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Mind in the Cave: Archeology Meets
Shamanism °

Andrei A. Znamenski

Absrtract: The essay examines the “shamanic rereading” of ancient and modern
rock art ( petroglyphs ). Analyzing writings that deal with rock art of Southern
Africa and Native America, the author shows how surrounding intellectual fashions
affected scholarly approaches to the interpretation of ancient and modern petroglyphs.
Originally scholars and writers viewed rock art from a materialistic viewpoint as a
manifestation of hunting magic. Yet, since the 1980s—1990s, the petroglyphs have
been increasingly reinterpreted in spiritual terms. The author argues that such change
of perspective was informed by the decline of positivism in humanities and social
sciences, the ascent of post-modernism, and the emergence of the large New Age
thought collective and print media in the 1970s—1990s. To better root themselves
in history, the latter widely appropriated archeology for their spiritual practices
(e.g. whistling bottles, various stone age figurines ), mainstreaming the “ancient
wisdom” into the general culture. Many archeologists began to cast rock art as a
manifestation of shamanic practices and related spiritual experiences. Particularly,
the essay analyzes the scholarship of the scholars who spearheaded so-called enfoptic
interpretation ( David Lewis-Williams, Jean Clottes, and David Whitely ) that
spiritualized rock art. Lastly, the author shows how such scholarly reassessment
trickled down into popular media and interpretive tourist sites.

Keywords: rock art, petroglyphs, entoptic theory, shamanism, spirituality, New
Age, Coso Range archaeology, Maya, Whistling Bottles, David Lewis-Williams,
Jean Clottes, David Whitely.

Author Profile: Andrei Znamenski is a professor in the History department at
University of Memphis. Studies History, Anthropology, and Cultural History.

*  This paper is based on the text of a chapter that was not included into my book The Beauty of the
Primitive (2007 ).
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What are the stories of Altamira, of Lascaux, of Chauvet, of Barrier
Canyon? We do not know. There are many more questions than there are
answers. But let me suggest that this is as it should be. The questions are deeply
creative, and they inspire the imagination. In this great field of mystery,
let us hold on to the wonder that excites the imagination. Let us not insist
upon answers that will diminish our curiosity, that will kill our instinct for
questions.

N. Scott Momaday, from the essay “Sacred Images.” ( Momaday 1997:
131)

In 2004, when I worked in Japan as a foreign visiting professor, I heard that not
far from Sapporo, the city where I lived, in a small town of Otaru there was the Temiya
cave that contained rock engravings belonging to Zoku-Joumon tradition. The latter is
a hunting and gathering culture that existed about 1600 years ago. Since there are only
two sites with ancient rock art in Japan, government not only declared Temiya a national
cultural landmark but also turned it into a small museum. Before entering the cave, one
goes through a counter, where a smiling guide hands you a flyer with a brief description
of the drawings. Although at that time I already was aware of various aspects of
“shamanology,” I was still quite ignorant about the ongoing debates in rock art studies.
Neither did I know who and what was depicted on Temiya walls.

The flyer I picked up at the counter informed me that scholars offered various
interpretations of the ancient engravings, which depicted human figures and animals with
horns on their heads. However, among all these hypotheses, as the authors of the flyer
insisted, “the theory that ‘horned men’ engravings represent the figure of shaman ( the
person who dances enthusiastically or prays fanatically, and divines or makes oracles of
the yield ) who was often seen in Northeast Asia, is very cogent.” D This was my first
introduction to the popular spiritual theory on the origin of ancient rock art. Afterwards,
when I began reading more about archeology of rock art, I noted that the similar
“shamanic” interpretation was offered for many sites containing rock art in Africa, North
America and in other parts of the globe.

This essay brings to light how in the 1970s and the 1980s the popular shamanism
concept entered archaeology and served some scholars as an impressionistic explanatory
tool to interpret ancient remains. This trend became especially visible in rock arts
studies and Mesoamerican archaeology. Some of the interpretations of these “cognitive
archeologists” are convincing, whereas others produce an impression of hasty efforts to
jump on a bandwagon of the attractive shamanism fad. In the second part of this essay, I
examine links between this “cognitive archeology” and current shamanism practitioners,
who use this academic interpretation to enhance and publicize their spiritual techniques.

@ Temiya Cave Preservation Museum Flyer, Otaru, Hokkaido, p. 2.



198 ALACEIRF (5504E)

HRELUBEES: FRESEE

AT RAFE BRI ARl B 38 A A0 38 ) 0 4 BR 4% A Ff 7 1 8
A R o HR e TR AR (8 22 T RS 2 R X R Y AR E A TR
30000 4F, PRI, Hitn, HORALSERUA B 7500 4bE sl . 7EIEL
AN, X S GO SRR A o R TR i T S . H
SR RTER . AR B 2t AR T A7 BORS il DG PR s 2 i sl A =2 7
SR AR B T A AT T 8 2 AR TR M DA A B, T AT IR HEA BB A
TGN

WAV 22 F R, AR ES S AR B B =i 1 5k . Ak, B
£ 20 tHhat 80 4FAY, FWOUAKIHIN K, XEERHL 2GR, A5
LPRA HART R, T REMAE SR T, b — sl 5l 28,
— I 2 G R S YR R LA JE ITIE “FF A AR (hunting magic ). %%
FHAVAN, Rl AAEA A L2 s 2% sh ) M S, BB AT 4B A
BN PR BATE o N, — 3k 55 A ml — 0 BT 24 il 55 0 0 1) R PT RE R A
14 B DL — S T BOR B R AT A L) 65— 2L IE i R 4
R R, QDT RTAE, ] DA ) A 2 5 K5 e Bl ) ) AR R A
l—R A (the destruction magic ). 20 tH:22#], LA X2 —WE
Wy - R (James Frazer ) BRHARGFHLBA AR TixX — Wi o 78 SCE RN IH A
AR AR 7 R S, T, ke m A T A A TR
BEARAT RS YRR BT AT I RAEMESS ) (Dickson 1990: 127 ).

VLA G Y — BERF T B, B SC i A5 AR 2 HoAh i i e pilan,  7E 6] — i
W, REANEERIBYIEHT - B 3K (Frances Densmore ) B35 £i kU
(Ojibwa ) ¥Ry (BTJRATANLL N ) WENEE % N A oy WA . 5 — Al g e
HAEE A AR PR M UR B RIG ., W, ok 2 =] i ] R 2% B 55 A PU A 25 1
Witk 2 K250 (Midewiwin) AIC 5%, 25 4l & tHa i ER, ads T
“EBEARIC” . TR E SRR A | mhalbes . Kimsd, mEREmEA
& [FEE, ) 20 HH20 70 4RAR,  AFAT AR AR BHE AT SR 2 I AR B AT Y
it %

T AN P R Y AR S TS B 2R S I R LA, Bl E R
AT Ay At A SCRE 2 0 B 1) T S 0E 3 SCRIMER) £ o O T A T ey &



Mind in the Cave: Archeology Meets Shamanism 199

“With Zigzag Lines I’'m Painted” : Shamanism and Rock Art

Enigmatic painted ( petrograph ) and carved ( petroglyph ) images on cliffs, rocks,
and inside caves one can find in various corners of the globe in Eurasia, North America,
Africa, and Australia. These pictures are dated from 30000 BC to modern times. For
example, North America alone has more than 7500 rock sites. To the eye of the non-
expert, these images are just dots, zigzags, lines, shapes of animals and people caught
in the moment of doing something. Do they reflect mundane or spiritual concerns of the
ancient one? Or may be both? Why did the ancient painters hide their art so deeply in
narrow caves that are hard to penetrate or even crawl ?

Now many scholars assume that the authors of drawings on rocks were ancient
shamans or shamans’ apprentices. However, until the 1980s, the dominant view was
that the pictures portrayed mundane scenes and served practical goals. Since many rock
art scenes depict animals, some of whom being pierced with arrows, some archaeologist
believed that these images represented so-called hunting magic. The scholars assumed
that if ancient ones drew or pecked pictures of animals and people on rocks they wanted
somehow to act upon these people and animals. For example, a picture of a bison or a
group of bison pierced by an arrow could mean that people wanted to ensure in a ritual
form a successful hunt. In other cases, if drawings portrayed such predators as lions and
bears, scholars surmised that these were magical attempts to destroy these animals — the
destruction magic. In the early twentieth century, Sir James Frazer, one of the fathers of
modern anthropology, articulated well this view. Reflecting on the meaning of the rock
art from European Paleolithic caves, he wrote that the drawings represented symbolic
efforts of ancient hunters to multiply the number of game animals they were going to
procure ( Dickson 1990: 127 ).

There were certainly many other interpretations at that time and later. For example,
during the same years, American anthropologist Frances Densmore, divided Ojibwa
( Anishnabwe ) Indian rock images into to two groups. Into the first group, she included
esoteric images understandable only to their authors. She speculated that the drawings
could also be records of Midewiwin, the Ojibwa sacred shamanic society. The second
group included the images she considered secular: “totem marks,” elementary maps
produced by passing travelers, records of time, pictures to illustrate a story, and finally
pictographic names of individuals. At the same time, until the 1970s, the hunting magic
theory remained the most popular interpretations of rock art.

This and similar interpretations certainly reflected the then dominant stance of
archeology scholarship that at that time was saturated with positivism and materialism. To
see better a materialist-archeologist’s interpretation of the rock art, let me show how the
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late A. P. Okladnikov, the leading Russian archeologist in the 1960s—1980s, assessed
Paleolithic drawings at the Khoit-Tsenker ( Hovd ) cave in Western Mongolia. Russian
scholarship, where materialist interpretations were obligatory during communism, is the
best example of such approaches. The Hovd cave samples the images of animals such
as rams and bulls, and lines that might remind of snakes. Although Okladnikov found
that some drawings might be linked to northern Asian shamanism ( “lines-snakes” ),
he downplayed this generalization. Instead, he concluded that the very fact that most
drawings depicted animals was the proof that the cave was the “temple” of hunting magic.
Moreover, he stressed that the hunting magic lay at the “foundation of the worldview of
Central Asian Paleolithic artists.” As their counterparts in Paleolithic Western Europe,
insisted the scholar, the ancient artists of Mongolia “drew the entire surrounding animal
world with the sole goal — to magically secure the abundance of animals and therefore
replete life.” ( Okladnikov 1972: 46 )

There is certainly no way to find out exactly what rock art meant to the ancient ones
no matter how hard we try. It could mean many things depending on a place, time, and
a specific culture. In this case, a single explanation will always be doomed to remain
flawed. What should archaeologists do in this case? That is the realm where scholarly
imagination and “archaeological surrealism” step in and fill missing links. To make a
long story short, the field is wide open for various impressionistic interpretations, which
certainly mirror contemporary intellectual sentiments.

For example, in the 1950s, when psychoanalysis was still in a great vogue, some
archaeologists screened the Paleolithic “relics” found in Le Tuc-d’Audoubert cave
through Freudian eyes. This cave samples heel prints of the ancient youngsters and rolls
of clay. One of contemporary theories read the heel prints as the evidence of an initiation
ceremony. The rolls of clay, which in their shape resemble phalluses, became penises
or penis-covers for those who might have come to the cave to be initiated. Archeologists
recycled this theory until at some point a sculptor pointed to them that the “penises”
looked more like clay samples a modeler usually made before working the clay to check
the plasticity of the material. The sculptor explanation sounded more credible considering
clay statues of bison that were found nearby.

In the 1950s and 1960s, when structuralism was coming into fashion, the famous
French archeologist André Leroi-Gouran added to the psychoanalytic interpretation
trying to sort rock art imagery into orderly pairs. He concluded that the European cave
drawings, which as he assumed involved sexual symbolism, could be grouped in “male”
and “female” images, which simultaneously opposed and complemented each other.
For some reason, Leroi-Gouran also surmised that to the ancient ones the bison was the
feminine symbol, while the horse was considered masculine. The straight geometric lines
that were hard to pigeonhole became for him penises, while ovals and rectangles stood
for vulvas ( Clottes and Lewis-Williams 1998: 63, 74—75 ).
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In the 1970s, reflecting a feminist revision of humanities and social sciences,
the late UCLA archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, who is famous for spearheading the
Mother Goddess concept in humanities and metaphysical circles, assessed some Stone
Age abstractions such as spirals and dots as metaphors for female reproductive organs:
wombs, Fallopian tubes, and amniotic fluid ( Allen 2001: 22 ). Furthermore, the
anthropologist Alice Kehoe, a die-hard skeptic who passionately takes on those who
want to see an evidence of shamanism in rock art, ironically suggests that some of these
images could be simply pictures created by “primal” children who scribbled them just
for pure pleasure, when their mothers, let us say, were busy collecting berries. In fact,
some of the first explorers of rock art came up with a similar explanation arguing that the
“primal” people did their art for pleasure.

The debates about possible links between the rock art and shamanism essentially lead
to one question. Can scholars make educated guesses about the religion of “primal” people,
or will it be better to restrict archaeological efforts to uncovering pot shards, arrowheads
and food remains, “the trash of the prehistoric past,” as David Whitley, one of those
who sees shamanism in painted caves and on painted rocks, put it ( Harmon 1997: 02C ).
Indeed, since we will never find out about the meaning and purpose of rock art anyway,
can we play a guessing game and suggest its religious origin? After all, much of modern
tribal and Judeo-Christian art was and still is heavily informed by religious ideas. Why
should we deny a similar content for the stone age and tribal oeuvre?

Besides, the association of rock art with the sacred world seems to be a natural
instant reaction of people who experience it. Thus, first explorers of Siberia frequently
reacted in this manner to ancient images pecked or drawn on rocks. In the early eighteenth
century, Philipp Johann von Strahlenberg, a Swedish prisoner of war relegated to
Siberia, ran across figures of the elk, horses and people ancient Siberian carved on stones
in the Tom River area. Calling these images “characters,” he immediately assumed that
they have had “secret signification” and might have been used in “magick and other
superstitious ceremonies.” ( Strahlenberg 1736: 346—347 ) Since the 1980s onward,
many archaeologists began to argue that rock art had originated from visions ancient
shamans experienced during altered states of consciousness triggered by hallucinogens,
trauma, fasting or meditation. The “shamanic” revision of rock art was sparked by
German writer, Andreas Lommel in the 1960s, and then, in the 1980s, was shaped into
a consistent theory by David Lewis-Williams, a South African anthropologist-turned
archeologist. Both authors challenged earlier views of rock art, which were deeply
grounded in empiricism and positivism.

Inspired by the Eliadean book about the “archaic techniques of ecstasy,” Lommel
(1967 ) released his own book, an illustrated album, Shamanism: The Beginning of Art,
in which he stressed that prehistoric and modern tribal art grew out of shamanic practices.
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@ “‘Prehistoric Graffiti’ : Scientist Searches Meaning Behind Pecos Rock Painting,”
Avalanche Journal ( Lubbock, TX ), December 27 ( 1997 ), http://www.lubbockonline.com/
stories/122797/LD0651.shtml.
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Replicating Eliade’s approach to shamanism, Lommel identified universal shamanic
traits in the art of ancient and modern tribal people. Particularly, the writer singled out
four motifs: man-animal images, hybrid creatures, images portraying people or animals
fighting animals, and drawings made in so-called X-ray style. Thus, pointing that during
their séances Siberian shamans routinely transformed themselves into animals, Lommel
argued that people depicted on European Paleolithic drawings in animal disguise were
shamans. As an illustration, Lommel uses “the Sorcerer,” the famous image of the man-
animal from the Les Trois Freres cave in France.

In addition to Lommel, in the 1970s, such scholars as Weston La Barre,
Thomas Blackburn and K. Hedges suggested that shamans might have been the people
who produced American Indian rock art. Again, the Eliade book provided them a
methodological blueprint. Archeologist K. Hedges, who found evidence of shamanism
in California rock art, stressed, “Mircea Eliade’s classic study provides the basis for any
examination of shamanism.” Still, the scholar was cautious in his conclusions and did
not insist that this phenomenon could explain all rock art. Even in those cases, where
we might sense that shamanism is involved, he added, one can be certain to arrive to a
complete interpretation ( Bahn 2001: 68 ).

The persistence of scientific and quantification methodologies in archaeology until
the very end of the 1970s might has something to do with the nature of archeology as
a discipline, which deals with scarce material remains of the human past. Under these
circumstances, there is not much room for generalizations about such things as religion
or mental states of people. Overall, in contrast to anthropology, archaeology lagged
anthropology in “busting” positivism and materialism in its ranks. For example, while
anthropologists became very interested in the Eliade scholarship in the 1960s and the
1970s, in archaeology it still had only a marginal influence.

During those years, many archeologists clung to the school of “cultural ecology”
that speculated about global social changes in the past and linked them to people’s
technological adaptation to environment. David Whitely, one of those who instilled
imagination into archaeological research, explains, “Fundamentally, archaeology is
a science of the concrete. The idea that we can get at the conceptual side of prehistory
is something quite foreign to most archacologists. Literally, they are taught it’s an
impossibility. But that’s wrong. Personally, I think it’s a heck of a lot more important to
understand prehistoric cultural beliefs than what they ate. Eating was important. They did

it every day. But after you know what they ate, so what?” @

@® “‘Prehistoric Graffiti’ : Scientist Searches Meaning Behind Pecos Rock Painting,”
Avalanche Journal ( Lubbock, TX ), December 27 ( 1997 ), http://www.lubbockonline.com/
stories/122797/LD0651.html.
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Eventually, responding to the general drift away from the positive and behaviorist
methodologies in humanities and social sciences, many archaeologists followed their
anthropology colleagues. In the 1970s and more so in the 1980s, they began to pay less
attention to economy, technology and human adaptation to environment and more to the
role of the individual, symbolism, and religion and Very much like Romantic writers
of old, they wanted to “resurrect” the dead and to instill the past with spirit. A desire
to grasp mental states of the ancient ones was a natural outcome of this thinking. Such
scholars, who became known as cognitive archaeologists, maintained that rather than
limiting themselves to digging and sorting potsherds and stone tools researchers should
more actively rely on their imagination. They assumed that, if backed up by ethnographic
analogy, this approach would help us better understand how our ancestors acted.

In the wake of the 1960s and the 1970s, when Western intellectual culture was
keener to explore hallucinations, drugs, ecstasy, trance experiences, and imagination,
it was natural that scholars began to revisit rock art as the product of shamans’ visionary
experiences simultaneously downplaying or rejecting materialistic mundane interpretations.
Referring to this shift in rock arts studies, California archaeologist Clement Meighan
wrote, “It is no accident that recent years have seen a vast increase in the amount of
publication relating rock art to various kinds of drug-induced visions. It is our culture that
has been intensely interested and preoccupied with the drug culture during the past 20
years, and it is out of our own minds that the thought comes about prehistoric man’s use
of drugs and the possible relationship this may have had to rock art.” ( Bahn 2001: 77 ) In
other words, where earlier explorers saw hunting magic, the new generation of researchers
found shamans in altered states. James D. Keyser, an archeologist with US Forest Service,
summarized well this new scholarly attitude to rock art: “It has nothing to do with keeping
your belly full. It’s keeping your spirit full.” ( Jones 2002: D1 )

The person who led the way in the shamanic revision of rock art was David Lewis-
Williams, a South African professor of cognitive archacology from the University of
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. His specialty is ancient and modern rock art of the San
tribes in southwestern Africa; @ the San are the people whom earlier colonial sources and
anthropological works derogatory call the Bushmen. In his interpretation of their ancient
and modern rock drawing, Lewis-Williams first turned to an ethnographic analogy
seeking for a common cultural foundation between modern San spirituality and the rock
drawings. For example, the scholar saw a similarity between the modern San collective
trance dance and old images that might have described the same phenomenon.

As an example, let us see how he interprets images from the Drakensberg
Mountains, the area that contains samples of the most beautiful rock art in the world.
One scene portrays a group of men running away from a lion with another group hanging

D The most expanded and detailed version of the “shamanic” interpretation of African and North
American rock art and European Paleolithic cave drawings, one can find in ( Lewis-Williams
2002).
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above the running people. Earlier scholars interpreted these hanging men as the spirits
of the running people, who are about to die: the spirits were ready to accommodate the
doomed people. In Lewis-Williams’ interpretation the scene portrays people in trance
who are turning into eland, the African antelope. The lion is a shaman who suffers a bad
shamanic trip.

Using the ethnographic analogy method, the archaeologist linked this specific
drawing and surrounding rock images to shamanism and trances of modern San tribes.
Like many other tribal people, the San believe that during their trances, shamans can
transform into animals. San shamans also perform their all-night ceremonies in companies
of men who dance around the fire and women who clap and sing. When these shamans
feel the pressure of spiritual energy that “boils” inside them, they enter the world of
spirits usually bending over in pain and sometimes bleeding from the nose. Lewis-
Williams connected this phenomenon to the Drakensberg drawings, many of which show
people with lines coming from their noses. Some other images portray people are by other
people, which also reminded the scholars the way the San support each other during their
trances ( Lewis Williams 2001 ; Layton 2000: 171, 174 ). Based on his findings, Lewis-
Williams concluded that people who produced this rock art were shamans, who painted
those drawings after they experienced their altered states or even during the trances. The
scholar imagined that by drawing these images they wanted to say, “This is what I looked
like in the spirit world.” ( Lewis-Williams 2001 )

In addition to the ethnographic analogy, Lewis-Williams heavily bolstered his
conclusion by turning to human neurology, which eventually came to occupy the central
place in his shamanic interpretation of rock art. This explains why sometimes Lewis-
Williams’ thesis is also called a neuropsychological hypothesis. Drawing on the fact
that human neurological system is the same irrespective of time and place, he compared
ancient and modern San rock drawings with the imagery ordinary people and shamans
experienced when they entered altered states. He found out that in both cases the visionary
“geometry” was strikingly similar: various dots, zigzags, parallel lines, and other
figures. The anthropologist explained that when one, for example, took hallucinogens
or sat in a dark isolated place with closed eyes for a long time, this person at first could
see the abovementioned geometry. As the trance proceeded, lines and dots turned into
spirals, and circles that moved in different directions, overlapped, or changed their
shape. Sometimes one could see various meaningful objects such as snake-like figures.
At the last third stage, true hallucinations came, and the person saw life-like images of
monsters, people, and animals. ( Clottes and Lewis-Williams 1998: 16—19 )

The idea to use neurology for the interpretation of rock art came to Lewis-Williams
from reading the writings of the Colombian anthropologist Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff,
who in the 1960s worked among the Desana Indians in Colombia exploring their mind-
altering herbs and spiritual techniques. When at his request some Desana drew what they
saw in their visionary journeys when in altered states, Reichel- Dolmatoff found out
that many of these images replicated designs on the walls of Desana dwellings. Among
these geometrical patterns were ellipses, diamonds, rows of circles, vertical rows
of small dots, parallel curves, and spirals. Most important, the Indians informed the
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anthropologist that they usually envisioned all that geometry during an initial stage of a
hallucination, and that at later stages they observed different mythic scenes, animals,
and people. Reichel-Dolmatoff suggested that these geometrical patterns might have
something to do with the biochemical effects of mind-altering herbs the Indians took to
trigger their visions. Moreover, he also pointed out that this geometry coincided with the
imagery envisioned by Western subjects who took hallucinogens and went into trances
under the influence of LSD, mescaline, peyote or other drugs ( Reichel-Dolmatoff
1978: 289—304 ). Though in passing, the researcher also mentioned that the visionary
geometry both the Desana and Westerners envisioned while in altered states might have
had a universal origin: “It could be argued that we are dealing with such elementary
motifs that they could have evolved independently in any place and any era, for they are
simply circles, diamonds, dots, and spirals, and nothing more.” ( Reichel-Dolmatoff
1972: 111)

At the same time, being a European heavily steeped in psychoanalysis, Reichel-
Dolmatoff did not develop this argument and therefore did not fully appreciate the
spiritual significance of Desana rock art and altered states. Instead, he preferred to toss
around Freudian idioms. Particularly, the scholar linked Desana’s trance experiences to
the symbolism of the coitus and the visionary geometry to the symbols of reproductive
organs. Thus, parallel arcs became vaginas, concentric rectangles acquired uterine
features, rows of dots and circles were drops of semen, and finally zigzag lines pointed
to the succession of human generations. ( Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972: 108—109 )

Casting aside his psychoanalysis, Lewis-Williams and his student Thomas
Dowson picked up what they considered the grains of truth in Reichel-Dolmatoff’s
writings and developed their thesis about the shamanic origin of rock art. Their major
premise, which Lewis-Williams and Dowson ( 1988 ) articulated in a seminal paper
“The Signs of All Times”, is that in their altered states people might experience much
of the abovementioned geometry irrespective of time and place. In other words, one
can be a Bushman, European, Native American, or a Stone Age hunter living 30000
years ago, still during the first stage of their trances images would be the same: grids,
zigzags, dots, spirals, and parallel arcs. Rendering Lewis-Williams’ thesis into a popular
language, Steve Freers, the editor of the American Indian Rock Art Bulletin, who
lectured much on the subject, explains, “It has been well established that in altered states
of consciousness people around the world, regardless of ethnicity or age, have certain
images that can pop up in their brain without any visual stimuli. Some of these images
we see repeated in rock art.” ( Patterson 2001 ) To stress the spiritual significance of the
common patterns found on rock drawings or envisioned by people during the first stage
of their altered state, Lewis-Williams named them entoptics. From his viewpoint, the
linkage to shamanism in rock art is obvious: since entering altered states is the essence of
the shamanic vocation, the repeated geometrical patterns suggest that shamans were the

people who produced rock drawings.
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In the course of time, notes the scholar, people colored the universal geometrical
patterns in local cultural traits and began to cultivate these traits as mandatory for their
hallucinogenic experiences. Eventually, before going in trace experiences, shamans
might have expected to see these culturally conditioned images. This might explain, adds
Lewis-Williams, why particular localities sample same images, as for example, the
African antelope eland in the San rock art. Detailing his neuropsychological hypothesis
Lewis-Williams explains that the visionary experiences of shamans and people in altered
states in general usually go through three stages. At the first stage, people see only
geometrical patterns, which represent the base imagery. During the second stage, the
human brain tries to adjust this geometry to individual and cultural experiences. Then,
at the last stage, people see actual images. Furthermore, these images might blend or
overlap with the geometry of the first stage.

As an example of a base universal image with cultural drops, Lewis-Williams cites
a San rock drawing showing parallel arcs with bees. In the wild, reminds the researcher,
honeycombs might acquire the form of nested parallel arcs. The scholar suggests that a
shaman who drew this image might have experienced the vision of a honeycomb. It is also
notable to him that the modern San view bees as symbols of sacred power that shamans
use to enter their trances — an ethnographic analogy. At the same time, Lewis-Williams
notes that the “bee” imagery might have originated from a common neurological reaction
of people who sometimes hear buzzing noises while entering altered states. ( Lewis-
Williams and Dowson 1988: 210 )

Eventually, the anthropologist and his followers extended the conclusions they
drew about the San rock art to North American ancient rock drawings and Western
European cave art. To these scholars, the ancient images were not simply recordings
of what shamans saw in the other world. Lewis-Williams came to consider them the
pictures endowed with spiritual potency. Thus, writing about the Paleolithic European
cave art, Lewis-Williams and his French colleague Jean Clottes, who embraced his
entoptic theory, argue that ancient shamans somehow used this rock art in their ritual
manipulations, let us say, for repeated access to the “separate reality” hidden behind
rock walls. They also speculated how it might have happened. In their view, the stone age
spiritual practitioners could dance facing and touching the sacred drawings, and charging
themselves with spiritual power, which helped them to enter the world of spirits. ( Clottes
and Lewis-Williams 1998: 33 )

Rethinking rock art in terms of spirituality, they also suggest that not only the
images but also the very surface they were depicted on could be the realm of the sacred.
The cave wall or rock was not necessarily a canvas for drawing, points out Lewis-
Williams and Clottes. This might have been a veil or a thin membrane that separated
material and spirit worlds. Doing their ritual manipulations by rock panels filled
with images, ancient shamans could directly interact with other worldly beings. The
archacologists think that animal teeth and bones frequently found in the cracks in cave
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walls as well as handprints on these walls show that the shamans tried to engage spirits
not only by drawing on rock surface but also to speak with them in a direct way. It
seems that the spirits did not remain passive either and similarly “tried” to reach out to
the spiritual practitioners by “poking” walls from the other side. At least, that is how
Lewis-Williams and Clottes interpret natural curves ancient painters integrated into their
drawings. For example, in one of the deepest sections of the famous Altamira cave a
primal artist turned such curves into eyes on painted faces. The archeologists surmise that
for the ancient shaman this could be a spirit coming out from behind the wall. ( Carey
2002 ; Clottes and Lewis-Williams 1998 : 84—86, 91 )

Incidentally, both scholars stress that the high concentration of drawings
in Paleolithic caves and in rock shelters, which are usually hard to reach, stands
as good additional evidence in favor of the neuropsychological interpretation and
shamanism. Indeed, the cave should represent an ideal location to trigger altered state
of consciousness. As early as the 1965, in France a researcher even defended a medical
thesis, where he analyzed various sound and visual hallucinations, which cavers
experienced at various times. Dark or half-dark environment, alcoves, narrow passages,
stalactites, cold and silence are perfect natural tools shamans could use to induce
hallucinations. In fact, some rock images are located in such narrow and cramped places
that one literally must crawl to look at them. For example, in the Lascaux cave, one spot
that samples cat-like creatures, horses, deer and other animals is so close to the ground
that one has to lie down and turn over to see these images. ( Clottes and Lewis-Williams
1998: p.108)

Trying to convince those who refused to subscribe to the “shamanic hypothesis,”
Clottes points to the emotions a person usually experiences when venturing into a cave
without a flashlight. To comprehend what this experience might have meant for “primal”
people, Clottes and Lewis-Williams entered the Chauvet cave in southern France with
only grease pots for lamps. Moving chamber to chamber they noticed that the flickering
lights made the rocks and walls glimmer with shapes and movement. Conveying the
emotions they experienced, Clottes stresses, “The effect is spectacular, because the
walls become alive.” There is no reason not to believe that cave painters might have felt
the same way, adds Clottes. Although the archeologist does admit that we will never find
out for sure about the creeds and the ceremonies of cave painters, he passionately insists,
“The power of the images is not something casual in that society, especially deep in the
caves.” ( O’Brien 1998 )

As the popularity of the shamanism interpretation in rock studies grew, more
scholars joined the ranks of “cognitive archaeologists.” The neuropsychological model
with universal implications bolstered the Eliadean vision of shamanism and prompted
scholars to draw wide cross-cultural parallels among rock arts of various times and
cultures. Thus, researchers eventually revisited the European cave art, Californian Native
American and Australian aboriginal rock art, and even British Iron Age coinage. In fact,
as I mentioned above, Lewis-Williams himself invited scholars to draw direct cross-
cultural analogies among rock drawings from various parts of the globe. For example,
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he paired with French archaeologist Clottes to produce The Shamans of Prehistory, an
illustrated album that contains the “shamanic” revision of the drawings from famous
French and Spanish Paleolithic caves such as Lascaux and Altamira.

In the 1990s, the followers of Lewis-Williams in North America revisited Native
American rock art in a similar manner. American cognitive scholars used the same tools:
the ethnographic analogy and neurology. The best metaphor for the shamanic revision
of rock art in this part of the world I found in an article published in a popular scholastic
magazine Archaeology and Public Education. Supporting the “shamanic geometry”
of Lewis-Williams as applied to Native American rock drawings, archaeologist Larry
Loendorf draws a direct ethnographic analogy from a 1935 Pima Indian ritual song that
goes as follows:

The sunrise I'm going with.

The sunrise I’'m following.

With zigzag lines I'm pained.

Following the sun,

With zigzag lines, I'm pained. ( Loendorf and Douglas 1997 )

The major driving force behind the “shamanic” revision of North American rock
art is David Whitley, a California archeologist who closely worked with Lewis-Williams
in South Africa. The archeologist built his career researching the petroglyphs in Coso
Range, the area at east-central California. Engraved by so-called Numic people, the
ancestors of present-day Shoshone Indians, the Coso Range images range from the
earliest drawings made about 10000 years ago to modern ones pecked a few hundred
years ago. Most of these drawings, which number about 100000, were produced less
than 1500 years ago. A half of them are drawings that sample mountain horn sheep being
killed or already killed. There are also male figures that are shown shooting at those sheep
with arrows. The rock panels also have other drawings: animals, reptiles, fight scenes,
and some “line art” that is hard to interpret. Incidentally, Lewis-Williams used the Coso
Range materials provided by Whitely to develop his original neuropsychological theory
using North America as a second case in addition to the San drawings. Replicating the
theory of his colleague, Whitely argued that historic and prehistoric rock art in Coso
Range and in other Great Basin areas was mostly produced by shamans during their
vision quests in a state of trance when they were seeking spiritual powers. The ancient
spiritual practitioners, stresses Whitely needed to record their visionary imagery on the
spot. Otherwise, they ran a risk to forget their experiences and lose medicine power.

Before Whitley came up with his revision, researchers, who followed a standard
contemporary explanation, were convinced, for example, that the big horn sheep images
abundant in the Coso Range were related to hunting magic - the spirit of the killed sheep
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had to be portrayed in order to make sure that the body of a new animal would be available
to be killed. For example, Robert Heizer and Martin Baumhoff, who in the 1950s wrote
about the archaeology of the Great Basin area, firmly believed that no matter who produced
these images, hunters or shamans, the goal was the same: to use the rock imagery to secure
success in coming hunts. What puzzled them however was the fact that some drawings and
designs such as lizards, mountain sheep, grid, rake, connected circles occurred over a vast
geographical area and did not always correlate with the specific animal habitats. Still, the
archeologist preferred to cling to the hunting-magic thesis suggesting that there might have
been some generic petroglyph-making symbolism involved associated with hunting rituals
of all Great Basin tribes. ( Heizer and Baumhoff 1962 : 281 )

Whitley stepped into this niche and offered his own explanation. Particularly, he
pointed that, despite the numerous big horn sheep drawings, there were hardly any sheep
remains found in local sites to show that this animal was crucial for the Numic people’s
diet. To follow strictly to the hunting magic theory, stressed Whitely, one should expect
rock drawings to portray rabbits, whose bone are plentiful at Numic sites: “If they were
going to make rock art out of what they were eating, there’d be bunnies all over the
rock.” ( Roach 2003 ) Hence, he concluded that Coso Range drawings were not about
a food supply but about the spiritual life. Whitley’s suggestion is that so-called rain
shamans, who engaged the sheep spirit during their visionary experiences, engraved the
rock art in this area.

Like Lewis-Williams, to support his thesis Whitley widely relies on the
ethnographic analogy and chastises those of his colleagues who speak against this
method. The archeologist insists that “shamanic rituals have persisted unchanged for
centuries” ( Roach 2003 ) and does not feel uncomfortable projecting what modern and
even contemporary Indians think about rock art to the minds of its original makers. Thus,
Whitley notes that, according to existing ethnographies, in modern times the Indians
living in the Coso Range area believed that when a mountain sheep was killed rain would
fall. Hence, their shamans would dream about a mountain sheep being killed and thereby
acquired the power to change the weather. According to Whitley, this explains why
archeologists found so many sheep images in the area where the Indians did not hunt these
animals. Incidentally, in addition to the “rain shamans,” in modern times in southern
California there were also “rattlesnake shamans” who cured snakebites by seeing snake
in their visions, “arrow proof shamans,” who dreamed of fights and battles to secure
success of military parties. There were even “horse-cure shamans,” who engaged the
horse spirit in their curing practices. Very much like Lewis-Williams, Whitely notes that
Coso drawing might not simply be records of shamans’ one-time experience. The ancient
spiritual practitioners could enter a parallel reality by touching these images ( Pearson
2002: 91—92, 147).

At the same time, unlike his South African colleague, Whitely also draws on a gender
interpretation of past events, a trend popular in current humanities and social sciences.
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Thus, he imagines that the Coso Range Numic society was engaged in an intensive struggle
for power between males and females. Exploring bone and seed remains, the archeologist
suggests that about eight hundred years ago their inhabitants were in the process of changing
from mobile hunting-gathering societies to less-mobile gathering economies. He surmises
that this could mean a change in the economic status of women, whose contribution to life
of communities might have drastically increased. These developments could make Numic
males feel insecure, generalizes Whitely. The archacologist suggested that this change
might have led to a dramatic rise of weather-controlled shamanism and simultaneously to
the mass production of rock art ( numerous drawings of big horns ). He hypothesizes that,
filling rock surfaces with the images of killed sheep, shamans might have wanted to show
to females that they were still powerful as ritual practitioners who could control weather
that was crucial for women’s gathering. At the same time, continued Whitely, the shamans
might have simply wanted to demonstrate that they remained important as males despite
the decline of hunting. Essentially, Whitely asserts that this weather shamanism was an
important tool of social and political control that could guarantee the male domination in
Numic society. ( Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988: 238; Devereux 1997: 170, 175;
Pearson 2002: 93—94, 134)

The search for shamanic trance experiences in antiquity created a small scholarship
of centered around the three key scholarly figures: Lewis-Williams, Clottes and Whitely.
In many respects, the situation reminds the story about the Wasson’s “mushroom”
theory, which created a similar circle of intellectual devotees. Incidentally, the author of
Soma added his voice to the neuropsychological theory. Analyzing “shamanic” artifacts
of the Hopewell culture dated by two thousand years ago, Wasson interpreted swastika
designs cut out of mica, designed for hanging ceremonial costumes, as originating from
geometric entropic images people experience in trances states induced by hallucinogens
( Devereux 1997: 117).

Many archaeologists, who were involved into the study of the ancient rock art,
became cognitive scholars on a quest for shamanic iconography moving fast forward in
the direction of neuropsychological determinism and arguing that drawings of the ancient
ones were informed by visionary experiences. There are scholars who extend the Lewis-
Williams approach to the rock sites that are clearly devoid of trance themes. Thus, in his
enthusiasm for the neuropsychological theory, certain C. Campbell projects the Lewis-
Williams hypothesis to the rock images that depicted late nineteenth-century conflicts
between African tribes and colonizers. To this scholar, a panel with a clear historical
content that shows armed mounted colonists shooting at the San people represents
rerun of the event in a mind of an indigenous shaman who was in a trance state. With
an excitement, a devotee newly inducted into the “archeology of trance” wrote that he
finally found a useful methodological tool he could easily use to interpret materials he
struggled with: petroglyphs at a large site in western New South Wales ( Australia ). As
usual, media brings an element of sensationalism into this debate. For example, a popular
geography magazine compares Lewis-Williams insights into the spiritual geometry of the
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rock with Freud’s deciphering of the language of dreams.®

As it happens in such cases, there are skeptics and critics. They try to tame the
optimism about the “shamanic” revision of rock art cautioning their colleagues that they
run a risk of producing another all-embracing theory. Such academic critics ironically call
Lewis-Williams® devotees and followers “shamaniacs.” © [ In all fairness, no matter what
their critics they, the proponents of shamanic view of rock art, do realize its limitations.
Lewis-Williams himself points out that one certainly cannot explain all rock art through the
eyes of his entoptic theory. In his turn, Whitely, who insists that the Coso Range imagery
is shamanic in its origin, now works on a paper in which he wants to bring back the hunting
theory interpretation to explain a particular rock art in the American West plateau basin,
which he thinks does not fit the shamanic pattern. ] Robert Layton, one these skeptics,
points that in Australia aboriginal art is indeed infested with geometrical forms, but there is
no old or modern ethnographic evidence to prove that this imagery comes from the trance
visions of local shamans. Anne Solomon writes that in many cases the interpretation of the
San rock art through the familiar metaphors of their mythology sounds more plausible than
the “shamanic approach” of Lewis-Williams. For example, some San rock images strongly
point to female initiation dances. In a southwest Cape site, one can see drawings that depict
only females, who are depicted in sexually suggestive poses holding hands over their
groins. Solomon links these images to local female initiations. Her general conclusion is
very simple. Since there is no way to find out the meanings of these drawings, the scholars
should be open to various contexts that might be responsible for the production of the art. In
this case, one should see shamanism in the San art not as an explanation but only as one of
existing interpretations ( Solomon 2001: 165—166 ).

Not only academics but also some modern Western practitioners of shamanism have
voiced their doubts about the Lewis-Williams theory, especially regarding its entoptic
part. Timothy White, the editor of Shaman’s Drum, stresses that the danger of such
speculations, which are not always supported by fact, is that they take the life of their
own. That is exactly what happened before with the rock art as hunting magic, as he
plausibly points out. Which is a natural fate of all popular theories, I would have added.
White, who is not a stranger to hallucinogen shamanism, also points to us that one
cannot reduce visionary experiences of people in altered states to the three-stage geometry
of Lewis-Williams. This imagery widely varies depending, for example, on the types
of hallucinogens used. Peyote, ayahuasca, or datura — all might induce visions with
completely different geometry ( White 1988: 25—27 ).

Another interesting notion surfaces in the writings of many scholars who cling to

@ See “Commentaries” to Lewis-Williams and Dowson ( 1988: 217, 219 ); ( Solomon 2001 :
169; Mowszowski 2002: 18 ).

Q@ This goes to an endnote: In all fairness, no matter what their critics they, the proponents of
shamanic view of rock art, do realize its limitations. Lewis-Williams himself points out that
one certainly cannot explain all rock art through the eyes of his entoptic theory. In his turn,
Whitely, who insists that the Coso Range imagery is shamanic in its origin, now works on a
paper in which he wants to bring back the hunting theory interpretation to explain a particular
rock art in the American West plateau basin, which he thinks does not fit the shamanic pattern.
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the shamanic interpretation. They silently assume that the ancient spiritual practitioners
who drew rock images did this with noble goals, which excludes possible harmful and
destructive goals. Why should we exclude so-called black magic and assume that the
shamans of old always painted those images in order to heal people or somehow benefit
their communities? Anthropologists know well that in tribal societies shamans cannot
only heal but also harm and kill. May be some of the shamans who produced rock art, if
they did, had malign ideas in their mind and wanted, for example, to “bewitch” some
members of their communities.

Other critics “go after” the San drawings, the major resource that served Lewis-
Williams for building his theory about the shamanic origin of rock art. Several nineteenth-
century San natives, whose stories were recorded by ethnographers, directly referred to
half-human and half-animal enigmatic images on rock panels as spirits of the dead or the
first people from their folk mythology. To Lewis-Williams and his followers, these images
were shamans caught in the state of spiritual transformation. Based on that information,
Solomon suggests that these specific drawings referred not to shamans but to the spiritual
ancestors of the San people, who believed that these beings looked half human and half
animals before the human and animal worlds became separated ( Solomon 2001: 163 ).

Scrutinizing the shamanic revision of the rock art in the American West’s Great
Basin, Angus Quinlan points that modern ethnography do not exactly supports this
interpretation. He notes that, unlike the Plains’ Indians, in this area Native Americans
rarely went to remote locations in search for vision questing. They more frequently
acquired spiritual powers through spontaneous dreams. Those native groups, who like
Eastern and Northern Shoshoni, who did go vision questing adopted this practice from
the Plains’ Indians in the nineteenth century. Thus, it would be hard to argue that Great
Basin shamanism was based on the deliberate search for medicine power and to talk about
ancient “big horn shamans” who allegedly sought remote and isolated rock formations for
their visionary experiences ( Quinlan 2001: 195 ).

Others note that the rock art of Siberia, the “motherland” of shamanism, does
not contain either an evidence to support neuropsychological theory of Lewis-Williams.
Although this area is famous for its rock art and for ethnographic records of shamans in
altered states, there is no visible connection between the two. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century shamans in southern Siberia liked to paint their drums, but these have nothing to
do with the entoptic geometry of Lewis-Williams. Instead, these drawings depict spiritual
practices, shamanic universes, spirit helpers. Furthermore, there are also drawings,
which are usually dated by the bronze age, that do depict shamans in their ritual robes
holding drums and drumsticks ( Devlet 2001; Okladnikova, 1984; Okladnikov and
Zaporozhskaia 1972: 97 ). Still, no ethnographic record says that Siberian spiritual
practitioners somehow used these images for ritual manipulations.

Incidentally, some critics question the very method of the ethnographic analogy
cognitive archeologists widely use in their works to interpret rock art. The major issue
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here is to what extent one can project what modern indigenous people thought or think
about rock art to the minds of the original rock art makers. California archeologist
Clement Meighan ( incidentally, the one who unintentionally triggered Castaneda’s
literary career ) cautioned against such superficial attempts to bring views of modern
natives to archaeological interpretation. He wrote, “In many areas the surviving Indians
are part of contemporary culture and are too far removed from their native way of life to
be reliable interpreters of rock art. At least some of the native descendants who claim to
be able to read and interpret rock art are as ignorant of the subject as the average tourist
observer, so one cannot believe uncritically everything that is said by Indians any more
than we can accept uncritically what the scholars and researchers have to say.” Another
skeptic, who invested much time in criticizing “shamaniacs,” relates a story about an
American Indian, who at first in a serious mood started to explain to an archeologist the
meaning of a rock art panel, but then laughed and added, “A white man told me that !”
(Bahn 2001: 71)

I would like to add that we should not exclude the fact that the same rock art panel
might mean many things at different periods. It could be, for example, a picture of
universe for its original makers, then it might turn for local residents into a favorite
vision-questing location. Finally, for modern indigenous people and Western spiritual
seekers rock art might appear as a record of shamans’ visions or the work of spiritual
beings. In fact, the latter approach is now one the most popular assessments of Native
American rock art not only among archeologists but also among American Indian cultural
workers and people from American metaphysical community. Like the late Sun Bear, a
“universal shaman” of a Native American ancestry, many of them decipher this art as
“very powerful medicine symbols.” ( Bear et al 1988: 60 )

Sometimes, like in a case of Nez Perce Native American linguist, Phillip Cash-
Cash, an academic scholar and a practicing shaman can merge. Cash-Cash, who is
trained shaman, did some of his graduate research on rock art and took part in an
archeological conference in France “Gender and Rock Art.” When conference participants
went to visit celebrated Stone Age cave Les Trois Freres that samples, among other
drawings, the famous “Sorcerer” image, Cash-Cash stopped and prayed in front of the
panel with that image of the ancient “big shaman.” Archeologist Whitely, who told me
this story, remembers, “Philip sang, played the flute, chanted, prayed for about fifteen
minutes. It was unbelievable.”

Some critics lament that “archeologists of trance” play to current popular sentiments
that crave for the mysterious and the spiritual and plant in the minds of modern tribal
people and Euro American public the new myths about the past. One of the most vocal
critics exclaims, “We need truth rather than speculation.” Moreover, he even warns
scholars that producing the “inaccurate” interpretation of rock art might distort the “new
traditional script,” which indigenous cultural workers write for their groups trying to
stimulate their ethnic survival and revival ( Bahn 2001: 71 ). As noble as this wish may
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be, it is hardly realistic. First, engineering in which direction “traditional script” of
indigenous nationalities should develop is a dubious exercise. In fact, it appears to me
that the spiritual interpretation of rock art serves better for the purposes of indigenous
ethnic revival than such mundane explanations as hunting magic or road signs. Second,
that wish definitely goes against the currently dominant anti-positivist notions in Western
intellectual culture, which often endows the distant past with spiritual and mystical
attributes. Reflecting on these sentiments, archacologist Margaret Conkey of the
University of California at Berkeley, remarks, “We make connections with the past that
make sense in the present.” ( O’Brien 1998 )

Essentially, the debate between the proponents and opponents of the “shamanic
interpretation” goes beyond the rock art proper. As cognitive archeologists note
themselves, it is also about two ways of looking at our past. While one group of
archeologists, who are steeped in Enlightenment scientific tradition, prefer to stay with
the limits of material remains, the second recognizes the significance of symbols, relies
on imagination, and brings to archaeology modern non-Western voices ( Pearson 2002 :
90—91, 162, 167 ). To those critics who did not learn how to use their imagination and
who ask to produce a solid proof for the elements of shamanism in rock art, “cognitive
anthropologists” point that archaeology is not mathematics to provide such proof. Indeed,
it might be inappropriate to pose such a question for archeologists, much of whose job
is frequently a literal guessing game that usually carries the burden of contemporary
intellectual sentiments.

Despite criticism, “as a shamanistic bandwagon rolled around the world and through
prehistory,” ( Mithen 2003: 25 ) the Lewis-Williams theory found more supporters.
Within a decade, since in the 1980s he came up with his three-stage enfoptic geometry,
cognitive archeologists revisited much of rock art from the new angle. It is notable that
some newly discovered archeological remains, both rock drawings and other items for
that matter, are now often screened through the eyes of the “archeology of ecstasy”
theory. This certainly reflects the shifting perceptions of our past, which today we tend
to interpret in spiritual terms rather than from the angle of materialism. When in 1995,
hobbyist archaeologist Tommy Hudson discovered a small cave nicknamed the Witch’s
Nest, which is hidden in a steep northwestern mountain in the state of Georgia and which
samples 1000 thousand-year abstract geometric shapes ( zigzag lines, crescents and
curls ), a human figure, a pig-like animal and a small plant, he immediately announced,
“It’s locked up with something spiritual.”

Interestingly, Hudson set his findings strictly within the Lewis-Williams’ theory:
the cave was a vision-quest site, a portal to the “spirit world” for shamans experiencing a
trance. This certainly shows that the archeologist was already well steeped in the “entopic”
literature before he ran across the “shamanic iconography” at the Witch’s Nest. Hudson
also proudly announced that now the American South finally acquired its own “type site”
with the highest percentage of “primary entoptics.” “Not in Australia, the western United
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States, the magnificent caves of Europe, or any of a hundred other sites around the world
is there a site like this one,” exclaimed Hudson ( Harmon 1997; Hutson 2000: 5 ).

I see such sudden interpretations based on the popular theory reappear from time
to time in other parts of the world. For example, a similar “entoptic” interpretation was
made about newly discovered site with engraved giraffes in northeastern Niger which
archaeologists dated by seven to nine thousand years ago. Those scholars who attempted
to connect this Sahara rock art with shamanism based their conclusion on the sole fact that
long lines spread from the noses of the giraffes to the image of a small man. Following
Lewis-Williams, they implied that the giraffes were transformed shamans who went in
trance bleeding from their noses and trying to bring a rain. Although the archeologists
who made this suggestion honestly admitted that they simply did not know what those
drawings meant, they nevertheless suggested that shamanism was somehow involved
here. What the scholars did not mention is that one can see similar images of giraffes,
with lines stretching from their noses to human images, in other areas of the Sahara
desert. Those who disagreed with the shamanic rereading of these images came up with
a plausible and less colorful interpretation: the drawings simply depicted the animals
captured and tethered by people. In fact, local people still roped the giraffes in this
manner in modern time ( Le Quellec 2001 145 ).

In 2003, in a Hohle Fels cave in southern Germany, archeologists found ivory
figurines: a horse head, a water bird and a sculpture of a creature than is a half-man and a
half-lion. All objects are dated by about 30000 years ago. The first guess of archaeologist
Nicholas Conard who explored the figurines was that they were the evidence of early
shamanism. Although other archeologist suggested that the sculptures could be simply
toys for children, Conard argued that the half man and the half-lion sculpture represented
the shaman caught in the moment of transformation into an animal. Birds, especially
water birds, were favorite shamanistic symbols, added the scholar. Conrad stressed that
his findings would make the advocates of the shamanistic hypothesis very happy because
the figurines were “the icing on the cake” for those who support Lewis-Williams’ theory
( Highfield 2003: 13 ).

The most curious comment that mirrors the currently popular view of rock art as
shamanism is a “Freudian slip” 1 found in a small provincial newspaper Portland Herald.
Reflecting on a rock panel that archeologists recently discovered at Grand Lake Stream,
Maine, and that shows an antlered deer among others images the newspaper reporter
outright made a following remark, “The imagery found in the rock carvings here is that of
Indian shamanism, a religion based on the belief in good and evil spirits found in nature.”
( Turkel 1997 ) Commenting on the popularity of such interpretations framed within
Lewis-Williams’ theory, archaeologist Layton metaphorically exclaims, “The shamanic
hypothesis is a voracious beast which can all too easily devour the world’s hunter-
gatherer rock art.” ( Layton 2000: 184 ) “The situation is certainly troubling,” admits his
colleague, Robert Wallis, who similarly thinks that the “entoptic determinism” gets out
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control. This scholar warns that cognitive archaeologists are too preoccupied searching
for entopics in each cave, which makes them an easy prey for “shamanophobes.”

In fact, Wallis believes that there is nothing wrong with the neuropsychological
approach as long as one does not turn it into a grand cross-cultural explanatory tool. For
example, in his own analysis of so-called flying tricksters, shamans from the Malakula
island in Melanesia, this archeologist purposely stays away from unwarranted worldwide
parallels. Instead, he argues that at least in this particular case ethnography and rock art
from the same locality and the same time period provide enough evidence to say that
the rock drawings depicts either shamans or their visions ( Wallis 2002 ). To be exact,
in their particular interpretations of rock art not all cognitive archaeologists follow the
“entopic orthodoxy” of Lewis-Williams. It appears that they find more appealing the
general direction of his thinking — ancient shamans or some other spiritual experiences
were responsible for production of rock art.

For example, another cognitive archaeologist Carolyn Boyd manages to “save”
shamans and at the same time to stay away from the controversial “entoptic connection”
altogether. Arguing that shamanism might have inspired some Lower Pecos River art in
Texas, she relies on ethnographic analogies rather than on the neurological visionary
patterns of Lewis-Williams. Thus, she cast the Pecos rock panels, including its crown
jewel, “White Shaman,” against the descriptions of peyote rituals she found in the
writings of Carl Lumholtz, Barbara Myerhoff and Peter Furst, the major experts on the
spirituality of the Huichol Indians. As a result, Boyd concludes that those drawings are
the images induced by local Native American peyote rituals. For example, the Pecos rock
panels show the deer covered with dots and pierced with hunters’ darts. On the “White
Shaman” panel, there is also a human figure holding a weapon and wearing antlers with
black dots on its head.

Pointing to ethnographic analogies, the archeologist notes that modern Huichol
shamans lead annual pilgrimages of their people northward to Pecos in search for peyote
buttons. After finding peyote, they ritually shoot it by surrounding a peyote button
with arrows. After this, they kneel down and appeal to the Elder Brother Deer. Huichol
shamans also attached the peyote to the antlers they carry. The last ritual refers to an
episode from Huichol mythology: the deer god descended from the heaven and brought
peyote to people on his antlers. Boyd also stresses that in modern Huichol’s worldview
the deer and the peyote represent the inseparable sacred symbol. Incidentally, a spiritual
practitioner who oversees such annual peyote pilgrimages is called “Sacred Deer
Person.” Deciphering the “White Shaman” rock panel, Boyd sees representations of
peyote buttons in the dots covering the deer and the shaman’s antlers. The human figure
that appears to carry a weapon and lead other figures becomes a shaman on a peyote
pilgrimage. The figure of the “shaman” is shown rising through a serpentine arch, which
Boyd interprets as the surface of the earth. The remains of the peyote discovered by other
archeologists in nearby caves seem to confirm her assertions that about four thousand



234 JUACERR (FE0E)

WESE T b ik, BDKZY 4000 4FHT, (AR R UE A 5% A RS 281 155 2R
. (Boyd and Dering 1996: 271—273; Anderson 1997: L1)

FEMOl R O 2R, P AL RIS T AR R A0 R T RO %R
BT RE BN — MU TE BRI T, LURS BRI s AS W 4R s TR . 1993 4R,
TERE XM, X IR 55 T iRz AT — MR H “JE %% (North Umpqua )
AR R, R A — R A AR AR, LR AT AR ZE K EY 150 4T
HVER SN EAE R, 55— BARE R B % 7 i X5, JReeESm
AR E I 2 IBLEXFIX A0 B BGRB8 1400 6T
AT BRI G A= AR e i —3 43, i HLk A SR B Ao B, 35 RS &
I F5 T 1) DA S 2% oy 42 4 G S e IR Y [ s gt

2R BRI TiXATE, BRAE AR PHET b1l i
WS FOLEE S Y . MRS T — AR Y, A liE% 2R AR JE M A1
INAEIR N 38 Abfim S S SR HE M e . U, N T 5OE i
2SR LA ABATTXS T R A A AR p At 2T, R B R A5
W NBY T — AR FEXFEOL T, ARMZEARFLF AT EAE T . i
A, X o B B AR . sy R RN R R L 75 0 L U SR A2
IIVER . 2002 4F, KEMSS R % 222 S0l - SUEHA T3 “LHiE”
W7 W2y, AR = A ARG BKT- . “UR H IR DR M AR S AT 1.7

XoF 2 T SR ) AL 5 T IR 2 g A1) > T s ORI R B 3 1Y) 5
MR R . ME — Bl 8%, BURRRIRR IR UG, TR M A RN AR 2% F
B ML THOUE—FRBORGRXR " L, Ja—AiE s TN
R HAR, B ARSI E SCA AT g, B AR T 2R
HA R TS HTAS AR R SERYE, IR RN [R] SR R O IR i T 2 K A
SRR T SR YN AT R A A A] RERR G B e 3 SCE FRZE (Jones 2002 ).

ZARM T R Pt T — MR, BRI R AT AR
RIS R O T ARMIEL . A 2R S, XL R
20 A AR A 2 R B I XU MR . A — IR, IR IR B b R T
EWARIE - AR E (Jeffery Bronfman ) A MBSy — R REY , BEA
LA 20 A v T M RURHSTR) R U  — Ab S st b, AR R 2L AR . XA
A I N BT AR F G W 4 R - IREZK (Bill Worrell ) BI1E T
DUREHYT kRS . S 1T R A R 2 R, IR RS T
17 S RO PR B A5, S0 1 S i i 8, IR AR 3 TR FEOK T R



Mind in the Cave: Archeology Meets Shamanism 235

years ago the shamans in the Lower Pecos River practiced peyote rituals ( Boyd and
Dering 1996: 271—273; Anderson 1997: L1 ).

Rock art cast in mystic and shamanic tones stirs popular interest and, as the US
Forest Service discovered, might serve as a potential tourist venue to help the service’s
dwindling budget. In 1993, in Oregon the service began to run a pilot project “Ancient
Painters of the North Umpqua,” which represents a weeklong eco-tour that allows people
to explore Native American rock drawings produced about 150 years ago. Another goal is
to educate tourists about the local landscapes and to engage the visitors in seminars about
shamanism. Those who people who became interested in the project not only paid $1400
each for the right to be part of the eco-tour but also volunteered to help with various
projects, from writing a rock art brochure to doing archaeological digs and restoration of
historic sites that have been vandalized.

Archaeologist Whitely, who actively promotes archeological knowledge among
public, joined the project to lead seminars and excursions to rock art panels. He also
wrote a guidebook that gives tourists clear directions to thirty-eight rock art sites in
California and Nevada. I think that the desire of leading cognitive archaeologist to go
public in response to societal longing for the spirituality and ancient mysteries is another
reason why shamanic interpretation became so appealing. It appears that in this case
public and academics cross-fertilize each other. Incidentally, Both Lewis-Williams,
Clottes and Whitely are excellent public speakers and popular writers. James D. Keyser,
an archeologist for U.S. Forest Service, who organized a symposium “Shamans of
Prehistory” in 2002, commends the speaking skills of these three as follows: “You just
sit with your mouth agape.” ( Jones 2002 )

The spiritual revision of the rock art also appeals to those Native Americans,
who participate in shaping their current religious and ethnic identity. With a sense of
satisfaction, Whitley stresses, “My Native American friends are glad to see that rock
art is finally being treated as a religious phenomenon. They are glad to see its sacredness
foregrounded.” In fact, this latter utterance reflects one of the goals of cognitive
archaeology, which not only battles the excesses of scholarly positivism but also
brings current indigenous perspectives in archaeological research. Unfortunately, those
archeologists who disagree with such methodology run a risk to be labeled as racists who
suppress the voice of Native Americans ( Robertson 1997: B6; Gonzales 1997; Bahn,
2001: 78)

Public display of art usually provides a good clue to what intellectually and
emotionally stirs public sentiments at a given period. In the case of rock art, for me
such clue is the stylizing of rock images in monuments and sculptures. Once Jeffrey
Bronfman, a Santa Fe archaeology buff and distillery owner, came up with an idea to
erect a sculpture to commemorate both a rock art site at Lower Pecos River in Texas
and the memory of his father. The rich benefactor commissioned Bill Worrell, an artist
and an enthusiast of rock art, to create something that is based on the Pecos petroglyphs
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motifs. In fulfillment of Bronfman’s desire, Worrell cast in bronze a 17-foot figure of a
shaman, which replicates the local rock art themes. Now the statue guards the entrance
to the Seminole Canyon State Historical Park, which safeguards the rock panels. It is
interesting that the very life of Worrell drastically changed after the exposure to the Pecos
rock art. The artist, whose works are currently dominated by the shamanic motifs, runs a
successful business replicating and selling stylized rock art images ( Szilagyi 1994 ).

Still, the story of shamanism in Pecos rock art does not end here. To honor the work
of enthusiasts who worked to save the ancient drawings, sculptor Dean Mitchell erected
another sculpture not far from the park. His dramatic 14-feet tall white limestone carving
named “Enduring Spirit” replicates the form of the most celebrated Pecos image, “White
Shaman,” the one that archeologist Boyd assessed as the record of the ancient peyote
pilgrimage. The sculpture stands on a high knoll near the Seminole Park facing rock
formations with art panels of the ancient ones. Mitchell astronomically aligned “Enduring
Spirit” so that on June 21, during the summer solstice, the rising sun completely lights
the carved opening outlining the shape of the White Shaman.

Archaeologist Paul Bahn, an academic skeptic, who spent much time and energy
fighting a losing battle trying to debunk the interpretations of rock art as shamanism,
laments that television and print media put such people like Lewis-Williams, Clottes and
Whitely in the spotlight and do not care about archeologists who like himself look for
mundane or materialistic interpretation of the rock art. The scholar, who seems to have
taken intellectual games close to his heart, writes in frustration, “Every dogma has its
day.” ( Bahn 2001: 52, 77)

From Scholarship to Spiritual Practice: Shapeshifters,
Shaman-Kings, Whistling Bottles and Body Postures

The similar frustrations plague anthropologist Esther Pasztory, who is disturbed
with the shamanic revision of the Mesoamerican archeology. Particularly, she became
amazed how an article she wrote that debunks scholars who “populated” Mayan tombs
and palaces with shamans in fact contributed to the further expansion of the term “shaman”
in her field. Like Bahn, Pasztory gave up, admitting that one could not go against the
spirit of the time ( zeifgeist ) : “For most scholars Mesoamerica had ‘priests’ before 1950
and “shamans” after. Mesoamerica hadn’t changed — we did.” ( Pasztory 2001 ) Cecelia
Klein and a group of her archaecology colleagues, who went on a crusade against the
“shamaniacs” in Mesoamerican archaeology, try to uncover the intellectual roots of the
fascination with the shamanism idiom in their particular field. Similarly pointing to the
“spirit of times,” they note the lure of the idiom was a hostile reaction of some of their
colleagues to materialism ( Klein et al. 2001: 227 ). This certainly brings to mind the
similar intellectual trends in the rock art studies and anthropology scholarship in general.
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One of the first to introduce the shamanism metaphor into America’s archacology was
Furst. As I mentioned above, this anthropologist is also one of the major experts on modern
Huichol Indians. In his 1965 article for a Canadian journal Anthropologica, Furst went
against the dominant opinion that West Mexican ceramics mirrored mundane and secular
sentiments. For example, earlier scholars approached shaft tomb ceramics from this area,
which are dated by the first millennium B. C., as images of warriors. In Furst’s view, these
figures shown with horned headdresses depicted shamans who serve as tomb guardians.
The scholar based his conclusion on the fact that the curious horned headdress reminded
the attire of classical modern shamans from Siberia and North America, some of whom
decorated their heads with antlers. At the same time, Furst considered this and his other
subsequent archeological writings as a contribution to methodology. Thus, he stressed that
that those who assessed Mesoamerican art from a secular viewpoint were prisoners of the
“scientific world view,” who were incapable to penetrate metaphysical and esoteric realms
of the past. According to Furst, scholars should more actively rely on the ethnographic
analogy and use their imagination. Overall, he viewed his archeological analysis as an
antidote to the established positivism, which as he thought held archaeologists in an
intellectual bondage ( Klein et al. 2001: 385—386; Furst 1968: 170 ).

In another paper, Furst turned to feline Olmec male figurines depicting jaguars
and dated by the late first millennium B. C. Of two major figurines discussed by Furst,
('the reader can see their photographs in this book ), one, “Crouching Figure of a Man-
Jaguar,” depicts a man who sits on one knee. Another represents a standing were-
jaguar. The ferocious faces of both figurines look half-animal and half human. Furst’s
predecessors, who speculated that the jaguar might have been a rain deity, connected
the sculptures to Olmec rain and fertility rituals. Furst revisited this view and concluded
that the sculptures showed ancient Indian shamans caught during their transformation
into jaguar familiars. The scholar noted that these and other similar-looking figures had
a clearly defined dividing line that separated the backs of their heads, which looked
human, and the front parts of their faces, which were jaguar-like. Furst speculated that
an ancient sculpture wanted to show how the human skin gradually peeled away to reveal
the jaguar beneath. Moreover, the convulsed and ferocious face of the figurines appeared
to Furst as a reflection of an unbearable emotional stress the ancient spiritual practitioners
felt moving from ordinary to non-ordinary reality. Thus, the feline features one can see
in these figures became a “badge of office, the manifestation of the supernatural jaguar
qualities inherent in priest or shaman, his spiritual bond and identity with the jaguar.”
( Furst 1968: 170 )

Like his colleagues from rock studies, for the interpretation of the Olmec sculptures
Furst widely relied an ethnographic analogy. In fact, he used this method far before many
other archeologists turned to is to explain rock art or Mesoamerican cultures. Drawing on
modern Latin American ethnographies, Furst relatively easily debunked his predecessors
who viewed Olmec feline sculptures as images of gods. The scholar correctly stressed
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that among many Indian groups south of Rio Grande jaguars could be bringers of rain,
devourers of the planets, foster parents, guardians of sacred places and of gods, but
they were rarely propelled to the status of deities. Most important, the indigenous people
almost universally considered these animals as spiritual doubles ( avatars ) of living and
deceased shamans. The anthropologist reminded that in South America the link between
the shaman and the jaguar was so intimate that one could talk about the shaman-jaguar
complex. Indeed, many Indians not only considered both as the equivalents of each other
but as two parts of the same being, a kind of an Indian version of Jekyll-and-Hyde. In
fact, in the northwest Amazon basin, eastern and southeastern Colombia and northwest
Brazil, several indigenous groups labeled both shamans and jaguars by the same word !

( Furst 1968: 156 )

Based on these modern indigenous perceptions, the anthropologist plausibly
suggested that the figurines portrayed shamans. Furthermore, Furst moved from the
local to global stressing that the ritual transformation of shamans into animals was
only a specific manifestation of a universal practice. He noted that the motif of the
transformation was a common theme in origin myths all over the world. Referring to the
Eliadean scholarship, Furst wrote that in ancient myths humans and beings acted as the
same beings. When the connection between them became broken, people and animals
assumed their characteristic shapes. The only people who were able to maintain the
“primal” quality lost by the rest of humanity were shamans. They retained the animal-
human nature and continued to journey between the two worlds reestablishing from time
to time the mystical solidarity of humans and animals ( Furst 1968: 168 ). After Furst,
many scholars began to take it for granted that recurring images of were-jaguars on Olmec
statuettes and carvings were shamans caught in the stage of transformation. Moreover, by
default, academics and popular writers recast many Olmec figures that depict people in
various acrobatic poses as shamans who took poses reflecting the agility of jaguars.

Later, to the Furst interpretation of the Olmec figurines as transformed shamans, a
new element was added. — the figurines became to symbolize shaman-kings. Archeologist
F. Kent Reilly interpreted on the Olmec jaguar figurines not only as a shaman but also as
a ruler. The specific figurine he discussed had a toad planted in its head. Reilly concluded
that the image represented a shaman transforming into a jaguar under the effect of the
hallucinogen secreted from the toad. Moreover, it was not simply a shaman but also a
shaman-king. What drew particularly drew the scholar to the latter conclusion was pieces
of a shiny stone ( either pyrite or magnetite ) planted in the eye inlays of the figurine. To
Reilly, this peculiarity might be a reference to charismatic spirituality and a high status.

The archeologist did not stop at that point and turned to cross-cultural analogies
comparing the Olmec “shaman-king” with ancient Chinese emperors of the Shang
dynasty, who reportedly were both rulers and head shamans of their state. Reilly asserted
that shamanism might have played the similar role in Olmec political system, which the
archeologist called “state shamanism.” Some critics stress that if one seriously pursues
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this analogy, it should also include European Christian royalty in Middle Ages, who
similarly acted as “king-healers” by laying hands. It was reported that the first Christian
king of France, Clovis, healed people by such “royal touch.” So did Charles II, the king
of England, who allegedly cured more than 90000 people and famous Louis XIV, who
once healed about 1600 of his subjects during a single day ( Klein et al. 2001: 241 ).

The method of the ethnographic analogy used by Furst for the interpretation of the
Olmec figures became appealing to many scholars in the field, especially those who
studied Mesoamerican art. Like Furst, they were convinced that in traditional societies
mythology and beliefs survived throughout centuries to an extraordinary extent, which
allows to some extent to bypass time and history when talking about the sacred and the
mythological. Such approach reminded the Eliadean vision of religion. As we remember,
this scholar was against setting the study of religion in a historical context and freely
compared, for example, tribal people of antiquity and of modern times. Given the
impressionistic nature of archeological generalizations, Furst might be right when he
points that there are two ways of viewing the past for which we do not have written
records: to try to grasp the cognitive systems of the “ancient ones” through the use of
the ethnographic analogy or to interpret artifacts from our own modern viewpoint. At
the same time, he did sense the major flaw of this method and admitted, “I don’t know
how far we could carry this; we are on very slippery ground in applying 1900 or 1950
ethnographic data back to 1000 B.C.” ( Furst 1968: 177 )

The shamanism idiom also entered Mayan archeology. Like in the case of rock
art and Olmec art, the new cognitive perspectives were used here to bust excesses
of behaviorism and positivism. In their Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years on the
Shaman’s Path ( 1993 ), David Freidel, Linda Schele and Joy Parker revisited the view
of ancient Mayan political system. Their main argument is that the source of Mayan
kings’ power was not so much the control over economic resources — the assertion of
their materialistically-oriented colleagues — but the possession of supernatural powers:
“Maya kinds and lords of old were shamans.” ( Freidel et al. 1993: 37 ) While such
statement received a hostile reception from the majority of their colleagues, mind, body
and spirit print media frequently refers to this study steeped in spirituality.

Again, the major methodological influence on the authors of this book is Eliade.
In fact, Freidel, one of the authors of the book, notes that from his student days in the
early 1970s he was fascinated with Eliade’s shamanism book. He also adds that he later
conveyed this interest to his co-authors. They drew from the Eliadean scholarship not only
a conviction that shamanism was old and broadly diffused mindset, but also that one can
reduce shamanic worldview to “a rather simple set of symbols and assumptions.” ( Freidel
etal. 1993: 12 ) Thus, the classic Maya’s veneration of mountains and trees appear to the
scholars as the manifestations of famous axis mundi, the world center, the sacred portal
to access the otherworld. In fact, the World Tree idiom is the central to their book. The
archeologists uncover the symbolism of trees in various pieces of Mayan artifacts and
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buildings. Moreover, to them, the figure of the shaman-king is also the embodiment of
the World Tree. Thus, the scholars visualize Maya shaman-kings who were standing at
the tops of their pyramid-mountains and experiencing ecstatic visions.

Klein and several other scholars, who looked into the sources of the popularity of
the shamanism concept in this particular field of Mesoamerican archeology say that many
Mayan scholars embraced the shamanism expression because unconsciously they wanted
to avoid using the word “priest” in a reference to pre-Hispanic pagan indigenous spiritual
practitioners ( Klein et. al. 2001: 220 ). It appears that those scholars who switched
to the new usage wish to disentangle “shaman-kings” from any linguistic associations
with Roman Catholic meaning clergy, representatives of Judeo-Christian tradition, in
order to present Mayan ancient civilization as a more egalitarian and harmonious society.
Although understandable from a moral and ideological viewpoint, this attempt to separate
Mayan spiritual practitioners from Catholic priests, seems to reflect our present vision of
the past. In this vision, “non-Western” Mesoamerican “shaman-kings” appear to be more
spiritual and egalitarian, less materialistic and rational than their “Western” counterparts.

For some reason, Freidel, Schele and Parker cannot accept the very idea that in the
ancient Mayan society there could have been a spiritual gap between the rulers ( “shaman-
kings” ) and commoners. To think otherwise, insist the scholars, would be to consider
ancient public construction projects this elite supervised “the bitter fruit of the sustained
oppression of the majority by the elite minority,” which makes the Mayan “shaman
kings” and their temples no better and no worse than Hispanic priests and their Catholic
architecture ( Freidel et al. 1993 48 ). In contrast what Freidel, Schele and Parker say
about the unified Maya cosmos, such earlier archeologists as, for example, J. Eric
Thompson argued that the religious universe of Mayan aristocrats might not have exactly
matched the spirituality of commoners.

Like Furst, Freidel, Schele and Parker heavily rely on the ethnographic analogy
method. In fact, participating in modern Mayan rituals and projecting them onto ancient
Mayan tradition, they seek to prove that “Maya ritual and cosmology has endured for
at least two millennia,” and that there is an intimate continuity of “Maya reality from
the ancient past into the present.” ( Freidel et al. 1993: 48, 11 ) To their credit, these
three writers do not insist that their spiritual rereading of the Mayan past is the best-
fit interpretation of that culture. Their major goal is to the picture human agency and
spirituality — the aspects neglected by earlier archeologists. Freidel, Schele and Parker
do not hide that in their attempt to breathe life into Mayan archeology they extensively
use their imagination tuning it up to current spiritual longings: “Because we modern
pilgrims are ignorant of the intentions of the original builders, we impress our own
meanings and aesthetic values on the Maya monuments, just as we always do when we
contemplate masterworks of art from other cultures and other times. And our ignorance is
convenient, for it allows free reign to the modern imagination. We see in these ruins what
we want to see, be it affirmation of the romantic mysticism of springtime pilgrims, or the
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practical materialism of many modern scholars who devote lifetime to studying the Maya.
We are forced to acknowledge that our perception of the past is always a prisoner of the
present. Our reconstruction of the mountains inside the Maya mind is, like the pyramidal
mountain restored by a careful archeologist, an interpretation and not the true original.”
( Freidel et al. 1993: 36 )

The spiritual revision of archeological knowledge by some academics stimulates
spiritual seekers, who receive in their hands cultural blueprints to work with. The story
of so-called whistling bottles shows how the archeological artifact set in the current
intellectual environment tuned to the sacred and mysterious might spring up a small but
vibrant spirituality group. Produced by pre-Columbian people who resided in coastal
areas of northern and central Peru, “whistling bottles” represent dual-chambered vessels;
some have up to six chambers. Archacologists, who date these objects from 500 B.C.
to the Spanish Conquest represent, usually find them in graves of ancient Peruvians as
parts of burial goods. Originally, researchers assumed that the “ancient ones” used the
vessels for drinking or storing water, which was a natural thinking in the age of scholarly
positivism, prior to the 1960s. Incidentally, that is how they received a nickname
“bottles.”

One of the chambers of a vessel usually has a tube-like hole. If one blows air
through this hole, the “bottle” produces a high-pitch whistling. Since earlier scholars
thought that the “bottles” had purely functional purpose, they assumed that if ancient
Indians occasionally whistled through them, they did it just for amusement. Hardly any
scholar surmised that people could use these vessels for sacred ceremonies by blowing
them as whistles. Yet in the 1970s, with the rising awareness of the cultural role of
hallucinogens and altered states, the function of the bottles was revisited. Anthropologist
Marlene Dobkin de Rios, a known student of the Peruvian hallucinogenic shamanism,
documented the use of these jars during ayahuasca sessions. She noted that Peruvian
shamans frequently accompanied their ayahuasca healing sessions by whistling at certain
tones timing the tunes to different stages of the sessions. At the same time, de Rios and
her colleague Katz, who was involved into this research, suggested that whistling played
only a complementary role helping ayahuasca users during their spiritual journeys. They
speculated that whistling could smooth negative experiences of spiritual travelers who
encountered a “bad trip.”

However, during the same years when de Rios and Katz came up with their work,
antique collector Daniel Statnekov went farther suggesting that those vessels might have
represented for ancient Peruvians major sacred tools of their own. As such, they could
serve as psycho-acoustic doorways to alternative reality akin to drums and rattles. “I
always felt that these sound instruments were used to access another dimension,” wrote
this spiritual seeker. The spiritual revision of the “vessel bottles” began on April 27,
1972, when Statnekov, a well to do east coast businessman and an antique collector,
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experienced something that one can call a revelation. Prior to that day, he bought one of
such vessels at an auction simply because it looked old and attractive. Once sitting in his
study and tossing his new archeological toy, Statnekov began blowing through the vessel
for no reason. The effect produced by the whistling bottle intrigued him. It was a high-
pitched eerie sound, which catapulted the antique collector on a visionary trip through
space. Although Statnekov never used ayahuasca before blowing the bottle, the flight
he experienced when “under the ‘bottle’” strongly reminded him he read about people
feeling during spiritual journeys “under ayahuasca.”

According to Statnekov, the spiritual energy of the ancient Peruvian vessel
profoundly changed his life. Before, as he notes, he was materialistically oriented
person with all his thoughts concentrated solely on his business ventures. He cultivated
useful contacts with useful people. His marriage to a wealthy woman was part of this
networking. As he stresses, the sacred whistles helped him release himself from this
bondage of materialism. Abandoning his secure life in a “golden cage,” he divorced his
wife and, as many people of his generation in the 1960s and the 1970s, departed to the
West to California: “Now, at age of thirty-two, [ sensed California would be a place
where I could let go of my past and begin a new life. It was also a place where I could
fully explore the ramifications of my discovery. From reports I’d read, California was the
American proving ground for new ideas. The Peruvian whistles would find a niche here,
and so would 1.” ( Statnekov 2003 45 )

Christopher Donnan, a UCLA expert in Andean archeology, became intrigued by
Statnekov’s theory that the whistles were mind-altering tools and helped the spiritual seeker
receive an affiliation with the UCLA Museum of Cultural History. With an access to the
rich collection of Mesoamerican ceramics, the former antique collector immersed into a
thorough research of other samples of sacred whistles. Pairing with Stephen L. Garret, an
acoustic physicist from the same university, Statnekov produced a paper, which pointed
what specifically prompted them to think that the vessels carried a spiritual role. They
argued that if two or three whistling bottles are blown at the same time, they produce
curious sounds: higher notes layer on each other and together make lower notes that one can
hear but cannot tape on a tape recorder. Eventually, Statnekov concluded that the “bottles”
were used not for drinking but for shamanic purposes to drive people in a trance state
without any hallucinogens: “The idea is that these low-frequency sounds were important in
religious rituals for changing states of consciousness.” ( Broad 1988: C1)

The spiritual seeker also suggested that the whistles might have been a part of an
ancient esoteric cult limited to an elite class of Peruvian shamans and scientists. In his
experiential biography, Animated Earth, Statnekov claims that the magic whistling
stimulated his spiritual growth. Reflecting sentiments popular in the body, mind, and
spirit community, Statnekov writes that in fact it was not important to know how and in
what contexts the ancient Peruvians used these bottles. What is more important to him is
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that people can now use the spiritual energy of the vessels to enhance their spirituality:
“Our advantage in re-discovering these instruments, so many hundreds of years after
they were last employed, is that the cultural ‘garb’that they must have accumulated over

@

Excited about his discovery, some enthusiasts call Statnekov the chosen one who

thousands of years of use has been set aside.”

brought back the lost secret of shamanic whistling back to humankind. Statnekov began
to produce his own “whistling bottles” replicating ancient Peruvian blueprints. More
than twenty years, he manufactured and freely gave away to all interested individuals
hundreds of his replicas of ancient whistles. Statnekov did not shy away from the
publicity his discovery brought to him and became an active participant in a “New Age”
lecture circuit, from alternative radio shows to workshops in Esalen. Arguing that the
ancient whistles might help people to enter alternative reality, at some point, Statnekov
tried to connect his discovery with Maya prophesies and calendars, metaphors popular in
metaphysical circles.

As he self-critically stresses, by piling these speculations on top of each other,
he even began to imagine himself a celebrity countercultural anthropologist interpreting
ancient Indian history. Eventually, he realized that he went too far and that his Mayan
links were too shallow. As a result, he decided to concentrate solely on propagating his
discovery of the whistle spiritual energy. Unfortunately, Statnekov research pursuits at
UCLA came to an end, when a Los Angeles Times reporter, who interviewed the man,
crudely stretched out Statnekov theory by writing that members of an ancient Peruvian
archaic ritual got themselves “high” by playing the whistles. Despite the general tolerance
of the UCLA environment to all kinds of explorations of spirituality and altered states,
this went too far. Fearing a bad publicity, Donnan terminated Statnekov’s affiliation with
the museum with the words, “Just because Castaneda got away with it doesn’t mean
we’re going to lend the respectability of this university to everyone who presents us with
a metaphysical hallucination.” ( Statnekov 2003: 98 )

Stripped of his academic affiliation, the explorer who persisted in his metaphysical
search departed for Peru, to the very location that gave birth to the magic vessels. There,
amid ancient ruins, with several spiritual seekers he tried his whistles “returning” the
sacred energy of the vessels to their homeland. Trying to situate himself in a community
of like-minded people, in 1977, Statnekov journeyed to New Mexico where he joined
an annual gathering of so-called Rainbow Family - “the vanguard of the American
counterculture camped in a pristine mountainous wilderness.” ( Statnekov 2003: 136 )
Here the former antique collector became involved into sweat lodging Plains Indian
style, collective healing sessions, and received a chance to try his whistling energy on

@ Daniel Statnekov, “Current Development in the Peruvian Whistling Vessels,” www.

peruvianwhistles.com/current-dev.html.
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the receptive audience. It appears that finally he found a new family: “I felt a sense of
belonging I hadn’t known before. I’d never had a feeling of belonging to any group,
neither as a teenager nor in college. But now I was a member of the Rainbow Family.”
( Statnekov 2003: 151 ) Describing his experiences, Statnekov repeatedly notes that his
quest was not about learning the secrets of whistling bottles but about his own spiritual
transformation.

At some point, in 1980, the antique collector felt that his mission was complete and
quit “the path of vessels” transferring all his tools, molds and “spiritually-charged clay”
to psychology and theology student Don Wright who came to study under Statnekov as
his apprentice. The latter not only became a “vessel maker” but also began to run “vessel
sessions” in New Mexico for those people who were interested to enter the world of
spirits by this unconventional way. In contrast to the “hallucinogen way” that required
altering the body chemistry, Wright advertises this new method as absolutely safe,
“beautiful and intensely profound type of experience” : “Because there is no lingering
substance in the body, shortly after the whistling session has stopped, everyone returns
to their pre-experience state, beautifully enriched by the memory of what happened.” &
Indeed, it is a harmless way of experiencing altered states akin to drumming and rattling
propagated by Michael Harner.

Participants in Wright “whistling” sessions usually sit down on the floor together
in a close circle in a dim light. In a session, which involved me and five other persons,
candles were lighted, and lights were shut off, which created the atmosphere of
expectation of the sacred and the mysterious. After receiving brief instructions, the
participants began to blow simultaneously into their pots. In this manner, we blew for
an hour with short breaks. In some sessions, people keep doing this for hours without a
break, a condition necessary for entering altered states. One of the enthusiasts of this type
of shamanic journey wrote with satisfaction, “When a group of people starts blowing
them [ vessels ] all at the same time you are almost immediately transported into a positive
altered state. The sound can then be used as a carrier to accomplish healing, balancing
protection, information gathering or whatever else is desired.” @ Wright stresses that the
participants of his spiritual sessions feel deep gratitude for having this experience, and
some reportedly express regret that a whistling session is over.

The growing popularity of the whistles among spirituality seekers prompted
Statnekov, the discoverer of the vessel energy, to return to the field. Eventually, in
1996, Statnekov, who relocated to New Mexico, resumed making the instruments
catering to serve the needs of people who had “a sincere desire to explore where the
whistle energy would take them.” It is interesting that the teacher and his former

@ Don Wright, “Peruvian Whistling Vessels,” http://www.newfrontier.com/1/peru795.htm.
@ Joe Townend, “Peruvian Whistling Vessel Recording,” http://www.new-universe.com/vessels/

vessels.html.
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@ The Cuyamungue Institute, https://www.cuyamungueinstitute.com/
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apprentice went by their own separate “vessel paths.” While Statnekov purposely sticks
to the original format and tune of the ancient blueprints as found in ancient Peruvian
burials, Wright let his creative fantasy move on and adjusts his vessels to the expectations
of his audience making vessels sound high in frequently. The ancient whistles are usually
low in pitch. Wright stresses that he does not want to simply find and replicate sounds of
the ancient ones. His goal is to manipulate the ancient tune to produce new spirituality
sounds. Incidentally, these “strict” and “loose” approaches to the ancient Peruvian
ceramics is a just a small example of two different approaches to indigenous spirituality in
Western metaphysical community, in which some people seek to strictly follow particular
tribal practices, while others freely reshape these practices tuning them to their individual
or group needs.

Modern metaphysical community and nature religions, which are very concerned
to ground themselves in antiquity, widely use archeology to construct their rituals.
Instilling whistling bottles with spirit is only one example of how archeology can serve
the needs of those spiritual seekers who seek for “archaic techniques” to enter altered
states. Another example is a group of enthusiasts clustered around the retired Hungarian-
born psychologist and linguist Felicitas Goodman who currently lives in Columbus,
Ohio. While people who follow the Statnekov embark on their spiritual journeys by using
Peruvian whistles, Goodman tries to induce the same paths to the alternative reality by
replicating body postures found on Stone Age figurines ( Goodman 1990: 303—309 ).
Observing the sculptures and statuettes that survived from ancient hunting and gathering
societies, she concluded that there were universal cross-cultural postures for any kind of
shamanic experiences: calling spirits, healing, transformation into animals, divination
and spirit journeys. Since the early 1970s, Goodman and her colleagues discovered
about eighty universal body postures. The former anthropologist and her followers are
convinced that our ancestors used all these postures to enter altered states. Moreover,
Goodman stresses that, at certain point of history, spirits “invited” humans to learn those
postures to maintain a regular contact with the separate realitys ( Goodman 1995: xi ).

Like Statnekov, Goodman attributes her “discovery” to an accidental event:
“In 1977, in connection with my ongoing research concerning altered states of
consciousness, I had the research subjects assume one of these non-ordinary postures
and then added a rhythmic stimulation. To my surprise, the subjects reported a variety
of visionary experiences. Apparently, I had inadvertently stumbled onto a very ancient
shamanic system that had hitherto gone unrecognized.” Along with her colleague Belinda
Gore, Goodman now runs the Cuyamungue Institute that is specialized in exploring
and preserving these postures “as a doorway to the realm of spirit and non-ordinary
consciousness.” @ Like for many members of the Western shamanism community, her
original interest in tribal spirituality and altered states was triggered by her exposure to

@ The Cuyamungue Institute, https://www.cuyamungueinstitute.com/.
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Native American cultures. In her case it was Pueblo ethnography and the picturesque
landscapes of northern New Mexico filled with ancient native ruins. Incidentally, the
Cuyamungue, which was launched in 1978, is based in northern New Mexico, one of
the strongholds of the body, mind, and spirit community.

Goodman and her associates believe that, if accompanied by sound stimulation such
as drumming or rattling, those body postures maintained for fifteen minutes can induce
“ecstatic trance” and eventually visionary experiences. Incidentally, the people from the
Cuyamungue Institute experimented with the whistling vessels and integrated them into
their practices along with body postures replicated from those vessels. Goodman argues
that one should not tie the ancient body postures she discovered to any specific culture
or period. She insists that a person from any tradition can use them to step into a separate
reality. Therefore, modern city dwellers can enter the body posture trance as effectively
as, let us say, Neolithic medicine people. Furthermore, to stimulate of her system,
Goodman created around the body postures an elaborated mythology and rituals, or as
one of her students put it, a “shared dogma” that helps to stimulate trance states.

At the same time, there is a certain prerequisite for using her technique. Goodman
explains that who come to participate in her sessions this should be firmly convinced
that a body posture shall lead to a spiritual experience. Like many other shamanic
practitioners, she asks potential participants to accept their body posture experiences as
real and warns against scrutinizing and rationalizing their sensations, which destroys
the power of the sacred. Certainly, this is a theological requirement that, I would say,
might generate an expected spiritual experience with any ritual tool, device, posture, or
aritual, or mindset.

Goodman collected blueprints for specific body postures literally everywhere:
ethnographic and archaeology books, museum exhibits, newspaper articles. In one case,
she picked up a pose from a postage stamp that sampled an ancient figurine. In another
case, a page torn from an old unidentified magazine depicting an unidentified antiquity
figurine that appeared to be Olmec prompted the members of the Goodman group to
experiment with the newly found posture ( Gore 1995: 111—112 ). She also integrated
the shamanic interpretation of the rock art into her spiritual practices. For example,
Goodman integrated into her collection of postures a Lascaux cave’s drawing that depicts
a stick figure of man lying with an erected penis in front of a giant aurochs. The man also
has a bird mask or a bird head and with another bird depicted nearby. The stick figure
appeared to her as a shaman, who being transformed into the winged being, journeys to
an alternative reality with a help of bird, his guarding spirit. Most important, Goodman
calculated that the “shaman” is portrayed lying at the thirty-seven-degree level, which,
in her view, was a way to induce a trance state. To replicate this posture for entering the
same state, instructors from the Cuyamungue Institute place people on special platforms
or, as they call them, “launching pads.” ( Gore 1995: 111—174, 176 )
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One of her most celebrated “discoveries” took place in 1989. While lecturing
in Austria, Goodman learned about a female figurine archeologist excavated a year
earlier at a site called Galgenberg on the Danube River. Looking at this figurine, the
anthropologist immediately identified a specific body posture, which might have
induced an altered state. This 30000-year-old sculpture carved from green serpentine,
which received a nickname Venus of Galgenberg, depicts a woman allegedly in a dance.
One of her breasts hangs to the left, the other one faces frontward. The left arm of the
figurine is raised, whole the right hand that rests on the thigh is posed as though in a
ritual or a dance position. Goodman concluded that an ancient artist caught this woman
in a trance state. What intrigued the former anthropologist was that the raised hand of the
woman and her head were again at the angle of thirty-seven degree, which matched the
“Lascaux posture” and suggested a pattern. Goodman writes that to replicate the “Venus”
posture was a tough job for her student volunteer, who suffered extreme heat, pain,
and perspiration. Still, despite all these tribulations, the participants reportedly entered
altered states and then successfully came back ( Goodman 1990: 305 ). Later, Goodman
declared the “Venus” posture as of the most powerful among all others.

Robert Wallis, both an academic and shamanism practitioner, who visited one of
the body posture sessions run by a Goodman associate found all manipulations described
above artificial and ineffective. The leader of the workshop, which Wallis joined, played
a group dynamic game well familiar to all psychologists. He tried to control people’s
behavior, screened the audience for “appropriate” answers and even put words in the
mouth of participants trying to justify Goodman’s spiritual techniques ( Wallis 2003 :
52 ). At the same time, another UK participant of a body session reports the opposite. He
talks about wonderful spiritual effects of this experience. This participant, who took the
Bear Spirit posture, claims that he felt a visible presence of a vast shape behind him and
felt a surge of energy in his body. Furthermore, to test if the Goodman practice was valid
and sound, this person ( psychologist by training ) decided to run a whole body posture
session through an internet discussion forum in order to avoid the workshop environment
that usually spoils a spiritual experience by its group dynamic affect. Reportedly, many
participants of this internet session experienced marvelous animal transformations. The
one who “became” a jaguar reported, “I journeyed in the posture of the jaguar and can
report that I was unable until I left the journey to ‘get out’ of the jaguar body. During the
©)

Although it sprang up independently, the Goodman technique is essentially a

journey I met the ‘Mother Jaguar’ — incredible.”

marginal replica of the more popular “core shamanism” developed by Harner. While the
former places emphasis on body postures, the latter stresses drumming. At the same time,

@ Ross Haven, “Ecstatic Trance Postures,” Shaman Portal, https://www.shamanportal.org/

article_details.php ? id=27#coments_section.
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much of the philosophy behind the both techniques look very similar. At the same time,
the Cuyamungue Institute people do point out that such techniques as spirit journeys
they appropriated from the “core shamanism.” Overall, there is much cross-fertilization
among various “school” of Western shamanism and individual practitioners, who
simply take whatever works better for them and integrate it into their practices. What is
interesting here is that both Harner and Goodman, and such less familiar “technicians of
the sacred” as Statnekov came up with their spiritual techniques devoid of hallucinogens
approximately at the same time — in the second half of the 1970s. This was the time when
the countercultural community was increasingly turning away from hallucinogens to
“safe” techniques of inducing altered states. Incidentally, like Harner, Goodman and
her followers make a special note that their techniques as “drugless” and safe method of
communicating with the sacred ( Gore 1995: 8, 10 ).

In the early 1970s, when Goodman began to experiment with the body postures
at Denison University, where she taught at that time, she did not have any problems
with finding eager learners. As one of her associates notes, having experimented with
hallucinogenic drugs, meditation, and other spiritual practices based on Eastern religion,
these Goodman’s students were no strangers to alternative states of consciousness ( Gore
1995: 6 ). Soon the anthropologist had a small group of enthusiasts who later expanded
the body postures practices beyond the United States to other Western countries. Although
certainly not so influential as, for example, Harner’s “core shamanism,” practices
based on “archaic” body postures became an integral part of the Western shamanism
community. Goodman thinks highly about her spiritual techniques. She even goes as far
as comparing her “discovery” with the Columbus “discovery” of the New World. Like
many other spiritual practitioners in modern West, she and her colleagues portray their
system as a global solution for global human problems “hoping to find healing for our
planet and for ourselves before it is too late.” ( Gore 1995 xv )

The inspiration that the members of the modern shamanism community receive from
archeology knowledge is natural. After all, Eliade taught us that shamanism is “archaic
technique of ecstasy.” One of the major goals of shamanic practices in modern West is a
retrieval of “archaic self” that is allegedly hidden under the corruptive layers of Judeo-
Christian tradition. Under these circumstances, simply because it is ancient, any ancient
object can potentially acquire a spiritual meaning in the eyes of spiritual seekers and turn
into a door to the alternative reality.
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