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Limited quota for workshops, guided tours and lectures. Interested parties, please download registration form
from www.youthsquare.hk and send to marketing@youthsquare .hk for registration.
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The Writing Ball is a thing like me: of iron
Yet twisted easily — especially on journeys.
Patience and tact must be had in abundance
As well as fine [little] fingers to use us.



From Writing Ball to Writing Machine  / HO Yue-in

[English abstract by Linda Lai]

In early 20th century, the Hansen Writing Ball, invented for general use since 1865 by Rasmus Malling-Hansen,
finally lost its popularity to Sholes’ box-shape writing machine, or what came to be known as the typewriter. It was no
pure commercial battle. Sholes’ typewriter in a way re-defined writing by establishing an instantaneous seeing-upon-
writing mode, which remains dominant in today’s LCD-screen culture. The visual orientation of writing in Sholes’
machine stood in contrast with the Hansen Writing Ball, which, designed with people of hearing and speech disability
in mind, spatially separated typing on paper and reading of the typed text into two isolated steps. Imagine the Hansen
Writing Ball had remained dominant, or suppose the writing ball and the type-writer had equally significant parallel
development — what would our writing experience have become? Not seeing immediately what one has written could

be fascinating.

Almost all works in the current WMC_e4 are concerned with the question of mediated perception in writing activities
due to the presence of tools, as much as how machine processes produce new forms of writing logic. Machines are
not only the extension of the human hands that write; they endow our hands with rules, procedures and algorithms.
Machines are the place-holder of authorship and author’s identity. What is generated by machines, however,

exceeds the initiator-artist’s design. Some of the WMC_e4 artists seek to re-produce the machine process, while
others translate the outcome of machine work into a different medium, or via spatialization. And yet some machines

are editors, inviting decoding and interpretation.



‘Writing’: its support, affordance, ,
and computational thinking / Linda C.H. LA/

Computational thinking...

On Thursday, December 16, 2010, “without much fanfare, Google made a mammoth database culled from nearly 5.2
million digitized books available to the public...for free downloads and online searches, opening a new landscape of
possibilities for research and education in the humanities.” (International Herald Tribune, December 17,2010, lower
front page) As new media theorist Janet Murray suggests, a turning point in the closing of the gap between
computation as a science and computation as a human reality lied in the need to archive and retrieve bulk information as
it grew in boundless quantity especially in times of war in the first half of the 20th century. The Google story of 2010
then seems no particular wonder except that storing and retrieving huge amount of data is no longer just a projected
reality. Or perhaps more than that: the 2 centuries of works Google puts on the web should present to the everyday
person new challenges in forming views about human existence. Consider the infinite number of search and the scope
covered via a 5-word string. Consider the fact that meta-knowledge, as well as the constructed-ness of knowledge, is
now a necessary object of learning;: with a click, one “can instantly see how ‘women’ are rarely mentioned in comparison

to ‘men’ until about 1970,” and cultural trends in history is something even an 8-eight-year child can acquire in a
browse. Consider the 500 billion words “contained in books published from 1800 to 2000 in English, French, Spanish,
German, Chinese, Russian and Hebrew” available at one’s disposal. And this takes me back to the WMC_e4,

to computational thinking in art and for the everyday person in multifarious manifestations.

Ask Umberto Eco, or Raymond Queneau: how many possible sentences, poems, books and volumes can one produce
with an archive of 500 billion words, based on permutation and combinatorial principles? The answer is ‘infinitive’

— but that is not a very interesting answer. Fascination comes in what happens to every single moment of writing
against the backdrop of infinite possibilities and immense amount of raw material at hand. What Gerard Genette
called intertextuality, architextuality and hypertextuality are the main attributes of any textual activity. Between the
occurrence of a thought to be written down and the final pinning down as a piece of work lies the drama of-
computational thinking.

According to the mission statements of Centre for Computational Thinking at Carnegie Mellon University (CMU),
computational thinking is primarily “a way of solving problems, designing systems, and understanding human behav-
ior that draws on concepts fundamental to computer science,” and yet it is also “a fundamental part of the way people
think and understand the world.” Computational thinking has three core features: first, creating and working with lev-
els of abstraction; second, thinking algorithmically, which highlights methods of induction; and third, working with
the awareness of the significance of scaling. ( “http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~CompThink/” ) CMU Professor Jeannette
M. Wing’s grand vision is that “computational thinking will be a fundamental skill used by

everyone in the world by the middle of the 215t century — just like reading, writing, and arithmetic,” and something to
add to every child’s analytical ability. In her manifesto of computational thinking, computer science is not just
computer programming. Computational thinking emphasizes conceptualizing, not programming.



“‘Writing’ computational thinking...

Writing as explored in the previous three WMC exhibitions has underlined computational thinking. Writing in our
projects refers to all activities that turn isolated units into systems. The performative side of writing is the very
process and the activities of making connections and forming relations; whereas writings as a material formation
point to a writing event’s life-span of amazement — the leap from the original raw material to the final work of
complexity with a totally different, often unpredictable, look. As Jeannette M. Wing says, in computational thinking,
it is ideas, not artifacts, which matters. So is writing to the WMC, as the enactment of computational thinking.

So much has been said about the importance of the cognitive texture of writing. Taking stock of the variety of works
presented in previous and current WMC showecases, I notice that writing has always been understood as part of a total
event. In his book Paper Machine, Jacques Derrida points out the importance of making distinctions among book,
writing, modes of inscription, production, reproduction, the work, its workings, market economy, publishing laws
and so on — in the long run in order that we can look at all of these concepts as a totality. Derrida considers the book
and its support. By extension, we may also consider writing and its support. Derrida distinguishes between the book
as a concept (in the literary sense) and the book as a physical entity (in the literal sense of the term), between book as
a form and a model, and book as a work. We think of writing as the inscription of ideas, we also think of writing in
relation to its inscription technology. Writing requires a place-holder: in pre-digital days, paper is that place-holder,
whereby writing acquires its identity. Then the book: according to Derrida, the book is writing on material forms
such as paper, combined definitively to highlight identified authorship and prevent any tempering of the content by
the readers. What about the digital platform and other new place-holders? How has the materiality of the different
inscription technologies define the attributes of writing? What should we make of Google as a new place-holder, as
well as a substitute place-holder for all existing place-holders?

Performing computational thinking in WMC _e4: the works. ..

Many of the WMC works have set out to move beyond the semantic aspects of writing to address the above issues.
The present continuous tense of writing is a shared feature among all works. Highlighting the continuous,
performative process of writing is also to open the possibilities of intervention, interruption, re-writing, and thus
highlighting the precarious and contingent state of interpretation.

Writing as a performance is most explict in Yue-jin Ho and Iras Tam’s Mouse-click Notation, a piece of
micro-writing that is the sonification of mouse activities.

Permutation as a mode of computational thinking is explored in Justin Wong’s generative comics, City Forum,
which may churn out potentially infinite animated comic narratives based on a library of graphic prototypes archived
across the time-span of 3 years. Zoie So’s sculpture (Mediated Facial) and Linda Lai and Gary Ng’s dispersed
installation (Scriptorium) both concern with connectivity and procedures, highlighting computational thinking’s
algorithmic nature.

The writng process as intermedia translation subverting semantics-based encoding-decoding is explored in the
works of Told To, Enrica Ho, and Vasco Paiva. Whereas To (Visual Diary Generator) turns image into text,

Ho (Le montage de I’émotion) desires meaning-laden text to relax to become visual prints of pure color sensations.
Paiva (Sea of Mountains) calculates pixel values in a video clip and turns them into a sound score.

Winnie Soon + Helen Pritchard’s jsut code and Mary Flanagan’s [borders] engage with computing as social media
and on-line communities. While Soon and Pritchard playfully and industriously encode, decode and re-code
messages on Twifter to subvert and stretch the limits of ‘meaningful’ messges, Flanagan indulges visitors in the
virtual world of apparently boundless drifting as far as code-writing and algorithmic rendering allows.

A few artists in WMC_e4 focus their effort in revealing the linguistic nature embedded in the architecture of the



computer, especially Hector Rodriguez (Gestus), Kenny Chow and D. Fox Harrell (Coding Landscape, Crossing
Metaphors), and Ip Yuk-yiu (abbreviated Double Indemnity). '

Taking another perspective, more than a few works announce new species of cinema, and playfully fill the screen
with new writing material, overcoming the hegemony of mainstream narrative cinema. “Twenty-is-one-is-twenty”
could be a way to describe the multi-window found-footage work of Rodriguez’s Gestus. Chow and Harrell’s highly
pictorial Coding Landscape invites visitors’ fingers to contribute to the work the missing protagonists of a landscape
excursion. Ip’s Double Indemnity, using one mainstream Hollywood genre film as its raw material, allows the ‘back
kitchen’ of the celluloid construct of the movie to take over the screen space. Lai’s Scriptorium is a tongue-in-cheek
enquiry of where visible material on a screen comes from, and if anything that moves qualifies for moving

image. Wong’s City Forum proclaims itself generative cinema, exploring the infinite internal self-multiplication of a
fixed library of visual images. All of these works in one way or other build upon the notion of archive, library and
database, presumed features of computation.

The critique of culture is the explicit objective of the many ‘writing’ exercises in this exhibition. In addition to
Rodriguez’s critique of mainstream narrative cinema, Justin Wong’s work is primarily caricature of local politics and
social scandals. Ho and Tam’s Mouse-click notion, originally titled ‘two-word poem’, pays tribute to the forgotten
laborers of ancient China, the evidence of whose existence survives only in the inexpressive utterance of the 2-word
poems. Linda Lai’s Scriptorium directly addresses de-humanization in assembly lines and, in response, re-creates the
assembly-line experience with computational authorship, re-defining productivity as personal engagement.

Macro Objectives...

As we arrive here in the WMC_e4, we find ourselves negotiating our artistic creation within a trajectory of contras-

tive positions:

At one end of the trajectory, we have Prof. Wing’s manifesto of computational thinking: computer science is not just
computer programming; computational thinking honors conceptualizing, not programming.

At the other end of the trajectory, there is the imperative to work with code-writing as a unique artistic medium.
American artist Golan Levin upholds the necessity for an artist to grapple with its own programming ability:

“I believe individual artists should dictate the possibilities of their chosen media, and not leave it to the Adobes and
Macromedias of the marketplace. The notion of artists creating their own tools is as old as art itself. For centuries,
artists ground their own pigments, plucked pig hairs to make their own brushes, and primed their own canvases with
- glue made from boiled rabbits. Instead of distracting artists from their true purpose, these crafts actually tightened
artists’ connections to their materials and processes.” (“Designing with Code: One Artist’s Journey”)

WMC_e4 artists need no single consent. But within the broad trajectory, we share the following concerns:

* to promote programming literacy among artists: to treat technology as an “artistic medium” instead of a “tool”;

* to promote the appreciation of computational art among the general public by foregrounding computation thinking
in the exhibited works; and

* to embrace interdisciplinary artistic research, especially to rediscover generative/computational elements in
contemporary art practices

(December 28, 2010)
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