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  Cima de Vila in 2001  
How it all began  

Growing up in Argentina, I used to overhear members of the Galician diaspora discussing Cima de 
Vila, as a special place, which I, as a six- or seven-year-old interpreted as a kingdom with a castle, 
or no less than a mansion. I knew that my father had come from a farm in Galicia, Spain, that 
Cima de Vila had been his home, and that he had left behind his parents and siblings.  

 I began visiting my family in Spain in 1972; then I was 27 years old, and I had only known my 
family from photographs and stories. I met my seven aunts and uncles for the first time then. 
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There were three aunts: Concepcion, Hermitas and Lola, and four uncles: Jose Maria, Julio, Eladio 
and Teodoro. They were middle aged by then. They had lived in Cima de Vila since they were 
born.  

In December 1972, I flew from Washington, DC where I lived, to Madrid and took the train (the 
Talgo) to Orense where my family was waiting for me to celebrate Christmas. It was lovely to 
meet them. They were thrilled to finally get to know me other than in pictures. My stay was short. 
Barely a week and a half. It was close to a miracle that I had been given vacation time at 
Christmas given that I had only joined the IMF (International Monetary Fund) in July 1972.  

I did not return to visit them until 1986. By then Concepción, my eldest aunt and Eladio, the next 
to youngest uncle, had died. There was awareness in the family by the 1990s that none of the 
aunts and uncles were going to get married and that the next generation, three nieces, were 
going to have to deal with Cima de Vila. 1  

Through the early1900s, as I understand it, there was a legal figure in inheritance practice in Spain 
called “Mejora” by which the firstborn male would inherit the properties with the 
proviso/commitment that he would take care of his parents until their deaths. In the context of 
my family that meant that my uncle Jose Maria inherited everything, and the rest did not. My 
father’s consolation prize was a third-class ticket on a ship sailing to Argentina in 1928 when he 
was 17 years old.  

2001 was a seminal year in this story. Jose Maria had died long before and Teodoro had inherited 
everything. He was my last surviving uncle when he died in 2001. And I, together with two other 
heirs, inherited Cima de Vila, and the land.  

  
  

  

 

1 Becoming Spanish was the first step I took to prepare myself for what was going to be a bureaucratic nightmare. 
Being Spanish would ameliorate the difficulties of dealing with the government, be it as a caretaker or as an heir. By 
royal decree it has been possible to “recover” Spanish citizenship if a parent or grandparent was Spanish and one was 
not born in Spain. so, I did it in 1990.  
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To this day it is not clear why I wanted to keep Cima de Vila. The house was a ruin (I have images 
to prove it). If asked, I would say that it was because my father was born there, and I could not let 
it go. But perhaps also because my father, not being the first male born in the family would not 
inherit the house nor much of the land since he was one of nine.   

So, after Teodoro’s death and the disposition of the inheritance, which took two solid years, the 
properties were evaluated by an expert, the land and the house were appraised, and that value 
was used to divide the inheritance. My side got 12 properties and Cima de Vila.  

Renovations or Restorations?  

There was nothing to restore. Inviting the government to get involved in preserving the house 
given that there might be a historic value was something that I rejected quite early in the process. 
Basically, very little but the stone walls were left untouched. Without much research, I hired an 
architect and a contractor. There was not much to choose from. Despite the extensive reforms of 
the house, the footprint essentially remained the same.   

Nothing could be saved from inside the house. All I kept were the papers that I found in two very 
old and decrepit trunks. I needed to make it livable, to make it a home. The first time I stayed in 
Cima de Vila was in February 2010. Since then, I have visited at least two times a year, except 
during the pandemic. Pili Seijas, God bless her, takes care of the house in between my visits. Jose 
Antonio Carnero and Conchi Fernandez also look after the house.  

Regrets  

I have many regrets, beginning with the choice of architect and builder, but will say no more 
about that. I have substantial regrets about the design of Cima de Vila, beginning with the 
geothermal heating system I had installed that nobody really understands and is constantly giving 
me trouble. Other issues that arose from the time that construction was done were dealt with 
and mostly resolved initially.  

I wanted the gallery giving access to the bedrooms and the covered patio to be left open, but 
soon enough I found out that the birds really enjoyed them too. And I was heartbroken each time 
I returned to Cima de Vila after several months absence to find the mess they left behind. So, I 
enclosed both with glass.  

The upside, in addition to making the spaces useable, is that it gives them a more contemporary 
look without detracting from the overall historic appearance.  
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Also, I wanted a garden in the outdoor patio with geraniums waiting for me on my return. But 
instead, I found weeds as tall as me. So, I replaced the garden with a cement patio. Another issue 
is the stone the builders used to recover the old oven. Instead of the irregular stones that are 
used all over the property, they used brick-like and ugly regular stone blocks. But I have decided 
to live with it for now.  

My ancestors  

Like I said, I only met my aunts and uncles in 1972. My grandparents were long gone by the time 
of my first visit to Galicia. Once they were gone, I had no chance to ask questions anymore and 
when I was young, I was not interested in my ancestors.   

I had lost all hope of learning about them when I found a one-page document in one of the 
trunks. That piece of paper was, in effect, an inheritance tree going back several hundred years to 
the founder of my family line. His name was Pedro Almuiña. The inheritance tree ended with my 
great-great grandparents, but I could complete the tree with my knowledge of family after some 
further serendipitous research. 
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         Inheritance Tree   

Census of Ensenada.  

I was intrigued to know more about my earlier ancestors and when I found out that in 1750 there 
was a census covering the then Kingdom of Galicia, I felt that this was my opportunity to find out 
more.  

The records of the Census were at the University of Salamanca, I think. But to my dismay what 
they stored were the aggregated data not at the village level.  

For a while I gave up my quest. But then I did another search to find if data on the villages were 
stored somewhere else, and that is when I came across the Archive of the Kingdom of Galicia, 
located in A Coruña, Galicia. The archive is more than two hours’ drive from Cima de Vila. And I 
had to fit this research around all the other chores that I have when I am there.  

My first visit to the archive was a disappointment. They did have the records of my village, Vilela, 
but they were in microfiche. And even though I tried, I could not make heads or tails of the 
system. So, I left.  

Eventually, I contacted them again and asked if they had the files in PDF or JPEG formats. But they 
did not. However, they offered to put them in those file types if I paid for them. And so, I did. I 
received them at the end of 2013. I used them to identify my ancestor, Sebastian Almuiña, as the 
one who responded to the census. I was able to do so with the help of the inheritance tree. Pedro 
Almuiña, is the first in line in the document, but his son Sebastian was the one who completed 
the census questionnaires.  

One of the first items in the questionnaire that Sebastian completed was about the house where 
he lived, and he identified this as Cima de Vila. That clinched it for me. Then I knew that he was 
my ancestor and that Cima de Vila had been in the family before 1743. Sebastian listed six pages 
for the record with all the properties. I have translated his answers to the questionnaire into 
English. But have yet to compare his list with what I own today.  

Cima de Vila  

She was a complete ruin: the roof leaked and ruined the furniture, the electricity had been cut off, 
as was the water that derived from a nearby spring.  
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I chose a local architect to begin the process of restoring the house to a livable state. The 
architect completely misunderstood what I wanted and proceeded to design a sort of hotel which 
in that area is called rural tourism, and apparently that is what was in vogue at that time. After 
much back and forth, he understood that all I wanted was a house for my family with four 
bedrooms instead of eight and a kitchen, living room and dining room.  

Finding a local builder provided yet another opportunity to make a bad mistake. There were 
problems with the project all along. Pushback on many areas, including that they questioned the 
need to have the three sections of the house all on one level instead of the many levels the 
original house had. This required lengthening the walls all around the house and buying stone 
from other derelict properties. A massive undertaking which has proven to be a great decision.  

And towards the end, a conflict with the builder required the intervention of a lawyer. The 
basement flooded with one foot of water and the builder refused to accept that that was his 
problem, but it was. In creating the outdoor garden, they had failed to place a membrane that 
could keep rainwater from the garden seeping downstream into the basement. The lawyer 
argued that the building contract specified that the work was finished if the house was livable and 
that a basement with one foot of water was not so. The builder had to go back, remove the dirt 
from the garden down to the ground, place a membrane and replace the dirt. However, the work 
was substandard and solved the problem temporarily, but years later we still had flooding 
problems. The problems were later fixed by Ramon y Elias Construcciones.   

The house was not ready for occupancy until 2010. The structures were finished earlier, but 
outfitting kitchens and bathrooms was not part of the project. There is a quirk of building practice 
in Spain: kitchens and bathrooms are a separate project.  

For that part of the project, I found a company in Vigo, Galicia, around two hours from the house 
that carried the quality of appliances and cabinets that I was looking for. That part proved to be 
successful, despite the distance and can’t complain about the results.  

Other projects for Cima de Vila  

The glass enclosures  

When the basic construction was finished, there were many other issues unresolved. I already 
wrote about the problem the birds caused. And that I had to enclose the gallery and patio with 
glass. Initially I just had the landscaper cover the gallery and the covered patio with netting to 
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prevent the birds from nesting and defecating inside. It was an eyesore and nonfunctional. I also 
got a noisemaker to keep them out, but it did not work.  

And then, one day we went out to dinner at the parador of Monforte de Lemos. An old monastery 
40 kilometers away from home. It is now a hotel with a pretty good restaurant. And then I saw 
this enormous glass walls from floor to ceiling that separated the hallways from the outdoor 
patio, and I saw what a solution for Cima de Vila could be.  

Finding the company that finally provided the glass enclosure was another odyssey. Practically 
nobody used this type of product to protect their homes from the elements or the birds. They are 
very expensive and people there do not want to spend this kind of money, or so we thought. 
Since I installed the glass enclosures, many people have come around to installing them. So much 
so that one of the vehicles that the company uses has a picture of the Cima de Vila installation. 
Businesses have always used the system but, until recently, few private people did.  

The Patio  

Part of the initial project included the garden that I discussed. I envisioned a large garden with 
grass and geraniums of many colors greeting me each time I returned. That was short sighted of 
me. It could have happened if I had wanted to have a landscape service, yet another group of 
people entering the house during the months I was away with access to the security system and 
without my ability to supervise. So that was a nonstarter.   

And so, year after year I will come back to a jungle of weeds that I will mow down with a special 
machine more powerful than a lawn mower. Eventually I decided that the garden had to go, and 
it was Ramon who took care of it. Got rid of the weeds and the dirt. Hired a specialized company 
and built a patio with a design in the cement and colored to harmonize with the rest of the 
outdoor area.  
It is not beautiful, but it does not cause me heartbreak.   

The Workspace (Palleira)  

Around 2015 I started to look around for things that might be falling apart and found plenty. But 
the biggest one was the workspace my family had used for farm chores. The space was next to 
the main house and essentially was a stone building with decaying roof and dirt floors. It had 
lately been used to store antique farm equipment, may be old farm equipment, antique has the 
implication that they were in good shape.   
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I was afraid that the space was going the way of many surrounding properties abandoned by the 
owners, where the roofs caved in and nothing, but the walls were left standing, sort of. I could 
not leave it alone, so I asked Ramon to help me restore the roof to begin with to prevent it from 
further deterioration. And so, we did have a new roof and we had the same bird problem as with 
the house. So, the next steps were to enclose the space, which required a new floor, and with the 
new floor the old walls looked like they needed help, so they were also repointed.   

At the end of the process, seven years later I ended up with an art studio. Now I am in the process 
of making it useful for my work. For now, I have a worktable, and a couch is on order. I have 
explored adding a heating system to be able to use it in the winter. More needs to be done during 
the next visits.  

Art and Life  

The first time I thought in art terms about Cima de Villa was at VCU (Virginia Commonwealth 
University) Graduate Sculpture Workshop in 2005. Discussing sources of inspiration with one 
visiting artist, and telling my story about the family, the farm, and the land, she asked me “how 
come I don’t see any images of all that on the walls of the studio.” After I finished talking to her, I 
went to the dorm and printed everything that I had on my computer about Cima de Vila. That was 
the beginning of my work mining my experience with Spain.  

Work About Cima de Vila  

Mea Culpa (on the website)2  

The remodeling, reconstruction, restoration, however one can view this project ended around 
2009 and by then I had soured on the builder and the architect. And then I found out that 
repairing and restoring the stone walls surrounding the house was not included in the estimate. 
After that, I knew that I was not going to be able to work with these people in the future. The 
builder’s estimate to restore the walls was €20,000 which was an outrageous amount.  

Luckily, I got a recommendation for another building company that has proven to this day to have 
been providential. Ramon y Elias Construcciones was the type of builder you can only dream of. 

 

2 www.susanaalmuina.com  



9  

They are honest, knowledgeable, experienced, and patient. So, they did the work of restoring the 
stone walls. I do not remember the cost, but it was much more reasonable.  

The walls were in very bad shape but still showed a quirky kind of design that locally is called 
esgrafiado.  I tried to find out if craftsmen still existed who did the kind of decorative work that 
had survived in a few areas of the walls. But to  

  
  

  
no avail. Ramon and Elias told me that they could not do that type of work or knew anyone who 
was still practicing their craft.   

The images of wall remnants pictured in this section adorned the façade of Cima de Vila before I 
restored it.    
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Images of Deteriorated Esgrafiado  

  

For several years I researched the origin of these designs, and only recently did I find a possible, if 
limited explanation of its origins, and that “esgrafiado” may be its name.   

In musing about the house, I was reminded that Cima de Vila was and is a “Casa Grande” (Manor 
would be an exaggeration) whose outside appearance would have been of special importance to 
its owners, and that the wall designs were typical of rural architecture of the south of Lugo (a 
province of Galicia), a practice that has all but disappeared.   

Tales told to me gave the time of this work as the 17th century, but some recent studies are 
confident that it may be much more recent. The best-known examples of esgrafiado are in 
Segovia and Barcelona, where the practice continues.  

Through time, the walls of Cima de Vila deteriorated and the images all but disappeared from the 
façade. The deterioration was not stopped, possibly, because the family became less affluent, and 
the façade may not have been a priority. What remains of the curlicues speak to me of my family 
at an earlier time when they were able to afford such flights of fancy. When the house passed on 
to me, only patches of the original work remained.  

While the restoration of Cima de Vila was going on, I searched for artisans using the esgrafiado 
technique without success. As the cost of the overall work mounted, I became discouraged and 
convinced that it would have been prohibitively expensive to apply esgrafiado to the facade.  

It was not just me who was stumped by the lack of information about the images and the craft, 
dates, and name of the practice.  

As recently as 1993, the coruñes architect Placido Lizancos Mora interviewed more than 100 local 
masons in Lugo to find out more about the designs, but only one of the masons was able to give 
the images a name: Mourisco.  

As Mourisco was the name given, in the local lore, to anything foreign or unreal, and perhaps evil, 
this information may have to be discounted other than to highlight the speed with which we are 
losing the traditional Galician world. Lysenko Mora continued to look for a more appropriate 
name as well as origins. A second, and, in his view, more promising origin he found in the work of 
the architect Margarita Fernandez who identified the markings as grotesques…  
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But to me, the decorative motifs of the grotesque are more sophisticated than anything that 
appears on the walls of Cima de Vila, where the images seem to have been painted to cover the 
joints between the stones.  

What I learned from these two architects is that the technique used in our region is like the 
preparatory work for tapestries, called cartoons, that the color used is always white because the 
material is plaster. (However, in my view, the artisans could have colored the plaster.)  

Also, they noted that the ornamentation is fragile because of the use of water to mix the plaster, 
so that the same component used to make the ornament is the element, rain, that destroys it.  

In Cima de Vila, the work on the facade as part of my restoration was a simple repointing of the 
stones, not remotely as beautiful or interesting as the original. That is why, before the new 
treatment was done, I photographed the fragments that remained, even though the fragments 
were so deteriorated that the images are practically unintelligible.   

In summary, the original designs may be neither esgrafiado nor grotesques, therefore, 
photographing the remnants before they were erased was my way to document a reminder of a 
tradition that could be rescued in the future and given its proper name and history.  

Lizancos Mora’s lament emphasizes that the loss of this Galician artisanship is not just due to the 
passage of time and the work of the rain, but mostly to the human hand that has not appreciated 
the value of this popular architectural practice.   

In Mea Culpa, I have tried to document the Galician artistic practice of embellishing the facade, as 
atonement for erasing what remained of it on the walls of Cima de Vila.  

The Ghosts (on the website)  

During the times I stayed in Cima de Vila I tried to learn about the crafts and practices of the 
people living there. In graduate school, I focused on fibers and continued my interest after 
graduation, so when I met an English weaver, Anna Champeney, who was also an ethnographer of 
Galician culture studying Galician weaving practices and offered classes in her studio in 
Cristosende, Orense, I jumped at the opportunity to learn more about it. From her, I learned of a 
weaving stitch that was called a Galician stitch, used by local weavers for their blankets. With this 
knowledge I designed a set of seven weavings, The Ghosts, with the images that had been on the 
walls and had been obliterated when I had the walls repointed. They were perhaps protectors, 



12  

perhaps ominous deterrents. I gave them names just in case. It was part of my Mea Culpa 
process.  

My Disappearing Landscape (on the website)  

In 2016, I was invited to participate in a group show in Washington, DC at the Hillyer gallery.  I was 
assigned the subject Landscape.  

 My work was in two parts and is based on the story of my inheritance and starts in 1743 in rural 
Spain when my ancestor Sebastian Almuiña was required to file a questionnaire about his 
possessions, due to the implementation of what came to be called the Census of Ensenada. For 
the Census, he declared ownership of land, his house, cattle, and other possessions around the 
farm. The questionnaire consisted of 40 questions, and he had to submit the response to the local 
authorities for review and determination of veracity. The purpose of the census was to help King 
Philip V of Spain increase his tax base to replenish his coffers.  

The first work is a textile that shows Sebastian in the process of completing the questionnaire and 
includes the ten pages of his response. I found these pages in the Archives of the Kingdom of 
Galicia, in Spain.  

The second work moves to the present time and shows my landscape as it is today. I inherited, 
from Sebastian’s descendants, 28 acres of property in a village in the province of Lugo, in Galicia. 
In comparing what Sebastian declared in the XVIII century with the property that we have today, I 
realized that we have lost a lot of the land in the process, probably because of sales and 
inheritance.  The land that is left is a patchwork of plots, 12 total.   

This second work is a wood sculpture showing a map with my properties in green together with 
their names. I am happy to say that the house that he declared in 1743, Cima de Vila, is still in the 
family. The remaining properties that Sebastian owned, and we no longer do are in white. It all 
looks like a puzzle, and I am still trying to piece together the history of Sebastian’s estate from the 
time of the census to today. That is why I call my work My Disappearing Landscape.  

Fragments - Concentration of parcels (on the website)  

An issue with the land I own is that it is like a patchwork. Only the parcels surrounding the house 
are contiguous. The remaining nine or so are separated by a good number of acres from each 
other.  
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In or around the year 2000, the government created the Land Bank., Bantegal, for the purpose of 
addressing this problem such that land is of insufficient size to be fully productive. The purpose of 
the bank is to concentrate the existing properties; essentially village by village the properties 
would be placed into the bank to be reapportioned in a more rational way. Unfortunately, the 
project never got to my area before it ran out of funds. So here we are with the patchwork. 
Showing the plight of land tenure, I made an art book titled Fragments. 3  

Keeper of Secrets (on the website)  

This work is a reminder of absence and loss and the triumph of light over darkness and shadows. 
It also refers to the fact that I found some correspondence and notes of a very private matter in 
the furniture my family left behind. Those are the secrets I refer to in the name of the installation.  

Light illuminates the areas that can be accessed: the doors and the drawers of the real-life 
furniture it stands for. Light alludes to the possibility of discovering secrets long hidden behind 
those doors and drawers. Not just secrets but also biography and history.  

Shadows stand for the difficulty in accessing this knowledge. Although we can reach into drawers 
and take the material objects that belonged to the absent ones but there are limits to the 
accessibility.  

Light and shadows stand for the limits that I have faced and will continue to face in filling in the 
blanks of my narrative.  

Memory Fountain (on the website)  

In the interstices of a wall in Cima de Vila, I found several very plain and rusted objects. I sensed 
that these objects had witnessed the lives of my family for me, and I wanted to make them talk. 
They might have been in the house for many years, perhaps for hundreds of years. I carried them 
back to the United States in my luggage. To make them talk, I dripped saline and vinegar over 
them as they lay on white cotton fabric stretched over containers. I used an intravenous system 

 

3 Before this work, during the VCU Sculpture Workshop, for my graduation I experimented with 
my own attempt at concentrating the parcels. I must find the images to include here. But it may 
be unnecessary for the story.  
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(IV bags) to deliver the saline, a reference to the lifesaving and resuscitating power these medical 
tools have. In time, the dripping of saline  

  
  

  
over the iron objects produced a rust stain on the fabric. The stained fabric represents a record of 
a process, a sort of daguerreotype that left a memory of my family’s presence, a portrait of the 
ancestors who lived in the house. Each piece of fabric had a resemblance to them, or so I 
imagined. Perhaps they handled these objects, or perhaps not, but they shared the same space at 
some point in time, I am certain of that. I embroidered their names on the stained fabric based on 
this conviction. This installation consists of a series of portrait shaped stains with names 
embroidered on them. It also has a component that produces the stains: IV bags that drip onto 
rusting objects (from my family’s house). The objects rest on buckets covered in fabric. The fabric 
receives the rust that drips from the objects and produces the portraits of my family members.  

  

Chairs/Portraits (on the website)  

This installation consisted of seven chairs representing my aunts and uncles. Each one had his/her 
quirks and that is all I knew about them. One chair represents Lola who was very flirty (the chair 
has an image of her on top and lots of frilly dress-like fabric draping it), Concepcion who took care 
of cleaning (the chair is covered in handmade soap), Hermitas who took care of the chickens, (the 
chair is made into a cage with weaving between the seat and the legs and has chicken feathers 
flying all over the place), Julio took care of the garden (the chair is covered in sod), Teo was very 
vain (his chair is upholstered with fabric showing his image repeated ad infinitum and has a mirror 
facing the seat area), Jose Maria was the eldest and owned most of the farm and properties (his 
chair has coins and keys), and Eladio had control of all the tools (his chair seat is perforated Luan 
to hang the tools).  

Tribute (on the website)  

This installation is a table setting where the dishes are made of felt, and the image is transferred 
from death images I inherited from my family. In Spain, it is still customary when people die to 
take pictures of them in the coffin. It is supposed to give comfort to the living since the dead 
person looks as if he or she is sleeping. It also preserves for posterity the image of the loved one.  
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I embroidered the tablecloth with the image of the farm properties my relatives cultivated during 
their lives. The installation is a celebration of their lives.  

Roots (on the website) or Seven Roots for Seven Siblings  

For immigrants like me there is a need to belong somewhere. We may tend to romanticize 
place and legacy, and to ruminate about the consequences of choices we make in search of 
fame and fortune, how much we lose and how much we gain by leaving our countries of origin. 
In this work I am probably transferring my need for roots with my interpretation of what my 
aunts and uncles may have deeded me in terms of character and passions. I am now in their 
home, and I want to keep it as well as they did.   
  

Concepción: was the heart and soul of the home and ensured that the house 
looked spic and span.  One of the things she did with an artistic bent was weave 
bedspreads and tapestries, usually during the winter months when the farm 
required less attention.  

Lola: was the livelier member of the household. Full of 
passion for life and adventure. She always hoped to get married, but it 
never happened. She was adamant that my sister Raquel and I get married 
no matter what.  

Teo: was the youngest and our main hope for continuation of the family name.  
but no matter how hard he tried and how many girlfriends he  

courted, he did not marry, and that hoped-for baby boy never 
happened.  

Jose María: was the eldest male and inherited almost everything because of the inheritance laws 
at the death of my grandfather in 1948. Therefore, he owned the house and most 
of the land. In fact, the house that I inherited came directly from him.  

Eladio: was the most “unfinished” of the seven. I say that because he seemed the 
brother with the most potential to succeed in the outside world. 
However, he chose or was forced to stay in the farm and did not achieve his 
dreams. As a child, he loved math and was the most competent with schoolwork. 
As an adult, he had responsibilities related to planning of the year’s work in the 
farm  
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and in addition took care of the farm tools and implements. Nobody had access to the tools 
without going through him.  

Julio: was sickly and died young compared to the others who lived into their 
80s. He was a sweet soul. I met him only once. I try to get to know him better 
through objects I found in a shed where he stored his tools.  

Hermitas:  was the youngest of the girls. She did a lot of work around the house, 
which in the farm required taking care of the pigs, the chickens, as well as making 
bread, and making cheese.   

She also loved baking and made enormous cakes (Roscón), to feed  
the family and the workers. I still have the mold that she used for the Roscón 
(on the left of the image).  

  

  

  The End (for now)  

  

  

  

  


