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THE VERTICAL JOURNEY. 

AN EXPERIENCE OF TIME
1

It is only possible to gauge, judge and understand the 

work of any individual as a set of multiple interrelated 

acts, where spirals and waves tend to predominate over 

straight lines. It is thus that eyes alone can see, and that 

is enough. 

Joaquim Dols i Rusiñol, Claramunt. Olis. Barcelona: Dau al Set, 

April – May, 1976, [exh. cat.].

For me there is no difference between figurative and ab-

stract painting, because painting itself is already an image 

of a reality. A brushstroke can be anything: an insect, a 

letter, a person. When you make an abstract painting you 

start out from a reality too, and then imagination and mem-

ory operate, which are realities as tangible as any other. 

Luis Claramunt, statements made in El País, 5 May, 2000.

Disorder is only wrong for someone who refuses to think, 

to respect, to accompany in a certain way the dividing up 

of the world. 

Georges Didi-Huberman, Atlas ¿Cómo llevar el mundo a cuestas? 

[Atlas. How to carry the world on one’s back]. Madrid: Museo 

Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 2010.

An insect, a letter, a person… a brushstroke might mean 
these and many other things. Painting, for Claramunt, 
has to do with the different forces that stress the sur-
face of the canvas, and his aim is always to achieve 
in his paintings a precise structure that sustains the 
composition, independent of the pretext that inspires 
it. But the order of his list is striking – ‘an insect, a let-
ter, a person’ (almost an acrostic from Kafka’s Meta -
mor phosis – especially bearing in mind that a letter 
can also turn into anything), and allows me to take up 
again the origins of his painting – his series of por-
traits and figures, his scenes of interiors, his colgados 
[Hanged Men] and other urban landscapes, made in 
the Barcelona of the 1970s – not as a temporal origin 
but rather as the origin of meaning of all his subse-
quent work.2

1970–1984

In this period, Claramunt lives successively in the 
Plaça Reial, Carrer Escudellers, the neighbourhood 
of el Carmel, la Barceloneta and Carrer Jerusalem in 

Barcelona, and also takes walks around the port and 
the poor areas of the city, mainly populated by Anda-
lucians. They are the same places where he works, 
spaces that are starting to define the vital, complex 
cartography where he can settle in and get to know 
the world, after leaving the educated petit bourgeois 
environment of his family home; a flight to other so-
cial currents that is accompanied by a radical change 
in his lifestyle and outward appearance, in a process 
of immersion and identification with a class far re-
moved from that of his birth.3 La Rambla, the streets 
adjacent to it and the outskirts of Barcelona emerge 
as suitable routes for his new trajectory, far enough 
away from the influence of the Eixample district and 
its firmly held bourgeois convictions. 

It is the 1970s, the decade prior to the cleanup 
opera tions in a city that thirty years later would become 
a model of progress, despite the loss of the creative 
potential that made the street – in particular la Rambla 
and the surrounding thoroughfares – a site for radical 
experimentation and the explosion of subjectivities 
in the last years of the dictatorship, a period notable 
for the presence of drag artist and painter José Ángel 
Pérez Ocaña and his troupe. Although it is from a dif-
ferent position, Claramunt – like Ocaña, who lived down 
the hall from him in his house in the Plaça Reial – also 
forms part of this underground scene defined by exces-
sive lifestyles and concentrated in certain places and 
environments in the Barcelona of the 1970s, a complex 
framework in which flamenco and Gypsies form two 
mainstays.4

Plaça Reial, Pla de Palau, Escudellers, Arc del 
Teatre, the taverns of Tronío, the Camarote and the 
Macarena gradually come to define a way of looking 
at the real that has more to do with the secret relation-
ships and correspondences in space than with the 
individual objects or people who inhabit it, figures or 
masses that re-form and take shape on the canvas. The 
interiors of flamenco tablaos and urban landscapes 
are presented in a discordant totality, by means of a 
frenzied mark-making that escapes from the illusory 
perspective to show the details of relationships, con-
fusing architecture with bodies and objects, opening 
up their outlines and breaking their figures into a kind 
of palimpsest that has a lot to do with the temporal 
dimension of his work, with the cluster of times sum-
moned up in the incessant movement of urban life.

In this distance between the grotesque and the 
poetic, the threatening and the familiar (which is also 
a metaphor for the contemporary city), the work of 
the artist is carried out, marked from the beginning 
by his real and literary wanderings, which he cataly-
ses in his paintings and subsequently in his drawings 
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and photographs, gathering situations, expressions, 
memories and sensations. Always alert to discovering 
the extraordinary in the vulgar, and taking advantage 
of the virtues of anonymity, his walks condense the 
powers of his imagination and of his memory. 

In contact with life stripped bare, simply bearing 
witness to the struggle to survive with neither com-
passion nor miserablism, he gradually shapes his per-
manence in the world and in painting, getting to know 
his surroundings through richly inscribed surfaces; 
faces and bodies that expand and twist. These are 
years marked by the reading and rereading of Treasure 
Island, and these bodies bloated by alcohol and pov-
erty are translated into other bodies Claramunt mingles 
with in his wanderings around Pla de Palau, where a 
kiosk that used to open for the port workers turns into 
a refuge for the city’s night owls, allowing them to con-
tinue drinking until dawn, at that terrible hour when 
the streetlights are turned off and the curtain is raised 
irrevocably on the day.

Metamorphosed into vague presences, these fig-
ures cling like limpets to the painting’s geometry, which 
represents another geometry, that of the structure of a 
boat superimposed onto that of a constructed, ordered, 
regular, repetitive city, to which Claramunt seems to 
want to call attention as if there were an ever present 
threat. Not only must one not let oneself be led along, 
but one must not let one’s guard down either.

In a great deal of his figure-portraits made through-
out the 1970s and in the early 1980s, the figure is placed 
in a neutral landscape crossed by an elevated line 
on the horizon, almost as if the figure were emerging 
from the water or the earth and were part of its nature, 
soft, unstable and abject. Among the painters to whom 
he constantly referred back were Goya, Nonell and 
Van Gogh, and he never missed an exhibition of their 
work. It is possible that Nonell’s inclination for Gypsy 
women and the poor areas of the city is what influenced 
Claramunt’s own interest for those same places; places 
of poverty that shape bodies marked by privation, pain 
and sometimes violence. It is also possible that these 
figures refer to bodies from literary fiction or from the 
heavy gaze of dawn in the street, or in the poor districts 
of Barcelona, faithful copies of a Treasure Island passed 
through the filter of Barcelona’s Barri Xino. What is 
more, almost all the characters in his paintings smoke, 
as is common in the world of pirates, sailors and drink-
ers, and the pleasure mixed with the tedium contained 
in their expressions distracts us. They don’t look like 
figures tortured by an extreme subjectivity but rather 
by the harshness of everyday life; their essence is more 
prosaic, coarse but linked to the earth, more documen-
tary than spiritual or lyrical. For Claramunt, the horizon 

is in this world, on the line of the earth, close to our 
eyes. A second series of figures made at the start of the 
1980s doesn’t share such an adventurous origin. Here 
the faces have disappeared, and only twisted fragments 
remain, lying broken on a flat background in which the 
horizon has disappeared.5

Claramunt works alone,6 alert to, but distant from, 
both conceptual and pictorial tendencies in Spain 
during the 1970s. It is not until the start of the 1980s 
that his painting starts to position itself along the line 
of the zeitgeist. He does not form part of any contem-
porary artistic family, although he does start to mix 
with other artists in Barcelona, Seville and Madrid. His 
inclusion in the exhibition Cota cero (± 0,00) sobre el 
nivel del mar7 [Zero Metres above Sea Level] was what 
marked his subsequent public life and his departure 
from Barcelona, where the growth of Conceptual art 
dominated galleries and criticism, something seen 
by Claramunt as problematic for the reception of his 
work. While his pictorial language aligns itself with the 
established codes of the various forms of expression-
ism in fashion, the content and focus of painting, even 
in his seascapes or train stations, have more to do with 
an interest in materiality, in the weight of the real, their 
relationships and underlying structures, than with the 
force of feeling. The world is not a creation of his sub-
jectivity but rather the result of a two-way dialogue, 
a subjectivity shared with time, that condenses past, 
present and future. As Ángel González astutely points 
out in the text for this catalogue, Claramunt’s paintings 
and drawings ‘do not belong to the order of memories, 
but rather to that of reminiscences’. A series of transi-
tory states is crystallised in his work, where gesture 
always performs two functions: gesture as memory 
and as potency. It is in this contemplation of the den-
sity of the world, in this glimpsing of correspondences 
and analogies, where the at times elusive or distant 
reality of his works resolves itself. During these years 
Claramunt continues to depict those places where a 
precarious and heterogeneous urban space emerges, 
where the strict rules of highly codified public spaces 
are relaxed, where the foreigner mingles with the pas-
serby and the Gypsy with the young rich kid: bars, 
inns and railway stations, gamblers, still lifes and 
landscapes remain the settings and the subjects of 
his paintings.

1985–1988

With the exhibition Cota cero (± 0,00) sobre el nivel del 
mar, Claramunt begins a journey in search of his place 
in painting that will take him far from his native city, 
and which will be the first in a series of subsequent 
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relocations. Seville is a first stopping point, where he 
is inspired by an environment conducive to his work.8

More than travelling to different cities, it could be said that 

Claramunt has moved from city to city, and that for him 

these moves, to a degree, have been a sort of rite of pas-

sage […] In each place, let’s be clear, Claramunt has been 

searching for himself, searching for that place that doesn’t 

always coincide with where one was born, and where one 

does not feel like a stranger.

Francisco Rivas, unpublished text (Francisco Rivas Archive).

Claramunt is not much concerned by a city’s history or past 

glories, but rather is interested in the character imprinted 

on the life of its streets by the traces left on its multifaceted 

surface, just as a coin is gradually worn down as it passes 

from hand to hand. He is interested in the naturalness of 

exchanges between people and the places in which they 

live, their essential independence, their bruises, the gen-

erous impulses of a heterogeneous diversity. He lives in 

the market square where the cheap, the savage and the 

sacred are sold.

Kevin Power, ‘Luis Claramunt: las sensaciones, la acumulación de 

las cosas’ in Claramunt. Seville: Museo de Arte Contemporáneo 

de Sevilla, 1996.

It has always helped me immensely to work in different 

places, whether within a country, a city, a house and even, 

in the case of a room, on a different wall. Seville is not 

at all different in this way to Madrid, Palma or Barcelona 

where I concentrate, as always, on its working-class neigh-

bourhoods, except for some of the later works of the port. 

Painting, in theory, shouldn’t have too much local influ-

ence. But this isn’t exactly the case. The work I have done in 

Seville is the conclusion of this whole way of working, grad-

ually dispensing with classically pictorial values, focusing 

on the most strictly necessary elements in the execution 

of the work and sacrificing with this austerity others that 

rather than enriching the painting and facilitating the 

reading of the work, in my opinion might make it easier 

to digest initially, but much less expressive for attempt-

ing to say many things at the same time that shouldn’t be 

placed on top of one another. […] Practically speaking the 

outlines are there, the tensors of the painting as absolute 

protagonists of what has been done. The main problem to 

solve, and to pose, is strictly related to composition. There 

is, in almost all of them, not a complete spectrum of col-

our. There is no texture, at least in the superficial meaning 

of the word. Chiaroscuro, except in a very few cases, does 

not exist. Nor can it be said that there is a symbolism, 

or a description. The figurative elements are completely 

subordinated to the solution of a strictly pictorial space. 

In terms of the execution and the general approach of the 

work, there is the use of a mark with no prior sketch, done 

without meaning, and then extracting from this an idea, a 

sensation, and connecting it to a memory; in short, mixing 

two realities, one more direct, a fortuitous accident, and 

another less real, the one that has a will of its own, memory, 

unconscious memory. […]

My approach is 100% urban, asymbolic, starting from a 

current situation, practically speaking, then stopping the 

story at one of the points in its fall, without reinventing 

the details.
Luis Claramunt, ‘Conversaciones con Luis Claramunt’ in Claramunt. 

Seville: Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Sevilla, 1986.

Seville shares time, life and work with Marrakesh, a 
place Luis starts visiting in 1985 with Teresa Lanceta, 
who is dedicated to studying the history and tech-
niques of Moroccan weavers for her own artistic 
creations. The Seville paintings mark the end of a 
pictorial approach based on matter initiated at the 
end of the 1970s, and which gradually gives way to the 
series made in Morocco – and to the bull series made 
in Seville and Palma de Mallorca – that constituted 
a significant turning point in his work and a radical 
approach that was to mark his entire subsequent 
output. Synthesised in the trajectory from the almost 
monochrome smear as a formative element of the 
spaces in the Seville paintings, to the line, the clean 
mark-making of his last bull paintings, is an entire 
process of an emptying of space and a reduction in 
the volume and depth of the painting that leads to an 
absolute prominence of figure and gesture in a less 
naturalistic space. In his bull paintings, also related 
to the world of the street hawkers in Seville’s working-
class districts, or the cattle markets, and in the final 
phase of his Morocco period, this tendency to stylisa-
tion grows more radical, becoming ‘plainer, harder, 
more cerebral and more concrete’. 

In the later Morocco paintings bodies are frag-
mented and break up in space, they are superimposed, 
multiplied silhouettes, which mark rhythmic and une-
ven motor functions that allude to different times. 
The hugely disproportionate scale of the figures, the 
arbitrary nature and almost total absence of setting 
completely dislocate the surface of the painting, con-
tributing to the loss of its base. Framed by the walls of 
the city or some trace of nature, the figures appear to 
prepare themselves on an empty stage, like actors in 
a theatre of the world. Crippled men, blind people, 
musicians, hawkers, villagers, shopkeepers, snake 
charmers, water sellers, little children and gamblers 
present themselves like archetypes passed through a 
literary filter, but also like caricatures. The works made 
in Morocco could be placed in the French Orientalist 
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tradition in that Claramunt is an observer, he doesn’t 
identify himself, doesn’t get involved, he leaves to one 
side the suffering in what he sees in order to present 
to us an external reality, the rich gestural range of his 
protagonists in scenes that are almost abstract in 
their conception, where any idea of place has disap-
peared. But this Orientalism would have to be qualified 
by another legacy that has at its centre black humour, 
caricature and Valle-Inclán’s esperpento theatre, all 
forms of (Spanish) tragedy. Claramunt was an avid 
reader of Spanish Golden Age picaresque novels, with 
the character of the rogue or scoundrel as a central 
figure, but he also seemed aware of the ironic deca-
dence of Valle-Inclán’s characters and of the macabre 
and extremely lucid laugh of some of Buñuel’s. The 
city of Marrakesh seemed to offer him a living repre-
sentation of the adventures and misadventures of the 
lazarillos [blindmen’s guides] and their masters, or of 
the unfortunate urban wanderings of the blind poet in 
Valle-Inclán’s Lights of Bohemia. Far from trying to get 
inside their life story or to condemn their experiences, 
Claramunt seems to know that the representation of 
a motif might say nothing of itself, like a photograph 
or silent portrait, and he also knows that a life cannot 
paint itself, and so he concentrates on the details, the 
gestures, as a way of understanding, in these flashes of 
the real, something of the functioning of these bodies 
and their relation (to space or to the other). Nameless 
actors, anonymous people, masks, employ an infinite 
catalogue of gestures, as the titles of his works suggest:  
De frente y de perfil [Face on and in Profile], Figura en 
cucli llas [Squatting Figure], Figura en rojo [Figure in Red], 
Figura barriendo [Sweeping Figure], La mano amarilla 
[Yellow Hand], La mano y el bastón [Hand and Walking 
Stick], Cojo de los dos pies [Man with Two Lame Feet],  
El lazarillo del turbante [Blind Man’s Guide Wearing a 
Turban], La conversación [The Conversation], Con el 
dedo señalando [Pointing], Violín y babuchas [Violin 
and Slippers], Ciegos del pozo [Blind Men at the Well], 
Figura en el aire [Figure in the Air], Muchacha del 
escobón [Girl with Broom], and so on.

The Commedia dell’Arte would give the actors a few out-

lines with instructions, so they could give life to situations 

in which a human gesture removed from the power of 

myth and fate could eventually appear. Nothing can be 

understood of the comic mask if one sees it simply as a 

diminished and indeterminate character. The Harlequin 

or the Doctor are not characters, in the sense that Hamlet 

and Oedipus are: the masks are not characters but ges-

tures or expressions that acquire their figure in a type, a 

range of expressions. In the situation being acted out, the 

destruction of the role’s identity goes hand in hand with 

the destruction of the actor’s identity. It is the relation-

ship between text and execution, between power and act 

that is here being called into question […] Expression  

or gesture is the name of this crossroads between life  

and art, act and power, the general and the particular, 

text and execution. It is a fragment of life removed from 

the context of individual biography and a fragment of art 

removed from the neutrality of aesthetics: pure praxis. 

Neither use-value, nor exchange-value, biographical expe-

rience or personal affair, the gesture or expression is the 

reverse of the merchandise that let the ‘glass shards of 

this common social substance’ rain down on the stage. 
Giorgio Agamben, ‘Glosas marginales a los comentarios sobre la 

sociedad del espectáculo’ in Medios sin fin. Notas sobre la política. 

València: Pre-textos, 2001, p. 68. English edition: ‘Marginal Notes on 

Commentaries on the Society of the Spectacle’ in Means Without 

Ends: Notes on Politics. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 

2000.

[…] Claramunt comes from very far away; and although 

no one would say he comes from somewhere else, his 

gaze is often surprised at what he sees: perplexed rather 

than curious. The curious traveller allows himself to slip 

happily into ‘local colour’; the perplexed traveller, mean-

while, devotes himself to interpreting the look of things, 

gesture and poses, as if they were a form of hieroglyphic 

writing. He gesticulates and, like a boat facing the wind 

without moving, lies to, so as to make himself understood; 

he reads and is read. Everything is easier like this, Luis 

says, and no one cares if you come from Lebrija or from 

Marrakesh.

Ángel González García, ‘Todo está escrito’ in Luis Claramunt. Toro 

de invierno. València: Diputación Provincial de Valencia, 1988.

The exhibition Luis Claramunt (Galería Magda Bellotti, 

Cádiz, 1987) focuses on the work made during 1986 and 

1987 in Marrakesh. There is a precedent in the work from 

1985 about Seville, but the two approaches are not only 

different but antithetical. The problem of working in such 

a closed and heterogeneous city, with an extremely pow-

erful vital charge, is that it forces one to reconsider and to 

annul completely any previous plans or ways of working: 

the passage from analysis to synthesis is not only obligato-

ry but absolutely necessary. […] One of the chief features 

of these paintings is a total command of the figure, an-

other is the sense of space that does away completely with 

an idea of landscape. If one breaks down what has been 

done in the different stages of work, one can see quite 

clearly the evolution of thematic, pictorial, technical, sym-

bolic and spatial techniques. The general tendency is first 

towards a very concrete and individualised description  

(portraits, group portraits), with figurative connotations 

at the margin too, that flows towards a totally symbolic 
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work, the portrayal or invention of situations, of codes, of 

objects with symbolic and pictorial meaning at the same 

time, and, above all, in the latest works, an absolute break 

with the regular and plausible treatment of the surface 

of the ‘figurative’ painting. That is, a hugely dispropor-

tionate scale, foreground and background superimposed 

onto each other, and following a totally unreal and volun-

tarily mismatched, arbitrary order of positioning on the 

surface of the canvas. All this work touches on themes 

treated in an absolutely classical way as much in terms of 

theme as in terms of composition (portraits, still lifes).

This exhibition, meanwhile, is not a study of the light, 

apparel, topics or sociology of this part of southern Spain. 

Rather, I believe it is a wide-ranging study of, more than 

anything, a vitality, a sensibility, a notion of time, taste, 

space, smell, sound, radically opposed to how life is lived 

north of the Straits of Gibraltar. Finally, and speaking only 

in strictly technical terms, there are in this group of paint-

ings some solutions very different to one another (arrange-

ments of figures, dreamlike situations, all forgotten and 

revitalised exclusively here), compositions following cen-

tral, classical or diagonal patterns, chiaroscuro and even 

Mannerist arrangements, compact, massive figures with 

the same weight as totally linear ones, mark-making with a 

very personal style next to absolutely depersonalised lines, 

and a co-existence within the same work of approaches, 

materials and brushstrokes that are absolutely distinct 

from each other. 
Luis Claramunt, Negocios, cartas y cuentas [business deals, let-

ters and accounts], 1987 (unpublished text).

1989–1999

In 1989 Claramunt arrives in Madrid, one of his career 
goals and the place from where he achieves his inter-
national reputation. With the series Shadow Line (1989) 
and other works influenced by abstraction and made 
in the early part of the 1990s, Claramunt attains a brief 
but intense period of recognition abroad, particu-
larly in Germany and Austria, with the help of Martin 
Kippenberger. Here he begins his final decade marked 
by a complex and at times difficult professional, per-
sonal and physical life, with the almost continuous 
presence of illness from 1994 onwards, a year that 
also sees a reduction in his output after the previously 
mentioned European presence with exhibitions in 
Graz, Vienna, Cologne and Frankfurt. A professional 
career that proved unable to avoid the economic cri-
sis after the financial bubble of the early 1990s, when  
the price of art went through the roof, nor the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, which brought about restrictive policies in 
every sphere. And a personal life that was also start-
ing to feel the consequences of excess. 

With the series Shadow Line he proposes a com-
pletely abstract way of working, the antithesis of the 
works made immediately prior to this period, and a 
return to his most beloved literature (which would 
also provide a refuge in his last period), that of ships 
and sailors, which for Claramunt, as for Conrad, were 
always worthy of his respect. 

During the last five years of his life the sea be-
came the absolute protagonist of his paintings, as is 
shown by the series Mar Rojo [Red Sea] and Mar Negro 
[Black Sea], from 1997, and Naufragios y tormentas 
[Shipwrecks and Storms], his final series, in which the 
Tormentas de hielo [Ice Storms] paintings, a sort of si-
lent testimony made in 1999, are particularly notable: 
‘The sea always has this tragic aspect. It’s a dramatic, 
philosophical space, a place for adventurers.’9 Cities 
only appear now in his drawings and photographs, 
and even in these it is ports that are among his fa-
vourite places. In these final years he also took refuge 
in translation, preferably from the French into Span-
ish, of works by Kateb Yacine and especially Henry de 
Monfreid, whose Secrets of the Red Sea – for which he 
also wrote a prologue – and Hashish: A Smuggler’s Tale 
he translated and illustrated. He also self-published 
these translations using photocopies accompanied 
by illustrations. It was a time of intense re-readings: 
of Camus, Spanish translations of whose novels The 
Plague, The Outsider and The Misunderstanding he il-
lustrated; of Poe’s stories and his novel The Narrative 
of Arthur Gordon Pym; of Melville, of Cendrars, of the 
novels of Conrad and of Céline’s Journey to the End of 
the Night, which reminds us, as Claramunt does, that 
‘everything interesting happens in the shadows. Noth-
ing is known of the true history of men.’ Visionaries 
who depicted a world of antiheroes, of quixotic ideal-
ists; direct stories or poetry, almost always easy to 
read and hard to fully assimilate.10

Throughout his career Claramunt has moved be-
tween the figurative and the abstract, and his painting 
might even vary according to the place he was in and 
even which wall he was painting on. In his final decade, 
the smear, a technique used in all his series on seas, 
shipwrecks and storms, is employed simultaneously 
with the line, a calligraphy-like mark-making, reduced 
now to black on white, rapid strokes almost scratched 
onto the canvas, in his series on Bilbao and Madrid. 
Calle Montera in Madrid and the Bilbao estuary are 
two favourite sites, places of continuous flux, dense 
micro-universes laden with life stories whose contin-
ual metamorphosis, agitation and speed is harvested 
by Claramunt, but also their confusion and agony, as in 
the La muela de oro [The Gold Tooth] paintings in which 
the teeth turn into rats that run through the city.
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Painting on paper, photography, books. 1994–1999

On my travels what I am fleeing from the most are the 

stones of buildings. Among all the cities of Morocco, Casa-

blanca is my favourite because at least there I’m certain 

not to fall prey to a stream of many commonplaces. I prefer 

the mosque that has just been built, and which is an eye-

sore, to the Cathedral of Burgos.

Michel Hubert Lepiouché, ‘Claramunt au Marrakech: Les pein-

tures sur fond de terre d’un déraciné’ in Itinérances, no. 33/34 

(first quarter of 1997).

He [Atget] looked for the disappeared and the lost, and 

this is why such images also rebel against the exotic, 

magnificent and romantic resonance of the names of 

cities, they take on the aura of reality like a sinking ship 

takes on water.

Walter Benjamin, ‘Pequeña historia de la fotografía’, Sobre la fo-

tografía. Valencia: Pre-textos, 2004, p. 39. English version: ‘A Short 

History of Photography’ in Artforum no. 15, (February, 1977).

What Benjamin admires in Atget’s photography is nothing 

but his phenomenological ability to ‘offer an experience 

and a teaching’ as he ‘unmasks the real’: a fundamental 

mark of ‘authenticity’, due to an ‘extraordinary faculty to 

immerse himself in things’. But what does immersing 

oneself in things mean? Being in the place, undoubtedly. 

To look, and to know one is being observed, that one is 

concerned, implicated. And still more: to stay, remain, in-

habit for a while this gaze, this implication. To make this 

experience last. And then, to make out of this experience 

a form, to create a visual work. 

Georges Didi-Huberman, ‘Cuando las imágenes tocan lo real’, 

http://www.macba.cat /uploads/20080408/Georges_Didi_ 

Huberman_Cuando_las_imagenes_tocan_lo_real.pdf [accessed 

on 14 March 2012].

From 1994 onwards his pictorial output is complement-
ed by a compulsive immersion in drawing, photogra-
phy and publishing, using his photocopied sketches 
on coloured paper; lighter, more economical forms 
of production but also modes of expression that are 
quicker, more direct and starker, too. Although he 
had always drawn, between 1994 and 1999 Claramunt 
made over a thousand drawings, grouped into series. 
These paintings on paper, made using oils, graphite, 
wax, varnish, Indian ink and occasionally pen, make 
up a hugely important body of work that until now has 
only been known in the form of books of photocopies. 
Just as in his later paintings, the drawings move be-
tween imprecise marks made on paper (Pintura sobre 
papel [Painting on Paper] series, 1999) and the preci-
sion of detail in the landscape, between a more organic 

painting and a stark, stylised line (Bilbao series, 1994). 
Motifs are constantly repeated: drifting boats, anchors, 
knotted fishing nets, bottles, sails, masts and ropes, but 
also garrottes, gallows, axes, knives and coffins, as in 
the series Garrote vil [Vile Garrotte, 1995 ] or the illustra-
tions for his translation of Camus, The Outsider (1995). 
In series such as Zoo (1995) the marks metamorphosise 
into animals that crawl over the paper, which is literally 
turned into a fossil to which their movement and the 
marks they leave adapt themselves. The human figure 
always appears stylised or caricatured, as in the series 
Un teatro real [A Real Theatre], also called Un teatro 
moral [A Moral Theatre], and which he painted in its en-
tirety on Christmas Day in 1996. His drawings condense 
an intense creative energy and translate,  very directly, a 
way of working that comes from walking and the mem-
ory, as much of cities as of readings. Like palimpsests, 
his drawings acquire meaning in their succession, as if 
they were a form of writing. Their complexity can only 
be appreciated through the sequence of the gaze on the 
pieces of paper, like layers that gradually reveal them-
selves, appearing bit by bit; only in series can the out-
lines of things and their secret relationships be appreci-
ated. The books of photocopies, meanwhile, make up 
a record of the artist’s oeuvre, not only of his drawings 
but his paintings too. Claramunt almost always signed 
his work with a figure, corresponding to the quarter and 
the two last numbers of the year, which goes back to a 
form of notation close to that of the artist’s diary and 
allows us to reconstruct the work’s chronology and the 
path he took in his final years with great precision. For 
Claramunt, drawing is a way of inhabiting and under-
standing the spaces he passes through, as well as the 
power of his imagination; because – as Didi-Huberman 
has also pointed out – the notions of memory, montage 
and dialectic demonstrate the lack of immediacy of the 
images, how difficult they are to understand, their dia-
chronic nature. And this property the images have of 
not being ‘in the present’ is what allows us to glimpse 
their different times, to understand their own memory.

At the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 
1990s, the camera became yet another tool for artists, 
and in this Claramunt was no exception. Into his urban 
wanderings he incorporated a casual, carefree way 
of registering things, taking photos without appear-
ing to, most of the time pointing his camera at the 
ground or at the sky. Walking as an artistic practice 
gradually defined the form and content of his photo-
graphs too, writing the text and at the time looking for 
its subject, as if the artist were defining himself at the 
same moment as his work, without any a priori inten-
tion. The port and the train stations of Barcelona or 
the Bilbao estuary, the suspension bridge, the aban-
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doned factories or streets of the city appear in his 
drawings and photographs in scenes stripped of all 
exoticism. His images, as Benjamin would say, can-
not be understood as mere representations, they do 
not aim to please or to suggest but rather to offer ‘an 
experience (or what has survived of it) and a teach-
ing’. But together with the exceptional nature of this 
work, in as much as it ‘unmasks the real’11 through its 
direct, hard gaze on the detritus of the urban space, 
on the city as a site of beauty but also of abandon, 
must also be added the forms of distribution he put 
into practice. Neither his series of drawings nor his 
photos were framed and were not exhibited in galleries 
next to his works on canvas, even when he continued 
to have exhibitions of his paintings. Their expressive 
and original qualities were not magnified, but rather 
were photocopied onto coloured paper, and gesture 
and sequence, an experience of time, were paramount. 
These self-published books, each one original, each 
one different, never had an exchange-value and were 
given only to close friends. Despite their rapid execu-
tion and precarious production, these editions pro-
vided a new outlet for his work and, together with his 
series of drawings, represent a way of working that 
concentrates and liberates a strong poetic tension and 
sums up the complex drift, past, present and future, of 
a creaking frame.

Even if old hope says

Let’s force the doors of doubt

I have seen too many illusions

Pass from green to red

And the candles swell

With travelling souls

A little breeze!

Now that hearts are sailing

At the breathing of sighs… 

There would have to be souls

Without hearts

A love made of laughter! 

To say that tomorrow, maybe,

The creature of my disgrace 

Will be born. 

Why not live more

When the dead tear open

Their coffins?

Quick, the pain

For my mourning heart! 

Quick, oh madness of mine,

Put on your ermine cape:

It is so cold…

And you, wandering memories, 

Show your galley-slave jawbones 

More often

Than the weeping 

Of kennel-less dogs…

Kateb Yacine, 194612

1

El viaje vertical 

2 col-

gados

3

Filosofía y 

Letras

4 Guia secreta de la Rambla  

Ocaña

5

6
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7 Cota cero (± 0,00) sobre el nivel del mar

8 

Figura

9 El País

10

Los secretos del mar Rojo 

11 Sobre la 

fotografía

12

Kateb Yacine. Poesía, textos

Kateb Yacine. L’Œuvre en frag-

ments

LA CITTÀ DOLENTE

(Towards a Gypsy School of Painting)

What do I paint? I don’t really paint!

Vicente Escudero

In memory of Quico Rivas

I don’t think Luis Claramunt’s paintings look happy to 
anyone; and what’s more they cause me the kind of 
discomfort which Oran, the city where The Plague is 
set, brought about in Albert Camus: ‘How to portray, 
for example, a city with no pigeons, no trees, no gar-
dens, where there can be no fluttering or whispering 
of leaves, a neutered place, in a single word?’ It’s true 
that pigeons do appear in some of the photos Luis 
took in not easily identifiable ‘neutered’, or even better 
‘abstract’ cities; but these birds, which many people 
think of in the same way they do of rats, which appear 
in Camus novel instead of pigeons, are like used water 
about to run away down into the sewers. I now also 
remember crocodiles splashing around in a zoo, tak-
ing the same path… ‘time to get out of here’, as Luis 
himself would have said. The world goes emptying 
itself of everything, even rubbish, in those photos. 
No organic matter is left, no traces of recent life; only 
things, long disintegrated and deprived of essence, of 
no further use to anyone, such as a pile of pieces of pa-
per, scrunched up and crumpled, which you can only 
just work out to be a dirty magazine, although dirty 
mainly because of the state it’s in.

I do not generally find photographs interesting at 
all, but the ones Claramunt took cause me even more 
sadness than his paintings; not because of what they 
depict, but through a kind of estrangement from what 
living is, something that can only come about at the 
culmination of a major excess of life, a massive high. 
Like when we emerge from an all-nighter on the tiles 
into the faltering light of dawn where the city looks 
extremely hostile, or simply going about its own busi-
ness, business that has nothing at all to do with us. 
So we quicken our step, looking down to the ground 
and treading apprehensively in the puddles that are 
always found in the early hours. It’s time to go home, 
when the word is ‘let’s go’; as I understand it in search 
of a little bit of darkness although it won’t be as fa-
vourable as the one we’ve just about managed to get 
out of. Most of Luis’s photographs have that air, or 


