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(1) Sanskrit Sources

Nispannayogavali of Mahapandita Abhayakaragupta. Bhattacharyya, Benoytosh(ed.).
Nispannayogavali of Mahapandita Abhayakaragupta, Baroda: Oriental Institute
1949 (Gaekwad's oriental series; no. 109).

Sdadhanamala. Bhattacharyya, Benoytosh(ed.). Sadhanamala 2vols., Baroda: Oriental
Institute 1968(Gaekwad's oriental series; no. 26, 41).

Vajravalr of Abhayakaragupta. Mori, Masahide(ed). Vajravalr of Abhayakaragupta: edi-
tion of Sanskrit and Tibetan versions, Tring, UK: Institute of Buddhist Studies
2009(Buddhica Britannica; Series continua; 11).

(2) Tibetan Sources

Chen po hor gyi yul du dam pahi chos ji ltar byun bahi tshul bsad pa rGyal bahi bstan pa
rin po che gsal bar byed pahi sgron me of hJig med nam mkhah. von Georg Huth(ed.
and trans.). Geschichte des Buddhismus in der Mongolei: aus dem Tibetischen des
Jigs-med nam-mk ‘a; herausgegeben, iibersetzt und erliutert von Georg Huth, 2vols.
Strassburg: K.J. Triibner 1892-1896.

Yi dam rgra mtshohi sgrub thabs rin chen hbyun gnas kyi lhan thabs Rin hbyun don gsal
of bsTan pahi fii ma Phyogs las rnam rgyal(7th Panchen Lama). Reproduced by
Lokesh Chandra from the collections of Raghu Vira. Sadhana-mala of the Panchen
Lama: bstan-pahi-iii-ma-phyogs-las rnam-rgyal: entitled Yi-dam-rgra-mtshohi
sgrub-thabs rin-chen-hbyun-gnas-kri [han-thabs rin-hbrun don gsal, New Delhi:
International Academy of Indian Culture 1974(Sata-pitaka series; Indo-Asian
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literatures; v. 210-211).
Bla ma yi dam mchog gsum bkah sdod dan bcas pahi tshogs shin gi sKu briian gSum
brgyahi grans tshan ba of 1Can skya Rol pahi rdo rje. See Oldenburg[1919]

ZLRSCER
Bhattacharyya, Benoytosh. 1958. The Indian Buddhist iconography: mainly based on the
Sadhanamala and cognate Tantric texts of rituals, Calcutta: Firma K.L.
Mukhopadhyay(2nd ed., rev. and enl. with 357 ill.)
Chandra, Lokesh. 1986. Buddhist Iconography of Tibet, 3vols. Kyoto: Rinsen Book Co.
Clark, Walter Eugene. 1937. Two Lamaistic pantheons: edited with introduction and
indexes by Walter Eugene Clark; from materials collected by the late Baron A. von
Staél-Holstein, Cambridge: Harvard University Press (Harvard-Yenching Institute
monograph series; v.3-4)
BEMESR 1975 [ i EIIRBCEEAT RBL HOnT © HRISEA,
VoA Fahd SMHEERAERR e ERETSGEGIRACL] A0 S
Ladrang Kalsang; translated from Tibetan by Pema Thinley, The guardian deities of Tibet,
Dharamsala, H.P., India: Little Lhasa Publications, 1996.
Nebesky-Wojkowitz, René. 1975. Oracles and Demons of Tibet. The Cult and Iconography
of the Tibefar Protective Peifies, Graz.
FERME 1904 [UREESRATRC) b - T H3CE
TIHIHAE 1087 [T Ny MASZHEOLME L EZHFOFEHMO—MIH[F Xy b
A v R pp.3-196. Fikfio
T 1997 [~ 87 0BG HaC 0 Fikdt,
2001 [ ¥ FEHDIL-H] FR - FRAL,
soua [ ¥ FEHHOMHALMET] HUES « SR8,
soub [FXy POILEEME~ > 7T #ibE - AdiERFELNES,
BILEF] w91 [EMEMN—F Xy MIBIFE [HULEEG] o—®rm] [ - 4
BOZHREEFR 3T Xy b A= UifR] ppazi-156. FHT BB CH:,
1992 [ A ¥ FEEIEEIZB T HHI L G —devata L £ DA 22 %20
CoT—] THRAMBEGEH] 57, pp.2zz-227.
1980a [{LEOEM—HR Y 78 [FE] Gyl THRALICATIR AT S L

N SCHEER S
FNy b BREOMR—Z DI - EE- B R NEEAE,
Pp-95-1300

1989b [ 4 I Y DEAN—/S 2 )V - F a3 VT YEFRFESH—] LiEE,
pPp.131-1680

BUINEF] - 5 2000 [AAF Y BEFEON] Hat : bR AR,

Oldenburg, S.F. 1919. Shornik izobrazhenii 300 burkhanov po al'bomu aziatskago muze;a:
St. Petersburg (Bibliotheca Buddhica; 5)

2% v RA WO EH B FFD 1971 [FXy Fofbl, Bat AdkEE,

ZHEB 1042 [Ty ML B L B,

SN 1987 [MAFAG ] RERE - )i Toil i SR Bl &k
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T, OV N -N- 73 kR v —~ = XL OFETE O
ERLTWLOI [TV A V7 (playing) ] THDEFRELTWD, £
DTVA YT, FALREE., FALIATED, LB &, v —~ >
LOBALE EZ AL TBD . LWHAETRATWEDOT, 7L, v 7
FHOAREFECEHT L LT TSI THRNER] L vw) 2 biih b,
EHE, 2o [GRWER] L) FEeRMICBICLZEE, Yy —%
YO [BEIHE] 24 A=Y Lz 22T ZOEER/NLDOY A MV
ELEDOTHED, TZTE(vry—~=v s agEllicBIr 4T v—
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BT, INSHBEEEO=AHHIZ. 20 CHERSFHE O EIRE AR L
TERBOUALD = E DO THBL TW A 2 EFHMb N5, £HUTA
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WIS 572012 [P v —~=v % - b5 A (shamanic trance) ] ' D&k
EFHWTWDLODIE, Z0720ThHhb, CO/NMLTIE, Yrv—~=v 77 -
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RS TRIB=Z] % s . WAL 1995 ) o
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‘Playing’as Basic Ritual Behavior in Shamanist Siberia.
or The making of optimistic engagements

RoOBERTE N. HAMAYON

(77 > A5 ge g b4 5 4d%)

The purpose of my talk is to focus on the notion of ‘playing’, which is
obviously significant in the terminologies of ritual behavior encountered
among Siberian shamanist peoples. I shall attempt to analyze their ritual
attitude through the notion of ‘playing’, arguing that this notion underlies their
very conception of ritual action. This is what I would like to show in the first
part of my talk, which is based on linguistic arguments. As a matter of fact,
many verbs used for performing separate ritual movements, for performing a
ritual action in general or for ‘shamanizing’, have ‘playing as a correlative
meaning in common language; now, they also specifically apply to modes of
physical behavior typical of certain animal species during the mating season
(see the appendix); besides, which the rituals that include human imitations or
interpretations of such animal physical behaviors are currently called ‘games’,
and these are to be ‘played’ by the participants.

The second part of my talk will develop the idea that ‘playing’ as ritual mode
of behavior based on imitation of animals is consistent with the view of the
world (and of the place of man in the world) typical of the shamanic peoples
who live primarily by hunting. ‘Playing’, for them, is the way the humans
interact with the invisible entities that animate the natural environment, namely
the spirits of the wild animal species they eat, which accounts for the ties
between their playing and hunting lifestyle.

As for the third part of my talk, I intend to examine the psychological effects
of ‘playing’ as a metaphysical principle apt to generate belief and personal

involvement in a ritual framework. This perspective may help to explain
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the mechanisms at work in the ‘symbolic efficacy’ attached particularly to
‘playing’ rituals, i.e. rituals encompassing what we would call sport gaming
and other social pursuits, whether under a shaman’s leadership or not. Similar
mechanisms have a part in the ‘symbolic efficacy attached to other types
of shamanic rituals, especially therapeutic, which are nevertheless void of
‘playful’ elements.
By way of conclusion, I shall attempt to contrast behavior in ‘playing’

ritual behavior to other modes of ritual behavior, in particular to two types that
have developed alongside pastoralism: praying and sacrificing, with which the

Buryat people address their ancestors.

Two methodological preliminaries.

» The ‘playing’ dimension of shamanic rituals is not self-evident for
Westerners at first glance. One of the many possible reasons for this is the
derogatory connotation attached to ‘playing’ in Western languages, which
has induced most Western ethnographers to neglect this pursuit and use other
terms in their translations. Another possible reason is the fact that there is no
unified notion of ‘playing’ in Siberian languages; in each of them, several verbs
have ‘playing as an additional meaning to physical ones referring to bodily
movements such as ‘jumping repeatedly’, ‘swinging etc. In some languages
(Evenk, Uighur), these verbs are also used to mean ‘to perform a shamanic
ritual or to define singular ritual acts.

* My presentation is based mainly on data coming from the Buryats, the
northern relatives of the Mongols living around Lake Baikal, whose language I
know and among whom I had several opportunities to do fieldwork. However,
my fieldwork there took place between the late 1960s and the late 1980s., thus
during the communist period, a time when shamans could not practice openly,
more particularly not in the presence of a Western anthropologist. Thus I have
never seen any Mongol or Buryat live shaman in action and my own field
materials about shamanism are scarce”. Even though I met some people who

were familiar with shamanic rituals and representations, they would never, of

Y However I was able to attend shamanic rituals in South Korea and Taiwan; and to
watch videos on today's Mongol and Buryat shamans.
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course, confess they had been shamans or had taken part in shamanic rituals
in previous decades. However, on several occasions I was fortunate enough
to meet the Buryat ethnographer Sergei Petrovich Baldaev in his old age in
Ulan-Ude and to collect a great deal of precious information from him. He for
instance still had a lot of unpublished data on Buryat shamanism in his home
and allowed me to read them while adding his personal comments to the notes
I had got down. Talking with him and other Buryat colleagues helped me to
much better appreciate the ethnographic sources of the 19 and 20" centuries (in
particular Hangalov, Manzhigeev---), sources which are extremely rich. I shall

of course resort to these written sources in my talk to you.

Evidence for the importance of ‘playing’in Siberian rituals (cf.
appendix)

What called my attention to the notion of ‘playing’ came first from the
name of the major traditional festival: it is called ‘games Naadan in Buryat
(or Surharbaan, ‘archery®), Naadam in Mongol (the National Festival of
Mongolia is the Three Manly Games Eriin Gurvan Naadam). In a way, this is
no surprise, for the Olympic Games have made the notion of ‘game’ famous
all around the world since they were established as an international festival in
1896. The name Naadam, games, was found much earlier in Mongol traditions:
thus, the Games of the Seven Banners Doloon Hushuu Naadam were famous
insofar as their organization stood as a gage between the feudal and Buddhist
authorities in Outer Mongolia during the Ming Dynasty. These Games were
collective rituals performed in early summer around sacred cairns (oboo~0vo0)
with the aim of furthering the seasonal renewal and ensuring prosperity for
people and herds (Niambuu 1976: 60sq.).

Among the pre-soviet Buryats, the main naadan were basaganai naadan,
the ‘bride’s games'. Formerly, they were performed as the first stage of the
wedding, which took place at the camp of the bride's father. They were fading
as a separate ritual by the late 19" century. However, similar games were still

being played during the main phase of the wedding at the camp of the groom’

2 Surharbaan ‘archery’, one of the manly games, was promoted during the soviet period
to replace Naadan.
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s father. In both stages, playing such games was the collective duty of young
people, called naadashin ‘players’. The naadan necessarily included dancing
and wrestling, which were the two main activities in the collective games. The
main dance was of a round type: boys and girls turned clockwise in a ring,
trotting in the way called hatarha (hatirah in Mongol), skipping and stamping
as reindeer and other horned animals do before mating; it was obligatory to
dance until they were totally exhausted (Baldaev 1975: 147-159). In another type
of dance, two young men facing each other (with a girl turning around them)
would skip again and again in a crouching or squatting position such as quail
(capercailzie) and grouse do at the mating season—an absolutely exhausting
position to finish up in.

(Basaganai) naadan is also a crucial episode in Buryat epics, the turning
point in the hero's life. He rushes to attend the naadan organized by the father
of his wife-to-be: this man will select the winner of the games as the best man
to marry his daughter, as his future son-in-law. All this is an apparent denial of
the agreement made by this man with the hero’s father, way back in the hero
and his bride’s childhood, to marry them when they become adults. As it is, the
hero's future father-in-law welcomes other suitors to his daughter's naadan, and
obliges the hero to compete with other young men, in particular in wrestling.
Thus, the bride’s games are turned into selective trials. From this angle, the
hero's heroism lies in his success in arriving in time at his wife-to-be's naadan
and in being the winner of all games. After his victory, the father-in-law brings
him and his daughter to a place in order to make them both ‘play’ together,
using the verb naadaha with its sensual meaning which is complementary to the
above-mentioned meaning, encompassing dancing and wrestling, as we shall
see next (see also the appendix). The epic story ends when the hero returns with
his wife to his own camp (Hamayon 1990: 192-215 & 223-242).

Neither in reality nor in epics, does the Buryat bride's Naadan require a
shaman’s mediation. On the other hand, collective shamanic rituals had to
include several kinds of naadan, some of these played by the participants who
thus claimed membership in the community, others by the shaman, as part of
his function.

During most collective rituals?, the same two types of games as during

weddings—dancing and wrestling—were compulsory. It was the duty of young



‘Playing’ as Basic Ritual Behavior in Shamanist Siberia. or The making of optimistic engagements 155

people to play these games, naadan naadaha, and the duty of the shaman and
old people to encourage them. Thus, boys and girls had to dance round dances
in the way called hatarha, along with singing songs in turn; the shaman gave
them kicks on the shins with his drum stick in order to have them continue
dancing even though they were exhausted. Likewise, the shaman and old people
prompted the youngsters to wrestle. Anyone who claimed membership in the
community made it one’s duty to attend the ritual. Joyful attitudes, liveliness,
enthusiasm, were as compulsory as the games themselves, however exhausting
they were. All participants felt engaged towards each other within this network
of ordeals and mutual obligations, such engagement being a condition for a
ritual to really be effective as ritual, and likely to have ‘symbolic efficacy’.

As for the shaman, his ritual behavior was characterized, as we know,
by exuberant gesticulations. Two among his many movements were clearly
identified as hatarha and miirgehe. Now, although the shaman ‘trotted’, he
was not ‘dancing’ and although he ‘butted’ with his head dressed with a crown
with antlers, he was not ‘wrestling’. In other words, his skips, jumps and butts
were not for ‘playing’, they were aimed to ‘stand in for or to ‘represent’ or
symbolize his ‘charming (seducing) and ‘fighting’ in the realm of spirits. His
mime did not only give the otherwise invisible spirits the ‘effect of presence’,
which is indispensable to the overall make-believe the ritual creates; but it was
also meant to ‘act upon’ the spirits. Thus, the shaman's mime was held to result
in his driving off the spirits of his rivals and gladdening his ‘spirit wife (female
elk or reindeer) so as to obtain promises of game at hunting from her, which
was his main public function in hunting societies.

But on the other hand, the shaman also had to perform specific rituals called
naadan. In these he mimed either animal behavior (e.g. a bear’s walk) or, like
a clown, comic human behavior like a man smoking tobaccohp and obviously

did this for fun. On the whole, contrary to his trotting and butting, the shaman’

3) This concerns rituals aimed at confirming a shaman in his function-bddgiin hereg,
ugaalga, moriny hor'bo amiluulha—as well as those known as tailgan, ‘sacrifices’,
intended for the ‘old men of the mountain’, hadain libged, or ‘old men of the land’
niutagai tibged, i.e. ancestors. Shamans head the ritual. The presence of live old people
(both as such and as representative of the ancestors) is indispensable; they witness the
whole ritual and vouch for its being duly performed.
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s games were considered as entertainments in the framework of the main
ritual, while ordinary young peoples” games were ritual obligations. Thus, the
same term, naadan, applied to rituals implying different modes of playing: to
physical games (young peoples’ dancing and wrestling) and to mimicry (the

shaman’s pantomime)?.

This data suggests the following remarks:

* The verbs used to describe the gestures of both the shaman and young
people, when they ‘trot’ hatarha and ‘head-butt’ miirgehe during rituals, belong
to the animal vocabulary. Ritual behaviors are interpretives imitations of animal
behaviors.

* A precision is needed in the placing of the verb naadaha and other verbs
which, likewise, mean ‘to (prepare to) mate and ‘to play. In referring to
animals, they apply to the foreplay of the biological action of mating, as argued
by Huizinga ([1938]-1988: 80). This preparatory character is reflected in the
fact that playing is understood as a way of training in many languages. In his
description of the quail (or capercailzie) dance, the Buryat scholar Ulanov
clearly states that this and other naadan are aimed to ‘prepare’ for hunting.
On the whole, it is well known that hunting has to be ‘prepared by shamanic
rituals, which are held to determine and foreshadow the success of the prepared
activity. The quality of the whole performance (all categories of participants
included) is seen as the key to the ‘symbolic efficacy’ of the ritual: the better
the preparatory naadan are ‘played’, the more successful the ensuing hunting
season is. Thus, the notion of ‘playing’ brings in a temporal dimension; playing
is perceived as ‘making (shaping) the future’.

* The animals referred to by the above terms and imitated in gestures as
described belong mainly to two types of species: cocks and horned ruminants.

The imitated behaviors typically refer to the mating season, when the male’

4 Let us note by the way that the verb naadaha can be translated in both cases by one and
the same verb in English (‘to play’) as well as in French (jouer) or in Russian (igrat),
etc.

s Any imitation or representation is necessarily also an interpretation. As Hocart puts
it, ritual actors imitate nature not the way it is, but the way they want it to be (Hocart
[1970]-1978:118).
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s strength in fighting against rivals is what attracts and seduces the female.
Fighting and mating jointly warrant self-defense and perpetuation. These
species are famous for the spectacular character of their behavior in this
circumstance. Besides, they are, for hunters, game® par excellence, whose meat
is most valued (elk and reindeer, grouse and quail or capercailzie).

 Dancing and wrestling go together in strictly shamanic rituals just the way
courtship displaying and fighting do at the mating season of these species. The
underlying view is that it is one’s duty to fight off rivals when the latter threaten
self-perpetuation. It is worth noting that matters only changed with the rise
of stock-breeding when it became more important than hunting in economy,
and with other changes in society: dances were maintained in weddings and
small-scale collective rituals but disappeared gradually from ethnic festivals. In
Mongolia, no dance is performed during the National festival, which consists of
‘Three Manly Games —the most popular of which was wrestling throughout the

20" century and still is for many people.

Towards the worldview underlying ‘playing rituals
I shall touch here only some aspects of this question.

» For the Buryats, the purpose of the games played by young people was
twofold: they incited edible wild animal species to reproduce by mirroring their
behavior before mating; they also incited the human community to perpetuate
its own reproduction the way these species do. This general incitement and
the joyful atmosphere of the games were held to ‘please” and ‘delight’ the
spirits of these species, and this to such an extent that they then felt motivated
to supply game for the hunters (‘out of pleasure, the spirits will then release
some live animals of the species they animate’). This is the reason for the high
ritual value these games had, and partly still have. In the first place, they were
directly intended for the perpetuation of the human community together with
the renewal of its natural environment, that is, for overall prosperity. This is the

reason why prosperity is inseparable of identity as values attached to playing

¢ The meaning ‘wild mammals or birds hunted for sport or food' is listed in the same
entry of the Oxford Dictionary as the meaning ‘form of activity played according to
rules’.
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ritual games. These games are emblematic of self-defense and perpetuation
at all levels simultaneously: at an individual, local, regional or national level.
Thus in Mongolia, right up to the late 1980s, it was still seen as impossible for a
young man to marry if he were unable to wrestle (this is why everyone trained
in childhood”), and young men were still prompted to go and wrestle on top of
hills in case of excessive drought in summer.

The gradual elimination of dances from the most important public games
did not deprive them of their symbolic value as a whole. The National Festival

‘Three Manly Games' was still held to favor overall prosperity in post-
communist Mongolia. Many Mongols would still say in the 1990s.: ‘there is
no happy year without the Naadam' and made it their duty to attend it. The fact
that the name 'Naadam' is still as the games performed at this festival (whereas
in reality it applies separately to none of them) may have contributed to
maintaining their symbolic value. However, the elimination of dances marked
some changes that occurred in the ideology they conveyed particularly in the
model of society they were associated with.

Firstly, the coupling of dancing (where unrelated boys and girls complement
each other, as partners) and wrestling (where unrelated boys confront each
other, as adversaries) contributed to building the self on a twofold experience
of otherness within society. This cognitive dimension, which is the base of
subsequent interactions between people, seems to be typical of headless
societies such as the small scale hunting societies of the Siberian forest.
However, the idea of complementary partnership disappeared with the
exclusion of dances of both sexes from public rituals: the Mongolian Three
Manly Games developed only competitive games between males®. This

appears to substantiate Hocart's theory stating that the mastery of ‘life-giving’

7 The training took place most often on nettle-fields in the aim of deterring the boys
from falling on the ground.

¥ We note hesitations in the reestablishment of national festivals in post-soviet Buryatia.
The Surharbaan, which was exclusively devoted to archery, wrestling and horse-
races in the soviet period, is sometimes revitalized with dances, songs and many other
competitive activities. At the same time, the government's attempt to promote the epic
hero Geser as a national cultural emblem included the institution of Geserei Naadan in
the 1990s.
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(renewal) rituals is what is at stake in such power strategies (1954, 1970), such
development being consistent with centralized structures of power. (We note
also that the Olympic Games, which are emblematic of national identities, are
strongly competitive).

Secondly, whereas the coupling of dancing and wrestling took place in shamanic
rituals addressing the spirits of animal species among the Buryats, the ending of
their coupling in the Mongolian Naadam goes with the exclusion of religious or
cosmological references and the removal of any shamanic mediation. As a rule,
the Three Manly Games are claimed to be secular, and their symbolic value is
mostly imputed to the very fact of performing them and in so doing maintaining
positive relations with ‘Nature'. Apparently, no particular spirit is involved.
We may therefore consider that some autonomous ‘symbolic efficacy remains

attached to the very fact of ‘playing’, a question I am going to talk about now.

The psychological dimensions of ritual ‘playing’

Although he was not properly ‘playing’, the shaman ‘playacted’ his
interactions with spirits as if he really did in the realm of spirits what he mimed
in ritual and as if his acts in the realm of spirits determined their counterparts in
the real world—which made each of his performances a most consequential and
unique drama. Fighting' against other shamans or ‘courting a female elk, he
was on an equal footing with them. Therefore he had to strive for overcoming
other shamans and having the female elk release ‘promises of game’ or ‘hunting
luck’ (which was never automatic), for he had to eventually be the winner and
bring back ‘luck’ to his fellow hunters. Then he had to confirm this positive
outcome by various means (divination, distribution of reindeer hair as material
tokens of luck, and a relevant verbal report).

A note on the notion of ‘luck. Let me call your attention to the notion of luck,
which is not only crucial to the hunting way of life but also, as the outcome
of playing successfully, a key to the shamanic ideology, insofar as it implies a
sort of indefinable causality, both intrinsic and with some intentionality behind
(luck being seen here as the most typical representative of a semantic series

including also grace, blessing, fortune, happiness etc.)®. In hunting context,

9 Cf. Hamayon, R. 2012. Good luck's three duties, in press.
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luck is directly attached to its material realization (hunted game) and seen as
the immaterial counterpart of meat, hence perceived as determining life, and
equated with the very notion of vital force in all senses of the term. In other
contexts, a similar notion is attached to all that is held to be somehow ‘vital

to people, rain for pastures and fields, health, fertility, love, or whatever type of
success, depending on circumstances.

Let us return to the dramatic character of the shaman’s ritual acts and to the
hopeful expectations they generated. This contributed to fostering the playful
atmosphere of the ritual and to creating the optimistic willingness that ensued:
indeed, once the shamanic ritual had ‘prepared’ for hunting, the hunters had
no option but to go hunting with confidence. Any hunter who would not have
gone hunting once the shaman had shared out the total amount of ‘luck’ among
the hunters of his group, would have jeopardized the luck of his fellow hunters.
In turn, any success at hunting validated the ritual and confirmed that it had
brought luck. Hence, the common reaction was that ‘the season would have
been worse if we had not performed the ritual’. So it is that ‘luck’ is never a
question of ‘all or nothing’, but of ‘more or less’.

Joy, enthusiasm and the consensus about these feelings were not merely
spontaneous products of the situation created by the ritual (the communitas, as
Victor Turner would put it), but they were the fruit of the ideological beliefs
that permeated this kind of ritual. Out of this, was also generated a taste if not
for danger at least for grasping all possible opportunities to test and assess one’
s strength, so as to increase one’s ‘luck’ (i.e. vital force, energy, zol/ coupled
with hubi, zayaa, zhargal, téoreg or bayaa). It is worth dwelling again on this
notion, more especially on its inherent property: luck is seen as inherently
personal though likely to be affected by other agencies, an invisible asset held
to determine one's life. ‘Playing’ is a way not only to restore one’s luck when
it is lost but also to develop it for a better life. Luck in turn helps one to play
better, which brings more luck. Again, not to make use of potential luck could
mean not only missing an opportunity but also loosing one’s own capacity to be

lucky.

) This is balanced by the opposite bias, which imposes a creed of modesty and
moderation in hunting. Hence, one should neither boast nor wantonly kill or waste.
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The history of collective rituals based on ‘playing, whether shamanic or not,
shows that the expected outcome is not restricted to hunting luck, but concerns
all types of luck. We may consider the notions of prosperity and happiness—
the benefit expected from the Mongol Naadam until the present—as belonging
to the same semantic field as luck. Given the absence of any shamanic agency
and reference to spirits in the framework of the Mongol Naadam, what brings
luck or prosperity for all and everybody appears to be the ritual playing
itself, encompassing the games played and the playful comportment of the
participants.

As to the notion of luck as the outcome of playing, it appears to be somewhat
self-justifying. It implies a personal involvement or engagement (a leap of
faith” as Méllering 2008 says), which is all the stronger since it promises no
precise outcome other than luck as a ‘positive disposition and an ‘opportunity
to grasp’. It generates an optimistic expectation, which helps to suspend
uncertainty and prompts the ‘believer to act for he thinks that the Tuck’
granted to him will have a propitiatory effect. By this, the very notion of luck
possesses a coercive power on any one yearning for luck: they surely would
not like to be disappointed in the expectations they have conceived and this is a
strong incentive to strive to realize these.

A similar psychic mechanism operates with divinatory procedures. I take
as an example the shaman’s throwing a dissymmetrical object (a drum-beater,
a bowl or a spoon) on the ground. The shaman is then, as a rule, blindfolded,
and it is up to the participants to decide whether it has or not fallen on the

‘lucky’ side (that is, cup side up, as if fit to contain food), which they do

with conventional exclamations. [As most shamanic rituals, such divination
is under collective responsibility.] The shaman throws the beater again and
again, either a limited number of times or as long as they proclaim the result as
positive. Thereby, the participants commit themselves to have the ritual prove
‘efficacious’, i.e. they engage to try their best to successfully do what they have
to do or positively react to whatever unexpected event.

Such divination was formerly and still is performed either as a self-sufficient
ritual or as a decisive step in complex rituals, including therapeutic. I could
collect several cases of rituals whose success was attributed to a series of such

decisive divinations. The shaman divined this way to decide what provoked the
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patient’s illness; as a rule, he threw his beat several times as if he were testing
a series of hypotheses about a possible cause; finally, once the beat fell down
cup side up, he might as well designate a piece of iron laid in an inappropriate
place or accuse a spirit or else™. According to my informants, this was enough
to launch a process of changes in the patient’s mood and generate a positive
anticipation of the future in his mind.

‘What matters in this type of divinatory procedure based on a binary choice
(such as the throwing of a dissymmetrical object) is that it is perceived as
bringing a lucky opportunity just as victory at games or the shamanic ritual
of renewal do. Again, what is at work is what we call the coercive power of
luck: the very idea of being temporarily lucky compels one to engage in action,
as if they laid a wager. This power may be at least as strong as the power of
the will or of belief, whose efficacy in psycho-thematic therapies (as argued,
for instance, by Needham 1972: 85) is well known. The temporal dimension
of ‘luck’ (the lucky opportunity does not last) and the obligation to engage in
action have probably a part in this strength.

At this point, I would like to propose two arguments.

» This—the ideology of ‘playing for luck” and the psychological mechanisms
it entails—may contribute to account for the blossoming of games™, and
propitiatory and divinatory practices observed in post-communist Mongolia and
Siberia. Although these two practices do not strictly speaking imply ‘playing’,
they share with it the following elements: personal psychological involvement,
optimistic expectation, and immediate engagement in action.

Such an ideology is particularly effectual among the Evenks living in rural
areas; every activity provides an opportunity to test one’s skill or confront one's

strength: villages compete in street decorations, women in embroidery, men in

" As far as 1 know, such hypotheses remained unformulated; the shaman uttered no
question before throwing.

) I remarked people playing dice for cigarettes and money on the steps before the
department store in Ulan-Bator as early as 1990.

1) Hunting is now prohibited in some areas of Buryatia where Evenk people live. There,
drinking becomes also for men an occasion to confront each other; it is appreciated for
the risks it entails (Safonova & Santha 2010).
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wrestling or racing™, according to Lavrillier (2005). The propensity of these
people for ‘playing’ and the crucial impact they think it has on their life incited
this author to give her thesis this subtitle: Playing to live with or without
shamans’, which echoes the following quotation taken from the Even folklorist
Alekseev's ritual data: ‘Let us imitate the birds in order not to disappear
from this world’ (Alekseev 1993: 32). ‘Playing is at the core of the Tungus
philosophy of life.

* Similar attitudes seem to also have a part in private rituals practiced by new
shamans: a majority of their proposed rituals are intended to call for luck or
grace, fortune or energy, for health or money, or for finding a spouse (Merli
2010). Although some of these rituals may not contain any element of play, they
are aimed to bring about results similar to those of above-mentioned former
rituals; and they suppose a similar personal involvement of the client, who
engages to conform to the shaman'’s prediction in the future. Shamanic action
is seen as meant for divining, propitiating and bringing positive rather than

removing negative.

By way of conclusion

‘Playing seems appropriate as a basic ritual behavior in hunting societies
because their rituals focus on relations with the natural environment and address
primarily animal spirits; it is a mode of behavior shared in common by humans
and animals, and it allows for full partnership between them. The playing
framework makes victory (and possibly also trickery) towards the spirits as fair
as the eventual human loss*¥. On the whole, this playing relation with animal
spirits is experienced positively, and it is permeated with notions of pleasure,
virility, freedom, and fortune as well as with an optimistic anticipation of the
future.

By contrast, ‘playing’ is not appropriate when rituals address ancestors,

who are seen as hierarchically superior spirits. We may roughly say that the

“ This point could not be dealt with here for lack of time. Let me only say that, in
shamanist worldview, the progressive loss of vitality linked to ageing, as well as
death, are considered to be part of the natural order of things (they are conceived of
as repayment to the animal spirits for all the pieces of game they granted), and that
misfortune can only be transferred or postponed.
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part of ancestors in the rituals of renewal increases in relation with that of
stockbreeding in the way of life. [As a matter of fact, pastures and herds are
inherited from one’s ancestry and transmitted to one’s progeny.] One does not
‘play’ with a superior, ancestor or god. Thus, the ‘playing attitude aimed to
obtain ‘luck’ as described in this talk is replaced, in rituals addressing ancestors,
by a worshipping attitude, including prayers, offerings and sacrifices meant
for inviting them to grant their blessing and protection to their descendants. To
characterize the difference, I would like to resort to the elegant title given by
Peter Van der Veer (1992) to a paper of his on ritual practices in an Islamized
area of South India: Playing or Praying .

Just as ‘playing appeared to be associated with joy, willpower and
optimism, would ‘praying’ manifest itself as entailing complaint, passivity and

submission? This is a question for another talk.
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Terms related to the notion of ‘playing’
and ritual vocabulary of Siberian shamanist peoples

MONGOL LANGUAGES
Buryat (Sources: dictionaries; Baldaev 1959; Hangalov [1888-1914]
1958-1960; Manzhigeev 1978).
The verb naadaha means:
* to play (all types of games and entertainments: chess, cards; music, theatre,
spectacle**);
* to joke, to make fun of; to trick.
* to move rapidly (wind; salhi naadah in Mongol), to twinkle (reflection,
light, ray),
* to (prepare to) spawn (fish); to (prepare to) mate (grouse, quail/

capercailzie).

Even though the meanings other than ‘to play’ are not mentioned in present-
day Mongol dictionaries, they are currently understood by a majority of
speakers. Thus, mating (birds, fish), mentioned in Ya. Cevel's dictionary
(1966), disappeared from subsequent dictionaries.

The noun naadan is widely used with corresponding meanings (hooroi
naadan: grouse's mating).

Naadaha (naadah in Mongol) applies colloquially to all preliminaries in love
affairs between humans in both Buryat and Mongol.

This verb conveys the idea of participating in a collective activity, and is

widely used in ritual context, secular and shamanic.

The notion of naadaha in the vocabulary of marriage and
collective festivals
Basaganaj naadan: the bride's games;

* they formed the main stage of the wedding in former times; they took
place at the bride's father's camp; they disappeared by the end of the 19™
century; they included dancing hatarha (all young people of both sexes) and
wrestling miirgehe (young men, 2 by 2), exchanging songs and jokes, etc.;

» they have a crucial role in the epics; the hero's main aim is his quest for his
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predestined wife; he arrives at her father's camp at the time of her naadan,
when his father-in-law imposes many trials on all suitors; he has to be the

winner in order to marry his wife-to-be.

Naadan
* Naadan designates various types of collective, regional or ethnic festivals
(Geserei Naadan Geser's games).
* In Mongol, Naadam designates the National Festival of Mongolia in July,
whose full name is Eriin Gurvan Naadam, ‘Three Manly Games': wrestling,

archery, horse race.

The notion of naadaha in the vocabulary of shamanism:

« In pre-soviet times, it was the shaman'’s duty to have the participants ‘play’,
i.e. mainly dance hatarha and wrestle miirgehe, all along the ritual (i.e. for
hours and for days).

* Naadanai ongon: literaly: ‘spirits of plays (or of games)’. This term
designates the ritual episode when the shaman playacted (by miming) a series
of situations, intended as entertainments for the audience.

» Miirgeli naadan: pantomimes see next page.

The verb togloho (togloh in Mongol): ‘to play’

It is known among the Mongol and Buryat pastoral nomads. Precisely,
it means ‘to jump, to leap about, to gambol, to prance about, to frolic like
domestic animals’. It is rare among the West-Baikal Buryats and rare in ritual
context in Mongolia (knuckle-bones are fogloom and playing with them may

have a ritual value.

The verb hatarha (Mongol hatirah) means:

* to trot (animals), especially in skipping and stamping the way reindeer and
other horned animals do before mating (hatarsha: trotter),

* to dance a type of round dance at weddings and shamanic rituals; this
round dance necessarily implies young people of both sexes (gansaaraa
hatarha, to trot or to skip by oneself, alone, would convey the idea of vain,

useless action, acting with no result).
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The verb miirgehe (mdrgoh in Mongol) is not directly related to
the notion of playing, but it has a significant part in both marriage and
shamanism. It means:
» to (head)-butt, to butt each other, to hit with one’s horns, to fight forehead
against forechead (a component of wrestling)
* to bow before, to kowtow, hence to implore, to adore, to pray (a
component of religiosity); to complain to.
The name miirgel means:
* bow, kowtow, inclination;

» religious ritual behavior, religious ritual.

The notion of miirgehe in the vocabulary of marriage:

Miirgiitimzhe, or (beriin) miirgel
The (daughter-in-law)'s kowtow. She should ceremonially kowtow before her
in-laws’ ancestors during the wedding final phase held at her father-in-law’s
camp.
In conventional dialogues before a wedding, the bride and the bridegroom
are customarily compared with a heifer (young cow) and a bull respectively.
Solicited by the bride’s family about the bridegroom, the latter's family
replies: ‘there is [here] a young bull going with horns, fat, always willing to
butt people in the belly (hasharag buha, ebertei, targahan, hododoo hiiniie
miirgehdoo hanaad iabagad han, Baldaev 1959: 117).

The notion of miirgehe in the vocabulary of shamanism:

B60 miirgel: shamanism (modern neologism).
The same form in Mongol-Uigur script can be transliterated as biike, ‘wrestler,
athlete’(cyrillic biihe in Buryat, b6h in Mongol) and bdge, ‘shaman’(cyrillie
béé in Buryat and Mongol).

Miirgeli naadan: pantomimes (literally: game of ‘head-butting);
This is the name of a ritual episode that might take place at the end of any
collective ritual or wedding, or as mere evening entertainment. The shaman
invited his spirits ongon and had them ‘enter him' oruulaha; then, he

‘playacted” in mime the behavior of some animals (bear, wolf, grouse:--) or
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various more or less comic human behaviors (smoking'--); this sequence,
called naadanai ongon, spirits of plays/games, was intended for fun, for
improving the participants’ mood (Hangalov 1958, I: 326-327 & 476-482;
Manzhigeev 1978: 59).

Miirgiitimzhe. head-butting

This was a major collective ritual, aimed for men, that took place on the
hillside every year at spring; married women were not allowed to attend it; in
the evening, the shaman started to ‘introduce the spirits’, ongo oruulha: he
sang invocation songs, jumped, skipped and swung; finally, he ‘playacted’
in mime the role of Buha Noyon, Lord Bull, held as the founder of the
main Buryat tribe (the Ehirit-Bulagat tribe); on all fours, he bellowed and
scratched the ground; then, miming the way a stag butts, he ‘'head-butted” all
men in the groin, which made them all fall flat on their back. The ritual ended
with calls for fertility and prosperity and with a feast (Hangalov 1958, I: 515-
522; Humphrey 1973).

On his head, the shaman wore an iron crown horned with antlers,
orgoi. An orgoitoi b66 ‘shaman with an orgoi’ was considered very
powerful. His whole gear (dress and equipment) is called zebseg, armor,
in Buryat, huyag, armor-plate, in Mongol.
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TURKIC LANGUAGES

Yakut (Dictionaries of Pekarskij 1907-1930, Slepcov 1972; Lavrillier 2005)
Oyuu 1: decoration, drawing, carving, oyuu bichik: playful decoration,
liveliness
Oyuu 2: jump, leap; beginning, rising, sunrise
Oyuun: jumper, leaper (about); shaman, priest, magician; spinning top
Oyuulaa-: to draw, to make drawings, to decorate, to set up
Oyuolaa: to jump, to leap (about), to spring up,
Oyu(u)naa-: to shamanize

Oyun(n)iah: lively, vivacious, playful, peppy, pert

Central Asiatic Turks
Uighur of Xinjiang (Dictionary of Gunnar Jarring 1964, Garrone 2000):
Oyun: play, entertainment; juggling; ploy; sport
Oyinimag: to play, to dance, to make fun of; to flirt; to hunt; to perform a
shamanic ritual
Uzbek, Turkmen... (Basilov 1992, Garrone 2000)
Oyun/oyin: play; shamanic ritual.

According to the place, the epoch and the context, the shaman should
either:
Oyunamak ‘shamanize, i.e. play, in particular by fighting with his sword
against intrusive spirits,
or
Peri oyunatmak/uyinatmak, ‘be played] have the spirits peri/pari play with

him/her, i.e. mainly dance and make him/her dance.

Turkish (Arnaud-Demir, Zarcone 2000):
Oyun: play, dance, theater, trick, joke, spectacle, cheating

TUNGUS LANGUAGES (Vasilevich 1969, Cincius 1975-1977, Lavrillier 2005:
492-506.).
Evi-: to play; to dance and sing in the traditional Tungus manner; to wrestle,
to compete; to play a musical instrument; to play on stage, to playact; to

joke, to tease; to mate (grouse, quail/capercailzie, squirrel); to jump; to make
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(decorations, embroideries' - in a competitive atmosphere.

Ike-: to sing, to dance along with singing, to improvise verses along with
dancing a round dance; to enjoy, to make fun, to shout when drunk; to
compete or confront in playing, for fun; to perform a hunting ritual, to
shamanize at the hunting ritual at spring; to peep (squirrel); to make

(decorations, embroideries' - ) in a competitive perspective.

The main periodical ritual is called evinek among the Even (Northern
Tungus), ikenipke among the Evenk (Southern Tungus).
The Tungus verb sama-, where the term shaman comes from, belongs to
a common Altaic root, focusing on movements of the lowest part of the
body: to move legs, to skip, to jump.
Cf. in Buryat samnaha: to dance with wide movements of the arms; to go
wrestling along with spreading out arms as if they were eagles’; in Mongol
samuun. trouble, disorder; licentious.
Cf. in Turkic languages the root kam, shaman in some Turkic languages of
Siberia, where the Russian kamliatf ‘to shamanize’, kamlanie ‘shamanic

_
ritual , were borrowed from.
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