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Abstract

The Functions and Status of ‘Laughter’ in Korea
Shamanic Myths
- Focusing on mytheme ‘Laughing Flower’ in
<Yigongbonpuri> -

Choi, Won—-oh

Laughter is a human physiological response. According to what
is found in mythology, however, it is associated with special
functions other than the physiological function. This study
examined this fact through mytheme ‘Laughing Flower found in
Korean shamanic myth <Yigongbonpuri>, and discussed the
mythological functions and status of laughter through comparison
with shamanic rituals, traditional stories, and folk tales. For these
works, Western scholars’ theories of laughter were first reviewed.
It is because their laughter theories cannot explain the functions of
laughter in myths. What is more, study of laughter in myths needs
to use materials of mythological or oral literature. Only then, we
can grasp the functions and status of mytheme ‘Laughing Flower’
in <Yigongbonpuri> more specifically or universally. What we may
refer to in this discussion are the works of Levi-Strauss and
Vladimir Propp. According to their studies, ‘laughter’ in myths play
the function of border distinguishing between human and nomnr
human, life and death, etc., the function of physiological regulation
of the tolerable/the intolerable, and the function of magic invoking

life/invoking death. When their discussions are compared with



mytheme ‘Laughing Flower in <Yigongbonpuri>, although laughter
is nuanced delicately in Korean shamanic myths, the functions of
the laughter can be understood in the universal context of world
mythology. That is, it is shown that ‘laughter’ in <Yigongbonpuri>
1s indirectly connected to the border function dividing life and
death, and the physiological regulation function of tolerance/non-
tolerance. In addition, this study analyzed the mythological status
of laughter in <Yigongbonpuri> through comparison with Korean
traditional stories and folk tales. According to the results, they
have it in common that ‘laughter’ of humans for an unusual being
in an unusual realm becomes a cause of death at last. However,
laughter in <Yigongbonpuri> is differentiated in that it is not
voluntary but forced. In the context of world mythology, this
differentiation is merely a universal pattern, but the use of a coin
as a magical medium is discriminatory. This means that laughter in
<Yigongbonpuri> is in a homological relation with the conversion
of a social crime into a sacred sin and punishment of the sin. In
other words, <Yigongbonpuri> does not simply apply the border,
physiological, and magical functions of laughter, but uses laugher
actively in introducing a social crime into a sacred realm and

purifying it.

Key words : Laughter, <Yigongbonpuri, Mytheme, Flower, Laughing Flower,
Shamanic Myth
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