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timate relationship. The Cultural Asset Team, for example, is a group whose mem

bers and activities are known to other Koreans through publications, cassette tapes, 

and radio and T V  programs; without such media exposure no one outside of Chindo 

would be aware of the team and its activities, nor feel part of the same Korean spiritual 

community and its great cultural heritage. Yet nowhere in Howard’s book is this 

relationship adequately considered—the topic receives only passing mention in the 

first chapter. The present work follows the approach of most previous folk music 

research in restricting itself to a specific area, but this is clearly inadequate in the con

text of a modern, media-oriented society.

However, this does not significantly detract from the overall worth of the book. 

Bands，Songs, and Shamanistic Rituals is a good example of careful musical ethnography 

that considers both musical sound and social process. The wide-ranging knowledge 

of the author— a trained social anthropologist as well as a musicologist— makes this a 

work accessible not only to specialists but to those uninitiated to Korean studies and 

music. Scholars in  various fields, including national studies，urban culture, and 

tourism, should find this a work of great interest and value.
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S e lig s o n , F re d  Jerem y. Oriental Birth Dreams. Seoul: Hollym, 1989. 

266 pages. References, index, illustrations. Paper. Korean won 7,500. 

ISBN: 0-930878-67-1.

A middle-aged Korean woman, a recent immigrant met in a Honolulu clinic, explained 

why, against her best intentions, she thought that she was pregnant: her breasts were 

swollen and tender, her period was late, and she had dreamt of dates and chestnuts 

being showered upon her lap. “ T，aemong，” I asked her, “ a birth dream?” She 

chuckled because I  did understand. She, perhaps, had been testing me. By such 

matter-of-fact associations, many other Korean women I know use their dreaming 

to make sense of their waking lives. Sharing Jeremy Seligson，s enthusiasm for the 

sheer poetry of Korean birth dreams and for the importance accorded them as biogra

phical insight, I  found his Oriental Birth Dreams to be both an exasperating and an 

occasionally wonderful little book.

It is exasperating in its self-conscious im itation of so many “ how-to” books on 

the shelves of occult book stores. The reader is invited to master an “ Oriental” sys

tem of great antiquity and gain greater insight into the portents of his or her 

own dreaming. Dream texts illustrating common dream motifs—“ Dreams of Heaven 

and Earth,” ‘ ‘Dream Zoos,” “ Dream Gardens”一 are presented as a reference guide, 

and the reader is eventually invited to interpret the practice examples of dreams pro

vided in the final chapter. Simple interpretations are offered for each dream presented 

in  the body of the text: “ Flowers, like girls, are soft, colorful and pretty” (55), 

“ Ginseng dreams: 82% [male], since roots are stimulating, or yang” (75). These 

blurbs often ring a hollow anticlimax to the rich and complex dreaming they purport 

to explicate, and the source of their authority is never specified. Are the interpreta

tions based upon Seligson’s own informed judgement? The teaching of his “ Taoist” 

mentor ? The local knowledge of his informants ?

Anyone familiar w ith the Korean Tale of Ch’unhyang knows that dream inter

pretations are contingent; a nuanced reading by a skilled diviner subverts the seemingly
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obvious message of a dream, and any interpretation makes sense only when it is read 

against the dreamer’s present circumstances. The woman in the Honolulu clinic, 

mentioned above, had transformed the auspicious fertility symbols, dates and chest

nuts, into a nightmare anticipation of an unwanted pregnancy. The divination man

ual, by contrast, promises a mechanical and precise guide to interpretation. As a 

validation of the predictive value of common dream symbols, Seligson correlates forty- 

five common motifs against the gender and character attributes of the children whose 

births the dreams foretold. The author offers no speculation upon the retrospective 

quality of much of his material. He has not recorded dreams so much as stories told 

about dreams, often years later, to confirm the inevitability of a grown child’s, or even 

a historical figure’s, destiny.

As a work of scholarship, Oriental Birth Dreams fails. As a treasure box of the 

Korean imagination, it sometimes manages to transcend the limitations of its divina

tion-manual genre. Seligson asked his numerous students to provide h im  with ac

counts of birth dreams, and they responded not only with prophecies of their own or 

their children’s births, but with stories of siblings, cousins, other kin, and even neigh

bors. W hile this may not be Seligson’s intention, his methodology reveals the im 

portance of dream texts as part of a shared history, a group autobiography. His dream

ers also show a playful capacity for incorporating new material, including visions of 

Christian churches, past Korean presidents, and Santa Claus. Seligson is a good 

writer who does justice to the power and beauty of the dreams he records. He shares 

a romantic account of his own first encounter with Korea and makes it seem utterly 

comprehensible that his own dreams should follow upon a Korean logic of dreaming.
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This book on popular religion and paper gods contains two introductory essays followed 

by sixteen chapters, each devoted to a particular deity. The wealth of information 

in the volume— gathered primarily during the author’s pre-World War I I  stay in 

Beijing— relates to the illustrations on the cheaply printed, sometimes hand-colored 

keepsakes of deities for home use. The representations include gods of medicine, 

wealth, and childbirth; sky deities; and Buddhist and Taoist deities and saints. The 

purpose of these divine figures is to provide assistance in the various circumstances of 

daily life—relief during illness, good fortune in  marriage, wisdom in business—and 

to secure the influence of the sun and moon in family affairs.

There is nothing doctrinaire in these images. They invoke all manner of spiritual 

powers, whether of ancient Chinese myth, local folk tradition, physical entities (like a 

river with its capacity to flood), or the Buddhist or Taoist heavens. The latter two 

are peacefully arranged next to each other in  the pantheons illustrated in chapter 18. 

There does not seem to be any hierarchy among these powers: they gain privilege of


