






INTRODUCTION
Ben Kinsley + Jessica Langley + Jerstin Crosby

The Janks Archive project was born from confusion. One evening in October of 
2012, the three of us were listening to filmmaker/archivist Harry Smith’s audio 
recordings of poet Peter Orlovsky trying to remember songs from childhood. We 
started doing the same and ended up in a Yo-Mama joke battle. Jerstin was the clear 
winner of this exchange, and after mining his subconscious for every joke he could 
recall, we learned that he referred to these types of jokes as “janks.” Jessica and Ben 
grew up in Ohio (northern Midwest) and had never heard this word. Jerstin, who 
is from Alabama (the “Deep South”), had assumed this was the universally accepted 
(English) term used to describe the act of trading insult jokes among friends. 

Questions emerged from this exchange — Is this insult joke tradition a universal 
human behavior? Do the terms used to describe this ritual differ from place to place, 
even within the same country/language? Are the types of jokes/insults (i.e. format, 
theme, subject) site-specific to a place/region? What can be learned about a culture 
through what is considered insulting? 

In the spirit of folk archivists like Alan Lomax or Harry Smith, who sought 
universality through collecting eccentric cultural artifacts and everyday ephemera, 
we decided to embark on a never-ending process of trying to answer these 
questions. Since 2012, we have travelled to 16 cities in 9 countries interviewing 
locals and documenting “janks.” In each place we visit, we learn new terminology 
and new jokes.

To hone our research further we have established a rule about what we archive and 
what we don’t. To be considered a “jank” the joke needs to be intended to directly 
insult another person in a face-to-face interaction. These jokes can attack personal 
attributes (such as physical appearance, intelligence, socioeconomic status, familial 
and interpersonal relationships, etc.), but they can’t be directed at large groups 
of people or anyone who is not physically present at the time. We do not want to 
document or perpetuate racist/sexist/bigoted humor, however many good “janks” 
push the limits of acceptable topics, cultural taboos, and (importantly) our own 
comfort zones.

Race, class, gender, and the body can be spear points of contention but also provide 
rich mines for discussion of forbidden subjects in both art and humor. What 
Mikhail Bakhtin calls “unofficial elements of speech” — abuses, curses, profanities, 
and improprieties — allow proximity to discomfort and ideas that might be at 
odds with our values. The recent socio-political climate, particularly in the US and 



Europe, has given rise to political correctness and inclusivity in language while, 
at the same time, a surge of xenophobia and nationalism. What can be learned 
from vernacular humor (particularly insult humor) as a model for how to deal with 
conflict symbolically and across boundaries? 

The Janks Archive project is driven by the desire to increase understanding of an 
oral tradition which on the surface seems antagonistic, but may ultimately be an 
invitation for exchange and mutual understanding.

This zine is a compilation of readings and research that we have collected over 
the course of this complex and complicated study. We’ve included selections from 
academic texts, reference material, images, and jokes that have influenced our 
thinking about verbal abuses and joking relationships. We have scanned these 
excerpts without permission, however we have included author/publisher credits 
in the hopes that this will lead the inquisitive to the complete texts for further 
reading. 

Untitled (Forest Janks), 2016
[left to right] Translation from Romanian: Tall as a pine tree, stupid as a fence / collected: 
Vaasa, Finland (12-17-2015) / origin: common Romanian expression. | Translation 
from Latvian: Go pick boletes (mushrooms) / collected: Riga, Latvia (08-01-2016) / 
origin: traditional Latvian insult, equivalent of “get lost” or “buzz off ” |Translation from 
Lithuanian: clung like a leaf to the ass / collected: Kaunas, Lithuania (01-10-2016) / 
origin: old and common Lithuanian joke – a way to call someone annoying |Translation 
from Finnish: Your hair is like a forest, not as thick but as full of life / collected: Vaasa, 

Finland (12-19-2015) / origin: told to him by his father when he was a child.
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Murmursunds Allehanda was an annual Swedish language newsletter 
from a small village in Finland. These two pages are entries written by 
Johannes Sundin (1894-1982). 

“Som sagt var” (above) is a list of colorful sayings. Third in the list is an 
insult that translates to “You are helping the one who stands and does 
nothing.”

“Skällsorden än en gång” (right) is a list of insulting words, many of 
which are no longer in common use. For instance “Syltsock” is a way of 
calling someone lazy because they don’t pull up their socks (saggy socks). 
“Syltbyx” has a similar meaning and tranlsates to “saggy trousers.”
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JANKS ARCHIVE number 011016023
collected: Kaunas, Lithuania (01-10-2016) 
translation: You stand like you swallowed a stake
origin: Old Lithuanian saying. “Mietas” is an old word meaning a stake used for 
hammering animals chain to a ground, when you change their place in a field to get 
fresh grass.



JANKS ARCHIVE number 051416011
collected: Jamaica, Queens (05-14-2016)
origin: common expression from Jamaica, used to describe something literally or 
figuratively large. (Variant: “hey girl, your hips are as big as Bob Marley’s funeral”). 
Bob Marley’s funeral was the biggest funeral ever to happen in Jamaica. “Hey my 
yute” is Jamaica slang for “hey my friend” or “hey bro.”



JANKS ARCHIVE number 122215004
collected: Vaasa, Finland (12-22-2015) 
translation: Your face is like the ass of a bird of prey
origin: common Finnish expression. Might have heard it from her Grandmother



JANKS ARCHIVE number 010816024
collected: Riga, Latvia (08-01-2016)
translation: Your mother is like a cockroach who saw her children on the wall but 
mistook them for beautiful pearls
origin: Egyptian insult joke, in Arabic. Usually said by grandmothers as a way to call 
someone ugly. The (very) literal translation is: “A beetle saw her kids on the wall 
and said pearls connected by a string.”
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