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It’s no surprise to find Rafael Pérez Hernando gallery presenting themselves at ARCO next week with 

the work of Joan Hernández Pijuan and Giorgio Griffa. Both represent the spirit of the gallery, which is 

usually home to painters and sculptors of a serene nature, whose works require paused viewing. Until 

April, they commemorate the tenth anniversary of the death of Hernández Pijuan (Barcelona, 1931-

2005), an artist whose drawings were shown at the opening of the gallery’s current location in 2004. 

 

It is those same drawings that make up most of the current exhibition, with the addition of a few large 

canvases. Pijuan’s iconography is a radical simplification of rural landscape. Reviewing his works in the 

pages of a catalogue, it may be surprising to read a quote in which he says that, when working, he 

aimed to be as precise as possible. His means are as reduced as the number of his motifs: parcelled 

plots of land, rural paths, houses and ploughed fields. On most occasions, the background is just as 

important as the lines of the drawing. When he worked on canvas, Pijuan covered it with a thick layer 

of oil paint and, before it dried, he would create the drawing by scraping the surface with a palette 

knife. In the case of paper or cardboard, he painted the background with gouache and drew over the 

still-wet surface with graphite. In his works, background and drawing are on one same plastic plane. 

 

They are interior landscapes drawn and painted by a “painter of the interior,” as Rafael Pérez 

Hernando describes him in a deeply-moved travel journal he wrote during a visit to the Pijuan’s rural 

retreat in Lleida. The surrounding landscape became an obsessive source of inspiration for the painter 

from the 1980’s until his death. One guesses that painting and drawing were a way to “think” the 

landscape. Through the frames which he frequently drew around his drawings, the images become 

symbols. A frame is an affirmation, the painterly equivalent of underlining words in a text. The frame, 

as the underlining, highlights something that has already been said, though we fear it might be lost in a 

sea of words. In Pijuan’s paintings , the frames help us to fix our gaze and prevent the simple lines that 

make up trees, paths and ploughed fields from dissolving in the midst of the infinite space of the 

canvas or the sheet of paper. Perhaps aware of the somewhat distracted way in which spectators look 

at works of art, these frames seem an invitation to concentrate.  

 

Hernández Pijuan applies frames like someone who, in the act of reading or writing, has been hit by an 

unexpected revelation and is impelled to underline it without worrying if the line is more or less 

straight or if, in the impetus of the trace of the pencil, they have crossed out some other word. This is 
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the nature of the lines that make up the drawings of Pijuan. They seem to have been created all in one 

go in a moment lucidity. It is tempting to say that the hand has traced these lines in a state of trance, 

with no intervention of consciousness. The truth is that during these moments of apparent blindness 

the brain is still working, perhaps more than ever, at a pace which allows only a physical response: to 

draw, to paint, to touch the keys of a piano. Behind the artist’s acclaimed stroke of genius there is a 

persistent work of the mind and an education of the eye. With or without his or her tools, a good artist 

is always working. 

 

“How fantastic the feeling of landscape is!” Hernández Pijuan said. “How extraordinary it is to find 

oneself surrounded by it on four sides!” That landscape, constant leitmotiv of his art during the last 

twenty years of his life, was that of La Segarra, in the province of Lleida. His summer stays there surely 

provided enough visual material for the rest of the year. I do not imagine his observation less 

meticulous than that of a Monet. As opposes to the latter, though, Pijuan was not aiming to cut out a 

piece of the landscape in order to study the behaviour of light. Pijuan wanted to capture whole 

hectares in one sole canvas or sheet of paper, for which it was necessary to look for their primitive 

essence. Stripped of all superfluous detail, the ploughed fields of Hernández Pijuan are reduced to an 

indefinite succession of lines, diagonal in some cases, irregularly vertical or horizontal in others, the 

traces of the strokes of the pencil always visible in what are precise encounters between the hand and 

the brain. 

 

In the beautiful catalogue of the 2004 exhibition, Rafael Pérez Hernando compares the landscape of La 

Segarra to a “sea of furrows,” quoting Miguel Delibes. With determination, Joan Hernández Pijuan 

aimed to fix that landscape. Drawing after drawing, painting after painting, he produced the same 

motifs, alike but never the same, trying to concentrate years of observation in one sole image. A goal 

which was, of course, impossible to achieve. The obsessive search of that definitive image and the 

certainty of failure is the great paradox of art. In his or her best works, an artist may momentarily think 

he or she has concluded the quest. I imagine this must have been the case when Hernández Pijuan 

finished The frame delimits the curve of the path, a monumental painting which receives the unaware 

spectator in the lower room of the gallery with imposing solemnity. The canvas, more than two metres 

wide, is covered with a thick layer of black oil paint from which thin lines have been dug out, revealing 

the white of the canvas. One immediately compares the furrows traced by the palette knife with the 

ploughing of the earth. 

 

Any work of art is a metaphor, a radical concentration of meaning. In his drawings and his paintings, 

Hernández Pijuan did not reflect what he saw, rather what he had been seeing for years. His works are 

not specific landscapes, they are holders of memory. Great art aspires, no matter the means, to reach 

a truth which can be shared by the spectator. In this sense, the minimal nature of Joan Hernández 

Pijuan is as true as a profuse landscape by Constable. 

 

Joan Hernández Pijuan. Ten Years. Galería Rafael Pérez Hernando. Orellana, 18. Madrid. Until 1 April. 

 



 

 

 
The frame delimits the curve of the path, 2001. Oil on canvas, 165 x 216 cm. 


