BELIEFS, SUPERNATURAL, 

	TSIMSHIAN BELIEFs
the most complex system on the northwest coast
The two worlds were separated by only a thin veil, and supernatural beings could pass back and forth with ease.
Of all the northern coastal people, the Tsimshian had the most complex social, spiritual and political structure. One of the main reasons was the amount of idle time there was in which to create involved cultural systems. As noted earlier, the area in which they lived was lush and forested, food plentiful, travel light. Therefore, over time, much effort was put into creating a hierarchy of complicated clan systems and secret societies that consisted of dzapk (as noted earlier, represented by the wearing of a woven hat),[image: image11.jpg]


 wonders, privileges and a ‘real time’ relationship with the spirit world also known as halaayt. The winter ceremonies in which halaayt were celebrated were known as naxnox. It is also important to note that the Tsimshian did not recognize a supreme being. They assumed that heaven already existed in the form of goypax (light).
Halaayt channels the power of the person expressing it. A physical representation of it would be the wearing of a carved frontlet, often inlaid with abalone shell and worn over the forehead. Naxnox is the applied part of the process. In other words, in order to express spiritual power, the individual required particular items such as drums, shakers, masks, horns, rock crystals and so on to help with contacting and travelling in one of the other worlds. Masks were the main representation of Naxnox. The person(s) most often gifted with the power to traverse the worlds were the Spirit Doctors, either male or female. The word ‘Shaman’ does not exist in Sm’algyax.’ Halaayt is the correct term. To simplify, the frontlet was the intermediary between the hat and the mask. With Halaayt comes Privileges, with Naxnox comes Wonders. The following chart illustrates what I mean.
GOYPAX (LIGHT, HEAVEN)
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MATRIARCHAL
↓ 
CLANS 
Gisbutwada (Blackfish), Laxgibuu (Wolf), 
Ganhada, (Raven), Laxgiik (Eagle)
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CRESTS 
(Woven Hat & Button Blanket))
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E.g., Thunderbird, Grizzly Bear, Blackfish 
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PATRIARCHAL
___________________________________________________________
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HALAAYT (Frontlets)
Supernatural, Spirit World and Spirit Doctors
PRIVILEGES
Member of Royalty or Nobility permitted to practice Halaayt
NAXNOX 
Primordial Spirits (Culture Hero Raven, Thunderbird, Blackfish, Wolf, Eagle)
WONDERS (Masks)
Dramatization of Naxnox by Humans recognizing the right of the primordial spirits to act on their ehalf.


SECRET SOCIETIES: 
Mila (Dancers), Nulim (Dogeaters), Ludzista (Destroyers), Xgyedmhalait (Cannibals)
Wherein culture hero’s such as Raven fall into the naxnox category, Spirit Doctors are considered to be an integral and natural part of the supernatural world. As a result, they are also called halaayt. The Tsimshian were not cannibals. It was abhorrent to them. The Cannibal society taught The Originals that if their desire to kill overcame their reason then they would suffer terrible calamities throughout the rest of their lives.
THE WAY IT WAS:
General: Dominating concept was that the bodies of men, animals, and plants were the houses, canoes or shells in which souls lived and these souls had a great range of action outside their normal habitat.
Living a good life depended on having good relations with the spiritual world - much time and effort was placed on honouring the spirits, crests of both self and family. There were special rigid rituals that were undertaken to ensure good relations. An individual would appeal to the spirits through sexual restraint, sweat baths, fasting and often purging the system with special teas.
Nonetheless the Tsimshian were also practical enough to know that appealing to the spirits was a bit of a crap shoot and therefore acknowledged that luck played a large part. Main belief was a great concern with the integration of past, present and the future. Beliefs regarding the past and the origin of the world were largely speculative and generally formulated from the vivid imaginations of the storytellers. The future was also speculative and related particularly to the persistence of personality after death. The supernatural world was the greatest importance since it influenced daily life. Thunderbird produced lightening and thunder; creek-women were deities from each stream that controlled the water and the fish in it.
Haida referred to the supreme being as the Power of the Shining Heavens. Humans did not have direct contact with the Great Mystery but dealt through lesser gods.
To the Tsimshian, creation of the world was assumed, however, it was in chaos, which required a Transformation (culture hero) figure such as Raven to organize the world into a cohesive format which he gleefully undertook using all manner of subterfuge to accomplish the task. Raven is also referred to as a "Trickster" which, again is a post-European insult probably borne from the closed minds of the missionaries who were appalled at the thought that powerful Raven could be thought of on the same level as Jesus Christ, therefore the alternative, a child of Satan was the only recourse.
Tribes believed in the sanctity of harmonious connections to both the seen and unseen world. There was a time long ago, when all living beings spoke in only one language; there was never any confusion as to the understanding or intent of one group towards another. As well, only a thin veil separated the two worlds, and people, particularly Spirit Doctors, could move back and forth with ease; Animals and birds could take on human form, and vice versa.
Halaayt: The notion of 'Power' is derived from close interaction betweedn the secular and supernatural worlds. It was within the supernatural world that all resources and spirit resided.Refers to controlled supernatural power expressed through simulations of a desired state. Halait loosely translated means ‘shaman or shamanic power’, and is the manifestation of supernatural potency, with naxnox as its physical source. In other words, Halait refers to any shamanic or ritual manifestation of power as well as the ritual event within which an ‘elevated’ manifestation occurs. Halait had continuous, legitimate usage.
Naxnox: (pronounced nack-nock). Totem poles were carved from cedar logs; beautiful cedar masks of animal spirits were carved and used in the Naxnox dance dramas performed at the potlatches. Naxnox loosely translated means an unwieldy supernatural power associated with chiefly might, antisocial acts, and distinctive tendencies intended to instill fear into the onlookers. For example: Gilax Naxnox was a spirit who came into the town during the day and put out everyone’s fires. Main difference to Halait, that in order to be in the world, naxnox must have physical embodiment, for example crests or souls. The Masks at the dance drama provided direct representation of the crests which were derived from naxnox and ancestors. Naxnox is the personification of power or that which is manifested in Halait.  Naxnox restricted in usage to the masked performances at a potlatch.  Anyone going out into nature to commune with spirits was said to being seeking his or her naxnox. Normally, naxnox is inherited by only one person and the name received had to be validated with a potlatch that had ritual dramatization of the event. The dramatization included the wearing of elaborate masks which were seen as symbols of great power.
Marjorie Halpin, for example, described naxnox naming system as: "...a metaphorical elaboration on the theme of death. The various physical infirmities represented by naxnox names - old age, lameness, deafness, smallpox, etc. were metaphors of physical death. The various cultural infirmities [such as] selfishness, drunkenness, insanity, were metaphors of on-sense or meaninglessness; that is, cultural death....What the Tsimshian collectively overcame was death."
The concepts of Halaayt and Naxnox were magical and inspirational because they called on all the senses and engaged the whole brain. The left brain functions of logic, spoken word and rational thought were balanced by the right brain strengths of creativity, intuition, adawx, emotion and visualisation. The dance of life could only function in a harmonious way if halaayt and naxnox melded seamlessly within the supernatural and secular worlds both of which contained vital memories. In other words, adawx (storytelling) and incumbent ceremonies echoed the voices of the Ancestors, and as The Originals walked in the physical world they remembered their lives and gatgyet.
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SPIRIT DOCTORS
By Shannon Thunderbird and Kate Dickson
(copyrighted)
Time has not always been kind to the Indigenous Spirit Doctor; terms such as 'witch doctor' or the 'Devil's servant' have frequently been used to describe the nature and responsibilities of this very special and important person. The correct term ‘Spirit Doctor’ in lieu of the term ‘Shaman’ is being used. 'Shaman' is a term that came from central Asia and as a result there is no word in any Native language for the word ‘Shaman’.
There are Spirit Doctors who do not act in the best interests of the people. As in all situations in life, both the positive and negative occur. A negative Spirit Doctor (Sorcerer) is someone who, like many others, does not have, (a) full understanding of his role, (b) does have a full understanding but has become corrupted with his powers, or (c) is 'burned out' after a number of years carrying heavy responsibilities. Whatever the case, they have been known to reap incredible damage and it is these people who have earned, for all Spirit Doctors, the labels of witch doctor, devil's servant, sorcerer, etc. That said, this article chooses to deal with the Spirit Doctor as a positive role model and healer as they outnumber the negative ones by a huge margin.
A Spirit Doctor subscribes to neither the aforementioned labels; indeed, h/she is more accurately described as ahealer, visionary, mystic, poet. More to the point, h/she is an intermediary between the people and the Lowerworld/Upperworld.  As such, h/she is a healer first and a prophet second. A Spirit Doctor can be either male or female (referred to hereafter for single use as 'he' because Spirit Doctors are predominantly male); he has become a Spirit Doctor after much initiation and soul searching. While a Spirit Doctor does carry a certain tabu, he does not stay secluded from the people. He is involved with everyday activities and expected to earn his way.  When not directly involved in a healing capacity, he becomes a teacher for other healers and certainly the children or planning for an upcoming event. In other words, he is approachable on a variety of levels. In Indigenous cultures, every problem is treated seriously for a group's very survival depends on healthy attitudes and healthy bodies.  It is believed hat a person can become diseased or open to disease if that person's guardian spirit has left or been lost. It becomes the job of the Spirit Doctor to go in search of that spirit and bring it back, or, if it is lost, bring back another one.
How does he do this? You need to imagine a tree, its roots buried in the ground, its trunk tall and its branches and leaves in full foliage. To the Native, trees hold a great significance as roots are seen as the past, trunks are seen as the present and branches/leaves are seen as the future.  In keeping with this symbol, the roots are the Lowerworld, the trunk is the journey and the branches/leaves are the Upperworld. (It should be understood that a Spirit Doctor may also choose to journey through other methods such as mentally picking a cave entrance, a waterfall, etc; however, more often than not, the tree symbol is used because the notion of the tunnel -up and down- is the constant).
In order to find what he is searching for, the Spirit Doctor's understanding allows him to give of his soul and give up his soul. The giving 'of his soul' means he uses his energy in the service of the patient(s); the giving 'up of his soul' means he must provide a receptacle to bring back what is needed. He cannot lose or leave his own soul behind because (a) he understands what the journey entails and is so prepared, (b) he could die, and (c) the drum and the rattle keep him connected.
Upon entering the world of altered consciousness, the Spirit Doctor picks a mental point in his[image: image13.jpg]


 tree to enter and begins his journey. If, for example, he is in search of a lost guardian spirit, he goes to the Lowerworld to acquaint himself with the roots (or past) of the patient. He may, indeed, find the spirit there.  If not, he travels to the Upperworld, the future (branches/leaves) to see if the spirit has 'gone ahead'. If he finds the spirit, he comes back down the trunk and exits at the point of entry. Upon his return, he blows the spirit back into the patient through the chest/head areas. The Tsimshian Spirit Doctor, for example, uses a 'soul catcher'. It is usually carved from hollowed bone, and is intricately carved (see below). If the spirit has been lost and a new one found, he returns and blows the new spirit into the patient's body whereupon the patient must rise and begin to dance, making noises and movements of the new spirit so that it can feel at home and want to stay.  If a physical disease is the problem, the Spirit Doctor goes in search of the special cure that is needed. (Picture above is of a male spirit doctor).
What is important to understand is not only the connections the Spirit Doctor has with himself[image: image14.jpg]


 and his guardian spirits, but the connection he has with the patient(s). There is, put in modern words, a contractual agreement between the two and interestingly, when the Spirit Doctor begins his journey (along with the drum and rattle), he will lie down beside the patient, with a view to sharing the energy of Great Spirit. The patient must feel that h/she has an investment in the cure in order for it to be long lasting.
The Spirit Doctors’ spirits can move freely and are often gone during waking hours. They will meet the Spirit Doctor as he enters the tunnel inside the trunk. They may all go to the Lowerworld and work together or some may go to the Upperworld and beckon the Spirit Doctor upwards if they find what he is looking for. Since this is a mental journey, time is based on the Spirit Doctor (of course, if it is an immediate life-death situation, the Spirit Doctor will stay conscious of the time). (Picture to right is of a female spirit doctor).
As mentioned above, the Spirit Doctor does not invalidate anyone's experiences; he will never tell another that only a fantasy exists. He completely understands that everything occurring is a reality and occurring in real time and that every symbol in his journey has a message. He will contemplate even the most unusual happenings and see how they fit in with what he already knows, for all matters are part of the truth by which he lives. As a side note, a Spirit Doctor may wear a mask when journeying so that a lost spirit, for example, will recognize the face of its owner and come back. Pacific northwest coast Spirit Doctors do not wear masks.
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Spirit Doctors, like anyone else in service professions often specialized and carried heavy responsibilities to serve the people well and judiciously. From predicting the hunt to accurately naming a child to healing the physically infirm to repairing the mentally infirm to welcoming the first salmon of the season to sending warriors to war, it fell to the Spirit Doctor to underwrite the survival of the people. It takes, as it does with anyone who has the responsibility of maintaining groups of people, tremendous physical stamina, strength of purpose and courage of conviction to carry on, walk in one’s own truth and stay true to one's destiny. It was not unusual therefore, for stress and burnout to occur. Hence, the spirit doctor would have to withdraw from the community for extended periods to recharge their batteries.
The Spirit Doctor embodies the warrior, healer, teacher and visionary archetypes. They represent the four directions on the medicine wheel and accurately describe the kind of person a Spirit Doctor must be as the backbone of healthy tribal life.
In summary, the primary purpose of the Spirit Doctor is to help others; by helping patients transcend their ordinary realities, the Shaman can help them rise above their view of themselves as sick or diseased.  When they can do this, the Spirit Doctor knows from the results of his work that he has become a true Spirit Doctor.
There are five main symbols attached to the Spirit Doctor:
DRUM: Referred to by Native people as 'horse', 'canoe', such reference implies a vehicle of sorts.  In other words, on the heartbeat (Mother Earth) drum rhythm, the drum, while keeping the Spirit Doctor grounded in the present world, carries him to the unseen worlds where he must travel to find the necessary properties for healing purposes.  The drum calms his body and provides a focus of sound.
RATTLE/SHAKER: A higher, sharper pitch of sound, the rattle serves to  keep the Spirit Doctor connected to his Ancestors (grandmothers/grandfathers, Ancestor Spirit Doctors) and is used to call them to come and assist. Often the Ancestors are sleeping or traveling, and must be called back gently from their deep sleep, the shaker serves this purpose. While the intensity of the sound recedes the further down/up he goes, it is vibrant enough for the Spirit Doctor to hear it in the background. Its secondary use of the shaker also helps to keep him connected in the present world.
STAFF OR WALKING STICK: Used to direct and receive the higher spiritual energies.  It is often decorated with symbols of his personal power; feathers, fur, small bells, animal teeth, hair, coloured ribbons B anything deemed important to spiritual connection. While other items may come and go, the walking stick is a permanent tool, once it has been completed.
MEDICINE BUNDLE/BAG: When beginning his career, the Spirit Doctor must undergo visionquests that allow him to find his true power, his guardian spirits (which may number to several hundred depending on his age and experience).  The guardian spirits may vary; he might have a power animal(s), plants, inorganic objects such as stones or gemstones, all of which fulfill certain functions and aid him in his journey of discovery. He must also have the knowledge of medicines, history of his people, good oratory skills, dancing and singing ability.  He also has assistants who will drum and rattle for him as he journeys.
SOUL CATCHER: The Soul Catcher was used for healing work, not necessarily for use after the patient had gone to his/her day of quiet. In death, it was expected that the soul would leave and find its way to the light. There were other ceremonies to ensure this happened.
The Tsimshian, Inuit, Tlingit Spirit Doctors used soul catchers as an important part of their healing work, as physical, mental, emotional and spiritual health are all intertwined. They make up the four realms of human existence. A healthy spirit (soul) anchored the other three parts. If the soul became lost while separated from the body during a dream, or was driven out by sorcery (either self-inflicted or by someone else), the body was now empty. A spirit doctor was engaged to find the lost soul, capture it in a soul catcher and restore it to the patient. Soul retrieval is a very complex and special ceremony.
Once the soul was found, the Spirit Doctor then placed one end of the soul catcher near the solar plexus and blew the person’s spirit back into them. This prevented illness from invading the "empty" body. Loss of soul can also be considered a metaphor for some sort of mental or emotional breakdown.
Soul Catchers were most often carved from the leg bone of a grizzly or brown bear. Because bear femurs were large, much bigger soul catchers could be created to plug the smoke hole of the healing house just in case the soul tried to make a premature getaway! There were also 'plugs' made from cedar bark to plug the holes at either end of the soul catcher to hold the soul until it was blown back into the patient.


WITCHES AND SORCERORS - Like all cultures, the Tsimshian were not immune to those within their midst who sought to inflict negative influences on others. In the case of the witches and sorcerors, these were, in fact, charlatans who did not go through the rigorous years of purification, self-sacrifice and learning to become Spirit Doctors.  They simply set themselvesup as such by turning into dark side of their souls. Sorcerors could also be Spirit Doctors who were simply burned out and angry. Whatever, their background, they caused great harm to others anything from causing illness to death were employed. In some cases, payment was made to the sorceror from someone wishing ill on another. The only way of curing witches and sorcerors was through an extended period of 'exorcism' and if that didn't work outright banishment from the tribe. Banishment was the worst of punishments. Without the support of the community these people wandered aimlessly in the wilderness until they went quite mad and their own death was the end result.
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This picture is of a Tlingit Medicine Doctor typing up a witch.  A lot of psychological work had to take place between the person bewitched an a real Spirit Doctor. The medicine person would spent hours to days trying convince the afflicted person that they were stronger than the witch and as a result would be able to overcome the negative seeds planted in their minds.


DEATH, REINCARNATION, 

	DEATH PRACTICES
1. The house and clan of the deceased person paid for the funeral.
2. Preparation of the body rested with the Father and his house; this also included conducting the ceremony.
3. The body was cremated; a clear day was chosen in order that the smoke from the funeral pyre could rise to the unseen world unimpeded.
4.  Chiefs were normally cremated.  This assured his heirs their right to his title and the authority that went with it. Occasionally, alike the Spirit Doctor (see below), the heart would be buried and the rest of the body cremated OR the corpse was placed in a box that was secured high in a tree and his internal organs burned.
5.  Spirit Doctors (also known as Shamans, but not used by Thunderbird) as it is wrong), were usually taken to a remote place such as a cave. Often their hearts were buried, and the rest of the body cremated. Along with the heart, all the Spirit Doctor's paraphenalia were buried with him because his spirit permeated everything and it was considered the worst of crimes to reuse his things. Only the closest family members knew where the Spirit Doctor was buried.
6.  A Black Feast was held (Tsimshian version of a wake); black paint was warn to signify mourning to compensate the Father's house.
7.  One year later a Red Feast (or Potlatch) was held to commemorate the deceased and to also confirm his/her successor.  People wore red paint to signify the end of the mourning period.
SPIRIT DOCTOR. A Spirit Doctor's internal organs were buried and body, along with all his medicine artifacts were placed in grave house above ground. It was believed that supernatural power remained in the vicinity of his grave house which was at a distance from the village. His soul was said to go to a special house in the sky.
DependING on how someone died. Old age or disease, for example, the soul went to the west and crossed water barriers (usually rivers). Shaman's souls went to an island (Haida); certain powers remained with the body which is why they were not burned.
To some extent the souls depended on their surviving relatives for food and clothing. The latter was chiefly supplied at the time of the funeral, but food was sent frequently by placing it in the fire. (More on Spirit Doctor below)
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reincarnation
A second death was believed possible so that the soul passed from the first place of the deal to another place, either below the first place or farther to the west. Most souls were reborn into the same family.
Each birth of a Tsimshian child was accompanied by the expectation that certain cycles of death and rebirth would continue. A woman would dream that a deceased relative was coming for a visit and thus know that the baby was a reincarnation of that person. Tsimshian also believed in prestige associated with death and therefore the transmutation of the soul (reincarnation) was a natural extension of that belief. For example, if a person drowned at sea, it was though they would be reincarnated as a killer whale, the most powerful of the ocean creature.
There were particular rituals performed that ensure that a reincarnated soul returned to a particular person - some rituals included placing a bit of the corpse in her belt, leading her around the funeral pyre eight times.
NOTE: belief in reincarnation is relatively common among many different tribal communities, Delaware believe that babies are reincarnates of dead relative. Tribes such as the Navajo, Apache and other Athapaskan tribes have a negative attitude toward death so reincarnation is not part of their practices.
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animals
	ANIMALS
It is very important to keep in mind that Native attitude toward animals was very different from the whites, particularly, animals were never hunted for sport, but for survival and the hunt was always undertaken with great pomp and ceremony. Great respect was shown to the environment, and thanks given for the bounty of food and shelter.  For example, the bones of salmon (the most sacred of all food stuffs) were returned to the sea, so that the spirit of the salmon who gave itself to The People would live on.Northwest coast tribes considered all fish, birds, land and sea mammals similar to human beings but with varying degrees of supernatural power. Each animal, however, had its own teaching and healing medicine. All of them were capable of taking human form; or better, they possessed a human form, and assumed their other forms when consorting with humans. The shape of a killer-whale for example was thought to be a canoe in which her human form was accustomed to travel; There were salmon people, herring people and grizzly bear people.
In lore frequent references are given to a time when animals were humans, gifted with the power of speech and other human attributes. People believed that animals had souls which are immortal and they are reborn after death. Animals were considered the equals of humans in general intelligence, and to surpass humans in the particulars for which the animal in question was especially noted. For example, Eagles' eyesight could see into the soul.





