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bearing spirit images rendered in watercolor, he also participated in the ritual itself. Other ritual
items for this rite have been crafted by the fishermen who are members of the group, as well as
the shamans themselves. Provenance can also reflect the circumstances of the use of the
materials.

Other Collectable
Material

In addition to
taenghwa, other
tangible objects
that may interest
the collector include
shaman fans
(bearing icons as
well) and ritual

garments,

especially those

which are

decorated by
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Shamans  change Close up of an altar set up for a private gut.
costumes

frequently to represent the spirit that is being invoked and will wear tunics, skirts, and hats, and
have other ornaments that replicate the image on the taenghwa. Costumes are usually not
accessible unless one receives it from a shaman. In addition, shamans use a variety of objects
made of brass, including a “tree” of hand bells, swords and knives, and mirror disks, the latter
bearing images of llwol Songsin, sun and moon spirits, and Chilseong. Statuary depicting
Sansin and other popular spirits are created but seem more mass produced than hand-made.

Going to Korea?

Koreans for the most
part do not know if
there are any
shamans doing ritual
in their neighborhood
and are not likely to
be very comfortable
being asked. Thus,
finding shaman
materials even to
look at is a bit
difficult, but two
places in downtown
Seoul have good
collections: The
National Folk
Museum of Korea

A narrative scene during the Mansu DaeTakGut: “Villagers” offer obeisance to

the spirits that arrived to help them.



(www.nfm.go.kr:8080/english/main.jsp) and the nearby private Gahoe Museum, the latter
specializing in shaman and folk arts (www.gahoemuseum.org/000_english/index.html).

There are stores in Seoul that sell shaman paraphernalia, such as fans, bells, some costumes,
swords, statuary and musical instruments, as well as candles, incense, offering trays and bowils.
From the quality of the items sold, it would seem that they are frequented more by some folk
dance ensembles than the shamans themselves, but it does enable small-scale shamans to
have access to necessities. (Shamanism is at the core of many of Korea’'s drama and dance
traditions.)

To truly understand the value of Korean shaman ritual materials, it is important to witness a gut.
It is virtually impossible to do that outside of Korea due to the aforementioned bias against
shamanism. The tourist in Seoul may come upon rituals in public places, such as Inwang-san
(Inwang Mountain). Seeing red and white flags hanging from a window or hearing the clashing
of cymbals and intense beating of drums in an otherwise quiet neighborhood are signs of private
shaman activity. With the official recognition of some shaman traditions (Korea has many!) as
part of the country’s Intangible Cultural Heritage (thereby keeping UNESCO connections in
good stead), it may be possible to attend a public “performance” at a festival or other formal
cultural gathering. The Korean Tourism Organization will have a list of this information or point
you to a regional office.

The annual Seohean Pungeoje, West Sea Fishing Fleet Ritual off the coast
of Incheon, is a nationally televised event. Tradition is from Hwanghae-do.

Author’s Note: | welcome inquiries about Korean shamanism and may be able to arrange
a tour to Korea to explore traditional lifestyles, including shaman ritual, for interested
parties. For other related articles about Korean shamanism, please contact me
lauren@pacificrimarts.org
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But San-shin icons are not only historical treasures. Visitors to temples will find many newly created and
enshrined paintings and statues of the Mountain-spirit that are often more prominently displayed, tending to be
ever larger and more elaborate than the antiques, incorporating a higher number of symbolic elements that
extend the range of religious associations, such as Buddhist symbols of enlightened authority, or the folk-
Confucian ship-jang-saeng [10 symbols of longevity]. Many are intricate and complex paintings of high artistic
value, offering a great variation in iconographic elements or artistic styles.

Modern San-shin painting at Yongjang-sa Temple on Jindo Island

These newly-painted, modernist, retro-folk artworks are quite expensive, and their proliferation indicates that
San-shin worship is growing in strength and importance within contemporary Korean culture. San-shin icons
are drawing in increasing amounts of donation money from lay believers, and in turn greatly increased
amounts of money are being spent in constructing new ones. They are also being given noticeably higher
stature within temple compounds and in the proliferating independent Shamanic shrines.

San-shin shrines were once typically a small building in the far back of the temple compound, built up on the
mountain-slope surrounded by forest, and in a traditionally designed temple they can sometimes be a little
difficult to find. These days, more and more temples are reconstructing or newly-constructing Sam-shin-gak
[Three Spirits Shrine] or Samseong-gak [Three Sages Shrine] buildings within the main Buddhist worship area.
The Samseong-gak enshrine two other major folk-spirits besides the San-shin, usually the Chil-seong [Seven
Stars of the Big Dipper] and the Deok-seong [Lonely Saint], or perhaps the Yong-wang [Dragon-King of the
Waters], with the San-shin in the center of the triple-altar display, conferring a higher status to San-shin.



Across South Korea, public San-shin ceremonies with the explicit themes of national identity, protection, and
re-unification have been held with steadily increasing frequency and prominence over the past decade. This
sort of open government approval of and support for San-shin worship is truly revolutionary in modern Korea,
where officialdom is typically dominated by Protestant Christians opposed to public expression of indigenous
culture.

San-shin paintings have also been found to be highly attractive to foreign visitors, who can easily understand
their general import of humanistic pantheism. They have thus begun to serve as one of the cultural bridges that
the Korean government is now building out towards the rest of the world. San-shin has found yet another role
as a unique symbol of Korea and promotional factor for its tourism.

This is happening together with an increasing public “coming out” of Korean Shamanism and official/legal
tolerance of and even respect for it. These manifest changes suggest that a new ‘religion’ may be evolving in
South Korea, based on ancient traditions but far more explicit and organized than ever before. It is highly
nationalistic in character, based on ancient deities central to Korea's national identity, borrowing from the altar
forms that developed in Buddhist temples but now beginning to express its own independent identity. It has so
far developed on relatively remote slopes of the holiest mountains, but might begin to move into the cities.
How popular it will become or what forms that it assumes cannot really be predicted.

Urbanized Korea may seem relentlessly hyper-modern, but its ancient traditions of mountain worship and
respect for the Mountain-spirits are far from dying out. Anyone who travels around the country and hikes up on
the trails will find plenty of both old and newly evolving signs of it. My research on it continues, with no
prospects of exhaustion.

For more information and photos on this subject, refer to Professor Mason’s book, Spirit of the Mountains
(Hollym, 1999), or go to http://www.san-shin.org.
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