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The restoration of the Oratory of the Partal
Palace in the Alhambra of Granada, Grand
Prix Europa Nostra 2019
Federico Wulff Barreiro

Abstract

This research focuses on the latest restoration of the Oratory of the Partal Palace (2013–2017), a 14th-century
palatine mosque in the Alhambra, one of the most important UNESCO-listed World Heritage Sites of Spain. This
restoration was awarded the Europa Nostra Grand Prix 2019, the most prestigious European heritage award,
promoted by the European Commission. The restoration revealed original inscriptions, decorative elements and
constructive solutions from the Nasrid period that had been unknown to date. The interpretation of these
discoveries enabled a deeper understanding of Nasrid carpentry techniques as distinctive from their Christian-
mudéjar counterparts. The dendrochronology tests of the original decorated timber framework covering the prayer
space consistently dated its timber elements as having been cut during the autumn/winter of 1332–1333. This
would prove that the Oratory had been conceived of and its construction initiated on a date earlier than its widely
accepted attribution to Yusuf I (1333–1355), most likely during the rule of the earlier sultan Ismai’l I (1314–1325),
who had already made several interventions in the Partal Palace. The improved legibility of the last two 1846 and
1930 historical restorations has enabled the interpretation of the Oratory of the Partal Palace as a compendium of
Spanish heritage preservation approaches over the last 180 years.
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1 Introduction
The Alhambra palatine complex, a UNESCO-listed

World Heritage Site since 1984,1 is considered the

most important heritage site of Spain and is the

most visited. It is one of the best-preserved medieval

Islamic palatine complexes worldwide and the most

important heritage site built in the Iberian Peninsula

during the Islamic period (711–1492). It has been

interpreted as a palimpsest of the multiple intercul-

tural interactions during medieval Muslim and

Christian rules, intimately connected to the excep-

tional values of its natural landscape. Its

construction was initiated in the mid-13th century

under the first emir of the Kingdom of Granada,

Muhammad Ibn al-Ahmar (1195–1273). This emir

founded the Nasrid dynasty that ruled the Kingdom

of Granada from 1238 until 1492. It was the last

Muslim kingdom on the Iberian Peninsula to be

conquered by Christians, which occurred in 1492,

the same year as the discovery of America by Chris-

topher Columbus. The Alhambra complex includes a

series of royal palaces and a complex system of

towers, defensive walls and military fortresses, to-

gether with water infrastructure and a rich variety of

gardens supporting the life of the royal court of the

Nasrid dynasty. The Alhambra was mainly completed

a century later during the reigns of the sultans Yusuf

I (1333–1354) and his son Muhammad V (1354–
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1359/1362–1391), the two most well-known Nasrid

sultans of the dynasty (Fernández-Puertas 1997).

The Partal Palace, attributed to the Nasrid emir

Muhammad III (1302–1309) with later interventions

during the rule of the sultan Isma’il I (1314–1325), is the

earliest surviving structure amongst the Nasrid royal pal-

aces that have articulated the Alhambra complex (Torres

Balbás 1959, 402).

The Partal Palace includes the Ladies’ Tower (Torre

de las Damas), a portico decorated with interlaced

sebka motifs and deeply influenced in its conception

by the former Almohad dynasty architecture, and a

rectangular water pond. On its north side, the Partal

Palace faces the Albayzín, one of the best-preserved

medieval Nasrid neighbourhoods in Granada, also

listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site (Fig. 1). It

is closely related to the most renowned and best-

preserved Nasrid palaces of the Alhambra, built on

successive dates: the Palace of Comares attributed to

Yusuf I and the Palace of the Lions, attributed to his

son Muhammad V (Fig. 2).

2 The Oratory of the Partal Palace
The Oratory of the Partal Palace is a private palatine

mosque built for the exclusive use of the Nasrid sul-

tan that has been widely attributed to Yusuf I (1333–

1354).

Together with the Arabic houses of the Partal Palace

and the House of Astasio de Bracamonte, they form a

set of buildings that constituted an essential part of the

daily life of the sultan’s medieval court. From the per-

spective of its religious use and its decorative

programme, the Oratory could be considered the most

important building in this palatine complex (Fig. 3).

The House of Astasio de Bracamonte is a building ad-

jacent to the Oratory’s south-eastern wall that was built

earlier than the palatine mosque, although its second

floor was constructed during a later period (Torres Bal-

bás 1945: 443, 448). In 1550, it was given by Emperor

Charles V to Astasio de Bracamonte, the squire of the

Governor of the Alhambra, the Count of Tendilla. The

Oratory and the House of Astasio are covered by two

four-sloped roofs of slightly different heights, with a dif-

ficult encounter that has produced several structural and

constructive pathologies, addressed during the 2013–

2017 restoration (Fig. 4).

Access to the Oratory is obtained by a staircase built

alongside the north-eastern defensive walls of the Al-

hambra, built between the end of the 13th century and

the beginning of the 14th century.

Both buildings sit on an earlier tower 15 m. high that

formed part of these defensive walls.

The plan of the Oratory has a reduced rectangular

proportion of 4.16 m. long by 3 m. wide (Fig. 5). The

north-western access faces the mihrab, the sacred space

where the Muslim worshippers directed their prayers, lo-

cated on the south-eastern partition wall shared with the

House of Astasio. Wide openings including twin win-

dows divided by columns are located on its north-

eastern facade facing the Albayzín and on its south-

western facade over the gardens of the Partal Palace.

The House of Astasio, originally a Nasrid house asso-

ciated with daily life in the Partal Palace, was conceived

independently from the mosque and hence has a separ-

ate entrance from the Partal gardens. Another

Fig. 1 The Oratory and the House of Astasio, part of the Nasrid royal palaces articulating the Alhambra, in a view from 2020 (Source: the author)
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independent space on a lower level is also accessible

from the gardens. Both spaces were built earlier than the

Oratory (Torres Balbás 1945).

As shown in a longitudinal section (Fig. 6, left), the en-

trance to the Oratory opens into a very narrow threshold

space covered by an original wooden ceiling, which leads

to the main inner space of the mosque through a semi-

circular, richly decorated arch. The mosque’s mihrab,

visible from the exterior through the entrance door and

located on the other end of this main space, is covered

by a muqqarnas vault. The central praying space is cov-

ered by the original Nasrid decorated timber frame, the

main focus of the 2013–2017 restoration.

This decorated timber frame, initially built as an inde-

pendent structure from the upper roof, exhibited sub-

stantial deformations due to its inadequate ability to

bear the roof’s load.

The House of Astasio has three levels, the upper being

accessible by a staircase connected to its entrance from

the Partal gardens (Fig. 6, right). This is a reduced space

partially located over the referred Oratory’s mihrab and

therefore superimposed over it. It includes openings on

its north-eastern side facing the Albayzín and towards

the Partal gardens on its south-western elevation. The

other two levels are the previously mentioned independ-

ent ground level and a lower space in the basement, ac-

cessible by another door.

3 The decorated timber framework
The richly decorated timber frame (armadura apeina-

zada) covering the central space of the mosque (Fig. 7)

constitutes a unique heritage element and is one of the

best-preserved examples of a decorated timber structure

of the Nasrid dynasty, closely connected to the Chris-

tian-mudéjar2 medieval carpentry traditions but also dis-

tinctive from them in its construction techniques. It is

formed by four slopes built of rafters and assembled

noggings with interlaced patterns of eight-point stars at

their lower and upper ends (Fig. 8). Each of these slopes

was prefabricated at the carpentry workshop with their

rafters attached to diagonal rafters running along its lat-

eral sides (limas moamares). The previously mentioned

assembled noggings also provide enough rigidity to

make these slopes structurally cohesive and therefore

manageable for transportation to the building site for

final assembly.

Once on site, the upper ends of each slope’s rafters

were then inserted into their corresponding horizontal

Fig. 2 The Partal Palace in relation to the other preserved royal palaces of the Alhambra: the Palace of Comares, the Palace of the Lions, the
Palace of the Emperor Charles V, the Albayzín neighbourhood and the Alcazaba fortress (Source: the author)

2Mudéjar: A syncretic medieval architectural style that combines
Christian and Muslim constructive, architectural and decorative
traditions. Since the end of the twelfth century, this style was
conceived and implemented for the construction of medieval Christian
churches and palaces by craftsmen of Hispano-Muslim backgrounds
who had settled in the Northern Christian Kingdoms of the Iberian
Peninsula.
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collar ties, thus forming the horizontal plane, called the

almizate, at the top of this structure, as shown at the

centre of Figs. 7 and 8.

The almizate (Fig. 8 centre), formed by successive col-

lar ties that were also prefabricated at the carpenter’s

workshop, displays a complex decorative pattern formed

by its parallel collar ties assembled with structural nog-

gings and additional decorative elements. This avant-la-

lettre prefabricated building process enabled its very

careful fabrication at the carpenters’ workshop, hence

the very sophisticated level of construction reached.

The different kinds of timber used in the structure

were those most commonly used in the Nasrid context

during the 14th century. The almizate and the common

rafters are made of silver poplar (Populus alba L.), while

the central rafters in the north-eastern and south-

western slopes are made of Aleppo pine (Pinus halepen-

sis Mill.) (Rodríguez Trobajo 2014, 1). The reduced di-

mensions of this structure enabled the use of silver

poplar, a widely available although weaker wood, for

most of its elements, while the central rafters of these

two slopes are made with the more resistant Aleppo

pine, as these elements bear a greater structural load

(Fig. 8, lighter blue central rafters).

As shown in the longitudinal section in Fig. 6 and

in the following detailed cross section in Fig. 9, the

Fig. 4 North-eastern elevation of the Oratory and the House of Astasio, both built over earlier defensive walls (Source: Artyco 2015)

Fig. 3 The Oratory from the portico of the Partal Palace in 2017 (Source: the author)
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Fig. 6 Longitudinal section of the Oratory and the House of Astasio, illustrating the independence of the Oratory’s upper roof structure from the
inner decorated timber frame dated to the Nasrid period. Additionally, note the delicate encounter between the Oratory and the House of
Astasio’s roof slopes, which had caused a major rainwater penetration issue (Source: Wulff Barreiro 2012)

Fig. 5 Plan layout of the Oratory (left) and the House of Astasio de Bracamonte (right) (Source: Wulff Barreiro 2012)
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original decorated timber frame was initially totally

independent from the roof upper structure, thus ex-

clusively bearing its own load. As becomes apparent

in the subsequent analysis of the timber frame’s con-

dition prior to the 2013–2017 restoration, the

structural failure of the upper roof’s rafters led to

their inadequate bearing upon the delicate inner tim-

ber frame, causing a major warping of its almizate

(Fig. 12).

This structural typology, characterised by its trun-

cated pyramid shape and the assembled interlaced

decorative—but also structural—noggings, was present

in other buildings from the same period in the Al-

hambra and in the medieval city of Granada. They

were built during a very specific period between the

last decades of the 13th century and the mid-14th

century (Wulff Barreiro 2011). Afterwards, the high

level of geometrical and technical skills required for

the carpenters to undertake their construction led to

their substitution with simpler and non-structural

decorative ceilings that were directly nailed onto hid-

den rough roof structures. However, in the Christian-

mudéjar context, the same structural typology—al-

though using slightly different techniques and propor-

tions—survived until the 18th century in Spain and

Latin America. In the Alhambra, this typology covers

the Royal Hall (Sala Regia) of the Generalife Palace

(the summer residence of the sultan), the Tower of

Machuca and the “Painting House” (Casa de las Pin-

turas), also located in the Partal Palace complex. In

the city of Granada, the Royal Hall of St. Dominic

(Cuarto Real de Santo Domingo), a Nasrid palace

built under the second Nasrid sultan Muhammad II

(1273–1302) and therefore before the Partal Palace, is

Fig. 8 Decorated timber framework. Carpentry elements: Rafters, noggings, interlaced decorative elements, and eight-point stars. Note the
Aleppo pine central rafters on NE and SW slopes (Source: Wulff Barreiro 2012)

Fig. 7 Decorated timber framework after the 2013–2017 restoration
(Source: Artyco 2015)
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also covered by this typology. This is the largest and

oldest preserved structure of this typology in the Nas-

rid sultanate of Granada, with a consistent dendro-

chronology dating of 1281 (Almagro Gorbea and

Orihuela Uzal 1995, 1997; Rodríguez Trobajo 2008:

33–53).

4 1846 and 1930 historical restorations
In 1846, the private owner of both buildings, Mr. Acebal,

commissioned Rafael Contreras to conduct a restoration

that would be aligned with the European Orientalist and

eclectic trends of their time, close to the ideas of the

French architect Viollet-le-Duc on recovering the

Fig. 10 Rafael Contreras’ restoration plans from 1846, detail of the mihrab (Source: APAG, Historical Archive of the Council of the Alhambra)

Fig. 9 Detailed cross-section of the Oratory’s actual roof structure and inner decorated timber frame after the 2013–2017 restoration, illustrating
the independence of their structures (Source: Artyco 2015; adapted by the author)
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original ‘atmosphere’ of restored buildings by making

‘creative’ reinterpretations of the missing parts (Torres

Balbás 1945, 114). However, based on his extensive

knowledge of the Nasrid ornamental grammar of the Al-

hambra, Rafael Contreras was able to be very rigorous—

for his time—in his restoration (Fig. 10). His sensitive

and detailed intervention was deeply influenced by

Owen Jones’ decorative studies of the Alhambra, which

had been undertaken and published some years earlier

(Jones and de Gayangos 1842, Jones and Goury 1845;

Contreras 1878).

The last major restoration of the Oratory was under-

taken in 1930 by Leopoldo Torres Balbás, the Director

of the Alhambra from 1923 until 1936, the final year of

the Spanish Second Republic (1931–1936) (Torres Bal-

bás 1945, 1969). Torres Balbás has been considered the

Fig. 11 1930 restoration by Leopoldo Torres Balbás. Longitudinal section and ground floor plan (Source: APAG, Historical Archive of the Council
of the Alhambra)
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initiator of and the most important reference for modern

architectural restoration in Spain, in close relation to the

most prestigious European heritage architects and archi-

tectural historians of his time, such as Gustavo Giova-

nonni in Italy and Henri Terrasse in France (Rivera

Blanco 2013). With a rationalist mindset, Torres Balbás’

initial approach was the selective removal of all added

elements from previous historical restorations, such as

the aforementioned 1846 Rafael Contreras intervention.

The goal was to enable the exclusive legibility of the ‘au-

thentic’ medieval Nasrid remains without giving any

concessions to subsequent interpretations (Fig. 11).

However, for the first time ever in a Torres Balbás res-

toration, in the Oratory, he acknowledged Rafael Con-

treras’ profound understanding of Nasrid ornamental

language. Torres Balbás decided to retain the best parts

of Contreras’ intervention, considering them high-

quality interpretations of the missing parts. His restor-

ation approach evolved from an initially radical rational-

ist standpoint, typical of the 20s–30s in the twentieth

century, to more advanced eclectic criteria, as he himself

defined his restoration (Torres Balbás 1945).

5 The Oratory of the Partal Palace as a
compendium of the last 180 years of Spanish
heritage preservation approaches
The relevance of both the 1846 and the 1930 restoration

lies in both being high-quality cultural expressions of

their respective European historical contexts. The former

was an interesting example of the romantic, orientalist

and eclectic trends of the mid-19th century that was also

rigorous in its knowledge of Nasrid architecture. The

latter illustrates a very advanced approach that went be-

yond the European rationalist trends of the time. The

mere search for a controversial Nasrid ‘authenticity’ was

overtaken by a complex approach based on an appreci-

ation of the qualities of the previous Rafael Contreras

intervention. These ad hoc design and preservation deci-

sions might be closer to contemporary approaches to

European heritage preservation.

These two historical restorations and their associated

heritage values, together with other subsequent minor

repairs (Prieto Moreno 1968), enable the interpretation

of the Oratory of the Partal Palace as an architectural

compendium of the last 180 years of heritage preserva-

tion approaches in Spain, from the 1846 Orientalist res-

toration through the 1930 scientific-eclectic restoration,

to the 2013–2017 intervention, based on preservation

and legibility.

6 2005 and 2007 preliminary reports
The Council of the Alhambra and Generalife commis-

sioned the practice Wulff-Guirnaldos Architects to com-

pile two preliminary research reports focusing on the

analysis of the 19th and 20th century historical restora-

tions (Wulff Barreiro 2005) and on the constructive con-

dition of both buildings (Wulff Barreiro 2007). The first

report (2005) focused on archival research, conducted in

Granada3 and Madrid4, on the preserved graphic and

written documents related to both buildings and their

historical restorations. The second report (2007)

Fig. 12 Profound warping in the upper horizontal plane of the decorated timber framework, the almizate (Source: the author)

3The Historical Archive of the Council of the Alhambra.
4The General Archive of the Central Public Administration of Spain.
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included a thorough constructive analysis using photo-

grammetric and laser techniques. The outcomes of these

reports were twofold: on the one hand, the successive

heritage values added to the building by the historical in-

terventions and the importance of their preservation and

legibility were acknowledged; on the other hand, increas-

ing the awareness of the need for an urgent restoration

of the original timber framework, the condition of which

was concerning.

7 Condition of the two buildings before the 2013–
2017 restoration
7.1 Hipped roofs

The 1930 restoration included an inadequate redesign

of the roofs covering the two buildings that was

meant to enhance their distinctive legibility (see Figs.

4 and 6). The Oratory was covered with a hipped

roof that has since poured rainwater off its south-

eastern side against the north-western wall of the

House of Astasio, which is slightly higher. Similarly,

the House of Astasio was covered by another hipped

roof, the north-western slope of which drained rainfall

into the same encounter, a problem which was solved

with a valley gutter. While the rest of the 1930 inter-

vention could be considered excellent, the design of

this encounter was probably its worst design decision

from a construction perspective. Since then, it has

caused dampness issues on the north-western brick

wall of the House of Astasio. The lack of a good wa-

terproofing solution for the valley gutter has resulted

in rainwater penetration into the inner spaces. This

has produced moisture and led to the decay of parts

of the decorated timber framework, together with the

degradation of the timber structure and the ceiling

covering the overlapping space between the Oratory

and the House above the delicate mihrab.

7.2 Structural and constructive pathologies

As discussed in the 2007 preliminary report, the path-

ologies prior to the 2013–2017 restoration were divided

into two main categories:

A. Structural issues in both the roof of the Oratory

and its inner decorated timber framework

B. Local constructive pathologies caused by structural

movements, dampness and organic remains.

Regarding the structural pathologies, the upper

horizontal plane (almizate) of the inner decorated

timber framework was profoundly warped due to

the inadequate load-bearing of the upper roof,

which demanded an urgent structural intervention

(Fig. 12).

In addition, the inner north-eastern slope of this

framework was severely deformed due to the descent

of its central rafters, produced by their failure to pro-

vide support at the wall-plate level. This was due to

the moisture degradation of the rafters’ lower ends

and its timber wall plate, both caused by rainwater

penetration.

The disintegration and loss of original elements in

several carpentry nodes of the decorated timber

framework was a consequence of the aforementioned

structural movements and rainwater penetration. The

detail shown in Fig. 13 of a disassembled decorative

Fig. 14 Recovery of the structural deformations in the decorated
timber framework using a mechanical jack (Source: Artyco 2015)

Fig. 13 Disassembled eight-point star on the encounter between
the almizate and one slope (Source: Artyco 2015)
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eight-point star motif on the encounter between the

horizontal plane (almizate) and one of its slopes dem-

onstrates its disintegration, the loss of its original

decorative elements and attacks by wood-eating in-

sects (xylophagous). Generalised surface dirt caused

by the accumulation of layers of dust and insect nests

were also apparent. Finally, the peeling and degrad-

ation of the original painted decorations was also a

serious issue to address (Artyco 2015). During the

1930 restoration, several layers of linseed oil were ap-

plied over the timber framework, causing to become

generally darkened, dirty and oxidized (Artyco 2015,

I, 487). As a consequence, its original paint lost its

mechanical resistance and gradually peeled. During

the 2013–2015 restoration, these timber elements

were cleaned, and their paint was consolidated and

restored.

8 Restoration phases
Based on the 2005 and 2007 preliminary reports, the

Council of the Alhambra decided in 2010 to undertake a

restoration that would be articulated into three phases:

8.1 Phase 1 (2013–2015)

This phase consisted of dismantling the roof that had

been built during the 1930 restoration to access the

external side of the inner timber framework. Several

original timber elements forming part of the Nasrid

upper roof structure were then discovered within the

confined space within the upper roof structure and

the inner timber framework (Fig. 16). These elements

were consistently dated as belonging to the original

Nasrid building (Uppsala Universitet 2014). The upper

roof structure from the previous 1930 restoration was

entirely recovered by reusing its carpentry elements,

as they were extremely well preserved. Special atten-

tion was given to the valley gutter area that collected

rainwater from the Oratory and the House of Astasio

slopes, which had caused the major rainwater pene-

tration issues (see Figs. 4, Fig. 6 and Section

7.1. Hipped Roofs). This area was reinforced with a

waterproof permeable membrane to allow the timber

structure to breathe, a lime mortar coating and a 3

mm. lead sheet for the external formation of the new

valley gutter (Artyco 2015, II: 158–162).

8.2 Phase 2 (2013–2015)

Simultaneously to Phase 1, the analysis and restor-

ation of the original inner timber framework and the

ceiling of the entrance space were performed in Phase

2. The good condition of most of its original timber

elements enabled their structural deformations to be

addressed by recovering their original shape and by

reassembling their nodes without any other additional

reinforcements. The almizate was straightened up,

Fig. 15 Lower end of the rafters on the N-E slope, including the
reintegration of the missing parts with new assembled insertions.
This node illustrates the sophisticated and distinctive techniques of
Nasrid carpentry compared to Christian-mudéjar carpentry (Source:
Artyco 2015)

Fig. 16 Some rafters and a double false collar tie from the original Nasrid roof structure preserved beneath the upper roof structure built by
Leopoldo Torres Balbás during his 1930 restoration (Source: Artyco 2015)
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and its separation from the slopes was corrected

using mechanical jacks (Fig. 14).

New structural insertions and decorative elements

were added where needed in the missing areas and

were distinguished from the originals and from pre-

vious historical restorations by their different

finishing.

As analysed in the Conclusions section, decorative

vegetal and epigraphic motifs dated from the 14th

century Nasrid period that were unknown to date

were discovered, consolidated, restored and inter-

preted within their wider historical contexts. The res-

toration of all decorative painted motifs has improved

their legibility, enabling distinctions to be made be-

tween the originals and the historical restoration

repaints (Artyco 2015, I: 455–457).

8.3 Phase 3 (2015–2017)

The focus in this phase was on the restoration of

the decorative and epigraphic motifs applied to the

plasterwork covering the inner walls and the mos-

que’s mihrab. Additionally, the external brick walls

were cleaned and consolidated using ethyl silicate.

The intervention to reinforce the brick wall fabric

was performed with lime mortar stripes on its ac-

cessible edges. Additionally, PLM-A® hydraulic mor-

tar was injected at strategic points that exhibited a

potential risk of fabric detachment (Artyco 2015, II:

185).

The aforementioned initial rationalist search for ‘au-

thenticity’ by Torres Balbás resulted in an excessively

abrasive cleaning process of all the plasterwork repaints,

thus making the Nasrid decorations indistinguishable

from the 19th century restorations; in many areas, it un-

fortunately removed both. During the 2013–2017 restor-

ation, a thorough study focusing on the different

painting techniques of the two periods and a chemical

analysis of their colouring pigments enabled those com-

monly employed during the Nasrid period to be distin-

guished from those discovered and employed since the

19th century (Parra Crego 2014). The criteria used for

the painting restoration were based on the enhancement

of the legibility of the original painted motifs and of the

historical restorations without any giving any concession

to creative interpretations or global modifications. This

differentiation was done while keeping an overall coher-

ence and homogeneity by using materials and techniques

slightly differentiated from the previous historical layers,

thus avoiding mimicry and the risk of creating false his-

toricisms. Finally, the interventions were based on ma-

terial reversibility, avoiding any aggressive interventions

over the original paintings (Artyco 2015, II: 179).

9 Conclusions. Innovative research outcomes from
the 2013–2017 restoration
The last restoration of the Oratory and the House of

Astasio from 2013 to 2017 has provided important re-

search contributions to a deeper understanding of

Fig. 17 Restitution of the original Nasrid upper roof structure based on the interpretation of its original elements, together with the original
preserved inner timber frame. It includes a description of their carpentry elements (Source: Artyco 2015; adapted by the author)
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Nasrid architecture, its constructive traditions, decora-

tive programme and painting techniques. In addition,

it contributed to expanding knowledge of Nasrid car-

pentry techniques, which were deeply influenced by

but also clearly distinct from their contemporary

Christian-mudéjar counterparts. Furthermore, the

dendrochronology and carbon-14 tests have enabled

entirely new dating for these two buildings, shedding

light on their construction processes within the wider

context of the Partal Palace complex (Uppsala Univer-

sitet, the Angström Laboratory / Tamdem Laboratory

2014; Rodríguez Trobajo 2014).

The reconstruction of the central rafters’ support

of the north-eastern slope, which was seriously de-

graded by rainfall, moisture and the action of xyl-

ophagous insects, enabled a detailed constructive

analysis of their original geometries and assembly

systems. This has provided further evidence of the

quality levels reached by Nasrid carpenters as dis-

tinctive from their Christian-mudéjar contemporar-

ies. As shown in Fig. 15, the severe degradation of

the rafters and their assembled noggings on the

lower end of this slope guided the reintegration of

their missing parts with newly assembled timber ele-

ments made of yellow pine (Pinus taeda) and glued

to the original rafters with epoxy resin. These raf-

ters’ lower ends were originally carved out with

mortises on both sides for being assembled to the

noggings, forming the upper and lower frames of

the decorative eight-point star motifs (Fig. 15).

These motifs, working as stiffeners for the structure,

were slotted within each pair of rafters, forming a con-

tinuous decorative and structural stripe at the lower

level of the timber framework (almarbate stripe). Finally,

additional decorative motifs (taujeles) were nailed to the

rafters’ lower sides to complete the eight-point star

motifs.

In Phase 1, the dismantling of the upper roof structure

that was built during the 1930 restoration, revealed un-

expected findings. Fragments of the original Nasrid

upper roof structure that had been unknown to date

were discovered within the confined space between the

Nasrid inner decorated timber framework and the new

external roof structure.

These fragments were kept by Torres Balbás in his

1930 restoration as non-structural witnesses to be

interpreted during future interventions. These findings

included the upper remains of a couple of rafters of

white poplar wood (Populus alba) formed by logs and

by a double false collar tie embracing them (Fig. 16),

together with a fragment of their related timber wall

plate. They have been consistently carbon-14 dated to

within 1280–1400 AD with a 95.4% probability, in-

cluding a more precise dating bracket defined

Fig. 18 External side of the almizate. Regular pattern of alternate
octagons supporting the eight-point stars (Source: Rodríguez
Trobajo 2014)

Fig. 19 Unknown epigraphic inscription recovered from the upper
board of the timber frieze (Source: Artyco 2015)
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as1290–1320 AD with a 68.2% probability (Uppsala

Universitet 2014).

Surprisingly, while Torres Balbás did not mention

these important findings in his writings, he neverthe-

less decided to keep them. Additionally, nothing was

mentioned in either his restoration intervention diary

(Diario de Obras), a very detailed account of his res-

toration work in the Alhambra from 1923 to 1936

and published at the end of his career (1969), or in

the article he wrote focusing on his restoration

(1945). This was probably due to his uncertainty re-

garding whether they were Nasrid elements or had

proceeded from later interventions. Roof structures of

that typology, made by very humble logs serving as

rafters, were a common solution in Nasrid carpentry

during the 13th and 14th centuries. This has been

demonstrated in the Palace of Genil (Alcázar Genil),

built in 1218 during the previous Almohad rule, and

in the previously mentioned Royal Hall of St. Domi-

nic, both in Granada (Almagro Gorbea and Orihuela

Uzal 1995, 1997).

As shown in Fig. 17, the restitution of the original

Nasrid roof structure of the Oratory was based on a

constructive interpretation of these preserved fragments

and on a site survey of the areas of their support over

the walls (Artyco 2015).

The cut found on the lower end of the best-

preserved rafter was interpreted as a support for a

missing shorter rafter that would have formed the

roof’s eaves, a characteristic element of Nasrid archi-

tecture (Artyco 2015).

The removal of the modern roof structure also allowed

for a careful constructive analysis of the external side of

the inner timber framework. The outcome was the dis-

covery of an unknown-to-date first-design version of this

structure.

As shown in Fig. 18, the external side of the upper

horizontal plane (almizate) of the framework exhibits an

initial conception of a regular pattern of alternate octa-

gons that would have supported the decorative eight-

point star motifs (Rodríguez Trobajo 2014). This regular

pattern, conceived as a grid, is formed by successive col-

lar ties assembled orthogonally to the noggings.

Then, a series of smaller wedges were nailed to the

four corners of the squared spaces of this grid, forming

the abovementioned octagons. The current second and

Fig. 20 Analogies between the decorative epigraphs on the Oratory’s wooden frieze (above) and the wooden ceiling of the Plaster Hall (Salón del

Yeso) in the Royal Palaces of Seville (below) (Source: Nuere Matauco 2014)
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definitive Nasrid design of the almizate that includes a

large central octagon at its centre is clearly apparent on

the internal side of this grid. A diagonal nogging defin-

ing one of the sides of this central octagon can be identi-

fied in Fig. 18 by looking through one of the square

spaces of this grid (2nd row from the bottom, 2nd col-

umn from the left) (Rodríguez Trobajo 2014, 3).

This first constructive version is almost identical to

the existing version of the decorated timber framework

of the Painting House, which is also located in the Partal

Palace and is also attributed to Yusuf I (1333–1354)

(Wulff Barreiro 2012).

The discovery of new epigraphic and decorative motifs

was an additional key finding. An epigraphic inscription

has been recovered on the upper board (alicer) of the

timber frieze (arrocabe) covering the wall plate that sup-

ports the decorated timber frame. The inscription bears

a surah from the Holy Quran, a Muslim religious verse

(Fig. 19, above). The lower part of this timber frieze,

decorated with epigraphic and vegetal motifs (Fig. 19,

below), has revealed the remains of pigments from the

original Nasrid painted decorations (Artyco 2015).

Finally, a comparative study was undertaken on the dec-

orative programme, painting techniques and pigments

utilised on this timber frieze (Fig. 20, above), with similar

motifs having been preserved on the wooden ceiling of the

Plaster Hall (Salón del Yeso) in the Royal Palaces of Seville

(Fig. 20, below). Although the fabric of this palace was

finalised during the last decade of the 12th century under

the previous Almohad dynasty, its wooden ceiling was

built during the same period as the Oratory’s timber

framework under the rule of the Christian kingdom of

Castille. This provides evidence of the intense exchange of

craftsmen, ideas and techniques over the 14th century be-

tween the Nasrid kingdom of Granada and its ally—during

that period—the Christian kingdom of Castille (Nuere

Matauco 2014, 19; Manzano Martos 1999, 71; Tabales

Rodríguez 2004, 46; Blasco López et al. 2009, 203). The

dendrochronology dating tests applied to several samples

taken from the decorated timber framework revealed the

very precise date of the winter of 1332–1333 for the tim-

ber cut for its elements.

This dating has consistently proven an earlier concep-

tion and construction date of the Oratory of the Partal

Palace, which would have been initiated by the sultan Is-

ma’il I (1314–1325), rather than the previously widely ac-

cepted date that gave the attribution to Yusuf I (1333–

1354), who instead would have finalized the work.

Fig. 21 Inner space of the Oratory facing the Partal gardens. Decorated plasterwork after the last restoration. Above, the restored timber
framework (Source: Artyco 2015)
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(Uppsala Universitet, the Angström Laboratory / Tamdem

Laboratory 2014; Rodríguez Trobajo 2014). The time lapse

between these two sultans (1325–1333) was characterised

by political instability and violence in the Nasrid court, so

it would have been very unlikely that this difficult context

would have allowed for the conception of the Oratory and

the beginning of its construction. This consistent earlier

dating has implied the necessity of an entirely new consid-

eration of the phases of the building interventions in the

Partal Palace. Future research should be undertaken to

deepen our understanding of this unique palatine struc-

ture in the Alhambra (Fig. 21).
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