
Humanism and Subjectivity. 
Documentary Photography in Spain

Following a troubled post-war period in Spain characterised by deprivation, exile, repression and propaganda, 
the start of the 1950s saw a new type of photography begin to gain momentum, drawing inspiration from in-
ternational trends in Neo-realist documentary and humanist reportage. This new approach to photography was 
constructed through individual practices that shared a commitment to the reform of and experimentation with 
photographic language. Its aspirations were not a political attempt at social transformation; the photographers 
at the time made do with portraying reality that was both diverse and imperfect. The Spanish photography from 
that period, which entered into dialogue with cinema, both Spanish and international – particularly from Italy 
and Hollywood – took an interest in the everyday, in looking into and acknowledging the lives of ordinary people.

devastated and grey city that was begin-
ning to come out the other side of one of 
the toughest periods in its history. His 
photographs lie between modern profes-
sional documentalism and art photogra-
phy with avant-garde perspectives, akin 
to the radical high-angle and low-angle 
shots that evoke Moholy-Nagy and Rod-
chenko, in addition to the sophisticated 
interplays and contrasts with light.

By the end of the 1950s two pivotal phe-
nomena began to take shape in Spain. On 
one side, the farming and rural working 
class from the south migrated to northern 
cities in search of industrial labour, and, on 
the other, the tourist economy emerged, 
with its inherent promotion of nation-
al culture based on the use of the image. 
Proof of this can be found in the tourist 
guides from New Castile, Cuenca or the 
aforementioned Madrid, all reflected in 
Català-Roca’s work; the one focused on 
Toledo, containing photographs by Kin-
del, Eugen Haas and Archivo Mas, or those 
on Cantabria, Andalusia and the Basque 
Country by Nicolás Muller. The tourist 
boom and its promotion via publications 
co-existed with the creation, in the early 
1960s, of the collection Palabra e Ima-
gen (Word and Image) by the publishing 
house Lumen, one of the spaces that af-
forded greater visibility to the advanced 
photography at the time. Camilo José Cela 

The “second or new Avant-garde”, as Josep Maria Casademont coined this new pho-
tography movement, was a broad and varied surge of reform, where major international 
movements converged, such as Italian Neo-realism, Robert Frank’s, Otto Steinert’s and 
William Klein’s subjective photography, and the humanism of the legendary exhibition 
The Family of Man (1955). This visual culture could be accessed from cinema, a handful 
of exhibitions, books and international journals that trickled through, and, overall, via pho-
tography annuals like Popular Photography, USAnnual and FIAP. However, this new pho-
tography was not openly concerned with making art, a worn-out concept for its creators, 
but searched for functional photography that would go beyond it, that could approach 
the complex social reality in the middle years of the Franco regime.

The photographs of Barcelona by Francesc Català-Roca (1922–1998), the first body of 
work associated with “new avant-garde” photography, were part of the city guide pub-
lished in 1954 by Editorial Barna (the same year another book on Madrid also surfaced). 
Drawing inspiration from Henri Cartier-Bresson and The Decisive Moment (1952), the 
photographer wrote in his memoirs “I don’t take photographs, I capture them. You just 
have to be ready to capture them at the right time.” In Català-Roca’s eyes, Madrid was 
a city of contrasts, where old and new lived side by side: the modernity of its downtown 
streets replete with cinemas, cars, brand new buses, dazzling posters as opposed to the 
outlying neighbourhoods, the carts, the donkeys of rag-and-bone men, illegal trade – a 



was commissioned to write in two key books in the collection, both designed by Oscar 
Tusquets: Toreo de Salón (Bullfighting Practice, 1963), containing photographs by Oriol 
Maspons and Julio Ubiña, and Izas, rabizas y colipoterras (1964), with photographs by 
Joan Colom. The latter featured a selection of photographs of prostitutes from Barcelo-
na’s Chinatown, amounting to the purest outcome of humanist reportage that typified 
Barcelona’s new avant-garde movement, whereby the almost cinematographic idea of 
series and the randomness of the selection of images, shot without looking through the 
viewfinder, reached a final conclusion. The photographs by Maspons and Ubiña that ap-
pear in Toreo de Salón stand apart through their narrative quality and search for humour 
in trivial yet significant detail rather than their informative value. Based on a text by Mario 
Vargas Llosa, with photographs by Xavier Miserachs and designed by Oscar Tusquets, 
Los cachorros (The Cubs) was published in 1967 and was based on another reformist 
approach rooted in the concurrence of photograph and text.  

At the end of the 1950s, framed within the context of Francoist developmentalism, 
Neo-realist photography in Spain centred on three main focal points: Madrid, Barce-
lona and Almería, agents of the same movement that forged a strong bond. In Madrid, 
the hub was built around the Royal Photographic Society, with La Palangana group its 
key catalyst. Set up in 1959, its members included Leonardo Cantero, Gabriel Cualladó, 
Paco Gómez, Ramón Masats, Francisco Ontañón, Joaquín Rubio Camín, Juan Dolcet, 
Fernando Gordillo, Gerardo Vielva and Sigfrido de Guzmán. Ontañón’s and Gordillo’s 
photography conveyed eloquent emblems of family life, connecting with the traditions 
of nineteenth-century portraiture, in a similar way to certain pictorial works by Antonio 
López. Not only did they depict life in rural Spanish towns, at that point in decline due to 
the mass rural-urban migration, they also bore witness to the importance of the family 
unit as a crucial ideological and economic structure under the dictatorship. Similarly, the 
Catholic religion and its celebrations, its symbolic ritualism and dramatic quality caught 
the eye of photographers from the time: Semana Santa in Andalusia seen through On-
tañón’s ironic photojournalism, Colom’s most distilled and abstract view, or the non-cli-
chéd intensity of Ricard Terré’s procession photographs. Rafael Sanz Lobato, a member 
of the Royal Photographic Society since 1962 and part of La Colmena group, along with 
Sigfrido de Guzmán and Vicente Nieto Canedo, produced photography that was deeply 
rooted in documentary realism, recording the survival of the customs pertaining to a tra-
ditional Spain captured in heart-rending black and white.
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