
When we review the whole of Jordi Bernado’s work since his early years, cities clearly appear to 
attract the photographer first. Cities that have a history, symbolise an industry, a culture or a civi-
lisation: Berlin in the early 1990s, not long after the fall of the wall, is the debut. Then it is the turn 
of the large American cities such as Atlanta and Detroit, Chinese with Shanghai and Japanese with 
Tokyo and Nagoya among others. Where does this interest for urban landscape come from? The 
answer can probably be found in Jordi Bernado’s background: he studied architecture and, as a re-
sult, anything that involves buildings interests him. A closer look at his biography also reveals that he 
was a member of the editorial board of a Catalan architecture and town planning journal from 1990 to 
1999 (1). He has also worked closely with Ramon Prat, Director of Actar Publishers in Barcelona and 
specialised in design, architecture and town planning. He has signed the texts of numerous books by 
the photographer, notably on Berlin and Atlanta.

For Berlin, Jordi Bernado shot in black and white using an approach that was similar to that of the 
Italian, Gabrele Basilico, his teacher on the subject. When we compare the contemporary work of 
Bernado and Basilico on the German city, we see numerous similarities. But if we then see what the 
Catalan has produced in Spain, especially with this set of photographs on show today, we can assess 
the direction his work has taken in terms of both photographic form and motivation. Between the se-
ries on Berlin and his current work, we note the emergence of a great diversity in style and concerns. 
Without going to the extent of saying that there is more than one Jordi Bernado, there is a fundamen-
tal issue that guides the course of his work and that is what is interesting to bring up-to-date behind 
the plurality of his work. 

Joan Fontcuberta, in the preface to one of Bernado’s books, “Good News” (2), sums up the historical 
context of landscape photography by recalling several significant moments, including, among others, 
the American new topography movement in the 1970s, which is represented by an exhibition in Ro-
chester with a title that speaks for itself: “New Topographics: Photographs of a Landscape Altered by 
Man” (3). Joan Fontcuberta does not mean to say that Jordi Bernado follows this movement or some 
of its protagonists such as Lewis Baltz and Robert Adams. He is simply reminding us that photogra-
phy can be more than an instrument of mere documentation. It bears a point of view, a commitment 
without necessarily going all the way to a form of denunciation that assumes a political dimension. 
Neither is Jordi Bernado a photographer of documentary objectivity; he is not driven by this inventory 
spirit that Bernd and Hilla Becher have instilled in a generation of German photographers that has 
left a strong imprint on contemporary art. Through his photographic work, he affirms his original and 
very subtle personality, as his approach and style are not only influenced by the history of photography 
or art. Certain of his attitudes towards the reality surrounding him are also influenced by literature, 
particularly his recent work in Spain that we are able to appreciate today. 

Of Berlin, in his work completed in 1993 on this city that was just emerging from its recent upheaval, 
Jordi Bernado gives a rather sombre and disillusioned vision, as this comment reveals: “These pho-
tographs capture a specific moment as if they were frozen in time, they represent a Berlin that no 
longer exists but that still survives” (4). Indeed, the photographer documents the in-between. In his 
images, the prevailing past unfurls in the foreground, while the future emerges in the background. A 
relatively neutral and even austere approach to style mixes with the desire to speak out and express 
a point of view. 

In Atlanta, not long after having explored Berlin, Jordi Bernado produced some markedly different 
work in which he shows a desire to understand the structure of the urban fabric, which is in line with 
the research of Gabriele Basilico. Reference is no longer found of the historical atmosphere in which 
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a city is emerged, as is the case in Berlin. Here, the photographer describes modernity and a sense of 
complexity: “An objective, constructive and piercing vision revealing that Atlanta is more a landscape 
than a city” (5). Indeed, contemporary architecture is prominent and naturally catches Bernado’s eye, 
but, ultimately, they are not the achievements that guide his research. His critique lies elsewhere, 
in the urban and social dimension. How do we live in this universe? What is man’s place? So we see 
questions emerge that are a source of inspiration for future work, especially in Japan. On the other 
hand, if Bernado questions reality, it appears that this is also true with regard to his own photography. 
Thus, for his work on Atlanta, he turned to using colour to which he is now increasingly attached, a 
colour that serves his intentions; it is a central element in his composition that Bernado does not 
attempt to distort to create effects.

In Detroit, the photographer’s work is a continuation of his achievements in Berlin. The images show 
a reality in which traces of the past appear in the foreground. The atmosphere is oppressive: Detroit, 
which was one of the world’s capitals of the automobile industry, is no more than a shadow of it-
self. It some places life seems to have stopped with depopulating neighbourhoods and deteriorating 
buildings. Emptiness and silence prevail. And the contrast with the universe that the photographer 
described in Atlanta is startling. Regarding the visual representation, it assumes an experimental 
nature and is, at the very least, audacious: Bernado dares to create vertical panoramic shots and 
even mounts them in diptychs. Furthermore, panoramic shots and diptychs are prevalent during this 
period like brand names, and to such an extent that two of his books “Good News” and “Very very bad 
news” (6) are conceived as landscapes in the same, very elongated format, quite rare in the world of 
publishing. So we could wonder what lies behind this insistence in doing so. There is some logic in 
it: the photographer is driven by his desire to enlarge his vision and include more information and 
signs. Urban landscape is a formidable reservoir in which he draws from with increasing delight, 
which does not mean that he takes pleasure in excess. Rather, he works with self-control. As for the 
use of the diptych, it is not merely linked to a fantasy – even if this is far from being absent in the per-
sonality and work of Jordi Bernado. Rather, the photographer appears to be guided by curiosity, that 
of looking at things from different angles, by adopting, for example, the shot reverse shot technique 
used in cinema.

Japan had to attract Bernado, with its urban landscape as it emerges in such a particular way in 
its capital city, Tokyo. For a visitor from the West, Tokyo is an extremely surprising discovery. It is a 
city that has been destroyed and rebuilt many times in which perspectives, if there are any, are to-
tally foreign to those that we are familiar with in Europe and the United States. Another logic guides 
builders. Bernado photographed the Japanese capital in 1997 and 1998, working mainly outdoors 
and continuing to resort to panoramic shots and colour. Naturally, he could not fail to consider what 
makes this city so spectacular: the main thoroughfares packed with people in a hurry and at certain 
junctions with busy traffic, the mass of billboards. When he returned to Japan, just three years later 
(7), he looked elsewhere. He explored what happens inside its buildings and approached the popula-
tion, without making them however the main subject. He appears to give a new direction to his work: 
culture and society are given greater consideration. But he questions more than providing answers. 
He makes us question what the West has in common with this Japanese universe, what the differen-
ce is. Everything concerning space is probably what captivates him the most. In Japan’s big cities, as 
we know, space is the rarest commodity and smallness induces peculiar behaviour, or even certain 
lifestyles that are difficult for us to imagine. Several photographers stress, not without humour, the 
manner in which the Japanese dream of space: for example, an enchanting landscape reproduced 
on a wall around a car park located in the heart of the city. Or bits of blue sky dotted with fluffy, white 
clouds that decorate department stores. 

As well as his work in Japan, Jordi Bernado did not fail to visit China and photograph the city of Sha-
nghai. As we know, it has demonstrated its opening-up to the world by enacting a policy of unrestra-
ined construction. A bit like Moscow at the time of Stalin, it wanted to copy Manhattan: Contrary to 
what he was able to produce in Japan, and in Nagoya in particular, the photography this time is more 
concerned with sprawling urban space and with the very contemporary lines and materials of the 
architecture. Bernado will continue his exploration of these modern cities on other continents where 



space is punctuated by the same architectural momentum: he will go to Australia and Canada. 

But, in the meantime, or rather alongside this grand tour, is a series that assumes a different dimen-
sion: a project with a fun aspect that Bernado carried out in the United States where an unexpected 
number of places bear the name of cities famous on other continents. He begins with Paris, located 
in the state of Texas, which is also the title of a film by Wim Wenders. Jordi Bernado travelled through 
the states of Texas, Illinois, Pennsylvania and New York to search for places with names filled with 
history and culture, but with a reality that does not correspond at all with the original cities. This is 
how he so often shows us the emptiness or a derisory evocation of the original, such as the Eiffel 
Tower stupidly placed beside a parking lot with a red hat on top of it, which is in Paris, Texas. Thus, 
Bernado makes the spectator of this series of images question the relation between the signs that 
make up a landscape and the legend that accompanies the photograph, the difference between the 
image and the word, between what is seen and what is said. And beyond this difference, the hiatus 
that creates the surprise, a subtle reflection on American culture emerges, and, more generally, on 
the history of the country with an identity that is based on a collection of borrowed elements. The 
photographer has entitled this series of his work “Welcome Utopia”: an entire programme!

Jordi Bernado in person likes to point it out, as it regards his entire body of work achieved up to now: 
if things appear absurd in his images, it is because that is how they really are. He is above all an 
observer of the world around him, with a very sharp eye. His talent lies firstly in his ability to linger 
on a landscape detail that makes sense to him. Perhaps, a detail or even a combination of several 
elements underlined by the photograph’s frame. What he brings to light is not rational, or sayable. It 
is often something that cannot be explained. So much so that his images could easily illustrate the 
popular saying: “Seeing is believing” or even “Reality surpasses fiction”. The motivation of Bernado’s 
photography is essentially visual, even if words are often present in his compositions, including his 
advertising posters with which he willingly works. Ramon de España is the title of a text that he writes 
on the photograph: “What you see is what you get” (8). Indeed, the photograph enables you to look 
closer at the world through what it has captured. It amplifies the experience of the vision.

If we see a possible link between the work of Bernado and a British documentary school, the compa-
rison ends with the Catalan photographer’s very sharp sense of humour. But there is no cynicism in 
him and even less malice. While some British photographers, of which Martin Parr is the most em-
blematic at present, develop a destructive attitude in their view of society, Bernado’s is amused, subt-
le, light and never insistent. Sympathy has even been mentioned with regard to his work on Spain. He 
began this major work in 2004 and completed it in 2009 with the publication of a book entitled «Wel-
come to Espaiñ» (9). This intriguing, wrong spelling of the country’s name, a mixture of English and 
Spanish, was found by Bernado written on a container in the port of Barcelona, and it instantly sug-
gests an off-the-track vision. It is in fact an invitation to visit Spain with a different eye, through the 
very diverse components of which its culture and history is traditionally composed. Bernado mixes 
genres: he shifts from music to popular leisure activities – flamenco and tourism in the Balearic Is-
lands -, from literature to painting – Cervantes and Goya -, from architecture to history – the Sagrada 
Familia and the Straits of Gibraltar – ; he crosses all forms of social activities from the noblest to the 
most popular, from the Prado Museum to the corrida. Cooking, sex and religion rub elbows with each 
other. But in this list that could appear confused, given the way he mixes so many realities, everything 
is simply mastered. Just as Bernado abandons complex devices such as the diptych combined with 
the panoramic shot, for a more direct vision that hits the core. In each image the intention becomes 
more specific and is built around a limited number of elements, or even a single idea.

«Welcome to Espaiñ» is therefore a new invitation to travel. And if our photographer-guide refrains 
from scoffing at reality, if he says that he shows it as it appears to him, the voyage he invites us to 
take marks a new phase in his approach: «Welcome to Espaiñ» appears as a tour of Spain through his 
images. The reality in question is in the shots: a photographic metaphor that indicates stereotypes 
whose accumulation by the photographer ends, incidentally, with vertigo. Shots that invade the real 
world and replace it, a bit like the copy replaces the original, the false the true, in the Grévin Museum 
of which Bernado photographs the equivalent Spanish institution. Agnès de Gouvion-Saint-Cyr wrote 



an introduction to the recent book that he published on Europe (10) and takes its place in the same 
vein as “Welcome to Espaiñ”: “Just when you think you have understood it all a doubt arises”. Behind 
these images of Spain that Jordi Bernado collects, a reflection on the disturbing vacuity of today’s 
world emerges. And this approach is in a sense comparable to that of the French writer Gustave 
Flaubert who, in his time, wrote a “Dictionary of received ideas”. Agnès de Gouvion-Saint-Cyr quotes 
an exemplary passage for its effect in the field of art: «Ruins induce reverie and make a landscape 
poetic”.

* The title of this text is borrowed from a photograph by Jordi Bernado showing the wall of a hotel in 
Spain that bears precisely the name of the photographer. But as in the case of “Welcome to Espaiñ” 
the spelling of his name is cut away, as that of «Etnodesign» is unconventional. This said, this amu-
sing formulation lets something appropriate transpire regarding the photographer’s work: there is 
ethnology in what he proposes and the design, a certain sense of form, is no longer foreign to his 
approach.
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