
The afternoon has always been the best time of day for taking a walk. And every metropolitan city of 
the world has an artery by to travel through its tidal pulsation. These avenues are places where acti-
vity and leisure are combined, stages for predominately social and democratic encounters. Barcelona 
would be inconceivable without La Rambla. It owes its mythical status to the many ways in which it 
is viewed: as a traditional space, as a space of freedom and progress where new social forms have 
arisen, but also as a space of social and urban disintegration. In recent years, specific facts, such as 
certain decisions by city planners, migration and globalisation have changed the face of La Rambla. 
However, the different viewpoints allow the spirit of Barcelona to be perceived in a truly physical form.

The constantly changing nature of this vital artery has always inspired artists. The photographs of the 
Ramblas by the Catalan Jordi Bernadó and the Italian Massimo Vitali are inspired by this same cu-
rrent. Each artist documents an essential aspect of the boulevard’s versatile identity and the structu-
ral changes which have occured there. For this reason, La Rambla for both of these artists is a living, 
breathing space of observation.

The period documented by Bernadó and Vitali, relatively brief given «the age» of La Rambla, responds 
to the ephimeral nature, typical of our time, of cultural images and, furthermore, underlines one of 
its basic characteristics: it is the perfect stage for the fleetingness and change of urban life in Barce-
lona. La Rambla remains, while the buildings that flank it, and the people and their stories change.

Together with the Sagrada Familia and Parc Güell, La Rambla is one of Barcelona’s principal tourist 
destinations. The colourful and restless activity, seen through the dense traffic up and down the ave-
nue, prove to be a magical attraction. Here, street musicians and human statues install themselves 
between street Sellers offering their products. The passers-by pick up their paper at the newspaper 
stands and families with children stop to look at the cages of birds. La Rambla is the gateway to 
Barcelona’s night life and it is here that locals gather for important celebrations such as New Year’s 
Eve, Easter Sunday or Saint Jordi’s Day. It’s a meeting point for magicians and tricksters, followers of 
Barça, Catalan nationalists and anarcho-syndicalists. Here, the elegant opera audience leaving the 
Liceu mix with tourists dressed in beach gear. The boulevard is alive and it’s a metaphor for life, as 
Manuel Vázquez Montalbán has written.

All along the avenue we find some of Barcelona’s most noteworthy monuments. Originally, and well 
into the fourteenth century, as the river bed for seasonal rains, the Rambla served as the city’s wes-
tern limit. With time, a number of monasteries were built, such as the convent of Santa Mònica. At the 
end of the eighteenth century, when the city walls were taken down, Barcelona was at liberty to grow. 
At that time the street became an avenue with more than a single lane, which quickly became the 
beating social and commercial heart of the city. With the enlargement towards the sea of La Rambla 
del Mar during the building work for the 1992 Olympic Games a final, important step was taken.

The Catalan Jordi Bernadó, Barcelonian by choice, has made the Rambla a central subject of his ar-
tistic research. In recent years the artist has created an extensive travel journal, in which he offers a 
detailed account of society in the United States, Europe and Asia at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. The image of the present portrayed embraces the diversity and contradiction of his collected 
impressions, which he also shows in his photographs «Microcosmos de la Rambla».

Committed to a visual language which seeks both serenity and objectivity, Bernadó’s work doesn’t 
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look staged. The dense atmosphere of his photographs has been created by traditional visual means 
such as perspective, framing and lighting. The photographs of classical institutions which run along 
La Rambla such as the Liceu or the Museu de Cera (the Wax Museum) show highly intense images 
which reveal to the observer what has always been there. The absence of individuals or human life 
is precisely what causes us to notice them. Catalans are interested in the person, whose social and 
cultural surroundings are reflected in the architecture and in the interiors which Bernadó portrays 
– so the documented spaces acquire their own, specific identity which goes beyond their functional 
importance.

La Rambla is a catwalk, a street, a stage-set. Architecture turns into a great piece of life’s stage ma-
chinery: ironic, erotic, exhibitionist. In his images, Jordi Bernadó captures this theatrical character. 
As if it were a question of being in the wings of the theatre of real life, he allows La Rambla to become 
the set for a living story, with its unique mixture of «high» and «low» life, folklore and pop, tradition 
and the new. The artist concentrates on what is characteristic, and at the same time creates a very 
special panorama about cliché, which is what defines La Rambla.

Jordi Bernadó describes La Rambla as part of a great set, full of emotion and theatricality in which 
the observer can submerge him or herself. So, seen separately, Bernadó’s photographs can be read 
as snapshots of isolated episodes of a longer story, forming a patchwork of different facets of Catalan 
society. Thematically, for instance, a number of photographs are based around the elegante opera 
house, the Liceu, one of the symbols of the Catalan bourgeoisie. These images, in their choice of 
subject and the way they are represented, show the life of the upper middle classes who have made 
their mark on a part of the history and appearance of the boulevard.

The images of the Wax Museum, on the other hand, are close and familiar, like passages from a clas-
sic zarzuela, (a popular form of Spanish musical). The artista reflects the spirit and meaning of his 
chosen subjects with sensitivity. We see this in the wax figure of Joselito, a popular heroe to whom 
the photographer pays his respects, or in the typical scene of flamenco dancers. For a Catalan, the-
se images are identifiable and easily recognizable from their frequently clichéd, standardization by 
tourists. And the tourists look for the topical version since they can’t find or experience the real ones. 
Bernadó’s strength lies in uniting these two aspects harmoniously in a photograph.

The artist adopts, as a theme of his images, the almost musical capacity that La Rambla has for 
reinventing itself over and over again and yet, at the same time, remain true to itself. His photographs 
are incrusted directly on the horizon of the photographer’s personal and everyday lived experience. 
They are areas of projection in which he celebrates his experiences, his knowledge and his personal 
associations with each place. It’s worth noting, however, that he doesn’t offer a general image of La 
Rambla but, instead, concentrated statements expressed photographically, something which cannot 
be communicated in words. So, Barcelonians and tourists can look at the photographs in different 
ways and form their own images of La Rambla.

The palpitating life of international capitals in recent years has provided the stage for social, poli-
tical and cultural renovation. People from all over the world live as a moving crowd, permanently 
inter-changeable. A number of political events, such as the fall of the Berlin wall, have changed 
life in many metropolitan cities even more substantially and have opened up new perspectives and 
connections. For the visitor, Barcelona reflects this sense of rupture in a special way. The Catalan 
capital constantly remodels itself, expands and modernizes. It is the city of the Iberian Peninsular 
which, with its surprising progress at the beginning of the twentieth century, made connections most 
quickly with great cities around the world. It is just this capacity to adapt and change with the times, 
which led the writer Eduardo Mendoza to baptise his native city the Ciudad de los Prodigios (The City 
of Wonders).

Similarly, demographic changes affect the look of an avenue which has always been an area of social 



renovation and citizens’ emancipation: as in Mendoza’s Ciudad de los Prodigios, in the early years of 
the twentieth century the big city’s promises attracted people to Barcelona from the arid expanses of 
Spain. Now the immigrants come from all over the world; today, those who sit on the shady benches 
beside the old Barcelonians are Africans, South Americans and Asians.

If Jordi Bernadó’s work is inward-looking, directed towards the spirit of La Rambla, Vitali’s shows 
a certain objective democracy through the gaze of the exterior observer. His images of the avenue 
stretch before the eyes of the viewer as a huge animated painting. Massimo Vitali’s photographs of 
scenes of the shopping and leisure culture of the globalized world offer snapshots of daily life. Thus, 
Vitali has become contemporary society’s observer and archivist. And the photographs of La Rambla 
taken between 2008 and 2009 must also be understood as part of this ambitious long-term project.

With his densely populated images, Massimo Vitali has created a unique body of work. When he 
takes photographs, he focuses on his subjects from above because he is more interested in large 
panoramas than small, intimate spaces. In this way, the Italian has succeeded in creating particularly 
intense images of La Rambla. Architectural fragments and fragments of monuments, fragmented 
backgrounds, and cut-out super-structures of images; the aesthetic is reminiscent of the backdrops 
in eighteenth century landscape painting, while the scene-setting of crowds brings to mind Rafael’s 
Vatican prints.

Massimo Vitali photographs the colourful crowd of the Rambla from a raised point and with a panora-
mic camera. His views of the bustling of passers-by, chosen from the anonymous sea of the current 
of pedestrians, are not in any way secretive nor voyeuristic. He captures people with a general, demo-
cratic gaze, without focusing directly on them. He keeps a respectful distance at all times. This way 
of working underlines the transitoriness in Vitali’s work: the faces of people walking reflect the cha-
racteristic air of distracted caution with which pedestrians in big cities pass each other. The observer 
wonders about where they are going, what they are thinking and imagining; while as individuals we 
see ourselves reflected in them. 

Unlike Jordi Bernadó’s work, for Massimo Vitali architecture only plays the role of scenery or back-
drop, in spite of the fact that his deep perspectives and the way he frames his images make it clear 
he has «studied» La Rambla minuteley. Modest, and with a desire to pass imperceptibly, the photo-
grapher portrays what he sees in the middle of the crowd. His gaze isn’t selective, but wide, with open 
angles, direct. Everything’s interesting, every person, every detail. This means that the images are 
more real than any journalistic document, given that they authentically reproduce real life.

This is so because Vitali is also very interested in the provisional, which we see ref lected in the cons-
tellation of people in permanent change. The artista doesn’t only tell one story, but many. Just as with 
a mosaic, the general image can only be understood as a composition of various small fragments and 
cuttings of urban reality. Therefore, it’s not just what is special and spectacular that is stimulating for 
the artist but also what is everyday, real. And it is just this which turns photographed human figures 
into a subject and recipient for interesting projections.

For the photographer, the right photographic moment exists «when with time a sufficiently visual 
murmur is created, when small events accumulate; then I take the photograph. The more small 
events that occur, the more satisfied I am. I don’t do it so that anything in particular happens. Even 
when a person is important for me, it must always be in the context of other things that are going on 
at the same time. Our lives are like that too. And this is the way I respond to how photographs are 
normally taken, where there is usually something shocking, or which has to be highlighted at the 
centre of the image. None of that counts. In the years I’ve spent as a photographic reporter I’ve lear-
ned that it’s not like that» (Massimo Vitali, 2008).

Massimo Vitali doesn’t want to irritate or shock; rather, he wants to document the volatility of mo-
vement in a large city. The people he photographs are objectified, he approaches them without any 
obvious intention and, scarcely seen, they’ve already disappeared from memory. This unspecified 



normality makes it possible for the observer to identify with situations shown, to imagine oneself 
there. One lives and watches La Rambla in real time and becomes a passer-by without actually going 
for a walk.

In Jordi Bernadó and Massimo Vitali’s photographs of La Rambla, it is clear that globalization, too, 
provokes ever more frequent questions about the authenticity and cultural identity of spaces that 
have been defined and marked by history. Apart from having different starting points and also distinct 
ways of working, their impressive images sharpen awareness in relation to change and to permanent 
values, two elements that shape the overall whole. The viewer perceives the transformations on La 
Rambla which the photographers show directly or indirectly, more because of La Rambla’s fascina-
tion and eternal metamorphosis than as an exercise in melancholy.
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