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The first exhibition I saw with full consciousness, fully aware, was a great retrospective of Alberto 

García-Alix at the Reina Sofía Museum at the end of 2008. Since then I have seen very few of his 

photographs, mainly in collective shows. Until the end o this month, Madrid’s Círculo de Bellas Artes is 

displaying an important collection of his works, which revolves around the subject of the self-portrait. 

Few of these photos will be unfamiliar for the connoisseurs of García-Alix’s work, but I don’t think this 

is a bad thing. It’s healthy to revisit the work of the artists towards whom we feel an admiration based 

on memories. 

 

The memories of the past and the renewed views of today make me think of García-Alix as a rare 

example of a romantic artist. I refer not so much to a spontaneous, streetwalking character –many of 

his photographs are of friends and have elaborate compositions– but rather to the portrayal of a world 

parallel to the one we, somewhat ambiguously, still call bourgeois. In the same way Degas portrayed 

prostitutes and the blue Picasso painted beggars and drunkards, the scenes of García-Alix take place in 

a space most of us have only heard of. Perhaps not surprisingly, the photos that most impressed me a 

few years ago were the ones that dealt with the addiction to heroin: syringes and spoons, swollen 

veins and needles, self-portraits of García-Alix himself at the moment of the injection. I see some of 

those images again and feel, as before, fascination and rejection. 

 

García-Alix is not the phony bohemian type who aims for easy provocations: he portrays a world that 

is, or was, his own. He is not someone who was casually there. Unsurprisingly, then, self-portraits 

make up an important part of his work. In the exhibition at the Círculo de Bellas Artes I have observed 

certain narcissism that I had, due to admiration, not perceived before. Maybe this isn’t entirely fair. In 

some interviews I have heard García-Alix speak of how a self-portrait is the best way to learn 

photography: certainly, the best model that exists, the one who is always available, is oneself. 

 

The implicit self-portraits, those where he doesn’t appear himself, are the ones that tell me more 

about García-Alix. There is a photograph, for example, of a still life that is a metaphor of his childhood 

which is particularly attractive. Equally so, though not as lyrical, are the hotel rooms that repeatedly 

appear in his work. If a self-portrait aims to capture a state of mind, a moment of the artist’s life, then 

these gloomy rooms are examples of nights of insomnia and dull light, of solitude momentarily 

subdued by the television that hangs from the wall, on whose screen we observe a still of a sad 
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pornographic film. We know these sordid worlds of García-Alix exist because they sporadically appear 

on TV and movies. Despite this fact, these photographs have the capacity of impressing us because 

they are first-hand images. They are not, surely, the invention of a script-writer, but neither are they 

documentaries. García-Alix  carries out field work that is as rigorously true as it is subjective. 

 

His photos ease quench our curiosity. Hanging on the walls are fragments of those worlds of which 

know, at the most, their threshold, seen at a distance with fascinated rejection. I step up the pace 

whenever I walk alone through some of the streets near Gran Vía that García-Alix describes in his texts. 

I step up the pace when I see the women, old, young, transvestites, leaning on the wall, talking or 

standing up, showing themselves as unashamed merchandise. I walk with my head down, scared of 

hearing an invitation, a mix of fear and embarrassment. In the case of García-Alix, the austerity of his 

images corresponds with that of his writing: ‘How much?’ I ask her. ‘Three thousand, and the bed is 

one thousand more.’ In a matter of seconds, while I try to think, and I can’t, if I’m interested in waiting 

to see another one, she promises me: ‘No hurries, we’ll have fun...’ And I hear myself saying: ‘Let’s go.’  

 

 
Alberto García-Alix, Self-Portrait Shooting Up, 1984. 

I can sometimes see tenderness in García-Alix’s photos, but never happiness. I see the images of youth 

go by, the leather jackets and the motorbikes, and I’m incapable of imagining a rock ‘n’ roll soundtrack. 

Because I know of the early death of many of those young men, I think their portraits find a better 

companion in the somewhat melancholy accordion García-Alix himself chooses as a background in the 

video De donde no se vuelve (From where there is no return). Nearly six years after having seen it for 

the first time at the show at the Reina Sofía, the laconic, sometimes brutal, lyricism of this work 

remains intact. Throughout forty minutes there runs a slideshow of the artist’s life, narrated by García-



 

 

Alix himself in a tone of an ashamed confession. It is a self-portrait in fixed shots; in between, short 

video takes that are blurry, like in lethargy, narcotized. 

 

‘I have learnt with the camera to observe like I had never done before,’ said García-Alix upon receiving 

the National Prize for Photography in 1999. In the right hands, the sole eye of the lens can see more 

that the two we have on our faces. Sight becomes narrower and more precise. With his field of vision 

reduced, the photographer concentrates reality and there, in that fixed image, without veils, we can 

see how we once were, incapable of rectifying. Seen from a distance, without the zeal of heroin 

running through the veins, the scenes of addiction are reduced to their minimal expression: an 

aggression. 

 

Alberto García-Alix. Self-Portrait. Círculo de Bellas Artes. Calle Alcalá 92, Madrid. Until 28 

September. Alberto García-Alix, Moriremos mirando. Textos completos [We Will Die Looking. 

Complete Texts]. Madrid: La Fábrica Editorial, 2008. 
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