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The Significance & Importance of The Alhambra in Islamic Art and Archaeology

Situated on top of a hill, overlooking the city of Granada, lies what is by far Western Europe’s most famous example of Islamic architecture. This building is called the Alhambra; named after the red brick used during its construction.1 In this essay I will examine why the Alhambra is so important to art and archaeology; I will explore this through the building techniques used and also its employment to the materials of tile, stucco and glass that were used to create this magnificent palace. I shall also try and discover if they used any new techniques, or if they just used pre-existing ones. In this essay, I want to try and discover what made this palace so unique, what made it stand out from other Islamic structures; and to what extent this uniqueness is explainable by the building’s European setting.

The Palace

The Alhambra dates back to 1237 and one of the best preserved and awe inspiring palaces in Spain.2 There are many reasons that many have not survived the ravages of time; many were lost due to the Christian conquest of 1492, and of course poor workmanship and vandalism could be to blame for such a loss. The survival of the palace is one of the many reasons on what makes the Alhambra so important to modern day archaeologists and historians, “…it is really only the Alhambra at Granada that anything of architectural consequence is to be seen”3.

The outside of the Alhambra, while it is still an incredibly impressive, imposing fortress, is entirely undecorated. It is difficult to imagine that once through those doors, the viewer shall be immersed in the most beautiful forms of Islamic art, for the interior decoration is  renowned as exquisite. Indeed, it is a form of time travel to set foot in this fabulous palace, one is transported back to a time prior to the Reconquista. 

The palace underwent much change during the time of construction, and it was eventually completed by the end of the fourteenth century. Much scholarship has been devoted to the layout and interior of this most impressive palace. The Alhambra is comprised of three palaces and they are the Comares Palace, The Palace of Lions and the Partial Palace4. The Alhambra’s layout is as though it is a small town, as the building was so large that it could have fit as much as 40,000 people under its roof5. It is hard to believe that a building of this colossal scale could be made for one ruler, by the name of Muhammad I, who was also said to have been the architect of this grand structure.6 The architecture of the Alhambra is known as Hispano-Moresque, due to the Moorish, Hispanic influences, this palace is actually the most famous example of this type of architecture. Perhaps it’s greatest influence was the introduction of Islamic art to the western world.

Influences in the construction of the Alhambra

Persian art and architecture would have greatly influenced the artists and craftsmen that had a part in the construction of this most fantastical palace. For instance, in many rooms not an inch of wall is visible, due to the entire surface being covered with stucco ornamentation, these panels are beautifully decorated with intricate arabesque designs. Arabesque was a “style, [which] came to its most brilliant and complete expression in Islamic times.”7 It was the most popular decorative feature in Islamic architecture, it is almost always featured in Mosques. 
The difference between the traditional Persian stucco technique and the methods used in the making of the panels of the Alhambra are quite profound. The Persians carved their stucco by hand into the hardening plaster, whilst the plaster of the Alhambra was produced via the use of moulds8, lacking such hand crafting it has been described in the words of historian Arthur Pope “does not escape a somewhat mechanical look.”9 The Persians produced stucco of far superior quality, although this would have been a very time consuming, costly process, so it would likely have been a very impractical method to decorate the interior of the Palace in this way. The precast moulds do not take away the sheer brilliance of workmanship though, as the effect of this stucco ornamentation is most impressive. 

There were a number of reasons why the use of panel wall decoration was so popular; obviously, Religion would be a major factor, as the panels attracted light and light was of religious import to the Islamic faith10. The historian Seyyed Hossein Nasr described this effect in the Alhambra as “Crystallizations of light, limpid and lucid, illuminating and illuminated, where the space of Islamic architecture is defined by light.”11 This statement is extremely apt in his description of the light of Islamic structures, they seem to have a translucent quality about them, as if they are lit by the light of a force far greater than the craftsmen who built this amazing feat of engineering. Status indication is clearly another vital factor; they served as a status symbol to the wealthy as only the very rich could afford such lavish decoration as these, the poor would have had just plain walls, unembellished by the decorative arts12.

One of the most majestic rooms is the Royal Baths in the Harem, the roof of which is covered with star-shaped windows, there is actual historical evidence that they would originally have been covered with red glass13. Again, without the Persians this technique would not have been possible, as “The Islamic development of geometrical patterns, particularly stars, polygons, wheels and other radial forms, lent itself especially to window design.”14 This in itself is interesting, they very use of these shapes as a form of window decoration creates the most beautiful and iconic imagery. The colours would have been vivid and iridescent, one can only imagine how beautiful this Harem in the Bath Houses would have been in Medieval Granada, every space in this fantastical Palace is covered by glorious decoration, making sure that every aspect was made use of.

Then there is the influence of the Arabesque, which was invented as the name suggests by the Arabs. This was an extremely important advancement in Islamic art, as it is used in almost all types of Islamic art and architecture, it often employs “a particular script which also served as a basic form of ornament in art exercised a tremendous unifying effect.”15 It was unifying in that it sometimes is combined with calligraphy creating the most beautiful artwork “The arabesque suited very well the Islamic artistic desire to fill an entire surface with ornamentation.”16 The arabesque was a motif in the art of Islam. One can see it’s trace on almost every Islamic artwork in existence. The beauty of the arabesque is seen throughout the Alhambra, it can combine calligraphy and the Arabic script. There is a poem by Ibn Zamrok, lyrically extolling the virtues of the palace17, these words are entwined amongst geometrical patterns, this technique has an extremely beautiful effect, and this is  predominant throughout the palaces interior.
	
New Techniques used in the building of the Alhambra

It is questionable as to how many new techniques were actually used in the building of the Alhambra. Spain had a new advancement in techniques by the way of pottery and ivory, but little in the way of architectural advancement18. Although, there was a certain type of column that was used during the construction process of the Alhambra, and this column has not been used before or since. The column is made of marble, but while the material used is not unique, the appearance is. It has a shaft is a narrow, round column and at the base of this column there is a large concave moulding, with rings decorating the upper part of this structure19. Why they invented this uniquely styled column is debatable. Whether they wanted to create something unique just for the palace or perhaps they may have wanted to create a unique sense of artistry.

The Court of the Lions

In the inner courtyard resides a most unusual, other worldly sculpture. This sculpture was actually a later addition to the palace, made in 1354, and yet in some ways is one of the most impressive in its simplicity of artistry. It is not over embellished, like much of the palace’s interior architecture. It is a fountain, and circling this fountain is a group of twelve lions, their mouths open as if in readiness to pounce on the approaching victim. This fountain is hugely significant, as it can tell a great deal about Islamic artistry. They are unusual in that there is usually “groups of three” animals around a fountain20, but the curious thing is that there are actually twelve of these lions, they look to have the beginnings of a growl on their mouths, as if they are protecting this inner courtyard from the onlooker. This was the first Palace to produce such a fountain, others may have followed but not to the grand scale of these lions. They are a true work of art, they are the focal point of the room, and they create an impressive impression on anyone who beholds them for the first time. As for the basin, historian Frederick Bargebuhr actually suggests that there could be a link between the ‘Sea of Solomon’ and the basin that the lions are holding up21. This could be an interesting theory, as the Sea of Solomon is actually a biblical reference where twelve oxen held up the sea in a large bronze basin at the Temple of Soloman, but this is just interpretation and cannot be proved. These lions are actually mentioned in the poem by Ibn Zamrok, he describes the lions as “freely ‘grazing’ under the shelter of the protecting basin, representing the ruler of peace”22 He suggests that they are grouped together in such a way as if they are in need of protection, rather than guarding. What they represented archaeologists and historians can only guess, but it is more than likely to have represented the Zodiac, as the twelve lions represent the twelve suns of the zodiac and the 12 months.23

The other impressive feature of this Courtyard is the use of marble columns that appear to hold up intricate stucco ornamentation. The columns themselves are irregularly placed24; and are only there for effect, as a decoration to impress the observer, not for any practical reasons. 

The stalactites in the archway to the courtyard are a beautiful example of Islamic artistry, they are positioned above the arched doorway upon entering the courtyard. Historian Seyyd Hossein Nasr has the opinion that these stalactites serve not the function of supporting the roof or just mere decoration but that they are in fact symbolic “…they symbolise the decent of light into the world of material forms. They are like rags of light cast from the world of the supernal sun toward the abode of earthly opacity.”25 In Islamic architecture, it would be fair to say that most decoration is symbolic in some way, even down to the tiles on the walls; they have a mathematical symbolism, that could be considered too complicated in specific motifs lost to time for the modern scholar to unravel.

Representations of the human form in Islamic Art: The Hall of Kings

In Islamic art, the representation of human figures is generally frowned upon, and its use is greatly restricted26; so the fact that there are ten Muslim men featured in a painting that resides in the Hall of Kings at the Alhambra, makes the palace even more important and significant. This painting is situated on the central vault, the figures who look to be sitting in deep discussion under the stars. They are dressed in cloaks and tunics, their heads are covered in turbans and they have belts encircling their waists, with ceremonial swords and on their chests, are crosses of bands.27 “Early scholarship depicted these men as the first ten sultans of the Nasrid Dynasty.”28 Although this theory has now been rejected by modern scholars who actually believe these men to be more Christian than Islamic in influence.29

It has been suggested that perhaps Muhammad V wanted to placate the invading Christians during the Reconquista by is use of these human figures; while not impossible, this seems unlikely, as the rest of the interior of the palace does not match this theory. According to Scholar Ruiz Souza, this vault was Muhammad’s V’s library30. Surely if Muhammad wanted to appease the Christian invaders then this painting would not be hidden from all but immediate relatives and the people who worked closely with him, and would instead be in plain view. Much more likely that if this was a library as Ruiz Souza suggests, ”The study of the architectural frame of the paintings…suggest a relationship between the painting and the books intended to be kept below it.”31 This theory gives credence to the suggestion that this painting was indeed created for the use of a library. Ultimately the reason for the use of human figures in the Hall of King’s remains open to speculation – but to my mind exposure to European Art seems the most likely vector for their use whatever it may be.

Summary


In conclusion, the very fact that this building survived the Christian conquest is miraculous in itself, while there was damage to the palace during Charles V modernisation of the palace, most of the Islamic interior decoration remained intact. Every detail of this historic building can say a story, Historian Burchhart said of the Alhambra “Among the examples of Islamic architecture under the sway of sovereignty of light, the Alhambra at Granada occupies the first rank.”32 Much of the Islamic architecture of the Alhambra was destroyed through modernisation and ‘improvements’ by Charles V on his arrival in 1526. The very fact that this Palace is the best preserved Islamic palace in Spain from the Medieval period, is hugely important in itself. The Alhambra shows an insight into the craftsmen of the time, every detail of the interior has significant meaning. It is plain to see that the Palace was carefully planned and constructed, the layout is expertly planned, making full use of the space and beyond this the “Decoration assumes more importance than the structures themselves.”33  

The Alhambra is without question one of the most important and significant examples of Islamic architecture, not just in Spain but throughout the rest of Europe. It has been the cause of countless discussions and debates with academics and scholars for centuries, and was the key building which introduced Islamic art to European audiences. While the provenance of individual features and motifs present within the decorative scheme which appear to be unique or innovative is individually debatable; it seems the simplest solution to argue that elements which seem different in the Alhambra to equivalent structures elsewhere from the Islamic world are unique because of the structures’ European setting. Unsatisfyingly however, this is not testable as no equivalent structures survived sufficiently intact from Islamic Spain to the present to question this against. 
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