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A hierro*

- It smells like iron - said my friend Sergi when we were coming down from the Mau-

berme, a steep peak at the northern end of the Aran Valley, in the Central Pyrenees. 

To our right the rusty Unhola river rushed down, dyeing everything in its path an 

orangey red. Further up, from where we came, the mines of Liats and Urets - an old 

mining operation that once extracted lead and zinc - had opened deep holes in the 

mountain from which now, helped by rainwater, the iron ores were descending and 

rusting. It was a much easier descent than the transport of the extracted metals, 

helped by complex systems of pulleys, tracks and iron wagons, abandoned up there 

and now also rusted. We climbed that Mauberme “a hierro”. 

Back in Galicia I go down to a hollow mountain, an open sky from which copper was 

extracted until the eighties; the controversial mine of Touro and O Pino. It is a huge 

hole in the mountain that now, more than thirty years later and helped by the use 

of technosols to accelerate the appearance of vegetation, has become a Reactive 

Wetland: a landscape made of iron with its staggered hills and patched with high 

tech vegetation with a strong smell of sulfur and metal. From the mine cuttings, the 

constant rain washes away the acids until it reaches rivers like the Portapego, now 



completely red and turned in some sections into a real clayey quagmire stained 

with rust, like quicksand blocking everything in its path. I know because I tried to get 

close and my legs were blocked up to the knee, so I picked up oxides in that same 

point of the river and got out of there a hierro. 

From these two experiences germinates a series of iron paintings that arise from 

agitated processes engraved in nature itself and that use only iron oxide and river 

water as materials. Taking the cycle of the water and the river as a visible process 

of a brutal transformation of the landscape happened above, at the top of a moun-

tain, operated by the human activity of the metallic mining. A hierro uses force to 

drag the wet paintings across the landscape itself, in a process in which the grass 

itself becomes a chaotic army of brushes. He fricts with nature and uses it, and yet 

all that force that is engraved on the surface of the canvas is able to coexist with a 

certain delicacy thanks to the movement of water, looking for that natural balance. 

The vegetation is not represented, it is simply there and it is made of iron. Just like 
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undulates in a more or less dense movement. The landscape paints itself; a hierro.

* colloquialism to express doing something fully.
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Her work refers to painting and landscape, to process and displacement. She does 

it through a rigorous research on the possibilities of monochrome painting and how 

it relates to the landscape, as a genre and as a framework, but above all as ex-

perimentation, as a way of seeing from the action of walking. Together with the 

traditions of radical monochrome painting, mural painting, but also the performative 

processes and conceptual art. Often her work develops in series resulting from 
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studio where she experiments with different materials and techniques.. The title of 

her doctoral thesis, ‘The Painter on the Road’, perfectly sums up her interest and 

attitude toward the medium of painting, and Irene Grau’s process could perfectly be 

described as a conceptual pleinairist, who states that her work is “what remains” 

of a wider experience, going far beyond the physically traveled landscape or an 

explored architectural structure. Solely transmitting an experience may well lack of 

concrete information, yet 

Irene Grau (Valencia, 1986) lives and works in Santiago de Compostela.

Recently she has beem awarded with VII Premio Cervezas Alhambra de Arte Emer-

gente during ARCOmadrid 2023 but also Generaciones 2018, Gas Natural Fenosa 

2017 MAC Scholarships for Artistic Creation Abroad and Isaac Díaz Pardo de Artes 

Plásticas, A Coruña, or Premio Mardel Artes Visuales. In 2016 she was included 
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projects at APPLETON Square in Lisbon, Fundación Cerezales Antonino and Cinia 

- FCAYC in León; Maus Contemporary in Birminghan (US); IVAM in Alcoi, Valencia, 

or DIDAC Foundation in Santiago de Compostela.
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