What art does it give?

Display, ostension, exhibition, installation, site specific.. They’re not clearly just ways to put works on display. When we decided to display ours on tables, it was at first exactly to avoid those ways, which didn’t suit us because we wanted to not display, that’s to say to exhibit our works in a way which corresponded to our ways of seeing the work: to the collage which operates with materials that are handy for the author, literally spread on the working table; to the work intended for a targeted interlocutor, that is to say for somebody willing to deal with it; to an idea of works available as materials for other collages which take place in the spectator’s mind; to horizontality as something undogmatic, unspectacular, as interlocution, relation, manipulation… and much more. Later we found out this way of displaying has its own history as well and, along with it; its own acquired meanings. Not many artists have shown their works on tables. Extra-artistic or documentary materials, “ephemera”, multiples, gadgets, artist’s books or objects are more often displayed on them. On the other hand, the horizontality which characterizes this way of exhibiting has always been historically perceived as an oddity, or even an opposition or a menace to the symbolical verticality of the work. Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss’s recent analyses, carried out according to Bataille’s “amorphous”, pointed out its most disruptive aspects, deconstructive and  antagonistic at the same time: horizontality as animality, base materialism, anti-Gestalt, entropy, contamination. At the important Documenta X we seemed to notice a different antagonism, brought into play, we don’t know how intentionally, by two of the champions of that edition: Gerhard Richter and Lothar Baumgarten: the first one hung , in fact, all his Atlas on a wall, while the other one offered his slide collection on a row of tables with luminous tops. Wasn’t this enough to challenge Richter’s centrality, so highly praised in those days, and that of his Atlas and of the history which was read starting from it? The stakes, then, may be very high.

We might modernistically say, and anti-modernistically at the same time, that the history we’re talking about was born immediately after Cubism. It probably seems obvious to mention how frequently still lifes are objects on tables, but precisely not in Cubism any more, because here the horizontal surface of the table is vertically raised before our eyes, a horizontal plane we now watch from above, so to say, instead of the Reinassance window overlooking a view. Metaphor for the canvas surface, the tabletop changes the painting itself into something horizontal, sometimes if not literally at least in a daring way. Such is the famous Picasso’s 1912 oval Still life with chair-caning, with that rope which encircles it like a frame but stands in reality for the carved edge of the table which then the canvas oval identifies literally; such are the press-cutting collages which often literally stand for the newspapers the characters are reading, sitting at tables (we don’t have to undervalue, then, the importance of the “reading” metaphor in visual art, not only in the widespread modernist linguistic sense of “reading a canvas”, but in that of considering art itself a reading, a putting together what we have before our eyes).

Another topical moment when horizontality reappears in an important way is in the aftermath of the Second World War, notably in two artists, Dubuffet and Rauschenberg, for whom the American critic Leo Steinberg coined the expression “flatbed picture plane”, borrowing it exactly from the  typographical jargon referring to the organization of old metal prints on a work surface. He writes about this new kind of painting that it “makes its symbolic allusion to hard surfaces such as tabletops, studio floors, charts, bulletin boards - any receptor surface on which objects are scattered, on which data is entered, on which information may be received, printed, impressed - whether coherently or in confusion”, thus anticipating in fact a great deal of  developments beyond the two mentioned artists. Steinberg goes so far as defining this “tilt” as “expressive of the most radical shift in the subject matter of art, the shift from nature to culture”: today we might say from representation to conceptuality or other consequent leaps.

It’s not little and it entitles us to read many historical developments in a different way, especially considering how horizontality has caught on in subsequent art, in a way which is neither episodic nor secondary. But tables, tables most of all seem crucial, these peculiar horizontal surfaces which are neither “amorphous” nor minimalist or exhibit-related, as we said at the beginning; they want neither to animalize the human position (on the contrary, to culturalize it), nor to introduce it without mediation into reality (on the contrary, they replace pedestals), nor to take up in an aesthetically meaningful way the exhibition area (on the contrary, to be neutral from the exhibit point of view). And besides, as far as we are concerned, the tables are not the work and it’s not possible to understand if they are part of it – may this not be taken as an indecision: it is, on the contrary, a sign of a search for something else. They are (have become) what they were only symbolically, metaphorically, metonymically at first. We are now interested in understanding where this is going to lead us, what its sense is and what it can become… what art it gives, what art it is.

