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Beom Kim
Hyung-Min Yoon

The Book of Jests (2014) has been
described as a compilation of jokes that
parody the historical form and politics
of books. Could you tell us if there was
a particular context or event that led to
your conception of this book?

In 2013, | had the opportunity to stay in Vienna
for a three-month residency program. This
project began from a book | discovered at an
antique bookstore near my studio in Vienna.
The book was Albert Diirer’s Marginal Drawings
for the Prayerbook of the Emperor Maximilian

I, a book of illustrations for a prayerbook that
Diirer made in 1515 for the Emperor Maximilian.
Marginal drawings refer to the border illustra-
tions that frame the pages of the prayerbook.
Lacking any text, the book was like an empty
frame just carrying Diirer’s drawings. Moreover,
the pages with the original text were left empty
without any illustrations. Both because of the
unique composition of the book, as well as the
humorous nature of Diirer’s pen drawings as
religious artwork, | began to investigate the
context of the book.

Can you tell us a bit more about the
contents and form of the book?

Diirer’s prayerbook holds an important place

in the history of printmaking. While this
prayerbook was made in the 16th century, it
was reprinted in the early 19th century when
lithography was first invented in Germany

by Alois Senefelder, and came to be used for
making color prints. It was re-issued by Alois
Senefelder’s publishing company. A few years
later, it was published again by a different press
in London. In this way, the prayerbook was
revived in 38 languages in the Oratio Dominica
Polyglotta, taking a form distinct from the first
edition. However, what was unique was not that
the Lord’s Prayer was translated into various
languages to form 38 volumes, but rather than
the passage was repeated in different languag-
es in each page of a single volume book. As |
searched more about purpose behind the book,
| came across the Synopsis Universae Philogiae,
written by the mid 18th century German linguist
Gottfried Hensel. This book was a map of four
continents with known scripts used in each
region at the time. And it happened to use the
first passage of the Lord’s Prayer. This meant
that all languages were the language of the
Church. Namely, it conveyed the message that
all written systems were derived from Hebrew.

If the book was written in 38 languages,
then it must have been accessible by
people from many countries. | believe
you also occasionally work on trans-
lations. Hence it must have been quite
exciting to find a book that incorporated
translations in so many languages.

Yes, it was a special book produced with great
effort, although I think it was largely contained
to European use and not expected to be read

Il

by non-Europeans. As you mention, | do work
on translations, and the concept of translation
has long formed the ground of my projects.
Moreover, | was especially drawn to the book
because the history of printing and publishing
as well as their relation to the spread of ideas
were all incorporated in these materials.

Can you tell us about the content of your
recently published The Book of Jests
(2014)?

As the original context of Diirer’s illustrations
for the Prayerbook, first published in 1515 and
republished in the early 1800s, was religion,
the ideology of the times, | wanted to replace it
with the story of our time. So | began to collect
worldwide political satire. In The Book of Jests,
there are 25 cases of political satire written in
their original 15 languages: Korean, Chinese,
Japanese, English (British, American), French,
German, Russian, Hindi (India), Spanish (Spain,
Mexico), Arabic (Syria, Egypt), Greek, Italian,
Czech, Turkish, and Hebrew. The original illus-
trations were able to carry symbolic meaning
because of the text, the prayer, but in my book
that connecting link is gone. | also did not make
the connections between the original illustra-
tions and the collection of jests in arandom
manner, but tried to seek out new links between
text and image. If you observe the images
closely, you will be able to find those details. As
the jests are written in the original languages,
The Book of Jests includes English translation
in the back of the book, as well as one to two
line annotations to help understand the texts in
some cases.

It looks like there is an analogy being
made between texts of satirical parodies
and religious drawings in this project. Is
this correct? As you mention, in contrast
to the religious narrative of the original
text or the illustrations, the content

of political satire usually consists of
fragmentary and critical narratives of
irrational people or society.

It’s not that | exactly searched for contrasting
texts, but it is true that kind of comparison
was intriguing. Moreover, The Praise of Folly by
Erasmus, which contains the famous etch-
ings of Hans Holbein served as an important
reference. But more than anything else, it was
the unique double-edged expressive power of
Diirer’s pen drawings, which served as sacred
symbols while displaying his artistic gestures
contained humor that made it possible.

How did you collect the political parodies,
and on what basis did you decide on what
contents to include in your project? In ad-
dition, in the same way that you stressed
the polyglot character, the printing and
publishing history, and the ‘propaga-

tion of ideas’ of the religious book that
served as your subject matter, if there is
a particular angle or context from which
you would like The Book of Jests to be
appreciated, what would that be?

I collected the political parodies from friends
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and acquaintances, books, the Internet, etc.,
but this process was mostly translation in the
literal sense. First, my experience having lived
in culturally diverse cities such as London or
Vancouver was helpful in the process of gath-
ering political parodies from various countries.
This is because there were plenty of people
around me to ask. In selecting the parodies, |
wanted a mixture of jokes that were well known
globally and those based on local knowledge.
For example, jokes like “Changing the Light-
bulb,” and “Two Cows” that appear in my book
may have not been very popular in Korea, but
many versions of these were enormously pop-
ular across different languages. On the other
hand, | also wanted to include cases where
local political situations could be understood
by adding some basic background information.
For example, | selected parodies that reflected
the contemporary political landscape of India
and Mexico, places where Koreans have shown
relatively little interest.

Through this project, the reader be-
comes familiar with many stories that
incorporate the political situation of
many countries as their context, as well
as the commonality and generality of
the conditions shared by the people
who exchange these jokes. What is your
viewpoint on this kind of diversity and
universality?

That’s an interesting point. A particular char-
acteristic of much of political satire is its ability
to be understood regardless of the time period
or nationality. | thought that the poignancy that
political satire communicates even if one lacks
the particular background knowledge, or the
emotions that come from certain universality
is similar to that of artworks. At the same time,
the peculiarity of all satire is that it is the native
product of the concrete politico-social situation
and language of that society. While working on
translations, we used to joke about how trans-
lated jokes are not funny. I think an important
part of putting The Book of Jests together was
to have both diversity and universality coexist
in the book.

| think the fact that satirical jokes mainly
take up negative or pessimistic situations
or critical narratives and treat them with
humor is also an interesting point. | won-
der if it is not the pleasure of making fun
of whatever subject or circumstances
one has fallen into. What kind of meaning
or effect do you think political jokes have
on those people who live amidst political
hardship or crises?

Zizek’s Jokes was coincidentally published the
same year as The Book of Jests. In his book,
Slavoj Zizek writes about a rumor that circulat-
ed during the Cold War in Eastern Europe about
how there was a secret police department for
making anti-government political satire. The act
of making self-ridiculing jokes toward the politi-
cal-social situation acted as a kind of pressure
valve that helped control the citizen’s dissatis-
factions from exploding all at once. | only hope
that this was once a pointed and terrifying joke,
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and I do not wish to see the role of satire as only
a way of eliminating people’s dissatisfactions.
Also, when | consider the historical research re-
garding the prophetic function of the ‘Chamyo’
that was sung by the Korean people during the
Three Kingdoms Period, these kinds of stories
make me believe that these are not merely a
song or a joke, but possess potential for further
actions in the future.

Do you also mean to communicate or
share these jokes with the people who
view your project through The Book of
Jests?

The fact that during the European Middle
Ages, the Jester, or court entertainer, was the
sole person who could tell the truth evento a
despot, through the use of humor, was a big
inspiration to me when | was making the book. |
chose The Book of Jests as the original English
title of the book, and I made the book in the
spirit of editing a book of stories told by the
Jester. Of course, | also modeled the form of
using ‘The Book of...’ in the title from the bible.

| understand that you used printmaking
as the printing method for the whole
book. Is this correct? Can you also tell us
about the font used in the book and how
you edited the texts?

Yes, | wanted to reflect this book’s history in the
production process so | worked with a master
printmaker to produce lithographs for the book.
Every page of the book required a great amount
of effort. Research on the history of the font
was as absorbing as the history of the book. The
Gebebuch Fractur font (meaning ‘Prayerbook
Fractur’) was developed by the order of the
Emperor Maximilian for use in the printing of
the book in 1515. It is a German typeface based
on the official typeface, Fractur, used by the
imperial family. As it happens, the font is still in
use today so | used this font for all the letters of
the Roman alphabet. For other characters, | ex-
amined antique books of the same time period
and used typefaces that resembled them.

And lastly, can you explain the method
of displaying the book contents in the
exhibition space?

Because the book is such an intimate object,
itis difficult to display in an exhibition space.

In particular, since | made the book in small
editions, it is not an appropriate form for public
viewing. So, | photographed each page of the
book, making the prints similar in size to the
original pages. In addition, to display the con-
tents of the whole book, | produced a 20-min-
ute video, which leafs through each page of the
book with subtitles displaying the jokes. Refer-
ring to this exhibition method, the Vancouver
writer and artist, Lorna Brown, writing on The
Book of Jests, stated that | had ‘translated’ one
book volume in multiple ways. | found it’s an
interesting point, bringing the whole process in
circle.

Translation: Alice S. Kim



