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Table b: Scribe is a network for transcoding lin-
guistic data from one medium to another. A video
camera initially locates the words in a book,
which was made specifically for this project; and,
by using a pneumatic suction device designed by
Roderick Peyketewa, a robotic arm turns the
pages. As a notable technical challenge,
embroiled in the difficulties of machinic orienta-
tion and navigation of space, the design of and
interface with a page-turning device for Table 5
took several weeks to perfect, Word-recognition
process is accomplished by optical character
recognition software, which determines the
words based on the camera's data and informs
output devices about how to proceed. A separate
plotting table, using a light-wand on a light sensi-
tive tablet, then renders letters that correspond
to the text, The letters are drawn, but soon
disappear, allowing the next page of text to be
transcribed in the same area. The word-recogni-
tion software also sends instructions to a voice
synthesizer that speaks the same words to the
audience. By interpreting and mimicking word-
patterns with the assistance of the recognition
software, devices for identifying text establish a
direct feedback loop with machines for writing
and speaking words.

As both an honoring and a parodying of
linguistic production, Table 5 transcribes a text
into other media, while also permitting subtle
slippages of meaning to occur. For instance, any
errors produced by the word recognition soft-
ware get echoed in the other media, yielding
inadvertent deviations from the text. Also, with-
out an obvious human context, the mechanically
plotted version of the text carries a different
weight than the text in the book. The words
become more susceptible to being seen as arbi-
trary line patterns or as cryptic phrases of an

All we have described here is the visible. But this project is about the invisible.—Woobpy

unseen agent whose intentions remain unknown.

The slippages of meaning that emerge from
this unstable context can be attributed to the
process of transcoding words from one medium to
another. Fredric Jameson explains how the
process of transcoding need not be

a question of establishing some simple one-
to-one correlation between two already
existing entities . . . but rather of showing
how any given text knows lines of flight out
beyond itself, being apparently autonomous
yet in its very structure carrying a kind of
referentiality, a kind of movement out of
itself to something else.!

The mimicry of linguistic processes in Table &
suggests how cybernetic transcoding both
confirms and denies the communicative import
of language, since the text is at once an index of
complex human processes and a template for
electronic interpretation and mechanical composi-
tion. As a formal transformation that affects the
text's meaning, this machinic transcoding derives
nomadic strategies for depicting a linguistic
operation and for opening a text to alternative
readings. = 83
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Three of Roderick Peyketewa's prototypes for
the page-turning hand of Scribe.
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Specifically, Vasulka has created
a building/tool that is both
subject/object—again a hermaphro-
dite. And now it is a public tool
in the exploration of physical and
virtual space. The tables change the
perceptual space of architecture by
various oscillations, confronting
viewers with brute forms and
metaphorical power—the machines
in the building, the electronics in the
machines, the machines in one's
mind. Here is meta-architecture:
the philosophical, unresolvable
oscillation between "reality” and
perception. Vasulka's buildings force
this oscillation between power and
architecture on the viewer, and
that oscillation moves the tables
beyond mere sculptural occupancy
of a site to architectural presence.
The tables further suggest ways
to question the contradictions of
architectural oscillation, appearance/
function and hiding/revealing, to
consider site and materials as
non-pictorial. Woody Vasulka has
created machines obviously open to
many other readings. So, why not
read steel and electronic texts a bit
more obscurely and appropriate
them as exploratory spatial devices
in order to grapple with questions of
power, presence, thought, mapping,
space, and occupation as they
are more and more confused by
digital control?

TABLE 5 SCRIBE
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Don't go simple here and read that
I'm advocating an architecture of her-
maphroditic, servo-mechanical par-
ody like that of Survival Research.
No, I'm reading the tables because I
think they are an excellent example
of architectural openness. I see the
tables as the expression of an
artist/engineer working out life’s
prickly philosophical questions in the
vocabulary, forms, and materials of a
machine in a room. For those reasons
I see the tables as an architectural
text open to reading by designers
concerned with space. They are new
models, not of the old either/or but of
the BOTH—the hermaphrodite oscil-
lator. In the space of my mind's-eye,
they are prototypes and tools leading
to an architecture merging with digi-
tal space and digital space morphing
with bodies.

Ultimately, this leads us back to
Heidegger's corrosive delusion of
those who master, those who
repress, and those masters corrupted
by the subordination of others into a
role of servitude. I think the tables
force us to look to the built environ-
ment not as neutral but as oscillating
between hostile and predatory and to
look to the urban field as part of the
site of the master's corrosive delu-
sion. The tables may conjure some-
thing akin to dystopic environments,
yet their over-riding exploration is
spatial and as architectural con-
trollers and perceptual mediators,
they deposit us in a frame between
space and being. Servitude is our
choice. Betweeness our state. Q
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Roderick Peyketewa demonstrating a

Scribe prototype
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Is this Table 2?

No. This is called Table 5: Scribe.
There are two tables in this work:
one is a reading mechanism and the
other writes down what the first
reads. These tables emulate the most
basic rituals of reading a book: open-
ing the book (accomplished pneumat-
ically here), then leafing through it
by means of rubber, suction cup-like
fingers. Then on this arm here, a
camera is positioned to read what-
ever information there is on the
page. The visual code of the letters is
then sent to the Scribe, which writes
it on a piece of paper. So here is the
basic paradox of literacy: literacy as
reading and writing is not an inher-
ent property of the human mind,
rather it is the interpretation of a
code. It is in our minds, in the cortex
where literacy assumes its meaning,
its human factor, Here on these
tables, however, we can separate the
reading function from the writing
function in a demonstrative, almost
didactic fashion. There also is a large
space of meaning in between the
read/write procedure, a space where
we can insert a single new word or
the whole Internet. We can impose
ourselves into this large cavity. = 97
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