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!ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƛǘƭŜΧ 
 

How does a lawyer end up as a 
Spiritualist medium? 

 

(Making sense of a mid-ÌÉÆÅ ÃÒÉÓÉÓȣɊ 



What are we going to do tonight? 

·The Evenki (Tungus) peoples of Siberia & origins of 
ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÓÈÁÍÁÎȭ 

·Early Russian & North American descriptions of 
shamans ɀ witchdoctors, magicians, sorcerers, etc. 

·Mircea Eliade ɀ a cross-cultural model of shamanism 

·Shamanism or shamanisms? 

·What is Spiritualism? 

·Identifying a common apprenticeship 

·Why does Spiritualism still feel a bit dodgy? 



Shaman: a recent definition 
 

 Shamans are an integral part of communal 
 religious traditions, professionals who make      
 use of personal supernatural experiences, 
 especially trance, as a resource for the wider 
 ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ×ÅÌÌÂÅÉÎÇȢ 

 

Thomas A. DuBois 

Ȭ!Î )ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 3ÈÁÍÁÎÉÓÍȭ ɉάΪΪγɊ 



The Evenki (Tungus) 
·The Evenki are a series of Siberian clans 

·Nomadic, reindeer-herding 

·Widespread popular beliefs in clan spirits, of animals 
as well as the dead 

·Various cosmologies & creation myths ɀ often upper 
and lower worlds (upper and lower in relation to the 
world we live in)  

·It is possible for both spirits and the embodied to be 
active in the other worlds from the ones they inhabit 



Location 



The Evenki ~ŀƳņƴ (1) 
·Interacting with spirits on a regular basis is reserved to 

specialists called shamans ɀ ȬËÎÏ×ÅÒÓȭ ÏÒ ȬÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ 
ËÎÏ×ȭ 

·Also herbalists, healers, carriers of clan folklore 

·Long apprenticeships to existing shamans 

·Ceremonies for recognition of shamans 

·Special clothing & tents, other equipment such as 
drums, rattles 

·Communication involves journeying and incarnation 



The Evenki ~ŀƳņƴ (2) 
·Usually (not always) one practising shaman per clan 

·Spirit helpers (familiars) ɀ spirits of the dead 
(including predecessor shamans) and animals 

·Controller of spirits or controlled by spirits?  

·Protector of the clan ɀ aggressor against other clans 

·Ȭ"ÁÄȭ ÓÈÁÍÁÎÓ ɀ selfish use of powers 

·Fundamental idea ɀ continuing relationship with 
those (human and animal) who once inhabited this 
world & active (safe) communication as a learned skill 



Siberian ~ŀƳņƴ 



aƴŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊΧ 

Chuonnasuan 
1927-2000 
Last shaman of the Oroqen 
 
(Photo Richard Noll 1994) 
 



Russia & North America 
·Early 20th-century Russian ethnographers ɀ esp. Sergei 

Shirokogoroff 

·.ÏÒÔÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÒÓȭ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ 
practitioners from 18th-century onwards ɀ esp. in sub-
Arctic cultures. 

·%ØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÉÎ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ (ÅÁÒÎÅȭÓ Ȭ! *ÏÕÒÎÅÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
.ÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ /ÃÅÁÎȭ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÉÎ Ϋαγί 

·Long-standing US & Canadian scholarly history of 
discussion of the shaman/medicine 
man/witchdoctor/wise man(woman)/medium etc.  



/ƘŜǊƻƪŜŜ ΨaŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ aŀƴΩ 



Knud Rasmussen 
·Danish explorer 

·Told by an Iglulik  shaman: 

 Ȭ!ÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÔÏ ÅÁÔȟ ÁÌÌ 
 those that we have to strike down and destroy to 
 make clothes for ourselves, have souls, like we 
 have, souls that do not perish with the body and 
 which must therefore be propitiated lest they 
 ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÁÖÅÎÇÅ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÏÎ ÕÓȣȭ 

(Harvey, 146) 



aƛǊŎŜŀ 9ƭƛŀŘŜ ϧ Ψ{ƘŀƳŀƴƛǎƳΩ 
·Mircea Eliade, University of Chicago ɀ attempted a 

cross-cultural synthesis shamanisms, so as to develop a 
ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ȬÓÈÁÍÁÎÉÓÍȭ 

·First serious attempt to define a clear category & bring 
some order to scholarly discussion 

·%ÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÄ ȬÊÏÕÒÎÅÙÉÎÇȭ ÏÒ ȬÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÉÎÇȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ 
worlds; downplayed incarnation of spirits (possessory 
aspects of shamanisms) 

·Proposed that most shamanic traditions had 
ÄÅÔÅÒÉÏÒÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÏÒÓÈÉÐ ÏÆ Á ȬÈÉÇÈ ÇÏÄȭ 
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±ƛǘŜōǎƪȅΥ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΩ 
·ȣ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÓÔÏÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÉÔÉÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÅÁÓÙ 

to explain, between shamanic ideas and practices as far 
apart as the Arctic, Amazonia and Borneo, even 
though these societies have probably never had any 
contact with each other. Many current interpretations 
emphasize the healing side of shamanism, but this is 
ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÍÁÎȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ !ÍÏÎÇ ÏÔÈÅÒ 
ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÓÈÁÍÁÎÉÓÍ ÉÓ Á ÈÕÎÔÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ 
with the necessity of taking life in order to live oneself. 

(1995: 11) 



Continuing Debates 
·Shamanism or shamanisms? 

·Is shamanism different from traditions of mediumship 
and/or spirit possession? 

·Spirits, ancestors, community ɀ ongoing relationships 

·Urban or rural? South Korea, Japan & Vietnam 

·Trance & awareness 

·Spiritualism as the main form of mediumship in Anglo-
American culture ɀ why? Is it a shamanism? 

·Roman Catholicism ɀ traditions of mysticism & exorcism 

·Africa ɀ possessed spirit mediums or shamans? 

·Pentecostal Christianity 





Spiritualism 
·A movement whose adherents describe themselves as 

pursuing a science/philosophy but which is organised 
in much the same way as a religion 

·A movement that coheres around the practice of 
mediumship 

·In Spiritualism, according to its adherents, 
mediumship is used to demonstrate personal survival 
ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÄÅÁÔÈȟ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÌȟ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ȬÃÈÁÎÎÅÌÌÅÄȭ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ 

·Demonstrations of mediumship are given in 
Spiritualist churches, or privately with mediums 



! ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΧ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊŜΧ 



tƻ ƘŜǊŜΧ 



Case Study: Portobello, Edinburgh 



Bath Street, Portobello 






