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Abstract 

La Ponte-Ecomuseum has organised musicalised itineraries where they combine their research on 

tangible heritage sites (such as churches and caves) with music - including concerts of medieval music 

and the reconstruction of a flute from the Palaeolithic period. Through ethnographic study and 

participation as a musician, this paper looks at two of the La Ponte’s team members and at the musician 

Xuacu Amieva to explore how their lives as musicians are an integral part of their ecomuseum’s 

conceptualisation, which has allowed them to present a captivating experience to visitors 
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Resumen 

La Ponte-Ecomuséu organiza itinerarios musicalizados donde se combina patrimonio tangible (como 

iglesias y cuevas) con música, incluidos conciertos de música medieval y reconstrucciones de 

instrumentos como flauta del período paleolítico. A través del estudio etnográfico y la participación como 

músico, este trabajo analiza a dos miembros del equipo de La Ponte y al músico Xuacu Amieva para 

explorar cómo sus vidas como músicos son parte integral de la conceptualización de su ecomuseo, lo 

que les ha permitido presentar una cautivadora experiencia a los visitantes. 
Palabras clave 
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Introduction 

To shelter from the heavy rain, we dashed into the quiet Pre-Romanesque Church of Santo Adriano de 

Tuñón to await the arriving visitors. I was in the company of Chus and Queco - both musicians and part of 

the La Ponte Ecomuseum (La Ponte-Ecomuséu). As part of the museum’s events for the day, we had 

planned to welcome visitors with music played on rabel,1 percussion, and flute. This included a piece from 

the Cantigas de Santa Maria, a collection compiled for the Spanish monarch Alfonso el Sabio, King of 

Castile and Leon in the mid-13th century, presumably to create shared connections - as ‘ancient’ and as 

heritage - between this piece’s intangible sonic evocations and the church’s materiality. On the day, we 

had five visitors who travelled from different parts of the country who found La Ponte through their social 

media sites and word of mouth. Sitting in the church, paying close attention to our performance, they 

applauded and then were invited to sit closer to us - especially since the occasion felt like a very cosy 

recital. We felt the crisp morning air more intensely in the second location on the itinerary, the Romanic 

church of San Romano. In both locations, the short concerts were followed by an educational explanation 

in terms of the architectural, archaeological, historical qualities of the churches by Pablo, who was sitting 

among the small audience during the performance. Together with Chus (the director of the ecomuseum) 

they addressed the audience – involving them in the discussion with questions and funny anecdotes. 

When this itinerary was over, we gathered outside the church where we talked with each other, and took 

some photos together to post online. This was not the only time that the members of this ecomuseum - 

located in Villanueva de Santo Adriano - have featured music as a way to create a connection between 

tangible and intangible heritage. This highly enthusiastic and passionate self-funded grassroots 

organization is trying to integrate their heritage to sustainably develop the local community, both 

economically and culturally. Reflecting back on that rainy day, I began to question the ways in which the 

Ecomuseum’s team placed value on these places, usually expressed in archaeological and historical 

terms, and how this value appeared to be heightened through the use of live musical performances. As 

one of the members of the audience told me after the concert: “Music takes you to another era, like they 

do in the movies”, and it is this engagement with the storytelling, delivered by the members of the 

                                                 
1 The rabel is a Spanish bowed stringed instrument. It reached popularity during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 
in the Iberic Peninsula, and its introduction to the area coincides with the Arabic conquest. 
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ecomuseum that challenges discourses of heritage management. As I will describe more in depth, music 

is integrated in the research and outreach projects of La Ponte, and as a result there is potential for a 

more integrated notion of heritage that favours the revitalisation of such resources. 

Within soundscape studies and ethnomusicology, authors have paid attention to the ways in which music 

regulates our everyday lives, especially in commercial spaces (Sterne, 1997). Also, the sonocentrism of 

the soundscape (Schafer, 1977) has been debated because of the ways in which the sonic dimension 

works in conjunction with others, leading for instance to the study of acoustemology (Feld, 1994), where 

the terms “acoustics” and “epistemology” have been joined to describe a sonic way of understanding a 

place, by theorizing sound as a way of knowing. Thus, following these conversations in regards to the 

understanding of sound within a space we can draw attention to the ways in which the La Ponte 

Ecomuseum is conceptualizing the notion of heritage, I suggest the conversation as regards sound and 

space can be framed to better understand the integral nature of these cultures. Pinar Yelmi (2016: 304) 

points to this connection: ‘Tangible and intangible cultures are complementary in the sense that they give 

clues about each other.’ And author Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2004: 53) argues that, ‘(...) the 

effective continuity of practices and knowledge that constitute ‘intangible’ heritage is dependent on the 

availability of material resources and spaces. The intersections between the tangible and intangible are 

therefore interdependent, and the challenge is to sustain an integrated system.’ Just as La Ponte drew 

their inspiration for their name from the Pre-Romanesque bridge in the town to reflect upon their role as a 

bridge between the ecomuseum and the community; between grassroots institutions and academia; and 

the past and present community; this research project explores the connections between ideas of heritage 

and sound being in constant communication with each other within the cultural landscape. 

This paper draws on fieldwork conducted in Villanueva de Santo Adriano and Oviedo in June of 2017, and 

is a result of the research and writing I undertook for my Masters dissertation. There, I had the opportunity 

to perform alongside members of the ecomuseum and also gained insight into their lives as musicians. It 

also draws on conversations with the Asturian musician and ethnographer Xuacu Amieva, visitors of the 

ecomuseum and the area, and members of the local community of Villanueva.  
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The Ecomuseum 

The objectives of La Ponte-Ecomuseum are reflected on their mission statement: ‘To activate and 

organise heritage resources with the objective of generating social, cultural, economic, and scientific 

activity’ (Jesús Fernández Fernández, 2017, personal communication).  Also, according to members of 

the ecomuseum, the organization base their work on three pillars: archaeological research; ethnography 

(including themselves); and their role within the community – what they refer to as the social role. These 

seem to follow the ideas that George Henri Rivière and Hughes de Varine had in the 1970s for the 

ecomuseum as an institution that understood place from the point of view of the environment, identity, and 

the community. Closely related to the ecomuseum is the term cultural landscape, which was first 

promoted by the geographer Carl O. Sauer who stressed the importance of the physical environment as 

the medium where cultures interact. Defined by the World Heritage Committee as the ‘cultural properties 

[that] represent the combined works of nature and of man’2, the cultural landscape has been 

conceptualised as being the ecomuseum itself, opposed to traditional museums that are contained within 

walls.   

The musicians of La Ponte 

Chus (Jesús Fernández Fernández), Cris (Cristina López Santa Cruz), and Pablo (Pablo López Gómez) 

are key personnel of La Ponte, who are joined by an interdisciplinary team including historians, gender 

studies specialists, and anthropologists. Chus and Cris have been dedicated musicians for most of their 

lives, with an interest in the traditional music of Asturias. On my last day in Villanueva, I sat in the hórreo 

located outside of the house in which Chus and Cris live with their child.  We talked about their lives 

before and after the ecomuseum, and what they hope to achieve with the now award-winning institution – 

but I also got an insight into the ways in which they got started with music, their opinions about the music 

conservatory they attended, and the place these former approaches to music now occupy in their lives.  

                                                 
2 See: http://whc.unesco.org/en/culturallandscape/ 
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In the case of Cris, she started by telling me about her grandfather, who paid for her private piano lessons 

as a child. She began her music education, which eventually lead her to enrol in the conservatory of 

Oviedo.3 She studied at the conservatory for about eight years, only leaving after she moved to Gijón to 

study social work. This also led her to enrol in a municipal school where she learnt about popular music, 

such as jazz, discovering that she preferred this “more relaxed” approach to music making. She played in 

some bands with friends including Chus. With the ecomuseum, she started to learn the bodhrán (Irish 

frame drum) in the lessons that Xuacu was teaching at the traditional music school that the ecomuseum 

ran some months ago in Villanueva – and more recently she started learning to play the guitar. Nowadays 

Cris works as a social worker, where she tries to link her profession to music by incorporating music 

therapy at the therapeutic centre that she works at.  

Similarly, throughout most of his life Chus has been a musician. He recalls having instruments around his 

house all the time, and that he became interested in music through his relatives who were musicians and 

singers. When he was around 17 years old, he started to play with the Banda Municipal de Gaitas de 

Oviedo (Municipal Band of Bagpipes of Oviedo) which allowed him to have a semi-professional status that 

he combined with other activities such as studying at university. Thanks to this band and other folklore 

groups of which he was a part, he had the opportunity to travel around the world representing Asturian 

culture. Chus played in various folk bands, including Candañín, Xuneto, and Curuxa. The latter consisted 

of four members, including Queco who was raised in a town near Villanueva and is now running the hotel, 

restaurant, and bar El Sabil, located in Villanueva. This bar is where I met Chus and Queco for the first 

time, and where we had a rehearsal in preparation for the musicalized itinerary I described at the 

beginning of this research project. The bar offers live music from time to time, keeps some instruments 

around ready to be played, and is decorated with banners of Celtic festivals. Once he got busier with his 

work at the university, around 2010, Chus could not keep performing professionally, but he mentions La 

Ponte as one of the ways he can sometimes go back to music.  

                                                 
3 The conservatory, El Conservatorio Superior de Música Eduardo Martínez Torner was named after the musicologist 
(1888–1955) born in Oviedo, author of Cancionero Musical de la Lírica Popular Asturiana (1920), a compilation of 
Asturian songs. 
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The ecomuseum staff’s background as musicians is interesting, since this influences the museum’s 

values, objectives, and approaches – which in turn shapes the way that spaces, which fall into the tangible 

heritage category are integrated within the cultural landscape. Indeed, as Martin Stokes’ has suggested 

“music is socially meaningful not entirely but largely because it provides means by which people recognize 

identities and places, and the boundaries which separate them” (Stokes, 1994: 5). Thus, the 

complementary approach to intangible and tangible heritage of La Ponte-Ecomuseum in their research 

and outreach projects may be considered reminiscent of the place that music has had in Asturias in 

various ways, which derives from the musical background of Chus and Cris. 

Xuacu Amieva 

It was a tumultuous sidrería where I met Xuacu Amieva for the first time, which was a big contradiction to 

the way he carries himself - his kind personality makes you feel as if you have been friends for a very long 

time. It was indeed his friendship with Chus and Cris that has led him to be a recurring participant in the 

ecomuseum activities, as a teacher for the project’s former traditional music school and as a musician for 

the public performance of the Civil War Song (Fernández Fernández and Moshenska, 2017). Nowadays, 

Xuacu rents a house in a village nearby that he visits mostly at weekends. He keeps his property filled 

with lots of plants and has a big garden where he successfully tends a wide variety of fruit and vegetables, 

including tomatoes, strawberries, and potatoes. We had the opportunity to converse about his career as a 

musician, ethnographer, and teacher that lead him to be the first person awarded the Trofeo Macallán 

(which celebrates bagpipe players) of the Inter-Celtic Festival of Lorient, as well as being very well known 

for his collaboration with the Irish folk group the Chieftains for the album Santiago, awarded a Grammy 

Award for Best World Music Album in 1997.  

Born in Conseyu de Llanes, a municipality in Asturias, Xuacu moved to Oviedo when he was 9 years old 

to study. However, he returned to his hometown on the weekends. “Qué verde era mi valle” (How green 

was my valley) was the phrase that he used to refer to the nostalgia that he – like so many others - feel 

when experiencing that dichotomy between rural and urban spaces when travelling back and forth 

between their hometown and the city. Xuacu explained that he owes his musical career to this love he felt 
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towards his hometown after moving to Oviedo, which made him pay closer attention to the songs in the 

area. He started playing Asturian bagpipes, he explained, as a way to recover his culture – his mother 

would sing the Asturianada, and he would play the bagpipes to accompany her. In the late 70s and early 

80s, Xuacu collected songs and dances of traditional groups, which he then transcribed, performed, and 

recorded in albums with a folk group. The story of Xuacu Amieva is very interesting since it raises many 

questions regarding the rural and urban dichotomy. Besides highlighting the nostalgia felt for the rural 

environment that he grew up in, during our conversation at the sidrería, he told me how his passion for 

traditional Asturian music emerged after he left his rural hometown for Oviedo and felt a little different from 

everyone else. This feeling of not fitting in completely made him think about his own identity in this new 

setting, and instead of hiding what made him different he went in the opposite direction. 

 

  

Figure 1. 
 
Xuacu Amieva in 
his house near 
Villanueva, playing 
the zanfona (hurdy 
gurdy). 
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Musicalised Itineraries of La Ponte 

Besides the event I described at the beginning of this paper, called Arte, Vida y Cultura en la Edad Media 

(Art, Life and Culture in the Middle Ages), La Ponte also schedules a musicalized itinerary that they call 

Viaja con todos tus sentidos a los orígenes del Arte (Travel with all your senses to the origins of Art), 

which is described on their websites as: ‘In this new nocturnal visit, we will approach the Palaeolithic 

engravings in the cave of Santo Adriano in a different way, that will change our perception of this primitive 

art and the origin of our cultures.’ It includes a bone marrow lamp workshop, an oral tradition workshop, 

and live music that they described as being inspired by the Palaeolithic. I visited the Santo Adriano cave 

where this itinerary takes place on a Sunday morning with Pablo and two other members of the 

ecomuseum. There, Pablo gave me an explanation of this itinerary and brought the flute that they were 

going to employ as part of the activities that they had planned for the day. With the help of a luthier who 

makes bagpipes in Gijón, La Ponte made a reproduction of a flute found in Germany in 2008 at the sites 

of Hohle Fels and Vogelherd which provided new evidence for Paleolithic music (Conard, Malina, and 

Münzel, 2009: 737).  

According to the authors, this finding suggests that the people living in this setting played these musical 

instruments in a variety of sociocultural contexts, and there is also the possibility that early Upper 

Palaeolithic music contributed to the maintenance of large social networks facilitating the expansion of 

modern humans in comparison to Neanderthal populations (Ibid: 740). For the itinerary, Pablo starts by 

asking the visitors if they know when music started. By asking them, he comments on how no one really 

know when music began, but that there are flutes that have been documented from thousands of years 

ago – and that contrary to other objects where people do not know for sure if they were created as music 

instruments or as objects that served other purposes, flutes are objects that have been created for the 

purpose of making music. To showcase the instrument that La Ponte reconstructed, Chus plays different 

types of melodies. 
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There is also a narrative employed in these events, where they put what they see in the surroundings into 

context. For example, as Pablo explained, they combine the lantern workshop with the cave paintings; 

and the bonfire with a story of deer and their spots. With music and oral traditions, they connect it to the 

discovery of fire: 

[The discovery of fire] changes the way we measure out lives, and how we observe. We no longer have 

the day only but also the night, and we have the capability to sit around the fire in a small place and 

socialise. Now I have to come up with a word so that you understand that I’m referring to a tree, then 

language begins. 

 

Figure 2. 
 
Reproduction of 
flute by La Ponte. 
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By combining different cultural elements, La Ponte puts them into a wider context while at the same time 

they provide the visitors with an interesting learning experience. As with the above example, where Pablo 

talks about the discovery of fire, it gives an opportunity for the visitors to connect with the space, which 

may have little meaning for many of us before listening to the guides of La Ponte talk us through this 

tangible heritage space that they have researched, through engaging stories.  

Going back to the itinerary I described in the introduction of this research project called Arte, Vida y 

Cultura en la Edad Media (Art, Life and Culture in the Middle Ages) I mentioned a visitor who referred to 

the experience as taking them to another era through the music, instruments, and the lyrics of the songs – 

which made me recall Anahid Kassabian’s use of the term ‘entanglement’. In their article on Starbucks, 

Putumayo, and distributed tourism, the author argues that listening to world music in the setting of coffee 

shops such as Starbucks evocates a sense of being both there and here, or “t/here” (2004: 221). Although 

Kassabian is arguing this in the context of a coffee shop and world music, I would argue that the term 

‘entanglement’, referring to the perception of being in both places at the same time, is useful in this 

context to better understand the storytelling that the ecomuseum is working on in their itineraries through 

music. As Chus argues: 

Music is one of the resources we employ to make the communication about heritage more effective. 

Because sometimes when we talk about a medieval church, it isn’t the same to talk about its 

characteristics (...) and to accompany it with a melody by a king that live in the 12th century, which we can 

reconstruct thanks to a cultural legacy such as the cantigas that were preserved in códices miniados. 

Thus illustrating how music serves as a tool to talk about a space, to connect it do a different era – 

allowing the visitors to be both here and there. They experience being in a different “era” through a 

performance employing music and instruments from centuries ago, which heightens the spatial context 

where the performances take place. In this setting of heritage management, storytelling is also connected 

to the emotions that the visitors may take home with them. As Chus explained: 
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It’s easier to get goose bumps with a song than with a speech, right? And that demonstrates the potential 

that music has to activate the senses that aren’t activated through a narrative. So we try to combine that 

resource so that the communication about heritage and its interpretation is more effective and sensorial, 

and then the feelings are activated towards something that belongs to everyone, which is heritage.  

 

 

As he points at, a sense of place is heightened through music because of the emotions that emerge from 

it, besides the ‘entanglement’ that it provides. This challenges the ways in which heritage sites are 

remembered, creating new memories that go beyond narratives for everyone involved and keeping the 

heritage alive. It is also relevant to point out that the ways in which they employ music in the musicalised 

itineraries differ between them, which can give us insights into their conceptualisation of the space. 

Thomas Turino (2008) has made the comparison between presentational and participatory music(s), and 

the ways in which the members of the ecomuseum engage with the public can arguably be categorised 

Figure 3. 
 
Chus playing the 
rabel at El Sabil, in 
preparation for the 
musicalised 
itinerary. 
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into these two categories. For instance, the music performed at the musicalised itinerary, Arte, Vida y 

Cultura en la Edad Media in the churches of Santo Adriano had a very presentational dynamic. We 

performed our instruments while the visitors paid attention and listened in silence, and at the end of our 

performance they applauded. As I described in the introduction, we also invited them to sit closer to us 

since at first they chose seats which kept a distance from us. Contrastingly, the itinerary happening in the 

caves, Viaja con todos tus sentidos a los orígenes del arte progressed very differently. Although only one 

person is playing music at the time, it is a very different setting where the whole group participates with 

the storytelling, gathering in a very small space that is also dark and somewhat intimate. Therefore, in 

regards to these spaces, it is relevant to note how they serve as the framework for the type of musical 

performance that takes place – but we can see that it also works the other way around - since the music 

affecting the way the visitors learn, feel, and remember them. In Spaces Speak, Are You Listening? Barry 

Blesser and Linda-Ruth Salter state three qualities of what they refer aural architecture: It has a 

personality; it influences our mood and associations; and it has a social meaning (2009: 2-3). And when 

looking at these aforementioned spaces, one can see that through the connection of tangible and 

intangible heritage, these qualities of aural architecture are repurposed in accordance to the motivations 

and objectives of the Ecomuseum.  

Including a performance using the reproduction of the flute provides the Ecomuseum a way to connect 

with their audience in a new way that as Chus described before, appeals to the senses in a way that 

words cannot and also provides a connection to the past. Additionally, the passion that the team of the 

Ecomuseum puts into the musicalized itineraries where their research is open to the public gives a new 

perspective into their own personalities, ideals, and pasts. By personalizing their ecomuseum in this way, 

visitors like me learn about the particular heritage and the area of Santo Adriano going beyond the 

presentation of the tangible heritage. 

Conclusions 

Walking around surrounded by the quietness of Villanueva de Santo Adriano, I realised that La Ponte was 

a window that allowed me to understand their town. By looking at the cultural landscape as an element 
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that is of value for the community, I believe it provides a sense of place and belonging that is then 

reflected in the interdependence of the intangible and tangible heritage as part of the wider picture put 

together though music. This paper has given an ethnographic account of the musicians of La Ponte and 

the projects that have included music in the “museum without walls”, to evaluate the possibilities and 

results in this context. Music, considered intangible heritage, has been implemented into some of the 

research and outreach projects of La Ponte that relate to tangible heritage, revolving around spaces such 

as the churches and caves. The musicalised itineraries have been planned while having in mind the 

objective of appealing to the emotions of the visitors and making sure that they remember the ecomuseum 

in a special manner. In a way, this allows the storytelling that La Ponte has in mind for the different 

locations to take new meanings through ‘entanglement’, since visitors form an emotional connection with 

the space but are also able to conceptualise the space within a larger cultural tradition that transports 

them to another era or place. Furthermore, the dynamics of the music performed in the churches and the 

caves contrast with one another, and in a way the relationship between the tangible and the intangible 

goes both ways – the aural architecture is presented through different approaches depending on how the 

cultural landscape wants to be conceptualised. Thus, the presentational and participatory dichotomy 

(Turino, 2008) is connected to the spaces, and makes the visitors relate to them depending on the type of 

musical experience. 

The ecomuseum’s values, objectives, and approaches to heritage seem to relate to the way in which its 

personnel conceptualises music within tangible heritage spaces, to then recognise the cultural landscape 

as a territory without walls. The case of Xuacu Amieva and the traditional music of Asturias also points to 

the feelings of nostalgia that many experience when navigating the rural and urban dichotomy, and like 

him, others turn to music as a means to negotiate ones identity.  The name of La Ponte, alluding to the 

Pre-Romanesque bridge in Villanueva, describes their approach to the dichotomy of intangible and 

tangible heritage, while also pointing towards the little pieces that form the cultural landscape of the town 

that differentiate it.  
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