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Shaman Pathways



… an ever-growing library of shared knowledge


Aubry’s Dog, Melusine Draco


A practical and essential guide to using canine magical energies


Black Horse White Horse, Melusine Draco


Feel the power and freedom as Black Horse, White Horse guides you down the magical path of this most noble animal


Celtic Chakras, Elen Sentier


Tread the British native shaman’s path, explore the Goddess hidden in the ancient stories; walk the Celtic chakra spiral labyrinth


Druid Shaman, Danu Forest


A practical guide to Celtic shamanism with exercises and techniques as well as traditional lore for exploring the Celtic Otherworld


Elen of the Ways, Elen Sentier


British shamanism has largely been forgotten: the reindeer Goddess of the ancient Boreal forest is shrouded in mystery … follow her deer-trods to rediscover her old ways


Following the Deer Trods, Elen Sentier


A practical handbook for anyone wanting to begin the old British paths Follows on from Elen of the Ways


Trees of the Goddess, Elen Sentier


Work with the trees of the Goddess and the old ways of Britain


Way of the Faery Shaman, Flavia Kate Peters


Your practical insight into Faeries and the elements they engage to unlock real magic that is waiting to help you


Web of Life, Yvonne Ryves


A new approach to using ancient ways in these contemporary and often challenging times to weave your life path





What people are saying about


Shaman Pathways – What Is Shamanism?


I recommend this book as a wide-ranging collection of essays that will be of interest to core shamans and others who want an overview of this new psychological approach to healing which, as some of the authors note, has made a huge impact on the Western imagination in just the last 30 years or so of its existence.


Ross Heaven, author of Medicine for the Soul and Hummingbird’s Journey to God


Shamanism has often been seen as a complicated practice. This council of experts in the shamanic field point the reader towards a clear understanding of this beloved earth centred tradition, whilst sharing their wisdom, experiences and wealth of knowledge. A must-read for anyone who is serious about enriching their lives on many levels.


Barbara Meiklejohn-Free, The Highland Seer


Eleven authentic, insightful essays by established authors and practitioners in the field which discuss a variety of the questions and issues that are frequently raised about shamanism and animism. Another useful, delightful book from Moon Books ‘Shaman Pathways’ series. What Is Shamanism? is a compact treasure trove of material providing an excellent source of information and much food for thought for both practitioners and readers new to shamanism.


June Kent, Editor of Indie Shaman


The collection of articles in What Is Shamanism? come from a variety of contributors with different experiences, backgrounds and opinions. It is an interesting read with a tease for further exploration about the books they’ve written.


Katherine Wood, MA, co-author of The Hidden Worlds
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Foreword


In a time when we seem increasingly disconnected from the natural world around us, many are finding themselves drawn to shamanism; not necessarily wishing to become a shaman but inspired towards living a shamanic lifestyle, one that is connected to the world as a whole, practically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually.


It can, however, often be difficult to get any conclusive information on what shamanism actually is. This is because defining shamanism is not necessarily simple, nor is it straightforward. All too often you will find on-going debates such as: whether it is possible for anyone who is not a tribal member to practice shamanism; if core shamanism is actually shamanism; whether it is possible for contemporary shamans to be spirit taught, or whether it is even possible for contemporary shamans to exist. These debates can override the need for authors to provide those starting out with real practical examples of what shamanism is – which is where What Is Shamanism? comes in and why it has been written.


In this compilation eleven shamanic practitioners share their own perspectives about shamanism. The authors differ from each other in the approach they take, the way they work and how they view shamanism; which is absolutely perfect as it highlights the immutable fact that in shamanism there is really no right or wrong, there is only the way that works for each of us.


None of the authors is trying to tell the reader how to practice shamanism but instead taken as a whole What Is Shamanism? provides a well-rounded, although not exhaustive, view of what shamanism is, as of course, for every one of these authors there is another who would have explained it in a different way, from a totally different perspective. Thus is the world of shamanism.


What Is Shamanism? explores the differences between indigenous and modern shamanism, looking beyond cultural appropriation towards authenticity in modern shamanism. In doing this it sheds light on an area that many publications shy away from, that of the Middle World. How shamanism can be an active spiritual practice and ways of working with spiritual entities are also visited along with animism, a key element of all forms of shamanism. Inner soul work is explored along with animals and healing. The compilation ends with a first-hand account of British Shamanism and shamanic story weaving.


It is envisaged that through these writings the reader will find something that resonates with them, that shines light into the darkness of what shamanism is and that through this they may find their own path in shamanism. Often when this happens many discover that they have been working or living shamanically all the time and their fears about what they are doing vanish.


This is an important compilation and one that speaks to the shaman within us all.


Yvonne Ryves author Shaman Pathways: Web of Life





What Is Shamanism?


Kenn Day


Stationed at the firelight’s periphery, the shaman has, through eons of time, served as shield and intermediary between the community huddled around the fire and the unknown. Shamans still hold this position, but in the modern Western world, the nature of community and the unknown has changed beyond recognition. We no longer live in a tribal culture as a cohesive whole, and the unknown is defined by what little remains that cannot be measured by science. Yet we still peer into the darkness, searching for connections between ourselves and our ancestors, the Earth, and each other. Today, the universal relevance of Shamanism transcends ethnic and cultural boundaries in its applicability for all humanity. The practices of shamanism have found fertile ground even in those who are not called to fulfill the role of shaman, but who still feel the desire to reconnect with so much of what has been lost in our evolutionary sprint toward an ever less spiritual and natural world.


Endemic to shamanic practice is the use of trance states. These allow the practitioner to move at will into the realms of spirits in order to communicate, learn, negotiate, and develop lasting relationships with these beings. This set of practices exists in indigenous tribal cultures around the globe. In these traditional settings, a shaman is defined as one who enters into a trance state and interacts with spirits, either by Journeying to where the spirits are, or by bringing the spirits into their own body, in order to bring information back to the ordinary realm to facilitate change, most often concerning healing and the retrieval of information which forms the practice of spirit divination.


While the definition of a shaman is narrow, the set of practices that can be used in support of shamanic healing and divination is quite varied. Much of it is based upon a fundamental worldview largely forgotten by technological cultures in the modern Western world. Animistic in nature, this orientation views all things as inherently alive, and imbued with the presence of the divine. The highest value is placed on the communal nature of humankind over the individual, recognition of the beneficial presence of ancestors, even after their death, and the repair and maintenance of balance between our human community and the natural world. Ultimately, the view that arises from shamanic practice points to a relationship with self that includes a much larger and more complex sense of soul than that found in monotheistic religions. This broader perspective is essentially transformative, bringing about developmental stage shifts and changing the very nature of identity.


There are three main types of shaman found in active practice today. Indigenous shamans are those who operate within their existing tribal cultures or who have reconstructed an indigenous practice or have been adopted into an existing tribal culture. Core shamanic practitioners base their practices on the work of Michael Harner and his theory that certain universal practices which occur in all shamanic cultures can be lifted out of their tribal context and used by anyone. Post-tribal shamans, are a natural evolution of the indigenous shaman, are chosen and initiated by spirits to serve individuals in the cultures of the modern West.


What separates the role of the shaman from that of lay practitioners is that the work is done in service to others. Just as a doctor requires training and certification before entering practice, a shaman first needs to be recognized by the spirits as having the necessary talent, then they need to receive competent training and, finally, to be initiated by the spirits.


The role of the shaman has always been defined by the needs of their community. Since the most important element of the tribe is the communal whole, the tribal shaman will work to meet the needs of their tribe. It is to this community that the shaman owes their loyalty and their service. For the post-tribal shaman or core shamanic practitioner, serving in our modern, urban environment, this sense of community is made up of whoever uses their services. For them it is the individual who they are focused on serving. This reflects the direction of social evolution in our culture, which values the individual over the communal. However, what defines the shaman in all cases is the nature of his or her work and how he or she relates to community through their service.


This definition is necessary to our understanding of just what shamanism is, so let’s break it down.


A shaman is one who moves into a trance state in order to communicate with spirits, to cause changes and/or bring back information, in service to others.


Trance state


A trance state is an altered state of consciousness which allows for movement into the realm of the spirits. This state can be accessed through various means, ranging from simply mental discipline and drumming to extreme physical distress and plant medicines. Most shamans focus on the techniques of sound or movement – drumming, rattling, dancing – to carry them into the altered state. With practice, the shaman is able to drum, chant, dance and communicate with their clients in the physical realm, all while in a trance state. It is important that the shaman is responsible for moving into the trance. It is not something that they fall into without intention. There are some kinds of spirit medium who do this, and this separates them from the disciplines of shamanism.


Communication with spirits


Once they can enter a trance state, the shaman looks for a way to connect with the world of the spirits. This other world is accessed through various doorways, some in the natural world, some within the shaman. Moving through these doorways, the shaman encounters the spirits that inhabit this other world. Often these spirits have an interest in the shaman and his or her community. This provides an excellent starting point to develop a relationship with the spirits. Once rapport is established, relationships can be built. The shaman will usually have one of more special relationships with Spirit Allies. These are special spirits who assist the shaman’s work in various ways, sometimes becoming mentors and teachers as well.


Causing change/healing


It wouldn’t do anyone much good if the shaman just Journeyed for personal amusement. It is when they do so for their community that it becomes shamanism. One of the most common uses of shamanic Journeying is to bring about healing for another person. In traditional shamanism, this person would be a part of the shaman’s clan, tribe, family or village. For those working in a post-tribal setting, the person is most likely a client who has sought them out for their skills. These healings may be for a particular physical illness or for a mental disorder, but more likely there is a soul-level issue that is creating physical and/or psychological symptoms which drop away once the healing is complete.


Bringing back information/divination


The shaman can also serve their community through divination. This is the practice of communicating with the spirits to bring greater and deeper understanding about some aspect of what is being looked at. The shaman may read messages from the spirits in natural phenomena, like cloud formations, the flight of birds or the entrails of slaughtered animals. These days, it is more likely to use a tool like a black mirror, a pendulum, or a set of objects that were found with the help of the shaman’s Allies. Some reconstructionists use runes or cast lots as well. Whatever tools are used, the shaman connects with their spirit helpers, the ancestors of the client or even gods and goddesses to find answers to the questions they are asked. These questions must be of a serious nature, without an apparent method of being answered by ordinary means. Once an answer is received, the one who asked is generally obligated to follow whatever advice they have received.


In service to others


As mentioned above, the shaman works in service to others. In traditional settings, this meant those who shared the same tribe or village, however, for shamans working in the West, this generally refers to anyone who seeks them out for their services. In this way, the shaman still serves community, even as the nature of that community is transformed.


These elements form the fundamentals of shamanic practice. Of course most shamans perform many other functions as well. Shamanic practice will usually include some sort of soul retrieval, along with extraction, ancestor work, and other spiritual healing.


Just as important as this definition is the preparation required for a shaman to function effectively in the role. This preparation is said to begin before birth, in the spirit realm, as the shaman is chosen for this work. The shaman may or may not have a say in this choice at a soul level, but who is and who is not a shaman tends to be set by the time one is born. However, just being chosen is not enough. You still need to know what you are doing. In a tribal setting, the person would receive training from the existing shaman. In the post-tribal culture, we find our training as best we can.


There is no book or workshop that will make someone into a shaman. That said, both books and workshops can provide a foundation of practical training in the techniques necessary to begin practicing shamanism. In most cases, those attending trainings are not planning on becoming shamans, but rather intend to use what they learn to lead a more fulfilling life, with deeper connections to spirit, land, soul and ancestors.


If chosen by the spirits and well trained, a person will be initiated by the spirits as well. This can be a terrifying and overwhelming experience, often culminating in a real or vividly imagined death, followed by the dismemberment of the body, which is eventually reassembled, along with some added bits and pieces from the spirits. After this initiation, the new shaman is ready to begin practicing for others.


For the lay practitioner, no such initiation is necessary, since there will be no need to connect with a spirit ally or collect missing pieces of someone else. Instead, there is a veritable cornucopia of techniques that lies open to anyone with even a modicum of talent and capacity. These are the people who are fueling a renaissance of shamanic practice in the West. It is their hunger for healing, for connection and for a sense of belonging which they recognize as their soul’s birthright, which makes these teachings available in the form of books, videos and workshops. This is how the practice of shamanism survives and thrives in its new forms in the world today, even as the tribal forms of shamanism continue to function, providing us with a palpable link to our own shamanic ancestors.
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