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Not Doing  
Alberto Bernal

In an interview that appeared in the El País Semanal mag-
azine on the 4th of April this year,1 the singer Rosalía, al-
ready an iconic figure, said that “we have to remain open, 
grateful for what is happening and connected to the here 
and the now. There is no other way to continue pursuing 
any artistic discipline. I always want to have enough ener-
gy to keep making records,” she went on, before finishing 
her reflection with a final remark: “Isolation can sometimes 
be good for the creative process”.  
  
At the same time, at the seemingly opposite end of the 
spectrum, a veritable host of artists are striving to continue 
creating new songs and new music in which, albeit with a 
language and style that are essentially similar to what they 
have always used, they are replacing their usual content 
with “the topic” of the day: everything is now about the 
pandemic, confinement and the immediate present, as if 
all the other problems and sensitive issues (social inequal-
ities, the humanitarian catastrophe of migration, violence 
against women and gender issues) had disappeared at the 
stroke of a pen..., or as if these were not in any way related 
to the onset of the health crisis.

In other words, it seems that the creative community has 
no choice but to split itself up between “acting as if nothing 
has happened” (albeit with more time-or less, if we have 
people to take care of) and “acting as if everything has 
happened”. The debate is, therefore, about doing, about 
what to do and how to do it and how to keep on doing it, 
about the circumstances we’re going to do it in and about 

1. Rosalía (4th of April 2020). “Rosalía in confinement / Interview by 
Fernando Navarro”, El País Semanal. Available here: https://elpais.
com/elpais/2020/04/03/eps/1585942684_489038.html.
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how to adapt the medium so we can still be creative. If we 
can’t go to concerts then we’ll have to stream them; if we 
can’t record in a studio then we’ll just have to settle for a 
guitar so we can keep on singing without stopping and so 
we can show the world what we do all the time and at every 
moment of the day. 

This unquestionable “what to do” is then broadcast, with 
even more impact than before, to viewer-consumers. The 
culture pages of the main newspapers are very good at re-
flecting this mantra, with sections that are updated every 
day with a plethora of cultural and artistic plans to enjoy 
in confinement-all of which, of course, consist primarily of 
looking at a screen. The value of culture, therefore, seems 
to lie in its uninterrupted omnipresence, in that quanti-
tative element that keeps us continually busy “making” 
plans, even if it is from the sofa in our house with the re-
mote control of the smart TV.

Among other things, this situation has clearly shown us to 
what extent artistic processes and culture in general, from 
its conception and creation to its reception, are connect-
ed to our society’s permanent paradigm of production and 
consumption. As Bojana Kunst says in Artist at Work: “The 
artist in contemporary society has become a prototype of 
the contemporary flexible and precarious worker because 
the artist’s work is connected to the production of life it-
self.”2 The need to adapt on-site work to teleworking, the 
panic at seeing the machines of production grind to a halt, 
being unable to see any alternative to the apparently closed 
circle of consumption stopping for a few days, the social 
imperative of being online all the time..., all this has been 
reflected with great clarity in the world of art and culture. 

And, as is the case with our consumer society, artistic pro-
cesses seem to live in an illusory world of infinite freedom. 
It is a freedom that lies in what and how to do, with no 
2. Kunst, B. (2014). Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism. 
Winchester: Zero Books.
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apparent limits. We can do whatever we want to do when-
ever we want, as long as we do something. The red line that 
can’t be crossed is the possibility of stopping, the transfer 
of our will from mere complements to the verb as such: To 
do or not to do? How can we not do?
  
THE IMPOSSIBLE 
Perhaps we should be humble and think that art is not al-
ways capable of transfiguring reality. The overwhelming 
beauty of a sunset, for example, tends to make any attempt 
at artistic embodiment kitschy; the experience is simply 
“too” beautiful (sublime), and perhaps the best thing we 
can do as we live it is simply to allow it to leave its mark 
on our memory. Something similar can happen in situa-
tions that reveal themselves to be socially unmanageable, 
such as the current health crisis. Does it make any sense to 
strive to create a work of art out of the pandemic we have 
experienced? It is most likely that, if such a work exists, it 
exists simply in the impossibility of its existence. Perhaps 
(as Ablinger points out in his article that is published here) 
it exists in the mere action of opening a window and lis-
tening to the city in confinement.3 Perhaps it exists in the 
prescription of impossible actions, in the way that Alvin 
Lucier suggested in his work Gentle Fire (1971), in which 
he asks that, in a very free way, certain sounds be recorded 
and transformed into others, many of which are absolutely 
impossible: meteorites colliding and turning into walking 
spiders, blood spurting out and turning into cancers that 
heal themselves, or tanks manoeuvring into erasing er-
rors... One of the most compelling examples in this sense 
is the work Concrete Tape Recorder Piece (Bruce Nauman, 
1968), a scream recorded and played in a loop from a tape 
recorder wrapped in a plastic bag which is in turn encased 
in the centre of a concrete slab; a work that appeals direct-
ly and brutally to listening in its most absolute inability to 
make itself heard and listened to. The unfathomable na-
ture of the situation means that, as artists, we can find a 
certain coherence with what we normally do through the 
3. See pp. 123-131 of this publication.
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materialisation of the impossibility of doing it: impossibili-
ty (moral, personal, medial...) as a work of art. 

TO REMAIN SILENT
Perhaps there is a need to demonstrate a dialectical oppo-
sition to the unquestionable demands of production and 
creation of content in our society. To stop and think about 
to what extent we need to compulsively fill in all the time 
slots in our lives, whether we are confined or not. It’s quite 
likely that what we really need is to create spaces of empti-
ness and to learn to live with them, with that not-doing. To 
remain silent, instead of speaking. At this point, we can’t 
help but think of Cage, his silences and his conception of 
the artist not as someone who does, but someone who al-
lows something to be done. In other words, someone who 
allows emptiness to exist. To do the not-doing. Not so 
much (or not only) as a quasi-mystical search (more along 
the lines of his 4’33” perhaps) but rather as an interrup-
tion in the daily maelstrom of content: of music that never 
stops playing, of data that never stops flowing through fi-
bre optic cables to our screens in the form of tweets, posts, 
photos, videos, endless series, pseudo-news, pseudo-com-
munication, pseudo-art...  

It is therefore less about silence as a proposition than as 
a denial. Emptiness as a contrast, as in the Symphonie 
Monoton-Silence (Yves Klein, 1949-61): twenty minutes of 
a D Major chord arranged for orchestra and choir, followed 
by twenty minutes of silence; a silence that finds its mean-
ing outside itself, in the interruption of that which goes 
before. Or more recently, Silent Tracks of Various Useful 
Lengths (Brett Black, 2010), an album made up of a series 
of tracks lasting between 10 seconds and 5 minutes that, 
as far as we can see from buyers’ comments, seems to be 
put to good e!ect to create much-needed silences of vary-
ing length in playlists, between di!erent tracks of music so 
they can stop listening, even if only for a moment.
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The absurdity of needing to reproduce silence so as not to 
have to listen points precisely to the socio-political poten-
tial of art as not doing, as well as of the art of not doing. To 
quote Bojana Kunst once again: “It is the anarchic force of 
waste, sleep and inactivity that opens up atmospheres and 
rhythms of life that are di!erent from anything produc-
tion-oriented.”4 Interruption, no longer as a metaphor, but 
as a real cessation of the inertia of consumption that keeps 
us busy all the time and at every moment of the day with 
the illusion that we are doing what we really want to do. 

TO STOP
Perhaps we should also consider the possibility that an art-
ist is not someone who makes art all the time and at every 
moment of the day, with the virtuosity of being able to re-
flect (or take shelter behind) “everything” in his or her own 
work, of continuing to create without rest and under any 
circumstances “acting as if nothing is happening” or as if 
“everything is happening”. The case of Marcel Duchamp 
is well known. Considered one of the most influential art-
ists of all time, at the age of 35 he gave up art to more or 
less dedicate the rest of his life to playing chess. Duchamp 
defined himself as an anti-artist, as someone whose work 
was more about questioning the art world and himself as 
an artist than about adding more weight to the already 
overflowing carriage of history; in other words, about not 
being what he was supposed to be. Vila-Matas tells the 
story in which Naum Gabo asked him one day why he 
had stopped painting: “What do you want me to do?”, an-
swered Duchamp, spreading his arms wide. “I have run out 
of ideas.”5 Besides the cynicism and irony that we can attri-
bute to such a response (especially coming from someone 
like Duchamp), there is such a thing as the legitimacy of 
being able to stop, of being able not to do. No longer even 
to make not doing one’s own work, but simply not doing, 
4. Op. cit.
5. Vila-Matas, E. (2011). Una vida absolutamente maravillosa. Ensayos 
selectos. Barcelona: Random House.
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stopping (for a moment that may be longer or shorter, per-
haps irreversible) the inertia of our own artistic production. 
Stopping the mechanisms of artistic creation can allow 
us to reflect on the deep roots of our needs for aesthetic 
creation and communication, on their relationship with the 
changing environments and realities that surround us, or 
even on the role and value that we want art to play and 
have in our lives and in the lives of others.

Many of the most enriching artistic contributions of all 
times came after a deliberate creative silence, after the hu-
mility of halting inertia to find a deeper meaning (here I 
am thinking of Schoenberg’s well-nigh seven barren years 
before he embarked on his proposal for a composition with 
twelve sounds, or Paul Valéry’s twenty years of silence). 
But perhaps, as was the case with Duchamp, stopping 
does not have to be a strategy to then bounce back an-
other one day with even greater force; it may simply be 
an act of coherence. I often find that many of the artists I 
most admire have been people who said what they had to 
say at the time they thought it made sense for them to say 
it; when this was no longer the case, they just kept quiet: 
Charles Ives (who virtually stopped composing halfway 
through his life), Ruth Crawford (who steered her creative 
force away from avant-garde music and towards the res-
cue of American folklore in the last twenty years of her life), 
Edgard Varèse, Bob Ostertag... I am also thinking, leaving 
music to one side, of David Lynch and the fourteen years 
that have elapsed since his last contribution and master-
piece, Inland Empire. In a certain sense, it is the resolve 
(or at least the possibility) to not do that confers a special 
value on actions that bridge these voids. Just as silence 
during the course of a musical work amplifies both what 
went before and what will follow (if the latter ever hap-
pens), it is the not-doing of a creative life that ultimately 
gives it meaning, both in its creative and in its vital aspect.
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P. D.: THE VALUE OF CULTURE
Perhaps, to conclude, we need to think about the value of 
culture, about what just a few lines ago we associated with 
the quantitative element of its uninterrupted omnipres-
ence. If art and culture have a fundamental and inalienable 
value in our society, perhaps that value is precisely that of 
empowering us in its absence, of endowing us with tools 
with which we can search for and create empty spaces on 
which to build our sensitivities, from which we can decide 
how we want to live in the world; pockets of inactivity from 
which we can consciously question the incessant bom-
bardment of activities and things that are proposed (or 
imposed) on us from one side and the other. To consume 
culture as an incessant flow of stimuli without pause is to 
condemn it to exhaustion in itself, to deprive it of its capac-
ity to give and complete the meaning of everything else.

Cut doors and windows from the walls of a house; 
but the ultimate use of the house will depend on 
that part where nothing exists.
Therefore, something is shaped into what is; but its 
usefulness comes from what is not. 
(Lao Tse, Tao Te King XI, “The Usefulness of 
Emptiness”)
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