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S A N T A  M A R Í A  D E  R E T U E R T A

Saint Norbert.

The Abbey

The Abbey of Santa María de Retuerta is located on the banks of the 

River Duero, from which it takes its name (“Retuerta” is a blend of the 

Latin rivula torta, “winding river”). It was founded in 1146 as the Spanish 

motherhouse of the Premonstratensian Order of Canons Regular, which 

had been established by Saint Norbert in France in 1120. The Abbey is 

one of the most important works of Romanesque architecture in the 

province of Valladolid, and the project was first proposed by Sancho 

Ansúrez, who would also become its first abbot. Sancho is a descendant 

of Count Ansúrez (founder of the city of Valladolid), whose family 

donated these riverside lands to Sancho. The initial plan was to build 

the abbey in an area called Fuentes Claras, but ultimately they opted for 

Retuerta, where there was already a small Augustinian congregation.
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Saint Norbert and the Premonstratensian Order:
Apostleship and Wine

Saint Norbert was born in 1080 in the city of Xanten (Germany), on the banks of the 

Rhine, in an area dotted with castles and vineyards. He was from a wealthy family, so 

he was able to devote himself to intellectual matters and leisure, with few others 

distractions or concerns.

In spring 1115, Norbert set out for Westphalia with his page. On the way, he was 

thrown off his horse in a violent storm, and he had an epiphany — in hagiographic 

terms, at least, his conversion recalls that of Saint Paul. This was a turning point in 

Norberto’s life, and he entered into the priesthood; some years later, he decided to 

set up a new religious order through which he could share his ideas. He came across 

a run-down, abandoned shrine in the wooded, marshy wastelands of Coucy, France; 

the shrine was surrounded by hills and crags, and dedicated to John the Baptist. This 

area came to be known as Prémontré, from the Latin premonstratum, literally 

“foreshown”: Norbert had prophetically envisaged the area in a dream. At Christmas 

1120, alongside thirteen disciples, Norbert founded Prémontré Abbey, and in the 

following four years he would establish a further nine monasteries for male devotees.

Saint Norbert proposed a community-centred lifestyle, based on worshipping 

God and pastoral care (the “cure of souls”) in rural areas. He initiated a 

communal-style life, which was distinctly monastic (i.e. daily prayer, apostleship 

and farm work, mostly cultivating grapevines for winemaking) yet still open to 

missionary work. Premonstratensians are not monks per se (they do not 

withdraw from the world, inside the monastery, in order to reach their own 

spiritual perfection) but rather canons regular: they are affiliated with one 

particular church, they are obliged to structured daily prayer (the “Divine 

Office”) and they follow a common rule. They also combine asceticism with 

public-facing work, and their monastic duties with active apostleship.

Saint Norbert died in Magdeburg on 6th June 1134, at 53 years of age.

He had overseen the growth of the Premonstratensian Order, and it had 

already reached over 100 abbeys and priories by the time of his death.

He was canonised by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582.
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Art throughout the Ages

Abadía Retuerta has been around for almost a thousand years, 

so it has undergone numerous phases of building work. These 

interventions were often shaped by historical events, such as 

internal conflicts, reforms in the Premonstratensian Order and 

fires, all of which left their architectural mark on the building. 

Its evolution can be summarised in four key stages:

S T A G E  O N E .  1 2 T H - 1 3 T H  C E N T U R Y
The Founding of the Abbey. Late-Romanesque/Gothic style

Cloisters (ground floor) / Church / Sacristy
(later reformed in the 17th century) / Chapterhouse / Refectory

S T A G E  T W O .  L A T E  1 6 T H  C E N T U R Y
The Premonstratensians regain control of the Order

Renaissance and Herrerian style. Cloisters
(upper floor and stylistic closure of the cloister building)

S T A G E  T H R E E .  1 7 T H  C E N T U R Y
Fire in June 1662. Baroque style.

Belfry / Baroque Staircase / Reforms in the Sacristy
/ New Hostelry

S T A G E  F O U R :  2 1 S T  C E N T U R Y
LeDomaine. Architectural intervention 
by Marco Serra.

Transformation into a sanctuary for 
hospitality, gastronomy and wellness.

1st phase

2nd phase

3rd phase
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Inside the Church: the Centuries

Of all the buildings that make up Santa María de Retuerta, the church, and specifically 

its tripartite apse section, is the oldest.

The church was originally designed with a Latin-style cross layout, but this plan suffered 

delays: they began with the transept and the first section of each nave. After a long 

wait, in the 15th century, the central nave was extended with an additional bay, which 

was raised above the rest with a circular stone staircase, for the choir. As in the transept 

nave, all parts are covered with ribbed vaults.

In the late 17th century, these vaults were frescoed, the traces of which can be seen on 

the central apse: we know that they were created by a painter called Valentín, around 

1687-89. Only a few sections of them have been preserved, featuring geometric and plant 

motifs, although one historian claimed to have seen a representation of Heaven in them.

The side-apses have a unique feature that sets them apart from the usual Romanesque 

churches of the period: they are the same height as the central apse. This is due to the 

fact that inside the upper part of both side-apses there are small rooms — but there is 

no consensus, among historiographical sources, as to their function. Some authors 

speak of them as a place where a canon could be secluded at the time when the 

Hieronymite monks took charge of the reform. However, other authors have cast doubt on this 

theory, because the room is located above a place of worship — instead, they think it was 

probably used as a chamber for treasures or objects of particular value. This idea seems to be 

supported by the fact that the north chamber does not have a conventional access point, and 

must be entered from an exterior window, via a ladder or other such removable device.

The one on the south side can be accessed by a spiral staircase, and is made up of three 

sections: one of which is almost like an apse, built in stone and with a quarter-sphere brick vault.

In 1778, a door was opened on the south side of the church, leading to the sacristy. It has a 

semi-circular arch with a split pediment and a central cross.

In the 19th century, the Abbey underwent the Confiscation of Mendizábal (i.e. the generalised 

expropriation of the Church by the State). Later, in the 20th century, by which point the estate 

was mostly being used to grow cereals, the church became the site’s granary. This brought 

about a sharp deterioration in the building, especially in its frescoes.

These many ups and downs, over the centuries, explain why the revival of the estate has been 

such a profound task. It has been approached with deep respect, backed up by solid research: 

the aim was not only to recover this historic building, but also its spirit.



Interior of the church. This photo was taken in the 1960s-70s, because the retablo altarpiece is not there

(it was removed in 1957). The building is clearly in a state of dilapidation, and the walls are covered in dirt.

Current interior of the Church of Santa María de Retuerta.
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1146: The Distant Past

The Abbey of Santa María de Retuerta was founded in 1146:

that is 900 years of history and moments.

Time has taken its toll on the estate, but we are passionately committed to 

restoring it to its former glory. Our ambitious project for the old Abbey of 

Santa María de Retuerta began with the launch of LeDomaine, which has 

helped transform and develop the site. As the years go by, we must continue 

to rethink, refresh and reinterpret a whole millennium of history.

Marco Serra, the architect who developed LeDomaine,

describes this commitment perfectly:

“To restore this ancient edifice was to engage in a 1000-year-old 

architectural dialogue. The judicious restraint of my intervention

is my homage to those who spoke before me.”

We are firm believers in respect, tradition and specialist knowledge.
Aerial view of the abbey complex, before the LeDomaine renovation. 
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Defying Time

rock and modern mortars, and thus get a better understanding of their 

composition, behaviour and interactions. In turn, this will provide us with 

more precise information about the deterioration patterns, and might 

even assist us in setting out a long-term conservation plan.

worked upon. This will allow us to do further consolidation tests, followed 

by grouting processes, and finally reintegration tests.

All of this will let us find out even more about our abbey, as we keep 

investigating its origins. Ultimately, we want to respect every little detail, 

from the 12th century up to the present day.

We want to keep our guests and visitors informed about the work planned 

for these months. This subtle intervention focuses on the exterior walls of the 

church’s main section.

The abbey complex has been carefully restored. Work has been done to 

reduce the damp on the lower part of the walls, by installing an exterior 

drainage trench and a hypocaust system inside the church. However, despite 

these recent additions, original material is still being lost from the lower part 

of the apse walls, which is particularly noticeable on the exterior. This is why 

various different actions are now being realised.

First of all, research will be carried out, by means of samples, analysis and 

scientific measurements. This will allow us to characterise the church’s natural



At Abadía Retuerta, we are engaged with and committed to 

the surrounding community: we have absolute faith in the local 

professionals and artisans, who have profound knowledge of 

the spirit of our region, which, every year, has to endure winter 

frosts and blazing summer sunshine alike.

For this particular project, we are collaborating with Alfonso 

Basterra, Professor of Architectural Construction at the 

Architecture School of the University of Valladolid, where he 

leads the Research Group in Structures and Wood Technology. 

Our project team also includes architects, forestry engineers, 

physicists and biologists, all of whom have experience in their 

respective fields.

We are also collaborating with master stonemason Rodrigo 

de la Torre. His main area of work is the conservation and 

restoration of stone monuments, and his approach is based 

on a deep respect for tradition. He has worked extensively 

as a workshop master, coordinating numerous stonemasonry 

teams, and he is a member of the Spanish Network of 

Masters of Traditional Construction. His work (both in terms 

of technical intervention and research) can be seen at the 

Cathedrals of León and Ávila, the Church of San Martín de 

Frómista, San Lorenzo del Escorial, and the Portico of Glory 

in Santiago de Compostela, among other places. 
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The Local Community:
Architecture and Craftsmanship

The abbey’s bell tower and belfry.

Upper cloisters at Santa María de Retuerta.

The Hostelry Garden, bell tower and main 
section of the church.
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Retuerta Millennium

Each small improvement and individual action to preserve Abadía 

Retuerta, in terms of its historical and natural heritage, helps protect 

the estate for future generations. This is all part of an ongoing 

endeavour of respect, understanding and pride.

From the Premonstratensians in the 12th century, up to our own team 

in the present day, as well as our guests — together, we are all part 

of something greater, something that humbly transcends us all: this 

glorious Retuerta Millennium.

Historical heritage and natural heritage: a legacy to safeguard.



An old photograph of the church’s apses. The roofs and walls are in a state of disrepair, 

and a series of structures, with no historical value, have been tacked onto the building.

Current view of the building’s exterior.

The upcoming conservation work will focus on these walls.



Lime



Close-up of a traditional lime kiln, located at the high part of the Abadía Retuerta estate. Its 

presence shows the importance of this material (and of the stonemasons) in the region.

Lime, as well as gypsum, is the world’s oldest-known non-hydraulic 

binder: it was even used in the monumental constructions of Ancient 

Egypt. It is the result of the calcination of limestone rocks, which 

mostly consist (90%) of calcium carbonate (CaCO3). The rest is made 

up of various secondary components, such as clay, aluminum and iron.  

In the past, it was the only material available for masonry mortar. 

Today, it is the material of choice for high-quality surface finishes,

such as plastering and stuccos. 

L I M E

Fundamental



Once the stone has been extracted from an open-pit quarry, it is crushed into 

pieces of 8-20 cm, and placed in kilns (which can be small and traditional, or 

large-scale and industrially advanced). During the calcination process, at 

temperatures between 1050 and 1100°C, carbon dioxide (CO2) is released, which 

constitutes 44% of the mass of calcium carbonate (CaCO3), according to the 

following reaction: 

CALCINATION     CaCO3 + heat --> CaO + CO2

The resulting substance (CaO) is called quicklime. It cannot be stored for a long 

period of time, and must undergo slaking. This entails rehydrating the calcium 

oxide (CaO): water is added to it (up to one-and-a-half times its weight) in a 

container or pool, a paste is formed.

SLAKING (or HYDRATION)     CaO + H2O = Ca(OH)2 

During this process, the pieces of quicklime spontaneously disperse and 

disintegrate, creating a fine paste with high plasticity. At this point, it is mixed 

with sand, and builders can then use it on site, normally by spreading or 

laying the fresh paste upon the walls. Once exposed to the air, the lime 

mortar gradually hardens because of two simultaneously occurring 

phenomena, namely drying and carbonatation. This is due to the action of 

the carbon dioxide in the air, in small proportion, as in the following 

chemical reaction:  

CARBONATATION     Ca(OH)2 + CO2 = H2O + CaCO3 

The calcium carbonate (CaCO3) forms bonds with the crystals of calcium 

hydroxide (Ca(OH)2), and strengthens the lime mortar over time, forming a 

stony crust of a similar make-up to the original

L I M E

Manufacturing



Masonry mortar on Refectorio’s southern façade.

L I M E

Masonry mortars are a blend of binding agents (such 

as cement and lime) and inert or passive aggregates 

(sand, marble dust, brick dust or other such material). 

The aggregates provide resistance and volume, 

although this volume is less than the overall sum of the 

components: most of the finer components (be they 

binders or aggregates) take up the gaps between the 

aggregate grains, which have larger particles.

To this mixture of materials — i.e. binders and (inert) 

aggregates — water is added, in order to instigate the 

chemical process by which the binders harden and set. 

An additive (such as a water repellent) might also be 

included, usually in a liquid form, as and when a certain 

additional property is required for the mortar. Water also 

makes the paste easier to work with. 

During its setting and final hardening stage, the binding 

paste sticks to the aggregate particles. In turn, the whole 

mortar sticks to the masonry (the brick or stonework) or 

to the surface of the walls (in the case of plasterwork).

A Work of Craftsmanship: 
Masonry Mortars



L I M E

Stucco on the walls of the Chapterhouse at Abadía Retuerta.

Venetian Stucco

The word “stucco” comes from Italian. Venetian plaster 

is the most well-known type, and it has been used 

extensively ever since its discovery in Venice (Italy) in 

the early 15th century. 

In terms of ornamentation, stucco reached its peak 

during the 17th and 18th centuries, when it was used for 

striking interior decoration in both the Baroque and 

Rococo styles.

Stucco is a paste or mortar of non-hydraulic lime. It is 

made with fine sand or marble dust, glass or other 

ornamental rocks. Sometimes, other additives are 

included too, such as gypsum, talc, glue, pigment, etc. 

Stucco is usually applied in the following layers:

- Base layer (or “scratch coat”). Its purpose is to regularise

the surface and improve the adherence of the subsequent 

layers. It has a thickness of 10-13 mm. If an even thicker base 

is required, a fiberglass mesh can be included in the middle 

of the mortar, or successive thinner layers can be applied.

- Regularisation layer (or “brown coat”). A mortar with finer 

sand is used for this layer, and it has a thickness of 5-6 mm.

- Stucco. It is made with mineral powders and natural dyes, 

and is only 2 mm thick. This layer is pressed hard against

the surface, until all its pores are filled, forming an almost 

mirror-like finish coat. It can then be waxed, or, for a matt 

finish, it can be gently washed with a brush dipped in

clean water.



Baroque staircase, Abadía Retuerta.



Sandstone



The Abbey of Santa María de Retuerta is built in sandstone. This is a 

sedimentary, detrital stone, mostly made up of quartz grains compacted 

within a similarly detrital core, and/or of various types of mineral cements. 

Sandstone has variable resistance to stress, and it generally lends itself well 

to stonemasonry and carving. It has been used in the construction of 

grand buildings throughout history, including many Romanesque churches, 

Salamanca’s precious historic quarter, and the monumental Cavalry 

Academy in the city of Valladolid. 

S A N D S T O N E

An Ancient Structure

Romanesque and Gothic styles in dialogue at the Abbey 

of Santa María de Retuerta.



S A N D S T O N E

Geological map of Castilla y León.

Active quarry in Vilviestre del Pinar (Burgos).

Castilian Sandstone

In the region of Castilla y León, sandstone has been exploited 

since ancient times, especially in the area of Villamayor 

(Salamanca), Aguilar de Campoo (Palencia) and across the 

Iberian System of mountain ranges, in various locations 

between Tierra de Pinares and Salas de los lnfantes (Burgos). 

The sandstone used for the original construction of the 

Abbey might well have come from this area: there are no 

other quarries nearby, and, furthermore, sandstone was used 

in other notable monuments along the Duero. This particular 

kind of sandstone comes in a range of warm, cream colors, 

the result of impregnations tinged with oxides. It is also 

slightly feldspathic, with a core of clay and sericite, and it 

belongs to the Urbión Group (Barremian-Aptian). 

With regards to the Abbey of Santa María de Retuerta, 

we are not sure where exactly its stone was originally 

extracted, but there are still active quarries in Castrillo 

de la Reina, Palacios de la Sierra, Canicosa de la Sierra 

and Vilviestre del Pinar. The material obtained from 

these quarries is commercially known as Dorada Urbión 

stone, Dorada de los Pinares, Reina sandstone and 

Regumiel sandstone, among others. They can be told 

apart by their distinct granulometry and tones — they 

differ in terms of uniformity, vein patterns and hue.



Bloques extraídos, antes de su manipulación

S A N D S T O N E

Quarrying Work

At the moment when sandstone is extracted from a quarry, it is a very 

soft material and thus easy to work with. However, in time, it begins to 

take on its definitive hardness as it loses moisture. That is, when its 

moisture evaporates, the dissolved mineral precipitates in areas close 

to the ventilated surface. Stonemasons know this from experience: 

freshly-extracted sandstone is softer and more easily workable, but, 

once on site, it soon “crusts over” and hardens.



The Duero River rises in the southern foothills of the Pico Urbión (Duruelo de 

la Sierra, Soria), at about 2160 m above sea level. After travelling 897 km across 

Spain and Portugal, it flows into the Atlantic Ocean at the estuary of Porto 

(Portugal). From its first stretches, it passes through areas rich in history and 

culture. Medieval bridges, castles, convents, palaces, monasteries and 

cathedrals line its route, as it crosses more than 60 municipalities.

Given the current configuration of the river, it is hard to imagine it being used 

as an effective transport route. However, given the location of the original 

quarries, the distance saved compared to other means of transport, and the 

evidence of its historical use for both communication and transport, we can 

speculate that the river was indeed used, at least partially, to ship sandstone 

to the estate. Here, by the riverbanks, the Premonstratensians decided to 

found the abbey that would become the motherhouse of the order.

S A N D S T O N E

Map of the rivers in Castilla y León.

The River’s Journey

ABADÍA
RETUERTA



Inside a sandstone quarry.



www.abadia-retuerta.com

https://www.instagram.com/abadiaretuertaledomaine/
https://www.facebook.com/AbadiaRetuertaLeDomaine/
https://twitter.com/arledomaine
https://www.youtube.com/user/abadiaretuertabodega



