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        This book is dedicated to my ancestors who, in spite of the inexplicable vagaries of evolution and unimaginable hardships of famine, hunger, war, and pestilence, managed to pass the sacred gift of physical existence to me. I honor and thank you deeply for making my life possible.
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      “According to Norse mythology, whoever drinks from the Mead of Poetry will gain the abilities of a scholar-poet and be able to solve any riddle or problem presented to them. With this beautifully written and powerfully instructive book, Evelyn Rysdyk has popped the cork on this precious elixir and is offering us a taste of the wisdom to be found in the teachings of northern European shamanism.”

      HILLARY S. WEBB, AUTHOR OF EXPLORING SHAMANISM AND TRAVELING BETWEEN THE WORLDS: CONVERSATIONS WITH CONTEMPORARY SHAMANS

      “Wise woman Rysdyk opens the mysterious portals to the ancient ancestral female shamanic traditions of Scandinavia and invites us to connect with the spiritual power found therein. She is a knowledgeable, trustworthy, and generous guide.”

      MAMA DONNA HENES, URBAN SHAMAN AND AUTHOR OF CELESTIALLY AUSPICIOUS OCCASIONS: SEASONS, CYCLES, AND CELEBRATIONS

      “The Norse Shaman skillfully weaves scholarly insight with an abundance of guided, hands-on experience. In an exceptionally clear and thorough voice, Evelyn Rysdyk inspires us to make the earth-honoring wisdom of the far north—and the magic of the distant past—come alive in our hearts, and in our world, today.”

      LLYN ROBERTS, COAUTHOR OF SPEAKING WITH NATURE, RECIPIENT OF THE NAUTILUS BOOK AWARDS GOLD MEDAL

      “Evelyn Rysdyk uses her shaman’s discerning heart and wide-ranging intelligence to unearth precious, hard-won wisdom from our northernmost European ancestors, integrating it with the latest findings in anthropology, genetics, and the unsettling lessons of quantum physics to offer us exciting new ways to understand our humanity and place in the Universe. This is a book to change your life. Do the exercises and you’ll never feel alone and helpless again.”

      ELLEN WINNER, AUTHOR OF WORLD SHAMAN AND THOUGHTS IN THE MIND OF GOD

      “A fascinating journey through the history of European shamanism. Don’t miss out on this captivating book!”

      ROBBIE HOLZ, COAUTHOR OF SECRETS OF ABORIGINAL HEALING AND ABORIGINAL SECRETS OF AWAKENING

      “This book is a gem! Part historical review, part instruction manual, the author stokes the fires of her Norse heritage to warm the hearts and kindle the minds of her readers. Evelyn Rysdyk is a triple threat—a brilliant illustrator, a renowned shamanic healer and teacher, and a gifted writer at the height of her craft. A very satisfying read. Highly recommended.”

      PAUL BOWERSOX COAUTHOR OF SEEING IN THE DARK

      “I love how this work blends the wisdom we find in mythology with the insights that modern technology, science, and new physics has given us. Evelyn is a shaman who embodies the knowledge and practice of Norse shamanism through ancestry, calling, profession, and daily life.”

      COLLEEN DEATSMAN, SHAMANIC PRACTITIONER, AUTHOR OF THE HOLLOW BONE, AND COAUTHOR OF SEEING IN THE DARK

      “Evelyn Rysdyk has written a very important book. For anyone longing to deepen their personal transformation, enhance their shamanic practice, help our modern society restore balance and harmony with nature and its inhabitants, and bring back the sacred feminine in all aspects of their lives, I recommend this book as an integral part of their toolbox.”

      CLAUDE PONCELET, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE SHAMAN WITHIN
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        Author’s Note
      

      This book is not connected with the neo-pagan religion of Asatru, nor is it an attempt at accurately re-creating Viking Age traditions. Instead, it is an exploration of very ancient shamanic traditions that were preserved as fragments in Norse/Germanic myths and are part of our collective human history.

      This book does not replace formal instruction in shamanic spirituality. The exercises in this book assume that you already know how to perform a shamanic journey. It is necessary that you know how to journey and have a strong connection to a power animal or teacher before you work with this book. If you haven’t yet learned this process, I have provided an introduction to shamanic journeying in this book’s first appendix. I also recommend that you read my book Spirit Walking: A Course in Shamanic Power to learn more about shamanic journeying and developing relationships with the helpful, healing spirits. Before you attempt any of the exercises in this book, read the instructions thoroughly, be sure that you understand them well, and be sure to gather all that you will require.
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      The suggestions, processes, and shamanic techniques described in this book are in no way meant to replace professional medical or mental health assistance. This book is intended to be an informational guide and not to treat, diagnose, or prescribe. Always consult with a qualified health care professional regarding any medical or mental health condition or symptoms. Neither the author nor the publisher accepts any responsibility for your health or how you choose to use the information contained in this book.

       

    

  
    
      Simplified Pronunciation Guide to the Norse Words in This Book

      Old Norse is no longer a living language. Scandinavian languages have some
ties to Old Norse, but the language that retains the closest ties is Icelandic.
As I am a native speaker of American English from an urban suburb of
lower New York, I have done my best to provide you with a simplified
guide to pronouncing the important words and names found in this book.

      Old Norse and Scandinavian languages have a few unusual letters.
The letters that are common with the English language are also pronounced
somewhat differently. Below is a general guide to letter pronunciations
that you will find in this book.

      
        
          	PRONUNCIATION OF OLD NORSE LETTERS
        

        
          	
            LETTER
          
          	
            EQUIVALENT
          
          	
            COMMENTS
          
        

        
          	a
          	
            got
          
          	 
        

        
          	ä
          	
            odd
          
          	 
        

        
          	á
          	
            odd
          
          	 
        

        
          	å
          	
            store
          
          	Similar sound to ǫ (see below), but longer
        

        
          	b
          	
            boat
          
          	 
        

        
          	d
          	
            death
          
          	 
        

        
          	ð
          	
            then
          
          	Also like the th in weather. Capitalized “Eth” looks like this: 
Ð
        

        
          	e
          	
            bet
          
          	
        

        
          	g
          	
            English
          
          	But if the beginning of a word, doubled, or next to k, p, s, or t, then like go
        

        
          	h
          	
            house
          
          	
        

        
          	i
          	
            eat
          
          	
        

        
          	j
          	
            yes
          
          	
        

        
          	k
          	
            kick
          
          	
        

        
          	l
          	
            less
          
          	
        

        
          	m
          	
            man
          
          	
        

        
          	n
          	
            never
          
          	
        

        
          	o
          	
            wrote
          
          	A short, clipped sound
        

        
          	ö
          	
            bird/hurt
          
          	
        

        
          	ø
          	
            bird/hurt
          
          	
        

        
          	
            ǫ
          
          	
            storm
          
          	
        

        
          	p
          	
            pill
          
          	
        

        
          	r
          	
            road
          
          	If you can manage a soft roll as in the Spanish word rojo, extra points!
        

        
          	s
          	
            sand
          
          	
        

        
          	t
          	
            time
          
          	
        

        
          	u
          	
            soup
          
          	
        

        
          	v
          	
            very
          
          	
        

        
          	ks
          	
            six
          
          	
        

        
          	y
          	
            blue
          
          	
        

        
          	z
          	rats
          	
        

        
          	þ
          	
            thin
          
          	Also like the th in thunder. Capitalized “Thorn” looks like this: Þ
        

        
          	æ
          	
            rag
          
          	
        

        
          	au
          	
            house
          
          	
        

        
          	ei
          	
            rain
          
          	
        

        
          	ey
          	
            boy
          
          	
        

      

      Now you’re ready to try the list of words and names. Words have
their emphasis on the first syllable. I recommend that you take a deep
breath and remember to keep a lighthearted attitude while practicing
the list. Be patient with yourself and realize you’re probably going to
make mistakes. Just do your best, and have fun with it!

      
        
          	PRONUNCIATION OF WORDS COMMONLY FOUND IN 
		THESE PAGES
        

        
          	
            NORSE WORD
          
          	
            PRONUNCIATION
          
        

        
          	
            Æsir
          
          	
            AH-sear
          
        

        
          	
            Bergsrå
          
          	BEARGS-row (Closer to the Norwegian 
		pronunciation, which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            Brisingamen
          
          	
            BREESING-ahmen
          
        

        
          	
            Freyja
          
          	
            FRAY-yah
          
        

        
          	
            fylgja
          
          	
            FEEL-yah
          
        

        
          	
            fylgjur
          
          	
            FEEL-yur
          
        

        
          	
            galdr
          
          	
            GAHL-dur
          
        

        
          	
            galdrakona
          
          	
            GAHL-DRA-kone-ah
          
        

        
          	
            gandreið
          
          	
            GON-drayth
          
        

        
          	
            hamskipti
          
          	
            HOM-skipf-tea
          
        

        
          	
            havsrå
          
          	
            HAVS-row
          
        

        
          	
            jötunn
          
          	
            YER-ton
          
        

        
          	
            landvættir
          
          	
            LOND-vaht-ear
          
        

        
          	
            Lif
          
          	
            LEAF
          
        

        
          	
            Lifthrasir
          
          	
            LEAF-thra-sear
          
        

        
          	
            Ljossalheim
          
          	
            YOH-SAL-heim
          
        

        
          	
            Mimir
          
          	
            MEEM-ear
          
        

        
          	
            Njörðr
          
          	
            NYER-thur
          
        

        
          	
            Óðinn
          
          	OHth-in (Swallow the th so it sounds more like 
		Odin)
        

        
          	
            Ørlög
          
          	UR-leg (Closer to the Norwegian pronunciation, 
		which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            Ragnarök
          
          	RANGNAR-urk (Closer to the Norwegian 
		pronunciation, which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            Seiðhjallr
          
          	
            SAYTH-yolur
          
        

        
          	
            Seiðkona
          
          	
            SAYTH-kone-ah
          
        

        
          	
            Seiðman
          
          	
            SAYTH-mon
          
        

        
          	
            Seiðmaðr
          
          	
            SAYTH-manhr
          
        

        
          	
            Seiðr
          
          	
            SAYTH-ur
          
        

        
          	
            seiðstafr
          
          	
            SAYTH-staf-ur
          
        

        
          	
            sjörå
          
          	SHER-oh (Closer to the Norwegian pronunciation, 
		which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            skogsrå
          
          	SKOHGS-row (Closer to the Norwegian 
		pronunciation, which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            Skuld
          
          	
            SKOOLD
          
        

        
          	
            Sleipnir
          
          	
            SHLIPE-near
          
        

        
          	
            Urð
          
          	
            URth
          
        

        
          	
            Urðr
          
          	URthr (Closer to the Norwegian pronunciation, 
		which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            Urðarbrunnr
          
          	URTH-ah-broonr (Closer to the Norwegian 
		pronunciation, which is a bit easier!)
        

        
          	
            Vanir
          
          	
            VON-ear
          
        

        
          	
            Vårdträd
          
          	
            VOAR-trod
          
        

        
          	
            Varðlok
          
          	
            VARth-lock
          
        

        
          	
            Varðlokur
          
          	
            VARth-lock-ur
          
        

        
          	
            Verðandi
          
          	VEARth-ahn-dee (Tongue forms the th, but stop 
		short in pronouncing the sound)
        

        
          	
            Völ
          
          	
            VERL
          
        

        
          	
            Völur
          
          	
            VERL-ur
          
        

        
          	
            Völuspá
          
          	
            VERL-u-spoh
          
        

        
          	
            Wyrd
          
          	Vearhd (Like weird with a v sound)
        

        
          	
            Yggdrasil
          
          	EEG-dra-SIL (The last syllable is not as strong 
		as the first)
        

        
          	
            Ymir
          
          	
            EE-mear
          
        

        
          	
            Þórbjörg lítilvölva
          
          	
            THOR-byerg LEETL-verl-vah
          
        

      

      I have not provided any guidance for the pronunciations of the Sami words in this book. As I do not have a reliable source for any of the Sami languages, I chose not to make ill-informed recommendations in these pages. My apologies go to the people of Sápmi for the omission.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      The Power of Norse Shamanism

      This book is an exploration of ancient shamanic traditions that were preserved as memories in the folk traditions of Northern Europe. I believe that archaeological discoveries and the ideas preserved in these mythic stories hold clues to the prehistoric shamanic ways of the ancestors. In addition, I believe that the tales of the Old Norse are metaphoric explanations of the profound discoveries that were made by these shamans of old. By examining evidence and through our own firsthand interactions with the spirits through sacred rituals, we have the opportunity to reconnect ourselves with humanity’s rich spiritual history. This journey of reconnection will serve not only to heal our own hearts and reclaim the missing pieces of wisdom safeguarded by the ancestors but unite us again more deeply with the other beings in our larger planetary family.

      For much of my adult life, I have immersed myself in the practice of shamanic spirituality. In the course of developing powerful connections with my tutelary spirits, my explorations led me to study core shamanism with Michael Harner, Ph.D., and Sandra Ingerman over twenty-five years ago. Broadening my studies, I have worked with indigenous shamans from Siberia, Central Asia, and the Andes mountains, and more extensively with a jhankri from the Himalayan region. Yet all that time, the voices of my blood ancestors called to me in my journeys.

      Like many European Americans, my ancestors arrived on the shores of North America over a period of several hundred years. My father’s English ancestors began to arrive here in the late seventeenth century. In the eighteenth century, his Dutch folk followed and gave our family their surname. The Germans and Scots who arrived in the nineteenth century added still more northern spice to my paternal line.

      My mother’s parents arrived here in the early twentieth century from Norway. My maternal grandmother was from a farming family living on the southern island of Tromøy and my grandfather from a fishing family living on the harsh and rugged coast in Bardal, which lies about halfway between Trondheim and the Lofoten Islands.

      As a result of these ancestors’ often perilous journeys across the Atlantic Ocean, I was born in the New World. Even though far from the place where they were born, those who preceded me preserved as much as they could of their ancestral traditions while learning the language and customs of their new home.

      Being a firstborn, I had two sets of grandparents, great aunts and uncles, a great-grandmother and her siblings surrounding me. Blessedly, these elders were great storytellers. From the Norwegian spoken by my mother’s family to the German-spiced stories my father’s family told, strong elements of the old ways of Northern Europe were imprinted into my psyche. The stories of Europe’s ancient trees, stone circles, rugged coasts, and deep fjords are woven into the fabric of my soul as certainly as the spirits who reside there.

      Lodged just as deeply in my heart are feelings of sadness, revulsion, and horror at how many of my Northern European ancestors became brutal colonizers, waged two world wars, and exerted patriarchal dominance over other peoples and the environment. In my early life, it puzzled me how the same people that created extraordinary art, music, and literature could participate in creating so much damage in the world. As a shamanic healer, I have come to recognize that such behaviors have their basis in spiritual disconnection from nature and from the other beings who share our world. In a shamanic view, this disconnection results in a soul illness that creates deep feelings of weakness and inadequacy. Those feelings can create a desperate desire for power, which can lead to subjugating other people and other species and “claiming” vast tracts of land in the vain expectation of feeling whole. Tragically, the persistence of these destructive behaviors now jeopardizes the ultimate survival of our species and planet.

      It is clear that somewhere between our earliest beginnings as hunter-gatherers who left Africa and the onset of these destructive behaviors, a very vital way of being was lost. This book is a path to recover the way our oldest ancestors once perceived themselves, nature, and the cosmos. It is important to resist the arrogant idea that myths of ancient people are, somehow, quaint stories filled with antiquated ideas of reality. Using the metaphoric information at the roots of ancient myths or stories and through experiential practices, we can discover a renewed sense of connection, respect, and personal power.

      Let me explain a bit about the concept of power. The shaman or shamanic practitioner borrows power or enlivening spiritual energy from her spirit allies. These may include the animals, birds, landscape features, natural forces, energies from the elementals, and cosmic bodies and forces. In her work, the shaman may also borrow shamanic power or wisdom from human-form teachers and from her ancestors. These spiritual energies are invited to participate in the work of the shaman, who is always focused on mending connections and supporting harmony. Historically, the shaman, did not use her or his ego to direct the action of the spirits but worked alongside the spirits, and on behalf of the community, to provide healing, insight, divination, wisdom, and guidance for the purpose of enhancing the possibility for individual and group survival.

      The Scandinavian languages of Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish have two words for power. They are makt and kraft.*1Kraft refers to the power we think of as energy. For instance, a power plant that produces energy is a kraftverk or energy works. When discussing the word in terms of shamanism, it refers to the energetic spiritual power that the shaman relies upon for his work. The other word, makt, refers to power as force or influence. This is used in the word supermakt or superpower, which refers to a dominant nation. This is power over something or someone and is the ego’s idea of power. The true shaman or shamanic practitioner stays on the former side of power and continually works with his ego to avoid the pitfalls of falling into the latter.

      Another point that I wish to stress is that while this book is focused on the shamanic threads woven through the region we now call Northern Europe, it is not meant to suggest that the practices covered in these pages are only for those who claim that heritage. Far more than we once realized, our archaic human ancestors roamed far and wide from their African homeland beginning well over 100,000 years ago. They populated the entirety of the Eurasia continent before subsequent waves of “modern” Homo sapiens sapiens arrived on the scene. When these newcomers met their archaic forebearers, they made connections and interbred. Current DNA research has shown beyond a shadow of doubt that not only are we all Africans at our core, every individual on the planet is a hybrid of modern and archaic human subspecies.1 That stunning truth has tossed out the possibility that any of us might be a “purebred” person of any sort! There is only one human family tree, composed of many branches, which are each arrayed with a myriad of marvelous individuals. While we can feel a familial alliance to the branch into which we happen to have been born, any ideas we believe about racial or geopolitical superiority are delusionary. Until every one of us and every living being is perceived as both sacred and precious, our future here will be uncertain. We need to lift all souls up and break down the barriers that interfere with our ability to work together. To save ourselves, we need to merge all the best of our ancestors’ collective wisdom with our own individual transformative capacities. This is our best chance for evolving our destructive trajectory to one of personal and planetary renewal.

      Creating harmony and collaborating with the spirits of nature to support Life has always been the shaman’s work. I hope this book will inspire you to manifest your unique part in Mother Nature’s beautiful renaissance.

    

  
    
      
        First Grandmother
      

      
        You dreamed me into Life as you sang
      

      
        Shaping grey mists of a time yet to be
      

      
        You called me into being
      

      
        Forming a feeling into flesh
      

      
        You sang Life into me. Here.
      

      
        A wandering child, Home again.
      

       

      
        Shaper of bones and blood!
      

      
        Dissatisfied with singular memories
      

      
        You relinquished dusty anonymity
      

      
        For Continuance.
      

      
        A laughing Creatrix in her creation,
      

      
        Breathing now in this body.
      

       

      
        Working my sinew, scratching my skull
      

      
        Incising whorls like fingerprints
      

      
        Is this a code for me to break?
      

      
        Or do they awaken songs
      

      
        In this sacred bundle,
      

      
        Uncovering what you secreted within.
      

       

      
        I am eager to remember.
      

      EVELYN RYSDYK

    

  
    
      1

      Visionaries in Our Family Tree

      Observations of contemporary hunter-gatherer peoples reveal that they view the world from an animist perspective. Animism is the spiritual framework that understands that physical beings—including animals, plants, and even inanimate objects, landscape features, and phenomena—possess a spirit or animating essence. This cultural construct is intimately connected to the hunter-gatherer lifestyle. By viewing everything as alive, hunter-gatherers recognize that all of the elements of the landscape are coparticipants in the workings of life. Spirit is at the foundation of everything, and it is what makes all aspects of our physical existence possible. It is the framework on which physical existence is sustained.

      Shamanism is a widely practiced spiritual tradition. While the forms this tradition takes are many, the root of the tradition is the practice of negotiating harmony with the spirits by fostering relationships with them. The shaman knows that we are surrounded by sentient beings who can offer their wisdom, guidance, perspectives, and healing power in support of human life. In return for these gifts, the people offer their respect and nurturance to the spirits. This mutually respectful and honorific interaction is the basis for shamanic culture.

      We can suppose that since our most ancient ancestors lived a hunting and gathering existence, they also had similar spiritual worldviews to these contemporary hunter-gatherer groups; that is, that they practiced some form of shamanism.1

      A shaman is someone who intentionally traverses the boundary of physical reality. This is done to better interact with the numinous beings that enliven nature. While spirits are nearly impossible to see or hear with our ordinary senses, the shaman is able to interact with these beings easily by moving beyond their ordinary way of perceiving the world. The shaman enters the realm of the spirits by expanding consciousness. This intentional journey between the ordinary and nonordinary realms is what defines a shaman and is the source of her or his strength, power, and ability to solve community problems. The shaman’s altered state of consciousness—or trance—may be induced through several time-honored methods. These can include sensory or physical deprivation, meditation, or by the use of repetitive sensory stimuli such as intensive, prolonged dancing, rattling, chanting, flickering lights, or drumming.

      Indeed, trance states and shamanism are intimately connected. James L. Pearson does an excellent job of connecting these dots in his book Shamanism and the Ancient Mind when he writes about the etymology of the words trance and shaman. He wrote that the word trance derives from the Latin transitus, “a passage,” and that the verb root is transive, meaning “to pass over.” Following this logic, he suggests that the word trance refers to entering another world. He further added that the term shaman, from the Tungus-Mongol word šaman, is both a noun and a verb. The Indo-European root ša-means both “to know” and “one who is excited, moved, raised.” Through these linguistic explorations, Pearson determined that a shaman is, by definition, one who attains an ecstatic state and, furthermore, that entering a trance state is a prerequisite for shamanism.2

      Michael Winkleman suggests that shamanism is endemic to nomadic hunting and gathering cultures. Indeed, evidence in the form of both portable objects and paintings on cave walls does support the idea that shamanism was prevalent across Europe during this time period. The abstract patterns from Upper Paleolithic cave walls—such as dots, wavy lines, spirals, and concentric circles—are consistent with entopic imagery*2 or visions that one sees during the early stages of a trance state.3 In his book Shamanism and the Ancient Mind, James L. Pearson also agrees that the universal neurological and psychological experiences that result from altered-states experiences help to explain art that was created to either literally portray or suggest the shamanic trance state.

      Apparently we are wired for altered-consciousness experiences. A study published in 1973 found that altered states of consciousness are virtually universal in their distribution across human societies. The study sampled 488 societies and found that fully 90 percent of those sampled groups exhibit institutionalized, culturally patterned forms of altered states of consciousness. The study also concluded that the capacity to experience an altered state of consciousness was so universal that it seems to be part of the psychobiological heritage of our species.4

      Mike Williams, Ph.D., in his book Prehistoric Belief, is even more straightforward in his clarity about our ancestors’ spiritual worldview, suggesting that people in prehistory were very adept at entering trance. During these trance states they would befriend the spiritual entities they met and treated those beings and the realms that they inhabited as another aspect of life.5 In other words, our ancestors were comfortable with the understanding that there were otherworldly beings and realms beyond our own.

      It is his belief that experiencing trance states was not an activity that was only limited to shamans. You see, our Homo sapiens sapiens†3 ancestors had fully modern brains. As such they were capable of a “higher order consciousness,” which is the ability to conceive ideas of past, present, and future, of the dreaming and waking states, and of altering consciousness. Like us, these people also were capable of holding on to the memories of dream and altered-consciousness experiences. As a result, this higher order consciousness allows us to remember and relate different experiences of consciousness to our everyday existence. Directly because we humans have this ability, ideas that are born in dreams and visionary states can be used to inform and transform everyday reality.

      Fire was critical to life in the north. A central fire was a pivot point around which life revolved once the sun’s rays vanished into evening. Our ancestors spent their nights clustered around it to draw warmth, light, and comfort from its marvelous flickering. In our contemporary world, it is difficult to imagine the extraordinary darkness of an ancient night. We are so used to artificially illuminating our world. For us, day and night have become blended into each other. It is only in places far from civilization that it is still possible to get a taste of the true darkness. I had such an experience in the hours before dawn while hunting in upstate New York. It was a night without a moon, and the sky was so full of stars that it was impossible to discern any familiar constellations. In that darkness the old expression of not being able to see your hand in front of your face suddenly became a reality. The darkness was so complete that it was both physically disorienting and emotionally unsettling.

      How comforting a fire is in such a circumstance! A fire creates a space where we can see and interact with each other. The small illuminated region around the fire becomes our whole world. The edges of the firelight also create a visual boundary. The space that lies beyond the firelight seems even darker. When gazing out to that darkness, our known world seems completely enfolded by another place.

      When you sit in front of a fire in that deep darkness, the objects and people around you seem to shimmer and move in the flickering light. Firelight produces a stroboscopic effect where darkness and light alternate rapidly back and forth. The rhythmic rate at which this occurs approximates low alpha- and theta-wave brain states. This brain activity is consistent with the experience of the shamanic state of consciousness.6 Since life revolved around the fire, our ancestors were exposed to the trance-inducing, photic driving of firelight every evening of their lives. Altered consciousness is not only natural to our species, we have been doing it for hundreds of thousands of years.

      
        [image: image]
      

      Fig. 1.1 Everywhere our species settled during the Paleolithic we created
handprints. The making of these imprints spanned many generations.
Perhaps it was important to our ancestors to communicate through images,
“I was here. Now, you join me.”

      This state assists in creating new connections between neurons. In other words, trance assists in “rewiring” the brain. If this is true, it is not so much that shamanism is a part of our ancient way of relating to the world around us, it is what helped us to understand ourselves (selfawareness) and our relationship with the world, enabled us to remember the past, and ponder our future. In other worlds, trance contributed in creating us as a species.7 In addition, there are physiological and psychological benefits that occur when individuals enter trance that have been observed by scientists, not the least of which includes a better immune response.8

      Trance is also an excellent problem-solving tool. Indeed, this is so clear that anthropologist Michael Harner suggests that voluntary entrance into a shamanic trance (shamanic state of consciousness) in a counseling context is a proven concrete problem-solving method.*4 Certainly, most people have experienced the spontaneous shift of consciousness that accompanies a “mindless” repetitive task such as spinning wool or listening to a repetitive sound. While this can be disconcerting when it happens unbidden, it can also be very beneficial. When I was a young illustrator, I frequently rode an old diesel commuter train into New York City. Morning and evening, the clickity-clack of the train would lull me into a dreamy trance. During these experiences I would often receive sudden insight about a current challenge. This method became so useful to me that I learned to use my hours on the train to help me solve creative problems, especially when I was on a tight deadline.

      Being able to voluntarily enter a trance state would have been an invaluable tool for locating game for a community that relied upon seasonal arrivals of migrating animals, birds, and fish. The same would have been true in locating a lost member of the group, finding the reasons for illness, or discovering the right plant remedy to cure it. Indeed, finding any critical information that was hidden from ordinary sight, hearing, or touch could have meant the difference between perishing and surviving for our hunter-gatherer ancestors.

      
        TECHNICIANS OF ECSTASY

        During the days of our earliest ancestors, every individual in the community was required to participate in the survival of the group. People of all ages and of both sexes gathered plants and bird eggs, fished, picked berries, made tools, created shelters, and gathered firewood to sustain the tribal group.9 Of course, as is the case today, there would have been individuals within the group who were better at certain tasks. Some people would have been more skilled at stalking game, making cordage, kindling a fire, or other

        
        
      

      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          	All areas may be ritual spaces as need arises.

          	Some areas may be dedicated specifically for ritual only and are thought of as especially sacred. Activities in these specialized areas involve doorways for communication and gift giving with the supernatural world.

          	These locations can be for maintaining relationship and honoring of household, ancestral, cosmological, legendary, or ceremonial spirits and events.

          	Burial or cremation sites may be ritual sites to commune with the dead.

          	Activities in any of these sacred spaces involve creation or deposition of physical gifts within the symbolic context of maintaining balanced relationship.

        

        
        
        
        
        
          	Either a safe outdoor fire ring or indoor fireplace

          	Tinder, kindling, and firewood for a sacred fire

          	Matches or other ignition source

          	Your rattle or drum

          	Cornmeal

          	An aromatic offering of evergreen needles

          	Your journal or a notebook and pen

          	A way to extinguish the fire in an emergency

        

        
        
        
        
          	Choose a time when you will be able to spend a few hours with the fire until it goes completely out.

          	Prepare yourself by cleansing yourself and the location where the fire is to be prepared as you might for a special time with a treasured loved one. Once physically clean, honor the spirits of all directions and ask them to bless the area where you will be working. You may also use an aromatic substance to “sweeten” the air of the area, such as the smoke from incense or evergreen needles.

          	Then gather all your preparatory materials, such as your drum and rattle, your other sacred tools, and all the firewood and kindling you will need. Do this in a prayerful manner with the purpose of the ceremony held in your heart. Keep safety in mind at all times as you are working, and if you are going to build a fire outdoors, have a bucket of water on hand to quench any errant sparks.

          	Make an offering in the fireplace or on the ground in the fire ring that will receive the fire. Thank the place for holding the fire for you. I use fir needles, cornmeal, honey, or alcohol for this purpose. However, you may use whatever you normally use for an offering.

          	Now set up a small fire, but do not light it yet. Once the kindling and firewood are ready to receive the match, begin rattling softly. Call your power animal and teacher to you, and begin to hum or tone from your heart. (If you know your shamanic power song this is an excellent time to sing it.*7)

          	Let the fire know that you want to learn to see as your ancestors once did. Then light the fire. As the wood begins to catch, sing more loudly with the intent of honoring the fire spirit with your song. To show gratitude to the fire spirit for working with you, toss a small bit of offering material into the flames to feed it.

          	When the fire is full, sit as close to it as you can safely, and gaze deeply into the fire. Allow the fire spirit to teach you. You may see images in the flames or you may hear voices whispering to you. The spirits will communicate with your heart in their own way. As the fire dies to coals, it will continue to provide information and connection, so it is important to stay with the fire until it goes out completely. As the embers cool, you may journal what you have received.

          	When through, make another offering to your helping spirits and to the 
	fire for their loving assistance.

        

        
        
        
        
          	Journey to a teacher or power animal to ask, “What is the most important thing I gained from being with the fire spirit?” Record the content of your journey and your perceptions about what you received.

          	Journey to a teacher or power animal to ask, “How can I use fire to see the spirit realms?”

        

        
        
        
          	Write down in your journal what it was like to be with the fire.

          	What did you learn about using the fire to “see” the spirit world? Write down all that you felt.

          	How does it feel to have begun connecting with an ancestral way of knowing? Record your impressions.
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