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From his humble ori-

gins in aracataca on 

colombia’s caribbean 

coast to caracas and 

beyond, Lisa Blackmore 

presents the first of a 

two part series on the 

life of a great master: 

Leo matiz

Although he left a legacy of im-
ages in black and white, pho-
tographer Leo Matiz’s life was 

certainly not lacking in color. Fourteen 
wives, a career as a photographer for 
Life, Reader’s Digest, Harper’s Maga-
zine and the United Nations, a cari-
caturist, painter, gallery owner, actor, 
editor and publicist, the man official-
ly recognised as Colombia’s most im-
portant photographer left a distinctive 
trace across the world and particularly 
in Latin America.

Life through a lens
Matiz (1917-1998) was born in the 

small town of Aracataca that sits along-
side the river of the same name and is 
now home to the Cultural Center and 
Museum, which opened in 2007, and 
pays tribute to his work. Aracataca must 
surely be blessed with a strong gene 
pool, as ten years after Matiz was born 
it produced Nobel prize-winning novel-
ist Gabriel García Marquéz, who later 
used it as inspiration for the town of Ma-
condo in his novel 100 Years of Solitude 
(1967). Referring to the fictional town’s 
legendary magical realism, García Mar-
quéz has said that “Macondo is not so 
much a place as a state of mind.” Indeed, 
in Matiz’s case this should be taken lit-
erally. On April 1st, baby Leo was born 
on horseback, an event which led him 
to believe for three years that the horse 
was actually his mother. 

It was perhaps this that led him to 
take so many photographs at the race-
track in Venezuela, where he spent some 
ten years of his life. But, Caracas is a 
long way ahead in Matiz’s story. Having 
studied at the National School of Fine 
Arts in Bogotá, the budding artist’s first 
caricatures went into print when he was 
just sixteen. A few years later, and with 
a camera on loan, Matiz began working 
as a photographer in Colombia tour-
ing the country for La Estampa. And 
although he often admitted to having 
misgivings when he started out, by the 
age of 24 he was working in Mexico as 
a professional photojournalist and stu-
dio assistant to Manuel Alvarez Bravo. 
Mexico in the 1940s was a highly politi-

cised scene, and a hotbed of documen-
tary photography. It takes a sensitive eye 
to document the forced-labour of Mexi-
co City’s seamstresses, the misery of its 
railroad workers, and the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict that the United Nations 
sent Matiz to cover in 1948. “I wanted 
to be a writer or a painter and became a 
photographer. But I have been an artist. 
In the hands of an artisan, photography 
is just a trade. But in the hands of an 
artist, it is an art,” Matiz once said. He 
went to great lengths to get close to his 
subjects, once dressing as a beggar to 
pass unrecognised among Mexico’s poor 
and another time disguising himself as 
a prisoner to record the atrocities that 
inmates suffered. Indeed this approach 
meant that by 1949, he was recognized 
as one of the ten best photographers in 
the world, and would later win awards 
in Italy and France.

His travels continued around the 
continent for the next thrity years until 
in 1979, the twists of fate typical of Ma-
condo came back to haunt Matiz and 
a premonitory vision he had years ear-
lier came tragically true. While walking 
through the downtown streets of Bo-
gotá, a camera in hand, a thief accosted 
him and took more than he was after. 
Matiz lost his left eye – his camera eye 
– in the attack. Twenty years passed and 
in 1998 the Colombian government 
paid homage to him whilst his daughter 
Alejandra Matiz created the Leo Matiz 
Foundation, which is dedicated to ex-
hibiting his photographs all over the 
world. Matiz might well have been a Co-
lombian photographer but his globetrot-
ting gained an international reputation 
that spans a small museum of Aracataca, 
to New York’s MOMA. 

MENDIGO. one of the many portraits by Leo matiz
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