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Abstract

This essay identifies descriptions of sacred lands within the Sakha (Yakut) olonkho, and compares
them to mythopoetic honoring of sacred mountains among the Tlingit of Alaska and the Mapuche
of Chile and Argentina. The olonkho of Niurgun Bootur, Kulun Kullustuur, Kyys Diabaliye, and Or
Sogotokh are featured. Sacred site depictions in olonkho range from the fantastic and metaphorical
to the more realistically descriptive and named. Given that many epics were composed before
Uraangkhai Sakha ancestors arrived in territories of the Far North, it is difficult to identify specific
sites with known current geography, although some Sakha scholars have tried. The Sakha olonkho
depicts a well-known cosmology describing three worlds — Upper, Middle, and Lower. But what
more specifically constitutes sacred geography? Natural criteria (mountains, lakes, rivers, meadows
and trees), as well as characteristics of beauty within the Middle World, are revealed in olonkho.
Rituals such as summer solstice ceremonies, y/yakh, and spirit offerings made with blessing prayers,
algys, are associated with sacred sites. It is significant that many olonkho end with grand finales
depicting these special places and rituals. I argue that “sacred land” ritual spaces of other indigenous
peoples may be comparable to sacred spirit offering groves and special yhyakh sites, and that efforts
to preserve sacred lands for contemporary rituals are part of ongoing cultural revitalization projects
tied to ecological and spiritual consciousness in places with significant shamanic legacies.
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Cosmographies and Worldviews
in Olonkho

Early in the epic Kulun Kullustuur, the
bright sunlit homeland of the hero is described
as a vast land where “nine magical white
headed free-flying cranes could not circle
the territory in nine years” [Okruzhnosti
kotoryi ne smogli obletet’ deviat’ vol’nykh
belogolovykh zhuravlei za tselykh deviat’ let’;
ahys tyhy mangan kytalyk kyyl...] [Timofeev-
Teploukhov 1985: 11 [Sakha], 289 [Russian],
lines 146-149]. Like other Turkic epics, the
basic shamanic cosmography of the olonkho
depicts three layers of the universe: Upper,
Middle and Underworld, with many levels and
directional divisions within them [compare
Gogolev, Burtsev 2012: 18-25]. These are
the worlds that shamans and epic heroes, after
spiritual turmoil, penetrate and negotiate as
mediators to trouble- shoot problems, with the
help of cosmos-transcending spirit animals
such as cranes, loons, bears, horses and many
others. In some olonkho, as Ergis and Pukhov
explain [1985: 581, note 30], a lonely orphan
hero (for example Or Sogotokh) recalls his
Middle World homeland as a peaceful paradise
that is the “bellybutton of the earth,” a central
portal where one can access “residents of all
three worlds.” In addition, shamanic “world
tree” imagery abounds in olonkho, featuring
certain aged, magnificent trees with many
flourishing branches and roots described as
strong as iron, gigantic Aal luukh mas able to
provide pathways to all three worlds (eg. the
old larch in Kulun Kullustuur line 1538, munur;
cf. Eliade 2004). Significant for every Sakha
were more common sacred groves, featuring
imposing trees not far from known paths,
where people could give local spirits symbolic
offerings, a spirit-honoring ritual practiced by
some to this day’.

"'In Sakha, “Ahys tyhy manan kytalyk kyyl....”
In Russian, “Okruzhnosti kotoryi ne smogli obletet’
deviat’ vol’nykh belogolovykh zhuravlei za tseykh
deviat’ let.” [Timofeev-Teploukhov 1985:11
[Sakha], 289 [Russian], lines 146—149].

2 A typical algys (prayer blessing) to the spirit
of the earth begins: “Aan doidu ichchits / Drsonniir
bsri>man buolla / Onuokha bihigi/ Si>llvvkh delbirg>
sitii baaian...” In English, “Spirit Host of the Earth /
the time of giving you offering has come / accept our
sacrifice of braided horse-hair rope...” In Russian,
“Dukh-khoziaka zemli / Zhibotvoriashchei silou
napolnit’sia vremia tebe prishlo / Na eto [v otvet]
myi / ssuchiv zhertvennyiu volosianuiu verevku s
puchkami grivy” [Emelianov 2003: 117]. See also
Ergis et al [1976, 1977, 1980, 1983]; Emelianov
[2003].

Sacred meadows, valued for their beauty as
well as their accessibility near rivers, lakes and
alaas-based household compounds, were the
sites of various y/yakh ceremonies, celebrated
at the end of many olonkho. For example, in
the happy finale of the olonkho Kyys Disbaliye
(about the heroine shaman who saves her tribe
from evil child-kidnappers) “three big circles”
of guests gathered for the kymys drinking and
okhuokhai chant dancing around a tiuhiulg>
meeting place, by definition enhanced by
clusters of horse hitching posts (sergei).
A white horse and black raven looked on at the
singing, (reflexive) epic recitation and general
merriment.

Specific sites are also described in olonkho,
while maintaining typical metaphorical flair.
For example, in Kulun Kullustuur the freed
(with the help of a female shaman) hero flies
over a never-freezing sea called Araat-Baibal
“with nine bays” (a sacred number implying
‘many’) from which extend “nine rivers”. Ergis
and Pukhov [1985: 593, note 163] locate it in
the earthly Middle World, and in his annotation
of Niurgun Bootur, Pukhov [1975: 425, note
90] mentions that some consider this is the Aral
Sea. Seas or lakes in olonkho also may refer to
today’s Lake Baikal, thus supporting Anatoly
Gogolev’s theories [1993] on the origins of the
Sakha people as connected with mixed Turkic-
Mongolic Kuriakan peoples living near the
sacred Lake Baikal.

Sakha ancestors, people of the sun rays,
Aiyy-aimaga Kiun Orksn [cf. Romanova
1997], had points of access to the sky through
specific mountains, places where shamans and
other messengers of the deities could pass to
and from other worlds. One such mountain
in Niurgun Bootur is Sisgi-Magan-Aartyk
[Oiyunski 1975: 269, song 7]. Although Pukhov
[1975: 428, note 264] does not identify it with
a specific place, we can plausibly imagine
that as Sakha ancestors came North, they may
have seen the mountains of the Verkhoyansk
range, especially a place like Kiljylyakh, near
where the famed olonkho-sut Daria Tomskaia
(“Chaika”) sang her version of Niurgun
Bootur, in terms of Upper World access. When
1 did fieldwork at Kilylyakh in 2010, one elder
called it a “blessing place,” and recalled it as
a site of legendary shamanic competitions. In
the old days, before the recent tourism boom,
most people were forbidden from going to
the peaks, especially women (if they were not
udagan), precisely because it was considered to
be a spirit-filled portal to the sky.
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Sacred Sites of other Indigenous Peoples
with Shamanic Traditions

Magnificent mountains are known as
sacred sites in other parts of the “middle
world,” and precisely on such mountains
shamanic rituals have long been practiced, or
in some cases recently revived. As in olonkho,
mountain peaks are considered to be portals to
sky worlds, for example among the Tlingit of
the Alaskan coast, living under Mt. St. Elias.
In Tlingit legends, the sky world was visited
by ancestors, one of whom was Ldayak, who,
having mocked the Northern Lights, followed
his dog through a hole into Sky Land (Kiwa ’ai).
Separated from his brothers, he has shamanic
adventures that include meeting tiny spirits.
Guided by a little bird, he eventually finds his
way home through a mountain stream in a bark
canoe, or, some say, the skeleton of a shaman.
Frederica de Laguna [1972: 795-6], my thesis
advisor who recorded this legend, suggests the
Sky Land is like “the interior country behind
the Mt. St. Elias Range,” open, grassy and cold
in winter. Tlingit say that telling the legend
“always brings the north wind.”

The Mapuche of Andean Peruand Argentina
have ceremonial fields where mounds of
ancestors (kuel) are seen as “animated beings
like humans,” with kinship relations, feelings,
competitions and fears. As Tom Dillehay
explains [2014: 278], “They can communicate
and transpose themselves from the living world
to the sacred upper Wenumapu world.” They
require “nourishment and care” from local
human communities living near them, and thus
they become conduits for interaction with the
upper world. Such places “register and sustain
identity, memory and agency, which is also the
case in many other regions of the Andes™".

Given their long-term spiritual significance,
such sacred sites have become the center of
ecology activism among many indigenous
groups [cf. Sponsel 2012]. Native ethnographer
Marisol de la Cadena [2010: 335] reminds us
that the 2008 constitution of the Republic of
Ecuador includes rights for Mother Nature:
“Pachamama, where life becomes real and
reproduces itself, has the right to be integrally
respected in [her] existence...” This is akin to

1 The quoted analysis is from Dillehay [2014:
278]. A poetic Mapuche shamanic incantation ap-
peals to a bi-gendered Foye God through the Foye
Tree: “I am calling your path to the high sky, your
path beside the transparent earth.... Send us from
above water from waterfalls; lighten up the powers
of the original earth” [Bacigalupo 2007: 1].

the Republic of Sakha having a “Ministry for
the Protection of Nature” — with the word for
Nature, Aiyylgha, itself containing the word for
“Spirit.”
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CBAINEHHBIE MECTA B 2IIOCE (OJIOHXO) HAPOJA CAXA U IPYIT'UX

IAMAHCKUX TPAAUIIUAX
Mapmxopu Manzaessmrram Bansep!

"poheccop J[KOPIKTAyHCKOTO YHHBEPCHUTETA, COTPYIHUK-HCCICAOBATEIh AMEPHKAHCKOTO My3es

ecrectBeHHO# nctopun (Bamuurron, CIIA). E-mail: balzerm@georgetown.edu

AHHoOTanus. B 3ToM ouepke paccMaTpUBaOTCS ONUCAHUS CBALICHHBIX 3€MEJIb B CKa3aHUAX Caxa
(SIKYTOB) 010HX0, a 3aTe€M OHM CPAaBHMBAIOTCS ¢ MH(OIIOITHYECKUM ITOUYUTAHHEM CBSILECHHBIX T'Op
B KyJbTYyp€ TIMHKUTOB Asicku U Mamyde Uunu u ApreHTuHbl. AHanu3upyoorcs ononxo «Hropryn
Bootyp», «Kymnyn Kymnycryyp», «Ksibic JJp0mmmiis» u «p Cororox». OnucaHus CBSIICHHBIX MECT
B 0JI0OHX0 BapbUPYIOTCS OT (PaHTACTUYECKHX M METaOPUIECKHUX /10 OoJiee pealuCTHYHO ONMCAHHBIX
Y MMEIOLIMX Ha3BaHHME. YUUTHIBAs, YTO MHOTHE SITUYCCKHE MO3MBI OBUTH CIIOXKEHBI JI0 TOTO, KaK
IOpeJKU ypaaHTxail caxa nOpuluM Ha Tepputopun KpaiiHero cesepa, ONpeAenuTb HBIHEIIHEE
reorpauuecKoe MojJ0kKeHHe KOHKPETHBIX MECT CJIOXKHO, XOTSI MHOTHE YUEHBIE IIBITAJIHNCH 3TO CETaTh.
B caxckoM os0nx0 n300paxkeHa XOpOoIIo U3BECTHAst KOCMOJIOTHsI, OIIMCHIBAIOIIAs TpH Mupa: BepxHui,
Cpenunit 1 Huwxauit. Ho 9to mMeHHO cocraBisieT cBslieHHYyI0 reorpaduio? B ononxo moxasaHsl
NPUPOJHBIE OOBEKTHI (TOpPBI, 03epa, PeKH, Jyra U JepeBbs), a Takke ocoOble KpacoTel CpenHero
Mupa. Paznuunele puTyansl, HanpuMep HEPEMOHUU JIETHETO COJIHIIECTOSIHUS bICbIAX U TOAHOILIECHUS
JyXaM C MOJINTBaMH OJaroclIOBEHHS a/ieblC, CBA3AHBI CO CBSIICHHBIMU MeCTaMH. BaXKHO OTMETHTB,
YTO MHOTHE 0JI0HXO TOPKECTBEHHO 3aBEPIIAIOTCS OIMCAHUAMH TaKMX OCOOEHHBIX MECT U PUTYaJOB.
ABTOp CUMTAET, YTO PUTyaJIbHBIE IPOCTPAHCTBA (CBSIEHHBIX 3€MEIb» IPYTUX KOPEHHBIX HApPOAOB
CXOKH CO CBSIIIEHHBIMU POIIAMHM JUIS TTOJHOUICHHH JyXaM M OCOOBIMH MECTaMH JUIS Ipa3JHHKa
bICHIAX, A MEPONPHUATUSA IO COXPAHEHHIO CBSAIIEHHBIX 3€MEINb, e NPOBOMAATCS COBPEMEHHBIE
PHUTYaIb, SIBJISIOTCS YacThIO CYIIECTBYIOIIUX MPOEKTOB MO BO3POXKICHUIO KYIbTYpPBI, CBA3aHHBIX C
9KOJIOTHYECKUM U lyXOBHBIM CO3HAHHEM B MECTax ¢ OOraThIM IIaMaHCKHM HACIIEANEM.

KiroueBnie cji0oBa: CBAIIEHHBIE MECTA, 3I10C, IIaMaHCKHUe Tpaauuuu, Caxa, TIIMHTUTHI, MaIyye.
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