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L O C A L  C H A R A C T E R  A S S E S S M E N T

By Paulo B. Lourenço.

Editor of the International Journal of Architectural Heritage. 
Coordinator of the International MSc on Structural Analysis of 
Monuments and Historical Constructions.

extensive and valuable material grouped in four sections, 

from the regulatory context, survey of the built heritage, 

construction techniques and artisans. In this context, I 

would stress in particular the local inhabitants, which 

were involved in participatory activities. It is well known 

that the responsibility for cultural heritage and the ma-

nagement of it belongs, to the cultural community that 

has generated it and takes cares for it. The need to main-

tain and rehabilitate our built heritage for the people and 

with the people is key for successful reuse. I would also 

stress the artisans: as the traditional crafts are slowly fa-

ding away, we are facing the risk of losing the important 

intangible heritage of the metier of blacksmiths, carpen-

ters and masons. The interviews gathered are important 

documentation for future times.

True civilization was only reached when economic 

and social developments had advanced sufficiently to 

allow the building of towns and cities, wherein a part of 

the population could engage in trade, industry and pro-

fessional pursuits. It is about ten thousand years ago, 

Conservation is defined in the Nara Charter as “All 

efforts designed to understand cultural heritage, 

know its history and meaning, ensure its material safe-

guard and, as required, its presentation, restoration and 

enhancement”. Among other complexities of translating 

this concept into practice an important question is what 

is worth to be preserved and how can societies afford it?

Monuments tend to receive much attention from the 

technical community and the society in general, given 

their outstanding universal value from the point of view 

of history, art or science. On the contrary, more modest 

elements of the built heritage such as historical centres, 

urban volumes or rural ensembles tend to receive less 

attention, providing more relevance to the present book. 

This publication focus on the communities around 

Penyagolosa, considered the most emblematic mountain 

in the Valencian Community in Spain, as the peak stands 

isolated and at its base is the important pilgrimage des-

tination of Sant Joan de Penyagolosa. The book provides 

C O N S E RVAT I O N

PR O L O GU E
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with the earliest civilization, that the history of construc-

tion begins. Masonry played a major role in the past, with 

about half of the built heritage being made with this buil-

ding technique. As a structural engineer, I was challen-

ged by the information and discussion in the publication 

regarding the construction techniques applied. The book 

details how ashlar masonry walls, rubble masonry walls 

and earthen walls were built, introducing also masonry 

elements such as the pillar, the opening and the arch. It is 

impressive how masonry was also so extensively used in 

balconies, floors and staircases, with artisans mastering 

the usage of gypsum ( fast setting), lime and clay mor-

tars. The timberwork and metalwork are also well detai-

led, making the publication of interest to all interested 

in building conservation, including architects and engi-

neers, with an extensive collection of photos, drawings 

and technical details. I am certain also that the experien-

ce learned will help authorities and local people to better 

appreciate and act in the area.

Guimarães, September 2020

P R O L O G U E
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I N T R O DU C T I O N 1 

1 This publication is the result of 4 years of work of the Chair of Historic Centres and Cultural Routes in the Valencia region, Spain.

The general objective of this publication is to de-

sign a new methodological approach to evaluate the 

abandonment, maintenance and use of the Historic Cen-

tres (HCs) in small rural villages and towns. Ultimately 

the document aims to analyse the interdependencies be-

tween physical conservation, past and present socio-cul-

tural creation and the sustainable development of HCs by 

defining what is essential, distinctive and unique to their 

communities.

This document provides a spatial outline and classi-

fication of the results obtained from meetings and inter-

views in the HCs to develop the ultimate objective, a nor-

mative, theoretical and graphic framework on which to 

base a joint Territorial Heritage Action Plan (THAP) for 

several municipalities. The document addresses the need 

to create an inclusive procedure with which to establish 

the international, national and local, geographical and 

cultural scope for the analysis of HCs.

It develops new methodologies to catalogue cultural 

goods, combining traditional fieldwork, data collection, 

meetings, interviews, seminars and scientific gatherings 

in the towns using information technologies to record 

and manage the work material. The document is scien-

tific and pedagogical, reinforcing the transversal compe-

tences relating to the management, self-evaluation and 

dissemination of knowledge whose success has depen-

ded greatly on social and academic stakeholders.

The first section makes a review of the historic envi-

ronment through the lens of Spanish heritage laws. A se-

cond section brings some singular buildings of the diffe-

rent villages to showcase the diverse and varied artisanal 

and material techniques still preserved today. The third 

section is specifically about building details from para-

digmatic cases of crafts and practices of cultural value in 

the different HCs. Finally, a fourth section collects some 

interviews with artisans in the area of Penyagolosa. Thus, 

the various sections of the document are presented in an 

extensive photographic catalogue compiling the particu-

larities of several HCs, individual techniques, tools and 

materials and their evolution over time.

Thus, this document can be used to establish the basis 

for drafting maintenance and conservation criteria for 

◀ Figure 0.1. Decorated eave in Mas de Vidal, Atzeneta del Maestrat
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these HCs, with the local population in mind. The ultima-

te aim of the methodology developed in this document is 

to be used in the municipalities to promote the recogni-

tion, maintenance and conservation of the tangible and 

intangible values of the HCs. To do so, these municipali-

ties should make the content of this document public and 

participatory and incorporate the necessary guidelines.

Case of study

This scientific and pedagogical document aims to be 

disseminated and used by local residents, as well as by 

heritage students and academics, in order to promote 

good practices recognizing the material and intangible 

values of the HCs.

This review of construction techniques, unlike other 

existing works, aims to compile information about the 

society and culture of some HCs in the Valencian Com-

munity, Spain. Local participants and experts have colla-

borated in drawing up this document. It was the crafts-

men of the construction trades themselves who, through 

individual interviews depending on the type of craft, con-

tributed to this document on the traditional and contem-

porary materials and techniques of each town. The volu-

me includes a database of graphic information and the 

transcription of interviews, all obtained from fieldwork.

The catalogue has benefited from the contributions 

of the knowledge of the professionals of each trade, as 

well that of the collaborators of the regional project on 

Crafts and Craftsmen (GVA/2017/100). Some members of 

the Chair on Historic Centres and Cultural Itineraries of 

Castellón, Spain have also contributed to the document. 

Renowned scientific professionals, specialists from mu-

nicipal corporations and residents who took part in local 

meetings all collaborated in this project.

This document seeks to be of practical use by pre-

senting the heritage inventories of these places. The re-

port may help not only to draw up other Inventories and 

Special Plans but to connect and incorporate them into 

heritage laws. For this, the legal figure is that of the Te-

rritorial Heritage Action Plan for the management and 

conservation of small HCs, as this Plan intends to promo-

te a “(…) territorial planning instrument to develop the 

objectives, principles and criteria of the Territorial Stra-

tegy of the Valencian Community in specific territories 

or sectors. The scope of these sorts of Action Plans can 

include part or the whole of several villages” (Art. 16, Law 

5/2014). Thus, this is about the development of the Te-

rritorial Strategy based on the compilation of the data of 

this book. Therefore, the eventual implementation must 

follow the provisions of section 5 of article 16 of the law 

mentioned above.

For the application of this THAP, municipalities 

should ideally create a Consortium, understood as an or-

ganization with legal personality, subject to law, with the 

capacity to interact with any other subjects, natural or 

legal persons, and with the capacity for self-organization, 

having the material and personal resources attributed to 

it.

The vernacular architecture of Penyagolosa

For the analysis of traditional construction, it is pos-

sible to use the term enclave in a broad sense in which 

we can bring together the different settlement classifica-

tions, almost always clustered. To understand their cha-

racter, sometimes it is necessary to analyse some isola-

ted buildings. Enclave, therefore, means an architectonic 

ensemble – urban and rural – including any dwelling or 

disseminated construction linked to a specific way of life 

or to local building traditions related to a specific cultural 

landscape.
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Selected enclaves, buildings and techniques can be 

significant identifiers of a region, tradition and evolution, 

that helps analyse its qualities together with the features 

that traditional construction brings up today as a result 

of a permeable continuous cultural process both because 

of their historical value and their typological variety. 

The housings and crafts under study especially co-

rresponds to rural settlements and compact dwellings. In 

this case, the most common building typology is made 

of a stable construction which, due to the fact of being 

clustered, normally has a ground floor plus two heights 

or even three; a factor that increases where there is shor-

tage of land for building or terrains with steep slopes.

With regard to the buildings’ craftsmanship, the struc-

ture is composed by load-bearing walls on which to lay 

the framework structures (timber beams with various so-

lutions for the space between joist) and the roof structure 

(beams and joist with its pertinent elements of coverage). 

There exist different kinds of vaults to solve this, cellar 

roofs, basement floors and grounds, most of them built 

with stone, brick and mortar. 

In vernacular construction it is common to render the 

walls to preserve the structural materials (stones, bric-

ks, adobe and mortar) from the erosive action of water 

and wind. The most common material for the covering is 

lime mortar, while gypsum plaster or clay mortars is less 

frequent. Only rear facades and party walls of some buil-

dings may lack coatings as well as some auxiliary cons-

tructions located outside villages.

This book summarises a considerable amount of buil-

ding techniques and construction details from the diffe-

rent villages and some selected buildings. The section 

Lost craftsmanship and crafts carefully examines the 

structure, openings, balconies, trellis, carpentries, coa-

tings, frameworks, eaves, roofs and staircases found in 

the area under study. Finally, in the last section, the ar-

tisans’ explanation provides the expert insight to the se-

crets of past trades, old machinery and dusty workshops. 

This collection of construction techniques serves as 

an analysis and compilation of the distinctive character 

of several villages. The analysis shows that in the area of 

study there are concerns about conservation and cultu-

ral involvement of local actors in issues of promotion of 

traditional values, perhaps due to the lack of an integra-

ted local mechanism of governance and guardianship of 

these elements. The analysis presented here is intended 

to illustrate clearly and concisely how the defining ele-

ments of HCs can be catalogued, made visible and linked 

to planning systems and to other social, cultural and eco-

nomic development programs in rural areas. 

An analysis of techniques, buildings and places

The analysis exposes how the dynamics of HCs are 

directly affected by personal knowledge and the aesthe-

tic sanctions of communities. Therefore, communities 

and artisans can differ significantly in capacities and 

motivations, as well as in skills and incentives given by 

the history of the place and the commitment of past and 

contemporary societies. These processes relate to the in-

terpretation of these elements of the past and their con-

temporary integration through perception, and the attri-

bution of meaning based on experience and behaviour.

The analysis of techniques, co-present in space and 

time, is possible through the analysis of parallel pasts and 

presents by means of an observational act of documenta-

tion and classification, but also through evaluative acti-

vities conducted with communities and artisans. This re-

veals the complex perception of the past, their own past, 

heterogeneous but somehow marked by mainstream 

forms of heritage provided by aesthetic canons related to 
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dominant forms of conservation. 

Previous forms of conservation ignored the connec-

tion between the community and the present and past 

conceptualisation of artefacts, techniques and materials, 

which were disconnected by the disconnection between 

fields of study such as ethnography, anthropology, geo-

graphy, history and architecture, or even through activi-

ties of purification where the administrations in charge of 

heritage management did not engaged ever those fields 

of enquiry. The study positions the contemporaneity of 

past and present techniques by connecting the tangible 

and intangible world and provides an accurate but hete-

rogeneous analysis of matter.

The gathering of the small “things” that compose the 

space makes them visible through a sort of storytelling 

that incorporates them into the reading of the place. 

The compilation does it through a form of visualization 

that enables picturing materials and techniques from 

different epochs and social status. The analysis enables 

a pluralistic visualisation and pays specific attention to 

housings that stand out because of their humble or ele-

mentary character. It is important because they define 

the place and allow understand the pluralistic character 

of past societies. 

The acknowledgement of subjects and their spaces of 

labour previously neglected or not properly regarded by 

the conservation processes is an act of justice. The arti-

sans emerge in this study as the responsible of a lost ‘ri-

tual’. The act of recognising that past performance is an 

act of visibilisation, not only for the neglected subjects, 

but for the communities that habited these places.
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