
Within every family there are enigmas, secrets, unspeakable things. We never know the exact reason 
how they got there, but they always come out in the end, without any kind of explanation.

In mine, strangely, the secret is about America. I am from the Pyrenees Ariégeoise, a poor area with a 
mountain agriculture that is completely disappearing to give way to second homes and rural tourism. 
My maternal grandfather’s family was from the Ercé Valley, one of those perpendicular valleys set 
into the wood near the Spanish border which mountain people, whether hunters, shepherds or smu-
gglers, have always ignored. In this valley, more than in any other, financial difficulties forced people 
to escape to America, most of the time to work in hotel management or in restaurants. They started 
working as dishwashers, they saved bitterly and then, when they had a tidy sum saved up, they came 
back to their country where they usually bought a little hotel or a restaurant, freeing themselves from 
the back-breaking and not-so lucrative work of this magnificent but difficult land.

Another traditional activity in this valley was to be a bear tamer. Many early twentieth century post-
cards thus show the bears, standing on their back legs, dancing, guided by their master, in the villa-
ges, in the “big city” of Saint Girons when there were fairs, even at an over-one-hundred-kilometres 
walk, in Toulouse.

My grandfather had two brothers. They decided to go and try their luck across the Atlantic with their 
bear. Years later, only one of the two brothers came back, with no bear. We never found out what ha-
ppened but a family rumour has it that the bear was went mad in a big city and consequently killed 
one of its trainers. The other came back with a little money which gave him the opportunity to buy 
some lands but also caused him to sink into debt for the rest of his life, owing his brother who stayed 
in Ariège. All I have left from this adventure is a gold pocket watch from the U.S.

The tradition remained in tact for a long time because a former Headmaster of the Lycée Français de 
New York, who retired in his family house in the Pyrenees, is still there. We call him “the American,” 
a nickname given to all of those who made the trip to the country of Abraham Lincoln.

This story came back to me when I saw the photographs Jordi Bernadó took, nearly a hundred years 
after this episode in the United States. They allowed me to truly understand, or to come closer to the 
reasons beyond the economical difficulties which could press those poor peasants to go so far, to a 
country with a language they didn’t know and a lifestyle they had never experienced giving themsel-
ves up to a boat on an endless journey. Of course there was this idea that America was rich and that 
we could earn more money after a few years of hard work than we could get together in a lifetime 
guiding the herds to the mountain pastures and selling milk, butter, cheese, eggs, poultry and buc-
kwheat. But there was another thing: the attraction to the modern life, the fascination for a kind of 
land of plenty, the escape toward a mythology.

Today, Jordi Bernadó, with his formidably acute humour, delightfully points out the fact that this 
mythology has not disappeared. Ignoring the great capital cities, he reminds us in a healthy way that 
the United States is not only New York, Boston, Los Angeles and San Francisco. What’s more, he 
emphasises and makes us see that this mythology, partly founded on the fact that the country was 
populated by migrants from the whole world, is above all an internal destination. In Wim Wenders’ 
film, we became aware that there was quite a significant number of Paris in the United States. But 
who knew that there is also an Athens and a Tokyo in Texas, a Roma in Illinois, and a Manhattan in 
the same state. Not to mention what takes on an abysmal meaning due to current events, a Bagdad 
in California and a Palestine in Texas? To which we have to add, for good measure, an Eden in Illinois
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and a Utopia in Texas! All of that seems to be a gag and yet it is very real...

All these cities, lost in the immensity of the new continent territory, are characterised by direct refe-
rences to their names (an Eiffel Tower for example) and by an occupation of public space which unites 
kitsch, leaning toward bad taste and at the same time a proliferation of signs, billboards and texts 
promising “Paradise” and some “Chicas Bonitas” in a city of brothels, whose extravagant model, as 
hilarious and surrealist as the “love hotels” of Tokyo, has been imported to Majorca!

We can also find fictional, literary, or on-screen characters who would have been impossible to make 
up without being greatly exaggerated like the faultless sheriff in comparison to Jordi Bernadó’s reve-
lation of an excellent director of actors.

Jordi Bernadó starts with a name of place, hunts down that might obviously contain hidden words, 
signs, written and figurative indications, in order to create his photographs. These photographs are 
the outcome of moves leading him through destinations neglected by tourist guides.

We could become attached to each one of these series which are in the end presented as little tales, 
informing with no wish to judge, but not without mischief, about unbelievable situations sprung from 
man’s mind and carried out by him. What’s the point in paraphrasing them?

Finally, photographic approach is still the most important aspect. Being a former architectural stu-
dent and a connoisseur of urban planning and photography, Jordi Bernadó chooses the tools useful 
to his subject with a rare relevance. Since this does not deal with criticising or with denouncing, but 
with showing, the work clearly fits in the documentary style. But, by choosing the colour, the me-
dium or panoramic size and also the wide-angle, the author renews a tradition whose origin we can 
perfectly see. Jordi Bernadó is completely aware of the fact that he takes photographs after Walter 
Evans or Gabriele Basilico. He carefully observed the American colourists who, since the seventies, 
have worked and have introduced a kind of photograph whose colour is fundamental, the matter it-
self. But, being a good Mediterranean, he cannot avoid slightly forcing the lines (with the extension of 
space) and forcing himself to smile rather than becoming pessimistic. That makes it different from a 
German School with its coldness that is tiring in the end because of the “objective” repetition of the 
statement as well as of the Swedish Lars Tunbjörk’s humour who deals with similar themes, essen-
tially in his country and with an equally brilliant knowledge of the evolution of colour in photography.

Jordi Bernadó and Lars Tunbjörk have one thing in common: when we cast a glance at their pictures 
for the first time, we invariably smile, but after having seen their whole work, we are really overcome 
and afflicted. They also share a capacity to point out what is preposterous, even surrealist in spaces 
and organisations of space which well and truly exist. But we must not forget that if surrealism de-
veloped in Spain and in Northern and Eastern Europe, after its manifest affirmation in France, it is 
based on different modalities which integrate nature and the diversities of local cultures.

The portrait Jordi Bernadó paints with a serial of small local touches of today’s United States of Ame-
rica contains a literary dimension in which the traveller he is lets his spirit wander to open the field, 
to claim his point of view and to let the reader whom he manipulates subtly, imagine the extent of the 
global disaster, moreover if he imagines what is out of the frame.

Disaster is clearly present in the sinking of the American Star and the future of its mortal remains 
as it is present in the despair of the clowns of American Park, fallen down, in decay, doomed to a ri-
diculous disappearance. The American myth is spreading everywhere, among the memory of Europe 
and fantasy and a reality whose space gathers the pitiful expression of human pettiness. If my great 
uncles had seen these pictures, I do not know if they would have taken that long trip with their bear 
toward the Promised Land. But, who knows...

Looking again at this series of little facetious tales, I wonder a movement such as those crazy acti-
vists who aim to liberate the garden gnomes does not exist in the United States. Maybe this is simply 
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because we are in America. But, if it does occur to someone to take up such a cause, which would 
seem to me passably healthy, I would take it upon myself to suggest they choose the title of one of 
Jordi Bernadó’s work as their slogan: “Welcome Utopia”.


