SHAMANS/NEO-SHAMANS

Shamans and shamanisms are in vogue at present. In popular culture, such
diverse characters as occultist Aleister Crowley, Doors musician Jim Morrison
and performance artist Joseph Beuys have been termed shamans. The anthropological construct ‘shamanism’, on the other hand, has associations with
sorcery, witchcraft and healing, and archaeologists have suggested the
meaning of prehistoric cave art lies with shamans and altered consciousness.
Robert J. Wallis explores the interface between ‘new’ (modern Western),
indigenous and prehistoric shamans, and assesses the implications for archaeologists, anthropologists, indigenous communities, heritage managers, and
neo-Shamanic practitioners. Identifying key figures in neo-Shamanisms,
including Mircea Eliade, Carlos Castaneda and Michael Harner, Wallis assesses
the way in which ‘traditional’ practices have been transformed into ‘Western’
ones, such as Castaneda’s Don Juan teachings and Harner’s core shamanism.
The book draws on interviews and self-reflective insider ethnography
with a variety of practitioners, particularly contemporary Pagans in Britain
and North America from Druid and Heathen traditions, to elucidate what
neo-Shamans do. Wallis looks at historical and archaeological sources to
elucidate whether ‘Celtic’ and ‘Northern’ shamanisms may have existed, he
explores contemporary Pagan engagements with prehistoric sacred sites such
as Stonehenge and Avebury, and discusses the controversial use by neoShamans of indigenous (particularly Native American) shamanisms.
Rather than discuss neo-Shamans as, simply, inauthentic, invalid culturestealers, Wallis offers a more detailed and complex appraisal. He makes it
clear that scholars must be prepared to give up some of their hold over
knowledge, and not only be aware of these neo-Shamanic approaches but
also engage in a serious dialogue with such ‘alternative’ histories.
Robert J. Wallis is Associate Director of the MA in Art History at
Richmond, the American International University in London, and a
Research Fellow in Archaeology at the University of Southampton. He has
published extensively on the archaeology and anthropology of art, shamanisms and neo-Shamans.
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WAES THU HAEL

[T]he Pagan renaissance is obvious. Bookstores are full of
books on the ancient native religions. In Great Britain, you
cannot avoid the Pagan network. They even have university
professors who are openly Pagan. In Iceland, Paganism became
an official religion in 1973. Everywhere in Europe …
[w]itness the return of the Druids, the shamans and the
priests of the Gods.
(Christopher Gerard, Belgian neo-Shaman,
cited by Henry 1999: 3)
[W]e moderns have nothing whatsoever of our own; only by
replenishing and cramming ourselves with the ages, customs,
arts, philosophies, religions, discoveries of others do we
become anything worthy of notice.
(Nietzsche 1983 [1893]: 89)
[W]hy shamanism, why magic? We need them both.
(Drury 1982: 100)
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