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Mircea Eliade

Shamanism

Ancient Techniques of Ecstacy

New York: Penguin Arkana, 1989

First published: New York, Pantheon Books, 1964

- Shamanism in the strict sense is pre-eminently a religious

phenomenon of Siberia and Central Asia. The word comes to us,

through the Russian, from the Tungusic saman. 4

- For all that shamanism dominates the religious life of Cen-

tral and North Asia, it is nevertheless not the religion of that vast

region. Only convenience or confusion has made it possible for

some investigators to consider the religion of the Arctic or Turko-

Tatar peoples to be shamanism. 7

- We shall find shamanism within a considerable number

of religions, for shamanism always remains an ecstatic tech-

nique at the disposal of a particular elite and represents, as it

were, the mysticism of the particular religion. 8

- The shaman is the great specialist in the human soul; he

alone ‘sees’ it, for he knows its ‘form’ and its destiny. 8
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- Among the Turko-Tatars goddesses play a rather minor

role. The earth divinity is not at all prominent. The Yakut, for

example, have no figurines of the earth goddess and offer no

sacrifices to her. The Turko-Tatar and Siberian peoples know

several feminine divinities, but they are reserved for women, their

spheres being childbirth and children’s diseases. 10

- On the sociological and economic planes the similarities

between the protohistorical Indo-Europeans and the ancient

Turko-Tatars are even more strikingly clear: both societies were

patriarchal in structure, with the head of the family enjoying /

great prestige, and on the whole their economy was that of the

hunters and herdsmen-breeders. 10, 11

- In any case, there is no question of anarchical hallucina-

tions and of a purely individual plot and dramatis personae; the

hallucinations and the mise en scène follow traditional models

that are perfectly consistent and possess an amazingly rich theo-

retical content. 14

- Psychopaths or not, the future shamans are expected to

pass through certain initiatory ordeals and to receive an educa-
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tion that is sometimes highly complex. It is only this twofold

initiation - ecstatic and didactic - that transforms the candidate

from a possible neurotic into a shaman recognized by his par-

ticular society. 14

- But the future shaman exhibits exceptional traits from ado-

lescence; he very early becomes nervous and is sometimes even

subject to epileptic seizures, which are interpreted as meetings

with the gods. 15

- The only difference between a shaman and an epileptic is

that the latter cannot deliberately enter into trance. 24

- Like the sick man, the religious man is projected onto a

vital plane that shows him the fundamental data of human ex-

istence, that is, solitude, danger, hostility of the surrounding

world. But the primitive magician, the medicine man, or the sha-

man is not only a sick man; he is, above all, a sick man who has

been cured, who has succeeded in curing himself. 27

- There is always a cure, a control, an equilibrium brought

about by the actual practice of shamanism. It is not to the fact
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that he is subject to epileptic attacks that the Eskimo or Indone-

sian shaman, for example, owes his power and prestige; it is to

the fact that he can control his epilepsy. 29

- According to the testimony of Belyavsky and others, col-

lected by Karjalainen, the Vogul shaman displays keen intelli-

gence, a perfectly supple body, and an energy that appears un-

bounded. His very preparation of his future work leads the neo-

phyte to strengthen his body and perfect his intellectual quali-

ties. 29

- For the Yakut, the perfect shaman ‘must be serious, pos-

sess tact, be able to convince his neighbors; above all, he must

not be presumptuous, proud, ill-tempered. One must feel an in-

ner force in him that does not offend yet is conscious of its power.

29

- In general, the Siberian and North Asian shaman shows

no sign of mental disintegration. His memory and his power of

self-control are distinctly above the average. 30
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- As for the Sudanese tribes studied by Nadel: ‘No shaman is,

in everyday life, an ‘abnormal’ individual, a neurotic, or a para-

noiac; if he were, he would be classed as a lunatic, not respected

as a priest. Nor finally can shamanism be correlated with incipi-

ent or latent abnormality; I recorded no case of a shaman whose

professional hysteria deteriorated into serious mental disorders.

In Australia matters are even clearer: medicine men are expected

to be, and usually are, perfectly healthy and normal. 31

- And we must also consider the fact that the shamanic ini-

tiation proper includes not only an ecstatic experience but ... a

course of theoretical and practical instruction too complicated

to be within the grasp of a neurotic. Whether they still are or are

not subject to real attacks of epilepsy or hysteria, shamans, sor-

cerers, and medicine men in general cannot be regarded as

merely sick; their psychopathic experience has a theoretical con-

tent. For if they have cured themselves and are able to cure oth-

ers, it is, among other things, because they know the mecha-

nism, or rather, the theory of illness. 31

- It is important to bring out this notion of peculiarity con-

ferred by an unusual or abnormal experience. For, properly con-

sidered, singularization as such depends upon the very dialectic
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of the sacred. The most elementary hierophanies, that is, are

nothing but a radical ontological separation of some object from

the surrounding cosmic zone; some tree, some stone, some place,

by the mere fact that it reveals that it is sacred, that it has been,

as it were, ‘chosen’ as a receptacle for a manifestation of the

sacred, is thereby ontologically separated from the other stones,

trees, places, and occupies a different, a supernatural plane. 32

- There is no doubt that the sexual elements play an impor-

tant part in the shamanic autobiography. But it should be noted

that that the ayami does not make her ‘husband’ able to

shamanize simply by maintaining sexual relations with him; it

is the secret teaching that she gives him over the years, and his

ecstatic journeys, that change the ‘husband’s’ religious practice,

gradually preparing him for his shamanic function. 73

- Sternberg, on the contrary, considers that the primary ele-

ment in shamanism is sexual emotion, to which the idea of he-

reditary transmission of spirits was added later. 73

- ‘Seeing spirits’ - in dream or awake, is the determining

sign of the shamanic vocation, whether spontaneous or volun-
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tary. For, in a manner, having contact with the souls of the dead

signifies being dead oneself. 84

- The role of the animal spirit in initiation rites and in myths

and legends of the hero’s travels in the beyond parallels that of

the dead man’s soul in (shamanic) initiatory ‘possession’. But it

is clear that it is the shaman himself who becomes the dead

man (or the animal spirit, or the god, etc.), in order to demon-

strate his real ability to ascend to the sky or descend to the un-

derworld. In this light, a common explanation for all these

groups of facts seems possible: in a sense, they represent the pe-

riodical repetition (that is, begun over again at each new séance)

of the shaman’s death and resurrection. The ecstasy is only the

concrete experience of ritual death; in other words, of transcend-

ing the profane human condition. 95

- The pre-eminently shamanic technique is the passage from

one cosmic region to another - from earth to the sky or from

earth to the underworld. The shaman knows the mystery of the

break-through in plane. This communication among the cos-

mic zones is made possible by the very structure of the universe.

As we shall see presently, the universe in general is conceived as
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having three levels - sky, earth, and underworld - connected by a

central axis. 259

- It is such a Cosmic Mountain that the future shaman climbs

in dream during his initiatory illness and that he later visits on

his ecstatic journeys. 269

- The Tree connects the three cosmic regions. 270

- Several religious ideas are implied in the symbolism of the

World Tree. On the one hand, it represents the universe in con-

tinual regeneration, the inexhaustible spring of cosmic life, the

paramount reservoir of the sacred (because it is the ‘Center’ for

the reception of the celestial sacred, etc.); on the other, it symbol-

izes the sky or the planetary heavens. 271

- The identification of the seven-branched Cosmic Tree with

the seven planetary heavens is certainly due to influences origi-

nally from Mesopotamia. But, to repeat, this does not mean that

the idea of the Cosmic Tree = Axis of the World was conveyed to

the Turko-Tatars and other Siberian peoples by Oriental influ-

ences. Ascent to the sky along the Axis of the World is a universal

and archaic idea, much earlier than the idea of traversing the
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seven celestial regions (= seven planetary heavens), which could

only have spread through Central Asia long after the

Mesopotamian speculations on the seven planets. 274

- The shaman’s ecstatic journey is generally indispensable,

even if the illness is not due to the theft of the soul by demons or

ghosts. The shamanic trance forms part of the cure; whatever

interpretation the shaman puts on it, it is always by his ecstasy

that he finds the exact cause of the illness and learns the best

treatment. 328

- The morphology of shamanic cure is the same almost

throughout South America. It includes fumigations with tobacco,

songs, massage of the affected area of the body, identification of

the cause of the illness by the aid of the helping spirits (at this

point comes the shaman’s ‘trance’, during which the audience

sometimes ask him questions not directly connected with the

illness), and, finally, extraction of the pathogenic object by suc-

tion. 329

- However, a special class of manang, the manang bali of

certain sea tribes ... wear women’s dresses and devote themselves
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to the same occupations as women. Sometimes they take a ‘hus-

band’, despite the mockery of the village. This transvestitism,

with all the changes that it involves, is accepted after a super-

natural command has been thrice received in dreams; to refuse

would be to seek death. 351

- Among the Ngadju Dyak of southern Borneo the interme-

diaries between men and the gods (especially the Sangiang) are

the balian and the basir, priestess-shamaness and asexual

priest-shaman (the term basir means ‘unable to procreate, im-

potent’). The latter are true hermaphrodites, dressing and be-

having like women. Both balian and basir are ‘chosen’ by the

Sangiang, and without their summons one cannot become their

servant even if one has recourse to the usual techniques of ec-

stasy, the dance and drumming. The Ngadju Dyak are very clear

on this point: no ecstasy is possible except to one called by the

divinity. As for the bisexuality and impotence of basir, they arise

from the fact that these priest-shamans are regarded as the in-

termediaries between the two cosmological planes - earth and

sky - and also from the fact that they combine in their own per-

son the feminine element (earth) and the masculine element

(sky). We here have a ritual adnrogyny, a well-known archaic
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formula for the divine biunity and the coincidentia oppositorum.

Like the hermaphroditism of the basir, the prostitution of the

balian is similarly based on the sacred value of the ‘intermedi-

ary’, on the need to abolish polarities. 352

- The gods (Sangiang) incarnate themselves in balian and

basir and speak through them directly. But this phenomenon of

incarnation is not a ‘possession’. The souls of the ancestors or

the dead never take possession of the balian or the basir; they

are solely instruments of expression for the divinities. 353

- Throughout Melanesia treatment of a disorder begins with

sacrifices and prayers addressed to the dead person responsible,

so that he will ‘remove the sickness’. But if this approach, which

is made my members of the family, fails, a mane kisu, ‘doctor’,

is summoned. By magical means the latter discovers the par-

ticular dead man responsible for the sickness and begs him to

remove the cause of the trouble. 364

- In Polynesia matters are further complicated by the fact

that there are several classes of specialists of the scared, all of

them having more or less direct relations with gods and spirits.
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Broadly speaking, we find three great categories of religious func-

tionaries: the divine chiefs (ariki), the prophets (taula), and

the priests (tohunga), but to these we must add healers, sorcer-

ers, necromancers, and the spontaneously ‘possessed’, all of

whom, in the last analysis, employ more or less the same tech-

nique: entry into contact with the gods or spirits, inspiration or

possession by them. 366

- We must also touch upon another category of myths, which,

without belonging to shamanic ideology proper, nevertheless

reveal an essential shamanic theme; that of a hero’s descent to

the underworld to bring back the soul of a beloved woman. Thus

the Maori hero Hutu goes down to the underworld in search of

the princess Pare who had committed suicide for his sake. 367

- Like all other peoples, the Indo-Europeans had their ma-

gicians and ecstatics. As everywhere else, these magicians and

ecstatics filled a definite function in the total magico-religious

life of the society. 375

- We may note that the healers, diviners, or ecstatics who

might be connected with shamanism have no relation to
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Dionysus. The Dionysiac mystical current appears to have an

entirely different structure; Bacchic enthusiasm does not resemble

shamanic ecstasy. Instead, the few figures of Greek legend who

can be compared with shamanism are related to Apollo. 388

- As to Orpheus, his myth displays several elements that can

be compared to the shamanic ideology and techniques. The most

significant is, of course, his descent to Hades to bring back the

soul of his wife, Eurydice. 391

- Herodotus has left us a good description of the funerary

customs of the Scythians. The funeral was followed by purifica-

tions. Hemp was thrown on heated stones and all inhaled the

smoke; ‘the Scythians howl in joy for the vapour-bath’. 394

- Thus, though the question of the possible ‘shamanic’ ex-

perience of Zarathustra himself must remain open, there is no

doubt that the most elementary technique of ecstasy, intoxica-

tion by hemp, was known to the ancient Iranians. 400


