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FROM ANTIFASCISM TO HUMANISM

The Legacies of Robert Capa’s Spanish Civil War Photography

Nadya Bair

In February 1953, the photographer Robert Capa was called to the Ameri-
can Embassy in Paris, where his passport was promptly revoked.1 Born An-
dre Friedman in 1913, the Hungarian Jewish photographer had spent most of 
his adult life as an émigré, first in Berlin, then Paris, and finally the United 
States, where he arrived in 1939. He attained American citizenship in 1946. 
Later in life he described this trajectory in humorous terms, making light of 
the rise of fascism that had sent him, like many other Jewish photographers 
of his generation, into exile time and again: “Due to disagreement with a Mr. 
Horthy, [Capa] left Hungary at the age of 18 and became a photographer in 
Germany. In 1933, due to disagreement with a Mr. Hitler, Capa left Germany 
and found his way to France.”2 But he rarely commented on the later turn of 
events, when, amid the Red Scare in the United States, an anonymous source 
had claimed that he was a communist. The naturalized American citizen 
lost his ability to travel throughout Europe, where he was supposed to be 
working on assignment for his magazine clients.3 This sudden turn of events 
was a blow not only to Capa, but potentially to all of Magnum Photos, the 
international photo agency that he had cofounded in 1947 in New York, and 
which now risked being blacklisted as a communist front organization and 
forced to close. The New York – based Photo League had, after all, been forced 
to disband in 1951.4 “It is needless to say that we have to be extremely careful 
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and attach no camarades [sic] to our free- lancing outfit, because it would be 
disastrous for both of us,” Capa noted in a confidential letter to Magnum’s 
executive editor John Morris after returning from the embassy.5 

The revocation of Capa’s passport may have been connected to his activi-
ties in the 1930s. Based in Paris at the time, the photographer had covered the 
rise of the Popular Front in France and the Spanish Civil War for a number 
of magazines on the Left, including the French Vu and the Communist Re-
gards.6 Between 1936 and 1939, his photographs of the civil war in Spain cir-
culated widely, informing American and European magazine readers about 
the conflict and earning Capa international fame as a war photographer and 
documentarian of antifascism in Europe. 

By the 1950s, the naturalized American needed to deflect attention away 
from his early international, Left, and antifascist networks, which had in-
cluded well- known communists such as Louis Aragon. Aragon had served 
as editor- in- chief of the communist- run Ce Soir, which had briefly employed 
Capa, and his continued support of Stalinist Russia after World War II made 
him a particularly undesirable connection.7 Thinking about how to best 
present his case against the charges, Capa emphasized his connections with 
conservative publications in France and enumerated the many patriotically 
American clients (such as Life magazine and the U.S. Economic Cooperation 
Administration, set up to administer the Marshall Plan) and editors (includ-
ing Ed Thompson of Life and Ted Patrick of Holiday) who had published his 
work during and after Spain.8 Capa suggested that his defense lawyer in New 
York ask for an affidavit from Lucien Vogel, the founding editor of the French 
illustrated magazine Vu, which could say that “he knew me well personally, 
that he took me to Spain first for his magazine, and that to his best judgment 
I never have been neither a member or other [sic]; and we could get the same 
from Pierre Lazaroff who was at that period of the conservative Paris Soir 
and Match, and is now the editor of the very conservative France Soir.”9 In a 
subsequent letter, he insisted, “even when I was involved in so- called politi-
cal reporting, I never editorialized, and my reporting was human or humor-
ous, never violently political in any direction.”10 Out of necessity, then, Capa 
depoliticized the meaning of his photographic output and his writing, espe-
cially from the Spanish Civil War. The State Department failed to produce 
enough evidence of Capa’s direct involvement in communist activities and 
soon dropped the case against him.11 

Within a year of the passport controversy, Capa was dead, having stepped 
on a landmine in Indochina on May 25, 1954, while covering the retreat of 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758919/9781478004387-011.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 238 Nadya Bair

French forces from the region for Life magazine. By many accounts, Capa 
took the Life assignment because he needed the money to pay off the thou-
sands of dollars in legal fees that he had accrued to disprove the State De-
partment’s allegations.12 Colleagues mourned the sad irony of Capa’s death 
in a faraway conflict that had meant little to the photographer, especially in 
comparison with what they understood as Capa’s personal investment in the 
fight against fascism in Spain and then during World War II. 

In a range of exhibitions and publications appearing in the decade after 
his death, Capa’s photographs from Spain became canonized as humanist 
imagery devoid of ideology. Today, one is hard- pressed to learn about Robert 
Capa’s pictures outside of two framing narratives: one of “concerned photog-
raphy” and the other the myth of Robert Capa as “The Greatest War Photog-
rapher in the World.” The former label obscures the historical and political 
specificity of his images and turns Capa into an apolitical humanist. The 
latter situates Capa’s work exclusively within the project of his adventurous 
and courageous reporting on international conflicts for the illustrated press, 
beginning with the Spanish Civil War.

 This essay’s inclusion in a volume about visualizing fascism invites a dif-
ferent set of questions about Capa’s legacy — ones that interrogate Capa’s fame 
and the discourse around his pictures. In particular, this chapter asks: What 
role have iconic images and legendary photographers played in perpetuating 
or obscuring certain narratives about the rise of the global Right? How have 
Capa’s photographs shaped memories and analyses of this era, and what can 
this history teach us about approaching iconic images as historical docu-
ments? While Spain is crucial to discussions of fascism and the 1930s, Ca-
pa’s Spanish war photographs are key to understanding how photography’s 
relationship to politics and history has been narrated at different moments 
in the twentieth century. Examining the uses and interpretations of Capa’s 
Spanish Civil War imagery from the 1930s to the 1970s means asking how 
photographs, as material objects, “shape how what happened is remembered, 
taught, learned, and interpreted.”13 

A War of Images and Print Media 

The Spanish Civil War began on July 18, 1936, with a military coup against 
the democratically elected Republican government, which established a 
dictatorial regime in Spain from 1939 to 1975 under the leadership of Gen-
eral Francisco Franco.14 While Germany and Italy covertly provided mili-
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tary aid — especially planes, aerial bombs, and pilots — to Franco, Britain and 
France, Spain’s traditional allies, signed a nonintervention treaty in August 
1936, effectively isolating the Spanish Republic.15 Spain thus became the bat-
tleground for people from a range of ethnic, national, and political back-
grounds who united against Spanish fascist aggression without the aid of 
their governments. In the United States, sending aid to Republican Spain 
became a leading form of American antifascist activism, and it was highest 
among Eastern and Western European émigrés who had fled the conservative 
politics and anti- Semitism of their birthplaces.16 Such émigrés also made up 
the vast majority of the International Brigades — the army made up of thou-
sands of volunteers from Europe and North America who came to fight in 
support of the Spanish Republic between 1936 and 1939. 

The Spanish Civil War became an international affair not only through 
such volunteer activism but especially through how its story was told in the 
press, particularly the illustrated press.17 Publications at both ends of the po-
litical spectrum had recently gained the technical capability to print pho-
tographic reports of conflicts as they unfolded, and Spain provided them 
with a headline story of unprecedented urgency and international relevance. 
Conservative publications that supported Franco’s insurgents included Le 
Matin, L’Illustration, Paris- Soir, and Match in France and the Daily Mail and 
Illustrated London News in England.18 Founded in 1936, the American Life 
claimed neutrality, but its publisher, Henry Luce, was an ardent anticommu-
nist who often showed sympathy toward Franco and Mussolini.19 Magazines 
sympathetic to the Republican cause included the French Vu and Regards 
and England’s Picture Post, and they employed a new generation of young, 
Left- leaning photojournalists, many of whom were Jewish émigrés to France 
from Eastern Europe. Motivated by their progressive politics and a healthy 
dose of professional ambition, these photographers flocked to cover the fight 
against fascism in Spain.

Although the meaning and uses of press images are always inherently flex-
ible and open to manipulation, during wartime in Spain the boundary be-
tween news and propaganda became basically nonexistent. Operating in an 
economy of limited resources and high stakes, the Right and the Left relied 
on cheaply reproduced photographs to cast blame on the opposite side, and it 
was not uncommon for publishers across ideological and political boundar-
ies to reprint the same images, photographic layouts, and visual tropes while 
inflecting them with radically different messages via text.20 Similar to the 
case of interwar China, where, as Maggie Clinton demonstrates in chapter 
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1, artists on the Left and Right drew on the same styles and iconographies, 
the publishing practices in wartime Spain make it difficult to identify a sta-
ble body of imagery aligned consistently with either fascism or antifascism. 
With the right caption, images of fleeing refugees, distraught mothers and 
children, rubble, and other signs of violence and destruction could point the 
finger of guilt at either side. Both sides regularly used these visual tropes with 
damning texts. 

Upon arriving in Paris in 1933, the Hungarian- Jewish Andre Friedman 
(Robert Capa) met the German- Jewish Gerta Pohorylle (later Gerda Taro) 
and the Polish- Jewish Dawid Szymin (David “Chim” Seymour), who was al-
ready employed as a photojournalist by Regards. These photographers took 
on names that were legible across language barriers and free from Jewish 
associations in the hope that this would help them to sell their pictures to 
diverse magazine clients.21 The three often worked together and distributed 
their images to the press through the same agents, including Alliance Photo 
and later through Capa’s own studio, Atelier Robert Capa.22 While these fig-
ures crafted their own personas to attract magazine clients, the magazines 
used them in a similar way, vaunting the photographers’ accomplishments in 
order to increase their prestige and grow their readership. The Spanish Civil 
War thus helped create celebrity photojournalists, and Robert Capa became 
the best known of these through magazine publicity. When Life used Capa’s 
“Death of a Loyalist Soldier” on July 12, 1937, to lead into a review of the first 
year of the conflict in Spain, the magazine marveled especially at the photog-
rapher’s ability to capture the moment. And on December 3, 1938, the Picture 
Post endorsed him, quite simply, as “The Greatest War Photographer in the 
World.” Notably, Capa’s celebrity eclipsed Chim’s and Taro’s role in docu-
menting the civil war for decades.23

Photographers, of course, were in the business of selling their pictures to 
as many clients as possible. Scholars have noted that the variability and ex-
pansive framing of Capa’s contact sheets from Spain seem purposeful, en-
couraging picture agencies and magazines to crop, montage, reproduce, and 
interpret the photographs in different ways.24 The agents with whom Capa 
worked, including those at Alliance Photo, printed copies of images that they 
deemed particularly successful and distributed them quickly and widely, en-
couraging their use in magazine features, as illustrations for political propa-
ganda, and as promotion for humanitarian aid. In the context of magazines, 
Capa’s images of the events in Spain were presented as news and opinion. 
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Some of his photographs took on heavy symbolic weight. On December 10, 
1936, the cover of Regards featured Capa’s photograph of a woman stand-
ing on a heap of rubble and the words “La capital Crucifiée” (The crucified 
capital) printed across the bottom half of the image. Her face was gaunt and 
her skirt was stained; the slippers on her feet and her short jacket suggested 
that she has no warmer clothes, and she appeared to be immobilized by the 
sight of destruction. The dramatic word choice cast blame on Franco’s cruel 
betrayal of the city and its inhabitants. The woman was proof that this war 
was uprooting and shattering lives, but standing on top of the rubble, she was 
also a symbol of antifascist resilience. Inside the issue, a double- page spread 
combined seven more photographs by Capa showing life in a working- class 
area of Madrid that had been hit hard during the bombing of the capital. Fre-
quently overlapping and arranged at slight angles, the photographs contained 
many debris piles, bundles of intimate belongings, and groups of women and 
small children who, the captions explained, were the primary victims of the 
conflict. These repetitive visual details showed the extent of the physical de-
struction while also conjuring the shock and dislocation Madrid’s residents 
experienced. 

One of the photographs from this essay later became the cover of a pro-
paganda pamphlet printed in 1938 in Barcelona, a key publishing center and 
the center of Catalan culture held by the Republican side during the Civil 
War.25 Showing three children sitting on a broken sidewalk with the façade of 
a shelled-out building behind them, the picture was no longer about the siege 
of Madrid but rather about the effects of war in general. The title of the pam-
phlet read, “La guerre en Espagne: barbarie et civilization” (The war in Spain: 
barbarism and civilization). Like other iconic pictures by Capa, including 
“Death of a Loyalist Soldier,” the photograph was appealing not for its inher-
ent meaning — which is hard to deduce without a caption — but rather for the 
symbolic implications that could be read into it.26 The reappearance of such 
images in international antifascist publications including Ilya Ehrenburg’s 
two- volume Ispania — No Pasaran!, released in Moscow in 1936 –37, shows 
that book and magazine publishers worked with a relatively limited set of 
pictures.27 Although select photographs traversed long distances and became 
visible, profitable, and eventually iconic, the vast majority of pictures were 
filed away, unused and unseen. Such practices helped shape what are now 
considered the foundational visual tropes of antifascism and Capa’s work, 
confined to images of distraught mothers, children, rubble, and refugees. 
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Death in the Making

In 1938, Capa traveled to New York to visit his mother and brother Cornell, 
who had already emigrated to the U.S., and to discuss possible work arrange-
ments with editors at Life and the Pix photo agency.28 While there, he also 
worked with his colleague and mentor, André Kertész, on a book of Civil War 
photographs. Published by the New York – based firm Covici- Friede as Death 
in the Making, it was intended in part to raise American support for the anti-
fascist struggle in Spain.29 Like most books published by Covici- Friede, Death 
in the Making had a relatively limited print run, suggesting that the firm pri-
oritized print quality over affordability and extensive sales.30 At $2.50 per copy 
(roughly $41 by today’s standards), the book required a moderate investment 
from buyers, who may have been motivated to buy it as a philanthropic act 
in addition to their interest in acquiring a limited edition of Capa’s pictures. 

In Death in the Making, Capa’s self- promotion was inextricably linked with 
portraying the heroism of the international antifascist coalition in Spain.31 
Although the book featured many photographs by his colleagues Chim and 
Taro, the book’s cover identified only Robert Capa as the author.32 The im-
ages in the volume were uncredited, reflecting the lax standards of attribution 
at the time as well as the photographers’ teamwork. The book thus helped 
Capa’s name become the synecdoche for Spanish Civil War photography.33 

Death in the Making relied on photography’s evidentiary status and im-
plied objectivity — that is, the indisputable fact of the photographer and cam-
era having been there — to present a highly selective accounting of the Span-
ish Civil War. It opened with enthusiastic crowds of Republican supporters 
raising their fists in support of the Popular Front and quickly moved to par-
tisan soldiers training and engaging in combat, including in Madrid. The 
book focused especially on the war’s heroes and victims: the farmers turned 
partisan soldiers, the youth of the International Brigades, the refugees who 
fled rebel bombs and violent takeovers of Republican- held towns and villages, 
and the key battles of the war in Madrid and elsewhere. Its most obvious oc-
clusion was the total absence of the fascist side: no photographs of the fascist 
salute nor Franco himself, which were regular tropes of insurgent publica-
tions. In part, this was a question of access. Franco’s press office refused en-
try to correspondents working for the left- wing press. The Battle of Teruel in 
December 1937, which ended in nationalist defeat, is one of the few instances 
in which Capa could photograph the insurgent side.34 As a result, the photo 
book showed a war against the looming but invisible sceptre of fascism.
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Death in the Making also included visual rebuttals of anti- Republican pro-
paganda that used picture sequences that had already appeared in the press, 
often in the same layouts and to the same ends.35 During the conflict’s early 
stages, American and European publications reported on a series of church 
burnings by supporters of the Republican government. Subsequently, the 
Republic worked to show that it was protecting the Church and religion in 
Spain (a trope that the insurgents regularly exploited as well). In Death in the 
Making, a five- page section on “Catholics in Bilbao” showed members of the 
clergy living peacefully alongside members of the Basque militia. Church 
and hospital scenes showed that priests and nuns were helping the Republic 
by giving “comfort to the wounded, absolution to the dying and Christian 
burial to the dead.”36 The sequence concluded with Chim’s bird’s- eye view 
of an outdoor mass for Republican soldiers, who fold their hands and bow 
their heads respectfully. The caption explains that these men would gather 
early on Sunday mornings, “before the rebel planes came over to spit death 
along the green hillsides,” affirming that Republicans and Catholics could 
be one and the same, and that both were potential targets of Franco’s indis-
criminate air raids. 

Other images took part in a visual battle over which side could be trusted 
to protect Spanish art and culture. Five pictures were dedicated to “Safe-
guarding of the art treasures,” including a scene from the Palacio de Liria in 
which young Republicans help take inventory of Spain’s national treasures 
and prepare them for safekeeping. Also taken by Chim, the photograph was 
part of a carefully constructed propaganda series that worked against Fran-
coist representations of Republicans as destroyers of the country’s infrastruc-
ture and religious buildings.37 For instance, the Francoist five- volume photo 
album Estampas de la Guerra, produced and circulated by Franco’s Delega-
tion of Press and Propaganda, devoted ample space to both of these tropes, 
overwhelming the reader with images of decimated churches and destroyed 
bridges (figure 10.1). With no visual evidence of Republicans actually carry-
ing out such deeds, the publication relied on scenes of the aftermath to cast 
blame. On other page spreads, Estampas included scenes of its own outdoor 
masses, presenting Franco’s insurrection as a crusade to restore tradition and 
the authority of the Church. 

Toward the middle of the book, Death in the Making turns to the war’s 
victims and refugees, which would have been familiar to readers from their 
previous appearances in the illustrated press. Capa and Kertész selected im-
ages of mothers fleeing with children along rural roads, running from aerial 
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bombings in Bilbao, and living in the subway tunnels or rubble heaps of Ma-
drid. Labeled with new captions written by Capa, the images symbolized fas-
cist violence against civilian populations “at their most generalized and uni-
versal level” instead of describing the details of specific military campaigns 
or aerial attacks.38 In one spread of three images, a mother holds her half- 
naked child with a firm grasp and seems eager to rush out of the frame; on 
the right, children walk along a rail track wearing extra layers of clothing, a 
few holding small parcels. Below, a young man with a child on his back helps 
an older woman who struggles to keep up. Printed toward the middle of the 
book, these photographs were labeled as having been taken “On the Road to 
Malaga,” though according to Capa’s biographer, Capa made some of them 
the year prior at Cerro Muriano. The photographer’s own sense of iconicity 
and the news seems to be at play in this captioning decision.39 Capa under-

10.1 Federico de Urrutia, Estampas de la Guerra, Album no. 1, De Irun a Bilbao (Bilbao: 
Editora Nacional, 1937). Reproduction courtesy of the Jon Bilbao Basque Library, University 
of Nevada- Reno Libraries.
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stood that the wide reporting on the massacre of refugees by aerial bombard-
ment between Malaga and Almeria in February 1937 had become known as 
an episode of insurgent ruthlessness. Showing readers the actual images from 
the episode was less important than using the book to help them recall what 
they had already heard about Francoist crimes. The pictures likewise contrib-
uted to the image of Capa as a valiant war reporter capable of arriving at the 
scene of action in time and at any price in order to make such events known 
in the first place. 

Death in the Making gave Capa his first opportunity to introduce himself 
to an American audience. In 1938, he promoted the book at his first exhibition 
of the same name at the New School for Social Research in New York City.40 
The displaced and financially struggling photographer hoped that his Span-
ish Civil War images would help generate more assignments in the United 
States. The book was therefore bound up in the history of fascism on the level 
of form and material. On the one hand, it created a lasting iconography of 
antifascism focusing on refugees and partisan soldiers. And as an object, the 
book is a by- product and material trace of the rise of fascism, which sent pho-
tographers, magazine editors, and picture agency directors into exile, chal-
lenging them to pick up their work and reinvent themselves on the other side 
of the Atlantic. In an era when photographers and agents passed through 
editors’ offices, showing samples of recent work with the hope of making a 
sale or gaining a new assignment, we can imagine Death in the Making func-
tioning as a portfolio and a calling card. With the help of publishers and edi-
tors, Capa made his first mark in America as a photographer of war and the 
struggle against fascism.41 

Concern for Humanity 

In the aftermath of Capa’s death in May 1954, the photographer’s antifas-
cist work began to be reinterpreted, reflecting both Cold War politics and 
the changing market conditions for photojournalism. Magnum, the photo 
agency Capa helped found, poured energy into proving that it could remain 
the premier supplier of images despite losing its most entrepreneurial pho-
tographer. As part of this effort, Magnum adapted the rhetoric of humanism 
in its promotional articles for the industry press. This rhetoric was also being 
popularized at the Museum of Modern Art through the work of its photog-
raphy curator Edward Steichen. Humanist photography, Steichen enthused, 
possessed “a tender simplicity, a sly humor, a warm earthiness, the ‘every-
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dayness’ of the familiar and the convincing aliveness found only in the best 
of the folk arts.”42 Magnum suggested that the compassionate and universal 
spirit of photography on display at MoMA, including the 1955 blockbuster ex-
hibition The Family of Man, had likewise driven the photojournalistic efforts 
of its founder Capa.43 In a Popular Photography feature, the agency’s execu-
tive editor John Morris explained that Magnum’s “reporter- photographers” 
have a “peculiarly human point of view,” which satisfied editors and readers 
who wished to “understand their confusing world in terms of people rather 
than propaganda or statistics.”44 Morris frequently used such formulations 
to suggest that Magnum’s photo essays offered a corrective to fascism’s ma-
nipulation of the media in the years leading up to World War II. Together 
with Steichen, Morris was part of a larger network of cultural leaders who 
believed that the mass media could be used to create democratic citizens in 
postwar America.45 

Against this backdrop, Capa’s pictures from Spain continued to garner at-
tention, and Capa became institutionalized, quite narrowly, as the war pho-
tographer of the twentieth century — a label that ignored his ample peace-
time work, including in color.46 A year after his death, in 1955, the Overseas 
Press Club established the Robert Capa Gold Medal to award the “best pub-
lished photographic reporting from abroad requiring exceptional courage 
and enterprise.”47 Capa’s icons of war — his “Death of the Loyalist Soldier” 
and D- Day landing photos — were displayed in MoMA’s Memorable Life Pho-
tographs and included in the Missouri School of Journalism’s influential list 
of Fifty Great Photographs.48 By 1960, such pictures were also seen in art gal-
leries and photography festivals that hosted traveling exhibitions of the pho-
tographer’s work. War Photographs — Robert Capa, organized by his brother 
Cornell Capa and circulated throughout the U.S., Italy, France, and Japan, 
surveyed his career through an exclusive focus on his best- known images 
of war.49 Capa’s work also appeared in the group show The World as Seen by 
Magnum Photographers, organized by Magnum and shown in Japan and the 
U.S. In that exhibition, Capa was once again represented through his images 
of war, including “Death of a Loyalist Soldier” and a series of refugee pictures 
from Spain.50 

Beginning in the 1960s, Cornell Capa worked to keep his brother’s achieve-
ments before the public under the new rubric of concerned photography. He 
did this primarily through the Fund for Concerned Photography (today, the 
International Center of Photography). The Fund’s first and pivotal group ex-
hibition of 1967, The Concerned Photographer, brought together the work of 
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seven photographers whom Cornell Capa identified as modeling a “vital con-
cern with their world and times.”51 Four of the photographers — Capa, Chim, 
Werner Bischof, and Dan Weiner — had recently died on assignment. The 
other two were André Kertész, representing the earlier generation of “candid 
photography,” and Leonard Freed, particularly known for his for documen-
tary work on black life in America. Placed side by side, their images testi-
fied to the photographers’ ability to empathize with their subjects and repre-
sent the universal aspects of their struggles. Cornell Capa explained that this 
group of mostly European and Jewish photographers had actually followed 
in the footsteps of the American documentary photographer Lewis Hine, 
producing work that showed a “personal commitment and concern for man-
kind.” Without obscuring the contents of his brother’s photographs, Cornell 
Capa did reframe what they meant and why they mattered for the sixties 
and beyond. The images were now a testament to Robert Capa’s humanism 
(rather than his antifascism) and to the American (rather than European or 
émigré) school of photography in which he worked.

When the Saturday Review devoted two pages to the exhibit on December 
9, 1967, under the title “Mutual Concern,” the paper offered a loose summary 
of the issues that had preoccupied photojournalists and the illustrated press 
to date (figure 10.2). On the right- hand page were three photographs, cap-
tioned to emphasize the photographer as author: “Robert Capa — Spain, 1938,” 
“David Seymour (‘Chim’) — Israel, 1953,” and “Leonard Freed — New York, 
1963.” Capa’s photograph showed a woman pausing in a doorway, cloaked in 
a dark coat and clutching a crying girl with a smooth- faced doll, which of-
fered an eerie contrast to the strained faces of the woman and child. Made 
in Barcelona in January 1939, this was one of Capa’s many Spanish refugee 
pictures that had circulated in the international press to inform readers of 
the specific events leading up to their flight and to demonstrate the human 
costs of the war more generally.52 Seymour’s photograph of a wedding cer-
emony in Israel — a country that he visited and photographed regularly after 
1951 — showed a couple standing under a chuppah (ritual canopy).53 Rifles and 
pitchforks double as posts, attesting to the makeshift nature of everyday life 
in the country, while the uncultivated, rolling hills in the background suggest 
an expansive land, free of other inhabitants. And Freed’s picture captures two 
gleeful children on a city street, the sister holding her little brother up to a 
fire hydrant’s spray. Lighthearted in comparison to Capa’s refugees, Freed’s 
picture had also appeared that year in his documentary photo book Black in 
White America. As part of an image sequence exploring white flight and the 
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rise of black ghettoes, the joyful portrait of childhood also points to the racial 
tensions that Freed had witnessed all across the country.54

These images introduced readers to “concerned” photography while 
evoking the shifting political issues that had preoccupied Left Jewish cul-
tural figures between the thirties and sixties. During the Cold War, New 
York intellectuals, authors, and photographers channeled their antifascist 
politics into new areas of activism that ranged from reclaiming Jewish iden-
tity and Zionism to becoming involved in the struggle for racial equality in 
the U.S.55 Whereas Capa and Chim took up the former, Freed tackled the 
latter. Upon seeing The Concerned Photographer, Freed said, “suddenly I 
feel I belong to a tradition.”56 In this case it was Cornell Capa who identified 
the “tradition” of photographing marginalized and oppressed groups as a 
mode of social activism and who created a unified narrative about the work 

10.2 “Mutual Concern,” Saturday Review, December 9, 1967, 66 – 67.
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of photographers who were predominantly Jewish (yet without mentioning 
the latter detail). 

Given the Red Scare that brought on Robert Capa’s passport troubles in 
1953, it was perhaps inevitable that by the sixties, the antifascist Hungarian- 
Jewish Capa would be transformed into the cornerstone of a new tradition of 
depoliticized yet compassionate photography that had its roots in American 
documentary practices. “The many awards established in [Robert Capa’s] 
name,” the Concerned Photographer exhibition catalog explained, “spell out 
the elements of the tradition: a deep concern for mankind, superlative pho-
tography, exceptional courage, and enterprise.”57 The Concerned Photogra-
pher gallery dedicated to Robert Capa emphasized his work from the Span-
ish Civil War, World War II, and the 1948 Arab- Israel War. The images were 
organized thematically by symbolic category: soldiers, mothers and children, 
refugees, and the aftermath of war. Eschewing chronological order or at-
tention to the historical specificities of each picture or conflict, the exhibit 
suggested that Robert Capa had a preordained career trajectory and unified 
oeuvre, whereas the exhibition texts depicted him as a brave combat photog-
rapher and a compassionate witness to the plight of civilians. The question of 
Capa’s antifascist, leftist politics was thus suspended and subsumed by other 
meanings: the formally symbolic and socially engaged aspects of his photog-
raphy, which could be appreciated in the new museum contexts for photog-
raphy being created amid the decline of the illustrated press.58 

Such a shift also informed how scholars and institutions would value Ca-
pa’s images in the twenty- first century.59 Today one finds that a 1937 photo-
graph by Capa from Bilbao, a copy of which was acquired by the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art with the help of Cornell Capa, is lauded specifically for 
its symbolism and composition (figure 10.3).60 The picture shows two women 
running parallel to a sidewalk, the fabric of their skirts flying like their legs. 
Capa took the picture from the middle of the street, snapping the shutter as 
the women approached the center of the frame. The first woman appears 
scared, but her companion smiles slightly. Has she, like the figures on the 
sidewalk, noticed Capa’s camera? The graininess of the image heightens the 
sense of speed and emotional turbulence in the scene. This aesthetic would 
become a known feature of Capa’s work following the publication of his out- 
of- focus D- Day photographs in Life on June 19, 1944. From the perspective of 
the institution acquiring the photograph, the graininess is also a sign of au-
thenticity, marking it as a Capa photograph. The Met’s text explains: “As a re-
port on a specific conflict . . . this photograph could be found wanting because 
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of its lack of explicitness. However, the sense of urgency without precise cause, 
so perfectly captured, makes it a particularly compelling image.”61 While ac-
knowledging that the image is poor historical evidence — we see no perpetra-
tors, no indicators that this is Spain, and no signs of war — the Met focuses 
instead on the photographer’s skill as an artist. What matters, we are told, 
is that Capa used his camera to capture the dramatic sentiment of the mo-
ment. Endowed with new cultural and financial value — as the work of an es-
tablished author, as an accomplishment in documenting human emotions —  
this image lives out the fate that both The Family of Man and The Concerned 
Photographer exhibitions set into motion at a transitional moment in politics 
and the photo market. 

Legacies

The popularity of Robert Capa’s images of civilians running from air raids 
in the streets of Bilbao also contributed to an understanding of fascism as a 
European phenomenon. In the 1938 Death in the Making, Capa had repre-

10.3 Robert Capa, [“Crowds running for shelter when the air- raid alarm sounded, Bilbao, 
Spain”], May 1937. © International Center of Photography/Magnum Photos (2635.1992)
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sented the Bilbao raids with a photograph of two women running directly 
toward him, which he took as he stood on trolley tracks. The picture is simi-
lar to the one acquired by the Met in 2005, but it is even grainer and taken 
from an even closer vantage point. After Capa’s death, a tamer and more 
carefully composed picture began to be published and displayed to represent 
the same events (figure 10.4). In that photograph, a mother and daughter are 
crossing a street toward Capa. While the child looks off to the side and tries 
to keep up, the mother looks up intently, her expression stern and the grip 
on her daughter’s hand firm. The image contains little information about the 
circumstances, but the woman’s upward gaze invites viewers to imagine the 
sight of planes above them or to hear the sound of the “screaming” bomb 
blasts in Bilbao that Capa described in Death in the Making. 

Photography scholars have recently worked diligently to identify when, 
by whom, and under what circumstances such images were made.62 This is 
an important task because photographers such as Capa and Chim often shot 

10.4 Robert Capa, [“Women running for shelter when the air- raid alarm sounded, Bilbao, 
Spain”], May 1937. © International Center of Photography/Magnum Photos (2636.1992)
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similar compositions, and their pictures were often published with contra-
dictory dates or captions. We now have more information about the prov-
enance of these images, but what do they actually teach us about the history 
of modern conflict? In more than one photo history, one can read that Capa’s 
images of mothers and children are significant because Spain was the first 
conflict before World War II in which civilians were targeted en masse via 
aerial fire.63 By extension, Capa’s accomplishment was that he was among the 
first to capture a fascist coalition using a new military technology to target 
civilians. Yet in the years preceding Capa’s work, aerial bombardments of 
civilians occurred numerous times, including in Ethiopia, Iraq, and China, 
and they were not only the work of fascist regimes.64 Nor were aerial bomb-
ings the most significant source of the casualties in Spain, which totaled in 
the vicinity of half a million.65 

The aerial bombings in Spain were the first that could be easily covered, 
dramatized in the press, and made available through circulation in the years 
since. Earlier incidents, including the Japanese bombing of Shanghai, were 
covered in newsreels and with press photographs, but their coverage cannot 
be compared to the illustrious photo documentation of the Spanish Civil 
War.66 Moreover, the details surrounding those earlier events were often re-
pressed or obscured. Italian archives documenting the use of aerial bombs 
and gas in Ethiopia were closed to researchers in the 1960s and 1970s, and the 
country formally admitted to these acts only in 1995.67 During the Ameri-
can occupation of Japan, the country more commonly addressed its aggres-
sion against the U.S. as part of Japan’s “culture of defeat,” and as late as the 
1990s, photographic exhibitions deflected attention from Japan’s imperial 
legacy, including the violence carried out against other Asians.68 In those 
same decades, Capa’s war photographs from Spain were shown widely, trav-
eling to the very countries that were looking away from their own fascist 
legacies.69 More recent exhibitions with titles such as In Our Time (1989) and 
This Is War! (2007) have also circulated globally, suggesting that Capa suc-
ceeded in capturing the most important moments of the twentieth century —  
themselves deemed significant because they were photographed. 

Today, Capa’s photographs from Spain continue to be displayed and re-
printed by institutions that are invested in Capa’s centrality in the history 
of photojournalism and in the financial value of his work, rather than in a 
specific and exhaustive history of fascism’s rise. Compared with the relative 
invisibility of other visual histories of fascism and antifascism, the high vis-
ibility of Capa’s Spain pictures — especially in photo exhibitions and in photo 
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histories — suggests that Capa’s work offers the way into this chapter of the 
twentieth century. It would be difficult to understand the visual history of 
fascism without taking into account Capa’s contributions, but neither can 
one photographer’s work stand in for the complexities of that history. Capa’s 
iconic photographs open onto a larger history of the inclusions and exclu-
sions at play in visualizing fascism in the 1930s and in subsequent decades. 
They invite a look at many more images of the global Right that emerged 
during the photographer’s lifetime, and they should make us question how 
later generations formulated the significance of those visual legacies around 
the world. 
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