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On October 13th I left for South Korea with 
George Korsmit, to assist him with his 
Sending Out The Gods project. George is 
planning to spend two weeks on In Wang 
San, the sacred mountain just outside 
Seoul. It is a place where dozens of female 
shamans hold their séances in the open 
air every day. He wanted to meet the sha
mans and exchange ideas with them.

George and I had already visited the 
mountain in the winter of 2010. He had 
been impressed by how these female sha
mans performed their work – even though 
it was intangible for us – with great preci
sion and devotion. It was more than 10 
degrees below freezing, but that didn’t 
prevent them greeting their ancestors and 
receiving their clients on the mountain. 
We saw them working away with fruit, co
loured flags, bells and the head of a pig 
in selfconstructed tents of plastic and 
cardboard to keep out the snow. George 
helped one of the shamans to assem ble 
her tent. They gave us coffee, brewed on  
a camping stove in a cardboard box, by 
way of thanks. We couldn’t chat with them 
because they didn’t speak English, but we 
felt welcome in the plastic tent. As an art
ist George felt a certain connection with 
them and the thought of one day returning 
to In Wang San persisted.

The contrast between the mountain and 
the city of Seoul made a big impression on 
us. If you look south from In Wang San you 
can see Seoul lying below in a humming 
glow of electricity and traffic. A neverend 
ing metropolis with 21 million inhabitants, 
Seoul is one of the biggest and most high ly  
developed cities in Asia. The gigantic video 
screens on buildings are visible from the 
mountain. 

If you look north then you see a totally 
different world: Seoul’s oldest shamanis
tic temple, GukSaDong, and several tim
berbuilt Buddhist temples. You walk over 
sandy paths amidst pinetrees and moun
tain streams, between heapedup rocks 

and stone altars. At two places you can 
see monumental rock formations, both in 
the form of a monk in meditation. Amidst 
all this, on flat rocky outcrops, there are 
countless shamans at work. Usually in the 
company of their clients, sometimes alone. 
You cannot recognise them from their ap
pearance; they are normal South Korean 
women in everyday clothing. They carry 
their props in a couple of shopping bags: 
offerings in the form of carefully stacked 
fruit, all kinds of food and drink, coloured 
flags and musical instruments with which 
to call forth spirits. They spread out a blan
ket on the ground and perform their rituals 
in the open air, sometimes for hours on 
end. It seems as if they lead a double life: 
one on the mountain and one in the city.
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Our first working day in Seoul. We have an 
interpreter with us called Soohie, and she 
will be helping us to make contact with the 
shamans, as most of them speak no English. 
We discuss the best way to start and decide 
to visit a shop for shamanistic attrib utes 
first. The shop is difficult to find, set on the 
third floor of an old building. It is chocka
block with coloured flags, books, statues 
and drums. Three elderly ladies are sitting on  
the floor and drinking tea between stacks of 
boxes. An older man helps us and explains 
the things we point at. After a while he also 
asks us whether we might be interested in 
attending a shamanistic ritual, a socalled 
gut. A gut has just got underway in a shaman 
village not far from the city, and he can phone 
to ask whether we might go and watch. We 
can scarcely believe it’s so easy, because 
Soohie had been trying to arrange a visit to a 
gut from Amsterdam for the last two months, 
but without success. And now it had simply 
crossed our path. 

We arrive in the shaman village, the gut dang, 
an hour later. The grounds lie wellhidden 
amidst the trees on a mountain. Not for noth
ing, as would become obvious. The gut dang 
is a complex of buildings set around a court
yard. There is also a communal kitchen and 
a store for props. Shamans from all over the 
country can rent a room there in order to per
form a gut for clients. The gut is performed to 
resolve a physical, psychological or spiritual 
problem or to procure success. During such 
a ritual the shaman serves as an intermediary 
between the spirits of deceased family mem
bers, gods and the human world. The ances
tors and gods play an active role in resolving 
the problem.

We are received in a waiting room with cof
fee, as if we have an appointment. From the 
neighbouring rooms we hear drums, bells 
and wild screaming. Various guts are being 
held simultaneously. We see assistants 
hurrying about with offerings and coloured 
lengths of cloth. Now and again a door opens 

and something is thrown out. We are directed 
to one of the rooms, where a short pause in 
an eighthourlong gut means it is a good 
time to enter without causing a disturbance. 
The two female shamans and their student 
give us a warm welcome. They inform us that 
we’re the first Western visitors they’ve ever 
seen here. They want to let us watch their gut 
so that we can tell people about it when we 
return home, because they have nothing to 
hide. We’re allowed to see everything, even 
take photographs and shoot video. The gut 
has been going on for hours already, but 
there are still three hours to go until the end 
and we can be present as guests.

It is immediately obvious to us that this ritual 
is of a totally different order to what we saw 
on Mount In Wang. The setting is luxuri
ous. Plenty of thought and money has been 
devoted to the elaborate altar with skilfully 
displayed offerings. The shamans them
selves are dressed in long gowns of white 
silk. There is also a fourman orchestra with 
drums and cymbals. A long row of variously 
coloured costumes and hats hangs on the 
wall. The shamans have handcrafted every
thing themselves. This is the kind of impor
tant gut that a client has performed just once 
or twice – at a decisive moment – in his or  
her life. It is certainly not cheap and it is not 
unusual to remortgage your house to pay 
for it.

We can scarcely believe that we have ended 
up at such an exclusive gut on our first day. 
We feel uneasy about intruding on the sha
man’s two clients – a tearful couple who are 
there because of major problems in their 
lives. Our interpreter explains that the lives 
of this husband and wife have been beset by 
bad luck for the last seven years: they lost a 
young child, no longer have work and one of 
them is sick. According to the two shamans 
and the clients this was caused by an earlier 
visit to a shaman – probably untrustworthy –  
who had performed a dubious ritual with 
them seven years ago. This shaman had 

Tuesday, 15 October



suggested that the couple could begin a 
shamanic practice themselves. It was a ritu
al without devotion, focused only on money, 
so the gut being performed today resem
bles an exorcism.

We have read plenty about these guts in 
advance, but only now do the descriptions 
come to life. The ritual is highly emotional for 
the married couple. In turns they are set on 
the floor in front of the altar and brought into 
trance by sustained jumping. This is some
thing that the shamans normally do them
selves. Once in trance they have to perform 
various tasks that primarily involve choosing 
colours. There is an array of coloured cos
tumes lying on the floor from which they must 
make a choice several times. Each costume 
represents a particular ancestor. The lighter 
the colour, the older the ancestor. The spirit 
of the chosen ancestor then enters into the 
shaman, who then talks and acts exactly like 
that ancestor, including making jokes and 
channelling all kinds of that person’s typical 
behaviour. It is this spirit who will play a role 
in the resolution of the client’s problem.

When the man falls into a trance his face 
becomes distorted. His face goes through a 
whole series of contortions in rapid succes
sion. It doesn’t look like something that he 
could intentionally control. We look so as
tounded that the shamans move us to a spot 
closer by the altar, so that we have an even 
better view of his face. I’m not sure what to 
make of it, but the trance seems genuine.

There are also five rolledtogether coloured 
flags, from which the clients have to make a 
pick without looking. The interpreter explains 
that the green flag, which the man draws re
peatedly, is not a favourable sign. The ritual 
will continue until they both draw the white 
flag, by way of a litmus test.

In the final phase of the ritual the man 
and woman take turns lying on the floor, cov
ered with the coloured flags. It looks as if 
they are in trance again. The music has now 

reached its climax, loud and wild, and the 
shamans walk around their clients with long 
knives in both hands. They bend over the man 
and woman, dancing the knives across their 
eyelids and into their mouths and throats. 
It looks dangerous and is difficult for us to 
watch. When the clients come round they 
look tired but relieved.

To be certain that neither the couple nor 
we ourselves take home any spirits, we 
must also perform a ritual. We tear coloured 
lengths of cloth that will be burnt outside on 
a bonfire with all the other props that have 
been used for the ritual. The couple have 
to sit under a blanket on the ground in the 
car park and paper attributes are set alight 
above them. When they emerge from under 
the blanket, each of them draws the white 
flag from the rolledup bundle. The ritual has 
probably been a success. In conclusion, the 
shamans, orchestra and clients are going to 
eat the food offerings. The student shaman 
arranges some of these offerings on a plat
ter and serves it to the invisible spirits of the 
ancestors outside in the car park. We depart 
in the dark for Seoul, the other world.

My visit to the gut is driven by interest and cu
riosity. I personally don’t believe that ‘spirits’ 
of dead people exist, so I don’t know what 
I’m supposed to think about the evocation of 
such spirits. Is it only true for those who be
lieve it? Is there any proof of their existence, 
for those who don’t? I decide to set aside 
these questions of belief and nonbelief and 
simply experience and observe what is being 
played out in front of me, as far as possible 
without preconceptions. The intense concen
tration, everyone’s devotion and especially 
the man’s bizarre trance certainly make an 
impression on me. To me it doesn’t seem like 
we’re witnessing folkloric superstition or a 
tourist attraction here; it is a serious private 
ritual that is emotionally charged, and usually 
performed without an audience.
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We set out for In Wang San. We decide to 
return to the spot where we helped a sha
man to construct her plastic tent in 2010. We 
have brought photos from back then and 
works by George: small sculptures that he 
wants to construct on the mountain for the 
shamans. He doesn’t want to arrive empty
handed and he also wants to perform a rit
ual for them. The sculptures may be small, 
but they’re far from light. Each box weighs 
about nine kilograms and it’s no easy task 
to carry the various boxes up the mountain 
in our rucksacks. It proves to be fairly easy 
to relocate the spot. A shaman is perform
ing a ritual there with a client. During one of 
the pauses she comes and sits with us. Via 
the interpreter George explains who he is 
and what he is there for. He explains that he 
is a visual artist and how he uses rules to 
produce his works, a process in which ‘sys
tematic chance’ plays an important role. To 
take this process a step further he wants 
to try leaving even the rules to ‘determined 
uncertainty’, with the help of a shaman, 
for example. He wants to see whether he 
can devise new formulae for his paintings, 
through or with the shamans, who will dic
tate not just the dimensions and colours but 
the method, too. And he believes this ought 
to be possible, because by nature the sha
man already works with the unknown and 
the immeasurable.

Mrs Kim displays plenty of interest in 
George’s system and understands that 
George has come to In Wang San for his 
work. The mountain is an important place 
for her as a shaman, but for many other 
people, too. She thinks that if George had 
been born in Seoul he would also have 
been a sort of shaman. (Something that we 
will hear on several occasions during this 
fortnight.) She doesn’t ask many questions. 
She gives her bracelet to George and pro
poses that he uses it as the starting point 
for a new painting. It is a bracelet with small 
beads of coloured glass strung on a thread. 
She also wants to select ‘her’ colours from 

the works he has brought with him. And she 
has another important tip for him: he must 
do the work that he normally does in his 
studio here on the mountain. The throwing 
of dice, the sketching, it can all take place 
here on the mountain in the open air. The 
mountain is a powerful place that will influ
ence how the dice tumble.

Mrs Kim’s client has now seated herself  
in front of the stone altar and is wailing 
noisily. Nobody bats an eyelid and every
thing carries on as normal. The client will 
later explain to us that her baby son has 
died and Mrs Kim is in close contact with 
him. That’s why she always has to weep a 
lot when she visits Mrs Kim.

We offer Mrs Kim some kimbap, a Korean 
form of sushi. She doesn’t eat it herself, 
but wants to feed it to George. She feeds it 
to him piece by piece with chopsticks. Our 
interpreter explains that this is something 
older Korean people do, a gesture of hos
pitality. Later on I came across a photo in 
the newspaper of two reunited sisters, one 
from South Korea and the other from North 
Korea, feeding each other exactly like this 
with chopsticks. Mrs Kim carefully selects 
five colours for George and must then get 
back to work, as her client is waiting. 
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We set off to visit two shaman villages, the 
socalled gut dang, by car. They don’t have 
an address and you can’t just find them 
using GPS. We received the tip through the 
grapevine. The first village stands on a hill, 
hidden in greenery. It is an old overgrown 
stone house surrounded by a garden full of 
improvised altars. This gut dang is run by 
two sisters. We are given coffee, we are al
lowed to look round, and if we want to attend 
a gut then we can come back tomorrow, be
cause today’s gut is already over.

We take various photos and leave for the 
second gut dang, which is also hidden in 
the midst of nature and we arrive there in 
the middle of a gut. This house’s steward 
is equally hospitable. She pours coffee and 
positions folding chairs in a spot that gives 
us a good view into the room. But according 
to her it is better if we don’t take any pho
tos, as this is a special North Korean ritual 
which can be very powerful. This means 
that taking photos is not a good idea, as we 
could take evil spirits back home with us via 
the camera.

As Westerners we can also undergo 
a gut here, should we need it, the house’s 
steward tells us. And it is even possible that 
the shamans, once in trance, will suddenly 
speak our language. This had happened be
fore, when they spontaneously spoke Danish 
and German.

After a while the ritual moves outside. The  
shamans and their assistant are now pre
paring a special ceremony that involves 
laying a recently slaughtered pig on a table,  
with long knives laid alongside it. The as
sistant comes to tell us that for our safety 
it is better if we leave now. The ritual that is 
about to begin is so powerful and bloody 
that she cannot guarantee our safety. She 
is concerned that we will unintentionally 
take all kinds of spirits back to Europe, 
which could cause all manner of trouble 
that would be difficult to resolve without 
a shaman.

Soohie, our interpreter, certainly has no 
de sire to stay any longer. This in combina
tion with the sight of the dead pig prompts 
our decision to leave. We do, however, have 
doubts about whether the assistant is genu
inely concerned or thinks it is better that the 
foreigners don’t get to see this gory scene.

Mrs Kim calls us when we are back in Seoul. 
She wants to revisit the colours that she 
chose for George on In Wang San yester
day. She had selected five, but her intuition 
was now telling her that it should be just 
the first three colours.
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We return to Naam Gak San, the old stone
built gut dang that we visited yesterday 
morning. When we arrive the gut has al
ready started and the spirits have already 
arrived. We are allowed to observe from 
the courtyard. The two sisters who run it 
put down cushions for us and we are given 
warm vitamin drinks. There are several 
shamans involved in this gut, which is very 
dynamic, with plenty of music, changes of 
costume, paper attributes and a great many 
food offerings. The shamans dance, sing, 
argue – all very excitedly. I get the impres
sion that a great many spirits are present at 
once. At one point a mild panic breaks out 
and all the food is hastily removed from the 
room by the two sisters. New bowls of food 
are fetched from the kitchen and laid out. 
Later on, when we ask what was going on, 
they tell us that one of the spirits was un
happy about the food and had demanded 
different food immediately. As usual the 
gut ends outside in the courtyard with the 
dispatching of the spirits. On this occasion 
they are sent away in a paper boat that has 
been set alight. 
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The complexity of the relationship with 
shamanism in modernday South Korea is 
striking. The predominantly Christian popu
lation dismisses it as heathen and diaboli
cal. They don’t want to be associated with 
it, not in public at least. The demonisation 
and ridicule of shamans and their followers 
began with the arrival of the Christian mis
sionaries in the 19th century. But with the di
vision of Korea in 1948 everything changed 
definitively for the shamans in North as well 
as South Korea. In the North the socialist 
government routed them as enemies of the 
state and many fled to South Korea. In the 
South they were driven away by the pro
Christian government whose focus was on 
the USA: it is hardly as if the ‘backward’ 
practices of the shamans would contribute 
to the desired economic and technological 
progress. Until the 1980s there was an ac
tive government policy to ban shamanistic 
activities wherever possible.

Over the last 30 years shamans have 
nevertheless been gradually gaining in 
popularity. In part because of the growing 
interest in indigenous culture, but also be
cause of the economic crises. Unemployed 
youngsters seek advice and guidance from 
the shamans. And seeing as shamanism 
was the most important popular belief in 
Korea until the end of the 19th century, its 
roots still run deep in society. This means 
that nowadays even Christians visit sha
mans – albeit in secret – and this is often 
around the New Year to find out what the 
coming year will bring for them, but also at 
moments when success is needed, such as 
the school exams of their children or when 
starting a new business. 

We regularly see a shamanistic ritual 
known as a gosa being performed at an un
developed site in the city where they are 
about to realise a new building. A small 
altar with food offerings, hard liquor and 
a severed pig’s head with banknotes in its 
snout suddenly appears in the midst of ul
tramodern glass structures with their huge 
video screens. None of the locals gives it  

a second glance, but for tourists it is an  
exotic scene, a photo opportunity. Leading 
politicians are also known to visit shamans 
for advice and to secure success prior to 
elections. And every year the predominantly 
Christian government organises a threeday
long gut for the fishing industry – for a safe 
voyage for the fishermen, but primarily for 
economic success. This gut is held in public 
on the beach at Incheon and is conducted 
by Kim KeumHwa, ‘South Korea’s national 
shaman’. After years of her being deliberately 
kept from the view of the Western world, this 
86yearold shaman was recently declared a 
national cultural treasure. Kim KeumHwa is 
now officially known as ‘Important Intangible 
Cultural Property No. 82’.

However, the gut dang are still only found 
in remote locations, without an address. In 
addition, since 2013 shamans have been 
forbidden by law to perform their rituals in 
the open air on In Wang San, officially be
cause of the fire hazard of the candles that 
are used in the rituals. To us it seems that 
the government primarily wants to publi
cise and support the theatrical and folklor
istic aspects of shamanism in a regulated 
manner. The shamans who pursue their  
individual spiritual practices on In Wang 
San – averse to any glamour – fall by the 
wayside in this regard. Perhaps the fact 
that In Wang San is also a popular hiking 
area for tourists plays a part in this.
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Today our interpreter is sick. She has 
something strange on her mouth and has 
to go to the hospital. We can still go to the 
mountain, but unfortunately cannot con
verse with anyone.

George follows Mrs Kim’s advice. He is 
going to do the work that he usually does in 
his studio on the mountain. We leave for In 
Wang San with a sculpture that is comprised 
of 76 asymmetrical pieces of metal that are 
painted black and white. Each piece is a 
different shape and size – they can never 
be assembled in the same way twice. The 
sculpture has to be assembled in situ each 
time, which involves each little piece being 
carefully attached to the previous piece. It 
is a task that calls for patience. One wrong 
decision and the sculpture collapses and 
the process can begin anew. It resembles 
the game Mikado, but in reverse. Instead of  
taking something away without altering 
any thing structurally, here it involves adding 
to the stack without something changing. 
The whole process takes about four hours.

Once we have climbed the mountain  
we try to find an altar location with a level 
base. The flattest spot offers panoramic 
views across Seoul, but stacking the 
sculpture there is a challenge. There is 
one obstacle after the other: the rock is 
too smooth, it’s windy, the metal expands 
because of the heat, and small groups of 
curious hikers keep passing by, distracting 
George with all kinds of questions. 

In front of me I see Seoul and I hear the 
traf fic. Behind me I hear the little bells and 
drums of two shamans who have just start
ed to rouse the spirits. And in between sits 
George building a sculpture. After about 
four hours he has to abandon his attempts. 
During the positioning of the very last pieces 
the sculpture collapses – repeatedly.
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On In Wang San there are countless stone 
altars hidden amidst the trees. They are all 
sheltered spots shaped by people. Some
times simply improvised using some rocks, 
sometimes beautifully constructed mason
ry with a candle niche and a spring as a 
source of water. These spots are rented 
out to shamans for a modest amount per 
session. It is actually the same system as 
in the gut dang. The middleaged men who 
rent out these locations are addressed as 
ajeossi. They maintain these altars, carry 
supplies up and down the mountain, and 
tidy up the rubbish after each gut. We have 
had a good rapport with one of the ajeossi 
since we arrived. He is called Min Suk Kim. 
Our interpreter explained to him what we 
would be doing on the mountain over the 
coming weeks. Every time we ascend the 
mountain he points out an altar where we 
can work. He usually gives us the most 
beautiful one and he certainly doesn’t want 
to be paid for it. This means that we often 
have a large altar in the sun. George draws 
there, throws dice and welcomes passing 
shamans. On the altar next to us there are 
other shamans sitting with flags and bells 
in session with their clients. Min Suk occa
sionally makes coffee for us on a camping 
stove and spreads out a blanket for us. He 
doesn’t speak any English. By way of thanks 
for his hospitality we bring along something 
for him every day: biscuits, fruit and bever
ages. We have to insist repeatedly before he 
is prepared to accept anything.

We spread out the sculpture’s black and 
white components on one of the altars. 
People gather round before we can even 
start building it. Deep in concentration, they 
start reciting mantras and bowing, right 
next to the sculpture on the ground. They 
are totally absorbed in their devotion to 
the mountain. It now seems that the work 
is also a mark of devotion, like a modern 
sacrifice. Most astonishing to me is that 
nobody is surprised by the presence of the 
abstract blackandwhite artwork.

Whenever we meet a new shaman, I ask  
Soohie to explain who we are and why we 
are there. But since the very first day her  
answer has been the same: ‘It’s not neces
sary. They already know. They see things 
we don’t see.’ She occasionally receives 
personal warnings and predictions for the  
future – uninvited – from the shamans. This 
does not leave her unperturbed. Her girl
friend Minie, who sometimes assists her, 
isn’t bothered by any of this: she receives no 
warnings and is also never concerned about 
the presence of evil spirits, just like us.

I suggest that it might be because the 
shamans think that our interpreter Soohie 
is a Christian, as her car keys hang on a key 
ring with a conspicuous crucifix. She may 
have borrowed the car from her parents, 
but it is an obvious symbol nevertheless. 
According to Soohie that doesn’t matter: 
shamans see straight through something 
like a key ring. 

Her mother is worried as well. Every 
time she returns home after a day on the 
mountain she sprinkles Soohie with holy 
water from her church.
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On In Wang San we construct a pair of col
oured sculptures at an open spot with a 
view of the mountain’s holy rock. The rock 
has the form of a meditating monk. We see 
two shamans sitting on a blanket close by. 
They already know who we are and what 
we are there to do. We are welcome to sit 
with them and they are keen to ‘blindly’ in
dicate colours for George from the colour 
samples that he has brought with him. They 
do this selfassuredly, without much hesita
tion, as if it were an everyday task. One of 
them spontaneously predicts that George 
will produce three fine works here on the 
mountain.

Tuesday, 22 October 



At the annual documentary festival in Seoul  
we see Manshin: Ten Thousand Spirits, 
a 2013 film directed by Park ChanKyong 
about the life of the 86yearold shaman 
Kim KeumHwa, Intangible Cultural Proper
ty No. 82. Her life as a shaman in postwar 
Korea has been difficult. In acted scenes 
we learn how she has had to endure re
peated humiliation and was forced to pur
sue her vocation clandestinely. Kim Keum
Hwa has devoted her whole life to helping 
others, and for much of her life this was 
‘officially’ made impossible. Yet there is no 
hint of bitterness about her. Her life is still 
devoted to helping others and she now ac
tually assists the government, her former 
nemesis.

In the film we also see how she was strick
en by the ‘shaman’s disease’ as a young 
child. She was gripped by hallucinations 
and suffered inexplicable symptoms. I had 
been wondering how someone becomes a 
shaman, and it turns out that it isn’t a volun
tary process. Some are beset by an illness, 
the socalled shinbyeong, or ‘selfloss’. It is 
a malady for which a normal doctor can 
find no cause and can therefore offer no 
remedy. Ninety per cent of these patients 
find a cure by having a gut performed, but 
for ten per cent even a gut has no effect. 
Then the only option is to become a sha
man yourself and undergo an initiation rite. 
This might not be what someone desires, 
but it is the only remaining means of being 
saved from the condition. The symptoms 
of shinbyeong include hallucinations, eat
ing disorders and spitting up blood. In the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSMIV) it is officially described 
as a culturebound syndrome.

Our interpreter is also chronically ill and it 
is unclear what she is suffering from. She 
has endured inexplicable symptoms for 
a long time and there are few foods that 
she can tolerate. She has been eating  
almost nothing for some time now. This, in  

combination with the warnings that she has  
received from various shamans, is causing 
her concern.

She is not the only person who is wary. 
Right at the start of our stay we had invited 
some South Korean friends to spend a day 
on In Wang San with us. In the end they did 
not join us on the mountain. They didn’t 
say it explicitly, but we realised that they 
didn’t want to take any risk, because with 
spirits you never know what might happen.

I think about the amazing stories I’ve heard 
over recent days, including Soohie’s. She 
told us a story she heard from a fellow 
student, who had trouble with a mild form 
of shaman’s disease. During a visit to an 
artist friend in Berlin he had taken a ran
dom book from the bookcase and started 
to read aloud. It was a German catalogue 
about Mark Rothko. The artist was in shock: 
not only was her South Korean friend sud
denly reading German fluently in a stran
ge voice, but it was also the very book that 
her German partner – now deceased – had 
given her as a present many years ago.
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I’ve been thinking about why it is so easy 
to make contact with the shamans and 
why they are so willing to help. None of 
them has asked for money or been sus
picious. Is it the great hospitality of the 
South Koreans or could it be something 
else? To me personally, the distance be
tween us – artists – and them – shamans –  
was shrinking. The rituals are starting to 
become familiar, though I’m still horrified 
by pig’s heads. George works on his altar 
every day and seems to have found his 
place in their midst.

Whether the spirits exist or not is no long
er a concern. In that sense the spirits are 
just like art: you have to be open to it in 
order to be able to go along with it. Both 
are immeasurable, relative. I’m intrigued 
by the potential similarities between artist 
and shaman. In the same way that George 
goes to his studio every day to work with 
dice and paint, trusting in the unknown, I 
see the shamans heading to the mountain 
every day with their attributes, trusting in 
the spirits. I see how both have a great de
votion to a calling that does not necessar
ily bring recognition or money as a reward, 
with a conviction as if they could not do 
anything else.

But I also see similarities on another level. 
I remember how George was already oc
cupied with colour healing many years ago. 
He was fascinated by the potential healing 
powers of colour – of art in general. I still 
remember one of his earlier drawings, a 
selfportrait in the form of a comical little 
man with hands from which beams seem to 
radiate, loosely committed to paper using 
brush and watercolour. (And there was 
also one of his students, who had told me 
that George has healing hands which had  
relieved the pain of his bruised wrist.)

Thursday, 24 October



We are sitting on one of Min Suk’s altars. 
Two shamans join us to talk and select col
ours. Min Suk fetches coffee and joins us to 
choose his own colours for George, which is 
not surprising as he spends more time than 
anyone among the spirits. When they return 
to their work, George continues throwing 
dice and making drawings. I imagine what it 
would be like if shamans were doing their 
work right next to me as I work in my studio, 
and wether I would help them with calling 
down their spirits if they asked me.

In the evening I read about the small cop
per bells that the shamans use to summon 
the spirits at the start of each gut. After the 
Korean War, the lack of resources meant that 
these bells were made from melteddown 
weapons and bullets. I’m amazed by the ma
terial used: first it was used to kill and then it 
was smelted into an object that can summon 
the spirits of the dead. It almost sounds like 
a conceptual artwork.

Friday, 25 October



Sunday, 27 October Today we are going to In Wang San for the  
last time. George is determined to raise 
the blackandwhite sculpture one more 
time on one of the highest altars. He 
doesn’t want to give up and has set aside 
the whole afternoon to construct it. But it 
isn’t easy in the scorching sun. There is 
lots of activity on the mountain, with sha
mans, hikers and probably spirits as well.  
I hear little bells all around. A few passers
by want to take photos of the sculpture  
at crucial moments, and on a couple of oc
casions George has to begin anew. The last 
five pieces are especially difficult to posi
tion, but an hour before sundown the sculp
ture is complete. I can see insects crawling 
around the blackandwhite structure, while 
in the distance the traffic creeps through 
the city.
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