
    
      


    

  
    
      
[image: image]

    

  
    
      DEDICATION

      To Felicitas Daniels Goodman—who is, above all, a wise, generous, and beloved friend. Her extraordinary scholarship, courageous vision, and personal dedication unveiled for us the treasure that lay right before our eyes.

      And to the members of the Board of Directors and other friends of the Cuyamungue Institute, all fellow travelers in this great adventure. Those who made special contributions to the development of my understanding of the use of ecstatic body postures are Pamela Arden, Judy Field, MaryAnna Ireland, Robinette Kennedy, Carol Lang, Norma and Steve Leclair, Judy Morse, Jan Price, Elizabeth Russell, Linda Schroth, and Wendy Stone. My thanks to all of you.

    

  
    
      CONTENTS

      
        	
          COVER IMAGE
        

        	
          TITLE PAGE
        

        	
          DEDICATION
        

        	
          FOREWORD
        

        	
          PREFACE
        

        	
          CHAPTER ONE: The Discovery
        

        	
          CHAPTER TWO: The Practice of Ecstatic Trance 
        

        	CHAPTER THREE: Healing
		The Bear Spirit Posture
	The Carchi Woman Posture
	The Chiltan Spirits Posture
	The Couple from Cernavoda Posture
	The Empowerment Posture
	The Tlazolteotl Posture



        	CHAPTER FOUR: Divination
		The Adena Pipe Posture 
	The Hunter Diviner Posture
	The Lady of Cholula Posture
	The Nupe Mallam Posture
	The Olmec Diviner Posture
	The Tennessee Diviner Posture



        	CHAPTER FIVE: Metamorphosis
		The Bahia Posture
	The Chalchihuitlique Posture
	The Corn Goddess Posture
	The Jama-Coaque Posture
	The La Tolita Posture
	The Machalilla Posture 
	The Olmec Prince Posture
	The Tattooed Jaguar Posture



        	CHAPTER SIX: Spirit Journeys
		The Albatross Posture
	The Lascaux Cave Posture
	The Long Man of Wilmington Posture
	The Priestess of Malta Posture
	The Sami Lower World Posture
	The South American Lower World Posture
	The Realm of the Dead Posture
	The Venus of Galgenberg Posture



        	CHAPTER SEVEN: Initiation: Death and Rebirth
		The Birthing Posture
	The Feathered Serpent Posture
	The Greek Youth and Maiden Posture
	The Lady of Thessaly Posture
	The Psychopomp Posture
	The Venus of Laussel Posture



        	CHAPTER EIGHT: Living Myths
		The Emergence Posture
	The Man of Cuautla Posture
	The Mayan Whistle Posture



        	CHAPTER NINE: Celebration
		The Calling the Spirits Posture
	The Singing Shaman Posture



        	
          APPENDIX
        

        	
          ENDNOTES
        

        	
          ABOUT THE AUTHOR
        

        	
          ABOUT INNER TRADITIONS • BEAR & COMPANY
        

        	
          COPYRIGHT & PERMISSIONS
        

      

    
  
    
      Foreword

      Ecstatic Body Postures is an expanded and updated version of the handbook that Belinda Gore and I published as a manuscript three years ago under the label of Cuyamungue Institute. That manuscript in turn was based on my book Where the Spirits Ride the Wind: Spirit Journeys and Ecstatic Experiences. Its concise form and convenient layout, created by Belinda, gained it many friends, and it completely sold out. Thus we felt that it was time to take the next step and make it available to a wider readership. Belinda expanded and revised the original version and added a valuable psychological dimension, and we are grateful to Bear & Company, which is undertaking its publication.

      In this foreword, I would like to give a summary of what our research is about. For those readers who are not familiar with our workshops, it may serve as an initial general orientation. Those who have already been part of our efforts may appreciate it as a refresher course and may also discover some new ideas that I, as the anthropologist on the team, have been able to develop over the course of the last few years.

      What this book presents is a method for achieving ecstatic trance and its 
attendant visionary experiences. The method is based on my discovery that 
certain works of non-Western art—such as figurines and rock paintings—are not simply expressions of creativity, but in fact are ritual instructions. If a specific posture represented in one of these artifacts is combined with rhythmic stimulation, be that by drum or rattle, the body temporarily undergoes dramatic neurophysiological changes, and visionary experiences arise that are specific to the particular posture in question. In other words, whenever the same posture is assumed, the experience mediated is structured in a predetermined way. It is not a matter of automatic replication, as for instance would be the case with a computer-generated image. Rather, it is the framework that remains unaltered.

      With one particular posture, for instance, we always take a trip to what shamans of old termed the Lower World. However, the manner in which we get there varies greatly: we may slip down through a tunnel, or turn a somersault, or arrive in many other ways, including simply and unexpectedly being “below.” I recall one time turning into what seemed to be melted chocolate and gradually oozing down through a crack. Also, what we experience once we get there is subject to uncounted delightful variations. One of my more memorable encounters “down there” was with a vulture sitting on a rock wall next to a frightening chasm. As I shuddered looking down into the depth, the vulture grinned and put on a beaked cap.

      The question arises, Where do we “go” when we “journey” in this manner? Do we explore our own inner worlds, or do we exit to another reality? The answer depends on each individual’s background—his or her belief system, philosophical inclination, and worldview. As far as we at the Cuyamungue Institute are concerned, we present no “faith,” only a particular kind of ecstatic experience. Adherents of many different convictions therefore feel comfortable in our workshops. As I was once prompted to point out to a gentle young nun, who had joined us out of curiosity and then became scared, “With us, tourists are always welcome.” She did stay and had a good time. She later told us that she saw a figure she thought was the Virgin Mary, but when she looked closer, it turned out to be a tall, white bear. Specialists in these matters in the non-Western world—shamans, medicine people, priests, or whatever they might be called—all agree that what is contacted by way of religious ritual is Alternate Reality, a world “out there,” the twin of the ordinary secular one, the sacred reality where the spirits dwell. In fact, the experiential contact with this part of reality is to my mind the very essence of what religion is about.

      As our group at the Cuyamungue Institute has become more experienced and has experimented with larger numbers of postures, we have discovered that in order for a trance experience to be instituted, the posture has to be done exactly the way the “model”—the piece of art—presents it. If we are careless, or even if during a trance we change some feature of the posture—drop an arm or shift a leg—the experience disappears, much as an image leaves a television screen if the electricity goes out.

      In Cuyamungue during the summer of 1994 we were doing the Lascaux Cave posture, which mediates a trip to the Upper World. All the participants managed to fly there except for one young woman, who, instead of rising to the world of rainbow clouds, only got a bad stomachache. It turned out that, with her being quite small, we had not noticed that as she had settled on the board that was inclined at the requisite 37-degree angle, she had turned her left arm the wrong way.

      This observation and similar ones underscore the fact that the complex forms of the ritual postures are not some oddity, something we can play with as we please. The exact forms of these postures have been part of human religious observances from times immemorial. It is fascinating to note that the ritual postures share this feature of immutability with all other types of religious observances. Any religious ritual, be it a dance, song, play, possession, exorcism, or healing, must be done precisely as ordered, or, in traditional terms, the spirits will not react. In other words, the use of ritual body postures as a cultural trait is part of a venerable, ancient family of many different human behavior patterns.

      We do not, of course, have any information about how these postures originated. Were they human inventions? I doubt it. Consider the fact that certain postures, for instance the Bear Spirit posture, arose almost simultaneously everywhere in the world during the sixth to fifth millennium before our time. That was a time when there was no modern method of communication whatsoever. The mythology of the non-Western world suggests a distinct method of propagation: the spirits invited humans, or in some instances actually “kidnapped” them, and taught them certain important rituals because humanity needed them.

      In a subtle way, that is how our Masked Trance Dance ritual got its start, too. Early in the 1980s one of my Austrian friends conceived the notion that we should use the trance-posture experiences for “celebration.” None of us had any idea how that could be done. In fact, he thought perhaps we could simply imitate some tribal ritual. To an anthropologist such as myself, the idea appeared preposterous. Native rituals are not only the inalienable property of the respective group, they are also deeply imbedded in the specific culture and language, and imitating them is patently impossible. So eventually I turned to the spirits for advice. We took a spirit journey to the Lower World in order to meet up with an animal spirit that wanted to be represented in a mask, and we did a divining posture so we would be instructed about the topic and details of a dance. The strategy was eminently successful. As a consequence, whenever we now do a Masked Trance Dance, this is how we proceed.

      When I first discovered the ritual postures, most of the examples came from a few isolated societies and archaeological finds. I had no idea that we were dealing with a worldwide phenomenon. In fact, I reacted rather impatiently when friends began to point out that there were examples of our postures in museums and that they were derived from all sorts of places. Eventually, overwhelmed by the sheer volume of the material, I had to admit that they were right, and I began discovering that there was a certain order to this rich treasure trove. The artists who had created these magnificent pieces in fact belonged to only two types of societies: either hunting societies or horticulturalist societies—that is, societies that planted small gardens and also engaged in hunting or fishing. Other types of societies that we humans have evolved in the course of the long history of our species—the nomadic pastoralist societies, the agricultural societies, and the urban societies—were not represented. Nomadic pastoralists and agriculturalists, of course, also have certain poses that they assume during religious observances, but they are symbolic, and do not mediate entrance into Alternate Reality as an experience registered by some or all of the senses.

      Of the above life ways, only the urban one did not develop its own type of religious ritual. Cities have tended through history to take on or conserve the religions of their hinterlands, so today there are horticulturalist cities such as Tokyo, Muslim cities like Teheran, and large numbers of agriculturalist cities on every continent. Cities, however, tend to dilute the traditional faiths; and the industrialized West especially has reduced religion to an intellectual, philosophical, or psychological exercise. Western city dwellers are typically ecstasy deprived, often turning to substitutes such as drugs to satisfy genetically anchored needs. The practice of ritual postures offers a way out of this dilemma. The participants in workshops are introduced to effective ways with which they can institute religious trance and structure meaningful experience with the help of the postures.

      Ecstatic Body Postures offers advice on how to do postures either on your own or with a group. Of course, group experiences are more enjoyable, but so many of us simply do not have any community within which a posture session can be carried out. In fact, we are not only ecstasy deprived; we are also community deprived. Our communities tend to be tragically ephemeral. Even traditional families tend to dissolve as the children get older. In addition, workplaces keep changing, and neighborhoods are destroyed by development. However, as we work with the postures, spirit beings enter our lives and, in a subtle and very satisfying way, begin to fill the void. If we cannot have stable and lasting communities in ordinary reality, they can coalesce in Alternate Reality. I recall a woman in one of my workshops worrying about what would happen if, in addition to making friends with the Bear Spirit, as had already happened, she was now also interested in the Eagle Spirit. Would they be jealous of each other? When I pointed out that the Bear Spirit was a grandfatherly figure, her face lit up. “Oh,” she exclaimed, “so he can actually be my grandfather and the eagle my older brother, and the snake whom I just saw, one of my sisters . . . .” In no time at all, and based on her various trance experiences, she had happily assembled an entire extended family.

      So, with all this in mind, let me wish you much happy adventuring on the Path of the Spirits.

      Felicitas D. Goodman, Ph.D.

      Santa Fe, New Mexico

      Fall 1994

      Felicitas Goodman, Ph.D. is an anthropologist who taught for many years at Denison University in Granville, Ohio. She is the author of Where the Spirits Ride the Wind: Spirit Journeys and Ecstatic Experiences and several other books. She currently lives in Columbus, Ohio, and teaches frequently at Cuyamungue Institute, near Santa Fe, New Mexico.

    

  
    
      Preface

      This is the story of a great discovery and a story of hope for those of us living in the post-industrial age who are trying to find our roots and our way back home, hoping to find healing for our planet and for ourselves before it is too late.

      The journey begins, as it must, with a personal story, for all discoveries, great and small, are revealed through the lives of ordinary people, some who have gifts of genius and others whose task it is to be at the right place at the right time. My part of this story begins in the fall of 1976, when I first began to record my dreams. I made a note in my journal about a dream of riding my bicycle to the house of a woman who was going to “teach me about the mysteries.” Full of anticipation, I arrived at a white frame house with a white picket fence that was disappointingly small, and not in very good repair. Considering how grand an undertaking this seemed, I had expected something more magnificent. Nevertheless, I approached the front door, and a short gray-haired woman with piercing eyes opened the door and invited me to enter her house. She was welcoming and kind but refused to be the teacher I had expected. Instead, as I wrote in my journal, “she adopted me into a way of life.”

      My journal includes no other comments about this little dream. If I had been born into another culture, a culture that honored the visions of the Dreamtime, I would have taken my dream to the elders for help in understanding its meaning. As it was, I was a young counselor living in Ohio and studying metaphysics with a teacher in England. I had only begun to search my dreams for meaning, and while I believed that dreams could bring me messages from my own unconscious and from the realm of spirit, I was inexperienced in deciphering them. I could not have known that it would be another eight years before I would actually meet the gray-haired woman who lived in the white frame house, nor could I have imagined the world into which she would introduce me.

      The woman’s name was Felicitas Goodman, and I met her through my friend Anita. Anita had called one winter afternoon early in 1984 to tell me she had just had lunch with one of her former yoga students: “She’s Hungarian, an anthropologist, and she plays the violin.” On that recommendation alone, I accepted Anita’s invitation to participate in a workshop that Dr. Goodman would be giving the following week at her home. My car was being repaired on the day the workshop began, so I rode the bus and walked up the street to the address I had been given. Because I walked I had time to notice, as I approached Dr. Goodman’s house, that it was a small white frame house with a white picket fence. And as I walked through the gate and up the steps, Dr. Goodman herself, a small gray-haired woman of seventy years, met me at the door. I wish I could say that I recognized her at once from my dream, but I did not. I only knew that her cool, gray-brown eyes looked right into me, and when the workshop began and she told us her story, I felt as though some large piece of a puzzle slipped into place deep inside me.

      Later I learned that it was in the fall of 1976, when I had first dreamed of her, that Dr. Goodman had made the discovery that is the substance of this book and that is the foundation for a way of life into which I, and many others, have been adopted. It is a magnificent way of life, yet simple, like the small white house I had seen in my dream.

      The students of Dr. Goodman, who are practitioners of the body postures which she “discovered,” wish to respect the sacred practices of indigenous peoples throughout the world. By sharing these ritual postures, I am not suggesting that they are the spiritual practices of any specific group of people. The specific preparations and rituals surrounding the use of the postures remain the private knowledge of the indigenous peoples. The postures themselves are not secret, however. The native artworks revealing these ritual postures have always been right in front of us, on cave walls, pottery, and totem poles. People are learning once again to use them, celebrating that what was lost is now found.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER ONE

      The Discovery

      The religious specialists of small societies—medicine people, shamans, priests, and priestesses—have, for thousands of years, known and taught a sacred body of knowledge entrusted to them. Among these teachings are specialized techniques that open the door to a reality separate from the ordinary world. This Alternate Reality is known by many names and has been described by spiritual explorers throughout human history. The religious specialists have preserved the knowledge of this other world and the methods that allow us to alter ourselves so that we may slip through the crack between the worlds. They have known that this other reality is a constant source of wisdom and life-sustaining energy, and that it is good for humans to live in harmony with the world of spirits and to visit there often.

      We have known about the practices of these religious specialists through the reports of anthropologists and ethnographers, stories that have come from their informants and from their own experiences of participating in ceremonial events. Some of these researchers have even been accepted as students and apprentices, learning the practices of particular teachers, groups, or societies. However, about fifteen years ago, Dr. Goodman stumbled onto a technique that is an essential ingredient of many traditions around the world that have existed from prehistoric times to the present. It is a spiritual tool that allows those of us living in the post-industrial technological age to safely enter the Alternate Reality known for thousands of years by medicine people of all traditions.

      To appreciate Dr. Goodman’s remarkable story, it is important to know the woman herself. She was born in the Hungarian part of Romania and was educated in Germany, where she was trained as a teacher and a scientific translator. Later she married an American professor and had four children. Eventually they moved from Germany to Ohio, where her husband taught German at Ohio State University and she worked as a translator. It was not until 1965, at the age of 51, that she made a decision to pursue the investigative yearnings of her mind and heart. In her years as a scientific translator she had become proficient in a number of languages, so when she decided to return to the university, it made sense to her to undertake a masters degree in linguistics. But while linguistics was an intellectually challenging field, it did not satisfy the deeper longing that had led her to change the course of her life in the first place. Unexpectedly, that satisfaction came to her through an elective anthropology course taught by Dr. Erika Bourguignon entitled “Religion in Native Societies.” It was here that she at last found the academic path she could wholeheartedly embrace.

      With her proficiency in languages, Dr. Goodman was soon hired as a research assistant for Dr. Bourguignon, translating materials for a study funded by the National Institute of Mental Health that focused on behavior occurring during religious experience.1 The purpose of the study was to systematically evaluate the religious trance state in 486 small societies to determine whether behavior labeled as psychotic by the standards of Western urban industrialized society is considered abnormal in a different cultural context. The outcome of this research clearly established that behaviors labeled by modern psychiatry as psychotic—such as seeing visions, hearing voices, and having contact with the dead—are not only considered normal but are institutionalized into the religious practices of 96 percent of the small societies that were studied. In these societies, non-consensual reality—that is, the experience of things and events not necessarily perceived by others at the same time and place—is accepted as normal. Indeed, it is those individuals who are not capable of altering their consciousness to perceive an alternate reality who are considered psychologically defective.

      The experiences of a person in a religious altered state of conscious-ness—that is, perceiving Alternate Reality—are different from the symptoms of a person with a psychotic thought disorder. In the religious trance, there is a predetermined beginning and ending to each experience, and the individual returns to the ordinary state of consciousness with an intact self-aware ego. The person also emerges from trance with a sense of renewal and a message or other gift for the tribe or community, no matter how arduous the journey into the spirit realm has been. Psychosis, on the other hand, is unpredictable and unwanted, a madness that is both disorienting and lacking in meaning in ordinary reality. The ability to begin and end an altered state of consciousness on cue and the sense of meaning and fulfillment that follow the experience are the criteria used to distinguish madness from spiritual ecstasy.

      Some might say that it was coincidental that Dr. Goodman became involved in Dr. Bourguignon’s research project, since the outcome of this research established a conceptual foundation for Dr. Goodman’s later work. However, there were many other coincidences or strokes of fate that would guide her toward her most important discovery, which is the substance of this book. She identified that her real love was not linguistics but the study of religious and psychological anthropology. While she was still a doctoral student, she was offered a collection of audiotapes that students and colleagues of Dr. Bourguignon had accumulated during their fieldwork. These tapes were recordings, from all over the world, of the phenomenon called “glossolalia,” more commonly known as “speaking in tongues.” Using her training as a linguist, she set out to investigate whether or not glossolalia followed the rules of a language in terms of structure and vocabulary. Her conclusion, which she published in a small volume2 that is still one of the definitive studies in the field, was that glossolalia is not a language in the formal sense, but rather a vocalization that accompanies the physiological changes occurring during a specialized state of consciousness known as the religious trance state. Also called the ecstatic trance state, this altered state of consciousness can be achieved through a set of specialized conditions and a rhythmic stimulation of the nervous system.

      In the small, charismatic, apostolic churches where she did her own fieldwork in the Yucatan, Dr. Goodman observed again and again the methods that ministers used to teach their congregations how to enter this religious altered state. Ecstatic or religious trance was necessary in order for a parishioner to receive the Holy Spirit; hence it was a requirement for the salvation of each member of the congregation. These ministers were experts at leading people through the steps necessary to achieve a trance state, even though most of them would probably have been outraged at the suggestion that they were teaching anyone to go into a trance. In these fundamentalist churches, being visited by the Holy Spirit would not have been considered an ecstatic trance state, even though that is exactly what it was. Nevertheless, these ministers knew subtle yet obvious means for leading their congregations into a special state in which they could receive the Holy Spirit and speak in tongues.

      Upon returning to her teaching position at Denison University in Ohio, Dr. Goodman used the same techniques to teach her student volunteers to alter their states of consciousness and achieve a similar trance state. This was the early 1970s, and her students were no strangers to alternative states of consciousness, having experimented with hallucinogenic drugs, meditation, and other spiritual practices based in Eastern religions. They were eager to explore and learn, so for several years Dr. Goodman used the methods she had learned in the apostolic churches to teach them how to enter the religious trance state.

      Some of the conditions necessary for achieving the trance state were so obvious that they might have been overlooked by a less astute observer. For instance, Dr. Goodman identified the need for participants to be in a private physical space separate from the comings and goings of everyday living. Therefore, she replicated the little church in the Yucatecan village where she did her fieldwork in a carpeted classroom at the university. It was quiet there, and her student volunteers were not interrupted during the trance. Additionally, Dr. Goodman knew it was necessary for the participants to come to the experience with an expectation of a nonordinary state of consciousness. It was important for them to believe that what they would be doing would be both normal—that is, not crazy—and enjoyable, something to be anticipated with openness and pleasure.

      Another requirement for the trance state was a technique to assist the participants’ concentration. This would help shift the focus of their minds from classes and the ordinary events of life. In the Yucatecan church, the minister fulfilled this requirement by having the people sing hymns and by exhorting them to leave behind the everyday world. This requirement was initially overlooked with the Denison students, however. Only in Dr. Goodman’s later research was a simple breathing exercise, inspired by meditation techniques, recommended. Even then people were simply instructed to count their breaths. They were not told to use hatha breaths or diaphragmatic breathing, but simply to notice the air as it entered their nostrils and then gently release it.

      Each inhalation/exhalation cycle counted as one breath. Fifty such breaths took about five minutes. In that time, if the participants kept bringing their thoughts back to their breathing, to following the air in and out of their nostrils, then their bodies quieted and their minds were ready to focus. While this technique was similar to meditation, Zen practitioners found it especially difficult to open up to the experience of ecstatic trance because they had trained themselves to continuously empty their minds. The concentration exercise is only for focus; in trance, the mind becomes receptive to perceptions from nonordinary reality and no longer should remain empty.

      The final component to achieve the trance state was some kind of rhythmic stimulation of the nervous system. In the Yucatecan church, it was the singing and clapping of hands, rhythmically and repetitively. This singing and clapping had a hypnotic effect. At Denison, Dr. Goodman brought in a gourd rattle like those commonly made by the Pueblo Indians in the American Southwest. These rattles are made from dried gourds hollowed out and partially filled with the tiny stones that ants bring up from beneath the surface of the land. By tradition, these stones are pure, uncontaminated by human activity in the world. When the gourd rattle is shaken, the stones make a sharp, distinctive sound.

      Using a consistent rhythm of 210 beats per minute, Dr. Goodman would rattle for fifteen minutes. In her early experiments, she found that people reported feeling unfinished when the rattling was limited to ten minutes, and that if she rattled for longer than fifteen minutes, people were either exhausted or reported empty time toward the end of the rattling period. So fifteen minutes became the standard. The rattling sound cued the participants’ bodies to shift into an alternate mode of perception. Drumming and other similarly complex, reverberating sounds can have the same effect.

      Dr. Goodman’s early experiments with her Denison students were interesting, but the outcomes were disappointing. While almost all of the students were able to achieve some altered state of functioning, there was no consistency among their experiences. Perhaps, Dr. Goodman concluded, the religious ecstatic trance required a shared dogma—a consistent worldview that would shape the experience. The students definitely had inner visual and auditory perceptions and could feel changes in their bodies, but without a common mythology to bind the perceptions, it seemed as though they were wandering aimlessly in altered states of consciousness. This was no different from random excursions with hallucinogenic drugs. She laid the investigation to rest, her sense of possibilities unfulfilled.

      Months later, Dr. Goodman discovered an article by Canadian psychologist V.F. Emerson3 on the subtle changes in body functioning— galvanic skin response, hormone secretion, blood pressure—that result from altered body posture or position. He had examined differences in these metabolic measurements as a result of varied meditation positions. Inspired, Dr. Goodman considered that the posture of the body might affect a person’s overall experience of the trance. After all, the basic structure of the human body and its nervous system was universal and had changed very little over recent history. The human body was something all people shared in common, despite their religious beliefs or lack of them. Could body posture shape the altered state created by anticipation, concentration, and rhythmic stimulation of the nervous system? Perhaps this was the factor that was missing.

      Dr. Goodman began to review the ethnographic literature for examples of artwork from indigenous peoples around the world that depicted body postures. She chose those which she thought might be related to religious experience. Some of the drawings, pottery, and carvings were accompanied by written text that suggested they were related to spiritual practices. Others, like a Pacific Northwest carving of a shaman with a huge bear embracing him from behind, revealed a connection with religious trance in the context and facial expressions of the little figures holding these special poses.

      In 1977, Dr. Goodman began more controlled experiments using the postures now known as the Nupe Mallam, the Bear Spirit, the Lascaux Cave, the Singing Shaman, and the Aborigine Bone-Pointing postures. She examined the effects of combining specific postures with the necessary preliminary conditions for religious trance and the rhythmic auditory stimulation of the rattling. To control the unwanted influences of a group setting, she worked with individuals, recording their reports and comparing them, searching for patterns. She found what she was hoping for. Within a fairly wide range of individual variability, there was a clear indication that each posture provided a distinctive experience in trance— an undeniable pattern. Admittedly, the earliest indicators were vague. In the Bear Spirit posture, for instance, almost all participants became very hot, and many saw shades of blue. In the posture from the walls of the Lascaux cave in southern France, people reported feeling as if they were moving up and out of their bodies, and they often saw birds or experienced flying.

      Most significant, however, was the deep emotional quality of the experiences reported by her research subjects at the conclusion of their fifteen minute trances. What they saw and heard often moved them to tears or profound joy. Their experiences held meanings for them that were sometimes inexpressible, taking them beyond the boundaries of their ordinary understanding. Dr. Goodman later wrote, “Guided by hitherto unnoticed traditional body postures, these ‘subjects’ of a social-science experiment had taken the step from the physical change of the trance to the experience of ecstasy; they had passed from the secular to the sacred.”4 They had had religious experiences.

      It is remarkable that an alteration in body posture can have such a profound effect. There is a variety of other well-known physical techniques for inducing trance. Fasting is an ancient and well-respected tool. Many traditions use hallucinogenic plants or carefully measured substances that are toxic to the body to induce altered states. Middle Eastern priestesses and Native American medicine people have been taught as apprentices to tolerate snake venom in order to induce their spiritual trances. Self-flagellation was a favored tool among some monastic orders, and other forms of intense pain have been part of initiation rites in various cultures. Fortunately, the simple auditory stimulation of rattling, clapping, or drumming can have a similar effect. Multiple sound frequencies recurring at an even, steady rate are believed to block the left-hemisphere processing of the cerebral cortex and simultaneously to stimulate the peripheral nervous system.5 The combined effect is the safe induction of an altered state of consciousness. While the other methods named above induce significant stress in the physical body, rattling or drumming can be used without risk to those who have not been prepared since early childhood for trance and who do not have the supervision of a shaman or other highly trained and experienced spiritual guide.

      Physiological changes alone do not produce the religious experience, however. Ecstasy requires ritual to mediate the trance state. Ritual is the key factor that translates the physiological experience of trance into ecstasy. Forms of ritual are embedded in the sacred traditions of almost every culture throughout history. Many are very elaborate, and some are carefully guarded secrets. The beauty of the ritual postures is that each posture is itself a ritual, and it is a ritual with such exquisite precision and strength that it accomplishes its purpose outside the context of culture. A group of post-modern city dwellers can therefore successfully accomplish a traditional spirit journey with only simple drumming, a few simple preparatory conditions, and a spirit journey posture such as the one used by the shaman of the Lascaux cave, for example.

      Subjectively, the ecstatic trance alters our perceptual abilities, tuning out the world of the ordinary senses and making us receptive to stimulation from what has been called nonordinary reality, Alternate Reality, or the “nagual,” to use the term Carlos Casteneda learned from his teacher, don Juan. The existence of this other reality has been known throughout time. Black Elk, the Lakota medicine man whose visions were documented by John Neihardt, spoke of “the world where there is nothing but the spirits of all things. This is the real world that is behind this one, and everything we see here is something like a shadow from that world.”6 This description is similar to Plato’s analogy of humans as prisoners in a cave, wrongly believing that the shadows on the wall before them are the only reality. When the prisoners’ chains are broken, they are at last able to turn around to see the source behind the shadow, which is the true reality. Albert Hoffman, the Swiss chemist who discovered LSD, speaks in similar terms of his chemically induced altered state: “What impressed me most in my self-experiments with LSD . . . was the feeling I had of entering another reality. This other reality was experienced as quite real, even more than everyday reality.”7

      In order to perceive this other reality, we must be able to alter our bodies’ functioning. As we learn to use the ritual body postures, we also train the nervous system to alter its functioning. After the preparatory breathing exercise, and once the rattling or drumming begins, the body undergoes changes that are characteristic of the ecstatic trance state. The research of Dr. Ingrid Mueller8 at the University of Munich offers us a composite picture of the physiological changes that occur during the ecstatic trance state. The blood levels of the stress-related hormones cortisol, epinephrine, and norepinephrine initially rise, then drop dramatically during the course of the standard fifteen-minute trance. At the same time, the brain synthesizes beta-endorphins, which are responsible for the signature feeling of well-being that makes trance so appealing. The blood pressure drops, but at the same time the pulse rate increases, a rare combination usually associated with the preliminary stages of dying. Shamans have often said that they die during trance, and these data suggest that they were well aware of what we consider to be sophisticated knowledge of physiology.

      Dr. Mueller’s overall findings are consistent regardless of the subject’s level of experience with trance or the specific posture used. None of the other altered states that have been studied, such as hypnotic trance, REM and non-REM sleep, and meditation, has this characteristic combination of effects.

      In addition, during the ecstatic trance the brain waves pulse at the theta level, about six to seven cycles per second, usually associated with deep sleep or the meditative state achieved by accomplished Zen practitioners. At the University of Vienna, Professor Giselher Guttmann has developed a technology for measuring brain waves by direct current rather than alternating current. In a state of normal concentration, subjects register brain waves of about 100 microvolts; during ecstatic trance, individuals with some experience in ecstatic trance record brain waves of 1000 to 2500 microvolts.9 Something clearly happens in the brain during trance that extends our normal capacities beyond what we can imagine.

      All of this information indicates that the body undergoes tremendous change during periods of ecstatic trance. Nevertheless, Dr. Goodman’s research with over a thousand subjects has determined that anyone with a normally functioning nervous system can shift easily into ecstatic trance on cue, and just as easily, on cue return to the ordinary state of consciousness. Not only are inexperienced individuals able to learn how to enter the ecstatic trance state easily, but Dr. Goodman suggests that the nervous system periodically needs to be exercised in this way.

      Without the opportunity to regularly alter our bodies and our consciousness in a religious trance, we experience what Dr. Goodman calls “ecstasy deprivation.” We live in a society devoid of trance as a regular aspect of our spiritual lives. Many of us living in agricultural and urban settings react unconsciously to this absence of bliss and turn to alternative measures for achieving modified ecstasy. The well-documented addictive behavior that is becoming the psychological hallmark of our contemporary culture is evidence of our collective attempt to fill the emptiness created by our ecstasy deprivation. We eat too much of foods that are bad for us, exercise compulsively, and use alcohol, drugs, caffeine, nicotine, work, or sex to relieve the gnawing hunger for bliss.

      What has happened to us culturally that we have become so removed from our lineage of spiritual ecstasy which extends back beyond recorded human history? In order to understand the problem, it is necessary to put our culture in the context of the development of human societies.

      Until forty thousand years ago, all humans lived in cultures with a hunter-gatherer lifestyle. Dr. Robinette Kennedy, who is actively involved in the Cuyamungue Institute’s research on ritual body postures, is among the contemporary feminist anthropologists who suggest that the term hunter gatherers be changed to the term gathering hunters. Among gathering-hunter societies, which still survive on several continents, it is primarily the women’s gathering activity that sustains these wandering groups. Their diets of roots, nuts, fruits, and berries were initially supplemented by snared birds, small game, and what the men could scavenge. Much later, these people learned how to hunt large game, and then some groups became chiefly meat eaters.

      In popular literature, there are some wonderful stories that invite us to understand this way of life on the planet when all human beings lived by gathering and hunting. One of my favorites is Reindeer Moon, a novel by anthropologist Elizabeth Marshall Thomas.10 Thomas tells the story of a young woman’s life in a tribe thousands of years ago, somewhere where the winters were dark and cold, and the summertime green. In the novel the woman eventually dies and becomes a spirit for her tribe, sometimes a wolf and sometimes a woman. The gathering-hunting way of life continues today: Richard Katz’s fine book Boiling Energy,11 describing the Kung of sub-Saharan Africa, and Marlo Morgan’s fictionalized journey with the Australian Aborigines, recounted in her book Mutant Message,12 are modern examples of this way of living and relating to the environment.

      The boundaries between human beings and animal beings were thin in ancient times, and the traditions of most gathering hunters include stories of communication with animals. There is, for instance, a story from the Pacific Northwest of a fisherman who, in his search for new fishing grounds, paddled his kayak into an unknown bay. Wanting to discover more about this curious place, he brought his small boat onto the sandy beach and set off on foot. After he had walked a while, he began to hear uproarious laughter and cautiously followed the sound until it led him to the mouth of a cave. Careful not to be discovered, he crept through the darkness. Finally he arrived at the edge of a huge cavern. Gathered around a great roaring fire were animals of all varieties, large and small, playing a game that made them laugh so gloriously. It was the game of shapeshifting, in which they changed their bodies, heads, and limbs into those of human beings, then laughed in delight at the comedy of forms they created.

      The lifeway of gathering hunters is characterized by balance and harmony with the natural world—not just with animals but with all life forms, including wind and thunder, rocks and insects. Humans are not thought of as having dominion over the Earth or any of its inhabitants, and so gathering hunters are not focused on attempts to control their environment, but rather on living in harmonious relationship with the seasons, the elements, and all living beings. This attitude is so effective and adaptive that gathering and hunting existed as the only way of life on our planet for thousands of years.

      Spirit journeys are an inherent part of the religious practices of the gathering hunters. From a contemporary perspective, spirit journeys might be considered similar to out-of-body experiences, although spirit journeying is an experience that is deeply connected with the body rather than dissociated from it. When the appropriate physiological cues are activated, it becomes possible to attune to an alternative set of organs of perception and to shift into a spirit body capable of witnessing and participating in the spirit world. Within the worldview of the hunter gatherers, the spirit journey is the primary religious experience during which it is possible to descend into the Lower World or Underworld of the animal
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