Horizon of the future 

Whether in the end, sitting round a table, we will know or not know how the future will be, we can be certain of one thing: that life and death belong to the future of our existence and our art. And we shall also be comforted by George Steiner who, sitting at his own table, wrote (Grammars of Creation, 2001), “We are still a planet of the dead. But thanks to this we have our prayers, our ontologies and much of our art, music and literature. If our experience of death changes, the creation of these struc​tured fictions will also change, with their attempt to contain and even overcome death.” 

But if death is the past, the life of which death is part holds the future, which also arises from the recent past. Over the last thirty years, since the arrival of postmodernity, we have continually been told that the future is dead, but this is an idea that is not worth contemplating because we would live in a state of eternal return, without plans. And, anyway, today research seems to suggest the exact opposite. Indeed, seated at my table, if I go to Google – the most widely used search engine on the Internet, a tool that is today moulding the future – and type in the words “Past”, “Present”, “Future”, I get the fol​lowing results: “Past” - 846 million hits, “Present” - 558 million hits, “Future” - 1.2 billion hits. If 1 then add the word “Art”, the results are: “Past Art” -147 million hits, “Present Art” -116 mi 1​lion hits, “Future Art” -159 million hits. This demonstrates that interest in the future of art is not only not dead but in excel​lent health.

Whether or not we are seated at our tables at work, school or home, we have never ceased to think about the future because it is an active part of our existence. Because, as Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) said (sitting at his novelist's table), The mind of man is capable of anything ​because everything is in it, all the past as well as all the future: Not only our death, we add, but our life too. We cer​tainly don't think about the future in terms of linear progress, a direct consequence of cause and effect, but this only means that we think differently and not that our reason has been destroyed. In fact, if “the sleep of reason produces monsters” (Goya, 1746-1828) and “'the heart has reasons that reason does not know” (Pascal, 1623-1662) – a reason that does not sleep, a reason that dreams, imagines, invents and creates with a heart that beats – reason cannot but generate life, because sleeping reason and a still heart are so different from a dreaming reason and a beating heart-the first being inactive and the second, on the contrary, active. Thus, when reason has a heart, it is a variable filled with imagination, and this is why art and creativity are still necessary, because they always provide society with a surplus.

A demonstration of this lies in the fact that non-artistic sectors increasingly “hire” artists and creative types for their different way of thinking, one that allows them to see problems from a different view​point and to offer up ideas that represent another step towards the future. But even if the results are not predictable with the millimetric accuracy we expect today, this does not mean that we do not strive for them, because any action we take has a purpose and, therefore, a future. We can argue over what type of future we are working on, but not over the fact that it has disappeared completely from our horizon.

In the horizon of technology, in which contemporary society is immersed, mechanics has reached the end of the road, replaced by 'spiritual' digital technology, or, in layman's terms, technology that has rediscovered its aura. The opposite, in fact, of Walter Benjamin's claim that mechanical re producibility had led to the loss of aura (1936). Although rational-modern reason has been condemned – because, as has already been pointed out, it is associated with the crimes of the 20th century that, according to historians, have caused 100 million deaths – there were women and men who thought differently, by which I mean that on the one hand there were those who reasoned in favour of war, and on the other those who used their reason to win peace. Now, to return to the sub​ject of art, even though Marcel Duchamp said that “there are no prob​lems because there are no solutions”, it is inevitable that prob​lems indeed exist and that their solutions must be sought, but in a different way to the past and always around a table.

Thus, given that “never in this century has it been so difficult to avoid the aesthetic experience” (Eric Hobsbawm), it is from its metaphors, its paradoxes and its works of art that we should reconsider existence. Actually, the aesthetic experi​ence is imbued with reality and the added value that art pro​duces and redistributes through different channels, includ​ing underground. It must have been round a table that sev​eral years ago the Board of Directors of the World Bank felt obliged to review its traditional parameters for measuring wealth, which until that time had been based on calculations of raw materials, financial resources and production capac​ity. Now these parameters have been joined by “intellectual flexibility”.

So, in the section “Horizon of the Future” of the exhibition War Is Over at the Gamec of Bergamo (2005), we have tried to reflect that truth with the works of Meshac Gaba (Juggler of parallel worlds), Carlos Garaicoa (Inhabitant of light and shade), Mario Merz (Cosmic shaman of being), Michelan​gelo Pistoletto (Interlocutor of differences) and Chen Zhen (Monk of sharing). These are all table-works (or work-tables) because the table is the central element in society, being an object suited to multiple “practical” and “symbolic” functions. Leaving aside the most common use of tables – eating – there are many other examples: the altars of paganism and Christianity are tables (rituality of the spirit), as is a pupil's desk (the daily practice of learning) and the teacher's desk (the issuer of knowledge). Then we have King Arthur's Round Table (the circularity of equality), management tables (emanation of power), meeting tables (decisionmaking strongholds), discussion tables (the give-and-take of interaction), negotiating tables (the shifting boundaries of power) and even the sur​realist anatomic table (the casual encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella), and so on.

As is obvious, tables are a miniaturisation of the world and for this reason the area around them is the setting for the many political, social, psychological and religious decisions that affect our future. In a certain sense a table is an object-world around which the future is decided. This is its world-value, the one that has prompted many artists to concentrate on this object, many more of course than are represented in War Is Over, a title that is still a wish and hope for the future, and an exhibition that has been planned and produced around a table – many tables, in fact. Thus, the horizon of the future of freedom may follow what Zygmunt Bauman (b. 1925) tells us in City of Fears, City of Hopes (2003): “As Hans Gadamer famously pointed out in his Truth and Method, mutual understanding is prompted by the ‘fusion of horizons’ – the cognitive horizons, that is, the horizons that are drawn and expanded in the course of the accumulation of life experience. The ‘fusion’ that the mutual understanding requires may be only the outcome of shared experience; and sharing experience is inconceivable without sharing space.” To which we add the comment: If only that space were a table!

