SHAMANISM
Origins of Shamanism - Korean Pandemonism - The spirits of the home and the family - The spirit of smallpox and the spirit of indigestion - Mutang and hpansu - Monsters and chimeras.
We come now to Korea’s third religion, the most important because the most widely understood and practised, Shamanism. I mentioned it briefly when talking about Confucianism, but the importance of the subject is such as to warrant, as far as is possible, a more extensive treatment.
Shamanism is the primordial form which mankind’s religious feelings have taken from the earliest times. Trying to trace its history is like going back to the infancy of the world, to the origins of peoples, to the darkness of primitive chaos.

Prehistoric man, meditating on his condition, could not fail to notice the superior forces that surrounded him. His amazement when confronted with the first manifestations of the forces of nature would have given way, over time, to curiosity and then terror when his brain had developed sufficiently to allow him to realize his own weakness in the face of those external forces that dominated him. And man, when he started to use his mental faculties, viewed those forces as living creatures, gave life to his invisible enemies, attributed to them the forms of human behaviour, and spoke to the sun and the moon, the wind and the rain, the rivers, and the mountains, as to beings who lived a life which was certainly mysterious but very real, and who would understand him. When finally - it would be too long and well beyond the scope of this chapter to trace its origin now - the feeling of being able to dominate those forces, or in various ways to placate them, entered the human mind, man’s religious feeling appeared in its elementary form. This did not consist, as some claim, in recognizing the existence of these superior forces and in feeling subordinate to them, but in the idea of being able to dominate them and win them over through human actions and practices.

The combination of those beliefs and primitive practices, the shapeless fabric of naturalistic superstitions, of invocations to invisible beings, to the spirits that give life to all things in the universe, is what makes up Shamanism.
In its modern form Korean Shamanism (see Opisanie Korei, Vol.II, pp. 1-23.) is founded on veneration of the Sky, the source, according to Koreans, of all good things on earth: the growth of cereals, the ripening of rice, the avoidance of disease, etc. In the Sky they see the Creator of all things in the external world, San-gè (Shan-ti in Chinese), who rules the Sky. Whatever calamity befalls them - drought, famine, floods, etc. - the Koreans attribute it to the anger of San-gè. To calm his anger, great sacrifices are offered, most of the time on the immediate initiative of the government.
In addition to venerating the Sky, Koreans venerate visible nature, and they believe that the air, the land and the sea are populated by spirits or demons. These live in the shade of every tree and at the bottom of every ditch, on the top of every mountain, in the depths of the valleys, and on the banks of rivers. They are to be found on every roof, under every beam, in the corner of every fireplace; there is no place in a Korean house that is not subject to demons.

They accompany Koreans in everything they do. A Korean’s good luck or his misfortune depend on them. There are reasons to believe that in ancient times, in order to placate these demons, human sacrifices took place on the peninsula. However, such practices must be considered to have ceased, perhaps under the influence of Buddhism, many centuries ago.
      To study what might accurately be called Korean pandemonism is very difficult, although highly interesting for the insights it provides into every facet of Korean life. The difficulty stems from the fact that Koreans do not like to talk about it at any length with foreigners. I have said elsewhere how every time I tried to get Mr. Yang to talk about these things, he refused to go into any detail, on the pretext that it was nothing but nonsense. All Koreans with whom one has more than a passing opportunity to talk react in the same way. The only people who might have a chance to get something out of them are the missionaries, who sometimes, after great efforts, receive the confidences of the odd convert. They are almost the only source of reliable information about this curious part of Korean Shamanism.

The innumerable legion of demons who in the Korean imagination                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           populate the world, can be divided into two great hosts. To the first belong spirits whose nature has nothing human about it - they are bitter enemies of mankind, corresponding more or less to our western idea of devils - and the souls of those who died in poverty and pain, troubled souls, restless corpses, who roam the world sowing suffering and ruin in the path of anyone who did not satisfy their needs. Any notion of ​​goodness is lacking in this host of evil spirits, and the only thing poor mortals can do is to keep them neutral, by means of continuous offerings and by scrupulously making sure never to incur their displeasure.

The other host is made up of independent spirits, to whom the concept of goodness is not entirely alien, and the souls of those who led an honest and fortunate life, souls of the virtuous in whom any small infringement arouses anger and contempt. They too must be tamed by continual sacrifices, all the more necessary because they are valuable in procuring protection against the dark arts of the evil ones.

Earlier, when discussing Korea’s religions in general, in the chapter on Confucianism, I listed the main spirits or demons of Korean mythology, mentioning the O-ban-ciang-gun, the lieutenants of the Sky, their dependents, Sin-giang, the spirits of the mountains, San-sin, and the evil spirits, Tog-gabi and Kui-sin, but they are not by any means the only supernatural beings whom Koreans fear all their life. There are many others, first and foremost the spirits that inhabit Korean homes.

Entering a Korean house, one is struck first of all by a paper sack on which various wooden spoons are hung: this is the fetish which represents San-giù, the guardian of the house and roof, the most important of the so-called family spirits. The number of hanging spoons represents the number of years since the house was, as it were, consecrated, and a new spoon is added every year. Further on, a piece of paper nailed to the wall of the fireplace is the abode of the spirit of the kitchen, On-giù. Beyond that, supported by three sticks, is a bundle of straw, the dwelling-place of Ti-giù, the spirit of the place where the house is built. In a corner of one of the best rooms a terracotta jug and a bowl of rice placed on two bulging sacks represent Pa-mul, the spirit of wealth, held in great reverence as the only dispenser of material goods.

On the door of the porter’s hut outside the houses of the wealthiest, you can often see some old pairs of straw sandals, a few coins, and a few pieces of cloth, all put there for Col-ip, the demon servant of the house spirits, who uses them for the many little jobs which the other demons give him to do. Nor, speaking of this category of spirits, must we forget Gio-nan, the Spirit of the Big Dipper, whose altar is located in the courtyard outside the house and who is represented by a straw hut with a pile of rice covered with stones and paper inside.

Then there are the demons who protect the family, not the house.  Prominent among these is Gio-e-sek, the grandfather of San-gin Gio-e-sek, the demon of birth, under whose protection children up to the age of four are placed.
All these spirits require special sacrifices on certain days of the month. For each of them special rituals must be performed, and every good Korean is careful not to shirk his duties to them.

Among the spirits who play a major part in popular superstition, the Spirit of Smallpox and the Spirit of Indigestion should be mentioned. The great popularity enjoyed by these two spirits is clear proof that smallpox and indigestion are among the most common diseases in Korea.

Smallpox in particular really massacres the population. Innumerable children die each year of smallpox, and it is very rare to come across an adult who does not bear the marks of this terrible disease on his face. Now, however, under growing pressure from foreigners, the government has opened a number of vaccination posts in Seoul, and they are continuously flooded with local people, who are beginning to understand that after all the spirits have little to do with the disease or its cure.

According to popular belief the direct cause of this disease is Kue-yek Tai-sin, the terrible Spirit of Smallpox. Once he has taken possession of an individual, the only thing to do is to resort to the services of a sorcerer who is familiar with him and kindly begs him to leave. Most of the time, however, the one who leaves is the sick person, who passes on to a better life. If by chance the person who has caught smallpox recovers, substantial sacrifices are celebrated to thank the spirit.

A very old tradition held that the disease could never attack a member of the reigning family, but this belief was recently dealt a serious blow, when last April the young son of the Emperor and Lady Om caught smallpox.
It is impossible to recapture the emotion that reigned throughout the capital. As soon as the prince’s illness was declared, the door of the palace was hermetically closed and nobody could enter or leave. As a result most of the ministers found themselves prisoners in the Palace and so all the government offices closed too for about a month, leaving all business pending. Very strict orders were issued via the “Official Gazzette” to the entire population, suspending all building work, any work involving the use of a hammer, and transportation in sedans, all of which it was believed could upset the Spirit of Smallpox and cause the patient more pain. It is curious to note that in the treatment of this disease the rules to be followed are addressed to the relatives and neighbors of the sick person, rather than to the sick person himself. Here are some of the main rules to be followed during the first twelve days of the disease: no member of the family must comb their hair, put on new clothes, sweep the house or bring any objects into it; the neighbors must not cut wood, which would leave the patient’s face disfigured by signs of smallpox; planting nails nearby could cause him to go blind; none of the neighbors must roast broad beans, which could also cause blindness; if it is winter, and a drain happens to ice up, care must be taken not to break the ice; no one in the house must sew, which would increase the patient’s suffering; no sacrifice should be celebrated either to the ancestors or to other spirits, since the latter, drawn to the house, would eat the food prepared for the Spirit of Smallpox; rice must be eaten pure without the addition of other cereals, which could blacken the patient's face; no animal must be killed, because the patients’s blood would be harmed; and  finally nothing must be washed inside the house, nor is it prudent to hang paper on the walls, which would also increase the patient’s troubles.

      As soon as he heard of the prince's illness, Dr Wunsch, the Imperial Court’s titular doctor, hastened to the palace to offer his professional services. He was thanked for his kind thought, but was not admitted to the presence of the august patient, who was attended instead by all the most celebrated sorcerers of the peninsula, assembled at short notice. Over thirty thousand dollars are said to have been spent on sacrifices and exorcisms.

On the thirteenth day following the announcement of the prince’s illness, the spirit supposedly departed, the patient was considered to be out of danger, and great celebrations were held. On the day the young prince was declared out of danger, a decree appeared in the Official Gazette of the Empire appointing a committee of very senior officials to accompany the dreaded spirit over the Han River, about four miles from the capital, and present him with the gifts which the Emperor was sending as a thank-offering. A procession was formed on the appointed day and five horses were seen laden with the imperial gifts - rice, silk, crushed copper, crushed nickel, silver and gold. In addition, special celebrations were decreed and for over eight days all the most celebrated surroundings of Seoul echoed to the sounds and songs of the cheerful groups who rushed to enjoy the entertainments offered by their gullible Emperor.
The Spirit of Indigestion, which I mentioned above, belongs to the lowest class of invisible beings: these poor Sa-gheui are the beggars, the pariahs, the outcasts of the Korean spirit world. In the popular mind they are the cruel spirits, the spirits who have committed some bad deeds and have been condemned by the superior spirits to wander the world continuously, always keeping to the middle of the road. When they stray from this middle line, it is to take possession of some unfortunate person who has abused the pleasures of the table, and to make him suffer all the pains of indigestion. The only thing to do in this case is to resort to one of the sorceresses known as the mudang, who, with suitable arguments, will convince the spirit to depart, or to one of the blind sorcerers who are very familiar with the highest spirits. The latter will not pray to anyone, but, after informing one of the Lieutenants of the Sky, will arrange for the Sa-gheui in question to be taken without more ado, put back in the middle of the road and forced to resume his wandering journey.

The prominent role played by indigestion in Korean mythology is a sure sign that the various forms of gastric trouble brought on by over-eating are very frequent amongst the people. Eating a lot is in fact a source of national pride, and bets to see who can eat the most are not uncommon, especially among young people. The voracity displayed in these cases is truly amazing and impossible to imagine unless you have seen it with your own eyes. With these natural dispositions of the Korean stomach, it is not surprising that the favorite pastime of the upper classes is organizing or attending a banquet, for which every event provides an excuse, from the celebration of a wedding to the anniversary of the death of a relative, not to mention the innumerable sacrifices celebrated in honor of the different spirits, which are always accompanied by more or less lavish feasts.

But to return to Shamanism, I have already mentioned several times the mudang and the hpansu and it is time to discuss these characters in more detail, given the major role they play in Korean life. The mudang and the hpansu are the true priests of Korean shamanism, and although they employ opposite methods - the mudang implore while the hpansu command - the purpose of both these classes of sorcerers is to use their own occult force to combat the malevolent actions of the evil spirits and to use their own power to encourage the actions of the benevolent spirits.
The mudang are all women of the lowest class. Although there are very rare instances of upper class girls taking up this profession, the mere fact of practising it means they are considered as belonging on the lowest step of the social ladder. In general they are all married, but this does not in any way prevent them from obtaining substantial material support from their notoriously disorderly way of life. In recent years it has become customary for the daughter of a mudang to accompany her mother in the exercise of her profession, to learn her secrets and become a mudang in her turn, so this profession can almost be called hereditary. However, it is not one which you choose to embrace, but one which you embrace by vocation or by supernatural invitation. The woman who wishes to go down this road prepares the ground some time in advance: first she will tell her parents that she has dreamed of the dragon; then, that other extraordinary signs have appeared to her; and finally she announces to everyone that the spirit has taken possession of her and she has been called to become a mudang.

The functions that these witches perform are manifold and the cases for which their services are requested are usually divided into ten classes. Each of the different functions celebrated in each individual case receives a special name, but generically they are called kut. So we have the kut to heal the sick, to conjure up the souls of the dead, to chase the spirits out of a house, etc. In all these ceremonies the mudang appears dressed in red with a tambourine in her hand, which she plays while practising her exorcisms. She dances, cries, writhes, until she falls exhausted to the ground and the spirits then speak through her mouth, or she herself speaks to the spirits to explain her client's wishes. 
Following some misfortune, sickness or for any other reason, it sometimes happens that the good spirits of a house go away, and in this case too Koreans call in a mudang to bring them back to the house. Naturally, she never fails to find the fugitive spirits hiding somewhere in the neighborhood and, waving a large oak branch, triumphantly brings them back to their proper place.

The hpansu perform functions very similar to those of the mudang, but they use substantially different methods. Only the blind may belong to this corporation, which boasts very ancient origins and exerts a huge influence over every branch of Korean life, and especially on government affairs, given the great influence that some of them exert on the mind of the credulous Emperor.

The main ceremonies they perform are predicting the future and cursing demons. There is no important act in life on which the hpansu are not consulted. Their methods of prediction are very numerous and extremely complicated, so it is rare that a hpansu knows more than a couple of them, which he will use, to the exclusion of all the others, on every occasion. The methods most frequently used include one called the box, san-tong, the most common, one using coins, ton-gium, and one which uses Chinese ideograms, ciak-cium. This last, the noblest method, is performed with the aid of a special book and it is not only the hpansu who use it, it is also in vogue among educated Koreans. According to a very interesting anonymous article published last year by the Korea Review, there are thirty-four different cases for which Koreans habitually resort to hpansu. Some of these are very curious, such as, for example, to find out whether or not to cut down a given tree, because of the spirits that might inhabit it; where and in what direction one should look for a new home; which day would be propitious for celebrating a wedding, so that maximum happiness will ensue; whether a pregnant woman should remain in her own house before giving birth, or whether it would be better -  to placate the spirits, as always - to give birth elsewhere; to know where a given person is, when a certain job has to be started, what the future holds for one’s own child, and so on.

Naturally, both the hpansu and the mudang, together with various other less important practitioners like fortune tellers, sorcerers, geomancers and enchanters, charge more or less heavily for their services, and Koreans spend considerable amounts on them every year – somewhere between eight and ten million annually is a fairly accurate estimate. For a poor country like Korea, this voluntary tax on superstition is not insignificant.
And now, to finish these brief notes on Korean Shamanism, a few words on the various fantastic animals which this people’s imagination has created.

First and foremost is the dragon, the fantastic winged monster which figures in all the legends of the ancient peoples of both the East and the West. There are many species of this composite animal, which has the head of a camel, the horns of a deer, the eyes of a rabbit, the neck of a snake, the belly of a frog, the scales of a carp and the legs of a tiger. Some inhabit the sky, others dwell in the bowels of the earth, and four of the most important live in the depths of the sea. They come in all colors, but the yellow dragon enjoys the greatest renown and is used, both in Korea and in China, as a symbol of imperial power. There is nothing in the world that is impossible for one of these supernatural beings, and all the phenomena of nature, all the terrestrial and celestial cataclysms are merely the result of the wars that the dragons wage amongst themselves and against their enemies who                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      try to lay hands on the treasures of the sky, the earth or the sea.

Next comes the tiger, the terrible Korean tiger, the symbol of strength. Properly speaking, it should not be classed as a fantastic creature, because its existence is only too real in Korea, where it kills thousands of poor mountain dwellers in the provinces every year. But the Koreans, not content perhaps with the tiger’s bad natural attributes, love to add others, making the tiger altogether worthy to figure among the chimeras that populate their imagination: it can therefore fly, and it is often depicted with wings by Korean artists; it breathes fire from its mouth, it can transform in any way, it can pass through flames unharmed, and much else besides. But alongside its many special aptitudes, the tiger fortunately has one great virtue -  it keeps bad spirits away. This is why there is almost always a painting of a huge tiger’s face, with very fierce eyes, on the inside of the doors of Korean houses – it is there to prevent those terrible enemies from entering.

After the tiger comes the kirin, another composite animal that embodies the five elements, fire, water, wood, metals and earth, and has the body of a deer, the legs of a horse, the scales of a fish and the tail of a bull. On its forehead is a single flexible horn, and it is said to be the most perfect animal in all creation.  It has the kindest feelings for mankind, being well disposed to the human race,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            and only appears to truly superior men who scrupulously follow the path of justice and wisdom. The kirin is consequently the symbol of peace, honesty and loyalty.

Longevity, patience, strength and righteousness are symbolized by the tortoise, the tortoise that has existed for more than 10,000 years and first came out of the River Nak, bearing the "Great Law", which Ki-già interpreted, on its back, together with the eight diagrams of Eastern philosophy. It conceives through thought and has the power to transmute in successive existences. Like the dragon, the turtle is one of the favorite motifs in architectural decoration in Korea as well as in the other countries of the Far East.
The Korean phoenix, fung-uang, is no less endowed with the most marvellous qualities than the Arab phoenix. When a good ruler is born, the phoenix appears to his subjects, and in Korea it symbolizes order, good governance, friendship and marital fidelity. Its feathers are like those of the golden pheasant, its tail like that of a peacock and its song is held to be the most perfect of all.

These are the main supernatural monsters, but Korea has many others, which it would take a very long time to list in their entirety: great snakes that live in the sea, sirens and tritons, and tigers, and sea lions, and poisonous birds, whose shadow alone has the power to kill men. Every Korean lives his entire life in fear of these invisible enemies that nobody has ever seen, but whose existence no one doubts.

Because of its ancestor worship, China was defined by someone as "a land of living people ruled by the dead”. With even more justification, Korea could be called a land of living people terrorized by a world of spirits, demons and monsters.
