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Blanca Serrano Ortiz de Solórzano 

 

Common Grounds: 

Community Experience in the Work of Claudia Claremi 

 

 
The Memory of Fruits, 2015. 

 

The Encyclopedia Britannica defines ‘soursop’ and ‘tamarind’ as follows: 

‘Soursop’ (annona muricata): also called guanabana. Tree of the family 

Annonaceae that produces an edible fruit 20 cm long and weighing up to 4.5 kg. Native to 

the American tropics (…), the fruits are oval, spiny, green-skinned, and aromatic. The 

fibrous white flesh, which combines the flavors of mango and pineapple, is strained to 

make custards, ice creams, and drinks.1  

‘Tamarind’ (tamarindus indica): evergreen tree of the pea family, native to tropical 

Africa. The fruit is a plump pod 7.5-24 cm long that does not split open. It contains 1 to 12 

large, flat seeds embedded in a soft, brownish pulp. This portion of the fruit is widely used 

in the Orient in foods, beverages, and medicines.2 

                                                
1 http://www.britannica.com/plant/soursop 
2 http://www.britannica.com/plant/tamarind 
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In Claudia Claremi’s (Madrid, 1986) The Memory of Fruits (La memoria de las 

frutas, 2015), two anonymous Puerto Ricans recall their memories of soursops and 

tamarinds in the following words: 

“A few days ago I was ripped off at the grocery store: I was charged fifteen dollars 

for two guanabanas!”3 

“My mom always worked at the University of Puerto Rico in Río Piedras. I used to 

wait for her outside her office, eating tamarinds until the roof of my mouth was sore.”4 
Are these spontaneous interpretations of the fruits not as accurate, to say the least, as 

the academic characterization of them? The same could be said of their visual 

representation. Are these people’s gestures expressing how a soursop or a tamarind feels in 

their hands, an illustration not as faithful as the close-up bright color photographs of fruits 

that can be found in plant dictionaries? 

In The Memory of Fruits, Claremi challenges the normative classification and 

categorization of the world undertaken by mainstream knowledge institutions, and perhaps 

more importantly, she calls attention to contemporary ways of economic, territorial and 

cultural colonialism, by recuperating the memory of local fruits that are no longer 

cultivated in favor of those that are preferred by the import and export market. The artist 

gathered the testimonies of dozens of Sanjuaneros in order to restore part of the collective 

identity of the area by creating an unorthodox visual and literary archive of ‘forgotten’ 

fruits, such as soursop and tamarind, as well as many others, including acerole, cundeamor, 

currant, genipa, guamá, guava, haycock, jacana, jobo, pajuil, passionfruit, quenepa, and 

rose-apple. According to some of the interviewees, these fruits inhabited the fertile land of 

Puerto Rico before it was transformed into a barren “concrete block”5 where many people 

“are more interested in cashing their food stamps, than in dedicating themselves to 

agriculture.”6 

Over the course of one month, Claremi interviewed the residents of the districts of 

Old San Juan, Puerta de Tierra, and Santurce, and she asked them to pose for her 16 mm 
                                                
3 In Spanish in the original: “Una vez, en el mercado, me dieron senda clavá porque me cobraron 15 pesos por 
dos guanábanas.” 
4 In Spanish in the original: “Mi mamá trabajó todo el tiempo en la IUPI y yo me quedaba esperando al frente 
de su oficina comiendo tamarindo hasta que se me pelaba el paladar.” 
5 In Spanish in the original: “¿Tú sabes en lo que se ha convertido este país? ¡En cemento!” 
6 In Spanish in the original: “Siempre lo digo: la riqueza de un pueblo es la agricultura. ¡Pero aquí nadie 
siembra! Aquí la determinación que tiene la gente es recoger cupones.  
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film camera as if holding their recalled fruit in their hands. The resulting manually 

developed black and white silent film shows close-ups of the people’s hands shaping the 

void in the form of their missing fruits, while also modeling their memories. If the verbal 

testimonies often evoke happy memories of childhood, preserved from the future impact of 

migration, gentrification, and social stratification, the hands recalling the ‘forgotten’ fruits 

stand as a universal language of local resistance against the effects of unwanted 

globalization. Indeed, perhaps in opposition to the patronizing images of Latin American 

flora found in the work of casta painters and traveler geographers, Claremi’s vintage-

looking film is almost an anti-catalogue of Puerto Rican fruits, and an homage to 

community life. 

The memory of fruits, a work-in-progress project that will eventually incorporate a 

short documentary film on the ‘forgotten’ fruits of Cuba, was first installed at La Casa del 

Sargento, in San Juan, as part of the artist’s residency program, La Práctica, organized by 

the Puerto Rican arts center Beta Local. Excerpts of the interviews were projected as text 

on six different spots of the gallery walls, as well as the black and white silent film. On the 

night of the opening, Daniel, the shop vendor at La Placita de La Perla cold-pressed juice 

kiosk, catered grapefruit and orange juice, coconut water, and fried plantains, to the 

viewers. In spite of not being ‘forgotten’ fruits, the locals were relieved that the grapefruit 

and orange juice was fresh instead of canned. 

 

 
Color Babalú, 2014 
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This work continues Claremi’s engagement with the documentation, as well the 

encouragement, of community experience through out her oeuvre. In Color Babalú, 2014, 

the artist created a photocall for the Cuban devotees of Saint Lazarus who paraded the 

streets of the village of El Rincón, in the province of Havana, on the festivity of the saint on 

December 17.7 In Cuban religious syncretism, the Catholic figure of San Lázaro 

corresponds to the Afro-Caribbean Babalú Ayé, the health protector deity according to the 

Yoruba creed. Against a flat purple background, the color that is identified with the saint, 

dozens of pilgrims posed as celebrities, proudly exhibiting their purple outfits carefully 

curated for such a special occasion. The clothing ranged from made to measure jute 

shepherd vests, to regaetton music-video inspired baseball caps and tight glittery t-shirts, 

and it reflected both the popular reinvention of tradition, and the collective anxieties, of an 

island caught between the past and the present, and between the local and the global. 

 

 
The Plant – Guillermo Rolland 3, 2014 

 

In The Plant – Guillermo Rolland 3 (La Planta - Guillermo Rolland 3, 2014), shown 

at the exhibitions Andar por casa and CITI,8 Claremi talked with the neighbors of an 

                                                
7 The artist is in the process of incorporating a short documentary film to this work. 
8 This project was first developed for the Salón project in Madrid, where it was shown in the exhibition Andar 
por casa curated by Beatriz Alonso. The work was later on view at Junta de Vecinos, organized for the 
exhibition CITI (Centro de Investigación Técnicamente Imprevisible) curated by Jaime González Cela and 
Manuela Pedrón. 
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apartment building located in the city center of Madrid. She put together an album of the 

memories of their life at the condominium, which included photographs and texts, and 

which illustrated the socioeconomic development of the area over the last decades. 

Moreover, the artist relocated a plant pot in the building’s lobby, where someone had been 

urinating, to the art gallery, therefore calling attention to the problem by removing the 

controversial item from its usual setting. 

The Memory of Fruits, Color Babalú, and The Plant - Guillermo Rolland 3, each 

executed in different cities and through varied media, all represent the myriad approaches 

to the collective reexamination of memory, culture, tradition, and identity by local 

communities in the work of Claudia Claremi. 


