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The authors prove that if a finitely presented group G admits infinitely
many non–conjugate homomorphisms into the mapping class group of a sur-
face, then G virtually splits, i.e. acts nontrivially on a simplicial tree. This
result can be thought of as a rank–one phenomenon for the mapping class
group. One can contrast this result with an example due to Kassabov which
shows that SL3(Z[x]) admits infinitely many non–conjugate homomorphisms
into SL3(Z) which are induced by ring homomorphisms Z[x]→ Z.

Aside from the authors’ work, the main result they use is a proposition
from a recent preprint of Bestvina, Bromberg and Fujiwara. That result says
that there exists a finite index subgroup BBF (S) of the mapping class group
MCG(S) such that the set of subsurfaces can be partitioned into a finite
number of subsets C1, . . . , Cs, each of which is an orbit under BBF (S),
and any two subsurfaces in the same subset overlap and have the same
complexity.
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