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BOWMAN, LYNNE ELISE MARTIN, PhD. Poet Robert Bly: Shaman of
the Dark Side. (1989). Directed by Dr. Steven Lautermilch.
418 pp.

While Robert Bly suggests that the poet's role is rooted
in the shaman's, critics have not yet looked at his poetry in
light of the shaman's role. O0ften seen as divided between
the private poems and the public, political poems, Bly's work
displays not division, but rather the holism of the twofold
shamanic vision where mystical journey into dark realms is
publically performed in order to heal the tribe.

In his shamanic vision of the dark side, Bly displays a
kinship with D. H. Lawrenée. In Lawrence's BIRDS, BEASTS AND
FLOWERS poems and in many of Bly's poems, deep and detailed
images of animals and plants portray attunement with nature
and the dark side.

Embodying the apparent differences of Bly's poetry,
SLEEPERS JOINING HANDS uses the rhetoric of the shaman's
performance to persuade the American tribe that the dark
energy and horror of the Vietnam War was an effect of an
underlying spiritual imbalance, an over-emphasis on the
rational.

Bly often depicts the journey in the image of the
speaker "going out" into nature to find the spiritual. The
journey movement structures the poems. Leaping and deep
images depict the energy of shamanic ecstasy and the

connections of nature, body, and tribal past.



The structure of LOVING A WOMAN IN TWO WORLDS (1986)
embodies the lover's Jjourney toward his beloved "ayami" or
shamanic tutelary spirit who enables him, through dark,
instinctual desire, to find ecstasy and balanced union. In
the union of the "two worlds" of flesh and spirit, man and
woman, the lover finds healing.

While some of Bly's poems may fail to journey in their
leaping and deep images, the shamanic vision provides Bly
with a way.to depict the healing he feels his culture needs.
In the rhetorical power of journey imagery, persuading by its
attunement with nature, spirit, and tribe, Bly engages his

readers in the performance of his healing vision of unity.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I wish to thank my dissertation adviser, Steven
Lautermilch, for his efforts. I also wish to thank my
committee members for their assistance. Mary Ellis Gibson,
Keith Cushman, Walter Beale, and Roch Smith were all kind and
helpful. |

Here, too, I must thank my parents, Lealon and Lucile
Martin, for their enduring encouragement. Elizabeth Hunt
provided invaluable assistance with the difficult details of
manuscript form. Finally, I thank my husband, Jim, for'his
tireless support during the entire process and his delivery

service in the deadline days.

iii



TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
APPROVAL PAGE. . ¢ ¢ ¢« o & o o o o o s o o« o o o o o ii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS v & 4 ¢ o o o o o o o o s o o o o o o iii
INTRODUCTION + « o o « « o o o o o o o o o o o o o « o 1
CHAPTER
I. THE SHAMAN AND THE POET + « « o « ¢ o « o o 10

The Role of the Shaman.

The Calling . « + o ¢ o o o o o o o o o o 14
The InitiatioNs. « ¢ ¢ « o o o o o s o o o 18
The JOUrNEY « « o« o ¢ s s o o o o s-0 o s o 20
The Performance « « o« o o « o o o o o o o & 29
The Shaman and the Poet « « « ¢« ¢ ¢« « &« o & 33
Robert Bly and the Shamanic . . . . « . « . 37
Conclusion. « « + o o « o s o o o s s o o 61

IT. INFLUENCES AND IMPROVISATIONS: THE SHAMANIC
POETRY OF D. H. LAWRENCE AND ROBERT BLY . . 65

Mutual Influences: Blake, the Romantics,
and ‘l‘]hitman L] L [ ] L] [ ] L] . L] L] L] L] L] . L] L] 67
The Influence of War and the Shamanic

Solution: Improvisations. .« « « « « o « & 75
Shamanic Healing and Myth . . « . « « . .« . 80
Shamanic Doorways: The World Tree as a

Poetic ImMagee. + « o « o o o o o o o s o 94
Dark Imagery and Spoken Form. . . « « « + 121
Conclusion: Shamanic Healing . . « « « « & 124

ITII. THE SHAMANIC PERFORMANCE: BLY'S RHETORIC IN
SLEEPERS JOINING HANDS. « « « ¢ o « & « « o 127

SLEEPERS: Section I « o« o ¢ ¢ o o o s o o & 131
"The Teeth Mother Naked at Last": Part I. . 152
"Teeth Mother"™: Part Il . ¢« o« ¢ « o o ¢ o @ 164
"Teeth Mother": Part III. « ¢« o« « o« « « o« & 177
"Teeth Mother™: Part IV ¢ ¢« « o ¢ o o o o o 182
"Teeth Mother™: Part V. « « o ¢ ¢ o o o o & 188
"Teeth Mother": Part VI and VII . « + « .« & 190
SLEEPERS: Section II: "I Came Out of the

Mother Naked™ . ¢« ¢ ¢ ¢ « o o o o s o o 201

iv



CHAPTER

TABLE OF CONTENTS {(continued)

III. (continued)

Section III: "Sleepers Joining Hands,"
a Long Poem . « o « o o o ¢ o o o

"The Shadow Goes Away". . . « « . .

"Meeting the Man Who Warns Me . . . .

"The Night Journey in the Cooking Pot".

"Water Drawn Up into the Head". . . .
Conclusion. « « o ¢ « o ¢ o ¢ o « o =

IV. THE SHAMANIC JOURNEY IN BLY'S POETRY. .

Journeys in SILENCE IN THE SNOWY FIELDS

THE LIGHT AROUND THE BODY . « « + . .
THE MORNING GLORY AND THIS BODY IS
MADE OF CAMPHOR AND GOPHERWOOD. . .
THIS TREE WILL BE HERE FOR A THOUSAND
YEARS . v 4 ¢ ¢« ¢ o o ¢ ¢ o o o o o
THE MAN IN THE BLACK COAT TURNS . . .
ConclusionNe. « o« o« ¢ o o« o ¢ o o o o

V. BLY'S LOVING A WOMAN IN TWO WORLDS:

CONCLUSION

THE SHAMAN AS LOVER « ¢« ¢ « ¢ « & o &

Part I. . .
Part II . .
Part III. .
Conclusion.

BIBLIOGRAPHY . . - . ] . . L] . . . . L] . . . L] .

Page

208
209
211
212
217
221

.223

230
243

261
279
291
307
310
316
341
373
400
402

410



INTRODUCTION

Recently, the poet Robert Bly has come of age, so to
speak: he has received the hallmarks of acceptance in the
academic world. In 1986 alone, Columbia University Press
published an introduction to his work by Howard Nelsonj
Twayne Publishers added a discussion of his work by Richard
Sugg to their author's series, and Harper and Row published
his SELECTED POEMS. At age sixty, Robert Bly certainly has
not longed to receive this acceptance. While holding deérees
from Harvard and the Iowa Writer's Workshop, Bly, like poet
Gary Snyder of the Beat Generation, chose not to stay in the
academic world, in part because of what that world
represented to him--western, rational, materialistic,
male-centered values. For Bly, the inner, meditative self
which might be in touch with other values and worlds or
states of being could not be explored in an academic
environment. Finishing his degree at Harvard, Bly went to
New York City to live, supporting himself with various
part-time jobs. There, isolated and alone, he discovered his
purpose as a poet (Froiland 35). He had a vision of what he
calls the "inward journey" (Sugg 3). From New York, he went
on to Iowa to get his master's degree in writing. Upon
graduating, he spent a year in Norway on a Fulbright Grant.
In Norway he further solidified his purpose. During this

return to familial roots (Baker 47-48), Bly read for the



first time the poetry of Georg Trakl, Juan Ramon Jimenez,
Pablo Neruda, and other non-English modern poets. In these
poets and in ancient myths, Bly found new methods to express
what he saw as missing from most American poetry. He found
ways to voice the dark, hidden side of things not 1lit by
Apollonian consciousness. For Bly, the dark side is not
essentially negative, although it may seem to be. In his
Vietnam War poems, it is horrific and deadly, but even in
those poems, Bly shows that it is ultimately a necessary,
balancing force. He depicts the dark or instinctual realms
in his poetry as a part of a whole. Exploring those realms
enables him to investigate the whole: light and dark,
masculine and feminine.

In this study of Bly, my purpose is to look at his
expression and his vision of this terrain. I suggest that in
both expression and vision he is like a shaman on a journey.
His New York experience most clearly suggests that his poetic
vision is shaman-like. Another manifestation of his approach
is that he stands ocutside the academy and outside of the new
critical and neo-classical traditions. Unlike most poets in
America today, he makes his living giving readings and
lectures, not by teaching. As an "outsider," Bly is similar
to the shaman who stands outside of the normative role of the
tribal hunter. .

While Bly himseif has suggested that the poet's role is

rooted in the shaman's (Froiland 35), a review of the



discussion on Bly reveals that no critic has yet examined the
shamanic aspects of his poetry. Neither of the recent books
by Sugg and Nelson look at his work this way. Many critics
look at the Jungian aspects, some the Romantic, others the
surrealistic, and still others the mythological aspects of
his work; but none thus far has viewed his poems with the
shaman's role in mind. George B. Hutchinson has viewed
Whitman in this way; while another, Scott Eastham, has looked
at Pound as a shaman: both studies reveal aspects of the
poets' works~-religious, mystical, healing, cultural, and
artistic--that might have remained unclear without
investigating them as shamanic. Although Hutchinson intended
to prove that Whitman was indeed a shaman, I do not intend to
prove that Bly is, in reality, a contemporary shaman, but
rather that his poetic vision may be better understood in
shamanic terms. Bly himself suggests that some real shamanic
tasks have devolved onto poets. He says, "Poets give words
to the parts of us that cannot speak." Poets Jjourney, like
shamans, to other worlds, but perhaps not to quite the same
worlds. Poets, according to Bly, go to the dream world, "the
inner world or lower world," (Bly, Letter), while shamans go
not only there, but also to celestial and demonic realms
"where extremely alive and vigorous . . . beings . . . live"
(Bly, Letter). I hope to prove that there are clear
similarities between poet and shaman, despite the real

differences in the depthand the dangers of their journeys.



Therefore, I will speak of Bly as shaman-like, realizing that
he is not a shaman. I want to propose that his approach to
poetry and his poems are shamanic. Indeed, I will argue that
his approach to poetry is rooted_in the shaman's function
with certain tasks devolved to the poet in contemporary,
technological societies. Today the poet voices his concern
for the sickness in his "tribe." The poet renews the
language.of the tribe through mythic images. He vivifies the
image to reveal the powerful force of spirit in nature.
Through the image, he hopes to heal, not as the
doctor-shaman, but as the spirit-healer.

I propose that when we look at Bly's poetry, shamanism
is a particﬁlarly apt tool. As I will discuss, the shaman's
performance and his journey (defined in Chapter One)
contribute an unusual binary combination to the shaman which
distinguishes him frombthe priest who is traditional and
communal in function and from the mystic who is ecstatic and
individual in function. While many see Bly's work as split
between the quiet, meditative poems and the wild, political
poems, I suggest that the work can be seen as a whole by
assessing it as shamanic. First, the shaman's twofold path
involves him as a mystic figure who in a trance state, in
ecstasy, ascends or descends to the spirit world, and there
communes with divine beings. There he learns great truths.
But this mystical knowledge is nbt only for his personal

enlightenment. He returns to bring healing knowledge to his



tribe, proQiding that knowledge in a shamanic performance.
And thus the second aspect of shamanism, the communal,
reveals the shaman as akin to Plato's ideal rhetorician: when
he speaks, he speaks tﬁuth, and that truth persuades, because
the tribe knows it will heal. My thesis is that Bly's poetry
has both this communal, rhetorical aspect and the private
mystical aspect: both seemingly separate, unless one looks at
his poetry as shamanic.

To define this thesis, the study is divided into five
chapters and a conclusion. Chapter One defines and examines
the twofold aspects of shamanism--public performance and
mystic Jjourney. The discussion outlines the shaman's story:
his calling, his role, the trance and journey, the
performance and healing. Out of the performance and journey
and their ultimate healing purpose, a unique combination of
distinctive shamanic attributes arises. Looking at these
attributes in Bly's work in this first chapter and throughout
this study, I hope to show that his work is shamanic.

Chapter Two is a discussion of one aspect of Bly's
poetic lineage which provides a context for his shamanic
approach: his kinship with D. H. Lawrence. When a shaman is
called and fulfills his vocation, he may be empowered or
helped by shamanic forefathers. Henighan suggests a
connection between Lawrence and shamanism (610). Also, in
one interview, Bly admits a respect for Lawrence and a

specific prose influence: Lawrence's FANTASIA OF THE



UNCONSCIOUS. While a case for direct influence on his poetry
cannot be made, I think that a good one can be made that Bly
has fallen heir to many of Lawrence's ideas, whether by
conscious or unconscious nurture or by similarity of nature.
Both poets are nourished by the Romantic tradition which
Henighan sees as linked to shamanism (607-09). Both poets
pay homage to Blake and to Whitman who also lay a poetic
groundwork for Bly's shamanic approach {(Hutchinson). In this
second chapter, I intend to show the kinship between Bly's
and Lawrence's works by using Lawrence's book of poetry,
BIRDS, BEASTS AND FLOWERS (1923), as a point of comparison,
rather than one of his.novels, although shamanic similarities
can be found there as well (Bynum).

Chapter Three is a discussion of Bly's rhetorical power
as a shamanic poet and mythmaker in SLEEPERS JOINING HANDS
(SLEEPERS) (1973). A rhetorical analysis of some of the
poems in this book is particularly appropriate because these
poems are part of the public debate on the Vietnam War.

Bly's readings during that time were extremely popular (Sugg
71). He has a dramatic flair in reading that reinforces what
the poems "perform" on the page. Performance and language
skills are important aspects of shamanism. They enable the
shaman to enter the trance state, to communicate what is
happening during the trance state, and to relay knowledge
after the journey is over. Similarly, Bly's public rhetoric

serves his poetic function quite well. Bly depicts healing



and healing images. The shaman heals himself, tribe, and
tribesmen through the holistic power of myth (numinous know-
ledge). Bly's solution to the division caused by the War and
which caused the War (according to Bly) is to unify ou:
divided consciousness through mythic imagery--akin to the
knowledge the shaman brings back from his journey. To unify,
Bly must bring back myths from the dark side. In SLEEPERS
rhetoric and poetry are woven together to make a public, yet
poetic statement.

Chapter Four investigates one of Bly's important images:
the image of the speaker going out. Simply, the speaker or
Bly walks out to the barn; he drives out across the
countryside, or he looks out of his writing hut as his spirit
flies out. These and similar images are used repeatedly.
This idea of "going out" becomes a technique for Bly to get
into his poems. In turn, the technique becomes part of his
poems' substance and meaning. While "going out" may simply
be a habit of diction, I believe it is a key to Bly's
shamanic vision. Here is the shaman's journey and its power.
The shaman and the poet must go out of the self and out of a
particular world view in order to seek and to bring back
divine truths. And poet or shaman is empowered by that
journey. Paradoxically, the journey begins, not with a real
movement out, but with Bly's "inward journey." However, in a
poem, this mystical travel may be reprgsented by a physical

Journey. The technical benefit for Bly is that such journeys



provide a structuring device for his poems. Also, the idea
of "going out" involves the idea of assoclation. Here I
intend to discuss Bly's concern for the associative or deep
image and poetry which "leaps," a concern addressed in his
book LEAPING POETRY (1972, 1974) and elsewhere.

Chapter Five takes a close look at Bly's most recent
book, LOVING A WOMAN IN TWO WORLDS. Published in 1985 by The
Dial Press, it is not covered by either Nelson or Sugg
because it is so recent. Here I hope not only to provide a
reader's guide to this new work, but also to show how this
book of love poems reveals Bly's shamanic vision. Because
these love poems reflect the very personal and private Bly,
they are more in touch with the mysticai aspect of shamanism.
The poems speak of the dark side which one can discover
through love, and they speak of the idea of holism: the
balancing unification of man and woman, human and natural,
physical and spiritual, dark and light. This idea of
integration is one which shaman Agnes Whistling Elk has
revealed to Lynn V. Andrews as crucial-to the formation of
the shaman (MEDICINE 57; Letter), an idea which is
corroborated by anthropologist Douglas Sharon in his study of
a Peruvian shaman (139-41). If nothing else, Bly‘s shamanic
vision is one which seeks, by associative techniques, to
unify, to balance. In LOVING A WOMAN, this vision unfolds in
the integrating power of love.

Finally, the conclusion assesses how the shamanic vision



serves Bly as a poet. How do the shamanic elements function
in the poems? Are the shamanic journey and performance
central to the poetry, or are they only superficial aspects?
What is the healing message of his poetic journey? How is
that message conveyed in the poems? When his power to
integrate or attune fails, do the poems fail? I will be
examining these questions here and throughout to define Bly's

success as a shamanic poet.
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CHAPTER I

THE SHAMAN AND THE POET

"One of the greatest shocks to poetry in the last one hundred
years has been the recognition that the old poet was
connected with the shaman, not with being the spokesman for
the moral order."--Robert Bly

"In modern contemporary poetry, examples could be found to
label some modern poets as a continuation or extension of
shamanic traditions--employing songs as a psycho-social
healing method even today."--E. Zola, THE WRITER AND THE
SHAMAN (in Hoppal 92)

To demonstrate how Robert Bly's work grows out of a
shamanistic vision, I will first examine the typical shaman's
story. I divide the story into five sections: a definition
of the shaman's role, his calling to the role and training in
it, his initiation, his Jjourney, and his performance. In
each section, I will highlight the attributes which may be
used to define a poet's work as shamanic. There are
essentially eleven of these attributes or touchstones: 1)
healing work, 2) ecstasy (part of Jjourneying), 3) Jjourneying
(including flight), 4) attunement with nature and assistance
from nature-spirits, 5) attunement with the tribe and its
heritage and help from ancestor-spirits, 6) discovery,
creation, and use of myth and mythic energies, 7) performance
abilities (including his use of masks and costumes), 8) use
of sound with instruments {especially the drum) and secret

languages (both performance abilities of particular
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applicability to the shamanic poet), 9) being‘both called to
and tfained in the profession, 10) the initiation, and most
importantly, 11) the vision of all worlds as one. All these
elements are important in assessing ﬁhe shamanic, so they.
must first be understood within the shaman's story. A more
detailed discussion of the shamanic poet and of Bly will come
afterwards. For the shaman, all the elements work together
to help him heal. All work together to reinforce his uni-
fying perspective. And, in turn, that perspective assists
him in entering ecstasy, in journeying, attuning, performing,
being called, trained, initiated, and in uncovering unity

among worlds.
The Role of the Shaman

First a brief definition of the shaman's role is
necessary. Within the tribe, the shaman functions as a
healer in various ways. He may heal an individual of a phys-
ical sickness or of an emotional or psychological problem.

He may heal relationships: marital, sibling, parental. He
may help a couple to have a child or provide words from the
dead for grief—stricken relatives. He may be called to
assist the tribe as a whole: to find game, to fight enemies,
tq fight plague. And perhaps most importantly, he may assist
the tribe in times of change to find a new way to survive

(Hutchinson xxii). In order to heal his tribe, individually
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or collectively, the shaman journeys to the spiritual realm
to find healing answers, and returns to perform his journey
and its discoveries. He is able to journey by going into an
ecstatic trance.

In the past, anthropologists and theologians have
considered the shaman's role to be primitive and tribal, and
in its pristine form, archaic. However, today, there has
been a change in that view due to new studies and findings.
Much of this increased study and interest has been due to the
extensive work (in religious studies) of Mircea Eliade.
Despite his view of shamanism as archaic in his classic work,
SHAMANISM: ARCHAIC TECHNIQUES QF ECSTASY, he does show the
complexity of the shaman's role as a technician of ecstasy.
Today's religious studies, anthropological field studies of
shamans, and medical studies of mind-body healing (Achterberg
103-243 Borysenko), all support Eliade in his respect for the
shaman (and the shaman's techniques) as more than a mere
imposter. Studies like Stephen Larsen's THE SHAMAN'S DOOR-
WAY: OPENING THE MYTHIC IMAGINATION TO CONTEMPORARY CONS-
CIOUSNESS and Douglas Sharon's anthropological study of a
contemporary Peruvian shaman argue that the shaman's role is
neither solely archaic nor merely technical, but that divine
contact, truth, and contemporary existence and relevance
should also be emphasized. 1Indeed, field studies such as
Sharon's, John A. Grim's THE SHAMAN: PATTERNS OF SIBERIAN AND

OJIBWAY HEALING, and Carlos Casteneda's popular THE TEACHINGS
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OF DON JUAN: A YAQUI WAY OF KNOWLEDGE reveal that the sha-
man's rolé exists today in technological as well as in primi-

tive societies. It is not only archaic, but also contem-

porary and viable (Grim 16, Harner 3-16). All scholars seem
to agree that the shaman, whether archaic or contemporary,
finds the unity between the mundane and the divine through
ecstasy.

Michael Harner's definition provides a current and

thorough assessment of the shaman's role:
« « « he or she is someone who enters an altered state
of consciousness (which I have called the shamanic state
of consciousness, or SSC), usually induced by monotonous
drumming or other percussion sound, in order to make
journeys for a variety of purposes in what are techni-
cally called the Lower and Upper Worlds. These other
worlds accessible to the shaman in the SSC are regarded
as an alternate reality, and the shaman's purpose in
journeying to it in the SSC is to interact consciously
with certain guardian powers or spirits there, which are
usually perceived as power animals. The shaman solicits
the friendship and aid of such power animals in order to
help other people in various ways, and he or she may
also have spiritual teachers in this hidden reality who
give advice, instruction, and other forms of assistance
(Harner 3).

John A. Grim defines the role more simply: "The shaman is the
person, male or female, who experiences, absorbs, and com-
municates a special mode of sustaining healing power" (3).
Thus the shaman's experience of alternate or geopsychic
(Houston xiii) realities is not his ultimate goal as it is
for the mystic, but rather his goal is to use the knowledge
gained from his journey in those realities in order to help
or to heal. How he learns to use this healing knowledge is a
process which is part of his calling, of his initiation, and

of his training.
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The Calling

The shaman is usually called to his role through some
type of spontaneous election by divine forcés perceived as
gods or spirits (Eliade, SHAMANISM 13). This election may be
recognized by the future shaman's strange behavior, by his
unusual dreams or visions, by his moodiness or depression, or
by his seeking solitude, isolating himself, or by any number
of other atypical behaviors commonly termed "shaman's
disease" (Eliade, SHAMANISM 33). Some scholars suggest that
shamans are merely sufferers of some type of psychopathology;
however, Eliade holds that the true shaman is not a shaman
simply by suffering the "disease," but by subsequently being
able to heal himself (SHAMANISM 15). The election is veri-
fied by the shaman's return to wholeness. This wholeness
comes when, in the solitude the elected has sought, some
vision arrives which heals his disease. Later he will heal
others by repeating, in variant ways, the process he went
through to heal himself (Nachtigall 316).

While the initial election may be involuntary, one is
not a shaman simply by the calling, but also by the training
in the profession {Eliade SHAMANISM 13). A shaman is trained
essentially by two methods: the ecstatic, including dreams

and trances; and the traditional, including techniques, names
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and functions of spirits, myths, clan genealogies, and secret
languages of other realms. This idea that the shaman is a
professional, trained and called, is important, for it
implies sanction and esteem béth by the shamanic community
(fellow shamans) and by the spirit world. While Eliade cer-
tainly implies that the shamanuis a professional who
practices learned "techniques of ecstasy," A. Bharati has a
detailed discussion of this concept of the shaman as a
professional. Just as other professionals are recruited by
both fellow professionals'(including family) and inner gui-
dance or personal choice, so is the shaman (86). Then, too,
the shaman is 6ne of a body of persons engaged in a calling,
a vocation (73).

Like any professional, the shaman has control of his own
time. He is self-directed. Yet while he is independenﬁ, he
practices under the protection of some norms established
(formally and/or informally) within the profession. Such
professional norms prevent a simple lay evaluation of his
success (76). Some esoteric knowledge is necessary to
evaluate him. Thus the client's (individual's or tribe's)
goals in healing may not, at least on the surface, be the
same goals as those the shaman works to fulfill, for his
goals are established by contact with other realms of
knowledge (76). 1In regards to the poet, Shelley might see an
affinity between this definition of the professional shaman

and his own definition of the poet in A DEFENSE OF POETRY.
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For Shelley, poets participate in the eternal, have the best
minds, are knights among the ordinary members of the tribe.
Certainly the goals of poetry are not to be judged by
ordinary minds, yet poetry and the poet exist to inspire
others, to bring prophecy (Shelley in Perkins 1072-1087),
which cah also heal. The shaman also functions in this way.
Both "professionals" bring back healing messages from the
divine.

This uﬁderstanding of the shaman as a professional,
called by the sacred and trained by elder shamans, does
indeed reveal a number of parallels between the shaman's role
and the poet's. The professional shaman is the trained tech-
nician of a culture's guiding myths. Through his ecstatic
vision, the shaman guards, transmits, and cultivates changes
in his culture's myéhology (Campbell in Feinstein 267-68).
Myth is the interface between the sacred and the mundane,
between the formless (yet to be formed) and the formed
(Campbell, MASKS 55). Thus myth renders forms through which
the "formless Form of forms," or divine, can be known. This
function of myth is like the function of poetry, according to
Gerhart Hauptmann, for poetry 1s the "art of causing the Word
to resound behind words," enabling them to shimmer with
divine meaning (in Campbell, MASKS 55).

The shaman and the poet both work with myth. The poet
uses myth in his art and may rework myths or develop new ones

to represent his imaginative impulses. The shaman journeys
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to the realm of myth where he discovers new myths. The
shaman is called by the divine, trained in the mundane, and
taught to travel between the two realms so that he can guard,
transmit and/or make changes in the myths of his tribe--the
myths which are the interface between the two realms. The
poet,. likewise, must "travel" between realms--at least he
must travel from the realm of ordinary thought to the realm
of his imagination. The Jjourneys have similarities, but are
not equivalent. The poet travels to his own imagination, but
the shaman travels to what the tradition considers a literal,
geo-psychic place (Houston xiii) or "non-ordinary reality"
(Castaneda 185).

But the similarities are still significant, for both
poet and shaman make the journey to and from a place of pri-
mary meaning. And both are not only called to do so, but
also traiped. Any good poet must study the forms and tech-
niques of his "trade." He reads and listens to other poets'
work, Jjust as the novice shaman studies with the elder sha-
man/s. Of course, both may train formally or informally.

For shaman and poet, the training insures that the journey to
other realms can be made successfully, even safely (madness
being not uncommon in each "profession"). Success means that
the new forms or the new words, that the new knowledge can be
presented with skili, and perhaps can influence the com-
munity. Both shaman and poet seek to translate their jour-
neys to other realms into terms meaningful for the tribe or

audience.
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The Initiation

Part of the process of becoming a shaman is the thresh-
0ld initiation. This may fipst be part of the shaman's spon-
taneous election by the divine, part of his instruction by a
teacher-shaman (Campbell, MASKS 265), and/or come later in a
public initiation {(Eliade, SHAMANISM 205). The initiation is
a transformation and involves one of the basic transforming
symbols, that of deaph and rebirth. In many cultures the
shaman is symbolically dismembered so that he may be reborn
with a new spiritual body (Larsen 62-63). In spontaneous
election, the future shaman may experience this
transformation as terrible visions of dismemberment (Camp-
bell, MASKS 265). The shaman's body may be "cut up" and
parts fed to demons and anceétors who may cause diseases so
that he may later heal those diseases (Eliade 203).

In the Inuit Eskimo culture, an animal spirit may wound
and devour the shaman so that new flesh may grow--thus the
term "wounded healer" for the shaman (Halifax 215-216)--0r
the shaman's brain may be removed so that a new, more clever
brain may take its place. Or the shaman is reduced to a
skeleton to which the soul is attached and then he is remade
(Eliade 203). This is the central image of the initiation
act, rite, and vision: the sacrifice of the man that he may
be transformed into the shaman. It is easy to see in this

shamanic image the origins of the Christ figurg: the wounded
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healer, the physical body sacrificed to be reborn in the
spiritual.

After the shaman is transformed, he experiences magical
flight, or some type of revelatory Jjourney up and/or down the
axis mundl to the other cosmic regions (Eliade, SHAMANISM
141). From the journey, he gains sacred power and may "bring
back" a power object and may have established relations with
helping spirits, often animals or parts of the natural world
(Eliade, SHAMANISM 99-107). This experience and gain of
power can be seen in, and has been documented as, a real
increase in the shaman's physical and mental energies and
abilities (Campbell, MASKS 253). In his magical journey,
which takes place in a trance state ("Shamanic State of
Consciousness~-- SSC" (Harner 3)), the shaman breaks through
the plane/s between the cosmic zones. Those zones are joined
by the "axis mundi" which is imaged as the World Tree,
Mountain, Ladder, Tent-pole, Pillar of the Sky, Staircase,
Rope, Bridge, Hill or Mountain (Eliade, SHAMANISM 259-287 and
Houston ix). The vertical direction of his journey repre-
sents an altered state of consciousness--SSC, a movement into
a new dimension, a geo-psychic realm (Houston xiii).

The initiatory flight or other type of journey is an act
of transcendence (Larsen 66) which begins energizing the sha-
man with the power of divine truth and healing. Through that
power he first may heal himself through sacrifice, wounding,

and rebirth, and later, time after time, heal his tribesmen,
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individually and collectively. The shamanic poet may use
initiatory imagery and the "leaping" perceptions of "flight"
in poems. For instance, Bly uses "leaping," associative

imagery in his poetry (LEAPING 28, 86).

The Journej

From his initiation on, the journey to spiritual or
mythic realms is crucial to the shaman's role and function.
In these realms the shaman is imbued with sacred power and
gains healing knowleﬁge. On the journey he encounters his
spiritual allies, often animals, and faces the dangers of
chaos, the formless realm of myth. These are vast realms of
noq-ordinary consciousness (Swan 156). Jean Houston suggests
that the shaman encounters what the Sufis call "mundus
imaginalis" as a real universe. It is a geopsychic realm
"experienced only by those who exercise psychospiritual
senses" (xiii). The shaman's training provides extensive
exercise in those senses, so the master shaman has great
expertise in travelling those.realms and returning, not mad,
not crazy, but more vital because he is connected, not merely
to himse;f and to his tribe, but to the universe (Campbell in
Larsen 80). He is able to see behind forms and opposites to
the "secret ties that unite opposites (Larsen 158). As indi-
cated earlier, once the shaman has completed his initiation,

especially his first journey, he is usually healthier, more
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energetic, and more intelligent than his fellow tribesmén
(Campbell, MASKS 253). This surfeit of energy is continually
documented in field anthropology studies such as Douglas
Sharon's study of Eduardo or Carlos Castaneda's study of Don-
Juan. Thus the journey to other realms, while it may be
dangerous and chaotic, is also energizing and empowering
(Eliade, SHAMANISM 29-30). For the shamanic poet, the
journey of'the creative process may be energizing, and the
creative product, the poem, may be full of energy either in
the imagery or in the form.

Unlike the priest's enactment of a traditional ritual,
the shaman's journey, while having traditional forms and
trappings, is always unique. Each journey is made for a
specific healing purpose, as the primary, catalytic
initiation journey is made for self-healing. Any Jjourney may
be re-enacted in the performance, and this re-enactment will
be discussed later. While no other person can see the shaman
on his journey into these realms, the community often does
witness the preparations 'for the journey and later usually
witnesses the performance of the travelling. During the
actual journey, after he has left this realm for divine
realms by way of the World Tree, the tent-pole, or the piilar
of the house or sky, the shaman may appear as if he is dead,
lying in the deep trance state of SSC;

As Harner indicates in his definition, the shaman

prepares for his journey by using several tools and
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techniques (3). 1Indeed, part of the performance-itself can
be the preparations for the journey. First, the shaman wears
a costume made with symbols of spiritual power. Bones may
represent the tribe's game or the dis-memberment of
initiation. Feathers may represent the spiritual power of
some favored bird (e.g., the eagle) and/or the power of
shamanic flight. The costume may include images from the
initiatory journey and from other journeys. Such images
represent the shaman's powers in the sacred realm and assist
him on new journeys. Second, the shaman may wear a mask of
some animal or other spirit which, like the costume, depicts
his special powers and helps him on his journey. Third, he
may dance to induce or enhance the trance process. Fourth,
he chants and plays rhythmic instruments also to induce or
enhance the trance process. .The instrument most widely used
is the drum, but rattles are also common. The rhythmic
sounds of the shaman have been shown actually to induce
trance states or SSC {(Harner 3).

These preparations are important shamanic tools and
prove important for the shamanic poet, either metaphorically
or literally. Although fhe poet may not be making a display
of power, as the shaman is, the imagery of animal and other
spirits, including ancestors, can become so prevalent as to
be called typical of shamanic poems. The embodiment of
mythic creatures in poetic imagery is akin to the shaman's

use of the costume and the mask, In addition, and just as
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importantly, the poet uses sound to enhance his words and his
depiction of his imaginati?e journey in the poem. Through
these particular fechniques of imagery, connected with
animal, divine, or ancestfal totems, and through techniques
of sound, the poet may display some insights related to the
techniques and to a shamanic worldview.

A real tree (alive or cut and brought into the struc-
ture), tent pole, ladder, house pillar, or other real item
may be climbed by the shaman before and/or after his journey
to prepare him for it or to reenact it. The real trees,
ladders, and other things are the mundane symbols for the
sacred imagés of the axis mundi--the World Tree, Ladder,
Pole. This axis connects the worlds of spirit with the
ordinary, physical world. Along it, the shaman travels,
breaking through the planes.to sacred realms (Eliade
259-287). The vertical images reveal that sacred space and
time are connected to mundane space and time (Houston ix).
All are openings between worlds, places where prayers may be
sent up, or where, for the shaman, the Jjourney begins
(Houston ix). In any case, by his journey, the shaman
transforms the mythological symbol of the axis into a
concrete mystical experience (Eliade 32). One might say that
the shaman uses "symbolic mimesis" by climbing the tree or
tent pole to represent his spiritual journey for his tribe
(Lewis, RELIGION IN CONTEXT 87).

While he is in his ecstatic trance, he journeys to other
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realms which he first encountered when he was called and when
he was initiated. In trance, while travelling, he
communicates with representatives of these other worlds,
often animal spirits or spirits of the dead who may accompany
and help him (Eliade 85-93). These spirits assist him on an
ongoing basis from his initiation throughout the practice of
his art. These are what he depicts on his costume and in his
masks, taking on their power to protect and help him. The
power animals are familiar native creatures, part of the
tribe's environment such as the eagle, the wolf (Eliade
145-157), the bear, or even the salmon (for northwest Ameri-
can Indians). Even in the shaman's representations of the
spiritual - world, that world's unity with the natural world is
clear. The shamanic poet's imagery reflects a simiiar unity.

In addition to his apparel, the shaman speaks secret
languages, unknown to the tribe, to indicate that there are
helping spirits present. The shaman's dance also may be used
to indicate the spirits' presence or to represent encounters
and adventures in other realms. Along with the drumming,
these languages and the dance in part enable the journey and
depict it. Thus sound and rhythm are very important to the
shaman, for they are crucial to the healing Jjourney. So too
are sound and rhythm important for the shamanic poet. OFf
course, they are important to any poet, but for the shamanic
poet they serve to emphasize the journey imagery. They

sometimes enhance a sense of a present, dramatic moment,






