
Coal is on the way out in Europe, and i t  is  dying 
a s low and ugly death.  I ts decl ine has been 
hastened by compet i t ion f rom the renewable-
energy industry,  cheaper imported coal  f rom 
Russia and the United States and new air-
qual i ty regulat ions passed by the European 
Union. The death throes have been especial ly 
v io lent in Spain,  where the nat ional  coal-
mining industry was created by royal  order in 
1621 to exploi t  the coal  basin at  Vi l lanueva del 
Rio y Minas in Sevi l le.  In 1990, 167 coal  mines 
employed about 40,000 workers.  Today there 
are roughly 40 act ive mines, employing fewer 
than 4,000 miners.  The struggl ing industry has 
long been supported by state subsidies,  but 
under a recent E.U. agreement,  a l l  subsidies 
must expire by 2018.

When the government issued heavy reduct ions 
to the subsidies in 2012, miners responded by 
holding str ikes and si t - ins and by blockading 
roads, highways and rai l road l ines.  Thousands 
of  them marched to Madrid,  some walking 250 
mi les.  When they arr ived on the night of  July 
11, 2012, they were jo ined by more than 10,000 
addi t ional  protesters,  many of  whom saw the 
miners’ fate as a symbol of  economic parsimony 
taken too far.  They f i red at  the pol ice wi th 
s l ingshots,  catapul ts and rocket launchers. 
Clashes with the pol ice fo l lowed, and the 
press carr ied images of  women and chi ldren 
with bloodied heads. Spain’s pr ime minister, 

The Last Coal Miners of Spain Mariano Rajoy,  decl ined to hold ta lks wi th the 
miners.  The fol lowing day, he announced new 
auster i ty measures.

“ I  guess i t ’s  turning into our version of  the 
int i fada,”  a miner f rom the northern mining 
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vi l lage of  Ciñera to ld The New York Times that 
year.  “When somebody is determined to take 
away your job and what has kept fami l ies l iv ing 
here for  over a century,  you f ight  to the end.” 
Another to ld The Guardian: “The future is as 
black as coal . ”

Since 2009, the French photographer Pierre 
Gonnord has photographed miners in the 
northern Spanish mines of  Carbonar,  Monsacro, 
Pozo Sant iago, Maria Luisa,  Candin,  Nicolasa, 
Tineo, Cerredo and Vi l labl ino.  The miners work 
as deep as 2,300 feet underground in seven-
hour shi f ts.  Gonnord photographs them after 
they re-emerge onto the earth’s surface.

The men look as i f  they have been standing 
too close to a bomb detonat ion.  Their  faces 
are caked in toxic dust and dr ied sweat,  the 
whi teness of  their  eyes accentuated by coal 
eyel iner.  Their  expressions combine pr ide, 
melancholy and bewi lderment.  In their  poses 
and demeanors,  taken together wi th Gonnord’s 
palet te — dominated by ol ives,  b lacks and 
grays — the photographs recal l  Diego de Si lva 
y Velázquez’s dreamy, disconcert ingly l i fe l ike 

oi l  portrai ts.  But Velázquez painted members of 
Madrid’s royal  court .  The miners,  upon reaching 
Madrid,  were welcomed by r iot  pol ice,  rubber 
bul lets and tear gas.

Gonnord’s photographs also share an aff in i ty 
wi th Lewis Hine’s portrai ts of  chi ld laborers 
(part icular ly those of  chi ldren employed in the 
Pennsylvania coal  mines);  Dorothea Lange’s 
Dust Bowl portrai ts;  and, more recent ly,  Ruben 
E. Reyes’s portrai ts of  foreign laborers in 
Dubai .  A di fference here is that  the Spanish 
miners do not resent the dir ty,  thankless work 
they do. They see no better way of  support ing 
their  fami l ies.  They are f ight ing to remain in the 
mines, endur ing the backbreaking labor and 
inhal ing the noxious dust,  despi te the increased 
cancer rates and reduced l i fe expectancy.

The portrai ts are a v iv id i l lustrat ion of  the 
chal lenges facing environmental  reformers. 
A rapidly overheat ing wor ld requires global 
remedies;  many of  these measures,  at  least  in 
the short  term, wi l l  inf l ic t  hardships that  wi l l  fa l l 
unevenly on those least  sui ted to bear them. 
Stor ies of  immediate indiv idual  suffer ing wi l l 
a lways speak more powerful ly than a broader 
narrat ive about the gradual  mit igat ion of 
existent ia l  threats.  Spain,  l ike most other nat ions, 
faces a daunt ing pol i t ical  problem: how to 
destroy a poisonous industry wi thout destroying 
i ts workers? Art ists face a di fferent problem: 
how to avoid fa l l ing v ict im to sent imental i ty 
or act iv ist  str idency? Gonnord’s photographs 
resist  easy moral iz ing.  Are these men vict ims or 
heroes? Shorts ighted or calculat ing? Sel f ish or 
sel f less? Gonnord shows us that they possess 
al l  of  these qual i t ies.  Most of  us do.

Pierre Gonnord is a photographer based in 
Madrid.  An exhibi t ion of  h is work,  “The Dream 
Goes Over Time,”  is  at  the Hasted Kraeut ler 
Gal lery in New York through Apr i l  25.
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