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  Introduction
	 Libraries are commonly defined as repositories of books and magazines that 
are made available for a public. The definition emphasizes the nature of objects 
amassed by this type of institutions. Upon reflection, though, it should be clear that 
libraries cannot be thought of merely as places of storage of but must be characterized 
in terms of the activities that presumably take place therein. Let us, then, rethink 
the matter and redefine the library as a public space dedicated to browsing and 
reading.
	 At first blush the above distinction might seem rather pedantic; books, after 
all, are meant to be used in a particular way - they are artifacts produced primarily 
in order to be read. We believe, nevertheless, that it is important to emphasize that 
the library is intended to satisfy a particularly human craving and that the books one 
finds there constitute one form among many others to make it possible for people 
to retrieve information and content. An awareness of the nature of the activities that 
are supposed to take place in the institutions we call libraries might help, then, to 
plan and design them better and expand them in the appropriate direction when the 
need to do so arises.
	
	 For similar reasons, we decided to propose for the new University Library 
in Insbruck an artwork that revolves around the act of reading. Our reasoning was 
quite straight-forward: We believe that art, in general, should provide the viewers 
means for self-reflection. Public works satisfy the requirement of self-reflectiveness 
when they shed light on their context and help reflect on their institutional setting. 
Now, as we said before, we believe that the library should be defined as a space of 
reading. It follows, then, that a self-reflecting work of art destined for such a space 
must find a way to explore this important human activity.
	 The work we envisage is titled Illustrations from the Social History of Reading. 
We propose to place in the library space five ‘history stations’, each    consisting 
of a schematic but functional replica of a piece of furniture designed for libraries 
in various periods of the past - a reading table, a book rack, a facility for storage 
and display of documents and two library ladders. These objects are meant to be 
used by the visitors to the library - as reading tables, ladders etc. Together, the five 
environments containing them form an essay on the social history and evolution of 
the act of reading. Such essays, we learned from our own praxis, are fairly useful as 
means for institutional self-reflection. 

	 Practical reason tells us how to realize our plans and intentions - how to 
employ the objects available to us as effective means to a premeditated end. Self-
reflection affords a bird’s eye perspective on these procedures; it aims to question 
the particular nature of our special habits and practical routines. The self-reflective 
individual surveys the tools he possesses and the way they are commonly used; 
doing so helps him to evaluate his instinctive choices and to improve them to the 
extent possible. 

	 The practice of institutional critique is a species of self-reflection - a way of 
answering queries about the nature of our current institutions and evaluate how they 
serve the purposes for which they were intended. The institutional critic reviews 
various aspects of the existing institutional arrangements - even those that seem 
unimportant or incidental - asking why they have the forms that they do and whether 
changing them might improve the functioning of the institution as a whole. 
	 A self-reflective individual is one who is ready to see the shortcoming of his 
current practical routines and willing to contemplate the possibility of changing 
them. To the extent that he is defined through these choices and routines, he is 
therefore a being who questions his own nature. When he criticizes his institutions, 
the self-reflections gain a social dimension - the thoughts he forms about alternative 
ways of life take on the character of utopian thinking.
   The reference to institutional history is one way of increasing awareness of the 
fact that the current institutional arrangements are not set in stone but are subject 
to improvement and change. This general proposition applies to the case at hand: 
When one is presented with different ways of storing, arranging and reading books, 
the disposition to see the present situation as unchangeable and absolute tends to 
vanish. When these examples are not merely fictitious constructions but pertain 
to the history of the institutions one calls his own, the willingness to consider 
alternative possibilities is bound to be stronger and more affective. 
	
	 For this reason, we consider essays on the social history of a human activity, 
which pertain to the institutions that support it, a most effective means for 
encouraging self-critique and engendering self-reflection. The ‘Chained Library” 
of Cambridge or Benjamin Franklin’s ‘Library Ladder’ are not meant merely as 
examples of different library furniture; we expect them to hint at alternative ways 
of life where reading and other simple activities that define our daily existence are 
conducted in a completely different ways thereby gaining entirely different meaning. 
More generally, we hope that the visitor who encounters such objects would gain a 
window into another social reality; the effectiveness and self-reflectivity of artworks 
like Illustrations from the Social History of Reading depend on the extent to which 
they stimulate the social imagination.
	 In addition, as ridiculous as they might strike us at first, objects like a table 
that transforms into a library ladder, provide a testimony of the universality of the 
yearning of mankind for improvement. Rigid institutions, which attempt to convince 
us that life is fine as it is, obscures that essential longing; human beings to thrive 
only when they overcome the boundaries set for their thinking - when they wake 
up and open to the possibility of change. In so far as we live in a society that erects 
strict institutions and resists alternatives, the inclusion in of auxiliary means that 
encourage institutional self-reflection seems like a positive corrective; that is how 
we conceive of Illustrations from the Social History of Reading and other related 
works that we made in the past. 
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drehbares Lesepult

drehbares Lesepult, Jacob Schübler. 
um 1730. 



kombiniertes Schreibpult mit drehbarem 
Dokumentenschrank für Kaufläute, Jacob 
Schübler. 1730. 

drehbarer Dokumentenschrank



Thomas Sheraton: Tisch mit ausklappba-
rer Bibliotheksleiter. 1793.

Tisch mit ausklappbarer Bibliotheksleiter



Benjamin Franklin: Armlehnstuhl mit ausklappbarer Biblio-
theksleiter. Um 1780.

Armlehnstuhl mit ausklappbarer Bibliotheksleiter



Chained Library, Hereford Cathedral.

Chained Library
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