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In the even light of the early afternoon, I look through the photographs spilling 

across the table in the front room of my home. Connected only through my 

field of research for this exhibition, they are photographs whose surfaces 

have been subject to intervention prior to my acquiring them — a collection of 

disunities. Tinted and toned photographs purchased online make up the bulk 

of them, mid to late twentieth-century Ontario landscapes imbued with a 

bold spectrum of primary and secondary colours. A smaller set of snapshots 

discovered at a Parkdale garage sale in Toronto features effacements of 

another kind: photos of unpopulated interiors with the view out the window 

abraded in each. Both groups of images are approximately the same size, 

and they lend themselves to being piled together quickly when the breeze 

coming through the adjacent window picks up and threatens to scatter 

them in all directions. Bound together with an elastic, the weight of the 

paper and number of images form a heavy stack that easily stands upright:
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The third group of photographs cannot be bound with the others as they 

exist only on a screen. My laptop is open to the most recent update on the 

imprisonment in Egypt of doctor Tarek Loubani and filmmaker John Greyson, 

who were arrested in Cairo en route to Gaza on August 16, 2013. Their portraits 

are impossible to discern as every angle of the screen catches the intense 

glare of the midday sun, either reflecting the cloudless sky or the movement 

of traffic outside. As I step away from the table, I recall the words of Hito 

Steyerl that I encountered at the outset of my research for Surface Tension:

… what if the truth is neither in the represented nor in the representation? What 

if the truth is in its material configuration? How about acknowledging that this 

image is not some ideological misconception, but a thing simultaneously 

couched in affect and availability, a fetish made of crystals and electricity, 

animated by our wishes and fears — a perfect embodiment of its own conditions 

of existence? […] It doesn’t represent reality. It is a fragment of the real world. 

It is a thing just like any other — a thing like you and me.1

From May 2008 to March 2009, the artists’ film and video distributor lux 

opened a new project space in London, uk, under the name lux 28. For the 

final event of lux’s project Six Tuesdays After Film as a Critical Practice, which 

was also the final event in the lux 28 project space, Emily Wardill interviewed 

Peter Gidal. During their dialogue the two artists discussed the continuing 

attempt and ideological pressure to create a viable history — a history that is 

written through the production and dissemination of images.2  The questions 
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of history addressed by Wardill and Gidal centre on a materialist film 

practice: the production of certain relations between segments, between 

what the camera is aimed at and the way that “image” is presented — films 

that are at once object and procedure.3  For Gidal, materialist film is 

a process in time that is historical, but as he notes in his conversation  

with Wardill, this process extends to both photography and writing.

The works presented in Surface Tension engage with the production and 

problematization of images in different ways, often deploying strategies 

of assemblage as they assume material form, rather than occupying the 

autonomy of a discrete art object. They reject the shape of a single image 

and, with the presence of two or more parts, each stands as a record of 

its own production as a collection of segments. Strategies of assemblage 

can push at the disunity of a work, making it difficult to construct an 

adequate memory from what you have seen. Like Gidal and Wardill, the 

artists of Surface Tension refuse to create the illusion of a viable, believable, 

constructed history. Our history is the history of our encounter with the 

image, the history of that moment in time.

A few hours later I return home to the same room and the same table to 

continue working. I find that the bundle of images that I stood upright upon 

the table has shifted slightly. The elastic holding them has snapped, and 

the photos have fallen sideways but have been caught mid-fall, coming to 

rest against the potted orchid to their immediate left instead of dropping 

to the tabletop:
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I forgot to plug in my laptop when I left the house earlier in the day, and now 

it remains open but without power, the images of Tarek Loubani and John 

Greyson no longer visible. The screen is black, and as I tilt it forward, it 

remains a mirror. With the sun lost behind the building cloud cover, I return 

the gaze of my own idle reflection. I close the laptop and organize the images 

back into a pile before leaving the room.

Returning to their dialogue, Wardill and Gidal address their resistance to 

creating a space where memory is comforting and habitual. In the process of 

making something with and for the viewer, they assert that the act of viewing 

is not a given. For Gidal, the viewer begins to construct history in the present 

in the encounter, and there is only the present in an artwork. In response to 

Michael Fried’s critique of the theatricality of minimalism,4 critics such as 

Douglas Crimp have foregrounded the importance of the viewer’s encounter 

when establishing a socio-historical context. If the relationship to the viewer 

is to be taken into account, then the encounter must be in the present; 

otherwise, the viewer is eliminated from the equation. In Surface Tension, 

each encounter with an artwork is a process that unfolds in time. Rather 

than arriving fully formed, the exhibition at Oakville Galleries is created 

through the act of viewing.

After sunset I find my way home and return once again to the images on 

the table, now resting at the darkest point of twilight. The laptop is closed 

and the stacked photographs rest face down, left where I centred them 

on top of the unlit corporate logo on the computer. In the remaining light 
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on a late summer evening, the ability to discern one object from the other 

becomes slippery, and they coalesce into a single open surface:



Above and following page: Matthew Buckingham, Image of Absalon to Be Projected Until It 

Vanishes, 2001. Continuous colour 35 mm slide projection and framed text. Courtesy of the artist  

and Murray Guy, New York.





Above: Nina Canell & Robin Watkins, Score for Two Lungs, 2008. A4 paper, tape and radiator. 

Courtesy of the artists.



Above and following two pages: Youngmi Chun, Eye Contact, 2005–6. Found image on A5 paper,  

bricks and existing gallery lighting. Courtesy of the artist.







Above and following two pages: Sreshta Rit Premnath, Blue Book, Moon Rock, 2009. Screenprint  

on paper, digital c-print, acrylic paint on wall, silver paint on acetate roll, 16 mm film projector,  

pedestal, inkjet print, chalk, string, bucket, flag post, rulers. Collection of Thomas Erben, New York.







Above: Jimmy Robert, Untitled, 2007. Archival inkjet print and hole in wall. Courtesy of the 

artist and Galerie Diana Stigter, Amsterdam. Installation view: Jimmy Robert Vis-à-vis, MCA 

Chicago, 2012. Photo: Nathan Keay © MCA Chicago.



Above: Mark Soo, Monochrome Sunset (English Bay — Oppenheimer Park), 2006. Aluminum frame, 

Duratrans/Duraclear, acrylic glass, and low-pressure sodium streetlight units. Collection of 

the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, The University of British Columbia. Purchased with 

the support of the Canada Council for the Arts Acquisition Assistance program and the Morris 

and Helen Belkin Foundation, 2007. Photo: Scott Massey.



Above: Kelly Jazvac, Leaning Board, 2013. Salvaged adhesive vinyl, thread, grommets, thumbtacks, 

and adhesive. Courtesy of the artist; Diaz Contemporary, Toronto and Louis B. James, New York.



Above: Kelly Jazvac, Clastic, 2013. Salvaged adhesive vinyl, sand sample, mdf, thread, elastic, paint, 

metal, and adhesive. Courtesy of the artist; Diaz Contemporary, Toronto; Louis B. James, New York.



This electronic publication was produced in conjunction with the exhibition  

Surface Tension curated by Jacob Korczynski and presented at Oakville Galleries 

at Centennial Square from 15 September to 17 November 2013.

essay notes 

1 Hito Steyerl, “A Thing Like You and Me,” e-flux journal 15 (April 2010), www.e-flux.

com/journal/a-thing-like-you-and-me/.   2 Peter Gidal, interview by Emily Wardill,  

lux 28, London, uk, 24 March 2009.   3 Peter Gidal, “Theory and Definition of 

Structural / Materialist Film,” in Structural Film Anthology (London: British Film 

Institute, 1976), 14.   4 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Artforum 5 (June 1967): 15.

acknowledgements 

Jacob Korczynski gratefully acknowledges the Canada Council for the Arts through 

the Grants to Professional Independent Critics and Curators for supporting the 

research for Surface Tension. 

Design: Mark Timmings, Timmings & Debay Design

Editing: Meg Taylor

Copy-Editing: Ruth Gaskill

Cover: Sreshta Rit Premnath, Blue Book, Moon Rock (detail), 2009. Screenprint on  

paper, digital c-print, acrylic paint on wall, silver paint on acetate roll, 16 mm film 

projector, pedestal, inkjet print, chalk, string, bucket, flag post, and rulers. Collection 

of Thomas Erben, New York.


