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Second Thematic project 
 

What is a book?  
 

Or why translation, Chinese whispers and noise? 
Conceptual layout of the practical work for the thematic project 
 

For the practical part of the second thematic project I became interested 

in dealing with 1) what are the fine bindings, the limits, borders of the space of a 
book, outside its literal condition 2) the process of loosing meaning. Why? 
Because, when I had to think of the role of the book today, and how it can be 
considered, the book as medium served as a starting point to deal with the 
concept the book carries within, and the strength of that concept. More precisely, 
after the Death of the author, and so-called deaths of the book itself, the book as 
concept remains as strong an authority as ever. Itʼs present in the realm of 
language, meaning, reading and writing, and in the moment of today is vivid in 
the amount of production, the simultaneous amount of reading and writing that is 
being conducted via online means. In comparison to a former situation of the 
authority of books as media  (ultimate placeholders for reading and writing, also 
privileged ones, not accessible to all), the amount of writing today is maybe even 
surpassing the amount of reading. Or if not, certainly is equally present.  

When I try to think of  
"The important question: What are the particular outcomes and effects of 

mistranslations? Which concrete situations can you trigger and explore with the 
tools you created?", what could be an interesting viewpoint is what are the 
mistranslations outcomes of. The mistranslations are inevitable in a hyperbolic, 
erasable but constant production of content. 



They are the literal representation of a communication gap, noise that 
arises through the constant exchange of content (words, information, knowledge) 
and rise of translation applications, that can be further carried via Chinese 
whispers more through a rhizomatic structure than a linear one. The project was 
first realized in a book to show (illustrate) the gradualness of this process.  

I will try to give a more clear, and pragmatic context to this idea through a 
few examples in concrete situations, showing different possibilities, and 
concerning different aspects, but sharing topics of interest.  

 
 

Through the principle of translating and spreading through Chinese 
whispers, as the starting point, I tried to locate the questions or situations where 
this process could be visible and applicable, in the first place.  The book is here 
observed as a concept of reading, writing, knowledge, and what are the 
implications and roles of that concept today, where the medium of the book 
becomes elastic to fit anything that could be observed as a reading and writing 
space. By that I don't claim that the medium of the book is not important, far from 
that. It is more that these questions are equally relevant when dealing with the 
topic of books. With a specific project, it is important to concentrate on either the 
book as medium, or book as concept, to be able to deal with the topic 
adequately.  

These are some of the uses I have as examples, or sketches of 
examples: 
            nu.1 

A possible practical Dadaist solution could be a Firefox add-on using the 
principle of a screensaver: after a while of not using the content of a tab (not 
reading nor writing), it translates the content of a webpage to a language and 
back to English. So after 10 minutes it would be translated once, after 20 minutes 
twice, after 30 minutes 3 times, every time taking different languages as input. A 
small reflection on how simultaneous, constant, surface reading causes disparate 



fragments and general confusion.  
 
main topics: 
-over information noise, productivity 
-the process of gradual change-Chinese whispers-communication-after a            
certain period of simultaneous reading, we are not sure where we started     
from 
-procrastination, attention deficit disorder 
-authenticity of sources 
-untraceable, non verifiable information 

(does the non verifiable information cause add or vice versa?)   
 
These are the screenshots of how the content would change over time: 
 
 
 
0) the regular Wikipedia page on Understanding 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
1) to Filipino and back to English 

 
2) to Japanese-English 

 
3) to Turkish-English 



 
4) to Hindi-English 

 
nu.2 
A more Oulipian solution would be a database with unstandardized 

personal translations, a collection of unofficial and non-existing versions of texts, 
as in well known texts, literature. The database would be possible to navigate 
through keywords, though the growth of the database would be conditioned by 
the growth of multiple versions of the same text(s). In its multiplicity, a poem 
would be equally relevant in one version as the next.  

 
 
Main topics: 
-(re)interpretation 
-original vs. copy 



-standardized (official) vs. unstandardized (unofficial) 
 

nu.3 
Taking the example of the Euroshopper chocolate (also could be any 

other type of product), and policies of the market, the choice of languages is a 
choice of "unnatural" or natural coalitions, depending on how one perceives it. 
(image 5, the map of EUroshoper countries) 

by making alternative packages of the chocolate, with only languages 
that are not present, one could give another view to a one sided picture, for 
example, in the case of the Euroshopper: 

1) questions on EU marginal countries, countries on the border of EU, or 
the languages of immigrants in Euroshoper European countries in place of the 
country originally on the package 

2) combinations on another principle, showing the underlining strength 
and normality of the coalitions of the market, how we are taught to consider a 
construct out of economic, political or in general social situations as a given fact. 

Combinations of language groups, as the Ugro-Finish chocolate, or the 
Germanic chocolate, or use some other sort of metadata to group countries-
languages. 

 
Main topics: 
-language as a tool 
-packaging as a communication (reading and writing) medium and space 
-the one sided standardized system-representation 
-production as production of knowledge, forming (un)awareness 
-alternative translation as a strategy 
image: choco 1, choco 2 



 
 



nu.4 
 
A translation unrelated, but related to the topics of reading and writing 

today is an online word count, that counts the words one types in his browser in a 
day, and possibly makes a correlation, if the amount of words if it's the exact 
number of words from a book, or a correlation between different lengths of text 
(for example: one 70 page book = 160 poems = 30 articles = 12 insurance 
policies= 1/20 of a phonebook).  

So when a person would reach a certain number of words the same as a 
book from a database of texts, they would have the information of the book, 

poem, story  or washing machine manual they wrote the same amount of words 
to. Is it a question of quality vs. quantity or a shift in perception? Is compulsive 
typing a necessity or need? Or does one stimulate the other?  

 
Main topics: 
-writing vs. reading 
-translating data into (“)facts(”) 
-referential systems 
-(online) everyday production of content 
 
 


