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CURTAINS: SEPARATOR OF SPACES AND LIVE AND REASON OF ARTISTIC 
CREATION (in the Montsiá and Baix Ebre). (II) 

M. Carme Queralt - Pepa Subirats 

1. Is an ebrenc curtain a piece of clothing? 

Since ancient times, separators and curtains have been made with a high number of 
very diverse materials: cane, cardboard, leaves and vegetal fibres, seeds, paper, bottle caps... 
and more recently with malleable metals such as aluminum or different types of plastics.  

Undoubtedly plastic and its predecessors (bakelite, for example) are one of the most 
acclaimed industrial materials during the first three quarters of the twentieth century and, 
paradoxically, one of the most demonized after the end of that century and the present 21st 
century. The main reasons of its success: its impermeability, resistance, light weight, and 
popular prices, the almost total lack of maintenance, etc; the main cause of the present 
questioning is that despite the existence today of biodegradable plastics, its recycling is 
generally achieved by means of very difficult and pollutant processes.  

From now on we will refer to the so-called transit curtains, that is, those curtains 
through which to go from one space to another. We must distinguish them, for example, from 
those curtains whose function was not to separate, but to hide  reality. The curtains were used 
mostly this way by travelling portraitists, but also by studio ones. Travelling photographers 
hung them on the street façades or walls as beautiful background for their portraits, in order 
to add an air of gracefulness, some touch of beauty to the possibly only immortalization of 
pairs and groups.during their whole lives. 

 

.  

             Picture courtesy of  Màrius Lopez. Amposta.  First quarter of the 20th century. 
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2. Net curtains 

        A curtain, whether made of natural material or not, is  always a very thin or very fine 
area, compared, at least, to the great and wide areas which it separates. Curtains are a place of 
transit, so fine and malleable, sometimes even so transparent, that often we do not realize 
their important role as a border, limit,  divider of areas and lives. that is, as an element where 
multiple spaces, social and personal relationships, are separated or joined together. 

The transparency in ebrenc traditional curtains is often literally in the case of the 
gauze curtains (a very clear, subtle fabric, with the threads of the weft and warp relatively 
separated) or tulle curtains (a silk or cotton netting made with three threads: two of warp and 
one of weft), and also  in the case of the popularly called cortines de sasia o cortines de sàrsia 
(net curtains) 1 much more affordable than the previous ones. These curtains were made 
formerly by fish net repairwomen as well as by the sailors themselves making the most of old 
fishermen’s nets. These were more typical in seaside towns and in farms and villages of the 
Ebro delta, precisely because of their proximity to fishermen. 

This curtains demarcate the access to domestic space in many fishermen towns, all 
over the Mediterranean. An old tradition that seems to return forcefully, seeking a certain 
symbolic return to the past. 

 

 
            In the foreground a net curtain, a cane panel at the window and a cloth curtain at  the front door. Ca 1925 -1935.  
            Photo courtesy of  Arxiu Comarcal del Baix Ebre, Fons Borrell. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1
 In other places of Catalonia  they were called, generically, fisherman curtains. 
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3. The so-called sackcloth curtains 

Curtains known as sackcloth curtains were precisely that: one or more sacks, of jute, 
of esparto grass or cotton, suspended or nailed, used to separate one or more rooms of the 
house, the cottage or the hut.They were manufactured with old sacks available when they 
could not be used anymore to contain and transport rice, flour, carob, olive, corn ...  

Even today it is still in our memories those sack curtains used on entrances doors of 
town houses, where there were animals on the ground floor, as well as their different 
functions: to prevent the entrance of flies, and sunlight in order to keep the atmosphere cool 
inside. They also ensure that the smell of animals (mule, donkey, mare, horse) and their 
defecations did not reach the street. Similarly, it is still kept in memory in the Ebro delta 
memories of how sackcloth curtains hung inside the huts in bad weather, functioning as 
partition walls to separate bedrooms, grouped in one space, from the living room area; and 
also of how they hung on the access doors of the huts to prevent some animals such as snakes, 
field rats and mosquitoes from coming in. 

4. Jointleaf rush curtains 

 

 These curtains were quite popular, especially in areas such as the Terres de l'Ebre, 
where freshwater is plentiful. They were made cutting the stems of jointleaf rush (Juncus 
articulatus) into pieces of the same size and were passed through a cord of hemp.  

The making was fully manual: after harvesting the reeds, the stems were cut into 
pieces, which, later on, were joined together by passing each piece through a hemp cord. 
Between rush pieces a knot was done which held and separated, each portion of rush to the 
next one, each strip of the future curtain. These were exterior curtains and were simple, light 
and elegant. Due to its light weight, they oscilated quite easily. 

 They were also produced in the Pitiuses Islands, where the prestigious jeweler Enric 
Mayoral has currently created a collection of female jewellery inspired by these ancient 
curtains, a craft tradition which he knows from his childhood in Eivissa. Mayoral replaces the 
hemp cord by a silk one and the rush pieces by oxidized silver and gold2; ancient forms and 
traditional techniques now reinterpreted with quality materials, moving from utility to 
aesthetics and ornament. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
2
 Majoral has more collections bases in the Mediterranean nature: http://www.majoral.com/ca/obra/eivissa/ 

 

http://www.majoral.com/ca/obra/eivissa/
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5. Wood or oleander bark curtains.  

 
    It is clear that it is often difficult to attribute a material to the small tubes, canutets, of 

curtains that appear in many  historic photographs still preserved in the Terres de l'Ebre, both 
in private houses as well in city councils, archives, study centres, museums, etc). This is the 
case of one of the many portraits of everyday life left in Ramon Borrell Codorniu’s (Tortosa, 
1869-1948) 3 work, which we show below because it appears a curtain made of canutets, 
which reminds the more modern curtains done with plastic canutets. The manufacturing 
system is the same, but we must situate ourselves chronologically in the first quarter of the 
twentieth century, which challenges us to think in a curtain made of wood canutets or even 
bark oleander ones. (Nerium oleander) 4. The oleander is a tall shrub that can reach up to four 
meters high, with woody stems  and with a smooth greyish brown bark. 

 

 
             Canutet curtain made possibly of wood or bark oleander. Photo courtesy of Arxiu Comarcal del Baix Ebre, Fons  
             Borrell. Tortosa,  ca first quarter of the twentieth century. 
 

 

 

 

                                                
3
 We thank Laia Aleixandre for her help, in providing documentation from Fons Borrell to the Arxiu Comarcal del Baix 

Ebre, and for the research on  images of curtains. 
4
 Salvador Cardero provides the following information: the reference to the oleander appears linked to curtains:  OBÓN 

DE CASTRO, C; RIBERA NÜÑEZ, D. (1991) : La Guina de Incafo de las plantas útiles y venenosas de la Península 
Ibérica y Baleares. INCAFO, 1991.  
In: https://www.flickr.com/photos/manel/5485867296/in/set-72157626040796000 we can see a picture of an oleander 

curtain 
 
     

https://www.flickr.com/photos/manel/5485867296/in/set-72157626040796000
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6. Bulrush stems curtains 

In Deltebre curtains were also made of a very common material in the delta: the so-
called puros de bova (bulrush stems); that was the name used for the cylindrical folded flowers 
of the bulrush (Thypha sp.), which formerly were burned inside the houses and huts to 
produce smoke against mosquitoes and later, in the 70s, which were used as home decoration, 
sometimes painted in different colours and presented in jars or other containers, as we still 
decorate nowadays with dried flowers5. To make the curtains, the stems were pierced  
through the middle with a cord threaded in a thick needle, and were placed on top of each 
other, horizontally. The stems had to be harvested at a certain time because otherwise they 
could shred. 

7. Cane curtains 

    The cane is one of the Mediterranean natural materials of most common and ancient use. 
In the Terres de l'Ebre, until the twentieth century  the cane panels used in the building of 
houses were made of cane (Arundo donax). These panels were used as    partition walls or 
curtains. The cane  panel curtains were also used at windows and at doors. In this last case, to 
go into the house, it was necessary to move the piece of cane panel to one side. 

 

 
                  Licensed photograph.  Cane panel curtain hung at the door, behind the barn,  
                  who braids cord. Rossell, 1950s. 

 

Cane panel curtains were produced as follows: a thick cane was placed as a base in the case of 
windows, or a stick or small wood, which is a tougher material, in the case of doors6. Then a  

                                                
5
 Queralt, Carme, Subirats, Pepa :Caramella “Cadires i embogadors. L’ús artesanal de les fibres vegetals del delta de l’Ebre”. 

(Chairs and their producers. Traditional use of vegetal fibres in the Ebro delta) A: Revista Caramella. Número 29. 2013. ISSN: 

1888-0827. 
6
 We thank this reference to  our informant  Carmen Tal Subirats  from  the Mas de Barberans. 
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drill was used to perform three or four equidistant holes, through which a  double hemp cord 
was passed. In order to attach it to the stick, a tight knot was done. Depending on the desired 
size, another stick or cane was passed and the cords were tightened. In order to work with it 
you had to place two tacks on the wall, or two small wooden stakes and hang it. On the ground, 
meanwhile, you had to put the bundle of wood previously cut to size; as canes are usually 
wider on one side, they put the narrow tips on one side and double tips on the other end so 
that they were levelled. Then the cane was put in front of each cord, a very thick thread was 
passed behind the cord and within the same thread creating a chain, and finally, it was crushed 
together so that it remained firmly attached to the cane. 

Sometimes some clothes were sewn over the tips of the cane panels of the doors, so 
that these did not hurt the skin or eyes of people when they went in and out. Occasionally in 
the middle of the above cane, a tack was nailed to form a bridge through which a hemp cord 
was passed which allowed the panel cane to go up and down as if it were a blind. 

 
 

 
Cane panel hanging at the window. Photo courtesy of Baix Ebre, Borrell Fund. Tortosa  First quarter of the twentieth 
century. 

 

8. Corn curtains 

We thought that in different towns of the Terres de l'Ebre where craftmanship of the 
palm was traditional, they would produce curtains with cords made of palm. The initial 
hypothesis has never been corroborated. It has been only confirmed the exceptional use at 
doors, but never at windows.   

 

   Curiously enough we could extensively document the curtains made of the so-called 
popularly “corn to make curtains”. We refer to the plant called Job's tears (Coix lacryma-jobi).  
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The farmers in the Senia planted them with the intention to use them to make curtains. Once 
they were dry, they were sold. In order to make a curtain, all seeds, one by one, must be  

 

pierced by a thin needle and a fine thread; then they were joined together by placing one on 
top of the other,  making strips as long as required by the height of the curtain. 

In the 70s this kind of curtains still hung in front doors of many ebrenques towns, 
including Tortosa. One of our informants, attracted by the lustre, the nice touch and the  

 

beautiful colour of these seeds made herself a necklace for the summer, obviously, without 
knowing that she was repeating an action done in different parts of the world: using the Job’s 
tears to make jewellery and ornaments7. 

 

                 .  

 Necklace made of  Job’s tears. Photography of  the authors 

 

9. Newspaper curtains 

From the 50s on curtains were done all over the country with small tubes, canutets, 
of newspaper, when this material got so popular that it even became the only surplus paper 
available in markets and houses. The so-called canutets curtains of newspaper were made 
rolling up strips of newspaper, which were threaded afterwards in long series. 

During the first decades of the Franco regime, due to the autarchy imposed by new 
authorities, Spanish factories couldn’t produce paper because they did not have the necessary 
material to produce it, so that people cut and folded pieces of newspaper for hygienic use, 
hanging on a metal hook one sheet on top of another. Until well into the 60s, the newspapers 
which paper canutets for curtains were made of,  were also used for various purposes such as,  

                                                
7 http://waynesword.palomar.edu/plapr99.htm 
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for example, to wrap foods sold in bulk, in markets but also in shops, butchers and 
fishmongers.  

In Santa Barbara they still remember how they cut pieces of newspaper, all the same 
size, and how they passed a cord inside to stick them afterwards with the most popular glue of  

 

that time: mixed flour and water to obtain a smooth paste, which hardens very much when 
drying. Furthermore there was a neighbour who worked making and selling this kind of 
curtains. Her customers could choose among the trimmings she was able to do,  forming 
geometric patterns, painting the small tubes of newspaper. Later on, this custom will be 
repeated in chain curtains. 

 

 

10. Caps curtains 

 

  Around the 60s we can already find curtains made reusing soda and beer caps, once 
separated from the bottle. These caps replaced the old and attractive mechanical, porcelain 
caps which were fit to the bottle by means of a simple mechanism of metal. The 
manufacturing process consisted in threading the cord through the remaining space after 
folding the cap in half. The distance between caps was determined by the number of caps 
available. Such curtains also allow to combine colours (caps colours), which meant that certain 
cap curtains looked very charming seen from afar.  

11. Canutet and plastic strip curtains   

Plastic, which was invented during the second half of the nineteenth century, did not 
become popular in Catalonia as material for utensils of daily life until the second half of the 
twentieth century. Then, due to the success which yielded its characteristics and adaptability 
to almost any shape or design, this became more common in the countryside, at home, in the 
market, replacing occasionally materials as old as baked clay, varnished clay, wood, tin, glass, 
zinc, etc.  
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Access curtains made of plastic canutets. It was common to make trimmings by changing the colour of canutets. 
Private fund.  Around 1970. Mas de Barberans 

Curtains of plastic canutets also arrived to the area of street curtains, and so to this 
day. These small tubes of plastic, which inevitably had to be bought by weight,  were 
purchased together with iron hooks, to join the canutets, and with a horizontal bar where you 
should stick and hang them according to the traditional way. Hooks were folded back on 
themselves, at the ends,  so that they could stick with each other, after passing the hook inside 
the small plastic tube. The strips of the canutets were introduced into the holes arranged at 
the bottom of the bar and this way the curtain was getting thick,  with one strip beside the 
other. 

The curtains of plastic strips were just that: strips of plastic, of circular or flat section, 
attached to a top bar. 

12. Chain curtains 

Then, around the 60s, chain curtains arrived to the territory, first in iron and then in 
aluminum, becoming in time lighter and more malleable. They were made by cutting small 
chain strips, longer or shorter depending  on the door height for which they were aimed, 
because they were always custom made.  They were placed attached to an iron bar, one strip 
beside the other, so that there was not any space between them when not moving. Metallic 
colours appeared as a novelty and also geometric trimming, loaves of bread in access curtains 
to bakeries, blue and red for the barbershops,  names of the shops and establishments, etc.  

Often, the fact of marking this kind of curtains revealed the idiomatic conflict (Catalan 
– Spanish) that occurred in public writing, and which was completely absent in everyday  
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speech. In order to match the social slogans of political authorities of that historical moment, 
chain curtains were normally marked in Spanish: carnicería (butchery), panadería (bakery), etc. 

 

 

13. Other curtains 

 

In addition to these classic contemporary curtains, in Baix Ebre and in El Montsiá 
other forms of curtains existed, such as those made of strips of guano sacks.  Guano is a 
natural, organic fertilizer that comes mainly from mass defecations of seabirds as far afield as 
Chile or Peru; In fact, the term guano has its origin in the Quechua word wanu. At the grass-
roots level, guano eventually gave name, generically, to any type of powdered fertilizer, even 
chemical fertilizers. In the case of curtains, they were made of sacks with which the 
superphosphate was packaged and marketed. Its chemical formula is: Ca (H2PO4) 2.  

These curtains followed the traditional system: the sack is folded by the edge, making 
a ring, through which a bar is passed and is suspended horizontally. The plastic of these sacks 
is thick and very durable. Moreover, this curtains were very striking, because sacks of guano 
usually were of a very intense yellow color. 

   Obviously, they were not the only reused sacks for curtains because formerly cotton, 
jute or esparto sacks had also been recycled. They also made curtains of salpetre sacks, but not 
cutting them into strips, but opening them and sewing them next to each other,  getting a flat 
surface, in imitation of cloth curtains. 

Similarly, and more recently, some housewives make also colour plastic curtains with 
refuse sacks, using the crocheting technique: a refuse sack is placed (whichever the colour of 
the sack) on a table and then this is cut in spiral, so that a long strip is obtained, as if it were a 
ribbon, which is curled up afterwards as if it were a plastic thread. With the help of the crochet 
hook, strips are done,  one by one, weaving different samples, as other items are made 
(brooches, bags, covers ...).  

  In recent years, many types of curtains coexist throughout the territory, while some 
of them are old and remain suspended in more or less good condition of preservation in their 
original locations, others are as if they were freshly made. The curtains made of small plastic 
tubes coexist with ribbons, strips, pearls curtains  as well as with other items arrived from 
neighbouring countries; also with the so-called macramé curtains. 

 


