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“I was always attracted by art, and I made the mistake of thinking photography would be the easiest way. My memory of my incursions into other disciplines finally led me to think I had found my path in time.”

Manuel Alvarez Bravo is self-taught: he only attended elementary school, but was interested in philosophy, literature, art history, painting and mathematics, and ended up expressing himself in photography and becoming a great master of modern photography. Encouraged by Tina Modotti at first, he took photographs that fascinated Edward Weston, Paul Strand and André Breton, including “La buena fama durmiendo” in the international surrealism exhibition in Mexico City and Paris. He taught whole generations of Latin American photographers to “see” and interpret reality, and his style influenced photographers the world over. An indigenist photographer Manuel Alvarez Bravo is as far removed from ethno-anthropological research as possible. Not a single one of his images, which cover more than seventy years of the twentieth century, is testimonial or documentary in nature, though he was interested in discovering his people and his land. The ultimate meaning of his work lies in revealing universal values in the ordinariness of everyday life. A sublime poet of the photographic image, with a sophisticated weave of metaphors and symbols, he manages to capture the dreaminess and unreality of the real world.

Every one of his photographs is accompanied by a caption. He is perhaps the only example of a photographer whose captions are not redundant or useless, but an extension of his metaphorical implications, a whispered suggestion that encourages fantastic new interpretations. All his work is clear evidence of an artist who knows how to penetrate the essence of things and situations in search of other truths.

Manuel Alvarez Bravo

Biography

1902

Born in Mexico City

1908-1914

Attends the Catholic Brothers of Tlalpan’s elementary school near the capital

1915

Starts working as a copyist

1916

Hired by the government Treasury

1918

Attends evening courses in music and painting at the National Fine Arts Academy in Mexico City

1922

Starts taking photographs

1927

Meets Tina Modotti, who introduces him to the group of artists in the muralist movement

1929-1930

Teaches photography at Escuela Central de Artes Plasticas

1930-1931

Works as a cameraman with Sergei Eisenstein on Que viva Mexico!

1931

Leaves his job at the Treasury

1932

First solo show at Galleria Posada in Mexico City

1932-1933

Starts teaching at Escuela Central de Arte Plasticas again. Works as a photographer for the Education Ministry 

1933

Meets Paul Strand

1934

Meets Henri Cartier-Bresson and exhibits with him at the Palacio de Bellas Artes. Makes the film Tehuantepee

1935

Exhibits with Cartier-Bresson and Walker Evans at Julian Levy Gallery in New York

1939-1942

Opens a photography supplies shop

1943-1959

Works as photographer, filmmaker and photography teacher at the Film Workers’ Union in Mexico City

1947-1950

Teaches photography in the Film Studies department of the university

1959

Establishes the Editorial Fund of Mexican Plastic Arts, a publishing house for luxury editions of art books

1960-1961

Travels in Europe

1972

Gives the Modern Art Museum in Mexico City his collection of photographs, which will later form the Museum of Photography

1975

Receives a scholarship from the Guggenheim Foundation in New York

1976

The Modern Art Museum in Mexico City sets up a permanent exhibition of his works

1982

Awarded a “Légion d’honneur” by the French government as Officier d’arts et de Lettres

1983

Receives the “Erna and Victor Hasselblad award” in Göteborg, Sweden

1987

Presented with the “Master of Photography” award by the ICP (International Center of Photography)

1995

Receives the "Orden del Mérito” from the president of Portugal, Soares

Receives “The Mother Jones International Fund for Documentary Photography’s Leica Medal of Excellence”

His photographs have been exhibited in major museums and private galleries since 1932 and are included in the most prestigious public collections

