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About this newsletter and the book Tiger bells in Eurasia.

Dear reader,

This newsletter is a supplement to the book Tiger bells in Eurasia 

- Update 2019. In the newsletter you will find descriptions of two 

new acquisitions to our collection and several updates of cases 

discussed in the book. Also you will find references to cases and 

illustrations in the book. It is therefore practical to have the book 

at hand. You can download the content as a PDF file free of 

charge from our website: www.tigerbells.nl. The PDF file can be 

read directly from the screen. It is also possible to receive the 

book in print (approx. 230 pages). The price (in hard cover) is 

about € 35,- excl. shipping*. If you would like to place an order, 

please contact us.

When new developments occur we may send you more 

newsletters. However, if you do not wish to receive further mails, 

please let us know by e-mail.

Fekke de Jager, La Condemaine ()Fr)

e-mail: fekkedejager@gmail.com

* Price in November 2021. Price fluctuations are possible.
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You receive this newsletter 
because you have indicated in 
the past that you would like to 

be kept informed of the 
developments in the

history of the
tiger bells. 
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The rattle is one of the attributes of a shaman. 

During the ritual dance, the shaman moves 

violently and shakes the rattle so that all the 

metal objects on the costume and the attributes 

ring out loud. The dance and the ringing bring the 

shaman into a trance and drive away evil spirits.

The length of this rattle is 72 cm. The top end of 

the object is reminiscent of the neck of a 

Mongolian folk fiddle, with a stylised horse head. 

At the lower end a handle sticks out of the mouth 

of a stylised fish head..

1. The rattle in playing position.

2. Detail of the top end with the stylised horse 

head and two plain jingle bells.
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June 18, this year (2021). In my mailbox, I 

find a brief and concise e-mail from Mr Don 

Hergert, auctioneer at Puckett Auctions in 

Florida (USA). He wrote: "I have this hand 

carved staff with 18 tiger bells and four 

different, smoother bells at the top. There 

is very little information except for yours 

which is greatly appreciated. I would like to 

sell this." The mail included several photos. 

It was immediately clear that these are 

authentic tiger bells, 18 of them, and four 

common jingle bells: two near the top end 

of the staff and two a little lower down. The 

tiger bells are attached to the staff in two 

rows. I sent Don an e-mail asking for more 

details, such as the length. The reply came 

quickly, with new photographs. The object 

turned out to be about 72 cm long, too short 

for a staff. Moreover, there is clearly a 

handle at the lower end. The staff is 

therefore not a staff but a musical 

instrument: a rattle (rattles, too, are 

musical instruments*). The photos and the 

information led to only one conclusion: the 

rattle is an authentic object, actually used 

by a shaman. You do not come across an 

object like this very often. It is therefore 

almost certainly of considerable value. No 

wonder that a potential buyer had already 

contacted Don.

A few weeks later, Don sent me an e-mail: 

the buyer had withdrawn his offer for 

personal reasons. Would I want to buy the 

rattle? Of course I would, so I made an offer. 

To my surprise, Don accepted the bid 

immediately. His argument: ‘I know it would 

be in good hands with you.’ At the end of 

September the parcel arrived. Time for a 

thorough inspection.

The rattle is carved with decorations and 

painted. The body consists of a slightly curved 

central section depicting an animal body. At 

the lower end of the body is a stylised animal 

head, perhaps a fish. From the fish’s mouth 

comes a handle. The top-end is formed by a 

stylised horse head with two ordinary jingle 

bells, possibly representing the eyes. 

A ritual rattle from N.E. China

3. 22 bells are attached to the trunk in two rows of which 20 are seen on the photograph. On 18 of the bells 

the tiger head motif is clearly visible.

4. A complete 

costume of a 

Manegry shaman. 

All bells on the 

apron are tiger 

bells (approx. 30). 

Tiger bells are also 

attached to the 

shoulder straps 

and the headgear.
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*According to the Hornbostel-Sachs classification of 

musical instruments, the rattle is a ‘shaken 

idiophone’ (Classification nr. 112.1)

Case

207
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The horse head has a tapered point. The neck 

and the top are reminiscent of the neck of a 

Mongolian spike-fiddle, without the tuning keys.

Apart from the horse head and the fish head, 

there are more carvings. On the fish head, for 

instance, there is a ridge, starting on the head 

and continuing down the back. There are also 

some painted decorations on the lower side of 

the head; these may represent the gills. Wear 

marks can be seen around the places where the 

bells hit the stick when the rattle was shaken.  

The spikes on the head and the back are 

reminiscent of those on a scraper (also a 

musical instrument). However the spikes are 

not worn, so it is unlikely that the rattle was 

used as such.

Despite these signs of wear and the fact that 

the rattle must have been intensively used as 

part of the shaman’s outfit, the rattle is in 

mint condition. Its age probably goes back to 

around the turn of the last century (late 19th - 

early 20th century). 

Costumes and attributes with so many tiger 

bells are mainly found among ethnic groups in 

the region of Inner Mongolia - Northern 

Heilongjiang such as the Daur, Solon, Oroqen, 

Numinchen, Manegry, mostly subgroups of the 

Ewenks (formerly called Tungus). Shaman 

costumes from that region were, and 

sometimes still are, decorated with dozens of 

tiger bells (kongokto) and round Chinese 

bronze mirrors (toli). In this region, tiger 

bells were, and still are, used exclusively by 

shamans.

5. Side view

6. Detail of the carving on the head and back.
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Two engravings of 

shamans, in 'The costume 

of the Russian Empire'.

7. A ‘Mongloe schaman’ 

(sic)

8. A ‘schaman of 

Kamtshatka’ (sic)

I spent a lot of time browsing the internet to 

find images of such a rattle, without result. 

The closest are these two engravings from the 

book The costume of the Russian Empire (see 

case 135). Both shamans have a drum in their 

left hand. On the female shaman’s costume a 

number of round objects are depicted on a 

band at the bottom of the cloak. These 

objects could represent bells. In the right 

hand both shamans hold a stick. On both sticks 

we see drawings of round objects. 

These could represent bells as well. 

If so, both objects are rattles. It is not very 

likely that sticks with bells were used for 

striking the drum.

The difference in size between the bells on 

the sticks and on the cloak of the female 

shaman may be the result of a mis- 

interpretation by the engraver who had to 

produce the illustrations with the author's 

notes and sketches as the only reference.

7 8

Photographs courtesy:

Don Hergert: 1, 2, 3, 5, 6

Sean McLachlan: 4

‘The costume of the Russian Empire’: 7, 8
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Since ancient times shamanism was the most 

important religion in Korea. A shaman 

mediates between man and the spirits. In 

order to get in touch with ancestors and 

spirits, the shaman (female: mudang,  male: 

baksu) goes into a trance. Bells, including 

tiger bells, are an important part of the 

shaman’s attributes.

At the end of the 19th century, particularly 

Protestant missionaries had started a 

campaign to discredit shamanism and other 

folk religions in order to eradicate and ban 

those religions. The arrival of the Japanese in 

1907 stopped the movement. After the 

departure of the Japanese in 1945, Korean 

shamanism became the most important 

religion again. However, in the 70s and 80s of 

the last century, Korea was divided into a 

southern, mainly western and Christian-

oriented state and a northern, communist-

oriented state. As a result shamanism 

suffered again. In the south, everything that 

had to do with shamanism was banned and 

destroyed. All ancestral shrines were razed to 

the ground. In the north, shamans were 

banned, persecuted and declared a forbidden 

class. Since the beginning of this millennium, 

however, in the south there has been a revival 

of interest in shamanism.  The ancestral 

shrines are being re-erected and shamanic 

paraphernalia are being made again, 

including the tiger bells. This explains why all 

tiger bells are newly made.*

*Part of this paragraph is a rewrite of the first 

paragraph on page 119. Source: Wikipedia
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9, 10, 11: Three views of the tiger bell 

donated by Dave Evans (USA) in March 2021 

(see next page).

Dimensions of the bell:

Diameter: 3 cm. to 2,8 cm.

height: 3 cm., hoop: 7 mm.

12. Four different bundles (mugu) of mudang 

bells. No tiger bells; for examples with tiger 

bells, see cases 150, 151.

Photograph courtesy Dr. Stephen Garrigues, 

Daegu South Korea.

Case

208
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In April 2021 I received an e-mail from Dave 

Evans from California, USA.  During a visit to 

Seoul he bought five bronze bells with the tiger 

head motive. He writes: 'I recall seeing two to 

three shops selling these bells, in different 

sizes and levels of detail, but I think I 

purchased the most richly crafted ones I saw.  I 

bought a handful of these bells...'.

In the Korean National Museum in Seoul, Dave 

photographed a number of old jingle bells as 

well; none of them had the tiger head motif. 

Possibly these old bells were left after the 

general destruction of shamanic objects: the 

bells in the museum were horse bells and had no 

ritual function. Dave continues: 'As I purchased 

many of the small bells, and I am indebted to 

your research, I would gladly ship you one of the 

tiger bells for your collection.'. Photos 9, 10 and 

11 show three views on the donated bell. The 

five bells are shown in photo 13. 

Photograph 13 and the tiger bell: many thanks 

to Dave Evans!

13
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New tiger bells in Borneo
Production of the classic tiger bells type A (see 

page 19 in the book) stopped at the beginning 

of the 20th century, after shamanism was 

banned as a danger to the state in Russia and 

China. Shamans were arrested, banned and 

often killed. All attributes were destroyed. This 

changed after the decline of 

the communist system in 

Russia. In China the severe 

attitude towards religion also 

relaxed. In both countries 

interest in shamanism 

returned. As a result of this 

revival the demand for 

attributes grew, including 

tiger bells. 

This change was also 

noticeable on the internet. 

From the year 2000 onwards 

there were many tiger bells 

for sale on websites and 

auctions on the internet (case 

129). It soon became apparent 

that these were not antique 

bells, but new copies, mass-

produced in China. Many 

traders tried to sell the new 

bells as antiques and as sacred 

objects, sometimes with magical properties (see 

case 112). Fortunately, the new bells are easily 

distinguished from the old ones. New tiger bells 

are now also offered as everyday objects, e.g. 

as key rings or as jewellery. Due to the 

association of the tiger head motif with 

protection against evil influences (see page 16), 

the bells are also still very much in demand as 

amulets. 

Along with the acceptance of the new bells, we 

also see that far fewer antique tigerbells are 

offered on auction sites and in web shops. 

Traditional objects such as baby carrying 

baskets by the Dayak in Borneo are still being 

made, but now with new tiger bells. The 

examples on these pages were spotted on 

several auction websites this year (2021). 

The baby carrier on the Bonham Auction 

House site is from East Kalimantan, from the 

Kenyah Dayak.  

On the basket we see traditional beadwork 

and about 15 bells of different sizes. Seven 

larger bells are prominently visible. Of these 

bells, two are tiger bells. The tiger bell on 

the far left shows traces of wear. This 

indicates considerable age. The tiger bell in 

the middle is not worn. The relief is sharp, 

and the tiger's head design is a variation on 

the traditional motif as can be seen from the 

curly lines above the eyes and on the 

'forehead'. This is a recently produced bell. 

Case

209

14. A baby carrier from the Kenyah Dayak, East Kalimantan
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Detail of 14. The bell in the middle is new.



In February 2021, on the site of 

internet auction Catawiki, a baby 

carrier was on offer. Provenance: 

East Kalimantan, originating from 

the Kenyah Ba' Dayak. The 

beadwork and further decorations 

are in traditional style. The two 

tiger bells are new with the tiger 

head motif in the style seen in 

the Eikia Pet Products range of 

tiger bells (case 129, also see 

ill.19 below). 

Case
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15. A baby carrier from the Kenyah Dayak Ba’, 

East Kalimantan.

16. Two newly made tiger bells on the baby 

carrier in ill. 10.

17. Baby carrier from the Bahau Dayak, 

East Kalimantan

18. Tiger bells as offered on the Eiki Pet Products 

website. Compare the bell in the middle with the 

bells on ill. 11.
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Case

211

Photographs:

15. Courtesy: Bonham Auction House

16, 17: Courtesy: Catawicki web-auctions

18. Courtesy: Jungle Arts and Tropical Plants

19. Courtesy: Eiki Pet Products
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The third example is a baby 

carrier from the Bahau Dayak, 

also in East Kalimantan. The 

carrier was offered by webshop 

Jungle Art and Tropical Plants. All 

three tiger bells are newly made. 

No further information. Even so, 

these baby carriers are a fine 

illustration of the continuing 

history of the tiger bells.



A shaman’s ‘first aid kit’
In March 2021, this group of objects 

was on offer on the Catawiki internet 

auction website. It consists of a 

wickerwork basket containing four 

hollow anklets and a bundle of four 

bells. The provenance is unknown but 

it seems likely that this set was used 

by one of the Dayak tribes on Borneo, 

possibly the Bidayu or the Iban, from 

Sarawak (the Malaysian part of 

Borneo). 

The anklets and bells are made of 

bronze. Three of the bells are tiger 

bells of the classic type A. The wear 

marks on one of the bells show that it 

is of considerable age. The fourth bell 

is an ordinary jingle bell without any 

decoration. 

The function of the ensemble (basket, 

anklets and bells) was not mentioned 

on the site, but it is probably not an 

accidental combination. The anklets 

and bells are rattles used by a local 

shaman (belian, often a woman) 

during rituals to cure the sick. 

During a ritual dance by the belian the 

sound of the anklets and the bells 

chased away evil spirits and healing 

spirits were summoned. Seen in this 

way, the combination of objects can 

best be compared to a first aid box 

that the shaman could easily have on 

hand in case of an emergency.

Case

212
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22

20. The opened basket, one anklet is 

removed from the basket.

21, The content of the basket: four 

jinglebells and four anklets.

22. A detail of the four bells; three 

are tiger bells and one is a common 

jingle bell without decoration.

Photographs: courtesy 

Catawiki auctions website

11





More tiger bells…

Few authors distinguished tiger bells from other jingle bells,  such as 

W. Kaudern (case 32), S. V. Ivanov (case 127), W. Sieroszewski (see 

page 17) and others. Also, in the catalogue of the Musée Quai Branly 

these bells are described separately as Grelot, tête de tigre (page 

17). More often, if a researcher had to describe an object adorned 

with tiger bells, either as a decoration or with a ritual function, the 

particular design was not given any attention. All bells were 

described as sleigh bells, jingle bells or ball bells.

Case

213

23

24

25

26

Case

214 Finding tiger bells in literature therefore means a 

lot of searching and leafing. In the book Tiger 

Bells in Eurasia there are lots of examples and 

we will add three more. 

The first example is found in the book Die Mongolen. 

It is the headgear of a female shaman of the Chalcha of 

Cecenchan. The area in the red-bordered box is enlarged 

(ill. 24, right side of photo 23). The object is in the National 

museum in Ulan Batur. We see at least fivex tiger bells. 

The second example is from the book Crossroads Alaska. We 

see a ritual belt with at least seven tiger bells attached to it 

(circled in red). The width is 30 cm. The ethnic group is the 

Udegei, an ethnic group in South-East Siberia, near the Amur 

river. The object is in the Vladivostok Maritime Museum.
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The third example is again from the book Die 

Mongolen. We see a shaman costume of the 

ethnic group the Buryat. There are only a few 

tiger bells attached to the costume. No further 

information.

27

28

29

Photo 23, 24: Die Mongolen

Photo 25, 26: Crossroads Alaska

Photo 27-29: Die Mongolen

14
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A riddle solved…

This paragraph is a follow-up to case 31: an 

unknown object consisting of four balls, each 

one wrapped in textile and covered with strands 

of beads (ill. 30).  Tiger bells are attached to the 

lower two balls, one to each. From the 

photograph it was not possible to determine 

what the function of these balls could be, until I 

recently came across a photo of a mandau, a 

weapon used by the Dayak (ill. 31).  The photo 

shows a complete set for girding a mandau. The 

sword is inserted into the scabbard. The 

scabbard with the mandau is suspended from a 

belt with a richly beaded holster. The holster is 

fastened around the waist. Two more strings are 

attached to the holster, from which hang the 

four balls with the tiger bells attached (ill. 32). 

30

31

32 Photo 30 - 32: Google Photo
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Another tiger bell may be  attached to the 

holster (pic. 33). The riddle of where the four 

balls are attached seems to be solved now. 

However, the question of why the four balls 

are attached to the holster has not yet been 

answered....

33

Photo 33  courtesy Gilles Peret, 

from ‘Hornbill and Dragon’
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A cow bell from Tibet?

October 1 2021. While completing the 

purchase of the rattle (case 207), I 

received an e-mail from Don Hergert. He 

wrote "I just got this bell with two 

tigerbells. The gentleman said it was 

Tibetan. What do you think?”  Three photos 

were enclosed with the mail. It is a wooden 

bell with two tiger bells as clappers. One of 

the tiger bells is in a reasonable condition, 

the second one shows traces of wear and 

oxidation and is less well preserved. I saw 

the combination of a wooden bell with 

jingle bells as clappers before, in an 

antique shop in Singapore and decided to 

buy it. The wooden bell has four jingle 

bells as clappers, one of which is a tiger 

bell in poor but recognisable condition. 

Although the shape differs, it is clearly a 

similar object. My reaction to Don:

"In 1989, I bought a wooden bell like yours 

from a curio shop in Singapore (case 97). 

According to the dealer, it was a yak bell, 

from Burma. Four jingle bells are attached 

inside the bell; one of the bells is a tiger 

bell. The bells including the tiger bell are 

quite worn. The price at that time was 

about Singapore $200.00.

By the looks of it, my yak bell is almost the 

same size as your cow bell. In your cow bell I 

see two tiger bells. One of them seems to be in 

good condition, the other looks more worn. 

Both bells are of the A type. Type A bells are 

not often seen in Tibet and Nepal. There tiger 

bells are mostly of the C type (case 180). The C 

type bells are very common and locally 

produced to this day (case 180). So, I think 

your cow bell is not from Tibet but from one of 

the cultural minorities in the region of 

Northern Thailand - Laos - Burma."

34

35

36

Photo 34 - 36  

courtesy Don Hergert
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These are the updates up to this point. This does not mean that all 

questions about the history of the tiger bells have been answered. On the 

contrary, there are still many questions about the age of the tiger bells, 

their origin and their manufacture. Also: which peoples and tribes used 

these bells and do they still use them? Where did they come from... The 

opening screen of the first version (in 1996) of our website posed the 

question: “Have you seen this bell?” That question is as valid today as it 

was 35 years ago. During all these years, interested people have 

responded and helped to bring the story as far as it is today. But we are 

not there yet. If you see something during a trip, in a museum, or in a 

book, please, tell us. All information is welcome and important!

Fekke de Jager

e-mail: fekkedejager@gmail.com

The opening screen of our first website in1996.


