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Introduction

To travel the winding roads of rural Portugal is to traverse a landscape shaped, quite
literally, by human hands. Here, in the sun-drenched villages and towns scattered
across the country’s rolling hills and fertile plains, pottery is more than a simple craft.
It is a living dialogue between earth and artist, history and home, tradition and
innovation. The story of Portuguese ceramics is embedded deeply in the nation’s
soul—a story told in terracotta amphorae, whimsical figurines, and the blue-and-white
shimmer of azulejos adorning city facades and country churches alike.

Pottery touches nearly every aspect of Portuguese identity. From the everyday clay
pots that once lined the shelves of village kitchens to the intricate tiles narrating epic
tales on palace walls, ceramics have been part of Portugal’s domestic, artistic, and
spiritual worlds for millennia. The “circles of clay” begin in the earth: iron-rich Alentejo
mud, the silty soils of the Minho, or the volcanic clay of the Azores. Through centuries,
these simple materials have been transformed—by innovation, adaptation, and the
deft skill of potters—into pieces of surprising utility and enduring beauty.

This book is a journey into the authentic world of Portuguese pottery. Far from the
tourist shops stocked with factory-made souvenirs, we venture into villages where the
craft is both a livelihood and a legacy. In Sao Pedro do Corval, you will hear the thrum
of wheels in family-run workshops and listen to artisans recount stories passed down
through generations. In Barcelos, you will discover the proud folklore behind the
famous rooster figurine; in Caldas da Rainha, a spirit of playful irreverence springs to
life in every satirical piece. Each chapter brings you face-to-face with
potters—guardians of tradition and quiet innovators—who have learned to shape not
just clay, but also community and culture.

Yet, this exploration looks not only to the past. Today, Portuguese ceramics are
experiencing a renaissance. New generations of artisans blend age-old techniques
with contemporary design, and local studios collaborate with international artists.
These creative dialogues ensure the survival and transformation of ancient skills, even
as the number of traditional workshops dwindles. In these shifts, we see how the
circles of clay continue to expand, linking Portugal to the wider world and inspiring
new audiences.

What can you, the reader, expect from this book? Over twenty-five chapters, you will
trace the timeline of ceramic art from prehistoric urns to cutting-edge studios; meet
the people who have kept these traditions alive; learn to recognize patterns, forms,
and regional signatures; and find inspiration in the stories of resilience, artistry, and
community. Practical suggestions will guide those who wish to visit pottery villages or
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try their hand at the wheel. Throughout, evocative anecdotes and field interviews offer
intimate glimpses into the daily lives of potters and the enduring rituals that make
Portuguese ceramics unique.

Circles of Clay invites you to experience Portugal not only as a traveler but as a
participant in its living, evolving tradition. Whether you are a seasoned craft lover, a
student of European history, or someone seeking the beauty of the handmade, this
book opens a door into vibrant villages, workshops filled with laughter and dust, and a
centuries-old art form still spinning toward its future.
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CHAPTER ONE: From Earth to Art: The Origins of
Portuguese Pottery

The story of Portuguese pottery is as old as the land itself, a narrative etched in clay
and fired by the hands of countless generations. Long before Portugal emerged as a
nation, the inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula were already shaping the earth
beneath their feet into vessels for daily life. These earliest forms of ceramics were
rudimentary, driven by necessity, but they laid the groundwork for an art form that
would one day define a significant part of the country’s cultural identity.

Our journey begins in the Neolithic period, a time when humans transitioned from
nomadic hunter-gatherers to settled agricultural communities. With this shift came
new needs, and with those needs, new inventions. The earliest records of pottery
production in Portugal date back to this era, specifically the Early Neolithic phase,
around the second half of the sixth millennium BC. Archaeological evidence from sites
like Cabeco da Amoreira in the Muge region of the Lower Tagus valley confirms the
presence of pottery from this period.

These initial creations were far from decorative masterpieces; they were utilitarian,
crafted for the practicalities of a nascent agricultural society. Think simple, sturdy pots
used for storing vital provisions such as water, grains, and olive oil. Imagine rough-
hewn bowls, jugs, and cups, essential tools in a world where survival depended on
efficient storage and preparation of food. The techniques were basic: hand-building
methods, using readily available local clay. These early potters would have
instinctively understood the malleability of clay and how it transformed when dried by
the sun and, eventually, hardened by fire.

The transformation of soft clay into durable pottery was nothing short of revolutionary.
It allowed early communities to store surpluses, transport liquids more easily, and
cook food more effectively. This was not just about making a pot; it was about
improving quality of life and fostering the growth of settled communities. The choice
of raw materials was often local, reflecting the immediate geological surroundings of
these ancient settlements.

While the earliest pottery was primarily functional, there's little doubt that a sense of
aesthetics, however nascent, began to creep into the craft. Even simple, monochrome
pieces from the Early Neolithic sometimes bore incised or impressed decorations.
These subtle embellishments, perhaps just finger marks or simple geometric patterns,
hint at the human desire to personalize and beautify even the most mundane objects.
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As communities grew and interactions expanded, so too did the methods and forms of
pottery. The arrival of new cultures brought fresh perspectives and advanced
techniques that would significantly shape the trajectory of Portuguese ceramics. These
external influences, like waves lapping at the shores of the Iberian Peninsula, would
gradually integrate with existing traditions, creating a unique and vibrant ceramic
heritage.

One of the most significant shifts came with the arrival of the Romans around 200 BC.
They were, to put it mildly, quite organized, and they brought with them a
sophisticated approach to pottery making. The Romans introduced the potter's wheel,
a technological leap that allowed for greater speed, uniformity, and precision in
production. This wasn't just a minor improvement; it was a game-changer, enabling
large-scale production and, for the first time, the possibility of exporting ceramic
wares.

With the potter's wheel came a broader range of forms and, importantly, the
introduction of glazed ceramics. Imagine the delight when a dull, porous clay pot could
be transformed into a gleaming, non-porous vessel with a smooth, almost glass-like
surface. This innovation was a significant step forward, making pottery more hygienic,
durable, and aesthetically appealing. Roman pottery workshops, such as the large one
discovered at Martinhal in the Algarve, focused on producing amphorae for
transporting fish sauces and salted fish, which were exported across the Roman
Empire.

Beyond the practical advancements, Roman influence also broadened the decorative
possibilities. While still largely functional, Roman ceramics often featured more refined
shapes and sometimes incorporated decorative elements that reflected classical
styles. The influence can be seen in later Coimbra ceramics, which would directly draw
inspiration from nearby Roman ruins and incorporate motifs from Roman mosaics. The
Romans might have built roads and aqueducts, but they also laid down a foundation
for a more refined ceramic tradition, leaving behind a legacy of enhanced techniques
and a greater appreciation for the potential of clay.

The fall of the Roman Empire did not halt the evolution of pottery in Portugal. Instead,
it opened the door for new influences. The Visigoths, who succeeded the Romans, also
contributed to the ongoing development of ceramics. But it was the arrival of the
Moors in the 8th century that truly revolutionized Portuguese ceramic art, particularly
in the realm of decorative tiles.

The Moors, who ruled parts of the Iberian Peninsula for centuries, brought with them a
rich cultural heritage, including sophisticated ceramic-making techniques and vibrant
aesthetic elements. Their influence is deeply embedded in Portuguese culture, from
language to architecture, and nowhere is this more evident than in the azulejo,
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Portugal's iconic ceramic tile. The very word "azulejo" derives from the Arabic "al
zulaij," meaning "flat or polished stone," a testament to its Moorish origins.

Initially, these decorative tiles, often imported from Valencia, Spain, were used
primarily for flooring in religious buildings. However, their application soon expanded
to walls, notably influenced by King Manuel I in the late 1400s, who brought Spanish
tiles to his royal properties. The Palacio Nacional de Sintra serves as a captivating
timeline of this evolution, showcasing early techniques like corda seca, aresta, and
faience, illustrating the progression from geometric designs to more detailed painted
works.

The Moors introduced new firing techniques and the use of brilliant colors,
transforming the ceramic landscape. Their intricate tiles, often featuring geometric
patterns and vibrant glazes, became a hallmark of Portuguese architecture. By the
18th century, Portugal would be a leading producer of these hand-painted tiles,
adorning everything from churches and palaces to public buildings and private homes.

Beyond azulejos, the Moorish influence also extended to other forms of ceramics, with
intricate patterns and vibrant glazes becoming characteristic of Portuguese pottery.
This blending of Arabic, Oriental, and European styles created a distinct identity that
continues to define Portuguese ceramics today.

The 15th century marked another significant turning point with the Portuguese Age of
Discoveries. As Portuguese sailors ventured across the globe, they brought back not
only spices and exotic goods but also new artistic inspirations. The most notable
ceramic import of this era was Chinese porcelain, which quickly captivated the elite.
Its strength, translucency, and pure white color made it a highly prized status symbol
across Europe.

The immense demand for Chinese porcelain spurred local artisans to begin producing
their own versions, even if they weren't true porcelain due to different raw materials
and firing temperatures. This push to replicate the coveted Chinese wares helped
establish a homegrown ceramic industry, fostering innovation and the development of
new techniques. The influence of Chinese blue-and-white porcelain, for example, is
evident in the iconic blue hue of many Portuguese azulejos.

Over the centuries, Portuguese ceramics continued to evolve, absorbing new trends
and techniques while retaining its distinctive character. The 19th century saw the
emergence of Art Nouveau influences, particularly visible in the flowing, naturalistic
themes of flowers, plants, insects, and animal forms that adorned ceramics and tiles.
This period also witnessed the rise of satirical pottery, a unique and often humorous
aspect of Portuguese ceramics, particularly in Caldas da Rainha.

The history of Portuguese pottery is therefore not a linear progression but a rich
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tapestry woven with threads from various cultures and eras. From the utilitarian
terracotta of the Neolithic period to the refined glazes of the Romans, the intricate
designs of the Moors, and the global influences of the Age of Discoveries, each chapter
added a layer to this enduring art form. These historical roots, deeply embedded in the
soil of Portugal, continue to inform and inspire the potters of today, ensuring that the
circles of clay keep spinning, endlessly shaping the country's cultural narrative.
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