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PREFACE 

The authors dedicate this book to the memory of the excellent scholar of Siberian 
shamani$1U Vilmos Di6szegi (1923-1972). This book is not only to commemorate the 
Hungarian scholar who died so unexpectedly and so young: exactly two decades ago, 
but also bis worlc, bis Siberian research completed in 1957, which opened up a whole 
new field of possibilities of research in shamanism for bis Russian colleagues as well. 
One could say bis work gave a new international impetus to research on Si� 
sbamani$1U. 

Since then the world has changed so much, the changes have been especially great 
in Siberia, which is usually called the classical region of shamanism, its 'locus

classicus'. The great empire which was formerly known as the Soviet Union in the 
years between 1930-1950, that is in the middle of its history, treated shamans as 
ideological enemies. The current successors of the old shamans, the bearers of the 
ancient spiritual traditions and the researchers, after the years of suppression, all 
became the forerunners of a new historical period in which Siberian shamanism can 
develop further on its native ground. 

Thus we may be allowed, in all modesty, to dedicate this volume to those North 
Siberian and Eurasian small ethnic groups who lived within and even today live with 
shamanist traditions. It is about them, about a part of their genuine culture that our 
collection of studies refers to and if our studies and the analyses published here help 
to promote a better understanding of the complex and enigmatic world of Eurasian 
shamanism then our work has not been in vain and our volume bas succeeded. 

May 1992, Helsinki and Budapest 

Anna-Leena Siikala 
Department of Finnish Language, 
Literature and Cultural Research 
University of Joensuu, Finland 

MibAly Hoppa} 
Ethnographic Institute, 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 
�udapest., Hungary 
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PART 1 





SIBERIAN AND INNER ASIAN SHAMANISM 

Shamanism is a fundamental and striking feature of Siberian and Inner Asian. cultures. 
The religions of these regions have therefore been described as shamanistic. 
Shamanism itself is not, however, a religion, but rather a complex of different rites 
and beliefs surrounding the activities of the shaman coMected with very different 
religious systems. Shamanism is founded on a special technique for achieving ecstasy 
by means of which the shaman enters an altered state of consciousness, and on the idea 
that the shaman is accompanied by helping spirits who assist him in this state. While 
in a state of trance, the shaman is regarded as capable of direct communication with 
representatives of the otherworld, either by journeying to the supranormal world or by 
calling the spirits to the seance. He is thus able to help his fellow men in crises believed 
to be caused by the spirits and to act as a concrete mediator between this world and 
the otherworld in accompanying a soul to the otherworld, or fetching it from the 
domain of the spirits. The shaman acts as a healer and as a patron of hunting and 
fertility, but also a diviner, the guardian of livelihoods, and so on. 

The Origin of Shamanism 

The ecological and cultural differences among the peoples of Siberia and Inner Asia 
are considerable. The way of life of the Arctic sea-mammal hunters and reindeer 
breeders differs greatly from that of the steppe or the hunters and fishermen of the 
taiga. It follows that, despite certain basic similarities, the shamanic complexes are not 
uniform either. There are variations in the shaman's status in the community, as there 
are differences. for example, in his ritual ac()essories or the tradition of beliefs he 
represents. Tracing the history of shamanism is thus a complicated matter. Shamanism 
is generally thought to be founded on the animistic concepts of the northem hunting 
peoples. On the other hand, soul flight, the ability of the shaman to journey to the 
otherworld, a striking feature of northern and western shamanistic complexes, has led 
scholars to regard a dualistic concept of the soul as the ideological basis of shamanism. 
According to this belief, man has one soul confined to the body and a second soul, or 
part soul, capable of leaving the body freely during sleep, trance or sickness. 

The word shaman comes through Russian sources from the Tungus word Iaman

(xaman). There are such varied names for the shaman in Siberia and IMer Asia that 
these names cannot be used to throw light on the origin of shamanism. A theory was 
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Siberian and Inner Asian Shamanism A-L. Sii.kala

put forward in the nineteenth century that the word derived from the Pali samana
(Sanskrit, sramana) and Chinese sha-men. Although this theory bas been disproved 
(Nemeth 1913- 1914; Laufer 1917), the cultural-historical foundations of 11bamanism 
have been sought in Buddbi.sm or others of the great scriptural traditions of the East 
It is indeed a fact that Buddhism and Lamaism bad a significant effect on the 
development of shamanism among the Evenki (a Tungus people), the Mongols, and 
the Buryats. The wide distribution of the phenomenon of shamanism and the endemic­
ity of certain of its basic ideas - soul flight, soul dualism, the link with animal 

I ceremonialism - in Arctic and sub-Arctic cultures do, however, support the view that
, the roots of shamanism lie in the Paleolithic bunting cultures. In bis fundamental work 
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (1964), Mircea Eliade regards the ideas 
of ecstatic experience and soul fliaJit as the basis of shamanism, and asserts that 
shamanism grew out of the ancient Paleolithic inheritance, fertiliud by Buddhism, 
Lamaism, and even more ancient East and South Asian influences. 

The Shaman in the Community 

The small bunting and fishing communities of northern Siberia have provided a setting 
for shamanism completely different from that of the agrarian cultures of Inner Asia 
rooted to one locale. Both the status of the shaman in the community and bis tasks 
depend on the supporting culture; its economy, the nature of its social structure, and 
its practice of religion as a whole. Variations in the status of the shaman and the 
importance of shamanism as an. institution spring from the relationship between the 
shaman and the group supporting him as well as from the nature oftbe particular group. 

The Clan Shaman 

The Yukagir and the Evenki retained their clan system until relatively recent times, 
and their shamanism is clearly connected with the organiution of the clan. Even at 
the end of the nineteenth century the Yulcagir, a Siberian tribal people, lived off deer 
bunting and reindeer breeding, the latter having been assimilated from the Evenki. The 
population. consisting of the remains of formerly larger clans, lived in camps or 

I villages of related families. The shaman, wbo bad to be related to the clan by ties of 
I 

, blood, was one of the leaders of the clan and acted as its general patron. It was also 
bis job to maintain contact between the living and the dead members of the clan and 
to _arrange the shamanizing connected with the calendarical bunting rites. It was during 

I these rites that the shaman would retrieve the souls of the animals to be hunted from 
' the keeper of the species in the otherworld store. The shaman helped individual 

members of the clan by curing diseases and infertility, by prophesying, and by 
preventing misfortune threatened by the spirits. 

A highly advanced clan system existed among the Evenki, who were spread over 
a wide area and were divided into different occupational categories: hunters and 
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fishermen, reindeer breeders, and hunters breeding horses and cattle. Their chief social 
unit was the clan, which had its own area or "river"; the clans were in tum grouped 
into larger tribes. One of the leaders of the clan was a shaman. Such special. status 
among the Evenki living along the PodlcamennaiA Tunguska is illustrated by the belief 
that the shaman's hair may not be cut because it is the dwelling place of the souls of 
the members of the clan. As the protector and leader of his clan, their shaman set up 
a marylya ( a fence made of spirits) around the clan's lands; he also possessed knowl­
edge of the mythical clan river leading to the otherworld. The clan shaman held seances
on behalf of his supporters, shamanizing in the course of hunting rites and helping 
individual members of the clan. At the end of the nineteenth century there also were 
professional Eveok shamans who would shamanize on behalf of members of a different 
clan for a fee. These "false" shamans were.not accorded the honoured and important 
position of the clan shaman. 

The Small-group Shaman 

The shamans in circles of neighbours and relatives among the hunters of north-western 
and northern Siberia had a relationship with their supporters comparable to that of the 
chm llbaman. for example, the Nganasans (a Samoyed people) were spread over such 
a wide area that the clan was of no significance mainly in religious connections, such 
as in annual rituals. On an occasion such as the clean-tent festival of the Nganasans, 
held in February when the sun began to rise again, the shaman might act as repre­
sentative of the clan. He did not. however, achieve a status symbolizing clan unity and 
the welfare of the clan. He was equipped by his own small community, the tent 
community or village whose members he assisted as a healer, a bringer of success in 
bunting, a guardian at difficult births, and so on. 

The Professional Shaman of the North 

The relationship between the s� of the north and his supporters was not as close 
as that described above in north-eastern Siberia. The Chukchi and the Koryalc - small 
tribal peoples indigenous to Siberia - fell into two occupational categories interacting 
closely with one another: reindeer breeders and sea-mammal hunters. They showed no 
signs of a clear clan system, their basic social unit being the hunting communities and 
nomad camps made up of relatives and neighbours. The annual occupational rites were 
handled by the family or occupational unit, one typical fe�"1re being family 
shamanism. In this type of shamanism, which cannot be considered shamanism proper, I 
anyone attending a festival could drum and dance in the manner of a sbaman. Since 
the occupational and other important rites were perfonned among the family or kin, 
the shaman was not tied to any clearly defined band of supporters. He was a healer 
and a resolver of various incidental crises. The status of the shaman who was able to 
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choose his clients freely depended on his personal skills. Thus the perfonnance of 
various triclcs played a considerable part in the competition between shamans. 

Shamanism in the South 

I The hierarchical community of the nomads and farmers of southern Siberia and Inner 
, Asia (e.g., the Yalcuts, the Buryats, the Tuvin, the southern Altais, the Khalcas, and the 

horse-breeding Evenki of Transbailcalia) and the rise in status of the area to an 
administrative unit (called "patriarchal feudalism" by Soviet scholars) above the clan 
provided a background to shamanism that differed from that of the northern hunting 

, communities. Under the influence of the Lamaism and Buddhism of the south, the 
' ritual aspects of shamanism and the beliefs concerning the supranonnal world here 

developed in a richer and more complex form than shamanism in the north. 
While contact with the clan may be significant, regional factors often determine 

the shaman's sphere of activities. Since becoming a shaman and the passing down of 
the shamanic tradition is under the strict control of older shamans, shamanism in the 
south clearly has more institutionalized forms than in the north. Among the Buriats, 
for example, a large number of initiated shamans join the new candidate in taking part 
in the shamanic initiation ceremony, thus demonstrating the importance of control 
from within to the institution of shamanism. In addition to acting as a healer and a 

I diviner and carrying out other conventional taslcs, the shaman may also assume the
role of sacrificial priest. Practices such as the sacrifice made by the Altaic Tatars of a 
horse to the god in the sky rely on the ability of the shaman to accompany to the 
otherworld the soul of the animal sacrificed. 

Categories of Shamans 

In addition to the fundamental differences in the status of shamanism as a whole, 
shamans differ in their nature and prestige from one ethnic group to another. The 
Hungarian expert on shamanism Vilmos Di6szegi observed on interviewing former 
Tofa shamans in the late I 950s that they fell into different categories according to clan. 
the colour symbolism ,of their accoutrements, their power, their skill, and ultimately 
also their own personal characteristics. 

The categories of shaman used by different ethnic groups themselves are evident 
in the names for types of shamans. For example, the most highly respected shaman 
among the Entsy ( a Samoyed people) was the budtode. who is in contact with the spirits 
who live in heaven. The less highly regarded d'ano was able to protect humans from 
evil spirits, and the least respected sawode shaman could contact the dead. In the same 
way the lowest category of shaman among the Nanai (Goldi) was the siurinka, shamans 
who cure the sick. Nemati shamans were able both to cure the sick and to perform the 
shamanizing at the first festival in memory of the dead. Among the shamans with the 
greatest prestige were the kasati shamans, who had command of all shamanic knowl-
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edge and who are capable of the most important task of the Nanai !lbaman, that of 
accompanying the souls of the dead to the otherworld 

The Yalcuts believed that the •bamau's prestige was detcnnined by the status of the 
god who granted him his chief ispirit helper, and by the height of the branch on the 
mythical shaman's tree on which the shaman was instructed by the spirits during his 
initiation. The division of !lbamans i.nto black and white, encountered among the 
Y akuts and elsewhere ( e.g., among the Altaic peoples) points to the nature of the spirits 
with whom the shaman came into contact White was the colour of the sky, black that 
of the earth. According to the shamanfo tradition, the llbaman's nature and rank are 
determined by the spirits initiating him. In practice the distinguishing features were 
probably the skills and ability to achieve ecstasy of the initiate and the nature of the 
tradition that he assimilated A shaman could also rise to a higher category as his 
knowledge increased. A great shaman often bore the epithet 'old'. 

Initiation 

Gaining command of the shamanic tradition and the ecstatic rite technique called for 
special training on the part of the beginner. The nature and length of the initiation 
period depended on the position of the shaman in his community and the importance 
of shamanism in the culture in question. The length of the apprenticeship, the amount 
and nature of the tradition to be intemalized, the initiate's instruction, the number of 
initiation rites, and the control of the initiate's abilities varied from one region to 
another. Two features common to all areas were the shaman's meeting of spirits and 
winning of spirit helpers while in a state of ecstasy and the recognition of a new shaman 
by his supporters. 

The Shaman's Disease 

A potential shaman could be rccogni7.Cd by an abnormal, often highly nervous, 
disposition. All over Siberia and Inner Asia, selection was often preceded by the 
shaman'!! sickness. The first symptoms might be states of mental unbalance, fits of 
hysteria, periods of seclusion, unusual visions and the hearing of voices, or states of 
physical torment Usually the sickness struck at adolescence, but people stricken as 
adults might also become shaman initiates. It is impossible to give any specific account 
of the illness from reports of the symptoms. The point is that shamauizing was the only 
recognized cure. Often a shaman called in to cure the sufferer would teach him how 
to shamanizc. 

Scholars such as Waldemar Jochelson, an expert on the tribal peoples indigenous 
to Siberian and Inner Asia, have compared the shaman's initiatory sickness to hysteria. 
The healing effect of shamanizing would then mean that the novice, under the instruc­
tion of an older iihaman, learned to control his ego functions and the regression of 
hysteria became an ego-controlled regression during the initiation stage. It is signifi-
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cant that shamans suffering from a preliminary sickness have found that repeated 
shamanizing is a condition for remaining healthy. 

The shaman's sickness was interpreted as the call of the spirits to become a shaman; 
since the task was so dangerous, shamans say they often resisted the call to the very 
end. Internal compulsion was not the only reason for selection; there could also be 
external reasons. A young Chukchi, for example, might choose to become a shaman 
in the hope of gaining wealth and prestige. Among the Evenki the clan elders or clan 
shaman might select a child of suitable temperament for training as a shaman. 

The position of shaman was banded down within the family, especially in the areas 
of clan shamanism and the professional shamanism of the south. A.F. Anisimov, an 
expert on the shamanism of the Podlcamennaia Tungusk.a Evenki, observed that 
shamans deliberately tried to keep this important position within the family. The 
inheritance of shamanism is founded on shamanistic ideology. In the northern regions, 
where selection as shaman was often a matter of incidental vocation, the spirits 
encountered by the novice were chiefly spirits of nature. The principle of inheritance 
within the family is a reflection of the notion that the spirits preparing the initiate to 
become a shaman were ancestor shamans or spirits of nature undertaking the task at 
the request of the ancestor spirits. 

The Initiation Period 

At the start of the initiation period the initiate retired in solitude, learned how to use 
the drum in seeking ecstatic experiences, and steeped himself in the shamanic tradition. 
One of his main tasks was to compose his own shaman songs. The songs for calling 
the spirits sung at seances of Chukchi shamans, for example, were products of the 
initiation period. In the shamanic view the novice is taught by the spirits; there are, 
however, reports of situations in which older shamans guide the novice in the art of 
shamanizing. 

The next phase of the initiatory period is one of visions and the hearing of voices, 
during which the novice undergoes his initiation by the spirits. During these ex­
periences the novice feels that the spirits are actually destroying his old ego, dissecting 
or boiling it, after which he is to be reassembled as a new shaman, capable of seeing 
that which is hidden to ordinary men. Thus is repeated the theme of death and rebirth. 
Despite individual differences the visions follow traditional patterns. For example, 
among the Samoyeds, the novice is given his spirit helpers by the initiating spirits, and 
he promises to follow his calling. The handling of his bones, the dismembering and 
reassembling of his skeleton by the spirits, plays a significant part in the visions 
describing the shaman's rebirth. In the background here is the idea also found in animal 
ceremonialism that the bones are the point of attachment for the soul. 

Following his initiation by the spirits the shaman still had to prove his powers to 
his community. He did so at various test shamanizings and through public rites. The 
small-group shaman of northwestern Siberia acquired his attributes gradually in the 
course of annual rites. His dress and ritual objects were made by neighbour and 
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relatives who were among his supporters and who also took part in the shamanizings 
at which the objects were first used. Similarly, great te,t shamanizings were held in 
the clan i1hamanism region and were attended by the entire clan. Through praym and 
sacrifices, an ancestor shaman might be asked to indicate a suitable animal for rnalcing 
the shaman'11 requisites. AB we have seen, the rituals surrounding the initiation of the 
shaman were most richly developed in the i1h1manian of the southern regions. The 
Buriat shaman, for example, promised during a great initiation festival to fulfil the 
obligations of his profession. 

The shaman's initiation was less formal among the tribal peoples of Siberian and 
Inner Asia than elsewhere. The mysteries surrounding the call of the spirits and the 
experience of meeting them were paramount; as there were few requisites, the ritual 
announcement of the new status was not of itself significant. The shaman's later actions 
proved whether or not he was capable and whether he had gained by supporters. 

The Shamanistic Belief Tradition 

Some indication of the nature of the shamanistic belief tradition is provided by the 
visions of the initiation period and the shaman songs describing, for example, the 
shaman's journey to the otherworld. Although the cosmographic concepts vary greatly 
over Siberia and Inner Asia, and although the influence of Lamaism and Buddhism is 
very much in evidence among the southern peoples, there are certain structural features 
shared by all and of wide distribution. Among these are concepts of a multilevel 
cosmos, the world above, the middle world inhabited by man, and the world below, 
which is divided into three, seven, or nine levels. The layers are connected either by 
the world stream (among the Ket, it is by holy water), which begins in heaven and 
flows through the earth to the underworld, or by a hole at the North Star in the center 
of the globe through which the Chukchi, among others, believe it is possible to pass 
from one layer to another. Besides believing in a multilayered cosmos, the northern 
peoples in particular believe in the concept of a tentlilce upper world, the firmaments 
,panning • round or square world. Supporting it in the center is th .e cosmic pillar. 
Phenomena parallel to the cosmic pillar are the cosmic mountain and the cosmic tree. 
The latter's counterpart in the shamanistic belief tradition is the shaman's tree, by 
means of which the shaman might travel from one world level to another. 

During his initiation period the novice had to study the structure of the cosmos and 
above all learn the topography of the otherworld: the paths and rivers leading to the 
otherworld and the dwellings of the various gods, the guardian spirits, the demons of 
disease, and the dead. The way to the otherworld was usually des,cribed as being 
fraught with difficulties and dangers. The Nanai shaman, for example, was able to list 
the landmartcs along the road to the kingdom of the dead and the dangers in store along 
the way. 

At the� the shaman turned to various gods and spirits as it became necessary. 
Linked directly with the shamanistic complex were the spirits of his initiation and his 
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ecstatic experiences. In some cases the shaman enters the service of these spirits; at 
other times, they are at the shaman's command. 

The spirits influencing a shaman's initiation in north-eastern Siberia were mainly 
spirits of nature. One Koryalc shaman described how spirits of the wolf, the raven. the 
bear, the sea gull, and the plover appeared before him in the forest, sometimes in hwnan 
form, sometimes in the fonn of an animal, demanding that he enter their service. The 
Chukchi believed that • everything lives', that even inanimate objects have some sort 
of soul principle. Thus the shaman's band of spirits might also include various objects, 
stones, or household utensils. It is significant that there is no difference between the 
guiding spirits of the initiation period and the spirit helpers proper: the spirits appearing 
before the novice become his spirit helpers when he is a shaman. 

In the small-group shamanism of northwestern Siberia, too, the spirits influencing 
a shaman's initiation are mainly spirits of nature. The initiation visions of the Nganas­
ans demonstrate that the novice meets a number of spirits who help him in different 
ways. The selection of a shaman might be made by spirits of nature, such as the spirit 
of water, who give the novice 7.00morpbic guides on bis journey to the otherworld. 
The shaman's initiation is perfonned by special smith spirits, who forge a new shaman 
on their anvil. The guiding spirits leave the shaman after his ecstatic initiation, by 
which time be has gotten to know bis spirit helpers proper. 

The spirits of ancestor shamans play an important part in a shaman's initiation in 
clan shamanism and the professional shamanism of the south. For example, the 
Transbaikalia Evenki say that a dead shaman appears before a prospective candidate 
and orders him to follow. The spirits of ancestor shamans may appear as candidate 
selectors, as the novice' s supranormal teachers, or as initiators carrying out the 
dissection process, as in the Lower Tunguska region. The spirit of an ancestor shaman 
usually remains as the shaman's spirit helper proper. Although most of the spirit 
helpers of, for example, the Evenk shaman are in the form of an animal or bird, he is 
usually also supported by shaman's spirits in human form. 

Another inherited spirit is the Nanai ajami, the tutelary spirit of the novice period, 
who instructs the novice in matters of the otherworld and provides him with the spirits 
necessary for shamanizing. The relationship between the ajami and the shaman is 
erotic, the spirit in question being a spirit wife or husband handed down from one 
shaman to another within the family. Similar marriagelilce relationship between spirit 
and man also reported elsewhere. The transvestite shaman among the tribal peoples 

indigenous to Siberia and Inner Asia, for example, might have a spirit lover. 
An important part is played in the initiation tales of Yakut shamans by the Animal 

Mother and the spirits ancestor shamans, the evil abaasy spirits that may perfonn the 
novice's initiation mysteries. The Animal Mother, who is the incarnation of the 
shaman's kut soul, bis invisible double, was thought to show itself on the birth or death 
of a shaman and during his supranonnal initiation. The Animal Mother, in the form of 
a bird with iron feathers, was thought to sit on a branch of the shaman's tree, incubating 
an egg containing the soul of a novice until the soul hatches from the egg . 
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The nature and number of spirit helpers proper varies from one ethnic group to 
another. Among the Ob-Ugrians (i.e., the Khanty and Mansi), the shaman might have 
seven spirit helpers, most of them in the form of an animal, such as a bear, a deer, a 
wolf: a horse, a snake, a fish, or a bird. Birds common to the northern regions were 
the eagle and the owl, as welJ as various waterfowl, in whose form the shaman was 
said to travel the underwater routes to the otherworld. The belief concerning the 
relationship between the shaman lUld his spirits are complex. The !lhamao might travel 
in the form of the animal ACCOmpanying him; the Yakut shaman, for example, fights 
other 11bamaos in the form of his Animal Mother, as an elk or a deer. On the other 
hand, the spirit helpers may accompany him as outside assistants. For example, the 
Evenk shaman of the Podbmeonaia Tunguska region bad command over a large band 
of spirits on his journeys to the underworld. 

The Shaman's Activities 

The shaman's public activities took place at the seance, a ritual performances. While 
there were many reasons for calling a seance there was a need to make direct contact 
with representatives of the spirit world in all cases. All the vital elements of shamanism 
were present at the seance: the 11hamao and his assistant, those in need of assistance, 
an interested audience, and representatives of the spirit world called on by the shaman 

The Shaman's Attributes 

The ritual objects and the shaman's attributes symbolize the shamanistic worldview. 
The most important item is the drum. Names for the drum are usually connected with 
the idea of the :iibamao's journey. For example, the Transbaikalia Evenki calJ the drum 
a boat, while the Y akuts, Buriats and Soyot call it a horse. In this case the drumstick 
is a 'whip'. By means of his drum the shaman 'rides' or 'flies'; in other words, he 
achieves an altered state of consciousness. The frame of the drum is made from a 
special tree - a representative of the cosmic tree - indicated by the spirits, and the 
membrane from the skin of an animal also chosen by the spirits. The drum-revivin& 
ceremonies in the Altaic regions indicate that the drum animal represents ooe ef the 
shamanistic spirits: during these ceremonies the animal from whose skin the membrane 
was made 'comes to life again', telling of its life and promising to help the shaman 
The motifs carved on the drum frame or drawn on the skin likewise symbolize 
shamanistic spirits and express cosmological concepts. 

Although the shaman's dress, along with the drum, is one of the most striking 
features of shamanism in northern and Inner Asia, the number and type of attributes 
varies from one area to another. There is oo shaman's dress proper among the Chukchi. 
While preparing for a seance the shaman was, like the Inuit (Eskimo) shaman, stripped 
to the waist Similarly, the only item that identified the shaman among the Nentsy (a 
Samoyed people) in the northwest of Siberia was the headdress that be wore. The 
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dresses with the greatest number of symbolic ornaments are to be found in central and 
southern Siberia and in Inner Asia. 

The sbaman'!ll dress is made of leather or cloth, and onto it are sewn pendants of 
metal, bone, and cloth depicting spirits it, animal or human shape or phenomena 
associated with the supranormal world On the back of the Yakut dwnan's dress are 
metal disks, the 11haman'11 sun and moon, providing light on the dark route to the 
otherworld Despite the variety of symbolic emblems, the basic idea behind the 
shaman's dress is clear. The feathers attached to the headdress, the winglike or furry 
appendages on the sleeves, the antlers or bear's snout on the headdress show that the 
dress basically represents some kind of animal. The most common type is a bird, found 
not only in the Altai-Sayan region but also in northern Mongolia and different parts 
of Siberia. In the Altaic region the dress most often imitates on owl or an eagle, in 
northern Siberia a deer. The Samoyeds and the Ket also wear a dress reminiscent of a 
bear. 

In addition to the pictures associated with the spirits or the otherworld, the shaman's 
dress also bas iron or bone appendages resembling a human or animal skeleton. These 
symbolize the death and rebirth experienced by the shaman during the ecstatic visions 
of his initiation period The dress represents the mysteries experienced by the shaman 
and is the dwelling place of the spirits. Thus the dress itself is thought to posses 
supernormal power. In the areas of clan shamanism the dress could not be sold outside 
the clan, because the shaman's spirits belonging to the clan were attached to it A 
worn-out shaman's dress might be bung on a tree in the forest, so that the spirits could 
leave it gradually and enter a new dress. 

The Shamanic Seance 

The sbamanizing seance requires that both the shaman himself and the setting for the 
rite be meticulously prepared. The seance is often preceded by a period of time during 
which the shaman goes into seclusion, fasts, meditates, and recalls the details of the 
rituals he must perform during the seance. He transfers to the role of shaman by putting 
on the ritual dress and by tuning the drum. 

The actual seance is usually held inside after dark, in a dweUing with a fire burning 
in the center. Because the spirits are thought to be afraid of light, darkness is a 
prerequisite for shamanizing. The settings for seances varied greatly, depending on the 
status of the shaman and the importance of his task. in the Podkamcnnaia Tunguska 
region the shaman and protector of the clan held his seance in the sevencedek, a tent 
specially erected for the purpose. Here be acted out the fundamental features of the 
sbamani!ltic world concept: the middle world inhabited by humans, the upper and lower 
worlds with their spirits, and the cosmic stream and cosmic tree as 1andm.arb along 
the shaman's route in the otherworld. The seance was attended by the entire clan, 
members helping with the preparations. Similar large seance settings are found among 
the Nanay, whose shaman, being the representative of his clan, transported the souls 
of the dead to the otherworld It seems that the higher the status of the shaman and the 
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bigger the group he represented, the richer were the symbolic requisites of the dress 
and the setting for the seance and the more theatrical the course of shamanizing. The 
imposing settings of the seance in the southem areas are probably a later development 
influenced by the great scriptunl traditions of the East. 

Before the seance, the shaman•� assistant, those in need of the shaman's help, and 
the audience would assemble. At the start of the seance the shaman concentrates on 
calling his spirit helper by singing and drumming. The themes of the ,haman'!I songs 
are the calling of the spirit helpers, a description of the spirits' journey, an account of 
the shaman's own journey to the otherworld, and a description of the topography of 
the supranonnal world. In the songs calling the spirits, during which the shaman might 
imitate the sounds of his zoomorphic spirit helpers through whistles, shouts, and 
growls, the shaman invites the spirits to the seance and may also give a step-by-step 
description of their journey to the seance from their dwelling in the otherworld. 

The calling of the spirit helpers is the trance-induction stage. The rhythmic drum­
ming, dancing, and singing gradually become louder and more frenzied as the shaman, 
while concentrating on the world of the spirits, achieves an altered state of conscious­
ness. This phenomenon, similar to Western hypnosis, is brought about by rhythmical 
stimulation of the nervous system, growing concentration, motivation on the part of 
the shaman, and the emotional charge produced by the expectations of the audience. 
The effect of rhythmical stimulation was further enhanced among the Ob-Ugrians and 
the tribal peoples indigenous to Siberian Asia by, for example, eating amanita mush­
rooms. Other common means were the burning of various herbs producing intoxicating 
smoke, and, more recently, smoking tobacco and consuming alcohol. The use of 
hallucinogens and other intoxications is not, however, essential to or even a vital factor 
in the shaman's trance technique. 

The ecstatic climaxes of the seance come at the point where the shaman meets his

spirit helpers, journeys with them to the otherworld, or banishes, for example, a disease 
demon that has talcen up residence in a patient. The biggest cultural differences in the 
ii:hamanistic rite technique are manifest at precisely this stage. The forms of meeting 
the spirits are based on different belief traditions. 

Common to the central and eastern parts of Siberia, for example, among the 
Yukagir, the Evenki, the Yalouts, the Manchus, the Nanais, and the Orochi is the 
possession seance, during which the shaman's chief spirit helper enters his body and 
speaks through him. The shaman fully identifies with the spirit; he in fact turns into 
the spirit and manifests this change in his gestures, movements, and speech. Another 
person present at the seance, usually the shaman's assistant, then becomes the shaman, 
talking to the spirit. In regions where this type of possession-trance is common, the 
usual explanation for disease is that a demon has entered a person. It is then the 
shaman's task to banish the demon, and to do this the shaman talces the disease demon 
upon himself after his spirit helper; in other words, he turns into the demon. There are 
also complex possession-trance seances at which the shaman, having manifested 
various spirits, travels with his spirit helpers to the otherworld - when banishina a 
demon, for example. 
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The 11baman may also create an illusion that the spirit helpers are present at the 
seance without identifying with them. The Chukchi display great skill in the manife­
station of the spirits by the technique of venttiloquism. The 11baman brings one spirit 
after another to the seance, and the audience can hear the spirits speak outside the 
sharnan'11 body. Meetings of shaman and spirits at seances without possession are also 
known in western Siberia and Inner Asia. Among the Minusinslc Tatars, for example, 
the •haman's assistant spring water around for the spiriu to drink, so that they will not 
come too close to the shaman 

If the main idea of the seance is soul flight, or shaman's journey to the otherworld, 
the manifestation of the spirits is not as dramatic as at seances of the possession type. 
Typical seances in the western and northern parts of Siberia - among the Samoyeds 
and the Ob-Ugrians, for example - are those at which the shaman imagined as 
travelling to the otherworld with his spirit helpers. The emphasis is not on role-chang­
ing and talking to the spirits but on the description of the shaman's journey. At this 
type of seance the shaman's trance usually deepens steadily and ends with loss of 
consciousness. At possession-type and venttiloquist seances the shaman often calls his 
spirits again after his return in singing and drumming. In other words, the depth of the 
trance moves in waves. Since concentration on the spirit world leads to a change in 
consciousness and focusing his attention on the audience brings the shaman back to 
his waking state, the depth of shamanic ecstasy depends upon the extent to which he 
must allow for the audience's wishes during the seance, and thus ultimately on the 
relationship between the shaman and his supporters. 

The seance usually ends with an episode during which the shaman sends his spirit 
helpers away, answers questions from the audience, and issues instructions on the 
sacrifices or required propitiations to be made. The basic structure of the seance is thus 
relatively uniform, regardless of the object of shamanizing showing variation accord­
ing to the way in which the spirits are encountered. The various rites, manifestations 
of the presence of or banishing of spirits, and tticlcs on demonstrations of skill proving 
the supranormal abilities of the shaman do, however, vary from one area to another. 
Despite cultural differences, the basic features of the shaman's technique of ecstasy, 
his main requisites, the concept of the spirits helping the shaman, and the part played 
by the audience as a chorus assisting at seances are elements of shamanism common 
throughout northern and Inner Asia. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

There is a vast amount of literature on shamanism in Siberia and Inner Asia. A list of 
Russian sources and research literature appearing before 1932 is given in A. A. Popov's 
Materlaly dlja bibliografli rusilwj literatury po izucheniju shamanstva severoazlat­
skikh narodov (Leningrad, 1932). The first widely known general treatise on Siberian 
shamanism was V.M. Mikhajlovskij's ''Shamanism in Siberian and European Russia", 
translated by John Oliver Wardrop, Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland 24 ( 1985): 126-158. Of the general treaties that appeared in the 
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early dee� of the twentieth. cetury among the most through are M.A. Czaplicka's 
Aboriginal Siberia: A Study in Social Anthropology (Oxford. 1914) and G. K. 
Nioradze's Der Schamanismus bet den sibirischen Vo/leer (Stuttgart. 1925). Uno 
Harva's work Die religiosen Vorstellungen der altaischen Vollcern (Folldore Fellows 
Communications, no. 125, Helsinki, 1938), first published in Finnish in 1933, contains 
both a survey of shamanism and a systematic account of the main religious features 
of the peoples of Siberia and Inner Asia. The section on Inner Asian shamanism in the 
extensive work Der Ursprung der Gottesidee, 12 vols. (Miinster, 1912-1955), by 
Wilhelm Schmidt is interesting because of the author's thorough familiarity with the 
sources. 

Later general works dealing with the fundamental idea behind shamanism include 
Alce Ohlmarlcs's Studien zum Problem des Schamanismus (Lund, 1939), Hans Fin­
deisen' s Schamanentum dargestellt am Beispiel der Besessenheitspriester 
nordeurasiatischer Volker (Stuttgart, 1957), Matthias Hermanns's Schamanen, Pseu­
doshamanen, Erloser und Heilbringer, 3 vols. (Wiesbaden, 1970), and Mircea Eliade's 
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, rev. & enl. ed. (New Yorlc, 1964). This 
last worlc, which first appeared in French as Le chamanisme et /es techniques ar­
chaiques de l'extase (Paris, 1951 ), examines shamanistic phenomena in different parts
of the world and is regarded as a classic in its field. 

Material publications and studies on the shamanism of different peoples and ethnic 
groups have appeared individually and in certain scientific series. One of the most 
important is The Jesup North Pacific Expedition, edited by Franz Boas {Leiden and 
New York, 1900-1930), in which the following works give a good account of 
shamanilltt1 in northestern Siberia: Waldemar Bogoraz's The Chulcchee, vol. 7 {1904-
1909); Waldemar Jochelson's The Koryak, vol. 6 {1905-1908); and the later's The

Yukaghir and the Yukaghirlzed Tungus, vol. 9 (1926). The results of Russian and 
Soviet researchers' field trips to the Altai and to western and central Siberia have been 
given considerable coverage in the journal Sbornilc Muzeja antropowgii i etnogra.fii 
{Leningrad, 1900-). 

The work Chemaia vera, Iii Shamanstvo u mongolov (Saint Petersburg, 1891) by 
Dorzhi Banzarov on Mongolian llhamanillm is an extensive late-nineteenth-century 
monograph. Information on shamanism in the Altaic region is covered in A.V. Ano­
khin's Materialy po shamanstvu u altaitsev {Leningrad, 1924). One of the best sources 
on the Ob-Ugrian peoples is K.F. Karjalainen's Jugralaisten us/ronto (Povoo, Finland, 
1918). Toivo Lehtisalo describes Nentsy or Yurak shamanism in Entwurf einer My­

thologie der Juralc-Samojeden, (Memoires de la Societe Finno-ougrianne, vol. 53, 
Helsinki, 1924). Some of the most interesting information on Samoyed shamanism is 
provided by A.A. Popov in, for example, The Ngansan: The Material Culture of the 
Tavgt Samoyeds (1949), transleted by Eliane K. Ristinen (Bloomington, Ind., 1966). 
Evenki shamanism is examined by A.F. Anisimov in Religtia even/rov v istorilrogenet­
iches/rom izuchenii i problerny proiskl1ozhdenija pervobytnykh verovanii (Moskva, 
1958) and by S.M. Shirokogoroff in the extensive Psychamental Complex of the 
Tungus {London, 1935), this later being one of the main sources on research into 

• 13.



Siberian and Inner Asian Shamanism A-L. Siikala

shamanism. Information on Nanay shamanism is included in P.P. Shimkevich's Mate­
rialy dlja izuchenija shamanstva u gol'dov (Zapiski priamurskogo otdela Russk:ogo 
geografichesk:ogo obshchestva, vol. 1, Khabarovsk:. 1896), and Ivan A. Lopatin's Tire
Cult of the Dead among the Natives of the Amur Basin (Central Asiatic Studies, vol. 
6, The Hague, 1960). 

Translations of certain extremely interesting articles on shamanism in the USSR 
have been published in Studies in Siberian Shamanism, edited by Henry N. Michael 
(Toronto, 1963). In Hungary, Vilmos Di6szegi and Mihaly Hoppal have edited an­
thologies containing general theoretical treatises and a wealth of fresh infonnation 
produced field research, and these are also among the main publications on research 
into shamanism: Popular Beliefs and Folklore Tradition in Siberia, edited by Vilmos 
Di6szegi, translated by Stephen P. Dunn (Budapest, 1968); Shamanism in Siberia. 
edited by Vilmos Di6szegi and Mihaly Hoppal and translated by S. Simon (Budapest, 
1978); Shamanism in Eurasia, edited by Mihaly Hoppa!, Forum, No. S (Gottingen); 
and Shamanism: Past and Present 1-2, edited by Mihaly Hoppa! and Otto von 
Sadovszk:y, lstor Books 1-2 (Budapest - Fullerton, 1989). 

Comparative studies of special aspects of shamanism are The Shaman Costume and 
Its Significance, by Uno Holmberg (later Harva), in Turun suomalaisen yliopiston 
julk:aisuja, series B, vol. 1 (Turku, 1922); my The Rite Technique of the Siberian 
Shaman, Folk.lore Fellows Communications, no. 220 (Helsinki, 1978); and E.S. 
Novik's Obrjad i fo/'klor v sibirskom shamanlzme (Mosk:va, 1984). 

Significant opinions on the fundamental issues of shamanism have been put forward 
in a number of shorter articles. These include Dominik: Schroder's "Zur Struk:tur des 
Schamanismus," Anthropos SO (1950), aiming at a definition of shamanism; Ake 
Hultk:rantz's "A Definition of Shamanism," Temenos 9 (1973):25-37; Lauri Honk:o's 
"Role-Taking of the Shaman," Temenos 4 (1969):26-55, on the shaman's rite tech­
nique; and Laszl6 Vajda's "Zur phaseologischen Stcllung des Schamanismus," Ural­

Altaische Jahrbucher 31 (1959):456-485, examining the history of the development 
of shamanism. Special aspects of shamanism have also been studied by Gisela Bleib­
trau-Ehrenberg in "Homosexualitiit und Transvestition im Schamanismus," Anthropos 
65 (1970): 189-228; and by H. Nachtigall in "Die Kulturhistorische Wurzel der 
Schamanenskelettierung," 'Zeitschrift fur Ethnologie 17 ( 1952): 188-197. Two articles 
disproving the Pali or Sanskrit origins of the word shaman are Julius Nemeth's "Ober 

den Ursprung des Wortes Shaman und einige Bemerlrungen zur tiirlcisch-mon­
golischen Lautgeschichte," Keleti Szemle (Budapest) 14 (1913-1914), and Berthold 
Laufer' s "Origin of the Word Shaman," American Anthropologist 19 ( 1917). 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF SIBERIAN AND 

CENTRAL ASIAN SHAMANISM 

In 1253-1255 the Franciscan monk Wilhehn av Ruysbroelc was sent by King IX of 
France to the court of Mongolia. He describes what he saw as follow: 

"Some of them appeal to devils and plher together by night those scclcina an oracular 
answer from an evil spirit at their homes, � they place boiled meat in the middle 
oftbe house. The oracle (cbam) intendinJ to invoke the spirits beJins his sorcery and 
frenziedly beats the ground with a drum. At last be beJins to get wild and lets himself
be bound. When the evil spirit comes in the dark, be Jives it meat to eat, and it utters 
the oracular answer" (Clwpentier 1919:2S8-2S9). 

The account includes one of the fint descriptions of a shamanic seance, and it is of 
great significance in that it proves that the seance bas in the main remained almost 
unchanged from one century to the next 

Hundreds of similar eye-witness reports of Siberian and Central Asian shamanism 
have subsequently accumulated. The peculiar practices of shamans have caught the 
attention of European travellers, missionaries and ethnographers in centuries past. 

As an archaic phenomenon of remote and little known cultures Siberian shamanism 
did, however, remain a subject for research by specialists until the publication of Le
cltamanisrne et Ju rechniqua archaiqua de l'extase by Mircea Eliade in 1951. The 
revised and enlarged translation into English, Shamanism: Archaic Technique of 
Ecstasy, in 1964 was a special source of inspiration for a vast number of publications 
concerning not only Siberian and Central Asian shamanism but also similar practices 
all over the world Thanks to the great worlc done by Mircea Eliade the description 
and explanation of the phenomenal complex going under the name of shamanism bas 
been one of the central themes of recent research in ethnology, anthropology and 
comparative religion. 

Problems of Interpretation and Comparison 

Few branches of the humanities and social sciences have remained so alien to one 
another as anthropology and the history of religion, despite their common origin and 
theoretical backgrounds. Mac Lindscott Ricketts points out that 
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"despite the fact that the anthropological ltUdy of the relip,us life of 'primitive peoples' 
overlaps with the research of certain historians of religion ( or • comparative relip,aists'), 
one finds in the writinp of Eqlish-speakina a.nthropolc>p11 an almost total absence of 
references to !be theories of historians of religions" (Ricketts 1973:13). 

The historians of religion have been accused of ignoring • ethnographic reality' or 
suspected of a bidden religious bias. 

A good example of misunderstanding and academic nanowness is John A. Saliba's 

work 'Homo religious' In Mircea Eliade (Saliba 1976), in which he contrasts the 

anthropologi� approach to religion with that of the approach of the histoty of religion. 
Saliba defines anthropology in terms of the general method of post-Malinowslcian 
time, holistic field work in small-scale society using participant-observation (Saliba 
1976:13-IS). Thus defined, anthropology is an empiric social science interest.ed in 
synchronic functioning of society and void of all comparative and diachronic interests. 
The skeptical attitude to generalising comparisons in anthropology dates baclic to the 
critique of evolution theories. The particularistic concept of cultures emphasises 
differences in the ideological basis and central values of cultures. This in tum leads to 
difficulties in finding suitable standards for the comparison of different societies and 

cultures. 
The real gap between these two disciplines has been the nature of the method and 

the basic theoretical assumptions. The hcnncneutical phenomenology favoured by the 
students of religion has remained unlcnown amon.g the anthropologists. Furthermore, 
its basic concept of lcnowlcdge differs fundamentally from that of the positivistic 
empiric studies. There has in recent years been growing interest among anthropologists 
in historical perspectives. At the same time a crisis in behavioral anthropology has 
raised discussion of the basic premises of anthropological studies. The focus of interest 
has shifted from behaviour and social structure to meaning, symbols and language 
(Marcus - Fischer 1986:26). Interest in systems of cultural meaning has directed 

scholars' attention to interpretative methods. Phenomenology and hermeneutics have 
become labels for a new line of study observing, for example, the ways in which natives 
see or experience the world around them. In stressing that "interpretative processes arc 
necessary both for communication internally within a cultural system and externally 
between cultural systems" (Ibid., 30), the new interpretative anthropology opens the 
door to comparative analyses of a new kind. 

It seems that interpretative methods could form a new bridge between anthropology 
and the history of religion. Shamanism is an area of research in which a bridge of this 
kind, of benefit to discussion and mutual understanding, could be very useful. For it 

is an area in which the interests of both disciplines overlap, and in which the problems 
of interpretation and comparison have been faced earlier by the history of religion and 
especially Mircea Eliade. This is the point I have in mind in examining studies in 
Siberian and Central Asian shamanism and trying to show the paths opened up by 
Eliadc for further exploration. 
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The Nature of Knowledge on Siberian and 

Central Asian Sbarnanism 

Siberian shamanism is a phenomenon that already belongs to history. The nature of 
previous knowledge greatly limits the potential for further studies. It could be claimed 
that the picture we now have of shamanism depends greatly on the interests and aims 
of observers. For they were the first interpreters of shamanism and a knowledge of 
their enterprises is vital to an understanding of the shamanistic complex. 

The Europeans showed relatively little interest in Siberia in the Middle Ages, and 
not until the 17th and 18th centuries, with the spread of settlement across the Ural 
Mountains, did a knowledge of shamanism quiclcly begin to grow up. Apart from 
mission workers and explorers who went to Siberia expressly, the new Russian settlers 
were important sources of information. The travellers recorded their tales, and by thus 
passing on second-band observations not only brought out relevant infonnation but 
also paved the way for many false concepts. 

By the 1880s interest in shamanism had become lively, and the last two decades of 
the century bequeathed us with plenty of reliable source material. One could say that 
in the 1988s researchers at last got down to systematic field work. lent impetus by the 
first published programmes for the collection of infonnation on 11hamani11m. The 
emphasis in these programmes was still a description of the outer manifestations of 
shamanism and a cry for infonnation on the seance procedure or the !Shamans• 
paraphernalia. No questions on the ideological content or verbal tradition of 
shamani� foreign to concrete ethnograpbical research were asked - a fact that was 
for a long time to hamper the handling of shamanism as a religious phenomenon. 

Since the tum of the century the collection of material on shamanism bas to an 
increasing extent been in the bands of trained ethnographers. The tremendous cultural 
change that bas taken place this century and which gained impetus under the influence 
of the post-revolutionary political societal reforms, crushed shamanism. A tradition no 
longer with any social significance bas almost vanished, and the field work that could 
in the first three decades of the century be done in living and, from the point of view 
of the community, functional contexts bas become the recording of the last fragments 
of information on a dying cultural tradition. 

As a result of this long process of observation and collection, the material on 
Siberian shamanism is extremely heterogeneous, comprising the observations of 
chance travellers, missionaries, political prisoners, new settlers and finally research­
oriented reporters. In addition, the recording of shamanism for research purposes bas 
been primarily in the interests of ethnologists, even students of religion and folJclorc 
have also helped to collect material. It is typical of the source material on Siberian 
sbamani11m that the sources analysing the practices in a specific area fall in different 
decades or even different centuries. In discovering the typical forms of shamanism of 
some ethnic group it must be remembered that the period when information on 
shamanism was collected coincides with accelerating socio-cultural changes, and that 
these changes very obviously affected the development of shamanism among the given 

♦ 17 ♦



Interpretation of Shamanism A-L. Siikala

groups. Comparisons are further made difficult by the indefinite references to regional 
and ethnic units appearing in the older sources in particular. The biggest problem of 
non-systematic collection work concerns the gaps in the information. 

These are the difficulties which the student of Siberian and Central Asian 
shamanism has to face besides the linguistic and cultural divenity of the vast area. 
Many questions concerning the spiritual life of these cultures can never be answered, 
because the factual material is fragmentary and deficient. On the other band, there are 
three classes of material besides shamanistic paraphemalia which fonn a suitable basis 
for comparative research as regards their collecting activity and the intensity of their 
note entries. There are accounts of shamanistic seances, personal accounts by shamans 
of visions during their initiation period and the songs sung during a shamanistic seance.

The Main Problems of Study 

Most of the vast literature on Siberian shamanism is martced by a predominance of 
material and restraint in the description of concrete phenomena observed in the field 
On the other hand from the last few decades of the 19th century onwards the publica­
tions were martced by a striving towards broader general presentations or theoretical 
views explaining the history of the development of the phenomenon and the conditions 
of its existence. Many Russian scholars from the tum of the century onwards had a 
sound insight into their material provided by field work, so that articles of a theoretical 
nature appeared side by side with publications of materials or texts aiming at pure 
description. General works, chiefly phenomenological analyses, increased in number, 
especially from the 1930s onwards, as more and more publications of material ap­
peared to provide a sounder basis for comparison ( e.g. Milchajlovslcii J 892, in English 
1895; Stadling 1912; Czapliclca 1914; Tschubinov 1914; Nioradze 1925; Schmidt 
1912-1955; Harva 1933, in German 1938; Ohlmarlcs 1939; Bouteiller 1950; Eliade 
1951, in English 1964; Findeisen 1957; Lommel 1965; Hermanns 1970; Basilov 1984). 
These general studies on Siberian and Central Asian shamanism fonn a research 
tradition in which the basic problems of the phenomenon have been dealt with 
repeatedly and from different standpoints. 

One of the chief trends in the problems of research did in fact become crystallised 
at the very begiMing of the century when research really got down to outlining the 
history of the development of shamanism and the stages by which it came into being 
on a more extensive scale. Although the psychological, sociological and religio-phe­
nomenological aspects gradually superseded evolutionistic thinking, the historical 
perspective has retained its vitality among Soviet scholars in the fonn of Marxist 
historical materialism, and inspired in the West by, among other things, archaeological 
research. 

The object of research into the history of shamanism has to a considerable degree 
been the origin of its ideology, aiming at the discovering the basic features of the 
ideological ground that promoted the birth and evolution of shamanistic practices. The 
problem is firmly associated with debate on the relationship between shamanism and 
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religion. The question of how and in what respect shamanism can be regarded as a 
religious phenomenon has presented a constant problem to researchers. For example, 
a Russian evolutionist at the begiMing of this century, W.B. Bogoras, repeatedly urged 
scholars to study shamanism as a religion and believed that it represents a certain 
degree of development of a religion (Bogoras 1910, V dovin 1973). Bogoras neverthe­
less placed shamanism in a very special cultural-geographical framework; whereas e.g. 
Milchajlovsltij saw in shamanism a universal form of religion (Milchajlovsltij 1892), 
Bogoras like Waldemar Jochelson (1905-1908:47) and Uno Harva (1933:299), regards 
it chiefly as the expression of a North Asian religious cult. Even such modern · 
researchers as Hans Findeisen and Vilmos Di6sugi have seen in shamanism a form j 
of religion (Findeisen 1957: 192-96; Di6szegi 1960:8). On the other hand researchers 
primarily interested in the ecstatic nature of the shaman's rite technique or the most 
important of his activities, healing, have completely overlooked the religious aspects 
of shamanism and speak of the shaman as a psychopath, a healer or a fraud. B.K.M. 
Rychkov (1922:113), among others, stresses that shamanism is specifically a psycho­
pathological phenomenon related to hysteria and epilepsy. Most researchers do, 
however, agree that although the practice of shamanism obviously demands special 
mental and nervous properties, it is nevertheless first and foremost a phenomenon in 
the realm of religion and magic. 

It must be remembered that beside the fixed religious systems of the written cultures 
the religious systems of the ethnic religions are heterogeneous; in place of one system 
we find multi-level, parallel and overlapping traditions, parallel conceptual systems 
covering different spheres of religion (Goody 1986). On this basis we find an explana­
tion for the attaching of shamanism to religious systems differing in content, and it is 
on this basis that Alce Hultlcrantz describes the position of shamanic practices as 
component elements of various ethnic religions: 

"Shamanism, of course, is the complex of beliefs, rites and traditions clustered around 
the shaman and his activities. All these traits constitute a well-organised net of relation­
ship, a religious configuration within the reliaion" (Hultlcrantz 1973:36). 

Hultlcrantz's view of the autonomous position of the shamanic complex as a 
segment of various religions does, however, seem exaggerated. Although only certain 
elements of a religious tradition are fundamental as regards the shamanic ideology, the 
best shamans attempt to rule the whole belief tradition of their tribes and to regard it 
as a frame of reference for their own activities. 

The evolutionists placed special emphasis on the part played by animism as the 
ideological basis of shamanism. For example, one of the first compilers of comparative 
general works, the Swede J. Stadling, who also had first-hand experience of shamanic 
phenomena, thought that shamanism represented the most primitive religious thinking 
ofmanlcind, an animistic conception of the world (Stadling 1901). The concept of the 
association of shamanism with an animistic way of thinking is not unfounded, and 
references to the animistic associations of shamanism are also made in recent research 
(cf. Paulson 1964:131; 1961:92). Animistic concepts are, however, also abundant in 
areas of the world where shamanism is unknown. It is thus clear that this alone is not 
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sufficient as the basis for the growth of the shamanic complex. The argument does in 
fact become more tenable when seeking the ideological basis for sbarnaoimi in the 
nature of the soul concepts of the area in question. Ake Hultkrantz (1953:110-12; 
1957:254) and Ivar Paulson have shown that a dualistic soul concept is typical in the 
nucleus areas of shamanism. As is seen from Paulson's sizable study Die primittven

Seelenvorstellungen der nordeurasischen Volker (1958), the soul concepts of various 
peoples differ considerably as regards the number and function of souls; in many cases 
one could speak of the multiplicity of souls rather than the dualism of souls, as e.g. 
Jochelson does (1926:237). Nevertheless, as Eliade has stressed, the underlying 
thought that in addition to a fixed soul element maintaining his vitality man also has 
a soul capable of leaving the body during sleep or trance is by nature dualistic and a 
vital condition for visions of the journey of the shaman to the Beyond, and likewise 
for explanations of sickness based on loss of the soul. 

Beside historical aspects the phenomenological approach has been the most widely 
represented in the shamanic research tradition. Features typical of such research are 
the division of the shamanic complex into its components, the examination of the 
ecstatic behaviour of the shaman, the spirit-helper system, initiatory visions, the 
journey of the shaman to the Beyond or the characteristics of the shamanic cosmology, 
followed by an attempt to indicate the cultural-historical or geographical ties between 
these components. The chief problems have often concerned the question as to which 
of the features of shamanism is most fundamental or vital to the entire phenomenon. 
Thus the phenomenologist resemble the historically-oriented researchers in their 
search for the heart of shamanism, and thus often its most original features. One of the 
biggest arguments in phenomenological research concerns the role of ecstasy as the 
most characteristic feature of shamanism. Mircea Eliade in fact calls shamanism 
simply a technique of ecstasy. He states: "A first definition of this complex phenom­
enon, and perhaps the least hazardous, will be,: shamanism = technique of ecstasy" 
(Eliade 1964:4). The fundamental nature of ecstasy as the supporter of the shamanic 
rite technique cannot be denied, and its central position among the functions of the 
shamans has been examined by e.g. M. Hermanns (1970), R. Th. Christiansen (1953), 
A. Closs (1960), A-L. Siilcala (1978) and M. Hamer (1980). On the other hand ecstasy
is extensive as a religious phenomenon and is: not sufficient as a factor explaining
Siberian shamanism in its entirety. According to Eliade it receives ideological content
from the concept of the shaman's ascent to the sky: "Hence any ecstatic cannot be
considered a shaman; the shaman specializes in a trance during which his soul is
believed to leave his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld" (Eliade
1964:S). In some cultures the idea of the shaman's journey is accompanied by tradi­
tional forms according to which the shaman is able to contact the spirits without leaving
the body. In stressing the ascent-to-the-sky element Eliade concludes that possession,
the entering of the spirit into the shaman's body, is a non-shamanistic feature. A view
opposing that of Eliade on the question of possession is held by Hans Findeisen, in
whose extensive output the supporting theory is the indication of the shaman's spir­
itual-mediwnistic coMections. In treating the shaman as a religious specialist, a priest,
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operating only through possession, Findeisen is guilty of one-sidedness (Findeiaen 
1954, 1956, 1957a, 1958, 1960). Uszl6 Vajda and Dominic Scbr6der likewise bold 
r.eservations over the stressing of the ascent to the sky as the idea supporting the entire 
sbamanii: complex. Vajda crystallises his opinion in the following thoughts: the 
shaman l\lso has functions in which the ecstatic ascent to the sky plays no part; although 
the ascent to the sky does not constitute one typical component of shamanimi, it cannot 
explain all the other components (Vajda 1959:470). I have tried to show that the 
journey of the shaman and possession, the entering of the spirit into b! shaman'11 body, 
are simply functional alternatives describing the communication between the shaman 
and the other world (Siilcala 1978). The shaman'" journey is, however, still a special 
feature of shamanism and is not connected with other kinds of mediumistic traditions. 

The cultural-historical background and native areas of shamani11m have been the 
subject of extensive debate. The cradle of shamanism has been sought equally often 
in the northern arctic regions as among the high religions of the south. Peter Wilhelm 
Schmidt, who in his broad and many-volumed book Urspnmg der Gottuidee (1912-
1955) examines, among other things, the phenomenology and history of shamanism 
throughout Siberia and Central Asia, concludes in his treatises on the religion of the 
nomadic peoples of inner Asia that shamani!lm was originally the product of southern 
matriarchal agrarian communities (Schmidt 1912-1955, m:333-39). A student of the 
shamaoii: complex of the Eastern Evenlcs, S. M. Shirolcogoroff, noted in it numerous 
features descended from Bnc:1dhism .ncl Lamaism. In his great work Psyclu>mental 
complex of the Tungus he reaches the form "11hamaoi!ltll stimulated by buddhism" 
(1935:282) and Mircea Eliade, among others, emphasises that the concept is right -
southern influences really did modify and enrich the shamanic system of the Evenlcs 
-when we remember that the latter is not the creation of Buddhism (Eliade 1964:498).

Eliade's own view of the background to the birth of ,i1hamaoism is crystallised as
follows: 

"SbaD11oian in its structure and u a whole cannot be coosidered a creation or these 
southern contributions. The documents that we have collected and intetpteted [ ... ) show 
1hat the ideology and the charac1cristic techniques of' •harnaoi"'ll are attested in aicbaic 
cultures, wbetc it would be difficult lo admit the presence of Paleo-Orieotal infJuences. 
It is enoup lo remember, on the one band, that Central Asian shamanism is put and 
pan:el or the prehistoric culture or the Siberian hunters, and on the other, �t shamanic 
ideolops and techniques are documented aD1011i primitive peoples or Australia, the 
Malay Archipelago, North America, and other rqioos" (Eliade 1964:S02-S03). 

The involuntary sickness of the initiation stage, visions, hallucinations and fits of 
torment, all of which can be cured by shamanising, and full control of the techniques 
of ecstasy at the shaman !ltage, the mastery of the neurophysiological process of one's 
own body, have in their apparent contradiction given rise to the most highly disputed 
question in 11hamanic tCSCarch. The mental divergence noted by eye-witnesses has been 
explained as hysteria, or epilepsy, psychosis or schimphrenia (Czapliclca 1914; Ohl­

marks 1939; Loeb 1929:60-84; Nioradu 1925:50; Ackemecht 1943:43). The debate 
on the nature and degree of the deviation of the shaman has :remained lively until recent
times (see e.g. Silverman 1967 and Devereux 1961 ). I have tried to show that by means
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of traditional ecstatic technique a person of D!)nnal nerves may achieve a state of 
trance, even though people with an extra-sensitive make-up do have greater potential 
that others (Siikala 1978). 

Mircea Eliade u an Interpreter of Shamanism 

Research in recent years bas, in addition to debating the classical issues outlined above, 
focused increasingly on details of the shamanistic tradition of Siberia and Central Asia 
(Di6szegi and Hoppa) 1978). Research in the Soviet Union in particular from the 1970s 
onwards bas produced new ethnographic material (Mikbajlov 1980, Vdovin 1981, 
Alelcseev 1984, Novik 1986). More reliable and more exhaustive information bas been 
unearthed on such items as the societal and economic background to shamanic com­
plexes, belief traditions, the development of and links between shamanic complexes 
of different cultures. Shamanic research bas enjoyed a major boom, and new questions 
concerning shamanic ecstasy or practices have been presented. 

As we have seen, Min:ea Eliade bandied many of the classic issues of shamanic 
research. In this respect be represents the main stream of studies in shamanism. The 
seem of bis success lies not in the questions be posed, but in the way be dealt with 
them. His views have in many cases become widely assimilated, to such an extent that 
they have become general knowledge, the origin of which is not necessarily always 
remembered. Eliade's importance in shamanic research is not, however, confined to 
the explanation of individual phenomena or the solving of even major controversies. 
Shamanism is the field in which be really comes into bis own as a historian of religions. 
As a student of shamanism be is not, like the pure phenomenologist, content merely 
to dissect complex phenomena or to construct phenomenal typologies and morpholo­
gies. By means of comparison be sets them in a broader historical context This 
historical context is not, however, historicist, stopping at the observation of mere 
concrete facts, nor does Eliade limit himself to the observation of religious develop­
ments within the Siberian and Central Asian region. Placing culturally defined docu­
mentary materials in their historical pea spective provides him with a basis for revealing 
transhistorical phenomena. It is Eliade's goal "to cover the entire phenomenon of 
sbamani11m and at the same time to situate it in the general history of religions" (Eliade 
1964:XI). In other words he sets out to reveal the essence of shamanism as a religious 
phenomenon and to place it in the pe1spective of the history of religions. 

Eliade' s interpretation is comprehensive and comparative. In examining the 
shamani•tic complex be tries to reveal its structure and essence hidden in its sym­
bolism, its myths and its ritual behaviour. His interpretation is founded on a penetrating 
familiarity with the general nature of religions. Even so the comparativist is always 
faced with the problem of interpreting cultural-specific facts and crystallising trans­
cultural elements. This is especially the case in the area of Siberian shamanism. The 
tint and most striking feature that arises on examining the shamanic phenomena 
occurring among the various ethnic groups of Siberia and Central Asia is the diversity 
appearing at every level of tradition. This is a matter to be aware of, especially since 
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in stressing uniform practices most general accounts of shamanism create an illusion 
of a homogeneous complex of phenomena. In analysing Tofa (Karagasy) sbamaniw 
Vilmos Di6uegi in a notable manner pointed out the variation in tradition to be found 
among just one ethnic group. Interviews with twenty-one former Tofa-sbamaos 
showed that besides individual differences they differed in clan, in nature (white and 
black icbamans), and in degree of power and proficiency (small or minor, middle or 
intennediate, and big and powerful shamans) (Di6uegi 1968:242). 

So the shamans of the To,fa - among whom the ,baman held a professional status 
along with highly developed traditional featw-es - were of varying degree as regards 
their prestige and influence. If we extend the euminatioo to cover the whole of the 
Siberian region, the dispersion is naturally even greater, and the differences do not 
concern merely the concrete manifestations of the tradition but the whole significance 
and position of shamanism in the life of the community. 

I have also already mentioned the bigb]y problematic nature of the materials on 
sbamaniw. Eliade bas managed to avoid these problems to a great extent by choosing 
as the basis for his study the very best materials, accounts of visions, myths and 
accounts of rituals as regards their quality and the intensity with which they were 
collected. Furthermore, be bas founded his inteipietations on complete descriptions, 
texts leaving room for interp1etation - something in the nature of 11bamanic case 
studies. 

Before presenting generalising conclusions Eliade analysed shamanistic phenom­
ena first within a culture - and even at individual level - but always in the light of 
comparative religion. It can also be said that be was the first to fully understand the 
value ()f' shamanic folklore and vision tradition as a means of understanding the essence 
of the whole complex. 

The legends of journey to the other world and meetings with various spirit beings 
were moulded in content and shape according to the shamanic tradition peculiar to 
each ethnic group. Themes common in these legends throughout Siberia are the 
outlining of the structure oftbe cosmos, recognition of its most important aspects (the 
cosmic tree, mountain stream, etc.), and knowledge of the roads leading to the 
supranormal, the abodes of spirits, and above all the spirits, the guardians of game, 
and so on. This mapping out of the supranormal was at times so precise that it was 
possible to deduce the whole future range of the shaman's tasks on the basis of his 
initiatory visions, even which illness be would be capable of healing. The culmination 
of the transition stage is the ecstatic initiation. the experience during which the 
candidate feels that the spirits tum him into a shaman. The visions of ecstatic initiation 
repeat the themes of death and rebirth, the spirits tearing at and dissecting the candi­
date's former ego and then reconstructing him and investing him with supernatural 
powers, a shaman able to 'see' and 'hear'. At the same time the candidate might be 
urged by the spirits to act as a shaman and receive a promise that the spirits will help 
him in his future task (Siilcala 1978:311-319). 

For Eliade the mystery of shamanism lies in the initiation. The novice does not get 
his spirit-helpers until be bas experienced bis ecstatic initiation conducted by the spirits 
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-the 'origin of the •harnans' u the Nganes•n• say. The experiences of the Ngpnu•n
shamans interviewed by Popov, for example, ditplay an infinite richness in detain in
the visions connected with becoming • shaman (Popov 1968). These visions speak to
reader as such. Interpreting them Eliadc opens up• peaspectiye on the mental world
of the •haman and thus constitutes• line that could be followed further by students of

cognitive anthropology (cf. Noll 1985).
Most studies of shamaniS1D have been specialists of Siberian and Central Asian 

cultures or regions. As • historian of religion Eliade could show better than anyone 
else the basic structures and fonns of shamanic tradition that can be also found in other 
religious systems. For example, the death and resurrection experienced in the initiate's 
vision is a traditional pattern approved by Eliade as being repeated in different parts 
of the world as part of many different systems ofbelief. The analysis of cosmic symbols 
in tum discloses the connections betweeo shamani!IID and other religious systems. One 
of the chief merits of Eliade's wodc is in fact the way in which he has pointed out 
shamani!ltic elements in traditions outside Asia. For example, the Finno-Ugrian and 
Indo-European belief traditions clearly have a basic shamanistic sttatum, study of 
which would throw light on the fundamental thought patterns of these cultures (Hoppa} 
1975; Siikala 1984, 1986). 

Eliade admits the justification of sociological, ethnological and psychological 
research and leaves them to study, for example, the tasks of the shaman in the 
community, the cultural adaptation of shamanistic complexes, ethnographic details of 
the shamans paraphernalia, and so on. These disciplines provide suitable material from 
which to draw conclusions on the history of religion - material with which the history 
of religion can, by synthesising, make progress in the interpretation of religious 
phenomena. The new, interpretive anthropologists are, like Eliade, interested in the 
meanings of cultural phenomena. The interpretations of anthropology and the history 
of religion do, however, differ in their basic premises. The anthropologist seeking, as 
it were, to examine culture from within tries to understand the meaning of practices in 
the light of the beliefs of the culture in question or the knowledge, emotions and images 
of the people maintaining that culture. The historian of religion has the same starting 
point, but he also places religious systems in relation to one another, i.e. uses com­
parative research as a means of seeking constant, transcultural meanings. These 
research procedures are not conflicting, the ultimate aim of both is through compara­
tive perspectives to seek for cultural and cognitive universals. It is thus a question of 
the relationship between general cultural phenomena and their specific manifestations. 
The ethnographic descriptions produce relevant information which the comparative 
intetpretation in tum places in • broader context 

Mircea Eliade, in studying shamanism, did in a way combine these two levels of 
\ interpretation. Shamanism appears in the light of comparative research to be a phe­
. nomenon revealing the basic religious experiences of mankind, and it is therefore 
. significant to the widerstanding of all human culture. Herein lies the fundamental 

contribution made by Mircea Eliade through his research into shamanism: through 
shamanism he has opened up new vistas on the understanding of basic religious 
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experiences common to all mankind. At the same time shamaniffll itself bas changed 
from being only an exotic ethnographic phenomenon into a major object for religious 
research posing questions that still require an answer in tbe light of the new knowledge 
accumulated. It is to be hoped that research will benefit from interaction with ethno­
graphical research and studies in tbe history of religion, so that cross-cultural models 
can be sifted, by means of comparative research. form tbe information produced by 
intracultural interpretations. This would in turn lead to a better understanding of the 
development and background of the specific, culturally-structured manifestations of 
sbamanimi. 
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OF ECSTASY 

The Siberian slwnan'11 ftmc:tion u mediator between the normal and the suprlDOl'IDl1 
world is based on systems of beliefs according to which difficulties threatening the 
even peace of life are caused by representatives of the spirit world, and can be 
forestalled and eliminated with the help of benevolent spirits. There are several 
methods used in the areas in which sbamanisr11 appears that are thought to influence 
the working of supranormal beings. The essential feature in the functioning of the 
shaman is the creation of direct and reciprocal states of communication directed at the 
spirit world The sharnan is thus first and foremost a supplier of infonnation and a 
'negotiator', whose task is to find out the measures required to resolve a crisis that bas 
already arisen or to prevent crises in the future. Although the tasks of the shaman vary 
somewhat in different communities, they do have one thing in common in that direct 
communication with the spirit world is always considered necessary in canying out 
the sbarnan's duties. A shamanic rite is not made "barnanistic rnerely by the nature of 
the task to be carried out, i.e. the aim of the rite, but by the way in which the goal is 
sought The sbarnanic rite is an attempt to· solve the problems of the normal world 
through ecstatic contact with the supranormal. 

Shamanism and the Altered States of Consciousness 

The Siberian shaman's technique of ecstasy, regarded sometimes as symptomatic of a 
pathological state and sometimes as 'cold-blooded' playacting, is one link in a series 
of extensive phenomena highly varied in form. The anthropological literature uses the 
words trance, ecstasy and possession as general terms for given states. The last of 
these, sometimes wrongly used as a synonym for the first two, arises from culturally­
bound concepts. It is based on native theory according to which a supranormal being 
may enter a person's body and take command As terms, 'trance' and 'ecstasy' do not 
differ greatly from each other except that the former is favoured primarily by anthro­
pologists, the latter by students of comparative religion. They both refer to forms of 
behaviour deviating from what is normal in the wakeful state and possessing a specific 
cultural significance, typical features being an altered grasp of reality and the self�­
cept, with the intensity of change ranging from slight modifications to a complete loss 
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of consciousness. Recent research has adopted the general term. altered states of 
consciousness, ASCs, to express this sphere. 

In order to be able to understand or interpret correctly the incomplete reports of 
ecstasy and possession based on the momentary impressions of eyewitnesses appearing 
in ethnographic literature, the reader must be familiar with the features characteristic 
of altered stat.es of consciousness. The matter cannot be approached completely 
objectively. The scale describing the outward behaviour of the ecstatic, and similarly 
his feeling or observations, is very broad. The same external stimulation may also, in 
the case of various individuals, lead to ASCs differing from one another. As I shall 
attempt to show later, the factors leading to personal ASC experiences lie at many 
levels and are always weighted according to the demands of the situation and the 
motivations and hopes of each individual (van der Walde 1968:56). The subjective 
content of experience is influenced by what is culture dependent, e.g. belief, frames 
of reference the ecstatic bas learnt to associate with ASCs, i.e. during his trance the 
shaman meets his spirit-helper, a Christian possibly Christ or the Virgin Mary. Differ­
ences in the nervous systems of individuals also. affect their responses to various stimuli 
and thus shape the nature and degree of the alteration of consciousness. The phenom­
ena classified as altered states of consciousness do, however, have certain common 
features with the help of which their close relationship can be shown. Arnold Ludwig 
bas tried to define these natural properties, whilst emphasizing that some are more, 
some less typical of different individual cases. He mentions alteration iJI thinking, 
disturbed time sense, loss of conscious control, change in emotional expression, body 
image changes, perceptual distortions, hallucinations and pseudo-hallucinations, 
change in meaning or significance, sense of the ineffable, hypersuggestibility (Ludwig 
1968:77-83). 

Examining sbamanir. phenomena in the light of Ludwig's list of features, we see 
that most of the properties he mentions well describe the state reached by the shaman 
during his ritual activity. Changes in the field of observation and body image, at­
tenuated grasp of reality and self-control, which may lead to identification with 
authority in the case of the shaman with supranormal powers, are all identifying 
features of shamanic ecstasy. It also appears that some of the basic elements of the 
shamanic tradition can be explained on the basis of typical marks of identification of 
altered states of consciousness. A sense of depersnnaliution and transcendence may 
in itself act as an impetus to cosmic journey fantasies. Without doubt, such feelinp 
are at the very heart of the tradition containing the schism between mind and body. 
Thus, by placing the sbarnanii; technique of ecstasy beside parallel modes ofbehaviour, 
possibly of different cultural baclcgroWld, we discover the guide lines for analysing its 
basic psychophysical properties. 

The ways in which people have pursued trance or an altered state of consciousness, 
or found themselves in such a state, are generally speaking highly varied, ranging from 
mechanical stimuli of the nervous system to chains of effect caused b:y such mental 
factors as states of mind and motivations. We may, however, mention four regions of 
the human organism the disturbance of whose balance, in one way or another, leads
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to altered consciousness. These are a) the normal inflow of sensory stimuli, b) the 
normal outflow of motor impulses, c) the nomuil 'emotional tone', or d) the normal 
flow and organintion of processes of recognition (Ludwig 1968:30; see also Fischer 
1969 and 1970.) The part played by emotion as a factor leading to ecstatic behaviour 
has attracted the attention, above all, of students of mysticism and deep religious 
experiences. Orio Strunk links the arousal of emotion with the process of perception 
and finds himself on the track of one fundamental fact in saying that the closer 
perceived aspects (concerning religion) come to self-concept, the greater is the atten­
dant emotional experience (Strunk 1962:67. See also Sunden 1959:49 ff.). 

Arnold Ludwig has presented an extensive list of the methods used in the pursuit 
of an altered state of consciousness. He divides these methods into five group5, 
according to the nature of the technique, and points out that different methods may 
overlap (Ludwig 1968:71-75. Quoted here is Sheila S. Walker's 1mmmary, which 
concentrates in particular on a broad presentation of the parts that concern institution­
alized and religious connections Walker 1972:12). 
1. Reduction of exteroceptive stimulation and/or motor activity:

- result of absolute reduction of sensory input, changes in pattern of sensory data,
or constant exposure to repetitive, monotonous stimuli.

- includes hypnotic trance; ASCs from prolonged social isolation, e.g. mystics,
ascetics.

- (lethargy of initiation period).
2. Increase of exteroceptive stimulation and/or motor activity and/or emotion:

- excitatory mental states resulting mainly from sensory overloading or bombard­
ment, which may or may not be accompanied by strenuous physical activity or
exertion. Profound emotional arousall and mental fatigue may be major contributing
factors.

- dance and musical trance in response to rhythmic drumming; hyperkinetic trance
states associated with emotional mental contagion, often in a group or mob setting;
religious conversion and healing trance experiences during meetings of a revivalist
type; mental aberrations associated with certain rites of passage; spirit possession
states; shamanistic, divinatory, prophetic and ecstatic trances.

3. Increased alertness or mental involvement:

- results from focused or selective hyperalertness and from peripheral hyperalert­
ness for prolonged periods.
- fervent praying; total involvement in listening to dynamic speaker; trance result­
ing from watching a revolving object.

4. Decreased alertness or relaxation of critical faculties:

- passive state of mind with minimum of active, goal-directed thinking.
5. Presence of somatopsychological factors:

- result from alterations in body chemistry, or neurophysiology, which are
deliberate or due to a situation over which the individual has no control.
- drowsiness; dehydration; hypoglycemia from fasting; (hyperventilation); hor­
mone disturbance; sleep deprivation.
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It is interesting to note that the ASC technique appearing in religious connections 
cover all five of Ludwig's classes. For example, the pursuit of trance through medita­
tion comes under classes 1 and 4, the mass frenzies brought on by charismatic 
preachers under class 3. Ludwig places shamanism in the group 'Increase of extero­
ceptive stimulation and/or motor activity and/or emotion', but it is clear that the use 
of hallucinogens he places in class S also serves to characterise the shamanic technique 
of ecstasy (Cf. Hamer 1973). It appears from some of the reports of shamanizing that 
the seance is preceded by a period of concentration, a type of meditation (Jochelson 
1926:205), which is in marked opposition to the strongly motoric behaviour of the 
seance itself. A study should be made of the types of combinations appearing among 
forms of "hamanism representing different cultures. The most common Siberian 
hallucinogen, for example - amanita - is not used everywhere (Saar 1989). In some 
areas it is among the normal, revered tools of the shaman, in others it marks out the 
user as belonging to a class of poorer or less skilled shamans. From the reports of 
seances we can also observe clear regional differences in the motor behaviour of the 
shaman. Thus Ludwig is right to suggest that the means of ecstasy he classifies may 
possibly overlap. The technique of ecstasy, especially in its ritual connections, seems 
to constitute a cumulative process in which factors aiming at the same result but 
operating at various levels of man's psychophysical mechanism act as mutual rein­
forcements. These component processes may also come in succession. Sheila S. 

Walker notes that the initial stages of possession trance may be due to one factor, later 
stages to a different one (Walker 1972:12-13). Thus the shamanic seance, like many 
other enactions of cult, begins as a current given momentum by rhythmic music, dance 
and song. We may then think of a gradual alteration of consciousness induced by 
sensory stimulation as opening the way to mechanisms at a psychological level. 

Changes in states of consciousness are moulded by many factors: external stimuli, 
personal expectations and motives, social, cultural and situational demands, even 
properties connected with the inherited psychophysical make-up of the aspirant In the 
most highly patterned connections, even the combination of so many variables leads 
to individual differences. On the other hand, when studying a phenomenon such as 
shamanism, where the method of inducing trance is marked by the occurrence of 
certain common features and whose culturally-bound meaning and social function are, 

broadly spealcing, unifonn, we may assume that despite individual variation the basic 
mechanism of the technique of ecstasy may be delineated. What, then, is the ideal 
process of the "hamanic trance technique? What factors exert particular pressure on 
the behaviour of the shaman? On the basis of Ludwig's classification we may already 
conclude that some of these factors have a 'mechanical' influence at the neurophysi­
ological level, whilst others are among more complicated brain functions, i.e. are 
formed from processes of a psychic nature. 

In setting out to discover a basic psychic mechanism for the shaman's technique 
drawing on a knowledge of Western hypnosis, I wish to emphasize immediately that 
it is impossible to make an exact equation between these phenomena. Differences in 
cultural environment, cognitive system and functional context, alone, push them in 

♦ 29 ♦



The Siberian Shaman's Technique of Ecstasy A-L. Siikala

different directions. Also of ereat importance is the fact that the Western hypnotic 
trance does not involve any of the new'Ophysiological changes discernible by EEG that 
are most clearly characteristic of shamanic ecstasy. (See Raymond Prince's list of 
features indicating neurophysiological changes, Prince 1968:121.) Thus although the 
shaman's technique of ecstasy does display many factors influencing at a neurophys­
iological level which do not appear in Western hypnosis - the use of hallucinogens 
will suffice as one such factor- I consider that the buic psychic process by which the 
shamanic trance is channelled into a specific form and content is the same as the 
process of influence in hypnosis. (New studies concerning the active-alert induction 
of a hypnotic�like ASC support this assumption, see Buyai 1980, 8'nyai - Hilgard 
1976, Banyai - M6sz.aros - Greguss 1980). 

The induction phue of hypnotic trance has been analysed best by those researchers 
who have stressed the nature of the phenomenon as goal-oriented striving or social 
interaction. Mention should be made in this sense, above all, of two theorists with 
complementary views each illuminating our understanding of the shaman's technique 
of ecstasy: Ronald E. Shor and Theodore Sarbin. Both set out to develop the theories 
of Robert M. White which stress the importance of motivation as a basic element of 
hypnotic behaviour and which are crystallized in the following definition: 

"hypnotic behaviour i, DICIDingti•I, goal-oriented striving. its most general goal being 
to behave like a hypnoeized person u this is continuously defined by the operatcr and 
understood by the subject" (White 1941:483). 

Ronald E. Shor's article "Hypnosis and the concept of the generalized reality-orien­
tation" is significant in the sense that it tries to show how an alteration in consciousness 
occurs as a result of this goal-oriented striving. He starts from the theory that a normal 
state of consciousness is characterized by the mobilization of a stJUctured frame of 
reference behind the attention which supports, interprets and gives meaning to all 
experience. This frame of reference he calls the usual generalized reality-orientation 
(Shor 1959:585). Generalized reality-orientation develops slowly during life and 
remains a superstructure of consciousness only by means of active mental striving. 
which in fact is not usually conscious. According to Shor hypnosis is a complex of 
two fundamental processes. The first is the construction of a special, temporary 
orientation to a small range of preoccupations and the second is the relative fading of 
the generalized reality-orientation into non-functional unawareness (Shor 1959). This 
basic process of the altering of awareness, or actually the two fundamental processes, 
illustrates the psychic mechanism by which the shaman attains a state of trance. To 
the shaman preparing for a seance his generalized reality-orientation remains without 
significance. He directs all his energy towards active performance, by means of which 
he recalls the other reality to which only he has access, the shamanic world His special 
temporary orientation is directed at shamanic knowledge. 

Shor himself points out that this basic mechanism of hypnotic trance was in fact 
described earlier, only with the emphasis on slightly different aspects: 

"While the concept of new, special orientation is defined from the Slaodpoiot of cogni­
tion, it is icleotical with what White hu called goal-<>riented striving from the staodpoiut 
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of moovation or what Smi,in bas called role4akina from the mndpoiftt or 10Cial pay­
choJoay" (Shor 19S9:S98). 

The supranormaJ sbarnani� world is penonified in separate supernatural beings 
which, being capable of communication, are social beings. Correspondingly the 
shamanir. "8Dce as a forum for communication between this world and the next is a 
social occasion at which the shaman, llS medium, bolds reciprocal relationships with 
both sides. If we uswne that the basic psychic mechanism of the shaman's technique 
of ecstasy is the same as that in Western hypnotic practices or, on an even wider scale, 
in all trance behaviour. (Cf. the view put forward by van der Walde, based on 
cross-c:ultural comparisons, according to which the basic mechanism of hypnotic 
trance is the same as that in all goal-oriented trance behaviour. Van der Walde 1968.) 
Theodore Sarbin's socialpsychological formulation "hypnosis is one form of a more 
general kind of social psychological behaviour known as role-taking" (Sarbin 
1950:255) then provides the analytically most fertile point of departure for studying 
this mechanism. This view does not contradict the explanation starting from a per­
sonality psychology basis, according to which controlled trance phenomena can be 
explained as regression in the service of the ego. (On the theory of hypnosis as 
controlled regression, see Gill and Brenman 1959.) The reason why, in examining 
shamanism, the socialpsycbological aspect takes precedence over the personality-psy­
chological is simply that the former provides a better terminological and conceptual 
frame of reference for the sounding of the social dimensions of an institutionalized 
phenomenon. (Hjalmar Sunden and Lauri Honko have mapped out the potential of role 
theory specifically as an explanation of the psychological prerequisites for the en­
counter between man and the supranormal (Sunden 1959 and Honko 1972). In his 
article "Role-taking of the Shaman" (1969) Honko has also discussed the shaman's art 
of social role- changing. In my earlier publication Tire Rite Technique of the Siberian 
Shaman (1978) I have deliberated these principal ideas and paid special attention to 
the concept of role-taking. See also Peters - Price - Williams 1980). 

The Conditions for Controlled Ecstatic Behaviour 

Although social reasons, such as the striving for prestige or material advantage in the 
case of poor young men, may lead a man to become a shaman (cf. Bogoras 1904-
1909:424), the bulk of the shamans' own personal reports give 'the shaman's disease' 
as the basic stimulus. The story of the wife of shaman Kyzlasov is typical: 

WJbat w bow be became • IND!AD, after the sickness, after the torture. He bad been 
ill for ICVCII years. While be WU alliq, be bad dreams: be WU beaten up several times, 
IOIDCJimcs be wu tllccn to l1r'IIIF places" (Di6s%.cgi 1960:SB). 

The symptoms are both mental and physical; there are frequent mentions of pains 
in the head and the limbs, states of torment, with visions and voices, fits reminiscent 
of manifestations of hysteria, and so on. The patient turns tn shamanizing in order to 
be healed, and this means i1 often mentioned as being the last and the only way of 
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attaining equilibrium. Whatever the nature of the psychophysical disturbances that the 
symptoms of shaman's so-called sickness refer to, it is clear from the reports that 
equilibrium can be attained and maintained precisely by shamanizing. Often the 
shaman's account mentions that neglect of shamanizing causes a return of the sickness. 
If the shaman's initiatory sickness is equated with hysteria, as is done by many 

scholars, the novice stage must be regarded as a therapeutic period during which the 
initiate, generally under the guidance of an older shaman, learns to order and control 
his ego-functions by means of ready models within the belief tradition so that a real 
fit of hysteria during the initiatory stage becomes a fit in the control of the ego. No 
universally accepted conclusions as to the nature of the shaman's initiatory 'sickness' 
have been made, however, and it is difficult or even impossible to draw any from the 
wide range of symptoms mentioned in the reports. It is more or less agreed that one 
feature of the shaman novice is some sort of nervous sensitivity or reactional suscep­
tibility. When we remember, for example, that the future shaman of a clan may be 
selected for training even as a child. that seeking to become a shaman may be 
influenced by social reasons and, above all, that even a person with a normal nervous 
constitution may by means of a suitable technique reach an altered state of conscious­
ness (see Neher 1962 and Walter- Walter 1949), it is obvious that it is impossible to 

' name any specific nervous disorder qualifying a person as a shaman. The basic 
qualification for becoming a shaman is control of the technique of ecstasy and the 
formal study of this technique. People with a certain nervous susceptibility are, 
however, best suited for this, and people easily roused to hysteria have the best 
potential. Thus it is often exceptional individuals who seek to become or are sought 
out as shamans, The long initiatory stage is then preparation for the control of ecstatic 
behaviour. The shaman must execute faultlessly traditionally-patterned ritual functions 
before the critical eyes of an audience. 

Study centres round ways of using mechanical means of stimulating the nervous 
system - rhythmical music, singing, dancing and drugs - as best suits each individual, 
and practice in the psychic mechanism of the technique of ecstasy. The psychic side 
of the iihaman's technique of ecstasy may be regarded as a phenomenon related to 
Western hypnotic behaviour, in which an altered state of consciousness is attained as 
a suggestive consequence of dynamic experience. As a result of the shaman's position 
as a vehicle of communication between this and the other world. this experience takes 
place by means of role-taking directed at representatives of the spirit world. The 
assumption of the role of the other is a covert cognitive process which denotes the 

ability to place oneself symbolically in the place of another. (On role-taking and the 
role-concepts of symbolic interactionism, see Mead 1934, Sarbin 1950 and 19.54, 
Turner 1956, Allen - Sarbin 1972.) Living the spirit roles, manifesting them to the 
point of identification does, however, mean that these roles have been learnt. Sarbin 
and Allen, for example, who observed that role-taking and role-performance concern 
man's entire psychophysical being, stressed the need for previous experience in a 
role-taking situation (Sarbin - Allen 1969:S22-S23). During his initiation period the 
novice constructs his supranormal counter-roles in accordance with the models pro-
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vided by tradition, i.e. he acquires his spirit-helpers. The way in which the young 
shaman selects elements of the belief tradition in shaping his supranormal helpers is 
illustrated in the shaman's songs and the visions requiring a deeper assimilation of the 
tradition. For example, the songs of the Chukchi shaman, based on tradition but 
moulded into individual shapes, came into being precisely during the novice stage. 
1be content of the songs is to a great extent the shaping of supranormal roles: they 
describe the regions inhabited by the spirits, the essence of the spirits and their 
characteristic features, the tasks they are able to cany out. and so on (Siilcala 1980:88-
92). The ways of manifesting the spirit roles are also traditional. Shirokogoroff, for 
example, describes typical modes of behaviour of the Manchu shaman from which the 
shaman's assistant and those present can recognise the spirit in question (Shirokogoroff 
1935:337). The ecstatic experiences of the initiation period, which "hamans have, 
when interviewed, been able to describe feature by feature, are repeated in the songs 
during seances. There are frequent references for example to the motif of 'the dissect­
ing of the shaman by spirits', i.e. the culmination of the process of becoming a shaman, 
the 'birth' of the shaman. It is interesting, as appears from the initiatory visions of the 
Samoyed shaman, that these experiences are completely traditional not only in content 
but also in form (Siilcala 1978: 193-197). In other words the structure of the visions is 
in the main similar, and the motifs are repeated in the songs sung while shamanizing. 

The Induction of Trance 

In public ritual proceedings the technique of ecstasy transferring the shaman to an 
altered state of consciousness appears as a cumulative process in which elements acting 
at the physical and mental levels reinforce one another. In addition to a mechanical 

:stimulus (rhythmic music in the case of Siberian shamans), the following suggestive 
factors affect the change in consciousness: a) the motivation of the shaman, which may 
be social (there is an acute need for the seance) and recognised or may lie in the realm 
of unrecognised personal hopes and wishes, b) study by the shaman of matters 
representing the supranormaJ, c) the actively expressed concentration of the attention, 
hopes and wishes of the audience on the shaman and d) a strong emotional pressure 
that is the sum of all these elements. It is characteristic of the course of the seance that 
1hese factors influence the seance in different ways at different stage, and the degree 
of change in the shaman's consciousness lilcewise varies. I shall here attempt to outline 
the basic features of the shamanic technique of trance and to distinguish the factors 
:shaping the shaman's ecstatic behaviour. 

The preparation for the seance is the stage at which ties with the ordinary waking 
state, the normal world, are broken. The seance may be preceded by a period of fasting 
or contemplation. Whether the period of concentration is long or short, it includes the 
assembly of requisites and the donning of the shaman's dress, these representing the 
,concrete transition to the faculty of shaman. The dress, on which are depicted the 
shaman's supranormal assistants or other objects necessary for moving about in the 
spirit world, in itself helps to focus the shaman's thoughts. All measures taken during 
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the preparatory stage - the tuning of the drum, the removal of any icons, which were 
already relatively common by the end of the 19th century, the extinguishing oftbe fire, 
the making of idols, the excitement and hushed expectation of those present- generate 
favourable emotional charges in those present and above all help the shaman to 
concentrate on his coming task as shaman and on the supranormal helpers required in 
the task. 

The induction proper of trance, the stage at which thf! shaman attains an altered 
state of consciousness, is, according to shamanic theory, the period of assembling the 
spirit-helpers. The chief principle may be described as follows: coMected with tire 
rhythmical, sensory stimulus slowly gainlng momentum and directly Influencing the 
central nervous system ls the gradual actuallsanon of the supranormal counter-roles 
and a slowly intensified assumption of supranormal roles in conjunction with the 
sensory stimulus. It has been experimentally proved that rhythmical stimulus alone is 

sufficient to bring about changes in the electrical activity of the brains of people with 
nonnal nerves and, according to the reports of the test subjects, it also produces unusual 
observations (Neher 1962). The shaman's drumming technique is by and large uniform 
over the whole area: a slow, soft initial phase is followed by an increase in tempo and 
volume. The effect of the rhythmical stimulus is in some areas fortified by various 
intoxicants, such as amanita, and in latter times in particular strong tobacco and 
alcohol. The use of hallucinogens and other such intoxicants is not, however, a vital 
element of trance technique in any part of Siberia. The mechanical stimuli mentioned 
thus form a necessary basis for the shaman's trance behaviour. Shamanic practice does, 
however, differ from other means of attaining ecstasy with its emphasis on the ritual 
role-taking technique aimed at the supranormal counter-roles, the 'spirit-helpers'. The 
shaman's generalized reality orientation is cut off by means of suitable ritual requisites, 
the extinguishing of the lights and the noise of intensified drumming. Its place is taken 
by special orientation, a world created by the shamanic tradition, fantasies of supra­
normal beings and their dwelling places. The shaman actualises one spirit role after 
another according to a set pattern. Very often (e.g. in the shaman's songs of the Khanty 
[Karjalainen 1918:558-591), the Nentsy [Lehtisalo 1947:493-496), and the Chukchi 
[Findeisen 1956: 141-1561) the shaman, in calling on his spirits, almost as it were brings 
them concretely near him. The objects described in the songs are firstly the figure of 
the spirit and its dwelling in the other world, then the spirit's journey to the shaman 
stage by stage, reaching its climax with the arrival at the seance. The course of the 
account of the journey described in an invocatory song such as this coincides with the 
curve representing the rise in ecstatic frenzy on the part of the shaman, i.e. during the 
songs the shaman reaches an altered state of consciousness. The invocation of the 
spirit- helpers during the induction of the trance may be manifested more simply. The 
imitation of the sounds of the spirit-helpers, constituting the first act of the most 
common seance, is one of the most established elements of the seance. More precisely, 
this is the imitation of the sound of spirits imagin.ed to be in animal form, and this acts 
almost without exception in the function of a call. Corresponding growling, whistling 
and other sounds are also enwuntered later in the seance, but then it is a question of 
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manifesting the spirit roles present. Simple shouts of invocation or request to the spirits 
for help fall in between the songs, dividing them up into shorter entities. Note that the 
nature and scope of the invocatory songs seems to correlate with the modes of 
manifesting the spirit roles. Instead of a long description of the spirit world there may 
simply be a statement of the reason for the seance and request for help ( cf. Orochi 
�ances. Lopatin 1946-1949:365-368). In such cases improvisation plays a relatively 
large part in contrast, for example, to the long poetic song episodes of the Nenets 
(Lehtisalo 1947). 

The audieJK:e plays a relatively small pan at the tran� induction stage, It chiefly 
concentrates on supporting the shaman through invocations or urgings addressed to 
the spirits. Many observers mention a growing expectation, which is a feature charac­
teristic of the opening stages of the seance. The part played by the audience is probably 
greater at this stage as an emotional factor. The shaman feels the weight of expectation 
as he concentrates on his perfonnance. 

Variations In the Presentation of Spirits 

Meetings with the spirit-helpers, either in this world or the other, constitute the ecstatic 
climaxes of the seance. As the shaman manifests his supranonnal helpers his con­
sciousness has already clearly altered. This degree of alteration is not, however, the 
same in different seances, nor does it remain constant within the course of one seance. 
The depth of the shaman's trance varies in the different stages of the seance, and he 
may from time to time rest in order to seek ecstasy again. In addition to individual 
differences arising from ecstatic ability the depth of the trance also seems to be 
regulated by traditionally bound factors. Comparison of the descriptions of seances 
shows that the supranonnal counter-roles are manifested by means of a few alternative 
techniques. These are: a) the shaman identifies completely with the spirit role, he is 
regarded as having changed quite concretely into a spirit (role-identification); b) 
manifesting both his own role as a shaman and that of the spirit, the shaman creates a 
dialogue situation in which the spirit is regarded as acting and speaking from outside 
the physical being of the shaman (dual role); c) the shaman creates an image of the 
role perfonnances of his spirit-helpers purely verbally, in which case only the shaman 
is regarded as 'seeing' or 'hearing' the spirits during the seance (description of 
counter-role). 

Complete role-identification, which is common in Central and Eastern Siberia 
(among e.g. the Yukagir (Jochelson 1926: 196-199), Evenki (Anisimov 1963: 100-105), 
Yalcuts (Hudyalcov I 969:3 I 1-355), Manchu (Shirokogoroff 1935:308-309, 313-314), 
Nanai (Lopatin 1960:169-172) and Orochi (Lopatin 1946-1949:365-368) signifies 
possession. One or more spirit-helpers is thought to enter the body of the shaman and 
to spea1c and act through him. Jochelson's description of the changing of a Yukagir 
shaman into a spirit is highly characteristic: 
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"The shaman half-opens the door and inhales his spirits in deep and noisy breaths. Then 
he turns to the interior of the house, bolds his bands like claws, rolls his eyes upwards, 
so that only the whites are seen, sticks out his ioo,ue, curlina it under the chin and, 
without uttering a word, walks to the centre of the house and sits down oo the ground. 
Havina sat down. he straiabtens his bands and pu111 bis tonpe in with bis eyes aill 
turned upwards and a blown up belly be sits there 111d already ooe or the spirits speaks 
through him" (Jochelson 1926:201). 

Features that recur are a) the urival of the spirit at the door, b) the inhaling of the 
spirits and c) the expression of the spirit's nature in words, mimicry and movement: a 
Manchu shaman, transformed into a wolf, claws the ground like a wolf(Shirokogoroff 
1935:337) and an Orochi shaman transformed into a bird leaps across the tent shouting, 
'I fly, I fly' (Lopatin 1946-1949). As regards the role relations of the seance, the 
shaman's complete identification with one of his supranonnal counter-roles means that 
the position of the shaman as a mediator between the two worlds remains, as it were, 
unfilled. Role-identification is regularly followed by the someone prcscot at the KaDCC, 
usually the assistant, taking over as mediator. A dialogue then ensues between the 
mediator, which may sometimes be the entire audience present at the seance, and the 
spirit, in which the reasons for the crisis leading to the seance and the chances of 
eliminating them are discussed. The shaman's identification with a spirit role is often 
momentary, it comes at different stages in the seance and is susceptible to distUibances. 
In the coune of one seance the shaman may identify with several spirits. 

It is worth noting that the area in which role-identification occun largely coincides 
with the areas in which the spirit of the ancestral shaman plays a major role as the 
initiator of the novice shaman. In these areas, the spirit of the ancestral shaman may 
also remain as the shaman' chief spirit In this case the spirit of the ancestral shaman 
enters the shaman at the seance and speaks through him. This points to the possibility 
that identification with the spirit role, i.e. the possession-type seance, is linked pre­
cisely with the development of family-bound and ultimately clan shamanism. In parts 
of Central and East Siberia the typical explanation for illness is that a disease spirit 
has entered the patient's body. During a seance the Yukagir shaman identifies with the 
roles ofboth his chief spirit and the disease spirit alternately (Jochelson 1926:201-205). 
Both forms of possession are basically similar- the spirit is inhaled with noisy gasps, 
it speaks through the mouth of the shaman, who manifests it with his whole being. The 
spirit is deactualized by being blown out. Only the characteristic features of the spirits 
are manifested in different ways. Since shamanic seances are for the most part precisely 
healing events, it is scarcely a coincidence that basically parallel spirit and demon 
possessions appear in the same regions. Thus the explanation for illness 'the demon 
has penetrated the patient' would in tum add to the popularity of the possession-type 
technique of shamanizing. On the other hand, the possession-type of seance is not the 
only form of seance found in these areas and the shaman's journey-type also appears. 
Among the Evenki, for example, there were further seances in which the shaman met 
the spirits in this world, i.e. in the tent, and also travelled to the upper and lower worlds 
in their company (Anisimov 1968:207 ft). As a result the shaman might well manifest 
the roles of the spirit-helpers in different ways during the course of one s6ance: 
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identifying with the spirit role or in some other way manifesting its presence, and 
describing its behaviour in words only. 

The shaman might also manifest spirit roles without identifying with them 
completely, and create an illusion of communication between several spirit figures 
appearing simultaneously. In the background is the idea of the meeting of shaman and 
spirit in such a way that the spirit or spirits remain all the time outside the sbaman''4 
body. This dual role of the shaman does not require any active contribution from an 
assistant or from the audience to carry the seance through; the'! shaman creates the 
whole performance before them. As regards the manifestation of spirit roles, the 
ventriloquism produced, for example, by the Chukchi shaman is brilliantly skilful and 
the seance takes on the form of a great show in which the shaman brings in one spirit 
after another (Findeisen 19S6:159 -167). 'Dual role' is in this case an inadequate 
expression, for the !!haman sometimes tries to create the illusion of the simultaneous 
presence of several spirits. As well as in Northeast Asia, the shaman's dual role is a 
typical means of manifesting supranormal counter-roles in the western parts of Siberia, 
although the technique of manifestation is more reminiscent of the possession-type 
than the ventriloquism-type: by his sounds and movements the shaman indicates that 
a spirit is present. The shaman's songs also contain imitations of the sounds of animals, 
i.e. 7.00morphic spirits. Displays of this type are sometimes difficult to distinguish from
those of the possession type. According to Munkacsi, for example, the possession
tradition might be found among the Khanty, whereas Karjalainen, on the basis of his
own subsequent experiences, puts this claim open to doubt (Karjalainen 191 8:S93).
The typical dual role situation of the west is found in the sbamanizing seance of the
Minusinsk Tatars (Lanlcenau 1 872:281-283). It is the specific duty of the assistant to
sprinkle water for the spirits to drink so that they do not come too close to the !lhaman.
Even so the shaman, by imitating the sounds, for example, of a 7.00morphic spirit,
indicates that it is present, and creates the direct illusion of a conversation between the
shaman and the spirit.

Describing the supranormal counter-roles in songs is a common element of the 
invocation of the spirits. In many cases the course of the entire seance is expressed 
through song. The iihaman meets the spirits in either this or the other world, describing 
his meeting and his conversations in the songs. It is sometimes difficult to draw a line 
with the former mode of behaviour, and the presentation of the spirit roles purely by 
description is also more common in the northern and western parts of Siberia than in 
the central and eastern regions. Particularly the rich song tradition of the Samoyeds, 
with its visionary themes, is suitable for carrying out seances of this type (Lehtisalo 
l924:152-155). It is natural that at seances in which the shaman'!! soul is thought to 
depart for the supraoormal world these experiences are described in the soogsections. 
In this case the outward journey, for example, may be described in song, the, arrival 
there is marked by loss of consciousness, and the return journey again in song. The 
seance basis typical of the northern regions, performed by means of visionary songs, 
is always the journey of the shaman's soul. The special nature of this type of seance
is revealed when contrasted with the ways of manifesting the shaman's journey 
employed by e.g. the Evenki and the Nanais. If it was an important and difficult 
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undertaking they might become great shows the setting for which - the objects laid 
out, the sbamanizing site, etc. - was prepared beforehand. The shaman manifested the 
stages of bis journey and the counter-roles he met on the way both through frenzied 
movement and singing, and also through mimicry. The number of people attending 
big seances such as this, typical of clan shamanism, was sometimes so great that similar 
events would have been impossible among the small bunting communities of the north. 

Role-taking and Control of the Degree of 

Altered Consciousness 

The ways of manifesting supranormal counter-roles in the shamanic seance thus vary 
from total involvement by the shaman in living out the role to a mere outlining of the 
counter-role. We noticed that role-identification, the playing of a dual role or verbal 
description of a counter-role are, on the one hand, typical behaviour models bound to 
tradition, but that on the other hand the intensity with which the shaman lives a 
counter-role varies even in the course of a single seance. The latter point means that 
the depth of the trance varies according to the course of the seance. The variations in 
intensity are understandable when we remember that (1) the role relationship of the 
seance is in fact made up of a triad, for in addition to the shaman and the supranorma1 
role figures be creates there must always be a third party at the seance: the audience, 
and that (2) the seance always bas a goal, something the shaman bears in mind during 
bis actions. As a result, the shaman always bas two sorts of other-roles, radically 
differing in nature, in operation at the seance. For the seance to be duly conducted be 
must direct bis role- taking at the representative or representatives of either group 
according to need, i.e. during the seance the target groups for the shaman's role-taking 
change. Then it must be noted that in directing bis role-taking at one other-group, the 
illusory spirit roles, the shaman to a greater or lesser extent keeps an eye on the 
reactions of the second other-group, the representatives of the community present. 
Since the supranonnal counter-roles act primarily as the objects of reincarnation and 
identification for the shaman, this other group might be called the ldentijlcatton group. 
Correspondingly the • clients' taking part in the seance, neighbours or relations who 
guide the shaman's behaviour by their wishes and reactions, are called the audience

group. The role adopted by the shaman with regard to the supranormal is therefore 
dictated by the extent to which be follows the reactions of the audience group of factors 
coMected with the traditional execution of the seance. Alternative forms of role-taking 
may thus be examined from the standpoint of role-taking or its reflexiveness (see 
Turner 1956). The latter refers to the shaman's self-consciousness - his awareness of 
bow be appears in the eyes of others - and is characteristic precisely of role-taking 
directed at the audience. Role-taking directed at the audience does not include identi­
fication, either; its starting point is selective consideration of the hopes of the audience 
and the correct execution of the rite. In the light of the above criteria the chief types 
of 'shaman-supranormal' relations would appear to be as follows: 
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'Shaman-supranormal' Relation 

A. Dual role 8.Rot.- C. Verbal con-
Identification •tructlon of role

Reflexiveness of Reflexive Reflexive and non- Non-reflexive 

role-taking: reflexive 

Role-taking stand- The audience The spirit role (and The shaman (his 
point the audience) previous vision ex-

periences) 

Depth of trance: light trance Depth of trance Trance deep, most 
varies-comes often ends in loss 
in waves of coneclouaneaa 

Thi! sbaman's role-taking with regard to the supraoormal, not merely a cognitive 
process at the �. but finding an outlet through this process in active operation, 
tbe manifestation of roles, thus varies in intensity, influencing the degree of chaDgc in
the shaman's consciousness. In this respect type A is in different position to types B 
and C. Keeping an eye on the reactions of the audience requires a stronger link with 
waking reality (A) than complete identification with the spirit role (B). In the latter 
case, the responsibility for directing the rite is in fact transferred to the assistant, whose 
job is also to help the sbarnan, where necessary, return from too deep a trance. Seances 
in which the construction of supranormal roles takes place at a verbal level (C), i.e. in 
tht! sbaman's songs, permit in tum the greatest concentration on supranormal reality. 
To use Shor's concepts, the direction of the shaman's generaliud reality orientation 
is replaced by complete special temporary orientation. Seances of this type very often 
end in complete loss of consciousness; all in all, the curve showing the sbaman's 
ecstatic frenzy is simpler - often consisting of a rise, climax and fall - than in SQDCCS

in which the sbaman must be constantly aware of the audience's reactions, or where 
identification and audience groups change repeatedly as the objects of the sharnan'!i 
role-taking. In this case, the curve showing the shaman's ecstasy is wave-like, with 
sevenl climaxes. Although the part played by the audience as a suggestive factor can 
under no circumstances be denied-on the contrary, it does exert some sort of basic 
pressure on the shaman's quest for ecstasy and also provides active support for the 
shaman during the �ce - it is nevertheless clear from the accounts of �ces that 
when the roletaking is directed at the audience the degree of the shaman's altered 
consciousness falls just as it rises when role-taking is directed at the supranormal 
world 

The relationship between the shaman and the audience attending the �ce, which 
influences ecstatic activity, is determined according to the position of the shaman and 
shamaniS11'.l in the community. It is interesting to note that among the Chukchi Type 
A (dual role) manifestation of the supraoormal based on ventriloquist skill was held 
in greater esteem than type C (verbal construction of role), typical of small group 
shamanism in northern Siberia and connected with the shaman's journey. The former 
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type of �e. in which the shaman was able to observe the audience's reactions 
throughout the performance, is in fact more suited to the independent professional 
shaman seeking the favour of the audience than is the latter form. The Chukchi's 
manner of bringing in the spirit roles, which drmaoded great skill, and the great 
show-like shaman events of the southern regions have been mistakenly regarded as 
indications of the degeneration of shamanism merely because there was seldom • 
loss-of-consciousness stage. In the case of rite performances involving a wealth of 
requisites and many episodes. it is rather a question of more developed forms of 
tradition, reflecting the importance and scope of the shaman in the community rather 
than a degeneration in the shaman's ecstatic ability. 
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TWO TYPES OF SHAMAN/ZING AND CATEGORIES 

OF SHAMANIC SONGS: 

A CHUKCHI CASE 

The Point of Departure 

The improvised nature of shamanfo songs bas often been emphasized ( cf. e.g. Di6szegi 
1960: 169). The issue can by no means be explained in plain undisputed terms, for the 
models of singing may well vary within one and the same culture. And when dealing 
with such a wide-spread phenomenon as shamanic practice, variation in the feeling for 
improvisation is almost to be expected. It is difficult from the material available to 
determine the degree of improvisation of the songs. In fact, it is easier and more to the 
point to frame the question slightly, and to ask, for example, to what extent and in what 
way the songs of an individual !iihaman are bound to the shamanistic and/or some other 
belief tradition of the given ethnic group. Similarly the significance of the songs can 
be examined from the point of view of the shaman's training for his profession, his 
duties or the mode of !iihamaoizing in question. One analytically fruitful point of 
departure is the study of repeating structures. It is possible to isolate elements of 
•hamanic songs that reoccur in different tradition areas. 

These elements, such as 'description of the spirit-helper', 'call addressed to the 
spirit-helper', 'description of the shaman's journey', 'description of a point in the 
topography of the underworld', could be called motifema. The manifestations of the 
motifeme, the motifs, are determined from the traditional background of the shamanism 
in question. Corresponding to one motifeme is a group of motifs varying in content 
For example, 'description of the spirit-helper' takes on various fonns depending on 
the nature of the spirit-helper system of the given ethnic group, the spirit-helper 
concerned, and so on. The structural units, the motifemes, are then like compartments 
that can be filled by alternative motifs, i.e. allomotift. The concepts are in agreement 
with the structural analysis terminology outlined on the basis of the ideas put forward 
by Alan Dundes ( 1962, 1964, 1965), Kenneth L. Pike ( 1954-1960) and Vladimir Propp 
(1958). The simple nucleus idea (structural unit 'motifeme' -alternative content unit 
'allomotif, cf. morpheme - allomorph of linguistics) is transferable, though the 
structma1 models developed by Dundes or Propp for the analysis of the oanativc 
tradition are not in themselves relevant to shamanic songs. 
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Study of the recurring elements in �hamanic songs, the sequence of motifemes, may 
reveal the rules observed by the individual shaman in constructing bis songs. On the 
other band, recognition and naming of the motifemes are an aid to the analysis of the 
basic features of the shamanic belief complex revealed in the songs and thus facilitate, 
e.g. comparison of the forms of tradition of different types of shamanism at motif level.
I shall now examine the part played by songs in the light of two Chukchi cases u the
bearing structure of the shamanic rite process a) by picking out the motifemes and
motifeme sequences typical of the shamanic songs and b) by analysing the traditional
background of the allomotifs. Both sbamanizing events are included in Bopns'
extensive and detailed account (Hans Findeisen published a Gennan translation of the
account in 1956, cf. Findeisen 1956:141-156.) The shamans, Ukwun and Nuwat, try
in tum to quell a snowstorm disturbing the life of a small coastal Chukchi community.
The account is unusually representative, thanks to Bogoras' exact recording of the
words of the songs and the fact that the 11barnans stood for two competing shamanizing
traditions known among the Chukchis. Shaman Nuwat relies on soul flight: in order
to obtain contact with the supranormal be must journey to the other world. This type
of seance WIS loosing ground to the displays of ventriloquism such IS those used by
shaman Ukwun. Instead of journeying to the other world Ukwun called the spirits to
the tent and manifest their presence by means of tricks and ventriloquism.

The Motifemes Typical of Shamanic Songs 

The themes of shamanic songs cover the meeting of the shaman and the supranormal, 
the various stages and matters connected with them. They do not merely reflect the 
progress of the seance process, for it is precisely through the songs that the shaman 
operates within the rite situation. Since the songs are thus direct manifestations of the 
basic ideas of the rite, it is not surprising ithat the same content elements, the themes 
supporting the 'plot' of the seance, reoccur in different tradition areas. Whether their 
specific content variation depends on the tradition in question is a different matter. 
These content elements, called motifemes, supporting the plot of the seance and also 
appearing in the songs of Ulcwun and Nuwat, are as follows: 

,nott/DM .rlgnum tnOtl/eme 

a 
b 
C 
d 
e 
f 
g 
h 

j 
k 
1 

description of spirit-helper 
call or plea for uswer addressed spirit-helper 
shaman's journey in form of spirit-helper 
journey of the spirit-helper 
description of shaman's journey 
activities of the shaman in the UDderworld 
description of supranonnal place 
description of supranonnal being (other than spirit-helper) 
plea addressed to supranonnal being (other than spirit-helper) 
purpose of shaman's journey 
shaman's return 
address to supranormal being (other than spirit-belper) 
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Shaman Ukwun's Songs, Their Motlfemes and the Tradition 

Background of the Allomotifs 

I - ICleiDel Fiac:bcben Wlkan! -bepnn er in einem lauten und pdehntm Rezitativ zu
aingen.-He, be! Ea wucba beran, ea wurde gro8er ala ein Walfiacb. He! Ea liegt inmitten 
des offenen Meeres. Sein Hals wurde gleicbaam zu einer Imel, aein Rilcken dehnte aicb 
wie daa Featland aua. He, he, be! Wenn du beim Vorbeifliegen mit deiner Flilgelapitze 
an du Land Ljuren at6Bt, gib Antwort! 

Motifemes: h (d) b 
Tradition background: The background to Ukwun's first song is the concept of a 

giant fish residing in the middle of the sea, a concept belonging to the Chukchis' 
religious view of the world. This giant fish is called Kaila'yolhln. "The name is used 
to designate sculpin; but the giant Kaila'yolhln has existed as a separate fish from 'the 
first limit of creation'. It lies motionless in the middle of the sea. Its body has become 
an island, and moss grows on its back." (Bogoras 1904-1909:329.) Following his • He, 
he, he' cries, Ukwun described the journey of his spirit-helper and adds a plea for an 
answer addressed to this spirit 

ll - Ober der Quelle des laufenden Wassers, auf der Spitze des weiBen Gebl"P(arnrnes, 
beim bacbeoden Glelscber lebt der Blitz, die Mutter des Bergecboa. Sie Oiegt am 
Himmel entJana und donnert mit iluen eisemen Fliigeln. Unter ibren Fii8en sprilbt 
bellrotes Feuer bervor ... Solltest du aus diesen engen Klilften gekommen sein, so gibt 
Antwort! 

Motifemes: h (d) b 
Tradition background: Among the traditional elements of the second song is the 

ooocept of a giant bird that "flies across the sky and thunders with its iron wings". 
Bogoras mentions: ''Thunder is said to be produced by the passing of the thunderbird", 
(Ibid, 322.) and elsewb�: "A • giant thunder-bird' is sometimes regarded as the same 
as the supernatural Raven; but more frequently it is a kind of • giant eagle' of super­
natural strength". (Ibid., 328.) This thundering, bird-like creature is, according to 
Ukwun, lightning, the Mother of the Mountain Echo. The mountain echo belongs also 
to the mythological figures of the Chukchi, to a group named by Bogoras as 'monsters'. 
"The 'mountain echo' (E'nml-ta'aii) lives in the open, among the mountains. Its body 
is of stone, and its mouth and eyes are located on its breast The 'mountain echo' is 
also described as a young, pretty woman wandering about among the rocks." (Ibid., 
329.) The snatch of incantation ends, like the former one, with a plea to a spirit-helper. 

m -Hinter den Greozen der durcb die Sonne bescbienenen Erde, hinter dem Gestade des 
traurigea Landes des Abends liegt das Gebiet der ewigen Finstemis. Du Geapents des 
Mondea enetzt dort die Sonne. Dieses Gebiet ist zugedeckt wie ein riesigea bit Drinnen

The songs of11haman Ukwun fall into ten sections divided off by dashes in the 
account of the seance (cf. Findeisen 1956:141-144) here denoted by Roman 
numerals. 
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vollzieben die Geister ihre Zeremonien ... Wenn du aus dem scbwarzen Zelte der Geister 
dicb losgerissen, alle Hindemisse gesprenat bast um in "'sendern T .aufe ilber die Miind­
Wll des groBen F1usses zu set7.en, so gib Antwort! 

Motifemes: g (d) b 
Tradition background:: According to the cosmological concepts of the Chukchi, 

there exist several worlds one on top of the other. These worlds are located symmetri­
cally above and below the world inhabited by Man, and they are said to number five, 
seven or nine. (Ibid, 330.) In addition to these, there are also other worlds: "one in 
each direction of the compass, which represent receiving-places for sacrifices ... ; a 
separate world under water; and a small dark world, belonging to a female ke'IE-bird, 
situated somewhere above, and apart from all others." (Ibid., 331-332.) Ukwun's song 
is based on the traditional cosmological concepts: According to Chukchi mythology, 
the sky in our world touches the earth at all points of the horizon. (Ibid, 332.) The 
Chukchi distinguish 22 directions, which are bound to the variation in the light of the 
sun and the daily round "The • directions' of the evening are classed together as 
'Darkness' ... " (Ibid, 303.) The moon is sometimes called the sun of the ke'IE. Bogoras 
also mentions: "The suns oflower worlds are often quite similar to our moon." (Ibid., 
305.) In the cosmogonic drawings the different worlds are depicted as broad moun­
tains. (Ibid, 311-312.) The world mountain drawing could also be compared to a tent, 
since the roofs of the 'worlds' are curved like the top ofa tent. The end of the song is 
again addressed to the spirit who is thought to break away from this black tent of the 
spirits and hurry over the wide tundra and a large river, overcoming all difficulties. 

IV - An dem vorgescbobenen Kap, wo die Erdteile sicb treffen, wendet sicb die Stromung 
des Meeres wieder zun1ck. Und bier, auf den Gewlssem zwiscben den beiden Konti­
nenten, kmlzen sicb die Wege der umwolmenden Volker ... Zwischen den zusammen­
scblagenden Felsen liqt der Berg der Vogel... Wenn es dir auf deinem Fluge durcb die 
Kiefer der steinemen Falle, welche soviel fliegende Scharen totscbllgt, gelungen sein 
sollte, die graueo Fedem auseinander zu wehen, so gib Antwort! 

Motifemes: g (d) b 
Tradition background: By the place where two continents meet and where the flow 

of the sea turns backwards the Chukchi mean the Bering Strait. Their mythological 
view of the world includes the concept of moving rocks at the point where the sky and 
the earth meet: "Each border of the horizon is called • Attainable Border of the Sky' 
(Ye-pket-ta'gln). On the four comers of it, the rocks of the sky come down to the rocks 
of the earth, like moving gates, shutting and opening alternately. According to the 
Chukchee belief, the birds, when flying to their own world every fall, have to pass 
between these rocks: therefore the gates are called • Attainable Border of the Birds' 
(Ga'lha- pket-ta'gln). The rocks shut so quickly that birds lagging behind are caught, 
and crushed between them. Their incessant movement, similar to the movement of 
bellows, produces winds, which blow from all sides of the horizon. The ground around 
the rocks is covered a fathom deep with bloody mud of pounded bird-flesh; and the 
feathers fly about like snow." (Ibid, 332.) The spirit-helper is thus thought to fly in 
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the form of a bird over these dangerous mythological places, and the incantation again 
ends with a request to the spirit: "so gib Antwort". 

V - Sprich, rede, rede! Wer sclwrt mit der riesigen Scbaufel den Schnee am Rande der 
Eiswuste auseinander, um die Aupn jedes lebenden Geschopfes zu blenden? ... Gib 
Antwort! 

Mottfemes: b (h) b 
Tradition background: The brief mention "who is shovelling snow with a huge 

spade ... " contains an allusion to the concept explaining the birth of the wind: "The 
cold wind are said to be produced by giants who live on the border of our earth, and 
spend their time shovelling snow with huge shovels made of the shoulder blades of 
whales. Sometimes the winds are said to have an old mistress, who causes snow-storms 
by i:haking the snow from her dwelling". {Ibid, 322.) The song is ended by the order: 
"gib Antwort". 

VI - Sonne, erhebe deine Anne, - begum U1cwun von neuem, - zeige dem Monde deine 
Faustbandscbuhe ... ! An deinem Anne laiecbe ich nacb oben, erreicbe den schwanken­
den ScboB der Wolken. Von den Wolken steiae icb zum durschichtigen Himmel empor. 
Am Firmament entlang gehend, gelqe ich bis zur Offnung des Himmels ... Durch die 
Spalte erreiche ich den Stem des hineingesteckten Baumes, den Polarstem. .. Bewohner 
der Dimmerung, helft mir! Bewohner der Morgenrote, belft mir! Bewohner des Ostens, 
helft mir! Bewohner des Morgens, belft mir!... Zur Morgenrote kommt die Abendrote 
auf Besuch: sie schwimmt auf dem sandigen Flusse der MilchstraBe nach unten ... Der 
Morgenstern wandert dahin in Gestalt eines Nomadenzuges ... Bei den Elentierjigem, 
dem Doppelstembild des Lucbses, nehme ich eine dreifach geflochtene Fangschlinge, 
bei dem glinzendem Stem der Venus. ergreife ich eiseme Fesseln ... Scheitel des Him­
mels, gib deine Scheren her, um seine Schwungfedem zu beschneiden und � 
fen. .. Ich werfe auf ihn das dreifacb geflochtene Lasso, umwinde ihn mit den eisemen 
Fesseln und binde ihm die eiseme K.ette um den Leib. 

Mottfemes: i (e) i (repeat) (h) f 
Tradition background: U1cwun now goes on to describe the shaman's journey, his 

own journey in the worlds above, among the heavenly bodies. Many of the heavenly 
bodies, likewise the directions, are counted among the benevolent ·Beings', the 
'va'lrglt'. The noun va'Irgln signifies 'existence', 'being', ·way of living', 'acting 
force', 'substance'. {Ibid., 303.) U1cwun begins by appealing to the sun for assistance. 
In Chukchi mythology the sun is described as a separate 'being', a man who travels 
across the sky dressed in bright clothes and pulled by a dog or a reindeer. (Ibid., 305.) 
•'The parhelia sometimes appearing in the arctic are referred to as tbe sun's gauntlets, 
while tbe corona is regarded as its headdress." (Findeisen 1956:156.) The Chukchi 
shaman may fly to heaven riding on an eagle or the thunder-bird; one way of reaching 
heaven is to climb tbe rainbow or a ray of sunshine. (Bogoras 1904-1909:331.) The 
last possibility is referred to by U1cwun .. An deinem Anne krieche ich nach oben, 
erreiche ... ". The Chukchi considered that the clouds are a kind of aerial ground upon 
which one may repose while ascending to the sky. (Ibid., 331.) All the worlds were, 
among other things, regarded as being linked with one another through a bole under 
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the Polar Star (Bogoras 1904-1909:331). Ukwun appeals to the benevolent 'Beings' 
in various directions. Dawn and Midday are among the most important 'Directions', 
'Beings' to whom sacrifices were made. The Milley Way was supposed to be a river, 
called Pebbly River, which was believed to flow toward the west and to contain islands 
(Ibid., 309). Ukwun speaks to the Morning Star travelling .. in Gestah eines No­
madezuges", the image has counterparts in the belieftradition of the region: "Shoot­
ing-stars are said to be stars that go coasting down hill on sleds. The Koryak suppose 
that they take alms to the needy in heaven. Those that shoot away from land toward 
the sea carry reindeenneat, while those that move in an opposite direction carry 
whalebubbler;" (Ibid, 314.) Castor and Pollux are two elks running away from two 
hunten who are driving two reindeer-teems represented by the stars y, X and t. µ of 
the constellation Lynx (Ibid., 308-309). The moon was often described as a man with 
a lasso. (Ibid., 311.) Venus was called 'the bright star', and it was also said to have 
many clothes, as it shines in different colours (Ibid., 314). Of the iron bonds there is 
no mention in the mythological material recorded by Bogoras. Neither does he mention 
the mythological scissors. Whose wing feathers does the shaman wish to clip, whom 
does he wish to catch with his lasso and place in iron bonds? It is a bird-like being, 
perhaps the same spirit-helper whose flight he described in the preceding songs. On 
the other hand, it might be "der Geist de, frischen Windes" appearing later and 
described as a bird, summoned by Ukwun to put an end to the snow-storm. 

vn - Von der Windseite her erscbien bei meinem Zelt ein Rentierbulle mit einem
siebenendigen Geweih, - fuhr Ukwun fort. - Er wittert den bitteren Duft meines
Rauches, er atmet den Gerucb meines Lagers ein ... LaB micb auf dir Platz nehmen fiir 
eine 1ange Reise: Alie Linder werde icb durcheilen, die Tundren und die Gebirp werde 
icb durchforscben, um das von seiner Frau enicbtete Zeh zu entdecken ... 

Motifemes: a (c) j 
Tradition background: The bull reindeer appearing on the windward side of the tent 

is Ukwun's spirit-helper. The shaman appeals to him to change places so that he can 
undertake the long journey in the fonn ofa reindeer. The purpose of the journey, ''um 
das von seiner Frau errichtete Zelt zu entdecken ... " is mysterious. The expression may 
be a cliche; a similar statement is found in the two following songs describing the 
animal- helpers. On the other hand, remembering that the aim of the whole shamaniz­
ing was to make the stonn die down, and that Ukwun tries with the aid of his 
spirit-helpers to make contact with the spirit of the wind, be may be referred precisely 
to the dwelling of this spirit 

vm - Ein altes WalroB schlief allein auf einer Eisscholle ein, wobei es sicb mit aeinen 
Stolmhnen am Rande der Scholle festbielt... Trage micb iiber das weite Meer! lch werde
in allen Bucbten und Flu.Bmiindungen Umscbau haltem um den von seiner Frau verfer­
tiaen Polog zu fmden. 

Motifemes: a (c) j 
Tradition background: The walrus, along with the deer, is one of the most common 

of the shaman's spirit-helpers in animal fonn among the Chukchi. 
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IX -Eine pue Eule mit breiteo Fliiaeln aucbt in den Eisspalten nacb NahnJna! Auf ibren 
Flilpln f1iep ich auf die Suche; ich werde neun Himmel und DCWl vencbiedene Welteo 
durchfoncben, um du von Miner Frau angezilndete Herdfeuer zu finden. 

Motifema: a (c) j 
Tradition background: The owl was the most common of the shaman's spirits in 

bird form throughout Siberia. 

X-Wo bist du? Wo bist du?-beulte Ukwuo mit wutender Stimme. Erlcbeine, erscbeine,
encbeine! ...

Motifema: b 
Tradition background: The final plea is addressed to the spirit U1cwun wishes to 

meet. In the following episode "dcr Geist des frischen Windes" appears who later, 
through the inteapretcr spirit, states that he is the spirit of Mercy. 

Shaman Nuwat's Songs, Their Motifemes and the Tradition 
• 

Bacqround of the Allomotifs 

1-Mein Nacben,-bepnn er, -ist leicht und scbnell! Im Flug iibcrholt er die V6gcl. Ein
ldciner Vogel ist der Kajmalgln, aucb ihn iiberholt er. Zwei mciner Seelen sagen: Halten
wir uns an den beiden Seitcn des Nacbens und fliegcn, auf einem ausgebreiteten Fell zu
sm.en, inmitten der b61zemen Umfassung, und mit Rudem aus Fischbein zu rudem. ..
Ho, ho, ho, ho, ho!

Motifema: ale 
Tradition background: Nuwat describes the shaman's flight. The vehicle is a boat, 

which he steers with a fish-bone rudder. The drum is also called a boat (Bogoras 
1904-1909:438); the fish-bone rudder most usually refers to a drumstick made of 
fish-bone. The boat carries two birds that can be intcapretcd as the shaman's spirit­
helpers. According to the Chukchi, man has several souls, Bogoras noted down 5-6.

Ivar Paulson speaks in his analysis of the Chukchi's concepts of the soul of the bodily 
soul, the free soul and the limb soul (Glicderscclcn). All in all the concept complex 
remains somewhat unclear. The soul capable of the shaman's movement is regarded 
by Paulson as chiefly the free soul. ''The soul of the shaman that leaves him during 
trance and represents his whole being, the shaman in his whole, united, personal 
totaJity, may well be precisely the free soul. However, since this form of genuine 
shamanic soul flight with trance seems to have deteriorated among the Chukchis, it is 
al8o possible that the clearness of their conception of the free soul has become 
weakened in the process." (Paulson 1958:187-188, Hultkrantz 1953.) In Nuwat's case 

• The songs of shaman Nuwat fall into sixteen sections owlced off by dashes in

the account of the seance (cf. Findeisen 1956:149-153.) They arc here denoted
by Roman numerals.
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there are two flying souls. As is evident from the following song, they travel in the 
guise of the spirit-helpers. 

D -Du Haupt des Fliegenden in der Finstemis ist mein Haupt. .. Seine Hande sind meine 
Hande ... Seine Fu.Be sind meine Fu.Be ... Seinen K&per eignete ich mir an; mein eigener 
K6rper jedoch verwandelte sicb in einen alten Bawnstumpf und fiel aur du Kap mitten 
in du Tretbbolz. .. Mein Lied ist schon. Meine Seeleo flieaen in versc:hiedenen Ricbtun­
lffl clabin. Selbst unsichtbar, ilberl>licken sie alles Seiende und trageo du Wissen in 
meine Brust, so wie die V6gel die Nabrung in du Nest tngeo. 

Motifema; clj 
Tradition background: The shaman likens himself to a creature flying in the dark 

and describes his own body as a dead trunk lying immobile among driftwood. Although 
in the song the travellers are described as being in human fonn and the shaman's 
spirit-helpers are still, according to the song, birds, it is obvious that the -objects of 
identification are still the spirit-helpers, i.e. the shaman's two souls journey in the 
bodies of two spirit-helpers. Correspondingly, Ukwun tells ofhis owl-like spirit: "Auf 
ihren Fliigeln bin ich auf die Suche" (U1cwun IX). The idea that the shaman cannot 
merely send his spirits to the place he desires but himself turns into a spirit is familiar 
from Chukchi mythology. " ... in the tale of the Shaman with warts (Kuku'lpin), this 
shaman during a shamanistic contest, asks his adversary, 'which ke'IE are yoy going 
to employ?' The other answers, 'The small hawk.' - 'And you?' - 'The great diver.' 
Then they turn into these birds, and the contest begins." (Bogoras 1904-1909:437.) 
The purpose of the shaman's journey is traditional: the acquisition of knowledge. 

m - Schon seit langem sehne icb micb danacb, aur meinem nmden Segel nacb oben zu 
fliegen, imer weiter hinauf! 

Motifemes: c 
Tradition background: The shaman speaks of his round sail, again a reference to a 

boat as a means of conveyance. 

IV -lcb bin wioder da, wicder da, wicder da! -sagte er gedehnt,- lcb bin auf dcm Scblittcn

einer Stemscbnuppe vom Himmel beruntergefahren. lcb bin auf dem Meere gescbwom­
men wie ein scbwimmender Pelz. lcb bin aus dem lnneren der Erde bervorgednmgen 
wie du Hom eines Teufelhirsches (Mammut), wenn er sicb in den Steilwanden an 
Flu.Bufer eineo Gang gribt. .. Da bin ich wieder ... 

Motifema: k (repeated) 
Tradition background: The shaman announces his return and says that he has 

travelled in the sky, the sea, and inside the earth. The function of the song and the 
following ones is different from that of the songs described above. The shaman no 
longer calls his spirit-helpers. Instead be infonns the onlookers of the staaes in his 
journey to the other world. 

V - kb erbob mich ilber die Grenzen der Welt, - sprach Nuwat - Meine FilBe wandelten 
auf der Rilckseite das Himmels. Meine Augen sahen die Zelte der uberirdischeo Linder. 
Mich an meinem Kahn schmiegend schwebte ich iiber unbekannteo Lindcm. Selbst 
unsicbtbar, schaute icb umber ... 
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Mottfemes: e 
Tradition background: According to Chukchi mythology, the inhabitants of the 

upper world, called the 'Upper People' or the 'Dawn-People', pitch their tent on land 
made up of clouds and live the same sort of life as humans (Ibid., 331 ). The medium 
ofNuwat's flight is again a sail, in other words the drum. 

VI -Icb sah, wie der aboebmende Mood mit dem zunehmenden zusammestieb, und einer 
VOD ilmen tot benmterfieJ... 

Mottfemes: h 
Tradition background: No mention of the collision between the lower and upper 

moon in Bogoras. 

VII - Icb sah, wie der Osten und der Westen miteinander wetteiferten, wer ilber eine mit 
scbarfen Knocbensplittem gefiillte Spalte springen lcoMe ... 

Mottfemes: h 
Tradition background: The points of the compass, or the deities living in them, are 

in Chukchi mythology counted among the most important benevolent spirits. "While 
there are numerous varieties of 'benevolent spirits', the most prominent are the 
'benevolent spirits sacrified to' (taaro' nyo va' Irgit), those two whom people bring 
samficcs. The live in all · directions' of the compass, or are even themselves the 
• directions' of the compass in their connection with a special stage of sunlight and of
day-time which corresponds to each separate 'direction'" (Ibid., 303). Thus East and
West could be included among these benevolent beings. Although there is no direct
point of comparison for the concepts contained in the verse, it can with reasonable
certainly by assumed as having its origin in some myth. According to one myth, Dawn
and Moonlight had a common wife that a certain shaman tried through devious
dealings to take as his own. A shamanic contest was held to see, among other things,
who could leap across a stream of boiling water or a ravine full of sharp blades (Ibid.,
303-305).

VIII-Jcb sab, wie die Geister des Nordlichts Ball spielten ... lhre Beine lcennen lcein Rube ...
Der Schnee unter ibren Filssen erstrablt in feurigem Glame.

Mott/emes: h 
Tradition background: The • spirits of the Northern Lights' are the spirits of those 

who have met with a sudden or violent death. Bogoras also says that the moving rays 
of the Northern Lights are the dead. running and playing ball on a living walrus (Ibid., 
334-335).

IX - Jcb sab die Tochter der Damm.erung, die ein buntes Gewand INgen. 1hr Kragen ist
mit Sonnenstrahlen umsiwnt. Die Offnungen ihrer Armel sind mit feurigem Glanz 
erfilllt. 

Motifemes: h 
Tradition background: Cf. the shining robes of the 'Sun' (Ibid., 305). 
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X - Ich sah die Hemcherin der Welt, die reicbe Frau, die auf einem Hauffn von Bibem 
sitzt. .. Bei jedem Seufzer kommen i.elm Biber aus ibreD Nueal6c:bem bervor ... Sie tut 
sie in Beutel, verteilt aie rinpumber wie ein blmtes Zelt um sic:b berum. 

Motifemes: h
Tradition background-. Parallel to the Sedna concept of the Eskimos, (Findeisen 

1956, 158.) Bogoras also mentions Chukchi tales of a goddess Nling the fish game of 
the sea, but he is not sure whether the phenomenon is genetically related to the Sedna 
tradition (Bogoras 1904-1909:315-316). 

XI- Ich sah die Scboobeit der iiberirdiscben Welt, aber Narginen spnch zu mir: Verweile
nicht bier! Schau, da8 du wieder hinabkommst!

Motifemes: h 
Tradition background: Narginen = "Tbe cosmos, or the universe in the concepts as 

the highest deity of the Chulcchis." (Findeisen 1956:158.) 

XII-Ich stiea bis zu den Tiefen des dritten Abpunds hinab, wo die Schatten allea Seiendeo
leben.

Motifemese 
Tradilton background: The worlds beneath the earth are also situated one on top of 

the other, and life is much the same as on earth. The first WO!'ld beneath the earth is 
inhabited by lce'IE, the next by the souls of the dead (Bogoras 1904-1909:330). 

XIII - lch sah den Schatten WISfflll' Erde, du Gespents des Meerea, du Spiegelbild der 
Uferfelsen ... Die Seelen unserer 7.elte waren dorthin vor mir hinuateagestieaen und 
lehnten sich an die Felswand zwiscben umberpstreuten Sleinen. 

Motifemes: g/h 
Tradition background: The description of the underworld continues. A cliff, for 

example, is seen as a mirror image. The description may also take in references to the 
animation of Nature (Ibid, 280-283). 

XIV - Die Leute eines toten Starnrnes brachten hinter den Zelteo Opfer dar, - fuhr Nuwat 
fort. - Das Feuer von ihrer Herdstelle stieg als diinne, rauchlote Saule empor. lch trat 
hinzu und begann mit ihnen zu essen. 

Motifemes: gb 
Tradition background: Nuwat describes the life of the dead, cf. Bogoras' statement: 

"The houses of the deceased are said to be large round tents without any seams, and 
shining like bubbles of saliva. Their reindeer-herds are numerous, and consist of 
animals brought for sacrifice or slaughtered for meat, and of wild reindeer killed in 
the hunt." (Bogoras 1904-1909:336.) 

XV - Da lcamen zwei von Mittemacht hergejagt. Sie kamen auf schekkigen Reotienm 
herbeigefahren. Die K.ufen ibm- Schlitten waren von der langm Fahrt 7.el'fetzt. Die Rufe 
der Rentiere waren vom Galoppieren abgeweu.t. lch bliclrte auf sie, mein Verstand trilbce
sich, und. mein Korper verlor seine Kraft und wurde wie Wauer . 
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XVI-Wesbalb sind ihre Augen nacb riiclcwarts gewmdet? - fragte icb. -Wesbalb ist der
Bauch der Rentiere aufgescblitzt, und weshalb scbleifen sie ihre Eingeweide hinter aicb
ber'l -Als sie bei der Feumtelle ankamen, sah icb ibre Gesicbter. Der eine hatte einen
Strick um den Hals. Seine Augen warcn die Augen Katyks. Sein Hals warder Hals eines
Erdrosselteo. Wen sucbtcn sie unter den Bewobnem der Unterwelt? Der Schnee bepnn
m scbl;nelzen und Oo8 wie Blut Ein gamer See bildete sicb zwitcben den 7.elten. -
Blut, Bhrt! - scbrie Nuwat pl&zlicb, ...

Mott/etna: b/1/gh 
Tradition background: Nuwat sees a reindeer Chukchi who killed himself because 

of his great age arriving in the camp of the deceased. The singing is interrupted by a 
vision seen by the shaman: blood on the tent poles. 

Construction of the Songs on the Basis of Tradition 

Examination ofUkwun's and Nuwat's songs in the light of the Chukchi belief tradition 
showed that they are completely bound to tradition. Motif by motif the songs repeat 
the themes of the belief tradition or myths. Allusion-like references to some myth 
appear to be very common, such as the mention at the beginning ofUlcwun's songs of 
a huge fish in the middle of the sea, this being a mythic allusion. Allusions such as 
this, often only hint-like references, show that the shaman operates with ease amid his 
mythological material. It is clear from e.g. Nuwat's extensive descriptions of the 
cosmos that the information has been well digested; the shaman commands the 
phenomena of the supranormal reality just as well as those of this world - it is part of 
his organized view of the world 

The songs of the Chukchi shaman are partly a tradition handed down from one 
generation to another, and during his initiatory period the young novice must carefully 
assimilate them. In part they arise during the initiatory period. For example, Bogoras 
explained that the songs of shaman Tyljuwija represented three groups: l) some were 
a crystallised tradition passed down from one shaman to another, 2) some were 
composed by Tyljuwija during his initiation period, and 3) some "were the outcome 
of improvisation and were created every time the spirits were called upon" (Findeisen 
1956:160). The Chukchi called the initiatory period by a special term meaning 'he 
gathers shamanic strength' (Bogoras 1904-1909:421). It was a difficult period, espe­
cially for men, and it lasted for months, even years. Some novices wandered restlessly 
over the tundra, some remained in the tent sharnanizing and sleeping. Characteristic 
of the preparatory stage are the long periods of sleep during which the shamans saw 
visions and communicated with the spirits. Shaman Ainanwa't, for example, said that 
he slept during the smallpox epidemic of 1884, during which he lost his family, for 
two weeks, keeping company with the spirits. The spirits manifest themselves and offer 
their services in many different ways. Shaman Scratching-Woman bad obtained her 
two spirits int he following way: 

'"The Scratching-Woman brought some of the entering 'spirits' to my special notice. 
One was a fawn of wild reindeer, found by him in the wilderness beside the carcass of 
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its mother, which had been killed by a wolf. The fawn, when he found it, was ttyiDa to 
suck the carcass. The stranae sight had evidently 11n1ek Scratcbioa-Woman, and he took 
the fawn for one of his assistant ke1et. The · spirit' manifested his presence by charac­
teristic short snorts, peculiar lo the fawn when callina for its mother. Another 'spirit' 
entered with a dismal howl. This was the wolf who killed the reindeer�" (Ibid., 436.) 

In order to make her spirits appear at the shamanizing place during later seances 
Scratching-Woman doubtlessly sang a calling song addressed specifically to them. 
Presenting themselves as the central elements of the songs composed during the 
initiatory period were precisely the ecstatic experiences oftbe initiation period, meet­
ings with the spirits, etc. Thus every shaman had some songs of his own that were 
generally known. If a shaman borrowed the song of another the listeners noticed that 
immediately. The examination of the songs ofUkwun and Nuwat showed the shamans 
selected slightly different features from the common store of tradition. The songs 
become individual according to the features of tradition the singer includes in them 
and how he brings out this knowledge. Thus the individuality of the songs, their 
recognition as the 'property' of some particular shaman, lies at allomotif level. As can 
be seen from the case of Tyljuwija quoted above, a shaman might well create new 
songs during a seance in order to give added effect to his invocation of the spirits. This 
'improvisation' of new songs - as Bogoras puts it-was not. however, the presentation 
of random associations of ideas. In creating new songs the shaman drew on songs 
already assimilated and inherited as analogy models. The repeating structures made 
up of motifeme sequences provided the framework for the ·improvisation'. New songs 
could be constructed only by increasing the allomotifs corresponding to each 
motifeme. Since the motifs of the songs of the Chukchi shaman faithfully repeat the 
themes of the belief tradition, the choices available to each shaman were nevertheless 
restricted: the number and nature of the allomotifs were directly dependent on the 
knowledge of the shaman in question of the affairs of the supranormal. 

Two types of Shamanizing and the Structure of 
Shamanic Songs 

Songs were the medium through which the shaman gained contact with the other world. 
Thus the motifemes of the shaman's songs comprised sequences logical to the per­
formance of the rite. 

Examination of the motifeme sequences employed by U1cwun and Nuwat throws 
light on the position and significance of the songs as parts of the overall structure of 
the rite process. 

The motifemes of shaman Ukwun fall into the following sequences: 
I: h/d/b 

Il: h,'d/b 
III. g/d/b
IV: g/d/b 
V: blb/b 
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VI: i/e/i (repeat) /b/f 
VII: a/c/j 
vm: a/c/j 

IX: a/c/j 
X: b 

The motifemes of shaman Nuwat fall into the following sequences: 
I: ale 

D: c/j 
ill: C

IV: 
V-XI:

XU-XVI: 

k/k/k/k 
e/b/blh/b/h/b 
dgh/gMv'Vgh 

Reduced to motifeme level the songs give rise to two notable observations: (1) the 
same motifemes are repeated in Ukwun's VII-IX and Nuwat's I-m songs, whereas 
Nuwat's IV-XVI songs prove to be radically different, and (2) Ukwun's songs fall into 
clear structural units, Nuwat's songs remaining more indefinite in their motifeme 
combinations. The motifeme distributions reflect the functional differences of the 
songs. All ofUkwun's songs and I-m ofNuwat's songs belong to a category that could 
be called 'a call addressed to the spirits'. The pw-posc of the songs is to place the 
shaman in contact with his spirit-helpers. Nuwat's songs IV-XVI, on the other band, 
have a different function: through them the shaman informs those present at the seance

of the events and results of his journey to the supranormal. The songs could be called 
'information of the shaman's journey'. 

Of central importance in the 'call addressed to the spirits' songs arc the motifs 
associated with the spirit-helper beliefs. The structural consistency of Ukwun's songs 
is not accidental, for similar clements can be isolated from shaman's songs with similar 
functions among the Samoycds and the Ostyaks, for example (Cf. e.g. Lchtisalo 
1947:81, 82, 86, 89, 90 and Karjalainen 1918:588-591). He begins by describing the 
distant borders of the supranormal world and the mythological beings residing there, 
at the same time mentioning that each spirit- helper moves through these distant places, 
and adding 11D invocation to the spirit at the end of each episode. He then proceeds to 
a song technique in which be describes the forms of his different spirit-helpers in tum. 
Associated with each description of a spirit is a motifcme the basic idea of which is a 
vision of the shaman's journey in the underworld in the form of or with the aid of the 
spirit-helper, and a justification for the journey. In his songs the shaman thus literally 
brings the spirit-helpers nearer. He localizes them in the supranormal world. calls them 
to him, describes their form, and finally identifies with this form. This is the cognitive 
process of role-taking in which localizes the supranormal roles in the reality of the 
other world. constructs the fundamental features of the role in his mind and momen­
tarily identifies with the role in order to create a reciprocal role relationship. Since the 
shamans role-taking serves precisely as a tool in the shaman's technique of ecstasy 
(Cf. Honko 1969), i.e. it transfers the !llbaman to an altered state of consciousness (Cf. 
Sarl>in 1950 and Siikala 1978), the 'call addressed to the spirits' songs belong to the 
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trance induction stage ifwe consider the seance as a whole. Nuwat's songs I-III, which 
can be classed as a call to the spirits, contain almost exclusively identification themes 
the content of which is proof of the young shaman's rare capacity for entering into 
events. Nuwat begins to shamanize by continuing Ukwun's performance. As 8ogoras 

notes, the situation was exceptional; listening to the old shaman's singing bad opened 
up the way to the other world for Nuwat. It must be noted that although in both his 
I-III and his N-XVI songs Nuwat describes his journey to the underworld, in the
former it is a question of journeying in the form of the spirit-helper, whereas in the
latter the doer and the observer is the shaman himself. Nuwat begins the latter songs,
providing information and addressed at the audience, with the cliche 'I saw .. .', describ­
ing to his listeners what be experienced in his recent journey to the underworld The
spirit-helpers have acted as the shaman's links with the spirit world and they are no
longer of any significance as be informs his listeners of the stages in his successful
journey. The repeat of the ·�haman's return' motifeme beginning the song episode (IV)
already points to the functional nature of the songs. The structural looseness of the
songs, the repetition of the same motifemes in long series is explained by the visionary
nature of the song.

The fact that song categories of different natures hold the central position in the 
perfonnances of Ulcwun and Nuwat is no coincidence. At the time when material on 
Chukchi shamanism wu being recorded, at the end of the 19th century and around the 
tum of the century, two parallel types of shamanizing were found in the area: alongside 
the typical northern shaman journeying to the other world there were shamans whose 
actions were based on skill at creating 'separate voices', i.e. who were ventriloquists. 
Bogoras points out that the latter performance type was extremely popular (Bogoras 
1904-1909:435) and he regards its appearance u a sign of the degeneration of 
shamanism (Ibid, 441 ). The altered state of consciomness of the ventriloquist shaman 
is namely so light that he does not lose consciousness during the seance. The tenn 
'degeneration' of shamanism does not, however, seem right when speaking of a 
performance technique difficult to command, nor does it explain the popularity of this 
type of seance. It is in fact a question of two alternative ways of communicating with 
representatives of the spirit world, found in other parts of Siberia, too: the shaman 
either brings his spirit-helper to this world, the tent, within reach of those attending 
the seance, or he journeys to the spirits, in the other world. Let us here ignore the fact 
that the shamanic seance is very often, e.g. in Central Siberia, a combination of these 
two fonns of communications. From the point of view of Chulc:chi shamanism it is 
significant that these two basic ideas of the seance in principle demand different modes 
of manifesting supranormal counter-roles and thus-if we think of the seance as a state 
of interaction involving three parties, the shaman, his spirit-helpers, and the audience 
- also different shaman-audience relationships. Unlike the shaman journeying to the
supranonnal and entering into the supranormal 'reality' even to the extent of losing
consciousness, the ventriloquist maintained contact with his audience throughout the
Kance. His repeated call songs brought in a crowd of spirits who, by means of tricks
and ventriloquism, were made to 'talk' to the audience. The shaman's chances of

• 54 •



A-L. Siilcala Two Types of Shamanic Songs: A Chukchi Case 

observing the audience's reactions and allowing for its wishes and demands were thus 
far greater than in the case of the shaman journeying to the other world, when the 
controlling role of the audience did not come out until the final stage in the sance, 

when the shaman had already informed the audience of his journey. Seances were the 
concrete and chief manifestations of shamanism; thus the building up of till! shaman­
audience relationship cannot be regarded as an insignificant phenomenon, since it was 
more a direct derivative of the status and position of shamanism in the community. 
Ventriloquism was a typical special feature of Paleoasian shamanism. The rise in 
popularity of ventriloquist � at the expense of the archaic soul-flight type can 
easily be explained as a consequence of the rapid socio-economic changes that bad 
placed the ancient communities in the area in a state of ferment (Cf. Antropova -
Kumetsova 1964:803-804, 819-821). The Chukchi shaman lecked an established and 
clear band of supporters such as those vital to the cl811 shamaniQD of e.g. the neigh­
bouring Yukagirs (Cf. Jochelson 1926:163). The status of each individual Chukchi 
shaman was directly dependent on the favour of the audience, and the ventriloquist 
•� technique provided an easier route to favour than the classical journey type.

Finding the fimdarn,:ntal determinants of the structural variations in shamanic songs
at the level of position and status of the shaman and shamanism in the community 
shows that 'improvisation' is not the right term in speaking of tM shamanic perform­
uce. The building up of the songs is in harmony with basic logic of the seance, and 
if this changes it is also reflected in the songs. The appearance of an illogicality such 
as the '!lhaman'!I journey' motiferne ( e) in song VI of ventriloquist Ukwun is in itself 
an interesting phenomenon and points to the former dominance of journey-type 
� in the Chukchi tradition. 
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FINNISH ROCK ART, ANIMAL CEREMONIAL/SM 

AND SHAMANIC WORLDVIEW 

The Finnish rock paintings have been identified u manifestations of a painting 
tradition peculiar to the hunting cultures in different perts of the world. In the northern 
Eunsian region, rock drawings and paintings extend from Scandinavia to the Chukchi 
peninsula (Lommel 1967 :42). Most of the infonnation on Finland's rock paintings was
colle<:ted in the 19«>s aiid 1970s. By 1978 a k>tal of33 prebistori(: paintings bad been
found; most of them are along the Kymijolci and Saimaa waterways, but the Helsinki­
region, Piijinne and Kainuu are also represented (Taavitsainen 1978:180; Sarvas -
Taavitsainen 1976:49-S 1 ). As J.P. Taavitsainen has pointed out, the range of finds does 
not necessarily reflect the area in which the painting tradition originally lived; dis­
covering pictures today depends on the potential for preserving and tracing them 
(Taavitsainen 1978: 180). Finland's rock paintings were produced over long periods of 
time. Christian Carpelan reckons that the oldest were painted around 3000 B.C. and 
the most recent perhaps 100 B.C. (Carpelan 197Sa:140). The people of the combed­
ware period, who lived in Finland some 3000-2000 B.C., lived by hunting and fishing. 
The term • combed ware' refers to the manner of decorating clay pots typical of this 
culture, similar forms of which have been found over large parts of northern Europe 
extending from Fennoscandia right across to the Urals (Kivikoski 1961 :30). In addition 
to forms of closely related comb ceramics, stone and wooden objects decorated with 
elk and bear heads also speak of early cultural links between Fennoscandian and Ural 
regions (Carpelan l 97Sb ). The most recent paintings represent the culture of the earlier 
Metal Age. According to Taavitsainen and Kinnunen the Syrjisalmi painting at 
Puumala may be as late as 500 AD. (Taavitsainen-Kinnunen 1979:40). Placing the 
most recent paintings in the same era as the Bronze and Iron-Age settlements in 
Western Finland and along the coast of Southern Finland does not mean that their point 
of cultural attachment had changed. For in Eutem and Northern Finland primitive 
hunting culture remained unc-hanged for a long time even after the coastal regions !had 
under the influence of the invasion of corded-ware culture (2200-1900 B.C.) and the 
lively Baltic and German contacts that followed it, begun to keep cattle and started a 
primitive form of farming (Huurre 1979: 76-77). 

A consideration of information on rock paintings was published in the 1970s. P�kka 
Sarvas and J.P. Taavitsainen, among others, have analysed the motifs ofFinland's rock 
painting tradition (Sarvas - Taavitsainen 1976; Taavitsainen 1978). Painted onto 
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vertical rock faces, almost always near water, are various figures, the most common 
of which are pictures of elb. The distribution of figure motifs is, according to 
Taavitsainen, as follows: elk 35 per cent, hwnan or anthropomorphous beings 30 per 
cent, homed human figures 4 per cent, so-<:alled boat pictures 9 per c:ent The remaining 
22 per cent consists of pictures of hands and paws, various animal figures, some of 
them unrecognisable, and various geometric figures, such as short, overlapping hori­
zontal lines, zig-z.ag designs, ralce-lilce figures and circ:ulan with cross. 

Interpretation of Figures and Cultural Entity 

Although the figures in rock paintings appear to be realistic, as is the art of hunting 
cultures in general, interpreting them is by no means straight-forward or easy. In 
addition to fragmentation, copying problems and so on there is also the difficulty of 
comprehending the ineanings of the message. We cannot say for sure which figures 
should be taken concretely and which are symbols for different idea categories. 
Individual symbols and sings often occur in the same fonn over vast areas but may 
have had different meaning,i in different cultures. If we set out to seek the D"Clnings 
of objects or pictures thought to be religious by tracing the correspondence of in­
dividual figures and signs in other cultures the danger of error is great 

We can begin to interpret rock paintings by l'1Camining them as a relic of a form of 
communication once understood in their culture. It can be assumed that the meanings 
of individual pictures, their nature and number were relevant to the composition as a 
whole and the other figures in it. Semiotic interpretation of the compositions in 
Finland's rock paintings, which display a large number of different motifs, is made 
difficult by the fact that the pictures in many of the finds were painted over long periods 
of time, often one on the other. That the need repeatedly occurred to express this 
conceptual complex, manifest in figures - signs -, is in fact another feature of this 
conceptual complex. The limited number of motifs and the continuity of the central 
themes prove that the painting tradition remained more or less unchanged for a long 
time. 

An attempt can be made to construct categories for the meanings included in 
Finland's rock paintings by means of the oppositions expressed by the motifs ( see Fig. 
J). Examination of the motifs shows that they are divided into two large main classes: 
animate vs. inanimate. In the animate category are animal forms vs. human forms; the 
animal forms are further divided into elks. the frequency of which is high, and other 
animals, the frequency of which is low. Other animal forms further subdivide into 
realistic vs. stylised depictions. The motifs representing human forms are in two 
groups: ordinary or normal human forms, the frequency of which is high, and human 
forms with characteristic features, the frequency of which is low. The latter can be 
further subdivided into those with sings connected with dress and those with signs 
indicating sex. Parts of humans or animals are also depicted, e.g. hands and paws. The 
inanimate figures comprise concrete (boats) and abstract symbols, and there are several 
types of the latter. 
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How, then, can we explain the semantic relations of these motifs? The high 
frequency of elk figures and normal human figures illustrates the fundamental rela­
tionships between man and the part of nature be exploits, his quarry. The human figures 
equipped with special signs, stylised or unusual in contact between elk and man, 
namely snakes, fish, birds etc. and abstract figures must then be explained as describing 
the organiution of the fundamental elk/man relationship. Styliution and features 
reoccurring in stereotype manner, such as human beings with horns, indicate the 
symbolism of figures. 

Using semiotic analysis we can, in fact, discover only the basic structures of the 
cognitive field (e.g. structure expressing a given way of viewing the world) within 
which figures take meaning, The method is not alone sufficient to reveal the cultur­
ally-specificant, e.g. religious, meanings of symbolic figures. Our interpretation 
should, to my mind, start with the overall types of the culture in question and study 
the archaeological remains for eiaminatiQD as manifestation of this cultural entity (cf. 
Moberg 1977:99). For a form of culture may in itself already indicate a way of thinking 
and religious practices peculiar to it In saying this I start with the view that religion 
is not an element separate from culture as a whole; it is an integral part of the other 
systems within that culture and thus observes the line of cultural development in 
question (cf. Bellah 1965; Honko 1976). Thus, the world views of primitive gathering 
and bunting cultures in northern areas have certain structural and outlook: uniformities 
that are not found in other cultures, e.g. cultures based on farming (see Hultlaantz 1965 
and 1975). By this I do not mean that the belief systems of hunting peoples have no 
cultural variation, but that the concept of the supranonnal and its intlueoce on man's 
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life takes its form on the basis of the interaction between man and nature that provides 
a means of subsistence. This view could be called religious ecology. Religious ecology 
can, according to Alce Hultlaantz, be defined u an approach in which the chief element 
is the integration of religion and the environment with all its consequences (Hultkrantz 
1965:267-274; 1979:226-229). In emphasizing the importance of the ecological en­
viromnent u a regulator of the conditions for the existence of a.culture - production, 
technology and the behavioural models and social systems associated with them - and 
in proving the connections between belief systems and ecologically determined culture 
complexes, Hultlaantz in fact touches on the neo-evolutionary theory formation of 
cultural anthropology ( cf. Steward 1955; Steward-Mmphy 1977). Hultkrantz presents 
an ecological research model for studying cultures directly dependent on a natural 
environment, and in doing so wisely defines the limits of its application. For the 
suitability of religious-ecological examination for studying the forms or religion of 
high cultures is limited by certain special problems. Cultural variation is one very great 
problem; the banding down of individual features from earlier periods or bonowing 
from neighbouring cultures complicate the overall situation. 

Examination of the spffllding of phenomena bas been one very important method 
in the study of comparative religion. True, the high frequency of some features in 
ecologically uniform types of cultures may be an indication that the factor in question 
is structurally of fundamental importance in the type of culture in question. On the 
other band it must, however, be noted that even if an individual cultural feature is 
widely spread, it may not necessarily be very primitive or of any importance in the 
overall system of some culture. Analysing the nature of prehistoric cultures on the 
basis of reference material made up of historical materials is indeed a problem and 
even at its best can only hope to yield probabilities. It is a known fact that, for example, 
criticism of classical evolutionism denied such projection completely. The criticism, 
however, was aimed more at the speculative chronology structures of cultural forms 
than at explaining realistic relics in the light of the functional operation of cultures 
containing phenomena similar to these relics. Approaches similar to the latter have 
been in constant use in the study of material culture, and concluding that, for example, 
a net stuck in the mud at the bottom of an ancient lake is a fishing requisite or that a 
hollow tree trunk is a mode of transport in the light of knowledge of later similar objects 
and their use, has not been thought much of a problem. Although the connections 
between object remains manifesting an intellectual culture and the cultural �ings 
associated with them are more complicated and more difficult to determine than is the 
case with tools or technical devices, the method of deduction based on comparison 
itself may observe the conventional line of material culture research. In reconstructing 
prehistoric forms of religion we should, however, instead of pointing to similarities 
(which in the case of individual features may in fact be the registration of coincidences 
just as much as of genuine uniformities), start from the basis of structural and 
functional systems of the belief tradition of cultures that prove to be comparable in 
their technical adaptation to their environment. In reconstructing prehistoric belief 
systems by methods of comparison starting from the perspective of religious ecology, 
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we can reveal the position and functional �ns of individual beliefs and cuh 
practices within their cultural entity and in this way distinguish any potentially similar 
phenomena in the culture we are studying. 

Animu-ceremonialism and Shamanistic Belief Tradition 

The religions of the north EW'8Sian bunting cultures provide a natural basis for 
comparison in reconstructing the form of religion of Finland's Stooe-Age population. 
The word ·religion' is in this connection somewhat misleading; it would be more 
accurate to speak of different belief complexes. For an ideological system passed on 
by word of mouth is nonhomogeneous and is normally made up of a number of parallel 
conceptual entities, often conflicting with one another and often overlapping. Primitive 
religiosity is by nature practical, permeable. and the prevailing concept of the supra­
normal provides an explanation for the problems of everyday life. .Because of its 
permeability and concentricity, archaic religion represents the philosophy, arts and 
sciences of its culture just as much as its religiou.• thinking. In bunting cultures this 
connection between religion and practice is most evident in man's relation to the source 
of his livelihood: nature. Regulating the utilisation of nature are the representatives of 
the supranormal: various spirits, guardian spirits of the various animals hunted. the 
owners of places and areas and also the deceased (cf. Paulson 1962:64-100). 

The Finnish rock paintings can be interpreted precisely on the basis of the animal• 
ceremonialism typical of bunting cultures and the sbamanlstic belief tradition as­
sociated with it. It is worth noting that the Paleolithic hunting art of Central Europe 
has also been associated with 1tbamanistic thinklng, as have the rock paintings of 
Siberia (Lommel 1965; Campbell 1959:301; Kircher 1952). The methodological 
grounds for linking Paleolithic art to bunting themes with shamanic phenomena have, 
however, been very slight The views presented by Andreas Lommel in the work Die 
Welt der fruhen Jiiger-Medizinmanner, Schamanen, Kiinstler have, for example, met 
with severe criticism ( cf. Current Anthropology 1970, Vol. 11, No. I). Arden R. King, 
among others, criticises Lommel for his use of unproven equivalents from widely 
separated cultures as the basis for his deductions. The cultures paralleled by Lommel 
are separated by a vast gap in space and not only in time. Although the cultures 
compared by Lommel are hunting cultures, they are nevertheless adapted to different 
ecological conditions and bad different cultural contacts - and they do not necessarily 
represent the same cultural type. Thus equating, for example, the culture of the 
Australian aborigines with the Paleolithic culture in Europe 40,000 yean ago may lead 
to false interpretations. 

The interpretation of rock paintings found in Siberia and northern Europe can be 
based on very different premises. Archaeological finds have proved that the material 
remains. technology and objects typical for the cultures that produced rock paintings 
and drawings on bunting themes in the northern regions closely resemble the northern 
bunting cultures whose overall structure and ideology are well documented in recorded 
time. In Siberia the last rock paintings fall in the historical era; in Southern Finland 
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there is a gap of SOO years between the estimatcd creation of the last rock paintings 
and the earliest historical sources. Although the end of rock painting did mean the 
disappearance of a vay special cultural element and was a symptom of greater cultural 
change, this change was not, according to archaeological finds, quick or violent In 
Finland it seems that rock paintings ceased to be produced at about the time that 
commercial furtrapping and taxation measures reached the previously isolated popu­
lation concentrating on elk hunting. 

In the northern hunting cultures a festival lasting many days and culminating in a 
shamanic seance was held at the beginnina and end of the hunting season and also at 
other times when hunger threatened. The soul of the shaman, who fell into a trance, 
was thought to be travelling in the company of the guardian spirits, the helping spirits, 
to see the keeper of the game animals From the store of the keeper of elk or deer the 
shaman received or stole the animal souls necessary for the hunting season. The 
Yulcagir shaman Nelbosh, who had himself often done th� shamaoi11ing connected with 
the hunting ceremony, described the situation to the Russian ethnographer Waldemar 
Jochelson in the mid-1890s as follows: 

"The soul of the shaman, havina approached the house of the Owner of the Earth, 
half-opens the door, but does not enter, fearing to insult the Owner of the Earth by its 
persistence. The shaman is herein supported by bis guardian spirits. The shaman, that 
is, bis soul, says through the open door: "Earth-Owner! your children me to you sent 
for some food for the future'. If the Owner of the Earth loves the shaman. he gives the 
soul of a reindeer doe, if be does not love (e'mtem) be gives him the shadow of a bull. 
'Sbaman will take that (reindeer); having taken will bring (home).' That is, m,, shaman 
then comes to, rises to bis feet, beats bis drum and dances with joy. Then he siap to. 
bis spirit-protectors (e'iji), who helped him in bis journey to the Owner of the Earth. 
'Me well lead, from evil protect, (else) me will kill (evil spirits).' Then th" shaman 
approaches the head hunter and hands him the soul of the reindeer. The hUDter does not, 
of course, see the soul, for only shamans can see it The shaman places it on the head 
of the hunter, and tying it with an invisible bandaae, says: 'River will stand, river whe:n 
will stand (there) on the right bank of it go, there you will find (that is, the reindeer).' 
Next day, in the morning, the bead hunter will go to the river and there, on the right 
shore, a reindeer will come to meet him. He will shoot and kill it. If the Owner of the 
Earth gave shadow of a doe the hunter will pve a doc, for this will be the MmC reindeer 
whose soul was brouaht by the shaman. Then throughout the entire hunting season the 
hunters will have luck in following the reindeer. If, on the other hand, the Owner of the 
Earth gave a bull, the hunter will only kill that bull, and there will be no more game. 
This happms whe:n the Owner Of the Earth does not like th,, IMJND .. " (JocbelJon 
1926:210-211) 

Nelbosh also pointed out that if a shaman, assisted by his spirits, takes a reindeer's 
soul from the Owner of the Earth by stealing it - as bad shamans are forced to do -
the result will be misfortune, such as infertility among his tribesmen. 

The mention at the end ofNelbosh's account of going to the bank of the river refers 
to normal cult practices; the sbamaniziug itself took place in the camp area, in a tent 
or some other place inside. The programme for the day after the shamanizing often 
included a visit to a sacred place where game might be encountered, e.g. a place on 
the annual migration route. Trying to catch animals from a boat at a point where the 
animals crossed a river or a narrow lake was, in the months when there was no snow, 
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a mode of hunting used extensively in the north. For example, the Caribou EskilllM 
called the places where deer crossed a river sacred crossing points, in which aas the 
behaviour of hunters was subjected to the strictest taboos (Rasmussen 1930:40). The 
fact that the Finnish rock paintings are found along waterways may be explained either 
directly on indirectly in such a context 

Hunting elks on skis on the spring snows, such as is referred to, for example, in the 
folk: poem Hiidenhirven hiilrdanta in Kalevala metre based on a version of the Orion 
myth widely known in northern Eurasia (see Hautala 1947), is the earliest method of 
bunting known in Finland and may even have been known in prehistoric times, as J.P. 
Taavitsainen assumes (see Taavitsainen 1978:187). However, the oldest skis found 
date from 1900-1600 B.C. (see Valonen 1980:3 1), so they came a thousand years after 
the first rock paintings. Hunting on skis or from boats, such as the boat pictures in the 
rock paintings, possibly indicated in the original tradition context, are furthermore not 
mutually exclusive; they are alternative forms of hunting depending on weather 
conditions. 

The rock paintings thus possibly showed the sacred places where it was possible 
to approach the keeper of a species of animal and plea for sacrificial places with selte

idols of the Lapps (see Paulaharju 1932; Mebius 1968:77-79). The signs of hands 
appearing in rock paintings, images providing magic protection, indicated the critical­
ness of a place. Hands are known in high religions as symbols giving protection. Their 
early manifestations have, however, become associated with shamanistic cult practices 
in particular (Ivanov 1977-1978; cf. Hummel 1954). Some of the peoples of Siberia, 
such as the Evenks and the Nganasans, may have decorated the shaman's dress with 
pictures of hands or metal trinkets in the shape of a hand The hand symbols sewn onto 
the shoulder were called 'shoulder guardians', those sewn onto the arms, 'masters of 
the bones'. These names, such as the 'spirits of the hands' (Ntsuj tes) of the Hmong 
shaman, reflect a very special feature of the shamanic belief system: the concept 
according to which the different parts of the human body, particularly the hands and 
feet, have their own guardian spirits or 'masters' (Ivanov 1977-1978:104-l0S). The 
hand symbols of the ritual shamanic outfit are thus symbols manifesting the existence 
and help of the 'spirit of the hands' or guardian spirit. The symbolic function of the 
hands in the Finnish rock paintings can be explained naturally on the basis of the 
shamanic thought in question. 

According to the way of thinking of primitive hunting cultures, the continuing 
supply of a species of animal could be safeguarded by returning a hunting animal to 
the keeper of that species. Returning specific parts of that animal's body meant 
returning the soul of the animal present in these parts to its original home, thu, making 
rebirth of the animal possible (Paproth 1976). A similar practice was preserved until 
very late times in the eastern and northern parts of Finland with the ceremonies 
following the killing of a bear (Haavio 1967:IS-41; Edsman 197S). The returning of 
the bones or other parts of an animal to promote the rebirth of that animal differs in 
its underlying principle from sacrifical cults, even though the outward forms of the 
hunting rite and the sacrificial rite do greatly resemble one another (see Mebius 

♦ 62 ♦



Finnish Rock Art A-L. Siikala

1975:230). Uno Harva, among others, explains that the procedures of the hunting rites 
have been preserved in the sacrificial cults of cattle breeders - which is what the 
northern reindeer nomads were (Harva 1938:447 ff). It is known that in North Siberia 
the primitive bunting rites were replaced by later sacrificial rites (Hultkranzt 
1975:374). Thf'! animal ceremony practices were actualized regularly in connection 
with the catching of large and unusual animals, such as a bear. In the case of herd 
animals, such as deer, only one of the animals would be given ritual treatment, such 
as the first animal Qr the one that marked the start of the hunting season (Ibid., 373). 

Thorough investigations have been made into the guardian spirit concepts con­
nected with animal ceremonials. At the base of the belief complex are probably 
observations on the leader of a herd of animals, or of animals differing on account of 
their si7.e or colour, which have been interpreted on the basis of experiences provided 
by man's economic and social systems and ideas on the collective soul of a species of 
animal (Hultlaantz 1975:373). The most mighty guardian spirit, or the guardian spirit 
of the most important game animals, may have developed into figures protecting all 
species of animals (Ibid.). Since the appearance of the guardian spirit was conceived 
of as both anthropomorphic and zoomorpbic, it is possible that the pictures of elks in 
some of the Finnish rock paintings represent the keeper of the elk. The number and 
repetition of elk pictures, however, is more naturally explained by the elks' position 
as game. The depicting of an animal or human bas, according to widely-held concepts 
typical of primitive cultures in particular, meant the depicting of the soul of that animal 
or person. In this sense the elk pictures in the rock paintings can be conceived of as 
capturing the fundamental essence of the animal in a specific way. They would in this 
case then be 'success pictures' produced before the bunting act (a sort of game 
reservation), or 'return pictures' in accordance with animal-ceremony thinking (to 
assure successful bunting in future). 

F.K. Karjalainen, among others, says that the Ob Ugrians made images of game 
animals, such as birds and fish, out of wood and placed them in sacred places to assure 
success in bunting and fishing (Karjalainen 1918:385). Also of interest is Karjalainen's 
account of the pictures made after bunting, which can in the light of animal-ceremony 
be interpreted as the returning of the form of the animal, e.g. its soul, to the keeper of 
the forest or that species. Karjalainen says that in addition to the unconnected animal 
pictures mentioned above there were also ones drawn onto living timber, such as are 
found in certain areas. Thus the Konda Ostyalc. on making a considerable catch, a bear, 
an elk or another animal, draws the picture of the animal in question on a pine tree in 
the village or along the path. These pictures do not, however, have any belief impor­
tance; they are made so that people can see that an animal such as this has been killed. 
The truth of this explanation is supported by a corresponding Vasyugan picture. 
Reindeer or elk anders were carved on a tree at the crossing of bunting paths to show 
the nature of an animal lrilled, and in addition there were marks to show the number 
C'f animals killed. When a bear was killed there was as many paws carved as there were 
animals killed, and the number of hunters participating in the bunt was shown by marks 
(Karjalainen 1918:385-386). 

♦ 63 ♦



A-L. Siikala Finnish Rock Art 

Possible Interpretations of the Finnish Rock Pictures 

The greatest problem in interpreting the rock pictures found in the Finnish areas 
has been not just the normal human figure, i.e. the ordinary person in the hunting 
culture, and the elk. the object of bunting, but the other different pictures representing 
animate beings or abstract symbols. The meanings of the pictures manifesting the 
relationships between man and elk are revealed through the animal ceremonies and 
also the closely associated shamanic tradition. Since, in accordance with the ideology 
of primitive bunting cultures, the relationship between man and his game was regulated 
by representatives of the supranormal, the picture motifs apart from just the elk or the 
ordinary person CID be regarded IS depicting either keepers or spirit beings or a person 
capable of communicating with them, a shaman. 

Human figmes whose dress bears certain symbols CID be interpreted IS shamans 
For the shaman was a mediator between man and the spirit world, whose special status 
was evident from outward signs. In the Siberian region, the most common types of 
shaman's dress were imitations of either a deer or bird, most often an owl or an eagle 
(see Harva 1938:499-526; Lonnqvist 1976). The human figmes bearing horns or what 
looks like owl masks in the Finnish rock paintings CID in fact be interpreted IS people 
shamanizing (cf. Sarvas-Taavitsainen 1976:43). Since women did not conventionally 
take part in the hunting of elk or deer, the human figures with feminine signs CID be 
regarded IS beings from the supranormal sphere. The two female figmes in the 
Astuvansalmi painting, one of which bas a bow in her hand, probably represent either 
the keeper of the elk or the keeper of the forest The concept of the mistress of the 
forest, usually called Mielu or Mielikki, can be found in late Finnish folk traditions 
(Sarvas 1969:25; Haavio 1967:72-74). It is of note that in most northern hunting 
cultures there were special taboos concerning the relationship between women and 
game; the very presence of a woman in hunter's quarters might defile the bunting 
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tackle, making it unfit for use (Harva 1938:412-418). The unusual relation between 
women and game animals is also evident in the custom by which a man shaman wears 

a woman's clothes as his ritual dress. Harva says that, for example, when a Yakut 
shaman approaches the keeper of the forest, be puts on a woman's garments when 
sbamanizing is a typical feature also in Paleo-Asian shamanism. 

When in a trance the shaman was thought to travel to the spirit world in the form 
of the soul of an animal or assisted by it. The Finnish rock paintings have interesting 
pairs of pictures showing a human and beside him an animal not connected with elk 
bunting, e.g. a fish and a man in the Juusjarvi painting (Luho 1962:67), and a man and 
a snake stylized into zig-zag shape in the Mirkjirvi (Ojonen 1973:39) and Klkovesi 
(Sarvas - Taavitsainen 197S) paintings. There are also individual bird figures (Sarvas 

- Taavitsainen 1976:4S) and liz.ards (cf. Taavitsainen 1979, figures, group e) in the
paintings, and the Hossankallio picture bas a bear (cf. Taavitsainen 1979, figures,
group c). These pictures without doubt represent the shaman's zoomophic helping
spirits, for the species in question are the most common manifestations of the shaman's
spirit helpers in northern areas (see Siikala 1978). It is also interesting to note that
among the mythical animal helpers of the Finnish tiettijii or witch, are not only snakes
and lizards but also a huge eagle, a bear and a special kind of fish (made) (see e.g.
SKVR 14:486; SKVR 14:49S; SKVR 14:497; SKVR VII 3:44). The connection
between the stylized animal pictures, such as the zig-zag snake and the lizard viewed
from above, and the Lappish drum drawings and the spirit symbols of the shaman dress
attributes is likewise obvious.

Abstract or geometric figures possibly show what sort of equipment was used and 

bow contact was obtained with the beings described, or what sort of information was 
put across in this contact The fence-like and crisscross lines can be interpreted as 
enclosures for elk souls in the spirit world, as becomes evident from the drawings of 
the Evenk shaman and their explanations (Anisimov 1958, Fig. 3). Net figures may 
mean either traps with which the shaman can in the other world catch the elk souls be 
needs (cf. Lommel 1967:28, Fig. 5) or dangerous traps on the shaman's road to the 
supranormal. For example, Viinirnoinen, the hero of Finnish epical songs, returning 
from the Underworld, bas to swim through nets in the form of a snake (Kuusi 1963 :40); 
there are similar concepts among the Evenlcis (cf. Anisimov 1963:10S and 113). 

The drum or staff was used as the shamanizing device itself. The elkheaded staffs, 
also found as objects, e.g. in the grave of Olen Island (Eri-Esko 19S8:17), can be 
interpreted as sbamanizing devices. 'Shamanizing with a staff was particularly a 
feature of young shamans in western and southern Siberia. A staff in the shape ofan 
animal was used to travel or • ride' on. and it might play a particular role in for example 
the initiation rites (Harva 1938:490, Fig. 65). 

The most problematic group of motifs is that consisting of pictures probably 
referring to some concrete object, the so-called boat motifs: curving horimntal lines 
with marks going upwards as if they were the crew. The idea of the boat motifs was 
originally undoubtedly connected with catching animals from boats. The vertical lines 
would then depict the hunters taking part. The boat motifs of la,ter times, which the 
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FiMish finds (in view of the history ofroclc art as a whole) represent. may, however, 
be symbolic depictions of representatives of the supranormal just as much as depictions 
of humans. In the northern areas the shaman's dress bad namely metal boat trinkets 
with sitting fonns explained as being spirit beings (Frolov 1978-1979:64, Fig. 57). 

A boat might. furthermore, also represent the vehicle used for the journey to the 
supranormal world According to J. Fellman the Lappish shaman dnan could be called 
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Figure 3. Shaman's huatln& the souls of deer la tlle supranormall world. 

Drawln& ofaa Evenki shaman (ex: Anisimov 1958, fig. 2) 
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a boat (ltkonen 1946:121); the idea ofboat as a means of transport to the supranonnal 
world is also behind the small boat formed Lappish offering plates (Mebius 1968:70). 
The offering tree near a sette stone could also be modelled aft.er the keel of a boat; 
the Finnish name for such a tree was JitldenveM, the boat of the Forest spirit (ltkonen 
1946:15). So, if we regard the elk figures as 'return pictures' in accordaD<:e with 
animal-ceremony thinking, the boat signs could symbolize the vehicles for that re­
turning. 

The motifs of the Finnish rock paintings can thus be interpreted on the basis of 
animal-ceremonial practices and the associated shamanic view of the world. The belief 
basis of the rock painting tradition began to change as Finland entered the Roman Iron 
Age and the European fur-trading sphere. An external factor began to intrude on the 
man/nature axis; self-sufficient hunting centering round the elk bad to give way to the 
demands of taxation, trade etc. We do not know exactly what happened in the 
South-Eastern lake district of Finland around l 00 B.C. to 500 A.D. The self-sufficient 
hunting community did, however, become dependent on external trends and the 
hunting began to concentrate on fur-trapping; there are numerous examples of similar 
developments from later times in both Siberia and North America. The disappearance 
of elk ceremonialism did not, however, necessarily mean the vanishing of the shamanic 
belief system, for full-strength shamanism has been encountered among peoples who 
bad transferred to fur-trapping and reindeer nomadism. Replacing bunting for the 
community's own use by these types of economy did not yet shake the social organi­
zation based on kinship. On the other hand, the advance of southern pastoralism and 
fanning did bring with it the conditions for the disappearance of clan systems and the 
!lbamanic complex in Asian regions. The life-span of FiMish shamanism is for this 
reason measured not by the most recent rock paintings, but rather by the population 
expansion indicated by the spread oflron-Age burial finds. The material and intellec­
tual cultural capital of these people grew on the basis of Baltic, Germanic and Slavic 
agrarian influences that thoroughly moulds the ancient tradition. 

♦ 67 ♦



SINGING OF INCANTATIONS IN 

NORDIC TRADITION 

In 1678 Tuomo Jaakonpoika, a crofter, was questioned at the l.iminka Assizes on the 
subject of witchcraft and the worship of idols, for out in the forest he had constructed 
and erected a wooden image. At the bearing, Tuomo spoke as follows: 

He was so setiously ill that he found relief by bathing seven or eight times a day 
in steam so bot that the women bathing him were forced to wear mittens. He then 
requested a certain Simo Pulloinen from Siikajoki to come and bath him - a man often 
resorted to in cases of serious illness. Before Pulloinen embarked on his task, Tuomo's 
wife said: • Cross yourself with iron first in order to seek the Lord's protection'. (These 
words are in Finnish, though the rest of the court records are in Swedish.) The Pulloinen 
took his sheath, containing two knives, and crossed this thighs and his body three times 
round in order to prevent himself from catching the disease. Then he cast a lot, placing 
his cap on the floor and flint therein; thereafter be cast a silver coin on the flint three 
times. The coin fell thrice with the same side showing, thus indicating the source of 
the disease. At the same time, sometimes mumbling, sometimes in a loud voice, he 
recited prayers and incantations, including the Lord's Prayer and the Creed and the 
following chant: 

"Neighty Maria emoinen, VirJin Mary, Holy Mary, 
puhdas muori puhtukainen purest of maidens 
rule mulle turvaksi watch over me 
·tisi tyosini, in this my task, 
anna mulle apua give me help 
viskaa metinen l<lyly and honey steam 
niin lruin loyly saunan loyly." u the steam in the sauna.

During the bath Pulloinen went outside for a moment, and said on returning that 
the disease had come from the forest Then, in the sauna, Tuomo and Pulloinen made 
a wooden image about IS centimetres high. clothed it and then gave it to Tuomo's 
sister-in-law, ordering her to take it into the forest and tie it with red woollen thread 
to an alder tree. This she did one Thursday, and then departed without looking back. 

It further appeared the Pulloinen had, while curing Tuorno, sung (laulanut): 

"nosta pilvi pohjaselta 
tuo suiDca sulalta maalta, 
Marian makia maito, 

raise a cloud from the north 
bring a feather 
from ice-free earth 
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kipi6iti voi�lemun, Mary's sweet milk. 
paboja pmintamuo " to IOOtbe the pain, 
(Juveliua 1930: 58 ff.) to cure the evil 

This report of the court proceedings published by Einar M. Juvelius in the Chron­
icles of the Finnish People is one of the earliest accounts of the behaviour of a Finnish 
ttetiijd or sage. Thanks to the liberalmindedness and close observations of Tuomo 
Jaakonpoika, detailed information on the events of a healing rite have been preserved 
for subsequent gener:ations. Of special interest are bis observations on the delivery of 
the incantations. We see that the Finnish tietiijd at the end of the 17th century bad 
recourse to several incantations and prayers during a single healing event, and that he 
delivered them in different ways, sometimes mumbling under bis breath, sometimes 
chanting or singing in a loud voice. 

The Spoken Incantation 

The above account is significant in the sense that spoken recitation later became 
established as the mode of delivering the Finnish incantation. The ordinary incanta­
tions connected with everyday life in agrarian society were recited with little cere­

mony, in a mumble, a whisper, as if "rattling it off inside the mouth" (Wartiainen 
1926:78). Christian Lencqvist drew a parallel between the mumbling of incantations 
and Christian influence in a description of Finnish folk belief published in 1782: 

"They are lmown in Finnish by tbe ume of /vpt. They were UUfflld not by smai"I 
and DOt in a loud voice, but in a subdued mutter, with pat piety and with beads bared, 
especially iDclotatiooa, which bore the iDfluence of Chrisdaoity and which mcatioo 
Christ or the Vqio Mary or other aims" (Portban 1982:100). 

Bengt af Klintberg claims that Swedish incantations developed under the influence 
of the formulae which spread from the Catholic monasteries in translations from Latin 
into the vernacular in the I 0th and 11th centuries, and the chants for the banishing of 
demons and the blessings later officially favoured by the Church. The clergy began, 
for example, to recite them in the vernacular in order to drive out the incantations 
inherited from the pre-Christian era. Following the Reformation, the exorcisms and 
blessings favoured by the clergy were prohibited. By that time, however, they bad 
already exerted a profound influence on both the popular contents of incantations and 
their mode of delivery (Klintberg 1980: 13 f. ). In more recent centuries Sweden, too, 
witnessed a tendency towards low-voiced muttering in sharp contrast to the pompous 
grandiloquence of the Catholic era (Klintberg 1980: 11 ). 

Following the example of Lencqvist, Finnish resean:bers of folk belief have de­
scn"bed the incantation as a genre characterised by spoken delivery and a verbatim 
adherence to a traditional scheme (Hautala 1960:21). The European incantations noted 
down in the past few centuries are indeed formulae with a seemingly mechanical effect. 
The performer aims not at personal contact with the other world or an opponent, but 
believes rather that be will achieve bis goal through bis command of secret knowledge 
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and magic techniques. Anyone is capable of reciting an incantation, and the mode of 
delivery is of no vital significance. This description, however, only partially corre­
spond to the essence of the Finnish incantation tradition. F.A. Hlstesko states that the 
incantations of Eastern Finland differ fiom those of the western tradition in their 
breadth and wordiness. They have also been cbancterised by a wealth of variation 
(Hlstesko 191 O:iv). These characteristics are reinforced by the tldii.jii institution which 
persisted late in the area. From what we know of the ttetiljii's behaviour, the incantation 
uttered in a nonnal speaking voice is a late phenomenon. It also appears that the Finniab 
and Karelian ttetiljii institution in particular retained clements of the pie-Christian, 
&.anctiNvian belief tradition longer than any other. 

The tietiijii Ecstadc

The ttetajii tradition that still existed in Eastern and Northern Finland and Karelia even 
this century was once known in all part of the country. Proof of this, for example, is 
the following ICCOWlt fiom South-West Finland published by Lencqvist in 1782: 

"Ir 101De complaint ii to bt induced or beaiohod, tbe tuk ii emberbd on with borrilyina 
IDd almol1 p.epc,aerout ,atura, by meam or the voice IDd movcmen11 or the body. 
A cer1ain nobleman &om the perish orTaivuulo IUfferiq &om• complaint or the root 
wu audaciously approached 90IDC years a,o by • quack doctor who promiled to heal 
mm if be bad faith in bis bands. The sick man comeuted. the quack heated up the -­
IDd got topther • number or sauna switches made from the branches of many trea. 
M they entered the sauna, the quack fint drove away with hideous aestures IDd IOUllda 
all the der-. and evil tpirits, bnllhina the ceiling, the walls and the floor with the 
switches. Thea be heated the switches a little and, in the Finnish Cashion, set about 
flayina the sick man's body, muttering bis own incan1atious. This done, be cut the 
switcbes into very small pieces with• knife, gripped by tremendous wrath, dug• bole
in the sauna floor IDd hid them from view. The nobleman often spoke of thi1 later to 
bis friends, with a laugh. For 101De days after the...- be did in fact feel beUcr, but 
the coq,laint did not diuppar" (Ponban 1982:102). 

The hideous pstures and 'wrath' that astonished the nobleman were no random 
phenomenon. A tl4tli}ii has to be 'inspired', 'possessed by spirits' or 'in ecstasy' in 
order to wage a successful battle against a disease. Maura Marttini of Vuoldciniemi 
said that "when curing you have to leap in ecstasy, the greater the ecstasy, the better 
and more effective the spell" (SKS Marttini 1911 ). In a lexicon published in 1786 
Christfrid Ganander explains the expression "to leap in ecstasy" as meaning being in 
the grips ofa special spirit, a state akin to ecstasy. 

In his work.Mythologia Fenntca, Ganander descn'bcs the state of the witch (nolta) 

in  a trance in colourful words: "No one dares to disturb these omniscient gendemen, 
for they rage, clench their teeth, their hair stands on end, they leap about in excitement, 
mutter some words, stamp their feet and behave u if consumed by rage, and they are 
accordingly called Ecstatics" (Ganander 1789:21). The most detailed account oftbe 
behaviour of a tietiijii is contained in the doctoral thesis of Elias Lonnrot: a tletiljii 
(l) rages, (2) his speech becomes loud and frenzied, (3) be foams at the mouth, (4) be
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clenches his teeth, (S) his hair stands on end, (6) he rolls his eyes, (7) he scowls, (8) 
he often spits, (9) be twiltl bis body, (I 0) be s1lmpl bis feet, (11) be leaps up and down 
and (12) he makes many other such gestures (Loomot 1832:11). The attention of 
observers bas also been caught by the convulsions that set his body trembling (Hako 
1954:61; Kopponeo 1973:34) and the glassy stare that follows the rolling of his eyes 
(l(oiw and Tuovinen 1980: 178; Salminen 1931 :632). 

These descriptions give some idea of the state of ecstasy entered into by the tietajii 

- one astonishingly similar to the states of altered consciousness induced by violent
movement and rhythmic music achieved by the shamans of Central and Eastmn
Siberia. These motoric trances, as they are called, take the form of hyperactiveness,
and they do not necessarily infer loss of consciousness. In Siberia and Asia such states,
also known as possession trances, are reached at s6aoces at which the shaman's spirit
helper enters bis master's body. The shaman is then in a position to journey to the other
world, though he does not always do so. The prevalent explanation for disease in the
possession trance regions is that a disease demon has entered the patient's body, and
in order to cure the patient, it is therefore sufficient to banish the demon.

Possession trance differs from altered states of consciousness induced by hysteria 
or hypnosis alone in that neurophysiological changes take place which can be 
measured by EEG. These changes are indicated, for example, by muscular jerks and 
tremors of the head and limbs (Siikala 1978:43 f.; Prince 1968). The tietiijii's convul­
sions and the tremors that beset his body can in fact be interpreted as neurophysiologi­
cal changes accompanying trance. Another characteristic of possession trance is a 
reduction in sensory perception, which explains the shaman's ability to handle burning 
and sharp objects. The Finnish tietiijii was also capable of corresponding feats (Pau­
laharju 1981:221). 

Like the shaman, tbe tietiijii preparing for his task would summon his supernatural 
powers by collecting his requisites and dressing for the rite. The tietiijii's shirt (SICS 
Lahtinen 1889), cap and belt have been regarded as vestiges of the ancient witch's 
costume (Honko 1960:88). Sewn into the lining of the cap there might be a piece of 
leather from a diver (SICS Pulkkinen 193 7), a squirrel (Paulaharju 1929: 178) or some 
other animal. The pouch hanging from his waist contained bones, beats teeth and other 
such accessories required for healing, protection, etc. 

There is proof that the somewhat rare references to the tietiijii's dress really do 
apply to an ancient tradition in the Icelandic sap, Eiriks saga rauda, noted down in 
the late 13th century, but probably composed in the 12th century (Stromback 1935:50-
55). Threatened by starvation, the people of Greenland sought help from a seer by the 
name of Lill-volva, who set up a witch's seance. In addition to a cape and a staff he 
bad a head-dress lined with white cat's fur, gloves of cat's fur and a belt from which 
hung a witch's pouch. Since the symbols attached to the witch's head-dress in the 
Northern Asian tradition represent helping spirit beings, it may be assumed that the 
skins sewn into the head-dress in both the Karelian-Finnish and the Icelandic traditions 
referred to helping spirits in the form of animals. Sometimes a snake might be sewn 
into the belt of the Archangel Karelian tietiijii for the same purpose. 
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The ttetiijti embarking on bis task thus began by calling upon bis spirits. This be 
did by means of various fonnulae and chants invoking bis spirits and requesting help: 

"Noule luontooi lovelta, 
Havon alta baltiani, 
Havon alta battupiWi. 
Kiven alta kinnal killll!" 

(SK.VR. I :4. II) 

Rue. my parclian, &om lhy lovi, 
Wake, my lpirit, once apin, 
From under your tree, 
a bat on your bead, 
From under your stone, 
a mitten on your band! 

We may deduce from the Icelandic description given above what these mysterious 
words mean. The ancient Scandinavian seid seance held by Lill-volva links the 
behaviour of the tietajti more closely with that of the shaman in the sense that contact 
with the spirits was obtained by means of songs, and supporting the witch was a band 
of assistants. On the seer's request, one of the women present sang a vardlo(k)kur song 
so beautiful that it attracted many spirits (nattrinu). Thus we also encounter the concept 
of 'spirit' in connection with the Scandinavian setd aoce. Its synonym, vard, indi­
cates a gum-din spirit of an individual person, household or family, a keeper or invisible 
companion imagined as having e.g. human form. The vardlo(k)/cur song invokes the 
companions guarding the witch, her guardian spirits, and at the same time conducts 
him to a state of altered consciousness. Like Lill-volva, the tietajti calls forth bis spirit 
companions from their dwelling place somewhere in the other world. Like its master, 
the guardian spirit is fitted out with potent mittens and a bat 

The behaviour of the tietajti is in many ways reminiscent of shamanic ecstasy. But 
the shaman appears in public, supported by an assistant and a chorus, and instead of 
spoken incantations resorts to rhythmical music and singing. Since the recitation of 
incantations as a means of attaining a state of trance is exceptional rather than general, 
we should give funher thought to what the observations of Tuomo Jaakonpoika on 
sin ,ging at a healing seance really meant 

Were Incantations Sung? 

Elias Lonnrot explains in bis lexicon (Lonnrot 1874-1880:1-2) that the word laulaa

(to sing) was also used in connection with incantations: ''upplisa en trollformel, 
ffirtrolla genom trollformels upplisande, sip; laulettu lakana. genom signeri ffirsik­
radt lakan." Y.H. Toivonen bas further pointed out that in certain sayings singing bas 
the meaning of ·exerting mysterious, magic-like influence', as in "piivi laulaa voin" 
(Toivonen 1944:193 f.). The verb laulaa is used specifically to describe the delivery 
of incantations in the report of a court case at Kuolajirvi in 1671. The 80-years old 
Ailtie, son of Ailcie from Kuusamo bad tried to ensure a mm luck in salmon fishing 
by drumming and singing (ffinnedelst Trumma ocb Laula eller Sjunga). Martti Haavio 
noted that the same verb was used by Gabriel Tuderus in the 1670s in describing the 
�ce of some Lapp witches (att laula ocb sjunga; laulande; laulandet) (Haavio 
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1967:323). The link between the words laulaa and lottsta would indicate that incan­
tations were sometimes sung. 

In chapter 13 of De poest Jennica H. G. Portban points out that incantations are not 
poems in the conventional sense. They are called lugut because they are uttered more 
in a ttpeak:ing voice than in song. It seems, therefore, that Portban also knew something 
about the singing of incantations, although. like the other folklore scholars in the 18th 
century, he stresses that incantations were specifically recited in a 1'p",8king voice. It 
appears likely that incantation singing was no longer found in the western tradition 
areas in the 18th century. The concept that incantations are always spoken became 
established among folklore scholars. There is, however, conflicting evidence from 
Karelia and especially Archangel Karelia. Reports of collecting in the 19th century 
very often mention the singing of incantations (e.g. Niemi 1921: 1121 ). In describing 
a meeting with Huotarini Kostja A.A. Borenius says; 

Min singina to me his incantation poems be did, in the lllll1DCf of a tletii/4, always lcecp 
a few 'words' (or lines) at the end of the poem for himlel( IO that the power of the 
incaolltioo would not pus from him to me" (Niemi 1921:1091). 

The omission of the lines indicates that the tietajii really did conceive of his song 
as an incantation. That incantations were sung is also indicated by the term tieto- or 
konstivirsi (information or means song) (Niemi 1921: 1108). 

It is possible that incantations were sung in the manner of epic poems, with an 
accompanist following a leader. Gottlund reports on how he got Samuel Nylcytti of 
Vuokk:iniemi to sing for him at Kuhmoinen in 1859: 

M And since there were aeven1 nme sinaen present, after the meal I aot one of them with 
an accompanist, to sing the Iona poem (incan11tioo) about the origin oftbe snake, to live 
the people of the !l'CIK)ll a chance to bear a song of this type" (Niemi 1921:1178). 

Was the singing of an incantation with an assistant merely a unique occurrence set 
up by Gottlund? It appeared at the assizes in Elimik:i and Vehk:alahti in 1643 that Eikk:i 
Matinpoilca, accused of witchcraft - who while he was asleep could learn news of 
another parish - has sung a 'magic song' with another man while drunk at a St 
Stephen's Day feast It is very unlikely that this was one of the ritual poems recited 
on the day after Christmas to bring luck to the horses, because the host and the other 
guests angrily drove the singers out. The lines recalled by the host (Mintyli 1969: 109) 
indicate that this was a variation of the St. Stephen's Day song devised with a view to 
mockery. We know from the parish ofHeinola, for example, of the St Stephen's Day 
song being sung 'backwards' (SKVR 9:1, 284). 

There are also reports in incantations of chants being sung by a solo singer and a 
seconder. The song of Shirnanaini Kipri, a Patvtuka (tietajii or matcbmalcer) from 
Archangel Karelia (SKVR 1:4, 1873), tells how Viinim6inen harnessed a colt and 
rode to Lapland. There he meets a Lapp, who asks for a ride in the sleigh. The Virgin 
Mary brings the two of them some beer, after which the Lapp suggests that they 'put 
their hands together'. Placing a kantele or 'song box' across his knees, he announces 
the pwpose of the incantation: 'Let us sing a bird from Lapland'. 
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The Patvaska's song does in fact give a realistic description of the way runes were 
sung. On the other band, it also contains the impoi1ant external features of• •barn,vds­
tic s6ance: anyone wishing to fall into a trmce needed an assistant to brio& him round 
again. an instrument as bis medium and some stimulating substance to work him up 
into a state of frenzy. K.F. Karjalainen reports that the Ostyak witch bad recourse not 
only to a drum but also to an ins11urnent reminiscent of a five-stringed lcantele 
(Karjalaineo 1918:565 f.). According to� sJiamenistic way of tbinking tbe instnunent 
bearing the sbarnan to ecstasy i• a vehicle; in the Altaic regions the drum is called a 
hone, in the Arctic regions a boat Calling the bntele a • song sleigh' (SICVR 1 :4, 481) 
reflects the same idea. 

In what sorts of situations were incaDtations sung? Leea Virtanen, studying the 
ICalevala mode of singing, observed that it is difficult from written notes alone to draw 
any distinction between the spoken and the sung incantation, the epic song in Kalevala 
metre. She claims that singing in the function of an incantation is part of the preparatory 
stage of work (Virtanen 1968:27). One factor helping to solve the problem of the sung 
incantation is its public or community nature. The ritual songs performed at the annual 
occupational festivals or various events in tbe course of work were part of the common 
heritage and their performance was not discouraged. The activities of the tietiijii, on 
the other band, were founded on the secret knowledge at his command and encroached, 
what is more, on a region of the Christian faith that still shunned the public eye. On 
the other band, seeking protection and appealing the benevolent spirits, which assume 
the form of a song in various situations, featured among the SJ)C(;ial skills at the 
shaman's command. The above examples, like many of Virtanen's findings, further 
indicate that the poems of origin that were among the tutlijii's tools were commonly 
sung. Turning to a song of origin in an attempt to resolve a crisis is also indicated in 
an incantation noted down by D.E.D. Europaeus at Uhtua, before a healing rite (SICVR 
14:1, 481). 

Also giving some idea of the mode of performance are the names for incantation 
poems. Incantations of origin were very often called vini; they were, therefore, sung. 
Luku suggests the spoken voice. Sanat poses something of a problem in that it can 
apply to both spoken delivery and to ·verses' or holy words. Huotarini ICostja, among 
others, kept a few words or lines of his incantation to himself. 

The most direct proof that incantations were originally sung is to be found in 
folklore itself. The tietiija of narrative poetry and incantations is a • singer' who crushes 
his opponents by singing incantations (cf. Haavio 1967:324 f.). The most descriptive 
accounts of sung incantations are given in Lemminklinen's Adventures and the singing 
competition between Viinirn6inen and Joukahainen. There are counterparts to this 
competition between masters on mythic knowledge in international folklore, the 
closest example being the quiz between Odin and Vaftrudner in ancient Scandinavian 
poetry (Siikala 1986). Like Odin. Viinimoinen proves himself superior in his knowl­
edge of the birth or origin of phenomena, because he himself took part in their creation. 
The victorious Vainanwinen then sings Joukahaineti into the swamp. Singing here 
means specifically the exerting of magic influence. It is not, however, a spoken /uh; 
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it is specifically a sung incantation such as that known by the Skolts as a levt. In 1926 
Uno Harva noted down a story told by the Skolts of Petsamo in which 101De IODI tumod 
their mother into a stone by means of a levt song. He notes that although Genetz, in 
bis lexicon of the Lapp dialects of the Kola Peninsula, descn'bes a levt as a wordless 
song, be does recollect bearing words, too, though the melody was men important 
(Harva 1935:42 f.). 

The lau/11 or song of the Finns and the levt of the Skolts probably resembled the 
incantation singing known by the ancient S<:andmavians as galdr. Odin was galdrarna.s 
fader, i.e. the father of incantation singing, just as be was also the finest expert on 
poetic inspiration, magic arts and mythical knowledge. The galdr resembled the 
shamanistic song in the way it was performed. It was sung in a high register, in a voice 
reminiscent of the sound of a diver or a bird of prey, as was witnessed by the Roman 
Emperor Julianus on bearing Teutonic soldiers singing on the Rhine in the year 360 
A.O. (Ohlmarks 1963:40). Gala specifically meant influencing tbreugb singing: the 
Swedish word galen, meaning crazy, originally referred to the state of a person 
bewitched by singing (Klintberg 1980: 11 ). Since the verb gala also means shouting 
and shrieking and the sound made by a bird, such as tile crowing of a cock, it bas been 
assumed that the galdr was performed something in the manner of a/oth, (Klintberg 
1980: 11 ). Few galdrs have been preserved in proportion to other ancient Scandinavian 
poetly; people tried to keep them secret in order to preserve their potency. Snorre 
Sturlason has, at Hattatal, nevertheless described their poetic metre, which was ex­
tremely complex and incorporated three types of rhyme. Alliteration, for example, was 
used to enhance the magic potency. 

The context in wbichgaldrs were sung is indicated by the poem Grogaldr, in which 
a boy called Svipdag fetches the words of an incantaticm ftom bis witch-mother already 
in her grave. The theme as such is reminiscent of Viin.imoinen's visit to the grave of 
Vipunen. The poem gives several hints that the roots of both the invocation of the 
spirits by the tietiija and the ecstatic words of the singer lead back to early incantation 
singing. The witch teaches her son the fateenticing song (Otlets locbdng), which helps 
him wherever he goes. This is a summoning of the spirit similar to the vardlo(k)kur 
sung at the seid mentioned above (Oblmarks 1948, 307). The lack of a spirit of 
happiness is likewise bemoaned by the singer in this lngrian poem: 

"Minun on ooneni ojusa 
lykk:yni lylylll puuua, 
baon al1a baltiani ... " 

(Salminen 1943, 210.) 

My blpinesa is in the ditch 
My fortune far off in a tree, 
My giwdian spirit hidden beneath 
• trunk

Although Vlina Salminen did not believe that the Finns once sang incantations, be 
nevertheless points out the link between the 'singer's words' and the incantations 
invoking the spirits (Salminen 1943). He is right in assuming that the common factor 
is the pursuit of ecstasy: both the reciter of the incantation and the singer of the rune 
had to be in a state of ecstasy. Thus the singer's words also include lines invoking the 
spirits (Sabninen 1943:210). The singer also boasts of being able to sing incantations, 
of achieving wonders with bis singing (SKVR 1:3, 1315). 
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The singer's words do not speak of 1nle magic intlueoce: their light, merry style 
expresses the singer's joy. They do, however, have a surprising nmnber of similarities 
with the invocations of spirits, boasting and protection charms of the tletiijii. One of 
these is a description of the place of performance; both the chanter and the singer take 
up their position on a stone, ·a low stone', ·a joyful stone', etc. The dead witch in 
Grogaldr tells her son the correct performance of the galdr: "When singing galdn l 
stood on a stone in the ground, just inside the door". This wu not just any stone; it 
was a stone beneath which the guardian spirits resided. According to Reichbom-Kjen­
nerud there were similar beliefs attached to the threshold (Reichbom-Kjennerud 
1928:1, 4). Later Scandinavian incantations also mention chanting on a stone set in 
the earth. We also lcnow that in Norway blood wu staunched while sitting on a stone 
such u this (AA Knuts 1974:39). Magic stones are also encountered in later Swedish 
folklore as the place for driving out diseases, 'under sten ocb stock'. Reichbom-Kjen­
nerud explains that this derives from the guardian spirits attached to the stone. These 
were believed to take possession of the disease and make it harmless. We now see why 
the ttetajii called forth his spirits from 'under a stone' or 'under a tree', or why a gate 
or a threshold were typical places for seeking protection in North European folklore. 
We also see that the ancient Finnish ttetajii achieved ecstasy by singing. 

The tietiijii and the Shaman

In e-ramining the way in which incantations were performed I came to the same 
conclusion as Kaarle Krohn: incantations delivered in a speaking voice are part of the 
tradition that became established in the Middle Ages. Short incantations were pre­
sumably used even before this, but in the pre-Christian era the singing of incantations 
demanding an ecstatic delivery was among the tietiijii's tools. In function. this re­
sembled the ancient Scandinavian galdr. On the other hand, the ttetajii's requisites, 
the chants summoning the spirit and bis ecstatic behaviour call to mind the ancient 
Scandinavian setd institution. even though the trance technique of the tietiijii differed 
from the events of the setd. 

Was the singer-tletii/ii also a 11baman? Was he able to travel to the other world? 
Like Finnish narrative poetry, ancient Scandinavian poetry and the fornaldrasaga 
tradition prove the existence of shamanistic phenomena differing from the Lapp noaide 
or witch tradition in Northern Europe in the Viking era and the time of the Crusades. 
Martti Haavio has presented considerable evidence on behalf of Finnish shamanism. 
I shall not go into this here; I would, however, mention that the concepts noita or witch 
(which has a counterpart among e.g. the Voguls), langeta loveen, meaning to go into 
a trance or to lose consciousness, and lrannus meaning a witch's drum demonstrate 
that the Finns do have their own names for the chief shamanistic phenomena. I will 
tum, instead, to a point only touched on by Haavio. Elias Lonnrot says in the foreword 
to his collection of the Incantations of the Finnish People: 

"Sitting on a stone, the ttetiijli'� were said to travel across rivers and lakes, and their 
souls, detached from their bodies, travelled in other remote places, obtaining knowledge 
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and then after 10111C time were apin united with their bodies. Tbcy prepared for such 
voyaaes of the spirit by quietly bummin& some mqic poem, thereupon fallina into a 
trance, and while the soul wu travellina independently, the body, like a spiritless body 
at least, lay as if dead, to recover apin 011 the return of the soul from its journeys" 
(L6nnrot 1880:VII). 

Since the origin of this information is not clear, Haavio assumes that Lonnrot was 
misled into describing the trance of a Lapp noita witch. This does not seem very likely, 
for Lonnrot particularly mentions that the Finns were not known to use a drum. Since 
the information in the foreword is in other respects well in keeping with reality, why 
would be have made a mistake over just this? The image of witches travelling on a 
stone are to be found both in the legend tradition and in narrative poetry. It is founded 
on the beliefs and practices surrounding reciting on a stone that are described above. 
The witch chanting on a stone fell into a state of ecstasy; during his ecstasy his soul 
might leave his body. In cases where the origin of a disease was not obvious or codified
by the poetic tradition, the witch would undoubtedly travel in a trance to the other 
world to discover iL In Lapland, as in Siberia, dream may have taken the place of loss 
of consciousness as a means of acquiring knowledge. 

The means of ecstasy employed by the Finnish noita was singing. He probably also 
used some kind of musical instrument At the earliest stages this was, in keeping with 
the bunting cultures of northern Eurasia, undoubtedly a drum. The use of a drum in fact 
continued to be common among the Finns for a long time. In 1663 the northern witch 
Antti Tokoi told the court that be possessed a drum that bad once belonged to a Lapp 
(Lubo - Luulcko l 9S7:49S). A type of drum with a name only in Finnish bas also been 
found in the area of Lapland around Kemi. In the pre-Christian culture described in the 
Kalevala epic and familiar to us from archaeological research in Karelia and Western 
Finland, the shaman's medium was a kantele (and possibly also a drum). As the poem 
about Viinimoinen's playing says, the sound of the kantele conjured forth not only 
people but also the spirits of the forest and the water. Stringed instruments were used 
as a means of attaining ecstasy not only in Europe but in Western Siberia, too. 

More important to the shaman than bis instrument, however, was bis assistant, who 
reiterated all be said and took over the singing when be fell unconscious. The original 
meaning of the word rwro (which today means a poem) was 'magic song, incantation'. 
Originally rune singing thus literally meant the singing of incantations. It appears that, 
like epic poems, incantations, were sung with an assistant. Thus the delivery of both 
the epic and the incantation would have common roots that ultimately lead back to the 
shamanic seance. 

Unpublished sources and literature 

Helsinki 

SICS Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura 
Collections of the Folklore Archive of the Finnish Literatute Society. Lahtinen, 

E. 62. Periseinljoki, 1889.

♦ 77 ♦



Singing of Incantations 

Marttini. I. b) 1042. Vuolddniemi, Kivijlrvi, 1911. 
Pullddncn, H. 739. Pielavesi, 1937. 

Turku 
AA Abo Alcademi, Religionsbistorisb institutionen 

A-L. Siikala

Knuts, Ulrika. 1974. Begrq,penfolknligion, w,ivenolreligion,folktro i belymJng 
av foresuillningar om ftmgfrv Maria i nordiska trollfonnler. {Licentiate thesis.) 

♦ 78 ♦



SHAMANIC THEMES 

IN FINNISH EPIC POETRY 

In his book OD Vlinim6inen Martti Haavio says: 

'"The cultural tradition in wbicb the earlielt podl wbo composed sonp ofVlinlm6inen 
lived WU I tbamanistic: '11ltme. It mult bave been so; DO other cultural surroundinp 
are a feasible location for the earliest Vlinimoinen poems: The visit to Tuonela, The 
visit to Vipunen, The singina contest So those wbo composed the Vlinlm6inen poems 
lived at a time when th,, tbaman, the wise man, a land of wizard, played an i.mpor1ant 
role in religious and social life. By virtue of his calling and natural disposition this 
IMJDID )!Id become Ill intermediary between human beiDp and the world of the spirits, 
and be wu understood to possea other supernatural faculties u well." (Haavio 
1950:309) 

This was not a new idea. As early as the 1890s, the Italian Domenico Comparetti 
had stated that the hero in ICalevala poetry is a shamanistic wise man rather than a man 
of the sword. Matti K.uusi, too, holdina LemminJciinen to be the quintessential 
sbamanic male of Finnish epic poetry, takes the Tuonela poems as being representative 
of the !!hamani�c outlook - "the primal layer of our spiritual history" - even though 
they bear the imprint of many different periods (K.uusi 1963 :259-260). On the basis of 
stylistic features Kuusi alleges that these poems originated in the cultural setting of the 
Viking period and to have undergone much recomposition in the Middle Age. 

So can we take shamanism as a relevant topic in a discussion of Finnish epic 
folklore? And if so, in what sense? Under what strata of tradition do the roots on 
Finnish shamanism lie? Before attempting to answer these questions, let us first briefly 
consider the general character oflCalevala-metre epic poetry. 

The ages, origins and underlying meanings of the poetry that was the basis for Elias 
Loonrot's ICalevala epos have been the subject of much debate ever since Lonnrot's 
day. With the exception of a few findings from the 16th and 17th centuries, the poems 
were collected during the last two centuries, mainly from the Karelian Orthodox and 
Ingrian areas, though the tradition also existed both in Estonia and in northern and 
central Finland Some researchers, suggesting that these poems developed over a long 
period of time, have conjectured that the earliest protofonns can be traced back to 
prehistoric times (K.uusi 1963). Yet others have suggested that the poems were at their 
mrith just before they were collected (cf. Kaukonen 1977). When we examine the 
subject matter of the poems, we must first of all make a distinction between the topic 
and poetic form, as the topics can be much older than the actual poem, existing earlier 
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as religious beliefs and so on. 'The poetic form is also linked to language, whereas the 
continuity of content presupposes only cultural continuity and cultural contacts without 
being confined to language or ethnicity. The contents of Finnish folklore have been 
subject to many different cultunl climates and bear their imprints: medieval Catholi­
cism, for example, has left a heavy mark on magical verse. Some mythical poems and 
the so-called adventure poetry contain so many features referring to pre-medieval 
cultural milieu that it is impossible to imagine that folk poetry singers in the 18th and 
19th centuries Karelian cultures invented them - especially since no corresponding 
tradition in prose has been found to exist I can only surmise that the researchers 
advocating the late nascency of this tradition have failed to see the close tie between 
the folk poem and culture. A folk poem may survive by adjusting to conditions of 
many varying cultural milieu, but it can originate only in an environment where it fits 
the existing system of expression. 

In cultures without language, narrative poetry is often a means of transferring to 
the new generations both secular and religious information that is considered particu­
larly important The poetic form serves as a mnemonic device, and frequent repetition 
of some details is much more common than in perfonnance of prose. However, it is 
obvious that when poetry lives in the oral tradition, it will not remain unchanged 
regardless of its fixed form but it will be susceptible to influence from various cultural 
and individual factors. During the lifetime of a poetic tradition, different beliefs and 
sentiments tied in with different cultural eras and milieu will blend into each other, 
change and become obscure. A poem can be transferred from one generation to 
another, but each age interprets and understands it differently, depending on the 
prevailing world views. General developmental tendencies in a culture will determine 
whether any particular branches of the tradition passed on by the elders will die or live 
on, and how they will change and be interpreted. The mythical element and the 
historical element are interpreted differently in different cultural traditions, and the 
demarcation line between the two is not as clear as it is in our modem world. With 
aboriginal people, historical developments are ordinarily understood to be an uninter­
rupted sequel the mythical events. A large number of the mythical elements that are 
also known in other parts of the world have indeed been preserved in Finnish epic 
poetry. Counterparts to these mythical elements can be traced to northern Siberia and 
subarctic z.ones. Examples of these are the story of the creation of the bear that is part 
of the bear rituals, and the astral myth of the elk hunt on skis. Another body of mythical 
subject matter is known particularly in cultures of the Near East, the Middle East, 
Central Asia and the Far East. 

The Wise Man and Singer 

The poem of Vlinimoinen and Joulcahainen has been interpreted as a match between 
two wizards possessing shamanistic skills (Haavio 1950:I02; Kuusi 1963:254). The 
main characters spur their horses forward and their sledges collide. In the ensuing 
dispute over authority, Joulcahainen proposes that the man of lesser knowledge should 
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give way to the other. A contest follows in which Joukahainen expounds on his 
knowledge of the origin of the world: "I remember the pl<'ugbing of the ocean. the 
staking of the land, the fixing up of the arch of heaven, the heaping together of the 
bills, the gathering up of the stones" (SKVR Il:S). Some of the variants have Joukabai­
nen remembering trivial things - as if to emphasiu his triviality-but in this matching 
of knowledge against knowledge, the essential issue is bow much each remembers of 
the mythical events of the world's beginnings. Vlin.imOinen defeats Joukabainen by 

declaring that himself has performed the heroic feats Joukabainen mentions. He then 
proceeds to sing- and intoning magic incantations plunges Joukahainen into a swamp 
"up to his belt, into a meadow up to bis waist" or to Tuonela or Mana/a, the world of 
the dead. 

The initial contrapositional scene can indeed be assumed to refer to the shamanistic 
competitive situation: the main characters confront each other as they drive their 
horses. Driving as a metaphor for shamanic activity bas been found in many Siberian 
peoples: the Samoyed shamans for example refer to the singing of a shamanistic songs 
as 'driving', taking a trip. Competitions in skill between shamans have been reported 
from different parts of the north. However, a direct counterpart to the competition 
between Viinimoinen and Joukahainen can be found quite near, in the Scandinavian 
tradition. The supreme God, Odin, goes to meet the ancient giant, Vaftrudner, in 
Jotunbeim to find out ifbe is omniscient The questions these two asJc each other have 
to do with the events surrounding creation and finally Odin comes up with a question 
that reveals that he himself is the God involved. Vaftrudncr acknowledges his defeat 
and admits Odin to be the wisest being in the world (Ohlmarks 1963:77-79). The 
wisdom in question is not just any wisdom but knowledge of things mythical and 
magic. In the Finnish poetry Viinimoinen is the eternal sage, the master of all bidden 
knowledge. Correspondingly, in the Scandinavian gallery of gods, Odin is the most 
competent master of all magic skills (Ohlmarks 1963:37). Both Odin and Viinimoinen 
are also the mythic virtuosos of poetry and song. 

ViinimOinen conjures Joukahainen into a swamp. This incantation is a special 
magic spell cast through singing. At the time these were collected, the Finnish magic 
spells were recited rather then sung, either quietly mumbling or getting faster and faster 
in a state of ecstasy. However, many ritual poems were sung, for example when leaving 
on a bunting trip. The epic poems, too, were sung and at times were used as the texts 
for rituals. Some eye witnesses have reported singers reaching an agitated, ecstatic 
state (Virtanen 1968:47). In the Finnish area, no verifiable information survives on 
!inging of maaic incantations, but information does exist from the Scandinavian area.
Odin was the father of incantations, • galdernas fader'. Galdr, the incantation, was sung
in high descant, with a voice reminiscent of a grebe or raptorial bird - we have
verification of this from as far back as the year 360 when Emperor Julianus listened
to the singing of the Germanic soldiers (Oblmarks 1963:40). In Havamal, Odin says
be Icnows 18 magic songs, some of which are connected with battle situations. The
performances of galdr is similar to shamanistic singing. In function, however, closer
to shamanistic singing are the evocations to the spirits of the seid sessions. Scandi-
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navian women were the principal guardians of their seidr tradition; however, Odin, 
too, is mentioned as possessing seid skills. 

In a seid session, a witch in a trance sat in the middle of a chorus and after her 
tutelary spirits anived, was capable of seeing far�ff things and telling fortunes 
(Strombick 1935). The words used in arousing luonto 'nature', i.e. the tutelary spirit, 
by the Finnish wise man are reminiscent in function of the evocative songs to the spirits 
of the seid session. The wiz.ard calls up bis tutelary spirits and all the helping spirits. 
He makes fienzied movements, speeds up his words and fal1I into a trance. 

The concepts langeta loveen • go into a trance, to lote consciousness' and kanm,,s 
• mamanic drum' prove that the Finns had expressions in their language for the
technique involved in shamanistic ecstasy. There are some reports from 17th century 
witch bials that support the oral tradition according to which the Finnish wise men
sometimes travelled to the Lappish shamans to learn their skills. Hence, the Finns were
acquainted with the shamanistic ecstasy tecbmque. Existing evidence provides very
strong support for the fact that songs of evocation to helping spirits were used as a
means of attaining the state of ecstasy. However, the singing by Viinimoinen during
the battle against Joukahainen is closer to the magic song of the galdr rather than the
seid sort, in that the wise man himself induces the desired state of affain by his own
singing rather than with the aid of the assisting spirits.

The dispute through incantations in the song of Lemminklinen is much closer to 
classical shamanistic traditions than the battle between Viinimoinen and J(\nbbainf!l'l. 
There, a hero with the skills of a wiz.ard - sometimes LemminUinen, sometimes 
Vlinimoinen - is threatened by one of the participants at a big feast The one who 
starts the dispute summons up a hare to attack the hero, and the hero evades the hare 
by singing up a fox to kill it The opponent then sings up a new animal to threaten the 
hero: a squilT'el, which the hero intercepts by summoning up a martin. The opponent 
may conjure up a lake, which, however, is drunk by a bull the hero sings ·up. A 
shamanistic match where animal figures do the fighting instead of the main characters 
is known widely in Asia and even in Oceania. The animal here acts as the repre­
sentative of its sender: it is the soul animal of the shaman. As C:zaplicb notes, this 
kind of competition could involve many scenes: the shamans .matching themselves one 
against the other in the air, on earth, and maybe even under water (Czaplicka 
1916:212). The soul animals vary according to the circumstances. The Norwegian Saga 
of Sturlaugs Starfsama (XII) is a story of a young man fighting a Lapp (a Finn). The 
sorcerous enemies first transform themselves from their human shape into dogs, but 
the decisive battle is fought finally high in the sky in the shape of eagles (Ellis 
1977:126). 

The theme of animal representatives in a fight is based on the belief that it is possible 
for witches to transform themselves. This belief is very central to shamanism and is 
known not only in the Lappish tradition but also in the Finnish and Scandinavian epic 
poetry. On his journey back from Tuonela, Viinimoinen has to transform himself into 
a snake (cf. SKVR 1:357). Odin also is reported by Snorri in Ynlingasaga to be capable 
of changing himself into a bird, a wild animal, a fish and a dragon. During the 
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metamorphosis, Odin's corporeal body was stretched out as if he were asleep or dead 
(Ellia 1977:122). This is a description of a typical shamanistic trance (cf. Siikala 
1978:330-341 ). In northern Europe analogies have only been reported from the Lapps. 

Whereas there are no sbam.ani�c helping spirits in Finnish epic poetry, the magic 
poetry bu numerous descriptions of various spirits and beings who assist the wizard. 
The most interesting of these are the animal figures - a grey horse, an enonnous eagle 
and a formidable dog, all of which in Finnish epic poetry evoke images of Tuonela 
and Pohjola. These beliefs are common to both the Finns and the Scandinavians: the 
wiDrd's assistant who transports diseases into the underworld comsponds to Odin's 
eight-footed bone Skipnlr, which carried Odin on its beck to Hel, i.e. to the house of 
the dead. 

Joumey to the Otherworld 

Coexistent with the figure of the wise man-poet in epic poetry is another shamani!ltic 
theme, namely, journeys to the underworld. 

Finnish ideas of the underworld and of the composition of the universe in general 
are similar to those held by Northern and Central Asian peoples (cf. Harva 1938). In 
additioo to the human'• living area, the world was divided into six or nine different 
levels of the upper world and the underworld, and connecting these, extending from 
heaven above to the netherworld below, was a hollow (cf. Tu/en synty, the Birth of 
Fire, SK.VR 1:250). In the Altaic region, for example, the hollow is the shaman's 
passage to the underworld (Eliade 1964:202). The outer edge of the earth was descn"bed 
by the Finns as a circle from which arches the gigantic dome of the slcy. The upper 
support for the slcy is the North Star, 'the spike of the North', 'the pivot of the North'. 
The Lappish bad called the North Star by a name that referred to a pillar, and some 
traces BR found with the Finns as well of the vision so common with the arctic peoples 
of a gigantic pillar supporting the sky. Also known widely in Central and northern 
Asia is the mountain of the world, 'The stonehill of the North', that was envisioned as 
existing in the northern centre of the world together with the tree of the world, 'The 
Rutimo willow'. In the Finnish view of the world the North played a unique role: it 
was a cold and hostile place where diseases and jaundices were exorcised and where 
stood both Tuonela and the mythical North. Pohjola, 'the village of man eaters'. 
Feature by feature, these Tuonela and Pohjola visions correspond to the Hall of the 
Dead, Hel, of the Scandinavians, and similarities are also found with other mythical 
northern lands that share features with Hel, for example the ares of Geirrodr and 
Utgarda-Loki. Concepts of a dead people's land beyond a stream, reached by ferry or 
an iexbemely narrow bridge, covered over maybe with weapons, about a gate to the 
dead people's land with a monstrous watchdog on guard, etc. are of course familiar 
from both European and Asian cultures. These ideas are associated with widespread 
notions of the Medieval Christian visionary literature of the scenes of bell. which 
international comparative research has demonstrated to be only a later version of the 
earlier tradition. 
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Of all portrayals of the journeys to the underworld, the most clearly ,bamani!Jtic is 
the poem of Viinimoincn's journey to Tuonela. In one version. Vlinlmoincn in 
building a boat by singing a magic song and then notices that he lacks some of the 
necessary words; in another version, the poetry sledge breaks and he leaves to fetch a 
tool, i.e. the words to the magic poem. from TuoMla. On the Tuonela river he meets a 
maiden who speaks out, wondering why he displays no ordinary signs of the dead, why. 
for example, he is not wearing the headdress of the dead. After Viinlm6incn has 
admitted that he has arrived in order to fetch knowledge, the maiden rows him over the 
river to TuoMla. The food there is unfit for human consumption. and snakes crawl on 
the beds. A maiden with iron fingers weaves a fishing net to prevent Viinlmoincn from 
escaping. However, he strains himself to stay awake and sneaks through the eyes of the 
net to freedom in the fonn of snake. Descriptions of the journey and of the circum­
stances in Tuonela follow closely the journeys of Odin and Hcrmord to Hel - there, 
too, a stream must be crossed, and the maiden Modgudr in charge of the road wonders 
why the newcomer docs not have "the hue of a dead man" (Ellis 1977: 174). The snake 
theme as well is common in the Scandinavian literature (for example, Voluspa). The 
fishing nets laid in the Tuonela river have analogies with the Siberian shamanistic 
tradition: the Ob Ugrian shaman, for example, tries, to rescue the soul of a sick person 
from the underworld river using a net made of human hair (Haavio 1950: 123). 

Different versions describing Viinimoincn's meeting with Antcro Vipuncn have 
two different themes referring to shamanistic initiation rites. In the first one, Viin­
imoinen seeks his way to the grave of a wise man who bad lain dead for a long time; 
Viinimoinen awakens him in order to learn from him the secret magic words. Vipuncn 
has laid either dead or in a trance so long that t:rccs and bushes arc growing on top of 
him. A close analogy with this is found in a Scandinavian poem Baldr's Draumar, 
where Odin rides to the land of the dead in order to awaken the longdead volva, a 
female soothsayer, to be his informant. Her grave is cast of the gate of Hel, Odin finds 
it and wakens the woman by singing a special valgaldrar song, described as a corpse 
spell. Like the Finnish poem, so this poem, too, puts strong emphasis on the length of 
the time the volva has already been lying dead: "Snowed on with snow, beaten with 
rain, Drenched with the dew ... " (Ellis 1977:152). Both poems in fact reflect actual 
ritual activity by the wizard. There are statements from 17th century witchcraft trials 
according to which the wise man acquired his skills from the spirit of a dead witch. 
Up until the 20th century, magic rituals included habitual visits to graveyards. 

In some variants of the Vipuncn poem. Viinimoinen ends up in Vipuneo' s 
stomach. starts up a blacksmith forge and finally, after Vipuneo has awaken. obtains 
the knowledge he has been seeking. We arc involved here with the so-called swallow­
ing motif as represented, for example, by the story of Jonah and the whale. This 
widespread myth is a part of initiation tradition and takes both verbal and ritualistic 
forms (Bishop 1975). 

Like Viinimoincn. Lcmminlciinen. too, journeys to the otherworld In most ver­
sions, he is said to be going· to Piiivolii (place of the Sun) to attend a feast. That this 
is a locality in the otherworld becomes obvious as Lcmminlciincn's mother demon-
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strates against the journey. There are dangerous obstacles on the way, unnegotiable by 
a mere mortal: a fiery trench, fiery rapids, a fiery birch tree with a menacing eagle 
perched OD its branches and an enormous snake or a fence with coiled snakes as withes. 
In the Piiivoli:i feast, referred to as the drinking feast of the gods, Lemminkiineo ends 
up among men drunk OD beer and quick to draw the sword. He bas a curse contest with 
the host and is finally slain by a blind herdsman. 

The Lemminlciinen poems involve various strata of tradition, with fragments 
adhering to them that are suspected to be heroic poetry from the Viking period. Different 
beliefs on the mythical Pohjola have also adhered to the Piiivolii description. Lem­
minkiinen is killed by a blind man be bas overlooked, who uses a magic tool: a sprig 
of a water plant with magic ingredients stuck into its hollow stem through its one open 
end The theme bas been compared with the Scandinavian Baldr, on the one band, and 
with the death of Christ on the other (Krohn 1903). It is possible that some references 
to the ancient sun cult have been preserved in the Piiivoli:i description - there is some 
information on sun worshipping from both the Baltic area and Lapland. However, some 
of the obstacle on the way to Piivolli bear witness to Scandinavian. influence. In front 
of Va/ho/I, where Odin assembled the stouthearted heroes for never-ending drinking 
feasts and swordsmanship games, there grows a colossal tree with shining foliage, an 
eagle at the top and a huge snake at the foot The scene also includes a foaming waterfall 
pouring out of the mouth of the wolfFenris (Oblmarks 1963:55-60). The tree represents 
Yggdrasil, the tree of the world, with which an enormous eagle and snake are also 
connected. The emphasis on the large size of the Piivolli house bas its parallels in the 
emphasis on the enormousness of the ball of Va/ho/I. And just as the Finnish otherworld 
is behind a snake fence, so, too, the Scandinavian He/, the house of the dead, is 
surrounded by a fence bound together with snakes. 

After be bas been killed, Lemminkliinen is brought back to life by the efforts of 
bis mother, who descends to the underworld. This section, known as Lemminkainen's 
death song, has no analogies in the neighbouring traditions. In parts it is reminiscent 
of the Egyptian Osiris myth (Haavio 1967:257-264). A similar idea is expounded in 
the myths of the Accadian, Ishtar, and her Sumerian counterpart, Innin, that involve 
restoring vegetation to life: in these, the goddess goes down to the underworld to 
resuscitate her dead husband-son. Another variant of the Orpheus theme is the story 
told by the Tatars of the Sayan steppes of a Kubaiko heroine who seeks out her 
brother from the land of the dead ruled by Irlek Khan. After performing the feats of 
skill impossible for ordinary mortals, ordered by the princes of death, she gains 
possession of her brother's dead body and resuscitates him with the water of life 
(Harva 1927:355 ff). 

Different Currents of Tradition 

Many different facts support the thesis that Finns have practised shamanism, one being 
the noun noita itself, which bas an equivalent nail in Vogul, and which refers in Finnish 
magic verse to the wise man's opponent, the witch and seer; others are the existence 
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of a Finnish-language terminology connected with the technique of ecstasy; and the 
beliefs concerning helping spirits and the wmrd's metamorphic: abilities. Both archae­
ological findings and linguistic research indicate that the Finn's early forefathers 
belonged to those northern Eurasian cultures where shamanism was a common prac­
tice. This common northern Eurasian tradition is undoubtedly the underlying source 
of all the beliefs and ideas that have been discussed here. However, what is known as 
Finnish shamanistic epic poetry cannot be regarded as a pmely northern tradition as 
are the mythic songs and rites connected with bear festivals. The origin of Finnish 
11harnanimi in indeed traceable to the ancient northern hunting cultures, but the 
representative epic poems adhere closely to the tradition that spread in northern Europe 
dwing the Viking and Crusade period. Many features of these beliefs have parallels 
in the Near East, the Far East and Central Asia. Similar observations have been made 
by some researchers into the shamanistic features of Odin. Ake Ohlmarks has pointed 
out that influences fonn southern horse-riding peoples can be detected in elements of 
the horse cult connected with Odin and in Odin's initiation, where he hangs himself 
from the tree of the world, which is reminiscent of an Altaic horse sacrifice (Ohlmarlcs 
1963:37). There is, therefore, no doubt that the cultural influences pouring into Europe 
form the Near East and Central Asia, and from which certain mythical themes such as 
the egg of the world derive also, carry along with 1hem some beliefs that modified the 
European shamanistic tradition. 
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SHAMANIC KNOWLEDGE AND 

MYTHICAL IMAGES 

Sbamanisnt has been a favourite object of study in the field of edmographic and 
religious studies. Students of sbarnaniw have been interested in the ideological basis 
of the phenomenon, its cultural-historical background, the phenomenology of 
sharnanfo rituals and beliefs. the symbolism of ritual requisites and the ecstatic be­
haviour and mental states of shamans_ The ritual behaviour and objects, which can 
easily be observed by scholars whose knowledge of the native language is poor, have 
been especially popular iJI shamanic studies. There are far fewer studies concerning 
the belief tradition of shamanic cultures, though Russian ethnographen have descn'bed 
the ideologies of different ethnic groups. Thanks to these detailed works we know that 
the inner side of the shamanic world is a quite complicated fabric of beliefs, ideas, 
concepts and images. However, these complex mental facts form the nucleus of 
shamanism by giving meaning to all outer manifestations of the institution. Without 
knowledge of shamanic knowledge we cannot understarul sharnani!ffll. 

Shamanic Knowledge as Mental Models and Images 

The mental world of shamans is revealed in oral tradition, in songs and tales of 
shamans and also in narratives of individual experiences, auditions and visions (see 
e.g. Friedrich-Buddruss 1955, Di6s7.egi 1968). Shamanic folklore has its own genres,
in other words its own fonns, contents, scopes of application and modes of perform­
ance. All these factors depend on the basic functions of the !thaman institution.
Narratives describe the initiation of shamans, their journeys to the other world, the
other world itself and its spiritual beings, miracles caused by shamans, mythical
shaman an<:cstors and their deeds, conflicts between rival shamans, etc. When sbaman
songs are used u a means of inducing a state of trance, they are most central in
shamanic practices. By bis invocation songs the shaman lllakes contact with bis spirit
helpers and studies matters representing the supranormal.

Shamanic knowledge is knowledge of the unknown, of the other world In this 
respect it represents a special fonn of mythical knowledge. Indeed, !lhamanic narratives 
are rernioiscait of mythical tales, not only in content but in expression, too. The 
shamanic mode of thought is similar to what has been described u mythical thinlcing. 
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Mythical consciousness is not organised into concepts logically linked to each other. 
It seems to function to a great extent as sense images concerning mythical objects and 
beings. The logic of mythical thinking has been the object of intensive study. Sigmund 
Freud formulated an idea of primary processes, which is typical both of dreamworlc 
and of mythic thought He saw the primary process u a primitive form of thought 
differing from the rational and reality oriented-diiolring that he called 'secondary 
processes' (Freud 1900). Claude Levi-Strauss in tum found mythical thinking • 
sophisticated form of thought directed towards solving the fundamental problems of 
society (Kracke 1989:36). 

According to Claude Levi-Strauss the elements of mythical thinking fall some­
where in between perceptions, images and concepts. Like images, they are concrete 
independent entities; they further resemble concepts in their power of reference. The 
ingredients of mythical thinlring are signs that, unlilce images, do not merely represent 
themselves but which refer to specific matters (Uvi-Strauss 1971: 18). Mythical 
phenomena are expressed by illustrations instead of abstract concepts; they are ·seen'. 
However, mythical images are not just any images or observations; they acquire 
meaning by referring to the phenomena of the mythical world This reference relation­
ship based on the belief tradition is the key to understanding mythic discourse. 

Mental Images and Metaphon 

Many arctic cultures share an image of a thunder bird, a giant eagle or raven from 
w&ose beating wings come flashes of lightning. The Chukchi shaman Ulcwun describes 
the thunder bird in a song as follows: 

" ... AboveasprinaofnmniJlawaters, 
on the peat of the white cmt of a mountain, 
near the rumbling glaciers lives the lighlnina, 
mother of the mounlain echo. 
It flies across the sky 
and thunden with its iron winp. 
From its feet flub bright red flames .. " 

(Findcilffl 19S6:141-144) 

Images of the thunder bird may be expressed either verbally or in drawings and 
objects. Even those pictures that are highly individual are still for the most part similar. 
For the thunder bird is a common, recurring image in the arctic hunting cultures. Georg 
Lalcoff'has pointed out the conventional images, which differ from the contextual and 
the consciously created (Lalcoff 1986:446; see also Kosslyn 1980, and Shephard and 
Cooper 1982). Membershiip of a culture brings with it a large number of unconscious 
images which automatically spring to mind and are part of a common fund. Although 
mythic images do in fact often belong to the domain of hidden lcnowledge and are used 
only by experts, they resemble the conventional images of everyday life in that they 
are recurring. 
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Mythical language seems to be full of metaphoric expressions. The role of figura­
tive expressions in myth tradition is so marted that myths have been described as a 
special mythopoetic form of thought Max Miiller, the pioneer of religious studies, 
even talked about 'the sickness of language' when describing the poetic language of 
myths, which bas 'forgotten itself. meaning the original meanings of expressions. 
Many researchers, such as Ernst Cassirer, have compared the production of myths with 
that of poetry or music. 

According to the coocept derived from Aristotle's poetics, a metaphor is defined 
as an image attached to some object because of some strikiog similarity (Aristotle: 
Dorsch 1965:6). In this respect it comes close to simile, in which both elements are, 
however, present (Tomer 1987:16-21). The cogoitivists and interpretation theorists 
nowadays consider that the classical definition of the metaphor does not do full justice 
to the nature of the metaphorical expression. For it assumes that the relevant properties 
of the image and the signified sharing a similarity belong to the semantic field of the 
metaphor. The metaphor does not therefore add any new semantic dimensions to the 
signified or influence (e.g. by emphasising, filtering or creating a pe1spective) its 
semantic structure. According to Marie Turner a metaphor is a way of e'l[amining one 
conceptual field on the terms of another. For example, the metaphor 'seeing is 
believing' parallels a cognitive and a visionary domain. The concept of believing 
becomes broader and more complex when equipped with properties usually associated 
with seeing (Turner 1987:17). A similar definition was arrived at by Lakoff' aod 
Johnson, who claim that a metaphor is fuodamentally the understanding and viewing 
of one item according to the potential associations of the other, concentration on some 
detail, the recognition of broad connections, etc. (Lakoff' and Johnson 1980:5). Paul 
Ricoeur underlines precisely this aspect of the metaphor. He claims that a metaphor is 
created by the tension between the two concepts in the metaphoric expression. The 
opposition creating the tension and thereby upholding the metaphor basically repre­
sents the conflict between two interpretations (Ricoeur 1976:50). 

In the metaphor thunder is a bird or lightning is a bird with iron wings a mythic 
natural phenomenon is described using the conceptual field of another natural phe­

nomenon as its source. Lightning thus acquires the characteristics of a bird (and this 
special bird of lightning). Marie Turner points out that the characteristics of the 
expression derive from the field of the signified and from viewing the signified 
metaphorically on the terms of the other. In the case of a highly worn basic metaphor 
we do not discern these different types of characteristics (Turner 1987:18). Mythic 
metaphors are recurring, conventional expressions in which the characteristics of the 
signified and the image merge. The thunder bird has characteristics of both thunder 
and a bird: not all the possible characteristics, however - only those belonging to the 
mythic thougbl The metaphor in fact helps to direct the attention at some characteris­
tics vital to the association and at the same time eradicates any unnecessary associative 
background. 

The thunder bird does, however, also possess characteristics that do not represent 
images normally associated with lightning or a bird. It is made of iron, it inhabits a 
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place in the other world It is wrong to regard mythic metapbon merely as poetic 
expressions. In a mythic metaphor the relatiombip between image and signified is not 
founded oo compari,on; but nor is it founded oo the semantic field consisting of two 
concepts, each ofwbicb throws light on the other, or conflicting interpretations. The 
linguistic image is based on a mental image, which is in tum a concrete image of 
something believed to be true. 

When a shaman is said to be 'dancing', 'riding' or 'flying', the expression is not 
merely a poetic image of travelling but an act considered to be real. Calling a drum a 
boat is also more than an expression of figurative language. Mythical images or 
metaphoric expressions are often understood as a real manifestation of the signified. 
The drum-boat, for example, can be visualised and sensed as a real object in visions 
anc:I shaman tonp. Mythical metaphors represent a sensory-imaginist form of thought 
which can be visualised 'lr acted out. In a way mythic thinking can be compared to 
dTeaming. 

The metaphoric language of the mythic tradition can be approached from the angle 
of which Lakoff speab in presentina the idea of imageable idioms. Contrary to general 
opinion, words are not of random origin. The use of an idiom is motivated by some 
association which exists independently and gives sense to the relationship between the 
idiom and its meaning (Lakoff 1986:448449). Lalcofl's idea is that idioms are often 
based on conventional meanings, i.e. the ones most common in a given culture. The 
idiom to keep someone at arm 's length is based on a conventional idiom and on the 
knowledge that the image usually bas to do with defence. In addition two·metapbors 
appearing independently in the conceptual system (intimacy is physical closeness and 
social or psychological harm is physical harm) create a link between the idiom and its 
meaning: 

"Given the imqe, and the knowled&e that the imaae is ISIOCiated with defence:, we pt 
a link to the meanina of the idiom. Keepina 101DC011e at arm's lcn,th physically is 
keeping him from getting physically close, and thereby protecting oneself from physical 
harm. The meiapbors map this bowlodp inio the -ina or the idiom, which is to 
keep someone from becoming intimate, so u to protect oneself from IOCial or psycbol•
ogical harm" (Lakoff 1986:448).

Mythic discourse incorporates metaphors such as this, occurring independently, 
determining the meaning and telling what the expression is all about, i.e. they motivate 
its use. Ukwun's song likewise paints a picture of an iron-winged bird flying over the 
tops of the mountains with bright red flames flashing from its feet. The context alone 
proves that this is not just any bird. On the other band the iron wings and the feet 
flashing flames determines the meaning of the image more precisely. In the mythic 
thinking of the arctic peoples, being made of iron indicates that a human or animal is 
from the other world, that be or it belongs to a different world Flashing flames are, in 
tum, a common expression for lightning. 
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Symbols of the Other World u a Source of Metaphon 

and Images 

As I have said, mythic images are� of the conventional images of everyday 
life in their recurrence. They do, however, only recur in certain contexts, i.e. they are 
geme oriented. The metaphors giving mythic ll'eRning do not only refer to the other 
world: they also represent it In representing central phenomena of the cosmos or 
transcendence they have become established as symbols. Min:ea Eliade tried to 
describe this relationship in examining the concrete symbols of religion. According to 
him concrete symbols, such as the stone or tree symbolising the centre of the earth or 
the ladders indicating its levels, point to something beyond the human order that also 
expresses itself in these sacred symbols (Eliade 1971:437-447; Ricoeur 1976:53). 
Eliade's symbol theory is founded on bis theory of the sacred, which is, in seeking 
universal conformities, open to criticism. In his opinion the universal, age-old religious 
symbols, which are for the most part concrete items, tie in with man's subconscious. 
In this respect bis theories come close to psychoanalytic symbol research. The meaning 
of a symbol is, form the point of view of the person believing in it, nevertheless 
determined via the aspects be describes. Paul Ricoeur bu set out to examine the 
reJationsbip between the metaphor and the (religious) symbol. Semantically the sym­
bol differs from the metaphor in that it contains an incremental meaning not derived 
from the linguistic image, in other words its meaning ha.• meaning (Ricoeur 1976:54-
55). This special meaning is in tum born of the link between the symbol and the 
'Sacred' or holy cosmos. The ability of a symbol to carry meaning is based on the 
ability of the cosmos to carry meaning. In this respect the religious symbol differs 
radically, according to Ricoeur, from the metaphor, which is a free product of discourse 
(Ricoeur 1976:61-62). 

If symbols are invariable, metaphors are always being created anew. I have, 
however, spoken here of the link between the images and metaphors of mythic 
language and thoughts on and experience of the other world These too are founded 
on concepts concerning the manifestation of the other world. We may well ask bow 

the metaphors used in mythical language come into being. Or rather, bow they are 
regenerated again and again as variations on the same basic ideas. The fact that images, 
being visualisations, come close to observations, or that metaphors are linguistic 
expressions, does not yet distinguish them from symbols. Symbols can be described 
visually just as much as verbally. Ricoeur provides the key to the answer in referring 
to Philip Wheelwright's observations on the hierarchical networks of metaphors of a 
linguistic community or culture. Some metaphors are so basic that Wheelwright calls 
them archetypes (Ricoeur 1976:65; Wheelwright 1962). Ricoeur points out that 
Wheelwright's concept of archetype comes close to the symbol paradigm of Eliade. 
The symbol system constitutes a serviceable fund of meanings for developing meta­
phors. Metaphors give linguistic form to the implicit semantic dimensions of symbols. 
In other words symbols are sought and expressed by means of metaphorical language. 
According to Ricoeur metaphors thus constitute a superstructure corresponding to the 
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infrastructure of symbols. This view explains the rich metaphorical language that has 
grown up around the major symbols. 

Mythic images spring from the semantic field of the central symbols of the belief 
tradition and the other reality they represent. Metaphorical expressions are resorted to 
in verbal description of the • otherness' of the other world The metaphors giving 
meaning to mythic images often describe features of beings and places. Mythic 
language is characterised by recurring epithets indicating supranonnality. In the North 
Eurasian tradition they may, for example, be epithets indicating number, colour or a 
metal. Animals, buildings, and even landscapes are golden, iron, or blue. There is 
likewise frequent mention of the number of worlds in the universe or the spirits 
inhabiting them. It is also a typical trait to describe some phenomenon by means of 
facts that are opposed or incompatible in the human world The 'logic of the im­
possible' characteristic of mythic narrative is drawn on to prove that the matters spoken 
of are not of the everyday world One recurring image is, for example, that of the hero 
who sets to work immediately he is born. In Finnish tradition this motif ties in with 
e.g. Viinim6inen, the eternal sage. In addition to its metaphorical expressions mythic
thiokiog is characterised by images based on the metonymic relations between phe­
nomena, some of which represent the whole or possess its characteristics. The special
supranonnal link between the part and the whole is one of the underlying thoughts
behind many rites and manifestations of verbal magic. For ,example, a bear's teeth or 
bones are regarded as possessing the bear's strength. 

Since mythic awareness solves the relations between the familiar and the unfamil­
iar, the normal and the supranormal, the language of the myth is also open and 
polyphonic. The concealed tradition of illiterate cultW'Cs does oot provide such a 
widely accepted model for interpretation. In assimilating the traditional songs and 
narratives the 11haman initiate also learns to give them a world of meaoings. The search 
for meaoiog characteristic of literate cultures is, however, alien to illiterate religions. 
The potential uses of tradition are more important than the meanings of its contents. 
The openness to interpretation characteristic of the mythic tradition is also a feature 
of rites (Kracke 1987:39). 

Although a mythic text has many strands and is open to interpretation, mythic 
thinking nevertheless has an inner cobereoce. The images are not just any images or 
the metaphors just any metaphors. They represent or tie in with the other world The 
meanings of mythic images can be deduced from this relationship. All possible 
interpretations are based on the frame of reference founded on the 'other worldness'. 
Becoming a shaman demands an awareness of precisely this inner link and the 
construction of a uniform world of meanings out of the isolated and at times contra­
dictory elements provided by tradition. 

Models of Shamanic Knowledge 

Narrated myths are expressions of mythical thought. However, they do not reveal all 
processes of mythical thinking. How do experts in belief and ritual use the elements 
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and images of mythic tradition? Levi-Strauss' s idea of bricolage (Levi-Strauss 
1971:17-21) is a good starting point for analysing the individual shaman's ability to 
use elements of shamanic oral tradition to form the narratives and songs telling of his 
individual experiences. The main thing, however, is that not even the bricoleur shaman 
is acting without certain guiding lines, knowledge patterns according to which different 
elements can be connected. It is possible to talk about models of shamanic knowledge 
in the same way as we talk about models of everyday life. 

Cognitive anthropology has been interested in the forms and construction of fol.lc 
knowledge. The concepts of fol.lc models, cultural or mental models refer to commonly 
shared, public knowledge, which fonns the basis for organising the picture of the world 
and for actions in this world (Clement 1982, Gentner & Stevens 1983, Quinn & 
Holland 1987, Kamppinen, 1988, D' Andrade 1989). Ladislaw Holy and Milan 
Stuchlik work on the premise that social reality is constituted reality. It consists 
simultaneously of both the social process and the result of this process and is made up 
of different areas and types of reality ( 1981: I). Each member of the community has a 
host of concepts and ideas that are in some way - either in reality or only in theory -
relevant to the course of his life. These concepts as a whole may, in their opinion, be 
compared to the knowledge possessed by an actor. Since manifestations of this 
knowledge, i.e. action, can be observed and understood by others, the knowleclge is 
shared. It is intersubjective and public. This fund of knowledge, or parts of it, cannot 
be presented to others in an amorphic or non-organised form: it is represented as more 
or less coherent structures that differ in their degree of generality. These structures 
may be called folk models (Holy�Stuchlik 1981:7). Roger K.eesing operates more at 
the level of culture and the community rather than of the individual and social life in 
describing the concepts of fol.lc models, cultural models and fol.lc knowledge. In his 
view folk: models are cultural and public, they have taken shape in the course of history 
and become rooted in language. Since they provide models for perceiving the world, 
they are at the same time cognitive structures (Keesing 1987:373). Keesing also 
debates the definition of these folk: and cultural models so as to cover certain sectors 
of cultural knowledge without including all the cultural knowledge of the individual. 
Like Holy and Stuchlik, his primary criterion is that they are shared, and secondly that 
they are model-like. They may be classified as models because they do not consist of 
isolated scraps of knowledge but of the world-ordering models either manifest or latent 
in them: 

"What, then, makes the 'models'? Presumably, it is their pandipatic, world-proposina 
nature. These cultural constructions of the everyday world do not consist of disconncctcd 
bits of cultural wisdom, expressed in precepts, parables, proverbs, or pragmatic, prob­
abilistic operating strategies, but of the world-proposing models embodied or expressed 
in these bits. Such models, then, arc not presented to us in what everyday people say 
and do in their everyday lives, or in the stuff of mctapboric 1alk; they arc represented 
in frapcntary surface facets. We must infer the more coherent, if inarticulate, models 
that lie beneath" (Kcesing 1987:374). 

Sbamaoii; knowledge has, of course, nothing to do with everyday life. On the 
contrary, it is a restricted sector of secret knowledge. However, it is reminiscent of 
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popular knowledge in many ways. It is basically knowledge of oral culture passed from 
one expert to another. It also bas its expression in a diverse range of traditional 
formulations, narratives, songs and ritual expressions. 

The manifestation of folk or cultural models is a problem in itlelf. Students of 
illiterate religion know, for example, that oral religion lacking a coherent theology is 
not organised in clearly formulated structures but more in scattered bits of knowledge 
and random acts ofbehaviour, the relations of which are not clear at all. Ladislav Holy 
and Milan Stuchlilc have indeed paid attention to the problems of verbal expression of 
folk models. They point out that a folk model will not be expressed in its entirety. 
People formulate partial statements to suit the situation. This means that every utter­
ance is part of some specific situation and is influenced by the speaker's definition of 
the situation. Finally, the verbal statements of the people are highly indexal. 

"'lb,, rneaaina nf what is actually said depends on a f.ar broader blcqround knowledae 
whic:h remains umtated but is shared by other members, and on the 'Josic in UIC' which 
people also share but are often unable specially to fonnulate ... (Holy - Stuchlik 1981 : 
22-23).

This must also be remembered in interpreting shamanic folklore. Shamanic models 
are not presented as such in the verbal and ritual tradition of shamans, they are 
represented in narrative and song topics and in the modes of handling these topics. 

The models of shamanic knowledge are rooted in the explanation and the function­
ing of the shamanic institution. The shaman is an expert in reciprocal ecstatic com­
munication between the normal and the supranonnal. His function as a mediator is 
based on systems of beliefs according to which difficulties threatening the even pace 
oflife are caused by representatives of the spirit world, and they can be forestalled and 
eliminated with the help of the benevolent spirits. Although the taslcs of the shaman 
vary somewhat in different communities, they do have one thing in common in that 
direct communication with the spirit world is always considered necessary in carrying 
out the shaman's duties. A shamanic rite is not made shamanistic merely by the nature 
of the task to be carried out, i.e. the aim of the rite, but by the way in which that goal 
is aimed at. The key to answering the question of how contact is made with the Beyond 
lies in the ecstatic rite technique of the shaman and the concept category helping spirits' 
that is part of the ideological picture of shamanism. Through the technique of ecstasy 
the shaman makes contact with his spirit helpers, the representatives of the Beyond, 
when he wishes. 

The concepts as to bow and where the shaman meets his spirit-helpers and other 
representatives of the supranonnal, of whether it is soulflight or possession, vary 
depending on the background of tradition in each manifestation of shamanism, i.e. the

forms of communication are expressed as culturally bound alternatives. The forms of 
communication reflect the multiplicity of the belief system, and in the Central Asian 
and Southern Siberian areas in particular this has become highly chequered under the 
pressure of tradition from the high religions of the south. 

It can be observed that the ideological basis of shamanism throughout North Asia 
and Siberia contains similar basic structures and forms of tradition. The idea of the 
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••baman's journey', metamorphoses, likewise the flight of the soul from the body, as
a model for explaining sickness requjre u their background a very special concept of 
the soul. Great similarities are likewise found in concepts of the cosmos and its
structure: the three-plane cosmos, the tree, colwnn or mountain of the world combining
the parts, the roads and paths of the Beyond or the stream of the world as the way of
the shamNJ. Even though a,i animistic way of thinking bas been regarded as typical of
shamanic cultures, or reference bas been made to the cults of the dead appearing in it,
division of the categories of the supranormal indigenous to shamanism is difficult. Due
to historical changes and various cultural influences the spirit systems of various
peoples have become unique and varied in fonn. They do, however, all share the
existence of a helping spirit model, the idea of a mutual union of man and spirit that
is the cornerstone of shamanism.

As research into the phenomenology of tradition upholding shamanism bas shown, 
not all the tradition phenomena to do with the complex are distinctive features purely 
of shamanism, and they may appear in extensive non-shamanic areas. For example, 
the death and reswrection experienced in the initiate's vision is a traditional pattern 
approved by Mircea Eliade as being repeated in different systems of beliefs (Eliade 
1964). In being linked with the shamanic tradition complex traditional elements of 
different origin have become moulded in accordance with the basic ideology upholding 
shamanism and have gained shamanic significance. 

In the mental world of the shaman beliefs and ideas representing the different 
components of the institutional complex are combined to fonn one whole. The know­
ledge of helping spirits or supranormal places, etc. is represented in images and motifs 
of shamanic tradition. These imageries form frames consisting of associated images 
and concepts. For example, the imagery of helping spirits contains an idea of their 
appearance, of their characteristics, of their dwellings and abilities to communicate 
and help the shaman. The limited imagery of individual motifs ties in with larger 
mythical knowledge structures. 

Finally the network of shamanic images extends to a whole world containing 
images of its beings, landscapes, roads, means of transport, demonic beings, births or 
origins of everything in the human world, etc. 

It is possible to examine the structures by which the 11bamanic knowledge is 
organised. The structuring of the mental world of shamans bas been the subject of 
studies concerning the worldview of shamans manifested in drum drawings, for 
example (Pentikiinen 1987; Sommarstrom 1987). Cognitive theory of shamanic 
knowledge is in tum more interested in the processing, memorising and handling of 
shamanic information. It can be said that oral knowledge is not fixed in form, but 
constantly reorganised, refonnulated and reinterpreted. This is especially the case in 
the area of secret 11hamanic or mythic knowledge. Just as a bricoleu.r shaman uses 
conventional knowledge to construct his own world of experience. In doing so he is 
guided by tradition and the conventional ways of handling traditional information. The 
creativity in reproducing mythic expressions or views bas its own principles. Holy and 
Stuchlik state that folk models are created and recreated on the basis of a not very high 
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number of theoretical principles similar to those on which any scientific theorising is 
based: identity, correspondence, analogy, functionality, etc. (Holy-Stuchlik 1981: 17). 
for example, the images of helping spirits in one culture are to a great extent identical; 
new spirit beings can be constructed on the basis of analogy, etc. In die case of 
shamanism this case of creative action is especially interesting. Roger K.eesing says 
that in the long nm it is more intmmng to 1ake folk models not as repmeoting 
cognitive organisation, but as representing a set of operating strategies for using 
cultural knowledge in the world (Keesing 1987:380). We may ask bow die shaman 
creates his own vision world on the basis of traditional information. 

The Visual Nature of Shamanic Knowledge 

In the 1920s and 1930s F.A. Anisimov, an expert on the religion of the Evenks, carried 
out field work in the Podkammennaya Tunguska region, concentrating on the religious 
tradition of the Evenki tribes. During his journey Anisimov also collected drawings 
done by shamans. A drawing by Vasily Sbaremiktal, an old Evenk from the Yudukon 
River, showing a healing seance provides a direct insight into the field of shamanistic 
reality usually expressed in ritual language (Anisimov 1963: I 06-107). In his drawing 
Vasily Sbaremiktal outlines the topographical elements and beings ofbotb this world 
and the Beyond within a single entity, as elements of the shamanistic worldview. It 
may be that in preparing for the seance the shaman recalled an overall picture of the 
shamanistic world similar to that in the drawings, i.e. he assembled the cosmos. In 
addition to the structure of the shamanistic world, the location and tasks of the 
supranormal beings, the drawing also indicates the reason for the seance and the course 
of events (often unclear to the outside observer) at the level of shamanistic reality. A 
misfortune within the community, illness, is explained via events at supranormal level, 
and the model for solving the crisis is described: the events in the ritual process. The 
special features of the religious complex of the Evenks are manifest both in the 
description of the supranormal and at community level. 

The drawing in fact presents two alternative models for explaining the disease: the 
penetration of a demon into the patient's body, and loss of the soul. We also see just 
how closely Evenk shamanism is bound up with the community structure. The lands 
belonging to the home and alien clan are clearly marked off and the antagonism 
between the clans is expressed in determining the origin of the disease demon. The 
s,haman' s role as defender of the clan and as a force actively harming the enemy clan 
is very clear from the drawing. 

The most important unit of the social structure of the Evenks was earlier the clan, 
with clans grouped into broader tribes. One fundamental feature was that every clan 
owned a 'river', i.e. an area of its own. The members of one or more clans held reindeer 
or elk hunts on a collective basis. The catch was then divided up evenly among all 
those taking part. By the end of the 19th century the patriarchal clan system had lost 
is economic significance. Shamanism did, however, continue to be bound up with the 
clan system in certain areas, and for a very long time among e.g. the Podkamennaya 
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Drawing by an aged Evenk. Va,ilij Shamniktal. from the Yudlukon river (Bajkit rayon, Evenk National 
olaug, Krasoojank lcraj) indicating sq,arate features of a shamanistic perfonnance for a sick penon: (I) 
Podkamennaja Tunaus)ta river; (2) its tributaries; (3) the lands of the Momol clan; (4) sacred clan tree, the 
locality at which the clan's religious ccmnonies take place; (S) the spirit of the clan territory, the mistress 
of the clan lands; (6) the patron•spirit (bugady) of the clan; (7) the clan marylya ( stoclcadefence) formed by 
shamanistic spirit-watchmen; (8) the lands of the Nyununnal clan; (9) the place of their clan cult; (10) the 
patron spirit of the Nyurumnal clan; (11) their clan bugady; (12) the ,nary/ya of the Nyurwnnal clan; (13) 
the Nyununnal shaman's tent; (14 ) the shaman of the Nyununnal clan; (IS) bis assistants; (16) the track of 
the shamanistic spirit sent by the Nyununnal shaman to the Momol clan in order to destroy the Momols; 
(17) having penetrated unnoticed through the marylya of the Momol clan, the spirit changes into a
wood-boring worm and enten the entrails of one of the members of the Momol clan and beaim to destroy 
bis corporeal [body) soul; (18) the tent of the sick member of the Momol clan; (19) bis wife; (20) the Momol
shaman's tent; (21) the Momol shaman begins to shamanize in order to find out the cause of bis fellow
clansman's disease; bis spirits tell him and his clansmen what has happened; (22) the clansmen who have
attended the shamanistic performance; (23) a shamanistic spirit, the goose; (24) a shamanistic spirit, the
snipe; these spirits are sent by the shaman to the sick man with orders to expel the disease-spirit; the goose 
and the snipe poke their beaks into the sick man's entrails and try to catch the disease-spirit;

(co,u. OIi nat page) 
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Tunguska Evenks. A.F. Anisimov has examined the special social status of the Evenk 
shaman and the evaluation of shamanism by the society. He notes: 

"From this point of view, the especially notable features are tbosecoocepa oftbe Evenb 
by which this special position of the shaman in the clan wu maintained 111d mnfon:ed 
as a norm of clan ideology. The most essential of these in this respect were, on the other 
hand, the idea of the clan marylya and, on the ocher, that of the mythical shamanistic 
clan-river. The concept of the marylya among the Eveob [ ... ] �fcned to the mythical 
slwnanistic fence or stockade made out of spirits, with which ti,,, shaman aupposedly 
fenced in the clan so as to protect its memben from the designs of evil spirits. The shaman, 
carrying out the functions of this peculiar defender-leader of the clan, set up to this end 
the spirits subordinate to him around the clan lands, formina from the spirits a special 
shamanistic stockade-feoce protecting the clan from u many misfor1Uoel aa possible" 
(Anisimov 1963:111). 

Sharemilctal describes a battle between twn shamans representing different clans. 
Between the witches shamanising in their tents are the lands belonging to each clan, 
the marylya fences formed by the spirit helpers and the mythical clan-river. The 
clan-river was the route taken by the shaman both to the other clan's lands and to the 
underworld. Also leading to this was a path beginning with a special hole used in the 
drawing by the shaman's spirit helper in the form of an owl. What is astonishing is 
that Sharemilctal's drawing is not merely a visualisation of a static situation. Rather, it 
is a script for a ritual drama in which shamanic knowledge is ordered to provide a 
suitable functional strategy. 

It is by analysing the semantic content, the course of events of the healing rite 
depicted in the drawing, possible to isolate the functional elements that appear to 
correspond to the sequences in the ritual drama (for the structure of the •hamanistic 
rite see Siilcala 1978:320-326): 

I) The shaman and some members of the Momol clan have gathered in the shaman'•
tent (20,21,22) = preparation for the seance

2) The shaman calls up his spirit helpers by drumming (21,23) • actualising the
spirit helpers 

3) The shaman determines the cause of the illness by discussing with his spirit
helpers (21) = meeting the spirit helpers 

4) The shaman sends two spirits in the form of birds to banish the disease demon
(23,24,25,26) = meeting with the disease demon 

(Notu oonl.) 
(2S) the track of the shamanistic spirits; (26) the dileue-spiritjumps out of the petieoulld tries to eteape; 

the shaman's spirit-helpen, the splintered pole and the lmife {palma], caa:b the dileue-spirit; the splintered 
pole clutches the spirit and bolds it; the lmife stands guard; (27) oo the Momol shaman's orders, ooe of bis 
spirits, the owl, swallows the disease-spirit and carries it to the abyss of the lower world in order to releue 
it there through the anal opening; (28) entrance to the lower world; (29) the Momol shaman ICods bis spirit. 
the two-beaded pike, to take vengeance oo the Nyurumnal ciao; (30) the track oftbe two-beaded pike; (31) 
the tent of a member of the Nyurumnal ciao; (32)the pilce-spirit teen 1M cocpo.al IOu1 out of the sickpenon; 
(33) the pilce-spirit takes away the pcnoo's corporeal soul; (34) the corporeal IOIII; (35) the Momol �
builds a fence out of larch-spirits at the place where the alien spirit peoetrated; (36) over the track of the alien
spirit he puts· watcluJien.:,tpliotered poles, Wclnlplu:m; (3 7) the 11am of aoimab beoa on the idol; (38) the
banaina skin ofa reindeer sacrificed to the supmne deities (Anisimov 1963:106-107).
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S) At the shaman's command the spirit in the fonn of an owl takes the demon to
the underworld (27,28) • the spirit helper's journey 

6) The 11baman sends a two-beaded pike to bring revenge on the enemy clan
(29,30,32,33,34) • deactualisation of the spirit helpers 

7) Sacrifice to the gods in the upper world (38) = sacrifice sequence ending the
iance 

Sharemiktal's drawing shows that the shaman was able to visualise the events at 
the sance in a way that others could not The shamanistic ritual is not only a sequence 
of ritual acts, it is a drama made up of events in this world and the Beyond which the 
shaman is able to visualise as a series of images and which he describes to the 
participants at the sance through his ritual action and his songs. Even the most

idiosyncratic images of the shamanistic world and its events are culturally-oriented. 
For example, Sharemilctal's drawing shows the guises assumed by the spirit helpers of 
the Evenlc shaman. A considerable proportion of shamanic lcnowledge is conceived in 
images stimulated by the shaman's songs and narratives. 

Shamanic knowledge is handed down in the fonn of oral tradition. Narratives of 
former shamans and their deeds, the initiation period and visions of living shamans 
and their songs are all representations of the shamanic world and experience. The song 
episodes occupy a central position in the seance procedure. In directing the shaman's 
thoughts at the supranormal reality they constitute the heart of the mental process 
required to achieve ecstasy. On the other hand the shaman may use them to pass on 
information about events in the other world. In my article ''Two types of shamanizing 
and categories of shamanistic songs. A Chulcchi case" I tried to demonstrate just how 
closely the shaman's songs are ti .ed to the mythical tradition. The Chulcchi shaman 
songs repeat the themes of the belief tradition and myths. Comparison of only two 
shaman'11 songs revealed that the shamans pick out slightly different images and motifs 
from the common store of tradition. It is the selection of different mythical images 
from the choice provided by the !broad tradition that malces the songs personal. The 
images are not, however, just any mythical images; their choice is guided by the models 
of shamanistic thinking. The basic themes recurring in the songs of the Chukchi 
shaman represent matters vital to the shaman's function. Such recurring elements are 
the description of a spirit helper, a call or plea for an answer addressed to the spirit, 
descriptions of the journey of the helping spirit, of his dwelling place, of the shaman's 
journey, the activities of the shaman in the underworld, of the supranonnal place, of 
different supranormal beings, demons, etc., a plea addressed to these beings, an 
explanation of the purpose of the shaman's journey and information on the shaman's 
return. 

Although the choice of images and metaphors is highly individualistic, examination 
of Chulcchi songs reveals that their structure does observe some common schemes 
motivated by the events of the rite. Shaman Ulcwun, for example, structured the 
mythical imagery of his invocatory songs using the same basic scheme: the songs 
began by describing the distant borders of the supranormal world and the mythological 
beings residing there, at the same time mentioning that each spirit-helper moves 
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through these distant places, and adding an invocation to the spirit at the end of each 
episode. He then continues with songs in which he descnbes the forms of his different 
spirit helpers and the shaman's journey in the underworld in the form of or with the 
aid of the spirit helper. The shaman thus locates the whereabouts of the spirits, invokes 
them, describes them and finally identifies with them. In his songs Ukwun literally 
brings the spirits from the other world to this world, and as his contact with the spirits 
becomes closer and closer, he falls into a deeper and deeper trance. 

Samoyed invocatory songs correspond to the songs of Chukchi shamans addressed 
to the helping spirits. In summer 1928 Toivo Lehtisalo recorded shamanic songs by 
Matvej Y adn'ej, a tundra Nenets from the lower Ob who was visiting Finland A song 
chain connected with a shamanic seance contains the typical elements of shamanic 
song (Lehtisalo 1947:497 ff.). In the first song the shaman'11 heavenly spirits, 'two 
times seven heavenly youths', try to catch with a lasso a reddish. full-growr, animal 
from a herd of reindeer, and the shaman then journeys in the form of this one-year-old 
stag. The shaman describes in song the communication between his soul and the spirits, 
calling the latter by various euphemisms: 'My two times seven widows', 'My two 
times seven lovers'. In the second song we are lik:ewise told how the shaman, 
transformed into the mythical Minley bird, calls and assembles his spirit-helpers, 
including the landward spirits, and talks to the 'spirits answering the questions'. 
Matvej's song contains episodes in which the shaman calls the spirits and then says 

he can hear them coming. Some Samoyed shaman'11 songs, which could be called 
invocatory songs, contain these two elements (cf. Lehtisalo 1947, nos. 81,82, 86, 89, 
90). One of the most typical features of the songs are the interjections between venes, 
which could be interpreted as, for example, imitation of the sounds of the spirits. 
Lehtisalo also reported that the Nenets shaman Gan'kka, in his songs, also described 
how the spirits came to him. Similarly in the third of Matvej Yadn'ej's songs we are 
told how the spirits, 'My two times seven widows', are dressed and move along the 
siimsi-stave. The themes of Samoyed invocatory songs thus correspond to the songs 
of Chukchi shamans addressed to the helping spirits. 

The construction of clearly structured sequences, which furthermore appear to 

constitute a logical succession as regards the trance induction, points in the case of 
invocation songs at the conformities guiding the shaman as he creates his songs. The 
visionary descriptions of the other world are more free in form. Aulis J. Joki published 
a song (recorded by Kai Donner on th.e shore of the upper course of the Ket River) 
describing the journey of a Selkup shaman: 

"Yawning aj jaa 

I walk, seeing a dream 

What spirit is that over yonder? 
Cunning, dark cunning, 
Cunning - I rejoice - it appeared, 
To me, a man of the forest. 
There, a smoky gust of fire 
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There. oa die peak of a mountain. 
Th«e a nwidm, widl eyes attentive, apeab. 

The precioua, leesbed enidle. 
Is beina rocbd by the lori 

The precious, good. leubed cradle, 
is rocked by the leash of an animal 
There, further down, cunning, JOOd CUMiog 

Sat itself on the cradle and continued its joumey. 
There, the guards(?) of the seven old princes 11y, 
Out loud they 11y it: 
Which way shall you be let tbrou.gh? 
There the hero, a copper Par/djj kwarqe, 

There moves the head of the wave waters, 
There undulates the wave. 

There the hero spoke well. 
He yound«, what disease does be suffer &om? 
My eyes do not see, 
my ears do not hear. 
The method, the dark metbod 
The method - I rejoice - it whitens. 

Seated there, 'the precious throat' (the witch drum) 
Sits utterio& the branched words 
Beginning a tale 
On a cold-spring day, 
On a long day spent conjuring. 
On white finned, judging (?) sbarnao, 
Whither shall I conjure You? 
You, shaman, tell me, 
My intelligence is not peat enough. 
Y:ou, shaman, know the way ahead. 
There, younder - which of your spirits? 
What method do you use? 
There, the home of the squirrel, 
There, the peak of the mountain, 
1be squirrel river, thl! animal• wander. 

There my precious god-father 
Let animals into the water, taking no pay. 
The spirits (• lozlla) were surprised: 
There were not so many branches, 
More rivc,r aniroels were born. 
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The shaman pulls 
The bard and iroolike handle of the door hereto. 
He casts it away, door-J)Olt and all, 
From there he leaves. 
There a black-suited woodpecker (a spirit) 
Hide itself in a bole. 
The woodpecker screamed. 
There younder, the pncioua rods of the forelt people. 
At the bue of a clearina, 
The IOD of the shaman'� mother. 

(Joki 1978:376-378). 

A-L. Siikala

The shaman compares what he sees OD his journey to a dream. He sees various spirit 
beings going about their business. There are questions about what he sees in the other 
world: the shaman is travelling in search of knowledge. The question 'What spirit is 
that over youoder7' reveals that the shaman must also be able to interpret what be sees 
correctly and to recognise the beings and objects that might help him with his problems. 
The question 'What is this?' is a recurring one in the shamanistic tradition. 11,4!! shaman 
must get to the root of secrets not easy to identify or describe. In other words be must 
determine the symbolic value of an image or linguistic metaphor. The repeated 
expression 'there' proves that be is describing a vision. In the same way the Chukchi 
shaman Nuwat kept repeating the phrase 'I saw' in the songs describing his journey. 
The imagery in Nuwat's song was traditional (see my article "Two types of sbarnaniz­
ing and categories of shamanistic songs. A Chukchi casej. In the songs descnbing the 
shaman'• journey the visiom of the other world and meetings with various spirits 
follow OD one from the other. 

The straight testimony of the connection of dwnan� songs and initiatory visiom 
is given in song sequences referring to the death and rebirth of the shaman candidate. 
0. M. Vasilevich recorded the summoning of the spirits in spring hunting among the 
Evenb of the Sym River in 1930: 

"Blacbmiths! Alacbori�! 
How many blacbmitbs have I 
Who forp men I 
What have you forpd for me? Homs on my beck. 
How many bellows, 
How many manufacturers of metal perts? 
Metal, metal, metal (nfrain) 
Iron filinp zalalel

I am gathering zalalel

Making them much sharper zoJabi

... (remain) 
How many tongs have I 
Which do not yield to the mu.fun spirits? 
How many bammen have 17 zoJa/e/

How mmy tonp have I 
Wbidl do not yield to the mu.fun spirits 
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Women who have worked, 
Making stitches with dewlap hairs 
Maldng stitches with bites of their teeth 
They are lead and the black paint, 
Not spoilina, softeniq ... 

(Vasilevich 1968:369-370) 

The image of the blacksmith spirits forging the novice on the anvil and thus bringing 
about his change into a shaman is a common theme in initiatory visions. The manu­
facturing of the metal parts of the "baman's garb was also regarded as the work of 
these same smiths (Popov 1968:142). The last lines of the fragment hint at the making 
of the garb by women. In bis preliminary song the Sym River shaman thus related bis 
ecstatic initiations and bis acquisition of bis paraphernalia at the incorporation stage 
and calls the performers of the initiation, the smith spirits, to his aid. A Nenets Samoyed 
Matvej Y adn'ej sang the same bnd of song to Toivo Lehtisalo, which he said a shaman 
recited just before be began to cut himself in the seance. V mes show that the shaman 
recalls precisely the cutting act that took place during bis initiation stage. He tint 
describes the spirits taking part in the body cutting and describes their arrival and their 
performances, telling how they tore at bis flesh. Next � shaman orders the spirits to 
get their weapons ready for him, so that together with the spirits be may repeat the 
events of bis initiatory vision (Lehtisalo 1947:493496, mr. 84). 

We have seen that individul shamans construct their songs during their initiation 
period by deriving the content of their imagery from tradition. The mythic knowledge 
concerning the structure of the universe, the topography of the supranormal world and 
its various beings, forms a significant part of the material beside the knowledge of 
shamanic spirits and their deeds. When assimilated into the knowledge of individual 
shamans, these mythical images became meaningful entities according to the models 
of shamanic knowledge. Every shaman creates bis own picture of the other world. The 
structuring of images in songs follows traditional patterns, the schemes of shamans' 
songs, wbicb reflect the happenings of the seance.

Shamanic Knowledge and Guided Imagination 

Although the teaching during the initiation period included instruction in the practical 
side of sbamanizing, the use of the drum and in some areas the use of amanita, the 
main content nevertheless comprised the transfer of the "hamanic view of the world, 
the mythical knowledee. We can conclude from some accounts that this knowledae 
was in pert at least passed on in the form of songs (see e.g. Lehtisalo 1924:146; 
Tretyakov 1871:211-212). On the other band myths telling of ancient shaman initiates 
have also been found among different ethnic groups. One example is the namtive of 
the forest Nenets Kalljaat told to Toivo Lehtisalo: 

"Near Gods Jake lived the lame MlfllWll•lurjiu,ts Samoyed mentioned earlier. Once, 
while cuttin& timber in the forest, be felt somcooe tuaiDa him and found himself on 
the beck of the ucred lllbtryy bird, who tbemipoo rose into the air 10 that the ground 
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wu barely visible. The Samoyed bqan to speak: 'Why are you carryina me a-y? I 
would have died here and my bones would have remained in my own cowitry.' He then 
set off walking along the broad back, came to ooe of the winp, where he noticed a 
hole. He thinks: I am going to die anyway, I would sooner climb down through the 
hole. He crawled into the bole and began to fall. He thinks: I am sure to break all my 
bones now, and it will be like falling asleep. On waking be moved his bands and feet, 
be felt no pain, and he finds himself lyina unbanned OIi the an,und. He aot up and 
bepn to go to a mountain on which larches were growina. where be beard what sounded 
like an axe. Going closer to see, be noticed folD' resin trolls collectina resin. They 
shouted: 'Come here!' He went They asked. 'Where have you oome from?' He tells of 
his adventun: and 11ys be is 011 his way home. They said: 'Your land is up there, this 
is our land, we live here, it seems you have fallen too far.' Then Ibey set off topdier 
for their tent, which u made of larches woven together; there were pots there and all 
SOr1s of utensils, just like in a tent. The resin trolls began to play cutting their bodies 
from top to bottom into two puts with a knife; thus two people were created, who after 
a time again combined to make ooe. They did the same to the Samoyed, who felt pain 
only in his nose. In the morning he went 011 again. He came to a tent made of interwoven 
larches. where seven parnyy lived. They bepn to play by snippina pieces of their bodies 
with a barbed knife; from these came new people, who after a time again combined to 
make one. They did the same to him. The next morning he went on. He came to a 
humble ccmaae. On one side sat an old, arey-baired man, on the other were seven beds. 
The man said: · It is uncomfortable here, ait over there on the flISt bed.' The Samoyed 
sat down, but at the same time sank as if into a pipe. Up above he could just malce out 
the man's voice saying: 'Guess whose bed you sat on.' The Samoyed pondered: 'There 
are all manner of disease, this must be the bed of some disease.' 'Riaht,' said the man, 
and took him up, then sitting him on the next bed, and each time the Samoyed peued 
which disease's bed be was sitting on. On the seventh the man apin asked: 'Whose 
bed are you sitting on?' The Samoyed thinks be has already listed all the diseases, and 
does not know what to say. After the man's third question he said: 'I do not know, my 
reason tells me nothing, I would sooner you toot me off here.' The man said: 'He he, 
if you bad pessed, you would never have bad to die. These are the beds of my IOIII, 
I am their &!her. You did not remember that when a man becomes old his breast bep 
to decay, now my seventh son will later eat you.' He pulled the Samoyed up who made 
to go. The man said: 'How are you going to find the way, you poor thing, I will guide 
you.' He toot the man to a path that was like a pipe; as the Samoyed goes alona there 
are earth walls on either side. Light comes from above, and the path ends at the 
Samoyed's tent, right by be liaelw sled. From the onwards he became a powerful seer." 
(Lehtisalo I 924b:229-23 l ). 

In repeating the shaman's songs under the teacher's direction or listening to the 
myths of bow men became shamans, the novice did not intemaliu only the rite 
technique and knowledge necessary for bis tasks. He also absorbed the k:nowled&e of 
how a man becomes a shaman. what bis initiatory visions should be like, and what sort 
of scheme they should fall into. Sereptie Djaruoskin's initiatory vision was constructed 
as follows (Popov 1968). The initial vision (1) led to a decisive event, the falling of 
the tree (2), when the novice meets bis spirit teacher and proceeds to the vision proper. 
In the company of bis teacher the novice travels to the supranonnal world (3-4) and 
here they begin a tour that could be compared to a teaching stage. (6-17). The guide 
shows the novice all the ways and origins of the diseases. The encounter with 
supranormal beings repeats the same pattern: the guide and the novice, come to a new 
tent, the outward features of which are described in detail, and which, like the objects 
and inhabitants of the tent, bear unusual, mythological significance. This symbolism 

♦ 104 ♦



A-L. Siilcala Shamanic Knowledge and Mythical Images 

is revealed to the novice alons a repeated pattern. The novice must himself guess the 
significance of what be sees, and only in exceptional cases does the guide give the 
explanation. When the novice accompanied by the guide, bas made a complete tour 
and returned to the start of the expedition, the second stage of the vision (18-20), the 
ordeal by fire takes place, during which be must show that be is also able to find his 
own way in the supranormal world. To begin with (18) the guide is still there, though 
passive, but later the novice continues his journey alone. The vision thus also reflects 
the mental ripeness of the novice to become a shaman capable of independent action. 
In the last stage Sereptie Djaruoslcin says: "There was nobody near me, but I found it 
out myscli, and the moment be awakes be bears a voice saying: "If you become a 
shaman, you will live a long time". His fate bas been reinforced, be bas got through 
his test. 

If we compare the vision of Sercptie Djaruoskin with the other reports of visions 
or songs telling of the initiation period recorded amona Samoyed tribes, we see that 
the pattern of the visions is roughly the same, in other words traditional!, and that the 
motifs of the visions are repeated in the songs performed while shamanising. 
Djaruoskin's personal experience, a vision journey in the other world, is surprisingly 
similar to the forest Ncotsy myth described above. The main themes of the proceeding,i 

are uniform: I) the initiate cutting timber meets a supranormal being in the forest, 2) 
he descends to the lower world through a hole, 3) there be travels fiom tent to tent 
encountering various spirits, 4) the appearance of the tents is described in detail, 5) the 
spirits cut themselves and the initiate, 6) the initiate becomes acquainted with the origin 
of the diseases, 7) be must himself guess which disease demons be meets, 8) at last 
one of the spirits acts as his guide. On the other hand comparison of the experiences 
of shamans c,f the same ethnic group, e.g. Samoycds Sercptie Djaruoskin and Djuk­
hadin. (likewise the Y akuts ), shows that although the structure and motifs of the visions 
are broadly similar, they differ greatly in their detail, such as the number and nature 
of the spirits. The correct approach to the investigation of these factors, the sum of 
individualities appearing despite the common basis of tradition, would be analysis of 
the origin process of the shamanic initiatory vision. 

During bis initiation period the novice formed in his mind an experience model on 
the basis of sbamanie tradition and the discussions and interpretations given by older 
shamans, Central and recurring clements of the vision model were the encountering 
of beings and spirits belonging to the supranonnal world and the ways in which the 
shaman rnade contact with them in bis future operations. The visions likewise reflected 
the shaman'• knowledge of the origin of the world and its phenomena and registered 
precisely the topography of the supranormal world and the paths crossing il The 
crucial elenient was the mysterious rebirth as a shaman: the spirits destroy the former 
ego of the candidate and tum him into a shaman. 

Even though the visions are individual in their detail, they display a variety of 
mythical images represented by other forms of tradition. Mythical images are 
frequently used in different religious practices as a means of achieving sensations and 
experiences of the other world. Waud Kracke noticed that "Dreams move from sensory 
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images to verbal form, while the myth moves from language to sensory images
,
. 

(Kracke 1989:37). Using the guided imaginatiotl they can be put into action when 
seelciog supranormal experiences. The method of guided imagination bas been used 
by Western psychologists as a means of therapy. Active imagination is something 
different from what we usually regard as imagination. Douglas Price-Williams says 
that the process consists of setting aside the critical faculty and allowing emotions. 
fantasies, and images to surface into awareness. His own experience is illuminating: 

"In hypnosis one time I hid a subject who saw a picture on the wall. It was or a house 
with a path, surrounded by country scenery. While hYJ)IIOtiz.ed. the subject was in a 
room looking up at the picture. I encouraged this subject to act into the picture, and 
vay 100D the subject was walkiDa up the path in the picture. The active irnqioatioa 
process is rather like that" (Price-Williams 1989:247).

Even though the guided imagination practices are not always connected with altered 
states of consciousness, they may help in seeking visions. In fact, Richard Noll, when 
explaining shamanie training in vision as a cultivation of mental images, states that 
"the most effective method employed by shamans for increasing the vividness of visual 
mental imagery is the deliberate induction of altered states of consciousness,. (Noll 
1985:447). Noll's ideas of the two phases of shamanic vision cultivation, the increasing 
of the vividness of images and the increasing of their cootrolledness, are interesting. 
On the other hand, he is wrong in claiming that the controlledness of the shaman's 
mental imagery can only be relative because of the spontaneity of the imaginal contents 
of visions. As I have here tried to show, the mental imagery of shamans is derived 
froui shamanic and mythic tradition. 

We should, in accounting for the mechanisms behind shamanistic visions, pay 
special attention to the relationship between the shamanistic tradition and vision 
imagery. Shamanistic narratives and songs are made up of mythical imagery. From 
these initiates draw the motifs both for their visions and for their songs, which observe 
traditional schemes. Visions follow traditional models in both their structure and 
contentual images. During his initiation period the novice must learn to interpret what 
he sees. In a vision he • guesses' what each element of the vision represents. It seems 
obvious that the novice, possibly under the guidance of an older shaman, selects from 
the stream of his mental imagery items resembling mythic images. Through recogni­
tion and interpretation he brings the image into focus, gives it life, and develops it, for 
mythic images of the other world are made up of frame-type information complexes. 
Through this image-recognition-interp1etation the initiate is able to experience ever 
widening fields of tradition in his mind. Since the recognition experiences are felt to 
be significant, it is easy to recall their images at some later date. Gtadually the initiate 
acquires a sufficient store of visual skills connected with the shamanistic world -
presages of shamanistic observations. As the shaman seeking trance concentrates on 
these images to the point that his generalised reality orientation vanishes, these 
presages come to be real · observations' in his altered state of consciousness . 
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SHAMANISM: AN ARCHAIC AND/OR RECENT 

SYSTEM OF BELIEFS 

The last two dt(:ades have seen extensive conceptual and analytical debate about 
sharnanis111. This paper will trace the specific circwnstances which cause us to use the 
concept of shamanism in a very wide sense, and will also outline the reasons for which 
it became such a prominent term in anthropological research. Shamanism. as a field 
of interest in ethnology, bas a long history; however, there is no agreement among 
scholars as to the main features of shamanism among different peoples of the world 

Thee purpose of this paper is twofold: to give an overview of recent studies about 
sharnaoiSlll, especially of those unknown to Western scholars, and to redefine the 
notion of shamanism using the concept of belief system. This redefinition is necessary 
because the social sciences tend to constitute rather than describe the reality under 
investigation. The symbolic usage of terms such as mana, taboo, totem and shamanism 
(Lewis 1981) could be considered an initiatory (shamanic) sickness of our scholarship. 

To begin with an account of recent publications on shamanism in Siberia and 
Eurasia, one should first mention theoretical works by the German scholars Johansen 
and Motzlci (Johansen 1977, Motzlci 1977), monographs by Bickman and Hultlcrantz 
on Lapp shamanism (Bickman - Hultlcrantz 1978), and a comprehensive study by 
Anna-Lena Siilcala on The Rite Technique of the Siberian Shaman (Siilcala 1978), who 
argues that role-taking should be regarded as the basis of the shaman's communication 
with spirits, and the structure of seance defines the form of this communication. 

In 1978 a collection of studies entitled Shamanism in Siberia, edited by Dioszegi 
and Hoppal, was published by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The essays were 
written by Hungarian and Soviet scholars, with the exception of three papers by 
Krader, Joki and Hultlcrantz. This book enriched Siberian research with new data and 
ideas, giving, for example, detailed analyses of shamanism among the Buryat and the 
Baraba Turks (Krader 1978, Dioszegi 1978). After the untimely death of Di6szegi in 
1972, the fieldwork he bad begun in Siberia during the sixties (Dioszegi 1968) was 
continued by scholars who survived him. In 1981 a symposium on Eurasian shamanism 
was organized by Hoppal, in cooperation with V.N. Basilov of the Ethnographic 
Institute of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. Specialist who attended agreed that new 
data are available, and that field materials from Siberia, the '/ocw classicus' of 
llhamanism, provide a basis for comparisons with the results of recent field work 
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outside Siberia. The proceedings of this symposium have been published (HOJJP'} ed. 
1984), and some of the results will be quoted in this paper. 

A colloquium organiud by Roberte Hamayon on shamanism was held in Paris in 
1981, and a year later a symposium on 'Shamanism among Lowland South American 
Indians: A Problem of Definition' organiud by Joanna Overing Kaplan took place in 
Manchester, England. Thus, a boom in shamanistic research exists not only in Western 
Europe but also in the Soviet Union. It should not be necessary to mention the 
achievements of Russian scholarship; it is regiettable that the findings of this scientific 
research have been largely neglected by Western colleagues. One of the reasons for 
this neglect is the language barrier, the other reason is ideological: Western echolars 
are embarrassed by the anti-religious tenninology used in Russian publications. Within 
the Soviet Union, however, detailed studies have been published on shamanism, 
mainly at a theoretical level, which treat it u a nltgto,u phenomenon of the past. It 
seemed for a time that shamanism bad disappeared, at least according to the, slopns 
of the so-called 'newspaper folklore'. Scholarly publications which might correct this 
view were printed in a very limited number of copies. 

At the beginning of the 20th centwy the collectors of shamanic texts who described 
first-hand encounten with Siberian shamans were not trained ethnologists, at least in 
the beginning. They were political exiles, such u L. Sternberg, W. Bogoras, W. 
Jochelson, and N.A. Vituhevslcy, who during long periods in Siberia became expeats 
in local tradition (Siikala 1978:80-82). Then, during the fifties, Siberian shamans went 
into self-imposed seclusion, sometimes because of persecution, and continued their 
activities in hidden ways. Professional anthropologists worting for one of the ethno­
graphic institute of the Soviet Academy of Sciences met acting shamans during their 
repeated long-term fieldwork, but the texts they collected and the names of the shamans 

' were kept secret in the central archives. The seventies were a turning point in this 
respect, as a number of new publications appeared in which shamanism was analysed 
u an early form of religion or of social consciousness, both terms being code names
for shamanism. Thus, shamanism wu no longer a superstitious old faith (staraya vera)
alien to the communist ideology.

Especially valuable works were published on the history and terminology o fBuryat 
shamanism and a monograph on the early forms of religion among the Turkic peoples 
of Siberia (Milcbailov 1980, Manzhigeev 1978, Alekseev 1980) also appeared. These 
collections of essays include excellent descriptions and materials concerning contem­
porary forms of Siberian shamanism. Acting shamans were met by anthropologists 
during the sixties and even the seventies among the Nenets, Sellcups, Nganasans, Kets, 
Nivkhs and other aboriginal peoples of Siberia (V dovin ed. 1981 ). Investigation into 
more modern forms of shamanism are of great methodological importance because 
only new, sophisticated and well-prepared methods of inquiry will help us to clarify 
old doubts and misunderstandings about shamanism. 

Despite the fact that ethnological literature spoke of shamanism as if it were 
· obliterated, it has turned out from Soviet and other publications of the past years that

scholars have met acting shamans all over Eutem Eurasia. Photos, tape recordings,
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and even films were made about them. There is, for example, a two-hour long film at 
the Moscow Ethnographic Institute, unfortunately unedited, taken among the Nganas­
ans (a Samoyed ethnic group). The entire text collected from the lbaman in the film, 
terminology and myths have not yet been edited, although a portion is to be publisbed 
in the near future (a personal communication by Yuri Simchenlco). 

G.N. Gracbeva, a well-known scholar of the folklore of Finno-Ugric peoples, 
attempts to reconstruct a belief system oo the basis of shaman songs texts she collected 
among the Nganesans She maintains that these songs may be instnnnental in the 
acquisition of a familiarity with the world view of participants in the shamanic seance. 
Between 1969 and 1978, Gracheva recorded several tapes on the W estem part of the 
Taymir peninsu]a. The word-by-word translations of these texts and the accompanying 
field materials provide a degree of completeness which unti.l then bad not been attained, 
at least as far as the earlier, rather fragmentary notes are concerned (Gracheva 1981). 
This abundance of details, the thorough description of the cultural context and the 
knowledge of the language constitute the particular significance of recent Russian 
collections. 

E.A. Alelcseenlco collected a great deal of material on the Kets, a small Paleo-Si­
berian people neighbouring the Ob-Ugrians. In her published studies on Kets 
shamanism. Alebeenko compares the different types of Siberian •bamanism, noting 
which features are common to all peoples, and which ones vary from people to people. 
Her analysis is based OD her collections made among these people and OD highly 
detailed samples and data, mainly from 1970 to 1972. Alekseenk:o (1981) deems it 
important to compare the intemlatioosbip of cultural elements within their system, 
and not merely the elements themselves, taken at random. 

Continuing with contemporary Soviet researchers, Z.P. Sokolova is an expert on 
the Voguls and Ostyab. Sokolova took part in nine expeditions between 1967 and 
1972. In her article she quotes eyewitnesses who saw acting shamans u late as the 
1950s curing the ill, helping women in labour, and sacrificing reindeers and horses at 
sacred places. Notes from the middle of the 18th century even mention human 
sacrifices. Sokolova found special tools of shamans still in use among the V oguls, and 
made photos of their attire and grave idols. At the end of her study she summari7.ed 
the three characteristic types ofVogul shamans'. (I) those wortcing with a drum; (2) 
those calling the spirits by musical instruments; and (3) those telling fortune. 'Major' 
and 'minor' shamans were also distinguished among them (Sokolova 1984). 

In studies by Russian authors the • ethnographic present' means in reality the 1960s 
and 1970s, that is, today's world V.N. Basilov, in a series of articles on Central Asian 
shamanism (Basilov 1976, 1978), notes that many of the older informants are still alive, 
or, if dead, have passed on their knowledge to others who continue to adhere to the 
old beliefs. Basilov also reviewed research o,, shamanism presendy underway in the 
Soviet Union (Basilov 1984). The new data make it necessary to prepare a compre­
hensive monograph in the near future along the lines ofEliade's book (1964). 

S.I. Vajnshtein bas furnished invaluable data for future analysis, among them bis
recent studies ofTuvan shamanism (Vajnsbtein 1984). He outlines their belief system 
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and present the cult of iren, a benevolent spirit helping men and shamans. His 
encounters with the shamans of this small nation of Central Asia from the 1950s on -

'2 at which time his father was living in exile near the Mongolian border helping him to 
collect a vast amount of data. In 1963, for instance, he was able to personally follow 
a shaman in action curing a sick person, with the exorcism of the siclcness-causing evil 
spirits at the center of the ceremony. He describes in detail the process of ecstasy and 
the fight with evil spirits, with enormous drumbeats indicating that the shaman shot 
'steel arrows' at the spirits of sickness (Vajnshtejn 1975). It is worthwhile to note that 
in the 1930s, there were still some areas in Tuva where shamans outnumbered lamas 
(Vdovin 1981:130). 

During her fieldwork in the late 1960s, the East Gennan scholar Erika Taube met 
several female llbamans, in addition to the more customary males (Taube 1981). West 

I 
Gennan scholar, Walter Heissig, an expert on Mongolian religion, reported that 
Buddhism in present-day Mongolia had completely lost its influence, while 

. shamanism, despite all persecutions, continues as a form of popular religion. Incanta­
tions of pure, mixed and completely Lamaized forms can be recorded by field research 
in all parts of Mongolia even today. In one East Mongolian region, where in the 1940s 
up to thirty shamans of both sexes could still be counted, shamanism was still in full 
swing in 1951 (Heissig 1980:45). Various forms of shaman activities have been 
discovered in the recent past, not only in Siberia and Mongolia, but also in Tibet 
(Berglie 1982) and Nepal (H6fer 1974, Peters 1981). In Nepal Andras H6fer carried 
out extensive fieldwork from 1969 to 1974, collecting ritual texts with the help of 
religious specialists. There are five types of spiritual leaders there: the lama, the bombo

or shaman, the exorcist of evil spirits called the lambu, the village chief, who has the 
most thorough knowledge of ritual texts addressed to the various Hindu divinities. 
Only the lama and the bombo undergo some form of lengthy training or initiation. 
These functions are generally passed down from father to son, although to become a 
shaman in Tibet, as in other parts of Eurasia, is an affair of a personal 'calling' 
(vocation). Today the primary function of the shaman is healing by means of bis own 
trance technique with the assistance of his drum. His knowledge encompasses the 
healing of both man and animals. In the course of development of these rituals, the 
roles of the lama and the shaman have become distinct from each other, and have come 
to complement each other. It is worthy of note that in June of 1977, Hofer found six 
initiated lamas as well as six practising bombos or shamans (healers) and two Iambus

(exorcist of evil spirits) in a Tamang village of 546 inhabitants. Belief in the power of 
the rituals performed by these man and in that of the magic activities ( offerings and 
healing) remains unbroken (Hofer 1981 :35). 

Returning to the Far Eastern regions of Siberia which the aboriginal Chuk:chis and 
Nivlchs inhabit, local shamans had played the central role in everyday life until the 
1930s, when they were eliminated under the pretext of • class struggle' (V dovin 
1981:216). C.M. Tak:sami, himself a Nivkh, met an old woman among the Nivkhs on 
Sakhalin Island at the beginning of the 1960s, who had quite often practised shamanism 
in her youth (Tak:sami 1981: 169). Tak:sami recently submitted an interesting survey 
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entitled Survivals of Early Forms of Religion in Siberia (Taksami 1984). His main field 
of research, however, has been the folklore of ethnic minorities in the Far East. The 
work done by him deserves attention all the more for the fact that his recent field 
research shows that the ancient customs and beliefs are still living among the original 
inhabitants of the remote Sakhalin Island These people sacrifice animals to the spirit 
of the mountains and raise sacrificial heaps along the roads, as a result of their belief 
in guardian spirits. They respect the spirits of forests, waters and game - a peculiar 
environmental protection in a modem sense. It is understandable that up to now magic 
acts linked with hunting have been central to the beliefs of these peoples. This belief 
system is still functioning and, as Taksami has stated, it is not true that shamanism has 
entirely disappeared. At the same time, however, it would be very difficult today to 
find a shaman in the classic sense of the word. 

Finally, Korea is situated in the Far Eastern part of Eurasia, and its culture and 
history have not yet been taken into account by European students of shamanism, even 

. though it is still a matter of living religious practice there. Korean scholars have 
published several volumes, one of them presenting illustrations and documentary 
photos only, on Korean shamanism (Kim 1981, 1982, n.d. ). The data used and analysed 
in Taegon Kim's work were collected by himself during fieldwork throughout South 
Korea from 1960 to 1982. Other analyses have also been published recently in addition 
to Kim's article (Kim n.d, Cho 1980). These authors report that the practice of 
shamanism is a living reality there, and ceremonies are perfonned according to 
tradition. It is thought-provoking that in South Korea, which bas followed the Japanese 
economic miracle, this old form of religion has been preserved; it has not only survived 
but is even flourishing. 

In the 1960s a new generation of experts appeared both in the East and in the West 
in shaman studies. In contrast with the armchair scholars characteristic of the first half 
of the century, fabricating theories about bygone shamani!lm from their desks, the 
younger generation summarized their field experiences instead 

Here is should be emphasized that these studies prove unequivocally - even if we 
disregard South America and other continents for the moment - the shamanism is a 
living cultural phenomenon. Further on we will consider shamanism on this basis, 
stressing some aspects which have been neglected up to now. 

The Shaman: Patient or Healer 

Positivist philology did not really believe in shamanism. It accounted for it by calling 
it a phenomenon which had been preserved in a number of descriptions, but which 
remained distant and strange, like a message brought from another planet. Further­
more, a belief was spread according to which shamanism was merely of archaeological 

interest to philology, valuable only in terms of religious and cultural history, belonging 
to vanished phenomena of the past. But recent research has shown a growing convic­
tion among scholars that there is indeed some therapeutic value in shamani111n. This 
belief became prevalent, not only because anthropologists have tried the psychoactive 

♦ 121 ♦



Shamanism: System of Beliefs M. Hoppal

drugs themselves, but also because they have beJUD to believe in the social function 
of the shaman's role. In their eyes the sbllJNJI in not a trickster but rather a psycho­
therapeutic healer who knows the ways of healing and bas suffered to acquire that 
knowledge. 

At the beginning of the century, students ofsbamanian such as V.G. Bogoraz., A. 
Ohlmarb, N.Y. Vitashevsky and M.A. C7.aplicka held that the psychopathological 
effect of the banh natural environment in the North played an important role in the 
formation of shamanism. The psychopathological phenomenology of Siberian 
sbarnani!lQl bas always been a major consideration (Di6szegi 1968b ); however, recent 
investigations and the reevaluation of earlier data have proved that most shamans 
emerge from among the healthiest members of the community. 

Although Mircea Eliade argued convincingly against the view that shamans are 
often neurotic, unstable or epileptic (Eliade 1964:30), such negative views can, inter­
estingly enough, still be held by scholars: 

"Briefly stated, my position is that the shaman is mentally deranpd ... there is DO reuoo 
and no excuse for DOI considerina the shaman to be I severe neurotic or even psychotic" 
(Devereux 1980:14). 

As early as 1959, Uszl6 Vajda remarked 

"that whatever the connections between psychic disorders and shamanism, emotionally 
disturbed individuals CID brina their strona drives and motivations into UIIIDIDic practice 
and present its ll'llllformation into I ritual routine" (Vajda l 959). 

As a matter of fact there is no reason to write about the pathological roots of 
shamanism, as this cannot be used as a point of reference in light of recently collected 
data. Shamans are much healthier that the rest of the population (Mastromattei 
1981 :26), due to the psychic and physical strains of the deep trance. 

"Lapp shamans only sbamanized until the ap of fifty when their teeth fell out. Sttmacly 
cnoup. this wu euctly the phrase used for I Samoyed abaman on his retirina" 
(Hultknmtz 1979:49). 

Shamans must be perfectly healthy individuals who have the ability to achieve a 
high degree of concentration at times, keep an excellent physical condition and display 
keen intelligence (Eliade 1964:27-31). 

A Hungarian psychiatrist. A. Kelemen, stated that curative activity includes not 
only biological but also expressly socio-psychological elements in the context of a 
given culture. Forms of behaviour observed in shamans, which ethnological literature 
tends to qualify as neurosis, were examined by Kelemen, a practising physicist, from 
a pathological point of view, and his conclusion was that the phenomena of shamanism 
which might be considered psycho-pathological are related either to the symptoms of 
scbimphrenia, or to those of epilepsy or to those of encephalitis. The initiatory 
experiences of a would-be shaman strictly follow the models prescribed by the culture 
eccording to the world concept of the community. The theory of hysteria is similarly 
misleading, since the 11)uunan carrying out the healing rite must maintain a high level 
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of composure and concentration, guiding the psychic experience of the group (Kele­
men 1980). 

In fact, the expectations of the group are decisive in choosing the person who will 
be shaman, � studies up to now have rather ignored this socio-psychological aspect 
(Honlco 1969, Siilcala 1978). Recent psychological tests have also shown that the 
features of a shaman's personality primarily include creativity and the ability of 
synthesis, both without pathological traits. 

The shaman must first cure himself of the initiatory sickness, and only afterwards 
can cure the other members of the community. Recent studies in South Asia have 
shown that, out of more than a hWldn:d Thai and Malayan shamans and mediums, none 
was mentally ill. Quite the contrary, they bad strong personalities and bad consciously 
accepted their highly demanding role as healer of the community (Heinze 1982). 

The shaman is rather a psychotherapist than a psychopath. This has already been 
discussed by M. E. Opler in his article "Some Point of Comparison between the 
Treatment of Functional Disorders by Apache Shamans and Modem Psychiatric 
Practice" as early as in 1936. Uvi-Strauss later compared the healing methods of 
,bamaoimi to those of psychoanalysis in a similar manner, noting that: 

"The shamao play, the ume dual role u paycholnaly,t ... Actually th-- sbt!NDic CUR 
ICellll to be the exact counterpart to the psycboualytic cure, but with an inversion of 
all clements ... the psychoanalyst listens, whereas the shaman speaks" (Uvi-Strauss 
1967:194-195). 

A �t development, though not without antecedents, has been the evaluation of 
the healing function of shamans from this new angle. When reevaluating earlier 
ethnographic data, a strong contrast has been revealed between contemporary Western 
medicine and shamaoi1: healing. Rogers, for example, states that: 

"Thousands of individuals in lesser developed countries and others in more advanced 
nations expcricncc stresses resulting Crom dual and antagonistic systems of treating 
illness in traditional and modem medicine. Medical anthropology and tramc:ullUl'II 
psycbolotlY are needed in order to arrive at intelligent, humane underatanding about the 
IIIC and efficiency of the shaman's bcalina methods" (Roaen 1982:173). 

Ethnographic analysis has shown that in so-called non-literate societies a shaman 
worlcs as both an expert in medicinal herbs as well as a psychotherapist in the modem 
sense of the word. With his healing methods, rich in symbols, he relieves the patient's 
affliction and returns him to a productive role within the community -a characteristic 
method of the shaman's healing is to symbolically take the illness upon himself, 
removing the illness by sucking the • evil spirit' out of the patient. 

Modem clinical tests have also confirmed some hypotheses built on ethnographic 
descriptions. It has been revealed that the recovery of North American Indians under 
modem psychiatric treatment, after clinical treatment had failed, was greatly promoted 
by the intervention of the 'Indian doctor'. The sick person was initiated in the course 
of a ghost dance ceremony, and the shock effect of the experience and concurrent 
awan:oess of belonging to a community mobilized the healing power of the traditional 
indigenous culture (Jilek 1982a). It has also been revealed that movements reviving 
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Amerindian ceremonies, which began to flourish in the 1970s, possess an incredible 
healing power in the life of Indians who have lost their cultural roots, living in big 
cities and facing identity disorders. Indians who are likely to become neurotic (alco­
holics, drug addicts or suicides), for reasons outlined above, are being resocialized by 
these community ceremonies. 

The healing powers of shamans has been recorded for South American Indians in 
addition to North American. Gerhard Baer discussed the former quite comprehensively 
in his Manchester lecture. He concluded that, in South American Indian communities, 
the most important social function of a shaman is the role mediator, serving as a 
three-way intermediary between the group he is guiding, the inhabitants of the spirit 
world, and Nature. The essence of mediation is to establish and maintain an equi­
librium, first of all, to cure the sick and relieve tensions within the group - which can 
only be done if the three spheres are balanced. Another important lesson is that the 
religious system (the belief system and value system) or, more generally, the ideologi­
cal sphere mediated by the 11haman legitimizes the social structure and the structure of 
power (Baer 1982: 11 ). 

Since similar phenomena are experienced in the modern world and not merely 
among tribes in the jungle, it should be stressed that the life of so-called 'primitive' 
societies can be viewed as a model, indeed as a living - and not an artificially created 
- model, the study of which would be instructive. Among other things, the healing
model employed by the shaman, though rite with the characteristics of mytho-religious
consciousness, is never simply the right which triumphs over the wrong. but rather it
is the stronger knowledge which triumphs over the weaker. This power can only be
obtained by long preparation, fasting, sexual abstinence, purity and concentration in
such a way that the shaman keeps order over his immediate environment, maintaining
rather a 'psycho-social' than 'psycho-mental' equilibrium over it by remaining in a
state of constant mental and physical alertness.

Recent interest in hallucinogenic agents has been a new and interesting aspect in 
the research on shamanism starting in the 1960s and 1970s (Hamer 1973). It is no 
accident that interest in mind-expanding drugs rose at this time, since these decades 
coincide with the emergence of the 'drug cult' in the West. It was then that anthropol­
ogists started to examine hallucinogenic agents used by pre-literate societies, as well 
as their function in different cultures (Dobkin de Rios 1976). Although the use of 
hallucinogenic plants and mushrooms was known to be a part of shamanism, European 
and particularly Soviet research somehow ignored this aspect. We are in complete 
agreement with Michael Harner who stated that: 

"Undoubtedly one of the major reasons that anthropolopts for so Iona llllderestimated 
the importance of hallucinogenic substances in shamanism and religious experience wu 
that very few had partaken themselves of the native psychotropic materials" (Hamer ed. 
1973:vii). 

By now there are a number of firsthand field reports on different cultures analysing 
the cultural variables of a drug-induced altered state of consciousness (Dobkin de Rios 
1973). 
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In Eliade's wort ecstasy was only a technique. Siilcala was the first to compare 
shamanic ecstasy with altered states of consciousness. There is a chapter in her book 
which deals with the questions of culturally patterned altered states of consciousness 
(Siilcala 1978:31-52). In order to analyse the mechanism of ecstasy in shamanism it 
may be helpful to tum to the results of hypnosis research, since hypnosis is an altered 
state of consciousness which can be induced under efficiently controlled experimental 
conditions. Traditionally, however, hypnosis is conceptualized as a sleep-slike state­
it is induced by procedures aiming at decreasing one's activity level: relaxation 
instructions, suggestions of sleep and eye closure. This traditional hypnosis excludes 
the usual fonns of ecstasy characterizing the shamanic trance. 

Eva Banyai (Department of Comparative Psychology, University of Budapest) 
developed a completely new active-alert induction procedure by which a hypnotic-like 
altered state of consciousness could also be achieved under experimental conditions. 
In this method the subject rides a bicycle ergometer under load, with the eyes open. 
While exercising in this manner, verbal suggestions are given to enhance his alertness, 
attentiveness and a feeling of freshness (Banyai - Hilgard 1976). The effect of the 
active-alert induction procedure was subjected to complex analysis, taking into con­
sideration the subjective experiences, behavioral manifestations and psychological 
changes. The active-alert induction was administered in four experimental series to 
a total of 94 subjects. The analysis of subjective experiences revealed that-in contrast 
with traditional hypnotic induction - the applied induction technique was effective 
in inducing a hyper-alert ecstatic state, or, as the subjects expressed it, a peak ex­
perience. The subjects felt a very active participation in their task. Beside these 
differences, active-alert hypnosis was also characterized by a relinquishment of the 
planning function, a lack of reality testing and a notion that attention can be highly 
focused. 

As a result of active-alert induction the hyper-alertness of the subjects was also 
manifested in behavioral signs. The speed of pedaling increased posture became more 
tense and movements were accelerated and often exaggerated in extent. Similar to 
traditional hypnosis, after active-alert induction the responsiveness to every type of 
test suggestion (motor facilitation and inhibition, positive and negative hallucinations, 
hypnotic dream. hyperamnesia, analgesia, post-hypnotic suggestion and amnesia) 
increased in comparison to the wake condition. The manner of administering the test 
suggestions was essentially the same in the active-alert induction as in traditional 
hypnosis: dissociations, clear, vivid, dream-like visual imagery, memory improvement 
without effort, ratinnalintion of post-hypnotic suggestions were present after both 
inductions (Banyai 1984). 

The above analytical results were presented by Banyai at a Symposium on 
'Shamani11m in Eurasia' (1981) and accepted as a relevant contribution toward the 
understanding of the psycho-physiological basis of ecstasy. 

As the subjective and behavioral modifications induced by active-alert induction 
demonstrate, active-alert hypnosis may become an appropriate experimental model 
of the ecstatic trance states of shamanism. These studies have been reviewed here in 
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order to provide new insights and models of wrnanil'! approaches to the human 
psyche, through the shllfflAII'• way of healing, which is one of their main social 
functions. 

Shaman as Symbolic Mediator 

Although Eliade discusses shaman III psycbopomp (Eliade 1964), enwneratin& a series 
of examples of the symbolism in the shaman's costume and drum, the symbolic aspects 
of shllfflAllism have been treated in more detail only in the most recent studies. 

In his paper 'The Shaman as Representative of his Grouping', Ivan K.ortt dealt with 
the motif of • dismemberment' and with the symbolism of the skeleton represented 
symbolically on the shaman's attire. In initiation rituals the dismembennent of the 
shaman-to-be seems to be a symbol of temporary death followed by rebirth. This means 
simply that initiation is closely connected with death and the bones of the skeleton 
symbolir.e the whole clan or lineage. According to Kortt's analysis, the shaman serves 
as the representative of his clan in the other world. In Siberian shamanic rituals there 
is an important hidden meaning connected with symbolic rebirth, particularly in 
ecstatic initiation, which takes place in the other world (i.e. the spirit world), where 
the shaman candidate_acts as a mediator between the two worlds (Kortt 1982). 

Similar conclusions were drawn by Juha Pentikiinen in his paper presented at the 
symposium on Eurasian shamanism, in which he analysed the Saami (Lapp) world­
view. There is - as the Lapps believe - an upper world of skies and heavenly gods, a 
middle stratum occupied by human beings, and another world, or the upside-down 
world, the land of the dead. These realms, although discrete, with well-defined 
occupants and a distinct locus, often interact or manifest themselves in the human 
realm. These interactions produce observable, experienced phenomena encountered 
by individuals in the course of their lives. The Saami shaman, noaide, in bis many 
roles, is the main leader of this interaction, the mediator between the forces and 
elements of the three worlds of the universe (Pentikiinen 1984). 

In Siberian myths, especially in those of the Buryats, shamanism and human deaths 
are intimately associated in their very origins. The shaman as a mediator is placed at 
those extremely critical points where the human and suprahuman spheres do indeed 
overlap. The shaman's activity covers the liminal spheres of the world which are 
dangerous for ordinary human beings and for shamans as well. His or her mediating 
activity relies on beliefs in symbolically taking all the difficulties (pain. sickness, 
responsibility of decision-malcing, etc.) upon himself or herself. All these observations 
and data truly stress the utmost significance of the symbolic aspects of the mediation 
process. Most recent publications agree that this mediation is a central part of 
shamanistic ideology. Here shamanism as an • ideology' is understood not as a religion. 
but rather as a special system of beliefs centred around symbolic meditation as 
discussed above. A.L. Siikala paid little attention to the symbolic aspect of •hamaoimi, 
but rightly stated that: 
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"The 1N1DM'11 function a mediator between the normal and the s.upnnonna1 worlds is 
bued on l)'l1Cml of belief acconlioa to wbicb difficulties thrca1ening the even pace of 
life ue CIUled by repretetttativet 6f the spirit world, and they can be eliminated with 
the help of benevolent spirits" (Siibla 1978:319). 

In Siikala's opinion the main task of the shaman is to create a direct and reciprocal 
state of communication aimed at the spirit world, and the very structure of the shamanic 
seance reflects this communication. 

The same opinion is held with regard to the shamans of North and South American 
Indians, inasmuch as they are viewed as those who "served as mediators between the 
sacred and profane worlds" (Bean 1976:110). Or, as B. MyerhofTputs it: 

"The Shaman is above all a coDDCCting figure, bridging several worlds for his people, 
travcllina between this world, the underworld and the heavens" (MyerhofT 1976:99). 

As a mediator, the shaman is the restorer of balance. In other words, he maintains 
a shamanic equilibrium of power relations within his community and the outside 
worlds. Those who have access to the channels of communication have more power 
within their community. 

The shaman as a mediator is a specialist in ritual communication and in maintaining 
the fragile state of social/psychological equilibrium by symbolic mediation between 
worlds of ordinary and non-ordinary realities. He has special symbols which give him 
power, and all in all shaman ceremonies symbolize the process of eliminating ordinary 
reality in order to gain access to another state of consciousness, or, to put it even more 
briefly: symbols make the shaman. 

Shaman as Poet/Singer 

In this chapter I call attention to another important, but somehow neglected, aspect of 
shamanimi. The so-called poetic aspects of shamans' songs have recently been ana­
lysed in three interesting papers (Hajdu 1978, Joki 1978, Simoncsics 1978). Nobody 
would deny that a strong affinity exists between shamanic performance and the 
titualiud nattition of myth (legend or a heroic epic) by singers of traditional oral 
nanatives. Here the poetic aspect of shamanic narratives is understood at least at two 
levels: first stylistic, and second functional. 

As R. Mastromattei characterized shamanic texts by their ecstatic quality, claiming 
that "a text becomes 11hamanic primarily qua recited in an ecstatic context" (Mastro­
mattei 1978:7). Since there are only very few studies on the poetics of shaman songs, 
this would be an mgent task for future research - not only the collection of shamanic 
texts, but also a detailed analysis of phonetic and semantic levels would seem to be 
important. given active-alert hypnosis as a model of ecstasy. Similarly, glossolalia can 
be seen as the audible (phonetic) expression of the neuropsychological trance process 
(Goodman 1972). 

The oral ecstatic performance and collective singing were important features of the 
pre-ecstatic phase of the Lapp seance (Pentikiinen 1984). In symbolic healings per-
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formed by the shaman, magic incantations were used throughout Eurasia ( cf. cantatio 

'singing', Latin cantio = song). The shaman mediated between illness and health with 
the help of songs. Herc symbolic, poetic and healing functions are intertwined. In 1968, 
for example, a therapeutic seance in Northern Afghanistan was performed by a baxsi 

or shaman with the aid of qobuz or horsehair fiddle and singing (Centlivres -Centlivres 
- Slobin 1971 : 160).

There are data suggesting that the shaman and the singer of oral tradition (i.e., the
poet of non-literate societies) were the same person. A.T. Hatto chose 'Shamanism 
and Epic Poetry in Northern Asia' for his Foundation Day lecture topic, in which he 
noted that heroic epics were sung by shamans among the Voguls and Ostyalcs. 
Narration was normally in the first person, and the 'voice' was that of the hero. There 
is an 'inner style' of shamanic epic narration among the Ob-Ugrians, and the roles of 
shaman and bard once overlapped among the Samoyed as well (Hatto 1970:7-9). 
Among the Buryats shamans were the principal guardians of the rich heroic oral 
literature (Eliade 1964:30). 

Reference should be made here to V.V. Ivanov's proposal for a new etymology of 
the word 'shaman'. There is a Sanskrit word saman 'song'. This implies that the 
shaman is literally the person who sings the song with long genealogies, to cure, to 
conjure, to heal. He is not simply an 'ascetic', !but also a wise man and poet One of 
the main roles of oral-traditional poetry in culture is to create a bridge between past 
and present. This again is a form of symbolic mediation with the aim of maintaining 
group identity by means of oral tradition. The ailing identity consciousness of a given 
society (ethnic minority) is nurtured by the poet-shamans through repeated ecstatic or 
quasi-ecstatic oral performances. In modern contemporary poetry, examples could be 
found to label some modem poets as a continuation or extension of shamanic traditions 
-employing songs as a psycho-social healing method even today (Zolla 1973, Gior­
dano 1981).

From this point of view a recent renaissance of shamanism could be seen as a new 
and contemporary form of folklore, one could use the tennfol/cJorism here which, in 
contrast to folklore, is a politically or economically manipulated form of contemporary 
folklore. As a matter of fact, shamans have assumed new roles in the cultural integra­
tion of their peoples. With respect to the relationship between native religion and ethnic 
identity, the former plays an exceptionally important role in the preservation of the 
traditional system of values and beliefs, or, in a broader sense of the word, in the 
preservation of a culturally distinctive way of liife. Shamans or other religious leaders 
(native ritualists, medicine-men, folk healers, singers or poets) have played a promi­
nent role, for instance, in the recent renaissance of North American Indian ceremonial­
ism (Jilek 1982a, Posern-Zielinska 1981). 

Here again we return to a neglected aspect of shamanism, viz., the role of the 
•haman in the preservation of cultural identity. This role could be defined as a
mediation between the cultural heritage of the past and the present situation.

The performance of shaman songs by a Nganasan shaman (D. Kosterkin) before 
the participants of the 7th ICAES in Moscow in 1974 (Gracheva 1981 :89) could be 
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seen as folklorism. A South Korean hit-ceremony performed in a folk-festival, or a 
North American Sun Dance ceremony could fall into the same category, but it is 
necessary to bear in mind that, in spite of their differences, there is a common feature 
in all of these: these pseudo-shamanic events serve just as much to maintain the cultural 
continuity of their groups. Contemporary shamans, in their capacity as healer or 
poet/singer, have accepted the role of symbolic mediation as a means of the cultural 
policy of identity-preservation. This may well be a contemporary form of folklore, or 
even a new function of it, taking shape in front of our very eyes. At this precise point 
we return to the beginning of the present essay, emphasizing the contemporary 
character of shamanism. 

Towards a New Definition 

In the literature dealing with the question of shamanism there is a constant dissatisfac­
tion with the definition of the term • shamanism' itself, since it is applied to entirely 
different cultural complexes occurring within different ecological contexts, not to 
mention their different inner structures. 

The earlier definitions of shamanism are based on the assumption that ecstasy is 
the main feature of the shamanic rite (Eliade 1964). In any case, however, it was a 
very widely accepted practice to treat shamanism in general as a religious phenomenon 
(Voigt 1978:61) or as a form of religion ("certain definite grade of the cult of the 
spirits" - Di6szegi 1968:8) or even as an early form of religion on the evolutionary 
ladder. This last view is held by Soviet scholars. 

Most recently, according to another definition • spirit possession' and shaman.ism 
regularly co-exist, and the most analytically fruitful use of the term • shaman' is, as 
I.M. Lewis argues, to designate a charismatic religious role involving the mastery or
control of spirits. This role is best described in terms of a recruitment pattern involving
separate but interrelated phases: the initiatory trauma; a process of treatment; and
finally the achievement of control over the spirits. In the last phase the patient has been
transformed into an initiated healer shaman (Lewis 1981 ). This usage detaches the
concept 'shaman' from any specific 'shamanic' cosmology, liberating it for general
cross-cultural use in the analysis of religious functionaries and roles.

Other definitions attempt to understand and define shamanism from social perspec­
tives, as an institution which serves to construct a meaningful semantic universe by 
the process of symbolic mediation. Shamans as mediators create order and reestablish 
balance within their groups such that their role is socially embedded in their cultures 
(Hoppal 1975). 

This social integration of shamanism throws some light on the sphere of everyday 
beliefs. Here I list some examples to illustrate these everyday aspects of shamanism 
not taken into consideration by previous research. The everyday aspects are to be found 
in descriptions: sleep (the initiatory or, more exactly, the preceding or closing act of 
shamanic ecstasy- Dobkin de Rios 1976), yawning (the gesture of taking in helping 
spirits through the mouth - Hultkrantz 1979:49), dream (a state of acquiring knowl-
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edge) or fasting, one of the possible and v,;desp.ead techniques of preparation for 
trance in different cultures. A number of data are available in this respect not only in 
descriptions of Siberian shamanism, but also in accounts taken among the Lapps, 
Mongolians, Koreans, and Hungarians. Fasting is also mentioned with regard to North 
American Indians, e.g., the Kwakiutl shaman, before the healing ceremony, purifies 

himself by vomiting, a hot bath and long fasting, so that fasting was experienced 
mentally as well as physically. Purification meant a physical and mental, or even 
psychical, preparation for trance, which improves the efficiency of psychoactive agents 
(Shepker 1981 : I 02). 

"When a young man decides to undaJo apprenticeship, he first lpCDdl a 11110111h or more 
in isolation, purifyina his body of the substances that would otherwiae obstJuct his 
lcaming and cause bad visions" (Langdon 1979:68). 

Fasting, yawning, sleep, trance, possession. motifs of shamanic flight, and drums 
or bows as means of prophecy are the elements of the everyday system of beliefs, but 
at the same time they belong to the shamanic complex as well. Thus A. Hultlaantz 
tends to give a comet definition of shamanism as the complex of beliefs, rites and 
traditions clustered around the shaman and his activities. All these traits constitute a 
well-organized net of interrelationships, a religious configuration witlrin tJre religion. 
In some hunting and pastoral regions of Siberia, this configuration is so profiled and 
domineering that observers from the outside have mistaken shamanism for a religion 
(Bickman - Hultlcrantz 1978: I 0). In a definition the concept of belief system is of 
central theoretical importance as a recently accepted term, standing for a set of rules 
guiding everyday behaviour (Hoppa) 1979b). 

Shamanism is a complex system of beliefs which includes the knowledge of and 
belief in the gods of helping spirits in the shamanic pantheon. the memory of certain 
texts (prayers, shaman-songs, legends, myths, etc.), the rules for activities (rituals, 
sacrifices, the technique of ecstasy,etc.), and the objects, tools and paraphernalia used 
by shamans (drum, stick, bow, mirror, costumes, etc.). All these components are 
closely connected by beliefs given in the shamanic complex. 

Of these elements, some always appear jointly with specified others, and, of course, 
the set of elements which make up the shamanic belief system are always diffemit in 
different cultures (Siikala 1978:322). On the basis of beliefs the memben of a given 
community believe that shamans are able to get in touch with spirits for different 
purposes (healing, prophesying) or to take a journey to the Wlderworld in the state of 
trance, with the help of a rhythmical background music (a drum or other instrument), 
or hallucinogenic agents, in order to contact deceased. 

I suggest to conceive shamanism as a belief system. because this term is more 
neutral than its alternative definition as a form of religion. The heretofore neglected 
aspects of this phenomenon which this paper has presented are more secular in 
character than they are religious. 

In our post-religious world it is perhaps more proper to speak about beliefs, 
attitudes, convictions, or ideological practices (Glaubensvorstellungen), than religion. 
In this sense shamanism is a belief system which involves the acceptance of certain 
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social roles (a healer, poet, or ideologue, or all of these together). These are no longer 
in the sacred sphere of culture today, but on the border of the sacred and the profane; 
not in that of religion, but rather on the threshold between religious and everyday 
beliefs. This is one of the main lessons to be drawn from the most recent research, and 
this may be an explanation for shamanism adapting itself to our own everyday life -
u the examples cited above demonstrate. It appears in extremely varied fonns, but
renews, formulated and expresses - with varying degrees of success - an overtly
altruistic ideology which, in our egoistic and materialistic times, contains a decisively
politive program for life.
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ON THE ORIGIN OF SHAMANISM AND THE 

SIBERIAN ROCK ART 

Introductory Notes on the Beginnings of Shamanism 

Scholars tend to disagree on the problem of the origin of shamanism. Even such a 
highly respected author as Mircea Eliade supposed that recent researches have clearly 
brought out the 'shamanistic' elements in the religion of paleolithic bunters. He 
referred to Karl J. Nan's theory on the possible connection between 'Birenzere­
moniell' and the shamanism of Stone-Age in Europe. His conclusions are as follows: 

"Animal skulls and bones found in the sites of the European Paleolithic (50.000-
ca. 30.000 B.C.) can be interpreted as ritual offerings ( ... ) and in connection with the 
same rites, the magico-religious concepts of the periodic return of animals to life from 
their bones, crystallized ( ... ) Soon afterwards, probably about 25.000, Europe offen 
evidence for the earliest fonns of shamanism (Lascaux) with the plastic representation 
of the bird, the tutelary spirit and ecstasy" (Eliade 1964:503). 

These statements about the bird, the spirit helper and the shaman - the so-called 
'Dead Man's picture' -were widely accepted in the literature, in spite of the fact that 
Annette Laming never mentioned shamans in her book (Laming 1959, Tab. 35). 

In the 50s it was a kind of scholarly fashion the write books on the prehistory of 
religion based on the rich illustrative materials of the European cave-art. In these books 
each human-like creature was labelled as • Zauberer' or demonic figure, and their 
supposed activity usually called 'Jagdmagie' (Kuhn 1952). J. Makkay, a Hungarian 
archaeologist, published an article in 1953, in which he interpreted a masked human 
portrait of the cave Les Trois Freres, as an important proof of the prehistory of 
shamanism. This well-known homed creature is supposed to be a sorcerer, or moreover 
a shaman (Makkay 1953). 

Andreas Lommel went even further in the way of unsupported assumptions in bis 
book on 'Medizinmniner, Scbamanen, Kiinstler' of the early bunters (Lommel 
1967:173, Haydu 1970). Lommel argued that the arts of our times (art= in the sense 
of profession ex Latin) have their origin in the world of prehistoric hunters C der friiben 
Jager'), about 50,000-10,000 years ago. In a chapter on 'Art and Shamanism' be tries 
to persuade the reader that the famous X-ray style of the Franco-Cantabrian prehistoric 
cave art was in connection with shamanism. Lommel's book bas to be read with a 
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critical eye because his lengthy bibliography fails to mention the most relevant worb, 
both on Paleolithic cave art and the recently published (that is, up until the mid-sixties) 
Soviet books on this topic. 

Andre Leroi-Gourhan, whose valuable works on 'prehistoire de l'art occidental' 
are well-known. pointed out how difficult it is to demonstrate the existence of 
sbamaniun during the Paleolithic time. For instance in publications on the topic, all 
the female figurines are labelled as 'Venus' (with features of steatopygia) and the 
males as magicians or sorcerers, these later ones sometimes called 'shamans' (Leroi­
Gourban 1964, 1977). 

It is, however, more difficult to pinpoint the �nniog of shamanism, and some 
scholars believe that certain cave drawings, the date of which cannot be established, 
represent •hamans imd objects used by them. It has also been suggested that since 
various metals played an important role in the Brome Age this could help us in dating 
(Vajda 1959, Voigt I 977). This is not impossible, but only the most recent publications 
provide us with new and almost countless data, that can count as tangible proofs, if 
there are any, in rock art. In this respect the I 960s and 70s were the turning points, 
during which completely unknown materials have been priesented in new publications, 
from South West Africa (Lewis-Williams 1981, 1983) through the Sahara (Lajoux 
1977) up to northern Europe (Glob 1969) and Centr:11 Asia (Sher 1980), and from the 
vast territories of Siberia (Okladnikov 1966, Olrladnikov- Martinov 1972, Okladnikov 
et al. I 979). 

It is for the specialists to judge the validity of the theories, based on the materials 

of rock art of different territories, establishing contacts between the drawings, engrav­
ings or paintings, and the magico-religious beliefs of the supposed 'artists'. What 
seems to be certain, at least in Siberia, the locus classtcus of shamanism, is that a 
theoretical possibility exists findings the first expressions of 11hamanistic rituals and 
symbols on the rocks of Central and North Asia. Moreover, Siberian rock art could be 
seen as the earliest documents available to us on the prehistory of Eurasian 11hamani� 
or to use a more precise expression, these data could shed light on the religious belief 
complexes from which the Siberian shamanism emerged .and started to develop. 

During the last four decades Soviet scholars discovered and published several 
hundred articles and books on rock drawings of Siberia. This brand new material has 
not been systematically examined, however, there have been attempts to determine the 
beginning of shamanism in Siberia with the help of archaeological data. A. P. Oklad­
nikov stated that shamanism !had its start as a complex magico-religious practice about 
the middle of the 2nd millennium 8.C. in the Baikal region (Okladnikov 1955:344-
348) and about the first millennium on the Ural and Ob river territories (Okladnikov
- Martinov 1972:219). Others also attempted to decipher the early anthropomorphic
images (of the Okunev-Culture 2000-1500 B.C.), as possible evidence of early
!'lhamanism (Matyuschenko 1962, Leontiev 1978).

Among the anthropologists the first of those who were interested in the problems 
of early shamanism were the students of the history of religions especially those of 
Turkish peoples (Potapov 19'78). 
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In the most recently published book one can find on the prehistory of Buryat 
INQ\lniS1D, T.M. Mikbajlov's remarb on fertility cult, matriarcbat, totemism, cult of 
the sun, worship of ancestors, and 'magico-religious beliefs' u reflected in the 
petroglypbs, arc typically vague statements without any specification to any tribe or 
culture. There is only one exception, when be mentions (Mikbajlov 1980:56) the 
human figures with horns on their bead-dress u typical images of Glazkovo period 
(2000-1000 B.C.) and of the later shamans as well. 

N.A. Alcksccv, in bis book on the early forms oftbc religion ofTurlac peoples in 
Siberia, made no reference to pctroglypbs u possible sources for the study of Siberian 
shamani!IIJl wu formed under the late influence of Buddhism (Aleksccv 1980). But 
not everybody shares this view, for instance A.N. Bcrmwn published some interesting 
drawings from the rocks of the Fcrgana Mountains (VII-I centuries B.C.) u evidences 
of shamanic rituals (Bcrstam 1952:65-68). 

In the following parts of this paper the different types of images from Siberia will 
be enumerated with some critical and methodological remarb, and finally some 
edmoscmiotic remarks will be presented. 

Diltincdve Features or Early Shamans (In Siberia) 

If there is no agrccmcnt about the beginning of shamanism, then one can find even 
more varying opinions about the characteristic traits of the supposed son:ercrs or 
shamans In the following, a tentative and preliminary typology will be presented, 
bued on recent publications of Soviet scholars. It must be noted here that om outline 
of the literature is not complete, because it is almost impossible to gain access to the 
publications of different regional museums, or research institutes and universities. 

I will not take into account here the almost infinite number of animal-images in the 
Siberian rock art, but only the anthropomorphic or human-like figures will be 
enumerated. It seems quite natural that only human figures could be counted, and only 
those of them which have one or more specific traits. It is a reasonable usumption that 
the early shamans had some distinctive features u well u their later colleagues, since 
they were not ordinary members of their community. What kind of features should be 
looked for'l 

These anthropomorphic figures have special marlcers which were deciphered by 
Soviet archaeologists u specific signs which signify shamans, notably in the first place 
the whole body-image: human-like figures in a standing and/or in moving (dancing) 
position (figs. I and 8). These anthropomorphic figures have either animal heads, or 
a simple human-bead-like image, which sometimes bears horns. The other group of 
pictures with animal beads can be divided into two groups: creatures with bird-beads 
and with bcarheads (figs. 2, S, 11). In Siberia near the Tom-river, schematic figures 
with bird-beads could be found on rocks (dated to the tum of second and first 
millennium B.C. sec fig. I a and b) which were identified u being shamans by 
Okladnikov and Martinov (Okladnikov - Martinov 1972:188). They argued this on 
the grounds that in Siberia bird-type shamans arc well-known and were practising till 
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Fig. 1 Bird-Headed anthropomorphic figures (2000-1000 B.C.) 9-b: Tom river; 
c: Tas-Hazaa. -(Okladnikov- Martinov 1972:188) 

Fig. 2 Anttvopomorphich figures (with phallic feature) 
Baikal region -(Okladnikov - Zaporozhskaja 1970, 2:75) 
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the tum of the lat century. Then, is a recent example from the 19th century, a rock 
drawin& of Kblkasit which clearly depicts a bird-beaded creature (Kyzlasov - Leon­
tiev 1980, Tab. 48), possibly a shaman (fig. S). The bands oftbe fipra also blve 
dijfentta specific", for example: bird's claws or human bands, sometimes holding an 
object, a rovndsbaped instrument (a drum? or bow and anow- fig. 3) or a stick like 
tool (figs. 19, 20). 

The stylistic work of engravings also offers another series of distinctive features 

distinctive 
features of 
human 
fi,ures 

head 

J
nobomes 

with homes 
human 
head 

animal 
head 

belrhead 

one horn -- antenne 
decorated 

two homes-{ 
simple

IDIDY homes -r three 
L many-sun-head(?) 

ICbematic ----- x-ray style (skeleton-like) 

body 'realistic'
other features 

erecting pballos male--------1[ 
DO phallic display 

empty -{ 
upwards -- prayer or 'orans'(?) 

1 
downwards 

hand { with ID object ----< 

Diagram I 
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standing 

prayina 
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anthropomorfic 
fiaures 
in action 

bunting 
=-l with animals 

moving fighting :! other hmnao•

daociq ---{. -{ 
in line 

mgroup 
in circle 

Diagram 2 

for a detailed description ofroclc art images. For instance the 'realistic' as opposed to 
schematic drawings of the human body (the so-called x-ray style) can be clearly 
distinguished, as well as the female and male figures. These later ones hquently 
depicted with an erect phallus (figs. l .b, 6, 7 .a, 12). Rocle drawings of the Baikal region 
have a phallic character (Olcladnilcov - Zaporozhslcaya 1970:76) and Soviet re­
searchers have made efforts to explain these images in terms of the fertility cult, or 
cults of the snake and of the bull, signifying human figures with phallic features. 

Another set of distinctive features could have been derived from the description of 
acting figures and of the context Here by context we mean the set of the immediate 
neighbouring images on the coherent surface of a given rock. This context could 
consist of human beings or animals of which especially the latter ones seem to be very 
characteristic of the different cultural areas of Siberia, and clearly show slwp differ­
ences in the worldviews on which rock engravings are supposedly based (Olcladnilcov 
- Martinov 1972).

By the help of these distinctive features enumerated above (see diagrams 1, 2) a
very detailed, more or less exhaustive, description can be made on each figure of every 
rock drawing and it is also possible to make a tentative typology of anthropomorphic 
figures of Siberian rock art. According to the opinions of Russian colleagues the 
following main types of shamanistic images can be found on the rock of Siberia: 

(1) bird-head (dancing bird-like figures)
(2) human-figures with phallus
(3) anthropomorphic figures with horns (figs. 8, 17, 21)
(4) masks with horns and antlers (figs. IS, 16, 18)
(S) shamans with drum (figs. 21, 22, 23)

We have already dealt with the first two groups of drawings but there are data to
prove that in the whole territory of Siberia, anthropomorphic figures with horns were 
carved into rocks presumably to denote shamans with antlers, since the deer-type 
shamans wore headgear with horns during their seance (Leontiev 1978: 111 ). If there 
are too many little horns or 'radiating rays' on the head of anthropomorphic beings, 
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they .could probably rather be CODlpU1'd 
to the feathen of abarnao lxad-dreacs 
(Di6uegi 19688:310) and shaman'• im­
ages on SiberiaJ.I sbamao4UIDS (Hopp61 
1983:28, see figs. XXXI, XXXII). 

There are rock pictures showing 
masks only which stand for the whole 
figure, and it is supposed that the mask is 
a symbolic rq,resentation of a helping 
ancestor o f  the shaman (Leontiev 
1978: 109). Horned masks have a long 

Fig. 3 Human figures with lnllN- history in Siberia. 
ments (with bows and anows) In 1961 a Soviet an:haeologist, V.I. 

Inner Asia, Hobd Somon - Matyuschenko published some frag-
(Okladnlkov 1980:250) ments of clay vessels of the Samus IV-

period (2�200 B.C.) on which anthropomorphic figures are found with antenna-like 
bead-gear or crones. These beads with their horns could be compared to the Mugur­
Sargol petroglypbs, which are dated to the Bronze Age, the first half of the 2nd 
millennium B.C. (Matyuscbenko 1961:268-269). The petroglyphs of the ancient 
SBDctuary were discovered at the site ofMugur-Sargol in the southern part of the Sayan 
Canyon of the Yenisei river (Tuva Autonomous Soviet Republic). The Mugur-Sargol 
SBDctuary consists of more than two hundred drawings of human masks and other 
images. These masks, according to M. Devlet's opinion, represent the spirits of 
anceston, but the special features of the masks allow a comparison of the born-like 
headgear to the'! shamans' crown with horns. The Mugur-Sargol petroglypbs are dated 
back to the Siberian Bronze Age, and the drawings are associated with initiation rites 
(fig. 18.) Masks on the rocks can be treated as the images of the anceston of the clan 
(Dev let 1980). Anceston, heroes, important or powerful persons of the community or 
shamans were depicted on the rocks - this is the line of association and argumentation 
offered by Soviet scholan. Finally there is nothing astonishing about the fact that there 
are rock engravings which clearly show shamans with their drums. 

The Khakas, a small and ancient Twkic people inhabit the valleys of the Abakan 
and Cbulym River, the left bank of the Yenisei, and the Altai and Sayan Mountains of 
Southern Siberia. There are small rockengraving tamgas, or property signs, made in 
the recent past ( 19th-20th centuries) by herdsmen on the sacred rocks where local cults 
(of mountains and of fertility) were performed. Participants in these ceremonies left 
signs on the sacred rocks in memory of their attendance. 

Another group of drawings show shamans with drums and their helping spirits 
depicted in human or in animal forms. One example is a very interesting image: a 
human body with the head of an eagle (fig. S). The eagle was believed to be progenitor 
and protector of the shamans, whose hats were decorated with an eagle head, with the 
bud's wings attached to the sleeves of the shaman's costume. Other shamans' images 
are so realistic (fig. 22) with their drums that these drawings could probably serve as 
visual parallels to the earlier rock carvings. 
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Fig. 4 Dancing figures with a fal­
con - Hobd - Somon Baikal region 

- (Okladnlkov - Zaporozhskaya
1970:210) 
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Fig. 5 Shaman image: a human 
body with an eagle head ( 19th cen­
tury) Khakas Autonomous Territory 
(Kyzlasov- Leontlev 1980:154) 

Fig. 6 Shamans and their ancestor's helping spirit. 
(Bronze Age) Aspa Mountain -(Leontiev 1978:118) 

Fig. 7 Anthropomorphic figures (2000-1000 B.C.) 
Tom river- (Okladnikov- lMartinov 1972:209)
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Methodological Remarks on the Analysis 

Except for the very last group of rock drawing which undoubtedly depicts shamans 
and which were made in relatively recent times (two centuries ago), the other groups 
of Siberian rock art (and their interpretations as images or even proofs of the early 
documents of shamani11m) raise very serious questions about the methodology used in 
the process of deciphering. 

Here we intend to discuss at least three of 
these questions as follows: On what ground 

' 
can those anthropomorphic figures be labelled 
as shamans? Do those pictures have any con­
nections with the religion usually called 
shamanism? Why is Siberian rock drawing 
called art and is it art at all? 

Fig. 8 Human figures wllh homed

headdresaes. Central Asia -
(Sher 1980:192) 

To understand the meaning, and first of all 
to identify Siberian rock art as shamanistic, 
researchers often call for the help of ethnolo­

gists and students of folldore. Parallels from myths and rituals were usually cited to 
shed light on hidden meaning of the carved scenes on the rocks. A.P. Okladniknv, who 
was a leading personality in the field of rock art research, had a strong conviction that 
there is not such a big difference between the mind and way of thinking of the early 
man, and of ours (Olcladniltov et al. 1979:3). Thus, recently collected folldore texts 
could provide help in understanding the worldview and religious practices of man 
living in the Siberian Bronze Age. 

Generally speaking the 'ethnographic analo­
gies' have been deliberately used by Soviet col­
leagues, for instance a skeleton-like and 
dancing figure found on the rocks near the Ob 
river (north of lrlcutslc) was called a shaman 
(figs. 17.6.) based on the fact that one can find 
skeleton-like decorations on the costumes of 
some Siberian shamans (Okladnikov 1974:81-
82). We agree with Andre Leroi-Gourhan's 
sharp criticism of the vague usage of 'com­

paratisme ethnographique' which gives no help 
in understanding early man in terms of 
Australian or Pygmy myths and rituals - these 
are not equals in any sense (Leroi-Gourhan 
1964:148-149). 

Somehow, there seems to be an unavoidable 
mistake even in the best monographs, to use 
folldore parallels in order to reconstruct prehis­
toric religion and magico-ritual worldview of 
early man. Probably Siberia is a place where a 
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kind of continuity of population is beyond doubt, but even if it is true, one must be 
cautious since not everything on the rocks has a connection with shamanism or 
religion. 

A very common and serious mistake is made in the process of interpreting rock art, 

"a mistake quite difficult to discover, hidden on a theoretical level, namely when analo-
gies from studies of the history of religion are mixed with examinations of oral or written 
reports from members of a certain society" (Nordbladh 19781:202) -

and usually this is the case with ethnographic reports used by the Russians, but not 
only by them. There is a kind of folklore scientifique' among scholars firmly held by 
them, according to which 

"the Bronze Age rock-engravings reveal a remarkable imagery, a stylized an employing 
a sign language full of meaning which, properly interpreted, is capable of yielding 
invaluable information about the religious life of the time" (Glob 1969:386). 

It is absolutely not certain that only religion reflects itself in the imagery of the 
rocks. Instead of ambiguous notions of religion a new, more natural concept should 
be proposed: 'belief system' (Hoppa! 1980). 

Belief system seems to be a useful term for the whole domain of the ideological 
sphere of a given culture (it is somehow similar to 'Weltanschauung' and worldview). 
Culture has a number of sub-systems (economy, social structure, ideology, etc.) to 

Fig. 10 Sunheaded figures (5000-3000 B.C.) 
Mangislak, Kazakhstan - (Medoev 1979) 
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maintain itself with the help of 
the process of reproduction. A 
system of beliefs is responsible 
for the reproduction of the my­
thico-religious ideas within a 
community or society. A belief 
system acts as guiding force or­
ganising rituals, feasts, • fertil­
ity cults', 'hunting magic', etc., 
o:r perhaps engraving petro­
glyphs as well. One can say 
that not only the rock images as 
signs, but also the sign-produc­
tion, the whole cultic and not 
only 'religious' activity that 
acts as a frame, must be taken 
into account in the course of a 
modern process-oriented 
analysis of rock art. 

Generally speaking the re­
search on pettoglyphs from a 
methodological point of view 
is not very impressive because 
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Fig. 11 Antropomo,phlc flgure with a
bear-heao-maak (4000-3000 B.C.) 

Maya, Yakut Autonom. SSR. -
(OkladnikoY- Mazin 1979:126) 

Fig. 13 Masks with sun symbol - (4000-
3000 B.C.) Maya, Yakut ASSR -
(Okladnikov - Mazin 1979: 139) 

Fig. 14 Sun-head mask. lower Amur 
legion, Sakachi Alyan -
(Okladnlkov 1971:139) 

M. Hoppal

Fig. 12 Mask with ht.man flgures -
(4000-3000 B.C.) Maya, Yakut ASSR -

(OkladnikoY - Mazin 1979: 128) 

� 

� 
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��.@,� 
Fig. 15 Maks (from Nor1h Alia). 1-2: Minusinsk Basin; 

3: Tom river rock drawing; 4: Ural; 5-6: Angara; 7-8: Amur. - (Leontiev 1978:100) 

• 

1 

Fig. 16 Masks 
with homes. 

a:Tom; 
b: Tas-Hazaa; 
c: Samus IV. -
(Okladnikov -

Martinov 1972) 

5 

8 7 8 9 
Fig. 17 Antropomorphlc llguree with homes (Bronze Age). 1-2: Mugur Sargol; 
3: Kamyahta; 4: Tepael; 5: Shalabollno; 6: Angara; 7: Lena (Central region); 

8: Samua IV; 9: Baikal. - (Devlet 1980:232) 
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"the dependence on old scientific traditions is very strong, concepts such as economy, 
art and religion an: used as static references without any attempts at precision and 
integration. The results an: restricted to elaborate descriptions brought together with 
hypotheses which are not examined" -

here we quoted the opinion of two Scandinavian archaeologists (Nordbladh - Rosvall 
1974:49-50). 

Only recently a more constructive point for departure would be to regard the rock 
carving sites as something more than just a collection of pictures. It is reasonable to 
suppose that the pictures arc the remains of one of the complex social activities that 
took place on·thc sites, probably sacred places (Siikala 1984). As Jar) Nordbladh said: 
"The pctroglyphs as social phenomena could be seen as a part of communication or 
messages in context of prehistoric society" (Nordbladh - Rosvall 1974:64). From this 
point of view, a recent and more dynamic approach focussing on style not as an 
indicator of social/ethnic boundaries, but as a component in the process of boundary­
rnaintenancc, seems to be very illuminating (Conkey 1980:229). Reproduction of signs 
and symbols, and at the same time of beliefs, really helps to maintain cthno-cultural 
boundaries, or in other words to maintain and reinforce ethnic identity and tics within 
the community. Again, the researcher's interest focuses not only on the 'individual' 
stylistic patterns but also on the pattern-production as a communication process which 
must be reconstructed as well, within which the scheme of visual mcssage-chanclling 
will be understood. 

Fig. 18 Masks with homs (Bronze Age -
1500 B.C.) Mugur-Sargot, Tuva ASSR. -

(Devlet 1980:226) 

And last but not least, a short com­
ment on the terminology 'rock art' espe­
cially on art. From a strict methodologi­
cal point of view, here art is a rather 
vague term. I fully agree with Jan 
Rosvall's criticism on the traditional and 
somehow romantic misuse of the term. It 
is a scientific mistake to apply this unde­
fined concept of art to pctroglyphs, first 
because it is a typical value-judgement 
which conceptualizes the rock images 
belonging to the domain of 'grand art' 
(sec the title of Oldadnikov-Martinov's 
book Treasures of the pctroglyphs at 
Tom River). Secondly, there is a concept 
of art which is based on the view, that it 
is permissible, to remove any picture 
from its original environment and spir­
itual context in order to treat it as a work 
of so-called pure art and not on the con­
trary, to treat it as a part and result of the 
complex social activity of those times 
(Rosvall 1978:211 ). Ritual activity could 
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Fig. 19 a-b: Shamans (?) on Siberian rock 
(2000 B.C.) Novoromanovo, Tom river -

(Oldadnikov - Martinov 1972:133) 
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be labelled as • art' but will lead to 
nothing without any specification. 

Thus, the above criticism must be 
talcen into account. 

Jarl Nordbladh, when he ap­

proached methodologically some 

problems concerning the relation be­

tween rock art, religion and society, 
states that petroglyphs are presented 
usually as a more or less isolated phe­
nomenon without a defined place in a 
hypothetical society of their time 
(Nordbladh 1978a: 195) In his very 
well organized critical essay one can 
find important thoughts concerning 

the methodological and theoretical 

difficulties in the interpretation of 

rock art - if it is art at all. 
Going along with the methodo­

logical restrictions mentioned above 
we have to face the tasks of finding a 
way out. 

In recent years there have been 
attempts to introduce a semiotic 

methodology into the fields of ethno­

graphy, especially into the analysis of 
follc art (Hoppal 1975, 1979). In 1975 

the same was done first by a Nordic 

scholar with Scandinavian petro­

glyphs. In 1978 Jarl Nordbladh pub­
lished a more elaborate version of his 
paper presented in Leicester. Here we 
quote: Prehistoric images - which are
not necessarily labelled as art - as 
parts of systems of symbols could be 
analysed in terms of semiotics, or 
more broadly speaking in terms of 
social communication. Communica­
tion is always culture dependent and 

heavily based on the actual contexts 

in which signs and/or symbols occur. 

An isolated image can mean any­
thing, but the case is not so concern-
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ing rock-art. In spite of this fact- ie. natural setting as context and in the strict 9eDSe 

of the term relations between images on the rocb (Nordbladb l 978b:66). 
In the Soviet Union there are a few archaeologists and linguists who are intaested 

in ethnosemiotic studies and wish to introduce its methodology into the analysis of 
rock an. In 1980 Ya. A. Sher published a book in which be wrote not only about the 

questions of methodology but dealt with the problems of semantics, u well (Sher 1980, 
see chapt 8). V.N. Toporov was also interested in the 1e111iotic analysis of the oriain 

of certain poetic symbols of the Paleolithic period (Toporov 1978). 
By ethno-semiotics we mean the desctipb.>n of the production and the under­

standing of sign-systems used by the edmo-cultural community. Accordina to the 
classic works of semiotics (by Ch.S. Peirce and Cb. Morris) there are three levels of 

( ethno )-semiotic description and/or analysis of the different sian-systems. these are 
as follows: 

( l )  syntactic studies of pe1roglypbs deal with the relations between signs and sign­

complexes on neighbouring rocks. Presumably there are rules which aovem the 

possible connections between signs inside a single picture frame. 

Fig. 20 �: Shaman or the mylhic 
hunter (2000 B.C.) 

Plsannaja Rock No. 5, Tom r1Yer­
(Oldadnlkov- Matt1ncw 19n:10) 
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Fig. 21 Shaman and hll 
helping aplrita (XV-XVI II. 
A.O.) Moh9obolloo-Haya,

YakutASSR­

(Okladnlkov 1949)

Siberian Rock Art 

Fig. 22 e-b: Shaman• with drums (XVlll-X)C. A.O.) Khak• Autonomous Region -
(KyzlaSOY - Leontiev 1980: 117) 
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(2) semantic studies usually deal with the relations between sign and thing depicted
( or carved) on rocks. In other words presumably the different signs and symbols
have meaning, they simply want to transmit a message. The main problem,
however, is still W1SOlved: the greater majority of rock drawings have never been
used in order to understand the content of rock art and its relation to reality.
The problem here is the following: in South East France (Monte Bego) for
example about 100,000 pictures on 38,000 rocks were discovered and only some
hundreds of them are published (Nordbladh - Rosvall 1974: 10-26). In the Soviet
Union more than 20,000 rock drawings were published but many more were
explored.
Only a little portion of the published data became known to scholars interested
in rock art studies and even less to those who are specialists of comparative
mythology or shamanism. This means that most of the theories based on rock art

materials are simply unfounded, because it is well-known to specialists that only
fragmentary parts of rock drawings can be considered to have ( or convey)
'symbolic meaning' (see diagram 3).

explored 

preserved 

existed totally 

Diagram 3 

this is considered 
to have 

'symbolir. meaning' 

There are considerable efforts to understand the underlying meaning of rock art 

through detailed semantic analysis of motifs. For instance, Anna-Lena Siikala 

rightly suggested that the Finnish rock paintings can be interpreted on the basis 

of animal-ceremonialism typical of hunting cultures and the shamanistic belief 

tradition associated with it (Siilcala 1984). Her method is similar to what we

proposed above (see diagrams 1-2), and she also wants to understand the users 

of the signs, thus her interpretation starts with the overall type of the cultures in  
question. These types of study are labelled in terms of semiotics as pragmatic 
analysis. 

(3) pragmatic studies usually deal with the relations between users and images, how
those signs and symbols were used, by whom, what kind of relations existed
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between the users themselves, etc. One can say that all the questions related to 
the so-called 'religious' use of rock drawings belong to this domain of the 
pragmatic level of ( ethno )-semiotic analysis. 
The signs and symbols of rock 'art' could be seen as only one kind of com­
munication system among others used by the early man. As a special sign system 
it has the function of gathering people, to create the community, the communal 
atmosphere during rituals at the rocks (Cbernetsov 1975:95; Nordbladh 
1978b:75). One can agree with Egil Bakka's modest opinion on the pragmatic 
value of Arctic rock art, let me quote it 

Fig. 23 Drawings on a Teleut shaman drum 
(self-reflective signs) - (XIX-XX. A.O.) -
(Okladnlkov- Zaporozhskaya 1970:142) 

.. .. . the various abttrlct patterns and 
figures, human figures and sexual 
symbols indicate that rock art should 
not only be explained in terms of 
htmting maaic pure and simple. The 
ideas of sexuality, fertility and multi­
plication of the animal world must 
have been part of the meaning of this 
art. I do not regard this a contradiction 
of the idea of hunting magic, but 
rather as an important supplement to 
it, indicating that the purpose of rock 
art was a complex ooe, of promoting 
all what was of vital importance for 
the Stone or Bronze Age hunters and 
could be achieved by the use of pic­
tures, patterns and rites connected 
with them

M 

(Bakke 1975:S). 

These three different levels of 
semiotic analysis seems to be 
well-founded methodological 
tools for the understanding sign­

systems of the rocks. As far as the origin of shamanism is concerned it can be 
said that only a more detailed stylistic and semantic analysis would lead from 
the recent pseudo-theories to more elaborated and well-founded hypothesis. The 
semiotic approach could help to understand the 'evolution' of the sign-producing 
activity of our ancestors, and finally, probably, some fragment of their sign-using 
cognitive process as well. 
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In the put decade, anthropological research bas turned with increasing interest towards 
sbtm1oism Shorter and longer monognpbs were publisbed one after another both in 
the West (Siibla 1978) and in the East (Novik 1984), by which primarily the former 
Soviet Union should be understood. It is necessary to stress this because -:arlier this 
area of religious life was taboo (cf. Hopp611985, with a further ample bibliography). 
From the early 1980s onwards, a series of conferences have been held enabling 
researches - mainly the younger generation - to report on the experience they have 
pined n.i the field. These conferences included Suospatak 1981, Manchester 1982, 
Vancouver 1983, Nice 1985, and also one was held in Zagreb in 1988. There have 
been some valuable collections of articles published IS well (Di6szegi ed. 1968, 
Di6szegi - Hopp61 eds. 1978, Hoppal ed. 1984, Tra,ue Cluimantsme 1986). 

The above list suggests that shamanism bas come into vogue; this is attested not 
just by the large number of publications dealing with the subject (both popular and 
ICientific worb ), but also by the fact that shaman-tmning counes, demonstration 
workshops teaching trance techniques are being nm all over Europe and America 
(about tbeie • Hoppil 1984a, Hamer 1980). Rather than putting it down to fashion, 
perhaps we are closer to the truth if we say that shamanism bas acquired relevance. 
Surely, we could learn something &om this ancient healing technique! 

One such popular publication (Halifax 1982) signals by its very title - 'Shaman: 
the wounded healer' - that the healing fhaman t.akes upon himself the illness and the 
pains, for that could be one of the traditional human models of healing. The fint picture 
in Joen Halifax's book shows ID Eskimo carving. 

"Thi, Ewmo Cll'Yiq, of a abaman barpoonina tun.tr, capciirea 1ht eseence of the

abaman'• Plffl'iMMlll to a hiper order of Jmowina which makca him able to handle 
\IDbemble pliD" (Halifax 1982:4-S). 

But one could have selected a much older picture too. The Tungus shaman seen in, 
finely etched illustrations to J. A. Georgi's book (Georgi 1775) may be regarded as an 
emblematical figure 1eprcsenting the Siberian shamans. The two pictures portray, from 
the front and from the rear, a shaman of the region of the Argun river IS be is pulling 
ID arrow through .his body (or more exactly, through his garment - cf. Gmelin 
1751-1752; 11:46-49), symbolizing, as it were, the belling shaman, that is, the 
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'wounded healer' (Halifax 1982). In other words, the healing doctor must take upon 
himself the pain, the illness - that is one of the pivotal formulas of the shaman 
mythology. 

Pain is a most natural biophysiological pbeoomenon, which, however, precisely 
because of the strong impact of psychic factors, medical sciences tends to iutetpret 
more as a psycho-physiological process (Stembach 1968); and although more and 
more is known about the nature of pain, there is still a lot of mystery smrouoding the 
process of pain �lion (cf. Melzack 1973). The problem of imaginary pain (phan­
tom pain), in particular, needs to be clarified. It is also evident (although the exact 
intemlationships have yet to be elucidated) that the perception of pain is, to a large 
degree, subject to emotional and personality factors. In addition, the specific socio­
cultural situation also determines the sensation of pain ( e.g. in war, under strenuous 
exertion or in stressful situations - Hardi 1972:97-99). That is understandable enough, 
as every new physical stimulus tends to block out pain. 

What may be of greater interest to the ethnographer-anthropologist is this, viz. that 
experiments have shown that the �lion of pain is affected by the subject's ethnic 
origin. In brief: the perception of the threshold of pain is culture-bound, as, indeed, tbe 
categoriution of pain is also a culture-specific phenomenon ( similarly to the categories 
of colour - cf. Ohnuki-Tiemey 1981:52-60). The problems of pain perception are 
further complicated by the fact that the world-image (Weltanschauung) of the given 
culture - or, in other words, the belief systetn evolved and used by the community on 
a daily basics - completely determines the individual's endurance of pain ( about the 
functioning of the belief systetn, Hoppal 1979b ). A case in point is the fact that, in 
certain cultures, pain is regarded as punishment inflicted by supernatural beings 
(Rogers 1982: I SS); therefore it can be cured by shamanic massage. Or, given that pain 
is the result of an evil spell, the belief system prescribes the removal, the sucking out 
from the body of the small objects or wurms that are supposed to have caused the 
disease. This too is the task of the shaman, who, in this way, takes over, as it were, 
receives into himself the cause of the disease, relieving the patient off the pain. 

No less culture-dependent than the �lion of pain are the methods by which 
they try to battle against pain. Thus, for example, in traditional Chinese medicine, 
acupuncture-induced anesthesia has developed almost to perfection the suspension of 
the sensation of pain (Eke 1986:77-90). In addition to different medicinal herbs, which 
were also used for anesthesia, rites were developed in the various cultures one of whose 
principal functions may have been precisely the teaching of the endurance of unbear­
able pain. These included, in India, various forms of meditation and yoga; fire-walking 
in Indonesia; and the FJagellant Muslim sects of Turkey and Persia. A common feature 
in all these is that the individual acts in the altered state of consciousness of ecstasy, 
that is, of trance. A particularly good example is the sun-dance ceremony of the 
American Blackfoot Indians (Wissler 1921 ), which has been revived in recent decades 
(see Halifax 1982:41 - photo by Richard Erdoes); durina the dance, the thongs that 
the participants fasten onto their breasts tear out the flesh of their own breasts. Pain an 
important part of the religious ceremony. 
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But recent research has revealed that there is an important substance that the body 
generates during the ecstatic rites. It is called endorphin. Raymond Prince concluded 
his review of endorphins for anthropologists as follows: 

"(1) the body does have an endoaenous pain-controlling system that is in pen mediated 
by endogenous opiates; (2) this system is not brought into play by ordinary day-to-day 
peinful stimuli; (3) the system can be activated by artificial stimulation of circumscnl,ed 
brain ll'CIIS; (4) oddly, the system may be activated by stimulation of cer1lin nonpain 
scmory endinp • demomttlted by ICUpUl!.CtW'C; (5) it is possibly activated by emotional 
excitement ancVor intcme motor activity" (Prince 1982:311 ). 

The scrutiny of endorphins leads on to the phenomena of shamanism, not simply 
because endorphins raise the threshold of pain, but also because they provide an 
explanation for many previously little known problems of the trance state. The other 
such, by now widely known, reliever of pain is hypnosis, and this technique too sheds 
light on a new segment of the phenomena of shamanism - for, according to recent 
research, the so-called • active alert' state (Bjnyai 1984) may be one of the best models 
of the trance state. 

Pain had, and still has, an important function in initiation rituals in all parts of the 
world That was particularly true of shamanism, and of its IOCll3 classicus, Siberia. It 
is interesting, that, for instance, in the Yakut culture, in Northern Siberia, the candidate 
has to go through two sets of ordeals. In the myths describing the birth of the shaman. 
the experience of dismemberment is a symbolic experiencing of pain. In addition, 
concrete exercises in self-torture must be performed as well Among the Y alcuts the 
novice hide in a forest, threw himself into water and fire, and cut himself. After ten or 
more days he returned to his village bloodstained and babbling incoherently. 

The Indians of the North-West Coast, those young people who sought to take part 
in a • spirit dance' ceremony, had to undergo a similarly cruel preparatory training and 
painful ordeals. Wolfgang Jilek, in his study on Indian healing, wrote, relying on his 
fieldwork among the Salish Indians. 

"In Salish Spirit Dance initiates u-e 'tortured' during the repeated 'grabbing' procedures: 
they u-e • l'lttled' with the dcerhoof 9'affs, slapped, bitten, tickled, and pinched on exposed 
ll'CIIS of chest, abdomen, and legs. In the words of • young initiative: They use tbe 
dances to work on you because they've got the power, 111d they bite on you on your 
side to put their power inside you. You feel I lot of pain when they bite you, you have 
to ICffllm and holler, and pretty soon your song comes. I felt the pain in the stomach 
where they bit me. I putcd out about three times while they worked on me. They kept 
doing that to me every morning and night for four days" (Jilek 1982b:336). 

In the above sketched ceremonies, pain stimulation is often combined with physical 
strain through forced hypermotility. The euphoria-producing effect of this combination 
is manifested by Salish Indian initiates, who or their exercise runs have traditionally 
whipped their legs with cedar bows in order to feel lightfooted, exhilarated, and tranced 
- indeed some candidates experienced their power-vision during such a run. One is
reminded here of present-day jogging addicts who forcefully overcome the iinitial
running pain in order to then experience their 'jogger's high' - a euphoric trancelilce
state perhaps attributable to endorphin release (Jilek l 982b:340). It is interesting to
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observe the similarity between the two geographically remote, but culturally analogous 
cultures, as it determines the initiation ritual in terms of pain. 

Highly revealing, moreover, is a case which was described by the Jileks, both of 
them psychiatrists, in terms ofintercultural psychotherapy, while working among the 
Salish Indians. It provides a glimpse of what can be achieved by using, in modem 
psychotherapy, the differences between cultures. We quote the case as it provides a 
good example of a severe neurosis induced by the fear of pain. 

"A Salish high school girl from an Indian reserve wu brought to the hospital beca111e 
of a serious suicide attempt On the psychiatric ward she remained teclusive and 
depressed, not responding to any of psychotherapy ... But when she realized that she 
could talk about 'Indian ways' without being ridiculed she then poured out the trauma• 
tizina experiences which bad led to the suicidal attempt She lost her Cather in a fishiq 
accident a few years ago and bad felt haunted by his spirit. Her mother, fearina that her 
daughter would one day be taken by the ghosts of dead relatives to the land of the dead, 
wished for her to become a spirit dancer in order to be protected against these threats, 
but could not afford the cost of initiation. When a group of female ceremooialists offered 
to do the 'wortc' free of charge if the patient would be the first dancer of the seuon, 
there seemed no escape: for her. The girl firmly believed that in the process of initiation 
she would be 'clubbed to death' -an expression used to denote the symbolic death and 
rebirth which bas to take place before one becomes a spirit dancer. She thought that if 
she bad to die anyhow, she would prefer the more peaceful way oftakina an ovenlose 
of sleeping pills to the ordeal of spirit dance initiation" (Jilek-Aall - Jilek 1984: 165). 

This concrete - and, moreover, contemporary - example is a fine illustration of the 
extent to which the belief system at work in the given culture, the all myths, precon­
dition the individual. What we have here is really a symbolic experience of pain. We 
have essentially the same appearing in a Y alcut text. where the theme is the mythical 
birth of shamans: 

"In the far, far north, say the Y alruts, a great larch with many branches stands at the 
source of tetrible sickness. On these branches are nests in which shamans are born ... 
When the shaman is to be born, a great eagle with feathers of iron and hook-liJce claws 
flies to the sacred larch and lays an egg. If the shaman is of the highest order, the bird 
stays with the egg for three long years. If the shaman is of a lower order, the time for 
nesting and batching is only one year. 

The she-eagle is called 'Mother of Animals'. On three occasions during the lifetime of 
a shaman does she appear. The fint, when she gives birth to the shaman; the scc:ond, 
when the shaman undef10Cs d� and sacrifice; and the third, when the 
shaman meets death for the final time .... When the neophyte bas attained the proper 
age, his shaman-mother turns him over to three horrific black and punt spirits who 
back bis flesh to pieces. They place his bead on a pole and scatter his flesh in all 
directions. Three other spirits take the shaman' 1 jawbone and throw it u an oracle in 
order to divine the origin of all disease and suffering. In an oracle &11s in a proper 
position, this means that the shaman can help a patient with the affliction in question" 
(Lommel 1967:SS). 

The Y alruts hold that the great shamans have to undergo the ordeal of dismember­
ment at least three times. 

As an intriguing, if remote, parallel it is worth quoting here is an experiment that 
the contemporary Hungarian poet, Ferenc Juhasz, carried out on himself. During the 
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experiment, be was given LSD under medical supervision. In bis account, which he 
wrote down just after the hallucinations hid ceased, be reported that undergoing 
• dismemberment' hid been one of bis most disturbing experienc:es.

"I am dead, it ftuhed 11a1111 my mind, I aot 10 trial•• .S 1be - cut off my bead. 
tore my body into amll pieces, 111d put it in a c:auldroa ... wbm it IOClned tbat all my 
bones bad been separaled &om the Oesb, the blacksmith spoke to me, sayina 'All your 
bones have turned into a river'; and, sure enoup, I saw a river in the room, with my 
bones ftoatina in it ... then, iaJcina bis pliers, be started fishina them out or the river. 
When be bad bauled all the bones onto the but, the blacbmith put tbrm together 111d 
covered them with flesh, 10 that my body repined its former appearance" (Juhisz 
1967:135). 

The poet's vision seems to be identical with the belief in dismemberment of the 
Siberian cbamans: afterwalds both felt reborn. 

The insight of psychiatrist John Weir Peny into the psychosymbolic process of 
individuals diagnosed as schizophrenic gives us important clues about the archetypal 
nature of the sbarnanir. complex. For instance, death occurs in the process of dismem­
berment and sacrifice, the person is tortured, chopped up, and bis or her bones are 
rearranged (see Peny 1974; Halifax 1982:7). It is interesting to observe how identical 
the archetypal patterns of the cbarnanir. ordeal are from Lapland to Manchuria; not to 
mention the fact that the sbarnan'c journey symbolized precisely this, that only after 
enduring pain is the cbaman reborn, becoming strong and possessed of knowledge. 
'The reaJizati<>n of power occurs most frequently in the midst of an ordeal, a crisis 
involving an encounter with death" (Halifax 1982: I 0). 

Other culture-transmitting figures related to the shaman, such u the priest or the 
singer of folk epic, also gain their knowledge after the ordeals of initiation. Thus, for 
iDstance, in Turkish folk stories on the astA:s ( a Turkish bard), there is the characteristic 
motif of the sleep into which the hero falls invariably after some painful and exhaustive 
physical or moral ordeal. Ilban Basg6z has compared this motif with the three stages 
of the sbarnanir. initiation ceremony, notably (I) the ordeal; (2) the symbolic death; 
(3) the reborn personality emberlcs upon its new life (Basg6z 1966:3--7).

Examples may be furnished from European culture too, i.e. from the world of
ancient Greek religion. 

Jack Lindsay, in his book devoted to the study of early Greek religion and culture, 
as well as the origins of drama, claims that there are striking similarities between the 
structure of the ancient mysteries, the main parts of the tragedy, and the patterns of 
initiation rituals. Namely, all of them start with the novice's departure (pompe), 

followed by death and rebirth (agon and sparag,nos), and, finally, by the return of the 
initiate (lwmos). This pattern expresses the suffering, death and rebirth of the god, the 
pangs of ordeal, death and renewal in the initiation (Lindsay 1965:295). 

It is interesting to note here that these commonalities seem to be cultural universals 
which are structural of shamanic initiation u well. 

Surveying the examples enumerated, it may be stated that pain is an important 
element of initiation rituals - it appean to be something of a cultural universal. The 
ritual significance of pain is, in all probability this, viz. that the fear felt prior to and 
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during the initiation is suppressed by means of physical pain; this, sharpened to the 
point where it is unbearable, subsequently abates, resulting in a sense of rebirth. Every 
initiation, but especially shamanic initiation, was a preparation for the endurance of 
pain. Pain, by virtue of its repetition, foreshadows that which is to be expected; this, 
while aggravating the fear and the pain itself, tends, at the same time, to make them 
endurable. 

The way to get closer to an ( ethno-) hermeneutic widmtancling Qf cultural phe­
nomena lies through attending to the voice of tradition (Gadamer 1984:258). The myth 
and the rite, as texts of culture, reveal their message. Pain, according to its anthropo­
logical concept, features, in the shamanic initiation, as symbolic dismemberment; yet, 
it also denotes the endurance of physical pain. The individual, the shaman, suffers 
alone for the community, because the experience of pain is a pivotal element in the 
human formula for obtaining lcnowledge. Suffering is part of the healing process, since 
healing is invariably a collective action; thus symbolic pain, such as dismemberment 
is made subservient to the healing of collective fears (social pain). That may represent 
the anthropological understanding of pain. 
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FOLK BELIEFS 

On the Concept of Belief System 

A new theoretical study of the early forms of religion should include at least three 
components. The first is the conception of a belief system, the second is a text 
theoretical approach to the analysis of narrative structures, and the third is a general 
ethnosemiotic description of the 'texts' or codes of culture. 

The problem of belief system first arose in the 1960s in connection with social-an­
thropological research. Several experts were interested in the nature of beliefs in 
psychology, philosophy, sociology and folklore; but their research was isolated and 
the results were relatively unknown. In the 1'970s, however, the first interdisciplinary 
results appeared, launching a new era in the history of researches. 

Here was use the concept of belief(and belief system) in a wide sense similarly to 
that of American sociology: the belief system represents the total universe of a person's 
beliefs about the physical world, the social world and the self. In fact, this system 
corresponds to om everyday knowledge about surrounding reality, with a wide tran­
sition between beliefs and established knowledge. 

In the literature of the disciplines mentioned a�ve, the statement occurs from time 
to time that beliefs do not stand side by side in a chaotic disorder, but rather they from 
a system. We cannot produce direct evidence for this assumption, since it is the human 
mind itself which serves as data bank and memory. The analysis of various folklore 
texts revealed, however, the existence of such a latent system. It is not accidental that 
the first experts who empbasiz.ed this fact were folklorists and social psychologists. 
But and interdisciplinary approach should be developed in mythological research as 
well. Both on the conceptual and the linguistic level, our knowledge, which is at the 
same time a part of the whole cultural system, creates a coherent network of associa­
tions. Where concepts are built one upon the other and ideas presume one another, we 
may speak of a homogeneous and well-integrate culture, in which the various beliefs 
are mutually reinforced. 

Perhaps the network is the best graphic model for the representation of beliefs as 
a system. The network of a belief system may contain such a great number of elements, 
and their connections may be so very intricate, that a computer is needed to detect and 
chart the interconnections of the elements. 
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Belief systems may be viewed as culturally constituted fantasy and are transmitted 
as cognitive structures from one generation to the next as part of a group's cultural 
heritage. In the network, each element - node - is in correlation with the other 
elements, even if through an intennediate element; this interrelation is the very reason 
why the mythological and/or belief systems are such long-lasting. 

The transference of culturally accepted behaviour patterns or, more specifically, 
the acquisition of culture is not possible, according to our opinion, without the belief 
system, and in precise relation to that the belief system - like all other 'languages' or 
codes in the culture - is socially determined and its formation takes place at the same 
time as does the development of the personality in the early period of socialization. 
Our beliefs are very deeply rooted in our personal and cultural memories as well. 

The belief system with the value system is to be considered one of the most 
important subsystems of the ideological sphere within culture. The belief system alone 
comprises every sort of historically developed and socially inherited conceptions of 
the community. Within the given culture, the conceptions and views (for example, on 
the nature of the universe and man's place within it) create a relatively coherent system 
- to be more exact, there is a tendency towards the creation of internal coherence.

All cultures have underlying assumptions, and it is these assumptions or 'folk ideas'
(as Alan Dudes said it) that are the building bloclcs of a worldview. Anyone's 
worldview will be based upon many individuals' encyclopedic knowledge of the 
world The most important function of a society's ideological system is that it helps 
to give an answer to every question which emerges. For example: Where is my place 
in the world? What is the structure of the world like? Answers to this questions (which 
concern the internal mechanism of the worldview) are given by the cosmological 
beliefs within the belief system. It is indisputable that beliefs of the worldview are 
extremely important; the individual inherits and accepts these beliefs just as be does 
the language. That is exactly why they are useful for a typological characterization of 
cultures and mythologies. It is important to emphasize here that belief systems and 
natural languages are extremely closely related 

The reason why spoken language has a central function is that it is the best orderer 
natural system among, the (nonartifical) semiotic systems used by men. The sphere of 
religious beliefs plays an important role in every culture, and it is conspicuous in its 
regularity. This is true especially for the great world religions; but the smaller religions 
build up a similarly complicated system with their intricate dogmas and rituals. 
Another important characteristic feature of the system of religious beliefs is that in 
most cultures this particular subsystem stores the given community's value judgments 
(in many cases exactly in the form of the religious rules). The elements of a religious 
system are more rigid and coherent; therefore, they are less easily changed than the 
system of everyday beliefs built on more open and profane elements. 

If one considers shamanism a 'religion' or simply a system of beliefs, the above 
statements are held to be true - at least in an everyday context. Eurasian shamanism, 
taking into account its main features, is a sacred, but at the same time, everyday 
phenomenon (curing illness, fortune-telling, bunting magic and sacrifice). 
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Within the system of everyday beliefs, several subsystems can be found which, to 
an extent, may overlap one another, for example, the subsystem of etlmomedical 
knowledge and superstitions, or beliefs concerning hunting and weather. Therefore, in 
the case of everyday beliefs we have to do with the intereffect of s1l'UCtUleS built upon 
the other structures of linguistic, religious-mythological, everyday belie&. And in the 
course of the examination we should not neglect any of them. 

The system of everyday beliefs is composed of looser or less coherent elemam. 
Naturally, language has an effect on everyday beliefs, too. The beliefs, however, 
beyond � linguistic formation, obtain an ultimate form in the codes of the 
various narratives (genres}, for example, in the form of myths, tales, leaends, proverbs., 
sayings, or just simple advice and prohibition. That is why the examination of different 
texts or, semiotically speaking, codes � extremely important for the researcher of 
folk beliefs. Our knowledge of the world and linguistic categories form a system which 
is similar to a lexicon (with entries or words) and to a 'grammar' (which contains a 
set of rules of possible connections between the 'words'). One may detect in this way 
the functioning of some sort of a latent • grammar' which exerts influence on and rules 
our actions in everyday (and not only everyday) life. One may state: the belief system 
functions as a program of man's cultural behaviour. (For further elaboration of the 
above concepts see Hoppal 1979b, 198la.) 

Traces of Shamanism in Hungarian Folk Beliefs 

Since the Hungarian language belongs to the Finno-Ugric and, ultimately, to the Uralic 
language family, all the students of Hungarian folk beliefs tried to find ways of 
comparison back in Eurasia. There was a long tradition among scholars that the old 
religion of pagan Hungarians could not have been different from the primitive faith of 
the Siberian peoples, whose main set of 'religious' beliefs is labelled: shamani!IID. 

Classical examples of Siberian shamanism have been found among the Vogul, 
Ostyalc, Lapp and Samoyed ethnic groups, while the rest of the Finnish groups have 
preserved only vague traces of the common belief of ancient times. The sacrificer 
called tuno in Votyak and similarly kart in Cheremis arranged the sacrificial ceremo­
nies. The ancient Finnish and Lappish magicians were named by the words nolta and 
noatde, respectively, which� etymologically identical with the Vogul najt 'shaman' 
The similarity points to the common roots of shamanism in ancient times (Hopp61 
1975:236-237). 

Earlier literature on Hungarian mythology and folk beliefs often quotes from 
medieval Hungarian chronicles which contain narratives and scattered references on 
Hungarians sacrificing horses, mentioning at the same time that the sacrificer among 
the Hungarians was called taltos. 

Research interest in shamanism arose at a relatively early time in Hungary. As early 
as the middle of the 19th century, a romantic urge to discover kindred folks led scholars 
to visit diverse nations living in the remotest comers of the Eastern world Less known 
among the students of shamanism both in Hungary and abroad,� the names ofGQ)or 
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Szentkatolnai and Benedek Badthosi-Balogh. The latter made three field trips around 
1880 to the Nanai, Ulchi and Orochi living along the Amur river. From these tours he 
brought home valuable objects and texts relating to shamanism. The century-old 
interest in the beliefs of the pagan Hungarians, or more precisely in bringing to light 
relics of Hungarian sharnaui!IID, has not abated to this way. More than a hundred 
articles and studies have been devoted to this topic. 

In 1962, when, as far as I know, the first symposium was held on shamanism in 
Europe, J. Fazekas wrote an overview of studies on Hungarian llharnauism. He pre­
sented not only a history of research but of materials as well. In the final analysis one 
can state that the shamanistic features in the Hungarian material have a strongly 
heterogeneous character, and some of them strilcingly recall Central-Asiatic phenom­
ena (Faz.ekas 1967:106; the same opinion is also held by Roheim 1925:25; and 
Solymossy 1929). Investigations into Hungarian shamanism has therefore resulted in 
the differentiation of four main figures (taltos, tudos, garaboncia.s and regos), a series 
of so-called half-shamans Earlier these were often reduced to oue single ancient 
Hungaria,, shaman figure (Faukas 1967:112). 

A little later Vilmos Diosugi also published a review on Hungarian contributions 
to the study of shamaui!lrll, especially Eurasian, of which he was one of the most 
devoted researchers (Dioszegi 1971 ). He succeeded in collecting field materials while 
"tracing shamans in Siberia" (Diw..egi 1968). On the basis of this considerable amount 
of comparative material, he tried to clarify the connection between Hungarian and 
Siberian traditions. Up to now his moDQgrapb on the traces of shamanism in the 
Hungarian folk culture has remained the best work of its kind (Dioszegi 1958). 

After the early death of Dioszegi, a number of works appeared, aiming to continue 
his work and research. Since one of the main tasks of a shaman is to cure illnesses, 
there were attempts to review data concerning llbaroanilltic practices in Hungarian folk 
medicine (Hoppal-Tor6 1975; Kelemen 1980). It is little known even by the expert 
scholars that there is evidence in Hungarian folk beliefs concerning the usage of 'fly 
agaric' (Amanita Muscaria, L. bolondgomba = 'mad mushroom'), a mushroom which 
has hallucinogenic ingredients, and which was widely used to achieve trance state by 
shamans It is defuritely known that the utilization of· mad mushroom' was a common 
practice in witchcraft ( especially in love magic), but of course there are only very few 
data, since this practice must have been based on a jealously-guarded secret of the 
taltos or the tudos-pasztor ('knowledgeable shepherd'). In Hungarian folklore there is 
a recurring reference to the taltos's habit of appearing on the doorstep and asking for 
milk. (This uttered demand of milk is understood by the village follc that the strange 
looking alien must be a taltos according to folk narratives.) This motif, often ignored 
as a curiosity, seems to make sense when collaborated with the evidence of modem 
pharmacology, which confirmed that milk is a powerful detoxicant to counteract the 
impact of tly agaric (Cziginy 1980:216). 

The figure of the taltos has received more and more plasticity, owing to the analysis 
of the rich belief and legend collections of the past decades. For comparative research. 
the following characteristic features may be of iimportance: 
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- The taltos infant is born with teeth.

M. Hoppal

- When seven. be disappears and roams about (relevant is the occurrence of the
number seven in this set of beliefs).

- If be does not disappear, then he is tonnented by a disease with symptoms of
spasmodic convulsions and swoons.

- He sleeps for days: rejtezilc 'disappears from the visible world'. This synonym
of the above mentioned revul 'to be entranced', expresses one of the most
important elements of the notional sphere of shamanism: the concept of journey
to the world beyond.

- When be comes or returns home, he asks for milk, and ifbe fails to get the drink,
be spreads a stonn over the region. which implies that he is endowed with
supernatural powers.

- Further, he is characteri7.ed by the ability to disappear and transfigurate.

A very important motif is attached to the latter capacity, the narrative motif of flight 
in the shape of animals. In the nanatives of the shepherds of the Great Hungarian Plain. 
the taltos fighting his antagonist appears in the fonn of bulls of various colours (black 
vs. white, red vs. blue). Shamans in the legends of reindeer-raising peoples fight in the 
shape of a reindeer, while in those of horse-keeping nations they assume the form of 
a horse or a heavenly bull on such occasions (see for more details in Di6sz.egi 1958; 
Balazs 1967; Hoppa) 1975). 

It can be established that a shamanistic conception of the world constituted the 
backbone of the pagan Hungarians' worldview. And it was not a futile endeavour on 
the part of earlier resean::hers to associate the image of the tree reaching up to the sky, 
well- known from Hungarian folk tales, with the tree of shamanistic initiation and other 
shamanizations, i.e. the hero of the Hungarian folk tale bad to climb while in a trance, 
which symboli7.ed the fulfilment of the aim of the ceremony. In Hungarian folk tales 
he has either to climb or to fly on his mount up the tree, and Siberian shamans often 
call their drums the • shamans' horse' that do service in their flight to the world beyond. 
(Compare the same phenomenon in Norwegian folktales and legends; and Degb 1978. 
Even more far-reaching parallels are mentioned by Hultkrantz [1967:64]: " ... a 
shaman-to-be climbs up the pillar of the world which may serve as a vehicle for the 
communication between the medicine man and the spirits in the world above".) 

There are more critical approaches to the problems of Hungarian shamanism. 
Vilmos Voigt denies that the ancient 'religion' of the pagan Hungarians would be 
based primarily on a shamanistic complex of beliefs (Voigt 1976; see also the critique 
of his view by Goodman 1980). 

In recent Hungarian peasant narrative tradition shamanistic motifs have survived 
mostly in the form of folk belief legends. A few old peasants or shepherds can tell 
stories about people whom they knew and could fall into trance and then fight in the 
air in the fonn of animals, usually as bulls (Bihari 1980: 195-196). Other traditional 
traits known are the surplus bones, the initiation of the shaman (which takes place at 
the age of seven. fourteen and twenty-one, respectively); other typical shamanistic 
concepts, such as helping spirits, are absent in Hungarian narrative tradition. 
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It is an historical fact that Hungarians became Roman Catholics during the 10th 
and 11th centuries. But in spite of this fact, a number of traits of shamanistic origin 
could be found in the folk narrative tradition, and Hungarians still seem to remember 
their once powerful shamans (Domotor 1970:40) called taltos by common village 
people. They remember only some stories about their activities. 

Some Data from the Recent Past 

In the middle of 1977 a friend of mine from Czechoslovakia told me that he had met 
a former shepherd who had told him some interesting stories. He suggested that we 
should visit him together. In the last week of December we went to see this man, who 
was then 45, energetic and worlcing now as a tractor driver. He lived with bis ten 
children in a two-room house in a village in the North-East part of the Hungarian 
language area The population of the village is Hungarian but belongs to Cu­

cboslovakia today. This border village, surrounded by marshes and reeds, used to be 
a relatively closed area in the centuries before, and archaic traditions are preserved in 
the memory of the inhabitants (folklore texts from this region were published in several 
excellent folk belief legend collections). 

A four-member team equipped with a video-tape recorder, cameras and tape 
recorders, helped me to carry out the first interview. We discovered at the very 
beginning of the conversation that we bad met an informant with a particularly valuable 
archaic knowledge. 

We learned from him that his father was a very famous shepherd lcnown for his 
curative lcnowledgc even in distant places. The old man was often called on - even in 
the 19SOs - to cure animals. The motifs of these stories coincide with clements in 
legends about shepherds with magic power. 

Our infonnant is the youngest son of the old 'knowledgeable shepherd', who died 
some years ago. According to the tradition, the lcnowledgc has to be passed to the 
youngest boy. Our informant spent his childhood and adolescence with his father as a 
shepherd. It turned out from his narrative that his 'initiation' also took place at the age 
of 14, while standing at a crossroad at night in a circle he drew around himself. He 
had to endure dreadful visions. It is a lcnown epic motif in Hungarian and international 
belief legends (sec Siikala 1978:291) that the crossroad, with its extra territoriality, 
became the venue of initiation rites, where the frightening monsters and trials are 
typical models of shaman initiations (Sweeney 1981: 13). 

Our man told us that with his superhuman ( or maybe special) abilities he had cured 
a girl. It happened in the following way: 

'Tncy came to my house at midnight ... her mouth was moist [presumably the girl had 
epilepsy, M.H. J ... this is a heart disease - she swallowed herself in convulsion ... 
Without sayina a word I have to take the slip she wore for nine days to a place, where 
many people pus [e.g. a crossroad). I should not say a word to anybody. I hang it on 
a briar and leave it there." 
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This type of healing is very rare and occun only in the North-Eastern regions of 
Hungary (only the unpublished collections of the author contain examples of this). In 
another narrative he talked about love-charm used to cut a spell upon a cow's milk, 
how to take it off, keep it or give it back. 

"If there is no milk, 12 kinds of bcrt,s are needed If there is no butler, 12 odxn sbould 
be added ... One bas to 80 to tbe cow-house. The first ea or a pullet laid in early sprinc 
is needed It should be either ID all-white or ID Ill-black pullet. I put it into a pot which 
was used many times and I bury it at tbe threshold or under tbe man,er. 1bis way tbe 
milk cannot be taken away." 

The elements of this narrative are well-known from the Hungarian belief S)'flCID; 
thus, there was nothing astonishing in the shepherd's stories. Still, these memories 
were imbued with the force of faith, his faith in his own strength, in the justice of 
beliefs, in the effect of magic practices (although it is evident that in most of the cases 
it was a spontaneous recovery and cessation of symbols). As to his physique and psyche 
he is a strong man, being also strong in his convictions and beliefs. This might be an 
explanation for the fact that many times during the interview he stopped talking and 
did not want to reveal certain details as if he wanted to protect or keep for himself 
certain details of the esoteric knowledge he deemed important. 

As part of the methods of investigation, I regularly controlled the stories told by 
our informant about his father and the ancient magical practices of shepherds. One 
year later and then two years later again I made him repeat the same story, and there 
are now 2 or 3 variants of the same text ( a total of some 300 pages). 1be other means 
of control was to visit two of the informant's elder brothers, who also used to be 
shepherds with their father, even if for a much shorter period. I learned some small 
details which our informant was at first reluctant to tell me, saying that he did not 
intend to pass on the entire knowledge. I experienced a kind of mistrust towards me, 
which is evident since he was asked to share the knowledge which gave him strength 
and healing power. 

In the course of the question-and-answer period about the details, he said that his 
father used a sieve or shifter, called the 'leather sieve' similar to a drum and having 
the same function. Scholars researching the traces of Hungarian shamanism revealed 
that the sieve or shifter often played the role of the drum in magic and particularly in 
healing rituals. 

"Comina in, the old H6das moved away from the others ... and set down without sayina 
a word. He bowed his head and gazed for a long time into tbe air. He seemed to sleep 
with open eyes. The othen waited whether be was aoing to do something. Sometimes 
be nodded, waved bis band, shook bis bead. The woman took a sieve from below tbe 
bed and put it on the chimney comer seat toJetber with a wooden spoon. Tbereupoll be 
bepn to speak: 'Quiet! Don't do anything but keep silent', be said. 'Do not disturb tbe 
one who is coming.' He lifted the sieve to his chest, closed his eyes and started to bcal 
it. First slowly, then more and more rapidly. He murmured IOIDethina- 'A big tree pew 
and three roads met undemeatb .. .', be bepn. By tbe time be finished tbe ditty, be bellied 
bis sieve more stronaJy ... " (SzGcs 197.S:46-48). 
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After this example from the Great Hungarian Plain we could quote another narrative 
from the Western border region of the country which also suggests that besides 
fortune-telliq the sieve was used for healing: 

.. A shepherd from ICumziaet, Jinos Vri&, told ronunes with the help ofhil sieve. He 
uid, for inmncc. who the ducf w• who stole the cattle. Once my anndfatba'• pip 
,,,_ also stolen. By beatiJII his drum be learned who the thief was. And the pip were 
found It that penon. He put white and black beans on the sieve, about 41 pieces. The 
be started to beat one side or his drum with his knife. Tbe beans jumped about on the 
sieve and at the end be told fortune from their position. We alto know about him that 
be - able to cure witb hit sieve. He lifted bewitchment. He beat the rill& of the drum 
1ill the malip - fed up" (Timaffy 1964:318). 

Several other data could be enumerated about the magic use of the sieve in other 
regions ofHunpry (see 00m6tor 1982:205, and pictw"es nos. 22-27, sieves in magic 
use). 

The memory of the drum, the most important tool of the ,baman, hes been preserved 
in Hungarian folkJore in the form of a children's rhyme: 

Stork, stork. turtle-dove 
Why is your foot full of blood, 
Turkish boy has cut it 
Hunprian boy heals it 
With his fiddle, pipe and drum. 

G61ya, golya gilice 
Mit6lv«esalat,ad, 
Tc!rok gyerek megvagta, 
MaaYar gyerek gy6gyftja, 
Sippal. dobbel, nadi begeduvel. 

(This rhyme 'Wied to be sung in the spring when storks were beck again.) 

May God give us a slow rain 
Wash those two together 
Sieve, sieve on Friday 
Love on Thursday 
Drum on Wednesday. 

Adj lstenem csendes es&, 
Mossa ossze mind a kett6t 
Szita, szita pentek 
S1.aelem csiitmtok, 
Dob szerda. 

The drum and sieve belong together, not onJy on account of their similar shape, but 
due to the fact that at some places the sieve became the tool of magic fortune-telling. 
The sieve would be · turned' in order to find out who had caused the sickness; but there 
are data for a kind of quackery with the sieve, too. The healing woman would beat the 
sieve with a knife or a wooden spoon over the sick (Di6sz.egi 1958:171-225; Hoppa] 
-T6r6 1975:70).

When we asked our man what the sieve was made of he said it was of leather. It
should be pronounced 'borosta' in Hungarian but he doubled the first vowel and said 
• boorosta', boo = bo which means 'large'. Such sieves covered with leather were used
in almost all iegions of the country until the first half of this century. In 1980 friends
of mine took photos of the last pieces in Transylvania, where (in Korond-Corund-Jud.
Hargbita, Rnrnania) I also took photos of leather-covered sieves in 1969. Although
these sieves were used in everyday life (the first written evidence dates from 1587, see
Sz.ab6 1976: l 065), the particular ( cross-shaped) design of the holes contradicts il
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There are several data which suggest that they were used for fortune-telling., i.e. for 
magic acts; I made photos of them in the Southern part of Hungary in the seoood half 
of the 1970s while shooting an ethnographic docwnentary film on healing rituals. 

Certain data mention the sieve as a tool of the taltos (shaman) or of the knowledge­
able shepherd: 

"J6zsef RostAs of Vajlca was a sieve-maker and sold bis sieves wandering from village 
to village. He held the sieve high and looked through the boles - that is bow be cured. 
There had been teamed women before in Ottcvmy and llcreny wbo told fortune wi1h 
the help of a sieve, throwi:na pins of maiz.c on it They also put cmbcn on the wishbone 
of a goose, blowing it until the bone cracked. Then they told fortune from tbcte cracks. 
'It wu said about a tlilt,os shepherd called Kelemen, from Cikolasziget, that be put 
embers on a sieve, S1rcWed herbs on it and smoked the sick cattle. In the meantime be 
bewitched ·u if he recounted'. He wu also invited to fonncr death-watches. He fiuni. 
gated the evil spirit from the dead so that they leave it in peace' ... 'He put embers on 
an old sieve and strewed herbs on it' Otbcn said that 'be put a birch tree's shoot on 
the embers which sizzled like fat .. .'. He belted around the dead with it murmuring 
something." (Timaffy 1964:320) 

When we asked our infonnant why he called it "large' sieve instead of 'leather 
sieve', he said: "Because it is large, it can contain anything." This reply surprisingly 
coincides with some elements of a witchcraft trial which took place in 1728 where a 
taltos (shaman) or witch with superhuman force said the following in his testimony: 

"D6niel R6sa accused of witchery in 1728 wu asked at bis trial the followina question: 
'Could you talce men over the river on a shelf, on a cape or on boat?' He answered: I 
could have done it if I had wanted, but I never did since there wa., room for even I()() 
�o,u In a$'-.'" (Di6uegi 19S8:204) 

Another piece of information from the other end of the country confirmed that this 
belief about the sieve of special power was generally known: 

" ... it wu also said about the lcnowlqeable sbephenl that at a time the cattle used to 
graze at the Bogduy Danubebend and scattered every time at midnight. The sbepberd 
said that at midnight a rolling sieve crossed the river, with 41 pieces of embers on it 
and this made the cattle nan in all directions. They called J6zsef Pali to help. He came 
and ambushed on the bank. After midnight camt the rolling sieve full of embers. He 
took off his magic: cracker from his bat, put its snapping end on the whiplash and blapd 
three times on the sieve. All the embers fell into the water and the sieve rolled back to 
the opposite bank. It never came again and the cattle did not scatter any more" (Timaffy 
1964:320). 

As V. Di6szegi wrote in an entry of Encyclopaedia Britannica: "Sometimes the 
shaman makes the journey on a river and the drum is his boat ... "(Di6szegi 1974:640). 
I.T. ltlconen also collected data among Finnish Lapps which suggest that ''the ILappish
shaman's drum could be called a boat" (Siikala 1981 :22). Actually, in the Hungarian
belief system some very characteristic features of shamanism were preserved in the
form of drum • sieve • boat equation.
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Recent Forms of Shamanism 

It probably sounds provocative that there are still fonns of shamanism to be found, or 
it is even more unbelievable that one can meet shamans nowadays not only in Siberia, 
but of course in other parts of the world, not only in remote areas or villages, but in 
big cities as well. In the United States and in the Soviet Union, during the 1930s, 
anthropologists met acting shamans. The memories of late shamans, or better 
'shepherds of knowledge' in the Hungarian folklore, were not an exception to the rule. 

For instance, M.E. Opler found his Mescalero Apache friend, Chris, whose father, 
mother and mother's sister were all renowned shamans. Chris himself was serving his 
apprenticeship in the practice of rituals, and though he approached the threshold 
several times during his life, he never dared to take the final step and proclaim himself 
a fullfledged shaman. Still, his knowledge about the technics of Apache shamanism 
was almost perfect (Opler 1969:4). 

According to VJ. Vajnshtejn' s outline of Tuvan (Soyot) shamani!lm, based mainly 
on his field work in Tuva from 19S0-19SS, shamanism among the Soyots was still 
flourishing fully at the beginning of the 20th century (Vajnshtejn 1968:331.) In fact, 
the 1931 census registered over 7000 shamans in Tova (Weinstein 1964:1). One of his 
informants started acting as a shaman when be was 40 years old; according to his 
life-history he became 'ill', and his unconscious state of illness lasted three months, 
after which be bad become a shaman by the help of another shaman (Vajnshtein 
1968:332). This actually happened in the mid-1930s, exactly when on the Hungarian 
Great Plain taltos-shepberd performed their healing rituals with drum-sieves (rosta in 
Hungarian; see Sziics 1975) and our informant's father was active in the northern part 
of Hungary. In 1966, Erika Taube met with at least three persons (two shaman�es) 
who were highly respected shamans in Tuva (West Mongolia). She made photographs 
while reconstructing one of their performances (Taube 1981). 

In Central Asia - according to V.N. Basilov's field-notes - in the same period an 
Uzbek shaman, Tasmat-Baksi (balai meaning '11haman') 'cured' his patients using 
drum and wearing a woman's dress (Basilov 1978:283, see figs. 1-2). Basilov col­
lected materials on the vestiges of transvestitism in Uzbek shamanism during the 
1960s, when the memory of the late performances were still vivid and fresh in folk 
narratives. Central Asian shamanism of the 20th century, as Basilov states (and the 
same is true for the Hungarian and other cases as well), is interesting not only as a 
local version and characteristic of the later stage of shamanism under complete 
domination of a monotheistic religion (Basilov 1976: I SS). It is also important to take 
into account that shamaoi!lffl developed not only in connection with the total process 
of evolution of beliefs in which the society's course of development found its reflec­
tion, but also under the influence of contacts between various cultures (Basilov 
1981: 18). These statements could be accepted as research proposals, in other words: 
what the mechanism of the transformation is, how the various forms of shamanism 
survived, where the traces could be found (see H6fer 1974, 1981). 

It is beyond doubt that shamanism is still a living and vivid cultural phenomenon. 
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Two documentaries were shown to me, both of them made among the Ngan111n. These 
ethnographic documents are excellent evidence of recent forms of shamanism. The 
Samoyed shaman was visited by an Estonian fiilmrnaker, Lennart Meri, who made a 
poetic documentary on the culture of the Finno-Ugric peoples. In his film there is a 
five-minute sequence of • seance. At the end of the 1970., researchers from the 
Ethnographic Institute of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR shot a more than 
three-hour-long film on the same shaman on the Taymir Peninsula. Unfortunately, this 
material is still unedited (I saw an hour-long uncut version of the raw material in 1980). 
E.A. Alekseenko collected namtives on six active shamans during her fieldwork in 
1971-1972 among the Ket, a Paleo-Siberian people. 

But one can find even more recent fonns of shamanism in pl.aces where nobody 
would thinlc to find them, namely in big cities. I am sure that these forms are unique 
only to our century and begin a new era in the • development' of shamanism. One can 
ask whether these new forms belong to shamanism at all? Let me present some
examples. 

In Portland (Cmgon, USA), among Southeast Asian immigrants and refugees, there 
are several small ethnic communities. There are skilled shamans among them. In this 
new cultural context their help seems to be very important for the other, younger or 
weaker, members of the community. Mike Sweeney met Jong Pao Vang, a Hmong 
shaman of Laos, who formerly was a village chief and well respected there just as he 
ii in the Hmong community of Portland. He stated that being a shaman for him meant 
helping people, Hmong as well as any others who are in need. Such people represent 
the spiritual and psychological core in the Hmong that is strong and will help them in 
the transition, or will help them to preserve cultural heritage moving from a remote 
village into W estem city life. 

A Hmong shaman bad this to say about the encounter of his initiation: 

"You can't learn IO be a lbaman. It ii a gift from the anccston and from a HIIIOIII p
- It bepll with a - illnea or a ldnd o('death and re-birth'. - I WU dead ror �
dayt. My apirit WII aone. My body 1till breathed. The journey took tne IO a ldfta'•
palace, Shi Yi. the kina of the shamans. It is not an cuy journey, and few shaman•
make it all the -way. Shi Yi lets tests for each penon. Fint you must cross a p-eat field
of fire. Second you lpPl'OICh a gipntic creature ... Third, there is a door with slashing
blades like 1eisson. You must be a faithful and trustworthy penon who would use the
pows of the dwnan for ,ood. You m111t never 1110 it to kill people. The 1Ciuor door
ii the place of final decision. If you arc a bed penon. this door will kill you and you
will never become a lhaman" (Sweeney 1981:13-IS).

Nothing denies the fact that the above narrative of initiation contains all the 
important features of shamanism, including the specific "role-taking" (Honko 1969) 
function of shamans which seem to be adopted in a new cultural context as well. It is 
interesting to observe that there is a psychic process in which a state of weakness is 
changed into a situation of power. The shaman is not. as bas frequently been assumed. 

a psychopath, but rather a penonality with unusual gifts, similar in many ways to the 
modem psychotherapists. It was a widely shared view among specialists that shamans 
are mentally disordered (Eliade 1964); but recently this opinion has been sharply 
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criti7.ed (Glick 1970:42), especially by expeits m North American Indiu, shamanism. 
According to this view .. slwnanism is not, as if often supposed, • religion, but a 
psychological technique which, theoretically, could appear within the &ameworlc of 
any religion" (Lommel 1967:69). 

At this stage of discussion one can probably find other proposals for future research, 
u I did when I heard Marian Wenzel's pre,cntation at Leicester in a symposium about
a Hungarian artist now residing in Brussels wbo performs his trance with a drum, bells
and a rattle. Wenzel's study is bued on a series of conversations. extended over several
months, with J6ska Soos in his studio. Here I quote from a brief synopsis of the English
anthropologist's paper:

"J6sb Soot, born in 1921 WU traincd to be a mapcian between 1928 and 1941. Although 
it ii not known for the aenenl public or from published literature that tbeae practices 
continued in the 20th century, there were, in fact, three ma,iciam in the vilJaae of bis 
birth, caring about the health of and curing bwnans, animals and plants, respectively. 
These magicians observed that Soos could be trained to become one of their members 
&om certain signs which be demonstrated in bis childhood. From the time be lost bis 
baby teeth in 1928, be was siven instructions by the most powerful of the three UDtil 
1941, when the war intmupted this education. These instructions to Joslta Soos are 
similar to sbamani11tic introduction, known in several pu1S of the world, and are mnadc­
ably conservative. The shaman carried on bis secret pursuits under the outwanl pile 
of 110111C bumble profession, mainly u a blacksmith. The whole initiation experience, 
its four -,es were seen u the transmulation of the initiate from ooe element to anocber, 
it WU appropriate for the blacksmith to be able to tnlDlmUte bodl metal, and human 
lives. The blacksmith, moreover, could make the appropriate imqes of spirit helpers 
out of forJed iron" (Wem.el 1975). 

Some personal meetings and experiences with J. Soos convinced me of his deep 
and single-hearted devotion to old Hwigarian spiritual culture. When slwnanizing, 
he extracted from his own scattered memory some ancient elements (or series of 
units) of the belief system which he heard in his childhood. Frankly �king, he 
creates a new form of folklore in an unusual West European big-city context, but at 
the same time, according to his own belief, he is the descendant of a Hwigarian taltos

family. 
For social anthropologists one of the most challenging phenomenon of our elec­

tronic age is the question of how the traditional forms of folklore and belief systems 
survive or adapt themselves to the frame of a modem urban life-style. What is the 
reason for this survival, or even revival? One can find among others an important point 
of departure. We witness recent forms of shamanism because this complex phenome­
non belongs to the cultural domain of symbol producing activity. The models of 
production of symbols are culturally determined and heavily influenced by the belief 
system of the given culture (to which the person belonp, of course). In this theoretical 
context, symbolism could be defined u a process wbicb is inseparable from the 
mechanism of ethnic identity. The above-mentioned two examples show very well that 
this ethnic identity-producing mechanism is still working even within changing cul­
tural milieus. (For a more detailed description of the south Korean shamanism is a 
present-day modem life-style context sec Cho 1980.) 

♦ 167 ♦



Traces of Shamanism M. Hoppal

Since ethnic identity has a great importance to both ethnic communities and 
individuals, the process of reproduction of ethnic symbols could be labelled u redun­
dant, which helps to secure the transmission of folklore traditions. In other words, this 
symbol processing is a typical multi-channel sign-process which starts in early child­
hood during socialization and has a clear stabilizing function not only on a personal, 
but also on a social level. During the last one or two decadet, for instance, officially 
backed ethnic folklore festivals have been organiz.ed in Central East Europe to help to 
maintain national, regional or local identity. Ethnic symbolism in the different fonns 
of folklore (i.e. shamanizing, folkdance, the sun dance of the Indians, or the singing 
of heroic epic verses in Kirghizia, as I witnessed, etc.), as a meaningful link with a 
culture's past and a dynamic expression of the culture's shared sense of meaning, is 
an integral part of life in a multicultural society (or in multiethnic states) and is 
probably to a large extent its direct outgrowth (Toelken 1981 :8). Ethnic features of 
folklore are powerful means to maintain ethnic consciousness and the identity of a 
community. With the help of ethnic symbol processing, there seems to be much more 
resistance to change than was believed earlier. Ideological shperes of culture, including 
belief system (and including the traces of shamanism), are important parts of ethnic 
identity (see Kemnitzer 1977 on the question of how shamanic ritual helps organize a 
diffuse political revitalization movement). 

There is continuity in almost all fonns of cultural traditions; shamanism, also 
having its recent forms, is no exception, either. With this assumption we have endless 
tasks for future research. 
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THE ROLE OF SHAMANISM IN HUNGARIAN 

ETHNIC IDENTITY 

The national identity consciousness of the peoples in the Danubian region is deeply 
rooted in their folk cultures and in pagan traditions preserved by the peasantry under 
the cover of Christianity, which were later discovered and incorporated into high 
culture by scholars and poets in the era of national awakening. The best-known 
Hungarian example is pentatonic music, which was handed down in popular tradition 
for centuries before being discovered and included in written music by Bela Bartolc 
and Zoltan Kodaly after 1900. 

Recently, there has been a similar interest in the beliefs current in ancient Hungarian 
religion, which have shown close relationship with Finno-Ugrian, Mongolian, Old 
Turkish, Chinese and Japanese !lhamanism, and which also attracted the attention of 
Mircea Eliade, the most eminent scholar in the field of sbamaniau. These beliefs have 
not only become the focal subject of research in Hungarian religious history, but also 
a major source of inspiration for modem Hungarian poetry. 

Shamanism, dating from before the Hungarians' migration from their original home 
and preserved in popular beliefs, sorcery practices and tales, as it were, to our own 
days, received its earliest detailed account to come down to us in 1648. It was written 
by Marco Bandini, an Italian bishop who visited Hungarians living in the Rumanian 
principality of Moldavia, east of the Carpathians. He observed that: 

"Sorcerers are u highly esteemed by them (the Hunprians] u discernina and pious 
scholarly men are in Italy. The practice and study of magic and quackery are honourable 
and open to everybody. Ob, bow many prayers I offered up to God! How many oppor­
tunities I had to exen:ise tolerance when bearing and often seeing the practice of this
io.tbsome quackery! What can be read of ancient oracles in the &bulous stories of 
antiquity can be penonally experienced here. Whenever a sorcerer wishes to learn about
the future, be will mark out a certain place where be stands for a while muttering. with 
his bead twisted, his eyes rolling, his mouth awry, bis forehead and cheeks puckered 
up, his countenance distorted, his arms and legs flailing around and his entire body 
sbalcing. Then be throws himself down and remains there seemingly lifeless for three 
or four hours. When be finally regains consciousness, be is a horrible sight for onlookers: 
fint, be slowly revives with trembling limbs, then, u if possessed by infernal spirits, 
be stretches out all his limbs, fingers and toes so much so that one expects no bone to 
remain in its socket. Eventually, u though emergina form a dream, be relates this u 
the future. When somebody falls sick, or loses something, be will tum to the ma,ician. 
If somebody sees his friend's or benefactor's spirit tw'llina away from him, be will try 
to win it back by magic. And if they have some enemy, magic it reprded as the best 
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-Y or tatina revcnp. The practices or various m-,icialll. quac1r:a1...., IOOCbuyen 
IDd cbarlalans could not be related in a ainale volume" (Domokoe 1931). 

This detailed description is nrely referred to, although it undoubtedly provides an 
accurate account of a trance technique, which was still employed at the time, and also 
serves u evidence for the fact that divining the future and magic, u based on ecstasy, 
were established and evayday practices among the Hungarian people. 

Interest in pagan Hungarian beliefs and in the discovay of the heritage of 
sharnani!ffll bu not diminished in the centuries that have passed since Baooini's 
relation. The subject had been approached in hundreds of articles and papers, until 
Vilrnos Di6uegi, having studied an enormous amount of comparative material, estab­
lished the Siberian (Uralian and Altaic) connections of some elements of Hungarian 
popular belief. In the fint place, Di6uegi found the shamanistic analogue of the 
Hungarian iibarnan, the 'talto.r� among Altaic peoples. As a results of bis research, be 
claimed that many aspects of the beliefs associated with the taltos can be proved to 
date back to the time of the settlement of the Hungarians in the Carpathian Basin. For 
instance: 

"The aelection or the talw candidate hy ticlcnesl, by Jona alecp, or by the cliajoiDtina 
or bis body, that ii, bis acquisition or lmowlcdae tbrouah the .-di b superfluous 
bones and bis initiation throuah climbina a sky•hi&h tree, in its entirety u well as in its 
details, represents the Hunprian settlen beliefs about the taltoJ cmdidate. A siqle 
beaded dnam in his band, being his vehicle at the same time, an owl-feathered or antlered 
beaddrets, a pooved or ladder-like 'talw-tlee' with representations of the Sun IDd the 
Moon - theae are the paraphernalia or the Hunprian ICUlen' talw. His time-boDouml 
activities, oo the other band, are trance1 and fia)lts in animal f'orm when in a tnmce, or 
bis coojurina of spirits by _, of incantations" (Di6uegi I 958:43S). 

Di6uegi's method was systematic comparison between Hunprian popular beliefs 
relating to the taltos and similar beliefs among the neighbouring peoples ( e.g. the South 
Slav Jcre.rnik and natinar), and be only compared those elements of the former to the 
respective shamanistic beliefs of kindred peoples living further to the East that were 
exclusively Hungarian. For example: 

"The section of the Hunprian shaman was a process similar to that used by the Vogull, 
Ostyaks. Lapps, or the Altaic Turks, Y altuts, etc. This is to say that tJ,,o candid•te's 
callina was or superior ordination ... He will receive bis being chosen u a heavy burden, 
u an unavoidable destiny ... initially be wants to renounce it but finally be is compelled
by the 'shaman-sickness' to accept the vocatioo ordained for him" (Di6szqi 1958:56).

This socially-enforced and institutionalized method of role- taking was later con­
sidered an important feature of North-Eurasian shamanism by other scholars, too 
(Honko 1969, Siikala 1978). The innovation in Di6szegi's method was the comparison 
and analysis of not just single elements but entire belief systems, and the consequent 
ability to prove that these phenomena were not isolated. He also showed, that Hungar­
ian folk culture has got an ancient stratum, that is, shamanism, wbicb bad already been 
a part of the settling Hungarian tribes' spiritual culture. 

After the untimely and unexpected death of the eminent scholar in 1972, Hungarian 
research on sbarnanis"' briefly came to a standstill, only to be taken up later on by a 
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new generation of scholars. A volume of essays OD Siberian shamanism collected by 
Di6uegi was published, although unfortunately he could no longer take part in the 
editorial work (Di6szegi - Hoppa! eds. 1978). Some years later, an illtematiooal 
conference was held in Hungary, the participants of which presented papers OD their 
latest research in commemoration of Dil>u.egi (Hoppal ed. 1984). Some of the papen 
complemented Di6szegi's achievements, since they addressed themselves to subjects 
not covered by him, Tekla D<>mOtor, for instance, was the tint to deal with Hunpriao 
female shamans (00m6tor 1984). The present author discussed some aspects of 
shamanism today, the chances of its survival, and also gave an account of his conver­
sations with the last Hungarian ta/to.r, or, more exactly, the last 'tud6.r pamor' 
(knowledgeable herdsman) who could still remember the method of healin& with a 
leather-covered sieve which substituted for the drum (Hoppa} 1984). A paper on the 
delusions and neuroses recalling the memory of shamaninn, delivered by a psychiatrist 
who baaed his discussion on the accoullls of numerous patients encountered in the 
course of his medical practice (Kelemen 1984) aroused a lively interest at the sym­
posium. 

There is a little known article published after Di6szegi's death, by Lorud Cziainy, 
an eminent Hungarian literary historian living in England, on A.manila Mll.fcaria, that 
is, on a certain species of toadstools (Cziginy 1980). As is well known, this species 
was widely used as a hallucinogen by shamans all over the world, (Wasson n.d.) and 
particularly in Siberia. We also have some data OD its use (especially in the case of 
love charms) from Hungarian popular belief, though the nature of the phenomenon­
it was a strict secret since the poison could be lethal - will certainly prevent much 
more information coming to light. Cziguiy, however, found an interestin& piece of 
indirect evidence for the use of the mushroom. Accordina to Hungarian taltos beliefs, 
a 'tudos plzsztor' or taltos would only aslcfor milk when dropping in at a house in his 
shabby appearance. According to villagers, this bumble request was the sure sign of 
his being a talto.r. Let us quote from some recently collected material, which Czipny 
could not have been familiar with: 

"'Ibey were born with teeth and Ibey hid to be looked after very carefully until tbc qe 
of seven. Because when the sky became clouded they were stolen, they were taken away 
and they could not be looked after carefully enough, they were taken away. The child 
wu taken away. These are the ta/w.,ea who were born with teeth to aovcm the clouds 
when the sky becomes cloudy. And once they came down to the earth, and they went 
to tbc people and asked for somethina to eat. They went into a woman's boule and told 
her that they wanted some milk to drink. The woman told them sbe hid no milk while 
sbe did have IOllle. They knew that sbe hid some milk but she did not want to &ive 
them any. They said, ·well, if you have not aot any milt, you will have wmr! And
they poured such a rain upon the earth that wam -. flowina over tbe tbreahold and 
window-still" (CIOlbe 1980:131). 

This motif was considered irrelevant and was totally neglected by scholars, al­
though modem plwmaceutical research bas shown that millc could be 111 effective 
detoxicant in cases of mushroom poisoning. 

Due to the accumulation of material during the last decades, newer and newer 
dimensions of the talto.r are revealed in the analyses. The following features can be 
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important for comparative research: the talto.s is born with teeth; at the age of seven 
he disappears (wanderning about in the SUn'Ounding fields or in the reeds - notice the 
special role and frequency of the number seven in talto.s beliefs); if he does not 
disappear, he falls sick, has conwlsions and, finally, falls into a long and deep sleep. 
For this deathlike sleep there used to be a peculiar worde/re/teztk(to hide), whose root 
is identical with that of the verb reviil 'to become entranced' (Balazs 1967). As is 
known, elrejtezes or rtvuJes (hiding and becoming entranced rapectively, here both 
are implied in the meaning of the latter) are essentially symbolic expressions for one 
of the most important elements in becoming a "haman, the trip to the other world, 
during the coune of which the candidate comes into the possession of knowledge. In 
Hungarian popular belief, the trip to the other world has been particularly well 
preserved in beliefs associated with the seer of the dead (Moldovan 1982). 

Another important feature of taltos beliefs is the above-mentioned motif of asking 
for milk and the ta/to.s's capacity to raise a storm or to send rain on houses or villages 
if no milk is provided. He is, therefore, clearly in possession of supernatural powers. 
His next characteristic is especially important for mythological comparison, namely, 
his ability to change shape: he could tum into a bull, so that he could fight against his 
enemy in animal fonn. It is particularly in stories of the herdsman of the Great Plain 
where lively descriptions of fights between bulls of different colours (black and white, 
red and blue) abound. These fights can be compared- as was done by Di6szegi - to 
those of the 1:hamans of reindeer keeping peoples, where the shaman's helping spirits 
appear in the shapes of reindeer bulls. The shamans among horse keeping peoples on 
the steppe, however, fought in the form of stallions or bulls of divine origin (Di6szegi 
1958:342-355). 

Research has shown that shamanistic beliefs can be considered the backbone of the 
ancient Hungarian pagan belief system. And it was not futile, even on the part of the 
earlier generation of scholars, to search for the survival of shamanism not only in 
mythology, but also in folk tales (Solymossy 1929). The sky-high tree is well known 
in Hungarian tales and the figure of the young swineherd climbing it has been identified 
with the protagonist of the shamanistic ritual of initiation ( climbing the shaman tree 
or ladder was a symbol of entrancement). Climbing the tree in fact means the trip to 
the other world, where the shaman gets into contact with the gods, so that he could 
play the role of a mediator. 

It should not be concealed that there are some critical approaches to Hungarian 
shamanism in our folklore - approaches which question, if not deny, its existence 
(Voigt 1976). 

Undoubtedly, one hardly negligible problem is posed by the lack of an unambigu­
ous terminology. As early as 1967, a thought-provoking article by Jen6 Fazekas drew 
attention to the fact that in Hungarian folk belief there are four different figures (the 
taltos; the tudo or tudos - someone in possession of knowledge; the garaboncias -
wizard: someone disguised as a travelling student, capable of raising stonns; and the 
regos - a bard who brings about fertility with his magic songs performed around 
Christmas)- all of whi�h are comparable to that of the 1:haman On the basis of their 

.• 172 ♦



M. Hoppal Shamanism in Hungarian Ethnic Identity 

characteristic features infened from Far Eastern analogues (Fazekas 1967:106). 
Fazekas believed that they could be traced back to an ancient personality with a 
complex social function. In search for the etymology of the word taltos, he listed the 
possible parallels that bad been suggested before, among others the Finnish taitaa (to 
lcoow), the Mongolian dalda (secret, miracle) and the Twkish ta/tys (to grow weak). 
In his monumental Linguistic Remains of the Ancient Hungarian Religion, the linguist 
Dezs6 Pais devoted a separate and elaborate chapter to the description of the Turkish 
word family ta/, associated with the root of the world ta/tos and having in its semantic 
field the meaning 'to grow wealc', 'to faint' and 'to get tired', which can be indirectly 
related to the meaning of the Hungarian word taltos. 

Although the direct analogues of popular Hungarian shamanistic beliefs have been 
found among lcindred peoples, this is not reflected in similarities of terminology. The 
old words for the Lapp magus were noita and noiade (adopted by Finnish, too), 
etymologically identical with the Vogul wordnajt(shaman). Analogies like that might 
refer to the common origin of shamanism. The Votyalc .animal sacrificer was called 
tuno, while the name of the same person among their Cheremis neighbours was kart.

In early Hungarian mythological literature, the Hungarian sacrificer is identified with 
the taltos. who offered the horse sacrifice. In this case, the only identical practice is 
that of offering sacrifices, while there is no reference to a common origin in Finno­
Ugrian vocabulary. According to a recent etimology, the Hungarian word taltos may 
be ofUgrian origin (cf. Vogul tri/t,.Ostyalc tolt. 'magic power' - see Hoppal 1975:230). 

There is no unambiguous indication of the place of shamanism in the ideology of 
Hungarians settlers though we have been reminded that the reduction of ancient 
Hungarian religion to !lhamani!IDI is untenable (Kiraly 1921:52). It was suggested by 
Vilmos Voigt as early as 1965 that even if the Hungarians had adopted shamaoiqn 
before the settlement, it could not be their most highly developed 'religious system" 
(Voigt 1969). In a nomadic pastoral society, which had adopted highly developed 
military techniques and certain elements of agriculture, shamanism could only be a 
part of the system. In his article The social role of shamans in nomadic states. Istvan 
Dienes suggested the revision of earlier views on the basis of Menander, Rasid ad-Din, 
Plano Carpini and other sources. He wrote: 

"Obviously enough, it was the shaman aristocracy at the coun that created and popu­
lariz.ed the reliaion-like belief system of a religious conviction more advanced than 
shamanism. Slates based on pmonal dependences were not only bound toaether by the
arms of the prince's retainers, but equally by intellectual facton sanctioned by the coun 
shamans" (Dienes 1982:2S8).

The archaeologist Gyula Uszl6's doubts and • dissent' concerning the ancient 
Hungarian religion is even more clearly articulated: 

"Both the shaman and the talto1 are men of the powen above and, comcquently, the 
true religious stratum - be it either monotheistic QC a wQdd of fPiri1$ - mU$t �
them. The same can be inferred from the mythology of the related peoples; the world
is everywhere ruled by a wise and divine creator (Niuni Toron. Toigri) ... " (Laszlo 
1976:68). 

♦ 173 ♦



Shamanism in Hungarian Ethnic Identity M. Hoppel

Research up to now seems to prove unambiguously that the early Hungarians no 
longer exclusively adhered to shamanism. Like other Eurasian peoples, they were 
living within the reach of great world religions: on the steppes surrounding the Black 
Sea they became acquainted with Nestorian Christianity, Judaism and Islam, and still 
earlier with the activity of Sogdian Manichean missionaries in Southern Siberia 
(Hoppa) 1981 ). The latter influence must have been particularly important in the 
formation of the Hungarians' mythological worldview. 

Furthermore, although it is a historical fact that Hunprilns have been Christians 
since the end.of the 10th century, but traces of the shamanistic tradition can still be 
found in folk narratives and tales collected in the last decades. Talto.res, memories of 
whom have remained quite vivid, were characteristic figures of villages and regjom, 
almost each village having its own tud/J, taltos, or ltldth pasztor. Recently, people 
could still remember their deeds u well u the use of the riddle or sieve, reminiscent 
of the one-time drum, for these ordinary utensils had often been used for magic, like 
fortune-telling or medication. In other words, it was the practice of everyday beliefs 
that a one-time shamanism governed. That is, •barnanian - u Di652'.egi bas pointed 
out {I 962: 13)-rather than being a religion, wu a stock of everyday beliefs that helped 
people to regulate their relationships with nature and supernatural powers. There i1 
still one more aspect to be mentioned, that is, the general function of all ideological 
systems to regulate the relationship between the individual and his social environment; 
by providing the members of the community with advice and prohibitions, such a 
tradition supplies patterns of behaviour and shapes morality. 

Tradition has the same social role today, and therefore it is no wonder that writers 
and poets, who have always played an important part in Hungarian culture, found their 
roots in shamanistic tradition. Remember Endre Ady's prophetic role and his refer­
ences to his taltos ancestors: 

"I am the servant of the SWl "Ki vqyolc? A Napisten papja 
who ministerl the midnight wake and f� ildozik 6jszab tonn ... 

I am a priest - a pagan, pagan priest ... 
I am a martyr of the East .. . 
a scion of cursed sorceren ... " 

& pap vagyok, de popny pap, popny 
Szent Napkeletnek nwtirja vqyok 
Taltosok iitkos sarja talan ... " 

(A Parisian Dawn - Ady 1969:80) 

Among the contemporaries, we could mention Ferenc Juhuz's visionary poetry 
and the experiment that the young poet conducted on himself in 1957, in order to 
experience the entrancement of a shaman under the influence of hallucinogens. He 
writes: 

"I died, it flashed lhrouah my mind, I became so scared. The man cut my bead o� 
slashed my body into tiny pieces and dropped them into the cauldron ... when all my 
bones seemed to have been severed from the flesh. the smith said, • All your bones have 
now turned into riven,' and indeed, I saw a river in the room, with my bones driftiJII 
in it ... he bepn pulling them out of the river with his pliers. When he bad pulled all

, the bone. to the blnk, the smith ISKl!lbled them and eovmd them with flesh, to lbat 
my body regained its fonner appearance" (Juhasz 1969:80). 
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The poet's vision is much the same as the belief in the shaman's or taltos's 

dismemberment, followed by a feeling of being reborn on the part of the initiated. 
Since folklore and literatme are parts of culture with the social function of preserv­

ing - or tending - the identity of the community, it is no accident that such motifs 
appear in literary worb. In the dramas of recent years especially, there are some very 
interestina examples of the shaman or tallo! appearing among the dramatis personae, 
by the side of Prince� (10th century), for instance, in Magda Szab6's Az a szep, 

fonyes nap (That Lovely Bright Day); or u King St Stephen's (997-1038) mend, the 
tutor of bis untimely deceased son Prince bore, in J67.11ef Ratk6's Seg(tsd a lctralyt! 
(Help the King!) (Ratk6 1984). In both cues, the shaman or taltos is a historical figure 
symbolizing the preservation of traditions. The conflict between the adherent of old 
beliefs and the followers of the new ideology consists not so much in whether the new 
is necessary at all, but whether the introduction of a new ideology should necessarily 
be accompanied by the demolition of ancient traditions. The conflict is particularly 
sharp in the very successful Hungarian rock-opera Istvan, a kirtily (Stephen, the King), 
for here the tallo! is found on the side of the chieftain Koppany, who is in revolt against 
King Stephen, a Christian. His songs are always in the old style of folk music. The 
above examples show that beliefs exalted into symbols - among them the shaman 
mythology - can become important elements of ethnic identity. 

It bas been proved the events of contemporary world politics that ethnic conscious­
ness may appear in many different fonns from the revival of old religiosity to new 
messianic movements, or even to the therapeutic renewal of shamanistic practice. 
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CHANGING IMAGE 

OF THE EURASIAN SHAMANS 

The 17th and the 18th Centuries 

A Dutch traveller, N. Witsen, visited Siberia in the middle of the 1600s, and his account 
of the trip (Witsen 1672) is illustrated by some arresting pictures. One of these finely 
wrought engravings portrays a Tungus shaman, with giant horns and outsize drum­
sticks. The square-built figure is dressed in leather garments; on the ornamental 
headdress the huge can of a beast are seen, and the human figure has claws on his feet, 
indicating that the heathen 'priest' portrayed was not considered by the artist to be 
entirely human (Plate I). 

Most contemporary travellers shared that sentiment, which begot, in the 18th and 
19th centuries, the idealized, though not particularly positive, image of the ·savage'. 

The Tiibingen-based natural philosopher, Johann Georg Gmelin, visited Siberia 

between 1733 and 1744. He published his observations in a book of travels that 
featured a host of intriguing ethnographic details. We quote a few excerpts from his 
work, since shamans seem to have been a topic he liked writing about. 

Still, for pictorial equivalents of his descriptions of the shaman's dress, one has to 
go to a work by Johann Gottlieb Georgi (1776, see Plates 2-3). The horn hammered 
out of iron, worn on the shoulder, was a characteristic ornament of a Tungus shaman's 
dress; this is the first • authentic' description, but the lines also betray an extreme 
amount of antipathy on the part of the German scientist, which today appears quite 

incomprehensible: 

MPrior to my departure, I still bad an opportunity to watch a Tungus shaman practice 
his magic. At our request, he visited us the first night, and when we asked him to give 
us a demonstration of his an, he asked us to wait till the night, which we willingly 
agreed to do. At 10 p.m. he took us to a distance of one vent, and then made us sit 
down. He himself stripped naked, then put on his shaman's coat, which was made of 
leather, and was decked out with all kinds of iron instruments. On each shoulder he bod 
a jagged iron born. to the consternation of many. ( ... ] Within the circle formed by our 
persons, he kept running to and fro along the fire, and made an infernal racket with the 
iron bells inside his dress ( ... ] At last, he started leaping and shouting, and soon WC 
heard a chorus that was singing along with him. It was his bclicvm, some of whom be 
bad brought with him. UMoticcd, they had slipped into our circle and were sinaing 
along with him, so that the devils might hear them the better. At length, after a lot of 
hocus-pocus and swearing, he would have had us believe that the devils were there. He 
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uked us what we wanted to know. We put a question to him. He started his conjurina 
tricks, while two others were assisting him. In the end, we were confirmed in our opinion 
that it was all humbug. 111d we wished in our hearts that we could take him and his 
companions to the Urguri111 silver-mine, so that there they might spend the rest of their 
days in perpetual labour" (Gmelin 1751-1752, 0:44-46). 

It is one of those accidents of irony that two centuries later Gmelin's wish was 
fulfilled and the fate of shamans was sealed; they were taken to labour camps or were 
simply executed by the communist authorities. 

Gmelin describes another scene, too, which also happens to have its illustration in 
Georgi's book, The Portrayal of the Shaman from the Region of the A.rgun River, 
namely, the two pictures showing a male shaman pulling an arrow through his body, 
or, more exactly, through his garments (Plate 3). That stunt was probably well-known 
all over Siberia as part of the shaman mythology and proof of the shamans' incredible 
endurance of pain. This is how the Gennan traveller described his surprise: 

"There Wat only � thing left that we Wlllted to see, namely, how the old �ian 
ran arrows through his body. But - what a surprise - the old man declared in front of 
the big crowd of the Tungus that, till then, he had been deceiving them, for he bad never 
nm the arrows through his body, only through his coat. [ ... ) 'When I perform that feat,' 
he said, ·1 stick the arrow in on one side of my leather coat, I draw my body in u far 
as I can, then I pull the arrow in front of my body and, finally, I pull it out on the other 
side of my coal I keep one of my h111ds in this place, and also a little blood in a bladder, 
and when I pull out he arrow, I allow some blood to be spilt &om the bladder. Al this 
point, our silly Tungus believe that the blood is coming from my body.' To prove his 
statement, he gave a practical demonstration of what he had said, right there, in front 
of our eyes" (Gmelin I 751-1752, D:46-49). 

The image itself is, therefore.just an illustration of a widespread belief, which had 
been refuted several decades before. Still, the startling 'image' lives on, down to our 
own days, we might say, and is provided fresh sustenance in the title of a new 
publication called The Wounded Healer (Halifax 1982). 

It is to be noted that in Georgi's book we can find the pictures of shamans from 
four additional regions: a Buryat, a Mongol, a Kamchatka, and one from the Krasno­
yarsk area. Hanging from the back of the latter (for frequently both a front and a 
rear-view is presented of the figures) are the squirrels symbolizing the helping spirits 
of the female shaman (this rare phenomenon lhas recently been dealt with by Janhunen 
1989); that is, this picture, too, has a real ethnographic value. This is aJso a piece 
of infonnation that �search has not been able to confinn from the artifacts of the 
recent past; hence the memory of it must have been kept alive by verbal communica­
tions. 

The 19th Century 

Similar drawings may be found in a work by 0. Finsch, where, in addition to a 
description of the Ostyaks of the Ob region, we find several pictures, including one 
showing a shaman seance (Finsch 1879:Abb. 47). We can see the interior of a chum, 

a characteristic tent (Plate 5) where. in the dim light of the fire, a shaman is beating 
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his drum. It is interesting :to note the way in which the drumstick is held; the oblervation 
is presumably authentic; the middle finger is not used in holding the stick. 

Similarly authentic and extremely finely drawn pictures may be found in a book 
presenting the travels and investigation of Leopold von Schrenck (Schrenck 1895); 
who, in the middle of the past century, in 1856, made some trips to the Amur region. 
The third volume of the work is called "Ethnographischer Tei!", and was published! by 
the St. Petersburg Imperial Academy of Sciences, in addition to a portrayal of the 
bear-feast and its details (apart from a few ruined photos by Benedek Baratbosi­
Balogh, there are scarcely any authentic pictures of the bear-feast of the Amur region), 
there is a drawing wonderfully rich in tones that show a Gilyak shaman practicing his 
healing art (Plate 6). Another one features the shaman's belt or girdle, which is not so 
important in the other parts of Siberia, but was an essential part of the rite in the Far 
Eastern areas. That seems to be confirmed by The Statute-Book of Modern Rituals and
Sacrifices, Compiled on Imperial Edict, which, though compile in the 18th century, 
has only recently had modem editions, and which deals with the shaman'� belt: 

"The shaman woman tics around benelf a skirt with a floral pattern Oil it, die puts on
her shaman's belt, decked out with ll!lall bells, takes into her bands the anall drum and 
the drumstick, and then bows before the spirits.[ ... ] Tb,, lb•maa woman llaDds up, and, 
winding in the manner of a snake, falls into a ll'aDCC, tbakiaa, in the meanwhile the 
bells hung Oil her belt ... " (Mclles 1987:74-75). 

The role of this characteristic shamanic tool which. however, was used only in tthe 
Far East, has been confirmed by the collecting trips of the recent post (cf. Sem 
1973:239; moreover, Robert Austerlitz took some photos in the sixties). 

Nineteenth-century travellers - the first masters of ethnography, as defined in the 
strict sense of the word ( ethnos + graphos "" a • description of peoples'), in their books 
and the scientific journals proliferating in the last quarter of the century, were pouring 
our data and closely observed descriptions of details. As the journals proliferated. so 
did the number of pictures; still, portrayals of shamans are not as frequent as one would 
thinlc: (Plate 4 - Lankenau 1872:281; see the front view in Krohn 1908: 129). 

There is, however, a change in the image; in accordance with the spirit of the age 
the pictures are above all realistic; they try to reproduce reality, aiming at accuracy of 
detail. Just as the travel accounts themselves are no longer strings of romantic adven­
tures, but scientific descriptions, so too the illustrations (lithographs or engravings) are 
marked by their lifelike portrayal. The graphic artist was the photographer of his time, 
and his work bad the same function as that of photography later on (Ratzel 1895, 
11:552). 

The 20th Century 

From the first decades of our century on, there appeared a steadily increasing number 
of descriptions of the peoples of Siberia. They also mention the shamans, and indeed, 
present some photos. 

Sakari Pilsi visited the Altaic Turks (Bajangol district, 1909) and took a photo of 
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lhaman Otsir (Fig. 9) and bis drum. Also, one gets an intimate, close-range view of 
the, shaman'• cloak or gown on the wall of the yurt, with the metal ornaments, mirrors 
(toll), and embossed work on it clearly distinguishable. These metal artifacts encap­
suJate, as it were, the history of the development of shamanistic culture. Short of that, 
they cerjain)y signa)i7.e the multiplicity of influences that shamanism has been ex­
posed to. 

Of the Finnish researchers, we might mention the name of Kai Donner who, 
between 1911 and 1914, paid several visits to the Samoyeds, dwelling along the Ket 
and Tym rivers. In bis book dealing with the Samoyeds, the author devotes a special 
chapter to the shamans (Donner 1922:121-149). Unfortunately, it is impossible to 
decide with absolute certainty which ethnic groups the two shamans seen in the 
excellent diaman-portraits (pp. 137 and 140) actually belong to, although the eminent 
researcher suggests that the first photo was taken in the region of the Ket river, and 
the second in the Tym region. Both photos are interesting. as each features a particular 
characteristic piece of the shaman's dress. The first (Donner 1922:137) shows the 
lhaman's apron (a feature of the Enets), while in the second, beside the huge drum, 
wrought-iron figures of birds (Plate 8), sewn onto the garment, may be seen (Donner 
1922:140). 

Johannes Gabriel Grano and Kaarlo Hilden visited the Altai region - the Lebed­
Tartars, to be more precise-in 1914. While there, they took photos of several shamans. 
On one of them they took a dozen pictures, a whole series, recording him as he 

demonstrates the beating of the drum while in a lrance. Hilden, later professor of 
physical anthropology at Helsinki University, took the pictures at a relatively long 
distance, affording a good view of a group of locals. Gran6, on the other hand, was 
photographing the shaman (Kajum?) at very close range; thus one gets a close and 
detailed view of his transfigured expression and his closed eyes, as he sings and, 
indeed, ,bouts (Grano 1919:223-230, Bild. ss, p. 228). Orano, later a professor of 
geology at Turlcu University, also provides Swedish-language translations of the words 
or lyrics of the song be beard from the shaman. Hilden, for bis part, in an article 
published in a geographical journal, gives a review, drawing on the contemporary 
Russian literature in the field as well, of Altaic shamanism (Hilden 1916). The photos 
illustrating the study show shamans in tattered clothes (Plates 9-10), the drums are still 
traditional, but the .shamans have no distinctive dress, so here we are dealing with the 
downward slide of the classic period (if there was such a thing at all), a downward 
slide which was to end in the utter destruction of shamanistic culture by the Stalinist 
penecution of shamans, launched in the late thirties. That is how the photo becomes 
a put of ethnohistory (Malmsheimer 1987). 

One nrely gets mention of the popular magazine Atlantis, which features very 
attractive and apparently authentic ethnophotos. Such are the pictures - from 1934 
recording the dance of two Solon female shamans and their assistants (St6tzner 1934), 
where, amyed in their richly adorned dress, they make circles around a shaman's 
ladder. These are rare and precious pictures, as they are unique-and probably the only 
surviving - records of Solon (a Tungus ethnic group) shamanism. Of the shaman's 
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ladder, too, supposed to lead to the sky, only descriptions and this one picture have 
survived! Regrettably, the text which accompanies the pictures, intended to appeal to 
a moss audience, are blandly uninfonnative, and they fall far short of the standards of 
the National Geographic. 

Unfortunately, the popular German ethnological handbooks published in the early 
years of the century (Buschan, no date given, but his Volkerlamde was published in 
1910) feature only a few pictures of shamans, which, however, are of extremely high 
quality (Fig. 8- see in Buschan, n.d:2S9:Abb. 311, Soyot female shaman; Abb. 308, 
Yakut shaman). To all intents and purposes these few pictures have been responsible 
for the image of the shaman, as conceived by European scholars. Presumably, there 
are a few dozen more photos lying forgotten in Europe's museums (e.g., in Copen­
hagen, Stockholm, and Paris). Their publication would be important for ridding the 
image of the Eurasian shaman of all the idealizing romantic attributes attached to it 

In January 1987, I was given the opportunity of working in the archives of the 
Leningrad section of the Institute of Ethnography of the Soviet Academy of Sciences 
(it is here I would like to express my thanks to my Russian colleagues for their obliging 
assistance, in particular to its, Gracheva, Teryulcov, and Pavlinslcaya). I was especially 
interested in the old photographic material, that is, the visual aspect of shamanism. 
What has been preserved in the photos - let us assume, more or less faithfully, that is, 
free from the artist's embellishing touch - of the old shamans. Vilmos Di6szegi, who 
spent close to a full year studying the material of the museums and archives of 
Leningrad, never mentioned the old photographic material (Di6szegi 1968). 

My expectations were fulfilled; I inspected the inventory books from the beginnings 
up to the end of the thirties, and also the detailed descriptions (the descriptions of the 
pictures may be found in handwritten pages). As a result, I found over ISO photos 
which had some bearing on shamanism. They were mostly shaman portraits (with or 
without the drum, taken in the place of sacrifice or with the shaman standing beside 
his dwelling), pictures of the tombs of shamans and shaman costumes (details of 
exhibitions). With the exception of less than two dozen photos, they are all excessively 
posed, rigid portraits. 

Breaking that pattern are the photos of S.D. Maynagashev, on ethnographer of 
Sagay origin. He took them in 1914, among the Kachins of the Abalcan region. He has, 
for example, a series of pictures (No. 2409-Sl.-67.) in which he recorded a horse 
sacrifice (Plates 11-14), led by a shaman. Hitherto unpublished, the sequence docu­
ments the beginnings of visual anthropology of Russia. What imparts particular interest 
to the series is the fact that the photo archive of the Finnish National Museum has in 
its keeping a photo (VKK I :bb) taken in the Museum of Minusinsk. It is of a picture 
painted (by a painter called Stankevitch) in 1889, which represents a horse sacrifice 
of the kind recorded by Maynagashev's photos. Even the shaman's head-dress is the 
same, although the two visual documents are separated from each other by a good 

quarter of a century, and the photographs authenticate the work of the painter. 1bey 
reveal details concerning the quantity of sacrificial drinks and foods, the movement 
and gestures of the participants, which even the minutest description cannot convey. 
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The Sagay researcher took further series of pictures during a sbaman'11 trance inside 
the yurt (No. 2409-70.-79.) and recording the, again, evening interludes of a wedding 
(No. 2409-106.-133.). By noticeably, constantly shifting his perspecti�e, he went 
closer and closer to the birch set up at the centre of the sacrificial rites, and by recording 
various events of the rite, Maynagashev, for the first time in the history of Russian 
ethnography, created a genuine ''visual ethnographic narrative", as defined in the 
modem meaning of the term (cf. Harper 1987). There are few examples of that from 
the beginning of the 20th century. The SL Petersburgh archive may contain a few more 
series of that type ( e.g., pictures recording a Goldi shamanistic ritual [No. 1837-13.-14; 
1837-37.-46.]), but not all of them have their negatives, or the positive is missing, as
the case may be; and so I could not see the pictures themselves, only their descriptions. 
One thing is certain: there exist do7.eDS of shaman photos waiting to be discovered 
(some of these we wish to use in an ethnographic documentary film).1

Conclusions 

From the lithographs of the 17th and 18th centuries to the photographs (and film) of 
the 20th century one may see the changes of the image of shamans (viz. from the savage 
and mystical but nobel magician to the poor and miserable representative of old 
superstitions). Earlier the pictures of Siberian shamans showed an idealiz.ed view but 
in the 20th century visual media gives a more realistic picture of them. They are very 
interesting publications, known to us, however, have not been mentioned in the present 
survey, with rich materials and important pictures, which may be subjects for further 
studies (see for instance Scbefferus 1763; Nioradu 1925; Lindgren 1935). 

Visual aspects. in anthropology, and at the same time even in the more traditional 
historico-ethnographical studies, as well, seem to be more and more relevant, since the 
written ethnography (meaning the real sense of the word viz. description of people) 
has always projected a rather idealized picture of its subjects. 

Note 

l. 11,e Shaman in Eurasia (An Ethnographic Film Essay) Directed by Mihaly H°""'1 and
Marcell Jankovics (1988)- colour, 35 mm with animations: 34 min. - Aud■pest, Spon­
sored by PIIIDOllia - Helios Film Studios and the Hungarian Television.
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The use of the movie cameras ushers a new era in the history of the research on 
shamanism. The new era brought a qualitative change in two respects: first, the photo 
encapsulating the fro7.e11 moment gave way to the sequence of images recording the 
process of movement It was now possible to encompass the motions, the special 
gestures, the technique of drumming, and the dance fonns, making long sequences of 
the rite accessible for study. That fact alone is of great significance. More importantly 
perhaps - and this is the second qualitative change -, the motion picture enables the 
repeated viewing of the recorded phenomenon, resulting, in tum, in a qualitative 
improvement of the analysis (and re-analysis). By becoming eye-witnesses, in our own 
days, of phenomena that actually occurred a Iona time ago, we can apply ever fresh 
anaJes, makina for an increasingly multifaceted description of the given anthropologi­
cal phenomenon. 

In the last couple of decades - to be precise, from 1969 onwards, almost every 
year-, I regularly spent periods of varying length in the state that was then still known 
as the Soviet Union, where - as part of the exchange agreements between the acade­
mies - I studied Siberian shamanism, also familiarizing myself with anthropological 
films (Hoppa) 1988). 

Looking back at the history of Soviet ethnographic films, it is usually mentioned 
that the first documentaries were made in the 1920s and they centred on the material 
culture and religious rites of little known small ethnics. Among the films still kept in 
archive include "Le.snie lyude" (People of the Forest, 1928) by A. Litvinov, featuring, 
amongst other things, some beautiful and highly authentic footage ofUdehe shamans 
in the state of trance and dancing, - presumably the first documentary record of the 
religious practices of the peoples living along the Amur river (Plate 20). 

There is an other almost unknown feature film, made by S. Kozintsev in 1930 under 
the title "Odna" (Alone). The place, where the sbooting was made, the remote regions 
of the Altai MOW1tains, among a Turkish tribe. The young woman elementary school 
teacher find age old local folk customs including horse-sacrifice and shamanic healing 
rites. The sequences of this later one shows the breath taking drumming-dancing art 
ofan Altaic Turkish kham (shaman). 

Russian silent picture classics most probably contain a great deal of ethnographi­
cally authentic footages, however, the history of Soviet ethnographic filmmaking is 
also yet to be written. A young film historian IC. Janulaitis had started to work on a
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monograph which aims to present the history of ethnographic filmrnaking in the former 
USSR, but he died untimely in 1989. 

In November 1986, I was given access to the film archives of the Institute of 
Ethnography of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. A.V. Oslrin, the head of the film 
section, told me that the archives had some four and a half thousand metres of 35 mm 
colour film and some 6 thousand metres of 16 mm film material, all of it unedited 
(which will mean more than twenty films is the future). However, the Institute has only 
four or five films ready to be present.eel. In Oslrin's opinion, one should distinguish 
descriptive ethnographic films and educational films made for the general public. An 
example of the latter category is the film "Choreographical Art of the People of the 
North" (1975), photographed and edited by Oslcin, with M.Ya. Zhornitskaya as an 
expert in follc dance, who also made the sound recording. The forty-minute (35 mm) 
colour film consist of four parts. By way of introduction, we are given glimpses of 
today's urban way of life, as well as the life on the tundra of the Cbukchis, who are 
reindeer herders. The images present, for instance, the building of the yaranga - a 
traditional tent dwelling built of poles and covered with reindeer skins-and the ancient 
techniques of leather-dressing and malting fire with wood. According to the film's 
'story-line', an amateur follc ensemble of young locals visits the remote groups in order 
to collect traditional dances and songs, and to present their owns. The last quarter or 
the film is the most intriguing section from the ethnographical point of view, as it 
simply records the so-called throat-singing, various vocalizations and dance move­
ments imitating animals, the ecstatic vocal effects of group-singing, to which they 
dance with erotic movements. It is as though one saw the beginnings of music and 
dance, the genesis of music, developing from simple noises, and th.e raven-dance -
presumably a representations of the North Asian raven myth - is also memorable. Of 
similar documentary value are the shots (unfortunately, only short sequences really) 
which record the collective drumming. Here, the lack of synchronous sound proves 
most frustrating; some commentary would certainly be needed to explain that in those 
northern regions the shaman tradition is till alive in almost every family. 

I also saw another film from the same area, made back in 1962. E.. Timlin was the 
director and cameraman, supported by Yu.B. Simchenko who did the ethnographic 
fieldwork. Apart from some breathtakingly picturesque scenery, the film contains 
footage of ethnographic documentary value depicting a lifestyle of a quarter of a 
century ago (which was then still a traditional lifestyle): the setting up of the tent called 
the chwn, the braiding of nets, the tools to make the leather-dressing, the techniques 
of ornamenting fur and the costume of a shaman. Regrettably, the credibility of this 
film, too, is marred by the 'red tail' tagged - on to its end - about the beauty of the 
changing life, with school-children picking flowers and the new school being built in 
the middle of a sea of mud. The figure of the local shaman, too, appears for a brief 
flash; yet, his drumming is at once drowned out by a music theme which provides the 
background for the whole film, and which, written by a composer, has no associations 
with the local musical tradition. 

Still staying with the indigenous population inhabiting the Taymir Peninsula, our 
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colleagues in Moscow lcindly permitted me to see portions of a still unedited film 
portraying the last Nganasan shaman. Shaman Demnime Ngamtuso Kosterkin (1913-
1980), as one who carried on an ancient family tradition, was discovered in occasions 
(in one, made in 1974, he also performed some of his shaman's rituals. This was 
released on record in 1982-Melodia c30-17651 003). In 1976, at A. Oskin's and Yu. 
Simchenlco's request, he agreed to put on his full shaman's costume and paraphernalia, 
and give a demonstration, for the purpose of the film, of a shaman's weather-forecast 
ritual. The words of the ritual song were repeated and translated into the vernacular 
by his wife, who was sitting at his side. It was the beginning of winter, the first snow 
had just fallen, and he was singing of the lcind of weather to be expected. The 
authenticity with which the shaman's costwne and other details of the seance are 
shown renders these shots a unique docwnent. after all, a trance state is a series of 
gestures and mechanized movements which neither cameras, spotlights, tape-re­
corders, nor, indeed. the presence of ethnographers is able to disturb. We hope that the 
close on two hours of material recorded - which is immensely rich in detail (for 
instance, the ornaments of the shaman's costume are shown and explained) -will be 
made into a film in the next few years. My deep conviction is that this film, when 
completed, will be one the best documentary on the genuine form of Siberian 
shamanism. 

A man who deserves a special chapter in the history of Soviet ethnographic 
filmmaking is the Estonian Lennart Meri, who was a celebrated prose writer and he 
started making films in the early 1970s, and the very first project he embarked on was 
an ambitious enterprise: he wanted to make a film about the Finno-Ugrians, or more 
specifically, the Uralic peoples. Uralic peoples are those which speak languages 
belonging to the Uralic family of languages (they include the Finns, Estonians, Lapp, 
Samoyeds, Hungarians, Obi-Ugrians -the Voguls and Ostyaks, the Finnie peoples of 
the Volga, such as the Cheremis, Zyryans, Mordvin, Udmurt). His first film was "11,e

Waterbird People" (1971 - 42 min.), which is an evocative study of five Uralic 
groups: the Ostyaks, Zyryans, Cheremis, Karelians and Nenets (Yurak-Samoyed). 
Based on unique aspects of each culture, the film explores their relationship to the 
cultural evolution of the Finno-Ugric and Samoyed peoples as a whole. 

The themes of housing, ornaments, artifacts, language and ritual are used 
throughout to emphasize the similarities among these very different cultures which 
range from the Nenets, who are reindeer herders, to the Karelian farmers. Among the 
scenes are a Cheremis wedding and an age-old ritual performed by the Ostyaks to 
appease the spirit of a bear they have just killed. 

His second film on the same topic was completed six years later with the title 
"Winds of the Milky Way" {1978 - SS min.). This film captures many aspects of the 
daily lives of the Uralic (Finno-Ugric and Samoyed) peoples which have their roots 
in ancient traditions and systems of belief. Parallels in customs of agriculture, fishing 
and housing are recognizable among these groups despite the thousands of years which 
many of them have lived apart in very different physical and social environments. Thus 
the shape .of the fishing boat used by a Hungarian fisherman and an Ostyalc are similar 
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despite the fact that one group lives in Centtal Europe, the other in sub-Arctic terrain 
and they have been separate for at least two thousand year:s. 

The film vividly depicts how such ethnographic details are intertwined with folk­
song, dance and ritual. In unique footage, we see Demnime, a ninth-generation 
Ngaoasan shaman singing (Plate 17), a Veps mourning ritual and an eloquent interview 
with a Lapp leader about the future of his culture. 

Lennart Meri, as author and filmmaker, worked in collaboration with Finnish and 

Hungarian scholars to document these patterns of culture found among the Finns, V eps, 
Vote, Mordvin, OstyaJc, Vogul, Lapp, Hungarians, and Nganasan (a Samoyed people). 

Nineteen eighty-five marked the 150th anniversary of the appearance of Kalevala. 
For that occasion, Meri made another film, called "Voices of Kaleva" (1985), which 
is a tribute to Elias Lonnrot, the scholar who - as is generally known - compiled, on 
the basis of the materials he bad collected, the national epic of the Finnish people. The 
important point about Lonnrot's life's work is that he drew attention to the living oral 
ttadition. The Estonian writer and director, sharing his predecessor's aim, has set 
himself the task of recording and rescuing for the future the surviving narrative 
ttadition of the North. Meri, as well as being a film director, is a highly well-ttained 
ethnographer and a lucky researcher, because in 1985, while shooting his latest film 
near Tywnen, among the Ostyaks, he managed to film a bear ceremonial. 

" .. .I went once more to Siberia, hoping to find fragments of the bear ritual I have been 
lucky to film during my previous expeditions. I chose this time the distant Aaan tributary 
in the Eastern part and unex.pcctedly fell upon a tribe of Osty:aks among whom the bear 
ritual is still a living tradition they perform every year. It lasts five days (four, if it's a 
she-bear), durina which they perform ritual sacrifices, dances:, maskerade1, and, last but 
not least, all the 270 ttaditional songs of the bear ritual, about 30,000 verses poetry of 
the highest quality, roughly twice the size of 'KJJlevala'. We were able to record about 
ten and to film about one hour of the ritual. 

It was and is an amazing discovery. First of all, the songs (and actions) have been
preserved in their original order: the structure of the ritual seems to be intact.

Secondly, the text part of the ritual is well comparable with 'Gilgamesh' or 'Iliad':

it is an epic poem of the Forest WDC bunters, more than 3,000 years old, never 
systematically recorded in its entirety, and existing until now only u an oral tradition 
in the fraaile memory of local bunters. Thirdly, the possibility to record throuah 
modem technical means an epic poem simultaneously with its performance is unique 
in itself and will give us an exclusive insight into prehistoric cultural life, beliefs, 
and ethics. 

In short, it is a major wort and probably my last one, ifl am able to realize my project. 
We shall have to film the whole ritual, about 60 hours. This must be done on the spot, in
difficult conditions (virain forest), and without delay: already one of the hunters died last 
year. After the ritual has been filmed and recorded, the text part must be transliterated 
and published in an Ostyak and European parallel edition for scientific use and in an 
artistic translation as an example of unwritten literature. 1bc same goes with the film: in
its total length it will be used as a scientific source for �hers; a much shorter edited 
version could be presented as an educational TV serial, perhaps five parts 30 minutes 
each. Until now I have had little success in finding a local producer. Our Tallinnftlm is 
probably ready to suppon a 40-minutc documentary ... " (Meri 1987:20). 
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Fortunately, the film was made, and in 1990 it was presented at the Fourth Plmu 
International Visual Anthropology Festival, w&ich bad, u its central theme, the 
protection and preservation of the culture of Nordic peoples. The fi1m, "Toorumi 

pojad" (The People of the God Torum), was one of the best screened at the festival 
Moreover, it wu the first anthropological documentary to profile the traditional 
structure of the Ostyak bear ceremony. 

I note that V. N. Cbemetsov - a renowned researcher into the other Ob-Ugrian 
people, the Voguls -made a short (approx. 20 to 25-minute-long- 16 mm) film about 
the Manysi bear cult as early as the late 1930s. In 1969, shortly before his death, the 
old scholar showed this docwnent to a group of Hungarian anthropologist colleagues 
who were staying in Moscow at the time; that is when I myself saw the material. Today 
that film - along with other items in the Chemetsov estate - is preserved in the 
Anthropological Institute of the University of Tomsk. 

It is worth mentioning bere that, at that film festival, there were another four films 
featuring shots of Siberian shamans. In 1989, a 'troika' of Swedish filmmakers made 
a documentary in the same Ng,mes•n group that Lennart Meri had also visited. One 
of the relatives of the shaman to be seen in his film improvised a display for the benefit 
of the filmmakers to demonstrate what the !lhamanic seance was like, what it could 
have been like in the old days. As the garments of the dead shaman were buried with 
him, and his drum was placed in a museum, the shamanic tools shown in the film were 
all newly made - some of them in quite a hurry, specially for the purposes of the 
filming. Hence "Nganasan - a Siberian People" (1989/90 - 29 min.), the work of 
director Harald Tiren, cannot be regarded as etbnographically authentic. On the other 
band, it is highly revealing of the way in which, under the impact of the shooting, 
among other things, the slwnanizing activity, considered to be sacred, is transformed 
in response to business and circumstance. 

The Estonian director Valentin Kuilc made a documentary that carries a politically 
important message - "Message to the Parliament•• ( 1990 -45 min.). It deals with the 
modem life of the Kbanty people - more exactly, the devastation wreaked on the 
natural environment, the deforestation and the killing of wildlife brought about by oil 
production. There are only a few elderly people who are still familiar with the old 
dances and songs. One of them is a shaman whose picture recurs several times in the 
film. 

In the heart of Siberia, in Novosibirsk, there lives and worlcs a film director of 
Kazakh extraction, Raisa Y emazarova, as member of the Telefilm Studio, she culti­
vates the genre of the short documentary. In the last decade, she has been making more 
and more 1Dtbropological films. She brought to the festival a finely photographed film 
entitled "Istselenie radostyu" (Healing by Joy. 1990 -20 min.), which she shot among 
the Nanai people inhabiting the Amur region. With R. Zvereva as its anthropological 
expert, the film profiles some spectacular details of the traditional folk culture of the 
Nanai, including the healing rituals of the shaman women. The central figure of the 
film is Nura Kile, custodian of folk wisdom on healing and an old female shaman. 

In 1990, the prize for best scholarly documentary at the Pa.mu festival went to "The 
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Shaman in Eurasia", a film by Mihaly Hoppal and Marcell Jankovics. Hoppal bad 
started collecting the pictures for the film back in the early Eighties, setting himself 
the object of showing the changing image of the Eurasian ,baman, As it happens, a 
good many fine etchings and drawings have survived from the past centuries ( 16th to 
19th centuries), illustratiom to the first Siberian travel accounts. Some of these � 
well known. but many others have never been published. The examples include a series 
of photos made by Maynagashev, pictures of a horse sacrifice from 1914. We also dug 
up in the archives the phonograph recordings to go with the pictures - recordings 

likewise made by Maynagashev. The film features the old photos in conjunction with 
the original shamanic chants. 

As the film was made back in the pre-glasnost period, we had no opportunity to 
carry out any fieldwork. taking original pictures; we therefore tried to collect the 
archival material. Thus we used an excerpt - the four or five minutes that were of any 
use - from Lennart Merl's film "Winds of the Milky Way"; the drum dance of the 
Udehe shamans from an old film by Litvinov ("People of the Forest" - Plate 20); a 
film made in Lakakh by Ferenc Nemenyi the trance of a lhapa (healing shaman); and, 
finally, footage made in Yakutia by L. Kuperscbmidt, which, in the eighties, could not 
be used to make a film, due to oppo!iition from Soviet officials. 

Alongside the researcher-anthropologist, the film was co-directed by a famous 
director of animated cartoons, Marcell Jankovics, who, as a researcher, has studied the 
symbolism of shaman's drums. Here is part of the text of the screenplay, a section 
dealing with the symbolism of shaman's drums: 

"A basic type of shaman dnnns symbolizes the northern celestial sphere, the

shaman's upper world, or its reflected image, which they thought to be the soutbcm 
celestial sphere, that is the lower world. Some drums have the shape of the face of 
the Sky God, the well-known image with one eye as the Sun, the other as the Moon. 

The drums from the Altai region are somewhat different, they still often bear the 
face of the highest creature, the Sky God. This image also appears on the drum's 
handle. 

When in his trance the shaman speaks with the God, his spirit helper, as� shlDM!o 
calls him, he in fact speaks to the image on the handle of the drum. 

The longitudinal axis of these drums, that is the line of the nose of the God image, 
is the Milky Way traversing the celestial sphere. 

1be ornaments on the rim of the drum characterize the horizon and the middle world, 
that is a belt of the sky that the Sin, the Moon and the other planets appear to move 
through. 

At certain points of the drum's rims there is no ornament. These points are the 
passages between the world. 

They correspond to the intersections of the Milky Way and the Zodiac, the summer 
and winter solstices. 

Often there are four passages on the drum's rims. They also indicate the seasons and 
the points of the compass. 

The centre, or the navel of the drum represents the Polar Star, the centre of the
celestial chart, which all the stars and constellations orbit around. You can see 10CDC
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drawings of constellations oo the drums, but not all of them have been identified. 
No wonder that this Chukchi drawiq gives an imqe of the aky virtually identical 
with the imqe of the ornaments on the shaman's drums. 

Some drums from the Altai region and from Lappland show a lateral view of the 
world. The upper and the lower worlds, that is the northern and the southern celestial 
spheres can be seen simultaneously together with the Zodiac, the symbol of the 
middle world. 

This drum from the Lappland also show the passages between the worlds. 

The bandies of the drum are sometimes also part of the world image. The carving 
on the upper handle shows the face of the God of the Nor1hem Sphere, and the face 
of the God of the Southern Sphere is carved into the lower handle. 

The ornaments oo the rim of these drums symboli7.e the Milky Way, with the 
depictions of various constellations." (From the script and the voice-over text.) 

Jankovics used highly inventive animations to bring to life particular images of 
Siberian !lhamani!lm and the figures of the drums. In fact, the two director creators, 
who wrote and directed the film together, sought to produce a visual essay drawing on 
the abundant pictorial material (including photos, engravings, and motion-picture 
footage),. The idea was to have less commentary than one usually gets in educational 
films and to include more pictures - ones that leap into motion, thereby explaining the 
phenomena. 

Since the film was made, the present writer has come by a great deal of new 
material, which will be resulted a project of a new, extended version. Indeed, we have 
also conceived the idea of a separate film to document the modern, urban forms of 
shamanism. We have plenty of material for this latter project as well. Both films are 
expected to be completed in 1993. 

Andris Slapins deserves a special chapter in the history of the recording on celluloid 
of Siberian shamanism. A Latvian filmmaker, Slapins died prematurely (at the age of 
42) and under tragic circumstances: on January 20, 1991, be was killed, in Riga, the
Latvian capital, by Soviet 'black berets' or Interior Ministry troops, as he was filming
their attack. We quote from an obituary written about him:

"Slapins who was associated with the Riga Video Center, was filming the attack by 
Soviet Troops on the �seeking Latvian Interior Ministry when be and 
aootber film team member were killed. An ardent but non-militant Latvian nation­
alist, Slapins died in the anns of bis mentor and friend, internationally-known 
filmmaker Y oris Podnieks, who WIS the only member of the three-man team to 
escape death. Official Soviet accounts claim the firing upon the film team WIS 

accidental, but observers say the group was not in the line of fire. Both United States 
officials and Russians have noted that journalists and cameramen appear to have 
been targeted ... 

In the past few years easing of travel restrictions enabled Slapins to make contact 
with anthropologists, folklorists, fihnmakers and peace organizers outside of Latvia. 
At the time of bis death he was involved in filming projects in Paris, Japan (Kazuo 
Okada, Tokyo Cinema Inc.), the United States, and Great Britain (British Universi­
ties Film and Video Council). His. great drive and enthusiasm, his generous partici-
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pation in projects lacking personal financial return, and his willingness to lieely 
distribute his films and photography brouaht his talents as an anthropological 
cinematographer rapidly to international recopition. His death is all the more tragic 
u he was a quintessential victim of the policies of Glasnost that nurtured and gave
public expression to bis burst of artistic production ...

Slapins is best known in North America for his contributions to Crossroads of 
Continents: Cultures of Siberia and Alaska, a travelling exhibition produced jointly 
by the Smithsonian together with the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR and 
Canadian and American musewns. In addition to a film co-produced with Ted 
Timrelt of Spofford Films, which is part of the exhibition, Slapins supplied two 
feature films for use with the show. Chukotka: Coast of Memories, now nearly 
twenty years old, is a cinematic masterpiece describing the lifeways and lands of the 
Chukchi and Eskimo peoples living on the Soviet shores of Bering Strait Its 
sensitive humanistic portrayals of character and its blending of folklore, ancient 
cultural traditions, and landscapes produced a poetic masterpiece which to today's 
ear is mamd only by the need for a more culturally-sensitive sound track. A second 
film, Times of Dreams: Siberian Shamanism, is also Chukchi shamanism and 
incorporated archival footage shot in the Amur region by A. Litvinov in the 1920s 
with bis own footage of contemporary Evenki shamans curing a "possessed' family 
member returning from Soviet military service in Afghan.istan. 

Both films document Slapins' cinematographic as well as his personal drive and 
courage in travelling and worlcing, often alone or with only one assistant, in remote 
regions of the Soviet North and Far East. His ability to establish close bonds with 
native peoples and his instinct for coming in on deeply-rooted cultural traditions 
marked a unique humanistic style that combines sweeping, elegant landscapes with 
village life and close-up character revelation. Slapins' technique is most poignantly 
revealed in his portrayal of elders and children performing rituals, games and songs. 
He was particularly absorbed in searching for ancient rituals and ceremonies which 
he documented using natural light in remarkably difficult and sometimes dangerous 
situations. When Andris was behind the camera his art dominated to the point that 
nothing else - crashing Bering Sea surf, roaring walruses, polar bears, and nervous 
• shaman- tenders'-concerning personal security intruded on his consciousness. His
single-minded r-0mmitment to seeking and portraying truth no doubt was a factor
leading to bis death." (Fitzhugh 1991:2).

Andris $lapin's film - which he made in collaboration with the anthropologists E. 
Novik and E. Alekseev - was the one that the panel of judges deemed worthy of the 
first priz.e in first festival of ethnographic films held in Pimu, Estonia. Their 70-
minute-long film "Vremena snovedenty" (Times of Dreams, 1982-1986) treats of 
Siberian shamanism. 

It is at last an authentic film about the shamans of Siberia. Moreover, it represents 
an important brealcthrough in that, for long decades -actually, from the 1930s up until 
quite recently - shamanism was a taboo theme in the Soviet Union. The film portrays 
four shamans. The first is a relatively young Yakut shaman, who has since been 
profiled in an other film. The two others Y akuts belong to the older generation, and in 

their youth they still practised as shamans, Therefore, the reconsttuction they gave for 
the purposes of the film may be accepted as authentic. 
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The fourth - a woman shaman (Plate 19) -with the trance she produced, provided 
the most authentic state of ecstasy. A film of this type enables the researcher to observe 
the many tiny details of the movements, gestures and other things (e.g. the rhythm of 
the whole rite) - even if the spiritual atmosphere of it all has, by now, completely 
changed. It is no accident that this was the film to receive the greatest critical acclaim 
from both Soviet and foreign experts, for in it an ideal cooperation was achieved 
between the cameraman - director, with his artistic style of vision. on the one band, 
and the well-trained anthropologist-folklorist E. Novik and the etbnomusicologist E. 
Alelcseev, on the other. He was an outstanding cameraman - and some wonderful 
scenes of the· shaman performing his rituals, which are extremely difficult to film. 
Unfortunately, Slapin's untimely death prevented him to build up a coherent ovenll 
structure of this film, leaving us with no more than a mosaic of impressions, but 
anyhow this film is the best one on Siberian shamanism. 

Alongside the Russian researchers and filmmakers:, the last two or three years have 
brought the opportunity for foreign researchers, too, to appear and carry out fieldwork: 
in Siberia, making video recordings. One of the first to do so has been Juba Pentilc.iinen. 
Professor at the Department of Comparative Religion at the University of Helsinki. 
Starting with 1989, she took part in several expeditions in the company of some 
Russian colleagues- in particular, 0.A. Donskiy, N. Koskarova and E. Kovgan. who 
work in Novosibirsk, in the Siberian Research Institute of the Academy of Sciences, 
studying the languages and culture of the related Ugrian peoples of the Ob. They have 
primarily set out to describe and salvage on recordings the various dialects; so it is 
only natural that, in the course of their collecting work, they notate some valuable 
folkloric texts. 

Most probably, the reason why they chose one of the last Ostyak !!hamaos was that 
this elder had already figured in Lennart Merl's film. which showed the bear feast. He 
was the younger one of the two shamans conducting the ceremonies. To enable a better 
understanding of the whole context of the shots, we quote from Pentikiinen's com­
mentary to the film: 

"The Ugric language of the Khanty (Ostyak) is one of those northern Siberian 
languaaes whose existence has been threatened by the rapid assimilation to Russian 
culture as the result of the strong settlement, agricultural and industrial Soviet policy 
in Siberia since the Revolution. Particularly from the t 930's onwards, the relative 
proportion of the indigenous peoples in all the northern territories has dramatically 
decreased, being in the Okrug of Khantimansisk, for example, only 1.2 % of the 
total population. 

The total number of the Khanty speakers has not, however, diminshed but rather 
slightly in� having� in 1897 19,700 and in the last CeDS\1$ of the 1980$ 
ca. 21,000. The recent trend has led towards bilingualism. Most Khanty speak 
fluently Russian. At the moment, the Khanti with their Mansy (V ogul) relatives seem 
together to be more than ever before aware of their common roots and have started 
their struggle for their survival as language and culture. 

The elements of the old ethnic religion also seem t.o be a part of the struggle for 
ethnic survival. The videofilm shows the shamanic kills and practices in a Khanty 
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winter villap at a by- river of Ob visited by the team in January 1990. The religious 
leader of the clan is the only one who survived of the nine Khanty shamans 
imprisoned by Stalin in the 1930s ... 

The ethnographic: doc:wncntary was shot at the tip of one of the tributaries of the 
river Ob in the heart of Siberia. Durina the period from November to March the 
nomadic Khanty family lives in the winter village. This is the time of reindeer 
husbandry, culminating in the reindeer sacrifice. In January 1990 the annual reindeer 
sacrifice was made to celebrate the arrival of tbe son and the daughter of the shaman 
from the oil cities along the Ob together with the research team. 

Ivan Stepanovich Sopotsin is the family elder and the spiritual head of the Sopotsin 
family-the shaman lie is everywhere during the ceremony. It is he who acts as a 
mediator between this and the other world. His absence is a threat, his presence 
orders the course of events. 

The ceremony begins with a sacrifir.e to the god of fire which prepares the commu­
nity for the reindeer sacrifice to be made the following day. The ritualised death 
adds to the life of the reindeer stock, assures its continuity and at the same time the 
luck and future of the entire commwrity. It is the womeo's lot to follow the sacrifice 
from apart. They are forbidden to come near the sacrificial site in front of the sacred 
sleigh." 

In 1991, at the Fifth Pimu Visual Anthropology Film Festival, Juha Pentikiiinen's 
film "Reindeer Sacrifice: A Khanty Shaman in 1990" ( video - 26 min.) won acclaim. 
In 1991-1992 the Finnish professor carried out fieldwork among the Nanai people 
inhabiting the Amur region. The present writer had the opportunity to view the more 
than three-hour-long video recording that he had made, iin the autumn of 1991, about. 
the traditional rite. "'The Kasa taorl is the classical ritual of the Nanai to send the souls 
of the departed as a group to the buni which is their abode behind the river." The 
ceremony was staged by one of the clans, on one of the islands of the huge river. The 
1991 Pimu festival saw the screening, too, of a film focussing on another people of 
the Amur region, the Ulcha. Arlcadiy Morozov's film "Amur People" (1990-26 min.) 
was shot in the region that the famous Captain Arsenev visited in the last century, and. 
which he portrayed in his memoirs of travels. It is unfortunate that the film consists of 
only loosely connected, brief episodes and glimpses of life, a deficiency that even the 
superb camera work and beautiful pictures cannot fully redeem. 

Staying in the Far East and continuing our review of the films showing the life of 
the peoples of the Amur, I have to mention the anthropological films I saw during a 
field-trip in China and Manchuria, in particular. 

During my stay in Peking in August 1991, I made the acquaintance of the film­
makers who work at the Central Institute of Nationality Studies, which operates within 
the framework of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. These cinematic experts 
- who combine the skills and functions of cameraman, editor, and director, like Yan
Guanghai - worked together with the ethnographers. In the 1957 to 1989 period, they
made some 22 films among the ethnic minorities.

As is well known, the territory of the People's Republic of China is home of 56 
nationalities, with the total population of ethnic minorities amounting to 60 million. 
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These nationalities (that is, in fact. the tenn the Chinese themselves use in English 
translations of their own articles) stood at varying levels of social development -
particularly in the Fifties and even as late as the Sixties. To use the Marxist ter­
minology, some had remained at the level of the primitive communal system of 
fishing-hunting societies, with others fixed at the stage of slavery or serfdom, and still 
others, at that of semi-feudal dependence. Given that they were working according to 
the five-year plan cycles, the Chinese colleagues recorded exactly the three basic rules 
of the malcing of anthropological films: 

"Most films were shot and completied &om the mid-fifties to the sixties not so fit lfom 
the years of radical social change. The shootina was conducted followiq these prin• 
ciples: First. going deep into the minority area and shooting on the spot with no artificial 
setting or professional actor or actress. Before shooting a film the researchers and the 
scenarist-directors go deep into the thick of life, making investigations repeatedly, 
making every effon to guarantee the truthfulness of the content. Second, emphasis is 
pl:aced on scientificness. The contents of ethnological films must truly n:flec.t the ethnic 
minorities' original social features, ways of life and their cultures, so, no fabrication or 
subjective supposition is allowable .. First priority must be given to scientificness. The 
technique of expn:ssion should be simple and unadorned, and combine the recording of 
actual conditions and scientificness together. Third, paying special attention to the ways 
of life and traditional cultures that will disappear soon and are changing rapidly in the 
choice of subjects and the establishment of the theme. The iraditional culiures and ways 
of life of the various nationalities that then still lived in the last stage of primitive society 
or still preserved remnants of primitive communes, of those whose social systems were 
experiencing gn:at changes but still n:tainina the slave system and serfdom, and of those 
livina in remote, thiclcly forested mountains cut off from the outside world. who were 
so isolated that few people had known them, have all been rush-shot on the basis of 
thorough investigations of Chinese ethnic minorities' history and social structures, and 
according to the scientific system. This saved a lot of materials that were rapidly 
disappearing by means of images and was of gn:at significance for scientific research 
and ethnic work as well as for spn:ading cultural and scientific knowledge ... " (Du-Yang 
1989:69). 

In 1959, under the above programme, the film "Evenki People Along the River 
Argun" - directed and photographed by Yang Guanghai -was produced. Naturally, 
in those days, 35 mm black-and-white film was the standard mediwn, and only natural 
light was used. The good quality of the pictures is a credit to the cameraman's worlc. 
The well-paced film replicates the daily life of the Evenki, a people of nomadic 
reindeer-keepers, with pictures of the building and dismantling of tents, hunting, meat 
distribution, all of them authentic documents. There is, however, a portion of the film 
that bears some all too obvious sings of it having been deliberately arranged for 
maximum effect - namely, the bit where the huntsman, in spring, brings in to the 
Chinese merchant the skin of the animals that he killed dwing the winter. (This part 
is highly reminiscent of a corresponding scene in "Nanook"; though the makers are 
unlikely to have seen Flahety's famous film.) Later, we see the !Evenki being made 
drunk and robbed: the antler of the reindeer - to which they ascribed healing powers 
- is taken away from him. (lt is worth noting that, to this day, reindeer antlers are sold
at Peking international airport.)

As the film shows, as far as is possible, a full one-year-long cycle in the life of the 
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community, with all the important details, we get only brief, couple-of-minute-long 
flashes of fishing, the burial, and the wedding. Similarly, the shamanic healing, too, is 
given but a one-or-two-and-a-half-minute-long treatment; but there everything, inchJd­
ing the costume, the drum, and the movement, is authentic. Yang Guanghai has 
disclosed that the original uncut negatives are still preserved, offering the possibility 
of one day presenting the entire material. So far, the authorities have not granted 
pennission for this brief extract to be copied and taken out of the country. 

The second film centred on the Oroqen community ("The Oroqen Nationality"). 

Made in 1963, it too was photographed by Yang Guanghai, with the fonner director 
of the Institute, Qui Pu, as the specialist-ethnographer. The latter, incidentally, has also 
published an ethnographical monograph dealing with this community of nomadic 
hunters numbering barely 2,000. The authentic pictures of the shamanic rituals account 
for about two minutes in the film, which runs for over an hour. The maker of the film 
revealed that the shaman and his helper had been shamanizing over someone with a 
real illness (Plate 18). 

The third film was made in 1965, among the Hezhe ( or Hodzha) people living along 
the Ussuri river. The film features some extended episodes portraying the shamans and 
their activities - in fact, these are the longest parts. When engaged in healing, the 
shaman wears a crown made of metal, an ornamental headgear displaying a bird. We 
are shown an interesting custom perfonned in spring and in  autumn - i.e. the sacrifice 
to the spirits of roads. The pig sacrifice lies in front of the triple shaman's tree, set up 
in the courtyard. This they sprinkle with water. 

I asked the Chinese colleagues to provide videotaped copies of these brief, couple­
of-minute-long excerpts. However, they turned down my request, saying the authori­
ties would refuse pennission, as these films were not for screening abroad. 

I was shown yet another film - one of about 35 minutes in length - which focuses 
on Manchu shamanism. Shot in 1988, it features one shaman helped out by four 
assistants, perfonning a full day-long ceremony for the well-being of the clan, that is 
to say, the extended family. In the film - which was made already on video-, the 
shamans use three different types of drums, and, what is more important, here too the 
pig is the sacrificial animal. When the rituals are over, the participants jointly consume 
the pig. 

In a Changchun, where there is a whole research team working on collecting the 
material of shamanism, I saw two more films. "Shamanic Dances" (1987 - 23 min. 
video) presents Manchu shamanic dances. The film affords some precious insights, as 
in the scene where we see one of the shamans wearing a crown decorated with three 
birds. It is visible when he achieves the trance state: at this point, he places glowing 
embers into his mouth. 

Another short documentary was produced in 1990, among the small Oroqen com­
munity, along the Amur, in the village of Baina, Hurna district. The video film was 
made on the occasion of a family gathering. The camera work bears all the hallmarks 
of the amateur; but, at the same time, it is also evident that the ethnographers present 
did not rearrange the events - except for the fact that one of the sides of the tent had 
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been taken down to allow more light to get in for the shooting. In the tent thus altered, 
the shaman performs a rowld dance, calling on the spirits. It was interesting to observe 
the shaman's crown, decorated with ribbons and displaying giant horns, as well as the 
divergent drumming styles of the male and female shamans and the rich ornamentation 
of the shaman's costume (similar to that seen in the pictures presented by Ethel 
Lindgren, based on her fieldwork, made in the early 1930s ). 

Yet, the greatest experience I had during the whole ofmy stay in China was a film 
spotlighting Manchu shamanism. In 1988, a professional team made an over one-hour­
long film about the shamanism of the Manchus inhabiting the Jilin district - more 
exactly, about a local variant of that shamanism. In their work, they relied on the local 
field experience of the Changchun researchers led by Fu Yuguang and Wang Hong­
gang. They produced over five hours of material recording the ceremonies which lasted 
for three days. We quote from the description of an eye-witness, a young Chinese 
colleague: 

" ... the major task of the clan shaman is to conduct the annual offering rituals for 
each family in the clan. During these rituals, the shamans chant traditional scriptures 
and creation myths containing the names of numerous gods, deified ancestors, and 
wild spirits. The offering rituals basically have four puts-offerinp to the deities of 
agriculture, huntina, darkness, and the sky pole. 

Before each family's annual offering ritual, the clan chief and the master sbarnlD 
are invited to open the clan's ancestral box (a wooden trunk) that contains gcnc,alogi­
cal records, idols of clan deities (often mythologized ancestors) and other ritual 
items. This sacred box is said to be the residence of the clan ancestors and guardian 
spirits above the ninth heaven. 

Although the clan shamans do not have a major role in maintaining genealogical 
records, the records play an important put in the shamanic rituals. Every four years 
(in the traditional zodiac years of the Dragon, Tiger, and Rat), the clan chief conducts 
a ceremony to add deceased clan members' names to the genealogical records which 
are kept in the ancestral box and displayed at the annual offering rituals. During this 
ceremony, an election is held for the position of clan chief, traditional laws and 
honour codes are recited for the benefit of all clan members, and myths and legends 
are passed on to the younger generations. 

The offering ritual I observed was led by Guang Borong, a master shaman in bis 
fifties. I later learned that Quang Borong bad become • shaman �t the age of 
twenty-seven, after ha was selected by a call from the ancestral spirits and then 
trained by the master shaman Guang Zhiyuan. Guan& Borona is highly respected 
among his people for his intelligence, bis excellent handwriting, his caring for the 
people, and his endeavours to preserve their shamanic scriptures and tnditions. 

The ritual started before daybreak. Millet cakes and burning incense sticks had been 
placed on the offering table. After cleaning their hands and faces, the four partici­
pating shamans donned ceremonial skirts, trimmed with cloud designs, and cone­
shaped waist bells-the sound of which is said to symboliu thunder. Then, drumming 
and chanting. they invoked the Farming Guardian, Wiain-endure, from the upper­
world and asked for his protection so that the crops and livestock would flourish. 

Amidst the almost-deafening dnamming of the three assistant shamans, Quang 
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Borong bepn to dance and to sing: "Among countless clans like willow leaves on 
Earth, the Guar'jia clan is one of the most prestigious. The great shamaness created 
the ancient scriptures, and I am selected as a shaman to serve the deities ... " As he 
beat the band drum and jumped from side to side-his cloud-design skirt swaying and 
his cone-shaped bells clapping-Quang Borong seemed to be flying into a thunder­
storm. 

Shortly after daybreak, a huge black pig was butchered as an offering. It was sliced 
into several blocks for boiling. and the cooked sections were then reassembled on 
the altar. The drumming quickened, and the lead shaman chanted: "Following the 
decree of our ancestors, we prepare the sacrifice at the altar. The ritual meat is offered 
to you, deities. Please descend to share the game meal.." 

While the shamans continued dancing and chanting scriptures, with occasional 
breaks, throughout the day, the other clan members busily prepared a feast This part 
of the ritual concluded with an invitation to the deities of Heaven, war, and hunting 
to attend the feast. 

That evenin.a, after dark, all lights-except for some candles-were suddenly turned 
off. The clan members knelt, and the shamans bepn to dance and drum ecstatically. 
Guang Borong chanted, asking for the protection of the deities-primarily golcldesses­
in charge of darkness and safety. 

Later that evening, the sacred genealogical records and ritual items were returned to 
the ancestral box and placed on the sacred west side of the kang(heatable brick bed), 
where they would remain until the next family in the clan was ready to hold an 
annual offering ritual. The offering food was removed from the altar, and homemade 
rice wine wu served. Then, after dancing and chanting all day without eating. the 
shamam enjoyed the feast with the other clan members. 

The following day, the clan held the sky pole offering ritual. The pole used in this 
ritual must come from a straight tree growing on a mountaintop and must be nine 
chi (approximately three meters) in height, representing the nine layers of Heaven. 
The sky pole, symbolizing the passageway to the upperworld, was erected in the 
middle of the courtyard. The top of the pole was smeared with animal blood as an 
offering to the deities. Grains and pig intestines were then attached to the pole as 
offerings to ravens and magpies, the sered messengers of the gods. As all clan 
members knelt before the sacred pole, the master shaman chanted to the heavens, 
asking the deities for protection. 

Finally, there was a ritual in honour of Fuduo Mama (Goddess of Fertility), who is 
in charge of pregnancy and infant health. Offerings of food were hung on a willow 
tree-its countless leaves symboliz.e fertility-and women tried to grab the food as 
symbolic blessings. Colourful threads were tied to the children's hands, as lucky 
talismans from Fuduo Marna.

Fu Yuguang explained that, after all the offering rituals are finished, the bones of 
the sacrificial pig are scattered on a mountaintop or into the Songhua River. (Moun­
tains and rivers are mythic symbols of easy access to the other world.) For three 
days, birds and natural forces are allowed to clean the blood and offerings off The 
sacred pole; then it is thrown into the river or planted on top of a mountain to carry 
the clan's best wishes to the heavenly deities. In some clans, families keep the sky 
poles in their courtyards throughout the year, until new poles are blessed and 
inaugurated at the next annual offering ritual." (Shi Kun 1991 :2S-26). 
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This Manchu film is immensely rich in ethnographical details. It will, no doubt. 
become one of the classics among the films profiling Eurasian shamanism, serving as 
a standard reference. We ourselves are preparing to offer a longer and more detailed 
review and analysis; this has been intended to be just a preliminary survey. 
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URBAN SHAMANS 

A CULTURAL REVIVAL IN THE 

POSTMODERN WORLD 

The combination 'urban shamans' sounds somewhat strange, and perhaps it would be 
better to write postmodern or simply contemporary shamanism. Most likely, however, 
even that adjectives will puzzle the armchair scholars sitting at their desks, as they 
have read in the literature that shamanism is a dead cultural phenomenon. That was, 
at least, the case in the sixties and the seventies, for that was what Mircea Eliade's 
classical monograph and the earlier Soviet publications suggested (Eliade 1964). 

From the end of the sixties, however, and particularly at the beginning of the 
eighties, the situation radically changed. A great number of works were published 
which took shamanism as their subject-matter. This boom and the plethora of relevant 
publications went back to at least two causes: one is that many of the researchers, 
labelled everything as ·shamanism', hence all activities involving a healing or spiritual 
guide who employed trance or ecstatic techniques were compared to shamans The 
other cause was that young researchers carried out fieldwork in areas where previously 
shamanism bad not been the prime subject of study (Basilov 1984). 

Despite the large number of articles, essays, and monographs, there is no consensus 
among scholars as to the definition of shamanism. Almost every scholar bas bis/her 
own definition, which, in most cases, they have adjusted to the phenomena of the 
cultural area they have been studying. My definition, in which I stress the everyday 
character of shamanism, is no exception, either. Shamanism is a complex belief-system 
organized around the figure of the shaman, who bas to condense within him the 
knowledge determined by the culture and bas to be familiar whit certain hutrlmrena

(such as the drum), the technique of the rite, and certain sacred texts that be uses. The 
beliefs melt the ritual texts, the ecstatic technique, and the objects into a single 
complex. In the preponderant majority of the cases observed and described so far, this 
complex of knowledge and beliefs pertains not to the religious or sacred but rather to 
the profane sphere of everyday life (Hoppa) 1985). 

The most important distinctive feature of the contemporary forms of shamanism is 
precisely this profane character together with the healing fimction as probably the 
principal feature. In the ensuing chapters of the paper, we shall furnish - primarily 
from an urban milieu -a few characteristic examples of the present-day manifestation 
forms of shamanism. Previously, anthropology concemed itself with the study of so 
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called 'primitive culture' - mostly those living a long way from Europe; recently, 
however, it has become obvious that we do not have to go so far afield, u the world 
of metropolitan areas and their postmodern mass culture holds within it just u many 
intriguing phenomena waiting to be explored as the world of 'primitive' peoples. The 
urban jungle is at least as mysterious as the real rain forest 

The following examples are meant to convince the reader that, after a prolonged 
silence, shamans have reappeared on the stage of modem cities, in order to help, by 
their healing ecstatic techniques, their city-dwelling fellow humans. At a time of 
technological progras, the scientific-technical revolution, an ancient method of heal­
ing has reemerged from the limbo of cultural values once judged to be out of date. 

Let us begin our survey with Siberia, the possible birth-place of shamaniw. The 
descriptions originatin1 from the first decadN of the present century are the sources 
of ethnographical works on shamanism. Authentic reports, from the subsequent de­
cades, however, grew sparser, resulting in the appearance of what were mostly vague 
generalizations and summarizing worlcs, that is to say, repeated analyses of the earlier 
data. That was due mainly to political, or more exactly, to ideological reasons. The 
adherents of ancient traditions, the upholders of old customs, including the shamans, 
were persecuted as representatives of nationalism and the old faith. 

Fortunately, in the past two decades, the Russian anthropologist and folklorist 
colleagues carried on their research in the remote areas of Siberia, and, according to 
the evidence of the latest publications,they actually met active shamans even as late 
as the sixties and the seventies (see Vdovin ed. 1981). What is surprising about that 
is, perhaps, not the fact that the profession of shamanic healers has survived in the 
remote forests of the taiga (after all, there were no doctors but there were people who 
had to be healed), but rather the circumstance that, in the seventies, permission was 
granted for a film to be made about one of the last Nganasan shamans. An Estonian 
writer and film director, Lennart Meri, produced a fifty-minute-long documentary film 
called "Winds o/lM Milky Way" about the life and cultures ofFinno-Ugrian peoples. 
The documentary contains a five-minute shot showing a Ngrasan shaman living on 
the Taymir peninsula, as he sings his ecstatic song and beats his drum. The voiccover 
of the film has said that the showing of a genuine Nganasan shaman was the first 
exposure given over the official Soviet mass communication media of a real Siberian 
shaman. 

Still more interesting, as a cultural fact, is what happened at a folk music evening 
performance organiffll, for the participants of an international ethnological confer­
ence, by the Soviet hosts. On that occasion, a shaman appeared, too, among the singers 
of various nationalities. The interesting point about his performance was that, after he 
had begun bis chanting and invocation of the spirits, he, when the ten minutes permitted 
to him were up, could not or would not finish, as an interruption of this kind ran counter 
to the rules of the rite and of the tradition. He literally had to be shoved off the stage. 
That is to say, the appearance, to him. was not a mere performance, but a faithful 
reproduction of a folk ritual. 

In 1976; I had a similar experience in Kirghizia, when, in the local Ethnographical 
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Institute in the Kirghiz capital, a folk singer sang from the old heroic songs, the Manas 
epic. After half an hour, this singer could scarcely be stopped, be identified with his 
role with such emotional intensity. In Central Asia, as is known, the role of these 
singers and of the shamans partly overlapped. They were the ones who carried on the 
oral traditions, they were the mediators between the historical past and the present 
Their role is of great importance to their people to this very day, as they are the ones 
who keep alive ethnic identity within the compass of a multi-ethnic state. They are the 
maintainers of identity, the doctors of the soul, if you lilce, amidst a tide of world history 
that mixes peoples together. And even if, in the course of their stage, television, and 
radio appearances, they can present only a few elements of the authentic follclore, their 
appearances have great significance; for it is not the authenticity of the performance 
that matters ( after all, the follclore production, when separated from the original cultural 
milieu, stands on its own) - what is important here is the role of the social message in 
stmlgthening the collective or ethnic identity. 

To sum up, it might be said that this new 'urban' sbaroani!lrn tends to be in the 
service of social beating, for the most part, since it is a maintainer of the collective 
consciousness, and thereby it naturally helps the individual as well. 

Naturally, there are some other areas in the Soviet Union where the shaman is still 
active in bis original capacity of'religious functionary'. Unfortunately, we have rather 
few descriptions of this kind, and these, strangely enough, happen to have been written 
by foreign researchers. An American scholar visited the Khanty (i.e. the Ostyalcs) of 
the Kazim in 1976, and she still found a beating 11baman though, admittedly, he only 
practised his art on rare occasions (Mandelstem-Balur 1983). Unfortunately, the 
persecutions of shamans in the thirties and the fifties considerably undermined the 
social prestige of these local healers. 

All that, however, bas not prevented shamans from finding a way of keeping alive 

the old faith, of organizing the religious sacrificial ceremonies inherited from their 
ancestors - and doing so, indeed, with the participation of the workers of the socialist 
kolkhous, as seen in the Buryat Autonomous Republic, in Siberia. The British scholar 
(Humphrey 1983 Chapter I-III), in her essay, demonstrated bow the dogma-free, secret, 
and easy-to-acquire system of Buryat shamani!llffl had enabled it to survive down to 
our own days, defying time and the ideological constraints of social development 

It is open to debate how far shamanism, when uprooted from its original cultural 
context, remains identical with itself. It ought to be seen clearly, however, that, whether 
the shaman stays in his place, living his/her life as a member of the kolkhoz, or whether 
be appears oo TV, the world around him/her bas changed. Indeed, it is changing, so 

drastically that it is wiser to take account of this changing context, as the actual cultural 

continuum. And that is true not only of the Soviet Union (Kulemzin 1983) but also of 
Korea (Cho 1983) or Peru (Luna 1984) and the United States of America (Lyon 1984). 
All around the world, alongside the officially promoted shamanism and grounded in 
local traditions, and its philosophy. In the religious system of American Indian cultures 
(Jilek 1982) the shaman (or medicine man) played a vital, one might say, central, role; 
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which may be one of the facton explaining the dramatic upsurge of interest (Jilek 
1983), in recent years, in the phenomena of shamanism. 

In 1984, two conferences were held in the US, which were devoted, to the problems 
of shamanimt and, more specifically, to gaining a better undef'Jtaoding of its contem­
porary, new fonns, which are still alive and are still to be encountered (Heinze ed. 
1984). At the other conference, also held in California, in 1984, distinguished scholars 
gave lectures on the recent results of research into altered states of consciousness, 
trance and ecstatic techniques, and shamanism itself. The conference was <'tg&Diud 
by Michael Hamer, and the presenters were hosted by the Esalett Institute. 

Also attending the conference, u audience, were some fifteen students of Hamer, 
who took part in a course conducted by him, which might be described under the title 
"How to Become a Shaman"? The expensive course promised shamanic initiation 
within four weeks. In any cue, it wu quite a spectacle for the European traveller to 
watch the wild tribe of American 'aboriginals', the WASPs, go out each morning to 
the coast of the Pacific and, turning towards the eut on the edge of the cliffs, greet the 
rising sun with a ritual song, in preparation for their • shamanic' journeys to be made, 
to the sound of drums, under the guidance of Michael Hamer. 

Harner started his career u an anthropologist, and between 1966-1969 he made 
three visits to the Jivaro Indians of South America, about whose culture, and especially 
their shamanism, he gave a highly detailed anthropological description (Harner 1973). 
It wu not until the seventies that Hamer began to involve himself with practical 
shamanism, when he founded his institution called Center for Shamanic Studies. In 
1983, he already held 'shamanic training workshops' in Europe u well; the buic 
training course wu called TM Shamanic Journey, Power and Healing: An Experien­
tial Exploration. He also conducted courses, in places such u Switzerland (Davos), 
France (near to Paris), West Germany (in Munich), Austria (in Vienna) and Sweden 
(in Stockholm). The venues of the two- to three-day practical courses advertised in the 
Center's Newsletter of Spring 1985: Berkeley, Seattle, and Chicago - in the US; in 
Europe, he held four courses in Austria. 

At the basic course, the participants acquaint themselves with the technique of the 
'shamanic journey' in practice, so that, by the help of the traditional drumbeat and 
dance, they may attain the 'shamanic state of consciousness'. They make journeys to 
the Lower and the Upper Worlds, and, in the course of these journeys, the participants 
learn how to use the experiences of the trips for the restoration of some kind of 
self-healing power - how to gain knowledge thereby and how to solve personal 
problems. 

In addition to the Basic Shamanic Training Workshop, Michael Hamer offers three 
other kinds of courses, all of them essentially of a curative character. The first - the 
Shamanic Extraction Training Workshop - is concerned with the localization of 
psychic diseases and pains and their removal by means of the shamanic therapeutic 
method. The second, called The Dream Dance and the BoM Game, promises the 
revival of healing rites through learning about the visionary techniques of North 
American Indians. 
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It is an interesting development in Hamer's activity that, alongside the earlier 
orientation. which tended to focus on the merely ritual aspect, and which could 
essentially be interpreted as a relaxation technique, -well, alongside that earlier aspect, 
the healing side bas come to the fore. It was probably public demand that pushed him 
in this new direction. one of whose results is a successful book entitled The Way of 
the Shaman (Harner 1980). Although, in this work, he still uses the traditional 
anthropological literature, the larger part of the book is devoted to a description of a 
healing method that he himself has 'reconstIUcted' and of the '•bamanic state of 
consciousness' (SSC). 

Still, the most fascinating part of Hamer's work is something we may learn about 
from the Spring 1985 issue of the Newsletter of the Center for Shamanic Studies, where 
we are told that, prompted by pressure for such a service, Harner will demonstrate the 
shamanic practice be has developed for peoples or communities where earlier -
perhaps even as late as the beginning of the century -shamanism was still alive, but 
where it bas been forgotten since then (thus, for instance, among certain North 
American Indian tribes, the Eslcimos of Alaska, and the Lapps of Sweden and Norway). 
The white shaman reintroduces the healing ritual, teaching it to the youth of the 
formerly shamanic peoples. 

"In this wort, Michael teaches only ·core-shamanism', the rniuirnal aenenI methods 
consistent with those once used by their ancestors, so that members of thele tribel 
societies can elaborate and integrate the practices on their own terms in the context of 
their traditional cultures" (CSS-Newsletter Spring 1985-4). 

In the postmodern world the intellectuals of minority or ethnic origin, a writer and 
film director, who salvages the ritual by recording it on celluloid, transmitting it to 
wban dwellers. That is to say, an ancient healing ritual and ecstatic technique today 
becomes a social rite. Firstly, it is one of the purposes of social gatherings, because 
people come together to practise a ritual, deemed to be important, of the forgotten 
tradition; and, secondly, they select from the past a segment which is suitable-or, at 
least, seems to be suitable - for expressing and maintaining, with vital intensity of 
feeling, the emotional ties of attachment to the ethnic group. In other words, this 
neo-shamanism could be an excellent symbol - and, at the same time, technique - of 
the reproduction of ethnic identity in a postmodern milieu. 

In a big-city environment, however, where ethnic bonds have already been eroded 
and even their remnants have ceased to be alive, there it is the therapeutic function 
that comes to the fore - indeed, in two respects. One is what the exercises advertised 
themselves promise - namely, that the participants can learn the technique of discover­
ing psychic disorders and of reinforcing the awareness of the self. In addition, partici­
pation in the practice, in itself, provides and offers good relaxation in the stressful 
milieu of urban living. The other important aspect which, though seldom emphasized, 
follows directly from the inner contents of the technique of the shamanistic rite is the 
common experience. It is the togetherness, the psychic experience of collective action. 
that has an immensely beneficial influence on the participants. It is something that I 
myself experienced during a workshop held in Budapest by one of Hamer's students; 
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there, within the three days, the small group of people gatheffil together managed to 
develop a wonderful team spirit (in 1989); and clearly, the latter, too, bas IO!De 
therapeutic effect on the individual, particularly on the urban indMdual deprived of 
his small communities, the 'lonely' mass-man. 

At this point, let us tum our attention to our present-day European examples. One 
of Hamer's students, Hugo-Bert Eichmilller, who comes from Germany, bas paid a 
visit to Hungary. By training, this young man is a psychologist and social worker. In 
February 1984, he attended, in Big Sur (California), the Introductory Shamanic Work­
shop, conducted by Hamer, and in the autumn of the same year he opened his private 
institute in Nuremberg, the Instttut fi1r schamanistiche Stud�n. In this institute, as well 
as in other cities of West Gennany (e.g. Hamburg, Essen), be regularly bolds series of 
exercises under the title TM Use of the Shamanic Journey tn the Reinforcement of 

Personal Abilities in Everyday Life. These are usually held over weekends (Friday­
Saturday-Sunday), in the fonn of morning and afternoon sessions. What does such a 
seance look like, and what happens there? 

During the course held in Hungary (February 1-3, 1985) each occasion was attended 
by an average of fifteen to twenty participants. The sessions invariably began by the 
people sitting down in a circle. (I note that this bad probably been the first instance of 
sbamanizing in Hungary since the 12th century, when, precisely for this crime, the last 
pagan shamans were executed!) In the darkened room, just dimly lit, the leader­
sbaman, shaking a rattle, went round the participants, shaking the rattle separately over 
each person's bead. Then. standing in the middle of the circle, he shook the painted 
rattle over a small fire. 'altar' or censer there, which bad incense burning in it, - be 
shook it in the direction of the four cardinal points, and then also towards the upper 
world This short ceremony, if its symbols are interpreted in the light of the known 
ethnological parallels, might, in fact, be regarded as a purifying ritual. 

Then followed the first exercise, which required the participants to stand up facing 
one another and, raising the knees high, simulate running without advancing, while 
swinging the arms high up in the air. The cbiefsbarnan end his helper (also having a 
drum) were running round between the rows, persistently beating their drums. The 
next exercise - as opposed to the previous row dance, which bad strictly set moves -
was a series of unplanned, elective bodily motions, which might be descnl>ed as a 

round dance. Standing in the middle of the room, the chief shaman and his assistant 
were again beating their drums for about a quarter of an hour, while the participants 
were walking round and then running,jumping, crawling, and writhing on the ground, 
depending on the particular species of animal in which they bad found their helping 
spirit. The strong and rhythmical drumming mingled with the sounds of involuntary 
cries, screechings and neighings; as the people themselves related in the ensuing stage 
of the seance, some bad imagined themselves to be horses, while others bad fancied 
themselves to be eagles, which prompted them to flail with their arms and scream. 
After this exercises, designed to induce a sort of altered state of consciousness came 
the actual 'trip', achieved by the help of the sounds of the drums. Instead of drugs or 
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any other lcind of substances. the drum was the instrument that helped the participants 
achieve the altered state of consciousness. 

The third event of the seance:, then, is the experience of the 'journey' prior to which 
the guide asked the participants to picture, during the change in the state of conscious­
ness induced by the sounds of the dromming, - well. to picture and, consciously or 
unconsciously, to spiritually take part in a journey which first leads into the bowels of 
the earth. After the tunnel experience - i.e. the trip made to the subterranean world -, 
the trips to be made to the Upper World and the Middle World usually take place on 
the second and the third days. 

The interesting thing was that, in the course of the discussions following the 'trips', 
there were always quite a few participants who provided highly accurate and detailed 
descriptions of the 'reality' they had come to know (or thought they had seen) during 
their altered states of consciousness. It was interesting to observe which were the 
recurrent visual and nanative patterns that figured in the accounts of the four or five 
people who were listened to on each occasion. Let us quote a couple of these: 

"I tried to find the passage leading down, but I couldn't find it And now the
drumbeat began. It was at this point that something sucked me into a deep bole. I 
think it was a HEART. I don't know bow I know that, what this heart was like. I 
didn't see it; I felt it must be heart, because it was throbbing vigorously. The deeper 
inside I got, the louder the throbbing grew, changing into a booming sound. There 
was a rope hanging down. I started climbing downwards. Yet, I was afraid. I forced 
myself to carry on and I went downwards. After a while, the drumbeat turned into 
a soft humming. I couldn't see anything; there was a small light down there, which 
seemed as though it was a floating wick. It wu that I was trying to reach. I had 
pleasant sensations - some kind of euphoria ... I kept going, climbing downwards, 
hanging down the rope; but my destination was an infinity away, it was a tiny point 
I could just about make out. 

At that point, in fact, I didn't even hear the drumbeat signalling the return, bit I WU 

gripped by a sense of fear, and I started coming back. It wu easier than going down. 
I would have liked to reach my goal, but equally, I wanted to come back. By the
time the drumming ended, I had just reached the surface (an errorofphruing: woken 
up). By this time, it was not the heart, but it seemed u though I had come up from 
a pit There was no throbbing." (K.K.) 

"The entrance to the cellar ofV'1 appeared before me, with the year 1823 to be read 
on its door. Then, without opening the door, I entered and found myself in semi­
darlmess. No details could be distinguished; I sort of instinctively knew where I wu. 
Then I felt as though I was in infinite darkness, and all around there were dim points 
of light to be seen. Then direction of my progress pointed not downwards but towards 
my feet (I was lying on my back). It felt, by turns, as though I was in infinite space, 
and then again, as though I was in a tunnel whose walls could not be seen - a tunnel 
encircled by faint, glimmering patches and, at other times, by points of light. It wu 
not by physical eyes that I saw! I was seeing internally, and no visual experience 
had a sense of material reality to it From time to time, I forced my progress, and 
then it se emod u though I was sqwiezing myself deeper and deeper into the twmel: 
the circular, growing rings kept coming towards me; but this, too, was not pictorial 
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in effect but rather ID inlubstantiaJ pmmer. After a while, I WU apin Ooatiq 
forwards in the void, while, hovering above the dnunbe-t, there wu the aound of a 
female choir, sivina of its sinJing "'lldlessly OD a sinale tone. Throughout, I could 
bear the drum well; at times I wu wrapped round by the pounding. For a few brief 
moments, I returned into my body, I felt myself lying; then my body once again 
became immaterial, with merely my sense of a sketch of the body providing the 
experience of forward motion. At the signal to return, however, I started OD the way 
back forthwith. I wu sorry that no clearer experience had presented itself, but I 
didn't force the advance any further. On my return, I emerged tbrouah a fisllUJ'e in 
the lower recess at the back of the cellar, and the I again saw the doorwitb the date." 
(A.K.) 

"The third wu my most successful animal round dance. My movement became 
progressively more bearlike; more and more, I became the bear: at a quicker sound 
of the drum, my movement gradually slowed down. The drum aroused strength 
within me ... 

The.fir.rt trip (finding my bearings in the Lower World). I consciously searched for 
the passage leading down, which, OD the basis of a tale heard in childhood, I found 
in a lift. After a time, there followed ID intense sensation of falling, which later gave 
way to a sense of horizontal advance. I wu racing forwards - in some kind of cave 
- in a vehicle that scratched the earth. The drum pve me a strong sensation of
boomini, settiJ1a my whole body trembling. After that, unfortunately, I had to come
back; it seemed u tbouah somethina wu pullina me upwards ... " (Gy.R.)

The exercise itself might, in fact, be conceived of as a simple relaxation technique. 
During the 'shamanic journey', the participants - slightly exhausted and relaxed from 
the first gymnastic exercises - lay comfortably on their backs on the floor. The room 
was darkened and, furthermore, the eyes had to be closed. The monotonous beating of 
the drums helped one concentrate - that is to say, it helped the subjects make a 
'journey' in accordance with the programme given. Just as, in the old days, in Siberia, 
the Siberian shaman would obtain the information necessary for the decision (for the 
diagnosis) - the information required for the concentration of strength ( and so for the 
cure, too); - well, as the Siberian shaman used to obtain that information in the course 
of his journeys to the other world ( or the other 'separate' realities, here in this 'new' 
shamanic technique the shaman-guide only helps the participants develop their own 
abilities and concentrate them on one thing. This is a fundamental change regarding 
the function of the shaman, who has been active up until now and now has become 
passive; where, in olden times, he or she used to make the journeys, now it is the 
participants who make them. 

'Trip' is, in all conscience, one of the key words of our times. Yet, alongside mass 
tourism, a significant group of our contemporaries also have a need of a spiritual 
journey, which they seek to achieve by the help of drugs, but not in Esalen. 

Let me quote here some of the reports given to me written by the participants of 
the 'Two-Week Advanced Course in Shamanism and Shamanic Healing' taught by M. 
Harner and assisted by Sandra Ingerman in 1989. 
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"When I first did the Power Dance I travelled down inside myself, asking whatever 
beinp I met along the way if they were my source of power, and each said no. 

I kept travelling down, thinking I would never find anything, when in the darkness, 
deep down in myself, I came across a giant sleeping dragon. He slowly began to 
wake up. The dragon was at a position in my body of about the lower abdomen. 

As I watched, he began to slowly wake up, to move, to breathe fire, and to roar. 
Slowly he began to move up through my body, roaring as he went. 

During the first Power Dance the dragon got up to the area of he heart in the chest. 
I did not get up and do the dance, but I did get the begiMings of a power song, 
which I began to use, and felt grateful that I bad gotten in touch with this source of 
power inside myself. 

When the Power Dance at Esalen started, I realized that the dragon was at the same 
position that be was in when the first Power Dance ended, that is, in my chest area. 
I was happy to realize that be was there, and greeted him as an old friend. About a 
month before, someone bad done a power animal retrieval for me, and the animal 
was a small dragoo. Having that power animal helped in this process of getting in 
touch with this power source. 

As the Power Dance continued, the dragon continued to slowly make bis journey 
throup my body, but this time faster than in the previous Power Dance. He also 
was more active and roared more loudly. He finally went through my head and was 
sitting on top of my bead. Each time the drum beat sounded, he roared loudly in 
unison. I could feel the power of that roar through my entire body. With a dragon 
sitting on top of your head it is difficult to remain seated. 

During this time I had also received a Power Song, so I stood up and began to sing 
the Power Song which was the voice of the dragon. I did not use the rattle in my 
band at first, and Michael motiooed to me to use if. Once I began to use the rattle, 
the song developed in power, and the rattle began to take on a power of its own. 

This power continued to grow until it was very powerful when the drummers let me 
out of their circle to do the Power Dance. I bad expected that I would do a araceful 
dance of some sort, but the rattle was in control and had other ideas. This dance 
seemed to me more of an expression of raw power. 

I knew I should not try to touch anyone, for I was not in control enough to handle 
it. I had to hang onto the rattle with both hands, and felt that it was leading me around

the room. I kept my eyes closed during most of the dance, and I could not sing either; 
the rattle bad taken over for the duration of the Power Dance, and I was not entirely 
aware of what was going on. 

As a result of the Power Dance, I realized that my fear is what blocks me from 
accomplishing things in my life, and that if I face and go through the fear, as the 
dragon went through my body, when I can begin to accomplish more in my life." 
(B.W.) 

Dream Dance with Michael Hamer in Esalen - Dream related to receiving healing 
from the drum. 

"I am running away from a dark shadow-like presence. At last I get away and am 
alone in the forest. rm very sad and weep. It is getting closer to night and coldness 
is settling in. The feeling of coldness and being alone sets in deeper - my body 
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abakes in spasm, like a aeizure. Sean besin to edae in and surround me. 'Ibey pally 
nuzzle in and I f'all uloep in a neat of fur. 

I awake and find there is a fire. I'm startled u I don't know bow it aot there. My 
eyes 1C1D around and see that animals (owls. nbbita. IDlk•. l.,ean, aquirrela, other 
birds) &om the forelt have formed a circle around tbi1 ll)Ke. I sit up and find a 
mirror image of me sittina across from me. A deep pain rips through my chest Poao 
appears and I begin to realiz.e this is a peace parley. The two ofus are quite ID8l'Y 
with each other. It's not clear what the issue is, but it bas something to do with not 
being able to stay in agreement over the direction to go in our life. Every time we 
move towards some sort of reconciliation, the animals make loud noises of approval. 
Whenever we stronaly disqree, Pogo tickles our hearts with a feather and the tickle 
makes us smile apin. At IOIDe point ID agreement is reached. A peace pipe is 
smoked and we bug. 

A dance ensues around the fire with the animals. It is a circle dance with spinniq 
motions. We dance tbrouah the night and ptber at dawn to watch the sun rise to a 

new day .... When I wake from this, my mouth tastes like rve been smok.ina tobacco 
and my lep are very tired as if l danced all night." (M.E.) 

"From the dream dance, I wrote the following. I decided not to edit or rewrite it, so 
fve copied it exactly u I wrote it the first time. 

In Nanny's kitchen: saw her face so clearly - at once as I feel, I was in her kitchen 
in Thanksgiving. A very little girl, I felt revulsion at the women dismembering the 
turkey with their bare hands. 

I see them now - Armenian women. forced from their homeland, celebratiJla an 
alien holiday complete with turkey. But even here a lesson to be learned - their 
bands directly touch this bird - no fancy knives and forks - a full connection with 
it only is occurring just u when Nanny makes the lrufta and kneads the meat - her 
strong bands so much of the earth, her soft, always soft, sad, sad Armenian brown 
eyes. 

We must eat together with only our hands. Nanny said we must also make an offering 
to the sea of our food." (K.M.) 

The following notes of a journey were given to me in Esalan in 1989. 

"Dismemberment Journey to Lower World - Down tunnel to lower world, in 
meadow, I tell panther the plan: I am to be dismembered and! he is to allow il Then 
I go down another tunnel in lower world, full of j agged slate. It starts to cave in on 
me, CIUShing my flesh and bones, ripping chunks of flesh from my anns as the tunnel 
sides move along my body. Then a red-hot lava flow moves through the narrow 
opening where I am being squished, and it burns me completely. The lava Oow 
engulfs me and we flow toward the sea - where my skeleton is dumped on the ocean 
floor. Little fish peck at my bones. Then a dolphin swims by -and signals to a large 
school of dolphins. The whole school moves in - each grabbing one of my bones 
and flinging these bones in the air. It's a school of SO dolphins playing CATCH with 
my bones. Very playful. Feels good to have all remaining parts of me flung into the 
air in all directions. 

Then. slowly, one by one, they put me back together, bone by bone. Starting with 
toes ... They give me a tailbone! I laugh - 'Oh, no! Not a monkey!' They laugh. 
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·y •• know your place. The monkeys are your relativ-. And the sea is your mocher.
Alwaya remember that.'
Then they tab away my tailbooe, but keep one extra vertebrae, saying, 'just so you
don't forpt your place in the wortd'. Then they add flesh. Now I am naked floating
out in the deep blue aea, surrounded by this large school of loving dolphins -
cncirclina me. Then one flinp me in the air - and I land on shore -on partner's
back. I ride him back to the enblDCO to tunnel. He jokinaly flirts with me -• Here's
looldna at you, babe.' We laugh, and I leave the lower world." (L.L.)

"Dream Dance-Esalen -February I, 1989 -When I fell down, I immediately saw 
an old man who took my hands and said, 'Come here, n1 show you.' 
Then I saw a villqe with people coming and going. To one side, there WIS a large 
bole, about eight feet ICl'OIS, which was very deep, it went down to the center of the 
eu1b. There was fire in the bottom. at the core of the earth. Then were women wbo 
were guarding this bole. 
I watched this scene for a while. I got impatient and asked 'Well, what about the 
ritual?' And I heart "Thia is the ritual.' I feh that this was impnlctical, because we 
couldn't Vfll'Y well dia a bole to the center of the earth. 
All this time there was an old woman sitting on a stool next to the hole, with her 
beck towards me. She turned around and looked at me and said, • Here, 111 show 
you.' 
She started to draw a circle with a stick or chalk. She traced the circle three times. 
Then she drew a cross in the middle of the circle. In each quadrant she placed 
something-grain. mineral (stone), meat (flesh on a bone), and water. Then she put 
something in the middle which she said was to represent the hole in the ground. This 
kept changing and I felt I wasn't seeing it clearly. Sometimes it WIS fire; sometimes 
a bowl of water; sometimes a circle of black mirrol'ed glass that looked infinite; 
sometimes a real hole ... 
A while later, four women came in. One was a crone, one a young mother, one a 
virgin. I couldn't see the fourth one very clearly, but it may have been a child. Each 
one came, went around the circle three times, and sat at one point of the cross. 'Ibey 
put things into the 'hole' in the center. One put pin. The yo11111 mother squirted 
milk from her breut into the center. I couldn't see the rest. The crone explained to 
me that it was important to mum the aifts of the earth to the earth." (H.G.) 

'"From Grandmother in Dream Dance to P. - So you want to heal Nokomis? 
(Grandmother) Hmmm ... You know things are some different now and heeling is 
good todo. 
Life is a ceremony, the way we hunt, cook, make our homes, care for our families, 
look after the old ones, walking, breathing, sleepina, talkin&- It is all sacred. It is 
ceremony. 
That is the way the Great Spirit intended. But many times we forpt; maybe we lose 
our way. So this is why we do it here. 
You know these rituals are needed when humans have lost their undentanding of 
tbe greatest ceremony - life itself. 
These are things you already known. The greatest ceremony you can do is to live 
each day in a sacred way. Then you will be well-off' and 10 will those around you. 
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Be careful oftbe Buh (water), for she is sacred. Treat her with peat care, u you 
would your own child Same with all living ones. 

Look up ... follow the Sacred Ones!" (P.) 

At the same time, we witness a growing trend in the opposite direction, too -
namely, the increasingly powerful European movement of Environmentalists; as, 
indeed, there is growing skepticism, too, of the omnipotence of technology and science. 

People are turning to natural cures, they drinlc herbal teas. In any case, it is almost 
unbelievable that, simultaneously with the diffusion of personal computers, the village 
of Alpbach, in the Tirol, hosted, in the summer of 1984, the third international 
gathering - attended by over a hundred participants - devoted to the topic of 
shamanism and healing. It was attended, among others, by Rolling Thunder, a famous 
Indian healing ,.beman from the US, and the 'pcintrc shamanistc' Joska Soos from 
Brussels, who was born in Hungary in 1921, in addition to his painting, he also 
conducts shamanic seances, where he demonstrates and transmits to his students an 
ecstatic technique that he himself has elaborated. I consider it to be a remarbble 
cultural fact that, in the shadow of EURA TOM, it is a • shaman-painter' (Wenz.el 1975), 
who should attract the attention of middle-class Belgians. 

We could mention another example, too, from the tranquil Dutch town of Utrecht, 
where Ronald Black Horse Chavers, an American of Afro-Indian extraction, held 
regular .. shamanistic training" courses in the Center for Natural and Cultural Sciences, 

set up by himself, where the learning programmes on offer included everything from 
the Japanese tea ceremony, through gong therapies, dance and breathing exercises, to 
exotic cookery lessons and the total theatre. The list is not meant to be a value-judge­
ment, merely a reporting of the facts - the medium, the cultural context of present-day 
urban shamanism (Chavers 1984:50-51 ). 

There is no doubt, therefore, that urban shamanism, as a cultural phenomenon, is 
on the rise, as, in addition to the examples enumerated, I could also cite my personal 
encounters with urban shamans in South Korea in 1991. It is a global phenomenon 
that former villagers, the rural population, are moving into the cities; thus it is no 
surprise that they talce their (religious) beliefs with them. Urban shamanism is a 
present-day phenomenon of folk culture, with all the characteristic features of that, 
including a degree of transformation that has prompted some to ask whether we are 
talking about the same phenomenon? Is it shamanism, in the proper sense, at all? Both 
the forms and the authentic cultural contexts have changed; but, for all that, the social 
function of the entire complex of phenomena does function, its internal meaning 
exercises an influence on the individual and the community alike. Indeed, its inter­
national or even supra-national character is the most important trait of this new and 
postmodern urban shamanism. 

How is all that possible? What is the basis or that revival? The study of this 
phenomenon represents a real challenge to the social anthropologist, for what we are 
witnessing here is that a complex of erstwhile rituals and beliefs is adapted to the 
modem, urban way of life of our computer age. We are aware of the major role played, 
in this day and age, by the pervasive influence of business and fashion. Neo-Rousseau-
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ean emotions of • Back to Nature' and a manipulative exploitation of them do have an 
impact; still, we tend to adhere to the view that there could be another explanation, too. 

One of the causes of the survival or even renaissance of this new shamanism - and 
this is an important anthropological starting- point-in its present-day forms constitute 
one of the symbol-creating processes of culture. The reproduction of symbols is an 
important cultural mechanism, which is regulated precisely by the system of beliefs 
and values. Viewed in this theoretical context, symbolic behaviour is - in urban life 
no less than it bas been in the rural areas in the past - part of the mechanism which 
maintains ethnic identity. 

The other reason is presumably the enhanced prominence being given to the healing 
function, as, in a hopeless situation, the patient often has nowhere to turn. In these 
cases, the metropolitan shamans use the practice as a meditation technique to 
strengthen the self and help concentration. Its advantage is that, during the group 
sessions, the individual receives the experience of belonging to a community; and this 
is important, for otherwise he is lonely. 

It is interesting to observe how an ancient belief-system - probabty by virtue of its 
relatively simple and non-overcodified system of elements and by virtue of its flexible 
structure - has been able to adapt to the most diverse cultures and religions (Lamaism, 
Buddhism, Christianity, Islam) and, precisely for this reason, even to the demands of 
the modern age. There is a great number of recently published books on new-age 
shamanism (Nicholson comp. 1987, Doore 1988, Lorler 1989, Goodman 1990, King 
ICahili 1990, Roth 1990, Walsh 1990, Cahill-Halpern 1991, lngerman 1991, Uccusic 
1991 ), which will beevaluated later somewhere else. As anthropologists, we have the 
duty to describe the cultural phenomena to observed around us, including urban 
shamanism in a postmodern age, because they carry a message for us, and perhaps 
even for future generations! The modem application of this ancient method of healing 
may offer the chance of developing a way of life model that is more responsive to both 
the surrounding natural environment and human nature itself. 
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asik 154 
assistant 36, 77 
audience 12, 38-39, 54 
Australia 21 
bak,i (baxsi) 128, 165 
balance 127 
Baykal 133, 137, 143 
bear 9, 63, 178, 185 
beliefsystem 94, 117, 128, 130, 141, 153, 

156, 161, 167 
bells 195 
bic:oleur shaman 93, 95 

bird (u helpin1 spirit) 9, 36, 58 
bird-type &bamao 134, 135 
bir1h 3 

-(of ebarmonm) 33 
Blackfoot fndian• 151 
black/whitr- lhaman• � 
blacbmitb 167 
boat 46, 57, 62, 65, 67, 74, 90 
bombo 120 
bone (IW'J)lus bone) 160 
boo 163 
Bronze A,e 138, 139, 140, 143 
Buddhism 2, 134 
budtotk 4 

Bwylt 2, 4, 6, 126, 177, 199 
callina ICID,I 52 

Caribou Eskirnc>- 62 
earp.thian. Basin 170 
Central Asia 15, 21, 86, 119, 133, 140, 

199 
Chemnis 158,184 
Clndanity 169 
Chukchi 3, 6, 12, 33, 34, 39, 41-55, 99, 

102, 120, 189 
Cbulym river 138 
cJuu,, 177 
clan shamanism 7, 10, 36, 96, 194 
cognitivo univorala 24 
competition (betwee,1 shamans) 4 
cosmic journey 27 

-pillar 7
~ troe 10

crossroad 161 
cult of the dead 111 
daJda 173 
dancina 11, 28, 32, 90, 137, 182, 193, 194, 

200,202,204,205 
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tl'tlllO 4 
dead 85,153 
death 154, 166 
des 9, 10, 64, 66 

... type ..,.,,,., 137 
dill I 16 96, 104 
dinembenneal 152, 153, 154, 155, 17', 

206 
dos83 
cham 31, 100, JO,, 106, 110, 112, 12', 

129, 169 
~ dance 206, 207 

clrup 124 
drum 10, 34, "· 74, 76, n, 82. 111, 126, 

136, 138, 160, 163, 170, 178, 179, 187, 
193, 200, 202, 203, 204 
~ u boat 47, 90, 164, 182, 19', 205 

""'°'"'"" 12, 28, 61, 98 
-,le 10,82,83, 138,139,153,202 
eut 49,200 
ecmsy 1, 12, 26, n, 94, 12' 
ecstltic oom:nunicldon 94 

~ experience 7, 8, 52 
-frenzy 34
~ initiation 126
-tnnce 125

�'ljl 61 
elk '7, 63, 64 
elnjtalk 172 
emotion 28 
endorpbim 152 
entrancemmt 172 
&Cly (Enetl) 4, 179 
epilepsy 19, 21 
equilibrilDll 124, 127 
inn 120 
&kirno& 150 
ethnic comciousneu 175 

~identity 167,169,199,201 
Evenki 2, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 21, 35, 36, 37, 

66,96,99, 189,192 
exorcist 120 
futina 10, 28, 130 
female sh.t!NDI 179, 180, 187 
fertility 19' 
fiahtina 160, 170, 112 
Finnish 158, 173 

~ shamanism 76 

F-..Upiln 24 
fire 10,206 
ftlb 9,43,'8 
fly apric 159 
� 90 
lblk epic 154, 199 

--- 128 
~models 110 

tblkloriam 128 
helOUI 47 
gaJdr "· 81 
pme (taboo) 64, 65 
go,aboncuu 152,172 
poatclance 123 
Gilpmea 185 
Gilyak 178 
Glukovo period 134 
Ooldi 181 
Greek relipm 154 
prdilll lpiri:t 63, 7'
.e/w-sled 104 
hallucinations 27, 125 
ballucinogais 10, 124 
band(•) 62 
held-dress 134 

~ (sblDIID' 1) 9, 71 
healer 3, 120, 121 
hellina \23, 128, 178, 187,199,200 

-aeanc:e72
-trance 28

Hel 83 
belJlinl spirit 37, 9', 120, 138, 139 
bermmeutical phenomenology 16 
Hczbe (Hodzba) 193 
Hmona 62. 166 
Hobd-Somoo 138, 139 
hone 4,9,83 

~(sacrifice) 86,158,182,187 
bunting cultures 60, 62 
hyper-elenncas 12' 
byperl'UCltibitity 27 
hypervcntillatioo 28 
hypnosis 11, 29, 30, 125 
hYplOtic behaviour 32 

~ trance 30 
hysteria 5, 11, 122 
Icelandic up 71 
Iliad 185 
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illness 96
improviation (ofdlaman'a 1011p) 52, 55 
incanati"'l 69, 72, 74, 78,81 
increased alertneu 28 
initiation 4,5,6, 7,23,28,65, 103,106, 

IS3, ISS, 160, 166, 170, 172 

initiatory �ence 122 
-period 51
-aiclmeas 5
-vision 24, 33

Inner Asia 13 
inwcation (of111irits) 37 
invocatory aong 34 
invoicing apirill 72 
Inuit 9

ImnAae 67 
Joibl 15 
Joubhainen 74,80 
journey to the otherworld 48, 55, 83-85, 

203,206 
Kalevala 62, 74, 79,185 
Kamchatka l n
K.annus 76,82 
lrantde 73, 77 
Karella 70, 184 
kart 158 

kasati 4 
Ket (people) 7, 166 
K.hakas 4,136,138,139,147 
Khanty 34,186,190,191,199 
Kqhizia 168, 199 
knowledge 161 
Kola Peninsula 75 
Korea 121,129,167 
Koryak 3,8, 13,46, 110 
Krunoyvsk.rea 177 
knsnik 170 
A:ut-<:eremony 8, 129 
ladder 172 
Lamaism 2 
langeta u,veo, 16, 82 
Lapplaod 73,85 
Lapps (Lappiab) 76, 82, 117, 127, 130, 

158, 201 
Iasc111x 132 
Lebed Tartan 179 
levt 75 
lhapa 187 

lozl 101 
km/a 101 
lvolllo 82 
IDlpc 76,169 

-pow« 173
- protection 62
-10111 73, 77, 172
~ltloDe 76

IDlpcian 158, 169 
maga,, 173 
Mlnala 80 

Subject Inda 

Manchu 33,35,36, 193 
Manichean missionaries 17 4 
Mansi (aee V ogul) 
#IOl)l/ya 3, 98 
IJlllb 142,143
Maya 142 
mediator 26, 36, 94, 124, 126 
meditation 29, 151 
mental imagery 106 

-imaaes 88,89
-models 87 

Middle Aaa 76, 79 
Mielikki 64 
Mielu 64 
milk 160, 171 

Milley Way 188 
mimicry 38 
mw»'"bird 103 
Minuainslc Tatar 12, 37 

~ Basin 143, 180 
minor 179 
misfortune 61 
Monaol (Mongolia) 2, 10, 120, 130, 165, 

173, 177 
moon 10 
Mupr-Sargol 138, 143 
mushroom 159 
music 32 
IIUUIUl 102 
mythic dilcoune 90

-bunter 146
-taoauaae 92
~ tradition 90, l 06

mytbic,J lhinkina 87, 88 
Mjt 158, 173 
nakedness 207 
Nanai 5, 10, 11, 14,35,37, 159,191 
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Nap.en 50 
mmdion 127,185 
"411 85 
"°""' 4 

NCllltl (Neatly) 9, 13, 34, 35, 103 
neo-thammilm 201 
Nepal 120 
1IOtiNJr 170 
aeurom 122 
N.,,,,,r 1, 13,2A, 119,128,159,166, 

184, 185, 198 
Niemi 73 
nine (1ayen or heaven) 195 
Nioldl 120 
noalde 16,126,158,173 
nolla 16, 11, 85, 158, 173 
north 83 
Nor1bem Liptl 49 
Narth Star 7 
Novoromrova 145 
Numi Tonm 173, 186 
Ob 190 
Ob-Upira 9, 11, 12, 63, 128 
Odin 74, 81, 86 
onclel 169 
oral poetry 128 

~ tradition 99 
ordeal 154 
Orocbi 11, 35, 159 
Oroqeo 194 
Orpheus theme 85 
Ostyak 53, 74,119,128,184 
otherworld 5, 7, 10,90,91, 172,196 
out or body expaience 204 
owl 10,64,99, 170 
Paleolithic 133, 146 
Persia 151 
PeN 199 
pballol 136 
pi1 (ucrifice) 193, 195 
poaeaioo 11, 21, 36, 169 
power 124,166 

-dance 205
-vision 152

prayer 130,137 
peeudo-tblmanic events 129 
plycbopomp 126 
p1ychosis 21 

nale 202, 205 
rebirth 62, 155, 166 
rep, 159, 172 
1eindee acrifice 191 
reindeer 46, 61 
rejtatk 160 
relip,us ecolOI)' 58 

-specialilt 20
revival 167, 175 
riviiJb 160,172 
ritual proce11 96 
ro.takin1 31, 36, 38, 117, 166 
Sumi 126 
ucred place 62 

-pole 196
acred/profme 127, 186 
sacrifice 46,50,62,99, 173,191,193,199 
Satbalin Island 121 
Salim 152, 153 
Samoyed, 6,33,53, 100,104,105,128 
Smskrit 14 
Jawotk 4 
schrv.opbrenia21 
N1DCe 6,9, 10, 15,29,33,34,38,52,55, 

61, 71, 74, 96, 166, 177 
seeing 35 
seer 71, 85, 111, 172 
Jeld 72, 75, 76, 81, 82 
1tite 62, 67, 111 
SeUrup 100 
sevm 9, 31, 100, 160 
shaman<• artist) 132 

-(u mediator) 191
-(u poet) 127
~ (u sinp ofepic) 199

sbamlnic contest 48 
~ dance 193, 194, 202 
~dileale 5, 31,170 
~ rite 94 
~ stale or consciousness 20 I 

shamanistic initiation 160 
~ ritual 181 
~ singin1 68-78, 81 
~ tradition 17 4 
~ wortdview 56-67, 96 

shaman's belt 178 
~ costume 111, 126, 138, 183, 184 
~crown 194 
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-drawing 97
-dress 9, 62, 179
- function 127
- head-dress 180
-horse(•theckum) 160
-journey 7, 12,37,39,42,4S,S3,S4,

9S, 1S4,200
- song 6, 11, 41-S8, 128
-tree 7, 172, 193

Iaman l 

sha-men (Chinese) 2 
sharp blades (i11 shamanic contest) 49 
Shor 39 
sieve (as substitute of drum ) 162, 163 
singer (shaman as-) 1S4 
singing 38, 72, 74, l9S 

siurinlca 4 
sleep SI, 129, 170 

sleipnir 83 
small-group shamaoi"m 8 
smith spirit 8 
smoke 11 
snake 9, 82 
Sogdian 174 
Solon 179 
song 6,33 
sorcerer 132, 169 
soul 61, I 12 

-dualism 2
-flight 2, 12, 42, 9S

Soyot 9, 16S, 180 
spirit ancestor 8 

-dance IS2
-helper S, 8, 9, 12, 23, 27, 33, 34, 3S,

41,47,S3,94,98, 100,104,167
-lover 8
-world S4

sramana (Sanskrit) 2 

squirrel 101, 206 
staff 6S, 71 
Stone Age 132 
SUD I 0, 142, 174, 200 

-dance 129, ISi
-worship 8S, 140

superfluous bones 170 
symbolic mediation 128 
symbols 91, 127, 187 
Sym river 102 

taboo 64 
taitaa 173 

Subject Index 

tdltos IS8, 161, 164, 16S, 167, 170, 171, 
172, 174, 17S 

taltys 173 
Tamang 120 
Taymir 119, 166 
Teleut 149 
thunder 43 

-bird 89
Tibet 120 
tiet4jli 69-16, 110 
Tofa 23 
Ioli 179 
Tom river 134, 139, 143, 14S, 146 
torture 31 
trance 11, 20, 22, 26, 33, 39, 71, 76, 77, 

82, 87, IS2, 160, 169, 170, 172, 190, 
194 

transformation (from human into animal) 82 
transvestite shaman 8 

tree 9S, 160, 170 
-of the world 83, 86

llldlJ 172 
Tungus 13,110, ISO, 176 
Tunguska river 3, 8, 98 
twmel experience 203 
IWIO lS8, 173 
TIIOnela 81, 83, 84 
Twbsh 173 
Tuva 4, 138, 144 
tiilt 173 
Tym river 179 
Udebe 182 
Ulchi 1S9 
unda:world 7, 99 
upper world 49, 99, 200, 203 
Ural Mountains 17, 133, 143 
Ussuri river 193 
Vasyugan river/region 63 
Viinimoinen 6S, 73, 74, 79,81,84,92 
ventriloquism 12, 39, S4, SS

Vipunen 7S, 79, 84 
vision 6, SI, 106, 17S, 200 

-(in SOIII) 37, S4
vocation 120,170 

vogu1 76, 119, 1s8; 113, 186, 191 
Votyak 1S8 
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11' I t 

-- 19-5 

---so 

wildKnt IS9 

I 151 

wolf 9, )6, 8' 
wc,rl,dvw 141 
x-nyttyle 136

I y ... '· 5, I.'· 11. 3� 105, 1'7. lSl. 
· 153. IIO, 117, 190
i , .... 129 

Yaiileimw lll 
Yllbp 2, II. 13, 35, 55. 61 
Yaa 13 

1 ,-C ... Wper 11, 37, 65 
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