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The photo context is highly appropriate to understand the photograph. This essay placed the images of inter-
est in context that there is an incomplete picture of ‘shamanism’. A reflective account drawn from the inter-
view is to acknowledge from the images or photos that there is a no whole picture of the belief system of 
‘shamanism’. The images of the costume and drums are given context with the written text opposite the im-
ages.  All images are photos of the author.Once again, it is important to note, this essay does not suggest 
conceiving of ‘shamanism’ as a belief system.  Rather, the matter at hand is to give actual visual imagery to 
the ojun costume presently preserved today as it is described by the algus.  This is in hopes of drawing in-
sights into what other historical archival accounts have described.  

Siberia and Shamans 

First known image of ‘shaman’ 
One of the first known images from 1692 is of a Siberian Tungus speaking ‘shaman,’ superficially de-

scribed as “Priest of the Devil” comes from the Dutch traveller Nicholas Witsen (Hutton, 2001, p. 32).  The 
‘shaman’ is depicted with clawed feet, donning an antler headdress and beating a drum.  Witsen’s travel ac-
counts are known to have popularized the term ‘shaman’(Hutton, p. 32).  Twenty years before, the word 
‘shaman’ is first archived by Russian Priest exiled to Siberia in 1672, Aavukum Petrovich, who drew the 
conclusion that ‘shamans’ were devil worshippers defined against his own beliefs (Stone, 2003, pp. 20-23) 
[10].  In context, the image in Witsen’s book Noord en OostTataryen (1692) was a precursor to the 18C ac-
counts, which by then ‘shamans’ were fakes and charlatans.  Unsympathetic portrayals were taken up and 
recorded as written accounts and drawingsby 18C European and Russian scientists to Siberia, that set ‘sham-
anism’ practices against ideas of modern western civilization (Hutton, pp. 29-55).  To give definition to 
‘shamanism’ is to recognize the social and cultural construct and by default, in the diverse use of the term, 
admittedly, there is no general agreed definition [6].   

Exiled to Siberia, the Russian Ethnographer and linguist, Vladimir ILich Jochelson in 1908(2001 
[1908], p. 58), described the mysterious sounds of drumming and vocals emanating from everywhere [11].  
Jochelson compared to other observers was one of the few ethnographers who did not ‘demonize’ ‘shaman-
ism.’  In the following, Jochelson describes the sounds of drumming from a ‘shaman’:  

“Suddenly he commences to beat the drum softly and to sing a plaintive voice: then the beat-
ing of the drum grew stronger and stronger; and his song — in which could be heard sounds 
imitating the howling of the wolf, the groaning of the cargoose, and the voices of other ani-
mals, his guardian spirits — appeared to come sometimes from the corner nearest to my 
seat, then from the opposite end, then again from the middle of the house, and then it seemed 
to proceed from the ceiling.  His drum also seemed to sound, now over my head, now at my 
feet, now behind, now in front of me.  I could see nothing; […] All of the sudden the sound of 
the drum and the singing ceased (Jochelson, 2001 [1908]).” 

‘Cradle of Shamanism’ 
‘Shamanism’ has had a long relationship with scholars, which produced ethnographies that has been re-

worked to find generalization; universals that apparently connected back to Siberia as some sort of ‘cradle of 
shamanism’ (Hutton, 2001); (Eliade, 1964); (Diószegi & Hoppál, 1978). Although the natives and indige-
nous peoples of Russian’s Far North share similar beliefs of ‘shamanism,’ they also hold to diverse defining 
‘techniques’ of shamanism.  There is however, and argued by Eliade (1964) in the frame of comparative reli-
gious history and Hutton(2001) view of the constructions of Siberia, that Siberian ‘shamanism’ was regarded 
to have advantages in understanding a phenomenon of elements that exist independently elsewhere in the 
world.  The ideas about ‘shamanism’ and ‘Siberia’ are based on the knowledge that scholarship of shamans 
has been mentally and culturally constructed from imagination, and from Hutton’s (2001, p. 3)point of view, 
a western imagination.  The archival material becomes more problematic once we realize why we think we 
know of shamans and shamanism.  
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The ‘Old Ways’ of Ojun in Costume and Drum 

According to Mihály Hoppál (1987, pp. 93-95), ‘shamanism’ can better be thought in terms of a ‘belief 
system’ that has a contemporary character socially integrated in everyday beliefs. The algus recognizes that 
living with nature integrates aspects of ‘shamanism’ or belief in spirits with everyday beliefs [12].  In the 
ritual quality of the aitchelaan in which ‘ways of nature’ are followed, there is an awareness of ‘being’ in the 
open land that one must honor the land by making offerings to the fire with vodka or offerings to the land 
with cigarettes in a space where one rests.  For the algus, offerings to the spirits of the land are given for 
people to heed the full worth of the human and nature relationship that there is no divide between nature and 
being human.  The algus continued: the young living in cities have no contact with nature and are in need of 
knowing more about nature and living in the land; the yyasakh, the mid-summer festival is the most im-
portant event for the Sakha peoples; and noted the urgency of teaching the younger generation Sakha tradi-
tions.  Thirty minutes into the conversation, he stated: “now I want to talk about ojun.” 

According to the algus, for ojun: 1) ojun have inner knowledge known while living and being the vast 
taiga lands; 2) ojun have helping spirits; 3) knowledge of ritual texts (songs, legends, myths, stories, epic 
poems); 4) possesses technique for trance or performance as in drumming techniques to journey through the 
under and upper worldsor technique of ecstasy, rituals, while still present in the lived-in world; 4)in proces-
sion of ojun paraphernalia usually given from ojun tutelary or hand crafted by someone in the community 
(costumes, mirror, horse hair, drums, bow from horse hair, khomusor mouth-harp). 

Vitebsky (1992, p. 244) makes a more interesting point stating, “I also heard of expectations of the im-
minent reincarnation of deceased shamans, suggesting the persistence of ideas about cyclical time.”  This 
suggests that there are certainly aspects of shamanism that has survived.  However it is also problematic in 
the sense that passing down of tradition is not free of external forces. From a perspective of comparative re-
ligious histories, Eliade (1964, pp. 61, 208n) references a ‘shaman’ has been known to have a ‘spiritual role’ 
with rites of the dead and possessed an inner light similar to Christian mystics.   

The algus noted that although Russian Orthodox Christianity in Russian’s colonization process may 
have forced a structured role of a shaman in the community, the shaman’s power cannot be held to foreign 
standards of ‘religious leader’.  And to suggest that the shaman’s role in the community resembled the struc-
ture of the Orthodox Church is to undermine the cultural belief system – shamans’ power could never be ‘in-
stitutionalized’.   

Costume and the Consequences 
Regarding the characteristic of the costume, Hutton (2001, p. 80) mentioned that the Sakha costume 

was a recognizable trait only for a Sakha ojun, and yet not all ojun choose to have one.  This would also 
mean ‘shaman’ costumes did not have to be worn to achieve ‘soul-flights,’ as commonly mistaken.  If the 
ojun acquired one, it was handmade with metals ornaments, which had symbolisms of animals, body organs, 
and ‘spirit’ trappings specifically associated to that one ojun.  The algus noted that the ojun drum was made 
from a special tree in the Siberian forest.  The extreme climate in the summer allows rapid growth and in-
tense heat, which may give the wood an unusual form, and was seen as a sign from the spirits.  Since ojun 
costumes continue to be accounted for and were primarily preserved, this may suggest some have been repli-
cated.  Yet, there was once a time, when there was no confusion if this particular costume and drum be-
longed to that one ojun.  Although Eliade contributed to the comparative history of religions in many ways, 
Eliade’s (1964, pp. 147-176)generally sided accounts of diverse shaman’s costume and drum are rather pre-
sumptuous.  Shaman paraphernalia (costumes, mirror, horse hair, drums, bow, khomus-mouth-harp) cannot 
be generalized.   

Although thoroughly fascinating, the algus refers to descriptionsthat can be found in ethnographic ac-
counts from Eliade, Shirokogoroff, and Hutton.  This introduces a complication.  I would like to think the 
algus and by extension other Sakha peoples who also teach about the Sakha ojun history have lived experi-
ences and can account for them, however, it is certainly possible that the descriptive symbolism accounted 
by the algus may have come from already produced ethnographic accounts.  For instance, Hutton is not easi-
ly convinces of ojun evidence, accounts, histories and particularly Eliade’s analysis. Hutton(2001, p. 
156)makes a valid acknowledgement of the problems in post-Soviet Siberianwith regard to revival, re-
creation, and re-imagining in the reversal of ideas about ‘shamanism.’  Whether this revival takes place in 
the space of museums or ‘heritage’ conferences, knowledge of the old ways must come from somewhere, 
and this one consequence ofojun costume is the re-creation of such costume for performances, teaching, or 
even the museum. 
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Hence, it is not the case where ‘shamanism,’ like the costume, and the drums were the symbolism, 
which discloses a microcosm of shaman beliefs.  Eliade (1964, pp. 145–176) so eagerly generalized this 
viewpoint even though Eliade refers to S.V. Ivanov’s comprehensive study of Siberian Shamans.  The word 
itself shaman or šaman is a Tungusic word.  Siikala (1978, pp. 14 citing Dioszegi, V., 1947) refers to the 
Tungus-Manchurian verb ša orsacould mean ‘to know.’  Much of the taiga and tundra of central and eastern 
Siberia, roamed by reindeer herders like the Even and Evenki peoples speak Tungus.  The Sakha ojun dis-
tinctly differs from šaman in word and in origins.  Yet, the accounts by the algus can be associated to both 
the Evenki and Sakha ojun.   Again this is consequence of diluted known accounts, simplification, over-
generalization, and sadly, loss of knowledge.   In the very first photo image of ojun with drum, ojun wears an 
elaborate headdress, however headdress in the Sakha ojun are rarely mentioned.  Ojun costume illustrates the 
consequences in the post-shamanistic society.   

It is no surprise ojun costumes are problematic since costumes spawned numerous studies.  
Shirokogoroff’s (1935, p. 288) extensive record of the Tungus costume considers details and would admit 
not one was absolutely like another observed of the southern Evenkis.  Since the uses for costume (rattling of 
the ornaments) in dance performances helped in the improvisation, this also affected the ‘shamanizing’ to 
enter a state of ecstasy (Žornickaja, 1978, p. 305) [13].  Shirokogoroff (1935, p. 287) viewed that without the 
paraphernalia the effectiveness to produce “self-excitement, self-hypnosis, and hypnotic influence of the au-
dience” would dramatically decrease.  Both of these ethnographic accounts constitute another problem; the 
conclusion they arrive at become self-fastening to a particular group and leaves little room for diverse ojun 
practices.   

Shirokogoroff (1935, p. 332) observed that the shamanizing was a form of hypnotherapy: illusions pro-
duced by the performer could succeed because the audience was to some degree in an altered state of con-
sciousness themselves, yet so was the shaman performing.  Shirokogoroff stated that a shaman’s spirits were 
created in the mind as reality, which made the performance into a condition relating to faculties that are ap-
parently unexplainable or in ones own mind or soul.  Žornickaja (1978, p. 301) doubts the validity of the 
informants citing that they were “extremely old,” accordingly, the notation points out her concerns.  At a 
closer look, both seem to record, investigate, examine, question significant aspects that relate to the 
ethnographers themselves – not the Evenkis or Sakha peoples.  This may be a product of their time noting 
that they were writing for a European and Russian audience.  

Adding to another western account, Eliade’s (1964, p. 6) set of defining characteristics were: besides 
the ‘shamanic’ special relations with the ‘spirits,’ ecstatic capacities of soul flight, and ascents to the sky, 
descents to the underworld, mastery over fire, and so on, Siberian (Eliade also includes central Asian) 
‘shamanism’ validated specific techniques.  The problem with this is that Eliade took the set and applied to 
whole regions, for instance to include of Central Asia, ignores the complexities of Siberian ‘shamanism’ 
which is widely diverse within each family of ‘shamans.’  Eliade (1964, pp. 146n, 147) would state that there 
is a certain sense that the costume is ‘where spirits reside’ referring to Shirokogoroff’s study of the Tungus.  
Shirokogoroff (1935, p. 301) refers to the Tungus costume as “a dress with spirits” that compels the same 
respect for the ‘spirits.’ Although Hutton (2001, p. 81) finds Eliade’s analysis of the symbolism of shaman 
costume and drum to be ‘guesswork’ at best, Eliade (1964, pp. 145-176) refers to the symbolism as a key 
component of how a shaman ascends and descends the other worlds (ecstatic journey) when indeed the Even 
and the Sakha are not from the say group and practices cannot offer any generalizations.  

Drumming 
The photo images below ascribe to the sound descriptions.  In the sound recording, when the algus be-

gins to perform by drumming, he yawns, which means he is drawing in the helping-spirits (amagyat).  He 
then imitates animal sounds.  One distinct sound is of the raven.  This relates to Hoppál’s inclusion of ‘sham-
anism’ in the ‘sphere’ of the everyday.  By the ‘everyday,’ ‘shamanism’ was found to involve aspects of 
sleep (unconscious), initiation (tutelary), performance of dance, drumming, gestures in yawning that was 
symbolic of the taking the helping-spirits through the mouth, dreaming, altered states of consciousness 
(ASC), and so on.  Below are images depicting dance performance with drumming and rattling of iron 
metals. 
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which Žornickaja compares to what can be ‘collected’ in Soviet times.  Thus, the following explores the ‘act 
of shamanizing’ to give background on the uses of shaman costume and drum – captivating the community 
as audience, duty of ojun, etc.  

During the time of Žornickaja’s efforts, there were ongoing radical transformations in people’s lives 
under Soviet rule (shamans were prohibited to practice and imprisoned) and therefore, the information and 
informants were extremely old and could only produce fragmentary details.  Žornickaja’s study accounted 
for the dramatic and semi-public nature that ‘shamanizing’ was to call on the help of spirits for the communi-
ty.  The performance also is an indication into why an audience was needed.  Siikala (1978, p. 15) character-
ized reasons why the community called upon shamans.  One ‘duty’ was to solve serious situations that may 
bring the problem back to a normal state, and this required the summoning of spirits since the spirits were 
regarded as causing the crisis in the first place (Siikala, 1978, p. 15); (Hutton, 2001, p. 51).   

The ‘act of shamanizing’ necessitates a representative who can appease spirits and influence the world 
beyond, and that representative, ojun, must have an effective relation with the world of spirits.  This bridging 
of worlds is essentially shamanizing.  The ojun must first make contact with the spirits and this process is 
reciprocal where the spirits select their recruit (Siikala, 1978, p. 16).  As noted in the interview, the algus 
elaborated on an ojun recruitment, which admitted a novice boy to the rank of ojun.  

The ethnographic document from Žornickaja (1978, p. 299)dated 1768-69 revealed an:“interesting de-
scription of a shamanistic séance with dance as an inseparable part.”  

“And so shamanism is carried on by the ojun, that is a [Sakha] shaman, beating the drum and jumping 
about on his legs as much as he can and emitting unusual shouts; at the same time, jerking his head and call-
ing on believers and worshippers, chasing demons and confusing the people […] 

Another source from 1785 noted: 
“he [shaman] having donned a robe of dressed hide with several iron rattles specially for shamanizing, 

and having tousled his hair, runs about the yurta, shaking his head, and delivering loud talks unintelligible 
to the Yakuts themselves […] (Žornickaja, p. 299).”   

These 18C accounts from archives collected from Žornickaja were considered part of a time when ojun 
performance required their own sacred space and captivating the community as audience.  To understand 
ojun dance performances from archive sources dating back to the 18C, Žornickaja (pp. 299, 305) noted the 
close feature of dance with the “act of shamanizing.”  From the comparison of the ethnographic accounts 
(observed in 1950, 51, 59, 60) with the 18C archived material, Žornickaja’s analysis concluded thatojun 
“dance was a matter of entering trance and on the other hand, improvised with a ‘clear’ rhythm where an ab-
rupt drumbeat corresponded to high jumps(pp. 299, 305)”.  Interestingly, in recognizing spontaneous move-
ments, Žornickaja does leave some room for individuality. 

Žornickaja’s(1978) descriptions of ojundance performances were of banging metal pendants from the 
costume and each drumbeat accompanied with wild gesticulations. Ojun dance performance, although im-
provised, did ‘clearly’ have a rhythm.  The emphasis on ‘clearly’ extends to Siikala’s analysis on the effect 
on the nervous system.  For Siikala (1978, p. 45) it is possible to prove experimentally that rhythmic drum-
ming caused “a) change in the electric activity of the brain; b) unusual observations, as quoted by the test 
persons, and c) muscle jerks in some of the test persons.” What is rather interesting is that Žornickaja points 
of ‘spontaneity’ of dance in preparing the whole body and mind to enter a trance-like, whereas Siikala points 
to the controlled method for the shaman to find the right rhythm ‘method.’  Siikala’s study on drumming is a 
notable contribution.  Siikala (p. 45) brings to light, referring to a study done by Neher, “it should be possible 
to transmit more energy to the brain with a drum than with a stimulus of higher frequency.” The sounds of 
the drumming are a practical exhibition that demonstrates the drum’s low frequency level [14].   

Siikala goes as far as to suggest drums may well serve to be a central symbol in shamanism (p. 45).  
Shaman drums of Siberia play a vital role in shamanistic rituals (Potapov, 1978).  However, shaman drums 
are not simply cultural relic.  L.P. Potapov (1978, p. 169) [15] argues that shaman drums of Siberia are pow-
erful symbolic relics, precisely because they encapsulate a vital part of a larger understanding of the shaman-
ic journey.  For Potapov (1978, p. 177), drums provide resources for rich ethnographic history in their con-
nection to “establishing the ancient genetic links between Altaians, Uigurs, Kirghizes, and Yakuts,” people 
who share regional links between North and Central Asian and also Siberia since the Sakha moved upward to 
settle around the Lena River.  This becomes more fascinating knowing that ojun drums have a distinction in 
how the Sakhaojun journeys through the multi-tiered world – that is, through the ‘shaman’s horse’- the sha-
manic journey.Likewise, the symbol of horses is also known within Buryat circles.  In giving detailed varia-
tions in symbolism known to vary from group to group depending on wood material, re-animating of ani-
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mals, application of drawings, which constitute complex details, Potapov indicates that there was no com-
mon agreement of what such representation symbolized. 

The algus stated: “The drum is the ojun horse.”  For the Sakha, the combined imagery of horse and in 
this case of the sound recording, the raven (although the horse is also imitated, besides other animals), the 
soul takes flight.  The costume depicts the animals with tipped feathers and wings, attached to the shoulders; 
ojun may fly to the sky.  Thus, the Sakha relate to the horse in a far deeper relationship than mere riding or 
breeding.  Ojun, during initiation may have visions of the horse, and through the drumbeats is guided by spir-
its. The drum in itself is culturally pattern made from cowhide stretched across a board and protruding horns, 
the metal hand distinguishing the four directions and the small opening to see illnesses.  Like the horse itself, 
the drum comes to life capable of pulling up in air ojun with its pounding beat to nine heavens high.  Ojun 
costume in the long tresses resembles the horsehair.  This is one of cultural ‘form’ in which the Sakha pattern 
their ‘act of shamanizing.’   

The significance in understanding the complex distinctions of ‘cultural’ formbetween the diverse peo-
ples of the Far North is indeed to allow imagery of representation in how drums are used for what Eliade 
would call the ‘ecstatic journey.’For instance, Eliade (1964, p. 172) noted of how the shaman of the Tungus 
of the Trans Baikal uses his drum as a boat to cross the sea, thus indicating waters.  When summoning up 
spirits, at the start of the ‘ecstatic journey’ there is an implied ‘breakthrough’ into another plane, and hence 
the ‘Center of the World’ (Eliade, 1964, p. 173).  The drumbeats in the sound recording and images occupy 
the upper world, middle world  (lived-in world) and underworld.  Thus, drums not only constitute the prepa-
ration into the ‘ecstatic journey,’ drumming is a receptacle that encourages for some kind of ‘breakthrough’ 
where a steed, like a Sakha horse carries them through. 

Duly noted by Eliade (1964, p. 5), any ecstatic cannot be a shaman; the shaman is considered a shaman 
through “specializing in a trance during which his soul is believed to leave the body and ascend to the sky or 
descend to the underworld.”  In this out-of-body-like experience, drumming and imitation in sounds domi-
nate the representation of this ecstatic journey into another worldly dimension.  Nonetheless, Eliade (p. 180) 
also acknowledged the use of drums and other sounds were not confined to summoning of spirits or the ec-
static journey, but many shamans also drummed and chanted for their own pleasure and performance.  How-
ever, Eliade (p. 180) stressed the implications of these actions remaining the same; that is, ascending to the 
sky or descending to the underworld to visit the dead.  In this respect, drums and sounds have an autonomy 
not strictly assigned to symbolism or a role in the ‘ecstatic journey.’ 

Ending: 500 years to re-shamanizing? 

Intended in their compilation of “500 years on the path to knowledge,” for Narby and Huxley (2001), 
the apparent complexity of ‘shamanism’ is constituted by an attempt to unravel the previous knowledge of 
shamanism since the 17C beginnings of Russian colonization to the end of the Soviet Union and to the con-
temporary aspects which include, as Vitebsky (1992, p. 244) stated, “an element of re-shamanizing.” Alt-
hough Narby and Huxley confine ‘shamanism’ to elements of ‘mystery,’ the above hoped to throw light on 
the problems and consequences of re-accounting aspects of something that cannot be defined or captured or 
fully known. The imagery of the Sakha ojun through symbolism of costume and drum, and relating the inter-
view with the algus to the archived material of Hoppál, Siikala, Žornickaja, Hutton and Eliade, although po-
lemic, shows the consequences of a post-shamanistic society.  The effort to bring out lived experiences of the 
algus rather seemed to hover over other ethnographic sources.   

In post-Soviet or post-socialism, people of the Far North are still finding their way through the changes 
and paradoxes in a newer political terrain which has allowed nationalist movements for native and indige-
nous peoples of Siberia all vying for land rights, local autonomy, revival of their ‘traditional culture’ specifi-
cally native and indigenous languages.  There is an upside; scholars have published studies relating to ‘heal-
ing powers’ of ‘shamanism’ such as Jean Achterberg (1985) [16], Mihály Hoppál in Hungarian (1992), and 
Anna-Leena Siikala (1978) from a phenomenological approach touching on the neurophysiology and psy-
chology of shamanism in Siberia, which may well bring cross-cultural and more sympathetic views towards 
medical anthropology.     
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P.Странберг 

Даңғырлату, еліктеу жəне тарсылдату; 
сібірлік Саха «шаманның» киімі мен даңғарасындағы 

ұру тəсілдері «ескі тəжірибелерінің» көрінісі 

Мақалада Сібірдегі якут алғұс шамандарының (ғұрып иегерлері) «ескі ғұрыптық тəжірибелері», 
олармен пайдаланылған арнайы киімдері мен даңғарналары зерттелген. Сонымен қатар 
фотосуреттердегі визуалды бейнелерімен байланысты ғұрыптардың əдістеріне ерекше көңіл бөлінген. 
Посткеңестік заманда шамандықтың «ескі ғұрыптық тəжірибелері» жойылып, өзіндік атрибуттары 
этнографиялық мұражай жəдігерлері ретінде ғана сақталды. Біздің заманда шамандық тəжірибе тек 
қана аздаған якут ақсақалдарымен естеліктердің үзінділері ретінде ғана бар. Сондықтан да қазір бұл 
ғұрыптардың қолданылуын шындық деп дəлелдеу мүмкін емес. Посткеңестік кеңістікте Қиыр 
солтүстік халықтары «постшамандық əлемде» қазіргі жаңа заманда, жаңа саяси жəне əлеуметтік 
жағдайларда өз тұтастықтарын əлі күнге дейін кейбір «ескі, шамандық» дүниетанымдық идеяларды 
ұстану арқылы сақтап отыр. 

P.Странберг 

Игра на бубне, подражание и грохот;  
отражение «старых практик» сибирского «шамана» 

Сахи в костюме и бубне 

В статье исследуются «старые ритуальные практики» якутских шаманов – алгусов (ритуальных лиде-
ров) Сибири, в которых использовались специальный костюмы и барабан. Особое внимание уделено 
методам ритуалов, связанных с визуальными образами, с фотографий. Отмечается, что в постсовет-
ское время «старые ритуальные практики» шаманизма были обречены на исчезновение, и шаманские 
атрибуты остались лишь экспонатами этнографических музеев. В наши дни практика шаманизма из-
вестна только немногочисленным старейшинам якутов, всего лишь по фрагментам прошлых воспо-
минаний. Таким образом, сейчас нельзя однозначно доказать реальную эффективность этих ритуалов. 
В постсоветском пространстве народы Крайнего Севера до сих придерживаются некоторых «старых 
шаманских» мировоззренческих идей, сохраняя свою идентичность в новых политических и социаль-
ных условиях современного, «постшаманского» мира. 
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