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Preface

An Encyclopedia of Shamanism is a two-volume reference work about shamanism in
its many manifestations around the world. Shamanism refers to the activities and
practices of the shaman, not to an ideology, religion, or formalized system of beliefs.
Shamanism is a group of shared activities, practices, and experiences that link
shamans and their unique understanding of the mechanics of our world.

This encyclopedia is composed of introductory essays that discuss ideas that
are complex and fundamental to an understanding of shamanism, and entries that
cover a range of topics that are relevant to shamanism in general or to shamanic
cultures specifically. There are two types of entries: concept entries that provide a
deeper understanding of concepts relative to shamanism cross-culturally and
entries about peoples that provide a view into the way specific peoples practice
shamanism.

All entries contain cross-references in bold to other entries for additional read-
ing. Cross-references suggest further study for a broader understanding of concepts
fundamental to the entry topic. They are also useful to expand one’s investigation
into the culture or practice described, as well as to compare and contrast practices
around the world.

The essays and many entries conclude with a list of references. The list of
references is limited to English language sources. These references serve two roles.
First, they provide a guide for further reading and deeper investigation into the
subject. Second, they represent the major works used as scholarly references for
the entry itself. These same works are also included in the bibliography.

Acknowledgments
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Introduction

“Non ideo negari quod est apertum; quai comprehendi no
potest quod est occultum.”
Because the obscure cannot be understood,
does not mean the obvious should be denied.
— Latin proverb

A shaman is a healer who works in the invisible world through direct contact with
“spirits.” The invisible world contains all aspects of our world that affect us but are
invisible to us, including the spiritual, emotional, psychological, mythical, archetypal,
and dream worlds. Shamans use an alternate state of consciousness to enter the invis-
ible world to make changes in the energy found there in a way that directly affects spe-
cific changes needed here in the physical world. It is this direct contact with “spirits”
through the use of altered states of consciousness and the movement of energy
between the worlds that distinguishes the shaman from other practitioners.

The shaman’s power to help and to heal comes from the “spirits.” However, the
word “spirit” is a misleading translation from the many words used by first peoples
throughout the world to describe it. This sacred power/energy/spirit is called mana by
the Maori and Melanesians, orenda or oki by the Iroquois, wakan by the Sioux, coen by
the Athapaskan, yok by the Tlingit, and aspects of manitou by the Algonquian, to name
a few. None of these words can be truly translated. This lifeforce-like power is inherent
in all things. In the shaman’s world this power/energy/spirit is honored because it
connects all things.

The shaman is concerned with the flow or pattern of energy and whether or not it
is moving in a life-affirming direction. Energy itself is seen as neutral. It is not seen as
good or evil. Energy can be patterned for a purpose and set in motion. The shaman is
concerned with the intent behind the energy or the task on which the energy has been
sent. The shaman discerns whether the intent is benevolent or malevolent. This will
determine what the shaman must do. Shamans are looking for the root of fear, not evil.
They look for the telltale disharmony or dissonance fear creates and act to bring the
energies into harmony and balance, creating a harmonious connection between the
visible and invisible worlds.

Shamans, both ancient and contemporary, are artists whose medium is the ener-
gy of the visible world. Ritual is their art. They draw on the energies of the universe
and reweave them through trance, song, dance, and the power of intention to create
unique healing rituals. Each shaman’s practice and methods for creating healing rit-
uals is drawn from their mastery of altered states of consciousness, trance experi-
ences, life experiences, their character, their temperament, and their own personal
gifts and talents.

Shamanism is not a religion. The great religions of humankind are revealed reli-
gions. At their core are teachings that were revealed at some point in the past and are
believed to be the word of whom or what that religion calls God. At the core of these
religions is a book, such as the Bible or the Koran. An encyclopedia about any one of
these great religions would explain or interpret the book. There is no book at the core
of shamanism, no single revelation. There is no single belief system nor single god to
describe. There is only the direct experience, again and again, between the shaman
and the Great Mystery in the service of others.

Shamanism is a reality that is experienced. This means we cannot accurately say,
“shamans believe this,” in the way we can say, “Zen Buddhists believe this.” We can
only say shamans do this and in turn that happens. We cannot say shamans believe in
doing this, and believe that that will happen. It may seem a subtle distinction but in
that distinction lies the power of shamanism.

Shamanism is about direct personal experience and practical application.
Shamans and the people in shamanic cultures do not believe in their practices and the



spirits. They experience them. That is the point of entering altered states of con-
sciousness: to experience the world of spirit and the reality behind our world of phys-
ical form. It would be more accurate to call it a “lifeway” than a belief or faith. For
example, you do not believe you are a man or a woman, you simply are and that
shapes how you see the world. Similarly, a shaman does not believe he or she is a
shaman. A shaman simply is a shaman, and that shapes how he or she sees the world.

The practice of shamanism is a living art. The forms change, evolve, and morph as
is necessary to meet the needs of the people. Yet the functions within the forms have
not changed over time or between cultures. It is precisely this consistency and adapt-
ability that makes shamanism an effective healing practice today.

The challenge in explaining shamanism is much like the challenge in attempting
to explain art. For example, were one to describe how a painter mixes his or her paints,
the sequence of brush strokes, and the inspiration for the subject, the essence of the
painting would still not necessarily be revealed. Describing disembodied details about
shamanism does not capture the magic and the heartfelt power present in the experi-
ence of shamanic ritual.

There are many books available that gather facts, field research, and stories about
shamans and effectively argue the existence and effectiveness of shamanism. This is
not the aim of this encyclopedia. An Encyclopedia of Shamanism is based on the
assumption that shamanism is a valid healing modality that is effectively practiced
throughout the world. It is my aim to present information about shamans and their
practices so that the reader is able to understand both through the eyes of the shaman.
To this end, I will define shamanic concepts and concepts from other fields in this
light. In doing so, I hope to provide a thorough and practical resource for contempo-
rary people, contemporary shamanic healers, and practitioners of core shamanism.

Traditional shamanism in this book refers to shamanic practices before contact
with the Western world. For some shamanic cultures contact with the Western world
ocurred thousands of years ago and for others it was only decades. Contemporary
shamanism in this book includes the post-contact shamanic practices of indigenous
and nonindigenous peoples today. Where possible the culture’s traditional word for
shaman is used to remind us that all shamanic peoples have their own terms for
shaman.

The spirits and the related shamanic practices are equally available to men and
women, to all races, and without regard for sexual orientation. To stress this point I
have used the cumbersome he/she pronouns throughout this encyclopedia except in
those cultures where the shamans are traditionally of one or the other gender.

To understand shamanism through the eyes of the shaman, the reader must imag-
ine what it would be like to live in a world where there is no separation between the
physical and spiritual, no disconnection between humanity and God. The reader must
imagine life before a concept of Ego. The mindset of the shaman is fundamentally dif-
ferent from that of a contemporary person. The introductory essays serve to assist
readers in making the leap into another way of seeing the world. It will take some
imagination for the reader to open his or her mind to other ways of knowing and to see
as the shaman sees.

The entries provide specific information on particular concepts and the practices
of shamanic peoples. It would be easy to oversimplify these foreign concepts and
group shamanic concepts with somewhat related contemporary concepts to make the
reader feel more comfortable with strange ideas. In doing so, however, we would lose
the diversity of cultures, the complexity, and the uniqueness of shamans. Instead, I
have definined concepts from the shamanic perspective in the hope that the reader
will be able to see these shamans and their practices through new eyes.

Approximately fifty cultures are represented in detail in this encyclopedia.
The same questions are discussed about each culture. What are the origin myths, the



essential shamanic cosmology, and the cultural symbols? What are the traditional
mystical events or calling to a shamanic life, the rituals of initiation, and the training?
What are the types or depth of trance used and who are the primary helping spirits
that work with the shaman? What are the divination practices and tools? How is illness
defined and what are the healing practices, rituals, and ceremonies? What is the role
of storytelling, music, musicians, healing songs, instruments, dance, dancers, and art
in healing? What are the uses and significance of the shaman’s tools, paraphernalia,
and costumes? Finally, what is unique about shamanism in this culture?

Shamanism is not routine. As soon as you touch it, even intellectually, the spirits
touch you. Shamanism demands more of all of us, more humor, more imagination,
more intelligence, and more room for the Trickster in all things.

“The shaman's path is unending. I am an old, old man and still a nunutsi (baby)
standing before the mystery of the world.”
— Don José Matstiwa, Huichol mara’akame (shaman)



Essays

SHAMANISM

“Because it is not an organized religion as such, but rather a spiritual practice, shamanism
cuts across all faiths and creeds, reaching deep levels of ancestral memory. As a primal belief
system, which preceded established religion, it has its own universal symbolism and
cosmology, inhabited by beings, gods and totems, who display similar characteristics
although they appear in various forms, depending on their places of origin.”

—John Matthews, The Celtic Shaman

The word “shamanism” does not express an ideology, like Communism or Buddhism,
which are formalized systems of beliefs. Shamanism refers to the activities of the
shaman and is used because these activities are found all over the world with a sur-
prisingly high degree of similarity, given the normal variance over time expected in
aspects of human culture and the natural variation among shamans. Anthropologist
and author of The Shaman, Piers Vitebsky, who has over twenty years of field research
with shamans, explains that the word “shamanism” is misleading because shamans
and their communities do not isolate shamanic ideas and practices into an ideology
or doctrine as is implied by the -ism suffix. Instead, the shaman’s beliefs and activities
coexist freely with other more formalized systems of religion and government. The
shaman’s worldview grows and changes to meet the community’s needs and adapts to
the spirit energies available in the environment.

Shamanism is not a system of faith, either. Rather, it is a group of common activities
and experiences that link shamans and their unique experience of the world. The
shaman and the people they serve value shamanism because it works; it meets their
needs in practical ways. What shamans experience in the ecstatic states of trance that
are necessary for their work is as real to them and the people they serve as the houses
they live in, the rivers they swim in, or the conversations they have with their spouses.
These experiences reinforce and develop the shamans understanding of the universe
as interrelated and interdependent energy vibrations and patterns. Their experience of
life—both physical and spiritual—is also influenced and expanded by their experience
in journeys and altered states of consciousness.

A System of Experience—The Elements of Shamanism

The shaman is distinguished from all other practitioners by his or her ability to enter
into an ecstatic trance state, which frees the shaman’s soul to travel to realms of the
invisible world. The shaman’s soul travel is referred to as journeying. Where shamans
go in their journeys, and how they access their journey state, are important aspects
of shamanism. It is also important to understand that where they go only matters
because of the helping spirits the shaman meets there. It is the relationship with the
helping spirits that gives the shaman access to the power necessary to create change
in the physical world. Furthermore, it is not just the knowledge of how to access a
powerful spirit that is important, but the ability to develop a long-term relationship
with that power or spirit and to work with it again and again.

In Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, a classic study of shamanism,
author Mircea Eliade describes five characteristics central to shamanism that are
similar across cultures to a degree greater than can be explained by dissemination
through human contact (see essay on page xvii: The Origins of Shamanism). First,
shamans work in altered states in which they experience environments different than
physical reality and interact with a vast array of beings who only have form in those
environments. Shamans’ altered or trance states enable them to travel into the
Upperworld of the spirit realm to work with the spirits of the Sky, the Celestial realm,
and the Supreme Being. The metaphors used to describe these journeys in oral
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traditions are flying with (or as) a bird, crossing a Rainbow Bridge, and climbing to
the Upperworld on the branches of the Tree of Life or through the mountain at the
center of the world.

Second, shamans’ trance states also enable them to travel in the Lowerworld to
work with the earth, animals, and other spirit beings found there and to visit the Land
of the Dead. The metaphors used to describe these journeys in oral traditions are
climbing down the roots of the Tree of Life, swimming down (or riding down) in a
spirit boat, or entering through a cave or the base of the mountain at the center of
the world.

Third, in these various realms shamans report the presence of helping spirits with
whom they talk and interact. These helping spirits provide protection and guidance
on the shamans’ journeys and empower them in their ritual work.

Fourth, shamans often work with the spirits of their ancestors, honoring them for
their wisdom and guidance. Shamans are distinguished from others of their commu-
nities by the depth and degree of their relationships with their ancestors. They often
form working relationships with the spirits of a deceased ancestor as helping spirits
in their shamanic practices.

Fifth, shamans’ experiences with places and beings from non-ordinary reality
help them to develop the understanding that the immaterial soul is found in all
things in every material form of reality. This element of shamanism is called the
immaterial soul. The immaterial soul is responsible for both conscious life and every
organic development of life. The shaman enters into a working relationship with this
immaterial soul in both ordinary and non-ordinary reality through his or her journey
or trance. As a belief system this would be called animism; however, for shamans it is
not simply what they believe, but the way they experience life. These five character-
istics describe a coherent set of activities and an understanding of the nature of the
Universe that are shared by shamans.

The Journey

The shaman is distinguished by his or her ability to journey. However, the capacity to
journey, though the basic tool of the shaman, is not enough to explain the power in
the art of shamanism. It is the capacity to act with intention while in the journey that
makes shamanism effective and distinguishes the shaman’s work from journeys of
novices. Human beings, in general, are capable of reaching altered states of con-
sciousness and of accessing many of the same realms of non-ordinary reality that the
shaman does. Shamans, however, take action in these realms. The shaman creates
change in the physical world by crafting a solution at the source of the problem in the
spirit world. The shaman gives his or her experiences in the invisible realms meaning
and shares them with others through metaphor, narration (storytelling), and ritual
experiences.

What occurs in the journey, or trance state, is the essence of shamanism, and it is
completely unchoreographed. However, the key elements—the shaman, the helping
spirits, the patient, and the presenting problem—always appear as energies in the
invisible world. During the journey in the invisible world, the shaman and his or her
helping spirits must improvise to bring balance to the shifting dynamics of the
patient’s situation. Shamans learn to understand the invisible realm they are travel-
ing in and develop the skills necessary to work within that realm. They often endure
painful and frightening transformations, undergo arduous training, and make deep
personal sacrifices to obtain this knowledge and to build long term relationships with
helping spirits. The shamans’ actions are inspired by their helping spirits which are
made up on the spot and are never the same twice.



How the shaman enters his or her trance state depends on culture, geography, the
actual needs of the session, and personal skill. Actions, such as drumming, singing,
rattling, making offerings, and dancing, are tools for entering the trance state. They
are the technology of the shamanic healing process and are repeated in every session.

The Shaman’s Art

The invisible realm provides access to the sacred, to the Great Mystery, to the
Unknown. These words are our human attempt to name our Kosmos (see entry on
page 262), which is ever evolving and inherently creative. The technology of the jour-
ney gives the shaman the ability to act on the infinite, creative potential of the
Kosmos. Each journey is an act of innovation, in which the shaman draws on the
energies of the Kosmos to meet the needs of the patient. Whether the energy retrieved
is information or a lost soul, each journey is an act of creativity, and often ecstasy.

What we see the shaman doing on a journey is not what the shaman is actually
doing to bring about a change or cure. Even in community rituals, where much of
what the shaman does is acted out in the physical world, the power of the ritual—the
way it creates an opening for spirit to intervene in the lives of humans—occurs in the
invisible world. How the shaman creates that opening is the art, and that is not found
in his or her actions here, but in his or her actions in the invisible world.

The art of the shaman is in his or her ability to isolate the true source of the
patient’s problem, to innovate while in trance, and to give meaning to what he or she
experiences in the invisible realm. Some shamans are more talented than others;
some are simply better trained. As with all artists, the talented, but untrained, are
occasionally brilliant and usually inconsistent and undependable. Conversely, the
trained but untalented are consistent, though rarely inspired or innovative. The most
powerful and effective shamans are those who have trained their natural talent.
Shamanism is best understood as an evolving, esoteric art and the shaman’s life as a
path of mastery.

Ecstasy and Trance

In trance the shaman is connected to all things and in communication with spirit
when he or she is working. Without that contact with the transcendental source, the
event is not shamanic. Shamanism is often referred to as techniques of ecstasy.
Ecstasy can be defined as the experience of Connectedness to All Things or Oneness.
However, the techniques of the shaman are not so much techniques of ecstasy as they
are techniques for working while in ecstasy. Ecstasy is not the end, but the means by
which the shaman accomplishes the services provided to others. Shamanism is a
practical application of the potential in mystical states of ecstasy.

Shamans utilize a range of altered states of consciousness to interact with the spir-
it world. Shamanic methods involve altered states ranging from the journey trance,
during which the shaman’s soul leaves the body and moves into the spirit world, to
the embodiment trance, during which the shaman invokes a helping spirit within his
or her own body, allowing the spirit to work on the patient through the shaman’s
physical form. The journey trance is often called “soul flight.” It is used traditionally
for divination (retrieving information from spirit), power retrieval (reestablishing the
personal connection with spirit), soul retrieval (retrieving a lost part of the soul), and
psychopomp work (escorting the souls of the deceased to the Land of the Dead). The
embodiment trance is used traditionally for divination, cleansing (returning energy
to the spirit world), and extractions (returning energetic intrusions to the spirit
world). In practice, the shaman can move as is necessary between varying depths of
these trance states, as well as between the two types of trance states.

Trance is the technology of shamanism. The type of trance—whether the shaman
enters into a trance state of soul flight or spirit embodiment—and the depth of trance
are determined by what the shaman needs to accomplish for the patient. What the
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shaman does while in trance and where in non-ordinary reality the shaman goes to
do it are also determined by need. Shamans do what is necessary and what works,
always based on the guidance of helping spirits with whom they have developed a
working relationship during their training and initiation.

When presented with a problem, the shaman enters a trance and asks for both a
diagnosis of the true nature of the problem and a prescription for what actions need
to be taken to restore balance to the situation. Diagnostic practices are highly indi-
vidualized shaman to shaman and may change as a shaman matures in his or her
practice. Most shamans use a trance state of some depth—either a soul journey to
communicate with spirit in the spirit world or an embodiment trance—to invite a
spirit to the physical world to communicate. Prescriptions may involve the shaman’s
actions in the trance state, as well as ordinary reality remedies like herbs, bodywork,
or behaviors for the patient to engage in or abstain from and/or spiritual remedies
such as rituals, offerings, and sacrifices. The shaman then carries out the prescribed
actions and/or directs the individual or community to fulfill the prescribed treat-
ment. At this stage the shaman may also direct the patient to seek remedies offered
by other systems, such as Western medicine.

The trance portion of each shamanic healing ritual proceeds in a unique way
based on the spirit’s guidance. In some cultures, like the !Kung of Africa, the shaman
experiences a relationship with a special energy, not special spirits. This energy and
the energy of helping spirits function similarly, providing the guidance and power to
innovate cures.

Each shamanic healing session involves several steps that are repeated session to
session, which occur before and after the trance is induced. The actions that effect
change occur in non-ordinary reality during the trance. The general structure of a
shamanic healing ritual, or seance, begins with the shaman clarifying the intention of
the ritual. Next, he or she creates the sacred space with blessings, prayers, or offer-
ings. Finally, he or she opens the sacred space to spirit by invoking the trance state.
The diagnosis, prescription, and healing work occur in trance. When the work in
trance is finished, the shaman comes out of trance and completes the ritual by clos-
ing the ritual space. The shaman then clarifies any ordinary reality remedies that
were prescribed in the diagnostic phase of the trance that remain to be carried out.

Individual Healing

The actions taken by the shaman while in trance involve either retrieving some form
of energy from the spirit world to return to the patient or removing some form of
energy from the patient and returning it to the spirit world. Many sessions involve
some combination of both. The forms of energy retrieved for individuals are infor-
mation, spirit help, or the patient’s lost soul or soul part. The energies removed from
individuals range from simple energies that need to be cleansed, to more coherent
energy patterns, such as magical darts or obsessive emotions that need to be extract-
ed. These energies could be highly complex patterns or spirit forms that must be
exorcised, such as when the shaman acts as a psychopomp, conveying the soul of the
deceased to the Land of the Dead. In this complex act, the shaman assures that the
journey is safe and complete as he or she is returning the energy of the soul to the
spirit world where it now belongs.

Community Healing

The forms of energy retrieved for communities through the preparation and execu-
tion of specific rituals are the spirit of places, such as a well or a rock formation, or
the spirit of things, such as the crops or power objects. The purpose of community
rituals may be to restore balance with an element, such as earth or fire. The ritual
might be to find new resonance with the Ancestors or with some other being in the
spirit world. The ritual might do so in order to honor with celebrations or ceremonies,



or to make an offering with the sacrifice of crops or animals (in some cultures), or to
remedy transgressions against family, community, or the spirits. The energies
removed from the community are most often the spirits of the dead who have not
crossed over in due time, malevolent spirits who arrived of their own accord or were
sent by sorcery, or the malevolent spirits found in places and things.

Traditional Shamanism

Traditionally shamanism was used to maintain a mutually healthy equilibrium
between people and their environment, both physical and spiritual. The shaman met
the needs of the community by escorting the souls of the dead on their return to the
spirit world (psychopomp) because souls of the dead that linger are troublesome to
the living. The shaman assured successful hunts by negotiating in non-ordinary real-
ity with the Master or Mistress of the Beasts and conducting the prescribed rituals
(hunting magic). The shaman guided the restoration of balance between the com-
munity and the animal world, spirit world, or the natural environment by creating
the necessary rituals as guided by their helping spirits (divination). This task includ-
ed determining if sacrifices were needed and of what type they should be.
Community rituals sometimes focused on the healing of one individual when that
individual’s lack of balance led them to act in ways that disrupted the harmonious
functioning of the community. The needs of the community varied continuously.
Through the relationship with his or her helping spirits, the shaman was able to cre-
ate new rituals to meet those changing needs.

Traditionally, the shaman was available to meet the healing needs of individuals
as well. The shaman gained information from the spirit world through divination. He
or she retrieved spirit help, good fortune, or suerte (luck) from the spirit world
through power retrievals; retrieved soul parts when they were lost or stolen; cured ill-
nesses caused by energetic intrusions with cleansings, sucking, or other forms of
extraction; and recycled misplaced energy back into the spirit world through cleans-
ings and rituals. Healing rituals often lasted throughout the night and the shaman
was usually available at any time on any day.

Contemporary Shamanism

Shamanism has changed over time with the changing needs of communities and
individuals. While in the past one of the shaman’s primary roles was hunting magic,
today shamans help people with professional concerns involving careers, success,
and recognition. Career issues are perhaps a contemporary version of the ancient
need to know “where to hunt” and “when to plant.” These issues arise from the fun-
damental question, “How do I survive?” The need to survive has not changed, nor has
the function of the shaman in answering the question of how to survive. What
remains the same is the shaman’s use of trance and the relationship with the helping
spirits.

The outward forms of shamanic rituals have also changed over time, in response
to changes in people’s needs that are brought about by the influence of changing cul-
tures, conquering governments, and dominant religious systems. Variation in ritual
form is seen between cultures, primarily because shamanic work looks different with
different spirits. Geography, mythology, indigenous flora and fauna, and dominant
weather patterns are some of the many factors that influence the kinds of spirits with
whom the shaman can work. Changes in ritual structure are also influenced by the
shamans themselves, their particular gifts, and the practical fact that each journey is
different from the last.

Contemporary people turn to shamans for essentially the same reasons their
ancestors did, for practical and pragmatic solutions to the problems of everyday life.
They believe that the solution lies beyond the ordinary physical-world dimensions of
the problem. This belief may be culturally held or it may actually be contrary to the
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individual’s beliefs, but the shaman is sought out because all other conventional
avenues of help have failed. Some people report an uncanny feeling or intuition that
seeking a shaman is the right thing for them to do, though they know nothing of
shamans or shamanism. How the shaman creates change is determined by need and
varies case by case, as with traditional shamans. The result of shamanic healing ritu-
als is to restore the integrity of the individual’s soul (lifeforce), to restore the harmo-
ny and balance between the individual and the environment, or to restore the indi-
vidual’s energy (or power).

Contemporary shamans address a full range of health issues from the common
cold to cancer, depression, fertility, and longevity; family problems, including issues
that arise between spouses, parents and children, in-laws, and dead family members.
Shamans can address the need for harmony between the individual and his or her
social support system, both alive and dead; professional concerns; and the weather,
though today the request for better weather may be out of concern for a sporting
event as often as it is for the well-being of crops. Shamans also perform ceremonies
of openings for new places or events such as roads, bridges, homes, maiden voyages
of boats, as well as the closings of old spaces.
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THE ORIGINS OF SHAMANISM

The exact origin of shamanism is unknown. However, shamanlike figures appear in
the art and stories of ancient peoples from all continents. The early presence of
shamans may be depicted in the cave paintings at Lascaux, which carbon dating
places between 14,000 and 12,600 B.c.E. We will never know for certain the intention
of the artists at Lascaux. However, if we view the ancient walls with a knowledge of
shamanism, we see a shaman lying in front of a wounded auroch (a wild ox, now
extinct), an ancient symbol of the untamable creative power of the universe. The
human figure is prone, a common body position for the shaman’s trance. His penis is
erect, indicating an ecstatic state and a bird perches on his staff, indicating a helping
spirit, a messenger, or the shaman’s soul in flight.

Similar images of male and female shamans, with the drums and rattles used to
induce their trance states, are represented in petroglyphs (rock carvings) and pic-
tographs (rock paintings and drawings) from the same time period. They are found in
northern Spain (Altamira), southern France (Trois Freres, Teyat, Dordogne), the former
Soviet Union (Lake Onega, eastern Siberia), Africa, and southern China. These images
record a relationship between the life of ancient peoples and the use of ecstatic altered
states. It was a relationship important enough to be preserved in stone.

These ancient people knew that Nature lives by her own will and that she continues
to do so, cycle after cycle, with or without human beings. Human beings knew that if
they wanted Nature to alter her course for their benefit—to sacrifice for them—they
must be prepared to sacrifice in return. One of the shaman’s original roles was to jour-
ney into the spirit world to speak with the Mistress or Master of the Beasts to negoti-
ate the appropriate sacrifices with the spirits. This has been called hunting magic.
Nature’s sacrifice of the animals necessary for human survival was exchanged for
human offerings and ceremonies that honored the departing animal spirits. These
ceremonial observances allowed the humans to continue to live in a dynamic balance
of mutual sacrifice with their environment, both physical, e.g., not overhunting a
species, and spiritual, e.g., not offending the animal spirits whose help they needed.
The success of the hunt was essential for survival, particularly in areas such as the
Arctic where little else grows. Without the ongoing negotiations of the shaman’s hunt-
ing magic, the oral traditions tell us that game grew scarce or the avenging spirits of
the animals wreaked havoc on humans, creating illness and accidents.

The origins of shamanism exist in an extremely wide distribution—from Siberia to
North America, South America, Australia, Asia, and Africa—and show remarkable
similarities between cultures where there does not appear to be any direct human
link. Scholars have struggled to account for these characteristics with the history of
human migration and diffusion (the natural spread of linguistic or cultural elements
from one area, tribe, or people to others through contact) from a common ancestor.
For migration alone to explain shamanism, the diffusion of these skills would have
had to begin at least 20,000 years ago. Within such a long period of time, language,
social structure, and political regimes vary to significant degrees. Shamanic practices
have varied much less than these other aspects of human culture over the same time
period. It is difficult to explain why.

Simultaneous origin (the idea that different cultures on different continents
developed similar practices without contact with each other) is considered by some
scholars as a partial explanation for the wide distribution of shamans and the
remarkable similarities in shamanic practices. Shamanism draws on innate human
abilities to access altered states of consciousness and is therefore potentially accessi-
ble to all people. Roger Walsh, doctor, philosopher, and scholar of shamanism, sug-
gests that shamanism was discovered and rediscovered at different times by different
peoples when they came into similar times of extreme need. It is reasonable to
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assume that humans with the same innate abilities to access the same source of
information in the spirit world will return from trance states with similar answers for
solving similar problems. Variations in form arise from interpretation (personal and
cultural) and the spirits of the geography (the mountain spirits of the Andes versus
the underwater spirits of the Arctic world). However the essence is the same. As the
innate abilities of gifted individuals developed into the skills of a shaman, the
shamanic role, rituals, and states of consciousness were then maintained in that cul-
ture. In this way different aspects of the shaman’s practices were developed to differ-
ent degrees within different individuals and societies.

Though human contact does not explain the degree of similarities in shamanism,
it clearly affected the diffusion of shamanic practices and paraphernalia. Shamanic
practices were essential to the survival and well-being of early humankind. It is safe
to assume that in the uncertain and dangerous process of migration, people brought
their shamanism with them. There is evidence in language, ritual structure, and the
perceived structure (landscape and population) of the spirit world that suggests that
people who came in contact with each other borrowed and shared these things
between cultures.

The oral traditions of shamanic peoples offer another perspective on the origin
of shamanism. In many diverse cultures there are stories of the heroic First Shaman,
a being who existed on earth in a time when the animals and humans communicat-
ed in the same language and shamans could move between the physical and spiri-
tual worlds in both body and spirit. The origin of the First Shaman’s power was in the
spirit world, though the specific source varied culture by culture, with some citing
the Creator of All Things as the origin of shamanic power and others an animal mes-
senger or the stars. Regardless of form, the spirit teacher, in an act of compassion
inspired by humanity’s need for healing, guidance, and survival, taught the First
Shaman the trance techniques, songs, remedies, and dances used for healing and
divination. In this way shamanism is believed to have come to humans from the
spirit world.

Shamanism—what it is and how it is practiced—is defined by the helping spirits
who work through the shaman and the needs of the people the shaman works for.
Therefore, shamanism is defined by the earth, by the geography of the place where
people are living. The reason for this is twofold. First, shamans work with the spirits
of Nature, and the physical attributes of Nature—the flora, fauna, waterways, land
formations, and weather patterns—indicate which spirits are found there. Second,
the physical attributes of Nature greatly affect the survival needs of humans living in
a place, which in turn determine the needs brought to the shaman. Shamanism aris-
es out of the relationships of human beings to the land and the universe.

Geography influences how shamanism develops in a region for several reasons.
All over the globe, geographic conditions affect how a culture changes or remains the
same. They define the needs of the people, which define the questions they bring to
the shaman. How people survive in their geography affects their beliefs about the
structure of the spirit world and their needs for the shaman’s intervention with that
spirit world. For example, in areas where soil conditions and lack of water did not
allow planting, cultures of nomadic pastoralists developed, such as the Evenki of
north Siberia or the horsemen of Hungary. Nomadic life presents different survival
issues than agricultural life.

Geography also defines the helping spirits available to a great degree. In part, the
familiar geography supplies the metaphors that shamans use to describe and inter-
pret the energy patterns they experience in the spirit world. However, this does not
explain the power shamans draw from the presence of Mount Cotocachi in Ecuador,
lightning in the canyonlands of North America, or Lake Baikal in southern Siberia.



Nor does it explain how shamans work with the spirits of animals that do not exist in
their environment. It is not clear whether the appearance of these foreign animal
spirits is due to diffusion or the introduction of these helping spirits by a culture that
experienced that animal, or that the helping spirit is simply present in the spirit world.

Geography also influences how shamans enter their trance state. Shamans are
practical; they use what works. Where hide drumheads can be kept tuned, drums are
often used to induce trance. Where the climate is too humid for drums, click sticks
and hollowed logs are used for percussion. Psychotropic plants are also often used to
induce trance. In climates that are very cold, singing and dancing, which warm the
body, are often used to induce trance. From a shaman’s point of view, there is no rea-
son to struggle with a form that is not suited to the geography when each geography
provides at least one way to enter trance.

Human survival is intimately linked to our ability to maintain a balanced rela-
tionship with the environment. For shamanic peoples the environment is experi-
enced simultaneously as material and immaterial, physical and spiritual. Shamanism
arises from the shaman’s mediations between the material and immaterial aspects of
the environment to assure successful hunting, healing, safe passage in birth and
death, and sound guidance in all other aspects of human life.

Humanity’s needs range from the basics of physical survival and well-being to the
existential needs of the soul. The shaman’s ability to communicate and negotiate with
the animals, the weather, and the land was essential to meet these needs. In each
stage of human development some needs, such as locating water sources, healing,
and community, have remained the same while others have evolved. Prehistoric man
needed success in hunting and gathering. Nomadic cultures needed the location of
good pastures and the knowledge of how not to overgraze. Farming cultures needed
rainfall, sunshine, protection from floods, as well as information on how to rotate
crops and when to leave fields fallow. As people’s activities changed from hunting to
herding and from gathering to horticulture (small-scale planting or gardening) to
agriculture (large-scale farming), their needs changed and their shamanism changed
in form. As humans change their way of life, they change their relationship with the
natural world and their demands on it.

These changes are not simplistic because the relationship between things is both
apparent and symbolic. For example, the body and spirit of a hunted animal had to
be shown respect and honored as a being and as part of the wealth the universe
offered. The spirits of hunted animals were often given offerings of food or alcohol or
were escorted to the land of the dead as human souls were. In contrast, domesticat-
ed animals, though honored as beings, were considered an extension of a person’s
wealth. Domesticated animals were offered as sacrifices while one made sacrifices to
hunted animals.

One aspect of shamanism remained consistent through all of these changes—the
shaman continued to access altered states of consciousness to meet the needs of the
people. As the community’s needs changed, the shaman’s questions changed and the
guidance of the helping spirits changed accordingly. However, the technology of the
shaman, the entry into altered states of consciousness to ask questions and receive
answers, remained constant. For example, shamans continue to use trance to retrieve
lost souls, though the reasons a person’s soul leaves and the symptoms the loss cre-
ates have changed over time.

Human needs and corresponding forms of shamanism have changed since the
cave walls of Lascaux were painted. However the shaman’s use of trance states to
meet peoples’ needs has remained constant. There is a reason our ancestors both-
ered to paint and carve shamans into stone. Perhaps that reason was because
shamanism works. It allowed our ancestors to survive, to adapt, and to thrive.
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And maybe it was more than survival that inspired their art. Perhaps it was the artist’s
intention to record the techniques of ecstasy because humans have a basic need to
come into the presence of the sacred. Perhaps the cave paintings were created to
remind us how to get home.
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THE ORIGIN OF THE WORD “SHAMAN”

The word “shaman” (SHAH-mahn, pl. shamans) comes from an oral tradition.
Therefore, the exact origin of the word is unknown. Anthropologists suggest that it
comes from the peoples of northern Asia and is most closely related to saman of the
Evenki (Tungus-speaking hunters and reindeer herders from the Altai Mountains of
Siberian Russia). It is also related to saman of the Mongols and to the Turkish kan and
xam. The Evenki word saman comes from the Tunguso-Manchurian verb sa, mean-
ing “to know” or “to heat oneself.” It derives from the Vedic, sram, also meaning “to
heat oneself” and sramana, meaning “ascetic.” Saman is most often translated as
“one who is excited, moved, raised,” which refers to the shaking of the shaman’s body
that occurs when he or she embodies spirits while in trance. As the term saman
spread south to China and northeast to Japan it continued to be used to refer specif-
ically to practitioners who utilize spirit embodiment, or intentional possession, to
serve their clients and community.

Saman is also translated as “to burn up, to set on fire.” This is a reference to both
the feverishness of inspiration from the trance state within which the shaman works
and his or her mastery of inner fire. Mastery of inner fire is an essential part of the
training of shamans in the northern Asiatic region. It involves the expert under-
standing, manipulation, and regulation of energies within the body.

Ake Hultkratz, an authority on native peoples of the northern hemisphere,
believes that saman is related to another Tungus word, which stands for “a social
functionary who, with the help of guardian spirits, attains ecstasy in order to create a
rapport with the supernatural world on behalf of his group members.” These indi-
viduals, who served the community through controlled trance states, are found in
many cultures and in the history of all cultures. Each culture has a word from its own
language to denote the individual who, through ecstatic trance states, enters alter-
nate states of consciousness (relative to the state in which he or she usually lives) and
returns with information or energies from which the community can benefit.

At the beginning of the 20th century, Westerners began using “shaman” to describe
not only the specialists described above, but also and inaccurately the medicine men,
sorcerers, magicians, witch doctors, and anyone who appeared to be in contact with
spirits. This general use of the word “shaman” dilutes the meaning of the word, which
arose to describe a group of specialists who continue to practice among us today.
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THE SHAMAN

A shaman is a specific type of healer who uses a trance state, or alternate state of con-
sciousness, to enter the invisible world. The invisible world a shaman enters is made
up of all aspects of our world that affect us but which we cannot see, including the
spiritual, emotional, mental, mythical, archetypal, and dream worlds. Once in the
invisible world, the shaman makes a change in the energy found there so that it direct-
ly affects a need here in the physical world such as healing, hunting magic, weather.
Furthermore, the shaman learns what energy to change, and how to change it in the
invisible world through direct contact with spirits. Spirits are coherent energy patterns
with presence found in the invisible world. They may have form—animal, plant,
mountain, ancestor, deity, or element; they may be formless; or the spirit may be the
presence of the universe as a being, often explained as That Which Created God. It is
this direct contact with spirit and the use of the trance state that distinguishes the
shaman from other practitioners.

Anthropologists and other scholars have not come to agreement on what criteria
define the shaman, other than the mastery of altered states of consciousness. Broad,
narrow, and mid-range definitions will be discussed below. They are presented with
the understanding that listing criteria does not really explain how a shaman creates
the powerful rituals that mend our souls. The definition of shaman that best serves
the primary purpose of this book is a mid-range definition. Mid-range definitions
attempt to differentiate shamans from practitioners who use altered states of con-
sciousness but do not heal clients, and from other practitioners who heal clients but
do not use altered states of consciousness to do so. Broad definitions often include
those who use trance, but do not heal. Narrow definitions exclude many shamans
and can be impractical when they obfuscate our ability to recognize the range of
altered states of consciousness a shaman utilizes in a normal day of practice.

We will work from the following mid-range definition of shaman.

The shaman is a practitioner who has developed the mastery of:

1. accessing altered states of consciousness, controlling themselves while moving

in those states, and returning to an ordinary state of consciousness at will;

2. mediating between the needs of the spirit world and those of the physical world
in a way that can be understood by the community, and whose mastery of the
above is used

3. to serve the needs of the community that cannot be met by practitioners of
other disciplines such as physicians, psychiatrists, priests, and leaders.

This mid-range definition varies from the often-cited narrow definition of Eliade’s
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. Essential to Eliade’s definition is distin-
guishing “spirit flight,” the particular altered states of consciousness in which the
shaman leaves his or her body and travels into the spirit world, as the only valid
shamanic trance state. However, within a single healing session shamans often move
between this type of journeying trance state and a possessionlike trance state in
which, in contrast to spirit flight, they embody the helping spirits here in the physi-
cal world. Therefore, I have included altered states of consciousness within which the
shaman embodies helping spirits as equally valid shamanic trance states. With this
addition, the mid-range definition above is compatible with Eliade’s definition.

Eliade further narrowed his definition of shaman by presenting other criteria
which I have not included because these criteria apply in general to shamans of
northern Asia and not to shamans of equal power and ability in other regions. The
criteria in question state that shamans:

1. are masters of fire;

2. experience dismemberment and resurrection initiations;

3. have animal guardians.



For the following reasons the criteria listed above present a definition of shaman
so narrow that it no longer supports the cross-cultural nature of this encyclopedia.

Mastery of fire, for example, is an essential step in training to become a shaman in
some cultures, but not in all. It may be used to validate the depth of a shaman’s trance
state. Mastery of fire, however, is used in many cultures for reasons that have nothing
to do with shamans. For example, in the traditional cultures of China, Sri Lanka, and
India, non-shamans walk on fire in an act of faith or to demonstrate their integrity.
Similarly, hundreds of contemporary Westerners walk on fire for personal empower-
ment in weekend workshops. Mastery of fire does not make any of these traditional
or contemporary people shamans.

Another aspect of mastery of fire in the training of some shamans is developing
magical inner heat from cold. This is an essential step in training Inuit or Japanese
shamans. However, it is not necessary for the Midewiwin shamans of the Great Lakes
region of North America or the Maori of New Zealand. In addition, there are other
belief systems, such as those of Tibetan monks and Indian ascetics, that value devel-
oping magical inner heat (mystical heat) as part of their training processes. These
practices do not necessarily develop shamans.

A dismemberment dream or vision in which the shaman is taken apart in some way
by helping spirits is common in many shamanic traditions around the globe. However
it is not essential to becoming a shaman in all cultures. For the Ammassalik Eskimos,
the dismemberment occurs in a waking vision experience that is essential to becoming
a shaman in that culture. Other cultures, such as the Yamana of South America, have
highly involved initiations and training that do not directly involve dismemberment as
the initiatory metaphor for death and rebirth. Dismemberment may not appear at all
in cultures where the shamanic lineage is either inherited or the individual simply
chooses to become an apprentice to an accomplished shaman. Dismemberment does
not serve a defining role in the training of shamans in all cultures.

Shamans in many different cultures work with helping spirits in animal form.
However, many cultures have developed intricate hierarchies of helping spirits in the
forms of deities, ancestors, or other powerful human figures from their history. In these
cultures the animals are often not considered by all shamans to be as reliable as those
spirits from their hierarchies. Some shamans report that their helping spirits are their
ancestors or simply elemental spirits, such as fire or water, or the spirits of nature, such
as mountains or rivers. Although helping spirits in animal form are prevalent through-
out shamanism globally, a relationship with them does not define the shaman, partic-
ularly in cultures, such as those native to North America, where gaining one’s power
animal during a vision quest is part of the initiation of every person into adulthood.

Broad definitions of shaman are too inclusive and thus do not serve the purpose
of this encyclopedia. For example, anthropologist, psychologist, and initiated
shaman Larry Peters presents a sound, broad definition, stating that the single defin-
ing attribute is that the shaman can control entrances into and exits out of his or her
altered state of consciousness in service of his or her community. While this defini-
tion is compatible with the essence of the mid-range definition, it does not allow us
to distinguish the shaman from other practitioners who use altered states of con-
sciousness, but do not heal. The shaman is able to engage in the particular altered
state necessary for soul recovery and to take action in that altered state to accomplish
healing (the return of the soul). This distinguishes the shaman from other practition-
ers who use altered states of consciousness, but do not take action in those altered
states (mediums) or who take action in altered states, but not necessarily to heal (sor-
cerers). The broad definitions, like the narrow definitions, are valid, but do not serve
as well as the mid-range definition presented above.

Shamans have also inspired poetic definitions too numerous to include. However,
in an introduction to Shamans of the 20th Century by Ruth-Inge Heinze, Stanley

xxiii



XXIV

Krippner is particularly eloquent and accurate when he states that shamans were the
world’s first physicians, first diagnosticians, first psychotherapists, first religious
functionaries, first magicians, first performing artists, and first storytellers. They are
“community-assigned magico-religious professionals who deliberately alter their
consciousness in order to obtain information from the ‘spirit world.” They use this
knowledge and power to help and to heal members of their community, as well as the
community as a whole.”
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SHAMANS AND NON-SHAMANIC HEALERS

Shamans have been confused with medicine men, witch doctors, sorcerers, and healers
who work in trance states. The shaman is distinguished by his or her ability to utilize
a particular trance state in which the shaman’s soul leaves the physical world and
travels into the invisible world to make an experiential connection with spirit. Once
that connection is established, the energies of the spirit world (helping spirits) aid the
shaman in diagnosing what needs to be done and help in doing it, often right there in
the invisible world. The shaman’s soul then returns to the physical world and the
shaman returns to the community to share the wisdom gained in that altered state.
This movement between the physical world and the spirit world is an act of discipline.
The shaman is in control of the trance state in all stages of the initiation, interpretation,
actions, exit, and return.

The deep, ecstatic trance state, known as spirit flight, in which the shaman’s soul
leaves the body is not necessary in every shamanic healing session. The depth and
type of trance necessary for a particular healing depend on where the source of the
problem lies. The shaman clarifies both where the source of the problem lies and what
is necessary to resolve the problem at the source through the diagnosis. Shamans tend
to diagnose in uniquely personal ways that all involve contact with the spirit world.
Regardless of the specific diagnosis, there are two aspects that are similar in all ses-
sions. One, the shaman becomes an energetic bridge between the physical realm and
the spirit world through trance. Two, the shaman takes action; he or she moves ener-
gy across that energetic bridge either by retrieving energy that belongs in the patient’s
body (e.g., returning with the lost soul part of the client in a soul retrieval) or by remov-
ing energy that is in the patient’s body and should not be (e.g., removing the intrusion
of a harmful spirit in an extraction).

To contemporary eyes the outward, physical action necessary to practice shaman-
ism sometimes looks like performance or entertainment. This does not discount the
healing work done by shamans. The amount of performance expected from the
shaman is defined by the culture in which the shaman is practicing. In cultures such as
that of Korea, the shaman is expected to act out the whole journey experience as he or
she is experiencing it in the invisible world. In other cultures, such as Indonesia, evi-
dence of possession is expected. Other shamans may simply prefer quiet, private places
and work with little or no drama. Regardless of cultural expectation, it is never assumed
that the drama or the performance is the healing. However, dramas may serve to focus
the attention of the clients on the healing, and performance can transform the invisi-
ble energies of the ritual into a form the community recognizes.

Taking action in the unseen world is essential to the practice of shamanism; it is
what sets the shaman apart from psychics, mediums, priests, and other energy heal-
ers. The shaman’s actions may be taken on an individual level or on a communal level
through ritual or ceremony, but always to restore harmony and serve others. In some
cultures serving the needs of others means to defend and protect the community
from its enemies. In these communities shamans may be expected to be sorcerers as
well as shamans.

Magicians, Witches, and Sorcerers

Magicians and wizards explore the alchemical realms of magic. Witches and warlocks

draw power from Nature to make magic. Sorcerers explore other realms to gather per-

sonal power for personal aims. Magicians, wizards, witches, and sorcerers are not

shamans. However, shamans may perform magic in the service of their communities.
Magicians and wizards perform illusions, sleight of hand, and potentially real

alchemical magic. They tend to draw their power from the spirits of the four
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elements, earth, air, fire, water; from elemental spirits, such as caves, rocks, stars, or
trees; from the forces of Nature; from totem spirits; and from deceased wizards.
Magicians and wizards are the scholars of magic. They tend to serve the pursuit of
learning and the power that comes from that information.

Witches and warlocks draw on the spirits of Nature and the energies of the universe
to serve their own intentions, which may be benevolent or malevolent. Shamans do
work with these same energies, but their intention is to surrender to the direction of
spirit and the energies of the universe to serve the needs of others. Wiccan (contem-
porary witchcraft) practices emphasize the feminine and work with a traditional set of
gods and goddesses. Unlike witches, shamans do not emphasize one type of energy
over another because they work to balance all energies in dimensions where there
really are no divisions into dualities such as male and female. Shamans may work, as
witches do, with a traditional set of spirits recognized by their culture. However, they
are usually not the gods and goddesses accessed through witchcraft.

Sorcerers work between the realms of the physical and spirit worlds as does the
shaman, drawing on the help of the spirits and energies found there. Sorcerers how-
ever, explore other realms in the pursuit of personal power for personal aims. The
shaman’s intention is always to serve. The intention of a sorcerer’s actions may be
malevolent or benevolent. When shamans use their skills and their relationship with
the helping spirits to malevolent ends, they have crossed the line into sorcery. Most
shamans are aware of how dangerously easy it is to cross that line and do harm with
any of their healing techniques. There were and are shamans who practiced sorcery.
They may make this choice because serving the needs of their culture also means to
defend and protect the community from its enemies or because they allow them-
selves to be seduced by the illusion of their own absolute power. Most shamans do
not choose to become sorcerers, and the sorcerer’s orientation toward gathering
power for personal aims means the sorcerer cannot be considered a shaman.

Mediums and Psychics

Other practitioners have also been confused with shamans. They include mediums
and psychics, who, through possession, allow spirits to utilize their bodies as vehicles
to convey information; oracles, prophets, and diviners, who utilize trance states or
other divinatory practices to access information from the spirit world; priests; and
healers. Mediums, diviners, priests, and healers are not shamans. However, shamans
may perform divination, guide the spiritual direction of the community, and perform
acts of healing.

Shamans and mediums are experts in spirit possession. This means that they con-
trol their own entry into and exit from the possession-trance state. They can both be
distinguished from the mentally ill who may slip, unintentionally and uncontrollably,
into possession states, and from the novice who intentionally invites the possession,
but cannot yet control the resulting trance state. Furthermore, skill and discipline are
necessary to utilize the presence of spirit gained from the possession state. It is this
opportunity to utilize the presence of spirit that is the purpose of the intentional pos-
session for both the medium and the shaman.

Shamans use intentional possession trances to embody helping spirits. This allows
them to remain in ordinary reality to perform the traditional services of extraction
(removing spirit intrusions from the body), cleansing (removing harmful energies
from the body), and divination (the art of seeking information from supernatural
sources). For example, the Nepalese rumung (shaman) embodies the tiger spirit to
perform extraction healings. The houngan (shaman) of Haiti is open to be “mounted
(possessed)” by the “loa (spirits)” to do his or her work. Scandinavian shamans are
provided access to the wisdom of their goddess Freiya by entering trance, traveling to
her home in the spirit realm, embodying her there, and returning to ordinary reality as



the goddess who enables members of the community to ask Freiya questions. These
are just a few examples of how shamans use intentional possession to serve their
community.

There is a clear distinction between shamans and mediums who both use posses-
sion states as a means to connect with spirit to gain information for others. The pri-
mary distinction is action. Both have developed the discipline necessary to utilize the
presence of spirit for divination. However, the shaman also takes action in the altered
state to move energies from the physical realm into the spirit realm toward a partic-
ular end, such as removing a harmful spirit in an exorcism or removing the blocked
energy of a tumor in an extraction. In contrast, mediums are conscious or uncon-
scious channels for spirit to speak through and they do not take action in the altered
state. Shamans enter a wide range of alternate states of consciousness throughout
any one session. It would not be unusual for a shaman to embody a helping spirit for
extraction work and then journey into the spirit realms to find a lost soul part in a sin-
gle session. Therefore it is important to understand that although shamans function
as mediums at times, this does not preclude them from being considered shamans.
However, mediumship alone does not make an individual a shaman. Shamans are
potentially mediums; however, all mediums are not shamans.

Oracles, Prophets, Diviners

A similar explanation can be made for divination techniques that do not involve pos-
session trance states. In many traditionally shamanic cultures the shaman divines
information through some process that does not involve possession states or deep
trance states. He or she may use a light trance, such as scrying (reading the ordinary,
such as a bowl of water or tea leaves), casting bones (Africa), casting coins (China), or
reading the intestines of guinea pigs (South America). As with mediumship, there are
individuals who have developed their innate psychic talent for divination and may
utilize any of these same divination tools. This alone does not make them shamans.
Shamans do divine information from the spirit world. However not all who divine
information are shamans.

Priests

Shamans are often called the earliest priests, and they may be the precursors to
today’s religious functionaries. However, there are two distinct differences between
priests and shamans. Priests teach a particular doctrine, and they usually have little
or no experience in altered states. It is not necessary for a priest to have had a mys-
tical experience to perform a social role. For a shaman the experience of the mysti-
cal is essential. It is also the role of the priest as the religious functionary to express
the doctrine of a church as the God-given truth. Although the shaman uses his or her
contact with the mystical to rebalance and sustain the moral conduct of the com-
munity, the shaman does not teach a particular belief system or doctrine. It is inter-
esting to note that there are priest exorcists in the Roman Catholic Church who exor-
cise harmful spirits by following a procedure described in the Rituale Romanum of
1614. Their exorcism procedure is quite similar to the exorcism ritual used by
shamans. Nonetheless, the ability to exorcise malevolent spirits alone does not
make one a shaman.

Healers

In many shamanic cultures there are healers who practice the arts of physical healing
with methods such as herbal medicines, massage, or acupuncture. These healers are
not shamans, but practitioners who traditionally practice in conjunction with the
shaman in the community. Any number of these healing arts may be practiced by
particular shamans. For example, most Amazonian shamans have a vast knowledge
of the medicinal and hallucinogenic uses of rain forest plants. However, the practice
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of these arts does not make one a shaman, because this healing does not require mas-
tery of trance states.

For the shaman the authority is the helping spirit(s)—not belief, tradition, dogma,
or the particular way a healing worked yesterday. The shaman is not involved in
maintaining the status quo. The shaman’s task is twofold—first, the accurate diagno-
sis of the seen and unseen energies at the root of the problem, and second, carrying
out the specific choreography of energies needed to resolve the problem. The
shaman knows that similar symptoms do not necessarily imply the same root prob-
lem. Therefore, the shaman consults the spirit realm first and proceeds as directed by
his or her helping spirits. What works is all that matters. Shamans work in complete
trust that the helping spirits know what will work and what won’t. Through their prac-
tice, shamans bridge the perceived gap between the physical and spiritual realms in
order to restore harmony within the individual, between the individual and the com-
munity, and between the community and the spirit world.
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CONTEMPORARY SHAMANS

Contemporary shamans are found in three general categories. First, there are
shamans who come from an unbroken shamanic tradition and continue to practice
within that tradition today. Second, there are those who come from a shamanic tra-
dition and see themselves as a bridge between their world and the Western world.
There shamans have added ceremonies and rituals to their traditional practice that
enable them to fulfill their additional role as a bridge between cultures. Lastly, there
are those who come from cultures long separated from their shamanic roots, but who
are nonetheless called by the spirits to serve the needs of their communities as
shamans today.

The ability to adapt and change is inherent in any shaman’s practice. A shaman
must continually respond to new information from the spirit world as the seen and
unseen environments change over time. Although the form of specific practices may
change in response to changes in the environment, the function of the shaman’s work
has not. Evidence of shamans is found in hunter and gatherer societies or fishing
societies across every continent around the world. Contemporary Westerners feel
most comfortable seeing shamans in that early image. However, shamans can be rec-
ognized in agricultural, industrial, technological, and urban settings when we look
with a deeper understanding of how they practice. Today’s shamans may come from
shamanic traditions, but practice in cities, requiring adaptation of traditional tech-
niques to heal the wounds of contemporary urban life. Or they may be born in cities
or into cultures with long-dead shamanic traditions and feel the call nonetheless,
leaving them to find their way through the teachings of the helping spirits, without
the guidance of elders or apprenticeship.

In traditional cultures that have converted to organized religion the call to
shamanism can create great internal conflict between one’s desire to live by new
beliefs and the need to respond to the call. These individuals must struggle to return
to their traditional awareness that they are of spirit and connected to all things—not
fallen from God and needing to return to him. Contemporary shamans can lose
power and efficacy from the belief that they are separate from God. Shamans draw
their power to heal and the ability to sustain their own health in the process of heal-
ing others from their experiential connection to all things.

Worldwide, missionaries have been effective in convincing indigenous families
that it is in their children’s best interests to allow the children to be taken from the
native culture and raised by Western standards with organized religion. Max Beauvoir
(Haiti), Malidoma Somé (Dagara, West Africa) and Akuete Durchback (Togo, West
Africa) are three examples of contemporary people who were taken from their fami-
lies as children, yet were called by the spirits of their birth culture to become
shamans. This type of contemporary shaman is exposed to Western ideas, technolo-
gy, and organized religion and then chooses to return to their culture’s traditional
ways. They respond to spirit’s call and learn the ways of shamans of their native cul-
tures, yet they do not forget what they learned from the West. This allows them to
serve as a bridge between the traditional and modern cultures while they serve the
shaman’s traditional role as a bridge between the spiritual and physical worlds.

Because the ability to adapt and change is both inherent and necessary in
shamanism, we can expect the emergence of the third type of contemporary shaman
whenever people in an environment feel the need for the care and healing of their
souls. As these contemporary shamans are called into service they will translate the
information from the spirit world into the day to day language of that community.

Shamans can rise up out of any society to fulfill peoples’ needs for healing the
wounds of their souls and to connect with the Divine. Though the way these needs are
expressed has changed over time, particularly due to the demands of contemporary
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life, the existential needs remain the same. People want to come into the presence of
the sacred. We are still humans in an infinite and inscrutable universe. Without belief
in their own ability to connect with spirit, people turn to shamans to help them in con-
necting deeply with the Divine and returning safely to the physical world.

The following are examples of shamans emerging in urban environments to serve
the needs of culturally diverse communities. In Singapore, an Indian dockworker
began to see an altar in his dreams and, after finding the altar, Hindu gods and god-
desses began to manifest in his body. This shaman’s training came directly from the
spirits who worked through him. When embodying the deities, the shaman per-
formed exorcisms, healings, blessings, and offered solutions to alleviate the personal
problems of clients from diverse Asian cultures. On the days the shaman did not go
into full possession trance, he moved in and out of lighter trance states to communi-
cate with spirit as necessary to counsel his clients.

In another example, a shaman of Chinese descent, in Jurong outside Singapore,
cultivated his facility for shamanic healing through study with a Taoist priest and
Buddhist monks and through direct revelation while in meditation. In his practice, he
divines the source of his clients issues, cures spirit-related illnesses, exorcises cases of
“mass hysteria,” and works in the Singapore Mental Hospital. He also teaches what he
has learned in his years as a shaman to students who are called to become shamans.

Contemporary shamans often hold positions of power in urban social structures.
In Bangkok, sixty to seventy shamans hold high positions in the Ministry of
Education and other positions of official power. Upon deciding to become a shaman,
they may seek out the appropriate training to learn divination and the trance tech-
niques necessary to intervene on behalf of their clients in the spirit world. While in
trance these shamans are as likely to embody Indian deities as they are to embody
Buddhist monks or high spiritual teachers.

Contemporary shamans are actively and successfully working in the modern
world, as well as in traditionally shamanic cultures. Shamanic practices can flourish
in all cultures, and shamans may hold Ph.D. degrees and other positions of official
power.

Heinze, R. I. Shamans of the 20th Century. New York: Irvington Publishers, Inc., 1991.



RITUAL AND CEREMONY

Ritual and ceremony are tools used by shamans to engage the powers of the invisible
world to effect specific changes in the physical world. They are two unique tools and
are not interchangeable. Ritual is used to change the status quo, upset the order of
things, and to create chaos where necessary. Ceremony is used to restore or reinforce
the status quo, grounding people in the right order of things (natural laws) and
strengthening the community. Ritual is the domain of the shaman, magician, and
sorcerer. Ceremony can be used by any leader or religious functionary who has the
skills to connect with and engage the unseen energies. This is common in indigenous
North American cultures, where spiritual leaders conduct powerful ceremonies, such
as the sweat lodge ceremony, but do not consider themselves shamans.

Both ritual and ceremony are designed to engage the spirit world in helping
human beings. The essential distinction between the two tools is the intended out-
come. The outcome of ceremony is known and predictable, while the outcome of rit-
ual is unknown and unpredictable. Without the connection to the powers of the spir-
it world, neither is an effective tool for creating change. Any ritual or ceremonial form
can be practiced by rote in a way that does not engage spirit, either because the form
is not appropriate for the current situation to which it is applied, or the individual
officiating is not able to open an authentic connection with spirit and engage the
help of the spirit world. When spirit is not engaged, the ritual and ceremony are both
empty and powerless as tools for change. In this case ritual and ceremony are no
longer distinctly different and the words could be used interchangeably. These empty
rituals and ceremonies cannot be compared to shamanic ritual and ceremony. In this
book, ritual and ceremony refer to shamanic ritual and shamanic ceremony unless
specifically defined otherwise.

The structures of ritual and ceremony have similar functional elements. First, the
intention is clarified so that when humans call on the spirits, they do so with a spe-
cific purpose. Next, the sacred space for the conversation with spirit is created by
cleansing and preparing both the physical space and human beings who will be pre-
sent in that space. After the sacred space is created, it is opened in a way that honors
the spirit powers being called upon so that the shaman can initiate the conversation
with them. At this point, the process becomes either a ritual or ceremony depending
on the intention. Either way, when the work with spirit is complete, the sacred space
is closed, the completion of the dialogue is acknowledged, and gratitude is offered for
spirit’s intervention in human concerns.

It is essential that each of these functions occurs. How they occur—the actions
taken or the form used—varies among cultures, tribes, and practitioners. The form
used is influenced by a multitude of variables, including, but not limited to, where,
why, and when the event is happening, and who (human and nonhuman) will par-
ticipate. As these variables change, new ways open for humans to accomplish these
functions, and some old ways lose their efficacy. The perfect performance of an old
ritual or ceremonial form does not assure that an authentic connection with spirit
will be created today. Conversely, the fact that the form does not work today is not
proof that it did not work in the past. What is perhaps more surprising, given all of the
variables involved, is how much of the old ritual and ceremonial forms are still potent
and powerfully effective today.

The primary difference between ritual and ceremony occurs after the sacred
space has been opened and a connection with spirit has been established. In ritual,
no one—including the shaman—knows exactly what will happen or how the effect of
the ritual will play out in the lives of the participants. Ritual always involves this risk.
For peoples living with a shamanic worldview, facing this risk is fundamental to all
initiations, child to adult, individual to shaman, and for the ongoing health of the
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individual and community. It is the shaman’s responsibility to guide the energetic
flow of the ritual, which the shaman does through the interaction with spirit in an
altered state. The shaman aims to keep the flow within the bounds of the intention
and the general safety of the humans involved. However, complete safety is not
always possible in ritual, and the very real result can be illness, insanity, or death. This
element that produces risk, the connection with spirit, is the same element that
makes ritual a powerful healing form. The healing effects of ritual can be as complete
a positive transformation as death or insanity are a negative, undesired outcome.

In contrast to creating change, ceremony reaffirms the natural order. After the
sacred space is opened in ceremony, the shaman and any participants familiar with
the ceremony know exactly what will happen and what the effect will be in their lives.
That is the power of ceremony. The ceremonial conversation with spirit is scripted
and familiar, as in weddings and baptisms. The Maya state shamans developed this
ceremonial form to its extreme, using ceremony not only to affirm the natural order
in present-day events, but also to connect those events with historical events to draw
power from the past. In this way ceremony was used to reaffirm the status quo and to
affirm its repetition as a reoccurring pattern over time.

Shamans use ceremonies to restore balance. Ceremony offers the opportunity to
release energies, like secrets or transgressions against others, enabling the confessor
to return to balance with the community or the spirit world and to ground the par-
ticipants as they participate in familiar songs, dances, and prayers. The tools the
shaman uses to carry out the ceremony, such as songs and sacrifices, are chosen to
accomplish the intention of the ceremony. The results of ceremony are often com-
munal. For example, a ceremony to celebrate a successful harvest may involve the
sacrifice of a portion of the harvest in gratitude for spirit’s part in that success. It is a
way of giving back to Nature in gratitude for the fact that Nature has bent her will to
favor the humans and expressing hope that she will do so again next year. Without
ceremonies of celebration and gratitude, humans slip into energetic debt with the
natural order of things, which creates a need for deeper healing through ritual. Thus
ceremony can be seen as preventative medicine and ritual as acute care.

The tools a shaman uses to engage spirit in ritual, such as drumming or chanting,
should not be confused with the actions the shaman takes once in trance. For exam-
ple, a shaman usually enters trance the same way—using the same songs or chants
—or performs the same technique, such as a sucking extraction or depossession.
However, what the shaman finds while in trance is unique to each situation and what
he or she extracts is also particular to the situation. The actions the shaman takes
while in trance are improvised based on what the shaman finds through the connec-
tion with spirit—the diagnosis. The form is never the same twice. However, the tools
the shaman uses to open the ritual space and to enter trance are the same ritual to
ritual because they work.

The results of ritual are unique for each participant. The desired outcome of heal-
ing rituals is to restore balance in ordinary reality either by bringing energies back
from the spirit world, as in soul retrievals or divinations, or by returning energies to
the spirit world, as in extractions, depossessions, cleansings, and escorting spirits to
the Land of the Dead. Ritual is used for purposes such as initiation and healing, as
well as communal healing. The function and effect of the ritual are unique for each
participant. For example, the same physical symptoms may have different diagnoses
in the spirit world, which result in different treatments. Similarly, the same healing
ritual may produce different effects in each patient.

The function of ceremony is the same for each participant, though experience of
the effects may vary. For example, the sweat lodge ceremonial form is repeated to
create a known outcome—purification that clears and reinforces the individual’s
connection with self and spirit. However, the personal experience of purification is



largely dependent on what toxins are being cleansed and released. Thus, each indi-
vidual’s experience of the sweat lodge ceremony may be quite different, though the
function—to purify—is the same.

The distinction between ritual and ceremony is understood by the keeper of the
ritual or the leader of the ceremony. The keeper/leader holds the knowledge of the
forms. They are engaged on a plane very different than the participants; they are
engaged in the direct conversation with spirit, while the participants are experienc-
ing the results of that conversation.

Shamans use ceremony and ritual when necessary. However, the healing work of
a true shaman is not ceremonial. Every time a shaman enters trance, he or she
engages spirit in ritual. What happens in the shaman’s journey or embodiment trance
is not known until it is complete. The shaman’s sessions are unique, though the same
tools or processes may be repeated. Each shamanic healing session (or seance)
involves risk. This is the reason shamanic healing sessions are powerful tools for heal-
ing. It is the risk inherent in ritual that allows it to be truly transformational, and the
ability to manage risk that allows the shaman to be a powerful agent of change.
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THE SHAMAN’S TRANCE

The shaman uses specific practices or sacred technologies to enter into a narrow
range of altered states of consciousness. This particular range has certain qualities
that allow the shaman to work in partnership with his or her helping spirits. These
trance states are essential and fundamental for shamanic work. They enable the
shaman to forge, maintain, and utilize the working relationship with spirit. The part-
nership between the shaman and the spirits, whether in the physical or spiritual
realm, generates the power for shamanic healing and ritual.

The shaman’s trance is not one state, but a range of states between embodiment
and journeying. For some tasks the shaman undertakes, it is most effective for the
shaman to go into the spirit world to work with the spirits there. When the shaman
travels into the spirit realm, the trance state being utilized is referred to as journeying
or spirit flight. For other tasks, it is most effective for the spirit to come into the phys-
ical world through the shaman’s body to work here in the human realm. This trance
state is referred to in this encyclopedia as embodiment to clearly distinguish it from
possession, which is an illness. Journeying and embodiment are the trance states at
opposite ends of the narrow range of altered states that together compose shamanic
states of consciousness.

In Psychomental Complex of the Tungus (1935), one of the most authoritative
ethnographic studies of Siberian shamanism, author Shirokogoroff posits that the
most basic attribute of the shaman'’s trance is the mastery of spirits, or embodiment
of the helping spirit. The Tungus distinguish between an involuntary possession
trance, which is an illness, and the voluntary embodiment trance of the shaman. The
shaman intentionally possesses spirits as a part of curing the possession illnesses in
others. This type of embodiment trance is reported in the shamanism of a wide range
of cultures.

In contrast, other scholars, most prominently Eliade in 1964 in Shamanism:
Techniques of Ecstasy, contend that the true shaman’s trance is the visionary ecstasy
of spirit flight, or the shamanic journey. In this trance state, the shaman’s soul jour-
neys into the spirit realm and the shaman sees or has visions of ascending and
descending to other worlds. Eliade, also looking at Siberian shamanism, notes that
embodiment is a later degenerate form of spirit flight, in spite of his observation that
the shaman’s embodiment trance was an effective, universally distributed phenome-
na. The journeying trance, or spirit flight, is also reported in the shamanism of a wide
range of cultures.

The issue is not the type of trance state, but mastery of the art of shamanic trance
states. The embodiment state is not found only in shamanism, nor is spirit flight.
However, this does not preclude the fact that they can and often do relate to shaman-
ism. Not all possessions are shamanic embodiments because possession alone does
not fulfill the criteria for a shamanic trance state. Not every journey is a shamanic
journey, again because entering into a journey does not fulfill the criteria for a
shamanic trance state. Human beings enter trance, have deep lucid dreams, and expe-
rience other unexplained spontaneous events. It is their nature. What distinguishes
someone as a shaman is whether the individual can do anything with the trance state
and, more important, whether or not he or she can do anything for others.

Any theory of whether embodiment or soul flight is the original or classical form
of the shaman'’s trance is conjecture. These theories often reflect more of a cultural
bias than any facts. Both types of trance state are widespread in shamanism.
Furthermore, in his work with LSD in the 1970s, Stanislav Grof determined that “both
are primordial spiritual phenomena, belonging to not culture in particular but to
humanity as a whole.” Animal possession, spiritual mediumship, and visions of trav-
eling through the universe all develop spontaneously during LSD-induced altered



states. Grof also found that, as in shamanic altered states, the person in trance was
lucid, experienced controlled visualizations, and retained memory of the altered
state experience after returning to ordinary consciousness.

Academics with years of field research with shamans as well as shamans them-
selves caution against viewing the shaman’s trance as exclusive to either embodiment
or journeying. The type of trance used by a shaman is determined primarily by what
the shaman is trying to accomplish through the trance and secondarily by cultural
expectations. Any comprehensive definition of the shaman’s trance must include
spirit flight and spirit embodiment and the full range of altered states between.
Furthermore, we must understand that in a shamanic healing ritual these trance
states can exist separately or coexist to various degrees.

Trance is a term widely used, often with negative connotations, and imprecisely
defined. In general use, trance implies unconsciousness and an inability to direct
one’s thoughts and actions with intention. Trance can mean a state of partly sus-
pended animation or inability to function, such as a daze or stupor in which the indi-
vidual is unaware of the environment and unable to respond to stimuli. In more
extreme definitions, often associated with spiritual states or mental illness, trance is
defined as a hypnotic, cataleptic, or somnolent state, characterized by limited senso-
ry and motor contact with the environment and an inability to retain memory of the
trance experience after returning to ordinary consciousness. Not one of these defin-
itions of trance applies to shamanism.

The shaman’s trance is an intentionally induced state of rapture. The shaman leaves
ordinary consciousness and a primary awareness of the physical environment to focus
attention and sensory awareness on the invisible spiritual environment. The shaman’s
trance is characterized by focused attention on task (the healing at hand) with reduced
awareness of objects, stimuli, or the environment outside of the experiential context of
the trance. Shamanic trance is characterized by its flexibility in the range from spirit
flight to full spirit embodiment and the flexibility of the shaman while in the trance.
Shamans use intention and discipline while in the trance state to adjust the type and
depth of trance as is necessary for the healing to succeed. Contemporary scholars,
especially those who do extensive fieldwork with shamans, consistently observe
shamans using both spirit flight and spirit embodiment in their work.

The shamanic trance is a tool that is variable, ranging from a light diagnostic state,
to a deep journey state, and to full embodiment by spirit. The shaman varies the
altered state according to the needs of the healing. Shamans have control at all times
over the nature, depth, and qualities of their trance states. In practice, shamans often
pass through a series of alternate states or depths of trance during any one session
until they reach the level at which they operate best or the level that is necessary for
the different stages of the healing to occur.

The ability to enter an altered state of consciousness is a human ability. An altered
state of consciousness is experienced as qualitatively different from the normal for
the individual. Consciousness, in this context, is an individual’s total pattern of think-
ing and feeling at any given time. Ordinary consciousness is an individual’s day-to-
day experience of thinking and feeling, being awake versus sleeping or dreaming.
Ordinary consciousness serves as an individual’s baseline. In non-ordinary con-
sciousness, or altered states, the mind processes information and registers experi-
ences differently. In altered states, mental functions operate that do not operate at all
ordinarily, and perceptual qualities are spontaneously accessed that have no ordi-
nary counterparts.

Renowned anthropologist Erika Bourguignon looked at the practices of culturally
patterned forms of altered states of consciousness in all parts of the world. Gathering
statistics from 488 societies (57 percent of the societies represented in the ethno-
graphic atlas), she determined that 437, or 90 percent, of the societies have one or
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more institutionalized, culturally patterned forms of altered states of consciousness.
Bourguignon’s conclusion was that the ability to enter altered states of consciousness
is a psychobiological capacity available to humans in all societies.

The capacity to experience a range of trance states is a basic human potential.
Solid, scholarly research shows that it is statistically normal for humans to access
altered states of consciousness. Scholar Barbara Lex states that trance “arises from
manipulation of universal neurophysiological structures of the human body (and)
lies within the potential behavior of all normal human beings."1 Humans are physio-
logically designed to enter a wide variety of altered states. The capacity to enter
altered states of consciousness makes us human, not shamans.

Different cultures recognize different types of consciousness. Some cultures have
a highly refined awareness of different states of consciousness, while the awareness
of consciousness in other cultures is quite limited. For example, the Buddhist
Abhidhamma, the third great section of the Buddhist Scriptures thought to be the
earliest product of Buddha’s thought directly after Enlightenment, lists 108 different
states of mental cultivation. In contrast, contemporary Western cultures recognize
only three states: consciousness, sleeping, and dreaming. In cultures with an aware-
ness of consciousness, it is believed that adults must cultivate the ability to enter spe-
cific altered states in order to maintain mental health. In contemporary Western cul-
tures, the ability to enter altered states is believed to be a symptom of mental illness.

Meditation and yoga are examples of traditional disciplines designed to produce
specific altered states of consciousness. Similarly there are traditional disciplines
used in shamanic cultures that are designed to produce specific shamanic altered
states. These shamanic altered states have different qualities than those entered
through meditation and yoga. In shamanic altered states, there is a relatively high
awareness of the non-ordinary environment, awareness of self in that environment,
awareness of unseen beings and energies, and a very high goal orientation or focus
on task. The shaman’s capacity for trance is not unique; the shaman’s training, disci-
pline, and capacity to use the trance state are.

The shaman and the shaman’s trance are distinguished from other humans and
their innate capacity for trance states by the shaman’s ability to control and use his or
her trance states. In other words, the shaman is distinguished by his/her mastery over
an otherwise normal human trait. Most people do not have, or make, the time to cul-
tivate mastery of their innate ability to connect with spirit through altered states.
Furthermore, when they do connect, they are often unable to reach the higher levels
of mastery accessible only through initiation and discipline exercised over time. As
with singing, dancing, and painting, trance work is an expressive art. We are all able
to sing, dance, and enter trance. However, some of us are gifted. Some gifts can be
transformed through training and experience to mastery. Shamans are masters of the
ancient arts, the techniques of ecstasy used to induce and utilize the shamanic
altered states.

The essential characteristics of shamanic altered states are voluntary control of
entrance and duration of altered state, the ability to communicate with others during
the altered state, and memory of the altered state experience after returning to ordi-
nary consciousness. Shamanic altered states are also characterized by a type of self-
awareness that allows for single-pointed task focus, direct relationship with the
unseen world, and working relationships with specific helping spirits. When a plant
hallucinogen is ingested to induce trance, there is also a working relationship
between the shaman and the spirit of that plant.

There are shamans, particularly in African cultures, who attain full control and
mastery of their trance states without any reference to spirit journeys or spirit embod-
iment. For these shamans the healing powers are non-ordinary in origin; however,
they are believed to originate in an energy and magic inside the shaman, not from the



spirits. Even in these cultures, the trance state is acknowledged as a non-ordinary,
altered state of consciousness. This trance state is necessary for these shamans to acti-
vate and utilize their healing powers, as with shamans in all other cultures.

The common element among all shamans is their mastery of shamanic altered
states, regardless of the perceived origin of the non-ordinary energy utilized in the
trance state. To display mastery the shaman must remain in control of his or her self
whether in spirit flight or spirit embodiment. The shaman must be able to utilize the
trance state for the specific reasons the shaman entered the trance to begin with. The
shaman must be able to direct the powers available in the trance state to effect the
change needed in the patient or community.

The shamanic trance is variable in quality and flexible in depth. For example, an
experienced shaman of the Amazon rain forest will have a familiar and well-developed
relationship with the spirits of the indigenous plants. The observer will barely notice
this shaman slipping in and out of the light trance needed to receive or confirm his or
her diagnosis and remedy for using plants to treat a particular illness. Apprentices of
this shaman must journey deeply to communicate with these same plant spirits to get
the same diagnosis and remedy. That same experienced shaman must also journey
deeply when working in a new environment to speak to the spirits of the new plants
to learn how to utilize the new plants in new remedies for the same illness.

For the shaman, trance states are tools. The type of trance used is determined pri-
marily by what is necessary to do the work at hand. However, there are a variety of
cultural expectations that may influence the shaman’s trance states. For example, the
Siberian peoples of Northeast Asia expect mastery of spirit flight from their shamans,
while the peoples of Southeast Asia expect mastery of spirit embodiment states. Even
with the cultural expectations, the shaman’s trance is first and foremost adjusted to
the task at hand. It is not simply a recital of old rituals, a dramatization of the audi-
ence expectations, or a conditioned reflex. The shamans’ trance provides an oppor-
tunity for authentic connection with the spirit world. It is important for people to
experience regular and literal contact with the Divine. For many in the audience, this
contact is in itself the healing.

The symbols, spirits, and stories brought forth from the shaman’s trance are
unique and authentic to each healing ritual. While a practicing shaman must adapt
his or her interpretations of the invisible world to the expectations of the communi-
ty, those expectations do not define what the shaman finds in the invisible world. It
is not enough that a shaman has visions and enters into controlled trance states. The
shaman must be able to interpret the energy patterns found in the spirit world and
give them form in a way that provides effective healing or service to the community.

The symbolic system used by the shaman to express the trance state experience is
crucial for the contact with the divine to be translated to the audience. The symbols
must have meaning and power in the context of the healing at hand, but they must also
be accurate. The symbols, spirits, and stories that emerge from the shaman’s trance are
energy. They are coherent patterns of energy in the great sea of flux that is the invisible
world. They are real energetic things that must be translated into meaning and power.

The shaman’s trance allows these coherent energy patterns to be “seen” in the
invisible world and interpreted with subtlety and accuracy. This process is very much
like the way all people learn to identify the forms of things in the physical world.
Physical reality is also composed of coherent energy patterns. Most people can tell a
kidney from a tree. Most people can identify the energy of anger from that of com-
passion, or the energy of their mother from that of the postman. However, people
trained in identifying trees can tell a sycamore from a maple. Similarly, shamans are
trained in accurately distinguishing subtle differences in the energy patterns in the
invisible world so that a helping spirit is clearly distinguished from an illness-induc-
ing spirit or a random ghost wandering by.
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Shamans in trance can distinguish between energy patterns of the invisible world
with great detail. These energy patterns are what the shamans call spirits. The
shaman’s trance is the tool used to see the spirits, or energy patterns, whether they
are in the invisible world generating disharmony in the physical world, or they have
actually entered the physical world, causing illness and distress.

The shaman’s trance is the essential characteristic of shamanism. The shaman’s
work with the spirits in trance defines shamanic healing and shamanic healers rela-
tive to all other types of traditional healers. The shaman’s experience in trance is con-
ceived of as real, though of a realm other than the physical. In the shaman’s trance the
invisible world of spirit becomes visible. The problems of humanity can then be
clearly defined and the solutions to those problems can flow to us through the
shaman from the Divine.
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SHAMANS AND SPIRITS

The shaman’s power to help and to heal comes from the spirits. This lifeforce-like
power is inherent in all things. In the shaman’s world, where the manifestations of
this energy can be frightening and the related dangers grave, it is always honored for
it connects all things.

The idea that a human being could control a power so vast and diverse is absurd.
However, some humans can master the art of being in relationship with this sacred
power. The shaman is this type of human. In this relationship the sacred power pro-
vides the energy and awareness while the shaman guides this energy and awareness
into the physical realm in a way that helps those of us in physical form.

This relationship between the shaman and the spirits is often misunderstood. This
misunderstanding arises in part because we dont have the words to accurately
describe the relationship and in part because we don’t have the experience to under-
stand it easily. Nonetheless, understanding the true nature of the relationship between
the shaman and the spirits is essential to understanding shamanism. Simply put, the
relationship between the shaman and the spirits is a practical, working relationship.

As with all effective working relationships, each party brings something unique to
the relationship and derives something from it. The spirits bring the guidance and
the power the shaman needs to do the work. The shaman brings the ability to trans-
late and focus these energies from the invisible world into the physical world to
accomplish the specific tasks. The shaman gains the ability to be a shaman, to work
with powerful forces to create healings and what looks from the human perspective
to be miracles. What the spirits gain is a mystery. Perhaps it is the opportunity to
express their own essence in the world. Whatever it is, they do gain something for
they reach out to humans again and again. They initiate us and make some of us
shamans as if it is important for them to do so. In this mysterious way, the relation-
ship between the shaman and the spirits is interdependent.

The most common misunderstanding of this relationship is the idea that the
shaman controls the spirits, that he is the master of spirits. It is easy to understand
how people looking through the lens of Western culture, a culture that defines power
in patterns of dominance, would interpret the relationship in terms of control. Yet we
know from the words of the shamans that the spirits give everything that makes a
human a shaman and that they take it all away just as easily. Shamans claim no con-
trol over this aspect of the relationship. In fact, they explain that around these issues
the shaman must remain truly humble. What the shamans do claim is success in the
struggle to gain control of his or her personal state while existing in the extreme
altered states necessary to work with the powers of the invisible world. In other
words, the shaman becomes the master of relationship with spirit, not of spirit.

This mastery of oneself while in relationship with spirit is the defining difference
between the shaman and a mentally impaired person. The shaman’s ability to control
his or her altered state of consciousness without physical illness, mental instability,
or death is essential. So is the shaman’s ability to make sense out of the experience in
a way that heals and does not harm the intended recipient.

A shaman is able to control him- or herself in a range of altered states, to enter and
exit these states at will, and to interpret accurately these states in a way that is effective
for others. The shaman uses this range of altered states as tools, selecting the correct
altered state necessary to accomplish the task at hand. In contrast, a mentally ill person
unintentionally enters altered states and is usually inaccurate or unclear in naming the
invisible beings to whom he or she is speaking. There is no accuracy, self-control, pre-
cision, or efficacy in the altered state experience of the mentally ill.

The misunderstanding about the shaman’s working relationship with spirit is
further confused by the assumption that possession, an illness, is the same state of
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consciousness as embodiment, a trance state employed by shamans. A shaman uses
embodiment to bring a known helping spirit into his or her physical body to allow that
spirit to work through the body to heal other people. Mastery of this trance state is
essential for extractions and other cleansing work. The entry of the spirit into the body
of the shaman is intentional and focused by the shaman. The shaman directs the
power of the spirit toward a defined goal, such as removing a source of illness from a
patient’s body or giving guidance to a community. In contrast, the entry of a possess-
ing spirit into the body of the victim is unintentional. The power of the possessing
spirit overpowers the intention of the victim, thwarting the victim’s control over his or
her own personal state. One cannot work in a state of possession. Any shaman said to
be in a state of possession is actually working in an embodiment trance.

When a shaman “goes to work,” he or she enters an altered state in the way that
you enter the office or retail shop. Shamans meet the helping spirits in the altered
state in the way that you meet your coworkers at the office or meet salespeople
behind the counter. The shaman goes about performing the tasks with the spirits in
the way that you work with your coworkers. It is not necessary for you to control or
possess your coworkers, nor they you, to get the job done. The best results come
when all workers communicate accurately, respect each other, and do their best to
perform their part of the job. The same is true for the shaman and the spirits. It is a
working relationship of communication and mutual respect in which each party does
its unique part to get the overall job done.

Shamans are in relationship with the spirits in a very deep, at times complex, and
always very real way. The relationship is always experiential; it is not faith based.
Shamans do not believe in spirits; they experience them. Shamans work with the
power that flows to them while in relationship with spirit. This power is complex to
define. It is in part the raw power of nature that is in form all around us and in part
the power of the Unknown that is not yet manifest in form.

There are three defining characteristics in the working relationship forged
between the spirits and shamans. First, a non-ordinary energy of sacred origin
enables the shaman to heal others. Even the few peoples, such as the !Kung, who con-
ceive of the shaman as the origin of the healing energy, also emphasize that it is a
non-ordinary energy of sacred origin. A shaman must make a direct connection to a
sacred source of non-ordinary energy to perform the acts of shamanism. Second, a
shaman must cultivate his or her working relationship spirit personally. Each indi-
vidual must survive meeting spirit, being tested by spirit, and being trained by spirit
to forge successfully a working relationship. Finally, the spirits choose the shaman.
Shamans do not choose to be shamans. All the shaman can do is attempt to forge a
working relationship with the spirit who chooses him or her.

These three characteristics are powerfully and clearly illuminated in the words of
an Eskimo angakok (shaman) below.

It is not enough for a shaman to be able to escape both from himself and from his
surroundings. It is not enough that, having the soul removed from his eyes, brain,
and entrails, he is able also to withdraw the spirit from his body and thus under-
take the great “spirit flights” through space and through the sea; nor is it enough
that by means of his powers (qaumanEq) he abolishes all distance, and can see
things, however far away. For he will be incapable of maintaining these faculties
unless he has the support of helping and answering spirits. . . . he must procure
these helping spirits for himself; he must meet them in person. He cannot even
choose for himself what sort he will have. They come to him of their own accord,
strong and powerful.'



The relationship with spirit is fundamental in the beginning, middle, and end of a
shaman’s career. The daily practices of the shaman are primarily to maintain good
relationship with the spirits. The shaman develops this relationship through com-
munication and supplication and strengthens it through offerings and other prac-
tices of gratitude. If the spirits choose to leave, and they do so in response to arro-
gance or disrespect, the shaman is left without the power to function as a shaman.
The shaman’s humility and knowledge that the power is extended to him or her from
spirit is reflected in the words of power songs, sung by shamans around the world as
they prepare to work. Loosely translated the words are, “Please come help me. I am
just a human. Please give me the power to do what needs to be done.” In the power
songs where the shaman appears to be bragging, it is the spirit speaking through the
shaman, naming and claiming its power. Maintaining empowered humility is essen-
tial in the cultivation of the shaman’s working relationship with spirit.

The working relationship between shaman and spirit is not general or random. It
is a very specific partnership forged over time. Below, a Goldi shaman describes his
experience of being chosen by his helping spirit, or ayami. Note the distinctions
made between the initiating/teaching ayami, her various forms, and the assistant
spirits the shaman acquires from the ayami over time.

Once I was asleep on my sick bed, when a spirit approached me. It was a very
beautiful woman . .. She said, “I am the ayami of your ancestors, the shamans, I
taught them shamaning. Now I am going to teach you.”. .. She has been coming
to me ever since, and I sleep with her as with my own wife, but we have no chil-
dren. ... Sometimes she comes under the aspect of an old woman, and sometimes
under that of a wolf. Sometimes she comes as a winged tiger. I mount it and she
takes me to show me different countries. . . . She has given me three
assistants—the jarga (panther), the doonto (bear), and the amba (tiger). They
come to me in my dreams and appear whenever I summon then while shaman-
ing. When I am shamaning, the ayami and the assistant spirits are possessing me,
whether big or small, they penetrate me as smoke or vapor would be. 2

Not every helping spirit is the same, nor do they each bring the same energy and
teachings to the shaman with which to work. The qualities of a particular working
relationship are defined by who the spirit is, what is necessary for the shaman to do
to remain in connection with the spirit, and how the energy can be used to benefit
people. Shamans must create different types of working relationships with different
types of spirits. The hierarchy of the spirits themselves often defines these relation-
ships, as with the Goldi shaman’s ayami above. Generally, a shaman has a primary
partner, usually the spirit who initiated and trained the shaman in the first place.
Then, with time and experience, the shaman acquires additional relationships with
spirits who bring additional power, unique teachings, or perform specific tasks.
These spirits do not always have a relationship to each other. Often they are con-
nected only through the circumstance of working with the same shaman.

All working relationships are experiential. However, they are not all the same quali-
ty of experience. Some are quite adversarial, with the shaman gaining the spirit’s help
only through clever trickery, bargaining, or all-out battle. Others can be quite erotic and
sexual, often resulting in spirit children in the spirit world. Most working relationships
fall somewhere between these two extremes. Only one quality is consistent among all
the relationships forged between shamans and spirits. They are all ecstatic; they engage
the universal power of the heart to connect to all things in a state of Oneness.

The fact that these working relationships are partnerships forged over time allows
the shaman to distinguish between helpful spirit energies and misplaced spirit ener-
gies that cause disease and disharmony. The shaman always knows with whom he or

xli



xlii

she is in relationship even when he or she takes on a disease-causing energy in the
course of a healing. The issue of healing is not seen as one of good and evil. It is seen
as the challenge to identify accurately the problematic energy, determine its right
placement, and get it to that place. With the clarity and guidance of the spirits the
shaman is able to replace misplaced energies, return wandering spirits to their
homes, and guide the lost souls of the dead along their journey to the Land of the
Dead. Even in a battle to the death for a patient’s soul, the adversary is honored, not
villainized, for it is a source of great power.

This is not to say that everything is nice in the shaman’s world. The evil intent of
others is clearly identified where it is present. However, at the core of shamanic heal-
ing is balance and restoring the right relationship of all things. The shaman under-
stands that it is wise and practical for a human working between the realms of mat-
ter and spirit to proceed with humility and respect. It is even wiser when one under-
stands that all things are literally connected to work together with the powers who are
willing to help restore that life-sustaining balance.

This connection of all things, which is the root of our need to restore balance, may
be the only explanation for why the spirits help us. Whatever their reasons, they do.
The spirits contact us. They choose, initiate, and train the shamans so that the
shamans can help us. When contemporary shamans re-create ancient shamanic prac-
tices that have lain dormant for centuries the first words from the spirits are, “Where
have you been?” It is as if we have missed an appointment and kept them from a very
important engagement. We see that we do matter to the spirits. This interdependence
lies at the core of the working relationship between shamans and spirits.

The relationship between shaman and spirit is not idealized. The relationship is
not established in a search for enlightenment or personal ascension. It is a practical
relationship that must work here in the realm of the living. The shaman must have
the ability to enter the type of relationship needed to get the job done and possess the
personal power necessary to hold his or her own in that relationship. The shaman
must have great courage of heart to sustain action within the relationship and the
clarity of vision to understand when the task is accomplished. If the shaman has all
of this then his or her relationship with spirit enables the shaman to do for humans
what can’t be done without the intervention of spirit. It is through this practical work-
ing relationship with spirit that shamans perform everyday miracles.

1 Kalweit, Holger. Dreamtime and Inner Space: The World of the Shaman. Boston:
Shambhala Publications, 1988.

2 Grim, John A. The Shaman. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988.

Vitebsky, Piers. The Shaman. London: Little Brown, and Company, 1995.



THE SHAMAN’S UNIVERSE

We live in interesting times. Our foremost scientists, to whom we have given the task
of explaining the material nature of our universe, are now describing a universe that
the shamans have been describing for thousands of years. The scientists have arrived
there through fact and experimentation and the shamans through their experiences
in altered states of consciousness. We are coming full circle. It is as if the shamans
have stood still and the developed world has gone around the circle the long way,
through rigorous scientific exploration, and arrived where humanity started, in the
shaman’s universe. The purpose of this essay is to describe the shaman’s universe in
a way that we, as contemporary people, can reenter it. We will try to do so by starting
with what we understand—science—and move through science to spirit, which we
understand less well but know in our soul. This place in time and space where science
and spirit merge is the revelation of the shaman’s universe.

As scientists describe the physical nature of the universe, they describe a universe
made up of energetic elements: electrons, protons, photons, and neutrons that break
down further into subatomic particles. Nonetheless, all of these energetic elements
are connected, atom to atom, in a very real energetic way. Shamans use altered states
of consciousness to see the true nature of the universe, which is energy. Shamans see
that the universe is made of vibrational energy; that it is one continuous, multidi-
mensional fabric of vibration. The quantum physicists agree. Their theories indicate
that the universe is made from energy vibrations and those vibrations connect every-
thing.

Connection and Vibration

Vibrations, as they are understood in physics, are repetitive patterns in physical sys-
tems. Examples of vibrational movement are sound moving through air as well as
light moving through the universe. The theories of quantum physics explain vibra-
tions on subatomic and atomic levels. Vibrations, or quantum waves, are called prob-
ability waves because they have a vibrational pattern that is relatively stable and
more probable than other possibilities. That pattern determines how probable phys-
ical events are on the atomic level, which eventually determines physical events on
the human level. According to quantum physics, everything in the universe has an
inherent probability-vibrational pattern.

Shamans believe in a similar vibrational understructure of the universe. They deal
with a world of vibrations, cycles, and circles. The key to understanding the shaman’s
world is to realize that it is a vibrational world and that a vibrational world can be
affected by the vibrations of sacred songs, chants, and rhythmic drumming. All the
tools of the shaman’s trade are designed to alter the vibrational state of the shaman
and/or the patient or a particular situation in the community.

Probability and Spirits

It can be challenging to understand that the solid reality we call home is really only a
probable reality. While we live in the most probable physical state, simultaneously
there are an infinite number of possible states. This is one of the oddest characteris-
tics of our physical world, and it is precisely this characteristic that allows shamans
to work in alternate states. Principles of quantum physics explain that, if no observa-
tion is made of an evolving system, then all possible states will evolve together. For
example, an unobserved atom in motion does not occupy a single position in space
until that position is actually observed. This means that until an observer “sees” the
atom, the atom occupies an infinite number of possible positions simultaneously.
This characteristic of our universe is known as the observer effect—wherein the
choice of an observer to measure a particular property of a system forces the system
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to emerge from a probable state into an actual one. This means that the observer of
the quantum system disturbs the system by observing it.

We cannot escape the observer effect, and the shaman uses it. By entering an
alternate state of consciousness, the shaman enters other possible realities and, uti-
lizing his or her observational power in that reality, the shaman makes new possibil-
ities emerge. This is the importance of the shaman’s interpretation of the spirit realms
and of their narration of their experiences there during the healing ritual. By making
new possibilities emerge, the shaman causes the physical world to adapt to include
that reality. The shaman uses these other possibilities to create change in the physi-
cal world, such as healing or bringing rain.

The observer effect of quantum physics is one primary connection between sci-
ence and the shaman’s universe. Both quantum physicists and shamans alter reality,
though in different ways and from different points of view. An important point to
make here is that there can be no objective reality in the scientific or spiritual realms
of our universe. The observer always affects that which is observed. Both scientists
and shamans interpret their experiences subjectively; there is no other way any of us
can view things.

Quantum waves exist for the physicist in the same way that spirits exist for the
shaman. Quantum waves are invisible; they are constructs of human thought neces-
sary for us to understand atomic and subatomic matter, the building blocks of our
world. Even though we have never actually observed them, we believe in them.
Quantum waves are theorized to be coherent energy patterns in a greater field of
energy. They are invisible and vital for us to understand our universe. Spirits are invis-
ible and vital for shamans to interpret their universe. The spirits the shaman “sees”
are also coherent energy patterns within a greater field of energy. However, unlike the
physicist who believes in his or her theories of the invisible world, the shaman expe-
riences the invisible world. They do not need to believe in spirits any more than they
believe in the home they live in or the children they play with.

Quantum physics asks us to accept theoretically what the shamans know from
their experiences in altered states of consciousness. Shamans know our world is actu-
ally a composite of many other realities. Some of them are very probable, so much so
that we do not notice the differences from one to the other. These nondiffering real-
ities form what we call simply physical reality—the world as we see it. However, there
are always the other realities that are not so probable. They are off the beaten path.
These are the other realities the shaman travels through to bring healing and change
into the present reality.

Simultaneous Possibilities, Simultaneous Worlds, and the Kosmos

Physical reality is a very convincing illusion. Our waking experience is that of being
in just one world, the most probable, when in fact quantum physics tells us that we
are in an infinite number of worlds all the time. A possible world in quantum physics
is physical; it is a set of experiences that take place within a region of space and over
a period of time. Shamans are aware of living simultaneously in parallel worlds.
Mastering this ability is an important element of their training. These simultaneous
worlds are constantly interacting, coming together and flying apart in dimensions we
normally do not experience. By entering an altered state of consciousness, shamans
move from one world to another.

How did the ancient shamans come to understand the universe in ways so similar
to our modern scientists? They did it by experiencing the universe while in altered
states of consciousness. Through repeated visits to other realms, shamans learn the
terrain of the vibrational fabric of the universe. The shaman’s universe, like scientists’,
is one of connections and vibrations, probabilities and spirits, simultaneous possi-
bilities and simultaneous worlds. The shaman moves through the many realms of this
universe, traveling effortlessly between the vibrational realms of matter, the pulsing



realm of life, the resonant realm of the mind, and the harmony of the spirit realm. The
shaman embodies not only the true nature of the universe, but of the complete
Kosmos in the Greek sense of the word.

Pythagoras, the Greek philosopher and mathematician from the sixth century
B.C.E, explained the Kosmos as “the patterned nature or process of all domains of exis-
tence, from matter to mind to God.” Ken Wilber, a writer on psychology, religion, and
philosophy, explains that ordinarily we experience the cosmos—the physical uni-
verse—as the boundaries of our consciousness. However, the Kosmos is actually the
whole that contains the cosmos (matter, physiosphere), the bios (life, biosphere), the
nous (psyche, noosphere), and the theos (divine domain, theosphere). The shaman
gains a working knowledge of the Kosmos, as Pythagoras intended the term to be
used, from training and initiation.

Wilber explains that the Kosmos has direction; it is evolving, pushed by its own
inherent nature which is creativity. Both Wilber and the shamans refer to this creative
force as Emptiness or the Unknown. Shamans often call it the Void. It is the potential
energy of the Kosmos that does not yet have form. Even though it is unqualifiable, it is
not inert and unyielding. The direction of the Kosmos gives rise to a manifestation of
itself; new forms emerge, and that creativity is ultimate. This is the shaman’s Universe.

Shamans must sacrifice and work for their understanding of the Universe, and for
the ability to use it. Through long and arduous training, shamans gain knowledge of
the Universe. As they master the ability to intentionally enter and exit altered states
of consciousness, they begin to experience other possible realities and the infinite
nature of space and time. Though the metaphors they use to communicate these
experiences are drawn from the ordinary world, the experiences themselves are quite
extraordinary. These experiences often demand great sacrifices, culminating in the
self-sacrifice of the initiation. It is through the ego death, essential to initiation, that
the shaman surrenders to spirit and finally gains the power to apply their new knowl-
edge and skills.

The Call

Shamans are called into service; they are chosen by spirit. The nature of the call may
be severe, like a seven-year illness, or as simple as a dream. Whatever the nature of
the call, the novice often goes with great reluctance, knowing that the training is often
frightening, always intense, and that the personal sacrifice will be great. Training
helps the novice to understand the experiences from a context that includes other
possible worlds. It culminates in an initiation, during which the novice’s ego identifi-
cation is stripped away or released. This transformation aligns the shaman’s will with
service to the community.

Training

Through training the shaman develops the ability to enter into a relationship with
reality that transcends the apparent separation between people, things, and their
environment. Training may follow a set tradition or proceed on a spontaneous path
guided by the shaman’s helping spirits. As the shaman learns to move from physical
reality into other possible realities, he or she learns to perceive the pulse of the uni-
verse in all things. The shaman does not seek to influence or change that pulse, but
to make changes in vibrations of the people and things, to bring them into resonance
and harmony with that pulse. The shaman’s approach is based on unity with the life-
force inherent in all things and on empathy for the fear and pain others experience
when they fall out of harmony with that universal lifeforce.

Although the shaman must experience unity with spirit to work, he or she must
also remain detached, emotionally and mentally, from the spirit world. The discipline
of detachment is one of the most important distinctions learned in the shaman’s
training. Until the shaman’s death, he or she is only a temporary, though frequent,
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visitor in the spirit realms. The shaman must move as carefully as a tightrope walker
in the spirit realms, in full control of his or her emotional state, remaining unattached
to what he or she sees and does. Developing this detachment of consciousness in all
realms of the spirit world demands the ability to transcend personal self, or ego, and
to view their experience through the eyes of the universe. They must proceed without
judgment, which would lead to attachment, and with the ability to discern the flow of
the universe and determine what is necessary to bring dissonant vibrations into har-
mony with that universal flow. To do this shamans draw heavily on their relationship
with their helping spirits.

Mastering detachment is essential before the shaman can serve others. Thus shamans
are rarely allowed to practice before puberty and their initiation into adulthood. In some
cultures every boy and girl is expected to transcend their ego self in their initiation into
adulthood. In other cultures, only the shaman excels in this transformation.

When working with illness, the shaman enters the patient’s vibrational state with
the same complete presence and conscious detachment that he or she enters the
spirit world. This enables the shaman to experience the symptoms and pains, to diag-
nose the true source of the illness, and to determine the appropriate course of action
without getting attached to the illness itself or the patient. This ability to fully experi-
ence different vibrational states with detachment is essential to the shaman’s safety
and efficacy. Mastering that ability is a primary purpose of training. Practitioners
experience this detachment, in part, through following direction from the helping
spirits or by succeeding in allowing the spirits to act through them.

Degree of Power

It is the shaman’s capacity to function with intention within the trance state that
determines the degree of power of the shaman. Any one shaman’s capacity to act is
affected by a multitude of variables. However, these variables are mostly related to
the shaman’s ability to grasp the limitless, infinitely powerful reality of the universe
and to work with that potential power. The shaman’s ability to act in the spirit world
is bound by his or her capacity to reach beyond his or her own human limits and
grasp the vast implications of the true nature of reality, what the true source of the
problem is, and how the prescribed actions will actually restore balance. This dictates
the need for initiation.

Initiation

Though the initiation occurs in an altered state, it is not a hallucinatory vision of
death. Initiation strips the shaman of all his or her social and mental habits, religious
and philosophical ideas, and prior roles in the community. This transcendence of self
calls for a willingness to suffer a genuine death of ego and not merely a mytho-poetic
imagination of death in the form of allegories and archetypes. The shaman’s ego
death experience may resolve just short of real death or permanent insanity.
However, without it, the shaman cannot freely serve the will of spirit.

The function of initiation is to free the novice’s soul from their ego. Only those who
transcend their ego-bound motivations can interpret the experiences in altered
states through the eyes of the Universe or spirit. Personal attachments to the past,
impurities, fears, and expectations of the future are recognized as illusions and no
longer color the experiences of the spirit world or the altered states. The psychic
transformation that results from initiation creates a clear mind, enhanced percep-
tion, greater capacity for compassion, and true gentleness.

The shamanic apprentice gains his or her true power—the relationship with spirit—
only after initiation. Once the ego identity has collapsed the shaman’s soul can experi-
ence true Oneness with nature, animals, plants, and the world. This experience of a
transpersonal self is the reward for all the sacrifices of the shaman’s training, initiation,
and the life of service to come. The initiated shaman represents the bridge between the
probable world of physical reality and all the possible worlds of our infinite universe.



Interpreting the Invisible World of Spirit

It is the shaman’s responsibility to communicate his or her altered state experiences
to others, thereby giving these formless possibilities image and meaning. The
shaman narrates or describes his or her experience in the altered state and the actu-
al energetic (psychospiritual) transformation that occurs using concepts and images
taken from the physical world. The actual transformation cannot be conveyed by lan-
guage alone, so it is understood that the physical world images used by the shaman
are only metaphors for the larger experience. The power of metaphor allows the
shaman to use this kind of language shorthand, borrowing concepts from the every-
day world, instead of constructing new and complicated psychological terminology
for each experience. After giving the experience form through images the shaman
gives them meaning through interpretation. This is all part of the shaman’s process of
bringing possible realities into manifestation (such as traveling out of time to retrieve
a lost soul part) and effecting change in the physical world (such as changing the
weather or numbers of game animals).

Many shamanic cultures view the universe as a continuous whole where the phys-
ical and spiritual worlds are distinct but contiguous. Others see the physical and spir-
itual worlds as day and night mirror images of each other that invert with each sun-
set and switch again with the sunrise. The majority of cultures see the spirit world
divided into three realms which expand infinitely up, down, and outward while con-
taining the physical world. Recent findings in the field of consciousness research
make it apparent that we can no longer argue that these descriptions of the spirit
world are merely unconscious productions, archetypes, or symbols without any real
and practical consequences. They are places humans are able to travel to and return
to in altered states of consciousness, including those induced by general anesthesia
and near-death experiences. The shaman’s view of the Kosmos transcends thought or
belief; it is the result of his or her experiences in alternate realms of reality.
Furthermore, the ability of shamans to take action in their journeys into the spirit
world allows them to effect real change in the physical world.

Symbols of the Shaman'’s Universe

The following are the images shamans around the globe use to communicate the
true nature of the Kosmos as they experience it: the Tree of Life, or World Tree; the
Spiral; and the Circled Cross. The images are ordinary, such as a tree, but the inter-
pretation gives them extraordinary meaning. Though visually simple, each image
conveys multilayered meanings and true insight into the nature of the Kosmos.

Tree of Life

The Tree of Life is a cross-culturally recurrent symbol for the connection between the
three realms of the spirit world: Upperworld, Middleworld, and Lowerworld. The Tree
of Life is simultaneously the center, the balance, the axis, and the Whole of the
shaman’s universe. The tree is used by shamans as an entry into non-ordinary reality,
the branches providing a means to go to the Upperworld and the roots providing
access to the Lowerworld. By merging with the Tree of Life, the shaman stands in the
center of the Kosmos, connected to the Whole, and able to travel to any corner of it.
Mountains and pillars are cross-culturally recurrent images that bear the same
meaning and function as the Tree of Life. They represent the mythical mountain at
the Center of the Earth and the pillar that holds up the sky, respectively.

The three realms of the spirit world extend out in all directions from the center as we
perceive it in physical reality. The way these realms are accessed varies culture to culture
as do the spirit inhabitants of each realm encountered by the shaman. Generally speak-
ing, the Upperworld is accessed from the branches of the Tree of Life, mountaintops,
rainbows, smoke, and mist. It is the place of the stars (in a vast, spiritual sense), as well
as the sun, the moon, the spirit of the sky, other heavenly bodies, gods, goddesses, the
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Divine, and many helping spirits in other forms. The shaman can view the entire
Kosmos from the Upperworld and move out into it for teaching and inspiration.

The Lowerworld is accessed from the roots of the Great Tree, through caves, wells,
or holes in the ground. In the Lowerworld the shaman can enter the Land of the
Dead, the realm of the ancestors, and meet spirits of the earth, fire, animals, and the
spirit of the earth as a being. In seafaring cultures, the Lowerworld also involves an
underwater realm where the Mistress of the Sea Animals lives, caring for her animal
children and releasing them to be killed only by those who demonstrate through
appropriate sacrifice that they are worthy of the lives of the animals.

The Middleworld stretches out from the trunk of the Great Tree in all eight cardi-
nal directions. The Middleworld is inhabited by the spirit of everything that exists
physically—weather, landscapes, animals, people, plants, air, and water. The shaman
also encounters many of the animal totem spirits that are passed on within families
or clans here. The Middleworld contains both the physical world that we inhabit and
its otherworldly dimensions, which exist out of ordinary time and space. The physi-
cal and spiritual planes of existence overlap here and interrelate in such a way that
portals are created, allowing access between the worlds. The connection is multidi-
mensional, which the Celts interpreted poetically as ribbons of energy which encir-
cle and entwine all three realms of the shaman’s Universe. A change in one part
affects every other part.

In many cultures the spirit world is not simply one Upperworld and one
Lowerworld, but each world containing a number of levels, typically three, seven,
nine, twelve, or infinitely unfolding levels. Though the levels do not represent a hier-
archy of value, a soul traveling in these realms must move through the levels in suc-
cession. They correspond to stages of personal development, or insight, development
of psychic skills, or mastery that enables the shaman to adjust his or her energy to
resonate with the energetic vibration of that level. Movement between levels can be
instantaneous for those who have met the challenges of a level in a prior visit or who
have mastered multiple levels of psychic development. Others may remain in a level
until they evolve some aspect of their being, or fail to, and return to ordinary reality,
unable to pass beyond that level. For those who have mastered their personal state,
like the initiated shaman, movement between the levels is an endless journey of
evolving consciousness, containing brilliant moments of revelation and ecstasy.

Spiral of Creation

The Spiral of Creation is recorded in the stone and clay remnants of the symbolic lan-
guages of people on every continent. It results from the interrelationship of space
and time seen through the shaman’s unique understanding of both.

Space

For the shaman the spirit world is where possibilities exist; space (the physical world)
is where the most probable possibility is already manifest. Shamans understand
space as the place where the dream (the possibility we and our ancestors see for the
future) continually manifests in physical reality. Therefore, for the shaman, the most
efficient way to change physical reality is to travel outside of it to change the dream
from whence it came. When the shaman creates a ritual for personal or communal
healing a portal is created between the worlds. In every ritual the shaman establish-
es a sacred space in ordinary reality, containing the portal that allows passage into
the spirit world and the Dream.

Time

Time is represented in shamanic societies with the circle, whose deceptive simplicity
is symbolic of a much more complex relationship with time. Some shamanic cultures
have no concept for time at all. The Dagara of West Africa, for example, do not even



have a word for time. They are aware of linear time as an illusion we accept because
we do not know time as it really exists. They have learned to live outside of linear time
and are concerned only with timing. Timing a ritual with the phase of the moon or a
festival with the summer solstice is valuable, while time is not. In the shaman’s view of
timing, every event affects the Whole, therefore the mechanical notion of one to one,
cause and effect is irrelevant. The shaman uses timing to move in harmony with the
Whole and in synch with the rhythms of Nature and the Universe.

Scientists tell us that the shape of time is not a straight line reaching into infinity
at both ends, but an irregular fabric, full of inconsistencies, that loops back on itself.
Shamans have developed a relationship with this irregular, polychronic nature of
time. As the quantum physicist who sees a universe composed of waves of energy
vibrations within which time cycles back on itself in the vibration’s periodicity (move-
ment that comes back to itself in harmony over and over again), the shaman experi-
ences time as the simultaneous, creative expression of all that is, that was, and all that
will be.

The Spiral of Creation is woven of space and time and winds simultaneously
upward and downwards. The Spiral exists in such a way that any one point can touch
any other point at any time. In terms of quantum physics, the Spiral represents the
infinite, simultaneous possibilities within the Kosmos. Likewise, for the shaman, the
Spiral of Creation represents the Void, or the as yet unknown potential, alive and
pulsing between occurring and reoccurring.

The Circled Cross

The basic pattern of two crossed lines enclosed in a circle appears carved on stones,
worked into jewelry, and painted on cave walls throughout the world. The Circled
Cross is a shorthand symbol of the shaman’s universe and is found in cultures as dis-
tant and unrelated as the Celts of the British Isles and the Mapuche of Chile, South
America. The circle aspect represents both the circle of time and a foreshortened view
of the Spiral of Creation. The crossed lines represent both the four directions of the
physical world, space, as well as the movement of the shaman out into the other
dimensions of the spirit realm. The center where the lines cross is the Tree of Life, the
balance, the center, the axis, and the understanding that from the center point the
shaman can move in all directions in an infinite universe. The Circle Cross is the
Kosmos, symbolic of the shaman’s Universe.

Shamanic Ritual

The shaman accesses the Universe through the creation of each shamanic ritual. The
shaman opens the center point of the Circled Cross, the Tree of Life, and moves
between the worlds in an altered state of consciousness. Thus ritual, which is vital
and created anew in each session, is the way the shaman accesses the Unknown. The
shaman’s ritual is always unpredictable. To engage the power of ritual, the shaman
must disengage from time and enter the cyclical, mythical nature of the Universe’s
timing. As the shaman alters his or her state of consciousness while in trance, the
shaman’s soul moves out of physical space and into other possible realms. When the
purpose of the ritual is completed in the spirit realms, the shaman returns to ordinary
space and time and the ritual is closed.

Shamans are more than visionaries for they are able to apply their knowledge of
the Universe, through ritual, in the service of their community. They are able to do so
by entering altered states that give them a connection with spirit that empowers their
actions. In these states, shamans see the true causes of illness and threatening events
in the lives of their people, diagnose cures, and carry them out. Not all shamans are
great visionaries; not all understand the universe at the same depth. However, they all
apply the knowledge they have. The more powerful the shaman, the greater his or her
insight into the true nature of the shaman’s Universe.
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Africa

Aboriginal

Aboriginal, from the Latin phrase ab
origine meaning from the beginning,
refers to the first people. When capital-
ized, Aboriginal refers to the first people
of Australia. Otherwise, aboriginal
refers to the first people of a particular
land or region. For example, many
Indians or Native Americans prefer to
be called the “First People” of the land
of their ancestors.

Achnucek

The achnucek is a transformed
shaman of the Aleut and Kodiak peo-
ples of the southern Alaskan regions.
Their gender variance was recognized
when they were children, sometimes
infants. These boys were raised as girls,
wearing feminine clothing and hair
styles and plucking their facial hair.
After adolescence their achnucek train-
ing began as with all other Aleut
angakok.

Mature achnucek were highly
respected angakut. As boys between the
ages of ten to fifteen the achnucek were
often wed to older men during their
training. The Aleut considered it lucky
to have a achnucek as a partner. See also
gender variant and shopan.

Williams, W. L. The Spirit and the Flesh.
Boston: Beacon Press, 1992.

Achuar

The Achuar are an indigenous people
living deep in the Ecuadorian rain for-
est. Their total population ranges some-
where between 6,000 to 8,000 people,
and, when maintained at this popula-
tion, they can live sustainably in the
rain forest. They were contacted only
recently, within the last thirty years, by
Western civilization. As a result of the
impact of contemporary forces, the
Achuar run the risk of losing their tradi-
tions and culture within the next gener-
ation.

The Achuar, in partnership with
Ecuadorian Daniel Koupermann, have
built an ecotourist lodge in the commu-
nity of Kapawi. The intention of the
lodge is to give people from other coun-
tries a place to come and visit, to learn
about the wonders of the rain forest,
and the Achuar culture. The highest
dream of the Achuar is that these visi-
tors will then take their experience
home and pass it on to others and from
that will be generated a means for
preservation of the Achuar traditions,
their sustainable way of life, and the
rain forest they live in.

Africa

A continent of geographical contrasts,
incorporating desert and scrub, rolling
savanna, and dense tropical rain forest.
The contemporary states are primarily
products of colonization, first by the
Arabs (7th-8th century) and then by the
Europeans (19th-20th century). These
states are not defined by natural geo-
graphic borders or traditional ethnic
domains. The exceptions are Morocco,
Egypt, and Ethiopia.

The Arab invasion and settlement of
North Africa have made that region
essentially part of the Middle East and
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Mediterranean Europe. As Islam spread
south and black slaves were taken
north, indigenous African spiritual
practices, like the Hausa bori and the
Ethiopian zar, spread north. Traditional
African spirituality and shamanism are
thoroughly integrated with healing,
medicine, and agriculture. One cannot
think of one without thinking of the
others and their interrelationships. The
shamans of the various African tribes
perform their healing rituals and cere-
monies in this context. This “wholism”
is the defining awareness from which
concepts of reality arise. Though each
tribe has its own view of wholism, it is
the heart of traditional village life. See
also Bwiti; Dagara; Ju|’hoansi; Zulu.
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Aghula

The aghula is a traditional dance of the
Eskimo. It provides preventative medi-
cine for the community and an inner
journey for the dancers back to the
roots of the people’s origin and memory
of the time before time when the spirit
and human worlds were one.

The Eskimo live simultaneously in
the world of daily tasks and hunting and
the world of spirit power and magic.
These worlds are distinct but equally
real, intimately interconnected, and
each profoundly affected by the other.
The Eskimo move easily between these
worlds in the aghula. The dancer’s
movements, the beat of the heart, and

the sound of the drum together create a
passage for the dancer to move between
the worlds.

The drummers, all men, are the care-
takers of the past. They keep separate
from the participants, avoiding conver-
sation and direct contact before the rit-
ual. They begin the aghula, playing the
one-two kallengneq beat in unison in a
steady rhythm. The saguyak drums are
made from the stomach of the walrus,
the giver of life. Each drum has a power
of its own. It is a valued possession and
a sacred tool.

Some dancers dance sayugh, ancient
ritualized patterns involving complex
sets of movements and nuance. The
women tend to dance from direct inspi-
ration and spontaneous trance states.
In contrast the men often dance the
story of their hunting exploits and vil-
lage life. Older men dance the teaching
stories from the shaman’s visions and
journeys recounting how the animals
taught the humans to survive.

One by one, the dancers enter an
altered state of consciousness, allowing
their consciousness to enter the spirit
world under and around the sea. The
dances begin to dance the dancers. The
spirits enter and the dancers become
beings of mythical times. The aghula is
much more than ritualized drama or cre-
ative release. It is a sacred gathering of
power, invoked by the chanting and
drumming and made manifest in the
dancer through the dance. See also Yup'ik.

Air
Air, one of the elemental powers, can be
used for healing in both its physical
form and in its energetic form, as when
the shaman works with the element in
the invisible world during his or her
journeys. Air is considered to be spirit
and breathing in is to draw spirit into
one’s body. Shamans use this “breath of
spirit” in their healing, particularly
blowing “the breath of life” into the
patient.

The role of the element air in
shamanic healing rituals is to provide
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the ease of swift change and to inspire
creativity, illumination, and vision. The
energy of air may be used directly by
blowing air, alcohol, or ignited alcohol
on the patient with the intention of
infusing him or her with a connection
to all things. The shamans of many
cultures use the energy of the air direct-
ly from specific sites by conducting
their healings or vision quests on
mountainsides or vistas where the open
sky and view inspires vision, revelation,
and communication with spirit.
Shamans also retreat alone into such
sites to restore their own vision and
connection with their spirit guidance.

Shamans use the energy of air in
their journeys in similar ways—for
example, breathing life into a dead or
dying soul part, or filling the patient’s
spirit body with the breath of life.

The role of air and its priority as a
spirit teacher vary and are defined
specifically culture by culture. See also
elements; helping spirits; ritual.

Aka

According to Hawaiian shamans, the
stuff of which everything in the Universe
is created and connected. A vast web of
aka threads connects all things.

These connections can be created
with thoughts or intention. Aka threads
are receptacles and/or conductors for
mana. They can be activated with atten-
tion and sustained concentration. The
Hawaiian kahuna (shaman) manifests
change and affects the desired outcome
by establishing aka threads and working
through those connections.

The Hawaiians perceived of a level of
action where everything is connected
through aka threads. This is a second
level of existence beyond physical reali-
ty, that includes the subjective level of
thoughts, emotions, and psychic phe-
nomena. See also Hawaii.

King, Seide K. Kahuna Healing: Holistic
Health and Healing Practices of
Polynesia. Wheaton, IL: Quest
Books, 1983.

Alaskan

The Alaskan region is comprised of the
various Alaskan Eskimo groups and the
people of the Aleutian and Kodiak
islands. The main linguistic and politi-
cal groups are the Inupiat and Yup’ik.
The traditional life in this region
revolved around hunting whales, seals,
and walrus in the winter and spring
and, for those on the mainland, living
off caribou in the summer and fall.
Within the communities people strive
to live according to a system of taboos
that kept them in good relationship
with the spirit beings in their environ-
ment. The tungralik (shaman) was
called on for crises, famine, and illness.

The winter season is a time of
tcauyavik, dance festivals involving
masks, songs, and celebrations
designed to connect the people with the
spirit world. Some dances are focused
healing rituals, like the masked dancing
ritual agayuliyararput, which means
“our way of making prayer.” The focus
of some dances like aghula is more dif-
fuse, functioning as preventative medi-
cine for the community. Whatever the
focus, drumming plays an important
role in these sacred rituals and cere-
monies.

Many rituals involving the tungralik
take place in a semisubterranean men’s
ceremonial house called kashim or
kazigis. The kashim is used publicly as
the community dance house and pri-
vately for secret men’s rituals. The
kashim is designed to serve as a dry-heat
sweat house for purification purposes.

The First Shaman
All tungralik learn the art of the shaman
in a spiritual lineage from the first
brother shamans. The myth describes
why there are two kinds of tungralik in
many regions, those who communicate
with the spirits in journeys of spirit
flight and those who communicate
through the use of divination tools.
Two spirit brothers lived in the
Upperworld and desired to be reborn.
One brother found a gleaming woman
who had nothing dark about her. He
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crawled into her and was born remem-
bering his brother. He grew quickly and
was soon recognized as a great shaman
because he could fly through the air to
consult with the spirits. Meanwhile, the
other brother found a nearly gleaming
woman. He crawled into her and was
born forgetting all about his brother.
This brother too became a shaman, but
having forgotten his origin as spirit, he
was never able to fly. He consulted the
spirits through divination tools, a spirit
wand, and amulets.

Helping Spirits

There is a great variety of spirits and
helping spirits in this region of the
world. The most important are the ani-
mal spirits; however nearly all spirits
are able to assume a human form.
Tunax is a general term for any kind of
spirit on the islands, while kala is the
general term used on the mainland. The
tunghat is a helping spirit that takes
human form with a grotesque face and
has the ability to take the form of an
animal or monster at will.

Also called tungat, among many
other variations, the fungai (pl) can be
spirits of the air or the earth or the spir-
its of deceased animals or ancestors.
The tungralik makes a mask of each
tungat in his service. The masks are
usually grotesque human faces, though
the tungat can take many other forms.
These helping spirits are distinguished
from inyusugq, the soul of a dead person,
and ilitkosaq, the soul of the tungralik
while it journeys in the spirit world.

Initiation
The tungralik’s initiation experience
often involves a spontaneous interven-
tion by the spirits, who haul the unsus-
pecting individual’s soul into the spirit
world and teach it the techniques of the
tungralik. The individual has little
choice in the matter, particularly if he or
she wants to recover from the strange
unexplained illnesses that often accom-
pany this type of initiation experience.
For example, a man was walking
along the shore when a boatload of

spirits stole his soul away to the land of
the whales. His body was found and
brought to his home where he lay
unconscious for eight winter months. In
the spring, after his soul had learned all
those spirits had to teach he returned as
a whale and allowed the men of his vil-
lage to harpoon him. In that way his soul
returned home, his body regained con-
sciousness, and he became a tungralik.
He retained the special skill of commu-
nicating with whales, calling them to the
boats of his village and sending them
away from the boats of others.

In another initiation, a young man is
running along when he receives a pow-
erful vision. The spirit of an old shaman
comes to him in a boat from the moon
to talk. Then a spirit helper, in the form
of a man with one eye, wearing fine
clothes and mittens with pieces of
metal that rattle, dances for him. Then
come the power animals, ermines, one
white and one brown.

In spite of its power, the young man
forgot the vision. For four days he wan-
dered about doing strange things in the
temporary madness of an initiation cri-
sis. Eventually he recovers his con-
sciousness enough to enter the men’s
ceremonial house. There he drummed
and entered a trance in which the help-
ing spirit in the fancy clothes with the
rattle mittens was able to take full pos-
session of him and teach. In this way he
learned eight songs for healing and the
spirit’s name with which to call on him.
Over time with the assistance of the
rattle-mittened spirit and the ermines,
he became a great shaman.

Drum
The tungralik’s drum is the sauyit or
iputar. It is the core of the tungralik’s
practice and of the sacred rituals and
ceremonies of the people. The tungralik
plays the sauyit to induce trance or the
assistant plays while the tungralik sings
and beats a rhythm on the floor with a
small baton.

The sauyit is an 18-inch, circular,
wooden frame with a walrus or seal
bladder stretched over it and held in
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place with a hide cord, or oklinok. The
sauyit is held aloft when played beaten
near the rim. The beater, or mumuwa, is
a small stick adorned with a piece of
white ermine or a fox tail.

Masks

Masks, or kinaroq, are important power
objects for the rungralik. Each kinaroq
houses a helping spirit and, when worn
during the dance rituals, the kinaroq
allows the tungralik to draw the spirit of
the mask into his body and enter a full
embodiment trance.

These masks are carved secretly,
exactly as they are seen in the tungra-
lik's dream or journey. When completed
the tungralik conducts the necessary
rituals to invoke the spirit in the
kinaroq. Once housed in the mask, the
spirit must be “fed” yutir (mana) on a
regular basis.

Some kinaroq created by the North
Alaska Eskimo are so large that they
have to be suspended by a rawhide cord
from the ceiling of the kashim. The
dancer performs behind the kinaroq.
Once a kinaroq is put on and danced,
the spirit associated with it will enter
the body of the dancer or shaman.

Tools

In addition to the drum and masks, the
shamans of this region create charms,
amulets, and fetishes to serve various
functions in their rituals and cere-
monies. The pogok is a fetish, carved
from wood and created to embody a
spirit or energy, like the masks. The
pogok is usually burned after being used
in a ceremony to release the spirit or
energy within it. The gologogoloq is a
charm whose power is inherent in it. It is
carved from wood and can be an animal
figure or a mask. The qologogoloq is used
and reused in a variety of ceremonial
ways.

Iliness

Iliness is believed to be caused by soul
loss or sorcery. Soul loss is considered
the cause of most illness, particularly
when the illness manifests as general

debility or malaise. The soul has been
either stolen, frightened, or wandered
and become lost in the spirit world. The
tungralik drums and chants to enter a
trance and diagnose the cause of the
soul loss and then proceeds into the
spirit world to recover the lost soul for
the patient. When the soul has been
restored to the body the patient will
recover.

Sorcery is suspected when the illness
manifests primarily as a localized pain.
In such a case the sorcerer has created
an energy intrusion and succeeded in
sending it into the body of the patient.
The tungralik drums and chants to
enter an embodiment trance and pro-
ceeds to drive out the energy, possibly
sucking and/or pulling the energy out.
See also angakok; torngraq.

Kalweit, Holger. Shamans, Healers, and
Medicine Men. Boston: Shambhala
Publications, 1992.

Lantis, Margaret. Alaskan Eskimo
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Algonquian

The Algonquian language family in
Canada is the most diffuse, reaching
across northeastern North America
from the Eastern woodlands to the sub-
arctic and from the Atlantic Ocean to
the Rocky Mountains. The Algonquian
language family includes: the Blackfoot,
Cree, Ojibwa, Ottawa, Algonkin, Naskapi,
Montagnais, Mi’kmagq, Maliseet, and the
now extinct Beothuk of Newfoundland.

McMillan, A. D. Native Peoples and
Cultures of Canada. Vancouver/
Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre, 1995.

Altai

Shamanic people of the Altai
Mountains in Central Asia, including
the Yakut, Buryat, and Tatar peoples.
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The general patterns found in the
shamanism of this region are those of
Siberian shamans.

In the important divination rituals of
Altai shamans the soul of a sacrificial
horse is ridden by the shaman’s soul to
the ninth level of the Upperworld.
There the horse’s soul is given as an
offering to the supreme sky deity, Bai
Ulgen. If the offering is received, Bai
Ulgen gives the shaman the answers to
his or her questions.

The Altai recognize three types of
shamans. There are shaman-priests
who work only with the spirit and
deities of the Upperworld and who do
not necessarily work in trance. There
are shamans who work in trance and
specialize in working with the spirits of
the Lowerworld. The majority of Altai
shamans do not specialize; they work in
trance with the spirits of all the realms of
the Otherworld. See also Buryuat (Buriat).

Eliade, Mircea. Shamanism: Archaic
Techniques of Ecstasy. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1964.

Kalweit, Holger. Dreamtime and Inner
Space: The World of the Shaman.
Boston: Shambhala Publications,
1988.

Altar

An altar is a physical home for spirit
here in the physical world. An altar may
be permanent, as with the altar in a
shaman’s workspace, or impermanent
as with altars created for specific rituals
or gatherings. Altars can also be
portable, as with the mesa used in small
personal and large group rituals of
Q’ero shamans, high in the Andean
mountains of Peru.

An altar is composed of power
objects placed with the intention to cre-
ate a home for the energies in these
objects on the altar. Some altars look
like a pile of rocks, while others are laid
out in recognizable patterns like a med-
icine wheel or other symbol of a
shaman’s cosmology. The structure is
determined by how the altar will be

used, tradition, and personal prefer-
ence. When a shaman creates an altar it
is a threshold between the worlds.

Altars also serve to ground spirit
energy in the space in which they are
created. This is particularly important
when created as the focal point or cen-
ter of a ritual. As the shaman invokes
the spirits to open the ritual space, the
spirits enter and take their place in the
altar and its objects.

Like a shrine, an altar is a place to be
in communication with the spirits of
the altar. It is a place to leave fresh offer-
ings and make requests of the spirits. It
is a place to exercise and strengthen the
working relationship between the
shaman and the spirits.

Altered States of Consciousness
Altered states of consciousness are
mental states that can be subjectively
recognized as representing a difference
in psychological functioning from the
individual’s day-to-day, alert waking
state. Altered states of consciousness
are fundamental to shamanism.

An altered state of consciousness has
been entered into when the individual
feels, or is observed to display, signs of a
clear qualitative shift in his or her men-
tal functioning. The individual in an
altered state not only feels a qualitative
shift of consciousness, but also a differ-
ence in the quality or qualities of how
his or her mind is processing informa-
tion and experiences. In an altered state
mental functions operate that do not
operate at all ordinarily and perceptual
qualities are spontaneously accessed
that have no ordinary counterpart.

Altered states of consciousness are
accessed by manipulating universal
neurophysiological structures of the
human body. This ability lies within the
potential behavior of all normal human
beings. Many indigenous peoples
assume that a normal adult has the abil-
ity to go into a trance state and connect
with the spirit world. The adult who
cannot do this is considered a psycho-
logical cripple.



Altered States of Consciousness

Scholar Erika Bourguignon gathered
statistics from 488 societies, which
comprise 57% of the societies repre-
sented in the ethnographic atlas. She
looked at the use of altered states in all
parts of the world and determined that
90% (437 societies) have one or more
institutionalized, culturally patterned
forms of altered states of conscious-
ness. She concluded that the ability to
access altered states is a psychobiologi-
cal capacity available to all societies.

Any discrete state of consciousness
is a system. This system has two basic
components, structures and energies.
Structures are the various human
potentials which are expressed, sup-
pressed, tapped, or untapped. Energies
are the energetic flow routes of aware-
ness, attention (partially directable
awareness), and biological and psychic
energies that keep the structures con-
nected and interacting with one anoth-
er in a relatively stable and habitual
pattern.

This system also involves three
potential components. They are the
input from the environment filtered
through the individual’s selective atten-
tion, untapped structures which remain
available though not connected, and
other possible energy routes for con-
necting the structures. Using new ener-
gy routes creates a system with a differ-
ent configuration. This allows the indi-
vidual to experience a radically altered
state of consciousness.

An altered state is more than a
change of awareness or mood. A dis-
crete altered state involves a change in
the system, in how the structures are
connected, and what structures are
connected. This is an important distinc-
tion relative to shamanism in which dis-
crete altered states of consciousness are
intentionally invoked for the purpose of
healing or rebalancing the human rela-
tionship with Nature, crops, or game.

A discrete altered state of conscious-
ness results when energy routes not
normally used are used to connect the
structures and/or to connect different
structures. This rerouting creates a

system with a different configuration. A
new configuration results in a radical
reorganization of the selection of struc-
tures making up the consciousness
and/or the pattern of energetic and
informational flow between structures.

Ordinary consciousness is a rela-
tively stable and habitual pattern. When
the stabilization of that baseline state of
consciousness is disrupted, a radical
rerouting can occur. This allows a tran-
sition from the patterned state into an
unpatterned, chaotic state. If re-
patterning forces are able to establish a
new pattern, an altered state of con-
sciousness stabilizes for a time. In this
way the disrupted system reshapes into
a new system, potentially, the desired
altered state of consciousness. It is the
ability to do just this, to control the
destabilization and restabilization of
states of consciousness, that makes the
shaman a master of altered states.

When this process is well learned,
the shaman is able to destabilize his or
her baseline state of consciousness, get
to the desired, discrete, altered state of
consciousness, to stabilize that desired
altered state, and to destabilize that
desired altered state and return to his or
her baseline state of consciousness. The
intentional control of this entire
process for a variety of altered states is
mastery of trance.

The human being is capable of
entering a vast array of different altered
states of consciousness. In mapping the
different qualities of altered states it is
apparent that shamanic trance states,
shamanic initiation crisis states, yogic
states, and meditative states are all dis-
tinct states of consciousness. It is also
apparent that none of these states are
pathological. Though altered states
have functional and experiential com-
monalties, they are not the same. There
is a broad range of healthy altered states
of consciousness.

For the shaman the importance of
the altered state is its function, not the
form or the techniques used to enter
the state. Each of these altered states is
invoked intentionally to serve a specific




Alternate States of Consciousness

purpose. Their functions are different
and the states are unique. See also
alternate states of consciousness.
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Alternate States of Consciousness
Alternate has been suggested to replace
the term altered when discussing states
of consciousness. Alternate does not
carry the pejorative connotations of
altered states which suggests that these
states are a deviation from the way con-
sciousness ought to be. Furthermore,
alternate is a plural, all-inclusive term,
unlike usual, which is merely one spe-
cific state of many useful altered states
of consciousness.

Altered is employed here because it
is in standard usage. However, the
author agrees that different states of
consciousness prevail at different times

for different reasons for all human
beings, particularly in shamanism.
Please note that altered is not meant to
carry pejorative connotations and
means simply changed, different, or
adjusted for a better fit.

Zinberg, Norman E. “The Study of
Consciousness States: Problems
and Progress.” In Alternate States of
Consciousness. Edited by Norman E.
Zinberg. New York: Free Press, 1977.

Alto Mesayoq

The alto mesayoq is a high level of paq’o,
a shaman of the Q’ero in the Andes.
There are three levels of alto mesayoq.
They all specialize in the cultivation of a
relationship with the apu, the spirits of
the mountains. They are consecrated to
the service of a mountain and are
responsible for listening to and speak-
ing to that apu. Each alto mesayoq is
also consecrated into the service of a
star that serves as the alto mesayoq’s
guide, with the apu.

Alyha

The gender-variant spiritual func-
tionary of the Mohave people of the
North American southwest. The
shaman and alyha had unique and
related roles in Mohave culture.

The Mohave valued bravery above
most other virtues in men. However,
power obtained in a dream was even
more highly prized. Thus the alyha,
though known as a peaceful person,
was highly respected by men and
women because of the special powers
he received in his dreams from the
spirits.

The alyha is not called to his unique
vocation so much as his special rela-
tionship with spirit is recognized by his
relatives in childhood. All Mohave chil-
dren between the ages of nine to twelve
are initiated into “the functions of their
gender,” or adulthood, before puberty.
At this time the relatives of a boy who
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has expressed behavior considered odd
for Mohave boys will discuss his ten-
dencies and potential as an alyha. In
secret, the relatives prepare for an initi-
ation ritual that is meant to take the
boy by surprise and test his true inclina-
tions.

The initiation ritual is an open, pub-
lic event. Without being told the pur-
pose, the boy is led into a circle of
tribespeople and guests. His willingness
to stay in the circle, exposed, indicates
his willingness to go through the ritual.

A singer, positioned out of sight of
the boy, begins to sing a series of four
particular songs. If the boy does not
dance then he is not inclined to become
an alyha and he will be initiated as are
other boys. However, if his spirit is alyha
the song will go straight to his heart and
he will be unable to stop dancing. As the
four songs progress the intensity of the
boy’s dance increases. After the fourth
dance his role and status of alyha is
confirmed.

In completion of the ritual the
novice alyha is bathed, presented with a
woman’s skirt, and dressed as a tradi-
tional alyha. He then returns to the
dance ground and in a naming ceremo-
ny he publicly receives his new femi-
nine name. His male name will no
longer be used. See also berdache.

Williams, W. L. The Spirit and the Flesh.
Boston: Beacon Press, 1992.

Amanita Muscaria
The amanita muscaria mushroom is
possibly the oldest recorded entheogen.
It was used primarily by shamans across
Eurasia and in North America. The
Koryak name is wapagq, the universal
Russian name is mukhomor, and it is
also referred to as fly agaric. It is the
most prominent plant hallucinogen
used in the Asiatic region of the world
and has been identified, potentially, as
the god-narcotic, Soma, of ancient
India.

For Finno-Ugrian shamans of eastern
and western Siberia, A. muscaria was

consumed to induce trance states that
enabled shamans to leave their bodies
and fly into the spirit realms. It was
known in that region as the “Mainstay of
the Heavens.” Different preparations of
A. muscaria are also used to treat a vari-
ety of illness and health problems. A.
muscaria is used in North America by
several groups of Athabaskan peoples of
northwestern Canada.

A. muscaria grows in thin forests
under trees, usually birches. A mature A.
muscaria may grow to 8-9 in. (20-23
cm) high and its cap 3-8 in. (8-20 cm)
across. There are several varieties,
found in both hemispheres, which vary
in the color of the cap. The variety with
a blood-red cap sprinkled with white
warts is found in Asia, eastern and west-
ern Siberia, Africa, India, and in north-
western North America. The variety
with a yellow to orange cap sprinkled
with yellowish warts is found in eastern
and central North America.

There is evidence of the use of
sacred mushrooms in ancient Sweden,
Denmark, and Finland. A. muscaria is
thought to be the plant used by the
Aryans in the sacred hallucinogenic
drink central to their magico-religious
rituals, ritual practices now called the
cult of Soma, recorded in the Rig veda.
These Aryans invaded the Indus Valley
from the north in 1500 B.C.E., bringing A.
muscaria and its ritual use as a sacred
mediator with the gods.

The Indians adopted the practices of
the cult of Soma, revering the sacred
hallucinogen not just as a mediator, but
as a god itself, fathered by Parjanya, the
god of thunder. Though the name of the
sacred plant was lost after the original
cult died out, Soma ceremonies are still
practiced today using surrogate plants.
Given new evidence from diverse fields,
the original Soma plant is believed to be
Amanita muscaria.

In Mesoamerica, the Maya of
Guatemala call A. muscaria, Kakuljd-
ikox, the “lightning mushroom,” a name
which connects the mushroom’s hallu-
cinogenic powers to Rajaw Kakulj4, the
Lord of Lightning. Similarly, the
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Quiche-Maya name, Kaquijd, refers to
the mushroom’s origin in thunder and
lightning. Amanita muscaria is associat-
ed with thunder and lightning in both
hemispheres and it has the ability to
induce trance states that transport the
soul into supernatural realms.

In North America the Dogrib
Athabascan people of northwestern
Canada use A. muscaria in their
shamanic practices. Initiates ingest
preparations of the mushroom during
training to induce journeying trance
states. The initiate’s first journeys
induced by A. muscaria are often char-
acterized by sudden and disturbing lack
of control as the soul leaves the body.
Descriptions of journeys from later in
their training show increased control
and understanding of the induced
experience and the meaning of the spir-
it realm experiences.

A. muscaria is also used by the
Ojibwa (Anishinabeg) people living on
Lake Superior in Michigan (USA). A.
muscaria is known there as Oshtimisk
Wajashkwedo, the “red-top mushroom,”
and is used as a sacred hallucinogen in
an ancient, annual Ojibwa ceremony.

Use

The primary aboriginal use of A. mus-
caria among Siberian shamans is to
induce the ecstatic states necessary for
healing journeys, in which the shaman’s
soul travels into the spirit realms. The
shaman’s purpose for entering the spir-
it realm via A. muscaria is four-fold: soul
retrieval, divination, diagnosis, or psy-
chopomp (guiding the souls of the dead
through their death transition).

Preparation

The mushroom is harvested by hand
with cap and stem intact and the dirt
that clings to the base. The remaining
hole is filled with dirt. Trading the
mushroom is believe to displease the A.
muscaria spirit, weakening its power
and prohibiting future growth in that
area. The Koryak perform a dance,
while beating the drum before harvest-
ing the mushroom.

Traditionally, shamans harvest only
the stronger, smaller mushrooms and
only those that grow singly. They dry the
mushrooms in the shade with the cap
up. After they are dry the mushrooms
are ingested only in odd numbers, like
three or five, and with water. They use
A. muscaria to induce trance and medi-
cinally in preparations for topical and
internal use.

After harvest, A. muscaria are sun-
dried or toasted over a fire. The drying
process induces the chemical transfor-
mation of ibotenic acid into muscimole,
the active principle. The mushrooms
are eaten by first moistening their dried
flesh before swallowing. In some
accounts, the women take the dried
mushroom flesh into their mouths and
then roll the moistened mushroom
flesh into pellets for the men to swallow.

The dried mushrooms are also pre-
pared as an extract or liquor. The extract
is added to one of the following liquids
and drunk: water, reindeer milk, or the
juice of sweet plants like Vaccinium
oliginorum or Epilobium angustifolium.

Because the active compound in A.
muscaria is not metabolized, the urine
of intoxicated individuals is also hallu-
cinogenic. Ritual urine drinking is an
additional means of ingesting the hallu-
cinogen and is found in accounts of
both the Siberian peoples and in the
Indian Soma rituals.

Active Principle

Muscimole, the most active principle,
results from the chemical transforma-
tion of ibotenic acid during the drying
process. Muscazone, another active
principle, has also been isolated.
Muscarine, isolated from A. muscaria a
century ago, is no longer considered the
active constituent.

Muscimole is a unique hallucino-
genic compound in that it is excreted
unmetabolized in the urine. Most other
hallucinogenic compounds are broken
down or chemically transformed
through the body’s metabolism.
Drinking one’s own urine after ingesting
and metabolizing A. muscaria increases
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the effects of the mushroom for up to
five hours.

Ritual of Receiving the Plant Spirit,
or Plant Medicine

Details for the ritual use of A. muscaria
are scarce due to the persecution of
shamans in the regions in which they
traditionally use A. muscaria.

Characteristics of the Induced
Altered State
In general, A. muscaria intoxication is
characterized by feelings of euphoria,
the experience of colored visions, and
macropsia (objects appearing larger
than their actual physical size). Light
intoxication is characterized by a height-
ened degree of animation and sponta-
neous movements. Strong intoxication is
characterized by a shift of the senses
causing surrounding objects to appear
smaller or larger than life size, powerful
hallucinations, spontaneous move-
ments, and, occasionally, convulsions.
Strong intoxication also induces
periods of song, dance, and heightened
animation. During this phase of deep
trance the shaman is observed to gesture
and converse with the spirit beings
encountered in the journey into the spirit
realms. These periods of sacred activity
alternate with periods of withdrawal
from the spirit world, rocking side to
side, or conversations with family mem-
bers. Note that the above are primarily
observations. They are not accounts
made by shamans and therefore do not
express the full range of this altered state
of consciousness experience.

Songs and Dances

The spontaneous expression of singing,
dancing, and drumming is characteris-
tic of A. muscaria use, even when used
recreationally. The spirit of the mush-
room is known to inspire people to
compose songs and power songs and to
participate in long sessions of drum-
ming, dancing, and singing. The
shamans of peoples, like the Koryak
who traditionally used A. muscaria, are
known for the vast array of songs used
in their shamanic work. Contemporary

shamans in these regions are believed
to be less powerful in part because they
have fewer songs. It is important to note
that A. muscaria use has also decreased,
thus removing the primary source of the
powerful spirit songs of their ancestors.

Use in Western Medicine
Preparations of dried A. muscaria con-
tinue to be used to treat common health
problems in Siberia. However there is
no known use in Western medicine at
this time. The mushroom is commonly
treated as poisonous throughout North
America and Europe. Eating the mush-
room raw is quite toxic and induces
harsh and unpleasant symptoms. See
also entheogen.

Schultes, R. E., and R. E Raffauf. Plants of
the Gods: Their Sacred, Healing, and
Hallucinogenic Powers. Rochester,
VT: Healing Arts Press, 2001.

Salzman, E., ed. Shaman’s Drum.Vol. 41,
1996.

Amazonia

The Amazon basin—the area drained by
the tributaries of the Amazon River.
These river systems drain areas in six
countries: Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia,
Ecuador, Peru, and a small part of
Venezuela. Amazonia is the source of
one fifth of the world’s freshwater and
the most diverse flora on the globe.
Amazonia is the home of several hun-
dred tribes of indigenous South
American peoples.

The indigenous peoples of the
Amazonia traditionally fell by hand only
enough rain forest to clear the area for
homes and the cultivation of plants for
a family’s food and medicinal use.
These clearings are abandoned after
eight to ten years allowing the forest to
recover the land within 75 to 100 years.

When large areas are cleared, the
rain forest is unable to reclaim the land
and reestablish any forest, and certainly
not a climax rain forest full of medicinal
plants. When a million acres are felled,
burned, and used as pasture for a few
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years, then abandoned, the whole area
will be no more than scrub desert or
weedy growth for billions of years.

Simply raiding the rain forest for its
medicinal information will not bring the
amazing powers of the payé’s healing
out of the rain forest. As ethno-botanist
and author Mark Plotkin states, “The
secret of healing does not lie only in the
biochemical weaponry of the plants
themselves. The healing of serious ail-
ments in indigenous Amazonian soci-
eties almost always involves ritual.” The
payé, or shaman, conducts these rituals.
There are a few useful generalities that
can be made about the payés in this
region of the world with the reservation
that there will always be individuals for
whom these generalities do not apply.

The role of payé is not necessarily
hereditary, although it is often passed
down from father to son, or grandson,
and mother to daughter, or grand-
daughter. More important are certain
psychological and intellectual qualities
and abilities recognized in childhood.
These psychological characteristics
must include a deep interest in myth
and tribal tradition and an ability to
communicate with the spirit world. The
intellectual qualities include an educa-
tional aptitude for memorizing songs,
chants, ceremonies, and the vast array
of medicinal and hallucinogenic plants
and their preparation. The individual
must also possess a good singing voice
and the physical well-being to endure
sleep deprivation and the toxicity of the
hallucinogenic plant sacraments.

Even more essential than all of these
qualities is a willingness to serve and
the ability to make repeated personal
sacrifice. The payé must be available in
constant service of the tribe and in that
service be willing to fast often, pass
many sleepless nights, abstain from sex
for extended periods of time, take hallu-
cinogenic plant preparations, and inter-
vene on behalf of the community with
powerful beings of the spirit world.

In addition to all of the above, the
payé’s soul should shine with a strong,
inner light. This light must radiate from

the payé, when he or she sings, commu-
nicates with the spirit world, or shares
the messages of the spirit world.

The following are beliefs or practices
that generally apply to the peoples of
Amazonia: The powerful payés can
shapeshift, transforming themselves
into jaguars, anacondas, or bubbles of
air, which enable them to negotiate for
days, underwater, with the Master of
the Fish. The payé also negotiates with
the master of animals for permission to
hunt and kill game.

The payé’s negotiation with both of
these Master Spirits is essential for the
humans to remain in right relationship
with their physical and spiritual ecosys-
tem. Killing game without permission is
an offense that the animal’s spirit has a
right to avenge. The Master Spirits
avenge the wrongful deaths of those in
their care by sending illness, poisonous
snakes, or severe weather like torna-
does to destroy homes and crops.

The Master of animals, Vai-mahsé,
lives in the cliffs and dark recesses of
the flat, sandstone mountains covered
with the tangled, shrubby plants and
close growing vegetation. Vai-mahsé, a
payé himself, is usually seen as a red
dwarf dressed as hunter with bow and
arrow.

Master of the Fish lives in the rivers
with many spirit beings. The Master of
the Fish is the intermediary between
the payé and these water spirit beings,
who are particularly active in rapids and
falls. They are all consulted, appeased,
and pacified by the payé to secure safe
passage, food, and numerous water-
related needs for his or her people.

For the peoples of Amazonia, the
rivers are snakes, undulating through
the rain forest. The river is the home of
the anaconda, who is symbolic of the
celestial anaconda who brought the first
man and woman from the Milky Way in
a canoe with the yuca, Coca, and yajé, all
that they needed to start a new life.

Dance, music, songs, and chants are
universally important. Panpipes, flutes,
and bows are common musical instru-
ments. The music and dances are
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taught to the young and the boys learn
early how to accompany the dances on
their panpipes. The payé often uses the
songs and dances to teach the mytho-
logical history of the people. The payé
teaches the creation of the world and
the origin of his people.

Music is an essential tool in the
payé’s ritual and healing work. The
icaros, chants or songs of the payé, com-
municate directly with the spirits of the
sacred hallucinogenic plants used in the
epend and ayahuasca and help to guide
the healing journey of the patient. The
accompaniment on the panpipe or bow
is played before and during the rituals to
please the spirits and engender their
power and guidance.

Generally, Amazonian cosmology
recognizes the underwater, forest, and
sky realms while simultaneously con-
ceiving of the spirit world as one large
realm. Illness is attributed to soul loss,
contamination, or sorcery caused by
humans or the spirits of the plants, ani-
mals, or natural phenomena. The payé
uses medicinal and hallucinogenic
plants, icaros, tsentsaks (magical darts),
and phlegm to heal these illnesses and
do battle with sorcerers. See also Shuar.
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Ambil

Ambil is tobacco syrup made by the
Witoto of South America for medicinal
use. The Witoto boil tobacco leaves
down to a molasseslike consistency. In a
separate step water is leeched through
the alkaline ashes of various burned for-
est trees. The water is allowed to evapo-
rate, leaving a “salt.” This salt is added
to the syrup to release its bioactive
compounds, making ambil, which is

applied to the gums or tongue, licked,
or used as an enema.

Schultes, R. E., and R. E Raffauf. Vine of
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and Rituals in the Colombian
Amazonia. Santa Fe, NM: Synergetic
Press, 2004.

Ametra

Ametra is a project in Peru founded by a
Shipibo shaman to teach health care
workers to use plant remedies alongside
pharmaceutical drugs. The use of plant
remedies is based on knowledge of the
spiritual powers of the plant as well as
the physical properties. See also plant
medicines.

Amulet

In North America an amulet is a charm
worn by its owner for protection. For
example, “witch doctors,” or shamans,
create amulets for patients to wear to
protect them from witchcraft. In other
parts of the world there is no distinction
between talisman and amulet. See also
charm,; fetish; medicine.

Lyon, William S. Encyclopedia of Native
American Healing. Santa Barbara,
CA: ABC-Clio Inc., 1996.

Anakua

Anakua is the spirit given an ability to
“see” beyond the physical realm in the
shamanic traditions of the people of the
American Arctic regions. Anakua mani-
fests within the novice angakok (sha-
man) as a light felt within the body and
head that allows him or her to see in the
dark, literally seeing spirits in the dark
and metaphorically seeing into other
realms.

The anakua experience is induced
by extended hours of meditation and
calling on the helping spirits. When
anakua manifests the angakok can see
at a distance, into the future, into all the
different spirit realms, and into the
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spirit substance of what is going locally,
for example, locating lost souls. See also
qaumankq.

Lyon, William S. Encyclopedia of Native
American Healing. Santa Barbara,
CA: ABC-Clio Inc., 1996.

Ancestors

The soul of a deceased ancestor returns
to the physical world in spirit form to
aid living family members. This spirit
may be the soul, or one aspect of the
multiple soul, that has crossed over to
the Land of the Dead and returned to
offer wise counsel and protection.
Ancestor spirits function as helping
spirits.

Ancestors often present themselves
as helping spirits for apprentice
shamans, particularly if the ancestor
was a shaman himself or herself. For
example, the Sora shamans of India
enter a trance state in which their soul
departs for the Lowerworld while the
spirit of the ancestor, often a shaman,
speaks through the living shaman’s
mouth and leads the healing session.

In Nepal the yidam (heart soul) of an
ancestor shaman becomes the guru, or
teacher, of the living shaman. Three
days after the death of the shaman, his
or her shamanic gear, drum, and power
objects are laid out with an effigy of the
deceased shaman. As the ceremony
proceeds a rainbow light, the yidam,
enters the effigy and it begins to shake.
Enlivened by the shaman’s yidam, the
effigy will then speak to answer ques-
tions, often clarifying to whom in the
family lineage the yidam will pass and
why. Once the yidam has entered the
descendant, it will teach that shaman
mantras to call the yidam forth and to
use in healing.

It is the responsibility of the ances-
tors to hold the memories and the wis-
dom gained from the past back to the
dawn of humankind. It is the responsi-
bility of the living to heal the past, to
learn from the Ancestors’ mistakes, and
create change. Through the Ancestors,

the shaman draws on the collective wis-
dom of humankind, recalls the teach-
ings of the past, and translates these
visions of what has gone before into
appropriate rituals, ceremonies, and
healings for the present situation.

Ancestor spirits are the spirits of
dead family members who are not only
dead, but who have successfully com-
pleted their transition into the spirit
world where they now belong. Ancestor
spirits are also called the Ancient Ones,
the Old Ones, and Grandmothers or
Grandfathers, depending on the culture.

Ancestor spirits should not be con-
fused with ghosts, spirits of dead family
members who have not completed their
death transition and are lingering in the
realm of the living where they no longer
belong. This may occur when the newly
dead are unresolved about their life or
when the death is sudden and they do
not understand that they are dead.
These spirits of the dead may possess a
relative or otherwise cause disharmony,
illness, accidents, or bad luck for the
living.

How a culture attends to the souls of
the newly dead affects how they relate
to their ancestor spirits. Generally, in
cultures where care is taken to be cer-
tain that all who die are crossed over
(psychopomp) to the spirit realm, all
ancestors are considered helping spir-
its. In cultures where the souls of the
dead are not attended to and the safe
completion of their death transition is
uncertain, ancestor spirits are not nec-
essarily helping spirits. See also multi-
ple soul belief; possession; ritual.

Harner, Michael J. The Way of the
Shaman. San Francisco: Harper-
Collins, 1990.

Heinze, R. 1. Shamans of the 20th
Century. New York: Irvington Pub-
lishers, Inc., 1991.

Peters, L. G. Personal Communication,
1998.

Vitebsky, Piers. The Shaman. London:
Little, Brown and Company, 1995.
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Ancient China

Ancient China was shamanic, pantheis-
tic, and matrifocal in character. The
spiritual functionaries were predomi-
nantly female, the wu. Males, the xi or
hsi, served traditional roles within the
spiritual service, some as shamans and
some as transformed shamans. In
practice the shamans were called wu,
regardless of gender.

The wu communicated with the
spirits and deities in trance states
induced with drumming, dancing,
meditation, and song to perform div-
ination, diagnose and heal illness,
guide the souls of the deceased to the
next life (psychopomp), foretell the
future, and perform magic, particularly
to control the weather. In early Chinese
traditions rituals were conducted to
honor the Ancestors, offer sacrifices,
and maintain harmony between
Heaven and Earth. Some wu performed
these functions on a familial level, while
others performed them for the court as
state shamans.

The ancient Chinese believed that all
the wisdom affecting human affairs lay
in the Upperworld and that access to
that wisdom was necessary for political
authority. The wu were responsible for
communication between Earth and
deities of the Upperworld. Therefore the
wu were a crucial part of every state
court.

Women and shamanism in China
were seriously harmed by the wide-
spread acceptance of Confucianism as
the organizing cultural belief system in
approximately 100 B.C.e. Women lost
not only spiritual, but political and eco-
nomic power. Today approximately one
quarter of ethnic Chinese shamans are
women, indicating that Confucian
influence pushed women from their
prominent role as shamans, as well as
their traditional roles in the rest of
Chinese society.

Training

The means of selection in ancient China
is unclear. There is reference to wu chia,
“shaman family,” which is interpreted

by some to mean that the role was
inherited. However, among the com-
mon people in northern China, every
family had a shaman to attend to their
shamanic needs. The eldest daughter
was designated the wu-érh, “shaman
child.” She was trained to perform the
family rituals and remained unmarried.

Wu rarely joined in traditional mar-
riages. They were believed to be married
to the deities and spirits who aided them
in their shamanic practice. In ancient
songs used to call on the spirits in ritual,
the wu’s relationship with the deities
and spirits is represented as a kind of
divine love affair. The wu were, however,
free to engage in intimate sexual unions,
as was common in that time.

Novices train in apprenticeship to an
elder, practicing wu. The apprentice
learns the methods necessary to divine
by reading bones and summon particu-
lar spirits. Then the apprentice can
learn the techniques to master the
trance states necessary to exorcise
malevolent spirits and perform heal-
ings, soul retrievals, telekinesis, and
weather magic.

Part of the ancient training involved
ingesting unusual foods and drink,
thought to alter the body in ways that
would aid in the ability to enter altered
states of consciousness. These foods
included herbs (angelica, sedge, melilo-
tus, asarum, valerian, castor, cinna-
mon), flowers (chrysanthemum, mag-
nolias, orchids), mushrooms, lichens,
and gem elixirs (jade and jasper). These
substances were believed to provide a
rich supply of vital energy (ch’i) when
ingested and to satiate the body in a
way that ended cravings for mundane
foods. Eating these substances was
believed to lighten and energize the
physical body in a way that enabled the
wu to fly through the air, literally.

The Divine Feminine

In ancient China there were many man-
ifestations of the Divine Feminine. The
wu prepared to meet a manifestation of
the Divine Feminine by bathing in puri-
fied water scented with iris and orchid
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and dressing in the garments of the
manifestation of the deity she intended
to invoke. During the ritual, which often
involved drumming and singing, the wu
danced into a trance state, holding a
bouquet of herbs and flowers or other
offering preferred by the deity. Once in
trance the wu’s soul traveled through
the spirit world to the home of the deity.

Many deities are associated with
aspects of ancient Chinese shamanism.
For example, Fu Fei, Goddess of the Luo
River, is associated with the invention of
the drum used to aid the wu in entering
altered states. Fu Fei manifests as a
male/female being in a serpent, dragon,
whale, or swan form. Another goddess
associated with ancient shamanism is
the bear goddess, Lady of Tu Shuan
Mountain. She invented the style of
singing used by the Chu wu to invoke
the spirits and deities.

The Divine Feminine was believed to
dwell in water in its many forms. The
wu worked with water and entities and
objects associated with water, e.g., the
moon, rainbows, water dragons, ser-
pents, carp, and crabs in their rituals.
Seas, lakes, rivers, springs, and pools
were the common sites for offerings, rit-
uals, or initiations.

An offering of sacrifice to an aquatic
goddess was often dropped into the
water as part of a ritual. The wu used a
special boat painted with floral designs
or decorated with fresh or dried flowers
and embellished with figures of
phoenixes and dragons, symbolic of the
sacred feminine and masculine ener-
gies. The wu sailed the boat to the mid-
dle of the body of water, a shoreline
shrine, or island and showered the
water with offerings.

Transformed Shamans

Trance states were considered by the
ancient Chinese to be a yin activity, used
by all women as part of their personal
spiritual practice. Because it was a yin
practice, any boy who demonstrated
shamanic potential as a child was given a
female name and dressed as a woman all
his life. These boys became transformed

shamans, called shih-niang, meaning
“master girl.”

The shih-niang were described as
“not male and not female,” referring to
their gender-variant nature, and “not
dreaming and not awake,” referring to
their ability to move between the physi-
cal and spiritual worlds in trance. The
shih-niang dressed in a fusion of femi-
nine, masculine, and sacred dress. They
were employed by various cults, includ-
ing Pan Hu of the canine warrior deity
and Ta Wang Shen of the serpent king.

Belyea, Charles. Dragon’s Play: A New
Taoist Transmission of the Complete
Experience of Human Life. Berkeley,
CA: Great Circle Lifeworks, 1991.

Conner, Randy P. Blossom of Bone:
Reclaiming the Connections Between
Homoeroticism and the Sacred. San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1993.

Heinze, R. 1. Shamans of the 20th
Century. New York: Irvington
Publishers, Inc., 1991.

Yuan, Chu. The Nine Songs: A Study of
Shamanism in Ancient China. San
Francisco: City Lights Books, 1973.

Ancient Maya

A people who lived in independent
states covering more than 100,000
square miles of forest and plain in what
is now Mexico, Guatemala, Belize,
Honduras, and El Salvador. The history
of the Maya is to Central America what
the history of the Egyptians is to Europe
and that of the Chinese is to Asia.

The Maya inherited their worldview
from the Olmec, the first people of this
region. The Maya transformed them-
selves from agricultural villagers to peo-
ple of a great civilization of high reli-
gion, extraordinary statecraft, epic bat-
tles, and refined arts. The remains of
Maya sites show that in one thousand
years of development (200 B.C.E.—C.E.
900), they spread south to the Pacific
Ocean, west along the Usumacinta
River in the Mexican states of Chiapas
and Tabasco, north to the Gulf of
Mexico and the Caribbean coastline,



Ancient Maya

and east to the Ulua and Lempa basins
in the Honduran highlands.

Unique and enigmatic, the Ancient
Maya ruled over an area about the size
of modern Italy that was very rich in art
and architectural treasures. The cere-
monial cities used for the performances
of the state shaman ahau (ruler) num-
bered well over 100. This high period of
Mayan rule lasted longer than the
Roman Empire.

The ancient Maya are noted for
inventing ideas that harnessed social
energy, allowing them to transform the
old ideas of village life, the extended
family, the shaman, and the patriarch,
into highly organized, civilized life.
Through the creation of new visions of
power arising from the interrelationship
of the physical and spiritual worlds, the
Maya invented a hierarchy to solve the
social and cultural problems of that
time.

For the egalitarian Maya the equal
flow of wealth was one of the highest
values and it was carefully maintained.
Historically, social tensions converged
and threatened that carefully main-
tained balance. The wealth and status of
a few Maya grew due to trade with non-
Mayan neighbors, the new technologies
of raised-field agriculture and water-
management were developed, and labor
pools were organized.

The hierarchy and the ruler’s role as a
state shaman were developed to address
this problem of growing inequality, a
state illness, and to maintain the flow of
wealth. The ruler wielded his social
influence and spirit-given knowledge to
create advantages for his people. The
people reaped the benefits of well-being
and social balance from the ruler’s inter-
vention on their behalf in the spirit
world. They all shared the material
wealth his successful ritual performance
brought to the community.

Worldview

The Maya worldview is similar to that of
shamanic peoples around the world. The
physical world and the spiritual world
were seen as two planes of existence,

inextricably locked together, in which
everything is alive and sacred. The phys-
ical world was the material manifesta-
tion of spirit forces and the spirit was the
essence of all things material. Objects,
people, and places in the physical world
acquired dangerous power when the
connection between the two worlds was
made manifest through ritual and
trance.

The actions of the spirits affected
prosperity, misfortune, health, illness,
victory, disaster, life, and death of the
living, while the actions of the living
provided the only nourishment for the
inhabitants of the spirit world. In the
exchange of energies between the
worlds, the spirit world influenced the
overall well-being of human life while
the human world influenced the well-
being of the Spirits. At its essence the
Mayan worldview is this: the waking
dream of the inhabitants of one plane
creates the plane of existence of the
other. And the waking dream of the
other creates the plane of existence of
the original dreamer, again and again,
cycling through Eternity.

This reciprocal relationship is
expressed in Maya art. For example, the
Acasaguastlan pot shows the Sun God in
the midst of a vision, a waking dream of
the humans and the world in which they
live. The waking dream of the humans,
expressed in the state shaman’s ecstatic
trance, gave birth to the gods and the
world in which they live. Through the
ritual actions of the state shaman ahau,
the beings of Xibalba (the spirit world)
materialized in the ritual objects, fea-
tures of the landscape, and the shaman
himself.

The ahau, meaning “living god,” or
ruler, were shamans for the state, per-
forming shamanic community healing
rituals on a vast, enormous scale. The
ahau’s authority to rule was assured by
his ability to operate in both planes of
existence in rituals designed to
exchange the energies between the
worlds that were necessary to keep both
planes in balance and bring prosperity
to the lives of the people.
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Time and Space

For the Maya time was not linear, but
cyclical. Time plays out in repeating
patterns woven directly into the
space/time fabric of the Universe. The
Maya not only saw the past returning in
endless cycles of historical symmetry,
but they chose to act on particular dates
to replay that symmetry and use that
symmetry to draw power from the past
into the present time.

For the Maya to remember a date is
not to recall a single event from the
past, but to reiterate the essential things
that happened, continue to happen,
and will always happen. On any given
day the shape of space and time was
affected and was effected by the pat-
terns of actions and interactions of
hundreds of gods. History was not sim-
ply the past, it was living and it affected
time. Through ritual, both time and
space (matter) were directly affected
because they were all interrelated.

To use contemporary terms, one
could say that the Maya saw time and
space as a matrix of energy fields. These
fields of energy affect the beings within
them, both human and spirit.
Simultaneously, the actions of the
beings in the field affect the patterns of
the matrix. For the Maya, this relation-
ship of inextricable interaction was
obvious and they exploited it to their
advantage, as all shamanic peoples do
to greater and lesser degrees.

Cosmology

The Mayan world is made up of three
interrelated domains which are each
alive and imbued with sacred power.
The Upperworld is the sky, the starry
arch that is represented by the great
crocodilian Kosmic monster. The
Middleworld is the earth, the human
world that floats on the primordial sea.
The Lowerworld is the dark, watery
world of Xibalba, filled like ordinary
reality with animals, plants, beings,
landscapes, and structures. Xibalba
rotates above the earth at sundown,
becoming the night sky and returns
below the earth at dawn, becoming a

mirror image of the earth and its
beings.

The wacah chan, or Tree of Life, cre-
ates an axis through all three realms,
coexisting in and connecting them. The
branches of wacah chan reached to the
highest layers of the Upperworld and
the roots touched the deepest layer of
the Lowerworld, providing a means by
which the shaman traveled between the
worlds. Wacah chan is represented by
the color blue-green and is associated
with specific birds, gods, and rituals.

The four cardinal directions provid-
ed the grid for the Middleworld and
Maya community. The Maya utilized
the matrix of power points in the land,
particularly mountains and caves,
which were created by the gods when
the gods created the cosmos. Exercising
their reciprocal relationship with the
spirit world, the Maya built their own
mountain-like temples and cave-like
inner sanctuaries, creating a human-
made matrix to merge with and com-
plement the god-created matrix.

The Ahau, Ecstasy, and Bloodletting
The function of the ahau as state
shaman was extremely important to the
Maya social structure. In Maya writing
and symbolism the kingship is repre-
sented as the Double-headed Serpent
Bar or the Vision Serpent, both symbols
of the act of communication with the
spirit world. The Double-headed
Serpent Bar is found entwined in the
branches of wacah chan. The Vision
Serpent, who is embodied during ecsta-
tic trance states, is symbolic of commu-
nion with the ancestors and gods.

The state shaman ahau was central
to the bloodletting vision ritual.
Bloodletting served two primary pur-
poses: the blood offering gave food to
the gods and the act of bloodletting
(with dancing) was a means of inducing
trance and communicating with the
spirit world. Through this trance state
the ahau became the wacah chan, the
central axis connecting all realms of the
world. Through the ecstatic ahau, the
ancestors were spoken to and the gods
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were made manifest in the physical
world.

The practice of bloodletting was an
act of piety carried out by royalty and
villagers alike for rituals of all kinds.
The Maya saw their relationship with
the cosmos in the life cycle of maize, the
staple of Mayan life. The maize cannot
renew its life cycle without human
hands to plant the seeds. The Maya
believed that the Universe could not
renew itself without the sacrifice of
human blood. For the Maya, ritual sac-
rifice was the highest act of spiritual
devotion.

Representation of bloodletting on
stelae show the participant drawing a
finger-thick paper rope through the
wound to guide the blood onto the
paper, which was then given in offering
within the ritual. The act could be a
simple offering from any body part of a
few drops or an act of mutilation,
releasing a large flow of precious fluid.
All important dynastic and calendric
rituals required blood sanctification
and the important rites required the
blood of the penis or tongue.

The Ancient Maya Shaman

The glyph of the ancient shaman is
composed of an ahau face half covered
with a jaguar pelt. This glyph is inter-
preted to mean “way,” “to sleep” or “to
dream,” “to metamorphose or trans-
form,” and “animal spirit companion.”
These are easily recognized as elements
of the shaman in an ecstatic trance
state moving in the spirit world with his
or her helping spirit.

From ancient Mayan art, glyphs, and
archaeological remains of ritual prac-
tices, it is apparent that the Maya had
both shamans, in the traditional sense
of shamanic healer, and rulers who had
to possess shamanic skills. The pres-
ence of obsidian artifacts found
throughout the Maya social structure
shows that shamans performed rituals
and assisted their community at every
level of the social structure.

The Maya shaman healer performed
divinations by casting obsidian flakes

or pieces of jade smeared in blue bitu-
man and human blood. The shaman
worked in trance states to serve as
mediator with the gods, ancestors, and
supernatural beings. The shaman per-
formed blessings of temples, ahau, and
power objects. The shaman as psy-
chopomp sang to souls of dead along
their journey to Xibalba. When an ahau
died without an heir, the shaman con-
tained the ruler’s energy and power
until a successor was found.

The shamans who served the royalty
created and conducted the rituals with-
in which the ahau danced into his
vision trance. In the course of conduct-
ing the ritual with its drumming, danc-
ing, chanting, and bloodletting, the
shaman oversaw the offerings: the cor-
rect kind, amount, and placement. The
shaman also oversaw any building nec-
essary in the creation of a new place of
power.

Rituals of the Ancient Maya Shaman
The Maya used ritual to control the
dangerous and powerful energies they
released by exploiting the patterns of
power in time and space. The Maya
worked with their interrelationship with
the spirit world through rituals of
Dedication (opening), Containment,
Termination (closure or cleansing), and
Burial and Ascension

Termination rituals were used to ter-
minate an older version of a temple,
place, or power object. Objects that
contained power were broken, effaced,
or opened by drilling or pounding a
hole. Portraits of humans and gods were
effaced often by destroying the nose
and left eye. Color was removed or
whitewashed. Sculptures were broken,
burned, or carefully sealed with plaster.
Jade artifacts, particularly earflares,
were smashed and often ground into
powder and left as an offering. For
example, remains of charcoal and
stingray spines used in termination
rituals imply that there was an earlier
version of a temple at Copan, and the
careful burial of the old facade at Cerros
is evidence of its ritual termination.
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Termination in temples often
involved complex, symbolic, and abun-
dant offerings and bloodletting which
was added to whatever part of the old
temple was being sealed. The termina-
tion was only part of the greater ritual in
which the termination was followed by
an ecstatic trance, communications
with the spirit world took place, and the
ritual to open or dedicate the temple to
its new purpose or ruler transpired.

Containment rituals were necessary
because the objects, people, and places
in which the energies of the spirit world
manifested during the bloodletting ritu-
als accumulated power with each suc-
cessive use. In some situations it was
not safe to simply terminate the object
of power. Instead, that energy was con-
tained in a ritual to carefully seal it.
Through containment the accumulated
power in the person, place, or power
object was added to the growing power
place and available to support the new
purpose, not freed or lost.

Burial rituals assured the safe travel
of the dead in their passage down the
wacah chan. Appropriate blood sacri-
fices were made so that the dead would
have company on the journey and sym-
bolic food and objects were included
with the body to support the journey
and enable the soul to outwit the Lords
of Death. In this way a soul called to
Xibalba in death will become venerated
as an ancestor.

Ascension rituals marked the com-
ing to power of a new ahau and dis-
played his power as the new state
shaman. They were timed to replicate
another ascension in history. In this
way, the ascending ahau redefined the
bloodline succession as a supernatural
rite of ecstatic communion between the
new ruler and the dead ruler now in
Xibalba. Maya history and its replica-
tion affected the structure of time, just
as ritual affected the nature and power
of matter.

Rituals did not always take place in
the temples or with the performance of
the state shaman. There were natural
sites of ritual and social gathering in

deep natural wells in the northern
regions called cenotes. Much of the
underground water supply ran in lime-
stone caves under the soil. When the
water dissolved the ceilings of these
limestone caves, they could be entered
using wooden ladders or stone steps
carved into the limestone walls. The
cenotes were entrances to the
Otherworld, naturally present in the
geography of the Maya land.

The height of the ancient Maya cul-
ture can be seen in the royal iconogra-
phy of the major ceremonial sites, such
as Uaxactun, Tikal, Palenque, or Uxmal
of the Maya Classic period (C.E.
199-900). From that peak it appears
that the power of the ancient Maya sys-
tem began to dissipate, finally trickling
to a close in 1697 when the last inde-
pendent Maya kingdom fell to the
Spanish.

The Maya saw the end of their time
in a prophecy very like the Inka and
Hopi prophecies. The Maya saw their
culture’s life span as seven “heavens” of
decreasing choice and nine “hells” of
increasing doom, after which the “Lord
of the Dawn” would return. Each “heav-
en” or “hell” is a cycle of fifty-two years.
At the end of the fifty-two year cycle of
the seventh “heaven,” the Spaniards
arrived and began the conquest of
Mexico.

Paraphernalia

Obsidian was prized for its ability to
make clean, quick cuts. Though obsidi-
an was used for a variety of cutting
tasks, its main function was bloodlet-
ting in ritual. Obsidian was believed to
be the fingernails of the Lightning Bolt
or the remains of Chac-Xib-Chac strik-
ing the rock of the earth.

Psilocybe Mushroom

Archaeologists have long been uncover-
ing curious stone figures with an
umbrella-like top in the remains of
Highland Maya culture. The majority
date from 1000 B.C.E.—500 c.E. These fig-
ures vary in size, but are usually about a
foot in height. Recent studies support
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the contention that they represent
mushrooms and imply a relationship
between psilocybe mushrooms and
Mayan shamans.

The dome-shaped top on these fig-
ures is often a very realistic depiction of
a mushroom. The figure includes a
human or an animal on the stipe (stem)
of the mushroom or directly under the
cap. Most of the animal figures repre-
sented on the stones are associated with
shamanism: the jaguar, bird, monkey,
hare, and coati. The human figures are
rendered in positions and with facial
expressions that imply the contempla-
tion or ecstasy characteristic of the
shaman’s altered state of conscious-
ness. See also Hopi Prophecy and
Mesoamerica.
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Andes, South America
The indigenous peoples of the Andes
region in South America were influ-
enced by Ikan thought and practices,
making their original shamanic prac-
tices hard to distinguish, particularly in
regions that became part of the Inka
Empire. Shamanic practices and tradi-
tions vary in specifics culture to culture
along this vast mountainscape.
However, they all work with the power-
ful spirit energies of that region, the
mountains and the earth herself,
Pachamama, and therefore shared pat-
terns do emerge.

The indigenous people of the Andes
explain that there are two realities: ordi-
nary reality, or all that we associate

with the world, and non-ordinary reali-
ty, or all that we associate with the spir-
it world. The shamans or yachags of the
Andes connect with the unfolding of
unknown energies that are ever-present
in all things through this spirit world.
And, essential to Andean philosophy is
the understanding that everything in
these two realities is connected to
everything else. Therefore, humans are
One with all things and everything that
humans say or do affects everything
else.

The spirit world is believed to be the
real world from which everything in the
physical world is the result. Therefore,
the cause of illness is an imbalance in
the patient’s relationship with the ener-
gies of the spirit world. This disequilib-
rium is attributed to several causes, for
example, susto (fright), brujeria (sor-
cery), and the malevolent influence of
ancestor spirits, the earth, and God or
to more basic energies like frio or
caliente (cold or hot) foods or wayra or
mal aire (draft).

In the traditional Andean health sys-
tem there is an array of medical practi-
tioners who are distinguished from one
another by methods, level of training in
a particular area, and the extent to
which they engage the spirit world in
their curing. A list of Andean practition-
ers includes, but is not limited to,
curanderos (folk doctors), parteras
(midwives), herbalistas (herbalists),
entendidos or curioso (“those who
understand” or “who are skilled”), alto
mesayocs, yachaqs, llatiris (sages),
pusangeros, and ayahuasceros.

Aneglakya

The plant hallucinogen, Datura inoxia,
is used medicinally by the Zufii people
of the North American southwest.
Aneglakya (datura) has trumpet-
shaped, white-tinged flowers in a range
from pink to violet. The fresh roots are
chewed as an analgesic or put into a
poultice used to heal wounds and
bruises. A powder from the roots was
also used to heal eye injuries.
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Zuni legend tells of the origins of
Aneglakya, their most sacred plant.
A'neglakaya and A'neglakyatsi’tsa,
brother and sister from the interior of
the earth world, often came to the sur-
face and walked about the outer world.
They always wore flowers on each side
of their heads as they walked and
observed everything, remembering
every detail to tell in the stories of the
outer world they shared with their
mother.

The twin sons of the Sun, the Divine
Ones, heard these stories and decided
that Aneglakaya and Aneglakyatsi'tsa
knew too much of the outer world. They
banished A'neglakaya and Aneglakyat-
si'tsa for all time and the brother and sis-
ter disappeared into the earth forever.
However, in the spot where they
descended, Datura grew, blossoming in
many colors exactly like the flowers
worn by A'neglakaya and A'neglakyat-
si'tsa. Now Datura’s children have scat-
tered all over the earth, blossoming in
the colors of the four cardinal direc-
tions—yellow, blue, red, or simply white.

Kalweit, Holger. Shamans, Healers, and
Medicine Men. Boston: Shambhala
Publications, 1992.

Angakok

A term for shaman that is used by the
peoples of the American Arctic Coast,
meaning one who has a spirit, or torn-
graq, a helping spirit. There are many
variations of the word; angakut is the
plural form.

The torngraq are the angakok’s pri-
mary teachers and the source of the
angakok’s power. To acquire torngraq
the novice must spend time alone in the
vast emptiness of the Arctic and pray
for one or more of the powerful animal
spirits to come to his or her aid. As with
all shamans, the spirits choose the
shaman. The novice has no choice in
the torngrag who comes, or whether
one comes at all.

Eskimo peoples of the east and the
west expect an initiation crisis during

which the candidate is being chosen by
spirit. In the east, candidates can delib-
erately seek power by fasting and staying
alone in the wilderness for long periods
of time. In the west, candidates are
spontaneously chosen by spirit.

The angakok gains his or her main
body of knowledge in training directly
from the spirit world. In both the east
and the west this training is augmented
by training with elder angakoks, often
with several elders since each one is a
specialist in a particular technique.

Death is the central theme in
angakok’s initiation. Death by drowning
is common, as are rituals in which the
candidate is shot dead and later revived
by the power of his or her rorngraq. A
preliminary gaumankEgq, or anakua, ini-
tiation may occur spontaneously, or the
novice can ask an older angakok to per-
form the transmission. Any power
derived with the assistance of older
angakok can only be maintained
through the novice’s acquisition and
relationship with his or her own
torngraq .

Training continues for years with the
torngraq, often in secret. The new
angakok must also master the ability to
use drumming and dancing to inten-
tionally enter the journeying trance. In
most shamanic rituals there is an
intense, prolonged period of dancing,
drumming, and chanting to the point of
frenzy, before the angakok enters
trance. During the dancing the angakok
often contorts and cries out in the way
of his animal torngraq or speaks in the
unintelligible shamanic language.

Once the torngraq are summoned in
the dance the angakok is tied, hands
behind the back and a leather thong
around the knees and neck. The
angakok sits behind hanging skins or at
the back of the hut with all lights extin-
guished. The angakok journeys with the
help of the forngraq into the spirit world
to discover the reason for a scarcity of
game or a patient’s illness, among other
things. When the angakok’s soul returns
from the journey, he or she is magically
now free of the bonds. The lamps are lit
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and the angakok recounts the adven-
tures of the journey.

The angakok’s first priority is helping
to provide food for the community and
the next is to cure illness. Both of these
functions often involve the taboo sys-
tem and the need to make amends for
violations. The angakok is also called
upon to change the weather, prevent or
repair injuries, battle the harmful
effects of sorcery, divine the source of
issues in the present or future, and to
enhance personal success in a variety of
areas.

The angakok’s primary power object
is the drum, which is constructed as
directed by the frorngraq during the
angakok’s training. Other power objects
include the kikituk, a wooden or ivory
figure created by the angakok and ani-
mated with his or her helping spirit for
use in healing. The angakok also create
a tupilak for healing, made from bones
and animal parts and empowered with
a spirit. Amulets, made of teeth, claws,
shells, feathers, or other animal parts,
are created for protection for the
patient of the angakok.

The angakok’s skills were highly val-
ued across the Arctic. Inuit angakut
were traditionally women. Men who
were called to become angakut trans-
formed their gender as part of their
training. The male angakut were gener-
ally transformed shamans who com-
prised a special class of shamans. They
practiced divination and healing, as
well as training young women in the
observation of social customs and
dancing.

As boys these angakut showed an
inclination toward the feminine gender
role. Parents noticed these characteris-
tics and dedicated their boys to this
valuable vocation in early childhood.
The boys were dressed as girls in cloth-
ing and haircut and taught the skills
necessary to fulfill the female gender
role of their culture, including the tools,
language, walk, and entry into the
home.

At fifteen a boy whose gifts had been
noticed early was given to an elder

angakok to focus on the process of
becoming an angakok. At this age a boy
whose aptitude had not been noticed
often experienced a spontaneous call-
ing by a ke’let spirit in a dream or trance
state. At this point his training and gen-
der transformation would begin.

Conner, Randy P. Blossom of Bone:
Reclaiming the Connections Between
Homoeroticism and the Sacred. San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1993.

Kalweit, Holger. Shamans, Healers, and
Medicine Men. Boston: Shambhala
Publications, 1992.

Angakoq

A term for shaman used in the Arctic
Coast, angakut (pl) means those who
have a spirit, or helping spirit. Also
used by the Iglulik, inland North
Alaskan, Baffin Island, Labrador, Polar,
West Greenland and East Greenland
Inuit. Also angatkoq, angutkok,
ahngutkok, angalsqoq. Others used
tunghak, tunghalik, tunralik, tunerak,
tonngag, or torngevok. See also angakok.

Angaqoq
See angakok.

Anglo-Saxon

This is one of the two major cultural
groupings in early western Europe.
While it is clear that the early peoples of
western Europe were shamanic in ide-
ology and practice, details about their
practices are relatively uncertain com-
pared to those of Siberians or South
Americans who are still practicing
today. The shamanic practices of the
Anglo-Saxons and Celts were driven
underground many hundreds of years
ago. The traditions and creation
mythology of the Anglo-Saxon people is
perhaps best preserved in Germanic
and Norse myths and stories.

The early Anglo-Saxon shamans
served as healers, diviners, and spell-
casters, particularly through the use of
the magical languages of runes. They
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led sacred rituals and celebrations,
were the custodians of tribal wisdom,
and were advisors to warriors and chief-
tains.

Male and female practitioners were
equally prominent and status was
based on the power, accuracy, and effi-
cacy of one’s performance. Men and
women followed different paths of initi-
ation and training; however these paths
were accorded equal status. Entering
the shamanic world of the other gender
was considered the most advanced
shamanic training, which could only be
undertaken after the full mastery of
one’s own course of study. The shamans
held in highest regard were those who
were able to gain the wisdom, insights,
and techniques of the other gender.

Many shamanic functions were per-
formed equally by men and women, like
healings and conducting rituals. Female
shamans were also specialists in divina-
tion and reading the future of individu-
als, communities, and the land. Female
shamans and medicine women had
authority over all rituals dealing with
conception and childbirth.

Helping Spirits

Dwarves, the embodiment of the pow-
ers to transform the elements, featured
significantly in the initiatory visions of
Anglo-Saxon shamans. Dwarves are
particularly prominent in Norse stories
of shamanic vision quests. Giants, the
embodiment of the earth, were cultivat-
ed as helping spirits for the power to
influence or direct the elemental forces
of Nature. Animals spirits and a wide
variety of other types of spirits were also
cultivated as helping spirits to acquire
shamanic powers and specific skills.

Divination

Runes, used as a divination tool, were
an important form of sacred communi-
cation with the spirit world. The process
of carving runes was a way of centering,
meditating, and communicating with
the Earth. Carving a runic message to
the spirit world was a integral part of
most healing and divining rituals.

Runes were traditionally carved into
wood, rock, and occasionally bone.
They were also worked into metal jew-
elry and weaponry to transform these
ordinary objects into power objects
through the power of the wyrd, the mys-
terious force of the supernatural.

Seeing stones, another divination
tool, were actual stones, usually marked
with a shape resembling an eye. The
seeing stones were used during healings
and initiations. They allowed the
shaman to gaze into the spirit world
and accurately assess the state of
another’s spirit.

Healing Rituals

Anglo-Saxon rituals begin by creating a
circle to contain and concentrate the
flow of lifeforce, believed to be made up
of physical, psychological, and psychic
energy. The shaman continues with a
diagnosis either through the use of the
seeing stone or a drum-induced jour-
ney. This divination reveals the true
nature of the illness and the remedy
necessary for healing.

The healing itself often involved
using an incantation to create a healing
web of energy for the patient, called
“singing the patient better.” The incan-
tation was usually created specifically
for the patient to weave together the
patient’s own ability to heal, the powers
of the helping spirits, and the healing
powers of the web of wyrd.

If the diagnosis revealed that the
patient was possessed by harmful spir-
its, the shaman would extract the spirit
or drive it away. If the diagnosis
revealed that the patient’s soul had
been lost or stolen, the shaman per-
formed a soul retrieval, journeying into
the spirit world to recover the lost soul
and return it to the patient.

Paraphernalia

The most important tool of the Anglo-
Saxon shaman was his or her staff. These
staffs were carved with runic inscrip-
tions and decorated with metalwork and
objects of power. Norse sagas describe
the volvas carrying staffs decorated with
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ornate stonework. These power objects
had a variety of uses and were believed
to aid the shaman in his or her ability to
enter trance.

The costumes of Anglo-Saxon
shaman often contained the energy of
his or her helping spirits. These energies
were often embodied in the costume
through the application of feathers,
stones, and other magical objects,
which contained the energy of the help-
ing spirits. To don the costume was to
engage the process of embodying one’s
helping spirit, and thus gain its powers.

Bates, Brian. The Way of Wyrd : Tales Of
an Anglo-Saxon Sorcerer. Carlsbad,
CA: Hay House, 2005.

Animal Spirits

Animal spirits are helping spirits in ani-
mal form who are able to transcend the
abilities of that animal in its ordinary
existence, e.g., anacondas flying with-
out wings or fish swimming through
mountains. Though they express their
power through their extraordinary abil-
ities, they are most easily understood as
the spirit of the entire species of that
animal. In practice this means that
while many shamans may work with
Bear spirits, there are not many differ-
ent bear spirits that work with different
shamans. Animal spirits are also called
guardian spirits, spirit allies, spirit
helpers, power animals, totem animals,
and tutelary spirits.

Animal spirits may appear in human
form or part animal-part human forms.
For some peoples of North America and
South America it is traditional for ani-
mal spirits to appear in dreams in
human form while they appear in jour-
neys or visions (waking-dreams) in ani-
mal forms. Just as animal spirits can
shift into human form, shamans are
believed to be able to transform into
their power animal’s form. This practice
of shapeshifting is ancient and global.

Animal spirits can be further catego-
rized by the function they play in the
shaman’s work. There are power animals

who help the shaman in general in the
healing work, totem spirits who are
inherited through the family line by all
members of the family and may help the
shaman in healing, and tutelary spirits
who represent the shaman’s identity in
the spirit world and often become the
form the shaman takes in the non-
ordinary reality healing work.

The fact that an individual has a
relationship with a power animal does
not make them a shaman. Most chil-
dren have guardian spirits and, in many
cultures, all adults must connect with a
helping spirit as an aspect of their initi-
ation into adulthood. The desire to con-
nect as an adult with one’s animal spirit
is one aspect of the vision quest prac-
ticed by many tribes and cultures.

The shaman is empowered by his or
her relationship with the power animals
and other helping spirits. Shamans
believe that the animals are manifesta-
tions of a natural power that is stronger
and wiser than human beings. However,
shamans do not lift animal spirits up to
the status of deities, nor do they lower
them to the status of a mere psycholog-
ical metaphor. The shaman knows that
there could be no power for healing
without the spirits of animals, plants,
Nature, and the Ancestors.

Helping spirits do not belong to the
shaman nor are they controlled by the
shaman in any contemporary sense of
the word. The relationship is a partner-
ship, one forged in large part on the sac-
rifice of the shaman and his or her abil-
ity to communicate with the helping
spirits and surrender to their wisdom. In
return the shaman receives the power
and knowledge to help others to heal.
This relationship is often honored by the
shaman through animal-like dancing
that occurs when the shaman merges
with the spirit of the animal and allows
that animal to dance through his or her
body.

One theory suggests that animal
helping spirits appear predominantly in
the earliest stage of shamanism when
the people are hunters and gatherers.
Then, when people began to cultivate
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gardens, a shift to regarding the spirits
of nature, e.g., Sun, Moon, Sky, Wind,
Mountains, etc., as teachers occurred,
as with the Shinto of Japan, the
Huichols of Mexico, and most of the
peoples of Southeast Asia. However, in
the practices of contemporary shamans
around the world animal spirits are still
regarded as teachers and power ani-
mals, as are the spirits of Nature, the
Ancestors, and a vast array of gods and
goddesses.

Harner, Michael J. The Way of the
Shaman. San Francisco: Harper-
Collins, 1990.

Heinze, R. 1. Shamans of the 20th
Century. New York: Irvington
Publishers, Inc., 1991.

Kalweit, Holger. Shamans, Healers, and
Medicine Men. Boston: Shambhala
Publications, 1992.

Anishinabe

Anishinabe, a term meaning “person” or
“first man,” is preferred by many Ojibwa
people. In contemporary times the con-
cept of an Anishinabe Nation has
emerged to link the widespread speak-
ers of the Ojibwa language; the Saul-
teaux, Ottawa, Nipissing, Mississauga,
and Algonkin.

Anukite ihanblapi

A Lakota society of transformed
shamans. Anukite ihanblapi means
“they who dream of face-on-both-sides”
and refers to Double Woman, the help-
ing spirit who calls the boys to their
vocation and is necessary for gender
transformation. The anukite ihanblapi
dress and wear their hair in the tradition
of females of their tribe and serve the
community at large as shamans.

Lakota boys receive their call from
Double Woman, a goddess who visits
them in a dream. She is a shapeshifting
helping spirit and teacher. She appears
as twins, a female warrior, a beautiful
maiden, a buffalo calf of both genders,
or a deer who drinks blood.

To complete his transformation, the
male initiate must begin to function
sexually as the receptive partner with
other men. The fully initiated anukite
ihanblapi is considered a unique, third
gender. The marriage of an anukite
ihanblapi to a heterosexual, traditional
male was common and sanctioned
within the community.

Kalweit, Holger. Shamans, Healers, and
Medicine Men. Boston: Shambhala
Publications, 1992.

Apprentice

Long apprenticeship periods are the
norm in traditional training. The
length of training varies culture to cul-
ture, but all shamans endure training at
the hand of spirit teachers. Some will
apprentice with human teachers as
well. In all cultures, even the initiated
shaman’s training continues over his or
her entire lifetime. Much of what a
shaman learns over a lifetime can be
codified and taught to an apprentice:
ceremonies, dances, healing songs,
and plant remedies and preparation.
While learning these things may make
one a healer, it is the mastery of trance
states that makes one a shaman. An
individual with the knowledge of tradi-
tions, but without the ability to access
the spirit world for new information to
keep those traditions alive, is not a
shaman.

Apprentices must learn to alter their
consciousness and control their trance
states so that they can intentionally
connect with the helping spirits, work
with their power, and effectively medi-
ate between the humans and the invisi-
ble world. The effectiveness of cere-
monies, dances, songs, and remedies
will diminish over time without new
information from spirit to rejuvenate
the magic and the power of the
shaman’s work.

Shamanic practices gather and focus
great power. For that reason, humility is
essential in a practitioner. Therefore the
character of the apprentice must be
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assessed before power is placed in their
hands through training.

In many cultures, like the Zulu of
Africa or the Ojibwa of North America,
an apprentice may live with his or her
teacher, spending the first year working
at menial tasks, without any formal
instruction, or cleansing himself or her-
self. The student’s worthiness for real
training is assessed at this time. There
are many tests along the way, from both
the spirit and human teachers. The
majority of apprentices do not make it
through training to initiation.

Araucanians
See Mapuche.

Arctic Shamanism

Arctic shamanism and general shaman-
ism are the two prominent forms of
North American shamanism as defined
by scholar and authority on shamanism,
Ake Hultkrantz. In the Arctic form of
shamanism the dominant form of
trance is the ecstatic journey. The
shaman and his or her helping spirits
often merge in the journey to accom-
plish the purpose of the trance state.

The journey trance is used in the
recovery of lost souls when the patient
is in a state of soul loss. It is used for
divination, healings, to discover infor-
mation about future events, and to
observe individuals at a great distance.
When the shaman performs an extrac-
tion healing to remove an energetic
intrusion he or she works with the help-
ing spirits in a trance state in which the
shaman’s awareness is present, but
deeply connected to the altered state of
consciousness.

Whether classified as general or
Arctic, North American shamans use the
depth and type of trance state necessary
to accomplish a variety of tasks. How a
shaman determines the trance state
necessary depends on many variables
including cultural expectations, type of
helping spirit used, the diagnosis, and
personal preference or specialty.

Hultkrantz, A. “Spirit Lodge, a North
American Shamanistic Séance.” In
Studies in Shamanism. Stockholm:
Almquist & Wiksell, 1962.

Art

Art is used in shamanic healing to con-
tain, connect, and protect energy.
Visual arts like a sand painting or
Peyote bead work create a container for
new energy that the patient can not yet
hold in his or her body. By stepping into
the sand painting, for example, the
patient enters the vessel containing the
healthy energy, merges with it, and
allows unhealthy energy to be trans-
formed into a healthy state.

This type of sacred art can also serve
as a bridge, or connection, between the
worlds. Whether it’s visual, like paint-
ings, or a dance or song, the act of cre-
ation creates a bridge to the spirit
world. Shamans all over the world used
dance as a means to embody spirit
energies. Visual arts are also used to
invite spirit into the physical realm. For
example, Zulu shamans begin work
with a community that is in trouble by
creating something large and beautiful
and placing it in the center of the com-
munity. This act creates a bridge to the
spirits from whom they are asking for
help.

Art is also used to employ spirit in
the protection of a shaman or patient.
Often called a talisman, art created for
protection is made as a home for the
protecting spirit. Ritual is used to bring
the spirit into the object after which the
object’s presence in the home or with
the wearer provides protection.

Art used in this way, as a living con-
tainer for spirit, is also called a power
object. Power objects are anything
found or created that embody spirit
power. The artistic process of creation is
often used by shamans to create power
objects, which are secondarily objects
of artistic merit.

In some cultures the artist and the
shaman work together in healing. For
example, in Ethiopia the dabtaras,
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artists who create traditional talismanic
art, work closely with zar-tanguay,
shamanic healers. The zar-tanguay
enters a possession trance during which
the zar (spirit) diagnoses the client’s
problems. The dabtara then prescribes a
cure that usually involves exorcising
ganén (malevolent spirits) and making a
magical scroll to protect the client from
ganén intrusion in the future.

Arunta (Aranda)

A tribe of Aboriginal people of central
Australia, near Alice Springs. There are
three methods in the traditional “mak-
ing,” or initiation, of a shaman. While
all three types of practitioners will prac-
tice together, those initiated sponta-
neously by the Iruntarinia or the
Oruncha spirits are more powerful than
those initiated by other shamans.

The most powerful shamans, both
male and female, are initiated by the
Iruntarinia spirits of the Altjiringa or
Dreamtime. The candidate sleeps at the
mouth of the Iruntarinia’s cave. At day-
break the Iruntarinia discover him,
piercing him with a lance through his
tongue that comes out his mouth. The
first lance makes a large hole in the
tongue that remains throughout the life
of the shaman. The hole is the only out-
ward sign of the [runtarinia’s initiation
and is present in all genuine Arunta
shamans. A second lance pierces the
candidate from ear to ear and he falls
into a deep trance, believing himself to
be dead.

The Iruntarinia take him into the
depths of their cave where they open
him up, removing his internal organs,
inserting atnongara (magical quartz
stones) and a new set of internal organs.
The Iruntarinia sing him back to life
and lead him back to his people where
he will be a bit insane for a few days.
When his spirit returns fully from his
initiation trance, he begins training
with other shamans to learn to use the
power of his atnongara stones.

During this time the newly initiated
man is forbidden to practice. He trains

for at least twelve months. If during
that time the hole in his tongue closes,
itis taken as a sign that his powers have
left and he returns to normal life. If the
hole remains and he becomes profi-
cient in the craft he is recognized as a
shaman.

The second initiation process is the
same; however the Oruncha are the ini-
tiating spirits. Like the Iruntarinia, the
Oruncha are spirits of Aljiringa. They
are mischievous by nature. They often
snatch a candidate spontaneously, tak-
ing him or her suddenly into the earth
for initiation.

In the third initiation process, initiat-
ed shamans, or Nung-gara, perform the
function of the Iruntarinia spirits in a
somewhat more painful version of the
process. The Nung-gara extract small
atnongara from their bodies, which
were originally received from the spirits
in their initiations. They score the candi-
date’s skin and press the crystals into
the body. The process is repeated each
day for three days, after which the char-
acteristic hole is made in the tongue.
The candidate remains in the men’s
camp to heal, while observing silence,
sexual abstinence, and strict food
taboos.

Atnongara Stones

The Iruntarinia exchange the initiate’s
internal organs and implant a supply of
magic quartz crystals before they close
up the body. These atnongara stones are
the source of the shaman’s power. He
will learn to project them into the body
of the patient to counteract the harmful
effects of sorcerers’ intrusions.

Aslong as these atnongara remain in
the body or under the direction of the
shaman, the shaman’s powers can be
used for healing. However, the atnon-
gara can be withdrawn by the spirits, if
the shaman breaks taboos. For example,
the shaman may not eat fat or warm
meat, inhale the smoke of burning
bones, or allow himself to be bitten by
the “bull-dog” ants. If the shaman’s
atnongara are withdrawn he must
return to the site of his initiation and
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repeat the ordeal to have them
replaced.

Healing

Serious ailments, with no obvious phys-
ical cause, are considered the result of
malevolent sorcery by a human or spir-
it. For example, the diagnosis may show
that a human sorcerer who wears spe-
cial feathered shoes, a Kurdaitcha, has
inserted a bone in the patient or one of
the Iruntarinia has inserted an Ullinka,
a short, barbed stick with an invisible
string attached, which the spirit pulls,
causing the patient great pain. The
shaman must extract the energy intru-
sion.

In ordinary cases the patient lies on
the ground while the shaman call on his
helping spirits and powers. The shaman
sucks vigorously at the affected part of
the body, spitting out pieces of wood,
bone, or stone. Among the Western
Arunta some shamans have a special
lizard as a helping spirit who adds great
power to the sucking extraction.

In a serious case, as with an Ullinka,
two or three shaman may work together.
The patient is brought into the cleared
space and supported in a half-sitting
position. The shaman stands close by,
gazing at the patient and locating the
offending object. The shaman suddenly
goes off some distance and looking
fiercely at the object within the patient,
he bends slightly forward and repeated-
ly jerks his arm outward at full length,
with the hand outstretched. This action
projects atnongara from his own body
i