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SHAMANISM AND TRADITIONAL PLANT
KNOWLEDGE IN MONGOLIA

By Marilyn Walker

Mounr Allison Universiy Canada

Iy Jume 2006, I accompanied William Fitzhugh and Paula de
Priest and their teams of researchers on the Smithsonian's
Deer Stone projeet. As an anthropologist, T was interested in
ethnographic commentary on the archaeclogical, linguistic
and genetic evidence for Central Asia as the homeland of a
circumpolar complex extending from Siberia/Mongolia into
Alaska, the Canadian Arctic and Greenlzgnd, While these
connections are highly speculative, 1 found many interesting
references to Deer Stone imagery both in Mongolian
shamanism and in traditional plant knowledge.

On the road wip from Ulzanbaatar to Muren, and then
inter Tsaaganuur in the Hovsgol Aimag, 1 visited
srchaeological sites o view the Deer Stones and carried out
approximately 40 interviews with Mongolians about both
traditional plant knowledge and shamanism. From
Tsaaganuur, three of us (Amara, Ayush, and myself) left
Bill's and Paula's teams and traveled by reindeer and
horseback up into the mountains to a Tsaatan spring camp.

Known as Tsaatan in Mongoliz and Dukha in the
anthropological literature, the reindeer-herders are Tuvan by
ancestry but were isolated from their relatives in Tuva upon
closure of the Russian-Mongolian border gfisr 1991, In the
West Darhad Valley, between Lake Khovsgol and the Tuva
border, the Siberian huntersireindzer herders living in the

higher reaches of the mountains and Mongolian
herders (vaks, goais, sheep) of the grasslands in
the lower elitudes have co-exiswed and in soms
wiys, blended, thus giving this area # differsnt
ethnic and historieal character from “Mongolian™
culture, which has been heavily influsnced by
Buddhism.

Tsaatan Mongolians — especially in this region
— rerain & shamanic world view that has survived
persecution and neglect over many genergtions. It
embodies “core” elements of a shamanistic tradition
that forms a circumpolar pan-shamanic complex, for
instance: the sacredness of the horse; the shaman's
drum as hisfher "vehicle™ inte the other world 1o
stk help for problems in this world (the semicircle
used on the back of some shaman’s drums is
described as the horee’s hoof); the sheman's dress
as @ represeniation of (ke shamanic tree of life; the
memorializztion of helphil, zncesiral spirits in the
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shaman’s taoolkit; the use of trance as a path to knowledge;
and the wse of zrchetypal symbols such as the circle; spiral
and equidistant cross to represent and invoke natural forces
and =subtle energies

Some Preliminary Ohservations

Shamamism throughout Mongolia has been heavily
influenced by Buddhism and in many wreas, the bwo
traditions have blended and co-existed. Some lamas, for
example, are also shamans. At other times, shamamism was
suppressed by Buddhism, as i1 was by the Russian state,
sueh Urat shomans and shamanists were severclhy
persecited al various Dmes 1n history

l'odaw, both shamanism and Buddhism are undergoing
revitalization und in sume cases, are being reshaped by new
comditions and nfluenees, Bootourism is becoming an
important indistry a0 Mongalia, and shamanism is attracting
interest from neademies, health professionals, rekkers,
environnmentalists and others, Today, shamans are
traveling internationally 1o meet other shamans and, since
many of the ancestral linesges have been broken, are
tradning one another of sharing resources deross
COTTUNI e,

Shamans are traveling (o give workshops: in North
Americo and Europe, of 1o perform ceromonics a1 music
lestivids in Vlaanbuatsar Taking shamanism maside the
“home™ and, commumity 15 comtroversaal. I brings in much
neaded income (many fmilies make no more thay 200 o
year), but some people believe real shamans do not chas
for their services. 1 asked one shamuan how he worked
differently in his home and o place Like Ulaanbataar; “|
don’t call up all my [helping| spirits as 1 do at home, only
some of them, 11 woold be disrespectiul otherwise. Thes
would be offended and they might not help me when | nesd
them,"

Traditional Plant Knowledge
Mongalia offérs a wide variery of plants, many of which
migrated (as people did!) throughowt the cireumpolar
regions and further south into the southern parts-of Canada
and beyond. Wlile plant use was not the prerozative of
shamans, some shamans did use plants 0 minister to both
humans and animals, The Tsastan shaman, Soyan, who died
al over a hundred years of age in the spring of 2006, wes
known for her reindeer medicine.

The survival of shamanic peoples depends on=
reciprocal conmection with the land, Relations amongst

Chlinin talking aheat Traatan plant wse,

place, animals and people are mediated by a shamanic world
view and somelimes directly by shamans. A shaman ensyres
people’s hvelihoods through ceremonies that, 1 was told,
bring the min “that makes the plants and animals happy.” If
they are “happy,” then they can be generous to the people
whose lives
are
interdependent
with thems.
Since

traditionud

world view arc
interconnected
in Mongolia, |
began to
compile an
cthnobolany
of Mongolia,
With Chulu, 1
documented
s used by the Tsnatan, identifving plants that we used
wmans and the reindeer they rely on — for [ood,
medicine, technology and spirttual uses, Amang the plants
she mentioned was Liftm prmifnm (white potato), This is
eaten raw when people are outdoors, and s also bailed in
reindeer milk or steamed. She also described how the twias
of the shrub Caragana are bundled together to make a
BroOom ar Sweaper.

The burning of socred plants: is common i shamanic
cultures everywhere. In Mongola, junipers are preferred for
cleansing and purification, where they are gvailable. Juniper
15 bumed i an oper fire or it {5 pounded into & powder and
sprinkled onta the little iron stoves in the Mongolian pars
amd the Tsaatan npis: The smeke drives away bad spirits and
leases good spirits. Some: people say they just like the
cent.

Whether shamans use plants 10 any extent depends on
their personal prefarences, and perhaps also on their
ancestral spirits and the kind of knowledge they had when
they were living. Certainly plant use 15 not the prerogative of
shamans. Many people spoke to me about the plants they
gather and use for their families and their animals, although
some, such as Sanjim (ChulW's hushand), are known for their
sive knowledge.

Mext summer [ am planning to spend time with Sdnjim,
Chuolu and their son snd davghter (who are shamans),
Waorking with a family will provide me with information on
how Tszamn shemanic and plant knowledze is shared
berween men and women and passed on inler-generationally.
I will be identifving plants in the field and docomenting
important aspecis of traditional plant-knowledge; such as
protocols about collesting, times of the day or year that
determine the plant’™= efficacy, whether the root. stems,
leaves and flower should be used together or separated, and
beow plants arc combined in medicines. [expect this to'be o
long=ierm project. As one friend, & shamanist, tald md years
agor, “Every plant is medicine. .if you knew hew to use it.7

I would like to thank the following for assistance o my
project; William Fitzhugh, Paula DePriest, A. Ochir, I.
Crvuuma, Oyunbileg, Badamitseiseg (Badma), Adivahold,
Amara (my translator), and Ts. Avush.
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