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Objective: Mythologies are in a way narrating the manifestations of the sacred in
the mundane world. The sacred place is one of these notions. One of the places in
this world that has been connected with the sacred in different traditions and
religions is the sacred mountain. Due to its height, uncontrollability, strangeness, its
proximity to the sky, and its stability, the mountain has been associated with many
religious and mythological depictions. The sacred mountain mainly contains
cosmological dimensions and is connected with divinity, creation, life and death,
inspiration and revelation and the afterlife. The prevalence of this theme in religious
and mythical beliefs in different cultures and its symbolic complexities, necessitate
detailed research around this concept. In this research, in particular, we have dealt
with aspects of different depictions of the sacred mountain that are related to death,
the world of the dead, and heaven and hell. The research method is descriptive-
analytical with a comparative and phenomenological approach. In this research, 1-
by citing some important related cases, we have shown that the belief in the sacred
mountain and drawing thanatological and eschatological dimensions for it, has been
existed in almost most religious cultures and mythological themes of different
nations and even in flat lands without high mountains, 2- by Reviewing
Comparatively and phenomenologically, it shows that the features of the mountain,
such as height, strength, constancy, hiddenness and incomprehensibility, as well as
the natural holes and caves in it, provided the necessary ground for mythologists to
symbolize concepts such as the place of gods, death, the world of spirits, heaven and
hell in the image of the mountain and in this way, bring unknown things such as
death and the afterlife into the realm of knowable things and reduce their strangeness
and.
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Introduction

Mountains, as the highest points on Earth, have always captivated human attention. Their grandeur, mystery,
and majesty evoke feelings of fear, awe, and even a sense of sacredness. These multifaceted emotions have
laid the foundation for the formation of religious and mythological beliefs about mountains (Bernbaum,
2022, pp. 1-3). Consequently, mountains have been envisioned as sites of divine revelation, mystical
experiences, or the invocation of celestial or demonic magical forces (Evans-Wentz, 1981, p. 39). Due to
their solidity, mountains have also been regarded as the pillars supporting the Earth or as the Axis Mundi
(the cosmic axis). In some traditions, they are considered the first points to emerge from the primordial
chaos, or as the "navel of the Earth," serving as the origin of creation (Eliade, 1961, pp. 42-43; Eck, 2005,
Vol. 9, pp. 6212-6213). However, what is divine, primordial, axial, and life-giving can also manifest as the
locus of endings, death, and the abode of the deceased. In this context, mountains assume significant
eschatological roles, with some beliefs positing that paradise, the land of bliss, or hell is located within
mountains, or at least that mountains serve as the primary passage to these realms (MacCulloch, 1930, pp.
864-865). This study focuses on the eschatological dimension of religious and mythological symbolism
associated with sacred mountains. We aim to present examples of mountains linked to death, the abode of
the dead, or paradise and hell, and to analyze their symbolic significance.

Research Methodology

The research methodology employed in this study is primarily descriptive-analytical. By referencing
religious and mythological sources from various cultures, we describe significant examples of mountains
with eschatological connotations, along with their mythological attributes. Subsequently, we conduct a
symbolic analysis of these mountains. In our analytical approach, we adopt a phenomenological perspective,
striving to reconstruct the symbolic dimensions of the sacred mountain archetype in the minds of myth-
makers and believers, while highlighting their shared characteristics.

Discussion

The concept of the sacred mountain is not confined to a specific tribe or ethnic group; traces of it can be
found across various cultures and geographical regions. In Eastern cultures (India, China, Japan), the notion
of the sacred mountain holds a particularly significant place and is reflected in the architecture of temples
and places of worship in Eastern religions. Among these, Mount Meru (or Sumeru), which is revered in
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, is regarded as the center of both the material and spiritual worlds, as
well as the axis of the Earth (Beer, 2003, pp. 83-84; Zimmer, 1972, p. 80). Mount Meru is described as
having multiple levels or tiers, some of which are situated beneath the Earth. Given that many cultures
associate the underworld with the realm of the dead, these subterranean layers are linked to the world of the
deceased and hell (Bansal, 2005). On the other hand, according to mythological teachings, Svarga, or the
celestial paradise, is located at the summit of Mount Meru. The spirits of virtuous individuals who have
properly performed sacrificial rituals during their lifetimes reside there after death, enjoying countless
pleasures in the company of the gods, before eventually returning to earthly life (Dowson, 1998, pp. 216 &
226).

In Chinese culture, particularly within the Taoist tradition, sacred mountains play a significant role. During
the Eastern Han period in China, Mount Tai was regarded as the final destination of the deceased. This site
was governed by the Lord of Mount Tai, who presided over the dead, and burial texts explicitly state that
Mount Tai had become a valley of spirits and ghosts. Another highly significant sacred mountain in Chinese
mythology is Mount Kunlun. Its paradisiacal aspect has also been emphasized. It is described as lush and
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abundant, housing both the Tree and the River of Immortality. It is believed that consuming the fruit or
water from this mountain grants immortality. Mount Kunlun has also been considered the dwelling place of
spirits (Yang, 2005, pp. 160-163; Roberts, 2009, p. 69).

In Mesopotamia, where the geography is relatively flat and mountains are distant, the sacred mountain
manifests differently, primarily in the form of the ziggurat. These structures, often used for worshipping
deities, feature a pyramidal shape that evokes the image of a mountain. The deities associated with these
sacred spaces were often connected to the realm of the dead. Tammuz (or Dumuzi) is a prominent example
of such a deity (Frankfort, 1959, pp. 54-55). In Iranian culture too, in addition to the ziggurats within its
geography that symbolically represent sacred mountains, Zoroastrian texts and myths allude to both the
cosmic dimensions of mountains and their connection to the underworld, attributing to them a thanatological
significance. The Chinvat Bridge, which serves as the passage connecting this world to the realm of the
dead and must be crossed by all deceased individuals to reach their afterlife (Yasna 46:10-11 and 51:13), is
described in the Bundahishn and Denkard as being located atop one of the peaks of the cosmic Mount
Alborz, known as Daitya. One end of the bridge leads southward to paradise, while the other end points
northward, beneath which lies hell (Bundahishn, 15). Numerous examples of such mountains can also be
found in the myths of Native Americans, Abrahamic Semitic cultures, and the indigenous peoples of Africa
and Australia.

What evokes awe and a sense of mystery in humans when encountering mountains is their towering peaks
and their natural separation from the surrounding geography. Additionally, the stability, solidity, and
enduring nature of mountains are associated with divinity and power on one hand, and on the other, they
evoke concepts of eternity, immortality, and imperishability. Nearly all the cultures mentioned, where the
concept of the sacred mountain carries thanatological and eschatological significance, perceive death as a
transition to another level of existence, linking the deceased to their origins. Ancestors hold great importance
in this context, as they are regarded as the source of tribes and nations. Death is seen as an ascent toward
the transcendent, a reunion with the world of ancestors, or a passage to the realm of justice and judgment.
The sacred mountain, by virtue of its association with sanctity, power, and eternity, and its inherent sense
of otherness, serves as an effective medium to somewhat demystify the strangeness of death and the realm
of the dead, transforming it into a sanctuary and refuge for the departed.

Conclusion

One of the recurring themes associated with the concept of the sacred mountain is death, the realm of spirits
and the deceased, as well as paradise and hell. The natural characteristics of mountains—such as their height,
solidity, otherness, mystery, untamable nature, chasms and caves, and their enduring stability—provide the
necessary foundation for them to embody human concepts such as power, divinity, spiritual journey, esoteric
knowledge, death, the realm of spirits, paradise and hell, and the protection of the Earth and the cosmos.
When these characteristics are considered together, they envelop the mountain in an aura of religious and
mythological meanings and associations, endowing it with sacredness. Consequently, rituals associated with
the mountain find space to emerge and flourish. Additionally, it is noteworthy that in many cases, the same
mountain linked to death and the realm of the dead is also regarded as the source of life and the origin of
creation, simultaneously manifesting both functions.
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