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The roaring silk years

by AssumpTA DANGLA
Photographs: Esther de Prades Maria

The Catalan silk printing industry flourished in the 1920s, before the outbreak
of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. This was a time of change, with the arrival

of the avant-garde and a keenness to break with established artistic norms,
echoing the atmosphere on the streets of Europe’s major capitals. Prints
produced in this period were designed to take art to the mass market, heralding
the arrival of a renewed aesthetic. As the artist Sonia Delaunay said":

[The creations] will be sold to industrialists, who will examine how
to lower the cost of goods sold through industrial production and
look at how to boost sales. This will see fashion become democratised,
and such a democratisation can only be welcome, as it will raise the
general standard.

The emergence of new trends was not limited to the major producers. Some
smaller firms, such as Ponsa and La Sedera Franco-Espariola, also took an
interest.

Ponsa Hermanos

The year 1859 saw the birth of the company formed by the capitalist Josep
Ferrer i Vidal, a famous textile magnate, financier and politician, and the
printer Josep Ponsa i Rius. In 1879 they founded the general partnership Hijos
de José Ponsa, which in 1904 would become Ponsa Hermanos. The business
moved several times, but during this period it was based in Sant Marti de
Provengals, where fabrics were prepared, dyed, printed and finished. The
company followed a bottom-up development strategy, having previously spun
silk and even experimented with silk farming. In 1901 a new site was opened in
Palma de Mallorca, known as Ses Sedes, and the factory in Sant Marti became
used only for printing?.

The legacy of Ponsa’s production is conserved in three Catalan museums.
The Premia de Mar Textile Printing Museum and the Terrassa Textile Museum
and Documentation Centre hold a collection of original designs, samples,
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Original design from La Sedera Franco-Esparnola, MEPM 5113 (c.1920).
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3 CARBONELL, Silvia.“La clothing and swatches from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which was

membdria...” In: Tot plegat. acquired by the Government of Catalonia and entrusted to the two institutions.
un retrat de la Catalunya

téxtil recent. CDMT, Museu These collections were added to with donations from private benefactors. The
d’Arenys de Mar, 2016. Barcelona Design Museum, meanwhile, received a donation of ten original
pp- 28-53. sample books from Jaume Ponsa, along with wood templates that were passed

4 Album of original designs

5 )
by Porsa (1890-1935). MEPM. to the MEPM?. Two sample books from La Sedera Franco Espafiola have been

conserved, together with a selection of designs that are thought to come from
the same factory.

Ponsa created prints with the three most common systems in use at the
time: woodblock printing, the rotary press and, towards the end of the 1930s,
‘Lyonnaise’ or silk-screen printing. In this early period the three systems
operated side by side on the factory floor. Each method had specific features
and its own advantages: wood templates were ideal for multi-coloured prints,
the copper cylinders of the rotary press produced finely detailed designs, and
silk-screen printing made it possible to create rapports that were broader in
scope. Engraving the templates for woodblock printing required considerable
skill. The specialist engravers Costa i Cortada worked for Ponsa from the
end of the nineteenth century onwards, producing both wood templates and
copper cylinders for rotary printing. Templates were also commissioned
from specialists outside Catalonia, such as the engraver G. Merklen, based in
Mulhouse*. The screens for Lyonnaise prints were acquired primarily from
suppliers in Premia de Mar, in the province of Barcelona, which was home to
a large number of workshops and studios that hand-engraved the glass plates
required. Colour was achieved by applying synthetic dyes, such as aniline, and
other dyes derived from coal tar, which created vibrant and brightly toned silks.
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The artisans

Fashions in Catalonia mirrored those in France. The trend books that arrived
from Europe’s design capitals, from studios such as Bilbille ¢& Co and Claude
Freéres, for example, were the main source of inspiration. Designs were
purchased abroad or commissioned from renowned artists at home, and factory
directors would often select designs personally, travelling to workshops and
design houses outside Spain to see the latest trends for themselves, although
only a small proportion of the designs they acquired ever reached the market.

Prominent local designers included Joan Vidal i Ventosa, Josep Palau Oller,
Josep Mompou, Enric Moya, Josep Ferrer Albert, Josep Porta and the staff of
Marsa. Vidal i Ventosa trained as a painter at La Llotja and studied sculpture
with M. Fuxa. He was part of the group of modernista artists to frequent Els
Quatre Gats, and later Café Guayaba, where Picasso, Manolo Hugué, Ismael
Smith and Isidre Nonell were regular patrons®. Vidal is comparatively little
known as a print designer, yet he spent years working in this medium. Josep
Palau i Oller, known primarily as a furniture and toy designer, also turned
his hand to fabric prints, on occasion working with Josep Mompou, and some
surviving original drawings bear the stamps of the two workshops®. The extent
of Palau’s work as a print designer came to light in 2003, leading to the curation
of two exhibitions. Much work remains, however, to bring the fabric designs of
the other artists in this group to wider public awareness.

Catalans were quick to adapt to the new artistic trends and produced
work which bears comparison with that of their foreign contemporaries, at
a time when Catalan art no longer boasted the splendour of the modernista
period. Looking outside Catalonia, Ponsa acquired its designs from artists
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in Paris, Lyon and Mulhouse. One of the company’s main suppliers was

the E. Sins design studio, which also provided designs for other Catalan
manufacturers such as La Espafia Industrial in the latter part of the nineteenth
century. Sins also worked with La Lié-Barcelona, which manufactured in
Premia de Mar, in the 1920s and 1930s, and regularly received visits from
company representatives. Other designers who established long-term working
relationships with La Lid-Barcelona were C. Lefranc, whose studio was located
in Lyon, and Léon Kittler and René Schrameck, both based in Mulhouse. The
full list of designers who supplied to Ponsa is particularly long: other foreign
contributors were E. P. Bonaparte, Arthur Litt, R. Blaise, J. Berger, Marc
Rimaud, Landwerlind, J. Vernaison, Helder, Fred Lévy, R. De Grandclos, Louis
Lang, M. Adrouer, Louis Inwiller and Georges Ordatchenko.” Later, in the
1940s, the Barcelona-based studios would come to prominence, with greater
input from local designers. This trend gradually increased, and women also
came to play a role.

Original design by E. Sins,
MEPM 873 (1922).
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Art in motion

Common decoration included floral, geometric, marine, exotic and figurative
motifs. The emergence of the avant-garde called for research, and the era was
characterised by exploration on every conceivable level. Paul Poiret, in addition
to following the artistic trends of the era, explored the creation of a new
aesthetic language with his students at the Atélier Martine®:

I created the Atélier Martine for the Decorative Arts [...]. I took in
children aged around 12 from the working class neighbourhoods on
the outskirts, who didn’t go to school. I put aside several rooms in
my house for them and had them work naturally, without a teacher
[...]. Once the first weeks had passed I obtained marvellous results.
These creatures, left to their own devices, quickly forgot the false
and empirical precepts that they had been taught at school and
rediscovered all pf the spontaneity and vitality of their true nature
[...]. My role consisted in stimulating their activity and their taste
without ever influencing them negatively or criticising them, so that
the source of their inspiration remained pure and intact.

Ponsa did not produce only art deco designs; it also created distinctly avant-
garde fabrics, encompassing styles as diverse as Simultaneism, Cubism, Russian
Constructivism and the abstract forms of De Stijl. Floral motifs took on a new
geometric character, emblazoning clothing typified by an explosion of colours
and flowing sense of movement. These effects were achieved with overlaid and
fragmented designs, geometric shapes and sinuous, abstract forms. The rose
was particularly common, transformed into a simplified grouping of two-
dimensional segments.
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In some pieces, floral and plant motifs took on an aquatic appearance,
while aquatic designs exuded a vegetative quality: jellyfish, urchins, fish, small

organisms and a whole series of motifs presented abstractly and reminiscent
of aquatic fauna. This is captured in the author Colette’s description of curtain
fabric®:

Yet it is nothing more than velvet cloth and a printed flower. The
designer claims, “It is a poppy”, and believes it. But I know that,
swollen, segmented, delicately fringed and trailing a long, fibrous
train, his flower is actually a jellyfish.

The fascination with the East and exoticism, long present in European fabric
printing, was also apparent in designs from Ponsa. The company produced a
whole series of Japanising compositions of refined, stylised forms and a marked
sense of movement. It also marketed many designs featuring Egyptian motifs,
often used as borders for scarves. Papyrus leaves, pharaohs, jewels and canopic
jars brought a visual richness and elegance to the company’s new pieces, owing
their design to the new forms of the art deco movement.
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Printed silk fabric from the
Ponsa Hermanos sample book,
MEPM 6025 (c. 1920).

Album of originals designs
from Ponsa, 1898-1930
MEPM (unrecorded).
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The two surviving sample books from La Sedera Franco Espariola are notable
for the prominence given to representations of leisure: shows, music, the wild
dance of a cabaret actress dressed as a chambermaid, couples enjoying ballroom
dancing, Charlie Chaplin in the role of Charlot, and other scenes of distraction
and diversion. There are also scenes depicting women driving, Amazons, tennis
players and women in the fashionable outfits of the period. These designs reflect
the spirit of an era that has been referred to as “the roaring silk years”, which
inspired novel compositions for the decoration of lampshades, screens and
scarves in particular.

In the last year restoration work has been completed on an album of original
designs from Ponsa that has provided new information about the dates of the
samples and the designers responsible for them. The reverse of some of the
drawings bears the designer’s name and a rough chronology, which has helped
to establish more precise dates for some of the sample books. The work marks
the culmination of efforts to research and recover the memory of Ponsa in the
golden age of its designs. Through this work we have strived to paint a general
picture of the progress so far and of recently launched initiatives, such as a
study of the designers and engravers behind the company’s output and the
relationships that Ponsa established outside Catalonia. @
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PRINTED SILK FABRICS FROM THE PONSA HERMANOS SAMPLE BOOK, MEPM 5861 (C. 1920) Photo / Foto:
Teixits de seda estampada del mostrari de Ponsa Hermanos MEPM 5861 (c. 1920)

Esther de Prades Maria
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ORIGINAL DESIGN BY LEON KITTLER, MEPM 2564 (1921) Photo / Foto:
Disseny original de Léon Kittler, MEPM 2564 (1921) Esther de Prades Maria
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PRINTED SILK FABRIC FROM THE PONSA HERMANOS SAMPLE BOOK, MEPM 5861 (C. 1925) Photo / Foto:
Teixit de seda estampada del mostrari de Ponsa Hermanos MEPM 5861 (c. 1925)

Esther de Prades Maria
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ORIGINAL DESIGN FROM LA SEDERA FRANCO-ESPANOLA, MEPM 5113 (C. 1920) Photo / Foto:
Disseny original de La Sedera Franco Espafola, MEPM 5113 (Circa 1920) Esther de Prades Maria
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Els bojos anys de la seda

per ASSUMPTA DANGLA
Fotografies: Esther de Prades Maria

La fabricaci6 d’estampats sobre seda va viure un moment d’esplendor a
Catalunya els anys de 1920 fins a I'arribada de la Guerra Civil. Va ser un
moment de canvi, d’entrada de les noves tendéncies artistiques d’avantguarda i
de rapida assimilaci6 de la moda rupturista, genuina, que circulava pels carrers
de les principals capitals europees. Els estampats de I’¢poca volien fer arribar
'art a un public ampli, amb una estetica renovada. En aquest sentit, l’'artista
Sonia Delaunay deia':

[Les créations] Seront vendues a des industriels, qui, eux, étudieront
l'abaissement des prix de revient avec les moyens industriels et
soccuperont de la multiplication de ses ventes. Ainsi la mode se
démocratisera et cette démocratisation ne peut qu’étre bienvenue,
car elle élévera le niveau géneral.

L'arribada de les noves tendéncies no es va fer sentir inicament en les grans
firmes. Algunes petites empreses, més modestes, van adoptar-les: és el cas de
Ponsa i La Sedera Franco-Espaiola.

Ponsa Hermanos

L’any 1859 es constitui la societat formada pel capitalista Josep Ferrer i Vidal,
reconegut empresari textil, financer i politic, i I'estampador Josep Ponsa i Rius.
L’any 1879, es funda la societat regular col-lectiva Hijos de josé Ponsa, que I'any
1904 passa ser Ponsa Hermanos. Lentitat va viure diferents trasllats, i durant
aquesta época estava a Sant Marti de Provencals. Alli es feia la preparacio, on
sorganitzava la preparacio, la tintura i estampat, i I'aprest o acabat. Es podria
parlar d'una empresa amb desenvolupament vertical, on també s’havia filat seda
i provat de fer sericultura. El 1901 es decidi obrir un nou establiment a Palma
de Mallorca, Ses Sedes, deixant la fabrica de Sant Marti només per als processos
d’estampacié®.

Elllegat de Ponsa s’ha conservat en tres museus catalans. El Museu de
I’Estampaci6 de Premia de Mar i el Centre de Documentaci6 i Museu Textil
de Terrassa compten amb una col-leccié de dissenys originals, mostres,
indumentaria i mostraris dels segles x1x i xx, que la Generalitat de Catalunya
va comprar i dipositar a aquestes dues institucions. Les col-leccions també es
van nodrir d’altres aportacions particulars. Al seu temps, el Museu del Disseny
de Barcelona va rebre una donacié de 10 mostraris de la ma de Jaume Ponsa, i
uns motlles de fusta que va dipositar al MEPM?®. De la Sedera Franco Espaiiola
s’ha conservat dos mostraris de La Sedera Franco Espaifiola i un conjunt de
dissenys que, probablement, provenien de la mateixa fabrica.
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4 Album de disefios
originales de Ponsa
(1890-1935). MEPM.

Disseny original de La Sedera
Franco Espanola, MEPM 5113
(Circa 1920). Veure més.

A Ponsa s’estampava amb els tres sistemes més rellevants: amb motlles de
fusta, amb maquines de cilindres i, ja ben entrada la década de 1930, amb
pantalles de lionesa o serigrafia. Durant I’época, els tres sistemes van conviure
en la fabrica. Cada meétode tenia unes particularitats i uns avantatges: les
matrius de fusta, també anomenades motlles de bac, eren idonis pels estampats
a molts colors, les maquines de cilindres de coure podien reproduir dibuixos
amb un major detallisme i, amb l'arribada de I'estampacio a la lionesa, es va
poder fer rapports més amplis. El gravat dels motlles era una tasca que requeria
expertesa. Els gravadors Costa i Cortada treballaven per la fabrica des de finals
del segle x1x, tant per al gravat de motlles de bac com pels cilindres de coure.
També s'encarregaven matrius de fusta a 'estranger, per exemple, al gravador
G. Merklen de Mulhouse®. Pel que fa les pantalles de lionesa, s'adquirien
sobretot als tallers de Premia de Mar, a la provincia de Barcelona, on hi havia
un gran nombre de tallers de gravat i estudis on es dibuixaven sobre vidre, a ma
alcada, els clixés o fotolits. Els colorits s’aconseguien amb colorants sintétics,
com les anilines i d’altres derivats del quitra del carbé d’hulla, que donaven a la
seda uns tons vius i brillants.
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Els artifexs

Catalunya seguia de prop la moda de Franga. Els quaderns de tendencies que
arribaven de les capitals europees del disseny, com Bilbille & Co i Claude Freres,
els servien de font d’inspiracié. Compraven dibuixos a l'estranger, i també
n’adquirien a artistes de renom del pais. Era habitual que els directors de les
fabriques seleccionessin personalment els dissenys i es desplacessin als tallers
estrangers per coneixer de primera ma les darreres tendéncies. Ara bé, només
seditava una petita part dels dissenys que s’adquirien.

Entre els dibuixants autoctons, cal citar a Joan Vidal i Ventosa, Josep
Palau Oller, Josep Mompou, Enric Moya, Josep Ferrer Albert, Josep Porta i
I'estudi de Marsa. Vidal i Ventosa va formar-se a la Llotja com a pintor i va
estudiar escultura amb M. Fuxa. Va participar en els ambients de les tertulies
modernistes dels Quatre Gats, més tard al café Guayaba, a les quals també
assistia Picasso, Manolo Hugué, Ismael Smith i Isidre Nonell°. La seva faceta de
dibuixant d’estampats és encara poc coneguda, i va practicar aquesta professid
durant anys. Josep Palau i Oller també es dedica al disseny d’estampacio, a
més de disseny de mobiliari i joguines. Palau i Mompou col-laboraren en el
disseny d’estampats, i en alguns dibuixos originals podem trobar el segell del
taller d'ambdos artistes®. L'any 2003 es va donar a coneixer la seva faceta de
dissenyador d’estampats, que culmina en dues exposicions. Pel que fa a la resta
d’autors, encara queda molta feina a fer per coneixer notes de la seva produccié
per a l'estampacio textil.

ELS BOJOS ANYS DE LA SEDA
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Disseny original de Joan Vidal i
Ventosa, MEPM 5723 (1917).

7 DANGLA, A. “Arten
moviment”. A Lestampacio
téxtil a Catalunya. Visions del
patrimoni industrial. Museu
de ’Estampaci6 de Premia de
Mar, 2006, pp. 90-95.

Disseny original de Marsa,
MEPM 641 (1920-1930).

Els catalans assimilaren els nous corrents i estaven a l'altura dels estrangers,
en un moment que l’art catala no arribava a 'esplendor de I'etapa modernista.
Pel que fa els forasters, Ponsa adquiria els dissenys sobretot a dibuixants de
Paris, Lyon i Mulhouse. Lestudi de E. Sins va dissenyar per Ponsa; de fet, a les
darreries del segle x1x altres empreses catalanes, com L'Espanya Industrial,
també estampaven els seus dissenys. El mateix passava als anys de 1920 i 1930,
amb la fabrica de Premia de Mar La Li¢-Barcelona, que en aquesta época
visitava el taller de Sins amb regularitat. Altres dibuixants que van treballar
molts anys i de forma continuada amb 'empresa van ser C. Lefranc, que
tenia I’'estudi a Lyon, i Léon Kittler i René Schrameck, ambdés de Mulhouse.
El llistat de dissenyadors que van dibuixar per a Ponsa és ben extens: altres
col-laboradors estrangers van ser E. P. Bonaparte, Arthur Litt, R. Blaise,

J. Berger, Marc Rimaud, Landwerlind, ]. Vernaison, Helder, Fred Lévy, R. De
Grandclos, Louis Lang, M. Adrouer, Louis Inwiller, Georges Ordatchenko’...
Més endavant, a la decada de 1940, els estudis barcelonins prengueren més forga
i hi hagué més preséncia de dibuixants autoctons, una tendéncia que anava a
l'alca i en la qual les dones també hi van tenir el seu paper.

Disseny original d'E. Sins,
MEPM 873 (1922).
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B Disseny original de C. Lefranc,
; MEPM 2399 (1927)

Art en moviment

8 POIRET, Paul. Vistiendo Dels motius que es representaven destaquen sobretot els florals, geometrics,

la época. Parsifal ediciones, marins, exotics i figuratius. Lentrada dels nous corrents d’avantguarda

Barcelona, 1989, p. 111. \ > ., .
comportava una tasca de recerca, en una epoca d’exploracié a tots nivells. A
banda de seguir els corrents artistics de I'¢poca, Paul Poiret experimentava amb
la creacié d’un nou llenguatge amb les alumnes del seu Atélier Martine®:

Vaig crear ’Escola d’Art Decoratiu Martine [...]. Vaig reclutar en
els mitjans obrers de la periféria a nenes d’uns dotze anys que no
estudiessin. Els hi vaig dedicar diverses habitacions de casa meva
i els hi vaig fer treballar al natural, sense cap professor [...]. Quan
van passar les primeres setmanes vaig obtenir resultats meravellosos.
Aquelles criatures, deixades al seu aire, oblidaven en poc temps els
preceptes falsos i empirics que havien rebut a l'escola per trobar de
nou tota l'espontaneitat i tota la frescor de la seva naturalesa [...].
El meu paper consistia en estimular la seva activitat i el seu gust
sense influir-les mai ni criticar-les, de manera que la font de la seva
inspiracié quedés pura i intacta.

Dibuixos originals del mostrari de

La Sedera Franco Espanola, MEPM
5113 (Circa 1920).

ELS BOJOS ANYS DE LA SEDA
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9 DUCHARNE,F. Les folles
années de la Soie. Musée
Historique des Tissus. Lyon,
1975. Cataleg de I'exposicio,
p. 9.

Disseny original, anonim,
MEPM 2488 (c. 1920).

A Ponsa no només seguien les formes de ’Art Déco, també van fer teixits
amb un marcat caracter d’avantguarda. Aixi, el simultaneisme, el cubisme,
el constructivisme rus i les formes de De Stijl hi van tenir cabuda. Els motius
florals prengueren un caracter geometric, en unes robes on destacava una
explosi6 de colors i un marcat moviment. Aquest s'aconseguia amb plans
superposats, trencats, figures geometriques o bé amb formes sinuoses amb
caracter abstracte. La rosa prengué especial protagonisme, transformada i
simplificada per un seguit de taques planes.

A voltes, les formes florals o vegetals, semblaven inspirades en el mén mari,
ialainversa. Meduses, garotes, peixos, petits organismes i tot un seguit de
motius que rebien un tractament abstracte i remeten a la fauna subaquatica.
Aixi descriu I'escriptora Colette allo que entreveia en el teixit d’una cortina’:

Il ne sagit pourtant que d’un velours, et d’'une fleur imprimée.
Lauteur du dessin assure: “C’est un pavot” et i le croit. Mais moi je
sais bien que ventrue, ombiliquée, segmentée, délicatement, frangée,
et remorquant une traine filamenteuse, sa fleur est une meduse.

La fascinaci6 per Orient i I'exotisme, presents des dels inicis de 'estampacié6 a
Europa, també tingueren resso en Ponsa. Hi ha tot un seguit de composicions
de caire japonitzant amb formes refinades, estilitzades i un marcat moviment.
A més, es van editar molts dibuixos amb motius egipcis, que sovint formaven
orles per a mocadors. Les fulles de papir, els faraons, les joies i atuells per

a rituals eren d’una gran riquesa visual i elegancia, i devien la seva font
d’inspiracié a les noves formes de I’Art Déco.

Teixit de seda estampada del mostrari
de Ponsa Hermanos MEPM 6025
(c. 1920).
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Album de dibuixos originals de
Ponsa, 1898-1930 MEPM (sense
registre).

Als dos mostraris que es conserven de la Sedera Franco Espaiiola, pren
protagonisme la representaci6 del lleure: I’'espectacle, la musica, la dansa
desenfrenada d’una actriu de cabaret vestida d’odalisca, parelles practicant balls
de sald, la figura de Charles Chaplin en el paper de Charlot i altres moments
de distensio i diversio. A més, també s’hi pot trobar escenes amb imatges de
dones conduint, amazones, tenistes i dones vestides a la moda del moment.

Tot aixo representava I'esperit d’una epoca que sovint es coneix com a Els bojos
anys de la seda i que va inspirar unes composicions que es destinaven sobretot a
pantalles de lampada, paravents i mocadors.

El darrer any s’ha restaurat un album de dissenys originals de la casa Ponsa
que ha aportat noves dades sobre la datacié de les mostres i les autories. En el
revers d’alguns dibuixos hi figura el nom del dissenyador i la cronologia de la
peca, que han permeés datar uns mostraris amb més exactitud. Aquest és un
treball que es suma a la tasca de recerca i recuperacié de la memoria de I’¢época
daurada de Ponsa. Amb aix0 hem volgut oferir unes pinzellades de la feina feta
i de la que s’ha comencat a fer, com l'estudi dels dissenyadors, dels gravadors i la
relacié de 'empresa amb l'estranger. ®
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