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Joana Valls:
the echo of modernity

by LAURA CASAL-VALLS
PhD in Art History and a specialist in fashion history

At the end of the nineteenth century, arts and crafts experienced a remarkable
revitalization in Catalonia. Fashion was a key element in this revival, and
around it a new business model developed. However, we still lack studies of the
protagonists of this trend, most of whom were women. Joana Valls, for example,
was a leading fashion designer in late nineteenth-century Barcelona, but very
little is known about her today.

Probably one of the main reasons for our neglect of Joana Valls is the fact
that hardly any of her creations have come down to us. Art history tends to base
its discourse on the presence of objects: art historians may talk of anonymous
objects, but they rarely speak of creators without a legacy; it seems that it is
difficult to recognize the work or the skill of someone of whom only the shadow
remains. However, judging from the testimony of her contemporaries, Joana
Valls enjoyed real prestige among the Catalan elites.

The recent discovery of one of her pieces offers a good opportunity to devote
an article to this unjustly ignored creator of fashion and to shed some light on
her achievements.

Joana Valls (1855-1935)

Since the mid-nineteenth century, Barcelona had been establishing itself as a
European capital. Among the new professions which emerged inside its new
commercial framework, driven largely by the needs of the affluent middle-
classes, were the designers of luxury fashions.

Joana Valls was one of these first creators and one of the most recognized
and respected in Barcelona at the turn of the nineteenth century. There are
very few references to her in the panorama of Catalan historiography' but some
representative testimonies remain in the form of literary images. For example,
in 1884 Serafi Pitarra mentioned her as a renowned designer of hats in a play
that premiered in that year®. There is also a brief but illustrative reference to her
in La Febre d’Or by Narcis Oller:

“— And how stylish you look! What lovely hats! Are they by Joana Valls? I
always say you are the best dressed girls in all Barcelona!™
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Silk shoulder cape, c¢. 1900, by Joana Valls (no. 131588, Design Museum). This piece was made entirely by
hand, in gauze silk satin and embroidered tulle, with tatting applique. The front opening is constructed to open
as two flaps, or lapels (See more). The gauze flounces give the cape considerable movement. A highly intricate
piece. © Barcelona Design Museum. Estudio Rafael Vargas, 2015

Years later Joaquim M. Nadal i Ferrer, in his Recuerdos de medio siglo, also
mentions the dressmaker: “the marchioness of Marianao, with one of those
large hats adorned with aigrettes and feathers, created by Juana Valls, which
were the admiration of many ladies and the envy of many more”.* Although
these literary fragments refer to hats, we know that Joana Valls also created
dresses — though the only testimony we have today is a silk cape.

Valls was the only Catalan designer to participate in the Universal Exhibition
of 1888, at the Pavilion of Industry, where she exhibited various creations and
the exhibition guide stated that “la réputation de cette maison a Barcelone est
suffisamment établie pour que les élégantes étrangeres puissent s’y diriger en
toute confiance”.” This gives us an idea of the significance of Joana Valls in the
Barcelona of the time.

Joana Valls was born in Barcelona on March 6, 1855¢ and was christened
Francisca Juana Maria del Pilar Giralt Miré. Probably she adopted the surname
Valls on marrying Juan Valls Parellada (ca. 1850-1919) in 1869.7

Joana was the daughter of Juan Giralt Alemany and Juana Mir¢ Sarcena,
owners of a milliner’s or children’s clothing shop (references have been found to
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both specialities) located in ¢/ Aviny6 in Barcelona. So costume design appears
to have run in the family.®

Joana Valls worked in Barcelona from the 1880s until 1921. She was therefore
a contemporary of renowned designers such as Maria Molist, also known as
Maria de Mataro, Ana Renaud and Montagne.

It is likely, therefore, that the designer began her career continuing the family
business. In fact, 1849 a Juana Giralt is recorded as a designer at ¢/ Aviny¢ 18;°
this may have been the mother of Joana Valls, under the surname of her
husband. In 1863, at ¢/ Aviny¢ 1, Juan Giralt was registered as the owner of a
“fashion shop”, In 1881 and 1882 at the same number, Juan Valls also appears as
dedicated to ‘fashion’,'” which suggests that at first the business was in the name
of husband." The business was still running in 1884, when the name of Joana
Valls appears at ¢/ Ferran 34."* In the industrial registry the establishment was
classified as “a fashion designer’s shop making luxury dresses and clothes”."* In
1885 both shops were registered under the name Joana Valls."* During the years
1896 and 1897 Joana Valls Parellada was based at ¢/Ferran 34," first floor, where
she had a “luxury fashion design establishment™ and she remained there in
later years."” From this period a photograph survives (although unfortunately
we cannot publish it here) showing the front of the building; on the first floor
balcony there is a sign, probably made of glass, where it says “Modas Juana
Valls”. In fact, the tariff at which the dressmaker was registered allowed her to
have signs outside, unlike others."® In 1910 she moved to 34 Passeig de Gracia,"”
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Front of an invitation card given by Joana Valls, showing the designer in a fashionable pose, although in a far more
conventional style than seen on the invitations of many of her contemporaries. Given that the card dates from 1910,
at the height of the modernista period, the image hints at a certain distance from current rends. It was in 1910 that
Valls moved her fashion house to Passeig de Gracia, so it may well be that this was one of the last invitations from
her previous premises in Carrer Ferran.

Carrer Ferran 34 was home to a number of different enterprises, including the Parera i Peitx fashion house , and
the renowned Matorrodona photographic studio, which, together with Joana Valls, occupied the first storey of the
building. © National Library of Catalonia. Barcelona.
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the new centre of trade in luxury goods in Barcelona, probably as a commercial
strategy.

Valls built up her business as an important fashion house. Established
independently, it became one of the leaders of elegance in Barcelona. We know
that her workshop had a library or collection of fashion books and figurines,
among them Puiggari’s Monografia histérica e iconogrdfica del traje, and plates
from the Album Réve and other publications which she probably received on
subscription. Some of these plates bear the designer’s stamp.

The products sold by the firm had a reputation for quality and fashion
and were aimed at a clientele with a high purchasing power, as shown in the
following excerpt: “How much will I have to pay, more or less? - We’re not
going to argue about that... as you know, the stitching, you know, eight duros;
the adornments, twenty-five; the linings, the serrapollera, buttons, the rods, the
brush and so on, five or six. In all, it won’t be more than fifty duros - Come on,
it’s not as if it’s by Joana Valls!”

An advertisement for the firm El Mechero de Venus suggests that Joana’s
establishment was very luxurious and had gas lighting: “The best lighting at the
theatres Novedades and Tivoli, in the elegant salons of the dressmaker Joana
Valls, in the Old England and in the best establishments.”*

In fact, the designer’s popularity spread beyond the city of Barcelona. In the
press we find dressmakers who advertised their skills saying they had worked
at the workshop of Joana Valls.* Her firm grew rapidly over the decades and
placed advertisements for employees at times when there was more work.?
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The type of products they sold were varied, as shown in the advertisement
appeared in La Vanguardia in 1905:

“To carry out a complete renewal of our stocks, we are selling at considerable
discounts our current stocks of coats, velvet, woollens, embroidery, tulle, gauze,
trimmings, flowers, feathers, ribbons, braids of all kinds, adornments and
everything related to dressmaking.”*

In 1915 the firm sought a director of dressmaking, a post that remained in
1918.%* The existence of this position indicates that the business had grown
considerably and that it was Joana Valls who managed the business and was no
longer a seamstress sewing with her own hands. Her figure, then, clearly reflects
the change in the profile of these professionals, who rose from anonymity to
run important businesses.”

In 1919 Valls announced her retirement, and a brief chronicle was published
praising her achievements:

“One of the aspects that affirms the capital status of Barcelona is our intense
artistic life, and (...) highlights everything that is related to ladies’ fashions,
which have reached such a high level, giving us a well-deserved reputation. One
of the most solid reputations and most grounded in Barcelona is undoubtedly
that of Joana Valls (...) we deeply regret the departure of the great dressmaker
Joana Valls, who has contributed so much with her taste to elevating the craft of
fashion.”

In 1920-1921 we find her name in the industrial registry for the last time.”
Her business, which had acted as a sounding board of modernity in the 1880s
and 1890s, probably went into decline in the early decades of the new century,
with the emergence of a new generation of creators, such as Anita Monrds
(1882-1959) and Pedro Rodriguez (1895-1990), among others. Joana Valls died
in Barcelona on April 30, 1935* leaving behind her testimony of change.
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SILK SHOULDER CAPE, C. 1900, BY JOANA VALLS (NO. 131588, BARCELONA DESIGN MUSEUM). THE IMAGE SHOWS THE CAPE WITH THE FRONT FLAPS UNFOLDED Photo / Foto:
Capelina de seda, c. 1900, de Joana Valls (n. 131588, Museu del Disseny). La imatge mostra la capelina amb les solapes davanteres totalment desplegades © Museu del Disseny de Barcelona.
Estudio Rafael Vargas, 2015
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PLATE ADQUIRED BY JOANA VALLS. ALBUM REVE, PARIS, AT THE BEGINNING OF 1900 Photo / Foto:
Lamina adquirida per Joana Valls. Alboum Réve, Parfs, inicis 1900 ©CDMT Quico Ortega

ALBUM REVE
Rue des Petits-Charnps, 71. PARIS.
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per LAURA CASAL-VALLS
Doctora en historia de l'art i especialista en historia de la moda

Des de les darreries del segle x1x Catalunya veié com les arts i els oficis
experimentaven un procés de revitalitzacié. La moda no escapa d’aquesta
revifalla, i al seu voltant es desenvolupa un nou model de negoci. Tot i

aixi, encara avui manquen estudis que aprofundeixin en alguns dels seus
protagonistes, majoritariament dones. Aixo fa que personatges com el de Joana
Valls hagin restat en el més absolut dels silencis.

Probablement una de les raons principals de la poca fortuna historica
d’aquesta modista sigui el fet que no en resten practicament peces. Des de la
historia de I'art se sol tragar el discurs a partir de la presencia d’objectes: es
parla d’objectes anonims, perd poques vegades es parla de creadors sense llegat.
Sembla que es fa dificil poder reconéixer l'obra o la destresa d’algii de qui només
en resta 'ombra. Tot i aixi, i a jutjar pel criteri dels contemporanis de Valls,
aquesta gaudi de prestigi entre les elits catalanes.

No ha estat fins recentment que s’ha pogut localitzar una peca d’aquesta
modista, i és per aquesta rad que es considera una bona ocasio6 per dedicar-li
un article que aboqui una mica de llum sobre aquest personatge, fins ara entre
ombres.

Joana Valls (1855-1935)

Barcelona s’havia anat configurant, des de mitjans del segle x1x, com una
capital europea. En el marc comercial que s’hi definia, aparegueren nous perfils
d’ofici, entre els quals el de les modistes de luxe, que es veieren impulsades per
les noves necessitats burgeses.

Joana Valls fou una d’aquelles primeres creadores i una de les més
reconegudes i valorades de la Barcelona del tombant dels segles x1x al xx. D’ella
se’n troben poques referéncies en el panorama historiografic catala' pero en
canvi resten alguns testimonis representatius de I’¢época que ens han deixat
imatges literaries de la modista. Aixi, per exemple, I'any 1884 Serafi Pitarra la
citava com una modista de barrets de renom a una obra estrenada I'any 1884* i
Oller la féu apareixer a La Febre d’Or, en un fragment que, tot i que molt breu,
resulta molt il lustratiu:

“—I que elegants que aneu! Quins sombreros més bufons! Sén de la Joana
Valls? jo sempre ho dic: vosaltres sou les noies que vestiu millor de Barcelona!™?

Anys més tard Joaquim M. Nadal i Ferrer, al llibre Recuerdos de medio
siglo, també en feia esment en descriure “la marquesa de Marianao, con uno
de aquellos grandes sombreros, ornados de aigrettes y de plumas, firmados
Juana Valls, que constitufan la admiracion de muchas sefioras y la envidia de
no pocas’”.* Encara que aquests fragments literaris facin referéncia als barrets,
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tenim constancia de qué Joana Valls es dedica també a la creacid de vestits.
D’ella, pero, només n’ha restat una esclavina de seda.

Valls fou I"inica modista catalana que participa en ’Exposicié Universal de
1888, al Pavelld de la Inddstria, on exposa diverses confeccions i on s’indicava
que “la réputation de cette maison a Barcelone est suffisamment établie pour
que les élégantes étrangeres puissent s’y diriger en toute confiance”.> Aquest fet
permet de fer-se una idea de la rellevancia que aquesta tingué a la Barcelona de
I’época.

Joana Valls nasqué a Barcelona el 6 de marg de 1855° i fou batejada com a
Francisca Juana Maria del Pilar Giralt Miré. Probablement adopta el cognom
Valls en casar-se, vers 1969, amb Juan Valls Parellada (ca. 1850-1919).

Filla de Juan Giralt Alemany i Juana Mir¢6 Sarcena, amos d’una botiga de
barrets o confeccié infantil a Barcelona (s’ha trobat referenciada de les dues
maneres) situada al Carrer Avinyo, probablement l'ofici de la modisteria li
vingué ja de familia.®

Joana Valls treballa a Barcelona des de la década dels anys 80 del segle x1x i
fins a I'any 1921. Fou, per tant, coetania d’altres modistes de renom com Maria
Molist, coneguda també com Maria de Matard, Ana Renaud o Montagne.

Es probable, doncs, que la modista iniciés la seva trajectoria continuant el
negoci familiar. De fet, 'any 1849 es troba una Juana Giralt establerta com a
modista al carrer Aviny6 18,” que podria correspondre a la mare de Joana Valls
emprant el cognom del marit. Uany 1863 al Carrer Aviny6 1 s’hi trobava Juan
Giralt com a “tienda de modas”. Els anys 1881 i 1882, en aquell nimero, es
troba Juan Vallsestablert com a “modas”,"’ fet que fa pensar que en un primer

Capelina de seda, c. 1900, de Joana Valls (n. 131588, Museu del Disseny). Es tracta d'una peca confeccionada
totalment a ma, de seti de seda i gasa, tul brodat i aplicacions de frivolités. La part corresponent a la obertura
davantera estava confeccionada per tal d'obrirse com dues solapes (vegeu més). Els farbalans de gasa confereixen a
la pega molt de moviment. Confeccié molt acurada. © Museu del Disseny de Barcelona. Estudio Rafael Vargas, 2015.
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com un “establecimiento o tienda de modista de lujo™ i s’hi mantingué encara
els anys posteriors."” D’aquesta época se n’ha conservat una fotografia, que
malauradament no podem publicar en aquest article, en queé es pot observar

la fagana de l’edifici, i al balcé del primer pis hi ha un cartell, probablement

de vidre, on hi ha escrit “Modas Juana Valls”. De fet, la tarifa en la que estava
registrada aquesta modista permetia tenir signes a I'exterior, a diferéncia
d’altres.”® Lany 1910 es desplaga al nimero 34 del Passeig de Gracia," el nou
centre de I'activitat comercial de luxe a Barcelona, en el que es podria entendre
com una estratégia comercial.

Valls erigi el seu negoci com una casa de modes important. Establerta de
manera independent, es converti en un dels referents de ’elegancia barcelonina.
Sabem que al seu taller hi tenia una biblioteca o colleccié de llibres i figurins
de moda, entre els quals s’hi trobava la Monografia histérica e iconogrdfica del
traje, de Puiggari o lamines de ’Album Réve, entre d’altres publicacions, que
probablement rebia per subscripcid. Algunes d’aquestes lamines duien el segell
de la modista.

Real orden de 13 de julio de
1906 anotados y seguidos de
un indice alfabético por la
Redaccion de la Revista de los
tribunales y de la legislacion
universal. Madrid: Centro
Editorial Gongora, 1906,

p. 149,

19 ACA, Hisenda, Matricules
Industrials, 1910, inv. 1,
n. 9661.
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Anvers d'una participacié de Joana
Valls en la que es pot observar
una imatge de tendéncia forca
convencional en relacié a d'altres
participacions de modistes
coetanies. Si es té en compte que
es tracta de I'any 1910, moment
en que el modernisme es trobava
en auge, la imatge que presenta
aquesta postal pot demostrar un
cert allunyament de les tendéncies
del moment. Fou I'any 1910 quan
Valls trasllada la seva casa de
modes al Passeig de Gracia, fet
gue permet pensar que aquesta
participacié fou de les darreres que
provenien del carrer Ferran.

Al carrer Ferran nim. 34 s'hi
aplegaven diversos comercos,
entre els quals destaquen d'altres
modistes, com la casa Parera

i Peitx, o el conegut fotograf
Matorrodona, situat també al
principal, com Valls.

© Biblioteca de Catalunya.
Barcelona.

Revers de la participacié
manuscrita de Joana Valls, 1910.
A través d'aquesta participacié
es poden observar els diversos
tipus de peces que es venien a

la Casa de Modes de Joana Valls:
barrets, vestits, cotilles, boes o
ruixes. © Biblioteca de Catalunya.
Barcelona.
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20 La Publicidad, n. 7970
(1900), p. 1.

21 Los debates: diario politico
defensor de los intereses de la
comarca, n.3644 (1905), p. 3.
22 Observant aquests anuncis
es poden conéixer el tipus
d’empleats que hi treballaven
i, per tant, deduir el tipus de
productes: des d’oficiales i
mig oficiales, a oficiales per

a barrets o cosidores de palla
“fantasia”ifina,amaia
maquina.

23 La Vanguardia, 7 d’octubre
de 1905, p. 2.

Els productes que es venien en aquesta casa tenien fama de qualitat,
responien a la moda i estaven dirigits a una clientela amb una capacitat
adquisitiva alta, com s’'observa en el segiient fragment:

“Quant me’n fara pagar poc més o menos? —No renyirem per aixo:
Las hechuras, ja se sap, vuit duros; els adornos, vint-i-cing; els forros,
la serrapollera, botons, barnilles, raspall i demés, cinc o sis. En fi, no
li passara d’una cinquantena de duros, ral més, ral menos... —Alsa...
alsa...! Ni que fos la Joana Valls!”

D’un anunci de llum de gas de la companyia El Mechero de Venus es pot
extreure que el seu establiment era molt luxés, i que estava illuminat amb llum
de gas:

“la mejor luz y mas barata, la da en los teatros Novedades y Tivoli, en los
elegantes salones de la modista Da. Juana Valls, en el Old England y en los
mejores establecimientos.”*

De fet, el renom d’aquesta modista anava més enlla de la ciutat de Barcelona
iala premsa s’hi poden trobar modistes que s'anunciaven dient que havien
treballat al taller de Joana Valls.” La casa de modes de Valls cresqué molt al
llarg de les decades i els anuncis en els quals es demanaven treballadors eren
molts, concentrats en les époques de més feina.? El tipus de productes que
s’hi venien eren variats, com es pot observar en aquest anunci aparegut a La
Vanguardia I'any 1905:

“Para renovar completamente el surtido se liquidan con gran rebaja
las existencias de abrigos, terciopelos, lanerias, bordados, tules, gasas,
pasamanerias, flores, plumas, cintas, galones de todas clases, adornos y todo lo
referente al ramo de la confeccion.”*

@}

Lamines adquirides per Joana Valls.
Album Réve, Parfs, inicis 1900.
©CDMT Quico Ortega.
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24 La Vanguardia, 16
setembre 1918.

25 Probablement el contacte
constant amb la burgesia

de I’época, aixi com una
capacitat econdmica
important, convertiren

ales modistes de luxe en
senyores amb certa cultura

i refinament. Sabem, per
exemple, que Joana Valls
havia comprat dos quadres
de Roig i Soler, (SALA, Lluisa.
“Joan Roig i Soler. Llibreta de
comptes (1881-1908). MS.3023
Biblioteca de Catalunya-
Estudi i transcripci6”,
Butlleti de la Reial Académia
Catalana de Belles Arts de
Sant Jordi, n. 15 (2001), p.
151-225) i consta que tenia
un quadre de Ramon Casas
al seu taller. Aquest darrer

li fou embargat en motiu

del Tancament de Caixes
Poctubre de 1899. Aquest
episodi ha estat estudiat amb
deteniment en 'article: Casal-
Valls, L. i Sdnchez Sauleda,

S. “El taller d’'una modista
embargat: Joana Valls, el
Tancament de caixes i l’'obra
de Ramon Casas”, Butlleti de
la Societat Catalana d’Estudis
Historics (en premsa).

26 La Veu de Catalunya, 22
d’octubre de 1919, p. 7.

27 ACA, Hisenda, Matricules
Industrials, 1920-1921, inv. 1,
n. 9759.

28 AMCB, Index de
defuncions de I'any 1935,
llibre 732, registre nim. 766.
Vegeu també: La Vanguardia,
1 de maig de 19351 La
Vanguardia, 9 de maig de
1935.

Lany 1915 es demanava una directora modista de vestits, figura que es
mantenia encara el 1918.** Aquesta figura indicaria que el negoci havia crescut
ja considerablement i que Joana Valls era 'empresaria que gestionava el
negoci i no pas la modista que cosia amb les seves propies mans. En la seva
figura, doncs, es pot observar de manera clara el canvi en el perfil d’aquestes
professionals, que passaren de I'anonimat a estar al capdavant de negocis
importants.”

Lany 1919 Valls anuncia que es retirava, i es publica una breu cronica en la
que es lloava la feina feta per aquesta modista:

“Un dels aspectes que afirma més la capitalitat de Barcelona és el que es
refereix a la nostra intensa vida artistica, i (...) es destaca tot el que es relaciona
amb les modes de senyores, que han assolit un nivell altissim, donant-nos arreu
una fama ben merescuda. Una de les reputacions mes solides i més barcelonines
és, sens dubte, la de donya Joana Valls (...) ens dolem de debo de la desaparici6
de la gran modista que es diu Joana Valls, que tant ha contribuit amb el seu gust
a elevar l'ofici de la moda.”¢

Els anys 1920-1921 la trobem inscrita per darrera vegada a les Matricules
Industrials.” El seu negoci, que havia actuat com a caixa de ressonancia de
la modernitat a les darreries del segle x1x, probablement s’havia anat apagant
durant les primeres decades del segle xx, en que havia de fer front a una nova
generacio de creadors, com Anita Monroés (1882-1959) o Pedro Rodriguez (1895-
1990), entre d’altres. Joana Valls mori a Barcelona el 30 d’abril de 193528 deixant
darrere seu el testimoni del canvi.
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