


















The Marble Route in Portugal. 

Promoting industrial stone heritage through tourism

Armando Quintas, Ricardo Hipólito 

The municipalities of Vila Viçosa, Borba and Estremoz, in the Alentejo region, sharing the largest marble 

reserve in Portugal, whose fine marble of excellent quality has been exploited over the last two millennia.  

Their  industrial  modernization  at  the  beginning  of  the  last  century  brought  unparalleled  economic 

development to the region, as well as profound changes to the landscape, giving rise in the process to a rich  

artistic, technical and industrial heritage.

Therefore, studying, safeguarding and promoting this heritage has become a new challenge for our time, 

bringing together artistic, historical and cultural values with a view to the sustainable development of the  

region. A strategy that also involves promoting culture and tourism in a transversal way, offering social 

cohesion and enriching communities by publicizing and promoting their territory.

The industrialization of a millenary activity

Marble quarrying has a long history, all the way back to the Roman occupation in the first century of what is  

now Portugal.

The country's largest resources of excellent marble are located in the Alentejo region in the south, more 

specifically in the municipalities of Vila Viçosa, Borba, and Estremoz. This small area has been used to mine  

crystalline marble with white, pink, cream, and greyish tones. As a result, the previous civilizations like  

Romans and Muslims, in particular, have always preferred this marble, which they have used in a variety of  

public and private spaces, with a focus on building ornamentation. 

Over the centuries, the exploitation of this marble has experienced several periods of apogee, such as the  

Roman Empire, the Renaissance and the Baroque, intertwined with periods of decadence, such as the Middle 

Ages or the early 19th century. 

For centuries, this activity was based on a conventional model, with little changed in terms of tools and 

techniques since the Roman era. The quarries' production areas weren't modernized until after World War I,  

and over the next ten years, a number of businesses established themselves in the region, bringing with them 

significant sums of capital, new techniques, new knowledge, and more sophisticated kinds of exploitation.  

The industrialization of the quarrying sector in 1945, had support in seven businesses operating about thirty 

quarries, where is used helical wire, steam, compressed air, and diesel. 

Following World War II, the industry saw rapid expansion, with some three hundred new businesses entering 

the  area.  With  the  support  of  plans  for  economic  development  and  Portugal's  entry  into  international 

organizations, the Alentejo marble sector experienced in the 1960s a significant economic growth. 

The development of more than 300 quarries (growing to 420 by 2011), their electrification, the arrival of 

trucks,  sawmills,  and  the  installation  of  massive  derrick  cranes  mark  the  start  of  a  second  phase  of 

industrialization. 



The impacts were profound and the agricultural landscape of olive groves and vineyards gave way to an 

intensely industrialized space. In terms of human resources, the marble industry began to employ thousands 

of men in the quarries, reaching 3.000 in the 1990s. 

We should noted that the main reason for this development was the foreign market, where 90% of the marble 

extracted in the post-World War II period began to be sold.

Promoting the territory through industrial tourism

The history of marbles is associated with the lives of men and workers, as this material is representative of  

community, artistic expression, creative genius, and artifacts.

From antiquity to the present day, the culture of marble and the know-how linked to the quarrying business,  

stonemasonry workshops, sculptors and other artistic crafts has been present in this region, where families  

always had a relative who has worked in this industry. So the marble and their industry ends up being an  

identity mark that distinguishes this territory due to its special features.

From a historical perspective we can point the study that begun in 2012: PHIM – Património e História da  

Indústria dos Mármores [Heritage and History of Marble Industry]. After 12 years of operation, they have 

begun to acknowledge the development of this industry and have already published several publications,  

including two notebooks about  heritage education,  as  well  as  dozens of  scientific  articles,  master's  and 

doctoral thesis.1 

From the standpoint of tourism, there is the Marble Route (Rota do Mármore), a cultural tour that falls under  

the industrial tourism category and gives visitors the chance to learn about the history, customs, and business  

of the area's marble extraction and processing. The Marble Route takes visitors to factories and quarries 

where they can witness the extraction of stone and to workshops where they can watch the manufacturing 

and  transformation  of  marble.  Along  the  way,  one  can  discover  picturesque  towns,  notable  sites,  and 

monuments built of locally quarried marble. They can also sample some of the local cuisine, such as pastries,  

sausages, and wines.2 

Beginning in an academic setting in 2007/2008, the concept became official in 2014 following several years 

of experimentation. The tour is registered with the EUIPO office for trademarks as well as the Portuguese 

offices of Industrial Propriety, Intellectual Property, and Tourism de Portugal's National Register of Tourist  

Entertainment Agents. The Marble Route has always been a part of Cechap, a nonprofit cultural organization 

whose mission is to promote Alentejo's cultural heritage.3

Based in Vila Viçosa, the route activity encompasses the surrounding municipalities of Sousel in the north  

and Alandroal  in  the south,  where marble  has  a  significant  impact  on infrastructure  transformation and 

workforce attraction, as well as the municipalities of Vila Viçosa, Borba, and Estremoz, where the quarries 

are located. It focuses on multiple central ideas:

1 – The dissemination of  multidimensional  heritage scope through the opportunity to  explore  active or 

inactive marble quarries, learning about techniques and machinery used; acquire knowledge about geological 

formation; understanding the marble processing from blocks into finished products like tiles, sculptures and 

ornamental objects by visiting marble workshops where artisans can demonstrate the processes of cutting, 



shaping and polishing. Also, the Marble Route highlights the cultural heritage in the region where the marble  

has been applied, involving visits to historical sites, museums, or monuments, showing the important on  

architecture and art.

2 – The preservation of memories and and know-how by meeting artisans, quarry workers, and other actors 

to learn about their experiences and traditions, taking the opportunity to record their testimonies.

3 – Environmental impacts, making efforts to show and understand the problematic of this industry in the  

nature  from a  perspective  of  “beauty  of  destruction”  and  in  the  same  time  promote  discussions  about 

sustainability and responsibility extraction practices. 

4 – Economic impacts, the marble route  aims to develop a model of development through tourism, the  

sustainability of which is based on the creation of jobs and added value for entrepreneurs, artisans and other  

businesses in the area covered by the route.

5 – Education and heritage awareness of young people and adults with the accumulated experience of marble 

route, promoting awareness of the importance of this natural resource for the economy and how to use it in a  

more sustainable way, reducing environmental impacts in terms of waste and water use.

Seven routes are available all year, that covers all marble territory and offer a great cultural experience to the  

visitors:

Marble Tour in Vila Viçosa | Walking Tour in Vila Viçosa |Alentejo Food Tour in Borba

Walking Tour in Estremoz  | Walking Tour in Alandroal    |Walking Tour in Sousel

School on the Move

Concerning the advertising and network of the Marble Route, essential for promotion tourism and visitors  

experiences, we can highlight some key aspects:

1- Visitors will have a better experience and comprehend the history, culture, and significance of the Marble 

Route  with  the  help  of  expert  local  guides  who lead  guided  tours.  There  are  currently  two contracted 

interpreting guides on the Marble Route. They have received training from the Portuguese Tourist Board 

through training courses and scientific studies conducted on the marble region.

2- Strong online presence with dedicated website that provide comprehensive information about the route, 

and  also  feature  photo,  videos  and  testimonials.  In  order  to  reach  a  larger  audience  and  draw in  new 

customers, the Marble Route is active on social media sites like Facebook and Instagram. 

3  –  Collaboration  and  partnerships  with  regional  companies,  tour  guides,  restaurants,  governmental 

organizations, and travel websites like TripAdvisor, Viator, Civitatis, Get Your Guide, Musement, Headout, 

or Klook. In recent years, Marble Route has endeavored to penetrate particular industrial and cultural tourism 

networks,  including  Rede  Portuguesa  de  Turismo  Industrial  [Portuguese  Industrial  Network],  which  is 

promoted  by  the  Portuguese  Tourism Board4,  and  Roteiro  das  Minas  e  Pontos  de  Interesse  Mineiro  e 

Geológico [Route of the Mines and Points of Mining and Geological Interest], which is promoted by the 

General Direction of Geology and Energy.5 



4 – Tourist Information Centers and hotels, where Marble Route offers can be obtain by visitors through  

maps,  brochures and others resources that  can help then to learn what are available in that  zone in the 

moment.  

5 – Marketing Campaigns, promoting activities for specific target, this campaigns can be in digital support or 

integrated in the general tourism campaigns of the Portuguese Tourism Board. 

 A overview of some experiences in Marble Route

Celebrating the 10th anniversary in 2024, Marble Route has been showing their industry and its unique 

landscape to tourist from all over the word. With the exception of pandemic period (2020-2021), we have  

been fortunate to continuously increase the number of bookings and visitors. The visitors feedback is always  

the most important feedback we can rely on to validate the quality and accuracy of our tours. The visitor  

generally  highlight  the  unique  landscape  of  the  quarries,  calling  them the  “the  lunar  scenery”,  has  the 

deepness of the quarries can reach up to 150 meters and the amount of quarries next to each other gives a  

lunar look to the scenery/landscape. 

The visitors also give a lot of emphasis to the detailed visits they have inside the industrial units and local 

artisan workshops,  where visitors learn about the different kinds of marble that  can be extracted in the  

Portuguese quarries besides the unique techniques and machinery use to work the marble blocks. 

It is also referred by those who visit us the chance they have to see the application of the marble they saw at  

the industry in all the different buildings of those municipalities where we do the tours. Due to the early lack  

of attention from government, the Portuguese Industrial Tourism has been the weakest segment of the all 

tourism offer in Portugal. For this reason Marble Route was always a tourism niche that had to strive to find 

its own way to standout has one of the first Industrial Tourism Offers of the country. 

During the early years our activity, was mostly based on Portuguese's tourism, with a big focus on school 

groups,  senior  excursions  and  specialized  workers  like  engineers,  architects,  geologists  or  artists. 

International tourism was less than thirty percent of our annual stats for the first seven/eight years. The 

modernization of our website with a English version and online book platform and also the use of marketing 

solutions provided by online travel agencies, helped increase the number of foreigner visitors, from thirty to 

about seventy percent of the total visitors in the period between 2021-2023. 

The recent boom on the Portuguese tourism, puts the year of 2023 has the moment where it was possible to  

beat the general number of the best year pre-pandemic (2019) making 2023 the best year of the Portuguese  

tourism activity.6 As a matter fact 2023 was also the best year for Portugal’s Marble Route, the year where  

we beat the record for the number of visitors, number of bookings and general revenue. According to the 

same Travel BI source the Top 5 countries of origin among international visitors in Portugal in 2023 where 

Spain, UK, USA, France, and Germany and we do follows the path with slight differences, as the UK and  

Germany are replace on our top five by Canada and The Netherlands. This ranking shows us that the North 

American market is the one growing the most for us. On the other hand, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, 

Brazil and Poland complete our top ten and shows us European market is the most important for us. Brazil 

due to the historical connection and the similar idiom has always been an important market for us. But still  



the internal Portuguese travelers are on the top has the market leaders. This all growth over the last three  

years have made it  possible for the project,  that is important to remember, was created has a academic  

project, to be reach economical sustainability and independence at the financial spectrum.

 

Final considerations

The marble route has been an amazing  way of promoting this region through its activities; it  combines 

sustainable  tourism with  putting  industry  representatives  in  contact  with  tourists  in  an  attempt  to  raise 

awareness of the sector and its industry overseas. The marble route engages in environmental discussion 

events, whose problems, are many times, highlight  by the tourists themselves during the visit. 
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