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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the drummers of the
global shamanic community.

May they transform the world and manifest what is needed to heal
the planet at this time.
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Introduction

This book is the culmination of twenty-five
years of shamanic circling. Since 1989, I have been involved in
facilitating shamanic drumming circles and hands-on experiential
workshops nationwide. Many of the participants in my seminars were
inspired to start or join drumming circles in their communities.
Over the years, a number of these shamanic practitioners have
shared the specific challenges and issues their circles
experienced. This ongoing networking with other practitioners
evolved into the Shamanic Drumming Circles Guide. What
follows are some guidelines for anyone considering forming a
shamanic drumming circle. The guidelines are also meant to help
established drum circles go deeper and become more effective. For
anyone searching for a drumming circle, this guide can help you
find the right circle for you.

A drumming circle can be an effective way to
deepen in the knowledge and skills of shamanic practice. A drumming
circle provides an opportunity to connect with your own spirit at a
deeper level, and also to connect with a group of other like-minded
people. In a society in which traditional family and
community-based systems of support have become increasingly
fragmented, drum circles provide a sense of connectedness with
others and interpersonal support. As Christine Stevens points out
in her book, The Art and Heart of Drum Circles, "Drum
circles seem to tap into the primal need to share and support one
another through one of the simplest and most beautiful ways to
connect without words; music."1

Music plays a vital role in human culture;
it is a key social technology for building and sustaining
community. Theoretical neuroscientist and philosopher Walter
Freeman tells us that a "significant discovery by our remote
ancestors may have been the use of music and dance for bonding in
groups larger than nuclear families…"2 In aural and oral
cultures, music and sound would have been a vital element of human
life and ritual culture. Ritual in many human cultures involves
music, and it often provides the primary structure for activities
that construct meaning. Ritual music is a universal way to address
the spirit world and provide some kind of fundamental change in an
individual's consciousness or in the ambience of a gathering.
Experiences of ego loss and trance are important for integrating
the individual into the group and maintaining community, and music
is a significant element of such ritual activity.

Canadian philosopher, futurist and
communications theorist Marshall McLuhan famously proposed that
after the Scientific Revolution, we shifted from an "acoustic"
culture to a "visual" one. He claims that our visual sense began to
take precedence over our auditory sense, changing the way we think
and view the world. McLuhan asserts that, in acoustic culture, the
world, like sound, is all around us and comes at us from all
directions at once. It is multi-layered, non-hierarchical; and has
no center or focal point. Visual culture has a perspective, a
direction, and a vanishing point. An image in visual culture is
fixed: it's in front of you. It isn't everywhere at once. In an
acoustic universe we can sense essence, whereas in a visual
universe we see categories and hierarchies. He argues that in a
visual universe we begin to think in a linear fashion, one thing
following another along a timeline, rather than everything existing
simultaneously, everywhere, in the moment.

It is important to remember that in
prehistory, as McLuhan puts it, "among peoples at an 'oral-aural'
level of culture to whom writing was unknown, the ear exercised an
overwhelming tyranny over the eye."3 As social scientist
Timothy Ingold tells us, "when it comes to affairs of the soul, of
emotion and feeling, or of the 'inwardness' of life, hearing
surpasses seeing as understanding goes beyond knowledge, and as
faith transcends reason. Vision in this conception, defines the
self individually in opposition to others; hearing defines the self
socially in relation to others."4

 


Music and its role in ritual

 


Shamanism and music combined thousands of
years ago. By observing nature, shamans perceived that the power of
sound could be used to help and heal others. The first drums and
musical instruments were put to shamanic use, as were many of the
early singing traditions. According to folklorist Kira Van Deusen,
"In a shaman's world music operates in several ways. It helps the
shaman and other participants in a ceremony to locate and enter the
inner world, opening the inner, spiritual ear and eye. Musical
sound calls helping spirits and transports the shaman on the
journey. Both the rhythm and the timbre of musical sound help heal
the patient through the effects of specific frequencies and musical
styles on the human body."5

Music is an essential tool in shamanic
ritual and healing work. Music is the carrier of the specific
intention or desired outcome of the ritual. Music is used to
contain the energetic or spiritual aspect of the sacred space,
which is defined physically by the assembled people who
participate. Dance and song propel the ritual process forward by
providing a vehicle for self-expression within the sacred space.
Together the musicians create the necessary container that channels
the energy generated by the performance in ways that the shaman can
guide toward the ritual's intended outcome.

Three elements are constantly interacting in
communal healing rites: the shaman who guides the flow and pattern
of the ritual, the musicians who contain the sacred space, and the
gathered people who participate. Interaction between all three
elements is necessary to maintain the energy, flow and intention of
the ritual.

Music is also used to crack open the part of
the self that holds emotions in check. For example, in funeral
rites among the Dagara people of West Africa, drumming and singing
are used to open the mourners to grief. Grief is then channeled in
such a way that it will convey the newly deceased soul to the
afterlife. Without the help of the drummers, musicians and singers,
the powerful emotional energy cannot be unleashed. If not channeled
properly, grief is useless to the dead and dangerous to the living.
According to Christina Pratt, author of An Encyclopedia of
Shamanism, "This musical container of the ritual space must be
maintained continuously. The musicians do not rest as long as the
ritual continues, though the ritual may last one to four full
days."6

 


The circle

 


People have gathered in circles since the
beginning of humankind for a very good reason. The circle is a
container for building community and celebrating life. As Kay
Pranis notes in The Little Book of Circle Processes,
"Circles assume a universal human wish to be connected to others in
a good way. The values of a Circle derive from this basic human
impulse. Therefore values that nurture and promote good connections
to others are the foundation of the Circle."7 These
values include: the inherent dignity and worth of each person,
trust and respect, compassion, non-judgment, inclusiveness,
understanding, open-heartedness, honesty and courage.

Community circles are being used in
neighborhoods to provide support for those hurt by crime and to
determine sentences for those who commit crime, in schools to
establish positive classroom environments and deal with behavior
problems, in the workplace to resolve conflict, and in social
services to create more organic support systems for people
struggling to get their lives back on track. As author and
sociology professor Carolyn Boyes-Watson asserts, "Circles are
about practicing a new way to be in the world. They are about
incrementally shifting habits and practicing to be in a different
way with one another and ourselves. Circles develop skills at
participation, consensus, shared leadership, and problem solving,
all of which are…essential tools for genuine democracy and social
justice….They…help us see ourselves as part of a connected
whole."8

Like the hoop of the drum, the circle
represents the wheel of life and shared community. There is no
hierarchy. All are equal in the circle; no one is above or below.
In a circle, each person's face can be seen; each person's voice
can be heard and valued. By creating a circle, the participants are
structuring a pattern that will contain, focus, and amplify the
energy and intention of the gathering. In a community drum circle,
the drummers create a rhythmic container that channels the
outpouring of energy toward the intended objective.

Indigenous cultures have come together in
community percussion circles for thousands of years. Although most
of us did not grow up in an indigenous rhythmic musical tradition,
we can still tap into the healing power of the root rhythmic
patterns that underlie our resonant field of reality. The nature of
culture-creation is that traditions take root whenever a group of
people makes a commitment to do things together in a particular
way, and sustains that commitment over time. I am grateful to be
part of a community that has drummed and journeyed together for
twenty years. When we come together in rhythm, not just once in a
while but repeatedly and consistently, we co-create a container in
which the archetypes of rhythm evolve into a force for healing our
community.

The shamanic drumming circle is the most
powerful way I know to connect with the spirit and oneness of
everything. Everything has a rhythm, and that rhythm is circular.
Drum circles provide the opportunity for people of like mind to
unite for the attainment of a shared objective. There is power in
drumming alone, but that power recombines and multiplies on many
simultaneous levels in a group of drummers. The drums draw
individual energies together, unifying them into a consolidated
force that can be channeled toward the circle's intended goal.

 


What is a shamanic drumming circle?

 


What is a shamanic drumming circle you may
ask? You might say that all drumming provides healing benefits and
all drum circles provide the opportunity to also experience the
group energy of drumming together in community. In this guide,
however, I am speaking of my personal experiences in a circle whose
focus is on connecting with spirit and each other in ways that
promote healing and learning. This is a place for shamanic
practitioners to get together for learning, healing, and the direct
revelation of spiritual guidance.

In a shamanic circle there is a raising of
group energy with intention and direction. The circle will contain
the energy until you are ready to release it. Creating a circle
allows us to effectively create the energy needed to accomplish
what we set out to do.

This is a facilitated circle, but the leader
is facilitating a shamanic ritual rather than a musical event.
Unlike a free-form or polyrhythmic drumming circle, shamanic
drumming is generally simple and repetitive, often considered as a
form of prayer or method of trance induction, rather than as music
or entertainment. Musical considerations are minimal in shamanic
circling. The group's focus is on the spiritual intention or the
energy of what is being played. The objective in shamanic drumming
is for everyone to play in unison, which facilitates shamanic
trance and entrainment, synchronizing each participant's heart and
metabolic rhythm with the drum beat.

A shamanic drumming circle is essentially a
modern adaptation to an ancient form of cultural expression
attributed to indigenous shamanic peoples. In indigenous cultures,
the term "drum circle" would not be used. Rather, the term
"ceremonial drumming" or "drumming rite" would be more
accurate.

Shamanic drumming circles serve many
functions. Foremost among them are:

 


1. Providing a consistent, safe and
supportive space to practice shamanism;

2. Deepening the participants' relationships
with their helping spirits through shamanic practice;

3. Providing help, healing and support for
individuals and for the community;

4. Building and strengthening shamanic
community;

5. Developing key drum skills such as
rhythmicity, ensemble playing and therapeutic drumming;

6. Acquiring shamanic knowledge through
collaborative sharing and from helping spirits through direct
revelation.

 


What is shamanic drumming?

 


Shamanic drumming is drumming for the
purpose of inducing a range of ecstatic trance states in order to
connect with the spiritual dimension of reality. Ecstasy is defined
as a mystic, prophetic or poetic trance. It is a trance-like state
of exaltation in which the mind is fixed on what it contemplates or
conceives. The drum serves as a concentration device, enhancing
one's capacity to focus attention inward. It stills the incessant
chatter of the mind, enabling one to enter a subtle or light-trance
state. Shamanic drumming carries awareness into the transcendent
realm of the collective unconscious, the infinite creative matrix
of all that we are and have ever been. It is an inward spiritual
journey of ecstasy in which one interacts with the inner world,
thereby influencing the outer world.

Practiced in diverse cultures around the
planet, this drum method is strikingly similar the world over.
Shamanic drumming uses a repetitive rhythm that begins slowly and
then gradually builds in intensity to a tempo of three to seven
beats per second. The ascending tempo will induce light to deep
trance states, and facilitate the shamanic techniques of
journeying, shapeshifting and soul retrieval. Transported by the
driving beat of the drum, the shaman or shamanic practitioner, will
journey to the inner planes of consciousness. When ready to exit
the trance state, the practitioner simply slows the tempo of
drumming, drawing consciousness back to normal.

The drum, sometimes called the shaman's
horse, provides a relatively easy means of controlled
transcendence. Researchers have found that if a drum beat frequency
of around three to four beats per second is sustained for at least
fifteen minutes, it will induce significant trance states in most
people, even on their first attempt. During shamanic flight, the
sound of the drum serves as a guidance system, indicating where the
shamanic traveler is at any moment or where they might need to go.
The drumbeat also serves as an anchor, or lifeline, that the
practitioner will follow to return to his or her body and/or exit
the trance state when the trance work is complete.

The shaman's trance is an intentionally
induced state of ecstasy. Shamanic trance is characterized by its
flexibility, ranging from a light diagnostic state, to spirit
flight, and to full embodiment by spirit. Shamanic practitioners
use intention and discipline to control the nature, depth and
qualities of their trance states. Practitioners may progress
through a range of trance states until they reach the level that is
necessary for healing to occur.

The capacity to enter a range of trance
states is a natural manifestation of human consciousness. The
ability to enter trance states doesn't make you a shaman; it makes
you human. What makes shamans unique is their mastery over an
otherwise normal human trait. It requires training, practice and
devotion to master any expressive art. Shamans master the art of
ecstasy to see the true nature of the universe. Shamanic drumming
continues to offer today what it has offered for thousands of
years: namely, a simple and effective technique of ecstasy.

 


Core shamanic beliefs

 


One of the core teachings of shamanism is
that the entire universe is alive with a spiritual consciousness
that can communicate. From photons to galaxies, life is conscious,
intelligent energy that can form itself into any pattern or
function. The shaman, like our modern physical scientists, views
the universe as a web of inseparable energy patterns that is in a
continuous process of creation. As a result of this, we are all
interconnected and interdependent through all dimensions of
reality.

Shamanism is a way of perceiving the nature
of the universe in a way that incorporates the normally invisible
world where the spirits of all material things dwell. Shamans have
different terms and phrases for the unseen world, but most of them
clearly imply that it is the realm where the spirits of the land,
animals, ancestors and other spiritual entities dwell. Spirit
encompasses all the immaterial forms of life energy that surround
us. We are woven together into a net of life energies that are all
around us. These energies can appear to us in different forms, such
as spirits of nature, animals or ancestors.

Shamanism represents a universal conceptual
framework found among indigenous tribal humans. It includes the
belief that the natural world has two aspects: ordinary everyday
awareness, formed by our habitual behaviors, patterns of belief,
social norms and cultural conditioning, and a second non-ordinary
awareness accessed through altered states, or trance, induced by
shamanic practices such as repetitive drumming. This second-order
awareness can be developed over time or appear all at once, but
once it is discerned the world is never the same. According to
shamanic theory, the ordinary and non-ordinary worlds interact
continuously, and a shamanic practitioner can gain knowledge about
how to alter ordinary reality by taking direct action in the
non-ordinary aspect of the world.

 


The shaman's universe

 


To practice shamanism, we need to map and
understand the cosmology of the shaman's world. Shamans believe
that the entire universe exists within human consciousness.
According to shamanic cosmology, there are three inner planes of
consciousness: the Upper, Middle, and Lower Worlds. The Upper or
Celestial Realm is the home of the Star Nations and Thunder Beings;
a related family of divine beings who bring about weather changes
such as thunder, lightning, wind and rain. This shamanic realm
relates to our higher self, or superconsciousness. It is the domain
of divine archetypes such as angels, deities and evolved teachers.
These helping spirits can take on a human form temporarily and act
as intermediaries between us and the powers of the universe. They
may include great spiritual teachers such as Jesus, Buddha,
Lao-Tzu, and so on.

It is in this inner realm that the
archetypal patterns, which are the original blueprints for all
things, exist. According to Oglala Lakota holy man, Nick Black Elk:
"This is the real world that is behind this one, and everything we
see here is something like a shadow from that world."9
The Celestial Realm forms the matrix of possibilities that
correspond to the world we experience through our mind and senses.
All situations, conditions and states of being are a manifestation
of a world of archetypes. Every event in the visible world is the
effect of a "seed" image or pattern in the unseen world.

Shamans journey to the Upper World to
acquire archetypal knowledge, to bring a vision into being, or to
influence events in the material world. By interacting with the
archetypes, the shaman interacts with their counterparts in the
outer world. Shamans also go there for inspiration, insight, or to
find ways to restore balance in the world. As anthropologist and
author Felicitas Goodman points out, "One of the most pervasive
traditions of shamanic cultures is the insight that there exists a
patterned cosmological order, which can be disturbed by human
activity."10 When harmony between the human realm and
the original intended pattern is disturbed, the shaman makes a
spirit journey to the Celestial Realm to bring back the
balance.

The Middle World is where spirit meets
matter and is related to our ego, or conscious self. It is the
spirit counterpart of the material realm and the inner region that
is most like outer reality. Nick Black Elk spoke of the parallel
realm "where there is nothing but the spirits of all
things."11 Middle World journeying connects us to the
spirits that are the essence of everything in the material world.
The middle realm is so truly parallel to the world in which we live
that we can journey across it and visit all the places, people and
things we know in ordinary reality. Spirit journeys in the Middle
World provide a means of travel and communication without cars,
planes or telephones. It is a means of exploring terrain to find
the location of healing herbs or lost objects, or to establish
communication links over great distances.

We can also journey in the Middle World to
heal land or places damaged by natural disasters and unbalanced
human activity. Every place on the planet has a spirit. From the
wildest of forests to urban landscapes, every place has a spirit
that oversees its life force. Healing the land involves actively
working with the spirits of the Middle World in a collaborative way
to clear negative energetic imprints, to harmonize what is out of
balance, and to restore energy and life force which has been lost.
Middle World healing sometimes involves psychopomp work -- the
shamanic art of assisting deceased souls who have suffered
traumatic deaths and have not successfully crossed over to the
other side. For example, if a location is haunted, a clearing in
the form of psychopomp is needed. This is something that should be
studied in depth before attempting.

The Lower World relates to our subconscious
and intuitive mind. It is the realm of animal spirits, spirit
guides and the ancestors; the place to which human spirits travel
upon physical death. This inner plane is the domain of power
animals, also known as guardian spirits, spirit allies, totem
animals and tutelary animals. A power animal is the archetypal
oversoul that represents the entire species of that animal. A
spirit journey to the Lower World is generally undertaken to seek
the help and guidance of an animal spirit, to recover lost power,
or to find and return a sick person's wandering spirit. The terrain
that you traverse is typically very natural and very Earth-like.
Moreover, just to clear up any misconceptions, the shamanic
underworld is not associated with anything dark, sinister or evil.
That concept belongs to a completely different, often monotheistic
religious belief system and cosmology.

The three realms are linked together by a
vertical axis that is commonly referred to as the "World Tree." The
roots of the World Tree touch the Lower World. Its trunk is the
Middle World and its branches hold up the Upper World. This central
axis exists within each of us. Through the sound of the drum, which
is invariably made of wood from the World Tree, the shaman is
transported to the axis within and conveyed from plane to plane. As
Tuvan musicologist, Valentina Suzukei explains: "There is a bridge
on these sound waves so you can go from one world to another. In
the sound world, a tunnel opens through which we can pass, or the
shaman's spirits come to us. When you stop playing the drum, the
bridge disappears."12 The inner axis passes through an
opening or portal through which the shaman can ascend to the
Celestial Realm of unmanifest potential and descend on healing
journeys into the temporal realm of manifest form.

 


****



Chapter 1
- Creating and Sustaining Shamanic Circles
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I participated in my first shamanic drumming
circle while living in Sedona, Arizona in 1989. I had been
practicing shamanism for about a year and felt the call to go
deeper in my shamanic work. I was on a spiritual quest and looking
for a shamanic teacher. While shopping in a neighborhood bookstore
one day, I picked up an event flyer which read:

 


Shamanic Drumming Circle: Jade Wah'oo
Grigori is a traditional shaman of Mongolian ancestry. In keeping
with his intent to make accessible to all peoples, regardless of
blood line, the knowledge and practice of 'The Ways' of Shamanism,
is calling forth a drum circle. Those of the community seeking to
join together with others of like heart-beat in learning and
experiencing the empowerment and filling of the light-body through
shamanic drum ways, are invited to participate. Tuesday Nights, 7
p.m. to 9 p.m.

 


When I arrived at the drum circle host's
house, I joined about fifteen people sitting casually in a
semi-circle around the perimeter of the living room floor. Some
people had drums and others did not. Most of the furniture had been
removed to accommodate a large gathering. Two of the participants
were percussionists who had just arrived in Sedona to give a
performance at a local venue after the drum circle. They brought a
wide assortment of frame and ethnic drums. They passed instruments
around the circle so that everyone had a drum to play. I received a
frame drum and beater as they came around the circle. I had never
played a frame drum before. It was a very eclectic mix of people
and rhythm instruments. I came to know a number of these
participants very well in the months to come.

After our host introduced Jade, he entered
the room and sat down. He was wearing a red bandana and carried a
rawhide frame drum and a bound medicine bundle. Jade laid down his
drum and opened the bundle, laying power objects on a woven rug. He
then lit a charcoal incense burner. In the darkened room I could
see blue sparks dance off of the charcoal as the sacred fire came
to life. Jade then sprinkled herbs on the burning charcoal and
began smudging his sacred objects with three feathers, fanning the
smoke outward into the entire space. Smudging is the burning of
herbs or incense for cleansing, purification and protection of
sacred space.

 


Three-round shamanic drum journey

 


After smudging, Jade instructed us in the
ritual use of the sacrament tobacco, the unifying thread of
communication between humans and the spiritual powers. He showed us
how to empower our drums by offering tobacco smoke or a pinch of
dry tobacco. Offering grandfather tobacco carries our prayers to
the "Loom of Creation," causing the "Tapestry of Creation" to
reweave itself in accordance with those prayers.
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