
 

 

___ 

 

 

Almost a decade after having read it for the first time, and having recovered from 

the initial shock of its thesis and literary quality, what continues to impress me 

most about Félix de Azúa’s book Autobiografía sin vida is its beginning. In his 

imaginary travel in time to the exact point when our remote ancestors decided to 

start painting horses and lions in the Chauvet cave, Azúa stumbles not only upon 

the beginning of the history of art, but of humankind itself. The slow and gradual 

domination human beings have imposed on nature for millennia began with those 

modest traces. The painted horse ceased to be the specific horse with whom men 

and women coexisted –and from which only arbitrary morphological traits 
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separated them– and became an abstraction, an idea. The birth of art was a 

declaration of superiority. With aesthetic arrogance, mankind drew a line in the 

sand: on this side, us; on the other, everybody else. Perhaps this is the reason why 

we feel a very specific emotion when we look at paintings of animals. Perhaps what 

is triggered in our minds when we look at Miguel Macaya’s breathtaking dogs, 

zebras and bears is a remote longing for a time when these creatures were our 

relatives. 

 

The animals Miguel Macaya (b. Santander, 1964) paints emerge from black 

backgrounds and impose their presence. They emerge, appear, reveal themselves 

before the black background, but never stand silhouetted against it. Macaya avoids 

the temptation of using an eye-pleasing aesthetic, which stems from Manet’s 

flattening technique, whereby figures resemble removable stickers. What it 

surprising about Macaya’s sober backgrounds is the fact that they not only serve 

as backdrops for the animals to exhibit themselves, but also provide them with 

oxygen for them to breathe.  Alive and awake, their sideways glances reveal only a 

mild interest in our presence, autonomous beings that could not care less about 

our inquisitive and patronising attitudes. In the case of those animals that look 

straight at the viewer, one even senses a hint of judgement, as in the case of a 

majestic pig that distantly resembles Velázquez’s Menippus, wise and teasing. 

 

Macaya lends everything he paints an air of mystery. His human figures don’t fully 

reveal themselves to us, in much the same way that in his Caprichos series we 

never do quite understand what a group of people are doing pulling a balloon-like 

lemon. The realm between representation and its meaning is the realm of art. 

Macaya is no theoretician, nor does he pretend to be, but he possesses a handful 

of very precise ideas that are worth more than several dissertations. The most 

important among them, I think, has to do with his decision to employ a figurative 

language, a matter largely discussed throughout the painter’s conversation with 

editor Clara Pastor in the book Lo que sale de mi pincel (What Comes Out of My 

Paintbrush). 
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Having embraced a centuries-old tradition, Macaya is perfectly aware that he has 

not invented the wheel – and he takes it as a great advantage. It’s something he 

will repeat several times throughout the book: figurative painting lends him a 

common language he can share with all viewers, a fact that is not always true of 

abstraction or so-called conceptual art, which, for him, succumbs only too 

frequently to narcissist introspection. For Macaya, to use a figurative language 

means to bring down a first barrier between the work and the viewer, which does 

not necessarily have to result in an art which is easy and didactic. The same can be 

said of literature: the same language can be used to write Rabbit, Run and the 

instructions for a dishwasher. For Macaya, the mystery of artistic creation must 

arise from a common language. He expresses this idea very eloquently when he 

says that the abstract or conceptual artists demands “that you not only speak 

Japanese, but his or her Japanese”. 

 

Macaya values some of the most irreverent creations of twentieth-century avant-

gardes as intelligent gestures – necessary, even. The problem arises when a spark 

of originality ends up becoming a joke that aims to preserve its hilarity intact 

forever. The merit of these gestures could be measured by the echo of the 

laughter or sighs of indignation they produce – the echo that lasts the longest 

wins. Macaya’s painting plays in a quieter and slower league, although I can think 

one way he could become a part of the world of spectacle and provocation, if he 

wished. If he were more cynical, he could turn his paintings of bullfighters into 

exercises in political incorrectness. Clad in an adequate discourse, he could 

become a success at international art fairs presenting himself as the scourge of the 

animal rights movement. If this is not the case, it is because Macaya –an actual fan 

of corridas– cares too much about his painting to turn it into any kind of symbol. 

 

Besides the handful of ideas that guide his work, Macaya resists putting forward 

any ambitious theory on Art with a capital “a”. He is aware, perhaps, that any 

attempt to do so is not only useless but, to a certain degree, arrogant. That must 



be the reason why he feels uncomfortable with the label “artist”, always preferring 

that of “painter”. For some, this may seem an act of false modesty. I would say it’s a 

case of the exact opposite. When somebody presents him or herself as a painter 

instead of an artist, or something more snobbish, what he or she is asking is that 

they be judged as nothing more and nothing less than a maker of paintings. A 

limited ambition, perhaps, but with no hidden catch. No beating about the bush, 

no colourful biography: here is my work, and I want you to judge me by it. 

 

There is a passage in Lo que sale de mi pincel where Macaya tells Clara Pastor how 

there is a sort of secret language painters share, how they leave small traces in 

their pictures that tell their colleagues and dedicated viewers that they know what 

they are doing. Macaya looks for these signs in his contemporaries but also the 

classics, with Velázquez top of the list. He admires and studies Velázquez’s work, 

and there are times when one is even under the impression that Macaya envies his 

consideration as a master, master in the old sense, workshop master. The ideas 

and passions that guide one’s work are all very well, the inevitable moments of 

vanity are excusable, “but the manual work, the ‘cooking’, the craft, which one must 

possess if he wants to get his work done, has to prevail over everything else.” And 

later:  “if a lady wants me to paint a picture of her dog, I paint a dog, and I do it the 

best I can.” 

 

I doubt many first-rate artists can tolerate interferences in their work. Again, I think 

knowing the classics helps artists keep their vanity under control. After all, didn’t 

Velázquez make masterpieces from routine portrait commissions? Far from 

constraining the artist, these kind of external interferences can become exciting 

challenges. Sometimes, the most difficult task is choosing the subject matter – with 

that solved, the painter can devote him or herself to what they do best. In the case 

of Miguel Macaya, what he does best he does extraordinarily well. Despite the fact 

that at some point during the past century art critics ceased to consider technical 

competence relevant, Macaya’s paintings cannot be understood without his full 

command of his craft. We have become accustomed to viewing paintings as 



images, to forget they are objects with specific dimensions; thus, we look at a late 

Rembrandt full of crusts the same way we look at a Mondrian grid. This mental 

impoverishment, which has relegated painting well to the realm of Sunday painters, 

makes it very hard to confront the apparent simplicity of Macaya’s paintings. 

 

Besides other aesthetic considerations, I think that when we look at the dignified 

members of Miguel Macaya’s personal bestiary, or his elusive boxers and water 

polo players, we obtain the kind of pleasure derived from things that are well 

executed, in much the same way as when we listen to a proficient piano player or 

see an experienced carpenter at work. It is precisely because painting is all form –

even when the subject has been carefully chosen– that chromatic range, brush 

strokes, light and shade and general composition matter so much. It still amazes 

me how these few elements can produce things as diverse as a still life by Chardin 

and a still life by Beckmann. How someone can find painting boring is something I 

will never understand. 

 

I suppose I am not the only one who discovered the work of Miguel Macaya 

through Antonio Muñoz Molina. With an insight one finds amongst writers more 

than art critics, he says that Macaya looks at things as if they have never been 

painted before. I fully agree. What is more, I think it points to an idea that is 

applicable to all great artists: that for each new work they produce they must 

forget everything they have already done, paint as if they have never painted 

before. This self-deception consists of pushing all previous experience to one side 

and, at the same time, letting that very accumulated wisdom silently guide the 

hand of the false novice. (Good) art lives in this contradiction. Thus, with new eyes 

and wise hands, Miguel Macaya creates these animals and humans who seem to 

live a parallel existence, whom we cannot fully address even when we look straight 

into their eyes. We will continue trying, nonetheless, without once doubting the 

quality of our Japanese dictionary. 
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Miguel Macaya, Lo que sale de mi pincel. Una conversación con Clara Pastor. Elba, 

2019. 

 

Image: Untitled. Mixed media on panel (40x40cm). 
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