


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Introduction

 


PART ONE - The Christian View: “Ministers of the Devil”

Chapter 1. - “Devil Worship: Consuming Tobacco to Receive Messages from Nature”

Chapter 2. - “Ministers of the Devil Who Learn About the Secrets of Nature”

Chapter 3. - “Evoking the Devil: Fasting with Tobacco to Learn How to Cure”

Chapter 4. - The Shaman: “A Villain of a Magician Who Calls Demons”

 


PART TWO - The Humanist View Becomes Rationalist: From “Esteemed Jugglers” to “Impostors”

Chapter 5. - “The Savages Esteem Their Jugglers”

Chapter 6. - “Shamans Deserve Perpetual Labor for Their Hocus-Pocus”

Chapter 7. - “Blinded by Superstition”

Chapter 8. - “Shamans Are Impostors Who Claim They Consult the Devil—And Who  ...

Chapter 9. - Misled Impostors and the Power of Imagination

 


PART THREE - Enter Anthropologists

Chapter 10. - Animism Is the Belief in Spiritual Beings

Chapter 11. - A White Man Goes to a Peaiman

Chapter 12. - The Angakoq Uses a Peculiar Language and Defines Taboos

Chapter 13. - The-Man-Who-Fell-from-Heaven Shamanizes Despite Persecution

Chapter 14. - Shamanism Is a Dangerously Vague Word

Chapter 15. - “Doomed to Inspiration”

Chapter 16. - Ventriloquist and Trickster Performances for Healing and Divination

Chapter 17. - “A Motley Class of Persons”

Chapter 18. - Seeking Contact with Spirits Is Not Necessarily Shamanism

Chapter 19. - “The Shaman Practices on the Verge of Insanity”

 


PART FOUR - The Understanding Deepens

Chapter 20. - Near-Death Experience

Chapter 21. - Seeking Knowledge in the Solitude of Nature

Chapter 22. - Summoning the Spirits for the First Time

Chapter 23. - The Shaman’s Assistant

Chapter 24. - Shamans Charm Game

Chapter 25. - Climbing the Twisted Ladder to Initiation

Chapter 26. - Aboriginal Doctors Are Outstanding People

Chapter 27. - Shamans as Psychoanalysts

Chapter 28. - Using Invisible Substances for Good and Evil

Chapter 29. - The Shamanin Performs a Public Service with Grace and Energy

Chapter 30. - “The Shaman Is Mentally Deranged”

Chapter 31. - Clever Cords and Clever Men

Chapter 32. - Singing Multifaceted Songs

Chapter 33. - !Kung Medicine Dance

 


PART FIVE - The Observers Take Part

Chapter 34. - Smoking Huge Cigars

Chapter 35. - “I Was a Disembodied Eye Poised in Space”

Chapter 36. - Fear, Clarity, Knowledge, and Power

Chapter 37. - “I Found Myself Impaled on the Axis Mundi”

Chapter 38. - A Shaman Loses Her Elevation by Interacting with Observers

Chapter 39. - “I Felt Like Socrates Accepting the Hemlock”

Chapter 40. - Experiencing the Shaman’s Symphony to Understand It

 


PART SIX - Gathering Evidence on a Multifaceted Phenomenon

Chapter 41. - A Washo Shaman’s Helpers

Chapter 42. - Magic Darts, Bewitching Shamans, and Curing Shamans

Chapter 43. - “Remarkably Good Theater”

Chapter 44. - Two Kinds of Japanese Shamans: The Medium and the Ascetic

Chapter 45. - Music Alone Can Alter a Shaman’s Consciousness, Which Itself Can  ...

Chapter 46. - Shamans Are Intellectuals, Translators, and Shrewd Dealers

Chapter 47. - Shamans, Caves, and the Master of Animals

Chapter 48. - “Plant Teachers”

Chapter 49. - A Shaman Endures the Temptation of Sorcery (and Publishes a Book)

Chapter 50. - Interview with a Killing Shaman

Chapter 51. - Invisible Projectiles in Africa

 


PART SEVEN - Global Knowledge and Indigenous Knowledge Come Together and Remain Apart

Chapter 52. - Science and Magic, Two Roads to Knowledge

Chapter 53. - Shamans, “Spirits,” and Mental Imagery

Chapter 54. - Dark Side of the Shaman

Chapter 55. - Shamans Explore the Human Mind

Chapter 56. - Training to See What the Natives See

Chapter 57. - “Twisted Language,” A Technique for Knowing

Chapter 58. - Magic Darts as Viruses

Chapter 59. - Bubble, Bubble, Toil and Trouble: Tourists and Pseudo-Shamans

Chapter 60. - Shamans and Ethics in a Global World

Chapter 61. - Shamans as Botanical Researchers

Chapter 62. - Shamanism and the Rigged Marketplace

Chapter 63. - An Ethnobotanist Dreams of Scientists and Shamans Collaborating

Chapter 64. - Shamans and Scientists

 


Envoi

References and Permissions

Notes on the Editors’ Commentaries and Further Reading

Topical Index

Acknowledgements

About the Editors




ALSO BY JEREMY NARBY

The Cosmic Serpent: DNA and the Origins of Knowledge

 

 

ALSO BY FRANCIS HUXLEY

 

 

Affable Savages: An Anthropologist Among the Urubú Indians of Brazil

The Invisibles: Voodoo Gods in Haiti

The Way of the Sacred

The Dragon: Nature of Spirit, Spirit of Nature

The Eye: The Seer and the Seen




[image: 001]




Note to Readers

This book will take you on a journey through time in which you will find eyewitness reports of shamans by priests, explorers, adventurers, natural historians, and political dissidents. You will see how the field of anthropology grew out of this past and led to an even deeper quest for knowledge, first from a distance, and then in a more intimate way, when researchers began taking part in shamanic sessions.

The editors translated many of the early texts, as well as several later ones. References to these translations are noted in the back of the book.




Introduction:

Five Hundred Years of Shamans and Shamanism

JEREMY NARBY AND FRANCIS HUXLEY

 

 

Five centuries ago, when Europeans began to explore the Americas, they came across people in many communities who claimed to communicate with spirits in order to learn about life and healing. Some of these people would fast until they looked like skeletons; others would drink tobacco juice through funnels or wear collars filled with stinging ants. After witnessing such acts, the Europeans often expressed profound distaste when they wrote about them. In 1557, for example, French priest André Thévet visited Brazil and described the people who behaved in this way as “ministers of the Devil.” Thévet questioned these people’s quest to learn what he considered to be forbidden knowledge: “What need is there to research with too much curiosity into the secrets of nature and other things, knowledge of which Our Lord has reserved for Himself? Such curiosities indicate an imperfect judgement, ignorance, and a lack of faith and good religion.”

In the seventeenth century, Russians began colonizing Siberia, and they, too, found individuals who claimed to communicate with spirits. Among the Tungus-speaking people of Eastern Siberia, such individuals were called saman or shaman. These shaman played drums, sang, and put on ventriloquist and trickster performances, imitating animal sounds in the dark or pretending to stab themselves with knives.  They claimed they could heal people, or harm them, influence the weather or the availability of game, and foresee the future. Priest Avvakum Petrovich, who provided the first written account of a Siberian  shaman, described him as “a villain of a magician who calls the demons.”

As European observers spread out into the world, they came upon many different people who said they communicated with spirits to learn about life and healing. These people were designated by many names in many languages, such as pagé, piayé, angakkut, arendiouannens,  and shaman. The observers, who came from countries such as Spain, England, France, Russia, and Germany, referred to them in their respective languages as jugglers, sorcerers, wizards and conjurers, and other, often derogatory, terms.

By the eighteenth century, in the period known as the “Enlightenment,” Europeans began observing the world with a different gaze. The German philosopher Immanuel Kant declared the motto of the Enlightenment to be “Dare to Know!” Yet, early rationalist observers generally dismissed shamans. They no longer feared knowledge, but shamans still troubled them with their odd behavior. In their view, shamanic performances and tricks had little to do with true knowledge.

These observers were budding scientists. They aspired to a measured and “objective” gaze. Their goal was to understand the world through reason. When they came upon shamans, they tended to view them as impostors who deserved debunking. For example, when German professor Johann Gmelin witnessed a performance in Siberia by a Tungus shaman and his assistants, he concluded that they deserved perpetual labor in the silver mines for their “hocus-pocus.”

The nineteenth century gave birth to the academic study of human beings. This new discipline, called social anthropology or ethnology, got off to a poor start. The first anthropologists believed that indigenous people were “savages” and “primitives” and belonged to “inferior societies.” Unfortunately, these early anthropologists did not provide many useful reports on shamans at a time when western civilization  ran roughshod over indigenous societies and shamanism was rapidly changing.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, however, some anthropologists realized that there was no fundamental difference between themselves and the people they were observing. For example, German-American Franz Boas wrote in 1887: “The Eskimo is a man as we are; his feelings, his virtues, and his shortcomings are based in human nature, like ours.”

At the beginning of the twentieth century, anthropologists started taking their biases into consideration. This improved their observation skills and led them to write an unprecedented number of detailed reports on shamans. They also started giving shamans the opportunity to speak for themselves. Danish anthropologist Knud Rasmussen, for example, took down word-for-word accounts of the Inuit and published them in the 1920’s. One shaman called Igjugârjuk told Rasmussen: “True wisdom is only to be found far away from people, out in the great solitude, and it is not found in play but only through suffering. Solitude and suffering open the human mind, and therefore a shaman must seek his wisdom there.” Through such texts it became possible to learn about these practitioners in a new empathetic way.

In Rasmussen’s time, not all anthropologists were so open-minded. Some viewed shamans as mentally ill—given that they had hallucinations they took seriously, claimed to communicate with spirits, and spoke with voices not their own. For decades, anthropologists debated the mental health of shamans. In his fine dialectical style, French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss turned this debate on its head. He argued that shamans were more like psychoanalysts than psychopaths. Other observers confirmed that shamans were often among the healthiest individuals in their communities and were usually considered doctors by their peers.

By the middle of the twentieth century, anthropologists had reported in detail on shamans in places as remote from one another as Australia, the Arctic, and the Amazon. Locally these practitioners were called by different names, but these terms all seemed to be synonymous with the Siberian shaman. In light of this similarity, Swiss anthropologist Alfred Métraux used the term to describe the Amazonian piai he was studying. According to Métraux, the shaman’s functions include curing illnesses, charming game, interpreting signs or omens, influencing the weather, and predicting the future. The shaman can also cause harm, he said.

But beneath this bewildering array of skills and functions, Métraux saw an underlying unity. In 1944 he defined the shaman as “any individual who maintains by profession and in the interest of the community an intermittent commerce with spirits, or who is possessed by them.” This remains the simplest definition for what is often a confusing subject.

In 1951, Romanian historian of religions Mircea Eliade finished his landmark book Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, which documented the striking correspondences in shamanic practices, worldviews, and symbolic behaviors in hundreds of societies around the world. Eliade’s work showed that shamanic practices and conceptions were ancient and profoundly human, and therefore worthy of broad interest.

Eliade also put his finger on why the shaman would become such an attractive figure in the second half of the twentieth century, in an era when people were experiencing dissatisfaction with traditional religion. Shamanism is “the religious experience par excellence,” wrote Eliade. “The shaman, and he alone, is the great master of ecstasy.” Eliade presaged the explosion of interest in shamanism that would reach its peak in the New Age movement.

Researchers were also developing a method of observation that would change the face of anthropological studies. Called “participant observation,” it involved living with people and taking part in their activities while attempting to observe them with detachment. This led anthropologists to take an active part in shamanic sessions in view of understanding them.

In the 1950’s, other scientists and writers were discovering the  power of hallucinogens such as LSD and mescaline. They found that these substances could radically modify a person’s awareness of the world. This indicated that hallucinogens worked by modifying brain chemistry, rather than by superstition and suggestion.

When western observers began participating in shamanic sessions involving hallucinogenic plants, they found, to their astonishment, that they could have experiences similar to those described by shamans. One report in particular gained widespread attention. In Mexico, American banker Gordon Wasson ate psilocybin mushrooms in a session conducted by Mazatec shaman Maria Sabina. In a long article in  Life magazine in 1957, he described flying out of his body. Up to this point, most accounts of shamanism had appeared in obscure academic journals. But hundreds of thousands of people read Wasson’s account, and many followed his example, ultimately causing serious trouble for Maria Sabina.

In the 1960’s, hallucinogens were used by many young people throughout the world. Onto this stage came Carlos Castaneda, an anthropology student who claimed to have studied with a Yaqui Indian in Arizona and Mexico by becoming a “sorcerer’s apprentice.” Castaneda took participant observation one step further. He brought back reports of an outlandish but coherent world, a “separate reality,” to which he had journeyed under the influence of hallucinogenic plants. Castaneda published a firsthand account of his apprenticeship in 1968, entitled The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge. The book and its sequels became worldwide bestsellers.

Castaneda called his teacher a sorcerer, which in Latin means diviner. The English term has come to acquire a negative meaning and refers to people who “use power gained from the assistance or control of evil spirits, especially for divination,” according to The Oxford English Dictionary. Castaneda did not describe his teacher as a healer but as a man of knowledge with an interest in power. This, combined with descriptions of techniques readers could try themselves, caught the fancy of millions of people. Searching for a “power spot,” using peripheral vision to see, or ingesting psilocybin mushrooms gave readers the exhilarating impression that they, too, could be apprentice sorcerers and experience shamanism firsthand.

Soon, however, critics began voicing doubts about the authenticity of Castaneda’s writings. It seems he did make up parts of his accounts, but they appear to be based on real experience and research. Above all, they were easy and enjoyable to read. Using literary devices, Castaneda played shaman-style tricks on his readers, astounding people by sleight of hand to free their minds from their preconceptions about reality.

In the wake of Castaneda’s books, millions of people became interested in shamans in a hands-on way. There was a great flowering of neo-shamanism in the New Age movement, concentrated in the United States but increasingly spreading around the world. These neo-shamans have barely been studied.

Researchers in the last three decades of the twentieth century produced more texts on shamans than in any previous period in history, and shamans themselves became involved in producing their own texts. Mazatec shaman Maria Sabina’s oral autobiography, for example, has been translated into several languages.

By looking at the fine grain of shamanism, anthropologists have found a rich and internally coherent way of understanding the world. In recent years they have come to see shamanism as “an ensemble of techniques for knowing,” as British anthropologist Graham Townsley says. Researchers currently see shamans not just as healers but as sophisticated producers of meaning. Thus they have started putting shamans on the same intellectual footing as themselves.

There is still much research to be done. While scientists have tapped shamans for their knowledge about healing plants to make pharmaceuticals, researchers have yet to study the efficacy of shamanic healing nor have they explored how shamans understand nature and the world. Shamans appear to be early explorers of the human mind; yet, their systems of psychology have barely been studied. In light of what is now known about mind/body healing, shamans need no longer  be viewed as charlatans for tricking people into getting well or as impostors for using sleight of hand and ventriloquism. They may be more like mind doctors.

The recent willingness of scientists to take shamans seriously indicates that a dialogue between these two worldviews may be possible. But it will not be easy. Shamanism is grounded in self and subjectivity, while science has a method that seeks to rise above the researcher’s subjective self. In many ways shamanism is an autology, or the study of self, while science is a heterology, the study of others.

Some psychologists and doctors now see shamanism as a way of harnessing the power of mental imagery. But it is more than that: It is about knowledge, healing, and power—and it is ambiguous by nature. Apprentice shamans often experience a strong desire to abuse their newly acquired power and to harm people, as Secoya shaman Fernando Payaguaje points out in his own book. And others have succumbed to the dark side of sorcery. As American anthropologist Michael Brown writes: “Shamanism affirms life but also spawns violence and death.”

We have come full circle, back to the reports by sixteenth-century observers, who saw shamans as agents of evil. A one-sided view, but not entirely misguided.

Looking back, it does not seem wrong to say that shamans are jugglers, in the sense that they can handle several things at the same time, incorporating new elements into their act. For example, in the Amazon today, shamans are alive and well and living in forests and towns, speaking Spanish and Portuguese as well as indigenous languages, and going back and forth between mestizo and indigenous societies.

Shamans have always specialized in going between worlds, and nothing suggests that they are less equipped than others to deal with the changing world we find ourselves in. Shamanism is resilient and “chameleon-like,” as British anthropologist Piers Vitebsky says. It can take on cunning new disguises.

Shamans and their observers have been doing a strange dance for centuries. Although many observers have begun to take them seriously, there still appears to be a “force field” that keeps shamans apart, as American anthropologist Edith Turner once said. It involves a conflict of beliefs about the fundamental nature of reality. Many observers, especially those trained as scientists, are philosophical materialists. They believe that everything that exists is either made up of physical matter or dependent on matter for its existence. Shamans do not. They believe in spirits.

Even after five hundred years of reports on shamanism, its core remains a mystery. One thing that has changed over the last five centuries, however, is the gaze of the observers. It has opened up. And understanding is starting to flower.




PART ONE

The Christian View: “Ministers of the Devil”

Judging texts written in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is tricky. If authors did not clearly disavow the Devil in their writings, they could incur accusations of heresy and risk capital punishment, or their writings could be banned. Spanish navigator and natural historian Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo was a perceptive and open-minded observer for his time, but he called indigenous tobacco use “Devil worship.” Did he really believe what he wrote? Hard to know. Perhaps Oviedo only used those words because he felt he had to.

This was a difficult period for people who claimed to communicate with spirits. A witch-craze engulfed Europe. Church and lay authorities, Catholic and Protestant alike, tortured and executed tens of thousands of “witches,” most of whom were women. In Central and South America, colonial and church authorities put to death thousands of people, accusing them of witchcraft.

A passage in the Bible says: “You shall not permit a kashaph to live” (Exodus 22:18). In Hebrew, the word means magician, diviner, sorcerer, or one with a familiar spirit. Biblical translations from this period translated kashaph as “witch,” and so provided “divine” sanction to execute them.

Exactly what “witches” did remains unclear. Most historical evidence consists of confessions extracted under torture. Witches confessed that they had flown to sabbaths on animals or brooms after rubbing an ointment on their bodies. They confessed that they had made a pact with the Devil, repudiated Christianity, desecrated the eucharist and crucifix, participated in orgies, sacrificed children, and practiced cannibalism. European “witchcraft” seems to have been a strange mix of pagan magic, sorcery, and Christian thought.

In those days Europeans believed that spirits with which one could communicate were necessarily evil. As historian Jeffrey Russel explains in his book A History of Witchcraft: Sorcerers, Heretics, and Pagans: 

Apocalyptic Judaism perceived the spirits as evil demons in league with one another under the generalship of the Devil, the principle of evil. It followed from this belief that a sorcerer who invokes spirits is calling upon the servants of Satan. Christianity made the argument air-tight. Good spirits such as angels and saints could not be compelled, Christians argued, but only supplicated. The only spirits that could be compelled were evil spirits. A sorcerer compelled spirits; therefore, the spirits he called upon were evil. Further, the power of the Devil is so overwhelming that anyone foolishly attempting to control his servants will find himself instead controlled by them. The sorcerer becomes the servant of the demons and a subject of Satan.


 

These beliefs led Europeans to view shamans with distaste, and since most Europeans who wrote about shamans during this period were clergymen, their biases were often severe.




1.

“Devil Worship: Consuming Tobacco to Receive Messages from Nature”

GONZALO FERNÁNDEZ DE OVIEDO (1535) 

 



In the early sixteenth century, Spanish navigator and natural historian Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo described old men using tobacco to communicate with spirits among the indigenous inhabitants of Hispaniola (the island currently comprising Haiti and the Dominican Republic). Oviedo, who wrote in Spanish, did not use the word shaman,  which would come from Russia later. By the time Oviedo published his book in 1535, the island’s indigenous inhabitants had mostly been exterminated. This explains why Oviedo referred to them in the past tense.


 

 

Among other vices, the Indians of this island had a very evil one which consists of taking a smoke they call tabaco, in order to get out of their minds. . . . They consume it in the following way: the caciques and chiefs had little hollow canes . . . of the thickness of the little finger, and these canes had two tubes joined into one. . . . And they put the two tubes into the nostrils and the other one into the smoke and herbs that were burning and smouldering . . . and they took the emanation and smoke, one, two, three, or more times, as often as they could stand  it, until they were out of their minds, lying on the ground drunk or overpowered by a deep and heavy sleep. . . .

The Indians consider this herb very precious and cultivate it for the above-mentioned effect in their gardens and fields; the taking of this herb and smoke was to them not only a healthy practice but a very sacred thing. And this is how the cacique or chief falls to the earth, and his wives (who are numerous) take him, and carry him to his hammock. . . .

It is not astonishing that the Indians are stuck in the errors I have mentioned, and that they make other errors such as they do not know Almighty God and they worship the Devil in diverse forms and images, as is the custom among these peoples in the Indies; because, as I have said, they paint, engrave, or carve a demon they call cemí in many objects and places, in wood or clay, and also in other materials, as ugly and frightful as the Catholics represent him at the feet of Saint Michael or Saint Bartholomew, but not bound in chains, but revered: sometimes as if sitting in judgment, sometimes standing, in different ways. These infernal images they had in their houses in specially assigned and dark places and spots that were reserved for their worship; and there they entered to pray and to ask for whatever they desired, be it rain for their fields and farms, or bountiful harvests, or victory over their enemies; and there, finally, they prayed to him and had recourse to him in all their needs, to find a remedy for them. And inside there was an old Indian who answered them according to their expectations or in accordance with a consultation addressed to him whose evil image was standing there; and it is to be thought that the Devil entered into him and spoke through him as through his minister; and as he is an old astrologer, he told them the day on which it would rain, and other messages from Nature. The Indians greatly revered these old men and held them in high esteem as their priests and prelates; and they were the ones who most commonly consumed tobacco and the smoke mentioned above, and when they woke up they advised if war should be declared or postponed; and they did not undertake or carry out anything that might be of importance without considering the Devil’s opinion in this way.




2.

“Ministers of the Devil Who Learn About the Secrets of Nature”

ANDRÉ THÉVET (1557) 

 



In the middle of the sixteenth century, French Franciscan priest André Thévet spent several months in Brazil, living in the first European colony in Rio de Janeiro. He gathered information about the area’s indigenous inhabitants, who were Tupinamba. He subsequently published a book called The Singularities of Antarctic France, in which he described the activities of certain natives called pagé who abstained from sex and isolated themselves to communicate with spirits. Although Thévet disapproved of their practices, he was the first person to introduce tobacco to France. Thévet noticed that the pagé learned the secrets of nature but considered this forbidden knowledge.


 

 

These people—being thus removed from the truth, beyond the persecutions they receive from the evil spirit and the errors of their dreams—are so outside of reason that they adore the Devil by means of his ministers, called pagé. These pagé or Caribs, are people of evil custom who have given themselves over to serve the Devil to deceive their neighbors. Like impostors, they usually do not reside anywhere, so as to disguise their nastiness and be honored by others; they are vagabonds, who wander here and there through the woods and other places, and who rarely return among other people and only at certain  hours, making them believe that they have communicated with the spirits about public matters, and that one must do thus or thus, lest this or that occur; they are then received and caressed with honor, and are fed and looked after without doing anything else. . . .

Sometimes, if it happens that these pagé do not tell the truth and that things turn out differently than forecast, people have no difficulty in putting them to death, as unworthy of the title and dignity of pagé. Each village, whether large or small, feeds one or two of these venerables. And when it is a question of knowing something important, they use certain ceremonies and diabolical invocations, which are accomplished in the following way. First they construct a new hut, in which no man has ever lived, and set up a white and clean bed in their style; they take a large quantity of supplies to the hut, such as cahoiun, which is their usual drink, made by a young virgin girl of ten or twelve years, along with flour made from the roots, which they use instead of bread. With all things prepared in this fashion, the people lead the gentle prophet to the hut, where he will remain alone, after a young girl has washed him. But one must note that before this mystery, he must abstain from his wife for nine days. Being alone in there, and with the people retired at a distance, he lies flat out on this bed and starts to invoke the evil spirit for an hour or more, doing I do not know what customary ceremonies; to the point that by the end of his invocations, the spirit comes to him whistling, as they say, and piping. The others told me that this evil spirit never appears in the presence of all the people, so that they never see him, but only hear some noise and howling. . . .

Mainly they undertake no enterprise without the answer of their prophet. When the mystery is accomplished, the prophet comes out, and is immediately surrounded by the people. He makes a speech in which he tells all that he heard. And God knows the caresses and presents that each person gives him. The Americans are not the first to practice abusive magic; before them, it was familiar to several nations, back to the time of Our Lord, who erased and abolished the power that Satan exercised over human kind. It is therefore not without reason that it is forbidden by the Scriptures.

Of this magic we find two main kinds, one by which one communicates with evil spirits, the other which gives intelligence about the most secret things of nature. It is true that one is more vicious than the other, but both are full of curiosity. When we have all the things we need and when we understand as much as God enables us to, what need is there to research with too much curiosity into the secrets of nature and other things, knowledge of which Our Lord has reserved for Himself? Such curiosities indicate an imperfect judgment, ignorance, and a lack of faith and good religion. Even more abused are the simple people who believe such impostures. I cannot cease to wonder how it is that in a land of law and police, one allows to proliferate like filth a bunch of old witches who put herbs on their arms, hang written words around their necks, and many mysteries, in ceremonies to cure fevers and other things, which are only true idolatry, and worthy of great punishment.




3.

“Evoking the Devil: Fasting with Tobacco to Learn How to Cure”

ANTOINE BIET 

 (1664) 

 



In 1652, French priest Antoine Biet accompanied an expedition to South America. In what is now called French Guyana, Biet observed the customs and practices of the area’s indigenous inhabitants, who were Caribs. Biet observed that the local doctors, known as piayés, endured a rigorous training to learn their profession. The ordeal included fasting until they fainted, being bitten by large black ants, and drinking large quantities of tobacco juice. The bite of these ants causes extreme pain and lasts for weeks. Those who survive a massive dose of ant toxin come back to normal life much fortified.


 

 

He who aspires to be a piayé is first put in an ancient’s home. He stays there a very long time, to receive instruction and to make, as it were, his novitiate, sometimes serving his master for the period of ten years. The ancient piayé observes him to see whether he has in him the qualities necessary for a piayé. He is not elevated to this dignity until the age of twenty-five or thirty years.

When the time has come that they are to put him to the tests, first they make him fast as strictly as the chief and even more so, because, for a year, he eats only boiled millet and a very little cassava. On this fare, he becomes so thin that he seems a skeleton with nothing but skin  stretched over his bones and becomes almost without strength. The old piayés assemble after this long fast, shut themselves up into a hut, and teach the aspirant the way to call up the demon or to consult him. In place of whipping the aspiring captain [as certain Christian monastics do], they make him dance until he is so exhausted because of the weakness caused by his fasting that he falls fainting and swooning to the ground. To revive him they put on him girdles and collars of those great black ants whose bites cause so much pain. They open his mouth by force and put in it a sort of funnel into which they pour a great vessel full of juice drawn from tobacco. This strange medicine causes him to have vertigo and vomit blood. Its effects last several days.

After such violent remedies, and such rigorous fasts, he is made a  piayé and has the power of curing illnesses and evoking the Devil. But, to do so properly, he is ordered a fast of three years duration. The first year he eats millet and bread, the second, crabs with his bread and the third, some little birds. They keep these fasts so exactly that, although the others drink and make good cheer in their feasts and assemblies, they no longer drink a draught, since they believe that, if they broke this fast, they would have no power over illnesses or over the devils to evoke them.

These poor infidels are in such blindness! See what they suffer in this life for a vain honor; they are true penitents of the Demon, who starts to make them feel the torments of Hell, while they are still alive. These miserable doctors are obliged to abstain from time to time from certain things and to drink that rude potion of tobacco. Sometimes they drink as much of it as a great drunkard can take wine. Doubtless their stomachs grow accustomed to this sort of drink since they can tolerate it.




4.

The Shaman: “A Villain of a Magician Who Calls Demons”

AVVAKUM PETROVICH 

 (1672) 

 



The first person to use the word shaman in a published text was Avvakum Petrovich, a leader of the conservative clergy in Russia in the second half of the seventeenth century. Avvakum’s description of a Tungus shaman appeared in his autobiography, which is considered to be one of the first major works in Russian literature. In the summer of 1661, the czar deported Avvakum to Siberia. The head of the expedition, a man called Paskov, decided to consult a local shaman. Avvakum’s mixture of prayers and paranoia blurs the lines between priest and shaman.


 

 

As he was about to send his son Jeremy to wage war against the Mongol kingdom—along with seventy-two cossacks and twenty natives—Paskov obliged a native to do the shaman, that is to say the diviner: will the expedition be successful, and will they return victorious? That evening, this villain of a magician brought a living ram over near my hut and started to practice his magic on it: Having turned it over, he wrung its neck and cast off its head. Then he started to jump and dance and call the demons; finally, making piercing screams, he threw himself on the ground and foam came out of his mouth. The demons pressed him, and he asked them: “Will the expedition be successful?” And the demons replied: “You will return with a great victory and  great wealth.” This made the governors [Paskov and his son] happy, and everybody declared joyfully: “We will come back rich!”

Oh! what bitterness for my soul, which has yet to sweeten! I was a bad pastor, and had lost my flock and in my grief I forgot what the Gospel says. . . . I cried out and proclaimed to the Lord: “Listen to me, my God! Listen to me, clear king of heaven! Listen to me, may not one of them return! Dig a tomb for them there! Send them evil, Lord, send it to them! And lead them to their loss, so that the diabolical prophesy not be accomplished!” And many other similar words. In secret I also addressed the same prayer to God.

They told Paskov the wishes I was making, and he was content to cover me with insults.

He dispatched his son with the troops. They left at night, when the stars were out. At that moment I took pity on them: My soul saw that they would be massacred, and that I was the one calling death on them! Some of them came to say good-bye to me, and I told them: “You will die!” No sooner had they set off than their horses started to neigh, and here, the cows lowed, the ewes and goats bleated, and the dogs howled, and the natives, like the dogs, also howled. Dread fell on everybody. Jeremy sent me a message and implored: Master, my father, pray for me! . . .

So they were far away, gone off to war. Jeremy inspired pity in me: I pressed the Lord to spare him. We were waiting for their return: They did not arrive according to the agreed time. Paskov did not allow me to approach him. One day, he installed a small chamber and lit a great fire. He wanted to put me to the question. I was familiar with his tricks: It was difficult to survive that kind of fire. . . . And here two torturers came running toward me. Marvelous is the work of the Lord, unfathomable are the plans of the Almighty! Just then, a wounded Jeremy, with another cavalryman, went by on the path in front of my chamber. He hailed the torturers, and took them away with him. Paskov left the chamber, and went out to meet his son, like a man drunk with pain. And Jeremy, having exchanged greetings with his father, told him everything in detail: how the whole troop was  massacred without any survivors, how he was wounded by the Mongols and how a native helped him to escape through deserted places, how he crossed rocky mountains and wandered seven days through the forest without food—he ate a squirrel!—and how a man who looked like me appeared to him in a dream, blessed him, and told him which way to go: This gave him a start, made him joyful, and he found the right path. As he was telling this to his father, I arrived to greet them. Paskov laid his eyes on me—like a polar bear, he would eat me alive, but the Lord will not give me over to him!—sighed, and said: “There is your work! How many men did you send to death!” But Jeremy said: “Master, my father, return to your cabin! Be quiet, for the love of Christ!” And I left them.




PART TWO

The Humanist View Becomes Rationalist: From “Esteemed Jugglers” to “Impostors”

In the 1700’s, when observers from the Enlightenment came upon pagé, angakkut, or shaman, they tended to see impostors. This was a relatively progressive view in those days. Previous observers had mainly perceived such people as “agents of the Devil”—a serious charge in times of witch-hunting. By judging shamans as impostors, Enlightenment observers implied that shamans did not really communicate with the Devil. This took away the witch-hunters’ justification for executing people.

Despite this progressive move, from condemnation to mere debunking, most eighteenth-century observers had difficulty understanding shamans. The Russian imperial government sent numerous scientific observers to explore Siberia; a scientist like Stepan Krasheninnikov wrote that he found  shamanic notions “absurd and ridiculous.” Nevertheless he reported on them extensively.

In her excellent book Shamanism and the Eighteenth Century, Gloria Flaherty comments on this ambiguity: 



The eighteenth century was too deeply involved with the occult to have us continue to associate it exclusively with rationalism, humanism, scientific determinism, and classicism. Manifestations of irrationalism, supernaturalism, organicism, and romanticism appeared uninterruptedly throughout. It was precisely the tension between those who limited themselves to enlightenment of a purely rational sort and those who included serious consideration of what was derogatorily called the night-side of nature that informed the very way in which Western European knowledge was advanced. That relentless tension helped revolutionize human thought, and affected the shape the world was to take.


 

Denis Diderot, one of the key figures of the Enlightenment, expressed an ambiguous view of shamans. As a professed atheist (who had benefited from a Jesuit education), Diderot saw shamans as “impostors” and “jugglers,” but he also thought “the supernatural occasionally enters into their operation,” and “they are sometimes quite close to the mark.”

Many early rationalist observers did not suspect that shamans were doing anything other than deceiving their fellows with song and dance, tricks, and sleight of hand. But some, like Johann Herder, realized that the activities of shamans had to do with the power of the imagination and of the human mind. Two centuries later, other investigators would pick up where Herder left off.




5.

“The Savages Esteem Their Jugglers”

JOSEPH FRANÇOIS LAFITAU 

 (1724) 

 



Among early observers, French Jesuit missionary Joseph François Lafitau stands out as an exemplar of open-mindedness. In the early eighteenth century, he spent five years living among the Iroquois and Huron near Montreal. Then he reported that they distinguished between those who communicated with spirits for the good of the community and those who did the same to harm people. He argued that the Devil played no part in the work of the former. He used their native names, but he also called them “jugglers,” a word synonymous with magicians in Europe. Nevertheless, he acknowledged that there was something more to their practices than just trickery. Lafitau was an enlightened precursor of modern anthropology. In those days, Jesuits were the most illustrious educators in Europe; even people who were lukewarm to religion sent their children to Jesuit schools.


 

 

In all the times of paganism, the diviners have been regarded as sages who had the knowledge of things divine and human, knew the efficacy of plants, stones, metals, all the occult virtues, and all the secrets of nature. Not only did they sound the depths of hearts but they foresaw the future. They read in the stars, in the books of the destinies and carried on with the gods an intimate commerce of which the rest of  mankind was unworthy. Their seeming austerity of life and conventionality and the fact that they were above criticism and censure rendered them respectable to all who came to consult them as oracles and spokespeople of the divinity.

The Arendiouannens or Agotsinnachens, who are the [Huron and Iroquois] successors of these diviners, are also extraordinary people rendered so important by their status as to be consulted in all things as sources of truth. Not only do they explain dreams and expose the secret desires of the soul, but there is nothing outside the scope of their knowledge. Predictions of the future, the success of a war or of a journey, the secret causes of a malady, bringing good luck to a hunting or fishing party, finding stolen objects, casting spells and curses—in short, everything that concerns divination—is absolutely within their jurisdiction. Such questions must be entrusted to them so they can discover the source of the evil, conjure it, turn it aside, and apply a suitable remedy to it. Thus they do not deny themselves anything in showing off their trade.

They have another species of extraordinary people whom they call  Agotkon or spirits. These are the ones who cast spells or curses. There is a great number of them of both sexes. The women especially are suspected of playing a part in this little business. Since they have no aim except to cause harm, they are regarded with horror and forced to hide for their wicked mysteries. They serve to accredit the diviners whose principal occupation is to discover these spells, make known their authors, and bring some remedy for them. . . .

The missionaries of New France have had most to suffer from these diviners, who keep the people in their ancient superstitions and form the greatest obstacle to their conversion. At first, the missionaries examined very carefully whether the Demon had a part in their spells and other superstitious practices; no matter how much trouble they took, however, they could discover nothing on which to base an assured judgment. In this uncertainty, they took the part of condemning their superstitions which are certainly bad and of baptizing only those who would make an open profession of condemning and renouncing them. They believed, however, that they should regard what the people themselves said of their spells and of their divination as ineptitudes and they saw, in their so-called diviners, only charlatans and quite poor doctors who have always since then been called jugglers as if their art was nothing but simple charlatanism.

It is not for me to decide this question and I am quite willing to believe that all the magic tricks of these Jugglers have, as their basis, only the natural, not so much because their superstitions are suspect and often contrary to the event, as they claim (for the Demon has always been the father of lies and has thrown men into error by false and ambiguous oracles) as because, in fact, there are scarcely any means of illusions and omens which cannot be imitated by tricks of skill; so that it is almost impossible to distinguish the reality from the deceit.

In spite of all that, there are certain things which have struck me and which I believe deserve particular attention. . . .

The power of doing extraordinary things stems from the same principle in both cases, that is, from communication with the spirits. The esteem of the savages for their jugglers and their extreme antipathy to those who cast spells make me believe that they make some distinction between those who they think communicate with the spirits in such a way that they think that good spirits are the cause of the miracles done by their diviners, and the evil ones, on the contrary, who are the authors of their curses and witchcraft. . . .

The jugglers have some innate quality which takes even more after the divine. One sees them go visibly into that state of ecstasy that binds all the senses and keeps them suspended. The foreign spirit appears to take possession of them in a palpable and sensible manner and to master their organs in a way that acts in them immediately. It casts them into frenzies of enthusiasm and all the convulsive movements of the Sibyl. It speaks from the depths of their chests and causes the fortune-tellers to be considered ventriloquists. It raises them sometimes up into the air or makes them greater than their real stature.

In this state of enthusiasm their spirit seems absorbed in that which possesses them. They are no longer themselves, like those diviners of whom Iamblichus speaks, in whom the outside spirit operated in such a way that not only did they not know themselves but they had no feeling and did not feel any hurt during that time so that one could touch them with fire without burning them, pierce them with blazing spits, then rain axe blows on their shoulders and cut their arms with razors. Indeed, in these ecstasies, one can see them swallow fire, walk on burning coals without being hurt, like those mentioned by Virgil, who were inspired by Apollo on Mount Soracte, or those mentioned by Strabo who divined by the spirit of the goddess Feronia, or the women of Castabala in Sicily of whom the same author speaks who were consecrated to Diana Perasia. Furthermore, they stick long pieces of wood down their gullets, coil living serpents in their breasts, and do a thousand other tricks that appear to border on the marvelous.

It is while they are performing these marvels that they see things within themselves or those represented to them outside in an infinite number of different ways for they have almost the same ways of divining by pyromancy, hydromancy, and other methods as we see in authors who have treated of magic and divination. The spirit also acts in them as it did in antiquity by certain signals such as the sound of bronze cymbals or other musical instruments, certain potions, divining wands, flour, calculations, and the like. . . .

[The] thing which has struck me is the inward belief of all of them in the Demon’s power over them, in the efficacy of spells and the power of their jugglers to know and reveal the caster of spells. Is it very probable that, since their origin they have been bewitched by these beliefs, they would not have discovered the deceit if it had been only pure boasting? Since each of these nations is small, fraud is easier to find out, and the fact that the older men, the most important, knew about it, would have been more than sufficient to destroy such a pretension. But this belief is so general and deep-rooted that there is not one nation in all of America which has not its diviners or jugglers, not one which does not fear spells, not one where any refuses to have recourse to the jugglers, and does not willingly undergo all the tests of the initiations to be made a juggler himself.



6.

“Shamans Deserve Perpetual Labor for Their Hocus-Pocus”

JOHANN GEORG GMELIN 

 (1751) 

 



German professor of chemistry and botany Johann Georg Gmelin spent ten years exploring Siberia. He subsequently published a four-volume book of travels containing observations about shamans. Gmelin paid for shamanic performances, the better to debunk them. One is left wondering why he felt such violent antipathy toward shamans. Two centuries later Gmelin’s wish was fulfilled: Soviet authorities interned Siberian shamans in labor camps, or executed them.


 

 

Prior to my departure I still had an opportunity to watch a Tungus shaman practice his magic. At our request, he visited us the first night, and when we asked him to give us a demonstration of his art, he asked us to wait until the night, which we willingly agreed to do. At 10 P.M. he took us to a distance of one verst [Russian measure of length, about 0.66 mile], and then bade us sit down. He himself stripped naked, then put on his shaman’s coat, which was made of leather, and was decked out with all kinds of iron instruments. On each shoulder he had a jagged iron horn, to the consternation of many. . . . Within the circle formed by our people, he kept running to and fro along the fire, and made an infernal racket with the iron bells inside his dress. . . . At last he started leaping and shouting, and soon we heard a chorus that was  singing along with him. It was his believers, some of whom he had brought with him
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