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Portugal’s cork industry is being shaken 

up by designers who are using it for 

everything from umbrellas to cathedrals. 

We took a trip to Lisbon to fi nd out why 

cork’s popping up all over the shop

mad

W o r d s ⁄ S h i r a  R u b i n
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A decade ago, Lisbon-based vegan footwear shop Nae was 
struggling to expand its clientele for cork-based loafers, 
sneakers and high-heeled pumps. Now, the team rushes 
to fi ll orders as demand for the shoes doubles each year.

“Nobody knew us back then, but now we’re popular,” says 
Marta Palma, marketing manager at the Nae store, which is 
located in the Portuguese capital’s trendy design and arts 
complex Lx Factory. “Young people are interested in cork because 
it’s a natural, malleable material, while Portuguese designers 
want to show it in the international fashion shows, to show we’re 
producing something here in our small country. And customers 
like us because cork is vegan and eco-friendly.”

Most of us are more familiar with cork as a stopper in wine 
bottles, or the spongy coating on pinboards, but it’s been a 
multipurpose material for thousands of years. The Ancient 
Egyptians buried their dead alongside cork-sealed ceramics; 
the Romans used it for shock-absorbent sandals and built their 
houses with corkwood planks; the bark was so revered by the 
Ancient Greeks that only priests were allowed to harvest it.

Over the past decade, the material has been harking back to 
its past glories, as it’s increasingly being put to use in everything 
from furniture, toys and interiors to clothes, footwear and even 
cladding for the outside of buildings. This is particularly true 
in Portugal, where designers are taking a new interest in their 
country’s largest natural resource. 

To get a grip on how this has happened, you should start at 
Cork & Co, located on a cobblestoned street in Lisbon’s stylish 
Bairro Alto neighbourhood. The minimalist, two-level store 
sells everything cork-based, and doubles as an exhibition space 
charting the material’s recent renaissance. 

“Cork design has been spreading,” says Cristina Salgado, 
a former lawyer who started Cork & Co in 2011 to showcase its 
versatility and design potential. She explains that, although 
Portugal produces at least 50% of the global supply of cork, before 
the early noughties designers here had little interest in using it. 
Instead, Lisbon’s street markets were fl ooded with “tacky”, made-
in-China cork bags, shoes, wallets and accessories. » 
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Clockwise, from left⁄

Cork & Co’s Dotty bag, 

made from cork leather 

(€149); raw cork bark; 

and zip detail from Nae’s 

Efe shoes (€129)
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Ironically, it was only during the fi nancial crisis that the market 
for designer goods made with cork took off . When double-digit 
unemployment and austerity measures hit, a new generation of 
designers and architects were forced to tighten their belts and 
look closer to home for inspiration. “We saw the chance to make 
something else, something we can be proud of,” says Salgado. 

Casting an eye around her store, you’re struck by the diversity 
of the products. Some, like aprons or baseball caps, are made 
from a thin, fabric-like layer of cork. Pieces of furniture are 
carved from an agglomerated expanded version – thick and 
spongy. Not all the items possess its typical mottled tan colour: 
the stumpy, modular seat dubbed Lagarta (“Caterpillar”) from 
Corque Design, is steamed to a deep brown. Umbrella designs 
take advantage of its natural waterproofi ng, while glasses cases 
and handbags mimic the fl exible yet durable properties of 
leather, without any ethical issues over provenance.

The ethical aspect is key, according to Salgado. “Cork’s renewed 
popularity has coincided with the international desire for eco-
conscious design,” she says, gesturing towards her exhibition, 
which features a potted history of Portugal’s vast cork forests and 
the environmentally sound way it’s harvested (see right). 

Cork is the bark of the Quercus suber, or “cork oak” tree – 
medium-sized evergreen oaks that cover one million hectares here; 
Portugal devotes more agricultural land to their cultivation than 
any other country in the world. These ancient woodlands, which 
are mostly located in the south of the country, are home to more 
than 200 animal species. Plant diversity can reach 135 species per 
square metre, according to the World Wildlife Fund. »

WHAT MAKES CORK SUSTAINABLE?

Quercus suber, “cork oak”, trees are only stripped 

some 20 years after they are first planted, 

in line with an ancient form of Portuguese 

agroforestry known as montado. Every nine years 

thereafter, farmers shave off the bark in a 

process that doesn’t harm the tree, since cork 

bark replenishes itself. The date of the last 

harvest is marked on the trunk, so that the next 

round of extraction never violates the nine-year 

rule – and trees are only harvested until they 

are 200 years old.

The first layer of stripped cork is known as 

“virgin” cork and is used to make articles for home 

decoration and for the production of granulated 

cork for insulation. Every extraction after the 

third layer is used in the manufacture of cork 

stoppers, and insoles for the shoe industry. 

The working practices are ethical too. In many 

cases, the cultivation process spans generations, 

and legacy cork farming is one of the last 

remaining high-skilled, highly paid forms of 

forestry in the Western world.
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Since the 1970s, protection of cork trees has been enshrined 
in Portuguese conservation law in recognition of the industry’s 
crucial place in the country’s economy. As well as bark, the 
trees sustain other local industry: acorns feed pigs to produce 
ibérico cured ham. They’re also an important part of local 
folklore, used in the cocho, a shepherd’s drinking ladle made 
out of the natural bark cavity that is still cherished as a 
decorative item across southern Portugal. 

Of course, cork’s primary use is in making bottle stoppers, 
and examples of these dating back millennia have been found 
by archaeologists. According to legend, the style we’re familiar 
with today was popularised by French Benedictine monk Dom 
Pérignon back in the 17th century. He wanted to fi nd a way to 
preserve high-quality sparkling wine from the Champagne 
region at a time when bottles were closed using wooden pegs 
encased with olive oil-soaked hemp. 

By the end of the last century, 95% of wine stoppers were 
made from cork, but these days around one third of the 18 
billion bottles of wine produced worldwide use screw tops or 
plastic stoppers. Cork’s global market share has declined to 
70%, with the nadir arriving in conjunction with Portugal’s 

economic crisis of 2010. This fall in fortunes 
spurred the cork industry to invest millions in 

technological development and to encourage 
new avenues for innovation and 

design. In recent years 
the market has begun to 

bounce back. »

“The Portuguese cork 
industry has invested 
millions in technology, 
and encouraged new 
avenues of design”

From left⁄

Corkigami by Carlos 

Ortega Design; Spherical 

by Movecho; Corqui by 

Corque; and Portuguese 

Roots by Alexandre 

Caldas/AROUNDtheTREE

Bottom⁄

Corkarc tile by Gencork

 Cork bark is nearly 90% air,

giving it a high level of 

elasticity and durability
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 Portugal is home 

to almost one 

million hectares 

of cork forest, 

the largest 

concentration 

in the world
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Established manufacturers have diversifi ed 
into designer brands. Sofalca, a long-established 
producer of cork for fl oors and soundproofi ng, 
has collaborated on Blackcork, a project that employs 
young Portuguese designers to make signature 
furniture pieces from steam-injected cork mixed with 
ash, and also Gencork’s “Corkllection” of digitally 
sculpted 3D wall tiles. 

In the past decade, architects have begun to use 
it to clad buildings too, resulting in an eye-catching 
façade that makes buildings energy effi  cient, 
waterproof and fi re retardant, as well as being 
good value for money. 

One hour’s drive from Lisbon in the Alentejo 
region, architect José Carlos Cruz was building a 
hotel when the fi nancial crisis arrived. He recalled 
a project in the 2000 Hannover Expo by Portuguese 
architectural giants Álvaro Siza Vieira and Eduardo 
Souto de Moura, that featured high-density 
corkboard façades. José Carlos Cruz believed that 
using cork instead of stone for the exterior would 
forge a serene sense of equilibrium between the 
building, nature and visitors.

“At fi rst, we wanted the main building to be 
coated with stone and then because of budget 
restraints, we were looking for an alternative,” 
says Antonio Cruz, José Carlos Cruz’s son and 
a senior architect on the project. “This place 
is right in the middle of some cork trees and it 
all came together.” 

Today, the Ecork resort is surrounded by 
vineyards, roaming black pigs, and massive olive 
and cork trees. Its central building is surrounded 
by a cluster of whitewashed bungalows – a modern 
interpretation of the traditional medieval village 
layout, in which a stone-walled castle was typically 
the focal point of smaller residences. 

There are, Antonio says, myriad benefi ts to using 
cork instead of stone, both on an ideological and a 
practical level: “In the forests you have Portuguese 
families extracting the cork, and it has this aura and 
reputation that it is made by humans rather than a 
machine.” Its practical benefi ts also mean that “you 
just glue it to the wall and it works as a very good 
insulation material against heat and sound”. 
It requires no fi nishing either, he says. » 

Left & above⁄

Portuguese cork forests; 

the Ecork hotel 

 Annual cork

production

worldwide is

about 200,000 

tonnes, mostly 

in Portugal, 

as well as in 

Spain, Morocco, 

Algeria, 

Tunisia, Italy 

and France
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Stay 
AlmaLusa 
Set in an 18th-

century building, 

this delightful 

boutique hotel 

has a courtyard 

restaurant and 

a policy for 

locally sourced 

everything, from 

soaps to freshly 

roasted coffee. 

almalusahotels.com

Eat
Time Out Market
Opened in 2014, 

this waterfront 

warehouse now 

houses an array 

of restaurants 

and interesting 

design shops, 

all hand-picked 

by Time Out 

journalists. 

timeoutmarketcom

Drink
Rio Maravilha
This rooftop bar 

is in Lx Factory, 

a funky complex 

of galleries, 

design boutiques 

and restaurants.

Gaze at the 

dazzling river 

panoramas while 

lingering over 

a port-tónico 

(white port 

and tonic). 

riomaravilha.pt

While
you’re in… 
Lisbon

Cork’s versatility is thanks to its honeycomb-like structure, 
in which air-fi lled microcells – about 42 million per cubic 
centimetre – create elasticity and durability. Unlike any 
other natural product, it can be left under a stone weight for 
centuries and as soon as the external pressure is removed, 
it will gradually return to its original shape. 

As well as being squashed, it can be sculpted, shaped, 
steamed and also shaved to make cork leather. At Ecork 
it’s even been ground up and added to the white paint 
that coats the guest villas, serving as protection from the 
scorching Mediterranean heat that can hover above 40oC 
in the summer months. 

In 2017, architect João Luís Carrilho da Graça took this last 
process one step further. His Lisbon Cruise Terminal uses 
cement blended with cork composites for a lightweight yet 
still hefty structure that can accommodate the 1.8 million 
visitors expected each year. Seven years ago, Portuguese 
cork was also installed as the fl ooring in Barcelona’s Sagrada 
Familia, which will fi nally be completed in 2026.  

These high-profi le projects are helping to inspire yet more 
craftsmen, entrepreneurs and designers to liberate cork from 
its narrow pigeonhole, says Carlos de Jesus, communications 
director of Amorim, the largest cork company in the world. 

“Cork has helped architects and designers fi nd solutions for a 
problem we all have: how to achieve good technical performance 
while still making a positive contribution to sustainability,” 
says de Jesus. “We know about our past with cork, but we’re now 
thinking we can have an even brighter future.” 
Norwegian fl ies to Lisbon from Oslo, Copenhagen and Stockholm. 
Book fl ights, a hotel and a rental car at Norwegian.com

Clockwise, from left⁄

Cork furniture and homewares have seen a 

boost in the past five years, like this Blackcork 

sofa with Gencork tiles; Daniel Michalik Cortiça 

chaise longue; Corkahedron light by Gencork; 

and Daniel Michalik candlesticks and braceletD
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