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Foreword by Steven Forrest 

Astro-shamanism. What could such a term possibly 
signify? Shamans shake rattles, wear scary masks, and 
go on psychedelic journeys into the Underworld. 
Astrologers sit safely in front of their computers under 
bright electric lights. The world that astrologers inhabit is 
essentially rational; it operates according to laws that 
can be studied and learned. The shaman’s world is 
trans-rational, daemonic, magical. The shaman 
improvises in the face of chaos. 

So what is Michael Erlewine doing here? How can he 
claim to build a bridge between these two worlds? Read 
on. You’ll find out. He pulls it off. He rocks the 
paradigms. This book will mess with you. 

Shamans heal souls. In our modern western world, we 
often expect the same of psychotherapists. That makes 
sense. ―Psyche‖ is based on the ancient Greek word for 
soul, and ―therapy‖ derives from the Greek word for 
healing. So it would follow that psychotherapists are 
soul-healers. And some of them truly are. Ditto really for 
some astrologers. But, to me, the crowning irony is that 
so many psychotherapists are steeped in the bio-
chemical and mechanistic paradigms that dominate the 
modern world. They don’t actively believe in souls at all. 
It is a bit like imagining podiatrists who didn’t believe in 
feet! And even among modern astrologers, we often see 
something very similar: an absence of any sense of a 
coherent metaphysical heritage. Many are, functionally, 
existentialists. They describe our personalities and our 
―fates,‖ and that’s that. There is no framework of larger 
meaning or purpose..  
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To become a psychotherapist, one needs rigorous 
academic training. You have to pass a lot of tests. In 
astrology nowadays, it’s still more of a professional free-
for-all. Basically, anyone can print up some business 
cards and claim to be an astrologer. Many do. But the 
reality is that the intellectual rigor involved in becoming 
a psychotherapist is reflected pretty evenly in the mental 
effort it takes to become an astrologer—at least one 
who is respected by his or her peers. Among serious 
astrologers, there is a real affinity for complex, 
academic knowledge. Despite the popular image of an 
astrologer as a ditz or a flake, if you spend a day at an 
astrology conference you’ll probably be intimidated by 
the brain-power you encounter there. The characters in 
the modern astrological world, in other words, seem to 
be drawn from the same zoological park that populates 
academia in general. There are some truly fine, deep, 
soulful people in the field, but one also encounters the 
same, familiar menagerie of educated fools, brains-on-
legs, and psychopaths with PhDs.  

It is tempting simply to say that it is ever thus—that in 
the modern world, every profession with the slightest 
pretension of academic rigor will breed these kinds of 
one-dimensional human beings. But why? As 
astrologers we purport to do something much like 
shamans do: to go down into the dark with our clients 
and help them re-assemble themselves. To heal. To 
recover their souls from the Underworld. This is not an 
abstract, intellectual process. You’ve got to get your 
body in it, and your heart too. You cannot do it 
―academically.‖ Most of all, you have to have been there 
yourself, down in that deep dark place. You have to 
have done that work. And the stakes are enormously 
high—a human being in a vulnerable state has put his 
or her soul in your hands.  
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How can we claim to be training astrologers effectively 
when a typical astrology class, conference or book 
doesn’t even mention the need for an astrologer to have 
inward, spiritual preparation? We are stuck in exactly 
the same blind spot that has crippled modern 
psychology:  we are imagining that purely intellectual 
training alone will do the trick. It won’t. You can’t make a 
soul-healer that way.  That’s only part of the recipe. Just 
because we understand the physics of sound 
propagation, musical theory, and the evolution of the 
keyboard since 1492 doesn’t mean we can actually play 
the piano!  

In Astrology of the Heart, you get to know Michael 
Erlewine personally. His intellect, as you will discover,  
is fierce. He very obviously has no fear of burning the 
midnight oil with his nose in a book. This is rigorous 
work. But you also quickly comprehend that Michael has 
made considerable inner effort outside the narrow 
envelope of the academic paradigm. By the end of the 
book you realize that his home-base is Tibetan 
Buddhism, but before then he deftly demonstrates that 
he’s ridden more soul-horses than that one: his 
language is sometimes mystical Christian, sometimes 
Rosicrucian, and of course quite often purely shamanic.  

As Castaneda’s don Juan would put it, he ―moves fluidly 
between the worlds.‖ But not just between the mental, 
intellectual constructs of those worlds. Michael, like a 
Druid’s apprentice or a Buddhist monk, has submitted to 
the spiritual direction of men and women he was humble 
enough to realize were wiser than himself. He has 
received initiations. He has gone down into the Dark, 
into the Great Silence, into the Luminous Void. He has, 
in other words, done something not enough astrologers 
do: mind-training. He has visited the worlds to which the 
astrological symbols refer. He speaks of them not with 
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the authority of erudite footnotes, but with the authority 
of direct experience. The Zen Buddhists refer to 
philosophy and cognitive spiritual constructs as ―a finger 
pointing at the moon.‖ In the implicit joke, the student 
stares mesmerized by the finger, and never notices the 
moon at all. Michael Erlewine, however, has actually 
been to that moon, and he points out the way there to 
the rest of us. 

This, to me, is the main message of Astrology of the 
Heart: that we must leaven the bread of dry astrological 
theory with the yeast of inner work. Meditation. 
Shamanic trance. Direct, trans-rational engagement with 
the planets. Experience, not just theory. 

Is Michael simply saying that, along with our 
conventional astrological studies, we should all also 
practice meditation? Actually, he is saying a lot more 
than that. His message is integrative. It is not just about 
tagging meditation onto existing astrological disciplines. 
He demonstrates quite effectively that astrology 
provides a map of the inner worlds. The places we 
encounter directly when we enter into contemplative 
states are astrological, quite literally. He takes us on an 
ascending journey through the planets, mapping out the 
particular challenges, illusions and opportunities that 
exist at each level. It is very concrete and methodical, 
and he never asks you simply to ―believe in it.‖ You can 
verify it yourself.  

One gets the impression of Michael having had quite a 
lot of personal experience at each of these planetary 
levels. In fact, with his personal cards on the table, he 
shares a fair amount of that biographical material. 
Undoubtedly sometimes his personal experience was so 
strong and unique that it left impressions in him that 
might not generalize so well to other people. No 
astrologer—or shaman—could ever fully avoid that 
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pitfall. Your mileage may vary, in other words. Still, there 
is a feeling of something universal and objective here. 
Reading, I get the same feeling I get when I encounter 
weirdly parallel descriptions of ―alternate realities‖ by 
shamans from cultures as far apart as Amazonia, Native 
America, Africa, Celtic Europe, and Siberia. It’s clear 
they’ve all been to the same place, even though they 
use different metaphors to describe it. In the same 
tradition, Michael has linked astrology, shamanism, and 
Vajrayana Buddhism into a unified field, and shared the 
map of this same primordial territory with the rest of us. 
And he invites us to experience it for ourselves, to check 
his facts against the authority of our own experience. 

Shamans are Tricksters. They have what the Native 
people of North America might call ―coyote‖ energy. 
Cunningly, they trap us in situations where, in order to 
survive, we have to release some cherished illusion. 
Michael ―got‖ me this way. As I read his book, I often 
found myself arguing with him in my head—getting 
caught up in my attachment to my own ideas, in other 
words. Technically, his astrology is very different from 
mine. He is, for one glaring example, inclined toward the 
heliocentric perspective, whereas I am purely geocentric. 
In this book, Michael’s heliocentricity manifests primarily 
in his use of Earth as a planet. That really confuses me. 
In my cosmology, Earth has a tragic flaw as a planet: it 
isn’t up there in the sky! It can’t be in a sign or a house, 
or make any aspects. How can we use it? Michael does, 
effectively.  

He messed with me in another tricky way too. The thrust 
of Astrology of the Heart is a kind of shamanic journey 
inward through the planets, culminating in our fusion 
with the almighty Light of the Sun. In that journey, 
Michael includes a magnificent enthronement of often-
underestimated Mercury. With typical eloquence, he 
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writes, ―The Sanskrit word for Mercury is ―Buddha,‖ 
awareness . . . Mercury is the light of love, the divine 
light of eternal truth, the eternal corona and radiance of 
the Sun center itself . . . Mercury is the light of the mind, 
the light we see shining in each other’s eyes.‖ 

 This is beautiful stuff.  

Trouble is, when I am teaching my own students I take 
precisely the opposite road! I start with what I see as the 
natural egocentricity of the Sun, work outward through 
mere mind (Mercury), human love (Venus) . . .  and 
eventually leap through Neptune’s mystical stained-
glass window out into the terrifying shamanic passage 
we call Pluto. I proceed from there into the wild 
archetypal reaches of the Kuiper Belt, and finally into 
true cosmic consciousness symbolized by the vastness 
of interstellar space.    

 Just the same as Michael . . .only backwards. 

I could have argued with him, or even gotten my 
knickers in knot over who is right and who is wrong. 
That temptation lasted about a tenth of a second, then I 
was laughing at myself. The Trickster had struck; 
Michael had ―coyote-ed‖ me, tricking me into seeing 
how easily I can get caught up in my own narrow mental 
constructs. And as I felt the rightness of what he 
teaches here and simultaneously the rightness of my 
own contradictory model, a window opened up inside 
me. I heard the sound of one hand clapping. I knew God 
could make two mountains without an intervening valley.  

The spiritual richness of that immersion in paradox 
dwarfs any technical astrological insight. It is the inner 
work upon which astrology rests. What astrologer, 
lacking a tolerance for paradox, could conceivably 
honor the diversity of the clients he or she will counsel? 
Their reality is not the same as his or hers. This 
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compassionate, humble spaciousness, this willingness 
to pass beyond the narrow straits of ―rightness,‖ is a 
ground teaching implicit in Michael’s astro-shamanism. 

The modern astrological world desperately needs that 
openness. Over the past couple of decades something 
strange and unprecedented has been happening in the 
community of astrologers. Just as our larger social world 
has moved toward multi-culturalism, so has the world of 
astrology. Psychological astrology claimed center stage, 
briefly. But we now have a renaissance in Vedic 
astrology, which uses an entirely different Zodiac than 
the western traditions. And Vedic astrology has 
spawned a Neo-Vedic movement, with some 
philosophical sympathy for more western notions of free 
will. We have Uranian astrology, with its strange world 
of non-material, mathematical ―planets.‖ And 
Cosmobiology, Harmonic Astrology, asteroids, and an 
astrology based on the host of new planet-like objects 
out beyond Pluto. Then along came Project Hindsight 
and the resurrection of Hellenistic astrology—or, more 
accurately, of the Hellenistic astrologies, because that 
ancient world seems quite diverse in its perspectives 
and technique too. Adding to the confusion of riches, 
there is also a huge interest in the very distinct traditions 
of neo-Platonic and Renaissance astrology. I myself 
have become identified with Evolutionary Astrology, 
which essentially merges ancient reincarnation-based  
metaphysics with the values of modern psychology.  

The frightening point is that these traditions are 
becoming mutually incomprehensible. I can’t, for 
example, argue with Vedic or Hellenistic astrologers, or 
even speak very intelligently with them: I simply don’t 
understand what they are saying.  I don’t speak their 
language and they don’t speak mine. Modern astrology 
has become the Tower of Babel.  
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I celebrate the diversity, in principle—but I am also 
spooked about the future coherence of the astrological 
community and the loss of its beneficial 
interdependency and dialogue. We may simply be 
losing the common ground of a shared language. 
History teaches us that such a loss typical spells the 
death of a culture.  

This brings me back to Michael the Trickster. He pulled 
me out of my narrow view, and re-connected me with 
that deeper ground of Being where paradox sits 
comfortably in the heart of the Mind.. He brought me 
back, like a shaman, with a renewed sense of that solid 
foundation upon which all astrologies rest. If the 
astrological community is going to have a vibrant civil 
future, it will be because beneath the diversity of our 
theoretical approaches we sense and celebrate this 
underlying unity of vision and experience. If we are 
living only up in our heads, in our cognitive intellects, we 
will never get there. They create divisions, not unity. 

We can only experience this shared ground directly, 
through inner work. The nets of pure intellect are not 
fine enough to catch it. This is the sweet fruit of mind 
work—the direct experience of consciousness itself.  

It is the path Michael Erlewine has walked all his life, 
and it is the path he invites us to consider in this fine 
and timely volume. 

I find myself filled with gratitude toward Michael, and 
also with a sense of encouragement. As synchronicity 
would have it, he has invited me, an Evolutionary 
Astrologer very different from himself, to write this 
Foreword. And the book will be published by Robert 
Schmidt and Project Hindsight, known for their scholarly 
breakthrough work in restoring Hellenistic astrology for 
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modern practitioners—again, a totally different 
philosophical vector. 

Walking his talk, Michael has placed a stepping stone 
between two very different worlds. He stands on that 
middle stone, with white water roaring all around him. 
And his finger is pointing at the moon. 

 

 Steven Forrest 
 Summer Solstice, 2007 
 Chapel Hill, North Carolina 
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Astro*Shamanism 

 

What This Book is About  

Welcome to this book on Astro-Shamanism. In my basic 
astrology course (e-book ―How to Learn Astrology‖), I 
have covered all the nuts & bolts of traditional astrology, 
including the signs, houses, aspects, planets, and so on. 
That basic book is the place to begin to learn astrology, 
so I refer you there. 

However, if you already know at least some astrology, 
and want to go deeper, in particular, if you want to 
understand more about astrology's inner meanings as 
relates to day-to-day living and the soul's journey 
through life from an astrological perspective, then this 
book may be just the ticket. But before you jump in, let 
me describe what we will be covering here. 

The material covered here is part of what is called inner 
or esoteric astrology. It is esoteric only because it is 
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subtle enough that not everyone can get it, pick up on it. 
If they did, it would no longer be called "esoteric." I will 
do my very best to point this material out as clearly as I 
can, and if you can get it, your understanding of 
astrology will not only deepen, but you will begin to see 
these inner teachings at work in the world around you, 
24x7. No longer will your astrology be just from a book 
or a chart form. Esoteric astrology is above all a living 
astrology, and if this book makes any sense to you, you 
will learn to see astrology is all around you in your day-
to-day life, and not just out there somewhere among the 
stars. Esoteric astrology is the real heart of astrology, 
and very much worth making an effort to understand 
and experience. And Shamanic astrology is a principle 
form of esoteric astrology. 

 

A Personal Account 

Shamanic astrology is a subject that is VERY hard to 
describe in words, but I will do my best. I have had 
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excellent teachers and training, yet I must ask for your 
patience and understanding. Some of the following 
sections will be quite formal, like many astrological 
books and articles, however, still other sections will be 
very personal and poetic. I apologize in advance if any 
of this writing is too personal or too much or the wrong 
kind of prose for your taste. I have only my own 
personal account and life journey to use as an 
illustration. I cannot presume on any one else’s 
experience. And please don’t read my personal account 
and suppose that you will experience the same thing.  

We are each different, so read my account as one 
person’s odyssey through the thicket of time. Yours will 
be tailored to your life and experiences. I have marked 
those more-descriptive sections as ―journal‖ entries, so 
you can take them or leave them, as you will. I suggest 
you read them, as I don’t have all the answers. 
Sometimes the more poetic me is all the understanding I 
have. I am still very much on this same journey. 

I have organized all of this material into rough sections, 
as make sense to me, but keep in mind that all of this 
esoteric material is interdependent and mutually 
reflective, so any given section may have all kinds of 
topics touched on other than just the main theme. There 
are many small sections, as well as longer ones too. 
Also, keep in mind that many of these topics will be 
repeated, going over the same content, again and again, 
from slightly different perspectives. Please have 
patience with this approach. Repetition is an important 
means to allow these concepts to sink in. It is how I 
learned from my teachers. Remember, this is esoteric or 
hidden material, and by that very fact is not obvious. 
Take your time. 

It is best to read through each section and kind of 
immerse yourself in what’s there, letting it seep into your 
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consciousness as much by osmosis as by grasping at it 
with your intellect. The goal is to get a feel for this 
approach. It is not unlike focusing a pair of binoculars 
until things come into focus. Read through it, but don’t 
try to force an understanding. Let it flow. Once you 
begin to see what is being talked about here, you can 
take it from there.  

And last, I dedicate this book to the benefit of all 
sentient beings, that each may find the right kind of 
energy (Mars) to propel them along their correct path 
(Jupiter), and help them pass through whatever 
challenges await them (Saturn). In the end, may each of 
us take full possession of Earth, our inheritance. 

 

Life Initiations through Astrology  

This book is about the shamanic tradition within modern 
astrology, what we could call Shamanic Astrology, and 
astro-shamanism is nothing new. Astrologers have been 
performing a shamanic function in society for centuries, 



Introduction to Astro-Shamanism 

Astrology of the Heart by Michael Erlewine 29 

and they continue to do so today. Astrology, and the 
astrologer's role as shaman or guide, is becoming 
increasingly more important in modern society. 
Shamanic astrology is not often openly discussed, and 
is generally considered, as already mentioned, a part of 
what has been called "esoteric astrology," the inner or 
more secret aspects of astrological knowledge, because 
it has to do with the ecstatic tradition, what is commonly 
called out-of-the-body experience. That tradition is what 
we will be presenting here. 

Before we describe the process of astrological 
shamanism, let's review what a shaman or shamanka 
(female shaman) is in the literature of the world. Here 
we will use the better-known term "shaman" to 
represent both male and female shamans, so as not to 
have to repeat both terms endlessly. 

The word origin of Shaman (SHAY-men), from the 
Siberian Tungus language, means one who "knows," 
one who has attained some degree of spiritual 
realization, awareness, in particular awareness of the 
other worlds, the next life stage or planes. 
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Traditional and "Core Shamanism  

We should distinguish here between what is called 
traditional shamanism and the popular-today derivative 
called "Core Shamanism." Traditional shamanism is a 
vocation that chooses you (there is no choice), while 
core shamanism is an avocation, a form of shamanism 
which anyone can choose to study and learn to use. 
Core Shamanism is, in a word, a sanitized form of 
traditional shamanism, stripped of most of the dangers 
and risks, something that almost anyone can sign up for, 
study, and eventually practice. 

Both forms of shamanism exist in the world today, so it 
is meaningless to say that traditional shamanism is the 
only one to be used, and the other simply an imitation, 
although there is some truth to that assertion. Here we 
are focusing on the parts of shamanism that make 
sense in modern astrology. Any counseling astrologer, 
almost by definition, is probably using one or more 
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shamanic techniques, with or without the mind-altering 
experiences of the traditional shaman. These 
techniques are what we will study here. 

That being said, I have found it much more useful to first 
understand the nature of traditional or classic 
shamanism, and take what we can from that, then to try 
and take from "Core Shamanism," which is already an 
extract. In other words, we can each make our own core 
shamanism by absorbing, as much as possible, from 
those parts of traditional shamanism that make "sense" 
to us, that fit our personal experience. That is the 
approach being followed here.  

 

What is Astro-Shamanism?  

The Shaman’s Spiritual Crisis: The traditional shaman 
does not choose to be a shaman. Shamanism of this 
kind is the result of a series of psychological visions or 
experiences, whose very nature estranges (at least for a 
time) one from conventional society and the normal way 
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of seeing things. The shaman is somehow, against their 
will, thrust outside of how everyone else sees life, into a  
space and view that is markedly altered and mostly non-
communicable with the society around them. 

The shaman, usually through a personal psychological 
or spiritual crisis, has become aware of the inner 
sequence of life processes typically hidden from society 
by their very obviousness, processes that are thus 
somehow "self-secret." This propensity can come about 
through having a near-death or life-changing experience, 
mind-altering drugs, or somehow becoming 
psychologically separated for a time from conventional 
societal consciousness. 

 

Not the Same as the Vision Quest  

The shamanic experience has some similarities to the 
Native American vision quest, but, unlike the vision 
quest, which is generally voluntary, the shaman's own 
internal psychological chemistry thrusts the future 
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shaman beyond convention and into an altered state of 
consciousness, until such time as he or she can 
manage (often through what is sometimes a life/death 
mental struggle) to find a balance, stabilize, and return 
to normal society. The shaman cannot communicate 
what he or she sees to others, because society is not 
able or prepared to understand it. Society in general (by 
the very definition of conventional) has not had the 
experience needed in order to understand the shaman's 
view. The shaman by virtue of their unorthodox 
experience is just "out there" by his or herself. 

Unlike organized religions, shamans act alone and are 
"self-chosen," rather than appointed, in that the intensity 
of the shaman's own internal experiences separates 
them permanently from the other members of their 
society. They are outsiders not by choice, but by the 
nature of their own inner experience and awareness, 
permitted to see and experience realms of the psyche 
the average person does not. 

Typically, a shaman may take years to stabilize the 
vision or mental experiences that they are thrust into, 
often struggling against mental unbalance and even 
madness. The shaman can be discriminated from a 
madman because he or she learns to control and 
understand what has been experienced. He or she 
masters those altered states of mind and rejoins society, 
but with a permanently altered view. The shaman 
always exists in conjunction with and in contradistinction 
to his or her society. They are the original outriders, 
literally defining the edge of conventional time and 
mentality.
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A One-Way Street  

It is generally agreed that once a shaman, one is a 
shaman for life. There is no going back, and, no matter 
what other career or work the shaman may undertake, 
the function of shaman always takes precedence and is 
their heart function within the society. 

In other words, shamanism is not an avocation, 
something one chooses. We do not choose to become 
a shaman, but the very intensity of our own inner 
experiences determines a vocation as a shaman, and to 
what degree we are a shaman. Although in some 
societies, shamanic powers can be inherited or run in a 
family, it appears to be more a product of sharing a 
similar mind-set and training, with the parents initiating 
the children. However, as pointed out, most shamans 
are "called" or chosen by their own internal experiences 
and awareness. They come to know what others do not 
know and cannot know. And this change in view is 
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permanent. They cannot forget what they have seen, 
and it is this knowledge of altered states that makes 
them valuable to society. 

All societies have shamans or their equivalent, because 
shamanism is something that happens to one, rather 
than something that can just be learned or passed on. 
In any society, there are always a few members whose 
personal inner experiences are such as to separate 
them, at least for a time, from the group. Knowledge 
gained from this separation then gives the shaman an 
alternative view of life that makes them of use to the 
community. They alone understand other members of 
the community who become estranged for one reason 
or another and the shaman’s experience allows them to 
communicate with those souls who fall through the 
cracks. It is pretty much axiomatic that the shaman can 
only help others in those areas where he or she has 
personally had a similar experience. 
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Shamans Are Not Priests or Ministers  

As pointed out, shamans acquire special knowledge or 
abilities through their own life-changing experiences, 
and they are distinct from the rest of their society by the 
very intensity of these spiritual experiences. In this 
sense, they are more akin to the mystic. The shaman, 
as author Mircea Eliade puts it "is the great specialist in 
the human soul; he or she alone "sees" it, for he or she 
alone knows of its "form" and its destiny." The shaman 
knows the story or journey of the soul. In a very real 
sense, the shaman wakes in these realms, while society 
sleeps. They are the watchmen and protectors of the 
community soul. 

Shamans are to be discriminated from priests or 
ministers, and other members of organized religion, 
those who work cooperatively with one another to inform 
and shepherd the entire society. For the most part, 
shamans are independent, solitary, depending only on 
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their own internal experience or revelation, and they 
don't work with or attempt to convert all the members of 
their community. Instead, they assist the stragglers in a 
community, those who, for one reason or another, have 
fallen out of the conventional mindset, and are 
somehow temporarily spiritually estranged. 

Shamans acknowledge other shamans, but seldom 
group or come together. You would not expect to see a 
shaman conference, at least of the traditional variety. 
They are loners, and their knowledge is personal to 
themselves; it serves to separate them from their 
particular group or society. The idea of a shaman 
convention is pretty much an oxymoron. 

 

Societies and Brotherhoods  

Shamans also differ from secret societies or esoteric 
brotherhoods, in that they typically are not part of any 
lineage or organized group, and, as mentioned, do not 
attempt to shepherd or initiate the entire society, but, 
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instead, only initiate those like themselves, those who 
have the propensity to sustain ecstatic (out-of-the-body) 
experiences, that is: those who find themselves in an 
altered state of mind. In other words, shamans guide 
and inform particular members of their society who are 
in spiritual flux - those who have somehow fallen 
through the societal cracks. 

As mentioned, there is no attempt on the part of the 
shaman to convert the larger community to their vision, 
a vision which in the shaman's view is a calling, an 
exceptional state of mind. Shamans are psychic healers, 
and stand watch over society to protect the integrity of 
the human psyche. They are the shepherds of the 
human soul through time. 

 

The Shaman Is Not a Doctor  

Although many shamans are also healers of physical 
ailments, medicine men or women, this function is 
distinct from their role as a shaman, at least in this 
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material. The shaman is primarily a doctor of the soul, 
not of the body, and administers to the psychological 
and spiritual realms, rather than to physical symptoms. 
The Medicine Man is very much a vocation on its own. 

Although the shaman may also use various medicines 
and can be a healer or doctor of the physical body, they 
are primarily a healer of the soul, a master of ecstatic 
(out-of-the-body) experiences. The Shaman works on 
the psychological and subconscious level, seeking out 
the soul of an individual in distress, identifying with them, 
and directing them away from their current struggle or 
mental suffering to the next level or stage: the so-called 
afterlife. He or she is an intermediary between the 
visible and the invisible (or not yet visible) worlds. 

The work of the shaman does not pertain so much to 
our physical death, at the end of life, but to the many 
smaller deaths we each die in life, climacteric events 
(rites of passage) in life that find us dying to one phase 
of life and struggling or not-yet-born into the next phase. 
One seeks out a shaman because one is temporarily 
lost, and the shaman somehow can see both the realm 
in which we are leaving and the new phase which we 
are about to enter. Sound familiar? It should, because 
the public seeks out astrologers for very similar reasons. 
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Shamanism in Astrology  

In this material, we are not going to try to pursue 
shamanism as relates to personal totems, power 
animals, or any the more exotic practices that we might 
read about in books like those of Carlos Castaneda, and 
other worthy writers, although these are, of course, very 
legitimate interests. We are not going to skin animals, 
dig (or take) herbs, draw magic circles, and all of the 
many rituals that you might find in a book on traditional 
shamanism.  

Here we are looking at shamanism within the tradition of 
astrology itself, in particular the role of the modern 
astrologer as a ferryman or guide to the inner states of 
the mind and life. 

In this sense, most astrologers perform (at least to some 
degree) this function of the shaman, that of the ferryman 
from one phase to another. Because of this fact, the 
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counseling astrologer may find shamanic astrology of 
particular interest. 

The shaman helps others to accept their changes or 
deaths on one level and obtain rebirth and develop 
familiarity on other and new levels. It is said that the 
shaman restores the road between earth and heaven, a 
road that has been temporarily lost or has become 
unclear or uncertain. Another way to say this is that the 
shaman knows the way from one state of being or 
chakra to the next state, and is able to guide or prepare 
the initiate for that journey. The shaman often guides 
the would-be-initiate from an unstable or dangerous 
state of mind to stability and future productivity. 

In the esoteric literature, the Shaman traditionally 
escorts the souls of the dead away from their corpses 
and dying places, and on into the next world. The 
shaman is capable of entering and holding an altered 
state of consciousness, at will, and can act as an 
intermediary between the known world of the would-be 
initiate, and the supra-natural or "next" world.  

The shaman does not have to enter an altered state, as 
in somehow going there. His or her experiences are 
forever fresh in their mind and they react spontaneously 
to the psychological distress signals coming from any 
person they encounter. It is automatic, and does not 
require any ritual or preparation. It just happens. A 
shaman can appear to those in need at one moment, 
point out the way, and be transparent or invisible the 
next, as if nothing ever took place. 

By knowing both worlds, the shaman is able to predict 
or control the future of the would-be initiate, who does 
not yet know their way around these future worlds. This 
is a fancy way of saying the shaman can converse or 
reach one who is lost in an unconventional state of mind, 
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make contact, and guide that person out of their 
situation to higher ground, so to speak. 

 

Dead and Alive  

The shaman is said to be dead in the land of the living, 
but alive in the spiritual worlds, and therefore knows the 
future for those living now, who must one day make the 
same transformation (or death) that the shaman has 
already taken. The shaman has, in some sense, gone to 
the next plane or world before other members of their 
society, and can reveal that world to those who 
themselves are about to cross over to it, or who are 
crossing now. The shaman is, therefore, above all, a 
guide to these other worlds. The shaman has a certain 
power over time, actually possessing the ability to 
"make time," and to penetrate between the seconds of 
clock time to touch on the timeless or eternity - the 
space beyond or within time. 
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To repeat: the shaman is one who has themselves 
already gone beyond, who has crossed over into the 
next world or level, and has returned with knowledge of 
these adjacent or other worlds. He or she can then 
instruct or prepare others for their forthcoming initiation 
into these other worlds. Above all, shamans mediate 
between the world of the living and the dead, between 
one phase or level, and the next one. Those with a 
propensity for shamanism often apprentice themselves 
to an accomplished shaman, through the process of 
mentoring and initiation. The shaman is an initiate and 
thus an initiator. This, then, has been a brief introduction 
to the traditional nature of the shaman. Sound a little 
familiar? It should, because most counseling astrologers 
practice the shamanic techniques we will be presenting 
below. 
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Out-of-the-Body Experiences  

Before we turn to looking at astrology and shamanism, 
let us be clear about what we mean by ecstatic or out-
of-the-body experiences, which is the especial province 
of the shaman. Shamans, as part of their initiation, are 
by their own life experiences somehow thrust out of the 
body of normal conventional societal experience into an 
altered state of consciousness, what can only be called 
unconventional. Because these altered states are 
unconventional, then, by definition, they will not be 
understood or easily grasped by conventional means 
and conventional minds. These have been called 
altered states of consciousness or out-of-the-body 
experiences. 

Everyone, each of us, has out-of-the-body experiences 
all the time. Consciousness is not some static state, but 
ebbs and flows, constantly. We are always going out of 
the body and back into it. However, what is missing for 
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most of us is the awareness of this process. We tend to 
ignore and not recognize what our mind is doing, and 
don't often register when we are more in or more out of 
our body. Instead, we assume our consciousness is 
stable and, more or less, the same each moment. In fact, 
most of us struggle to keep it stable. We don’t want to 
go out. We don’t want to be that different. When the 
waves of change wash over us, most prefer to take a 
little nap and just ignore what is happening. They do not 
witness their own birth and passing on the various 
planes. That is mostly left to the role of the shaman. 

If we have not, as have traditional shamans, been 
forced to look at our mind from an altered state, then, if 
we want to learn something more about shamanistic 
states, we will have to study and become familiar with 
learning to recognize the various states of our mind, the 
map of our mental states. This is part of what we will 
study here. Lacking life experiences that force us into 
an altered view of life, one can learn about the mind 
through various forms of meditation, in particular, what 
is called insight meditation or Vipassana meditation. 
There is not room to go into that here, but there are 
many books and teachers available on this topic. 
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The Astrologer as Shaman  

Astrology can also be (and is often) used as a shamanic 
tool. In other words, astrology is used to guide 
individuals who are lost or stuck in one area of their 
lives, introducing them to the next or to a different realm. 
This is a common practice. How that can be done is 
what will be presented here. 

This material could be presented in a wide variety of 
ways. Here we will present it as this writer (and his 
teachers) understands it. It should go without saying 
that from these descriptions, each of you will find your 
own way of understanding this, and fashion your own 
shamanic astrological coat. In no way is this author 
trying to be dogmatic. It is just the only way I know of 
this knowledge. You will find your own words, please. 
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Are Astrologers Shamans?  

This book is about the use of astrology in a shamanistic 
way, not how to become a shaman. True shamanism, 
as pointed out earlier, is an inner calling, not an 
avocation, and requires sensitivity gained from life 
experience not found in the average person. That being 
said, any astrologer with a successful counseling 
practice is probably performing some shamanic activity, 
and has had experiences in his or her own life that have 
prepared them to better understand others. 

It is my belief that most astrologers already have some 
form of heightened sensitivity or they would not be 
pursuing the study of astrology. As mentioned, any 
counseling astrologer is, to some degree, probably 
already performing a shamanic function to one degree 
or another. This book may help you become more 
aware of what you are already doing. 
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What I hope to do here is to point out to you how 
astrology can be used as a shamanistic guide. It will be 
up to you to determine if there is a connection and if 
what is written here makes sense and is useful to you. 

 

Seeking The Shaman  

The shaman, unlike the priest, does not seek out or try 
to share his spiritual knowledge with the general 
community. Members of the community who are 
suffering in one way or another seek out the shaman, 
who then agrees to see and work with them. This is not 
much different from the way the average astrologer 
receives clients, often by word of mouth. 

There is much written about the shaman taking special 
herbs or substances to enter into a heightened state in 
order to communicate with the client, but this is not often 
necessary. The shaman already exists in an altered 
state, one altered by their own internal experiences. 
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They don't need any mental enhancements; they 
already have that. 

In astrological shamanism, the shaman, who has 
previously had initiations or personal life experiences 
related or synchronous with the client, is able to reach 
and connect with the client by virtue of already having 
knowledge of the general psychological landscape the 
client is going through. The shaman is able to attract 
and flag down the attention of the client, establish 
communication, and provide the client with signs that 
the client will recognize, signs that signify to the client 
that the shaman has had similar experiences, that is: 
that the shaman knows where the client is at, through 
personal experience. Once mutual trust and recognition 
are established, the client allows the shaman to guide or 
lead them out of the situation they are stuck in, and on 
to another area of the mind, what amounts to their next 
or future stage of life. 
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Altered States  

The shaman, who, through virtue of their personal 
experience in altered states, can somehow speak the 
language of the client, can converse with them and 
establish communication. He or she is able, due to 
having had a similar experience, to answer questions 
the client may ask, and satisfy the client's fear of being 
misled by someone who does not actually understand 
their state of mind. 

In summary, the shaman is able to get the attention of 
the client through displaying signs of experience that the 
client can recognize and acknowledge as true. Once the 
client understands that he or she is not alone, and that 
the experience of the shaman in fact encompasses their 
own experience, they can submit to allowing the 
shaman to lead them out of their current predicament 
and on toward another place, one hopefully more 
comfortable for them. The act of realizing that they are 
not alone, and that someone else has had similar 
experiences, is often a key step for a client in this 
process. 
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Beyond Convention  

The client, typically, has somehow wandered into a 
state of mind that effectively isolates them from the rest 
of the society, if only temporarily. Their society has no 
answers for them and, by definition, cannot but exclude 
them from their own consciousness. The isolated 
person thus is cut off from the nourishment of the 
community, until they can resolve their unrest. This is 
where the shaman comes in, and why they are sought 
out. In many societies, any person with mental instability 
or a wavering consciousness is told to seek out a 
shaman, either to be cured or to take up shamanism 
themselves. 

The shaman, who is already permanently outside of the 
conventional community in some sense, is capable of 
grasping the degree and nature of the suffering of the 
client. He or she already has this experience of isolation, 
and can measure the degree of separation of the client 



Introduction to Astro-Shamanism 

Astrology of the Heart by Michael Erlewine 52 

from the community, and guide the client to make 
adjustments. 

The shaman calms the client, assists in their 
stabilization, and eventually restores the client back to 
the community, as whole and usable once again. The 
role of the shaman is to guide the client from one state 
of mind to the next obvious state, and help them to 
stabilize. As astrologers we do this all the time. This 
book will present a variety of esoteric shamanic 
techniques of interest to the astrologer. 

 The Inner Meaning 

 

Astrology of the Heart  

In this part of the book, we will start by examining the 
astrological planets as they relate to the system of 
subtle internal energies called the chakras, a branch of 
esoteric astrology. Also called occult or secret astrology, 
esoteric astrology is by definition somewhat difficult to 
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