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Roberto ECHETO  

 

The Shape of a New World to Come: Four (and Fast) Reflections on Arts 

 

ONE 

Since cave of Altamira, the arts have been in crisis. In that ancient era, a cave artist painted a bison and, 

trust me, another caveman immediately criticized the painter because that image was too different from 

the original bison, or because the bearded critic wanted to see other animals depicted on the walls. 

 

We modern humans don’t know what bison signified to those early artists, but we can interpret. We 

assume the paintings are about the animals which humans could hunt and eat, and what food meant to our 

earliest ancestors. 

 

This is my first of four theses: when we speak about the arts, we speak about shapes, colors, and lines, 

and we discuss the relationship between those compositions and reality. 

 

Art forges a link (sometimes hidden, sometimes clear) with the real world, specifically with issues of 

survival. When that link remains obscure, problems occur. 

 

(Maybe what the prehistoric critic really wanted, when he panned the first bison painting, was just to eat 

more than bison’s meat every night of his life.) 

 

 

TWO 

Recently, I’ve been reading the cultural section of El Confidencial, a Spanish newspaper. I found an article 

about a man who went to a museum in Oporto, Portugal and plummeted into one of Anish Kapoor’s works 

of art.  

 

Anish Kapoor is a contemporary sculptor whose work investigates space, structures, and materials. 

 

The sculpture the gentlemen fell into wasn’t a typical piece of iron or bronze positioned in the middle of 

a white room—it was a circular hole in the floor, which was painted in vantablack, a very dark and opaque 

substance invented and patented by Kapoor and his associates.  

 

So, a man went to Portugal, visited the Serralves Museum in Oporto and, sometime during his quiet 

promenade, he trod on an artwork which he saw as nothing but a spot in the floor. Then, he fell down and 

down and down and ended up in the hospital with some wounds.  

 

Why didn’t he watch his step? Maybe he didn’t notice the vacuum in the floor because vantablack paint 

is so dark. Maybe he was ignorant (as a lot of people are) about how to move through a museum, how to 
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walk among artwork from different centuries and places, artwork made of delicate materials. Maybe he 

didn’t know he was even trampling on artwork. Maybe he has always ignored the fact that art can be near 

(behind, beneath, above, inside) us, without signals or landmarks. 

 

By the way, the title of the Kapoor sculpture that this sixty-year-old man fell into is Descent into Limbo. 

 

 

THREE 

Art is dissolved in our lives.  

 

From Altamira to Andy Warhol, we recognize styles, ideas, movements and even artists as real, with 

stories that are more or less recognizable. These stories, besides the works, are what we go to see in 

museums. But, since the Sixties, or maybe since the Seventies, visual artists and the work they make 

haven’t been able to achieve the same levels of recognition. Why? Do you think there are no more artists 

in the world? 

 

Some people offer socio-economic explanations for this phenomenon. They talk logically about changes 

in the ways we produce, consume and trade aesthetic or artistic works, and about modifications in our art-

viewing sensibility due to the speed of social media. It’s easy to agree with those kinds of arguments until 

the apocalyptic pundits arrive and declare the end of beauty and sensitivity. 

 

“I don’t understand it”—“I don’t like it”—“I hate it”—these are common comments people make in front 

of contemporary artwork. They ignore the intention of the artist, which they consider cryptic and shallow, 

and then announce a kind of abandonment. However, the same people are addicted to the pleasure they 

get from Facebook or Instagram, exchanging photos, creating memes, writing silly messages about any 

issue, giving likes and more likes to their friends. They live unaware of something so obvious: our 

interaction on social media is only the grammar of our time, while contemporary art is the language of our 

future. 

 

We live in a world which was intuited by the artists of the past. The idea of an aesthetic stimulus hidden 

in normal life and not limited to the burdens of any work or material—which might as well be the 

definition of social media—comes from Marcel Duchamp and has been enriched over the decades by 

artists like Joseph Beuys and George Maciunas. 

 

Maciunas and his colleagues in the Fluxus Movement created the basic language which we can use to 

understand our relationship with ephemeral material on websites: memes, photos, jokes and even fake 

news.  

 

One of the missions of the arts is to imagine the future. This future will be realized with or without public 

recognition.  
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AND FOUR 

In some ways, art always embraces us. 

 

We have to live with eyes wide open because an aesthetic stimulus or a story could be anywhere: in a cave 

with a hungry and bearded and grouchy man who will become the first art critic of history, or in a 

Portuguese museum where a man fell into Kapoor’s limbo and thus starred in his own unconscious 

Happening. 

 

There are the masterpieces in every era and discipline. There are, too, the imperceptible gestures, the 

moments life can be twisted ever so slightly into new meaning. 

 

 Art, ladies and gentlemen, is in us. 

 

 Art is in life. 

 

 Art is life.  
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