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Exhausted and haggard in their captivity, the guests of the infinite soirée see three sheep appear from 

the invisible and impassable frontier of the hall. With avid attention they wait until they are close 

enough and then they leap upon them. This is perhaps the most brutal scene in Buñuel’s The 

Exterminating Angel. I have seen it twice and both times I have finished watching it with a sense of 

amazement. Amazement because I have wondered how someone can come up with such an original 

story. 

 

After an evening at the opera, around twenty bourgeois men and women meet for dinner in the 

mansion of one of the couples. When the time for farewells arrives, they find themselves inexplicably 

trapped in the room they are in, which they cannot escape from despite there being no physical 

obstacles that prevent them from doing so. We witness the physical deterioration of the protagonists 

as food and water becomes scarce but, above all, we see the progressive decline of social conventions. 

The exaggerated good manners which guide the public lives of these men and women become 

ridiculous and begin to disappear. Disagreements between the different characters, previously hidden 

beneath hypocritical smiles, are now violently aroused. Astonished, the spectator witnesses how the 

most refined members of society –doctors, lawyers, artists– are incapable of performing something as 

simple as leaving a room. Disconcerted and helpless, devoid of all luxuries and the aid of their servants, 

the characters fall to the condition of animals. When they seem destined to an inevitable death by 

starvation, the sheep appear. 

 

I have thought of Buñuel’s film again after finding out that it was the source of inspiration for Santiago 

Sierra’s last performance. The piece, titled The Flock, consisted of filling the Team gallery in New York 

with a herd sheep. During the time they were there, the spectators were able to witness the sheep 

behave like... sheep. According to the gallery, “the bellicose presence” (sic) of livestock in the gallery 

aimed to awaken a sense of guilt in the spectator, something like a real-life reminder of humans’ 

indiscriminate exploitation of animals. Furthermore, the fact that the sheep ate in the same place they 

defecated was supposed to question the (discriminatory?) treatment we give to our waste. The smell 

of urine and faeces was meant to awaken “a latent shame, disabusing us of the denial with which we 

treat our filth.” 
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Works like these become milestones in the battle for the democratisation of art because one does not 

even have to see them in order to appreciate them. With great generosity, Sierra provides us with an 

explanatory text and saves us the high cost of a plane ticket. In order to understand The Flock one does 

not need to visit New York; in fact, if one is a parent of small children, they will be able to enjoy the 

same experience by joining one of the school’s field trips to a farm. Still, why the acclaimed 

“dematerialisation” of art goes hand in hand with extraordinarily high prices will remain the great 

enigma for the historians of centuries to come. 

 

The similarities between Santiago Sierra’s performance and Buñuel’s film elude me. This probably 

wouldn’t matter if it wasn’t for the fact that it is Sierra himself who cites it as a source of inspiration, 

inviting us to make one of those difficult comparisons. In this case, I fear he was a little too ambitious. 

 

 


