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Elena Chetina, Ilya Rogotnev (Russian Federation, Perm State University) The Dialogue with a Spirit: Visual Studies in Altered States of Consciousness The study is made with financial support from Russian Humanitarian Scientific Fund within the framework of research project 09-04-82410 “Ikota” is a widely spread phenomenon in Slavic and Finno-Ugrian folk cultures of Ural Region, a name of a spirit, who “penetrates in” and “lives inside a woman” as a result of negative magic influence. This phenomenon which is also called “klikushestvo”, “klikota” was an object of artistic reflection in the creations of F. Dostoevsky and L. Tolstoy. Two ways of interpreting “ikota” in Russian scientific, fictional and publicists’ literature of XIX century could be distinguished: religious/theological and medical. From the first point of view “ikota” is a harmful demon, who is a servant of Devil or a wizard. The main method of effort with “ikota-spirits” is a ritual of exorcism. Medical consideration of the phenomenon is based on the opinion that it is a psycho-somatic syndrome, mental affection. Famous clinicist N. Krainsky [1900] studied “ill” women using hypnosis techniques and specal medical experiences. Scientific ethnographic (and, in the same time, visual) studies of “altered states of consciousness” (“ikota” is a form of this cultural phenomenon) began with Margaret Mead’s researches on Bali. Modern anthropology has convenient methods of description such multi-valent phenomenon as “ikota”. In our opinion, dialogue with an “ikota-spirit” should be regarded as a part of peasant culture, as an everyday social practice which could not be reduced to a medical fact. There is a number of humanitarian interpretations of «ikota» in Russian anthropology. A. Panchenko decides that the practice of «ikota-ing» expresses communal repressed information [Panchenko 2002, p. 332]. Such a «psychoanalytic» approach could be used in studies in some aspects of “altered states of consciousness”, but, in our opinion, it is a very narrow point of view. A great number of oral narratives about « ikota-spirits » were collected during our field researches in Ural region (1998 – 2009). Traditional peasant culture presents « ikota » as terrible witcheries, a dangerous and harmful thing. Usually informators recommends that one should follow some rules if he doesn’t want to «catch an ikota-spirit»: «Don’t eat and drink at bad people’s (wizards’) place» (ikota may be added to food), «Don’t open you mouth» (ikota may fly into your body «by wind»), «Entering any house do not fail to cross yourself» (ikota usually chooses sinners), etc. We heard many stories about mystic power of demons in foretelling the future and magic influence on human beings. As we see, theological approach is very similar to folk-tale version. For the first time the phenomenon of ikota was fixed on video during our field researches on the territory of Perm Region. Different variants of ikota’s



functioning were fixed in natural circumstances. Our observations show: neither literary (including scientific), nor folk oral interpretations do not reflect some of the very important aspects of “ikota-ing” (speaking with “demons”). First of all we have to note that “ikota-spirits” are not always identified with demons. Sometimes people perceive them as “friends” and “helpers”. It is an interesting case when spirit calls itself “an angel” (further on the words pronounced in altered voice that is on “behalf of a spirit” are given in the text in italics): A n t h r o p o l o g i s t : What is the name of your ikota-spirit ? I n f o r m a t o r : Angel, Angel ! With six wings ! Do you understand ? A n t h r o p o l o g i s t : Not at all... I n f o r m a t o r : We are angels with six wings ! You still don’t understand !



We also fixed a situation when «klikusha/ikotnica» (a woman, whom a «demon» lives inside) and her «angel» did a specific magic ritual. Naer the watersource woman drank spring water and junketed us. A man from her home-folk said : «– You’ll be coughing again». «– No, we shall not ! We never cough ! We usually drink cold water coming back from a bath-house». After this «ikotnica» shower him with spray from her mouth and said : «We treat you». The man ran away. A spirit in this case is a chief source of sacral lore and an agent of magic ritual ; but the ritual itself is on the border of profanation of the ritual, becouse « an angel » realizes its power by a comic behavior. Combining of sacral and comic components is one of the most important attribute of «ikota-ing». Comic features in an «ikota-spirit» are very constant. It appears like «antihuman being»: it speaks in altered voice, it seems (in folk tales) like a little animal. A spirit usually identifies itself as a man, but it «lives» inside a woman. In the dialogues fixed in our field matherials a spirit usually jokes about drinking, sex, excrement, etc. Sometimes this image has grotesque features. «Ikotnica» and a spirit told together about witcheries: «Bad heople added ikota to vine. But I didn’t drink drink it down. And now I have my mouth only. I don’t have hands and legs». Many women like to monkey «ikota-spirits», imitating their voices and gesture. Peasants participate this game creating an original carnival context. Ikota uses as a field of folk comism, pra-theatrical practices, when «actor» percive «a mask» as an independent person. Comic potential of madness (possession) was reflected in F. Rableas’ novel, where the image of possessed woman was created (Part IV, Chapter LVIII). We discovered that a situation of alive dialogue in the process of filmmaking may be cerated when a spirit have an auditory for his “show”. A camera did not destroy natural circumstances but sometimes fills up a situation of free pratheatrical improvisations. Informants’ contact with an anthropologist comes easy, we can observe directly process of altering consciousness, when they speak and foretell.



“Ikota-ing” is a folk show. But what is the meaning of this show? In our opinion, “ikota-spirit” may be compared with universal images of the world mythology and folk-lore, specifically with the Trickster described in commonly cited P. Radin’s work [1956]. This character combines comic and demonic features, he is not a human, neither a numen. The Trickster (such as “ikota-spirit”) is lost sexual identity and constant social position. Variants of this image are comic characters of folk theatre (for example, European Pulchinella or Russian Petrushka). The Trickster uses as universal symbol of human culture, which was derived in K.G. Jung’s interpretation to the archetype of Shadow. We may say that “altered voice” is a channel of repressed information – but information with universal contents. In the area of meanings (religious, mythological, psychological) connected with “ikota-ing” social meanings also should be distinguished. The folk humor of “ikota-ing” is frequently directed to jesting modern rationality and pragmatism. One of spirits who was answering the sob-stories that it’s prophesies did not come true said: “But I don’t draw salary!” A spirit Ivanko tells triumphing that doctors in a hospital couldn’t find him even with the help of x-ray examination of ikotnica’s body. “I hided in bowels and stayed there”. “Ikota-spirits” take a dim-view of medicine and science. We fixed two cases when a spirit plans to penetrate in a school teacher’s body after death of his “ikotnica”: “She doesn’t like ikota-spirits, but I will penetrate in her and lead her to sing and dance!” Spirits’ critical view on modernity is also expressed in nonverbal behavior. It is undoubtedly, that ikota is deeply connected with the unconscious (communal and individual). Sometimes facts of individual intolerance of certain meals appear in “ikota-ing”. We fixed a number of tales about icotnicas’ hysteric reactions before sausage, flounder and scomber. In our opinion such reactions could be provoked by incongruities of these types of food to the traditional system of feedings. We also fixed a narrative about ikotnica’s hysteric reaction in cinema-theatre: she usually began to cry when she looked at something exotic – especially lion (may be, a symbol of motion picture company “Metro Goldwin Myer”). Exoticism, extraneity of cues (in their relation to peasant culture) may increase a hysteric reaction. “Altered voice” is a voice of the traditional world, critically addressing to the modernity. Such is one of massages translated in altered states of consciousness. A true director of the film which one planed to make during the conversation with possessed woman is a “demon”: “ikota-spirit” jokes, prouds audience, lead his own show translating his own meanings. In the process of our visual studies we built up a number of rules. It is advisable to use two cameras for fixing simultaneously a conversation with a spirit and the witnesses’ reaction. The need to fix both actions and processes of altering the psychic states determined filmmaking technique: accordingly, closeup and medium shots dominate in the film.



In the conclusion of our paper we would like to present one of conversations fixed in our film. Anthropologist is speaking with “ikotnica” (Informator 1) and her neighbor (Informator 2). I n f o r m a t o r 1: … and she lead me to her house: “Stay for the night at my place”. And junked me drinking. And now it is in me. And now he is… I am already here! A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: What is your name? I n f o r m a t o r 1: Glafir. A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: How old are you? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I am sixty three, I am very old. A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: What do you look like? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I’m cool! A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: Do you have hands? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I have. A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: Do you have legs? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I have everything. A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: And swings? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I have. He doesn’t speak a lot now. And when he was young he blabbed and blabbed. Glafir! He told the truth only. People from remote villages visited him and gifted him candies and other things… A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: Glafir, are you live in unity with your landlady? I n f o r m a t o r 1: She nurses me with candies. A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: What food besides candies do you like? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I eat everything, any food. My landlady have a lot of money. “My landlady have a lot of money”! [she is laughing] I n f o r m a t o r 2: Tell us, better, if you like to drink, Glafir! I n f o r m a t o r 1: No! I don’t drink! I n f o r m a t o r 2: Liar! Yesterday he told me that he wanted to drink and asked me to buy a bottle. I n f o r m a t o r 1: Just a little only! [The woman is laughing] “Just a little”, he said! A n t h r o p o l o g i s t: Do you like red or white wine? I n f o r m a t o r 1: I don’t like red one, I like white… [nodding to anthropologist’s ear] Spirit!
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