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THE ANDALUSI HOUSE IN GRANADA 
(THIRTEENTH TO SIXTEENTH CENTURIES)

Antonio Orihuela*

1. Territorial Setting and Urban Context1

1.1. Location, climate, and site

The exceptional location of  Granada in the heart of  the massive natural 
fortress of  the Bética mountain range allows it to dominate a valley 
that measures 50 km in length by 35 km at its greatest width, has an 
average altitude of  600 m, and is surrounded by mountainous areas 
ranging from 1000 to 3500 m in height. This valley, through which 
the Genil River fl ows, remained isolated from the great communication 
routes that crossed the Iberian Peninsula in antiquity. It is composed 
of  fertile terrain whose irrigation is guaranteed by the great reserves 
of  water accumulated in the mountains of  the Sierra Nevada.

Granada’s climate is similar to that of  Spain’s southern sub-plateau: 
its temperatures display pronounced characteristics of  a continental 
interior, although the city is located only 50 km from the Mediterra-
nean. In the region of  Andalucía, it constitutes an abnormal thermal 
nucleus, due to its average temperatures as well as its annual conditions 
and fl uctuations. Winters are cold and prolonged and summers are very 
warm, while springs and autumns are brief  and temperate, but with 
frequent frosts. The average daily temperature exceeds 20°C in the four 
warm months between June and September, although the average low 
temperature only rises above 10°C in July and August.

Precipitation is essentially Mediterranean in character, with sum-
mer droughts and rains occurring approximately 90 days per year, in 

* This article was published in Spanish with the title “La casa andalusí en Granada 
(siglos XIII–XVI)”, in La Casa Meridional: Correspondencias (Seville: Junta de Andalucía, 
2001), pp. 299–314. It has been revised and adapted for the present English version, 
and translated by Lisa Mosier.

1 Any study of  mediating factors in the formation and evolution of  the city of  
Granada should be based on the fi rst detailed investigation of  Spanish cities that 
employed the geographic method: Joaquín Bosque Maurel, Geografía Urbana de Granada 
(Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1988).
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spring, winter, and autumn. The annual average of  only 475 litres/m² 
in the area of  Granada is insuffi cient for the normal development of  
vegetation, but fortunately in the Sierra Nevada rainfall exceeds 1000 
litres/m² per year. There are abrupt alternations between rainy and 
dry years in which precipitation can increase or decrease by up to 50% 
of  the average. The most common cycles are usually one to two rainy 
years followed by two to four dry years.

These climatic characteristics combined with human intervention 
have produced a varied landscape that was fundamentally modifi ed 
in the Islamic period with the implementation of  irrigation. Great 
contrasts exist between irrigated and dry land; fertile green valleys are 
surrounded by eroding, barren hills.

Granada was able to eclipse the other settlements in the area due to 
several important factors: its agricultural potential, the ease of  water 
provision, its location at a crossroads of  local and regional character in 
the valley of  the River Genil, and above all, its defensive capacity.

The urban settlement, which can be classifi ed as a mountain city by 
its location and site,2 was initially established in the hills bounded by the 
Genil and the Darro rivers, with three tributaries of  the Genil nearby; 
thus the supply of  fresh water from the surrounding high mountain 
ranges was assured all year round.

The location also has some negative characteristics, such as the 
danger of  fl oods, the diffi culty of  communication due to the complex 
and uneven topography, and high seismic activity. However, in this last 
respect, by chance or due to empirical wisdom of  the ancients, most 
of  the historic centre was located on hills made up of  aggregates that 
are much less sensitive to earthquakes than are the Vega’s quaternary 
alluvial terraces.

1.2. Plan and urban development

The oldest vestiges of  the city yet discovered in archaeological excava-
tions date to the Iberian culture of  the seventh century B.C.E. They 
are part of  a walled settlement located on a hill by the bank of  the 
Darro, now integrated into the extensive urban quarter known as the 
Albaicín.3 The same site was maintained in the Roman, Visigothic, 

2 Bosque, Geografía Urbana de Granada, p. 38. 
3 Andrés Adroher Auroux and Marcos López López, “Iliberri: origen y desarrollo 

de la ciudad ibero-romana de Granada”, in Jesucristo y el Emperador Cristiano. Exhibition 
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and initial Islamic periods, constituting the fortifi ed enclosure called 
the Alcazaba (Ar. al-qa abah).

The selection of  Elvira—some 10 km away and more centrally 
located with respect to the Vega—as capital of  the amiral and caliphal 
province, produced a decline in the development of  Granada. How-
ever, the return of  the capital to the city on the Darro when it became 
the seat of  the Zīrid dynasty during the eleventh century, initiated a 
period of  rapid growth that caused Granada to become one of  the 
most important cities in Europe in the fourteenth century, remaining 
the largest on the Iberian Peninsula until the sixteenth century.4

The reuse of  the pre-existing Iberian city explains the absence of  an 
orthogonal plan in Roman Iliberri, which had been a municipality of  
minor importance. Perhaps the most infl uential urban-planning decision 
in the evolution of  the city was made in the middle of  the eleventh 
century, when the Zīrid monarchs located the great mosque and the 
souk in the plain, defi ning a new urban centre which remains today.

The establishment of  the Nasrid reign in 1237 brought with it 
another critical urban development, limited this time to the sphere of  
the court. The fortifi ed palatine city known as the Alhambra was built 
on the hill opposite the Alcazaba, which thenceforth was known as 
‘Antigua’, or ‘Old’. The new walled outskirts occupied slopes next to 
the Alhambra and other parts of  the hillsides above the primitive pre-
Islamic settlement, but soon the direction of  the development toward 
the Vega initiated by the Zīrids continued, and became the preferred 
direction for urban expansion after 1492.5

The city that capitulated to the Catholic Monarchs had a labyrinthine 
plan, with very limited public space, and winding main roads leading 
from the gates of  the outer walls and the remains of  the older inner 
walls into the souks and to the great mosque. The secondary streets that 
accessed the houses terminated in impasses, which compartmentalized 
the residential fabric into small districts. The sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century interventions did little to modify the plan of  the higher 
districts; they were focused within the lower city, to which they added 

catalogue, ed. Francisco Javier Martínez Medina (Córdoba: Publicaciones Obra Social 
y Cultural CajaSur, 2000), p. 449.

4 Ángel Isac, “Granada”, in Atlas Histórico de Ciudades Europeas: I. Península Ibérica, ed. 
Manuel Guardia, Francisco Javier Monclus and José Luis Oyon (Barcelona: Centre de 
Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona, 1994), p. 318.

5 Luis Seco de Lucena Paredes, La Granada Nazarí del Siglo XV (Granada: Patronato 
de la Alhambra, 1975).
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new  elements of  orthogonal design. These did not follow a unifi ed plan, 
and as a result these extensions are not clearly jointed together.6

1.3. Division of  the landscape: evolution and tendencies

The long and complex process of  urban development outlined in the 
previous section should give some indication of  the diffi culty of  study-
ing how the division of  the landscape evolved. Urban archaeology, 
initiated in the 1980s, has still not produced signifi cant results in this 
fi eld in regards to medieval architecture.7

From the beginning of  the fi fteenth century, with the loss of  Ante-
quera in 1410, Granada received great migratory waves of  Muslims 
seeking safe refuge in the Nasrid capital, although there is no indication 
that the perimeter of  the city was extended with new walled quarters as 
a result. The increase in population caused the urban fabric to become 
denser, fi lling up unbuilt space, orchards, and even old cemeteries that 
remained within the city walls; the density was perhaps also augmented 
by a reduction in individual plot sizes.8

Some Nasrid houses, such as the one located at No. 4 Calle del Cobe-
rtizo de Santa Inés, displays evidence that it was added to by building 
upwards,9 and it is possible that others were divided in two vertically in 
order to house two families instead of  one, as occurred at an unknown 
date in House No. 9 in the Alcazaba of  the Alhambra.10

The Austrian traveller, Hieronymus Münzer, who visited Granada 
in 1494, was surprised at the small size of  the houses he saw in the 
city and stated that “in the Christian territory, a house occupies more 
space than four or fi ve houses of  Saracens”.11

 6 Cristina Viñes Millet, Historia Urbana de Granada (Granada: Centro de Estudios 
Municipales y de Cooperación Internacional, 1999).

 7 Ángel Rodríguez Aguilera, Granada Arqueológica (Granada: Ayuntamiento de 
Granada, 2001).

 8 On the urban model commonly followed by Andalusi cities, see the article by 
Navarro and Jiménez in this volume.

 9 Antonio Almagro Gorbea, Antonio Orihuela Uzal and Carlos Sánchez Gómez, 
“La casa nazarí de la Calle del Cobertizo de Santa Inés No. 4, en Granada”, Cuadernos 
de la Alhambra 28 (1992), pp. 135–166.

10 Antonio Orihuela Uzal, Casas y Palacios Nazaríes. Siglos XIII y XV (Seville: Junta 
de Andalucía, 1996), p. 154.

11 Hieronymus Münzer and Fermín Camacho Evangelista, Viaje por España y Portugal, 
Reino de Granada (Madrid: Asociación Cultural Hispano-Alemana, 1981), p. 48.
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In addition to the relocation of  the city’s Moriscos (Muslims of  the 
former al-Andalus who were forced to embrace the Christian religion 
at the beginning of  the sixteenth century) to the Albaicín, the second 
half  of  the sixteenth century saw the arrival of  more emigrants from 
the hinterlands of  the Vega, the Lecrín valley, and the Alpujarras, who 
settled in the same area,12 but the rebellion of  1568–1570 and the 
expulsion which followed caused the abandonment and ruin of  many 
houses. The new Christian occupants added deserted adjacent plots 
to their property, converting them to orchards and gardens. In this 
manner, the periurban hillside house type, called in Arabic karm (from 
which is derived the Castilian carmen), came to be located in the hills 
within the city.13 Old photographs indicate that the Albaicín retained 
its low urban density until the end of  the nineteenth century. However, 
the population again drastically increased when the many families 
affected by the opening of  the Gran Vía in the lower city (1895–1908) 
relocated to the Albaicín.14 The move caused the partitioning of  plots 
and subdivision of  dwellings, with many old single-family courtyard 
houses converted into lodgings for six or more families in cramped 
conditions. The great demand for inhabitable space led to the purchase 
and assimilation of  rooms in adjacent houses conveniently located on 
the same fl oor, giving rise to shared spaces known as engalabernos between 
the plots. The situation continued until the end of  the 1970s, but the 
subsequent general increase in the standard of  living and the arrival 
of  new, more affl uent families have allowed some courtyard houses to 
regain the single-family character of  the Andalusi tradition. The six 
houses described in the next section are located within the Albaicín 
quarter, whose valuable architectural and urban legacy motivated its 
designation as a UNESCO World Heritage site, as an extension to the 
Alhambra and Generalife, in 1994.

12 Luis del Mármol Carvajal, Historia del Rebelión y Castigo de los Moriscos del Reyno de 
Granada (Second impression, Madrid: Sancha, 1797; reprinted, Granada: Consejería 
de Cultura, 1996), pp. 170, 206.

13 José Tito Rojo and José Casares Porcel, El Carmen de la Victoria: un jardín regionalista 
en el contexto de la historia de los Cármenes de Granada (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 
1999), pp. 15–45.

14 Manuel Martín Rodríguez, La Gran Vía de Granada: cambio económico y reforma interior 
urbana en la España de la Restauración (Granada: Caja General de Ahorros y Monte de 
Piedad de Granada, 1986), pp. 101–121.
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2. Characteristics of the Andalusi House in Granada

2.1. Typological antecedents

The house organized around one or more courtyards was the preferred 
residential type in the urban settlements of  the principal Mesopota-
mian and Mediterranean civilizations during past millennia. In the 
Hellenistic and Roman periods, square or rectangular courtyards with 
porticos on four sides proliferated throughout the Mediterranean. The 
rapid formation and expansion of  Islamic architecture, which basically 
fused the Greco-Roman and the Persian Sassanian traditions, produced 
a type of  rectangular courtyard with porticos only on the minor sides. 
This new arrangement, which was already formalized in Madīnat al-
Zahrā  during the tenth century in the residence known as the Casa de 
la Alberquilla,15 was employed particularly in the palaces and notable 
houses of  Nasrid Granada. The type evolved in later periods with varia-
tions in the arrangement of  pools, planting beds, and raised walkways 
that covered the area of  the courtyard, with a tendency to diminish or 
eliminate the landscaped portion becoming pronounced towards the 
end of  the Almohad period in the mid-thirteenth century.16

In Nasrid Granada the most common form of  pool was centred in the 
courtyard and extended along its longitudinal axis, at times approaching 
the two bordering porticos. The gardens, when they existed, were limited 
to two planting beds parallel to the pool. Although this arrangement 
may be considered the hallmark of  Nasrid architecture, other well-
known forms from previous periods co-existed at this time, such as a 
courtyard with a small pool located next to one of  the porticos, or with 
cruciform gardens. In some houses of  limited dimensions, there was a 
small container for a tree and aromatic plants in place of  the pool.17

15 Alfonso Jiménez Martín, “Los jardines de Madīnat al-Zahrā ”, Cuadernos de Madīnat 
al-Zahrā  1 (1987), pp. 81–92, and Almagro’s contribution in this volume.

16 Julio Navarro Palazón and Pedro Jiménez Castillo, Una casa islámica en Murcia: 
estudio de su ajuar (siglo XIII) (Murcia: Centro de Estudios Árabes y Arqueológicos “Ibn 
Arabi” Ayuntamiento de Murcia, 1991), pp. 89–91.

17 Orihuela Uzal, Casas y Palacios Nazaríes, pp. 22–25.
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2.2. The elements of  the courtyard house: the Nasrid period 
(thirteenth to fi fteenth centuries)

In the urban Andalusi house, the courtyard was the centre of  family 
life, the place by which light and air was received, since the house was 
isolated from the street in order to ensure privacy and security. The 
indirect entryway and the absence of  openings, apart from the door, in 
the ground fl oor façade guaranteed the intimacy of  the house.

The two examples of  Nasrid houses studied here are the Casa de 
Zafra, built in the fourteenth to fi fteenth century, and named after the 
surname of  its fi rst Christian owner, Hernando de Zafra, Secretary of  
Ferdinand and Isabella; and Daralhorra, built in the fi fteenth century, 
named from the Arabic Dār al- urrah, after an honorifi c title used 
by Nasrid princesses. These houses were built on plots measuring 
383 m² and 357 m², respectively, not including the area dedicated to 
orchards contained by the latter. They have rectangular courtyards 
with the major axis oriented in the preferred north-south direction, 
which allowed their main rooms, located behind the porticos of  the 
minor sides of  the courtyard, to be open to the northern wind and 
midday sun. The rooms located on the north side were larger than 
those opposite, although in Daralhorra the southern chamber is now 
larger, due to its later expansion as the chapel of  the convent installed 
there at the beginning of  the sixteenth century.

During restoration work on the Casa de Zafra, archaeological evi-
dence of  a previous distribution was detected, with porticos of  fi ve 
arches and the absence of  aisles in the east side. Later the porticos 
were reduced to their three central arches with the intention of  creating 
aisles on the east side and extending those of  the west. At this stage 
an upper fl oor was constructed in the entire house; these modifi cations 
notably increased the total built area (Figs. 1 and 2).18

Daralhorra, which belonged to the Nasrid royal family, appears to 
follow a unifi ed plan which, due to its later date of  construction, retains 
the characteristics of  this type while at the same time reaching maturity 
in its evolution (Fig. 3). The main rooms are double height, while the 
house has two fl oors of  secondary rooms on the major sides. Over the 
eaves, which unify the four sides of  the courtyard in spite of  their diverse 
compositions, a second fl oor equipped with an access gallery rises above 

18 Antonio Almagro Gorbea and Antonio Orihuela Uzal, La Casa Nazarí de Zafra 
(Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1997).
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Fig. 1. Casa de Zafra: plans and cross-sections (after Almagro and Orihuela, 
La Casa Nazarí de Zafra).
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the north aisle (Fig. 4). In the centre of  the superimposed rooms of  this 
aisle, individual projecting belvederes open towards the landscape. The 
upper fl oors are accessed by two stairs located in diagonally opposite 
corners of  the courtyard. In the north-eastern corner of  the building, 
over the level of  the tile roofs, there is a tower belvedere open in all 
directions that allows direct visual contact with the Alhambra.19

Porticos played an important role in the confi guration of  the court-
yard: at least one was present in all Nasrid palaces and houses of  
importance. Originally the porticos would have had tiled roofs, but 
as upper fl oors came into common use, access galleries were built 
on top of  them. In both superimposed elements, a concentration of  
ornamentation took place. Both the porticos and galleries also served 

19 Orihuela Uzal, Casas y Palacios Nazaríes, pp. 229–241.

Fig. 2. Casa de Zafra: courtyard view from the north side.

ANDERSON_f9_166-191.indd   177ANDERSON_f9_166-191.indd   177 8/22/2007   5:36:30 PM8/22/2007   5:36:30 PM



178 antonio orihuela

Fig. 3. Daralhorra: plans and cross-sections.
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to protect the wooden doors and decoration of  the upper and lower 
main rooms.

Protection against excessive sunlight in the courtyard in summer 
was obtained by adding an arbour for climbing plants that grew from 
a corner. In more recent times this has been achieved by the use of  
awnings, although their lesser capacity to release hot air can have nega-
tive thermal effects on the upper fl oor.

The houses were frequently equipped with water distributed by irri-
gation channels and ceramic pipes, and contained in large earthenware 
jars or cisterns. The inhabitants also relied on drains in the courtyard 
and latrine, both connected with the sanitation system by means of  
brick sewers.

Fig. 4. Daralhorra: gallery on the north side of  the courtyard.
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2.3. Cultural infl uences and typological evolution: the Morisco period 
(sixteenth century)

The construction and decorative techniques and the typological char-
ac ter istics of  the Nasrid house were maintained in the domestic archi-
tecture of  the Moriscos until their fi nal expulsion at the beginning of  
the seventeenth century; they were even carried to places of  emigration 
in the Maghreb. The Castilian infl uences were primarily manifested 
in the decorative motifs carved in the wooden corbels and brackets as 
well as in the disposition of  more galleries around the courtyard to 
facilitate the circulation of  the upper fl oors.

The introverted character and the desire for privacy associated with 
the Nasrid house were conserved. It was commonly obtained by the 
almost total absence of  openings in the exterior gates, with the excep-
tion of  the sober brick arched gates that were marked by a rectangular 
frame (alfi z). Other typical features were the use of  a small door set 
within the large wooden entrance doors, the indirect circulation of  the 
entryway, the absence of  windows in the lower fl oor, and the use of  
projecting latticed windows in the upper storey. However, throughout 
the sixteenth century, various royal orders obliged the Moriscos to leave 
the doors of  their houses open in order to prevent the preservation of  
their religion and customs in the intimacy of  the home.20

In the Andalusi house in general, and in the Nasrid house of  the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries in particular, the ground fl oor was 
clearly given more importance than the upper fl oor, when one existed, 
since these chambers had lower ceiling heights and less decoration. 
However, in the fi fteenth century, the construction of  upper fl oors must 
have become more common, both as additions to single-storey houses, 
and in new construction. One can verify in Daralhorra that the orna-
mentation of  the upper stories equals and even exceeds that of  the 
ground fl oor, since the pitched ceiling structure of  the former allowed for 
more decorative possibilities than the simple fl at ceilings of  the latter.

The same tendency increased in the Morisco house from the begin-
ning of  the sixteenth century: the wooden galleries surrounding the 
courtyard on the upper fl oor surpassed the lower porticos in orna-
mentation, after porticos supported by pilasters at their ends replaced 
the elegant Nasrid arcades. The doubling of  the superimposed main 

20 Mármol Carvajal, Historia del rebelión, pp. 132–162.
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rooms of  the same dimensions is perhaps indicative of  their seasonal 
use, the ground fl oor for the four warm months and the upper fl oor 
during the rest of  the year, since the temperature difference between 
them is notable. This seasonal use was maintained in the courtyard 
houses of  the Granadan wealthy classes of  the lower city until the end 
of  the nineteenth century.

The porticos constituted intermediate spaces between the rooms 
and the courtyard which helped protect against the weather. The gal-
leries were located above the porticos of  the ground fl oor in order to 
organize the circulation of  the upper fl oors. The number and location 
of  the galleries varied depending on the size, form, and orientation of  
the courtyard, and the disposition of  the aisles. With the existence of  
suffi cient galleries, a single stair located in one corner of  the courtyard 
could serve as access to the upper fl oor. In the case of  a tower or third 
fl oor, a secondary stair was used. It is possible to establish an evolution 
from the Nasrid house type with one or two porticos located in the 
minor sides of  the rectangular courtyards to the Morisco house with 
galleries on four sides, which also exhibits a Castilian infl uence primarily 
from Toledo and La Mancha.

The plans of  the four Morisco houses studied here cover the different 
possible courtyard arrangements according to the presence of  porticos 
and galleries in one, two, three or four sides.

The house located at No. 2 Calle de Yanguas occupies a plot of  125 
m², not including the garden by which it was formerly accessed. It has 
aisles on three sides, but a portico and gallery only on the northern 
side, in front of  the main rooms (Figs. 5 and 6). In its carved wooden 
elements one can observe the combination of  Nasrid, Gothic and 
Renaissance ornamental features that characterizes Morisco architec-
ture. The north room on the upper storey contains all the distinguish-
ing elements of  multifunctional Nasrid rooms: niches for water jars in 
the doorjambs; decorative tile designs on the fl oor; cupboards in the 
walls on both sides of  the entry arch; and alcoves with fl at ceilings in 
the ends of  the room. In addition to a small pool in the centre of  the 
courtyard, the house contains a reservoir located below an existing 
secondary portico in the west nave.

Photographs from the nineteenth century show the state of  the house 
at No. 12 Cuesta de las Tomasas (Fig. 7) and its urban surroundings to 
have been very different from the present day. For example, it was not 
freestanding, but grouped with other buildings to the south and west 
that have since disappeared. The annexation of  these plots increased 
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Fig. 5. House at No. 2 Calle de Yanguas: plans and cross-sections.

the area of  the gardens of  what is known as Carmen de Aben Humeya, 
in which the house is now integrated.21

The house, which occupies a plot of  85 m², is organized around 
a rectangular courtyard with a small water basin, and has porticos 
and galleries on the north and south sides. At the present time, it has 
three aisles although it is possible that it once had another one facing 
the midday sun. The beams in the ceiling of  the north portico have 

21 Javier Piñar Samos and Vicente del Amo, José García Ayola, fotógrafo de Granada 
(1863–1900) (Granada: Caja General de Ahorros de Granada, 1996), p. 81.
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Fig. 6. House at No. 2 Calle de Yanguas: courtyard view from the south side.

an unusual marquetry ornamentation in place of  the paintings that 
decorate other ceilings in this house (Colour Plate 14).

The house at No. 9 Callejón de San Luis Alto (Fig. 8), which occupies 
a plot of  102 m², is interesting, despite its small size, for the preservation 
of  its many original elements, including zoomorphic paintings on its 
wooden ceilings. The façade, three stories in height, has an entry with 
a brick arch framed by an alfi z and a large wooden outer door, with a 
smaller inset door for daily use. The courtyard is located above street 
level, and thus presents only two storeys (Fig. 9); it has galleries on three 
of  its sides with an open stair on the fourth side. Water is provided in a 
large earthenware jar and a circular basin next to the stairs. The house 
has naves with rooms only in the north and south sides, since the east 
side is occupied exclusively by the gallery connecting the two, which 
is carried by two brick pillars with a mixed form of  both curvilinear 
and rectilinear profi les. The set of  carved wooden corbels supporting 
the fl oor and ceiling of  the galleries have a lobed design inspired by 
Gothic motifs, which allows the building to be dated to the fi rst quarter 
of  the sixteenth century.

The house located at No. 7 Calle de San Buenaventura occupies the 
corner formed by that street and the Plaza de Aliatar. It is located on 
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a plot of  213 m², with aisles on three sides, but porticos and galleries 
on four (Fig. 10). These are carried by brick supports, with angular 
corner supports and round ones in the centre of  the major sides. The 
main naves to the north and south consist of  two fl oors, although 
the latter had been removed by the end of  the nineteenth century, and 
the east side had three fl oors of  lesser height. The house has a small 
pool somewhat off-centre with respect to the courtyard, and a tower bel-
vedere in the corner of  the two façades. The remarkable artistic interest 
of  the ensemble derives from its regulated plan, grand proportions and 
wealth of  ornamentation. On the ground fl oor, it has Renaissance-style 
corbels with anthropomorphic carvings and others with Gothic tracery, 
while those of  the galleries and tower are strictly Gothic style (Fig. 11). 
Initially it is possible that the building had no apertures in the exterior 

Fig. 7. House at No. 12 Cuesta de las Tomasas: plans and cross-sections.
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walls apart from the door, the window of  the tower, and the ventila-
tion of  the latrine, but in the nineteenth century the main façade was 
remodelled, opening balconies in the mezzanine and stairs.

2.4. The scale of  the Andalusi house type

The plans of  Nasrid houses excavated in the Alhambra show a tre-
mendous variety in the area of  the plot on which they are built. If  one 
compares the ten preserved within the Alcazaba of  the Alhambra, all 
of  which contain a courtyard, the average plot size is 52 m². But if  

Fig. 8. House at No. 9 Callejón de San Luis Alto: plans and cross-sections.

ANDERSON_f9_166-191.indd   185ANDERSON_f9_166-191.indd   185 8/22/2007   5:36:32 PM8/22/2007   5:36:32 PM



186 antonio orihuela

Fig. 9. House at No. 9 Callejón de San Luis Alto: courtyard view from the 
south-east corner.

one divides them into two types that could be called ‘complete’ and 
‘elementary’, according to whether they have all the fundamental ele-
ments belonging to the Andalusi courtyard house,22 average areas of  76 
m² and 27m² are found for each type, respectively. The location within 
a military enclosure of  limited dimensions probably infl uenced the small 
size of  these plots. For this analysis, the characteristics required for an 
Andalusi courtyard house to be considered of  the ‘complete’ type are 
an indirect entryway, hierarchized rooms (principal and secondary), a 
kitchen and latrine. The development of  this programme requires a 
minimum plot of  nearly 50 m².

A comparison of  the plans of  the other nine houses located in the 
walled enclosure of  the Alhambra, excluding the palaces, provides us 

22 Julio Navarro Palazón, “La casa andalusí en Siyāsa: ensayo de una clasifi cación 
tipológica”, in La Casa Hispano-Musulmana. Aportaciones de la Arqueología, ed. Jesús Ber-
múdez López and André Bazzana (Granada: Patronato de la Alhambra y Generalife, 
1990), pp. 178–183.
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Fig. 10. House at No. 7 Calle de San Buenaventura: plans and cross-sections 
(proposed restoration project).
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with plot areas between 82 and 316 m², with an average area of  186 m². 
Of  these only the house located at No. 47 Calle Real preserves its 
volumes, at least partially. Its plot area was 215 m², and it can be con-
sidered representative of  this group.

On the other hand, the plots of  the four remaining complete houses 
in the Albaicín vary between 164 and 383 m², not including the annexed 
orchard which some may have, with an average plot size of  281 m². 
There is no doubt that these well-preserved and richly-decorated houses 
belonged to notable persons and are not representative of  those occu-
pied by the common people of  the city, which were smaller and less 
resistant to the deterioration of  time.

The discussion so far has treated only structures that could be con-
sidered houses, but other buildings with greater dimensions existed that 
could be classifi ed as palaces. Some are well preserved, while others 
are known from consolidated archaeological remains or planimetric 
documentation of  those that have disappeared. All these are located 
on plots of  more than 500 m² (exclusive of  the annexed orchards and 
gardens), the largest naturally being the residence of  the sultan, the 

Fig. 11. House at No. 7 Calle de San Buenaventura: different types of  corbels 
in the porticos of  the courtyard.
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Palacio de Comares. The palace occupies an area of  2940 m², of  
which 851m² correspond to the courtyard. From this data it is possible 
to deduce that in Nasrid Granada the scale of  the building had little 
relevance in the choice of  the various types used in houses and palaces. 
Examples of  residential buildings of  the same type are preserved, with 
areas that vary by a proportion of  ten to one.

The analysis of  thirty houses constructed by the Moriscos in the 
sixteenth century, which remain standing and have been documented 
in architectural drawings, reveals an average plot size of  158 m², with 
courtyards averaging 26 m². These measurements may seem exces-
sively generous, but it should be kept in mind that preserved houses 
were perhaps the largest and best-constructed, belonging to the numer-
ous wealthy Moriscos who lived in the Albaicín, and therefore not 
entirely representative of  the real size of  houses belonging to common 
people.

3. Construction

3.1. Construction techniques and systems

The few constructions of  the eleventh century preserved in Granada 
were built with sandstone ashlars (for example, the minaret of  what is 
now the Church of  San José, or the Monaita Gate) or with rammed 
earth walls of  rich lime mortar with brick vaults (for example, Bañuelo, 
or the wall of  the Alcazaba). During the dominion of  the Maghrebi 
dynasties in the twelfth century, stone was replaced by brick, which in 
conjunction with the rammed earth walls, was used with great mastery 
by the Almohads (for example, the minaret of  what is now the Church 
of  San Juan de los Reyes).

The Nasrids used a construction technique known as tapial, rammed 
earth walls with the exterior faces made with a rich lime mortar, and the 
wall cavities economically fi lled with argillaceous earth (i.e. consisting 
mostly of  clay), gravel, and a little lime. In the lower parts, to avoid 
capillary humidity, they used walls surrounded by brick and contain-
ers fi lled with large smooth river stones.23 The same Nasrid techniques 
continued to be used by the Moriscos, who reduced the thickness of  the 

23 Francisco Javier López Martínez, “Tapias y tapiales”, Loggia: Arquitectura y Restau-
ración 3, no. 8 (1999), pp. 80–82.
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rammed earth walls to a minimum range of  45–55 cm for the ground 
fl oor and 30–45 cm for the upper fl oors.

In the Nasrid houses, the porticos had arcades supported by brick 
pillars or marble columns. The Moriscos simplifi ed this system of  con-
struction and resolved the carriage of  the fl at ceilings of  the porticos 
by means of  great wooden main beams supported by pilasters at the 
frame-end walls, or by central supports, with header beams at one or 
both ends, and cantilevered by means of  double corbels embedded in 
the walls.24

3.2. Materials and their sources

Nasrid architecture is characterized by the use of  economical materi-
als found in the kingdom of  Granada, but which were used with great 
skill. The rammed earth walls were made with earth that came from 
the natural conglomerate found in the substrate of  the hills on which 
the city was founded. In fact, in some archaeological excavations it 
is diffi cult to distinguish the natural carbonated conglomerate in the 
upper layers of  the earth from the foundations of  the earth and lime 
city walls built with the disintegrated particles of  the same material. 
The most valued woods for structural carpentry were pine and oak, 
brought from the nearby mountain ranges.25 Only in some palatial 
construction, such as the Cuarto Real de Santo Domingo, has the use 
of  cedar been detected, which would have come from Morocco. The 
most remarkable characteristic of  the carpentry in the Andalusi house 
is the consistently small size of  the beam sections, except in the sup-
porting members of  the porticos of  the Morisco houses.26

The curved roof  tiles, which came from the later Roman tradition 
(but which are incorrectly thought to be Arab in origin), were used in 
nearly all roofs of  residential buildings. The great thermal changes of  

24 Antonio Orihuela Uzal, “Técnicas constructivas de la arquitectura doméstica 
de los moriscos granadinos”, in Actas del I Congreso Nacional de Historia de la Construc-
ción, ed. Antonio de las Casas Gómez (Madrid: Instituto Juan de Herrera, 1996), pp. 
395–398.

25 Carmen López Pertíñez, “La carpintería en Granada, de Manuel Gómez-Moreno 
Martínez cien años después”, in La Carpintería en Granada (Granada: Fundación Rodrí-
guez Acosta, 2001), p. 28.

26 Antonio Orihuela Uzal, “The use of  wood in Morisco houses in sixteenth-century 
Granada (Spain)”, in Proceedings of  the Second International Congress on Construction History, 
ed. Malcolm Dunkeld et al. (Cambridge: Construction History Society, 2006), pp. 
2363–2378.
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the Granadan climate deteriorate fl at roofs in a short time, so their use 
was limited to the robust, vaulted military buildings. Manufacture of  the 
tiles continues today in the nearby municipalities of  Jun and Otura.

The painted decoration on wood or gypsum, the carved plaster and 
wood, and glazed tile patterns constitute decorative techniques which 
use very economical materials but require great skills of  the artisan. The 
only material that required extraction, transport, and more expensive 
carving was the white marble that came from the Sierra de Filabres. 
The Nasrids used it for columns, fountains, fl ooring, and stone tablets, 
but the Moriscos, due to their diminished economic resources, rarely 
employed it. They constructed brick columns instead of  marble and 
eliminated weight in the galleries of  the upper fl oor, replacing the brick 
pillars the Nasrids had placed in them with lightweight, rectilinear 
wooden posts.
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