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Panaceas and Other Miraculous Cures in Middle 
Turkic Medical Writings

LÁSZLÓ KÁROLY  JOHANNES GUTENBERG UNIVERSITÄT, MAINZ

Since believing in superstitions and magic was a characteristic feature of 
premodern societies, it is no wonder that these “doctrines” could influence 
those fields of the sciences that were based on observation, experimental 
investigation, and theoretical explanation. Middle Turkic medical writings 
also reflect a fluctuating mixture of the rational and the irrational. In my 
paper I try to present one of the most extreme manifestations of the irratio-
nal—the belief in the existence of all-curing medicaments. These various 
panaceas and other miraculous cures will be categorized, analyzed, and 
demonstrated through examples from Middle Turkic medical texts.

1 Although these “doctrines” 
were often highly irrational and incompatible with any of the medical 
theories of Antiquity and Middle Ages, like the Greek, Indian, or Chi-
nese medical systems, they not only existed alongside these learned or 

1 

-

example, there are special book stores in Turkey that deal in religious literature where 
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2 for example, one of the most 
-

ing notes popular beliefs such as: “wearing an unwashed and sweaty 
garment which had been worn by a woman in labour cures a particular 

One of the seemingly most beautiful “offspring” of the irrational 
doctrines related to medicine is the belief in the existence of a panacea, 

found in some Arab dispensatories, pharmaceutical writings which 
-
-

ments, the 4 of Greek origin and the s 5 of Syriac origin, both 
6 For parallels in Turkic 

among the “rational” ones, Kahl (2007: 6) is indeed right when writing 

2 

 The existence of such a medicine was accepted not only in premodern societies, 

4  This drug is also referred to as 

5  According to the description it “is useful against epilepsy, apoplexy, hemiplegia, 
-

tions, mental confusion, paranoia, abdominal pains, symptoms of lung (disease), fla-

the unborn in the bellies of their mothers; it is snuffed, too, for (the treatment of) 

6  For other drugs which were also considered panaceas in the Middle Ages, see for 
example the prescriptions in Secretum Secretorum
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through the centuries and across different cultures to magical or ritual 

The English word panacea
-

ter of Asklepios, who was said to heal sick persons with an all-healing 
7 The same word is used in many European languages, for 

example French panacée, Italian panacea, Spanish panacea, Dutch 
panacee, Russian 

Allheilmittel, Swedish 
universalmedel or patentlösning, Hungarian csodaszer

 ‘a medicine 

Although, as we will see below, the concept of all-healing medicines 

-

word panaseya 
panaceya 

panaceya  
panaceya panacey

 and 
her derde deva olan ilaç, 

umumi çare  
 

-
nations, such as Uzbek hamma dardga davå 
526), Tatar  

7 

,WI ~'9JJI 
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The panaceas that appear in Middle Turkic medical writings can be 

which are simply based on herbs and other ingredients, such as animal 
-

lows the way in which standard medicaments were to be prepared in the 

The sources that include one or both kinds of panacea are as follows:
(1) 

(2) -

 (hereinafter MŠ), “Selected Cures,” an Old Ana-
tolian Turkish medical treatise from the end of the 14th/beginning of 
15th century by J

Curing with Medicinal Herbs

The drugs in one group that belongs here are usually referred to 
as panaceas, but they are not in the strict sense of the word “real” 

drug 

us examine the attributes of  (the order of the attributes differs 
in the two texts):
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SYMPTOMS COMMENTS SYMPTOMS COMMENTS

Vertigo epilepsy Vertigo

Epilepsy

Melancholy Melancholy

Hemiplegia Hemiplegia

Coldness

Pains in the eyes Caused by moisture Pains in the eyes Caused by moisture

Taken as snuff Taken as snuff

Applied as a collyrium Applied as a collyrium

Toothache Toothache

Pulmonary ailment Pains in the lungs

Pleural ailment

Epigastric ailment

Sciatica

Hepatic ailment

Catarrh Drunk with honey-water Catarrh Drunk with honey-water

Bloody expectoration
Drunk with psyllium- and 
knotgrass-water

Bloody expectoration Drunk with plantago-water

Pains in the stomach Pain in the stomach
Drunk with plantago- 
and  fennel-water

Trapped wind Trapped wind
Drunk with plantago- 
and  fennel-water

Intestinal complaints

Tumors Tumors

Tremors Tremors

Pains in the spleen Pains in the spleen

Discharges urine Discharges urine
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Besides the so-called pseudo-panaceas like , there are real 

two possible ways: (1) the author or transmitter of a drug states that 

8 mix 

8 

Breaks down the residues 
from the kidneys and bladder

Drunk
Breaks down the residues 
from the kidneys and bladder

Drunk

Applied externally by rub-

these (organs)

Applied externally by rub-
bing

Hardens the flaccid penis Hardens the flaccid penis

Stimulates sexual desire Rubbed into it Stimulates sexual desire
Applied externally by rub-
bing as ointment

Gout Gout

Rheumatic pains
Rheumatic pains caused by 
coldness

Globus

Bites of reptiles and (other) Bites of snakes and scor-
pions

Abdominal pains caused by 
coldness

Used with fenugreek-water 
as an enema when (the 
patient) is unable to drink

Abdominal pains caused by 
coldness

Used with fenugreek-water 
as an enema
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The next recipe is a typical example of the case when the author starts 
a regular recipe with rational statements but adds a short comment 

A decoction recipe: if someone is bilious, whose eyes are nebulous, whose 
head swims, whose flesh itches, whose face turns pale, who sweats, who has 

myrobalan, three dirham skin of emblic myrobalan, ten pieces of plum, three 

of sebesten, three dirham coriander seed, three dirham coriander stalk, twenty 

10 

of drugs that contain the three different myrobalan species: chebulic 
myrobalan (Terminalia chebula), emblic myrobalan (Emblica offici-
nalis), and belleric myrobalan (Terminalia bellerica
special name 

-
, see for example 

‘ ‘
10 
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the ‘milk’ of emblic ten dirham
together by pounding and straining, and (then) they are moistened with 

The main components of the following recipe are the three myroba-

Recipe of a myrobalan-electuary: two and one fourth chebulic myrobalan, 

-
11 Especially it will 

Although the application of the drugs described in Middle Turkic 

time frame of administration, the effects of some may keep increasing: 
-

point they can turn into a real panacea:

-

-

pounding, after that put sufficient amount of white candy or honey into a mix-

day, after eating it drinks a bit of water, eats flatbread and eats cooked sheep 

11 ‘
‘
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-

12

nine months, the pains of the back and the hip will cease and all diseases will 

The second group includes those panaceas which are based on real 

all wise men and physicians are in agreement that nothing is more beneficial 
and useful than this electuary, because it is a remedy for all diseases except 

12 
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14

is as follows: two dirham galingale, two dirham cubeb, two dirham cinnamon, 

As seen in the last two examples, certain prescriptions are on the bor-

-

-

for an agent, the transmission being made only spiritually, for example 

 “Chapter fifty on medications for all 

14 bu ma‘
‘ ‘
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15

A commonly applied technique is to write quotations from the 
16 

The letters must be washed in water and then this water can be con-
17

magic-medicinal recipes that appear in Middle Turkic medical writings 

magical cures with those of the magical panaceas, no specific features 

be that the description of these panaceas often contains an anecdotal 

-

Gabriel answered: “If someone takes from the rainwater of April which falls 

15  Interestingly enough, another magical recipe is cited in this chapter, but it cures 
“only” the throat: “If the throat of someone is cramped up: write down this prayer and 

-

 
16 

17 
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18 
recites these suras, blows them to that rainwater and drinks it in the morning 

 By the grace of God, He is exalted, it will be a medicine for 

20

times, the 21

22

“I take refuge with the Lord of the Daybreak”24

25

-

18 

rainwater: “Rain water is the best of water, especially when it falls during summer or 

falls during winter are the best, then that which falls during the fruit season, whereas 

 

20  114: 1 (for quotations from the  in the whole article, see Arberry 
-

tions from the 

or longer passages from the 
 (2: 255) was frequently used in magic-

al-mu‘ , “the two 
 in popular 

21 

22 

 

24 

25 
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Surely one of the most interesting recipes is the following, which 

recipe contains no special elements: no legendary origin, and a simple 

If someone writes this prayer on three pieces of bread and eats it for three 

diseases:26

27 In the name 

28 In the name of God, the merciful, the 
 

The Gordian Knot Legend in Medicine

There stood an ancient wagon in the temple of Zeus in Gordium, the 
capital of ancient Phrygia, and a knot was attached to the yoke of the 

BC
-

The other, most probably the correct one, reports that Alexander “drew 

26 agar bu du‘

27 

28 
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out the wooden pole pin, the end (or ends) of the cord thereby became 

The legend spread fast, gained popularity all around the world, and 

In a highly corrupted form the legend found its way into Central Asian 

untouched, but all the rest was changed to fit the milieu and topic of 

 fastened the happi-

container, put them to it, namely, the mixture must be poured into it through 

 

  It is followed by a long prayer-like text which is only partly intelligible and unfor-
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Panacea Versus Rationality

-

panacea were so irrational that they could not accept the fact that some 

shows clearly that these physicians balanced between the two extreme 

use amulets
bu 

, “this tumor disease cannot be healed,” or ol 
maz

magic, state that there are situations and diseases which cannot be 

: “If blood and 

There is a statement that appears frequently in medical writings 

general attitude of the physicians toward the unknown, and their pious 
materia magica, it is a perfect 

explicit of our paper too: 

  Of course, there is at least one other attitude detectable in medical writings of the 
Middle Ages: “God did not bring down any disease without also creating a remedy for it” 
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Literate Shamanism in Southwestern China: 
Bimo Religion, the State, and Christianity

AURÉLIE NÉVOT  CENTRE FOR HIMALAYAN STUDIES, CNRS, PARIS

The classical definition of shamanism is based on the Siberian example, 
which excludes the use of writing. For this reason shamanism is usually 
associated with orality. Contrary to such a generally held view, we find a 
certain form of shamanism in southwestern China which is based on a secret 
and exclusively ritual writing. Ensuring a link between the human world and 
that of the spirits, this writing, which is also a vital substance, is effective if 
chanted and accompanied by blood sacrifices. Since the 19th century, this 
“literate shamanism” has had some contact with the Catholic religion. More 
recently, the central authorities have used the ritual writing to wield power 
over shamans and their ethnic group. The interaction between this writing-
oriented belief system, a religion based on a sacred book (Catholic Christian-
ity), and the State tends to generate new forms of shamanism.

 “Yi” 彝
1 The Yi number about eight million in all, which ranks them 

in first place among the country’s Tibeto-Burman speaking popula-

1  These nationalities were listed following an identification campaign organized 

a “nationality” groups together different ethnic groups (“branches” in the Chinese 
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its own religious, cultural, linguistic, and, for some of them, writing 

the Yi is the writing of the Stone Forest district, Shilin xian,2 a terri-
 

Psalmody,” bimos,  who belong to an ethnic group with some hundred 

language they are known as the ni 
Far from the Chinese megalopolises, most Nipa do not benefit from 

the country’s growing wealth to the same extent as some of their fellow 
4

-

2  This small locality of approximately two thousand square kilometers owes its 
name to a magnificent karst topography, which has indeed made it famous not only 
nationwide but now also worldwide due to the opening of China to foreign tourists and 

-

than bimos, whereas the ancient chiefs, nzymo
-

officially established (through a shamanic cult) between the local religion of the Sanis, 

4  Only a fraction of them benefit economically from the tourist industry surround-
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5 each with its own 
headman, elected each year,6 celebrating its own community rites, and 
with ancestral and territorial cults that are performed by a bimo chosen 

In this article we will first take a closer look at the features of the 
bimos’ literate shamanism7

section we will examine the effects of these external influences on the 
Nipa ethnic group generally and bimo

The Bimo as Literate Shaman

Bimo a, b), located 

the result of exchanges with this ritual specialist, who translated his 
manuscripts from Tibeto-Burman into local Chinese and disclosed his 

bimo

-

farmers in the same way as the other inhabitants, bimos stand out clearly 

5 

6  This “rotating leadership” could be compared to what Erik Mueggler (2001) 

7 bimos’ shamanic 
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WRITING AS A VITAL SUBSTANCE

The books bimo
-

for worship by announcing, for example, the dates of rituals, and recita-
-

has no direct “educational” function here (contrary to what is suggested 
by the word jiao, which in Chinese is associated with the term bimo, 

thousand two hundred characters, which are read from top to bottom 

-

Apart from being a script from China that differs from Chinese writing 
and apart from being secret  and strictly ritual, this writing is unique in 

-
itly established between the specialist’s writing and blood: the character 
se, used to denote “written characters,” is homophonous with the term 

se is connected to the breath of the sha-
man, sè,
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The written texts, consubstantial with the body of the one who has 

the bimo
b -

The term bimo
Psalmody,” highlights the importance of singing, while playing down, 
as it were, the fact that bimos 
is indeed waiting to be awoken by the sound of the small bell and 

in essence, to the bimo
bimo 

-

-

tools for celebrating rites as well as for negotiating with the entities of the 

-

bimo 
by lending his 

body to his writing, the Master of Psalmody transforms the writing into 
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the ritual space in which he is able to travel 8

FROM MASTER TO DISCIPLE: A “BODY TO BODY” PROCESS

To become a bimo means to become capable of handling se,9 which 

sè. At first he will only be capable of learning, which is called “read-
ing the writing”; then, a little later, of “chanting,” on condition that he 

bimo is a duty that is passed 
on from one generation to the next, most often through the paternal 

bimo per lineage, 
-

bimos 

This handing down of knowledge from master to disciple is a slow, 

here as the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty defined it, referring in 
-

cultural context of the Nipa, it is only at the end of a long period of 

8  The chiasmus established between the painter and the world in Maurice Merleau-
-

body to the world, the painter changes the world into painting” («C’est en prêtant son 

interrupted the process of transmission and had consequences on the ritual writing and 
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which is made possible by reading, then psalmodying the texts of this 

As a first step, the disciple reads the manuscripts copied by his mas-
ter; he thereby learns to recognize the spoken sounds before being able 

master’s blood and the breath which impregnate the paper from which 
-

rates a particular substance, the energies shared by bimos of the same 
do, 

although the books contain characters written by the master, the paper 

in the hereditary process; they symbolize, as it were, a relationship 

The disciple psalmodies these ritual texts for the first time when a patient 
asks him to perform a ritual, and this ritual is an initiation ritual for the 
disciple, because the offerings made by the patient acknowledge the power 

bimo
is therefore not only an initiation ritual, but also a ritual of alliance, since it 
establishes the link between the shaman and the spirits thanks to whom he 

to be a shaman and is called bimo

his own characters associated with his own blood and breath, and then he 

accompany the dead bimo
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hemp is said to be a perennial material par excellence, a “transmis-
10 Besides, in ni -

-

 a 
period of the year that is associated in China with the yin, as opposed to 
the yang
the black stripes on a beige background represent the patterns on a tiger 

11 We find this tiger in the form 

-

material also helps to transform a dead person into an ancestor, since it 
allows the deceased to reach the world of the dead, and their soul then 

In a word, by endowing hemp with his blood and his breath, the bimo 

10 

BC AD

11 
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Since his writings are consubstantial with the shaman, copying them 
does not imply reproducing an exact copy of his master’s writings, but 

-

-

fragments of his master’s original books without being a reproduction of 

at the same time, he has to mark a distance from his master by creating 

Bimo

-

Handing down this knowledge is therefore ensured by the master 
himself copying his manuscripts for his disciple before the latter cop-

a bimo is first and foremost based on the disciple’s auditory memory, 

To sum up this process of passing down knowledge, the initiation 

integrate the blood and breath of his master in his body in order to tran-

generates modifications and “alterations” in the bimo’s writing, which 
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means that this writing becomes something else and, in doing so, it 
becomes consubstantial with the shaman who masters it: transubstan-

vice versa
phenomenon occurs during the process of passing down shamanic 
writings between bimos, another also occurs in the cultural context 

BLOOD SACRIFICE: THE LINK BETWEEN WRITINGS AND SPIRITS

First, the bimo placing 

associated with the supernatural power of the bimo, the pine tree, which 

for fumigations but also as carpeting on which offerings are deposited 
a

-

links the colour of the animal to the spirits that come to examine the 
bimo

is performed for celestial spirits (associated with the colour white) or to 

branches represent the bodies of the examining spirits of the sacrificial 

Once the shaman has found the different tree species, he stands in 

explains that the bimo

auxiliary spirits, the bimo -
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the construction of the place where the altar is to be built is accompa-

The Master of psalmody first refers to the origins of the cosmos by 

Giant-sized, she physically links the sky to the earth, then after being 
cut into pieces by celestial spirits, each part of her body creates one 

bimo places the 

to build “the centre of the world,” an expression used to designate the 
altar described as a particular space of the cosmos where celestial 

-

different tree species, se,
shamanic odyssey, the bimo has to examine the trees, going round them 

locality (localities which were long ago under the power of a common 
local chief), each branch refers to part of the human body: oak to the 

in the ground, these three branches, these three types of se together 

-
gamate se

To sum up: after the shaman has referred to the creation of the world, 
born from the parcelling of a woman’s body, he sets up the altar, the 
centre of the world, made up of arboreal se forming a body whose arms 

mo. 
The altar therefore gathers together the (cosmic and arboreal) se which 
are related to the mo whose sacrifice will enable the transition (produce 

se
se), and 

thus to pass on the message contained in the texts to the world beyond, 
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the chanting of the ritual book is always accompanied by blood sac-

the word, that is to say, what has to be said or pronounced; here it 
refers to speaking: in singing his ritual text, the shaman at the same 

specify that by its blood, se, and its breath, sè  
se

this chanting is based on written characters, se
of the sacrificial animal transports what is dictated by the written 
characters, se: chanting the written characters, se
prolongation of the circuit of the se through the animal’s blood that is 

bimo’s words addressed to the spirits therefore 
pass by the underlying theme se, and the animal’s se together with 
the se
sacrifice is indeed the missing link between what is written and what 
is said, and this transubstantiation, which is necessary to transform 
the writings of the shaman into words addressed to the spirits, permits 
the transfer from the body of the shaman to the body of the sacrificial 
animal through the altar also associated to a body and to se
other words, the message from human beings is transmitted to the spir-
its through the shaman and his psalmody, and this psalmody becomes 

These words belong to the sacrificial animal, which speaks as humans 
-

the shaman explicitly asking the animal to speak, bé. This word is the 
bé, while the 

bimo is said to “read aloud,” teu, to psalmody, bi
language, kabé
well as humans, whereas what a shaman says is compared to a cater-

speak to spirits, whereas the shaman remains an intermediary between 
-
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requesting the sacrifice, who is offering him- or herself to the spirits 
through this animal intermediary, whereas the bimo remains the inter-

bé (speaks) 
and the shaman bi (psalmodies), and if this psalmody enables the gush 
of sacrificial speech from the former, a substitute for human words, it is 

and the animal, which are two different forms of mo
This solid link established between the Master of Psalmody, bimo, and 

mo, is made, as we noted, through ritual texts and 

predation is thereby transformed into an act of alliance with the eaten 

that Nipa society proposes does not rely on an alliance between shaman 
bimo is compared to some of them), but this 

“incarnated” link, we might say, between the shaman and the animal 

Indeed, the sacrificial animal is called mo in the shaman secret lan-
guage, and the character used to write this word is the same as the second 
character that appears in the expression used to designate the bimo

shaman and sacrificial animal through the substance se (blood, breath, 
characters, spirits), the names of these two emblematical ritual components 

-
mal is “partly” shaman, with the bi taken away: the mo is the bimo without 
the psalmody, but with words added since it is able to speak, bé
sacrifice of the mo
the intermediary between men and spirits, acts as a relay with the sacri-

mo bé bémo,” 
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Let us come back to the se. Se has different semantic and phonetic 
se

On the first tone se refers to the written characters and to blood (these 
se -

se means ‘spirit’ and it is homophonous 
without being a homograph of se which signifies ‘the other’, se refer-

Se, ‘spirit’, is a homograph and 

short tone), se
The tonal distinctions of the phoneme se which are perfectly audible 

when reading the books of the bimos do not appear to be so signifi-
cant when the latter sing their texts, when they psalmody them; it is a 

bimos, 
“Masters of psalmody,” do not read their manuscripts respecting the 
tonalities of the se

se partly looses its tonal subtleties 
during the ritual performance, which generates a kind of transformation 

bimo 

to this multifaceted se, which goes from multiple to “one” (that is to say, 

se, both one and 
multiple, closer to “one” through chanting and plural through writing, 

Bimos practice shamanism by organizing exorcism and healing rituals 

 this sense, it may be said that bimos are sha-
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12 The ritual, secret writing which they alone master, and which 

-
theless, according to Roberte Hamayon, it is indeed because shamanism 

Bimo shamanism engenders the use of esoteric writing, with rituals 

bimos’ psalmody does not 
-

bimo ek-sistanai,  
from which comes ekstatikos

-
ity of the officiating “priest,” and the absence of trance are typical of a 

bimos are hardly “immobile”: 
they combine gestures and words, which are based on writing and make 

shamanic model as if it were “true shamanism,” while also implying an 

To talk of “literate shamanism” helps to conceptualize the bimos’ 
religion, which is based on the use of writing and books without it 

12  We could consider that bimo
-

  Here it is a question of a changed state, often qualified as a trance or ecstasy in 

mysticism; that is why, for Michel Perrin, it would be preferable not to use such terms 
-

to its etymology, which highlights the bimo
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bimos in articles 
14

This terminology is therefore inaccurate because of its imprecision and 
-

priest to characterize a “Master of Psalmody,” bimo, as this is the most 

教

-
sion “bimo religion,” bimo jiao 毕摩教 15 Bimo 毕摩 is the phonetic 

character bi

bi 毕
mo denotes a “master” (a 

term of address that implies the idea of respect), the Mandarin mo 摩 is 

that the Chinese characters in no way refer to the original meaning 
of the name bimo jiao 教, which makes refer-
ence to education and to teaching (jiao being the term used to refer 
to Confucius’ teaching), here it refers to religion, zongjiao 宗教, zong 

14 

bimos from Daliang-
 edited 

15 
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a “structured system of beliefs and practices separate from society and 
organizing the faithful into a Church” (ibid 16

Vincent Goossaert notes that “religion,” zongjiao, is the term used to 
designate the officially recognized forms, whereas “superstition” has 

(ibid -
duced into China by Christian missionaries, who coined the word mixin 
迷信 mixin is made up 
of mi, “to get lost,” “to wander,” and of xin, “beliefs”; the notion of loss 

The bimo
Replacing mixin by zongjiao, “superstition” by “religion,” to refer 
to them reflects a real change of paradigm operated by the Chinese 

bimo 
jiao refers to the formal aspect of religion, the one imposed on sha-

bimo
now been placed under the seal of the State, and since their writings 

heritage, public regard for bimo

bimo with that 
of “religion,” which takes Christian religion as a semantic model, is 
particularly meaningful, because Christianity has been permeating the 

We might therefore say that the jiao in question refers both to the State-

therefore now examine how the shamanism of the bimos has recently 

16 
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Contact with the State and Catholicism

-
ing to the Nipa’s ethnic group,17 were published in Chinese writing and 
in bimo -

shamanic books within an official institution, in this case a publishing 
Bimos are usually the only 

bimo writing 
is exhibited on the walls of public buildings or on the fronts of the 
churches of Yi Christians, who sometimes still use catechisms edited 

SEIZING CENTRAL POWER

bimo

unify the country, has to cope with extremely heterogeneous features 

languages as well as their shamanic writings (the latter differ from one 

the Chinese authorities is to successfully control them and to place 
them under their power, but also to create a writing and a language that 

17 
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-

“standard language,” and the writing of their bimos has been ranked 
18 In contrast to what is 

research team, whose aim was to consider the unification of the differ-

succeed in creating a language and a writing common to the Yi of Yun-

bimo characters taken 
-

This new writing is now taught at secondary schools to Yi children 
 Thus, at school the Yi 

learn an artificial writing, created from the repertory of the initiated to 

writing” is to promote its use for communication among all Yi in order 
to form a unified ethnic group, speaking the same language and sharing 

bimos’ ritual and secret writing, 

legislation which forces parents to ensure that their children complete 
-

and writing does nothing to help them master Chinese since it has little 

18 
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-

promote education among young people, but to “initiate” them into a 
-

For shamans from the Nipa’s ethnic group, the official Yi writing 

represent the quintessence of the power of bimos who pass on, from 
master to disciple, their written characters associated with their bodily 

-
ly this explains why Nipa shamans do not feel any competition from 

let us not forget, the “original” bimo writing of the Nosu branch, has not 

to send children to school, which is, according to them, a symbol of the 
-

petition is said to be felt between the Han teaching system and that of 
the bimo

-

can indeed be considered the fruit of a meeting between Tibeto-Burman 
-

ferent from one region to another, and that is no doubt why the Chinese 

more independent, a preexisting language and writing which are still 
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been created from scratch and which is supposedly common to the dif-
ferent Yi branches, thereby secularizing a writing of shamanic origin, 

-

the authorities thus impose on the Nipa’s bimos a reading of the same 

midje, 
“the sacrifice to the earth,” and at the same time it makes the corre-

by the autochthonous headman accompanied by a shaman of his choice 
who, on this occasion, chants a specific manuscript20

21

-
mise en scène

at the top of the highest mountain on the territory, which is also, for the 

bimos were literally plagued by photogra-

Chinese writing and the bimo

20  A book is about to be published on this theme, proposing an annotated transcrip-

21 

Chuxiong district, focusing on the relationship between a “traditional” organization 
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mise en scène, he is mandated and placed at the head of the bimos by the 

-
scripts belonging to different bimo
not a manuscript, since it is photocopied, but also it does not contain the 

it is not from the same line of shamans: the process of passing down 

The official book has no local, territorial, or lineage bond, and it does 

Bimos chanting in unison during the grand State-sponsored  
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an autochthonous chiefdom, is insidiously turning into a federal, homo-
22

the nature of the bimos’ shamanic written characters in order to teach 

SHAMANS AND CHRISTIAN PRIESTS

-

not hesitate to desecrate the sacred woods in which the Nipa located 
-

tion of the Christian dogma into ni
 wrote the text 

bimos who translated it 

22  As examples of exogenous influences on “shamanic traditions,” see Brac de La 
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dogma into ritual writing enabled the missionary to acquire a certain 
bimo 24 

This strategy was frowned upon by his superiors, who accused him 

“quarrel of rites” in the 18th century, in that he implemented the so-
25

-

ni society in order to establish and centralize its power, the priest 
-

identity both Christian and ni

christened Saint Paul de la Tremblaye in reference to his first name 

This locality, built from scratch by the missionary, was surrounded 
by a high wall and housed a church, a school, a castle, and a number 

-
26

Today, Christian Nipa are excluded from the Nipa community. 
-

24 

25  The first missionaries to settle in China, the most famous of whom was Matteo Ricci 

good graces by demonstrating their knowledge of astronomy, cartography, and math-

26  A book is in preparation about Paul Vial and his ethnography among the Nipa and 
their bimo
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to the perpetuation of the community as such led to disagreements 

concord, midje, was banned by missionaries, who saw it as the most 
-

-

bimo sha-
manism, which managed to adapt to the Chinese State, stigmatize 

bimos 

Bimo
encouraged to participate in propagating Catholicism, but to abandon 

midje, they are 

Book, and with Christians organizing masses using bibles written in 
Chinese and, more rarely, old translations of the Christian dogma in 

Conclusion

-
stance that becomes one with the bimo in that it is associated with 



49Literate Shamanism in Southwestern China...
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with blood sacrifices and blood offerings put on the altar (itself linked 
to the se
of ritual texts are also essential elements of shamanism that can be 

-
ing, ritual chanting, gesturing, and blood sacrifice closely linked to 
human, animal and arboreal se
mutual interdependence; together they ensure contact with the other 

-
ney through it to communicate with the spirits and of guaranteeing 

Although officially atheistic, the Chinese State extends its author-

27 The “social schizophrenia” it 
imposes, so to speak, on bimo

-
ment’s strategic sense is altogether remarkable, the capacity of the Yi’s 

27  Cf

belonging and the impact of the latter on ethnographic studies of Yao nationality, by 

-

 Communist Multiculturalism

-
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-

complicate any attempt to define this notion: a State form of literate 
shamanism and a Christianized shamanism, or, one might say, a sha-
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-

liter-
ate shamanism

-

shows the new cosmological orientation of China regarding the international 
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TATIANA SAFONOVA and ISTVÁN SÁNTHA  BUDAPEST

The Evenki of Siberia are modern hunters who live in the extreme envi-
ronments of the taiga. Their social organization has traits of egalitarian-
ism which present a living alternative to the Western form of social orga-
nization based on hierarchical structures. This egalitarian social organi-
zation maintains its coherence through other mechanisms, which exclude 
planning, direct management, and authoritarian orders. Our project 
deals with one particular aspect of the practical implementation of egali-
tarianism—how the egalitarian principles of Evenki social organization 

activities are coordinated not through strict rules, orders, or other verbal 
forms of communication, but through skills and the experiences of collab-
orative enactments. The project is devoted to the study of Evenki everyday 
life, with a special focus on the role of nonverbal information in social 
interaction, and is based on photographic and videofilm analysis.

-

-

and coding, which helped to formulate categories that describe the 
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and systematic film recording and photo shooting enabled us to docu-
ment those instances and moments of interaction which are impos-

book by the well-known anthropologists Gregory Bateson and Marga-

book contained 100 tables with more than 700 photos, selected from 
-

organized according to categories, which the anthropologists elaborat-

from anthropologists (Grimshaw 2001) and researchers from other 
-

photographs (taken by Bateson) were illustrated (by the authors) with 

-

fieldwork in the same areas where the authors of the classical studies 

similar research with explicit associations in methodology and theoreti-
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In our research described here we conducted the photographic 
analysis according to the same logic and scheme as was employed by 

The research methodology that Mead and Bateson proposed appears 

Methodology

and stayed there until the spring to study the life of an isolated rein-

-

-
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lect a wide spectrum of materials not restricted by any preconceptions 

The 17,000 photographs were analyzed by selecting and categoriz-

reconstructed through photos were significant to an examination of the 

Before presenting the tables with selected photos explaining the par-
ticular categories, we would like to discuss a characteristic of scientific 

-

be our main categories; later we wrote about the relationships between 
photos and the details of each photo; and finally, we wrote descriptions 

We will now describe the preliminary categories and present our 

in accordance with the titles based on the final categories; to do this 
we had had to elaborate the logical order for the photos collected on 

the photos; these are captions without any attempt at abstraction or 

the top right we wrote more abstract thoughts about the connections 

a less structured summary of the relations that exist between plates 

us to see new things in the shaman tree, which was not far from one 
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with some exceptions when we did not find suitable photos and used 

the shaman tree and related topics in our recordings shot between 2008 

theme of “sacred tree” when we were thinking about the kind of article 

of Shaman,
an outstanding scholar of Manchu-Tungus studies1

-

hut,” “bread,” “cigarette,” “tea,” “matches,” “sacred,” “amulet,” and, 

the analysis some additional categories, such as “cookies” (sweets) and 

“autonomous hunter,” and “sacred places” constituted the category 

the “matches” category, which in practical terms was represented in the 

-
quently, some photos appeared on more than one plate when the logic 

1 
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The Shaman Tree in the Process  
of Photographic Analysis

The word shaman -

-

trees can explain what he or she sees using the interpretations that are 

strangers, is so strong that it is easier for the former to repeat the exist-
-

that the easiest way to handle the pressure exerted by the neighboring 

-

the forest not far from the winter camp was one of the first things we 

because of lack of food and the impossibility of getting supplies, Rita, 
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The tree looked like a Christmas tree, mainly because of the colored 
-

cigarettes, matches, and tea, put them back into small waterproof sacks, 

and exciting moments of our stay in Ilakachon, when we saw the sha-

The Shaman Tree and the Hunting Hut

-

-
ing hut at the middle of the path between the two old winter hunting 

-

husband) to the hunting hut looking for remaining foodstuff in the sur-
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-
-

condition, or, as in Lioha’s case, build new ones, and restock with food 

 

the praviant

tea into the fire and toward the rising sun (and toward the other three 

-

other actions as in some way more sacred; thus shamanic elements are 
embedded in the routines and it is impossible to separate them from the 
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The Shaman Tree I

-

She was in a good mood and did not complain about the situation that made her take 
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The Shaman Tree II

The shaman tree makes connections between times of plenty and times of 

remember the hard times, come back to the tree, and hang the spirits’ share of 
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The Table

on which to assemble items of food and cups with drinks to share not only 

-

-
aged to kill more than he can bring home, so he stores the meat so that he can return 

-
ing times when it is more difficult to store food, both soup and tea tend to become 

ponyaga

need to claim state allowances for disability or in case of the loss of a family’s bread-
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Bread

hunting (and hanging on the shaman tree) are not only nutritious but also help to 

-

the house, appropriate conditions for storage cannot be guaranteed, so large amounts 

orochonskie lepëshki and are associated with traditional 

-

In practice, salt and bread are the main forms of inducement to make reindeer return 
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Tea

-

-

substance helps to mark certain points in the flow of actions which can be used as 

Such a rhythm is physically and psychologically important for them if they are to stay 

-
mon and so much part of a routine that people do not reflect on it and do it almost 

each other; they are assembled not for a ritual or in response to an order, but by the 

-

should be conducted
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Sweets

-

-

-

harsh circumstances; like all other stimulants, their consumption should be lim-
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Cigarettes

articulates breathing as a form of communication between a person and the 

synchronize their body rhythms and exchange important emotional messages 

which may be interpreted as a form of demand and spoil egalitarian patterns of 
-

-
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Matches I

-

-

(1) During hunting people light a match to smoke a cigarette when they are cold, tired, 

lighting a cigarette and making a fire at the site of a kill play the same role of marking 

is a focal point when the two functions of the products that are usually taken into the 
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Matches II

Some species are frightened of smoke; others are attracted by it precisely 

is a play with natural hierarchies, a way to reorganize the relationships in 

to control and subordinate other species to their will, but to change the system 

areas where the reindeer are grazing or as a kind of olfactory signpost so that people 

-

of passages between stones or rocks, the hunter makes a fire at the entrance and blows 

After a series of hunting failures a gun is cleaned with a special smoke so that it will 
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The Sack—Contents

-
tice, the sack is also associated with the most important aspects of the body: like the 
body, a sack may be used to contain something fluid, which is stored in it only for 

to be stored in the house, where it is easier to protect them from humidity and 

-

The Shaman Tree and the Everyday Life of the Evenki
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The Sack—Isolation

Isolation is a way to separate things and create a boundary between wet and dry 

like meat or berries will rot when isolated in a sack because they still contain 

into a sack, one has to keep them on the sack so that the water they contain can 

(1) A hunter skins a squirrel on a sack so as not to scatter blood on the wooden floor of 

-

not to delay the building of a hut so that the effort spent collecting moss would not 

to time nails and screws are taken out of the boxes or bags in which they are stored to 
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The Sack—Transportation

The most important function of sacks is their use to transport things and sub-

too rigid nor too loose, so things can be assembled and kept together, but at 
the same time in a sufficiently flexible state to change shape in response to 

of the sack and the strength of the material from which it is made are its most 

-

plates, called ponyaga Ponyaga can be used as 

such as axes, are also bound to the ponyaga

Here also the processes of loading and unloading are more important than fitting or 
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The Sack—Integration

are elements of an elaborate system and, as such, they are integrated into these 

ponyaga. This task must be 

time the hunter should be able to feel the weight so that he can tell if something goes 

Accidents also can happen when the embodiment is not complete, for example the 
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Binding the Living to the Living

The small sacks that were hung on the shaman tree were bound to the branches 
-

bound together, their relationship takes the material form of the rope that connects 

-

this might look like a fight, which ends after the relationship between the hunter 
and the dog settles down and takes a form of subordination, with either the hunter 

-

and can assess each other’s emotional state not only by looking, but also through this 

is enough to catch one reindeer and bring it to the camp on a rope to get other reindeer 

-
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Binding the Living to the Not Living

-

a transitional moment when the horse is practically unbound from the man to be set 
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Binding the Not Living to the Living

-

-

collar on a dog also helps the hunter to control it when he needs to exclude it from the 

makes them easy to find when needed, and he can forget about them when they are 
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Binding the Not Living to the Not Living

-

-

together frequently presupposes that they are disintegrated or separated from 

-

(1) The best way to dry and store medicinal herbs is to tie bundles of herbs to the string 

-

make it possible to transport huge trunks, the procedure of disintegration is postponed, 

-
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reindeer or bear can intrude at any moment, so one always needs to be ready to defend 

temper (for example during drinking) loaded guns kept outside the house can be used 

been hung on the top of this hut-like construction is there to be kept out of the reach 

-
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-
ing for a long time tend to be associated with the house itself and add something to 
the life of the house; examples might be amulets that bring hunting luck, or photo-

Other things hang in the house for a more limited time, whether to be kept in sight 

how sacks are organized on the body of an animal during transportation), but it is 
also affected by the microclimate of the house with its daily changes in temperature 

that are hung in the house are more exposed than if they were stored away, they 
absorb other smells and water from the air, and as such they also play a role in the 

items like a horse bridle are hung for some time inside the house, where they can be 

more time, but the house is protected from the rather special smells associated with 
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Microcosmos

partially isolate them from the outer world, and these are integrated with each 

-

-
tion to contribute to the circulation of life in the system by adding something is a step 
toward integrating a person and a shaman tree together into the frame of one system 

with frozen tea, which you can warm and drink with fat when you come from the cold 
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Conclusion

Here we would like to outline the relations between the photographic 
plates and present a summary of the thoughts inspired by the shaman 

suggestions we present in this concluding section are not simply a 
reformulation of the texts from the plates, but contain some additional 

once again and formulate exactly what kind of results we obtained 

-

change, as when Rita put the plastic glass on the ground back on the 

-
2

cannot make brazhka

-
tion that there has been no hunting luck or that the group is isolated 

2 

Tatiana Safonova and István Sántha
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is a pattern of sharing, which embraces not only relationships between 

and elements of nature are not distinguished from each other; hunt-

Some things are the sign that a successful phase of a circular pro-

perekur, ‘a break for smok-

-

in to take refuge in the smoke from mosquitoes and more dangerous 

before hanging them on the sacred trees to conduct sacrifices to the 

Along with the logic of presentation of materials the shifts from hunt-

-

intermediate elements, such as a collar, means putting an animal or 
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measure is also necessary to protect the life of an animal when a direct 

-
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in Vilmos Diószegi’s Manuscript Legacy

DÁVID SOMFAI KARA  BUDAPEST

This article is based on the materials collected by ethnologist Vilmos 
-

garian ethnologist had conducted fieldwork in Siberia during Soviet times. 
Diószegi had made three short field trips to the Western Buriat (Bulagat), 

District in northeastern Tuva alone, because Anton K. Kalzan, a local 
folklorist who transcribed his material, was unable to join him. In Tozhu, 
Diószegi met Ekaterina K. Mïndïrmaa, who later became his helper and 
interpreter. Diószegi met only one shaman in Tozhu, Ak-Nïtka, who refused 
to talk to him, so he was able to collect shamanic songs only from infor-
mants who were not shamans. These songs contain important information 
about the initiation of the drum  invocation of the spirits 
through songs, spirits of nature (ee) and their idols (eeren), and the sacred 
trees (ïdïk and xam ïyaš), as well as about ancestor spirits  and the 

 Diószegi published only a short article on this field 
trip and a few lines from the shamanic songs he collected. The present 
article is a short introduction to this valuable material, which is now kept in 

on Siberian shamanic traditions, left a prolific manuscript legacy after 
-

manuscripts, typescripts, and notes are stored in paper folders in 
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1

my task was to find out exactly what kind of materials were kept in 

-
2 It 

is about materials he collected during his fourth  field trip among the 

(dös) and how a shamanic drum was initiated (
are also some materials on the shaman’s staff (dayak) as part of the 

-

4

5 

1 

2  I published the first part of this series of articles on Diószegi’s materials earlier in 
Shaman

 Materials about the second (Khakasia) and third (Tofa) field trips are missing 

4 T ïwa

5 
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6 a local 

Kalzan,7 helped him to transcribe and translate Tofa (Karagas)8 shaman-
10 

the Western Sayan11 Mountains because the local shamanic traditions 

12

He also wrote a popular book about his fieldwork in Siberia that was 

time, 14

6 -
ers unite to form the Upper Yenisei (Ulug-Khem) used to be called Beldir or Khem-

7 

8  The Tofa (correct form is toxa or to a

10 

) 
are officially also called Soyot (Buriat hoyod

11  The Russian name of the Sayan Mountains originates from “Soyan,” the Mongo-

12 xam) from Iy, but he did not 

 

14 
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shrine ( 15 The 71-year-old man was a so-called “yellow sha-
man” (sarïg xam  
sang a blessing song (alganïr), but most likely in Tibetan, because the 

short texts dedicated to the mountain spirit (xayïragan 16

On August 6, Diószegi collected materials from a man by the name 

drum ( ‘drum teaching’), the role of the  ‘sha-
manic drum’ and dayak ‘shamanic staff,’17 as well as about the ances-
tor spirits (dös

Fourteen of them were mentioned in his diary by their names,18 and 
 He did not collect 

directly from shamans but recorded songs from informants20 whose 

On August 7, Diószegi collected data about shamanic dresses (bö rt 
‘hat’, ton ‘coat’, idik ‘boots’) and paraphernalia (derig

15  Diószegi recorded Kol  as a name, where Kol can be the name of the lama, 
but dugan, Mongol 
dugang, Tibetan du-khang

16 xayïragan or xayïrakan, Mongol , literally means ‘holy’ but can 

17  An unknown informant told him about the making and initiation of a staff for a 

 
dayaktïg burgannïg  

18 

  The names of shamans in Tozhu mentioned by Diószegi: (1) deceased: Torug 
xam kaday (a female shaman 

20 

-
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On August 8, he collected data on the stages of production of the 
shaman drum21 xam from his 

song (
shaman (the only shaman he met personally during his fieldwork), but 

21 

shaman’s drum was described by its maker himself (unknown informant) (Diószegi 
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seri, 22 which was not mentioned in his 

also mentioned that he had to pay for the recording and transcribing of 

The initiation song of the shaman drum 
was of special interest, and the informant described the making of a 

ton, bö rt, idik

22 seri
  “I found a man who could render it almost completely for recording on the tape 

seri
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On August 11, two additional songs of the shamans Saadakpan and 

On August 14, Diószegi flew back to Kyzyl after spending eight days 

In the manuscript legacy of Diószegi (24 typed pages), nine songs 
from eight shamans altogether (from two unknown informants) can 

24

This is the complete list of songs collected by Diószegi in Tozhu:
(1) A lama (Kol ): Sïrïn-sïrïn, xayïragan (a blessing song to 

a mountain)
 (initiation of the drum)

šaar Mountain, metal peak” (a blessing song to a mountain)
(4) Ak Stepan: Birekkeyning oray oglu “Birekkey’s youngest son” 

Xubultaynïng ortun oglu

Kezek dargan törelim “My numerous Darkhat rela-

(initiation of the drum)
(8) Saadakpan: Kara xakkïy, kara Daman “Black brother, black 

-
-

24 
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(1) Ak Stepan xam

  1 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
  2 Xubulugga25 töreen irgin He was born to become a spirit

 Saldïlïgga26 töreen irgin He was born to become a saint
  4 Alang derii ahttïg joraan   

  by horse
  5  

  sprayed by milk
  6 Egilening Kara Xölge At the Black Lake of Egile
  7 Kara jarï munup He rode a black male reindeer
  8 Jaak dïttï jazïradïp turar šagnï  When his (drum) was made from 

  the Holy Larch27

 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
10 Kadagalay bergen deešting 
11 Kadagalay kaktïralay berdi-le iyn-aan 
12 28

 Xaragannïg kara kïrlang   
  peashrubs

14 kaktïralay berdi-le iyn-aan 
15  Let there be blessing for the children
16
17 Buk-la bolbas, buyan bolur  She will bring no harm (buk) but 

25 xubul-, xuul- ‘to change’ and Mongol 
.

26 salïn-
27  The Mongol ‘Sacred Tree’ is mentioned in shamanic texts and epic 

dït, Mongol
28 

  Siberian peashrub (Caragana arborescens
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18 Forefathers, forefathers (spirits)
 Derii aksï, Ödeeree xöl   

  (wild) Ducks
20 My homeland, my ancestors
21  

  (Heart) Taiga
22 My place of birth, after I was 

  born
 Eelig turlaam, Eelig turlaam  Sacred place of my residence, 

  sacred place of my residence
24  

  trees
25 Bört, dayak jïndïradïr  The headwear and staff help to 

  fall in trance
26 Alang derii ahttïg joraan  Alang rode a horse (shamanic 

  drum)
27
28 Alang xamnïng šobalarïn, Alang shaman’s spirits

 Körgen sen-be, abalarïm?  

 Xobudaynïng ortun oglu 
 Arga kïlïr, mege kïlïr 

 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
 Xubulugga töreen irgin  He was born to do magic (to 

  transform)
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 Deer durug baarïmda When I was walking in the sky
 Üš-le xadïng-na iyin Three birch trees  
 Belek kïlïp algan iyik men (ben) 
 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
 Alang xamnïng šowalarïn Alang shaman’s ancestors

40 Aza kaygaar, Erlik kaygaar  The aza demons and Erlik are 
  frightened

41  
  a one-day distance

42 Alang derii aylïk dïngnaar   
  a one-month distance

 Abalarïm, abalarïm My grandmothers, grandmothers
44 And my uncles, uncles
45 At the request of the children
46 It brings blessing
47 It is enough, let it go away  

  (the spirit)
48 Eere tïrtïp oluraalï  Let them not ask more (from us now)

For the children
50 Buyan bolur, Kara Xösteey  It will bring blessing, Black 

51  
  hoo-hoo

52 It is time for me to return, Black 

 Tïrtïnïngar Bedii aksï 
54 My strong ancestor spirit

  This line suggests that the shaman’s soul (
  The three birch trees imply the three branches of the shamanic staff (
 

  A shaman’s soul (
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55 Alang xamnïng šobarlarï Alang shaman’s helping spirits
56 Monsters with sharp teeth
57 In about three years
58 Üze tïrtïp alïrïm kayï I will destroy you

In about three years
60 Normal humans will not pass 

  there
61 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
62 Xubdarïg aybïzïngga 

 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
64 A boy with strong bones
65 For the children’s request
66  

67 Xubudaynïng ortan oglu 
68 . . . möge bolur  

2nd Part

 Xubudaynïng ortan oglu 
70 Arga kïlïp turgaylar aan Knew the tricks (in wrestling)
71 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
72 Alang derii ahttïg joraan   

  by horses
 Xubudaynïng ortun oglu 

74 They could not agree on  
  something

75 For the children’s request
76 Buyan bolur, Kara Xösteey  It will be a blessing, Black 

77 It is enough, let it be enough
78 Bile tïrtïp oluraalï Let us know this

 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
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80 Xubulugga töreen irgin He was born to become a spirit
81 Saldïlïgga töreen irgin He was born to become a saint
82

 Awalarïm, awalarïm My mothers, mothers
84
85 It is enough, let it be enough
86 Janïp oraal, janïp oral Let us return, let us return
87 Je-je, jetti, bolzun ïnggay Well, it is enough, let it go away
88 Eginnigni kedip algaš I put on clothes with shoulders

 Eelerim magadanjïg, uu, uu, uu . . .  I praise my spirits, ooh, ooh,  

 Alang xamnïng šowaalarï Alang shaman’s spirits
 Aylïk jerge dïngnaar joraan  They listen from a one-month 

  distance

  They listen from a midday distance
 je, je, jetti, bolzun-bolzun Well, it is enough, let it be
 Awalarïm, awalarïm  

 
  sacred

 bolzun, bolzun, awalarïm Let it be, my mothers
 Egin-jarnïm xozadïngar  Release my shoulders and  

  shoulder blade
100 Ee bogda xayïragan 
101
102 Ee bogda xayïragan 
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 Xozadïngar, awalarïm Release me, my mothers
104 For the children
105 Buyan bolup jordu-la iyin-aan Let there be blessing
106 Ee bogda (deer) xayïragan 
107
108 Bolzun, bolzun, eginningni Let it be, from Eginning

 Ee tïrtïp koškadïngar 
110 Jalar otka jaštï bereel 
111 Abalarïm, abalarïm My grandmothers, grandmothers
112 Aa bogda, xayïragan 

This is my month and my day
114 Alang xamnïng šowarlarïn Alang shaman’s spirits
115 Aa tïrtïp abïragar 
116 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
117 The 106 noble clans
118 Koškadïngar, saygarïngar Bring them here, 

 Kïdadïmnïng kïzïl šayïn From the strong Chinese tea
120 Sïïrïp, jemnep alaalï-ngar 
121 Taygam-ay-nïng artïš šaanaan  
122 Sïïrïp, jemnep alaalï-ngar 

Ancestor Spirits and the Notion of Holy

dös), 
who are usually called eeren
also calls them  ‘ancestors’ (Mongol 

can pass on their magic abilities to their descendents (patri- or matri-
dös töz) ‘root’ means the same as the 

Mongolic word for the notion of ‘ancestor spirit’ (Mongol  
or

 artïš, Mongol ) for ritual 
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oran eezi ‘owner of the land’ refers to a spirit that owns a 

clan has its ancestor spirits and spirits of its holy places (eelig -
ïdïk ‘holy’ is not used to describe 

holy spirits or places, whereas its Mongolic counterpart onggon is used 

it as ïdïk mal  
Khalkha Mongols use the Tibetan term seter for such animals, but the 

sacred 

eeren -

ee-lig ‘owned by a spirit’ or ‘holy places,’ the word 
eeren ee  But ee is not a separate spirit 

eeren) and has the same 
power as its ‘owner spirit’ (ee eeren

eeren, because they are owned or 

the Mongolic word -
tor spirit (Mongol  or 

 ‘sacred site’,
morin

The Three-Headed Shamanic Staff 

The three-headed shamanic staff (  or dayak) is mentioned as 
eeren 

practicing with a dayak, and they obtain a shamanic drum ( ) 
dayak is rarely used by the 

 ege or 
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40 

dayak
Russian ethnographers sometimes called them Todzhinets
closely related to the so-called Tofa of Irkutsk Region and the Toha of 

41 Falling into trance by dayak is less powerful, 
and shamans using only dayak are considered to be what are called 
‘shamans on foot’ ( ), which means that their souls ( ) 

42 The dayak has 
many ribbons attached to it, representing the different spirits that help 
the shaman while he is holding the dayak

Sacred Trees of the Shamans

The shaman also mentions the Yellow Siberian Larch (Larix sibirica) 
(sarïg-dït) and the Holy Larch (jaak-dït -

about a Holy Tree (larch)  that grows all the way up to the sky, thus 

xam ïyaš or 

sacred (bay-ïyaš
bay-dït) that helps them 

from one root, they are called tel-ïyaš, and these trees also are consid-

40 

41 

Caatan ‘the reindeer 
people’ and sometimes 

42 

  The text uses Jaak dït, compare with Mongolic 
Bay dït
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The tree from which the shaman’s drum was made was also consid-

Among Southern Siberian folk beliefs we often encounter the names 
aza (Old 

Turkic and Mongolic ada)44

aza uktug xam) acquire their power 
from the aza spirits, who are responsible for certain diseases (Kenin-

fear these spirits and consider them particularly harmful toward chil-
45 kaygal ‘strange 

Erlik46

influence of Tibetan Buddhism, Erlik was identified as Yama, and his 
-

aza
-

44 

 
ada

45 

46 

tïn) of people, and 
he can capture the soul (kut
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  1 Kezek dargan törelimni
  2 Kezip aaldaar xereem ol iyin-aan

 Dïrtïy oglu tïrtïnïngar
  4 Ee bogda Dalay, tïrtïn
  5  Come here slowly
  6 Dïrtïy oglu, Dalay oglu
  7  At the request of the children
  8 Buyan bolur, ee bogda  Let there be blessing, alas,  

  mountain spirit47

10 The steep edge of the lake that 
  sounds like a sea

11 Kïzïl šekpen Daay abay Daay mother in red gown
12

 Ee bogda xayïragan
14 Kezek dargan törelderim
15 Kezip aaldaar xereem-ne iyin-aan
16 eey-eey, eey-eey Hey-hey, hey-hey
17
18 Kezek kïštag törelderim

 Oruun manap körgey-le men I will guard their roads
20 Suyam-uu, suyam-uu!
21 Ee bogda, xayïragan
22 Tïrtïnïngar, Dïrtïy oglu

 Ee bogda, xayïragan
24   The bald pass of the steep  

  mountain slope

47  The word bogda means ‘saint’ or ‘sacred’ in Mongolian and is often used in refer-
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25  It is long and wide
26 Tuman duglap turar-ïl mong
27
28 Xamnar kattar arazïngga Among the shaman ancestors

 Ee bogda xayïragan
 Dalay damdï, kïzïl šekpe  The Dalay (lake) water drops,  

  red flow
 Jïnja xamnïng keldir sarïï
 Eder deeri, eey-eey He is saying hey-hey
 Jïnja xamnïng keldir sari 
 Sorug xemning beldirinde

 
  (spirit-owned) taiga

 Ee bogda xayïragan
 Ee bogda xayïragan

 Jaylag kïlïp turar šagnï  When we had our summer  
  camp there

40  My young little mountain
41 Jaskï soogu jaš-la dep be The freshness of the cold of spring
42 Dïrtïy oglu tïrtïnïngar

 eey-eey, eey-eey Hey-hey, hey-hey
44 Salamaktïng ulug oglu Salamak’s big son
45 Salïp oynaan jeri-le iyin-aan This is the place of our ritual (play)
46 Kezek dargan törelimni
47 Keze munup joylar dep be? They are coming on their mounts
48 Aa bogda xayïragan

 Aldï-la aynïng jaazïnda  During the new moon of the  
  sixth month

50 Amïr-šöleen angnaay ertin Let them hunt freely
51 Aa bogda xayïragan
52 Suyam, Suyam eney Suyam, Suyam mother

 Erilgeni sarïg-la iyin-aan Erilge is a yellow country
54 Kattïrangnaan Suyam eney My smiling Suyam mother
55 Dïrtïy oglu, tïrtïnïngar
56
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57 Seriligden jalap algan I am calling you from Serilig
58  Mongol-speaking Kara Moyun48

 Ïnggay, ïnggay Further, further
60 Kara moyun . . . 
61  At the request of the children
62 Buyan bolur, kïzïl šekpen Will bring blessing, the red gown

 Daay abay, Daay abay Daay mother, Daay mother
64   What kind of children she  

65
66   Spring of Sorug at the Great Taiga
67 Solun taydïng turar bolzun
68 Oo bogda xayïragan

 Aa bogda xayïragan
70  It is long and wide
71 Tuman duglap
72  At the request of the children

 Let the cough and ’flu disappear
74 Ïnggay turzun, eey-eey Let it go away
75   Our great and beautiful  

76 , Young and old, go further
77 joy-la ber-em, eey-eey Go further, hey-hey
78 Aa bogda xayïragan

 Xam Sïranïng beldirinde
80 (kara-balïk) jorup joruur Black fish is swimming
81 Belder . . . 
82 Beldig Xaynaš Hilly Khaynash

 

84 Kaljan belden tuttunar sen  You should stop at the Bald  

85 Ooldarïm, ooldarïm My sons, my sons

48 
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86 ooy-ooy, ooy-ooy Ho-ho, ho-ho
87 Ebiligge tenip joraaš After wandering around in Ebilig
88 Eep jadap joraan iyik men I could not return from there

 eey-eey, eey-eey Hey-hey, hey-hey
It is enough, let it be enough

 Eep jana bereelinger Now you shall return
 Kïdadïmnïng kïzïl šayïn  Please drink of the strong  

  Chinese tea
 Sïïrïp jemneer Drink it by sipping

 At the request of the children
 I am falling asleep (into trance)

 Ekki joraaš aldïlardan
 Adïp algaš jede bereel!

 We will find our luck
  Our maternal aunt from  

 clan
100   Do not let them take away  

  the luck of our land
101 Sïïrïp jemneer baarïngar Eat and drink (from our offerings)
102  One hundred and six noble clans

 Come here my mothers and fathers
105 Xamnïng ištii
106  My mothers and fathers
107 Ku-kuk, ku-kuk
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orba, Darkhat orwo 
dayak, Darkhat tayag

keepers (Mongol Caatan) often marry women from Darkhat clans, and 
kuular

Sacred Places and Their Spirits

The spirits are being summoned because some children are suffer-
ing from flu (
cuckoo50

shamans are linked more tightly to their maternal clan through their 
51

52

The spirits of nature are described as bogda and xayrakaan, Mon-

-

50  We find information on beliefs about the cuckoo in the Altai Turkic epic, the 
Maadai Kara

51 

(Tsaatan) shaman although being from the Balïkšï -

52  Old Turkic runiform scripts also mention , the legendary homeland of 
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which might symbolize the coordination (companionship) between the 
reindeer people and their spirits, in contrast to the hierarchical system 

54 The text implies 
that shamanic rituals take place during the new moon (aynïng jaazï
Unlike the Buriat, the Siberian Turks and the Darkhat contact the spir-

54 
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Different Types of Ecstasy

, Mongol ) of 

sacred space includes mountains (tayga

the idiom 
is usually expressed as onggon or
are well described in the text, whereas they are usually not so detailed 

shaman also mentions when his soul (
(jana ber

) Song

  1 Dïrtïy xamnïng sïïnïnïng  
  red deer55

  2 Töreen jerin istep köreel Let us explore

  4 Ag-ïy dagga töreen irgin  He was born at the White  

  5 Dïrtïy xaaktï bastïrgaštïng
  6 Dört-le xaaktïg joraan irgin  

  pairs of skis
  7 Dïrtïy dörten sïïnïnïng 

55  The red deer (Russian maral
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  8 . . . 
  9 Eginnigning bodu-la bo This is the place of Eginnig
10 Dudalïgnïg bodu-l bo This is the place of Dudalig

12 Dagïlazïn dag-ïy sanïn Let it go around the mountains
 At the request of the children

14 Buyan bolur deer-le men
15 Eey-eey, eey-eey Hey, hey, hey, hey

 

17 Attïg jarlïg abayïmnïng Our famous grandmothers
  They were shouting along  

19 Beldir šölge . . .
  They were walking around  

  those places
21 Jerlep turar, ooy-eey  They were wandering around, hey

 I was dreaming through a long night
 By my dreams and blood

24 Öörenip algan iyik men
25 Aa bogda abalarïm, Oh, holy fathers
26 Alazïnga töreen iyik men
27 Alazïngga töreennigning The one that was born in Alaz

 A good year has started
30 Eginnigni köör iyik sen  

  in Eginnig
31 Ekki jïttap joru-la sen You are walking along sniffing

 My three holy Red Deer56

 They suffer the chase
34 Jarlï beeri emes(ebes) iyik be
35 Sarïlgaktïng ïdï bile 

 Nine men were sent there

56  The three Red Deer (maral) are the name of the star Orion’s belt in Southern 
gurban maral
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37 Bo-la jerge (dengnep) turgan And reached (that place)

39 Sï  ïnnap joruur Hunting for Red Deer
  His bronze knife was made three 

  months ago
 He is chasing roe

  Do not step on the ice  
  of Lake Kadat

  Do not drink the water  
  of Lake Kadat
On the ice of Lake Kadat

 
  of Lake Kadat 

46 . . . sengee 
47 Sarïlgaktïng, Sarïlgaktïng
48 Ee bogda xayïragan
49 Eginnigge töreen irgin They were born in Eginnig

  At the top of the yellow  
  Siberian Larch

51 Üš-le kattap toylaan na men
52 Aa bogda abalarïm Oh holy grandmothers
53 Bolzun, bolzun, abalarïm
54 Eginnigni kedep algan I was creeping in Eginnig
55 Eep jadap joy-dur iyik men And now I cannot return
56 Dïrtïy oglu dïrtïnïngar
57 Kïdadïmnïng kïzïl šayïn  Please drink from the strong  

  Chinese tea
58 Sïïrïp jemnep alïyn aan

 
  three cups

60 Bora xamnïng boppuškazïn57  East from the mush of Bora  
  shaman

61 Sïïrïp jemnep joy-dur iyik men I am also tasting it by sipping

57  Boppuška
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62 Köbey šagda . . .
 One hundred and six noble clans

64 Xozadïngar, xozadïngar 58

Initiation and the Drum

shamanic traditions there is no initiation ritual for shamans as there 
 One becomes a shaman by obtaining 

 
‘teaching the drum’, which takes the shaman’s soul to the spirits by 

-

sï  ïn, Russian maral

-
fies it with a nine-holed (tos-kös) spoon marked with a white ribbon 
(jalama dangzï ) and liquor 
(daška -
tector of the drum (

xozat

Some Conclusions

Due to the political situation in the country (the former USSR), it was 

58 

  Buriat šanar, Daur ominaan, are initiation rituals among these Mongolic peoples 
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Diószegi collected these songs from people who attended shamanic 

well that shamanic folklore was not some obscure phenomenon, but 
-

pologists argued that studying shamanic traditions was not important 
because they were not generally shared by the whole society or com-

shamanic rituals were absolutely aware of the different aspects of their 

-
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Popular Beliefs in Siberia
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Reconstructed from its Chinese Transcription

GIOVANNI STARY  UNIVERSITY OF VENICE, ITALY

It is well-known that the sinicization of the Manchu caused the loss of their 
mother-tongue and writing ability. When Manchu texts had to be preserved, 
their pronunciation was recorded using Chinese characters. The reconstruc-
tion of such texts is sometimes difficult, but it offers a rich field for the study 
of Manchu shamanism and its prayers.

complained in his foreword to the “Shamanic Court Ritual” (Manjusai 
wecere metere kooli bithe), completed in 1747, that the Manchu prayers 
often did not correspond to their original pronunciation, making their 
contents not seldom incomprehensible for the audience and for the 

and the original meaning of the traditionally handed down prayers gradually 

In order to reestablish the old pronunciation and meaning of the 
sakdasa) and 

people from Manchuria (ibidem

a different situation was created with the loss of the use of the Manchu 
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to be written down with Chinese characters, which were seldom suit-

characteristics of such registrations are found in the “incompleteness” 

the impression that the shaman recites them without understanding the 
1

-

CHINESE TRANSCRIPTION  MANCHU RECONSTRUCTION 
(PINYIN TRANSLITERATION) 

(1) ai-yi she-le zha-lin de ai i sere jalin de
wo i she-le wo-lin de wei sere erin de

shi-ke-te-li ha-la wo-lin de sikteri hala erin de
(5) sha-man e-ning a-jie saman ejen aniyangga

bu-la-ki na-de bu-ke-da-fei buraki nade bukdafi

(10) wo-zhen geli yi-li-fei ejen geren ilifi 
tong-ken ji-gan kai-yi-ha tungken jilgan kaicaha
shan-yin a-lin te-he jie šanyan alin tehe kai

(15)
zhe-li-ki zhe-li-ki ha-da de jergi jergi haha de
tu-men a-ni- duo-luo ba-fei tumen aniya doro bahafi

1 
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wo-zhen bei-e xin-wei-fei ejen beye singgefi
(20)
dun-i ji-gan kai-yi-ha den-i jilgan kaicaha

(25) sha-man-wo-zhen tu-ki-mo saman ejen tuwakiyame
a-li-bu-le zhai-li yong-ki mo alibure jari yongkiyame
weng-a zha-lan ki-wen-le-le ungga jalan ginggulere

ha-ha he-he wo-lin de haha hehe erinde
 ang-a ki-sun ki-su-le-he angga gisun gisurehe

bi yi-neng san yi-che de biya inenggi sain ice de
en-du-li ma-fa zhu-ke-teng sha enduri mafa jukten sa
an-ba ao-mu-zhu wei-le-fei amba amsun weilefii
bei-hun ao-mu-zhu bei-he-fei bolgo amsun belhefi

 ba-ke-shan xian bei da-bu-fei baksan hiyan be dabufi
zhu-lu xian bei zhu-che-he juru hiyan be juleri
ni-ken xian bei da-bu-leng-wei nikan hiyan be daburengge
shi-ke-te-li ha-la bai-mo ji-he sikteri hala baime jihe
ge-lin en-du-li suo-li-leng-wei geren enduri solirengge
(40) wo-che-ku sande a-ke-da-fei weceku sede akdafi
zhu-ke-teng sande wo-ki-ni jie jukten sede okini kai
yi-lan fen-zi yi-ke-she-mo ilan hošo yaksime
dui-yin fen-zi de-ke she-mo duin hošo teksileme

The author offers the following preliminary translation into English:

(1) On which occasion,
in which season,
did the clan of a numerous clan,

with the (shaman’s) belt and skirt, and the spear,
kneel down in the dust of the earth,
prostrate kneeling on the earth
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in deep gorges and high mountains,
come down from Mount Lalin,

On all peaks

Enter into my body

Being bound on a hundred “da” long rope
I will become red because of the effort

(25) Protect the shaman,

These are the words spoken

On a good new day of the month,

The Sikteri clan came to pray,

(40) Confiding in the household gods
let us pray during the sacrifice,
closing three sides,
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The reconstruction of a Manchu text starting from its Chinese tran-
scription is, of course, problematic: the Manchu officiant knew the text 
from traditional hearsay without a good knowledge of the language 

amsun, “hei-hun” for bolgo, 
“fen-zi” for hošo hašuri, which by some authors 
is considered a clan name, simply means ‘numerous’ or ‘numerically 

ki in the Man-
chu script (for example ki-sun for gisun, hong-ki for hengkin
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The Hungarian Malade and the Hungarian  
“Collector of Goods”:  
Chapters in the Early History of Healing

VILMOS VOIGT  EÖTVÖS LORÁND UNIVERSITY, BUDAPEST

 beteg
-

garian into Rumanian, Slovakian, Croatian, and Slovenian in the Middle 
Ages.  or 

word, 

táltos 

usually connected with shamanism, which are not dealt with in this paper.

Some years ago I wanted to describe briefly the historical stratification 
-

ing stratum was the earliest one: that before the Hungarian conquest 
AD

no archeological finds and only a handful of historical references to the 
-
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1

Hungarian linguists, archeologists, ethnographers, and historians of 

among the ancestors of the Hungarians as belonging to “shamanism,” 
referring in their works to data from the old terminology of diseases on 
trepanation .2 It was more a manifestation of 
a general understanding among generations of Hungarian scholars than 
a conclusion drawn from carefully conducted philological or archeo-

 to suggest that the common Hungarian word 
beteg ‘sick, ill; an ill person, a patient’ has its roots in Northern Tungu-
sic *böteki *bö- and *böd-
At first sight, the etymology seemed to be correct, only the ethnohis-
torical connections between the Tungus and the Hungarians remained 

In order to support and enlarge his suggestions, Futaky in a later 

1  The first occasion was at a conference (“Traditional Healing of Non-European 

-

present paper deals only with certain questions, so for a general outlook see the publica-

2 -

-
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-

AD

-
4 beteg 

-

epidemics that endanger the whole community are usually dealt with 
5 Of course, we cannot 

say that the Hungarian term beteg corresponds clearly to one of the 
three kinds of illnesses and their healers, but, on the other hand, it is 

-

its etymology Tungusic” the word beteg is in Hungarian a general 

written Hungarian source in the Jókai-kódex
beteg ‘sick, ill; a 

patient’, but betegség  ‘to get sick’ occur 

4 

Magyar Nyelv, by the leading Hungarian Mongolist, 

5  The medical terminology of Siberian peoples has not often been a specific topic 

-
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Bécsi Kódex (written from 
6 there also occurs the transi-

betegít
are textually not copies related to one another, the corresponding terms 
thus somehow indicate a common usage of the word beteg already 

fact that Hungarian betegség ‘sick + ness’ was (already in the Middle 
Ages) the source of important similar terms in other languages spoken 

beteg , 
Rumanian beteag,7 and Croatian -

to an old etymology of the Hungarian beteg
High German  (in plural ) 
‘Weh + Tage’ means literally ‘pain + days’, often also in a spiritual or 

 

-

 beteg were a German 
-

8

6  For a recent description and dating of the two codices mentioned here, see Madas 

7  I thank Emanuela Timotin for her kind reference to the so-called Lexicon Mar-
silianum.

-

Rumanian betegsigul 
8 
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Hungarian word beteg can be separated from the Tungusic böteki
-

 But it is common that words mean-

Latin mori ‘to die’ and morbus beteg might thus 

illuminate the reason why the Hungarian word became a loanword in 

Since “before” the Middle High German word , ‘ill, sick’, there 
existed another common German term, krank, and “before” the Croatian 

, and “before” the 
-

nian bolan/bolnik, which has the same meaning), 
beteg that made the loan of another 

word for a certain kind of illness more understandable.
Coming back to the general term beteg + ség, it is an old Hungar-

ian form carrying a denominal suffix -ság/-ség that forms abstract 
10 It is again a well-known fact that names for diseases and their 

Röntgen, penicillin or AIDS became known 
worldwide so rapidly, it is likely that the same phenomenon would also 

imagine that the Hungarian beteg/ség was once such a word, widely 
used for a special kind of sickness (and of healing), and that this was 

bu- ‘to die’ refer to the situa-

10  The forming of abstracts from the denominal suffix -ság/ség occurs already in the 

Malade
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11 Most of them show important 
12

If we want to find traces of magical healing among the early Hungar-
ians, we should concentrate also on the “old” name for the Hungarian 

 jó ‘good’ is connected to the noun 
javas ‘medicine man’ and to the noun jós -
ing to the generally accepted etymology, the Hungarian word has good 

 ‘good’, 
Ostiak  The Hungar-
ian javas

javas with 

jós ‘magician, 
person foretelling the future’ occurs in written documents as early as 

14

javas
jós from 1274, the next written document being from 1544), the histori-

-
ian historical phonology, javas

11 

only his “shamanic” group of words, including jó/jós/javas ‘good; seer, physician’, lel 
hideg-lel-és) lel 

‘to find’, and hagymáz íz ‘ulcer, swelling’, téboly

12 

 

14 
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must be the older form, from which, by dropping the middle consonant 
-v-, the noun jós jó occurs in early sources, 

15 Examples are 
joc ioch jó may 

szed ‘to pick up, to collect’ in 
the second part of the word (cedeth

jó has a fine Ugrian ety-
mology, all the known Hungarian nouns for ‘healers, fortune-tellers’, 

javasasszony ‘a woman 
-

nary knowledge’, but it might also mean ‘a woman with many goods’ 

-
tions that javas and jós are thousand-year-old terms denoting healers 

jó in medi-

is javas
The case is not easier with the today well-known Hungarian noun 

orvos 

Siberian Tatar, Ottoman Turkish) and, furthermore, Finnish, Estonian, 
arpa means ‘magic’, ‘future-telling’, 

difficulties, none of the etymologies which it has been suggested has 
16

15  To make the historical semantics more difficult, there was a homonym jó

not related to jó, jós, javas.
16 orvos in the 

quoted Hungarian etymological dictionaries.

Malade
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On the other hand, orvos
-

orvosság ‘medicine’, orvosol ‘to 

with magic (Finnish ‘to foresee’, Lappish ‘magician’, Chagatai ‘witch-
master, magician’) or with healing (Ottoman Turkish ‘sick; sickness’, 

sources, but recent ones too reflect traditional beliefs and the practice 
-

the North-West, South-East and North-East branches of the contempo-

Because orvos is not attested in the Permian Finnic, Volga Finnic, 

we may finally be able to find a trace of magical healing in old Hungar-
-

táltos a person with 
supernatural knowledge and force’ and orvos

 

word orvos
whether the Finno-Ugric and Turkic words may finally be accepted as 

ur- 17

Wros, Tholtus

17 
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 “the sons of Wros, Tholtus

grandfather Wros reflects the contemporary orthography of Orvos, and 
the father Tholtus is similarly referring to the then actual orthography of 
Táltos Waasard
vásár ‘market’, which cannot absolutely be separated from the radius of 

whether Wros and Tholtus are father and son or two brothers, but the 

same family there was a healer (Wros) and a magician (Tholtus

To sum up the conclusions of my paper, there are two elements which 

-

On the other side there are the terms in Hungarian, which need an 
-

Hungarian beteg, the etymology of which seems to be more uncertain 

Hungarian term (meaning perhaps ‘illness close to death’) was bor-

orvos (and táltos), I hope that I 

The complicated and as yet unfinished interpretations, as of that of 
the Hungarian beteg -

Malade
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lector of goods’ (as a special kind of specialist also for supernatural/
magical healing, see javas) exemplify how interesting and complex 

add that, if we deal with old written sources, the scribes and readers 
beteg as a 

ipso facto not speak about “old 
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tanulmányok  

beteg, orvos.
beteg, the “collector of goods,” and the orvos Mágikus és 
szakrális medicina. Vallásetnológiai fogalmak tudományközi megközelítésben 

Etimológiai szótár. Magyar szavak és tol-
dalékok eredete 

Vilmos VOIGT (voigt@ludens.elte.hu) studied Hungarian philology, folklore, 
-
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and Contemporary Art:  
The Case of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia)

LIA ZOLA  UNIVERSITY OF TURIN, ITALY

In 1926, in the Sakha Republic (Yakutia), then known as the Yakut Autonomous 
Soviet Socialist Republic, the first painting portraying a shaman during a 
séance was realized by Ivan Popov. Despite strong repression in Soviet years, 
the interest in shamanism and shamans from an artistic point of view did not 
fade, as shown by the production of Sakha artists working in the 1950s through 

-
nessed an unprecedented flood of cultural and spiritual revival represented by 
a growing, general self-consciousness brought on by intense efforts at cultural 
conversion, including new interests in art. A contemporary generation of art-
ists, mostly of Sakha origins, are devoting their production mainly to the issue 

drawing, and weaving, these artists focus on the representation of past and 

great interest for at least two reasons. The first is that they are displayed at 
the State National Museum of Arts in the capital city, Yakutsk, in the section 
devoted to the permanent collection. The second is that, in the past decade, 
they have often been one of the main sources to which intellectuals, historians, 
and scholars refer to recreate a “pure” and “original” religious system. But 
where do these artists draw inspiration from? My paper aims to illustrate the 
implications of shamanism as a form of art. It also explores the relationship 
between contemporary shamans and contemporary artists.
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-

(Yakutia)1

-

Before getting straight to the topic, it might be best to briefly discuss 
the role of shamanism and shamans in the Sakha Republic in the past 

were systematically written down starting from the second half of the 

emerges from these ethnographers’ accounts is that shamanism and sha-
-

As far as I can gather from these early accounts, shamanism did not 

-

was a corollary of their apprehension of a number of different causal 

1  In this paper I will use the terms “Yakut” and “Yakutia” in relation to historical 
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herself) was an integral part of this process, as the one who was able to 
-

humans and spirit masters, the upper world, inhabited by god-spirits, 

could become a shaman either thanks to a hereditary “gift,” or by 

-

during these moments the spirits would take the shaman’s soul (kut) 
away for training and that the most powerful shamans were trained 
in one of nine nests placed on the sacred shamanic tree (oyuun mas), 

spirits would also turn the shaman’s soul into a cuckoo chick and feed 

The second and most painful step was the , the tearing apart 

would fly to him in order to tear his body apart and consume his flesh 

(according to the ethnographers’ interpretations), , the animal 
mother, would collect the shaman’s bones and put them back in the 

with extraordinary powers and with the ability to communicate, bar-

-
ally go through one last stage, consisting of a sort of “spiritual lesson” 
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shamans would wear ritual clothes and sacrifice an animal, a bull or 

-
tell the future, cure, and lead the souls of the dead into another dimen-

ethnographic accounts, other reports were written by new generations 

2

-

the distinction between “black” and “white” shamanism had become 

whereas black shamans had to deal with all the trouble caused by the 

“black” and “white,” were regarded as polar opposites, by reference to 

-
ing (black shamanism) and a more recent one marked by cattle breed-

2 
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“white” shamanism is still being debated, the two categories also seem 

The Portrayal of Shamans in the Fine Arts

began studying ethnography and archeology: his works reflect these 
pursuits of his, as they combine scientific research and artistic skill 

 (Sakha 
Future): this promoted the Yakut language and played an important 
role in the creation of a number of ethnographic museums in the dis-

-
tered an intellectual interest in the roots of Yakut culture, its past, and 

Olonkho Yakut epic poems which, as we shall see, still play a crucial 
role in what I refer to as “the circular process” of the re-creation of 

The Shaman, now on display 
in the Yakutsk National Fine Arts Museum: it portrays a Yakut sha-

-

shamans: as a nom de plume

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art
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oyuun -
man as the main character of his drama The Red Shaman -
nist of the work takes a stand against a local clan chief and his power; in 

-
sion toward those intellectuals who tried to reconcile shamanist and 

The Shaman,
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regime (in which Sakha intelligencija -
aged to cope fully with the combination of religiosity and nationalism 

The harshest forms of repression were those mounted against sha-

Social Republic, for instance concerning extortion, deception for profit, 
4

practices, and those who continued to shamanize were hauled off to 

The new generations of intellectuals belonging to the Yakut Autono-

The 
b

and brought its author much fame, as it met the ideological demands of 

4  Sbornik Postanovlenii

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art
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-
ing the sickbed with an attitude that suggests concern at the upcom-

trends of Russian classic arts and stress a dramatic conflict of eternal 
opposites: the female doctor is portrayed in bright colors, while the 

( ), artists’ attitudes toward shamanism once again changed, 

The Shaman New and Old. 
Though the work still features an opposition between light and dark 

The Calm Lake: here 
the spirit of the lake emerges from its unruffled surface in the shape 

belongs to a generation which considered shamanism an expression 

The Shaman,
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-

-
-

name of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia), and two years later a constitu-

by the Russian leadership, the Sakha people welcomed its adoption as 

The Calm Lake,

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art
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-

-
tablishment of elements belonging to Sakha culture, both material and 

authentic and ancient “tradition,” by contrast to Christianity, marked 

-

-

shamanism, which has no written doctrine, no clergy, and no estab-

-
-

shamanism and shamans continues, taking on increasingly different 

not only the return of shamans (who are sometimes also doctors, 

practices focusing on the spirit world, but also, and more interestingly, 

acted out, for instance, by creating theater performances about sha-
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of books on shamans and shamanism written or reedited by a range of 

Let us see how this process has influenced the contemporary fine 

5

Sakha Shamans (Sakha 
Oyuuttara), 

shaman possesses the gift, maybe the context has changed, life itself 

In the paintings The Birth of the Shaman a) and The Tearing 
Apart b), all the elements illustrated in the ethnographic literature 

perched on the shamanic tree; in the latter, the future shaman’s body 

kyyl, the animal mother, which, according to the painter, looks like a 

element in his paintings; another common feature is the spirit-helper 

5 -

oeuvre is extremely 

The Epic Poems Olonkho  
Sakha Blacksmiths Sakha Shamans

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art
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Shamanic Consecration is once again inspired by early ethnographic 
accounts: an older shaman passes his drum (and, implicitly, his powers) 
to a younger one, from whose cloak emerges his main spirit-helper, the 

the path a person must take in order to become a shaman, of some spirit 

Another interesting example of how shamanism and shamans are 

hair for craftworks is not new to the Sakha: amulets, dolls with “tra-

She creates tapestries and panels for interiors that combine light and 

works The Two Shamans The Flying Shaman
display in the National Museum for Fine Arts in Yakutsk, along with 

-

artists mentioned that, in order to create their works, they listened to 
-
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The Two Shamans,

The Flying Shaman,

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art
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The “Circular Process” and its Effects

What emerges here is a sort of “circular process” that begins with the 

spirituality: the oral epic poems Olonkho
In the Olonkho poems, the action takes place within three mythologi-

knight who fights for his/her place on earth and the prosperity of his/her 

The counterhero, the one against whom the main hero fights, is a knight 

It is still debated when the Olonkho poems were composed, as they 

for sure is that the first Olonkho was written down in 1878 by the head 
of the Polar expedition of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Alek-

Olonkho (Eriedel Bergen) and published it in his work Puteshestvie na 
Sever i Vostok Sibiri

Olonkho witnessed a remark-

composed the Olonkho 

a turning point in Olonkho production, since these epics started to 

-
tors and shamans, the Olonkho
the shamanic cosmos, introducing, for instance, some supernatural 

production has been so influential that general hypotheses on the birth 
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During the last two decades in particular, a new generation of intel-

Olonkho

also true: for the Olonkho poems are a source of inspiration for intellec-
-

and authentic mythical ancestors are all well-documented strategies 

culture” when an ethnic group tries to distinguish itself from its rulers 

A sense of shared history and the perception of cultural uniqueness and 

each a definite identity, both in its own eyes and in those of outsiders 

Among the strategies adopted by groups, Smith mentions a “mytho-

components that can be passed down from generation to generation 
and secure the subsistence and perpetuation of ethnic identity (Smith 

What counts here are not blood ties, whether real or alleged, but spiri-

spirit (and the heroes) that animated ‘our ancestors’ in some past golden 
age; and descent is traced not through family pedigrees, but through 

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art
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qualities, be it of language, customs, religion, institutions or more gen-

Myths of descent, once unearthed and disseminated, exercise a pow-

a framework, albeit a malleable one, for social solidarity, and a way 

placing the present in the context of the past and of the community, 

If this can be applied to the “circular process,” it is easy to see 

constructed and re-constructed to such an extent that an adapted 

-

explanation of why they are who they are, what they belong to, and why 
-

Shamanism is not the state religion of the Sakha Republic but is only 

to establish a people’s legitimacy across history: in the search for a 
distinct identity opposed to the Russian one, this circular process has 



173

References

“O merakh borby s shamanizmom.” In Sbornik Postanovlenii i 
rasporiazhenii IaASSR 1922–1926. 

Traditsionnye religioznye verovaniia iakutov v XIX–
nachale XX v

Shamanizm tiurkoiazychnykh narodov Sibiri

-

Shaman. Journal of the International Society for Shamanis-
tic Research

Shaman. Journal of the International Society for 
Shamanistic Research

Ilin 2(25): 

-
isme sibérien

Shamans and Elders. Experience, 
Knowledge, and Power among the Daur Mongols

Liki shamana
Kratkoe opisanie Verkhoianskogo Okruga

Khrestes. Shamanizm i khristianstvo

Snovidenie shamana
Culture and Authenticity

Puteshestvie na Sever i Vostok Sibiri

Kyhyl oyuun

The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art



174 Lia Zola

The Ethnic Revival. 
The Ethnic Origins of Nations
Myths and Memories of the Nation

 
In 

-

Anthropology and Archeology of Eurasia

Shamanism.  
A Reader

Lia ZOLA

Il Commercio 
degli spiriti. Forme di sciamanesimo contemporaneo nella Repubblica di 
Sacha (Jacuzia) (Roma, 2008), Creating, reinventing, and assessing cultural 
performances in the Sakha Republic (World Futures, Lo sciamano 
in vetrina. Autenticità, revival, reinvenzione



VOL. 20. NOS. 1-2. SHAMAN SPRING/AUTUMN 2012

ÁGNES BIRTALAN  BUDAPEST

Tungalag, this frequent female name meaning ‘clear, pure, transparent’, 
1 

They are lucid because they posit well-formulated questions and pursue 
Nomen est omen

oeuvre
of Inner Asian philology, such as the ethnic history of the Manchu 
and Tungusic peoples, the armaments of the nomad warriors of the 
steppe, the epic traditions of Inner Asian and Siberian ethnic groups, 
the ethnography of the , and the folklore 
and language of the Khamnigan, an Eastern Mongolian ethnic group, 

Tungusic peoples, and the popular religious mythology of Mongolic 
peoples), a historical atlas of Inner Asia, and a dictionary of classical 
Manchu,2

the beliefs of Siberian peoples, and the holistic analysis of the Secret 
 for nearly two decades at the Department of 

1 -
-

The Editors.
2 
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 She is the 

Harrassowitz Verlag in the series Tuguso-Sibirica (entitled 
aus Innerasien
traditions and the 

of the Editorial Board of Shaman
important results concerning Mongolian and Siberian belief systems, 

typology of mythological creatures that appear in the epic stories of 

 Two of her earlier published chrestomathies concerning the folklore of Siberian 

 



177

She analyzed in detail the role of the masters of the Earth, the local 

sacrificing animal (2005), the dignified or extremely silly bear that 
also assumes anthropo- or theriomorphic forms (2002a), and the motif 
group of the frequent and intricate fox demon, fox fairy, or benefac-
tor fox often found in the Eastern and Inner Asian region (2002b) had 

Obituary
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beki appearing in the 

thoroughgoing analysis of Siberian mythologems and mythological 
figures in comparison with Greek phenomena, and the examination of 
the official historical legitimating mythology of the Chinggisid ruling 

-

which the fragmentary and sporadic historical data can be more accu-
rately interpreted in the efforts of scholarship to retrace the path of 

In the area of shamanic research, she often returned to the figure of 
the Manchu shamaness Nishan and to the textual tradition centered 



179

My aim here has been simply to describe a segment of Catherine 
oeuvre4

-

Bat oršig boltugai!

References

Mongolian Studies. Biblio-

Acta 

Chrestomatia 

Róna-Tas. 
 

Teil V. -
posiums des Sonderforschungsbereichs 12, Bonn. 

4 

website kohalmi.innerasia.hu -

Obituary
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-
Wörterbuch der 

Mythologie

Stary, and Michael Weiers (eds) Proceedings of the First International Confer-
ence on Manchu-Tungus Studies, Bonn, August 28–September 1, 2000.

  Der Fuchs in Kultur, 
Religion und Folklore Zentral- und Ostasiens

and Gábor Kósa (eds) -
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(2) President’s Report
Mihály Hoppál began by honoring Romano Mastromattei who passed 

I) and wrote his dissertation in the field of history of religion under 

After his retirement as tenured professor in cultural anthropology he 

-

Archivio Eurasia
La terra reale: 

dèi, spiriti, uomini in Nepal (co-author); Tremore e potere: la con-
dizione estatica nello sciamanismo himalayano (co-author); Shamanic 
Cosmos: From India to the North Polar Star (co-editor); Music and 
Ritual: Structure, Semantics, Specificity (co-editor); Rita sciamani in 
Eurasia: il rito che sopravive (co-editor); The middle world (co-editor).

The President noted that the history of ISSR had been presented at 
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-
ently with more and more scholars and shamans emerging, with the 
addition of shamanic healers, shamanic artists, neoshamans, and pop 

the problems this presents and take on the task to study these emer-

conference themes with a question mark: “Neoshamanism, shamanism, 

Mihály Hoppál personally was glad that the Polish conference team 
picked “Shamanhood and its Art” as theme and that the neglected topic 

directions for exploration: text analysis; shamanic myths; soundscapes 
-

-

the membership fee equals the subscription to Shaman.

glad about the presence of Chinese colleagues as well as colleagues 

interested and Mesoamerican and South American participants are 
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Ádám Molnár: Treasurer

: Vice President for Eastern Region

-

department of shamanic studies and made the first international confer-
-

Diana Riboli: Vice President for Western Region

: President

(4) Next Conference
In discussion of the next conference location, Korea and Latin Amer-

-

Guo Shuyun reported that he had talked to Bai and that ISSR was 

The motion to hold the next ISSR conference in China was unani-

-

(5) Open Discussion
In the subsequent discussion the following announcements and com-

ments were made:

-

(ii) Gilah Hirsch mentioned conferences with related topics, such 
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Shaman to 

-

-
port for minorities; connecting with UNESCO could be helpful; book 

-

-

-



Plates



1 b Bimo

1 a bimo Li, the master shaman who was the author’s main 



2 a A bimo

2 b



b The Tearing apart

a The Birth of the Shaman




