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Evidence for Shamanism in

the Yangshao Culture of Neolithic China
K.C. Chang

Yangshao Culture, the best known neolithic culture in China, was
distributed in the middle Yellow River valley during the two mellennia from
5000 to 3000 B.C. The culture of millet-farmers living in self-contained and
largely egalitarian villages, Yangshao is above all characterized by a red
pottery with black or brown designs. According to significant variations in its
ceramic vessels, Yangshao Culture is divisible into a number of regional
phases such as those of northern Henan, eastern Shaanxi and western Henan,
and Gansu and Qinghai.

In recent years a number of archaeological finds, mostly pertaining to
the art of the Yangshao farmers, came to light that point to clearly
identifiable religious ideas and rituals. Most of the finds are in the Gansu
and Qinghai phases, but a most notable discovery (No. 6, below) was made
in northern Henan. These finds include the following: (1) bowl painted with
dancing figures, found at Shangsunjiazhai, Datong county, Qinghai (fig. 1);
(2) floor painting of a shamanic dancing scene in a mortuary ceremony,
found at Dadiwan, Qin’an county, Gansu (fig. 2); (3) bowl, with a human
figure painted in the X-ray or skeletal style, found in Banshan, Lintao
county, Gansu (fig. 4); (4) jar decorated with human head of clay and
painted body in the shape of a frog, found in Minhe county, Qinghai (fig.

5); (5) jar with a bisexual human figure, found at Liuwan in Qinghai (fig.
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6); (6) burial of a man flanked on the left (west) by a tiger image composed
of molluscan shells and on the right (east) by a dragon image, also composed
of molluscan shells (fig. 8). Near the burial are other images, of dragons,
tigers, deer, and man-riding-on-dragon, again formed of shells.

In this paper, each of the above is discussed, and their shamanistic
characters are assessed. The paper concludes with the assertion that these
finds strongly suggest that in the Yangshao Culture there were shamanic
figures, whose characteristics and activities included the following: (1) The
shamans’ tasks were to effect heaven-earth communication. All known
shamans were males, but some were "bisexual" because of their yin-yang
duties. (2) Specific features of the cosmology behind the Yangshao shamans
(e.g., the conception of heaven as being round and earth as being square)
are identical with the cosmology known from early Chinese texts. (3) In
their ascent and descent, the shamans may enter into a state of trance,
induced possibly by drugs or by mental concentration. (4) They are also
aided by animal assistants, including the dragon, tiger, and deer. (5) There
is a skeletal or X-ray style in Yangshao art; skeletons were possibly the
foundation of rebirth. (6) Elements of rebirth may be included in the
mortuary relics of Yangshao Culture. (7) Shamanic activities included
dancing. Shamanic ornaments and dress included facial tatoos, long braided
hair (or perhaps serpentine headdresses),  and penis sheaths. These

characteristics and activities are consistent with those of modern and

historical shamans.
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