
Travelling around Spain and taking photographs has probably been the most constant and important 
action in our particular history of photography. Every time we study how we have formed our history 
in images in the last two centuries, we come across the works of those who go out, look at and inter-
pret the country through the mechanism of photography. It seems that once photography was born 
new doorways, until then unimaginable, were opened. These doorways made the human being begin 
to understand his environment in a different and more intimate way; a way that is closer to the truth 
that comes through the guarantee of a print that the invention carries.

Till then it was only possible to know places through travel (not very probable) or through an inter-
pretation of technical-geographical, literal or pictorial descriptions, and through paintings, drawings 
or engravings. Photography, and its wide distribution, brings us a step closer to the knowledge of our 
world. A step that moves to the beat of a new mentality that is more empirical, less poetic. A way of 
thinking that is closer to the rational conception of reality in a capitalist world that had just exploded 
with the pretension of conquering everything that is controlled by or depends on the human being.

So, photography is born at the same time as a new society, a society dominated by speed imposed by 
a new consciousness. This new consciousness insists that we become firmly rooted in a world where 
our gods, and all other things that can’t be proved through reason, are fading. Photography is to be-
come the perfect partner in the conquest of the future initiated by the western world.

In order to understand a modern photographical work I choose to situate myself in the not too distant 
past where photography still hasn’t come into existence. Our thinking-self developed during a long 
period when we didn’t have access to such a great variety or quantity of tools as we do today. It was 
in this period that language and the essential structures of thought were formed. Our customs have 
changed far quicker than our roots. So, I go back to this space and think of a world without photogra-
phy. I think of a place, Spain, and I wonder what image did the Spaniards have of their own territory 
only two hundred years ago. I can’t imagine how a man from Segovia would picture Almeria or even 
Guadalajara. What built the identity of something so different and varied? And foreigners? What ima-
ge did they have of our land and us? Everything was poetry, good poetry and bad poetry, but poetry 
none the less. Images that had been created and altered by travellers, by the stories told, by anecdo-
tes and above all by images filled with the archetypes needed to uncover a differentia which, centu-
ries afterwards, we still have been unable to rid ourselves of.  Then came History, always a friend of 
shadows and fiction, which magnified the sensation of unreality in the building of this strange image.

Apart from the direct experience that a human being could have of a place, everything else was re-
plete with fantasy and unreality that was difficult to question. But, what is a place? Is a place just the 
agreed geographical and/or a physical aspects? Is it not a mental construction? Is the same place 
maybe not something different to each human mind?

Photography is born and brings to us a new sense, one that doesn’t resolve these questions but am-
plifies them making them richer and more complex. It brings an order and a higher grade of truth 
to that which it interprets but also reveals nuances which enrich the obviously rational and physical 
simplicity that the machine originally conveyed with it’s invention. Variables are born and through 
them a particular photographic language is generated that is full of differing tones that makes us 
judge, not the object that is being photographed but reality itself. Reality expands and slips, once 
again, through the machine tools that have tried to capture it. The new invention is converted into the 
sign of the identity of an era that is to evolve around it. Time passes and the human being falls in love 
with his invention and decides to advance along with it, conscious of its limitations and its peculiar 
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burden of truth.

But we were in the 19th century… The invention has been born and we don’t yet know what will move 
us to photograph our surroundings. We still haven’t gotten away from Spain as a theme and we see 
that, during this era, amongst the usual services that studios supply, like portraits of the most impor-
tant cities, there are a series of works that stand out: the photographs of travellers, people interpre-
ting the cities and countryside for the first time with the new machine. In the long list of these, now 
not so romantic travellers, two names draw our attention: Charles Clifford and Jean Laurent. English 
and French respectively, they come to live in our country in order to plan their own business which 
consists of taking photographs of different places in the Iberian peninsula and offering them to those 
Europeans who, whether they had travelled or not, wanted a real image of our country. Because of 
this they photographed monuments, cities, and the better known – and so more in demand by the fo-
reigners –parts of the countryside. The great cathedrals, the Alhambra, Toledo, Seville, etc. Images, 
which were testimonies but which also served as a base for an identity.  In this way the demands of 
the foreign vision formed a good part of the visual identity of Spain in the 19th century.

These photographers were not topographers but merchants who wanted to sell the images that their 
complex mobile carts were making of the most important cities marked on the map. Before the pho-
tographers came along the engravers had served this function. Far from disappearing with photogra-
phy, their ranks kept growing and they began to use the new medium as a tool to produce new images 
without having to displace themselves to where the object they were representing was. In fact, the 
engravers were good clients of the photographers and because of this the eye of the photographer 
was unable to free itself of the vision typified by engraver. So, even though the new medium offers 
the photographers new possibilities of intimating with and interpreting the world, the photographers 
are not able to completely assume the new language and choose to continue with the pictorial vision 
that ruled the world of visual representation before it came into being. The virgin territory of these 
authors concentrated essentially on giving testimony to history through monuments and, in the case 
of Laurent, through a re-creation of regional stereotypes based on particular regional costumes and 
customs. In spite of this, his photographs form the first broad contemporary definition of our land. 
The elements of the new language blossom constantly and, although the author is not conscious of 
them in this sense, they go beyond the viewpoint of the pictorial vision. In the images there exist intri-
cacies related to light, time, the differentiation of technical components and also to atmosphere and 
other variants that come into play as soon as the machine is triggered.

Undesirable but inevitable things start to slip into photography and so the results go beyond the desi-
red pictorial vision. This cataloguing of the whole Spanish territory that the authors achieved cons-
titutes the first great chapter of our new visual history. It is a starting point for the understanding of 
what a territory is and what the elements that form it through the new medium are.

I don’t pretend to go over the history of the vision of our country in this short text, but to start from 
this origin of the formation of a visual identity in order to introduce the work that has been brilliantly 
accomplished by Jordi Bernardó in the past years while he was travelling through a good part of the 
geography of Spain. One hundred and fifty years separate us from Clifford and Laurent and things 
have changed a lot, so much so, it seems like we are living in another world. We still seem to need 
to look at and interpret our space. Before we were curious, even anxious, to see the world photogra-
phed, to have a document with a higher level of reality. This desire has not disappeared and we are 
still constantly hungry with the it. We have become addicts, so it appears, of images. The world chan-
ges, even faster than the click of a camera, and we need more and more images that give testimony 
to this change. Yet, we don’t know whether we need them as a document or an emotional souvenir 
or if we have to have them because we feel the need to hold on to a present that is constantly slip-
ping away from us. We have gone from an analogical world, with a direct print, to a digital one with 
an abstract and numerical print. An ample history has been lived that has made each place develop 
in distinct ways. The question of the identity of the country, or even countries, has been raised and 
discussed in many places. But space remains in perfect evolution, always willing to be an image of a 
possible story that our minds might need. 



This illustrated report of Spain in the beginning of the 21st century shows the richness and diversity 
of a country in constant movement. It shows a place that supports a shattering history, a place that, 
like no other, is buzzing with life and lets itself be looked at and contemplated with the same dignity 
through the passing of time. Just like the 19th century photographs mentioned before, Jordi Bernar-
dó has wanted to give a unified vision to his work and so has centred himself in repeating a similar 
structure of planes. The implication, now, once photographic language has been learnt, is different. 
There is no intention of creating something pictorial but something solely photographic and for this, 
in most of the photographs, he has used the vanishing point of the camera itself so that these lands-
capes, so different from each other, can be compressed into a single one. In each and every one of 
the images the photographer has thought out a journey from the first broad plane to the inhabited 
place and that continues on to a central space where all the essential elements are. He ends with 
the sky that always creates a unifying line of horizon that could very well be the setting of any of the 
places that had been chosen. Bernadó’s vision is defined in this geometrical cleanliness that starts 
off from the lens and goes out to the world that lies in front of it, as a perfect illustrative box for all 
the images…and in it a whole country is treated in the freest way that it could possibly be seen: a suc-
cession of microcosms connected by this clean vision through which noise forms the, almost always, 
absence in the scene of the protagonist. There are so many people in each of the images that it would 
be redundant to show them photographically. The process is always the same, to go out, to see and 
interpret and focusing without fear on accenting the spot where the light falls and catches the eye. 
This way, in every one of the images, we assist a grand representation with other actors in an egalita-
rian rectangular scenario: a hill, a cloud, a fallow field, a tree, a country cottage, a stone, the beach, 
autumn leaves, dust, a post, a vine, a forest, a chimney, slates, a lamppost, the trace left by a passing 
plane, a mill, some streets, a traffic light, some boats, a shrubbery, some antennas, a terrace, frost 
and a sculpture…A representation in which the different points chosen are open spaces, open to the 
horizon and to the universe, substituting the monument for the magnitude of air that surrounds it, for 
the precise sky at that very moment or for the colour of the leaves of a nearby tree. It is a vision that is 
open, that is not hindered by anything because the photograph does not want to constrain itself by the 
concrete and searches desperately in every one of its functions to be the pathway to some place that 
the photographer only dares to suggest. Yes, the photographer has discovered, some time ago, that 
the only solution against space is to interrogate it and suggest it but never to affirm oneself through 
it. It is an exercise in humility and who ever carries out this action sees themselves obliged to submit 
to the impossible task with which they have been entrusted.

In every one of these images an identity is created that doesn’t depend on the achievements of the 
human being but on his every day universal life. Clouds for cathedrals, trees for palaces and skies for 
cities. Evident or hidden, each one of these images suggests a pathway, it’s as if they suggest we go 
in and walk through them, to involve ourselves, directly and from our own point of view, in the cons-
truction of the space through which we have been invited to walk.
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