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1. What can be considered a curtain? 

 

A common definition, to which we could quickly agree is: a hanging piece of 
clothing, which covers the hole of a door, a window, a balcony, a bedroom, a corridor, 
a bed among other places. It’s a very old term, which derives from the Latin word 
cortina and which was written centuries ago in Catalan as quortina or curtina. In the 
Terres de l'Ebre, in addition to curtains, we could also mention cortinetes (small 
curtains) and cortinasses (big curtains), usually in relation to its width or height.  

Which is the purpose of a curtain? Even today it is obvious:  to demarcate 
what the eye can see, or, in other words, to hide what we do not want everybody to 
have access to, what we want to hide from the eye. Thus, the theatre curtains or 
fabrics of ancient tabernacles are, in this sense, curtains. 

 

As space and life separators, curtains have also lasted in popular proverbs all 
over the territory, partly in common to many other places: Córrer la cortina(draw the 
curtain) is a popular expression which is still alive, and which means: to keep quiet 
about something, issue or cause, whether of compromising character or not, although 
the latter is usually the most common reason. Descórrer la cortina (undraw the 
curtain) means to reveal or to disclose a secret; estar darrera la cortina (be behind the 
curtain), to take part in something but secretly; and una cortina de fum (smoke screen) 
refers to the concealment of the real cause of something or of a specific circumstance. 
 

 
According to the documentation which comes from the medieval Catalan 

literature, (chivalric novel from the fifteenth century Tirant lo Blanch, for example), 
and from inventories of goods in Terres de l'Ebre from the sixteenth century 
(exhaustive lists of all material goods contained in the house of a recently deceased 
which were drafted by a notary after the death, in order to avoid any conflict between 
family members for the distribution of the legacy or when one of the beneficiaries 
wanted to know in advance in which state the goods to be inherited were, before 
accepting or renouncing it), it is necessary to differentiate between the term cortina 
(curtain) and that of cortinatge (set of curtains, drapery) which hang from an entrance, 
from a bed. 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 

Formerly, many curtains were made of textiles done with natural vegetal 
fibres. Some are still well known inside and outside the textile industry, such as cotton 
and linen, while others, such as canvas and fustian stopped being popular long ago 
although they had lasted for centuries. Canvas is a cloth made of hemp hurd and 
fustian is a thick cotton fabric. Fustain, is a term of possible Arabic etymology, heritage 
of the other great civilization which is part of our cultural roots. 

 

Needless to say, that alongside these modest tissues, the nobility and the 
wealthy families enjoyed all over the territory curtains made of good fabrics: brocade, 
damask, muslin, silk, etc. The brocade is a silk fabric with gold or silver thread, also 
used to make clothing and towels. The drawings made with the metallic thread made 
him look similar to a damascene work; sometimes, the brocade also combined yellow 
and blue alternating vertical lists. The muslin, similar to gauze, is a very fine silk,  which 
was originally black, and as the damask was brought to the West by the Arabs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2.     Which historic references do we preserve? 

 
Thanks to archaeology we can see some curtains of ancient origin: they 

appear in Pompeii wall paintings, similar to sheets, which could have had the function 
of separating environments or protecting from light. Unfortunately we don’t know 
how they looked in the Middle Ages,  because painting prioritized tapestries; However 
in some Byzantine mosaics of the 6th century appear draperies, fabrics hanging from 
the ceiling, and even a curtain in front of a door. It is quite possible that they were silk 
brocades, because it was a typically Byzantine fabric. Interestingly, this latter curtain 
hangs with a suspension system which has lasted in Terres de l'Ebre to this day: in the 
upper edge of the curtain some ribbons are sewn, making a ring, and then they are 
passed through a bar so that, depending on the distance between the ribbons, the 
folds of the curtain are more or less marked. 

 
 

 
      Delta shack with a curtain folded to the entrance door. Photography of Francis Blasi. Beginning of 20

th
 century.  

     Fund of Centre Excursionista de Catalunya. 

 

In addition, the Byzantine curtain appears rolled up at one side of the door, 
knotted in itself, as it was traditional in ancient times, and we still do it today.  

From the Renaissance on, more curtains appear in European painting: Rokeby 
Venus by Diego Velazquez (towards 1648) and Girl Reading a Letter at an Open 
Window by Johannes Vermeer (1657) are two good examples. In this last canvas, a 
curtain is painted in the open window and there is a drapery surrounding the bed. For 
centuries the draperies of the most wealthy beds served to preserve privacy and to 
protect from air draughts; often they were bequeathed. Many Dutch painters of that 
time painted curtains to one side of their paintings with the intention to show their 
skill in painting brocades and other rich fabrics. 

 



 

 

Back to the Terres de l'Ebre one should note that  among the numerous 
inventories of ebrenc goods of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, curtains are 
only included in the case of better-off families: lawyers, doctors and nobility; and when 
the term “drapery” appears it refers only to the drapery which surrounded the bed1..  

Until well into 20th century,  in many ebrenc  family homes, more or less well-
off, this kind of curtains, hung in a room of large space, keeping the most private 
space, the bedroom, with bed and other furniture, from the living room,  from the rest 
of the room. 

There are also some written, oral and graphic memories about the more 
modest ebrenc curtains, those made of more or less coarse cloth,  either lined or not; 
these were used in more modest houses, mainly in front doors, and in homes of the 
most important towns, they hung from main balconies. 

 
Access curtain made of lined cloth,  in the house next to the old City Council of Santa Barbara, in 1908. Photograph provided by 
the Centre d’Estudis Planers. 

 

 

Sometimes people bought some clothes to make curtains, but on other 
occasions they took advantage of bed sheets and old quilts or blankets. The blanket 
was a square piece of cloth made of wool or cotton, usually with stripes of different 
colors, and which formerly was used as a bedspread, to cover beds. 

 

                                                
1
  Ferran Grau, Joan Hilari Muñoz and Joan Roig have studied and published in their books and articles, a good 

number of these inventaries, which belong  to the Baix  Ebre and Montsià. The reference relates to: GRAU, Fernando - 
ROIG, Joan (2004). “Un model de casa de la primera categoria" Ulldecona setcentista Vol. 1.Onada edicions, Benicarló, 

p. 115-116. 
 



Sometimes some ribbons or cloth stripes were sewn on the hem, at a certain 
distance, in the form of a ring or a handle, which were afterwards passed through a 
thin iron bar, or through a wood or piece of cane, which finally was horizontally 
suspended, so the curtain hung vertically. 

 

At a certain point, ribbons were replaced by small clamps and /or metal rings 
of different sizes, industrially manufactured, which were bought at the ironmonger’s. 
Once sewn, one by one, to the hem of the curtain, they were passed through a bar. 
Needless to say, that bars, clamps and rings were of various degrees of quality and 
ornament, depending on the purchasing power. In the nineteenth century and in the 
early twentieth century, in wealthy houses, there were even curtain bars made of 
brass, decorated with many reliefs; while at the entrances of the humble houses, just a 
metal, not very thick bar,  supported small and simple rings.  At the bottom of the 
lighter curtains a hem was sewn, inside which some lead balls were placed, so that the 
wind wouldn’t carry them away. This custom has almost persisted until the end of the 
twentieth century. 

 

Later, from the twenties on, the awnings, popularly named with the 
Castilianism toldos, made of canvas (the same sed to cover wagons or llaguts -wood 
boat used in the Terres del Ebre-) were replacing the curtains of the doors and 
balconies of main façades, both in private houses and shops and cafes. 

 

3. Small reference to curtains 

Blinds are also space separators, typically domestic, and have almost the same 
function as curtains. They also hang in front of a door, a window, a balcony... but they 
are very thick and rigid separators and are formed by horizontal parallel slats, vertically 
overlapped. The oldest we know, thanks to photographic evidence, date from the year 
1870, and hung suspended from the façade of a slat of wood, attached at the top of 
each of its ends, with a female iron suspended from a male nailed on the façade.  

Blinds always coiled on themselves, activated by a rope or cord, which is 
external if hanging from the façade or internal as it is common today. There are still 
many old wooden blinds on the facades of family houses or ebrenc buildings, erected 
during the urban extensions of the nineteenth century. Since the 50s, green colour in 
wood blinds prevailed throughout the region. 

 

Which is the purpose of a blind? Almost the same as a curtain: not to  allow 
the direct sunlight to pass through, without obstructing the passage of light and air 
circulation, ensuring this way the ventilation of the room. Blinds, like curtains, also 
serve as a barrier to prevent the passage of insects, especially flies and mosquitoes. 
They are, therefore, very important in the Mediterranean basin. 



Formerly, as it still happens today, blinds and curtains coexisted at the 
exterior of facades of many buildings in the old quarters of towns of the country. The 
first mostly on  the main floor, the second at the doors. 

 

    Wooden blinds and awnings on  Main Street in Santa Barbara. Photograph provided by Centre d’Estudis Planers.  

 

4.   Traditional or contemporary, What can a external curtain suggest  us in a 
symbolic way? 

   Undoubtedly, a curtain is always a transit area with multiple and old dualities, 
of  coexistence of opposing characters and conditions; of a same thing always divided 
in two parts:  

 

 inside / outside  

 private / public  

 intimate / collective  

 domestic / local ...  

 

perhaps we can even place around curtains the greatest contrast, that duality and 
dichotomy that seems most basic and universal.  

 nature / culture 

 

That’s why we must gaze, stare at the curtains, not in relation to its function 
but to the manual and artistic work of some artisans who currently produce them. 
Especially the works of those artisans who have been really considering to go beyond 



the traditional utilitarian function which it was characteristic, to create a craftmanship 
object, which seeks a balance between aesthetics and function.. 

 

5.    Can these dualities approach us to the craftsmanship and artistic work 
currently done in the Terres de l'Ebre 

The relationship between curtains and handmade work is very direct, because 
without the technical skill and the mastery of materials which characterize craftsmen 
and craftswomen, it is obvious that it would be impossible to produce most of the 
curtains that we met along the centuries, in the Terres de l'Ebre and worldwide.  

The relationship between curtains and artistic work and creation which are 
exhibiting many artesan artists,  and many artist artisans is also evident. They start 
from natural elements and traditional techniques, using them either as a model or 
pattern, either as basic material for their creations. 

A clear example is the series “Curtains”  of Monica Guilera’s  exhibition 
project "Ports i mans"2 which combines her sensitivity and knowledge with her 
fascination for both innovation and traditional crafts, and for the knowledge of the 
natural environment while experimenting with new shapes, colours and uses, with 
fibres and plants from the Natural Park of the Ports, which gives name to her project. 

Another series of Monica Guilera, namely, the woven panels made of cane 
(Arundo donax) and sempreviva (Helichrysum stoechas), combines in warp and weft, 
the cane worked in form of traditional panel cane with the stems and flowers of the 
sempreviva,  creating thus a work that emanates creativity and manual skill and which 
allows us to set comfortably, within the game of dualities and dichotomies, the most 
general one, that which oposes and  juxtaposes nature and culture, as well as  some 
others: 

 

 nature / culture  

 sempreviva / panel cane 

 Ports / Mans 

 emotion / sensation 

 local / universal... 
 

Furthermore, the sempreviva, by its characteristics, it’s a plant, which after being cut, 
preserves for a long time, even years, the gray-green colour of its stems and small 
leaves and also the golden yellow colour of its flowers, which can lead us to some of 
the most ancient Mediterranean traditions and beliefs: the affirmation of the eternal 
return, the belief in the eternity, in the permanence of nature, etc. 

                                                
2 The exhibition Ports i Mans was opened on August the 2nd at the Museu de la Pauma of Mas de Barberans. Now it is acompanied by 

the new exhibition’s web project. 

 


