
In November of 2002, on the occasion of the presentation in Barcelona of what was then his latest 
work, Welcome Utopia, I had sought to reconstruct the roots of Jordi Bernadó’s “visual philosophy” 
starting from his mystifying use of the “documentary style” and the deceiving “levity” of his pictures. 
In fact, Welcome Utopia formed part of a project, as we will see further on, which questioned the 
concept of “fiction”, and Bernadó had intentionally based himself on the axiom that photography is 
synonymous with lying. Hence the demand to treat the axiom as a postulate to be proven, retracing 
the history of photography and the history of Bernadó’s photography until innocence or guilt were to 
be verified.

To lend systematicity to the analysis, it was decided that photographic lying can be declined in infinite 
ways. These ways include, among others, involuntary lying, which arises from the selfsame exercise 
of subjectivity; intentional or purposeful lying, and a posteriori lying by interpretation, accumulation 
or reduction.

Involuntary lying is intrinsic to the selfsame act of photographing. No matter how sincere photogra-
phers seek to be, no matter how much realism they seek to put into the documentations themselves, 
all the choices which lead to the final result invalidate any intent of honesty. The choice of camera, 
analog or digital, of lens, and of the moment in which it is decided to shoot, with a certain light or a 
certain optic, will make everything photographers see and record different from all that may be seen 
by anyone who were to be standing beside them. 

Aware of the implicit and mendacious strength of photography, over the course of time photogra-
phers have endeavoured to suggest respect and adherence to the real. Henry Fox Talbot, one of the 
fathers of photography, spoke of photography as a “natural” work obtained “by the agency of the light 
alone, without any help from the brush of the painter”. In 1962 Helmut Gernsheim wrote in Creative 
Photography: “Photography is the only ‘language’ understood everywhere in the world; surpassing 
all nations and cultures, it unites the human family. Independently of any political influence –  where 
people are free – it reflects life and events in a truthful way, it allows other persons’ hope and despair 
to be shared, and it clarifies political and social conditions. We become eyewitnesses to the humanity 
and inhumanity of people…”. 

More wisely, Susan Sontag wrote in “The Heroism of Vision”  (On Photography, 1978): “The history of 
photography could be read as the history of the struggle between two different imperatives: embelli-
shment, which is a derivative of the fine arts, and truth-telling, which is measurable not only on the 
basis of a notion of truth which leaves aside all values, derived from science, but also according to a 
moralistic ideal, based on 19th-century literary models and on the then new profession of indepen-
dent journalism”. 

A few years later a different awareness came to the fore. Gary Winogrand stated: “I take photographs 
to see what appearance a thing will have once photographed”. Joan Fontcuberta reached a radical 
conclusion (in The Kiss of Judas. Photographs and Truth, 1996): “Photography is a fiction which pre-
tends to be believable”, but he also added “The debate between true and false has been surpassed: 
today it is between ‘lying well’ and ‘lying poorly’ ”. 

Consequently, let us be aware today that despite its being involuntary, the lying inherent to the act of 
photographing is nevertheless a reality with which one must contend. We may now, therefore, go on 
to the second type of lying: purposeful lying.
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Purposeful lying also arose with photography itself. Hippolyte Bayard, the unfortunate inventor of 
the negative-positive system, a contemporary of Daguerre, a few days after Arago’s announcement 
at the Academy of Sciences in 1839, sought to obtain a patent for his invention as well. Arago settled 
the matter with a modest pension, inviting him to carry on until he were to obtain a directly positive 
picture. Poor Bayard then made a provocative self-portrait of himself as a corpse in Self-Portrait as 
a Drowned Man (1840). With extraordinary far-sightedness, Bayard realised that precisely the new 
art, which was born to recount the real, could also “go beyond”, that is to say, that it contained within 
itself the possibility of deceiving and consequently of producing something other than a document.

The purposely mendacious photograph did not question itself but rather played already on the ambi-
guity of the “document”, and its “going beyond” opened the path to contemporaneity and the decep-
tions, voluntary or not, of its possible interpretation, that is to say, to the third type of lie: a posteriori 
lying.

On this path, with irreverent awareness, was a great Italian artist, Bruno Munari. In a small volume 
from 1944, Fotocronache, Munari recounted and illustrated abundantly the story of “Inez, l’isola dei 
tatufi” (Inez, the Island of Truffles). Commenting on a series of pictures, Munari describes the life in 
this little Mediterranean island, happy and free from delinquency, where truffles are produced and 
where there is a jetty, a fair, and a museum devoted to the truffle. He concludes:  “Of course, dear 
readers, the Island of Truffles does not, unfortunately, exist. This does not prevent a photoreporter 
from inventing one, however, which proves that one can also be a photoreporter without taking pho-
tographs”. He then reveals his trick: an old Alinari photo cut into pieces to tell many stories, which 
may differ depending on how the pieces are assembled. 

History, before and after Munari, has given us infinite examples of an exegetically mendacious use of 
photography, with the complicity or good faith of the photographer. One single case is so common as 
hardly not to deserve to be recalled: the use of captions in newspapers, with the political, social and 
historical implications which are now an everyday thing. On this front ethics   should continue to be 
expressed, the public should continue to believe in the irrefutable strength of the “document”. Never-
theless, for the photography critic it is interesting to reflect on purposeful lying when it does not have 
as its aim the distortion of truth but rather that which we defined earlier as the “going beyond” the 
truth and thereby reaching the area where the objective is no longer informative but rather creative.

Freed from the duty of telling the truth, photography – or at least that part of photography which is not 
intended for information – can become self-referential, that is to say it can busy itself with itself and 
it can accommodate, within the immense range of creation, the most diverse productive and inter-
pretive tendencies. The true-false, document-interpretation debate is consequently a dilemma that 
has been resolved. Photography has abandoned the exercise of duty, which, it must be said, persists 
and remains in the range of nuances present in information and its critical interpretation. But while 
critical interpretation is applied to expressive forms of art, the duty of truthfulness and of adherence 
to the real has never played a part. 

Precisely because of those approaches that have now become axioms, the work of Jordi Bernadó 
acquires particular interest. Bernadó uses his own pictures on the edge of ambiguity: he enters fu-
lly into the contemporary game of narrative fiction, still using the extremely rigorous “documentary 
style”, the style of the great landscapists, the style, par excellence, which is more truthful. If we were 
to feel the need to label it, Bernadó’s is an a posteriori lie in the sense that, when the shutter is relea-
sed, he does not pose himself the question of lying, and there is only the intuition of a possible future 
lie which will arise from the contextualisation of the picture, from the use which will be made of it.

His first personal book is from 1998: in Good News, Buenas Noticias*, with an asterisk which invites 
one to always read the small print, Bernadó brings together pictures which were taken for the most 
part for other projects. He assembles them differently, however, he confronts them, by analogy and 
contrast, and the message of every two-page spread finds, in the sum of the two pictures, a third 
meaning distinct from the original ones.



The preface has been entrusted to Joan Roig and Joan Fontcuberta. However, while Fontcuberta 
does not fall into the trap which Bernadó sets for him (indeed he concludes his words by stating: 
“Bernadó’s contribution in Good News not only consists of demanding freedom – the freedom of the 
creator – but also of causing this freedom to revert to us. Leaving his pictures open, we are the spec-
tators, responsible for our perception”), Roig, on the other hand, maintains that there are not many 
photographers who are capable of taking pictures identical to what they want or have planned to take. 
Those who are not up to the task use imperceptible artifices to persuade the reader that the printed 
picture is the one which the photographer actually wanted to show us. The most widespread expe-
dient is the caption. He cites the example of a portrait of a great writer who is an elderly gentleman 
in the picture, but if the title of the work is the writer’s name everyone will look at the portrait and will 
nevertheless “see” the great writer and not an elderly gentleman. At the end of his close examination, 
Roig defines Jordi Bernadó as a gifted photographer, that is to say, capable of taking photographs 
which show that which he has decided to photograph and to show. Nevertheless, Roig insists, the 
true problem lies in the fact that no one is capable of recognising that which Jordi photographs. Roig 
has seen Bernadó photograph Tenerife, he has seen the photographs of Tenerife, and he has seen 
people look at the photos and wonder “Is that Tenerife? It could be any place!”. But it’s not just any 
place: it’s Tenerife, a Tenerife distinct from that which we expect to see. We find ourselves, therefore, 
facing an extraphotographic plane, the only one where it is still possible to be amazed at the unfore-
seeability and the infidelity of photography. Not by chance, as the incipit of his book, Bernadó quotes 
a phrase from Salvador Dalí: “Seeing is inventing”.

Nonetheless, Roig’s observations are fundamental to a better understanding of the successive de-
velopments in Bernadó’s work. In his second book, from 2002, Very Very Bad News, he continues, 
apparently without any substantial mutations, the documentary cataloguing of cities, landscapes and 
architectures, with an extraordinary use of colour and with a language which continues to be pur-
portedly truthful. Once again suspicions and apprehensions are aroused through the wise use of the 
juxtapositions of the pictures, of the doubling of the view, and of the narrative sequence. Irony has for 
him a maieutic value, that is to say capable of giving rise to questions about all that we are observing.

When, still in 2002, the ”la Caixa” Foundation invited him to take part in the “Fictions” project, Berna-
dó focused even more closely his deceiving perception device. Aware now that the fiction is not in his 
photograph but rather in the eyes of the observer, he decided to follow the path of ambiguity all the 
way to the end. With the usual “documentary style”, he presented a series of panoramas of American 
cities and towns with evocative names: Athens, Bagdad, Eden, Happy, Love, Manhattan, Palestine, 
Paris, Peking, Rome, Tokyo, Utopia…  In Welcome Utopia there is no deception: these are real cities 
of the United States, christened with nostalgia and hope, whose citizens have probably never asked 
themselves whether the true Paris is in Texas or France. Just as Bernadó, in his pictures, documents 
the real presence of a red hat atop the Texan Eiffel Tower. He does not lie: he documents and, at the 
most, points out an incongruity. The caption, Paris or Bagdad or Eden, an integral part of the work, 
underscores something dissonant. We know that the true Paris does not put hats on its Eiffel Tower, 
just as we know that the architecture of Rome is different. However, the urge to discover the lie is 
ours, it is of the readers. Bernadó only takes care to provide us with the instruments for an exercise 
of mistrust in the certainties which should still remain on the credibility of photography. If it is true, 
however, as Joan Fontcuberta would have it, that the debate should be between “lying well and lying 
poorly”, Jordi Bernadó adds a third possibility: to feign not to lie and to make us think that someone 
else has done so. 

The search for the culprits continues ideally in his subsequent book, True Loving, from 2007. This 
endearing title is formed simply by the names of two small towns in Texas, True and Loving. In the 
opening pictures of the book, the title of Goya’s etching El sueño de la razón produce monstruos 
(The sleep, or dream of reason produces monsters) seems to transform itself before our eyes into 
the paraphrase “the American dream produces monsters” and, even so, his journey soon abandons 
such American onomastic follies to lead us to an Italian California, to a Spanish wild animal park… 
Bernadó displaces again the axis of his analysis: reality is what becomes deceiving and his “objective” 
photography does nothing other than document it. His classificatory device assembles only the frag-



ments of incongruities and of anachronisms scattered about the world. No longer guilty are the pho-
tographers and photography, but rather all people are: homesick emigrants, fanatical ecclesiastics, 
disgruntled travellers, imaginative designers… His photography then seems to return to the primary 
imperative which gives him the illusion of a mendacious awareness of being in on the truth. 

Lucky Looks. Places of Spain. Photographed by Jordi Bernadó for Banco Sabadell from 2008 seems 
to confirm that Bernadó is heading for the straight and narrow. This project was “serious”: a Spanish 
itinerary to take the pictures which were to embellish the newly restored offices of the bank’s various 
branches. Bernadó remained true to his assignment, shooting magnificent landscapes, entering the 
heart of the cities, offering a splendid travel account in which only in spurts does he not succeed in 
erasing his sagacious look. This was only an “editorial” pause, however. In the same period in which 
he was photographing cities and castles, trees and beaches, he also documented the stereotypes 
and absurdities of the contemporary era, that which as tourists we expect of Spain and that with 
which Spain, almost in derision, regales us. In some cases he goes back to the use of the diptych 
generative of new meanings, and in other cases the solitary picture exists on its own but its journey 
leads us relentlessly to visit all the tritest Iberian commonplaces: windmills, Don Quixote, the guitar, 
bullfighters and bulls, flamenco, the hooded penitents of Seville, and crosses and skulls, updated 
with the paraphernalia of the contemporary subculture. Without pity, but rather with an apparent 
smile on his lips, Bernadó records all that the perverse human imaginary has succeeded in building. 
The title is Welcome to Espaiñ,  a monstrous globalising neologism, photographed by Bernadó on a 
wall in Barcelona.

If it is true that Jordi Bernadó, as is demonstrated by the series of personal books which he has pro-
duced in the last ten years, loves projects which unfold on the edge of ambiguity and paradox, it is 
also true that, with the language of truth he recounts for us the truth, and not only his own. He uses 
colour and levity, as has been said, and it has been said that he uses irony and a smile. Nevertheless, 
he intervenes with a mystifying astuteness in our perceptive systems to constrain us to look at that 
which we do not see and consequently offers us the most “sincere” of lessons. Indeed, over the cour-
se of time Bernadó has become one of the most active investigators of the follies which the contem-
porary world has committed on his own territory, in the public and private spaces. He has done this 
with serene visual composure, with luminosity but also with slyness: entrusting us knowingly with 
the search for meanings, seeking our heartfelt agreement while delegating to us criticism and jud-
gement: not of his photography, of course, but of the world which he portrays. As Christian Caujolle 
wrote in True Loving, Bernadó is aware that he photographs like the great landscapists of yesterday 
and today, that he has studied the American colourists of the 1970s, but he has not lost that which 
defines his “Mediterranean smile”. It is that smile which allows him to use as the titles of his books a 
series of qualifying adjectives based on a deceiving optimism: good, welcome, true, loving, lucky… It 
is the same smile which allows the French to steal garden gnomes in order to free them in the forest. 
It is the same smile that his pictures, despite everything, continue to produce.
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