Schurtz, Altersklassen und Mannerbiinde; \Webster, Primi-
tive Secret Societies: a Study in Early Politics and Religion (2nd edn.); A. van
Gennep, The Rites of Passage; Loeb, Tribal Initiations and Secret Societies;
Eliade, Birth and Rebirth. We shall return to this problem in a later volume,
Death and Initiation.
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forget his past life. This is why, in many places, when the novice
returns to the village he acts as if he had lost his memory and has to
be taught all over again to walk, eat, dress. Usually the novices
learn a new language and have a new name. During their stay in
the bush the rest of the community considers the candidates dead
and buried, or devoured by a monster or a god, and upon their re-
turn to the village regards them as ghosts.

Morphologically the future shaman’s initiatory ordeals are of the
same order as this great class of passage rites and ceremonies for
entering secret societies. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish be-
tween tribal initiation rites and those of a secret society (as is the
case in New Guinea),* or between rites for admission to a secret
society and those of shamanic initiation (especially in North
America).}® In any case, in all these instances there is a “‘quest’
for powers by the candidate.

There are no rites for passage from one age group to another in
Siberia and Central Asia. But it would be wrong to attribute too
much importance to this fact and to deduce certain consequences
from it in regard to the possible origin of Siberian rites of shamanic
initiation. For the two great groups of rituals (tribal initiation and
shamanic initiation) coexist elsewhere—in Australia, for example,
in Oceania, in both Americas. Indeed, in Australia the situation
seems comparatively clear: though all males are supposed to be
initiated in order to obtain the status of members of the tribe, there
is another initiation reserved for medicine men. This latter initia-
tion gives the candidate powers different from those conferred by
the tribal initiation. It already represents a high degree of speciali-
zation in manipulating the sacred. The great difference observable
between these two types of initiation is the fundamental importance
of the inner, ecstatic experience in the case of aspirants to the pro-
fession of medicine man. Not anyone who wants to do so can be-
come a medicine man; vocation is indispensable. And this vocation
is manifested above all by an unusual capacity for ecstatic experi-
ence. We shall return to this aspect of shamanism, which we con-

99 Cf. Loeb, Tribal Initiations, p. 254. 100 Ibid., pp. 269 f.
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sider characteristic and which, in the last analysis, differentiates
the type of tribal initiation or initiation into secret societies from a
shamanic initiation proper.

Finally, let us note that the myth of renewal by fire, cooking, or
dismemberment has continued to haunt men even outside the
spiritual horizon of shamanism. Medea succeeds in having Pelias
murdered by his own daughters by convincing them that she will
restore him to life rejuvenated, as she did a ram.!! And when
Tantalus kills his son Pelops and serves him at the banquet of the
gods, they resuscitate him by boiling him in a pot; 12 only his
shoulder is missing, Demeter having inadvertently eaten it.!°® The
myth of rejuvenation by dismemberment and cooking has also been
handed down in Siberian, Central Asian, and European folklore,
the role of the blacksmith being played by Jesus Christ or certain
saints.104

101 Apollodorus Bibliotheke 1. 1X. 27.

102 Pindar Olymp. 1. 26(40) ff.

108 On this motif, see below, pp. 160 ff.

104 See Oskar Dihnhardt, Natursagen, 11, 154; J. Bolte and G. Polfvka,
Anmerkungen zu den Kinder- und Hausmdrchen der Briider Grimm, 111, 198,
n. 8; Stith Thompson, Motif-Inder of Folk-Literature, 11, 294; C. M. Eds-
man, Ignis divinus: le feu comme moyen de rajeunissement et d’immortalité,
pp. 80 ff., 151 ff. Edsman also makes use of C. Marstrander’s well-docu-
mented article, ““Deux contes irlandais,” which escaped the attention of
Bolte and Polfvka as well as of Thompson.
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CHAPTER THREE

Obtaining Shamanic Powers

WE HAVE seen that one of the commonest forms of
the future shaman’s election is his encountering a di-
vine or semidivine being, who appears to him through a dream,
a sickness, or some other circumstance, tells him that he has been
“chosen,” and incites him thenceforth to follow a new rule of life.
More often it is the souls of his shaman ancestors who bring him
the tidings. It has even been supposed that shamanic election was
connected with the ancestor cult. But as L. Sternberg rightly re-
marks,! the ancestors themselves had to be ‘‘chosen,” at the dawn
of time, by a divine being. According to Buryat tradition,? in olden
times the shamans received their utcha (the shamanic divine right)
directly from the celestial spirits; it is only in our day that they
obtain it merely from their ancestors. This belief forms part of the
gencral conception of the decadence of shamans, documented both
in the Arctic and in Central Asia; according to this view, the “first
shamans”’ really flew through the clouds on their horses and per-
formed miracles that their present-day descendants are incapable
of repeating.?

1 “Divine Election in Primitive Religion,” pp. 474 ff.

2 Ibid., p. 475.

8 Cf., among other works, K. Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the
Iglulik Eskimos, p. 181; Mehmed Fuad Kopriliizadé, Influence du chamanisme
turco-mongol sur les ordres mystiques musulmans, p. 11.
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Siberian Myths concerning the Origin of Shamans

Certain legends explain the present decadene of shamans by the
pride of the “first shaman,” who is believed to have entered into
competition with God. According to the Buryat version, the “‘first
shaman,” Khara-Gyrgin, having declared that his power was
boundless, God put him to the test. God took a girl’s soul and
shut it up in a bottle. To make sure that it would not escape,
God put his finger into the neck of the bottle. The shaman flew
through the sky, sitting on his drum, discovered the girl’s soul
and, to set it free, changed into a spider and stung God in the face.
God instantly pulled out his finger and the girl’s soul escaped.
Furious, God curtailed Khara-Gyrgin’s power, and after that the
magical abilities of shamans markedly diminished.*

According to Yakut tradition, the ‘“‘first shaman” possessed
extraordinary power and, in his pride, refused to recognize the
Supreme God of the Yakut. This shaman’s body was made of a
mass of snakes. God sent down fire to burn him, but a toad emerged
from the flames; from this creature came the ‘““demons’ who, in
their turn, supplied the Yakut with their outstanding shamans and
shamanesses.® The Tungus of Turukhansk have a different legend.
The ‘“first shaman’ created himself, by his own powers and with
the help of the devil. He flew out of the hole in his yurt and came
back later accompanied by swans.®

Here we have z dualistic conception, probably deriving from
Iranian influences. It may well be, too, that this class of legends

4 S. Shashkov, Shamanstvo v Sibirit, p. 81, cited by V. M. Mikhailowski,
“Shamanism in Siberia and European Russia,” p. 63; other variants:
U. Harva, Dre religiosen Vorstellungen der altaischen Vilker, pp. 543—44. The
mythical theme of the conflict between the shaman-magician and the Su-
preme Being is also found among the Andamans and the Semang; cf.
R. Pettazzoni, L'onniscienza di Dio, pp. 441 ff., 458 ff.

5 N. V. Pripuzov, cited by Mikhailowski, p. 64.

6 P. 1. Tretyakov, Turukhansky krai, evo priroda i zhiteli, pp. 210-11;
Mikhailowski, p. 64. Certain details in these legends (flight through the
aperture in the yurt, swans, etc.) will engage our attention later,
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deals rather with the origin of the ‘“black” shamans, who are
reputed to have relations only with the underworld and the “‘devil.”
But the majority of myths concerning the origin of shamans posit
the direct intervention of God, or of his representative the eagle,
the bird of the sun.

Here is the story the Buryat tell: In the beginning therc were
only the gods (tengri) in the west and the evil spirits in the cast.
The gods created man, and he lived happily until the time when
the evil spirits spread sickness and death over the earth. The gods
decided to give mankind a shaman to combat disease and death,
and they sent the eagle. But men did not understand its language;
besides, they had no confidence in a mere bird. The eagle returned
to the gods and asked them to give him the gift of speech, or else
to send a Buryat shaman to men. The gods sent him back with an
order to grant the gift of shamanizing to the first person he should
meet on earth. Returned to earth, the eagle saw a woman asleep
under a tree, and had intercourse with her. Some time later the
woman gave birth to a son, who became the *‘first shaman.” Ac-
cording to another variant, the woman, after her connection with
the eagle, saw spirits and herself became a shamaness.’

This is why, in other legends, the appearance of an eagle is
interpreted as a sign of shamanic vocation. The story is told that a
Buryat girl, seeing an eagle carrying off sheep, understood the
sign and was obliged to become a shamaness. Her initiation lasted
seven years and after her death, having become a sayan (*“spirit,”
“idol’’), she continued to protect children from evil spirits.®

Among the Yakut of Turukhansk the eagle is likewise con-
sidered to be the creator of the ““first shaman.”” But the eagle also
bears the name of the Supreme Being, Ai (the ‘‘Creator”) or Ai

7N. N. Agapitov and M. N. Khangalov, ‘“Materialy dlya izuchenia
shamanstva v Sibirii,"”” pp. 41-42; Mikhailowski, p. 64; Harva, Die religiosen
Vorstellungen, pp. 465—-66. Another variant will be found in J. Curtin, 4
Journey in Southern Siberia, p. 105. A similar myth is documented among the
Pondo of South Africa; see W. J. Perry, The Primordial Ocean, pp. 143—44.
8 Garma Sandschejew, ‘“Weltanschauung und Schamanismus der Alaren-
Burjaten,” p. 605.
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Toyon (the “Creator of Light”). Ai Tovon's children are repre-
sented as bird-spirits perching in the branches of the World Tree;
in the top of it is the two-headed eagle, Toyop Kotor (the “‘Lord of
the Birds’’), probably personifying Ai Toyon himself.? Like a
number of other Siberian peoples, the Yakut establish a relation
between the eagle and sacred trees, especially the birch. When Ai
Toyon created the shaman he also planted in his celestial dwelling
a birch tree with eight branches, on which were nests containing
the Creator’s children. In addition, he planted three trees on earth;
it is in memory of them that the shaman, too, has a tree on whose
life he is in a manner dependent.!® It will be remembered that, in
his initiatory dreams, the shaman is carried to the Cosmic Tree,
in whose top is the Lord of the World. Sometimes the Supreme
Being is represented in the form of an eagle, and in the branches
of the Tree are the souls of future shamans.* The likelihood is that
this mythical image has a paleo-Oriental prototype.

Among the Yakut, again, the eagle is also related to smiths;
and these are supposed to have the same origin as shamans.!? Ac-
cording to the Yenisei Ostyak, the Teleut, the Orochon, and other
Siberian peoples, the ““first shaman” was born of an eagle or, at

least, was taught his art by the eagle.’®

9 Leo Sternberg, ““Der Adlerkult bei den Volkern Sibiriens,” p. 180.
Cf. similar conceptions among the Ket or the Yenisei Ostyak; B. D. Shimkin,
‘A Sketch of the Ket, or Yenisei ‘Ostyak,” *’ pp. 160 ff.

10 Sternberg, ‘““Der Adlerkult,” p. 134. On the relations among the
Cosmic Tree, the soul, and birth in Mongol and Siberian beliefs, cf.
U. Pestalozza, “Il manicheismo presso i Turchi occidentali ed orientali,”
pp. 487 ff.

11 Cf. E. Emsheimer, ‘“Schamanentrommel und Trommelbaum,” p. 174.

12 Sternberg, “‘Der Adlerkult,” p. 141.

18 Ibid., pp. 148—44. On the eagle in Yakut beliefs, see W. Sieroszewski,
“Du chamanisme d’aprés les croyances de Yakoutes,”” pp. 218-19; on the
importance of the eagle in the religion and mythology of the Siberian peoples,
cf. Harva, Die religiisen Vorstellungen, pp. 465 ff.; H. Findeisen, ‘“Der Adler
als Kulturbringer im nordasiatischen Raum und in der amerikanischen
Arktis’’; on the symbolism of the eagle, F. Altheim and Hans-Wilhelm
Haussig, Die Hunnen in Osteuropa, pp. 54 ff. Certain tribes sometimes feed
eagles on raw meat (cf. D. Zelenin, Kult ongonov v Sibiri, pp. 182 ff.), but
this custom appears to be sporadic and late. Among the Tungus the *“‘cult”
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We may also recall the role played by the eagle in the stories
of shamanic initiation ¥ and the ornithomorphic elements in the
shamanic costume, which magically transform the shamans into
eagles.!® This group of facts reveals a complex symbolism, crys-
tallized around a celestial Divine Being and the idea of magical
flight to the Center of the World (World Tree), a symbolism that
we shall encounter more than once later on. But it must be em-
phasized now that the role played by the ancestral souls in a
shaman’s election is really less important than one would be in-
clined to think. The ancestors are only the descendants of the
mythical ‘““first shaman” created directly by the Supreme Being
solarized in the form of an eagle. The shamanic vocation deter-
mined by the ancestral souls is sometimes only the transmission of
a supernatural message inherited from a mythical #llud tempus.

Shamanic Election among the Goldi and the Yakut

The Goldi clearly distinguish between the tutelary spirit (ayami),
which chooses the shaman, and the helping spirits (syvén), which
are subordinate to it and are granted to the shaman by the ayami
itself.® According to Sternberg the Goldi explain the relations
between the shaman and his ayami by a complex sexual emotion.
Here is the report of a Goldi shaman: ¥

of the eagle has little importance (see S. M. Shirokogoroff, Psyckomental
Compler of the Tungus, p. 298). Sternberg (‘‘Der Adlerkult,” p. 181) recalls
that Viiniméinen, the ““first shaman’ of Finnish mythological tradition, also
descended from an eagle; see Kalevala, Rune I, vv. 270 f. (cf. the analysis
of this motif in Kaarle Krohn, Kalevalastudien. V: Vdinamdinen, pp. 15 ff.).
Aijo, Aije), a name that Sternberg connects with ‘Ajy (Ai). Like the Yakut
Ajy, the Finnish Aiji is the ancestor of shamans. The Yakut call the ‘“white’’
shaman Ajy Ojuna (Ai Oyuna), which, according to Sternberg, is very close
to the Finnish Aija Ukko. We should recall the motif of the eagle and the
Cosmic Tree ( Yggdrasil) in Germanic mythology; Odin is sometimes called
“Eagle”’ (cf., for example, E. Mogk, Germanische Mythologie, pp. 342, 343).

14 Above, pp. 36 f. 15 Below, pp. 156 ff.

16 Sternberg, ‘“Divine Election,” p. 475.

17 The beginning of his confession was quoted in our first chapter,
p. 28.
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Once | was asleep on my sick-bed, when a spirit approached me. It was
a very beautiful woman. Her figure was very slight, she was no more than
half an arshin (71 cm.) tall. Her face and attire were quite as those of one
of our Gold women. Her hair fell down o her shoulders in short black
tresses. Other shamans say they have had the vision of a woman with one-
half of her face black, and the other half red. She said: ‘I am the ‘ayami’ of
your ancestors, the Shamans. I taught them shamaning. Now I am going
to teach you. The old shamans have died off, and there is no one to heal
people. You are to become a shaman.”

Next she said: ““I love you, I have no husband now, you will be my
husband and I shall be a wife unto you. I shall give you assistant spirits.
You are to heal with their aid, and I shall teach and help you myself.
Food will come to us from the people.”’

I felt dismayed and tried to resist. Then she said: *“If you will not obey
me, so much the worse for you. I shall kill you.”

She has been coming to me ever since, and I sleep with her as with my
own wife, but we have no children. She lives quite by herself without any
relatives in a hut, on a mountain, but she often changes her abode. Some-
times she comes under the aspect of an old woman, and sometimes under
that of a wolf, so she is terrible to look at. Sometimes she comes as a
winged tiger. I mount it and she takes me to show me different countries.
1 have seen mountains, where only old men and women live, and villages,
where you see nothing but young people, men and women: they look like
Golds and speak Goldish, sometimes those people are turned into tigers.!®

Now my ayami does not come to me as frequently as before. Formerly,
when teaching me, she used to come every night. She has given me three
assistants—the “jarga’’ (the panther), the “doonto’’ (the bear) and the
“amba’’ (the tiger). They come to me in my dreams, and appear when-
ever | summon them while shamaning. If one of them refuses to come,
the ““ayami’’ makes them obey, but, they say, there are some who do not
obey even the “ayami.” When I am shamaning, the “‘ayami’” and the
assistant spirits are possessing me: whether big or small, they penetrate

18 All these details of ecstatic journeys are most important. In North and
Southeast Asia the Spirit-Instructor of young candidates for initiation
appears in the form of a bear or a tiger. Sometimes the candidate is carried
off into the jungle (symbol of the beyond) on the back of such an animal-
spirit. People who turn themselves into tigers are initiates or “‘dead men”
(which, in myths, is sometimes the same thing).
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me, as smoke or vapour would. When the “‘ayami’’ is within me, it is she
who speaks through my mouth, and she does everything herself. When I
am eating the ‘“‘sukdu’’ (the offerings) and drinking pig’'s blood (the
blood of pigs is drunk by shamans alone, lay people are forbidden to
touch it), it is not I who eat and drink, it is my “‘ayami’’ alone.!®

There is no doubt that the sexual elements play an important
part in this shamanic autobiography. But it should be noted that
the ayami does not make her ‘“‘husband”’ able to shamanize simply
by maintaining sexual relations with him; it is the secret teaching
that she gives him over the years, and his ecstatic journeys, that
change the “husband’s*’ religious practice, gradually preparing him
for his shamanic function. As we shall presently see, anyone can
have sexual relations with female spirits, yet without thereby
acquiring the magico-religious powers of shamans.

Sternberg, on the contrary, considers that the primary element
in shamanism is sexual emotion, to which the idea of hereditary
transmission of spirits was added later.® He cites a number of
other data, all of which, in his view, support his interpretation:
A shamaness, observed by Shirokogoroff, experienced sexual feel-
ings during initiatory ordeals; the Goldi shaman’s ritual dance as
he feeds his ayami (who is believed to enter him during the course
of it) is interpreted by Sternberg as having a sexual meaning; in
the Yakut folklore studied by V. F. Troshchansky there is constant
reference to young celestial spirits (children of the Sun, the Moon,
the Pleiades, etc.) descending to earth and marrying mortal
women, and so on. None of these facts seems to us decisive. In the
case of the shamaness observed by Shirokogoroff and that of the
Goldi shaman the sexual feelings are distinctly secondary, if not
aberrant, for many other records make no mention of this kind of
erotic trance; as to the Yakut folklore, it accounts for a general

popular belief that simply does not solve the problem with which
19 Sternberg, “‘Divine Election,” pp. 476 ff. Some autobiographies of
Savara (Saora) shamans and shamanesses, whose marriages to spirits of the
subterranean world are in striking parallel to the documents collected by
Sternberg, will be found below, pp. 421 ff.
20 Ibid., p. 480.
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we are concerned—namely, why, from among a great number of
subjects ‘‘possessed’” by celestial spirits, are only a few called to be
shamans? So it does not seem that sexual relations with spirits
constitute the essential and determining element in shamanic voca-
tion. But Sternberg also adduces unpublished information concern-
ing the Yakut, Buryat, and Teleut, information of great interest in
itself and which we must consider for a moment.

According to his Yakut informant, N. M. Sliepzova, the abassy
(spirits), youths or girls, enter the bodies of young people of the
opposite sex, put them to sleep, and make love to them. A lad
visited by an abassy no longer approaches girls, and some of them
remain bachelors the rest of their lives. If an abassy loves a married
man he becomes impotent with his wife. All this, Sliepzova con-
cluded, is of general occurrence among the Yakut; a fortiori, the
same thing must happen among shamans.

But in the case of the latter, spirits of a different kind are also
involved. “The masters and mistresses of the upper and under-
world, ‘abassy,”’’ Sliepzova stated, “in appearing to the shaman
in his dream, do not personally enter upon sexual intercourse with
him. This is done by their sons and daughters.”” # This detail is
important and goes against Sternberg’s hypothesis of the erotic
origin of shamanism. For, by Sliepzova’s own testimony, the sha-
man’s vocation is determined by the appearance of celestial or
infernal spirits, and not by the sexual emotion aroused by the
abassy. Sexual relations with the latter come after the shaman’s
consecration by an ecstatic vision of the spirits.

Then too, as Sliepzova herself says, sexual relations between
young people and spirits are quite frequent among the Yakut; they
are equally frequent among a great many other peoples, without
warranting any affirmation that they constitute the primary ex-
perience generating so complex a religious phenomenon as sha-
manism. In fact, the abassy play a secondary role in Yakut sha-
manism; according to Sliepzova’s account, if the shaman dreams
of an abassy and has sexual relations with her, he wakes feeling

21 Sternberg, “‘Divine Election,” p. 482.
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well, certain that he will be summoned in consultation the same
day and no less certain that he will be successful; if, on the con-
trary, he dreams that he sees the abassy full of blood and swallow-
ing the sick person’s soul, he knows that the patient will not live,
and, if summoned the next day to attend him, he makes every
effort to avoid the duty. Finally, if he is summoned without having
had any dream, he is disconcerted and does not know what to do.?

Election among the Buryat and the Teleut

For Buryat shamanism, Sternberg relies on information supplied
by one of his pupils, A. N. Mikhailof, himself a Buryat and a
former participant in shamanic ceremonies.?® According to Mik-
hailof, the shaman’s career begins with a message from a shaman
ancestor, who then takes his soul to the sky to teach him. On the
way they stop to visit the gods of the Center of the World, espe-
cially Tekha Shara Matzkala, the god of the dance, fecundity, and
wealth, who lives with the nine daughters of Solboni, god of dawn.
These divinities are peculiar to shamans, and only shamans make
offerings to them. The young candidate’s soul enters into amorous
relations with Tekha’s nine wives. When his shamanic instruction
is finished, his soul meets his future celestial wife in the sky; with
her too his soul has sexual relations. Two or three years after this
ecstatic experience the initiation ceremony proper takes place; it
includes an ascent to the sky and is followed by a three-day feast
of somewhat licentious nature. Before this ceremony the candidate
travels through all the neighboring villages and is given presents
that have a nuptial significance. The tree that is used in the initia-
tion, and that also resembles the one put in the house of a newly
married couple, represents, Mikhailof says, the life of the celestial
wife; and the cord that connects this tree (planted in the yurt)
with the shaman’s tree (in the courtyard) is the emblem of the
nuptial union between the shaman and his spirit wife. Further ac-
cording to Mikhailof, the initiation rite of the Buryat shaman
22 Ibid., p. 483. 23 Ibid., pp. 485 f.
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signifies his marriage to his celestial fiancée. And Sternberg cites
the fact that during the initiation people dance, drink, and sing,
exactly as they do at weddings.

All this is perhaps true, but it does not explain Buryat sha-
manism. We have seen that the choice of the shaman, among the
Buryat as everywhere else, involves a quite complex ecstatic ex-
perience, during which the candidate is believed to be tortured, cut
to pieces, put to death, and then to return to life. It is only this
tnitiatory death and resurrection that consecrates a shaman. Teaching
by spirits and the old masters later supplements this first conse-
cration. The initiation proper—to which we shall return in the
following chapter—consists in the candidate’s triumphant journey
to the sky. It is natural that the popular festivities on this occasion
should resemble those at a wedding, for the possible patterns of
collective rejoicing are, of course, few. But the role of the celestial
bride appears to be secondary; it is no more than that of the sha-
man’s helper and inspirer. We shall see that this role must be
interpreted in the light of yet other facts.

Using A. V. Anokhin’s data on shamanism among the Teleut,
Sternberg states % that every Teleut shaman has a celestial wife
who lives in the seventh heaven. During his ecstatic journey to
Bai Ulgin, the shaman meets his wife, and she asks him to remain
with her; she has prepared an exquisite banquet for them. “/ My
darling young kam! [she sings] / We shall sit together at the blue
table . . . / My darling husband, my young kam, / Let us hide
in the shadow of the curtains / And let us make love to one another
and have fun, / My husband, my young kam!”’ ?¢ She assures him
that the road to the sky has been blocked. But the shaman refuses
to believe her, and repeats his determination to continue his
ascent: “We shall go up the ‘tapti’ (the spiral groove cut in the
shaman tree) / And give praise to the full moon” / # (an allusion
to the stop that the shaman makes on his celestial journey to

venerate the Moon and the Sun). He will touch no food until he
24 Sternberg, p. 487. 25 Ibid.
26 Ibid. 27 Ibid., p. 488.
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has returned to earth. He calls her *“My darling, my wife,”” and
adds: My wife on earth / Is not fit to pour water on thy hands.”” *
The shaman is assisted in his labors not only by his celestial wife
but also by feminine spirits. In the fourteenth heaven dwell the nine
daughters of Ulgin; it is they who confer his magical powers on
the shaman (swallowing hot coals, etc.). When a man dies they
come down to earth, take his soul, and carry it to the heavens.

Several details in this Teleut account are interesting. The epi-
sode of the shaman’s celestial wife inviting her husband to eat is
reminiscent of the well-known mythical theme of the meal that the
feminine spirits of the beyond offer to every mortal who reaches
their domain, in order that he shall forget his earthly life and
remain forever in their power. This is true both of the demi-
goddesses and the fairies of the beyond. The shaman’s dialogue
with his wife during his ascent forms part of a long and complex
dramatic scenario, to which we will return; in any case, it cannot
be regarded as essential. As we shall see later, the essential ele-
ment in every shamanic ascent is the final dialogue with Ulgin.
Hence the dialogue with the wife is to be considered a lively
dramatic element well suited to interest the audience during a
séance that sometimes tends to become monotonous. Nevertheless,
it preserves all its initiatory bearing; the fact that the shaman has
a celestial wife who prepares meals for him in the seventh heaven
and sleeps with him is another proof that he shares to some extent
in the condition of semidivine beings, that he is a hero who has
experienced death and resurrection and who therefore enjoys a
second life, in the heavens.

Sternberg also cites ® a Uriankhai legend of the *“first shaman,”
B6-Khan. B6-Khin loved a celestial maiden. Discovering that he
was married, the fairy caused the earth to swallow him and his
wife. She then gave birth to a boy, whom she abandoned under a
birch tree to be fed by its sap. From this child comes the race of
shamans (B6-Kha-nikn).

The motif of the fairy wife who leaves her mortal husband after

28 Ibid. 29 Ibid.
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giving him a son is universally disseminated. The incidents of the
husband’s search for the fairy sometimes reflect initiation scenarios
(ascent to the sky, descent to the und'erwor[d, etc.).® The fairy’s
jealousy of the mortal wife is also a frequent theme in folklore;
nymphs, fairies, demigoddesses envy the happiness of earthly wives
and steal or kill their children.® On the other hand, they are re-
garded as the mothers, wives, or teachers of heroes, that is, of
those among mankind who succeed in transcending the human con-
dition and obtain, if not a divine immortality, at least a sort of
privileged afterlife. A large number of myths and legends show
the essential role played by a fairy, a nymph, or a semidivine
woman in the adventures of heroes; it is she who teaches them,
helps them in their difficulties (which are often initiatory ordeals),
and shows them how to gain possession of the symbol of im-
mortality or long life (the miraculous herb, the magical apples,
the fountain of youth, etc.). An important division of the ‘“my-
thology of woman” is devoted to showing that it is always a
feminine being who helps the hero to conquer immortality or to
emerge victorious from his initiatory ordeals.

This is not the place to enter on a discussion of this mythical
motif, but it is certain that it preserves traces of a late ‘‘matri-
archal” mythology, in which signs of the ‘“‘masculine” (heroic)
reaction against the omnipotence of Woman ( = Mother) is
already discernible. In some variants the role of the fairy in the
heroic quest is almost negligible; thus the nymph Siduri, of whom,
in the archaic versions of the Gilgamesh legend, the hero had asked

30 The Maori hero Tawhaki’s wife, a fairy come down from the sky,
remains with him only until the birth of their first child; then she climbs up
onto a hut and disappears. Tawhaki goes up into the sky by climbing a vine
and, later, succeeds in returning to earth (Sir George Grey, Polynesian
Mythology, pp. 42 ff.). According to other variants the hero reaches the
sky by climbing a coconut palm, or by a rope, a spider web, or a kite. In
the Hawaiian Islands he is said to climb the rainbow; in Tahiti he climbs a
high mountain and meets his wife on the road; cf. H. M. and N. K. Chadwick,
The Growth of Literature, 111, 273.

81 Cf. Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature, 111, 44 ff.
(F s20f.).
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immortality directly, goes unnoticed in the classical text. Some-
times the hero, though invited to share in the semidivine woman'’s
beatific condition and hence in her immortality, accepts unwillingly
and tries to escape as soon as possible to rejoin his earthly wife
and his companions (the case of Ulysses and the nymph Calypso).
The love of such a semidivine woman becomes an obstacle rather
than a help for the hero.

The Shaman’s Female Tutelary Spirits

It is in such a mythical horizon that we must place the relations of
shamans with their “‘celestial wives”’; it is not they who, properly
speaking, consecrate the shaman; they help him either in his
instruction or in his ecstatic experience. It is natural that the
“celestial wife’s” intervention in the shaman’s mystical experience
should be accompanied by sexual emotion; every ecstatic experi-
ence is subject to such deviations, and the close relations between
mystical and carnal love are too well known for the mechanism of
this shift in plane to be misunderstood. Then too, it must not be
overlooked that the erotic elements present in shamanic rites
exceed the mere relationship of the shaman with his “celestial
wife.”” Among the Kumandin of the Tomsk region the horse sacri-
fice includes an exhibition of wooden masks and phalli, carried by
three young men; they gallop with the phallus between their legs
“like a stallion”” and touch the spectators. The song sung on this
occasion is distinctly erotic.3? Among the Teleut when the shaman,
climbing the tree, reaches the third tapty, the women, girls, and
children leave and the shaman begins an obscene song resembling
that of the Kumandin; its purpose is to strengthen the men sexu-
ally.® This rite has parallels elsewhere,® and its meaning is the
more explicit because it forms part of the horse sacrifice, whose

82 D. Zelenin, “Ein erotischer Ritus in den Opferungen der altaischen
Tuerken,” pp. 88-89.

88 Ibid., p. 91.

84 Caucasus, ancient China, America, etc.; cf. ibid., pp. 94 ff.

79



SHAMANISM: ARCHAIC TECHNIQUES OF ECSTASY

cosmological function (renewal of the world and life) is well
known.2

To return to the role of the “celestial wife”: it is remarkable
that, exactly as in the late versions of myths to which we referred,
the shaman too seems to be both helped and hindered by his
ayami. For, though she protects him, she tries to keep him for
herself in the seventh heaven, and opposes his continuing his
ascent. She also tempts him with a celestial repast, which could
keep him from his earthly wife and the society of human beings.

To conclude: The tutelary spirit (ayami, etc.), also conceived in
the form of a celestial wife (or husband), plays an important but
not decisive role in Siberian shamanism. The decisive element is,
as we have seen, the initiatory drama of ritual death and resurrec-
tion (sickness, dismemberment, descent to the underworld, ascent
to the sky, etc.). The sexual relations that the shaman is believed
to have with his ayami are not basic to his shamanic vocation. For,
on the one hand, sexual possession by spirits in dream is not con-
fined to shamans; on the other hand, the sexual elements present
in certain shamanic ceremonies go beyond the relations between

85 On the sexual elements in the aSvamedha and other similar rites, see
P. E. Dumont, L’A4Svamedha, pp. 276 ff.; W. Koppers, ‘‘Pferdeopfer und
Pferdekult der Indogermanen,” pp. 844 ff., 401 ff. In this connection we
might mention another shamanic fertility rite that is performed on an en-
tirely different religious plane. The Yakut worship a goddess of fertility and
procreation, Aisyt, who dwells in the east, in the part of the sky in which the
sun rises in summer. Her festivals are held in spring and summer, and are
under the jurisdiction of special shamans, called ‘“‘summer shamans’’ (saingy)
or “‘white shamans.” Aisyt is invoked to obtain children, especially male
children. Singing and drumming, the shaman heads the procession, leading
nine virgin lads and girls, who follow him holding each other by the hand
and singing in chorus. “In this fashion the shaman ascends to the sky, leading
the young couples; but Aisyt’s servants stand at the gates, armed with silver
whips: they turn back all who are corrupt, evil, dangerous; entrance is also
forbidden to those who have lost their innocence too early’’ (W. Sieroszewski,
“Du chamanisme d’aprés les croyances des Yakoutes,” pp. $36-387). But
Aisyt is a complex goddess; cf. G. Rink, ““Lapp Female Deities of the
Madder-Akka Group,” pp. 56 ff.

80



m. Obtaining Shamanic Powers

the shaman and his ayami and form part of well-known rituals in-
tended to increase the sexual vigor of the community.

The protection given the Siberian shaman by his ayam: resem-
bles, as we saw, the role given to fairies and demigoddesses in the
teaching and initiation of heroes. This protection undoubtedly re-
flects ‘‘matriarchal” conceptions. The Great Mother of the Ani-
mals—with whom the Siberian and Arctic shaman is on the best
ofterms—is an even clearer image of the ancient matriarchy. There
is good reason to believe that at a certain moment this Great
Mother of the Animals took over the function of a uranian Supreme
Being, but the problem goes beyond our subject.?® We will only
observe that, just as the Great Mother of the Animals grants men
—and particularly shamans—the right to hunt and to sustain
themselves on the flesh of beasts, the ‘““feminine” tutelary spirits
give shamans the helping spirits that are in some sort indispensable
to them in their ecstatic journeys.

Role of the Souls of the Dead

We have seen that the future shaman’s vocation can be precipitated
—in dreams, ecstasy, or during an illness—by a chance encounter
with a semidivine being, the soul of an ancestor or of an animal,
or as the result of some extraordinary event (lightning, mortal
accident, etc.). Usually such an encounter begins a *‘familiarity”
between the future shaman and the “‘spirit” that has determined
his career; and this familiarity will occupy our attention later. For

36 Cf. A. Gahs, “Kopf-, Schidel- und Langknochenopfer bei Rentier-
vélkern,” pp. 241 (Samoyed, etc.), 249 (Ainu), 255 (Eskimo). Cf. also
U. Holmberg (later Harva), “Uber die Jagdriten der nordlichen Volker
Asiens und Europas,”; E. Lot-Falck, Les Rites de chasse chez les peuples
sibériens; 1var Paulson, Schutzgeister und Gottheiten des Wildes (der Jagdtiere
und Fische) in Nordeurasien; B. Bonnerjea, “‘Hunting Superstitions of the
American Aborigines’’; Otto Zerries, #ild- und Buschgeister in Sidamerika.
The Mother of the Animals is also found in the Caucasus; cf. A. Dirr, ‘‘Der
kaukasische Wild- und Jagdgott,”” p. 146. The African realm has been ex-
plored by H. Baumann, ‘‘Afrikanische Wild- und Buschgeister.”
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the moment let us look more closely into the role of the souls of
the dead in recruiting future shamans. As we saw, the souls of
ancestors often take a sort of ° possessnon * of a young man and
then initiate him. Resistance is unavallmg This phenomenon of
pre-election is general in North and Arctic Asia.%

Once he has been consecrated by this first ““possession’” and the
initiation that follows, the shaman becomes a receptacle that can
be entered indefinitely by other spirits, too; but these are always
the souls of dead shamans or other spirits who served the old
shamans. The celebrated Yakut shaman Tiispiit told Sieroszewski:
“One day when I was wandering in the mountains, up there in
the north, I stopped by a pile of wood to cook my food. I set fire
to it. Now, a Tungus shaman was buried under the pyre. His
spirit took possession of me.” ¥ This is why Tiispiit uttered
Tungusic words during séances. But he received other spirits too
—Russians, Mongols, and so on—and spoke their languages.®

The role of the souls of the dead in choosing the future shaman
is important in places outside Siberia as well. Eskimo, Australians,
and others too, who wish to become medicine men lie by graves;
this custom survived even among some historical peoples (e.g.,
the Celts). In South America initiation by dead shamans, though
not the only method, is quite frequent. ““The Bororo shamans,
whether belonging to the class of the aroettawaraare or that of the
bari, are chosen by the soul of a dead person or by a spirit. In the
case of the aroettawaraare the revelation takes place as follows: The
future shaman walks in the forest and suddenly sees a bird perch
within reach of his hand, then vanish. Flocks of parrots fly down

toward him and disappear as if by magic. The future shaman goes

37 The same phenomenon, of course, is found elsewhere. Among the
Batak of Sumatra, for example, refusal to become a shaman after being
“‘chosen’’ by the spirits is followed by death. No Batak becomes a shaman of
his own volition (E. M. Loeb, Sumatra, p. 81).

88 ‘‘Du chamanisme,” p. S14.

39 The same beliefs prevail among the Tungus and the Goldi; see Harva,
Die religiosen Vorstellungen, p. 463. A Haida shaman, if he is possessed by a
Tlingit spirit, speaks Tlingit, even though he does not know the language
at other times (J. R. Swanton, cited by H. Webster, Magic, p. 218).
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home shaking and uttering unintelligible words. An odor of de-
cay “and annatto emanates from his body. Suddenly a gust of wind
makes him totter; he falls like a dead man. At this moment he has
become the receptacle of a spirit that speaks through his mouth.
From now on he is a shaman.” ¢

Among the Apinaye shamans are appointed by the soul of a
relative, which puts them in relation with the spirits; but it is the
latter that impart shamanic knowledge and techniques to them.
Among other tribes one becomes a shaman through a spontaneous
ecstatic experience—for example, by having a vision of the planet
Mars, and so on.*? Among the Campa and the Amahuaca candi-
dates are instructed by a living or dead shaman.® ‘“The apprentice
shaman of the Conibo of the Ucayali receives his medical knowl-
edge from a spirit. To enter into relations with the spirit the
shaman drinks a decoction of tobacco and smokes as much as
possible in a hermetically closed hut.” 4 The Cashinawa candidate
is taught in the bush; souls give him the requisite magical sub-
stances and also inoculate his body with them. The Yaruro shamans
are taught by their gods, although they learn technique proper
from other shamans. But they do not consider themselves able to
practice until they have met a spirit in dream.* “‘In the Apapocuva
Guarani tribe, the prerequisite for becoming a shaman is learning
magical songs, which are taught by a dead relative in dreams.”
But whatever the source of their revelation, all these shamans
practice in accordance with the traditional norms of their tribe.
“In other words, they conform to rules and a technique that they
can have acquired only by going to school to men of experience,”
Métraux concludes.*” This is equally true of any other shamanism.

As we see, if the dead shaman’s soul plays an important role in
the development of shamanic vocation, it only prepares the

40 Ritually, that is, he is already a ‘‘dead man.”

41 A. Métraux, ““Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de I'’Amérique du Sud
tropicale,” p. 203. (Cf. below, pp. 90 ff.)

42 Ibid. 48 Ibid.
44 Ibid., p. 204. 45 Ibid., pp. 204-05.
46 Ibid., p. 205. 47 Ibid,
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candidate for later revelations. The souls of dead shamans put
him in relation with spirits, or carry him to the sky (cf. Siberia,
the Altai, Australia, etc.). These first egstatic experiences are
followed by teaching received from the old shamans.* Among the
Selk’'nam spontaneous vocation is manifested by the young man’s
strange behavior: he sings in his sleep, and so on.*® But such a
state can also be obtained voluntarily; all that is necessary is to
see the spirits.®

““Seeing spirits,”” in dream or awake, is the determining sign of
the shamanic vocation, whether spontaneous or voluntary. For, in
a manner, having contact with the souls of the dead signifies
being dead oneself. This is why, throughout South America,™
the shaman must so die that he may meet the souls of the dead and
receive their teaching; for the dead know everything.5

As we said, shamanic election or initiation in South America
sometimes preserves the perfect schema of a ritual death and
resurrection. But the death can also be suggested by other means:
extreme fatigue, tortures, fasting, blows, and so on. When a young
Jivaro decides to become a shaman, he looks for a master, pays
him the proper fee, and then embarks on an extremely severe
regime; for days he does not touch food and drinks narcotic
beverages, especially tobacco juice (which is well known to play
an essential part in the initiations of South American shamans).
Finally a spirit, Pasuka, appears to the candidate in the form of a
warrior. The master immediately begins to strike the apprentice
until he falls to the ground unconscious. When he comes to himself,
his whole body is sore. This proves that the spirit has taken pos-
session of him; and in fact, the sufferings, intoxications, and blows

48 Cf. ibid., pp. 206 fI.; M. Gusinde: ‘“Der Medizinmann bei den siid-
amerikanischen Indianern,” p. 293; Die Feuerland Indianern. I: Die Selk’'nam,
Pp. 782-86, etc.

49 Gusinde, Die Selk’'nam, p. 779. 50 Ibid., pp. 781-82.

51 Cf. Ida Lublinski, ‘““Der Medizinmann bei den Naturvélkern Siid-
amerikas,” p. 249; see also our preceding chapter, pp. 52 f.

52 Lublinski, p. 250. The belief that mantic gifts are explained by dealings
with the dead is universal.
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that have brought on his loss of consciousness are in a manner
assimilated to a ritual death.®

It follows that the souls of the dead, whatever the part they
have played in precipitating the vocation or initiation of future
shamans, do not create the vocation by their mere presence
(possession or not ), but serve the candidate as a means of entering
into contact with divine or semidivine beings (through ecstatic
journeys to the sky and the underworld, etc.) or enable the future
shaman to share in the mode of being of the dead. This has been
very well brought out by Marcel Mauss in connection with magi-
cal powers being conferred on Australian sorcerers by super-
natural revelation.® Here too, the role of the dead often overlaps
that of “‘pure spirits.”” And indeed, even when it is the spirit of a
dead man that directly grants the revelation, the latter implies
either the initiatory rite of the killing of the candidate followed
by his rebirth,® or ecstatic journeys to the sky, a peculiarly
shamanic theme in which the ancestral spirit plays the role
of psychopomp and which, by its very structure, excludes *‘posses-
sion.” It certainly seems that the chief function of the dead
in the granting of shamanic powers is less a matter of taking
“‘possession’’ of the subject than of helping him to become a *‘dead
man’’—in short, of helping him to become a “spirit” too.

“Seeing the Spirits”

This explains the extreme importance of *‘spirit visions” in all
varieties of shamanic initiations. ‘“‘Seeing” a spirit, either in
dream or awake, is a certain sign that one has in some sort obtained
a ‘‘spiritual condition,” that is, that one has transcended the
profane condition of humanity. This is why, among the Menta-
weians, the ““vision” (of spirits), whether occurring spontaneously

or obtained by effort, immediately confers magical power (kerei)
53 M. W. Stirling, ““Jivaro Shamanism’’; Webster, Magic, p. 218.
54 Cf. “L’Origine des pouvoirs magiques dans les sociétés australiennes,”
pp. 144 ff.
55 See our preceding chapter.
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on shamans.®® The Andaman magicians withdraw to the jungle to
obtain this *‘vision”’; those who have had only dreams obtain lesser
magical powers.” Among the Menangkabau of Sumatra the
dukun complete their shamanic instruction in solitude, on a
mountain; there they learn to become invisible and, at night, see
the souls of the dead %*—which means that they become spirits,
that they are dead.

An Australian shaman, of the Yaralde tribe (Lower Murray),
admirably describes the initiatory terrors that accompany the
vision of the spirits and the dead: ““When you lie down to see the
prescribed visions, and you do see them, do not be frightened,
because they will be horrible. They are hard to describe, though
they are in my mind and my miwi (i.e., psychic force), and though
I could project the experience into you after you had been well
trained.

““However, some of them are evil spirits, some are like snakes,
some are like horses with men’s heads, and some are spirits of evil
men which resemble burning fires. You see your camp burning
and the blood waters rising, and thunder, lightning and rain, the
earth rocking, the hills moving, the waters whirling, and the trees
which still stand, swaying about. Do not be frightened. If you get
up, you will not see these scenes, but when you lie down again,
you will see them, unless you get too frightened. If you do, you will
break the web (or thread ) on which the scenes are hung. You may
see dead persons walking towards you, and you will hear their
bones rattle. If you hear and see these things without fear, you
will never be frightened of anything. These dead people will not
show themselves to you again, because your miwi is now strong.
You are now powerful because vou have seen these dead people.” %

And in fact medicine men are able to see the spirits of the dead
56 E. M. Loeb, ‘“Shaman and Seer,” p. 66.
57 A. R. Brown, The Andaman Islanders, p. 177; cf. some other examples
(Sea Dyak, etc.) in Loeb, ‘‘Shaman and Seer,” p. 64.
58 Loeb, Sumatra, p. 125.
59 A. P. Elkin, Aboriginal Men of High Degree, pp. 70-71.
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about their graves, and can easily capture them. These spirits then
become their helpers, and during shamanic healing the medicine
men send them to great distances to bring back the strayed soul
of the sick man they are treating.®

Among the Mentaweians, again, ‘‘a man or woman may be made
a seer by being bodily abducted by the spirits. According to the
story of Sitakigagailau, the youth was taken up to heaven by the
sky-spirits and given a beautiful body such as theirs. When he
returned to earth he was a seer and the sky-spirits served him in
his cures. . . . The usual manner, however, in which boys and
girls become seers is by being summoned through sickness,
dreams, or temporary insanity. The sickness or dreams are sent
by the sky-spirits or the jungle-spirits. . . . The dreamer may
imagine that he ascends to heaven or that he goes to the woods
looking for monkeys. In either case, dreams or sickness, there is
a temporary loss of soul.” &

The master seer then proceeds to initiate the young man. The
two go to the forest together to gather magical plants; the master
chants: “‘Spirits of the talisman, reveal yourselves. Make clear
the eyes of the body that he may see the spirits.”” As they return
to the master seer’s house he invokes the spirits: ‘‘Let your eyes
be clear, let your eyes be clear, so that we may see our fathers and
mothers of the lower heaven.”” After this invocation ‘‘the instructor
rubs the herbs on the eyes of the boy. For three days and nights
the two men sit opposite each other, singing and ringing their
bells. Until the eyes of the boy are clear, neither of the two men
obtains any sleep. At the end of the three days the two again go to
the woods and obtain more herbs. . . . If at the end of seven days
the boy sees the wood-spirits, the ceremony is at an end. Other-
wise the entire seven-day ceremony must be repeated.””

All this long and tiring ceremony has as its object transforming
the apprentice magician’s initial and momentary ecstatic experience

60 Ibid., p. 117. 61 Loeb, ‘“Shaman and Seer,”” pp. 67 ff.
62 Ibid.
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(the experience of ‘“‘clcction”) into a permanent condition—that
in which it is possible to ‘‘see the spirits,” that is, to share in their
“*spiritual”’ nature. v ’

The Helping Spirits

This appears even more clearly from an examination of the other
catcgories of “spirits”’ that also play a role either in the shaman’s
initiation or in bringing on his ecstatic experiences. We said above
that a relation of “‘familiarity”’ is established between the shaman
and his “‘spirits.”” And in fact, in ethnological literature they are
known as “familiars,” ‘‘helping,” ‘“assistant,” or ‘‘guardian”
spirits. But we must distinguish carefully between familiar spirits
proper and another and more powerful category of spirits known as
tutelary spirits; so too, a distinction must be made between these
last and the divine or semidivine beings whom the shamans sum-
mon up during séances. A shaman is a man who has immediate,
concrete experiences with gods and spirits; he sees them face to
face, he talks with them, prays to them, implores them—but he
does not ‘‘control’” more than a limited number of them. Any
god or spirit invoked during a shamanic séance is not by that fact
one of the shaman’s “‘familiars” or ‘‘helpers.”” The great gods are
often invoked. This is the case, for example, among the Altaians;
before setting out on his ecstatic journey the shaman invites the
attendance of Jajyk ( Yaik) Kan (the Lord of the Sea), Kaira Kan,
Bai Ulgin and his daughters, and other mythical figures.®® The
shaman invokes them, and the gods, demigods, and spirits arrive—
just as the Vedic divinities descend and attend the priest when he
invokes them during the sacrifice. The shamans also have divinities
peculiar to them, unknown to the rest of the people, and to whom
they alone offer sacrifices. But all this pantheon is not at the
shaman’s disposition, as his familiar spirits are; and the divine or
semidivine beings who help him must not be classed among these
familiar or helping or guardian spirits.
63 W. Radlov, Adus Sibirien, 11, 30 ff.
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Yet these play an important part in shamanism; we shall see
their functions when we come to study shamanic séances. Mean-
while, we must note that the majority of these familiar and helping
spirits have animal forms. Thus among the Siberians and the
Altaians they can appear in the form of bears, wolves, stags, hares,
all kinds of birds (especially the goose, eagle, owl, crow, etc.), of
great worms, but also as phantoms, wood spirits, earth spirits,
hearth spirits, and so on; there is no need to give the whole list.*
Their forms, names, and numbers differ from region to region.
According to Karjalainen, the number of a Vasyugan shaman’s
helping spirits may vary, but usually they are seven. In addition to
these “familiars,” the shaman also enjoys the protection of a
““spirit of the head,”” which defends him during his ecstatic jour-
neys; of a “‘spirit in the shape of a bear,” which accompanies him
on his descents to the underworld; of a gray horse, which he rides
when he ascends to the sky; and others still. Elsewhere this troop
of spirits that attend the Vasyugan shaman is replaced by a single
spirit—a bear among the northern Ostyak, a ‘“messenger’’ among
the Tremyugan and other peoples—which brings the gods’ answer;
this spirit suggests the ‘‘messengers’’ of the celestial spirits (birds,
etc.).% The shamans summon them from every quarter, and they
come, one after the other, and speak through the shaman'’s voices.*

The difference between a familiar spirit in animal form and the
strictly shamanic tutelary spirit is clearly apparent among the
Yakut. The shamans each have an #-kyla (animal mother), a sort
of mythical image of an animal helper, which they conceal. The

64 See, among others, G. Nioradze, Der Schamanismus bei den sibirischen
Vilkern, pp. 26 ff.; Harva, Die religiosen Vorstellungen, pp. 334 ff.; A. Ohl-
marks ( Studien zum Problem des Schamanismus, pp. 170 ff.), who gives a de-
tailed but rather prolix description of the assistant spirits and their functions
in shamanic séances; W. Schmidt, Der Ursprung der Gottesidee, X11, 669-80,
705-06, 709. .

65 K. F. Karjalainen, Die Religion der Jugra-Vilker, 111, 282-88.

66 Ibid., p. 811. The spirits are usually summoned by the drum (ibid.,
p- 318). The shamans can give their helping spirits to colleagues (ibid., p.

282); they can even sell them (among the Yurak and Ostyak, for example;
see Mikhailowski, ‘“Shamanism in Siberia,”” pp. 137-38).
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weaker shamans are those whose #é-kyla is a dog; the more power-
ful have a bull, a colt, an eagle, an elk, or a brown bear; those who
have wolves or dogs are the least favored , The dmagat (tutelary
spirit) is a completely different bemg Usually it is the soul of a
dead shaman or a minor celestial spirit. The Yakut shaman Tiis-
piit told Sieroszewski, ‘‘a shaman sees and hears only through his
dmdgit; | see and hear over a distance of three nosleg, but there
are some who see and hear much farther.”

We have seen that, after he is illuminated, an Eskimo shaman
must obtain his helping spirits by his unaided efforts. Usually
these are animals appearing in human form; they come of their
own volition if the apprentice shows talent. The fox, the owl,
the bear, the dog, the shark, and all kinds of mountain spirits are
powerful and effective helpers.®® Among the Alaskan Eskimo the
more helping spirits a shaman has, the more powerful he is. In
northern Greenland an angakok has as many as fifteen.®®

Rasmussen gives several accounts of shamans receiving their
illumination, which he took down from their own lips. The shaman
Aua felt a celestial light in his body and brain, which, as it were,
proceeded from his whole being; although unobserved by men, it
was visible to all the spirits of earth, sky, and sea, and they came
to him and became his helpers. ““My first helping spirit was my
namesake, a little aua,”’ he told Rasmussen. ‘“When it came to me,
it was as if the passage and roof of the house were lifted up, and I
felt such a power of vision, that I could see right through the
house, in through the earth and up into the sky; it was the little
Aua that brought me all this inward light, hovering over me as
long as I was singing. Then it placed itself in a corner of the

67 “Du Chamanisme,” pp. 812-18; cf. M. A. Czaplicka, Aboriginal
Stberia, pp. 182, 218, etc.

68 Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, p. 118; cf. also
Weyer, The Eskimos, pp. 425—28.

69 Webster, Magic, p. 281, n. 86. The spirits all manifest themselves
through the shaman, making strange noises, unintelligible sounds, etc.; cf.
Thalbitzer, ‘““The Heathen Priests of East Greenland (Angakut),”” p. 460.
On helping spirits among the Lapps, see Mikhailowski, p. 149; Itkonen,
Heidnische Religion und spdterer Aberglaube bei den finnischen Lappen, p. 152.

90



m. Obtaining Shamanic Powers
passage, invisible to others, but always ready if I should call it.
A second spirit, a shark, came one day when he was at sea in his
kayak; it swam up to him and called him by name. Aua summons
his two helping spirits with a monotonous song:

Joy, joy,

Joy, joy!

I see a little shore spirit,

A little aua,

I myself am also aua,

The shore spirit’s namesake,

Joy, joy!

» 70

He repeats this song until he bursts into tears; then he feels a
boundless joy.™ As we see, in this case the ecstatic experience of
illumination is in a manner connected with the appearance of the
helping spirit. But this ecstasy is not without its ingredient of
mystical fear. Rasmussen ? stresses the feeling of *‘inexplicable
terror’’ experienced when ‘“‘one is attacked by a helping spirit”;
he connects this terrible fear with the mortal danger of initiation.

All categories of shamans have their helping and tutelary spirits,
though the latter may differ considerably in nature and potency
from one category to another. The Jakun poyang has a familiar
spirit that comes to him in dream or that he inherits from another
shaman.” In tropical South America guardian spirits are obtained
at the end of initiation; they “‘enter’’ the shaman, “either directly
or in the form of rock crystals that fall into his bag. . . . Among
the Barama Carib each class of spirits with which the shaman enters
into relations is represented by pebbles of different kinds. The
piai [shaman] puts them in his rattle and thus can invoke them at
will.”” ™ In South America, as everywhere else, helping spirits can

70 Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, p. 119.

71 Ibid., pp. 119—20. 72 Ibid., p. 121.

78 Ivor H. N. Evans, Studies in Religion, Folk-lore, & Custom in British
North Borneo and the Malay Peninsula, p. 264.

74 Métraux, “Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de 1’Amérique du Sud
tropicale,” pp. 210-11. The celestial meaning of rock crystals in Australian
religion has been.noted above; this meaning is, of course, obscured in
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be of various kinds: souls of ancestral shamans, spirits of plants or
animals. The Bororo have two classes of shamans, whom they dis-
tinguish according to the spirits from whlch they receive their
power: nature demons or souls of dedd shamans on the one hand,
ancestral souls on the other.” But in this case it is less a matter of
helping spirits than of tutelaries, though the distinction between
the two categories of spirits is not always easy to make.

The relations between the magician or sorcerer and his spirits
run the gamut from those of benefactor and protégé to those of
servant and master, but they are always intimate.” The spirits are
rarely the recipients of prayer or sacrifices, but if they are offended
the magician suffers t00.” In Australia and North America, as well
as elsewhere, animal forms of familiar and tutelary spirits prepon-
derate; they could in some sense be compared to the *‘bush soul”” of
West Africa and the nagual of Central America and Mexico.”

These helping spirits in animal form play an important role in
the preliminaries to the shamanic séance, that is, in the preparation
for the ecstatic journey to the sky and the underworld. Usually
their presence is manifested by the shaman imitating animal cries
or behavior. The Tungus shaman who has a snake as a helping
spirit attempts to imitate the reptile’s motions during the séance;
another, having the whirlwind as syvén, behaves accordingly.”

present-day South American shamanism, but it nevertheless points to the
origin of shamanic powers.

75 Métraux, p. 211.

76 Webster, Magic, p. 215; cf. also ibid., pp. 89-44, 388~91. On helping
spirits in European medieval sorcery, cf. Margaret Alice Murray, The God
of the Witches, pp. 80 ff.; G. L. Kittredge, Witchcraft in Old and New England,
p. 618, s.v. “familiars”; S. Thompson, Motif-Indez, 111, 60 (F 408), 215
(G 225).

77 See, for example, Webster, Magic, p. 232, n. 41.

78 Cf. ibid., p. 215. On guardian spirits in North America, cf. Frazer,
Totemism and Erogamy, 111, 870—456; Ruth Benedict, The Concept of the
Guardian Spirit in North America. See also below, pp. 99 ff., 305 ff.

79 Harva, Die religiosen Vorstellungen, p. 462.
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Chukchee and Eskimo shamans turn themselves into wolves; ®
Lapp shamans become wolves, bears, reindeer, fish; ® the Semang
hala can change into a tiger,®® as can the Sakai kalak * and the bomor
of Kelantan.®

In appearance, this shamanic imitation of the actions and voices
of animals can pass as ‘‘possession.” But it would perhaps be more
accurate to term it a taking possession of his helping spirits by a
shaman. 1t is the shaman who turns himself into an animal, just as he
achieves a similar result by putting on an animal mask. Or, again,
we might speak of a new identity for the shaman, who becomes an
animal-spirit, and ‘‘speaks,” sings, or flies like the animals and
birds. ‘‘Animal language” is only a variant of “‘spirit language,”
the secret shamanic tongue to which we shall shortly return.

But first we would call attention to the following point: The
presence of a helping spirit in animal form, dialogue with it in a
secret language, or incarnation of such an animal spirit by the
shaman (masks, actions, dances, etc.) is another way of showing
that the shaman can forsake his human condition, is able, in a word,
to “die.” From the most distant times almost all animals have
been conceived either as psychopomps that accompany the soul
into the beyond or as the dead person’s new form. Whether it is the
““ancestor”’ or the ‘‘initiatory master,” the animal symbolizes a

80 Waldemar G. Bogoras (V. G. Bogoraz), The Chukchee, p. 437;
Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Copper Eskimos, p. 35.

81 Lehtisalo, Entwurf einer Mythologie der Jurak-Samojeden, pp. 114, 159;
Itkonen, Heidnische Religion, pp. 116, 120 ff. A

82 Ivor H. N. Evans, ““Schebesta on the Sacerdo-Therapy of the Semang,"’
p. 120.

83 Id., Studies in Religion, p. 210. On the fourteenth day after death the
soul is changed into a tiger (ibid., p. 211).

84 J. Cuisinier, Danses magiques de Kelantan, pp. 88 ff. This belief is uni-
versally disseminated. For ancient and modern Europe, see Kittredge,
Witcheraft in Old and New England, pp. 174—-84; Thompson, Motif-Inder,
111, 212-18; Lily Weisser-Aall, ‘“Hexe’’; Arne Runeberg, Witches, Demons
and Fertility Magic, pp. 212-13. Cf. also the confused but copiously docu-
mented book by Montague Summers, The Werewolf.
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real and direct connection with the beyond. In a considerable
number of myths and legends all over the world the hero is carried
into the beyond * by an animal. It is always an animal that carries
the neophyte into the bush (the underworld) on its back, or holds
him in its jaws, or “‘swallows’’ him to “kill and resuscitate him,"”
and so on.®® Finally, we must take into account the mystical
solidarity between man and animal, which is a dominant charac-
teristic of the religion of the paleo-hunters. By virtue of this,
certain human beings are able to change into animals, or to under-
stand their language, or to share in their prescience and occult
powers. Each time a shaman succeeds in sharing in the animal
mode of being, he in a manner re-establishes the situation that
existed in illo tempore, in mythical times, when the divorce between
man and the animal world had not yet occurred.®

The tutelary animal of the Buryat shamans is called khubilgan, a
term that can be interpreted as ‘‘metamorphosis’’ (from khubilkhu,
“to change oneself,” “‘to take on another form””).#® In other words,
the tutelary animal not only enables the shaman to transform
himself; it is in a manner his ““double,” his alter ego.® This alter
ego is one of the shaman’s ““souls,’” the “soul in animal form”" % or,
more precisely, the “life soul.” ** Shamans challenge one another

85 Sky, subterranean or submarine underworld, impenetrable forest,
mountain, wilderness, jungle, etc., etc.

86 Cf. C. Hentze, Die Sakralbronzen und ihre Bedeutung in den friihchine-
sischen Kulturen, pp. 46 ff., 67 ff., 71 ff,, etc.

87 See below, p. 99.

88 Cf. Holmberg, Finno-Ugric [and] Siberian [ Mythology?, pp. 406, 506.

89 On the relations between the tutelary animal, the shaman, and the
“Tiermutter” of the clan among the Evenki, cf. A. F. Anisimov: ‘‘Predsta-
vlenia evenkov o dushe i problema proiskhozhdenia animisma,” pp. 110 ff.;
“Shamanskiye dukhi po vossreniam evenkov i totemicheskiye istoki ideologii
shamanstva,” pp. 196 ff. Cf. also A. Friedrich, ““Das Bewusstsein eines
Naturvolkes von Haushalt und Ursprung des Lebens,” pp. 48 ff.; Friedrich
and G. Buddruss, Schamanengeschichten aus Sibirien, pp. 44 ff.

90 Harva, Die religiosen Vorstellungen, p. 478.

91 V. Diészegi, ‘K voprosu o borbe shamanov v obraze zhivotnykh,”
pp. 812 ff.
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in animal form, and if his alter ego is killed in the fight, the shaman
very soon dies himself.%?

Hence the guardian and helping spirits without which no sha-
manic séance is possible can be regarded as the authenticating
signs of the shaman’s ecstatic journeys in the beyond.*® This is as
much as to say that the animal spirits play the same role as the
ancestral spirits; these, too, carry the shaman to the beyond (sky,
underworld), reveal the mysteries to him, teach him, and so on.
The role of the animal spirit in initiation rites and in myths and
legends of the hero’s travels in the beyond parallels that of the
dead man’s soul in (shamanic) initiatory ‘‘possession.’”” But it is
clear that it is the shaman himself who becomes the dead man (or the
animal spirit, or the god, etc.), in order to demonstrate his real
ability to ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld. In this
light, a common explanation for all these groups of facts seems
possible: in a sense, they represent the periodical repetition (that
is, begun over again at each new séance) of the shaman’s death
and resurrection. The ecstasy is only the concrete experience of
ritual death; in other words, of transcending the profane human
condition. And, as we shall see, the shaman is able to attain this
“death” by all kinds of means, from narcotics and the drum to
““possession’’ by spirits.

92 On this extremely frequent theme in shamanic beliefs and folklore, cf.
Friedrich and Buddruss, Schamanengesckichten, pp. 160 ff., 164 ff.; W. Schmidt,
Der Ursprung, XI1I, 634; Dibszegi: ‘A viaskodd tiltosbika és a samin
4llatalukd életlelke,” passim; “K voprosu o borbe,” passim. In this last
article the author considers himself justified in stating that the shamans’
battle animal was originally the reindeer. This appears to be confirmed by
the fact that the cave drawings of Saymali Ta3, in Kirgiz, dating from the
first millennium before our era, represent shamans challenging each other in
the form of reindeer; cf. especially p. 308, n. and fig. 1. On the Hungarian
tdltos, cf. ibid., p. 8306, and the bibliography given in n. 19.

93 For Dominik Schréder, the tutelary spirits, being inhabitants of the
other world, ensure the shaman'’s existence in the beyond (cf. *‘Zur Struktur
des Schamanismus,”” pp. 863 ff.).
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“Secret Language’—'* Animal Language”’

In the course of his initiation the future shgman has to learn the
secret language that he will use during his séances to communicate
with the spirits and animal spirits. He learns this secret language
either from a teacher or by his own efforts, that is, directly from
the “‘spirits”’; both methods coexist among the Eskimo, for exam-
ple.* The existence of a specific secret language has been verified
among the Lapps,’ the Ostyak, the Chukchee, the Yakut, and the
Tungus.* During his trance the Tungus shaman is believed to
understand the language of all nature.”” The secret shamanic
language is highly elaborated among the Eskimo and used as a
means of communication between the angakut and their spirits.®
Fach shaman has his -particular song, which he intones to invoke
the spirits.? Even where a secret language is not directly con-
cerned, traces of it are to be found in the incomprehensible re-
frains that are repeated during séances, as, for example, among the
Altaians.'®

This phenomenon is not exclusively North Asian and Arctic; it
occurs almost everywhere. During the séance the Semang Pygmy
hala talks with the Cenoi (celestial spirits) in their language; as
soon as he leaves the ceremonial hut he pretends to have forgotten
everything.*®® Among the Mentaweians (Sumatra) the initiatory
master blows into the apprentice’s ear through a bamboo tube to
enable him to hear the voices of the spirits.? The Batak shaman

94 Cf. Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, p. 114.

95 Cf. Eliel Lagercrantz, ‘‘Die Geheimsprachen der Lappen.”

96 Lehtisalo, ‘‘Beobachtungen iiber die Jodler,” pp. 12 f.

97 Ibid., p. 18.

98 Thalbitzer: ‘“The Heathen Priests of East Greenland,” pp. 448, 454 ff.;
*“’Les Magiciens esquimaux,” p. 75; Weyer, The Eskimos, pp. 435—36.

99 Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, pp. 111, 122. See
the texts in ‘‘secret language,” ibid., pp. 125, 181, etc.

100 Lehtisalo, ‘‘Beobachtungen,” p. 22.

101 Schebesta, Les Pygmées, p. 153; Evans: ‘‘Schebesta on the Sacerdo-

Therapy of the Semang,” pp. 118 ff.; Studies, pp. 156 ff., 160, etc.
102 Loeb, *‘Shaman and Seer,” p. 71.
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uses the ‘“‘language of the spirits’’ during séances; ' and the sha-
manic chants of the Dusun (North Borneo) are in secret lan-
guage.’® ‘“‘According to Carib tradition, the first piai [shaman]
was a man who, hearing a song rise from a stream, dived boldly in
and did not come out again until he had memorized the song of the
spirit women and received the implements of his profession from
them,” 106

Very often this secret language is actually the “‘animal language”’
or originates in animal cries. In South A:nerica the neophyte must
learn, during his initiation period, to imitate the voices of ani-
mals.!® The same is true of North America. The Pomo and the
Menomini shamans, among others, imitate bird songs.'”” During
séances among the Yakut, the Yukagir, the Chukchee, the Goldi,
the Eskimo, and others, wild animal cries and bird calls are heard.!%
Castagné describes the Kirgiz-Tatar bag¢a running around the tent,
springing, roaring, leaping; he *‘barks like a dog, sniffs at the audi-
ence, lows like an ox, bellows, cries, bleats like a lamb, grunts like
a pig, whinnies, coos, imitating with remarkable accuracy the cries
of animals, the songs of birds, the sound of their flight, and so on,
all of which greatly impresses his audience.” 1 The ‘‘descent of
the spirits” often takes place in this fashion. Among the Indians of
Guiana ““suddenly the silence was broken by a burst of indescrib-
able and really terrible yells and roars and shouts, which filled the
house, shaking walls and roof, sometimes sinking to a low distant-
sounding growl, which never ceased for six hours.”" 1

108 Id., Sumatra, p. 81.

104 Evans, Studies, p. 4. Cf. also H. L. Roth, The Natives of Sarawatk, 1,
270.

105 Métraux, ‘‘Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de I'Amérique du Sud
tropicale,” p. 210.

106 Ibid., pp. 206, 210, etc.; Ida Lublinski, *‘Der Medizinmann,” pp. 246
ff.

107 Loeb, Tribal Initiations and Secret Societies, p. 278.

108 Lehtisalo, ‘“Beobachtungen,’” pp. 23 ff.

109 “Magie et exorcisme chez les Kazak-Kirghizes et autres peuples turcs
orientaux,” p. 93.

110 Everard F. Im Thurn, Among the Indians of Guiana, p. 336, cited in
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Such cries proclaim the presence of the spirits, also proclaimed
by animal-like behavior.'* ‘Many words used during the séance
have their origin in the cries of birds and other animals."'* As
Lehtisalo noted,'* the shaman falls into ecstasy using his drum and
*“yodel,” and magical texts are everywhere sung. ‘“Magic”’ and
“song’’—especially song like that of birds—are frequently ex-
pressed by the same term. The Germanic word for magic formula
is galdr, derived from the verb galan, “‘to sing,” a term applied
especially to bird calls.1*

All over the world learning the language of animals, especially
of birds, is equivalent to knowing the secrets of nature and hence
to being able to prophesy.!’® Bird language is usually learned by
eating snake or some other reputedly magical animal.®® These
animals can reveal the secrets of the future because they are
thought to be receptacles for the souls of the dead or epiphanies
of the gods. Learning their language, imitating their voice, is
equivalent to ability to communicate with the beyond and the
heavens. We shall again come upon this same identification with
an animal, especially a bird, when we discuss the shaman’s costume
and magical flight. Birds are psychopomps. Becoming a bird one-
self or being accompanied by a bird indicates the capacity, while
still alive, to undertake the ecstatic journey to the sky and the
beyond.

Métraux, ‘“Le Shamanisme chez les Indiens de I’Amérique du Sud tropicale,”
p. 326.

111 See above, p. 89. 112 Lehtisalo, ‘“Beobachtungen,” p. 25.

1138 Ibid., p. 26.

114 Jan de Vries, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte (2nd edn.), I, 304 ff.;
Lehtisalo, ‘“Beobachtungen,” pp. 27 ff.; cf. carmen, magical song; incantare,
enchant; Romanian descdntare (lit. dis-enchant), exorcise, descdntec, incanta-
tion, exorcism.

115 See Antti Aarne, Der tiersprachenkundige Mann und seine neugierige
Frau; N. M. Penzer, ed., and C. H. Tawney, tr., Somadeva’s Katha-sarit-
sagara (or Ocean of Streams of Story), 1, 48; 11, 107 n.; Thompson, Motif-
Indez, 1, 314 ff. (B 215).

116 Philostratus Life of Apollonius of Tyana 1. 20, etc. See L. Thorndike,
A History of Magic and Experimental Science, 1, 261; Penzer and Tawney,
Somadeva’s Katha-sarit-sagara, 11, 108, n. 1.
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Imitating animal voices, using this secret language during the
séance, is yet another sign that the shaman can move freely through
the three cosmic zones: underworld, earth, sky. This is as much as
to say that he can make his way safely where only the dead or the
gods have access. Embodying an animal during the séance is less
a possession than a magical transformation of the shaman into that
animal. A similar transformation can also be obtained by other
means—by donning the shamanic costume, for example, or con-
cealing the face under a mask.

But this is not all. In numerous traditions friendship with animals
and understanding their language represent paradisal syndromes.
In the beginning, that is, in mythical times, man lived at peace
with the animals and understood their speech. It was not until
after a primordial catastrophe, comparable to the “Fall” of Biblical
tradition, that man became what he is today—mortal, sexed, ob-
liged to work to feed himself, and at enmity with the animals.
While preparing for his ecstasy and during it, the shaman abolishes
the present human condition and, for the time being, recovers the
situation as it was at the beginning. Friendship with animals,
knowledge of their language, transformation into an animal are so
many signs that the shaman has re-established the ‘‘paradisal”
situation lost at the dawn of time.!V

The Quest for Shamanic Powers in North America

We have already referred to the various modes of obtaining sha-
manic powers in North America. There the source of those powers
resides either in divine beings or in the souls of ancestral shamans
or in mythical animals or, finally, in certain objects or cosmic zones.
Obtaining the powers occurs either spontaneously or after a delib-
erate quest; in both cases alike, the future shaman must undergo
certain ordeals of an initiatory nature.!18

117 Cf. Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, pp. 59 ff.
118 Cf. Josef Haekel, ‘‘Schutzgeistsuche und Jugendweihe im westlichen
Nordamerika.”
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The procedure among the Shuswap, a tribe of the Salish family
in the interior of British Columbia, is as follows:

The shaman is initiated by animals, who hecome his guardian spirits. The
initiation ceremonies for warriors and shamans seem to be identical, the
object of the initiation ceremonies being merely to obtain supernatural
help for any object that appeared desirable. The young man, on reaching
puberty, and before he had ever touched a woman, had to go out on the
mountains and pass through a number of performances. He had to build a
sweat-house, in which he stayed every night. In the morning he was
allowed to return to the village. He had to clean himself in the sweat-
house, to dance and to sing during the night. This was continued, some-
times for years, until he dreamt that the animal he desired for his
guardian spirit appeared to him and promised him its help. As soon as it
appeared the novice fell down in a swoon. “He feels as though he were
drunk, and does not know whether it is day or night nor what he is do-
ing.”” 1 The animal tells him to think of it if he should be in need of help,
and gives him a certain song with which to summon him up. Therefore
every shaman has his own song, which none else is allowed to sing, ex-
cept when the attempt is made to discover a sorcerer. . . . Sometimes
the spirit comes down to the novice in the shape of a stroke of lightning.1%
If an animal initiates the novice it teaches him its language.

One shaman in Nicola Valley is said to speak ‘“‘coyote language” in his
incantations. . . .

After a man has obtained a guardian spirit he is bullet and arrow proof.
If an arrow or a bullet should strike him he does not bleed from the
wound, but the blood all flows into his stomach. He spits it out, and is
well again. . . .

119 This is the well-known sign of a genuine ecstatic experience; cf. the
“inexplicable terror’’ of Eskimo apprentices upon the appearance of their
helping spirits (above, pp. 90 ff.).

120 We have seen (p. 19) that among the Buryat a person struck by
lightning is buried like a shaman and his close relatives have the right to
become shamans; for he has, in a manner, been ‘““chosen” by the Sky God
(Mikhailowski, ‘“Shamanism in Siberia,” p. 86). Among others, the Soyot
and the Kamchadal believe that one becomes a shaman when lightning flashes
during a storm (ibid., p. 68). An Eskimo shaman obtained his power after
being struck by a “’ball of fire”’ (Rasmussen, Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik
Eskimos, pp. 122 ff.).
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Men could acquire more than one guardian spirit, and powerful sha-
mans had always more than one helper. . . 12

In this example the grant of shamanic powers occurs after a
deliberate quest. Elsewhere in North America candidates with-
draw to mountain caves or solitary places and seek, by intense
concentration, to obtain the visions that can alone determine a
shamanic career. The candidate is usually obliged to define the
kind of “power” he seeks.!?? This is an important detail, for it
shows that what is involved is a general technique for procuring
magico-religious powers, not merely shamanic powers.

Here is the story of a Paviotso shaman, collected and published
by Park. At fifty, the man decided to become a “‘doctor.” He
entered a cave and prayed, ‘“My people are sick, I want to save
them. . . .”” He tried to go to sleep, but was prevented by
strange noises; he heard the grunts and howls of animals (bears,
mountain lions, deer, etc.). Finally he fell asleep and in his sleep
saw a shamanic healing séance. “They were down at the foot of
the mountain. I could hear their voices and the songs. Then I
heard the patient groan. A doctor was singing and doctoring for
him.”” Finally the patient died and the candidate heard his family
lamenting. The rock began to split. “A man appeared in the
crack. He was tall and thin. He had the tail-feather of an eagle in
his hand.” The man ordered the candidate to obtain similar
feathers and taught him how to cure. When the candidate woke in
the morning, no one was there.!?

If a candidate does not follow the instructions received in his
drcams, or the traditional patterns, he is doomed to fail.’* In
some cases the spirit of the dead shaman appears in his heir’s

121 F. Boas, *“The Shushwap’’ (offprint), pp. 93 ff. We shall return to the
shamanic value of the sweat house.

122 Willard Z. Park, Shamanism in Western North America, p. 21. Cf. also
Marcelle Bouteiller: “Don chamanistique et adaptation a la vie chez les
Indiens de I'Amérique du Nord,” passim; Chamanisme et guérison magique,
pp. 57 ff.

128 Shamanism in Western North America, pp. 27—28.
124 Ibid., p. 29.
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first dream; but in the following dreams the higher spirits that
grant him the “power”’ make their appearance. If the heir does
not take the “power,” he falls ill.** We have found the same
situation, it will be remembered, almost everywhere.

The souls of the dead are regarded as a source of shamanic
powers among the Paviotso, the Shoshone, the Seed Eaters, and,
farther north, among the Lillooet and the Thompson Indians.!?
In Northern California this method of bestowing shamanic powers
is widespread. The Yurok shamans dream of a dead man, usually,
though not always, a shaman. Among the Sinkyone the power is
sometimes received in dreams in which the candidate’s dead
relatives appear. The Wintu become shamans after such dreams,
especially if they dream of their own dead children. In the Shasta
tribe the first indication of a shamanic power follows dreams of a
dead mother, father, or ancestor.!#

But in North America there are also other “sources of power”
for shamans and likewise other kinds of teachers than the souls of
the dead and guardian animals. In the Great Basin we hear of a
“little green man,” only two feet tall, who carries a bow and ar-
rows. He lives in the mountains and shoots his arrows into those
who speak ill of him. The “little green man” is the guardian spirit
of medicine men, of those who have become magicians solely by
supernatural aid.!?® The idea of a dwarf who grants power or serves
as guardian spirit is extremely widespread west of the Rocky
Mountains, in the tribes of the Plateau Groups (Thompson,
Shuswap, etc.) and in Northern California (Shasta, Atsugewi,

125 Park, Shamanism, p. 30.

126 Ibid., p. 79; J. Teit: The Lillocet Indians, pp. 287 f.; *“The Thomp-
son Indians of British Columbia,” p. 853. The Lillooet apprentices sleep on
graves, sometimes for several years (id., The Lillooet Indians, p. 287).

127 Park, p. 80. The same tradition is found among the Atsugewi, the
Northern Maidu, the Crow, Arapaho, Gros Ventre, etc. Among some of
these tribes, and elsewhere too, powers are sought by sleeping beside
graves; sometimes (among the Tlingit, for example) an even more im-
pressive method is used; the apprentice spends the night with the dead

shaman’s body; cf. Frazer, Totemism and Exogamy, 111, 439,
128 Park, p. 77.
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Northern Maidu, and Yuki).!® Sometimes shamanic power is
derived directly from the Supreme Being or other divine entities.
Thus, for example, among the Cahuilla of Southern California
(Cahuilla Desert), shamans are considered to obtain their power
from Mukat, the Creator, but this power is transmitted through
guardian spirits (the owl, fox, coyote, bear, etc.), which act as the
god’s messengers to shamans.'® Among the Mohave and the
Yuma power comes from the mythical beings who transmitted it
to shamans at the beginning of the world.!®! Transmission takes
place in dreams and includes an initiatory scenario. In his dreams
the Yuma shaman witnesses the beginnings of the world and lives
in mythical times.!¥ Among the Maricopa initiatory dreams fol-
low a traditional schema: a spirit takes the future shaman’s soul
and leads him from mountain to mountain, each time revealing
songs and cures to him.!*® Among the Walapai the journey under
the guidance of spirits is an essential characteristic of shamanic
dreams.!®

As we have already seen more than once, the shaman’s instruc-
tion often takes place in dreams. It is in dreams that the pure
sacred life is entered and direct relations with the gods, spirits,
and ancestral souls are re-established. It is always in dreams that
historical time is abolished and the mythical time regained—which
allows the future shaman to witness the beginnings of the world
and hence to become contemporary not only with the cosmogony
but also with the primordial mythical revelations. Sometimes

129 See the full list of tribes in ibid., pp. 77 f. Cf. ibid., p. 111, the “little
green man”’ who appears to future shamans in their adolescence.

180 Ibid., p. 82. 131 Ibid., p. 83.

182 A. L. Kroeber, Handbook of the Indians of California, pp. 764 fF., 775;
C. D. Forde, Ethnography of the Yuma Indians, pp. 201 ff. Initiation into the
shamanic secret society, the Mid&'wiwin, also involves a return to the mythi-
cal times of the beginnings of the world, when the Great Spirit revealed the
mysteries to the first ‘‘great doctors.” We shall see that these initiatory
rituals include the same communication between earth and heaven as was
established at the creation of the world.

138 L. Spier, Yuman Tribes of the Gila River, p. 247; Park, p. 115.

184 Park, p. 116.
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initiatory dreams are involuntary and begin even in childhood, as,
for example, among the Great Basin tribes.!®® Even if they do not
follow a strict scenario, the dreams are nevertheless stereotyped;
the candidate dreams of spirits and ancestors, or hears their voices
(songs and teaching). It is always in dream that the candidate
receives the initiatory regulations (regime, taboos, etc.) and
learns what objects he will need in shamanic cures.’* Among the
Maidu of the Northeast, too, one becomes a shaman by dreaming
of spirits. Although shamanism is hereditary, one does not receive
the qualification until after seeing the spirits in dream; yet these
are in a manner inherited from generation to generation. The
spirits sometimes show themselves in animal forms (and in this
case the shaman must not eat the particular animal), but they also
live, without definite forms, in rocks, lakes, and so on.1¥?

The belief that animal spirits or natural phenomena are sources
of shamanic powers is widespread throughout North America.!*
Among the Salish tribes of interior British Columbia only a few
shamans inherit their relatives’ guardian spirits. Almost all
animals can become spirits, as can a large number of objects—
anything that has any relation to death (e.g., graves, bones, teeth,
etc.) and any natural phenomenon (blue sky, east, west, etc.). But
here, as in many other cases, we touch upon a magico-religious
experience that extends beyond the sphere of shamanism; for
warriors, too, have their guardian spirits, in their armor and in
wild beasts, hunters collect their guardian spirits from the water,
the mountains, the animals they hunt, and so on.'®

According to some Paviotso shamans power comes to them
from the “‘spirit of the night.”” This spirit “‘is everywhere. It has

185 Cf. Park, p. 110.

136 Paviotso, ibid., p. 23; Southern Californian tribes, ibid., p. 82; auditory
dreams, ibid., p. 23, etc. Among the Southern Okanagon the future shaman
does not see the guardian spirits, he only hears their songs and teaching
(ibid., p. 118).

187 R. Dixon, The Northern Maidu, pp. 274 ff.

138 See the list of tribes and bibliographical references in Park, pp. 76 f.

189 F. Boas, “The Salish Tribes of the Interior of British Columbia,’
pp- 222 ff.
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no name. There is no word for it.”” The eagle and owl are only
the messengers that bring instruction from the spirit of the night.
““Water-babies” or some other animal can also be its messengers.
‘At the time that the spirit of the night gives power for doctoring,
it tells the shaman to ask for help from the water-babies, eagle,
owl, deer, antelope, bear or some other bird or animal.”” * The
coyote is never a source of power for the Paviotso, though it
figures prominently in their tales.!! The spirits that confer power
are invisible; only shamans can perceive them.}

There are also the “‘pains,”” which are thought of both as sources
of power and as causes of illnesses. These *‘pains’’ appear to be
animated and sometimes even have a certain personality. They do
not have human forms, but they are thought of as concrete.!®
Among the Hupa, for example, there are ‘‘pains’’ of every color;
one is like a piece of raw flesh, others resemble crabs, small deer,
arrowheads, and so on.!* Belief in these *““pains’’ is general among
the tribes of Northern California,}#* but is rare or unknown in
other parts of North America. ¢

The damagomi of the Achomawi are at once guardian spirits and
“‘pains.” A shamaness, Old Dixie, relates how she received the
call. She was already married when, one day, “‘my first damagomi
came to find me. I still have it. It is a little black thing, you can
hardly see it. When it came the first time it made a great noise.
It was at night. It told me that I must go to see it in the mountains.
So I went. I was very frightened. I hardly dared go. Later I had
others. I caught them.” ¥ They were damagomi that had belonged
to other shamans and that had been sent to poison people or on

140 Paviotso informant cited by Park, p. 17. The *“spirit of the night" is
probably a late mythological formula for the Supreme Being, which has be-
come partly a deus otiosus and helps men through ‘‘messengers. "’

141 Ibid., p. 19. 142 Ibid.
148 Kroeber, Handbook, pp. 63 ff., 111, 852; Dixon, The Shasta, pp. 472 ff.
144 Park, p. 81. 145 Ibid., p. 80.

146 Ibid., p. 81.
147 Jaime de Angulo, “La Psychologie religieuse des Achumawi. IV: Le
Chamanisme,”” p. 565.
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other shamanic errands. Old Dixie sent out one of her own
damagomi and caught them. In this way she had come to have
over fifty damagomi, whereas a youpg shaman has only three or
four.!® The shamans feed them on the blood that they suck during
cures.™ According to Jaime de Angulo ! these damagomi are at
once real (bone and flesh) and fantasies. When the shaman wants
to poison someone he sends a damagomi: ““Go find So-and-so.
Enter him. Make him sick. Don’t kill him at once. Make him die
in a month.”” 18

As we have already seen in the case of the Salish tribes, any
animal or cosmic object can become a source of power or a guardian
spirit. Among the Thompson Indians, for example, water is
regarded as the guardian spirit of shamans, warriors, hunters,
and fishers; the sun, thunder or the thunderbird, mountain peaks,
the bear, wolf, eagle, and crow are the guardian spirits of shamans
and warriors. Other guardian spirits are common to shamans and
hunters or to shamans and fishers. There are also guardian spirits
reserved only for shamans: night, mist, the blue sky, east, west,
woman, adolescent girls, men’s hands and feet, the sexual organs of
men and women, the bat, the land of souls, ghosts, graves, the
bones, hair, and teeth of the dead, and so on.'*2 But the list of the
shaman’s ‘‘sources of power” is far from exhausted.!s

As we have just seen, any spiritual, animal, or physical entity
can become a source of power or guardian spirit, whether for the
shaman or for an ordinary individual. This seems to us to have
important bearing on the problem of the origins of shamanic
powers: in no case is their particular quality of shamanic powers
due to their sources (which are often the same for all other magico-
religious powers) or to the fact that shamanic powers are in-
carnated in certain animal guardians. Any Indian can obtain his
guardian spirit if he is prepared to make a certain effort of will and

148 Ibid. 149 Ibid., p. 568.
150 Ibid., p. 580. 151 Ibid.

152 Teit, ‘““The Thompson Indians,”” pp. 854 ff.

1538 Cf. Park, pp. 18, 76 ff.
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concentration.’ Then too, tribal initiation concludes with acquir-
ing a guardian spirit. From this point of view, the quest for sha-
manic powers becomes part of the far more general quest for
magico-religious powers. As we have already seen in a previous
chapter, shamans do not differ from other members of the collec-
tivity by their quest for the sacred—which is normal and universal
human behavior—but by their capacity for ecstatic experience,
which, for the most part, is equivalent to a vocation.

Consequently we may conclude that guardian spirits and mythi-
cal animal helpers are not a specific and exclusive characteristic of
shamanism. These tutelary and helping spirits are collected almost
anywhere in the entire cosmos, and they are accessible to any in-
dividual who is willing to undergo certain ordeals to obtain them.
This means that everywhere in the cosmos archaic man recognizes
a source of the magico-religious sacred, that any fragment of the
cosmos can give rise to a hierophany, in accordance with the dia-
lectic of the sacred.’®® What differentiates a shaman from any other
individual in the clan is not his possessing a power or a guardian
spirit, but his ecstatic experience. But as we have already seen, and
shall see even more fully later, guardian or helping spirits are not
the direct authors of this ecstatic experience. They are only the
messengers of a divine being or the assistants in an experience that
implies many other presences besides theirs.

On the other hand, we know that “power”” is often revealed by
the souls of ancestral shamans (who, in their turn, received it at the
dawn of time, in the mythical age), by divine and semidivine per-
sonages, sometimes by a Supreme Being. Here, too, we receive the
impression that the guardian and helping spirits are only indis-
pensable instruments for the shamanic experience, something
like new organs that the shaman receives upon completing his
initiation, so that he can better orient himself in the new magico-

154 H. Haeberlin and E. Gunther, ‘‘Ethnographische Notizen iiber die
Indianerstimme des Puget-Sundes,” pp. 56 ff. On the spirits peculiar to
shamans, see ibid., pp. 65, 69 ff.

155 Cf. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, pp. 2 ff.
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religious universe that is thenceforth accessible to him. In the fol-
lowing chapters the role of guardian and helping spirits as ‘“mysti-
cal organs” will become still more apparens.

As everywhere else, in North America obtaining these guardian
and helping spirits is either spontaneous or deliberate. It has been
sought to distinguish between the initiations of North American
and Siberian shamans by asserting that, for the former, there is
always a deliberate quest, whereas in Asia the shamanic vocation is
always in some sort inflicted by the spirits.!*® Bogoras, using the
findings of Ruth Benedict,'” sums up the acquiring of shamanic
powers in North America as follows: To enter into contact with
the spirits or to obtain guardian spirits, the aspirant withdraws into
solitude and subjects himself to a strict regime of self-torture.
When the spirits manifest themselves in animal form, the aspirant
is believed to give them his own flesh to eat.}®® But offering oneself
as food for animal spirits, an act accomplished by dismemberment
of one’s own body,* is only a parallel formula to the ecstatic rite of
dismembering the apprentice’s body, a rite that we analyzed in
the preceding chapter and that involves an initiatory schema (death
and resurrection). It is, moreover, found in other regions too—as,
for example, in Australia *® or Tibet *—and is to be regarded as a
substitute for, or a formula paralleling, the ecstatic dismemberment
of the candidate by demonic spirits; where it no longer exists, or is
comparatively rare, the spontaneous ecstatic experience of dis-
memberment of the body and renewal of the organs is sometimes

156 Waldemar G. Bogoras, “The Shamanistic Call and the Period of
Initiation in Northern Asia and Northern America,” especially p. 448.

157 Cf. ““The Vision in Plains Culture.”

158 ““The Shamanistic Call,” p. 442.

159 As, for example, among the Assiniboin (ibid.).

160 Among the Lunga and Djara tribes in Australia the aspirant to the
profession of medicine man enters a pond supposed to be inhabited by
monstrous snakes. They ‘'kill” him, and after this initiatory death he obtains
his magical powers; see A. P. Elkin, ““The Rainbow-Serpent Myth in North-

West Australia,” p. 850; cf. id., The Australian Aborigines, p. 223.
161 In the Tantric-Bon rite chid (gchod).
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replaced by offering one’s own body to animal spirits (as among
the Assiniboin) or to demonic spirits (Tibet).

If it is true that the ‘““quest” is the dominant note of North
American shamanism, it is far from being the only method for ob-
taining powers. We have seen several examples of spontaneous
vocation,!®? but their number is considerably greater. We need
only remember the hereditary transmission of shamanic powers,
where the decision lies, in the last analysis, with the spirits and the
ancestral souls. We may remember, too, the premonitory dreams
of future shamans, dreams that, according to Park, become mortal
illnesses if they are not rightly understood and piously obeyed. An
old shaman is called in to interpret them; he orders the patient to
follow the injunctions of the spirits that provoked the dreams.
“Usually a person is reluctant to become a shaman, and assumes
his powers and follows the spirit’s bidding only when he is told by
other shamans that otherwise death will result.” 1%* This is exactly
the case of the Siberian and Central Asian shamans, and of others
as well. This resistance to “‘divine election” is explained, as we
have said, by mankind’s ambivalent attitude toward the sacred.

The voluntary quest for shamanic powers is found in Asia too,
though less frequently. In North America, and especially in South-
ern California, obtaining shamanic powers is often associated with
initiation ceremonies. Among the Kawaiisu, the Luiseno, the
Juaneno, and the Gabrielino, as among the Diegueno, the Cocopa,
and the Akwaala, the aspirant awaits the vision of the tutelary
animal after becoming intoxicated by jimson weed.!® Here we have
a rite of initiation into a secret society rather than a shamanic ex-
perience. The aspirants’ self-inflicted tortures, to which Bogoras
refers, belong rather to the terrible ordeals that a candidate must
endure for admission to a secret society than to shamanism proper,
though in North America it is always difficult to define the bounda-
ries of these two religious forms precisely.

162 E.g., the case of Old Dixie, above, pp. 105 f. 168 Park, p. 26.
164 Kroeber, Handbook, pp. 604 ff., 712 ff.; Park, p. 84.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Shamanic Initiation

Initiation among the Tungus and the Manchu

BOTH in North Asia and elsewhere in the world ecstatic
election is usually followed by a period of instruction, during
which the neophyte is duly initiated by an old shaman. At this time
the future shaman is supposed to master his mystical techniques
and to learn the religious and mythological traditions of his tribe.
Often, but not always, the preparatory stage culminates in a series
of ceremonies that are commonly referred to as the initiation of
the new shaman.! But as Shirokogoroff rightly remarks in respect
to the Tungus and the Manchu, we cannot properly speak of an
initiation, since the candidates have actually been “initiated”’ long
before their formal recognition by the master shamans and the
community.? Moreover, the same thing is true almost everywhere
in Siberia and Central Asia; even where there is a public ceremony
(e.g., among the Buryat), it only confirms and validates the real
ecstatic and secret initiation, which, as we saw, is the work of the
spirits (sicknesses, dreams, etc.), completed by apprenticeship to a
master shaman.?

There is, however, a formal recognition by the master shamans.
Among the Transbaikal Tungus a child is selected and brought up
to be a shaman. After a certain amount of preparation he undergoes

1 For a synopsis of the instruction and initiation of Siberian and Central
Asian shamans, see W. Schmidt, Der Ursprung der Gottesidee, X11, 653—68.

2 Psychomental Complezx of the Tungus, p. 850.

8 Cf., for example, E. J. Lindgren, “The Reindeer Tungus of Man-
churia,” pp. 221 f.; N. K. Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy, p. 53.
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the first trials; he has to interpret dreams, demonstrate his ability
in divination, and so on. The inost dramatic moment comes when
the candidate, in ccstasy, describes just what animals the spirits
will send him so that he can make a costume from their pelts. Long
afterward, when the animals have been hunted and the costume
made, there is a new assembly; a reindeer is sacrificed to the dead
shaman, the candidate puts on his costume and performs a ‘‘great
shamanizing.” ¢

Among the Tungus of Manchuria the process is somewhat differ-
ent. The child is selected and taught, but it is his ecstatic capacity
that determines his career.® After the period of training described
above comes the ceremony of “initiation’” proper.

Two turé (trees of which the large branches have been cut off
but whose crowns are preserved) are set up in front of a house.

These two turé are connected by cross beams, about 90 or 100 centi-
metres long, in an odd number, namely, 5, 7, or 9. A third turé is erected
in a southern direction at the distance of several metres and connected
with the eastern turé by a string, or narrow thong—s'ij’im [*‘rope’”] sup-
plied at a distance of about thirty centimetres with bunches of ribbons
and feathers of various birds. It may be made of Chinese red silk or of
sinews coloured red. This is the ‘‘road”’ along which the spirits will move.
On the strings a wooden ring is put that moves freely from one turd to
another. When sent by the ““teacher” the spirit is located in the plane of
the ring (jildu). Three wooden anthropomorphic placings—an’akan, of
an unusually large size, about 80 centimetres long—are put near each
turé.

The candidate sits down between two turé, and drums. The old shaman
calls one by one the spirits down the southern tur, and with the ring
sends them to the candidate. Each time the teacher takes back the ring
and sends off a spirit. If this were not done, the spirits would enter the
candidate and would not leave him. . . .

During the entering of the spirits the elders examine the candidate
who . . . must tell the whole history (“‘biography”’) of the spirit, with
all details, such as who it had been before, where it had lived (in which
“rivers’’ it had been), what it had done, with which shamans it had

4 Shirokogoroff, Psyckomental Complex, p. 351. 5 See above, pp. 18 f.
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been and when the shamans had died . . . in order to convince the
audience that the spirit is réally in the candidate. . . . After every
night of performance the shaman climbs up to the upper beam and re-
9,

mains there for some time. The costume is hung up on the beams of the
turg. . . .8

The ceremony continues for three, five, seven, or nine days. If the
candidate succeeds, sacrifice is offered to the clan spirits.

For the moment, we will lecave aside the role of the “spirits” in
the future shaman’s consecration; actually, Tungus shamanism
appears to be dominated by spirit guides. Let us consider only two
details: (1) the rope called the “‘road”’; (2) the climbing rite. The
importance of these two features will become apparent presently:
the rope symbolizes the “road” connecting earth and sky (al-
though among the Tungus today the “road” serves rather to per-
mit communication with the spirits); climbing the tree originally
signified the shaman’s ascent to the sky. If, as is probable, the
Tungus received these initiation rites from the Buryat, it is quite
possible that they adapted them to their own ideology, at the same
time depriving them of their original meaning; this loss of meaning
could have taken place quite recently, under the influence of other
ideologies (e.g., Lamaism). However that may be, this initiation
rite, even if borrowed, was more or less consonant with the general
conception of Tungus shamanism; for, as we have seen and shall see
more fully later on, the Tungus were at one with all the other
North Asian and Arctic peoples in believing that shamans ascended
to the sky.

Among the Manchu the public initiation ceremony formerly in-
cluded the candidate’s walking over burning coals; if the apprentice
had at his command the spirits that he claimed to possess, he could
walk on fire without injury. Today the ceremony has become quite
rare; it is said that the shamans’ powers have diminished,” which is
in harmony with the general North Asian idea of the present
decadence of shamanism.

The Manchu also have another initiatory ordeal. In winter nine

6 Shirokogoroff, p. 352. 7 Ibid., p. 858.
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holes are made in the ice; the candidate has to dive into the first
hole and come out through the second, and so on to the ninth hole.
The Manchu assert that the extreme severity of this ordeal is due
to Chinese influence.® And in fact it resembles some Tibetan
Yogico-tantric ordeals, in which, on a snowy winter night, the
aspirant must dry a certain number of wet sheets on his naked
body. The apprentice yogin thus gives proof of the “‘physical heat”
that he is capable of producing in his own body. It will be remem-
bered that among the Eskimo a similar proof of resistance to cold is
regarded as the certain sign of shamanic election. And in fact,
producing heat at will is one of the essential feats of the primitive
magician and medicine man; we shall return to it later.?

Yakut, Samoyed, and Ostyak Initiations

We have only dubious and outdated information concerning initia-
tion ceremonies among the Yakut, the Samoyed, and the Ostyak.
It is highly probable that the descriptions given are superficial and
inaccurate, for the nineteenth-century observers and ethnog-
raphers often saw shamanism as demonic; for them, the future sha-
man undergoing initiation could only be putting himself at the
disposition of the ““devil.”” Here is how N. V. Pripuzov describes
the initiation ceremony among the Yakut: After the ““election’ by
the spirits !° the old shaman takes his disciple up on a hill or into a
plain, gives him the shamanic costume, invests him with the drum
and stick, and places nine chaste young men at his right and nine
virgin girls at his left. Then, putting on his own costume, he passes
behind the neophyte and makes him repeat certain formulas. He
first adjures him to renounce God and all that he holds dear, and
makes him promise to devote his whole life to the ““devil,” in re-
turn for which the latter will fulfill all his wishes. Then the master
shaman teaches him the places where the demon lives, the sick-

8 Ibid., p. 852.
9 Cf. above, p. 59, n. 84; below, pp. 472 ff.
10 See above, pp. 74 f.
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nesses that he cures, and the way to pacify him. Finally the candi-
date kills the sacrificial animal; his costume is sprinkled with blood,
and the flesh is eaten by the participgnts.’ 4

According to the information collected by Ksenofontov from
Yakut shamans, the master takes the novice’s soul on a long ec-
static journey. They begin by climbing a mountain. From it the
master shows the novice the forks in the road from which other
paths ascend to the peaks; it is there that the sicknesses that harry
men have their dwellings. After this the master takes his disciple
into a house. There they don shamanic costumes and shamanize to-
gether. The master reveals to the novice how to recognize and cure
the sicknesses that attack the various parts of the body. Each time
that he names a part of the body, he spits in the disciple’s mouth,
and the disciple must swallow the spittle so that he may know “‘the
roads of the evils of Hell.” Finally the shaman takes his disciple to
the upper world, among the celestial spirits. The shaman hence-
forth possesses a ‘‘consecrated body” and can practice his pro-
fession.!?

According to P. 1. Tretyakov, the Samoyed and Ostyak of the
Turukhansk region go about initiating the new shaman as follows:
The candidate turns to face the west, and the master prays the
Spirit of Darkness to help the novice and give him a guide. He then
intones a hymn to the Spirit of Darkness, and the candidate repeats
it. Finally come the ordeals that the Spirit inflicts on the novice,
demanding his wife, his son, his goods, etc.’®

Among the Goldi initiation takes place in public, as among the

11 Svedenia dlya izuchenia shamanstva u yakutov, pp. 64—65; cf. Mikhailow-
ski, ““Shamanism in Siberia and European Russia,” pp. 85-86; U. Harva,
Die religiosen Vors