
The Assassination of John Lennon:  an object made by the Fine Artist Andrew Webb, which, if it is possible for an Artist to make a work that is not a work of art, may or may not be viewed as a work of art.

by Natalie Banco

In addressing this work it is important to bare in mind that when agreeing to           participate in “Jeugdzonde” the artist was promised forgiveness for his contribution. 

The work in question consists of a simulacrum table-tennis (Ping-Pong) bat, a chance  collage element - a fragment of a news paper -  and two gilded golf balls.  It is tagged and labeled as if it were an archeological find of some kind, rediscovered, perhaps, in the basement of a museum.  The manner of exhibition of this object is variable:  the ‘bat’ is to be placed on a shelf or table - never on a plinth - the second golf ball is to be placed anywhere else in the show as long as there is visibility from one element to the other.  By securing one ball to a face of the bat the Artist renders its previous, functional significance void, evokes ontological questions concerning material and extra-material compatibilities, thereby creating an entirely new thought for the object. If the viewer chooses to look at the object in a conventional way - art being a process  which involves the thoughts and actions of the Artist, the art object and the thoughts of the viewer in an open-ended game of mutual creation and interpretation - they may end up seeing the work as a culminating resolution between three sports;  golf, table-tennis and (given the reference to John Lennon’s death) shooting.  This would be quite seriously misleading.

When invited to contribute to the exhibition, the artist had recently relocated to his     country of birth and recounts the first visit of his parents, who arrived baring a            collection of saved material from his childhood.  It included a large cardboard carton  conspicuously labeled, “Andrew’s Box”, a ‘time capsule’ as it turned out, containing     early writings, drawings, photographs etc., as well as a large number of                        commemorative newspapers marking the assassination of John Lennon on the 8th       December 1980.  This discovery came as something of a surprise, since the artist did   not recall giving the event that much importance at the time.  (Much later on,      however,  in the year 2000, he made a performance work in which he used a replica of Lennon’s “Hair Peace” banner from 1969.  It took the form of a wooden placard, with the words “Tout Pays” added to the reverse face, which was  paraded by the  Artist from his home through the Parvis de St Gilles in Brussels to the Maison de Peuble.)   Even more surprising was the discovery, sandwiched between the pages of newsprint, of the table-tennis bat:  the Artists first attempt at making a useful object in the woodwork class at school.  (By coincidence, incidentally, his father had been a table-tennis  champion.)  The object itself is very simple.  It consists of three pieces of wood,  shaped, glued and nailed together, with blue, pimpled-rubber matting glued to each surface.  In the event, however, in his rush to retrieve it from its packing, a small   fragment of newsprint remained glued firmly to the surface of the bat baring the three ‘part-words’, ‘OHN LE DI’ (a fictitious day of the week in French) greatly       extending its potential to accrue meaning.

The placing of the ball on the ‘bat’ is a tautology - a metonymic doubling.        (Sandwich, the Artist’s chosen home, is famous for its Golf course - Royal St.      George’s.  The used balls can be bought at the village Green Grocers.  The Artist  remembers as a child collecting lost golf balls at the local golf course and selling them back to golfers.)  The golf ball is similar in size to a Ping-Pong ball, but very much heavier.  The gilding might be said to deny,  or conversely, to emphasize the change from weightlessness and weightiness.  In this respect are they not golden bullets       designed to elevate as well as to mortify the subject of address?   Because of their smoothness and lightness, we have come to associate Ping-Pong balls with fair-ground trickery.   We are used to seeing them endlessly rising and falling on jets of air or     water on shooting ranges.  By contrast, we tend to think of Golf balls in terms of gravity,  with a rule-bound trajectory that heads  inevitably towards a correspondence with the earth.   For a Golfer, to be bunkered is to be buried in whole or in part;  it is to be mortified.  The artist points humorously at this possibility through another  quality of correspondence;  the tiny convexities and concavities, the pimpled and   pitted surfaces of bat and ball. 

The match, if match there has been, is permanently suspended.  One of the golden    balls prevents the use of the bat, the other is placed beyond the reach of the game.     The metaphor is clear.  The age old metaphysical argument between being and the     coming into being of the work of art can no longer be rehearsed in a routine way.  It   has no firm trajectory and no simple condition of ‘oneness’, except it be glimpsed     obliquely out of the corner of the viewers eye.  ‘Bat’ an eyelid and the moment of unity might be past.   By this same token, we are led to speculate about the being of the Artist.  How does he stand in relationship to the backward and forward,       “Ping-Pong” argument that characterizes the game he feels compelled to play and does he, as Broodthaers famously stated, continue to hold “the card that will disturb the game” even when all effort is spent and the work - the game - is concluded.  
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