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THE RITUAL EQUIPMENT OF A FEMALE SHAMAN
IN MONGOLIA FROM THE COLLECTION
OF THE NAPRSTEK MUSEUM

Tereza Hejzlarova'

ABSTRACT: In 1954 the Naprstek Museum gained a collection of objects from Mongolia
donated by the Slovak writer Dominik Tatarka® (1913-1989), containing the ritual
equipment of the female shaman Bariada, who came from the Alak Erdene somon’ in the
Khovsgol aimag.* It is not known how Tatarka came by the items, which are usually sacred
for the particular society.

The collection contains a shaman’s cloak, two hats, a drum and beater, a mouth harp case
and a bear’s paw with charms. The aim of this article is to analyse the various items in
the shaman’s equipment, and to ascertain their symbolism and function, important for an
understanding of current shamanism in this region.

KEY worbDs: shamanism - Mongolian shamanism - Siberian shamanism - shamanic
costume

Introduction

Geographical location plays an important role in identifying and understanding the
various parts of the ritual equipment, their symbolism and function. The Khovsgol aimag
is in the north of Mongolia, adjoining Tuva in the west and Buryatia in the east. The
boundary with Tuva is reflected in the Khovsgdl aimag’s ethnic makeup, which consists
mostly of groups of Turkic origin. These ethnic groups include, in particular, the Darkhad
(Mon. darkhan — untouchable) who inhabit the area to the west of lake Khovsgol, and the
Tsaatan (Mon. tsaa — reindeer) who live mostly in the southern somons. The Darkhad and
Tsaatan are considered to be Mongolianised Tuvans.’ A further group is that known as the

' Contact: PhDr. Tereza Hejzlarova, Institute of Ethnology, Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague;
e-mail: alabaj@email.cz.

? Description of Tatarka's journeys over Mongolia see: Tatarka, D. (1963): Clovek na cestdch. Bratislava.

 Somon - a smaller administrative unit within aimag - district.

' Aimag - a larger administrative unit — province, region.
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Uriankhai. In northern Mongolia, more precisely the area called Shishged, this name was
originally used for hunters and herders who spoke both Turkic and Mongolian languages.
The term was thus used both for Mongolian Uriankhai and Mongolianised Turkic ethnic
groups. There is also a further concept, Tuva Uriankhai, used for Mongolianised Tuvans.®
The Mongolian groups who live in this area are the Buryats in the eastern part of the
Khovsgol aimag, with some scattered Khotgoids and, of course, Khalkha Mongolians.

When talking about Mongolian shamanism, it should be remembered that all the reports
and descriptions that we have of the phenomenon in this area in fact concern ethnic
groups who are only related to actual Mongols or who neighbour them. They are the
above-mentioned Darkhad, Tsaatan, Tuvans, Buryats and the Evenks, an ethnic group
that lives mostly in the forests and mountains.” For this reason, this analysis of the ritual
equipment of the female shaman Bariada focuses mostly on the region of southern Siberia.
Parallels will also be sought among the Turkic ethnic groups in the territory in question,
in other words among the Altai and Tuvans, as well as among the Mongolian Buryats. The
influence of Tungusic-Manchurian ethnic groups will also not be ruled out. With regard
to the period of time involved, the analysis uses data from ethnographic research from the
end of the 19" century until the present day.

The Function of the Shaman

Only someone who had been called to the role by spiritual forces could become a shaman.
Among the Tuvans, new shamans were chosen by the spirits of dead shamans themselves.
The sign that someone had been chosen came in the form of black clouds and a rainbow,
the end of which touched the designated person. From that moment on the spirit of the
dead shaman became the protector of his or her successor.® Given that it was extremely
common among Turko-Mongolian tribes to worship mountains, the spirits of Tuvan
shamans were often also the “lords” of specific sacred mountains.’

One of the most important powers of a shaman is the ability to reach another level of
consciousness, during which his or her spirit is capable of visiting parts of the universe
inaccessible to ordinary people. The world is composed of several layers, through which
the shaman passes to reach the heavens or the underworld with the help of the “axis” of
the world, created by the cosmic tree, a pole or a mountain. Each such journey is full of
dangers, however, and the shaman himself may fall prey to the power of the spirits. In
order to prepare himself for all such difficulties, the future shaman underwent complicated
initiations, during which he experienced ritual death and rebirth. In particular, the
initiation consisted of cutting up his body and placing new organs in it, through which
he gained new abilities. During the initiation he also acquired spirits that would help and
protect him, learned how to call them with a drum, learned the names and functions of
the spirits of all three spheres of the cosmos, and became educated in the secret language,
mythology and genealogy of his clan. All these skills equipped the shaman to be able to

¢ Grollova, Zikmundova (2001), p. 49.
Ibidem, p. 80.

 Anekcees (1984), p. 91.

? Ibidem.




travel to other worlds, to look for and fund lost souls, to ascertain the causes of illnesses
and evil, to accompany the souls of the dead to the underworld and so on. In order
to fulfil these difficult tasks, he also needed special objects, without which he would be
unable to carry out the shamanic ritual.

In the area on which we are focusing, foremost among these objects are the shaman’s
costume and drum. They are decorated with all kinds of textile and metal pendants, furs,
beads, embroideries and drawings, with specific meanings. All the shaman’s equipment
represents the sacred present moment, and is imbued with the spirits. As a result, the
objects were kept in a special place, and could only be touched by the shaman, who was
the only person able to govern the spirits.

The Shaman’s Costume

The shaman’s costume was in many ways a material expression of the religious ideas of
a specific society. The shaman’s whole family, both men and women, would take part in
its creation, and it was made with regard to the particular tradition of the clan or tribe.
The shaman’s protective spirit could then approve the finished clothing, but did not have
to. If he did not express his approval, the costume had to be remade. Once satisfactory,
the costume then had to be “brought to life” with the aid of a specific ritual, during which
the shaman’s costume became a sacred item.'® After the shaman’s death, his costume was
buried alongside him. All that was kept back were the especially significant iron pendants,
which were kept for the future shaman."

The basic shaman’s costume was originally made mostly of the skins of animals, both
wild and domesticated. At the start of the 20™ century the Buryatian shamans used cloaks
made from silk or cotton fabrics.”> Moreover, there were two kinds, which differed in the
colour of their fabric. The white orgoi"® was worn by the “white” shaman, the dark blue
by the “black” shaman. In addition to this textile shaman’s clothing, there were apparently
also special war orgois made of heavy animal skins, and also eagle orgois, made from
eagles’ skins, including wings."* The division of shamans into black and white is a relatively
common phenomenon among the Turko-Mongolian ethnic groups. Briefly put, the white
shamans did not fall into trances, and they communicated exclusively with the upper
world, thus being more akin to priests. The black shamans, on the other hand, were able
to leave their bodies and visit the lower world. However, there were also shamans capable
of travelling to both the heavens and the underworld, as shown for example by A.V.
Anokhin."”

An aspect of shamanic equipment that is worth focusing on is the role played by the
protector and assistant spirits, without whose aid the shaman cannot not change form and
undertake his difficult journeys to other worlds. The shaman’s assistant spirits are mostly
animals, divided into “light” animals, symbolising the upper sphere of the universe, and
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“dark” animals,” relating to the lower world. Chief among the light creatures are birds,
which in most cultures are considered to be intermediaries between the earthly world
and the heavens. Other creatures belonging to this sphere are deer and moose.'® A special
position is held by the eagle, which appears in Siberian myths concerning the origin
of shamans. The dark creatures, which enable the underground world to be accessed,
are represented in particular by night birds such as owls, as well as by the bear and the
otter."” The necessary animals were represented on the shaman’s costume by certain parts
(feathers, fur, horns, claws and so on) which stood in for the whole.

In the literature we find shamanic clothing divided into three basic types, according
to the animal symbolism. There are bear costumes (used by the Selkups, for example),
reindeer and deer (e.g. the Evenks) and birds (e.g. the Altai). While representation of a
single animal may dominate, however, it does not rule out the combination of all of them.
A preference for one kind of animal over another may also change, for various reasons,
as was the case with the Ugro-Finnic Selkups, who at the start of the 19" century made
shaman’s costumes from bear hides as well as from deer hides, and also fixed deer horns
on to their iron head coverings. By the start of the 20" century, bear hides were no longer
used for the purpose.'®

Among the peoples of southern Siberia, particularly the Altai and Tuvans, as well
as some of the Buryats, shamanic clothes are dominated by bird symbols. This consists
mostly of feather decoration of the top of the shaman’s head covering, and the use of wings
on the back of the cloak. Bird elements are also found on the clothing of the Mongolian
female shaman from the Naprstek Museum’s collection. Both the hats have a tuft of owl’s
feathers on top" (ill. no. 8, 9), while on the back of the cloak in the shoulder area there
are two metal sheaths with the remains of bird feathers that originally formed imitation
wings (ill. no. 3 ). Birds are very important in shamanism, since they act as intermediaries
for the other world. Bird symbolism on the shaman’s coat allowed the shaman himself to
turn into a bird. Birds also played a significant role as helper spirits. Among the Tuvans,
for example, there were seven swans, or seven ravens. Only very powerful shamans had
seven swans, which helped them to learn who would fall ill, who would recover and who
would die.””

An important part of the shaman’s wardrobe were fabric ribbons, some of which were
formed into the shape of real snakes. G.N. Potanin says that the ribbons on the clothing
of an Altai shaman also depicted snakes,” which the shaman uses on journeys to other
worlds. In the Siberian region, drawings of snakes are also frequently found on shamans’
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Fig. 1. Cloak, back. Inv. no. 16 502. Length 115 cm, length of ribbons 80 cm.

Fig. 1. Cloak, back. Inv. no. 16 502. Length 115 cm, length of ribbons 80 cm.
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drums.” The cloak belonging to the female shaman Bariada in the Néprstek Museum’s
collection is made of darkish blue, cotton fabric with a white border, of which the lower
part is decorated with tassels (ill. no. 1, 2). The whole cloak is sewn with a large number
of fabric ribbons of various kinds, as well as three-dimensional snakes (143 in total). Of
particular note is an orange ribbon embroidered with gold thread. The embroidery mostly
takes the form of plant patterns, together with Chinese symbols of long life.” Ribbons and
snakes dominate on the back of the cloak, in particular, with the colours mostly blue, red,
white and black. In the shoulder area, two markedly naturalistic snakes are also affixed (ill.
no. 1, 3) sewn from two pieces of fabric and stuffed.*

The coloured ribbons in themselves played an important role in shamanism. Among
the Tuvans, they represented some sort of receptacle for spirits. The helper spirits of Tuvan
shamans, which they usually called eeren, took various forms and functions.” Eeren were
made after the costume had been sewn and the drum made. The first to be made was the
ozen eeren, which took the form of a piece of white fabric with seven conical iron pendants
(chedi konguraaltyk). The ozen eeren were then fastened to the shaman’s costume and
drum.” Eerens continue to be extremely widespread in Tuva, consisting in their simplest
form of a plait of ribbons of five colours (red, green, blue, white and yellow). A Tuvan
female shaman told me that these five colours represent the five elements from which the
world is made: red symbolises fire, green wood, blue water, white iron or metal and yellow
the earth.”” The Buryats hung coloured ribbons on birch trees during the initiation ritual.
For a “white” shaman, blue and white ribbons were used, while red and yellow ones were
used for a “black” shaman. If a “black and white” shaman was being initiated, then ribbons
of all four colours were hung from the tree.”® Among the Buryats, colour symbolism also
played a role with ongons.” The upper part of the object representing the ongon was
white, denoting the heavens. The lower part was dark blue, and denoted the earth.*

As well as having a large number of ribbons, the back of the Mongolian female shaman’s
cloak also features one red and one black animal (ill no. ), made using the same technique
as the snakes in the shoulder area. The eyes and teeth are depicted using embroidery. Two
stoat (Mustela erminea) skins are also fixed to the back of the cloak. Among the Altai,

*The transcultural phenomenon of snake symbolism in connection with shamanism inspired anthropologist
Jeremy Narby to hypothesise that snake symbols were connected to the coils of DNA. Going by the testimonies
of shamans, who talked about their visions while in a state of ecstasy, Narby believes that these shamanic
visions have certain similarities all over the world. Shamans often see two snakes, which represent the double
helix of the DNA coil. This would mean that shamans in the spiritual world see into the very foundations of
life. (Narby, J. The Cosmic Serpent, published in Czech as Kosmicky had, Praha, 2006.)

* For the identification of the Chinese symbols I am grateful to Mgr. Helena Heroldova, Ph.D., curator of the
Chinese and Lamaistic Collection of the Néaprstek Museum.

* Similar snakes are found in the same places on the cloak of the Altai shaman described by E. D. Prokofyeva.
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6ypsm Vpkymckoi ey6epruu. VIpkyrck, s. 42-45. Cit. from: Eliade (1997), p. 115.

* The equivalent of the Tuvan eeren. Often takes the form of an anthropomorphic figure. The Buryats used
the name ongon to refer both to the actual spirit and his depiction. It may also refer to the spirit of a dead
ancestor.
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