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FOREWORD

hen Mircea Eliade wrote his major work on shamanism in 1951, he set himself the goal

of reading every existing publication on the subject. He compiled a list of some six

hundred items, the largest part consisting of articles in Russian. By the time Eliade re-
counted this memory in 1985, he reckoned that more than 2,000 book-length studies of shaman-
ism had appeared in the intervening thirty-four years as well as countless scholarly articles in many
languages—more than an individual can cover. Eliade’s Shamanism, still in print today, intensified
enthusiasm for the subject by challenging the prevalent view that shamanism was a mental illness.
Instead, he interpreted the dramatic trances, ecstatic visions, and extravagant behaviors as signs of
a life-transforming spiritual experience with a wide range of profound consequences beneficial to
self and society.

Far from sating the appetite for shamanism, the amazing surge of interest in shamanism among
pundits and in pop culture over the past two decades has generated greater interest still—a curious
fate for a religious expression once deemed archaic, pathological, and approaching oblivion. No
longer can one person fully absorb the explosion of ideas about shamanism coming from such dis-
tinct fields as, for example, neurobiology, pharmacology, and gender studies.

Shamanism serves, in this respect, as a parable for religious life more broadly in our day. Even as
the death knell of religions sounded in the halls of the academy and in other strongholds of secular
policy throughout the twentieth century—based on psychological, economic, or sociological theo-
ries—religious fervor continued in circles disvalued by scholars or, more remarkably, renewed itself
in the face of prevailing efforts at secularization. As with so many aspects of religious life, a mix of
intellectual curiosity and spiritual seeking has churned up a sea of information about shamanism
and produced a flood of interpretations regarding its practices, experiences, and overall meaning.
The study of religion and shamanism has grown apace with the awareness of the vitality of reli-
gious life. The subject of shamanism has long called for an encyclopedic treatment, but the subject
has proven increasingly daunting due as much to the breadth of its manifestations as to the diffi-
culty of specifying its precise nature.

The great accomplishment of Mariko Walter and Eva Fridman is twofold. They first of all em-
brace the rich and fascinating complexity of shamanism, assembling in one place the evidence
from cultures throughout the world and presenting this rich diversity in arrangements accessible to
scholars and general readers alike. In the second place, they include the full range of important
perspectives on the topic, inviting the best ethnographic specialists to describe what they know
about shamanism from firsthand field studies, as well as asking philosophical writers and religious
thinkers to reflect more broadly on the meaning of such behaviors and beliefs. Ingeniously, they
have also commissioned creative commentaries on the relationship of shamanic experience to such
distinct domains as dreams and drama, art and music, clothing and governance. In this landmark
new work, Walter and Fridman take care to address the broad cultural interest in shamanism and,

iX



X FOREWORD

especially, its connection to healing and the extraordinary spiritual adventures that enlarge the
sense of oneself and the world.

Both Walter and Fridman specialize in the study of Central Asia, which holds a special place for
the understanding of shamanism. And yet their collaboration for this project began on the other
side of the globe, at Harvard University, where both scholars served as fellows at the Harvard Uni-
versity Center for the Study of World Religions. As director of the Harvard Center from 1990 to
2003, I saw their first outline for the project and have followed their developing plans. I remain
impressed by their open-architecture approach to the subject, an openness that allows them to be-
gin with broad working definitions so as to include within the encyclopedia the full press of con-
flicting opinions about the nature and significance of shamanism. And I remain impressed as well
with their thorough knowledge of the subject, beginning with their linguistic abilities, which lets
them work not only in Western European and Central Asian languages but in Russian, Chinese,
and Japanese as well. Their complete familiarity with shamanism extends from their own field
work to their control of the historical and anthropological literature on the subject. Their unusual
capacities and dedication have produced a wonderful work well suited to the new realizations
about shamanism. No doubt this encyclopedia will benefit all interested readers and serve as a
spark for further exploration of one of humankind’s richest spiritual heritages.

Lawrence E. Sullivan

Professor of the History of Religions
The University of Notre Dame

14 September 2004
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PREFACE

hamanism is a living, vital phenomenon, one that interests a wide range of people. Today it is

clear that shamanism, as an area of academic study, is a rich and rapidly evolving field. This

encyclopedia represents a wide range of perspectives and approaches of over 180 contributors
according to their academic specialties. Thus it is not the intent of this encyclopedia to present a
homogenized picture, either of the phenomenon of shamanism or of the present state of shaman-
ism as a field of study. The reader will find the story of the development of the field and some of
the most pertinent theoretical and historical issues addressed in the Introduction, as well as in re-
lated entries.

Shamans are globally distributed and shamanism is an ancient spiritual practice. Thus this ency-
clopedia covers this most human spiritual endeavor in its worldwide manifestations, with the goal
of developing an inclusive and multidimensional picture of shamanism as currently and histori-
cally encountered throughout the world. The scope of the entries in these two volumes is broad:
the reader will find considerations of the earliest indications of shamanism in rock art, of early his-
torical writings that portray various aspects of shamanistic worship and practice, of later manifesta-
tions attested to by European and Russian ethnographers, and of current research in the field all
over the world. The reader will be able to see how shamanism has developed and changed over the
centuries, allowing shamanic practices to remain significant in present-day cultures. Some of the
entries focus on universal aspects of shamanism, but of course shamanism is not one uniform phe-
nomenon over a wide range of time and space; each culture lays its own imprint on the belief sys-
tem, practices, and outward appearances of its shamanic practitioners. For this reason, in the ma-
jority of the entries the focus is on the way shamanism is practiced within a particular culture, and
to provide an understanding of the cultural specifics of this phenomenon.

Most basically, shamanism can be defined as a religious belief system in which the shaman is the
specialist in knowledge. The shaman knows the spirit world and human soul through “ecstasy,” the
power of an altered state of consciousness, or trance, which is used to make a connection to the
world of the spirits in order to bring about benefits to the community. Mircea Eliade, in his book
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, saw the essence of shamanism in the techniques by which
the shaman is able to travel into the supernatural world in a state of ecstasy induced by drumming
or other means. The broader definition of shamanism adopted for the purposes of this encyclope-
dia includes not only the kind of ecstatic relationship to the spiritual world involved in such jour-
neys—the kind in which the shaman deliberately goes to meet the spirits and is in control of them
or “masters” them—but also the phenomenon of possession, in which the spirits take the initia-
tive, and the shaman is “possessed” by the spirits who then speak through the shaman as a vessel.

The hallmarks of shamanism as a religious phenomenon are most clearly seen, historically and
currently, in Siberia, Mongolia, and the Inner Asian geographical area, an area often referred to as
Eurasia. As noted by a number of scholars in the field, shamanism as a phenomenon or system of

Xi
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religious belief is most closely allied with hunting and gathering societies. The human need to ex-
ert some control or influence over the natural world on which subsistence depended provided the
impulse for the development of the concepts and practices of shamanism. The cosmology of
hunters and gatherers included deities who could influence weather and the harvesting of flora and
particularly fauna; the shaman was a member of the community who had special abilities to influ-
ence the deities responsible for the well-being of the group. Only the shaman, in a state of trance,
was able to offer the appropriate prayers and entreaties to the deities, so that the deity, as master of
the animals, would feel honored and let more animals be caught, or, in later pastoral societies, so
that the deities in control of the weather would make it auspicious for the growth of grain or grass
in order to feed the flocks. In other words, in a society in which human beings were dependent on
natural forces for their sustenance, it was important to continually interact with the natural world,
a world seen as driven by spiritual forces, so that these forces would act in a benevolent manner to-
ward human beings.

Thus shamanism in what is generally considered its most classical form was based on a particu-
lar cosmology and belief system, one in which the community depended on the shaman, a person
with exceptional powers and abilities, to communicate while in trance with spirits and deities for
the benefit of the community. Even in Siberia and Inner Asia, this classical form did not last;
hunters and gatherers became pastoral nomads or, due to political pressures, settled in villages and
towns. In Russia, for example, the emphasis in the previous century and currently is on the
shaman as healer of the soul and body of individuals, as well as healer of the community at large in
the performance of rituals for the general well-being.

Although many scholars believe that shamanism is an ancient and universal belief system held
by hunting and gathering peoples, there is only limited evidence of its most ancient aspects. This
encyclopedia includes several entries on those ancient practices of shamanism based on evidence
from archaeology and historical documentation. Most of the historical information on shamanism
dates back to practices and practitioners who were observed and studied in the nineteenth century
as missionaries, explorers, and finally anthropologists began to take note of religious practices of
indigenous peoples, practices that up to that time had received scant Western attention. Therefore,
many of the entries reflect shamanism as it was practiced at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury; contributors often also describe the current state of shamanism in these cultural groups. A
number of essays (included under “General Themes in World Shamanism”) deal with new con-
structions of shamanism.

The organizational principles of the encyclopedia are covered in more detail in the last section
of the Introduction, but some preliminary account may be given here. Because one important
purpose of this work is to provide a cross-cultural view of shamanism in its universal as well as its
particular and local aspects, the encyclopedia has two parts. The general entries, found under the
title “General Themes in World Shamanism” in volume 1, offer information on broader aspects of
shamanism; the rest of the encyclopedia consists of regional entries, which examine shamanism
within a particular cultural group or region, providing an in-depth understanding of the particular
and local manifestations of shamanism. The criteria for selection of topics were developed in con-
sultation with scholars of shamanism from all over the world.

The regional entries are grouped into ten sections on a geographical basis: North America; Cen-
tral and South America; Europe; Eurasia; Korea and Japan; China and Sino-Asia; South Asia, the
Himalayas, and Tibet; Southeast Asia; Australasia and Oceania; and Africa. Within each of these
regions, there are certain cultural commonalities in the concepts and practices of shamanism.
Consequently, this geographical approach provides a broader and more comprehensive view of
these particular shamanic complexes, reflected in the regional overview with which each section
begins. The relation of shamanic belief systems and practices to their particular geographic and
cultural locales can be seen in the specific rituals and prayers used, and in the way shamans inter-
act with their communities. Since shamanism is community-based, shamans receive their sanction,
and any temporal powers they may possess, from their communities. Shamans are therefore closely
interwoven in community life, even though they also stand outside it as spiritual specialists. In the
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entries in the regional section, the specific beliefs and practices of the shamans treated have accord-
ingly been discussed within their geographical, historical, and cultural context.

The reader will notice that there has been no attempt to provide the same number of entries in
each region. Thus, for example, the region of Eurasia has the largest number of entries; as the area
generally considered the core of shamanism, it has received the most attention from scholars in the
field. These entries offer a detailed view of classical aspects of shamanism, as well as current adap-
tations in the post-Soviet world. Even in Eurasia, however, there are many cultural groups that are
not represented. Considerations of inclusion were based not only on size constraints and the need
for some degree of balance with all other regions, but also on the principle of selecting the most
representative and important shamanic complexes. Some were excluded simply because they were
so similar to others that were included, and hence it was thought that the material would be too
repetitive. At the same time, in some cultures such interesting work has been done on specific as-
pects of shamanism, such as masks or music, that separate entries have been included on those as-
pects. In the other regions, such as Europe, shamanic complexes are far more limited and scarce,
and hence fewer entries are included.

The largest number of entries fall under the title “General Themes in World Shamanism.” This
large grouping includes many important aspects of shamanism that can usefully be studied across
cultures, not only as part of a specific cultural complex. For instance, there are entries such as
“Bioenergetic Healing,” “Divination,” “Healing and Shamanism,” “Soul Retrieval,” and “Trans-
formation,” to name a few examples. Thus “General Themes in World Shamanism” provides a
more inclusive, less regional view of shamanism, not only to allow the reader to look at the phe-
nomena cross-culturally, but also to make possible an understanding of the more universal nature
of certain practices and beliefs. The general entries may also fill in gaps with respect to particular
cultural aspects that may not have been discussed in some of the culture-specific entries. Where
subtopics such as costume, music, literature, dance, or specific types of healers have not been
treated for some cultures, some of these absences may be compensated for, when scholarly research
is available, in the “General Themes in World Shamanism” section.

We have made every effort to be as inclusive, complete, and up-to-date as possible within the
confines of a two-volume encyclopedia. Shamanism is, however, an evolving and rapidly changing
phenomenon, most obviously in areas where religion was repressed in recent historical memory,
though not only there. At the same time that new forms of shamanism have emerged, new re-
search on historical complexes has become possible, as documentation becomes accessible in less
repressive times, and so understanding of earlier and contemporary forms of shamanism has in-
creased. There are many new scholars working in all areas. This encyclopedia provides an intro-
duction to a dynamic field, in which relevant new material allows constant revision of our present
knowledge.

This encyclopedia is intended for the general reader as well as for the scholarly community. It is
intended to be useful for a range of readers, from the high school student who has an interest in
exploring these questions, to college and graduate school students and scholars in other fields who
want to understand and explore this topic. Bibliographic references at the end of each entry are
designed to lead the reader into further research, and cross references to other relevant subjects ac-
company each entry. An alphabetical list of entries, found on page xxix, will assist the reader in lo-
cating cross-referenced topics.

Eva Jane Neumann Fridman
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INTRODUCTION

he richness of the field of study called shamanism is obvious in many ways. Researchers in the

field come from areas as diverse as history, anthropology, psychology, religious studies, sociol-

ogy, medicine, and art. The phenomena studied are equally diverse. The use of the term
shamanism might give the false impression that the phenomenon so labeled is a single fixed religious
system, which exists in various societies in the world. In reality the term shamanism covers a number
of beliefs and rituals, which are continuously changing and evolving as new historical and religious
situations arise in different societies. It can be argued that it would be more appropriate to speak of
shamanisms, related dynamic religious processes, but at least the term is usually written with a small
initial 5, rather than a capital S, as would be the case if it were the name of a specific religion.

In the Preface, a broad working definition of shamanism is given; it is defined as a religious be-
lief system in which the shaman is a specialist in the knowledge required to make a connection to
the world of the spirits in order to bring about benefits for the other members of the community.
Later in this Introduction, the controversies associated with the definition of shamanism will be
handled in more detail, but those controversies will be more meaningful in the context of a histori-
cal perspective on the way the West has come to know shamanism.

A Historical Perspective

Ancient Societies and Shamanism

Many scholars have seen evidences of shamanistic elements in prehistoric and ancient societies;
among the societies covered in this encyclopedia are ancient Egypt, Iran, North Asia, and South
India, as well as the Celtic world and pagan Europe as a whole. Any discussion of shamanism in
prehistoric and ancient societies must rely to a great extent on archaeology, and here as in so many
areas of study related to shamanism there is great controversy. David Whitley’s entry on “Archaeol-
ogy and Shamanism” introduces the work that has been done in this controversial area, stimulated
by the idea that shamanism may well be the oldest religion of hunter-gatherers. He discusses the
three types of evidence used by those who work in the field, namely data on hallucinogenic plants
in the archaeological record, evidence derived from a study of the iconography and symbolism of
ancient rock art, and evidence based on other types of ritual or ceremonial remains.

The work done on the symbolism associated with rock art in Eurasia, the Americas, and south-
ern Africa has certainly created heated debate between the archeologists who promote the idea that
Paleolithic rock art provides the first evidence of shamanism in art and those who oppose such a
notion. J. David Lewis-Williams and Tomas Dowson (1988), as well as others, see in this ancient
art what they call “entoptic images” (on which Lewis-Williams has written an entry for this ency-
clopedia), which are derived from the human nervous system, as it functions during certain altered

XV
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states of consciousness. This neuropsychological model has been applied to various imagery, rang-
ing from northwest European tomb art to Australian rock art.

On the other side, scholars such as Alice Kehoe (2000), Roberte Hamayon (2001), and Paul Bahn
(2001) have criticized such approaches as unsatisfactory for understanding prehistoric rock art. As for
the field as a whole, Whitley admits that archacological studies of religion in general are relatively new
and that this is still a somewhat underdeveloped field. Esther Jacobson’s entry, “Ancient North Asian
Shamanism,” is also written from a critical point of view; she objects to any free subjective interpreta-
tion of rock art images such as great moose, elk, or so-called “bird-women” as shamanistic. She be-
lieves those images refer to cults of fertility and rebirth earlier than and unrelated to shamanism.

Other attempts to show shamanistic features of early religions extend to pagan Europe. Michael
Strmiska’s entry, “Paganism in Europe,” discusses the efforts scholars have made to reconstruct the
pagan religions of pre-Christian Europe, which display shamanistic elements of great interest. One
specific area that has gotten a good bit of scholarly attention has been the Celtic world, discussed
by Tina Fields in the entry “‘Celtic Shamanism’: Pagan Celtic Spirituality.” Fields finds in Greco-
Roman sources and early Celtic literature (folk songs, fairy tales, and the like) ample evidence of
shamanistic elements in Celtic religion; there are descriptions of practitioners and patterns of mag-
ical initiation, as well as of experiences of deep mystical inspiration and understanding.

Thus, archaeologists and religious historians as well as folklorists have used the available data to
reconstruct early religions and to find shamanistic elements in ancient societies. Such reconstruc-
tions inevitably depend to a great extent on each scholar’s interpretations, an approach apt to trig-
ger the criticism of some anthropologists and others who would like to stick to a “scientific” ap-
proach to the study of shamanism, or to adhere only to culture-specific evidence that can be
supported by ethnographic research.

The First Encounter: Reports of the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century

In looking at shamanism from a historical perspective, we have first considered the evidence that
can be gleaned of shamanistic elements in ancient and prehistoric cultures. Yet the more direct ac-
counts of contact with shamans in “primitive” cultures can be found in the reports of Europeans
who actually traveled to the remote regions for their own personal reasons. Jeremy Narby and
Francis Huxley (2001) have compiled these Western accounts, the earliest of which date from the
sixteenth century, in their recent book, Shamans through Time: 500 Years on the Path to Knowledge.
According to them, the first such reports is given in the accounts of the Spanish navigator-
historian, Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo, published in 1535. He observed that some old men
among the inhabitants of Hispaniola (the island currently comprising Haiti and the Dominican
Republic) used tobacco in order to communicate with spirits and worship the Devil (Narby and
Huxley 2001, 11-12). The French priest André Thévet similarly reported in 1557 that the natives
in Brazil invoked the evil spirit in certain ceremonies. Yet Thévet’s report was not completely nega-
tive; according to him, these shamans also provided answers to community problems and learned
“the most secrete things of nature” (15).

In the seventeenth century, when Russians started colonizing Siberia, the Russian priest Av-
vakum Petrovich became one of the first observers to use the word shaman in print, in his autobi-
ography published in 1672. He told of finding Siberian shamans who claimed to communicate
with spirits and who put on trickster performances such as pretending to stab themselves with
knives. He called the shaman “villain of a magician” (18). Denis Diderot (1765), a French writer-
philosopher who was one of the editors of that great work of the Enlightenment, the Encyclopédie,
defined Siberian shamans as “imposters,” who function as priests, jugglers, sorcerers, and doctors
who claim to have an influence on the devil. According to Diderot, shamans “perform tricks that
seem supernatural to an ignorant and superstitious people” (32). He described them in their role
as jugglers as making “a pact with the genies” while drumming, screaming, yelling, singing, and
smoking. These shaman figures “persuade the majority of people that they have ecstatic trans-
ports,” but these transports are really trickery (34).
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A French Jesuit missionary, Joseph Lafitau (1724), reported two types of shamans among the
Iroquois and Hurons in Canada: Evil shamans who consorted with the devil to harm people, and
“jugglers,” or “diviners,” who communicated with the spirits for the good of the community. He
acknowledged that shamans were not just preoccupied with magic and trickery, but also explained
dreams and exposed “the secret desire of the soul” (24). Thus he can be seen, as Narby and Huxley
noted, as an authentically enlightened precursor of modern anthropology because he admitted
that there was something more to shamans’ practices than just trickery.

According to Gloria Flaherty, in her Shamanism and the Eighteenth Century, the shaman during
this early period was being described with the word giocolare in Italian, jongleur in French, Gaukler
in German, and wizard in English (Flaherty 1992, 6). Before the end of the eighteenth century,
however, the Siberian Tungus word shaman became the common term in the West (7).

The intellectuals of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment held to a scientific methodology
based on objectivity and rationality, yet, as Flaherty noted, an interest in irrationalism, supernatur-
alism, and romanticism coexisted with the prevalent humanism and scientific determinism. The
second half of the eighteenth century was marked by academic expeditions, undertaken in the at-
tempt to understand shamanism through scientific observation in the field and the collection of
native drugs for the analysis of data (67).

Among the scholars and explorers who led expeditions to Siberia were several notable European
scholars. One of these scholars was Daniel Gottlieb Messerschmidt (1685—1735), commissioned
by Peter the Great, who learned about indigenous illnesses, especially epidemics. Like many other
Western observers, he regarded shamanism as “nothing but lies and trickery and saw no scientific
value in it whatsoever,” and his report clearly indicated his position as a Eurocentric European sci-
entist (Flaherty 1992, 48). Similarly the Russian botanist Stepan Krasheninnikov, who obtained
and analyzed the substances various shamans used to induce ecstasy in Kamchatka, in a report
published in 1755 called shamans “absurd” and “ridiculous” (Narby and Huxley 2001, 36).

Some later Enlightenment scholars showed more understanding of shamanism. The German
critic, theologian, and philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder, in a work published in 1785,
made clear that he regarded shamans as imposters, but he also stressed that imaginary representa-
tions among tribal people, who were misunderstood in the past, should be considered valuable.
He explained that an understanding of the nature of imagination is important for understanding
shamanism, since this phenomenon involves myriad relationships between mind and body, which
depend on the workings of the brain and nerves, as human illnesses demonstrate (Narby and Hux-
ley 2001, 37).

Scholars of many different disciplines in the eighteenth century were fascinated by shamanism.
Whether they were philosophers, missionaries, writers, archaeologists, physicians, botanists or
ethnographers, these observers from different backgrounds in the West reported their perceptions
of shamanism, despite their limited understandings of the religion and culture of the peoples they
observed. This trend toward broad interest in shamanism continued into the nineteenth and twen-
tieth century, and the framework for discussion about shamanism widened as shifts in methodol-
ogy occurred. One of the major shifts was that both anthropologists and psychologists in Europe
and America entered with full force into the study of shamanism.

Pioneers of Cultural Ethnography

In the early twentieth century, Franz Boas (1858-1942), often described as the father of American
anthropology, created the foundation for a holistic approach to the studies of different cultures
based on ethnographic documentation. In his approach to anthropology, he stressed the need for
understanding a particular culture through many disciplines, such as archaeology, psychology, ge-
ography, biology, linguistics, and mythology. He believed that an ethnography that made use of all
these perspectives would provide a more objective and comprehensive understanding of shaman-
ism, since shamanism, like any cultural phenomenon, is the product of a cultural system as an in-
tegrated whole.
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Boas studied the indigenous peoples of the Canadian and American northwest coast, such as the
Alaskan Inuit and Siberian ethnic groups. In his expedition to the North Pacific (1897-1902),
Waldemar Bogoras and Waldemar Jochelson accompanied Boas and reported on the shamanic
practices of Arctic peoples. Their findings indicated that these shamans were of the “psychopathic”
type, who performed a specialized function in tribal society (Grim 1983, 17). They also observed
that this Arctic shamanism was based on archaic religious experience, the practice of which had in-
deed originated in North Asia. In other words, Boas and his students took a diffusionist view of
cultural phenomena: Shamanism passes from one culture to another and changes its forms, func-
tions, and meanings. In other research on Native American societies in the first half of the twenti-
eth century, Robert Lowie in his study of the Crow Indians advanced the theory that shamanism is
one of the significant facets of “primordial” religion, and Paul Radin described the “psychopathic”
condition of the shamans of the eastern Woodland tribes, especially Siouan Winnebago (Grim
1983, 18).

Whatever the limitations of their approach, the significant point is that these early twentieth-
century researchers were the first anthropologists who seriously studied the religious phenomena
of tribal societies in North America, despite the inappropriateness of the terminology they used
(such as “primordial,” “primitive,” or “psychopathic”). Following Boas’s example, Knud Ras-
mussen also studied shamans and shamanic rituals among the Inuit of Greenland and Alaska in
the 1920s and 1940s, and his work provides useful historical data for Inuit shamans at that time.
Following the American anthropological tradition initiated by Boas, most of the entries in this en-
cyclopedia are written based on ethnographic studies from the authors” own fieldwork and other
relevant empirical materials, which have been analyzed and interpreted from the perspectives of
the respective cultural traditions.

Russian Studies of Shamanism

The development of Russian studies of shamanism followed quite different paths from the work in
America, although both considered ethnographic and empirical data as centrally important. As
Siberia started to be intensively colonized by the Russians, starting in the seventeenth century,
shamanism in the region was suppressed by the Christian missionaries as part of the process of
colonial Russification. During the Soviet era (at least from the 1920s to the 1970s), shamans were
severely persecuted directly by the government, through social isolation, purges, and extermina-
tion policies. This persecution was based on the cultural evolutionary theories of Marx and Engels,
who viewed shamanism, like any forms of religion, as superstition and destined to end in alien-
ation from the common good. Being treated as class enemies, thousands of shamans were arrested
and deported from their homes, often dying in gulags, with a subsequent loss in the rich oral tra-
dition of Siberian shamanism (Glavatskaya 2001, 245).

In such a political climate, Soviet scholars of shamanism described shamans in rather negative
terms, as hypnotizers of susceptible believers, for example, or malicious deceivers, or rich exploiters
of their people (Balzer 1997, xiv). In Soviet museums, Marjorie Balzer, an American scholar, noted
that shaman figures with insane and frightening appearances had been made and displayed in pub-
lic as evil religious figures. Another limitation of Soviet scholarship, noted by Ake Hultkrantz, was
that their studies contained very few references to sources published outside the former Soviet
Union (probably due to lack of access to this research); hence much Russian scholarly work gives
the impression that shamanism only existed in the Soviet area, with some extension to Lapland
and northern Alaska and Canada (Hultkrantz 1993, 4). Nevertheless, Soviet researchers did record
and gather ethnographic materials as historical data or for the purpose of comparative cultural
studies. These numerous data were catalogued and kept in the Leningrad (now St. Petersburg)
Museum and other museums, though without much analysis. Yet Vilmos Didszegi, a notable
Hungarian scholar on Siberian Tungus shamanism, realized the urgency of keeping the records of
disappearing religions and used the vital data for his interpretive studies for shamanism in North
Asia (Grim 1983, 22).
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In this encyclopedia, many entries have benefited from extensive Russian ethnographic
records for their analysis of shamanistic practices in North Asia. Elena Boikova’s entry, for exam-
ple, “Funeral Rites in Eurasian Shamanism,” is largely based on Russian archives of the nine-
teenth century.

By the end of the twentieth century, Russian scholars were taking shamanic practice seriously,
and many indigenous scholars had also started to study their own traditions in order to seek their
own shamanic heritage. This drastic change in attitudes toward shamans and shamanism in Siberia
and Central Asia was, as Balzer has explained, the result of wider societal changes that made all re-
ligious faith valid again after many years of repression (Balzer 1997, xiv). Especially in the past
couple of decades, as in the West, multiple approaches to shamanism have been welcomed; lin-
guists, ethnographers, folklorists, and historians have all contributed to the study of shamanism in
Russia and the independent nations of the former Soviet Union. This trend is evident in the many
entries under Eurasia in this encyclopedia. These entries make clear that Eurasian shamans in the
past provided healing, psychotherapy, and socioreligious leadership for their communities, as well
as entertaining ritual performances.

Eliade and Phenomenological Approaches to Shamanism

Mircea Eliade is one of the most influential figures in academic studies of shamanism. The extent
of his influence can be seen simply in the number of contributors to this encyclopedia who have
included his prominent work, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, in the references for their
entries. Yet Eliade was not an anthropologist and did not base his research on his own fieldwork;
rather, as a historian of religion, he was concerned with comprehending the religious meaning of
shamanism. Using his language skills, he was able to utilize a variety of sources from many differ-
ent European languages regarding shamanism that were available as of 1951 (the year of the first
publication of his classic work in French). Eliade’s contribution was to provide insight into
shamanism as an ecstatic technique used to contact the world of spirits.

His methodology is a hermeneutical study of religious phenomena based on an interpretation of
the data in a larger cultural context. Following Rudolf Otto, the renowned scholar of phenome-
nology of religion, Eliade related the religious experience to the divine, or the sacred, which has a
profound effect on life. For Eliade, ethnography is the interpretation of cultures, but not a system
of scientific laws to be discovered. The sacred is accessible only through an interpretative, or
hermeneutical, technique, which involves the discernment of meanings.

This hermeneutic approach to shamanism or any religion is something that Alice Kehoe, to take
one example of an anthropologist committed to fieldwork, considers too romantic and confusing.
Kehoe has criticized Eliade for “collecting second-hand data to picture and project ancient reli-
gion” and for undermining “the dirty fieldwork of more menial producers of data” (Kehoe 2000,
1). Contesting such criticism, Hultkrantz has argued that anthropology might not provide an ap-
propriate tool for theorizing shamanism, since the goals of anthropology are to understand histori-
cally situated and culturally mediated social practice (Hultkrantz 1993, 309). Hultkrantz argued
that a phenomenological approach is more appropriate to shamanism, given its articulation of the
human experience of the supernatural world and its power.

The academic debate between the anthropologists who emphasize empirical data and the reli-
gious scholars of phenomenology still goes on. In practice, most of the entries here are based on
interpretative analysis of available empirical data or ethnographies and do not present any serious
theoretical dilemma explicitly, but an awareness of the variety of theoretical assumptions in the
field should help the reader see each entry in context. Whatever shortcomings Eliade’s book on
shamanism has in terms of the use of particular data, grouping criteria, and the evaluation of
sources, Eliade has inspired numerous anthropologists and religious writers, including many of the
editors who worked on the various regions and the writers of the entries, and it remains as one of
the most pivotal books on shamanism from a hermeneutical perspective.
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Other Theoretical Issues

Perhaps the main issue shared by almost all the authors of entries in this encyclopedia focuses
on the definition of the term shamanism, although many of the entries do not explicitly men-
tion this issue. How to define shamanism has been one of the main problems for researchers in
the field from the very beginning of the study of shamanism in association with the study of
magic, animism, and “primitive” religion. The first and arguably most basic question was
whether shamanism was simply a form of magic or whether it could be considered a religion.
This theoretical question is addressed here as a background for the complex definition issues re-
garding shamanism.

Is Shamanism a Religion? The Magic vs. Religion Debate

Already in the nineteenth century, scholars of shamanism were concerned with the question of
whether shamanism is magic or a religion. As discussed earlier, some researchers consider ancient
shamanism as the original form of human religion, or at least an early form of religion. Anthropol-
ogists and sociologists looked at small-scale societies to understand the evolutionary development
of religious phenomena. For example, Edward Tylor (1871) regarded shamanism (which he called
animism) as the earliest form of religion, since it involves a belief that inanimate objects have souls
(Langdon 1989, 54). For some, shamanism is the substratum beneath all the world’s religions, and
“shamanism is understood not only in its culture-specific manifestations but also cross-culturally,
comparatively, as a near-universal phenomenon” (Furst 1994, 4). Peter Furst also made the point
that shamanism and shamans coexist with other forms of religious belief, rituals, and professional
priests.

The German anthropologist Wilhelm Schmidt (1931), holding an evolutionary view of reli-
gion, considered that shamanism was a primitive religion that (at least in “advanced” civilizations)
eventually evolved to a higher monotheistic religion. Similarly James Frazer (1854—1941) believed
that shamanistic magic was an early and false form of science and had to be replaced by a “higher”
science. Social functionalists Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) saw
magic as immoral and antisocial, in contrast with religion, which creates social cohesiveness and
solidarity within a community. These functionalists considered the magic practiced in shamanism
a private act for mainly evil individual goals, and ignored the significant positive role of the
shamans in contributing good will and spiritual strength to their communities.

Such views on magic and religion are generally considered as biased, reflecting a narrow Judeo-
Christian perspective. Other scholars writing in the early twentieth century, such as Bronislaw Ma-
linowski, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, and Evans Pritchard, presented a more positive side of magic.
For example, Radcliffe-Brown observed that African witchcraft actually enforced socially accepted
behavior and concluded that magic aimed at social control and maintenance of social values.
Pritchard stressed that magic is a part of religion, as magic is involved with highly cognitive aspects
of human consideration. In early studies shamanism was often equated with magic in a pejorative
sense, but these twentieth-century anthropologists preferred to see almost no gap between magic
and religion in social as well as cognitive (psychological) functions. R. R. Marett summarized this
position and concluded that any distinction between religion and magic is an illusion due to eth-
nocentric projection and historical distortion (Versnel 1990, 180).

Hultkrantz saw the issue slightly differently, calling shamanism a religio-magical cultural com-
plex: that is, magic with an ingredient of established religion, though without a priesthood. He
considered shamanism as a “religious configuration (a mythico-ritual)” instead of a genuine reli-
gion (Bickman and Hultkrantz 1978, 10-11). He stressed that the key word is “supernatural,”
which defines any religious phenomenon, including shamanism, referring as it does to “extraordi-
nary,” “other transcendental reality” or as Durkheim put it, “the world of the mysteries”
(Hultkrantz 1983, 237). Thus Hultkrantz investigated the more religious components of shaman-
ism, stressing the shaman’s ability to perform magic and to communicate with the supernatural
world of spirits while in a state of trance or altered consciousness.
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The Problem of the Definition of Shamanism

After several centuries of debate, Western anthropologists, sociologists, and religious scholars have
generally agreed that shamanism is in some sense a religious phenomenon. Yet it is not at all clear
exactly what kind of religious phenomenon shamanism is. Some claim that the term shamanism
has been used so indiscriminately that it has lost its meaning. Certainly the use of the term raises
questions. Are all magicians, or all medicine men, for example, shamans? What quality makes
some religious practitioners shamans? Surely some kind of precise definition is needed as a basis in
order to treat shamanism in academic discourse. On the other hand, a strong case has been made
by contemporary thinkers that there is no such thing as a perfect or complete definition of the
term. In fact, Versnel claims that any definition is provisional or experiential and it needs continu-
ous readjustment and reworking (Versnel 1990, 186). From this point of view, a good definition is
an open definition, without absolute or exclusive implications. The term shamanism is only a con-
venient label, which helps us, as Evans-Pritchard said, to “sort out facts which are different or in
some respect different. If the labels do not prove helpful we can discard them” (Evans-Pritchard
1937, 11).

Nevertheless, it is natural to ask whether the origin of this particular label can shed any light on
its meaning. The term shaman was used by Dutch diplomats E. Ysbrant Ides and Adam Brand,
who accompanied a Russian embassy sent by Peter the Great to China during 1692-1695, as ex-
plained in the entry “History of the Study of Shamanism” in this encyclopedia. Ysbrant Ide’s pub-
lished accounts of the Tungus shamans, followed by several European writers, used the word
shaman. In 1875, the word shaman was included in an article for the Encyclopedia Britannica by
A. H. Sayce (Grim 1983, 15). The origin of the word has been debated by philologists and ethno-
linguists; the current scholarly consensus seems to be that the word is of Tungus origin, though its
root meaning in that language is still debated. Some have argued that the ultimate derivation is
from the Sanskrit or Pali word for a Buddhist monk, and since Buddhist monks were often con-
sidered to have magical powers, this Indian origin of the word is a possibility. Whatever the origin
of the word shaman, however, it seems clear that there is no single indigenous term that covers all
the various magico-religious activities that Westerners have called shamanism. A reasonable conclu-
sion is that shamanism has been created and developed as a heuristic term in the West, which helps
researchers to identify phenomena that are linked by a complicated network of similarities and
common qualities.

Not all researchers accept this perspective, of course. There are at least two major trends among
the researchers on shamanism. Those who define the term shamanism very broadly, as referring to
many different phenomena related to ecstatic behavior, are the first category. These researchers are
likely to accept shamanism as both an ancient and a universal phenomenon. For example, Ioan
Lewis belongs to the first category, since he includes spirit possession, witchcraft, and cannibalism
under shamanism. According to Lewis, “a shaman is an inspired prophet and healer, a charismatic
religious figure, with the power to control the spirits, usually by incarnating them. If spirits speak
through him, he is also likely to have the capacity to engage in mystical flight and other ‘out-of-
body experiences” (Lewis 1984, 9). Lawrence Krader saw shamanistic elements in all religions,
such as the role of ecstatic charismatic leaders in Buddhism and Judaism, and in various cults and
sects (Krader 1956, 282-292). Joan Halifax narrowed the definition somewhat by including in her
definition of shamanism various features such as an initiatory crisis; a vision quest, an ordeal, or an
experience of dismemberment and regeneration; the sacred tree or axis mundi and the spirit flight
associated with it; and the role of the shaman as a healer, in addition to the ability to enter
shamanic trance (Halifax 1991; Bowie 2000, 193). Geographically, Halifax included under
shamanism practices in the Arctic regions, as well as Australia, Africa, Borneo, and South America
and Mesoamerica.

Piers Vitebsky also belongs to the above category of the broad definer; he stressed that
“shamanic motifs, themes and character appear throughout human history, religion and psychol-
ogy” (Vitebsky 1995, 6). According to him, though shamanism is not a single, unified religion, it
is “a cross-cultural form of religious sensibility and practice.” He has argued that shamanism is not
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limited to northern Eurasia and the Americas, but can be found in Africa, New Guinea, and pre-
Christian Europe (Vitebsky 1995, 50-51).

Other researchers prefer a more narrow and restricted definition of shamanism, and they are
critical of the broad approach. They tend to confine the term to the specific cultural features
and worldview characteristic of the Siberian-Arctic complex (Bowie 2000, 194). Alice Kehoe
in her recent book, Shamans and Religion, took on the holders of the broad view, stating that
“The time is ripe for a sensible, serious overview of anthropological uses of the term and con-
cept ‘shaman’.” She claimed that Eliade, in initiating such a loose use of the term shaman,
placed shamanism within the broad range of “initiatory rites and mystical experiences of cer-
tain primitive and oriental peoples” (Eliade 1981, 116-117; Kehoe 2000, 1). She also rejected
the idea of ancient contact between Siberia and Northwestern America, and argued that simi-
larities between American Indian religious practices and Siberian practices were due to the
mixing of peoples in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century brought about by the Russian
fur trade (Kehoe 2000, 48). She also rejected the notion that shamans’ rituals and beliefs are
remnants of a primordial Paleolithic religion. Accordingly, she warned that applying the
generic word shaman is an oversimplification, arguing that “It is confusing and misleading to
use a simple blanket word, lifted from an unfamiliar Asian language, for a variety of culturally
recognized distinct practices and practitioners” (Kehoe 2000, 53). Thus Kehoe criticized Eli-
ade’s approach from the perspective of the anthropological tradition created by Boas and others
who stress the necessity of specific ethnographical data as empirical evidence for academic
analysis and interpretation.

Many writers have not accepted Eliade’s definition of shamanism as “an archaic technique of ec-
stasy” uncritically. Some have seen it as too simplistic and restrictive; for one thing, his “ecstasy”
does not include broader possessive trance and mastery of spirits, as Lewis and others pointed out.
Even in an early work on Tungus shamanism, Sergei Shirokogoroff (1935) stressed that the
shaman is a master of spirits and has a group of spirits varied in their interests and powers, whom
the shaman controls, using a complex of special methods. According to Hultkrantz, the two most
important components of shamanism are the ability of shamans to be in contact with the super-
natural world and their ability to act on behalf of their communities in a way based on their ex-
traordinary ecstatic experience, achieved with the aid of their helping spirits (Bickman and
Hultkrantz 1978, 11). Thus Hultkrantz treats ecstasy as just one element of the complex behavior
of the shaman, extending Eliade’s definition with his emphasis on the spiritual worlds with which
the shaman is deeply involved.

Joan Townsend has provided a working definition that summarizes the work of Hultkrantz and
others:

A shaman is one who has direct communication with spirits, is in control of spirits and altered
states of consciousness, undertakes some (magical) flights to the spirit world, and has a this-
material-world focus rather than a goal of personal enlightenment. Spirits may be allowed to
enter the shaman’s body and speak through him. And he can call spirits to be present at a cere-
mony. He/she usually remembers at least some part of a soul journey and normally is a healer.
(Townsend 1997a; 2001, 1)

The definition of shamanism that guided the making of this encyclopedia, as a religious belief
system in which the shaman is a specialist in the knowledge required to make a connection to the
world of the spirits in order to bring about benefits for the other members of the community, is
obviously a broad definition, designed to allow this work to be as inclusive as possible. Neverthe-
less, most of the entries were written based on ethnographical data, as Kehoe and others emphati-
cally stress. As this encyclopedia includes not only entries based on anthropological materials but
also those on historical, religious, and psychological aspects of shamanism in many different cul-
tural contexts, it is important to have a broad definition of shamanism, as noted in the preface, to
cover the wide range of cultural phenomena related to shamanism.
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Psychological Perspectives and Altered States of Consciousness

Another theoretical issue in the field centers on the psychological state of shamans. It is a crucial is-
sue, as shamans in North Asia and the Americas were often characterized as mentally deranged, neu-
rotic, schizoid, or psychotic, largely due to their behavior during trance. This kind of stigmatizing of
a shaman as a mentally sick person was created by Western researchers based on Western cultural
standards of madness and sanity. The shamans in their own cultures, however, carried out their posi-
tive roles as religious specialists and healers without such negative stigma. Obviously the abnormality
or normality of a shaman or indeed any person should be defined according to the standard of that
person’s culture. Nevertheless, as recently as 1967 Julian Silverman, the American psychiatrist, wrote
that the psychological state of the shaman is a form of acute schizophrenia characterized by “grossly
non-reality oriented ideation, abnormal perceptual experiences, profound emotional upheavals and
bizarre mannerisms” (Silverman 1967, 22; Krippner 2002, 965).

In order to test the alleged abnormality of shamans, Western psychologists have carried out vari-
ous studies. Stanley Krippner, in his article on “Conflicting Perspectives on Shamans and Shaman-
ism,” published in 2002, as well as in his entry in this encyclopedia, “Psychology and Shaman-
ism,” has provided several examples of such tests. For example, the Rorschach ink-blot test was
given to twelve male Apache shamans, fifty-two non-shamans, and seven self-nominated shamans
(Boyer et al., 1964, 179). The results indicated that the shamans were less hysterical and healthier
than the ordinary people, and no trace of neurotic or psychotic personality was found. Similarly
an epidemiological survey of psychiatric disorder among Bhutanese refugees, including forty-two
shamans, in Nepal, which was conducted through structured diagnostic interviews, showed that
fewer general anxiety disorders were detected among the shamans (Van Ommeren et al. 2002;
Krippner 2002, 966). These psychological studies showed that shamans were not mentally defi-
cient or psychotic, but highly imaginative and talented individuals with higher than average
awareness of the environment, concentration, and control of mental imagery. Along the same
lines, Morris Berman has described the shaman’s ability to go into trance as an ability to achieve
“heightened awareness,” a state of consciousness used in a healing modality somewhat similar to
psychotherapy (Berman 2000, 30). Krippner concluded that the psychological study of shaman-
ism could offer something to cognitive neuroscientists, social psychologists, psychological thera-
pists, and ecological psychologists (Krippner 2002, 970).

Hamayon, Kehoe, and other anthropologists are rather critical about these psychological studies
and the whole tendency to focus on altered states of consciousness as a characteristic of shaman-
ism. The reader will find in Hamayon’s entry, “History of the Study of Shamanism,” a warning
that the definition of shamanism in terms of states of consciousness is misleading, since it assumes
that shamanism is a universal phenomenon that can be found everywhere and at all times, from
prehistorical times to the present. Nevertheless, it can be argued that multidisciplinary approaches
that include psychology can enrich the study of shamanism; in any case, as with other debates,
both sides of the argument are presented in this encyclopedia.

One interesting result of the focus on altered states of consciousness has been the creation of
modern mystical movements, discussed by Joan Townsend in her entry “Core Shamanism and
Neo-Shamanism.” Inspired by traditional shamanism, Michael Harner and Carlos Castaneda have
been two major figures in these newer Western spiritual movements. Their movements encourage
individuals to have direct contact with the spiritual world, or to “journey” into alternate reality,
through drumming (emphasized in Harner’s Core Shamanism) or in some cases through the use
of hallucinogens (in some forms of Neo-Shamanism) in order to discover their own paths. The en-
tries “Neo-Shamanism in Germany” and “Russian Shamanism Today” also focus on the continu-
ing evolution of shamanic practices in a modern, urban setting.

The Organization of the Encyclopedia
A basic account of the organization of this encyclopedia is given in the Preface; more details are
added here to help the reader understand the encyclopedia’s framework. According to Hultkranz,
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for example, ecstatic healers and diviners of the Arctic and circumpolar regions, northern Asia,
North and South America, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific Islands are all shamans according to the
criteria used by many writers (Hultkrantz 1993, 7). East Asia and Africa are relatively latecomers
to studies of shamanism, but from the point of view of those, like Ioan Lewis (1971, 1984), who
see possession as the core of shamanic ecstasy, it makes sense to include these areas. Australasia and
Oceania are based on Andreas Lommel’s observation of shaman-like figures in Australia (1989),
which seems to agree with that of the various authors of the entries in that region.

The encyclopedia is divided into two major categories, the general entries at the beginning of
volume 1 and the regional entries in the rest of volume 1 and in volume 2. The general entries
contain much that will have particular interest for the general reader, as well as for the specialist
who is interested in a broader viewpoint of shamanism in general. For example, there are entries
that explore the relationship of shamanism to the world religions Buddhism, Christianity, and Is-
lam (in the entry “Sufism and Shamanism” and related entries), as well as entries that focus on
such areas as art, costume, ecology, gender, healing, psychology, and witchcraft. Initially we hoped
to include many other general topics, but in the end the actual volume of the regional entries ex-
ceeded by far that of the general entries. This is due to the fact that some general entries require a
degree of generalization of religious phenomena of many different cultures, a generalization that is
regarded as problematic for anthropologists, who have usually specialized in a particular culture
and who, moreover, avoid broad generalizations that can lead to innacurate and misleading inter-
pretations.

Some of the topics, such as Animal Symbolism, Dramatic Performance, Buddhism, and
Tantrism, can be classified in either general or regional entries, since many of the general entries
can be geographically bound and include evidence derived from at least one or two particular cul-
tures according to the author’s expertise. Thus general and regional classifications overlap each
other to some extent. These classifications were created for the convenience of users of the ency-
clopedia and are not to be considered as absolute categories.

The ten sections of regional entries take their names from the ten major regions of the world
covered: North America; Central and South America; Europe; Eurasia; Korea and Japan; China
and Sino-Asia; South Asia, the Himalayas, and Tibet; Southeast Asia; Australasia and Oceania;
and Africa. The overview that introduces each regional section was written by the regional editor
in charge of that section or by a representative, and it plays a crucial role in providing the reader
with a larger context for the individual entries. The overview introduces the region, starting with a
brief account of its geography, history, and general cultural characteristics, followed by the general
characteristics of shamanism in the region. A very brief introduction to each entry is also included.
Here again, no attempt has been made to impose one approach to the study of shamanism on the
scholars who have written the overviews; rather the overviews reflect the rich diversity of the field,
embodying the distinctive points of view and disciplinary approaches of their authors.

The reason for choosing to place some of the entries in the sections in which they are found
needs some explanation. For example, the Atayul people in Taiwan are geographically in the area
covered under the title “China and Sino-Asia,” but the entry has been placed in the “Australasia
and Oceania” section, since the Atayul are an Australasian people The guiding prlnc1ple is that
peoples of the same ethnic group are, as much as possible, placed in the same section, in order to
highlight the common features these peoples share, even when they have become widely separated,
due to migration and other reasons. Thus readers are advised to use both the index and the cross-
references, as well as the table of contents, to locate the various indigenous peoples who are cov-
ered. A few words on each section here may also be helpful in orienting the reader.

The entries in the regional section “North America” represent only a small selection from the
thousands of cultures that existed before the arrival of Europeans, but these entries provide in-
depth accounts of major North American and Circumpolar Arctic groups. Michael Winkelman,
in his overview, has presented the story of the migration of these peoples from North Asia and the
changes in their shamanistic practices over the centuries, both before and after contact with West-
ern Europeans. As he notes, North American shamanistic practitioners interact with the spirit
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world and induce trance through the use of drumming or chanting. Another scholar in the field,
Jordan Paper, has made the point that shamanism in North America (south of the Inuit) tended to
be more “democratized” than that of North Eurasian shamanism. He noted that the Siberian
shaman in North Asia was a specialist with specific societal roles, whereas the spirit world and the
trance experience were available to all members of the community in the Americas before Euro-
American cultural domination. Through trance and visionary experience, a personal relationship
with these spirits was vital for the benefit of individuals and the community (Paper 1990, 90).

The entries in the “Central and South America” section also cover vast cultural regions, where
“the most ancient, enduring and spectacular examples of shamanistic practices [are] documented,”
as Glenn Shepard explains in the overview. He believes Central and South American shamanism
developed independently from the Arctic practices in response to heterogeneous ecological, socio-
cultural, and historical conditions.

The section on European shamanism highlights shamanistic interpretation of the ancient, me-
dieval, and modern religious phenomena called variously paganism, witchcraft, mysticism, magic,
and Neo-Shamanism. The sources used include myths, folklore, and fairy tales. These entries pre-
sent the shamanistic practices of Celtic, English, Roman, Germanic, Finno-Ugric, Russian, and
other European peoples. Carl Ruck’s overview makes the case that European pagan practices have
never completely died out, and the entries themselves contain suggestions of an interesting conti-
nuity between the ancient practices among such peoples as the Celts and Romans and the prac-
tices of the modern spiritual movements of Neo-Shamanism.

Still, the number of entries in the European section is relatively small, whereas “Eurasia” in-
cludes the largest number of entries: Eurasia, as the center of Siberian and Arctic shamanism, seen
by many as the most authentic form of shamanism, has been historically the most well-studied re-
gion. In most Eurasian societies, traditional forms of shamanism have disappeared, but shamanis-
tic beliefs and rituals survived in many cultural systems, specifically in the idea of spirits, certain
rituals, and the worldviews of the people. The entries, some contributed by indigenous scholars,
are based on firsthand field experience of their own cultures.

East Asian entries are divided into two sections: Chinese cultural domains (“China and Sino-
Asia”) and the Altaic speakers” region (“Korea and Japan”). China has many different minority
groups. The Turko-Mongol peoples and Manchus in the north are included in “Eurasia,” due to
their ethnic and cultural affinity with the Eurasian peoples; the Yi and Miao, in the south; the Ti-
betans in the southwest are discussed in an entry in the “South Asia, the Himalayas, and Tibet”
section. The shamanistic practices of Hong Kong, Singapore, and the Chinese population of Tai-
wan are also included.

Korea has perhaps its own pivotal tradition of shamanism in East Asia, one which is very differ-
ent from Chinese shamanistic practices. For one thing, Chinese shamanism includes a much
broader range of practices, due to ethnic and cultural variations in China. Japanese shamanism is
seen as closer to Korean than to Chinese shamanism, due to possible ancient linguistic and cul-
tural ties with the Altaic peoples originating in Eurasia, although present forms of Korean shaman-
ism seem to be more performance-oriented than Japanese forms.

The region covered in the section “South Asia, the Himalayas, and Tibet” includes both Hindu
and Buddhist countries, all considered more or less under the Indian cultural domain. The Ti-
betans and related peoples in Nepal have clearer forms of shamanism than the forms found in In-
dia, where the practice of spirit possession, divination, healing, and exorcism are the main features
of shamanistic practice. In India, spirit possession can be practiced by any individual inclined to
such capacity, not just religious specialists.

Southeast Asia, which also provides a variety of shamanistic beliefs and practices, is one of the
core areas of Old World shamanism, according to Robert Winzeler’s entry, “Southeast Asian
Shamanism” (which supplements the overview with which he introduces the section). A belief in
spirits seems to be the common denominator of shamanism in Southeast Asia, but the various
forms of shamanism in this region are not necessarily related. Migrations of Southeast Asian peo-
ples by land and sea further complicate the religious map of the region.
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Possibly originating from Southeast Asia, the shamanistic practices of Australasian and Oceanic
peoples in Micronesia, Melanesia, and Polynesia are also included in this encyclopedia. Shamans
in this region are called various names such as healers, priests, and diviners, like shamans of many
other regions. There are strong shamanistic elements in the practices of these peoples, such as the
importance of trance and dream, although some writers in this field are reluctant to call them
“shamans.”

Africa has a rich variety of indigenous religious traditions, many stemming from ancient times.
Edith Turner’s overview points out that the narrowness of Eliade’s definition of shamanism has
done a disservice to the study of African religious practices. She adopts broader definitions of
shamanism, which include African spirit possession in healing and divination. The study of
shamanism in Africa has grown enormously, and the opportunities for fieldwork among peoples
whose practices still have many shamanistic elements have made valuable work possible. The en-
tries of the Africa section reflect such new perspectives on shamanism in Africa.

The inclusion of the perspectives of almost two hundred contributors writing about such a wide
range of cultures will allow the reader to consider the controversial issues already discussed, as well
as other fascinating questions in the field, questions such as, What kind of society or culture tends
to support shamanic or shamanistic beliefs and rituals? Under what circumstances do people tend
to turn to shamans as their helpers and healers? Scholars such as Jane Atkinson have pointed out
that shamanism never occurs in isolation, but is always embedded in wider systems of thought and
practice (Atkinson 1992, 315). Our hope is that this encyclopedia will provide the foundations of
a study not only of shamanism itself but also of the wider societal and cultural basis of which each
form of shamanism is a part.

Mariko Namba Walter
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ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (AFRICA)
Across Africa, one of the primary duties of tradi-
tional healers is the manipulation of symbolic
paraphernalia, especially in ritual contexts. Many
of the important symbols in ritual life relate to
animals, yet any attempt to systematize animal
symbolism as it relates to indigenous beliefs in
the whole of Africa cannot but be general. In-
deed, Africa embodies greatly diverse cultural
traditions on both the regional and the local
level. What follows focuses on the various means
ritual specialists use to manipulate animal sym-
bols. It draws on a number of African cultures,
in the expectation that such particular remarks
will elicit more general themes prevalent in
shamanistic practice throughout Africa.

Animal Symbolism and Cultural Values

Animal symbolism plays a huge role in social
life in Africa: Animals and their behaviors fre-
quently represent the unwritten rules of a soci-
ety. It is ritual specialists and mediums who
bring these rules to light and reiterate their im-
portance to the community. Thus, animal sym-
bolism, through the mediation of ritual special-
ists, serves as a means to instill values within
the varied cultural contexts in which it is used.
This can be seen in several ways: most notably
perhaps in terms of aspects of social organiza-
tion, cosmology, and personal power.

Social Organization

Many African societies view the animal king-
dom as a reflection of their own human society.
Indeed, such considerations are made particu-
larly explicit in ritual life when symbols are ma-
nipulated and used to facilitate entering into
various states of ecstatic trance or spirit medi-
umship. The organization of the animal king-

dom is often considered as mirroring the hier-
archical structure of many African societies.
Thus, in most of West Africa, at the acme of
the hierarchy is the lion. One of the greatest
compliments is to be compared to a lion; in-
deed, in a great number of rituals the lion is an
especially popular symbol of strength and
power. In many senses, lions are seen to have
taught human beings how to live, hunt, and
behave nobly. Thus animals and their actions
bespeak values inherent in humans, so that
symbols fuse perceptions of the animal king-
dom and actual social life. In relationship to
human society, mediums’ interactions with ani-
mals suggest a didactic relationship: Animals
teach and instill knowledge that, often trans-
mitted through the religious specialist, is re-
lated back to the community and elucidates ap-
propriate modes of conduct.

Cosmology

Animals relate to spirits or supernatural worlds
as well. Sometimes animals are held to have di-
rect recourse to the spiritual pantheon, espe-
cially when they symbolize lineage or represent
ancestral sprits. In a great variety of cases, ani-
mals are thought to embody human spirits; this
holds for actual living animals, as well as for the
spirits of animals. In either case, whether
through interpreting their movements or acting
as a spirit medium, the medium interacts with
human spirits in animal form. Alternatively,
various responsibilities are attributed to animal
spirits, and it is the job of the medium to
know, if not to manipulate, these influences.
Animals, then, consistently symbolize recurrent
themes inherent in social and psychological life.
Accordingly, the use of animal symbols, both in
shamanistic ritual and ordinary life, is a con-
spicuous element of social life in Africa.
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Personal Power

Most importantly, the religious specialists are
charged with placating the malevolent forces
that are often believed to be harming the com-
munity. In so doing, they engage with various
sorts of animal symbols, the meanings of which
are culturally specific and sometimes far from
obvious. Indeed, notable differences between
animal symbolism and human qualities can be
drawn. For example, small and weak creatures
commonly symbolize positive qualities such as
survival and determination rather than negative
ones such as vulnerability and feebleness. De-
spite the fact that animals such as hares are prey
in the wild, easily and commonly slain by
larger more powerful animals, in the social
world they represent decidedly favorable char-
acteristics. So, inasmuch as symbols of power
speak to recurrent themes in African social life,
symbols of resilience and persistence suggest
that the sometimes difficult quest for survival is

held to be valuable.

Healing

The most widespread occurrences of animal
symbolism in shamanistic practice in Africa
have to do with healing. Indeed, myriad cul-
tures incorporate animals into healing rituals.
The Lebu healers, known especially for their
expertise in the Ndeup ceremony, are called
ndeupkaat in the Lebu version of the Wolof
language. In rituals among the Lebu of Senegal,
shaman-healers dress as hyenas and are con-
fronted and scared off by the more powerful
and noble lion. The hyena represents immoral-
ity and human weakness. The hyena is thus
seen as symbolizing all that is negative about
humans, which perhaps explains why it is so
frequently referred to in modern West African
culture (see Mambéty 1992). Lebu shaman-
healers generally contribute to strengthening
community morality by demanding that
women take part in the Ndeup ceremony,
which serves to ward off evil spirits from the
community, as well as satisfying the needs of
other spirits who demand sacrifices.

In order to identify the evil spirits who may
have contaminated a human body, causing de-
pression, Lebu ritual specialists tie up the sick
person next to a tied goat or bull (such animals
are common in ritual sacrifice throughout
Africa and are used similarly by the Bamiléké in

Cameroon). The shaman-healer then anoints
the ill person with the blood of chickens and
the horns of a bull, seeking the name of the
contaminating spirit. Women are then ordered
to chant as the shaman-healer consults these
spirits. Their rhythmic chants, in fact, enable
the shaman-healer to enter into the ecstatic
state necessary to communicate with the spirits
causing the illness. Eventually the ill person
feels reborn and is ordered to jump over the an-
imal seven times. Then he sits on the animal’s
side and whispers all his desires into the crea-
ture’s ear before it is sacrificed. From here,
many people accompany the ill person to a spe-
cific location, where many of them fall into
trances induced and supervised by the shaman-
healer. Afterwards, the ill person is declared
healed, his troubles having been transferred to
the animal before it was sacrificed. Thus
through ritual, the shaman-healer instills
morality back into a member of the commu-
nity and reasserts his authority as guide.

The importance of lion symbols in Lebu rit-
ual practices reflects the recurrence of this crea-
ture as a symbol of power throughout West
Africa. Another example from Ghana under-
scores the importance of the lion to voodoo
healers. Lions, in addition to hyenas and hares,
serve as central symbols in rituals of curing. In
order to reach spirit worlds in the relatively re-
cent Dhani voodoo form, these healers use ac-
tual parts of a lion’s body as ingredients in con-
coctions present during these rituals. The lion
is equally important in East Africa as well.
Amongst the East African Nuer peoples, a
healer is seen to be an expert in the “science” of
the lion, which underlines the importance of
the creature as a link between seer and spirits in
shamanistic ceremony. By contrast, in other
parts of East Africa, the lion symbolizes lazi-
ness, and hence is a negative, if not insulting,
symbol. As such, it is either not used in ritual,
or used in a negative way.

Trance, Dream-States,

and Spirit Mediumship

Many African tribal traditions show that hu-
mans are mistaken in believing they are sepa-
rate and different from the animals. For exam-
ple, animals gave the gift of enlightenment to
humankind, and this gift is given again
through shamanistic dreams and altered states



of consciousness. Normally, shamanic ecstatic
trance or dream-states, in which animals often
appear to the seer as humans, make it clear that
humankind’s acquisition of hunting knowledge
represents an endowment of gifts and wisdom
from predators to humankind. The relation-
ships and sets of interaction between healers
and animals can be broken down into four dis-
tinct types: tutelage, personification, communi-
cation, and protection.

Tutelage

The idea of an intimate relationship of tutelage
between humans and animals has continued
over time. Such motifs have sometimes, for ex-
ample, been grafted onto the story of Njajaan
Njaay, the hero of the Wolof people and
founder of the thirteenth-century Waalo king-
dom. Njaay was reputed to be a diplomat and
fair dispenser of justice, who could unite peo-
ples behind him as if by magic. Although sto-
ries of his miraculous return after many lost
years abound, some stories (see Diouf 2001)
now portray him as having been brought up by
lions and then returning part-man/part-lion to
unite the people of the Waalo kingdom, due to
the wisdom and powers acquired from his ex-
perience with lions.

Moreover, healers often state that it is thanks
to the various sorts of tutelage that animal spir-
its offer them that they are able to ply their
trade. In some instances, this tutelage comes to
nonreligious specialists, and it is in this way
that they are started on the path to becoming
healers endowed with special abilities and pow-
ers. This is one way among many others that
such healers are selected in varied cultures
across Africa.

Personification

Spirit mediums commonly assume animal per-
sonae in rituals. In so doing, they reaffirm the
importance of animals in daily life and, by ex-
tension, the efficacy of animal symbolism in
ritual. For instance, in shamanistic practices
among Senufo societies in Cote d’Ivoire and
Mali, the practitioners use bull, ram, or ante-
lope horns to symbolize masculinity in the
masks they create for their rituals. Using such
paraphernalia, the healer strives to be able to
relate to such animal spirits and in so doing to

ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (AFRICA) 5

placate the malevolent forces inherent in them
and stress their benevolent qualities.

Communication

In southern Africa, one of the central functions
of !Kung shamanic trance is to communicate
with or act as a spirit medium for animal spir-
its, because animals are seen as messengers be-
tween worlds. In order to communicate with
them and coax them into certain locations so
that they may be more easily hunted, mediums
are reputed to leave their own bodies and enter
those of the animals, at which point they can
communicate with and persuade them. Alter-
natively, when animal spirits represent malevo-
lent forces, 'Kung shaman-healers may serve as
spirit mediums for the animals’ spirits in order
to allow the animals to communicate to the
community as a whole.

Among the !Kung, music is a central means
of bringing about trance. Songs tend to be of
two sorts. They either tell about animals and
their relation to social or spiritual life, or they
mimic the sounds of animals, using either voice
or instrument (or both). In either case, the rela-
tionship between animals and trance should be
clear: Songs, an essential means for entering an
ecstatic state, focus on animals, and the trance
itself allows communication with animal spir-
its. The 'Kung, as a historical hunter-gather no-
madic group, place an extreme emphasis on
community relations with animals, and this is
indeed made manifest through ritual and in
particular through the conduct of the !Kung
shaman-healer.

Protection

On the other hand, and unlike !Kung society,
in which trance permits animals spirits to enter
humans and vice versa, in parts of West Africa
some animals are seen as containing the spirits
of angry humans. Such animals often come to
haunt people who have unjustly preyed upon
fellow humans or creatures. Shaman-healers are
believed to have the abilities needed to cure in-
dividuals of the illnesses brought about by un-
wanted spirit possession, and even more impor-
tantly, to protect the whole community. The
shaman-healer’s role as protector is made clear
in a Lebu myth that tells how a man, wronged

and killed by his friend after the friend had
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murdered the man’s powerful father, returned
in the form of a shark, which also carried the
spirit of his father, and haunted the murderer,
eventually killing him (see Ngom 1982; Wade
2002). Although the murderer had mended his
ways and assumed the power of the lion in a
shamanistic ritual, such a transformation did
not kill his guilty conscience, which the shark
may be taken to symbolize. This myth and the
shamanistic uses of animal symbolism depicted
in it give evidence of perception of the some-
times negative influence of animal spirits in
daily life. The shaman-healer is responsible for
preventing these negative influences from com-
ing to fruition.

Some Changes

Ritual ceremonies and animal symbolism in
Africa is changing. Whereas lion symbolism
once formed the basis of many forms of African
culture, and ritual sacrifices of bulls and goats
lay solely within the domain of shamanistic
practice, the lion has more recently emerged as a
symbol for specific nations rather than for the
whole of mankind, and the sacrifice of bulls and
goats has been incorporated into Islamic rituals.

Although the types of rituals supervised by
mediums and the types of animal symbols they
use are shifting, the need for religious specialists
to interact with the spirit world and their abil-
ity to do so remain omnipresent. Among the
'Kung, for instance, new trance dances have ap-
peared within the last decade, and with them
come new roles for animal spirits and new ways
in which to ritually engage them. Yet shamanis-
tic practice is controversial, especially due to
the ubiquitous influence of scriptural religions
in so many parts of Africa. Moreover, in many
parts of the continent shamanistic practices are
hotly contested as outdated and out of step
with the modern world.

In turn, the manipulation of animal symbols
is no longer exclusively the property of
shaman-healers and ritual specialists. On the
contrary, new generations of Africans are atten-
tive to means whereby they can combine old
symbols with new representations. Indeed, the
increase in outlets of expression such as films
and texts has meant new ways of showing the
importance of animal symbolism in most of so-
cial life. In addition, the meaning of symbols is
changing significantly. Even though most of

these animals have maintained their symbolic
roles over centuries, it is to be expected that
some creatures may change their roles and that
new animal symbols will continue to emerge.

Chris Hogarth
Noah Butler

See also: !Kung Healing, African Traditional
Medicine; Ancestor Worship in Africa; Cape
Nguni Shamanism; Entoptic Images;
Initiation; Ritual, and Possession; Rock Art
and Shamanism
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ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (AMERICAS)

For the indigenous peoples of the Americas, the
symbolism associated with animals helps form
and configure indispensable links between hu-
man, natural, and spiritual realms. Expressive
of these vital relationships, animals are often re-
ferred to and categorized as Animal People, or
some variation on that theme. Although there
are of course regional and tribal variations, in
general the resulting mediations help commu-
nicate the knowledge and teachings, as well as
the transformative potency, to successfully or-
chestrate a rite of passage, a healing ceremony, a
hunting ritual, or the renewal of the world it-
self. Partnership with the Animal People was es-
tablished in the creation time, and is revealed
and celebrated through the telling of the oral
traditions. A particular partnership may also be
personally acquired through a visionary experi-
ence, or perhaps inherited, and expressed in the
images used to adorn a costume, heard in the
words of a song, and observed in the move-
ments of a dancer as he is transfigured into an
eagle, jaguar, or wolf. And it is a partnership
that allows a shaman to journey as easily to the
creation time as to the bottom of the sea, tran-
scending temporal and spatial dimensions. An
appreciation of the relational roles and mean-
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Apsaroke shaman Crow wearing eagle
headdress. 1908. (Library of Congress)

ings of the Animal People, richly embedded in
narrative and ritual symbolism, is thus an es-
sential component of an understanding of the
structures and dynamics of American Indian
shamanism. Some of the traditions that nur-
tured the links between humans and the Ani-
mal People are still alive, others are not; but for
the sake of simplicity, all will be described in
the present tense in what follows, except where
clearly linked to a world that no longer exists.

The significance and relationship animals
have with humans were set forth during the
primordial time of creation, as witnessed in the
actions and deeds of such mythic animal beings
as Coyote, Salmon, Raven, or Spider, and as
discovered and celebrated in the retelling of the
oral traditions. The mythic Animal People are
beings with volition, thought, and speech, ex-
hibiting human desires and frailties, often with
animal names and characteristics, and typically
with great transformative powers. In the begin-
ning they confronted and destroyed monsters
of all sorts, and prepared the world for the
coming of humans.

In one Crow Indian oral tradition (of the
North American northern Great Plains), it was
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Isdahkawuattee, Old Man Coyote, with the
help of four ducks, who brought dry land to a
watery world. Then with his younger brother,
Little Fox, Old Man Coyote traveled the land,
transforming it into mountains and valleys, cre-
ating the game animals and fish, and finally hu-
mans themselves. Old Man Coyote subse-
quently established the kinship rules, hunting
practices, and religious ceremonies necessary
for humans to prosper. Although a culture hero
and benefactor for humans, Coyote was also
endowed with self-serving, trickster qualities.
As Coyote was given his particular disposition,
so too were the other animals. In the instance
of the Nez Perce (of the North American
Plateau area), it was Hanwaydat, the Creator,
who named all the animals and gave them their
specific abilities. These “assigned” qualities
helped determine the unique character of each
animal species, whether exhibited in their be-
havior as game animals or in their potency and
prerogatives as guardian spirits.

In preparing the world for humans, the Ani-
mal People also brought forth the essential
teachings that further patterned the nature of
animal-human relations. Continually empha-
sized in the oral traditions of the Plateau peo-
ples of North America is the importance of not
hunting too many animals, of sharing all that is
acquired, and of not boasting of one’s success in
the hunt. In a creation story told by the Desana
of the Colombian Amazon, humans arrived on
earth in a great Snake-Canoe, the anaconda,
who also acts as a watchdog for Vai-mahsé, the
Master of all the Animals. The success of the
hunter as well as the payé (shaman) depends on
their ability to enter into certain symbolic sex-
ual relations with Vai-mahsé. The intimate asso-
ciation between human and animal was further
strengthened by the nature of the first couple,
which consisted of a human Desana and an
aracii fish. All later Desana would trace their an-
cestral kinship to this union, and a significant
part of their diet consists of this important fish.

Shamanic success, be it in healing the sick,
hunting an animal, or renewal of the world,
can depend on the ability of shamans to travel
the landscape of the primordial era and renew
their kinship with the Animal People, dissolv-
ing temporal and spatial boundaries. It is an act
accomplished only after carefully listening to
and interpreting the teachings, symbolically
represented in the oral traditions and in the

shaman’s own visionary experiences. As an Iglu-
lik angdkut (of the Canadian Arctic) applies
with great skill the “magic words,” utterances
once spoken by the animals and handed down
from the beginning of time, shamans through-
out the Americas learn and use the esoteric lan-
guages of the Animal People. Adept at singing
their own medicine songs, shamans must be
just as much at ease deciphering the rich sym-
bolism of dreams, visions, and oral traditions,
all of which have emanated from the voices of
the Animal People.

In various rites of passage, especially those as-
sociated with vision questing and shamanic ini-
tiation, the importance of establishing kinship
with the Animal People is particularly para-
mount. During an initiatory vision, it would
likely be an animal spirit, either in animal or
human form, that communicates with the
seeker. Serving as a guide, the animal spirit
would escort the neophyte in a journey of spiri-
tual discovery into the landscape of the primor-
dial time. Such a journey is rich in imagery,
and it may only be a shaman, wise in years,
who can interpret the significance of the dream
gift. Among the Plains and Plateau peoples of
North America the eagle or hawk could sym-
bolize flight, while the salmon or buffalo could
refer to sustenance, or bounty.

The culmination of the Desana shaman’s ini-
tiation occurs when the novice takes vihd snuff.
If the vihé accepts the novice, the novice is
turned into an animal shape, perhaps into the
yé’e, “jaguar,” and roams the forest indistin-
guishable from its other inhabitants. For the
Desana another term for payé (shaman) is yé'e.
As an intermediary between society and nature,
the payé is able to change himself into the
jaguar and travel the spiritual terrain of the
forests. The jaguar is to nature as the payé is to
humans; each must be a great hunter if survival
is to be assured. Following initiation, the payé
(who is always male) can turn into the jaguar at
will. The association is so complete that the
payé speaks with the voice and sees with the
eyes of the jaguar; he devours raw meat and
sleeps on the ground. Created by the Sun Cre-
ator to be his main intermediary on earth, the
jaguar has great powers of fertility, is associated
with fire, and is heard by its roar, the thunder.
So powerful, the yé’e is the only animal not un-
der the control of the Vai-mahsg, the Master of
the Animals.



Having demonstrated their tremendous
transformative powers in the preparation of the
world for humans, the Animal People can be
viewed as archetypal of the original shamans.
As the shaman is able to identify and establish a
personal kinship bond with a particular Animal
Being, perhaps replicating its character, the
transformative potency of the Animal People is
brought to bear for the shaman to affect the
lives of others. Among the Crow, an akbaalia,
“one who doctors,” has an adoptive relation-
ship with his “medicine father,” perhaps an elk,
eagle, or buffalo, acquired during a vision
quest. In addition, the personality qualities of
the akbaalfa himself often parallel the primary
transformer in Crow tradition, Coyote. Al-
though typically self-effacing, a benefactor and
a healer of the sick, the akbaalia can just as eas-
ily assume the role of a trickster, deceptive and
self-serving, especially in the face of a rival.
Among the Coeur d’Alene (of the North Amer-
ican Plateau), an individual’s suumesh (spiritual
power) is expressed in the song acquired in a vi-
sion from a guardian spirit and renewed each
winter in the Jump Dance. During the dance,
when an individual properly sings his suumesh
song, he becomes his animal spirit, speaking its
voice and dancing its mannerisms, perhaps that
of a wolf or an elk. If the song is not properly
sung, ill fortune and spirit sickness will likely
ensue. If the song is properly sung by, for ex-
ample, a salmon shaman, then the spirit of the
salmon will provide the insights and power for
the salmon shaman to successfully coordinate
salmon fishing.

The nature of a shaman’s particular spiritual
power is often framed in how his animal
guardian spirit is categorized within the larger
worldview of his society. In many hunting-ori-
ented societies, for example, a hunter will seek
out a predatory animal as his spirit guide. For
the Iglulik, the fox, owl, bear, and shark, all
great hunters themselves, are considered among
the most powerful helping spirits for a human
hunter. As noted, hunting success for the De-
sana pay¢ revolves around an intimate relation-
ship with the animal hunter par excellence, the
jaguar. Among the Crow, there is a close associa-
tion between what are considered the natural at-
tributes of an animal and the particular spiritual
powers of a baaxpée (medicine). As the squirrel
spends its time gathering and storing nuts and
berries for the coming winter, possessing squir-
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rel medicine helps assure food for one’s family.
As the eagle’s keen sight and physical prowess
are unsurpassed, eagle baaxpée is highly sought.
This categorical relationship is not unlike that
expressed in the use of an “Indian name.” Often
ritually bestowed on a child by an elder, the
name itself would refer to a particular animal
and perhaps some special action of that ani-
mal—Swift Hawk or Hidden Badger. If cared
for properly, the animal name would help pro-
tect the child and nurture in the child abilities
of the kind expressed in the name.

With newly acquired kinship with the Ani-
mal People, the initiated shaman is ready to ap-
ply the transformative powers of the primordial
realm to the welfare of the human realm. As
shamanic societies are often dependent on
game animals, birds, and fish for subsistence,
one primary focus of ritual effort is in the per-
petuation of animal species. These efforts
might take the form of individual hunting ritu-
als, specific to a hunter and his game, as well as
more communal ceremonials, seeking renewal
in the vitality of the entire animal world.

The game animals are themselves often char-
acterized as possessing humanlike qualities and
referred to as kinsmen. For the Desana, the
deer is the most human animal of the forests,
able to laugh and dance, with its own language,
and prone to suffer from illnesses. As a princi-
pal game animal, the deer represents the female
principle and symbolizes cleanliness. Similarly
the deer for the Coeur d’Alene is Amotqn’s, the
Creator’s, favorite pet. It knows the thoughts of
the hunters, and enjoys playing games of hide
and seek with them. As with the buffalo on the
Plains and salmon in the Plateau of North
America, the deer is often addressed as a
“brother.” With its intelligence and close physi-
cal resemblance to humans, the bear for the
Naskapi of the interior Labrador of North
America is one of the most powerful of all ani-
mals, having influence over the other animals
and knowing the inner desires of hunters.
Tremendous ritual observances are thus paid to
the bear, from communicating with it through
dreams, to showing care in how it is consumed
and its bones are disposed.

There is a widespread respect shown to the
bones of game animals. Often symbolizing the
souls of animals, the bones of animals are to be
respected and returned to the place of their ori-
gins. In so doing, hunters facilitate the rebirth
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of the animals. Among the Iglulik, dogs are not
allowed to chew on the bones during the
butchering of an animal, lest the soul of the an-
imal be offended. Among the Naskapi, the
bones of the beaver are ritually deposited back
in the river from which the beaver came, to
please the “giant beaver,” Master of the Beaver,
so he might look favorably on the hunter and
allow the spirit of the animal to return to life.
The bones of other game animals are ritually
collected and placed in trees near where the an-
imals were hunted or eaten, to honor the ani-
mals. Among the Plateau peoples, the bones of
salmon are returned to rivers to be reborn. As a
link to the soul, the bones can also be used in
divination. Among the Naskapi, a hunter at-
tempts to induce a dream, pwamu, to commu-
nicate with the animal’s spirit. If the soul of the
animal, such as a caribou or beaver, comes to
the hunter, the dream can be clarified by char-
ring the shoulder blade of the animal. When
reading the resulting marks on the burnt bone
is accompanied by singing and drumming, the
marks reveal the language of the animal’s soul,
guiding the hunter to where the animal can be
located.

As in any kinship-based relationship, reci-
procity is needed if the animal-human relation-
ship is to continue. If an animal “brother” is to
offer its flesh to a hunter, a gift must be given in
exchange. If the salmon spirit is to assist a
shaman in the salmon harvest, the shaman must
give respect to his suumesh (the spiritual power
of the salmon). These exchanges can involve a
wide variety of symbolic gifts, such as the souls
of an enemy, as among the Desana, or adher-
ence to an elaborate set of respect rules and
taboos, as exemplified by the Iglulik. When the
balance is maintained, the animal populations
are replenished and maintained, and the hunters
are offered the flesh of their animal kinsmen. By
entering into a relationship with the Animal
Peoples, power is then applied back to perpetu-
ating animal, as well as human, kinsmen.

The various exchanges seek not only to
maintain the assistance of a guardian animal
spirit and garner the favor of the game animal
itself, but also to secure the goodwill of a
prominent Animal Person or Master of Ani-
mals who oversees the game animals. When an
imbalance in the gift exchanges occurs, as when
a hunter kills too many animals or the dogs
chew on the bones, the animal flesh is withheld

from the hunter, and the human populations
suffer. It would then be the responsibility of the
shaman to help restore the balance by traveling
to the place of the Master of the Animals and
appeasing it.

Among the Desana there are two Vai-mahsg,
Masters of the Animals, one for the animals of
the forests, a masculine being, and the other for
the fish of the rivers, a feminine being. Their
periodic sexual visits with each other assure ani-
mal and fish offspring. Vai-mahsé can appear as
a dwarf painted red, or as a small lizard. In a
hallucinated state the payé travels to the Milky
Way and with the help of Vih4-mahsé, the
Master of the vihé snuff, negotiates an ex-
change. For the souls of humans from a neigh-
boring tribe the hunters will receive game ani-
mals; by the death of humans the loss of
animals is replenished. If a hunter kills the
wrong animals, for whom an exchange was not
negotiated, Vai-mahsé may send sickness or
dangerous animals, and famine may result.

An Iglulik angdkut seeks to keep the right
balance between humans and the domain of
animals, presided over by Takdnakapsaluk,
Mother of the Sea Animals. When too many
animals are taken, or when taboos are broken,
the angdkut must restore the imbalance by
“fall[ing] down in order to bring to light the
animals hunted,” that is, by journeying to the
dangerous bottom of the sea and the abode of
Takdnakapsaluk. There he must win her favor.

In the Mandan Okipa ceremony (of the
Great Plains of North America), the assistance
of the Animal People was called upon to per-
petuate the buffalo herds and a good hunt.
Dancers became key primordial beings, such as
Lone Man (Buffalo Spirit), Hoita (Speckled
Eagle), and, dressed in a coyote hide, First Cre-
ator. The Buffalo dancers had blackened bod-
ies with white and red strips on their legs and
arms, and wore a buffalo head, buffalo hair an-
klets, breechcloth, and tails on their backs.
The ritual drama of the ceremony sought to
replicate the creation time, dramatizing a
period of struggle and famine, when the buf-
falo were eventfully released from their captiv-
ity in Dog Den Butte. If the dancers were suc-
cessful, the transformative power of the
Mythic Animal People was brought to bear, re-
newing and perpetuating the world of animals
and humans alike.

Rodney Frey
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ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (ASIA)
Animals and plants are intimately related to
aboriginal religions and to shamanism and its
practices in particular. In this respect, Euro-
pean, Central Asian, and North African
shamanism probably have the longest history of
evidence of this association: many petroglyphs,
dating from the Upper Paleolithic to the pre-
modern period, arguably depict shamans, who
are always surrounded by animals. The relation
between shamans or other practitioners of abo-
riginal traditions and animals and plants is ex-
tremely multifaceted and complex. Animals
and plants and animal-anthropomorphic fig-
ures, mythic or real, sacred or profane, have
played very diverse roles within and across
Asian cultures. Unfortunately, Eurasian sha-
manism, much of the territory of the practice
of which falls within China, Mongolia, and the
former USSR, has not been studied in all its di-
versity due to the severe ideological restrictions
in the above-mentioned countries (Hutton
2001). One of the most regrettable results of
this is that very rich data on the traditional
myths and folklore, collected by the folklorists
in the twentieth century, was called secular
folklore and was almost never linked to the
shamanic and other aboriginal religious prac-
tices of which it has been a natural part. Fortu-
nately, it is still not too late to make such a
connection, using the unpublished archival ma-
terials and field research. It is this material that
makes it possible to discuss the categorization
of the different roles and functions that animals
play in the myth and practice of Eurasian
shamanism.

Animals in the Creation Myths

Most of the creation myths of the aboriginal
nations of Asia do not involve an animal as the
Creator. Usually, the Creator is vaguely anthro-
pomorphic or uniconic (shapeless). The excep-
tion to this general rule in Eurasia is found
among Paleoasian groups (Mongoloid peoples
of northeastern Asia—the Chukchee, Itel’'men,
and others), who consider the Raven (Kutkh)
to be the Trickster-Creator (and the shamanic
prototype). This fact and the proximity of the
above-mentioned groups to North America
(Paleoasians live in the far northeast of Siberia,
mostly along the northern Pacific coast) sug-
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gests the shared roots with a number of the
West Coast Native groups of North America
(e.g., Tlingit, Haida) whose mythology has
striking similarities to the Paleoasians’.

Although the Creator in the myths of most
aboriginal cultures of Eurasia cannot be easily
connected with any animal figure, however, he
(or sometimes she, or it, or they) always has an-
imal helpers, who are created prior to humans
and function as demiurges (supernatural beings
imagined as creating or fashioning the world in
subordination to the Supreme Being). The list
of such animals varies from culture to culture
(sometimes, animals work as teams during the
creation process, performing different func-
tions) and is very extensive: For example,
among Finno-Ugrians (Saami, Khanty, et al.) a
very important spirit-animal demiurge is a
duck, or a loon; among the Ainu of Hokkaido,
Japan, it is a type of magpie, and so on. How-
ever, almost all of the animals that a given cul-
ture lives among have certain roles in the Cre-
ation process and Mythic Time, and thus are
marked with specific sacred properties.

In some cultures, myths tell about a first at-
tempt at mankind, or an alternative mankind,
or even several alternatives, each a different
species. The leading (but not unique) candidate
for the role of an alternative mankind through-
out boreal and circumpolar Eurasia is the bear.
Thus, animals are considered the older siblings
of humans, and their treatment in the religious
context reflects the family hierarchy of the
group in question, where younger and older
siblings have their specific roles, rights, and re-
sponsibilities. Being the “first ones,” animals
are considered to have a more immediate con-
nection to the Spirit World, and often function
as its emanations and messengers. In these roles
they are employed by shamans.

Moreover, many stories of the Mythic Time
tell of animals interbreeding with humans. It is
very important to notice that in most totemic
beliefs that involve the descent of a lineage
from an animal, the animal is not the only an-
cestor of a given lineage, but is one of the
proto-parents (the other one is usually either a
human, or a mythic being, as illustrated by the
myth of the origin of Tibetans, according to
which they originated from an ape and an
ogress). The totemic ancestors are not necessar-
ily the important animals of the Creation
myths. However, as in the case of the Bulagat

and Ekhirit clans of Buryats (Lake Baikal area,
Russia) whose totems are, respectively, Blue
Bull (Bukha-Noyon) and a Dogfish, the totems
are not the ancestors, but rather the patrons of
the clans from among the animals of the cre-
ation team. Shamans usually employ as their
spirit helpers not the totemic animals, but
rather the animals who are/were important in
the Creation myths—due to the specific pow-
ers they have, which made them so important
during the Creation process.

Three Spheres and
Varieties of Animal Roles

Shamans, and the practices of traditional reli-
gions in general, function as a support of the
balance, or homeostasis (Hamayon 1994,
109-125) of three closely connected and inter-
penetrating, but nonetheless differentiated
spheres of the aboriginal universe: the human
sphere, the spirit sphere, and the natural
sphere. The communication/negotiation may
be happening in any direction between any of
the two spheres to affect the third one. In the
hunting ceremonies, spirits (the Masters of the
Animals, who are not the animals themselves)
are asked to intercede on behalf of humans to
bring the game. In shamanic ceremonies, ani-
mal spirits are the helpers or vehicles who carry
the shaman (or that being into whom the
shaman transforms) to the non-animal spirits
and gods. In many cases, a shaman has to con-
tact the non-animal spirits to mend an offense
committed against an animal by a human. Fi-
nally, in many cultures, animals are treated as
the messengers or, sometimes, manifestations of
the spirits (a very developed view of this type is
found among the Ainu of Hokkaido [Spe-
vakovsky 1994 and Yamada 1994]). In particu-
lar, this view is reflected in the practice of the
interpretation of the omens (often, but not ex-
clusively, conducted by shamans) and in the
sending off of the spirit of the hunted game
(Watanabe 1994, 55-56). More combinations
of this type may be mentioned, but they all
have the three realities—the human, natural,
and spirit worlds—as their variables. And in all,
the shaman is a representative of the human
sphere on behalf of the community.

The following are the main roles that ani-
mals play in traditional religions and shamanic
practice:
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. Protector and guide

. Totem

. Object of shaman’s (or hunter’s) partial or
complete identification

4. Commodity offered to the spirit(s) in the

form of sacrifice

5. Messenger, sometimes a malignant spirit
in the disguise of an animal, often sent by
another human

. Nagual (spirit-animal, protector)

7. A shaman’s vehicle (to the spirit-world),

such as a horse or elk
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In addition, in some cultures there are a num-
ber of entirely mythic animals (e.g., Altai ker-
dyutpa, the fish-like monsters of the Under-
world) whom shamans have to confront and
appease during their journeys. Also, there are a
number of animal-astral characters who do not
play an active role in shamanizing but are
nonetheless addressed and reflected in myths
(e.g., Altai “Three Elk Does”™—Orion constella-
tion). There has been an ongoing speculation,
that the Asian (Chinese, Tibetan, et al.) animal
cycle calendar is intimately connected with early
shamanistic beliefs of the inhabitants of Central
Asia and China. This list is by no means ex-
haustive, and also each of the mentioned cate-
gories can be divided into subcategories.

Protector-Guide Animals

In some groups of Eurasia, shamanic spirit-pro-
tectors are only animals, in others they may be
animals, various mythological personae, and
ancestors-humans, and in others only the hu-
man ancestors play this role. However, even in
the latter category (Altai shamans), animals or
their spirits, although not part of the core
guardian spirit retinue of a shaman, are still
employed as protector-sprits and are called dur-
ing the ceremonies. In Tuvan shamanism, the
term eeren, or ongut, denotes the category of
spirits, protectors, and guides, but not necessar-
ily the core protectors. It has extremely compli-
cated semantics. An eeren may be an animal
spirit, or an object that is endowed with power
(but not quite personified) and is used as a sa-
cred tool. An eeren may be an animal, a mythic
monster, or such a thing as a kbomu (musical
instrument), solongo (rainbow, or its representa-
tion), or kuzungu (mirror) (Diakonova 1981,

145-148).
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Birds are usually related to the Upper World,
deer, wolf, and elk, to the Middle World, and
bear, badger, wolverine, and, especially, the
snake, to the Lower World. Some animal spirits
are especially valued for being representatives of
the several worlds; thus, as noted, the duck or
loon, representing air, water, and under-water
(earth), is a shamanic guide par excellence
among Finno-Ugrians (Komi, Saami, Khanty
and others), Samoedians (Nentsy), and other
groups.

Most (but not all) of the spirit-animals de-
picted on the shamanic costumes, drums, and
other accessories belong to this category.

Totems

As mentioned above, totemism in Asian tradi-
tions takes many diverse forms. Usually,
shamans are not involved with the totemic ani-
mals, but there are exceptions. Thus, the bear
among the Khanty may be a totem and, at the
same time a spirit helper of a particular
shaman. Also, a vague mixture of a totemic ani-
mal, a shamanic protector-animal, and even a
god, who sometimes takes on a human form,
sometimes an animal form (specifically a tiger),
is known in Korean Shamanism (Lee 1981,
19). In general, in the cultures that have been
exposed for a long time to the great world reli-
gious traditions such as Buddhism (Tibet,
Ladakh, China) the categories of animals and
nonanimal spirits employed by shamans tend
to merge and become vague.

Objects of Shaman’s Identification

Among the Eurasian aboriginal groups, the
term sou/ cannot be used as it is in Western tra-
dition, because they typically believe in multiple
“souls,” or rather aspects of a human (or animal,
or spirit) being. The shaman’s identification
with an animal is usually an identification with
that animal’s image, which carries a particular
ability, be it sight, stamina, or ability to fly.
Thus some aspect of an animal, usually not the
animal in totality, but rather disparate parts
such as feathers and limbs, is depicted on the
shamanic costume and other accessories. Inter-
estingly, Finno-Ugrian groups, as well as the na-
tions of the Caucasus that have some rudiments
of shamanic beliefs, believe in the “vere-animal”
phenomenon (that is, the physical transforma-
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tion of a human into an animal), whereas this
belief apparently has not been documented for
the trans-Uralic (Asian), or non-Finno-Ugric
groups.

Commodities

This category is almost entirely confined to
groups in which hunting-gathering patterns
were firmly replaced by herding long ago. Ex-
amples of such groups are Buryats, Mongo-
lians, Altai-Sayan Turkic groups (Altai,
Khakass, Tuvan), Sakha (Yakuts), various eth-
nic groups of Northern China, and Koreans.
The shamanic pattern among such groups is
strikingly different from the shamanism of the
hunter-gatherers. One of the important differ-
ences between the hunter-gatherers and the
herders is their respective attitudes to what is
commonly called a sacrifice. Whereas for the
hunter-gatherers it always has an element of
sending off the animal (who is a spiritual sib-
ling), and the carcass of an animal is treated
with utmost respect, among herders the sacri-
fice of a reindeer, a horse, or a sheep is, first and
foremost, an offering of valuable property to the
spirit in question. The offered animal does not
have value in itself, but is treated as a commod-
ity that the spirit would enjoy. Missionary-
ethnographer Verbitsky, who worked among
the Altaians in the late nineteenth century, er-
roneously saw the sacrifice of damaged horses
to Erlik, the god of the Underworld, as the sign
of people’s dislike of an “evil god” (Verbitsky
1893, 62). Apparently, he did not know that,
according to Altai belief, in the Underworld
objects behaved in the opposite fashion, com-
pared to the objects of the Middle World: Only
things that were broken or damaged in the
Middle World were whole and functional in
the Underworld.

Messenger

Animals (sometimes all, sometimes just certain
species) are often seen as messengers of the spir-
its (good or bad). Among the peoples of the
lower Amur River in Northeast Asia (the
Ulchi, the Nivkh, and the Evenki), such a mes-
senger is the Siberian tiger. His name, amba,
means “master.” His appearance may mean
many things, but it is always seen as an awe-
some omen. Prophetically, the Russian settlers

of the area use amba as a slang term for death.
Even the game animal, which has been sent to
be hunted, is seen as a messenger. Therefore, it
is sent off in a ceremony after having been con-
sumed (or killed). The malignant messengers,
which are seen as evil spirits disguised as ani-
mals, often insects, are usually sent by an en-
emy shaman or a warlock. Sometimes, such an-
imals are warlocks themselves (or one of their
aspects, or “souls,” is). Across the Eurasian bo-
real area, a bear, woken up in winter and wan-
dering, is commonly seen as one of these spir-
its. For the above-mentioned people of lower
Amur as well as for the Manchus, a tiger may
sometimes be seen as a malignant messenger.

Nagual

This term, used by the Mazatecan in Oaxaca,
Mexico, denotes a spirit-animal that is a protec-
tor of a person (whether shaman or not). The
difference from other spirit-protectors lies in
the fact that this type of protector is embodied
in an individual animal whose life is intimately
connected with the life of the protected person.
The research on nagualism in Asia has been
very limited, but it is possible to say confi-
dently that such a phenomenon exists in one or
another form in many of the Asian groups. For
example, among the Altai, an animal and a
plant (both a species and a certain specimen)
are called bayana (or payana) and occupy a po-
sition somewhere between a totem and a
nagual. According to the author’s field data,
mending damage done to one’s bayana, or heal-
ing the harm done by its destruction, is one of
the goals of shamanic sessions.

Shamanic Vehicle

A peculiar variation of the idea, close to nagual-
ism, can be found in the Siberian notion,
among the Altaians, Tuvans, and Evenki, of the
spiritual value of the shamanic drum. Whereas
in some cultures the drum is simply a tool and
can be replaced by another drum, for the Alta-
ians it is an animal, which is strongly con-
nected to the drum’s owner. The skin of the
drum is usually taken from an elk, killed in a
very particular manner, and the “soul” of the
elk, its pura, or bura, is placed into the drum
through a fairly sophisticated ceremony. The
drum (or rather, its bura) is an object of suppli-



cation and sacrifice, performed by the shaman
at every session. Thus, the drum (or its bura)
becomes a vehicle and, simultaneously, an assis-
tant to the shaman. Each shaman can have only
a limited amount of drums during his or her
lifetime. After a drum is damaged, its skin is
broken to release the bura. After the last drum
destined for a given shaman cannot serve any-
more, the shaman is expected to die, and the
skin of the drum is broken at the funeral. De-
spite the fact that the skin of an Altai drum is
always made out of elk hide, it is often called a
horse, or even a camel. The bura, in the form
of an animal, is usually depicted on the surface
of the drum. In both Chinese folk cults and
Daoism, the notion of an animal as the vehicle
for a mystic is quite prominent: This might in-
dicate that there is a relationship between Dao-
ism and shamanism.

Finally, in many Asian cultures, a number of
entirely mythic animal figures are present in
traditional religions, especially in shamanism.
Although some of these human-animal hy-
brids, which often serve as shamans’ spirits, are
apparently indigenous to the culture in ques-
tion, other beings are evidently imported from
elsewhere. This kind of foreign origin is espe-
cially characteristic of the Inner Asian Turkic
ethnic groups. Thus, for example, the Altai
fish-like monster ker-dyutpa (depicted on the
shamanic costume and confronted by shamans
during their journeys to the Underworld) was
borrowed from Tibetan mythology (Sagalaev
1984, 72). Most such borrowings can be traced
to China, Tibet, India, or Iran. Although trac-
ing the origins of various mythological per-
sonae imported into Asian shamanism is a fas-
cinating topic, very little work has been done in
this direction.

The theme of animals in Asian shamanism
and other traditional beliefs and practices still
needs much research. There are two directions
for cross-cultural research in this area. The first
involves research along the line of cultures’ com-
mon origin. Many of the cultures of Asia are ge-
netically related and share common mytholo-
gies, which are reflected in their practices. The
second involves research in areas that share the
same ecology (Irimoto and Yamada 1994). Al-
though cultures that occupy the same or similar
ecological zones (e.g., groups of the Pacific East
and West Coasts) do not show any signs of be-
ing genetically related, their beliefs, especially
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with respect to animals, are strikingly similar.
When both kinds of cross-cultural research are
done, it may shed light on the often raised ques-
tion: What is more likely to make the beliefs
and practices of two cultures resemble each
other, shared habitat or common origin?

Andei Vinogradov

See also: Ainu Shamanism; Buryat Shamanism;
Chinese Shamanism, Classical; Daoism and
Shamanism; Deer Imagery and Shamanism;
Dreams and Visions; Drums, Shamanic:
Form and Structure; Ecology and
Shamanism; Finno-Ugric Shamanism;
Horses; Korean Shamanism; Mongolian
Shamanic Tradition and Literature; Russian
Folklore and Shamanism; Sakha Shamanism;
Tibetan Shamanism; Transformation; Tuvan
Shamanism
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ARCHAEOLOGY OF SHAMANISM

Shamanism is widely distributed and commonly
(even if not universally) associated with hunter-
gatherers. These facts have led various re-
searchers to propose that it is not simply an an-
cient religious system, but also the original
system of belief brought into the Americas, if
not perhaps even the first religion of humankind
(e.g., Furst 1977; LaBarre 1980). Research on
the archaeology of shamanism has been stimu-
lated by these hypotheses as well as by interest in
prehistoric religion more generally.
Archaeologists typically investigate prehis-
toric shamanism using three types of evidence:
(1) paleoethnobotanical data on hallucinogenic
plants in the archaeological record; (2) iconog-
raphy and symbolism; and (3) less commonly,
other types of ritual or ceremonial remains.
The first two evidential concerns are predicated
on the importance of altered states of con-
sciousness in shamanistic practice; the third is
often tied to some type of ethnographic anal-
ogy (i.e., comparisons with ethnographically
described rituals and beliefs of a later date).
The best studies combine different types of evi-
dence and approaches, but all confront the
problem of coming up with a definition for
shamanism that can be recognized archaeologi-

cally. That is, although cross-cultural studies
have identified characteristics of “classic”
shamanism in order to distinguish it from other
magico-religious practices and practitioners
(e.g., Winkelman 1992), isolating the evidence
upon which such distinctions can be made in
the archacological record is a difficult task.

Paleolithic and Neolithic Eurasia

Archaceological investigations of shamanism
have concentrated on Eurasia and the Americas,
with an important but smaller body of work in
southern Africa. In greater Eurasia they have
emphasized three general topics: (a) the time-
depth of Siberian and central Asian shamanism;
(b) Paleolithic rock art of western Europe; and,
recently, (c) western European Neolithic passage
tombs. The antiquity of Siberian shamanism is
important, inasmuch as Siberia is often de-
scribed as the cradle of shamanism. In particu-
lar, the first inhabitants of the Americas mi-
grated into the hemisphere from eastern Siberia,
suggesting that this region may be the source for
the New World shamanistic complex and, if so,
that shamanism must be Paleolithic in age (over
10,000 years old) in its putative northeastern
Asiatic homeland. Debate still surrounds this
question, partly because the archaeological
record in Siberia is little studied.

With respect to antiquity, Ekaterina Devlet
(2001) cited continuities in the form of iconog-
raphy on historical shamanic costumes and rit-
ual objects (especially drums) with certain un-
usual burials and the iconography of Siberian
rock art. The similarities she identifies suggest
that shamanism dates from at least the Bronze
Age (approximately 3,000 years ago) in this re-
gion. Similarly, Andrzej Rozwadowski (2001),
concluded that Bronze Age (and perhaps late
Neolithic) rock art in Central Asia is shamanis-
tic. Both cases are supported by evidence for the
ritual use of the narcotic cannabis, found in
Bronze Age Siberian tombs dating from
500—-300 B.C.E. (Rudenko 1970). But in none
of these examples, nor in any others, do archae-
ologists propose the kind of Paleolithic age re-
quired to support arguments for a Siberian ori-
gin for New World shamanism. Whether this
lack of evidence is due to the limited archaeo-
logical work in Siberia and Central Asia or, al-
ternatively, is the case because the Asiatic-origin
hypothesis is simply wrong, remains unresolved.



Two circumstances make it seem more likely
that the Asiatic-origin hypothesis is wrong. For
one thing, cross-cultural ethnographic and neu-
ropsychological studies suggest that the wide-
spread distribution of shamanism is not solely
due to diffusion but instead is partly a result of
independent invention based on innate human
capacities (Winkelman 1992); shamanism, in
other words, may not have originated only in a
single region. The related circumstance involves
the second major topic in the archaeology of
Eurasian shamanism: the origin and meaning
of western European rock art, especially the Pa-
leolithic cave art of France and Spain. This art
is exclusively associated with anatomically
modern humans (i.e., Homo sapiens, not Nean-
derthal). Recent research at Chauvet Cave in
the Ardéche region of southeastern France
demonstrates that it was created as early as
33,000 years ago; work at other caves shows
that it continued to be made until about
10,000 years ago (Lewis-Williams 2002a). Yet
no evidence beyond potential cross-cultural
universals suggests any direct linkage between
this art and Siberian shamanistic beliefs and
practices, and these cross-cultural universals
may be neurobiologically rather than culturally
based (Winkelman 2002).

Compelling evidence has been presented sup-
porting the interpretation that some if not much
European Paleolithic art is shamanistic in origin,
and that it depicts visionary imagery (Lewis-
Williams and Dowson 1988; Lewis-Williams
2002a). Foretelling detailed arguments made re-
cently by J. David Lewis-Williams, Weston
LaBarre described the art at two important
French caves thus: “The dancing-shaman [at Les
Trois Freres] is [not a ‘god’ but] a shamanic
trickster-transformer; the cave artist at Lascaux
perceives an unevenness in the rock wall and on
this he paints the animal into existence deep in
the womb of the earth. He literally only creates
what he ‘conceives—out of a half-reality he has
perceived” (1980, 53-54).

Important here is the context of the sites: Art
in the deep recesses of the caves occurs in loca-
tions where sensory deprivation is likely, and this
can easily result in an altered state of conscious-
ness; humans are then predisposed to enter
trance at the sites. More directly, the art itself is
supportive of such an interpretation, inasmuch
as it includes kinds, mixtures, and characteristics
of motifs that, based on clinical neuropsycholog-
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ical studies, are known to be generated as mental
images and somatic hallucinations in trance
(Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988).

Lewis-Williams’s (2002a) detailed analysis of
the caves suggested that they served as entries
into the supernatural; and that shaman-artists
engraved and painted the spirits they perceived
on the cave wall or ceiling, during their vision-
ary experiences, on that rock surface—which
served as a kind of veil between the mundane
and the sacred. To Lewis-Williams, the appear-
ance of European Paleolithic rock art signals
not only the first evidence of shamanism and
art, but also the development of a fully modern
human consciousness; one that was neurally ca-
pable of achieving trance but, perhaps more
importantly, was mentally able to invest that
brain-mind state with the greatest emotional
and intellectual significance.

Interpretation of the subsequent Neolithic
passage tombs of western Europe as shamanis-
tic was first stimulated by the discovery of
opium residues and ceramic braziers at sites
dating to approximately 6,000 years ago. These
finds caused Andrew Sherrat (1991) to hypoth-
esize the existence of a cult that spread from
south to north, with the inhalation of narcotics
related to “mortuary rituals and communica-
tion with the ancestors” (Sherrat 1995, 28).
Richard Bradley (1989) noted that the engrav-
ings on curbstones at some of these sites, such
as Newgrange and Knowth, Ireland, resembled
the geometric designs that Lewis-Williams and
Thomas Dowson (1988) had identified in rock
art as exemplary of the mental imagery of
trance. Bradley noted further parallels between
the mental images of trance and the designs on
Grooved Ware ceramics, dating from about
4400 to 5000 years ago in southern England
and found in ritual contexts. Jeremy Dronfield
(e.g., 1996) reported the recovery of seeds and
pollen of imported psychoactive henbane
found in Grooved Ware at a megalithic ceremo-
nial complex at Balfarg, Scotland. Based on
neuropsychological analysis, he further con-
cluded that various trance-induction tech-
niques were employed at these sites.

In comparing the evidence for Paleolithic
versus Neolithic shamanism in western Europe,
Lewis-Williams and Dowson (1993) suggested
a shift in the Neolithic to more politically con-
trolled access to altered states of consciousness,
toward the use of shamanistic techniques to ac-
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cess spirits of ancestors associated with these
grave sites. Neolithic passage tombs, then, may
not have been shamanistic in the narrower clas-
sic meanings of this term, but instead may have
been associated with magico-religious practices,
including trance induction techniques, more
similar to mediumistic and spirit possession
cults (cf. Winkelman 1992).

The Americas

The prevalence of shamanism in Native Ameri-
can cultures and their direct ties to the archaeo-
logical record have contributed to considerable
research on prehistoric shamanism in the New
World. This research has emphasized two gen-
eral concerns: the evidence for and the implica-
tions of shamanism among North American
hunter-gatherer cultures, and the interpretation
of shamanistic elements in the art and iconog-
raphy of the large-scale cultures of Meso-
america and South America.

The mescal, or red, bean (Sophora secundi-
flora), for example, was used historically by
shamans in various hunter-gatherer cultures for
vision questing on the southern Great Plains of
North America (Howard 1957). In the Trans-
Pecos region of Texas, paleoethnobotanical evi-
dence of this plant has been found in archaeo-
logical contexts extending back to Paleo-Indian
times, more than 10,000 years ago; the Texas
buckeye (Ugnadia speciosa), whose seeds are a
particularly potent hallucinogen, has been
found in association with the mescal bean in a
9,000-year-old deposit; peyote (Lophophora
williamsi) has been identified archaeologically
as carly as 7,000 years ago; and jimsonweed
(Datura stramonium) about 5,000 years ago
(Campbell 1958; Boyd 1998). These discover-
ies suggest a hallucinogenic tradition of great
antiquity. This tradition has been linked to the
rock paintings of the lower Pecos River region
for the period of about 3,000 to 4,000 ago, as
these paintings are, for numerous reasons,
widely recognized as shamanistic in origin
(Boyd 1998).

Further study of the antiquity of North
American shamanism has occurred in the Mo-
jave Desert, California. Four lines of evidence
provide support for Paleo-Indian origins for a
central component of this religious system: the
vision quest (Whitley et al. 1999). The evi-
dence includes more than 10,000 years of con-

tinuity in the creation of rock engravings
(made historically to portray trance imagery ex-
perienced during the shamans’ vision quests);
the continuity is evident in the general rock art
motifs created (including imagery linked to al-
tered states of consciousness), as well as in four
specific iconographic aspects of the dominant
iconic motif; in site use; and in the use of
quartz hammerstones to make the engravings.

In the last case, use of quartz hammerstones
is linked to the ethnographic practice of break-
ing quartz during vision quests to release the
supernatural power said to be present in this
common mineral. This belief is itself tied to
physical properties of quartz: When quartz is
struck, triboluminescence (a change at the
atomic level in the mineral) causes it to glow,
thereby providing a physical manifestation of
the rock’s putative supernatural power. The al-
most universal association between shamans
and quartz is then explained by the natural
logic resulting from this physical property of
the mineral, a conclusion further supported by
the fact that archaeologically recovered quartz
specimens commonly display evidence of bat-
tering or rubbing.

As the Pecos and Mojave examples imply, ar-
chaeological studies of North American
shamanism are frequently tied to rock art re-
search, with much if not most hunter-gatherer
rock art on the continent now recognized as
shamanistic in origin. Although this fact might
be taken to suggest a monolithic and timeless
interpretation of this art, exactly the opposite is
the case. The 3,000- to 4,000-year-old lower
Pecos rock art, for example, includes detailed
paintings of apparent peyote rituals that are un-
like rock art elsewhere and derive from ritual
practice otherwise not known archaeologically
or ethnographically in the Trans-Pecos region
(Boyd 1998). Similarly, although the shamanis-
tic basis for Mojave Desert rock art has been
shown to extend back to Paleo-Indian times
(Whitley et al. 1999), this by no means suggests
that the social place of the art and the shaman-
ism that it implies was in any way static and un-
changing. In fact, the ideological role of this art
and the sociopolitical position of its shaman-
creators apparently changed significantly be-
tween 1,000 and 2,000 years ago, during a
period of climate change and adaptive shifts, re-
flecting changing gender relations in societies
and the emergence of bands with shaman-head-



men (Whitley 1994a). Among prehistoric
North American hunter-gatherer cultures, at
least, shamanism served as a unifying but not
unitary symbolic and religious system.

The diversity in the expression of shamanism
in prehistoric America is best seen by compari-
son with the large-scale cultures of Meso-
america and Andean South America. Although
the religious systems of these civilizations were
not shamanistic in the classic sense, the impor-
tance of shamanistic iconography in their art
and the centrality of shamanistic techniques in
their ritual practices is nonetheless inescapable.
With about 130 of the 150 plant hallucinogens
identified worldwide found in the Americas,
LaBarre (1980) has hypothesized the existence
of a “New World narcotic complex.” This does
not appear to have resulted from unusual
botanical circumstances in the Americas but in-
stead from a very intensive and long-lasting in-
terest in psychotropic plants taken by Native
Americans, including those living in complex
chiefdom- and state-level societies.

Evidence for the ritual use of hallucinogens
then is present essentially from the Formative
Period beginnings of these New World civiliza-
tions, starting about 3,000 years ago, and con-
tinues into the historical period, as was well-
documented by the Spanish (Furst 1976). This
use included a wide range of hallucinogenic
plants, such as peyote, jimsonweed, native to-
bacco (Nicotiana spp.), ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis
caapi) vine, teonanacarl mushroom (Psilocybe
mexicana), morning glory (Turbina corymbosa),
and the San Juan cactus (7richocereus pachanoi),
among others. Evidence also exists of other
practices intended to induce altered states of
consciousness, including bloodletting and the
possible ingestion of psychoactive secretions
from the giant toad, Bufo marinus, which con-
tains bufotenine and buftalin. The various sub-
stances were smoked, snuffed, eaten, drunken,
taken as enemas, administered topically to the
skin and eyes, and, in certain cases, carefully
mixed using specific recipes in order to achieve
particular hallucinogenic effects.

The importance of these hallucinogens and
the altered states of consciousness that they
were used to induce is shown dramatically in
art and iconography, both by identifiable depic-
tions of the hallucinogens themselves and
through representations of their effects. Mush-
room stone effigies are common at sites in the
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highlands and Pacific slope of Guatemala prior
to about 200 C.E., for example, as are stone “al-
tars” made in the form of the Bufo marinus. In
West Mexico, at about this same time, ceramic
human and animal figurines are shown holding
or eating peyote as well as taking snuff. Simi-
larly, the San Juan cactus is shown in Peruvian
sculpture, textiles, and ceramics, including ex-
amples from Chavin de Huantar, the first great
Formative civilization in the Andean region,
and other examples can be found in later cul-
tures, especially the Moche, dating from the
first millennium of the common era.

Equally importantly, a shamanic repertoire of
symbolic themes such as mystical flight,
death/rebirth, aggression, and bodily transfor-
mation is widely represented. All of these sym-
bols are well known cross-culturally and can be
linked to the somatic and emotional effects of
altered states of consciousness; they were used
as embodied metaphors for otherwise ineffable
experiences (Whitley 1994b, 1998). Figurines
and sculptures of “jaguar-priests” characteristic
of the first major civilization of Mesoamerica,
the Olmec of southern Mexico, for example,
can be understood as conflations of humans
and the predatory feline, which, throughout
the lowland tropical Americas, is strongly asso-
ciated with shamanic power. Humans in flight,
which is to say having an out-of-body experi-
ence, are also present in Olmec iconography.
Similarly, an early sculpture at Chavin de
Huantar not only depicts the hallucinatory San
Juan cactus, but also a standing human with
serpentine hair, bird claws, and feline fangs.

Combinations of bird, reptile, and feline
characteristics, sometimes also melded with hu-
man, are in fact a hallmark of shamanistic im-
agery for the civilizations of Mesoamerica and
South America, speaking to the importance of
transformation in the belief systems and ritual
practices of these cultures (Furst 1976): that is,
the transformation of ritual practitioners, dur-
ing trance, into their supernatural alter egos.
But perhaps the best expression of the shaman-
istic aspects of New World civilizations is pro-
vided by the Classic Maya, who occupied east-
ern Mexico, Guatemala and Honduras from
about 200 to 1000 C.E.:

The act of communication between the hu-
man world and the Otherworld was repre-
sented by the most profound symbols of Maya
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kingship: the Vision Serpent and the Double-
headed Serpent Bar. In the rapture of bloodlet-
ting rituals, the king brought the great World
Tree [axis mundi] into existence through the
middle of the temple and opened the awesome
doorway in the Otherworld. During both pub-
lic and private bloodletting rituals, the Vision
Serpent, which symbolized the path of com-
munication between the two worlds, was seen
rising in a cloud of incense and smoke above
the temples housing the sculptured sanctums.

(Schele and Friedel 1990, 68-69)

Shamanistic techniques and the art and im-
agery that resulted were not only part of the reli-
gious systems of New World civilizations, but
were central to these systems, so central that they
served as symbols of rulership. These systems ap-
pear to have involved a kind of institutionalized
shamanism, or at least an institutionalized use of
shamanistic techniques. In Mesoamerica, at least,
this use involved rituals and public spectacles that
implied a supernatural sanctification of rulership,
pointing to the fact that, although the prehistoric
connection between shamanistic power and po-
litical power may have not been complete, they
were nonetheless joined at the hip; rarely did one
exist without the other completely in step with it.

Southern Africa

Archacological evidence for shamanism has
been identified in many other cases in addi-
tional regions of the world, but one of the
strongest bodies of evidence, and richest inter-
pretive frameworks, has been developed for the
southern San (or Bushmen) rock art of south-
ern Africa (e.g., Lewis-Williams 2002b).
Painted on rock shelters in open locations that
(unlike European Paleolithic cave art) were ad-
jacent to living areas, or engraved on open
boulders in regions lacking shelters, this art
provides a particularly detailed record of the
San perception of the spirit world. Unlike the
New World case, this supernatural realm ap-
pears to have been accessed largely through
what is known as the communal Trance Dance,
which was open to a large proportion of adult
society. Again, due to the cross-cultural univer-
sals commonly cited in shamanistic practice
and symbolism, the San art has many parallels
with the shamanistic rock art of Paleolithic Eu-
rope and North America, including depictions

of motifs known to be generated as the mental
imagery of trance, and the use of shamanic
metaphors like death and flying for ineffable al-
tered states of consciousness.

The southern African shamanistic tradition
appears to be of great antiquity, rivaling the Eu-
ropean Upper Paleolithic: At Apollo 11 Cave,
Namibia, a painted plaquette was recovered
from a stratigraphic layer dated to about
27,000 years ago. The plaquette portrays a fe-
line with plantigrade rear feet, suggesting that
it is a conflation of a human and an animal;
this bodily transformation indicates continuity
in belief throughout the Late Stone Age in this
part of the world (Lewis-Williams 1984).

Archaeological research has traditionally em-
phasized material culture and material aspects of
prehistory. The archaeology of religion, regard-
less of type, is in fact a relatively new and still
somewhat undeveloped concern. As the above
examples illustrate, however, substantial work
has already occurred, contributing to some un-
derstanding of the prehistory of shamanism.

David S. Whitley

See also: Art and Shamanism; Central and
South American Shamanism; Entheogens and
Shamanism; Mayan Shamanism; Peyote
Ritual Use; Rock Art and Shamanism
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ART AND SHAMANISM

The meaning of the terms shamanism and art
has been much debated; to consider both to-
gether, then, is a challenging task. Shamanism is
an academic construct: Those from the West
who encountered Siberian shamans in the eigh-
teenth century (see, e.g., Hutton 2002), and
thereafter compared them with similar ecstatic
priests and mediums (see, e.g., Narby and Hux-
ley 2001), created shaman-ism as a generic term
ascribed to a wide diversity of socioreligious
practices worldwide (see, e.g., Eliade 1989). The
use of such a generalizing term contributed to a
tendency to ignore the diversity of practitioners,
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and now, in a neoshamanic era, shamanisms are
further decontextualised, universalized, and ro-
manticized (and in some instances honored) by
Westerners wanting to be shamans (Wallis
2003). The term art has endured a similar pro-
cess of homogenization, having also emerged as
a concept in the West in the eighteenth century,
defined according to Kantian and Hegelian aes-
thetics and notions of genius, connoisseurship,
and taste; in the early twenty-first century, al-
most any form of visual (and material) culture
can be incorporated into the art dealer-critic sys-
tem. Thus one can make a good case that
shamanism and art have been constructed his-
torically by the West. When these terms are ap-
plied to non-Western communities, then, as in
the study of shamanic art, the approach must be
self-consciously critical and sensitive to diversity
among indigenous and prehistoric communities.
Recent work in the field has tried to take this
imperative into account.

The Problem of Defining the Terms

Scholars have yet to agree on a discrete defini-
tion of shamanism (Harvey 2002), but Thomas
Dowson (1999) argued that rather than pin
shamans down by going through a checklist of
features, specific religious phenomena, or restric-
tive definitions, it might be best to look for three
elements that embrace intercultural similarity
and community specificity: (1) Agents consis-
tently alter consciousness; (2) these altered states
are accepted as important ritual practices by the
agent’s community; and (3) knowledge concern-
ing altered consciousness is controlled as a way
of seeing to it that certain socially sanctioned
practices are carried out. Such nuanced consider-
ation is also essential when considering art. Rec-
ognizing art as a concept created during the
eighteenth-century  Enlightenment, Mary
Staniszewski (1995) argued the term should not
be applied before this period, to such imagery as
Paleolithic “Venus” figurines and Michelangelo’s
frescoes in the Sistine Chapel. Janet Wolff
(1981) had already suggested that the produc-
tion and consumption of specific visual cultures
can only be understood when examined in their
social contexts. Drawing on both approaches, it
seems reasonable to retain the term a7z when ex-
amining non-Western visual imagery, since like
the generic shaman it has currency, so long as (1)
it is clear that it is not a fixed, nonnegotiable,

value-free term, (2) indigenous art is not directly
compared with Western art, and (3) the “art” in
question is examined in its specific social con-
text.

With the terms shamanism and art recog-
nized as problematic and approaches to them
developed, it becomes reasonable to consider
the four principle disciplines that have pro-
posed links between shamanism and art: an-
thropology, archaeology, art history, and psy-
chology. In brief, then: Anthropologists in
general have debated the value of applying the
Western concept of art cross-culturally to
shamanic visual culture and have developed
methodologies for exploring local indigenous
aesthetics. Archaeologists have proposed so-
phisticated methodologies that suggest that cer-
tain elements of rock art imagery (e.g., some
European Paleolithic cave art, some Southern
African rock engravings and paintings) and
other material culture derive from the altered
states of consciousness entered into by
shamans. A variety of artists in the twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries have called
themselves shamans, or their work has been in-
terpreted by scholars as “shamanic.” Linking
the interests of these three groups, via the per-
ceived commonality of the human central nerv-
ous system and/or psychological interpretations
of “mind,” psychologists have referred to the
art of mentally ill patients as shamanic. Clearly
shamanic art has a wide variety of meanings to
different people, so wide perhaps that the value
of the term could be questioned. Nevertheless,
it seems worthwhile to provide more detailed
accounts of how these four disciplines have ap-
proached shamans and art, with reference to
specific examples of perceived shamanic arts, in
order to bring out the value of each approach
to an understanding of both shamans and art.

Anthropology

Anthropologists have pointed out that the ap-
plication of the terms art and aesthetics is prob-
lematic outside the occident (e.g., Gell 1998).
In elucidating the meanings of imagery to the
specific communities that produce and con-
sume it, anthropologists often have the advan-
tage of being able to ask the people themselves.
In the context of shamanic art, ethnographic
records suggest that the visual imagery is often
a direct depiction of shamanic experiences. For



the Huichol (who call themselves Wix4rika) in
Mexico, for example, yarn paintings produced
by applying brightly colored woolen threads to
beeswax “canvases” portray the intense visions
of the Mara’akdme (Schaeffer and Furst 1996).
According to the elements common to various
shamanisms defined above, the Mara’akdme are
shamans: (1) they induce altered consciousness
by ingesting the cactus peyote; (2) such ritual
practices are supported by the community—
the role of the Mara’akdme is central to com-
munity life; and (3) the Mara’akime engage
with the spirit world in order to perform essen-
tial community-related tasks; in particular the
peyote enables them to “see with their hearts,”
promoting social well-being and cohesion.

The bright colors and kaleidoscopic shapes in
the yarn paintings are a reflection of their origins
in altered consciousness. Based on their formal
properties alone—the tools of the traditional art
historian—the meaning of Huichol yarn paint-
ing imagery is elusive. Only awareness of Hui-
chol cosmology makes it possible to understand
why Huichol artists might portray, for example,
two hunters shooting a cactus. On the sacred
thousand-mile pilgrimage to the land of
Wirikuta (in the north-central desert of Mexico)
where the Mara'akdme harvest peyote, all social
conventions are reversed: Men become women,
for example, the young become old, and the
peyote cactus becomes a deer. When collecting
the cactus, the Mara’akdme “hunt” the deer, fir-
ing “prayer arrows” into the plant. It is now clear
why some yarn paintings portray the hunters
and cactus as they do: The art is a literal depic-
tion of the Mara'akdme “hunting” the deer/pey-
ote in Wirikdta. Where the traditional methods
of art history might examine formal properties
and aesthetics alone at the expense of indigenous
understandings, approaching Huichol yarn
paintings as shamanic art in a specific socioreli-
gious context makes it possible to understand
the complex meaning of the imagery.

Since Huichol art works so well as an exam-
ple with which to argue against the institution-
alized concept of art, it is ironic that Huichol
art has entered the Western-motivated dealer-
critic system: Yarn paintings by famous Hui-
chol artists fetch high prices on the unfortu-
nately named “primitive” art market. In fact,
anthropology itself has turned to this arena, the
“traffic in [visual] culture” (Marcus and Myers
1995), as a fertile area for research, not only for

ART AND SHAMANISM 23

Embroidered artwork of the Huichol Indians,
bright with colors and symbols. January 1982.
(Morton Beebe/Corbis)

understanding how the Huichol and other in-
digenous communities in similar situations (in-
digenous art is hot property across the world)
are adapting actively to these circumstances,
but also for better understanding the ways
(postymodern Westerners are implicated in
processes of neocolonialism (see, e.g., papers in
MacClancy 1997). Contemporary art histori-
ans are also interested in how the dealer-critic
coterie reifies canonical approaches to art (sell-
ing indigenous art as “Art,” for instance), since
it has developed a more self-reflective under-
standing of art, one that takes into account
postmodern theory (e.g., Hides 1996). Al-
though the anthropological example of the
Huichol demonstrates that approaching some
indigenous art as shamanic is valid, applying
the terms shamanism and art to archaeological
data is more controversial.

Archaeology

Use of the term shamanism in discussions of ar-
chaeological art is not new: The stereotypical
shaman Other, whose practices are perceived as
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the origins of religion, is singled out as the
“artist” of that classic Other archaeological art
perceived as the origins of “art”—Cave Art.
Cursory references to shamanism are all too fre-
quent in archaeological literature: In G. Speake’s
analysis of raptors in Anglo-Saxon “animal art,”
for instance, he observed that “the interpreta-
tion must be that the birds represent the mind
of Odin as seer or shaman” (Speake 1980, 82).
This liberal, off-the-cuff use of the term
shaman strips shamans, art, and the material
culture in question of context. To provide more
than cursory comments, one must embed
shamanistic interpretations of archaeological art
in specific, local, community contexts. (The
term “shamanistic,” used here in connection
with archaeological findings, indicates that our
interpretation of such art can be even more ten-
tative than more recent—and verifiable—ex-
amples of “shamanic” art.) Such an approach,
aided by ethnographic analogy and neuropsy-
chological research, has produced sophisticated
interpretations of rock art.

Interpretations of rock art traditions world-
wide have been diverse: Rock art has been un-
derstood as art for art’s sake, as information
storage, and as hunting magic. Contemporary
researchers tend to agree that many of these in-
terpretations have been Western constructions
and problematized insufficiently to be of value.
Opver the last fifteen years, however, theorizing
of the approach that sees rock art as shamanistic
has made an important contribution to rock art
research. Southern African rock art researchers
(e.g., Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1999), have
reexamined rock art imagery in the region in
light of ethnographic documents from the nine-
teenth century and anthropological records
since the 1950s, both of which record the life-
ways of the San (Bushmen). Central to the
community life of the contemporary San and
likely also to the life of their ancestors who pro-
duced the rock art is the trance, or healing
dance, in which shamans alter consciousness by
means of dancing, hyperventilation, and the au-
ditory driving of monotonous clapping and
singing (e.g., Katz, Biesele, and St. Denis 1997).

The altered consciousness San shamans in-
duce is felt as a painful boiling energy called
nlom (or n|um) at the base of the spine; it is
considered a supernatural potency, and it rises
up the spine as it increases in intensity until
shamans collapse in a trance, called lziz (or

San (Bushman) rock painting, Southern Africa,
interpreted as a depiction of trance dancing.
(Courtesy of Thomas Dowson)

lkia). To the Western observer, the shaman ap-
pears unconscious, often sweating profusely and
bleeding from the nose, such is the intensity of
the experience. Other shamans revive trancing
shamans by rubbing them vigorously with their
own sweat (said to contain nlom), and sweat is
used similarly to heal the sick—sickness that,
from the anthropologist’s point of view, may be
physical or social. Hence the trance dance facili-
tates community healing and is central to com-
munity life. After the dance, shamans have de-
scribed how laia was rather different from
unconsciousness: Out-of-body experiences in
the spirit world have been reported, during
which shamans may journey over the veldt in
search of game, remove arrows of sickness from
the sick, and encounter spirit helpers in the
form of birds and animals. It is precisely these
shamanistic aspects of San lifeways that are de-
picted in some Southern African rock art.

One painting, for example, is most likely a
literal depiction of a trance dance: A number of
human figures are dancing around two central
figures, leaving a circular furrow in the desert
sand. Some of the dancing figures have their
arms raised upwards or are bent over in pos-
tures like the trance postures San shamans
adopt in the Kalahari today. At the center of
the group appears to be a shaman laying his or
her hands on a prone patient. A single arrow is



juxtaposed with these figures and the arrows on
the outside of the group: There is little in this
imagery to suggest we are dealing with real ar-
rows or hunting magic here; rather, the arrows
are likely arrows of sickness—perhaps one of
these has been removed from the prone figure
and expelled by the shaman. But the meaning
of arrows is not exhausted by a single interpre-
tation: San shamans describe somatic trance ex-
periences, such as the sensation of prickly skin,
as being pierced by arrows. Other shamanic ex-
periences of San shamans are depicted in a
painting showing a figure with arms that are
depicted as two wavy lines and that end in fish
tails, enigmatic features that may be explained
by the juxtaposition of the figure with fish. En-
tering the spirit world is described by the San
as a death, and, in one account, as a drowning
(Old K’xau, reported in Halifax 1979, 55-56).
Perhaps the fish here, then, and the wavy arms
terminating in fish tails, are a metaphorical ref-
erence to the feeling of submerging into the
spirit world, being underwater, or even drown-
ing. Shamans also describe experiences of float-
ing, flight, and out-of-body travel while in the
spirit world, so the image of a bird may also be
a metaphor for these experiences. Alternatively,
the birds and fish depicted here may be exam-
ples of the spirit helpers San shamans en-
counter while in the spirit world.

With a strong case for shamanistic interpre-
tations of Southern African rock art, David
Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson (1988),
noting like many before them the similarities
between San rock art and the polychrome cave
paintings of Upper Paleolithic Europe, propose
a neuropsychological model for interpreting
cave art. These authors suggest that specific
(though not all) geometric shapes found in
some rock art may be derived from the entoptic
(within the eye) phenomena reported by in-
digenous shamans and Western subjects of neu-
ropsychological experiments on altered con-
sciousness. They argue that the commonality of
the human central nervous system and entop-
tics derived therefrom might account for simi-
lar trance-induced images being depicted in a
variety of shamanic arts worldwide; hence the
similarities between them. These suggestions
have been much contested, all the more so
since a number of rock art scholars have gotten
on the entoptics bandwagon and interpreted
rock art traditions they are studying as
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San (Bushman) rock painting, Southern Africa:
the human figure with arms that end in fishtails
may depict a shaman expressing the
“underwater metaphor” for altered conscious
experiences. (Courtesy of Thomas Dowson)

shamanic just because of the presence of geo-
metric, entoptic-like images. Proponents of the
shamanistic approach (i.e., those scholars who
find these shamanic interpretations not suffi-
ciently verifiable) have argued against such lais-
sez-faire applications of the neuropsychological
model, pointing out that only specific geomet-
ric forms should be recognized as entoptics and
that the identification of entoptics is only one
part of the model—those searching for entop-
tics alone have neglected to apply the neuropsy-
chological model in its entirety, thus overlook-
ing the diversity of rock art and shamans. (For
a critical review of the debate, see Wallis 2002.)
With these concerns addressed, the shamanistic
(that is, the more conservative) approach has
been refined and developed into a sophisticated
methodology for examining shamanistic art,
and scholars are acknowledging its value for
understanding some rock art traditions, as well
as other aspects of visual culture.

Modern Art

As discussed above, the eighteenth century was
formative in the development of the terms



26 ART AND SHAMANISM

shamanism and art, and perceived links between
the two derive from this time. The concept of
the artist as a divinely inspired but penniless ge-
nius subsisting on the fringes of society is not a
world away from the concept of the shaman as a
social misfit, an inspired or mad (or both) ec-
static priest plagued by “artistic” visions. Even
though both concepts are misleading fabrica-
tions, and neither applies consistently across
cultures, the stereotypes have endured. The link
between shamans and art intensifies and is so-
lidified in the context of modern art in the
twentieth century. The poet Jerome Rothenberg
has claimed that various romantic and visionary
poets, including Rainer Maria Rilke, Arthur
Rimbaud, and the Dadaists, all represented
“Neo-Shamanisms” (cited in Wallis 2003, 26).
Certainly, modern artists have drawn on the
Western magical tradition (if not shamanism) to
inspire their art, with works by Marc Chagall
(1887-1985) and Vasily Kandinsky (1866—
1944), for example, influenced by occultism,
mysticism, and folklore. Kandinsky himself re-
garded the artist as a shaman, as, more recently,
did Joseph Beuys (1921-1986).

The tribute to Beuys in the Tate Modern Art
Gallery (South Bank, London) states he “was
no ordinary sculptor. He was also a shaman”
(“Bits and Pieces” collection display in the
Landscape/Matter/Environment gallery, 2002).
Beuys himself claimed that everybody is an
artist, a concept that Beuys’s biographer, Caro-
line Tisdall, in a conversation with the author
of this entry, agreed may also imply that every-
body is a shaman. Beuys has been termed a
shaman for a number of reasons. He claimed
that after the Stuka plane in which he was radio
operator crashed in the inhospitable conditions
of the Crimea during World War II, he was res-
cued by Tartars who revived him, badly burnt
and freezing, with fat and felt insulation. These
substances became a primary inspiration for his
work: wrapping himself in felt for hours at a
time, for instance, and wearing a felt trilby hat,
which he always termed shamanic, during the
performance of Coyote. He viewed felt and fat
as alchemical substances, felt being both an in-
sulator and a filter, and fat being an insulator
with a unique state that fluctuates between
solid and liquid.

Beuys regarded the plane crash as an initia-
tory experience, likening it to a death and re-
birth, and he also endured a long-lasting break-

down, which he viewed as a rite of passage es-
sential to being an artist. Beuys’s words, “Show
your wound,” espoused the view that vulnera-
bility is the secret of being an artist, the term
“wound” here perhaps alluding to the indige-
nous shaman as a “wounded healer.” Many of
Beuys’s paintings are entitled Shaman, and the
techniques he employed to produce the draw-
ings entitled Coyote, as well as the performance
of Coyore itself (New York 1974), were certainly
mimetic of shamanic consciousness-altering
practices: Sometimes wrapped in an enormous
piece of felt, wearing the trilby and an old pair
of boots (later renamed “sulphur [another al-
chemical substance] boots”), and wielding a
cane walking stick, which he perceived as a
conductor of energy, Beuys spent three days in
a room caged with a live coyote, accompanied
by a tape recording of chaotic turbine sounds.

To apply Dowson’s elements of shamanisms
to Beuys and other modern artists to elucidate
whether or not they were or are shamans is to
miss the point. Not only is applying a term
suited to indigenous contexts to modern West-
erners anachronistic, it is more significant to
consider the sociopolitical implications of the
artists themselves using the term (as in the case
of Beuys) or art historians and others applying
the term to them (as in the case of Chagall). In
both cases the use of the term associates certain
“mystical” meanings or abilities with the indi-
vidual concerned; connections made between
artists and shamans imply that they have in
common a “divine madness.” In both cases, the
process of comparison is part of a wider historic
trend: As had happened in previous centuries,
the shaman in the twentieth century was rele-
gated to the realm of the bohemian artist.

This is not to say that appropriations of
shamanisms by artists and art historians and
critics are without value entirely. Beuys used art
and his understanding of shamans to challenge
the art world’s elitist dealer-critic system: In
Beuys’s worldview, archaeology, the everyday
(in a similar vein as Duchamp’s readymades),
and shamanism (particularly healing of nature,
individual, society, and planet) are embraced by
the term arz. Beuys’s use of shamanism in his
art was self-empowering on the one hand, and
a potent postmodern critique of modernity on
the other. To avoid anachronism then, rather
than call Beuys a shaman, one might more ac-
curately term him a neo-Shaman.



A number of other modern artists may also
be approached as neo-Shamans, as they utilize
shaman-like techniques in the production of
their work. Austin Osman Spare’s (1887-1956)
idiosyncratic system of atavistic resurgence in-
corporated sexual excitation and orgasm com-
bined with will and image in a technique of ec-
stasy. He encountered spirit familiars (well
known to shamans); he made automatic, or
trance, drawings of them; and the Native
American spirit “Black Eagle” was a major
source of Spare’s ecstatic inspiration. Similar
shamanic other-than-human-helpers are evi-
dent in the artwork of Australian witch Ros-
aleen Norton (1917-1979). To term these
artists neo-Shamans is not to construct a gener-
alizing metanarrative across cultures, which
neglects diversity and difference (whether dif-
ferences between different artists, shamans, or
human beinggs); it is rather to suggest that our
understanding of these artists and their work is
advanced by seeing them in relation to Neo-
Shamanism.

Artists such as Beuys, Spare, and Norton dif-
fer significantly from indigenous shamans, par-
ticularly in terms of sociocultural context, but
the boundary between shaman and neo-Shaman
is more permeable in other instances. Some
Western practitioners involve themselves in the
revival of shamanisms in indigenous contexts,
for example, as Michael Harner has done in his
Foundation for Shamanic Studies in Siberia
(Wallis 2003). Some indigenous shamans adapt
their practices to the global village, as Peruvian
shamans have done in adopting Catholic saints
as spirit helpers. And some Sakha artists in
Siberia have, in this post-Soviet era, reconceptu-
alized shamans in their art as positive, though
they were once perceived negatively. In these in-
stances, any rigid boundaries between shamans
and neo-Shamans perceived by academics are

disrupted.

Psychology

The perceived divine madness link between
artists and shamans was intensified in the twen-
tieth century with the emergence and popular
consumption of psychology, which has played a
significant role in the discernment of relation-
ships between altered consciousness, shamans,
art, and mental illness. In the first half of the
twentieth century, shamans were defined as
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psychotics (e.g., Kroeber 1940), a perception
that was revised from the 1960s toward the op-
posite extreme of seeing shamans as adept psy-
chiatrists (Groesbeck 1989). In either case, the
debate concerns concepts of mind, madness,
and consciousness, as well as the question of
whether the similarity of the imagery some
artists, mentally ill patients, and shamans pro-
duce is due to the fact that all possess a human
central nervous system or to Jungs “collective
unconscious.” The images produced by patients
undergoing art therapy, particularly the images
created by schizophrenics, have been likened to
the “hallucinatory” imagery of art produced by
indigenous shamans, as well as to images pro-
duced by artists such as Kandinsky, founder of
“pure” abstract art and the German expression-
ist movement.

Since Mircea Eliade and other scholars of
shamanism decontextualised and universalized
shamans, and where traditional art historians
have promoted a similar transcendental and
homogenous approach to “art” across cultures,
in order to do justice to shamans, artists, and
shaman or neo-Shaman artists, it is now vital
to examine them as individuals, case by case,
to tease out diversity and nuance. Thus psy-
chological approaches to shamans, artists, and
the mentally ill that foreground similarity at
the expense of difference are problematic. It
may be argued that the human central nervous
system is a biological given, whereas the exis-
tence of Jung’s collective unconscious is debat-
able, but the real question is how much these
psychological approaches contribute positively
to our understanding of shamanic art. The no-
tion of entoptic imagery derived from neuro-
psychological research and applied in the
shamanic interpretation of rock art is contro-
versial, yet proponents of the research have de-
veloped an approach that acknowledges simi-
larity (i.e., the commonality of the human
central nervous system, altered consciousness,
and entoptics derived therefrom) but fore-
grounds diversity (i.e., ways in which these vi-
sual percepts are interpreted in rock art im-
agery according to cultural differences).
Jungian analysis of indigenous, prehistoric,
schizophrenic, and modern art, however, tends
to explain similarity in a sweeping metanarra-
tive (e.g., Tucker 1992), precisely the kind of
approach anthropologists, archaeologists, and
others in cultural studies have deconstructed,
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accusing it of being peculiarly Western in its
simplicity and insensitivity.

The essential point is that, whether re-
searchers explore “shamanic art” in indigenous
and prehistoric contexts or in the modern West,
it is vital to be sensitive to social specificity and
diversity. In the modern West, it would be well
to approach shaman-artists as neo-Shamans, so
as to be sensitive to indigenous shamans past
and present and to recognize the sociopolitical
contexts and implications of calling oneself a
shaman in the West. With such precautions,
which involve using the terms shamanism and
art critically and sensitively, the notion of
“shamanic art” can be useful.

Robert J. Wallis

See also: Archaeology of Shamanism; Core
Shamanism and Neo-Shamanism; Costume,
Shaman; Cross-Cultural Perspectives on
Shamans; Entoptic Images; Huichol
Shamanism; Neuropsychology of Shamanism;
Psychology of Shamanism; Rock Art and
Shamanism
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BIOENERGETIC HEALING
In New Age parlance, bioenergetics refers to
certain forms of therapy, including the therapy
specifically called bioenergetics; Reiki; and
chakra, distance, and aura healing. These thera-
pies deal with natural but invisible energies
flowing around the human body through nu-
merous channels, or meridians (e.g., Nudel and
Nudel 2000; Oschman and Pert 2000). Com-
plementary therapies such as acupuncture and
reflexology, which also explain their healing ef-
fects by energy channels, are comparable, al-
though “bio-energy healing” deals more specifi-
cally with noncontact techniques. The term
bio-energy is used in both instances to lend an
air of scientific authenticity to complementary
healing techniques that are not based on West-
ern medical science. Much jargon-laden litera-
ture exists on the subject, fusing the language
of the New Age, quantum physics, and Eastern
mysticism, but that does not necessarily mean
that the techniques do not have healing effects.
Bio-energy healers claim that the physical bod-
ies of humans, animals, and plants contain and
are surrounded by electromagnetic, or bioener-
getic, fields. These energies are polarized into
positive and negative bio-energies and when
flowing harmonically through the body, both
positive and negative forces are balanced—the
body is in good health. These energy fields are
in constant communication with one another
through the body’s network of energy channels,
known variously as meridians, power centers,
energetic transformers, or chakras (a frequently
used term from Hindu philosophy). At times of
physical or mental stress and illness, one or
more of the channels may become blocked, and
the bio-energy there stagnates.

It is the task of the bio-energy healer to un-
block these areas, free the flow of bio-energy,
and restore the body to a state of balance. Bio-

energy healers also attempt to maintain the har-
monic flow of bio-energy in healthy bodies, so
as to prevent and avoid imbalance. Bio-energy
healers suggest that all humans have an intuitive
ability to sense and affect the bio-energy field
with their hands and mind, but certain gifted
individuals stand out as exceptionally able. Both
practitioners and patients make big claims for
the power of bio-energy healing, which is said
to be able to relieve such conditions as asthma,
prostate cancer, multiple sclerosis, and even in-
fertility. It is not necessary for the healer to be
present in order to effect a healing, since energy
healing from a distance and healing using a
photograph are also possible.

Practitioners of bioenergetics may claim their
techniques, as a form of holistic natural heal-
ing, are ancient and traditional, but there is no
evidence to link bioenergetics to indigenous
shamanistic techniques. Although the engage-
ment of shamans and neo-Shamans in post-
modernity has led to certain New Age tech-
niques (as in, e.g., Michael Harner’s Core
Shamanism) passing into indigenous shamanic
knowledge systems, the manipulation of hid-
den or invisible energies of the body without
contact with the body is not a significant fea-
ture of traditional shamanisms.

Indigenous shamans consistently use the
spirit journey to seek out sources of illness and
may battle with evil spirits, and sometimes re-
move spirits from a patient’s body, in order to
effect a cure. This approach to healing is partic-
ularly prevalent in Siberia, where the term
shaman originates (e.g., Hutton 2001), but it is
also found in such geographically distant areas
as the Arctic and South America, where
shamans may extract the spirit causing the ill-
ness by, for example, sucking through a tube
placed on the skin (e.g., Harner 1990). In both
of these instances, the shaman considers the
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spirit-illness to be a foreign body in the patient,
not a blockage of natural energies, as is the case
with bioenergetics. A closer analogy to bioener-
getics in an indigenous context might be San
(Bushman) shamanism in southern Africa. San
shamans sweat profusely while performing a
trance dance, and this sweat is perceived to
contain supernatural potency, so shamans rub
the sweat vigorously onto their patients in or-
der to effect healing (e.g., Katz 1982). Even in
this instance, however, San shamans believe
they are introducing healing substances from
outside, rather than balancing naturally occur-
ring energies within the patient.

Robert J. Wallis

See also: Core Shamanism and Neo-
Shamanism; Healing and Shamanism
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BUDDHISM AND SHAMANISM

It is easier to explicate why shamanism is a
widespread practice in Buddhist societies if
common misconceptions about the Buddhist
tradition are dispelled. Although Buddhism is
often called an atheistic religion, it is atheistic
only in the sense that it is not based on belief
in an omniscient and omnipotent God; in fact,
as a look at the “wheel of life” showing the dif-
ferent domains of rebirth will easily demon-

strate, Buddhists believe that gods, demons,
ghosts, and many other spirits exist, that they
reside in heavens and purgatories, and that
most supernatural beings can inhabit the hu-
man realm, affecting individuals. Further, al-
though Buddhist texts counsel elite monks and
nuns to ignore all of these beings, since they
are irrelevant to the search for nirvana, it is im-
portant to understand that the great majority
of Buddhists in every Asian community have
been householders (secular people) who have
not pursued nirvana, but whose main interests
have been acquiring merit for a better rebirth,
and using the resources of Buddhism and
other cultural traditions to secure health, suc-
cess, and prosperity. Though the canonical
texts were written by monks and definitely fo-
cused predominantly on the monastic minor-
ity, there are canonical passages that make this
division of spiritual concerns clear. The Pali
Canon of Theravada Buddhism conveys this
division clearly, when the Buddha instructs the
good Buddhist householder to seek “The Four

Conditions”:

Housefather, there are these four conditions
which are desirable, dear, delightful, hard to
win in the world. Which four? . . .

[1] Wealth being gotten by lawful means . . .

[2] Good report gotten by me along with my
kinsmen and teacher

[3] Long life and attain a great age . . .

[4] When the body breaks up, on the other
side of death may I attain happy birth,
the heaven world!

The text then proceeds to specify how the
moral and wealthy Buddhist householder
should attain these goals by doing the “The
Four Good Deeds™:

Now, housefather, that same Aryan disciple,
with the wealth acquired by energetic
striving . . ., is the doer of four deeds. What
are the four?

[1] [He] makes himself happy and cheerful,
he is a contriver of perfect happiness; he
makes his mother and father, his children and
wife, his servants and workmen, his friends
and comrades cheerful and happy. This . . . is
the first opportunity seized by him, turned to
merit and fittingly made use of.



[2] Then again, the. .. disciple . . . with that
wealth makes himself secure against all
misfortunes whatsoever, such as may hap-
pen by way of fire, water, the king, a rob-

ber, an ill-disposed person . . . He takes
steps for his defense and makes himself
secure . . .

[3] Then again . .. the disciple . . . is a maker
of the five-fold offering (bali), namely: to
relatives, to guests, to departed hungry
ghosts, to the king, and to the gods
(devata) . ..

[4] Then again, the. .. disciple ... offers
gifts to all such recluses and brahmins . . .
who tame the one self, . . . to such he of-
fers a gift which has the highest result . . .
resulting in happiness and leading to
heaven.

(Anguttara Nikaya 1V, V11, 61; Hare 1992,
75-76)

Thus, the good Buddhist householder is in-
structed to foster family ties, engage in “ener-
getic striving” after economic success, and wor-
ship hungry ghosts and local gods, seeking
justly earned worldly happiness and security
(Powers 1995).

The pragmatic conception of the Buddha’s
teachings (the dharma), however nuanced in
every local community, shaped the domestica-
tion of Buddhism from Sri Lanka to the Hi-
malayas, from Central Asia to Japan. To focus
only on texts designated to guide the rare med-
itation master or philosopher is to miss the
center of Buddhism in society and the ration-
ale for Buddhists enthusiastically supporting
shamans.

The canonical texts clearly indicate that Bud-
dhists should understand not only that gods,
ghosts, and demons exist, but that they should
also be taken seriously, as they can cause suffer-
ing through their powers to influence the natu-
ral world, spread disease, and foment misfor-
tune. Thus, the understandings of the power of
the gods and spirits from early South Asia were
extended to other parts of Asia, though the
spirits themselves often differed. In many local-
ities where Buddhism flourished, the monastic
leaders had no basis for objecting to indigenous
shamanic traditions whose aim was to contact
the great gods, local deities, or ancestral spirits.
The only basis for conflict was the practice of
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animal sacrifice associated with such cults, an
issue that will be discussed below.

The most dangerous spirits have been thought
capable of possessing individuals, causing the
body’s essential elements to become unbalanced
or the individual’s consciousness to become de-
ranged, even to leave the body. In addition to in-
digenous curative practices, the first Buddhist
rituals were designed to protect individuals and
communities from these and other dangers, pri-
marily through the repetition of special words
(called mantras, paritta, or raksha) bestowed by
the Buddha for this purpose.

Since there was no universally acknowledged
institutional locus of orthodoxy or orthopraxy
in the history of Buddhism, and since adapting
to local societies and cultures was encouraged
from the very beginnings of this missionary
faith, Buddhists creatively melded their tradi-
tions with local practices. Monastic leaders
across Asia skillfully balanced their general doc-
trinal norms with a great variety of cultural un-
derstandings about deities, illness, and methods
of healing. Acceptance of and support for
shamanistic practices by Buddhist householders
should therefore not be surprising.

Whatever the accommodations, however,
there was no compromising with the universal
Buddhist notion that the Buddha is the greatest
being in the cosmos, that all deities are subject
to karmic law and hence are inferior to the
Buddha and Buddhist saints, and that Buddhist
moral law must take precedence over local rit-
ual practices, especially in the realm of animal
sacrifices. Thus, shamanic traditions have ex-
isted—and in places thrived—where Buddhism
has been the dominant culture, though their
ritual practices have commonly been adapted
to respect Buddhist ethics.

As for Buddhist monks, the two branches of
Buddhism, Theravada and Mahayana, differ
significantly in distancing the monastery and
monastic practice from shamanic practices. In
the South and Southeast Asian culture regions,
there have been a number of studies of Thera-
vada tradition and the wider religious contexts
in which it has existed that have included a
study of shamanic elements. Shamanism in Sri
Lanka illustrates the “southern school’s” pattern
of accommodation: A host of dancing and
drumming exorcisms are still conducted by
troupes (kattiya) of typically low-caste exorcism
specialists (adura), who remove the influences
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of hostile ghosts or demons from sick Buddhist
patients. Thought to act capriciously and often
without warning, specific demons are believed
to cause specific illnesses, some potentially fa-
tal. The five greatest exorcistic rites are similar
in many respects: The chief exorcist goes into
trance to divine the cause of illness; for the rit-
ual, he (and others in the troupe) wear the de-
mon-specific masks or makeup, enter the
trance state to channel the demon’s presence,
then confront the patient, eliciting the family’s
and community’s protective response; finally,
the shaman plays out having the demon’s
malevolent presence removed by invoking the
law of the Buddha. These nightlong rituals “de-
fine the character of demonic attack, and fill
out and outwardly objectify the nature of the
patient’s subjective experience as this is cultur-
ally constructed. The movement of a patient
from a condition of demonic control to a con-
dition freed from the power of demons is pre-
sented and validated in the order of the perfor-
mance” (Kapferer 1983, 60).

Buddhist monks have no involvement in
these shamanic events, and in the strict inter-
pretation of the monastic code should not even
witness them. However, it is the Buddha’s law,
the dharma—through both its supernatural
spoken power and its definition of cosmic or-
der—that is ultimately invoked to establish the
final triumph of humanity over demonic con-
trol. As illustrated in the climax of the Sanni
Yakuma, an exorcism rite ridding a patient of
the eighteen illness demons, the chief of these
evil forces, the frightening Kola Suniya, is made
to depart, forced to read the long-accepted
varan (warrant) of the Buddha: “The Great
Lord, Our Buddha says, according to this letter
of authority . . . [to] give this mean ancestral
spirit, this mean one, seven bags of rice and
seven bags of food, burn him with the rays of
the Buddha, chase him beyond the seven vil-
lages, beyond the seven boundaries. All the
misfortunes, upset humors are over” (Obeye-
sekere 1969, 196).

Quite different were the Indo-Tibetan vaj-
rayina traditions of Mahayana Buddhism.
Here, spiritual masters of tantra (called siddhas
or vajricaryas) adopted spiritual practices that
incorporated shamanic elements while retain-
ing the ancient Buddhist purpose of reaching
enlightenment. The tantric meditative practice
of sddhana involves practitioners “seizing the

divine ego”; through mantra incantations, mu-
dra hand gestures, drumming, and visualiza-
tion, this sadhana practice invites the enlight-
ened divinity to merge with the siddha and so
impart both enlightenment and blessings to the
practitioner.

Masters of the tantric spiritual tradition are
expected to serve as bodhisattvas, dedicating
their accomplished practice of channeling the
divine Buddhist presence to serve others. The
substances offered in carefully choreographed
tantric rituals are imbued with the enlightened
being’s power and grace; gathered at the end,
this prasad is a vessel of blessings that is con-
sumed by the master’s community of disciples.
All schools of Tibetan Buddhism, Newar Bud-
dhist vajracaryas in Nepal, as well as the priests
of the Shingon school of Japan, all adopted
these spiritual practices and rituals that applied
the master’s powers to compassionately serve
others.

Tantric ritualism also was integral to Chinese
Mahayana Buddhism. Monks applied this rit-
ual technology and control over the enlight-
ened divinities to perform rites to satisfy the
departed ancestors who were thought possibly
to be reborn as preras (hungry ghosts). In
China, these hungry ghosts were regarded as
more dangerous than in India, where the early
conception was that pretas were too consumed
with their own suffering to harm others. But in
China, as a marker of filial piety to the de-
parted ancestors, monks perform tantric rituals
to make merit for themselves and the dead,
while seeking to insure the best possible after-
life destiny for their relatives. In the five-hour
evening rite called the fang yen-kou (release of
the burning mouths), monk ritualists seek to
draw upon the powers of the Buddha, the
dharma, and the sangha to break through the
gates of purgatory, open the throats of the suf-
fering pretas, and feed them mantra-imbued
water, making rebirth as a human being or in a
paradise inevitable (Welch 1973, 186-187).

There were also tantric practitioners across
the Mahayana culture area who were famous
for their ability to exorcise spirits from the af-
flicted using tantric amulets, prasad, and ritual
implements that are placed in contact with the
body. Buddhist monastic healers were sought
based upon their individual charisma and the
record of their cures. These practices were re-
garded as praiseworthy, since healing is a direct



act of compassion and consistent with the
bodhisattva monk’s vow to help others while
pursuing enlightenment. Although it is difficult
to ascertain whether the Indic origins of these
tantric practices were Buddhist or non-Bud-
dhist, there is no doubt that later Buddhists in
the Mahayana communities pursued them, in
part, to offer a Buddhist healing practice, one
that in places had to compete with indigenous
shamanic curing traditions.

Such rivalry between Buddhist monks and
shamans has been especially highlighted by re-
cent studies of religion in the Himalayan re-
gion. Stan Mumford (1989) studied refugee
Tibetan Buddhists of the Nyingma-pa school
and the shamanic traditions among the Gu-
rungs, a Tibeto-Burman ethnic group of the
central Himalayas that had also adopted Bud-
dhist traditions from the north several cen-
turies ago. He shows how the traditions of
Buddhism and shamanism overlap in many re-
spects (exorcism, healing, worshipping the lo-
cal deities), at times competing for support by
the local merchants and farmers. In an ongo-
ing cultural dialogue—one that likely was en-
tered into by many who converted to Bud-
dhism across Asia over the millennia—the
Gurungs straddled these traditions, adopting
to some extent Buddhist beliefs in conscious-
ness and rebirth, yet unwilling to abandon
their ancestral practice of having shamans per-
form “guiding the soul” rites after death and
worshipping the local deities with an annual
animal sacrifice. It is not the shamanic practice
per se that caused conflict between these spe-
cialists, but the shaman-led annual sacrifice of
a captured deer to the local deities. From the
Buddhist perspective, killing an animal is like
killing one’s parents; from the shamanic per-
spective widely accepted by the villagers, if the
mountain guardian deities do not receive their
annual “red offering” indicating the villagers’
gratitude, the rains will not fall and their life
will become impossible.

Geoffrey Samuel (1993) has provided an in-
terpretation of tantric Buddhism that helps to
explain the distinctive features of the Tibetan
tradition, distinguishing clerical monastic Bud-
dhism from what he terms Shamanic Bud-
dhism: “Vajrayana Buddhism as practiced in
Tibet may be described as shamanic, in that it
is centered around communication with an al-
ternative mode of reality via the alternative
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states of consciousness of Tantric Yoga®
(Samuel 1993, 8). In effect, the tantric monks
of Tibet function as shamans, utilizing the
practices and techniques of tantric Buddhism:
A few utilize these methods for pursuing en-
lightenment; most do so to serve the pragmatic
needs of the householder majority. In Tibetan
Buddhism, then, both the shamanic-tantric ap-
proach (visionary, involving oral instructions
from teacher) and the clerical monastic ap-
proach (discipline-bound, textually derived
meditation) have been woven closely into the
fabric of religious life, with the scholastic
monastics such as the Gelug-pa Tsongk’apa
(1357-1419) developing theories to reconcile
the clerical and shamanic modalities.

Todd Lew:s
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CHRISTIANITY AND SHAMANISM
The concept of shamanism was borrowed from
its original central Asian context by historian of
religions Mircea Eliade. His intent was to de-
fine the notion of shamanism with greater pre-
cision, so that it would no longer be arbitrarily
equated with magic and wizardry (Eliade 1989,
13). Eliade identified as shamanic phenomena
certain basic characteristics that can occur in all
religions and cultures.

Christian theological studies, on the other
hand, seldom use the concept of shamanism
and rarely discuss it as a component of Chris-
tian texts and tradition. For many years,
shamanic activities were usually regarded as
standing in opposition to Christian religious
practices. The reason for this avoidance of the
concept derives, at least in part, from the his-
tory of the dissemination of Christianity and is
related to Christianity’s rejection of magic and
wizardry. There were, however, syncretistic
phases in Christian religious and missionary
history during which pagan influences were in-
tegrated. One such phase, for example, oc-
curred in the sixth century C.E. when Pope
Gregory the Great ordered a halt to the practice
of destroying pre-Christian cult sites. But ever
since the High Middle Ages and continuing
into the early modern era, bloody missionary
activities in Europe, the Americas, Africa, and
Asia set Christianity ever further apart from the
religious rites of indigenous peoples. Christian
dogma became progressively less willing to ac-
cept other peoples’ faiths as genuine religions
on a par with Christianity.

This hierarchical attitude, along with the
definition of the concept of magic, had already
become firmly established in ancient times.
Under the influence of the Greek enlighten-
ment that started in the sixth century B.C.E.,
magic was deprecated, whether as part of reli-

gion or medicine; philosophy and the enlight-
ened sciences rejected magic and distanced
themselves from it. The so-called evolutionary
view, which began during the epoch of the an-
cient city cultures, regarded magic as a relic of
an earlier and more primitive agrarian way of
thinking that had served its purpose and be-
come obsolete (Graf 1996, 18). This rejection
of magic became particularly obvious after Em-
peror Constantine recognized Christianity as
the official state religion and ordered decapita-
tion as a punishment for practicing magic or
fortune-telling in 357 C.E. (Kieckhefer 1992,
54). Nonetheless, the relationship between
magic and religion continued to be an ambiva-
lent one for many centuries, into the middle of
the medieval period. “Monks in the monaster-
ies employed magical healing methods with
which they had become familiar partly from
folk medicine of the native culture and partly
from ancient medicine, both of which included
magical elements” (Kieckhefer 1992, 72).

Beginning in the thirteenth century, moral
and theological condemnation of magic in-
creased steadily, sometimes going as far as ju-
ridical indictment and prosecution. The Latin
word for superstition (superstitio) carries the
connotation of “a remnant of paganism.” The
accusation, which claimed that adherents of su-
perstition had misunderstood certain passages
in the Bible, supported a division of piety into
a lower religion in opposition to a higher reli-
gion (Kieckhefer 1992, 212-213).

This division into low cultures as opposed to
more highly valued cultures became still further
reinforced during the Reformation of the six-
teenth century and the Enlightenment of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and sur-
vived into the twentieth century. The history of
research into the concept of shamanism reveals
the influence of this tendency, with much of
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the work obviously judgmental in the words it
uses as it attempts to deal with shamanic phe-
nomena. Any discussion of shamanism or
magic therefore requires “critical reflection
about the conditional nature of the sources as
well as the scientific, metalinguistic concepts
and statements” (Motzki 1977, 16).

This religious and cultural history of Chris-
tianity has interposed itself and distorted the
view on testimony contained in the Bible and
on the dissemination of the Christian faith dur-
ing the first three centuries C.E. Closer scrutiny
shows that Biblical texts are by no means unan-
imous in their rejection of shamanic practice.
Ever since the Christian faith was first commit-
ted to writing, opinions have differed, for ex-
ample, about the way the work and person of
Jesus as a healer ought to be judged and about
the significance of ecstasy among the prophets
and early Christian congregations.

A Shamanic Reading of Biblical Texts

The breadth of variation in the texts of the
Christian tradition yields no unified picture.
These texts indicate above all that shamanic ac-
tivities were not fundamentally rejected, as they
came to be in later apologetical discussion. On
the contrary, elements of shamanic practice,
such as the act of healing in Christ’s name or
on his behalf and the ability to experience ec-
stasy, characterized the social work, welfare-re-
lated, and missionary activities of the early
Christians during the first three centuries C.E.

In addition to orienting itself according to
Eliade’s criteria and viewing the testimony from
a phenomenological standpoint, this under-
standing of shamanic practice also relies on a
functional definition of shamanism. Through
the special way in which shamans practice ec-
stasy, they also have social significance, serving
the community, for example, as intermediaries
between the divine and the people or as healers
of the sick (Motzki 1977, 48—49).

Mircea Eliade identified as specifically
shamanic characteristics the technique of ec-
stasy and the shamanic flight as an ascent into
heaven or a descent into the Underworld. In a
wider spectrum, he particularly cited the special
initiations that shamans undergo, the instruc-
tion they receive in the proper ways to conduct
healing ceremonies, and necromancy. Eliade
also described important shamanic symbols

such as the shaman’s costume and drum, and
the special significance accorded to the num-
bers 7 and 9, the world tree, and the cosmic
mountain (Eliade 1989, 148-268).

In this context, it is essential to realize that
the aforementioned basic forms and functions
of shamanism, as well as its characteristic sym-
bols, can all be found in the Bible with varying
frequency and in different combinations (Wil-
helmi 2000, 11-17). Many of these forms and
functions are or were components of Jewish
and Christian religion, at least during a particu-
lar span of time.

Ecstasy

Ecstasy was fundamentally affirmed in a story
about Moses and Joshua (Numbers 11:16),
where the spirit of the Lord came upon seventy
elders of the people, who thereupon experi-
enced a seizure of prophetic ecstasy. In response
to Joshua’s criticism, Moses exclaimed, “Would
God that all the Lord’s people were prophets,
and that the Lord would put his spirit upon
them!” (Numbers 11:29). Moses, who was also
shown in Exodus 7 as one who magically com-
peted with Egyptian sorcerers and who, espe-
cially in later Jewish tradition, was regarded to-
gether with Solomon as the guarantor of
spiritual and magical knowledge, was shown
here as a prophet who approved of ecstasy for
his entire people.

The First Book of Samuel described compa-
nies of ecstatic prophets. Seized by the spirit of
Yahweh, these groups of people played raptur-
ous music upon instruments and fell into an ec-
static state of consciousness (1 Sam. 19: 20-24).
The prophet Samuel described such a group to
Saul and told him he would meet them proph-
esying and be changed himself: “The Spirit of
the Lord will come mightily upon thee, and
thou shalt prophesy with them, and shalt be
turned into another man” (1 Sam. 10:5-6). The
spirit was described as an irresistible power that
transformed, overwhelmed human volition, and
led to a state of prophetic ecstasy. Ecstatic expe-
riences were also mentioned as occurring among
prophets of the sixth century B.C.E., for exam-
ple, Isaiah and Ezekiel.

In the New Testament, ecstatic gestures
among the early Christian communities were
welcomed by Paul as evidence of charisma. He
described them as “speaking in tongues” (glos-



solalia) and said, “He that speaketh in an un-
known tongue speaketh unto God” (1 Cor.
14:2). Glossolalia was experienced in a commu-
nal setting, but not all people were capable of
doing it. The story of Paul’s calling as told in
the Acts of the Apostles is clearly related to
shamanic ecstasy (Acts 9:1-19). Paul saw “a
light from heaven,” heard a voice, and was
stricken blind for three days, during which
time he neither ate nor drank. Guided and
treated by a spiritual helper, he emerged from
the ordeal healed and transformed, and after-
wards bore a different name. Paul explicitly
mentioned his special ecstatic gift in his First
Epistle to the Corinthians: “I thank my God, I
speak with tongues more than ye all” (1 Cor.
14:18). The Pentecostal story told in the sec-
ond chapter of Acts likewise contains ecstatic
elements.

The Shamanic Flight:
Ascent and Descent in the Bible

The prophet Ezekiel deserves particular men-
tion with regard to the second shamanic crite-
rion, namely, the shamanic flight. Several pas-
sages in the Bible recounted how Ezekiel was
lifted up into the air by the spirit and borne
upon wings (Ezekiel 3:12, 3:14, 8:3, 11:1). The
similarity to shamanic ascents is evident in the
change of states of consciousness, the descrip-
tion of the visions, and the intervention of a
spiritual helper in male or female guise.

Another impressive vision of an ascent with
shamanic overtones can be found in the Old
Testament (Money 2001, 19). Jacob’s dream at
Bethel, in which he saw a ladder that stretched
from earth to heaven (Genesis 28:10-22) sug-
gests the possibility of shamanic ascent, espe-
cially when it is considered in the overall con-
text of the story of Jacob, who is sometimes
described as a “trickster,” and even clad in ani-
mal’s pelts, albeit to fool his father into think-
ing he is Esau.

The New Testament mentioned an ascent
into heaven by Jesus himself (Mark 16:19 and
Luke 24:51, Acts 1:9-11). Perhaps intended
primarily to lend credence to Jesus” divine na-
ture, this story may have little in common
with shamanic journeys. Nonetheless, the de-
piction of his death, its interpretation as offer-
ing salvation to souls because he has thereby
carried away the sins of humankind, and his
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resurrection after three days all contain ele-
ments that bear strong similarity to Under-
world journeys of the sort that can occur in
the shamanic context.

Jesus as Shaman

The theologian Morton Smith discussed the
evangelists’ texts primarily against the back-
ground of shamanic criteria (Smith 1978). In
particular, he also included in his research cer-
tain statements that are recorded as having
been uttered by opponents of Jesus and Chris-
tianity. Smith interpreted as characteristic of a
shaman Jesus’ withdrawal into the desert,
driven into the wilderness by the spirit of God
for a lengthy period of time. Smith also called
particular attention to Jesus' communication
with “wild beasts and angels” during this time
(Mark 1:12-13). Other passages in the Gospel
according to Mark likewise indicate that the
evangelist unquestioningly viewed Jesus as hav-
ing powers that can be considered shamanic, as
also can be noted in parallel passages in the
Gospels according to Matthew and Luke,
where they discuss this story (Matthew 4:1-11,
Luke 4:1-13).

In these Gospels, too, the tale of Jesus in the
wilderness formed the beginning of the story of
his works. This episode, however, was depicted
here in a far more finely differentiated manner
than in Mark. Matthew and Luke likewise
mentioned the spirit who led Jesus into the
wilderness, but communication with wild
beasts and angels went unmentioned. While Je-
sus was fasting in the wilderness, the devil ap-
peared and tempted him to embark on a
shamanic flight, but Jesus resisted and refused
to cast himself from “a pinnacle of the temple.”
Jesus also denied the devil’s request to change
stones into bread. Thus Matthew and Luke
seem to distance themselves from the shamanic
practices of flight and transubstantiation. On
the other hand, the evangelists either approved
of similar practices or emphasized descriptions
of them. Dreams and visions, for example, are
given particular significance in the Gospel ac-
cording to Matthew.

Supernatural miracles such as the tale of the
calming of the storm (Mark 4:35-41) likewise
alluded to the shamanic motif of being able to
exert a direct influence on natural forces (Koll-
mann 1996, 272). Jesus’ rebuke and pacifica-
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Sculpture relief depicting Christ healing the blind man. (Araldo de Luca/Corbis)

tion of the sea and wind seem to stand squarely
in the context of ecstasy and the shamanic jour-
ney (Kollmann 1996, 275).

The gospels ascribed many shamanic roles to
Jesus. Especially with regard to the functional
definition of the shaman as one who practices
shamanic techniques, it seems reasonable to
speak of Jesus and his disciples as people who
practiced techniques similar to those engaged
in by shamans. Several different shamanic roles
can be distinguished: (1) spiritual leader and
guide (i.e., guardian of the consciousness of a
people or group), (2) leader of ceremonies, (3)
psychopomp (i.e., companion of souls), (4)
bringer of good fortune, (5) healer and helper,
(6) poet, singer, performer of shamanic acts
(Hoppdl 2000, 100).

The texts of the Biblical evangelists ascribed
many of these shamanic roles to Jesus. The very

name Jesus (deliverer) expressed his role as a
healer. In addition, he was also assigned the
roles of savior and spiritual guide. It seems
most important in this context to call attention
to his unconditional sacrifice for humankind
and to his social and helping acts. Healing, in
the classical definition, is foremost among a
shaman’s various tasks (Eliade 1989, 208).
Another typically shamanic motif can be
seen in Jesus repeatedly asking people to tell
him who and what they believed him to be.
Shamans do not call themselves shamans
(Smith 1978, 43-44). Jesus only described his
acts, and he mentioned as first among them, “I
cast out devils, and I do cures” (Luke 13:32).
Healing the sick and casting out evil spirits
numbered among the principal tasks engaged
in by those who felt that they belonged with Je-
sus. The dualistic notion of evil and good spir-



its, a dualism that is familiar in shamanic con-
texts, is also present here.

Although the healing tradition of ancient
Greece had long since established itself in the
Palestinian world, there also existed a vital tra-
dition of ancient Jewish magical spells and rites
designed to heal and help. There even seems to
have been a comprehensive collected wisdom,
attributed to King Solomon, about pharmaco-
logical medications and incantations (Koll-
mann 1996, 137).

Some stories in the New Testament are
nearly impossible to interpret unless they are
considered from the point of view of religious
and cultural history, in the light of magical pa-
pyri and traditions handed down from Joseph
and preserved by rabbinical Judaism (Blau
1898). As an example of this, consider the pas-
sage where Jesus says, “Whosoever shall give
you a cup of water to drink in my name, be-
cause ye belong to Christ, verily I say unto you,
he shall not lose his reward” (Mark 9:41). The
meaning of this passage is difficult to under-
stand unless one knows that a spilled cup of
water was regarded as a sign that an evil spirit
had departed (Merkelbach 1996, 6).

From this perspective, it seems reasonable to
reconsider and reevaluate many other passages
in the Gospels. Although some passages urge
that the person of Jesus not be reduced to his
thaumaturgical abilities (Kollmann 1996, 379),
passages about those miracle-working abilities
are more numerous and more comprehensive
than are passages that deal with other contents

(Mark 2:171f).

Healing Rituals in Early

Christian Communities

During the first three centuries after Jesus, his
adherents and opponents alike testified to the
importance that healings and psychopomp
work played in the missionary dissemination of
Christianity (Brown 1999, 41). As early as the
Acts of the Apostles, explicit descriptions were
given of several cures performed by Jesus’ disci-
ples. Peter, for example, healed by means of za/-
itha kumi, an ancient Aramaic phrase that
means “arise” (Acts 9:34 and 9:40). Jesus too
uses this spell. The healing of possessed and ail-
ing people subsequently became a matter of
course within the everyday life of early Chris-
tian communities, where such practices were
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regulated through the offices of the presbyters,
“the elders of the church” (James 5:14-15).

Justin and Tertullian continued the tradition
of these successful early Christian healings into
the Roman Empire, whenever pagan conjurers,
magicians, and pharmacologists failed or were
too expensive (Kollmann 1996, 373). For Ter-
tullian, it was important in whose name the
possessing spirits were expelled. Tertullian re-
ports on specific individual cases and, like Ori-
gen and others, he did not preach against the
belief in spirits or psychopomp practice per se
(Kollmann 1996, 374), as long as the spirit in-
voked by the healer is the spirit of God.

A turning point seems to have occurred dur-
ing the fourth century C.E. In the context of
confrontations with pagans and in the wake of
Christianity’s recognition as the official state re-
ligion, thaumaturgic practice declined among
Christians and ceased to be a basic aspect of the
Christian mission (Barb 1961). Although
Christian enthusiastic and spiritual groups
(e.g., Pentecostal and revivalist congregations)
have arisen repeatedly throughout subsequent
centuries, it was the word of God that came to
occupy the central position in Protestant theol-
ogy. Thought and thinking have continued to
occupy the foreground since the Reformation
and Enlightenment. Attempts were made to of-
fer rational explanations for miracles, which
were generally dismissed as more or less mar-
ginal events in the actual history of Jesus and
his works. Only the general theology of the
Resurrection and Epiphany remained un-
touched by this rationalist tendency to mini-
mize the importance of wonder-working (Koll-

mann 1996, 379).

Liaisons with Foreign Religions:
Motifs and Symbols

On the liturgical level of religion, motifs of the
Christian faith entered into liaisons with simi-
lar motifs in foreign religions and often devel-
oped into new religions or cults. One example
of this evolution is the contemporary appear-
ance of the peyote cult. The central element of
this cult is a sort of sacrament, a holy repast
(Hultkrantz 1992, 270). The background of
this sacramental banquet is a ritual practiced
by Mexican Indians in which peyote is eaten in
order to come into contact with supernatural
beings. As time went on, this cult evolved into
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an independent religion containing certain
Catholic contents.

When symbols that have been isolated from
their cultural and historical surroundings are
carefully reviewed, numerous relationships can
be discovered between shamanic notions and
corresponding Christian or Biblical ideas. In
addition to the cosmic mountain, which plays a
central role as Horeb in the Old Testament and
as the “high mountain” where Jesus undergoes
transfiguration in the Gospels, it is above all the
symbol of the Crucifix that deserves particular
emphasis. Within the context of Christian reli-
gious history, the meaning of the Cross soon
became divorced from its historical form as an
instrument of torture. The cruciform symbol
came to express the relationship between the
world and the heavens as an orderly connection
between God and man. The Crucifix is thus
quite similar to the shaman’s drum in this
sense. Furthermore, many men and women
shamans have had and continue to have spiri-
tual relationships with the person of Jesus
Christ and can justifiably describe them-
selves—often in an ecstatic state—as having
“Christ consciousness.”

A New Approach
A new approach to the relationship between
Christianity and shamanism has evolved during
the past several decades. Christian missionary
theology is giving a new impulse to intercul-
tural dialogue through the reawakened self-
awareness of formerly missionized peoples of
Asia, Africa, and Central and South America.
Whereas in the past the declaration of faith in
Christ meant a break with tradition, the en-
counter with indigenous religions is now being
described anew, and the one-sided, exclusively
Western pattern of interpretation is no longer
being continued. The situation in contempo-
rary Korea deserves explicit mention here
within the context of Protestant theology. On
the one hand, evangelistic denominations have
the largest number of adherents in Korea, and at
the same time, shamanism thrives as a substan-
tial feature of Korean culture. Korean theolo-
gians are formulating Korean Christianity’s en-
counter with the country’s native religions in a
new way and do not necessarily regard the en-
counter as inherently confrontational or contra-

dictory (Choi 1999). This view has conse-

quences for the future evolution of Christian
theology in general. In the long ignored areas of
creation theology and the awareness of nature, it
can offer new impulses for a more holistically
oriented view of the world and humankind.

Another example of new impulses for inter-
cultural dialogue about healing and ecclesiasti-
cal practice comes from missionary stations in
Africa. After a long period of time during which
a generally demystified understanding of the
New Testament’s text had predominated, the
African cultural context led to a rediscovery of
the Christian healing tradition in accord with
the continent’s own understanding of the nature
of reality (Kahl 2001, 118). This new access also
led to changes in conventional Christian theol-
ogy, so that religious services conducted with
the intent to heal or rituals performed with the
intent of bestowing blessings are again the sub-
ject of more intensive discussion.

The history of the relationship between
Christianity and shamanism has alternated be-
tween intimacy and aloofness. Throughout
many centuries and even into recent times, the
interpretation and exegesis of Christian texts
has been characterized by an effort to distance
Christianity from shamanism. Of late, however,
a rapprochement has become evident, catalyzed
in part by the current renewal of shamanic and
indigenous traditions among various groups.

The practice of Christian counseling too is
being stimulated and revivified in the context
of the New Spirituality and through a return to
its own early Christian roots. Renewed atten-
tion to features that are shared by both early
Christianity and shamanism alike is helping to
catalyze a reconciliation in the intercultural and
interreligious context.

Barbara Wilhelmi

See also: Choctaw Shamanism; Colonialism
and Shamanism; Dreams and Visions;
Ethnocentrism and Shamanism; Korean
Shamanism; Latin American Christianity and
Shamanism
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COLONIALISM AND SHAMANISM

According to the classic definition proposed by
Ake Hultkrantz, a shaman is “a social func-
tionary who, with the help of guardian spirits,
attains ecstasy to create a rapport with the su-
pernatural world on behalf of his [or her]
group members” (Hultkrantz 1973). As a so-
cial functionary, the shaman is defined not
merely by extraordinary personal abilities to
achieve ecstasy, communicate with spirits, or
affect the healing of individuals, but also by a
public capacity to mediate between a transcen-
dent reality and a particular social group. In
many instances, the relevant social group for a
shaman is constituted by kinship, since
shamans often serve as hereditary ritual spe-
cialists for their clans. But the constitution of a
community might also be determined by
broader social relations within a territory. Op-
erating as an inspirational mediator on behalf
of a community, the shaman necessarily per-
forms a range of political, social, and economic
roles. Under colonial conditions, those roles
are inevitably altered.

In simple terms, colonialism is the use of
military and political power to create and
maintain a situation in which colonizers gain
economic benefits from the raw materials and
cheap labor of the colonized (Chidester 2000a).
Generally, colonizers come from outside of a
territory, arriving as alien intruders to dominate
an indigenous people, although situations of
internal colonialism have also involved similar
relations of domination.

Not only a system of military, political, and
economic power, colonialism is also a cultural
project, advancing a cultural agenda, but also
entailing intercultural contacts, relations, and
exchanges. Often legitimated by explicit ap-
peals to religion, colonialism inevitably affects
indigenous religious life. Following the colonial
disruption, dispossession, and displacement of
an indigenous community, everything changes,
including the religious roles of shamans. Char-
acteristically, in response to colonizing forces,
shamans are faced with the options of extinc-
tion, assimilation, or resistance. However, more
complex, creative responses have also been evi-
dent in new strategies for weaving together
alien and indigenous religious resources. Al-
though colonization has always been destruc-
tive of indigenous religion, shamans have often
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played new, innovative roles as mediators, now
not only between the supernatural and human
beings but also between the religious worlds of
the colonizers and the colonized.

Mobility, Geography, and Resources

Since they provided the original source of the
term shaman, Siberian shamans have often
been regarded as the classic type of indigenous
religious specialist. However, subject as it has
been to two empires, Chinese and Russian,
Siberian shamanism has been shaped by a long
history of colonization. That history has wit-
nessed both political fluctuations and religious
changes in the mobility, spiritual geography,
and spiritual resources of shamanism.

Buryat shamanism, which was subjected to
colonization by both Chinese and Russian em-
pires, illustrates religious persistence and
change, surviving persecution, but also adopt-
ing a new mobility under colonial conditions.
In Buryat shamanism, ritual specialists medi-
ated between humans and the supernatural in
two ways, developing a hunter’s shamanism,
which negotiated access to game animals, and a
cattle-breeder’s shamanism, which negotiated
relations between the living and the dead, the
ancestral masters of the mountains. Chinese
imperial states, such as the Manchu Qing dy-
nasty (1644-1911), that supported Buddhism
tended to force shamanism into a marginal po-
sition by asserting a centralized claim over ma-
terial and spiritual resources. When those states
collapsed, Buddhism retreated, and shamanism
resurged in Inner Asian states. In these imperial
religious politics, the vitality of shamanism was
clearly affected by the fate of empires.

Many indigenous people living in tribal
arrangements during the nineteenth century,
however, recalled an earlier history of imperial
power, a time in which their shamans were at
the center of political power. In relation to the
Chinese empire, competing religious interests
could operate in the same political economy of
the sacred. Although the political status of
shamanism depended on the historical rise and
fall of empires, shamans, Buddhist clergy, and
officials of imperial ancestor veneration oper-
ated in the same field of religious references,
making competing claims on access to the sky,
for example, which represented the supreme
symbol of political authority from all religious

perspectives encompassed within the Chinese
empire (Humphrey 1994, 196). Accordingly,
shamanic ascent, which represented the hall-
mark of a shaman’s spiritual capacity, also regis-
tered as an explicitly political claim.

When subjected to the force of a dominant,
colonizing Chinese empire, however, shaman-
ism was usually cut off from establishing access
to centralized political power. Beginning in the
nineteenth century, Buryat shamanism survived
Buddhist persecutions by working out a kind of
division of spiritual labor between shamans and
lamas. Making no explicitly political claims,
shamans assumed responsibility for healing. As
the case of Buryat shamanism shows, shamans
have generally been vulnerable to centralizing
religious power. Although shamanism can
adapt, what often survives are the most portable
aspects of shamanic practice, such as techniques
of healing which are not necessarily anchored in
the political economy of a community, but are
services that can be made available to clients
wherever they might be. In colonial situations
all over the world, this new mobility of shaman-
ism has been made necessary not only by the ex-
pansion of imperial power but also by the dis-
ruption of local communities. In the process,
religious mobility has become a new require-
ment of indigenous survival.

Although marginalized under the central-
ized, hierarchical power of Chinese empires,
Buryat shamans nevertheless survived, even if
their sphere of political, social, and economic
influence was circumscribed. For Buryat
shamans enclosed during the seventeenth cen-
tury within the Russian protectorate, Russian
colonization allowed much less room to ma-
neuver. Although shamans were active in anti-
Russian revolts, they were forced to retreat in
the face of overwhelming military power. Legit-
imated by Orthodox Christianity, Russian colo-
nization entailed a more pervasive project of
converting indigenous people, land, and wealth
to Russian ends.

As the Russian empire advanced, shaman-
ism was systematically persecuted. In response
to the colonization of their religious life, in-
digenous people displayed a range of strategic
positions, rejecting, accepting, or selectively
appropriating the Christian mission that ac-
companied Russian colonization. For exam-
ple, in nineteenth-century Siberia and Alaska,
the Chukchee disregarded the missionary mes-



sage; the Dena’'ina embraced Christianity; and
the Altaians engaged in selective borrowing of
Christian symbols (Znamenski 1999). Al-
though different indigenous responses were
possible, Russian colonialism inevitably al-
tered the religious position of shamans. In ad-
dition to adopting a new colonial mobility, of-
ten demonstrated by fleeing to remote places,
shamans developed new spiritual geographies
and new spiritual resources for negotiating
with the spiritual world on behalf of their
fractured communities.

Among the Khanty and the Mansi in north-
western Siberia, an indigenous political system
of chiefdoms was destroyed by Russian colo-
nization during the sixteenth century. Begin-
ning in the eighteenth century, these Ob-
Ugrian people were subjected to forced
conversion to Christianity. Since they were
closer to the imperial center of Russia, the
Khanty and Mansi were exposed to the full
range of colonizing measures developed by Eu-
ropean states—alienation of land ownership,
multiple forms of taxation, exactions by profes-
sional civil servants, and legal prohibitions on
indigenous religion. Instead of adapting to
these measures or inspiring revolts against Rus-
sian colonization, shamans retreated to the
forests. Surviving in exile, they developed a new
spiritual geography.

Like many indigenous people displaced by
colonial incursions, these shamans found that
the meaning of their territory, including their
spiritual territory, had been fundamentally al-
tered. In earlier practice, a shaman might have
been adept at spiritual travel, but shamanic
voyages generally moved on a horizontal plane
from the ordinary world of the community to
the places of extraordinary power associated
with the forest or the sea. Under colonial con-
ditions, horizontal movement within this spiri-
tual geography of the world tended to be re-
placed by a vertical axis along which shamans
ascended to the sky or descended to the Under-
world. Living in exile in the forest, shamans no
longer traveled to the spiritual forest, but in-
stead they journeyed into heavenly realms and
subterranean regions that were beyond the ge-
ography of this world. Since this world had
come under the control of an alien colonizing
power, shamans had to work out an alternative
spiritual geography that transcended colonial
conditions (Hamayon 1995).
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New maps for the spiritual world, therefore,
could be developed in colonial situations. Sub-
jected to foreign domination, shamans all over
the world found that they were suddenly in a
world turned upside down, a world in which
alien intruders from foreign places had become
central and indigenous people were alienated
from their own land. In the case of many Siber-
ian communities, shamans assumed the respon-
sibility for remapping the contours of a spiri-
tual geography in such a distorted world. No
longer able to draw upon spiritual meaning and
power within the world, they looked to other
worlds. Although the vertical axis of ascending
and descending into spiritual worlds has often
been regarded as a constant, universal feature of
shamanism, in many cases this verticality, re-
placing earlier attention to the spiritual con-
tours of a territory, might instead represent an
innovative religious response to the crisis of
colonial domination.

While developing new spiritual geographies,
shamans under colonial conditions also appro-
priated new religious resources of spiritual
power from the Christian mission. In northern
Siberia, Yakut shamanism, which had been sub-
jugated by Russian colonization from the be-
ginning of the seventeenth century, displayed
this indigenous appropriation of alien sacred
symbols. Although the Yakut people converted
to Christianity for a variety of material reasons,
such as avoiding persecution or gaining tax re-
lief, the majority had been baptized by the end
of the eighteenth century. Preserving the in-
digenous traditions of shamanism, Yakut ritual
specialists modified those traditions by intro-
ducing aspects of Russian Orthodox Christian-
ity, including God, the Virgin Mary, guardian
angels, and the promise of spiritual rewards in a
heavenly afterlife. By integrating these Chris-
tian features, Yakut shamans were not merely
developing a syncretism of foreign Christianity
and indigenous religion. They were drawing in
new, transcendent, and powerful negotiating
partners in their ongoing spiritual work of se-
curing health, prosperity, and survival for their
community.

Shamanism is not merely mediation but also
negotiation with supernatural forces on behalf
of a community. In the case of indigenous
Yakut religion, with its basis in hunting,
shamans were particularly adept at negotiating
with the masters of animals for the souls of
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wild game. Not only expert in techniques of ec-
stasy, they were skilled in negotiating tech-
niques, supplicating and imploring, but also
bartering, trading, and exchanging with the
spiritual world. In rituals of healing, for exam-
ple, shamans could negotiate with spirits by
trading a sacrificial animal for the soul of a sick
person. Such negotiations with spirits were cen-
tral to shamanic sessions. Aided by a principal
spirit, usually an ancestral spirit, Yakut shamans
conducted ongoing negotiations with the forces
of the spiritual world on behalf of their clan or
community.

Under colonialism, however, indigenous rit-
ual specialists experienced a breakdown in ne-
gotiations, a shift from earlier relations of recip-
rocal exchange to new colonial relations based
on the invasive, coercive, one-way flow of value
from the colonized, who were dispossessed of
their resources, displaced from their territory,
and exploited for their labor, to the colonizers.
By introducing new negotiating partners into
the spiritual world, spiritual negotiating part-
ners associated with the religion of the coloniz-
ers, shamans struggled to change the very terms
of negotiation in ways that might restore reci-
procity between indigenous people and the
spiritual world.

As specialists in ritual techniques of trance,
healing, and spiritual power, shamans continued
to play a significant role in Siberian and Alaskan
religious life, even when subject to Russian
domination and Christian conversion. Sent to
Alaska in the 1820s, the Russian Orthodox mis-
sionary loann Veniaminov (later Bishop Inno-
cent; 1797-1879) found a Christian shaman
among the Aleuts, an elderly man by the name
of Ivan Smirennikov, who had been baptized
into the Russian Orthodox Church, but was re-
garded by the local Aleutian people as a shaman
because of his familiarity with spirits that en-
abled him to see the future, heal individuals,
and locate food for the community.

Based on his investigations, Veniaminov
found that Ivan Smirennikov was a “shaman,
not an ordinary person.” During his interview
with the shaman, Veniaminov learned that
shortly after his baptism in 1795 Ivan Smiren-
nikov had been visited by two spirits who said
that they had been sent by God to instruct him
in Christian teachings. Over the next thirty
years, the spirits appeared to him almost daily,
providing Christian instruction, but warning

him not to listen to the Russians or to confess
his sins to their priests. Instead, he was to rely
directly on the spirits, and they would grant his
requests and the requests made by others
through him. To Veniaminov’s surprise, he
found that Smirennikov had become not only a
noted shaman but also an informed Christian
through the mysterious intervention of the two
spirits. Although Veniaminov worried that
these spirits were demons, he became con-
vinced that the Aleut shaman’s spirits provided
confirmation rather than competition for his
Christian gospel. The two spirits, according to
Smirennikov, were even prepared to reveal
themselves to the Russian priest, although they
chastised him for his curiosity: “What does he
want? Does he consider us demons?” Accepting
the orthodoxy of Ivan Smirennikov, the Rus-
sian priest nevertheless insisted that he should
not be regarded among the local people as a
shaman. “I told the other Aleuts who were pre-
sent not to call him a Shaman,” Veniaminov re-
ported, “not to ask him for favours, but to ask
God.” Apparently, the shaman agreed with this
resolution, since he was also convinced that his
spiritual negotiating partners were not demons
but emissaries of the one true God of heaven
and earth (Chidester 2000b, 382—388).

Memory, Concealment, and Noise

In Christian representations of indigenous reli-
gion, we find a long history of demonizing lo-
cal forms of religious life, from the expansion
of Roman Catholic Christianity into Europe to
the explorations and conquests of the New
World. The earliest appearances of the term
shaman in travelers’ reports tended to demonize
indigenous religious specialists. Having served
at the court of Peter the Great and journeyed
through imperial Russia, Nicolas Witsen
(1640-1717) reported in his travel account,
Noord en Qost Tartaryen, that a “Schaman” was
nothing more nor less than a priest of the devil
(Flaherty 1992, 23). While allegedly serving
the devil and his demons, shamans were also
represented as fakes, frauds, or imposters, thus
combining genuine evil with deception. This
mixture of authenticity and fakery made the
shaman a strange contradiction—full of real
demonic power, but empty of legitimate reli-
gious power—in colonial representations of in-
digenous religions.



Certainly, these accounts recycled classic fea-
tures of superstition, which could be rendered
as beliefs and practices based on ignorance,
fear, and fraud, as the defining antithesis of au-
thentic religion. Nevertheless, the depiction of
shamans as authentic frauds represented a
strange crisis for the ideology of Christian colo-
nization well into the nineteenth century.
Working in southern Africa during the 1830s,
the missionary Robert Moffat dismissed the lo-
cal ritual specialists, the Tswana ngaka, as noth-
ing more than imposters, but at the same time
demonized them, along with all other indige-
nous religious specialists, whether the
“angekoks” of Greenland, the “pawpaws” of
North America, or the “greegrees” of West
Africa, by identifying them as the “pillars of Sa-
tan’s kingdom” (Moffat 1842, 305; Chidester
1996, 192). In this formula, shamans, who
supposedly were empty of any real power, were
parad