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Martin Puryear, Some Lines for Jim Beckwourth (1978)
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Figures of speech, puns, and idioms enrich, but are intrinsic to a
language; they mutate or disappear when transferred to other languages.
Martin Puryear’s piece above, in his current show at the MOMA in
New York, and the concurrent Lawrence Weiner exhibition at the
Whitney Museum, “As Far as the Eye Can See,” are visible reminders
of the lyricism and power of the word even in allusion and abstraction,
but also of its pitfalls and contextual parameters. Puryear calls these
parallel lines of dried twisted rawhide with tufted cow hair “drawn out
scribblings” that demonstrates the contrasting perceptions of information
when viewed up close as opposed from a distance. From James Gregory’s
text accompanying Weiner’s exhibition, “The achievement of Weiner’s
practice is not simply his use of language, but the consequent effect of his
work . . . (it) offers the visitor a full experience while allowing for every
experience to be different.”
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Lawrence Weiner Installation Shot,
Whitney Museum Exhibition 2007

Translation involves mapping changes in language while preserving
meaning. In contradistinction to transcription, which maps the aural
properties of a language to the correlate script of another, transliteration
is the transcribing of text written in one writing system into another. And
from the linguistic perspective, it is the inter-mapping between systems
of writing, word for word. Transliteration attempts to be exact, so that
unknown transliterated words can be interpolated. Examples of mixed
transliterated and transcribed systems include Chinglish and Spanglish.



Ctrl+P March 2008

Emilio Chapela Perez lenguaje
Click on image to download video.
You would need Quicktime 7© or other
video softwares to to view the movie.
Download here or here.

The most illustrative example of transliteration is the common
online exercise of computerized translating through successive
languages. Mexico City artist Emilio Chapela Perez’s piece, lenguaje,
is an example of a standard English definition of the word “language”
processed through successive non-English translations, then back into
English, but ends in a mutated nonsensical sequence of words.
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Michael Arcega Loping Honoring 2007
Click on image to download video.
You would need Quicktime 7© or other
video softwares to to view the movie.
Download here or here.

San Francisco-based artist Michael Arcega has also used
spell checking applications to exemplify the perils of translation
programs. An example is his corrected rendition of the United States
Constitution, run through spell check. The text of the following piece,
Loping Honoring (2007) was generated by spell checking the national
anthem of the Philippines, Lupang Hinirang, in MS Word v.11.3 It
was then applied to the harmony of Lupang Hinirang and sung in an
operatic voice by Erin Neff.
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Kay Rosen Oh, Eau 1989/1998

Kay Rosen’s work underscores the strategies and importance of
punctuation that change the context and meaning of the following wordequivalent twinned texts.



Ctrl+P March 2008

Pouran Jinchi, Tajvid (2007),
ink on paper, 144 x 53 in

Looking at text markings in a different culture is Pouran Jinchi, an
Iranian-American artist living in New York. She trained in calligraphy in
childhood, but after completing her studies in civil engineering, she turned
to painting, influenced by the abstract expressionists. Her works involve
the subtraction of text from identified and identifiable sections that retains
context. She states, “In Farsi and Arabic, the punctuation markings are
hardly used any more. The Koran is the perfect example of retaining and
emphasizing the diacritical markings like the, tasheed, saken, and hamzeh.
People who are familiar with the Koran, even from different cultures, like
African and Chinese Muslims, can recognize the Koran in my paintings
even when the text is removed because of these markings. They are like
mathematical notations. To me, mathematical equations looked like art, like
vocalizations. Visually they look the same to me.”
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Annabel Daou, Too Close to the Bone, 2005
pencil on paper, 50 x 38 inches

Annabel Daou works with Arabic text with a different approach.
She states, “I was thinking about how about how close and how far apart at
the same time, the expressions “god is good” and “god is great” are. I found
that when you research “god is great” you tend to get the transliteration
“allah hu akbar” which is the muslim phrase. so i transliterated (phonetic
spelling) “god is good” into Arabic.Then thinking about one trying to
approach the other, i would write one phrase and indicate it’s trajectory
to the other. so the English “god” or “god is good” is transliterated into
Arabic letters and the arrow draws it to “allah” or “allah hu akbar” which
is the Arabic transliterated into English letters.
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Manuel Ocampo Para eso habeis nacido.
1994

Words are strung together and transformed by context,
punctuation and delivery by social individuals variably shaped by
geoculturopolitical forces. As in Manuel Ocampo’s works, texts in other
languages remain as abstractions unless one posseses the translational
tools, but even then, as these examples demonstrate, there are flaws
and pitfalls used to creative advantage in these contemporary works.
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