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An image emerges on screen, at first just a pocked field of straw-
yellow color. Ever so slowly, the downward pan reveals a patterning 
across several clear objects, some precisely cut and others sensually 
cast, as well as a change of color from yellow to coral.   
 

SUBTITLE 
  Chapter 1. An Introduction to Sign Language 
 
 I am thinking again about my home near the Michigan Sea. 

About knots for miles and seas for lakes. What makes a sea 
a sea and not a lake is the fact that it is at sea level.  

 
 You could also say that it is because a sea will eventually 

lead you to an ocean, but I would then tell you that you’re 
saying the same thing. Sometimes I find myself waiting for 
the sea.  

 
 To better understand this, I repeated the words to myself 

in American Sign Language.  
 

      
 
    Lake       Sea 
 
 The only difference between the sea and the lake occupies 

the dual realms of distance and tempo. The lake exists in 
perimeter, defined by its completeness, its containment. 
And markedly, you notice its looking-glass temperament, its 
undisturbed placidity. But if you zoom in on my Lake 
Michigan Sea, you find the ocean. You find the waves – 
fingernail, followed by knuckle, followed by wrist.  

 
 But American Sign Language, itself, doesn’t differentiate 

between seas and oceans. Perhaps, then, a sea just leads 
you to the sea.  

 
 A sea leads you to that which is in front of you, a means 

of reaching outward – sky above, depths below. Your hand is 
the limit of surface, ultimately of horizon.  If I sign sea 



several times in succession, do I ever touch the shore? If 
I say  

 
 sea, sea, sea, sea, sea, sea, sea, sea, sea, sea, sea  
 can you presumably tell how far out I am? 
 
 Perhaps I just reach for you, instead.  
 
 
  
 I have found myself wondering whether interpreting sign 

language is an act of reading or listening. And if, then, 
following this logic, listening is an act of reading or 
vice versa.  

 
 Perhaps interpreting sign language is an act of drawing, 

creating boundaries, delineations. This drawing hinges upon 
difference - the containment of lakes and waves lingering 
below sky. Do my hands have to be empty?  

 
 I wonder what my hands sign without me realizing it. When I  
 build structures, do my hands say steel bolts knife pencil? 

Or maybe they say unwilling, threaded, location. Perhaps 
they define, detailing creaking floors, texturing grates 
and screens, pressing upon the air in an act of 
displacement. If language bears relationship to thought, 
maybe my hands know more about me than I do.  

 
  
 When I listen, I wait for you to finish speaking [usually]. 

I read your expression, float on your words [sea sea sea], 
and watch the corners of your mouth.  

 
 I’d like to sign words with you in between. I allow you to 

interrupt my thoughts, finish my sentences. My ideas run 
into you and come up against your frame, challenged by your 
physicality. I can finally wrap my words around you.  

 
  
 I say “distance” to you over and over again, but you never 

move any farther away.   
 
 
 
Fade to black.  
  



 
Slowly, an image drifts in, repeatedly blurring and coming back into 
focus. Against the straw and coral background, a close-up tracks along 
the intricacies of two precise patterns, cut from a clear surface – 
patterns bearing the likenesses of an expanded metal grate and of 
early 20th century open work in the “union jack” pattern, the likes of 
which you might find on a domestic radiator cover.  
 

SUBTITLE 
  Chapter 2. A Hard-[Working] Title 
 
 I’m more like the signs for striped and plaid, first 

dragging four fingers across my chest and then flipping 
them downwards for the latter.  

 
 The words drag downward and summon the latest store in the 

franchise, informed by the extruded metal patterning and 
layered until it becomes, instead, the pattern from the 
radiator cover that’s been sitting in my bedroom for 96 
years longer than I have.  

 
 When my fingers moved across my field of vision, I thought 

about pressing them against this ornamental cover. If I 
pressed my fingers often enough, they would carve this word 
“stripe” into the form of this box, initially shaping a 
variation on the union jack, but breathing lines, instead.   

 
  
 Patterns may be directly observed by any of the senses, but 

not all patterns can be interpreted at scale without 
intervention. Discernible regularity is a relative term.  

 
 
 If waves supposedly come in sets of 7, then on the Michigan 

Sea, the pattern can be  
 
  sea sea sea sea sea sea sea 
 
 but to be accurate, this should be the equivalent of just 

saying ocean one time.  
 
   [The Michigan Sea is a motif, which is a sort of  
   literary pattern, a discernible regularity.] 
 
 Pattern draws with it implication, a generous welcome to 

speculative expectation.  
 

         
 



   [There were no triangles.] 
 
   [In the same way there is no Union Jack and  

  hasn’t been for 97 years.]  
  
   [There is no Jack, only the stripes.] 
 
 The waves undulate in sets because they merge with each 

other, consolidating into regimentation. Pressed by wind, 
they curve with the earth, making the pattern of their 
movement somewhat different than sea sea sea. To account 
for the curvature of the earth in a language devised for 
human hands, one must torque at approximately eight inches 
per square [or linear] mile.  

 
 Perhaps the curvature lives on the same plane as the 

triangles, as perception becomes generative.  
 
 Where the waves meet the shore 
  sea sea sea sea sea sea sea 
 eight inches lower [or higher] than those at sea a mile 

away, perhaps triangulation becomes a way of life. Rather 
than presupposing a positive space, it becomes an absence 
of circle.  

 
 Much like Rubin’s figure-vase illusion, the waves find 

themselves stable in multiple positions, fluctuating 
between higher and lower, much less positive and negative, 
depending upon the point of origin.  

 
 Likewise, seated on the shores of the Michigan Sea, with my 

toes in the gentle tug of the tide, I am stable in multiple 
positions. Several sets of ocean away, where you float upon 
another sea, we find ourselves drifting, eight inches 
higher and lower than each other.  

 
 
Fade to blur. 
 
 
An image comes back into focus, similar to the previous images, but 
shifted. The focus is now on a less precise, but more detailed clear 
sheet, bearing the pattern of the 20th century radiator cover. This 
sheet, clearly cast from an original, bears the texture of the paint 
and metal of the industrial object.  
 

SUBTITLE 
  Chapter 3. Irreconcilable Samenesses  
 
 There’s something to be said for impressions. And not just 

the fingerprints you leave on another, but also the 
impression that is left in reverse.  



 
 I’m under the impression, ghostly as it is.  
 
 Operating indexically, the impression forms the basis for 

pattern in its serial relationship to another - from the 
print on my leg after sitting on my hands for too long or 
the wrinkles in my clothes.  

 
 To take the impression of a pattern, then, is to operate 

both vertically and horizontally, multiple discernable 
regularities.  

 
 Occasionally, to take the impression of a pattern is to 

impose another pattern upon it. Take, for example, the 
impression of a cluster of crystals. A case of a pattern 
that is not immediately discernable at scale, the stone 
stands composed of a lattice of interlacing molecules. 
Inherently, then, to take an impression of a cluster of 
crystals is to borrow from the exterior. To then take this 
impression and further re-compose by filling it with 
another makeup supplants it with an other latticework, an 
other compound.  

 
 Adjacently, the pattern of the latticework within the 

crystal prevents an impression of one crystal to another. 
Pattern preventing pattern.   

 
  
 Unlike the speculative relationship of implied pattern and 

suggested physicality, the impression bears direct 
relationship to its source, allowing the variation to occur 
only on the level of its materiality.  

 
 
   
   I’m listening to rain sounds as I write this.  
 
 
Rain sounds begin, including a pattering as raindrops strike the wide 
leaves of trees.  
 
 There, that’s better. I’ve repositioned you (act 

of reading or act of listening?). The pattern of 
the raindrops striking the wide green leaves 
tells you of volume, verticality, distance, and 
proximity. Now, eased into our present position, 
we can allow whole and components to roll around 
and separate – much like drops of rain, which 
aren’t actually drop-shaped anyway, but round. 
Like a kidney bean.  

 



   Presently, the leaves within this aural   
  architecture are like the triangles – everything  
  that is there flanks them. 

 
Fade to black. 
 
 
 
Finally, a field of straw yellow materializes, once again. With 
downward movement, a clear crystalline object is revealed, almost 
bearing a resemblance to a crystalline block of ice. This object is 
traced throughout the segment.  
 

SUBTITLE 
 Chapter 4. Interpreting the Signs 
 
 If ocean is a measurement for 7 seas and the distance from 

my wrist to fingertip is 7 inches, then we are separated by 
1,293 oceans and 8 inches of vertical discrepancy.   

 
 
 I’m thinking about load-bearing structures, industrial 

architecture. If every angle of a steel or iron structure, 
rather than rods and supports, was instead a plane, what 
types of forms would they weave instead? if your fire 
escape, your train platform, your cranes or trusses, were 
each shrouded in a new pane at each intersection of line.  

 

 
 
 In his extraordinary 1968 volume, Cosmicomics, Italo 

Calvino posits that if the earth in its molten form had had 
unlimited time to cool, it would instead have solidified 
into a crystallized form, rather than the soil and pavement 
that exists today. He continues to say that when he takes 
the train from Hoboken into Manhattan and sees the 
innumerable glass window-paned buildings, he knows that it 
is an attempt to fool him into thinking it is the beautiful 
crystallized earth that could have been. He refuses to fall 
for it. 

 



 Perhaps this musing is just a matter of panes over rods.  
 
  
 I’m thinking about myself in an incandescent state, not yet 

having crystallized. Perhaps now I am the triangle that was 
never there, the panes and panels pressing in on me to 
imply my structure – a bit of a diamond in reverse.   

 
 My own units of measurement [distance][sea sea sea] sag 

beneath the weight of polarity, weighing in on its 
impression, signification, attachment. I consider building 
the aforementioned structure myself, intersection after 
intersection, generating each starting point with the last.  

 
 Perhaps here my hands say sharp, tangle, multiple.  
 
 Multiple is the passing of a hand open faced – I say this 

all the time when I mean to incredulously snap, “what??”  
 
 When I ask, “What?” my hand suggests, “multiple.” Again, it 

is possible that my hands are more knowledgeable than I am.  
 
  
 I’ve been writing my own onomatopoeias in sign language, 

demonstrating sound in silence as my hands show form in 
addition to meaning.  

 
  
 
 I do all of these exercises so when I return to my seat at 

the edge of the Michigan Sea, I can look out over the 
horizon and say all things – distance, multiple, ocean, 
sharp, tangle, conclusion.  

 
 I stand at the water’s edge, knowing that within several 

months, these surface waters that lap at my ankles will 
cool, sinking toward the sea floor. Condensing and rolling, 
these water particles will draw toward the depths, to the 
murky base next to which I’ve spent my entire life, but 
have never seen.   

 
 How do you say ocean when the sea sea sea sea sea sea sea 

begins to cool and s e a s e a s  e  a    s    e    a ? Who 
accounts for these changes? 

 
 I run my stripe hand through a wave [sea], submerging my 

fingertips to the second knuckle. Slowly, I begin to form 
words, some unbeknownst to me, others learned. As the water 
swims around my fingers, I give it my impressions, 
displacing their molecules, strictures, and structures, 
with signs, icons, and language.  

 



 I send hundreds of messages to the bottom of the sea. 
Sometimes I tell the sea floor about my own life, about 
sitting on my hands or the wrinkles in my clothes. Other 
times I ask it about its relationship to sound, to 
onomatopoeia. I press form into the blanket of water, 
hoping to describe language, itself.  

 
 And this, then, brings me back to my question about acts of 

reading and acts of listening. In that absence of spoken 
word, when does speaking with one’s hands function as 
language and at what point does it begin to exteriorize, 
describing language from the outside? Where does listening 
end and reading begin? 

 
 I tell the sea about horizon and the ocean about sea. I 

tell the lake that to see ocean, there must be wind to move 
the waves. The ocean teaches the lake about tides and the 
floor of the Michigan Sea about salinity. Through its 
sedimentary and igneous rocks, the lake tells the oceans 
about the nearly 40,000-foot-tall peaks that once towered 
across North America. I tell the sea that I’ve driven to 
Michigan to see the same sky that once stood behind the 
mountains.   

 
 I pass my hands through the water, allowing my hands and 

the sea to each find stability in multiple positions, at 
once positive and negative. And as the molecules, with 
their patterns invisible to my eyes, carry my phrases to 
the floor I’ll never walk, I trace the waves themselves, 
until my hands naturally follow their rhythm 

 
sea sea sea sea sea sea sea.  

 
 

End. 
 
  
 
  
  
 
  
 


