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Cortinos Colmenares tradicionales del occidente de Asturias

Introduction

This exhibition is part of a project initiated in 2021
with the support of the Asturias government's
Culture, Linguistic Policy and Tourism department.
The project aims to promote this lesser-known ar-
chitectural heritage and contribute unpublished
graphic and cartographic materials to the Museum
of the Asturian People for cataloging and pre-
servation. This work was carried out with
the participation of Mario Diaz Fernandez, a student
of Social and Cultural Anthropology at the University
of Granada.

In 2024, we gave the exhibition a fresh look and
added English texts. This was made possible by La
Recicladora Cultural, an innovative project promoted
by the Ciudad de la Energia Foundation (CIUDEN),
under the Ministry for the Ecological Transition and
Demographic Challenge, and with the support of the
Asturias Bear Foundation, the Oxygen Foundation,
Espacio Tormaleo, and El Pais del Abeyeiro.

Our research dates back to the early 1980s,
when we began to inventory these cortinos
(traditional beehive shelters) in western Asturias.
Subsequently, with financial support from the
Principality of Asturias, we conducted Inventario y
catdlogo de colmenares tradicionales en el
occidente de Asturias —Belmonte, Cudillero,

Tineo, Valdés y Salas— (Diaz 1998) and later,
Inventario digitalizado de colmenares tradicionales
de Asturias (Naves, J.; E. Diaz; R. Rubio and E.
Martin 2010). Beyond the Asturian region, we have
conducted studies in Castilla y Ledn, such as
Puesta en valor de los colmenares tradicionales en
el drea de distribucion del oso pardo (Diaz 2006,
Fundacion Patrimonio Natural), and for the Xunta
de Galicia Inventario, andlisis y caracterizacion de
las albarizas de Galicia (De Gabriel y Diaz 2008).

Throughout these years, many friends have
selflessly accompanied us on this journey, providing
us with invaluable information, locations, and
photographs. We would like to express our sincere
gratitude to Andrés Ordiz, Andrés Rodriguez,
Antonio Ramos, Begofia Zurimendi, Carmen Alegre,
Emilio de la Calzada, Esperanza Martin, Fundacion
Oso Pardo, Juan Pablo Torrente, Julio Arrontes,
Lucia Ruano, Miguel de Gabriel, Paloma Silva, Ro-
berto Rubio, Sergio Solano, and Yolanda Colubi.

We would also like to express our gratitude to
the institutions that supported our work, making it
possible to study and disseminate knowledge
about this unique and geographically localized
heritage. The preservation of this heritage is the
ultimate goal of our efforts.
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San Salvador del Valledor, Allande, E. Diaz, 2010 Penafonte, Grandas de Salime, J. Naves, 1987
San Salvador del Valledor, Allande, E. Diaz, 2010 Penafonte, Grandas de Salime, J. Naves, 1987
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Where are they located?

The distribution of these structures is primarily
confined to Asturias, Galicia, Leon, and certain
areas of Zamora and Portugal. It is in the
northwestern Iberian Peninsula where the
overlap of a distinctive cultural substrate and
the presence of vast expanses of heather
(Erica spp.) seem to have played a crucial role
in their development.

Asturias, along with Galicia, is the region
with the highest concentration of these
structures, with a particularly high density in
the western and southwestern counties. They
are very common in the municipalities of
Allande, Tineo, Cangas del Narcea, Ibias, and
Grandas de Salime, as well as in the lower
parts of the Navia and Eo rivers.

In Galicia, where they are also known as
albares and albarizas, these structures are
commonly found in the mountains of Cervantes,
Navia de Suarna, Negueira de Mufiz, and A
Fonsagrada; in O Courel and its foothills; and in
the Valdeorras region. A few examples can also
be found in the Candan and Xurés mountain
ranges and their surrounding areas.

Leon, especially in Laciana, Fornela,
Ancares, El Bierzo, and Cabrera, has a
significant number of these structures. They
are also present, though less frequently, in La
Maragateria, La Valduerna, and La Valderia.

In Zamora, cortinos can be primarily found
in Sanabria, La Carbayeda, and Aliste. A
smaller number can also be found in the pro-
vinces of Salamanca, Caceres, and Badajoz.

In Portugal, similar apiaries can be found
throughout the region bordering Spain,
extending southwards, as in Spain, as far as
the lands of the Tagus River.

Determining the exact number of cortinos
is challenging. Studies conducted in Asturias
and Galicia have identified approximately
1,000 structures in each region. It is possible
that an additional few hundred could be
found in Ledn, Zamora, and Portugal. While it
is difficult to say for certain, it is estimated
that there may be around 2,500 cortinos in
total across this area. However, it is important
to note that only a small percentage are
well-preserved.
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Alta densidad
High density

s Densidad media

SEET Medium density

Densidad baja
Low density

Fuente: Naves, J.; E. Diaz; R. Rubio y E. Martin, 2010

Distribucién de cortinos

Arriba: Asturias (I{mites de concejos)

Abajo: peninsula ibérica (limites de comunidades auténomas espanolas y Portugal)
Reference: Naves, ].; E. Diaz; R. Rubio y E. Martin, 2010

Distribution of cortinos

Above: Asturias (municipal boundaries) Parlero, Villayén, E. Martin, 2007
Below: Iberian Peninsula (boundaries of Spanish aut @ nities and Portugal) Parl.leiru, Villayon, E. Martin, 2007
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Lago, Allande, E. Martin, 2010
Casaio, Carballeda de Valdeorras (Ourense), E. Diaz, 2008 Llago, Allande, E. Martin, 2010
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Larén, Cangas del Narcea, E. Diaz, 2007 Lar6n, Cangas del Narcea, E. Diaz, 2007
L.lardn, Cangas del Narcea, E. Diaz, 2007 L.lardn, Cangas del Narcea, E. Diaz, 2007
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What are the characteristics of cortinos?

Generally, cortinos are circular or semicircular
constructions made of a dry-stone wall
(lldvana, tapia), up to four meters high, topped
by an overhang or cornice (redoma, barda,
tondia, lastra, beira) of between 0.5 and 1
meter, made of the same material as the wall
or with slate slabs, and more rarely with
wooden planks or logs. This results in a
defensive design that seems to have the main
purpose of preventing bears from accessing
the beehives (truébanos, trobos, caxellos).

The doors, when present, are typically
small, which also contributes to making it
difficult for bears to enter. Beehives are
arranged in rows within the enclosure, usually
following a system of tiered platforms
or carreras, which facilitates the flight path of
the bees, known as the aldo in western
Asturias. Sometimes these walls have
protruding stones on the inner face of the
beehive, which allow for their repair
and construction.

Although the plan is usually circular, there
are examples of oval and lobed plans, and
also, to a lesser extent, square or rectangular
or horseshoe-shaped cortinos. However, the
greatest variety of construction types is
found in western Asturias. In the region, in
addition to cortinos with complete walls, we
find different types of masonry towers—
among which are the rare talameiros— or
beehives located in caves, rocks, and natural
terrain slopes that, with the help of walls,
reinforcements, and overhangs, protect the
beehives. The relationships of these beehives
and their different typologies with the
resources and materials available in the
environment (l.lerones, terrain slopes and
shelters, etc.) seem to be very close.
The geographical distribution and phylogeny
of this diversity of constructive solutions is
pending study.




Cortinos Colmenares tradicionales del occidente de Asturias

Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, P. Silva, 1989 Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, ]. Naves, 2009
Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, P Silva, 1989 Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 2009
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Cortin del Amo, San Martin de Oscos, J. Naves, 1988 Cortin del Amo, San Martin de Oscos, J. Naves, 1992
Cortin del Amu, Samartin d’Ozcos, ]. Naves, 1988 Cortin del Amu, Samartin d’Ozcos, |. Naves, 1992
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Boal, Boal, J. Naves, 1987 Rellanos, Tineo, E. Diaz, 2012
Bual, Bual, ]. Naves, 1987 Rel.lanos, Tinéu, E. Diaz, 2012
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Lago, Allande, J. Naves, 1986 Lago, Allande, J. Naves, 1986
Llago, Allande, ]. Naves, 1986 Llago, Allande, ]. Naves, 1986
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Cortin del Amo, San Martin de Oscos, J. Arrontes, 1992 Navelgas, Tineo, E. Diaz, 1998
Cortin del Amu, Samartin d'Ozcos, . Arrontes, 1992 Navelgas, Tinéu, E. Diaz, 1998
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Oballo, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 2006 Oballo, Cangas del Narcea, A. Ramos, 2005
Oubachu, Cangas del Narcea, ]. Naves, 2006 Oubachu, Cangas del Narcea, A. Ramos, 2005
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Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 1989 Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 1989
Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 1989 Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 1989
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Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, ]. Arrontes, 1992 Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, ]. Arrontes, 1992
Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Arrontes, 1992 Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Arrontes, 1992
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San Salvador del Valledor, Allande, E. Diaz, 2010 Besullo, Allande, J. Naves, 1989
San Salvador del Valledor, Allande, E. Diaz, 2010 Bisuyu, Allande, J. Naves, 1989

36 37



Cortinos Colmenares tradicionales del occidente de Asturias

Seroiro, Ibias, J. Naves, 1987 Vegalagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 1989
Seroiro, Ibias, ]. Naves, 1987 Veigal.lagar, Cangas del Narcea, J. Naves, 1989
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Preserving a unique heritage

The advent of modern beekeeping practices,
characterized by transhumance and a re-
liance on road networks for hive mobility,
alongside rural depopulation in mountainous
regions, has led to the widespread abandon-
ment of cortinos, most of which are located
far from villages and roads.

Despite recent efforts to recognize
the value of these elements, promote
the conservation of certain structures,
and incorporate them into municipal urban
planning, the deterioration and loss of
this material heritage continue at an
alarming rate.

Of the approximately 2,500 cortinos that
may remain standing throughout their
distribution area, only a few hundred are well-
preserved. Although in 2018 UNESCO included
the art of dry stone walling in its
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural

Heritage of Humanity, there is a lack of specific
conservation actions for a significant number
of structures, considering their typologies,
locations, or construction peculiarities.
To ensure its preservation, this heritage
should be listed in cultural heritage inventories
and included in relevant support programs.
On the other hand, the presence of
bears is a significant factor in the
geographical distribution of these beehives.
The revitalization of these beehives, the
maintenance and recovery of original
structures, combined with the adaptation of
modern prevention techniques —electric
fences— to mitigate damage caused by the
species, can provide an additional opportunity
to preserve this unique world heritage.
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Cecos, Ibias, A. Ramos, 2005 Taladriz, Ibias, J. Naves, 2009
Cecos, Ibias, A. Ramos, 2005 Taladriz, Ibias, ]. Naves, 2009
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Seoane, Folgoso do Courel (Lugo) San Emiliano, Allande, E. Diaz, 2010
E. Diaz, 2008 Santo Miyao, Allande, E. Diaz, 2010
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Otros colmenares del noroeste ibérico
Other beehives of the northwestern

1berian Peninsula

La peninsula Ibérica cuenta con uno de los
primeros  testimonios  conocidos  de
recoleccion de miel por parte de los humanos,
como asi lo atestiguan pinturas rupestres del
Levante espafiol con unos 10.000 afos
de antigliedad. De la misma manera, ya a
principios de nuestra era encontramos
testimonios de escritores e historiadores
romanos de la importancia de la apicultura en
nuestro territorio. En este contexto, aunque los
colmenares tradicionales del noroccidente
ibérico, los cortinos y todas las tipologias
constructivas relacionadas con estos, son un
patrimonio con unas caracteristicas Unicas,
existen en el ambito cantabrico otros que
responden a otras tradiciones culturales y que
merecen siquiera una breve mencion aqui.
Entre estos destacan los colmenares de
caseta de las comarcas palentinas de
La Valdavia y La Ojeda, en el piedemonte de la
cordillera Cantabrica.

46

The Iberian Peninsula has one of the earliest
known records of honey harvesting by
humans, as evidenced by cave paintings
in the Spanish Levant dating back
approximately 10,000 years. Similarly, early
Roman writers and historians provide
testimony to the significance of apiculture in
our region. Within this context, although
the traditional beehives of northwestern
Iberia, known as cortinos, and all related
construction types constitute a unique
heritage, other beehives in the Cantabrian
region, reflecting different cultural traditions,
also deserve at least a brief mention.
Among these, the caseta beehives of the
Palentine areas of La Valdavia and La Ojeda,
in the foothills of the Cantabrian Mountains,
are particularly worth mentioning.

Cortinos Colmenares tradicionales del occidente de Asturias

Respenda de la Pefia (Palencia)
E. Diaz, 2007
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