[33a] ‘The Steel Boxes’, information sheets, Galeria Juana de Aizpuru, Madrid, 1995.
Background, Incident, Foreground

The Project

There is a relationship between all the works in the project. It is (or appears to be) traced in the form of a grey steel box. But this is to say very little. (The box may be a ‘term’ in the relationships which the project traces, but this term ranges in use from ‘virtual’ to ‘actual’, from literal to metaphorical and so forth.) This project does not develop a narrative in the sense of El Lissitsky’s Story of Two Squares which is the linear narrative ‘transacted’ by graphic forms whose expressive power is somehow tied to what seems to be happening to them. Ours is a narrative of events embedded in forms, literal and virtual, of the play between event and appearance, of trace and imputation. This is a story of container and contained, and of ‘container’ and ‘contained’ – of literal become virtual and vice versa, and both of these become ‘metaphorical’. This is a story of technical and narrative instability. It is a story of transformation in the background against which the story is told. One might say that the problem of figure and ground is not only animated within each work, but it is also animated between them. There is an imaginary space between the works which is kept permanently unstable by them, and this is part of what is within them. Indeed, a shifting between the virtual and the literal is what constitutes the project as practice.

It begins, or seems to begin, with a picture of the work of representation in the studio. But real boxes contain paintings, which depict representations of museums in the studio, or museums alone, and facing them in this steely interior are pictures of liquid – or water, and so-on. These are all containers and memories of containers, the contained and memories (or images) of the contained.

The paintings with glass
At first these appear to be paintings divided in two parts: a canvas with some sort of pictorial illusion above and disordered paint behind glass below. The pictures on the canvas can vary, but they all contain an image of a grey steel box, tall, wide and flattish, with a long and narrow aperture at the top. It may be standing on the floor of the studio before An Incident in a Museum, or this may be something it does in a picture hanging on a (virtual) wall, or on the floor of the museum itself, or in water. The picture may be right way up or inverted.

The canvas of the upper half is, in fact, a mask or cover (some sort of container) as it covers what is in fact half of a continuous glass surface and is wrapped round its support on three sides. The disturbed paint below matches the colours of the ‘ordered’ illusion above. This disorder is the material stuff by which the container above is depicted, or even ‘made’. It is as if the upper part were somehow liquified and spilt, or that it has melted or dissolved from within. There is something quite strange about this. The ‘containers in the sense of the three dimensional space above has spilt the materials of its own construction or it has somehow literally contained the materials of its own construction within its own virtual space or in some part of it. The box perhaps.

Where the upper part is composed of a picture of a box which stands in a shallow body of water the relation of dry and liquid is modified. The virtual liquid whose horizontal surface is depicted has now been transformed into a literally fluid stuff. It has ‘flowed away’ in the ‘depth’ of the painting in the sense of its physical thickness; the space between glass and support. The frontal plane of the lower half has become the vertical wall of a literal liquid with a virtual (that is to say depicted) horizontal surface.

These are paintings which are both clothed and naked. But where they are literally ‘clothed’ (on their upper part) they are somehow more fragile and exposed, yet beneath the glass they are wet and decomposed in some private process. The viewer is confronted with a difficulty in deciding which aspect of the work is en desabillé and which is perhaps ready to be seen. Is the viewer’s gaze legitimate or not?

In these works of figure and ground there is in fact no near, no far, no foreground, no incident, no background, only the suspicion that there was once a world ordered in being depicted, or the possibility that there might be such a place again, and the grey steel box is either monument or harbinger.

The unglazed ‘double’ paintings.

These are doubled images of box and studio, box, Museum Painting, box and wall and studio, box and water. The sense of the box as a baroque monument (Et in Arcadia Ego) develops as a kind of vertigo. There is no internal narrative sense to the inversion of the image which forms the top half of the painting. The pictorial plausibility of the lower part which is not inverted is disrupted by the upper part. The spatial totality which the painting seems to promise ends in the detachment of the inverted upper part as some kind of collage. Notwithstanding this possibility of physical and technical separation, the inverted container (box) threatens to fall into or upon the lower one. The detachment is never completed. The viewer has somehow to ‘resolve’ this difficulty which is presented by two bounded or limited spaces by regarding the whole as relatively limitless or unbounded. And the boxes themselves – these uninscribed monuments – frustrate or foreclose the desire of the onlooker imaginitively to enter the painting. The frontal surface of the box defines the surface upon which a virtual space is inscribed, flattening the entire painting in a way which paradoxically does not eliminate a full blooded sense of pictoriality. The painting has become a set of self-cancelling illusions. These are abstract paintings which are nevertheless composed of fully developed illusions experienced as such. The inverted upper box flies in a space whose pictoriality the onlooker must finally eradicate.

The steel boxes.

These are not only romantically lit virtual presences in the paintings, but also literal things which contain paintings. They are epoxy coated steel containers into which two paintings have been fixed. They are usually approached frontally, that is to say on one of their two larger sides so that at least one of the paintings will be facing outward, its focal plane parallel to the focal plane of the viewer. The other painting usually faces away from the viewer. Since the box and its contents are placed on the floor, the paintings cannot be viewed conventionally. They must be ‘looked down upon’ somewhere at below waist level. While the view of the onlooker is disadvantaged in respect of the painting which faces outward, the situation procures a relative advantage for him or her in respect of the painting which is turned away – which faces the wall: its surface can be at least glimpsed as a consequence of the angular advantage afforded by the viewer’s relatively lofty position. The viewer can look over its shoulder, as it were. The entry of the gaze into the box is simultaneously its exit from the place which contains the viewer. It is as if the viewer, in following the descending horizons of the painting(s) is sinking his or her gaze not simply into a small space which literally contains the paintings nor even into some metaphorically possible world in which they are to be seen but beyond them both. This is to look out of the space in which both viewer and box are literally present. It is as if the box and its contents are a machiolation (an overhang in a castle, for example) through which one’s gaze escapes or is lost. And such an escape entrains vertigo, a loss of the body. To look into the box is to look into something (or somewhere) forbidden and fearsome, a grave perhaps.

Is this a dirty experience or is it a little like flying? The boxes are, like museums, containers. The paintings within depict, sometimes, a museum interior whose perspectival form is consistent with a conventional viewing position. This perspectival aspect is subverted as a consequence of the paintings containment. The literal falling away of its surface creates a sense of perspective which reflects the onlookers real viewpoint. Similarly, the horizontal surface of a liquid (water?) is what is depicted in the other painting; a horizontal virtual surface which literally falls away vertically. These pictures are only recoverable as illusions imaginatively. The viewer can only stand before these paintings in imagination – and this only as she passes through – on her way out, as it were. In looking into the box this is what she appears to be doing anyway.
