Artist in Residence

CROSS-CULTURAL
INTERSECTION
Jane Denison talks with Avital Sheffer
about her Barcelona residency
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Jane Denison: It’s been a few months since your return from your travels, how do you feel?
Avital Sheffer: Just as the making of ceramics is a slow affair, it takes time to process experiences.
I spent one month travelling through the south of Spain before going to Barcelona and four months
in Colombia and Cuba after Barcelona. I was following the history and art of the Spanish conquest
because it’s linked to the legacy of the expulsion of the Jewish and Muslim communities from the Iberian
Peninsula. I am Jewish and my family roots trace back to Spain. The Golden Age and the Mudéjar
periods – where Arabs, Christians and Jews lived together in an amalgam of cultures and collaborated
in the fields of science, philosophy and the arts – are deeply etched on our collective memory. The
poems of the period are the songs of my childhood and where some of the ancient texts on my vessels
originate. Travelling to Spain was a personal journey involving visiting key places (Toledo, Cordova,
Granada), investigating personalities, and exploring the country’s rich history, architecture and art.
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I expanded this research during my stay in Barcelona where the abundance of libraries, museums and
archives is a treasure trove of opportunities.
JD: Your residency was research-based, but how important was your research before starting your
residency?
AS: Doing research before embarking on any journey enables you to dive right into the experience. My
preparations began five years ago – well before submitting my grant application. In my submission I
outlined a threefold plan: to explore my cultural heritage in Spain, to study the cross-cultural aesthetic in
the ceramics of El Andaluz and the Mudéjar periods, and to be mentored by two contemporary Catalan
ceramic artists. The curator of the Museu de Ceramica agreed to help me by giving me access to the
entire collection. And, following years of correspondence, Carme Collell and Madola agreed to mentor
me. After years of preparation, forming relationships, and intensive learning of Spanish, I was ready for
the Barcelona residency.
JD: You obviously prepared a lot for your residency, but how did it differ in real life?
AS: You prepare, you imagine … and then you go to a real place. My preparations were invaluable in
that each day was rich with encounters, studio engagements, art events and museum tours. But reality
is the experience of the unexpected. For instance, in the period between my application and residency,
the Museu de Ceramica in the Palace of Pedralbes announced its closure. The ceramics collection was
being downsized to fit within the new Design Hub – now housing all the decorative arts. A rigorous
selection process resulted in only 300 of the most important historical ceramic pieces being displayed to
the public. Through my relationship with the curator of Museu de Ceramica and the new conservator of
Ceramics in the Design Hub, I was able to visit the state-of-the-art storage and conservation facility and
watch the rest of the 30,000 collection pieces being slowly packed into storage. The entire collection
of contemporary Spanish ceramics, including the works of my mentors and other friends, is now
condemned to a life in storage - but it was available for me to view, handle and discuss.
JD: Is there a most memorable moment?
AS: There are so many, but two stand out. During my stay, a special friendship emerged with the
Catalan sculptress Madola. Initially I was drawn to her work because her monumental sculptures make
an interesting intersection between poetry and clay. One day, Madola took me to the old cemetery in
Arenys de Mar that is perched on an outcrop overlooking the Mediterranean. The Catalan poet Salvador
Espriu is buried there and Madola had installed 40 sculptures in response to his poems. With a sweeping
view of the ancient sea, the highway of cultural transformations, Madola stood in front of the sculptures
and translated Espriu’s poems from Catalan into Spanish so I could experience her inspiration. I was
profoundly moved and the memory will stay with me forever.
Another unforgettable moment was visiting the Roman ruins in La Garriga, an old Catalan country
town, with the passionate archaeologist and writer Margarida Genera. Margarida had arranged for
me to visit some private family art collections in the old modernist mansions of the town. It was a rare
glimpse into the unimaginable richness of living history.

Previous page and opposite: Alcazar, Sevilla, 2016; photo: Avital Sheffer
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JD: How do you think your Barcelona residency will inform your work?
AS: Impressions and experiences need to go through a process of absorption and transformation, and
then there is the technical side of executing new ideas. Nothing is simple or direct.
Even though ceramics were at the core of everything, my experience was a lot bigger than ceramics.
During late dinners, conversations flourished covering politics and the economy, migration and refugees,
the state of the arts and the state of the world. Language, music and dance were also an important
part of my experience. I was also in Barcelona to witness the Association of Catalan Ceramics preparing
for the International Academy of Ceramics congress that was being held in September 2016. Dilemmas
of making, organising public space, participating and exhibiting were hotly contested issues. As a
result, I’ve gained a new perspective on the climate of contemporary international ceramics and an
appreciation of the opportunities artists have in Australia to exhibit work.
The days spent at artists’ studios exposed me to new ways of thinking and different working
techniques. I need time to process and experiment with these in order to make them my own. The
Modernist architecture of Barcelona and Arab medieval Spain impressed upon my psyche – the walls are
whispering if you just listen. I’m looking to introduce three-dimensional surfaces in my works and I can
see carving on the cards. My interest in the working methods of Carme Collell, who uses terra sigillata
with colour and in a painterly way, inspire me to reintroduce this ancient soft finish sparingly in my
work.
I was also thrilled to find in the National Library of Cataluña quality facsimiles of entire medieval
illuminated Jewish manuscripts that are rich with calligraphy and iconography. These manuscripts, and
other materials I’ve collected, will form the base of new imagery.
Before travelling to Spain, I felt a strong yearning to investigate my personal heritage and to immerse
myself in the historic and present-day cross-cultural conversation. Travelling through Spain, I experienced
a strange sense of coming home. Living for three months in a beautiful old run-down apartment in the
heart of Barcelona was a precious gift and opportunity that will feed my dreams and imagination for a
long time.

Wanderlust – new work by Avital Sheffer is presented by Beaver Galleries
10 to 27 August 2017, 81 Denison St, Deakin, ACT.
Avital Sheffer is an award-winning ceramic artist based in northern NSW. Her work reveals a
deep engagement with Middle-Eastern and Jewish culture, history, architecture and design.
Her work is included in major public collections including the National Gallery of Australia. She
is a member of the International Academy of Ceramics; www.avitalsheffer.com.
Jane Denison is a freelance arts writer based in northern NSW.
www.janedenisonart.weebly.com

Opposite: Avital Sheffer in the studio with new works for Wanderlust, 2017
Mullumbimby, NSW; photo: Uri Karem
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