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Panaceas and Other Miraculous Cures in Middle
Turkic Medical Writings

LASZLO KAROLY JOHANNES GUTENBERG UNIVERSITAT, 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.

In premodern societies there was always a strong tendency to believe
in superstitions and miraculous happenings. To a great extent such
beliefs also gained popularity in medicine.! 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

' As part of modern popular medicine there is a tendency, of course, even in our very
rational and materialistic world, to believe in and search for miraculous curing tech-
niques. A special field in modern popular medicine where such beliefs frequently appear
is the usage of divine methods, such as reciting verses of holy books, wearing amulets
and talismans, etc. It is observed in various degrees among modern Turkic societies —for
example, there are special book stores in Turkey that deal in religious literature where
such materials can be found, see e.g. Donmez (2005), Pamuk (n.d.), and Tavaslh (n.d.).
However, these modern beliefs and methods will not be discussed in the present paper.
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rational movements of medicine, but were capable of influencing them
as well. To a very modest degree Rhazes,” for example, one of the most
representative physicians of Islamic medicine, also relates in his work-
ing notes popular beliefs such as: “wearing an unwashed and sweaty
garment which had been worn by a woman in labour cures a particular
type of fever” (Pormann and Savage-Smith 2007: 153).

One of the seemingly most beautiful “offspring” of the irrational
doctrines related to medicine is the belief in the existence of a panacea,
a cure-all, a remedy considered to be effective for all diseases or for any
kind of difficulty. A panacea could, naturally, prolong life indefinitely.
In the Middle Ages it was sought above all by alchemists in the hope of
finding the elixir of life and, at the same time, the philosopher’s stone.?

Panaceas or medicines with a very broad spectrum of efficacy are
found in some Arab dispensatories, pharmaceutical writings which
clearly represent the “rational” movement of the Graeco-Islamic tradi-
tion. In the dispensatory of Sabur, for example, there are two medica-
ments, the siifira* of Greek origin and the $7lsa® of Syriac origin, both
of which were considered to be panaceas.® For parallels in Turkic
medical texts, see below. Concerning the position of such medicaments
among the “rational” ones, Kahl (2007: 6) is indeed right when writing
that they “were semifictional accessories which owed their survival

2 Al-Razi, Aba Bakr Muhammad b. Zakariyya (854-925 [or 935]), known in the
West as Rhazes. An influential physician, alchemist, and philosopher of his time, he
was the first to deny the accuracy of the humoral theory in his writings. On his life and
works, see Goodman 1995.

3 The existence of such a medicine was accepted not only in premodern societies,
but is believed by some to exist even today.

4 This drug is also referred to as maplas-i akbar, ‘the greatest asylum, saviour’, in
the sources. Cf. its curative effects below.

> According to the description it “is useful against epilepsy, apoplexy, hemiplegia,
paralysis of the facial nerve, convulsion, forgetfulness, tremor, fear, delusion, palpita-
tions, mental confusion, paranoia, abdominal pains, symptoms of lung (disease), fla-
tuses, rheumatic pain, gout, uterine pains, vertigo, premature delivery, and it protects
the unborn in the bellies of their mothers; it is snuffed, too, for (the treatment of)
epilepsy, hemiplegia, headache, and fear—and it is (also) called ‘the golden household
(remedy)’” (Kahl 2003: 61-62).

¢ For other drugs which were also considered panaceas in the Middle Ages, see for
example the prescriptions in Secretum Secretorum (Steele 1917).
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through the centuries and across different cultures to magical or ritual
rather than practical observations, and some of them were probably in
no circumstances ever actually prepared and/or used.”

The English word panacea is of Greek origin, cf. I[lavdxeia, via
Latin mediation. In Greek mythology Panakeia was a goddess, daugh-
ter of Asklepios, who was said to heal sick persons with an all-healing
potion.” The same word is used in many European languages, for
example French panacée, Italian panacea, Spanish panacea, Dutch
panacee, Russian nanayes, etc. In other European languages different
descriptive terms are used, for example German Allheilmittel, Swedish
universalmedel or patentlosning, Hungarian csodaszer, etc. Arabic and
Persian also have descriptive terms for panacea, cf. pl=ll slsull ‘universal
medicine’ (Elias and Elias 1913: 512) and pll gee (951> ‘@ medicine
for all diseases’ (Steingass 1939: 497), respectively.

Although, as we will see below, the concept of all-healing medicines
existed in the Turkic medical sources, there is no original appellative
word used by the Turks for this category. In the modern Turkic lan-
guages—at least on the basis of the available dictionaries and some
other sporadic materials related to medicine—we can find the Greek
word savdxeita via Russian mediation, cf. Azerbaijanian panaseya
(Orudzev [ed.] 1975: 381), Yakut panaceya (Afanas'ev and Kharitonov
1968: 400), Karakalpak panaceya (Baskakov 1967: 628), Kirghiz
panaceya (Iludahin 1957: 523), Tatar panacey (Gyimadiev et al. [eds]
1971: 441), etc. In some Turkish dictionaries we find the following
descriptive terms: pMe Gale (Hindoglu 1831: 402), pMe 45 4ed ,» and
&l puas £lgd (Bianchi 1843-1846/2: 561), her derde deva olan ilag,
umumi ¢are (Redhouse 1950: 741), and her/yedi derde deva, devayikiil
(Steuerwald 1974: 23). Dictionaries of the other Turkic languages
sometimes also include descriptive terms, or rather interpretative expla-
nations, such as Uzbek hamma dardga dava (Abdurakhmanov 1954:
526), Tatar alximiklar karasinca barlik tor avirular 6cen dd Sifali daru
(Gyimadiev et al. [eds] 1971: 441), and Turkmen xemme derdin dermant,
belalariy gaytargisi (xiyali) (Baskakov and Khamzaev 1956: 461).

7 Cf. Hard 2004: 150.



8 Ldszlo Kdroly

The panaceas that appear in Middle Turkic medical writings can be
divided into two different categories. The first contains those drugs
which are simply based on herbs and other ingredients, such as animal
products, minerals, or chemicals. The preparation of these drugs fol-
lows the way in which standard medicaments were to be prepared in the
Middle Ages. Their miraculous curing power was due to their obscure,
legendary past. The other category includes those methods which have
curative effects by means of holy books and divine powers. These are
mostly magical techniques with no material or herbal components.

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

(1) Tabtblik kitabi (hereinafter TK), “A Book of Medicine,” a 17th-
century Chagatay medical treatise written by Sayyid Subhan Quli
Muhammad Bahadur khan, cf. Kéroly (forthcoming).

(2) Hulasat al-hukama’ (hereinafter HH), “Conclusions of Physi-
cians,” a 17th-century Chagatay medical treatise. Identical with the
work under (1). It is falsely attributed to Hafiz-1 Kalan bin Badr ad-Din
Qarf, cf. Kéroly (forthcoming).

(3) Miintahab-i Sifd (hereinafter MS), “Selected Cures,” an Old Ana-
tolian Turkish medical treatise from the end of the 14th/beginning of
15th century by Jelaliiddin Hizir, cf. Onler (1990, 1999).

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”
panaceas. They are “simple” medicaments that are considered to have
a very broad spectrum of healing capabilities. The above-mentioned
drug siiftra is also one of this kind. It appears in MS showing almost
the same attributes as in the Arab dispensatory of Sabur (hereinafter
Sab); however, it can be seen that they are not identical. The differences
may reflect how a prescription could change in the course of time.
Also note that the preparation of the drug is much simpler in MS. Let
us examine the attributes of sitira (the order of the attributes differs
in the two texts):
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SAB (KAHL 2003: 40—41; NO. 16)

MS (ONLER 1990: 188—189; M170B—171A)

SYMPTOMS

COMMENTS

SYMPTOMS

COMMENTS

Inveterate headache

Inveterate headache

Vertigo epilepsy Vertigo
Epilepsy

Melancholy Melancholy

Hemiplegia Hemiplegia

Paroxysmal fevers

Paroxysmal fevers

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

Jaundice

Severe intestinal complaints

Intestinal complaints

Tumors

Tumors

Black-bilious pensiveness

Black-bilious pensiveness

Tremors

Tremors

Pains in the spleen

Pains in the spleen

Discharges urine

Discharges urine
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Breaks down the residues
from the kidneys and bladder

Drunk

Breaks down the residues
from the kidneys and bladder

Drunk

Applied externally by rub-
bing (it into the skin) above
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

Convulsions

Convulsions

Loss of voice

Loss of voice

Globus

Bites of reptiles and (other)
vermin

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

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

ones. But what are the attributes of a panacea? How can a simple drug
obtain the status of being a panacea in medical writings? There are
two possible ways: (1) the author or transmitter of a drug states that
the medicament is in fact a panacea; (2) the author declares its divine
origin, which automatically implies the status of the drug.

The following recipe is a good example for the first category. It is a
very simple myrobalan decoction which becomes a panacea through
the statement of a physician.

A decoction recipe: take two ser belleric myrobalan, remove their seeds and
pound them. Put them into a copper saucepan and boil them in a bit of water.
Take it away to allow its juice to mix. After that clean a quarter of sugar,® mix
and boil with it. Put it into a clean vessel and eat from it little by little. It is

8 Sometimes the ingredients of the recipes may differ in the manuscripts. For

example, HH renders here coriander instead of sugar.
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very useful. It is beneficial for all diseases.’ It ceases [the imbalance of] the
yellow bile and black bile. It is beneficial for ulcers, abscesses, phlegm and
itch. (TK 15v, HH 71v)

The next recipe 1s a typical example of the case when the author starts
a regular recipe with rational statements but adds a short comment
about the miraculous curative capabilities at the end of the description:

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
[imbalance in] phlegm, whose heart shakes, whose liver is warm, who has
parasites in his intestines, he must [prepare this]: ten dirham skin of belleric
myrobalan, three dirham skin of emblic myrobalan, ten pieces of plum, three
dirham red rose leaf, five dirham fumitory, five dirham Chinese rhubarb, two
dirham violet, fifteen dirham tamarind, twenty pieces of jujube, twenty pieces
of sebesten, three dirham coriander seed, three dirham coriander stalk, twenty
dirham alhagi, twenty pieces of pitted raisin. Mix them with half a vessel
of water, and boil it until one cup remains. After that mix three dirham pure
violet into it. If someone eats it, it will be a remedy for all known diseases.!°
(TK 16r-16v, HH 72r)

A common point between the two above-mentioned drugs is the
ingredient known as myrobalan. Myrobalan species were considered
very useful and effective throughout Asia. They were frequently used
as basic components in medicaments. One special sort is the group
of drugs that contain the three different myrobalan species: chebulic
myrobalan (Terminalia chebula), emblic myrobalan (Emblica offici-
nalis), and belleric myrobalan (Terminalia bellerica). They have the
special name itrifal in the Islamic world. The word itself is of Sanskrit
origin, cf. triphala. Myrobalan came from India and became widely
used and popular everywhere in Asia. For further details see Mahdi-
hassan (1978). Sab also gives various kinds of itrifal, see for example
his “small” variant: “Take chebulic myrobalan, beleric myrobalan, and

® TK 15v7-8: bolgan ‘illatlarga nafi‘ eriir.
10 TK 16v1-2: asasa bolgan wa bayan etkin marazlarga sifa bolgay.



12 Ldszlo Kdroly

the ‘milk’ of emblic ten dirham of each. These ingredients are brought
together by pounding and straining, and (then) they are moistened with
cow’s ghee and sweet almond oil. (This) is kneaded with combfree
honey, and used as required.” (Kahl 2003: 119)

The main components of the following recipe are the three myroba-
lan species. According to the author, it is also a panacea:

Recipe of a myrobalan-electuary: two and one fourth chebulic myrobalan,
two and one fourth emblic myrobalan, two and one fourth belleric myrobalan.
Prepare all of them by pounding. Put them into two and a half ser clean manna
and mix them. Add almond oil so that all become oily. Put into a vessel, close
it and open after forty days. If someone eats two dirham at dawn and two dir-
ham at breakfast, it will be advantageous for all diseases.!! Especially it will
be extremely useful for the phlegm. (TK 15v—16r, HH 71v-72r)

Although the application of the drugs described in Middle Turkic
medical works is very simple and their attributes bear no relation to the
time frame of administration, the effects of some may keep increasing:
at the beginning of the application they have rational healing character-
istics, and they slowly reach more and more irrational ones. At a certain
point they can turn into a real panacea:

A crystal electuary: chebulic myrobalan twelve miskal, Greek opium twelve
miskal, nutmeg seven miskal, clove seven miskal, cyperus seven miskal,
cubeb seven miskal, pomegranate seven miskal, small cardamom seven mis-
kal, rose seven miskal, garden cress seven miskal, Indian spikenard seven
miskal, anise seven miskal, harmal twelve miskal, chalk twelve miskal, galin-
gale twelve miskal and myrtle six miskal. Prepare these herbs one by one by
pounding, after that put sufficient amount of white candy or honey into a mix-
ing copper saucepan, boil it, remove the foam and make it clear. Add all herbs
and mix them with a ladle until well mixed. After that make it like dough and
prepare three hundred and sixty portions. If someone eats one piece every
day, after eating it drinks a bit of water, eats flatbread and eats cooked sheep

W TK 16r1-2: tapda eki diram ulug castgahda eki diram aSasa bolgan ‘illatlarga
nafi‘ eriir.
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meat, it will be beneficial for all diseases. Physicians says that if someone
eats this electuary for one month, his beard and other hair, if they have turned
white, will fall out and black [hair] will grow. By the omnipotence of God,
He is exalted. If someone eats it for two months, his eyes will become bright,
and his ears will become sharp and responsive. If someone eats it for three
months, his temper will calm down, his joints will become strong and he
will become cheerful. If someone eats it for four months, his brain will be
increased, his memory will be increased and dryness of the brain will cease.
If someone eats it for five months, every kind of coldness accumulated in the
anus and the stomach will cease, it will pound bladder stones, it will remove
haemorrhoids and every kind of disease resulting from the four typical states
of the anus will cease. If someone eats it for six months, colic, facial paraly-
sis and hemiplegia will disappear. If someone eats it for seven months, all
sicknesses and diseases will cease.'? If someone eats it for eight months, [the
imbalance of] yellow bile, gout and sciatica will cease. If someone eats it for
nine months, the pains of the back and the hip will cease and all diseases will
profit. If someone eats it for ten months, he will be protected from the diseases
of the body."* By the mandate of God, He is exalted. If someone eats it for
eleven or twelve months, he will be as strong as a newly grown up young man
and he will become fresh and healthy. (TK 14v—15v, HH 71r-71v)

The second group includes those panaceas which are based on real
herbal components but are of divine origin. These drugs can either be
very simple, or relatively complex. Their common feature is that they
came down to mankind from God through prophets or saints.

Be informed that Gabriel [archangel], peace be upon him, brought a present
for the Prophet [Mohammad], His majesty, may God bless him and grant him
salvation, from the God, He is exalted. An electuary which is unexplained, but
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 TK 15r7-8: agar yeti ay aSasa bolgan marazlar wa hastalarni ketéirgdiy.
13 TK 15r11-12: agar on ay asasa badanga bolgan marazlardin aman bolgay.
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death.'" If someone eats it for any reason, he will attain his goal. If feasible, it
must be eaten every day or once a week, if not, once a month, if not, once a
year. It will result in so many uses that they are uncountable. Its composition
is as follows: two dirham galingale, two dirham cubeb, two dirham cinnamon,
two dirham Indian cyperus, two dirham nutmeg, five dirham fine mastic gum
and one dirham clove. Prepare all herbs by pounding, add equal amount of
clean sugar to them and mix them. If someone eats two dirham every day,
he will see so many profits that they are uncountable. If God, He is exalted,
wishes. It is best if there is much of this electuary in the house. (TK 12r-12v,
HH 69r-69v)

Curing with Divine Powers

As seen in the last two examples, certain prescriptions are on the bor-
derline between rationality and magic. Here some further examples
with pure magical content will be given. These recipes have no con-
nection with the learned medical traditions of the time and they have
hardly any material components, based as they are almost exclusively
on divine power. The agent which transmits the divine power to the sick
person, or in fact converts and materializes it, can be water, bread, and/
or dyes of medicinal herbs. These agents can absorb and hold the spiri-
tual cures, which can then be consumed. Sometimes there is no need
for an agent, the transmission being made only spiritually, for example
by reciting from holy books.

The two Chaghatay medical treatises (TK and HH) each have an
independent chapter on such miraculous methods which provide cures
for an unlimited number of diseases. The chapter bears the title eliginci
bab bolgan marazlarniy ‘ilaji “Chapter fifty on medications for all

4 TK 12r9-12: bu ma‘janni’ kim bayansiz wa bolgan hukama wa atibba muttafiq
eriirldr kim he¢ ndmdrsd bu ma'jiandin nafi‘raq wa faydalig ermds aniy iiciin kim
margdin 0zgd barca marazlarga dawa eriir.
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diseases.” The reader will find here no more than two recipes (both are
cited below), but they can heal almost all sicknesses.!>

A commonly applied technique is to write quotations from the
Qur’an or other pious texts on to a bowl with, for example, saffron.!®
The letters must be washed in water and then this water can be con-
sumed.!” However, the holy origin of these curing techniques does not
automatically imply that they are considered to be panaceas. Most of
them have a special way of preparation and application, and thus a
well-determined sphere of usage. Only a very small proportion of the
magic-medicinal recipes that appear in Middle Turkic medical writings
are reported to be panaceas. Comparing the recipes for the “regular”
magical cures with those of the magical panaceas, no specific features
can be found and defined which the panaceas must contain. As we
have already seen in examples presented above, one focal point could
be that the description of these panaceas often contains an anecdotal
part on the origin of the cure. The ultimate origin is God, who has
archangels and prophets—almost exclusively Gabriel and Muhammad,
respectively—to send such cures down to mankind.

It is narrated that the Prophet, may God bless him and grant him salvation,
said the following: “Gabriel, prayers of God, the compassionate [be upon
him], came to me and said: ‘O the Messenger of God, I brought you a pres-
ent which I did not bring to any prophet.”” His majesty, may God bless him
and grant him salvation, said: “O brother Gabriel, what kind of present is it?”
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
bandage it to his throat. He will be restored to health: O the Forbearing! O the Liv-
ing! O the Incomparable! O the Everlasting! Glory be to God, the All-glorious. O the
Defender! O, he does not need Defender! O Aid giver! O, he does not need Aid giver!
O the Physician! O, he does not need Physician! O God!” (TK 62r, HH 96r)

16 For example, TK (64v) and HH (97r) relate the following method: “If someone
desires to have his memory increased: write these suras onto a clean bowl with saffron...”

17" Also very often the holy sentences are inscribed or carved on to a bowl. Such
magic-medicinal bowls could be used at any time for curing purposes. A collection of
such magic-medicinal bowls is, for example, presented by Savage-Smith (1997).
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down between the seventeenth day of Aries and the seventeenth of Taurus,'®
recites these suras, blows them to that rainwater and drinks it in the morning
and in the evening for seven days, he will be protected from all diseases and
sicknesses.”’ By the grace of God, He is exalted, it will be a medicine for
all diseases other than death. The first chapter of the Qur’an seventy times,
the [sura beginning with] Say: “I take refuge with the Lord of men”?° seventy
times, the ayat al-kursi®*' seventy times, the [sura beginning with] Say: “O
unbelievers, I serve not what you serve”??
with] Say: “He is God, One,”? seventy times, the [sura beginning with] Say:
“I take refuge with the Lord of the Daybreak™* seventy times, the [prayer]
There is no god but God. God is a single One, an everlasting One. We worship

seventy times, the [sura beginning

only Him, and make your religion His sincerely, though the unbelievers be
averse,” seventy times, the [prayer] Glory be to God. Praise belongs to God.
There is no god but God. There is no power and strength except in God, the
All-high, the All-glorious, seventy times, the [prayer] O God! Bless Muham-
mad, the illiterate Prophet! seventy times, and the [prayer] Pray forgiveness
of God. To him I shall turn, seventy times. If someone recites these, blows to

18 Approximately between 6 April and 7 May. Cf. also Avicenna’s statement on
rainwater: “Rain water is the best of water, especially when it falls during summer or
during a thunderstorm. [Others say the rain which falls in the spring, and that which
falls during winter are the best, then that which falls during the fruit season, whereas
that which falls in summer is worst.]” (Gruner 1930: 224-225).

9 TK 61r11-61v1: har kim bu suwdin alib bu siralarni oqub osbu suwga hiiriib yeti
kiin ertd kecd asasa bolgan marazlardin wa ‘illatlardin aman olgay.

20 Cf. Qur’an 114: 1 (for quotations from the Qur’an in the whole article, see Arberry
1982). Most of the holy texts prescribed in magical cures, as well in panaceas, are quota-
tions from the Qur’an. Only a small group of pious texts and prayers is non-Qur’anic,
but their exact source could not be determined. In TK and HH there appear 80 shorter
or longer passages from the Qur’an, altogether 116 quotations. It is worth noting that
although the “Throne verse” of the Qur’an (2: 255) was frequently used in magic-
medicinal books in the Arab world as a universal method of treatment, it does not play
an important role in the Central Asian medical tradition. The verses 113 and 114 were,
however, used very often. They are together referred to as al-mu‘awwizatani, “the two
who preserve,” and are considered the most efficacious verses of the Qur’an in popular
medicine. Cf. Ruska et al. (2000: 501) for further details.

2L Cf. Qur’an 2: 255.

22 Cf. Qur’an 109: 1.

B Cf. Qur’an 112: 1.

24 Cf. Qur’an 113: 1.

25 Cf. Qur’an 40: 14.
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the rainwater of April and drinks it, or gives it to sick persons, they will be
protected from seventy thousand diseases. By the order of God, He is exalted!
(TK 61r-61v, HH 95v-96r)

Surely one of the most interesting recipes is the following, which
provides a cure against seventy thousand (i.e. an unlimited number of)
diseases. In spite of the extremely broad coverage of this medicine, the
recipe contains no special elements: no legendary origin, and a simple
way of preparation and application.

If someone writes this prayer on three pieces of bread and eats it for three
days, each day one of them, he will be protected from seventy thousand
diseases:?¢ In the name of God, the merciful, the compassionate. Now God
has lightened it for you, knowing that there is weakness in you.?’ In the name
of God, the merciful, the compassionate. God desires to lighten things for
you, for man was created a weakling.?® In the name of God, the merciful, the
compassionate. That is a lightening granted you by your Lord, and a mercy.?
(TK 61v-62r, HH 96r)

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
wagon. According to an oracle, the person who untied the knot would
rule over Asia. In 333 BC Alexander the Great arrived at Gordium and
untied the knot. This episode of the legend has two versions. The popu-
lar version relates that Alexander simply cut the knot with his sword.
The other, most probably the correct one, reports that Alexander “drew

26 TK 61v10-11: agar bu du‘ani ii¢ parca nanga bitib ii¢ kiin har kiin birin aSasa
ydtmis min hastadin aman olgay.

27 Cf. Qur’an 8: 66.

8 Cf. Qur’an 4: 28.

2 Cf. Qur’an 2: 178.
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out the wooden pole pin, the end (or ends) of the cord thereby became
exposed, and he was able to untie the knot” (Fredricksmeyer 1961: 160).

The legend spread fast, gained popularity all around the world, and
still provides a basis for literary and other works. While the popular
version overwhelmed the more likely one, the legend became a symbol
of solving a difficult problem with the stroke of a sword.

In a highly corrupted form the legend found its way into Central Asian
Turkic medicine. The core of the legend—Alexander and the knot—is
untouched, but all the rest was changed to fit the milieu and topic of
immediate interest. While the knot symbolizes a problem, a disease, or a
bodily disorder, untying the knot is equivalent to a healing process.

On the opening of a man. It is narrated that Faridin®® fastened the happi-
ness with seven knots. Aristotle the philosopher has collected these words
for Iskandar Rimi. With them the knot of happiness has been opened. It is
narrated that all knots, whatever kind they may be, can be opened with these
words. This is the way [of preparation]: write [the words] on the excrement
of a gazelle for three consecutive days, on the first, second and third days of
the month when daylight begins and add it to raisins. Making a small leather
container, put them to it, namely, the mixture must be poured into it through
a silken cloth. After that it must be hung on a cypress tree for four days and
nights, and white sandalwood must be smoked below it every day. After that
take it from the tree and bandage it to her body for a day and a night. After
that take her and go to the bath. Remove the amulet from her body and open
the flask. Pour [its content] into a cup of water and mix them. This liquid must
be given to her to drink. Her limbs must be washed with the liquid left. After
that urinate in the hot bath over the hot stone. It will become opened and the
virility will come into motion. By the judgement of God, He is exalted.’! (HH
102v, missing from TK)

39 One of the early kings of Iran; see further Massé (1991: 798).
31 1t is followed by a long prayer-like text which is only partly intelligible and unfor-
tunately damaged by water in two places.
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Panacea Versus Rationality

On the basis of the above-cited texts one might think that those physi-
cians who were strongly tied to magic and believed in the existence of a
panacea were so irrational that they could not accept the fact that some
diseases are incurable, or at least they never explicitly wrote about it.
However, this is not the case. Along with the magical techniques there
can appear statements that certain ailments cannot be healed. This
shows clearly that these physicians balanced between the two extreme
ends—reality and fantasy.*

Already in Old Uighur medicine—where there was also a tendency to
use amulets® for healing purposes—it can be observed that physicians
saw the limit of their knowledge. For instance, such statements as bu
Si§ ig dmldsdr bolmaz, “this tumor disease cannot be healed,” or ol
boquq otasar bollmaz], “this goiter cannot be cured,” clearly indicate
this rational attitude.>*

The Middle Turkic medical treatises also provide examples for this
category. TK and HH, although they represent a strong attitude to
magic, state that there are situations and diseases which cannot be
solved. See for example agar yotd dokkdndd qan kelgdy wa gah-gah
virin kelsd wa bogzi dayim agrisa ana ‘ilaj bolmagay: “If blood and
occasionally pus come when coughing heavily and the throat aches
continually, there is no medication” (TK 33r1-3).

There is a statement that appears frequently in medical writings
of the Islamic world as a closing formula of the recipes. It shows the
general attitude of the physicians toward the unknown, and their pious
nature. At the same time, concerning materia magica, it is a perfect
explicit of our paper too: ele! 4l “But God knows best!”

32 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”
(Elgood 1962: 108). The question is whether we possess the knowledge for these remedies.

33 See e.g. Rachmati (1936: 37; text No. 27 and Taf. 5 in the appendix).

34 Cf. Rachmati 1930-1932(2): 26; T II 2.
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Literate Shamanism in Southwestern China:
Bimo Religion, the State, and Christianity

AURELIE NEVOT 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” #% is the name given to one of the fifty-five national minorities
in China.! The Yi number about eight million in all, which ranks them
in first place among the country’s Tibeto-Burman speaking popula-

' These nationalities were listed following an identification campaign organized

in the 1950s based on communist criteria. A classification was drawn up in which
“nationality” does not carry the meaning we give to the word “ethnic group.” Rather,
a “nationality” groups together different ethnic groups (“branches” in the Chinese
vocabulary). China includes fifty-five nationalities, the Han being the largest (more
than 90% of the Chinese are Han). That is why the term “minority” is associated with
the fifty-five other nationalities. For more information on this topic, see the study of
Mullaney (2011).
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tions. The Yi nationality is made up of diverse ethnic groups, scattered
over the Yunnan, Sichuan, Guizhou, and Guangxi Provinces, each with
its own religious, cultural, linguistic, and, for some of them, writing
specificities. Among the six officially identified regional writings of
the Yi is the writing of the Stone Forest district, Shilin xian,? a terri-
tory located southeast of Kunming, the capital of Yunnan Province.
This script is exclusively reserved for shamans known as “Masters of
Psalmody,” bimos,®> who belong to an ethnic group with some hundred
thousand individuals, called the “Sani branch in Chinese. In their own
language they are known as the ni people, or the Nipa.

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
countrymen.* Perched on high plateaus that reach two thousand five
hundred meters in altitude, most of them are poor and moreover very
underprivileged. Their economy is based on food crop farming—rice
and vegetable cultivation and the raising of livestock for their own
consumption. This society is segmented in that the three hundred vil-

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
to its figuring on the UNESCO World Heritage list since 2007. Like most of the coun-
try, this region is mainly inhabited by Han, who live alongside other ethnic groups.

3 In contrast to the Yi societies of Liangshan, the Nipa do not have —as far as we
know —any books that are used outside the religious context and read by people other
than bimos, whereas the ancient chiefs, nzymo, of the Liangshan area would also have
been able to read texts evoking genealogies, war chronicles, medicine, etc. Accord-
ing to Chinese scholars, ancient inscriptions carved in Yunnan cliffs, ancient steles
inscriptions in Guizhou, and Qing contracts in “Yi writing” referring to the slave trade
may prove that “the social functions of the traditional Yi writing went far beyond the
perceived use of the script only in religious rituals” (Pu 2004: 259). We will see that
the aim of the contempory Chinese Government is to promote the ritual as well as the
political function of the Yi script among the Sanis. I will focus later on the relationship
officially established (through a shamanic cult) between the local religion of the Sanis,
rooted in the autochthonous political leadership, and the Chinese State.

4 Only a fraction of them benefit economically from the tourist industry surround-
ing the Stone Forest.
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lages it comprises live independently of each other,> each with its own
headman, elected each year,® celebrating its own community rites, and
with ancestral and territorial cults that are performed by a bimo chosen
from among the other “literate shamans” of the locality.

In this article we will first take a closer look at the features of the
bimos’ literate shamanism’ such as can be observed on the field,
beyond any governmental or Christian framework, and in the second
section we will examine the effects of these external influences on the
Nipa ethnic group generally and bimo practices in particular.

The Bimo as Literate Shaman

Bimo Li is a shaman from the village of Dalaowa (pl. 1 a, b), located
in the north of the Stone Forest district. The work presented here is
the result of exchanges with this ritual specialist, who translated his
manuscripts from Tibeto-Burman into local Chinese and disclosed his
thoughts on the contents of his books. In this way I had access, at least to
a certain extent, to the universe of spirits and bimos. These exorcists and
diviners are in charge of domestic rituals; they are capable of intervening
between men and the spirits, and of communicating with the latter—dur-
ing healing rites, for example, or funeral rituals. As already mentioned,
one of them is in charge of village rites for a period of one year; his task
is to renew the alliance between villagers and their founding ancestors
through invocations and offerings (Névot 2008b). Although they are
farmers in the same way as the other inhabitants, bimos stand out clearly
because of their particular status: they are closer to the spirits. Moreover,
they have a much busier timetable than common mortals in that they
undertake both agricultural duties and ritual activities.

> Of course, villages do maintain trade relations, but each is a “little world” within
itself (Névot 2008b).

® This “rotating leadership” could be compared to what Erik Mueggler (2001)
observed among the Yi of Chuxiong.

7 In Névot 2008b and 2012, I provide a detailed analysis of the bimos’ shamanic
practices. Here I intend to give a general outline of literate shamanism in this region
of the world.
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WRITING AS A VITAL SUBSTANCE

The books bimos use to perform these ritual activities are written in
pentasyllabic verse; they include cultic records that provide explana-
tions of the various ritual stages, texts that accompany the odyssey of
the shaman in the cosmos, descriptive texts that determine the calendar
for worship by announcing, for example, the dates of rituals, and recita-
tive texts that evoke the Nipa’s cosmogony and mythology. The writ-
ing covering these manuscripts and which the shamans read, or rather
which they give voice to (we shall come back to this), is not dogmatic
in nature. In any case, it is not addressed to humans but to the spirits. It
has no direct “educational” function here (contrary to what is suggested
by the word jiao, which in Chinese is associated with the term bimo,
as we will see later); it serves essentially as an intermediary between
two usually separate worlds. This ritual writing makes use of about one
thousand two hundred characters, which are read from top to bottom
and from left to right—unlike the traditional Chinese script which is
read from right to left. Since it is has no alphabet, it is syllabic: a single
pronunciation is associated with one character, while several charac-
ters, some of which are ideograms, may correspond to one syllable.

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
that it is, so to speak, a living substance. Indeed, a relationship is explic-
itly established between the specialist’s writing and blood: the character
se, used to denote “written characters,” is homophonous with the term
“blood.” Written characters are said to be similar to the shaman’s blood
and to have an analogical link with the ritual specialist. These represent his
vital energy all the more as blood se is connected to the breath of the sha-
man, se, which is also used to evoke breathing and vapor. Writing therefore
means (symbolically) transmitting one’s vital elements to signs and books.
Written characters and shamans are thus consubstantial.
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USE OF VOICE AND MOVEMENTS TO ANIMATE RITUAL TEXTS

The written texts, consubstantial with the body of the one who has
mastered them, come to life—‘“animated” by the voice and the body of
the bimo as he moves to and fro before the altar, his weight on his legs
in a crouched position (pl. 1 »). The rhythm he adopts is based on pen-
tasyllabic meter, with the shaman having to take a breath at the end of
each verse and ring his small bell at the first, third, and fifth syllables.
The term bimo, which—Ilet us not forget—Iliterally means “Master of
Psalmody,” highlights the importance of singing, while playing down,
as it were, the fact that bimos are ritual writing specialists. This script
is indeed waiting to be awoken by the sound of the small bell and
the voice and body of the shaman. In other terms, writing is linked,
in essence, to the bimo’s orality and gestures. Every ritual consists in
“songs” and “movements.” Though the particular posture of the bimo
in front of the altar is not described in ritual texts, certain verses associ-
ate his movements with the jumping of a grasshopper, with the leaping
of a deer, or with the whirling of a spinning top.

By giving breath and life to his manuscript, which carries his vital
substance, the shaman travels in the cosmos peopled by the spirits, ances-
tors, wandering souls, and plants needed to perform the ritual. He is flung
around everywhere in an odyssey which permits him to acquire useful
tools for celebrating rites as well as for negotiating with the entities of the
world beyond. In other words, by “investing” his body in the voicing of his
writings—which are precisely in resonance with his blood and his breath—
he performs the ritual. By insufflating life into the manuscript which car-
ries his vital substance in a latent state, he starts his shamanic travels and
has access to spirits—with the help of blood sacrifices, as we will see later.
He seemingly leaves his corporal envelope: it is also said that the bimo
rides a horse to reach the different strata of the sky. So, 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 3 This ability to travel in the
cosmos through writings is only possible at the end of a specific initiation.

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

To become a bimo means to become capable of handling se,’ which
means variously blood and writings and which is connected to breath,
se. 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
comes from a line of specialists. Being a bimo is a duty that is passed
on from one generation to the next, most often through the paternal
line, from father to son. In the past there was one bimo per lineage,
with a village society being split into several lineages—different sha-
manic lineages coexisted in the same locality. Today, there are fewer
bimos due to the Cultural Revolution, which temporarily put a stop to
the hereditary process. Nevertheless, the number of disciples is seen to
be on the rise.

This handing down of knowledge from master to disciple is a slow,
transubstantial process. The term transubstantial must be understood
here as the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty defined it, referring in
his vocabulary to the notions of flesh and the living body, and describ-
ing the exchange from one substance to another ([1964] 2006). In the
cultural context of the Nipa, it is only at the end of a long period of
being impregnated by the writings of his master—an impregnation

8 The chiasmus established between the painter and the world in Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s thoughts about painting helps us here to develop our analysis on the relation-
ship between writing and the body. Merleau-Ponty notably writes that “by lending his
body to the world, the painter changes the world into painting” («C’est en prétant son
corps au monde que le peintre change le monde en peinture») ([1964] 2006).

 Of course, the social and political events of the 20th century have momentarily
interrupted the process of transmission and had consequences on the ritual writing and
its transmission as observed today. All the shamans of the Nipa do not have books to
support their ritual activities. Some of them have only learned verbally not in reading
nor in writing. What is described here is so to say of an “ideal type,” observable on the
field, of course, but not everywhere in the district of Shilin.
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which is made possible by reading, then psalmodying the texts of this
master—that the disciple is finally able to write by himself.

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
to psalmody, to sing. By regularly deciphering ritual texts, the disciple
gradually incorporates his master’s living substances, that is to say, his
master’s blood and the breath which impregnate the paper from which
he reads. He consequently accesses an esoteric knowledge and incorpo-
rates a particular substance, the energies shared by bimos of the same
lineage. By giving birth to the psalmody which is then “expulsed,” do,
the reading engenders in this sense a slow elaboration of oneself.

Sound is expelled when the disciple gives voice for the first time to
the manuscripts which have been copied for him by his master. Yet,
although the books contain characters written by the master, the paper
and pencil belong to the disciple. These particular books are inscribed
in the hereditary process; they symbolize, as it were, a relationship
between master and disciple—they link the two generations of shamans
and create the exchange of substance from one to the other.

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
of the novice. These offerings are in fact made to the auxiliary spirits of the
bimo, which are called the spirits of psalmody and of the dragon. This ritual
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
will then be able to worship and psalmody. The disciple is now considered
to be a shaman and is called bimo. At the same time, he remains his master’s
protégé. It is only upon the death of the latter that he can commit to writing
his own characters associated with his own blood and breath, and then he
too is ready to become a master. Indeed, his master’s manuscripts—that 1is,
all the texts written in his hand—cease to exist as they have to be burnt to
accompany the dead bimo to the other world. Copying texts prevents dead
corporeal essences from being given voice, since they have to be returned
to their owner. Now it is time for the shaman to occupy the vacant place by
putting on paper the characters that are insufflated by himself.
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In the past, writings were inscribed on a canvas made of hemp, more
rarely of silk. Today, they are copied on to industrially made sheets
of paper or in school exercise books. When rolled up, the manuscript
is sometimes wrapped in another hemp canvas. According to a myth,
hemp is said to be a perennial material par excellence, a “transmis-
sible” material.'” Besides, in ni thought, the weaving of hemp is asso-
ciated with procreation and, symbolically, this feminine activity con-
tributes fully to perpetuating the community. Long bands of hemp are
woven from November to April, i.e. during the dry season in winter, a
period of the year that is associated in China with the yin, as opposed to
the yang, and which can be compared to a pregnancy. The Nipa say that
the black stripes on a beige background represent the patterns on a tiger
skin, an emblematic animal if ever there was one since it is their earth
god, the divinity that protects them.!" We find this tiger in the form
of statuettes all over villages as well as on verandas around dwelling-
places. As far as the tiger and procreation are concerned, and therefore
associated with the survival of the village, hemp canvas is used by
women to make the waistcoats traditionally worn by men. The bands of
hemp also have prophylactic power because they guide lost spirits wan-
dering between two worlds. By taking some of these bands, a lost soul
can find its way back to the body of a sick person. During funerals the
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
to return among the living where it will figure on the list of ancestors.
In a word, by endowing hemp with his blood and his breath, the bimo

10 In China, as of the third century before our era, writing was done on silk. Then
paper was invented by the eunuch and high-ranking functionary Cai Lun. This paper
was no doubt made from wild silk waste, the bark of the mulberry bush, and hemp.
When Cai Lun committed suicide, he became the god of papermakers, cf. Gernet
(1972). Also note that the Book of Han mentions the ownership of a sign, a strand of
hemp, as visible proof of the investment of a divine mission. Hemp was known as a
medicinal plant with sedative and hallucinogenic properties. The goddess Hemp was
assimilated to the goddess of Taishan, where hemp had to be picked on the seventh
day of the seventh moon. A strand of hemp was also an initiatory secret sign under
the previous Han (206 BC — 9 AD); the one who owned it was entrusted with a divine
mission, cf. Shipper (1978: 45-46, note 52).

" On the importance of the tiger in Yi societies, cf. Liu (1985).
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reinforces the link between his body and the whole universe. Through
his readings he accesses the heavens, the world of his ancestors and of
the gods; in short, of all the beings who people the cosmos.

Since his writings are consubstantial with the shaman, copying them
does not imply reproducing an exact copy of his master’s writings, but
rather appropriating them by making them more personal. In this sense,
the death of the master activates the writing process that consists in fix-
ing one’s vital essences on paper and of giving substance to manuscripts
that are infused with one’s power. “To copy a text” is expressed as “char-
acters, root (origin), parcel out.” A shaman’s manuscripts are thus seen as
fragments of his master’s original books without being a reproduction of
them. Indeed, writing means giving body to what has been incorporated
for a long time (from the beginning of the novice shaman’s learning
based on readings to the death of the master). Thus, a shaman remains
forever linked to his master by duplicating parts of his original texts but,
at the same time, he has to mark a distance from his master by creating
his own ritual score, which is made effective by becoming consubstantial
with him—certain characters may, for instance, be modified, or a verse
may be given another location. Ultimately, Bimos introduce variants
while at the same time conforming to a common pattern. They have to
“copy” by personalizing their writings in order to make them effective,
performative, and perennial. Each shaman is a link in the chain of writ-
ing passed down through the generations.

Handing down this knowledge is therefore ensured by the master
himself copying his manuscripts for his disciple before the latter cop-
ies the ritual texts for himself. This implies that the teaching given by
a bimo 1s first and foremost based on the disciple’s auditory memory,
and only then on writing; thus, the disciple has above all to “engrave”
images in his memory before he can move on to copying and, at the
same time, writing (which is a bodily “emanation”).

To sum up this process of passing down knowledge, the initiation
of a shaman begins with giving voice to his master’s writings before
giving body to his own manuscripts. In other words, the disciple must
integrate the blood and breath of his master in his body in order to tran-
scribe his own blood and breath on paper. This transubstantial process
generates modifications and “alterations” in the bimo’s writing, which



32 Aurélie Névot

means that this writing becomes something else and, in doing so, it
becomes consubstantial with the shaman who masters it: transubstan-
tiation involves consubstantiation, and vice versa. If a transubstantial
phenomenon occurs during the process of passing down shamanic
writings between bimos, another also occurs in the cultural context
from the shaman to the sacrificial animal thanks to blood sacrifices.

BLOOD SACRIFICE: THE LINK BETWEEN WRITINGS AND SPIRITS

First, the bimo has to build the altar. This undertaking consists in placing
different kinds of tree species in a specific position. Apart from the oak
associated with the supernatural power of the bimo, the pine tree, which
has purifying virtues, has different uses: pine needles are not only used
for fumigations but also as carpeting on which offerings are deposited
in front of the altar (pl. 2 a). Pine twigs—made up of three branches
forming a “fork”—have another use. They are anthropomorphic repre-
sentations—a head, a trunk, two hands—of the servant spirits who come
to inspect the quality of the sacrificial animal. A homological principle
links the colour of the animal to the spirits that come to examine the
latter. The bimo has to remove bark from the branches if this sacrifice
is performed for celestial spirits (associated with the colour white) or to
leave these branches as they are if this sacrifice is offered up to terrestrial
spirits (associated with the colour black). Note that if the twigs with three
branches represent the bodies of the examining spirits of the sacrificial
victim, they are also linked to another body: the one made up of the
three different tree species that are taken all together. In this case, they
represent the arms and the hands of this cosmic body.

Once the shaman has found the different tree species, he stands in
front of the altar, holding the branches in his left hand. He then sings
a melody entitled “the place to build the centre.” This text first of all
explains that the bimo invokes his auxiliary spirits, vital energies of the
year which follow him during his ritual practice. Accompanied by his
auxiliary spirits, the bimo then has to found the universe and its differ-
ent territories before localizing the altar on this territory. That is why
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the construction of the place where the altar is to be built is accompa-
nied by ritual actions that refer to the creation of the world.

The Master of psalmody first refers to the origins of the cosmos by
evoking Aroma which means literally “the woman who gives birth.”
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
part of the cosmos. As her name suggests, Aroma is the godmother
of the world. Once the cosmos has been built, the universal cycles
are established—sky and earth are now separate, the bimo places the
moment of the ritual in space and in time. It is now possible for him
to build “the centre of the world,” an expression used to designate the
altar described as a particular space of the cosmos where celestial
elements fall down to earth. That is why the idea of inversion is recur-
rent in the texts. It refers to the structure of the world organized into
two halves, the sky being the earth’s mirrored reference. In this sense,
the altar is a cosmogram, the universe in miniature. It is made up of
different tree species, se, which are considered to be pure. During its
shamanic odyssey, the bimo has to examine the trees, going round them
seven times. If each tree branch on the altar corresponds to a particular
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
head, pine tree to the trunk, twigs to the arms. As they are hardly fixed
in the ground, these three branches, these three types of se together
form a kind of “body-bouquet” of trees. Founding the altar consists, in
fine, in establishing the territory—politically—as one body, to amal-
gamate se from different localities and arboreal essences.

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
and hands, themselves bodies of spirits examining the sacrificial animal,
are associated by homology with the body of the sacrificial victim, mo.
The altar therefore gathers together the (cosmic and arboreal) se which
are related to the mo whose sacrifice will enable the transition (produce
transubstantiation) which is vital for the matter se to be able to pass.

In order to convey chants as far away as to the spirits (called 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-
rifices. Indeed, the blood spilled on the altar associates writing and
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
time expresses what is uttered through the animal sacrifice. The texts
specify that by its blood, se, and its breath, se, the sacrificial victim
carries the message conveyed in the chanting to the spirits, se. Now,
this chanting is based on written characters, se. Thus, the vital essence
of the sacrificial animal transports what is dictated by the written
characters, se: chanting the written characters, se, is conveyed by the
prolongation of the circuit of the se through the animal’s blood that is
spilled on the altar. The bimo’s words addressed to the spirits therefore
pass by the underlying theme se, and the animal’s se together with
the se of the writing contributes to the ritual effectiveness. The blood
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 (trees). In
other words, the message from human beings is transmitted to the spir-
its through the shaman and his psalmody, and this psalmody becomes
words understood by spirits thanks to the transubstantial process. The
word has to emerge from the writing and the sacrifice together.

These words belong to the sacrificial animal, which speaks as humans
do but not as the shaman does. It acquires them through its own sacri-
fice, which inscribes it in the schema: sacrificing—sacrificed—spirits, with
the shaman explicitly asking the animal to speak, bé. This word is the
same as the one used for humans. So, the animal speaks, bé, while the
bimo is said to “read aloud,” teu, to psalmody, bi, or to invent a secret
language, kabé. Thus, during a ritual, the sacrificial animal speaks as
well as humans, whereas what a shaman says is compared to a cater-
waul: the sacrificial victim masters the human language and is able to
speak to spirits, whereas the shaman remains an intermediary between
humans and spirits. The latter is linked to the animal world during ritu-
als, whereas the sacrificial animal is associated with human beings. Let
us not forget that the animal is the subsitute (i.e. stand-in) for the person
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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-
mediary between humans and spirits. If the sacrificial animal 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
because the bodily relationship evoked previously unifies the shaman
and the animal, which are two different forms of mo.

This solid link established between the Master of Psalmody, bimo, and
the sacrificial victim, mo, is made, as we noted, through ritual texts and
their voicing. Such a “body to body” link leads us to think of the Siberian
shaman who has the capacity to incarnate an animal. Roberte Hamayon
(1990) shows how he transforms himself in order to marry the daughter
of the game spirit that will become his guide when hunting. The act of
predation is thereby transformed into an act of alliance with the eaten
wild species, which are perceived as being animated by spirits that are
homologous with human souls. Certainly, the other form of shamanism
that Nipa society proposes does not rely on an alliance between shaman
and wild animals (even if the bimo is compared to some of them), but this
society nevertheless reveals that a close link does indeed exist here—an
“incarnated” link, we might say, between the shaman and the animal
which is his sacrificial victim here. The vocabulary used by the Masters
of Psalmody may allow us to go further into the interpretation.

Indeed, the sacrificial animal 1s 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. Thus,
if ritual texts reveal, as we have mentioned, a bodily interrelation between
shaman and sacrificial animal through the substance se (blood, breath,
characters, spirits), the names of these two emblematical ritual components
further underline their consubstantiality. In this sense, the sacrificial ani-
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. It is the
sacrifice of the mo which makes these words emerge. When the shaman,
the intermediary between men and spirits, acts as a relay with the sacri-
ficial victim, the mo bé, the Master of Psalmody, hands over the “bémo,”
which could be seen—if we go still further into the interpretation—as the
“Master of Words,” capable of talking with the spirits.
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Let us come back to the se. Se has different semantic and phonetic
registers (it has different tones). Polysemic, the se is also multi-graphic.
On the first tone se refers to the written characters and to blood (these
se are not systematically homographs—that may depend on the sha-
man). On the second tone, se means ‘spirit’ and it is homophonous
without being a homograph of se which signifies ‘the other’, se refer-
ring here to alterity, to differentiation. Se, ‘spirit’, is a homograph and
a homophone of ‘life’ / ‘to live’. On the fifth tone (which is the second
short tone), se means ‘tree’.

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
ritual song which is indispensable for the sacrificial activity. The bimos,
“Masters of psalmody,” do not read their manuscripts respecting the
tonalities of the se—as observed during the process of handing their
books down from master to disciple—but they sing their books, they
leaf through them. The phoneme se partly looses its tonal subtleties
during the ritual performance, which generates a kind of transformation
and neutralisation of the tonalities through the song (even if the bimo
knows perfectly what he is reading and has in mind differentiation).
This kind of tonal levelling seems all the more essential as it is thanks
to this multifaceted se, which goes from multiple to “one” (that is to say,
having less tonal particularities through chanting), that communication
is established between the sacrificer and spirit. It is the se, both one and
multiple, closer to “one” through chanting and plural through writing,
which enables the humans to enter into contact with non-humans.

THE BIMO: “SHAMAN” OR “DIVINER-PRIEST”?

Bimos practice shamanism by organizing exorcism and healing rituals
during which they travel through the cosmos and communicate with
spirits. As we have noted, they talk of their cosmic odyssey and of how
they move through the other world: they spin like tops and leap like
grasshoppers—movements that are not unrelated to the etymology of
the word ‘“shaman.” In this sense, it may be said that bimos are sha-
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mans.!? The ritual, secret writing which they alone master, and which
allows them to venture into the other world and to enter into contact
with beings from “beyond,” is therefore a “shamanic writing.” Never-
theless, according to Roberte Hamayon, it is indeed because shamanism
displays such a “deliberate refusal of dogmatism” that it rejects the use
of writing (1993: 204-205). Any other way of contacting the divinities
that includes writing would therefore be ruled out from shamanism.

Bimo shamanism engenders the use of esoteric writing, with rituals
being performed using manuscripts as a basis for worship. However, this
in no way implies that they rely on a dogma. Moreover, the texts do not
aim to propagate a doctrine. In any case, the bimos’ psalmody does not
address humans but the spirits of the shamanic pantheon. Those spe-
cialists have recourse to both orality and writing to accomplish ecstatic
ventures—which make the bimo literally “leave himself” (ek-sistanai,
from which comes ekstatikos).> Questioning such practices, Nguyen Van
Huy (1995: 314) suggests that the importance of reading, the immobil-
ity of the officiating “priest,” and the absence of trance are typical of a
rudimentary form of shamanism. However, bimos are hardly “immobile’
they combine gestures and words, which are based on writing and make
it possible to enter into contact with the spirits. Besides, can one talk of a
“rudimentary” form and of a “classic” form of shamanism? None of these
adjectives seem to apply since they implicitly refer to the Siberian type of
shamanic model as if it were “true shamanism,” while also implying an
evolutionist vision (“rudimentary”—what could that refer to?).

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 bimos take part in a kind of “vertical shamanism” to follow
the distinction made by Hugh-Jones (1996) between “horizontal shamanism,” involv-
ing trance and possession accessible to all adult men, and “vertical shamanism,” based
on the transmission of esoteric knowledge within a small elite.

13 Here it is a question of a changed state, often qualified as a trance or ecstasy in
literature on shamanism. For Mircea Eliade (1951), these notions are imbued with
mysticism; that is why, for Michel Perrin, it would be preferable not to use such terms
to avoid any misunderstanding [1995] 2005: 47). Similarly, Roberte Hamayon has con-
tested this terminology (1993; 1995). For my part, [ use the term “ecstasy” in reference
to its etymology, which highlights the bimos’ cosmic odyssey.
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necessarily being a religion of the Book in the monotheistic sense. No
doubt to avoid using the term “shaman,” which is controversial, the
expression “diviner-priest” is generally used to talk of bimos in articles
written in Western languages.'* Nevertheless, a priest does not travel
in the cosmos, and divinatory rationalism is different from theological
rationalism, according to which an event is the product of divine will.
This terminology is therefore inaccurate because of its imprecision and
its ethnocentric connotations. Without wishing to minimize the impor-
tance of divination, we thus prefer the term shaman to that of diviner-
priest to characterize a “Master of Psalmody,” bimo, as this is the most
suitable expression.

IN REFERENCE TO JIAO #%

Chinese “State intellectuals” have recently started to use the expres-
sion “bimo religion,” bimo jiao HJEZ 1 Bimo H£E is the phonetic
transcription in Mandarin of the vernacular term. Though the written
character bi means “intone (psalmody)” in its own language—that of
the Nipa, to be precise, the ethnic group considered here—in Mandarin
bi ¢ refers to the verbs “to finish,” “to complete,” “to accomplish.”
And although in the vernacular language mo denotes a “master” (a
term of address that implies the idea of respect), the Mandarin mo JE is
translated by “to rub,” “to brush against,” and “to scratch.” This means
that the Chinese characters in no way refer to the original meaning
of the name bimo. As for the character jiao #t, 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 7, zong
meaning “ancestors.” This term is a neologism that finds its origins in
Japan (Goossaert 2007: 188). With Christianity as a model, it signifies

14 Mircea Eliade qualifies the “pimo™ as “shaman priest” ([1951] 1968: 345). Lu
(1994: 306) does not use the term “shaman” when she evokes the bimos from Daliang-
shan, but the expression “priest-diviner,” a recurrent term in articles on the Yi edited
by Stevan Harrell (1995; 2001a; 2001b).

15 Cf. Névot 2009.
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a “structured system of beliefs and practices separate from society and
organizing the faithful into a Church” (ibid.).!° It is said to have retained
this meaning since 1901. Five religions are now officially recognized
in China: Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, Buddhism, and Daoism.
Vincent Goossaert notes that “religion,” zongjiao, is the term used to
designate the officially recognized forms, whereas “superstition” has
become the name for Chinese religion in its varied local expressions
(ibid.: 195). Let us point out that “superstition” is a term that was intro-
duced into China by Christian missionaries, who coined the word mixin
15 to express this concept (Billeter 2000). The word mixin is made up
of mi, “to get lost,” ““to wander,” and of xin, “beliefs”; the notion of loss
is thus fully present in the literal translation of the Chinese expression.

The bimos’ ritual practices were long qualified as superstitions.
Replacing mixin by zongjiao, “superstition” by “religion,” to refer
to them reflects a real change of paradigm operated by the Chinese
authorities. This semantic shift corresponds to a transformation: bimo
Jjiao refers to the formal aspect of religion, the one imposed on sha-
mans who officiate at official worship. Since some bimo rituals have
now been placed under the seal of the State, and since their writings
have also been transformed and are considered part of the national
heritage, public regard for bimos has changed. This thereby implies
changes in their activities since they now have to fall within the scope
dictated by the State. Furthermore, associating the word bimo with that
of “religion,” which takes Christian religion as a semantic model, is
particularly meaningful, because Christianity has been permeating the
ethnic group for the last hundred years, all of which is the focus here.
We might therefore say that the jiao in question refers both to the State-
imposed model and to a religion from elsewhere: Catholicism. Let us
therefore now examine how the shamanism of the bimos has recently
been restructured by the Chinese government and, before that, by a
French missionary, a hundred years ago.

16 Translated from the French.
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Contact with the State and Catholicism

At the end of the 1990s bilingual works, edited by a linguist and belong-
ing to the Nipa’s ethnic group,'” were published in Chinese writing and
in bimo writing. From that moment on, ritual writing became compre-
hensible and visible to all. The rewriting and circulation of originally
shamanic books within an official institution, in this case a publishing
house, are contrary to their traditional use. Bimos are usually the only
ones to make use of the manuscripts written in their own hand. Besides
divulging the secret writing through scientific books, bimo writing
is exhibited on the walls of public buildings or on the fronts of the
churches of Y1 Christians, who sometimes still use catechisms edited
in shamanic writing. New textual contexts are therefore emerging, the
outcome of encounters between the initiated, governing bodies, and
other religious specialists.

SEIZING CENTRAL POWER

After having vehemently forbidden them, today the Chinese State is
taking over shamanic religion and the initiatory writing of the bimos—
who are theoretically the only ones with the right to master it—to
transform the different Yi groups into a unified nationality. Indeed
the Beijing government, whose prerogative it has been for centuries to
unify the country, has to cope with extremely heterogeneous features
of the Yi nationality. To deal with this, its aim is to federate the Yi
languages as well as their shamanic writings (the latter differ from one
area to another—six different regions are identified). The intention of
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
will be common to the Yi ethnic groups and will serve as a means of
communication for them.

17 Cf. Névot 2009.
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In Sichuan Province, the language of the district of Xide—spe-
cifically the language of the Nosu branch—has been selected as a
“standard language,” and the writing of their bimos has been ranked
as a “national writing” (Bradley 2001: 206).!® In contrast to what is
observed in Sichuan Province, the “standard spoken and written Y1~ of
Yunnan Province is artificial, even though it has local roots. In 1982 a
research team, whose aim was to consider the unification of the differ-
ent writings of the Yi branches of Yunnan, was created in Kunming. To
succeed in creating a language and a writing common to the Yi of Yun-
nan, linguists working for the State—and, for the most part, belonging
to the Yi nationality—matched different written bimo characters taken
from various Yi branches (essentially from eastern and southern Yun-
nan, and from Guizhou Province). The written characters of the Nipa
being extremely diversified and variable from one village to another,
very few of them were chosen by the committee in charge of creating
the national form of Y1 writing and language.

This new writing is now taught at secondary schools to Yi children
from Yunnan, in addition to Chinese writing.!® Thus, at school the Yi
learn an artificial writing, created from the repertory of the initiated to
which they have no traditional right since it is secret, and which their
ancestors never used anyway as such because it is purely invented. They
are therefore incapable of reading it. The aim of teaching this “national
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
the same writing. By secularizing the bimos’ ritual and secret writing,
governing bodies also plan to destroy the shamans’ power (Névot 2008a).

Few children have access to this learning because, despite Chinese
legislation which forces parents to ensure that their children complete
their secondary education, most of them leave school at the age of elev-
en. And for those who pursue their studies further, this new language
and writing does nothing to help them master Chinese since it has little

18 On this subject, see Schoenhals 2001; Pu 2004.
19 Many schools reserved for children from minorities are situated in the Chinese

autonomous territories. For further information about minority education, see Halskov-
Hansen (1999).
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in common with their native tongue. In addition, children learn Man-
darin from the age of seven, so that by the time they enter secondary
school they speak it fluently. The aim of this official teaching is not to
promote education among young people, but to “initiate” them into a
writing and language that enables the Yi to communicate. The authori-
ties’ ambition is to turn adolescents into Yi, not Nipa, i.e. to deprive
them of their local and ethnic particularities.

For shamans from the Nipa’s ethnic group, the official Yi writing
has no ritual effectiveness, since it is inculcated by teachers who do
not belong to a shamanic lineage. In their eyes, these teachers do not
represent the quintessence of the power of bimos who pass on, from
master to disciple, their written characters associated with their bodily
substances. Moreover, this national writing is the fruit of an intellectual
invention by linguists and of the mixing of different writings. Ultimate-
ly this explains why Nipa shamans do not feel any competition from
this project to teach Y1 writing to children; in fact, it seems to be of
little concern to them. On the contrary, Martin Schoenhals (2001: 297)
has observed that in Sichuan—where the official Yi writing, which is,
let us not forget, the “original” bimo writing of the Nosu branch, has not
yet been taught in schools—the shamans oppose the fact that they have
to send children to school, which is, according to them, a symbol of the
Han culture—the Han being the Chinese majority group. Strong com-
petition is said to be felt between the Han teaching system and that of
the bimos. The situations here are therefore quite different: the Yi living
in Sichuan Province were relatively free of Chinese bureaucracy until
the 1950s, whereas the Nipa consider themselves Chinese, and if they
distinguish themselves from the Han, they share with the latter an unde-
niably common historical and cultural background—their ethnic group
can indeed be considered the fruit of a meeting between Tibeto-Burman
clans and Han people (Névot 2008b). The acculturation process is dif-
ferent from one region to another, and that is no doubt why the Chinese
government has decided to create and teach a national Yi language and
writing to the Yi of Yunnan Province, who are already acculturated,
as well as making official among the Y1 of Sichuan Province, who are
more independent, a preexisting language and writing which are still
alive in the local sphere and outside schools. The Chinese government
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takes into account the distinctive geopolitical conjunctures in order to
make its attempt at nationalization effective in the long term. And Nipa
society has started to undergo a process of assimilation.

There is no denying that the Beijing government is active on all
fronts. Not only does it force Yi children to learn a writing that has
been created from scratch and which is supposedly common to the dif-
ferent Yi branches, thereby secularizing a writing of shamanic origin,
but on a more local scale it promotes—one might believe almost para-
doxically—shamanic writing. Every year, at a grand official assembly,
the authorities thus impose on the Nipa’s bimos a reading of the same
ritual texts concocted by the State. This gives official status to the most
important shamanic worship for the Nipa: their harvest festival, midje,
“the sacrifice to the earth,” and at the same time it makes the corre-
sponding ritual text official.

Typically, the harvest festival is celebrated in autumn in each village
by the autochthonous headman accompanied by a shaman of his choice
who, on this occasion, chants a specific manuscript?® reserved for this
particular celebration. As this concerns territorial and therefore political
worship, the authorities have standardized it.>! Every year since 1999 they
have organized a grand State rite where all the shamans agree to offici-
ate together. The ritual mise en scéne is staged by the governing bodies
at the top of the highest mountain on the territory, which is also, for the
Nipa, their ancestors’ place of origin. When this official ritual was held
for the first time in 1999, the bimos were literally plagued by photogra-
phers from the major Chinese television channels and by a large number
of journalists. Every year since then the shamans have chanted, in unison
(fig. 1), the verses from the photocopy of an official book which combines
Chinese writing and the bimos’ ritual writing—an act that would be

20" A book is about to be published on this theme, proposing an annotated transcrip-
tion of these ritual texts (Névot 2012).

2l Erik Mueggler (2001) proposes a very interesting study about a Yi group from
Chuxiong district, focusing on the relationship between a “traditional” organization
and one imposed by the State (from the Great Leap famine of 1958—1960 to the 1990s).
He explores memories of a rotating headmanship system—including the rituals and
poetics that once surrounded it—destroyed by the Maoist system, and the conflicts that
now haunt it.
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Fig 1. Bimos chanting in unison during the grand State-sponsored
and managed rite of 1999. Photo: Aurélie Névot, 1999.

almost inconceivable for traditional Masters of Psalmody. This book was
produced by one shaman in particular. As organizer of this new ritual
mise en scene, he is mandated and placed at the head of the bimos by the
central authorities. He is employed by the State.

And what about the official text? It consists of passages from manu-
scripts belonging to different bimos. Consequently, not only is this book
not a manuscript, since it is photocopied, but also it does not contain the
substances unique to shamans, i.e. their blood and breath. What is more,
it is not from the same line of shamans: the process of passing down
writings from one generation to another has been totally perverted.
The official book has no local, territorial, or lineage bond, and it does
not contain any living substances. One may ponder the performativity
of such writing, devoid, as it were, of its vital substance, just as one
might question the effectiveness of the blood sacrifice performed at this
official worship. The message carried by the blood may be difficult to
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convey to spirits using a photocopied text since, let us not forget, only
characters handwritten by a shaman can carry the vital substances
indispensable for passing on the message they convey to the spirits.
Political performativity would nevertheless emerge through this text.
In reading it, Masters of Psalmody henceforth have close contact with
Beijing, no longer merely with the local authorities via the territorial
headman. The Nipa’s shamanic and segmented society, which refers to
an autochthonous chiefdom, is insidiously turning into a federal, homo-
geneous shamanic society, placed under the Chinese State.??

By using a strategy similar to that of the current government, the
Catholic missionary Paul Vial (1855-1917) (fig. 2) upset the structure of
Nipa society from the end of the 19th century onward and transformed
the nature of the bimos’ shamanic written characters in order to teach
them the Christian dogma.

SHAMANS AND CHRISTIAN PRIESTS

Paul Vial was a boarder with the Jesuits until his adolescence when,
rejected by them, he joined the Missions Etrangeres de Paris, rue du
Bac, in Paris. He nevertheless retained a preference for evangelization
along the model inculcated by the Compagnie de Jésus. Living among
the Nipa from 1887 until his death in 1917, at the end of a proselytiz-
ing phase of conversion from 1887 to 1895 during which he attempted,
to quote his words, to “attract the bird in the aviary,” and when he did
not hesitate to desecrate the sacred woods in which the Nipa located
the origins of their villages, Vial promoted the teaching and transcrip-
tion of the Christian dogma into ni. To do this, he used local shamanic
structures. In addition, this “incidental ethnographer”?® wrote the text
of the Catholic dogma (fig. 3) with the help of bimos who translated it
into their own language, their own writing, and their own concepts—
hence one can talk of inculturation. The transcription of the Christian

22 As examples of exogenous influences on “shamanic traditions,” see Brac de La
Perriere and Chaumeil (2000) and Francfort and Hamayon (2002).
23 Cf. Jean Michaud (2007).



46

Aurélie Névot

Fig. 2. Father Paul Vial (probably dressed in Miao costume here, his
wish having been to evangelize the Miao before evangelizing the Nipa).
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dogma into ritual writing enabled the missionary to acquire a certain
legitimacy among the Nipa, and even to be regarded as a bimo.*
This strategy was frowned upon by his superiors, who accused him
of wanting to found “a Church within the Church.” Among the Nipa,
Vial did indeed use methods rejected by the Vatican since the famous
“quarrel of rites” in the 18th century, in that he implemented the so-
called accommodation policy of the 16th century.?

Having converted a number of Nipa, Vial was then careful to sepa-
rate the Christian community from shamanic society. In the same
way as the government today invests in a territorial restructuring of
ni society in order to establish and centralize its power, the priest
thus upset the relationship the Nipa had with their villages by inte-
grating them in a newly created locality. He thereupon generated a
certain local and ethnic stratification. The ambition of the priest was
“to foster a type of ethnogenesis” (Swain 1995: 180), to create a new
identity both Christian and ni. Vial’s greatest “missionary work”
was, without a doubt, the construction in 1892 of a village that he
christened Saint Paul de la Tremblaye in reference to his first name
and to the name of the castle in Isere where his benefactor lived.
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
of houses where the priest sheltered the most devout Christian fami-
lies of the region.?¢

Today, Christian Nipa are excluded from the Nipa community.
At the end of the 19th century, they were in fact driven out of vil-
lages and founded new localities not far from their original clan. The

24 Margaret Byrne Swain notes that Vial “did not foster ‘intertextuality” of native
voices as did Leenhardt” (1995: 180); Leenhardt was a French protestant missionary
famous for his work among the Kanak in New Caledonia.

25 The first missionaries to settle in China, the most famous of whom was Matteo Ricci
(1552-1610), became integrated in literate Confucian society and gained the emperor’s
good graces by demonstrating their knowledge of astronomy, cartography, and math-
ematics. The Vatican then took a harder line and caused the final rupture pronounced by
the Emperor Kangxi on the pretext that ancestor worship had not been performed.

26 A book is in preparation about Paul Vial and his ethnography among the Nipa and
their bimos based on his unpublished correspondence.
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conversion of some families and the adoption of practices contrary
to the perpetuation of the community as such led to disagreements
between Christians and nonconverts. For example, the ritual of
concord, midje, was banned by missionaries, who saw it as the most
“pagan” of all “superstitions”—in contrast to the Chinese govern-
ment which, as we have already described, uses this harvest festival
of the Nipa to establish its centralized power. By not wanting to cel-
ebrate the primordial founding ancestors of their locality, converts
endangered village life and its cohesion. Consequently, shamanic
society rejected them, and this time it was they who prompted the
territorial restructuring of their own group. Yet why did bimo sha-
manism, which managed to adapt to the Chinese State, stigmatize
this other religion of foreign origin, Christianity, even though the
bimos had collaborated with Vial in the 19th century and when local
Christianity is strongly tinged with shamanic practices?

In this particular case it is not a question of bargaining, but of rivalry.
Bimos are now excluded from the Christian community. They are not
encouraged to participate in propagating Catholicism, but to abandon
their practices. As for Christian Nipa who do not acknowledge the
sovereignty of the founding ancestors celebrated during midje, they are
rejected by nonconverts. They do not worship their ancestors as the
founders of their ethnic group. Local shamanism would not therefore
subscribe to this religion with a universalistic vocation, far from their
territorial conceptions. Finally, Christianity being a religion of the
Book, and with Christians organizing masses using bibles written in
Chinese and, more rarely, old translations of the Christian dogma in
shamanic writing, the Masters of Psalmody—who are usually the only
ones to “tell the truth,” that of the spirits—face another “truth,” that of
the Christian dogma.

Conclusion

Since in the case we have been considering writing is a special sub-
stance that becomes one with the bimo in that it is associated with
his blood and his breath, the chanting and bodily movements together
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Fig. 3. Excerpts from Vial’s catechism: the preface (a), the Ten
Comandments (b), some sample pages (c).
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with blood sacrifices and blood offerings put on the altar (itself linked
to the se—as tree here—and to body) that accompany the voicing
of ritual texts are also essential elements of shamanism that can be
observed in this region of China. These four distinctive traits—writ-
ing, ritual chanting, gesturing, and blood sacrifice closely linked to
human, animal and arboreal se—can only be effective through their
mutual interdependence; together they ensure contact with the other
world of the shaman, who is henceforth capable of undertaking a jour-
ney through it to communicate with the spirits and of guaranteeing
villagers’ well-being.

Although officially atheistic, the Chinese State extends its author-
ity by not hesitating to have recourse to the Yi’s shamanic religion
to control this minority more closely.?’” The “social schizophrenia” it
imposes, so to speak, on bimos—with regard to both central and local
authorities—and to which they submit with no open resistance, is not
new in China: ethnic populations are aware that they have always been
observed by central authorities that transform their cultural practices
to bring them into line with the State’s orthodoxy. The purpose here
is to support the country’s unification program—which has been in
existence for about two thousand years. Although the Beijing govern-
ment’s strategic sense is altogether remarkable, the capacity of the Yi’s
shamanism to adapt is just as much so.

Does this mean that this religion of writing is doomed to disappear?
Like any other “tradition,” it is not subject to inertia. In essence, it does

27 Cf. the studies by Katherine Palmer Kaup (2000) about the “creation” of the
Zhuang nationality, by Ralph A. Lintzinger (2000) about the politics of national
belonging and the impact of the latter on ethnographic studies of Yao nationality, by
Louisa Schein (2000) about the changing status of non-Han minorities over time and
about how the Miao people have strategized cultural identities, by Stevan Harrell
(2001a) about “the ways of being ethnic” in southwestern China, and by Dru C. Glad-
ney (2004) who argues that the Chinese have defined themselves against marginalized
groups in their own society. More recently, in Communist Multiculturalism (2009),
Susan K. McCarthy examines how three minority groups—Dai, Bai, and Hui—from
the province of Yunnan have adapted to the government’s nation-building and minori-
ties policies, enjoying both their Chinese citizenship and the revival of their distinct
cultural identities. Cf. also Makley (2007) on the revival of Tibetan Buddhism of
Labrang and its adaptation to the Chinese State.



Literate Shamanism in Southwestern China... 51

not remain static, but evolves. Here external, political, and religious
factors produce a noticeable difference between village shamanism,
Christianity, and the religious model imposed by the State. One might
even say that beyond this form of literate shamanism in southwestern
China (and one, it should be noted, which calls for a revision of the
“traditional” definition of shamanism in that it contradicts the overly
unilateral opposition between orality and writing), two additional vari-
eties of shamanism have thus emerged whose configurations further
complicate any attempt to define this notion: a State form of literate
shamanism and a Christianized shamanism, or, one might say, a sha-
manized Christianity.
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The Shaman Tree and the Everyday Life
of the Evenki: A Photographic Analysis

TATIANA SAFONOVA and ISTVAN SANTHA 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
are expressed in their behavior and forms of interaction. The Evenki’s
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.

The study we present here is devoted to a detailed analysis of the pat-
terns of interaction in the everyday life of the Evenki people, with a
particular focus on nonverbal forms of communication. Because of this
interest, the research methods of anthropology, such as the observa-
tion and interviewing of our subjects, were supplemented by collecting
visual materials, such as photographs and film records, as the main
data for this research project. These materials were used for analysis
and coding, which helped to formulate categories that describe the
main forms of nonverbal communication and coordination of actions
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in everyday life. Ethnographic methods based on observations and
fieldwork notes usually leave such information off the record. The total
and systematic film recording and photo shooting enabled us to docu-
ment those instances and moments of interaction which are impos-
sible to describe within the framework of verbally based ethnographic
accounts (i.e. reports based on field notes).

In 1942 the world anthropological community was presented with
one of the most outstanding results of anthropological fieldwork—the
book by the well-known anthropologists Gregory Bateson and Marga-
ret Mead about the Balinese character (Bateson and Mead 1942). The
book contained 100 tables with more than 700 photos, selected from
25,000 Leica negatives made in the course of their collaborative field-
work in Bali. Photographs played the main role in the book and were
organized according to categories, which the anthropologists elaborat-
ed during the coding and analysis of their visual data and ethnographic
field notes. This book became one of classical handbooks for visual
anthropologists (Pink 2007), but also raised reflexive feedbacks both
from anthropologists (Grimshaw 2001) and researchers from other
social sciences (Silverman 1993). The attempt was a success accord-
ing to most reviewers and was repeated by Mead in collaboration with
Frances Cooke Macgregor (Mead and Macgregor 1951), although on
this occasion the outcome was more an illustrative work in which the
photographs (taken by Bateson) were illustrated (by the authors) with
preexisting categories that were used in psychological theory. Later,
Jensen and Suryani repeated the project, keeping to the structure of the
book that Mead and Bateson had used in 1942, but using other catego-
ries and even trying to reexamine and criticize the earlier interpretation
of Balinese culture (Jensen and Suryani 1991). Critical and supportive
discussions very often are accompanied by materials collected in
fieldwork in the same areas where the authors of the classical studies
worked. The most famous examples are the refutation of Mead’s work
on Samoa (Mead 1928) by Freeman (1983) and the less controversial
study of Naven ritual among the Iatmul conducted by Houseman and
Severi (1998) after Bateson (1958 [1936]). The attempts to conduct
similar research with explicit associations in methodology and theoreti-
cal background but in other areas are much rarer.
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Fig. 1. Shaman tree with ladders to the sky in the neighborhood
of the Evenki village Ust'-Jilinda, Baunt District in northeast
Buriatia. Photo: Istvdn Sédntha, February 2009.
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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
Bateson and Mead in 1942, but based on materials collected recently
among the Evenki people, modern hunter-gatherers who live in Siberia.
The research methodology that Mead and Bateson proposed appears
to be very effective for the study of the Evenki, because it provides
the possibility to include nonverbal elements basic to this egalitarian
society both at the stage of analysis and when the results are presented.

Methodology

From September 2008 to November 2009 we worked at three different
field sites in Baunt, in East Buriatia, among the Evenki people. The
autumn of 2008 and the first half of the winter we spent in Ust’-Jilinda,
an Evenki village. In the middle of the winter we moved to Ilakachon,
and stayed there until the spring to study the life of an isolated rein-
deer-herding Evenki community. The following summer and autumn
we moved to another Evenki group living near the Taloi and Kudur
rivers. These Evenki people kept in touch with nephrite miners for most
of the year. Istvan Santha had visited this region and conducted two
months fieldwork in 2004, his first visit. When we started the present
fieldwork, the aim was to write a book about the situated nonverbal
aspects of Evenki culture that would be based on an analysis of video
and photographic materials. Tatiana Safonova worked with a simple
Konica Minolta DIMAGE Z3 digital photocamera in autumn of 2008
and in spring of 2009. Then she changed to a Pentax K1 mirror reflex
camera, which was equipped with a 2/35 millimeter normal Pentax
digital objective. She shot black and white photos with the Konica
Minolta, and then made color pictures with the Pentax. Santha worked
with a Nikon-FM2a with a 1.4/50 millimeter normal Nikkor manual
objective using Kodak Elitechrome slide-positives. Safonova shot pho-
tos mostly around campsites, while Santha worked more in the taiga.
Safonova took around 14,000 images, and Sdntha around 3,000 during
this period. Besides making photos, we wrote diaries and made videos
(almost 100 hours in total). We tried to shoot photos randomly to col-
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lect a wide spectrum of materials not restricted by any preconceptions
we might have to analyze afterward, giving us a chance to recognize
things that had not been noticed in the field.

The 17,000 photographs were analyzed by selecting and categoriz-
ing. The situations that occur and are possible in Evenki country have
a so-called emic (Evenki) logic of development. These logical lines
reconstructed through photos were significant to an examination of the
flexible (and situated) culture of modern hunter-gatherer Evenki.

Before presenting the tables with selected photos explaining the par-
ticular categories, we would like to discuss a characteristic of scientific
investigation that was first mentioned in anthropological studies by
Bateson (1979: 210)—that analysis moves forward, in iterative fash-
ion, between data and conceptual interpretation. In our case, as with
Bateson and Mead (1942), photographs were the starting-point; then
we came up with titles for the plates—which more or less turned out to
be our main categories; later we wrote about the relationships between
photos and the details of each photo; and finally, we wrote descriptions
of the relations between the plates. These descriptions could also serve
as summary of this paper.

We will now describe the preliminary categories and present our
thoughts about the further use of these categories. We organized pages
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
each page. At the bottom of the right-hand page of a 2-page spread,
a description of each photo is given based on what can be seen in
the photos; these are captions without any attempt at abstraction or
symbolic interpretation and further explanation. In addition to this, at
the top right we wrote more abstract thoughts about the connections
between the photos on a plate. In the conclusion of the article we gave
a less structured summary of the relations that exist between plates
(and categories).

Now we turn to the story—how the photographic analysis helped
us to see new things in the shaman tree, which was not far from one
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Evenki campsite. The photographic analysis is mainly based on photos,
with some exceptions when we did not find suitable photos and used
stills from our video recordings. We found more than 2,000 photos of
the shaman tree and related topics in our recordings shot between 2008
and 2009. We chose 500 photos in the first step of the analysis, and
finally used 146 photos to compile 20 plates for this article.

We organized our photos in the following way. First, we identified our
theme of ““sacred tree” when we were thinking about the kind of article
we could write about Evenki shamanism to contribute to this volume
of Shaman, which was to be offered to Prof. Catherine Uray-K&halmi,
an outstanding scholar of Manchu-Tungus studies' and Santha’s Evenki
language teacher, on the occasion of her 85th birthday. Then we added
the second main category, “sack.” The study of these two basic catego-
ries helped us to develop further related categories, such as “hunting
hut,” “bread,” “cigarette,” “tea,” “matches,” “sacred,” “amulet,” and,
furthermore, “binding” and “hanging” categories. In a further step of
the analysis some additional categories, such as “cookies” (sweets) and
“table,” evolved. Some categories were split into subcategories, like
“hanging outside” and “hanging inside.” Some categories were merged
into bigger, more complex categories—for example, “hunting hut,”
“autonomous hunter,” and “sacred places” constituted the category
of “microcosmos.” Other categories were too broad, so we needed to
devote two plates to their description. This happened with “shaman
tree,” which we subdivided into “putting” and “taking” plates; and with
the “matches” category, which in practical terms was represented in the
“fire” and “being smoked” plates. And, finally, some categories, such
as “sacred” and “amulet,” were omitted altogether.

During the analysis we used the Picasa3 program, which allowed
us to label photos simultaneously for more than one category. Conse-
quently, some photos appeared on more than one plate when the logic
of the texts accompanying the plates demanded this.

I See especially her book in German on Evenki mythology (Uray-K&halmi 1997).
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The Shaman Tree in the Process
of Photographic Analysis

The word shaman can ultimately be traced back to the Evenki lan-
guage (Shirokogoroff 1929). Thus, most scholars who have conducted
investigations among the Evenki people have written about shamanism
and have tried to add details based on personal experience to the dis-
cussion generated around shamanism. The effort presented here is no
exception to this tendency. One of the most common and general topics
of the research on Evenki shamanism is the shaman tree.

We can see shaman trees along the roads to Evenki villages or on the
borders of Evenki territories. When they pass by a sacred tree, people
bind ribbons on to it as a sacrifice. Everybody you meet near these
trees can explain what he or she sees using the interpretations that are
provided by their cultures. However, these Evenki verbal explanations
do not help us to understand the phenomenon, because they have also
been constructed in accordance with the expectations of strangers.
There are very strong and prevailing stereotypes about the Evenki
among members of major surrounding societies. The contrast between
the neighboring majority and the Evenki groups, which is continuously
reestablished during the constant interaction between the Evenki and
strangers, 1s so strong that it is easier for the former to repeat the exist-
ing strong stereotypes about themselves rather than try to gain accep-
tance of themselves as they are. During long centuries they have found
that the easiest way to handle the pressure exerted by the neighboring
major societies is to correspond to the expectations about them. There
are also linguistic limitations on outsiders’ understanding of them. At
our field site, only 20-30 people out of an Evenki group of 200-300
people can now speak Evenki. This is the reason why in general it is
rare to hear Evenki spoken, and consequently no story about the sha-
man tree in Evenki language has been recorded.

When in 2009 we worked in Ilakachon, the shaman tree that grew in
the forest not far from the winter camp was one of the first things we
got to know. After several weeks, when the situation seemed hopeless
because of lack of food and the impossibility of getting supplies, Rita,
an Evenki reindeer-herder with whom we stayed, went to the shaman
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tree. She baked a small cake with the last flour she had left, tied it to the
tree, and arranged things around it and on the table attached to the tree.
The tree looked like a Christmas tree, mainly because of the colored
cellophane sacks she bound to the branches. We watched in amuse-
ment how Rita touched each sack, investigating the condition of their
content. Finally she found two packs of cigarettes, tea, and matches
and carried them to the winter camp. Later, when we once again had
plenty of food, she returned to the sacred place. She brought packs of
cigarettes, matches, and tea, put them back into small waterproof sacks,
and hung them back on the branches. It was one of the most important
and exciting moments of our stay in Ilakachon, when we saw the sha-
man tree in a dynamic process.

The Shaman Tree and the Hunting Hut

Following the methodology described above, the functions of the sha-
man tree and the hunting hut were seen to be similar. Lioha, another
reindeer-herder who lived at the same camp as Rita, built a new hunt-
ing hut at the middle of the path between the two old winter hunting
huts, where he could stay overnight and from which he could hunt on
surrounding territories. He built it himself. The door and the window
were very small, it was difficult to enter the hut, and we got only a
limited view from the path. Not long ago, before the end of the 1970s,
the Evenki nomads lived and moved around in tents and, at the start
of the new season, would leave clothes and equipment that were not
needed in very similar storehouses with small doors and without win-
dows or stoves. Lioha insulated the corners of the hut with empty flour
and rice sacks. Several wooden figures of animals made by Lioha were
left on the table. We went with Arkasha (another reinder-herder, Rita’s
husband) to the hunting hut looking for remaining foodstuff in the sur-
rounding hunting huts. We were only able to collect around 100 grams
of rice and flour and some packs of cigarettes. We found a kettle with
frozen tea on the stove in the hut, prepared by Lioha, and firewood, to
get warm as quick as possible. When we left the hut, we also boiled a
kettle of tea for those who would come. All of the things mentioned
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above remind us of the basic function of the hunting hut—namely, stor-
age. We also went to other hunting huts to collect the remaining food-
stuff. When the expected foodstuff has been transported to the taiga
before the hunting season, the Evenki go to those huts where they plan
to hunt. They renovate the huts, and sometimes abandon those in bad
condition, or, as in Lioha’s case, build new ones, and restock with food
and forage (for dogs and reindeer) in preparation for the hunting season.
The amount of food left over is small and enough only to stay at the hut
for one or two days of hunting.

The Objects Hanging on the Shaman Tree
and the Everyday Life of the Evenki People

The functional similarity of the two phenomena described above opens
a perspective from which to study the shaman tree and the objects
hanging on it in the context of everyday life. For example, the same
objects are left in hunting huts by hunters. In other words, we can see
the praviant, the set of necessary provisions without which a hunter
cannot go to the taiga, stored on the shaman tree. Our experiences in
Kudur and Taloi in 2009 also supported the observation that Evenki
shamanism exists only in the context of everyday life, especially for
those who still live in the taiga. We saw that the Evenki sprinkle fresh
tea into the fire and toward the rising sun (and toward the other three
corners of the world) every morning. This is a repetitive and almost
unconscious behavior. Evenki do not start to drink until they have sacri-
ficed the fresh tea. These actions are not special and are not opposed to
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
activities of everyday life. Everything people do in the taiga is somehow
connected with shamanism, and everything that can be connected with
shamanism we can find in everyday situations.
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The Shaman Tree [

The shaman tree is an ordinary young cedar that grows five minutes walk
from the winter hut. Several small sacks and ribbons hang on its branches.
There is also a small table attached to it. The small sacks are made of plastic
waterproof tea bags and contain various kinds of things, such as tea, sugar,
cigarettes, and boxes with matches. Small pieces of bread also hang on the
cedar’s trunk. As we have observed, these were not untouchable things, but a
kind of storage in case of emergency. All the things collected on this tree are
devoted to spirits and are essential in hunting—they are the provisions that
a hunter takes with him when he sets off into the taiga to hunt. The shaman
tree is not an untouchable construction, but alive, a young tree that grows,
with things that are valuable not because of their market price but due to their
roles in hunting. When people get new provisions they take pieces of these
and hang them in sacks on the tree. When there are unlucky times of hunger
or deficiency, they take these things from the tree for their own consumption.
As a result, the life of a shaman tree is not a representation of an ideal ever-
affluent state, but correlates with the life of people, with its ups and downs.

(1) The shaman tree with a little table, small sacks, and ribbons. The sacks are made of
plastic, are waterproof, and preserve their contents from humidity. They contain sugar,
cigarettes, matches, tea, and flour. (2) Rita came to the tree when we were out of ciga-
rettes and other important provisions. While searching for the sacks with cigarettes she
was also holding an unleavened cake, cooked with leftover flour. She brought this cake
and hung it on the tree. At the time we were starving, waiting every day for provisions
that would be brought to the camp by relatives. (3) Rita was very happy to finally find
the sack with cigarettes. She remembered that there were two such sacks, and opened
the second sack also. (4) The sacks are tied up with ribbons exactly like those that
are simply hanging on the branches of the tree. (5) Rita took out the cigarette packs,
opened them and took out one cigarette. She put this cigarette back into the sack so
that it was not left completely empty. (6) She then tied the sack back in the tree. It was
not important to place it exactly where it had hung previously. (7) After that, Rita put
things—such as a small cup—that were on the small table in order and left the place
with the cigarettes. During this episode she did not say any special spells, but talked
about their circumstances when they had tied things up on a previous visit to the tree.
She was in a good mood and did not complain about the situation that made her take
cigarettes from the tree. Basically she acted like a forager who had found something
and felt happy about it.
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The Shaman Tree 11

The shaman tree makes connections between times of plenty and times of
shortage. From this perspective it is a kind of time machine, which helps
people to come back to the moments when provisions are plentiful, when
in reality they are short of them. They not only can collect small portions of
the things that are important for hunting, but they are also given a reminder
of the circularity of life’s processes. They remember how lucky they were
when they hung those objects on the tree. And when their luck returns, people
remember the hard times, come back to the tree, and hang the spirits’ share of
their provisions on its branches. The sacredness of the objects is not in their
material or form, or in the narratives attached to them, but in the part they
play in the reversible flow of things in the environment. People come back
to the tree, bring things to it, and take things from it. This is a ritual practice,
as well as being very routine and pragmatic. In this way this practice and the
shaman tree itself are expressions of Evenki shamanism, and we can think of
the shaman tree as a scheme of a shamanic ritual.

(1) When we finally received provisioning, Rita went back to the tree with a slice of
freshly baked bread and a pack of cigarettes. (2) She put the slice of bread on the trunk
of the tree. (3) Rita untied the sack in which a single cigarette had been left. (4) She
put the new pack of cigarettes into the sack and tied it back on the tree. (5) The new
things that she brought were of better quality, both the bread and cigarettes. On the tree
they were mixed with old things without any obvious order or privileged position. (6)
After this she left. On this occasion the mood was slightly different, there were fewer
jokes and more tranquillity, although the context of the situation was much happier
than on the previous visit.
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The Table

The table is a common detail of a comfortable environment—people stand
and sit around tables producing and consuming things, just talking with each
other, or resting. The table is a stage for sharing: you can put things out for
everyone present around on the table. The sharing of food is parallel with the
sharing of ideas, opinions, and information, all of which happens at the table.
The egalitarian ethos of hunters, whereby almost everything is shared, is
materialized in the form of the table. The table is not a symbol of the hunting
ethos, but a pragmatic extension of it. At the shaman tree people need a table
on which to assemble items of food and cups with drinks to share not only
with spirits, but with their own selves when caught in an emergency.

(1) A small table is nailed to the trunk of the shaman tree. The several small plastic
cups standing on the table are occasionally filled with vodka. Alcohol evaporates and
is never stored at the shaman tree in other ways, mainly because it is a product that
cannot be stored at all and should be consumed as soon as a bottle is opened. Vodka
is never a part of the hunting provisions; it is the essence of sharing, something that
cannot be stored for a moment but should be shared and collectively consumed imme-
diately. (2) Tables are not exclusively used for sharing—sometimes types of tables are
built in the forest to store meat and keep it from wolves and other animals. But meat
cannot be kept like this for a long time. Such tables are used only if a hunter has man-
aged to kill more than he can bring home, so he stores the meat so that he can return
and collect it later. (3) Drinking and having a party are unimaginable without a table
around which people can sit drinking and talking with each other. A winter camp house
also has such a table at which occasional guests who bring alcohol are welcomed. (4)
Soup is the predominant dish at everyday meals, as are also warm tea with sugar and
bread —which are accepted as a dish on their own. Poverty dictates the domination
of dishes that are warm and liquid, rather than rich in calories and concentrated. Dur-
ing times when it is more difficult to store food, both soup and tea tend to become
more watery and hot. Without a table it is almost impossible to consume such hot and
liquid meals. (5) The table is a workbench at which people do not just eat and cook,
but where they clean and calibrate their guns, carve wooden things, sew and make
other repairs. Usually there is one table that has such multifunctional usage. (6) In the
evening an oil lamp is the only light in the house and the table becomes a center of the
hunting hut, like a fire for those who sleep in the forest during hunting trips. (7) The
ponyaga—a wooden plate that hunters carry on their backs, to which they bind sacks
with provisions or meat—is also used as a mobile table in the forest. (8) The table of
the administrator is a new thing in the life of the Evenki. Ira is the only Evenki woman
who works in the local village administration. Most of her duties are also connected
with sharing and distribution. She helps other Evenki to collect the documents they
need to claim state allowances for disability or in case of the loss of a family’s bread-
winner, paid to a single mother or pensioner.
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Bread

All the products that are carried into the taiga and are used as provisions for
hunting (and hanging on the shaman tree) are not only nutritious but also help to
establish relationships with animals and are essential for relaxation. Bread is one
of the most obvious examples of a kind of reinforcement, which people consume
themselves and share with their animal partners. Like other provisions, flour has a
strange origin in the hunting context. To obtain flour, hunters have to earn money
(whether through hunting or through other jobs or allowances) and to integrate
into the wider context of a market economy. Hunting consists of periods of isola-
tion, but it is always dependent on supplies from the outside world. The shaman
tree with its items of hunting provisions is a display of the rate of interaction with
strangers. For example, bread is baked differently when flour is plentiful —which
indicates that interaction with the outside world is intensive—than when people
are short of it due to their exclusion from exchanges with other people. Pieces
of bread that have been baked in the oven hanging on the tree are a sign of the
former, and a little cake prepared in the pan reflects the latter situation.

(1) When flour is plentiful, it is important to save it from frosts and humidity. Even in
the house, appropriate conditions for storage cannot be guaranteed, so large amounts
of flour tend not to be stored. This predetermines the occasional periods of a deficit
of flour. (2) Baking bread in the oven is possible only when flour is in excess, and
an excess of flour usually results in the production of an excessive number of loaves.
Making yeasty dough and preparing an oven take the same amount of time and effort
whether three loaves are baked or ten. Consequently, people tend to bake more loaves
at one time, eat more bread, and exhaust their flour supply faster. (3) When there is less
flour, people start to bake unleavened cakes with soda. These cakes are cooked in pans.
When in the taiga people usually bake such cakes, but in the village they are rarely
made. The cakes are called orochonskie lepéshki and are associated with traditional
Evenki food. (4) In villages you can find not only home-baked bread on the table, but
also fancy cakes bought in shops. This luxury is mostly bought for children. But bak-
ing bread at home is still the main trait of an Evenki household, even in the village.
(5) Thin slices of bread covered with jam made from forest berries are the most widely
spread and popular refreshment, and are usually consumed with hot sweet tea. People
of all ages and genders seem to like this repast. (6) Bread with tea constitutes a basic
part of every meal taken in the forest. When people go for a week or longer and know
that they will be staying in distant hunting huts, they take flour and bake unleavened
cakes. But for meals eaten by a fire in the open air bread is the optimal form of food.
(7) Bread is one of the main types of provision taken into the forest. (8) Little pieces
of sweet crusts of bread are given to the dogs after a successful hunt for sable to calm
them down. Bread is a substitute for wild meat. (9) Bread is also shared with reindeer.
In practice, salt and bread are the main forms of inducement to make reindeer return
home from the taiga. Even when there is not enough for people, small pieces of bread
are given to the reindeer.
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Tea

Tea makes people feel fresh and active. It also cures flu, warms, and calms,
as required. People begin every day by boiling water and preparing fresh tea,
the first drops of which they share with the fire in the oven and sprinkle in the
direction of the sun and the other corners of the earth. These drops are devoted
to the spirits to bring luck.

The way people drink tea is very individual, as everyone has his or her preferences
whether to add sugar and milk, or to drink it hot or cold. Drinking tea together is
common and the most basic collective action, but this practice also leaves space for
personal experiences, as holding a cup and drinking provides a moment for concen-
tration on your personal feelings, thoughts, and experiences. When people drink tea
they rest. Drinking tea constructs a point which helps to start new circles of activities
and projects. This moment of calm and slow movements, when people warm them-
selves and relax, is also a moment of communication, when ideas and emotions can
be shared with others. Like other provisions that are important in hunting, tea as a
substance helps to mark certain points in the flow of actions which can be used as
points for synchronization of the actions of different people and creatures. At these
moments, when people rest, they share what they have experienced and establish
relationships with others (companions, dogs, prey, spirits, and so on).

(1) Hunters bring tea into the forest. Their trips are punctuated by rest stops for tea.
Such a rhythm is physically and psychologically important for them if they are to stay
healthy in an environment full of emergency and unpredictability. (2) Drinking warm
tea in the forest is important not only in winter, but all year around. Every time fresh
tea is made on the fire the first drops are sparkled into the fire. This action is so com-
mon and so much part of a routine that people do not reflect on it and do it almost
automatically. (3) When people drink tea they do not need to keep eye contact with
each other; they are assembled not for a ritual or in response to an order, but by the
opportunity to have a warm drink. Warm tea is the focus of the gathering, and people
have to coordinate their actions not with each other, but with the temperature of the
drink. Drinking tea provides a focal and external point for the collective actions of
people, who coordinate their actions without verbal direction. (4) Poverty is obviously
reflected through the cup of tea. Weak tea, not colored with milk and without sugar,
may be the only entertainment during times when supplies are scarce. (5) In times of
plenty everybody gets the chance to enjoy tea according to their own taste, with three
or even more spoons of sugar or with canned cream. Abundance leads to individua-
tion, and scarcity is associated with unification. (6) Individuals who have experienced
life in jail sometimes continue to drink a very strong brew of tea, which has a mild
narcotic effect. (7) Morning starts with fresh tea and the tea offering, which is done
almost mechanically. (8) Sprinkling of tea can be more or less theatrical, depending
on the temperament and habits of the person. There is no single rule that says how this
should be conducted
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Sweets

Sweets and sugar are vital products in hunting, because they give energy fast and
are easy to carry. Sweets also provide entertainment during long and boring peri-
ods of inactivity, when people are waiting for someone to turn up or changes in
weather conditions. The addiction to sugar as an easy source of energy manifests
itself in various forms. First of all, it is obvious that most Evenki have dental prob-
lems. Old people frequently cannot take anything but very sweet tea (with three
or even more spoons of sugar per cup), because they simply do not have teeth to
chew the meat that they may get through hunting. The dependence on alcohol in
adulthood has its prototype in childhood. Children are obsessed with sweets and
cannot stop themselves from eating all of them until none are left. In the same
way, Evenki adults drink until all the alcohol resources are exhausted. Among
these resources is sugar, from which people prepare home brew. The parallels
between vodka and sweets can also be followed by looking at patterns of sharing.
Alcoholism destroys the Evenki self when the balance between sharing and indi-
vidual consumption is broken. Just as vodka is an essential vehicle for sharing, so
are sweets, which are always shared with animals, spirits, and other people. And
such sharing is also a way to establish relationships with others. Thus, sweets,
sugar, and alcohol provide not only supplies of energy for hunting activities in
harsh circumstances; like all other stimulants, their consumption should be lim-
ited, and sharing provides the means to control it.

(1) Honey cakes and sweets were the products that Evenki from the reindeer camp
regularly ordered and received in enormous amounts. The presence of bowls loaded
with sweets on the table was a main sign that provisions were abundant. (2) Old men
sometimes cannot eat even bread without moistening it in a cup of sweet tea because
they have almost no teeth. (3) Bread with jam is a delicious entertainment, and people
eat it with unconcealed pleasure. (4) Drinking home brew made from sugar is the
other form of entertainment during melancholic periods. It can lead to unpredictable
consequences, such as fights and suicides, which are preferred to boredom. (5) Evenki
like to mix various things together, and their tastes can look rather extravagant. Tinned
fish with chocolate is a variation of a more traditional combination for Evenki—bear
fat with berries. (6) Children cannot be stopped from eating all the sweets at their
disposal. Nevertheless, parents never store or hide sweets they have from children. (7)
It’s not just people who are fond of sweets. Horses, dogs, and reindeer also like them,
and people always share sweets with their animals. (8) Sweets and cookies are kept
in the box with sacred things. People also throw sweets into the oven or fire when
conducting sacrifices.
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Cigarettes

Nonsmokers are the exception among the Evenki. Most Evenki are very
autonomous and independent persons. But most of them need cigarettes, which
help them to establish contact with other people and relax with them. Smoking
articulates breathing as a form of communication between a person and the
world. Breathing not only reveals the emotional state of a person, but through
the focus on breathing their state changes. When people smoke together, they
synchronize their body rhythms and exchange important emotional messages
without verbalizing. Such a form of nonverbal communication is very important
in Evenki culture, where there is considerable caution about verbal messages
which may be interpreted as a form of demand and spoil egalitarian patterns of
interaction. Smoke becomes a kind of medium through which people commu-
nicate not only with other people, but also with animals and spirits.

(1) Smoking together is an experiencing of co-presence. The exchanging of words is
less important than just hearing each other breathing. Eye contact also does not play
an important role. People concentrate on their own thoughts and emotions, which are
frequently parallel and similar. They do not need to exchange their different perspec-
tives to find a compromise. (2) Frequent smoking of cigarettes is a spontaneous and
almost unconscious reaction to any problem or accident. (3) People can smoke doing
practically anything, like breathing. (4) What seems disturbing to us is not disturbing
for the Evenki. They can talk and smoke at the same time. (5) Cigarette ends are never
thrown away but are collected. When cigarettes run out, people start to smoke cigarette
end collected before. They even have a special cigarette holder for this purpose. (6)
When in a house, people smoke near the oven. The smoke from cigarettes becomes
an integral part of the oven fire and its smoke. Through this practice people become
connected with the house as a kind of organism. (7) When smoking outside, people
often do it around the fire. (8) Smoking stimulates merry moods, jokes, and laughs. (9)
Cigarettes are played with and can provoke jokes about smoking itself.
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Matches [

Matches are indispensable in the taiga. Usually they are carried together in a kind
of set with cigarettes, but of course the sphere of their application is much wider.
In an analysis of Evenki shamanic epistemology, matches could be used as a para-
digmatic example of a provision that satisfies two needs in the same way as other
forms of hunting provisioning— through the initiation of a new circle of activities
and communication with other species. These two functions are two sides of the
same phenomenon, or two phases of the same circular process. To initiate a new
circle of activities an individual (self, body, or system) needs to open itself to the
environment and establish a relationship with some outside actor. And, converse-
ly, to enter the communication process an individual needs to initiate a new circle
of activities within him/her/itself, so that the interaction will be framed and will be
fresh and, at the same time, have a shared context so that it is comprehensive for
all the participants. When struck, matches give a distinct visible sign and a point
that signifies the start of a new circle of activities. These can be making a fire in
the forest or in a stove to prepare food or warm yourself, or lighting a cigarette
to smoke on your own or to share with others. And this moment creates a new
perspective, when people see their surroundings with new eyes, hear sounds they
failed to recognize before, or realize their own pain or tiredness.

(1) During hunting people light a match to smoke a cigarette when they are cold, tired,
or feel that nothing important is going on. This means that the previous frame of their
actions is no longer effective or urgent and they feel they need to change it. This may
happen when they have had no luck for some time and are tired of trying to catch sight
of an animal or its fresh tracks. (2) The same happens after one has had luck in hunting,
when the prey is lying on the ground and the dogs have been tethered to trees so that
they cannot steal from the carcasses. The action is over and the hunter needs to switch
to new tasks connected with butchering, storing, and transporting the meat. (3) Both
lighting a cigarette and making a fire at the site of a kill play the same role of marking
a switch of activity, with the initialization of a new cycle of activities. (4) Lighting a
fire in the oven is a sign that daytime duties, most of which are conducted outdoors, are
over and that from then on people will stay mainly in the house. They will be cooking,
eating, and doing small tasks, like repairs and sewing. (5) Sharing a light for cigarettes
is a focal point when the two functions of the products that are usually taken into the
taiga—tea, bread, cigarettes, sweets, and matches —are most explicitly connected. All
these products help people to switch from one particular activity to begin another, as
well as to communicate with each other and with other species.
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Matches 11

The communication initiated by a sparking match is mediated by smoke.
Some species are frightened of smoke; others are attracted by it precisely
because of this fear felt by others. Smoke marks territory as a zone of human
interference with the prey—predator relationships between various animals
and even insects. When people make smoke to connect with spirits they also
mark the territory as transformed. Communication with others through smoke
is a play with natural hierarchies, a way to reorganize the relationships in
ecological settings. At the same time these manipulations are conducted not
to control and subordinate other species to their will, but to change the system
itself, so as to initiate new circles of communication, action, and experience.

(1) A special smudge (fire) is made to protect the horses from insects. (2) Reindeer
also gather around smudges. In the morning they set off into the taiga to find moss and
grass. When insects become intolerable they come back to the camp. (3) Smudges are
also made from old tree stumps that stand in the forest. These smoldering and smoking
monuments can be used in various ways, either to frighten and force out wolves from
areas where the reindeer are grazing or as a kind of olfactory signpost so that people
can find their way back to a place by smelling the smoke from a distance. (4) Making
a smudge in the forest is a tricky and special task. The smudge should not be danger-
ous and should not cause a forest fire. At the same time it should keep smoking for as
long as possible. (5) When a sable hides in a den, which can be an extended network
of passages between stones or rocks, the hunter makes a fire at the entrance and blows
the smoke into the den by flapping his clothes. The dogs are looking on attentively as
the panicked sable, attempting to escape the smoke, may appear from anywhere. (6)
After a series of hunting failures a gun is cleaned with a special smoke so that it will
bring luck. (7) Ribbons are also cleaned by the smoke from a fire before they are tied
to tree branches at the sacred place.
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The Sack— Contents

The sack is a practical metaphor for the body. Among the sacred things that are
kept in a special box are figures of people that also resemble small sacks. In prac-
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
some time and not forever; it isolates this content from the outer world, though this
isolation is not absolute; sacks are moved around, often being transported from one
place to another; and, finally, sacks are tied to other sacks and to people with ropes.
The content of sacks can be very different, from flour to soap and nails. But these
powders, materials, and objects are never stored in sacks for long—mainly just
for the period of transportation. After that things can be kept for some time in the
sack, but after a while they are removed, either to be consumed immediately or
to be stored in the house, where it is easier to protect them from humidity and
freezing. Even when frozen, meat is not stored in a sack because it may become
difficult to separate the frozen meat from the sack. Since important things are
stored in sacks from time to time, sacks always arouse curiosity. The shape of
a sack is never enough to predict accurately what might be in it, just as you can
never judge the character of a man by looking at his body. Sacks attract not only
curiosity, but also desire. Thus they can be used as an appeal or a lure to attract
animals and make them follow you.

(1) Mixed fodder for reindeer is one of the only things that is always kept in sacks. But
it is consumed so fast that it never is kept for long enough to spoil. (2) Soap is excep-
tional example of something that may be kept in a sack for a long time. (3) The sacred
things of the family included small sack-like figures. These were kept in another small
sack, which in turn was hidden in a special bag or box made of birch bark. (4) The
preparations for a hunting trip consist mainly of packing up, when various sacks are
filled with provisions. (5) After successful hunting, people pack the same sacks with
meat that they take to the village to sell things or exchange them for provisions. (6)
Vegetables are only kept in sacks when they need to be transported. Usually they are
stored under the floor of the house in a special basement. Without ventilation, or unless
they are frozen, vegetables rot rapidly. (7) Once we saw how an Evenki carried a cat
in a sack when moving from summer to winter camp on horses. The cat was put into
a sack whose top was tied and which was then attached to the saddle of a horse. (8)
Reindeer follow a man with a sack of mixed fodder. When there is no fodder, reindeer
have to be caught and led from the forest to the camp on a rope.
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The Sack—Isolation

Isolation is a way to separate things and create a boundary between wet and dry
or cold and warm, depending on the purpose of the isolation. Isolation prevents
interaction and slows down the processes usually associated with nature. And
here we see the problem of the boundary between living and nonliving, which
can never be absolutely nontransparent. Likewise, the sack can never guarantee
the total isolation of its content from the environment. The act of isolating is a
process of keeping a balance between change and conservation. All things are
to some extent alive, changing over time because they are influenced by the
environment. They absorb water, disintegrate, become rusty, or turn sour. To
store and conserve things, one has to destroy the relationships that exist between
them and the environment. This can be compared with cutting them out of their
context. But this is a process that has several stages. Taken as they are, items
like meat or berries will rot when isolated in a sack because they still contain
enough water to maintain the process of change. Hence, before putting things
into a sack, one has to keep them on the sack so that the water they contain can
evaporate. If people want to protect their house—as a kind of body that also
needs to be isolated from the outer world—then they have to isolate things
brought from outside that have not yet gone through the first stages of isolation.

(1) A hunter skins a squirrel on a sack so as not to scatter blood on the wooden floor of
the hunting hut. (2) The same precautions are taken when a bird is plucked. (3) People
sometimes put sacks on the walls to stop draughts. This is frequently done when hunt-
ers have to overnight in hunting huts, when they have the time and the opportunity
to renovate and insulate them. (4) After an animal has been killed in the forest, the
first butchering is conducted on sacks laid on the ground. This is done to prevent the
meat from becoming contaminated by dirt. Such precautions also help to reduce the
traces of blood left where the animal was killed that might otherwise attract predators.
In winter the use of sacks helps to prevent meat from becoming frozen to the ground.
(5) Moss gathered to insulate a new hut is collected in a sack. This lot was stored for
some time in the sack, but people worried that it would rot there. So they did their best
not to delay the building of a hut so that the effort spent collecting moss would not
be wasted. Once begun, the process of insulation needs the attention and actions of
people. Otherwise it reverses back, canceling all previous human efforts. (6) Berries
are dried and separated from leaves on a sack. The sack is used as a kind of table on
which objects are displayed and detached from their previous contexts. (7) From time
to time nails and screws are taken out of the boxes or bags in which they are stored to
dry and air them, so as to prevent rusting.
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The Sack— Transportation

The most important function of sacks is their use to transport things and sub-
stances. Sacks are suitable for logistics in the taiga because they are neither
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
external pressures. Sacks are moved in a moving environment and are attached
to unsteadily moving creatures—people, horses, and reindeer. The flexibility
of the sack and the strength of the material from which it is made are its most
valued characteristics. But these qualities also need to be constrained, because
there is always a possibility that in some circumstances a sack will have to be
cut to empty it quickly, get rid of it, or free an animal from it. The same is true
of the requirements in respect of the quality of clothes and other covering mate-
rials: they should never be so tough that they constrain people in emergency
situations. Sacks, people, and animals all move in a moving environment, and
so they must also be to some extent open to possible changes.

(1) Horses carry quite heavy loads. People sew special sacks to hang on the saddle, and
sacks with provisions are put into these saddle sacks. If anything untoward happens,
provision sacks are easily removed from the saddle sacks. (2) Reindeer can carry less
than horses and their back-sacks are therefore made smaller. Reindeer move more
smoothly and, if they bolt, crash with less force into bushes and trees. Their back-sacks
are made of leather, not from tarpaulin like those for the horses. They are lighter, more
flexible, and give more possibilities to distribute the weight evenly on the back of the
animal. (3) To carry provision sacks themselves, people bind them to thin wooden
plates, called ponyaga, which are then attached to one’s back. Ponyaga can be used as
a table on which to cut meat or serve food in the forest. Other important implements,
such as axes, are also bound to the ponyaga with ropes. (4) Rucksacks are also widely
used. They are preferred when the hunter is accompanied by a horse, because he does
not need to carry provisions himself and carries only essentials and other small items
in his rucksack. (5) When all-terrain vehicles are used to transport things, sacks are
less convenient and boxes are preferred. The luggage module of the vehicle is like a
big box, allowing square and rigid forms to be compactly packed. When these vehicles
are on the move the ride can be very rough, so anything carried needs to be suitably
packed and placed in a strong container, such as a box. Items carried should also be
distributed between relatively small units to make loading and unloading easier. (6)
Sacks are used when things are transported by car, although in this case they are never
attached to each other or to the car, as is usually necessary when horses are used.
Here also the processes of loading and unloading are more important than fitting or
arranging things inside the vehicle. The car is basically a kind of box that is relatively
isolated from the environment.
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The Sack—Integration

Sacks are connected to other sacks, creatures, bodies, and constructions. Often they
are elements of an elaborate system and, as such, they are integrated into these
systems. In practical terms, sacks are embodied, which means that they become
part of the body of a carrier. The ties that connect a sack to one’s body should not
be too strong and should provide a flexible bond that can be cut when circumstance
dictate. When sacks are assembled around a carrier, the main task is to balance their
weights and shapes. The body of the carrier is reshaped as new elements are added.
These additions should not prevent the body from moving freely, and this is the
most difficult and delicate task to perform. Integration and balance are the two sides
of one coin. If the system is imbalanced, it will immediately fall apart. Also, if any
part separates, especially when the carrier is on the move, it will become unstable.

(1) People never hurry when tying bags and sacks to the ponyaga. This task must be
done carefully so that the load won’t disturb the hunter when walking. At the same
time the hunter should be able to feel the weight so that he can tell if something goes
missing. (2) Sacred things are assembled together and represent a complicated system
of things that balance and counterpoise each other. (3) The correct distribution of
weight on the horse’s back is important, because this can prevent injuries and some
accidents. (4) Loading a reindeer is an even more difficult task, because reindeer are
more delicate than horses. (5) Sacks are often tied to the walls inside and outside the
hunting hut. This protects them from animals, humidity, and freezing. The way these
sacks are connected with each other and the house can be very complicated. (6) People
spend a lot of time on the preparations before a hunting trip. Provisions are graded
and distributed between various sacks, which will be connected with each other and
loaded on a horse. (7) Small sacks containing poisonous bait are tied to the bone and
hung high above the ground on stakes. These constructions are placed in the forest far
enough from the camp that the hunting dogs won’t scent the bait. The idea is that the
bait should attract wolves, which are believed to be more skilled than dogs and able
to reach the bait. (8) There is no need to assemble and tie together sacks and boxes
transported by vehicles. Instead, these need to be easily separated from each other
so that they can be quickly loaded and unloaded. (9) Accidents—when a tied load
comes apart—are rare and usually happen with young people who are not experienced
enough to assemble things so that different parts balance each other when on the move.
Accidents also can happen when the embodiment is not complete, for example the
person that leads a caravan does not feel its margins.
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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
with ropes. When animate and inanimate objects are bound together they consti-
tute one system, which cannot be definitely recognized as fully alive or not alive.
Here is the point of transition between life and death. If two living creatures are
bound together, their relationship takes the material form of the rope that connects
them. The tension that rope experiences is also a tension of interaction, and here
we see that social facts have a physical, even mechanical, existence. Abstract
thoughts have concrete prototypes in everyday life and do not need special sym-
bols to be grasped and described. When a man takes a dog hunting, he leads her
on a rope. At first, when the hunter takes the leash in his hands, the dog is usually
very expressive and active. Her excitement may be so strong that it may not be
clear whether the dog is attacking the hunter or playing with him. Superficially
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
leading the dog, which happens more often, or the dog showing the direction.
The same thing happens whenever men take other animals on rope anywhere,
although these moments of instability may last only seconds and not be observ-
able. Nonetheless, people are always prepared for them and the possibility that an
animal may try to reestablish the form of the relationship. Any external accident
can upset the relationship and provoke an animal into revolt.

(1) The hunter and his dog feel each other’s movements through the tension of the rope
and can assess each other’s emotional state not only by looking, but also through this
constant physical contact. (2) Horses are often hobbled to stop them wandering too far.
This does not fix the animal to a certain point but limits its freedom of movement. This
is an explicit example of how the redundant relationships within the system—which
add no new elements to it—become a burden that makes the system inefficient. (3) It
is enough to catch one reindeer and bring it to the camp on a rope to get other reindeer
to follow it. When animals notice that one of them is moving steadily in a particular
direction, they follow. Having established a relation with one creature, a man can
manipulate its behavior and create a pattern for the behavior of others, ultimately con-
trolling the whole herd. (4) Sometimes people construct complex systems with several
layers, with themselves leading a horse to which a dog is attached on a leash. This
makes traveling through the taiga faster, but such a fragile system can come apart any
time because of the increased number of couplings. (5) The same is true when reindeer
are used for transport, when several animals may be roped in a train. (6) When people
stop to have a rest the moment of a possible sudden rebellion comes. The attempts to
reestablish the relationship or even to escape it frequently take the form of play. (7)
Sometimes it is impossible to identify who is leading whom. (8) Stressful situations,
such as vaccination, may provoke animals into showing real resistance. At such times,
when it takes several men to drag the creature on a rope, one can see how fragile is
human dominance over animals.
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Binding the Living to the Not Living

When people bind or tether animals to other objects, they limit their move-
ments, fix their position in the environment, and make them less active.
Binding a living thing to an inanimate object is a kind of deactivation —which
could lead to a total blocking that spells death for a living creature. When
people bind animals there is always the potential for killing them. In fact,
various traps are constructed according to this principle: either they simply
immobilize a trapped animal or they throttle it. Therefore, tying an animal to
a fence, a post, or a tree is always an act of violence, and animals only accept
it with patience or a struggle. The ambivalence of the situation may even be
reinforced when people use these moments to pet the tethered animal. In this
context it is impossible to distinguish violent and kind actions. They merge
and constitute one flow of interaction between an animal and a man. Care and
killing become two aspects of one phenomenon.

(1) A man tethers a horse to a fence to unload the sacks that it was carrying. This is
a transitional moment when the horse is practically unbound from the man to be set
free. (2) After a sable has been successfully driven into a tree, the hunter tethers his
dogs so that they will not be able to get at its body after it has been shot. The hunter
deactivates the dogs because their part in the hunt is over. The dogs likely see this in
a different way. (3) When a horse is tethered it is easy to be both tender and violent
with it. (4) At camps dogs are usually tied to their owners’ huts; here they spend days
or maybe even weeks waiting for the opportunity to run free during hunting. (5) Long
periods of waiting make dogs more enthusiastic and effective when they finally get
the chance to hunt. (6) To prevent reindeer from becoming wild, people bring them
into camp from time to time and leave one of the animals tethered so that the others
stay around and feel that they are safe. (7) Before being killed, a cow is tied to a fence.
Usually very passive and quiet, they can become aggressive and dangerous when they
sense what is going to happen.
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Binding the Not Living to the Living

Because the binding of a living creature to an inanimate object can lead to
an irreversible change, such as its death, a mediating move should be made
to prevent such a drastic transformation of the system. There is a pattern of
action that helps to deactivate deactivation; in other words, if you need to
exclude the creature from a system, you bind the living to the nonliving, and
if you want to smooth this process, you bind the inanimate object to the liv-
ing creature. The object is fixed on the body of the animal, or the animal is
attached to the external object, not directly, but through a kind of mediating
chain. By binding nonliving objects to living creatures, people do not exclude
them from the environment but create a potential to include them in their own
personal systems of action.

(1) Sacks with provisions are never directly bound to horses or reindeer, because they
could be dangerous and can injure the animal in emergency situations, when its reac-
tions may be wild and unpredictable. A light saddle is first bound to the reindeer, as
well as a collar, which absorb the tension which a rope and a load can cause. (2) A
collar on a dog also helps the hunter to control it when he needs to exclude it from the
action. (3) A hunter has various useful things, such as gloves, attached to him. This
makes them easy to find when needed, and he can forget about them when they are
not required. These bound items carry a potential of being used. (4) All horses have
collars, which they wear all the time so that they can be caught when needed. (5) Not
every reindeer wears a collar and a bell. Only those with a good temper— which are
easily caught and which people distinguish from others and like for some reason—
wear such collars. Collars and bells are markers that people leave on those animals
with which they have most experience and through which they establish relationships
with others from the herd. Here we see a chain of markers, which also play the role
of mediators, through which various elements of the system connect with each other.
(6) Dangerous items like knives, axes, and guns are also attached to the hunter’s body
using a kind of pocket or sack, although not directly to avoid risk of injury.
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Binding the Not Living to the Not Living

Objects are bound together to be compact, something that is especially impor-
tant for transportation. Other reasons to bind or attach nonliving objects to
other nonliving objects are to store, dry, or process them. In practice, trans-
ported things are already in a state in which they can be stored. Binding things
together frequently presupposes that they are disintegrated or separated from
their previous contexts or systems, of which they were part. When bound to
each other, the bond between two or more nonliving objects can always be
seen in a context of some active system of things that is assembled around
some active, living agent, whether these nonliving things are directly bound
to this agent or are marked for potential use. In other words, nonliving things
migrate between various living agents, either being bound to them or having a
place in the field of the living agents’ prospective action. All objects circulate
around living creatures, as if drawn by some gravity of life. The little sacks
with provisions that are tied to the shaman tree can be seen as such objects
that are connected to the living tree, but which from time to time can be trans-
ferred into the field of men’s actions.

(1) The best way to dry and store medicinal herbs is to tie bundles of herbs to the string
hanging from the roof of a hut. (2) To butcher a wild roe carcass, men bind its legs and
hang it so that it won’t get soiled and the ground soiled by blood also will be limited.
(3) Poison for wolves is attached to a hut-like construction built in the taiga. It is wait-
ing its time to be involved in the wolf’s sphere of action. (4-5) Tree trunks are bound
to a tractor or an all-terrain vehicle. Until recently they had to be sawn up into smaller
logs to be carried by a reindeer or a man to the camp. Now that new means of transport
make it possible to transport huge trunks, the procedure of disintegration is postponed,
although at some point logs still have to be cut and chopped. Logs are separated from
their previous context and integrated into new systems of action, in which vehicles are
merely mediating objects between trees and the people who drive the vehicles. (6) The
old way of transporting firewood on sledges conforms to the same pattern. (7) The rib-
bons that are bound to the branches of sacred trees are in the domain of the spirits. As
such they are extensions of these spirits, just as other objects and instruments attached
to the hunter are parts of his system of action.



98

Tatiana Safonova and Istvdn Sdntha



The Shaman Tree and the Everyday Life of the Evenki 99

Hanging Outside

Objects that have been hung outside a house or a hut are in transition—they
have neither been stored yet, nor consumed, nor set free. Their status of either
being living or nonliving objects is also in question, as hanging is a (sometimes
reversible) process of transition from life to death. The most frequent form of
suicide among the Evenki is by hanging. Those who feel they lack freedom and
mobility may hang themselves outside the house or a bathing house, preferably
in the taiga, while those who lack social bonds or a stable point in their lives
choose to hang themselves inside buildings. An object hanging outside a house
is only temporarily inactive and can be included into a scheme of action on
demand. Jokes and play based on the pretense that living things are dead often
use hanging as a pattern, or motif, to express this idea.

(1) Guns—which are usually hung outside houses and huts—are always loaded and
ready to fire. This is especially important in the taiga, where wild animals such as
reindeer or bear can intrude at any moment, so one always needs to be ready to defend
oneself. This practice is often dangerous for people too, because if anyone loses their
temper (for example during drinking) loaded guns kept outside the house can be used
at once, giving no time for thought or discussion. (2) The food in the sack that has
been hung on the top of this hut-like construction is there to be kept out of the reach
of the hunting dogs. In fact this rarely helps because such a form of temporary storage
provokes the dogs even more, as the wind spreads the smell of food. When poisoned
meat is hung in the forest for wolves, its smell spreads over a much larger area than
when something is stored on the ground, and hence it attracts predators. (3) The bowl
with water suspended over a fire in the forest is part of a living system, the creation of
which and interaction with which are essential to the hunter if he or she is to stay alive.
(4) The carcass of a still warm animal hangs in the yard. It is being butchered quickly
because this is possible only when it is fresh, not frozen, the muscles have not yet hard-
ened, and the blood has not coagulated. Some basic characteristics of a living body —
warmth and flexibility —are still present. (5) Hanging is a predominant principle used
with various traps, because animals that are caught should not be killed immediately;
if they are, their bodies will freeze and it will not be possible to skin them. Trapped
animals, usually sable or hares, hang half alive, sometimes unconscious, waiting to
be collected by a hunter. (6) Cats, because of their similarities in size and constitution
with sable, are commonly the object of jokes. (7) Children also play with the idea of
being hung and swaying in the wind, like the sacred things that hang on sacred trees.
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Hanging Inside

Obijects that are temporarily or permanently hung inside the house are parts of the
internal order in the organization of various things. Those things that are left hang-
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-
graphs giving a sense of the presence of those who are far away, traveling, or dead.
Other things hang in the house for a more limited time, whether to be kept in sight
for some reason or to be dried; in both cases such items are already involved in the
system of some projected action, whether they are to undergo further transportation
or be stored. When something is hung in the house it is assimilated into the system
of the house. It is not only assembled with other hanging things according to the
iner logic of the distribution of weights and volumes (the same logic that is behind
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
and humidity. At the same time these things themselves add some new character
to the atmosphere of the house —for example through their smell. Because objects
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
regulation of internal climate. The Evenki prefer to hang things rather than put
them aside somewhere and isolate them in boxes or cupboards. They have few
possessions, and often all that they do have is in use, so they do not need to put
them away. At the same time, the limited number of things they have can be easily
displayed and organized, as well as readily packed and transported.

(1) Sacred things have been hung in the corner in a special box made of birch bark,
where they are not totally isolated. (2) During the preparation for a trip important
items like a horse bridle are hung for some time inside the house, where they can be
dried and kept warm. To accustom a horse to it more quickly, a bridle should be warm
and to some extent feel like a living thing. (3) The skin of a rare white sable is the
best kind of hunting amulet and is hung near the entrance. (4) The skins of freshly
killed sable have been hung out to dry on the walls or under the roof. (5) Photos of
loved ones hang on the walls in a display that usually includes both living and dead
members of the family. (6) Clothes are normally hung outside to dry even in winter,
when they immediately become frozen. People avoid taking wet things inside so as
not to increase the humidity of the air in the house. Some food may also be cooked
outside for the same reason. (7) Various sacks hanging on the inside and outside walls
of the house resemble their mini-versions hanging on the shaman tree not far away in
the forest. (8) Large skins are hung outside the house but under the roof. Drying takes
more time, but the house is protected from the rather special smells associated with
the skins of such animals as bear.
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Microcosmos

The traveling man, the hunting hut, and the shaman tree are autonomous units
that exist in an environment characterized by movement. They all represent
kinds of gravitational centers, with things circulating on the orbits around them.
They are also self-regulating, as the movements and positions of the things
surrounding them are balanced, or as changes lead to reactive changes in the
organization. Things that are essentially provisions are packed into sacks that
partially isolate them from the outer world, and these are integrated with each
other into a net. Living and nonliving objects are bound together, and these
relationships provide a potential for transition and change, when living things
become nonliving, and vice versa. Life has its pulse and reaches all the objects
involved in the microcosmic system of the man, the house, or the shaman tree.

(1) The man on the horse forms a moving, autonomous unit that wends it way through
the ever-changing environment. (2) The sacred place with several shaman trees shares
many traits with the man and the house. For example, living and nonliving objects are
bound to each other. (3) A hunting hut may look nonliving at first sight, but as soon as
a fire is lit in the stove and hunting provisions have been hung on the walls a microcli-
mate is formed, affecting and accommodating all the objects together into one system.
(4) Some sacred places and shaman trees provoke bypassers into certain actions—for
example, these ladders have been placed to attract anyone passing by to climb them to
take something from the tree or to hang something in the tree themselves. This invita-
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
of action. (5) The man, his dog, a gun, a sack with provisions—all are integrated into
one system. Man and dog can survive and stay alive in the harsh environment of the
taiga only by maintaining the integrity of this system. (6) This little house covered
with provision sacks and hunting trophies lives its own life, even when people leave
it for some time. When a hunter leaves one of his huts in the taiga, he always tries to
leave some flour, sugar, cigarettes, and matches. Sometimes he may even leave a bowl
with frozen tea, which you can warm and drink with fat when you come from the cold
outside into the hut after a day-long trip. Sometimes people return to their huts and
collect provisions that they left there, as they do when they go to the shaman tree and
take cigarettes when their supply has run out.
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Here we would like to outline the relations between the photographic
plates and present a summary of the thoughts inspired by the shaman
tree. Often these relations are not directly expressed in the plates. The
suggestions we present in this concluding section are not simply a
reformulation of the texts from the plates, but contain some additional
original ideas. We have tried to reveal the conscious and unconscious
strategies that are hidden in our research materials. The conclusion
provides us with a final opportunity to reflect upon our materials
once again and formulate exactly what kind of results we obtained
throughout this project.

The Evenki people take things to the shaman tree, leave them there,
and then take the things back, and by doing this they support move-
ment and change at a particular site. After each visit there is some sign
that the shaman tree has been attended; often this may be a very small
change, as when Rita put the plastic glass on the ground back on the
small table attached to the tree. Each time she visited she would do
something like this. The change demonstrates that there is an perma-
nent movement at the shaman tree.?> Through moving, the sacred items
are accommodated and become parts of everyday life.

Items associated with tea drinking—such as bread, sweets, and sugar,
as well as tea itself—are more frequently found on the table than other
kinds of things. They are also signs of prosperity and are associated
with abundance. When people lack any or all of these tea-associated
items, their ability to establish a balance between various activities
becomes very restricted. For example, when there is no sugar they
cannot make brazhka (a fermented alcoholic drink) and have a party.
Without tea itself, the Evenki cannot pause and have a rest, either at
home or in the taiga. A lack of bread and flavor is a frightening indica-
tion that there has been no hunting luck or that the group is isolated
from the outer world.

2 The family of Andrei Dogonchin inherited a shamanic table from their Tungus
shaman ancestor, on which the diviner tries to recognize changes.
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The other significant form of behavior expressed through the plates
is a pattern of sharing, which embraces not only relationships between
people, but also their connections with animals and spirits. The spirits
and elements of nature are not distinguished from each other; hunt-
ing luck depends on them, and to achieve that luck hunters need to
establish egalitarian relations with animals. All these constitute self-
corrective circles.

Some things are the sign that a successful phase of a circular pro-
cess has been initiated, and possessing them is equivalent to having
hunting luck. For example, a cigarette provides an opportunity to have
a rest—in fact, a break in work is called perekur, ‘a break for smok-
ing’, even for those, like Rita, who are not smokers. Fire gives warmth
without which it is impossible to live in the taiga, not only during
winter, but also in summer. The smoke of a fire can be smelled far
away, and this helps people to find a particular place—for example,
where an uncaught sable was left the previous evening because dark-
ness fell. The next day the sable be relocated and pursued, even if
there is a fresh covering of snow. Smoke attracts horses that have been
left to graze freely on their own for the whole winter season. Evenki
use smoke to call the horses to the huts. In the summer reindeer come
in to take refuge in the smoke from mosquitoes and more dangerous
midges. Smoke keeps wolves away from places where they are not
wanted, even if people are not there. In Jilinda people smoke ribbons
before hanging them on the sacred trees to conduct sacrifices to the
spirits. The smoke maintains a border between domestic and wild
animals and helps people to keep in touch with spirits.

Along with the logic of presentation of materials the shifts from hunt-
ing luck to game and back can be recognized. The game can be seen as
a content that is preserved, isolated, and transported, and hunting luck
1s what people want to achieve through various practices connected, for
example, with integration.

We saw an image of a particular aspect of Evenki culture that
expresses itself in various forms of bindings or attachments. Attach-
ment to static objects and to the bodies of moving creatures induces an
inactive state in a tethered or load-carrying animal. Binding through
intermediate elements, such as a collar, means putting an animal or



106 Tatiana Safonova and Istvdn Sdntha

a thing in a position to be ready for some use or activity. The latter
measure is also necessary to protect the life of an animal when a direct
attachment to a static object could become hazardous. Escape is a form
of activation of the system, seen when a creature realizes its desire to
live (in the plates this is observed in such categories as attention, con-
centration, and readiness for life).

The situated character of Evenki life is connected with the cycles of
birth and movement, and with the activation of autonomous units, such
as a person, a hut, or sacred places. From this perspective, the Evenki
character is shaped and expresses itself in the situated behavior of the
Evenki people, in both the sacred and everyday aspects of life.
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Rediscovered Tuva Shamanic Songs
in Vilmos Di0szegi’s Manuscript Legacy

DAVID SOMFAI KARA BUDAPEST

This article is based on the materials collected by ethnologist Vilmos
Dioszegi on a field trip in August, 1958. It was the first time that a Hun-
garian ethnologist had conducted fieldwork in Siberia during Soviet times.
Dioszegi had made three short field trips to the Western Buriat (Bulagat),
Khakas, and Tofa minorities before he reached Tuva. He visited the Tozhu
District in northeastern Tuva alone, because Anton K. Kalzan, a local
folklorist who transcribed his material, was unable to join him. In Tozhu,
Didszegi met Ekaterina K. Mindirmaa, who later became his helper and
interpreter. Didszegi met only one shaman in Tozhu, Ak-Nitka, 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 (diinggiir 66redir), invocation of the spirits
through songs, spirits of nature (ee) and their idols (eeren), and the sacred
trees (idik and xam iyas), as well as about ancestor spirits (d0s) and the
shaman’s staff (dayak). Dioszegi 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
the archives of the Institute of Ethnology, Hungarian Academy of Sciences.

Vilmos Didszegi (1923-1972), the well-known Hungarian researcher
on Siberian shamanic traditions, left a prolific manuscript legacy after
his untimely death in 1972. Some parts of it are now kept in the Insti-
tute of Ethnology of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Didszegi’s
manuscripts, typescripts, and notes are stored in paper folders in
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the archives of the institute. Hungarian ethnologist and linguist Eva
Schmidt (1948-2002) compiled a tentative catalog in Hungarian that
was never published.! When I started work at the Institute in 2003,
my task was to find out exactly what kind of materials were kept in
the archives that were related to shamanic traditions and Didszegi’s
field trips to Siberia. I found fourteen folders with manuscripts related
to shamanic traditions. Some of the materials were collected during
Didszegi’s field trips to Siberia between 1957 and 1964.

I also found many valuable unpublished materials, and I started to
prepare them for publication. I also compared the manuscripts with
data published earlier on his field trips. The present article is the sec-
ond part of a preliminary report on Didszegi’s manuscript legacy.? It
is about materials he collected during his fourth?® field trip among the
people of northeastern Tuva (Tozhu) in 1958. I have chosen some texts
on beliefs concerning how shamans received their shamanic ability
(dos) and how a shamanic drum was initiated (diinggiir 6oredir). There
are also some materials on the shaman’s staff (dayak) as part of the
shamanic paraphernalia. The texts are published here with transcrip-
tions from the original Tuva and English translation done by the author.

Fieldwork in Northeastern Tuva, August 6—13, 1958

Didszegi traveled to Tuva* on August 1 from Irkutsk via Krasnoiarsk and
Abakan after the Buriat folklorist Nadezhda Sharakshinova had refused
to accompany him for another field trip to the Western Buriat (Bulagat).’

' Séntha (2002: 419-420) gives a sketchy overview of this material in Hungarian.

2 I published the first part of this series of articles on Diészegi’s materials earlier in
Shaman, see Somfai 2008.

> Materials about the second (Khakasia) and third (Tofa) field trips are missing
from the archives.

4 Tuva (Tiwa) is not only the name of a region but the ethnonym of its people. So
the name of the indigenous people of the Tuva Republic is also Tuva, while “Tuvan”
or “Tuvinian” are Russified forms.

5> Séntha (ed.) 2002: 182.



Fig. 1. A map of Vilmos Didszegi’s fieldwork in Southern Siberia, 1958. The dotted line shows his four fieldtrips: (1) to the
Tofa of Nizhneudinsk District (Irkutsk Region), (2) to the Tuva of Tozhu (now Tuva Republic, in Diészegi’s time the Tuva
Autonomous Socialist Republic), (3) to the Tuva of Kaa-Khem (Tuva Republic), and (4) to the Tuva of Choon-Khemchik
(Tuva Republic). The dashed line indicates internal boundaries within the Russian Federation and the dashed-dotted line indi-
cates international boundary between Russia and Mongolia. Ust'-Orda Buriat A. D. = Ust'-Orda Buriat Autonomous District.
Drawn by Zsolt Horvith, Istvan Santha and Istvan Somfai (2012).
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While he was in Kyzyl, the capital of Tuva (formerly Beldir),® a local
researcher of the Tuva Scientific Research Institute, Anton Koway-oglu
Kalzan,” helped him to transcribe and translate Tofa (Karagas)® shaman-
ic songs that DiGszegi had collected earlier.” Kalzan himself was a Tuva!®
man from the Kaa-Khem district. Didszegi decided to fly to Tozhu in
the Western Sayan'! Mountains because the local shamanic traditions
were similar to those of the Tofa. Kalzan could not join him, but he gave
Di6szegi shaman Ak Darzaa’s'? address in Iy village. Later he published
an article in German (Di6szegi 1959) on his fieldwork in Tozhu, but most
of his materials and manuscripts collected there remained unpublished.
He also wrote a popular book about his fieldwork in Siberia that was
published in English too (Didszegi 1968).

Eventually, Didszegi flew to ly, the center of Tozhu County at that
time,"* on August 5, 1958.1 On the same day a local teacher, Ak-MiZilay,
guided him through the village, and he began making enquiries of older
people about local shamans.

® The place where the Little Yenisei (Kaa-Khem) and the Yenisei (Bii-Khem) riv-
ers unite to form the Upper Yenisei (Ulug-Khem) used to be called Beldir or Khem-
Beldiri, lit. ‘a confluence of rivers’.

7 Anton Koway-oglu Kalzan (1930-1990) was a famous Tuva folklorist and native
of the Kaa-Khem district.

8 The Tofa (correct form is toxa or toga) are a Taiga Tuva dialect group who are
reindeer-keepers and speak a special dialect of Tuva. Didszegi usually calls them
“Karagas,” which comes from the name of one of their clans, the Kara-xaas.

? Dibszegi conducted his longest fieldwork (19 days) among the Tofa from July 3
to 23, 1958 (Santha ed. 2002: 189-205).

10 Di6szegi called the Tuva people “Soyot” in his writings. The term “Soyot” is
actually the Buriat version of the Tuva and comes from the name of a Tuva clan, the
Soyan. The Mongolic-speaking Tofa in Buriatia (in the region of Tunka, Buriat Tiinxe)
are officially also called Soyot (Buriat hoyod) in Russia.

' The Russian name of the Sayan Mountains originates from “Soyan,” the Mongo-
lian name of the Tuva, which is actually the name of a Tuva clan.

12 Before the trip he wrote about Ak Darzaa shaman (xam) from Iy, but he did not
mention him again.

13 The fieldwork in Tozhu lasted for a week between August 6 and 13, 1958 (Séantha
[ed.] 2002: 214-217).

14 Nowadays the center of the county is Toora-Khem.
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In the evening Ak-MiZilay took Didszegi to the keeper of a Buddhist
shrine (duganji).® The 71-year-old man was a so-called “yellow sha-
man” (sarig xam, ‘lama’ and ‘healer’ in the same person). Kol duganji
sang a blessing song (alganir), but most likely in Tibetan, because the
local teacher could not understand it. They managed to record some
short texts dedicated to the mountain spirit (xayiragan).'®

On August 6, Didszegi collected materials from a man by the name
Lopsan-Cimba, who talked to him about the initiation ritual of the
drum (diinggiir ooredir ‘drum teaching’), the role of the diinggiir ‘sha-
manic drum’ and dayak ‘shamanic staff,;'” as well as about the ances-
tor spirits (dos) who initiated the shamans (Didszegi 1968: 243-245).
Altogether Didszegi registered seventeen shamans in the region of
Tozhu, who belonged mostly to the local Coodu and Ak-Coodu clans.
Fourteen of them were mentioned in his diary by their names,!® and
he managed to record materials on six of them.!” He did not collect
directly from shamans but recorded songs from informants?® whose
names are not mentioned.

On August 7, Di6szegi collected data about shamanic dresses (bo7rt
‘hat’, ton ‘coat’, idik ‘boots’) and paraphernalia (derig). Meanwhile,

15 Didszegi recorded Kol duganji as a name, where Kol can be the name of the lama,
but duganji'is actually a term for the ‘head of a Buddhist shrine’ (Tuva dugan, Mongol
dugang, Tibetan du-khang).

16 Tuva xayiragan or xayirakan, Mongol gayiraqgan, literally means ‘holy’ but can
be used for ‘mountain spirit’.

17 An unknown informant told him about the making and initiation of a staff for a
certain female shaman called Albis (Didszegi 1968: 238-241). According to Didszegi
(see Santha [ed.] 2002: 215), there were three types of shamans in Tuva, namely,
dayaktig ‘having a staff’, diinggiirliig ‘having a drum’, and burgannig ‘having a
Buddha statuette’.

18 The diary is only available in Hungarian, see Santha (ed.) 2002.

19 The names of shamans in Tozhu mentioned by Didszegi: (1) deceased: Torug
Arikay, Takka, Ak Taylik, §arday, Xodanay, Sanjimaa xam kaday (a female shaman
from the River Xam Sira who died in 1940); (2) alive in 1958: Ak Nitka, Ak Sandik,
Ak Stepan, InggaaZik, TaZi-seren, Saadakpan, TakpaZik, Tam&at, Kamjalan (Jalan),
Takiyak, Targa, Kamjalan (Jalan), Takiyak, and Targa.

2 Informants: Lopsan-Cimba, Kol lama (duganji), Ak Sandik’s son (Ak-Sandik
shaman’s song), and an unknown informant (Ak Stepan, Tnggaaiik, Tazi-seren, Saa-
dakpan, TakpaZik shamans’ songs).
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Fig. 2. Ekaterina K. Mindirmaa during a field trip to West Tuva.
Photo: Vilmos Didszegi, 1958.

workers from the museum in Kizil arrived from Toora-Khem, and
Didszegi met Ekaterina K. Mindirmaa (Di6szegi 1968: 247, fig. 2), who
later became his assistant and interpreter.

On August 8, he collected data on the stages of production of the
shaman drum?' and recorded two songs of Ak Sandik xam from his
son (whose name is not stated). One of these was his drum veneration
song (diinggiir doredir). Di0szegi and Ak Mizilay also visited Ak Nitka
shaman (the only shaman he met personally during his fieldwork), but
he refused to talk to Didszegi.

21 Arikay shaman’s drum was made by Ciwiizey in 1927, while the making of Takka
shaman’s drum was described by its maker himself (unknown informant) (Didszegi
1968: 250-251).
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On August 9, he continued to collect data on shamanic dresses and
visited a shamanic tomb (seri, fig. 3),2> which was not mentioned in his
diary but which he describes in his book (Didszegi 1968: 253-256). He
was accompanied by a local Tuva guide, who, in the following days,
sang him six shamanic songs he had learned from local shamans. He
also mentioned that he had to pay for the recording and transcribing of
the songs (Santha [ed.] 2002: 216). On August 10, he managed to record
songs of the shamans Ak Stepan, InggaaZik, and TaZi-seren from the
above-mentioned informant.?* The initiation song of the shaman drum
was of special interest, and the informant described the making of a
shaman drum in detail (Di6szegi 1968: 256-262). Dioszegi continued
to collect data on shaman garments (e.g. fon, bo?rt, idik) too.

Fig. 3. A shaman’s burial place (seri) from Didszegi’s book (1960: 223).

22 The Tuva of the plains call the shamanic tombs seri (Kenin-Lopsan 1978).

23 “I found a man who could render it almost completely for recording on the tape
recorder” (Didszegi 1968: 264). He also mentioned him once as “my old Soyot friend”
(Di6szegi 1968: 256).
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On August 11, two additional songs of the shamans Saadakpan and
TakpaZik were recorded from the above-mentioned Tuva guide.
the words of the shaman songs. On August 13, more shaman costumes
and shaman devices were described by an another unknown informant.
On August 14, Dioszegi flew back to Kyzyl after spending eight days
(from 6th to 13th) in the village of Iy, Tozhu County.

In the manuscript legacy of Didszegi (24 typed pages), nine songs
from eight shamans altogether (from two unknown informants) can
be found. They were transcribed by a Tuva scholar, Kalzan, in Kizil
(August 16-18).%

This is the complete list of songs collected by Didszegi in Tozhu:

(1) A lama (Kol duganji): Sirin-sirin, xayiragan (a blessing song to
a mountain)

(2) Ak Sandik’s son, extract: Diinggiir 66redir (initiation of the drum)

(3) Ak Sandik’s son, extract: XangSaar taygam, demir dumZuk ‘“Xang-
Saar Mountain, metal peak™ (a blessing song to a mountain)

(4) Ak Stepan: Birekkeyning oray oglu “Birekkey’s youngest son”
(a spirit invocation)

(5) Inggaazik: Xubultayning ortun oglu “Xubultay’s middle son”
(a spirit invocation)

(6) Tazi-seren: Kezek dargan torelim “My numerous Darkhat rela-
tives” (a spirit invocation)

(7) Tazi-seren: Diinggiir ooredir (initiation of the drum)

(8) Saadakpan: Kara xakkiy, kara Daman “Black brother, black
Daman” (a spirit invocation)

(9) Takpazik: Jiidiigesting bagay oglu “Naughty son of JidiigeS”
(a spirit invocation).

I shall present here three songs from the manuscript—two spirit-invok-
ing songs, and a drum initiation or veneration. The first song was par-
tially translated and published by Didszegi in his book (1968: 264-266).

24 Di6szegi wrote the following in his diary on the transcribed material: Ak Sandik
(15 lines), Ak Stepan (122 lines), Ak InggaaZik (146 lines), TaZi-seren (170 lines),
Saadakpan (94 lines), and TakpaZik (129 lines), see Santha (ed.) 2002: 218.
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(1) Ak Stepan xam’s spirit-invoking song (informant: Ak Stepan’s son)

[Unpublished part]
1 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
2 Xubulugga® toreen irgin He was born to become a spirit
3 Saldiligga®® toreen irgin He was born to become a saint
4 Alang derii ahttig joraan Alang’s devices were transported
by horse
5 Siiden derii siittiig joraan Siiden’s shamanic devices were
sprayed by milk
6 Egilening Kara Xolge At the Black Lake of Egile
1 Kara jari munup He rode a black male reindeer
8 Jaak ditti jaziradip turar Sagni When his (drum) was made from
the Holy Larch?’
9 Birekkeyning oray oglu Birekkey’s youngest son
10 Kadagalay bergen deesting He preserved those things
11 Kadagalay kaktiralay berdi-le iyn-aan He preserved them well.
12 Urum-jildiy, urum-jildiy Urum-jildiy, urum-jildiy*®
13 Xaragannig kara kirlang In the black hill covered with
peashrubs®
14 kaktiralay berdi-le iyn-aan He preserved them well
15 Urug-darig aybizingga buyan bolur  Let there be blessing for the children
16 Kara Xosteey, Siimen-kaday Kara Xosteey, Stimen lady
17 Buk-la bolbas, buyan bolur She will bring no harm (buk) but
blessing.

25 Cf. the Tuva verb xubul-, xuul- ‘to change’ and Mongol qubi-, qubilyan
‘reincarnation’.

26 Cf. the Tuva verb salin- ‘to be taken’.

27 The Mongol Jaga Modun ‘Sacred Tree’ is mentioned in shamanic texts and epic
songs (Vladimirtsov 1926: 19). The Tuva people believe that it is the Sacred Larch
(Tuva dit, Mongol sinesiin) tree (author’s fieldwork material, Tuva, 1995).

28 These are some kind of magic words that cannot be translated.

29 Siberian peashrub (Caragana arborescens).
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[Published part]

18 Obiigeler, obiigeler
19 Derii aksi, Odeeree xil

20 Oran jurtum, kadir doziim
21 Ulug Tayga, Jiirek Tayga

22 Toreen jurtum, iingges baayin
23 Eelig turlaam, Eelig turlaam
24 Sarig-dittig ortaa Jiirek

25 Bort, dayak jindiradir

26 Alang derii ahttig joraan

27 Siiden derii siittiig joraan

28 Alang xamning Sobalarin,

29 Korgen sen-be, abalarim?

30 Kiin-kiin-kiin-kiiii

[Unpublished part]

31 Xobudayning ortun oglu
32 Arga kilir, mege kilir

[Published part]

33 Birekkeyning oray oglu
34 Xubulugga toreen irgin
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Forefathers, forefathers (spirits)

Bay of Derii (river), Lake of
(wild) Ducks

My homeland, my ancestors

The Great Taiga, and the Jiirek
(Heart) Taiga

My place of birth, after I was
born

Sacred place of my residence,
sacred place of my residence

Jiirek Taiga with yellow larch
trees

The headwear and staff help to
fall in trance

Alang rode a horse (shamanic
drum)

Siiden was blessed by milk

Alang shaman’s spirits

Have you seen them, my mothers?

Cuckoo, cuckoo.

Xobuday’s middle son
He cheats and lies.

Birekkey’s youngest son®
He was born to do magic (to
transform)

30 Birekkey’s son is probably the shaman himself.
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35 Deer durug baarimda

36 Us-le xading-na iyin

37 Belek kilip algan iyik men (ben)
38 Birekkeyning oray oglu

39 Alang xamning Sowalarin

40 Aza kaygaar, Erlik kaygaar

41 Tiibek derii diistiik jeder
42 Alang derii aylik dingnaar

43 Abalarim, abalarim

44 Aga-la ooriim, aga-la ooriim
45 Urug-darig aybizingga

46 Buyan bolur, durZuk bolbas
47 JezZe-jeZe, bolzun inggay

48 Eere tirtip oluraalt
49 Urug-darig aybizingga
50 Buyan bolur, Kara Xosteey

51 Monggiin durlaa, xuu-xuu

52 Janar iiyem jigay berdi, Kara Xosteey

[Unpublished part]

53 Tirtiningar Bedii aksi
54 Kossiiredir kadir-doziim
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When I was walking in the sky?!

Three birch trees®

They were given to me as a present™

Birekkey’s youngest son

Alang shaman’s ancestors

The aza demons and Erlik are
frightened

Tiibek’s device can listen from
a one-day distance

Alang’s device can listen from
a one-month distance

My grandmothers, grandmothers

And my uncles, uncles

At the request of the children

It brings blessing

It is enough, let it go away
(the spirit)

Let them not ask more (from us now)

For the children

It will bring blessing, Black
Xosteey

Monggiin (silver) abode of mine,
hoo-hoo**

It is time for me to return, Black
Xosteey.?

The mouth of the Bedii River
My strong ancestor spirit

31 This line suggests that the shaman’s soul (siinezin) could fly.
32 The three birch trees imply the three branches of the shamanic staff (iis-dayak).
33 Some older shaman must have given his paraphernalia to the younger shaman.

3 A shaman’s soul (siinezin) returns.
35 Xosteey is the name of the spirit.
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55 Alang xamning Sobarlari
56 AZa distig kaygaldarim
57 Us-le jildig bolZaglarni
58 Uze tirtip alirim kayi

59 Us-le jildig bolZaglarni
60 Belen kiZi ertpes joraan

61 Birekkeyning oray oglu

62 Xubdarig aybizingga

63 Birekkeyning oray oglu

64 Kadig sooktiig ool irgin

65 Urug-darig aybizingga

66 Buyan bolur, Monggiin Kurlaa

67 Xubudayning ortan oglu
68 . ..moge bolur

2nd Part

69 Xubudayning ortan oglu
70 Arga kilip turgaylar aan
71 Birekkeyning oray oglu

72 Alang derii ahttig joraan

73 Xubudayning ortun oglu
74 UgaalaZip Sidawastar

75 Urug-darig aybizingga
76 Buyan bolur, Kara Xosteey

77 jeZe-jeZe, bolzun-bolzun
78 Bile tirtip oluraali
79 Birekkeyning oray oglu

Ddvid Somfai Kara

Alang shaman’s helping spirits

Monsters with sharp teeth

In about three years

I will destroy you

In about three years

Normal humans will not pass
there

Birekkey’s youngest son

At the request of Xubdarig

Birekkey’s youngest son

A boy with strong bones

For the children’s request

It will be a blessing, Monggiin
(Silver) Mountain?®

Xubuday’s middle son

... will be a wrestler (strong man).

Xubuday’s middle son

Knew the tricks (in wrestling)

Birekkey’s youngest son

Alang’s devices were transported
by horses

Xubuday’s middle son

They could not agree on
something

For the children’s request

It will be a blessing, Black
Xosteey

It is enough, let it be enough

Let us know this

Birekkey’s youngest son

36 This is a mountain in Tozhu, not identical with the Monggiin Taiga in the Altay

Mountains.
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80 Xubulugga toreen irgin
81 Saldiligga toreen irgin
82 UZu-baZi Biiren tayga

[Published part]

83 Awalarim, awalarim

84 Jartik bastig Cagaan irey

85 JeZe-jeZe, bolzun-bolzun

86 Janip oraal, janip oral

87 Je-je, jetti, bolzun inggay

88 Eginnigni kedip algas

89 Eelerim magadanjig, uu, uu, uu . . .

90 Alang xamning Sowaalary
91 Aylik jerge dingnaar joraan

92 Siiden xamning diiley kulaa
93 Diistiik jerge dingnaar joraan
94 je, je, jetti, bolzun-bolzun

95 Awalarim, awalarim

[Unpublished part]

96 Enggis baZi eelig-sulang

97 Ak-iy sugnung kogiin-kogiin
98 bolzun, bolzun, awalarim
99 Egin-jarnim xozadingar
100 Ee bogda xayiragan

101 Ulug taygam, Jiirek taygam
102 Ee bogda xayiragan
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He was born to become a spirit
He was born to become a saint
The peak of Biiren Taiga.

My mothers, mothers

Half-headed Cagaan irey®’

It is enough, let it be enough

Let us return, let us return

Well, it is enough, let it go away

I put on clothes with shoulders

I praise my spirits, ooh, ooh,
ooh . ..

Alang shaman’s spirits

They listen from a one-month
distance

Stiden shaman’s deaf ears

They listen from a midday distance

Well, it is enough, let it be

My mothers, mothers.

The head of the EnggiS River is
sacred

The blue of the Ak (White) River

Let it be, my mothers

Release my shoulders and
shoulder blade

Oh revered mountain spirit

My Great Taiga, Jiirek Taiga

Oh revered mountain spirit

37 Cf. Cagan Ebiigen (Khalkha Cagaan Owgén) in Mongolian mythology.
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103 Xozadingar, awalarim

104 Urug-darig aybizingga

105 Buyan bolup jordu-la iyin-aan
106 Ee bogda (deer) xayiragan
107 Jiirek taygam, Ulug taygam
108 Bolzun, bolzun, eginningni
109 Ee tirtip koskadingar

110 Jalar otka jasti bereel

111 Abalarim, abalarim

112 Aa bogda, xayiragan

113 Ayim-na bo, xiiniim-ne bo
114 Alang xamning Sowarlarin
115 Aa tirtip abiragar

116 Birekkeyning oray oglu

117 Jiis aldi sayin s60giin

118 Koskadingar, saygaringar
119 Kidadimning kizil Sayin
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Release me, my mothers

For the children

Let there be blessing

Oh revered mountain spirit
Jiirek Taiga, Great Taiga

Let it be, from Eginning

Bring here (its spirits)!

Hide in the burning fire!

My grandmothers, grandmothers
Oh revered mountain spirit

This is my month and my day
Alang shaman’s spirits

Bring them all here!

Birekkey’s youngest son

The 106 noble clans

Bring them here, invoke them!
From the strong Chinese tea
Drink some, taste it!

Smudge the juniper of our taiga!®
Drink some, taste it!

Ancestor Spirits and the Notion of Holy

In his song, Birekkey’s son Ak Stepan invokes his ancestor spirits (dos),
who are usually called eeren ‘holy’ by ordinary people. Ak Stepan
also calls them obiigeler ‘ancestors’ (Mongol obiige). He received his
shamanic ability from his helping spirits (Alang and Siiden). Like other
Southern Siberians, the Tuva people also believe that ancestor spirits
can pass on their magic abilities to their descendents (patri- or matri-
linearly). The word dés (cf. Old Turkic #6z) ‘root’ means the same as the
Mongolic word for the notion of ‘ancestor spirit” (Mongol udqa ijayur
or uy). But not only ancestor spirits can help the shamans to heal or

38 Siberian and Inner Asian people use juniper (Tuva artis, Mongol arca) for ritual
cleansing.
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divine. The oran eezi ‘owner of the land’ refers to a spirit that owns a
place, for example, a mountain, a pass, a spring, a lake or a river. Every
clan has its ancestor spirits and spirits of its holy places (eelig). Interest-
ingly, in the Tuva language the word idik ‘holy’ is not used to describe
holy spirits or places, whereas its Mongolic counterpart onggon is used
widely among the Mongols to denote that notion. The Tuva only use
it as idik mal ‘livestock offered to spirits’ (Tenishev [ed.] 1968: 592)
Khalkha Mongols use the Tibetan term seter for such animals, but the
Western Buriat preserved the original expression onggon morin ‘sacred
horse’ for horses offered to the spirits (Cheremisov [comp.] 1973: 356).
The Tuva use the term eeren for ‘sacred objects’ (e.g. shamanic para-
phernalia and idols).

Just like the word ee-lig ‘owned by a spirit’ or ‘holy places, the word
eeren also derives from ee ‘owner’.> But ee is not a separate spirit
category and it indicates that a spirit owns a place or thing (e.g. an idol
or a drum). Thus, that thing becomes ‘holy’ (eeren) and has the same
power as its ‘owner spirit’ (ee). So eeren is not an ‘idol’ (VajnStejn
1978: 457), but idols can be called eeren, because they are owned or
possessed by a respected spirit. The same meanings can be attached to
the Mongolic word ongyon ‘holy, sacred’. People can refer to the ances-
tor spirit (Mongol udgqa or uy) itself (Somfai Kara et al. 2009: 148) as
ongyon. But they also use it to designate a place, a thing or device, or
an animal owned by the spirit (e.g. ongyon yajar ‘sacred site’, ongyon
morin ‘holy horse, etc).

The Three-Headed Shamanic Staff

The three-headed shamanic staff (iis' dayak or dayak) is mentioned as
ii§ xading ‘three birch trees’ in the text. It is a very important eeren
‘sacred’ object of the shaman’s paraphernalia. Some shamans start
practicing with a dayak, and they obtain a shamanic drum (diinggiir)
after a certain time has passed. Nowadays dayak is rarely used by the

39 Cf. Old Turkic ege or igéi (Nadeliaev et al. 1969: 204).
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neo-shamans of Tuva, who have a standardized way of performing
ceremonies and do not even fall into trance during their séances.*
When I visited the Toha of Khowsgol, most of the shamans there used
dayak occasionally during their daytime rituals. The Tuva of Tozhu—
Russian ethnographers sometimes called them Todzhinets—in fact are
closely related to the so-called Tofa of Irkutsk Region and the Toha of
Khowsgol (Mongolia).#' Falling into trance by dayak is less powerful,
and shamans using only dayak are considered to be what are called
‘shamans on foot’ (cadag xam), which means that their souls (siinezin)
cannot fly like those of shamans who have drums.** The dayak has
many ribbons attached to it, representing the different spirits that help
the shaman while he is holding the dayak and falls into trance.

Sacred Trees of the Shamans

The shaman also mentions the Yellow Siberian Larch (Larix sibirica)
(sarig-dir) and the Holy Larch (jaak-dif) in his song. Trees have a spe-
cial place in the shamanic traditions of the Tuva people. Besides myths
about a Holy Tree (larch)® that grows all the way up to the sky, thus
uniting the three worlds of the universe, every shaman also has his or
her own magic trees. For example, they have a sacred tree (xam iyas or
inas in Tozhu dialect) where their helping spirits reside. They also have
sacred (bay-iyas) trees for rituals (Somfai Kara and Kunkovacs 2011:
215-216), which symbolize the Holy Larch (bay-dit) that helps them
to communicate with the Upper and Lower Worlds. If two trees grow
from one root, they are called tel-iyas, and these trees also are consid-
ered sacred (Kenin-Lopsan 1997: 118; Somfai Kara and Kunkovécs

40 Author’s fieldwork material (Kyzyl, Tuva, 1995 and 1998).

4l The Toha are another group of the Taiga Tuva who moved to Mongolia from
Tozhu during the Soviet collectivization. Mongols call them Caatan ‘the reindeer
people’ and sometimes Uighur. Their dialect is close to that of the Tofa by the Uda
River (Nizhneudinsk district, Irkutsk Region).

42 Author’s fieldwork material (Khéwsgol, Mongolia, 1997, 1999, and 2008).

43 The text uses Jaak dit, compare with Mongolic Jaga modun ‘Sacred Tree’. The
genuine Tuva form is Bay dit.
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2011: 216), and they are believed to give the shaman the power to heal.
The tree from which the shaman’s drum was made was also consid-
ered sacred, because it provides the means for communication with the
spiritual world. After the shaman died, his drum was hung up on the
shaman’s sacred tree.

Evil Spirits Causing Sickness

Among Southern Siberian folk beliefs we often encounter the names
of various evil spirits that can cause illness and death. The aza (Old
Turkic and Mongolic ada)** is one of those evil spirits. The Tuva people
believe that some of the shamans (aza uktug xam) acquire their power
from the aza spirits, who are responsible for certain diseases (Kenin-
Lopsan 1997: 110), and that they can cure those diseases. People still
fear these spirits and consider them particularly harmful toward chil-
dren.® In the texts the evil spirits are also mentioned as kaygal ‘strange
beings’. The shaman says that he will destroy them in three years.
Erlik* is a well-known figure in Southern Siberian folk beliefs.
The indigenous people of the Altai (Altay-kizi, Telengit, etc.) consider
him the ruler of the Lower World and the Lord of Death. Due to the
influence of Tibetan Buddhism, Erlik was identified as Yama, and his
Lower World was transformed into the Buddhist notion of hell. Nowa-
days most of the Tuva people have no idea about Erlik and his Lower
World. They use the word as a synonym for aza. His name was mostly
preserved in shamanic texts and in modern Tuva the original mean-
ing has basically been lost. The same process can be observed among

# This word is an Old Uighur loanword in Mongol. It is an evil spirit that hides in
dark places and usually attacks children. In §272 of the Secret History of the Mongols
it appears that Ogodei’s illness was also caused by the ada demons, see Ligeti 1971:
245 (Mongol text), and Rachewiltz (transl.) 2006: 202—205 (English translation).

4 Author’s field material (1995, Tozhu, Tuva).

46 Erlik (cf. Old Turkic Erklig ‘the powerful’) was the lord of the Lower World in
Siberian Turkic folk beliefs. He is the one who destroys the life (#in) of people, and
he can capture the soul (kur) too during their lives (Kenin-Lopsan 1997: 113-114;
Verbitskii 1893: 51-52).
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Mongolic tribes (Buriats, Oirats, etc.). Meanwhile, Erlik still plays a
major role in shamanic traditions among the Turkic tribes of the Altai

Mountains (Somfai Kara 2003: 300).

(2) Taz-seren: A Spirit-Invoking Song

1 Kezek dargan torelimni

2 Kezip aaldaar xereem ol iyin-aan

3 Dirtiy oglu tirtiningar

4 Ee bogda Dalay, tirtin

5 OoZum ooZum tirtiningar
6 Dirtiy oglu, Dalay oglu

7 Urug-darig aybizi iyin-aan
8 Buyan bolur, ee bogda

11 Kizil sSekpen Daay abay

12 Monggiin kurlug Suyam eney
13 Ee bogda xayiragan

14 Kezek dargan torelderim

15 Kezip aaldaar xereem-ne iyin-aan

16 eey-eey, eey-eey

17 Jaaytining oruk keZee

18 Kezek kistag torelderim

19 Oruun manap korgey-le men
20 Suyam-uu, suyam-uu!

21 Ee bogda, xayiragan

22 Tirtiningar, Dirtiy oglu

23 Ee bogda, xayiragan

24 Kadir (t)ostiing kalzan beli

My numerous Darkhat relatives

I will visit all of you

Dirtiy’s son, I am calling you

Alas, Holy Dalai, I invoke you

Come here slowly

Dirtiy’s son and Dalai’s son

At the request of the children

Let there be blessing, alas,
mountain spirit*’

The steep edge of the Dambi Lake

The steep edge of the lake that
sounds like a sea

Daay mother in red gown

Suyam mother with silver belt

Oh revered mountain spirit

My numerous Darkhat relatives

I will visit you all

Hey-hey, hey-hey

Jaayti’s road is difficult

My relatives on the winter quarters

I will guard their roads

Suyam, oh, Suyam, oh!

Oh revered mountain spirit

I am invoking you, Dirtiy’s son

Oh revered mountain spirit

The bald pass of the steep
mountain slope

47 The word bogda means ‘saint’ or ‘sacred’ in Mongolian and is often used in refer-

ence to sacred mountains.
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25 Uzu baZi ulug aZik

26 Tuman duglap turar-il mong
27 Kandig konZug seeng kiring
28 Xamnar kattar arazingga

29 Ee bogda xayiragan

30 Dalay damdb, kizil Sekpe

31 Jinja xamning keldir sarit
32 Eder deeri, eey-eey

33 Jinja xamning keldir sari
34 Sorug xemning beldirinde
35 Enggis baZi eelig taygam

36 Ee bogda xayiragan
37 Ee bogda xayiragan
38 Jaziligning baZin(ay)ga
39 Jaylag kilip turar Sagni

40 Jas-la bi¢ce oolamning

41 Jaski soogu jas-la dep be

42 Dirtiy oglu tirtiningar

43 eey-eey, eey-eey

44 Salamakting ulug oglu

45 Salip oynaan jeri-le iyin-aan
46 Kezek dargan torelimni

47 Keze munup joylar dep be?
48 Aa bogda xayiragan

49 Aldi-la ayning jaazinda

50 Amir-Soleen angnaay ertin
51 Aa bogda xayiragan

52 Suyam, Suyam eney

53 Erilgeni sarig-la iyin-aan
54 Kattirangnaan Suyam eney
55 Dirtiy oglu, tirtiningar

56 Tip-ap joruur 6liiiim-ne bo?
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It is long and wide
But now it is covered with fog
Your peaks are impressive
Among the shaman ancestors
Oh revered mountain spirit
The Dalay (lake) water drops,
red flow
Jinja shaman’s stuttering loved son
He is saying hey-hey
Jinja shaman’s stuttering loved son
At the mouth of Sorug River
Spring of EngiS§ River, sacred
(spirit-owned) taiga
Oh revered mountain spirit
Oh revered mountain spirit
At the spring of Jazilig River
When we had our summer
camp there
My young little mountain
The freshness of the cold of spring
Dirtiy’s son, I am invoking you
Hey-hey, hey-hey
Salamak’s big son
This is the place of our ritual (play)
My numerous Darkhat relatives
They are coming on their mounts
Oh revered mountain spirit
During the new moon of the
sixth month
Let them hunt freely
Oh revered mountain spirit
Suyam, Suyam mother
Erilge is a yellow country
My smiling Suyam mother
Dirtiy’s son, I am invoking you
Will I find you, after I die?
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57 Seriligden jalap algan

58 Mool iinniig Kara Moyun
59 Inggay, inggay

60 Kara moyun . . .

61 Urug-darig aybizingga

62 Buyan bolur, kizil Sekpen

63 Daay abay, Daay abay

64 Kandig tolden kelges toriiiir

65 Dikka-dikka dagzZabangar
66 Sorug bazi, ulug taygam
67 Solun tayding turar bolzun
68 Oo bogda xayiragan

69 Aa bogda xayiragan

70 UzZu baZi ulug taygam

71 Tuman duglap . . .

72 Urug-darig aybizingga

73 Jotkii dumaa inggay turzun
74 Inggay turzun, eey-eey

75 Ulug jaras Odiigende

76 Ulug, jastig, joy-la ber-em,
77 joy-la ber-em, eey-eey

78 Aa bogda xayiragan

79 Xam Siraning beldirinde
80 (kara-balik) jorup joruur
81 Belder . . .

82 Beldig Xaynas

83 Kadir (t)ostiing beldirinde

84 Kaljan belden tuttunar sen

85 Ooldarim, ooldarim
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I am calling you from Serilig
Mongol-speaking Kara Moyun*®
Further, further
Black neck . . .
At the request of the children
Will bring blessing, the red gown
Daay mother, Daay mother
What kind of children she
gave birth to
Do not make too much noise!
Spring of Sorug at the Great Taiga
Solun Tayding, let him stay
Oh revered mountain spirit
Oh revered mountain spirit
It is long and wide
It is covered with fog . . .
At the request of the children
Let the cough and ’flu disappear
Let it go away
Our great and beautiful
Otiigen Taiga
Young and old, go further
Go further, hey-hey
Oh revered mountain spirit
At the mouth of the Xam Sira
Black fish is swimming
Hills . . .
Hilly Khaynash
At the river union (Beldir)
of the Kadir hill
You should stop at the Bald
(Kaljan) Pass
My sons, my sons

“8 The name means ‘black neck’, but it is probably just somebody’s name.
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86 00y-00y, 00y-00y

87 Ebiligge tenip joraas

88 Eep jadap joraan iyik men
89 eey-eey, eey-eey

90 jeZe-jeze, bolzun-bolzun
91 Eep jana bereelinger

92 Kidadimning kizil Sayin

94 Urug-darig aybizingga

95 Udup jadip oluru(m) be
96 Ekki joraas aldilardan

97 Adip algas jede bereel!

98 Alir-la iyin-aan aniy keZiin
99 SalZaktarning daay kadayr

100 Oranimning (keZiin) tuttuspazin

102 Jiis-le aldi sayin soogiin

103 Saldiningar acalarim, abalarim
105 Xamning istii

106 abalarim, aZalarim

107 Ku-kuk, ku-kuk

Tuva and Darkhat Relations

129

Ho-ho, ho-ho
After wandering around in Ebilig
I could not return from there
Hey-hey, hey-hey
It is enough, let it be enough
Now you shall return
Please drink of the strong
Chinese tea
Drink it by sipping
At the request of the children
I am falling asleep (into trance)
I travel well and for sables
We hunt and come home!
We will find our luck
Our maternal aunt from
the Saljak*® clan
Do not let them take away
the luck of our land
Eat and drink (from our offerings)
One hundred and six noble clans
Come here my mothers and fathers
From the Xam Syra River
My mothers and fathers
Cuckoo, cuckoo.

At the beginning of the second song the shaman says that he will visit his
Darkhat relatives. The Darkhat are a Mongolic people living on the other
side of the border in the northern part of the Khowsgol Region (in the
Rinchenlxiimbe, Ulaan-Uul, and Tsagaan-Nuur counties). Scholars argue
that the Darkhats are closely related to the Tuva people, which is quite

49 Saljak is the name of a Tuva clan that may be related to the Oghuz Sal¢uk.
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evident from their shamanic traditions (Di6szegi 1962). Some terms for
shamanic devices also have Tuva origins (e.g. Tuva orba, Darkhat orwo
‘drum stick, Tuva dayak, Darkhat tayag ‘shaman’s stick’). Tuva reindeer-
keepers (Mongol Caatan) often marry women from Darkhat clans, and
some of their clan names are identical (e.g. kuular ‘swans’).

Sacred Places and Their Spirits

The spirits are being summoned because some children are suffer-
ing from flu (jotkii-dumaa). The shaman also imitates the sound of a
cuckoo”® and mentions that his maternal relatives belong to the Sal¢ak
clan. Even though the Tuva have a patrilinear kinship system, the
ancestor spirits can be inherited through the matrilineal line too. Some
shamans are linked more tightly to their maternal clan through their
helping spirits.!

The shaman mentions all the different holy sites of his clan (e.g.
Erilge, Serilig, Kaljan, Ebilig, Kadir) and he invokes their spirits,
including the Xam Sira River and the famous Odiigen Taiga.>

The spirits of nature are described as bogda and xayrakaan, Mon-
golic terms for ‘saint’ or ‘holy’. His soul also travels to those places
during the trance of his spiritual journey. Some features of nature
represent the body or clothes of the ancestor spirits. They symboli-
cally create the sacred space of the clan within which the spirits give
protection to clan members.>® There is a shamanic journey among the

30 We find information on beliefs about the cuckoo in the Altai Turkic epic, the
Maadai Kara (Kalkin 1972: 68, 252).

1 T observed this phenomenon during my field trip in 2008 when Kalzan—a Toha
(Tsaatan) shaman although being from the Baliksi clan—stated that he considered him-
self to be the shaman of his mother’s Soyan clan because he had received his shamanic
ability from Gombo, his maternal grandfather. Gombo was mentioned by Didszegi
(1961: 200) in relation to his fieldwork in Mongolia in 1960.

32 Old Turkic runiform scripts also mention Otiiken Yi¥, the legendary homeland of
the Kok Tiirks.

33 During my fieldwork in 2008, Toha shamans in Khowsgol also visited the sacred
sites of their clans and their owner spirits in Tozhu during their ecstasy.
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Fig. 4. A view of the taiga by the Kham-Sira River in Tozhu.
Photo: Lédszl6 Kunkovacs, 1995.

reindeer-keeping Tuva. It takes place not vertically but horizontally,
which might symbolize the coordination (companionship) between the
reindeer people and their spirits, in contrast to the hierarchical system
of the steppe people (Upper and Lower Worlds).>* The text implies
that shamanic rituals take place during the new moon (ayning jaazi).
Unlike the Buriat, the Siberian Turks and the Darkhat contact the spir-
its only during the period of the new moon.

>+ Shamans of the Altai Mountains experience journeys to the Lower World (Somfai
2003: 300-304).
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Different Types of Ecstasy

The shaman invokes the spirits of Dirtiy and Dalay, and of the Daay
and Suyam mothers, but he also says that he will visit the saints or holy
places (mountains) of the region. Unlike Mongol shamans, who only
experience possession trance, Tuva shamans are not only possessed
by the invoked spirit, but the soul (Tuva siinezin, Mongol siinesiin) of
the shaman can also travel around in the sacred space of the clan. The
sacred space includes mountains (fayga), passes, rivers, and the tombs
of deceased shamans. The Tuva people express trance or ecstasy by
the idiom siinezin iin- ‘the soul leaves’, while in Mongolic languages it
is usually expressed as onggon or- ‘the sacred enters’. The sacred sites
are well described in the text, whereas they are usually not so detailed
in Buriat or Darkhat shamanic songs.

The shaman also invites the spirits to drink some Chinese tea, which
they do through the body of the shaman possessed by the spirits. Here
we can observe two types of shamanic ecstasy: possession trance and
the shamanic spirit journey (Johansen 2003: 143) simultaneously. The
shaman also mentions when his soul (siinezin) returns from the journey
(jana ber- ‘to return’).

(3) Tazi-seren’s Drum-Initiating (diinggiir doredir) Song

1 Dirtiy xamning siinining Dirtiy shaman’s Siberian
red deer

2 Toreen jerin istep koreel Let us explore

3 Alazining baZinayda At the head of the Alazi River

4 Ag-iy dagga toreen irgin He was born at the White
Mountain.

5 Dirtiy xaakti bastirgasting Dirtiy put on a pair of skis

6 Dort-le xaaktig joraan irgin He was traveling with two

pairs of skis
7 Dirtiy dorten siinining When Dirtiy was forty years old

35 The red deer (Russian maral) symbolizes the shamanic drum.
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8...
9 Eginnigning bodu-la bo
10 Dudalignig bodu-l bo
11 ... kedeer ongniiiim-ne sen
12 Dagilazin dag-iy sanin
13 Urug-darig aybizingga
14 Buyan bolur deer-le men
15 Eey-eey, eey-eey
16 Azas bazi baza jerleen

17 Attig jarlig abayimning
18 KiZi xemning aalatkan

19 Beldir solge . . .

21 Jerlep turar, ooy-eey

22 Uzun diinnii ulay diiZees
24 Odérenip algan iyik men
25 Aa bogda abalarim,

26 Alazinga toreen iyik men
27 Alazingga toreennigning
28 U5 le jilding niiiirii bolgan
29 Ekki jilding niiiiriinde

30 Eginnigni koor iyik sen

31 Ekki jittap joru-la sen

33 Siday bolup sirigliktan

34 Jarli beeri emes(ebes) iyik be
35 Sarilgakting idi bile

36 Tos kiZee atkargasting
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[missing]
This is the place of Eginnig
This is the place of Dudalig
... you are my protecting friend
Let it go around the mountains
At the request of the children
This will bring blessing!
Hey, hey, hey, hey
They lived at the head
of the Azas River
Our famous grandmothers
They were shouting along
the Kizhi River
In the plains of Beldir . . .
They were walking around
those places
They were wandering around, hey
I was dreaming through a long night
By my dreams and blood
I have learned (my skills)
Oh, holy fathers
I was born in Alazin
The one that was born in Alazin
Three years have passed now
A good year has started
You started to do divination
in Eginnig
You are walking along sniffing
My three holy Red Deer®
They suffer the chase
Have they separated from you
The dog of Sarilgak and
Nine men were sent there

% The three Red Deer (maral) are the name of the star Orion’s belt in Southern

Siberia (cf. Mongol gurban maral).
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37 Bo-la jerge (dengnep) turgan
38 Xubuttayning xiiler kestik

39 Stinnap joruur

40 Us-le aylig xiiler kestik

41 Inek siiriip joraay-la sen
42 Kadat xoldiing Tozhun baspay

43 Kadat xoldiing suun ispey

44 Kadat xoldiing Tozhun(ay)ga
45 Kadat xiildiing suun iZip

46 . . . sengee

47 Sarilgakting, Sarilgakting
48 Ee bogda xayiragan

49 Eginnigge toreen irgin
50 Sarig-ditting baZi bile

51 Us-le kattap toylaan na men
52 Aa bogda abalarim

53 Bolzun, bolzun, abalarim
54 Eginnigni kedep algan

55 Eep jadap joy-dur iyik men
56 Dirtiy oglu dirtiningar

57 Kidadimning kizil Sayin

59 Us-le dangza, iis-le daska

60 Bora xamning boppuskazin’’
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And reached (that place)

Xubuttay’s bronze knife

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

I have drunk the water
of Lake Kadat

...toyou

Sarilgak, Sarilgak

Oh revered mountain spirit

They were born in Eginnig

At the top of the yellow
Siberian Larch

I have held feasts three times there

Oh holy grandmothers

Come here quickly!

I was creeping in Eginnig

And now I cannot return

Dirtiy’s son, I am calling you

Please drink from the strong
Chinese tea

Taste it by sipping!

Smoke three pipes and have
three cups

East from the mush of Bora
shaman

I am also tasting it by sipping

7 Boppuska is a sort of mush or soup (author’s fieldwork material, Tuva, 1998).
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62 Kobey sagda . . . Many times . . .

63 Jiis-le aldi say-la soogiin One hundred and six noble clans
64 Xozadingar, xozadingar Let them go, let him go!8

65 Kiik-kiik, kiik-kiik Cuckoo, cuckoo!

Initiation and the Drum

The third song is performed during a drum-initiating ritual. In Tuva
shamanic traditions there is no initiation ritual for shamans as there
is among the Buriat or Daur.® One becomes a shaman by obtaining
shamanic devices (drum or staff) after being instructed by an older
shaman on how to invoke the spirits. He sings the diinggiir éoredir
‘teaching the drum’, which takes the shaman’s soul to the spirits by
symbolically mounting the ‘drum’ (VajnsStejn 1968). The drum is usual-
ly identified with the animal whose skin it is made from. In our case, it
is a Siberian red deer (Tuva siin, Russian maral). The hunt for the deer
is also described in detail. The tree from which the drum was made is
also described. The old shaman chooses a tree in the woods and puri-
fies it with a nine-holed (tos-kés) spoon marked with a white ribbon
(jalama). In this song, the shaman also offers pipe (dangzi’) and liquor
(daska) sacrifices to the spirits. The spirit becomes the owner or pro-
tector of the drum (diinggiir ee-zi). When the shaman uses the drum, it
helps during the spiritual journey while it possesses the shaman’s body
whose soul departs. At the end of the song, the shaman asks the spirit
to leave his body (xozar-) so his soul can return from the journey.

Some Conclusions

Due to the political situation in the country (the former USSR), it was
very difficult to meet shamans personally in the 1950s. Most of the

38 With this final phase of the song, the shaman returns from the spirits.
% Buriat §anar, Daur ominaan, are initiation rituals among these Mongolic peoples
where the shaman obtains a higher level of initiation (Somfai et al. 2009: 157).
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shamans Dioszegi met refused to talk to him, fearing prosecution. So
Didszegi collected these songs from people who attended shamanic
rituals, like Ak Stepan’s son or an unknown old man). This illustrates
well that shamanic folklore was not some obscure phenomenon, but
an integral part of their everyday life and spirituality. Some anthro-
pologists argued that studying shamanic traditions was not important
because they were not generally shared by the whole society or com-
munity. My experience proved the opposite. People who participated in
shamanic rituals were absolutely aware of the different aspects of their
traditions and the beliefs that were attached to it. They also memorized
shamanic folklore and could sing the shamanic songs on request. So if
we use the data that Didszegi collected in the 1950s, a study of their
context is very valuable in the reconstruction of the Tuvas’ ethnic his-
tory and the development of shamanic traditions in Soviet and post-
Soviet times. Considering the shamanic folklore that was published
in the post-Soviet era (e.g. Kenin-Lopsan 1997), Di6szegi’s materials
seem to be far more reliable and genuine than others.
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An Example of a Manchu Shamanic Invocation
Reconstructed from its Chinese Transcription
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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.

Already in the first half of the 18th century the Qianlong Emperor
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
shamans themselves, who recited the text having learned it by ear only:

.. . the shamans learned the Manchu language only following (oral) traditions
and the original meaning of the traditionally handed down prayers gradually
began to differ from the original pronunciation [. . . .] Also discrepancies with
reference to old words and old pronunciations appeared. (Preface 1b—5a)

In order to reestablish the old pronunciation and meaning of the
prayers, the Emperor even consulted with “old men” (sakdasa) and
people from Manchuria (ibidem). If in this way the old court rituals
were put in order and saved for posterity, among common bannermen
a different situation was created with the loss of the use of the Manchu
script, due to progressive sinicization. Already distorted prayers began
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to be written down with Chinese characters, which were seldom suit-
able for rendering Manchu syllables. Grammatical rules concerning
declension and conjugation are generally ignored, and specific words
may be rendered in a rather incomprehensible way. Probably the main
characteristics of such registrations are found in the “incompleteness”
of the prayers, which end without any conclusion as if “cut off,” giving
the impression that the shaman recites them without understanding the
Manchu words or remembers only part of a given invocation.!

Recent examples of such shaman prayers have been published and
reconstructed by Zhao (2010: 132—-137), from which the following invo-
cation is taken.

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
ha-su-li-ha-la hal-a wo-qi hasuri hala hala oci
shi-ke-te-1li ha-la wo-lin de sikteri hala erin de

(5) sha-man e-ning a-jie saman ejen aniyangga
xi-sha hu-shi-han sha-ke da-la siSa hiisihan Saka dala
bu-la-ki na-de bu-ke-da-fei buraki nade bukdafi
hong-ki na-de ni-ku-la-fei hengki nade niyakiirafi
na-dan nai fei-yao-le de nadan naihii feliye de

(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 Sanyan alin tehe kai
ku-ke-tu ge-ke-ta cuo-luo huan-de gukdu gakda holo hiiwanta
la-lin a-lin qi wa-xi-ha lalin alin ci wasiha

(15) la-lin bi-la qi du-le-fei lalin bira ci dulefi
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
ming-an an-ni ya-qin le-fu en-du-li jie minggan aniya yacin lefu enduri kai

' For examples, see Song (1993); Shi and Liu (1992).
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wo-zhen bei-e xin-wei-fei

(20) na-dan nai fei-yao-le de
dun-i ji-gan kai-yi-ha

tang-wu da fu ta-fei

hu-sun bei fu-la-le-mu-bi
shan-yin a-lin zhu-gun de

(25) sha-man-wo-zhen tu-ki-mo
a-li-bu-le zhai-li yong-ki mo
weng-a zha-lan ki-wen-le-le
mu-kun ge a-kun-bu-mo

ha-ha he-he wo-lin de

(30) ang-a ki-sun ki-su-le-he

bi yi-neng san yi-che de
en-du-li ma-fa zhu-ke-teng sha
an-ba ao-mu-zhu wei-le-fei
bei-hun ao-mu-zhu bei-he-fei
(35) ba-ke-shan xian bei da-bu-fei
zhu-lu xian bei zhu-che-he
ni-ken xian bei da-bu-leng-wei
shi-ke-te-li ha-la bai-mo ji-he
ge-lin en-du-li suo-li-leng-wei
(40) wo-che-ku sande a-ke-da-fei
zhu-ke-teng sande wo-ki-ni jie
vi-lan fen-zi yi-ke-she-mo
dui-yin fen-zi de-ke she-mo

ejen beye singgefi
nadan naihii feliye de
den-i jilgan kaicaha
tanggi da futa tafi
hiisun be fularambi
Sanyan alin jugin
saman ejen tuwakiyame
alibure jari yongkiyame
ungga jalan ginggulere
mukiin geren akiuimbume
haha hehe erinde
angga gisun gisurehe
biya inenggi sain ice de
enduri mafa jukten sa
amba amsun weilefii
bolgo amsun belhefi
baksan hiyan be dabufi
Jjuru hiyan be juleri
nikan hiyan be daburengge
sikteri hala baime jihe
geren enduri solirengge
weceku sede akdafi
Jjukten sede okini kai
ilan hoso yaksime

duin hoso teksileme

The author offers the following preliminary translation into English:

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

in the Sikteri clan’s (right?) season,
(5) did the shaman (born) in a given year,

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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when the “Seven Stars” (constellation) appears,
(10) when all the Lords (Divinities) are standing around,
when the drum is loudly beaten?

You, living on the White Mountain,

in deep gorges and high mountains,

come down from Mount Lalin,

(15) cross the Lalin River and come!

On all peaks

are you ruling for ten thousand years.

Thousand years old black bear-god!

Enter into my body

(20) when the “Seven Stars” (constellation) appears
(and I) will shout with a loud voice.

Being bound on a hundred “da” long rope

I will become red because of the effort

on the way to the White Mountain.

(25) Protect the shaman,

accept the (shaman’s) assistant!

Honor (protect?) the elder generations

and the whole clan with all your heart!

These are the words spoken

(30) by the women and the men of all generations.
On a good new day of the month,

for the divinities and ancestors

(we?) have prepared a great sacrifice,

have prepared a clean sacrifice,

(35) have added a bundle of incense,

in front of it a double row of incense (burners?),
adding Chinese incense.

The Sikteri clan came to pray,

all divinities are invited.

(40) Confiding in the household gods

let us pray during the sacrifice,

closing three sides,

standing in four corners.

Giovanni Stary
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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
itself. To this, dialectal influences may be added. Our text shows some
such cases—for example “ao-mu-zhu” for amsun, “hei-hun” for bolgo,
“fen-zi” for hosSo. The Manchu word hasuri, which by some authors
is considered a clan name, simply means ‘numerous’ or ‘numerically
strong (clan)’. Noteworthy also is the use of the syllable ki in the Man-
chu script (for example ki-sun for gisun, hong-ki for hengkin).
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The paper examines some basic terms in early Hungarian healing that are
connected with magic and religion. The Hungarian beteg ‘sick, ill’ (and
betegség ‘sickness, illness’) is a very old word and was borrowed from Hun-
garian into Rumanian, Slovakian, Croatian, and Slovenian in the Middle
Ages. Javas or j6s ‘healer, person foretelling the future’is a derivation from
j6 ‘good’ (which has a Finno-Ugric etymology), and the earliest written
document in which it occurs uses it to refer to a ‘collector of goods’. Another
word, orvos ‘physician’, can be derived from either the Finno-Ugric or the
Turkic languages, in both cases with the original meaning ‘magic, fortune-
telling’. A well-known word, tiltos ‘a person with supernatural knowledge
and power’ occurs in early Hungarian written documents, but without any
direct reference to ‘magical healing’. Of course, there are other terms in
early Hungarian healing with an early magical or religious background,
usually connected with shamanism, which are not dealt with in this paper.

Some years ago I wanted to describe briefly the historical stratification
of the Hungarian systems of healing. Needless to say, the most interest-
ing stratum was the earliest one: that before the Hungarian conquest
(896 AD) of the Carpathian Basin. Prior to that time there are almost
no archeological finds and only a handful of historical references to the
Hungarians. Only by comparative studies can we reconstruct or con-
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struct the early healing terms and the cognitive systems behind them.
But it is not an easy task!'

Hungarian linguists, archeologists, ethnographers, and historians of
religion have almost unanimously labeled the oldest system of healing
among the ancestors of the Hungarians as belonging to “shamanism,”
referring in their works to data from the old terminology of diseases on
trepanation and on various other topics.? It was more a manifestation of
a general understanding among generations of Hungarian scholars than
a conclusion drawn from carefully conducted philological or archeo-
logical (or paleomedical) investigations.

Thus it was a surprising endeavor, made by Hungarian Finno-Ugrist
Istvan Futaky in 1970, to suggest that the common Hungarian word
beteg ‘sick, ill; an ill person, a patient’ has its roots in Northern Tungu-
sic *boteki ‘sick, ill’, originating from the verb *b6- and *bod- ‘to die’.
At first sight, the etymology seemed to be correct, only the ethnohis-
torical connections between the Tungus and the Hungarians remained
very complicated and much debated.

In order to support and enlarge his suggestions, Futaky in a later
monograph (2001) has listed about 40 Mongolic and Manchu-Tungusic
(and some Chinese, etc.) words which he believes to be loanwords in
the Hungarian language. To the puzzling and striking problem of how

' The first occasion was at a conference (“Traditional Healing of Non-European
Peoples,” Budapest, 24-25th September, 1984, published later in Hungarian, see Voigt
1989); then at another conference (“Folk Medicine,” Szekszard, Hungary, 8—9th Octo-
ber, 1987, the papers for which remain unpublished); and then at “The Second Budapest
Conference on Traditional Medicine and Healing Systems,” Budapest, 5-8th October,
1989 (for which the presented papers have also not been published). My preliminary
summary paper was published in German (Voigt 1986), then in Hungarian (Voigt 1988),
and I have slightly corrected it in a volume of my collected papers (Voigt 2000). The
present paper deals only with certain questions, so for a general outlook see the publica-
tions mentioned above. As important new publications have appeared since 1984, I had
here to reconsider my earlier assumptions to some extent (see Voigt 2010).

2 See e.g. the summary by Hoppél (1990), mentioning also the works of the emi-
nent Hungarian linguist Dezs6é Pais (e.g. 1975). There is still a need for a modern
review of the theme.

3 His first paper was presented at the 1970 Tallinn congress of Finno-Ugrists and
was published years later in the congress publication (Futaky 1975); see also his sum-
marizing paper (Futaky 1983). On his later publications see below.
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these correspondences of words could be evaluated, he gave the fol-
lowing answer. Perhaps the Avars, living in the Carpathian Basin in
the 6th—9th centuries (about 558—823 AD), could have transferred the
“Manchu-Tungusic” words into the Hungarian vocabulary. Since we
do not know for sure what language the Avars spoke—possibly a kind
of Old Turkic, or even Mongolic or some other language, and because
Avar—Hungarian ethnic continuity (cherished by some Hungarian
archeologists and rejected vehemently by others) is a much debated
theory—I am unable to support in general the “Avar—Hungarian lin-
guistic continuity” suggested by Futaky.* Nevertheless, the word beteg
is definitely a very old element in the Hungarian vocabulary—and this
is an important fact for the conclusions I will present.

It is a well-known fact that even in our days Siberian peoples distin-
guish three kinds of “sicknesses.” Simple injuries or wounds will be
healed in a simple practical way, and this can be done by anyone. More
severe or mental problems require a specialist. Finally, diseases and
epidemics that endanger the whole community are usually dealt with
by the healing specialists—in fact, by shamans.’ 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
hard to deny that a “deadly sickness” would not have a separate treat-
ment—and hence a special denomination—in any society.

According to the updated etymology of Futaky (2001: 35-37), “by
its etymology Tungusic” the word beteg is in Hungarian a general
noun ‘ill, sick’ and had originally three syllables. It first occurs in any
written Hungarian source in the Jokai-kédex (compiled from 1372 to
1448, the actual text being copied by 1440). Not only beteg ‘sick, ill; a
patient’, but betegség ‘illness’ and the verb betegiil ‘to get sick’ occur

4 A devastating and sarcastic review of Futaky’s book was published in the main
Hungarian linguistic journal, Magyar Nyelv, by the leading Hungarian Mongolist,
Gyorgy Kara (2002). He accepts none of the etymologies suggested by Futaky.

5> The medical terminology of Siberian peoples has not often been a specific topic
in Finno-Ugric studies. The first recent summary attempts deal with the medical
vocabulary of “aborigines in Siberia” as reflected by the “great expeditions” in the
18th century (Pautova 2008). This important paper is devoted mainly to the expedi-
tions, and not to any medical terms.
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in the same codex. In another source, the Bécsi Kodex (written from
1416 to 1450, copied about 1430 to 1460).° there also occurs the transi-
tive verbal form betegit ‘to make somebody sick’. As the two codices
are textually not copies related to one another, the corresponding terms
thus somehow indicate a common usage of the word bereg already
before the mid-15th century in Hungary. There are further Hungarian
texts too, dating from the 14th—16th centuries, that use the same word.
In my earlier papers I have already stressed the importance of the
fact that Hungarian betegség ‘sick + ness’ was (already in the Middle
Ages) the source of important similar terms in other languages spoken
in and near medieval Hungary, as Slovenian beteg, Slovakian bet’ah,
Rumanian beteag,” and Croatian beteZan ‘sick, ilI’. However, the emi-
nent Hungarian Slavist, Laszl6 Hadrovics (1985: 143—145), returning
to an old etymology of the Hungarian beteg, derived it from Middle
High German wetdc (in plural wetdge) ‘krank’. The German compound
‘Weh + Tage’ means literally ‘pain + days’, often also in a spiritual or
symbolic context. The Middle High German language data for wetdc
are not attested earlier than from the 15th century on. Therefore, it
i1s impossible to believe that the Hungarian word, which in the writ-
ten documents occurs “earlier” than the German word (!), could have
influenced at so early a time the Slovenian, Slovakian, and Rumanian
languages—to which we could add further the early Croatian word
beteZan ‘sick’ + adjective too—if the Hungarian beteg were a German
loan from the 15th century. Recent Hungarian etymological dictionar-
ies do not accept the suggestion by Hadrovics.?

¢ For a recent description and dating of the two codices mentioned here, see Madas
(ed.) 2009, Nos. 20. (254-255) and 21 (256-257), with further bibliography.

7T thank Emanuela Timotin for her kind reference to the so-called Lexicon Mar-
silianum. In that 17th century list of Latin—Rumanian—Hungarian words, the lemmata
#1107-1109 are the following: Infirmus — Betyag — Betegh; Infirmitas — Betegsigul
— Betegségh — Infirmus sum — S Betyag — Betegh vagiok (Tagliavini 1930: 217). Fur-
ther, in lemmata 1208-1209 we find similarly: Invaletudo — Betegsigul — Betegségh
— Invalidus — Betyag — Betegh (Tagliavini 1930: 220). According to the editor, the
Rumanian betegsigul is a local loan from the Hungarian (Tagliavini 1930: 1012).

8 See the entries in the Hungarian etymological dictionaries (Benk& 1970; 1993;
Zaicz 20006).



The Hungarian Malade and the Hungarian “Collector of Goods” 149

As far as I can see the problem today, the medieval history of the
Hungarian word beteg can be separated from the Tungusic boteki. It is
true that the noun refers to verbs in the Tungusic dialects that are con-
nected to the concept of ‘death’’ But it is common that words mean-
ing ‘to die’ and ‘sick’ are closely connected in various languages: e.g.
Latin mori ‘to die’ and morbus ‘sick’. The Hungarian beteg might thus
once have meant ‘fatally ill’. Any “special meaning” of ‘illness’ may
illuminate the reason why the Hungarian word became a loanword in
the neighbouring languages.

Since “before” the Middle High German word wetdc, ‘ill, sick’, there
existed another common German term, krank, and “before” the Croatian
beteZan there existed the common Slavic term nemod, and “before” the
Slovakian bet’ah there existed the Slavic bol’-/noi/ (see e.g. the Slove-
nian bolan/bolnik, which has the same meaning), there must have been a
distinctive feature of the Hungarian 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 -sdg/-ség that forms abstract
nouns.'” It is again a well-known fact that names for diseases and their
treatments (medicines, etc.) have a widely international vocabulary,
which changes rapidly. If Rontgen, penicillin or AIDS became known
worldwide so rapidly, it is likely that the same phenomenon would also
have happened from China to Hungary many centuries ago. One can
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
the reason why later it became well known also in the adjacent areas
around medieval Hungary.

Linguists and historians of medicine have collected long lists of words
representing concepts of Old Hungarian healing. Here we will not give

9 1 thank Adam Molndr, and especially the late Catherine Uray-K&halmi, for their
sharply critical remarks about Futaky’s etymologies. According to Professor Uray-
Ko6halmi, all derivates from the Manchu—Tungusic verb bu- ‘to die’ refer to the situa-
tion or sense of ‘dying, agony, being close to death’.

10 The forming of abstracts from the denominal suffix -sdg/ség occurs already in the
oldest written Hungarian texts (e.g. Halotti beszéd ‘Funeral Sermon’, 1192-1196).
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a full enumeration or a systematization of them. When some years ago
psycholinguist Béla Biiky (1988) compiled such a list, it contained more
than 60 words referring to diseases.!! Most of them show important
semantic developments and changes and should be treated separately.'?
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
‘healer’. The Hungarian adjective jo ‘good’ is connected to the noun
javas ‘medicine man’ and to the noun jds ‘seer of the future’. Accord-
ing to the generally accepted etymology, the Hungarian word has good
correspondences in the Ugric languages, e.g. Vogul joma's ‘good’,
Ostiak jém, jim ‘good, healthy’ (Benkd 1970: 275-276).!* The Hungar-
ian javas ‘healing’ or ‘magician’ however is a much later Hungarian
derivation. The oldest written documents that use the word javas with
no ambiguity in the meaning as ‘medicine man’ are only from 1739
and 1786—that is, they are surprisingly late. The word jds ‘magician,
person foretelling the future’ occurs in written documents as early as
15444 Even if we accept medieval personal names as sources (for
javas from 1392, the next written document being from 1739; and for
Jjos from 1274, the next written document being from 1544), the histori-
cal semantics of the words is not very simple. According to Hungar-
ian historical phonology, javas ‘something with good’ as an adjective

' Biiky (1988) lists the words as “belonging to shamanism,” to symptomatology,
to etiology, etc., also grouping them according to historical semantic strata. He does
not discuss particular words, and we are not analyzing his material either. I quote here
only his “shamanic” group of words, including jo/jés/javas ‘good; seer, physician’, lel
(as e.g. in the compound hideg-lel-és) ‘cold fever, intermittent fever’ from the word lel
‘to find’, and hagymdz ‘typhoid fever, delirium’, iz ‘ulcer, swelling’, téboly ‘madness’.
All these words have very complicated historical semantics in Hungarian.

12 Biiky in his other paper (1967) collected Hungarian anatomical words from the
famous multilingual vocabulary of Ambrosius Calepinus (1585 and 1607). The further
parts of Biiky’s collection of early medical terms from the late 16th and early 17th
century remain unpublished.

13 Rédei (1986—1988: 850). There are further interesting phenomena in related Ugric
words (e.g. in the Konda Ostiak dialect jém means ‘gut, gesund’).

14T have used the most recent Hungarian etymological dictionaries (Benks 1970;
1993; and Zaicz 2006). The later ones also include medieval place names or personal
names.
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must be the older form, from which, by dropping the middle consonant
-v-, the noun jos derived. The simple form jo occurs in early sources,
which, however, are not easy to decipher and interpret.!> Examples are
? joccedeth (perhaps 1079) and ? ioch (1138). In both cases jo may
mean ‘goods, wares’. The 1079 document may refer to a person as a
‘collector of goods’, including the verb szed ‘to pick up, to collect’ in
the second part of the word (cedeth).

In a word, despite the fact that the adjective jo has a fine Ugrian ety-
mology, all the known Hungarian nouns for ‘healers, fortune-tellers’,
etc., are late Hungarian derivations, and not old Ob-Ugrian terms.
Even if in a document from 1796 the word javasasszony ‘a woman
having goods’ occurs, it might mean ‘a woman with some extraordi-
nary knowledge’, but it might also mean ‘a woman with many goods’
(perhaps for healing).

It has been a commonplace in Hungarian (even in scholarly) publica-
tions that javas and jos are thousand-year-old terms denoting healers
that can be traced back to the dawn of Hungarian culture—but this is
only wishful thinking. As for the cognitive background of jé in medi-
eval Hungary, we can suggest the idea that for healing one needs a lot
of “goods” (medicaments, tools, etc.). The person who possesses these
1s javas, that is, ‘the one possessing goods’.

The case is not easier with the today well-known Hungarian noun
orvos ‘physician’. In etymological studies it has been connected with
several Turkic (Uighur, Chaghatai, Kirghiz, Khakas, Karakalpak,
Siberian Tatar, Ottoman Turkish) and, furthermore, Finnish, Estonian,
and Lappish words. In Finnish, arpa means ‘magic’, ‘future-telling’,
or, in derivation, even ‘lottery’. Still, because of phonetic and semantic
difficulties, none of the etymologies which it has been suggested has
contact with the Hungarian has been finally proved.'®

15 To make the historical semantics more difficult, there was a homonym jé ‘river’
in Old Hungarian, which occurred in many place names. The word is etymologically
not related to jo, jos, javas.

16 See Rédei (1986—-1988: 16) with further literature, and the entries orvos in the
quoted Hungarian etymological dictionaries.
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On the other hand, orvos is a well-known and old word in Hungarian.
From 1131 we have written documents, and from the 14th to 15th cen-
turies we know of its derivations, e.g. orvossdg ‘medicine’, orvosol ‘to
heal’. According to comparative semantics, akin words are connected
with magic (Finnish ‘to foresee’, Lappish ‘magician’, Chagatai ‘witch-
master, magician’) or with healing (Ottoman Turkish ‘sick; sickness’,
Kirghiz, Khakas ‘sickness’, Khakas ‘dealing with sickness’).

The very rich Turkic material suggests the etymon ‘to cast a spell,
exercise magic’, especially connected with illnesses. Not only the older
sources, but recent ones too reflect traditional beliefs and the practice
of shamanism. “The Turkic etymon for the Hungarian word is a deri-
vate from arva- ‘to make magic; cast spells’. . . This verb is attested as
of the Old Turkic period, but both it and its derivations are limited to
the North-West, South-East and North-East branches of the contempo-
rary Turkic languages.” (R6na-Tas and Berta 2011: 657)

Because orvos is not attested in the Permian Finnic, Volga Finnic,
Ugrian, etc., languages, I am inclined to accept the Turkic (and not a
general Finno-Ugric) origin of the Hungarian word. And if this is so,
we may finally be able to find a trace of magical healing in old Hungar-
ian medicine. But precisely because of the old age and wide distribu-
tion of the Turkic words, just when and where the Hungarians learned
a Turkic term for a technique of magic healing remains uncertain.

One of the most inventive Hungarian linguists, Dezs6 Pais (1958),
devoted a detailed study to the Hungarian words tdltos ‘a person with
supernatural knowledge and force’ and orvos ‘physician’. The study
was also published in his collected volume of papers (1975: 73-108,
340). Unfortunately, the chapter of the book (Chapter V) devoted to the
word orvos is the shortest one. Pais states that he was not able to decide
whether the Finno-Ugric and Turkic words may finally be accepted as
belonging together. As regards the root of the Turkic words, he suggests
the verb ur- ‘to beat’.!” Pais twice quotes (1975: 88, 102) a sentence in
an inventory list from 1211, where we read the following: “[In Fuzegy
vdornicij]. . . . filit Wros, Tholtus cum filio suo Waasard, [cum fratre suo

171 find his “final” etymology not plausible, or too vague, but this is not the topic
of my paper (see Berta 2001).
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Calud]”’—that 1s, “the sons of Wros, Tholtus with his son Waasard’ [. . .].”
The sentence refers also to three generations in the same family. The
grandfather Wros reflects the contemporary orthography of Orvos, and
the father Tholtus is similarly referring to the then actual orthography of
Tdltos. (The third personal name, Waasard, may derive from the word
vdsdr ‘market’, which cannot absolutely be separated from the radius of
activity of any healer. But the etymology of this name is not important
for us now.) It is not absolutely clear from the sentence in the document
whether Wros and Tholtus are father and son or two brothers, but the
close kinship tie between them is beyond doubt. It means that in the
same family there was a healer (Wros) and a magician (Tholtus). Even if
we know nothing about their actual activities, we could simply say that
in that family “magical” and “natural” (i.e. by more conventional means)
healing was then inseparable. The other early personal names I have
referred to support that assumption. Thus, with a slight modification, we
can accept the fifty-year-old explanation by Professor Pais.

To sum up the conclusions of my paper, there are two elements which
should be emphasized. There are two ways to reconstruct the earliest
history of healing practice among the Hungarians. Archeology and
archeo-medicine have been used to investigate the Hungarian cem-
eteries in the Carpathian Basin. Their results are very important—but
they do not tell much about the cognitive system behind the burials.
On the other side there are the terms in Hungarian, which need an
interpretation. I have tried to investigate or reinvestigate the etymolo-
gies that have been suggested hitherto. The most important word is the
Hungarian beteg, the etymology of which seems to be more uncertain
than ever. But there is more and more evidence for the fact that the
Hungarian term (meaning perhaps ‘illness close to death’) was bor-
rowed by the Rumanian, Slovakian, Croatian, and Slovenian languages
in the Middle Ages. It is a not surprising fact that “magical healing”
existed in medieval Hungary. The situation was the same throughout in
Europe. But, by analyzing words such as orvos (and tdltos), I hope that I
have been able to show some negative and some positive references for
their manifestations in medieval Hungarian cultural history.

The complicated and as yet unfinished interpretations, as of that of
the Hungarian beteg ‘sick, ill; a sick person’, and that of the 1079 ‘col-
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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
are the oldest Hungarian data relating to medicine. Perhaps I need not
add that, if we deal with old written sources, the scribes and readers
belonged to the upper social strata. Thus the Hungarian beteg as a
loanword in several languages will ipso facto not speak about “old
folk” medicine. But they are the only available historical documents
today—and we have to start with scrutiny of those sources.

Of course, the later phases of the development of (magical) healing
and medicine in Hungary should be treated in separate studies. And
they show no less interesting and surprising items.
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The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans,
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
the 1980s such as A. Osipov, V. Vasil'ev, lu. Votiakov, and S. Parnikov. Several
vears later, after the fall of the Soviet Union, the Sakha Republic (Yakutia) wit-
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
of shamanism and shamans. Combining different techniques, such as painting,
drawing, and weaving, these artists focus on the representation of past and
present shamanism and on particular moments in a shaman's life, such as the
tearing apart of the body, the shaman’s flight, and so on. Their works are of
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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My paper seeks to explore the relationship between the revival of sha-
manism, the revival of shamans, and contemporary artists who, though
not labeled shamans, work with the issue of shamanism. Most of the
data I will be presenting are drawn from my field notes. I have been
pursuing fieldwork on the revival of shamanism in the Sakha Republic
(Yakutia)! since 2005, with my latest fieldwork dating back to just a
few months ago. My research topic is not contemporary art, although
on several occasions I have had the opportunity to meet Sakha intel-
lectuals and artists and interview them.

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
150 years. Most of the available sources about shamanism in that area
were systematically written down starting from the second half of the
19th century. Those writing on shamanism were mostly Russians and
Poles exiled to the Russian far east, such as I. A. Khudiakov, V. V.
Seroshevskii, V. F. Troshchanskii and E. K. Pekarskii, who gathered data
about the life of native peoples and their system of beliefs. In this respect,
it can be argued that Sakha ethnography was “made” by foreigners. What
emerges from these ethnographers’ accounts is that shamanism and sha-
man were not synonyms, but rather two sides of the same coin. Shaman-
ism was conceived as a sort of framework for shamans’ actions: “every
tale is imbibed with shamanism,” as Khudiakov (2002: 77) observed.

As far as I can gather from these early accounts, shamanism did not
involve symbols (things standing for something else) but consisted of
magical actions in the world—which is also how Caroline Humphrey
defines shamanism in Inner Asia. This explains why Yakut society (as
most Inner Asian societies) seemed to have other religious practitio-
ners alongside shamans (e.g. healers, bonesetters, sorcerers, midwives,
diviners), as well as different types of shamans (“white” and “black™).
As Humphrey (1996: 51) argues, “having all these religious specialists
was a corollary of their apprehension of a number of different causal
processes pertaining to beings, or kinds of existence, in the world.”

' In this paper I will use the terms “Yakut” and “Yakutia” in relation to historical
periods prior to 1992, when the name Sakha Republic (Yakutia) was adopted. For
years after 1992, I will replace Yakut with Sakha and Yakutia with the Sakha Republic.
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The shamanic worldview was well established in everyday life and not
just the prerogative of shamans: anyone could leave offerings to spirit
masters and ancestors whenever necessary. The shaman himself (or
herself) was an integral part of this process, as the one who was able to
have direct access to the spirit world by virtue of his personal “appren-
ticeship.” According to early ethnographic sources, the universe was
conceived as made up of three worlds: the middle world, inhabited by
humans and spirit masters, the upper world, inhabited by god-spirits,
and the underworld, the realm of evil spirits (Khudiakov 2002: 50-75;
Seroshevskii 1993: 629-649).

Early ethnographers collected very detailed information from Yakut
shamans concerning their apprenticeship. It was believed that one
could become a shaman either thanks to a hereditary “gift,” or by
getting in touch with a deceased shaman. Certain physical features or
behavioral attitudes displayed since childhood were considered impor-
tant signs of a future shaman. The first step toward shamanism was
illness, as future shamans would fall ill very frequently. It was said that
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),
a larch. The higher up the nest, the more powerful the shaman. The
spirits would also turn the shaman’s soul into a cuckoo chick and feed
it bird eggs (Khudiakov 2002: 77-150; Seroshevskii 1993: 604—-623;
Alekseev 1984: 32-97).

The second and most painful step was the értéeéni, the tearing apart
of the body. During his illness the shaman would lie in bed in a state
of apparent death. In the meantime spirits belonging to the three worlds
would fly to him in order to tear his body apart and consume his flesh
and blood. At this moment, a particular and quite controversial spirit
(according to the ethnographers’ interpretations), iiéé kyyl, the animal
mother, would collect the shaman’s bones and put them back in the
right place. The shaman would then come back to real life, endowed
with extraordinary powers and with the ability to communicate, bar-
gain, and even fight with the spirits.

According to the ethnographic material, a shaman would eventu-
ally go through one last stage, consisting of a sort of “spiritual lesson”
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imparted by an older shaman. Standing on a hill or mountain top, the
older shaman would show the younger one the path to the spirits. Both
shamans would wear ritual clothes and sacrifice an animal, a bull or
a horse, which would be eaten afterward (Khudiakov 2002: 77-150;
Seroshevskii 1993: 604-623; Alekseev 1975: 97-110).

A shaman in prerevolutionary Yakut society had many tasks, all
related to communication with the spirits. A shaman could divine, fore-
tell the future, cure, and lead the souls of the dead into another dimen-
sion. In a word, he managed relations with the natural and supernatural
world, and hence helped to regulate social life in several ways.

As to the prerevolutionary ethnographic material on shamanism,
it was filtered through the lens of Christianity. After the very first
ethnographic accounts, other reports were written by new generations
of scholars, of both Yakut and Russian origin. These writings reflect
different historical contexts, thus varying in terms of the details and
interpretations they provide.

By the end of the 19th century the image of the shaman and of sha-
manism itself had already begun to change considerably. In particular,
the distinction between “black™ and “white” shamanism had become
more marked. According to the ethnographic evidence, white shamans
were at the service of the god-spirits belonging to the upper world,
whereas black shamans had to deal with all the trouble caused by the
evil spirits dwelling in the underworld. For a long time these two terms,
“black™ and “white,” were regarded as polar opposites, by reference to
Western categories such as good and bad. It seems, however, that these
two kinds of shamans reflect two historical stages in the development
of Sakha society, respectively an earlier period characterized by hunt-
ing (black shamanism) and a more recent one marked by cattle breed-
ing (white shamanism) (Hamayon 1990). While the issue of “black” vs.

2 See, for instance Kulakovskil 1910; Ksenofontov 1929; Oiunskil 1925; Popov
1947; Tokarev 1945; and Alekseev 1975.
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“white” shamanism is still being debated, the two categories also seem
to have influenced the artistic portrayal of shamans.?

The Portrayal of Shamans in the Fine Arts

The first professional artists in Yakutia were Ivan Popov and Mikhail
Nosov. Russians by birth, they were born in a Yakut province and
knew the language and customs of the Yakut people quite well. Popov
completed his education as an artist in St Petersburg in 1903-1905
by visiting the private studio of Aleksandr Makovskii, a professor at
the local fine arts academy. At that time urban artists were interested
in “ancient traditions” and folklore, and Popov, once back in Yakutia,
began studying ethnography and archeology: his works reflect these
pursuits of his, as they combine scientific research and artistic skill
(Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 18).

Popov was a member of the intellectual society Sakha Késkilé (Sakha
Future): this promoted the Yakut language and played an important
role in the creation of a number of ethnographic museums in the dis-
tricts of Yakutia. The society mainly developed in the 1920s and fos-
tered an intellectual interest in the roots of Yakut culture, its past, and
its “traditions.” Its members focused particularly on the analysis of the
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
shamanism and shamans.

Going back to Popov, in 1926 he painted The Shaman, now on display
in the Yakutsk National Fine Arts Museum: it portrays a Yakut sha-
man during a s€éance (fig. 1). The painter used the grisaille technique
to create the impression of a dark night. The atmosphere evokes awe
and respect for the shaman, whose features and behavior are nonethe-
less reminiscent of those of a black shaman (Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 6).

In the 1920s a good number of people still believed in shamanism and
shamans: as a nom de plume, the poet Platon Sleptsov chose the name

3 For a broader overview of the debate on black vs. white shamanism, see
Troshchanskii 1903: 113—-133; Romanova 1988: 20-73; Alekseev: 1984: 32-97
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Fig. 1. Ivan Popov, The Shaman, 1926 (after Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 6).

Oiunskii, derived from the Yakut oyuun ‘shaman’. He also chose a sha-
man as the main character of his drama The Red Shaman. The protago-
nist of the work takes a stand against a local clan chief and his power; in
order to see his dream of social justice come true, the shaman is forced to
burn his drum, thus forever closing the path to the spirits (Oiunskii 1925).
The drama was a great success, but Oiunskii was arrested.

Oiunskii died in jail and his literary production was buried with
him. What happened to him is just one example of the Soviet repres-
sion toward those intellectuals who tried to reconcile shamanist and
communist themes. As Piers Vitebsky (2003: 279) states, “the Soviet
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regime (in which Sakha intelligencija were implicated) never man-
aged to cope fully with the combination of religiosity and nationalism
implicit in Sakha shamanic thinking.”

The harshest forms of repression were those mounted against sha-
mans themselves. A Soviet law against shamanism issued in the Yakut
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic in 1924 laid the ground for
repression: “The activities of shamans are thus considered to be under
the jurisdiction of the criminal code of the Russian Soviet Federal
Social Republic, for instance concerning extortion, deception for profit,
irresponsible curing claims . . *

By the early 1930s hundreds of drums had been burned, while some
cloaks had been “donated” to museums. Many shamans curtailed their
practices, and those who continued to shamanize were hauled off to
jail, or to psychiatric hospitals, where some even died. A few shamans
continued shamanic healing in secret: all this reveals that, in spite of
the efforts of the Soviet regime, shamanism and shamans were never
eradicated (Balzer 1996).

Shamanism and Artists in the Soviet and Post-Soviet Era

For about two or three decades, artists hardly depicted shamans at all.
The new generations of intellectuals belonging to the Yakut Autono-
mous Soviet Socialist Republic adopted a rather negative attitude
toward shamanism, regarding it as a dark, backward, and primitive
faith. The artists who continued to work on the issue of shamanism
tended to portray it in the light of the juxtaposition between past and
present, with the former standing for the “primitive, dark faith” and the
latter for progress.

A good example is to be found in Afanasii Osipov’s painting The
Shaman’s Banishment, dated 1957 (pl. 2 b). This painting, conceived as
Osipov’s diploma work at the Moscow Arts Institute, became famous
and brought its author much fame, as it met the ideological demands of

4 Sbornik Postanovlenii, 1924, see Balzer (1993: 8).
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the time. It portrays a Russian female doctor by an ill woman’s bed in a
Yakut winter dwelling. Also depicted is a shaman, who is shown leav-
ing the sickbed with an attitude that suggests concern at the upcom-
ing scientific progress. The composition and colors correspond to the
trends of Russian classic arts and stress a dramatic conflict of eternal
opposites: the female doctor is portrayed in bright colors, while the
shaman is enshrouded by a shade of black (Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 7).

In the decade of Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization, known as “the thaw”
(ottepel"), artists’ attitudes toward shamanism once again changed,
gaining a hint of romanticism and nostalgia, as illustrated by Valerii
Vasil'ev’s linoprint The Shaman (1965), from the cycle New and Old.
Though the work still features an opposition between light and dark
forces, Vasil’ev’s shaman has a bright and spiritual personality (fig. 2).

Ten years later, in 1976, Iurii Votiakov drew The Calm Lake: here
the spirit of the lake emerges from its unruffled surface in the shape
of a thoughtful young man, surrounded by mysterious birds. The artist
belongs to a generation which considered shamanism an expression
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Fig. 3. lurii Votiakov, The Calm Lake, 1976 (after Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 10).

of folklore, a source of inspiration and of free imagination (Ivanova-
Unarova 2000: 10, fig. 3).

The 1980-1990 decade was a period marked by momentous histori-
cal, social, and political changes both in Russia and in Yakutia. The
fall of the Soviet Union provided new prospects of freedom and self-
assertion for the native peoples of Siberia, who had been colonized
and repressed for decades. This was an opportunity for them to return
to their “traditions” and to choose their own path to modernity. Their
major priority was to redefine their ethnic image, so as to claim a suit-
able identity for their new political status. In 1990, Yakutia was pro-
claimed a sovereign republic within the Russian Federation under the
name of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia), and two years later a constitu-
tion was adopted. Although the new constitution could still be altered
by the Russian leadership, the Sakha people welcomed its adoption as
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an important historical event, a further step toward national and cul-
tural autonomy. As a result, there emerged a clear orientation toward
national uniqueness and local distinctiveness, represented by the rees-
tablishment of elements belonging to Sakha culture, both material and
nonmaterial (Vinokurova 1995). In this respect, shamanism lay at the
center of the new debate on Sakha identity.

Three centuries of domination by the tzarist and Soviet powers had
convinced Sakha intellectuals that shamanism was uniquely theirs: an
authentic and ancient “tradition,” by contrast to Christianity, marked
out as the “colonizers’ religion.”

The task of restoring shamanism, however, was not easy for those
who had received an atheistic and communist education. The elites, in
particular, had been so trained to consider shamanism something devil-
ish, wild, and backward, if not even pathological, that they had made
this judgment their own and viewed shamanism with shame and resent-
ment. How to bring this way of thinking to an end all of a sudden? How
to revitalize a set of practices that had once been evidence for cultural
diversity and had now become the object of a kind of research which
cast new and critical light on native cultural processes? How to restore
shamanism, which has no written doctrine, no clergy, and no estab-
lished liturgy? How to revive a worldview known only through sources
depicting a way of life that seemed hardly relevant in the 1990s?

These and many other questions resulted in a wide variety of
attempted solutions and innovations, in a context that favored indi-
vidual agency. Not only are the present-day forms of revitalized sha-
manism extremely diversified, but they hardly correspond to pre-Soviet
ethnographic descriptions.

Almost 20 years since the fall of the Soviet Union, the revival of
shamanism and shamans continues, taking on increasingly different
and complex forms. In the past six years of fieldwork I have witnessed
not only the return of shamans (who are sometimes also doctors,
psychologists, nurses, and teachers) and the reemergence of everyday
practices focusing on the spirit world, but also, and more interestingly,
the involvement of shamanism in the intellectual arena. This has been
acted out, for instance, by creating theater performances about sha-
manism, films, exhibitions, special issues of journals, a good number
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of books on shamans and shamanism written or reedited by a range of
different authors (e.g. novelists, journalists, ethnographers, pre-Soviet
ethnographers, and shamans themselves), and art works.

Let us see how this process has influenced the contemporary fine
arts. Timofel A. Stepanov is one of the best known artists dealing with
shamanism.’ He considered shamanism a path to human civilization,
a means of contact with the cosmos. His cycle Sakha Shamans (Sakha
Oyuuttara), 1985-1998, which consists of 13 large canvasses, was
conceived in his student years. The artist read a number of books on
shamanism and even spoke with specialists and shamans; for the most
part, however, he listened to his “inner voice.” In his eyes shamanism
really embodied the past. In Stepanov’s own words: “Today hardly any
shaman possesses the gift, maybe the context has changed, life itself
has changed. Once upon a time everyone thought and believed that
through the shaman’s voice, Truth itself was speaking, The benevolent
Gods themselves were speaking, and the spirits too. I think that now it
is impossible to go back to traditional shamanism, we don’t have to, all
this remains linked to the past” (Doidu 2001: 71).

In the paintings The Birth of the Shaman (pl. 3 a) and The Tearing
Apart (pl. 3 b), all the elements illustrated in the ethnographic literature
are displayed. In the former, a cuckoo gives birth to a shaman in a nest
perched on the shamanic tree; in the latter, the future shaman’s body
is torn apart by a number of spirits. In both works the painter adds a
personal touch: this is more evident in the representation of the iiyéé-
kyyl, the animal mother, which, according to the painter, looks like a
big two-headed bird with widespread wings. This is a rather recurrent
element in his paintings; another common feature is the spirit-helper
eméget, which is portrayed as a shining golden idol.

> Timofel A. Stepanov was born in the Suntar district in 1943. He completed his edu-
cation at the Academy of Fine Arts in St Petersburg and in 1993 was awarded the title of
National Master Painter of the Sakha Republic. He died in 2005. His oeuvre is extremely
large: he painted nearly 200 canvases, most of them grouped by thematic cycles, such as
The Epic Poems Olonkho (1979-1986), The Great Spirits (1994), The Great God-Spirits
(1994), Sakha Blacksmiths (1994), and Sakha Shamans (1985-1998).
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Shamanic Consecration 1s 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
eémégét. Beyond the outlines of the two shamans we catch a glimpse of
the path a person must take in order to become a shaman, of some spirit
helpers, and of the heads of shamanic ancestors. A sacrificial horse is
waiting by the tree (Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 37).

Another interesting example of how shamanism and shamans are
used in art can be observed in Nadezhda Fedulova’s work. She weaves
horse hair in order to produce large canvases. The art of using horse
hair for craftworks is not new to the Sakha: amulets, dolls with “tra-
ditional” costumes, boxes, cases, wooden spoons and jewels decorated
with horse hair, and carpets woven from horse hair—among other
objects related to popular art and handiwork—were and still are at the
core of the process of reconstruction and recreation of the everyday
objects which were in use in the 19th century and later disappeared, but
are now in demand from ethnographic museums and souvenir shops.

Fedulova, however, has developed a new way of using horse hair.
She creates tapestries and panels for interiors that combine light and
dark colors, where decorativeness and functionality come together. Her
works The Two Shamans (fig. 4) and The Flying Shaman (fig. 5) are on
display in the National Museum for Fine Arts in Yakutsk, along with
many of Stepanov’s works.

I never had the chance to personally meet Timofei Stepanov, but I
have had a few encounters with Nadezhda Fedulova and other artists.
She never consulted any living shaman for her works but drew inspira-
tion from books on shamanism, as probably Stepanov also did. Both
artists mentioned that, in order to create their works, they listened to
their “inner voice,” conceived of as a source of inner and inborn knowl-
edge of shamanism and shamans. “Every Sakha knows it, as if it were
already written in our genetic code or, probably, it’s something we’ve
always heard people speak of, something we’ve always known, but I
can’t tell how I know these things,” Nadezhda Fedulova once told me.



The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art 169

Fig. 4. Nadezhda Fedulova, The Two Shamans, 1989 (after Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 50).

Fig. 5. Nadezhda Fedulova, The Flying Shaman, 1989 (after Ivanova-Unarova 2000: 51).
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The “Circular Process” and its Effects

What emerges here is a sort of “circular process” that begins with the
early ethnographers who, in turn, introduced into their works a very
important element for the contemporary revival of Sakha culture and
spirituality: the oral epic poems Olonkho.

In the Olonkho poems, the action takes place within three mythologi-
cal worlds: almost in every poem there is a main hero, a male or female
knight who fights for his/her place on earth and the prosperity of his/her
kin. The hero’s main tasks also include ensuring the continuity of his/her
people, setting up a family, and defending the interests of his/her folk.
The counterhero, the one against whom the main hero fights, is a knight
from the underworld. Both the hero and the counterhero are protected
by a number of god-spirits and spirit-masters that live in either the upper
world or the netherworld (Emelianov and Illarionov 1997).

It is still debated when the Olonkho poems were composed, as they
were passed down orally from generation to generation. What is known
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-
sandr Fedorovich Middendorf (1878). He recorded the beginning of one
Olonkho (Eriedel Bergen) and published it in his work Puteshestvie na
Sever i Vostok Sibiri.

In early Soviet times the history of Olonkho witnessed a remark-
able change: the Yakut intellectual Platon A. Oiunskii reproduced and
composed the Olonkho Diuluruyar Niirgun Bootur (“Niirgun Bootur
the Impetuous™), which he had heard from many narrators. This was
a turning point in Olonkho production, since these epics started to
be conceived and approached as literary works of fiction. With their
specific and detailed cosmological vision, and their mythical ances-
tors and shamans, the Olonkho provided a more structured view of
the shamanic cosmos, introducing, for instance, some supernatural
beings which were not characteristic of shamanic practices. This epic
production has been so influential that general hypotheses on the birth
and development of shamanism have been formulated using them as a
starting point (Vasil'ev 2000).
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During the last two decades in particular, a new generation of intel-
lectuals and scholars—some of them shamans—have come to view their
past as inadequate to vindicate present positions. As a result, many have
been in the process of inventing a new past. In this respect, since the fall
of the Soviet Union the Olonkho poems appear to have been the main
sources to which contemporary artists have referred in order to create
works that, in turn, provide inspiration for intellectuals, ethnographers,
journalists, and historians writing about shamanism. But the opposite is
also true: for the Olonkho poems are a source of inspiration for intellec-
tuals and ethnographers who, in turn, provide a new impulse for contem-
porary artists. It is not unusual for these works to be read, assimilated,
and re-produced by a new generation of shamans.

Revising history, reconsidering collective memory, recreating a
suitable past, and providing it with an “original” religious system
and authentic mythical ancestors are all well-documented strategies
of identity construction which have been implemented in the Sakha
Republic. In this respect, Anthony Smith speaks of a “community of
culture” when an ethnic group tries to distinguish itself from its rulers
on the basis of cultural differences and a sense of cultural specificity.
A sense of shared history and the perception of cultural uniqueness and
individuality are what mutually differentiates populations, assigning
each a definite identity, both in its own eyes and in those of outsiders
(Smith 1981: 22).

Among the strategies adopted by groups, Smith mentions a “mytho-
symbolic complex” made up of “myths, values and symbols™: these are
components that can be passed down from generation to generation
and secure the subsistence and perpetuation of ethnic identity (Smith
1986: 54). In particular, myths of ethnic descent play an important role
in creating and recreating collective ethnic identities.

What counts here are not blood ties, whether real or alleged, but spiri-
tual kinship, proclaimed through ideals allegedly derived from some
ancient exemplars in remote eras. The aim is “to recreate the heroic
spirit (and the heroes) that animated ‘our ancestors’ in some past golden
age; and descent is traced not through family pedigrees, but through
the persistence of certain kinds of ‘virtue’ or other distinctive cultural
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qualities, be it of language, customs, religion, institutions or more gen-
eral personal attributes” (Smith 1999: 58).

Myths of descent, once unearthed and disseminated, exercise a pow-
erful fascination—and not just on intellectuals—because they provide
a framework, albeit a malleable one, for social solidarity, and a way
of resolving the crisis of insecurity through the provision of collective
identities. “It is only in terms of a myth of ethnic descent that both
groups and individuals can ‘make sense’ of their relocation, and the
challenge posed by the bureaucratic state to the old cosmic images. By
placing the present in the context of the past and of the community,
the myth of descent interprets present social changes and collective
endeavors in a manner that satisfies the drive for meaning by providing
new identities that at the same time seem to be very old” (Smith 1999:
62). Smith argues that having a common history, albeit a reconstructed
one that has been partially or totally made up, serves an educative
function: if a group of people believe they share a common origin and
unique history (even if it is only a mythical one), they will also share
national symbols, such as a language, a religion, and customs, and have
aspirations toward a common territory (Smith 1981: 24).

If this can be applied to the “circular process,” it is easy to see
how over time shamanism and shamans have been constructed, de-
constructed and re-constructed to such an extent that an adapted
shamanism has become a significant factor in the post-Soviet creative
revival, with its ongoing legitimization of select aspects of shamanism
that symbolize the Sakha past in all its richness. As Charles Lindholm
(2008: 144) recalls, “every culture has as its basic concern the manu-
facture of a convincing definition of the identity of its members and an
explanation of why they are who they are, what they belong to, and why
they do what they do—that is, every culture must construct a convinc-
ing collective framework for belief and action.”

Shamanism is not the state religion of the Sakha Republic but is only
part of a vast and complex system where old material is increasingly
being used to construct invented traditions of a novel type in an attempt
to establish a people’s legitimacy across history: in the search for a
distinct identity opposed to the Russian one, this circular process has
been adopted to create a new version of Sakha culture.



The Revival of Shamanism, Shamans, and Contemporary Art 173

References

Aa. Vv. 1924. “O merakh borby s shamanizmom.” In Sbornik Postanovlenii i
rasporiazhenii laASSR 1922—-1926. Yakutsk. Kantseliariia ATSIK i SKN, 3o0go
noiabria 1924g.

Alekseev, Nikolai A. 1975. Traditsionnye religioznye verovaniia iakutov v XIX—
nachale XX v. Novosibirsk: Nauka.

—. 1984. Shamanizm tiurkoiazychnykh narodov Sibiri. Opyt areal'nogo
sravnitel'nogo issledovaniia. Novosibirsk: Nauka.

Balzer, Marjorie M. 1993. “Shamanism and the Politics of Culture: An Anthropo-
logical View of the 1992 International Conference on Shamanism, Yakutsk, the
Sakha Republic.” Shaman. Journal of the International Society for Shamanis-
tic Research 1(2): 71-96.

—. 1996. “Changing Images of the Shaman: Folklore and Politics in the
Sakha Republic (Yakutia).” Shaman. Journal of the International Society for
Shamanistic Research 4(1-2): 5-16.

Doidu, Aisen 2001. “Otkroveniia khudozhnika Timofeia Stepanova.” Ilin 2(25):
69-72.

Emelianov, Nikolai V. and Vasilii V. Illarionov 1997. lakutskii épos olonkho.
Yakutsk: Bichik.

Hamayon, Roberte 1990. La chasse a I’dme. Esquisse d’une théorie du chaman-
isme sibérien. Nanterre: Societé d’ethnologie.

Humphrey, Caroline with Urgunge Onon 1996. Shamans and Elders. Experience,
Knowledge, and Power among the Daur Mongols. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Ivanova-Unarova, Zinaida 2000. Liki shamana. Yakutsk: Bichik.

Khudiakov, Ivan A. 2002. Kratkoe opisanie Verkhoianskogo Okruga. Yakutsk:
Bichik.

Ksenofontov, Gavril V. 1929. Khrestes. Shamanizm i khristianstvo. Yakutsk:
Sever-lug.

Kulakovskii, Aleksei E. 1910. Snovidenie shamana. Yakutsk.

Lindholm, Charles 2008. Culture and Authenticity. Malden, MA and Oxford:
Blackwell Publishing.

Middendorf, Aleksandr F. 1878. Puteshestvie na Sever i Vostok Sibiri. Sankt-
Peterburg.

Oiunskii, Platon A. 1925. Kyhyl oyuun. Yakutsk.

Popov, Andrei A. 1947. “Poluchenie shamanskogo dara u Viliuiskikh Iakutov.” In
Trudy Instituta Etnografii 2.

Romanova, Ekaterina N. 1988. lakutskii prazdnik Ysyakh. Istoki i predstavleniia.
Nauka: Novosibirsk.

Seroshevskii, Vaclav L. 1896. lakuty. Opyt étnograficheskogo issledovaniia.
Moskva: ROSSPEN. Second edition 1993.



174 Lia Zola

Smith, Anthony D. 1981. The Ethnic Revival. Cambridge: University Press.
—. 1986. The Ethnic Origins of Nations. New York: Basil Blackwell.
—. 1999. Myths and Memories of the Nation. Oxford: University Press.

Tokarev, Sergei A. 1945. Obshestvennyi strol iakutov XVII-XVIII vekov. Yakutsk:
Iakutskoe knizhnoe izdatel'stvo.

Troshchanskii, Vasilii F. 1903. Evoliutsiia chernoi very (shamanstva) u lakutov.
Kazan": Tip. Imp. Un-ta.

Vasil'ev, Valerii E. 2000. Ideia puteshestviia i voina shamana v olonkho.
In Olonkho v kontekste épicheskogo naslediia narodov mira. Tezisy dokladov
mezhdunarodnol konferentsii 7-8 sentiabria 2000g. Yakutsk: Respublikans-
kaia Assotsiiatsiia “Olonkho”: 48—49.

Vinokurova, Uliana A. 1995. “The ethnopolitical situation in the Republic of
Sakha.” Anthropology and Archeology of Eurasia 1(34): 60-79.

Vitebsky, Piers 2003. “From Cosmology to Environmentalism: Shamanism as
Local Knowledge in a Global Setting.” In Graham Harvey (ed.) Shamanism.
A Reader. London: Routledge. 276-298.

Lia ZOLA is Research Fellow in Cultural Anthropology at the University of
Turin, Italy. She has carried out fieldwork in the Sakha Republic (Yakutia)
since 2005 for her PhD and for her postdoctoral research. She is currently
working on issues of revival and authenticity related to contemporary Sakha
shamanism, both in urban and nonurban contexts. During her most recent
fieldwork, in 2011, she began an investigation into female contemporary
shamanism and female healers. Her main publications include 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, 2009), and Lo sciamano
in vetrina. Autenticita, revival, reinvenzione (Milano, 2012).



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

Catherine Uray-Kohalmi (1926-2012)

AGNES BIRTALAN BUDAPEST

The Mongols called Catherine (in Hungarian, Katalin) Uray-K6halmi
Tungalag, this frequent female name meaning ‘clear, pure, transparent’,
just as her own academic works are lucid and clearly understandable.!
They are lucid because they posit well-formulated questions and pursue
the line of reasoning with crystalline logic. Nomen est omen.
Catherine Kb6halmi’s ramifying oeuvre encompassed several areas
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 Secret History of the Mongols, and the folklore
and language of the Khamnigan, an Eastern Mongolian ethnic group,
just to mention some of her main topics. The author of the present lines
had the good fortune to participate with her in several projects which
included mythological subjects (the mythology of the Manchu and
Tungusic peoples, and the popular religious mythology of Mongolic
peoples), a historical atlas of Inner Asia, and a dictionary of classical
Manchu,? and she invited Catherine to lecture on the Manchu language,
the beliefs of Siberian peoples, and the holistic analysis of the Secret
History of the Mongols for nearly two decades at the Department of

' Katalin K&halmi was her maiden name, but in her German, and later in her Eng-
lish, publications she used the German and English forms of her first name —respec-
tively, Kidthe and Catherine. When she married the eminent Hungarian Tibetologist
Géza Uray, she adopted his surmane, and published under the name U.-K&halmi or
Uray-Ko&halmi. The Editors.

2 These last two works have not been published yet.
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Fig. 1. From left to right: Professor Rinchen, Andras Réna-Tas, Gyorgy Kara,
and Catherine Uray-K&halmi in Mongolia, probably in Ulaanbaatar, in 1957.

Inner Asian Studies, E6tvos Lorand University, Budapest.® She is the
coeditor of a selection of Uray-K6éhalmi’s studies to be released by
Harrassowitz Verlag in the series Tuguso-Sibirica (entitled Lose Blditter
aus Innerasien). This will contain the majority of her studies on epic
traditions and the Secret History of the Mongols.

For one and a half decades Catherine Uray-K6halmi was a member
of the Editorial Board of Shaman. Below 1 enumerate some of her most
important results concerning Mongolian and Siberian belief systems,
mythology, and shamanism. In her seminal and much quoted work on
the mythology of the Manchu and Tungusic people (Uray-Kéhalmi
1997), she included entries on shamanism, as well as on mythological
figures, motifs, and mythologems. It is the best reference book on the
subject, illustrated by the gifted author herself.

Catherine Uray-K6halmi dealt extensively with the analysis and
typology of mythological creatures that appear in the epic stories of

3 Two of her earlier published chrestomathies concerning the folklore of Siberian
ethnic groups were manuals for the courses (K6halmi 1973; U. K6halmi 1977).
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Fig. 2. Catherine on horseback, Mongolia, 1957.

Inner Asian peoples, placing them in a broader mythological context.
She analyzed in detail the role of the masters of the Earth, the local
spirits (1992), and the animal-shaped creatures in the epic stories,
supported with a multitude of text excerpts. The motifs of the self-
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
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Fig. 3. Catherine in Mongolia, 1957.

new light shed upon them in her studies. She examined the connection
between the white-robed sacral person—the beki appearing in the
Secret History of the Mongols—and the mediator shaman (1991). Her
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
dynasty (for which she discovered Siberian analogies), are outstand-
ing achievements in the study of Inner Asian beliefs and mythologies
(1970; 1972). With these studies she created the Eurasian context in
which the fragmentary and sporadic historical data can be more accu-
rately interpreted in the efforts of scholarship to retrace the path of
nomadic peoples from tribe to empire.

In the area of shamanic research, she often returned to the figure of
the Manchu shamaness Nishan and to the textual tradition centered
around her figure. That was a favourite subject of hers: in her Manchu
language classes she read different text variants with her advanced
students, and she made a major contribution to the research discipline
which Giovanni Stary called “Nishanology” (e.g. Uray-K&halmi 2003).
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My aim here has been simply to describe a segment of Catherine
Uray K&halmi’s multilayered oeuvre* in order to give a sample of the
plethora of her contributions. They are the classics of several scholarly
disciplines, and will surely be the reference materials for several gen-
erations to come.

Bat orsig boltugai!
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MINUTES OF THE ISSR GENERAL ASSEMBLY,
WARSAW, STATE ETHNOGRAPHIC MUSEUM,
OCTOBER 7, 18:00 — 19:20

(1) Daniel Kister was approved by majority vote as chair of the meeting.
(2) President’s Report
Mihély Hoppal began by honoring Romano Mastromattei who passed
away on 23. 10.10 in Montevarchi, AZ (* 2.2.36 in Bolzano, BZ). Prof.
Mastromattei had received his education at “La Sapienza” (now Roma
I) and wrote his dissertation in the field of history of religion under
Prof. Angelo Brelich. From 1964—-1967 he taught in the US (Cincinnati
and Pennsylvania). Subsequently he held positions at Trinity College
in Rome, the Universities of Urbino, University of Perugia, Roma III.
After his retirement as tenured professor in cultural anthropology he
was invited by the Faculty of Oritental Studies to teach a course on
cultural anthropology at “La Sapienza,” however, due to his untimely
death he was unable to complete this assignment. Prof. Mastromat-
tei worked as translator for several publishing houses and interpreted
for Andy Warhol during his stay in Italy. His main anthropological
interests were shamanic ecstasy, art, and music. His areas of research
included Nepal, Benin (Dahomee), Mongolia, China, and Buryatia. His
Archivio Eurasia will be available on the website of the University “Tor
Vergata” at a future date. His book publications include La terra reale:
dei, 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 assembly honored Prof. Mastromattei with a moment of silence.
The President noted that the history of ISSR had been presented at
the previous conference in 2009. He noted the ever growing interest in
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the field of shamanism. Indeed, it appears to be quite fashionable pres-
ently with more and more scholars and shamans emerging, with the
addition of shamanic healers, shamanic artists, neoshamans, and pop
singer shamans. To explore these various arenas is the responsibility of
ISSR. Cultures are living and changing and we as Society have to face
the problems this presents and take on the task to study these emer-
gent phenomena. What should be the theme of our next conference?
Ultimately this is the responsibility of the local organizing group. The
Polish team picked “shamanism and art.” Mihdly suggested possible
conference themes with a question mark: “Neoshamanism, shamanism,
and healing?” or “Shamanism and performance?”

Mihdly Hoppal personally was glad that the Polish conference team
picked “Shamanhood and its Art” as theme and that the neglected topic
of rock art was on the agenda here. He mentioned some possible future
directions for exploration: text analysis; shamanic myths; soundscapes
of shamanism; mindscapes of shamans; dance and gestures; visual rep-
resentations of symbols/signs.

He briefly discussed the Society’s journal and pointed out that it is
self sustaining and receives no external funding (including no funding
from the Hungarian Academy of Sciences). The President urged confer-
ence attendees to join ISSR, since memberships support the journal and
the membership fee equals the subscription to Shaman.

The President noted that he was glad to see many new faces. He is
looking forward to new contributions to the journal. He was especially
glad about the presence of Chinese colleagues as well as colleagues
from Vietnam. But why were Russian colleagues missing? They have
always been invited, they all started together in this endeavor, so their
absence is painful. Apparently North American scholars are not so
interested and Mesoamerican and South American participants are
entirely missing.

The original idea had been that each continent would have its
own office and they would also organize their own conference.
This would change the structure of the Society. The idea that each
region would have its own Vice President had been discussed and
endorsed at the previous conference in Anchorage, Alaska, in 2009.
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(3) Election of Officers

Addm Molndr: Treasurer

Re-election proposed and unanimously approved.

Bai Gen Cheng: Vice President for Eastern Region

Re-election proposed and unanimously approved.

Mr. Bai’s work on minority literature and folklore (esp. the Naxi minor-
ity) at the Chinese Academy of Sciences was mentioned. He established a
department of shamanic studies and made the first international confer-
ence on shamanic studies possible. In the past he has co-edited proceed-
ings. He is responsible for the intangible culture in China.

Diana Riboli: Vice President for Western Region

Proposed and approved by unanimous vote.

Mihdly Hoppdl: President

Re-election proposed and approved by unanimous vote (discussion
and voting was conducted while Mihdly Hoppél stepped outside the
meeting room).

(4) Next Conference

In discussion of the next conference location, Korea and Latin Amer-
ica were mentioned as desirable locations. However, logistical chal-
lenges would make it difficult at this point to hold a conference there.

Guo Shuyun reported that he had talked to Bai and that ISSR was
invited to hold its next conference in China (location to be determined).

The motion to hold the next ISSR conference in China was unani-
mously approved, with the understanding that it will be held in an area
with living shamans. In addition to this approval in principle, it was fur-
ther unanimously decided to invite our Chinese counterparts to develop
and present a specific proposal to ISSR.

(5) Open Discussion

In the subsequent discussion the following announcements and com-
ments were made:

(i) Addm Molndr made a call for membership and urged conference
attendees to sign up. Addm also mentioned that international and insti-
tutional subscribers provide sufficient funds for production.

(i1) Gilah Hirsch mentioned conferences with related topics, such
as Council Grove and ISSEEM. She suggested that our conference be
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simulcast in order to avoid duplication. In case of any interest in such
an arrangement she offered to be a contact.

(ii1) Denita Benyshek suggested to promote the journal Shaman to
libraries and to explore the possibility of an electronic publication. She
thought a greater web presence (academia.edu) would also be good.
Adam Molnér mentioned that an electronic version of the journal is in
the works.

(iv) Possible themes for the next conference were mentioned: Sha-
manic ecologies of the mind (Eva Jane Neumann Fridman); what is
authentic shamanism? (Gilah Hirsch); epic storytelling or traditions
and shamanism (David Somfai Kara); space and locality; soundscapes,
landscapes, mindscapes; shamanic elements in major religions.

(v) It was also mentioned that there is a growing interest in and sup-
port for minorities; connecting with UNESCO could be helpful; book
publications might find funding support there.

(vi) Mr. Bai has proposed a Center for Studies of Asian Shamanism or
an Asian Center for the Study of Shamanism. Such a center would find
additional validation, if it became a branch of ISSR. Possible implica-
tions were discussed. No decision was made.

(vil) Another mention was made of areas not covered in the confer-
ence, esp. South America.

(vii1) It was mentioned that the Akadémiai Kiado is in crisis and has
no interest to publish ISSR materials.

(ix) Maria Kosko announced plans to publish a volume of confer-
ence proceedings together with a DVD. She mentioned that distribution
would likely be a problem and invited suggestions. Her hope is that the
proceedings would be ready by the next conference.

The meeting adjourned at 19:30 pm.

Minutes respectfully submitted by Jiirgen Werner Kremer (February
3,2012)
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1 a Dalaowa, the village of bimo Li, the master shaman who was the author’s main
source of information for the present study. Photo: Aurélie Névot, 1999.

1 b Bimo Li. Photo: Aurélie Névot, 1999.



2 a A bimo psalmodying in front of the altar. Photo: Aurélie Névot, 1999.

2 b Osipov, The Shaman’s Banishment



3 a Stepanov, The Birth of the Shaman

3 b Stepanov, The Tearing apart





