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In the invesligalion ol shamanism one can hardly remain unbiased.
When a researcher studies a worldview different from his own, he
unwitlingly may make inlerprelations ol this proceeding from his
own conviclions (scientilic ideology) and sometimes does so oo
arbitrarily. At times it is nol easy to adequalely understand the
explanalions thal informants give to the researcher. The beliel factor
adversely allecls research, and even when rying to avoid making
value judgements, the researcher cannol slop thinking, as Morlon
Klass stated, “really now, whal sorl of people conlinue ~ generation
alter generalion! - lo believe in, and to devole their lives lo. beliefs
and praclices thal we know lo be false and preposlerous and absurd?
{—/ Surely, if they had even a bil of the sense and discrimination that
we possess, they would perceive the lolal falseness of what they have
been doing and believing and would then lurn away from il.” The
researcher’'s own atlilude loward the malerial being studied is a
serious obstacle that often prevents the underslanding of il.

The bearers of the Nanai tradition, whom we have worked will?,
usually realize this problem and when answering our questions
suspect lhal we would never be able to understand their answers.
“IU's just an idle {uss lo lalk about il!”, shaman Lindza remarks. “Who
will believe in it? Who has seen il; who knows something aboul it?”
She was sure thal any endeavour to gain information (rom Lhe
shamans would be ineffective. “Are you going lo wrile aboul il? Do
you think that people will learn (in books) aboul gora (the invisible
shamanic terrilory) and begin to walk along it? — Even though you
wrile it down, even though you Lell other people about it, what is the
use? A person can walk there (along the gora) only il dzaka (‘the

'This paper is based on the materials that have been collected from the expeditions to the Nanai villages
of the.Khabarovsk region in Russia since the year 1980. This paper was written thanks to grant RSS #
733/2000 from the Open Saociety Foundation. '
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spirit’) torments him/her and explains evervthing. What is the use in
people coming here and asking aboul shamans? /—/ Even afler
reading whal vou write. nobody can learn what it means to be a
shaman.”

Not only have we hardly understood the bearers of the (radition,
but it is also such that they do not always understand us either. We
perceive their culture in our own way, and they also reinterpret our
culture in their own, and often unexpected way. It becomes most
vividly apparentin the cases when a person involved in the process of
cultural change still continues to be a bearer of the tradilion and sees
the innovative culture through the prism ol their own, more impor-
tant, mother culture. Such is the example of Nikolay Petrovich who
experienced the process of becoming a shaman while al the same time
becoming a staunch supporter of communism. “I entered Communist
Parly sincerely!™ he told. “In 1945 1 enlered the parly and began to
dream not just of shamanic stull. T dreamt thatl 1 was al on a
1_)]&1['01‘111. speaking to the meeting, and calling on everyone to go and
tight for the ideals of communism. Asya Grigoryevna stayed with us
that nighl. Later on she lold us, *Al night I heard someone speaking, 1
put my car closer. It was our Kolya who was talking in his sleep. It
was so powerlul and fine! He did il so well! He was sleeping and
talking. I looked al him, his lace was contorled, and he was just firing
oll his specch. Then he woke up, got up, went to the bathroom, lay
down again, lurned on his side. and began 1o sing in a shamanic way.
He sang so line and well” One can appreciate this method of
maslering the ideas of communism, if one is familiar with the
tradition ol shamanic singing while asleep.

Such singing is usually explained by the facl thal a person (usually
a neophyle) starls to sing in their sleep because ol Lheir meeting
shamanic spirits in their dreams.

There is no way lo remove lhe contradiclion between the
researcher’s opinion and the informant’s view. The most forthcoming
informant’s explanations do not usually suit and satisfy the investiga-
tor. He/she does not complelely believe what the informant says, and
explains it as being a dillerent (and because of such dillerence,
doubtlul) interpretation. “Mainline anthropologists have studiedly
ignored the central malter of /—/ the information - central in the
people’'s own view - and only used the malerial as if it were
metaphor or symbol, nol reality, commenting that such and such
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“melaphor” is congruent with the function, structure, or psychologi-
cal mindsel of the society. /—/ What are the ethics of this kind of
analysis, lhis dissection? May we conlinue in this age of mulli-power
as well as mulli-cullures to enter a foreign society, however politely,
measure il up according to our own standards, then come back home
and dissert it in a way entirely estranged from the cthos ol the people
concerned?” (Turner 2001: 261). In the process of such interpretation
the dala is esltranged [rom the contexl. But as generalization and
summarizalion are nevertheless necessary, one must invenl an artifi-
cial wholeness, which replaces the lost natural one. It is achieved
through the simulated combination of both the studied facts and
researcher’s own ideas concerning these facts. Thus, our personal
thoughts regarding the ideas of other people unwitlingly become the
objecl of research. V. Rokilyansky refers (o this unintentional substi-
tution of the research objecl as the hermencutic templation. “There
are four sections of hermeneulics: pre-comprehension, comprehen-
sion, interpretation, and explanation. In their fieldwork, ethnogra-
phers usually concenlrale only on pre-comprehension. There is an
opinion thal this is the right way to fix the facls “objectively”. Using
such posilivist way of thinking, comprehension is simply nmissed. As a
rule, when starling from the position of pre-comprehension, the
researchers “jump” right lo inlerprelation (they insert the fact into
the certain conlext of knowledge) or even lo explanalion (they point
al the cerlain conforming il to laws). Bolh these operalions are
accompanied with references lo some scholars of autlhority”
(Rokityansky 1994: 83). In this process, comprehension withoul
interpretation is, in principle, impossible. The active reciprocal
position towards the perceived material is appropriated. Despile his
inlentions, the researcher brings his privale allitude into the material.
A human being has a Midas curse: everylhing he louches becomes his
“own stuff’, everywhere Lhe imprinls of his life and spirilual
experience are left behind, everything is understood according lo his
own measure. The initiative of cognition-penetration is taken, as
Mikhail Bakhtin stated, during the process ol dialogue: the activily ol
the cognate person corresponds Lo the aclivity of the facls, which are
open to him (Bakhlin 2000: 227). Such an aclivity is inherenl wilhin
any holistic comprehension. “Whoever hears and undersltands lhe
meaning of Lhe speech takes an aclive reciprocal posilion towards it.
He agrees or does nol agree wilh il (complelely or partly), he
supplements il, applies il, and prepares lo accomplish it elc. while
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the reciprocal position of the hearer is formed from the very
beginning, sometimes even from the very first word of the speaker”
(Bakhlin 1979: 246). The percipient is the part ol the statement thal is
heard. I such a “dialogic clash ol lwo minds" becomes inevitable in
any ol the humanitarian sciences, it manifests itsell much more
strongly in cases when the subject under discussion is religion, or
more specilically, when the subjecl under discussion is something
that directly concerns every parlicipant laking part in the dialogue,
even if one of those parlicipants is a researcher.

The ethnographic description of an alien culture cannot be un-
prejudiced (trustworthy). Most cerlainly il depends upon the context
which is stipulated by the ethnographer’s social surroundings and his/
her own beliefs.

Nevertheless, is it possible lo overcome such hermeneutic lempta-
tion? Il il is possible, how can we rearrange the emphasis of the
process ol our cognilion, neulralize our own pre-comprehension and
then achieve the comprehension ol the subject we research? Maybe
the casiest way is Lo ask all the interprelations and explanalions of Lhe
facts thal we fix from the bearers of tradilion themselves; to give
them a floor. This means recording as many of their slalements as
possible and not just retelling, but rather siling them in our papers.
Thus the given paper will show dilferent ways to interprel a single
tact of shamanic practice - shamanic self-wounding. This well-known
fact is one of the mosl unbelievable shamanic phenomena and usually
provokes misunderstanding belween the researcher and the shaman,
thereby becoming he source ol a researchers unintentional reinter-
pretation. In this paper we will show different interpretations from
scholars regarding shamanic self-wounding and then compare these
interpretations with what the bearers of the tradition themselves
think about it.

Shamanic self-wounding

A shaman somelimes lhrusls a knife or some other sharp instrument
into his own flesh and then removes it, bul he is not harmed. It either
leaves no wound at all, or the wound heals extremely quickly. It is
known among different Northern peoples including the Nanais. “It
was in village of Naikhin,” Xenia Ivanovna told. “The shaman did
meury {(danced in a shamanic way) on the waterfront and asked
someone lo run a lance through his chest. It must not be done gently!
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It must be done hard and quickly! After they pierced his chest, the
end of the lance jutted out of his back, bul he conlinued lo dance in
this way. Then he pulled the lance oul, blew his nose, spat onto his
palm and covered his wound with mucus and spil. Only a red spol
was left after that.”

Similar stories are lold about walking on burning coals. “I was
already grown by thal lime, before going to the Army” - Nikolay
Petrovich related, — “when 1 saw how my aunt Tungus’s mother
danced. The people sacriliced a pig. /—/ They healed Lhe fireplace.
My aunt began lo shamanize. She brought her spirits in, fed them
and the ritual was aboul lo finish. We were playing with bones. The
old men told us: “Rake lhe burning coals out of the ash!” We began to
rake them right on lo the clay floor. We raked quile a lol. The coals
were hot; they clicked, crackled. The people began Lo say something. I .
don’t remember what exactly. They said that she had brought in
another sewen. Then my aunl look olf her docton (socks), rolled up
her garon (pants) and began to dance right on these burning coals.
She was dancing until these coals got dark and soll. Then she
finished. She wiped off her feel with her socks, pul them on and then
put on her shoes. Nothing bad had happened to her, her feet were not
burnt.” Shamans can walk on burning coals and swallow them as
well. People lold me that it is an impressive sight lo sce a shaman
holding burning coals in his mouth. In darkness you can see the light
{rom his mouth through his teeth.

The explanations of the phenomenon

Researchers-malerialists contend thal shamans who perform such
tricks are only conjurers and charlatans who deliberately deceive
their trusting. onlookers. This is the asserlion ol V. Bogoraz, lor
example. His exposing of such shamanic “cool deceptions” and
“conjurer’s tricks” was encouraged in the Soviel Union. According lo
him, shamans somelimes used wooden knives instead of real ones in
order lo deceive people. However, one woman shaman, named
Upunge, showed V. Bogoraz her abililies by using a real knife. She
cut the stomach of her son. “Willing to show me her arl, Upunge
ordered her son, a 14-year old boy, lo lake ofl all his clothes and lie
on his back. /—/ She seemingly opened his abdominal cavily with
adroit movement by holding the knife handle in her right hand and
then directing its lip with the fingers of her left hand. It actually
looked like a cul. Small streams spurted oul {rom under both sides of
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her fingers. they rose up and dropped o the [loor. Finally Upunge
took her hand away, and we saw a [resh wound full of blood on the
boy's body. Upunge then pressed her face to the wound and began to
quickly lick the blood and mumble some incantations. /—/ When she
raised her head, we saw that the boy's body was absolutely un-
harmed: there was nol even a trace of the wound”. V. Bogoraz's
debunking of this trick is not very convincing when compared with
the description of it given before. The deceplion was, as V. Bogoraz
considers, that “Atl some point, Upunge's daughler had given her
tumps of snow from the big copper. /—/ There was probably some
lrozen blood from a seal in the snow. /—/ The snow and the blood
melted in shaman’s mouth and she let the blood out her mouth onto
the boy’s body unnoliced /—/ The folds on his stomach were so [ull
ol blood, it looked as if il were a fresh wound” (Bogoraz 1936: 127~
128). Lev Belikov, the rescarcher of Chukchee folklore, who worked
in Chukotka as a teacher in 1930s, also worked on such exposures and
performed conjuring tricks similar o those done by the shamans.
Once he seeretly tied a bladder full of blood to his body beneath his
clothes, and then stabbed himself, right before the Chukchee’s eyes,
pretending that he had thrust a knife inlo his flesh. After Lhat he
“came to life again”. Such method of atheistic propaganda helped him
to gain authority among the Chukchee.

A dilferent explanation of shamanic self-wounding is given by
Mihdly Hoppdl. Hoppdl argues thal the shaman does not deceive
people al all, but actually does wound himsell. In explaining this
shamanic practice, he uses an idea derived from Christianity, that
sullering can sometimes be necessary and expedient. He writes: “The
individual, the shaman, suffers alone for the community” (Hoppal
1992: 156). Hoppdl considers thal when the shaman wounds himself,
he experiences pain and is ready to bear il because it gives him the
capacily to heal people and to save them from their own suflering. As
well as that, he also “lakes upon himsell the illness and the pains” of
his patients. In this way he receives into himsell the cause of the
disease. and thereby relieves Lhe patient of pain (Hoppal 1992: 151-
152). M. Hoppil's assumplion regarding the shamanic ability o cure
people. gained alter his sacrilice, coincide willh authenlic ideas. The
dilference is in the way of understanding ils essence (which will be
shown later). M. A. Caslrén's explanalion is much closer to the
authentic understanding. According lo Caslrén, lhe Nenels shamans
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pierce lhemselves in cases when they are “transported” becanse of the
of a "miraculous spirils presence”. A Nenels shaman “must beal and
cut himself with a knife and other sharp instruments when obeying
the will of his “spirits”” (Castrén 1858: 288). Indeed shamans consider
that they must do such tricks because only then will some special
spirits-helpers come to them. Only those Nanai shamans who possess
the spirit-helper gasiko® can cut themselves.

Self-wounding as a demonstration of shamanic abilities

IL is also possible lo learn how the shamans themselves explain this
phenomenon. The only problem is that the shamans’ explanation
seems Lo be too incredible and conlradicls with a scienlific way of
thinking.

The shaman culs himsell only on the condition thal his spirits are.
present, bul the reasons for such a deed can vary depending on the
situation. One such siluation is when it is a necessily to demonstrale
unusual shamanic abilities, which are part of shaman’s polestaric
strategy. In the Nanai culture, such a shamanic method is called
yamaly. A Nanai shaman Olga Egorovna lold aboul an old shaman
Tumaly, who could “thrust a lance right through his body. One end
of the lance, she said, julted oul ol his chesl, while the olher end
would stick out of his back”. Another well-known slory concerns a
shaman who was made lo demonstrale his power belore a local
official in order lo get some means ol supporl (official permission Lo
shamanize). “The official took the shaman to the meeling house and
sat down belore him”. Olga Egorovna told. “I'he old man put his belt
with melal hangings on and then began lo dance. Ile was dancing,
and dancing and then he took his shirt off, and thrust three knives

*Not every shaman possesses gasiko 50 not every shaman is able to cut him/herself. Maria Petrovna
Beldy was one such possessor. Her friend Chapaka affirms that she saw those spirits with her own eyes.
“They were such big snakes”, she said. “When Maria Petrovna danced in a shamanic way, they came
out of her mouth. When she danced there was a voice in her ears saying: “Let’s go play! Let’s go play!”
Someone whispered to her like this. And so she went shamanizing to the people; they made her
shamanize. (As it was learned later, those people had wanted her to shamanize.) She began to dance
and two snakes appeared out of the corners of her lips. Their heads rose up, but their bodies hung down,
and reached to her waist. Only from the two corners of her lips! They were actual snakes with red
mouths. It's was them, gasiko. Gasiko is a name of a sewen {shamanic spirit-helper). Shaman Olga
Egorovna said, “gasiko is one of the most dangerous of the shamanic spirits. If its owner does
something the wrong way, it can kill him/her".
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into his clhiest and went on with the dancing. Then he yelled, and all
three knives dropped to the ground. The wounds were“red, but there
was no blood. Tle was dancing, and while he was dancing he grabbed
a lance and pushed it into his stomach! He was dancing and the lance
jutted oul on one end. He was dancing, and dancing, and then he
pulled it oul. And there was just a red spol. /—/ Then he tlold the
official "Now lel me take you cves oul!” [The official] became
frightened. He did not want it. “If you don't believe in shamans, bring
a dog here!”, the shaman said. They found a small dog from
somewhere. The shaman pointed his stick at it and then shouled. The
dog's eyes fell oul of ils cye-sockets. “Now lets try it wilh you!” The
official was [rightened. “No, don't'"”, he said.” Some old people
remember that the reason for this demonstralion was because the
priest in Naichin had complained to the governor in Khabarovsk
about the local Nanais who would nol give him any money for
baptisms and olher religious riles and preferred lo shamanize. The
governor then went to Naichin in order to debunk shamanism.
Another shaman, Tovo retells the same story this way. “A lol of
people gathered logether on the walerfront, The shaman Chongida
mapa {old man) came and invited his sewens (spirils-helpers). At thal
time the governor was still coming, but Chongida mapa had already
started shamanizing. He (sang in a shamanic way) and told people
whal places (ol the invisible world) he was visiling. Il was as if he
saw these places. He did meury (danced in a shamanic way) and lold
people everything. Then (when the governor came) Chongida mapa
asked Ebuke lo run his chesl through with a lance. Ebuke was a
tudin.* He took the lance, stabbed the shaman with it. and continued
to hold the end of the lance. If he was nol a tudin, he would not have
been able (o hold the end of the lance. There were a lot of old man
but only Ebuke could hold the lance. Thev began to dance logether.
Ebuke got tired of holding the end of the lance. He wenl where the
shaman pushed him. Even if he dug his heels into the ground, he still
could not hold his ground. When Chongida mapa {inished, the lance
dropped from (of his wound) by itsell. The governor asked him:
“Whal else can you do?” “I can”, he answered, “lake out a human’s or
an animal’s eyes”. “Thal's all! Thal's all!”, the governor said. They

. - .
lele.r tudin is a person who, tike a shaman, possesses the spirits-helpers and hence has unusual
abilities.
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finished, and lhe governor gave Chongida mapa a paper with
permission to shamanize”.

Self-wounding as a means to deal with the enemy

Another reason why the shaman runs a sharp object through his body
is that according to the shamans’ explanations, there is a need to
engage an enemy in Lthis way. If a shaman [ighls against the shaman of
another clan (lhe enemies usually never mel each olher) in his
dreams, he may allack him by means of striking not the enemy’s {lesh
but his own. As a result the shaman's flesh remains unharmed,
whereas the other hostile shaman, who is far away al that momenl,
dies of the wound which suddenly appears on his body. Xenia
Ivanovna lold one slory concerning her husband’s brother. "A
shaman was fighling againsl his gnemy. He asked for nine needles. Ile
lay down, and pushed these needles inlo his chest. When he got up,
all the needles were lefl on the bed. - Were they long ncedles? — No
they were regular needles. He was nol hurl. The necedles wenl
through his body and dropped out of his back.” This laclic is a parl of
the shaman’s fight against his enemy. “His opponent (who was far
from this place) wanted lo kill him”, Xenia Ivanovna explains. “Bul
the shaman learned about it (from his spirils), so he stuck the needles
into his own body. That's why he recovered. They had quarrelled
with each other”. However, in the nexl battle against an unknown
opponenl he was not so successful; it ended with the shaman’s death.
“Il was in 1943 or in 1944”, Xenia Ivanovna related. “He and his wile
went to the taiga to go fishing. They sel up a tenl. He and his wife
were there, but we were here (in the village). He was [ishing when he
suddenly fell ill. He fell badly ill. He Lold his wife: “Give me a knile!”
But his wife was [righlened and did not give il lo him. So he died.”
“What would have happened if she had given it to him?” “If she had
given it to him, he would have done il! Bul he died. His wile had
dreamt of this before. An old woman told her nol Lo cry, nol to fear.
They were Lhe only two oul there hunling. Where would she go lor
Lthe night? The village was far away. She could not go there. There is
such a rapid current in the Gorin River! He would have slayed alive
and would have continued to fish if he had lhrust the knife (inlo
himself). But his wife did nol give him the knile, and his enemy
killed him. Who can see such an enemy? It is like a dream. Such an
accident occurred there. (If she had given him a knife), he would
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have probably }one something with his enemy, he would probably
Killed him. His enciy was an enemy ol his home (clan). The shaman
goes evervwhere herimy (hovering, being invisible). He goes herimy
evervwhere and that is why he certainly gains enemies.”

Self-wounding as self-sacrifice

The mosl common lradilional interpretation of the “trick” examined
is that it is a type of offering for the shamanic spirils. The shaman
increases his abilily to heal because by slabbing himsell, he sacrifices
to his spirits, some ol whom require exactly such *nourishment”.
‘Toyo has told: *The Zacsor clan was the root of shamanism of Kiakla.
She was a strong shaman. When she did mewrv (danced in shamanic
way), she look a knife and thrust il deep into her chest. Then she
pulled il out, bul there was nothing! No trace! She nourished her
sewen (spiril) this way. Her sewen made her do il when she was
dancing in a shamanic way.” In this case, the shamanic dance is a
means ol bringing the spiril into the shaman’s body. The spirit arrives
and demands an offering, hence the shaman must cut himsell. It is
only for the sacrifice o his spirils that a shaman, as Aleksey Kisovich
savs, sticks a lance into his body and releases il. 1t is long. And he
dances around with il two or three rounds. Then il goes away by
itsell. And there is nol even a wound. According lo his version, a
serven silling inside the shaman’s body calches the lance’s point with
ils mouth. Olga Egorovna explains il in this way: “The shaman
prepares for this trick. He calls his spiril, the three-headed serpent
gasiko. Gasiko is believed o be a very big black serpenl. This
invisible serpent comes into the shaman’s body and opens its mouth.
The shaman knows exactly where the serpent’s mouth is in his body,
so he inserts the knife into this mouth. Il the serpent has three heads,
he has Lo stab his body in three places. II someone were lo say
something at this moment, the shaman would die. So at the beginning
of this rile the shaman asks people not to make any noise. “Be quiet!”,
he commands. “Don’t say anything!” When the shaman stabs himself,
Olga Egorovna explains, the serpent inside him opens its mouths, and
the shaman knows that he is pushing the knife into these mouths. But
if someone were to say something at thal moment, (the serpent)
would go away, and the shaman would die. “When he thrusts the
knile into his chest, they must nol ulter a sound. Otherwise he would
die. No other person can stick the knife inlo his body; he must do it
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himsell. Everybody musl kcep silent. I someone cried oul - “aj-aj-aj!”
- he would die. IU's a very, very dangerous lhing!”, Olga Lgorovna
says. “In general il's very deadly to shamanize.” Toyo tells the same:
“A shaman thrusts a knile, and a sewen seizes this knile and swallows
its tip. When she pulls the knife oul, the sewen relcases il That's why
there is not a wound.”

As nol much is known aboul such ideas, one can suppose thal
they are not widespread among the Northern peoples. However, these
ideas mighl indeed be widespread, and yel hidden from uninitiated
persons and prohibiled from being divulged. This is why they are not
familiar to us. We possess similar informalion regarding the same
aclion [rom regions very [ar from the Nanai. This fact proves the
prevalence of these hidden ideas. A. M. Shengepov explains il in this
way: “I saw it wilh my own eyes. He slabbed his chest. I lold him:
“Whal miracles!” “They are such miracles”, he answered, “that the
shamanic abilities are given only to some. The Russians would say
that he used hypnosis. But among Khanlies, the explanation would be
that the shaman had a serpent’s mouth. He did not simply stick a
knife into his [lesh. rather he inserled the knile into the serpent’s
mouth. He did nol hide anything from me, and told me all the details.
All this is the lruth. Nol much blood {lows out. Just a little! To mark
the action he intentionally runs (his knife) over his skin. /—/ We say:
“The serpenl’s mouth shows ils poison”. Thal's all. He takes the knile
out of himself, and his flesh-is inlact. He does not die. Such
miracles!” (Moldanova 1999).

Thrusting sharp ilems into the body is nol considered o be the
only form ol sacrifice. Walking on burning coals and swallowing them
is also a kind of sacrilice. Dancing on burning coals is explained in the
same way as -lhe Lhrusting ol knives inlo the body. The shamans
contend that some of them have a special spirit, which needs fire.
Different spirits require different means ol sacrifice (a pheasant’s
heart, metal sawdust, dust, a cobweb elc.). A special “dish” intended
for a cerlain spirit is called a kalan. Fire and a knife are examples of
such kalans. Ivan Torokovich slales thal a shaman would never dance
on burning coals without a reason. First he should sacrifice a pig and
call upon his spirit. Fire and burning coals are the kalan for this
spiril. Somelimes the shaman swallows Lhese coals. Sometimes he lies
on the coals and is nol burnt. Why is he not burnt? Because his spirit
which needs the fire eats il! That spiril helped this shaman before
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when he was sick, and now it must be fed wilh coals, he musl make a
hot fire. And how glad (his spiril) is! “Ha-ha-ha!” (it shouts).”

The shaman Lindza has also related thal dancing on burning coals
is a miraculous way ol getling another kalan for the spirits —~ vodka.
“An old woman lived here”, she says. “She was badly ill and was
looking lor medicine from the sky. She lil a fire and put the coals on
the floor. She put oul three empty glasses. Old Manchurian glasses!
And she covered them with paper. She danced on the burning coals‘
and sang. We could nol understand whal she was singing about and
she danced for a long, long time. She slepped barefool on the coals
No‘ socks, no shoes! Nobody is allowed lo say: “IU's hot! It llLlrls;’;
Before she had satisfied it, by slepping on the lire for a long time, it
was lorbidden to say such things. She herself would stop when s:he
wanted. She would make a round and finish. When she had slopped
she turned on the light and checked the glasses. There was alread3;
l_nc(licine {(vodka) in them! You can feed the spirits (with this vodka).
But who had poured the medicine into these emply glasses? A night!
A lale nightt” .

Now having received enough traditional explanations of the aclion
under sludy, we may then use the material {rom other cultures for
comparison and summarization. By inflicting wounds upon his own
body, the shaman offers the spirils his own blood (that is, himself).
The method by which the injury is caused is sometimes enlirely Lhe
sume as the accepted form of sacrificing an animal within certain
cultures. Thus if in some cullures people suffocale an animal in order
lo sacrilice il, the shamans will also suffocate themselves. This kind
of shamanic sell-wounding has been described by A. M. Castrén: a
Nenets “lortune-teller tied a rope around his neck. and two men
firmly grabbed the ends of this rope. The forlune-teller was covered
with a big cloth, and two men pulled both ends of the rope” (Castrén
1858: 123). The same example (among the Chukchee) was described
l)_\" V Bogoraz, who perceived the incident as being an imitation of
spwxde. “The bell is tied round the shaman’s neck. Two people
ng}llell the belt by holding its ends. The shaman remains, of course
sale and sound” (Bogoraz 1936: 130). Thal (he shaman sacrifices:
himself but at the same time remains unharmed should not confuse
us. The Northern peoples somelimes sacrifice an animal by leaving it
alive (see in Dolgikh 1960: 79).°

The idea that shamanic sell-wounding has a sacrificial intention is
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indirectly evidenced by the facl that sometimes all the people present

at the ceremony musl lasle their shaman’s blood. According lo Toivo

Lehlisalo's description, a [orlune-teller “Ganka went behind a curtain.

His helper was holding his drum and uninterruptedly bealing on it in

the silence. /—/ When he (Ganka) came out [rom behind the curtain,

there were lhree vessels in his hands. He let his own blood trickle

down into these vessels and everyone who was there had to taste it or

at least be anoinled with it. There was nol much blood /—/ He drank
il himsell and then pul seven blood spots on his own lace, on the face

of his helper, on his small son and on me” (Lehtisalo 1998: 121).

Andrey Golovnev mentions the same rile: “A Yamal shaman stabbed
herself wilh the sharp handle of her drum, then gathered her blood
inlo a cup and gave il to a person lo drink.” Golovnev thinks that this
was done to make this person lucky and rich. The same custom is
commonly practiced within other sacrifices. Each person who is
present al the place where the sacrilice was offered, should eilher try
the sacrifice food (especially sacrilice vodka) or lo be anointed wilh it
(Golovnev 1995: 484). We can consider such accustomizing of people
to the shaman’s blood to be a logical deed. if we remember Marcel
Mauss’ opinion that sacrilice is a means of selling Lthe blood kindred
among the clan and the deity (Mauss 2000).

Conclusion

Sell-wounding is considered dangerous [or shamans. If a shaman does
somelhing wrong, he could die. But he does not sulfer in the process
of doing it. The shamans are convinced that the knife is thrust not
inlo their own flesh bul into their spirils’ moulhs; and when dancing
on the fire they also [eed their spirils; this is why they do not feel any
pain at all. “When you insert a knife into the serpent’s mouth it does
nol-hurt!” Olga Egorovna explains. “Does il hurl?” Lindza asks. “No, il
does not hurt (when a shaman puls a burning coal into his mouth)! It
is a sewen that eats the fire. Another person eals it! When a sewen
eats, you never feel pain! When she walks on burning coals, il does
nol hurt either. It is a sewen lhal does il, a sewen walks. By doing

sSometimes a shaman inflicts a wound (sacrifices) not upon him/herself, but on his/her child (because
the child is of the same blood). Golovnev speaks about such children's sacrifices to the fire among the
Selkups. “The fire demands an offering. Such an offering sometimes must be what is the most dear for a
woman (this is the interpretation!), her child. Several times | have seen children in the tundra with recent
burn marks (Golovnev 1995: 484). The same is the example from V. G. Bogoraz given before.
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this, a shaman gels medicine for himsell. Are we able Lo go this way?
No. we are nol /—/ We've never seen hat being thal eats fire.”

Thus, Hoppdl's assumption concerning the shaman as an indi-
vidual. who bears pain and sulfers alone for the communily, could be
called into question. A shaman does not bear pain. Moreover, he even
must perlorm these actions in order lo remain sale. Nesulla has
related “People say that a shaman would die il he did not walk on
burning coals.” Morcover, shamans must also do it when he is in
danger and urgently needs a sacrifice for his spirils.

The shamans, who have told us aboul shamanic sell-wounding,
accepled as a maller of course the researcher’s natural distrust and
tried 1o help us by olfering another explanation that corresponds with
our scientilic worldview as thev understand it Using the Russian
word, they told us thal everylhing concerning shamanic self-wound-
ing was just “hypnosis”. In this way they allempled lo identify with
us. and with our disbelicel and misunderstanding.
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