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ENCYCLOPAEDIA CINEMATOGRAPHICA — Fditor: G Wolr

Jouay G, REmnnarD, New Lenox, 1.
Film E 2198
Raji (Nepal) — Shaman Initiation

Author of the Publication: Joaan G REmNaRrn
With 3 Figures

Supmsmary of the Filw:

Raji (Nepal) — Shaman Initiation. Several scenes of men heing possessed and “dancing”
about are fallowed by scenes of men stepping through fire, being held while cuts are made
on their bodics, making offerings, *dancing” possessed around a tree, and saenificing a
o,

Dibralt des Films:

Raji (Nepaly — Schamanen-Initiation. Der Film resgt zunichst mehrere Aufnshmen von
besessenen Mannern, die Ltanzen®, dann folzen Szenen, in denen Manner durchs Fever gehen,
festgchalen werden und Haurcinschnitte erhalten, Opfer verrichren, im Zustand der Beses-
senheit um einen Bawm g tanzen® und vine Ziege apfern,

Hésumne du Filans

Raji (MNépal) — Cérémonic d'initiation des chamanes. Le film montre d'abord des hommes
possédes “dansants™, puis des scenes oi des homimes marchent & travers le fen, regoivent
des imcisions sur leur corps, remettent des offeandes, “dansent™, possedés, avtour d'un
arhre e saceificnt une chivre.

General Preliminary Remarks?

Small groups of the Tibeto-Burman speaking Raji tribe are found spread through-
out West Nepal. Their total population does not exceed 1500, and the population
of the Purhia {eastern) Raji, with whom we are concerned here, probably does nor
number more than 600, They are reknown as boatmen and lishermen, who have
now settled and become agriculturalists in various parts of Southwest MNepal.

! The research upon which this article is based was supported by grants from the Wenner-
Gren Feundation far Anthropological Research and the Austrian Academy of Sclences. Film
material was contributed by the Institue fiie den Wissenschatthichen Film, Géringen,
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Forest produce, fish, and 1o a lesser extent game obrained through hunring, add
important supplements to their lood supply. Members of hill castes have had contact
with the Raji for many years, but only recently have bepun ro sercle vear rannd in
the aren of main concentration of the Purbia Raji, the Babai River Vallev,

The shaman (guran) 15 the most important religious functionary in Raji society,
Brahiman priests are not normally employed by the Raji, and the shaman is the key
person in most major village rituals, besides being a curer of illnesses, In the Babai
Vallew roughly half of all the adult married men have participated in shaman ini-
riations, although only a few continued on to become pracricing shamans. Many
partcipated in the initiarions primarily in order to gain a tutelary deity which
would help to protect them and their families. Major reasons for there not being
mote practicing shamans are difficulties in obtaining the necessary instruction, and
in acquiring rights to work in villages, since established shamans are usually
reluctant to rehinguish such rights,

The power of the shaman lies in the cyes of the Raji in his knowledge of spells
Deantral, These frequently are spoken in the context of a ritual and accompanying
some symbolic action, ¢.g. blowing an an object. CHren che curing of an il person
requires that some offerings be made to the deity, spirit, or wirch thought to have
caused the illness. Basic offerings consist of strips of clath, red powder, incense,
hulled rice, a lamp, and a liquid of some sort. Numerous other items may be given,
e.p. money. models representing animals andfor humans, sacrificial animals, erc.,
and some offerings may be quite distinctive, as for example bload from some part
of a man’s body for his tutelary deiry or those offerings made for a witch. Occasion-
ally an offering is postponed by making a promise to che deiry to make it at a later
date. Besides making offerings, the shaman occasionally uses other technigues o
cure a patient, .. sucking our an intrusive object, giving medicines and amulecs,
and having the patient change his place of residence.

A shaman who has rights over a village s given grain annually depeading upon the
wealth af the contriburing family. The shaman in turn helps cure i1l members of the
family free of cost and also performs important functions ac village ceremonies,
sueh as those prior to rice planting and at the time of it harvest, to help vid rice
fields of msccrs, and 1o provide a protective barrier against evil spirits around the
village. The shaman doees not normally become especially wealdhy from s work.
However, he daes olten receive free meals and liguor wherever he stavs, and 15
accorded considerable prestige in the community !,

Background to the Film

Men who wish to undergo the shaman initiation [requently do so our of a mixture
ol curtosity and a desive for a tutelary deity and the concomitant power amd
prestige that this implics. Few know beforehand whether or not they will continue
om to become practicing shamans, as it 15 normallv in the initiation that Raji men

U For further information and analysis see Reawrarn [1] and [2];
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first become possessed. Thus the initdation marks the true beginning rather than
the completion of learning to become a shaman in eaenest,

Although an initiation may take place ar any of two times during a year, they occur
infrequently. This is primarily due to the expense involved in providing liguor and
a goat offering to the deities and paroicipating shamans. Initiations may take place
at either of the two Dasair festivals which occur in the fall and spring. These festi-
vals are the traditional periods for u»c:rxhuppm;ﬂ the goddess Drrga and house dei-
ties, and it is from these deities that a man’s weelary deity {or deities? will be drawn.

S

Fig. 1. Initiates sitting with hands before their faces

Normally thete are only a few initiates, and the initiation rakes place in the home
of one of these men, One shaman is sufficient; although normally more are
present, The primary function of the shaman is o divine whar evil spirits are
causing difficulties and to drive them away to call the prospective relary durm
If the initiation rakes place in a house, the initiates sit near the center post wher
usually the goddess Daerga is worshipped. Indeed most initiates acquire Derga, or
one of her manifescations, Kalika, as their tutelary deity. There are no special items
utilized for the initiation only, although a special chant and drum beat are emploved.
The drum (madal} is one commonly used at festivities and any man or boy may drum
at the initiation,

If a large number of men are to be initiated, the mitation mav be conducted ar the
main village worship place {than). The initiates should wash beforehand {althaugh

3
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few bother o), and gather together with shamans and interested male onlookers
at the place of initiation after dark, The initiates sit in a circle, caps removed,
and make respectful salutations to the deities, Le in the direction of a plate con-
taining hulled rice, money, and a lamp meant as offerings to the deities o be called.

Fip. 2. Dwoinitates Sdanee™
through fire while possessed

The shamans offer liquor to their tutelary deities. While the initiates sit quietly with
their hands together before their faces, the shamans hegin chanting and the drum-
ming begins. Normally the shamans become possessed first and hop or “dance”
abour on both feet with their arms hanging loosely at thewr sides. Shamans still
not possessed throw hulled rice on the mitates {or place it on their shoulders} and
vell out for the deities to come and possess them. Oceasionally men who are
possessed will grab hold of an initiate still not possessed and shake him. Afrer
about 20 minuces such a session stops for a briel period during which the men rest
and discuss the simation. Divination with rice may be done in order 1o discover

&
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whicli spirits are keeping some initiates from becoming possessed. Initiates who
have become possessed offer liquor to their newly acquired turelary deiries. Afrer
a few minutes the possession sessions begin again and continue on and off through-
out the night until the sun rises che following morning.

At large initiations a fire may be built and, while possessed. the initiates walk,
“dance”, and occasionally crawl through . I roly possessed, che initiates are

Fig. 3, Curs are made on aninitiace by a shaman

said not o feel any pain or become burned. Immediately following this, shamans
will hold a possessed initiate and, while a shaman says a spell, fine cats are made
with a piece of parched rice on various parts of the initiate’s body (usually his fore-
head, rongue, both sides of his chest, both thighs, and on the wops of his feet). The
parched rice is mixed with other rice and given to the imitate to keep for lawr
pccasions when he needs this powerful type of offering. Afrer the cutting is com-
pleted and the deity leaves the initiate, he goes off w the side and offers liquor ro his
tutelary deity. When all the initiates have been cur, the shamuans offer liquer 1o
their own deitics.

[f the initiation rakes place at the village worship place, the initiates become posses-
sed one more tme and “dance’ around a tree ar which mrelary deities are collec-
tively worshipped, A red stoip of cloth for the deities is ded around the wee pre-
viously by the villape priest. At each change of tempo i the dromming the ini-
tiates change direction. After a few minutes each iniriate is given in tuen hulled
rice which he throws at the tree, following which the deiry leaves his body. Afrer
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water has been sprinkled on to the head of a goat and it shakes its head, the village
priest decapitares it with a large knife at the base ol the tree. The goat’s body is
dragged ance around the tree, and water and/or blood is poured over the goat’s head
and om to a plate coneaining hulled rice, This s mixed and a small amount is applicd
tin the goat's head, and then applied to the foreheads of all people present. Later
the goat is devided among the shamans and initiares and earen.

Motes on Making of the Film

The filim was made on April 14-13, 1970 m the village of Ban Gaun, Sano Sheri
Panchayat, Danlee District. That the initiation took place at this tme (fe, the
Chait Dasain festival) was due ro the instigation of the ethnographer, who supplicd
the goat and liquor, The begimning of the mitiation took place the night of April 13
and could not be filmed, but did not vary significantly {rom the filmed portions, Due
tor difficulty in obraining a goat, the initiation continued for a few hours during the
next two days, [t should have been completed the morning of April 14, Not only
wits a large number of initiates unusual, but alse anusual was the possession
of a hoy, who was not originally an initiate, and the possession of a member
of the blacksmith caste, who joined the Raji in the “dance™ around rhe tree.
Four practicing shamans were in charge of the inidation, but only one, Nama
Lorrian, was fram the area, Several men who had previously been inittated also
assisted. Naiva was not available the final day of the initiation, becanse he was
called away tor work in anather village.

Technical data: camera: Bell and Howell Model 70-13; lenses: Switar 16 mm, Bausch
and Lomb 25 mm, Year 75 mm; camera speed: 24 £5; film maternal: Kodak Plus X,
Black and white negative film type 7231,

Deseription of Film

A general scene of the participants in cthe initiation and of bystanders is fallowed
By i scene in which men “dance™ abour while in a state of possession. A shaman
throws rice, while a bov plays the drum, Two possessed shamans shake an iniriate,
and some initiates are shown sitting with their hands held befare their faces, Several
similar scenes follow showing possession and people sitting during one of the
interludes in the possession sessions, Initiates “dance” through a fire, Shamans
hold iniriates while fine cuts are made in their bodies. After offering liguor to their
deities, the ininates “dance”™ possessed around a tree. Taking rice from a sha-
man, they throw ic at che tee. The goat is sacrificed and the mixed blood and rice
s applied to the foreheads of those present.

4
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