










































Resolution of 18 February 2019, of the Department of Fine Arts, initiating a procedure seeking 
a declaration that manual bell ringing is a manifestation representing Intangible Cultural 
Heritage. 

 

Law 10/2015 of 26 May, for safeguarding the Intangible Cultural Heritage, provides in article 
11.2(c), that the General State Administration, through the Ministry of Culture and Sport, 
cooperating with the Autonomous Communities, has the duty to "Safeguard intangible cultural 
heritage through a Declaration of a Manifestation Representing the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity". 

Article 12 of the above-mentioned Law 10/2015 of 26 May governs the procedure for declaring 
a Manifestation Representing Intangible Cultural Heritage, stating that it “shall be initiated ex 
officio by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport, either on its own initiative, at the 
reasoned request of one or more Autonomous Communities or at the reasoned request of an 
individual or a legal person”. 

The interest in declaring "Manual Bell ringing" a Manifestation Representing Intangible 
Cultural Heritage is due to it being a sound language that has functioned over the centuries as 
a means of communication, fulfilling a set of social functions for the community: informing, 
coordinating, delimiting territory, and protecting.  The bell ringing, based on rhythm, has been 
responsible for organising community life, delimiting time, working life, the times of day, 
festivals, and loss. Hence there is, both in the religious and civil spheres, a wide repertoire, a 
language, in short, with an extensive diversity of forms and techniques that has announced 
fires, storms, prayers, hours and life cycle events, and, in short, has regulated many aspects of 
festive, ritual, working and daily life throughout the territory of Spain. 

Protecting manual bell ringing does not mean valuing and ensuring the continuity of a single 
common tradition, shared among the various peoples of Spain, but, rather on the contrary, it 
involves protecting hundreds of local communication systems, with certain characteristics 
shared by area, but almost always unique, which finds itself on the brink of extinction for two 
reasons: the lack of bell ringers and, above all, the lack of awareness of this communication 
phenomenon which is almost unique in every place, and has many and varied meanings. 

Therefore, considering the significance in Spain of this manifestation and having informed the 
Council of Spanish Historical Heritage, the Department of Fine Arts, resolves: 

 

First 

To initiate proceedings for declaring "manual bell ringing" in Spain a Manifestation 
Representing Intangible Cultural Heritage, within the terms provided for by article 12.1 sub 
paragraphs a) and b) of Law 10/2015 of 26 May on Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

Second 



Provide for the opening of a period of public information, so that those interested in the 
subject can examine the file in the premises of the Sub-Directorate General for the Protection 
of Historical Heritage of the Department of Fine Arts (Plaza del Rey 1, Madrid), or through the 
Department’s electronic website, and make any appropriate allegations for a period of twenty 
days from the day following the publication of this Resolution in the “Official State Gazette”. 

Third 

To process the corresponding declaration file of a Manifestation Representing Intangible 
Cultural Heritage, in accordance with the provisions of Law 10/2015, of 26 May. 

Fourth 

Communicate its inclusion in the General List of Intangible Cultural Heritage as a preventive 
entry. 

Madrid, 18 February 2019. The Director General of Fine Arts, Román Fernández-Baca Casares. 

 

ANNEX 

1. Origins and historical evolution 

There is a well-established tradition, dating from the 5th century onwards, and against the 
backdrop of the Reconquista, that bells were used to conceal images of the Virgin Mary. None 
of these bells have survived to the present, and the most ancient (1086) whose existence is 
documented is a bell associated with the Royal Pantheon of San Isidoro located in Leon. On the 
other hand, the oldest bell currently in use is the Bamba of the Cathedral of Oviedo (1219). 

It is documented that in the thirteenth century the Christian conquerors of the Crown of 
Aragon would carry small bells they would install in mosques converted into churches, to mark 
the new soundscape entailing their inclusion within Christian and European culture. Some of 
those bells still survive to this day. 

Small bells, such as Abbot Sansón’s Mozarabic bell in the Museum of Cordoba, offered by him 
to the hermitage of San Sebastian in 993 (or 930 according to how inscriptions and 
computations can be interpreted), have also survived to this day, although in museums and 
taken out of context. Or the eleventh century Mozarabic bell of Huelva which can be found in 
Aljaraque with a Kufic inscription indicating the name of its smelter, Omar Ibn Zakaría. 

Other historical bells, in addition to those of Santiago taken by Almanzor in 997 and restored 
by Ferdinand III of Castile when he took Cordoba in 1236, were seized during the siege of 
Huete, Cuenca, during the Almohad expedition under Amir al-Muminín in July 1172. Departing 
from Seville, he ravaged the region of Uclés and Zorita, and, once the church of Huete had 
been demolished, seven bells, defended to the death by the faithful, were found and seized. 
The bells were then loaded on mules as loot. 

The introduction of public clocks, at the end of the fourteenth century, meant, from that 
moment onwards, that municipalities could manage time autonomously, even if only on a 



symbolic level. This has traditionally been regarded as one of the reasons for the decline of bell 
ringing, and yet it does not seem to be the case.  The introduction of the monumental clock, 
usually through royal privilege, was a mark of especial favour for any city receiving it, but 
traditional society, with serious technical limitations, especially in terms of public or domestic 
lighting, relied until relatively recent times on the liturgical pealing of bells to regulate 
collective time. 

We have already referred to the mechanisation of bell ringing that takes place from the second 
half of the twentieth century, because of modernity. But at the end of the eighties a new 
phenomenon appears, alongside the second mechanisation of bells: groups of bell ringers, 
since the new mechanisms, unlike the earlier ones, also allow mechanised bells to be rung by 
hand. These are trained volunteers, unpaid professionals who in addition to ringing the bells, 
undertake research, recover peals, promote restoration, and publicise their activities, etc. 

2. Bells and peals: types and functions 

Bells talk about everything and everyone. Over the centuries they have been a mean of social 
communication in the towns and cities of Spain, with religious and civil peals in perfect 
coexistence, which all concerned, both the church and civil society, respected. It must be 
stated that the funding for the new bells, as well as paying for refurbishment and repairs, was 
covered most of the time by families, individuals, or the community itself. Hence, there are 
numerous bells inscribed with the name of their donor. This fact generates a sense of 
ownership in the population towards bells which form part of their identity and an emotive 
link towards the bell and its peals which arouse feelings, memories, and experiences both 
personal and collective. 

Regarding the manufacture of bells, there were many production centres located throughout 
Spain, workshops of interest due to the number of techniques, knowledge and wisdom of the 
artisans working there, together with the richness and variety of objects and instruments 
necessary to create them. For the most part, the bell smelters came directly or indirectly from 
Cantabria, where there were more than a hundred travelling smelters in the early nineteenth 
century, who, from the beginning of the twentieth century, permanently established 
themselves in different locations. Although many factories closed after the period of intense 
bell production taking place following the Civil War, some production centres have remained 
to this day, and five contemporary bell factories can be mentioned: Torredonjimeno (Jaén, 
Andalusia), Gajano (Marina de Cudeyo, Cantabria), Saldaña (Palencia, Castile-León), 
Montehermoso (Cáceres, Extremadura), Arcos da Condesa (Caldas de Reis, Pontevedra, 
Galicia). 

As for the shape of bells, it is decisive for the sound they emit. In this sense, a more European 
type of bell predominates in the Crown of Aragon since many smelters came from France. A 
northern strip, running from Navarre to Castile and León and Galicia can be distinguished, with 
a peculiar bell shape, called Roman, exclusive to the Iberian Peninsula and different both in 
shape and sound to other bells from around the world. South of Castile - La Mancha and 
Extremadura, bells once again have the European shape. 



Following on from their physical appearance, the diversity of peals should be highlighted, 
leading to each cathedral having its own sound profile. In recent times, architectural 
restorations have tended to leave belfries clearer, opening blinded windows and removing 
other items that created a particular sound and facilitated proximity to the bells. The Cathedral 
of Segovia is a good example of this modification of bell tower acoustics. The belfry has an 
architecturally clearer appearance, but the bells can no longer be rung by hand and the sound 
of the bells has radically changed. 

Each cathedral developed its own bell ringing system, which evolved, in its own way, that is 
until the sixties and seventies, during which, for the most part, they disappeared. The 
cathedral constituted the model, the way each diocese was to ring its bells, being adapted in 
accordance with both the number of bells existing in the tower and the various local 
communication needs. In the same way as the Latin liturgy, if not uniform, was comparable 
between one diocese and another, bell ringing evolved differently. Thus, there is a rich variety 
of liturgical peals that mark all the celebrations, rites, and services, providing all the necessary 
information to attend the celebrations and to announce what was happening as they took 
place. In prominent cathedrals and churches, information regarding the ringing of bells was 
supplemented with annotations in a written register, in books where the types of peals were 
entered according to each religious holiday or situation. These records were called “consuetas” 
in the region of Valencia, and contained musical information, they were used as a guide for 
master bell ringers. They contain musical compositions which are today unknown and 
information about the bells and their installation, knowledge which is necessary for their 
correct use and maintenance. 

On the other hand, there is a common belief that in Spain all bells are rung in full circles. And 
yet there is only documentation supporting the rotation of bells covering two or three 
centuries in the few areas where this was done. Bells do not rotate in Galicia, nor in Asturias. 
In Navarre, the two main bells usually rotate, while the two smaller ones remain fixed, 
although there are a few places where the bells simply chime, as is also the case in the north of 
Castile-León. In the extensive and ancient march of Villena, bells remain fixed. Bells would 
oscillate, until recently, in a strip running from Salamanca to Soria. They also oscillate in 
Catalonia, on the island of Mallorca and in the diocese of Toledo. In Aragon, traditionally the 
main bell “bandeaba” (a word commonly used along the banks of the Ebro River to define 
rotation), or the two largest would do so alternately (as in Navarre), while the smaller ones 
would chime. There is a central area, running from the Valencian Community to Extremadura 
where all the bells rotate, in some places this started as recently as the first third of the 
twentieth century. In Andalusia and Murcia, on the other hand, large bells are fixed while small 
bells rotate. 

Within each area, determined by the bishopric to which they belong, local traditions were 
developed arising from communication needs. Differences in bell ringing always sought to 
transcend the community itself, to make a show of their difference and identity: a community 
claims, or would claim, that only they knew how to ring bells properly, and that others do, or 
did not. Bells do not, therefore, respect linguistic boundaries, but rather stick to demarcations, 
and in many cases these territories have remained unchanged from the time of the Christian 
conquest. 



Thus, the ringing of bells by hand, along with the messages they transmit, has always adapted 
to the historical moment in which it takes place. Before the widespread use of personal and 
domestic clocks the peals of bells marked collective time, ringing at sunrise, noon and sunset 
following an extremely ancient division of time. The various liturgical peals rung throughout 
the day (dawn prayers, first mass, convent mass, laudes, sixth, angelus, evensong, prayers at 
sunset, tolling for souls), marked the parts of the day, and went on to ring by the hour as 
public clocks began to spread. In rural areas there were four different sets of peals for time 
(daily, Sunday, minor holiday, major holiday), at least one death knell (which may include 
variations on the grounds of sex, age, and social status), and some peals delimiting space. 
These peals were multiplied in cities, especially in cathedrals. 

There were also minor peals and bells that called people to work or marked the tasks of 
communities or collegial groups, labourers, monastic orders, even assigning a sound to each 
person in their circle. For example, peals were developed for irrigation control (such as the 
famous “Campana de la Vela” of the Alhambra of Granada), to summon people to attend 
council meetings, typical of Castile, or to indicate the meadow to which cattle should be 
brought to graze, or the beginning of the harvest. They also marked the cycle of the week, with 
the mandatory weekend break, the cycle of the year, based on fixed references (such as the 
April moon, to mark Easter Sunday and the feast of all Saints), or those that were movable 
(such as Christmas Day, fixed according to the solar calendar, but which can fall on any day of 
the week and during any cycle of the moon). Likewise, neighbours would be summoned by 
warning or alarm bells, tolling for the lost, or "hold steady" and fire, storms would be 
summoned and repelled using the “tente-nube” peal and warning neighbouring populations 
about them, as well as peals for mercy in difficult collective situations. In turn, festive peals 
could be sounded differently depending on the holiday and the time of the celebration. An 
example of a special peal surviving to this day in various parts of Spain is the "tente nube", 
which, for example, in the town of Villabalter, in León, peals to ward off hailstones on 31 
January and 1 February on the occasion of the “Santo tormentero” (“Holy stormbringer”). 

Bells also formed part of the rites of passage, key occasions in people's lives, warning of a 
difficult birth, summoning the help of experienced persons or celebrating a birth, the passage 
into adulthood, usually with wedding bells or those announcing the taking of religious vows, 
and warning of the delivery of last rites, the onset of death throes and death itself; in some 
places communicating the sex and age of the deceased, and even their social standing. There 
are peals that are more civil in nature, that have a certain historical dimension, such as those 
announcing the death of kings, celebrating coronations, victory in war, or greeting the local 
lord, bishop, or monarch as they entered the city. At the same time, ringing bells protected the 
community, both through the inscriptions on the bells themselves, which somehow launched a 
prayer with every peal, as well as emanating from the ringing, as a defence against storms, 
floods, or greater evils. 

Although they have partially fallen into disuse, these sounds, heard today, can still arouse 
emotions of joy, sadness, or enticement, this action being the basis of the aural language of 
bells that only a bell ringer can adequately produce. 



During the period of the massive electrification of bell towers, the idea of eliminating the old 
and replacing it with the new and "modern" took hold. Electricity and mechanics replaced bell 
ringers in a process resembling the mechanisation of factory production, saving labour costs. 
Without bell ringers, the musical richness and subtlety of bells was lost. 

Everything was left in the hands of the owner of the belfry, parish priests who were ignorant 
about peals and who, unwilling to leave their comfort zone and failing to recognise the trade, 
trusted and continue to rely on the criteria of bell-installers. The latter recommended 
electrification, replacing traditional wooden yokes with metal ones, and doing away with 
auxiliary installations, etc. All these interventions made it impossible to ring bells by hand and 
sometimes this was irreversible. Since these restorations were unable to reproduce traditional 
peals and chimes, the consuetas where discarded, new, vastly simplified, and even foreign, 
peals and chimes were imposed. These were critical moments when the intangible wealth of 
each place was lost, forever. 

3. The bell ringer: from a traditional trade to the revival of bell ringing associations 

Those responsible for ringing bells over the centuries have been the bell ringers and, in many 
places, the sacristans, acting as such. People who retained in their minds the great richness 
and variety of peals of every place. They were the holders of this knowledge because only very 
rarely were peals committed to writing; rather they were passed on from generation to 
generation orally and by practice, which makes losing or recovering this art more vulnerable if 
this chain of transmission has been altered as happened in Spain. 

Most bell towers had an official bell ringer overseeing the ringing of the daily peals, as well as 
those extraordinary peals for which only one person was required. By the time the peals 
became more complex, and more people were required, the official bell ringer had several 
assistant ringers who were responsible for supporting him. In each territory of Spain and 
depending on the technique of the peals used, they would help in a certain way according to 
requirements (with chimes, oscillation, or full rotation). 

Being a bell ringer was a paid trade reliant on the see, and depending on whether it was a 
small parish or a cathedral, a bell ringer could work full or part-time, having to supplement 
their trade with other work to survive. There were cases where bell ringers were also 
organists, teachers, or carpenters, in short, they could have a second trade that did not 
depend on a strict schedule, allowing them to carry out extraordinary peals or those that 
became imperative at the time required. In the great cathedrals or in some important 
churches the bell ringer was even furnished with a dwelling in the bell tower itself. There were 
so many peals that they had to ensure that the ropes from the bell tower went down to their 
dwelling, from where they could perform those peals that did not warrant them climbing up to 
the belfry. Currently we can still find in Spain examples of inhabited dwellings in the bell tower 
itself, for example in the church of El Salvador in Seville. In some places in Spain the craft of 
bell ringer could be exercised by women since it fell within the auxiliary tasks they performed 
for the church. 

Traditionally there were two main types of musician: the rural sacristan-bell ringer, and the 
urban bell ringer. Both learned their craft through practice, watching and hearing their 



predecessor play. The rural bell ringer would take part in the rituals of their parish, so they 
often only rang, generally as a virtuoso, a first peal of warning from the belfry itself, while their 
assistants carried out the remaining peals from the foot of the tower. 

The urban bell ringer did not take part in the rituals, at least as actively as their rural colleague 
did. And it is also true that in a cathedral or a city parish they could ring the bells up to seven 
times a day, always from above, with peals such as the three peals calling to prayer, the call to 
laudes, the convent mass or evensong, which could last more than half an hour every day. 
Usually, the urban bell ringer had a kind of score that not only described the peals but 
associated them with the different parts of the day, week, or year. Some of these peals were 
civil in nature, such as fire warnings or those announcing the closing and opening of the city 
gates. 

The knowledge and skills of the bell ringer's trade included not only knowledge about the 
variety of peals, but also the physical skills required to put them into practice. In this sense, an 
example of the bravery and expertise required for fully rotating bells in certain places in 
Andalusia, such as Utrera, should be highlighted, where the bell ringer "jumped" with the bells 
and "balanced" them with their body hanging in a vacuum. 

Given that the bell ringer was the depository of the historical knowledge about the peals, they 
were directly affected when the electrification of the bells, which began in the early twentieth 
century, intensified markedly in the 1950s. Even where there were living bell ringers, the art of 
ringing bells by hand was replaced by motors. This new technology was unable to – and still 
cannot today – reproduce the secular peals and chimes of bells, let alone do so with the feeling 
which the bell ringer, as a musician, brought to them. As is still happening today, the decline of 
manual bell ringing began without oversight and depended on the discretion of the installation 
company, who simplified and unified peals in much of the national territory, thus, the richness 
and variety of local peals was lost, adversely affecting our Intangible Heritage. 

The progressive disappearance of these trades took place very unevenly: in cathedrals bells 
were mechanised in the late sixties, taking advantage of the liturgical crisis caused by the 
church council, a false idea of modernity, and the widespread disparagement of bells and their 
peals. Bell ringers were seen as mere workers pulling the ropes, thus their role as 
communicators was overlooked. In general, rural sacristans were not replaced upon death, 
and with their passing, their knowledge, which only in a very few cases was documented, and 
their approach to bell ringing was lost. First silence and then mechanisation replaced the old 
peals with new automatic ones. 

In recent years, the role of bell ringers has been revitalised by the founding of associations. 
Those we would highlight include the Association of Bell ringers of Segorbe in Castellón (one of 
the oldest), and others in Utrera, in Seville, or Albaida, in Valencia. Currently there are 
numerous bell ringing groups throughout almost the entire geography of Spain: in Catalonia, 
Valencia, Andalusia, Navarre, the Basque Country, Rioja, Castile La Mancha, and the 
Community of Madrid. The activity of bell ringing groups in Castile and León is worth 
mentioning, they move from town to town with a mobile bell tower, displaying their skills and 
recruiting new fans. 



Bell ringing activity in Aragon, Asturias, Galicia, Extremadura, Murcia, or the archipelago, is 
somewhat lower, although in some small populations in these regions, heirs to the cultural 
traditions of the bell ringing trade can still be found. 

One of the main activities of these groups are their annual meetings, some with many years of 
continuity such as those of Villavante, Castile and León, which has been going on for 33 years 
(2018) or that of Os de Balaguer, Catalonia, for 31 (2018). There are also others in the 
Valencian Community, held each year in a different town, which has been going for 24 years 
(2018). For half a dozen years there have been other meetings in Cantabria, Navarra, the 
Basque Country, etc. In 2018 the first meeting of bell ringers of Ciudad de Palencia was held, 
with the intention of bringing together all the groups existing in Spain every two years. 

Those taking part in these groups have different professional backgrounds, different beliefs, 
different levels of training, but all of them are united by their passion for practising manual bell 
ringing as a means of personal expression, group communication, and as a way of 
communicating communal feelings and emotions. 

In conclusion, the old bell ringers and the new groups practice the same peals. And it is more 
than likely that the new bell ringers perform a greater variety of peals. However, one thing sets 
them apart from the old-fashioned bell ringers, the latter were paid professionals, who had 
strict ideas about their work, which they never considered to be artistic, but which they 
exercised as a paid service to the community. Their professional dedication could be expressed 
in a simple sentence; bell ringing was their sacred duty, a mixture of religious and work 
commitment. The new bell ringers do not do it for money, but out of passion, vocation. They 
do not perceive their work as a form of service, for coordinating activities, but as a means of 
artistic expression based on transmitting traditional and reinforcing communal feelings and 
emotions, going beyond pious content. 

4. Location, and parts of a bell: a singular musical instrument 

We can find bells in a multitude of places. Depending on their location, there are notable 
differences in accessing them and the technique used by the bell ringer to sound them. The 
vast majority of bells are found in buildings such as bell towers and the bell gables of churches 
and hermitages. But they can also be found in metal structures, on most occasions those 
constructed to house the clock bells of public institutions such as town halls or civil or military 
institutional buildings, the best-known example in Spain being the clock of the Puerta del Sol in 
Madrid. 

Similarly, bells are found in places where crowds gather such as in important shops, there is a 
bell on the counter to call the shop assistant, or at train stations, where the station master 
would ring a bell to announce to passengers the imminent arrival or departure of a train. 
Likewise, in schools, boats, etc. Currently bells are still used in different situations, such as in 
the case of athletics, the last lap of the race is still announced by ringing a bell, or if we look at 
our mobile phones, the symbol indicating a sound or alarm is a bell. 

While we are focusing on towers and bell gables, we should say that their main purpose is to 
place the bells at height to propagate their sound and message to nearby communities and 



over long distances and, on a functional level, the bell tower acts like a soundboard. The 
towers or bell towers are of differing width and height, structure, and design, which directly 
influences the number of bells they can hold and their size. Located in different places, 
attached or not to a church, and with various names, they can be square, rectangular, 
hexagonal, octagonal, etc. Additionally, the simple wall structure of the bell gable is adapted to 
the size of the church or hermitage, supporting from a single small bell to several of them, as is 
the case with the hermitage of El Rocío, of Almonte (Huelva), today, unfortunately, electrified. 
All these characteristics of a tower influence the final sound of the music of its bells 

The location of the bells in the tower's belfry also significantly influences the final sound. In 
Spain, and it is a characteristic typical of our country, bells hang in the window openings of bell 
towers to make rotating or turning them easier, although we also find bells located inside 
attached to wooden or metal structures (the latter having usually replaced the old wooden 
ones). Other location combinations are frequently found: the larger bells at the windows and 
the smaller ones inside or vice versa; or the windows are partially covered, and all the bells are 
inside, a technique widely used in the rest of Europe, to achieve greater and better acoustics. 
The opening is partially covered to enhance the soundboard effect amplifying and filtering the 
sound so the bells can be better heard. 

In bell gables we find two notable differences when it comes to ringing bells. Bell gables with 
small bells are traditionally equipped with a crankshaft so they can be rotated and are rung 
from the ground using a rope. Bell gables with larger bells can have a wooden, or stone 
structure (or a combination of the two) attached to them allowing access to the bells so they 
can be rung. Additionally, in many cases the clapper is hooked to a rope allowing the bells to 
be rung from the ground. Bell gables are weaker structures than towers. They can suffer more 
if wooden yokes are replaced with iron ones, since the vibrations the yoke fails to absorb will 
weaken their structure more quickly than they would the structure of a tower. 

In short, bell towers are not only used to house bells but are designed to facilitate the work of 
the installer and the subsequent maintenance of the bells, and the good work and the safety 
of the bell ringer. 

Yokes or counterweights are very important both for the sound of the bell and for how they 
affect the technique used for rotating, swinging, oscillating, half rotating, ringing “a seure” 
(Catalonia) and chiming the bells, given that they are also vitally important for absorbing the 
vibrations produced when the clapper hits the hood. The yoke absorbs vibrations by 
preventing them from partially remaining in the hood, which could cause it to crack, or being 
transmitted to the tower causing structural problems that can sometimes be serious. 

In Spain there is a wide variety of designs in the shapes and sizes of the yokes, each historically 
adapted to the ringing technique of the area in which it is located, so that any variations or 
homogenisation of yokes untypical of the area, directly influences the traditions, the 
techniques used to ring the bells, their acoustics, and the historical peals typical of the 
location. 

Finally, we need to talk about carillons. This musical instrument, consisting of a set of tuned 
bells, allows melodies to be reproduced. In order for an instrument to be considered a carillon 



it must have at least twenty-five bells and a manual keyboard. The carillon is sounded by the 
carillonist who, using a keyboard and a transmission system, rings the bells to play the desired 
composition. 

In Spain there is less of a carillon tradition than in the rest of Europe or North America, but it is 
an instrument that is arousing interest, and which is gradually being installed in various 
locations, in the coming years there will be more of them. It should be ensured that playing 
this instrument by hand is protected so they do not become music boxes. An example of the 
increasing popularity of this instrument is that in July 2017 in the city of Barcelona, the 
Brotherhood of Bell ringers and Carillonists of Catalonia together with the World Federation of 
Carillonists organised the Word Carillon Congress, a worldwide meeting of carillonists and 
experts on this instrument. 

With roots in Central European tradition, the first carillon in the country was installed in the 
tower of the Royal Site of San Lorenzo de El Escorial where it remains to this day. There are 
two other carillons, one in Zaragoza, owned by La Diputación Zaragozana and another in the 
Basilica of San Pascual de Vila Real, Castellón. All three are today lacking a carillonist and 
therefore silenced. Only the carillon of the Palau de la Generalitat de Catalunya has an official 
carillonist and a stable concert programme. There is a Carillon Project which is part of the 
International Museum of Manual bell ringing, MitMac, in the town of Albaida, Valencia. 

Grease and oil for the good rotation or rolling of the bells are essential for the bell ringer, but 
there is also another series of auxiliary items necessary to ring them, such as ropes, chains, 
supports and ladders. 

Ropes are usually made of natural fibres, of different sections of thickness and in proportion to 
the size of the bell, from the base of the bell tower you can tell which clapper the rope is 
attached to depending on its thickness. Ropes are used to form lattices used to play chimes 
from the belfry, these are less thick than those descending from the tower. Natural leather is 
often traditionally used to secure the clapper to the bell; this is very significant since if the 
clapper does not strike the right place it will eventually crack the bell. Leather is used because 
it is more resistant to wear, given that rope deteriorates easily with the abrasion resulting 
from the clapper and the hook to the clapper’s handle, and could lead to the clapper falling 
onto the bell ringer or down into the street. A safety system with cables wrapped around the 
clapper so that should it break it remains hanging is currently used in addition to leather. 

The bell ringer also uses strings or chains to leave the bell facing upwards since not only is the 
sound of the bell important, but its visual symbology is also too. On this point, it is customary 
that from Holy Thursday to Resurrection Sunday ropes will be left hanging on the outside of 
the tower as a sign of mourning, since during those days bells cannot be rung and are replaced 
by the sound of rattles. Other examples of symbolism present in many areas of Spain are to 
leave the bell face up, which means that a festival or some important event is being celebrated 
in that place. Elsewhere, the same position could mean mourning, or simply that it has been 
left like that for the bell ringer’s convenience to save them the effort of raising the bell again 
(in the old days there were no cushioned bearings, and it could be simply a matter of saving 
the effort). 



On the other hand, the wind should not be able to move the bells, or even move them when 
different peals or chimes are being rung. To prevent this there are a series of wooden or iron 
supports that immobilise the bell and which solely allow percussion using the clapper, thus the 
bell ringer can extract the sound with the intended intensity. 

Depending on the configuration and structure of the tower or bell gable the bell ringer can use 
different sized ladders, both to access the hook for the ropes and to maintain or repair the 
bells from time to time, as well as tools of various kinds. A bell ringing custom in some places is 
that on St. Lawrence’s day, 10th August, bell ringers have traditionally climbed up to the belfry 
to tighten the screws of the wooden yokes used for the bells, since it is supposed to be the 
hottest day of the year and therefore the wood of the yoke will be drier. 

It is important to note that the ensemble formed by the tower or bell gable, the bells and all 
their auxiliary supports, should be understood as a single musical instrument, so that any 
alteration to one of the parts changes its sound and distorts the original acoustics of the 
instrument. Thus, regarding safeguarding the associated properties, in the case of bells in a 
public building, the part of the building containing clocks and bells should be regarded as a 
specially protected set, and the original function of these properties must be respected. It is 
necessary to respect the structure of the tower or the part of the property where the sound 
producing instruments are based, whether they are currently sounding or not, since a disused 
mechanism can be restored while modifying an architectural structure can nullify forever the 
sonic capacity of a building devised with the intention of emitting sounds.  

Protecting a clock or bells necessarily entails protecting the place containing them and vice 
versa, a protected building must take special care of the structures containing the sound 
producing instruments. On too many occasions, interventions have been inadequate. 

That is, safeguarding must be comprehensive. Protecting a church involves protecting its bell 
tower, and it must be considered that the main purpose of a bell tower is to ring bells and that, 
like a concert hall, its acoustics must also be borne in mind; the bells must be appropriately 
supported as must the auxiliary items as well as those people who ring them, the bell ringers. 
Likewise, a protected bell or yoke should not leave their rightful place in the bell tower, unless 
it is wished to break up the instrument’s unity. There are cathedrals where bells and yokes 
have been placed elsewhere in the tower to display and protect them, ignoring that this type 
of museum treatment involves a de-contextualisation and, therefore, the sonic death of that 
bell and an attack against the tower as a complex instrument together with its bells. Yoke and 
bells must remain in place, properly maintained and refurbished. 

Therefore, all the items present in a traditional tower, based on the experience of centuries, 
and adapted to the reality of each tower, since good harmonics is dependent on being able to 
access the bell to maintain it (to be able to remove it with minimal effort and replace those 
parts that have deteriorated, so any ropes can be re-hooked for the chimes, full rotation, and 
peals), are of vital importance. It frequently happens that when poorly trained technicians 
intervene in the working of bell towers, they eliminate these auxiliary items (ladders, holes, 
supports, hooks, etc.), and this hinders or prevents proper maintenance which can lead to 
their deterioration. There are interventions that have changed the height of the floor of the 
belfry preventing or interfering with the ringing of bells by hand, or which have replaced the 



vaulted ceiling with a flat one, affecting the acoustics. This lack of knowledge about the items 
comprising a bell tower and their role leads to the alteration and mutation of sounds and their 
message when a new tower is projected, or a pre-existing tower is restored. This constitutes 
an attack against intangible heritage. 

In conclusion, all these items: Bell tower/bell gables, bells and their auxiliary installations 
should be understood as an ensemble and a single musical instrument. Therefore, any 
intervention projects should consider all the components as a whole in order to understand 
them correctly as well as to avoid affecting the acoustics of the instrument and annulling the 
presence of the building, which, when the bells are rung by hand, produces different sounds 
and qualities impossible to achieve with mechanisation. 

5. Social awareness and engagement 

Despite the importance that the sound of bells has had in organising people’s daily lives all 
over the country and throughout the centuries, the last fifty or sixty years have witnessed a 
disengagement by the population regarding the sound language of bells. This situation has 
been a general consequence of changes in traditional forms of life, rural exodus and 
electrification, and the mechanisation of bell peals. Thus, gradually, bells have fallen silent, 
forgotten, and abandoned, coated by pigeon droppings. This situation has led to a break in 
generational succession, with the consequent loss of the transmission of knowledge. However, 
and generally in small towns, with a strong musical and bell ringing tradition, appreciation for 
the ringing of bells as a carrier of collective identity has survived with more vigour. 

In some towns in Spain lucky enough to retain manual bell ringing, older people are still aware 
of the different meanings. It should be remarked how people become alarmed when bells are 
not rung at the appropriate time, that is, when they ring unexpectedly in breach of daily 
custom heralding an extraordinary event. Such is the knowledge of the population about peals, 
that even without seeing them, merely by listening, they can guess the name of the bell ringer 
or sacristan, since even though they are ringing the same peals, each has their nuances and 
intensity when it comes to performing them. 

We are currently witnessing the consolidation of a new social involvement with and awareness 
of the language of bells. The new bell ringing groups have picked up the baton of the trade 
revitalising the social role of this traditional activity, reconstructing identities, a sense of 
belonging, feelings, and emotions. Thus, bell ringer associations are becoming carrier 
communities changing the perception of bell ringing from a mere means of communication to 
the expression of a legacy. 

Despite the serious problems affecting this legacy, the general population shows a special 
affection for and interest in bells. Bell towers rising majestically on the promontory of towns 
and cities are the manifestation of symbols giving an identity and sense of belonging to a 
territory and a way of life together with bells and their sounds. No one can imagine their town 
festival without the cheerful sound of bells. In the few places where bell ringing by hand has 
been preserved and where hopefully the art of ringing the bells has been transmitted to the 
new generations, the inhabitants view it as part of their identity, their emotions, and deepest 
memories. It is beguiling to imagine a grandfather standing with his grandson waiting for the 



bells to ring and when they do, to see him raise his arm and point his finger, showing his 
grandson where the sound is coming from, provoking a flood of endearing emotions in the 
child. 

It is a fact that when a brace of bells is correctly restored and people band together to recover 
manual bell ringing, and visits are organised to ascend the tower and divulge all this art, people 
reconnect with their history, heritage, culture, and customs. The pealing of bells once again 
expresses the emotions of the people who feel as if they belong to them, this is the best way 
to protect and enliven our Intangible Heritage. 

However, there is a growing belief which attributes ownership of the bells to the church where 
they are to be found, when this was not always the case. Likewise, ownership of the peals is 
attributed to different social agents. In this case it is very clear that no one owns the peals of 
bells, there are only those transmitting a tradition. Elderly bell ringers have the right to refuse 
to convey their knowledge, as has only rarely happened, but there can be no doubt that they 
have a moral obligation to pass on that knowledge, which they themselves received. 

The new bell ringers associations see themselves as not only the proud carriers of their local 
tradition, but also fulfilling an important role by vindicating bell ringing, focusing their activity 
on transmitting, divulging, and safeguarding. There are numerous forums where bell ringers 
display, above all, videos, and recordings of their latest peals, so that they can be widely 
divulged, enabling what is short-lived to become something permanent thanks to the 
recordings and the possibility of sharing them online. 

On the occasion of the celebrations that were held throughout 2018 to commemorate the 
European Year of Cultural Heritage, on 21 April throughout all of Spain and simultaneously, 
there were bell ringing demonstrations which sought to claim a place for manual bell ringing in 
today's society, as well as to protect it as part of the intangible Heritage of Humanity. The 
Hispania Nostra Association, the Bell ringers of Albaida (Campaners d'Albaida) Association and 
the International Manual Bell ringing Museum in Albaida, were the main promoters of this 
Initiative shared with other European countries. Most Spanish provinces took part, the north 
of León, Palencia, Zamora, the Valencian Community, and the towns of Utrera, Ecija and 
Almería in Andalusia should be highlighted. It is significant that in small towns, it was the 
residents themselves who rang the bells, thus demonstrating their adherence to this initiative. 
We highlight the Geopark of Las Loras, north of Palencia and Burgos, where 21 bell towers 
rang. 

In short, bell ringing does not have the social relevance today it had in the past. It has changed 
society, its beliefs, technology as well as the way we relate to each other. And yet there has 
been a search for new meaning. Ancient peals have returned, such as the calls to prayer three 
times a day, they no longer mark the opening or closing of the city’s gates but recall temporal 
rhythms from days gone by. Bells are again rung against storms, often only on Sundays from 
the May to the September Cross, no longer to protect but to understand times past while 
living in the present, so people can feel like members of a community through the same 
sounds. Above all, festival peals are sounding once again, by hand: during non-festive periods, 
the bells mark with their music a special environment where customs, the way of dressing or 
eating, the way of renewing relationships, persist. 



Peals recovered and rung by hand go beyond the search for identity – a phenomenon that 
aroused so much interest thirty or forty years ago and now seems utterly irrelevant -. They are 
an attempt to express feelings, emotions, and aspects of community life, etc. Even when it 
comes to knells for the dead, which are fainter, collective emotions increase. 

6. Safeguarding activities 

6.1 Current overview. As indicated at the beginning of this report, we can say that manual bell 
ringing in Spain is endangered. There is a lack of documentation. Currently, only 10% of all the 
country's bells are inventoried, very few of them by official agencies and most by volunteers 
who have some affection for heritage. The number of towers and the number, type, and 
characteristics of the bells they house is also yet not known. In short, neither the number of 
existing bells is known, nor where they are located in their towers, nor the condition of the 
towers themselves. This is very serious since we face a problem such as bell theft, because 
bronze is a precious metal. In the absence of any documentation about a stolen bell, it is 
difficult for the state's security forces and bodies to conduct a proper investigation into that 
theft. 

On the other hand, there are no standards, nor protocols of a technical, musicological, and 
even ethical nature, regulating interventions regarding bells and bell towers, nor considering 
the interrelationships existing in the instrument formed by the tower and its bells. While there 
are agreed intervention criteria for Monuments and Movable Assets that is not the case for 
this type of legacy, which is legally unprotected. Everybody, owners, tower restorers, foundry 
companies and installers, do what they want without been subject to any criteria or oversight 
by anybody. When mechanisation started in the sixties, bells were recast, wooden yokes were 
replaced (in many cases they were older than the bronze of the bells themselves), by different 
ones, and the difference depended on the company. Each installer organised the peals in 
accordance with their opinion and their technical limitations. Some installed only chimes, 
others oscillation, others full rotation, without taking into account tradition and, above all, 
preventing manual bell ringing. 

From the VIII Congress of Conservation of Cultural Property that took place in Valencia and 
Cheste, Valencian Community, in 1990 onwards, a new model of intervention was proposed 
for bell ensembles, the recommendations were: weld broken bells, make new bells that are 
musically in accordance with existing ones, equipped with programmable mechanisms 
allowing traditional local peals to be reproduced (it should be understood, without the 
virtuosity or variation contributed by old bell ringers), reinstall wooden yokes, and install 
computer-managed facilities that do not prevent bell ringing by hand. While this model is still 
not applied in all interventions, which are incessant throughout Spain, most companies today 
do use it. However, of the twenty installers existing in Spain, only one-tenth have technical 
engineers among their workers, and no company has a specialist in managing heritage. 

Only 1% of interventions are made with a project to restore the original values, and bells 
continue to be melted down, even when they bear Gothic inscriptions. Almost all interventions 
are carried out without either their title holders or the institutions responsible for the assets 
following corresponding authorisation procedure. Even in interventions in cathedrals, often 



without any project other than the criterion of conservation architects, the lowest budget is 
always chosen, regardless of the quality or tasks involved in said intervention. 

Electrification has largely led to the loss of the trade of bell ringer, so recovering it is one of the 
most important safeguarding measures to protect the intangible heritage of bell ringing. To 
this end, the human factor is essential, resting to a large extent on the associations of bell 
ringers and their promotion; in cultural associations and conservatories which promote 
courses and performances to allow the old bell ringers to transmit their knowledge to the new 
generations. 

The Valencian Community has pioneered these safeguarding activities In 2013 and on the 
initiative of the Bell ringers of Albaida (Campaners d'Albaida), Valencia, the regional 
government of Valencia passed Decree 111/2013, of 2 August declaring that the bell peals of 
the Asunción belltower in Albaida, a town that had preserved the tradition of manual bell 
ringing uninterrupted and daily since the thirteenth century, with more than 3,200 manual 
peals throughout the year, was a Property of Cultural Interest. Together with Albaida the 
tower of Castellón de la Plana and the Cathedrals of Segorbe and Valencia, bell ringing by hand 
having been recovered in the latter, were also declared Properties of Cultural Interest. The 
Regional Government has currently initiated proceedings for declaring 70 Gothic bells in the 
Valencian Community Properties of Cultural Interest. In Utrera, also thanks to the activity of 
the Association of Bell ringers, the "Peal of the bells of Utrera" has been included in the 
Catalogue of Activities of Ethnological Interest of Andalusia. Likewise, the Regional 
Government of Catalonia (Generalitat de Catalunya), also declared, in 2017, that bell ringing 
was a festive heritage property of National Interest. 

6.2 Bell ringer associations as a protection mechanism. The reality of preserving bell ringing by 
hand is very uneven across Spain. On the occasion of the European Year of Cultural Heritage, 
the Centre for European Studies on Campanology, CEEC, of the International Museum of Bell 
ringing by Hand, MitMac, based in the city of Albaida (Valencia), carried out a review of the 
approaches to the reality of bell ringing by hand in Spain and Europe. In the absence of a 
second phase of the review, and as stated above, they were able to classify it as endangered. 
In some communities a resurgence of bell ringing by hand can be detected, with the creation 
of groups of young bell ringers grouped in associations, this is the case in the Valencian 
Community, possibly the leader in this area. In Catalonia there is the Brotherhood of Bell 
ringers and Carillonists (Cofradía de Campaners y Carillonistes) which brings together the 
Catalan associations. New associations have arisen in Castile and La Mancha, in the Basque 
Country, in Rioja, in Castile and León, with aficionados in the Canary or the Balearic Islands. 
Also, and because of the difficulty of reaching all the towns in Spain, we are aware there are 
individuals, often sacristans, who continue to ring bells by hand. 

The legally constituted current bell ringers' associations, the heirs of the ancestral office, are 
non-profits, unpaid heritage volunteers, and they dedicate their time and effort to the 
conservation and recovery of manual bell ringing. Not only are these associations dedicated to 
ringing bells, within their limited possibilities and material and economic resources, they also 
study, disseminate, research, and transmit everything related to bells and manual ringing, in 
almost all cases using their own resources without the assistance of any public body. 



Therefore, in Spain overall there are few bell ringing associations in proportion to the country's 
potential bell ringing culture and they are very vulnerable due to the lack of support from 
public bodies.  

 

Bell ringing schools have been created by these associations: In Villavante (León), in Arientza 
(the Basque Country), the kanpaiJoleak, the school with the mobile bell tower of the 
Association of Zamoran Bell ringers, also the mobile bell tower of the Bell ringers of Villaltanos 
(Palencia). Training initiatives organised by the Association of Bell ringers (colla de campaners) 
of les Borges Blanques, Catalonia, an annual competition to transmit bell ringing to the new 
generations; the mobile bell towers of the Association of Bell ringers of Ontinyent (Colla de 
Campaners d'Ontinyent), Valencia, and the Association of Bell ringers of l'Alqueria de la 
Comptessa, Valencia and the Training School and the Bell ringers Association of the 
International Museum of Manual Bell ringing (Toc Manual de Campanes, MitMac) of Albaida, 
Valencia. The latter aims to expand the concept of training, not only aimed at bell ringing, but 
at all those involved in one way or another with bells and in intervening in the towers: 
architects, engineers, installation companies, heritage administration technicians and parish 
priests. Another example of safeguarding actions by this community is that carried out by the 
Association of Bell ringers of Utrera, who hold regular Open-Door Days in the Parish of 
Santiago el Mayor in Utrera. 

6.3 Existing museums and document centres. In Spain there are three bell museums, in two 
cases they are linked to bell foundry companies. One is in the town of Urueña, Valladolid, 
related to the bell foundry company of Manuel Quintana and another is the bell museum in 
the municipality of Meruelo, Cantabria, associated with the bell foundry company Abel Portilla. 
There is also since 2004 in Os de Balaguer, Catalonia, the Bell Museum (Museu Campaner). The 
meeting of Catalan bell ringers takes place in this town every year. In ethnographic or other 
museums, there are bells on display that have been replaced by new ones which could be 
ringing in their stead in their natural place from the top of a tower, many of them of historical 
importance in perfect condition. It should be recalled that the sound of bells hardly changes 
over the centuries, we continue to hear what our ancestors heard, so the best way to preserve 
bells is retaining them in their original place and using them. 

Another museum concept closer to being a document, research, and promotion centre of the 
manual ringing of bells can be found in the town of Albaida, Valencia, the International 
Museum of Manual Bell ringing, MitMac, the first museum in the world dedicated exclusively 
to manual bell ringing, recognised by the Regional Government of Valencia by resolution 
2015/8154 of 5 October 2015, as a museum of the Valencian Community. This museum aims 
to be a benchmark in Spain and Europe in everything relating to campanology and manual 
ringing. It is a museum insofar as it aims to preserve, acquire, research and display bells and 
their peals, avoiding the institutionalisation of parts of an instrument that should be in use. 
Conceptually, the museum is structured in five areas: The Living Bell Tower – the tower of the 
Asunción in Albaida – which preserves the uninterrupted tradition of manual bell ringing for 
eight centuries; the education section, with the Training and Bell ringing School; the section 
dedicated to dissemination, the Space of Emotions; the research and documentation centre 



with the European Centre for Campanology Studies (CEEC), which will house a specialist library 
and the bell carillon. All these spaces are located in the historic centre of Albaida and in the 
Palace of the Marquise. 

6.4 Recommendations. In order to safeguard the world heritage of bell ringing we must accept 
some basic concepts: 

– The indissoluble union of the property, usually the bell tower, with the bells and other items 
since they form a single instrument. 

– That interventions should not be undertaken without following basic criteria based on 
accepted recommendations, and that they should be explained, agreed, and updated. 

– That the use of peals should be regulated following the traditional guidelines of each place 
for social acceptance. 

– Decontextualising any part of the instrument is cancelling it out; so that institutionalisation 
as a safeguard must involve "in situ" preservation, without decontextualisation. 

The main lines of action on which safeguarding activity should focus are, first, training and 
learning actions. Teaching courses and activities are one of the most effective protective 
measures, because only by knowing and practicing the sounds of the past can they be adapted 
to today's society, so not only associations should be involved, but also competent public 
bodies. 

Secondly, it must be ensured that interventions are carried out by interdisciplinary 
professionals in fields of activity such as architects, restoration experts, smelters, bell ringers, 
etc. 

Thirdly, greater attention must be paid to documentation, in order to keep the world heritage 
alive, researching and learning about peals and other related things must be encouraged, 
aimed at filling the existing documentary vacuum. 

A matter of particular relevance is that of noise regulations, research should be carried out on 
sound frequencies and awareness-raising campaigns launched aimed at the social acceptance 
of the enjoyment of a common sound heritage. Regulating on this issue should be done within 
the regulations regarding heritage protection and it should be removed from the regulations 
on sound, focusing on manual bell ringing as a musical form and an acoustic legacy 

It would also be of interest to deepen the relationship between the degree of mechanisation 
of peals and social involvement, as well as the dichotomy between religious and civil roles of 
the sound language of bells. 

As a result of the above, and since bell ringing lives on in different points of Spain, with a 
varied cast of information providers and the existence of many towers and bells still to be 
recovered, the main safeguard measure to be undertaken should be making a unified 
inventory on manual bell ringing and its current state using anthropological methodology. On 
this basis, it is proposed as a particularly necessary tool, that an extensive inventory covering 
the towers with bells that have preserved all or in part manual ringing be compiled, containing 



information about the tower, the bells and their characteristics and the different parts for 
ringing, as well as information about the owner and the bell ringer or bell ringing associations 
linked to them. 

This Inventory should also include towers that have fully or partially retained manual bell 
ringing and can regain traditional bell ringing or can alternate it with mechanised bell ringing, 
and those that are in extreme danger. Since the tower may undergo interventions or 
subsequent research, and bells usually have their own name and have donor names and other 
information engraved on them, the data sheets must be accessible so this information can be 
recorded. Therefore, the outcome would be an inventory open to new additions once 
completed. Managing this heritage and constructing an inventory involves cataloguing, 
research, and care similar to that carried out in a museum containing a collection of movable 
goods. It would also include the development of criteria relating to conservation and 
restoration interventions for towers bells, and yokes, etc. 

With this report, the candidacy for manual bell ringing in Spain can be presented as a 
Representative Manifestation of Intangible Cultural Heritage, a declaration which would entail 
inclusion in the General Inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage, and greater attention within 
the framework of actions from the National Plan for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
On the other hand, in 2017 the Culture Committee of the Spanish Senate unanimously 
approved a motion urging the Spanish government to protect traditional bell ringing, to draw 
up a state plan for protecting bells and bell towers overseen by a committee of experts and to 
declare Property of Cultural Interest those bell towers deserving of such protection. 

 

7. International dimension 

Bells and bell ringing by hand are present in numerous world cultures, the influence of Spain 
has been remarkable in Latin America, thousands of bells smelted in our country were and 
continue to be exported to Latin American countries. When the Spanish conquered these 
countries, they also took with them the traditions of different peals, expanding this Intangible 
Heritage, which is still alive in many parts of Latin America. 

In the 1960s, while bells were being mechanised, it was always thought that in Europe they 
were no longer rung by hand, that bell ringing was a thing of the past. This is not true. Bell 
ringing extends throughout the continent, associated with the various Christian churches. They 
all ring bells and have probably rung them for much longer than in Spain. For this reason, 
throughout Europe, bell ringer groups were formed, long before they were formed in Spain, 
and [with them] grew the regulation of business activities. 

Regarding Europe and in the absence of in-depth studies, there are very different realities. Just 
as in Spain there are very different ways to ring bells, in Europe there are also very different 
traditions. While in Germany and France manual bell ringing is almost non-existent, in Italy it is 
strongly implanted throughout the country, with highly organised bell ringing groups and a 
very powerful national federation. In Italy alone there are twenty manual bell ringing systems, 
i.e., different ways of ringing bells. 



The UK certainly leads the way in manual ringing, it is recognised by society and public and 
cultural institutions as part of their culture and heritage. English bell ringer associations are 
true institutions with large groups, working as a network, supporting each other, and led by a 
large national federation. The bell ringers of the Anglican Church never even thought about 
mechanising their bells, since they consider their sound to be the voice of the community, 
which therefore cannot be represented by motors. In the canton of Valais in Switzerland the 
local bell ringing tradition is so powerful that it is impossible to tell the difference whether the 
church is Catholic or reformed since the peals are shared. In the Netherlands we have to 
differentiate between bell ringing from towers, with less presence, and that of carillons which 
are always played by hand, the latter fully implanted throughout the territory of Belgium, the 
Netherlands and France, with national and international federations such as the world 
federation of carillonists. 

Diversity, and why not say so, the current rise of manual bell ringing in Spain is a touchstone 
for Europe, and also contributes to cultural diversity, enriching us all. Contacts between groups 
of bell ringers from Spain and other Europeans have been going on for more than thirty years, 
with exchange of knowledge, but also with visits to each other. The current media, and 
especially the Internet, greatly assists in this dissemination and collaboration. 

In Spain, bell ringers' associations are very vulnerable, with few resources and no institutional 
support. Some of them keep in touch with or have visited groups of European bell ringers to 
exchange experiences and ways of working. Current technology together with the social 
networks has had a positive impact on knowledge and communication between groups at 
national and international level. Groups of European bell ringers have also shown an interest in 
Spanish bell ringing by hand, this is the case of the Bell ringers of Utrecht (Netherlands) who 
for a week visited examples of hand ringing in Spain, with a route that took them to Valencia, 
Albaida, Castielfabib and Tarragona. 

Also important is the relationship with bell ringers from Latin America, since many of their 
traditions originate in the hometowns of the conquistadors, even though they have developed 
their own models of bells or peals. Rotating minor bells combined with the ringing of fixed 
bells continues with great enthusiasm in Mexico, while chiming static bells is characteristic of 
the other countries in this part of the world. The use of full rotation, via Mexico, reached the 
Philippines, and is still practised in some places there. 

Our model of restoring bells, recovering wooden yokes, introducing local peals, and installing 
mechanisms that do not prevent manual bell ringing, sets an example to the rest of Europe 
where, although it is true that interventions are less aggressive than in Spain, it is nonetheless 
also true that they belittled, when it came to mechanising their bells, the possibility of manual 
ringing. 

A European initiative led by the Hispania Nostra Associations, an entity defending Cultural and 
Natural Heritage, the Bell ringers of Albaida (Valencia), a city that has preserved manual bell 
ringing since the thirteenth century, and the International Museum of Manual Bell ringing, 
MitMac, the first in the world in this field, organised a concert on 21 April 2018 to celebrate 
the European Year of Cultural Heritage. The concert was held throughout the continent to 
celebrate the European Year of Cultural Heritage in those places that had preserved or 



recovered the manual ringing of bells. It was a great success in terms of participation, the 
Spanish bell ringing groups put everything they had into this initiative, and were joined in 
various parts of the country, by cultural bodies and neighbourhood groups to ensure that for 
one day in Spain many bells would be rung by hand. 

In Europe it also aroused great interest with the participation of various countries, a sense of 
unity was created since everyone at the same time on 12:00 noon rang their bells by hand. 
This initiative was supported by Maestro Placido Domingo Chairman of Europa Nostra, a 
federation bringing together more than four hundred cultural bodies from Europe. The bells 
were first rung in the town of Albaida, Valencia, at an institutional act attended by religious, 
civil, cultural and university authorities. The media impact was highly significant, all state 
television channels reported it, there was even a live broadcast. The national press also 
published the news and more in-depth articles, which was also echoed by the local and 
regional press throughout Spain. 

This European initiative was born with the aim of celebrating the European Year of Cultural 
Heritage, generating a lot of enthusiasm and expectations from all those taking part, since this 
Intangible Heritage present in Spain and throughout the continent of Europe was considered 
to be a unifying activity that should be valued and protected, hence an international candidacy 
led by Spain was proposed so that manual bell ringing should be declared by UNESCO an 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. To promote this candidacy Hispania Nostra and the 
Bell ringers of Albaida / MitMac museum have signed a cooperation agreement to work 
towards obtaining a declaration from UNESCO. The first step is to create a website exclusively 
dedicated to this project, where the audio-visual and documentary material that was 
generated on 21 April can be made available to the public. It will also act as an informative link 
enhancing the international union between the various groups of bell ringers and carillonists. 

8. Reference works, bibliographical and audio-visual selection 

There are numerous publications about bells, especially from a literary or poetic perspective. 
Two congresses were held, the First Congress of Bell ringers of Europe, held in Segorbe 
(Valencian Community) in 1991, and organised by the Friends of the Bells of Segorbe, and the 
First National Congress: Bells, The Culture of a Millennial Sound, organised by the Marcelino 
Botín Foundation in 1997. 

Recently some regional inventories have been produced and published, among them we can 
cite the inventories of Julio Sánchez-Andrade Fernández of the archbishopric of Gijón 
(Asturias), the reviews of Delfí Dalmau, Xavier Orriols and Francesca Roig del Pallars Sobiro. 
Also, provincial inventories, such as that of José Ignacio Palacios Sanz on the bells of the 
province of Soria, the bells of the province of Biscay, the doctoral thesis of Gustavo Alejo 
Trujillo Yánez on the bells of Gran Canaria, the monograph of José Luis Alonso Ponga and 
Antonio Sánchez on the Quarter of the Bells of the cathedrals of Castile and León, or Mari 
Carmen Alvaro Muñoz and Francesc Llop i Bayo’s Inventory of the bells of the cathedrals of 
Spain, compiled between 2004 and 2007 and continuously updated. However, these are 
records of bells, which do not consider peals and their use, more than superficially or topically. 
Almost all reviews focus on the formal aspects of bells, such as inscriptions or decorations, 
without addressing something as important as their musical tuning. There is only the recent 



doctoral thesis, by Francesc Llop i Alvaro, which analyses the bells of the cathedrals of Spain 
from a musical perspective. It is the first piece of research of its kind in Spain. 

Work on peals is much scarcer. It is true that there are dozens of articles in local publications, 
usually books about local festivals, often the only reference source about peals that have 
already been lost, but there have been few studies carried out in accordance with the 
perspective of Marcel Mauss, to document a human activity in such a way that it can be 
reproduced in the future, in its gestures, knowledge and beliefs. 

One of the first works in this regard was our doctoral thesis on the bell peals in Aragon, which 
we defended at the Complutense University (Madrid) in 1988. Recently, works and 
compilations of peals produced by the new bell ringers themselves are appearing. Thus, the 
magazine Saó de Valencia dedicated a monographic issue in 2018 to the new Valencian bell 
ringers, the magnificent work of Pau Maria Sarrió Andrés on the bells of the region of Horta 
Sud (Valencian Community), while the music and popular culture magazine Caramella 
published another monograph on bells in Catalan speaking areas. It is also worth highlighting 
Eliseo Martínez Roig's Master’s Degree work on the Language of Bells in the province of 
Albacete 

The website http://campaners.com on the Internet since 1996, is the only site of its kind which 
attempts to bring some common sense to this rapidly growing field. The page brings together 
twenty people’s research work, some of them with doctorates, on bells, towers, peals, and 
facilities. With some 15,000 bell records, some 1,500 videos of bell peals and more than 
200,000 photographs, it works as a reference for bells, bell ringers, and peals, not only in Spain 
but also in some Spanish-speaking countries of Latin America. Although it is the webpage of a 
bell ringers’ association, there is nothing resembling it, neither institutional nor private, in the 
rest of Spain. 
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ringing. 

– Columbrianos, Ponferrada, León. 

– Europa reivindica sus campanas como Patrimonio Inmaterial de la Humanidad. Hispania 
Nostra realiza un censo de las que se tañen manualmente para presentarlas a las lista de la 
UNESCO ABC Cultura, 21, 4, 2018. 



– ¡Echamos las campanas al vuelo! Cofradía del Silencio León. Support from people from 
Villaseca de la Sobarriba, Cofradía del Santísimo Cristo de la Expiración y del Silencio de León 
brotherhood and the... 

– RTVE Europe 2018: Echamos las campanas al vuelo Hispania Nostra The 21 April 2018 at 
noon, Europe's hand-ringing bells will ring in unison to celebrate the European Year of... 

– ¡Echamos las campanas al vuelo! Campanari del Monferrato I campanari del monferrato 
hanno aderito alla bellissima iniziativa proposta dalla associazione culturale spagnola 
Hispania... 

– Uclés echa las campanas al vuelo. 21 April 2018. José Luis Terreros García support Hispania 
Nostra’s initiative, so bell ringing by hand can be included in UNESCO’s... 

– Volteig de campanes en Albaida (Echamos las campanas al vuelo)//Rolling bells in Albaida 
Josepsoler Soler Volteig solemne de campanes a la Parroquia de l'Assumpcio de Albaida 
(Valencia) durant el event llançem les campanes al vol... 

– Repique de campanas al unísono en Pamplona, navarratv. 

– Campanas al vuelo. Plaza San Pedro. 29 June 2013 videosrenee después del Angelus del 29 
de junio, las campanas se lanzan al vuelo. Es la fiesta de los apóstoles Pedro y Pablo. 

– Catedral de Valencia, Campanas al vuelo. 

Sunday, 22 April 2018. 

This is how the bell peal of the anonymous Consueta for the eve of first class sounds, a piece 
from 1527 that the bell ringers of the Cathedral of Valencia played, adhering to the request 
that bell ringing be declared an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. There are five great 
bells: Vicent (1569), Andreu (1604), Manuel (1621), Jaume (1429) and Maria (1544); and six 
sopranos: Caterina (1305), Ursula (1438), Bàrbera (1681), Pau (1489), Arcís (1529) and Violant 
(1735). Click here to learn about its layout and history. 

http://elrincondesanantonenleon.blogspot.com/2018/09/argovejo-leoncampaneros.html. 

https://elrincondesanantonenleon.blogspot.com/2018/09/volteo-tradicional-en-
unasencilla.html. 

https://elrincondesanantonenleon.blogspot.com/2018/09/campanas-en-cuaresmasemana-
santa-y.html. 

 

 

 

 

 







III. FURTHER PROVISIONS 

MINISTRY OF CULTURE AND SPORT 

6064 Royal Decree 296/2019, of 22 April, declares manual bell ringing a Representative 
Manifestation of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

Law 10/2015, of 26 May, for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, establishes in 
Article 11.2.c that the Public Administration, through the Ministry of Education, Culture and 
Sport, in collaboration with the Autonomous Regions, is responsible for safeguarding the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage by declaring Representative Manifestations of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage, under the terms of that Act. 

Article 12 regulates the procedure for declaring a Representative Manifestation of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage, stating that this shall be initiated ex officio by the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Sport, both on its own initiative and at the reasoned request of one or 
more of the Autonomous Communities or by reasoned request of a natural or legal person. 

Under Royal Decree 355/2018, of 6 June, which restructures the ministerial departments and 
Royal Decree 817/2018 of 6 July, which develops the basic organisational structure of the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport and modifies Royal Decree 595/2018, of 22 June, 
which establishes the basic organisational structure of the ministerial departments, the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport is responsible for matters relating to historic Spanish 
heritage. 

In view of this, by Resolution of the Director-General of Fine Arts, of 18 February 2019 («BOE» 
Official State Bulletin of 27 February), it was agreed to open the file on manual bell ringing as a 
Representative Manifestation of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, as well as preparing to open 
a period of public consultation. 

Prior to this resolution, relevant reports were obtained from the Historical Heritage Council 
and the University of Valladolid, acting as advisory bodies.  In addition, the dossier was 
submitted to the Autonomous Communities and Cities with a Statute of Autonomy. 

Subsequently, in accordance with the provisions of article 12.4 of Law 10/2015, of 26 May and 
Law 39/2015, of 1 October, on Common Administrative Procedure for Public Administrations, 
hearing proceedings were granted in due time and in proper form in accordance with the 
Resolution of the Directorate-General for Fine Arts of 21 March 2019 («BOE» of 30 March). 

The need to protect manual bell ringing in Spain and other European Union countries arose 
from civil society and, in 2018, to coincide with the European Year of Cultural Heritage, 
different associations dedicated to protecting historical heritage agreed on a number of 
initiatives that culminated in the simultaneous ringing of bells in several European countries.  
This joint bell ringing, which tens of bell ringers across Spain participated in, took place on 21 
April 2018 and encouraged many more initiatives and brought attention to manual bell ringing, 
which has culminated in its declaration as a Representative Manifestation of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage. 



For all these reasons, following the finalisation of administrative procedures, in accordance 
with the provisions or Article 12 of Law 10/2015, of 26 May, proposed by the Ministry of 
Culture and Sport and deliberation by the Council of Ministers in their meeting on 17 April 
2019, 

 

I HEREBY DECREE: 

Article 1  Declaration of Representative Manifestation of the Intangible Cultural   

Heritage 

Declaration of Manual Bell Ringing as a Representative Manifestation of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage. 

Article 2.  Description. 

Manual bell ringing is a sound language that has served for centuries as a means of 
communication, providing a range of social functions for the community:  information, 
coordination, definition of territory and protection.  Based on rhythm, bell ringing has been 
responsible for organising community life; it has marked out the passage of time and the 
working day, as well as daily life, festivities and rituals of mourning. Both in the religious and 
civil sphere, bell ringing encompasses a wide repertoire and a rich diversity of forms and 
techniques which have been used to warn of fires, storms, announce prayer and fasting days, 
marked the passage of time and life cycle events. In summary, bell ringing has regulated many 
aspects of festive, ritual, working and daily life. 

Protection for manual bell ringing does not only mean enhancing and ensuring the continuity 
of one common tradition that is shared across different towns in Spain, but also protecting 
hundreds of local systems of communication, with certain characteristics that are shared 
across areas, but that are almost always unique and are in danger of disappearing for two 
reasons: a lack of bell ringers and, above all, the previously mentioned lack of understanding of 
this type of communication that is almost unique in each place, and which has many varied 
meanings beyond simply calling believers to Mass. 

Article 3.  Additional description. 

The additional description of the manifestation referred to in this Royal Decree appears in the 
working documents for the file. 

Article 4.  Publication. 

The Declaration of a Representative Manifestation of the Intangible Cultural Heritage will take 
effect from the date this Royal Decree is published in the «Boletín Oficial del Estado» . 

Issued in Madrid, 22 April 2019 

FELIPE R. 



 

Minister for Culture and Sport,  

JOSÉ GUIRAO CABRERA 
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