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To visit a museum or art gallery to see photographs seems as natural as going to see paintings and 

sculptures. For this reason it may be tempting to look in unbelieving astonishment or, worse, 

condescendence at the attitude of those who, in the 19th century or beginning of the 20th, saw 

photography as a mere entertainment, evermore popular but unable to compete with the fine arts. 

The arrogance of the present may even make us look for a moment more lucid than Baudelaire 

himself, for whom photography could aspire, at best, to substitute the models of painters, but never to 

become an art in itself. Many of the first artist photographers dedicated part of their time to explain 

why photography, in the right hands, could transcend the mere reproduction of reality. In this sense, 

some of the points on the founding manifesto of the Forum Group are eloquent, especially when they 

advocate for the “individual subjectivity” of photography. To do so in 1956, this is, when history had 

already enthroned many great photographers, reveals the extent to which the inclusion of 

photography in the realm of art has not been easy. 

 

The Forum Group was born in Buenos Aires with a similar attitude to that of the avant-gardes of the 

early twentieth century, with the same need for a collective organisation in order to better resist 

society’s incomprehension and fight dominating aesthetic taste. The group was directly inspired by 

figures like Moholy-Nagy and the Russian constructivists – in fact, two of its founding members, 

Sameer Makarius and Max Jacoby, were European immigrants. My discovery of this group of 

photographers at José de la Mano Gallery has been my most recent aesthetic joy. In my frequent visits 

to galleries and museums, there is no greater satisfaction than to find good artists whose existence I 

had until then ignored and that immediately become a part of my particular canon. 

 

It is surprising how the passing of time alters some things significantly, like the aesthetic appreciation 

of photography, and leaves others intact. Is it still possible for the photographic avant-garde to move 

viewers today? I am assured that it is as I observe a foggy cityscape by Sameer Makarius cut from top 

to bottom by the cables of a tram. One joyfully witnesses how we can still receive aesthetic shocks 

from the strange framing of a group of barrels by Rodolfo A. Ostermann or a birds-eye-view of what 

seems almost a collage by Julio Maubecin. 

 

The real test for a new artistic discipline is to see if different sensibilities can be expressed through it. 

The day I discovered the Forum Group I was coming from an exhibition by an artist that was very 
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familiar to me, Chema Madoz. The comparison between the two clearly demonstrates that 

photography serves the interests of the most varied inclinations. Chema Madoz doesn’t look for 

emotion in original frames nor in pure forms. What he does seem to share with the Argentineans is his 

aim to alienate everyday objects. Madoz’s motivations, though, are not strictly aesthetic. He is not a 

photographer of forms but of ideas.  

 

I think his works are not mere mind tricks or entertainment. If he has achieved a widespread 

recognition it is because his best pictures confront our prejudices. Like the paintings of Magritte, his 

photos are an invitation to doubt, to show a healthy scepticism towards appearances. In an interview 

many years ago, Madoz claimed that his photographic technique was somewhat (primary) 

rudimentary. Visiting his current exhibition at Sala Alcalá 31, which spans the last six years, I have had 

the sensation that a greater technical skill has perhaps overshadowed the eloquence of his best 

images. 

 

A few years ago I was lucky enough to visit the studio of Chema Madoz and I saw the most diverse 

objects –many of which were the subjects of his photographs– piled up on shelves. I thought then, and 

I still do, that Madoz is an artisan as much as he is a photographer. He, on the other hand, always 

refers to himself as the latter. Why does Chema Madoz decide to exhibit his objects in the form of 

photographs? Why not show them just as they are in showcases or hanging from the wall, in a time 

when it is perfectly normal to do so, sculptural assemblage having been invented a century ago? I think 

an art like Madoz’, which plays with the intellectual perception of the viewer, aims to be iconic; a fixed 

image, easy to reproduce, which avoids the fragility of a physical object which can become corrupted 

and disappear. The inescapable status of photography as an art becomes visible in acts like these. If 

photography is an art it is because it aspires to a certain degree of immortality. 

 

Grupo Forum. Subjective photography in Argentina. Galería José de la Mano. Zorrilla, 21. Madrid. 

Until 31 July. / Chema Madoz 2008-2014. The rules of the game. Sala Alcalá 31. Alcalá, 31. Madrid. 

Until 2 August. 

 

 
Sameer Makarius, Kavanagh Building with mist, c. 1956-1960. 
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