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      When I started working with Native American elders and medicine people in the 1980s, they were all warning of the ‘Earth Changes’ to come; they warned about pollution and told us how Grandmother was going to change things, and that humans were like fleas on her back, and if we didn’t watch out She would scratch. Well, from where I stand, it looks like she is starting to do just that... big time.

      

      Shamans know if we dont have the ‘right relationship’ with the natural world and the spirits that inhabit it, we will get badly bitten by them, but our material, consumerist, exploitative ‘dead-matter-thinking’ Western culture has seemingly forgotten and ignored that little inconvenient fact.

      

      So, we start this issue with two articles about magical ecological activism; as we have all been born ‘here and now,’ right bang at this moment of crisis and opportunity, and we have to know what we are we going to do about it besides ducking when the shit hits the fan.

      

      And, having been born, we are all going to die sometime relatively soon too, and what are we going to do about that, in terms of passing on our ritual objects - and our life experience too I would add - as we move on to become ancestors.

      

      Ancestors are hugely important in shamanism, in Traditional shamanism they are the spirit helpers of the shamans, and the ancestral spirits are fed and cherished, as you will see when you read the article about shamanism in Northern China.

      

      And we also take a look at the practice of chöd too, which feeds disruptive spirits, so that they calm down and stop causing aggravation... maybe we need mass chöd ceremonies to right the damage we have done to the spirits of the land, and water, and air and fire; and we also need to become wise ancestors for those who are to come too, so they can learn from our mistakes.

      

      Blessings to all Beings

      Nicholas Breeze Wood
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      Society, in many indigenous societies in the world is not confined to the human domain, but is extended beyond humanity to encompass animals, plants, spirits, and other entities. However, the relation between living humans and deceased ancestors has largely been neglected.

      This article is about the Daur Mongols - as well as the Evenki, and Buryat and Bargu Mongols - who live near the city of Hulun Buir, Northeast China,

      In Daur traditional knowledge, life embraces both life and death, and it is filled with incarnation, regeneration, and transformations; and invoking the spirits of shamanic ancestors, to enter a shaman’s body is considered crucial in Daur shamanic rituals.

      The evidence suggests that dead shamans actively participate in human social life, and these interactions between living humans and ancestral spirits play a key role in maintaining cosmic harmony, protecting tribal members from illness and misfortune, and ensuring success in every aspect of life.

      

      This article comes from my observations of three rituals in Hulun Buir in the summer of 2019 and the summer of 2020 and in it, I want to examine how shamanic rituals - including the use of ritual art objects - function as a conduit to communication between the clan members and their shaman ancestors.

      My analysis suggests that ancestral beings, non-human beings such as animals and land spirits, and living humans, are all equal members of society. All social members are able to celebrate, communicate, share food and drink, listen to each other’s stories, and receive blessings or praise.

      

      THE DAUR MONGOL PEOPLE

      The Daur are a Mongol prople, speaking a form of Mongolian, and are best known today for their farming skills.

      They came to North Eastern China - Manchuria - from southern Siberia, east of Lake Baikal; moving from there in the C17th due to a geo-politcal situation that arose with the Russian Tsar. The Tsar wanted the Daur to submit to the rule of Russia; but they already considered themselves to be subjects of the Emperor of China, which at that time had a Manchu dynasty - the Qing dynasty, the last Chinese dynasty before Communism - that had it’s origins in Manchuria.

      The Russian Tsar sent Cossack troops to the area, who killed a large number of Daur men and raped, and took captive many women and children, and so, faced with increasing Russian expansion and violence, the Daurs fled southward, and that is why they came to live in lands which - at the time were part of Mongolia, but which are now part of China.

      According to the Chinese census, there were around 130,000 Daur people in China in 2010.

      

      Shamanism has been practised by the Daur since ancient times. Archaeological research traces shamanism back to the Bronze Age, although the first appearance of the word sâman - shaman - is from a medieval Chinese book from the Song Dynasty C1126-1207. A much later, Qing dynasty book, written in the early C19th states, ‘If a Daur person is sick, this person must call a sâman to dance for healing.

      Daur shamanism continued to be practised widely in the first half of the C20th, but was then regarded by the Chinese government as a ‘primitive and backward religion’, and was forbidden after 1949.

      Daur shamans in the 1930–1940s were documented by a Japanese scholar, who wrote about a male shaman, called a la - or lama - who was the great grandfather of a contemporary Daur shaman called Siqingua, who is a key figure in this article.

      In the 1950s and early 1960s, the Chinese government organised a state-wide survey of ‘minorities’ - - people in China who are not Han Chinese - and the project documented living Daur shamans, although they had abandoned shamanic practices for some years.

      

      Daur shamanism began to be revived at the end of the C20th century, and in 1998, Siqingua - the great granddaughter of la shaman - was initiated by a Bargu Mongol shaman called Hudechulu and soon became famous in the region. Up to August 2020, Siqingua has held about 15 initiation rituals for her shaman students, who are all from local ethnic groups, including Bargu, Daur and Buryat Mongols living in the area, as well as members of the Siberian Evenki tribe.

      

      THE NATURE OF THE SPIRITS

      There are two main types of shamanism found in northern Asia; Northern shamanism focuses mostly on interactions between humans and animal spirits, and southern shamanism by what are termed ‘inter-human transformations’, which are relationships between living shamans and ancestral shamans.

      A Daur shaman usually inherited their ability from a shamanic ancestor of the clan, one who passed on the ability after their own death. These abilities however, were not inherited by each generation, as sometimes they would reappear after a gap of one or two generations.

      In the Daur language, both male and female shamans are called yadgan, but they often use the term sâman to describe a yadgan, due to the cultural influence from the local Evenki people, as sâman in an Evenki word.

      

      There are also other specialists alongside the yagdan, such as bagchi who are assistants to the yagdan in rituals; otoshi who are specialist healers of children; bariechin who are midwifes; and barshi who are bone-setters. As none of these specialists are not able to embody spirits, they are not considered to be the same as  yadgan.

      Daur yadgans can be further divided up into two types: hojoor yadgans and bodi yadgans.

      The word hojoor means ‘male clan ancestral spirit’ and most yadgan are hojoor yadgans because they inherit their ancestral spirits from their father’s clan.

      The word bodi means ‘from outside’, and this indicates that a yadgan’s ability comes from spirits outside of their father’s family, which can mean they come from a maternal lineage.

      

      A hojoor yadgan has one or two ancestor shamans as their master spirit helpers, and a pool of other spirits - including animal spirits - to draw upon.

      The Daur pantheon also includes the Great Spirit Tengger; spirits of land; dragons, who are lus or nagas, the spirits of rivers; a lightning god; a fire god; the spirit keeper of mountains; spirit animals such as bear, tiger, snake, fox, and bird; and non-shaman human ancestral spirits.

      

      There are two words used for spirits in general, barkan and onggor. The word barkan means ‘static’, and onggor means ‘changing and dynamic’ and this describes the two energetic forms of spirits. People who have died turn to static barkan spirits, and dynamic onggor spirits are animals and the spirits of the land and rivers.

      But static barkan spirits become dynamic onggor spirits, when they become helper spirits for a shaman, and enter a shaman’s body. Barkan spirits are usually embodied in paintings on cloth, or wooden carvings, which represent legendary ancestors who died in accidents. Daur believe that those who die from accidental causes haunt living humans, and making images of them, and giving offerings prevents their attention causing misfortunes.

      A barkan usually includes an group of carvings, not only representing the dead ancestor, but also animals associated with them and objects used by them when they were alive. One, called the holieri barkan, are the most popular group spirit carvings and these include 17 spirits and 58 items including anthropomorphic  and zoomorphic images, and objects - such as a gun used to shoot birds.

      These memorise a legend about an man who was killed by lightning, and after his death, animals around him and objects used by him all transformed into powerful spirits.

      

      ARMOUR AND ANIMALS

      Every hala, - which is the word for a Daur family clan - has a hojoor barkan which represents the earliest ancestor of the clan, and during rituals, these carved or painted barkan are placed on an altar, so that the spirits can accept offerings and prayers made to them.

      Daur shamans also have what are called abagaldai, which are a copper masks complete with hair. These represent the main barkan of a ritual, and people put most of the offerings before this mask.

      The abagaldai generally represents the spirit of a black bear, who is the head of all the spirits. Traditionally, its hair, eyebrows, and mustache are made of hair from a bear

      Animals have the same divine status as ancestral spirits, and share in the offerings and the respect given.

      

      Animal and plant images are also present on the ritual armour costume of Daur shamans; the shamanic costumes of both Daurs and Evenk and Manchu shamans in Manchuruia was documented 90 years ago, and had antler headdress, cloth streamers, fringes, bronze mirrors, brass bells, iron pendants, cowrie shell decoration, and animal and plant images.

      A Daur shaman headdress is adorned with a pair of reindeer antlers, with prongs made of iron. The number of prongs represent the shaman’s rank. A metal eagle, which symbolises the shaman’s onggor helper spirit is between the two antlers

      Each shoulder epaulet of the costume has a stuffed cloth bird, representing the shaman’s messenger between the spirits and the shaman; the left-hand bird is male and the right-hand one female

      On the shaman Siqingua’s costume, the collar is decorated with a dragon and a phoenix, which shows elements from Han Chinese culture. The waistband has a natural landscape theme, with the Sun, the Moon, trees, mountains, a river, and reindeer.

      Twelve streamers, each embroidered with the twelve animals from the Chinese calendar are attached to the costume, together with another twelve streamers, each embroidered with the ‘tree of life’ ‘which is called duwalan by the Daur.

      The duwalan connect the spirits and the human beings, and trees which represent it include the poplar, prickly pear, white birch, willow, pine, and camphor.

      

      THE SHAMANIC LANDSCAPE

      Shamanic practices create a ‘social interface’ between the different worlds, by which I mean a ‘social space’, where all the entities from the different worlds are gathered together, to communicate, exchange ideas, and confer about the problems of the human clan or family.

      

      Among the Daur, together with other ethnic groups in North Eastern China, shamanic rituals are frequently held throughout the year, especially in the summer season.

      Participants, including the elderly and young children, dress up for the occasion, and attending a shamanic ritual in this sense is little different from attending a regular secular festival. The primary difference however, is that a secular festival only has human participants, from the human world, but a shamanic ritual attracts attendees from different worlds.

      Open, public rituals were common among the people historically and still occur today. These including ovoo cairn rituals, Tengger rituals, mountain spirit, and river spirit rituals. In these, a cow or pig are sacrificed and cooked, and food and drinks are given as offerings. These ceremonies are usually presided over by a clan elder or a bagchi shaman assistant.

      

      In China, shamanism is not recognised as one of the five official religions by the central government, but instead is seen as a form of folk culture or unofficial folk religion.

      Since the 1980s, the large-scale ovoo ceremonies have often been organised by the local authorities, so as to strengthen the political community, and the ritual performances of shamans have been regarded as an ‘intangible cultural heritage’. They are usually open to all residents of whatever ethnic background.

      

      While shamans and other specialists are invited to perform in the freely open authority-organised public shamanic activities, they never stop performing their, more private clan-based rituals, which are only ‘half-open’ to the public. I use the term ‘half-open’ here, because these rituals are not open to just anyone, but only open to their extended family clan  members.

      

      The ominan ritual is the greatest shamanic ritual in Daur shamanic practices, and it takes place every three years and lasts for three days. The Daur word ominan comes from the Evenki word ominaran, which means ‘to invoke the spirits.’ and the Daur ritual is most likely of Evenki origin.

      Clan members participate in the ritual communally, and all spirits are invited to descend. Aside from the host shaman, a high-level great shaman - da yadgan - will be invited to be the leader of the ritual, as well as shaman students of the great shaman.

      Cambridge anthroplogist Professor Dame Caroline Humphrey, who is an expert on Daut shamanism, rightly says that not only is the ominan a shamanic equivalent of a communal sky or mountain cult, but it is also a ‘meta-ritual’ containing an overarching summation of yadgan shamanship as a whole.

      Another ritual, called an eelden, takes place every year, or every other year, and usually lasts just one day.

      Except for a purification ritual, held at people’s homes on the beginning of the lunar new year, the ominan, eelden, - and also shamanic initiation rituals - were in the past, held either in the shaman’s courtyard or in nature, but today most rituals are performed in nature, usually on meadowland by a river

      

      MAKING THE RITUAL SPACE

      The ritual space needs to be created carefully under the instruction of the shaman’s hojoor spirits.

      As mentioned above, the shaman Siqingua inherited her shamanic ability from her father’s grandfather, La shaman. She was initiated in 1998 and has held numerous rituals for herself and her students up to now.

      She reported that before the day of the ritual, her ancestors - mostly her great grandfather - would appear in her dreams, repeatedly telling her which ritual location she should choose, as well as details of how to build the ritual space and what sacrificial animals and offerings she should prepare.

      The creation of the ritual space is a vital part of shamanic knowledge, since it is one of the key elements to ensure the spirits descend and the ritual is a success. The shaman’s family, relatives, students, and other clan members volunteer to work on making the ritual space.

      On the evening before the ritual, volunteers transport all the materials, including the sacrificial animals and offerings to the site.

      A Mongolian-style ger [yurt] is raised, and fresh birch trees, dug from a mountain forest, are prepared.

      Before sunrise of the ritual day, people erect two birch trees as tooroo - sacrificial trees - inside the ger, and more tooroo trees outside, about 20 m from the ger’s door. The tooroo inside, pass through the smoke hole in the roof of the ger, and are connected with the outer tooroo by a hide rope accompanied by a string, woven with seven - or sometimes three or five - coloured threads.

      The number of outer tooroo trees depends on the host shaman’s generation. For example, Siqingua’s daughter Lina - who is also a shaman and has inherited shamanic abilities from her father’s shaman ancestors - hosted her first ominan in the summer of 2020. As she is the fourteenth-generation shaman in her father’s family, the number of outer tooroo trees was fourteen

      Between the two inner trees, three cross bars, made of plum wood are tied, to represent a spirit ladder to enable the spirits to descend. According to Daur knowledge, to be effective, the tooroo trees’ leaves must be green and alive, and this enables onggors to descend the trees, so that the shamans can connect with the onggor.

      In the Daur, and the Evenki initiation rituals, a hide horse’s stirrup is tied with the rope that stretches between the inner and outer trees, and the new shaman must hold the stirrup and run between the ger and the outer trees three times, in order to connect with their onggor.

      I observed an Evenki shaman’s initiation in 2020. When the new shaman was running the last round, on the way from the outer tooroo to the ger, she suddenly shouted and jumped wildly. With other people’s help, she was able to sit down, and so begin drumming and singing. From her chanted words, people knew the identiy of the ancestor shaman who was occupying her body.

      

      A pair of stuffed cloth snakes - one black, one white - are tied to the bottom of the trees and spirit idols and pictures of the shaman’s barken spirits placed on the inner altar behind the trees. Beside the trees, the shaman’s costume and abagaldai mask are hung.

      Pictures of the Sun and the Moon - as the symbols of Tengger - are hung on the outer trees, and beside these trees, an outer altar set up.

      Volunteers and participants tie coloured ribbons on both the inner and outer tooroo trees to show their respects to the spirits

      

      The creation of the ritual space is arguably linked to what we define as a ‘sacred landscape,’ both in the human physical, as well as in the other-than-human worlds. Humans, the ger, ritual artifacts, tooroo trees, barken idols, and onggor spirits all form a complex network, and all these actors in this network play a role, which brings humans, other-than-humans - including the ancestral spirits - together into a social relationship.

      In this way - whether barken idols, or ritual object - all parts of the ritual possess aspects of a person; in other words, they are considered actual persons and community members.

      

      THE REASONS FOR RITUALS

      The ominan, is conducted every three years by Daur shamans to obtain a higher rank and to renew their power, and it is, as I previously said, it a ‘meta-ritual’ which contains an overarching summation of yadgan shamanship as a whole.

      The shaman is qualified to wear headwear with three prongs of reindeer antlers on their first ominan, held three years after the initiation ritual, and after that, every ominan will add another three prongs to the antler headwear. Twelve-pronged antlers mark the highest rank for a Daur shaman.

      Siqingua became the greatest contemporary Daur shaman, with twelve prongs, on her fourth ominan in 2015.

      

      Not only do the shaman’s family clan members participate in the rituals, but so, too, do the people of neighbouring sub-clans, having no shaman of their own, and any other non-clan clients of the shaman organising the ominan. Additionally, not only the host shaman and the senior shaman, but also other shaman students of the senior shaman will attend.

      The Daur yadgan plays the key role as the body-conduit linking different worlds. However, the meeting between living humans and ancestral spirits, and other noncorporeal beings is the ultimate aim of a successful ritual.

      A yadgan’s tasks for their people in the ritual is to, divine the causes of illness and misfortune; divine the whereabouts of lost animals; explain dreams; enliven the spirit-placings people kept at home; invoke and bargain with spirits; consecrate sacrificial animals to spirits; expel or calm spirits attacking people; exorcise spirits through substitute objects; retrieve human souls stolen by spirits; place children under the protection of Tengger or a female spirit called Ome Niang-Niang; invoke and propitiate the souls of dead shamans; cure mental illness and depression; and restore balance in social life.

      These diverse tasks exemplify how the shaman functions as a gifted prophet and an extraordinary healer for the community. However, it is important to add that all participants, whether shamans, community members, or deceased ancestors, are equally important ritual actors in creating a social relational network.

      Community members are not just passive elements in the ritual, there to be healed and helped with problem solving; they bring personal or communal needs and requests to the ritual, which make the ritual meaningful.

      

      During the entering of ancestral spirits into the shaman’s body, the shaman replies to questions from the spirits, and asks questions of them too, and through the consultations with the spirits, they pursue a social connection with ancestors, which continues in their daily life.

      All these actions confirm that community members and other participants are indispensable to ensure the success of the ritual. Dame Carolyn Humphrey emphasises that traditionally, a Daur shaman ‘was a relational being, who needed other people to give them energy and support.

      Similarly, ancestral spirits are active elements, engaging with the shaman. They are the main characters to divine, judge, and give clear instructions to the shamans and their people.

      

      THE ANCESTORS SPEAK

      The incarnation of onggor is an entirely desired, positive, and voluntary act.

      When the onggor entered Siqingua’s body at the onset of her ominan in September 2009, the ancestor shaman told his great-granddaughter exactly what to do during the ritual, and what kind of sheep she must sacrifice. Later, when other shamans entered the ger, La shaman entered Siqingua’s body again and told her about the running order of the ominaan.

      

      During Siqingua’s first ominan, in the summer of 2004, she was possessed by different spirits seven times over the three days.

      The first possession occurred on the morning of the first day of the ritual, when La shaman told people how to organise the event, including the sacrificial details, timings, ritual equipment, and offerings; but on the third occasion the spirit was not Siqingua’s ancestor but an ancestor shaman of another clan.

      That spirit called his tribe’s people to him, divined for them, and gave instructions on how to avoid future misfortune.

      After the main sacrifice, all the shamans present were possessed by their own onggor spirits, and every non-shaman at the ritual was called by their ancestor shaman to discuss and be given advice about personal or family issues.

      The dialogue between clan members and the ancestral spirits goes on throughout the whole ritual process, the spirits speaks through the shaman while they are singing - accompanied by drumming - and the people gathered around respond to the spirit in various ways. The spirits may tell stories about themselves, and in return, people may tell of their suffering and ask for help from the spirit.

      

      At the closing ritual of a student of Siqingua’s in June 2009, the shaman’s ancestor descended, summarised the whole ritual procedure, gave thanks to all participants, and expressed his appreciation. Finally, the ancestor asked the people if they agreed that the shaman should be upgraded to a higher rank, and all the people shouted “yes” to the spirit.

      A kuree ritual is also performed by the shamans at the end of an ominan. In this, a yadgan hold ends of a leather thong, and, one by one, people duck under it and ‘escape’. It is said that such action brings the spirits’ blessings to the people, in order to avoid illness

      On the very last night of the ominan, there is a ‘blood drinking’ ritual, held in the ger, in darkness. In this, people feed the spirit idols with calf blood, and then afterwards the people gather around the bonfire outside the house to dance and sing in order to amuse both humans and the spirits.

      

      It seems to me that the ritual is in many ways similar to a festival ceremony in which beings of all kinds enjoy food, drink, and music, exchange information, and merge into one social community; however, in the shamanic ritual, the ancestral spirits join the celebration.

      

      THE ACTIVE ANCESTRORS

      Although the death of a Daur shaman ends their biological life, ritual ‘inter-human metamorphosis’ enables their social life to continue, as the ancestor shamans still actively participate in organising the social life of their clan through communications with their descendants in the rituals. For the Daur the ancestral spirits are still living persons, living with living humans in the same social realm.

      Although the ancestors normally reside in mountains and forests, they are always invited to visit their descendants by the shaman’s invocations and prayers; and it is crucial to point out that such inter-human connections between the living and the dead are always experienced by people in a social, rather than a ‘religious’ context.

      As Duna, the daughter of an Evenki shaman, with many years of experience as an assistant in shamanic rituals, told me: ‘I never feel our ancestors are gods we need to worship. They are onggor, but the word onggor is not like the word god. They are my family members. They do not live with us. They have their own places to live. However, they visit us in the ritual, just like a relative of mine visits my family sometimes.’

      

      From the active participation of ancestral spirits through the shaman’s performance, people learn cosmological knowledge, survival strategies, crisis management, conflict resolution skills, ecological intelligence, and traditional wisdom in order to establish community well-being.

      During the Daur shamanic trance, ancestral spirits always lament their personal experience. They often cry out to tell how they took generations to come down to meet people by finding a ‘seed shaman’ - a new shaman.

      Many contemporary Mongols in Russia and Mongolia - who lost their family genealogy due to the impact of Communism - are eager to know who their ancestors are, and they often receive answers from the shamans possessed by ancestral spirits.

      In the Evenki shaman Narengerile’s initiation ritual, when the last shaman in her father’s line entered her body, her family members learned this ancestor’s life story, and that he was buried on a small island in Lake Baikal.

      

      This article suggests that, the realm of the social does not end with human beings.

      For over a century, studies of shamanism have been centreed on the religious paradigm, in which beings in other worlds are envisioned as gods or sacred entities, whom humans revere and worship. However, my observations of Daur shamanic rituals in Northeast China suggest that these other entities are persons, equivalent to human beings, or as Dame Carolyn Humphrey puts it ‘spirits were not higher than human beings, just different.’

      

      Feng Qu is an shamanologist from the Arctic Studies Centre, Liaocheng University, Dongchangfu District, Liaocheng 252000, China

      

      This article is a edited version of one which appeared in the journal ‘Religions’, Volume 12, Issue 8, 2021. You can read the full article here: www.bit.ly/DaurShamanism1
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      There are perhaps two Tibetan practices which have gripped the Western imagination most. The one is raising body temperature through meditation, and then drying wet shawls by body heat alone - while of course sitting in the snow. This is a practice called tummo. And the other is the practice called chöd.

      

      Chöd - which means ‘to cut’ in Tibetan - is a powerful magical practice, designed to ‘cut through’ a person’s fear and grasping to their physical body.

      Traditionally, when performing it, the practitioner goes to a wild and haunted place, a place that brings up fear in them, and then they invite spirit beings to come and eat them.

      This can bring up great feelings of fear, which the practitioner learns to cope with, and because we are programmed to be self protecting, the act of offering our body as food, helps us lose attachment to it.

      The origins of chöd are in ancient India, but it is none-the-less a purely Tibetan ceremony, with some roots in Tibet’s ancient pre-Buddhist shamanism.

      In the C10th, there lived a great woman practitioner called Machig Labdrön. It is thought she came from a Bön family - Bön being the pre-Buddhist shamanism of the region - but that she worked with Buddhist teachers, and combined the two traditions in her teachings.

      She is considered by Buddhists to be a female Buddha, a reincarnation of Yeshe Tsogyal, the female Buddha consort of Padmasambava, the Tantric Buddha and first shaman figure, who brought Buddhism to Tibet in the C8th.

      Machig Labdrön distilled teachings from Buddhism and Bön, to produce the radical, extreme practice of chöd, and then taught her students the method. These students then founded a number of different chöd lineages, all of whom practice slightly different forms of chöd. Because Machig Labdrön is the root of all of these lineages, she is popularly called the ‘Mother of Chöd.’

      

      The ideas behind the ceremony are two fold. the first is the self development that it brings to the practitioner, and the second lies in the idea of compassion found within Buddhism.

      Buddhism does not have the concept of ‘good and evil,’ which is endemic in the West; instead it has the concept of ‘awareness and ignorance.’ Awareness brings compassion, because we become aware that all beings suffer, and an ‘evil’ being is just one who is unaware, and is therefore lashing out in their suffering, bringing more suffering to other beings.

      

      From this view, all the scary demons and terrifying spirits - as well as violent criminals and abusers - are merely damaged, suffering beings; who might well be a danger to us, and repulse us, but who are not inherently ‘evil.’

      From this position, compassion is shown to them, rather than hatred... as damaged beings, they are never beyond the possibility of change and healing, even if that may take many lifetimes.

      

      So, a chödpa - a person who practices chöd - seeks to help all suffering beings, by giving them an offering of food; the food being their own human body. This giving is an act of compassion and generosity, which also has the added benefit of helping the chödpa ‘cut through’ their own personal fear.

      

      The practice of chöd is, in its essence, very simple; although some lineages have developed very complicated practices, with a lot of liturgy which needs to be chanted. Other forms however are very simple, requiring just the singing of a song, which acts as the liturgy.

      

      The main aspect of the practice is a visualisation element. The chödpa will become - ‘arise’ - as a powerful Tibetan spirit being, and step out of their human body.

      In effect this is similar to a shamanic journey, when the shamanic practitioner is taken over by their spirit helper, and steps out of their physical body in order to go on the journey in the spirit world.

      It is a little like a Middle World journey in this aspect, as the chödpa will be in this reality, but outside of their body, looking at it. One could also call it a sort of ‘out of body experience’ in a way too.

      

      The spirit being whom the chödpa becomes - is taken over by - is a wrathful female being: called a khandroma in Tibetan, or a dakini in Sanskrit.

      This is normally a khandroma called Tromo Nagmo, but the khandroma can also be the Lion-headed dakini - Senge Dongma, or another called Vajrayogini. The practitioner invokes this spirit, then becomes this spirit and through that spirits eyes they look at their human body below them.

      

      Then the khandroma uses a special curved bladed knife, called a gri-gug, to cut off the head of the chödpa’s body, and then to cut the top of the head off from the rest of the head, in order to make a kapala skull bowl.

      Next the khandroma butchers the chödpa’s human corpse and puts all the meat into the kapala - which is magically large enough to hold it all - and then cooks it on a magical fire.

      The chödpa is visualising all of this, seeing it through the eyes of the khandroma they have become.

      

      Next the chödpa blows a kangling, a trumpet made from a human thighbone. This is the ‘dinner gong’ for the feast, and it’s note tells the ‘guests’ it is time to attend.

      These ‘guests’ are in many forms. Some are Buddhas, some are demons, and the human stew in the skull-bowl-cooking pot magically turns into the food each of the guests like best.Then the guests eat and are satisfied and pleased.

      Eventually the chödpa returns to themselves and to their whole human body, which of course has not been cut up and eaten by the guests.

      

      Chöd is often performed to pacify the demons who haunt certain places, or done as a form of healing for a sick person, so the spirits of illness will accept the chödpa’s body, instead of the sick person’s body. It is said to be especially good at times of pandemic and plague. Although originally a very traditional purely Himalayan practice, it has been increasingly taken up by people in the West in recent years, and there are many workshops and classes, and even online classes, available, teaching it nowadays.

      It is still a Buddhist and Bön practice, but it does lend itself to those with a more shamanistic worldview who are interested in Tibetan magical traditions.

      It is however a fairly ‘heavy duty’ practice, which requires initiation and training, it would not be something to just ‘have a bash at’ without the correct empowerments, and it does require grounded good mental health; there are many accounts of chödpas being driven mad by the process, as in this extract from the writings of Alexandra David-Neel in the next article.
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      One day a client asked me to clear his home of disruptive spirits. Unlocked doors were being locked, clock times were being changed, disembodied voices were being heard, and large mists were floating across rooms. He and his sister felt they were being watched. Their dog would inexplicably start barking at something unseen and unheard.

      As a shamanic practitioner, I had to be wary of such claims, given the possibility of hallucination, paranoia, overactive imagination, hoax, and so on. But I believed him, so right away I made a long-distance shamanic journey to his home, where I met an elderly female spirit who didn’t want to leave.

      I told her she could stay if she stopped trying to change the owners’ lives, and if she started giving the residents much more space. She agreed, and my client later reported that the disturbances had ended.

      

      How did I know the story was for real? It was the dog. I asked myself: Do dogs hallucinate, exhibit unprovoked paranoia, have overactive imaginations, or hoax?

      

      DEATH AND DOGS IN MYTH

      But also, when I had been researching psychopomp practice for my book ‘Death Walkers’, I was amazed how often canines popped up in the myths of peoples concerning the afterdeath realm.

      In Greek myth, for example, the ferryman Charon - sometimes depicted with wolf ears - helped the departed reach the other side. Cerberus, the Hound of Hades, was a multi-headed dog guarding the gates of the underworld to prevent the dead from leaving.

      In Celtic locales, black dogs were associated with death. Black Shuck, a phantom dog in British folklore, was seen as a death omen when it appears. The Welsh Hounds of Annwn protected and guided the deceased in the afterdeath world.

      In Norse mythology, dogs guarded the gates to the other side. Garmr, one such dog, was the hound of the female spirit Hel, the fearsome queen of the underworld. The Valkyries, female spirits of life and death, were sometimes depicted riding wolves as they escorted fallen warriors to Odin’s hall, Valhalla. Odin, accompanied by wolves, served the deceased.

      Among the Gypsies, the gate to the spirit world was guarded by nine white dogs in front of a hollow mountain.

      In the Middle East, dogs had to be present at Zoroastrian funerals. Among the Yezidis, a black dog’s hair was added to the shroud of the deceased. The people also constructed special dog cemeteries. The Armenian god Marduk, associated with the dead, was worshipped as ‘Lord of the dogs.’

      The Egyptian god Anubis, manifesting with the head of a black jackal or hound, guided departed souls.

      The ancient Indian god Yama, Lord of Death, advised departed souls not to be intimidated by his four-eyed dogs during their trip to the other side.

      The Mesoamerican man-dog spirit Xolotl led souls on their journey to the realm of death. Native Americans also associated dogs with the afterlife.

      

      Clearly, then, ancient peoples around the world felt that canines had a special relationship with death.

      

      DEAD DOGS AND THE LIVING

      So, I was not too surprised when I heard paranormal investigators reporting that deceased dogs appear to living humans, and living dogs react to deceased humans.

      But a virtual tsunami of such reports about dogs and death have appeared in recent years on a number of TV shows that document strange phenomena. Today’s proliferation of all types of cameras - in smart phones, in vehicles, inside and outside of people’s homes and businesses - has led to the filming of all types of ghostly phenomena.

      Dead dogs have been filmed showing up at the hangouts of their former owners. This should not be too shocking, given the strong bond between a canine and the rest of its ‘pack.’ As below, so above?

      Some former owners of deceased dogs, for example, report feeling doglike footfalls on their beds at night. Others report that their deceased dog even answers to their special call for it to ‘come.’

      Ghost dogs have even been filmed walking the same path that their owner used to take them on during their strolls. Footage has also captured them haunting the buildings of their former ‘haunts’ such as theatres.

      

      So, can people who have lost a pet dog communicate with it after it passed? Ghost dogs have been reported appearing in cemeteries, hanging out at the graves of their former owners. Stay tuned.

      One of the more intriguing film episodes involved two ghostly children and a ghostly dog, seen by neighbourhood residents. Research showed that two children had gone missing and were found dead by a stray dog in the woods nearby.

      

      LIVING DOGS AND THE DEAD

      Almost as common is footage that documents living dogs reacting to ghostly phenomena.

      On some occasions, both the ghostly phenomena and the living dogs were caught on film. During the just-mentioned appearance of the two ghost children and ghost dog, for example, living dogs were reported barking as the phantom figures walked by,

      

      Does this mean that dogs are psychic - clairvoyant, clairaudient, clairolfactory, clairsentient?

      This possibility might be easily dismissed were it not for the sophisticated scientific research showing that dogs react strongly as soon as their owner decides to come home, even when separated by several miles.

      Some living dogs are reported lying on the graves of their deceased former owners. The ‘pack consciousness’ of canines is strong indeed.

      The living dogs display a wide range of feelings when seeing ghosts, including wonderment [staring]; fear [hiding under beds and tables, freezing, shaking, backing up, jumping back, refusal to enter a room or walk on stairs]; aggression [intense barking at specific spots for no apparent reason, growling, baring of teeth]; and nervousness [pacing].

      But some living dogs are not so freaked out. One camera captured a dog playing with a child ghost.

      

      But what exactly are the dogs sensing, what senses are they using?

      Vision is likely, especially when they stare or freeze. Hearing is likely too; ghosts, especially poltergeists, are fond of rapping, and even creating a deafening cacophony of sounds.

      Smell is also possible; male and female ghosts will leave scents of tobacco and perfume respectively.  So too is touch, especially when the dogs jump back or hide.

      More evidence may uncover these mysteries, for example if we can document an owner smelling something unusual and the dog acting strangely at the same time.

      

      The specific breed of dog seems to make little difference in a dog’s reaction. More depends, I believe, on its past experiences.

      At the same time, bigger breeds seem to show more courage, hold their ground and display more aggression, compared to smaller ones. Too, multiple living dogs, namely a ‘pack,’ seem much braver than lone ones.

      

      SHAMANIC SERVICE DOGS?

      I’ve come to the inescapable conclusion that dogs are a potential resource for shamans, mediums, exorcists, and related spiritual practitioners. If dogs can be used to sniff out missing persons, smugglers, rogue mountain lions, cadavers, dangerous drugs, cancer and so on, why not ghosts?

      Might not dogs work with paranormal investigating teams, for example, to detect if indeed a building is haunted?

      They could be tested and trained in notoriously haunted sites, like prisons, hospitals, and hotels.

      Dogs might prove to be much better than all the expensive, complicated, energy-dependent, unreliable, time-consuming, inconvenient, and disruptive ‘instrumental transcommunication’ equipment now used; such as regular and infrared cameras, EMF meters, ghost boxes, EVP recorders, and the like, that many ghosts find easy to foil.

      Fido may turn out to be the haunted man’s best friend - and the disruptive ghost’s worst nightmare.

      Also, might dogs help shamans and professional exorcists determine if a client is possessed by unwanted entities, who are masters at hiding in a victim’s body? Dog detectives might easily ferret them out. Might they also help shamans with clients reporting hauntings in their homes?

      From the start shamans might ask, “Do you have a dog that’s been acting strangely?”

      If clients are prospective home-buyers, worried about a haunting of their ‘dream home,’ shamans might recommend taking a dog along to check the property out.

      Could dogs help a medium by serving as ‘trigger objects,’ namely enticing the deceased to come into our world by presenting their former beloved pets?

      

      So, wait for the coming TV series ‘Shaman-Dog Detective’, and watch the next superstar canine, soon to be as famous as Lassie or Rin Tin Tin, bust some ghosts.

      

      Note: The film sources were 20 episodes of ‘Paranormal Caught on Camera’ and ‘Unexplained Caught on Camera’ that aired in 2020-2023 on the Travel Channel.

      

      David Kowalewski, PhD, is a graduate of the Foundation for Shamanic Studies’ Three-Year Program in Advanced Shamanic Initiation at the Institute of Noetic Sciences. He is the author of ‘Death Walkers’, ‘Dances with Ancestors’, and ‘Destiny Retrieval’.

      He lives and tracks wildlife in the Northern Rocky Mountains, USA; his field research on wolf reintroduction has been featured in Electronic Green Journal: A UCLA Publication and Australian Journal of Environmental Education: A Cambridge University Press Journal. fkowalewski@alfred.edu
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