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THE JIKJI
The Jikji is the world’s oldest surviving example of a book printed using moveable
metal type.
It was produced in Korea in July 1377, in the third year of the reign of King U of
Goryeo (ruled 1374-88).
This means that it was published 78 years before the German Johann Gutenberg
published his first book on what is regarded as the first printing press using
moveable metal type.
Traditionally copies of books and documents were either handwritten or reproduced
by using wooden printing blocks.
The process of using moveable metal type, however, transformed printing.
The full title of the Jikji is the Baegunhwasangchorokbuljojikjisimcheyojeol which is
sometimes shortened to Jikji-sim-chae-yo-jeol. However, it is generally referred to as
the Jikji.
The book is a religious text and the full title means, An Anthology of Great Buddhist
Priests’ Zen Teachings.
The Jikji consists of two volumes and was produced in two versions, one version
printed using wooden blocks and the other by moveable metal type.
The complete text in woodblock print is held at the National Library of Korea and the
Academy of Korean Studies.
Only the second volume of the version produced by moveable metal type has
survived.
It now resides in the Manuscrits Orientaux division of the National Library of France
(BNF).
It is a fragile document, and, as a result, it is rarely displayed in public.
Nevertheless, it is extremely precious and is so valuable that it is said to be worth as
much as $900 million (Arirang TV – 100 Icons of Korean Culture).
In 1992 the Jikji was listed as one of South Korea’s national treasures (classification
no. 1132) and in September 2001 UNESCO confirmed Jikji as “the world’s oldest
metalloid type book” and included it in its Memory of the World programme.

https://youtu.be/vhBdSkrZhc8
https://youtu.be/vhBdSkrZhc8


The Story of the Object

THE HISTORY OF THE JIKJI
The Jikji is a book about Zen Buddhism.
It was written by the Buddhist monk Baegun who was the chief priest of the Anguk
and Shingwang temples in Haeju.
We know it was printed at the Heungdeoksa Temple in Cheongju because the final
page of Jikji says, “Printed and distributed at Heungdeok Temple outside Cheongju
County in the seventh month of 1377”.
Unfortunately, the 9th Century Buddhist temple was burnt to the ground at the end
of the Goryeo period.
The Jikji was printed in two versions, the metal type edition printed at Heungdeok
Monastery in 1377 and a wood block version printed at Chwiam Temple in 1378.
The version produced by moveable metal type originally comprised two volumes, but
now only the second volume exists.
This volume of the Jikji does not reside in Korea but is instead in the National Library
of France in Paris.
It was acquired by Victor Collin de Plancy, a French diplomat, when he was working
in Korea in the 1880s.
He served most of his working life in Korea and was the first French Consul to that
country from 1888-1891.
He was also an avid collector of books and at some point whilst in Korea he acquired
the Jikji.
De Plancy was keen to promote Korean culture and at the Exposition Universelle in
Paris in 1900 one of the exhibition halls displayed Korean traditional items.
One of the items on display was the Jikji.
In 1911 De Plancy sold the Jikji at auction to Henri Vever, another French collector of
books, for 180 Francs.
Vever kept the book until his death in 1952 when his book collection, including the
Jikji, was donated to the National Library of France.
In 1972, the Korean historian Dr Park Byeong-seon, who worked in the East Asian
Section of the National Library of France, identified Jikji for the first time as the
oldest surviving example of a book produced by moveable metal type.

THE CONTENTS OF THE JIKJI
Although only one volume of the Jikji produced by moveable metal type still exists, it
is still possible to appreciate its full contents because the two volumes of the wood



block version still survive.
The Jikji is a book about Zen Buddhism. In English, it can be translated as ‘An
Anthology of Great Buddhist Priests’ Zen Teachings’.
It was written by a monk named Baegun Hwasang and his disciples Seokcan and
Daldam during the late Goryeo Dynasty, when Buddhism was becoming less popular
and Confucianism more popular.
In effect, more and more people came to see Buddhism as a religion for personal
worship and the principles of Confucianism as being the best way for governing the
country.
It is thought that Baegun Hwasang decided to write a book which explained fully
Buddhist teachings, in an attempt to help the religion to survive.
It is said that a female Buddhist monk named Myodeok, who was from a wealthy
family, helped Seokcan and Daldam to print the book by obtaining the money
needed to undertake the project.
The Jikji is still being used in monastic education in contemporary Korea and an
English edition was published in 2005.

PRINTING BEFORE MOVEABLE METAL TYPE
Before different methods of printing were invented, the only way of providing copies
of books and document was to do this by hand.
This was a lengthy, slow, time consuming and labour-intensive process.
From around the 8th Century AD, wood block printing was invented in China and
examples have been found in Korea from this period as well.

WOODBLOCK PRINTING
In effect, in wood block printing, each page from a document or a book was chiselled
out on a sheet of wood so that the letters and characters stood proud of the wooden
block but in reverse.
To achieve this each page was copied onto a thin sheet of paper which was placed
face down on a block of wood.
The paper used was virtually transparent so that the letters in reverse were visible. A
carver chiselled out the shape of each letter and character.
Ink was brushed onto the raised letters and a sheet of blank paper laid over the
block.
The printer would apply gentle pressure to the sheet of blank paper and the
impression of each letter and character would appear on that page but this time the
printing would be the right way round.



This process became relatively popular but again it took time to prepare each wood
block page and much storage space was required to store all the wood blocks
produced.
A further disadvantage was that if a letter was chiselled out incorrectly the mistake
could not be easily rectified.
Mistakes were made and sometimes parts of texts were omitted to save paper and
time.
As a result, wooden block printing was unreliable.

MOVEABLE WOODEN TYPE PRINTING
From about the 12th Century, again in China, printers began to use moveable
wooden type.
For this process individual letters and characters were carved in wood.
This allowed printers to place the letters in any arrangement and use the letters over
and over again.
As a result, it was a great improvement on carving whole pages onto wooden blocks.
It is not clear, though, when printers in Korea starting moveable wooden type
because there is no record of it and the earliest surviving print of moveable wooden
type was produced in 1395 at the start of the Joseon period.
However, it is assumed that wooden moveable type must have been used at some
point during the preceding Goryeo period.

MOVEABLE CERAMIC AND CLAY TYPE PRINTING
It appears that at the same time as using wooden and later metal type, some
printers also experimented with moveable type made out of ceramic porcelain or
clay.
However, this approach was not as popular as moveable wooden type and in time
moveable metal type principally because it seems that the porcelain and clay letters
and characters were fragile, and many were inadvertently broken during the printing
process.
It was the development of moveable metal type, though, which was to provide the
opportunity for transforming printing, and in time to have such an impact upon
education and literacy.

PRINTING WITH MOVEABLE METAL TYPE
The process of printing books by using moveable metal type was first developed in
Korea in the early 13th century.



In the 12th century printers in China had used metal type for bank notes but it is not
known if they used the same process for printing books.
The oldest recorded and documented use of moveable metal type for printing books
dates from 1234 when Choe Yun-ui, a civil servant, was commissioned to print a new
edition of the book ‘Sangjeongyemun’ which was a detailed code of etiquette.
Creating a wood-block plate for each page would have made the printing impractical
because in all there were 50 volumes to be reproduced.
Instead, Choe Yun-ui devised a printing method which used pieces of bronze type –
one for each character – which could be reused.
The project took 16 years and the book was completed in 1250.
Using moveable metal type was subsequently adopted for printing books in Korea
and the oldest surviving book printed using this method was the Jikji which was
produced in 1377.

MOVEABLE METAL TYPE PRINTING
It appears that the metal type used in printing the Jikji was created using a method
in which the type was cast in beeswax.
The metal could be copper, lead or iron.
Once the type pieces are ready, they would be arranged in order on boards which
would be inked before having a sheet of paper placed on them.
Once pressed against the type the image of the letters and characters would be
printed onto the sheet.
Turning the sheets over would reveal the page and the printing process would begin
again for another page, either the same again or following rearrangement of the
characters, a different page.
The great advantage of moveable metal type is the ability to position the letters and
characters in any arrangement desired.
As a result, they can be used again and again to produce a range of different books
and manuscripts.
However, the process of using moveable metal type in the 14th century when the
Jikji was printed was not perfect.
The carving and casting of each individual letter was not uniform which meant that
the size of letters was inconsistent and individual type could be of different
thicknesses.
As a result, with letters and characters of different shapes, sizes and heights, the
resulting printing was not always as was desired or expected.
In addition, there were many thousand different characters each of which would
need to be created.



During the Joseon period and beyond, improvements were made to the production
of type so that each letter was more uniform enabling a more consistent and even
print and a much more accurate and attractive final product.

HOW DO WE KNOW THAT THE JIKJI WAS PRODUCED USING MOVEABLE
METAL TYPE?
There are several pieces of evidence to indicate that the version of the Jikji in the
National Library in France was printed using moveable metal type.
By using the word ‘ju-ja’ which means metal type in the colophon 
on the last page of the volume, the book itself states it was printed using metal
types.
Analysis of the whole book indicates that it could only have been created through
metal typesetting.
There are, for example, no pairs of identical type on any one page but the same sets
of characters appear across many different pages, suggesting resetting and the
reuse of individual type.
In addition, on several occasions within the text the same upside letters are used. If
the book had been handwritten upside down letters would not have been found.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE JIKJI
It is not known what happened to the Jikji between the 14th and 19th centuries, but
it is possible that, in accordance with Buddhist tradition, sacred texts were stored
within Buddhist statues.
If the Jikji was stored in this way, it might help to explain why the volume has
survived in such good condition.
The Jikji is the world’s oldest surviving book printed by moveable metal type.
It was recognised by UNESCO in September 2001 as such, and it was included in
its ‘Memory of the World’ programme.
Three years later, UNESCO created the UNESCO/Jikji Memory of the World Prize to

“commemorate the inscription of the Buljo jikji simche yojeol, the oldest existing book
of movable metal print in the world, on the Memory of the World Register, and to
reward efforts contributing to the preservation and accessibility of documentary
heritage as a common heritage of humanity”.
The prize is awarded to individuals, institutions, or non-governmental organizations
that have made a significant contribution to the preservation and accessibility of
documentary heritage.
The invention of moveable metal type is immensely important because it establishes
Korea as being a world leader in printing technology. In the early 13th century Korea

https://unesco.org.uk/prize/unesco-jikji-memory-of-the-world-prize/


led the way in developing a better way of reproducing documents.
However, the impact of the invention of moveable metal type was not extensive at
the time.
One key reason for this is that the printing of books was controlled by the nobility
and religious institutions, meaning that there was little need for a technology that
enabled the production of books on a massive scale.
In addition, at the time there was no ambition to improve literacy and make books
more accessible to a wider audience.
Also, the Korean language consisted of thousands of characters and the production
of separate type in metal for each one was just not feasible.
Johann Gutenberg developed the printing press in the 15th century and his
invention revolutionised the reproduction of books and manuscripts.
He was able to produce a mechanised approach not least because he only had to
make in metal 26 letters and 10 numbers.
His task was much simpler and made printing quicker and less costly.
It is not clear whether Gutenberg was influenced by developments in Korea because
there is no record of direct evidence to suggest any connection.
It is not implausible  that traders along the Silk Road would have taken the news and
the knowledge with them as they made their way from West to East and vice versa.
The Jikji exemplifies the skill, foresight and focus upon discovery of the Korean
people.
The people of Korea feel immensely proud and why some of them are keen that the
version in the National Library in France should be returned to Korea.
�
THE FUTURE OF THE JIKJI – IN FRANCE OR IN SOUTH KOREA?
In 2021 the French Minister of Culture Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin announced that
France would consider lending South Korea the volume of the Jikji in the National
Library in Paris for exhibitions.
There have been demands for the volume to be returned permanently to South
Korea but the French government has to date rejected those requests.
In 2011 the government in Paris agreed that 75 volumes of a collection of royal
protocols of the Joseon dynasty, the Owegujanggak, should be returned to South
Korea on a renewable lease.
This was because these books had been taken illegally as part of an aggressive
expedition by the French against Korea in 1866.
However, the French government has rejected calls for the Jikji to be returned
because, it argues, it wasn’t stolen.



It is concerned that the Jikji could be seized if it was sent to South Korea and that
the government in Seoul might refuse to give it back.
In 2013 the US historian Richard Pennington established the ‘Committee to Bring
Jikji Back to Korea’. However, despite much publicity and a petition, the committee
has had little impact and in 2017 his campaign came to an end not least because, in
his view, “the Korean government does not seem inclined to put [the return of Jikji]
on the diplomatic agenda”.
The debate about the Jikji comes at a time when the ownership and possible return
of objects which have been acquired and now reside elsewhere and not in their
countries of origin is a topical issue.
Where objects might be considered to have been removed unlawfully, a solution is
perhaps somewhat easier to find.
However, in the case of the Jikji, which appears to have been acquired legally, the
next step is not clear.
It is an issue which is likely to be around for many years to come.
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