GRASS HOPPER

Mbénica Guilera Subirana — the basketmaker
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Tim Johnson

Moénica Guilera Subirana is a cistellera, a maker of baskets. She
lives and works in Vilanova 1 la Geltrd, on the south coast of
Barcelona, in northern Spain. She often photographs her work
on the beach or amongst the colourful nets of the fishermen. She
grew up in this area, only twenty-five kilometres from where she
lives now. She learnt to make baskets woven from willow and
Mediterranean cane, Arundo donax, in the local tradition, from
traditional makers at the age of 30. After looking for a change of
career that would enable her to make with her hands, have the
freedom to organise her work life as she wanted, and imagining
that she would like the lifestyle of a craftsman, she made these
Catalan baskets. Over many years she refined her craft, practising
and repeating these basketry forms. It remains vital to her to
continue making the baskets that were made before her time in
this place.

Following in the footsteps of the makers who have come before,
she takes pleasure in making each one with consummate skill.
In her research and love for the traditions in this area, she found
that every need created a different shape. The name of the basket
usually offers insights. It can define the form, the place of origin,
or the material from which it is woven initially. Examples of her
work include various shopping and market baskets, including
grape-harvesting baskets, which feature the rolling rope borders
of the-area.

Later, she learned from local fishermen the basis of the different
Mediterranean nansa technique. In the past, these traps were
used for many kinds of fish, each varying in shape depending on
the catch. The weave is unique and involves a diamond-shaped
mesh secured with a running knotted thread. Making these nanses
has become a speciality of hers. Mdnica has developed them into
decorative pieces, particularly the bowl shapes with colourful
knotted stitching. They are as much at home as wall picces as
utilitarian objects.

Ménica’s use of materials is grounded in her sense of place.
Mediterranean cane, known locally as canya, is plentiful in this
area, growing by the sides of fields and near rivers. This tall grass-
like plant is harvested in winter and spring, traditionally cut at
the waning moon with a sickle-shaped knife when the sweet sap is
likely to be down, and the stems are less likely to attract insects and
sustain damage. The tall grass-like canes are processed the following
way: first, the outer leaves are shaved off with a knife, then the task
of splitting the hollow stems lengthways is done with a tool driven
down the stem, dividing it into several splints. These ring-shaped
tools come in different sizes; their centres are divided into segments
ranging from three to nine to accommodate different cane diameters
and the width of splint required for the work. Over many years
Ménica has acquired a collection of working examples of these »
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tools from retired basketmakers, handmade of wood or metal, or
a combination of both. The splints obtained are long and may
be used alone in baskets or only as weavers in a basket of mixed
materials and as strengthening stakes in the structures of willow
baskets. There is a particular way of using them when they are
fresh. Once canes have dried out, they have to be re-soaked before
it is possible to weave with them.

- v Other local materials that Mdnica harvests to use in her work
‘ ﬂ", - 3 include the stems from olive trees and date palm inflorescences,
whose knobbly stems bring extra texture to her work.
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’ " Iﬂ&ﬂl‘(fk\ ' ‘\ i . The willow that she uses in her work is a Spa.nish variety. She

doesn’t have a suitable plot to grow her own in town. As local

'\"“."‘ L‘l‘*\ - h _ growers only have Salix americana, she also buys some Irench
" 'A ""}&‘IX‘&‘I ’_‘f i} ‘ " B varieties for lheu." dlflerenl_ quz}lllles.. \'\'. hen she goes to teach in

— - — France, she combines the trip with bringing back her willow order.
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Monica is a passionate advocate for the craft in her region. As soon
as she started learning how to make baskets, she became involved
with the Catalan Association of Basketry, and a basketmakers’ fair,
: that takes place each year at Salt near Girona on the first weekend
,‘\\ h of October. For many years Mdnica was on the committee and

\ ’“" took on the organisation of this fair. Although she is no longer
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the organiser, she participates every year.

Currently, Ménica participates in organising an event at Mas

.\ " .. ' b\\ "\ \ \er :\)\' ' de Barberans. This fair is arranged in collaboration with the
\\. \“\‘ g Museu de la Palma — the Museum of Palm Crafts, and the

= g > - - town council and is held each year on the first weckend of

“ ‘\\. & \ .1 ’ L / I August. Together with her partner, Tim Johnson, Monica

. -‘. i ‘\\ ~( ﬂ a‘ WAV AV AV A has worked on three exhibition projects with the Museum: a
MY LAY \' AT . - S i - residency and exhibition exploring the plant materials of the

o < - © T region, a community exhibition exploring and innovating within

the Spanish tradition of “Cortines” — fly screens and flexible
boundaries, and LOOKOUT — an exhibition they curated showing
the best in European basket making today.

Together they organise Weaving by the Sea, an annual multi-
course series of workshops in their town. This includes Danish
basketmaker Mai Hvid Jergensen as well as themselves. In
addition, Mdnica teaches both at home and abroad. She
likes having time to make in her workshop independently
and time teaching with a group while trying to balance these
two activities. She enjoys being with people, sharing her
passion for basket-making, and passing on her knowledge.
She encourages an appreciation for her craft in public. At the
same time, she continues to research and explore the local
traditions, interpreting and developing them to make beautiful

contemporary work. *** Hilary Burns
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