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When asked by a friend how he managed to produce his beautiful photographic compositions in a 

matter of seconds, Carlos Herrera replied that it was forced to do it by the viewfinder of his camera. 

Only a true artist can recognise the limitations imposed on him by his medium, not complaining but 

taking advantage of them. Absolute freedom is a euphemism we use when an artist dominates his art 

to such a degree that it seems there is no limit to his creativity. But there is no doubt that these exist: 

the limited space of a canvas, the finite combination of notes of a musical scale, the twenty-something 

letters of an alphabet, the reduced viewpoint of a camera. Great art is that which manages to best 

adapt to the paradox of expressing the maximum with minimal means. 

 

Throughout his life, Carlos Herrera (Caracas, Venezuela, 1909-1988) made all types of photographs. 

Between his family’s move to the United States when he was fourteen and his return to Venezuela ten 

years later, he learnt practically all that could be learned about photography at the time, and did not 

cease to be an eager learner of later technical developments. Reading words he pronounced in the last 

years of his life, it always seemed that, for him, there was a strict difference between his professional 

and artistic photography. He could only dedicate his time to the latter, which he called “pictorial 

photography”, when his professional obligations allowed him. Although we now see his photographs in 

an art gallery, Herrera was nearly always taking photos of a very different nature: on his return to 

Caracas he set up a portrait studio; between 1939 and 1950 he worked for the cartography 

department of the Ministry of Public Works shooting aerial views of half of Venezuela; from 1958 he 

became a teacher, first of artistic photography in a visual arts school and later as the director of the 

Technical Photography Laboratory, created by Herrera himself, as part of the Sciences faculty of the 

Universidad Central de Venezuela. 

 

Perhaps due to the fact that he could not work on his artistic photography as much as he would have 

liked, Herrera knew perfectly well when he was working for others and when for his own pleasure. 

One senses a delicate treatment in each of his compositions, a consequence of careful work but also of 

many failures, of innumerable shots that were thrown away before obtaining a desired image. His 

words distil a love for the photographic process, no matter how productive the results may be. He did 

not aspire to become a greatly celebrated figure, but his humbleness is far from shyness: in the only 

self-portrait in the exhibition, Herrera appears indirectly in the interior of a cave, his imposing shadow 

projected on the its walls. His profile holds up a flash-lamp, a fact that is all but trivial when speaking of 
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Herrera: on his return from the United 

States he had brought with him the first 

flash-lamps that entered Venezuela. 

Herrera’s sharp profile in this image is 

the closest one gets to a photographic 

signature. 

 

Herrera was familiar with the work of the 

great North American photographers –

Stieglitz, Steichen, Weston– and yet it 

seems his deepest influences came from 

other artistic disciplines. Herrera did not 

deny having received influences –to do 

so would be as much to say that one 

doesn’t have eyes–, but they had not 

been sought for voluntarily. Above 

possible formal similarities with other 

photographers, it seems that his deepest 

affinities in the work of Herrera are with 

other artistic media. I think of film upon 

seeing scenes in which solitary cars run 

through roads in the middle of a jungle, 

the tropical fog in black and white 

anticipating some mysterious story. 

There is also a cinematographic 

fascination in a photograph of a solitary hut in the dead of night; the only source of light comes from 

within its illuminated interior, filtered into the open landscape through the small crevices between the 

strips of wood that make up the unstable building. 

 

In a more veiled way, Herrera’s work is full of literature and music. In the cited interview, Herrera 

declared that he had wanted to be a writer before a photographer, and there is no doubt a narrative 

background in many of his images. He also spoke of Bach and of how music was for him an aesthetic 

source that was just as important as visual arts, if not more. Herrera was interested in constructing 

solid images that followed an order that was firm but not rigid, inspired by classical music. Despite the 

different abilities they require, one likes to witness that there are affinities that run through different 

arts and eras, that an eighteenth-century mass by Bach can be of help to a mid-twentieth-century 

Venezuelan photographer. 

 

Far from big pretensions, what Herrera aimed to achieve with his work was to produce beautiful 

images. “I am not a sociologist and I do not know how to compose the world with photographs,” he 

said. “If I can add a little joy to the world with my photos, that is enough  compensation for me.” The 

modest aspiration of beauty. The whole of Herrera’s work was guided by a sentence by Keats that 

always impressed him: “a thing of beauty is a joy forever.” 

 

Carlos Herrera. Prodigy of Photography. Galería Odalys. Orfila, 5. Madrid. Until 3 September. 

 

Silhouette self-portrait. Guácharo Cave. Monagas state, c. 1940. 
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