
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 
international trends in Neo-realist documentary and humanist reportage. Barcelona, Almería and Madrid were 
the main centres of activity in this new approach to photography, which 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 en-
tered 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.

wrote in his memoirs “I don’t take photo-
graphs, I capture them. You just have to be 
ready to capture them at the right time.” 
Català-Roca’s Barcelona is a diverse city, 
where old and new live side by side, in its 
central streets and outlying neighbour-
hoods, its most significant monuments 
with new buildings and the distinctive 
people that inhabit the city and piece to-
gether a mosaic of a devastated and grey 
city coming out the other side of one of the 
toughest periods in its history. His photo-
graphs lie between modern professional 
documentalism and art photography with 
avant-garde perspectives, akin to the rad-
ical high-angle and low-angle shots that 
evoke Moholy-Nagy and Rodchenko, in 
addition to the sophisticated interplays 
and contrasts with light.

Although the photography associations 
at that time, with their halls and compe-
titions, often produced photography that 
was non-critical and regressive, in artistic 
terms, these were sometimes the spaces 
that enabled, not without a certain de-
gree of contradiction, reform. At the end 
of the 1950s, framed within the context 
of Francoist developmentalism, Neo-real-
ist photography in Spain centred on three 
main focal points: Madrid, Barcelona and 
Almería, agents of the same movement 
that forged a strong bond. In Madrid, the 

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 attitude of Spanish 
photographers sought to promote outside exchanges and contact, resulting in a 
transnational photographic practice connected to the problems occurring outside 
Spain. 

The photographs of Barcelona by Francesc Català-Roca, the first body of work associ-
ated with “new Avant-garde” photography, were part of the city guide published in 1954 
by Editorial Barna (the same year another book on Madrid also surfaced). Drawing inspi-
ration from Henri Cartier-Bresson and The Decisive Moment (1952), the photographer 



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, Fran-
cisco Gómez, Ramón Masats, Francisco Ontañón, Joaquín Rubio Camín, Juan Dolcet, 
Fernando Gordillo, Gerardo Vielva and Sigfrido de Guzmán. 

In May of 1962, Leonardo Cantero participated in the project 11 fotógrafos españoles a 
París (11 Spanish Photographers to Paris), sponsored by the French State’s Comissariat 
Général du Turisme in Barcelona, alongside Gabriel Cualladó, Eugeni Forcano, Joan Cu-
baró, Andreu Basté, Ramón Masats, Oriol Maspons, Francisco Ontañón, Xavier Miser-
achs, Francisco Gómez and Joan Colom. With the aim of promoting Spanish tourism 
in France, the point of departure was to create everyday images with a close relation to 
Paris, those that would circumvent the stereotypical and clichéd repertoire of the capital 
situated on the Seine, or the stony catalogue of its monuments. The photographs taken 
in the French capital were later exhibited at Barcelona’s Sala Aixelà and Galería Biosca 
in Madrid. It would constitute Cantero’s first and last professional trip abroad, one which 
must have proved a particularly captivating experience given that upon his return he com-
posed a mock-up entitled Gentes de París (People from Paris), which remains unpub-
lished. These photos are an attempt to “reach ethics via aesthetics”, the general goal of 
Cantero’s photographic practice, as he himself conceptualised. Vielba also travelled to 
Paris in 1962, and although he was not part of the group of eleven Spaniards, his photo-
graphs, and those of his fellow photographers, examined daily life at ground level.  
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