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When a social habit appears on the news, it means that it has become widespread. Every now and 

again we are informed of a new social study on the use people make of social networks. These studies 

appear on the news accompanied by images of people walking the streets with their eyes fixed on 

their phones or tablets. Social networks are helping me to finally understand the meaning of one of 

those clichés which frequently appear in cultural essays: the isolation of modern humankind. A need of 

constant communication –a need close to illness, according to some of those studies– must mean that 

we feel very lonely. 

 

New technologies do not create habits by themselves, they simply sharpen impulses which are latent 

in us. In the same way that, before, celebrity gossip spread through magazines and TV shows, it now 

also travels via Twitter. The act in itself has not changed, except for the fact that the immediacy of 

social networks enables a quicker consumption of these news. Leaving their advantages to one side –

like the fact that it is now much more difficult for an authoritarian government to control freedom of 

speech–, social networks strengthen many people’s narcissism. The overexposure of one’s private life 

–plans for the weekend, political ideas, religious beliefs, sex life– is part of that desperate need of 

communication. 

 

For some companies, the fact that a candidate for a job lacks a profile on Facebook is a source for 

suspicion. Is the candidate a misanthropist, a lunatic, a criminal, perhaps? Traditionally, a 

misanthropist was a person who had no relationship with other people other than as a means to 

satisfy basic needs like food or money, who did not participate in common social customs and who 

lived locked indoors. Curiously, today a person with a profile on Facebook may perhaps never leave his 

or her house and still be considered a model of sociability through his or her may virtual friends and 

‘likes.’ How times progress! 

 

Almost nothing appears spontaneously, almost every phenomenon is an evolution of a previous one. 

The gradual and voluntary abolition of privacy through social networks is a development of television 

phenomena like Big Brother, which were themselves a development of the interest people had in the 

lives of celebrities in magazines and on TV shows. The substantial novelty was the fact that now 

anybody could be the subject of public scrutiny, a fact that surprisingly awakened envy in large 

numbers of the population in the same measure it aroused embarrassment in many others. The only 
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problem was that there were too many candidates for such a reduced number of vacancies. But if new 

technologies are here to make our lives easier, Facebook and YouTube successfully overcame that last 

obstacle, making it possible for anyone who works hard enough to become a celebrity. The ‘Big 

Brother formula’ –a democratic version of celebrity gossip talk shows– marked such a television 

revolution that today there is no TV programme –from dubious family therapies to cooking contests– 

that is not, to some degree, a reality show. Applied to private life, this has caused the illusion that any 

event that has not been documented and made public has not really happened at all. 

 

By force, art had to reflect these social habits somehow. The problem is that some artists imitate them 

so well that it is difficult to tell the model from the reproduction. I was not at all surprised to hear the 

people interviewed on the documentary Marina Abramović. The Artist Is Present –which was recently 

shown at Madrid’s Círculo de Bellas Artes– make religious references, comparing the activity of the 

Serbian artist with that of a priestess or a shaman. If one didn’t already know that it is the Museum of 

Modern Art that appears in the film, they might think that the masses of people running up a flight of 

stairs, pushing and shouting, were on their way to the concert of a famous pop star or a footballer 

signing autographs. Where they were really rushing towards was a good place in a queue where they 

would wait their turn to sit in front of Abramović, who maintained an impassive attitude on a chair 

from the museum’s opening to its close, the same silent posture every day throughout the course of 

three months. The silence was relative, since the people in the queue, as well as curious passersby, 

made the sort of background noise one hears in an office or a shopping mall. 

 

When I was a child, I remember the overwhelming excitement I felt on the rare occasions when my 

dad took my brother and I to see a Real Madrid training session. The training was really a mere prelude 

to my race to the exit of the car park, where I patiently waited for Raúl to sign me an autograph. I 

remember few situations of comparable emotion throughout my life. There are people that are much 

older than I was then who still feel the same way when they meet football players, or actors, or TV talk 

show hosts. I humbly ask what the difference is between that fanatic attitude and the one of many of 

the people who went to see Marina Abramović at MoMA. Furthermore, when did she decide that it 

would suffice with her mere presence to lay a new milestone in contemporary art? The religious 

comparisons made by the people in the documentary are well posed. It would seem that, after years 

of martyrdoms, like the time she slit her skin o lay unconscious in the middle of a fire due to the lack of 

oxygen, the day had finally come when Abramović could simply exhibit her motionless self, as still as 

the image of a martyr saint in a shrine, exposed to devotees and curious passersby alike. No doubt this 

is an art in line with our age of narcissism. 

 

The experts on the documentary say this piece by Abramović was not about her, rather that is puts the 

audience in the spotlight. Abramović was really a mirror in which the spectators saw themselves, 

allowing their emotions to flow, reaching tears in many cases. An expert emphasises on how the 

performance made many people take the time to sit in silence and think calmly, accustomed as we are 

to a world full of noise and visual stimuli. To make someone concentrate on nothing but a person 

sitting in front of him or her in silence was, according to this expert, one of the great achievements of 

Abramović’s intervention. It defines the era of Facebook perfectly: even spiritual repose has become a 

public event. 

 

Marina Abramović. The Artist is Present took place at the Museum of Modern Art in New York from 

March to May 2010. 
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