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It’s a shame to have to visit exhibitions with little time, having to see the works quickly, fearing the 

voice of the keeper telling us we must leave because it’s time to close. This was my case with the 

exhibition dedicated to Lola Álvarez Bravo (Lagos de Moreno, Jalisco, 1903 - Mexico City, 1993) at the 

Círculo de Bellas Artes. The exhibition no doubt deserved more than the scarce and hurried half an 

hour I spent in it, taking notes and looking at the photographs almost at the same time. I greatly value 

these works because, despite the hurry, they managed to move me; in a double sense, because not 

only were they extraordinary but they were also completely new to me. The pleasure of discovery. 

From insufficiently detained looks, I was capable of deducing at least three great themes that could 

define the work of this great photographer: 

 

Form. As in painting, some early-twentieth century photographers aimed to eliminate all narrative or 

sentimental traces from their works in order to reflect the beauty of pure form. Perhaps the greatest 

exponent of this tendency was the American Edward Weston, whose vegetables and shells, portrayed 

from very close up, adopt abstract forms and suggest surprising associations, like the contorted 

peppers that resemble human torsos. An admirer of Weston, Lola Álvarez Bravo was also a practitioner 

of this alienation of objects and demonstrated how an objective photographic shot can deceive the 

eye: the way in which she chose to frame a group of wood shavings circa 1935 could lead us to believe 

that we are looking at corkscrews or blond locks of hair. 

 

In the street. Álvarez Bravo was also a great admirer of Cartier-Bresson. Like him, she was also a 

searcher of the precise moment in which reality presents one with a photograph. I imagine her walking 

the streets of Mexican cities with her camera firmly grasped, in a state of alert, looking for a revelation 

in the midst of the commonplace. When the miracle is produced, it may even be generous enough to 

provide a title for the photographer. A little girl pops her head out of the window and looks down the 

street: ¿Qué pasó? (What happened?). A woman leans on the windowsill and stares in a state of 

absorption; a shadow of railing projects itself on the image: In her own prison. A girl rides a horse on a 

merry-go-round: The Abduction. 

 

Images of Mexico. In 1953 Lola Álvarez Bravo became the first woman to show at the Salón de la 

Plástica Mexicana, achieving high social relevance. An active member of the country’s cultural life, she 

portrayed many of its most notable representatives: her friend Frida Kahlo, Diego Rivera, Octavio Paz, 
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her ex-husband Manuel Álvarez Bravo. Her confessed goal was to reflect the Mexico she lived in. The 

intellectuals and artists were only one side of it, perhaps the easiest to depict. Her portraits of blind 

boys and poor indigenous Mexicans possess a force which her photographs of writers and artist 

seldom do, except perhaps those of Frida Kahlo, whom she portrayed suffering from the pains of her 

tortured body. One of the best pictures in the exhibition shows three fishermen dragging a freshly-

captured shark across the beach. In the middle of the shot one of the men proudly holds his harpoon, 

and with it creates a perfect triangular composition which suddenly reminds one of Liberty Leading the 

People by Delacroix or the Americans raising the flag on Iwo Jima in the Second World War. The 

photograph stands as a monument to traditional fishing at the same time as the country was 

undergoing a rapid industrial development, a subject which Álvarez Bravo also recorded. She did so 

through an artistic medium which was as new as the cars and motorcycles that appeared in her 

compositions: photomontage. Opening Roads, for example, presents itself as an ode to the 

technological development of Mexico, an exaltation of roads, planes and machines a signs of progress. 

It could be compared to the murals of Diego Rivera, especially the one at the Detroit Institute of Arts. I 

dare say that the compositions of Lola, more humble in size, are more daring than the latter’s. 

 

Lola Álvarez Bravo. Círculo de Bellas Artes. Alcalá, 42. Madrid. Until 30 August. 

 

 
Shark Fishermen, 1949-50. 
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