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Two images have been swelling in my mind during my entire period of creation. The first is a faithful scribe diligently copying, line by
line, page after page, day and night. The second image is that of local female workers by the side of an assembly line, repeating the same
set of operations in a textile or garment factories in the 1960s.

Female factory workers weaved their quotidian grievances into the strictly mechanistic rhythm of the partially automated

assembly line, at the end of which their employers collected products in bulk, whereas their input at each station, mechanically integrated
into the final product, would deem untraceable. A scribe might spend months to duplicate manuscripts considered worth reproducing. But
once the palimpsest had to be reused, his writing would have to be scraped off before new texts could be written over. The destiny of a
scribe’s ‘work’ is ‘erasure’.

Hongkong female factory workers of the 1960s and scribes of the medieval time in Europe are somewhat connected: their labor was spent
to contribute to the grand advancement of culture and economy while their individual contribution was simply assumed for cooption.
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The invisible accumulation of steps in a work process in strict sequential order leading to the completion of a set task reminds me of the
meaning of algorithm in computing. Each operation has to be executed with superb precision. The slightest change in the order of steps or
irregularities at any step would result in the interruption of the work process or a totally different output.

I decided that my work Scriptorium should be a kind of paradox. It is an automated system that churns out new literature and word-art
based on its own hidden rules. At the same time, I want to subvert the dull assembly line by turning each work station into an independent
site of play and authorship.

One needs to look for our Scriptorium as it is not sitting at the crossroad, but once found, it can be a spectacle. This scriptorium is not
only a room for the production of manuscripts; it preserves the past, and examines the preservation of the past critically.

Scriptorium, literally ‘a place for writing’, purposefully integrates installation art, collage/décollage, code-writing (computational
algorithm), critical investigation of textual production (cultural studies) and media art — to playfully engage with the “sociology of texts”
(Don McKenzie, 1960s and 1970s) and the history of the books (Robert Darnton and Roger Chartier, 1980s and 1990s).

The variety of activities the normal visitors would engage in this work range from book-making, narrative construction (story-making),
script design/invention, typographic fixing, and the tracing of original writing on a “palimpsestic” surface. Employing traditional terms in
printing and publishing, the work flow can be understood analogically as follows:

Sourcing from the codex—» Punching— Scripting—» Compositing »Authoring-Preparing the exemplar - Stereotyping= Printing- Recovering

The work flow, made possible only with visitors’ participation, is hidden from the Scriptorium, but scattered around the WMCe4
exhibition venue, and disintegrated into independent graphic and writing events.

Notes: all Chinese-language manuscript material is from Chinese local newspapers in 1934 Hong Kong, whereas English-language material is
excerpts from the late American artist-photographer Jo Spence’s book What can a woman do with a camera.
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Linda LAI (LAI Chiu-han) received her Ph.D. in Cinema Studies from NYU, and has been seeking meaning-
ful extension from the discipline to engage in new media and cultural investigations. Lai is a Hongkong-based
inter-disciplinary artist and curator, and founder of the new media art group The Writing Machine Collective
(2004- ). Her works have a strong concern for language and narrativity, grounded in a feminist sensibility that
integrates critical theory, film theories and visual ethnography. She has a broad interest in image and text in the
context of archiving. Her experimental video works have been exhibited in various experimental and docu-
mentary film/video festivals in Oberhausen, Berlin, Vienna, Birmingham, Barcelona, Paris, Hamburg, Jihlava
(Czech Republic), Sydney, Kuala Lumpur, New Delhi, Taipei, Kaohsiung, Seoul, Macao, Hong Kong, and a
few cities in the United States. Her digital interactive works include PUSH: the Quest for a Voice, In Search of a
Body (2003-4, with Theresa Junko Mikuriya, Hong Kong Art Biennial), / See Where You Are in Central (2005,
with Bryan Chung, Justin Wong and Alan Fong, Microwave International Media Art Festival), and Who is Sing-
ing? - Donald, can you hear me? (2007, with Lawrence Choi, WMC_e2). Currently she is Associate Professor
at the City University of Hong Kong’s School of Creative Media, and Leader of Critical Intermedia Art.
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