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      “This glimpse of Buryat culture does not aim to be comprehensive, but it will be fascinating to those interested in Eastern religions and anthropology. Of particular note are the hundreds of full-color photographs that grace the handsomely produced volume; there's also a useful glossary.”

      
        PUBLISHERS WEEKLY
      

      “. . . fascinating book. . . . With coauthors Zhambalov, a Buryat actor, and Phipps, an African American poet, (Tkacz) gives a vivid and detailed look into this ritual and, more generally, into this rarely discussed culture. . . . This book provides enough information about the culture to place the ritual in context, but it is not meant to be a scholarly treatment of the Buryat culture. The 175 accompanying photographs by fashion photographer Alexander Khantaev are beautiful and convey a sense of color that is not typically associated with this region.”

      
        LIBRARY JOURNAL
      

    

  
    
      
        Foreword to Siberian Shamanism
      

      By Itzhak Beery

      This remarkable book follows Volodya through his personal odyssey to be initiated by Spirit, which needs to enter his body. He needs the help of his ancestors’ spirits and the support of his community—a powerful metaphor that can touch us all, reminding us of the importance of being in close contact and in harmony with our ancestral and land spirits. Although Volodya’s struggle may not seem logical to many in our modern society, it is one we can easily identify with emotionally and symbolically.

      Many years ago in my neighborhood in New York City I found myself, entirely by coincidence, glued to my seat with an open mouth, riveted as I watched the Flight of the White Bird at La MaMa Experimental Theater Club. Unprepared, I was transmuted through magical layers of realities where time and space ceased to exist. This Yara Arts Group performance was conceived and directed by Virlana and was based on a legend of the Buryats, an indigenous people in south Siberia. It delicately wove spoken words with songs, music, movement, rituals, and ceremonies. It was like nothing I had seen before. I may not remember all the story’s details, but I still feel its power in every part my physical and emotional bodies. In that short time I developed a deep emotional identification with the heroine. It was as if we were all transported to the expanses of the steppes, but really it could have been anywhere. It had no specific timeframe but could have been at any time. Although it was a story of one person it had a universal message rooted in the common human experience, connecting the sum of our lives with the Great Mystery of life.

      Since then I have attended other productions by her company. Each time Virlana captured the magical dualistic nature of our world—the interaction of the seen and unseen worlds—and brought it into our lives. I believe you will experience this while reading the story Virlana wrote with Sayan Zhambalov and Wanda Phipps and seeing Alexander Khantaev’s beautiful authentic pictures of the Shanar—the shaman’s dedication ceremony.

      You will witness the power of the rituals and ceremonies shamanic traditions have held for millennia all around the world wherever humans exist. We need this understanding to feel wholly connected—with all our senses—to the entirety of the universe around us. In many ways, like the initiate in this book who struggles to gain acceptance from the spirit world, we as a society struggle to be accepted and authenticated as the guardians of the earth.

      If you pay attention, you will notice there is a rumbling under the surface of the mainstream controlled media today. It’s an undercurrent of hot lava oozing from the depth of people’s souls. It carries with it deep passion and old yearnings. It’s a burning desire of millions of people around the world—mostly in the technologically advanced societies—to fully re-experience the world with all their sensory capacity as their ancestors did many thousands of years ago. It is a strong desire to be engaged with flesh and blood communities, to experience the magic and mystery of life through rituals and ceremonies.

      The statistics on Shaman Portal (www.shamanportal.org), the website I founded as a hub for the global shamanic community, show that more than three quarters of the visitors come from the United States and Europe, and in the United States most are from San Francisco’s Silicon Valley and New York City. I believe it is not by coincidence.

      Today we are waking up to the realization that our “primitive” ancestors held the secret key to fully understanding and embracing the physical and spiritual world. That knowledge enabled them to live sustainable lives in balance with Mother Earth and themselves. A skill we as a “modern” society have forgotten and run away from. Many in our Western culture are now embarking on a journey of remembrance of who we humans truly are. We are rediscovering the intimate interdependent relationship between the natural world, the spirit world, the entire cosmos, and us. I believe we are too sophisticated, educated, and well informed these days to uncritically conform to governments’ rules, corporate media messages, medical and insurance institutions’ regulations, and most of all organized religions that dictate how to live our lives, what to believe in, and how to think. We urgently want to independently find that wisdom from the source, the spirit world. We can find this in shamanic practice through ancient ceremonies and rituals, which provide that direct connection to source.

      The practice of what we call shamanism is slowly rising to the surface. Movies, books, music, and computer games with shamanic characters and themes are abounding. Thousands of people are going to South America and other continents every year to experience first hand encounters with plant medicine and life changing visions. Thousands are traveling to all the corners of the Earth to participate in workshops and trainings in an effort to reconnect with their spirit guides, reclaim their full potential, and awaken their shut down senses.

      I’m convinced that we human beings are truly living in multidimensional realities. As humans we have the ability to perceive knowledge, images, and information otherwise hidden from our limited range of senses by shifting from the earthly plane into a shamanic state of higher vibrational consciousness. I’m convinced that this ability has been central to humans’ survival from the moment we first walked on this planet.

      As the ancient Inca prophecies point out, beginning in 1993 we entered into a new Pachacuti, a five-hundred-year period of realignment and correction of the human journey and consciousness. It is time to be awakened and accept our true nature by living in equilibrium and harmony between the two opposing and complementary forces of the feminine and masculine that exist within each of us. It is a time to take the long overdue journey from our minds to meet our hearts. Only then, when the heart and the mind accept each other in harmony, can we resolve war, poverty, and environmental destruction to ensure future generations’ survival.

      The big sensory shutdown is real. Look at the millions of eyes that are relentlessly glued to the two-dimensional screens of our smartphones, tablets, computers, and TVs. Aren’t we becoming handicapped, dependent, and purely apathetic as we trade in our birthright sensual gifts and abilities for the gifts of technology? The practice of shamanism through rituals, ceremonies, and life stage initiations helps us reestablish a sense of awe of the universe. It helps us gain a new perspective on life and recognize our ability of “seeing” or intuition—our sixth sense.

      As you read through this extraordinary account, see the striking pictures, and recite the chants, I am certain you will be transported into that world yourself. You will get to know the human side of the shamans, fall in love with the sacred grounds, learn about the sacred ritual objects, witness the cleansing ceremonies, and participate in the offerings for the sacred land, ancestors, and spirits. You will go through the doubts and tribulations of the initiate and of his community and celebrate his triumph as spirit finally embraces the new shaman. Volodya’s personal accomplishments come to ensure the successful continuation and well being of his lineage and that of the whole community into the future. It is a blueprint for modern society to ensure our own fragile future as well.

      ITZHAK BEERY is an internationally recognized shamanic healer, teacher, and author. He was initiated into the Circle of Twenty-Four Yachaks by his Quechua teacher in Ecuador and by Amazonian Kanamari Pagè. He has also trained intensively with other elders from South and North America. The founder of ShamanPortal.org and cofounder of the New York Shamanic Circle, he is on the faculty of New York Open Center. His work has been featured in the New York Times and on films, TV, and webinars. An accomplished visual artist, owner of an award-winning advertising agency, and author of The Gift of Shamanism and Shamanic Transformations, he grew up on Kibbutz Beit Alfa in Israel and lives in New York. His website is 
www.itzhakbeery.com.

    

  
    
      
        Foreword to Shanar
      

      By Dashinima Dugarov

      Shamanism is one of the early forms of religion. An essential trait of shamanism is the belief that certain people, known as shamans, possess the supernatural ability to enter into a state of ecstasy during which they have direct contact with spirits and deities. In this state, the shaman can influence the spirits, discover the reasons for various problems that have appeared in a person’s life and correct them through rituals, offerings, and prayers.

      The word “shaman” originally is in the Tungus language and means “frenzied” or “possessed.” The Russians, who colonized Siberia in the beginning of the seventeenth century, first encountered this phenomenon among the Tungus people and adapted the local word. They then used this word to describe the leaders of all the indigenous ritual cults of Siberia, ignoring local names, such as oyun (used by the Yakuts), boo (Buryats), kam (Turkic-speaking people of Central Asia). In contrast, all Turkic and Mongolian-speaking people called a shamaness udagan. This seems to indicate that in Siberia female shamanism is older than male shamanism.

      According to a Buryat myth, in ancient times people did not practice any form of religion, worship any deities or make any offerings. This did not please the heavenly beings so they sent to earth one of their own children in the form of an eagle. The first human this eagle encountered was a woman. The eagle gave her the shamanic gift of udkha, the hereditary shaman root spirit. The woman who received this gift then became a shamaness, the guardian and priestess of the hearth or udagan. The word udagan comes from the ancient Turkic word ot or ut which means fire. From this original female Black shamanism eventually arose male Black shamanism or Kharyn shazhan, which is connected to the Lower World and its fierce ruler Erlyk Khan.

      At the same time in the southern forest and grassland regions of Siberia and Mongolia there existed a cult that worshiped the Heavens (Tengeri) and Earth-Water (in ancient Turkic Yer-Sub or Gazar-Uhan in Buryat). This form of ancient Central Asian polytheistic religion is sometimes called Tengerism, or White shamanism. Its leaders (the priests of Tengerism) are called boo.

      The contemporary Buryat-Mongolian word boo comes from old Mongolian beki. When Chinggis Khan (or Genghis Khan, as he is known in the West) came to power, the first person to receive this title was the oldest man in the Khan’s Golden Clan. Usun the Elder wore white robes, rode a white horse and was seated above the Khan himself during official court proceedings. How do we explain all this?

      Chinggis Khan worshiped the god of the Heavens, Khukhe Munkhe Tengeri (The Eternal Blue Heavens), which is not personified. This was the traditional god of Chinggis Khan’s Clan and of the majority of the Mongols at the time. Usun the Elder, who was Chinggis Khan’s uncle, was the highest priest and as the priest of the god-creator was formally higher in rank than the Khan himself. The word beki is not a Mongolian word in its origin. It was most likely borrowed from the ancient Turkic bag which meant “god” or “king,” which in turn was borrowed from the Indo-European word bhaga or “god.” The fact that beki was not an indigenous word points to the likelihood that Central Asian Tengerism was adapted from another culture.

      So where did Central Asian Tengerism come from? The religious term tënri, which means both “heaven” and “god” and the term tënrici or “sacred servant of god” were widespread among ancient Turkic people and appear in Orkhono-Yenisei runic tablets from the fifth to eighth centuries. The widespread use of the term tëngrichi among the ancient Turkic people attests to the fact that even at that early time (and probably long before that since the term tengeri in the form chengli was already used by the Huns by the third century B.C.) there existed among the ancient Turkic-Mongolian people a cult of the Heavens, that is, White shamanism with White shamans as its sacred servants and priests.

      The earliest worshippers of a god of the Heavens were the ancient Sumerians. It is our opinion that what is known as White shamanism in Central Asia (that is, the highly developed polytheistic religion of Tengerism) was brought by ancient immigrants from southwestern Asia. These immigrants were the cattle-herding Indo-Iranian warriors who arrived in Southern Siberia sometime in the twelfth to eleventh centuries 
B.C.E. Here they created the remarkable Karasuk culture and a series of related archaeological cultures in the eighth to third centuries B.C.E. Among these were the cultures that produced the slab tombs and “deer stone” carvings of Mongolia and the Baikal area of Siberia. The ancient tribes that created these cultures are the ancestors of the people who now inhabit Central Asia and Siberia, and include the Buryats and the Yakuts. This ancient religion was adopted by indigenous people and continued to function for more than three millennia in this remote part of the Turkic-Mongolian homeland among the Buryats, the Sayano-Altai Turks, and the Yakuts.

      One of the splendid rituals of White shamanism among the Khori Buryats—the dedication of a shaman or Shanar—is successfully recorded and beautifully described by Virlana Tkacz in this book. I hope that the book finds many interested and receptive readers in America, which is so far away from the Baikal region. I wish it the best on its journey!

      
        FEBRUARY 10, 2002
      

      DASHINIMA DUGAROV is Professor of Ethnography and Folklore at the Academy of Arts of Eastern Siberia, Ulan Ude, Buryat Republic.

       

       

       

      
        My eyes are the shimmering waters
      

      
        My ears are the echoing forests
      

      
        My blood is the song of the bison
      

      
        My dream is the flight of the shaman
      

      
        My eyes are the drops of the rain
      

      
        My ears are the howls of the wolf
      

      
        My blood is pure spring water
      

      
        My dream is the land of the swan
      

      
        My brother is the full moon
      

      
        My sister is the morning sun
      

      
        My mother is the great earth
      

      
        My father is the high heaven
      

      
        My friend is the wild eagle
      

      
        My blood brother is an unbridled horse
      

      
        My joy is the blossoming meadow
      

      
        My sorrow is the ancient song
      

      
        — Sayan Zhambalov
      

    

  
    
      
        Introduction
      

      In the summer of 1996 I got off a plane in Siberia and was met by three people whom I had never seen before. They were actors at the Buryat National Theatre, Sayan and Erzhena Zhambalov and Erdeny Zhaltsanov. We were brought together by chance, and struggled to communicate, but soon we realized that we shared the same goals. We wanted to create a new theater inspired and infused by traditional music, song, and legend.

      I direct the Yara Arts Group, a resident company at La MaMa Experimental Theater in New York. We bring together fragments of drama, poetry, song, and chant to create original theater pieces. In Virtual Souls, the theater piece I had created with my actors, several young New Yorkers surfing the Internet open a webpage and are transported into a Buryat legend. Soon I found myself living our story. I was so enchanted by grandmothers who sang beautiful songs, storytellers who told haunting legends, and shamans who conducted dawn-to-dusk rituals that they became the focus of my life.

      The Buryats are an indigenous people who live in eastern Siberia in the area around Lake Baikal. Buryatia became part of the Russian Empire in the seventeenth century when Siberia was colonized. The Buryat-Mongol Republic was created in 1923 as part of the Soviet Union. Today Buryatia is a republic in the Russian Federation and is the home of 300,000 Buryats who form thirty percent of the Republic’s population. Buryat language is related to Mongolian, while Buryat religious beliefs are based on Tibetan Buddhism and shamanism.

      The Buryats have a rich oral tradition that is still a part of everyday life in the more remote villages of Buryatia. We started traveling to these villages with our Buryat friends, collecting old stories and songs. In the summer of 1997 I brought five Yara artists, including poet Wanda Phipps, to Sayan Zhambalov’s homeland, the Buryat Aga Region that is located where the borders of Siberia, Mongolia, and China come together. The highlight of our trip was a ceremony that Shaman Bayir Rinchinov conducted for a local family.

      
        [image: image]
      

      
        This map reflects the political designations in the summer of 2000. These changed in 2008 when the once autono
        mous Aga-Buryat Region was merged with Chita and became part of what is now Zabaykalsky Krai, while the Ust-Orda Buryat Region became part of the Irkutsk Oblast.
      

      I met Shaman Bayir again the next summer when we were performing our new piece, Flight of the White Bird, in the cultural centers of the villages where we had originally recorded the material that inspired our piece. Sayan and I came to invite him to attend our performance. Bayir was busy and said that he couldn’t come see our show, but added that we shouldn’t be too sad because he’d see it in New York. We all laughed, since this seemed beyond improbable.

      But sure enough, next March Shaman Bayir attended the opening of Flight of the White Bird in New York, thanks to Richard Lanier of the Trust for Mutual Understanding. We were then able to record Bayir’s Chant to his Ritual Object. Sayan, Wanda, and I translated the chant and our work was published by Shaman’s Drum journal. The following spring, our Buryat friends were in New York again, working with Yara on our new piece. Sayan then told me that Bayir had invited us to come to Aga that summer and record a Shanar, 
or dedication ritual for a shaman.

      In August 2000 I flew to Ulan Ude. There I met Sayan and Alexander Khantaev, our photographer. Together we drove seven hundred kilometers to the Buryat Aga Region. We met with Bayir and received his permission to photograph and tape the ritual. This book describes what we saw and heard at that ceremony, as well as on the several other occasions we met with Bayir.

      — Virlana Tkacz
January 2002
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        Authors Virlana Tkacz and Sayan Zhambalov speak with Shaman Bayir Rinchinov
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        My beautiful homeland
      

      
        Great Mother Earth
      

      
        Great Father Sky
      

      
        Listen to me, hear me well.
      

      I started seeing when I was four. . . . Four is very young. I would walk out in nature and I would see things like outlines of people, people who had died, and the local masters of nature. . . . My father had the gift of sight, but my mother did not. My father understood I also had this special gift and he would ask me very specific questions. If I saw someone on a horse, he would ask me: “What kind of rider do you see? What is he wearing? What color is his horse?” They were very concrete questions because he wanted to understand how clear my visions were, how specific. . . . I knew they were spirits not people because they were transparent. I could see the trees behind them. I could see right through them. At first I only saw my blood-relatives. Then I began to see local masters of nature. Then I started seeing traveling spirits, who were moving from one world to the next. . . .

      A shaman is chosen by his family tree—through the generations. The ancestors choose who will be the shaman in the clan and send a mark other people recognize. Sometimes people make a mistake and this can be very dangerous. Sometimes a child gets sick and people start thinking it’s shaman sickness, but it is only a child being sick. The rituals are there to test and make sure that no mistakes are made because the consequences can be disastrous.

      — Bayir Rinchinov
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        Shaman Bayir Rinchinov
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        On a good day
      

      
        At a good time
      

      
        Mountain trees were pulled out with their roots.
      

      
        Mountain trees were cut at the root.
      

      
        Each leaf was made golden.
      

      
        Each branch was silvered.
      

      
        The Sacred Grounds
      

      Shaman Bayir Rinchinov told us that the sacred grounds for the ritual would be ready on Sunday, August 19, 2000. The appointed place for the ritual was a large grassy meadow surrounded by gentle rolling hills. There were no shrines or temples. Here in the “lap of Nature,” as old Buryats say, everything has a spirit—not only people and animals, but also trees, rivers, and mountains. A shaman mediates between the world of humans and the world of spirits. The spirits of nature help him in this process.

      The tree that the Buryats respect and call their “family tree” is the birch. During a ritual the birch is a conduit between people and the world of the spirits. In special places large birches were dug out with their roots, and smaller birch saplings were cut down at the root. They were brought to the ritual grounds with all their branches and leaves intact. Here they were decorated and set into the ground in a traditional pattern, as an offering to the spirits.
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