
Agustí Centelles entered the world of 
photography by joining the Agrupació 
Fotogràfi ca de Catalunya (Photographic 
Assembly of Catalonia) in Barcelona, where 
he lived with his family. He learned the craft of 
photojournalism working for Josep Badosa, 
and for Josep Maria Sagarra and Pau Lluís, with 
whom he published photographs in various 
print media of the time. He later started a solo 
career and his photographs, which chronicled 
events taking place in Catalonia —from sports and 
demonstrations to pictures of political and social 
life of the time— were published in both national 
and international newspapers and magazines. 
His choice of camera was fundamental in shaping 
his work —the Leica he bought in instalments at 
the beginning of the 1930’s was lightweight with 
interchangeable lenses, but above all allowed 
him to take more shots in quick succession. He 

went on to use this camera to document many 
important events of the Spanish Civil War, such 
as the attempted military coup on 19 July 1936 in 
Barcelona, the battles of Belchite and Teruel, as 
well as to produce photo reports concentrating 
on the troops at the Aragon Front where he was 
stationed.

When Barcelona fell, Centelles fl ed to France 
with negatives from his personal archive. 
There he was arrested and interned, fi rst at the 
Argelès-sur-Mer camp and later at the Bram 
internment camp, where he set up a clandestine 
darkroom and documented the living conditions 
of the internees. After his release he moved 
to Carcassonne, where he assisted the French 
Resistance in falsifying documents. In danger of 
arrest, he hid a suitcase fi lled with the negatives 
he had brought from Catalonia in the house 
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where he was living, so that they would not fall 
into the hands of the authorities in Franco’s Spain, 
who would be able to use them to identify and 
arrest members of the antifascist movement. He 
left France and went back to Spain, settling in 
Reus. After two years in hiding he turned himself 
in to the authorities and was put on parole. He 
spent the rest of his life, until his death in 1985, 
in Premià de Mar near Barcelona working in 
industrial and commercial photography. In 1976 
he managed to retrieve the suitcase of negatives 
hidden in Carcassonne during his exile. They 
were to make Centelles a figurehead of Spanish 
wartime photojournalism. In 1984 he was awarded 
the National Photography Prize by the Spanish 
Ministry of Culture. 

In 2009 the Ministry of Culture acquired the 
Centelles archive, now housed in the Historical 
Memory Documentary Centre in Salamanca. In 
2010 the Fundació Vila Casas purchased 145 
photographs: 110 vintage prints, and 35 modern 
prints —copies produced by the photographer’s 
children using the original negatives, and which 
are on show now for the first time.

This exhibition is a display of the works of 
Centelles which remain in Catalonia and 
constitute a principle part of the cultural heritage 
of our country.

The exhibition: Agustí Centelles. Testimony  
of a War. 1936-1939

In the Leica camera, which allowed him greater 
freedom of movement, Centelles found the ideal 
instrument for creating his very immediate work. 
Cinema had a decisive influence on his output, 

with the active and dynamic images of the new 
mode of expression which had been founded at 
the end of the previous century. His treatment 
of light is also reminiscent of cinema, and the 
theatricality and drama of certain shots bring 
Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and Eisenstein’s Battleship 
Potemkin to mind. 

But his most famous pictures, those which made 
his name and directly influenced the world of 
photojournalism, depicted various events which 
took place during the Spanish Civil War. It should 
be remembered that Centelles not only bore 
witness to the terrible events of war but did so 
from the inside, as an active participant. 

As a result, Centelles’s photographs show us 
through his own eyes the turbulent times he lived 
in. Centelles, as well as other photographers of 
the time such as Robert Capa and Henri Cartier-
Bresson, sought to portray a situation by capturing 
its defining moment and, if necessary, were not 
above staging a reconstruction of the scene.

Centelles’s photography produced a new way 
of portraying the world. The strong sense of 
engagement present in his photographs provides 
an outstanding testament to the Spanish Civil 
War that even today leaves few unmoved.  Thanks 
to his decision to keep his negatives safe from 
destruction and later to recover them, his work 
has become an essential part of our country’s 
visual heritage. 


