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Masterworks of ancient Greece

Michael K. Kellogg. The Greek Search for Wisdom. New 
York: Prometheus Books, 2012. 341 pp.

In Robert A. Heinlein’s short story By His Bootstraps (Hein-
lein 1970), the main character Bob Wilson, who is writing a 
philosophical dissertation in a locked room, finds himself in 
the midst of weird events, and, as a result, he travels 30,000 
years into the future. He is in a huge palace, part of which is 
suitable to be inhabited by people, while the rest is described 
as follows:

Great halls large enough to hold ten thousand people at once – 
had there been floors for them to stand on. For there frequently 
were no floors in the accepted meaning of a level or reasonably 

level platform. [---] He crawled gingerly forward and looked over the edge. The 
mouth of the passage debouched high up on a wall of the place; below him the 
wall was cut back so that there was not even a vertical surface for the eye to follow. 
Far below him, the wall curved back and met its mate of the opposite side – not 
decently, in a horizontal plane, but at an acute angle. (Heinlein 1970: 75–76)

In this far future, Wilson also meets some people, who lead a rather primitive life in 
the palace, and who tell him that the palace was built by the High Ones, creatures of 
unknown origin and fate, who once visited the Earth.

In Greek mythology, Minotaur, a monster with the head of a bull, lives in a labyrinth 
on Crete Island, and he is killed by the Athenian hero Theseus with the help of Ariadne 
and a ball of thread given by her (Graves 1957: 336–339).1 Historically, the labyrinth 
myth could be based on the palace of Knossos with its maze of halls and corridors, in 
which the plunderers of Athens roved around; also there was a labyrinth-patterned 
dancing floor in front of the palace (ibid.: 345–346). The word ‘labyrinth’ might have 
been derived from labrys, a ritual double-headed axe, the term being neither of Greek 
nor (most probably) of Indo-European origin (Frisk 1991: 67). The palace in Knossos 
dates back to the Minoan-Mycenaean era (3rd–2nd millennium BC), with Minoan non-
Indo-European culture dominating in the first half. At the end of the Mycenaean era, 
in the 12th century, the legendary Trojan War presumably took place. So the ancient 
Greek culture was founded on the ruins of an alien culture, and drew material for its 
myths from the latter. Also, the ruins of antiquity have contributed to a large extent to 
the spread of the Renaissance, both directly and figuratively. As a specimen of physical 
heritage, we could mention the Colosseum in Rome, which was, among other things, also 
used as a quarry, as after the end of the era of antiquity no proper function was found 
for the structure. Here we also have to bear in mind that antiquity, which we tend to 
regard as the cradle of European culture, also presents a case of domesticating the alien, 
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which never completely succeeds. Occidental culture re-translates antiquity into the 
present day, both the texts and the culture in general. Beginning from the Renaissance, 
we can mention here the humanists, and from the recent past also Michel Foucault and 
Jacques Derrida, who are renowned even today, in the 21st century.

So, a simplistic approach to another culture could involve two possibilities: we can 
either look for similarities and interpret the alien from our own viewpoint or point out 
the differences and try to understand them as much as possible. The aforementioned 
citation from R.A. Heinlein describes an encounter with the alien and abstruse.2 Mi-
chael K. Kellogg’s popular science book entitled The Greek Search for Wisdom, on the 
other hand, focuses on the domestication of ancient Greek culture. This volume covers, 
in temporal sequence, the following Greek authors and their masterworks: Homer, 
Hesiod, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, Herodotus, Thucydides, Aristophanes, Plato 
and Aristotle. This list of names indicates that the author focuses on the classical era 
in ancient Greece (the 5th and 4th centuries BC). The only ones who belong to the 
archaic, pre-classical era (ca 800–500 BC) are epic poets Homer and Hesiod. Also, the 
selection of authors is geographically rather limited: except for Homer and Hesiod, 
only historian Herodotus3 did not come from Athens, although he also frequented this 
city and befriended Pericles (see pp. 189–191) and Sophocles (pp. 99–126), who were 
representatives of the classical spirit of Athens. On the one hand, in a certain sense it 
was the highlight of ancient Greek culture: Kellogg compares the creative outburst of 
the period in Greece to that of the 16th-century Western Europe, the time of Leonardo, 
Michelangelo, Raphael, Montaigne, Cervantes and Shakespeare (p. 101). On the other 
hand, however, the selection of authors can be traced back to the viewpoint of more 
recent culture. Classical Athens represents the values that the Occident has idealised 
commencing the Renaissance. However, we cannot overlook Homer and Hesiod, as they 
were the foundations of the entire ancient Greek culture. Without knowing Homer, we 
would not be able to interpret the heritage of the classical era. Kellogg represents pure 
tradition and re-produces the myth underlying European identity. He does not pose a 
question as to what extent contemporary ideals could have been transmitted to antiq-
uity during the Renaissance or later on, when some of these did not even exist in this 
form. So, Kellogg speaks neither about the different nor about the alien; yet, now and 
then, domesticates rather boldly. For example, on page 57 he argues that the begin-
ning of Theogony by Hesiod, which describes the emergence of the world from chaos, is, 
in a certain sense, like an ancient version of Steven Weinberg’s book The First Three 
Minutes (Weinberg 1988). Also, according to Kellogg, Euripides’s tragedies Electra and 
Orestes start in Aeschylus’s world and end in that of Pulp Fiction (p. 129). Kellogg here 
discusses allusions and does not identify Hesiod’s cosmogony with the modern theory 
of physics, or Euripides’s tragedies with Hollywood cult movies; so such comparisons 
cannot be regarded as wrong; yet, they mediate the message by which we are direct 
heirs of antiquity and it is quite easy to skip the 2500 years and cultural differences 
that separate us from this era.4

The compilation principles of the book could be criticised to a certain extent. In the 
introduction, Michael K. Kellogg says that it was not difficult to select the ten most 
distinguished authors, as the heritage of lyric poets and pre-Socratics is too fragmen-
tary, Pindar’s odes “are an acquired taste” and “Xenophon [---] is not on a par with the 
others considered here” (p. 23). The latter two argumentations are clearly judgemental. 
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As concerns the fact that the works of lyric poets have survived only fragmentarily, we 
cannot, regardless, underestimate their impact on the Greek wisdom, which seems to 
be the main topic in Kellogg’s book. Besides, the works of neither the elegists5 nor the 
iambographers6 are dwelt upon in more detail. Also, “[---] the Hellenistic7 philosophers, 
who left only fragments behind, are properly considered only along with their Roman 
counterparts” (p. 23). The Greek authors of the Roman Empire (beginning the 1st cen-
tury BC) are not mentioned at all; for example, Plotinus’s name cannot be found in the 
index part at the back of the book (pp. 329–341), although he based his work on classical 
culture and left a permanent imprint on the more recent Christian tradition.

Although the absence of lyric poets, pre-Socratics and authors from Hellenistic and 
Roman Empire periods could be justified to a certain extent by focusing on the classical 
era, the cream of Greek culture, it still remains disputable why Greek rhetoric has been 
mentioned only fleetingly, although it is one of the intrinsic elements of the classical 
democratic Athens. Orator Demosthenes is mentioned only transiently in the chapters 
dedicated to historian Thucydides and comic playwright Aristophanes; yet, the name 
of Demosthenes’s contemporary rival Aeschines is totally missing in Kellogg’s book. 
We could recall here that Demosthenes’s public political speeches against Philip II of 
Macedon, who jeopardised the independence of Athens, are regarded as the highlight 
of political speech by the same tradition that Kellogg represents. The term ‘Philippic’ 
denoting a fierce attacking political speech also derives from Demosthenes.

We have to admit that M.K. Kellogg’s work The Greek Search for Wisdom can rather 
be categorised as popular science. For the most part, the author makes no attempts to say 
something new, but rather tells the story of an era and its culture and draws parallels 
with the present day. This is also testified by only infrequent references to secondary 
sources. Hereby the author cites the traditional and foundational treatments, such as 
Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis (1973), Werner Jaeger’s Paideia (1986), Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
Birth of Tragedy (1968) and Alfred North Whitehead’s Process and Reality (1985). Yet, 
the author also refers to some authoritative more modern treatments, so that at each 
topic the reader is given allusions of how to proceed. A commendable feature is sug-
gestions for further reading at the end of the book (pp. 291–297), which offers a more 
detailed overview of secondary sources. However, practically all the sources referred to 
are English translations. In places, citations in the book are inconsistent.8

When speaking about the strong points of Michael K. Kellogg’s book, we could first 
mention its comprehensiveness. If we leave aside the aforementioned criticism about 
the selection of authors, the book gives an excellent overview of Greek culture in the 
classical era. The reader is provided with a short biography and a list of the most sig-
nificant works by all the ten authors. This is followed by a more detailed treatment of 
selected topics or some books. Kellogg places the writers and their works in a wider 
historical and cultural context.

In the case of Homer, Kellogg dwells upon The Iliad and its characters – Achilles, 
Patroklos, Hector and Priam – as well as hero ethics, the role of gods and so-called ter-
rible beauty.9 The other epic poem by Homer, The Odyssey, is mentioned only fleetingly. 
In the case of Hesiod, the significant topics to be discussed are conscious authorship, 
changing roles of gods in comparison to Homer10, and farmer’s ethics. Here Kellogg fo-
cuses on Works and Days. The following chapters are dedicated to three famous Greek 
tragedians: Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. In the chapter about Aeschylus, the 
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topics under discussion include Persian wars and democracy in Athens; here Kellogg 
also dwells on Oresteia, the only survived antique trilogy of tragedies. The chapter about 
Sophocles focuses11 on the tragedies concerned with the Theban rulers: Antigone, King 
Oedipus and Oedipus at Colonus. Euripides’s plays Electra and Orestes are compared 
to Aeschylus’s Oresteia, as they are based on the same myths and feature the same 
characters. In more detail Kellogg discusses Euripides’s Medea and The Bacchae. A 
recurrent topic for all the three tragedians is attitude towards the gods and its evolution 
throughout times; this is what people’s own position is based on, which from Kellogg’s 
point of view seems to be even more important.

The following two chapters are dedicated to the so-called first historians, Herodotus 
and Thucydides. Herodotus is mentioned by the title “The Father of History”, conferred 
by Cicero, but here Kellogg also recalls the derogatory attitude of his critics in Early 
Modern Times, who branded him “The Father of Lies”. Herodotus’s travels, his attitude 
towards myths and his moral principles are also discussed here. The connecting element 
of his voluminous history study, The Histories, is the Persian Empire; on the one hand, 
the work describes the countries and peoples that the Persians occupied, while on the 
other, the background is constituted by the Greek-Persian Wars. In the chapter about 
Herodotus, M.K. Kellogg focuses mainly on Persian danger, the famous conflicts on 
the Plain of Marathon and at the pass of Thermopylae, on the Salamis Sea Battle, and 
repelling of the Persian attack near Plataea. Thucydides’s History starts from where 
Herodotus’s chronicles left off, and focuses on the Peloponnesian War. Here Kellogg 
discusses the following topics: growth in the power of Athens, conflict with Sparta, the 
plague, Athenian tragic campaign in Sicily, and the consequences of the war. A sepa-
rate mention is made about the commanders – Pericles, Cleon and Brasidas, as well 
as Demosthenes.

The following chapter is dedicated to Aristophanes, the most renowned12 representa-
tive of the Old Attic Comedy. First, Kellogg gives an overview of the Old Attic Comedy 
in general as well as the performances, which is followed by more detailed introductions 
of Aristophanes’s so-called peace plays, The Acharnians, Peace, and Lysistrata, which 
feature a certain reaction to the Peloponnesian War that impoverished Athens. These 
are followed by discussions of The Birds, Plutus, and The Assemblywomen13, which de-
scribe social utopias. A separate subchapter is dedicated to The Clouds, which lampoons 
philosophy, sophistry and mainly Socrates, and The Frogs, which ridicules tragedians.

The last two chapters of M.K. Kellogg’s book are dedicated to philosophers Plato 
and Aristotle. In the case of Plato, the focus is only on his Symposium. The speeches 
in the praise of love are grouped as follows: Phaedrus, Pausanias and Eryximachus; 
Aristophanes and Agathon; Socrates and Diotima; Alcibiades. Diotima’s speech enables 
Kellogg to also touch upon Plato’s theory of Forms. In Aristotle’s philosophy, M.K. Kel-
logg focuses on ethics, moderation, and recommendable way of life in this regard. More 
detailed are discussions of man as a “political”14 creature and Aristotle’s theory of politics.

The above description gives the reader an idea of the core of Kellogg’s book, which is 
the human being15. It becomes most explicit in the chapters about philosophers. In the 
case of Plato, the analysis focuses on one of his middle dialogues about love. Undoubt-
edly, The Symposium is also an essential dialogue; yet, some others missing in Kellogg’s 
book are just as important or even more so from the point of view of his theory of Forms. 
Focus on Aristotle’s ethics and politics is also one-sided, as the philosopher’s writings 



188 	 					                  www.folklore.ee/folklore

Book reviews

on metaphysics and logic16 as well as works dedicated to nature and literary criticism17 
have been practically overlooked. Yet, the latter have exerted a strong impact on the 
more recent tradition. But as concerns the human being, for Kellogg it is a constant 
that connects us to other cultures and eras.18

In conclusion we could say that Michael K. Kellogg’s book, The Greek Search for 
Wisdom, is a gripping summary of the Greek authors of the classical era as well as their 
works, providing also a historic and cultural background of the era. The book revives the 
era of antiquity for the reader. Yet, the reader should bear in mind that the overview 
is not comprehensive, but constitutes a limited selection of authors and topics. Also, 
we have to be aware that there is a gap between the familiar and the alien, which was 
referred to in the beginning. Only after we have acknowledged it, we can start mapping 
unknown lands.

Neeme Näripä

Notes

1	 M.K. Kellogg also recommends his book (p. 291).

2	 As the palace also has rooms for people, it also has a familiar element.

3	 Herodotus was born in Halicarnassus, Asia Minor.

4	 Comparisons with the works of William Shakespeare are frequent (about Homer in 
more detail on p. 46, about Euripides on p. 129) and the Old Testament (e.g. on p. 124 
the banished Oedipus in Sophocles’s play Oedipus at Colonus is compared to Job in 
the Old Testament). From the viewpoint of antiquity, such comparisons are certainly 
anachronistic; yet, they help to make the texts of antique authors more reader-friendly. 

5	 Theognis, Solon and Mimnermus could be mentioned among the most renowned ones. 

6	 E.g. Hipponax and Archilochus. In the case of the iamb, a separate discourse could be 
seen, which existed in a certain form also during the classical period (see Steinrück 
2009).

7	 The beginning of the Hellenistic era is marked by the death of Alexander the Great 
in 323 BC, and the end by the Battle of Actium in 31 BC.

8	 On pp. 122–123, the author claims, unreferenced, that according to Aristotle, tragedy 
was supposed to make people sympathise with the hero’s sufferings and understand 
the vulnerability of the human “in a universe whose purpose and meaning we cannot 
fully grasp”, whereas on pages 127 and 129 there are references to Aristotle’s Poetics. 
On p. 114 the author quotes Hegel through George Steiner (1984: 4).

9	 The expression ‘terrible beauty’ can be found only in Robert Fagles’s translation cited 
by M.K. Kellogg. Kellogg uses this expression to characterise the entire epic poem. 
Also we have to note that in Kellogg’s citations the numbers of verses in The Iliad do 
not correspond to those in the more wide-spread publications (Kellogg refers here to 
verses 3.187–190, whereas in the more wide-spread publications these are 3.156–160). 
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10	Mainly in Hesiod’s Theogony.

11	The content and themes of other plays by Sophocles are also briefly presented.

12	Actually, Aristophanes is the only author in the Old Attic Comedy whose several 
works have survived virtually complete.

13	Kellogg sees it as a parody of state organisation in Plato’s The Republic.

14	Here the relationship is, above all, to polis (Greek city-state), not politics in the modern 
sense of the word.

15	In this respect, this book could be compared to Jean-Pierre Vernant’s excellent col-
lection The Greeks (Vernant 1995).

16	In Metaphysics and Organon, respectively.

17	About natural sciences, e.g., in the History of Animals, and Parts of Animals; about 
literary criticism in Rhetoric and Poetics.

18	On pp. 43–46 Kellogg suggests that Greek gods could have been merely metaphoric 
aspects of the human psyche, i.e., general human archetypes.
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Supernatural Beings in Slovenian Folklore

Monika Kropej. Supernatural Beings from Slovenian Myth 
and Folktales. Ljubljana: Scientific Research Centre of 
the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 2012. 284 pp.

The book entitled Supernatural Beings from Slovenian Myth 
and Folktales by Slovenian ethnologist Monika Kropej gives 
a detailed overview of more than 150 supernatural beings in 
Slovenian folklore. As source material, the author uses mainly 
folktales, along with historical and literary treatments, and 
draws parallels with the lore of other European countries 
(and, to a lesser extent, also non-European cultures), also 
suggesting possible literary influencers. In addition, the au-
thor’s attention focuses on regional peculiarities (quite a few 
creatures are known only regionally or by different names in 

different regions). At the end of the book, the reader can find a sizable bibliography of 
cited works and a register of Slovenian supernatural beings.

In the introductory part, the author presents an overview of the history of myths 
studies and outlines the current situation in traditional Slovenian folk tradition. The 
author argues that, although folktales and other fields of lore have nearly ceased to be 
presented in traditional contexts, an overall increase of general interest in folklore can 
be observed. However, the modern spheres of folklore application (e.g. entertainment 
and tourism) largely differ from those of the past.

The main part of the book is presented in four subdivisions. The first one discusses 
supernatural creatures in cosmology. Here the reader can find depictions of the creatures 
related to the motifs explaining the creation and functioning of various phenomena in 
the world, such as a huge fish carrying the earth on its back, or a bull, whose move-
ments cause earthquakes, as well as different deities, such as Kurent, Veles, Kresnik, 
or Mother Goddess Mokoš and her derivates. As an equivalent of St. George, Slovenian 
folklore has Zeleni Jurij (Green George), and the author gives an interesting explanation 
about the origin of beliefs related to him. The second subdivision gives an overview of 
mythical animals (e.g. the unicorn, the seahorse and the centaur), as well as dragons, 
snakes and birds, and also the roles attached to them. A well-known creature is the 
snake king (or -queen) guarding treasures, who, as many other mythical creatures, is 
depicted as white, as well as house snakes in the role of mythological home guardians. 
The next subdivision, ‘Between Heaven and Earth’, examines giants, creatures that 
are connected to concrete natural environments (e.g. forest and mountain beings, water 
sprites), creatures foretelling the future, and fairies. About a dozen water sprites with 
different names are mentioned, several of which have predominantly had the function 
of intimidating children. The last subchapter, ‘Demons and Bewitched Souls’, enables 
us to have a glance at the images in Slovenian folklore related to the afterworld. The 
reader is given the reasons why some people wander around on the earth as spirits; for 
example, people who have died an unnatural death or unbaptised dead children can turn 
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into restless spirits; nor can cursed people or unpunished criminals find their peace. 
This subchapter also includes descriptions of more commonly known creatures, such as 
werewolves and vampires. However, by Slovenian religious beliefs, some of the deceased 
return to the world of the living with good intentions, for example, to redeem a promise 
or reconcile with an enemy. An interesting overview is given about the personifications 
of various troubles and dangers, such as death, epidemics (e.g. plague) or voracity.

The book ends with a glossary of supernatural beings, which provides a concise 
summary of their main characteristics. In conclusion I can say that the book features 
creatures that are known both in Estonian and other beliefs, as well as those typical 
of only Slovenian folklore. Therefore, it serves as a valuable source material for all 
researchers interested in supernatural beings; yet, due to its affable style, it could also 
be well received by a wider readership.

Reet Hiiemäe

Rescued Epics1

Kádár, László & Katū, Balčigīn. Аврагдсан туульс. 
Rescued Epics. Three Heroic Epics from the Repertoire of 
the Bayit Bard Uwxīn Bat. Budapest: L’Harmattan Kiado, 
2012. 215 pp.

Mongolian epics as a folklore genre are well known in Europe 
especially thanks to a multi-volume edition Mongolische Epen 
initiated in 1975 by Nicholas Poppe. Dozens of texts, pub-
lished in their full length or as short presentations of plots, 
mostly in German, opened the wonderful world of epics to 
Western scholars as well as to the readers interested in the 
phenomenon. It is obvious that much less can be said about 
English translations of Mongolian epics; and it is exactly the 
reason why we are going to briefly present a new book, jointly 
prepared by László Kádár and Balčigin Katū under the editorship of Ágnes Birtalan 
and Zsolt Szilágyi.

The history of this volume goes back to 1962, when a young doctoral candidate László 
Kádár tape-recorded three epic stories from the storyteller Uwxīn Bat in Ulan Bator, 
Mongolia. It took 46 years for his tape-records to finally be digitalised and transcribed 
by the Mongolian folklorist Balčigin Katū and, after being translated into Hungarian 
and later also into English, appear in a printed form. In his very vivid preface to the 
book the collector describes his work with the storyteller, and one can but admire both 
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his achievements and his unselfishness: while working with Uwxīn Bat, he recorded 
everything that he was able to pay for. According to Kádár, the fee he paid him amounted 
to his monthly stipend, which, Kádár adds, he would deem “a very modest remuneration 
for his extraordinary performance” (p. 11). Many of us, especially from the former Soviet 
countries, who used to work with storytellers, often did the same in order to safeguard 
as many examples of the epic tradition as possible, even if we did not have any stipend 
at all. The preface also contains a short but quite informative biography of Uwxīn Bat 
(1899–1972?) (pp. 12–13).

The book includes three epic stories from the rich repertoire of Uwxīn Bat: Bum 
Erdene – One Hundred Thousand Treasures (pp. 43–144, 4987 lines), Dalain Šar Bo-
don – Giant Yellow Boar (pp. 145–190, 2212 lines), and Tüšet Mergen Xānā Köwün 
Kölög Erdene – Son of Tüshet Khan, Valliant Treasure (pp. 191–212, 1037 lines). They 
all belong to the Bayit epic tradition, even though Bum Erdene is also known among 
another Mongolian group called Dörböt (p. 15, 17). The story of Bum Erdene is already 
well known to epic researchers, whereas the second text appears here for the first time, 
and the third one recorded from another Mongolian storyteller in 1979 was published 
once in Mongolian (Katū 2001). All this makes the English edition especially valuable.

In order to better understand the context of Mongolian epics in general and some 
specific details of the published plots in particular, the book is supplied by a long in-
troductory chapter written by Balčigin Katū, who is well known among folklorists due 
to many Mongolian epic texts published by him. In the chapter entitled ‘About Uwxīn 
Bat’s Epic Poems’ (pp. 15–42) Katū tells us in detail about all the variants of the three 
epics recorded in the 20th century (pp. 15–17), compares some nuances of eight variants 
(we would say, versions) of Bum Erdene epos (pp. 18–39), and finally shares with us his 
ideas about the structure of Mongolian epics (pp. 39–42). The way of comparison (too 
general) and the language (not so well corresponding with academic terminology2) do 
not give much satisfaction, but anyway, as it is said, it helps understand some details 
of these three epic stories.

Finally we can add that the English translation (at least, for a non-native speaker) 
is absolutely readable, for it reproduces the charm and beauty, and sometimes even the 
rhyme (alliteration) of Mongolian epics. The only problem we can see is the editors’ idea 
to consciously avoid including any remarks, notes or other explanations to any parts, loci 
communes, formulas, terms, or proper names of the published texts, which makes the 
readers’ task quite challenging. The readers are advised to consult in all difficult cases 
the really good and professional description of the Mongolian mythology published by 
one of the volume editors (Birtalan 2001). All of this would be just fine, if the suggested 
reading were published in English. But this is not the case, which significantly limits 
the audience of the reviewed book. At the same time the book includes a CD with the 
voice of Uwxīn Bat, which significantly compensates for the lack of sufficient academic 
comments. By adding the CD, the editors have partly broadened the audience, because 
it makes the book attractive for linguists, dialect researchers, and ethnomusicologists as 
well. Even lay readers would benefit from listening to the beautiful voice of the singer.
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The book really deserves its name “rescued epics”. We would suggest reading it to all 
those researchers who are interested not only in Mongolian folklore but also in Asian 
cultures in general.

Dmitri Funk

Moscow State University / Tomsk State University

Elena Nam

Tomsk State University

Notes

1	 Written in the framework of the project “Man in a Changing World. Problems of 
Identity and Social Adaptation in History and at Present” (the RF Government grant 
No. 14.B25.31.0009).

2	 E.g. “matriarchal society” (p. 29); “before the period of married couples, women were 
not fewer than men, even outnumbered them, but later the number of women fell back 
and the search for wives began”; “at some developmental stage of Mongolian society” 
(p. 38), to name but a few.
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Reflections on the Fight against the Image of 
Shamanism

Sundström, Olle 2007. Kampen mot “schamanismen”: 
Sovjetisk religionspolitik gentemot inhemska religioner 
i Sibirien och norra Ryssland. Studier av inter-religiösa 
relationer 40. Uppsala: Universitetstryckeriet. [The Strug-
gle against “Shamanism”: Soviet Religious Policy towards 
the Indigenous Religions of Siberia and Northern Russia.] 
221 pp. In Swedish.

In his book, Olle Sundröm explores the Soviet decades-long 
attempts to silence “shamanism”. Sundström uses quotation 
marks in writing about this topic and argues that in Soviet 
sources the term “shaman” is taken out of its initial context 
and applied specifically as a negative category according to 
Marxist-Leninist worldview. Thus, this book is dedicated less 
to the analysis of Siberian indigenes’ real life transformations 

and rather concentrates on the treatment of shamanism in Soviet ideology and religious 
policy. According to Sundström, the Soviets first created an image of the indigenous reli-
gious enemy and then executed a sophisticated strategy for demolishing their opponents, 
supposedly threatening the whole Soviet system at grass-roots level.

The monograph starts with extensive overviews of Marxism-Leninism, its approaches 
to religion and different periods of Soviet anti-religious policy. This context-building helps 
us to recall the main arguments of Marxist and Russian Communist classical authors 
and to understand the way that these ideas finally shaped Soviet political applications 
among the northern peoples.

The last and most important chapter is dedicated to the analysis of religious politics 
in Siberia and Russian North, concentrating predominantly on the early Soviet period 
(the 1920s and 30s). The author aims to provide readers with a really comprehensive 
frame for reflections, and his study also depicts a few features of shamanic revival, 
contextualised by post-Soviet developments.

Sundström’s intention is to investigate ideological sources, the application and results 
of the Soviet religious politics in the case of indigenous groups of the northern areas 
of European Russia, Siberia and the Far East. In order to achieve his goal, Sundström 
explores the published sources and research of Soviet and Russian scholars as well as 
their international colleagues.

In the analysis of Marxist discourse, Sundström points out some meaningful con-
troversies between the ideas of Marx and Lenin. As Sundström argues, Russian modi-
fications of Marxist philosophy of religion had some specific and severe consequences 
for the northern peoples of Russia. Whereas Marx and Engels saw religion as a protest 
against human misery, Lenin interpreted religion as a hegemony over souls. Sundström 
also stresses that Marx’s philosophical determinism was replaced by Lenin’s activism. 
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So it becomes clear that Soviet approach to religion was shaped as rather hostile and 
aggressive.

Sundström points out that in the 1920s, the northern peoples and their shamans 
underwent a relatively peaceful period and shamanism’s social position even strength-
ened. But during the following decade, shamans became considered exploiters of the 
working population of the northern peoples. Although a few anti-shamanic regulations 
were adopted already during the 1920s, in general this argument is clear and adequate. 
Consequently, shamans became repressed in the 1930s.

Repressions against shamans were ideologically prepared and followed by social 
campaigns meant to renegotiate the shaman’s image. In popular and scholarly literature 
shamans became depicted as violent, cheating and profit-seeking representatives of the 
old capitalist system. Sundtröm considers evidence about shamans’ misdeeds concerning 
their fellow northerners and the Communist regime, as well as official descriptions of 
struggle against shamans, “fragmentary and anecdotal”. It is certainly complicated to 
compose a complete factual overview of the Communist-shamanic conflict in the Soviet 
Union.

Anyhow, I am not sure that the public image of shamans of that period can be catego-
rised simply as anecdotal. It is true that during the 1930s even images of whole ethnic 
groups became extremely pejorative in the Soviet Union. The most famous of these is 
the Chukchi case. Beginning 1930, the Chukchi became the notorious heroes of Soviet 
anecdotes, being depicted as the most backward in literature and feature films. But if 
one reads papers from the 1920s, it appears that the Chukchi were then described as 
the most advanced people among the northern minorities, and relatively well off (de-
veloping trading business exclusively with the Americans, buying ships from Alaska, 
longing for American education, enjoying jazz). Definitely, beginning the 1930s, it was 
decided to introduce a totally different public image of the Chukchi in particular, and 
the same was basically done about all northern minorities.

Yet, it was not simply a mockery; this new image was carefully calculated. If people 
live well and shamans are smart and useful, there is no need for intervention. The new 
image of ridiculous northerners and particularly shamans prepared and supported re-
forms and repressions among the indigenous inhabitants of the North.

Sundström defines the public and official image of a shaman in early Soviet context 
as “a leading person among the peoples of the North who resisted the socialist recon-
struction by referring to his or her indigenous worldview, ritualising this resistance 
in accordance with that worldview” (p. 199). So, according to Sundström, the Soviet 
ideologists produced an alleged causal relationship between the northern indigenous 
religion and people’s resistance against the Soviet regime. But it is not clear whether 
it was an almost pure ideological invention or this image resembled the social reality 
of the period to a certain degree.

Ideologically unbiased researchers of later periods and indigenous sources from our 
fieldwork strongly support the concept of a prominent presence of religious issues in 
indigenous northerners’ conflicts with administrators and party officials throughout the 
1930s. It is worth considering that accents of pressure were different from the actual 
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effects of anti-shamanic campaigns. To illustrate with an example: when shamanism 
was abolished publicly, it went underground. Official ideology regarded shamanism 
merely as a superficial anti-communist ideology and actual reasons for contradictions 
were economic and power relationships. But indigenous people considered shamanism 
real and kept it going even if it was publicly dismissed.

My calculated impression is that there was a definite connection between religion, 
resistance and repressions. It can be admitted that, in general, the Soviet propaganda 
is adequate in this respect. But in more specific cases, ideologically accurate accusations 
in shamanism were often applied as formal arguments in repressing indigenous people.

Sundström reveals how the Soviet anti-religious policy was later changed periodically 
but remained basically the same. Changes in its implementation were simply tactical, 
depending on various political and social factors but also on the individual approaches 
of the current Communist Party leaders. The 1930s was a period of especially harsh 
measures, aimed at liquidating religion completely. Basically, the authorities managed 
to make religion (including shamanism) disappear from the public sphere.

In conclusion, one can easily recognise that the structure of the monograph is clear 
and logical. The main emphasis is laid on the analysis of the developments in the 1920s–
30s and these are really decisive decades in the recent history of Russian northern in-
digenous minorities. Characteristically, the destiny of “shamanism” reflects these major 
changes in a distinguished way. The author has succeeded in providing a systematically 
conceptualised and creatively accomplished study of Siberian native peoples lives dur-
ing the past hundred years.

Art Leete


