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“Tedlock’s book should become the classic on… women’s place in the shaman’s world.”

—Booklist (starred review)




“In a time where we see so many women engaging in shamanic practice, Tedlock offers valuable insight into the long-standing role of women in this ancient path. I truly loved reading this book!”

—Sandra Ingerman, author of Soul Retrieval and Medicine for the Earth




“Wonderful, insightful, and compelling…Barbara Tedlock weaves a story that is both autobiography and persuasive argument for the importance of women as shaman, worldwide and throughout history.”

—David A. Freidel, Ph.D., University Distinguished Professor of Anthropology, Southern Methodist University




“Meticulously researched yet delightfully absorbing… If Joseph Campbell or Mircea Eliade had been feminists, this is a book they could wish they had written.”

—Alma Gottlieb, Ph.D., president, Society for Humanistic Anthropology




“The Woman in the Shaman’s Body illuminates the oftentimes hidden, and sometimes openly suppressed, feminine spirit that is shamanism, that is healing, that is life.”

—Bonnie Horrigan, executive director, Society for Shamanic Practitioners
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[image: ]
Contents

PART ONE RECLAIMING HISTORY

1 Old Wisdom

2 Healing and the Seekers of Knowledge:
          What Shamans Do

3 Handprints on a Cave Wall:
          Women Shamans in Prehistory

4 Summoning Whales, Serpents, and Bears:
          Women Shamans in History

5 The Disappearing Act:
          How Female Shamanism Was Eclipsed

PART TWO SHAMANIC TRADITIONS IN ACTION

6 The Mystical Union:
          Eroticism, Ecstasy, and Trance

7 Riding the Wind Horse:
          A Shamanic Performance

8 Crossroads Between Worlds:
          The Power of Dreaming

9 The Dolphin Wore Diamonds:
          Following the Path of Dreams

10 Song of the Coneflower:
          Herbalism and Plant Power

11 The Flowery Dream:
          The Shamanic Use of Psychedelics

PART THREE THE FEMALE CYCLE: MENSTRUATION, BIRTH, AND CREATION

12 Butterflies in the Moonlight:
          Blood Magic

13 The Sacred, the Dangerous, and the Forbidden:
          Menstrual Taboos as Feminine Power

14 Calling Forth the Spirits:
          Birth, Ritual, and the Midwife’s Art

15 Tied to the Fabric of the Sky:
          Weavers and Celestial Goddesses

16 Lightning in the Shadows:
          A Midnight Healing Séance

PART FOUR THE POWER OF GENDER AND SHAMANIC REVITALIZATION

17 Uniting Separate Realms:
          Gender Shifting in Shamanism

18 Brave Acts and Visions:
          Women Warriors and Prophets

19 Rekindling the Flame:
          Shamanic Revitalization and Reconstruction

Notes

Illustration Sources and Permissions




[image: ]

Illustrations

1 Turtle manito

2 Essie Parrish

3 Oxomoco and Cipactonal, the first shamans

4 Venus figurines

5 Venus of Lespugue

6 Paleolithic engraving from Pech-Merle, France

7 African Paleolithic cave painting of shamans leading a water cow

8 Paleolithic cave painting from Tanzania

9 An Inuit shaman couple

10 Lady Jaguar Shark and the serpent

11 Japanese clay figurine of a woman shaman

12 Painting of a contemporary Mongolian woman shaman

13 Woman shaman in eighteenth-century Russia

14 Woman shaman in eighteenth-century Mongolia

15 The masculine theft of shamanism

16 Koryak woman shaman

17 Australian Paleolithic cave painting of women hunters

18 Woman packing a reindeer

19 Guadalupe de la Cruz Ríos conducting a shamanic ceremony

20 Wooden sculpture of a Haida woman shaman

21 Skipping reindeer dance of a Sakhá woman shaman

22 Taoist practice of healing love

23 Ancient Mayan carved shell of woman in ecstatic trance

24 Mongolian women shamans holding up their bundles

25 The Mongolian shaman Bayar Odun with the author

26 Drum horse, pen-and-ink drawing of the spirit of a shaman’s drum

27 Pen-and-ink drawing of the Mongolian wind horse

28 Bayar Odun holding up her knotted whip

29 Bayer Odun coaxing author’s husband to drink another shot of vodka

30 Teemiartissaq, an Inuit woman shaman

31 Tela Star Hawk Lake, northern California woman shaman

32 Contemporary Southwestern dream catcher

33 Woman shaman sitting under a datura tree

34 Petroglyphs of feminine mushroom spirits

35 A Pre-Classic mushroom effigy stone

36 Lady One Eagle with mushrooms

37 Mazatec shaman María Sabina incensing mushrooms

38 Phosphene patterns

39 A peyote ceremony

40 Clay figurine of a woman shaman holding San Pedro cactus

41 Clorinda, a Peruvian woman shaman

42 Mama Juana Simbaña’s healing altar

43 Mama Juana healing a client

44 Xochiquetzal, the Aztec goddess of love and the moon

45 Moon goddess from a Classic Mayan vessel

46 Yolngu string figure

47 Fanny Flounder, a Yurok shaman

48 Huichol yarn painting of the birthing ritual

49 Classic Mayan jaguar nagual glyph

50 Figurine of a mythic Mayan midwife

51 Mayan birth vase, side one

52 Mayan birth vase, side two

53 Mayan birth vase, side four

54 Cosmological drawing on a Saami shaman’s drumhead

55 Aztec woman hand-spinning cotton

56 Australian fertility amulet

57 A Mayan woman shaman weaving

58 Ivory weaving batten from Monte Albán, Oaxaca

59 Baby with Lady Ten Reed flying toward it

60 Lady Nine Reed holding a batten as her staff of office

61 Mixtec creator goddesses with spiderweb and butterfly

62 Womb goddess and her children, the Pleiades

63 Aztec midwife baptizing an infant

64 Shipibo prophetic pottery design





[image: ]
Acknowledgments

I thank my grandmother, Nokomis, who quietly but firmly showed me the feminine shamanic path of Ojibwe healing. With her encouragement and that of other powerful women shamans—Essie Parrish (Pomo, Northern California), Bayar Odun (Darhat, Mongolia), Nadia Stepanova (Buryat, Russia), and Talín Peruch (Mayan, Guatemala)—I have been privileged to participate in a number of feminine shamanic traditions. I would also like to thank my husband, Dennis Tedlock, who has accompanied me during my field research and encouraged me to sharpen my arguments about the primacy of women in shamanism. Without his support this work would never have been completed.

Thanks also to my graduate-school mentor Peter Furst, who introduced me to the anthropological study of shamanism. His own exemplary work, centering on Huichol shamanism and hallucinogens, is considered classic in the field. Many thanks also to the Hungarian scholar of shamanism, Mihály Hoppál, who invited me to participate in several conferences sponsored by The International Society for Shamanistic Research. To Lawrence Sullivan, Director of the Center for the Study of World Religions, who actively encouraged my research in healing and religion during my Senior Fellowship at the Harvard Divinity School, I say thanks so much for your insightful questions and strong support.

For encouragement, information, and suggestions I am most grateful to David Antin, Mariella Bacigalupo, Marjorie Balzer, Warren Barbour, Charles Bernstein, Ágnes Birtalan, Shelley Bogen, Jamie Borowicz, Erika Bourguignon, Ivan Brady, Michael Brown, Melvin Kimura Bucholtz, Toni Burbank, Allen Christenson, Robbie Davis-Floyd, Lydia Nakashima Degarrod, Sandra Dijkstra, Mary-Charlotte Domandi, Duncan Earle, David Freidel, Eva Fridman, Bonnie Glass-Coffin, Gary Gossen, Alma Gottlieb, Gilbert Herdt, Harry Hunt, Laurel Kendall, Timothy Knab, Gábor Kósa, Carol Laderman, Catherine McCoid, Sally Mennen, Sarunas Milisauskas, Peggy Nelson, Donald Pollock, Marla Powers, Marina Rose-man, Jerome Rothenberg, Beth Savage, Stacey Schaefer, Douglas Sharon, Joan Tapper, Edith Turner, Anne Waldman, and David Young together with my late colleagues, Eva Hunt and Linda Schele.

The work of researching and writing this book was supported by the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, the School of American Research in Santa Fe, New Mexico, the College of Arts and Sciences at the University of Buffalo, the Institute for Advanced Studies in Princeton, and the Center for the Study of World Religions at Harvard University.





[image: ]
PART ONE
Reclaiming History
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ONE
Old Wisdom

HALF A CENTURY ago, as archaeologists worked in the wooded Pavlov Hills of the Czech Republic, they made a remarkable discovery. During the excavation of the Upper Paleolithic site known as Dolní Věstonice, they found a pair of shoulder blades from a mammoth. The bones had been placed so as to form the two sides of a pitched roof, one of them leaning against the other. Beneath them was a human skeleton, and in the earth that covered it and on the bones themselves were traces of red ocher. The body had been painted red before it was laid to rest.

If nothing more had been found in this grave, it would have added little to what was already known about Ice Age peoples and their customs. During the Upper Paleolithic, corresponding to the final years of the Ice Age, about sixty thousand years ago, people already had the same anatomy as modern human beings. In Eurasia, most of them lived not in caves but in the dark coniferous forests and wide-open steppes that lay beyond the reach of the glaciers.

This particular burial was of no ordinary person, though. A flint spearhead had been placed near the head of the deceased, and the body of a fox had been placed in one hand. For the archaeological team, led by Bohuslav Klíma, the fox was a clear indication that the person in the grave had been a shaman; the fox had a long history as a shamanic spirit guide, in Europe and all the way across Asia and into the Americas. It came as something of a shock, however, when skeletal analysis revealed that the shaman in question was a woman.

Why is this find so important? Before the discovery of this woman—and, though it’s hard to believe, for a long time afterward—Ice Age shamans were imagined as members of an all-male religious community of mammoth hunters, a sort of Flintstones private club in which manhood was celebrated and the transcendental achieved by worshiping, then negating, the feminine. This excavation—which remains the oldest known of its kind—and further work at Dolní Věstonice prove that wasn’t so.

A few years later, near the shaman’s grave, Klíma discovered an earthen lodge containing a number of bone flutes and a large oven filled with nearly three thousand small pieces of baked clay. Some pieces had been molded in the shape of human feet, hands, and heads, while others were fragments of animal figurines. According to the archaeologist, “this bake-oven is the predecessor of the potter’s kiln, serving for the hardening and firing of the oldest known ceramic productions.”1

In other words, not only do the oldest known skeletal remains of a shaman belong to a woman, but she is also the earliest known artisan who worked in clay and then hardened it with fire. She wasn’t making early household utensils; no, she seems to have been making talismans or figurines of some sort, perhaps for use in her rituals and spiritual healing.

How has it happened that we’ve lost sight of this ancient woman shaman and what she represents? For despite the proof of language and artifacts, despite pictorial representations, ethnographic narratives, and eyewitness accounts, the importance—no, the primacy—of women in shamanic traditions has been obscured and denied. That women’s bodies and minds are particularly suited to tap into the power of the transcendental has been ignored. The roles that women have played in healing and prophecy throughout human history have been denigrated. All too often women who enter medicine or the ministry still believe they’re stepping into a strictly men’s field; in fact, these are historically women’s fields that men have since entered. Women have been characterized as mere artisans or craftspeople—weavers and potters—instead of recognized for the creative, life-giving, cosmos-shaping powers these arts represent. Why? The reasons undoubtedly range from misreading of research to sexism pure and simple. But it’s time to take another look at the evidence of millennia and of cultures around the globe. It’s time to reclaim the woman in the shaman’s body.

GRANDMOTHER’S WISDOM

My interest in women as healers and mystics goes back to my childhood. I well remember the late fall mornings I spent at my grandmother’s place on the prairie of Saskatchewan. She was an Ojibwe, and her two-room home was built from hewn jack pine logs chinked with mud. The roof consisted of round poles covered with moss and mud. Outside there were tall grasses and wild berries everywhere, and I would accompany her into the woods to gather the special fruits, flowers, twigs, and roots she needed to make her strange and mysterious healing concoctions.

As we followed the narrow trails that only my grandmother knew, she pointed out each edible plant: chokecherries, cranberries, gooseberries, blackberries, raspberries, violets, mints, chickweed, and all kinds of mushrooms. As we sat on boulders by the side of a stream, she told me stories handed down by her people—tales about Old Lady Nokomis, the owner of herbs, and her grandson Nanabush the shape-shifter, who changed at will from a tree trunk to an entire willow tree, then into a beaver, a deer, or a fluffy white cloud; stories about witches called “bear-walkers” who traveled about at night inside glowing balls of light.

My grandmother—whose name was also Nokomis—was raised and practiced as an herbalist and a midwife among Anglo-Canadians as well as with Ojibwe and Cree peoples. Her first husband, like herself, was a member of the group of healing shamans known in English as the Great Medicine Lodge, or in Ojibwe as the Midewiwin, meaning “mystic drum doings.” She bore him five children before he died; then to support herself she traveled around the provinces of Saskatchewan and Manitoba visiting schools, churches, and community centers and teaching herbal healing, storytelling, and massage to anyone who was interested.

For “selling” her traditional knowledge, and for healing whites as well as natives, her relatives disapproved of her. My cousins called her a witch and ran whenever they caught sight of her long braid dangling over her basket, which overflowed with peculiar roots and leaves.

Even though she often dressed in black—she wore a long-sleeved blouse, ankle-length skirt, and black shawl with purple fringe—I knew she was neither a witch nor a sorcerer. Her medicine was good, not evil.

But now I’ve come to think perhaps she was a witch—in beaded moccasins. After all, women healers long ago were known as “witches,” a word that came from Old English witan, which meant “to know” or “to be wise.” Like my grandmother, witches were the wise women who had a special knack for revealing life’s mysterious truths. I still remember her explaining that our thoughts and emotions overlap and intermingle, and that this mixing of head and heart connects us to future events hidden in the dark womb of time.

My grandmother was a nonconformist, and as her second husband she chose a Scots-Irish traveling salesman whose life she had saved after a moose-hunting accident. By treating his wound she earned not only his gratitude but also his deep affection, and together they had six children.

My mother was the youngest of them, and she had no interest in learning traditional ways. She left for college and afterward married my Irish-American father. A short time later I was born.

Despite my mother’s attempt to distance herself from her heritage, I loved to spend summers with my grandmother. She greeted my curiosity about the spirit world with respect and encouraged my questions. And she asked me about my dreams.

DREAM PROPHECY

One day when I was four I told her a dream in which a tiny spotted turtle swam across the pond toward me, slithered out of the water, and plopped down beside me on a log. My dream was lucky, she explained, for Turtle was a spiritual being, a healing manito. He had picked me out and brought me a message: One day I would follow him as a healer.

That winter my parents moved to Washington, DC, where I was stricken with poliomyelitis. When my mother called her, my grandmother already knew that I was seriously ill and was preparing to come to my bedside. As I lay paralyzed inside the iron lung, she sat with me, singing songs and knitting socks and mittens for her other grandchildren.

She brought me a beautiful black and gold turtle amulet she had beaded, and hung it on the corner of the mirror suspended above my head. “Now, when you look into the mirror you will see your face with Turtle. And then you will know who you really are,” she whispered (figure 1).

Eventually she convinced my parents that warm water, herbs, and gentle massage were a better treatment for my nonfunctioning muscles than immobilization in an iron lung. They finally agreed, demanded my release from my iron carapace, and brought me home to a regimen of daily swims, sweat baths, and my grandmother’s herbal compresses and therapeutic massage, which sent bolts of electricity through my paralyzed limbs. In a few months I had recovered enough strength and flexibility to go to school, albeit with metal leg braces.

By the time I was a freshman at the University of California at Berkeley, my leg muscles had recovered so thoroughly that I had only the tiniest limp. I studied and enjoyed myself like any other college student, and tried not to think about my grandmother’s lessons—until one night she appeared to me in a dream.
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1 Turtle manito. A totemic spirit being that symbolizes healing through proper communication among all living beings. Turtle is the most important icon for Ojibwe shamans who are initiated into the Great Medicine Lodge, also known as the Midewiwin, or “Mystic Drum Doings.”

I was in a misty wood where long silken tendrils hung from the branches and hid my grandmother’s figure. Suddenly she said, “Step where I step.” And, although I could not see her clearly, I followed her purple-fringed shawl up and up into the chilly night sky. At dawn we arrived at a large, messy nest filled with serpent bones and bits of broken eggshell. She stirred the debris with a cedar stick till she found what she was looking for—an unbroken light blue speckled egg—and handed it to me, saying, “Here, take this egg; it will be your medicine power when I am gone.”

The shimmering egg stunned me. My grandmother’s image slowly faded into a fog lined with flickering green and purple lightning. As the mist lifted and the sun streaked across the morning sky, I awoke knowing that she had died. But she had passed on to me some of her energy, her medicine power.

That morning I stayed home from classes, waiting for the phone to ring. When the call came, announcing her death, I cried uncontrollably for hours. As a remembrance, I folded and cut out a paper loon, her clan totem and one of her most powerful guardian spirits, and placed it next to her picture on my desk. In the lonely months that followed, my grandmother often visited me in nighttime dreams and daytime visions. Sometimes she appeared as herself; at other times she appeared as a loon diving into a lake. Once she was a purple coneflower beckoning me to taste her.

A year later, she came to me in a dream as herself. Her long white hair was unbound. She was wrapped in a plaid Pendleton blanket over the shabby housedress she often had worn at the cabin when she wasn’t expecting visitors. Smiling, she reached out and almost touched my hand. Then she looked at me and said, “You, my child, must always be minobimaa tisiiwin [seeking the good life] and never allow the wisdom of old Indian women to die out. Now, you are free to walk the medicine path.”

Yet it would be many more years before I set foot in that direction again.

MAYAN SHAMANIC APPRENTICESHIP

Ten years after my grandmother’s death I found myself in the Guatemalan highlands, a doctoral student in anthropology, married to another anthropologist. It was there that I once again entered the world of healers and shamans. I arrived with academic intentions. Like the good scientist I was trying hard to become, I spent my days studying the exterior layers of the K’iche’ Maya, photographing and tape-recording as people burned incense at outdoor shrines and danced to the music of flutes and marimbas. In an attempt to understand a group of spirit seekers, I attended a midnight séance, warning the medium in advance that I intended to watch and not participate. That night during the unexpectedly impressive ceremony I smelled a mysterious rancid odor and saw translucent blue-green balls of lightning circle the room. I felt something like electricity enter my stomach and even heard what sounded like the voice of my own dead father. But I was determined to record the event with the distant coolness of a scientific observer.

Not long afterward, however, I came down with the flu. A long way from conventional Western medical help, and giving in to a documentary urge, I hired a local Mayan healer. Don Andrés arrived wearing a wrinkled blue serge suit that hung loosely on his slender frame. His delicate aquiline nose and rose-brown face gave him an air of gentle strength, and I knew he’d recently served as mayor of his town. He set about work at once, dispensing advice about herbs and grasses, and touching my cheeks and neck with his hot hands in order to break my fever. Then he used divining crystals to uncover the source of my illness, taking on another persona as he did so. Giggling strangely and speaking in two voices—one feminine and compassionate and another masculine and stern—he said it was my rude behavior at the shrines that had brought down the wrath of the Holy World. For that transgression I would die and so would my husband, Dennis.

Stunned and scared at this pronouncement, we fled to the capital the next day. After a couple of days of intense coughing I slowly improved, and we decided to return to the village. Perhaps there was something Don Andrés could do to counteract our apparent fate. Indeed, he and his wife, Doña Talín, who was also a shaman, agreed to help us. We would spend the next nine months meeting with them every day, coming to understand the way they saw their world. They started by having us recount a dream; then, heeding their own dreams and intuitions, they went on to suggest that Dennis and I might learn to practice as healers. Don Andrés and Doña Talín had to ask permission of their ancestors, and Dennis and I had to wrestle with our doubts, but in the days and weeks that followed we did indeed cross the invisible line between scholars learning about a culture and apprentices learning how to perform within it. We were no longer ethnographers interviewing subjects; they made us the students. We stopped asking questions and put aside our translating, and they began to pass along little teaching lessons.

Gradually, we learned to enter and control our dreams in a kind of alert sleeping, and to share, interpret, and complete those dreams together. We studied astronomy, hands-on healing, and herbalism. Don Andrés helped us recognize different types of shrines and to pray correctly. He and Doña Talín sent us off to gather flowers and incense and taught us to calculate the Mayan calendar, which was crucial for divination. He showed us how to embrace casual but meaningful coincidences of inner and outer events, thus transcending and improving our emotional and intuitive selves. Finally, Don Andrés taught us about the vital energy that suffuses the material universe; he trained us in bodily awareness and emotional attunement—how to recognize the lightning in the body and the “speaking of blood,” manifestations of our connection with the cosmos. In this way we would be able to increase our energy and use it to heal others and ourselves. Our teachers took us to other communities and sent us to other shamans for examinations and to see if they agreed that we had the potential to join their ranks.

Our training ended with a final sharing of dreams that culminated in a gorgeous three-day initiation ceremony, during which Dennis and I joined a large group of other celebrants who had undergone similar training and were either receiving initiation as shamans or else renewing their commitment to the shamanic path. A huge feast followed this.

The true “graduation” test for Dennis and me came a few days later. The son of our teachers had recently married, and his father-in-law mysteriously had become paralyzed and mute. Doctors’ tests and treatments had had no effect. And Don Andrés and Doña Talín were similarly powerless; they were too close to the victim. Would we try to heal him? This would be the culmination of months of training in calendrical divination, visualization, the speaking of the blood, and the laying on of hands.

In a small room Dennis and I sat next to each other, opposite the sick man, with our new shaman’s bundles laid out in front of us. Dennis sensed immediately that the sickness did not come from an animal or from the cosmos but was human work; it was a kind of witchcraft. As he voiced this aloud, the paralyzed man seemed to smile, the first sign of movement anyone had noticed.

Dennis got up and put his hands on the man’s temples. He could feel the asymmetrical energy, how out of balance it was. Then I too stood up and described the energy I sensed. Suddenly the man began to speak, telling how Don Andrés and Doña Talín had deceived him about being Catholic, which they had never been. In a psycho-dynamic reaction his anger had gone deep into his body, freezing it. When he forgave the people who’d tricked him, his paralysis melted away. And our initiation was complete.

FEMININE TRADITIONS

What is the relevance of these stories to a lost feminine tradition in shamanism? How does my personal history help reclaim shamanic ministry and healing as legitimately feminine endeavors? I believe that after years of combining my shamanic training with my academic research I have emerged, in nearly equal measure, as an initiated shaman and a scientific expert. For the rest of this book I will rely on the skills of both those callings—argumentative intellectual reasoning and intuitive emotional reasoning—to make my case.

Over the next few hundred pages, I will present the evidence for the existence, importance, and power of women shamans. I will begin by summarizing what shamans do, then look back to their prehistoric beginnings as well as subsequent historical development. I will explain why women’s particular physiology and biochemistry exquisitely equip them for the shaman’s role. I will describe their transcendent shamanic roles as midwives, warriors, and prophets and the importance of gender shifting, the ability to embrace both masculine and feminine paths in shamanic healing. And I’ll assess the revitalization of feminine shamanism around the globe today.

The pathway through this material is neither straightforward nor simple. But perhaps that is as it should be, for shamanic experience itself is neither straightforward nor simple. It is complex, mystical, and awe-inspiring, as befits the integration of the physical and spiritual worlds—two diverse and powerful realms where the shaman practices her calling.
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TWO
Healing and the Seekers of Knowledge:
WHAT SHAMANS DO

THERE’S A CONNECTION between the midwifery and herbal healing practiced by my grandmother and the divination and healing of Don Andrés and his wife, Doña Talín. Their blend of physical, psychological, and spiritual healing has come to be called “integrative medicine” or “holistic healing.”1 Such healing depends on emotional and bodily contact between healer and patient. It emphasizes psychological and spiritual components in the causes and cures of sickness. Holistic healers recognize the innate healing mechanisms of the body and insist that an individual has a responsibility for restoring and maintaining health through behavioral, attitudinal, and spiritual balance.

Shamanism is the oldest spiritual healing tradition still in general use today. As a graduate student, I was taught that it began in North Asia more than forty thousand years ago and only later spread into the Americas with the migration of big-game hunters who crossed the low-lying land where the Bering Strait is now. A common point of origin, followed by geographic diffusion, is supposed to account for the similarity of Siberian and Alaskan shamanism.2

The problem is, as we’ll see in later chapters, that Paleolithic sites on other continents, including Europe, Africa, and Australia, also show evidence of shamanic practices. The countervailing argument—that shamanism was independently reinvented over and over in many places—is supported by research in neuroscience and medical anthropology. These studies reveal that shamanic consciousness and healing practices are based on an understanding of the human immunological system and psychobiology rather than on a narrow set of culture-historical traits or patterns.3

HOW EFFECTIVE IS SHAMANIC HEALING?

From my grandmother’s care and the work of Don Andrés and Doña Talín, I’ve seen firsthand the effectiveness of shamanic healing. Part of their success was due to knowledge of herbs and other plants, but something else was also involved. Shamanic healing uses the power of a patient’s faith in the healer and the healing process. Like all healers, shamans employ hope, suggestion, expectation, and rituals that elicit a powerful placebo effect. This effect, which has been called “the doctor who resides within,” arises from a direct connection between positive emotions and the biochemistry of the body. By reestablishing emotional and spiritual equilibrium a shaman strengthens the self-healing abilities of a patient.4

Research has shown that the use of songs, chants, prayers, spells, and music produce emotional states in a patient that affect the way the immune system responds to illness. Within ceremonial performances song and dance intertwine the sensory realms of color, odor, motion, and touch so as to shift participants from illness toward health. Shamans use metaphors—ways of thinking about one thing in terms of another—to describe a mythic world and to help the patient manipulate sensory, emotional, and cognitive information in a way that alters his or her perception of illness. Healers ritually enact their local system of myths and symbols and interpret the patient’s condition within that system.5

As for the psychological dimension of shamans’ work, the repetitive symbolism of their chants, and, in a number of traditions, the use of drums, gongs, bamboo tubes, or rattles helps restore a sense of order that replaces the chaos of illness. In many cultures shamans call up energy from the depths, creating a magical soundscape that awakens and unites. In this environment there’s a release of unconscious feelings, in part through a transfer of negative emotions to the healer. Confession and forgiveness, which are central activities in shamanic healing, also elicit repressed memories that resolve conflicts. When Dennis and I worked at healing the paralyzed man as part of our initiation “test,” we could see these forces at work. In general, shamans reestablish harmonious interpersonal relations, providing an emotional catharsis, or the remembering and re-experiencing of painful memories. It has been scientifically demonstrated that shamans who encourage their clients to publicly perform their dreams in poetry, song, and dance are 80 percent effective in healing. Psychiatrists, who use psychoanalytic techniques that encourage their clients to talk about, draw, paint, or describe their dreams in private, are only 30 percent effective.6

THE PERFORMANCE OF HEALING

Endorphins and other endogenous chemicals generated in the human brain are released into the bloodstream during healing. Pharmacologists and biochemists believe that these natural substances are as effective as Librium or Valium in their tranquilizing effects, controlling pain and anxiety as well as releasing joy and inducing other altered states of consciousness. The reduction of anxiety creates beneficial immunological effects that enhance the body’s capacity for resistance and recovery. Entry into an altered state of consciousness gives a person an intimate contact with the spiritual world and in so doing reinforces a shared worldview, which alleviates mental and psychological suffering.7

A shamanic healer would nevertheless refer to what happens in quite different terms. Nearly thirty years ago I met Essie Parrish (figure 2), a Native American healer from the Pomo tribe of northern California. She was a woman of simple dignity with a warm, entrancing voice and a penetrating, insightful stare. She wore her long black hair pulled back loosely, flowing over a forest-green sweater on top of an ankle-length purple dress. I asked her how she had become a healer and how she knew what made people ill. In response, she recounted a dream from her youth.

In her dream, she said, she heard singing. As she slept, the song entered her and began singing itself inside her. When she woke up, the song kept singing itself inside her chest until she sang it out loud and found that it was beautiful.

In a later dream she sang the song as she walked in sunlit hills and valleys that were not of this world. She came to a crossroads and turned east along a narrow path between sparkling multicolored flowers covered with monarch butterflies. When she reached the end, she saw silken strands woven into a web filled with tiny gemstones. As she looked closer she saw bits of turquoise, abalone, and jet swirling around a central white light. Then she heard a raspy noise, something like a cricket, and realized it was the sound of illness.
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2. Essie Parrish in her ceremonial dress covered with abalone amulets fashioned after ones she saw in dreams. She is holding doctoring staffs topped by the cocoons of monarch butterflies filed with seeds and pebbles. Whenever she moved, the abalone shimmered and tinkled as the seeds and pebbles softly rattled inside the butterfly cocoons, attracting and holding the spirits.

“Dangerous beings we call ‘in-dwellers’ are living inside our bodies like insects, like ants,” she whispered. “When I sing I can see where they’re hiding in their nests. I massage that area and scatter them in all directions.”

Essie then went on to describe in detail the way she worked:
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My middle finger is the one with the power. When I work with my hands it’s just like when you cast for fish and they tug on your bait. The pain sitting somewhere inside feels like it’s pulling your hand toward itself—you can’t miss it. No way. It even lets you touch it!

I don’t place my hands myself. It feels like someone, the disease perhaps, is pulling me. It’s something like a magnet.

When power touches the pain you gasp. Your throat closes. You simply can’t breathe. When your breath is shut off like that it feels as if your chest were paralyzed. If you should breathe while holding that pain, the disease could hide itself.

As you quiet your breathing you can feel the pain and your hand can take it out. But if you are afraid and your breathing is not shut off, you can’t lift out the pain.

When I take it out you can’t see it with your bare eyes. But I can see it. The disease inside a person is dirty. I suppose that’s what white doctors call “germs, ” but we Indian doctors call it “dirty. ”

The palm of my hand also heals. But it doesn’t work just anytime: only when I summon power. If there are people who are sick somewhere, my hands find them. Whenever someone thinks toward me, there on the tip of my middle finger it acts as if shot. If you touch electricity, you’ll know what it’s like.

Well, so that’s my hand power. Now, for my throat power. I used it first for a young woman. I found the pain with my hand and sucked it out. Something like a bubble came up out of my throat. Just as it would if you blew up a big balloon, that’s how it came from my mouth. Everyone there saw it. It had become inflated quite a lot when it floated from my mouth, like foaming soap bubbles.

Ever since then I’ve been sucking out illness. This place right here [pointing to the midpoint of her neck] is where the power enters my throat. The disease acts as fast as a lightning bolt striking a tree. It acts in a flash, shutting off the breath. One doesn’t notice how long one holds one’s breath. It’s like being in what white people call a trance.

While the disease is coming to me, I’m in a trance. It speaks to me firmly saying, “This is the way it is. It is such and such a kind of disease. This is why that person is sick.” But when I come out of the trance I no longer remember what the disease told me. So I ask my patients to bring along a friend to remember what the disease said to me.

Well, so there you have my throat power and my hand power.



[image: ]

    Healing, although it is extremely important, is only one part of a shaman’s work. To understand how it fits within shamanic traditions, let’s take a closer look at how shamans think, what they do, and the wide range of roles they play in cultures around the world. These roles are hardly unfamiliar to us, though in modern society they are performed by many different kinds of specialists: natural scientists, who study the environment and its flora and fauna; astronomers, who plot the movements of the stars and planets; historians, who chronicle the deeds of our forebears; and politicians and community leaders, who maintain the social order. And, of course, there are doctors, midwives, and psychologists, who attend to our bodies and minds, and priests, who minister to our spiritual needs.

SHAMANIC ROLES AND PERSPECTIVES

Despite the seemingly universal nature of shamanism, different cultures and individuals have elaborated distinctive forms of shamanic practice. Hunter-gatherers in Asia and North America, for example, call on spirit powers that are generally animals. Shamans in these societies must negotiate with them for good luck in hunting and to maintain the health of the group. Shamans in pastoral herding societies, such as the Mongols of Central Asia, tend to rely on ancestor spirits, both male and female. They call on them for healing and to ensure the fertility of humans and domesticated animals.8

Shamanism as a practice, however, has rarely become a formal social institution. Almost everywhere, shamanism was in the past and still is today a set of local activities and perspectives, rather than an ethnic or national institution. Thus, it is best to think in terms of shamanic activities and perspectives rather than about “shamanism” as an ideology or institution. Five fundamental features define shamanic perspectives or worldviews.

Shamanic practitioners share the conviction that all entities—animate or otherwise—are imbued with a holistic life force, vital energy, consciousness, soul, spirit, or some other ethereal or immaterial substance that transcends the laws of classical physics. Each member of this wondrous cosmos is a participant in the life energy that holds the world together. The Polynesian mana, Lakota wakanda, and Chinese Taoist ch’i are conceived of as powerful forces that permeate everything.

Shamans believe in a “web of life” in which all things are interdependent and interconnected; there is a cause-and-effect relationship between different dimensions, forces, and entities of the cosmos. In order to heal, Inuit shamans may imaginatively assume the form of a bird that brings celestial messages.

Shamans organize this complex reality by saying that the world is constructed of a series of levels connected by a central axis in the form of a world tree or mountain. Many Siberian tribes speak of three, seven, or nine sky worlds above the earth upon which humans live, all resting on a disc supported by a giant fish. The Buryats of southern Siberia portray a heaven with ninety-nine provinces, each of which consists of physical landscapes that mirror an earthly landscape, with the roof of each one being the floor of the next one. Shamans travel to these worlds moving up or down through these cosmic levels and sometimes sideways into alternative worlds upon the earth.9

Societies everywhere designate certain individuals as taking on the role of “shaman” for their group. Such people have the capacity to understand and change events in the ordinary world. They can accomplish this during normal waking consciousness, as female machi, or shamans, in Chile do by climbing a cinnamon-tree altar and playing a frame drum. More typically they enter an alternative state of consciousness by fasting, undertaking a vision quest, engaging in lucid dreaming, or ingesting hallucinogens. Huichol shamans in northwestern Mexico eat peyote, a source of kupüri or “life energy,” in order to divine the future and heal family problems and illnesses.10

Shamans recognize extraordinary forces, entities, or beings whose behavior in an alternative reality affects individuals and events in our ordinary world. They understand that actions or rituals performed in ordinary reality can lead to effects in the alternative sphere. To gain information about events in alternative reality and their effects on this world shamans often read signs such as clouds, tea leaves, birds, and animal entrails, as well as abalone, cowry, and other shells. A proper analysis of these events and objects unveils a hidden, deeper, subtler cosmic message invisible to a casual observer.

THE SHAMANIC CALLING

Such gifted individuals may be selected through inspiration or heredity, that is, they may receive a call directly from the spirits or they may learn through family teachings. Through their connections to specific ancestral spirits and family shrines, songs, prayers, rituals, and healing techniques, hereditary shamans often have an authority that inspirational shamans lack. In fact, inspirational shamans deeply respect hereditary shamans and often approach them seeking recognition and consecration. Sometimes the two kinds of callings are combined.11

In Guatemala there is an ancient tradition of shamanic knowledge and practice that is passed down within families. But a person cannot be initiated as a shaman unless she or he has also received a spiritual call during dreams, waking visions, or illnesses. In Momostenango, the Mayan community in which I undertook my own training, hereditary shamanism is transmitted through the male line to women and men alike, or ideally to a couple. Thus, Dennis and I, after our selection for training through dreams and illness, were both adopted into the patrilineage of one of our teachers, Don Andrés. As we learned after our consecration, he adopted not only us but all of our family members (both living and dead) into his lineage.

A combination of heredity and inspiration also occurs in the northern and western regions of Mongolia, where many shamans can trace their calling back through their mother’s clan in a continuous unbroken line for nine or more generations.12 One of the most respected of all living Mongolian shamans, Byambadorj Dondog, traces his lineage back to the twelfth-century shamans of Chinggis Khan’s mother’s clan. In 1999, when I talked with him, he told me that at the time of his birth a strange event portended his entire life: a snake nearly two meters long entered his family’s ger (circular tent) and came right up to where his mother was sitting, holding the baby in her arms. Later she told him that this was a sign that he was destined to become the clan shaman, since snakes are one of the forms that members of her clan assume during shamanic séances.

In many areas of the world, an animal or spirit that appears in a dream or vision chooses a shaman. Among my grandmother’s people, the Ojibwe of Canada, for example, young children are sent into the woods to encounter spirits. They sit all alone “singing in their hearts,” humming silently to the spirits to contact them and call them forth. If they are successful, a bird, deer, or other spirit may notice them and teach them natural wisdom, including sacred healing. Eventually tribal elders take these children on as apprentices and share the knowledge they themselves have gathered during a lifetime of careful observation.

At the heart of shamanic practice is the active pursuit of knowledge. This takes many forms: the understanding of animal and human behavior; the identification of medicinal plants and their uses; the hands-on healing knowledge of bone setting, massage, and midwifery; and the empathic knowledge of the human psyche. Through calendrical study, divination, and prophecy shamans seek knowledge of the future, and through recitations of myths, epics, charms, spells, songs, and the genealogies of previous shamans they pass along knowledge of the past and of the spirit world. And since shamans everywhere wish to know more than they have experienced in their everyday waking lives, they may extend their wisdom through dream journeys or psychedelic trips that provide “a thousand years of human living rolled into a single day.”13

While shamans are primarily concerned with the maintenance or restoration of equilibrium in individuals, no shaman exists without a culture or subculture to interact with. They address the community’s needs and often overlap with priests and prophets. In North Asia many shamans take on priestly duties when they make horse sacrifices during public gatherings. In Mesoamerica priest-shamans practice a form of divination with corn kernels or seeds that link their clients to the cosmos by way of a sacred calendar (figure 3).

Compared with their peers, shamans excel in insight, imagination, fluency in language, and knowledge of cultural traditions. That knowledge lies at the heart of shamanism is indicated by indigenous terms for shamans from cultures all over the globe. The term shaman itself comes from the Evenki language of Siberia and means “the one who knows.” Other general words for shaman, such as Finnish tietäjä, Japanese munusu, Bella Coola kusiut, Nahuatl tlamatiquetl, and Quichua yachaj, all have the same meaning.14
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3. Oxomoco and Cipactonal, the first shamans. In Aztec and Mayan mythology the first shamans were an elderly couple. In this scene from a sixteenth-century Aztec book, they are creating time itself. The wife (at left) divines by casting corn kernels, while her husband (at right) holds an incense burner in his right hand and a bloodletting instrument in his left. On their backs they wear gourds filled with tobacco, signifying their status as priests.

Other terms for shamans refer to key characteristics of their public performances, including Yurok kegey, “one who sits or meditates as a practice,” Sakhá oyuun, “to jump, leap, or play,” Buryat khatarkha, “to dance or trot like a reindeer,” and Huichol mara’akame, “singer.”15Because shamans are able to prophesy, to see and know things that ordinary people cannot, in the far north among the Innu and the Inuit they are called wabinu, “seeing person,” elik, “one who has eyes,” tarak’ut inilgit, “those with eyes that see in the dark,” and angakut, “seeing with closed eyes.” In K’iche’ Maya ajq’ij, “day keeper,” refers to their use of the calendar for divination.16

THE PRACTICE OF DIVINATION

There are many systems of divination worldwide. Forms such as tarot, astrology, and palm reading are available today on the streets of our largest cities. In all cases the technique aids in decision making by looking at a current, past, or future situation or problem in light of various types of knowledge. Diviners, like shamans (most shamans practice divination, but in some cultures there are diviners who are not also shamans), are recruited by divine election through birth, sickness, and dreams. Their initiation usually involves a marriage to a spirit spouse. They ask questions and transmit and interpret the answers, called oracles, but the way this is done varies greatly between cultures. Divination can be an individual act, for example, when it involves the interpretation of dreams or the observation of omens. More often, however, it involves a dialogue between a diviner and an audience member or client.

Divination in primal cultures takes a number of forms: gazing into water, clouds, and crystals; the casting of lots, or sortilege; the reading of natural omens; the use of hallucinogenic drugs; and the practice of remembering and interpreting dreams. In fact, divination often combines several of these techniques, perhaps starting with the use of a mechanical procedure that is then combined with visualization to ensure the necessary inward shift in understanding.

For example, K’iche’ Mayan day keepers, who practice as diviners, begin by placing groups of seeds and crystals in rows that follow the grid of the 260-day Mayan calendar. They interpret the meanings of the days as they go. Throughout this process they listen for kacha’ uk’ik’el, “the speaking of the blood,” which is a manifestation of the connection between individual bodies and the forces of the cosmos. They ask questions of the client based on the calendar and the movement of koyopa, or sheet lightning, that they feel in their own bodies.

The voices in which these diviners address their gods and transmit their answers back are thick with figures of speech. By contrast, diviners speak to their clients in mundane tones. They start with simple questions and later offer interpretations that fill gaps in the client’s understanding of the past, present, or future. It is said that when both members of a married couple are trained as diviners and each seeks an answer to the client’s question, their combined pronouncements shed more light than those of a diviner working alone. I learned this firsthand in our practice of calendrical divination.

Even though we mastered this technique I had my doubts that we could ever acquire the gift of “the speaking of the blood.” Strange as it may seem, not only were Dennis and I able to learn to experience and work with this gift during our time in Guatemala, but in the nearly thirty years since our initiations, we have kept this ability and continue to use it wherever we live. We learned that our bodies are microcosms of the natural world, with their own mountains, plains, lakes, and winds. We also learned to feel how sheet lightning moves both outside, in the atmosphere, and inside, in our own bodies. When we had learned how to interpret these internal movements, as well as count out the days of the Mayan calendar, we were able to divine both for ourselves and for our clients.

When diviners talk about their work, they point to the way different kinds of knowing—inductive, intuitive, and interpretative reasoning, for example—all overlap. As they talk to their clients, they filter the reality of everyday life through symbolic prisms of images and actions. Jumbled ideas, metaphors, and symbols suggest various interpretations that slowly give way to an ordered sequence and to more limited possibilities. Finally, through the dialogue of diviner and client these interpretations crystallize into an unambiguous understanding of the causes of the problem and of what is needed to respond to and change it.

After divining, the shaman must address the problems that were uncovered. This is where the shaman may become a trickster. Through puns and clever jokes, shamans distract their clients, opening them up to participating in the hard work of admitting some responsibility for their problems. If a patient recognizes her part in creating an illness, for example, she can empower herself to relieve it. In shamanism as in other aspects of life, humor heals.

THE NATURE OF SHAMANISM

Shamanism consists of both a healing practice and a religious sensibility, with startling similarities between shamanistic ideas and activities in cultures as far apart as Siberia, the Amazon basin, Southeast Asia, and Nepal. Birth and death provide key actions and metaphors within these shamanic systems, and novice shamans are said “to be born to” or “to die into” the profession. Later, in their subsequent practices, they may assist at actual births and deaths.

In the distant past there probably were purely shamanist communities, but today shamanism is only one spiritual strand mixed together with others, including, in various degrees, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and various local folk religions. Because it lacks an institutional framework and a central figure—there is no Dalai Lama or Pope—shamanism appears, disappears, and reappears in varied historical and political settings. Flexible and innovative, shamanic ideas have been adapted in the remotest jungles and deserts on earth, in the courts of Mayan kings and Chinese emperors, among intellectuals in post-Soviet Siberia, and contemporary pagans in Europe, North America, and Australia.
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THREE
Handprints on a Cave Wall:
WOMEN SHAMANS IN PREHISTORY

THE ROOTS OF shamanic activity extend deep into the past, and so too do signs that women have been important, active participants. The skeleton found in Dolní Věstonice, described in chapter one, is convincing evidence of prehistoric women shamans, but it is not the only material evidence. In addition to bones and accompanying artifacts, archaeologists have also found talismanic clay figurines and ancient images of shape-shifting women or women in trances painted or engraved on the walls of caves.

In Siberia the oldest graves of shamans thus far excavated date to the Neolithic period, from between 1700 and 1300 BCE. The earliest skeleton found is that of a young woman wearing two anthropomorphic mammoth-bone figures on her apron. These carvings were attached to her clothing where shamans today among the Yakut, Ket, and Chukchi place carved antler and whalebone icons that personify their guardian spirits. Another recently discovered Neolithic woman shaman’s grave, located in the Sakhá Republic, in northeast Siberia, contained several bone ornaments consisting of bird-headed individuals, like those painted on nearby rocks and on local shamans’ drums.1

Another important archaeological discovery, this time near the Bering Strait, in the province of Chukotka, revealed the remains of an ancient woman shaman. Among the nearly one hundred graves perfectly preserved by the permafrost was a single elaborate stone, wood, and whalebone tomb that contained the skeleton of an elderly woman. The anthropologists who made the discovery—Dorian Sergeev, a native archaeologist, and Sergei Arutiunov, a Russian archaeologist—identified many objects in the tomb that were used in women’s activities, as well as a death mask and objects related to healing, dancing, and other shamanic rituals. They quickly realized that the female skeleton, together with the shamanic grave goods in the tomb, indicated that she was a shaman. In the report, which they posted on the Web site of the Arctic Studies Center of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History in 2002, they noted that “Siberian shamans were frequently women, who were also known to be very powerful in spiritual life throughout the northern cultures.”2

These discoveries of female skeletons buried together with shamanic artifacts continue to surprise many Western scholars as well as the general public because it has been assumed for so long that shamanism was primarily a masculine vocation. This misconception has been sustained, in part, by the practice of assigning sex to bones by the shape of the pelvis, the size of the skull, and the weight and dimensions of limb bones. The problem with this method is that there is great variation in size and weight within the population of each sex. Ambiguous bones, including those of strong or robust females, were often designated as male. At some sites as many as 80 percent of all skeletal remains were considered by Western archaeologists to be male, which is an improbable finding that hints at the scale of the bias. If we add this distortion to the old assumption that a shamanic burial would be a masculine one, we can see that a woman shaman with a robust body had little chance of being correctly identified.3

In the past, most of the scientists sexing skeletal materials were male, and as a result evolutionary theories about the origins of human culture had a tendency to emphasize males. But thanks to the emergence of new technologies such as chemical analysis of the mitochondrial DNA that comes through the female line (mtDNA), and an increase in the number of women scientists, especially paleoanthropologists, progress in the proper sexing of bones has begun to occur. Today, many of our new fossil heroes are turning out to be female.4

ICE AGE FIGURINES

Among the earliest indications of women’s possible shamanic practice are palm-size feminine figurines. Approximately two hundred little statues of nude women with faceless, downturned heads and large hips or buttocks have been discovered all across Eurasia, from the Pyrenees to Siberia. Ivory, antler, clay, and soft stone figurines dating from the Ice Age were found hidden under rocks in caves and rock shelters, as well as in wall niches and pits near hearths. Despite the variations in their appearance, they were all labeled “Venus figurines,” after the Roman goddess of love.

Some authors argue that these figurines were intimately connected to “ancient fertility cults.” When the Venus of Willendorf (figure 4, left) was found near Krems, Austria, in 1908, her carved limestone body still had traces of red ocher rubbed into the stone. With her woven hat or hairdo, large hips, full buttocks
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