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One can almost hear the sounds produced by the dark figures running about the sun-blazed space. The 

crunch of the sand below the feet, the heavy bounce of the ball, the desperate cries of Pass! Pass! In 

the middle of it all, a sound that is foreign to the scene. It is brief but it is the most important of all 

because without it we would not have a record of the action taking place. The sound is the click made 

by Paco Gómez’s camera. The improvised match takes place in a road that does not yet serve as such, 

in a half-built neighbourhood where in little time there will be cars instead of children. I am suddenly 

capable of evoking a memory that is not mine but my mother’s, who has related to me how, as a child, 

she would play football with her brothers and sisters in a similar place, long disappeared. 

 

Paco Gómez (Pamplona, 1918 – Madrid, 1998) extensively portrayed places like these, urban 

landscapes coming into being, pictures where today’s spectator can mentally fill in the gaps. One 

observes his pictures of the Paseo de Extremadura with certain incredulity. In one of them, a tram cuts 

across a misty background in which we can make out small houses; the source of our astonishment 

being not so much the lack of the four- or five-storey buildings which flank the street today but the 

few years they took to appear since the picture was taken. In photos of Toledo street we see walls and 

trees which one would imagine far from the city centre. Even a fully-finished Cea Bermúdez street has 

a certain phantasmagorical air in his portrait of Gabriel Cualladó. 

 

In the pictures of Paco Gómez, San Blas or La Guindalera are neighbourhoods that have not quite yet 

become neighbourhoods, in the same measure that Madrid he portrays is not exactly the Madrid we 

are familiar with. The social transformations in 1960s Spain, with its late and brutal rural flight, is 

perfectly reflected in both these cityscapes and the lonely old woman dressed in black climbing a steep 

hill in the small town of Chinchón – for a moment it could seem that she is the only inhabitant 

remaining. At my visit to the exhibition at Madrid’s Sala Canal Isabel II, the look on the faces some of 

the people staring at Paco Gómez’s photographs possessed an air of absorption produced not by 

aesthetic pleasure but by memory. Many of them no doubt recognized themselves – or people very 

much like themselves – in those pictures, and at times I felt like an intruder, as if I had accidentally 

entered a memory and a life that did not belong to me. 

 

“Paco Gómez would visit villages and cities alone, photographing old buildings that were soon to 

disappear and the works by young architects that were replacing them.” Shortly after visiting the 
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exhibition I bought the volume of La Fábrica’s PHotoBolsillo collection devoted to Paco Gómez. It is 

from that book that I have copied this sentence by Ramón Masats, who dedicates a small but 

magnificent text to whom he considers without a doubt the greatest photographer of his generation. 

Gómez recorded the great urban transformations of which Masats speaks through his fifteen-year 

collaboration with Arquitectura, the monthly magazine of the Madrid School of Architects. 

 

Masat’s text has the unbeatable title of “Paco Gómez and the Subtle Elegance of Brick”. Because the 

fact is that what Paco Gómez most liked were buildings – the beautiful, the modern, the old, the ugly. 

He is the best portraitist of walls I know. It sounds like a joke but it isn’t. Just like Brassaï was attracted 

to humble graffiti on the walls of Paris, Gómez was able to see beauty on the humblest walls of cities 

and villages. That is why at another current exhibition, that of the Fundación Juan March devoted to 

Art informel, his photographs hang comfortably alongside the paintings of Tàpies and Torner. He treats 

his rough walls as if they were organic beings, like tree trunks. Corner with Blow, a picture from 1963, 

is almost an anatomy lesson applied to architecture, as the broken piece of wall reveals the different 

layers that make it up. There is also a very peculiar still life where he portrays a pile of five bricks. It is 

almost a manifesto. In their precarious balance, they remind me of that extravagant glass of absinth 

Picasso made in 1914. 

 

At the exhibition there is a monumental photograph titled Traces. In it, someone has left a white print 

of their hands on the surface of a dark wall. The same title could be applied to a great other number of 

Paco Gómez’s pictures. As opposed to many photographers, he did not seem interested in freezing a 

specific moment or recording a fleeting act. The time that matters in the pictures of Paco Gómez is the 

one that has already passed or the one that has not yet arrived: his battered walls contain the passing 

of time and announce their inevitable disappearance; his walls of brand new neighbourhoods 

announce the racket that will shortly fill its streets. In his pictures, Paco Gómez activates foreign 

memories. In his traffic-free streets, my mum still plays football. 

 

Paco Gómez Archive. The Poetic Instant and the Architectural Image. Sala Canal de Isabel II. Santa 

Engracia 125. Madrid. Until 24 July. 

 

 
Expansion of the Concepción neighbourhood, 1966. 
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