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On textiles, colonies
and indians. A tale from across

the seas

by JoAN MIQUEL LLODRA, art historian

The relationship between Spain and its former colonies can be viewed from

a number of perspectives. Particularly important among them is the textile
industry, which had numerous repercussions for the economies, societies and
cultures involved in Spain’s colonial adventure, particularly in Catalonia, which
from 1778 onwards was a gateway for Atlantic trade. It is the history of this
industry that underpins an exhibition organised by the Area for Culture of Begur
Town Council for the 13th Fira d’Indians, an event that celebrates the enduring
relationship between Begur and Cuba originated by prosperous Catalan traders
who returned from the colonies, known as indians or americanos.

From the earliest days of the colonial period, the Antilles provided Europe
with a great many products to satisfy the needs of an increasingly consumerist
Old Continent society. Aside from coffee, sugar and tobacco, brought from
Havana, Catalan ports were inundated with ships carrying bales of flocked
cotton, much of it from the great plantations of New Orleans and Charleston.
The fibre was used to fuel the growth of a Catalan textile industry that was still
in its infancy.

Over the course of the nineteenth century a great many Catalan entrepreneurs
- based in Cuba, in Barcelona, or on both sides of the Atlantic — grew wealthy
from the cotton trade. Jaume Torrents, who traded the route between Barcelona,
Havana and New Orleans, and the Vidal Quadras and Baradat families, indians
who also ran trade routes, can be considered alongside the Biada i Prats brothers
(sons of the Matard-born india Miquel Biada) and the Amell brothers, born into
a family of indians in Sitges, who became two of the largest importers of flocked
cotton in Barcelona.

It was thanks to this colonial cotton that the industry driven by Catalonia’s
indians reached its peak. Barcelona became the production capital of southern
Europe for printed cottons, which were manufactured in huge quantities at
affordable prices. In only a short time the Catalan capital grew to be the largest
and most established supplier of printed cottons not only to the rest of Spain but
also to the colonies themselves, which as well as producers and exporters of the
raw material had also become major import markets.
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The cottons manufactured in Catalonia were the most commonly sold fabrics
across the Antilles, together with those imported from North America. Printed
cotton was particularly popular among Cubans, for hygiene, cleanliness and
comfort but also for aesthetic reasons. Equally successful were linens, imported
in their raw state from northern Europe, printed in the factories of Barcelona’s
indians and sent in considerable volume to the colonial market. Cotton and
linen fabrics produced in Catalonia quickly found favour ahead of sheepskin,
first imported from Castilla and Andalucia, taffeta and silks, also of Spanish
origin, and even linens produced in regions as renowned as Laval (France) and
Landshut (Germany).

Another emblematic Catalan product exported to the Americas was lace,
whose negligible weight and high price made it a prized commodity in
transatlantic trade. Production houses along the east coast of Spain sent tens
of thousands of yards of lace to adorn the clothes of the wealthy classes. The
Catalan city of Matar¢ also provided the colonial market with large quantities
of knitted fabrics: inexpensive products, many of them in bright colours, such
as socks, t-shirts and stockings. Hijos de Marfa and Font, Clavell i Coll were two
Mataré-based manufacturers of knitted goods that found particular success in
the colonial market.

The success of the cotton industry following its emergence in the eighteenth
century was not the only factor behind the rapid industrialisation in Catalonia
over the course of the 1800s. The region’s industrial revolution, though
primarily textile-based, also saw rapid development in the mechanical and
chemical sectors, and owed much to the great fortunes of the indians who had
made their new home in Cuba. From the 1840s onward, it was their capital that
funded the textile factories which would make Catalonia one of the foremost
industrial powers in Europe. There are numerous examples from across
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Catalonia of americanos who either invested in or took direct charge of these
factories, notably Miquel Biada, financier of the first Spanish railway, who
invested 100,000 pesetas of the era in a cotton mill in Matard, and Josep Antoni
Salom, who in 1854 invested in the cotton firm Santacana Sadurni y Cia in
Vilanova i la Geltrt, a town in which 60% of the capital pouted into the cotton
industry came from the Antilles.

The Antilles-based indians did not only fund cotton mills; their capital
was also put into the wool industry. Antoni Sama i Urgelles, for exemple,
invested part of his fortune in a cotton mill in Esparreguera and in a company
specialising in the production of woollen cloth, which in 1872 operated 114
looms with 5,700 spindles.

Of the many Catalan indians who invested in the textile industry, the most
emblematic is perhaps Joan Giiell (1800-1872), who made his fortune in Cuba
and played a major role in economic and political life in Catalonia and Spain,
particularly between 1850 and 1870. Following a formative journey to England
and various other experiences from which he gathered valuable information,
in 1848 Giiell formed an association with the mechanic Domingo Ramis
and founded a modern textile factory in the Sants district of Barcelona that
obtained exclusive rights to the national production of velvets and cotton
corduroys, fabrics commonly used by the urban and rural working classes but
which no Spanish manufacturer had been able to produce successfully. The
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Caricature of the industrialist and india Joan Guell, Josep Parera (1828?-1902), Barcelona, mid-nineteenth century,
Frederic Mares Museum, rec. no. 56877. ©Guillem F-H.
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company, Giiell, Ramis y Cia. (the factory was popularly known as the Vapor
Vell de Sants), initially relied on English machinery and the expertise of English
technicians and would become one of the leading cotton manufacturers in
Spain, with the largest number of spindles found anywhere in the Catalan
cotton spinning industry.

The work of Joan Gtiell was taken up and expanded by his son, Eusebi Giiell
i Bacigalupi (1846-1918), who in 1890 joined forces with the engineer Ferran
Alsina and transferred the factory to Santa Coloma de Cervell6. This was the
first step in the creation of the Colonia Giiell, the company town that would
remain in use until 1973. Despite his prominent role as an industrialist, Eusebi
Giiell is now primarily known as the defining patron of the great architect
Antoni Gaudi (1852-1926). Indeed, the Catalan modernisme movement was
made possible in no small part by the wealth that flowed from the colonies and
the growth of the textile industry, as can be seen in the ornamental motifs of
many buildings from the era.

One of the most renowned modernista painters, Ramon Casas, the 150th
anniversary of whose birth is celebrated this year, was very much a product of
the long and fruitful relationship between the colonies and the Catalan textile
industry. Casas was the grandson, nephew and son of indians; his father had
made his fortune in Matanzas (Cuba) and his mother, Elisa Carbo, herself the
daughter of an india who bankrolled various textile firms, became the owner
in 1907 of the company Isidro Puig y Cia., based in Sant Benet de Bages and
founded in 1856. The family fortune ensured that Ramon Casas had no material
needs and could devote his whole life to his one passion: painting.

Of the vast oeuvre that survives, Casas is perhaps best defined by the beauty
and sensuality of forms and colours in his portraits of chulas and manolas.
Many of these stereotyped figures were depicted with a silk accessory whose
fine texture, extoci image and rich combination of embroidered colours gained
it great popularity in Spanish society: the Manila shawl. While the Spanish
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colonies never developed major textile industries of their own, they were the
setting-oft point for important textile products exported to Europe. Manila
shawls, despite taking their name from the port city that exported them to
Spain, in fact originated in China, a country with a centuries-old history of silk
weaving.

Spanish traders wasted no time in adding the product to the range of exotic
and luxurious items shipped from Manila, which crossed the Pacific between
the Philippines and Seville from the late sixteenth century onwards. Originally
used as coverlets or rugs, Manila shawls would eventually become one of
the typical accessories of the Spanish woman’s wardrobe, and though the
earliest wearers were wealthy ladies, by the late-nineteenth century they were
a common sight across all social strata, particularly in the regency period of
Maria Christina (1833-1840), even being adopted into regional dress.

A history of textiles in the colonial territories before the Spanish conquest
would itself provide ample material for more than one book. The material and
symbolic value of textiles in the Mayan and Incan cultures, the production of
obrajes (textile plants) across South America, and the great diversity of fibres
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and dyes used across the continent are just some of the many themes that could
be addressed. Here, however, we focus on a fabric produced in the Philippines,
fine in appearance but deceptively strong, which came to be known in some
circles as ‘paradise cloth’. It was produced from the pineapple plant, native
to Mexico, which adapted quickly to the sun and climate of the Philippine
archipelago. Local artisans familiar with Chinese and Malay customs extracted
a fibre from the long leaves that can be spun into yarn to create the finely
texture and attractive cloth, nipis, which is hailed as among the most unique,
sophisticated and exclusive fabrics ever produced. From the sixteenth century,
embroidered nipis was used to make clothing and accessories for the men,
women and children of the upper classes and decorative fabrics commonly
found on the beds and tables of royal households. The golden age of nipis
coincided with the last years of Spanish rule in the archipelago. After 1898,
what had once been the epitome of eastern luxury, shipped around the world,
fell into decline and was gradually forgotten by the world.

Within the vast commercial and economic framework erected by the
textile industry, small businesses, shops and department stores also played
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an important role. Travel journals, chronicles, newspapers and literary works
describe the intense commercial activity of colonial Cuba, referring specifically
to grand establishments dedicated to the sale of clothing — many of them run
by Catalans - that displayed an enormous variety of products. The indians also
funded the opening of large metropolitan stores in the home country. Pablo del
Puerto and Eduardo Conde Giménez, for example, natives of Madrid who made
their fortunes in Cuba, opened a shop selling shirts and linens in Barcelona,
which in 1881 became Almacenes El Siglo, one of the most popular department
stores in the city. Half a century later, Pepin Fernandez and Ramdn Areces,
whose wealth also came from the Antilles, opened in Madrid the department
stores Galerias Preciados and El Corte Inglés, respectively, two of the most
prominent businesses in the production and commercialisation of Spanish
textiles.

It was in stores such as these that affluent Cubans bought the fabric for their
clothes. In Cuba, financial and social divisions were not only drawn along lines
of race but also - as in most civilisations — because of clothing. Those without
the means to buy clothes made in Paris, London, Madrid or the capitals of
North America, following the latest fashions, had their own clothes made by
tailors or designers — one of the most lucrative professions on the island — who
either produced their own designs or imitated as closely as possible the trends of
the old continent.

The tropical climate, however, soon saw the thick wools, cashmeres and
damasks of Europe replaced by lighter fabrics with a softer feel: cotton and
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linen — more breathable, helping the wearer to deal with the heat and keeping
the skin cool - and simpler garments in lighter colours gradually became the
norm. In time, a person’s style of dress would ultimately come to reflect their
stance on the future of Cuba: whether the island should remain under Spanish
rule or seek independence.

The situation in the fields, however, was quite different; for a number of
years the local population continued to dress in wool flannels, which are poor
conductors of heat. Not only did this fabric irritate the skin, it also required
more assiduous cleaning than cotton and provided a breeding environment for
insects, eventually causing it to fall out of favour. The clothes worn by slaves,
meanwhile, made from the cheapest and poorest quality fabrics, warrant a
study of their own. Some slave owners employed seamstresses specifically
tasked with supplying clothes for people they considered to be beneath the rest
of society. From 1872, however, the famous American brand Montgomery Ward
began to mass-produce a specific range of clothes for slaves in standard sizes.
It is of anecdotal interest — without wishing to be frivolous - that Josep Xifré
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Casas, originally from Arenys de Mar and one of the wealthiest indians of his
time, was said to send his slaves out into the streets of Havana each Sunday in
white trousers, frock coats and top hats embroidered with his initials.

Clothing was one of the aspects that distinguished the returning indians in
Spanish society, as were their frequent involvement in philanthropic initiatives,
the use of Spanish or Catalan littered with colonial terms, and the construction
of opulent mansions festooned with all manner of textiles. Although in the
popular imagination they dressed in the style of the Antilles — a white linen
suit, the famous Panama hat, and a waistcoat from which a large gold pocket
watch hung - the americanos in fact dressed expensively, in the style of the
European bourgeoisie and nobility with whom they wished to mix and be
identified. This can be seen in portraits, sculptures and photographs from
the period, in which solemn expressions and luxurious upholstery frame the
quintessential garments of the wealthy classes — dress coats and frock coats,
white shirts with heavily starched collars, waistcoats and bowed cravats.

The wives of the Catalan indians displayed far greater sartorial extravagance.
One of the most extraordinary examples was the famed socialite and eccentric
Judith Downing (New York 1801-Paris 1868), wife of Josep Xifré, who
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moved in the most exclusive circles of Parisian society and shared intimate
friendships with the Countess of Montijo — mother of Eugénie de Montijo, the
future Empress consort of France — and Prosper Mérimée. The author often
commented on her elegance and exquisite taste in clothes - luxurious fabrics
and the finest accessories — and this is borne out by numerous portraits that
survive, enduring images of a true style icon.

The colonial period may now be in the distant past, but the ties that bind
Catalonia and Spain to the former colonies remain very much alive. As
globalisation creates an ever more homogenous society, it is pleasing to see that
certain fabrics, garments or accessories continue to tell a tale from overseas
that, for all its darker aspects, enriched our lives in so many ways. The enduring
example is the guayabera, the quintessential Cuban shirt, which has become a
link between Cuba, the Caribbean and the rest of the world. @
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Sobre teixits, colonies i indians.
Una historia d’ultramar

per JoAN MIQUEL LLODRA,
historiador de l’art.

La relacié mantinguda entre Espanya i les colonies d’ultramar pot ser tractada
des de diferents punts de vista. El mén del téxtil n’és un, i ho és, cal recalcar-
ho, de manera ben transcendental ja que les repercussions que tingué en
I'economia, la societat i la cultura de totes les parts implicades en aquesta
historia transoceanica foren moltes, especialment per a Catalunya que, des

del 1778, tenia definitivament les portes del mercat atlantic obertes. Heus aci,
resumidament, l'objectiu de 'exposici6 que, organitzada per ’Area de Cultura
de ’Ajuntament de Begur (Catalunya), s’ha presentat amb motiu de la XIII Fira
d’Indians i de la qual us resumim els diversos ambits tractats.

Des de bon comengament, les colonies antillanes van nodrir Europa d’un
gran nombre de productes que havien de satisfer les necessitats d’'una societat
-la del vell continent- cada vegada més consumista. A banda de cafe, sucre o
tabac, des de ’'Havana, van arribar als ports catalans infinitat de velers replets
de bales de cot6 en floca, procedent en bona part de les grans plantacions de
Nova Orleans i Charleston. Aquesta fibra anava especialment destinada a una
industria téxtil catalana llavors en ple procés de creixement.

Van ser molts els «emprenedors» catalans que, al llarg del segle x1x, des
de Cuba, des de Barcelona o des d’ambdoés llocs, van enriquir-se comerciant

Cartell anunciador de I'exposicié

Zzgg‘:tr'“zgfs'a XIl Fira dindians Del 26 d’agost al 4 de setembreé de2016
Gravat del segle XIX que es Sobre teixits, colonies I indians.
conserva a I'Arxiu Historic Fidel Una historia d’ultramar

Fita d'Arenys de Mar.
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amb aquest cot6. A Jaume Torrents, que explota amb exit la ruta comercial
Barcelona-’'Havana-Nova Orleans, o a les families d’indians Vidal Quadras
o Baradat, que també en controlaren el comerg, se’ls ha de sumar els germans
Biada i Prats —fills de I'india mataroni Miquel Biada- o els germans Amell,
membres d’una nissaga indiana de Sitges, els quals esdevingueren dues de les
principals firmes importadores de cot6 en floca a Barcelona.

Gracies a aquest cotd, la industria de les indianes a Catalunya va arribar al
seu punt algid. Barcelona va esdevenir la capital del sud d’Europa pel que fa a
la produccié d’aquests teixits de cotd estampat: se’n feien massivament i a preus
molt assequibles. Amb poc temps, la Ciutat Comtal no només va esdevenir el
principal i més consolidat proveidor d’aquest producte a I’Estat espanyol sind
també a les mateixes colonies que, a banda de centres productors i exportadors
de mateéria primera, es convertiren en grans mercats importadors.

El cot¢ fabricat a Catalunya, juntament amb el que es comprava a Nord-
america, era el teixit més present en tots els comerg¢os antillans. Per raons
d’higiene, netedat i comoditat, pero també per motius esteétics, els teixits de coto
estampats acabaren sent molt acceptats pels cubans. Igual d’exit van tenir les
teles de 11i, els anomenats llencos, que importades en cru del nord d’Europa eren
estampades a les fabriques d’indianes barcelonines i enviades, amb molt bona
sortida, al mercat colonial. Amb poc temps, el teixit de cotd i lli manufacturat
a Catalunya ana arraconant a les Antilles el de pel ovi, introduit en un primer
moment per castellans i andalusos, els tafetans i els teixits de seda, també
d’origen espanyol, i fins i tot els de 1li fabricats a regions tan importants com
Laval (Franga) o Landshut (Alemanya).
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Joan Guell, Josep Parera

(1828?-1902), Barcelona, mitjan

s. XIX, Museu Frederic Mares,

num. reg. 5877, © Guillem F-H. I

Una altra manufactura catalana enviada a les Ameriques foren les puntes. De
les cases de randers de la Costa de Llevant en sortiren milers de canes de puntes
per embellir el vestuari de les classes benestants. Les puntes, pel seu poc pes i
per l'alt cost, esdevingueren preuats productes amb els quals comerciar a través
de Atlantic. De la mateixa area geografica, en concret des de Mataro, en sorti
cap al mercat colonial una gran quantitat de genere de punt: productes de tipus
economic, especialment de color, com ara mitjons, samarretes i mitges. Hijos de
Marfa o Font, Clavell i Coll foren algunes de les industries mataronines d’aquest
ram que penetraren amb éxit a les colonies.

No només va ser la industria cotonera originada al segle xv111 la que va
afavorir el gran procés d’industrialitzacié de Catalunya al llarg del segle segiient
—textil, perod també mecanica i quimica-, sindé molt especialment les grans
fortunes indianes repatriades de Cuba. Gracies a aquests capitals, a partir de la
década de 1840, es van fundar les fabriques textils que feren de Catalunya un
dels motors industrials europeus. D’exemples d’americanos que, o bé només
actuaren com a socis inversors o bé s'encarregaren de dirigir aquestes empreses,
n’hi ha molts arreu de la geografia catalana. Citem, per exemple, Miquel Biada
—impulsor del primer ferrocarril d’Espanya—, que va invertir 100.000 pessetes
de I’¢poca en una fabrica cotonera de Mataro; o Josep Antoni Salom, que I'any
1854 participava en la firma cotonera Santacana Sadurni y Cia, a Vilanova i la
Geltru, poblacié en la qual el 60% del patrimoni invertit en la seva industria
cotonera procedia de les Antilles.

SOBRE TEIXITS, COLONIES | INDIANS. UNA HISTORIA D'ULTRAMAR
3





Datateéxtil 35

Detall de la balconada de la casa
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Pero no només trobem els capitals indians ficats dins del ram del coto, sind
també en el financament de la industria de la llana. Antoni Sama i Urgelles, per
exemple, colloca part dels seus diners en una cotonera d’Esparreguera i en una
empresa dedicada a la fabricacié de draps de llana, que disposava el 1872 de 114
telers i 5.700 fusos.

D’entre els indians catalans que invertiren en la industria téxtil, 'exemple
més paradigmatic potser és el de Joan Giiell (1800-1872), enriquit a Cuba i que
va tenir un paper molt important en la vida economica i politica catalana i
espanyola, entre el 1850 i el 1870. Després d’un viatge de formacié a Anglaterra
i d’altres experiéncies en aquest camp, el 1848 va associar-se amb el mecanic
Domingo Ramis i va fundar a Sants una moderna fabrica textil que va
aconseguir 'exclusiva a la peninsula en la fabricacié de velluts i panes de coto,
molt emprades per les classes treballadores urbanes i rurals i que cap industrial
del pais havia aconseguit produir amb eéxit. La Giiell, Ramis y Cia. —coneguda
com el Vapor Vell de Sants—, iniciada gracies a la maquinaria i a tecnics
anglesos, va ser una de les empreses cotoneres més importants d’Espanya,
amb la concentraci6 de fusos més alta de la industria de filats de cotd a tot
Catalunya.

La tasca de Joan Giiell va ser continuada i augmentada pel seu fill, Eusebi
Giiell i Bacigalupi (1846-1918), que el 1890, associat amb l'enginyer Ferran
Alsina, trasllada aquesta fabrica a Santa Coloma de Cervello: era I'inici
de la colonia Giiell, en actiu fins al 1973. Tot i el seu destacat paper com a
industrial, Eusebi Giiell ha passat a la historia com a principal mecenes del
genial arquitecte Antoni Gaudi (1852-1926). De fet, el modernisme catala va
ser possible en molt bona part tant pels diners vinguts de les colonies com pels
originats pel desenvolupament de la industria textil, tal com moltes vegades
delata 'ornamentacié de molts edificis.
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Manto6 de Manila, seda natural
brodada, principis s. XX, Col-leccié
Vinas, L'Arca.

Parlant del modernisme, un dels seus pintors més destacats, Ramon Casas, de
qui enguany celebrem el 150¢ aniversari del naixement, és fruit d’aquest fecund
binomi que suposa durant tants anys el mon colonial i el textil a la societat
catalana. Casas va ser nét, nebot i fill d’indians —el seu pare s’havia enriquit
a Matanzas- i la seva mare, Elisa Carbd, filla d’'un india que funda diverses
empreses textils, 'any 1907 acaba essent propietaria de la firma Isidro Puigy
Cia., a Sant Benet de Bages, activa des del 1856. La fortuna familiar de Ramon
Casas li va permetre poder-se dedicar sempre, sense preocupacions materials, a
la seva passio: la pintura.

D’entre la vasta i variada produccié pictorica de Casas, destaquen, per la
bellesa i sensualitat de formes i colors, els retrats de les conegudes com a chulas
i manolas. Moltes d’elles apareixen guarnides amb un complement téxtil de
seda que, pel delicat tacte, la rica combinaci6 cromatica dels brodats i 'exotisme
que generava, va acabar arrelant molt fort a la societat espanyola: el manto6 de
Manila. Tot i que a les colonies espanyoles no s’hi van desenvolupar mai grans
industries textils, no cal oblidar les manufactures téxtils que des d’alli arribaren
a Europa. Els mantons de Manila, malgrat prendre el nom del port que els
exportava fins a la peninsula, tenen el seu origen a la Xina, pais especialitzat des
de feia segles en el treball de la seda.
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Roquet per al papa Lleo XIII, 1887,
teixit amb fil de pinya i brodat
amb coto. Sagristia Apostolica del
Vatica © Txeni Gil. Veure detall.

Els comerciants espanyols no van trigar a incloure aquell producte entre les
exotiques i luxoses mercaderies de la ruta nautica dels galions de Manila, que
des de finals del segle xv1 cobria pel Pacific el trajecte entre les Filipines i Sevilla.
Aixi com en un primer moment els mantons van ser emprats com a cobertors
o tapissos, amb el temps van acabar esdevenint un complement més de la
indumentaria femenina espanyola. Qui primer va lluir-los van ser les dones amb
més poder adquisitiu, tot i que, a partir del darrer terg del x1x, el seu us es va
generalitzar a totes les classes socials —especialment en el periode de la regencia
de Maria Cristina (1833-1840)-, i fou incorporat, fins i tot, als vestits regionals.

Tractar de la historia del textil en els territoris colonials abans de la conquesta
espanyola donaria, de per si, materia suficient per a escriure més d’un llibre. El
valor material i simbolic del teixit en les cultures maies i inques, la producci6 dels
obrajes sud-americans o els diversos tipus de fibres o tints emprats en aquelles
terres, serien alguns dels molts aspectes a tractar en aquest ambit. Centrem-nos,
pero, en un teixit fabricat a Filipines, d’aparenca fragil per6 de gran consisténcia,
i que va ser anomenat per algu feixit del paradis. El seu origen es troba en la
planta de la pinya que, procedent de Mexic, va adaptar-se rapidament al sol i
al clima del I'arxipelag filipi. De les seves allargades fulles els artesans locals,
coneixedors de tradicions xineses i malaies, en van extreure una fibra que
una vegada filada i treballada encara avui és considerada, per la seva textura i
qualitats visuals i tactils, una de les més singulars, sofisticades i exclusives de tots
els temps: el nipis. Amb aquest teixit, degudament brodat, s’hi feren des del segle
X V1 vestits i complements per a dones, homes i nens de classe alta, i parament de
lallar de gala, molt del qual va acabar en llits i taules reials. Ledat d’or del nipis
va coincidir amb els ultims anys de preséncia espanyola en aquest arxipelag. A
partir del 1898, el que havia estat un simbol del luxe asiatic, exportat arreu del
mon, va entrar en un periode de decadeéncia i oblit internacional.
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Ventall amb escena de tematica
colonial, tela de ras pintada, fusta
de cirerer, llautd, dltim quart

s. XIX, Museu d'Arenys de Mar,
nam. reg. 3349.

Dins I'entramat comercial i economic generat per la industria textil, els
comercos, botigues o grans magatzems també hi tenen la seva importancia.
Els dietaris de viatge, les croniques, la premsa i la literatura deixen testimoni
de la intensa vida comercial de Cuba, amb I'esment d’establiments dedicats a
la venda de roba —molts d’ells regentats per catalans— veritablement opulents
per la gran quantitat de mercaderies que exhibien. Cal dir, també, que amb els
diners indians també s'obriren importants botigues de teixits a la metropolis.
Es el cas dels dos madrilenys enriquits a Cuba, Pablo del Puerto i Eduardo
Conde Giménez, que van decidir fundar a Barcelona una botiga de camises
i roba blanca que el 1881 esdevindria els Almacenes El Siglo, uns dels més
populars de Barcelona. Mig segle després, quadrant el cercle, Pepin Fernandez
i Ramodn Areces, també enriquits a les Antilles, fundaven respectivament a
Madrid Galerias Preciados i El Corte Inglés, dos referents en la industria i
comercialitzaci6 del textil espanyol.

Va ser en aquests establiments on els cubans que s’ho podien permetre van
adquirir els teixits necessaris per al seu vestuari. I és que a Cuba, no només
la pigmentaci6 de la pell marcava barreres economiques i diferencies socials,
sind també, com a quasi totes les civilitzacions, la indumentaria. Qui no podia
comprar la roba exclusivament confeccionada a Paris, Londres, Madrid o les
capitals d’America del Nord, seguint I’tltima moda, se la feia fer als sastres o a
les modistes —una de les activitats professionals més lucratives a I'illa— que o bé
feien us de la imaginacié o bé copiaven tan bé com podien allo que s’estilava al
vell continent.
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Els indians Viceng Ferrer Bataller
i Josep Caner, Cuba. Arxiu Historic
de Begur.

Cal dir, pero, que el clima tropical provoca aviat la substitucié de les gruixudes
teles de llana, caixmir o domas emprades a Europa per d’altres de més lleugeres i
de tacte més agradable: els teixits de cotd o de lli -més transpirables, que ajuden
a aguantar millor la calor i a mantenir fresca la pell- i els vestits de disseny més
senzill i colors més clars, de mica en mica, acabaren imposant-se. Amb el temps,
vestir d’'una manera o altra indicaria a Cuba qui apostava per continuar sotmes a
Espanya o qui, al contrari, volia independitzar-sen.

Al camp, pero la situacio era diferent; la poblacié cubana que hi treballava
continua vestint-se durant molt temps amb la franel-la de llana, mal conductor
de la calor. Deixa d’emprar-se finalment perqué, a banda de produir irritacié a
la pell, necessitava més neteja que els teixits de cotd i els insectes tendien a criar-
hi més. D’altra banda, la indumentaria dels esclaus, amb els teixits més pobres
i barats, mereixeria un estudi a part. Alguns propietaris esclavistes disposaren
de costureres encarregades d’abastir els qui eren considerats la darrera baula de
la societat. Des de 1872, pero, la famosa firma americana Montgomery Ward es
va dedicar a produir per a ells molta roba en série, amb talles establertes. A tall
d’anécdota, i sense voler frivolitzar, es deia que I'arenyenc Josep Xifré Casas,
un dels indians més acabalats del seu temps, els diumenges feia sortir els seus
esclaus pels carrers de ’'Havana uniformats amb pantalons blancs, levita curta i
barret de copa on hi havia brodades les seves inicials.

La indumentaria va ser un dels recursos que els indians retornats a casa
empraren per a exhibir-se socialment, a banda dels actes filantropics, 'adopcid
d’un castella o catala ple d’americanismes, o la construccié de luxosos
habitatges pomposament decorats amb tot tipus de teixits. Tot i que el poble els
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Retrat d’esquena de Judith
Downing Xifré, Arxiu Historic Fidel
Fita d'Arenys de Mar.

© Ramon Soler.

imaginava guarnits a la manera antillana —amb un vestit de 1li blanc, el célebre
barret jipijapa i una armilla d’on penjava un gros rellotge d’or- el fet és que

els americanos vestien luxosament seguint les pautes de la burgesia i noblesa
europees amb les quals volien relacionar-se i identificar-se. Aixi ho demostren
els retrats pictorics, escultorics i fotografics, en els quals, entre mobiliari
luxosament entapissat, cortinatges i posats solemnes, podem veure les peces
masculines per excelléncia de I’¢época: casaca, levita, camises blanques de coll
rigid, llagos, armilla...

Molta més opulencia van poder exhibir en el seu vestuari les dones dels
indians. Un dels casos més extraordinaris el trobem en la cosmopolita i
excentrica Judith Downing (Nova York 1801- Paris 1868), esposa de Xifré,
vinculada als ambients parisencs més selectes, amb amistats intimes de la
categoria de la comtessa de Montijo -mare d’Eugenia de Montijo, futura
emperadriu dels francesos- i Prosper de Mérimée. Es justament aquest escriptor
frances qui destaca d’ella l'elegancia i el bon gust en materia de moda -vestida
amb luxoses teles i guarnida amb els millors complements, com ara mantellines
de puntes-, tal com reflecteixen els retrats que en tenim. La Downing marcava
tendencia.

El temps de les colonies ens queda avui ben enrere tot i que els vincles que
uneixen Catalunya i Espanya amb aquells territoris sén encara prou vius.
Malgrat la globalitzacid, tan despersonalitzadora, és bonic de veure com certs
teixits, peces de roba o complements son el testimoni d’una historia d’ultramar
que, tot i els seus episodis foscos, ens va enriquir en tants aspectes. Que serveixi
d’exemple la guayabera, la camisa tipica cubana, un vincle de Cuba amb el
Carib i amb la resta del mén. o
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