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            Alien Gods

         

         to me, becoming a crazy woman was a fear worse than death.

         Most women in this world live in fear of becoming their mothers, but I was especially afraid. I’d never told anyone this, but my very first memory was that of my mother sitting on the floor, too out of it to recognize me, while someone wearing colorful clothes spun round and round as she sang a weird song. I later learned that this colorful, spinning woman was a mudang shaman performing a “goot” ritual, information conveyed to me by my grandmother with a bonus commentary track of curses layered over it about my mother having brought it upon herself by being so foolishly gullible.

         Naturally, I came to value logic and rationality and constantly examined myself for any signs of craziness. I took pride in my skepticism. Fanatics and passionate believers, of whatever religious stripe, obviously got into that kind of mess because they were weak. Whatever happened when I died or whether there was a god or not—such worries didn’t even cross my mind. Fortunetelling and ESP were just cold reading or sleights of hand. The possession of mudangs by gods? A combination of mental disorders and con jobs. I learned 6there was a whole industry of debunkers in America devoted to exposing these lies, and I wished that Korea had something like that, too. Maybe I could become a debunker myself.

         So I guess it was pretty cynical of me to be attending goot rituals in the name of research toward my degree, but as for all the weird things that happened to me after … well, I found that even cynicism couldn’t protect me in the end.

         But in the garbage dump of what are now my memories, the scene I do recall with the most fondness is one of myself standing dramatically in front of a ruined house as the sun slinks down to the horizon, and there stands an old woman next to me, armed with a fan and bells and disinfectant and a gas torch, the flaps of her hanbok robes fluttering in the wind.

         
             

         

         Largely, three kinds of researchers go around chasing goot rituals: scholars of Korean literature take the lion’s share, then amateur folk tradition enthusiasts, and lastly—there actually aren’t many of the third kind—professional folk tradition specialists. There are fewer academic departments in Korea that have to do with folk arts than you might think, only two in all the country, and one of them recently shut down. Most folk specialists study the folk arts under a specialization with a different name. And that specialization, more often than not, is Korean literature. 7

         If you were to ask what kind of “literature” one studies in mudang traditions, I’d answer that we mostly deal with the recording and analyzing of songs that mudangs recite and the Korean mythologies linked to them. My memories from when I was little made the whole business of the goot seem wretched at first, but once I was a bit older, many of my prejudices fell away. Mudangism was, in the end, almost disappointingly mundane. There was nothing mysterious about it, or suspicious or creepy, either. But the reason scholars continued to transcribe their recordings was very simple. Money. Transcription was a pretty good way of getting your hands on some easy research funding. And for some reason, the mudang songs most people found hard to understand weren’t that difficult for me. Once I’d stepped foot in the work, I kept getting more of it.

         It’s unfortunate how you kind of fall into professions. Graduate school had been my safety net during a period of high unemployment, and I didn’t have any special passion for Korean literature or even academic talent. Nor did I have the resources to start from scratch in a new field. The only route for me was to use whatever comparative advantage I had, and that meant my connection and, dare I say, affinity to mudangism, tenuous as it was. My advisor seemed to think so at least, tactfully suggesting that since I hated critical 8literature so much and didn’t even seem to like books in general but had some experience with mudangism, why not keep on doing that? That slight barb about not liking books aside, there was no clear reason for me to object. Especially when funding was relatively high, considering the state of the humanities, for anything to do with mudang studies.

         But what was I going to write my thesis about? That was a completely different set of problems.

         As I mentioned, our Korean literature department focused on mudang songs. To look through piles of research, record my own tapes, and add my little contribution to what the people who had come before me had done—that would be the path of least resistance, the very path every good grad school guide urges students to take. The only problem was that the songs were so boring.

         But the goot rituals themselves were fun, which made me think I should center my research on them. Live goot rituals were more powerful and moving than what I could have imagined. Even just watching these rituals, armed with my skepticism and not a few snacks, was exhausting. But the mudangs themselves, who had to change their clothes multiple times and keep singing at the tops of their lungs as they danced around, positively radiated life-force. As the apprentice mudangs and musicians and I sat on the floor around 9them, doing the callouts, I could feel their energy transferring into me and the other spectators. Once I got to understanding their language, I often burst out laughing at their witty banter. Goot, at the very least, is an excellent form of performance art.

         Was that what my thesis was going to be about? It seemed too off the mark for a Korean department thesis. Unable to make a decision, I simply hung around the goot rituals and waited for something to strike.

         The mudangs would say all the time that not just anyone could do goot. They took great pride in the songs and dances that they had learned, and sometimes claimed the effort they put into their art was superior to their ability to tell fortunes. Their disgust was evident when they mentioned mudangs who were popular as fortunetellers but didn’t do goot rituals and would pass on the work to them. Then I would carefully ask, were you not great at fortunetelling yourselves, and they’d mumble something about them being better at other things. At which point, I don’t know, the fact that they didn’t seemingly believe in their own clairvoyant powers made me feel like we were in it together.

         Here’s an example. The first mudang that I befriended in my efforts was named Byeonghwa Manshin. She pushed her business card right up to my face and cheerfully said she 10would help me with any questions I may have, and I got to watch a few of her goot with as open a mind as I could manage. The manshin was a middle-aged woman, but very vivacious and disarming.

         I thought by befriending mudangs, I’d get to see the kind of goot rituals that laypeople rarely saw. I hadn’t seen a huge variety of them, just the usual that were commissioned by local municipalities at public events, and maybe a few of the please-bring-good-fortune-to-our-family-type deals. And even those were possible to attend only when the people holding the goot were amenable to my presence. The really meaty goot, the ones I was highly skeptical about but still held a strong fascination for, dealt with possession or ventriloquism or vanquishing diseases and the like. This last one was called the byeonggoot, and who would gladly show you a byeonggoot that was supposed to cure you of a disease in this, the age of modern medicine? Much less allow me to record it for an archive.

         But Byeonghwa Manshin’s easygoing attitude gave me hope. Over drinks one evening, when I carefully broached the subject, she talked about it in her usual boisterous fashion.

         “Oh, the byeonggoot? Sure, if you want to see it, I’ll do it for you. But it’s not anything special. It’s not like those stories 11where they try to beat a demon out of someone and end up killing them. We only help those who are ailing from causes that are not medical, we’re trying to unburden them. If they did something bad to a god, we pray to the god to forgive them, and if they’re possessed, we try to see if we can drive the spirit out. It’s all just support or guiding someone to a better path and making them feel more at ease, nothing that different from other goot. What was that about putting a straw mat over them and hitting them with a flaming stick? Or half-burying the sick person? I think I saw that somewhere. On the TV, perhaps. Or was it photographs? You ever seen such a thing? No? I can’t think of any mudang who would do that kind of thing these days. It’s all just a spectacle the media puts on for ratings.”

         What she was saying made sense, but I was a little let down all the same.

         Byeonghwa Manshin also had some interesting opinions regarding fortunetelling.

         “I’m only telling you this because you’re a friend, but the kind of thing we mudangs do isn’t that different from psychological consultation and that sort of thing. On occasion you do get a real possession by an angry god, but the people who come looking for me are pretty much the same. They’re frustrated and have no one to talk to. So I help them. Throwing 12in a few nonsense words and fooling them and taking their money, that’s not a mudang, that’s a con artist. If we make our money like that, we’d be cursed by the gods ourselves. I’ve seen quite a few sisters get greedy and end up in an accident or some mishap. That’s the thing about money, right? Take only what you need, just a little. The money for the goot I did today was gathered from many people to give strength to that exhausted client, but it doesn’t cover all of my expenses. By helping, we mudangs also engage in the spiritual betterment of ourselves. As you can see, there’s nothing really strange about what we do.”

         She had a point. It was rational and logical, even. But a suspicion reared its ugly head. Was this little world of the mudang really so rational? Wasn’t it weird in itself that she was saying exactly what I thought was reasonable and wanted to hear?

         Gichan, my sunbae two years above me in school, laughed at my concerns.

         “You ever heard of cold reading? That’s what most fortunetellers and so-called psychics do most of the time. Magicians, too. It basically comes down to how quick-thinking and observant they are. Even if they have never seen that person before, they can read their little cues and micro-responses to get an idea of what they’re like. I guess it’s a kind of superpower, 13since it’s not something most people have. Keep that in mind when you deal with these people. Never underestimate them. You’re nothing but a snack to the likes of them.”

         Obviously, I knew what cold reading was. I wanted to tease him back and say, Do you know what hot reading is, but I simply thanked him for his sagacious advice and moved on with the conversation.

         He was right, though. Mudangs were extremely clever. They were clever to begin with, but their difficult life experiences gave them street smarts to boot. Education levels didn’t affect them much. They knew all the nomenclature that researchers used and immediately understood what we wanted and changed their behavior to deliver that. A nerdy academic who knew nothing of the world except book-learning was like putty in their hands.

         Which meant an experienced and skillful mudang would probably be much better than me at picking out a research question that the academic community would find intriguing, as well as at procuring the necessary data. A folk studies professor I met at a goot essentially told me the same thing. That just because I wrote down everything the mudangs said to me, it didn’t mean that research was fake.

         He wasn’t wrong.

         But that was precisely what bothered me. 14

         This might’ve been typical beginner’s arrogance, but I didn’t want to just surrender and walk the same path as everyone else. The more I heard of these approaches, the more I wanted to try something different. I wasn’t expecting anything completely mysterious and fascinating. It was more of a case of wanting to go beyond the fancy presentation that everyone else seemed to be satisfied by, a wish to glimpse what was behind the curtain. The true face of the mudang, the hidden side, that sort of thing. The “real” behind the roleplay.

         But trying to figure out what I would have to do to make that happen was a conundrum. Did I have to go out drinking with them more? There was no way I could outdrink the boisterous mudangs at the cool-down after their goot rituals; it was impossible to imagine that I could keep my mind intact until the end of an evening. But letting myself go and showing them how ridiculous I got when drunk to get on more intimate terms with them was just as difficult as staying neutral whenever they threw in dirty jokes while resting during goot. I was not unaware that among the sweaty mudangs lifting their skirts and repeating some bawdy joke in their loud voices, there were also male assistants present at the goot rituals, which made me careful. Not that I was particularly good at making friends or rolling with the punches to begin with.

         I figured if I went to enough goot rituals, something was 15bound to be useful for my research—but after a month of doing just that, I was beginning to feel anxious. Perhaps I needed to let go of my ambition. There was no reason to spend more time writing my thesis than necessary, but despite this, I clung to the hope that all the money and time I’d spent on my efforts in attending goot rituals and befriending shamans would pay off with impressive results.

         And just as I was getting nervous about the prospects of my research—something happened.

         
             

         

         I’m not sure when exactly it started. Maybe it was at the periphery of my attention for a while. Like when you know you’re forgetting something but can’t quite remember what. Or it’s in some spot in your mind where you can’t see into, but you can feel it. Or you take a photograph and realize there’s something in it that you hadn’t noticed at the time, right there in the corner of the frame. Similarly, it might’ve been there at the corner of my mind, away from my consciousness that was preoccupied with other things.

         But such thoughts occurred only much later.

         One night, I’d been worrying over what to do with my thesis and flipping through useless folk traditions magazines, unable to fall asleep yet again, when I got up and left my room to use the bathroom. 16

         Sa sa sak.

         A sound like fabric being rubbed against itself—or exactly like a giant insect running away from me. I froze in place, and all other thoughts fled my brain with the onset of terror.

         Holding my breath, my eyes darted back and forth across the kitchen floor, but there was not so much as an ant crawling on it. Still, one could never be sure, so I picked up a heavy book and carefully approached the table. No matter how hard I looked, there was nothing there. Certainly nothing that moved. I took two turns around the kitchen before finally sighing with relief as I sat down on a chair—and then screamed.

         On the small secondhand wood table I’d bought for cheap online was a bag of bread I’d eaten two slices from and retied, firmly. Now, a corner of the bag was torn, as was the edge of the slice nearest to the tear.

         I tried my hardest to remember. Had I taken a bite of a third slice and put it back in the bag? But that didn’t explain why the bag was torn. All thoughts of sleep evaporated then, and an itch crept all over my body. Breathing deeply, I slowly extended my shaking hands, grabbed the plastic bag, and threw it upwards.

         Nothing scurried away. The only things that dropped from the ripped bag were the slices. But I couldn’t let my guard 17down. I picked up all the bread, tossed it in the food waste bin, frantically wiped the table and floor of any crumbs, turned on every light in the house, and began to clean. I couldn’t use a vacuum cleaner so late at night in an apartment building, which meant I stuck wipes on a stick and mopped the floor instead. I also put cleaning powder down every drain and poured in hot water. There was insecticide I’d forgotten about in the shoe closet that I sprayed in a few places. Any gap I found, I taped over. Then, even knowing that it wasn’t trash pickup day, I threw out all of my trash and recycling.

         The alley where I took out the garbage in my cheap townhouse apartment block was dark and eerie. A streetlamp I usually thought was very bright seemed dim and sullen that night. I had a strange feeling of being dropped off somewhere unfamiliar. Like in a dream, where you’re in a place that’s your home, but you suddenly think, Wait a minute … this isn’t my home at all.

         I bounded up the seven flights of steps up to my apartment as if I were running away from something, took a hot shower, and finally managed to fall asleep. It was already morning.

         I’d only been down an hour or two when the doorbell yanked me from slumber. Peering through the peephole, I saw a man I’d never met standing outside the door. 18

         “What do you want?”

         “Hey, you were really loud last night. Be a bit more careful, yeah?”

         Thankfully his tone was polite enough, but his expression of irritation made my shrunken heart crawl even more into itself. Well, I did clean the house in the middle of the night—there was no way that would’ve been completely silent.

         “I’m sorry. I really did try not to be too loud. I’ll be more careful.”

         I moved away from the door, feeling horrible about everything. The bright sun in the sky made my behavior from the night before seem even more absurd; it wasn’t as if I’d never encountered an insect before. Why had I made such a fuss?

         Such a strange start to the day. I bet if I meet some mudang today, they’ll immediately go, Did something happen last night? and I’ll fall for whatever trick they follow that with.

         I rubbed my face with my hands and made an effort to smile. They did say that forcing yourself to smile actually made you feel better.

         
             

         

         No matter how bad a mood I was in, I didn’t feel like staying at home. The more frustrated I was with my research, the more I wanted to go out there and try to move things along. That afternoon, buoyed by momentum, I went to a small goot. 19

         It was an ordinary jaesugoot for good fortune, about three or four hours long. This was held by Byeonghwa Manshin, and there wasn’t anything new about it. I tried to shake off the weird thoughts in my head. I went to the bathroom and then ended up at the courtyard with a cigarette dangling from my lips.

         “You’re here again.”

         A man’s voice. I’d almost jumped out of my skin; when I turned around, I saw it was Mr. Hwang.

         “Ah, yes. You’re here, too.”

         Hwang was a photographer in his fifties and unaffiliated with any university—simply an amateur researcher. A face I kept seeing at different goot rituals. Whatever he did for money, he truly was dedicated to documenting the goot in both photographs and video. I’d heard he was going to have an exhibition soon, but according to my sunbaes, he’d been saying that for ages and had gone no further than squirreling away over ten years of material.

         “Young lady, you sure do have dedication. I thought you’d be bored of it by now, but you never miss a goot.”

         Gathering up what meager social skills I possessed, I smiled at him. “It’s all thanks to people like you. I’m learning a lot.”

         Being called “young lady” was nothing at this point. And I 20was, after all, the newest addition to the world of goot watchers. Hwang seemed to think I was completely ignorant and needed teaching, an attitude I could use to my advantage. He really did know a lot and was well-connected, after all. As long as I listened to his rants about scholars who “never took the time to see the rituals in person as they wrote their books and showed their faces on TV,” he was willing to share his contacts and had even offered to share photographs of stuff I hadn’t been able to capture. Not that he had actually given me any of said photographs.

         “You say that now, but once you get what you want, you’re going to forget you ever knew me. Think that’s never happened before? I’m not going to fall for that again, nope, I am not.” (Rants like this one.) “That girl who begged me for help and was all bows and smiles when she didn’t know anything about goot, now what was that women’s college she went to? That Shin or something who’s a professor there was like that in the beginning as well. I treated them well. Introduced their clueless selves to all the important people, got them the best seats at the best goot. All for nothing. Once she became a fancy professor, she went on KBS and said something wrong, so I called her up and said, You’re wrong, if you don’t know what you’re talking about, you shouldn’t say anything—she actually had the gall to say that while she understood I’d 21been on the scene for a long time, there were many things I couldn’t understand from having studied on my own. She never comes out to the rituals anymore and makes her living as a blabbermouth.”

         At appropriate intervals I would interject things like, Oh my, How disappointed you must be, Oh I’m sure they mean well, I would never do such a thing. It was all very exhausting. He’d called me up a few times to introduce me to some interesting goot rituals going on but never crossed a line or tried to be friends, but even my relief from that turned to exhaustion. It made me think that all the scholars he’d helped hadn’t stopped taking his calls simply out of ingratitude, but also something else.

         “Women are all the same …”

         This was my cue to sigh deeply. And before he could launch into another rant, I quickly changed the subject. “Truly! All the mudangs are women. It really isn’t easy making friends with them.”

         “Well, the manshin aren’t ordinary women, are they.”

         I was used to this by now. He always used the honorific of “manshin” whenever referring to the mudangs. It was supposed to be used only for the most revered of the calling, but this was an age where any fool was given the honorific “teacher” or “boss.” Well—a man could be called “boss,” at 22least. A woman could be elevated to “manshin,” but even if she owned her own business, she could only be called “samonim,” the same title as the boss’s wife. The tyranny of gendered honorifics.

         Hwang took a few drags of his cigarette, which somehow restored reason into his speech. “Hey, do you ever feel like seeing the real thing and not these fancy shows they’re always advertising?”

         His words startled me. I’d been having this exact thought. Never having been given any reason whatsoever to think of Hwang as exceptionally observant, I wondered if I should watch myself around him. After all, he was closer to the mudangs than most researchers were, including myself.

         “Why are you so surprised? Anyone who’s spent some time in this field would have the same thought. But they give up. Because those fancy professors and PhDs, all they need is enough material for their thesis, am I right? They get their data, bribe a few mudangs who helped them and get them on TV, everybody wins.”

         I’d gotten my hopes up for nothing; it was his same rant all over again. My sunbaes, my advisor, now even amateur researchers, the cynicism never let up. I felt the life drain out of me. Sure, I understood that just because mudangs showed us what we wanted to see and said what we wanted to hear, that 23didn’t necessarily make them fake. I was even beginning to think that such behavior was exactly what their true function was. But before I could say that, a funny thing popped out of my mouth instead.

         “I’m not giving up.”

         Hwang narrowed his eyes at me. “Well well well, aren’t we all young and ambitious?” His teasing tone made it hard for me to suppress my dislike of him anymore.

         But just before I could smash the fragile bond that I had barely managed to forge up to that point, he said, “Do you want to go see something else?”

         A suspicious proposal, but I was intrigued just the same. Shall we say it felt like I’d been pounding on a heavy door and finally it had opened a crack? Hwang sucked on his second cigarette and laid down the rules.

         “Even I’ve not been able to take a photo there. No recordings, either. You can get kicked out any time. Can’t speak to them for too long. The manshin is very finicky like that.”

         A mudang who doesn’t want to meet researchers and hates to advertise?

         “Oddly enough, other mudangs don’t mention her too much either. Now, you know as well as I do that I’ve got inroads with practically anyone who is anyone in this field? But it took years getting to know this one. She’s like a tiger—even 24Byeonghwa Manshin is scared of her. Try it sometime. Say to her, Do you know a certain Gyeongja Manshin? That chatterbox who’s afraid of nothing in this world, she’ll freeze and go, Who? She’ll shut up like a clam.”
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