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1. Introduction

Abstract

The accounts by Robert Capa regarding the photograph The Falling Soldier differ
between the formal narrative intended for the media and the informal story shared
with colleagues during casual encounters. The disparity between these accounts
lies in the fact that the former was fully embraced by his brother Cornell Capa and
his biographer Richard Whelan. However, the tale that Capa recounted to O. D.
Gallagher in a small, rundown hotel, later relayed to Phillip Knightley and Jorge
Lewinsky, was rejected by Cornell Capa and Richard Whelan, who denied the
meeting between Robert Capa and O. D. Gallagher. This investigation demon-
strates that such a meeting did take place in a small hotel in Hendaye, France,
aligning with the timeline of Robert Capa's journey to Bilbao, weeks after the
bombing of Guernica.
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Figure 1. The Falling Soldier copy from original negative.
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Robert Capa’s photograph The Falling Soldier has generated such intense curiosity among scholars and the general public
that it has spurred new research dynamics in the study of press photography while also elevating the standards for evalu-
ating the quality of information. Despite extensive studies on this photograph, its critical reception has changed little.
According to some influential opinions, questions of its authenticity or staging are irrelevant because it is regarded as the
quintessential icon of the Spanish Civil War. This assessment is reinforced by the argument that all photographs are
inherently manipulated, given that photographers select their framing with intentionality. However, this argument is un-
convincing in this context, as The Falling Soldier is far from an ordinary photograph. On the contrary, it is a seminal
work, considered one of the greatest images in the history of photojournalism, and thus demands a formal and rigorous
evaluation to ensure the recognition of press photography as a discipline.

2. Background

Until recently, the only established fact about The Falling Soldier was its attribution to Robert Capa, while all other details
surrounding the image remained shrouded in mystery, fueling widespread speculation. Notably, Magnum Agency issued
a statement on September 2, 1996, titled NOTE MAGNUM OFFICES & AGENTS. IDENTITY OF ROBERT CAPA’S
‘FALLING SOLDIER’ DISCOVERED. MAGNUM DISTRIBUTION D96-559. In this communique, Magnum asserted
that the soldier depicted was Federico Borrell Garcia, a friend of the anarchist (Fenollar, 1937), who had recounted Borrell
Garcia’s death in the battle of Cerro Muriano. According to Fenollar’s account, Borrell Garcia died while defending his
position with his rifle from behind a tree.

However, this description did not align with the visual evidence of Capa’s photograph. In the image, no tree is present,
and the landscape in the background does not correspond to that of Cerro Muriano but rather to an unidentified location.

The present investigation began with a journey to Cerro Muriano to compare its landscape with that depicted in the
photograph of the soldier. When this comparison proved inconclusive, the research expanded to examine other warfront
locations in the province of Cérdoba during the summer of 1936. This line of inquiry yielded significant results when a
local hunter identified the landscape as Llano de Banda, an area visible from the town of Espejo. With this information,
researchers pinpointed the exact spot where the soldier posed in front of Robert Capa’s camera, likely on September 3,
1936. Two days later, on September 5, Capa photographed the inhabitants of Cerro Muriano fleeing the advancing front-
lines.

This subsequent photo series was published in the French magazine VU on September 23, 1936. It included images
previously captured in Espejo, such as The Falling Soldier and a second photograph of another militiaman, which shares
almost the same framing as the iconic image.

3. Methodology

The narrative surrounding Robert Capa’s The Falling Soldier (1936) has been shaped primarily by the photographer’s
own statements across various media outlets. However, the analysis of these accounts, along with the conclusions of
previous investigations, has been largely discredited. Yet one significant source remains underexplored: Robert Capa’s
statement to O. D. Gallagher, a journalist for the British Daily Mirror, which was dismissed by Capa’s biographer
(Whelan, 2003).

This study examines Gallagher’s account from a perspective external to the photograph itself but directly tied to events
proximate to the time of his meeting with Capa, such as the 1937 bombing of Guernica. Chronology serves as the principal
paradigm for resolving the dispute between Richard Whelan and O. D. Gallagher regarding The Falling Soldier’s narrative.
This chronological approach compensates for the absence of other verifiable records of Robert Capa’s journey from Paris
to Bilbao, such as hotel registries and airline passenger lists. Searches for such documentation in the Archives Départa-
mentales Pyrénées Atlantiques and the Euskadiko Artxibo Historikoa yielded no records of travelers or Air Pyrénées
passenger logs.

By analyzing the timeline of Capa’s movements from Paris to Bilbao and correlating it with other accounts, such as
(Jay Allen, 1937) contributions to the first edition of Death in the Making, this research confirms the validity of O. D.
Gallagher’s account.

4. Analysis

The title Death in the Making is widely associated with the book published by Robert Capa in 1938, for which he was the
primary photographer, with contributions from Gerda Taro. Capa also authored the captions, which were translated into
English by Jay Allen, who wrote the book’s preface. The graphic design was executed by André Kertész.

However, certain errors regarding photographic attribution are evident. In the section Catholics of Bilbao, all the images
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credited to Robert Capa actually belong to David Seymour, whose name is absent from the book’s credits. This oversight
is particularly striking given that Capa himself selected the photographs, which pertain specifically to Catholic religious
themes—content that should have been memorable to him. Cynthia Young (Faber, 2020) addresses Seymour’s uncredited
authorship of thirteen photographs, attributing the error to their possible inclusion during Capa’s absence from New York.
Alternatively, though less likely, this could have been a deliberate editorial decision.

Regarding the chronology of these reports, the first publication appeared in the Dutch magazine Wij on March 26, 1937,
followed by Regards on March 4, 1937, and finally in Death in the Making (Capa, 1938).

The reports published in the French magazine Regards were particularly notable for exploring the simultaneous and
seemingly paradoxical relationship between Basque nationalism, Catholicism, and the Popular Front. The editorial team
at Regards struggled to reconcile how the devoutly Catholic and traditionalist Basque Nationalist Party (PNV) could align
itself with the ideologically opposed Popular Front. This tension is reflected in articles such as Le monde catholique et
I’Espagne (Honnert, 1937) and Au cloitre d'’Amorebieta (Pouterman, 1937), illustrated with photography by Chim.

An intriguing observation by Cynthia Young pertains to the design of Death in the Making. The photograph of the
soldier, rather than being included within the book’s interior pages, was printed on the dust jacket as a pre-cover image.
Over time, many copies of the book have lost their dust jackets, and with them, the image that gives the book its title.
When these oversights are combined with the poor quality of the book’s printing, the overall result of this project was
less than satisfactory.

4.1 The Importance of Text in Relation to the Image

The caption accompanying a press photograph can often hold greater significance than the photograph itself. As (Knight-
ley, 1975) observes the caption in the Life, Unknown. (1937) DEATH IN SPAIN: THE CIVIL WAR HAS TAKEN
500,000LIVES IN ONE YEAR. 3(2), 19-25 for Robert Capa’s photograph of the militiaman, reads (Knightley, 1975)
“Robert Capa’s camera catches a Spanish soldier at the moment he is hit by a bullet on the Cérdoba front.” This pairing
of text and image transformed the photograph into a politically and commercially valuable cultural artifact.

When the caption is replaced with an alternative such as, “A militiaman slips and falls while training for action,” the
photograph’s meaning changes radically. Both captions are plausible, as they align with coherent interpretations of the
image; however, they cannot simultaneously be true, and it is not necessary for either to be factual.

Just one day after Capa photographed the militiaman in Espejo, an unknown photographer in Hendaye, France, captured
an image of an elderly woman shielding her face with her hands, seated on mattresses and accompanied by two young
girls. There are notable similarities between Capa’s Death of a Militiaman and this image: the dates are separated by only
a day, both were first published in U magazine, and both later appeared in Life magazine. Additionally, both photographs
have sparked debates about their interpretation. For Capa’s image, the discussion revolves around whether the photograph
was staged or authentic. For the photograph of the elderly woman, the debate concerned its origin—whether she was from
Gipuzkoa or Bizkaia—and the location of the scene, which some falsely attributed to Guernica after the April 26, 1937,
bombing, despite the photograph having been published in VU on September 9, 1936.

For decades, little was known about Capa’s The Falling Soldier beyond his ambiguous statements to the media. Not
until 2009 was the site of the photograph identified (Susperregui, 2009), and in 2016, the precise location where the
militiaman posed for Capa’s camera was uncovered (Susperregui, 2016). Despite these findings, the identity of the mili-
tiaman remains unknown, and no witnesses who might have been present with Capa in Espejo, Cordoba, have been
identified.

4.2 The Subjective Relationship Between Photograph and Caption

The correspondence between a photographic image and its caption should be considered a subjective relationship, typi-
cally established by an editor who was not present during the act of photographing. This subjectivity amounts to an
imagined interpretation unless the caption is authored by the photographer. In this case, logistical constraints precluded
communication between Capa and the editors, resulting in a subjective relationship between the photograph and its cap-
tion that could shape the audience’s interpretation.

The prestige of Life magazine was crucial in influencing readers to take the caption for Capa’s photograph literally,
believing that Capa captured the exact moment of the militiaman’s death.

5. Robert Capa’s Official Statements to the Media

While captions are prone to inaccuracies unless written by the photographer, the photographer’s own narrative (know-
how) can provide valuable insights into the context in which a photograph was taken.
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In the case of The Falling Soldier, the sole witness to comment on the photograph was Capa himself. He gave multiple
interviews following the publication of the Life magazine edition on July 12, 1937. The first interview appeared in the
New York Telegram on September 2, 1937, placing the scene in a combat context, where a machine gun fired, killing the
militiaman just as Capa took the photograph. A second interview in Magazine of the Year on September 3, 1947, offers
a slightly different account, with Capa describing how he raised his camera and framed the shot blindly during the machine
gun’s action. In a third interview with WNBC radio on October 20, 1937, Capa stated that he captured the image with the
camera positioned above his head as militiamen emerged from a trench.

These accounts have not been challenged by any eyewitnesses, as the only person beside Capa at the time, his partner
Gerda Taro, had died on July 26, 1937. However, the testimony of Virgilio Pefla, a militiaman from Espejo and a con-
temporary of Capa, provides additional context. Pefia, who was 22 years old in the summer of 1936—the same age as
Capa—was the sole known witness to the Espejo battlefield. Although Pefia’s account does not specifically address
Capa’s photograph, it offers intriguing details about the Alcoy militiamen.

In a 2009 interview, Pefia stated that he did not see any photographers, as he was stationed at the Espejo front, defending
the Pefiasquitos. Regarding Capa’s report, Pefia did not recognize any photographs corresponding to his defensive position
and placed Capa’s images at a location prior to the cemetery. He denied the presence of snipers, admitting that he did not
even know what a sniper was, and clarified that during the September 23, 1936, battle in Espejo, the attackers were not
Moroccan forces but the Spanish Legion, Falangists, and the rebel army.

Pena also criticized the Alcoy battalion, stating, “It would have been better if they hadn’t come because the anarchists
left. When they were defending the cemetery, they took the trucks they had arrived in and headed back to Alcoy. They
abandoned us like cowards and betrayed us without saying a word.” Pefia further noted that the Alcoy anarchists “came
to take the chickens, turkeys, and hams that were left. They loaded the trucks with beans, chickpeas, and anything edible.”

5.1 Discrepancies Between Robert Capa and His Friend Otto Mieth Regarding the Militiaman
Photograph

In the late 1940s, a heated exchange occurred between Robert Capa and his friend Otto Mieth (Kershaw, 2003). The
details of this argument surfaced in a letter written in 1982 by Hansel Mieth, Otto’s wife, who described the tension
resulting from Capa’s account of the militiaman photograph. Otto Mieth directly asked "Did you ask the men to stage an
attack?" Capa denied the accusation, responding "And suddenly everything was real. At first, I didn’t even hear the gun-
shots". However, Capa also admitted feeling guilty, explaining "I had asked the men to run downhill across an exposed
slope, and my request cost a man his life".

This narrative provides important insight into Robert Capa’s stance on the authenticity of the militiaman photograph.
Yet, recent research (Susperregui, 2022) indicates that the militiaman’s positioning suggests staging. Rather than facing
away from the Republican lines, as expected in a genuine combat scenario, the militiaman is positioned facing them. If
Capa’s version were true, the militiaman would have been killed by friendly fire.

The militiaman’s positioning, a crucial piece of evidence in the investigation, also sheds light on Capa’s demeanor.
After staging the militiaman’s death, Capa seemingly confessed to Otto Mieth, attributing the supposed death to his neg-
ligence. However, this negligence was imaginary, as the incident itself was contrived.

5.2 Robert Capa’s Informal Statements to Fellow Journalist O. D. Gallagher

Phillip Knightley’s analysis of myths surrounding the Spanish Civil War identifies two key symbols: the bombing of
Guernica, representing fascist barbarism, and Robert Capa’s photograph The Falling Soldier, emblematic of Republican
sacrifice in Spain’s defense. Knightley highlights the pivotal role of the press in constructing these myths, particularly
through journalists like George Steer, Christopher Holme, Noel Monks, and Mathieu Corman. Their immediate coverage
brought global attention to the bombing of Guernica, unlike the Republican bombing of Cabra in Cérdoba in November
1938, which went largely unnoticed.

As for the myth surrounding The Falling Soldier, Knightley notes that Robert Capa was relatively unknown before the
photograph’s publication, particularly until its appearance in Life magazine, which launched him into international fame
as a photojournalist.

Both myths are connected to Capa through the statements of O. D. Gallagher, a correspondent for the London Daily
Express. Gallagher recounted two instances regarding Capa’s work. The first appeared in Phillip Knightley’s The First
Casualty (1975), and the second in Jorge Lewinsky’s The Camera at War (1986).

In his account to Knightley (1975), Gallagher stated "At one stage of the war, he and Capa were sharing a hotel room.
There had been little action for several days, and Capa and others complained to the Republican officers that he could
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not get any pictures. [...] A Republican officer told them he would detail some troops with Capa to some trenches nearby,
and they would stage some maneuvers for them to photograph. Capa came back at the end of the day delighted with what
he had taken."

In his later account to Lewinsky (1986), Gallagher elaborated "I began in Spain at Hendaye in France, on the Spanish
border near San Sebastian. Most of us reporters and photographers were staying in a small, shabby hotel. [...] Capa and
1 shared a room in that shabby hotel with a third man whose name I’ve momentarily forgotten [possibly Roper from the
English Daily Graphic?]. Capa told me about this incident. Republican troops staged simulated battle scenes for them.
Franco’s troops were dressed in ‘uniforms,’ armed, and they enacted attacks and defenses. [...] Capa said he managed
to get action pictures of attacking troops being repelled. [...] However, oddly enough, he didn’t provide the slightest hint
of the location, front, objective, or even the identity of the military units."

6. Comparative Analysis of O. D. Gallagher’s Two Versions

The discrepancies between the two statements made by O. D. Gallagher may be attributed to the passage of time since
his encounter with Robert Capa. When Gallagher provided his first statement to Phillip Knightley, published in 1975, he
was 64 years old; by the time of his second account, in 1986, he was 75. The first statement was given 38 years after the
events, whereas the second was made 49 years later. Richard Whelan (2003) acknowledges in relation to Gallagher’s
statement to Knightley that “nearly forty years after the events, it is clear that memory failed Gallagher.”

The second version is less precise than the first, as Whelan notes, due to Gallagher’s confusion about the military sides
involved. This diminished accuracy can be attributed to the extended passage of time, as the account was given 48 years
after Gallagher’s encounter with Capa in a small, dilapidated hotel. Whelan (2003) dismisses Gallagher’s accounts, point-
ing out that in September 1936, Gallagher was covering the Spanish Civil War from the Nationalist side. However, re-
gardless of the side Gallagher covered in September 1936, his meeting with Robert Capa did not occur at that time but
rather in early May 1937, during his trip to Bilbao, when he reached the French-Spanish border at Hendaye.

In the second account, Gallagher mistakenly identifies the militiamen as Franco’s soldiers. This confusion stems from
the fact that in the early months of the war, Republican militiamen typically did not wear uniforms, instead donning work
clothes. An exception was the Alcoy battalion, which was well-uniformed and armed when it marched to Espejo after
seizing the barracks of the 12th Vizcaya Regiment in Alcoy.

7. The Hendaye Hotel and Robert Capa’s Journey to Bilbao

Robert Capa’s journey to Bilbao in early May 1937 is tied to the bombing of Guernica on April 26, 1937, an event of
great international significance but scant media coverage. According to Southworth (1977), only four foreign correspond-
ents, three British and one Belgian, were present in Bilbao at the time, explaining why no photojournalists were in Guer-
nica during the bombing, as the town held no strategic value. The known photographs of the aftermath were taken later,
depicting the ruins of an empty city. The bombing’s iconic representation is not a photograph but Picasso’s painting
Guernica.

Jay Allen, a correspondent for the Chicago Tribune, recounted his trip to Bilbao in the preface to Death in the Making
"I did not meet Capa until Bilbao. On the twelfth of May 1937, I went in from Biarritz to cover the death agony of the
Basques. [...] I flew in, as we all did, on the French plane. As it later turned out, this plane wasn’t very safe. [...] I hear
'Regards,' and the pilot smiles. He reads Regards. Handclasps. From his urgency, from his raincoat and his gear, a news
photographer, of course. The French plane took off. The link with the world was broken."

The French airline Air Pyrénées was founded by the Basque Nationalist Party in exile to maintain a connection between
France and Bilbao. The city had been isolated since the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, when the Spanish border
between Irin and Hendaye closed in early September 1936. The airline, which faced challenges due to the Non-Interven-
tion Pact signed by 27 European countries in late August 1936, was officially approved on February 4, 1937. Regular
service from Biarritz to Bilbao began on April 17, 1937, and ended on May 16, 1937.

Air Pyrénées operated under precarious conditions, facing threats from the Nationalist faction, particularly the Falange
Espaiiola y de las JONS (Etxaniz, 2018), which published warnings in the newspaper Imperio about the Bayonne-Bilbao
flights. Nationalist espionage services closely monitored the airline’s flights from Biarritz (Barruso, 2001).

Capa’s journey to Bilbao was logistically challenging. It is likely that he first learned about Air Pyrénées flights upon
arriving at the French-Spanish border in Hendaye. The initial leg of his trip, from Paris to the border, was made by train,
as it was the only viable option. At the closed border, Capa stayed in a hotel, sharing a room with O. D. Gallagher and
another journalist. Gallagher’s account to Jorge Lewinsky mentions the hotel "Most of us reporters and photographers
were there in a small ... hotel. [...] Capa and I shared the room in our shabby hotel with a third man whose name I have
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forgotten for a moment [Roper from the English Daily Graphic?]."

Local memory in Hendaye associates this description with the Hotel Broca, now known as the Hotel de la Gare, which
still advertises triple rooms on its website. This bohemian hotel is notable for hosting exiled intellectuals, including the
philosopher Miguel de Unamuno, who spent five years in Hendaye after opposing Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship.

During his stay in Hendaye, Capa likely learned about the semi-clandestine Air Pyrénées flights to Bilbao. As noted
by French ambassador Herbette, the flights were semi-covert (Barruso, 2001). Tickets were sold from an office in Biarritz
(Etxaniz, 2018), which also provided passenger transport to the airport. Jay Allen documented this service, recounting
how a Packard car arrived on the tarmac to drop off Capa.

Richard Whelan’s (2003) assertion that “Capa [...] never came within 170 kilometers of San Sebastidn” is invalidated
by evidence placing Capa in Hendaye, just 25 kilometers from San Sebastian. His return to France from Bilbao on May
17, 1937, aboard a fishing boat coincides with the bombing near Air Pyrénées’ hangar in Sondica, which led to the sus-
pension of flights and forced Capa to find alternative transportation.

8. Conclusions

The obsession with controlling the narrative about Robert Capa’s photographs is unwarranted, as once an image is pub-
lished, control over its interpretation is inherently lost. Furthermore, recent research demonstrates that access to ICP or
Magnum Agency archives is not necessary to investigate and obtain evidence regarding Capa’s photographs. The locali-
zation of the militiaman photograph in Espejo began with Richard Whelan’s book This is War! Robert Capa at Work,
which contains three photographs that frame the scene of the militiaman. Whelan did not recognize the relationship be-
tween these images and the subsequent discovery of the location where the militiaman posed, facing his defensive lines.
This finding strongly supports the conclusion that the photograph was staged.

Despite this evidence, neither the International Center of Photography nor Magnum Agency has issued a response.
Whelan’s denialism reflects a broader strategy of controlling discourse about Capa’s work initiated by his brother Cornell.
Researcher A. D. Coleman (2016) attributes such behavior to the desire of relatives and close associates to “protect not
only the physical materials left behind [...] and intellectual property, but also the immaculate, often sacred, memory of
its source.” This fixation leads to rejecting contributions that deviate from the family’s authorized narrative.

Patrick Jeudy’s (2004) documentary Robert Capa, I'homme qui voulait croire a sa légende faced resistance from Cor-
nell, the ICP, Richard Whelan, and Magnum Agency. Similarly, Alex Kershaw, author of the unauthorized biography
Blood and Champagne: The Life and Times of Robert Capa, encountered barriers, including denied access to Jozefa
Stuart’s manuscript on Capa, held by the ICP.

This reluctance to embrace alternative narratives underscores the need for open, evidence-based inquiry into Robert
Capa’s life and work, free from institutional and familial gatekeeping.
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