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Introduction

In 1492 Granada, the last stronghold of Islamic power in Spain, was conquered by
the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella, converting the Alhambra to one of the
main symbols of the Reconquista (1). Despite its ‘Christianisation’, the famous palace
city of the Nasrids kept its image as a former place of oriental court life, intrigues and
unfulfilled love. After being excluded from the traditional routes of the so-called
‘Grand Tour’, Spain and most of all Granada became the chosen destination of 19"
century travellers (2). Immortalizing their impressions in books, paintings or
contemporary architecture, they created a series of pictures of a long gone time,
idealizing the ruinous palace buildings (3).

In so doing, they created an ‘imaginary Alhambra’, which not only influenced the
general perception of the monument but also played a decisive role in the
controversial restorations of the 19" and early 20™ century. As will be shown below, it
was not until the arrival of the architect Leopoldo Torres Balbas in 1923 that the
ideas of John Ruskin, Camillo Boito or Gustavo Giovannoni were determinant for the

Alhambra.

The 19" century and the creation of an ‘imaginary Alhambra’

In the spring of 1829, at a time, when al-Andalus and its Islamic remains were in the

focus of travellers searching for the picturesque, a young American named



Washington Irving visited Granada in company of a member of the Russian Embassy
at Madrid. Staying for three months, living in the Nasrid palaces, Irving recorded his
impressions, observations und adventures in his famous Tales of the Alhambra, first
published in 1832 (4). Explaining what the palace city of Granada ment to him and

his contemporaries, he wrote:

“To the traveller imbued with a feeling for the historical and poetical, so
inseparably intertwined in the annals of romantic Spain, the Alhambra is a much

an object of devotion as is the Caaba to all true Moslem.” (5)

Washington Irving wasn’t the first visitor of the Alhambra and by far not the last. Many
others went on a pilgrimage to the romantic Mecca located in southern Spain (6).
Most interesting regarding to the above mentioned topic are the representations and
descriptions of the different parts of the Alhambra by its 19" century visitors. While
Alexandre de Laborde, James Canavah Murphy, Girault de Prangey or Jules Goury
and Owen Jones considered the Alhambra as an object of study (7), recording its
architecture following the then applied standards, many others used the Nasrid
palaces as the chosen set of their romantic tales (8).

By “clothing naked realities with the illusion of the memory and the imagination” (9),
they became the elected spot for romantic reveries. That these “phantasmagoria[s] of
the mind” (10) contrasted sharply with the actual reality of the monument was quite
obvious. Executed mainly in mud, wood, plaster and more sporadicly brick and stone,
the fragile decorations, the pisé-walls, the opulent ceilings and vaults felt in

desolation shortly after being neglected.



The Rebirth of the Nasrid Palaces

Because of the alarming state of conservation of the Alhambra, further damaged by
the occupation of the site by French troops between 1810 and 1812, consolidation
and restoration works inside the Nasrid palaces were accomplished long before the
institutionalization of the protection of historical monuments by the Spanish
Government and the creation of a supervising commission, the so-called Comision
de Monumentos in 1844 (11). As in the rest of Europe, the need for regulation and
control became obvious, given the restorations executed during the 19" century in
the Alhambra and elsewhere in Spain.

Starting in 1828 and lasting until 1907, the Contreras family, José, Rafael and finally
Mariano, considered the Alhambra almost as their own. Following the restoration
ideology of Viollet-le-Duc, predominant in Spain right into the beginning of the 20"
century, they recreated whole areas, mostly without any conclusive archaeological or
documental evidence, giving rebirth to the ruinous palace buildings of the Nasrids
(12) (Fig. 1). Being a subject of discussion in newspapers, periodicals and books of
the time, the restorations executed by the Contreras in the Alhambra split the
Spanish public in two antagonistic camps. The arguments of the one side in pro of

the Contreras can best be illustrated by quoting Miguel Lafuente Alcantara:

“Seria cosa digna de admirarse el patio de los Leones en su integridad: el brillo
del pavimento, el primor de los templetes y galerias sustentados por jaspes
blancos como la nieve; el adorno de las paredes esmaltadas de oro, plata y
purpura, y la transparencia del agua despefiada en la fuente de los Leones, 0

saltando de las muchas tazas de alabastro repartidas en su recinto, presentarian



una de aquellas decoraciones maravillosas que nos pintan los cuentos fantasticos

de las Mil y una noches.” (13)

The other side, taking up an opposite position by condemning the restorations of the

Contreras makes itself heard in the words of José Gimenez-Serrano:

“Esta joya preciosa bien mereceria mejor conservacion y que manos impias y
groseras no la destrozasen. Al santuario deben acercarse los profanos
destocados y con veneracion: preféribles son las ruinas & prosaicas y
disparatadas restauraciones: escitan las unas poéticos sentimientos y desprecio

las otras.” (14)

Leopoldo Torres Balbas and the “restauro scientifico”

Unlike the rest of Europe, the conservation theories of John Ruskin (1819-1900)
obtained broader acceptance in Spain only around 1915, along with related ideas of
Italian architects like Camillo Boito (1836-1914) and Gustavo Giovannoni (1873-
1947) (15). Together with Jeroni Martorell i Terrats (1876-1951) and Joseph Puig i
Cadafalch (1867-1956), the Madrilenian architect Leopoldo Torres Balbas (1888-
1960) became one of the leading figures of a new approach towards the
conservation and maintenance of historical monuments in the early 20" century
Spain (16).

In 1923 Torres Balbds was appointed conservator of the Alhambra, replacing
Modesto Cendoya, assigned in 1907 (17). Based on the Plan General de
Conservacion de la Alhambra, elaborated by the architect Ricardo Velazquez Bosco

between 1915 and 1917 (18), Torres Balbas made the decisive step of bringing to



perfection some romantic and exotic scenery to the actual conservation of the
building fabric (19).

As a member of the Spanish delegation at the First International Congress of
Architects and Technicians of Historic Monuments held in 1931 in Athens, Torres
Balbas had the opportunity to present some examples of the works executed since
1923 in the Nasrid palaces, illustrating his new conservation policy. The main
principles implemented by Torres Balbas, broke with the restoration practice

predominant in the Alhambra until his arrival:

“Les constructions anciennes ont été entierement respectées, en accord avec les
intérés archéologiques et artistiques; on s’est efforcé essentiellement de
conserver et de réparer, ne recourant qu'en dernier ressort aux restaurations
proprement dites; on s’est attaché a ce que les traveaux modernes ne fussent
jamais une falsification, qu’ils pussent toujours se différencier nettement de la

construction originale.” (20)

In agreement with the general conclusions of the Athens Charter for the Restoration
of Historic Monuments adopted at the just mentioned Conference of 1931 (21), the
above quoted position of Torres Balbas had a considerable impact on the Spanish
conservation law, passed on May 13" 1933 and effective until 1985 (22).

The ideological turn undergone in the early 1930ies in Spain, showing the general
acceptance of the so-called restauro scientifico, established by the above mentioned
Camillo Boito (23), can best be observed in the Palacio del Partal, one of the main
palaces of the Alhambra (Fig. 2).

According to his diary-notes, published posthumous in the Cuadernos de la

Alhambra, Torres Balbas began the restoration of the Partal in 1923 by repairing and



reinforcing its walls and piers as well as the wooden ceilings and roof constructions.
To recover the original appearance of its portico-facade, subsequently walled up,
Torres Balbas evaluated the available graphical, documental and archaeological
evidence, which allowed its restitution (Fig. 3). But unlike his predecessors, Torres
Balbas left the alterations visible and retained from doubtful reconstructions (24).

Notwithstanding their positive response in Spain and abroad, the restorations of the
Alhambra should not follow the new path for very long. At the outbreak of the
Spanish civil war in 1936, distinguished architects like Torres Balbas were replaced
because of their political orientation, and despite the above mentioned conservation
law of 1933 a return to pro-restoration practices took place in the country, leaving its
traces in the Alhambra as well (25), as can be seen at the just mentioned Partal
palace, where Jesus Bermudez Pareja replaced in 1965 the brick piers of the portico-

facade by marble columns; a falsification, as we know today (Fig. 3).

The Alhambra an the Spanish Heritage Debate

Looking back to the thirteen years Torres Balbas presided the conservation
department of the Alhambra, his theoretical and practical achievements are judged
today as highly important for Spain and the Alhambra. Without him, the Nasrid
palaces would most probably have been converted into the oriental Eden described
by so many 19" century travellers, losing their authenticity or as Ruskin would have

said, their glory (26), for the sake of a romantic vision far away from reality.
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lllustrations
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1. Alhambra, Lions Court after the restoration of Rafael Contreras and Juan Pugnaire.

2. Alhambra, Partal palace before the restoration of Torres Balbas.
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4. Alhambra, Partal palace after the restoration of Jeslis Bermudez Pareja.

lllustration Credits: Fig. 1: Uhde 1892, PI. 10. Fig. 2: Conservation des Monuments 1933, PI. I-1. Fig.
3: Conservation des Monuments 1933, PI. I-2. Fig. 4: F. Giese-Vdgeli, June 2012.
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