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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


The history and practice of shamanism is a vast and complex subject that takes us to virtually every part of the world and to the exploration of many cultures. To make this more accessible, I have broken the subject down into three parts.


First, after a brief introduction, comes a cultural exploration of shamanism around the world. Second is a look at the various aspects of shamanic practice as it is remembered and reported – and in many cases still practised – by those who follow the shaman’s path. Last comes a section of practical exercises, intended to give you a taste of the shaman’s craft. I suggest that you read at least the second part before progressing to the third, possibly following this with a more in-depth look at the background to shamanism as outlined in Part One. So, if you want to know about the history of shamanism, or the different practices, you can read about them in one or other of the sections; but if it’s the practical side that draws you, there are a few things to get you started. A glossary of unfamiliar terms and names, a section on further reading, as well as information on training groups and producers of equipment can be found at the end of the book.
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An Hamatsa shaman communicates with the spirit of the tree during an initiation ritual in British Columbia, 1914.









INTRODUCTION


The word ‘shaman’ comes from the Tungusc language of Siberia and its etymology is debated. Some say it means ‘to be consumed with fire’ [of inspiration]; others suggest that it means ‘he or she who knows’. Throughout this book the term ‘shamanism’ is used generically to apply to all kinds of spiritual transaction, and the non-genderal word ‘shaman’ to all who practise this discipline, though they have specific titles, names and roles in different cultures.
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A Tuvan shaman awaits the summer sunrise, Tuva Republic, Northwest Asia.





 


THE STORY OF SHAMANISM


Wherever we look across the world we find traces of the ancient tradition called shamanism. Its history is deeply linked to our response as human beings to the world around us, and to the spiritual dimension of that world.


Shamanism is the oldest known spiritual discipline in the world. Its outward symbols have been discovered in Australia, the Americas, Africa, the Far East, Siberia and much of Europe, dating back to the dawn of history. Rock paintings, ancient carved stones, painted shells and antique personal adornments, originating from sites as far apart as Scotland, France, South and North America, the Arctic Circle and the Australian Bush, give us glimpses into the life and practice of the shaman.


LIVING TRADITION


In many parts of the world these ancient disciplines are still practised and taught and, through the living carriers of this tradition, we have learned to add dimension to the artefacts. The world thus revealed, for all its constant overlapping with the realms of the spirit, is at times an overwhelmingly substantial one, possessing a universality that enables modern shamans to talk essentially the same language irrespective of background or race, and to practise shamanism in ways that refer back to the distant past and forward towards the future.
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A Sangoma – or healer – from KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Sangomas practise healing through divination.





Because it is not a religion as such, but rather a spiritual practice, shamanism cuts across all faiths and creeds, reaching the bedrock of ancestral memory. As a primal belief system that precedes religion, it has its own universal symbolism and cosmology, inhabited by beings, gods and spiritual allies that show manifestly similar characteristics though they appear in localized forms depending on their place of origin.


WHAT IS SHAMANISM?


Definitions of shamanism vary from culture to culture and from tradition to tradition, but most agree on common principles such as soul flight (the journey out of the body into different states of being) and the ability to heal sickness in collaboration with spiritual allies. Anthropology terms shamanism ‘animistic’ – that is, founded on the belief that all things have spirit – but practical shamanism is much more: it is a servant of all spiritual traditions, able to draw upon the deep primordial life of the universe, preceding all of our received religions as wisdom inherited by all. It is a transcendent system that puts the practitioner in touch with every level of creation, both inside and outside what is generally accepted as reality. Above all, it is supremely practical and requires a pragmatic, down-to-earth respect for truth, nature and knowledge – the three candles that no darkness can extinguish.


WHO IS THE SHAMAN?


The shaman has many roles, but not every individual possesses a full range of shamanic skills and individual shamans often specialize in various aspects of spiritual work. The shaman can be a spirit doctor, healer, diviner, seer, prophet, negotiator, ancestral intermediary and ritualist, among other roles. Shamanism itself is the practice of bringing healing, wholeness and harmony to body, mind and soul. Where ancestral laws or environmental boundaries have been violated, the shaman will seek to re-harmonize the relations between people and land, or with tribal ancestors. Where an individual falls into soul sickness, the shaman will journey to that person’s spiritual guardians and allies, who can take away illness and restore wholeness. When sickness comes to domestic beasts, the shaman may commune with the spirits to find healing and renewal.
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A Mongolian shaman dances at a sacred stone on Black Mountain Head in the Nalaikh district of Ulan Bator.





THE SHAMANIC JOURNEY


Shamans continually travel between the otherworld of dream and vision and the everyday world of waking consciousness. These two worlds are seen as comprising a single reality. This unified vision of one world with two dimensions stands in stark contrast to the increasingly prevalent view that the everyday world and the life we live is the only reality. Shamans keep open the ways between the worlds in order to maintain this unified vision, because it is the bedrock of all healing and connection with the infinite. No one and nothing is left out of this unity.


Anthropologist Holger Kalweit, in his book Dreamtime and Inner Space, sums up the most widely accepted aspects of the shamanic way of life as follows:


The shaman is part of the age-old tradition of the Perennial Philosophy – the mystical teaching of unity of all things and all being. In the realm of magic everything is interrelated; nothing exists in isolation.… This level of consciousness, like a gigantic telephone exchange, affords access to all other realms of awareness. All mystical paths are agreed that such a way of experiencing requires a suspension of normal awareness and of rational thought by means of special techniques of mind training.


DREAM TIME AND INNER SPACE, HOLGER KALWEIT, 1984


INITIATION


Shamanic abilities are generally brought on by a personal crisis, such as illness or sudden shock. Where this is not naturally forthcoming, initiations designed to produce the effects of such a state are used to bring about re-birth as a shaman. The shaman sees through everything, dies and is reborn, suffers the pangs of the world, and sees into its darkest corners. The near-death of initiation is common to shamans the world over and a metaphor for their experiences. Afterwards, they are never the same; everything has changed for them. They have known total knowledge and, to a degree according to their skills and strengths, have permanent access to it from that moment on.


Ecstasy is the bliss of experiencing everyday life and the otherworlds as one reality. Mircea Eliade, the greatest contemporary writer on the subject, defines this further:


In the sphere of shamanism in the strict sense, the mystical experience is expressed in a … trance…. The shaman is pre-eminently an ecstatic. Now on the plane of primitive religions ecstasy signifies the soul’s flight to heaven, or its wanderings about the earth, or, finally, its descent to the subterranean world.


SHAMANISM: ARCHAIC TECHNIQUES OF ECSTASY, MIRCEA ELIADE, 1964


No one can say where or how shamanism first appeared. It seems to spring naturally from the earth and stones beneath us, the rivers and seas that surround us, the air that we breathe. It seems to dawn with the first stirrings of human awareness that we are not alone, that there is a spiritual dimension to all life, and those who recognize this are called to act as an intermediaries between the world of humans and spirits.


The thread of this ancient path has been broken, restored, and revived again and again throughout history. But shamanism has never left entirely, and in our own time it has undergone an extraordinary revival, with hundreds of practitioners and students across the globe following the precepts of the different shamanic traditions and adapting these ancient skills to life in the 21st century.
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A shaman of the Bora Tribe wearing a ceremonial macaw feather headdress, Amazon Basin, Peru.





One of the reasons this ancient skill is still practised is because it is effective. Just as people may not return to a doctor who brings them no relief, so, too, they will not continue to seek help from ineffective shamans. The healing that may come though this route is real. It touches not just the body but also the soul, where causes of illness often hide. By harmonizing the causes of illness and disquiet, and restoring soul and spirit to its rightful state, shamans restore balance.


In this book I have set out to give a straightforward account of a vast and complex subject. Shamanism cannot be explained, only experienced, and it is often said that shamans are born, not made. Here you will find a taste of what it means to be a shaman and, through the exercises in Part Three, you will have an opportunity to explore some of the experience for yourself.


 


John Matthews
Oxford, 2013
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Brandon Mountain and lakes from Connor Pass, Dingle Peninsula, Ireland.





 




NORTHERN EUROPE


In the northern quadrant of the world, particularly the British Isles and Scandinavia, shamanism has flourished intermittently for thousands of years. Despite the inroads of Christianity, traditions that emerged from antiquity have been kept alive into the present. Folk medicine and traditional healing customs testify to the memory of ‘Cunning Men and Women’ who practised ancient skills and taught that healing could be obtained through trance, invocation, prophecy and otherworldly journeys. Many people teach courses in shamanism and work with clients in our own time, using concepts drawn from traditional native British sources and ancient Celtic lore.





THE CELTS


In Britain and Ireland, traces of early shamanic practice can be seen just beneath the surface of the great mythic cycles of the Celts, such as those that tell of the Irish Suíbhne Geílt, the Welsh Taliesin, and the Scottish Finn. The rich bardic lore of these people dealt not only with poetry, but with prophecy, vision and divination through invigilated sleep or trance.


Poets trained for twelve years, with the final three being given over to shamanic skills. Their belief in spiritual healing, ancestral wisdom, spirits and the sacredness of all life is inherent in everything they created. Thus we find the 6th-century bard Taliesin writing:


I have been a slender sword
A drop in the air,
A shining bright star
A letter among words…


Such statements were for a long time seen as poetic bombast, but in more recent times they have been acknowledged as accounts of real experiences. When Taliesin speaks of having ‘been’ a sword, or a drop of rain, or a star, he means that he has literally experienced what it means to be so completely at one with the things he sees and hears in such a way that he feels as if he were, indeed, one of them. He speaks from within a state of embodiment, where shaman and spirit are in the same time and place.


This kind of inner passage to the heart of all things takes place in an entranced state, and shamans can reach profound depths of understanding by this method. Modern practitioners refer to this as a ‘shamanic journey’ and use different means to achieve it. Most use a sound source, such as a drum or plucked string or song, to assist them in reaching a degree of separation from the body that allows them to send forth a thread of their spiritual self in search of knowledge; others use natural hallucinogenic substances to separate them from their physical bodies.


In this state, the shaman sends forth a part of his soul to leave behind everyday awareness and move into an altered state of being in which he or she can encounter spiritual forces, learn from them, and return with tidings of otherworldly wisdom and vision.
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This image from the Gundestrup Cauldron represents what a Celtic shaman may have looked like.





THE LORD OF THE BEASTS


The image of the Celtic shaman stares back at us from the Gundestrup Cauldron, a vibrant artefact discovered in a Danish bog but recognized as deriving from Celtic culture. It shows a figure in a pose assumed by many shamans the world over, cross-legged, upright, staring forth at a world only he can see. On his head are antlers, which may be a headdress or actual horns growing from his head. He is surrounded by beasts of all kinds, the spirit allies that enable him to enter and travel unharmed through the realms of the Otherworld, and in his left hand he grasps the head of a serpent, a creature long associated with spiritual wisdom and magic.


This figure, long accepted by historians, archaeologists and mythographers alike as an ancient representation of a shaman, is sometimes known as the Lord of the Beasts – reflecting his connection with spirit allies who take the shape of animals, birds and fish. He appears dramatically in a story found in the medieval collection of Welsh myths and legends known as The Mabinogion. In this the hero, Cynon, relates the story of his adventures in the Otherworld where, having met with one of its mysterious denizens, he is instructed to go into a wood and there follow a path to a large sheltered glade with a mound in the centre:


And thou wilt see a black man of great stature on top of the mound. He is not smaller in size than two men of this world. He has but one foot; and one eye in the middle of his forehead. And he has a club of iron, and it is certain that there are no two men in the world who would not find their burden in that club. And he is not a comely man, but on the contrary he is exceedingly ill-favoured; and he is the Woodward of that wood. And thou wilt see a thousand wild animals grazing around him.


Cynon follows these instructions and there, as foretold, is the strange figure of the Woodward:


 


Huge of stature as the man had told me that he was, I found him to exceed by far the description he had given me…. And he only spoke to me in answer to my questions. Then I asked him what power he held over those animals. ‘I will show thee, little man,’ said he. And he took his club in his hand and with it struck a stag a great blow so that it brayed vehemently, and at his braying the animals came together, as numerous as the stars in the sky, so that it was difficult for me to find room in the glade to stand among them. There were serpents, and dragons, and divers sorts of animals. And he looked at them, and bade them go and feed; and they bowed their heads and did him homage as vassals to their lord.


THE MABINOGION, TRANSLATED BY LADY CHARLOTTE GUEST, 1906


This whole passage is full of shamanic overtones. It is clearly a very primitive story, despite the fact that it was not recorded until the Middle Ages. The depiction of the figure with one eye and one foot derives from a manner of casting a spell in which the shaman would stand upon one leg, with one hand behind his back and one eye tightly closed, before uttering his incantation. Similar figures are found as far afield as the Harappan culture of the Indus Valley.
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The Celts fashioned their myths into their metalwork. This 5th-century bronze head of a creature was found near the Vltava River, northwest of Prague.





FIRST SHAMAN


There are references in Siberian tradition to the birth of the first shaman, where the Mother of Animals gives them, new born – that is into their shamanic abilities – into the keeping of a spirit named Burgestez-Udagan, who has one eye, one hand and one leg. The fact that the figure also has a dark skin denotes his connection with the earth and with the underworld. Like all shamans, he only answers when questioned directly. He is a masterof beasts, including serpents and dragons – both of which are depicted on the Gundestrup Cauldron. His method of summoning the animals, by striking the stag so that it calls the rest, seems to relate to an earlier scenario in which the shaman probably adopted the skin and antlers of the stag and summoned them by calling in the language of the beasts.


SAINTS AND SHAMANS


Celtic tradition is full of stories of this kind, reflecting a world view in which humankind and the natural world are closely related, where beings from the spirit realm walk openly though our world and open the way into their own. It seems more than likely that later accounts of Celtic saints, who in their self-chosen isolation stood for hours up to their waists in icy water or fell into a trance-like sleep from which they awoke having conversed with god or angel, are the natural inheritors of this more ancient practice.


THE NORSE


Among the Norse and Germanic peoples, shamanism and magic were under the aegis of Odin (Wotan) who, as the divinity who gained wisdom by hanging upon the World Tree, or Yggdrasil for three days and nights, echoed the experiences of shamans during spiritual rebirth.


Although he lost the sight of one eye while he fasted and endured upon the tree, Odin gained interior vision and great knowledge. The Ynglinga Saga tells of him sending out his soul to travel to other worlds, and using animal spirit allies as he controls the weather, explores the elements, acquires healing powers and seeks out the unknown. He is wise in rune lore and in galdur, or chanting; he can prophesy far-off events. These skills he teaches to the priests, or godi, revealing that shamanism was part and parcel of pre-Christian Scandinavia. Most accounts of shamanism from this era derive from sagas and stories written later in the Christian era, though much archaeological evidence has also been found.


Odin’s sacrifice is reminiscent of stories that have survived the world over of shamans falling into near-death states and returning from the edges of the otherworld with new skills and insights that set them apart from the rest of their people. Though a god, Odin’s suffering was the gateway to knowledge and wisdom, just as is the shaman’s. The loss of one eye can be seen as a means of opening to otherworldly vision; Odin has one eye that sees the otherworld, one to view this world.


Another story that illustrates Odin’s shamanic role is found in the Grímnismál or ‘Lay about Grimnir’, an epic poem dating at its furthest extent from the 10th century and describing a struggle for mastery between two brothers, Geirrodr, who was raised by Odin, and Agnarr, who was brought up by Odin’s wife Frigg. When Geirrodr kills his father in order to inherit the kingdom, an argument breaks out between the god and his wife over the justice of the situation. Odin, calling himself Grimnir, visits Geirrodr, who treats his guest appallingly, at the suggestion of Frigg herself. Grimnir/Odin is tortured between two fires for eight nights, and it is only when the young Agnarr brings him water that the god bursts out with a series of enigmatic verses describing a vision of the Otherworld as well as much more. These verses contain the wisdom on which much of the subsequent spirituality of the Norse people is based.
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12th-century tapestry detail of Odin, near the tree on which he hung.





SHAPE SHIFTERS


Many Norse stories relate shamanic accounts of shape shifting, a practice that also spilled over into the martial practice of the berserker and ulfhedhir warriors, who emulated bears and wolves as they charged naked into battle. We will meet the same idea among the ‘Jaguar Shamans’ of the Amazon.


We have an account of a typical Icelandic temple from the Eyrbyggja Saga. With a door at one end, inside the temple were the high-seat pillars studded with god-nails, said to represent the god Thor. In the middle of floor was a mighty iron ring on which oaths were sworn, which the godi, or priest, had to wear at ceremonial gatherings. In the innermost temple was the altar upon which was a bowl of blood, and around it images of the gods. A recent discovery of a highly preserved temple at Ranheim, about 10 kilometres (6 miles) north of the Norwegian city of Trondheim, has confirmed much of the literary evidence.


HARALD AND ERIK BLOODAXE


Elsewhere, in Olaf Tryggvason’s Saga, King Harald of Denmark orders a shaman to go to Iceland in the shape of a whale and then to swim ashore to spy out the land. Swimming round the island, the shaman is assaulted by various land spirits that come out to him in the forms of a dragon, a mighty bird, a bull and a giant. This account of land spirits being a force to reckon with is borne out in Icelandic lore, which forbade the beaching of longships with their prows detached lest the land spirits be offended. The animal-headed prows had to be first disassembled before beaching. Egil Skallargrimsson, the Viking poet, warrior and hero of Egil’s Saga took the Icelandic land spirits very seriously; hoping to upset them and to cause them to banish his rival, ‘Erik Bloodaxe’, from Iceland, he erected a niðstöng or ‘scorn-pole’ inscribed with insulting runes in Norway. It seems to have the desired effect, for Erik was deposed by his brother within the year.
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The Temple at Uppsala, an ancient Norse religious site in Sweden, from a 1905 illustration.





GOING UNDER THE CLOAK


There are parallels between the practices of the Irish Celts and those of Iceland, particularly as regards ‘going under the cloak’ or retiring into darkness in order to obtain spirit assistance in the answering of difficult questions. An example of this practice can be found from 1000 CE, by which time most of Europe had been Christianized. Iceland found itself isolated and disadvantaged and the Icelanders had to decide whether or not to adopt the Christian religion as the conflict threatened to split their country’s people. At the Althing, or Icelandic parliament, Thorgeir Godi, the law-giver, went ‘under his cloak’ for a whole day in order to find an answer to this decision, as reported in Njal’s Saga:


‘We cannot live in a divided land,’ he said. ‘There will never be peace unless we have a single law. I ask you all – heathens and Christians alike – to accept the one law that I am about to proclaim.’ All agreed, pledging under oath to abide by his judgment. He then proclaimed:


‘Our first principle of law is that all Icelanders shall henceforth be Christian. We shall believe in one God – Father, Son and Holy Ghost. We shall renounce the worship of idols. We shall no longer expose unwanted children. We shall no longer eat horsemeat. Anyone who does these things openly shall be punished with outlawry, but no punishment will follow if they are done in private!’


NJAL’S SAGA, TRANSLATED BY CAITLÍN MATTHEWS, 2012


Thorgeir’s quest for advice from spirits while under the cloak of darkness, a long-established practice, resulted in Iceland becoming Christian. The law-giver went home, took his household gods and deposited them in a waterfall. The ‘going under the cloak’ method may have been absorbed into the Scandinavian practice of uitiseta or ‘sitting-out’ at night to obtain answers to questions. Parallels exist between Scandinavian and Celtic practices.




THE WORDS OF THE HOODED ONE


A bright land I see where there are Gods and Elves…


There Wuldor has built him a hall;


Another, Elfeim, the Gods gave to Frey.


There is the third mansion,


Which the blessed Gods thatched with silver:


It is called Waleshel.


Sunkbench the fourth is called,


Where the cold waves ever murmur above;


There Woden and the Seeress


Drink every day joyfully out of golden cups.


Gladheim the fifth is called…


There the Sage chooses weapon-dead men.


That hall is very easy to know


For all that come to visit Woden;


The house is raftered with shafts,


The hall is thatched with shields,


The benches are strewn with mail-coats…


A wolf hangs before the west door,


An eagle hovers above it…


 


THE EYRBYGGJA SAGA, TRANSLATED BY GUBRAND VIGFUSSON AND F. YORK POWELL, 1883





THE ORACLE OF THE HIGH SEAT


Seiðr, usually anglicized as seidh, has been traced back to the 3rd or 4th centuries CE, though it probably originated much earlier. It is said that the goddess Freya first taught it to the god Odin, who later passed it on to mankind.


Seidh is a form of oracle whereby the seer consults the spirits on behalf of those who have questions that cannot be answered by ordinary means. Its practice was mostly confined to women, since oracular work was considered to be dishonourable for men. The practitioners of seidh were called, variously, völva, seiðkonur and vísendakona, names that impart their deep seeing and ability to give oracles. The seeress sat in a high seat, supported by her staff, and went into a trance helped by the singing of trance-inducing songs. Questioners would stand before the seeress and ask their questions; the seeress’s answer was often delivered in a gnomic or metaphorical way. Rich burials of seiðkona (plural of seiðkonur) have been discovered, recognizable from the presence in the grave of the characteristic staff that the seer held in her hands as she sat on the platform in the high seat.
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The Sacred Bear Stone, where Norwegian Sami meet to perform rituals.
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A 1910 illustration of the goddess Freya. She is said to have instructed Odin in the arts of seership and prophesy.





REVIVIAL OF SEIDH


Seidh virtually died out after the coming of Christianity to Scandinavia, and was often represented retrospectively as a negative practice, used to invoke bad weather or cause damage to other people’s property. More recently it has made a return, thanks to dedicated teachers around the world, and is once again recognized as a powerful and effective shamanic skill.




Thorkel calls in the seeress


The 13th-century Saga of Erik the Red tells how Thorbjorg, a seiðkona or völva, was invited to Thorkel’s farm in Greenland in order to hold a seidh for the people, who were suffering sickness from a famine. Wearing a blue cloak and a headdress of black lamb trimmed with white cat skin, the seeress carried the symbolic distaff (seiðstafr) which she would use when sitting on a high platform to prophesy.


She looked all around the farm and was invited to feast that night upon a dish which had the hearts of all the different kinds of beasts found on the farm. The next morning, she made ready for the seidh and asked if anyone there knew the trance-inducing songs, or varðlokker. The only person who knew the chant was the reluctant Gudrid, a Christian woman whose foster mother had taught her the songs; despite her protestations about not wanting to be part of the ceremony, she was persuaded to help all the people by her singing.


For the seidh, Thorbjorg sat in the high seat, upon a platform surrounded by a circle of women, with Gudrid leading the singing of the varðlokker chant. So beautifully did Gudrid sing that Thorbjorg praised her, saying:


The spirits wanted nothing to do with us before this, and would not obey us, but now I can see what was concealed from me. This famine will not last, spring will come, and the sickness will clear sooner than expected. As for you, Gudrid, I see your whole life. You will make an honorable marriage and settle in Iceland. Your lineage will be famous and on your descendants a light will shine. Go well and happy, daughter.





 




SIBERIA, CENTRAL ASIA AND THE ARCTIC CIRCLE


Further north, in an area stretching from the Pacific Ocean to the Ural Mountains and from the edges of the Arctic Circle to Kazakhstan, and which includes Mongolia and Lapland, Buryat, Yakut, Altai and Sami shamans bring us in touch with echoes of the time when shamanism first appeared.
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The timeless landscape of the Altai Mountains, Siberia, is home to many shamans.





THE BURYAT


The word ‘shaman’ derives from the Tungusc and Evenki language groups, and it is in this area, among the tribes who are said to be the inheritors of the spiritual traditions of Central Asia, that the roots of shamanism can be most clearly traced.


Buryatia, in southern Siberia, sits between Mongolia and Russia. This is an ancient land, seen by many as one of the oldest cradles of shamanism. Its people have lived for centuries on the northern shores of Lake Baikal, the largest body of fresh water in the world. They follow a nomadic lifestyle in Buryatia’s mountainous landscape that has changed little over the years and continue to practice shamanism from an almost uninterrupted lineage.


Male shamans are known as boo and female as odigon; their power and potency derive from the strength of the spirits that work through them and the length of their ancestral lineage, known as the udkha. The most powerful are those who receive their knowledge and training directly from the most senior of the gods, Tengeri, the sky, from which they are known as ‘Incantators to the Sky’.


BURYAT BLACKSMITH


Many of the most powerful practitioners are blacksmiths who, in common with other regions of the world, are regarded as semi-divine because of their ability to forge metals. It is said that if the smith does not possess a large enough collection of ancestral supporters, or if he is not surrounded by the noise of hammers and the roar of the fire, then birds with crooked claws will tear his heart out and consume it.


It is to these skilled artisans that the shamans turn to create the elaborate costumes that form an important part of their work, and enable them to journey into the otherworld. Hung with ornaments cast from iron and shaped in the fires of the smith, these costumes are passed from generation to generation, since the art of smithying is no longer widely practised and there are fewer and fewer smiths initiated into the mysteries of the older world who are still working today in Siberia. The miniature ornaments include tools that the shaman use while journeying.




[image: image missing]

Sacred flagpoles decorate the shores of Lake Baikal.





Rituals involving fire continue to play an important part in the shamanism of this ancient people. In some areas they celebrate their most important ceremonies around an anvil, where offerings are made and (when the matter is especially serious) a sheep or goat is sacrificed.


New shamans receive a call to follow the path either directly from the spirits or from an ancient shamanic ancestor, who will seize their soul during illness and carry it off to the otherworld. There the soul is educated by the gods and taken on a tour of the three worlds – upper, middle and lower – where it encounters various deities. This same story is told in many other cultures that we shall encounter later on.


As an indicator of the importance of smiths, many spirits acknowledged by the Buryats take the form of celestial horses, which both protect the lives of the people and offer visions to their shamans.
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A Shaman performs a ritual on Olkhon Island, Siberia.





CELESTIAL SPOUSE


The Buryat shamans believe in the existence of a pantheon of one hundred deities, divided into 44 from the East (the Spiteful Ones) and 55 from the West (the Benevolent Ones). Some shamans will choose to follow one or other group, polarizing them into ‘white’ and ‘black’ practitioners who, while they should not be seen as dualistic in the pure sense of the term, display great animosity towards each other. These deities have distinct functions that enable the shamans who visit them to learn what they have to teach. In addition to the gods, the people also worship Mother Earth, the sacred spirits of Fire, as well as the spirits of ancestors and those that protect the natural world.


Some of the training may take the form of sexual encounters, which take place within the shamanic journey. The soul of the candidate may sleep with the nine wives of Teka Shara Matzkalka, the god of dance.


It is said that during this time the shaman-to-be will meet the being who is to be his or her inner teacher and ally thenceforward. Some call this figure ‘a celestial spouse’, and the terminology of a marriage is used both during and after the shaman’s training. The same idea flourishes as far away as South America.


Shamanic training among the Buryats can take several years, during which time the trainee will experience spontaneous visions, fits and trembling. Most of the time he or she will live in solitude, with just a single older and more experienced shaman watching to see how he or she responds during journeys and what teachings are received from the spirits.


INITIATION CEREMONY


When the time finally arrives for the initiation of the new shaman, this takes place publically, after a ritual purification by water in which the initiate is immersed nine times. This purification must be repeated at least once every year, and if the shaman has carried out a particularly powerful healing he or she may be required to be purified in blood.


The central aspect of the initiation ceremony outlines the essence of the Buryat shaman’s connection to nature. A birch tree is cut down and erected in the centre of the ceremonial yurt; its branches extend beyond the smoke hole in the roof. Red and blue ribbons, representing the rainbow by which the shaman is traditionally said to cross to the Otherworld, hold the tree in place. The initiate then climbs the tree, signifying his ascent though the levels of the upper worlds. At the top he may call out messages to those below, using his visionary sight to perceive what the spirits have to say.


Nine pigs are then sacrificed and the shaman, having descended from the tree, drinks from the blood of the slaughtered animals and enters into an extended trance in which he or she will convey messages from the spirits to anyone present who requires them. The ceremony then devolves into a general celebration, involving dance and song and often lasting several days.




[image: image missing]

A Buryat shaman’s drum. The inside (bottom) shows one of the user’s spirit guides, the outside (top) depicts the spirit realm.







birth of a shaman


When I was twenty years old I became very ill and began to see with my eyes, to hear with my ears that which others did not see or hear; nine years I struggled with myself, and did not tell anyone what was happening to me, as I was afraid that people would not believe me and would make fun of me. At last I became so seriously ill that I was on the verge of death; but when I started to shamanize I grew better; and even now when I do not shamanize for a long time I am liable to be ill.


TIUSPIUT, YAKUT–TUNGUSC SHAMAN, C. 1912





THE MONGOLS


In Mongolia the shaman is know as a boge. He or she is said to possess immense powers and is extremely influential within the community. The boge are particularly recognized by the way they tremble during ecstatic trance, as well as involuntarily speaking and singing power songs received from the spirit realm. Like the Bonpo shamans of Tibet, they honour the eternal blue sky, the mountains and the power of fire. Ancestors are incredibly important and are regarded as close to the gods.


The origins of Mongolian shamanism are traditionally said to be in the region of Chahar, in the eastern part of the country. Here the ancestral spirits caused the first shamans to begin receiving visions. The high places where the spirits lived were considered so sacred that it was forbidden to utter their names aloud. The shamanic elements of this cult of the mountain gods can be observed most clearly in the northwest corner of Mongolia, near the lake of Khoso Gol, where the shamans and other religious suppliants venerate the mountain god, Khan Boghda Dayan Degereki Khayirkhan, who is best described as a personification of the mountain.


THE WINDHORSE


The personal power of the individual is categorized by the windhorse (hiimori), a mysterious energy that is both a vehicle for power and the very essence of that power. Through this the shaman is brought into a state of perfect relationship with the universe, supported by Mother Earth and Father Heaven as well as the helping spirits and the soul of the cosmos. This in turn extends outwards until all those around the shaman, or who experience his or her influence, are also brought into a harmonic relationship with life.


Shamans must maintain the right balance of energy within themselves, or the windhorse grows weak. Everyone possesses a form of energy called buyan, but this may be diminished by inappropriate behaviour, such as the wanton killing of animals, the desecration of the natural world, or failure to respect the ancestors. Living in a positive way, according to the tenets of spiritual belief, is called yostoi, and those who follow this path are blessed and strengthened. Daily prayers, offerings of incense and drink may also foster buyan. This can help everyone, even those who are not shamans but who may be impelled to journey along with the shaman whenever a ritual is performed.


This is a more unusual aspect of shamanism, since it is comparatively rare for those without training to experience the deeper levels of knowledge. Its strongest manifestation takes place during a new or full moon, which are also times of festival.


TENGER, ENDUR AND OTHER SPIRITS


The relationship of the shaman to his or her spirit allies is of immense importance among the Mongolian people, as indeed it is elsewhere around the world. There are a large number of these spirits, generally called Tenger. These are perceived as nature spirits, living in the sky or the clouds. Most are too powerful to be mastered, though some are weak enough to be controlled. In the sky live spirits known as Endur, believed to be the souls of humans who lived such good lives that they do not need to reincarnate on the earth. They are responsible for rain.


Within the earth live a further category of spirits variously called Ezen, Chotgor, Otsoor, Ongon, Burkhan and Gazriin, and these are often associated with specific places in nature. They are capable of bringing disease, mental illness, or of sowing seeds of discord among the tribes, and must therefore be petitioned or controlled by the shamans. A specific type of spirit, known as the Utha, may attach itself to a particular family among the shamanic community, and when it does so, acts like an exterior soul as well as a guide.


SHAMANIC CALLING


Mongolian shamanism is still alive today and there is even a contemporary society dedicated to the preservation and protection of the tradition. One of the most famous recently living Mongolian shamans, a man named Ghoste, when interviewed by anthropologist Allan Coukell, reported that, ‘It is not easy being a shaman…. A shaman receives many people who are struggling with sickness. I cannot refuse. If I do, the spirits get weaker.’


This statement reveals the true nature of the shamanic calling. Once summoned, the shaman cannot turn back; to do so would be to violate the essential contract between the shaman and the spirits. Despite the many challenges, new shamans continue to be called, drawn to this unique path.
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A Mongolian shaman from Khudal Aral, Khentil province.





THE SAMI


The Sami people live in the circumpolar regions of north-west Europe in an area known as Sapmi, comprising the Kola Peninsula of Russia and northern parts of Sweden, Norway and Finland. A Uralic people with their own language, they have traditionally survived as sheep herders, fishers and reindeer herders. The Sami shaman is known as a noaidi, ‘one who knows’. And the practice of shamanism is Noaidism, or Noaidevuohta in the Sami language.


The shamans’ work includes such tasks as healing, divination, uncovering things unknown, creating illusions, locating game for the hunt, instilling fear in enemies and fighting other noaidi, as well as communicating with the dead and the spirit world.
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