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... but why ceramics?

The facts
The International Biennal de 

Ceràmica was founded in 2001. The num-
ber of ceramists participating in the com-
petition has increased from year to year, 
with the competition initially being for 
Catalonia in 2001, the whole of Spain in 
2003, for Europe in 2005 and from 2007 
worldwide. The Biennial was established 
and is run by the municipality of El Ven-
drell, it takes place every “odd" year and 
the three prizewinning artists show their 
work in an exhibition. 

The first prize: an album compiled by 
an art historian on the work of the winner 
of the first prize, with illustrations and an 
appreciation of their work in Spanish, 
Catalan and English. The album is pre-
sented during the award ceremony. 

The second and third prizes: the three 

prizewinners present their work in a joint 
exhibition. A trilingual catalogue about 
the prizewinners is also published. 
www. elvendrell.cat

Going beyond the facts
I can barely remember how I received 

the call for entries to the 7th International 
Biennal de Ceràmica from El Vendrell. I 
confess that I had to refer to a map to 
find this town, which is situated by the 
sea about 70 km from Barcelona in Cata-
lonia. I accordance with the rules, I sent 
in photos of my work for the preliminary 
selection of participants. On the basis of 
these photos, I received an invitation to 
take part in the Biennal. The judges then 
awarded the prizes at the exhibition of 
the participants. A year later, in 2014, I 
travelled to El Vendrell myself at the in-
vitation of the organisers for the opening 
of the prizewinners' exhibition. 

The mayor, his deputy and the presi-
dent of the arts committee opened the ex-
hibition in the Sala Portal del Prado, the 
town's refurbished  mediaeval exhibition 
space. They presented the album and the 
catalogue, which are the 
true prizes of the Biennal. 
Then there was a slide 
show in the conference 
room and the prizewin-
ners had the opportunity 
to speak about their work. 

As artists, we felt that 
our work had been hon-
oured in an exhibition 
of the highest standard, 
and it was understood in 
this city. But one thought 
preyed upon my mind:
 "... but why ceramics?"

Traditional pottery vil-
lages, places that have 

become famous through their ancient ce-
ramics or newer cities with a modern ce-
ramics industry are usually the ones who 
want to raise awareness of their existence 
worldwide by setting up an international 
ceramics biennial. These cities and their 
citizens feel their ceramic tradition is 
extremely important as they are a part 
of their present day lives. They want to 
find a place on the cultural map through 
a special event. These ideas disappeared 
from my mind as soon as I arrived for the 
Biennal exhibition. 

Modern twentieth century art owes 
much to a number of Catalan artists such 
as Pablo Picasso, Joan Miro and Antoni 
Tàpies. The presence of the arts can be 
sensed all over the town, but I could 
still not grasp why it wanted to become 
known all over the world through ceram-
ics, of all things.

Velvety-warm cello music floated 
through the narrow streets and alleyways 
and its blue-brown tonalities lodged it-
self in my ear, as it were. Classical cello 
music was even playing in the specialist 
stores filled with the technical and manu-
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factured goods of the 21st century. This 
is the town where Pau Casals (as Pablo 
Casals, one of the greatest cellists of all 
time is known here) was born and grew 
up. According to Pau Casals, musical 
sounds are colours – and in his music 
there is certainly an element of painting. 

But I also managed to find some threads 
that linked the town with ceramics. The 
former sculptor and ceramist from Barce-
lona, a friend of Picasso's, Apel la Fenosa, 
set up his summer studio in a sixteenth 
century house in the town. His home with 
its fabulous Mediterranean garden has 
been converted into a museum, where his 
sculptures – mainly created in clay – are 
currently on show. I was fascinated to 
study his drawings, from the beginning 
of the 20th century, for vessels on show 
here together with prototypes from the 
Limoges factory. The collector Deu Font 
left his private collection to the town. As 
a museum, this collection still contains 
examples of 20th century ceramics.

On my strolls, I suddenly discovered 
a tall factory chimney. The workshops 
and the craftsmen have long disappeared, 
now it is surrounded by apartments, ca-
fes and restaurants. From the local clay, 
which was of average quality, ceramic 
building components used to be made 
for house building, and they can still be 
found today. But the laws of economic 
necessity proved to be stronger: the small 
factories were destroyed by global indus-
try. The chimney now stands in the mid-
dle of town like an exclamation mark at 
the end of a sentence. 

However, it looks as though things may 
continue with regard to contemporary ce-
ramic art in the town In 2004, under the 
presidency of a ceramist Camil la Perez 
Silva, the municipal arts committee was 
established from among the craftspeople 
of the town. This organisation sees itself 
as the executor of the legacy of the for-
mer traditional local ceramics industry in 
the town. They believe that culture and 
art represent important values even in the 
21st century and through their integrative 
power, they will be able to bring the city 
and more distant regions closer together. 

For the continuation of the Biennal, 
compiling a ceramics collection and the 
realisation of cultural plans, ceramists 
like us can only wish them staying power 
and creativity, for our activities and our 
work have been greatly honoured, ap-
preciated and understood in this small, 
culture-friendly city of El Vendrell. 

the chimney of a former ceramics factory in 
the centre of town 

the prizewinners at the opening of the exhibition 
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