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To my parents, Eva Tomdskovd and Jaroslav
Tomdsek (in memoriam), who came to accept this
wayward spirit.
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Introduction

“Why are shamans so popular?” a team of art historians asked recently,
in a somewhat exasperated tone. They were attempting to counter the
rise of shamanic interpretations in Mesoamerican prehistoric art, part
of a common, widespread trend.! In offering accounts of the origins of
the human capacity for art, religion, and even science, archaeologists
regularly cast shamans as the stars of their scenarios. By the early twenty-
first century, tales of powerful prehistoric sorcerers have grown familiar
to both scholars and popular audiences alike. The term shaman appears
regularly in reference to ancient and indigenous forms of knowledge to
describe a ritual specialist, a categorical figure imbued with wisdom. Sha-
mans now walk through the pages of academic journals, tourist guide-
books, and New Age stores. They perform rituals, promise wisdom, and
promote products. They also provide a ready answer to the question of
who made the first art and what inspired them.

If newly popular, this story itself is hardly new. Rather, shamans have
traveled with us for well over three centuries since emerging from Sibe-
ria. Over the years, they have played a range of roles, depending on the
setting in which they were imagined. Proto-priests, religious leaders, art-
ists, and medicine men, shamans remain ever mysterious, however in-
stinctively familiar. In archaeology, they have primarily appeared as male
figures, less by conscious design than unthinking assumption. Yet even
after the rise of New Age perspectives in North America and Western
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Europe that emphasize feminine spirituality, the shamans projected into
prehistory continue to be a largely male crew.

Trained as an archaeological specialist in Paleolithic Europe and
teaching partly in women’s and gender studies, I had long been wary of
the manner in which we casually project gender back into time. How
well, I wondered, did this vision of shamans fit the evidence? Given that
the material traces of prehistory offered few certain clues about social
life, let alone gender, history seemed the obvious place to turn. What
was the story behind this anthropological category? Where had the term
“shaman” come from, before its popularity in both archaeology and
drumming circles? How might it have changed along the way? The an-
swer, I would discover repeatedly, was far more complex than I initially
had imagined. Its details provided as many detours as certainties, and
suggested as much about the evolving present as they did about the
deeper past.

TRAVELERS AND SPIRITS

In many native traditions of Siberia, shamans appeared as travelers
guided by spirits, people who could reach other places and other worlds,
and so connect the known with the unknown. In this book, I will follow
this motif with regard to their conceptual offspring, tracing some of their
journeys as they crossed from Asia into Europe, from history into prehis-
tory and back again. This was hardly a nonstop flight. Rather, it involved
multiple landings, each of which altered the appearance of these figures
and the purpose of their travel. The large and diverse party of Siberian
shamans, as reported in sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and eighteenth-century
accounts of travelers and explorers, diminished with every stop. But their
legacy of attracting attention remained, and even as these sorcerers be-
came increasingly familiar, they continued to signal mysterious distance.
Described in vivid detail by early ethnographers and geographers of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, shamans grew abstract as they
left their homeland. Soon they became a category: every tribe considered
outside civilization could now have at least one of them. As the term
came to describe practitioners of traditional rituals, shamans migrated
around the planet. Sightings were reported in North and South America,
Australia, and Africa. In transforming into a universal trope, shamans
suggested power, mystery, madness, and brilliance across a range of dif-
ferent imaginary frontiers. They now not only connected their world to
other worlds, but also increasingly linked the primitive and the civilized.
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European societies in the nineteenth century were judged too advanced
to have shamans of their own, but archaeologists avidly debated when
similar healers and religious leaders might have been part of their dis-
tant past as well. Some shamans were said to have lived in caves; some
appeared reclusive, but others social. But more importantly, they now
stood at the very beginning of our collective social existence, to guide us
through human history, down the path that led away from them. At the
same time, a few still lingered beyond the eastern edge of Europe, where
we could discover them yet again at the end of the twentieth century.
Yet this book is not strictly speaking about shamans, let alone the
peoples of Siberia. Rather it is about the idea of a shaman, the imagina-
tion that fueled that idea and the history that nourished and encour-
aged it. I offer an account of those who encountered and imagined sha-
mans, a long story about all sorts of fascinating characters, mostly at the
edges of their own maps. Out of these elements I have sought to fashion
a historical mosaic, less a singular picture than an assemblage of frag-
ments. At its center lies Siberia: the Siberia imagined as well as encoun-
tered, the beliefs about its native peoples, and the multiple appearances
they made in European history and eventually prehistory. The surround-
ing panels sometimes overlap, and sometimes leave large gaps. I exam-
ine a few of them closely to fill in the details, while only suggesting a
larger whole. To see the shaman involves peering against the light, as
if through stained glass. Many layers now stand between us and the
distant world of human prehistory, each imparting its own colorful vi-
sion. The images we have of shamans, after all, come to us from others, be
they travelers, ethnographers, descendants, or archaeologists. To under-
stand the greater assemblage, we must try to see through each broken
piece in turn, recognizing its particular hue. Only then can we better eval-
uate what a general concept might capture, and what it might be missing.

THE LONG ROAD TRAVELED: MEETING THE SHAMANS

My interest in the history of Siberian shamans stemmed from encoun-
tering them in archaeological discussions of prehistoric symbolic behav-
ior, and wondering when this explanation had first emerged. My initial
task seemed simple and straightforward enough: to trace the concept
from its present-day understanding back into the history of Siberia and
its indigenous populations. My modest plan was to broaden the hori-
zons of current literature by bringing writings in Russian and German
into view alongside well-known ethnographies circulating in English. I
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anticipated some theoretical differences based on the historical, na-
tional, and political contexts of the writers. While tensions of interpre-
tation might appear, I thought, I ultimately expected to find a recogniz-
able conception at the core, the ideal shaman then projected into the
past. Hundreds of pages later, I found myself facing a far more daunting
project: a history far more complex and knotty than I had imagined,
stretching over centuries and across continents. By the end of my re-
search, the “core of a shaman” still remained elusive, and I doubted that
any definition could apply cleanly across time and place. However, I
began to realize that this was the point, that the fragile instability of
categories, their precarious nature, should give us pause when moving
any concept across space and time.

My extended journey in search of shamans, real and imagined, started
with recent accounts of indigenous groups in the broader region of
Siberia. The last decade of socialism and the first years of post-socialism
had opened a door for historical and ethnographic research in the for-
mer Soviet Union to a degree unprecedented for most of the century.
Even if the archives were still centrally controlled and travel was moni-
tored, Western as well as Russian scholars had an unsurpassed moment
of opportunity to communicate with members of indigenous groups and
decipher the records in historical archives. The resulting ethnographi-
cally rich work has revealed the immense diversity of the surviving na-
tive groups.> Many of these ethnographies also make it clear that the
unprecedented resurgence of shamanism in Siberia in the last two de-
cades cannot be understood without recognition of the momentous so-
cial, demographic, and political shifts of a collapsing social system. New
histories and new identities emerged in the region, reassembled from a
mix of ancient, new, and invented traditions.

Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer, one of the early ethnographers in post-
socialist Siberia, recounts a particularly telling story of a modern female
shaman [who] reputedly used spirit power to fix a broken bus on the
way to a meeting with Native American visitors.? The anecdote suc-
cinctly captures both the bricolage of present-day shamanism and the
ever-evolving historical context that surrounds it. Not only does spirit
power now engage with modern transportation, but disparate indigenous
groups also forge transnational connections. Such unorthodox examples
offer cautionary tales about any simple use of ethnographic analogy.

The incident also introduces another dimension of current concern:
gender. Contemporary ethnographies commonly mention practicing
women shamans. Their presence at the end of the twentieth or early
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twenty-first century does not appear unusual, or particularly worthy of
comment. Nevertheless, a historically minded reader would wonder
whether this was always the case. Were women shamans ubiquitous
throughout history, or were they the exception? And most importantly
for archaeologists, how far back might we push such analogies? This
was the thread I started to follow more closely, when turning from eth-
nographic accounts to historical archives.

MAPPING THE PATH

The chapters in this book are organized only partly chronologically.
Rather than attempting a more comprehensive account, which would
threaten to tax the reader as well as my own abilities, I have chosen a set
of episodes that highlight shifting visions of Siberian shamans. Together
they comprise a study in the geography of imagination and the wayward
paths that shamans and their spirits took. My ambition is to explore the
edges of possibility as they appeared to scholars of different generations,
backgrounds, and orientations.

Encounters between explorers and native men and women in any
colonial expansion involved a complicated alchemy of fear, curiosity,
and aggression as well as a desire for knowledge. Siberia was no excep-
tion. Nonetheless, the colonial project in that part of the world pos-
sessed particular qualities meriting close attention. The history of Rus-
sian colonial expansion into the vast land to the east has not been a
common part of the history of European science, nor is it commonly
addressed in discussions of European colonial endeavors. Yet the threads
of Siberian natives interlace the texts of European anthropology, geog-
raphy, and botany. As well as traveling the world, then, shamans in this
story also serve as guides through different layers of Europe’s own sense
of place.

In following the itinerant history of Siberian shamans, I also want to
retell the history of prehistoric archaeology as it came to be defined at
the end of the nineteenth century, suggesting that the search for the ori-
gin of civilization led east as well as underground. Europe, we too often
forget, is a region bounded not just by coastline but also by a less cer-
tain limit on land. The practice of a more “worldly” archaeology is thus
not simply a matter of moving beyond such continental confines but also
reimagining them. The formation of prehistory involved a complex inter-
play between religion and science, alternately opposed and intertwined.
Amid discussions of origins, empirical evidence met dreams about the



