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We were able to find that the specific element of shamanism is not the embodiment of
"spirits" by the shaman, but the ecstasy induced by his ascent to the sky or descent to the
underworld; incarnating spirits and being "possessed" by spirits are univirsally disseminated
phenomena, but they do not necessarily belong to shamanism in the strict sense.(8)
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It is possible that "possession" is an extremely archaic religious phenomenon. But its
structure is different from the ecstatic experience characteristic of shamanism in the strict
sense. And indeed, we can see how "possession" could develop from an ecstatic experience;
while the shaman's soul ( or "principal soul" ) was traveling in the upper or lower worlds,
"spirits" could take possession of his body. But it is difficult to imagine the opposite
process, for, once the spirits have taken "possession" of the shaman, his personal ecstasy -
that is, his ascent to the sky or descent to the underworld -is halted. It is the "spirits" that,
by their "possession", bring on and crystallize the religious experience. In addition, there is a
cirtain "facility" about "possession” that contrasts with the dangerous and dramatic shamanic
initiation and discipline.(9)
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It is indubitable that the celestial ascent of the shaman ( or the medicine man, the
magician, etc. ) is a survival, profoundly modified and sometimes degenerated, of this
archaic religious ideology centered on faith in a -celestial Supreme Being and belief in
concrete communications between heaven and earth.(10)
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That magical flight and fantastic journeys through the universe were, for the Chinese, only
plastic formulas to describe the experience of ecstasy is shown by the following document,
among others. The Kuo yu relates that King Chao ( 515- 488 B.C. ) one day said to his
minister: "The writings of the Ehgn dynasty state that Chung-li was actually sent as an envoy
to the inaccessible parts of heaven and earth; how was such a thing possible? ... Tell me
whether there be any possibility for people to ascend to Heaven?" The minister explained that
the true meaning of this tradition was spiritual; those who were upright and could concentrate
were able to rise to higier spheres and descend into the lower, and distinguish there the things
which it would be proper to do ... Being in this condition, intelligent shen descended into

them; if a shen thus settled in a male person, this was called a hih, and if it settled in one of



the other sex, this was called a wu. As functionaries, they regulated the places for the seats of

the gods ( at sacrifices ) , the order of their tablets, as also their sacrificial victims and

implements, and the ceremonial attires to be worn in connection with the season.”

This seems to indicate that ecstacy —which induced the experiences that were expressed as
"magical flight", "ascend to heaven", "mystical journey", and so on — was the cause of the
incarnation of the shen and mnot its result; it was because a man was already able to "rise to
higher spheres and descend into the lower" ( that is, ascend to heaven and descend to hell )
that "intelligent shen descend into" him.(14)
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Anciently, humans and spirits did not intermingle. At that time there were certain persons
who were so perspicacious, single~ minded, and reverential that their understanding enabled
them to make meaningful collation of what lies above and below, and their insight to
illumine what is distant and profound. Therefore the spirits would descend into them. The
possessors of such powers were, if men, called xi Bl ( shamans ), and, if women, wiu A&

( shamanesses ).(17)
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The shaman, according to this text, is a person upon whom a Bright Spirit has descended,
attracted to him because he is particulary vigorous and lively, staunch in adherence to
principle, reverent and just; so wise that in all matters high and low he always takes the
right side, so saintly ( sheng ) that he spreads around him a radiance that reaches far and
wide...(18)
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Curiously enough, the Chinese secular poet's most fruitful borrowing from the shaman, the
spirit journey or 'flight, is something we hear little about in accounts, whther ancient or
modern, of Chinese shamans, though it is often the first thing we are told about shamans in
other parts of the world.
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The fairy men or Perfecti of Zhuang Zi and the fang-shi or wizards who flew through the
air, scouring the universe in search of an emperor's lost favourite, were, we may be sure,
performing what, in an earlier age, had been part of the stock- in-trade of the wu. A later
age, unable to see any connection between the illiterate witch— doctors who ministered to the
needs of credulous villagers and the majestic beings who in days gone by had charioted
across the firmament attended by troops of subservient gods and spirits, attributed the
exercise of such supernatural potency to legendary kings or mythological heroes.
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Rain- making may have been the original purpose of the Chinese shaman's 'flight'. In
order to manipulate natural forces like wind and rain, it would have been necessary to win
mastery over the nature gods who controlled them. The majestic aerial progress through the
heavens with gods and spirits in attendance as described in Li sao and other poems may
have been the way in which this mastery was obtained.
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In Li sao the spirit journey is an allegory and the idea of rain-making must in any case
have been far from the poet's mind; nevertheless, lingering traces of a rain-making ritual are
unintentionally preserved in it. The poet's cortége includes clouds, rainbows and the gods of
rain, wind and thunder, all of which a rain- making shaman would need to have at his
command, and his chariot is drawn by flying dragons, which in Chinese tradition have
always been associated with clouds and rain.
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