
Cenizas 
 
One of the most wonderful powers of music is that it takes us to 
places only seen in dreams. Many of Mayte Vieta’s photographs are 
these places. What gives us a shiver about these photographs is not 
their contradictions: that a meadow is fiercely red, that the sky is 
black and hard like metal… but that, as in dreams, reality is cracked 
and, without ceasing to be real, it reaches out to us as symbol. It is 
as if her own light is filtered through the scene, a light that comes 
from the other side. The light that comes to the dream through the 
eyelids and guides us, secretly and firmly, towards awakening. But 
that light invariably projects shadow, and within those shadows is 
where we live. In the Ashes series, this light leads us on a walk 
between love and death. It is called beauty, and it is the path that, as 
it blossoms and pulsates, begins to sprout and, in so doing, prepares 
for its end. Death is, in a manner of speaking, the horizon that gives 
depth, dimension and reality to that which would otherwise be flat 
and unreal. «That which is beautiful is that which carries within it the 
seed of its own passing». Quite a sentence and we do not know anyone 
it does not apply to. I quote some lines from the French poet, 
Christian Bobin: «What is an event is what is alive, and what is alive 
is what doesn’t shield itself from loss». I do not know if, in effect, 
beauty belongs only to that which is fleeting. It is impossible to know 
as we do not know of a beauty that is not evasive. In reality, beauty 
is the face of that which is moving toward nothingness. 
 
Upon becoming ashes, everything that could have burnt has 
burnt, everything that could have happened has happened. It is the 
end, finally, if that is what there is. The crushing summary, the 
combinatory analysis at last split apart from the possibilities of the 
living, and of the dying, and even of ways of dying. Dead end alley. 
Everything living has been sustained by a scaffolding of carbon 
atoms that has now been dismantled. This is why in all cultures 
ashes symbolize our awareness of the nothing that we are. And, 
nevertheless, the phrase «Remember man, you are dust and to 
dust you will return», which the Catholic church uses to humble us 
on Ash Wednesday when we mark our foreheads with a cross of 
ashes, to me seems a truly encouraging expression. I suggest that 
we will continue being the nothing that we are, in another way. And, 
it is certainly true that ashes make excellent fertilizer. They stimulate 
the growth of plants and give them strength. The Chibchan of 
Colombia spread ashes on their fields to bring rain. It is the cradle 
in which the phoenix was rocked. 
 
As is her custom, Mayte Vieta does not limit herself in her exhibitions 
to hanging her photographs_she installs them. With them, 
she creates a living space for their viewers. Many times, as in this 
case, she incorporates decidedly sculptural elements. Along with 
the roundness, the colouring, the density of the photographs, the 
stark presence of ladders on whose rungs birds are posed. Artists 



have the rare ability to communicate that every thing is only a step 
away from being something else. In their sizes and occupants, 
these ladders are like cages whose bars are rungs. And if not, is it 
that birds need ladders to climb the air? And the clouds are crutches 
to help them stand. Or water a cloth to clean their reflection. In 
any case, there are the birds, introducing even more silence among 
the audience, even greater peace in contemplation. And birds are 
the symbols of music and speed. Maybe that’s why: night or day, a 
symbol brings to mind, in addition to its direct meaning, its opposite. 
There is also a mathematical operation for these ideas: negative 
times negative equals positive: imitation birds in front of photographed 
landscapes create a real scene. Anyway, all of these 
images, the verbal and the plastic, have a mission: to excite our 
imagination and to show us that if one thing can be another way 
then maybe everything can. 
 
In the dictionary of our emotions, ashes are synonymous with 
sadness. Commenting on this series, Mayte Vieta has said that it is 
inevitable to feel sad when confronted with so many images depicting 
the fragility of the world. But the images she puts forward are 
not sad. Their strength prevents them from being so. It’s true, they 
are melancholy. Juan Ramón Jiménez says, «Sadness plus weakness 
is desperation, but sadness plus strength equals melancholy». 
 
So, here we have brought together beauty and melancholy. 
However, that we keep talking about beauty as a result of an 
artwork done today doe not cease to amaze us. It seems that beauty 
has not survived the wringer of -isms and post-isms of modern 
times. How can we keep seeking beauty, which has been an 
accomplice in so many atrocities? And how can we keep seeking it 
when they are over because the utopia hidden within has been 
ripped out. It stopped being the sensitive correlate of truth and 
goodness a long time ago. And now it has been pushed into being 
a means of production of symbolic values that are publicly traded 
on the stock market (in the tourism sector, the cosmetic industry…). 
But still, with a complete lack of naiveté, which separates 
tragedy from kitsch, Mayte Vieta gives us beautiful images. 
Although hers is not a beauty supported by balance (harmony), but 
one in balance with the extreme. Lyrical, oneiric, exaggerated 
images that summon up in the viewer the possibility of something 
different. In them there is still an ember of utopia with which to light until it turns 
to ashes. 
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