THE RESTORATION OF THE ORATORY OF
EL PARTAL AND THE HOUSE OF
ASTASIO DE BRACAMONTE
LA RESTAURACIÓN DEL ORATORIO DEL PARTAL Y
LA CASA DE ASTASIO DE BRACAMONTE
ELENA CORREA GÓMEZ
PROFESSOR AT THE FACULTY OF MEDICINE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF GRANADA
elena.correa@juntadeandalucia.es

RAMÓN FRANCISCO RUBIO DOMENE
HEAD OF THE RESTORATION WORKSHOP FOR PLASTERWORK AND TILING OF
THE PATRONATO DE LA ALHAMBRA Y GENERALIFE
ramonf.rubio@juntadeandalucia.es

Abstract: the Oratorio del Partal in the Alhambra is a rectangular building built during the reing of
Yusuf I (1333-1354), and it was attached to a previous building, the Casa de Astasio de Bracamonte. The
Oratorio was restored mainly twice. The first time in 1846, the restorers followed criteria of recovery of
the Muslim environment, from a picturesque-romantic point of view. In 1930, the architect Leopoldo Torres
Balbás tried to recover the original character of the building, although keeping some additions from the
19th century. During the last restoration, the problems of conservation of roofs and decorative elements
have been solved. With the help of current technology, it has been possible to obtain construction data of
the wooden ornamental structure, and characterization of the polychrome on wood and plaster of the Oratorio and the mural painting of the Casa de Astasio de Bracamonte.
K eywords : Alhambra, oratory, restoration, roof, wooden ceiling, characterization, polychromy decoration,
wall painting, faux-brick decoration
R esumen : el Oratorio del Partal en la Alhambra es un edificio de planta rectangular construido durante el
reinado de Yusuf I (1333-1354) y adosado a una construcción anterior, la Casa de Astasio de Bracamonte. El
Oratorio fue restaurado principalmente en dos ocasiones, en 1846 cuando se intervino con un criterio de
recuperación del «ambiente» musulmán desde un punto de vista pintoresco-romántico, y la segunda que
fue llevada a cabo por el arquitecto D. Leopoldo Torres Balbás en 1930, quien trató de recuperar el carácter original del edificio aunque manteniendo algunos de los añadidos decimonónicos. Durante la última
restauración se han abordado los problemas de conservación de cubiertas y elementos decorativos. Con la
ayuda y la aportación de la ciencia y la tecnología actual se han podido aportar nuevos datos constructivos
sobre su armadura apeinazada, e identificar y caracterizar la policromía sobre la madera y yeserías del Oratorio y de la pintura mural exterior de la Casa de Astasio de Bracamonte.
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IL.1. Pablo Saenz and Brother. Exterior view of the Oratory (1920). Hectographic
print in b/w, 250x210mm. APAG. Colección de Fotografías. F-13455.

The Palace of El Portico or El Partal, located
around the Tower of Las Damas, is the best-conserved part of the oldest palace of the Alhambra
and, based on the decorative elements used,
its construction is attributed to Muhhammad
III (1302-1309). The area of El Partal is today a
garden area with buildings and architectural remains distributed in narrow banks. A number
of auxiliary constructions were built around the
palace, associated with its purpose and known
as the Arab Houses and the House of Astasio de
Bracamonte. On the northern wall, Sultan Yusuf
I (1333-1354) built a small palatine chapel, the
Oratory of El Partal. This small rectangular building, with its a hipped roof, has its main façade
facing the palace. Facing its access is the mihrab,
whose qibla was attached to a previous building,
the house of Astasio de Bracamonte, inhabited
since 1492 by the squire of the Count of Tendilla,
warden of the Christian Alhambra, and turned
into a dwelling in the 16th century.

The Oratory was built with brick rigging on its exterior walls covered, at least in part, by decorative
plasterwork. Inside, the wooden ceiling of the entrance, the wooden structure of the main area and
part of the original plasterwork have been conserved. Both the wooden eaves and the ceramic material used in the plinth and interior flooring have
disappeared and no original remains have been documented in this last intervention. We do not know
if the interior of the House of Astasio had any kind
of decoration as it has not lasted; however, the exterior walls are of a similar rigging to the one used in
the Oratory and were covered by a plaster with wall
paint that imitated brick, as shown by the numerous remains documented during the restoration of
the façades. The wall to which the new construction
of the Oratory was attached keeps the remains of
the wall decoration in perfect condition. The practice of partially or totally covering brick buildings
with fake brick paint was very common in Nasrid
architecture.
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1. Brief material history and criteria for
intervention
As occurs with the other spaces of the Alhambra,
since it was built the Oratory has undergone numerous repairs and adaptations to the needs of the day
and many of such adaptations are void of documentary reference. Both the Oratory and the house of
Astasio were privately owned and used as a home
until the 19th century. The material past of the Oratory has been linked primarily to two interventions,
testimonies of the history of the restoration work in
the Alhambra: the first was carried out in 1846; and
the second was carried out by the architect Leopoldo Torres Balbás in 1930.
In the 19th century, restoration changed from a trade that corresponded to certain learned sectors to a
systematic, consolidated professional practice and
scientific discipline1. Nineteenth-century Europe
was marked by the thinking of Eugène E. Violletle-Duc (1814-1879). His theoretical, methodological
approach appeared in the so-called «stylistic restoration», whose criterion dominated the early years
of said century. Stylistic restoration gives maximum
value to the original style of the work of art, where
the original material lacks value in itself compared
to the ideal recovery of the building. This leads to
the elimination of add-ons or modifications, and the
non-distinction of new compared to old, giving rise
to what we know today as historical fakes. However,
from a methodological point of view, Viollet-le-Duc
was able to provide new bases in the intervention
procedure more in line with current criteria.
The first great documented intervention in the
Oratory took place in 1846. Its owner, Francisco de
Acebal y Arratia, promoted its restoration in accordance with the trend of the time, i.e. by completely
and capriciously completing the decoration of the
building with ornaments taken from other places2.
Many of the interior decorations were renewed, altering some of the former layout, and all of it was
smeared in vulgar colours, which destroyed the fineness of the ornamentation3. The house of Astasio
de Bracamonte was also restored in an inappropriate way4. The architect Jose Contreras Osorio was
appointed as director of the works of the Royal Site
and Fortress of the Alhambra in 1840 and most of

his employees were relatives: his younger brother
the master builder Francisco Contreras Osorio;
his son Rafael Contreras Muñoz; two other sons
named Francisco and Jose Marcelo, who had been
trained at the school of drawing; and his son-in-law
the stucco restorer, Jose Medina5. The controversies
arising from their interventions, in which he acted
without concern for the urgent needs of consolidation, devoting his efforts to complete reconstructions6, destroying old parts and ornaments in order
to rebuild them again, led them to stop receiving
funding in 1843 and the work on the Alhambra to
be put on hold until 1846 and the arrival of a new
architect, Salvador Amador. Between 1843 and 1844
José Contreras worked on the construction of the
Alcaicería de Granada in a neo-Nasrid style. Rafael
Contreras Muñoz was not appointed as ornamental
until 1847 and although he never obtained the title
of architect, he was responsible for defining the criteria for intervention and directing the craftsmen
who restored the decoration, supported by the architects who collaborated with him and took charge
of structural issues7. José Contreras, some of his
employees or other local «restorers» participated in
the intervention of the Oratory in 1846, which was
a private property at the time. In 1875 Rafael Contreras published in his book Estudio descriptivo de
los monumentos árabes de Granada, Sevilla y Córdoba
por los tres monumentos principales, la Alhambra, el

1. From now on, we will use the word maristanes, Anglicising the
Arabic māristānāt, plural of māristān.
2. GARCÍA BALLESTER,L. Galeno en la sociedad y en la ciencia de
su tiempo: (c. 130-c. 200 d. de C.). Madrid: Guadarrama, 1972.

3. LAÍN ENTRALGO, P. La medicina hipocrática. Madrid: Alianza,
D.L, 1987.
4. ULLMANN, M. Die MedizinimIslam. Leide: E.A.J. Brill, 1970,
p. 301.
5. LAÍN ENTRALGO, P. La relación médico-enfermo. Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1964.
6- IBN AL–JATIB. Libro del cuidado de la salud según las estaciones
del año or Libro de higiene. Ed. and trad. María Concepción Vázquez de Benito, Salamanca: Salamanca University, 1984.
7. ABŪ MARWĀN ´ABD AL-MALIK IBN ZUHR. Kitāb al-taysīrfī
l-mudāwātwa-l-tadbīrEd. M. al-Jurī. Damascus: Dār al-Fikr, 1983.
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Alcázar y la Gran Mezquita, apuntes arqueológicos,
which contained the following reference to the Oratory:
«...mosque of beautiful decoration, but
which has had the misfortune of being painted so vulgarly... The ornamentation that has
been placed on the outside is also false, but
in place of these pitiful repairs, the reader
can enjoy the well composed nature of this
enclosure and its elegant ceiling of ribbons
and joints. The house, also improperly restored, that is attached to it...»
From this statement it seems logical to think that
Rafael Contreras did not intervene on this occasion.
In the restoration of the Alhambra during these
years, the decorative character of Nasrid art was essentially emphasised, greatly influenced by the romantic spirit and following the misunderstood proposals of stylistic restoration. The beginning of the
monumental restoration in the Alhambra focused
on immense medieval heritage that was unknown
in terms of building technique and how the materials used actually worked.
In the 19th century, the roofs were repaired, a plaster frieze of arches was introduced under the eaves
and the type of eaves was modified using horizontal corbels, numerous plaster plates were replaced,
emptied along with the original plaster elements,
and both the add-ons and original elements were
painted with bright colours without distinction.
Tiling was added to the interior plinth and the
flooring was restored with white-glazed ceramic
elements.
In the middle of the 19th century, John Ruskin's
non-interventionist doctrine appeared in England
as a counterpoint to stylistic restoration and proposed the strict conservation of the current state
of the monument that was incompatible with restoration work, highlighting the value of the ruin
and maintaining the authenticity of the historical
object. Between 1880 and 1890 restoration criteria evolved towards «historical restoration», which
avoids the idealistic reconstructions of stylistic
restoration and prefers methods supported by research and historical documentation. The monument is not restored as it should have been, but

as it was, and allows the original materials to be
replaced by more durable ones as long as the new
ones maintain the same formal characteristics as
the originals8.
In 18979 the Oratory was acquired by the State
along with other small properties nearby. In later
years a heavy balustrade was removed from the wall
at the entrance to the oratory and the walls were
cleaned of modern cladding. When the land around
it was cleared, a rough brick staircase appeared,
along with the rest of the flooring made of the same
material10 (Ils. 1 - 3).
The thinking of Camilo Boito (1836-1914) defines
a position between stylistic restoration and Ruskin's non-intervention. He prefers restoration that
is essential and indispensable for the conservation of the monument and rejects forgery and the
non-distinction of add-ons, highlighting the value
of the monument as a historical document, which
must be subjected to a historical and archaeological
study and a detailed documentation of the intervention. In general terms, Boito advocates a work of
art made up of add-ons from different periods, and
distinguishes three different restoration methods
according to the chronology of the monument. For
medieval monuments, he considers pictorial restoration to be more appropriate, in which the picturesque character of the work prevails, and he legitimises add-ons to defend the image of the work and
recover the figurative unity.
In the first third of the 20th century, Spain was
polarised between the restoration school and the
conservative school. The scientific method star-

8. GARCÍA GRANADOS, J.A.; GIRÓN IRUESTE, F.; SALVATIERRA
CUENCA, V. El Maristán de Granada. Un hospital Islámico. Granada: Imprenta Alhambra, 1989. p. 100.
9. GUY DE CHAULIAC. Thecyrurgie of Guy de Chauliac. Edited by
Margaret S. Ogden. London: Oxford University Press, 1971.
10. See, for example, IBN HABIB (m. 238/853) Mujtasarfī l-tibb
(Compendium of Medicine) Introduction, critical edition and
translation by C. Álvarez de Morales, F. Girón Irueste. Madrid:
Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas. Instituto de
Cooperación con el Mundo Árabe, 1992.
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IL.2. Side view of the Oratory and the House of Astasio of Bracamonte before the intervention of Torres Balbás, (192?).
APAG. Colección de Fotografías. F-05951.

IL.3. Manuel Torres Molina, Exterior view of the access to the Oratory before the intervention of Torres Balbás, (1930). Negative
glass, 120 x 90mm, dry plate.
APAG. Colección de Fotografías. F-00321.

ted up by Camilo Boito was followed, among
others, by the architect Leopoldo Torres Balbás,
who defends the modifications the works have
undergone over time. Leopoldo was able to develop this new approach in the Alhambra from
1923 to 1936:
«to preserve the buildings as they have been
handed down to us, to preserve them from
ruin, to maintain them, to consolidate them,
always with great respect for the former
work; never to complete them or redo the
parts that do not exist».
He considers conservation and restoration work
when it is unavoidable, as well as the use of modern materials and «modern style» so that they are
easily identifiable and do not violate the principle of
authenticity, principles that were to be developed in

the 1931 Athens Charter.
In 1930 Torres Balbás took part in the Oratory, his
work was recorded in his Works Journal and in
his article titled Crónica Arqueológica de la España Musulmana, XVII. As he himself describes, he
reverses this orientalist modification made in the
19th century and tries to recover the Nasrid atmosphere with a number of specific actions. From June
to November, he restored these two small buildings
using an eclectic approach, removing most of the
decorations added in the previous century, but
keeping some that were clearly different from the
originals and that helped make the unit as a whole
more attractive. Both in the house of Astasio and
in the Oratory he removed the roof and recovered
the flight and upward tilt of the smooth corbels
added in the 19th century. In the Oratory, he also
removed the plaster frieze add-on under the eaves,
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IL.4. José García Ayola, View of the interior of the Oratory, before the intervention of Torres Balbás, (18631900), albumen print in sepia 420 x 310mm. APAG. Colección de Fotografías. F-005293.

which meant that the original height of the roof was
recovered.
Inside, he discovered two cupboards on the sides
of the Mihrab and another two on the sides of the
main entrance. In the mihrab he removed all the
modern parts and partitioned the wooden door
that had been opened in the 19th century. On the
jambs of the arch he rebuilt two columns attached
to each other according to «the marks that appeared on the wall». He removed the ceramic plinths

fitted in the 19th century and replaced them with
«paste». He removed some of the modern plasterwork, but kept those that were clearly different
from the old ones; the repainting of the ceilings
and plasterwork was removed, and the 19th-century white-glazed clay flooring was replaced. Underneath it, a brick floor appeared at the same level as the outer floor, which was not raised and on
which old rectangular clay and olambrilla tiles had
been laid (Il. 4).
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The plasterwork from this period was restored by
the plasterer José Molina Trujillo, following instructions given by Torres Balbás:
«Where theyare missing, and the wall being
exposed, the wall must be covered such that
it is somewhat more sunk than the old one,
and then it must be dyed with lime of a light
colour to match the rest»11.
Outside, the uneven staircase was demolished and
replaced by a staircase made of kerbstones. The
wooden panels of the door and its paint-smeared
hinges were from the Moorish period, so he eliminated this system and placed the door between the
exterior and interior arches of the entrance, fitting
the hinge on the door into the hinge point in a similar way to other places in the Alhambra.
Since the great intervention of Torres Balbás, only
small maintenance operations have been documented, and the Oratory is no longer the object of significant transformations. With the Civil War and the
post-war reconstruction, there came stagnation in the
theoretical debate in Spain, and a certain regression
towards the proposals of stylistic restoration. At the
end of the 1960s, a dispute arose between the academics or supporters of stylistic reconstructions and
the modernists, who preferred strongly differentiated
interventions using current materials and techniques.
This went on until the later decades of the 20th century, when the dialogue between old and new was
assumed necessary, always preserving the historical,
documentary and aesthetic value of the building.
The multidisciplinary team responsible for the latest restoration in 2013 has been aware that these
buildings, and especially the Oratory, are a living
document that contains part of the history of monumental restoration in Spain and the Alhambra.
The intervention has been divided into two phases,
a first phase in which work was carried out on the
roofs of both buildings, the decorative structure
and the wooden ceiling of the Oratory and the remains of the wall painting and plastering on the exterior facades (from May 2013 to November 2014).
During the second phase, all the interior and exterior plasterwork of the Oratory was restored (from

September 2015 to June 2016).
From the first phase of the intervention, their uniqueness requires special mention of the restoration
of the wooden structure of the Oratory and the decorative remains of the wall painting of the House
of Astasio.

2. The restoration of the roofs and the wooden
structure
The roof of the Oratory is characteristic of Nasrid
constructions. An exterior frame that receives the
slate roof, and a decorated lower frame visible from
inside the building, creating a space or chamber between them.
The decorative structure is rectangular in shape and
measures 3 x 3,30 m. It has mohamar pieces whose structure is that of a wooden crisscross forming
eight stars and knots at the start of the edges, and
stars and crossbars on the ceiling. In terms of decoration the project was changed during the construction, eliminating four central stars from the ceiling
and replacing them with interlaced coffering and
an umbrella rosette in the centre12. One unique feature of the structure is that there are no pins in the
rafters and the roof is secured with girders nailed
to the abutments that act as stops13, the only known
example, together with the structure in the main
hall of the north pavilion of the Generalife (Il. 5).
Water leaks caused by faults in the roof conditioned
the state of conservation of the decorative structure, especially on the north side most exposed to the
weather. The collapse of the northern channel caused by the loss of support from the rafters in the

11. GIRON, F. Médicos y sanadores en el Medievo Islámico. El Médico, Profesión y Humanidades. 1988: No. 267, LXXIV–LXXXI.
12. C. ÁLVAREZ DE MORALES, C.; GIRÓN IRUESTE, F. Maristanes y Hospitales. IbnJaldun. El Mediterráneo en el siglo XIV. Auge y
declive de los Imperios. Seville: El Legado Andalusí, 2006, p. 276.
13. Biblia de Jerusalén ilustrada por Gustavo Doré, 2 vols., Madrid:
Club Internacional del libro, 1975.Mateo, 25, 35.
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Cornisa ARROCABE

Tocadura ARROCABE

Tabla ROSETA central

Alicer ARROCABE

IL.5. Artyco, 3D Representation for the structural and constructive study of the wooden structure of the Oratory. Report of intervention Roof
Oratory of El Partal and House of Astasio de Bracamonte. Alhambra Granada (2015). APAG.

abutment, due to the action of xylophagous insects
and rotting fungi, especially in the centre, led to the
loss of part of the geometric decoration of the wooden joint and caused the ceiling to come loose. The
instability was worsened by the weight provided by
the remains of an old roof structure that rested directly on the ceiling and on the central rafters of the
north and south abutments, together with the weight of the slate roof, transmitted through the rafters
on the roof on the other side of the ceiling. On the
other hand, the back of the structure had been covered with layers of plaster applied at different times.
The practice of covering the backs of decorative wooden ceilings is common in and original to Nasrid
carpentry, as it provided a certain protection for the
piece against attacks by xylophagous agents and fire.
It also ensured that the conditions of ventilation and
humidity in the upper areas were adequate.
In order to solve the serious structural problems

affecting the wooden structure, access to the entire
surface of the back of the structure was necessary.
During the partial dismantling of the roof structure,
a structural and constructive study was carried out
on both the roof and the Nasrid wooden structure,
and new data has been found on unknown aspects of
the 1930 intervention. Torres Balbás conserved the
remains of a former roof between the Nasrid structure and the current roof structure that has been dated by carbon-14 between 1280 and 1400, so it could
have been part of the original roof structure formed
by poplar wood cylinders. The current roof structure

14. FRANCO SÁNCHEZ, F. La asistencia al enfermo en al–Andalus.
La Medicina en al–Andalus. Granada: Junta de Andalucía, Consejería de Cultura, D.L. 1999, pp. 137–38.
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The original wood used in all the structure and skirt
rafters was white poplar (Populus alba L.), except in
the central rafters of the NE and SW skirts, which
are Aleppo pine (Pinus halepensis Mill.), while the
boards are Scots pine/black pine (Pinus sylvestris L.).
Although it would have been normal to carve the rafters in pine wood because of its greater strength, in
this case pearwood was chosen, except for the central
rafters. It was sufficient due to the small size of the
structure and was lighter. Another common solution
is the reinforcement with crosspieces of gall oak or
Andalusian oak (Quercus faginea Lamk.) placed over
the skirts and the wooden structure. The dendrochronological dating of the structure gives the date
1332, although it is possible that the dated material
was used years after it had been obtained16.

IL.6. Interior view of the Oratory, wooden structure, (1924), negative b/w - (16 b) Plate number: C-42674, © Fundació Instituto
Amatller de Arte Hispánico. Mas Archive.

was mounted on a new abutment on a brick wall that
places it above the previous abutment14, and which
seems to correspond to the Torres Balbás intervention. The poor work done on some of the repairs
seems to indicate that there could have been another
intervention before 1930, which must have consisted
of positioning boards on the front that distorted the
geometric layout, and removing the original boards
from the north skirt and crosspieces that were replaced by new pieces. In 1930, no action was taken
on the roof structure itself, but rather the work was
limited to recovering the eaves that had been lost15.
Leopoldo respects and consolidates the existing deformation of the wooden structure. He places beams
on the skirts and applies a layer of plaster on the back
on top of another previous layer that is very deteriorated. This new layer of plaster penetrates through
the openings of the incline and through alterations
in the wood such as cracks and holes caused by xylophagous insects. The plaster layer contained rolled
wire attached to the rafters of the structure by means
of eyebolts, hung from the rafters of the roof structure, probably fitted before the 1930 restoration.

As for the colour layer, very few of the original remains have been preserved under layers of subsequent repainting and refresh coats of resin varnishes, oils and waxes, sometimes applied hot, so
they penetrated much the original layers. These
new materials were very dark due to their oxidation
and polymerisation and hid the painted motifs.
Through the study of the photographic documentation prior to 1930, especially that dated in 1924
(see Il. 6) and that of Ayola (see Il. 4), it is clear that
there is at least one intermediate intervention between the work of 1846 and that of 1930, in which
the polychrome motifs were repainted. There is a
section of the Oratory drawn by Rafael Contreras
in 1861 from the book Monumentos arquitectónicos
de España that shows the state of the building after
the restoration of 1846. If we give credibility to the
motifs drawn, we see that they are different from
the repolymerized motifs in the photograph of the
structure from 1924 (Il. 6). The elimination of this
layer of repolymerization by Torres Balbás, in addition to other undocumented cleaning work, im-

15. An example of this: IBN ABÌ L–BAYÀN. El formulario de los
hospitales de... introduction, Spanish translation and comments,
with glossaries by José Luis Valverde López and Carmen Peña
Muñoz. Granada: Secretariado de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Granada, 1981.
16. BARRIGA GUILLÉN, C., et al. Hospitales y centros benéficos sevillanos: inventarios de sus fondos. Seville: Diputación Provincial, 1997.
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IL.7. Artyco, Process of assembly of the skirt of the wooden structure, Report of intervention Roof Oratory of El Partal and House of
Astasio de Bracamonte. Alhambra Granada (2015). APAG.

plied removing the remains of original paint, which
have only been preserved in a few spaces between
the rafters and wooden structure.
The restoration of the roofs consisted of lifting the
roof material (tile and part of the board in the House of Astasio, and all the boards in the case of the
Oratory), dismantling some of the rafters in the
Oratory and the fragment of the old roof structure to gain access to the wooden structure. After the
curative and preventive insect treatments, the abutments and supports ofthe structures were replaced
with treated wood. The area was made watertight
where the skirts, eaves and roofs meet, the eaves
were restored and the roofing material was replaced
by installing a multilayer waterproofing sheet.
The restoration of the structure has focused not
only on recovering its aesthetics and self-supporting capacity, but also on understanding how it
worked and studying the causes of the alteration17.
The front of the structure was very dark and unevenly finished, as a result of aggressive elimination

work in 1930 and the presence of old paint and protective coatings that had been applied in the past.
The cleaning method chosen had to respect the few
original remains of polychrome and eliminate the
added layers that distorted the aesthetics, so it was
necessary to combine mechanical methods (manual cleaning with instruments), chemicals (gelled
or ungelled organic solvents, together with the occasional use of surfactants) and physical methods
(photonic cleaning with laser) according to the
cleaning required in each area. It was occasionally necessary to fix the lifting and cracking of polychromies and consolidate powdery pictorial layers.
The boards and parts that were incorrectly placed

17. LECLERC, L. Histoire de la médecine arabe, 2 vols. New York:
Burt Franklin, 1971, [ed. facsimil] Actually, the centre that Leclerc
indicates was in Marrākuš, not in Algeciras. GIRON, F. Note on
a supposed Arab hospital in Algeciras: Llull. Revista de la Sociedad Española de Historia de las Ciencias y de las Técnicas. 1978: 2,
113-115.
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IL.8. Artyco, Stratigraphic study under optical microscope of the original polychrome of the red layer and gold-varnished tin layer, Report
of intervention Roof Oratory of El Partal and House of Astasio de Bracamonte. Alhambra Granada (2015). APAG.

and distorted the geometry were removed, while
those that followed the layout correctly were kept.
Following the same criterion, only the elements
that facilitated the geometry were reintegrated volumetrically by means of grafts. The chromatic reintegration was limited to that which is essential for
recovering the geometry of the structure.
On the back, it was necessary to guarantee the stability of the structure, intervening in all the key
parts for the transmission of loads, giving them
the necessary mechanical strength. To do this, it
was necessary to dismantle part of the most deteriorated northern skirt, together with a number of
essential pieces for the consolidation of the weakened or defibered areas of the wood, and to graft all
the elements that had been broken or weakened by
xylophagous fungi18 (Il. 7).
The restoration work on the wooden structure and
the conclusions obtained from the analytical studies have made it possible to understand how the
polychrome motifs were distributed over a large
part of the structure.

3. Characterization of the polychrome layers of
the structure
In general the bottoms of the frieze are yellow on
the front panels and red inside the lobed arches
and in the upper band of carved flowers. As for the
red background, two rather irregular layers can be
seen, corresponding to a first layer of lead minium
with a more orange appearance and a second layer
of vermilion on top. The yellow finishes are mainly
due to the presence of orpiment. The preparation
of the yellow background of the frieze consists of a
more uniform layer of white lead and off-white on
which a false gold was applied formed by sheets of
tin and a varnish of coniferous resin. The cone of
the frieze that has been analysed has a dark greeni-

18. MUHAMMAD B. AHMAD IBN YUBAYR.A través del Oriente:
el siglo XII ante los ojos: [Rihla]; intr., trad. and notes Felipe Maillo
Salgado, Barcelona: Serbal, 1988.
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IL. 9. Artyco, Reconstruction of the original polychromy of the main board, Report of intervention Roof Oratory of El Partal and House
of Astasio de Bracamonte. Alhambra Granada (2015). APAG.

sh appearance. Analytical results indicate that they
contain mainly indigo, and on it a thin layer of orpiment impregnated with protein binders and what
could be a coniferous resin, although the latter has
not been clearly identified.
The ceramic frieze shows the mark left by a former
repolychrome that imitated cursive epigraphic characters. No traces of the original polychromy have
been preserved, and the lines observed are identified with the outlines of the repainting work that
can be seen in the 1924 image. It has not been possible to transcribe this epigraph as it does not correspond to actual epigraphic content. On the other
hand, in the drawing of the above-mentioned book
Monumentos arquitectónicos de España, the current
epigraphic band does not appear, but rather there is
a decorative frieze.

tigraphic sequence of the samples analysed shows
a wooden support on which an oily varnish composed of linseed oil and conifer resin was applied, slightly pigmented with traces of minium, vermilion
and earth, which received the tin sheets decorated
with blue-green polychrome, with an abundance of
in indigo and grains of orpiment. Vermilion and
minium have been identified in the red decoration
(Ils. 8 - 9).
In the rest of the decorations of the skirts and wooden structure, indigo blue, vermilion, lead, orpiment and black charcoal have been used.
The distribution in the use of all binders could not
be distinguished due to the numerous repainting
processes. It must have been a polychromy in an
oil-based tempera made of linseed oil and a protein
binder previously applied on the glued wood (Il. 10).

Very little of the original polychromy is preserved
on the skirting board. From the remains of colour
and their analytical study, the hypothesis of the alternation of colour in the backgrounds of the tables
between blue and red has been confirmed. The stra-
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IL. 10. Artyco, Final state of the structure of the Oratory of El Partal. Report of intervention Roof Oratory of El Partal and House of Astasio
de Bracamonte. Alhambra Granada (2015). APAG.

4. The restoration of the plasterwork
The plasterwork of the Oratory of El Partal was
made by master builders specialised in plaster, who
knew how to combine the technique of direct carving with motifs made in moulds, which created
a wider variety of motifs and a multitude of sizes.
The Alhambra and Generalife Monumental complex is probably one of the greatest examples of
decorative plasterwork in the world, with a great variety of plant, epigraphic and geometric motifs, as
well as its impressive muqarnas vaults with self-supporting structures, the result of the combination
of brickwork, some of which, joined by mathemati-

cal models, have more than 5,000 prisms, making
them unique in the world.
The decorative structure of this area revolves
around the main axis of the mihrab, where today,
as in the rest of the room, the original frieze has
disappeared, probably decorated with fine and precise ceramic tiles. Above this frieze there is a large
epigraphic scroll on two levels under plates separated by half columns and carved vertically with
plant motifs with tree structures and epigraphic
scrolls in italics and Kufic script. The area is fini-
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IL. 11. Eduardo Mendoza, Tracer. Location of pieces made with moulds and directly carved pieces, Conservation-Restoration of the
Plasterwork of the Oratory of El Partal (2016). APAG.
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shed off with a small dome of muqarnas of half a
circumference.
The decoration on the walls has been made in
plaster, with a geometry including epigraphic and
plant motifs, highlighting the shell or scallop. It is
found in panels and the keystones of arches, standing out on the mihrab and entrance wall, and as
Professor Puerta Vilchez tells us19, the iconography
of the shell predates Islam, and was used from the
8th century in the Ujaydir Palace in Iraq, where,
in addition to being used in the entrances, it was
introduced:
«in the interior of the buildings as a distinguishing element of royalty, since, thanks to
its relationship with water and the pearl it
produces, its symbolism is generically linked
to the ideas of purification, fertility, creation,
wealth and perpetuity».
The whole is decorated from the missing ceramic
frieze. Above it, we find the first plaster frieze with
decorative plates separated by half columns, and
alternating arches with plant motifs and epigraphic scrolls. Then we have the first decorative body
made of sebkas with rhombus motifs with plant decoration. These sebka panels are framed by epigraphic friezes in italics that separate the second body,
which is decorated with large vertical panels separated by half columns, and carved with epigraphic
scrolls and plant motifs. In this second body, which
is also framed by an epigraphic frieze in italics, there are lattices inserted, with three on each side of
the walls. Most of these inscriptions are jaculatory
praises of and references to God.
The technique used for these decorations in the
Nasrid period actually involved two techniques: casting from moulds and direct carving. We find them
in all the motifs that are repeated constantly in the
wall decoration. And the direct carving in motifs
that are unique in this area, such as the motifs with
geometric decoration incised in the outer panels of
the main façade, the two arches, both the entrance
and the mihrab, highlighting the mihrab arch with
the voussoirs of the horseshoe arch that alternate
with plant motifs at different levels. And the two
panels stand out because they have a kidney-shaped

volume, with very bold plant motifs with great depth, differing from the other motifs in this oratory,
especially from the motifs made from moulds. (Il.
11). As is usual in the plasterwork in the Alhambra, the materials have been selected according to
the work to be done: black plaster for direct carving
work; and white plaster for work with moulds20.
The casts also have the orange layer applied as a release agent on the rigid plaster moulds before each
of the different casts.
In both cases the plasterwork is finished with the
application of a white layer based on calcium sulphate baked at a higher temperature, and as the
analyses show, the binder found for the application
of this final white layer is fatty acids from an oil
(probably linseed), whose function is to protect the
plasterwork from the outside and create a barrier
against one of its greatest enemies, water. It also
gets it ready for the final polychrome, covering the
pore and reducing absorption to facilitate the work
of the brush, applying colour in shades of blue, red,
black and gold as we shall see later.
The latest restoration processes carried out have
brought to light some of the existing polychromy
with which this oratory was decorated. The chromatic palette used on the plaster was minimal. The
colours used were basically:
-The red shade of vermilion from mercury sulphide, which is very abundant in nature and which was
used since Roman times in the Almadén mines in
Ciudad Real.
Example of the red colour of the east panel of the
mihrab, whose analysis shows two successive layers from the outside to the inside:

19. PUERTA VILCHEZ, J. M. Leer la Alhambra. Granada: Patronato de la Alhambra y Generalife, 2015. pág. 34.
20. RUBIO DOMENE, R.F. Técnicas decorativas en la Alhambra:
Conocimiento y Restauración. En González Alcantud, J.A. (Ed.)
La invención del estilo hispano-magrebí. Barcelona: Anthropos,
2010. págs. 379-393.
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the rest of the colours that are applied on the backgrounds and vegetable motifs, which are generally protected from erosive processes on the walls,
when applied on the most external and vertical
planes, gold is the first to suffer from aggressions,
become detached and lost.

IL. 12. Enrique Parra Crego,Larco Quimica y Arte s.l. Different
thin/polished layers observed with MEB/EDX. Sample aoa-2.11:
e8. Red. East panel of the Mihrab, Chemical Analysis of the Polychrome of the Plasterwork of the Oratory of El Partal (2016).
APAG.

Layer 2: a thickness of between 20-75 (µ), and pigments such as vermilion, red soil, gypsum (tr.), calcite (tr.), calcium oxalate (tr.), nitrates (tr.)
Layer 1: a thickness of 750 (µ), and pigments such
as gypsum, clays, and traces ofiron oxides, calcite,
carbon black and nitrates (Il. 12).
-The blue used has come from the azurite ore and
although it is common to find the lapis lazuli pigment in decorations in the Alhambra, it has not
been the case here, probably due to its high price.
-The black colour used has been of vegetable origin,
such as charcoal21.
They were all applied directly to the final white
finish layer. Although no protein or polysaccharide-type binders were found in the chromatographic
analyses carried out, we can conclude that they
were bound with proteins (probably animal glue
and egg) since fatty acids such as palmitic and stearic acids are abundant, as well as phosphates.
Although we have not been able to see any remains
of gilding, probably due to the instability of the
material under extreme environmental conditions,
and the restoration work of the 19th and 20th centuries, gold or gold leaf was applied on a bed of
mixtion varnish that allowed the gold to be applied
with a certain shine without having to be polished
with agate stone22. We must remember that unlike

The results of the analyses once again show the protocol established in the Nasrid plasterworks of the
Alhambra, where the colours were always basic and
primary, applied with precision so as not to lose the
volumes of chiaroscuro achieved with the different
heights of the carving. They did not use mixtures,
as it was the easiest and safest way to achieve the
same shade in all the motifs repeated in the large
spaces to be decorated, even if it was applied by different hands.
The chromatic range sometimes repeats the scheme followed in the wood, based on choosing generally the colours red and blue, alternating the backgrounds and plant motifs of the decorative relief,
and gold leaf for the upper planes where it was
easier and possible to do a good job, thus giving
greater prominence to the sacred letter, the divine
word. Besides using gold to highlight epigraphy,
whether in Kufic or cursive motifs, we can also
find it in bands, in outstanding fruit motifs, and
in shells or scallops as would be the case in this
oratory. And the black pigment was used to create
certain isolated motifs, or to outline flat-decorated
plant motifs23.

21. DOMINGUEZ VIDAL, A; DE LA TORRE LÓPEZ, M.J; CAMPOS
SUÑOL, M.J; RUBIO DOMENE, R.F; AYORA CAÑADA, M.J. Decorated plasterwork in the Alhambra investigated by Raman spectroscopy: comparative field and laboratory study, Journal or Raman
Spectrosc. 2014, nº 45. págs. 1006–1012.
22. VILLEGAS SANCHEZ, R; ARROYO TORRALVO, F; RUBIO DOMENE, R; CORREA GOMEZ, E. Study Of Efficiency And Compatibility On Successive Applications Of Treatments For Islamic Gypsum
And Plaster From The Alhambra, 13th International Congress On The
deterioration And Conservation Of Stone. Volume I.Paisley: University
of the West of Scotland, 2016. págs. 613-620.
23. RUBIO DOMENE, Op. Cit. pág. 181.
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IL. 13. Eduardo Mendoza, Tracer, Process of consolidation of polychrome on the plasterwork of the arch, Conservation-Restoration of
the Plasterwork of the Oratory of El Partal (2016). APAG.

Although at present some different tones are visible from those described, such as browns, greens
and oranges, they correspond to transformations
characteristic of the passage of time, as occurs with
azurite in its change to greenish tones of atacamite and paratacamite24, or to processes of oxidation
such as those experienced by lead red, which oxidises on the surface to give a black tone of lead oxide
(a very frequent alteration in the Alhambra which
has already appeared in spaces such as the main
façade of the Tower of Las Damas in El Partal, or in
the plasterwork of the muqarnas vaults in the Hall
of Kings). It also occurs with redecorations carried
out in later years as we have already described, where probably due to the lack of resources, they apply
cheaper, more readily available colours, without
taking into account the original decoration of the
motifs.

how they work with this material25 Acting on the
one hand in a conservationist way by consolidating
polychrome and plasterwork only in cases where
the material requires it, as well as fixing of plates and loose elements (Il. 13). And from another
point of view with a purely aesthetic intervention
with the removal of gauzes and different layers of
dirt superimposed on the originals, where intense
work has been carried out to remove the patinas of
muddy water that were applied both on the original
plasterwork and, in particular, on the new plaster
plates placed in the intervention made in the 19th
century. For this detailed mechanical work, it has

24. DOMINGUEZ VIDAL, Op. Cit. pág. 19.

The restoration processes carried out have been
marked by the nature of these plasterworks and
the conservation needs they involved, taking into
account the treatments that currently exist and

25. DE LA TORRE LÓPEZ, M.J.; DOMINGUEZ VIDAL, A.; CAMPOS SUÑOL, M.J.; RUBIO DOMENE, R.; ULRICH SCHADEE;
AYORA CAÑADA, M.J. Gold in the Alhambra: study of materials,
technologies and decay processes on decorative gilded plasterwork, Journal of Raman Spectrosc, 2014. págs. 1052-1058.
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IL. 14.Eduardo Mendoza, Tracer, Cleaning processes and Mihrab wall after restoration. Conservation-Restoration of the Plasterwork of
the Oratory of El Partal (2016). APAG.

been necessary to use laser cleaning equipment to
remove the incrustations of mud and respect the
plasterwork (Il. 14).
Special mention must be made of the polychrome
in blue tones and plant motifs, which appeared on
the lintel plasterwork and jambs around the lattices
on the main entrance façade. These have remained
hidden under layers of lime and mud, and protected from the weather by the eaves of the roof.
In the phase of sealing cracks and fissures and rebuilding lost motifs, we must highlight the use of
a new restoration mortar, invented and patented
by the Patronato de la Alhambra, where the experience and research carried out in the Plasterworks
Restoration Workshop has helped develop a mortar
formulated according to the material with which it
is to be used (in this case based on plaster), so that
it can coexist with the original Nasrid material or
with the plaster or casts of later interventions. This
mortar has already been used on other plasterwork
of the Alhambra and outside the Nasrid complex,
bringing a new option for restoration work, since it

is only visible with ultraviolet light radiation. It also
enables volumetric reconstructions respecting the
decalogue of restoration to differentiate our work
from the original and from earlier work, avoiding
historical fakes.

5. The imitation of brick rigging
in the Nasrid era
The Alhambra has numerous examples of wall
paintings that imitate the brickwork underneath.
It appears in numerous examples on the exterior
facades and on the interior vaults of the monumental complex26. All these remains show similarities
in terms of technique with the exception of small
differences, variety in terms of sizes and a different
arrangement of the imitation brickwork. However,
they have one common denominator, the use of the

26. RUBIO DOMENE, (2010), Op.Cit., p.126.
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oxalate. The haematite is a dehydrated iron oxide
that is abundant and readily available. Its chemical
stability against atmospheric agents and binders
such as lime, justifies its extensive use in this type
of decoration. The red layer is very defined, it does
not penetrate the white mortar, which might suggest that it was applied wet, so it seems that it was
applied dry. No organic binder has been identified
as a vehicle for the application of the red pigment,
as both polysaccharides (gums) and proteins (animal glues, calcium caseinate or egg) have been tested with negative results. However, the presence of
calcium oxalate may result from the degradation of
the organic compounds used or from the natural
activity of micro-organisms. The calcite identified
in its composition could be a consequence of its use
as a pigment vehicle (Il. 15).

IL. 15.Eduardo Mendoza, Tracer, Final state of the main façade
after restoration. Conservation-Restoration of the Plasterwork of
the Oratory of El Partal (2016). APAG.

colour red. In general, painted brick decoration reproduces the shape and manner in which the ceramic bricks are arranged, and can be adapted to the
different sizes of the bricks.
The coating is made up of a white lime mortar only
a few millimetres thick with a very fine aggregate
that is applied to the brickwork. It is a fine mortar
of lime and sand plaster, low in siliceous components, large rounded quartz grains, together with
smaller grains of feldspars, mica, and clayey aggregates with iron oxide. This thin layer of mortar was
applied with a brush, identified by the mark said
tool has left on the surface. The detailed observation of this mixture allowed us to study the incised drawing that was made by pressing on the still
fresh coating mortar using a blunt tool that could
have been made of wood.
The red colour applied by brush is provided by a
layer formed by iron oxides, lime and calcium

The rehabilitation of the Oratorio del Partal carried out by
the Board of Trustees of the Alhambra and Generalife in
the years 20o7 to 2017, with the collaboration of a team of
interdisciplinary specialists, has been distinguished with the
European Heritage Award / Europa Nostra 2019
in the category of Conservation. It was co-financed by the World
Monuments Fund Robert W. Wilson Challenge fund
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