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Scenes of Chuseok
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“A nicely made songpyeon means the birth of a beautiful child.”
When the entire family sat down together at Chuseok (Korean thanksgiving) to make songpyeon,
the grandmother reminded everyone about the importance of family.
Everyone pokes fun at the newly married daughter in-law, who watches how they are making
songpyeon out of the corner of her eye and quickly adjusts her own to match.
The grandfather, observing the scene from the living room floor, quietly declares
“Let every day be like Chuseok, no more and no less”
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Sensitivity is just as
important as sentiment:
“true” taste of Korean
food should not be lost

Benjamin JOINAU

researcher of Korean Studies,

Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales

Benjamin Joinau, who has lived in Seoul

for 20 years, opened the French bistro Le
Saint-Ex in Seoul’s Itaewon district 14

years ago and has been researching Korean
culinary culture for the past 10 years. He also
translates Korean literature into French in
order to better share Korean culture with his
native country and is currently working on

a doctoral dissertation in anthropology that
compares South Korean, North Korean and
European cuisines. For Joinau, Korean food is
not a strange foreign cuisine that is only eaten
occasionally, but a dearly loved and deeply
significant part of his life that he researches
passionately to show to the world.

“Korean food is a food of balance and
harmony. This is true of the way in which
ingredients are mixed and cooked, but the
most noteworthy aspect is the harmony of
the food placed on the table and the harmony
in eating these foods. The harmoniously
balanced table setting that combines
vegetables and meat with salty and bland,
soupy and dry, and fermented and raw foods,
as well as occasionally liquor, and the process
of eating all these amounts to a miraculously
complete composition. I believe the biggest
attraction of Korean food is this beauty of the
harmonious balance of variety.”

Joinau began researching Korean food after
being asked to write a magazine column on
Korean cuisine. While writing the column, he
came to know the attractions of Korean food
and culture. Learning how it was different
from French culinary culture made him want
to know more.

“Koreans attach a lot of emotion to their food.
Sentiment is important so taste is created by
many more aspects than just the sensations
of the tongue, including reputation, fame,
memories, atmosphere and even what the

chef looks like. We feel that something

is “delicious’ when one or two of these
qualities has been satisfied. On the other
hand, Europeans consider what is felt by the
tip of the tongue — a sense of the food — to
be very important. This is probably due to
cultural difference. To globalize Korean food,
these types of cultural differences should be
considered seriously and at length.”

Calling himself a lover of food but not a
chef, Joinau channels his fascination for
Korean fermented food by making jangajji
(pickled vegetables) with ingredients he has
grown himself and occasionally tries his
hand at various jang (pastes). Perhaps it is
his exceptional affection for Korean food
that gives him a great deal to say about its
globalization.

“The pace of the globalization process must
be matched to the pace of change of Korean
food. Frankly, the Korean food of today

is different from what it was in the past. It
changes gradually to match the ingredients
produced, socioeconomic environment,

and the taste of each generation, eventually
becoming the general culinary culture of
Koreans. To achieve the globalization of
Korean food, we don’t need ‘hot fusion,’
which automatically changes and mixes up
foods as a commercial necessity for foreign
tastes, but ‘cold fusion,” which presents to the
world with food that has evolved gradually
and is also characterized by harmony and
balance.”

Joinau added that rather than an excessive
focus on “show business,” it would be more
beneficial for the globalization of Korean
food to support chefs who have worked with
Korean cuisine for 10~20 years or more, as
well as improve variety in terms of interior
decoration and restaurant atmosphere.

Benjamin JOINAU researcher of Korean Studies, Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales

Benjamin Joinau was born in Bordeaux, France and majored in classical literature at the University of Paris V. He came to Kore.a in 1994 and has
taught at Ecoles Francais and at the Department of French Language and Literature at Hongik University. He has been operatmg Fhe French
bistro Le Saint-Ex in Seoul’s ltaewon-dong since 2000. The director of the publishing company L'Atelier des Cahiers, Joinau is passionate about
introducing Korean culture to France through translations of Korean literature. Also a researcher of Korean studies at the Ecole des Hautes
Etudes en Sciences Sociales, he is currently writing a doctoral dissertation on the culinary cultures of South Korea, North Korea and Europe.
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