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The Nine Tests of Mongolian Shamanism
—— A Case Study from the Khorchin Region ——

Abstract : With the revival of shamanism in the Horchin region of Mongolia, the shaman
initiation rite, or the ritual for becoming a “Boo”—a collective term used in this part of the world
for shamans - is also making a comeback. The initiation rite is called yisun dabaa dabah, or the
passing of the nine tests, and the view is held that one cannot become a true shaman or acquire
the ability to heal serious illnesses (strong evil spirits) without undergoing these trials. As such,
the completion of yisun dabaa is considered a requisite measure of a fully qualified boo in
Khorchin society.

According to one boo, the initiation rituals are not practiced very often today, largely because
the population of boos with strong spiritual power has declined as a result of long-term political
repression against shamanism, and the rituals, now regarded as superstition, have been legally
constrained.

After 2012, however, an experienced boo began to conduct yisun dabaa dabah at home. I had
an opportunity to participate in a ceremony held on July 7, 2019 (in the old calendar) in the
town of Darkhan in Horchin.

The ritual of yisun dabaa dabah, last conducted in the 1930s, was revived after some 90 years.
Over time the procedure has become simplified, and the needles and sword blades used in the
ceremony are not as sharp as they once were. Nevertheless, the central elements of yisun dabaa
remain the same - flame, heat, and blades.

The ceremony begins with ascetic exercises using sword blades. This portion of the ritual
represents the ability to control the blades as well as the psychic power of healing. Next, the boo
candidate manipulates and controls a flame to gain and accumulate within himself the mystical
internal heat, and to transform into an internal shamanic power the raging destructive force
that is the original nature of fire. A body that can withstand fire is imperative for shamans, as
they are defined as people who can turn the nature of fire into shamanic power. The fact that
the ritual of yisun dabaa dabah has more tests involving fire than any other kind is a clear
indication that boos are the masters of fire. In the final portion of the initiation rite, the
candidate climbs to the top of a blade ladder. This exercise symbolizes that the initiate, formerly
an ordinary mortal, has been reborn as a boo possessed with the power of a guardian spirit and
has joined the world of spirits.

The revival of the initiation rite will be a major impetus to preserve the shamanic culture and
its traditions. It will also promote greater awareness about protecting the culture and traditions
of the Horchin Mongolians. As boos gain a respectable position in society, shamanism will
flourish and in turn facilitate the development of its successors.

The purpose of this paper is to provide an outline of the yisun dabaa dabah ritual and shed a
light on the role and meaning of its elements. I believe this is the most important step in
examining the social functions of boos, a task I intend to undertake in my dissertation. For this
purpose, based on literature research and fieldwork, I have analyzed the initiation rite in which

I personally participated.
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