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The fascination or idolatry that social networks provoke sharpens the sensation of perpetual novelty. 

It’s not so much a question of young people, who normally limit themselves to using those platforms, 

but of the theoreticians, a cohort of apparently easy-going adults who praise youth with a mixture of 

envy and flattery, foreseeing the arrival of a new human race which will have an in-built capacity to 

use new technologies. (For the time being, I refuse to use the pretentious term “digital natives”) When 

these people speak of worldwide exchange of knowledge, they are usually referring –in the West, at 

least– to a bombardment of images and short captions, this is, slogans. Now that I am reading her 

essays on photography, I wonder what Susan Sontag would have thought of the massive exchange of 

images through Facebook, Pinterest, Twitter or WahtsApp. The overabundance of visual stimuli was 

something that took her, back in the 1970s, to write texts on the meaning –or lack of meaning– of 

photography in a world where this medium constitutes the prime source of knowledge. The fact that 

her texts are still food for thought should make us suspect that the new world and the new society we 

are told has arrived may not have done so quite yet. 

 

More or less explicitly, I think the idea of the overabundance of images is present in the photographs 

of Pablo Genovés at Madrid’s Sala Canal. True that it’s not the first thing one thinks of. The initial 

reaction to them is of pure amazement or fright. Genovés spends much of his time in street markets 

searching and rescuing old photographs which he later uses as the background for his works. He then 

scans them and uses Photoshop to add a second, completely foreign layer. In his most well-known 

photographs, this layer is usually an enraged sea which floods luxurious halls and churches. When 

enlarged and printed on two-metre-long sheets, the images of saints and Virgins attacked by the water 

acquire apocalyptic connotations. 

 

It is inevitable to read these images as very real, scarcely religious, prophecies of the consequences of 

climate change. What surprises us in Genovés’ images is not so much the fact but the context. We are 

very accustomed to witnessing floods that devastate entire regions, which we see on the news with a 

mixture of awe and bad conscience. I think this is one of the reasons why Genovés uses old buildings 

as a background for his catastrophes: if they were placed in a contemporary context, his images would 

pale before the real-life footage we are exposed to from time to time, usually coming from Asia or 

Central America. Furthermore, Genovés’ sceneries are usually excessive eighteenth-century interiors, 

full of winding mouldings and frescoes. Read in the current context of political and economic crisis, the 
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torrents of water are perhaps a metaphor of the human masses that beheaded the owners of those 

profusely-decorated palaces. 

 

Apart from churches and living rooms, in Genovés’ collection of around ten-thousand ancient 

photographs there is a special interest in libraries and museums. If the waves that flood the first –

marble and brick, after all– produce shock, in the latter there is a greater degree of urgency, knowing 

as we do that it will take seconds for the water to irreversibly corrupt the paintings and, especially, the 

books. Genovés does not hide that these images have to do with the uncertainty that exists about the 

survival of books and painting. Despite the debates of the last few years, people who love books will 

recognise that their improbable annihilation would not mean the end of literature. The case of 

painting is different. The debate has been going on for various decades and I think it has been proved 

that its hypothetical death is simply impossible. (That there will be a day when few people practice it 

and that it might not be promoted through hashtags is a different matter) Genovés’ view is not clear, 

although, being the son of the great Juan Genovés, one finds it difficult to believe that these 

photographs are some kind of statement against painting. More than painting, perhaps what his waves 

would put an end to is the entire circus of the art world, dragging artworks, curators, critics and 

spectators alike with it. 

 

 
Planetary Changes, 2014. Digigraphie on photographic paper, 80 x 110 cm. 

 

Nature in these images has epic dimensions, the violent waves like a divine curse. They seem the work 

of a wrathful and primitive god, who takes his revenge for the domestication he has suffered through 

centuries of tradition, exemplified in the gentle Rococo and Neoclassical faces of the saints and Christs 

in the churches. In an interview, Genovés says that he wants the viewer of his work to feel as if he or 

she were the last person on earth. Like a frightened Noah who finally dares to climb on deck, one sets 

a disbelieving eye on these images of luxurious halls sunk in the deathly silence imposed by still or 
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frozen water. It might be preferable to disappear in the storm than to live to witness the world 

reduced to this phantasmagorical sight. Deep down, I think these photographs are modern vanitas, like 

Macbeth’s soliloquy that lends Genovés’ exhibition its title: “Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 

/ That struts and frets his hour upon the stage / And then is heard no more: it is a tale / Told by an 

idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing.” 

 

By watching ten minutes of television, the average modern-day citizen can arrive at a more precise 

understanding of that sound and fury than any cultivated reader of Shakespeare living before the 

twentieth century. It is difficult to calculate how many images we are exposed to throughout the 

course of a day. What do we make of it all? Susan Sontag was an enthusiast of photography and wrote 

on photographers with knowledge and, above all, a rare eloquence among art writers. Nevertheless, 

her thoughts are moral as much as they are aesthetic. “Industrial societies turn their citizens into 

image-junkies; it is the most irresistible form of mental pollution,” she writes. What happens when our 

knowledge comes from so many different sources, so foreign to each other and yet all visible on one 

same PC screen? Photos of our holidays, of other people’s holidays, politicians, jokes, scientific 

inventions, catastrophes, sex, slaughters... How can it all not become mere entertainment? When 

Pablo Genovés’ waves arrive, there will be hundreds of photographers ready to document the 

#endoftheworld. 

 

Pablo Genovés. The Sound and the Fury. Sala Canal de Isabel II. Santa Engracia 125. Madrid. Until 22 

March. Susan Sontag. On Photography. Originally published in 1977. Latest reprint by Penguin in 

2008. 

 

 
Temple of the Sun, 2013. Digigraphie on photographic paper, 102 x 122 cm. 
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