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A Semiotic Analysis of Siberian Myths Expounding
the Origin of the Bear Festival

Hyosup SONG™

Abstract : This paper aims to analyze four versions of Siberian myths expounding the origin of the Bear
Festival by means of the Greimassean semiotic method. They show strong affinity with the ritual in that they
contain explicit knowledge about its origin. This paper describes their semantic structure relating to their ritual
contexts.

First of all, [ describe their surface narrative structure. Thereupon, the syntactic relation of Actants’
performance will be described. In these versions, as bear and sister, Anti-Subjects of Deprivation who had
represented the value of ‘Immanence’ are transformed into Sender, who represents the value of ‘Transcendence’;
they show their productive power generating the expanded ritual narrative beyond the narrow mythic narrative.
They can become mediators who connect these two different narratives, as they are ambiguous beings
performing both of these contradictory roles.

Second, I describe the semantic structure of myth by means of Semiotic Square consisting of elementary
units ‘semes’. Their mythical codes are described by tree diagrams consisting of semes, /life/ vs. /death/ and /
beneficiary/ vs. /maleficent/. In this case, bear and sister, having opposite semes together, can also mediate two
contradictory values.

Third, I describe the semantic structure of expanded ritual narrative which bear and sister create. Such
narrative is special in that it seems to be added and responsive to an everyday narrative of bear hunting. Because
of the mediating power of bear and sister shown in myth, the Bear Festival comes to be performed under some
compulsion. Accordingly, the ritual narrative of festival can be described as an elementary structure showing the
modality of ‘duty’. Mythicality of the festival is acknowledged to be strengthened by semes /compulsion/ and /
prohibition/ inferred from the practical ritual process. This makes it clear that ritual is structuraily elicited from
myth.

The structural relations shown in this paper will confirm my hypothesis that myth as verbal construct is the
narrative that induces ritual founded on action and belief, founded on cognition into its own structure.

Key words : Bear Festival, myth expounding the origin of the Bear Festival, semiotics, actant, seme, semiotic
square, mediator
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