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Underworld in Horchin shamanism in Inner Mongolia

Sarangowa

Summary:

This paper introduces and analyses the world after death for Horchin shamans in Inner Mongolia.
First of all, it discusses about the treatment of the dead body of a shaman. There were two types of
shamans’ burials in the past. One of them was anopen burial or awild burial. It is called surleh in
Mogolian. The actual procedure was, the body of the dying shaman was dismembered by someone
with a knife just before the last breath, or did the same to the dead body in case of not being able to
do before his/her death. Then, the body parts of the shaman were hung on to a so-called shaman
tree.

A shaman tree was a tree on which the body parts of a dead shaman were hung.It was regarded as a
sacred tree by shamans and the people. This kind of burial disappeared after the 1950-1960s.
However, the remains of shaman trees are still seen in Horchin area today. The main purpose of this
special burial was to bring the passed away shamans to resurrection. That is to say, the
dismembering of the body let the soul of the shaman leave the body for the shamans’ underworld. In
the shamans’ underworld, the soul of a deceased shaman continues to practice Shamanism, select its
successor and become the guardian of the new shaman. The other type of shamanic burial is
inhumation. The body of a dead shaman is placed in a wooden coffin and buried.

Then, where is the shamans’ underworld? According to Horchin shamans, the shamans’ underworld
is on a luxuriant giant tree growing on a snow-capped mountain. Then, where is the snow-capped
mountain? Horchin shamans have different views on it. Some say that the snow-capped mountain
refers to the Changbai Mountain in Jilin Province, located at the northeast of Horchin. Changbai
Mountain is a holy mountain for Manchus ,it is also the place where the shamans’ underworld is.
Other shamans say that it is located in the northwest direction of Mongolia. Although the shamans
have different ideas, the belief that the shamans’ underworld is on the giant tree embodies the
Mongolian tree worship and the belief in life after death. For shamans, a tree is a holy place of

revival, and also a symbol of immortality.



