[47a] ‘Study for Lucy Grays’, in Sighs Trapped by Liars catalogue, Mulier Mulier Gallery, Belgium, 1998.
The series Dialectical Materialism consist of an English-ish text superscribed with alphabetical and numerical indices with (usually) a recursive matrix or map in the bottom corner, and a further sheet with a graphic display consisting of the quasi-words Surf, Surf, Surf, etc. The form of this graphic display is derived from a revolutionary Soviet Constructivist design (Rodchenko, Altmann, etc.) The Surf, Surfs are also accompanied by numerical indices which match those in the conventional texts.

The relations which these works examine (or the relations which they are intended to provoke) are exotic or marginal members of the family of relations which are examined in Magritte’s Key of Dreams. The Surfs are not pictures, but they are quasi words arranged in quasi-pictorial form. Magritte’s work implicitly considers the porosity of various word-word connections, as well as the strangeness of conventional signs in explicit word-thing connections.

The Dialectical Materialism series was in general concerned with the types of transformation which are associated with computations of equivalence, indexicality and translation. They were efforts to plant indexical trees, essays on the fractal instability of meanings. The “normal” relations of translation which exist between the two conventional texts in Dialectical Materialism is challenged by the Surf, Surf display. 

The possibility is that a given single inscription Surf  (standing for what: surface? Well, not necessarily) might just be the name (an encoding) of the fragment of text to which it is connected. The possibility might be that the Surf display is therefore an exotic or radical translation established by some very porous equivalence. Consider that the Surf, Surf, Surf in this form (a Constructivist form of the Cyrillic “R”) might just be (by convention) an expression with the same meaning as the fragment of text to which it is indexed. Of course, we can establish a convention for anything to be the equivalent of anything else. But this is not to say that there are no intentionalistic (?) remainders. If we encode the letters of the alphabet as A= ‘‘1”, B= ‘‘2” etc., what do we do for example with the phenomenological value – the appearance, the real saturatedness of these numerical symbols as distinct from the alphabetical ones? We may use any “idealised” convention to make the symbol “A” = “Good afternoon” equivalent to Surf in a particular graphic form but the cultural saturation of “Good afternoon” and that of Surf as a part of a particular design are decidedly distinct. How would you “utter” the Surf, Surf, Surf design if you read it as the “translation” of the particular bit of text to which it is indexed? To put it in more Saussurian language, what would it be like to say that “Good afternoon” and Surf, Surf, Surf are signs which both go to the same signifier (concept)? The Surf, Surf, Surf sign is embedded (is indexically implicated) in a “historical” circumstance insofar as it is arranged in a form specifically derived from a graphic work associated with a particular moment in both art and immediately post-revolutionary Russia. These two may or may not be the same thing – an ambiguity which shadows the possible equivalence which may exist between the Surf, Surf inscription and the English inscription or text to which it may or may not be connected. Of course, how you cope with all this will depend on your (own) logic or metaphysics of meaning. The invitation that the work makes – namely that the viewer consider that there is some systematic relationship between a given fragment of text and another symbol or set of symbols – need not result in your assuming that the relationship is one of “translation” or equivalence. But it’s hard to see how this conclusion is easily escaped. One possible alternative is that the Surf, Surf, Surf inscription has some bearing upon the interpretation you might make of the English text. But how or what would it modify? This bit of an English-ish text is interpreted in the light of its being indexed to a certain fragment of a graphic display which consists of more or less meaningless quasi words and which echoes a bit of Russian Constructivism. This might entrain thoughts of a fractal pragmatics. How does one logical or epistemological (or what?) margin of our experience including our experience of making meaning bear upon another? Perhaps the Surf, Surf is not a “translation” of the English-ish text so much as an intensional circumstance in which it may be interpreted. That is, it seems to compel the viewer to map his or her reading of the English-ish fragment into an intensional context determined by the Surf, Surf, Surf, to which it is indexed.

