
SHAMAN 

Journal of the International Society for 
Shamanistic Research 

Honorary Editor in Chief: ÄKE HUL TKRANTZ, Sweden 

Editorial Board: 

V.N. BASILOY, Russia 
ROBERTE N. HAMA YON, France 
ULLA J OHANSEN, Germany 
LAUREL KENDALL, USA 

Editors: 

MIHALY HOPPAL, Hungary 

ANNA-LEENA S TIKALA, Finland 
GIOVANNI STARY, ltaly 
PIERS V ITEBSKY, UK 
MAN ABU W AIDA, Canada 

ADAM MOLNAR, Hungary 

Shaman (ISSN 1216-7827) is an international periodical for shamanistic studies 
and as such publishes original artic les on shaman ism and neighboring fields. In 
addition , the journal publishes reviews of current books, brief accounts of work in 
progress, abstrac ts of dissertations and announcements of coming events. The lan
guage of publication will be English. Submissions are considered for publication 
on the understanding that the author is offering Shaman the exclusive option to 
publish and that the paper is not currently under consideration for publication 
elsewhere. 

Editorial correspo11de11ce (manuscripts. communications, books for review) should 
be sent to the publishers: Szeged, P.O. Box 1195, H- 6701, Hungary. 

Suhscription Information Annual subscription rate, payable by checks or bank 
tran sfers is US $40.00, including postage. Orders may be placed with the pub-
1 ishers. 

Copyright Shaman retains the copyright on everything it publishes. 

Shaman (ISSN 1216-7827) is publi shed twice a year by Molnar & Kelemen Orien
tal Publi shers, Szeged, P.O. Box 1195. H-6701, Hungary. 



SHAMAN 

Journal of the International Society for 
Shamanistic Research 

Contents 

Foreword 3 

Articles 
Changing Images of the Shaman: Folklore and Politics 

in the Sakha Republic (Y akutia) 
MARJORIE MANDELSTAM BALZER 5 

Spirit-Mediums and the Epic. Remarks on Gesar and the Epic 
Among Spirit-Mediums in Tibet and Ladakh 
PER-ARNEBERGLIE 17 

Tue Flower-Soul in Nung Shamanism (Guangxi Province, China) 
JOSIANE CAUQUELIN 27 

The Flying Tiger. Aboriginal Women Shamans, Storytellers 
and Embroidery Artists in the Russian Far East 
KlRA V AN DEUSEN 45 

Divination Among Japanese Immigrants in Hawaii at the End 
of the Nineteenth Century 
TINA HAMRIN 79 

Psychological and Immunological Responses to Shamanic Joumeying 
with Drumming 
SANDRA HARNER & W ARREN W. TRYON 89 

Shamanism in a Post-Modem Age 
MIHAL Y HOPPAL 99 

Bashkir Concepts of Souls 
FIRDAUS G. KHISAMITDINOV A 109 

A Korean Shaman Folktale and Ritual Skits in Honor of the Grandmother 
Spirit of Childbirth 
DANIEL A. KISTER 115 

Theatrical Arts in the Shamanic Funeral Rites of Chindo Island, Korea 
MEEWON LFE 131 



The Constitution of a Hmong Shaman'.s Powers of Healing 
and Folk Culture 
JACQUESLEMOINE 143 

The Ladakhi Shaman's Communication with his Patient: Folk Etiology 
Reproduced 
T AKAKO Y AMADA 167 

Obituary 
Taegon Kirn (1937 -1996) 

DANIEL A. KISIBR 185 

News and Notes 
International Conference on Animism and Shamanism in the North. 

Sapporo, Japan, October 13-15, 1995 
MIHALYHOPPAL 187 

Tue Third Conference of the International Society for Shamanistic 
Research, Nara, Japan, November 25-29, 1995 
KIRA V AN DEUSEN 192 

Cover design: ANDRAS NAGY 

Copyright © Molnar & Kelemen Oriental Publishers. All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, 

in any form or by any means, electronic, 
photocopying or otherwise, 

without permission in writing from the publisher. 

ISSN 1216-7827 
Printed in Hungary 



Foreword 

Tue Editors are pleased to present, as a double issue, the fourth volume 
of Shaman. Journal of the International Society for Shamanistic 
Research. Binding the Spring and Autumn issues into one volume 
seemed a reasonable way to proceed, given that both issues contain 
written versions of the papers presented at the Society' s third conference 
held in Nara, Japan from November 25 through November 29, 1995 (for 
a detailed report on the conference, see below). Our thanks again to 
Masayoshi Mizuno, President of Nara University, Tokutaro Sakurai, ex
President of Komazawa University, Kokan Sasaki of Komazawa 
University and Taizen Tsujimura, President of Gangoji Institute, for the 
wonderful job they did organizing the Nara conference. 

Publishing the conference papers in Shaman is a departure from the 
Society's practice to date. (The papers presented at the first two confer
ences of the International Society for Shamanistic Research have been 
published in book form: Mihaly Hoppal and Keith D. Howard eds. 
1993. Shamans and Cultures. Selected papers of the First Conference of 
the International Society for Shamanistic Research, 27-28 July, 1991, 
Seoul, Korea. ISTOR Books 5. Budapest/Los Angeles: Akademiai 
Kiad6/International Society for Trans-Oceanic Research; and Tae-gon 
Kirn and Mihaly Hoppal eds. 1995. Shamanism in Performing Arts. 
Bibliotheca Shamanistica 1. Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6.) The editors 
have selected from the papers presented in English, and hope that the 
ones read in Japanese will be published in Japan. 

Our special thanks to Roberte N. Hamayon, Head of the Organi~ing 
Committee of the 4th International Conference of the International 
Society for Shamanistic Research, to be held in Chantilly, France, in 
1997, for including the Nara conference volume in the conference pack
age. 

Finally, we would like to dedicate this volume of the journal to the 
memory of Taegon Kirn, one of the founders of the International Society 
for Shamanistic Research; we, too, shall miss him. 

The Editors 
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Changing Images of the Shaman: Folklore and 
Politics in the Sakha Republic (Y akutia) 

MARJORIE MANDELSTAM B ALZER GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY 

Shamanism in the Sakha Republic (Yakutia) of the Russian F ederation 
recently has come out of hiding after Soviet repression, and into fash
ion. Images of the shaman are changing in villages where traditional 
healers maintained their practices in difficult conditions and in cities 
where a resurgence of spirit belief and healing has led to the founding 
of an Association of Folk Medicine. Shamans andfolk healers manipu
late their own images, and in turn are changed by the upheavals of 
politicized cultural revitalization. In this complex and interactive con
text, folklore about traditional shamans has become especially rich and 
accessible. Analysis of the link between shamanism and ethnic identity 
derives from historical research and frequent field trips from 1986-
1995. 

The stories people teil each other, and, occasionally, outsider ethnogra
phers, can provide insights into the often painful twists and turns of per
sonal tragedy and culture change. Stories about shamans are particularly 
conducive to uncovering linkages between the personal and the cultural, 
the cultural and the political, and the personal and the spiritual. 

In 1995, in the Siberian village of Tekhtiur (of the Kangalask region, 
Sakha Republic), a lovely and lively jaw-harp (khomus) playing grand
mother of seventy-two recalled the death of her brother: 

"One time in my childhood, my brother became ill. I had not noticed at 
first, but it had gotten very bad, so that he was screaming in pain. In the 
emergency, my mother invited an old woman to come. We did not call her an 
udagan [female shaman] , but she was known for doing things that the 
[outlawed] shamans had done. She came, looked at my brother, and took 
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down a frying pan. Her name was Matrena. She licked the eyes of the child, 
the boy, my brother. She took up the pan and beat it with a wooden spoon. 
After a while, she said 'In your family, someone killed a big animal. The 
spirit of that animal has come into your boy.' And indeed he did not live even 
four more days, until the arrival home of our father [who bad been hunting]."1 

Tue grandmother who told this tale of 1930s secretive shamanism, did 
not condemn the would-be eurer for the death of her brother, nor did she 
question the spirit possession interpretation of his death. Rather, she was 
resigned that the fate (d' i1gha) of her brother had been sealed by forces 
larger than herself. In this case, Matrena's efforts only extended to diag
nosis. Even if she had a füll set of shamanic accoutrements, taken away 
during Soviet campaigns against shamans, she may not have been able to 
eure the boy. 

One striking aspect of the paradoxical beauty and pathos of this story 
is the improvised substitution of a frying pan for a shamanic drum. 
Sakha consultants agreed that Matrena probably used the frying pan as 
an emergency way of going into trance to communicate with spirits, in 
order to leam more about the fate of the boy than she could from mere 
observation. One friend noted that for a true udagan, if Matrena was 
one, the drum-pan became a real drum. The drum was in turn a meta -
morphosed horse on which to ride into the spirit realm. And for some 
shamans, such ecstatic rides were crucial to work out their own relations 
with the spirits, for themselves and for the sake of others, despite Soviet 
repression. On the other band, continued this friend in a more cynical 
vein, perhaps Matrena was just playing with the pan, using it for musical 
resonance to pretend to spirit communication that she did not really 
have. 2 

1 I am grateful to Marfa Mikhailovna Zamorshikova for this and other stories, 
and to my hospitable hosts in Tekhtiur, Matrena Tarasovna and Ivan Petrovich 
Hin. 

2 I am grateful to Nikolai Spiridonovich Shishigin, Anatoly Ignatevich Gogol
ev ,and Ivan Egorevich Alekseev for help in understanding this story, which was 
recorded in the Sakha (Yakut) language, as were most of the stories in this essay. 
My approach is to Jet interpretive weight and debate stem from cu]tural insiders, 
using local "texts" (including rituals) as clues to important, ongoing issues in so
ciety. See for example, Herzfeld (1987). 

l 
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THE CONTEXT OF SOVIET REPRESSION OF SHAMANS 

Unlike some shamans of the Sakha Republic, Matrena was not so fa
mous as to have generated tales and legends that would give further clues 
to her abilities. lt is clear, however, that she was functioning in a coun
try-wide, ideologically driven Soviet environment of blatant repression 
and more subtle self-constraint. By the late 1920s and early 1930s, hun
dreds of shamans' drums were burned, mostly by young Komsomol 
enthusiasts who were often native converts to Communism rather than 
newcomer Russian revolutionaries. Same drums and cloaks were "do
nated" to museums, with their owners promising to reform themselves 
into productive members of Soviet society. Many shamans indeed cur
tailed their practices, while others "went underground" and continued 
shamanic healing in secret for predominantly grateful clients. A few 
shamans who continued practicing were hauled off to jail, where some 
died. The füll scope of this repression is unlikely to be known, even with 
open archives, for some shamans officially were arrested for other of
fenses, when their true "crime" was the practice of shamanism. 

Still more insidious was the post-World War II Soviet policy of 
accusing those still trying to be shamans of being insane. They were 
deemed crazy to continue an outdated and pariah profession. They were 
diagnosed as dangerous enough to warrant cruel drug treatments in 
mental hospitals (psykushki) for a broadly defined "schizophrenia." Fear 
of psykushki and of ridicule kept shamans' descendants, who may have 
inherited curing talent and felt spirit calls, from practicing. A perceptive 
Sakha ethnographer with sympathies and respect for shamanic practice 
noted in retrospect that one tragic irony of Soviet shamans was that some 
indeed became as deranged as their Soviet accusers claimed them to be. 
The discrediting of shamans was thorough, often effective, and not to be 
romanticized, despite the abilities of a few strong shamans to transcend 
it.3 

Soviet propaganda against "kulak-shamans" played on a mixture of 
fear and admiration that had traditionally been part of community percep
tions of local shamans. Shamans were thus called greedy charlatan de
ceivers, who took peoples' savings, daughters, and last horses for their 

3 The ethnographer is Vil'iam Fedotovich Iakovlev. On the abuse of psychiatry 
against dissidents, see Grigoryants (1989); and Balzer (1993a, 1996). 
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own pleasure. Shamans were also accused of being leaders of anti-Soviet 
opposition, although organized leadership was rare. A republic version 
of Soviet laws condemning shamans laid the groundwork for repression: 
"Shamanism in the laASSR is deemed an especially harmful phe
nomenon, undermining cultural-national rebirth and the political growth 
of the peoples ... along with all religious cults ... the activities of shamans 
are thus considered to be under the jurisdiction of the criminal code of 
the RSFSR, for instance concerning extortion, deception for profit, ... ir
responsible curing claims ... " (Sbornik postanovlenii 1924 )4 

In Suntar in 1986, an elderly Sakha former president of the village 
soviet, Tatiana Ilinishna Alekseeva, recalled: 

"You should put all this in perspecfive. We were doing important things in 
the 1930s. First there was the liquidation of illiteracy. Then the campaign for 
a clean life, for sanitation and elementary hygiene. This was crucial for people 
who had spent their Jives in impoverished balagan [low winter dwellings], 
with animal stalls attached. Further, there was the struggle for Atheist Truth. 
And the campaign for the Rights of Women. And the enormous improvement 
of harsh labor conditions with mechanization ... In 1930, all the shamans' 
drums were taken to museums. If shamans still tried to sneak seances with pa
tients, or if they tried to hide their drums, then their voting rights were taken 
away. This meant they were without any rights to land use or to membership 
in the collective. They were outcasts, class enemies, kulaks." 

In the Srednaia Kolyma region, the elder Innokenti Feodorovich Vol
khov, born in 1914, explained that local schoolchildren had been enlisted 
in the fight against shamans: 

"The main purge against shamans was in 1929. In our region, the activist 
luban Gavrilovich Tretiakov took 9 drums. He then invited us, the school
children of the area, to help him bum the drums. So we the schoolchildren 
bumed the drums in a big bonfire. My uncle was a shaman, and his big white 
drum protruded obviously from the pile. There were plenty of adults present, 
as weil as children. And many of us saw this big drum jump out from the 

4 A follow-up law the same month made it illegal to practice any kind of 
medicine without a special medical education and degree. 
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fire. Three times the drum jumped, and three times people retrieved it and put 
it back on the bier."5 

Igor Semenovich Laptev, a Communist activist later turned museum 
director, further explained that Tretiakov had indeed burned 9-30 drums 
in Siän Kiuol' alone, and had then become quite ill: "Tretiakov was fear
less, oblivious to the curses of shamans whose drums he had taken. But 
not long after this drum burning, he died. His stomach became bloated 
and he died two days later. He was a strong person in his own way, a 
candidate Party member [when this was rare for a Sakha.]"6 The place 
where the drums had been burned later became a Soviet festival site, but 
this did not stop people from fearing both the site and the curses of re-
pressed shamans. , 

The same Laptev latet had his own conflicts with the famous local 
shaman, Tokoyeu, who Tretiakov allegedly had appealed to in his last 
hours, and who later continued his practice in secret: 

"In 1947, I was studying in school, in town [Sredne Kolymsk]. My sister 
had a sore throat and fever, and the family decided to call Tokoyeu. They did 
not call a doctor, they called the shaman. He had an old drum, in a balagan, 
hidden around 100 kilometers from here. He retrieved the drum, came and 
closed all the windows, danced and did his seance. But it did not help. My 
sister died .... When I came home, I was made the head of the reader's room. I 
saw Tokoyeu one day and I told him to his face 'You deceived us.' The hus
band of my dead sister wanted to bring a court case against him, and I was for 
this too. But other members of my family, including my mother, who was 
something of an udagan herself, talked us out of it. The family was afraid."7 

5 The most powerful shamans were considered to have the largest drums, nine 
sided. I am grateful to Innokenti Feodorovich Volkhov for this story, told in the 
village of Oiusaardakh in August, 1994. His uncle was almost certainly the great 
Kolyma shaman Tokoyeu, who afterwards borrowed the drum of the Yukagir 
shaman Nikolai Kurilov, according to Yukagir ethnographer Gavril Nikolaevich 
Kurilov (personal communication March 1996). The two Yukagir and Sakha 
shamans were close because they had shared a teacher. 

6 Gavril Nikolaevich Kurilov also remembers hearing that the activist who had 
burned Tokoyeu's drum died a particularly horrible death, with his flesh falling 
off him for several days. The famed Tokoyeu was featured in the novel by Yukagir 
writer Semen Nikolaevich Kurilov (1983). 

7 I am grateful to lgor Semenovich Laptev, who was born in 1930, for this and 
many other stories. 
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By reputation, the gentle, kind and articulate Tokoyeu more often 
cured people than hurt or failed them. He may well have felt almost as 
bad about this failure as the family of the sick sister. But a larger issue 
relevant to the context of shamanism as practiced in the Soviet period is 
the psychology of familial fear. Fear of shamanic curses in families 
whose members were involved in Soviet repressions has been repeated 
across the North, and through generations. Several Sakha have confided 
that their families attribute premature deaths, and various serious sick
nesses or accidents to shamanic curses against relatives who led aspects 
of the Soviet anti-shaman campaign. 

Tue ambiguity of shamanic reputations and the diversity of approaches 
to local shamanic heritage is reflected in a curious geographical and emo
tional coincidence in the village of Kachagatsa, Kangalask region. Two 
warnen representing very different sides of Soviet shamanic history have 
lived uneasily next to each other for many years, one the daughter of a 
deceased local shaman (Duolan oyuun), the other the daughter of the vil
lage soviet president who arrested him. One saw her father the shaman 
as a long-suffering martyr who had died in jail, but had cured many 
people. Tue other saw her father the soviet official as a strong, righteous 
leader, who had arrested his neighbor for stealing meat from a commu
nity storehouse. Villagers are divided over these two versions of local 
history, though recent sentiment has tipped in favor of the shaman. 8 

More positive, even exuberantly fantastic stories generated in the 
Soviet period about shamans relate to the legendary abilities of a famous 
few to escape arrest, or, occasionally, incarceration once jailed. Same are 
rumored to have escaped jail using ancient arts of shape changing, for 
example simply turning into birds and flying away. Konstantin oyuun of 
the Abyi region, along with two other captured shamans, reputedly 
"hypnotized" an entire room füll of skeptics into believing they saw first 
snow and then a bear (or a group of bears, depending on the account) 
inside a Komsomol club hall. The shamans were released out of a 

8 I am grateful to the shaman's daughter Anna Spiridonovna Semenova, to all 
my women consultants of Kachagatsa village, as weil as to the stimulating 
schoolteacher Gavril Mikhailovich Gerasimov, and to ethnographer Anatoly 
Ignatevich Gogolev, both of whom made my work in Kachagatsa possible in 1986 
and 1993. 



Changing Images of the Shaman: Folklore and Politics ... 11 

healthy fear for their powers. Spiridon of the Viliuisk region became a 
village soviet president, whose community hid bis continued shamanic · 
activities from higher authorities for many years. The famed udagan 
Alykhardaakh sexually embarrassed the men who came to arrest her, so 
that they fled in shame. Among the many stories about the revered eurer 
Nikon (who eventually did serve ajail sentence) is one in which he was 
led in handcuffs by a policeman to court. But on arrival "instead of an 
old shaman, there was just a piece of tree branch left with the policeman, 
attached to him. Tue policeman was accused of being drunk, but he cried 
'how could I have gatten drunk?"'9 

Tue moral of these popular tales, even when jail terms are known, is 
that at least some shamans were more spiritually powerful than their 
captors, that captives could become captors of the mind, and that victims 
could transcend victimization. For those who continued living in a 
shamanic belief system in the Soviet period, these stories kept alive a 
cosmology in which the mundane and often harsh daily activities of the 
human middle world could be softened, counteracted and subverted by 
the spirits of the middle, upper and lower worlds. 

THE RESURRECTION OF SHAMANIC REPUTATION AND PRACTICE 

Potent kemels of belief, transmitted through positive, negative and even 
ambiguous stories of shamans, influenced several generations in the 
Soviet period. Today, they form the basis for a reflowering of shamanic 
practice in the new soil of post-Soviet cultural chaos and eclecticism. 
Same of the resulting colorful, even multicultural flowers represent new 
hybrids, for the practice of shamanism has been adapted and reshaped in 
the current generations. A few shamans, such as Nikon himself, are said 
to have predicted this resurgence, despite the despair of most shamans at 
not being able to find and train worthy successors. 

9 This typical story on Nikon is from the ethnographer Semen lvanovich Niko
laev (Somogotto), July 1991. On Alykhardaakh, see Balzer (1990: vii). For stories 
of Konstantin oyuun, I am grateful to his daughter, Alexandra Konstantinovna 
Chirkova, head doctor of the Abyi Region, with whom I worked in 1992 and 1993. 
Some ofthese stories fit a pattern of more classical shamanic feats. Compare Kse
nofontov (1992); Kulakovskii (1979:257-308); Seroshevskii ([1896]1993: 604-
629). 
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Contrasts within the last ten years in public reception of shamanism 
are great enough to cause concem among some members of the Sak.ha 
intelligentsia about a new wave of "charlatans" riding on the renewed 
popularity of folk medicine. While in 1986, some families hid shamanic 
ancestry from their children for political reasons, by 1990, many were 
bragging about it or even inventing it. In press accounts and an enthusi
astic Sak.ha rumor mill, shamans and "extrasenses" have often been 
confounded. Some would-be shamans have gone to Moscow and Kiev 
for further "extra-sense" training, while others have turned to more tradi
tional paths of spirit and local mentor guidance. Some Sak.ha patients feel 
little need to differentiate the curing abilities of traditional shamans, acti -
vated through drumming seances and guided by hard-won spirit helpers, 
from the lesser curing skills of those who today work through various 
theories of "energy manipulation" and "aura visualization." Y et most 
Sak.ha consider only a few "true" shamans tobe practicing today. About 
seven individuals working in the republic (Sak.ha and Evenk, young and 
old, male and female, rural and urban) have reputations as shamans, or 
possible shamans, and even this is hotly debated. 

A few folk healers have banded together in various private practices, 
as weil as an Association of Folk Medicine, founded in 1990 and headed 
by the shaman-historian-extrasense Vladimir Kondakov. The peak. of 
these activities may have passed, as patients shop for new curing and 
spiritual alternatives in a smorgasbord of international exposure and ex
perimentation. Y et Sak.ha fascination with stories of shamanic eures of 
cancer, gallstones, diabetes, infertility and other perennial human ailments 
remains. A young shaman of the Viliuisk region, said tobe a successor 
of Nikon, made his reputation by allegedly curing a Soviet Russian 
woman doctor of cancer. A male and female shaman team has been 
working in group seances, using drumming and the traditional Jaw Harp 
(khomus) to produce eures, stimulate artistic creativity and open the 
"shamanic third eye" of intuition and spirit power. 1 O 

A plethora of new and old shamanic functions has been reinf orced by 
a new set of enchanting, self-fulfilling, folk-generated shaman stories. 
One reputed modem-day udagan managed to fix a broken bus with spirit 

IO See also Vladimir Kondakov (1992) and Balzer (1993b, 1996). For compari
son of shamans in other contemporary contexts, see Kendall (1985) and Hoppal 
(1992: 197-209) . 

1 
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power on the way to a meeting with Native American visitors. Another 
has built a reputation for finding stolen cars, and still others have been 
remarkably successful in helping the police find missing people. A friend 
confided that one eurer had used "X-ray vision" to discover she was 
wearing an IUD ("spiral"), when such contraceptive devices were still 
rare in the republic and my friend had given no clues to its existence. 
Same healers are also ecology activists, building on shamanic harmony 
with nature through helper spirits, meditation and telepathy. Thus ancient 
shamanic techniques, for which post-modern researchers still have no 
"scientific" explanation, are being used in new socio-political contexts. 

Beliefs that have survived Christianization and Sovietization have 
reemerged in the public vocabularies of those Sakha who describe them
selves as composed of a combination of Heart-Soul-Mind-Reason, called 
Kut-Sür. This is also the name of a new cultural revival movement, as 
well as a (re)constructed philosophy for recent times of transition and 
trial. Within this philosophy is a renewed respect for the power of spirits 
( icciler), the power of words, which themselves have icci, and the cura
tive benefits of prayer (algis). Certain prayers of personal and hause 
purification, of communication with upper world gods (tengaralar) and 
the fire spirit ( uot icci), and of seasonal celebration are associated with a 
special category of "white shaman" ( aiyy oyuun ), said to be the main 
repository of "pure" Sakha tradition. Debates among members of the 
Sakha intelligentsia over which shamans deserve special designation as 
"white" have ensued. 1 1 

Less controversial is the near universal agreement that the location of 
shamanic graves must be kept secret. Stories of shamanic reprisal against 
those who revealed their graves were rampant in the Soviet period, and 
have maintained their hold on people's minds. A perceived power of 
shamans to influence humans from the grilve also has made these sites 
the locus of a few brave pilgrimages for post-Soviet practicing shamans. 
At a time when far more famous shamans are dead than alive, this cult of 
dead shamans' graves is both poignant and understandable. 

11 Many of the Sakha religious tenns have common Turkic roots, though uda
gan may be Mongolic. See Gogolev (1983:44-73), Alekseev (1975:197-198). On 
the philosophy of Kut-Sür, see Afanasev (1993); and Afanasev et al. (1990). On 
"white shamanism" and its association with the sacred seasonal festival i"hi"akh, see 
Romanova (1994). 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Neither shamans nor their oppressors can be seen as solely "black," or 
"white." Rather, engaged analysts should recognize the ambiguities of 
shamanism and its checkered history, without trying to homogenize its 
colorful lessons and tales. Each generation in the Sakha republic, and in
deed elsewhere in Siberia, has constructed and reconstructed shamanic 
tales to fit their fancy, their ills, and their political lif e. Tue tales reveal the 
perennial rebirth of folklore as a generative process born of pain, laced 
with joy and defiance. 

Ten years of collecting tales about shamanic power have proved them 
as likely to come from the urban Sakha elite as the rural poor. Statistics 
confirming a resurgence of belief in shamans indicate not only a yearning 
for "good alternative medicines," and personal spirituality, but also the 
failure of Soviet propaganda to convince the Sakha and other Siberian 
natives that their shamans were indeed "enemies of the people." 12 

No simple correlation exists between Sakha identity and belief in 
shamans. Shamanism is not the state religion of the Sakha Republic, de
spite some recent official support for its study and practice. Plenty of 
skeptics still consider themselves Sakha, and some practicing Sakha 
doctors are worried that appeal to folk healers will undermine their pa
tients' health. Even some Sakha who believe in the concept of inherited 
shamanic curing "gifts" mourn the demise of "true" shamans in the 
Soviet period and insist that not one Sakha claimant alive today deserves 
to be called either an oyuun or udagan. Y et an adapted shamanism has 
become one medium for the message of creative post-Soviet cultural re
vival. This is logical, given both the legacy of persecution and the inher
ent spirituality within shamanism. As legitimi~ation of selected aspects of 
shamanism proceeds, Sakha confidence in their ability to renew their 
own culture increases. People need not be paralyzed by nostalgia. Sha
manism, as part of a vast and complex philosophical system, becomes 

12 Such statistics were made public especially during a 1992 conference on 
shamanism held in Yakutsk, sponsored by UNESCO, and the Ministry of Culture. 
For example, the sociologist E.E. Gerasimov claimed that 80% of a 1992 Sakha ru
ral and urban sample believe in at least some aspects of shamanism as effective 
medicine. See also Balzer (1993c). 
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synecdoche for and symbol of the richness of the Sakha past. At mini
mum, Sakha today can rejoice that those folk curers still practicing no 
longer have to beat frying pans to be heard by the spirits. 
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Spirit-Mediums and the Epic. Remarks on Gesar 
and the Epic Among Spirit-Mediums in Tibet 
andLadakh 

PER-ARNE BERGLIE STOCKHOLM 

The phenomenon studied in this paper-ritual possession among 
Ladakhis and among Tibetans in Nepal-may originally have little to 
do with Buddhism. Now, however, it is more or less an integrated part 
of Buddhist practice and the activities of the spirit-medium are placed 
in a Buddhist scale of virtues. As a further interesting, but, perhaps, 
compelling, feature in the mediumistic seances, allusions are made to 
Gesar and the heroes of the epic. In seances both with Tibetan and 
Ladakhi spirit-mediums the epic plays a small but crucial part. Thus, 
there is an interaction between shamanism, Buddhism andfolk culture. 

As a conference theme, "Shamanism and Folk Culture" is evidently of 
great interest from several points of view. In my studies of Ti betan spirit
mediumship the question often imposed itself as to how esoteric and re -
stricted the knowledge of the mediums is. Do they form a folk-religious 
counterpart and parallel, so to speak, to the secretive Tantricism of the 
dominant and learned tradition, with its arduous climbing up the ladder 
of initiations? In my thesis on these spirit-mediums many years ago I 
tried to see to what degree they were integrated into the wider Tibetan re
ligious world. Important areas of affinity and contact could, I thought, be 
demonstrated between the pantheon of the mediums and certain mountain 
deity cults. And an extremely popular pilgrimage place-such as Mount 
Kailash in western Tibet, with its quite intricate sacred topography
could also receive a fair amount of attention during a seance, just to give 
a f ew examples. 

lt is weil known that the epic of Gesar is of crucial importance as a 
symbol of the Tibetan cultural, religious and even national identity. King 
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Gesar, his heroes and their fights against evil forces and black demons 
form a frame of reference Tibetans of today still like to call to mind. In 
my paper I should like to concentrate on how and why the worlds of the 
epic and of the spirit-mediums tauch and penetrate each other. The works 
of Rolf Stein, Matthias Hermanns and Walther Heissig are important in 
this connection. Heissig's studies of Gesar as a Heilsgottheit is very in
teresting as he shows that among Mongolian peoples Gesar did function 
as a healing deity and that the reading of the epic was considered to be 
able to eure illness (Heissig 1978:125f.). 

When Rolf Stein in his pioneering works treated the relationship be
tween folk religion and the epic he focused on the psychological and 
ideological affinities between the inspiration of the bard and the posses
sion of the spirit-mediums. Those affinities were clearly in evidence in 
my field material, as one of the mediums I worked with, Nyi ma, was a 
bard as weil. 

Nyi ma's biography was, thus, more complicated than that of the other 
mediums I met. Before becoming a dpa' bo, a spirit-medium, Nyi ma 
was a sgrung pa, a Gesar epic-reciting bard. When he was about thirteen 
he had a strange experience. He was visited, while asleep, by a man who 
sang the whole epic to him. lt was just like a dream, but yet not exactly 
like a dream. The man visiting him was all dressed in white and his head 
was of silver and gold. This man came to Nyi ma every night for two 
years. Nyi ma thought it was Thang lha who visited him, but later a lama 
told him it must be sGrung lha, the god of the epic. When he was fifteen 
years old he could sing the whole epic by heart. The following year he 
sang the complete epic three times from the beginning to the end, and af
ter that the call came to become a spirit-medium. Gods riding on horses 
showed themselves to him, and he followed them. He told me that at that 
time he was just like a smyon pa, a "madm-an". This went on for many 
years until he could pass the necessary ritual tests, receive a blessing 
from a lama and start working as a dpa' bo. Like other spirit-mediums he 
retained the ability to see the gods outside of the ritual context. As I wit
nessed during my stay in the village in 1970 and 1971, he sometimes be
came quite absorbed in these visions. He interpreted the visionary en -
counters as signs from the gods implying that they were willing to assist 
him during his seances. 

Nyi ma was thus a sgrung pa and a dpa' bo; furthermore, I was told, 
he had once started to shake and snort when singing the epic-that is, to 
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show signs of approaching possession. This was considered as being 
rather funny. The incident emphasizes the nearness of epic recitation to 
spirit-possession, as well as the distinction: one should not let the inspi
ration of the epic develop into possession! 

Nyi ma could also tell a few stories of an entertaining kind in which 
the leading characters were a spirit-medium and a bard. The stories did 
not tell of any rivalry between the two, but rather of their cooperation in 
defeating demons. 

To find more of the epic in the belief system and ritual of the medi
ums, we have to look at their gods. 

The pantheon of the dpa' bos is divided into three hierarchically or
dered dasses. The uppermost is that of the lha, with 80 members; the 
middle is that of the btsan, with 360 members-mostly connected with 
mountains; and the lowest, is that of the klu, consisting of thousands of 
deities connected with lakes and waters. As a parallel to this horizontal 
partition of the pantheon there is, so to speak, a vertical division, oriented 
from west to east. Tue lha dass is then placed at sTod rgya gar gangs ri, 
the "Upper Indian Snow-mountains", the btsan in the central provinces 
of Tibet, dBus and gTsang, and the klu in A mdo and Khams in the east. 
According to a traditional Tibetan view, the country slopes down from 
lndia in the west to China in the east. 

At this point I should mention that, in addition to the gods in the pan -
theon, other beings were present at the seances. On the altar were placed 
small paintings depicting various dharmapälas, "Protectors of the Law" 
(i.e. Buddhism), or high-ranking historical or living monks and lamas. 
Sometimes a small painting of mGon po ber nag, known from the epic 
of Gesar, was on view. 1 

But it is on the gods of the lha dass of the pantheon that we now must 
concentrate our main attention. Their location to the west and to India has 
been mentioned. The connection of the lha s with lndia was stressed by 
their designations as rGya gar lha, the "Indian gods", as rGya gar lha 
rab brgyad cu, the "Eighty Excellent Indian Gods", or as rGya gar grub 
chen brgyad cu, the "Eighty Indian Mahäsiddhas" (Berglie 1984). rGya 
gar yul, the mythic "India", was, however, not the land of origin of the 

1 For Ber nag, see e.g. Hermanns 1965:642, 920 n. 468, 920 n. 470, Nebesky
Wojkowitz 1956:56, 67, Stein 1956:28, 80, 83, 92, 95, 117, 119, 122, Stein 1959: 
104, n. 90, Tucci 1970:171, n. 13. 
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gods and the gods had not always been gods and Mahäsiddhas. In the 
beginning of time they were Gling gi dpa' rab, the "Excellent Heroes of 
Gling".2 Of the eighty lhas, between thirty and forty were mentioned by 
name during the seances and a few of them were given rather specialized 
tasks. Thus, one guarded the entrance to the "channel" opening at the top 
of the head of the spirit-mediums. Further, a group of three lhas, the 
rGya gar sman pa gsum po, the "Three Indian Healers", supervised 
curing seances, while another triad, the rGya gar rtsis pa gsum po, the 
"Three Indian Diviners", controlled the divination practices. Yet another 
god was invited for the bla 'khug seances for recalling a lost soul. Ac
cording to some informants, this was the only occasion on which a lha 
took possession of the spirit-medium, making him speak rgya gar skad, 
or "Indic". Otherwise the lhas were considered too pure and elevated to 
be willing to enter a human body. Other such smaller groups within the 
lha dass were dran mchog, the gods who guided men after death; grub 
thob, Siddhas, among whom Thang stong rgyal po could be found; and 
mkha' 'gro, with mKha' 'gro ye shes mtsho rgyal, the consort of Pad
masambhava, as one of its members. 

One of the gods belonging to the dran mchog group was rGya gar 
yar 'dren bla ma, one of the two supernatural beings whose previous 
names the informants mentioned: in Gling he was known as /Ha chen 
tshangs pa dkar po, Gesar's father in Heaven and also otherwise a well
known god. During the seances he was said to be sitting at the head of 
the gods in the mirror, dressed all in white and with conch shells as a 
headdress. The other supernatural being was an animal, rGya gar dung 
khyi dkar po, the "White Indian Conch-shell Dog", who previously, with 
Gesar, had been known as /Ha khyi dom bu thod dkar, the "White
headed Divine Dom-bu Dog". He carries a collar of white conch shells. 

To sum up, the peaceful and gentle gods, the Indian Mahäsiddhas, 
were given a Tibetan origin, an origin as epic warriors and heroes. The 
spirit-mediums saw them as guardians and supervisors in functions of a 
more passive nature rather than as active and possessing deities. lt is 
possible to view them as symbolic and personified expressions of the 
belief that the Indian religion, Buddhism, controls the folk-religious 
practices, which involve necessary and close contacts with demons, ill-

2 For other kinds of connections between the Mahäsiddhas and the heroes, see 
David-Neel and Yongden 1959:157, and Pema Tsering 1979:159. 
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ness and impurity. Buddhism is considered as "purer" and therefore 
morally superior to the folk religion. The heroes of the epic are here seen 
as representatives of Buddhism after having been "converted" and turned 
into Buddhist heroes, Mahäsiddhas. 

To this still other details may be added. They derive from the practice 
of a female spirit-medium, mKha' 'gro. The gods that were mentioned 
during the seance with mKha' 'gro I attended cannot be structured, I 
think, in a meaningful way. Of interest to us is that a god called 'Bru 
sga' bde chos skyong ber nag, known from the epic, was mentioned-as 
was, remarkably enough, Seng chen, "The Great Lion", that is, Gesar 
himself. According to mKha' 'gro, then, Gesar was invited to the seance 
and was present. That Gesar should be able to possess a spirit-medium 
is, according to Stein (1987:126), "mythologically" impossible as he has 
become a Buddha. lt certainly aroused the suspicion of the dpa' bos. In 
any case, it was impossible to elicit any information as to the specific 
function of Gesar at that particular seance. 

The material presented so far indicates two areas of affiliation and 
contact between the world of the epic and that of the spirit-mediums. In 
the first place, there is a basic typological affinity and similarity between 
the bard and the spirit-medium. This has been noted and studied by Stein 
and more recent scholars, such as gCod pa don grub and Yang Enhong, 
although I have not always been able to read their material. 3 In the sec
ond place, there are mythic points of contact. Figures from the epic may 
be present at the seances, where they may have important roles. 4 

To my field material on Tibetan spirit-mediumship some observations 
may be added on the occurrence of references to Gesar and the epic in 
Ladakhi spirit-mediumship. 5 Many resemblances between Ladakhi 
khyim lhas, "village oracles", and Tibetan spirit-mediums may be 
demonstrated. Thus, most of the Ladakhi mediums have a hereditary dis
position, which is confirrned by a call from the gods. This experience 
takes the form of a violent loss of control. The afflicted person must then 
seek to reach a diagnosis, which must be ratified by a high-ranking 
Buddhist monk. Many medium candidates try to evade the divine elec-

3 Stein 1959:332-340. See also gCod pa don grub I 989: 102 f. 
4 We have information to that effect in a letter from Sum pa mkhan po to the 

Panchen Lama in 1779. See Ts. Damdinsuren 1957:190. 
5 For Ladakhi spirit-mediumship, see Day 1989, Day 1990, and Volf 1994. 
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tion by getting rid of the spirits through exorcism. Others accept the call 
and passtest seances under the supervision of senior spirit-mediums and 
monks. During these seances the demons are separated from the gods 
and the new medium is finally established. 

The main task of the Ladakhi spirit-mediums, as was the case with 
their Tibetan colleagues, is the curing of illness of both men and animals. 

The allusions to Gesar and the epic are mainly made during seances in 
which the bad forces are separated from the good. The British sociologist 
Sophie Day witnessed two such seances and noted the use made of the 
epic. The first concerned a woman who had reluctantly accepted the 
call.6 Present, besides the audience, were her teacher, an older spirit
medium and a monk. Tue teacher let himself be possessed first, and then 
the novice entered the room and the teacher asked the novice' s god to 
join the company. After this the teacher and the monk played agame of 
dice while the teacher sang an episode from the Ladakhi version of the 
epic. The episode concemed Gesar playing dice with a dwarf. This forms 
a part of the story of the war with H or. Gesar is on his way to H or after 
hearing about the invasion and that his wife has been taken by the en -
emy. He meets the dwarf on his way (Tsering Mutup 1983:18). The 
game of dice is enacted in the room. At first Gesar loses everything, but 
then he stakes bis own rib and starts to win. The episode ends with the 
death of the dwarf. In the game nine white and nine black stones are 
used. The monk, representing the dwarf, uses the black stones and the 
spirit-medium, representing Gesar, the white. 

In the second seance described by Day (1990:210ff.) the epic was re
ferred to in another way. In this case, in addition to the testing spirit
medium and the novice, a monk was present to control the identity of the 
gods. 

Purifications and the arranging of the altar opened the seance. Among 
other items, five arrows in tins of barley were put forward. The arrows 
were decorated with cloths of different colours: black, blue, green, red 
and yellow. There was also another arrow, a mda' dar, a "marriage ar
row". Tue teacher and the novice were then duly possessed and the for
mer took the mda' dar and related a dream, and a conversation took 
place between the gods. Tue god who possessed the novice said he was 
willing to help people and follow the advice of the lamas. Tue teacher 

6 See Day l 990:209ff. 

__J 
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then asked who were rDo rje sems dpa' of the east, Rin chen 'byung 
ldan of the south, sNang ba mtha' yas of the west and Don yod grub pa 
of the north. The novice took four of the arrows and explained who the 
Tathagatas of the four cardinal points were. Then she took the black ar -
row and broke it, shouting that it was the bdud, the demon. Everyone in 
the room then shouted "Victory to the gods!" The teacher placed the 
mda' dar among the other arrows and sang: "Take a dadar (i.e. mda' 
dar). On the arrow, put a mirror and on the mirror, put a bone joint... l 
saw a dream and, in this dream, l saw someone ploughing the mother 
field with crops. Then l saw a big storeroom being filled with grain. On 
the trapdoor are the five coloured cloths. On the cloth is a mirror ... " (Day 
1990:211). After this, the seance continued with other business, such as 
curing, etc. 

Tue main purpose of these seances is, according to Day, the separation 
of the lha and the 'dre, the gods from the demons. Gesar plays a crucial 
part in both cases. In the first he is confronted with the dwarf, whom he 
defeats, before going on to conquer Hor. In the various versions of the 
epic Gesar often plays dice, wins, and thus expresses his superiority to 
enernies and evil powers. lt seems natural to associate the dice motif with 
a ritual that forms part of the Tibetan New Year ceremonies, where a 
representative of the Dalai Lama plays dice and defeats a scapegoat rep
resenting evil. The scapegoat is finally driven away. In the second case 
the marriage song of 'Brug ma, Gesar's wife, is sung. This song is al
ways sung separately (Day 1990:220. n. 22). lt tells of the dream of the 
arrow and the storeroom, the motif representing fertility and prosperity. 
The dream fits, according to Day (1990:220. n. 25), better with 'Brug 
ma's second marriage, when she was recaptured from Hor. Day 
(1990:214) sees these references as suggesting that the novice is under
going a wedding, a union between god and person, which will prove 
fertile. 

Day wishes to explain Gesar's role in the test seances in terms of his 
role as the first shaman, who travels with ease between heaven, hell and 
earth. In reality he is a god who, in human form, has descended on earth 
to reign as a king. The shamans of today have lost the ability to travel; 
instead they must invite gods to enter their bodies. Just as Mircea Eliade 
saw the ritual possession of passive spirit-mediums as something sec
ondary to and derivative from the soul-flight shamanism, so the Ladakhis 
see it today (Day 1990:214). On the basis of the same material, Pavel 
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Volf (1994:107ff.) thinks that Gesar's own life history may be seen as a 
model by the spirit-mediums. In his youth Gesar is unappreciated and 
despised and is associated with wickedness and fiendishness. Not until 
his victory in the horse race does he become the great and impressive 
king. lt is the same process that a spirit-medium ought to undergo: from 
close contacts with an inauspicious mixture of good and evil, via the en
durance of hardships and trials, to the initiatory elimination of the de
monic and, later, the helping and curing activities under the protection of 
Buddhism. 

Details of these interpretations may be questioned; suffice it to say 
here that, nevertheless, Gesar is on the winning, good and Buddhist side. 
The epic fulfils the same function with the Ladakhi spirit-mediums as 
with the Tibetan dpa' bos. 

In her recent monumental study of shamanism Hamayon (1990:185) 
shows how the epic was diffused among the Mongols as a part of the 
Buddhist missionary process. lt is clearly seen as a carrier of Buddhist 
values. The process of the Buddhist rnission in Tibet is difficult to study, 
but the structural position the epic and its heroes have gained among the 
spirit-mediums supports this view. lt is also in accordance with the well
known association of Gesar with the mythic country of Shambhala, from 
which, when the time is ripe, mighty armies will come and, under 
Gesar' s command, reconquer the world for Buddhism. The epic may 
have absorbed many influences from apre- and para-Buddhist Tibetan 
world of beliefs, but these quite possible "shamanic" survivals do not 
suffice as an explanation of its role in the mediumistic seances. The re
cent attempts of Geoffrey Samuel (1993:572)-in his rich andin many 
ways stimulating book on the "civilized shamans" as well as in a number 
of articles-to see Gesar as representing an ancient "shamanic strata" 
cannot help us here, I am afraid. Instead, I think, the explanation must be 
sought in the Buddhist missionary methods, successful as they were in 
combining Buddhism, possible shamanic elements and the aristocratic 
and martial world of the epic. Armed with the message thus formed, the 
missionaries were, clearly, able to enter every aspect of Tibetan folk re
ligion. 
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Women shamans ensure the cohesion of the Nung in the Jingxi region 
(Southern province of Guangxi, China). Thanks to their paq, the 
shamans' elector-spirit and primary spirit-ally, the shamans have been 
able to survive through all political crisis. Shamans have two forms of 
election, passive and active. "Passive" elections reveals itself in the 
form of disturbances caused by a paq . "Active" election is accom
plished by means of the soul of a dead child. lt is understood that this 
paq is the soul of a dead child dwelling in the Flower-Garden. The se
mantic field of the term paq allows us to define him as the Flower-Soul 
of a dead child living in the Flower-Garden . The Flower seems a fun 
damental metaphor belonging to the cultural area of South China 
(Fujian, Guangdong and Guangxi provinces) occupied by different pop
ulations. 

The southem province of Guangxi (230 000 km 2) has a population of 
around fifteen million Zhuang. This is the reason why in 1958 it was 
proclaimed an Autonomous Zhuang Region. The word Zhuang appears 
for the first time during the Southem Song dynasty (1127-1279). In re
ality, the ethnonym refers to a Thai ethnic language group, to which the 
Nung belong. The Nung live on a territory situated between the Zuo and 
Y ou branches of the Xi, in the southwestem part of Guangxi. Following 

* Because Jingxi county was closed to foreigners until 1994, Nung shamanism 
has not been studied by Westerners. In China, only Mr. Ling Shu-dong, a museum 
curator in Jingxi, has shown any interest in the subject. He has published two arti
cles. Data collected during fieldwork in January/ February 1995, together with the 
observation of the ritual described, constitute the basis for the present study. 

** I use the Pinyin romanisation system for Chinese. Vernacular terms are in 
general translated from the Chinese. I will keep the traditional spelling for the term 
"Nung". 
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revolts led by Nung Zhi-gao in the 11th century, a large portion of the 
population took refuge in North Vietnam where they still live today 
along the border between Langson and Caobang and along the Clear 
River 1. 

Like the Tibeto-Birmans, the Nung have a custom called bu-luo fu-jia, 
that is: "the wife not living with the husband". The young spouse re
mains in her parents' home until the birth of her first child, which must 
occur in the husband's home. The Nung are a patrilineal society. 
Inheritance involves only the house and personal belongings. Land is not 
divided among the children since the laws of the People's Republic of 
China state that "land belongs to the people" 2. Family farming is done on 
inundated rice paddies and slash and burn fields, on which beans, corn, 
glutinous rice, sweet potatoes, taro roots and, in some regions, buck
wheat and sugar cane are raised. 

Mr. Ling (1993:90) provides us with a brief outline of the different 
kinds of Nung religious specialists. They can be classified in five cate
gories: the mei mot3, the dao gong, the mot nam, the mot nang ai and 
the mot dao. This paper studies the mei mot. 

According to Ling (1993:90), the last three, mot dao, mot nam, and 
mot nang ai, have a spiritual ally, the paq (cf. infra). I have no informa
tion concerning the last two categories. However, my studies show that 
the mot dao' s function is not linked to spirit election, but rather to some 
kind of vocation followed by an apprenticeship involving texts. 

1 For a more detailed study of this population cf. Cauquelin 1994. 
2 The traditional system divided the population into different "classes". 

According to G. Condominas, this system is a dominant trait of Thai societies. 
There were three classes: the "free peasant", who had the land allocated to him by 
the governor and whatever parcels of land he himself clea'red; the "hired labourer", 
who worked temporarily the land allotted him by the "indigenous governor"; and 
the slave. For this aspect, cf. Cauquelin 1994:19. 

3 Mei means woman; mot is translated wu in Chinese texts, meaning "sorcery". 
Pottier (1973:107) explains: "In Lao, the word mo refers whoever has some partic
ular talent, knowledge, or power, and in particular to doctors, magicians, astrolo
gists, diviners, musicians, etc.". Condominas (1973:137) translates the word as 
"specialist". In the present case, it would be more precise to translate as "specialist 
who has contact with the spirits", thus "woman who has contact with the spirits". 
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THE S HAMANS, M EI MOT 

RITUAL ORGANISATION 
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I will here describe the ritual I observed on January 23, 1995, a week be
fore the Chinese New Year, in the county seat of Jingxi. I asked for the 
ritual to be done through an old neighbour woman of the shaman's 
grandmother. Tue fact that I was a foreigner did not allow me to ask for 
it directly. Tue women explained a bit mischievously: "You don't have a 
'passport' to enter into the world of the spirits!" My soul would not be 
recognised by the spirits. As I will explain below, this ritual is done to 
honor the spirits, who in turn bring benefits to the spectators. The young 
22-year old shaman, named Sailan, has a very good reputation. Both her 
parents are teachers. At sixteen, she ran away for two days. Her parents 
asked for the help of a shaman, who found her perched in a tree, sleep
ing. But when the people arrived, she fell and broke a leg. The shaman 
diagnosed the presence of a paq. 

Once the financial arrangements had been made (the sum I had given 
the mistress of the house paid for the offerings, and the remainder was 
put in a red envelope and given as an offering to the spirits), a neighbour 
woman rented a three-wheeled scooter to go get Sailan, who was at her 
parents house in Tong Li, a village some twenty kilometers away from 
Jingxi. When the two women came back around 5 p.m., the entire ward 
of the city became alive with activity. The family and neighbours pre
pared the offerings of pork meat, rice, incense, wine, cut-paper figures 
representing humans and horses, and paper money. The shaman waited 
very calmly, somewhat detached from all this movement. When the 
preparations were completed, everyone stopped to eat supper. 

The ceremony took place at night between 8 p.m. and midnight in the 
main room of a modern house flood-lit by a neon light. Before it began, 
an assistant4 swept the area in front of the host's ancestors altar and 

4 Two older warnen played the role of assistants. During the ritual they gave of
ferings to the spirits whenever the latter requested it, they set out the ritual ob
jects, and at the end they greeted the shaman upon her return. 
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sprinkled it with water perfumed with grapefruit tree leaves5 . Next she 
spread a mat, in front of which she placed a bowl of rice with incense 
sticks and the red envelope, a container filled with paper money and the 
paper figures, as well as a recipient in which to bum the offerings. On 
the altar she lined up spoons for the wine. 

The young shaman sat down lotus-style and tied her ritual belt around 
her waist; her legs she covered with an embroiled cloth. Another assis
tant brought her the bag containing the ritual objects carefully wrapped in 
a cloth. For twenty minutes, Sailan caressed her face with a handkerchief 
while she informed the spirits that a ritual was going to take place. Then 
she stopped, tied her headband behind her head, and allowed the veil 6 of 
silk sewn to the headband to fall over her face. Having taken up the close 
fan in her right band and the jingles attached to four wreaths of rings in 
her left, she began the ritual by singing a song. 

Alone, she rode toward the celestial vault, striking the jingles 7 against 
a metal plate which represented the sky. The first assistant, an old 
woman who at times sang duet with the officiant, twice adjusted the sky 
under the jingles. The shaman signaled the encounter with the spirits by 
tapping first her right shoulder, then her left with her closed fan. She 
then repeated the gesture. Then she opened her f an and swatted the air 
continuously, causing her silken veil to billow. The host of spirits now 
assembled rode together, displacing the air impetuously: "The rider's 
saddle does not squeeze the galloping horse's tail", explains the song. As 
each was wont to do, the important spirits perched themselves on the 
shaman's shoulders, and the ancestors took their place on her left, the 

5 For the Nung, the pomelo is an antiseptic, and pomelo trees line the alleys of 
the villages. Potter (1974:219) notes a similar practice: "lt also has a bowl of 
pomelo leaf water-the standard purifying agent for the Cantonese ... " 

6 There is a common shamanic cultural heritage throughout South-East Asia, of 
which the veil is one element. Lemoine (1987:15) mentions "the black veil of the 
Hmong shaman", and adds (25): "In spite of the headband covering her eyes and 
face, the shaman is a seer. This is the reason he renders himself blind". Parther to 
the south, in the Philippines, the Palawan officiant veils herself during the Sinsin 
ritual, cf. Macdonald 1990. 

7 Jingles and small bells are also a shamanic accessory; see Lemoine (1987:51): 
"Contrary to appearances, the bells are intended not only to evoke the bells on the 
harnesses of the small Hmong horses". In Taiwan the Puyuma shamans ring a small 
bell to enter the world of the spirits. Today, the horse is no longer a part of Nung 
culture, but the horse was no doubt used in Nung Zhi-gao's military expeditions. 
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master of the soil on her right thigh. Tue troop 8 gailoped to the rhythm 
of the shaman 's song until the fan ceased its to-and-fro movement and 
the jingles stopped making noise. The first spirit-which I did not iden -
tify-now spoke up, but the participants took little notice. When he an
nounced his departure with a neigh9, the second assistant bumed a paper 
horse, some clothes and paper-money for his journey. The cavalcade 
began anew: this time the master of the soil manifested himself, and the 
spectators reacted in the same way. The spirit signaled his departure with 
a neigh. The second assistant again burned several off erings. The troop 
of cavaliers left to the sound of jingles and beils, and then the paq arrived 
and was noisily greeted by the women in the crowd. Sailan paused a 
moment, lifted her veil, and came to kneel before several people in the 
crowd. When she waved slightly her fan to transmit the benefits of the 
spirits, the guests put money on it. She then returned and sat in the center 
of the mat; she lowered her veil, and the troop galloped for an hour 
through the sky. Finally, her chief assistant withdrew the metallic plate: 
the shaman came back to earth, and her jingles no longer struck the heav
ens. Three old women surrounded Sailan, two of them crouched in front 
of her and one seated on a stool behind her. Suddenly she feil back
wards, lifeless, her limbs rigid and her body stretched. After two long 
minutes, her grand mother called to her, and softly she awakened. The 
retum had gone weil. Her assistant bumed the last clothes and horses, as 
weil as the paper money. Tue shaman shook herself. 

HOW DOES ONE BECOME A S HAMAN? 

The. "Light Fate" of Same Beings 

The Nung use the "eight character" system (four cyclical binomes which 
situate the birth of each individual by hour, day, month, and year) in or
der to determine each person 's destiny. Only individuals--often girls
who have a "light fate" can enter the world of the invisible, say the 

8 Lemoine (1987:51) writes: "He accompanies himself with small bells which 
evoke quite weil the clanking sound of iron and bells as the cavalry sets out." 

9 Cf. Lemoine (1987:51 ): "The shaman has already placed her veil, still up, on 
his head. He strikes his gong two or three times and goes 'Prrrh .. .' with his mouth, 
imitating the neighing of a horse." 
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Nung. A "light fate" is the mark of the spirits. While still very young, 
children who have such a fate behave strangely and have sudden changes 
of personality: a quiet child becomes talkative; another remains dejected 
for hours. People are afraid to lose their "vital spirits" by coming into 
contact with someone who has a "light fate", and so people keep their 
distance at the same time they show respect toward such a person. By 
contrast, people whose fate is "heavy" have no contact with spirits, who 
fear them. 

One can become a shaman, mei mot, only if one has an electing spirit, 
the paq, who becomes the principal spirit ally during the rituals. This paq 
appears as a horse which the officiant rides during the ritual, in order to 
go the "flower garden", cun hua, where the paq lives with other spirits. 
The soul of the officiant crosses a bridge to enter this "flower garden", 
where it is said she goes in order to discuss, or even argue with the spir
its. Up there, the houses are majestic, the gardens füll of flowers and 
large trees, and rivers wind through the landscape, say the shamans. 
Bach paq has a personal name (paq is a common noun). He never dies, 
but is liberated when the shaman dies and goes to choose another 
shaman and start a new life. He may do this either immediately after the 
shaman's death, or he may wait several years. Tue Nung call this unend
ing chain ofthe spirit ally mot te:t, "transmigration of the mot, the capac
ity to enter into contact with the spirits". 10 This shamanic lineage is in
dependent of blood lineage, and transmission implies neither marriage 
nor filiation. When the paq selects a young girl, he gives her all the ele -
ments she needs to identify him from the very beginning-that he lent a 
scythe to someone who never gave it back, for example. Daily life is füll 
of details which makes it easy to identify the deceased shaman. 

The "flower garden" where the paq and the other spirits live owes its 
name to a homology between children 's souls and flower. 11 The soul of 
every child has its counterpart in a flower in the garden, and at adoles-

10 Te:t means, literally, the spasms which shake the body before death. 
11 Potter (1974:213) states: "The spirit medium passed through the portals 

leading to the four Heavenly Flower Gardens, where every Jiving person is repre
sented by a potted flowering plant." Every child has his double in a small flower 
garden, and at the age of twelve, the flower pot is transplanted into one of the four 
!arge gardens. Berthier (1988:268) states: "(The Taoist priest) also bums talis
mans ... as he advances through the Flower Garden." 
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cence this double becomes a star. 12 On the spirit altar in the family home 
an offering bowl is dedicated to the spirit of Grandmother Flower, who 
watches over children. She does not take care of adults, whose souls are 
in the charge of other spirits. Tue biological soul lives in the heart and is 
reflected as in a 'mirror in its double, a star in the heavens. In dreams, ill
ness, or nightmares, the soul flies out via the head, the "mirror eff ect" is 
disturbed, and the double becomes dull. That is how the shaman discov
ers the illness. Tue temporary absence of the soul from the heart does not 
necessarily lead to death; the shaman must recover it and bring it back to 
the body of the patient. At death, the soul-star "falls". The bodily soul 
likes to travel. If some of its escapades require the intervention of a 
shaman to recover it, others, by contrast, are voluntary: during a ritual, a 
young girl sends her soul wandering off in the world of the invisible, 
which she describes upon return. The diagnosis is obvious: this is the 
sign of the presence of an elector spirit. She then enters the process of 
specialization. The heavenly horsemen embroidered on the ritual belt 
symbolize not only the voyage of the officiant, but also the possibility for 
the souls of other participants in the ritual to accompany her. Pottier 
(1973:105) mentions a mo then of Thai Khao origin who lives in 
Vientiane and who sent the souls of spectators into the beyond during 
rituals. 

Symptoms of Election 

The Nung describe two forms of election, passive and active. In both 
cases, sickness and insanity are the symptoms of election that occur in 
adolescence, between the ages of 12 and 17, sometimes as early as 8 
years old, according to certain informers. 

"Passive" election reveals itself in the form of disturbances caused by 
a paq: illness, anorexia, repeated fainting, climbing cliffs, trees, or 
rooftops, the loss of a sense of cold and hot, or unawareness of <langer, 
as seen for example in throwing oneself into rivers without knowing 
how to swim. The first symptoms are followed by others, which bring a 
diagnosis within reach: recitation of ritual words, spontaneous divina
tion, or, as in the case we have just seen, the sick person 's soul travelling 

12 This is how the Nung describe the distinction between the soul of a child 
and that of an adult. 
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to the world of the spirits during a ritual. Often, the nature of the illness 
is poorly defined by the person herself; fellow family members speak 
readily of "folly", as in the case of Sailan according to neighbours and 
friends. The family, wishing to know the origins of the illness, will pro
vide the shaman with the sick person's "eight characters" and a piece of 
her clothing, allowing for a definite diagnosis. The officiant perf orms the 
sa:iksi ritual, in which she uses the child's personal belongings to con
firm the presence of a paq responsible for the disturbances. 

"Active" election also refers to the case of a disturbed adolescent, but 
one who meets a shaman during rituals perf ormed for her. A while after 
she has been healed, the child begins a soliloquy, recounting some very 
precise episodes from "her life", that is: "the life of child in the region, 
who died at a young age", and of whom she is unlikely to know any
thing, neither of the child nor of the events of the latter's short life. 
Witnesses identify the child and are convinced that it chose to be reincar
nated in the young girl; for the "passively" elected girl, this choice is the 
equivalent of the paq election. 13 

These two forms of recruitment pose a problem. The "passively" 
elected girl immediately reveals the presence of an elector-spirit paq, who 
will serve as the main spirit ally. As regards the "actively" elected girl, 
after having been sick and cured by a shaman, she reveals the reincarna
tion of a child's soul. Nowhere is there mention of the presence of a paq. 
Tue novice is elected by the dissatisfied soul of a child. This then signals 
the emergence of a new shamanic lineage? Whatever the mode of elec
tion, "active" and "passive" novices will follow the same apprenticeship 
and will be classified as mei mot. Their functions are identical. The dif -
ference is "internal" and the people are not interested in it. Shamans, by 
contrast, will answer the question without ambiguity. However, the vast 
majority are "passive" shamans. A simple chart recaps the following el
ements: 

13 Potter (l 974:226) informs us: "Deceased children, who mediate between 
their mother and the supernatural world, are essential to a career as a spirit-medi
um". According to the author's terminology, "mediums" are elected by their dead 
children. 
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Passive shamans 
election 

by a shamanic spirit, paq 

transmigrant 

Active shamans 
election 

by the soul of a child who 
died in infancy 
reincamation of a person who 
died an unfortunate death, a 
tlower-soul 
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For the "passive" shaman, the first manifestation of the paq is experi
enced as a kind of uncontrollable trance, which she learns to domesticate. 
She transforms the negative influence into a privileged relationship with 
supematural forces. During her career she will leam to master the spirits 
perfectly, visit them and argue with them. The "active" shaman reveals 
her vocation through repeated disturbances, but they are not detected by 
the officiant during the various rituals organised to eure her. The paq's 
presence is not diagnosed; the adolescent decides, in some way, to "take 
her destiny into her hands" and to reincarnate the soul of a child who 
died in infancy and whose own destiny is unfinished. 

The Apprenticeship 

The young girl elected by a paq cannot escape from her destiny as a 
shaman. The family knows it, accepts it, and yet fears complications such 
as wandering, fainting, apparently epileptic crises, etc. Should the parent 
wish to refuse their child's vocation temporarily, they will ask a 
renowned shaman to "enclose the 'eight characters'." The officiant 
"writes" 14 down the girl's "eight characters" on a sheet of red paper and 
shuts them up in a jar which she seals with a talisman. Then she invites 
the paq to immerse itself in a bowl of water. The shaman takes the liquid 
into her mouth and sprays it over the talisman. The paq looses his sense 
of direction. This ritual must be done by a competent shaman, for oth
erwise the paq will resist. Next, the shaman takes care of the sick girl 
and performs a series of rituals allowing her to recover her health. For 
example, she sews talismans or amulets into the child' s clothes. If the 

14It would be better to speak of pronouncing the eight characters, because the 
shamans are illiterate. 
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sickness involves fainting, the officiant bums the talisman, mixes the 
ashes with water and tries to feed the mixture to the patient. The parents 
are not interfering with their child's destiny, they only wish for her to 
enjoy a love life, get married and have kids before her investiture. There 
is a Nung saying which goes: "Shamans are often sterile." Thus sickness 
is implicitly linked to the absence of sexual life. Piyin, a 68 year-old 
shaman, is single; the "blind one"-such is her nickname-from Jingxi 
married at 30. Some say that shamans never marry, forgetting examples 
that are proof of the contrary. In any case, husbands take no interest in 
their wife's profession. They have married a woman, not a shaman. 

After three to five years, all attempts at healing having failed, the paq 
becomes impatient, and the time comes to perf orm the ritual to "liberale 
the 'eight characters"': otherwise, the young elected girl will be in <langer 
of complications. The master with whom she will learn her profession 
must then be chosen. For the "passive" shaman, this is not a free choice. 
The elected girl listens to her paq, who, upon his first manifestation will 
guide her to the house in which she will be educated. Some girls can 
walk for many kilometers before they reach the house. When the young 
girl arrives she prostrates herself in front of the door, then in front of the 
ancestors' altar, until the officiant accepts her as her disciple. In general 
the shaman in question has a very good reputation and is influential in 
the region. The Jingxi "blind one" lost her sight when she was only a lit
tle girl. She became sick around 12 years old and could not be helped by 
medicine. One night when she was about 15, the paq manifested itself. 
She walked alone in the night, guided by her paq. She walked the 40 
kilometers between Debao, her native town, and Jingxi to find the 
shaman her paq had indicated to her . . 

For the "active" shaman, both the biological and adoptive fam
ily 15decide to confide the girl to a shaman in order to celebrate the wel -
coming ritual, te:i lau, or "wine ritual". According to the Nung, this ritual 
resembles the one done to welcome a new-bom child. First the officiant 
bums incense in front of the altar; this offering is dedicated to her paq 
and to ancestral spirits. All the participants, the young girl, her grandpar
ents, parents, sisters and the parents of the dead child, stand right behind 
the shaman. Then she inf orms the spirits, pours them several libations of 

15 The young girl creates very close ties with the dead infant's family. The lat
ter becomes her "adoptive family". 

-, 
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wine and asks out loud: "Do you accept or do you not accept?" Those 
present answer: "We accept." They have thus given their approval for the 
young girl to live with the officiant as her disciple. From now on, the 
shaman will be addressed by both families as "mistress paq" and by her 
disciple as "paq". Once this phase is over, the family places a mat in 
front of the spirits' altar and places on it a bright red or blue diaper. The 
shaman sits in a lotus position, wraps her new disciple in the diaper and 
takes her on her lap. She asks for a bowl of rice soup (or a bowl of dry 
cooked rice), chews it in her mouth and transfers her mouthful into the 
postulant's mouth, just as a mother would do to feed her new-born. The 
shaman then gets up from the mat, leaving the adolescent to play with her 
ritual objects: her jingles, small bells, fan and even her clothes-her belt 
and her veil. The young girl shows her joy like a baby in front of her 
toys. She has become a disciple. Before leaving, the two families share a 
meal with the officiant. This ritual resembles the custom of welcoming a 
new-born child; the postulant is born again in the arms of her spiritual 
mother. Tue first years of her life are erased. Her new life is the result of 
the reincarnation of the dead child's spirit, which gives her life. lt ap
pears that the mistress does not only act as the intermediary between the 
child and the spirits, she also represents the paq during the rituals (the 
paq which the "active" shaman does not even have when she arrives at 
her mistress' house, or else does not name as such). The intimacy of the 
relationship between the shaman and her disciple is expressed in the term 
of address used by the disciple. But the same relationship obtains for all 
the participants present at a ritual where the shaman is the paq. 

Whether the election is "passive" or "active", all disciples live for three 
months in their mistress' home. Their curriculum is absolutely identical. 
On the first and fifteenth day of each month, the family brings offerings 
for the spirits and various gifts for the mistress. At first the novice learns 
to sit in the lotus position for hours at a time, to manipulate the fan, to 
shake the small bells and the jingles; she memorises the songs and learns 
all the movements. At the end of the first month, the young girl 's family 
visits the shaman's house to celebrate the "ceremony ofthe first month". 
The girl can from that time on follow her mistress and help her during 
the rituals. Here, too, the disciple must wait like a baby untill the end of 
the ceremony in order to "go out". 



38 Josiane Cauquelin 

The Ceremony of Investiture 

Once the three month apprenticeship is over, the disciple is free to leave 
her mistress. But she must first undergo a ritual of investiture16. In the 
shaman's home, her blood-related sisters prepare the meal called lau t:ei 
/eng, literally, "wine closes the belt", which could be translated as "the 
ritual of the transmission of the belt". The sisters must off er the em broi
dered silk scarf covering the officiant's legs, the frontal headband with 
the veil, the embroidered shoes along with the ritual belt which the mis -
tress will tie around the new shaman' s waist. The latter will give her the 
ritual objects: the fan, chains and small bells. Thus does the disciple be -
come a shaman. She has gone through the successive steps which lead to 
professionalisation, but she has still to make a name for herself. She will 
stay by the side of the older shaman to help her during the rituals and 
will play a more and more important role. The economic facet of the ap
prenticeship must not be underestimated. The old woman has housed and 
fed the postulant for three months. Tue latter would be showing meager 
gratitude should she now abandon her. Case studies show that the mis
tress who teaches her student and then consecrates her is not the one 
who revealed the presence of a paq several years beforehand (in the case 
of a "passive shaman"). 

Functions 

Women shamans ensure the cohesion of the Nung in the Jingxi region. 
Thcy manage all disorders, whether of sociological or biological nature, 
and they take care of the souls of those who have died unfortunate death, 
especially the bad spirits which disturb daily life. During rituals of exor
cism, they take these spirits home with them, place them under their altar, 
and "raise" them as parents raise children and thereby render them inof -
f ensive. They also go in search of souls which have flown off through 
the top of the head, a function which seems to put them in competition 
with the mot nang ai. On the other hand, they never perform funerals, a 
function reserved to the dao gong. lt is thanks to their paq that they were 
able to survive the political troubles which have shaken China, say the 

l 6 Both families, and especially the blood-related sisters of the novice play an 
important rote in this ritual. 
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shamans. They recall that the paq never dies and that no temporal power, 
however repressive, can prevent its "transmigration". During the black 
years of the Cultural Revolution ( 1966-76), they continued to practice in 
secret. Their omnipresence and the recruitment of young shamans wit
ness to their perseverance. 

THE A ITRIBUTES OF THE PROFESSION 

Spirit-allies 

Not satisfied with being a mere elector spirit, the paq is also the primary 
spirit-ally of the shaman in her rituals. He is represented and named per
sonally. During a ritual, when he arrives, he is greeted with exclama
tions: "Tue paq !" Tue ubiquity of this spirit is clear. As elector spirit, he 
intervenes spontaneously; but as spirit-ally, he comes only when he is 
invited. Shamans make no disordered gestures and do not make sudden, 
involuntary movements during the rituals. They do not incarnate the 
spirits, and the paq shakes the jingles and small bells to show that he is 
the shaman's mount. Tue flower-spirit of children shares the same habi
tat as the paq, namely, the flower garden. "Active" election is accom
plished by means of the soul of a dead child. lt is understood that the paq 
is the soul of a dead child dwelling in the flower garden. Exploration of 
the semantic field of the term paq allows us to define him as the flower
soul of a dead child living in the flower garden. After a "career" as the 
spirit-ally of an "active" shaman, he will transmigrate from shaman to 
shaman by means of "passive" election. Do all souls of children become 
paq? One is inclined to say yes, if only because the vast majority of elec
tions are "passive". But we might also conjecture that the lowering of the 
infant mortality rate in China has slowly on led to an increase in the 
"passive" as opposed to the "active" mode of election. 

The order in which spirits appear during rituals differs, but there will 
always be three or four of them. According to our informants, the princi
pal spirits are the paq, the master of the soil, then another spirit, usually 
an ancestor, and finally Grandmother Flower, who, it will be recalled, is 
in charge of children. She is the "commander-in-chief', say the women. 
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Ritual Paraphernalia 

The belt is a series of five, seven or nine--depending on the girth of the 
shaman-embroidered rectangles of 6 by 9 centimeters, from which hangs 
a string of plastic pearls. Two of the embroideries represent horsemen 
and thereby symbolise the shaman astride her heavenly horse, the mount 
which enables her to penetrate the world of the invisible. Tue headband 
is a triangle. of embroidered silk whose motifs are based on Chinese 
models and on which are sewn the veil and its lining of some 45 centi
meters in height. Earrings dangling from either side of the headband join 
the aesthetic to the musical. One, occasionally two silk squares cover the 
thighs of the officiant: these embroideries are the seat of the spirits. lt 
will be recalled that this costume is given by the sisters of the novice. 
The veil, the headband, and the belt together cost 350 yuan. 1 7 

The ritual paraphernalia left by the mistress to her student pose a 
problem of transmission. Old shamans say they use the jingles, small 
bells, and fan of their deceased mistress. No doubt, but what happens if 
the shaman continues to practice when her student becomes autonomous? 
Such is the case with Sailan, whose mistress Piyin continues to work 
and who is at present teaching another young girl of 19 years of age. 
Answers to this question are evasive. In reality, the shaman does not 
give her ritual paraphernalia to a disciple, she keeps them, and one of her 
disciples will inherit them when she dies. And the other girls? These ob
jects are animated by supernatural forces which constantly claim their 
due. If the ritual paraphernalia of a deceased shaman are no longer used, 
the spirits cease to receive offerings. Very quickly, they show their dis
content to the family which keeps the objects: for example, members of 
the family may fall ill one after the other, or the harvest may be bad, or a 
small business may fail. Tue heirs to this rather embarrassing patrimony 
are quick to offer it to another shaman, who takes them over and uses 
them herself. She will pass them on to one of her students during the 
ceremony of investiture. In the course of her life, the new officiant will 
probably receive other sets, which she will in turn offer to her own dis
ciples. There is, thus, free circulation of ritual paraphemalia. 

17 By comparison, the monthly salary of an interpreter at the Nanning Academy 
of Social Sciences is 450 yuan. 
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The Altar of the Shaman 

A plank supported by four unstable feet plays the role of altar. lt occu
pies no set place: sometimes it is installed across from the main door of 
the house, or against the wall of the bedroom. A red paper is glued to the 
wall above this shaky table. Tp it are attached silver and gold paper cut
outs, illustrations of the supernatural world. One of them sketches a 
magnificent allegory, a sinuous path heading toward a gate above which 
are scattered "flowers" and "stars". On either side of the path the spirit
allies ride, cavaliers astride their horses, standing with their arms raised. 
In the house of another shaman, the cut-out images show the spirit-allies 
gamboling on the red paper without any ordered representation of the 
invisible world, but their route leads to a magnificent bridge they must 
cross. On yet another altar the jar for the "enclosure of the eight charac
ters" is set next to a myriad "stars". Three dusty incense bumers stand on 
the plank; the libations are poured into porcelain spoons just before the 
ceremony. 

The Clients of the Shaman 

The biological and adoptive families constitute a faithful clientele for the 
new recruit. So do the members of the family which gave its deceased 
ancestor's ritual paraphemalia. In this fashion, they express their grati
tude to the new shaman who has taken charge of these instruments. The 
new shaman addresses them as Lok ta:n, literally, "adopted children". 
One must also count the families which have been liberated from bad 
spirits-the latter being now "raised" by the shaman. They too, express 
their gratitude by entering the network of the new shaman 's clientele. 
The new shaman also recruits largely thanks to her mistress' reputation. 
To be the disciple of a renowned officiant, like Sailan, is an advantage. 
This clientele forms a big farnily. Proof of this may be found in the terms 
used by the officiant during a ritual: older women are called "mother", 
men "older brothers", without forgetting the "adopted children", as men
tioned above. In retum, the participants call the shaman paq. In the songs 
the shaman is "the child of the paq ". These terms of address reflect an 
ideology of filiation and adoption in the supematural world. Could we 
not here adapt Brac de la Perriere's (1989) happy expression "a family in 
naq" into "a family in paq ''? 
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The shaman recruits her assistants, nang ying, from among the mem -
bers of this circle of clients. We have mentioned in the description of the 
ritual that a first assistant accompanies the shaman in the song and that a 
second answers the spirits by offering the wine, paper-money, horses 
and clothes. This task requires vigilance as each of the spirits must re
ceive its share. A third assistant welcomes the officiant at the end of the 
ritual, upon her retum to the world of human beings. The assistants serve 
as intermediaries between the spirits and the patient; they ask the patient 
questions and transmit the spirits' answers. They are there to translate the 
words of the spirit and the words spoken to it. 

CONCLUSION 

This initial survey reveals comparative elements with other cultures in 
South-East Asia 18. At this point in my research, I am intrigued by the 
symbolic element of the "flower", which is also found in the southern 
provinces of Guangdong and Fujian in China. B. Berthier mentions "the 
hundred-flower bridge", the place where transformations and reincama
tions occur and where each woman possesses a flower representing her 
"femininity". The author adds: "In the sky, the reflection of this power of 
transformation is a flower." She notes as weil that the Lady-of-the-water
side is the Flower Divinity and that she acts as the "Flower"' protectress 
when she saves a pregnant woman and her child. In her last chapter, 
Berthier reveals that "this divinity is the mistress of women and chil
dren". lt is of course, because they are children------children of divina
tion-jitong, that mediums enter into contact with her. Potter writes that 
each child has bis double in a pot planted in the flower garden and that 
one must cross a bridge in order to reach it. This author describes the 
process by which a mother comes to be possessed by the intermediary of 
her dead children. There are differences, of course, but is it not a com
mon theme belonging to the cultural area of South China occupied by 
different populations-the Han, the Hakka (?), the Thai-rather than the 
result of borrowing? 

l 8 We refer to Condominas' definition (l 978:282): "Continental South-East 
Asia, insular South-East Asia, the South of China and the Eastern mountainous re
gions of the Indian Republic and of Bangladesh." 
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Ritual professionals are numerous among the Nung, and it was diffi
cult for me to determine the point of articulation between the categories, 
all the more so in that some are not clearly defined. But I follow the 
Nung as regards the way of distinguishing between mei mot and dao 
gong: 

The route of the rope 19 depends on the shaman, mei mot 
The method of talismans depends on the dao gong. 
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The Flying Tiger. Aboriginal Women Shamans, 
Storytellers and Embroidery Artists in the 
Russian Far East 

KIRA V AN DEUSEN HORNBYlSLAND,CANADA 

Women' s storytelling, shamanic, and artistic traditions in the Amur 
River region are better preserved than men' s. Today most Amur 
shamans are elderly women, who survived war and repression. Men' s 
traditions were more disrupted by the Soviet system. So far there are no 
young shamans, who must be selected by spirits, have shaman ances
tors, and undergo an initiatory illness. Stories and legends follow every 
stage of the shaman' s life. Heroines often live alone, undergo an initia
tion, or marry an animal. Another constant female image is the wise 
old woman. These strong images empower women today. Shamanic 
traditions are alive in the Amur and much needed. 

Shamans, storytellers and artists occupied an important place in the tradi
tional cultures of the peoples of the Lower Amur River region-the 
Khabarovsk Territory in the Russian Far Bast, and they are equally im
portant today. Native culture and language, which in many cases had 
reached the edge of extinction under seventy years of Soviet power, have 
begun the complex process of revival and change. Women are at the 
forefront of this process, and their leadership and strength can be traced 
to the wisdom of the shaman-storytellers in the past, the strength, persis
tence and ingenuity of their heroines, the ability of their artists to protect 
and empower-in story and visual art andin everyday life. Shamanic 
mythology is preserved in tales and legends and in embroidery designs 
which enhance clothing and household goods. Very often the same peo
ple are masters of both arts. Culture also persists in rituals and customs 
and in attitudes toward the environment and other people. 

The folklore traditions specifically belonging to men in this area, 
largely connected with sport and a more visible form of shamanism were 
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more devastatingly broken during the repressions of the 1930's than 
those of women, whose traditions were more oriented to the home. 
Today's women have learned their interrelated skills and arts directly 
from their ancestors while men have to search the ethnographic record 
for their folk traditions (V.P. Khodzher 1995). This direct connection 
with their ancestors, along with traditional roles involving care and pro
tection of the family, wise advice to hunters, and the elaboration of 
beauty and humor in culture, contributes to women taking leadership in a 
very natural way today. 

This article, based on my field research in 1993-5 and on the exten
sive literature on shamanism and folklore will explore the connections 
between women's roles as shamans, storytellers, embroidery artists, and 
contemporary healers, teachers and cultural/political leaders. Through 
specifics of female lore we can see values and images going back thou -
sands of years, constantly shifting while retaining their essential quali
ties, continuing to adapt to contemporary conditions. 

RESEARCH 

In the summers and fall of 1993 and 1995 I traveled extensively in vil
lages and towns along the Amur and its tributaries: Gvasiugi, Nikola
evsk-na-Amure, Mago, Sikachi-alian, Dada, Naikhin, Troitskoe-Jari, 
Nergen, Achan, Nizhnye Khalby, Kondon and Bulava. My work was 
aided immeasurably by Nadezhda Kimonko, Udegei cultural worker, 
who introduced me to Udegei, Nanai, Nivkh and Ul'chi storytellers, el
ders, shamans, artists and cultural workers. During this time I heard 
more than fifty traditional tales and legends, talk:ed with four shamans 
and watched them work, conducted interviews with elders, scholars and 
teachers, and photographed art work. 

With people over the age of fifty-five I usually worked with an inter
preter from the native language to Russian, and all other work was con
ducted in Russian. Many elderly people speak Russian minimally, or feel 
unable to tel1 stories in translation. Most of the middle generation, from 
35-55, are fully bilingual, while younger people do not know the lan,
guage of their ancestors. The languages are taught now in schools, but 
only in the earliest grades, and as a foreign language. 

I am aware that as a foreigner there is much that I do not understand, 
but I feel fortunate in having been everywhere introduced by an insider. 
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Everywhere I found people eager to explain things to meso that the out
side world might get to know who they are and what their culture is like. 
In the last few years there is increasing openness in discussing matters 
that were considered dangerous or forbidden under the Soviel regime. 
All interviews and quotations here are reproduced by permission or re
quest. In fact there was very little that people requested should remain 
private. Those on the whole have to do with spiritual matters that are 
rarely divulged to anyone. Stories and legends are not considered to be 
family or private property. 

PEOPLES OF THE AMUR 

Today several peoples live in the Khabarovsk Territory. Tungus-family 
languages ofthe Altai family like Nanai, Ul'chi, Udegei and several oth
ers link most of them with each other and with the culture of their 
Manchurian ancestors and present-day relatives. Exceptions to this cul
tural/linguistic linkage are the Nivkh of Sakhalin and the mainland, 
whose language is an isolate and whose culture has features in common 
both with Tungus neighbors and with more northerly peoples in Chukot
ka and Kamchatka. Another exception is the Ainu, now officially living 
in northem Japan. Many Ul'chi people and some Nanai trace Ainu an
cestry in their families within the last two generations. There are also 
isolated representatives of the Sakha and other peoples. 

Before the Soviet period Amur peoples lived by hunting, fishing and 
trading. Most contemporary Amur peoples trace their historical and lin
guistic roots to the Manchu people, whose traditional lands extended into 
the Amur area and who later ruled all of China. With the Mongol inva -
sions of the twelfth century, several groups became separated from the 
main body of Manchurian culture and politics, moving northward into 
more isolated areas. They have remained in those places right down to 
the present. Trade with China continued actively until 1922, when the 
border was closed. Until that time there were Chinese and Korean set
tlements along the Amur. Nanai people still find relatives living in China. 
Although Soviet folklore shows Chinese traders as rapacious, many el
ders remember friendly relations with traders and settlers, as well as the 
<langer of bandits (V.P. Khodzher, V.I. Geiker, N.S. Kile 1995). 

Going back even further, petroglyphs at Sikachi-Alian date back 5,000 
years and archaeological digs at Achan, Nizhnye Khalby and Kondon 
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(among others) show continuous settlement for 25-30,000 years. Many 
of the designs from these earlier art works, like the elk, tiger, duck, swan 
and sun, have much in common with today's embroidery and carving 
motifs, indicating continuity of culture as well as settlement (Okladnikov 
1981:10). 

Russian settlement increased over the last two hundred years. As their 
numbers increased and the numbers of Native people decreased from 
wars and disease, ethnic Russians and other "incomers" became the ma
jority of the population. In the 1930's farming, fishing and hunting were 
collectivized, causing catastrophic change in lifestyle and culture and lan
guage, while bringing with it higher education for many Native people, 
especially in the fields of education and medicine. 

LITERATURE 

Anthropological literature is rich on the subject of Siberian shamanism, 
discussed in many Russian works andin English described by Walde
mar Bogoras, Joan Halifax, Caroline Humphrey, Joseph Campbell and 
others. Essential to understanding Amur shamanism is the work of Anna 
Smoliak, which describes in detail the ancestry, world-view, consecra
tion, functions and costume of Nanai and Ul'chi shamans. For under
standing the relation of storytelling to shamanism the works of Mongush 
Kenin-Lopsan and Elena Novik are essential, and I have found the 
works of Jean Achterberg very helpful in understanding the roles of 
women as healers throughout the ages. I have consulted many editions of 
folk-tales, always looking for the less-edited collections. Felix Oinas' ar
ticle (1978) is a great help in understanding the trends in publishing, 
editing and censorship at various times during the Soviet era. 

As we will see in looking at myth, folk-tale and shamanic lore, women 
always played an important role in these societies, in spite of the patriar -
chal clan structure. The fact of moving to the husband's home in mar
riage is seen again and again in folklore and affects the position of the 
woman shaman in society as well. "My grandfather said to me, 'You are 
foreign. You '11 grow up and marry into a different clan and move away.' 
At the same time a woman will always be foreign in the home of her 
husband because she came from somewhere eise." (N. Kimonko 1993). 

Women were respected for their wisdom, the ability to create life, their 
ingenuity, and healing powers. If the men provided meat and fish, staples 



The Flying Tiger 49 

of the diet, warnen were essential in preserving meat and fish, finding 
and preserving essential plant foods and medicines, making clothing, 
caring for children and keeping things going for lang periods of time 
when men were away hunting or trading. These lang absences are 
reflected in the common tale motif of one or more warnen living alone 
and self-sufficient. 

SHAMANS 

Shamans in the Amor region were healers, ceremonialists, predictors of 
the future. Their most important role, belonging only to the kasa, or 
highest degree of shaman, was that of conducting the souls of the dead to 
the next world. Shamans could also predict and affect the weather and 
hunting. Tue gift of shamanism was passed down in certain families, bot 
each new shaman was chosen by the spirits and was identified by an 
older shaman through an illness during which the spirits taught the initi
ate the roads through the three worlds and the nature of spirits to be en
countered there. During this initiation the new shaman met the spirits 
who would become her helpers. Most spirits, like the spirits of place, of 
animals and the forces of nature, can be helpful or harmful to people, de
pending on how they are treated. Others, like the souls of the dead who 
have not been properly conducted to the next world, are dangerous. The 
shaman must deal with them accordingly, sometimes negotiating with 
them, sometimes placating and sometimes engaging in trickery or an out
and-out battle to bring back the soul of a sick person. 

The shaman moves through three or more worlds-the middle world 
we live in, the upper, or sky world, the lower worlds under the earth and 
water, and the land of the dead. The connection between the three levels 
of the worlds is the tree of life, with its roots in the lower world, trunk in 
this world and upper branches in the sky world. Human souls are nur -
tured before birth in the fom1 of birds nesting in the branches. 

The tree of life is often represented on the back of a wedding dress. 
The roots of the tree are surrounded by fish or snakes and lizards. 
Around the trunk we see familiar forest animals. Birds nest in the top of 
the tree, representing the bride's unbom children. For her wedding, a girl 
sewed not one bot five or seven dresses, which she wore in layers. Ern -
broidering these dresses was a form of initiation, in which she showed 
her skill for all to see. When I met Nanai shaman Olga Grigorievna Beldi 
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in the village of Nergen, she was embroidering seven new dresses for 
her own funeral, which she calrnly said was not far away. On the way to 
the next world she may use the dresses to pay the spirits and ensure her 
arrival in the land of her ancestors (0. Beldi 1993). Many Ul'chi women 
embroider as many dresses as they can in preparation for their own fu
nerals. These dresses go into the grave or are kept in a box which is 
burned a year later (M. Dechuli 1995). 

Tue tree is used by the shaman as a gateway to the worlds above and 
below ours. Many shamans select a special tree in the forest for this pur
pose and others use a representation of the tree-a carved pole set in the 
yard or used as the central support pole of the house. These carvings 
represent the shaman's helping spirits and are stylistically similar to the 
embroidery pattems. 

A person closely related to the shaman is the Nanai tudin, as far as I 
know unique to the Amur tradition. The tudin heals in a similar way to 
the shaman, but is not selected by ancestry, has no costume or drum. 
Their spirits act as a form of control, or guard on the activities of the 
shaman (Smoliak 1991:46--51). As a tudin, Maria Beldi in Achan is a 
primary source in the community for inf ormation on shamanic rituals and 
is consulted on decisions (M. Beldi 1995). 

There seem to have been very few differences in the past between 
male and female shamans in terms of their numbers, functions and 
strength. Some say that male shamans tended to be more showy, dra
matic or obvious (N. U, V.P. Khodzher 1995). In other regions of the 
former Soviet Union there were other differences, but in the Amur male 
and female shamans were very similar. 

But during the repressions of the 1930's, perhaps because they were 
more visible, or perhaps because the authorities did not understand the 
power of the female shaman, male shamans were more severely perse
cuted and today there are very few of them left. Ironically, because of the 
fact that the outside world has accorded them so little recognition, most 
of today 's shamans are women. 

Women's shamanic and storytelling traditions are tied with the home, 
and especially with sewing and embroidery. Designs embroidered on 
traditional clothing acted as amulets, protecting the wearer from evil spir
its and conveying the power of helpful spirits. The themes most com -
monly represented on clothing, the river, the tree of life, fish, plants, 
ducks, swans, eagles, tigers, bears, and sun symbols, are essential com -
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ponents of shamanic mythology, elaborated again and again by story
tellers. Designs are placed on borders around every opening in the tradi
tional robe or jacket-neck, arms, legs, front closure and hem. Hats, 
boots, pants and mitts are also decorated. The upper borders represent 
the upper world and offer protection in that direction, the hem the un
derground or underwater world. The middle parts stand for the world we 
live in (N. Beldi 1992). 

Many women's dresses are elaborately embroidered on the back. I 
have heard several explanations for this. Anna Petrovna Khodzher, 
Nanai museum director, says that a woman needs more protection in the 
place that she cannot see. Nanai artist Nina Beldi says that a woman fre -
quently works at the fire with her back to the door and needs protection 
there. Nadezhda Kimonko, Udegei cultural worker, says that in tradi
tional society a woman never tumed to face guests directly. This modesty 
is balanced by showing a beautiful back. 

Tales and legends emphasize again and again the ability of embroi
dered clothing to protect people from <langer, to give them strength and 
even to bring the dead back to life. 

Storytellers share with shamans the ability to call spirits, to invoke 
magical time, to affect the weather, and to educate the young to correct 
behavior and values. They are also keepers of history. They share with 
artists the creation of imagery and the ability to protect and empower. 

WOMEN' S SHAMANIC ORAL TRADITIONS 

Let us turn now to a closer examination of shamanic mythology as it re -
lates to women in the Amur region. I begin with female deities, remem
bered most often in customs and rituals, and turn from there to heroines 
of folklore and ways of telling about the various stages of a female sha
man 's life, from her ancestry selection and initiation, through the healing 
joumey, prophesy, accompanying the dead, competitions between sha
mans and personal stories. From there we will go on to see how sha -
mans and other community healers are active today. 

DEITIES 

Female deities occupy a powerfill place in Siberian myth and they are re
flected in shamanism and in the oral traditions of epic and folk-tale. 
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These deities are associated with earth, fire, water, and the lives of ani -
mals and humans. Related to them are spirits of mountains, forests, 
rivers and lakes. They are revered in customs and taboos as well as in 
stories. 

In general female deities live in this middle world, like Sangia Mama, 
as she is known by the peoples of the Amur, with variations in her name 
(Nahodil 1968:470). Analogous with Sangia Mama is the Turkic deity 
Umai (Potapov 1981:284, Sagalaev 1991:52). These are deities of the 
earth, related to fertility. Tue Yupik deity Sedna lives in the sea (Bogoras 
1975:315) and is the source of life there. She is related to deities of 
springs and rivers. 

As female deities are often found in the middle world, male deities rule 
the upper world, as the Nanai dragon Enduri (M. Geiker 1994), the 
Turkic Ülgen, Kurbustu or Tengri, and the Chukchi moon man (Bogoras 
1975:306). Male deities such as Erlik are also often found in the lower 
world (Potapov 1981:244-74). 

lt is impossible to place these deities precisely, either as regards their 
home or their gender. They tend to move freely from one place to an -
other, appearing in one story as male andin another as female, some
times in this world and other times in the upper. Jhey are seen in married 
pairs and as siblings. Some analysts try to place this phenomenon in a 
progression in time, saying that male deities have replaced female as so
ciety became more male dominant and have taken their places in one 
world or another in association with adopted ideas of good and evil 
(Sagalaev 1991, Surazakov 1985, Alekseev 1980). The idea that deities 
reflect the actual ranking of human power in the world makes a lot of 
sense, but it does not explain the fact that all of the stories we have avail
able today have been told in a relatively short span of time-about a 
hundred years. This time period is much shorter than the time these 
changes in society have taken. Even today we hear both "grandmother 
fire" and "grandfather fire." lt also fails to take into account the basic 
equality between the sexes in traditional cultures of the Amur. 

Another way of looking at these discrepancies is to think of the teller 
and the audience. Who is telling the tale to whom and why? Gender and 
geographic location are two of the things that contemporary storytellers 
routinely change in suiting tales to particular circumstances, and there is 
no reason to think there is anything new about this. We must also re
member that Tungus-language pronouns do not distinguish gender, nor 
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is grammatical gender attributed to their nouns. Elderly storytellers fre
quently confuse "he" and "she" when speaking Russian. 

Amur deities are not as strongly categorized by gender as those in 
western culture-simply because it doesn't matter. Deities relate to 
forces of nature and the spirits of places and animals. To attribute gender 
to them is to over-categorize. 

Keeping that in mind, let us look at the female deities of earth, fire, 
water and animals and see their reflections in rituals, customs and spirits, 
and embroidery designs. 

Earth 
Barth deities are connected with birth, fertility, the land and hunting. 
They are also connected with the spirits of place. The Nanai call her 
Sengi-mama and the Udegei Sangia-mama or Sagdi-mama, the ruler of 
the earth and of the world, the taiga, game and hunting. These prayers to 
Sangia-mama are quoted by Udegei writer Jansi Kimonko (Nahodil 
1968:470) 1. 

Sangia-mama, Sangia-mama ! 
Hear our prayer, 
Accept out offering with the blood of our animal! 
For the elk which you sent us, 
We bring you its head. 
We allkneel 
And humbly bow to you, Sangia-mama! 

Valentina Kialundziuga tells this story about Udegei shaman Gounia 
and her relationship with Sagdi-mama. 

"If a small child was sick, she would divine using her drum, asking 
her spirits. She asks if there is a soul in this child. If the soul is gone and 
if the child is three or under, Sagdi-mama will have taken him. She is the 
one who keeps the souls of children in her nest before their birth 2. If 
there will be many children, there are many souls in the nest. When the 

1 Smoliak (1991:17) cites Sangia-mapa as male and Sangia-enin as female. She is 
related to spirits of the mountain. 
2 These souls are in the form of little birds that are embroidered on the wedding 
dress. 
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child is sick, she has taken him back. So the shaman asks if the soul is 
with Sagdi-mama. If it is, she says, 'I need to shamanize to bring the 
soul back.' People prepare a pole with three branches. A nest is made 
from hay in the top, dry hay and khatka, the kind of soft swamp grass 
that is used in shoes to keep the feet warm and comfortable. Then they 
sew a special round amulet of skin. lt is in the form of a fetus. Like a 
crescent moon that almost meets. The sick child wears this amulet. The 
shaman will breathe the child' s soul into the amulet. All these things 
must be prepared before the ceremony begins. Marsh rosemary, ( bagul' -
nik) is bumed. She calls the spirits, walking around the house with 
movements, gathering everything that will be needed. She tells where she 
is going. She tums into a bird, a cuckoo, and sits on a tree. She tums into 
a butterfly and flies. Sagdi-mama must not notice that she is approach
ing, what she is up to. Tue shaman admires the nest, saying, 'Oh, you 
have so many children!' Quickly she grabs the soul and puts it in her 
mouth to bring it back safely. Meanwhile the sick child and mother are 
sitting next to the shaman. Sagdi-mama sees all and speaks to the mother 
through the shaman, saying for example, 'I see a bruise,' naming its ex
act location. lt may be something that happened long ago and the bruise 
is healed now. Sagdi-mama asks how it happened, and the mother tells 
her. Sagdi-mama says, 'If this child is not better cared for I will take him 
back altogether.' The mother promises, and the shaman retums to this 
world, dancing away from the people. Now the mother must sing a spe
cial song, dokhonie, meaning, 'Come to me my child, l'11 make you 
toys.' Things like that. Now the shaman breathes the soul onto the 
amulet and places it on the drum. lt jumps around as she plays and fi
nally jumps into the hem of the mother's dress. She catches it, and from 
there they put it in the nest on the pole. After that the soul retums to the 
body, and after about a month they get rid of that pole, either buming it 
or taking it away." 

Related to Sagdi-mama and the spirits of the earth are the spirits of 
place, usually called Podia. Offerings are always given to Podia before 
beginning any important venture, when walking at night, when drinking 
vodka. There are many stories, not only in the Amur but all over 
Northem Etirasia about hunting made successful by correct relations 
with Podia, and about deaths resulting from disregard for this tradition. 1 
will cite just one of them. 
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"During the war I had to go hunting. That's supposed tobe a man's 
work, but all the men were away. When my husband came home after
ward he was sick, so I kept on going hunting. One time a group of us 
went out. After the war some new foods came to our area and we had 
some applesauce with us. We gave Podia an offering of applesauce. 
During the night, the leader of our group saw a dream. In it Podia spoke 
to him, saying how much he liked this new flavor. And our hunting was 
successful. I got sixteen sables." (M. Geiker 1994) 

Fire 
Fire is of primary importance in northem climates and occupies a central 
place in the home, analogous to the position of the mother in the family. 
Fire is referred to as one of the mother-deities (Nahodil 1968:467). 

Amur peoples speak of fire goddesses, who protect clans and punish 
violations against the hearth (Simchenko 1978:511). Some of these vio
lations include striking the fire with a metal object like a knif e, as fire and 
metal are inimical. A knife might injure the fire deity's head. lt was also 
forbidden to put water or garbage in the fire. When the fire sputters and 
throws sparks, she is angry (Nahodil 1968:467). In 1995 I saw Udegei 
friends teaching a small child not to stir the fire, "or Grandfather Podia 
will be angry" (V.T. Kialundziuga 1995). This is the same Podia men
tioned above as the spirit of place. Fire is seen as the unifying power of 
the clan. According to 0. Nahodil, 

"This supematural mistress or master of the fire is identical with the 
supematural master of the taiga and the mountains, viz. with the natural 
sustainer of the people." (1968:471). 

Connected with the spirit of fire is the deity of the sun, often seen by 
northem Eurasian peoples as female because of her life-giving properties 
and her constancy at the hearth just as the sun in constant in the sky. On 
clothing the sun is often represented by spiral patterns, thought by 
Okladnikov to be Neolithic symbol of the sun and the heavenly serpent 
(1981:92). This is bome out by the fact that the Even dance to the sun 
has a spiral form (Duvan 1994). Spirals are known world-wide as very 
ancient symbols not only of the sun but of the womb and of death and 
rebirth (Walker 1988:14). 
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Water 
W ater deities are also central to Amur beliefs. At the beginning of the 
fishing season sacrifices are brought to the river. Everything in the art 
and mythology of the Amur is informed by river systems. They turn and 
flow, branching and coming together, with rapids and placid sections 
from the mountains to the sea. The forms of the rivers as seen from an 
airplane are strikingly similar to the embroidery pattems, which also re -
semble vines and the pattems of veins in leaves. Sometimes they also 
look like the face of a bear or tiger. 

Valentina Tunsianovna Kialundziuga, Udegei storyteller, artist, folk
lore collector and political activist, pointed out that the border of her robe 
resembles the river, the great source of life. In her river she picks out a 
bear, a tiger, dragons, and birds. 

W ater is the most pervasive element in Amur folklore-the river and 
the sea. The Amur is central to Nanai stories. In Nivkh and Udegei tales 
from the Kimonko clan the sea preponderates. There was an odd sensa
tion while listening to Evdokia Kialundziuga telling stories in the Udegei 
language. I did not understand the words and yet I had the sensation of 
moving along a river, stopping here and there for episodes of the story, 
while the flow continued with us or without us. Ul'chi artist Kolya U 
ascribes this quality in storytelling to the similarity with the shaman' s 
joumey (1995). 

Sometimes the river appears in a story, to be crossed or to take the 
heroine to a new place and a new life. Whether or not its name is spoken, 
the river is always there. 

Crossing the water is one of the universal symbols for moving to a 
new lif e, often the lif e after death. The Amur is no exception. In several 
cases a tree helps the heroine to cross the river by bending down. 
Another time she crosses on the ice to escape a giant rolling pancake that 
is chasing her. Yet another girl rides down the river in her dream until 
she comes to the place where her transformation takes place (Chadaeva 
1990:52). 

In the creation story of all these peoples, the first element was water. 
There was a great flood. In the Nivkh myth, the duck made the land from 
her own fluff (Sangi 1967:3) andin the Udegei version a brother and 
sister survived the flood and carried the human race on (V.T. Kialun
dziuga 1993). 
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In many other tales water gives rebirth. An Udegei hunter who marries 
a seal follows her into the water when she is injured by his human wife. 
He saves her life, and then finds a new life for himself as a creature of 
both the land and the sea. He uses red healing water to bring his seal
wife back to life, provided by three old women who have directed his 
way (V.T. Kialundziuga 1993). Water in this case is associated with life
blood. A very similar Ul'chi story told of a man who married a taimen 
fish and went under the sea to save her from injuries inflicted by his 
mother. She too was saved with healing blood (A.A. Kavda 1995). The 
water deity is related to spirits of sea animals. Many of these stories have 
counterparts in water symbols embroidered on clothing. 

These deities are not always separate, the earth, mountain, fire, water. 
They are often seen together, as a group or as one deity with multiple 
characteristics. Any one can be called Podia, all together they are the 
environment human beings interact with. 

Animals 
There are numerous myths of a woman marrying an animal and giving 
birth to human and animal offspring. Often the animal is a bear. Men 
who marry animals become successful hunters. Among the peoples of 
the Amur, twins and their mother are associated with the bear and with 
divinity. Usually the mother dreams frequently of bears while pregnant 
(M. Geiker and N. Duvan 1994). Both the twins and their mother are 
treated with special respect and receive special burial (M. Pimgun 1993; 
N. Duvan 1994). 

"The cult of twins and of the bear are very sacred cult rituals. A 
woman sees in a dream that she is living with the bear. The pregnant 
woman will begin to speak strangely and to sing special songs. She may 
lose her reason. Those around her see that she is carrying twins. When 
the birth begins she is taken to a special place covered with sacred wood 
shavings and decorated with bear paws. When the first baby comes out it 
is wrapped in wood shavings which can be made soft as cotton. When 
the second baby starts to come the men play special rhythms to ease the 
birth, how the bear walks, sits, eats and cleans herself. A female shaman 
sings a special song, and if there is no shaman another woman who can 
sing and knows the words may sing it. The mother is considered to be 
chosen by the master of the taiga. Hunters bow to her and children re-
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spect her ... Twins and their mother get a special burial, in a seated posi -
tion, wrapped in white cloth and wood streamers ... " (N. Duvan 1994). 

The Nanai Beldi clan is said to be descended from the tiger. Petr 
Nik:olaevich Beldi, (shaman Mingo Geik:er's husband) teils this story. 

"I had one uncle who believed in nothing-not shamans, not 
Christianity-nothing! One time when I was very young, we went 
hunting together. Suddenly he feil to his knees on the trail, bowing to an 
animal track. I was too young to realize that it was the track of the tiger. I 
thought he was crazy. Why was he bowing to an animal track? 'You 
must bow,' he said. 'This is our ancestor'." (P. Beldi 1993). 

Nanai writer Valentin Geik:er teils this story about the relationship 
between the tiger and the Geik:er clan. 

"This was four, maybe five, maybe six hundred years ago. Our tribes 
were many. They were war-lik:e tribes. Their neighbors were always 
afraid of them, our Geik:ers. One time the enemies agreed together and 
attacked us at night. We lived in a big city, and there they killed every
one. They left neither children nor adults, nobody. Suchmoments hap
pen in history. One girl alone was left. She woke up, seriously wounded. 
She prayed to god, 'Why was I left alone, one girl?' After all, even if she 
lives, she will marry another-she is not a carrier of the tribe. So why 
god left her was incomprehensible. She cursed god for leaving her alive. 
Better to have left a boy-he would have carried the Geik:er clan on. lt 
happened that while she was crying, a tiger came out of the taiga, and 
took her away into the taiga. Time went by-it's not known whether it 
was two years or three, and she came out of the taiga and with her she 
had two babies. Twins. The tiger's children, of course. And the two 
children grew. They got big and became real classy hunters. They 
brought back fürs and meat. Once in the taiga an old tiger approached 
them. He came-this was in the winter-spent the night by their camp 
andin the morning went away. He kept watching them, following them. 
They thought they'd better get their mother's advice. According to the 
law of the taiga it was forbidden to kill a tiger. They were considered to 
be relatives to the Nanai people. The mother realized that this tiger was 
the boys' father and decided tosend them to a place where there were no 
tigers. And so she prepared her children for the road, gave each one sied 
and dogs, clothing and food, and sent them down the river Sungari. They 
came down and got to the Amur and asked, 'Are there tigers here? If 
there are none we will stop and live here.' And they were told that it did 

i 
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happen that tigers came there and they went further. She was afraid they 
would accidentally kill a tiger. And thus they came to the Aniui-beside 
Naikhin village. While they were on their way, winter ended, it was 
April and the ice started to move in the Amur. One of the twins said, 'I'll 
go down and ask .. .' And he got down from the ice and went to the set
tlement. And the second brother stayed on the ice with the sleighs. And 
the moment the brother disappeared, the Amur moved. And so one 
brother went further down the Amur and the other stayed. They lost each 
other. And that's how it happened that they lived in different places. Tue 
other brother w.ound up around the contemporary Lower Tambov. There 
the great ice stopped and he got down. And there he built himself a 
house, and later got married. And so one branch of the Geikers was 
there. Simasi, Kargi, Adi. Three Geiker villages. And the other brother 
also married and had children and grandchildren. He made himself a 
separate settlement. And so both brothers lived and founded their Geiker 
settlements. And that legend shows how it happened that there are 
Geikers both here and in that place. And I too am probably from there 
too, on my father's side. This story tells you about the constant move
ments of peoples." (V.I. Geiker 1995) 

In her initiatory vision, Ul'chi shaman Sophia Anga married a tiger 
after seeing them repeatedly in her dreams. She gave birth to tiger cubs 
who became her helping spirits. When she goes on healing joumeys she 
rides on a flying tiger (Anga 1995). 

A major figure in shamanic myth is the mother of all the animals, who 
sends animals to earth. She and various specific mother animals, (elk, 
reindeer, birds, bull, bear,) nurture the soul of the new shaman while it 
waits tobe bom from the tree of life (Ksenofontov 1928:17, 35, 37, 40). 
Among Tungus peoples the mother spirit is at the same time the ruler of 
the taiga, and the mother of all anirnals and people (Nahodil 1968:470). 

Along with animals, birds are vital to shamanic myth. Besides their 
importance in the creation myth and in the birth of children, birds can act 
as messengers from the upper world. Girls who come from the upper 
world often take the form of swans, as did the wives of some Nivkh and 
Ul'chi heroes. (K. Pimgun 1993; A. Kavda 1995). 

Not only diving birds but forest birds, chickadee, raven and others, are 
represented in petroglyphs and on clothing. Small birds represent the 
souls of unbom children, and eagles and swans are messengers from the 
upper world. 
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Fish also have a divine nature and take on human form, as in the 
Ul'chi story of the man who married a taimen and saved her life. She 
then took human form and came to live with him on earth (A. Kavda 
1995). Ul'chi shaman Sophia Anga told a family legend in which a 
woman married a sheat-fish who came to her harne far from the Amur in 
Yakutia. He turned into a man and they came to live beside the Amur 
(Anga 1995). 

Snakes appear in tales both as guardian of the mountain spirit (Na
gishkin 1980:46) and as bringers of wealth and well-being (V. Kialun
dziuga 1993). Snakes are helping spirits of shamans and are often repre
sented on their clothing. The Udegei shaman's belt warn by Adikhini 
and others has the form of a snake (Adikhini 1995). 

Along with spirals, these animals, birds, fish and reptiles are the most 
common images seen on clothing. 

FOLKLORE HEROINES 

Deities interact with humans through taking human form, through 
marrying humans and by the actions of the forces of nature. Same 
humans are chosen for special interactions-like marriage with the bear, 
giving birth to twins, being the one to succeed in climbing the ice 
mountain, like being the only one to survive a massacre. These people 
become protectors of their clans and families. Often they become 
shamans. In story language they become heroines. As I have listened to 
many stories about warnen I see certain characteristics of story form and 
of character that seem most clearly to parallel the life and work of the 
woman shaman. 

The heroine of these stories lives alone. Many Nanai, Ul'chi and 
Udegei tales begin with one, two or seven girls living by themselves. 
These girls are self-sufficient; they hunt, fish, prepare food, sew-they 
do everything. But then the heroine is propelled into adventure. If it is the 
older, lazier sister or a single girl, the adventure has supernatural ele
ments and she is transformed by the experience. Sometimes an everyday 
object does the propelling-a mosquito net, a pancake, the hause itself. 
Sometimes it is a dangerous spirit, like the dog-man Endohochen (A. 
Khodzher 1993) or the cannibal god Kanda Mafa who steals her tongue 
and pursues her (E. Kimonko 1993). Udegei heroine Belie gets the mes
sage that there is an ice mountain to be climbed, and she accepts the 
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challenge (V. Kialundziuga 1993). These girls undergo a death-rebirth 
experience like that of the sharnan initiate. 

If a younger sister is challenged, the adventure involves marriage, of
ten with an animal. Tue youngest of several sisters living alone finds an 
animal in her bed, or tak:es him there-a snak:e, a frog, a crow, a puppy, 
even a human skull (V. Kialundziuga 1993, 1995; A. Khodzher 1993). 
She is shamed before her family, (suddenly the father appears to scom 
her!) and gives birth to a child who grows quickly into a hero. 
Sometimes this child redeems the mother, other times the animal tums 
permanently into a hero, being freed from an evil spell. Some retain the 
ability to put the animal skin on when it is useful. If the skin is bumed 
when the person is not in it, he too bursts into flames (A. Khodzher 
1993). 

The child in these stories grows miraculously fast. This is so weil 
known that the teller says, "The child grew as they do in fairy tales, not 
by the year but by the hour. In three days he was bringing back rabbits 
andin nine days ducks ... " (A. Khodzher 1993). We know right away 
that this is no ordinary child, but part deity. In this type of story it is not 
the girl herself but her son who has shamanic power, endowed by the 
girl and the animal ancestor. 

Besides the girl who lives alone, one other major female figure is 
constant-the old woman who helps and advises. She appears to male 
and female heroes alike, usually at the beginning of their quest. 
Sometimes she gives special clothing, like the sealskin suit in the Nivkh 
tale of "The Golden Barn" which allows the hero sharp vision, keen 
hearing and understanding of the languages of the animals (Chadaeva 
1990:61). In another tale the little old woman gave the Nanai heroine a 
flying horse and the lizard amulets that help her escape the evil dog-spirit 
(A. Khodzher 1993). 

These heroines bridge the gap between deity and shaman, and their 
lore contains reflections of a woman' s particular experience as a shaman 
and the special talents she develops. In many cases these folk-tale hero
ines are unnamed shamans. In their outward simplicity and inward 
knowing they maintain the connection of everyday life with the sacred. 

An interesting parallel to the life of the heroine and the shaman is the 
power of the clothing artist. She too finds her reflection in the oral tradi
tion. As the shaman helps protect her people from evil spirits and dis-
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ease, so does the person who makes the clothes they wear and embroi
ders them with protective pattems. 

V alerie Chaussonnet, in her article about clothing of Northem peoples 
(Chaussonnet 1988:209-226), refers to "women's magic." This is a 
perfect description of clothing art. A woman, by sewing carefully, cor
rectly and beautifully, keeps humans in balance and harmony with na
ture. Chaussonnet also mentions that a hunter should go well dressed, in 
order to attract the animals and not offend them. And thus the woman 
who sews his clothes helps attract the game that feeds the family. By 
making these protective garments truly magnificent she also develops the 
accompanying myths and enhances the value of her art. 

In the Udegei tale "The Ice Mountain" the heroine Belie, dressed in 
her best embroidery, succeeds in climbing the ice mountain only to find 
that the Master of the Wind is up there throwing knives at her. She 
leaves a sample of embroidery tom from her leggings for him to see, and 
when he does, he pursues her and marries her. "And thus Belie defeated 
the master of the wind," ends the storyteller, Valentina Kialundziuga 
(1993). Another layer of meaning in this image has to do with the fact 
that the Udegei used to tear the clothing of the dead, in order to show the 
spirits in the next world that this person had come to stay. Belie, in tear -
ing off a piece of her clothing, is undergoing an initiatory death andre -
birth. 

A heroine setting out on her quest or to escape an enemy takes her 
sewing bag, complete with needles, threads, knife, sharpening stone, 
thimble and comb. Invariably these things come to her aid in desperate 
moments. She throws the needles, stone and comb behind her and they 
become mountains, forests and rocks which foil the enemy (V. Kialun
dziuga 1995; A. Khodzher 1993). These stories are reminders that a 
person who sews both serviceably and beautifully can survive whatever 
life may bring. She keeps evil spirits at bay, and attracts good luck for 
herself and her family. 

Sewing tools are associated in other tales with birth magic. In the 
Sakha tale of "Tue Horsetail Girl", an old woman shaman brings a girl to 
life from a plant. In the process she hears the sound of her own drum 
and of her tools, first the thimble, then the needle and finally the scissors 
(Ergis 1964:172-7). 

Women who do not sew well, and particularly those who are lazy, do 
not have such good luck. The wives who promise to make something for 
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their husbands but do not find the time, wind up hanging themselves in 
shame. The girls whose dresses are made of fancy fabric but are not 
decorated, are the first to be knocked off the ice mountain by the Master 
ofthe Wind. 

THE FEMALE SHAMAN IN ORAL TRADITION 

Now I would like to look at the stages of a woman shaman's life and 
work as reflected in storytelling tradition. Before we begin it is necessary 
to think a bit about storytelling and the differences between oral and 
written tradition. Oral literature is constantly changing. Even as myths 
and images come down through the ages seemingly intact, details change 
from minute to minute. As we look at stories in print we must remember 
that in their true setting stories are never heard without the accompanying 
nuances of gesture, tone of voice, listener response. Depending on the 
listeners, a storyteller may want to educate, amuse, encourage or to warn 
against outside dangers or dangerous behavior. Stories may be told with 
certain information in code, only to be understood by certain people, 
maybe insiders to the culture, members of one gender or age group. This 
certainly applies to shamanic stories which may have both an obvious 
plot and a spiritual significance. By definition all the stories I hear are 
told to an outsider in the culture. Certain details are added for my benefit, 
others may well be left out. These could be different from the details 
added or subtracted for Russian ethnographers in the past. 

Shamanism has never been an "organized" system of beliefs, in the 
sense that one shaman's view of reality is not considered to be more 
valid than another's. Each description comes from a true experience of 
inner reality. This is why there are so many stories, so many differing 
maps and images. And because shamanic experience takes place on the 
level of internal vision there may be two completely different descrip
tions of an event, the way it looks from the inside and the way it looks 
from the outside. 

The "inside" view has been named "second vision" by V.Y. Propp, to 
distinguish it from "fantasy" which he says the storyteller knows is not 
real. Second vision, on the other hand, involves images the shaman or 
storyteller has actually seen. By the power of the word these images be
come real and can actually affect the lives of human beings. On another 
level, not only the storyteller but also the characters in the story have 
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clairvoyant qualities and can transcend time and place (V.A. Avrorin 
1986:14). 

An example of the difference between the inner and outer views in this 
personal sense and how the shaman herself can tel1 both is Mingo 
Geiker's description of how she became a shaman. First she described 
being ill, running outdoors in mid-winter cold, going into freezing water, 
having to be held down by strong men, kicking and biting them. The ill
ness lasted ten years. This is how it looked from the outside. On another 
occasion she described the actual landscape she was covering in her vi
sions, the animal and human beings she met and how she came to terms 
with her personal spirits on land and sea, making them part of her ex -
tended family (M. Geiker 1994). 

Ul'chi shaman Sophia Anga had a similar experience. At the age of 
nineteen she had several dreams, her inner experience. In them her father 
taught her to be a shaman. In her childhood she had dreamed several 
times that she was living with the tiger. She gave birth to three baby 
tigers but would not agree to raise them and instead gave them to the 
tiger (father). When she was grown up, again she had the dream of living 
with the tiger and this time she gave birth to two baby tigers. She kept 
them with her. During joumeys she now rides on the tigers. Her helping 
spirit is Duse, the flying tiger. Its image has wings and a person on the 
back with the face of a bear. She goes through the lower, middle, and 
upper worlds. (Duvan 1994). 

As seen from the outside, Anga was ill from ages nine to seventeen. 
Ever since that time the spirits have forced her to drum. She heals people 
and finds missing persons and objects (Anga 1995). 

A shift of perspective takes us from the outer view to the inner-from 
what an observer might see to what a person might describe about her 
own experience on a feeling or visionary level. The stories of shamans' 
inner experiences, such as Anga's, are very similar in plot and imagery 
to many magic tales. The Nanai root-word ningma-, 'to shamanize' , is 
the source of the word ningman, 'magic tale' . Linguist V. Avrorin traces 
both words to a Manchu root having to do with seeing with closed eyes 
(1986:15). Realizing that many magic tales may be the way stories of 
female shamans become public domain gives us a whole fund of infor
mation. 
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TALES OF ANCESTRY, SELECTION AND INITIATION 

Most shamans talk about their human lineage. Nanai Mingo Geiker 
comes from a longline of shamans in the Zaksor clan (on her mother's 
side.) Ul'chi Sophia Anga is the seventh in her line. In talking about 
shamans the fact of shamanic ancestry is always emphasized (V. Kialun
dziuga 1995; V. Khodzher 1995; M. Dechuli 1995 and others). lt is in -
teresting that women shamans sometimes trace ancestry on their moth
ers' side. The inside view on ancestry comes from tales like those of the 
ice mountain summarized above, where the heroine defeated and then 
married the master of the wind who became her helper, or of marriage 
with an tiger or bear, like Anga. A human being wins or is gifted with 
divine power. 

This parallel of inside/outside, divine/human continues in the tales of 
selection, initiation and training of the shaman. From the inside view 
these often look like the same thing, as all are done by the spirits. The 
part of this process located in the outer world is the consecration of the 
new shaman. 

Often the shamanic call is characterized by years of sleepiness or lazi
ness. There are many stories of two sisters. Usually the one who works 
energetically is the one to have adventures and good luck. But sometimes 
the lazy sister undergoes a transformation. A Nanai girl who, unlike her 
sensible sister, is indifferent to the dangers of evil dog-spirits, has her 
tongue stolen. A little old woman appears in a dream and gives her a 
magic horse and lizard amulets with which she sets things right. Here we 
see two shamans, the younger being initiated by the older (A. Khodzher 
19~i . 

The call often comes in a dream, like that of the girl mentioned above. 
In another Nanai tale a girl is called by dreams which take her far away 
down the river, seeing everything but unable to participate. She is then 
taught by a girl from the upper world, gaining power and the ability to 
act. The two girls replace two old shamans who have grown envious and 
lost their power. This whole story has the quality of a dream (Chadaeva 
1990:46). Ul'chi Sophia Anga received her call and initiation by marry
ing a tiger in her dream. Also in dream her father gave her instruction 
(Anga 1995). In the outer world there is very little instruction of a new 
shaman by an older one. But in the inner world it is very common. 
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Sometimes shamanic power comes as a reward for helping others. 
Certainly the shaman must be competent in practical matters. In earlier 
times it was necessary for a shaman to be a good hunter-or tobe good 
at making a living at whatever it was that his/her tribe did (Smoliak 
1991 :40). Without this ability no shaman could keep the respect of peo -
ple and spirits. Male shamans in the north still concern themselves 
largely with hunting. lt may be true that long ago being a shaman of ei
ther sex was synonymous with being the wisest, most able person in the 
family or tribe. Thus the shamanic call comes to the people best able to 
carry the responsibility. 

The consecration ceremony is generally not told in tales, except as it 
parallels the consecration of an epic hero, more familiar among Turkic 
peoples. 

Mingo Geiker told of her own consecration as an exciting occasion, 
the culmination of her years of suffering and preparation. Amulets and 
drum were prepared, and the new shaman's ability to see clairvoyantly 
the process of cutting the tree was part of the proof that she was ready. 
Many shamans participated in the ceremony that went on for three days, 
and the feasting for a week. One special shaman was there to drive the 
evil spirits away from the new shaman (Geiker 1994). 

TALES OF THE HEALING JOURNEY 

Perhaps the most exciting and popular kinds of stories about shamans 
are those of the joumeys. The form of the story in its inside version ties 
in with the heroic quest. The shaman or hero receives a call from the 
family of a person who is ill or has recently died. She goes in search of 
the soul and fights, cajoles or negotiates to get it back. The strategy used 
for getting the soul back depends on the nature of the one who has stolen 
it. Mingo is gentle but firm with spirits of departed ancestors, the Nisan 
shamaness negotiates and pays the spirits with foods brought from this 
world. (Her tale is told below.) Udegei shaman Gounia spoke soothingly 
to the spirit who had taken the soul of a child and then snatched the soul 
when the spirit was not looking. Some shamans engage in a furious bat
tle with a spirit who refuses to give a soul up. Elena Novik mentions the 
parallel of these strategies to those in games theory: exchange of words, 
material objects and power (1984:297). 
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'Tue Tale of the Nisan Shamaness" (Nowak and Durrant 1977) tells 
of a Manchu shaman who is employed by a wealthy family to go to the 
land of the dead and bring back the soul of their son. First she divines 
the circumstances of the boy's death, which proves her ability. Next she 
divines what she must take with her and gets these foods from the em -
ployer. Once in the land of the dead she is ferried across the river by a 
deformed man with one eye. She searches out the one who has stolen the 
soul and calls upon her helping spirits. A great bird comes down and 
takes the boy. After further negotiations as to the right and wrong of the 
situation and payments to the injured parties, she starts back. On the way 
she meets the soul of her dead husband, whom she refuses to take back. 
She sings a song here about how well she will live without a man. Next, 
she pays her respects to Omosi-mama, the deity in charge of distribution 
of souls, "She who causes the leaves to unfurl and the roots to spread 
properly." Omosi-mama tells her of her heritage as a shaman. 

"When you were born I was annoyed with you because you abso
lutely refused to go, and I placed a shaman 's cap on your head, tied bells 
on your skirt, put a tambourine in your hand, and causing you to act as a 
shaman, I playfully brought you to life." 

She then shows her the consequences of good and evil actions. At last 
the shaman recrosses the river and brings the soul back. The boy comes 
to life and the parents are grateful. But in the course of time it comes out 
that the shaman has refused to bring back her husband. She is tried in 
secular court and stripped of her shaman's attributes. The judge says that 
he could have her put to death, but it seems that he does not. The teach -
ings she brought back on good and evil are remembered but not always 
obeyed! 

This is a story of epic proportions, combining many themes from 
mythic and secular life. Although the shaman has learned her art from the 
female deity Omosi-mama, and done her job well, she is still at the 
mercy of the court, which values the plea of her dead husband above ev
erything else she has done. The story shows the clash of female spiritual 
power with male secular power. 

Ul 'chi Chana Marfan tells how the shaman returned her soul and blew 
it back into the top of her head. "lt was as if my skull opened up, I re
member the feeling-it was cold, that breath, cold. Such a feeling. I will 
never forget it." Tue shaman not only brought back her soul in childhood 
but also saved the souls of several of her children. She had lost several 
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pregnancies and at last called Anga. When she was already in the birth 
hut, Anga found that the soul of the unbom child had been stolen, she 
retumed it through the top of the head and then required the mother to 
keep her head covered for a period of time until the <langer was past (C. 
Marfan 1995). 

The theme of bringing a person back to life often comes up in epics 
and tales. In the Turkic epics, heroines step over the bodies of dead fa
thers and brothers, bringing them to life. Normally it is strictly forbidden 
for a woman to step over a man's weapons or tools. In the Udegei tale, 
"The Ice Mountain" the hero forbids the heroine to step over his spear 
because "My weapon will help me in dangerous moments" (V. 
Kialundziuga 1993). Stepping over the person or thing puts the woman's 
own power into it, the power of the menstrual blood, the power of life. 
In normal times this would be a bad thing, as weapons are embodiments 
of male power, meant for killing to provide food, but when his power is 
low, hers can bring the dead man back to life. 

Joumey tales carry the essence of shamanic practice and in tales of 
women's joumeys we see her special wisdom and tactics, as weil as her 
ability to bring the dead to life. 

TALES OF ACCOMPANYING THE DEAD 

The ceremony of accompanying the dead, like that of consecration, does 
not appear in Amur folklore. When it is told it is a recitation of a personal 
experience. Valentina Kialundziuga teils about the funeral of her own 
father. 

"They made the coffin out of planks and all the artists came and 
painted designs on it to send off with their last wishes. The shaman ac
companied his soul to the other world. She described descending 
through a hole in the earth. People were holding her by a strong rope 
around her waist. Along they went through darkness till it got light. The 
seasons there were the opposite to what they are here. Then a man came 
out to meet and welcome my father. lt was someone of the dead man's 
clan, maybe his own father. People at the ceremony ask questions to de -
termine exactly who it is. Then the shaman leaves him there and comes 
back-the people were pulling on the rope. She rests and conversation 
returns to normal." 
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Today the ceremony for accompanying the dead is seen as the most 
pressing spiritual need in Native communities. Ceremonies that people 
remember are often recounted, and I even saw one on video-tape. 

TALES OF PROPHESY 

One of the primary functions of shamans, especially women, is divina
tion and prediction. Both shamans and non-shamans divine answers to 
questions using various methods including the pendulum. In some cases 
the pendulum is a shamanic amulet. Valentina Kialundziuga asked 
Udegei shaman Adikhini how she divines. "She sees a stone above or in 
front of her. She puts a question, wording it in the form of a statement. If 
she has made a correct statement the stone moves from side to side. If 
not, it doesn't." 

People come with questions. Will my baby live? Does he have a soul, 
or has it been stolen? My cousin has disappeared. Is he alive or dead? 
Will I get an apartment? Will I find happiness? 

Divination is an important part of healing, showing the shaman what 
is wrong and what must be done to put things right. Shamans often also 
possess a gift of knowing things without actively divining to find them 
out, and they sometimes even volunteer this information without being 
asked, especially if danger is involved. 

In tales, the gift of prophesy most often belongs to the old woman, 
who gives good advice on the basis of what she has seen. The hero's 
sister also often possesses this gift. 

As a personal story involving prophesy, I have heard none more 
moving than that of Tuvan scholar Mongush Kenin-Lopsan's grand
mother. She suffered under the repression in Stalin ' s time. 

"My grandmother Khandynap was a great shaman. She was born in 
1885 and lived in Bora-shai. She was imprisoned twice. Once was be
cause her son was thought tobe a Japanese spy, in spite of the fact that 
he had no connections with Japan. On Oct. 13, 1937 he was shot. The 
second time, in 1947, she was imprisoned for shamanizing. They traced 
her back through the mountains, found her and took her away from her 
home. 

Even in prison she was able to teil whether a person (elsewhere) was 
alive or dead. She was able to locate people. Someone would bring some 
tobacco or milk and she would shamanize quietly to find the answer. 
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There was one prisoner in the camp with my grandmother. One day she 
called him and said that he would be sent home and that she would stay. 
'I dreamed I saw a clear sun. Suddenly there was thunder and lightening, 
the sun was split in two. On the crack was a bloody red river. Black rain 
began to fall, it was black night. Theo silver rain came down and washed 
the sun. The sun became bright again. Soon a bad head of government 
will end.' Three days later came the news of Stalin' s illness. At the same 
time the man was sent home from the camp. Later she too was released. 
She started for home but the great tragedy is that she died on the way, 
without ever seeing her native yurt again (1993)." 

TALES ABOUT "BAD" S HAMANS AND COMPETITION 

Some stories about shamans, told from the outside view, are tales about 
bad shamans. There are stories of those who misused power and of 
those who only pretended to have power. They appear frequently in 
Soviet collections from the anti-religion period. Some of these stories 
have undoubtedly been distorted by collectors and editors. The prepon
derance of those tales in some collections is as much a distortion in the 
selection from thousands of available tales as it is in the telling. 

But it is also possible that bad shamans existed. lt is also possible that 
some of these stories were told by shamans about their competitors, as 
competition was an integral part of shamanic tradition. Valentina Kialun
dziuga told of hunters who found two dead bears in the forest-they had 
obviously killed each other in a fight. Those two bears were shamans. 
Both of their human bodies were found dead at home afterward-at a 
great distance from each other. 

None of the anecdotes and family stories I have heard are about bad 
shamans. In Chukotka some people remember hearing of people who 
could cast evil spells and kill people (Tagrina 1994). Nadezhda Kimonko 
clairns that her grandparents, both shamans, were killed by the power of 
another shaman, but she does not imply that this other shaman was evil, 
only stronger than her grandparents in competition (N. Kimonko 1995). 
No one spoke of charlatans, pretending to power they did not possess. 

These anecdotes point up strongly the distinction between charlatans 
and evil sorcerers and competitors. The tales that I heard all relate to the 
latter two while many stories in Soviet editions are about the former. 
This points to the fact that such pretence was not common. lt would not 
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stand up under scrutiny, because a charlatan would not be able to call 
spirits and be effective. People speak about degrees of strength, not de
grees of pretence. In fact, the charlatan-shaman may be an invention of 
the new ideology. 

Some shamans billed as "evil" in tales are actually helping a new 
shaman through her initiation, as do two old women who tried to kill a 
Nanai heroine. She survived and gained power as the old women lost 
theirs (Chadaeva 1990). This is akin to the actions of spirits, who also 
look evil as they put the new shaman through an initiation, and later be -
come helpers. 

WOMENSHAMANSTODAY 

Today most Amur shamans are elderly women. Of the five women 
shamans I met in 1993 and 1995, one was over ninety and the rest over 
eighty-five. Other shamans I heard about are also in this age group. 
Although some shamans are still practicing, at this age most shamans 
begin to lose their ability to call their spirits. Eventually people stop con
sulting them to eure serious illness and to solve problems. Without the 
power to call spirits, shamans cannot be effective as healers, or as con -
ductors of the souls of the dead, but they are valued as carriers of culture, 
the ones who remember best of all how things were, what rituals need to 
be carried out and how to do them, which things can be told and which 
cannot. In spite of any loss of power they are still respected and treated 
wtth affection as very special members of society. 

The question remains as to who will take over this important role. 
Y ounger generations remember the power of older shamans-what they 
did, what they told about. Discussions about today's shamans center 
around issues of strength-is the shaman in this village stronger than the 
shaman in another? Are Ul'chi shamans stronger than Udegei, or Nanai? 
Is there anyone left who can accompany the dead? 

Things the shamans say are reported and repeated. Several shamans 
say that the reason society is plagued with so much drunkenness is that 
there are many souls hanging around the villages because they have not 
been properly seen off to the next world. Nanai shaman Niura Beldi in 
Achan says that only a local shaman can see these souls off-it would be 
pointless to bring in a shaman from far away in northern Siberia. She 
believes there is one woman who could do it, but for some reason the 
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woman is unwilling (1995). Some shamans have been known to conduct 
the dead without actually being kasa shamans, those of the highest level 
of strength. Others consider it dangerous to try without being fully qual
ified (M.A. Beldi 1995). 

These souls are causing problems for the living--especially for the 
men, who are suffering more severely than the women. Why the men 
suffer more is not explained-be it that more male souls are restless, that 
more male shamans died in the repression of the 1930s, or a constitu -
tional weakness. Perhaps it is because their traditional way of life has 
been more disrupted by collectivization and repression of typically male 
sports and shamanic ae:tivities, while women remain at the center of the 
home, where they have always been, energized by responsibility, their 
folk traditions of embroidery and storytelling less disrupted. 

Are their souls more content, better able to find their own way to the 
next world? On the other band, do souls which stay too long in this 
world only bother members of the same sex? lt seems that those who 
have died "not their own death", by violence, are in greater need of being 
accompanied. Udegei writer Jansi Kimonko was killed by a bear, and the 
community feit the need to do a ceremony for him in secret, even during 
the time when it was most strongly forbidden (V.T. Kialundziuga 1995). 
Perhaps the souls disturbing communities today are those of men who 
died in wartime. 

There is a strong connection in the minds of both shamans and people 
active in political administration and cultural activity, between the loss of 
vital activity, the mak:ing of folklore, and the health of individuals and 
community. (V.T. Kialundziuga, V.P. Khodzher, N. Kile, N.P. Kile, 
M.S. Dechuli, N. U 1995). This is reflected in the fact that no new 
shamans, male or female, have emerged in recent years. "There are many 
who would like to become shamans," says Valerii Khodzher, head of 
village administration in the Nanai village of Achan, "but they have not 
been chosen by the spirits. They have not been ill with the shaman's 
sickness. Without that sickness, no one can truly become a shaman" 
(1995). 

Generations are disconnected. "How can I talk to the young people? 
They don't speak: the language. How can I tel1 them the stories?" (A.A. 
Kavda 1995). This connection of shamanism and storytelling with lan -
guage, is a recurring theme, and points up the locality of these tradi
tions-the fact that they are intimately tied to places, f amilies, words and 
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melodies. A shaman from another place cannot work here. Amur sha
mans were unable to summon their spirits while visiting in America. 

The storytelling by and about shamans continues. Many people de
scribe being healed by shamans. They tel1 about the amazing things 
shamans have done, past and present. 

Some stories about shamans are funny. Laughter is an important part 
of shamanic tradition. At the beginning of the shaman's ceremony, other 
people put on the belt and take up the drum. We dance to raise energy 
and spirits, specifically by making the shaman laugh (Adikhini, N. Kile 
1995). 

One surprising family story was about a Nivkh shaman changing sex. 
Sex-change among shamans is well documented and discussed by 
Bogoras in his work on the Chukchi and by more recent writers (Serov 
1988:248-9), but it is rarely remembered outside the Arctic. Maria Se
mionovna Pimgun in Nikolaevsk told about her "aunt" who had been a 
powerful shaman. A girl child, a boy in youth, a woman for most of her 
life, when she died in prison in 1937 she was found to have the body of 
a man! (M. Pimgun 1993). Another woman present at the telling remem
bered a similar case. 

That story was told in a hushed tone, as are stories of how people be -
come shamans. Certain parts of the healing process are also told care
fully and quietly. The point seems to be knowing what will offend the 
spirits, and not to let them hear about it. Don't talk about a shaman's an
cestry late at night. Don 't sing shamanic songs in the spring, when the 
spirits are flying. 

CONCLUSION 

When I began to write about women shamans in the Amur region in 
1993, I looked at ethnographic literature and found very little specifically 
about women shamans. They were either not described at all, or were de
scribed as being exactly like male shamans. This latter view was shared 
by Native informants themselves in my first round of research questions. 
But somehow I was dissatisfied. As a storyteller, I was at the same time 
getting acquainted with the unique style of Amur heroine. Over and over 
I heard tales of girls who lived alone and then, using their uniquely fem
inine skills and qualities, defeated evil to protect and heal their people. 
The ability to sew and embroider emerged as one of the heroine's best 
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tactics. lt became clear from imagery, story-form and the heroine's clair
voyant and supematural abilities that many of them were shamans and 
that their style was very different from that of men. At the same time, I 
was meeting contemporary women against the backdrop of massive so
cial change and seeing them very active in education, healing, culture and 
politics. These women were often much more out-going than most men 
in their villages. 

What is the connection between tradition and contemporary life? What 
strengths do we take from the beliefs of our ancestors, even if we have 
been raised in a very different setting than they were? I put the question 
not only to the culture I was seeing from the outside, but also to myself, 
raised in North America against the backdrop, (or decline if you will,) of 
European culture. The question is a valid one, I decided, and the results 
interesting. Even when a person seems to repudiate the culture of his/her 
ancestors, certain values, ways of taking responsibility, tactics for 
achieving goals, persist. 

Going back to the women of the Amur, I saw them taking leadership 
in their communities, creating employment schemes, advising, educating. 
I saw them finding new forms for their embroidery work, new markets 
in which to raise money to support their families. They were working as 
doctors and teachers, managing homes alone as their men lost jobs and 
became unreliable. I saw in these activities a reflection of the girls who 
lived alone, who created new life from disaster, who survived hard 
times, and ingeniously outwitted the powers of evil. 

But what I thought was that the qualities of the shamans of the past 
had transferred themselves onto ordinary women. There were very few 
real shamans left and they were no longer taking an active part in the life 
of the community. No new shamans were emerging, but some other 
women's lives seemed to follow a shamanic pattem, including illness be
fore setting out on life's path (L. Passar 1993). 

In a parallel line of thinking, I saw the stories of the intemal experi
ence of the shaman as vision, allegory. From the idea that magic trans
formation, travel through unknown worlds, marriage with animals, sex -
change are visionary experiences it was a short step to seeing contempo
rary doctors and teachers taking on the position once occupied by the 
shaman. 

In 1995, however, something was very different. In the first place, 
more shamans were in evidence. Secondly people talked about them very 
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much as a live presence, wondering which one to consult, who is 
stronger, how to find them and approach them. Almost as if breathing a 
sigh of relief at being able to use this age-old method of answering a 
question, healing a sick child, burying a relative. Studying the details of 
what they were doing. People no longer politely introduced me to their 
elders, sitting back to listen, or even leaving me alone with them. This 
time younger people listened with interest, turned on their own tape 
recorders, asked their own questions, filled with a sense of urgency be -
cause of the age of the shamans and the fact that no one seems to be tak
ing their place. 

In addition, people discuss their relation to the earth, the necessity of 
taking charge of their land-a necessity that was rarely acknowledged 
two years before. "We are the ones who know how to use the re
sources," says Ul'chi Mado Dechuli. She refers not only to the forests, 
the river, the fish-but also to the human resources. Over and over I hear 
her and others affirming the values of service, cooperation, lack of pre
tence, quality craftsmanship. 1 see generosity, cooperation and discipline 
among the children she works with. She knows all the elders, greets 
them with affection, insists that they tel1 their stories in the Ul'chi lan
guage, so that she can grasp all the nuances and try to convey them to 
me. 

lt remains to be seen whether the spirits will call new shamans in the 
coming time, and whether young people will respond if they do. lt re
mains to be seen whether any of the traditional languages survive into the 
twenty-first century. But one certainty is that the storytelling process 
continues, in a contemporary vein around kitchen tables, in offices and 
gardens. Elements of tradition run through the new stories. Women's 
minds are at work on the question of healing their men and raising their 
children to a responsible, possible life. 
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Japanese immigrants went to Hawaii en masse between 1885 and 1924 
to work on the plantations, ancl soon estab!ished themselves as success
ful coffee growers. They needed fortune-tellers to set the most appro
priate time for harvest, and turned to the kau las, the Hawaiian divin
ers, who played a role analogous in many ways to that of the miko in 
Japan . The paper discusses how the Japanese tradition. mixed with lo
cal, Hawaiian. ways of divination.. 

The Meiji restoration in Japan changed the circumstances of farmers in 
general. After the tax reform of 1873, when taxes became fixed (based 
on the value of a piece of land), many had to leave their farms. One alter
native was Hawaii, a land that needed plantation workers. lt was by way 
of labor contract that Japanese workers arrived in the islands after 1885. 
Despite the Hawaiian kingdom' s 1839 declaration of rights, which guar
anteed "life, limb, liberty, freedom from oppression", and Hawaii's 1852 
constitution and its revision in 1864, which outlawed slavery and invol
untary servitude, workers essentially remained outside the law. The sys
tem of contract labor, as governed by the Masters and Servants Act, 
evolved into a form of bondage. 

Hawaii became American Territory in 1898, and in 1900 Congress 
applied the constitution of the United States to Hawaii through the 
Organic Act. When American law became Hawaiian law contract work 
was forbidden, a situation that created problems for the plantation own -
ers. Another problem was that the world coffee market collapsed in 
1899. When the contracts were annulled in 1900 many Japanese irnmi
grants, who had been brought over to the islands to work on the sugar 
plantations, fled the plantations because they realized that growing coffee 
could be a way to survive. The breakdown of the coffee industry resulted 



80 TinaHamrin 

in "a shift away from large plantations owned by Caucasians to small 
Japanese family farms. As the plantations gave up, land was divided into 
small 3- to 5-acre parcels and leased to the laborers. The cost of these 
early leases was one-half the crop. B y 1910, only Japanese coffee farms 
survived" (Kona Coffee 1993:8). lt was on the main island of Hawaii 
that coffee gave workers a break. "With the advent of a coffee economy 
for the growing population of West Hawaii, Kona politics more than 
ever was land-poor politics ... The growers, happy to be off the planta
tions and away from the personal control of lunas (the foremen), submit
ted to the domination of the mills and the families who leased the land of 
Kona" (Fuchs 1961:203). 

The Japanese coffee farmers were concerned about the future and, 
since the work on the plantations had been tough, many of them needed 
help. "Most Japanese were too poor to have decent medical care and de
pended solely on faith healers such as odaishisans ... and Hawaiian 
kahunas", according to the first Japanese medic~l doctor in west Hawaii, 
Dr Hayashi (Nakano 1990:47). 

The spirits of illness were sometimes treated by kahuna makani, but, 
besides health, something else became very important once the J apanese 
immigrants started growing coffee on a family-business basis: the har
vest. Now the farmers needed diviners. Kayu-ura, divination through the 
use of rice paste, which attempted to ascertain whether the harvest would 
be good, was sometimes performed by an Inari-san, but in Hawaii the 
mantic substitutes above all were the kahuna kilokilo, the astrologers, and 
the kahuna kuhikuhi pu' uone, the specialists in geomancy. The reader of 
omens foretold events that might affect the population, and in Hawaii 
"Nq head of any family would build without first consulting a kuhikuhi 
pu'uone (one-who-points-out-contours), a person skilled in picking 
good sites ... The picking of a good site was imperative, as a bad one 
brought trouble to the family" (Handy and Pukui 1988:7-8). Therefore, 
no one could afford to disregard the words of a geomantic specialist who 
had been possessed by 'aumakua, the ancestral deities, often defined as 
"personified natural phenomena". The place of a shrine, a grave or a 
hause had to be planned, and there are many similarities to the Chinese 
feng-shui. "According to fengshui, man and landscape are linked together 
in a system of immanent order. Nature, consisting of balanced forces, re
acts to any interference imposed on it, and this reaction immediately re -
sounds in man. As in a large organism everything is interdependent and 
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pulsating with energy, penetrating and embracing every single part ... Of 
utmost importance is catching and balancing the flow of qi, the cosmic 
current" (Bruun 1992:236-237). 

The mana of the prayer given by the kuhikuhi pu' uone was in the 
words and names, but it was the breath that carried the words and names. 
In this context, mana was a manifestation of a psychic dynamism of na
ture that to many Japanese immigrants was something similar to ki, the 
life force or life energy. That words were filled with mana was nothing 
strange to the Japanese: the yamabushi in Japan, who were experts in 
negotiating with the spirits residing in words and songs, could help 
someone invoke the power and authority of the koto-dama, and such an 
act was called koto-age ("lifting up words") (Kitagawa 1990:xxxv). But 
the recitation of a spell had to be exact. 

A recital by a diviner in Hawaii also had to be correct and unfaltering: 
a slip of the tongue would be displeasing to the 'aumakua as it was dis
respectful and inaccurate (Handy and Pukui 1988:141-142). "The 'au
makua was the unifying force of the entire family or 'ohana and could 
be counted on by individuals for help in times of need. An 'aumakua 
also served as an important contact to the four major gods" (Tatar 1982 
: 19). When the Japanese immigrants arrived many Hawaiian families 

- made daily offerings of eggs and young taro leaves to their ancestral 
spirits, and since ancestors (senzo ), besides kami and Buddhas, are the 
most prominent spiritual entities in Japan, what the newcomers saw was 
very natural and familiar. 

Quite a few of the immigrants from Hiroshima, Yamaguchi, Fukuoka 
and Kumamoto, who came to Hawaii between 1885 and 1924, believed 
that spirits could reside in words and that certain words, correctly pro
nounced, brought about good, whereas other words, or words incor
rectly uttered, caused evil. To the immigrants divination had high prioiity. 
Since early Heian period, Taoist, Yin-Yang, folk Buddhist and Shugen
do practices of magic, astrology and geomancy had been supported by 
many people in rural Japan, and it is clear that religious Taoism influ
enced Shinto and Buddhism in the guise of formulas, charms and 
cosmological theories. 

The occultism ofthe Chinese On' yo-do (On'myo-do) and the theory 
of the two principles Yin and Yang and its application to divination and 
exorcism together with the highly wrought mysticism of Shingon served 
to supplement and elaborate the current occultism, so that it carried fur-
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ther the mixture of various elements in popular faith. And-as a m odifi
cation of Shingon Buddhism, with an emphasis on the occult side of re
ligion-Ryobu Shinto represented a revised form with a dual nature. 
This was retained in the folk culture, and magic, sorcery, exorcism and 
divination were part of the lifestyle of many Japanese immigrants who 
came to Hawaii at the end of the last century. 

"Japanese divination is, on the one hand, the passive act of interpreting 
omens (kizashi, zencho) and, on the other, that of prophesying the future 
with the help of procedures called urani ( or bokusen ) ... One of the oldest 
known practices of this sort in Japan is scapulomancy (futomani), as at
tested to in the Kojiki, the Nihongo, and even the early Chinese chronicle 
known as the Wei Che. Divinatory acts, either kobuku (the burning of 
turtle shells) or the use of sticks, were very popular from the earliest 
times, on which they were overseen by two state ministries" (Rotermund 
1993:281). Kizashi is, more or less, a matter of looking into the future 
with the help of certain omens. Falling stars (nagareboshi) helped the 
seer to prophesy someone's death, and different meteorological phenom
ena told the farmer with second sight about the coming harvest. In this 
context it was the ekisha who was very central for anyone who wanted 
to know about something that nobody could know anything about (Ro
termund 1993:281). In Hawaii kahuna kilokilo read the signs, or omens, 
in the sky and the kaulas had as their main work to foretell the important 
events that were to take place in the future and their outcome. In this role 
they were- together with the kahuna kuhikuhi pu' uone , who knew how 
to locate sites--of great importance. I will point out how the traces of 
On' yo-do made it easier for the Japanese immigrants to assimilate their 
Hawaiian environment in Kona, on the main island, a hundred years ago. 

The art of revealing hidden know ledge by means of something with 
no empirical connection to the knowledge that is tobe revealed is termed 
divination. Its purpose is to predict future events, diagnose diseases, ex -
plain accidents, find lost items or favorable sites for buildings and 
graves, identify criminals or interpret the will of the gods and the ances
tor spirits. The method is to use given rules, or ad hoc constructed rules, 
to arrive at a correct interpretation of a specific natural phenomenon. The 
auspicier watches the flight of birds, the hamspicier examines the guts of 
animals and the astrologer studies the celestial bodies, while the site spe
cialist "works with the geomancer 's or astrological compass, an instru
ment with a magnetic compass at the center of a disc inscribed with con-
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centric circles and the symbols of yin and yang and the eight trigrams" 
(Ching 1993:209). When it comes to astrology, both in Japan and in 
Hawaii at the end of last century the consulting of horoscopes ( o-mikuji) 
was very popular. "lt is still also extremely common for people to con -
sult divination almanacs or visit a diviner when determining courses of 
action such as the most auspicious date for a wedding or the best posi -
tion to build a house, for directions are themselves classified as lucky 
and unlucky" (Reader 1991 :29). 

The indigenous meaning given to divination by the Japanese immi
grants in Hawaii was, according to their children, nisei, a matter of spirit 
manipulation. The kahunas, as weil as the diviners they had seen in 
Japan, provided examples of possession divination. The mediumistic
possession type of divination can be explained by the operation of im
personal laws that express a coherent divine order or arise from the im -
mediate context. Possession may not only be used as a theory to explain 
the füll oracular trance but may also "explain" hunches and the flight of 
birds. The kind of divination that is based on impersonal laws and a di
vine order may teach the necessary macrocosm-microcosm correlation 
between heavenly and temporal events and bodily states. A belief in a 
divine order can culminate in very elaborate forms, such as the Chinese I 
Ching, and this can be mixed with a so-called intuitive divination, which 
was commonly used in both Japan and Hawaii. Since a diviner usually 
preceded his intuitive guesses with the making of a horoscope and there
after became possessed, it is hard to draw a line between the more so
phisticated forms of divination and simpler forms. 

In Hawaii, as in Japan, there were two types of divination-the pas
sive kind, when the diviner tried to interpret something that had already 
happened, and the active kind, when he or she arranged a situation that 
was borrowed from tradition or intervened in the course of events. lt 
seems that the real function of divination is to set a person free in that it 
liberates him from irresoluteness and makes him capable of acting. That 
the coffee farmers, who in Japan had been rice planters, mostly .experi
enced possession divination is not at all strange since complex wisdom 
divination generally arises among priestly or intellectual elites that serve 
central institutions and seek to maintain the cosmos, often from royal 
court circles. The complicated swarm of spirits and gods in folk religion 
is not recognized in this very abstract classic form. 
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In Japan astrology and the calendar came from China, and the Chinese 
calendar-adopted and modified in folk religion, Shinto, and Bud -
dhism-carried with it the cosmological theories and beliefs of religious 
Taoism. In Hawaii, on the slopes of Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa, 
Japanese immigrants came to realize the importance of the stars for div
ination. Here the reading of celestial omina was used as a method to 
predict someone's future. Also a genetical astrology that focused on 
"genesis" by determining the positions of the constellations at the mo
ment of birth or conception was in practice. Horoscope charting of the 
nativity in order to calculate a person's character could, in other words, 
as well be a mean of forecasting good or bad things to come. To some -
one with a special personality certain things would happen. However, the 
most complicated knot of questions arises in the apparent clash between 
the theoretical moment of understanding and the notion that there are 
techniques for escaping fate. Or when, even before that, the fundamental 
element of the technique of prediction appears to relate not only to the 
situation in the sky but also to the complex game of the sentiments and 
movements of the human soul. Geomancy goes beyond the simple con
sideration of astral configurations and, thus, beyond the theories of con
junctions and birth, and links itself instead to the doctrines and tech
niques of interrogation and elections-that is, questions and choices con
cerning particular events and individual cases. "Taoism informed the 
early principles of Feng shui, and as Taoism evolved out of archaic 
shamanism, this undoubtedly provided a route for shamanic concepts to 
enter Feng shui practice" (Devereux 1992:133). 

The basis for divining in Hawaii was a religious experience in the 
sense that the diviner contacted an alternative reality. When the practi
tioner entered a religious trance a divination ritual was the fact (cf. Good
man 1992:49). 

In the old Hawaii the rulers were dependent on the kaula. "They fore
told an overthrow of the government, the death of a ruler, the times when 
good or evil chiefs would rise up in the kingdom ... They spoke ( ho' oko; 
literally 'fulfilled') the words of the god without fear before chiefs and 
men" (Kamakau 1987:7). 

In Japan the miko, who were "married" to the deity, gave similar ora
cles. However, it is not clear whether such oracles were a regular part of 
all worship or were resorted to mainly outside the regular festival calen
dar when required by circumstances or when special portents were given 



Divination Among Japanese Immigrants in Hawaii 85 

(Ellwood and Pilgrim 1983:44). Anyway, the Japanese immigrants in 
Hawaii at the end of last century mostly came in contact with diviners 
like the kahuna kilokilo and kahuna kuhikuhi pu' uone, who practised 
among ordinary people or "people in general", maka' ainana. 

The person who knew the sites, po' e kuhikuhi pu' uone, knew that 
there were three realms for the spirits of the dead: the realm of the 
homeless souls ( ao kuewa), the realm of the ancestral spirits ( ao 'auma
kua) and the realm of Milu (ke ao o Milu), which was the realm of end
less darkness and evil (Kamakau 1987:47). This was important to geo
mancy "with so many factors tobe correlated in addition to the visually 
determined aspects of the terrain ... If, despite the careful choosing of a 
spot for tomb or home, bad luck still visited the family, the obvious ex -
planation was that the practitioner first consulted had not analyzed all the 
factors correctly-an explanation that the next expert would be sure to 
underline as he rectified the findings of his colleague" (Thompson 
1989:25). 

The Hawaiian people were very close to nature as well as to life after 
death. We see this especially in their beliefs regarding the 'aumakua, the 
souls of those who have died and entered the spirit world. They are still 
considered tobe members of the 'ohana (family), communicating with 
the living by advising, warning and instructing, and the portents were 
presented particularly in nature: in wind, rainbows and clouds, the 
strange behaviour of animals or the flight of bi.rds. 

For the diviner, individual power was enhanced by total abdication 
and self-effacement before the spirits, and mediumistic trance was often 
the result. In the oracle the words had a power of their own, and its force 
came from the sound that was breathed into the words, thereby giving it 
life. We use our breath in making the sounds, and breath is life-giving, 
and the thought represented in the word has symbolic significance as 
well. The notion that the word-thought has a power of its own suggests 
that it also has an existence of its own, and the knowledge of the hidden 
spiritual power residing in the word gives it a specific meaning according 
to the Hawaiian scholar George Kanahele (1991 :45). "Presumably the 
diviner has a special skill, including that of extra-sensory perception, to 
look into symbols and events and make utterances about certain patterns 
of action which the person or persons who consult him or her should 
follow" (Ching 1993:26). 
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According to Joachim Wach, the charisma of the diviner is originally 
personal but easily and regularly becomes institutionalized. The diviner 
shares with the seer a passive character, but differs from him in having to 
rely on objects which he uses as media for the interpretation of the will 
of the gods. They may be natural phenomena, interpreted as signs, or 
parts of the bodies of living beings used as "mirrors". The diviner com
bines the seer's natural qualities and talents with a technique and training 
that separate him from the seer and mark him out as akin to the magician. 
Diviners differ from the latter and from the prophets. The diviner bases 
his interpretation on a general scheme or theory of the cosmos that claims 
a con-espondence between the human and the divine realms. The scheme 
is the tradition of a normative discipline. "The question of norms and 
moral principles (i.e. ethical issues) plays an important part in prophecy, 
whereas the diviner is fundamentally indifferent to the development of 
ethical codes" (Wach 1947:364-365). This could be the case for Semite 
religions, but in Old Hawaii the prophets and the astrologers worked 
side by side, and agreed on the same ethics, namely, it was right to avoid 
breaking rules, to obey for obedience's sake. The reasons for doing right 
were avoidance of punishment and the superior power of the high ali' is 
(chiefs). The kapu-system was the ethical frame and it was not the 
Hawaii.an prophets that changed the moral codes, but foreigners. For ex
ample, the Japanese "could violate various of the local taboos since they 
were not part of the same genealogical-ceremonial system" (Webb 
1971:265). In other words, ethics was based on a system whose carriers, 
i.e. the high chiefs, accepted ethical relativism, since the validity of moral 
judgments was measured by the standards of value proper to the Hawai
i.an culture and form of life. 

When it comes to geomancy, ethnocentrism was replaced by univer
salistic ideas. The art was based on the concept that man was, in a 
pseudo-scientific way, the product of the universe; something that caused 
actions that transgressed the boundaries of "normativeness" The product 
of the universe must have a house or a burial place that is arranged to be 
in harmony with natural forces, i.e. wind and water (Fung 1966: 130). "lt 
is truly through geomancy, even more than through the general 
'inten-ogation ', that very different elements in the sphere of divinatory 
astrology emerge, and at the same time celestial influences and deep 
psychic reactions become interlinked. The signs of the sky can be read, 
not only in the book of the stars but also in the reactions which the 
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celestial influences determine within the individual human being. Indeed 
astral influence, registering deep within man, and moulding him, makes 
him like a page which reveals the dispositions of the stars, if only one 
knows how to decipher how much is happening beyond the threshold of 
the conscious will" (Garin 1990:35). So, if at birth the stars choose the 
destiny of man, so man, through the technique of the interrogations, 
discovers the alternatives that are still open to him-the intervals of 
indifference, in which he can invert the process and choose, in his turn, 
his own star. Even if the star of his own has to do with kinship. 
Geomancy always has to do with spirits and divination is seeking for 
ancestral advice. The Japanese in Hawaii were successful coffee farmers 
and thanked their lucky stars, their ancestors, Kobo Daishi, Amida 
Buddha, Kannon, Amaterasu Omikami and yaoyorozu-no-kami ("the 
uncountable kami"-and we too thank them for the best coffee in the 
world, Kona Coffee. 
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Does shamanic journeying and drumming have associated psychological 
and immunological responses? The State-Trait Anxiety lnventory, 
Schlosser' s Well-being Scale-22 and Impact of Life Scale , and the 
Profile of Mood States were used to evaluate anxiety, well-being, stress, 
and mood disturbance. Subjects were 40 healthy male and female expe
rienced practitioners from 30 to 60 years of age. Repeated Measures 
Analysis of Variance revealed that, compared with baseline, the 
shamanic journeying and drumming condition was associated with in
creased physical well-being (/!. < .001 ), increased affective well-being (Q 
< .01 ), and increased total well-being (Q < .01 ). Anxiety (Q < .001 ), 
anger (Q < .00/ ), confusion (Q < .001 ), depression (Q < .001),fatigue 
(Q < .001 ), tension-anxiety (Q < .001 ), total mood disturbance (12. < 
.001 ), and stress (Q < .001) were significantly lower after journeying 
with drumming than at baseline. Comparison of overall group means 
revealed no significant difference in concentration of salivary im
munoglobulin A (S-lgA) from baseline to post-treatment. However, 
when the data were analyzed by level of S-lgA response, there were dis
tinct profiles of associated psychological descriptors for each. There 
was also a significant correlation between S-IgA after the drummingl 
journeying condition and positive-constructive imagery style. These 
findings suggest ( 1) that certain psychological features may differen
tially influence immune response and (2) that positive psychological ef
fects of shamanic journeying are associated with drumming specifically 
with respect to stress, anxiety, wel/-being, and mood disturbance. 

*The research was undertaken as part of the Shamanism and Health project of 
the Foundation for Shamanic Studies. Special thanks to the Samuel Lunenfeld 
Charitable Foundation for their support of the research. Copyright © 1995 Sandra 
Harner. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Healing is one of the key functions the shaman fulfills in most commu -
nities worldwide. Frequently, the task is undertaken with reluctance and 
uncertainty by the initiate. If the results are beneficial, the person is em -
barked upon the healer's art. Same interesting questions arise about such 
healing. Are there psychological characteristics which facilitate healing? 
Furthermore, do classic shamanic techniques such as joumeying accom
panied by drumming (e.g., Eliade 1964; M. Harner 1980) contribute to 
such healing? In the course of experimental research on the effect of 
sl}amanic joumeying with drumming on immune response and emotions, 
we had the opportunity to look at data which may shed some light on 
these questions. Preliminary research (S. Harner 1994, S. Hamer and 
Tryon 1992; S. Harner and Tryon 1995) indicated that emotional and 
therapeutic features effected by this spiritual practice can be identified. 
By examining the results of background questionnaires focused on im
agery style, trait anxiety, typical well-being, and several factors of typical 
mood disturbance, we found quite different profiles when the overall 
group was split by level of immune response to shamanic journeying 
with drumming. 

THEPROBLEM 

Tue present study asked for whom shamanic journeying and drumming 
may have a positive effect on immune response and on several dimen
sions of affect-anxiety, well-being, stress, and mood disturbance. As 
part of this question, the trait or "typical" levels of these factors need to 
be considered as well as imagery style, since imagery is such a promi
nent feature of much shamanic work. 

SUBJECTS 

Subjects were 40 healthy male and female adults whose ages ranged 
from 30 to 60 years. They were solicited by mail from the list of partici
pants in advanced training courses offered by the Foundation for 
Shamanic Studies. They had practiced shamanic journeying from one to 
seven years. 
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PROCEDURE 

After providing signed consent, the participants completed a packet of 
questionnaires, including a health form with medical, health, and habit 
questions, the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, STAI form Y-2, Trait 
Anxiety (Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lushene, Vagg and Jacobs 1983), the 
Short Imaginal Processes Inventory (Huba, Singer, Aneshensel and 
Antrobus, 1982) which describes three imagery styles: positive-con
structive daydreaming (in which fantasies are seen as constructive, 
planful, wishful, and fulfilling), Guilt and Fear of Failure (in which day
dreams have depressing, frightening, fearful qualities), and Poor 
Attention Control (in which there are "tendencies toward mindwandering 
and distractibility"); the Profile of Mood States (McNair, Lorr and 
Droppelman 1981), the Well-Being Scale-22 (Schlosser 1985) for gen
eral well-being, and a demographics information form. 

Bachperson participated in one evening group session which began at 
dusk in a quiet room in order to reduce distraction due to sensory input. 
There were 12 such sessions across the United States. 

Anxiety, described as "feelings of apprehension, tension, nervous
ness, and worry," was measured using the State version of the State
Trait Anxiety Inventory; well-being, using Schlosser's Here-Now Well
Being Scale-22 which asks for beliefs and feelings about well-being 
from the perspective of positive indicators; stress, using the Impact of 
Life Scale (Schlosser and Moreland 1991) which describes degree of 
current life stress in a number of common domains; and mood distur -
bance, using the Profile of Mood States, or POMS, which evaluates six 
factors of mood: Anger-Hostility, Tension-Anxiety (as heightened mus
culo-skeletal tension), Confusion-Bewilderment, Depression-Dejection, 
Fatigue-Inertia, and Vigor-Activity, as well as Total Mood Disturbance 
(the sum of the subscales). All these instruments were administered after 
each of the conditions-baseline, resting, birdsong, and shamanic jour
neying with drumming. All subjects received all experimental conditions, 
effectively serving as their own controls. Presentation of the two active 
treatments was reversed for half of the participants-to control for order 
effects. Saliva was collected throughout the sessions and the specimens 
were assayed for concentration of salivary immunoglobulin A (S-IgA). 

Tue Baseline condition was the original starting point at the start of the 
sessions. In the Resting Condition, the participants were instructed to 
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simply lie on the floor for thirty minutes and rest. In the Birdsong 
Condition, they were also instructed to lie on the floor and listen for 
thirty minutes to the tape recording of bird songs (Songbirds of Spring 
1988) with their own cassette players and earphones. In the 
Journeying/Drumming Condition, they were instructed to lie down and 
make a journey for the purpose of raising a specific immune response, 
and to simultaneously narrate their experiences which were recorded. 
The drumming was provided by a thirty-minute tape recording (M. 
Harner 1991). lt is approximately 4.5 beats per second in a regular, 
monotonous beat. 

RESUL TS OF EXPERIMENT 

Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance (see Table 1) was used to 
evaluate the experimental data and significant differences were found be
tween the Baseline and Journeying with Drumming conditions. Affective 
and Physical Well-Being were significantly increased, while State 
Anxiety, Fatigue, Confusion, Tension, and Stress were significantly 
lower in the Journeying/Drumming Condition compared to the Baseline, 
Resting, and Birdsong conditions. Significantly less Depression, less 
Anger, and lower Total Mood Disturbance and increased Cognitive 
Well-Being followed the Journeying/Drumming Condition compared to 
the Baseline Condition. 

Comparison of overall group means for immune response revealed no 
significant difference in concentration of S-IgA from baseline to post
treatment. That is, S-IgA neither increased nor decreased on a total group 
basis after the drumming/journeying condition. 

EXPLORATORY DATA ANALYSIS-IMMUNE RESPONSE AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILES 

The level of S-IgA after the drumming and journeying condition is posi
tively correlated with level of positive-constructive imagery style (r = 
0.456) and is significant at the .Q < .01 level. The positive-constructive 
imagery style accounted for about 20% of the variance in S-IgA concen
tration after this condition. Tue probability that this correlation is 
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Journeying 
Baseline with F 

Drumming 
Total mood 
disturbance 19.375 2.325 20.197 <.001 
Anger 8.425 1.525 87.440 <.001 
Confusion 5.800 2.975 24.016 <.001 
Depression 7.825 2.125 64.827 <.001 
Fatigue 8.450 3.725 33.358 <.001 
Tension 8.100 2.325 86.015 <.001 
State anxiety 31.575 24.600 60.019 <.001 
Total Well-being 116.795 129.125 12.468 <.01 
Affective well-being 34.846 39.325 9.180 <.01 
Cognitive well-being 35.487 37.925 3.134 <.1 
Physical well-being 41.308 48.725 29.925 <.01 
Stress 27.075 9.675 77.824 <.001 
S-IgA 13.972 14.762 0.389 .537 

Table 1. Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance and Mean Scores at 
Baseline and after Shamanic Journeying with Drumming (n=40) 

due to chance is less than 1 %; more than 99% of the occurrences would 
not be due to chance. See Table 2 for the means and standard deviations 
for typical levels of the psychological variables for the total group. 

When the data were analyzed by level of S-IgA response, there were 
distinct profiles of associated psychological descriptors for each. Those 
whose concentration of S-lgA was highest after the journey
ing/drumming condition displayed the lowest Guilt-Fear of Failure, and 
highest positive-constructive imagery styles. They had the lowest trait 
anxiety and the highest typical well-being as well as lowest anger and 
tension. Subjects whose S-IgA was lowest after the shamanic journeying 
and drumming condition had the highest Guilt/Fear of Failure and the 
poorest Attention Control with respect to typical imagery style. They de
scribed themselves as least confused, least depressed, least fatigued, and 
most vigorous. Those whose immune response was in the center of the 
range also fell between the other two groups on the psychological fac
tors. See Table 3 for a comparison of the means when the sample is split 
according to the 10 % with the highest S-IgA, the central 10%, and the 
10 % with the lowest S-lgA levels. These are preliminary findings which 
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support the idea that differential pattems of imagery style and affective 
traits may be related to responsivity of the immune system. 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Guilt/Fear of Failure 32.675 9.104 
Positi ve-Constructi ve 58.825 9.112 
Poor Attention Control 40.300 10.854 
Trait Anxiety 36.138 9.065 
Total Well-being 124.436 27.128 
Affective Well-being 38.538 9.279 
Physical Well-being 44.436 10.964 
Cognitive Well-being 35.692 7.116 
Anger 8.375 6.841 
Tension 6.925 4.989 
Depression 6.900 7.092 
Vigor 19.050 7.200 
Fatigue 6.550 6.865 
Confusion 5.425 4.038 

Table 2 : Means and Standard Deviations of Background Data for Total Group 
(n=39) 

Highest 10% Lowest 10% Central Level of 
concentration concentration of S-lgA 
of S-IgA S-lgA concentration 

Guilt/ 27.000 42.000 44.250 
Fear of Failure (2.160) (12.754) (5.315) 
Positive- 66.000 46.750 59.500 
Constructive (4.243) (17.746) (7.895) 
Poor Attention 37.250 56.000 38.500 
Control (14.408) (11.916) (6.191) 
Trait 37.500 45.750 44.500 
Anxiety (14.154) (7.042) (5.196) 
Total 117.500 97.000 101.500 
Well -being (31.332) (23.678) (25.013) 
Affective 43.250 30.250 41.000 
Well-being (8.461) (7.762) (7.874) 
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Highest 10% Lowest 10% Central /evel of 
concentration concentration of S-IgA 
ofS-lgA S-IgA concentration 

Cognitive 36.750 30.250 33.500 
Well-being (7.365) (3.304) (4.359) 
Anger 5.750 10.750 7.00 

(4.113) (10.966) (6.055) 
Tension 5.750 10.500 7.750 

(8.342) (5.802) (4.992) 
Depression 9.500 8.250 7.250 

(11.475) (7.588) (5.909) 
Vigor 17.500 15.000 19.250 

(10.599) (7.439) (6.185) 
Fatigue 9.00 12.500 6.250 

(12.910) (9.539) (6.131) 
Confusion 6.750 6.000 5.750 

(6.551) (1.826) (5.123) 

Table 3: Means and standard deviations (standard deviations in parentheses) 
of background data split by S-IgA level after shamanic joumeying with 

drumming (n=l2) 

CONCLUSIONS 

Shamanic journeying with drumming had measurable psychological ef
fects. Compared with baseline, the Shamanic Journeying and Drumming 
Condition was associated with increased affective, cognitive, physical 
and total well-being. State anxiety, anger, confusion, depression, fatigue, 
tension-anxiety, and stress were significantly lower after journeying with 
drumming than at baseline. Compared with baseline, shamanic journey
ing with drumming appears to have a positive psychological effect on 
well-being, anxiety, stress, and mood disturbance for these participants. 

Positive-constructive imagery style as a trait characteristic is positively 
correlated with concentration of S-IgA. Distinct patterns of trait f eatures 
appear to be associated with level of immune response as measured by 
S-IgA concentration. 
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DISCUSSION 

What are the psychological qualities that appear to support increased S
IgA concentration in the presence of shamanic journeying with drum
ming? High positive-constructive imagery style, low Guilt/Fear of 
Failure, and high attention control along with high well-being across its 
various expressions, accompanied by low anger, anxiety and tension. 
This finer-grained analysis has made it possible to examine data that ap
peared inconclusive and propose an avenue for better understanding the 
inconsistent results that have emerged from psychoneuroimmunological 
studies to date. There appear to be corresponding patterns describing 
those whose immune response is either unchanged or declines. Can these 
psychological patterns be changed and consequently maxirnize concen
tration of S-IgA? A basic assumption of psychotherapy is that dysfunc -
tional attitudes and belief systems can be changed. 

Future research will attempt to replicate the experiments, using naive 
participants. If the results hold, appropriate clinical populations will be 
sought. The results of the exploratory analysis will be pursued in a 
prospective study to determine if immune response to shamanic drum
ming with journeying can be predicted on the basis of typical imagery 
style, anxiety, mood disturbance and well-being. Furthermore, we plan to 
examine these factors as they relate to the client or patient. 
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Shamanism in a Post-Modern Age 

MIHAL Y HOPPAL BUDAPEST 

Shamanism has been one of the most significant elements of the spiri
tual tradition among the Altaic peoples. lt can be seen as a treasure 
house of folk knowledge especially among the nomadic and hunting 
keepers of tradition such as healers, spiritual leaders of the community, 
fortune-tellers, soothsayers, who were able to predict the weather, the 
singers of heroic epics, historical songs and myths, shamanic hymns 
and prayers, good actors and musicians. In the paper, the author gives 
an overview of the new trends of the studies concerning Altaic shaman
ism. Recently a great number of publications have been appealing, es
pecially in Russia, and there is a contemporary revival of shamanism 
among the small ethnic groups of Siberia. 

A few decades ago it was generally held that shamanism in Siberia had 
ceased to exist and belonged among the worthless ideological memories 
of the past. This opinion prevailed both in the communist Soviet Union 
which still existed at that time, as well as in other parts of the world, in 
the western capitalist countries. In the mid-20th century and even in the 
sixties and seventies both ideological systems still lived in the fever of 
development. The most important ideal in those decades was that of the 
modern world that could be created through development. 

Tue concept of modern has been one of the most frequently repeated 
keywords of the 20th century and consequently had almost magical 
power. lt was imbued with positive content, in part because it was asso
ciated with development-mainly technical development-and in part 
because it meant rejection of the tradition of earlier periods: the repudia
tion, denial and destruction of tradition of all kinds. 

The 20th century has often been called the age of revolutions and rev
olutionary change. But this label hid what was one of the very character
istic features of the process: modernity was always accompanied by de-
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struction. In most cases, transformation meant the destruction of the ear
lier structures. Parallel with the technical development, the social struc
tures changed, especially in those cases where the transformation was 
urged or even directed by political and ideological forces. lt was perhaps 
folk culture that was most strongly affected by these changes. In the eyes 
of the militants of modernity, cultural traditions were the most hated en -
emy. This was especially true in Siberia where the archaic beliefs and 
mythology, the heroic epic and narrative tradition preserved the identity 
of the ethnic minorities. This meant that shamanism was among the ele
ments of traditional culture to be eradicated. 

In short, the transformation that was carried out in the name of 
modernity and so-called development was directed against tradition. 
However successful this ideology of modernity may have appeared for 
decades, by the late seventies and even more in the eighties and nineties 
its shortcomings, failure and unavoidable revision became obvious. lt 
was found that the forced industrial development had not only brought 
unquestionable achievements and created a certain degree of prosperity: it 
had also caused enormous environmental pollution. Tue disruption of the 
traditional local communities and the rejection of cultural traditions 
(religions and rites) resulted in moral uncertainty (and in rising crime 
rates). 

As a reaction, a return to traditions can be quite clearly observed in the 
post-modern age. This is especially true in post-communist Russia, 
among the small ethnic groups in the area of today 's Siberia. 

A quarter of a century after the studies in Shamanism in Siberia 
(Di6szegi and Hoppal 1978) were written, the emergence of a trend that 
could be called post-modern shamanism can now be seen. The author of 
this article had the opportunity to observe a number of forms of this 
post-traditional shamanism. In the following the main types of Eurasian 
shamanism today are presented on the basis of experiences gained in the 
field. Naturally, thus typology is not final; it is in need of expansion and 
refinement but for the time being it can be regarded as a good representa
tion of the phenomena. There is a need for such a typology because most 
of the colleagues deal with the old shamanism but neglect the phenomena 
of today' s (post-)modern shamanism. 

Two main classes of phenomena can be distinguished: one contains 
those cultures in which shamanism as an autochthonous phenomenon 
has survived more or less continuously up to the present, while the other 
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group of phenomena consists of neo-shamanism (or urban shamanism) 
which has arisen mainly in an urban context. The first group can be di
vided into a further two subgroups. The first comprises the cultures 
where shamanism survived and was kept alive by tradition practically 
without interruption, while the second contains the peoples and forms of 
shamanism where the shamans had been almost eliminated but escaped at 
the last minute. 

Perhaps the best point to begin with the Koreans. Korea lies at the 
eastern extremity of the Eurasian continent, between China and Japan 
and has shaped a wholly autonomous culture. An important feature of 
this autochthonous culture is shamanism (musok). Scholars hold many 
different opinions on Korean shamanism, its character and components, 
but they agree on one thing: shamanism represent the oldest stratum in 
Korean folk religion (Carter-Covell 1981, Covell 1986, Guisso-Yu 
1988, Kendall 1987, 1988). 

All aspects of Korean culture, including religion, are imbued with the 
ideology of Buddhism and Neo-Confucianism. Nevertheless a stratum
presumably originating from Central Asia-can be found underlying 
these: the institution of the king-shaman which can be traced back to the 
Silla Kingdom (8th century). In general, right up to the present, beside 
the various Christian missionary activities and the "new religion" move
ments (such as the world-religion founded by Reverend Moon), the 
strongest trend is the everyday religious practice performed by 
shamanesses (mudang) which Korean colleagues classify in the category 

. of shamanism. Whatever the case, it is a fact that today's over-orna
mented and highly elaborate shaman ceremony, somewhat resembling a 
dramatic theatre performance, wholly determines the everyday religious 
life of the Koreans, a people producing and exporting the most advanced 
technology at the end of the 20th century. The author personally visited 
Seoul three times and had a number of opportunities to take part in the 
ceremonies (kut) which were directed by shamanesses. These ceremonies 
lasting several hours not only convinced me of their very powerful 
stress-relieving effect, but also that they ensure cultural continuity from 
one generation to the next within the culture. The shaman ceremony has 
become an important vehicle for the transfer of tradition since it serves to 
maintain a "direct" relationship and communication with the ancestors. 
(Tue ceremony known as chinogwikut, which serves to evoke the spirit 
of deceased ancestors, in particular has such a function. The author par -
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ticipated in such a full-day ceremony in Inchon, a suburb of Seoul, in 
1994.) Although many different cultural elements are found in the Ko
rean shaman ceremonies (in addition to those already mentioned, ele
ments of contemporary life have also been incorporated), their principal 
characteristic in nevertheless cultural continuity since the operation of the 
mudang in South Korea has not been exposed to any violent influence. 
Naturally the situation is different in the North where the communist 
ideological hegemony did not tolerate systems of religious beliefs of any 
kind. In the South, in contrast, shamanism is seen as a traditionalising 
expression of national culture and its most outstanding representatives 
are valued as a "national treasure" and used for the strengthening of na
tional identity. 

lt is interesting to observe that something similar happened in the field 
of cultural continuity in Manchuria, one of the regions of the People's 
Republic of China inhabited by different nationalities. The Manchu na
tionality is one ofthe larger minorities in today's China (four and a half 
million) and has an especially strong historical awareness because they 
gave the emperor of the last imperial dynasty. In addition, they live in a 
compact group in Jilin province and shamanism has very ancient tradi
tions among their religious notions: it takes a special form of clan 
shamanism and one of its most important functions is to maintain ethnic
ity, family and kinship relations on the occasion of large family gather
ings (Fu 1993, Guo 1993). 

Recent ethnographic d,ocumentary films made in the early nineties 
(Hoppal 1992:191-196 and Shi 1993:49) show that this is a living tradi
tion. A number of shamans appeared simultaneously at larger gatherings 
and the series of ceremonies held in conjunction with clan prosperity. 
The fact that for centuries the Manchu shamans had hand-written cere
monial books (Pozzi 1992, Stary 1992) almost certainly contributed to 
the continuous preservation of the Manchu shaman traditions. 1 

In China, Manchu shamanism survived the period of communist ideo
logical repression relatively well and in recent years it has been possible 
to publish a growing number of books and studies (Shi 1993). Re
searchers ofManchu origin (Fu 1993, Guo 1995) also reported that this 

1 In 1993, I personally visited Manchuria where I met an elderly shaman who 
also had a hand-written ceremonial book. Hoppal 1994; a photograph of the sha
man can be seen on the cover. 
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tradition has a number of followers and active practitioners among the 
younger generation too. 

On the other side of the Amur river in the Far-Eastern part of the 
Russian empire live the small Tunguz peoples from whose language the 
word shaman is also derived. In 1993 I spent time among the Nanai 
people and found that from the point of view of typology, the shamanism 
there can be regarded as essentially continuous. The elderly shamaness, 
Lindza Beldi, who is illiterate but nevertheless (or precisely for that rea
son) preserves a rich store of shaman narrative lore is definitely a fact of 
the continuity of tradition. In the remote comer of the empire, in the small 
village beside the Amur the local population needed the help of the 
shamans which is why they were not persecuted excessively during the 
period of communism. 

This example does not mean that shamans were not persecuted more 
strongly elsewhere. In the case of the Y akuts, for example, the matter of 
the shamanism was treated as a political issue right from the earliest So
viet times practically up to the present (Balzer 1990, 1993). There is 
nothing surprising about this since it was the shamans who preserved the 
traditions, the old belief, oral epic tradition and mythology. By practising 
their art almost daily they ensured the continuous existence of folk cul
ture and so it is not by chance that from the thirties the local of repression 
began to persecute them. Many hundreds of shamans ended their lives in 
concentration camps or forced labour camps (Gulags). 

Spite this, they were not entirely wiped out and when in the early 
nineties the restrictions of ideological repression began to ease, they im
mediately surfaced and while earlier they had only been taken to folklore 
festivals, in the last few years they have begun to work again, mainly en
gaging in healing. In 1992, when I visited the Sakha Republic, I found 
that the previously persecuted Yakut shamans ( oyuun, udagan) had ap
peared again and were active as healers. They even held a theatre perfor
mance in the local National Theatre for the participants in the internation
al conference on shamanism, in which actors played the part of the 
shamans in an attempt to preserve the continuity of the ethnic poetic tra -
dition. This is because the great majority of the Sakha (Y akut) population 
no longer speak the language of their ancestors. The theatre is an excel
lent means for reviving certain elements of folk culture and in particular 
for keeping alive songs and narrative traditions. At the same time, the 
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Y akut scholar colleagues immediately recognised the ideological signifi
cance of shamanism as weil (Gogolev et al. 1992). 

We found similar phenomena in Tuva where, after long decades of 
shaman persecution, what could be called a renaissance of shamanism 
can be observed in 1995. The earlier communist political leaders, who 
are now the chief supporters of nationalism, support lamaism in the re
public in the same way as the revival of shamanism. lt should be noted 
that in the early thirties there were even more shamans than lamas work
ing to preserve the spiritual health of the people (Diakonova 1978), al
though the two forrns of religious practice coexisted peacefully. The sit
uation is especially fortunate in Tuva because the study of shamanism 
there has long been in the hands of expert researchers (V.P. Diakonova, 
S.I. Vainshtein and the local scholar-researcher M.B. Kenin-Lopsan.2 A 
large body of collected material is available for further research, as well 
as for general enquirers. Mongus Kenin-Lopsan has played a consider
able part in keeping this interest alive. He is not only an ethnographic 
collector but also a writer one of those best acquainted with the Tuva 
folklore traditions, a living classic, and president of the social 
organisation known as Düngür. The drum used by the Tuva shamans is 
called düngür, and this word was adopted as the name of the federation 
whose members are healing shamans who work in Kyzyl, the capital, 
carrying out their activity of divination, diagnosing and healing in a 
perfectly matter-of-fact way in today's modern (post-modern or post
comrnunist) urban environment. 

Today's Tuva shamans, many of whom I have had the good fortune to 
meet, are characteristic figures in the history of shamanism in Siberia: 
many of them were imprisoned in the fifties, spending years in the labour 
camps and despite this they are again practising their craft. Speaking to 
them, their commitment and readiness to help could be clearly felt, as 
well as their pride at the fact that they are preserving and continuing 
genuine folk ( ethnic) traditions. 

The situation is not so straightforward in the case of the Finno-Ugrian 
(Uralic) peoples living in the norhern regions of the Russian Federation. 
Shamanism was never as strong there as among the Turkic-speaking 
peoples of southern Siberia. These small communities which now num -

2 See his most recent works giving a general summary on Tuva shamanism Ke
nin-Lopsan 1993, 1996) 
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ber only a few thousand persons were always more vulnerable to Rus
sian cultural influence and the danger of russification. From the typologi
cal viewpoint it is the shamanism of these ethnic groups which perhaps 
carne closest to complete oblivion (Balzer 1987). Nevertheless, signs of 
an interesting revival have begun to appear among the norhtern peoples 
and some researchers regard shamanism as "an expression of the north
em identity" (Pentikäinen 1995). 

Tue sharnan tradition found arnong the Khanty, an Ob-U grian people, 
has taken an interesting course in recent decades. While the earlier litera
ture on the subject essentially regarded the phenomenon as no longer 
living, ethnographic documentary films made on the bear ceremonies of 
the Ostyak ethnic group, mainly the work of Lennart Meri (for ade
scription, see Hoppal 1992: 184-187) drew attention to one of the last 
surviving shamans. As a consequence, a number of researchers made 
trips to visit the family and a number of studies have been published 
from the research done (Kerezsi 1993, 1995). 

A similar case can be observed with one of the renowned sharnan 
families of the Nganasan, a small ethnic group living on the Taymyr 
peninsula. For generations the community's shamans came from the 
members of the Ngamtusuo clan. They have preserved this role right up 
to the present (Helimsky-Kosterkina 1992). In the seventies Lennart 
Meri made a film of the last great shaman, Demnime, and a number of 
other films have also been made since then. Practically all the relatives 
have now joined in the chain of folklorism, reproducing in theatre-like 
form the songs and art of the shaman father. On the one hand this activ -
ity is entirely authentic since they are repeating songs leamt from the au
thentic source (Dobzhanskaia 1995), but on the other hand it is not en
tirely authentic since the songs are performed and the drum produced 
outside the ritual (sacral) context. Not to mention the fact that the family 
members playing the part of the sharnan are no longer initiated shamans 
and as such do not even have the right to perform the sacred songs. 
However, it is in this way that tradition finds a means of surviving, inde
pendently of the political and social environment. 

Tue researcher has a tendency to proclaim that this is the last chapter in 
the history of shamanism in Siberia. When in the summer of 1994 at a 
folklore festival in the south of France I came across a small group 
formed of members of the Kosterkin family among the performers, 
dressed in Siberian für winter-costume to give a short performance in the 
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summer heat, one may I declare that this is the end of "shamanism in 
Siberia". But perhaps it is not really the end because it is precisely such 
festival invitations and opportunities to appear on film and television 
which lead the members of the younger generation to carry on the tradi -
tion, as perf ormers enacting the ancient ritual. Naturall y, this is an en -
tirely different shamanism from that discussed in the studies. The repre
sentatives of neo-shamanism have appeared in Siberia, as in other parts 
of the world and their role is just as deserving of attention as that of their 
predecessors (Kiva 1995, Sarv 1995). However, an examination of this 
would lead very far, although cultural anthropology research cannot 
avoid investigating the new phenomena of shamanism in the future ei
ther. 
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Bashkir Concepts of Souls 

FIRDAUS G. KHJSAMITDINOVA UFA 

The Bashkirs, a Turkic-speaking people living in the region of the 
Southern Ural Mountains believe in Jour kinds of souls (yän 'life-soul, 
isem 'name-soul', kot 'fortune-soul" and fin 'breath-soul' ). The paper 
discusses the Bashkir concepts connected with the life-soul, the name
soul and the fortune-soul in details. 

The Bashkirs (Bashkort in their native tongue) are an Eastern European 
Turkic-speaking people living in the Southem Ural Mountains and in the 
adjacent steppe, or partly wooded steppe territories. According to recent 
statistics, more than 1,500,000 Bashkirs live in the world (Khisarnitdino
va 1992). Their self-appellation, Bashkir appears in the historical sources 
from the 7th or 8th centuries A.D (Kuzeev 1974:426-427). In the 10th 
and 11th centuries A.D., the Bashkirs adopted Islam (Rudenko 1955: 
314), yet, many relics of partly shamanic pre-Islamic beliefs have sur
vived among them. Bashkir shamanism is very little studied, a few pa
pers have been published in the Bashkir Republic (Khösäyenov 1993, 
Söläyianova 1993). However, if these relics are compiled and carefully 
studied, they will not only provide fresh insights into the ethnic history 
of the Bashkir people, its cultural traditions and world view, but they can 
also deepen our knowledge on shamanism in general. 

The shaman is defined as a central figure in shamanism. All his or her 
activities are connected with the concept of soul in a human being. Thus, 
the traditional concepts of the Bashkirs on the soul will be discussed here 
first. In the traditional Bashkir belief-system, there are four souls in a hu
man being, namely,yän 'life', isem 'name', qot 'fortune' and tin 'breath' 
(Torma and Khisamitdinova 1992: 112). 
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THE LIFE-SOUL ( Y ÄN) 

The most important soul is the life-soul, because it decides over the life 
and death of human beings. The Bashk:irs believe that it always resides 
within the body, though it can fly away, if its master dies, sleeps or 
looses his or her consciousness, and can also retum to the body. When 
the Bashkirs find the corpse of a drowned person, they leave it on the 
bank of the river or lake, and they connect the water to the mouth of the 
drowned person with a piece of string or ribbon, and say Yänkäy, qayt, 
yänkäy, qayt, ay Da qaytti: kön dä qaytti", hin dä qayt. "Soul, come back, 
soul, come back, the moon is back, the sun is back, come back you too." 
The ritual, called mäyet kötöü 'waiting for the dead', also shows that 
there exists a Bashkir belief in the retum of the soul. During this ritual, 
some elderly people come to the house of the deceased, and they read a 
sure from the Koran. Today the ritual is believed to mean that reading the 
prayers help the soul of the deceased find its way to the other world. 
Still, in our opinion, the name of the ritual, mäyet kötöü 'waiting for the 
dead', has preserved an earlier belief in the retum of the departed soul 
(yän). 

According to the beliefs of the Bashkirs, the life-soul can retum to the 
house and to the house relatives of the deceased. On Fridays, the life -
souls (yändär) of the deceased relatives retum to their earlier homes, in 
the hope that they will receive their share ( ölös). Therefore, the Bashk:irs 
make pancakes on Fridays, so that the "smell of the frying-pan" should 
be in the house. As the Bashk:ir saying goes Taba ese, may ese, üleläre
bez ösön käräk. "Our dead need the smell of the frying-pan, the smell of 
the fat." 

Ölös 'share, portion' is prepared and given to the poor, the elderly and 
to the children on Fridays. Every Bashkir family tends to give alms 
(khäyer) on Fridays, and fry some meal in fat. According to their beliefs, 
the souls of the dead, which leave their earlier homes without being of -
fered ölös 'share, portion', can take the shape of a vampire (ubii·) and 
makeharm. 1 

There is a large number of idioms in the Bashkir language with the 
word yän, which refer to the place where the life-soul was believed to 

1 I collected these data during my field-work in the Uchalinsk, Abzelilovo and 
Belorets districts of Bashkortostan in 1986. 
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reside in the body. Such idioms are the following : yänen usina qi"füp 
'burning the soul in the palm', yän alqiinga kileü 'the soul came to the 
throat', yän yere 'testicles', yäde qulga totop 'holding the soul in the 
hands', yäne yöräk töbönde 'the soul is in the bottom of the heart' 
(Basqort teleney hü6lege I:464--466). On the evidence of these idioms, 
yän apparentl y cannot be localized to any specific part of the body. lt can 
move up and down, leave the body, fly away and return. Some other id
ioms, like yän köyöü 'the soul is angry', yän ösöü ' the soul is cold', yän 
heymäü 'the soul dislikes', yän tartiu 'the soul is longing ' and yän bireü 
'the soul gives' show that according to the Bashkir beliefs, souls have 
emotions and act as human beings. 

THE NAME-SOUL (!SEM) 

The name-soul (isem) also plays an important role in the Bashkir belief -
system. When a baby is just born, and is taking its first breath, the 
midwife gives the baby a temporary name, before she swathes him or her 
into the swaddling-bands. This name is called the "swaddling name". 
Babies that still have no names, are thought to be targets of evil activities 
of demons and spirits, as the demons and spirits exchange nameless ba
bies for others. Therefore, name-giving has a great significance in the 
traditional Bashkir belief-system. Even in the case of miscarriages, or if 
the baby was born dead, it was never buried before a temporary swad
dling-name were given to it. 

Normally, babies are given their permanent names approximately a 
week after their birth, at the end of a religious ceremony, called ezan, 
performed by the mulla, an Islamic priest and scholar. The mulla whis
tles the names of the babies into their ears. If this name-giving ceremony 
is not performed within a period of a week or two, the babies are thought 
to yearn for it and annoy the members of the family by crying all the 
time. Selecting an appropriate name for the baby is a vital part of the cer
emony, because the permanent name is thought to determine the destiny 
and the physical and mental character of the child. For this reason, it is 
still customary to apply names like Matur 'Fair', Na6li 'Delicate' and 
Tullu 'Yielding' . If deaths of children had already happened in the fam
ily, names, like Ölmezbay 'The Lord-will-not-die', Durhun 'Shall He 
Stand' or Yeser 'Alive' are preferred. 
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THE FORTUNE-SOUL ( QOT) 

The fortune-soul, qot plays a peculiar role in the traditional Bashkir be
lief-system. Elderly people say that qot, that is, the soul of the heart and 

. the fortune usually stays near, above, or in the hair of the human being to 
which it belongs. Having qot, the people are in a cheerful mood, have a 
good disposition, they are healthy, happy, lucky and beautiful. However, 
if the soul flies away, its owner becomes unsettled. Though qot is rela
tively independent from the human being it belongs to, everybody has 
his or her own "soul of the heart and fortune".2 

"One cannot live with a soul borrowed," writes M. Karim (1994), the 
popular Bashkir writer in bis novel, entitled "Long, Long Childhood". In 
Bashkir literature, the same subject frequently occurs in moving stories, 
in which people offer their fortune or even their lives to other people. 
Nevertheless, all of these people fail to achieve their aims, that is, to 
make others happy. The explanation for their failure can be found in the 
fact that qot, the soul of the heart and fortune cannot be given to someone 
else. lt lives in the vicinity of its owner only. Hence, those who are of
fered such great sacrifices, remain unhappy. At the same time, the Bash
kirs think that one can sacrifice oneself. As a matter of fact, these beliefs 
represent moral dilemmas difficult to solve. 

Qot can also appear in a material form. When a person is very fright -
ened, bis qot-soul flies away (qoto osa). Wise women can get back lost 
souls by pouring lead into water. This rite is called qot qoyou in Bashkir. 
lt means that the soul of the heart of fortune is given a shape. In this 
case, the qot-soul returns, because it finds the shape of the cast lead 
identical with its own. As a rule, the cast pieces of lead are covered with 
a rag and sewn near the heart or at the back of the head on the clothes of 
the person who lost bis or her qot- soul and, as a consequence, got ill. lt 
is strongly recommended to keep this piece of cast lead and always carry 
it till the end of the life of the person. 

The primary aim of casting lead is to find out the cause of the illness. 
There exists a similar custom among the Hungarian Csang6s in Mol
davia. 

2 I collected these data in the southeastern, southern and central districts, of 
Bashkortostan in 1986--1993. 
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The qot qoyou lead casting ceremony has two aims, first, the to find 
out the reason for the flight of the soul, and second, the get it back. 

In 1989, I observed a healer who attempted to find out the cause of the 
illness of a child by pouring lead into water. She claimed that the soul 
bad flown away, because it was frightened by a goose. Afterwards, she 
poured lead till it took the shape of a heart. While doing so, she kept re -
peating anxiously qot qaytti° "The soul has retumed." When a piece of 
lead became globular, she said that the soul bad retumed to the body. 
This fact indicates that the quack identified the soul with the heart. 

There are some other reasons the soul may fly away, such as unful
filled wishes, unanswered affections, unfulfilled wishes to have a baby 
and others. The Bashkirs think that every wish of an expectant mother 
should be met so that not to do any harm to her baby 's soul of heart and 
fortune. Moreover, when giving something tasty to this woman, the 
Bashkirs add a portion to her future baby (bala ölösö). Otherwise, the 
baby will be bom to be unlucky, unhappy and will have an unpleasant 
nature, in other words, "with a heart injured" (küyele kitek bula). 

Tue Bashkirs also think that qot may be found in any object. This be
lief is testified in old proverbs, greetings and hunters' stories. Thus, it is 
not allowed to cut bread with a knife, because the soul of the bread may 
fly away. Loaves of bread should be broken into two by hands. (Jkmäk
kä bisaq teyöerergä yaramay. lkmäktälJ qoto kitä. lkmäktä hindirip bir.) 

The soul of the hause occurs in the following proverbs "When the 
soul comes indoors, hunger goes out." (Qot kilgän, öyöän yot kitä). 
"When the wife is ill, the soul of the hause disappears." (Qatiii auiriha, 
öy{iÖ1J qoto kitä.) The following good wish is said on wedding days: 
"May your wedding be happy, and your beginning of a new life strong!" 
(Tuyörigio qotlo bulhin, nigeöegeö niqlr bulhry!). 

In hunters' stories the ward qot is used in the expressions mal qoto 
'soul of domestic animals', hunar qoto 'the soul of hunting', tupha qoto 
'the soul of the threshold', and it is related to hunting magic. 

Qot 'the fortune-soul' and qotlo 'fortunate' are often occur as com
pounds of Bashkir names, like qotyetär 'Fortunate Enough ', Qotlobirgä 
'Giving Fortune and Happiness', or Kotlogirdä 'He Who Comes Hap
py'. Parents believe that such names will bring their children health, luck, 
happiness and wealth (Torma and Khisamitdinova 1992:113). 
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A Korean Shaman Folktale and Ritual Skits in 
Honor of the Grandmother Spirit of Childbirth 

DANIEL A. KISTER SEOUL 

A tale told in some Korean shaman rites fancifully celebrates human 
conception as a comic farce and birth as a sacred wonder overseen by 
the Sakyamuni Grandmother Spirit of Fertility. A symbolic ritual play
let praying for a child' s health in other rites honors this trusted Spirit, 
but only after summoning another, fearful Grandmother Spirit, who 
snatches away children to death. A one-man medley of farcical fo/k skits 
presented in still another rite portrays the wonder of birth, but in some 
versions arouses shocked amazement as the infant abruptly takes sick 
and dies . Rea/ism tempers wonder; and in all three rites, the shaman 
shows her skill in storytelling and dramatic play, not in entering an ec
stactic trance. 

Andreas Lommel calls attention to the artistic role of the. shaman as a 
person who "molds the spiritual world of his group into impressive im -
ages, and who gives ever-renewed shape and fresh life to the images that 
live in his group's imagination-the myths, the religious superstitions" 
(1967: 140). Korean shamans, or mudang, are quite skilled at keeping 
Korean spiritual attitudes and values alive and fresh in dramatic folk tales 
and comic ritual skits. A good example is a mythic childbirth tale honor
ing the fertility god. The tale has more than two dozen versions (Sö 
1980:23 ff.) and is referred to in general as the Chesok Ponp'uri (Origin 
Myth of the God Chesok). lt is chanted in many areas of Korea as a part 
of a rite, or kut, for a family's good fortune or for a village community's 
success in fishing and farming. The god that the tale honors goes by var
ious titles, such as: Chesok (11Hf), Indra; Sejon (i:!t.$), Lord Buddha; 
and the Samshin (Birth Spirit) Grandma. 

The bare bones of the Chesok myth are as follows (Sö 1980:41): A 
Buddhist monk begging rice arrives at the home of a maiden whose f am -
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ily is away. He tells her how to find him and vanishes, but the maiden 
becomes pregnant. When the family retums, the maiden's pregnancy 
comes to light; and she is sentenced to be beheaded. She evades punish -
ment, however, and eventually seeks out the monk. The monk names the 
offspring. 

The tale varies each time it is told, depending on the exigencies of the 
occasion, the point of view of the mudang narrator, and her skill in 
bringing these bare bones to life. A version that demonstrates how deftly 
a mudang can manipulate the story-teller's art was recorded by Kirn 
T'ae-gon from the eastem coastal Yöngil area of North Kyöngsang 
Province (1980:39 ff.). I shall highlight aspects of the narrative artistry 
of this version and attitudes that it represents. I shall then make brief 
comparisons with two other East Coast versions of the tale and with a 
narrative from the Hebrew Bible, a symbolic kut playlet, and a farcical 
kut skit that likewise focus on childbirth. 

THE TALE OF THE CHILDBIRTH SPIRIT 

In the Yöngil version of the tale, the Sejon Spirit and other spirits are 
first invoked and asked to grant healthy, long-lived offspring-male and 
female, to provide abundant crops and good fishing, and to ward off 
calamities. The story itself then falls into three parts, the first part center
ing on a common Korean folk-tale motif, the adventures of a profligate 
monk. lt begins as follows (Kirn 1980:41 ff.): 

Long, long ago, fifty-three Buddhas crossed the stormy sea in three 
stone boats from the legendary Western Land to Korea, where they set -
tled on the highest mountain, Kiimgang Mountain. A temple was built; 
and with f estive music, services were initiated; but rice was lacking for 
the ritual offerings. So off to the Western Land went a monk with his 
begging sack. He arrives at a mansion where there lives a maiden named 
Tanggiim; and when she hears his chanting, she says to herself, "Let's 
see what a monk looks like." She gives a sheen to her hair with camellia 
oil and decks herself out in her best ribbons and finest embroidered silk. 
Traditional modesty permits only a peek through a crack in the door, but 
the eyes of the monk and those of the maiden meet straight on. 

"If you just peep out at others," the monk says, "you '11 pass the next 
life in punishment as an ugly bug. If you want to take a look, open the 
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door wide and do so in broad daylight." So she shows herself-like the 
half moon rising, like the sun and the moon. For the monk, it's love at 

first sight. All the more eagerly he begs for rice "in the name of 
Buddha," but Tanggiim tells him that he should have come earlier. For 
her father, mother, and nine brothers are all away; and the granary doors 
are locked. 

That is no obstacle for our resourceful monk. He recites a magic for
mula, and slowly the locked doors of the nine-chamber storehouse rattle 
open. The father's rice will not satisfy the fastidious monk; nor the 
mother's; nor that of the brothers. But the rice of Tanggiim, he assures 
her, will do just fine. 

"How can I manage to spend the night at her side?" he ponders. He 
cunningly delays receiving the rice until the sun has begun to set behind 
the mountains. When the maiden suggests that he hurry off, he asks, 
"May I stay just one night?" She hadn't thought of this, but orders that 
her father's room be prepared. "Oh, no. Please, Miss!" the monk ex
claims; "I won 't be able to sleep there for the smell of sweat." So she 
bids the sleeping mats be spread in her mother's room. "Oh, no. Please, 
Miss!" he says; "Your mother has had many children. I won't be able to 
sleep there for the smell of blood." The brothers' quarters will also not 
do. 

In exasperation, Tanggiim exclaims, "My goodness! What a case you 
are! Sleep on the ground, on the porch, in the yard, in the kitchen, in the 
bam, under the lean-to, wherever you like." He proposes, rather, that she 
set up a screen in her own room. She can sleep within, and he outside the 
screen. 

The screen is set up, and the wily monk lies down and is soon heard 
snoring away for all he is worth. Though the maiden is at first anxious, 
when she hears the snoring, she sets her mind at rest, takes off all her 
clothes, spreads out a fine wedding mat, and falls right to sleep. Up 
springs the monk and looks over the screen, where the maid appears as 
lustrous as the moon. Aroused like a bee before a clump of flowers, the 
monk begins quivering from head to toe. "Once the sword is drawn, can 
it be put back in the scabbard?" he exclaims; and without more ado, he 
strips himself bare and, like a huge spider, creeps over the screen and in 
with Tanggiim (Kirn 1980:46-47). 

Tanggiim awakes and, surprised to find the monk on top of her, jumps 
up and shoves him angrily away. He tells her, _however, that if she 
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checks the book of her fortune, she will find she is destined to have a 
monk for a husband. She checks, and he is right. They take marriage 
vows, and he enjoys her the whole next night. 

She has a dream, which he interprets as signifying the birth of male 
triplets. He takes up his traveling sack, however, and abruptly departs, 
leaving her only three gourd seeds. He tells her to store the seeds away 
until the three sons to be born grow up and want to find their father. She 
should then plant the seeds and follow the vines, which will sprout to
ward a far-off spot where they will find him (Kirn 1980:49). 

The first of the three main phases of the tale has thus reached its cli -
max. The mudang spices the tale with lively humor and propels us along 
at a quick, smooth pace. The obstacles to be overcome are comic low 
hurdles, quickly surmounted by the wily monk; and the action builds to 
its climax in short, swift incremental bounds. The first phase has been 
retold here at length to give a taste of the narrative style and tone. The 
second and third phases (Kirn 1980:49 ff.) can be summarized more 
succinctly: 

As the months pass, Tanggiim's pregnancy becomes more and more 
obvious until, when she is almost to füll term, her family returns. When 
she sends word to her mother that she cannot come out to greet her be
cause she is sick, her mother bounds in and starts feeling around to see 
where she aches. "There's no pain," the maiden says, "just a little bulge 
in the stomach here and there; and everywhere there's ajabbing feeling, 
like someone kicking a soccer ball or having a boxing match." Finally, 
Tanggiim tells her mother the whole story. The mother tries to consult 
the father, but he is quite deaf and confuses everything. She ends up 
shouting to him at the top of her lungs, "Our Tanggiim is pregnant! What 
shall we do?" 

Tanggiim's nine brothers hear this and descend on their sister like 
tigers for disgracing their high-brow family. Grabbing her by her dark 
black hair, they set her neck to the executioner's blade; and the execu
tioner is all set to strike. But in a roar of thunder and flash of lightening, 
his hand freezes on the spot; and the blade snaps in two. Sunlight beams 
down on Tanggiim in a halo of light; and the mother says, "The Maiden 
Tanggiim is a child known to heaven. If we spill her blood, it will fore -
bode ill for the land of Korea and all its people." She proposes instead 
that they put her in a stone box on the back hillside and just let nature 
take its course. The mother escorts Tanggiim to the stone box and leaves; 
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and when she retums three days later and sees a rainbow rising from the 
box and cranes circling above, she is afraid her daughter has died and 
gone up to the heavens. Fear tums into joy, however, when the mother 
finds that her daughter has not died, but has given birth to three baby 
boys. 

Mother and daughter bring the babies down to the family home, rest -
ing on the way in a meadow to give them milk. While Tanggiim is busy 
with a baby at each breast, the mother sings a poetic lullaby to the third 
baby in the climax of this phase: 

Lulla, Julia, lullaby my darling! 
You've dropped from the heavens, popped up from the earth. 
I thought my daughter was dead, but you're a living wonder! 

What shall I give you? 
Shall I cut up a melon, all yellow like an oriole? 
Shall I sweeten a plump watennelon with honeyed rice-syrup? 

Shall I give you cool summer noodles spiced with garlic, black pepper, and 
sesame seeds? 

Take a few steps; wobble along. 
With trinkets in your hair, your eyes are like the rising star at moming. 
With two Iower teeth coming and one above, your laugh would melt any
one. 
No matter how fine a flower may be, it is seen once and is gone. 
But love for a child is new every day; 
lt is new every day. 
The old dragon in the dragon's pool keeps a precious jewel in his mouth 
and Jives in the dragon river. 
The phoenix eats bamboo seeds and lives in a paulownia forest. 
The jade woman in the weil is lovely in her emerald moss. 
The fire spirit of a buming house has a rich fragrance. 

In another man 's home is an adopted child, at a temple a boy monk; 
In my house is my own good son. 
Your innards are my innards, your gall my gall, your entrails my entrails. 
Even your bowels are like mine. (Kirn 1980:53-54) 
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The·climax of the first phase of the story presented the boys' concep
tion in Tanggiim's womb as arising from the comic absurdity of human 
sexual instincts. lt expressed this absurdity in the playfully grotesque, 
comic image of the monk scrambling over the screen like a spider to join 
Tanggiim in bed. The climax of the second phase presents the boys' birth 
as the fruit of their mother's disgrace, abandonment, and near encounter 
with death. lt clothes their birth in the wonder of images of gentle fancy. 

We are still, however, only at the middle of the story. The dramatic 
interest continues to rise. In the third and final phase, the focus shifts to 
the relationships between the offspring and their parents; and the control 
of the action shifts from the father to the sons, as they engage in a quest 
to seek their father and their names (Kirn 1980:55). 

The final phase begins when the three boys, now seven years old, are 
taunted by other boys at school for not having a father. When they ask 
their mother to show them their father, the Maiden Sejon, as she is now 
called, dares not say that their father is a monk. She tells them that they 
sprang up one day when she was urinating in a bamboo grove and sends 
them on a wild-goose chase to the bamboo grove and then to a chestnut 
tree. In the end, however, she sows the gourd seeds left by their father. 
The next morning, vines stretch out far into the distance; and the boys 
and their mother follow them all the way to Kiimgang Mountain in the 
northern part of Korea. When a high monk comes out and he and their 
mother greet, the boys know this must be their father. They greet him 
and ask him to give them their names. 

The monk exclaims, "What do you mean calling me ' father'?" He says 
that if they want to show him they are his sons, they must first eat pieces 
of raw carp and vomit it up as a living fish; they must bring oxen to life 
from dead bones; they must make a straw drum that sounds like thunder 
and a straw rooster that crows. When they succeed in doing these feats, 
he finally tells them to let blood flow from their fingers into the water of 
a silver basin. If the blood congeals, they are bis sons. They do what he 
tells them, but the blood does not congeal. Then the monk cuts his own 
finger; his blood congeals with theirs; and he announces, "There's no 
doubt. You are my own." 

"Give us our names," the boys immediately cry. Their father says that 
the first son shall be called "Big Mountain," the likes of which will never 
collapse. He shall become the Guardian Buddha of Taebaek Mountain 
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and receive the food offerings presented there as his own. The second 
and third sons receive similar names and also become spirits-the 
Dragon King of the Western Sea and the Kolmaegi Village Spirit. 

Tue boys request that their mother also be taken care of; but the father 
refuses. He says that she shall become a bug, a tick by the kitchen hearth 
scavenging for grains of rice. No sooner said, than she is changed into a 
tick crawling around the hearth. Tue boys protest; but the father says that 
he does this because of the way she treated him when he came to beget 
them, sending him out, as she did, to sleep in the stable. The boys remind 
him, however, of all that she went through to raise them and chant sutras 
to pray that she shed the form of the bug. She retums to normal; and in 
the climax of the whole story, the father proclaims that she be the Kakki 
Kaktaek Sokka (nill!I) Saman Sejon (i!t:Jf) Samshin Halme, that is, the 
Sakyamuni Buddha Grandmother Spirit of Birth and Child Care for Each 
and Every Household, who "provides granddaughters and grandsons in 
abundance, gives blessings to existing grandsons and life to those not yet 
bom, . . . and gives grain in abundance stacked up both in front and out 
back" (Kirn 1980:60). 

Without more ado, the narrative ends. As a whole, it falls into three 
episodes, each with its own thrust and interest: wily monk seeks a 
woman; disgraced mother bears sons; sons seek a father and a name. In 
the end, the focus of the final episode shifts to a repetition of the motif of 
the mother's symbolic death and transfiguration. In the second episode, 
she was almost executed and then tossed out in a stone box to die. But 
heaven marked her out, and she became the mother of triplets. Here she 
is tumed into a lowly bug, but then exalted to the status of the deity who 
watches over children 's birth and growth. The ultimate thrust of the tale 
as a whole is a concluding statement of faith in this spirit: "We believe in 
the gracious Sokka Saman Sejon Spirit and will acknowledge what the 
spirit gives" (Kirn 1980:61). 

Recounting the death-to-life process of how the maiden Tanggiim be
comes the spirit who cares for childbirth and life, this mythic folk narra -
tive counterbalances the other principle narrative of Korean Shamanism, 
that of the Abandoned Princess (Pari Kongju). As the seventh in a line 
of solely female offspring, the Princess is tossed out by her royal father 
to die, but later endures suffering undertaken out of filial devotion to him 
to become in the end the spirit who leads human beings through death. 



122 Daniel A. Kister 

Beneath the comic fantasy of the tale of Tanggiim lie several underly
ing tensions, some of which come to the fore in the shifting events of the 
third phase. One is a male-female tension. The Grandmother Spirit, like 
the Abandoned Princess Spirit, is a female deity who acquires her power 
in a process that involves abandonment and/or disgrace at the hands of 
men, in this case once by her brothers and twice by her husband, the 
monk. Underlying both tales is an assertion of the female against the 
male that accords basically with the male-female, Confucianist-shamanist 
bipolar structure of Korean society that several scholars see in Korean 
Shamanism (Ch'oe 1989:89-93). 

Another tension-perhaps Korean, perhaps simply Oedipal--exists 
between the boys and their father. The boys seek fullness of lif e in their 
relation with their father and in the name he bestows on them; but they 
received life in the first place from their mother and come to her defense 
when their father turns her into an insect. 

Along with these two social-psychological tensions are religious ten -
sions, not in the basic belief that the tale ends with, but in the images and 
terms that it uses to give dramatic life to this belief. Like Korean Sha -
manism in general, the tale employs numerous Buddhist motifs. One of 
the two main figures is the monk, and the tale is commonly told in an 
Bast Coast kut by a mudang dressed in Buddhist ritual garb. The tale's 
celebration of instinctual drives, however, seems strangely at odds with 
the purification of such drives that Buddhism stands for. In line with a 
common-Korean folk motif, moreover, the initial episode takes great de
light in the antics of the profligate monk, even while satirizing him. The 
contradictions appear in a nutshell in the multiple, hybrid title given 
Tanggiim at the end: Sokka Saman Sejon Samshin Halme (Sakyamuni 
Buddha Grandmother Spirit of Childbirth), which mixes Buddhist and 
folk-religion terms, male and female. 

As a partial explanation of the contractions, Kirn T 'ae-gon suggests 
that one of the titles used in this and other versions, "Sejon" (i!t~ ) or 
"Sijon," is not the Buddhist term for Lord of the World that it seems to 
be, but a hybrid Korean-Chinese term signifying ' seed' (" si" plus 
"chong," W) that stands for fertility (1971:236-237). From similar lin
guistic and other evidence, Sö Tae-sök has pointed out that the title 
Chesok given to the spirit in some versions refers to a Buddhist god of 
quite a different nature from a fertility spirit (1980:75-76). He conjec
tures that the monk in the story actually represents, not the Buddhist god, 
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but a god of heavenly light, that Tanggiim represents a guardian village 
god, and that the narrative as a whole symbolizes the union of a male god 
of heaven and a female god of earthly fertility ( 1980:82, 85-86, 89). 

The confusion evident in the titles of the Fertility Spirit and several 
other shamanist deities can be put down as mere superstition, in Korean 
"mishin" (~IB), which implies a confusion of belief. In a more positive 
light, however, the confusion in the naming of gods can be seen as evi - . 
dence of an instinctive awareness on the part of Korean shamanist wor -
shipers of what traditional western philosophy refers to as the ineffability 
of the godhead. The Medieval philosopher Thomas Aquinas maintains in 
"The Names of God" that since our intellect cannot now know the 
essence of God, "the less determinate the names are, and the more uni
versal and absolute they are, the more properly are they applied to God" 
(1947.I:70, Pt. 1. Q 13. Art. 11). By a reverse logic of the imagination, 
since no single name or form can capture God 's essence, the more the 
better; and ambiguity of imaginative definition is the norm. 

All these scholarly considerations are abstractions of little interest to 
ordinary kut worshipers. Tue tale is a narrative, not a theological treatise. 
Beguiled by the mudang's narrative artistry, worshipers leave the kut site 
with the comical image of the spider-like monk in their imaginations, the 
lullaby celebrating birth in their hearts, and praise for the spirit, however 
defined or expressed, who gives and protects life. If the tale embodies 
something of the spiritual world of the Korean people, that world is a 
world enlivened by an appreciation of life' s comic confusion and wonder 
as blessed by divine care. 

COMPARATIVE N A~RATIVE AND RITUAL PERSPECTIVES 

The version of the childbirth tale that we have examined was recorded in 
1976 in the Bast Coast region of Yöngil, North Kyöngsang Province, 
and recited by Kirn Sök-ch'ul, a male mudang then in his mid-fifties 
(Kirn 1980:11-12). An equally well-told version exists as recorded in 
1968, at a village further up the coast near Ulch'in (Kirn 1971:248 ff.). 
This version was recited by a female mudang in her early forties, Pyön 
Yön-Ho and highlights further possibilities of the mudang' s narrative 
artistry. 

As we have seen, the Yöngil story-teller's expertise draws us into 
both the well-paced movement of the comedy as a whole and the colorful 
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absurdities of particular scenes. The Ulch'in text also invites us into a 
world of humor and wonder, but it shapes this world in accord with 
what westem critical terminology would call "classical" norms. In this 
version, the mudang plays down individual scenes in favor of the 
movement and shape of the whole and employs a simpler, cleaner style. 
She tones down the boldness of the humor and understates the sexual el
ements. 

The two versions treat differently, for example, the scene of the first 
climax, when the monk leaves his sleeping mat to climb over the screen 
and join Tanggum. We have seen that, without slackening the overall 
movement, the Yöngil story-teller enlivens individual scenes with images 
that sparkle with the comic absurdities of human life-instincts (Kirn 
1980:46-47). The Ulch'in mudang also keeps our comic interest perking 
at this moment, but in a more streamlined, understated manner that in
cludes all the essentials within half the number of words while keeping 
us playfully propelled ever forward (Kirn 1971:259). Granted the en
joyment that kuJ spectators commonly take in graphic, earthy humor, the 
rather understated coverage of this scene by the Ulch'in mudang is 
somewhat puzzling. At the same time, however, her overall treatment of 
this and other scenes presents a corrective to the impression kut perfor
mances may give that Korean villagers' sense of comedy is limited to 
broad farce, with no room for subtlety and refinement, or that their artis
tic sense is limited to the appeal of particular moments, with little appre
ciation of a well-wrought artistic whole. 

Just such an impression might be given by a version performed by 
Pak Wöl-lye, a female mudang in her late seventies, and recorded just a 
few days before the Ulch'in kut in the city of Kangni:ing, Kangwön 
Province, still further up the coast (Kirn 1971:193 ff.). At opposite poles 
from what we find in the Ulch 'in version, the world of this performance 
is one of delight in broad earthy humor and dramatically prolonged 
episodes-the scene under discussion being four times as lang as in the 
Ulch'in text. Theforce of individual episodes derives not so much from 
the succinct images that the Yöngil mudang manipulates so well, but 
from a strong sense of rhythm that we find in neither the Ulch'in nor 
Yöngil versions. This version differs from the others also in the frequent 
interjection of the narrative voice into the action and, as might be ex -
pected from the advanced age of the narrator, in the abundant dialectal 
and archaic coloring of her language. 
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Each of these three versions of the Tanggiim tale is, in its own way 
and with its own tonal coloring, an excellent story. Each invites us to sa
vor life as a joyful enterprise in which instinctual human drives lead to 
comic chaos and in which birth is an inexplicable wonder. 

The nature of both an East Coast mudang' s narrative artistry and the 
spiritual world into which her artistry invites us can be highlighted fur
ther by comparison with a fertility narrative from another religious tradi
tion, that of the birth of a son to Abraham and Sarah in Genesis 11-25 of 
the Hebrew Bible. The biblical narrative embodies a different attitude to
ward the deity who cares for life, surrounds his blessings with a differ -
ent kind of wonder, and unfolds, not as a tale of comic fancy, but as 
history. 

In summary, the biblical story begins with a simply stated need for a 
child: "Sarai [Sarah] was barren, having no child" (11 :29-30). lt imme
diately points beyond that need, however, as the Lord God Yahweh tells 
Abraham, "Leave your country, your family and your father's house, for 
the land I will show you. I will make you a great nation" (12: 1-2). As 
the story progresses, episodes about Lot and the sexual dissoluteness of 
Sodom and his incestuous daughters provide motifs of unproductive 
sexuality that put into high relief the wondrous birth of "a son to Abra -
ham in his old age" (21:1-2). The well-known episode in which Abra
ham prepares to sacrifice his son Isaac on the mountain, however, takes 
us beyond the wonder of God-given fertility to the frightening awe of 
being one in whom Y ahweh shows a personal care. The episode 
concludes with the final proclamation of Yahweh's promise: "Because 
you have not refused me your son, your only son, I will shower 
blessings on you, I will make your descendants as many as the stars of 
heaven" (22: 16-17). 

By contrast with the rambling biblical narrative, the kut tale moves 
swiftly, with no waste of words. The humanity of the characters enters 
much more into the kut tale, and history much less. Except for a vague 
reference to the time of the coming of Buddhism to Korea, the kut narra
tive is a work of pure imaginative fancy. In contrast with the biblical 
story, too, the kut tale projects a world whose ironies spring from the 
drives of physical passion, not from demands of God-centered faith; and 
the ironies yield a bold, bawdy laughter that gives the religious wonder 
and awe a particular Korean coloring. A person following in the foot
steps of Abraham may find the mirthful, fanciful, instinctive world of the 
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kut tale unsatisfying. The Jewish people are well known for their humor, 
and the Jewish Hasidim Sect has lang supported a mystical spirituality 
by tales just as fanciful as the tale of Tanggiim; but the story of Abraham 
shies away from humor and fancy. 

Both narratives center the dramatic interest on a narrow encounter with 
death that gives rise to greater participation in life: Abraham comes to 
live under Yahweh 's blessing; Tanggiim becomes herself the deity who 
blesses life. The god who gives life is presented in the Hebrew narrative 
as univocally male and as dominating a masculine world. However 
scholars might understand the titles Chesok and Sejon, the deity who 
cares for life in the kut tale is presented as feminine. Strange as it might 
seem for fertility stories, however, both accounts put the mother-child 
relation second to the father-son relationship; and as fathers of a family, 
both Abraham and the monk leave something tobe desired. Abraham's 
dedication to God makes him ready to sacrifice the life of his own son, 
and the monk abandons both his wife and sons. 

The Lord of Life in the Hebrew narrative is the lord, not just of life, 
but of history; and his caring presence evokes an awe that goes beyond 
purely instinctual wonder to demand intellectual assent to ways of God 
not comprehensible to man. lt demands the foregoing of natural, instinc
tual attachment to God-given offspring in favor of absolute attachment to 
the Giver and Lord of life. Like the detachment manifested in Abraham's 
willingness to sacrifice Isaac, Buddhist detachment purifies rather than 
destroys human relationships; and, like Abraham, a mudang knows from 
her initiatory experiences the pain of being wrenched from family to 
serve a god's call. Nonetheless, kut culture, like Korean culture in gen
eral, places an almost absolute value on ties of blood. The absolutized 
love of God in detachment from family that the Hebrew narrative em -
phasizes goes against the grain of attitudes embodied in both kut and 
Confucian ritual practice. _ 

Despite the fact that Tanggiim acquires a god's motherly power to care 
for life partly through encounters with death, the kut tale' s rush of humor 
and childlike wonder can give the impression that the Korean shamanist 
view of life is simplistic and naive. Clifford Geertz (1973:452), however, 
warns against attempting to characterize the world of a people on the ba
sis of a single example. He points out that "the culture of a people is an 
ensemble of texts, themselves ensembles," and stresses that any single 
text gives only one facet of the temper of that culture. A particular text, 
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verbal or otherwise, makes a statement about the life of the culture from 
which it originates; but what it "says about that life is not unqualified nor 
even unchallenged by what other equally eloquent cultural statements say 
about it". 

Instances of two Korean kut playlets, one from the southern island 
province of Chejudo and one from an East Coast village kut qualify and 
challenge the naive, playful wonder of the tale of Tanggiim. The skits 
indicate that the Korean shaman folk tradition, like that of the Hebrew 
Bible, squarely faces life's harsher realities. In the Bible, the Lord who 
gives life also demands death: "lt is I who slay, and bring to life" (Deut. 
32:39). He does so not only in the story of Abraham, but also, for ex
ample, in the well-known tale of Job. In a Chejudo kut, a ritual playlet 
praying for the birth or health of a child presents the Samsung Grandma 
Spirit, the equivalent of the Samshin Grandmother Spirit in the Tanggiim 
tale, as the giver of life. First, however, there appears the Kusamsung 
Grandma Spirit, "who snatches away the souls of children to the other 
world" (Hyön 1986:282). 

One such playlet formed apart of a Chejudo kut offered by a male 
shaman for deceased members of a family. Taking the role of the fright -
ening Kusamsung Grandma, the shaman holds a lifeless plant before the 
wife and grandmother of the household, folding back all the leaves but 
two to indicate that Kusamsung Grandma has done away with all but 
two possibilities of disease for the children of the family. Assuaging fear 
with humor, the Kusamsung Spirit jokingly teases the mother and 
grandmother with these two remaining possibilities. In the end, however, 
she folds back the last two leaves, removing these two possibilities as 
well. Taking the role of the good Samsung Grandma, the shaman then 
sets before the mother and grandmother sprigs of live camellia stuck in 
two bowls of rice. The plants symbolize life, and the shaman divines the 
future of the children in the leaves. The rite ends in laughter as the sha
man sets the two bowls of sprigs in the parents' bedroom as a sign of the 
spirit's guarding presence. 

lt is perhaps debatable whether it is more logical to think of the Power 
who controls life and death as two different Beings or, as in the Hebrew 
Bible, one. In either case, wonder in the presence of this Power evokes 
contrary feelings of both trust and fear. In the case of Korean kut, the 
awe and fear playfully evoked in this little ritual qualify the naive child-
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like wonder celebrated in the Tanggiim narrative with a dose of sobering 
realism. 

The good Grandmother Spirit tak:es a kindly interest in the safe birth 
and health of children; the Abandoned Princess Spirit eases the passage 
through death; and the Village Spirit and various ancestral spirits show 
their care by assuring worshipers, "Don't worry." Nonetheless, as Kirn 
T'ae-gon has said, "Good spirits though they be, who give protection to 
human beings, they are always objects of fear" (Kirn 1981:286). Like 
Y ahweh, they are caring, but like Y ahweh, fearsome. Kut gods are not 
generally quite so awesome as Yahweh; still, the Kusamsiing Grand
mother of Chejudo and the Spirit of Smallpox called "The Guest" 
threaten death. 

Awe in the presence of the Power who controls life and death surfaces 
in another shaman performance, a one-man medley of farcical folk skits 
presented at the end of an East Coast village Pyolshin-kut for health and 
fruitful abundance (Kister 1993:40--46). The rite as a whole seeks the aid 
of the Village Spirit, the Spirit of Childbirth, the Dragon King of the 
Four Seas, and other major spirits to ward off disease and insure fruit
fulness in the year's fishing and farming. The ritual aim of the conclud
ing comic skits is to entertain lesser spirits; but as a male shaman mimics 
figures from everyday lif e, he entertains the villagers as weil. The medley 
ends with a skit portraying a woman giving birth, a skit that reaches its 
comic high point in a poetic lullaby expressive of a mother' s love and the 
wonder of birth such as we saw in the tale of Tanggiim: 

Lulla, lulla, lullaby, my love, 
Where have you come from, where have you been? 
Did you fall from heaven? Did you sprout up from the earth? 
Have you come wrapped in the summer clouds that hide steep peaks? 
Lulla, lulla, lullaby. (Ch'oe and So 1982:350) 

Some versions simply end on this note of the wonder of new-born life; 
but in at least one version, the wonder turns into shocked amazement as 
the baby abruptly gets sick and dies (Ch'oe and Sö 1982:352). The 
Pyolshin-kut on the whole engenders prayerful trust in the gods, who 
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give and protect life; but this version of the final skits injects a sense of 
realism into the prayer. Despite the gods' protection, childbirth can be as 
risky as labor at sea. Prayers and rituals may be of no avail. 

In performing the folk tale of Tanggiim, the symbolic playlet from 
Chejudo, and the farcical skit from an East Coast Pyolshin-kut, Korean 
mudang fulfill the shaman's religious-artistic role of giving renewed life 
to the imaginative and spiritual world of his or her people. They do so 
without, however, fulfilling the traditionally accepted shaman 's role of 
acting in an ecstatic trance. What Roberte Hamayon has said of shaman
ism in general applies to much of what is called Shamanism in Korea: 
Trance "is neither sufficient nor necessary to shamanic ritual action" 
(1993:11). Whatever may be said about Korean shamanic activity in 
other instances, the effect of what the mudang says and does in kut in
voking the Fertility Spirit depends, not on a state of trance, but on her 
artistry as story teller, theatrical performer, and comedian. Through her 
narrative and dramatic art, the mudang fashions ritual folk texts that to -
gether form a typically Korean world of naive wonder and down-to-earth 
realism, a comic yang/yin fusion of contraries rooted in belief in divine 
care and power. 

REFERENCES 

Aquinas, Thomas 1947. Summa Theologica. Trans. Fathers of the English Domini
can f'rovince. New York: Benziger Brothers. 

Ch'oe, Chöng-yö and Sö Tae-sök (eds.) 1982. Tonghaean Muga (Mudang Songs 
from the Coast of the East Sea). Seoul: Hyöng-söl. 

Ch'oe, Kil -söng 1989. Hanguk Min-gan Shinang-ii.i Yön-gu (Studies in Korean 
Folk Beliefs). Taegu: Kyemyöng University Press. 

Geertz, Clifford I 973. The fllterpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books. 
Hamayon, Roberte N. 1993 "Are 'Trance,' 'Ecstasy' and Similar Concepts Appro

priate in the Study of Shamanism?" Shaman 1. 2 (Autumn 1993). 3-25. 
Hyön, Yong-jun 1986. Chejudo Musok Yön-gu (Studies in Cheju Shamanism). 

Seoul: Chipmundang. 
Kirn T'ae-gon 1971. Hanguk Mugajip (Collected Mudang Songs). I. Iri: Wöngwang 

University Press. 
-. 1980. Hanguk Mugajip (Collected Mudang Songs). IV. Seoul: Chipmun
dang. 
-. 1981. Hankuk Musok Yiin-gu (Studies in Korean Shamanism). Seoul: Chip
mundang. 



130 Daniel A. Kister 

Kister, Daniel 1993. "Comic Play in a Korean Shaman Rite." In Mihaly Hoppal and 
Keith D. Howard (eds.) Shamans and Cultures. Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6. 

Lommel, Andreas 1967. Shamanism : The Beginnings of Art. Trans . Michael 
Bullock. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Sö Tae-sök 1980. Hanguk Muga-iii Yon-gu (Studies in Korean Shaman Songs. 
Seoul: Munhak Sasang. 



VOL.4. NOS.1-2. SHAMAN 1996 

Theatrical Arts in the Shamanic Funeral Rites of 
Chindo Island, Korea 

MEEWONLEE SEOUL 

Theatrical arts have frequently been a part of shamanic funeral rites in 
Korea. The Tashiraegi of Chindo Island is an excellent example of a 
Korean theatrical funeral rite. The pe,forming context of Tashiraegi is 
closely related to shamanism. The pe1formers came predominantly from 
the ranks of shamans and were contracted through the shaman guild at 
the request of the bereaved family . Furthermore, the ultimate aim of the 
performance was the consolation of the dead--i.e. it was a kind of of
fering to the dead person. The content of Tashiraegi is also dif.ficult to 
separate precisely from that of shamanic funeral rites. In short, Tashi
raegi meant something more than entertainment in that; it contained 
wishes of magical efficacy. Although Tashiraegi lost its efficacious pur
pose as it developed, it never separated itself from its ritualistic ur-ori
gin in the shamanic psycho/ogical healer tradition. 

Although it may sound strange, theatrical perf ormance has often been a 
component of the shamanic funeral rites of Korea. The custom was 
recorded as early as the 3rd century in a Chinese history book ( 5l:. ffö), 
which described the tribal life of the Korean peninsula during this period. 
Also, wall paintings found in tombs dating from the Koguryo Dynasty 
(B.C. 37 - A.D. 668) depicted a variety of theatrical arts, such as plays 
and wrestling contests. The custom survived until the mid-20th century 
in many provinces of Korea, but its very existence is now threatened by 
the processes of modemization. 

This article reports a study of theatrical entertainment in shamanic fu
neral rites. Tue Tashiraegi of Chindo Island, Korea, has been chosen as 
an excellent representative of this custom. Because Chindo is an island 
and somewhat isolated from the influence of modemization, its tradi
tional funeral rites are relatively well preserved and are performed to this 
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day. The origin and distinct characteristics of Tashiraegi are discussed 
and an account is given of the performance itself. The shamanic-ritualis
tic aspects are subjected to close analysis. Tashiraegi brings to mind 
Ridgeway's theory that tragedy does not originate from Dionysian rites · 
but from mimetic dances and athletic contests, which were held periodi
cally as offerings to the dead. 

A HISTORICAL SURVEY OF THEATRICAL ARTS IN SHAMANIC 
KOREAN FUNERAL RITES 

Theatrical arts have featured in the funeral rites of Korea since the early 
days of Korean civilization. There are historical records of theatrical 
performances in funeral rites since the period of the three kingdoms: 
Kokuryo, Paekjae and Shilla. Sui-shu ( mit), a Chinese history book of 
the 7th century, described the funeral rites of Kokuryo; theatrical arts, 
including song and dance, were performed to bid the dead farewell. 
Samguksagi (.::::.~!1:fü3), the representative Korean historical account of 
the Three-Kingdom period, reports that the funeral of Kirn Yusin, a fa
mous general of the Shilla kingdom in the 7th century, officially included 
hundreds of theatrical entertainments. During the funeral ceremony of 
K wanchang, an honored soldier of the Shilla kingdom who died young 
in battle, a mask was made in his likeness and a dance-play was per
formed to pay tribute to his bravery. The dance-play commemorated 
Kwanchang's military career and praised his patriotism. lt also sought to 
console his soul. 

In summary, many Korean historical records depict various theatrical 
perf ormances during funeral rites which glorified the life of the departed 
person and sought to comfort his soul. This funeral custom was an ex -
pression of shamanism, which uses music and song throughout its rites 
and aims to console and heal the mind. 

Theatrical arts were used extensively in funeral rites until Confucian 
funeral services were institutionalized during the Yi dynasty (1392-
1910). After Confucianism was instituted as the national religion, 
shamanic funeral practices were discouraged. However, it would appear 
that the complete abolition of theatrical performance during funeral ser
vices was not achieved. Choson Sillok ( WI~'ll~). the official history 
of the Yi dynasty, records a prohibition of music and entertainment in 
funeral rites in 1489. The resort to this edict appears to underscore the 
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fact that the initial proclamation of abolition was not well observed. 
However, although they persisted, theatrical elements in funeral rites de
clined sharply from the middle of the Yi dynasty. In other words, tradi
tional shamanic funeral rites underwent a marked decline from that time. 

Despite the decline, the custom of theatrical perf ormance in funeral 
rites was maintained until the mid-20th century. According to Kirn 
Kumwha, a knowledgeable shaman, a play entitled sangyo totum 
("Raising the Spirit of the Bereaved Family") featured in the shamanic 
folk funerals of Hwanghae province up until the late 1940s. This type of 
shamanic funeral lasted more than five days and the play was performed 
on one or two days. However, it was performed only when the dead per
son was old and the bereaved were prosperous. 

Sangyo totum started with the performers visiting the hause of each 
member of the bereaved family, starting with the eldest son and proceed
ing via the second and third sons to the eldest daughter, and so on, in the 
order of the family hierarchy. During the visits the performers played 
music and performed short pieces that represented the situation after the 
death of the loved one-such as mouming, crying, preparations for the 
funeral and the distribution of property. They would finally come to the 
dead person' s hause, where they perf ormed various theatrical entertain
ments, asked for food and drink: and demanded money in a mischievous 
manner. They also sang a mouming song entitled sonsori beside the bier 
throughout the night. Although the perf ormance was not elaborate, it was 
adequate for the occasion and provided effective consolation for the be
reaved family. 

Besides sangyo totum, several similar theatrical funeral rites have 
survived to the present day. They are sonmodum of Chungchong 
province, kaedodum of Kyungsang province, Taedodum of Kangwon 
province and Tashiraegi of Chindo Island. Tashiraegi is an excellent ex
ample of Korean theatrical funeral rites since it is the best dramatized and 
preserved of this form. The details of Tashiraegi will therefore be pre
sented as a representative case of theatrical performance in the folk fu
neral rites of present-day Korea. 

THE HISTORY OF TASHIRAEGI ON CHINDO ISLAND 

lt is assumed that Tashiraegi has been performed since the Three
Kingdom period (1st century B.C - 668 A.D.). The assumption appears 



134 MeewonLee 

to be based on the fact that the earliest written references to similar rites 
are found in records of that period. Tashiraegi is written as ~#}~ in 
Chinese characters, which mean "enjoying together". Thus, the name it
self seems to reveal its function of cheering and consoling. 

In Saejo Sil/ok (i!tffl'l'~), official history of King Saejo of the Yi 
dynasty (dated 1468), mention is made of a man who was remarkably 
talented at mimicking a blind man who is drunk. Tue account states that a 
field chief made a request to an upper superintendent to transfer a 
worker, named Koryong, who acted the part so well that other workers 
wanted to watch and were distracted from their tasks. Although the 
record does not mention Tashiraegi, Koryong's act appears to have been 
related. A dance representing the drunken behavior of a blind man is a 
famous component of Tashiraegi. Also, the description given in Saejo 
Sillok is similar to the dance performed during Tashiraegi. From this ac
count it is evident that the dance of the blind drunkard was popular as 
early as the middle of the 15th century. 

In addition to its presence in Tashiraegi, the motif of a drunk blind 
man is also present in the well-known tale of Simchong, a story that 
reaffirms the virtue of filial piety. Simchong' s father is blind, and several 
episodes in the story depict his drunkenness. Although the representation 
in Tashiraegi is more exaggerated and humorous, the basic motif is very 
similar. This recurrence of the motif assures us that Tashiraegi was 
based on oral literary tradition and rooted in the basic cultural heritage. 

Historically, the performers of Tashiraegi have come predominantly 
from the ranks of the shamans. Indeed, shamans have played a major 
role not only in folk religion but also in folk arts such as music, dance 
and theater. Because shamanic rituals have tended to require artistic per
formance with music and song, the shamanic class has been at the center 
of the development of folk art. The players of Tashiraegi were no ex
ception. When a bereaved family decided to hold a Tashiraegi perfor
mance to please the dead, the chief moumer went to the Sinchong, a 
shaman guild. The guild provided the performers, who gave some of the 
money they received to the guild. Thus, the performers were closely as
sociated with the shaman class. 

The shaman class was composed of individuals who performed a va -
riety of duties related to the various shamanic rituals. Their highest ambi
tion was to become an actor in Pansori, a solely musical theatre form, 
which was popular among all classes of society. However, Pansori de-
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manded considerable talent of an actor and it was not easy to achieve 
success in this performing art. Tue vast majority assisted in shamanic rit
uals by playing music and songs or by perf orming acrobatics between 
scenes. Someone with little talent would take the part of a blacksmith or 
servant during shamanic rituals. Tue blacksmith was closely associated 
with the shaman because he dealt with fire and made shamanic instru
ments, such as knives and bells. Koryong, the statute laborer whose tal
ents were mentioned earlier, was also a blacksmith. 

The shaman guilds were suppressed by the Japanese colonial govern
ment and, as a result, largely disappeared in the early 20th century. There 
were two main reasons for their suppression; the first was the official 
colonial policy of Japan, which sought to suppress traditional Korean 
culture; and the other was the fact that western modernization considered 
shamanism superstitious. However, because Chindo remained relatively 
free of Japanese oppression and the effects of westernization, the island's 
shaman guild maintained its authority over the shamans and the general 
inhabitants of the island. According to Park Byungchon, a living national 
cultural treasure and native of Chindo, the guild was effective until the 
1970s. This means that Tashiraegi was fairly weil preserved until about 
this time. 

Tashiraegi is rarely performed today. After a bridge was built between 
the island and the peninsula, Chindo lost its buffer against the outside 
world. The increased contact with the mainland has accelerated 
modemization and the disappearance of shamanic folk arts, including 
Tashiraegi. Topreserve this traditional art, the Korean government des
ignated Tashiraegi an intangible national cultural treasure in 1985. 

THE PERFORMANCE OF TASHIRAEGI 

A. Text 

Since the performers often sang and assisted throughout the course of a 
funeral, it is difficult separate the Tashiraegi element distinctly from the 
funeral process as a whole. However, the content of Tashiraegi can be 
roughly divided into five episodes: the pretended mourner, the blind man 
and his wife, the dirges for the dead, the songs of the grave-diggers, and 
the sideshows. Each episode is summarized below in order to describe 
the content of a typical Tashiraegi performance. 
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Episode One: The Pretended Mourner 
The performers arrive while the bereaved family is receiving those com -
ing to moum for the dead person. After they have paid their respects to 
the dead, they sit alongside the bereaved family. The actor who plays the 
chief mourner then enters in füll costume. He wears a hat made of a 
gourd (if the deceased is a woman) or straw (when the deceased is a 
man) and a straw skirt, and he carries a wooden pestle as a cane. To 
lighten the atmosphere he does mischievous things like taking food from 
the altar and congratulating the bereaved family on the fact that they have 
one less mouth to feed. Then he makes a bet that he can make the chief 
mourner laugh (if the mourner laughs, the performers will receive plenty 
of food; if not, they will not be paid for the performance). Thereupon, 
with a deep bow, he expresses his condolences to the chief moumer, 
who unconsciously acknowledges the condolences with a deep bow. At 
this the actor proudly announces that the mourner has accepted his terms 
for the bet. All the actors are happy at the success of the trick. As they 
prepare for the next episode, the players display their special skills to 
entertain the guests. Dances featuring such characters as a blind man, a 
hunchback, a nobleman and a monk were favorites. 

Episode Two: The Blind Man and his Wife 
This episode is the most dramatic of the five and is famous for the ac
tions and dance of the blind man. The blind man is happy with his wife 
and demands that she be faithful to him. However, the demand goes un -
heeded by his promiscuous wife, who is pregnant by a Buddhist monk. 
When the blind man is about to go and recite scriptures for the safe de
livery of a rich man's dog, he preaches to her again on the subject of 
faithfulness. l 

As soon as he has left the Buddhist monk arrives and flirts with the 
wife. However, because the dog gives birth quickly, the blind man re
turns home unexpectedly in the middle of the prolonged flirtation. He 
smells something strange and attempts to catch the adulterer. Just as he is 
about to catch the monk, the wife goes into labour and begins to moan 
loudly. On hearing this the blind man begins to recite scriptures for the 

1 lt was a Korean custom that blind men should make their Iiving by reciting 
scriptures and massage. lt appears to have been believed that their condition gave 
blind men a unique power to communicate with the gods. 
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safe delivery of the baby. When the birth is delayed, the blind man mim
ics the act of delivery to expedite matters. At last the baby is born, 
whereupon the monk protests that he is the father. While the blind man 
and the monk fight, the chief mourner of the first episode comes and 
takes the baby. His appearance brings to mind the eff ect of Ve1fremdung 
("alienation")-the process of making events strange-observed by 
Brecht. 

Episode Three: The Dirgesfor the Dead 
The third episode consists of various songs-the song of sorrow, the 
song of farewell and the songs of Buddhist prayers. These are based on 
Buddhist teachings, which rise above the ways of the world; indeed, 
death is an inevitable part of the transmigration of the soul within eternal 
lif e. Thus, the purpose of the songs is to console the bereaved by re
minding them of the cyclical nature of life and death. 

Episode Four: The Songs of the Grave-Diggers 
This episode presents the typical digging of a grave. In Korea it is cus -
tomary to sing while this is done. The songs refer to the propitious na
ture of the grave site and the good fortune of the bereaved family in 
having such a site (in Korea a family is considered prosperous if they 
own a propitious site for their ancestors' graves). 

Episode Five: The Extra Entertainment 
In the final episode, various short skits, songs and dances are perf ormed 
to entertain the bereaved and their guests. The dances of the blind man 
and the monk from the second episode are often presented as encores 
and are characteristic of Tashiraegi dances. Tue love song of Tashiraegi 
is also famous and popular. During this episode the audience is often 
invited to sing and dance along with the performers. 

B. The Making ofthe Peiformance 

1. Training of the Actors 
Like other traditional folk arts, little is known about the selection and the 
training of the actors of Tashiraegi. Our current understanding comes 
from the oral statements of aged perf ormers. Their statements often lack 
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consistency in detail due to the imperfection of human memory, a ten
dency to exaggeration and a certain degree of inarticulateness. 

All performers were male-as is the case in much Asian theater. 
Performers of Tashiraegi were drawn from the hereditary shamans of 
Chindo Island. Broadly speaking, Korean shamans fall into one of two 
categories: possessed or charismatic shamans, and hereditary shamans. 
Whereas possessed shamans achieve authority through a peculiar psy
cho-charismatic crisis, hereditary shamans are simply born into a 
shaman's family. However, birth into the family of a shaman was no 
guarantee of success. As mentioned earlier, many were limited to a sup
porting role in shamanic ritual if they did not succeed in their quest to be
come a shaman. Shamanic rituals required various artistic abilities, and 
the members of a shaman's family were brought up in an artistic atmo
sphere and began their artistic training in early childhood. The training 
was not formal but allowed the learners to become familiar with the basic 
rhythms and feelings of folk art. Then, if a person demonstrated talent 
and interest in any particular art or role, he would be apprenticed to a 
specific master. 

Though little is known about the training methods used by the master 
with the apprentice, the basic technique appears to have been imitation. 
Tue apprentice would watch his teacher's performances and then imitate 
his acting and practise his skills. Training was undertaken on a one-to
one basis. Tue teacher never systematically divided a movement or inter
rupted the pupil' s singing to correct mistakes. If he considered the 
pupil's efforts deficient, he simply repeated the whole phrase. Such an 
approach may seem time-consuming by comparison with W estem meth -
ods, but the older performers insisted on it so as to achieve a "grace" or a 
"flavor" during performance. 

2. Dance and Music 
As A.C. Scott (1973:16) notes, physical training and dance training are 
usually one and the same thing in most Asian theater. This statement is 
basically true of Tashiraegi. Most movements were stylized rather than 
realistic and dance predominated. 

Tue most popular Tashiraegi dance was that of the blind hunchback. 
Although apparently demeaning, the dance was a harmless imitation with 
the intent of being uplifting rather than ridiculing. The movements of the 
unseeing eyes were the important feature of this dance. The dances of the 
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nobleman and the monk were also popular. As is a common characteris
tic of folk dances, these dances were not delicate but were exaggerated 
and humorous. 

Since-like the songs-all the dances and body movements were ac -
companied by music, music was far more indispensable to Tashiraegi 
than to a typical Western drama. However, only percussion instruments 
were used and there was a lack of melody. The percussion band com
prised kwaengari (a small gong), changgo (a two-headed lashed drum), 
jing (a large gong) and pook (a round drum). In fact, they were the repre
sentative traditional percussion instruments of Korea. 

Singing was a large part of Tashiraegi. Two of the five episodes were 
purely vocal in substance. The songs fall roughly into three groups: 
dirges for the dead, songs of Buddhist prayers and secular love songs. 

3. Pe,formance Area, Costumes and Props 
Tashiraegi was often performed in the front yard of the bereaved fami
ly's home. Straw mats were spread on the ground and an awning was 
put up to provide shade. There was no scenery, but a roll of cotton cloth 
was hung from a comer of the awning to the floor. The roll of cotton 
was part of the basic payment to the performers; however, it also seems 
to have contained a symbolic meaning, representing the imaginary river 
that divides the world of the living from the world of the dead. In many 
other shamanic rituals, a roll of cotton also conveyed this idea of sym
bolic division. 

Tue costumes were not greatly different from daily clothes. Each char
acter wore a costume similar to one wom on everyday occasions. Unlike 
other costumes seen in Korean folk performance, they were not even 
colorful-possibly because Tashiraegi was performed at funerals. Tue 
props were funeral items and represented the funeral ritual. 

4. Shaman-Ritualistic Elements in the Pe,formance o/Tashiraegi 
Tashiraegi is without doubt a peculiar theatrical art form. lts symbolism 
and plot are highly developed in terms of complexity and entertainment 
value. The main episode of the blind man has a well-developed plot with 
the motif of a love-triangle and a satirical look at daily life. In the other 
episodes the actors enacted dramatic stories or symbolic representations 
in song, gesture, dance, pantomime and dialogue. The perf ormance was 
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directed at an audience that was willing temporarily to put aside its grief 
and enjoy a diversionary entertainment. 

There are many shaman-ritualistic aspects in the performing context of 
Tashiraegi. Tue performers were contracted through the shaman guild at 
the request of the bereaved family. Furthermore, the performance was 
ultimately aimed at the consolation of the dead, i.e. it was a kind of offer
ing to the dead person. This meant that-in containing wishes of magical 
efficacy-it amounted to something more than entertainment. By offering 
Tashiraegi_ to the dead person and appeasing his soul, the relatives hoped 
to promote their own prosperity. This is reminiscent of the shamanic 
technique of appeasement, which seeks to drive the evil spirit away with 
offerings. 

lt is also difficult to separate out the dramatic content of Tashiraegi 
from the shamanic funeral rites because the perf ormers often joined in 
the singing for the funeral itself. Additionally, four of the five episodes 
are related to a funeral situation, such as the dirges for the dead and the 
imitation of the mourners. In the most dramatic episode the blind hus
band mimics his wife's labor pains to expedite her delivery (demon
strating that the motif of couvade is also found in Korean folk arts). 

Although Tashiraegi lost its efficacious purpose as it developed, it 
never separated itself from its ritualistic ur-origin in the shamanic psy
chological healer tradition. While the meaning of an offering to the dead 
has become less clear, its function as entertainment has increased with 
the passage of time. However, the function of consoling the bereaved has 
never been overlooked. Thus, it never completely lost its shamanic func
tion of social purgation. 
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The Constitution of a Hmong Shaman's Powers 
of Healing and Folk Culture 

JACQUES LEMOINE* PARIS 

For the Hmong shaman, healing is a very elaborate rite. However, it is 
an activity confined to saving life or restoring health; the shaman does 
not cross over into the realm of death. Nor does he, in his capacity as a 
shaman, take part in the funerary rites. To investigate his patient' s 
symptoms and work out of a diagnosis, the Hmong shaman makes use 
of a special set of conceptual tools. On closer analysis, it is obvious 
that all these tools facilitate inquiry in one of three distinct directions: 
1. the patient' s own vital mechanisms, 2 . the spiritual third parties in
volved as the direct or indirect cause of illness, and 3. his own power 
and ability to identify and master his patient' s condition. Although ex
pressed in the form of metaphors, the underlying assumptions are both 
pragmatic and functional. This, perhaps, is the reason why--the trance 
and his altered state of consciousness notwithstanding--the shaman' s 
actions always follow an impeccable logic. His failure does not imply 
some shortcoming in the system to which all subscribe; it only means 
that he was not powerful enough in the use of it. Accordingly, the pa
tient or his family will call in another shaman in the hope of better re
sults: There is no lack of shamans in a traditional Hmong village, and 
all are, in theory, considered to be equally competent. A handful of 
them, however, may be more popular, because of their higher rate of 
success. But there exists no competition or open rivalry between them 
because they all derive their knowledge from an initiatory tradition in 
which masters teach their disciplines step by step; consequently, each 
and every one of them is very weil aware of how long it takes to be 
trained in this art, which is none other than the power of healing. 

The Hmong, the most numerous people of the Miao populations of 
China, are to be found in the region extending from the 32nd parallel in 
Southwest China to the 16th parallel in Thailand. They have perpetuated 
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a form of shamanism that is analogous to Siberian shamanism in a num
ber of significant respects. Tue shamanic trance, the notion of a shamanic 
vocation, and the rite of initiation are just some of the common features. 
Typologically, the Hmong shaman is what Siikalas (1987) has called the 
"professional shaman", the type ascribed to tribal groups like the 
Chukchi or the Koriak of northeastern Siberia, and an individual who, 
unlike the "clan shamans" of some other groups, plays no political role. 
Traditionally a tribal society of itinerant agriculturists and pig and cattle 
farmers, the Hmong live on the high mountain ridges of South China and 
the Indochinese peninsula: Vietnam, Laos and Thailand. Political devel
opments in Laos 20 years ago sent thousands of them to seek refuge in 
Western countries. 

For the Hmong shaman, healing is a very elaborate rite. However, it is 
an activity confined to saving life or restoring health; the shaman does 
not cross over into the realm of death. Nor does he, in his capacity as 
shaman, take part in the funerary rites. To investigate his patient's 
symptoms and work out a diagnosis, the Hmong shaman makes use of a 
special set of conceptual tools. On closer analysis, it is obvious that all 
these tools facilitate inquiry in one of three distinct directions: 
1. the patient's own vital mechanisms, 
2. the spiritual third parties involved as the direct or indirect cause of the 
illness, and 
3. his own power and ability to identify and master his patient's condi
tion. 
Although expressed in the form of metaphors, the underlying assump
tions are both pragmatic and functional. This, perhaps, is the reason 
why-the trance and bis altered state of consciousness notwithstand
ing-the shaman's actions always follow an impeccable logic. His failure 
does not imply some shortcoming in the system to which all subscribe; it 
only means that he was not powerful enough in the use of it. 
Accordingly, the patient or his family will call in another shaman in the 
hope of better results. There is no lack of shamans in a traditional 
Hmong village, and all are, in theory, considered to be equally compe
tent. A handful of them, however, may be more popular because of their 
higher rate of success. But there exists no competition or open rivalry 
between them because they all derive their knowledge from an initiatory 
tradition in which masters teach their disciples step by step; conse
quently, each and every one of them is very well aware of how lang it 
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takes to be trained in this art, which is none other than the power of 
healing. In the following pages, I shall briefly sketch the conceptual 
framework of the shamanic metaphor, before tuming to how the Hmong 
shaman "constructs" his healing power. 

THE VITAL MECHANISMS 

In the natural environment of the Hmong in Laos, Vietnam, South China 
or Thailand, before the advent of state intervention to improve health and 
hygiene, the main diseases affecting this robust mountain population 
were endemic malaria, gastroenteritis, cystitis, kidney and bladder infec -
tions, cancers, leprosy, epilepsy, all kinds of cold, bronchitis and pneu
monia, ear and eye infections, sometimes acute articular rheumatism and, 
exceptionally, sudden death during sleep. But, above all, they complained 
of pain of all sorts, whether traumatic, rheumatic or imaginary. The 
death-rate was high, and there was an especially high rate of infant mor -
tality; complications during delivery and puerperal fever were not un
common. This was the situation I found in Laos, for example, when I 
was doing fieldwork there in the '60s and '70s. In the face of all this, the 
one and only resort in most cases was the interposition of the shaman. 
Except for a few recognized infections (e.g., wounds) and certain biolog
ical disorders which were treated with herbal medication (usually admin
istered combined with magic), practically every kind of illness was given 
the shaman's psychosomatic treatment, with, I must say, a fair amount of 
success. When epidemics broke out, the families would leave the place 
and try to find a distant haven. Rampant morbidity and poor nutrition 
made for a high level of anxiety; and then there was the fear of the un -
seen perils inhabiting the wild spaces of the primary and secondary for -
ests, whence man had to carve out a piece of land to cultivate. Only the 
shaman was able to release this anxiety, communicate with the unseen, 
and restore their hold on life and fate. 

Among the special instructions transmitted from master to disciple, 
there is a thorough analysis of the seif in terms of the dynamics of life. 
The analysis is in terms of a set of metaphors for various measures of the 
body's vitality conceived as a distinctive set of "souls". In using the 
word "soul", I have translated the vemacular appellation. In fact, the 
shamanic analysis of the self is apart of the esoteric tradition of the initi
ate, and is only distantly related to the concept of "soul" as it is ordinarily 
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used. lt is a development of the idea of reincarnation, an admitted notion 
of Hmong culture. Tue shamans have done no more than invert the order 
of the two terrns, death and reincarnation, postulating that the craving for 
reincarnation (the life-and-death pulsations of the patient's souls) can 
actually initiate the process of dying, instead of being only its conse
quence. Tue patient's seif is thus divided into 12 souls or vital functions, 
each expressing a crucial aspect of human psychosomatic life, which fall 
into two major groups according to their nature and behaviour: the sed
entary-and-domestic, inside-or-around-the-body souls; and the unstable, 
elusive souls. They are worth detailing here once again. I 

Tue sedentary, vegetative souls controlling the body are: 
- Tue "life-demanding" soul (long tzu long lao ), incorporating health 

and wealth in a joint stock of good fortune. For the Hmong, the "life -
demanding" soul is the person's individual destiny. When it is ex
hausted, the shaman bums spirit money in order to rebuild it (12). 2 

- Tue "bamboo" soul (nju siong nju ndong) grows in the marrow of 
the backbone. lt holds the body upright. When worrns enter it, it may 
lean over and even lie down. The patient becomes very weak. His 
"breath" soul becomes loose, cut off from its support ( 11 ). 

-Tue "sun and moon" soul (ngao nu njau li). This soul never leaves 
the body even after death. lt stays on the forehead when a man is in good 
health, but moves towards the back of the head when he is weak or ill 
(10). 

- Tue "life-expectancy" soul (krau na khau siong: literally "of the 
years of rice to eat") is the embodiment of appetite and of the life span. If 
the food reserve it symbolizes is exhausted, the shaman must buy a new 
(symbolic) stock of food wherewith to sustain his patient's life ( 9). 

- Tue "source of cucumbers and pumpkins" soul (mang tli mang tau). 
lt stays in the veins, it is the source of health and fertility, and a compan
ion of the vital soul, as in the expression "nju pli nju mang" (8). 

- The "breath" soul (nju pang fua siue ), regulates breath and blood 
circulation. Tue Hmong call it "the satin thread". When it is torn, the per-

1 I have given a preliminary presentation of these souls in my paper (Lemoine 
1993). 

2 This number and the following refer to the numbers given to each soul in 
Fig. 1. 
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son dies. Tue first symptom is difficulty breathing. The shaman has to 
send his spirit helpers to help the patient to breathe again (7). 

In contrast to the above six vegetative souls embedded in the body, the 
Hmong shamans know of a set of six more-or-less unstable souls, which 
illustrate the fundamental volatility of life. These souls correspond to the 
idea of "spirits", which that can be good or bad according to what psy -
chologists used to call "humours". 

- The "chicken" soul ( nju kr' a nju nong) is very much a home bird: 
even when it goes away for two or three days, it always returns to the 
body by itself. lt leaves the body at death (5). 

- The "reindeer" soul ( niu tiang niu kau) is also domestic and very 
sedentary. But sometimes the Door guardian deity or the Fourth Official, 
another god protector of the house, sells it for money to some wild spirit 
passing by. When it is gone, the patient feels pain all over his body, and 
cannot get up. The shaman's spirit helpers organize a search party. When 
the "reindeer" soul is found, the shaman has to redeem it from its abduc
tor (3). 

- Tue "cicada" soul ( nbau kang kr' or ndzue) should stick to the body 
as cicadas do to their tree. But it likes to join other cicadas in the forest 
and sing with them. "Cicada" souls do not follow the vital soul after 
death, to reincarnate in another body of the same clan as the dead. They 
flit around until they find the right body to dwell in. lt can also happen 
that a cicada soul belonging to a living person settles into another indi
vidual, especially a foetus. The person will lose his appetite and weaken 
rapidly. The shaman's job is to interrupt the reincarnation process, and 
bring the cicada soul back to its original body. If he fails , the patient will 
die. If he succeeds, the mother pregnant with the baby in whom it had 
settled will miscarry (4). 

- The "running bull" soul (niu tiang niu plu) is like a buffalo: it is eas
ily frightened, and then bolts headlong down the path to death, taking 
along the "shadow" soul (2). 

- The "projecting shadow" soul (nju tlua nju hlau) is unstable by 
definition, moving around the body and disappearing at any moment on 
the path to death and perdition (1). 
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-Tue "retuming" vital soul (nju pli si) is the soul that reincarnates. If 
the shaman cannot bring it back, the patient will die3 (6). 

The mental imagery 4 involved here builds both on metaphor and a 
holistic view of life as a dynamic constellation of energies and humours. 
Tue result is a complex image of the body, a yardstick of sorts by which 
the shaman is able to precisely measure how far his patient is healthy, 
and how far he is ill, and analyze in detail the nature of the illness. This 
analysis reveals that illness, whether caused by symbolic blows or the 
loss of runaway souls, consists in the disintegration of the body image, 
leading to what psychologists call psychosis or, sometimes, simply neu
rosis. The aim of the Hmong shaman 's ritual of healing is to restore this 
body image. One could argue that the disintegration of the seif and the 
body image is merely a consequence of illness and of the aura of isola -
tion that it creates around the patient5, the first step in the direction of the 
ultimate disintegration of the body after death. What we think of as the 
natural order of cause and effect, however, is irrelevant to the shaman's 
intervention, and he proves to be right whenever the recovery of the 
body image is a concomitant of his patient' s relief from pain. 

THE METAPHORICAL CAUSES OF ILLNESS IN HMONG MYTHO
PATHOLOGY 

The Hmong shamanic metaphor offers two basic sets of explanations for 
illness: 1) it is the result of an extemal agent attacking the vegetative 
functions of the body (i.e. the sedentary souls) or, 2) it is the result of a 
partial-or total-psychic instability (i.e. the loss of the unstable souls), 
an instability provoked and/or aggravated, at times, by the intervention of 
supematural powers. In both cases, the etiology of the illness is wrapped 
in the shamanic metaphorical matrix, with its recourse to mythological 
fabrications whenever folk culture does not provide adequate ready-made 
explanations. For example, in order to identify the attacking wild spirits, 

3 According to the funerary rituals of Hmong folk culture, it will come back on 
the thirteenth day after death to visit its family, and will be called again in a few 
months or years before being set free to reincarnate. 

4 On the use of this concept, see Richard Noll ' s seminal paper (1985). 
5 Isolation may also result from the sick person's kin and neigbours projecting 

onto him their feelings of <langer and vulnerability. See Daniel Sibertin-Blanc 
1987. 
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Hmong shamans operate with a whole gamut of evil spirit images asso -
ciated with the specific symptoms of an illness. If a patient is suffering 
from epilepsy, they will distinguish, according to the gravity of the fit, 
between a "cow", a "horse", a "goat", a "pig", a "dog", and a "chicken" 
devil of an epilepsy. This is coded metaphorical language, and does not 
mean that these evil spirits have the appearance of any of these animals; 
what it provides is a scale by which the shaman can measure the gravity 
of the fit. A cow-size attack is considered the most severe, and is practi -
cally incurable. If a patient, showing some sign of nervous degeneration, 
is suspected of having come into contact with dragon or thunder fluid, 
the shaman will identify the dragon 's size and abode (pit or pond or lake) 
according to whether the dragon's skin colour is white, black, yellow or 
red. Some of the most dreadful spirits that the Hmong shaman will un
mask as being behind the corresponding symptoms of illness are the 
"raw-flesh-eater spirits", who, like vampires, suck the life of infants; the 
"nine-headed devils", who, walking inadvertently on somebody's head, 
cause his sudden death; the "mice-like devils" who, running into some
body's head, obsess his mind and vital soul; the incubus and succubus 
devils, who induce miscarriages in women and night terrors in men; 
earth devils, water spirits, noxious vapours, ghosts, nightmares, bad 
omens and evil spells. Most of this catalogue originates in folk culture; 
the shaman merely incorporates this demonology in his analysis. Some 
highly colourful characters have been more or less borrowed from the 
Chinese tradition: the Heavenly Dog, who assaults young children; the 
Red Killer, who bites babies in the shape of an insect; the Pu Ntzong, the 
tiger's companion, who, under the appearance of a long-haired teenage 
girl, leads the tiger to its prey, etc. More than likely, these characters have 
become a part of folk tradition through the mediation of the shamans, 
who are still the authorities on how to deal with them. No further details 
of this demonology are needed for us to understand that, in the shamanic 
metaphor, it generally stands for a taxonomy of illnesses and symptoms. 

Besides these uncontrolled evil powers roaming through the unseen, 
ready to swoop down on their human prey, the other world is full of 
deities in control of a specific place or in charge of a particular office: the 
lord of the village territory, for instance, or the Jade Ern peror in charge of 
the book wherein the life span of every human being is registered. These 
functional actors of supernature are all listed in the shaman's chant, 
which is mainly a stereotype narration of his journey to the Beyond. 
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When, with the assistance of his spirit helpers, he has identified which of 
his patient's souls is in trouble, the shaman already has half his diagno
sis; what he still doesn 't know is what exactly happened to it, and, if the 
soul is gone, where and under whose jurisdiction he will find the missing 
part of the patient' s body image. His journey through the Beyond at the 
head of bis task force of spirit helpers will answer these questions. This 
joumey, and the paths of the Beyond that the Hmong shaman must take, 
are a fixed repertoire of places and characters that he needs to investigate 
in the course of his breath-taking emergency ride through space on his 
flying horse "of wind and clouds". 

The metaphorical space of the Beyond is one which ordinary mortals 
cannot see. lt is a closed space encompassing the human community, one 
with its own protective territorial deities able to help the shaman with 
information, and also one inhabited by a whole range of wild spirits 
whose attacks induce various specific diseases. lt is also a space that 
opens onto the paths to death and reincarnation. Once this environment 
has been thoroughly explored and nothing special has been found, the 
shaman and his spirits rush down the paths of death and reincarnation. 
There, they meet divinities and encounter places where souls are held in 
custody or may be hiding. The shaman's account of his metaphorical 
flight along these trails is organized in a fixed order, a progression corre
sponding to an increasingly serious and possibly terminal illness6. The 
search starts with a (mental) grave where the vital soul, dominated by the 
death wish, has taken refuge. Next to it, in a cavem, the shaman comes to 
the office of the Jade Emperor, the controller of the book of all destinies, 
who sends death warrants to those who have exhausted their life span. 
Further on, there is the house of Yang Seng Ts'eng and Siong Seng 
Ts'eng (the "Pure who feeds life" and the "Pure who sends life"), the 
pair who control birth and reincarnation. Further on still, the shaman 
comes to the Sour Blossom Field of Nzue Nyong, the "Cruel Raw", the 
Hmong vemacular god of death and epidemics. He has a corral where he 
keeps "reindeer" and "running bull'' souls before he kills and eats them. 
Sometimes, he meets souls that have dodged Nzue Nyong's corral, and 
are still grazing young tender grass on the "scorched slope". Further on, 
the shaman' s party comes to the Court of the Master of Inferior Heaven, 

6 For the sake of my argument, I am obliged to again reiterate here some details 
already presented in the paper I gave at the 1991 Seoul Conference. 



The Construction of the Healing Power ... 151 

a place to which the reindeer and bull souls may have been abducted. If 
they find a soul belonging to their patient, they have to redeem it from the 
god or recapture it, if the god does not agree toset it free. Finally, even if 
the patient's souls have already been eaten, the shaman can still send his 
dragon and eagle spirits to search the pile of bones thrown all around the 
place and gather those belonging to the souls of his patient. If they can 
assemble them all in the right order, they can spray them with kua mua 
tshua, a magic drug, and they will mend together, regaining flesh. 

This is as far as the "reindeer" and "running bull" souls would wan
der. If the spirit helpers did not find them by this time, it means that the 
deadly suffering is actually caused by the vital soul's continuing its jour
ney to reincamation. The search party then crosses the mountains until, 
in a narrow pass, they come upon a huge slicer which blocks the way. If 
a soul can show papers from the Jade Emperor's office proving that its 
life span is exhausted, it is allowed to cross. If it can provide no such 
proof, it stays there until the shaman and his spirit helpers come to fetch 
it. If it has managed to cross the slicer, the shaman and his spirits, who 
are determined to follow it, have to find a way either to wedge the blade 
with iron staffs, or climb over it with ladders. On the other side, they can 
rush down to the Kong Tong bridge, which links this World to the land 
of the dead. No spirit helper can cross this bridge, because they belong to 
this world, the world of the living. Only a few shamans dare to under
take an action so bold, crossing alone, after having exchanged their spirit 
horse for a "horse of the dead". On the other side of the bridge, they will 
find the missing vital soul by a sweet water pond, the abode of Ngau A, 
the mother of mankind. If she has already washed the soul, and it has 
lost all memory of its past links with family and friends, it is ready for 
rebirth to a new life: death is irrevocable, and the shaman' s patient is al
ready pronounced dead by the time the shaman retums from his joumey. 
Here, as in many cultures of the Chinese world, memory is acknowl
edged as the ultimate shield of the seif. If it has not been washed yet, 
then the shaman negotiates the soul's safe return to this World and life. 

"Travelling through a landscape both physical and metaphorical", to 
quote Desjarlais (1989), the Hmong shaman plays with burning sym
bols. Characteristic of this Hmong journey to the beginning and end of 
all life is that the shamanic metaphor is explicitly symbolic of the Ego's 
wounds. Suffering and sickness are always the result of external ag
gression by the supernatural agents of disease and decay, or/and of an 
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internal disintegration when a part of our self, a soul, "does not like us 
anymore" and quits. In this metaphor, health and life emerge as only 
guest souls of our body. They will survive us. In order to save the seif, 
the Hmong shaman has to heal, clean and restore all its defective parts, 
and to arrest and expel the image of our own death which we are all con
sciously or subconsciously nurturing. If his intervention comes late in 
serious or desperate cases, this image is also shared by the members of 
the family, who unconsciously put social pressure on the patient to has
ten the fatal ending which they reasonably expect. In his quest to save his 
patient' s life, the shaman has to do away with this collective premonition. 
That is why, between Nzue Nyong's corral and the Kong Tong bridge to 
the land of the dead, there is a short way which leads straight to this 
bridge: it is to the right of the other, across the highest mountains. Along 
this path, the search party comes upon the "Jar of tears and cries", those 
which the family will shed when the patient is pronounced dead. If 
somebody is about to die, the shaman will find that it is füll to the brim. 
His intervention is to try to empty the jar, or to close it with a big stone, 
thus preventing its overflowing. A similar action is undertaken when the 
search party comes to the Vale of Hemp further on. In folk culture, hemp 
is used to make the bandage with which the dead is tightly tied to prevent 
a swollen body from exploding in the course of funerary ceremonies 
lasting a minimum of three days and three nights. When the shaman and 
his party arrive at the Vale of Hemp, and find that the hemp is high, they 
will pull up as much of it as they can. Here again, they try to drive back 
an image of imminent death, before rushing to the Kong Tong bridge in 
the hope of catching the vital soul in time. 

The Hmong shaman 's journey is a fixed repertoire embedded in the 
matrix of the shaman' s chant. The shaman listens as much as he sings. 
Visual and auditory images come to him from his own voice, but, at 
some point, it is disguised as the voice of his seer-spirit who is supposed 
to narrate the action to him. This voice supports and guides his trance, 
enabling him to carry out a systematic investigation of his patient. This 
seer-spirit, named "clear-sighted", is the shaman's eyes in the unseen 
where the shaman, like any ordinary human being, cannot see by him
self. He listens to his seer-spirit's narration and simultaneously visual
izes the action "as in a dream". But he is not a possessed medium, de
spite this splitting of his personality. What is more, the trance is induced. 
by yet another spirit: the "spirit of the trance". Both spirits remain per-
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manently at the shaman's side, unlike the other spirit helpers who have to 
be summoned for each perf ormance. 

The various parameters of the shaman' s joumey can be ordered along 
two axes: the analysis of his patient's seif into 12 different souls; and 
simultaneously, the systematic checking of the places where one of these 
souls may be in trouble, may be in the hands of supematural agents. The 
journey, which provides all the possible answers in serial and progres
sive order, is the symbolic tool of the shaman's thinking. At some point, 
he will find the inspiration which he has been looking for, and try to 
solve his patient' s prob lern from inside the metaphor into which he has 
inserted him. If he has been weil inspired ( or informed) by his spirit 
helpers, the diagnosis brought back will be congruent with his patient's 
illness, and the latter will start recovering. 

Because there are only two unknowns-the part of his patient's seif 
that is to be restored, and the place and agency whence it is to be rescued 
-I have documented the Hmong shaman's search in a linear "shamanic 
equation" (Fig. 2); the shaman's path is nothing more than the graphic 
representation of this equation in space. lt will be clear why it is so im
portant for a Hmong shaman, in a trance, to sing out the details of his 
journey precisely and in their entirety, for the journey serves as the 
guideline of his examination of his patient in the unseen. 

THE S HAMAN' S "CONSTRUCTION" OF HIS POWER 

The shamanic equation represents only one of the cognitive tools at the 
shaman' s disposal. His power to heal has also to be established before 
he can proceed with any attempt at healing. In the Hmong shaman's 
metaphor, the power to diagnose and to heal lies in his troop of spirits. 
When his altar is ready, he beats his gong two or three times while he 
bows to the four directions and welcomes his spirit helpers. Soon after, 
he sits on his bench, hands his gong to his acolyte and puts his ring-bell 
on his left hand. He pulls down his black veil over his face, showing that 
he is about to enter the unseen, and starts shivering, a signal of the arrival 
of his spirits. With his left band, he shakes the ring-bell, while his 
acolyte starts beating the gong. His voice is half drowned out by the 
sound of the gong, he starts the roll call of his troops. 

The spirit helpers, or neng, constitute a task force divided into two 
groups: the vemacular spirits and the Chinese spirits, which the shaman 
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calls separately, using a different idiom for each. He first calls the 
Hmong spirits. These appear rather like commandos trained to reach 
specific targets. They are briefly described so that they not only arrive on 
stage in a definite order, but as parts of a strategic system in which all 
eventualities have been accounted for. First comes the ancestral master 
spirit, the group leader. He is a direct male ascendant of the shaman (his 
father or grandfather), who, at the time of his terminal illness, had en
joined the shaman to be the new "father" of the particular group of spirits 
which had belonged to him in his lifetime. The ancestral master spirit is 
followed by female spirits holding iron and silver brooms with which to 
clean the altar where most of the other spirits are going to land. For the 
rest, a spider spirit stretches a magic thread, while the first-woman and 
first-man couple, Njua and Nang, assisted by Chinese blacksmiths, 
throw a "copper and iron" bridge for the numerous Chinese infantry and 
cavalry to come-a historical reminder of the Chinese Courts' campaigns 
to suppress the Hmong, but also a legacy from the Chinese masters. In 
the shamanic metaphor, this thread and this bridge 7 also establish a direct 
connection between the altar and the Nya Yee Cave from where all the 
spirit helpers come. Tue Great Yee, or Shee Yee, was the first shaman. 
The thread and the bridge will also be used as a takeoff runway when the 
shaman invites the spirits to hunt for his patient's missing souls. Next, 
he summons his flexible springing bench, his "dragon-horse" "of wind 
and clouds" which he is already riding, then, his couple of venerable 
dragons who can "encircle the sky, and surround the earth" in order to 
stop the volatile "projecting shadow soul''. The dragons' place to the left 
of his altar is represented by a bowl of water which the shaman calls "the 
dragon pond". Identified with the rainbow, the dragon is indeed able to 
encircle the horizon. In folk culture all around the Chinese world, the 
dragon symbolizes imperial power. Next to the dragon couple come the 
Chinese Imperial couple "whose strength rises to the heavens and 
stretches to the extremities of the Earth", they will "hold the chicken soul 
back and block the projecting shadow soul's way". 

At this point, the shaman's altar has been symbolically set up. When 
the setting is the patient's hause, it consists of a board resting on a sup -
port, or of a small table, on which are aligned from left to right the bowl 

7 For more detail on the role of the bridge and the thread in Hmong shamanism, 
see Lemoine 1988. 
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of dragon water, a basket of maize grain to feed the horses of the cavalry, 
an incense bumer to please the spirit helpers in the middle of the altar, 
and, a little farther right, a bowl of husked rice in which an egg and two 
joss sticks are stuck. These are specially intended for the spirit of the 
trance and the "clear-sighted" spirit, the seer-spirit who guides and in
forms the shaman who will remain behind his veil, blind in the unseen. lt 
is to be noted here that Hmong shamans do not pretend to be seers them -
selves; on the contrary, they say that they only "see in their mind" and 
are informed of what is going on in the unseen through the constant 
narration of their seer-spirit. What this means is that while in a state of 
altered consciousness, they induce a dissociation to become the receiver 
and not the transmitter of their own chant. 

After the altar is installed, the shamanic accessories must also be in -
troduced. Tue shaman's "elder son carries the exorcising sword", and his 
"elder daughter the gong and cymbals". "Trance" and "Clear-sighted" 
spirits will carry his rattle-sword. This lance point with a !arge round 
handle to which 9 iron discs and 10 twisted rings have been strung be
comes a multi-functional symbolic tool as circumstances require: it is the 
reins of the shaman's horse, a magical sword to cut devils in twain, a 
cast net to catch the souls, a magic mirror to distinguish those belonging 
to this World (Yang) from those of the Otherworld (Yin) and good from 
bad spirits, and finally, a telescope to see far away. 

The following neng all have special functions. There are the "awesome 
red-hot eaters and boiling drinkers ... who spread all over the earth, eating 
the devils of epilepsy, swallowing the mice-spirits they encounter"; the 
Dragon-thunder's daughter, "Miss Black Cloud, who carries a shamanic 
umbrella to shelter the souls or the neng"; the lady "who cuts the reincar
nation process with copper and iron scissors"; and the "naive lady who 
carries the scales for weighing souls" upon their retum back home. There 
follow the Lady and the Gentleman who anchor life and energy so that 
they be "as sturdy as the cliffs, as strong as a stone bar", and the spirits 
of the gourd of immortality "who blow their magic medicine while cir
cling around the patient in order to resuscitate the projecting shadow 
soul". 

Then there are the spirits who can call back the chicken soul; the 
strong soldiers who roll rocks and trunks to block the patient' s grave af
ter replacing the image of his laid out body with a sacrificed piglet; the 
pair of soldiers who roll stone, copper, or iron to crush wounds and 
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pains, "who trample the sky in order that the sky be clear, who trample 
the earth so that the earth be neat". Coming next, the first couple, "the girl 
Njua and the boy Ong8, who weave the sky, crossing the weft of the sky 
over and under the 9 kinds of illness, the 8 kinds of pain, catching in 
their canvas the 48 evil emanations and purifying them". They present a 
fine example of how elements of folk culture-which visualizes diseases 
as long threads continuously thrown onto the earth by Nzue Nyong, the 
vernacular god of death-blend in with the shamanic metaphor of the 
sky as a vast cloth in the process of being woven by the ancestors of 
Mankind, so that some of these dangerous flying threads-those carry
ing diseases-can be caught in the weft before they reach the earth. 

Theo come spirits showing a morphology appropriate to their specific 
tasks: bear-spirits, sea and land elephant spirits whose strength is used 
"to draw a stone pillar to help a fainting soul to stand upright" and "to 
pull rocks and stumps out to block the path to death". Among the birds, 
the vultures and the eagles use their large, widespread wings to gather 
together the flocks of spirit helpers; the hawks "dart in the black sky to
wards the yellow clouds" to recapture a soul abducted by an evil spirit; 
wild duck spirits will plunge into marshes to rescue souls who have 
fallen in the mud; and woodpecker spirits will use their sharp beaks and 
prehensile tongues to remove caterpillars and worms-symbolizing 
fevers-from the "growing bamboo soul". Among beasts, striped 
wolves and dogs are set in pursuit of the "running bull souls"; striped 
tigers "whistle in the forest to attract the little Ntzong tiger-witch andin
cite men and spirits to part and go back to their respective abodes". Of 
insects, there is the spider spirit's engineering work; and the sphex spir
its, wasps of a kind, and adept at putting their prey to sleep and taking it 
back alive to their nest. They are used to recapture the "projecting 
shadow soul", which will, thus, suffer no damage while they carry it 
back to its body. Just as the taxonomies of souls and evil spirits function 
as conceptual tools facilitating the diagnosis, the metaphorical matrix of 
the spirit helpers adds up to functional commands to hunt, recapture, and 

8 A puzzling point here: the shaman's metaphor acknowledges two first cou
ples: Njua and Nang, Njua and Ong. We find the same duality in Hmong folk cul
ture. Njua and Ong are the mother and father of Mankind in the Kh' ua Kae, the fu
nerary chant to initiale the dead, while Njua and Nang stand for the same in folk 
stories of the Flood. See Lemoine 1983. 
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restore the missing parts of the body image. With a few exceptions, all 
the spirit helpers are parts of a dynamic mental imagery system, and have 
no other reason for being than the functional role of personifying and ex
ecuting potential commands. 

The register of the Chinese spirit helpers is even more "functional", 
with battalions of fierce soldiers arriving in eight or nine ranks of four in 
a row, adding up to impressive numbers (90,000 soldiers, 80,000 offi
cers) of anonymous troops. This spirit army and cavalry belong to the 
shaman's masters. Of all the shaman's masters, certain characters are 
singled out: the spirit of the trance, for instance, the four guardians of the 
four directions with their celestial and terrestrial troops, and all the an -
perors and empresses of China for 88 generations. Specific also are his 
blacksmith masters, and all the tools of the forge which are listed as spirit 
helpers: the bellows, the pin at the door of the melting pot, the anvil, the 
coal shovel, the drill, and the tongs, whose main function is "to silence 
disputes and quarrels". Last of all, the shaman installs the divinatory 
blocks, the gouge and the punch with which spirit money is cut and 
carved; and of the domestic gods of folk culture, the Fourth Official, the 
god of Wealth and the god of Medicine, all of whom have places of hon
our on shelves hung on the uphill wall of any Hmong house. In a 
shaman's house, their individual altars are incorporated in the sides of 
the two-tiered shaman's altar. This might be the reason for including 
these three generally positive gods among the Chinese spirit helpers; an
other explanation might be that they are actual borrowings from Chinese 
culture. The shaman's metaphor, it seems to me, actually pools all pos
sible Chinese spiritual assets to "betray'' a basic connection between 
Hmong shamanism and the Chinese sources. 9 The validity and authen -
ticity of the Chinese spirits are also attested. The coexistence in the sha -
man's metaphor of two registers, one vemacular and the other borrowed 
from the dominant other culture, guarantees the mastery of all healing 
knowledge in the shamanic strategy of empowerment. And this, I be
lieve, is a crucial aspect of what constitutes its healing power. lt also re
flects the condition of Hmong folk culture as a marginal tribal culture in 
contact with andin overall opposition to Chinese imperial "civilization". 

9 I have referred to these Chinese sources in my book (Lemoine 1987). Some of 
them were possibly mediated through the Yao, but it would take too long to refor
mulate this theory here. 
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Hmong folk culture has borrowed the domestic gods that protect the 
family and, in funerary rituals, the Jade Emperor who controls every -
body's life span. Specifically shamanic borrowings are limited to a few 
highly technical astral evil spirits such as the Heavenly Dog or the White 
Tiger, and to symbols of power such as all the Emperors and Empresses 
of the past, the spirits of the forge (an actual technological borrowing 
from Chinese civilization) and the myriad of spirit soldiers inherited from 
generations of Chinese and Hmong masters. 1 O 

By the end of the roll call, the shaman has set up his symbolic healing 
power. Tue power accumulated with his having recited the two registers 
of spirit helpers puts the shaman at the center of a tremendous symbolic 
force. Tue roll call takes place in the relatively limited space of the hause. 
Tue altar, whether permanent or makeshift, is always close to the uphill 
wall and faces the front door. If the patient is in another shaman' s house, 
the makeshift altar for the guest shaman is set up before the permanent 
altar of that house. The bench is installed before the makeshift altar and 
the shaman sits on it, his back facing the front door (Fig. 3). During the 
trance, the shaman, holding in his right hand his jingling rattle-sword and 
in the left a chinking ring, swings on his flexible bench, miming a breath
taking horse ride. His assistant beats the gong to summon the spirit 
helpers when necessary, and stands ready to help him when, in the midst 
of the action, he suddenly stands up and jumps backward onto his bench 
and continues to swing while standing on the bench, then jumps forward 
onto the ground. These are true feats of skill on account of the fact that, 
with the veil, he cannot see the targets. The ritual space is strictly con
fined to the altar, the shaman's bench and the assistant behind him. 
However, this space is extended upward to the thread and eventually, to 
the bridge of the spirit helpers. Both of them go to and fro between the 
altar and the front door and alternately provide the shaman' s troops with 
a landing place and a runway to take off from. The shaman's troops are 
so numerous when he summons them that it is difficult to believe that 
they can all enter the hause, and this suggests that the ritual space indoors 
is only the small-scale model of the real symbolic sphere that the shaman 

10 I have shown in Lemoine 1987 that, Shee Yee, the first shaman of the Hmong 
tradition, could weil be the same as She Yi, the good archer of Chinese ancient 
mythology. If my analysis proves correct, Hmong shamanism could be linked to a 
very archaic tradition of Chinese shamanism. 
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has set up around his own body. The boundaries of this sphere of power 
are set by the functional range of the spirit helpers' interven tions. lt thus 
appears that they are intended to reach up to the sky, down to the bottom 
of the sea, and horizontally, to the ends of the earth ( Fig. 4 ). Tue strategic 
organization of these spirits into attack and defence commandos 
reinforces the intervention power of the task force at the shaman's 
disposal. In terms of the phenomenal world, this means that there is no 
place that is out of his reach, not even the abode of Ngau A, death's 
threshold. 

THE POWER OF HEALING AND FOLK CULTURE 

Shamanism as a healing technique based on the manipulation of mental 
imagery in order to control the psychosomatic manifestations of illness 
must be apart of folk culture, the only symbolic idiom common to the 
shaman and his patient. Desjarlais (1989) has tried to answer the ques
tion: "How does the shaman's magical flight provoke ideational and be
havioral transformations in the patient?" His answer: "Through the cre
ation and transformation of imaginative realities, the shaman effects a 
transformation in the experiential reality of the patient". A Hmong sha
man would agree, except that in his case, the patient does not watch the 
exploration session which provides the diagnosis, and is not supposed to 
understand the events of the search narrated in the shaman's chant. When 
the shaman comes back and reveals bis findings, he is hit with the diag
nosis, and will content himself with only this information. If the diagno
sis is congruent, he will recover. From this, two possible explanations 
follow: 1) the shaman has really acted on the patient's configuration of 
souls and humours in the world of the unseen, or 2) once informed, the 
patient has a rough idea of the shaman 's transformation of imaginative 
realities and spontaneously matches it with the transformation of his own 
experiential reality. This would mean that the patient is partially aware of 
the shamanic metaphor. That the latter might indeed be the case is sug
gested by the shamanic scenario, which divides shamanic activities in 
two distinct parts performed at different tim es in a given order: ( 1) the 
diagnosis (ua neng shai), followed (or not) after a few weeks by (2) the 
"curing" (ua neng khu). The explanation is that a good diagnosis is fol
lowed by relief, and if relief is constant, the same shaman will be called 
in again to work the eure. Actually, the eure is the re-enacting of the 
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shaman's performance when he successfully identified the cause of his 
patient's illness. But it differs greatly from it as follows: 

1. Although trance is mandatory in both performances (for the 
shaman, it is the only way to join his spirit helpers and operate in the un
seen part of phenomenal reality), in the diagnosis performance all the 
shaman's activities are conducted in isolation, attended only by his assis
tant, amidst a general lack of interest on the part of the people in the 
house. In the curing performance, on the other hand, the patient and his 
family usually take part in the operations. 

2. The power of healing and all the actions which first led to the 
shaman's successful diagnosis in the unseen are now re-enacted in front 
of the household members. Exorcising wild or malevolent spirits is done 
by the shaman himself, holding a real sword and impersonating his fierce 
spirit helpers, or by occasional assistants, recruited for the performance. 
The sacrifices of chickens, pigs, goats, and dogs are real, and real blood 
is stamped on the patient's back in order to show that the "life" (or vital 
soul) taken from the victim can be used by the shaman as spiritual mate
rial, for instance to bolster his patient' s weakening soul. 

3. In the "curing" performance, the shaman not only makes a dramatic 
show of his diagnosis but he also settles accounts. Spirit money and the 
life of the victims of the sacrifice are used to settle the debts he had in
curred with the supernatural agencies in the course of the diagnosis, or to 
strengthen the souls of his patient, extend his life span, etc. Similarly, 
and for the first time, the shaman will be "paid" at the end of this perfor
mance with significant portions of the sacrificed pigs. 

No wonder that the patient can mentally anticipate the action that will 
be taken to bolster his recovery, and, if the diagnosis has hit him as being 
right, he may conform his experiential reality to the transformation pro
posed by the shaman. On the other hand, this manipulation can work 
only because the shaman's cognitive power is far superior to the infor
mation on illness that folk culture provides. The power of healing re
vealed by the shamanic metaphor is a self-contained ability that the healer 
may have, or may not have. He may even lose it-the spirit helpers have 
deserted him-and need the help of his master or a powerful shaman of 
the same tradition to call his spirits back and restore his healing power. 
Obviously, the power to heal is not a spontaneous, natural gift, but has 
been deliberately and methodically constructed by the shaman before he 
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ventures into the sphere of illness and suffering in which his patient is 
trapped. 
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Fig. 1. The shaman's analysis of his patient's ego (or body image) in six vegetative and 
six neuropsychological souls (drawing of the author). 
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PLACES AND GODS 
y 

/. 

Fi~. 2. The shamanic equation embedded in the Hmong shaman's joumey. Drawing 
from Chang Yia, a Hmong shaman. The linear equation frame has been added by the 
author. A. Sea (water streams, ponds, etc.); B. Grave; C. House and garden; D. Forest; 
E. The Jade Emperor (Nyu Vang); F. Yang Seng Ts'eng; G. Siong Seng Ts'eng; 
H. Nzue Nyong's sour blossom field ... etc.;/. Ngo A. 
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Fig. 3: The two-tiered shaman's home altar and, in front, the makeshift altar of the 
roving shaman. The bench where the shaman sits is wrapped in blankets (drawing by 

the author). 
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Fig. 4. The Hmong shaman's symbolic sphere of power. In A, the ritual space is com
prised by the altar, the bench, and the spirits' thread between the altar, the bedroom and 
the front door; in B, the inner sphere represents the ritual space in A, surrounded by a 
cosmic outer sphere. 
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The Ladakhi Shaman' s Communication with his 
Patient: Folk Etiology Reproduced 

TAKAKO Y AMADA HOKKAIDO UNIVERSITY 

The Ladakhi shaman' s dialogue with his patient and his healing proce
dure is analyzed in detail. The analysis shows the role that the 
shaman' s hea/ing ritual has in concretizing traditional etiology. The 
seance is the place where the shaman can actualize the suspicions, anx
ieties and fears of the patient, where these are shared by those present, 
and from which the patient emerges fee/ing quite himself, thanks to the 
outpouring of fellow feeling , and to his firm belief in the power of the 
supernatural. In the changing circumstances of contemporary Ladakh, 
the shamanic seance also functions as a means of reproducing folk eti
o/ogy. 

INTRODUCTION 

Tue Ladakhi people of Western Tibet are firm believers in spirit posses
sion, which is sometimes considered to signify that one has been called 
tobe a shaman. In fact, as the Ladakhi vemacular itself indicates, the ex
perience of possession by lha (the local god) is the primary condition of 
becoming a shaman (female shamans are known as lha-mo, male sha
mans as lha-ba). Tue ability to achieve the state of possession at will in 
order to perform a ritual eure is what distinguishes the qualified shaman 
(Yamada 1993), whose other functions include divination and exorcism. 

The shaman's possession by the local god is made manifest in a 
seance, a healing ritual structured to symbolize bis/her oneness with the 
god (Yamada 1995). The shaman's performance on these occasions
his/her sayings and curing techniques-are calculated to reassure the pa
tient, and make the patient identify with the shaman' s healing techniques. 
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My object, in this paper, is to analyze certain shaman-patient dialogues 
that have taken place in the course of seances of this sort, and present a 
framework explanation of how the words of the shaman, in combination 
with the healing techniques used, can make the patient feel whole again. 
Since a Ladakhi shaman generally mimics Tibetan pronunciation, it is 
never quite clear what exactly he/she is saying to the patient. The sha -
man-patient conversations that follow were tape-recorded during several 
healing rituals. Later on, they were transcribed into Ladakhi, and then 
translated to English with the assistance of a Ladakhi monk with a good 
understanding of Tibetan. The data were collected during field trips to 
Ladakh in 1983-84, 1989, and 1990. 

SHAMAN-P ATIENT DIALOGUES IN SEANCE: THE S HAMAN AS THE 
PATIENT'S COUNSELLOR 

Ladakhi shamans generally perform healing rituals only on certain aus
picious days. My own participant observation of these seances indicates 
that all the clients who have sought out the shaman on such a day attend 
the healing ritual together. The shaman deals with his/her clients/patients 
one by one, and gives the treatment called for in füll view of all the 
clients present at the seance. · 

The shaman, after being possessed by bis own particular local god, 
lha, actually becomes lha, and answers the requests of the patients. 
Ladakhi villagers believe in the supernatural power of lha. Since the 
shaman is lha during the seance, he/she, too, is believed to have super
natural powers. In fact, patients usually address the shaman as "Guardi
an" (see 2-8), or "Great Lha" (see 5-1, 5-22) during the seance. 

However, the power to heal is not something the patients ascribe to the 
shaman a priori; the shaman demonstrates that he/she is in possession of 
divine power by talking in an unusual fashion during the seance, as well 
as through the standard healing technique (Yamada 1995:92-93) of 
sucking the defilement out of the affected body part. What the shaman 
actually says to the patient also forms a part of the effective remedy. 

Of the eight examples of shaman-patient communication in the course 
of a seance given below, cases 1 to 4 and case 7 are instances of treat
ment by the same female shaman, while 5, 6 and 8 are cases of treatment 
by the same male shaman. 
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In each case, the texts below give only what was intelligible of what 
the shaman said. Since a shaman's words are mostly vague or unintelli
gible to the patient, especially to those who are illiterate, the shaman's 
attendant, generally a close relative of bis/her, summarizes what the 
shaman says. Tue letter P indicates the patient, L the shaman, and A the 
attendant interpreting the shaman' s words. M indicates the mother of the 
patient, and S stands for some other person present at the seance. Of the 
eight examples, two (7 and 8) are cases of possession. Tue remaining six 
examples show cases in which the patient suffered from some physical 
ailment. 

THE CASES OF PHYSICAL AlLMENT 

The Ladakhi word zug-mo, which means both pain and disease, is the 
word commonly used to describe any illness. Some patients say that they 
have pain in such-and-such apart, as in examples 2, 3, 5 and 6, and oth
ers just say that they feel ill, as in examples 1 and 4. In responding to 
what a patient says, the shaman makes clear the cause of the disease, and 
advises him what to do about it. 

Example 1: A patient-a monk-in physical pain. lt was the second day of 
his visit to the shaman. 
(l-1) P: (I) feel pain for no apparent reason. 
(1-2) L: Abstain from the same things as before. 
(1-3) Abstain with great care. 
(1-4) Follow the orders of your spiritual teacher faithfully. 
(1-5) Abstain completely from what you are abstaining from. 
(1--6) Since you are such a sick man, it is better if you rely on a doctor 

(1-7) 

(1-8) 
(1-9) 
(1-10) 
(1-11) A: 
(1-12) 

(1-13) P: 

even at this early stage: either a medical doctor, or an amchi (Ti
betan medical practitioner). 
Also, if you perform Sman bla' i mdo chog (Buddha Medicine rit
ual), the disease will become better. 
Don't ask me who to see. 
Do you understand? 
There is dislike from the outside. 
She says, "Some people don't like (you)." 
She says, "lt is now time for her to do grib (sucking the defile
ment) for you, Gelong." 
Y es, please grib for me. 
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(1-14) A: She says, "Only grib, there is nothing to tel1. Yesterday it was re
moved." 

(1-15) P: Yes. 
(1-16) L: Say good prayers (gsol-kha) and make offerings ('phrim-bchol) to 

the deceased lamas of old and the deity called Rgyal-po. 

Answering the complaints of a patient who was a monk (see 1-1), the 
female shaman advised him to abstain from whatever was to be abstained 
from, be faithful to the orders of his spiritual superior, turn to either a 
Western or a Tibetan doctor, and perform the Medicine Buddha ritual 
(see 1-2 to 1-7). She also suggested that he was not liked by everyone 
( 1-10). The attendant interpreted only some of her words. She told him 
only that there were people who didn't like him (1-11), and that the 
shaman was about to remove (suck out) the defilement (1-12), some
thing to which the shaman herself had made no reference. In answer to 
the patient's request (1-13), the attendant also noted that the defilement 
had been removed on the previous day as weil (1-14), a fact which the 
shaman had not mentioned. 

In other words, the shaman 's attendant, speaking for the shaman, gen
tl y rebuked the patient for having no faith in what the shaman had done 
the day before. After removing the defilement, the shaman recommended 
that the patient say prayers and make offerings to some monks who were 
no longer among the living, and a local deity called Rgyal-po (Landlord). 

We should note that initially, the shaman didn't identify the cause of 
the pain directly, but simply said that someone didn 't like the patient. 
However, at the last moment, she made it clear that the monk's pains 
were the work of spirits, either the soul of a deceased monk or Rgyal-po 
(1-16). The participants at the seance were thus made to understand that 
spiritual beings can be the cause of one's infirmity, and that prayers and 
offerings were effective eures for illness of this sort. 

Example 2: A male patient who complained of pain in his knee 
(2-1) A: What's the matter? 
(2-2) Do you have pain in the knee? 
(2-3) P: Yes. 
(2-4) L: Then you aren't making offerings to Klu (the Serpent Demi-god), 

are you? 
(2-5) A: Did you make offerings to Klu? 
(2-6) L: Sa-bdag (the Master of the Ground) is causing your pain. 
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(2-7) 
(2-8) P: 
(2-9) L: 
(2-10) A: (You) have resided continuously in the (same) house; therefore, she 

says, "Make the three Rta-phyag-khyung statues." 
(2-11) L: Then do the ritual for Sa-bdag over and over again. 

Here, it was the attendant who first asked the patient the purpose of 
his visit, guessing that his complaint might be a pain in his knee (2-1, 2-
2). Responding to the patient's answer, the female shaman first asked the 
patient whether he had been making offerings to Klu (the Serpent Demi
god) (2-4). When the patient made no answer, she identified the pain in 
his knee as caused by a deity called Sa-bdag (the Master of the Ground) 
(2-6, 2-7), and advised him to make the three Rta-phyag-khyung statues 
(2-9) and to perform the ritual for the Master of the Ground (2-11). 

Her attendant explained why it was that the Master of the Ground was 
doing the patient harm (2-10). From the explanation, the patient as well 
as the other participants at the seance came to understand that whoever 
lived in the same house over a long period needed to perform the ritual 
for the Master of the Ground religiously, lest he suffer some harm. 

Rta-phyag-khyung are three deities-Rta-mgrin (a god with a man's 
body and a horse's head), Phyag-rdor (Vajra-pani) and Khyung (golden 
eagle)--who have the power to eure diseases of the skin like leprosy and 
boils, diseases caused by Klu, the Serpent Demi-god, and Sa-bdag, the 
Master of the Ground (Yamada 1993:216). From the shaman's reference 
to them and the statues of the three healing deities, the participants un -
derstood that the pain in the knee was probably the result of some skin 
disease. Thus, the etiology of the pain was confirmed by all the partici -
pants at the seance. 

Example 3: A male Indian patient who suffered from a sharp pain in the heart 
(3-1) P: I feel pains in the heart (i.e., pains in the pit ofthe stomach). 
(3-2) I feel sharp pains (special pains called khyug) everywhere. 
(3-3) L: lt is due to the cold. 
(3-4) A: She says, "That is also tobe removed." 
(3-5) She says, "You've also caught a cold." 
(3-6) L: Do not take much chili pepper. 
(3-7) Do not eat garlic. 
(3-8) A: She says, "Keep rather wann, and eat less chili." 
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(3-9) L: 
(3-10) 
(3-11) A: 
(3-12) L: 
(3-13) 

Offer gsol-kha (prayers) to Srung-ma (the Guardian spirit). 
(You) should do (this) every year persistently. 
He has (some pains) in his heart. 
Do not eat harmful food. 
See a doctor or an amchi (Tibetan doctor), too. 

A Ladakhi shaman, as we see, is someone even a Hindu can turn to. 
Here, a Hindu patient complained of heart pain (3-1,3-2), which the 
shaman identified as originating in a chill (3-3). As the shaman's atten
dant explained, "That is also to be removed. Y ou also caught a cold." (3-
4, 3-5). After using grib on him, the shaman advised him not to have 
much hot food (3-6, 3-7), which seems to contradict the accepted notion 
that one should take hot food for a cold. Tue attendant, accordingly, clar
ified the shaman's words, telling the patient not to have too much chili, 
and to keep warm (3-8). The shaman also recommended that he pray to 
his guardian deity (3-9, 3-10) and turn to a medical doctor, Western or 
Tibetan (3-13). 

Whatever the religion of the patient, whether he is a Buddhist or a 
Hindu, we find that the shaman recommends that he be dutiful in bis 
dealings with his guardian spirits. The Ladakhi shaman seems to operate 
with the fundamental scheme that people are protected by the power of 
the spirits to whom they are respectful. We also find that the shaman tries 
to cooperate with both Western and Tibetan medical doctors in the work 
ofhealing. 

Example 4: A male patient suffering from a certain illness 
(4-1) A: He says that he feels ill. 
(4-2) L: Let (him) do many recitations from a holy book. 
(4-3) Then it will be removed. 
(4-4) P: Which holy book? 
(4-5) L: Weil, a text of tshe-gzungs (lit. life essence). 
(4-6) Also, repeat gdugs-dkar (lit. white umbrella), rgya-nag skag-lzog 

(lit. China's driving away of the bad luck of the year). 
(4-7) P: Yes. 
(4-8) L: Then (it) should be taken out. 

In this case, the patient said only that he feit ill. And the shaman sim -
ply suggested that the patient recite religious texts (4-2, 4-3), and sucked 
the defilement from his body. Such religious texts as tshe-gzungs, 

__J 
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gdugs-dkar and rgya-nag skag-lzog are very popular among the La -
dakhi. 

Example 5: A female patient suffering from a headache 
(5-1) P: I have had a headache, Great Lha. 

(5-2) What is it from? 
(5-3) If I cauterize myself with moxa (me), what then? 
(5-4) L: That will cause too much tension. 
(5-5) Don't give (yourselt) too much tension. 
(5-6) Do you understand? 
(5-7) P: lf I use moxa on my head, what will happen, dear Great Lha? 
(5-8) I have been having pain. 
(5-9) L: lf you (want to) use moxa, then do. 
(5-10) Don't use more than a little moxa. 
(5-11) Don 't do iron cauterization. 
(5-12) lt is khrag-rlung (blood-air). 
(5-13) Don 't create much tension. 
(5-14) P: Should I turn to an amchi from this village, or an amchi from an

(5-15) L: 
(5-16) 
(5-17) 
(5-18) S: 
(5-19) L: 
(5-20) 
(5-21) 
(5-22) P: 

other village, dear Great Lha? 
Whatever you must do, it will be good if you go east. 
There is no good treatment. 
lf there is no good treatment, then it is of no use. 
He says, "To east." 
lf you go east, it will be good. 
Now, (I) am going. 
You don't have any more questions, do you? 
No more now, Great Lha. 

In this example, the patient asked the shaman about the effectiveness 
of moxa for a headache (5-1 to 5-3), and the shaman advised her on 
how much to use (5-9 to 5-11). He also revealed that the headache was 
from khrag-rlung (lit., blood-air, a kind of air disease) (5-12). Then she 
asked the shaman about which doctor to turn to (5-14). The shaman 
simply answered that she should "go east", i.e., find a doctor who lived 
east of the village (5-15 to 5-19). 

Example 6: A male patient suffering from heart pain 
(6-1) P: For snying-kha (lit. the heart, pains in the pit of the stomach), need 

one go to the doctor, or will it recover by itself, dear Great Lha? 
(6-2) L: Do Sman-bla' i mdo-chog (a Buddha Medicine ritual) very weil. 
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(6-3) 
(6---4) 

(6-5) 

(6-6) P: 
(6-7) L: 
( 6----8) 
(6-9) P: 
(6-10) L: 

(6-11) 

(6-12) 
(6-13) 

Takako Yamada 

Do you understand? 
If you do Sman-bla' i mdo-chog and turn to an amchi, (that) is 
good. 
A doctor will not be any good to you [it will not be good to ask a 
doctor]. 
Yes, Sir. 
(There) is some bad-kan (a disease ofphlegm). 
Bad-kan comes with it. 
(1) vomit sometimes. 
If you act quickly, within four or five months, that will yield good 
results. 
If you do not get some treatment soon, and if it turns into bad-kan 
smug-po (a disease related to bad-kan), then (there) will be no 
hope. 
Whatever you do, it will be hopeless. 
Do you understand? 

Here again, the patient asked the shaman about what treatment to get 
for his ailment (6-1). The shaman advised him to perform religious ritu
als (Medicine Buddha) and to consult a Tibetan medical practitioner, 
rather than a Western doctor (6-2, 6-4, 6-5). He also diagnosed his case 
as bad-kan (phlegm) (6-7 to 6-12). The notion of bad-kan is rooted in 
an etiology specific to homeostatic Tibetan medicine. Given this diagno -
sis, the shaman advised consulting a Tibetan doctor. 

To sum up: As these examples of consultation for some physical ail
ment indicate, the shaman tries to satisfy his patients of the cause of their 
illness, and, in the course of the dialogue, advises them what to do or 
where to turn for a eure. However, most of what he/she says is not un -
derstandable to an uneducated person, especially one who has no knowl
edge of Tibetan. The message that the patient gets is the interpretation 
offered by the shaman' s attendant. 

The shaman will als_o recommend consulting a doctor or an amchi. In 
fact, some patients come to the shaman just to inquire about the effec -
tiveness of a certain eure, or what doctor to visit. In such cases, the 
shaman generally answers after doing divination with grains, naming 
simply the direction in which the patient should look for help. The direc
tion is generally the key category of shamanic divination. lt is up to the 
patient to find the doctor or amchi in the direction suggested; the 
shaman' s words indicate that anyone will do, if he lives in that direction. 



The Ladakhi Shaman' s Communication with his Patient ... 175 

Religious practices such as prayers and offerings to the Guardian, the 
recitation of religious texts and/or the Medicine Buddha ritual are always 
among the recommended healing procedures. The shaman, of course, 
treats the patient with his/her own healing techniques (grib) in the course 
of the seance. But even in the case of purely physical ailments, it is con
sidered necessary that the patient himself should perform certain reli
gious rituals as well. 

CASES OF POSSESSION 

The shaman' s power is considered more effective for curing possession 
cases, of which we have two examples in what follows. Example 7 is the 
case of a girl possessed by a spirit, while example 8 is the case of a pa -
tient who thinks she is being harmed by the malicious soul of a living 
person, generally called 'gong-r/..,yal in Ladakhi. In these cases, the 
shaman is asked to identify the soul or spirit causing the patient's dys
function. 

Example 7: A girl patient suffering from spirit-possession. The girl, possessed 
by a spirit as she was, was unable to speak for herself; a relative who accom
panied her talked with the shaman instead. Therefore here, the letter P indi
cates the girl's relative. 
(7-1) A: She says, "How many days since the spirit first possessed her?" 
(7-2) P: lt happened 4 or 5 days ago. 
(7-3) We left home a few days ago. 
(7-4) L: Now, do you have faith enough to [believe] in (my) being the 

Guardian? 
(7-5) 
(7-6) 
(7-7) 
(7-7) 
(7-8) 
(7-9) 
(7-10) 
(7-11) 
(7-12) A: 
(7-13) L: 

(7-14) P: 

I am now the Guardian himself. 
What do you do if the Guardian is here? 
My klu-gyar (body as a shaman) is for the village. 
Can you care for the welfare of sentient beings? 
I can be responsible. 
lt is not bad, is it? 
Can you take responsibility? 
Can you care for sentient beings? 
Here, the Guardian. 
If you take an order (bka' lung) from a powerful teacher, (you) can 
take responsibility. 
Come, Jet (a spirit) come to her. 
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(7-15) 
(7-16) L: 

(7-17) 
(7-18) 
(7-19) P: 
(7-20) L: 
(7-21) 

(7-22) 
(7-23) A: 
(7-24) 
(7-25) L: 
(7-26) A: 
(7-27) L: 
(7-28) 
(7-29) A: 
(7-30) L: 
(7-31) 
(7-32) 

(7-33) 
(7-34) A: 
(7-35) 
(7-36) L: 
(7-37) A: 
(7-38) P: 
(7-39) L: 
(7-40) 
(7-41) 
(7-42) 
(7-43) 
(7-44) 
(7-45) 
(7-46) P: 
(7-47) L: 
(7-48) A: 
(7-49) P: 
(7-50) L: 

(7-51) 

Takako Yamada 

She is troubled, let (a spirit) come to her. 
lt is (my) order (that you) (take) responsibility (for) how Buddha's 
teachings are kept, (and for) becoming good. 
Do you understand? 
Perform a washing ceremony (khrus) over and over again. 
What then? 
Then prayers (gsol-kha) should be offered to the guardian spirit. 
Perform washing and purification again and again to the local gods 
(lha-khrus and lha-bsangs). 
Alas! No respect at all in that small village. 
She says, "No respect for the village god (yul-lha). 
She says, "Eighteen lhas are hurt (in that village). 
No respect for yul-lha, wicked people! 
Becoming wicked, they are. 
Make a promise to act responsibly. 
Make a promise for 500 generations. 
Make a promise, make a promise. 
Make a promise for the people. 
Don't do it except on the 6th, 8th, 15th and 30th (of every month). 
(Otherwise), you won't attain your objective, and it will not be 
good for you. 
Don't do it so that people will know. 
That is (That's the way it is). 
On those days, we, too, all recite religious texts. 
Then call on (me) again tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow. 
She says, "Call on her again tomorrow moming." 
Every day now, she speaks not even a word. 
Then always follow the faith of a Buddhist monk. 
What the monk said. 
Act accordingly (according to what the monk says). 
Do you understand? 
Should act according to (the words of the monk). 
Oh! Among the villagers (there is) no respect. 
Among the villagers (there) is darkness. 
I never thought such possession was possible. 
Do call on (me) tomorrow moming again. 
She says, "(You) should call on her again (tomorrow) moming." 
Thank you. 
If no result is achieved this way, it is better to act according to 
what a (religious) teacher says. 
Do you understand? 
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(7-52) A: 
(7-53) L: 
(7-54) 
(7-55) 
(7-56) A: 
(7-57) 
(7-58) L: 
(7-59) 
(7-60) 
(7-61) 
(7-62) 
(7-63) 
(7-64) P: 

(7-65) L: 

(7-66) 
(7-67) A: 
(7-68) L: 
(7-69) 

(7-70) 
(7-71) 
(7-72) A: 
(7-73) L: 
(7-74) A: 
(7:-75) 
(7-76) L: 
(7-77) 
(7-78) A: 
(7-79) 

That object, to her. 
lf you rely on the teacher, it is better. 
Do you understand? 
Then, act according to the teacher's words. 
She says, "Act at least according to the teacher's words." 
She says, "Then, (she) will allow the objective tobe achieved." 
Then, the Guardian will come (to) you on the 30th day. 
Whatever happens, then, can you take responsibility? 
Can you do it then? 
Now, act, act. 
We will also help. 
To show the many things (which) you must not do. 
lt is very difficult to have come (to be possessed) in the middle of 
the day. 
If you want to act to good purpose, you (should) practice the pu
rification ritual weil. 
Do you understand? 
She says, "Do washing and purifying." 
Then, consult me again. 
If it does not (happen on) the auspicious day and at the auspicious 
time, perform the purification weil. 
Do consult a monk. 
Do you understand? 
She says, "Go and see Stagna Rinpoche (incamated monk)." 
As for the auspicious time, rely on the (religious) teacher. 
Without consulting with a Buddhist monk, you cannot do it. 
Without consulting! 
Then, don 't contradict the orders (prediction of the monk). 
If you do not accomplish good, it is of no use. 
The Lama (Buddhist monk) says, "One does such for others." 
She says, "The Lama doesn't do for others. (Unless they help oth
ers.)" 

A girl fell into a sudden mental disorder in a village far away from the 
central town of Ladakh where a she-shaman lived. Her family decided to 
find out what was ailing her, and the girl visited the shaman with her 
relative. When the shaman was taken over by lha, a local god, the spirit 
responded by taking possession of the girl, who started shivering and 
screaming, and then lost consciousness. 
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In the first part of the dialogue, which is focused on identifying the 
spirit which possesses the girl, the shaman addresses the spirit possess
ing the patient (7-5 to 7-16). Declaring that her god is acting on behalf 
of the village (7-7) and is responsible for the welfare of all the sentient 
beings there (7-7, 7-8), the shaman (who is now lha himself) asks the 
spirit to believe in her as lha (local god) (7-4). Theo, the shaman, in his 
capacity as lha, tries to persuade the spirit to obey his orders, for it is he 
who is responsible for safeguarding Buddha's teachings and restoring 
the people to health (7-10 to 7-16). At the same time, the shaman ad
vises the girl's relative to offer prayers to a guardian spirit and to per
form rituals of washing and purification to a local god (7-18, 7-20, 7-
21). 

In the next part, the shaman simply says that there is no respect in the 
village (7-22). lt is the explanations offered by of the shaman's attendant 
(7-23, 7-24) which makes it clear that no respect is being shown in the 
patient's village to the village god, nor to seventeen other local gods. 
Thus, the spirit possessing the patient is revealed to be the village god 
(yul-/ha) of her particular village. "[There is] no respect for yul-/ha, 
[because you are] wicked people," (7-25), says the shaman, suggesting 
that the village god is expressing his anger at the villagers in possessing 
the girl. In doing so, he points out that it is not only the village god that is 
to blame for the girl's possession, but also the villagers, who have no re
spect for the local gods. The shaman then tries to persuade the village 
god to promise to do good for the village people (7-27, 7-28, 7-30). 
She also recommends that the girl's relative recite religious texts on the 
auspicious days of every month (7-31 to 7-33). The shaman's attendant 
adds that the shaman will help the girl by herself reciting religious texts 
on those days (7-35). 

The patient's relative, thus, comes to a clear understanding of what 
had happened to the girl through the interpretation offered by the sha -
man' s attendant. 

The shaman then says, "Call (me) again tomorrow," (7-36) as if to 
terminate the interview. However, the conversation continues, though 
with a change in the topic. On leaming that the girl is possessed not by 
an evil spirit, but by the village god, her relative has become convinced 
she could become a shaman. Noting that she cannot speak as much as a 
word a day (7-38), her relative begins to request that the shaman show 
her the way to becoming a shaman. The shaman advises the patient to 
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follow the faith of a Buddhist monk (7- 39 to 7-43), or to consult a spiri
tual teacher if the desired result is not achieved (7-50). In addition, the 
shaman suggests that the Guardian may come to possess her on the 30th 
day, if she follows the instructions of the religious teacher closely (7 -
58). 

Tue girl's relative replies with a complaint about how hard it is to have 
her possessed in the middle of the day (7--64). The shaman thus exhorts 
her to perform purification rituals with care (7-65, 7-69) in addition to 
consulting with a monk (7-70), but does not name the person the girl 
should consult. The shaman's attendant, however, indicates that the pa
tient should pay a visit to Stagna Rinpoche (7-72), the person charged 
with certifying a novice shaman in Ladakh. lt is the shaman's attendant 
who emphasizes the indispensability of the girl ' s consulting with the 
Buddhist monk (7-74, 7-75)._ 

Not only the girl 's relative, but everyone present at the healing ritual 
can come to reaffirm the necessity of a novice shaman 's being initiated 
by Stagna Rinpoche. This example, too, indicates that the shaman ' s at
tendant holds the key to advising the patient. 

Example 8: A young woman who suspects that some other person has done 
herharm 
(8-1) P: Dear Guardian, (1) didn't known till now. 
(8-2) (1) did not know it. 
(8-3) S: Make your request, Yanchen. 
(8-4) P: Dear Great Lha, harm has been done me. 
(8-5) Who did it? 
(8--6) L: (lt is) one of your girl friends. 
(8-7) P: Where does she come from, dear Great Lha? 
(8-8) L: Y our friend. 
(8-9) She is from the east, yes. 
(8-10) (She is) an exceptionally harmful enemy. 
(8-11) (She is) a strong 'gong-rkyal (one whose soul can possess others). 
(8-12) M of P: Dear Guardian, please Jet me know today who she is. 
(8-13) A: (Your) girl friend. 
(8-14) P: Dear Guardian. 
(8- 15) S: He says, "From the east." 
(8-16) L: Definitely (she is ) from the east. 
(8-17) No other place than the east. 
(8- 18) P: Yes, Great Lha. 
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(8-19) M of P: Ask (him) whether she is in our own village or in another vil
lage. 

(8-20) P: 
(8-21) L: 
(8-22) 
(8-23) P: 
(8-24) L: 

He said, "From above." 
Not only in the small viUage. 
(She) Jives everywhere. 
Is there no other advice, Great Lha? 
Perform lha-bsangs (purification ritual) and lha-' khrus (purification 
by water) with care. 

(8-25) M of P: Ask about the baby. 
(8-26) The baby cries a lot. 
(8-27) Then ask what's the matter. 
(8-28) P: Mother, lha-bsangs and lha- 'khrus. 
(8-29) L: Perform good lha-' khrus in the lha-khan (the room where the lha-

tho is kept). 
(8-30) P: Yes, Great Lha. 
[After a while] 
(8-31) S: Ask whether there is anything tobe removed from you. 
(8-32) S: To this girl. 
(8-33) L: Come to this side. 
(8-34) There is nothing. 
(8-35) M of P: Dear Guardian, 1 have faith and desire. 
(8-36) L: There is nothing. 
(8-37) M of P: ls there nothing, Guardian? 
(8-38) He says, "lt was given by her girl friend." 
(8-39) A: If it is true, it cannot be removed without great difficulty. 
[The shaman removed the defilement from the body of the patient.] 
(8-40) L: Now, this is it. 
(8-41) Except for a little (remaining defilement), there is nothing. 
(8-42) lt is a bad enemy. 
(8-43) Nothing other than a bad enemy. 
(8-44) Do you understand? 
(8-45) P: Yes, sir. 
(8-46) S: A bad enemy. 
(8-47) M of P: He says, "Dear girl, gather together for a party. (But) you can

not take food." 
(8-48) L: This is .... Do you understand? 
(8-49) Now, do good to your utmost ability. 
(8-50) P: There is no such thing as not effective, dear Great Lha. 
(8-51) M of P: Please, dear Guardian, don't Jet herbe affected by anything 

now. 
(8-52) Her girl friend tre'ats us very kindly. 
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(8-53) Such things are possible. 
(8- 54) S: Yes, they are. 
(8-55) M of P: They have nothing but malice and jealousy. 
(8-56) L: There is nothing other than this (red), this red. 
(8-57) M of P: Yes. 
(8- 58) L: Don' t forget this bad blood. 
(8-59) lt is good that it is no more than a little. 
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Example 8 is the case of a young woman who came with her mother 
to a he-shaman to ask him to divine what was causing her suffering. 
Using grains, the shaman divined that the harm was caused by a girl 
friend of hers from the east (8-6, 8-8, 8-9), a ' gong-rkyal (8-11). 
Among the Ladakhi, the term 'gong-rkyal signifies an individual whose 
soul possesses others. A ' gong-rkyal is usually a woman who, because 
of some great jealousy or anger, can not only possess another woman, 
but also cause cattle sickness, and make children sick (Yamada 1993: 
217- 218). The Ladakhi are very fearful of harm from a 'gong-rkyal, 
who will most probably turn out tobe a close friend of the afflicted. 
Women generally suspect that their maladies are caused by a ' gong
rkyal. 

This particular divination came as a great surprise to the patient and 
her mother, and they are eager to know who the friend is (8-12). 
However, the shaman simply answers that she is from the east (8-16, 8-
17). The mother still wants to know whether or not she is from the vil 
lage (8-19), but the shaman gives only vague replies (8-21 , 8-22), him
self honoring the Ladakhi taboo against naming a ' gong-rkyal by name. 

Instead, the shaman recommended that they perform purification and 
washing rituals in honor of the local gods (8-24). The girl's mother, 
afraid that some harm might come to the girl 's baby, tried to ask about 
the baby's crying (8-25 to 8-27), and wanted the defilement removed 
from her daughter' s body (8-37). After doing the grib procedure on the 
girl, the shaman showed them what he removed to convince the girl of 
her recovery. He noted that there was only a Iittle defilement left, and 
nothing but a bad rival (8-40 to 8-43). The girl is told to be careful not 
to take food at a coming party (8-47), and the shaman advises her to do 
as much good to her girl friend as possible (8-49). 

Through their conversation with the shaman, the girl and her mother 
are convinced they know who is causing her discomfort (8-52, 8-53), 
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and feel relieved to know that the 'gong-rkyal has done only a little harm 
(8-56, 8-58, 8-59). This example, too, shows that the divination done 
by the shaman tends to bear out falle beliefs, in fact actualizing the vague 
suspicions which these very falk beliefs have inspired in the patient's 
mind. 

CONCLUSJON 

Tue shaman always advises the patient what to do about the disease by 
clarifying its cause, so that every patient understands his illness, and has 
all doubts about it removed. The shaman also shares the burden of the 
patient' s anxiety in the course of the seance; and the shaman' s healing 
techniques allow the patient to feel that the evil essence of the disease has 
been removed. The shaman's treatment, thus, derives its effectiveness 
from the empathy he shows as much as through the belief in his super
natural power. Tue seance is an opportunity far the shaman to give ex
pression to the doubts, anxieties and fears of the patient in an atmosphere 
of empathy to which all those present at the seance contribute. Tue pa
tient comes to feel whole again through the power of these communal 
feelings, as well as through his firm belief in the shaman's supernatural 
powers. 

With most of what the shaman says being unintelligible, the attendant 
is needed to explain the shaman' s words to the patient. Though the atten -
dant seems to function as an informant, our examples show that she in
terprets only minimally, andin fact is giving expression to her own-and 
the community's--etiological notions. Her interpretation of what the 
shaman says is neither complete nor accurate, but is based on the tradi
tional etiological and belief systems. Tue healing ritual, thus, serves to 
actualize falle etiologies and/or falle beliefs, the shaman' s function being 
to concretize the traditional etiology through the healing ritual. 

Ladakhi society today is undergoing the cultural changes that are the 
inevitable concomitants of modernization, and people have access to a 
variety of medical facilities: public hospitals, dispensaries, private, West
ern-style medical clinics, Tibetan medicine clinics and Ayurvedic clinics. 
But even under such circumstances, people still rely on the shaman's rit
ual perfarmances. 

For example, a baby whose mother was a nurse at a dispensary was 
running a high fever. The mother gave her baby medicine obtained from 
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the dispensary, but the fever persisted for another day, so that the mother 
wondered whether the baby had not been harmed by some spirit. She 
turned to the shaman for divination, and learned that a 'gong-rkyal (the 
soul of a living person) was causing the disease, and immediately per
formed the ritual for driving away the 'gong-rkyal. 

The belief in spirits and in a supernatural etiology still has a firm hold 
over Ladakhi society. Tue dialogues between the shaman and patients 
indicate that the shamanic seance also functions as a forum for the repro
duction of this folk etiology midst the changing circumstances of modern 
times. 
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Taegon Kirn (1937 - 1996) 

DANIEL A. KISTER SEOUL 

Taegon Kirn was a pioneer in Korean shamanist ethnography andre
search. He was active in his field until just a few months before his death 
by pneumonia on January 25, 1996. He was in the prime of his scholarly 
activity, and his death is a great loss. 

Professor Kirn was born in 1937, received his bachelor's and master's 
degrees in Korea and the Ph.D. degree from Tokyo Kyoiku Daigaku in 
Japan. He taught at Wonkwang University and then Kyonghee Univer
sity, serving at both institutions as Museum Director and Director of The 
Research Institute for Folklore. 

His scholarly activity in Korean Shamanism began in 1960 and 
yielded approximately 30 books and 200 articles. Particularly important 
is the vast amount of valuable ethnographic data which he collected in the 
four volumes of Hanguk Mugajip (Collected Mudang Songs) (Iri: 
Wongwang University Press, and Seoul: Chipmundang, 1971-1980). 
Most noteworthy among his analytical studies are Hankuk Musok Yon
gu (Studies in Korean Shamanism) (Seoul: Chipmundang, 1981), in 
which he elaborated his theory of the arche-pattern of Korean Shaman
ism in terms of a dichotomy between chaos and cosmos, and Hanguk 
Mingan Shinang Yon-gu (Studies in Korean Folk Beliefs) (Seoul: 
Chipmundang, 1983). 

Active not only in his own fieldwork and research, Professor Kirn 
was tireless in his encouragement of others' research and in organizing 
scholarly forums for the sharing of research. He served as the president 
of various scholarly societies, including the Korean Folklore Society; 
and in recent years, he became more and more active also on the interna
tional scene, travelling to Russia and other countries to do field work and 
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research and to add valuable items to the Kyonghee University Museum 
collection. 

One of the founders and recently co-president of the International So
ciety for Shamanist Research, Professor Kirn successfully organized the 
First International Conference of the ISSR in Seoul in 1991. Two years 
later, in 1993, he brought together scholars from Yakutia, Mongolia, 
Taiwan, and Korea for an important conference on The North-Eastern 
People's Culture. He was active in organizing the Third International 
Conference of the ISSR in Nara, Japan in 1995, but was unfortunately 
not able to attend because of his declining health. 

Professor Kirn was hoping to recover his health and teach once more 
during this spring semester. He will be missed, not only as the leader in 
Korean Shamanist research over the past three decades, but as one who 
did much to raise the understanding of his fellow countrymen to the im -
portance of the native Korean Shamanist Culture and as an energetic, 
jovial, sympathetic colleague. 
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News and Notes 

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ANIMISM AND S HAMANISM IN 
THENORTH. SAPPORO, JAPAN, OCTOBER 13-15, 1995 

The first international conference was held in 1991, organized by the 
Institute for the Study of Northem Cultures of Hokkaido University, by 
Takashi Irimoto. Four years later the next conference was devoted to the 
theme of animism and shamanism, or, as the organizers put it: "Shaman
ism and animism have been described as one of the most significant 
characteristics of northem cultures but the subject remains the theme least 
analyzed ... Tue purpose of the conference is twofold. One is the theoret
ical contribution to the study of animism and shamanism in a general 
anthropological framework. The other is the reassessment of the signifi
cance of circumpolar animism and shamanism, through comparison of 
various northem cultures. As each contributor presents a case study of a 
particular northem cultural group, the range and diversity and the simi
larity of circumpolar cultures will be demonstrated in the conf erence." 
According to the unanimous opinion of foreign participants the confer
ence was a paragon of excellent organization and the lectures themselves 
also represented a high standard of scholarship. 

The three day conference included 18 lectures, half of which were 
given by the invited foreign guests and the other half by J apanese schol
ars. Many of the participants were Japanese researchers whose com
ments were instantly translated into English. Lectures were organized 
into sections according to the following thematic classification: first came 
lectures on Japanese and Ainu animism and shamanism, then those on 
North American Indians, then those on Eskimo (Inuit) cultures and fi
nally we heard lectures on Siberian peoples. 

The conference was opened by two introductory lectures. The first of 
these was given by a composer. T.M. Atuy of Ainu nationality, with the 
title Nature, Man and Music: Creation of "Third Philosophy" and 
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"Living Together with Nature" Feit from the Soul of the Ainu. His 
speech was more of a poetico-political cry for help than an acadernic 
lecture, in which he called for the elaboration of a new, third type of 
philosophy, a spirit-oriented thought system which, after the failure of 
human-centered and materialist philosophies, is meant to become the 
philosophy of the harmonious coexistence with nature. 

The second introductory lecture, given by Akichika Mikami, was enti
tled Possible Neurophysiological Bases ofVisual, Auditory and Somato
sensory Images Seen in Shamanism and it concentrated on the latest 
achievements of brain research. He pointed out that the primary visual 
cortex was equally responsible for mirroring the existing world as weil 
as for actual vision and for producing the visions that figure in altered 
states of consciousness (dreams, near death experiences etc.). 

The conference was opened by Japanese scholars. Taryo Obayashi's 
lecture (The Conception of the Soul Among the Ainu) taught us that 
Ainus living on Hokkaido island only have one concept of the soul, 
contrary to Siberian and ancient Japanese findings. The Ainu ramat 
'soul' is analogous to the soul concepts of the Tunguz peoples, since it 
has the ability of reincarnation. 

The other two lectures in this section were more expressly related to 
shamanism. Takashi Irimoto, organizer of the conference, had written a 
lengthy summary on Ainu shamanism, entitled: Ainu Shamanism: Oral 
Tradition, Spiritual Healers and Dramas. Professor at Hokkaido Uni
versity, Irimoto is refuting the earlier notion that Ainu ethnic groups 
showed no signs of shamanism or that it only manifested itself in the 
traditional "Bear Festival". He had extended his research to the sacred 
Ainu oral tradition (oina) and to the shamanic world-view reflected in it. 
Irimoto's final conclusion is that, practically as weil as theoretically, sha
manism is a central element of Ainu culture and that this can be traced in 
today's cultural revitalization movements also. 

Takefusa Sasamori is expert on the folklore and rites of blind female 
shamans (itako) who are still active in the North of Japan today. Today 
the number of active itakos is declining since there are less and less peo
ple who, although blind, are capable of learning the complex tradition of 
fortune-telling, healing and prediction that it implies. Takefusa Sasamori, 
lec:turer at Hirosaki University also showed the conference an excellent 
ethnographical documentary on one of the last itakos. 



News and Notes 189 

Four American scholars delivered lectures on North American In
dians. Robin Ridington's lecture (Native American Animism and 
Shamanism: The Poetics of an Original "Catholic" Religion) aimed to 
show that the acquisition and transmission of shamanic knowledge in 
Indian oral tradition happens in the form of dialogue. Another interesting 
claim he made was that according to the Indians the acquisition of 
knowledge and resulting power comes from a dialogue between humans 
and non-human beings. 

H.A. Feit (Power in James Bay Cree Society: Shamans, Hunting 
Bosses and Contemporary Politics) examined the complex relations of 
the manifestations of social power in three areas of culture: "in the sym
bolic representations of power in Cree shamanic rituals, processes of 
power in the everyday social practices of hunting leadership and the sub
tleties of resistance by the Crees in their contemporary political conflicts 
with the state". One of the typical shamanic rituals among the North 
American Indians was the "shaking tent", which always occurred to
gether with the "appearance" of spirits. David A. Smith lectured on the 
traditional ways of thinking of a Northern Athapaskan Indian group 
(Aspects of Chipewyan Ontology), representing how the ontology of 
these Indians was devoid of Western dualism which distinguishes be
tween human/animal, spirit/body, Sacred/secular, reality/ dream experi
ences, and how these instead formed one monistic world. This also 
means that there is no real difference between the sacred and everyday 
activity of the shaman and the layperson. This lecture was usefully sup -
plemented by Henry S. Sharp, from Virginia University, in his talk 
(Non-Directional Time and the Dene Life-Cycle) on the time concept of 
another Northern Chipewyan group, the Dene, which is not linear, like 
the Western concept of time, but cyclic. 

Three lectures were heard on various Eskimo cultures. Nobuhiro 
Kishigami 's talk on naming habits gave a very insightful understanding 
of the significance of belief in spirits among the Canadian Inuits 
(Personal Names, Name Souls and Social Change Among the Canadian 
Inuit: A Case Study of the Akuvilik Inuit, Nunavik, Canada). lt is a com
mon belief among the Inuit and Yupik peoples that each personal name 
has its own name soul and this soul possesses powers, abilities and even 
a wisdom of its own. 

Another lecture, by Ann Fienup-Riordan, curator of Anchorage 
Museum of History and Art (The Human Senses in Yup' ik lconography 
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and Oral Tradition) was also devoted to the ritual folklore of Yupik 
Eskimos. The lecture, a minor monograph, teils us that the special 
masked dance led by the shaman was used to influence the spirits of 
animals. During the dance ordinary human vision is enhanced into a 
meaningful vision. 

The most interesting lecture of the section, and perhaps of the entire 
conference, was given by S.A. Arutiunov (25 Centuries of Stability and 
Continuity in Shamanistic and Animistic Reliefs of Bering Strait Eskim
os). The Moscow scholar reported that archaeological research on the 
Easternmost part of the Asian continent, on the shores of the Bering 
strait has been carried out since 1955. Among the findings were numer
ous richly decorated walrus-tusk carvings. Many of these are poly-iconic 
representations, one face of which depicts a woman, another a mother 
walrus or a whale as it turns into a wolf etc. Since recently collected local 
myths were found to have preserved similar themes, it can be declared 
that the local Eskimo population has preserved unaltered these motifs of 
shamanic transformation for well over two thousand years both in its 
carvings and its oral tradition. 

The section on Siberian peoples contained the highest number of lec -
tures. First Kazuyuki Tanimoto presented his paper and sound track 
(Voices of Man and Nature: Sound World of Animism and Shamanism) 
for which he had been collecting audio material for several years among 
the smaller ethnic groups of Siberia. He demonstrated that a style of 
singing, gesture and dance which includes the faithful irnitation of the 
sounds of animals occurs in the case of peoples in whose belief system 
animism and shamanism co-exists. 

Takako Y amada, the other organizer of the conference presented the 
results of her field work carried out in 1994 in Y akutia (Sakha Republic, 
Russia) (The Concept of Universe and Spiritual Being Among the Con -
temporary Yakut Shamans: The Revitalization of Animistic Belief and 
Shamanic Tradition). He reviewed the traditional Yakut mythological 
world view ( e.g. the tripartite division of the world) and the various con -
cepts of the soul. He gave detailed information on the spirits (icci) rela
tion to natural phenomena (water, earth, fire etc.). Finally he concluded 
that the social role, strength and good or bad will of the Y akut shaman 
depends on spiritual beings. In relation to these beings J. Pentikäinen had 
carried out intensive field work in recent years among two small Siberian 
nations (Khanty and Nanay). In an interesting (Shamanism and 
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Animism: The Values of Nature in the Mind of a Northern Man) lecture 
he drew attention to the sad fact that the small nations of North Siberia 
are on the edge of extinction or loss of their language. The process of the 
extinction of ethnic culture can only be stopped by rescuing their tradi
tional value system and environment. As the Finnish scholar pointed out, 
shamanism as an ideological system is of great significance in this pro -
cess. 

The author of this review came to a similar conclusion in his lecture 
(Animistic Mythology and Helping Spirits in Siberian Shamanism), 
which summarized his personal experiences of Siberia and the Far East. 
On the one band it can be stated that the ideological background to 
Eurasian shamanism is provided by an animistically based mythology 
and this led to the emergence of the concept of, usually animal shaped, 
helping spirits. To put it even more generally, the cult of the guarding 
spirits of nature is a basic characteristic of Siberian shamanism and thus 
we can state that the shaman is the protector of balance in nature and so
ciety. 

At the end of the conference three lectures treated those phenomena of 
Mongolian spiritual culture which are related to animism. Thus a Mon
golian colleague, Nacunbuhe spoke of the cult of stones (Mongolian 
Shamanism and Stone Worship ). A scholar from the Osaka Museum of 
Ethnography, Y. Konagaa analyzed two types of animal sacrifice in 
Mongolia (Mongolian Perspective to Anima/ Resources: The Analysis of 
Slaughtering Rites). Finally, Mongolia expert N. V. Zhukovskaya from 
Russia, summarized the work of several years and pointed out that the 
popular religion among Buryat Mongols of the Baykal lake area is a pe
culiar mixture of old shamanism, Buddhism, and Christianity (Bugha
Noyon-Baba as an Image of a Mixed Shamanistic-Buddhist-Orthodox 
Christian Tradition among the Buryats of the Tunka District). 

To sum up, we can confidently pronounce that at this excellently or
ganized conference both the lectures and the comments and debates were 
of the highest standards and hopefully the lectures will soon appear in a 
book form also. 

BUDAPEST MIHAL Y HOPPAL 
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THETHIRD CONFERENCE OF THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR 
SHAMANISTIC RESEARCH, NARA, JAPAN, NOVEMBER 25~29, 
1995 

The third international conference of the International Society for 
Shamanistic Research (ISSR) was held November 25-29 in historic 
Nara, Japan. Researchers gathered from more than fifteen countries. Tue 
five days included exchange of information and ideas on both formal and 
informal levels, together with sightseeing and cultural activities. Our 
hosts for the conference were Masayoshi Mizuno, President of Nara 
University, Tokutaro Sakurai, ex-President of Komazawa University, 
Kokan Sasaki of Komazawa University, Taizen Tsujimura, President of 
Gangoji Institute, plus a wonderful team of volunteers who worked be
hind the scenes helping with everything from transportation and inter
preting to keeping us equipped with cookies to feed the f amous <leer of 
Narapark. 

Tue first two days of the conference were held at Nara University and 
the following days at the Todaiji Temple and Nara Prefectural Hall. As 
we moved from the modern university to these historic spiritual areas, 
the ancient temples and shrines and the beauty of the fall foliage re
minded us of the links between the living Shinto religion and shaman -
ism. 

The opening session began with an illustrated talk by Masayoshi 
Mizuno on "Shamanic Ecstasy in Ancient Japan" which unfortunately 
was not translated into English, leaving many of us wishing we knew 
more about it. 

Kokan Sasaki spoke on "Topics and Present State of Shamanism 
Research in Japan with special reference to Post-War Achievement", 
outlining the religious-anthropological, historical-folkloristic and social
psychological or social-psychiatric approaches. 

Mihaly Hoppal, president of the Western Office of ISSR then gave a 
talk on the current state of Altai shamanism. He spoke about the varying 
degrees of persecution of shamans during the Soviet period, and about 
the survival and revival of shamanism today. In some societies shaman
ism survived to the present time either nearly intact or on the verge of 
extinction, andin others today's developments are urban, newly re-in
vented traditions. He raised the question of whether what we see today 
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are the last pages in the history of shamanism. Will the tradition survive 
in anything resembling its traditional form, or move into completely dif
ferent areas in the future? 

Although Tae-gon Kirn of Kyung Hee University in Seoul Korea was 
not present due to illness, his opening address was read. After dis
cussing the possible origins of bronze mirrors, he went on to distinguish 
among trance, possession and ecstasy. Trance he defines as a change of 
consciousness, loss of power or self-control, possibly including becom
ing someone eise. In possession one is invested with power to commu
nicate with the spiritual world. The origin of possession is in trance. 
Ecstasy is a change of consciousness similar to trance when considered 
as a religious phenomenon. 

The next morning the main body of the conference began with five 
sections devoted to shamanism and its connections with religion, folk
lore, medicine, art, and the theory, history and philosophy of shamanism. 
At this point a more important breakdown took place. No provision had 
been made for translation, except in a few cases where speakers them
selves provided translations of their own work. Thus Japanese and 
English-speaking colleagues wound up spending most of their time in 
separate rooms. Tue English-speakers complained more loudly about that 
than the Japanese, at least in my hearing. Another problem was that 
many speakers had not arrived. This resulted in gaps and schedule 
changes which disrupted the continuity of the five areas. lt also meant 
that participants had to choose among five sessions on the first moming, 
whereas by the second morning we were all able to sit together in one 
room. If the organizers had been more aware of the actual number of 
speakers present, the papers could have been better distributed. 

In the section on religion the concept of the soul aroused much discus
sion. The presentation by Olga Balalaeva and Andrew Wiget on the 
Khanti and Mansi discussed changing contemporary concepts of the soul 
relative to the classic description, while Sedenjav Dulam discussed Mon
golian souls of flesh, bone and mind, their abilities to be reborn and their 
relationship to shamanism. Firdaus Khisamitdinova introduced the Bash
kir concepts of soul, name, fortune and breath, and the ways they are 
preserved in contemporary customs. 

Several presentations touched closely on folklore traditions. Svetlana 
Mukhopleva of the Sakha Republic detailed the functions and qualifica
tions of the epic singer relative to those of the shaman. Marjorie 
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Mandelstam Balzer spoke about the continuing process of folklore cre
ation around shamans in the Sakha republic, and the relationship of that 
process to politics. My own presentation was on the specific story tradi
tions around women shamans in the Amur river region and their differ
ences from those of men. Ichiko Shiga spoke on various forms of 
Chinese spirit writing and its persistence in the literary, religious and folk 
traditions. Theresa Ki-ja Kirn talked about the function of laughter and 
the grotesque in Korean shamanic folk culture. Daniel A. Kister dis
cussed Korean storytelling and theater and its place in shamanic ritual. 

In summing up the sessions on shamanism and folklore, Michael 
Harner led a lively discussion on whether journeying is necessary to 
shamanism. This is an area in which the Japanese and Western views 
differ. Many feel that the journey is essential, while in other cases, like 
the Korean, the spirits come to the body of the shaman. 

Several papers on shamanism and art dealt with music. Liu Gui
Teng' s photos showed Manchurian musical instruments, Wang Guo
Xing talked about the important function of performing arts in Chinese 
shamanic tradition. Michael Oppitz explained the function of specific 
chants in every stage of the making of new shaman's drums in the 
Magar tradition of Nepal. 

Rock paintings presented by Kan Wada, Hidetoshi Ooshima and oth
ers show shamanistic features dating from ancient times. Christina Stack 
showed the parallels between shamanism and the creative act in her own 
work as an artist, bringing shamanism out of the realm of the exotic and 
close to everyday life. 

Sandra Harner summed up the session on shamanism and medicine. 
Her own talk showed the results of her study on the effects of shamanic 
joumeying (including drumming) on health of contemporary North 
Americans, including the fact that there may be a connection between 
psychological dimensions and the eff ect of shamanic journeying and 
drumming on the immune response. Eri Katamoto discussed contempo
rary uses of shamanism and its relation to psychotherapy and environ
mental treatment. Takako Yamada talked about the dialogue between 
shaman and patient among the Ladakhi of Tibet, and the shared nature of 
the work which brings wholeness to both. Jaques Lemoine showed the 
architectural structure of healing among the Hmong, including the con
ceptual tools used to understand the vital mechanisms of the patient's 
seif, the spiritual third parties involved as direct or indirect causes of ill-
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ness, and the shaman 's power and skill to uncover and overcome the pa
tient' s condition. Mordechai Rotenberg, in his use of Cabalistic tech
niques, offers journeying as a form of "immunization" against death. 

Theoretical issues centered mainly on symbolism. Ruth-Inge Heinze 
discussed the nature of living cultural symbols in her analysis of the im -
ages of lotus and serpent. Luiza Gabysheva gave a fascinating detailed 
explanation of symbolic aspects of the Y akut shaman suit, showing the 
relation of human body parts to the cosmos. Tue cape becomes a map of 
the worlds the shaman travels. Liubov Novgorodova explained from the 
inside how sacred ancestral knowledge has been passed down through 
the generations among the Sakha. 

The conference was greatly enriched by the presence of scholars from 
cultures with living shamanic traditions, Sakha, Mongol, Bashkir, 
Korean, Japanese and others. Their presentations had great depth of de -
tail and a sense of living presence. In this regard, I was disappointed that 
no North American shamans were present, nor were any representatives 
of their people. In the future I would hope that Native peoples of North 
America might become interested in the organization. 

Films played an important role in the conf erence. Josiane Cauquelin 's 
work with the Zhuang people of China and Takefusa Sasamori's film on 
the blind female shamans of Northem Japan were particularly popular in 
their presentations of rituals that have survived to the present day. 
Film/video is one of the best possible ways to get a true sense of an un
familiar culture, and it is to be hoped that there will be more such presen
tations at future conferences. 

In addition to those cultures already mentioned, we heard presenta
tions on the Orogen, Manchu, Okinawan, and other traditions. 

At the closing session, practical issues were raised, particularly the 
need for increasing membership and subscription to the joumal if the or
ganization is to survive. Organizational difficulties were discussed, in -
cluding the expense involved in holding the conference in Japan. In the 
future provisions must be made to make it more possible for scholars 
from countries with low incomes to attend. The topics that came up re
peatedly for further discussion were the concept of the soul in different 
societies and the issue of possession or merging. 

Professor Tokutaro Sakurai gave a closing talk in which he called for 
further cooperation between Japanese and western scholars. He then 
gave a concise overview of shamanic traditions in Japan today and stud-
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ies about them. He pointed out that in urban areas many people are turn -
ing to shamanism to help close the gap between traditional and modern 
life. 

Mihaly Hoppal announced that an invitation has been received from 
Roberte N. Hamayon in France to host the next conference, probably in 
conjunction with visits to the newly discovered caves containing ancient 
rock art. 

After the end of professional meetings, we were treated to two days of 
touring the beautiful temples and shrines of Nara, including a tea cere
mony conducted by students from Nara University and a Gagaku per
formance. This made a very pleasant ending to a rewarding conference. 

HORNBY ISLAND, CANADA KIRA V AN DEUSEN 
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