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In one of his countless walks through the city, Julius, the protagonist of Teju Cole’s (b. 

Michigan, 1975) novel Open City, ends up in the middle of Manhattan’s Chinatown. Whilst 

observing the varied products on offer in a shop, he is surprised by a band of musicians 

marching past the window. Once the last of them has disappeared from sight, Julius’ gaze stays 

fixed on the glass, where he finds the shop and himself reflected. Seeing the world double 

brings about a thought: “To be alive, it seemed to me, as I stood there in all kinds of sorrow, 

was to be both original and reflection, and to be dead was to be split off, to be reflection 

alone.” 

 

In the walking essay that is Open City, Teju Cole presents us with the dense and complex layers 

of identity that shape Julius and all the characters who appear along his walks. Each of us 

carries his or her own particular history –our own, that of our ancestors, of our people– but 

ultimately there is something that binds us all together. The dead leave behind only a 

reflection, a trace that echoes in the conscience of the people they knew. The living, on the 

other hand, possess the double condition of physical presence and reflected image. No matter 

how hard one tries to shape it, the image will always belong to others. The only thing we can 

truly call our own is our physical, tangible self, the original from which all copies and 

reflections are made, which can be as many as the number of people we know or have some 

kind of contact with. No one other than oneself can possess the original, not even the person 

closest to us, he or she with whom we spend most of our time and to whom we regularly 

entrust our bodies. Even he or she possesses nothing but a copy of us – the most exact, 

perhaps, but a copy nonetheless. 

 

Just the same as reflections, our memories can be easily distorted. In another passage of Open 

City, Julius remembers his father’s funeral, which took place when he was still a teenager and 

had not yet abandoned his native Nigeria. Just as there are historical milestones, dates that 

mark the chapters in History books, there are personal milestones that allow us, always 
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retrospectively, to make sense of our lives. For Julius, his father’s funeral marked the border 

between youth and adulthood, yet he is incapable of remembering the scene faithfully. In his 

imagination, the burial of his father becomes contaminated with elements from the famous 

burials painted by El Greco and Courbet. The present is full of details which escape us, and 

when that present becomes past our memory tries to fill the gaps as best as it can. 

 

For the last three years, during the months of summer I have been allowed to travel to the 

past. I am allowed to briefly occupy the house where I lived for more than ten years, and in 

every corner I am able to hear the echoes of a life that no longer belongs to me. The furniture 

remains in its place, the walls preserve their colours, many of the paintings hanging on the 

walls are the same. Yet there is one detail, one alone, that keeps me from feeling the owner of 

the place. The smell of human presences that correspond neither to me nor my family and, 

above all, the smell of tobacco embedded in the creases of the sofas serve as a bitter 

reminder: although I may sporadically return, I will never inhabit this house again. But it is a 

useful reminder – it is unhealthy to overly revel in the longing of a time to which we cannot 

return. 

 

One of the first things I do when I return to my house is visit my old room. The presence of the 

past becomes more intense there. The view from the window is far from impressive, yet it 

constitutes one of the landscapes of my life. Inside, most of my old belongings remain: the 

table where I used to study and where I began to write, the posters on the walls, the bed of so 

many hours of sleep and of clumsy sexual awakening. But the empty bookcases and the smell, 

always the smell, quickly relieve me of my self-absorption. How strange to feel foreign to a 

place that, through routine, one thought would always belong to him. The fact is that one can 

return to many loved places, but never to a previous version of oneself. 

 

I was reminded of my old house and my old room soon after leaving the Lázaro Galdiano 

Museum, which is hosting an exhibition of José Manuel Ballester (b. Madrid, 1960). For several 

years, Ballester has been carrying out an artistic project which consists of emptying some of 

the most famous paintings in Art History. The first time I found myself before one of his works 

was not at an exhibition but on the cover of Luis Goytisolo’s novel Antagonía, where one sees 

an impressive version of Las Meninas with no human presences. The Lázaro Galdiano now 

offers the viewer the possibility of comparing some of the Boschs, Grecos and Goyas it 

possesses with Ballester’s unpopulated copies of them. 

 

Through the elimination of the figures, the paintings of the great masters change genre as if by 

art of magic. Many of them function perfectly as independent works, beautiful in themselves, 

especially El Greco’s Saint Francis of Assisi which Ballester has turned into a sober vanitas. Yet 

on looking at these works there is always an inevitable sense that something is missing. Only 

when the paintings they are based on are little known to the general public can these works 

function entirely as originals. This is impossible when Ballester empties the great masterpieces 

known to all, which are, at the same time, the most impressive. Obviously, the Lázaro Galdiano 

has not been able to bring The Garden of Earthly Delights from the Prado in order to hang 

alongside Ballester’s replica, but the celebrity of Bosch’s triptych renders it unnecessary. No 

other work other than this Uninhabited Garden –where Ballester has eliminated each and 
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every one of the humans, animals and supernatural figures that inhabit the original painting– 

causes such bewilderment. One sees it for the first time with an equal share of recognition and 

perplexity. Where is everybody? Looking at the central panel, one would say that we stand 

before the site of a party that has just been abruptly dissolved by the police. 

 

The replicas of José Manuel Ballester are inhabited, despite their nudity. In them we see the 

traces and hear the echoes of all those we know were there. Our eyes fill the gaps in the same 

way our memory uses invention and second-hand images to make up for the details we 

missed; in the same way we think we can see ourselves in places we inhabited a long time ago. 

In the window of my old room I see my reflection, and now I know it is he and not I to whom it 

belongs. 

 

José Manuel Ballester. Found Landscapes: Bosch, El Greco, Goya. Museo Lázaro Galdiano. 

Serrano, 122. Madrid. Until 11 September. Teju Cole. Open City. Faber and Faber, 2011. 

 

 

 
José Manuel Ballester, The Uninhabited Garden, 2007. Photograph on canvas, 204 x 384.2 cm. 
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