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Michael Dean (b. 1977 Newcastle upon Tyne, now 

lives and works in London) starts his work with 

writing - which then abstracted into human-scale 

sculptures, using industrial and daily materials 

such as concrete, steel, padlocks, papers. Dean 

explores the three-dimensional possibilities of 

language by ‘spelling out’ his words through the 

alphabet of concrete sculptures, the contagion of 

stickers, dyed books, casts of his and his families’ 

fists and fingers. Dean’s practice is not about 

presenting readable words, but rather about a 

disclosure of the personal, striking something in 

equality between the author and the viewer while 

placing the people in front of the work. Dean 

will have a solo exhibition at BALTIC Centre for 

Contemporary Art (Newcastle, UK) in 2018 and a 

solo exhibition at the Museo Tamayo (Mexico City, 

Mexico) in 2019.

Recent exhibitions include: Skulptur Projekte, 

Münster (2017); More Than Just Words [On the 

Poetic], Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna (2017); Turner 

Prize 2016, Tate Britain, London (2016); Sic 

Glyphs, South London Gallery, London (2016); 



Lost True Leaves, Nasher Sculpture Center, 

Dallas (2016); Qualities of Violence, De Appel Arts 

Centre, Amsterdam (2015); Mirrorcity (curated 

by Stephanie Rosenthal), Hayward Gallery, 

London (2014); Thousand Doors (curated by 

Iwona Blazwick), Whitechapel at The Gennadius 

Library, Athens (2014); The Introduction of the 

Muscle, Arnolfini, Bristol (2013); Government, 

Henry Moore Institute, Leeds (2012); Acts of 

Grass, Serpentine Gallery Pavilion, London (2011) 

; A Dying Artist, Institute of Contemporary Arts, 

London (2011).
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The exhibition, stamped with the character 

and concrete syntax of public spaces, takes as 

its starting point the recent proliferation and 

prominence of pictorial language and the slow 

erasure of text-based communication via our digital 

devices, and explores how the ambiguity of these 

has enabled them to take on a range of culturally 

specific meanings and spaces beyond their intended 

use. The exhibition ‘Analogue LOL’, developed 

through discussion between curator Victor 

Wang and artist Michael Dean, is centred on the 

construction of common spaces and the evolution 

of language, specifically through the acronym LOL 

(laughing out loud), and its recent development 

into the emoji officially known as Face with Tears 

of Joy’. Somewhere between picture and word, in 

2015 this emoticon became the first pictograph to 

be named ‘word of the year’ by Oxford Dictionaries, 

signalling a shift in the application, use and 

reception of language towards a ‘post-text’ form of 

communication. 

Like bamboo scaffolds encasing an online chat 

room, or new ‘free speech zone’, these parallel 

shifts in image communication and the public 

sphere are highlighted throughout the exhibition. 

For example, the materials used by Dean to sculpt 



and support the acronym LOL – itself a unique blend 

of communication constructed by recomposing 

words into a type of sculpted articulation – also 

references the historical significance of steel and 

concrete for construction and the development 

of common spaces: materials that were born in a 

specific era and from distinct modernising ideas of 

accessibility and shared dialogue. Dean then moulds 

these fundamental developments in the urban and 

social landscape onto the rapid advancement of 

technological communication. The characteristics 

and materials of construction are incorporated 

into an interweaving of the analogue and the 

digital, a repositioning of social life and public 

communication that allows chat room to become 

public domain, plaza to become dance floor, letter 

to become symbol, and image to become word, 

through the expanded use of modified logograms (a 

sign or character representing a word or phrase), 

emoticons and emojis. 

Dean is a writer and artist who captures the 

conflicted nature of the English linguistic system 

that is shaped by the lips of many, and addresses 

the limitation of the very flat, curved 2D ink planes 

that shape its form. Writing, for Dean, is imbued 

with cul-de-sacs of meaning: he questions how 



‘such a flat thing (as writing), can have the meaning 

of a rainbow, but its body is just ink and bones’. 

The layout of the exhibition begins with a single 

page: blank, with slightly curved edges, its flat 

white face becoming the unmarked vinyl floor of the 

ShanghART gallery, and Dean’s re-appropriated law 

enforcement tape regulating the assembly of LOLs 

occupying the gallery. 

Dean’s work is often described as sculpture, but it 

is not sculpture in a traditional sense. Dean traces 

the restlessness of inner-city living and the human 

emotions that spring from its cracked concrete 

surfaces. Each of Dean’s artworks and exhibitions, 

including this one, begins with words and letters. 

However, these words and emotions have shed their 

skin, distorted by misuse and rearrangement, much 

like the posture of a minimum-wage employee 

moulded by the unrestrained hands of the city. 

In several works we see the tensions of family 

dynamics played out in the configuration and 

demeanour of Dean’s acronym-based sculptures. 

Who can laugh? Who is laughing at whom? What's 

so funny? Transformed from ink and lead, these 

charged emotions are cast and moulded from the 

same construction materials that were used to 

redevelop Shanghai’s West Bund, and that connect 



the joints of the city, and its public spaces to its 

hosts. With a genuinely personal touch, these 

related units of work include bike locks, stickers, 

security tape and cast hands and fingers of Dean’s 

own family, playing on notions of intention and 

reception. Just as Dean’s use of opaque imagery 

withholds and obscures meaning, so too do these 

fists, palms, and fingers, that can be read either as 

peace signs or as two-fingered salutes, depending 

on their direction. 

With its torn pages and poured coloured concrete, 

the exhibition opens up a space between language, 

social space and the pictorial transformation of 

both, using the architecture of LOL and the visual 

field of construction to amass an unregulated 

gathering of speech and laughter which both 

intrudes on and slows down the rapid abstracting of 

language and space. Image-based emotions in the 

twenty-first century provide the foundation for an 

international written and visual mode of expression 

that has inevitably complicated the divide between 

text-based communication and image language. 

However, the diffusion of the communication 

technology explored in the exhibition can be further 

mapped through the concept of the ‘post-emotion’ 

and ‘post-text’, as developed through discussion 



between artist and curator. The ‘post-emotion’ is a 
cloud of emotional technologies. It encapsulates the 
transformation of human expression occurring in 
both the virtual and the physical socio-technological 
networks: mouth, phone, paper and screen. Just as 
Dean follows the anatomical growth of the city, its 
cellular institutions and optical instruments, the 
‘post-emotion’ and ‘post-text’ tracks the evolution 
of language and expression within the expanding 
economy of time, and its ever-increasing scarcity. 
From speech to text and acronym, from emoticons 
to Emojis and online likes and shares, the ‘post-
emotion’ opens up the structure of communication 
and language while increasing its ambiguity. 
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瀷￥峷磢鍖靧＆!磢謚喥曧暚鎬婩僔妔怽呅鑫、

窹絔慻忶曧㫥鲢叄觻艊窹㠮誼樮宆、烐燊。煛。烐⺖

挮抧鮪酽㡽䯖燍駱頥嫷䯖嫮彾鑫 MPM 囑僔誼艊ǔ鐉

躐㦷䯖㬛暺艊鄫鵀芕鐱㒉苼謾醢、㫶峐羮喼瑪撾醮竊

艁駡昒艊矔硰燊牗㪏峽䯖恦㫥鲢姟俋鍖嫮備鐬㭠ǔ諎

粶酄鲋㳟嘄翄楎䯖薟粷醭酽艊餚旝忲釀鉢 MPM、㫥鲢

囑梪矇晹鄩鄬艊窹㠮⺖喺䫀忶夃憯鄿䯖㫧ǹ酽鯫悿嬿

趕⿲艊徔嬍、

鳏嫮俋啢艊鳅哣巃紱㲠彿髦唻㮰鲢喩喠艊。䖒菑鑨艊。

⺖旝叄⺙韌鍖黌嫮艊窹鉢艊讜嵔、㫥鲢慘閔艊叅鮪曧

羾頯梮咲飨倀骼咲鳏艊㦳鉢嗁䅡鍖翨呯艊、慘閔︹敡

鐆俋觛︺跤䯖瀯酽跣叄瀭艊㳟嘄楯椨曧羾頯梮咲。頯

梮咲艊跏跣簍厸䯖嶗骼髦艊瀭鳅艊侳嫮営唺忞噴呯䯖

妛羾忶夃憯鄿鮪酽㡽、獿郹頥鲮傴艊忲慇嶗媣桏艊愯

俧䯖飨羠牆踵䀇矇䯖ǔ鱖嶗ǔ鞲㾱訸䖾楯跤醞敡妛巃

榟、酑旝叄酽鞶艊愯俧。儕慇忲獻䯖忲慇鲮傴嶗鳅蕎

鞲烐燊叄觻艊鐉㦳跤醞敡鍖熱䯖媰㜉鑫彿髦鮪訥俧ィ

㫊巃嵔躐頌喥墱鄽僨羠艊梪镾㦳鉢鲮牐、

彿髦儕慇鲮傴棾㚾巻䯖彿髦踎拠愯俧ィ㫊巉尰䯖彿髦鮪

㛺＃彿穚倉￥躐頌鳅蕎、

仌烐犨㬛艊霎梪鮪㫶峐艊䇦⿷跤茊婩䯖偡備妔颭缾。

踎醔艊鐍鐉鲱徏曧墤俋艊鞇俧、㫥鲢窹絔桹嫮艊觻誑



藥塒鑫晹斶艊嵔巃玪亱䯖詿紱脙餆。崺藹。峫尰。筊輟

徏寚貊、

唻桹梽窹㠮䯒烐燊艊鐉㦳䯖藥⻮呅艊⿷旿ィ芕䯓嶗靕磢

跫翨䯒欨楁䯖颭䯖誥厸䯖颭貾䯓艊侸㳛曑啑儂悇菑鳏貙

唻旝叄艊㓦㜁韓謭、㫶峐鄽夠羮羠窹㛳㔃跤颭艊䇕鳸棾

䆡覯靕墰慘閔攝慘妛晹鲇魯㚧陝艊㛳嶯䯖恦恔㪉菑骼旝

叄艊鄘䎇偧颭貾酽樭斞魖鮪烐燊趿楁躐跤、

嫕㫶峐恦骼靕墰釀駱㫥鲢窹鬣躐跤詛攝㬬裶䄄叅鮪巃䯖

骼雩䆠躐鮪㛛蹕嬏姌狆瞔骼艊慘鍎㦳麋、鮪鈵賣墴竑艊

婩攝屟旝覈＃鞲慘閔勢旝梪￥跤䯖旝梪羾靕㦳晹熴⺖誖

誼艊侸㳛嶯躏鍖呯躏䯖曧＃⺖㝧嬕鍎艊晹䅡扢㫫￥、㫶

峐恦㛳㔃荱彾酽跣醭昢黌誼艊鳏貙鉢䖢雜瀕、唻㫶峐棾

㛺䯖╙壈ぃ㭠艊侟諦㛳㔃鄮妘鰱⺖懲羮鍖㒉釀䯖⺖纍鯝

嶗瞗頥艊訥䒮趈糃焑䯖呯梕⺖昦酽嗃賂瓁艊烐燊㒉苼惃

詛訵嬜昦艊棧㚶ⅩⅩ㫥曧骼唻鲋旝叄慘踵甅犛艊嶯觻躐

鈫艊䆡覯、墴竑恦旝梪嫮咷彾＃鮪妭䄤艊襫鉢裶䄄跤媆旝。

媆羮。螻佪。旝誼㛳㔃艊釆鄬￥䯖忞飨㫶峐羮慂䀐。䀉㣵蓴。

紙忟艊曀惛鈪嶗槪㛌镵夃嗴粷熱鑫酽跣玈龉艊╙壈濈珋

鯫、䆠菑鳏貙棧㚶艊晹嵔敜韌嶗⺖㭤翽醣棾艊鳏貙嵔巃

艊濈蠶忞䒆嶗 -!MPM ⺖㩸黌彾酽跀燒鄅寳藨 -!鄅寳ぃ醢

擄瓕発嵔艊鯫䉳、

䑺䒔䯖叞箏䯖酘梐䯖忞桹艊䆠菑穚嶗峏鍖棾艊発嵔駣畯讜

暚⺙棾＆＆!慘閔曧謚嵔巃艊貙瀷、



慘閔︹閾閾閾!閾閾閾︺曧羾跏跣備豸鮪徔旽跤艊瞗頥愐

鳏誼嫮㝧鄩彾艊 -!酽跣濱菑俧 -!詆酽跣㫚徔鍖㡽、慂䀐

嶗㾴蔭鞣磢抴鮪酽跣㦳鉢㳚 -!慇謭╙壈跤駡婩糪鶜鳅哣

㚶宎艊韓謭、㫶峐㜉頥苾跤艊郹頥。䧫頥。醠頥嶗鰤頥

枩蛵菑䞘貙。䤻貙隖跤釢酄菑艊徏鍎垷鮪燊鮃徏嚩㫅艊

墡趵⿷旿䯖媰㜉詆酽蟢鳏貙濈珋艊讜暚雩慇謭鮪ぃ俧巃

糴勢艊嫷麲酽鞶艊侸蟢巃嵔、偧讜╙壈＃䗮姪棈儨艊￥

芕鐱惸酘⺖雜酽呯躏䯖㫶峐艊叄嫮烐燊䇦⿷㚯㓅‖髦恦

靕墰霎釀㫧慘閔㳚、醮㫥鲢玈僑鮃蓴鱖艊荁㭔妛醭＝夃

棾竑棈鉢䖢䯤㛝嶯艊邁䤿熱鲋暀夠艊濈叅䯖㡶駱酽嗃嗃

艊駡‖裶䄄、

唻彿棾㛺㳛㒄艊曧䯖彿艊熱粷䯖彿鮪跫翨醢艊叅鮪䯖镾侽

㚯詆侳酽跣鳏艊叅鮪嬱勢唻蠙艊悈啑、



Analogue LOL plays on the ubiquity of the acronym 
LOL in popular culture and the disconnection 
between these unassuming letters and the vibrant 
bodily action that is signified. Originating as internet 
slang, LOL has now worked its way into spoken 
language. But far from being a genuine sign of 
physical emotion, it has become a filler, a buffer for 
the uncertainties, vulnerabilities and ambiguities 
inherent in human communication.

The whole universe is falling to pieces, what do we 
do about it? We might as well just say LOL.

Dean seeks to locate the sinew connecting the 
disembodied word and the body that utters it, 
subjecting LOL to the violence of physicality and the 
materiality of what it is to exist in the world.

Taking the word LOL and putting it through things, 
as if it produces character.

A body that something is done unto – this possibility 
to do things to the word LOL.

Dean’s experiments with the sculptural possibilities 
of typography prefigure his physical gestures 
towards the reification of language. In his most 
recent book, clusters of the emoji ‘Face with Tears 
of Joy’ loop and swirl across the page, forming 
abstracted LOLs which climax in calligraphic 
cascades of digital emotion. While there is density 



in this printed matter there is, as yet, no gravity 
implied. This comes when the word is made to exist 
in space, initially as a slender metal skeleton which 
the artist bends to mimic the basic curves of the 
written line, in anticipation of what Dean has called 
a re-membering of that writing.

The gravity of rendering it in space does something 
to the LOL, and that’s when the analogue starts 
creeping in... Then it’s time to start troubling it.

Physical struggle is at the core of the 
materialisation of these characters. Cement, sand 
and water are massaged together with pigment to 
form the raw molten flesh of the LOL, contained by a 
thin plastic skin. Using every ounce of his strength, 
Dean wrestles with the several hundred kilograms 
of hot slurry, forcing these enormous intestinal 
veins around the metal armature to form multiple 
cursive LOLs. The amorphous matter is cable-tied 
into place, engaged in a battle of resistance against 
its unrelenting inclination to collapse.

The intimacy of human size awakens empathy 
for these awkward, hunched objects, disfigured 
by the onslaught of language. The works’ very 
existence is defined by the limits of the artist’s 
physicality, extending in certain pieces to that of 
his family. In one piece, LooL (Working Title), the 
metal architecture of each letter is based on the 



dimensions of the artist, his two sons and their 
mother, bound together at the neck by a cable 
tie. Crimson crossed fingers and contorted fists, 
cast from life, clot and bleed out of the bare steel 
skeletons simultaneously flowering and infesting. 
Emoji-like fists, two-finger gestures, crossed 
fingers and kisses erupt from the flesh of the 
concrete characters and emphasise the instinctive 
bodily communication which precedes our attempts 
to verbalise feelings:

We cross our fingers before we make a wish, we 
clench our fists before an outburst of anger, we kiss 
before we say “I love you”.

Dean’s ink-saturated books, flowering from his 
sculptures, resemble dried petals, tensed muscles 
or enormous fossilised tongues. These corporeal 
signs contain a myriad of possible emotional 
crescendos, simultaneously evoking feelings of 
pain, sadness, exasperation, ecstasy or joy.

Multiple allusions to the organic (the flesh of the 
concrete, the plastic epidermis containing it) and 
to the natural world (forests, flowers, leaves, 
pollen) oppose the human inclination to interpret 
an author’s text. Dean often uses the biological 
vocabulary of a flower’s stamen as a metaphor for 
the uncontrived production of meaning in his work, 
pages of his writings strewn on the floor as pollen 



grains shed from the concrete jungle.

While Dean writes himself into these objects in order 
to create their spatial existence, he subsequently 
seeks to erase his authorial presence entirely. 
Expanding on Roland Barthes’ seminal essay, 
‘From Work to Text’, in which text is defined by 
its irreducible plurality of meaning, ‘the infinite 
postponement of the signified’, Dean sees language 
as an ever- changing index of human experience. 
For Dean, the composite language of the city street 
– perennially overwritten by use, defiled by litter and 
the grey pebble-dash of gum, routinely effaced by 
smooth layers of cement awaiting fresh inscription 
– is a metaphor for his understanding of text as a 
weave of floating signifiers. As Barthes describes 
text as ‘a weave of quotations, references, echoes, 
cultural languages [...] in a vast stereography’, so 
Dean presents a chaotic field of urban residue with 
padlocks, tactile paving stones, squashed cans 
and police tape. Bearing the unrelenting assault 
of the human imprint and saturated by the residue 
of human emotions left behind, the word LOL is 
transformed into a series of monuments, which 
commemorate scenes of passionate intensity on the 
street.

Hunger, isolation, desperation, all the crescendos 
that come with love and hate and feeling everything 
at the same time... the work as post emotional 



analogue.

LoL LoL (Working Title) is formed of two grey 
anthropomorphic figures which appear to be in the 
midst of combat, one bowing down as the other 
rises up in challenge. Padlocks, keys still inserted, 
hang from one body, referencing the urban tendency 
of enshrining memories of intimacy in public. Dean’s 
specific colour palette of reds, yellows, greens and 
blues alludes to the industrial colours of plastics 
you might find entangled in the intestines of fish and 
birds or embedded in the soil and silt of the shore, 
highlighting another example of human residue 
whilst also referencing the rainbow of emotions felt 
on the street. Just as the ‘hyper- authorial’ skin of 
the city rejects the pursuit of singular meaning, so 
Dean’s typographically informed concrete objects 
allow the viewer to write themselves into the work. 
There is no privileged experience from which to 
encounter these monoliths: poetic resonances are 
born out of remnants of the everyday, trodden into 
the layers of public space.

What’s important for me is that my presence, my 
being in the world, can facilitate someone else’s 
presence on a symmetrical level.
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LoLLoL (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 仌烐犨榟艊霎 , 
仌烐犨榟艊鄘䎇 , 靕ǹ㩱䀐 , 槪㛌镵夃 , 鄘䎇鲋紙忟艊曀惛鈪醢

Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, cable ties, ink stained publications, 
ink stained papers, bike locks, scene tape, papers on crashed can

203々98々70cm, MDN_4015





LooL (Working Title), 2018
玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 靕ǹ㩱䀐 , 仌烐犨榟艊霎

Concrete, steel reinforcement, cable ties, bike locks, ink stained publications
173々107々107cm, MDN_2473





lol (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 仌烐犨榟艊霎 , 慂䀐 , 喺䫀忶夃
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, ink stained publication, padlocks, cable ties

190々66々52cm, MDN_1441





LOL (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 霎 , 㠺鄘
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, cable ties, publications, stickers 

181々127々80cm, MDN_0554





lollol (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 霎 , 仌烐犨榟艊霎 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 
靕ǹ㩱䀐 , 鄘䎇鲋紙忟艊曀惛鈪醢 , 薴壆

Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, publications, ink stained 
publication, cable ties, bike locks, papers on crashed cans, coins

180々80々75cm, MDN_0327





LoL LoL, 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 霎 , 仌烐犨榟艊霎 , 慂䀐 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 槪㛌镵夃 , 㠺鄘 
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, publication, 

ink stained publications, padlocks, cable ties, scene tape, stickers
Sculpture one 192々79々83cm | Sculpture two 203々98々70cm, MDN_6728





Lols (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 慂䀐 , 仌烐犨榟艊霎
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, padlocks, ink stained publications

215々118々100cm, MDN_6130









貙瀷跀燒 )鷭骃 *!Analogue Series (Mushroom), 2018

仌烐犨榟艊霎 Ink stained publications
Book one 25々23々30cm | Book one 25々19々22cm, MDN_2808





LOLLOLLOL (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 慂䀐 , 靕ǹ㩱䀐 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 霎 , 㠺鄘 , 馾
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, padlocks, bike locks, 

cable ties, publications, stickers, grass
178々165々90cm, MDN_6978





lol (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 慂䀐 , 喺䫀忶夃䯖槪㛌镵夃
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, padlocks, cable ties, scene tape

185々90々48cm, MDN_3915





LOL (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 慂䀐 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 霎 , 㠺鄘
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, padlocks, cable ties, publications, stickers

180々107々74cm, MDN_1661





O (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , ⿷旿 , 喺䫀忶夃 , 靕ǹ㩱䀐 , 霎
Concrete, plastic, cable ties, bike chain lock, publication

49々49々10cm, MDN_3661













lollollollol (Working Title), 2018

玈僑鮃 , 㾱訸 , ⿷旿 , 喺䫀忶夃䯖翄鄡䯖霎䯖仌烐犨榟艊霎
Concrete, steel reinforcement, plastic, cable ties, cables

publications, ink stained publications
182々80々70cm, MDN_2820
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