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HOMAGE TO A PHOTOREPORTER : LEO MATIZ

Images from Latin America 

Vintage prints from the ‘40s and ‘60s

curated by Giuliana Scimé

in collaboration with the Leo Matiz Foundation

Leo Matiz started taking photographs in 1939 on “order” of Enrique Santos Motejo “Calibán”, editor-in-chief of El Tiempo, who had given him his first camera and encouraged him to work with photography two years earlier. He was a caricaturist, and the newspaper had been publishing his incisive cartoons for several years already.

His first job would have been challenging even for an experienced photographer: producing an archive of social categories in Colombia.

The biographies of great reporters often reveal episodes of astute deception or daring undertakings in order to penetrate the walls that governments and local powers erect to hide difficult situations and harsh realities from the public eye. And Matiz did not escape the unofficial rule of bold enterprises to take pictures: he managed to get himself taken prisoner in Mazatlán prison, in Mexico, and the pictures he took there made him famous. This marked the start of a career that was to make him a symbol of the photographer as witness for many, many years. 

Matiz was born in Arcatara, Garcia Márquez’s Macondo, and all the people he met in the villages of the vast nations of Latin America, the landscapes, the cultivated fields, the sea coasts and river banks that he captured with his camera until only a few months before his death are the story in images of his elegy to the peoples who live in “solitude”. The solitude of people who are ignored but have a wealth of wisdom and knowledge to offer, and a rare sullen beauty visible only to the eyes of those who approach them with passionate love. When discussing Leo Matiz we might also refer to another legendary figure in Latin American literature, Pablo Neruda, and the title of his autobiography, “I confess that I lived”. Leo Matiz “confessed” his way of existing and feeling in symbiosis with all the people and places he encountered in photography. His photographs are a portrait in a metaphorical mirror which reflects the individual who is looking at them and his conscious analysis of the world. 

The Leo Matiz Foundation, established in 1997, is responsible for preservation of vintage prints, originals and negatives.

Leo Matiz biography

1917

Leo Matiz is born in Aracataca, García Márquez’s Macondo, on April 1

1933

Publishes his first caricatures in Civilización magazine, followed by a number of jobs as illustrator for Mundo al día and Canto Y Filo
1937

After attending the Fine Arts Academy in Bogotà and editing TVO and Lauros magazines in Santa Marta, he exhibits and publishes his caricatures in El Tiempo newspaper in Bogotà. The Education Ministry puts him in charge of the Cine Educativo section. El Tiempo’s editor-in-chief, Enrique Santos Montejo, “Calibán”, invites Matiz to work with photography and gives him a camera.

1939

His first job as photographer is to create a general archive documenting different social categories for El Tiempo and El Espectador newspapers and Estampa magazine. 

1940

After creating the Arcom advertising agency with sculptor Julio Abril, a passionate student of advertising, Matiz sets off for Mexico to work in film. He exhibits his caricatures and drawings in Costa Rica, then moves to Mexico. In the same year he presents his photographs and caricatures in San Salvador in an exhibition with Francisco Amighetti. He settles in Mexico City and dedicates all his efforts to photography. He participates in the Painting, Sculpture and Engraving exhibition inaugurated by Pablo Neruda with Colombian artists living in Mexico: Porfirio Barba-Jacob, Rómulo Rozo, Julio Abril, Luis Alberto Acuña and Juan Sanz de Santamaria

1943

Exhibits photographs of Mexico, its people and customs taken over one year of work at Decoración art gallery in Mexico City. In the same year he manages to get himself taken prisoner in Mazatlán special prison, in Mexico, where he produces an extraordinary photo feature that is published in prestigious international magazines and earns him his fame as a photographer. He works as a graphic artist for Asi magazine in Mexico and the United States and meets German photographer Fritz Henle: he joins the Unión Cinematografica de Méjico as “fixed camera”.

For 4 years he works with photographer Manuel Alvarez Bravo under the direction of Gabriel Figueroa, considered one of the most sensitive photography directors of his day. It is at this time that he meets and works with actors such as Maria Felix, Ester Fernández, Cantinflas and Dolores del Rio, just starting out in their careers. He also meets Luis Buñuel and composer Agustin Lara. After being away for five years, he goes back to Bogotá to work for Editorial Sábado.

1946

Takes his first colour photographs for Reader’s Digest, published on the covers of the most important magazines in Central and South America and Cuba.

1947

Works with David A. Siqueiros on the mural Cuauhtémoc contra el mito. In New York, he works for Norte magazine and exhibits his work in a group show at the Museum of Modern Art. He takes photographs in South America for Life and Norte magazines.

1948

After the scandal about plagiarism of the photographs used as the basis for the Siqueiros mural, attends the 9th Panamerican Conference as a reporter for Pix and News-letter agency. On April 9 in Bogotá he is wounded in the attack on political leader Gaitán, whom he was supposed to have met an hour later, and in these circumstances he meets the young Fidel Castro. For three years after this the United Nations send him to Palestine and the Middle East as an observer and photographer, and he is present at the death of Count Bernardotte (Matiz’s photograph of him being attacked was published all over the world)

1949

Leo Matiz is called one of the world’s top 10 photographers and wins the award for best photographer in the Mexican press

1950

Opens the first art gallery in Colombia, after studying painting with Clemente Orozco and working with Diego Rivera, Frida Kahlo and David A. Siqueiros

1951

Becomes the first in the world to exhibit the work of Ferdinando Botero

1952

Works for the publisher Plinio Mendoza Neira in Venezuela, publishing the volume Así es Caracas. Collaborates with the most prestigious magazines and periodicals in Colombia and Venezuela, following the political events of the late Fifties, including the fall of Venezuelan dictator Pérez Jiménez

1958

Works with journalist García Marquez. His photographs are published by Paris Match

1961

Takes photographs in Peru and Chile for Saturday Evening Post and becomes the official photographer of Miraflores, the Presidential Palace in Venezuela

1963

Goes back to Bogotá and opens a graphics and advertising studio, producing a commemorative volume on the company Bavaria. Also works for Shell magazines

1973

Goes back to Venezuela, where he works with prestigious magazines such as Séptimo Día (the Sunday supplement to El Nacional), and as official photographer for the Oficina Central de Información in Caracas and the Información y Turismo Ministry of Venezuela. In the Eighties he holds numerous solo shows, including the first Photography Salon in Caracas and documentation of all the monuments erected in memory of Simón Bolívar in Colombia and Venezuela to mark the bicentennial of the national hero’s birth

1980

Colseguros gallery in Bogotá organises a solo show of his works before closing

1985

Opens an art and photography gallery in Bogotá 

1988

Bogotá museum of modern art holds a vast retrospective of his work, which then travels all over Colombia

1989

Holds an exhibition on the theme of the sea at the Casa de la Cultura in Santa Marta, Colombia, where he is given a medal of honour and appointed Ambassador of the state of Magdalena

1992

Il Diaframma gallery and the Province of Milan hold a retrospective of his work. “Leon Matiz fotografie”, the first book of his photographs, is published by Edizioni Art-Studio of Milan in Italian and Spanish

1993

Exhibits at Galerie Con-Sarc in Chiasso, Switzerland

1994

A homage to Matiz is held at the Modern Art Museum in Cartagena, Colombia. Exhibits in New York’s Museum of Queens and at the Italo-American Institute in Rome

1995

Awarded the prestigious Horus Sicof ’95 award in Milan, while the Colombian government presents him with a medal from the Colombian Cultural Institute. In the same year the French government appoints him Chevalier des arts e des Lettres

1997

Receives the Il Filo d’argento award in Palazzo Vecchio in Florence. In the same year, his daughter Alejandra establishes the Leo Matiz Foundation to mark his 80th birthday

1998

Awarded the highest honour of the Colombian government in the arts: considered the most important photographer of the century in Colombia. The catalogue “The metaphor of the eye” and a CD-rom are published to mark the occasion. Dies in Bogotá on October 24 of cirrhosis of the liver
