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Archaeological research on
seasonal settlements in the
Iberian Peninsula – an overview
Catarina Tente* and Margarita Fernández Mier**

Abstract

The archaeology of seasonal occupation and its structures is not a subject that has
dominated medieval research in southwestern Europe. Some work has been done,
mostly linked to multidisciplinary and multi-chronological teams, which have been
focused on mountain areas. More recently, projects specifically addressing the study
of medieval occupation in mountain areas have been developed and some results have
now been published. Other research has studied Islamic contexts related to seasonal
fishing. The role played by preventive archaeology must also be stressed, particularly in
the characterisation of ethnographic and archaeological structures. Therefore, this paper
presents the state of the art of seasonal settlement research in the Iberian Peninsula,
approaching the currently available data on seasonal settlement in this part of Europe. It
also presents the authors’ perspective on research in the near future.
Keywords: Iberian Peninsula, seasonal settlement, ethnography, archaeology.
Résumé
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Recherche archéologique sur les occupations saisonniers dans la Péninsule Ibérique – un aperçu
L’archéologie des occupations saisonnières et ses structures n’est pas un sujet ayant
dominé la recherche médiévale dans le sud-ouest de l’Europe. Pourtant, il y a eu des
efforts, principalement liés à des équipes multidisciplinaires et multi-chronologiques,
qui se sont concentrées dans les zones de montagne. Plus récemment, certains projets
spécifiquement consacrés à l’étude de l’occupation médiévale dans les zones de montagne
ont été développés et certains résultats ont été mis en lumière. Il y a eu des recherches
effectuées dans certains contextes islamiques liés à la pêche saisonnière. Il faut aussi
souligner les résultats issus de l’archéologie préventive, qui donnent une nouvelle vue
sur notamment la caractérisation des structures ethnographiques et archéologiques. Par
conséquent, cet article présente un état de la recherche relative au peuplement saisonnier
dans la péninsule ibérique, en s’appuyant sur les données actuellement disponibles dans
cette partie de l’Europe. L’objectif des auteurs se focalise également sur la perspective de
la recherche future.
Mots-clés : Péninsule ibérique, peuplement saisonnier, ethnographie, archéologie.
In: Piers Dixon & Claudia Theune (eds), 2021: Ruralia XIII: Seasonal Settlement in the Medieval and Early Modern
Countryside. Sidestone Press, Leiden, pp. 35-44.
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Zusammenfassung

Archäologische Untersuchungen zu saisonalen Siedlungen auf
der Iberischen Halbinsel – ein Überblick
Die archäologische Erforschung saisonaler Berufe
und ihrer Strukturen ist kein Thema, welches die
mittelalterliche Forschung in Südwesteuropa dominiert
hat. Es wurden jedoch einige Arbeiten durchgeführt,
die sich hauptsächlich auf multidisziplinäre und
multichronologische Forschungen beziehen und sich
auf Bergregionen konzentrieren. In jüngerer Zeit
wurden einige Projekte speziell zur Erforschung der
mittelalterlichen Besiedlung in Bergregionen entwickelt
und einige Ergebnisse konnten gewonnen werden. In

Introduction

Research on Iberian seasonal settlements has fundamentally
been focused on mountainous regions – particularly
in the mountain ranges of the centre and north of the
peninsula – and thus dominated by topics related to
pastoral activities. Therefore, the research domains that
have approached seasonal settlement – in which, as we
will see below, medieval archaeology has played a minor
role – have been fundamentally threefold: the history
of transhumance, in particular of the Spanish Mesta;
ethnographic studies on built structures and economy;
and, in the field of archaeology, livestock management,
mainly in high mountain areas. However, these studies
have been scarce in the case of medieval archaeology,
because greater emphasis has been laid on the prehistoric
and Roman periods. Additionally, environmental impact
assessments and rescue archaeology programmes have
permitted the surveying of large territories, which has
enabled the identification of several types of structures
of all time periods, some of which were also subjected to
excavation. However, work of this kind is by definition
devoid of a coherent research framework.
In the particular case of Spain, studies on the
long-range mobility of herds in the Middle Ages and
modern period were naturally dominated by the Mesta.
The Mesta was an institution that was in charge of the
regular transhumance of sheep and goats in the central
areas of the peninsula. Several types of built structures
(pens, fences, trails, drinking structures, etc.) can be
related with this important economic activity. However,
among the countless studies already conducted, only
few have used archaeological data (Gerbet 1991; Pascua
Echegaray 2007). Ethnographic research has been more
uneven. Clearly, the work by the Escuela Vasca de
Etnografía, which initiated its research activity on the
Basque communities in the 1920s under the direction
of J.M. Barandiarán (1927, 1935), stands out, as well as
the work on ethnohistory developed by J. Caro Baroja
36

einigen islamischen Kontexten wird im Zusammenhang
mit der saisonalen Fischerei geforscht. Hervorzuheben ist
auch die Rolle der präventiven Archäologie, insbesondere
bei der Charakterisierung ethnografischer und
archäologischer Strukturen. In diesem Aufsatz wird daher
ein aktueller Stand der saisonalen Siedlungsforschung
auf der Iberischen Halbinsel vorgestellt, ausgehend von
derzeit verfügbaren Daten zur saisonalen Siedlung in
diesem Teil Europas. Ziel ist es auch, die Perspektive der
zukünftigen Forschung zu diskutieren.
Schlagwörter: Iberische Halbinsel, saisonale
Abrechnung, Ethnographie, Archäologie.

(1972), both precedents of the current Basque social
anthropology (Homobono 1992).
For the Pyrenees, particular note should be given to
the work by J. Costa (1888, 1902), who did an important
study of customary law that is still up to date. Also
noteworthy is the contribution of the Hamburg School,
namely through the studies on language and traditional
culture carried out by F. Krüger (1936), the research by R.
Violant i Simorra (1949) on ethnographic artefacts, and
the work by J. Amades i Gelats (1931, 1950‑1956) on
Catalonian traditional culture.
A wide number of topics were approached, particularly
the typical pastoral buildings with vegetal roofing, an
ethnographic feature of great importance in the Cantabrian
mountains (Graña García – López Álvarez 1990, 2007).
Since the 1990s several inventories have been made, owing
to the abandonment of rural areas. More recently, attention
has also been paid to all kinds of livestock buildings and
associated material culture. These are, however, dispersed,
small-scale studies that do not correspond to planned
inventories, but instead to particular initiatives reflecting an
increasing interest in disappearing herding activities (Mateo
Pérez – Orduña Portús 2017).
Portuguese research is somewhat different regarding
the material culture of the rural world. Between the
end of the 19th century and the 1970s there was a very
important school of ethnography that gathered data
on rural communities exhaustively all over the country
(Oliveira – Galhano 1992; Oliveira et al. 1969). The
collection of objects, and even complete structures, also
took place and these can be found today in the Museu
Nacional de Etnologia in Lisbon. Most of the work was
published, thus providing a unique account of this specific
moment in Portuguese history when the abandonment of
more-traditional rural lifeways began.
The main studies on transhumance in Portugal were
carried by the geographer and ethnographer O. Ribeiro,
who studied this topic systematically (Ribeiro 1939, 1941,
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1948). Among many other aspects, he charted traditional
transhumance routes, distinguished different mobility
ranges, and characterised the composition of flocks and
the communities and shepherds involved. He also made
detailed descriptions and graphic/photographic records
of objects, structures, social features, festivities, and so
on. Although his perspective was mostly ethnographic,
he was able to give it a historical dimension, using
written sources to seek the origins of transhumance and
changes through time. His most important research
region was the Estrela mountain range, in the centralnorthern region of the country (see below), where the
most particular traditional transhumance system in
Portugal existed until the 1960s (Ribeiro 1941).
The important ethnographic and geographical
contributions both in Spain and Portugal mentioned
above were not accompanied by comparable archaeological
research on the same topics. The traditional marginality
of montane territories was one of the obstacles to the
development of archaeological research. Moreover, medieval
archaeology, in particular, has long focused on monumental
remains, such as castles or churches, and has not paid
enough attention to coeval agrarian structures and lifeways.
Due to the fact that some seasonal structures – some of
them with prehistoric origins – were in use until as recently
as the 1960s, it was not assumed that they could be studied
by archaeology. This preconception constituted another
research obstacle. Therefore, most of the archaeological
studies in montane environments were aimed at older sites,
favouring the study of the earliest permanent settlement
and agrarian structures, thus referring mainly to the
Neolithic, protohistoric, and Roman times, not the Middle
Ages. One exception is the research carried out in the area
of Granada, in the Spanish province of Andalusia, on the
Islamic occupation of Sierra Nevada, though it was heavily
focused on land use strategies and management of water
(Ruiz Ruiz – Martín Civantos 2017).
In both countries, environmental impact assessments
and recue archaeology have been permitted seasonal
settlements to be identified. This was the case with
Ponta do Castelo (Fig. 2), on the western coast of
Algarve (Portugal), where an Islamic seasonal fishing site
dated to the 12th century was discovered (Gomes et al.
2001). The complete study of this settlement, however,
is not yet published and its associated alcaria (Islamic
village), where the community was permanently settled,
is presently unknown. Other coeval fishing settlements
have also been identified in Portugal in recent years, but
the lack of systematic research programmes prevents
their adequate characterisation and interpretation. The
same is true of several seasonal structures also recognised
in environmental impact assessments, such as those
that took place in the Suído mountain range, in Galicia
(Ballesteros Arias 2004). In most cases only inventories

were made, without a study of their relation with the
surrounding landscapes.
On seasonal settlements

The map in Fig. 1 shows the distribution of the main
seasonal sites excavated or studied in the Iberian Peninsula.
Despite the presence of fishing sites, it is clear that the large
majority of the sites are located in montane environments.
The main references in Spain for the study of seasonal
settlements are the research groups working in the
Pyrenees. The DEPART project, coordinated by C. Rendu
(Toulouse University, France) and E. Gassiot (Universidad
Autónoma de Barcelona, Spain), with the collaboration of
M. Le Couédic (Université de Pau, France), I. Clemente
Conte (Spanish National Research Council), and A. Fortó
(Goberment of Andorra, designed a GIS for the inventory
of all archaeological heritage sites and the modelling
of pastoral territories (Gassiot 2016; Gassiot Ballbé –
Pèlachs Mañosa 2017; Le Couédic et al. 2015; Rendu
2016). Intensive archaeological fieldwork on all types of
structures has allowed a long-term occupation to be traced
in the region, from prehistory to the present, with there
being periods of greater impact on the landscape (such as
the Neolithic and Roman periods) along with gaps in the
occupation sequence (e.g. the Bronze Age). In addition,
in the Pyrenees the landscape archaeology research group
from ICAD (Institut Catalá d’Arqueología Clásica, Spain)
has developed a research project on the high mountain
areas of its eastern sectors. Although their main research
focus is the Roman occupation, it has been possible to
document the exploitation of these areas since Neolithic
times, as elsewhere in the mountains (Palet i Martínez
et al. 2017) (Fig. 3).
These studies have assembled abundant datasets on
the medieval era. However, this particular period has not
been subject to detailed analyses, because most of the
work was carried out by researchers with a greater interest
in prehistory. But since there have been some PhD theses
on more-recent periods, it is hoped that attention to the
medieval occupation will be renewed in the near future
(Garcia Casas 2018).
In fact, the greatest volume of information in the
Pyrenees has been provided by palaeoenvironmental
studies. The GEODE research group, directed by Didier
Galop, focuses on the long-term co-evolution between
environment and societies. These studies are based on
an interdisciplinary retro-observation of socio-ecological
processes that combines multi-proxy analysis of palaeorecords (pollen, microfossils, stomata, microcharcoals, etc.)
with eco-historical studies (written sources, ancient maps,
etc.) that documented an intense deforestation process that
took place throughout the High Middle Ages associated
with the building of livestock structures (Lerigoleur et al.
Tente and Fernández Mier
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Fig. 1. Distribution of rural medieval sites studied archaeologically in Iberia and location of regional areas mentioned in text: white dots –
fishing settlements; black dots – agro-pastoral settlements (© Margarita Mier Fernández and Catarina Tente).

2015; Pérez-Díaz et al. 2015). This phenomenon is well
attested, both in the central-eastern Pyrenees (Galop 1998;
Rendu 2003) and in the western sector of the range (Mazier
et al. 2009), although it developed at non-coincident
chronological rates (Galop et al. 2013).
In the Cantabrian Cordillera (northern Spain), a team
is working on the organisation of village territories and
communal spaces (Fig. 4). Through the archaeological
excavation of habitation sites and areas of agricultural
and livestock use, it has been possible to define the
main chronological phases underlying the creation of
landscapes (Fernández Mier – López Gómez 2021). More
recently, within the theoretical and methodological
framework of the systematic work carried out in the
Alps and the Pyrenees, a new project was started on the
human impact on the landscape seen from a long-term
perspective. Although it has focused on prehistoric times,
this project has been able to identify occupations dating
38

up to the present and therefore also including the Middle
Ages (González Álvarez 2019).
Interesting research was also carried out at the
beginning of the present century in the Sierra de Aralar,
in the Basque Country. This was able to observe the
uninterrupted occupation of this mountain range since
the Neolithic. In this case, the study of several seasonal
settlements, together with palaeoenvironmental studies,
has already enabled some hypotheses to be put forward
about seasonal settlements during the High Middle
Ages. Here, several seasonal settlements were occupied
in the 5th and 6th centuries. These consisted of cabins
that were rebuilt over several generations. During the
7th and 8th centuries, the greater intensity of livestock
occupation coincided with the formation of the villages in
the lowlands (Moraza – Mujika 2005; Agirre et al. 2008a,
2008b; Mujika et al. 2013). Obviously, both phenomena
are closely linked, because they were part of the same
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Fig. 2. Fishing settlement of Ponta do Castelo
(Aljezur), dated from the 12th- 13th centuries
(© Catarina Tente).

Fig. 3. Montane site of Coma de Vaca (Queralbs,
Pyrenees), dated from the Roman period (© Palet i
Martínez et al. 2017).

Tente and Fernández Mier
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Fig. 4. Montane site of Andrúas
(Asturias, Cantabrian Cordillera),
dating to the 12th century
(© Pablo López Gómez).

Fig. 5. Montane site of Lameiros
Tapados (Vouzela, Caramulo
mountain range), datingto the
10th century (© Catarina Tente).

broad economic system based on a close integration of
intensive herding and farming in a regime of shortdistance transhumance (Narbarte Hernández 2019). In
addition, zooarchaeological datasets show significant
changes in animal exploitation techniques. The most
striking phenomenon is, without a doubt, the reduction
in sizes of the three main domestic species (cattle, sheep,
and goat) documented from the 8th century onwards
(Grau Sologestoa 2014; Sirignano et al. 2014). However, it
is not known if this greater intensity in the use of seasonal
settlements corresponds simply to an increase in the use
of montane areas, or if there were also changes in the ways
pastures and livestock were managed (Fernández Mier –
Quirós Castillo 2015; Stagno et al. 2020).
In Galicia (northwest Spain) two teams are currently
addressing the topic of seasonal settlements. The
Arqueología del Paisaje group from the University of
40

Santiago de Compostela – later on integrated in the
INCIPIT attached to the CSIC – launched a project for
the study of the landscape in its long-term environmental,
social, symbolic, and formal dimensions. This project also
responded to the need of designing a strategy to address
the environmental impact of extensive infrastructures in
Galicia, such as gas distribution networks (Criado-Boado
1991). In this context, the investigation of all kinds of
elements related to agricultural (e.g. terraces, cultivation
fields) and livestock (e.g. delimitation ditches) practices
has been undertaken. Also of interest are the structures
for livestock associated with transhumant practices
that are object of analysis from the ethnographic and
archaeological perspective (Ballesteros Arias 2004). More
recently, research conducted by a different team in the
Serra de Barbanza (Barbeito Pose et al. 2015), a coastal
mountain range, allowed the discovery of a few seasonal
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settlements, which were attributed to the Middle Ages
after the radiocarbon dating of two of them. One is Porto
Traveso, where a hearth was dated to the 9th century, and
the other is Río Barbanza, where a sequence spanning
from the Late Bronze Age to the 9th century was
discovered. The inventory and excavation of a number
of structures showed the continuous use of these sites
and territories for millennia, although the relationship
that these settlements may have with seasonal habitats
has not yet been described in detail. The chronologies in
Serra de Barbanza are younger than those in the Pyrenees
and the Basque Country, but the Galician research is still
in an initial stage.
Peneda-Gerês (northern Portugal) is the only montane
area in Portugal where short-/medium-distance cattle
transhumance is well documented, both historically
and ethnographically. This movement implied the
existence of two main seasonal sites, the so-called
brandas and inverneiras that correspond to summer and
winter settlements, respectively. Here it was the whole
community who moved across the landscape. Agriculture
was carried out in both types of settlements. The most
striking aspect of the Peneda-Gerês area is that livestock
mainly consisted of cattle, thus sharply contrasting with
evidence from the other places in Portugal (Ribeiro 1939;
Lima 1996). However, historical sources allow us to go
back only as far as the 17th century, and archaeological
research has never been carried out on a systematic basis
allowing a deeper exploration of older manifestations of
this particular type of transhumance in the area.
The Estrela mountain range (centre-north Portugal) is
surely the best-studied case of transhumance in Portugal.
Indeed, this has been a focus of research since the
mid-19th century. Here an important set of historical data
on sheep and goat herding goes back to the 15th century
(Ribeiro 1941) although archaeology and pollen records
show that it began much earlier, probably as far back as the
Early Middle Ages, if not before (Tente 2010; Carvalho –
Tente forthcoming). Available ethnographic evidence and
historical sources indicate that sheep/goat transhumance
in the Estrela range was carried out by shepherds only,
that is, individuals who specialised in the herding tasks.
However, recent archaeological research suggests that
a regional settlement system similar to that observed at
Peneda-Gerês could have existed around the 10th century
(Fernández Mier – Tente 2018). The main difference from
the more-recent practices, in terms of site structures, is
that the medieval sites were fixed in the landscape: the
settlements where seasonal huts were rebuilt every summer
were surrounded by thick stone walls. Another contrast is
that the modern practices were carried out by small teams
of shepherds who used mobile, transportable structures
(impossible to identify archaeologically) that did not
involve the building of permanent, stone structures.

In the last four years a project has been underway
in the Caramulo mountain range, also in centralnorthern Portugal, with a research topic aimed at the
study of settlement mobility in the area. Although
obtained recently and still limited, preliminary results
seem to indicate that around the 10th-11th centuries
vertical mobility encompassed lowland and mid-altitude
mountain (700‑800 m a.s.l.) seasonal sites (Fig. 5).
Further excavations are however necessary for a better
characterisation of this reality, which is very poorly
documented, even ethnographically.
The future of research

Clearly, a line of research on vernacular architecture is
urgently needed to approach the study of sites/structures that
have remained in use until recent times, but are currently
suffering accelerated deterioration due to abandonment.
With the exception of the above-mentioned project in the
Pyrenees, there are no available databases where structures
related to livestock practices are systematically collected.
This heritage, which was in use until the mid-20th century,
is essential for the understanding of human occupation of
highland areas in the Iberian Peninsula since late prehistoric
times. Such structures demonstrate the importance that the
surrounding pastures must have held for local communities.
Despite the above limitation, the available records
do show us that a major research problem is the
archaeological invisibility of most built structures. This
is, of course, more evident in some regions than others,
and depends heavily on the kind of materials that were
in use and also on the processes at play in the formation
of each archaeological site. Indeed, the ethnographic
record shows that most mobile structures were built
with perishable materials – this is particularly the case
with transportable huts or cabins – that do not leave an
archaeological footprint. Most of the time it is impossible
to overcome this limitation, but it is still necessary
to bear these facts in mind in order to understand
the overall complexity of montane occupations,
even when apparently absent. Therefore, future (and
present) research must be focused on multidisciplinary,
complementary projects specifically designed for the
study of seasonal settlements and their correlation with
permanent ones. Current research already provides us
with a valuable track record of this kind of approach in
the Iberian Peninsula, which has proved promising.
Another topic for future research is the identification
of archaeological markers of seasonality. This approach
should be carried out according to a two-step approach:
firstly, a judicious, sound definition of units of analysis
(i.e. regions) must be constructed, given the acknowledged
regional variability observed in Iberia; secondly, systematic
comparisons need to be made between different types
Tente and Fernández Mier
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of settlements within units. The mentioned variability
may be present at several levels, such as the types of used
materials, the different sizes of the habitation structures,
and their locations in the landscape, etc. As far as we know
in the current state of the research, there is no common
model applicable to the whole peninsula.
Within seasonality, another research topic that has
been under study in recent years will apparently be crucial
in the future – this is the archaeological study of commons,
a landscape feature that still exists in most of the Iberian
mountains and is closely related with seasonal activities.
In this research topic, a specifically orientated analysis of
the (sometimes) abundant written medieval and postmedieval records should be a priority. These documents,
which were usually produced by local entities in charge
of the management of commons, contain qualitative
information on exploitation strategies that, if crossed with
archaeological data, will enable a multifaceted and more
complete vision of the large variability of management
processes. In some cases, it may even be possible to analyse
the decision capacities of the various social actors involved
(Fernández Mier – López Gómez 2021; Stagno 2017).
On the other hand, it must be stressed that a
regressive approach, from ethnographic to archaeological
data, is clearly needed. Indeed, ethnographic studies are
fundamental in this specific archaeological research, not
only to help decipher the archaeological record, but also
to plan field surveys and excavations. Conversely, this has
to be combined with a progressive, or historical, approach
that moves from prehistory towards modern times; as seen
in all of the different territories, single sites may have been
successively reoccupied for millennia.
Finally, palaeoenvironmental studies will play a
fundamental role in future research, as they enable the
understanding of millennial changes in the landscape.
These will contribute to a qualitative analysis of exploitation
processes in pasture areas in a diachronic perspective.
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