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Forvm Collection. Shaking up history, transforming photography 
 
The Forvm Collection, created by David Balsells and Chantal Grande in 1981, emerged at a 
time of the radical redefinition of photography as an artistic practice. In Catalonia, where, as 
in the rest of Spain, it was not considered a cultural manifestation, it was the authors 
themselves who promoted its legitimisation given the lack of infrastructure. In this regard, 
the creation of exhibition spaces, such as the Tarragona Forvm Gallery, played a key role in 
supporting a generation of photographers who were starting to work with a new creative 
freedom. 
 
The Forvm Collection was created as a result of this commitment and, in its directives, it has 
continued to incorporate exponents of contemporary photography produced since the 70s, 
in addition to previous productions, highlighting its heritage value. In fact, if many of the 
works it contains have attained institutional recognition, this is also thanks to the immense 
effort that both Balsells and Grande have made throughout their professional careers. Their 
complicity and dedication have produced a unique collection with infinite possibilities. Not 
just to explore the history of photography, but also to reflect upon its influence on today’s 
culture.  
 
In its first presentation as part of the National Photography Collection of Catalonia, this 
exhibition aims to explore its diversity through a transversal approximation, in which the 
resonances and counterpoints between the works generate unforeseen dialogues. Through 
a selection that links diverse practices, chronologies and geographies, the exhibition 
highlights the speculative nature of photography and the potential of images to raise 
questions about the present, the past and the future. 
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The works presented in this exhibition cover a very broad chronological period: they cover 
the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st, while also including some photographs from 
the 19th century. In order to showcase the idiosyncratic nature of the Forvm Collection, the 
exhibition route and the constellation of pieces presented together in each room explore 
some significant aspects of photographic culture. 

This first selection offers a glimpse of the diversity of approaches and aims that characterise 
contemporary photography. Joan Fontcuberta, to whom the Forvm Gallery dedicated its first 
exhibition in 1981, has been a key figure for his contributions as an artist, but also as a theorist 
and historian. His Medusa, from the “Googlegrams” series, not only relates the myth, the 
historical past of Roman Tarraco and the current iconosphere, but also operates as a critical 
metaphor of a conception of photography understood principally as proof or evidence. 

In what way does the growing standardisation of images petrify our imagination, our capacity 
to interpret the present, imagine future possibilities or open up new interpretations of the 
past? The works in this room evoke such questions and pose meaningful considerations about 
the changing and plural nature of what we continue to generically call “photography”. 
 
With Slow Motion, Marcel Pey, a key artist in the renewal of photographic practices since the 
70s, questions the technological and operational vision of cameras by interlinking war conflict 
and auto-fiction, images and files in the form of stills of a fragmented film. This is also 
highlighted in the photo-montage of América Sánchez, created in the 80s, when 
photography became an ideal medium due to its material malleability, but above all because, 
as an everyday element of mass culture, it allowed its habitual uses and functions to be 
subverted. 
 
Eulàlia Valldosera began her career in the 90s and adopted the photographic medium from 
the outset, often in relation to performative acts. In Charco IV (El grito), which appears to 
engage in active dialogue with the myth of Medusa, she plays with the reflection of a 
photograph that deals with one of the key themes of her work: the representation of the 
female body and its fragmented notion in Western imagery. 
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Photographs have shaped our way of understanding historic events, often to the extent that 
it is difficult to separate the facts from their representations. The works displayed in this room 
reflect upon the nature of the photographic document, which from the 80s started to become 
the object of critical review. 

All of them deal with the fight against two complicit totalitarian regimes: Fascism, in the case 
of Henri Cartier-Bresson, with an image of the French Resistance, and Francoism, present in 
the works of Agustí Centelles, Manel Armengol and Humberto Rivas. They belong to different 
moments, and also reveal various forms of participation in the circumstances experienced. 
Cartier-Bresson had recently escaped from a prisoner of war camp when, after digging up his 
Leica from a plot of land where he had previously buried it, he documented the liberation of 
Paris from Nazi occupation. Centelles, for his part, offers us an insight into the Spanish Civil 
War through scenes that show urban confrontations in Barcelona in 1936, the lives of the 
militiamen on the Aragon front and the Bram concentration camp, where he himself was held 
in 1939. 

The images of Cartier-Bresson and Centelles, and even those that Armengol took in 1976 
evidencing the repression of the first major demonstrations following the death of Franco, 
survived the attempts at censure and destruction, given what their circulation could reveal 
and cause against such regimes. The work of Humberto Rivas, on the other hand, no longer 
forms part of the informative sphere of photo journalism and, far from this premise, was 
produced with total freedom of expression. In his vision of the wall of the San Felip Neri 
church in Barcelona, bombed by fascist Italian planes on 30 January 1938, Rivas reveals the 
horrors of the past. This anticipated what would later consolidate itself as a new current 
known as late photography: photographing the conflict once it has ended in order to prevent 
the memory of the events disappearing or being neutralised. 
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Who can be an author and who is relegated to the object of representation? What does the 
representation of a group or an individual submitted to extremely precarious living conditions 
involve? The implications of photographing another under intentions that are supposedly 
empathetic, yet on occasions stigmatising, have led to an intense and complex debate.  
 
The selection in this room highlights the plurality of experiences and positionings generated 
in the encounter with another through the photographic act. While on occasions, the 
complicity and collaboration determine the action, on others consent is eluded and the 
resignation of the person who accepts being photographed for what their circumstances 
symbolise is overlooked. In this regard, the mission of the Farm Security Administration (FSA) 
represents a significant chapter in the history of photography. Conceived in order to raise 
awareness among citizens and political leaders of the need to provide government aid to the 
American farmers most affected by poverty during the Great Depression, it also reveals lights 
and shades in the implicit pacts on which the documental vision was based. 
 
Within the context that followed the Spanish Civil War, the legacy of humanistic 
photography, broadly diffused through the illustrated press and The Family of Man exhibition, 
occupied a central place. However, beyond the hopeful rhetoric that tended to erase the 
burden of history, in Catalonia and in the rest of Spain attention on the working classes and 
on everyday life also added other nuances. The works of Gabriel Cualladó, Paco Gómez, Jordi 
Olivé i Salvadó, Joan Colom and, subsequently, Colita and Oriol Maspons revealed fissures 
that offered a glimpse of the sombre atmosphere imposed by the dictatorship. Others, such 
as Rafael Sanz Lobato and Fernando Gordillo, observed the country in an anthropological 
manner. 
 
While this group connects different moments and geographies of the second half of the 20th 
century —like the ones we can also find in the work of Bernard Plossu in his intimate and 
poetic travel diary of Mexico, or in the work Bruce Davidson carried out for two years in a 
street in Harlem, where he gradually gained the trust of its inhabitants—, this room also 
proposes two much more recent counterpoints. They belong to a generation that began their 
artistic career with the change of the century and which, from very different approaches, 
seeks to destabilise the ability of photography to categorise the other, by testing possible 
alternatives. This is the case with Mohamed Bourouissa, who in the project “Périphérique” 
addresses the descriptive codes of the periphery and the youth of French suburbs, and with 
Yto Barrada, who in “Le Détroit - The Strait Project” portrays the city of Tangiers after the 
Schengen agreements, wondering how to accommodate sentiments linked to exile and the 
promise of a better life, and the emptiness left by those who can no longer return. 
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The Forvm Collection was developed over more than four decades in close relation to the 
process of the institutionalisation of photography, which David Balsells and Chantal Grande 
helped actively promote through initiatives such as the Primavera Fotográfica and the 
influence of their curatorial projects. To cover the history of the collection and understand 
the role played by its founders, an audiovisual presents some of the key aspects based on the 
testimony of Chantal Grande, together with interviews of various other people from the 
world of culture who experienced their involvement at close hand. 
 
In parallel, the works in this room outline another aspect of photographic creation that 
questions the supposed purity of the medium and its capacity for self-reflection. Antoni 
Arissa proposes a sort of self-portrait of the camera itself by echoing the experimental 
principles of the German New Vision, which transformed photographic aesthetics during the 
mid-1920s. As its central figure László Moholy-Nagy argued, the artistic character of 
photography no longer depended on a question of style, but on its capacity to broaden the 
possibilities of visual perception. Shortly before this, Man Ray “rediscovered” the technique 
of the photogram thanks to an unforeseen event in the laboratory. Although he decided to 
baptise this procedure with a term that evoked his name, the “rayograph”, in reality it was 
the same process that had marked the earliest days of photography, which consisted of 
exposing an object directly over a photosensitive surface. 
 
The experimentation that characterised the avant-garde made a powerful comeback from 
the 70s. The Return of the Prodigal Son, by Duane Michals, explores the Biblical parable in a 
poetic and subversive manner through a narrative sequence that evokes stills of a film. 
Through a visual and textual writing, with both intensity and tenderness, its dramatisation 
deals with subjects such as masculinity, the vulnerability of family relationships and the 
search for unconditional love. 
 
In Fighting, Eulàlia Valldosera also resorts to the iconography of the cinematic sequence. In 
this case to create a space which, she argues, reproduces an “internal film” made of mental 
loops which we often project in the psychological setting of relationships with others. In this 
emotional theatre, the body of a woman, which gesticulates emulating the famous series of 
Eadweard Muybridge, fights with itself, trying to find a place for the overflowing feelings and 
thoughts. 
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The diversity of photographic practices contained in the Forvm Collection is particularly 
evident in the portraits, a sphere that in recent decades has been reconsidered from 
numerous perspectives. 

Owing to the precision and rigour of their style, the images of Thomas Ruff, a key figure in 
the photography of the 80s and 90s, seem to offer a promise of objectivity which the author 
himself precludes by avoiding any psychological connotation or contextual reference. It 
therefore challenges the imagination of the spectator, and highlights that the description of 
the photographic image, however precise it is, does not necessarily offer any certainties. 

The portrait of Patrick Tosani also challenges the traditional logic of the genre, although from 
premises almost opposite to those of Ruff. In fact, the figure is deliberately blurred and, 
despite the support of the copy proposing an alternative language through an inscription in 
braille, the photographic process itself makes it difficult to read because the volume has been 
erased. As the author has pointed out, the work suggests a paradoxical double negative: you 
cannot see what should be seen and what you see only makes sense if you can touch it. 

Toni Catany dedicated much of his work to portraits, a genre he developed through several 
journeys. This is the case with a young man he met in the street on a visit to Cuba: we do not 
know whether he was inspired by his expression or physique, or, as Pierre Borhan wrote, by 
something much more imperceptible, such as a shared sense of solitude or melancholy. On 
the other hand, the creation of his works was also carried out in the laboratory, where he 
actively intervened to take the initial record towards a greater level of aesthetic 
sophistication. 

The portraits by Lluc Queralt belong to a long-standing project, “Chronicles of an ideology”, 
dedicated to the traces that communism has left in many countries, often in ways that are 
not immediately obvious. The woman he photographed after a military parade in Ereván 
seems to be absorbed in her thoughts. This introspective state, a commonplace motif in 
classical painting, acquires the rarity here of occurring in an open and panoramic setting. Even 
so, Ararat is outlined in the distance as a sort of trompe-l'œil, a sensation that the ambiguity 
produced through the use of black and white helps to accentuate. Through this and other 
resources, Queralt aims to transmit the intensity of the moment experienced and the echo of 
the past, which remains suspended in the scenarios of the present. 
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In this photograph by Jordi Ortiz, whose gaze seeks to capture the visual poetry of everyday 
settings, familiar yet rarely observed, the author considers the presence of trees in urban 
environments. Aiming his camera towards the sky, he observes the lines drawn by branches 
and leaves, as well as the organic compositions they generate, so remote from human 
rhythms. Although the trees have adapted to the location they have been forced to occupy, 
their life forms also remind us that we are part of a larger ecosystem to which we are 
intrinsically connected. 
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The author of diverse and extensive work, Pere Formiguera is a key figure in the first 
generation which, in Catalonia, adopted the medium of photography as a tool of artistic 
expression, blurring the lines of its traditional classifications. Furthermore, his importance is 
not limited to a single creative sphere: he was also a photography historian, a collector and a 
curator of major exhibitions, for example Agustí Centelles, 1909-1985: photo journalist (1988) 
and Time of silence. Panorama of Spanish photography during the 50s and 60s (1992). 

In this room, and in dialogue with the sculpture of Tom Carr that belongs to the MAMT’s 
permanent collection, we present some of the photos from his “Pixies” series, in addition to 
other works produced the same year. Here, Formiguera experiments with what the camera 
can generate when a certain irreverence is permitted with regard to the established rules, and 
when the authority conferred upon realism is suspended. Much less known than other series 
such as “Chronos” or “Eyes closed”, these images evoke intimate settings and familiar 
encounters. The atmosphere, although apparently quotidian, approaches the fantastic and 
spectral universe of the North American photographer Ralph Eugene Meatyard, with whom 
Formiguera felt a great affinity. On the other hand, this work also resorts to what Walter 
Benjamin most appreciated in photography: containing time, time experienced and time 
inhabited, within the space of the photographic act. 
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How does one photograph something as abstract as the Equator?, wonders the French 
photographer Sophie Ristelhueber from the terrace of an abandoned building on the island 
of São Tomé, in the Gulf of Guinea. From the outset interested in observing the footprints, 
scars and sutures of contemporary landscape, Ristelhueber participates in a new impulse 
which, since the 80s, has redefined the premises of the genre. As in her case, the pictures 
displayed in this room, despite being the works of authors of different generations, manifest 
a renewed attention towards the land, essentially understanding it as a field of forces —
cultural, social, historic and economic— in permanent tension. 

The photograph of Lluís Vives takes us to the Roman complex of Centcelles, in Tarragona: a 
site which, throughout its history, has had various uses and which currently co-exists in close 
proximity to the petrochemical industry and an industrial estate. The experience articulated 
by the author embraces the complexity of the different layers of time that have passed 
through the location, highlighting how its silent daily transformation is opening up fissures in 
memorial programmes that aim to impose an unequivocal view of the historic past. 

Like the work of Vives, the “Petit Grand Tour” project by Jorge Ribalta arises as a result of the 
photographic mission Tarraco: current view, conceived by Chantal Grande in 2007, under 
which various artists have worked on the city’s historical legacy from a contemporary stance. 
Specifically, in this series Ribalta conducts a critical analysis of the mechanisms of cultural 
production and the processes through which the city configures its official images. His 
documentary approach is genealogical in nature, marking a major shift in his career, focusing 
on what regularly goes unnoticed, not because it is less visible, but because it has become 
normalised. This is the case with the anonymous work of archaeologists and workers, but also 
actors who perform representations for tourists, aspects which the author relates to the 
wanderings of visitors and the presence of historical remains. 

In the project “Sundays”, Xavier Ribas is also interested in the less spectacular symptoms of 
urban transformations. Specifically, those of the recently-Olympic Barcelona, where he 
explores spaces less conditioned by a defined ordinance, or residual areas in which the 
inhabitants display forms of resistance against the systematic organisation of leisure 
imposed by neo-liberal policies. 

In their works, Anna Ferrer and David Mocha, from differing methodologies and practices, 
deal with other aspects concerning the complexity of peripheral areas. In “Official version”, 
the series the exhibited photograph belongs to, Anna Ferrer questions the extreme poverty 
of the suburbs of Ciudad Bolívar, in Colombia. A form of counter-city which, as Arturo Alape 
describes, receives what Bogotá brutally expels to keep misery at a distance. David Mocha, 
on the other hand, works from his knowledge of a neighbourhood of Tarragona he is familiar 
with: Bonavista. He approaches this singular location from this connection, highlighting its 
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idiosyncrasy, in good measure shaped by its inhabitants, many of whom are originally from 
Andalusia and Extremadura and who came to the city to work in industry. 

In the constellation formed by the works this room, the photographs of Walker Evans do not 
merely constitute a historic counterpoint. The aesthetic influence of this author has had a 
decisive impact on photographic practices which, from the 70s, have explored contemporary 
landscape. 
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In the Forvm Collection, the interest in the human figure is central, and is manifested through 
authors of different generations. In this display, which covers the second half of the 20th 
century and incorporates the first historical counterpart of the 19th century, we can find social 
approximations that refer to specific contexts, but also formalistic devices that convert the 
face into a theatre of the self, and approaches that have reformulated the genre in various 
ways. 

The work of Charles Nègre occupies a special place in the history of photography. He was one 
of its pioneers, and also one of the first to want to reflect everyday life in the street. Beyond 
his picturesque style, related to his facet as a painter, Nègre sought to express the sensation 
of immediacy that photography could offer, in spite of the technical limitations of the time. 

The name of Édouard Boubat is integral to the humanistic aesthetic which, in the post-war 
years, promoted a kind and hopeful viewpoint following the horrors that were experienced. 
However, in the work presented here, the desire to capture moments of beauty takes on 
another dimension. Lella is the woman he was falling in love with and, over time, this portrait 
would end up becoming an icon of French photography. 

The images that began to appear in the 60s with a new generation of young authors radically 
broke away from the visions of previous decades. Larry Clark is a clear example of this. After 
working as an assistant to his mother, a professional photographer specialising in family 
portraits, in his twenties he discovered the world of drugs and photographed the descent into 
hell of friends and colleagues. The result was published in 1971 in a book, Tulsa, which would 
become a key reference of photographic creation. It was Ralph Gibson, the founder of 
Lustrum Press, who published it and who played a key role in supporting his work, which was 
highly controversial at the time. Very different to that of Clark, the introspective and poetic 
work of Gibson centred much of his artistic quest on female nudes which, as in the 
photograph of Christine, transforms the body into hypnotic and enigmatic visions. 

A contemporary of Gibson and Clark, Larry Fink addressed complex social dynamics in an 
increasingly polarised society. In the “Boxing” series, he documents the world of legendary 
gyms, such as the Blue Horizon in Philadelphia, photographing the agony, the glory and the 
pain of its protagonists, as well as other fascinating characters in this environment. 

With regard to Spain, the arrival of Humberto Rivas from Argentina in 1976 had a major 
impact on the renewal of the canons and the overcoming of the humanistic report. Close to 
David Balsells and Chantal Grande, Rivas participated in many of their initiatives, both in the 
Forvm Gallery and in the Primavera Fotográfica. His sober and direct style, inspired by authors 
such as August Sander and Walker Evans, manifests itself in a melancholic tone, but without 
any concessions towards sentimentalism. In portraits such as María and Violeta la Burra, 
nothing is anecdotal and something lively and untamed always emerges. 
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From the 70s, the questioning of representational codes and the dismantling of canons 
transformed photographic practices and the discourses around them.  

Cindy Sherman was one of the artists who questioned the portrait from the outset. The 
photograph presented here was produced when she was still a student. Despite her youth, 
this work already outlines an approach which she has continued to explore ever since: the 
representation of female stereotypes linked to images of mass culture. 

The photograph by Jordi Guillumet, which belongs to the “Imaginary gallery” series, also 
resorts to theatrical techniques and resources to perform various characters: some related to 
his biography, and others created from his own symbolic universe. However, in his case, the 
search focuses particularly on the desire to revisit the history of photography, without taking 
anything for granted. In these photo-performances he decides to work with a giant pinhole 
camera and a 100 × 70 cm contact-printed negative, updating historic procedures such as the 
gum bichromate process. 

The portrait of the artist Ouka Leele produced by Javier Vallhonrat was also from his early 
career. In this case it is a moment at which, in parallel to his international recognition as a 
fashion photographer, he began to develop a more personal side which, over time, would 
become decisive. 

Involved in counterculture movements in Madrid, such as la movida, Alberto García-Alix 
focuses his work on his own life and, from this rebellious and irreverent personal perspective, 
his work has become a chronicle of the collective imagination of an era through his passions 
and obsessions. 
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In continuity with the previous room, the portraits presented here correspond to more 
recently-produced projects, in which the documentary approach adopts various stances.  

The work of Céline van Balen, which became internationally prominent in the mid-90s, 
focuses on people who have ended up on the margins of society, exposed to racism or 
poverty. In the portraits of these two youths photographed in Berlin, Van Balen places the 
spectator before an intimacy that interrupts any escape towards condescension. 

Young people are also central to the work of Beat Streuli in this collection. These images were 
produced in Tarragona for a project curated by Chantal Grande and Glòria Malé which, as part 
of the programming of the 1996 Primavera Fotográfica, were exhibited at the Tinglado 2 
space. As in previous works in which he photographed or filmed anonymous people in urban 
environments, here Streuli captures a group of adolescents at Institut Pons d’Icart and Institut 
Antoni de Martí i Franquès. 

Both Toni Amengual and Ricardo Cases, the other two authors featured in this room, belong 
to a new generation of photographers who started their careers in the early 2000s. They are 
among the youngest artists in the collection and highlight Chantal Grande’s continued 
commitment to emerging photographic creation. Amengual's portrait, from the “Dark” 
series, exhibited at the Forvm Foundation in 2009 in one of his first individual exhibitions, 
addresses the ambivalent sensation of solitude that can be experienced in large cities, where 
the physical proximity to other people can be as intense as the emotional distance. 

The work of Ricardo Cases also addresses city life and its living environment, specifically the 
allotments of Levante, an area characterised by real estate speculation and the blinding light 
that competes here with the use of the flash, in an attempt, according to the author, to “push 
the shadows” out of his images. Cases has the ability to capture these ephemeral moments 
in which life, in spite of its apparent chaos, reveals itself with a certain eloquence. He does 
not, however, aim to illustrate or generalise a socio-economic narrative. On the contrary, 
without any pretension of neutrality, the artist seeks to remain close to these sensitive forms 
that border on the invisible to restore a shred of his particular eccentricity. 
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The works presented in this room, which conclude the exhibition route, reflect upon the 
liminal nature of photography. Not just in the historical sense, since this medium has never 
been the result of a single technology, and the discourses around photographic culture shape 
a broad field under continual reformulation. 
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The works brought together here highlight the resistance of the images to be reduced to 
evidence of what is visible or to an unequivocal logic of representation. Furthermore, beyond 
their diverse nature, they invite us to explore the relationships between the seen and the 
imagined. From different areas of interest, they showcase the speculative potential of 
photography, an aspiration which, from the 70s, was key to subverting the dominant 
conceptions that limited the use of the medium to a literal transcription of reality. Joan 
Fontcuberta conceptualised this with the term “countervision” in an article published in 1977, 
in which he not only referred to his own work, but to the renewing impetus of an entire 
generation. 

The transformations that have marked photography in the artistic context since then have 
taken many forms. For some authors, the attention towards enigmatic spaces at unexpected 
moments, as Rhona Bitner proposes in her project “Stage”, or towards anodyne locations 
which the night transforms into mysterious settings, as depicted in the urban perspectives of 
Gilbert Fastenaekens, allows us to observe the relational movements of the imagination. In 
other cases, it is through the mise-en-scène that a certain regime of visibility can be altered. 
Both Ouka Leele and Elina Brotherus challenge the spectator to reflect upon the spaces that 
images have occupied and the way in which they involve us. 

The materiality of photography constitutes another field of experimentation, destabilising 
what is presented as natural or unquestionable. Stéphane Couturier superimposes two takes, 
blurring the dichotomy between documentary and fiction, while Martí Llorens introduces a 
singular alteration in opting to use a pinhole camera to narrate the disappearance of the 
Barcelona coastline, showing how the architectural legacy linked to industrial memory 
transforms itself into a ghostly ruin. For his part, Manolo Laguillo draws on the possibilities of 
platinotyping, an artisanal procedure that offers a broad tonal range, to photograph a 
building in which the technical challenge becomes an optical metaphor of the photographic 
device itself. 

The work of Ferran Freixa and Bernard Plossu situates itself, in this case, in territories far 
removed from today, and delves into the multiple time dimensions that photography is able 
to weave together. The almost dream-like vision that Bernard Plossu offers of the Tarragona 
aqueduct proposes a journey through time, while in his image of a café in Venice, Freixa 
leaves space for dialogue between the present and the folds of a remote past in a location full 
of history.  

 

 

 


