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Just as an artist can never know what others will think of his work, it is impossible for one to 

know which of our acts will become foreign memories. 

 

When applied to people, the term ‘image rights’ is a contradiction in terms: if there is 

something we can never possess, it is our image. 

 

The illusion that one can control the judgments others make of us is narcissistic. The limitless 

showcase the world is becoming leads to collective insanity. 

 

Not only do the egotists who share their lives to the minute on social media succumb to this 

illness. Those of us who are prone to shyness suffer acute crises. To avoid expressing our 

opinions for fear of what others will think of us is an act of cowardice and arrogance. If one is 

to be judged, then may it at least be for what one thinks and not for what one thinks others 

think one must or must not think. 

 

One never fully belongs to oneself. When one is living, they live partially in the minds of 

others; when one is dead, they do so entirely. 

 

The traumatic relationship with death lies at the heart of many cultural expressions: medieval 

dances of death, seventeenth-century vanitas, the Mexican Day of the Dead. They are all, in 

their own way, forms of bearing a forced coexistence. In our secularised societies there seems 

to be no consolation. This explains the success of films and television series dedicated to 

zombies. 
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From the edge of our seats or sofas, we encourage the living to hit or shoot the zombies 

repeatedly, to abuse the sources of our fear. In such films, who the protagonists really want to 

kill is death itself. The blows inflicted upon the enemy are the desperate blows of those who 

want to remain ignorant. 

 

In films, zombies are scary because they are ugly and bloodthirsty, but they are not as strange 

as they make them out to be. In a recent discussion of his New Compulsive Reads, Félix de 

Azúa says serious reading is to maintain conversations with the dead. A reader coexists daily 

with the living dead. 

 

I visit the Academia de San Fernando and marvel at a superb still life by Juan de Zurbarán. The 

painting is not only a contemporary of the other seventeenth-century works hanging in the 

same room – it is a contemporary of Chardin, Morandi, Gaya, of myself. The premature death 

of Zurbarán does not prevent him from having a conversation with us. Jean Clair says religion 

was an invention of art, not the other way around. 

 

I do not know if Francisco Javier Irazoki was aiming to define art when he wrote his very brief 

poem titled ‘Guide’. For me it is one of the best I have ever read: That search flows / in order 

for man not to be / solely a pause of death. 

 

A work of art exists as long as a viewer exists. The same applies to dead of flesh and blood, 

who live as long as there are foreign memories in which to stay. 

 

At the moment when the ceasing of breathing turns a body into a corpse, the deceased 

becomes the property of others. With their departure, they leave themselves as an 

inheritance. Each of those surrounding the deathbed receives a non-transferable gift. 

 

It is a gift and a responsibility: it depends on us whether they continue to live or die definitely. 

 

 

 
Juan de Zurbarán. Still Life with Lemons (ca. 1640). 
Museum of the Real Academia de San Fernando. 


