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First exhumation under
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— On echoes and looks

Echoes vibrate. They vibrate and emerge in
photography. Over the past twenty years,
photographers have started to give a voice to a
muted memory that other generations were unable or
unwilling to express. Despite not having experienced
the Civil War at first hand, the legacy of a traumatic
past resonates like an echo in their bodies. Their
insights are built on a certain emptiness — that of
uncomfortable family silences, institutionalised lack
of memory, or the absence of inspirations — and a
certain distance — that of being grandchildren who
have grown up in democracy.

Their photos aren’t moments that stop time,
nor they do not tell us about the past. They tell
us about the present. Their photos take shape at
exhibitions that transcend the ephemeral in the form
of catalogues or photobooks that are passed around.
And so they become devices to connect the past with
the present and ask ourselves about what memory we
want to build.

The photobooks collected here are just a small
sample of the publications of the Archivo de Memoria
Fotografica de la Guerra Civil (Photographic Memory
Archive of the Civil War), which was created at the
Universitat Jaume | in 2022. It is the first archive that
retrieves, classifies, analyses and gives public visibility
to a series of contemporary photographic practices
that highlight a way of recovering the memory of war
and victims based on photographic research and
artistic creation. At this exhibition, we want to bring
the map that we’re building closer to the general
public.

Our memory

Photographic production on the memory of the Civil War

in Catalonia has been bounteous and, in some respects,
pioneering. Marti Llorens’ book Memorias revolucionarias
was the first to be published moving between fact and
fiction, twenty years ahead of the formal ruptures that
would later come. Francesc Torres also carries out one of
the first projects on exhumations combining a documentary
insight with an artistic aspiration, something that Montserrat
Soto takes to the field of visual installations.

The landscapes of mass graves were addressed by
Miquel Gonzalez, who took the photos on the same day and
at the same time as when the executions took place, while
Espe Pons travels across Spain photographing the mass
graves that have already been exhumed. This work comes
after she revisited the spaces of repression that her great-
uncle Tomas visited, before being executed by firing squad
in Camp de la Bota.

Noelia Pérez Sandez experiments with photomontage
to banish the smoke and mirrors of history, and also with
appropriations to dialogue from the present with the
subversive gestures captured by the photographers Kati
Horna and Margaret Michaelis during the war. Ignasi Prat
focuses his art-based research on the upper echelons of
Francoism serially documenting the world of the victors.
And Anna Jornet walks and registers the C-3331/CA-8201
road, which was built by her grandfather when he was a
prisoner of the Franco regime.

All these Catalan projects offer us very different views of
memory and deal with the themes and approaches which,
from different points of view, are developed throughout the
exhibition.

Raking up soil

When soil is raked up, memory is also raked up. The first
photographic projects on memory were published around
the same time as the first exnumation using scientific
criteria in Priaranza del Bierzo (Ledn) in 2000. Many works
have since focused on documenting the forensic works of
the exhumation of bodies, where the display of bones is
explicit and their photographic record acts as evidentiary
value. The recovery of bodies is a human imperative needed
to dignify them and for families to be able to mourn, but
showing them is a protest against the impunity of crimes.

Silent landscapes

Mass graves are scattered across Spain. On the outskirts of
villages, in cemeteries, or alongside main roads. Today, they
are silent places, where it seems that nothing is happening,
but they are burdened with a tragic history. Some of the
photographic projects point them out: the photographers
located them and put them on the map, photographing

the places of horror, the final landscapes that victims saw.
Others, however, question that silence through dislocation
and disharmony between the images and the silenced texts.

The object as a link

The objects recovered from exhumations and the historical
objects of the war period have today taken on a new value
as links between past and present. Some, made of more
resistant materials, survive the passage of time and become
capsules of stories that tell us about the victims (a pencil,

a thimble, reading glasses) or their improvised grave goods
(a rattle, earrings, a ring). Others, such as soldiers’ helmets,
become the witnesses of time.

The voice of victims

Giving a voice and putting a face to the victims has been a
key task for the symbolic redress of the survivors and their
families. The first projects carried out take on a collective
form to retrieve the personal stories of war victims, narrated
in the first person or by their descendants. Sometimes

they do it looking at victims from both sides, sometimes
focusing on specific geographical settings, and sometimes
placing the case of Spain in a context of international
enforced disappearances.

Big little stories

Over the past few years, granddaughters have taken the
voice to tell little family stories, and thus help recover the
memory and dignity of their grandparents. These projects
are told in a photographic story, and also written, with

very personal and intimate experiences, but which soon
become universal stories that connect with the feelings and
emotions shared by many. This type of approach, however,
only emerged after more collective projects that featured
multiple cases to seek a symbolic redress for the victims.

Guardians of memory

Only very recently have certain photographic projects
started to value the memory of women, who have been
doubly silenced: for being victims and for being women.
This emphasises the acts of repression aimed especially

at women, such as being given castor oil or having their
heads shaved. It also highlights the different roles of
women who have kept the legacy of memory alive, whether
as daughters, granddaughters, great-granddaughters,
anthropologists, politicians, journalists, or photographers.

Maquis

The recovery of the memory of the anti-Franco guerrilla
fighters, the Maquis, focuses at first on locating and
portraying them, taking them out of the underground where
they had fought against Francoism to tell their stories and
show their faces. Ten years later, another proposal develops
an aesthetic of its own to portray the sparkle in their eyes
and the scars and wrinkles on their skin. And another ten
years later, a third project puts woodland, their place of
refuge, on centre stage. Trees here become a metaphor for
guerrilla fighters who blend in with their surroundings. Three
very different insights in twenty years: 2002, 2012, and 2022.
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Time tunnels

Photomontage allows us to perform an exercise of
defamiliarisation and eschew the automatic recognition

of the photographic image. Splits and seams create
(dis)continuities that help us to approach the past by
highlighting the instability of memory. Rephotography from
the present creates a dialogue with a sometimes ignored,
sometimes silenced past. And so the photos blur the lines
between their nature as a document and, at the same time,
as a memory.

Re-enactments and staging

Picturing the past from the present is no mean feat. That’s
why some photographic projects use staging created for
cinema, such as Tierra y Libertad, which uses behind-the-
scenes photos from the filming of the Ken Loach classic
in 1995, even though it wasn’t published until 2021. Others
question the construction of that memory with photos
taken at historical re-enactments which, for some years,
have been taking place at the original battlegrounds.

Photographic appropriations
and displacements

Appropriation of images taken by other photographers,
when taken out from their original context and perhaps
also restyled, means that they can be used as a source

for creation from other coordinates. This includes writing
short stories from the photos of Agusti Centelles or making
interventions on a copy of the Gospel according to St.
Matthew with some of the most recognisable historical
photographs of the conflict, thereby recognising and playing
with the graphic propaganda of the time. These creations
stem from historical photos of the conflict that are
reinterpreted from the present day to create new stories.

Francoism today

Almost fifty years after Franco’s death, Francoist structures
continue to survive in Spain’s democracy. Many are invisible.
Others aren’'t and instead take shape in symbols or
monuments that still populate Spanish cities, but the force
of habit has also made them invisible. The photographers
who have focused on them decide to make invisible
structures visible, highlight structures in plain sight that
seem to bother no one, and question the silence around
them and their survival in democratic Spain.

Beyond photography

The visual memory of war is not depleted in photography.
From illustrations, graffiti, painting, or drawings and

graphic novels, memory is also questioned. Here we have

a publication with drawings made by children evacuated
from conflict zones to residential schools and which

were originally published in New York in 1938. Faced with
the brutality of war photos, they are an antithesis based

on imagination, freedom, and childhood pain. And also a
graphic novel about the current lack of knowledge about La
Desbanda de Malaga in 1937, dialoguing with the photos that
Hazen Sise took during the events, which act as vanishing
points of the photographic image.

The wait

Even though the idea of memory photography didn't come
onto the scene until 1999, this doesn’'t mean that there are
no photos prior to that date. Libro que espera su edicion

was published in album form in 1995 and was republished in
2022 as a facsimile. The twenty-seven years that have passed
highlights the wait for a corpus of photos taken before the
memorialist photography boom in the year 2000 and which
were being kept in draws, on shelves, or in personal albums
because they hadn’'t found a suitable context for publication.



