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Abstract: This article aims to provide new insights into one of the key buildings of the Spanish Renaissance: The Pala-
ce of Charles V in the Alhambra, linked to the architect Pedro Machuca. We will be focusing in particular on the symbolic 
and representative aspects of its complex iconographic programme, developed along its walls and especially in the two 
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the geometric relationships in the spheres. The results provide a better understanding of the complex interactions be-
tween history, art and mathematics.
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1. INTRODUCTION

W Ithin the grounds of the Alhambra of Gra-
nada, standing cheek by jowl with the royal 

palaces of the Nasrid dynasty, is the Palace of Charles 
V, one of the jewels of the Spanish Renaissance (Gó-
mez-Moreno, 1941, pp. 120-136). It is widely regar-
ded as one of the purest examples of Renaissance clas-
sicism outside Italy and is closely associated with one 
of the standard-bearers of the new Roman style in 
the Iberian Peninsula, the painter and architect Pedro 
Machuca (1490-1550) (López & Espinosa, 2001). 
In addition, although it has never been completely 
finished or ever inhabited, it occupies an essential 
place in the history of Spanish palace architecture, as 
the first official residence built from scratch by a mo-
narch, embellished with a new imperial iconography 
and conceived as the culmination of a series of ar-
chitectural and institutional initiatives aimed at ma-
king 16th-century Granada a thriving centre of court 
life. This continued until the 1560s, when Charles V’s 
successor Philip II promoted a more centralist state 
based around Madrid and the monastery of El Esco-
rial, which took over the function originally assigned 
to the Royal Chapel of Granada as the first Pantheon 
of the Habsburg Dynasty (Rosenthal, 1990).

Although the first designs for the palace date from 
1527, building work did not commence until 1532 
and progressed at a good rate under the management 
of Pedro Machuca from Toledo. By the time he died 
in 1550,  the fundamental aspects of the design of 
the building had been traced out in situ: the perime-
ter wall had been erected to different heights, as had 
a large part of the interior wings, the chapel up to its 
second section, and the foundations of the circular pe-
ristyle surrounding the courtyard. His son Luis com-
pleted the upper part of the south portal and finished 
the ground floor of the courtyard with its annular 
vault. On his death in 1572, the pace of the building 
work slowed due to the War of the Alpujarras and the 
end of the high taxes imposed on the Moriscos to help 
pay for the construction of the palace. This meant that 
the master builders in charge of the building works 
had great difficulties in continuing their work. While 
Juan de Orea respected the original designs until his 
death in 1581, the greatest deviation from Machuca’s 
original projects can be seen in the second section of 

the western portal and its associated entrance hall1, 
built under the supervision of the royal architect Juan 
de Herrera  and the direct management of Juan de 
Minjares. Around 1637, after the contributions made 
by successive master builders, Juan de Vega, Pedro Ve-
lasco and Francisco de Potes, the building works came 
to an almost complete halt. By that time, all the walls 
had been built together with one of the staircases, al-
though the second floor still had no roof (Galera Men-
doza, 2014). It was not finished until work finally re-
commenced, under the management of the architects 
Leopoldo Torres Balbás and Francisco Prieto Moreno, 
between 1923 and 1968 (Romero, 2014).

The palace gradually took shape in a period in 
which the Spanish Empire was expanding towards 
the New World and was constantly engaged in war 
and conflict.  The emperor travelled continually 
and mapmaking became a strategic ally, receiving 
a strong boost from the Flemish cartographers and 
their workshops, and from the Casa de la Contra-
tación (House of Trade with the Indies) in Seville 
(Martín, 2004, pp. 89-102). Maps became a symbol 
of the empire, as also happened with the Portugue-
se monarchy, who promoted the armillary sphere, 
a mathematical and astronomical instrument, as 
an icon of the Age of Discoveries, and integrated it 
into the Royal coat of arms. Similarly, the monar-
chy of Charles V incorporated the column emblem 
with the Plus Ultra motto into its coat of arms, mo-
tifs with which the pedestals at the western entrance 
of the palace are also related (Wohlfeil, 1995-1996, 
pp. 161-188). They also added a globe into which 
an eagle is sinking its claws, symbol of a global 
empire. Another result of the advances in geodesy 
and cartography and of their symbolic incorpora-
tion into the imperial iconography displayed at the 
palace was the bas-relief carving of a globe on the 
decorative fireplace in the Emperor’s Rooms in 
the Alhambra. The globe contained a map of the 

1.	 The architectural drawing known as the “Burlington Elevation”, 
preserved at the Metropolitan Museum in New York, suggests 
that Herrera must have designed the windowed upper section of 
said portal, instead of the central serlian window with semicircu-
lar windows on each side originally planned by Machuca (Tafuri, 
1987, pp. 89-92).
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world, which accurately reproduced the current 
state of cartographic knowledge at that time. The-
re was also another globe represented in wood car-
vings, whose meaning and details we analysed in a 
previous article (Martínez Sevilla, Cruz Cabrera & 
Sánchez-Montes González, 2022, pp. 75-91).

2. A NEW ICONOGRAPHIC PROJECT

The building’s history is now well-known thanks to 
the excellent monographic study by Earl E. Rosen-
thal (1985; 1988a). Since then, the monument has 
been a source of important debate amongst histo-
rians and of interesting lines of new research.

These debates included a discussion about the origi-
nal authorship of the project: for Rosenthal and most 
Spanish scholars it was the work of Pedro Machuca, 
squire of the Governor of the Alhambra and  Cap-
tain-General of the Kingdom of Granada, Luis Hurta-
do de Mendoza (1489-1566), 3rd Count of Tendilla.  
However, Manfredo Tafuri proposed that the designs 
were of Italian origin and that the project was perhaps 
the work of Giulio Romano, by way of Baldassare de 
Castiglione (1478-1529), who had formed part of the 
close court circle at the Alhambra in 1526 (1987, pp. 
4-26; 1995, pp. 253-264). This hypothesis led other 
authors to propose the involvement of other desig-
ners such as Baldassare Peruzzi or Cesare Cesariano 
(appointed as imperial architect in 1528), as set out in 
the historiographical summary by López & Espinosa 
(2011, pp. 89-115). The doubts raised in relation to 
Machuca’s  training as a painter and the presence of 
both solecisms and innovative decorative motifs, da-
ting from the end of the 15th century to the 1530s, 
have sowed plentiful seeds for debate, such that the 
issue has yet to be fully resolved, as was recently de-
monstrated in an international conference held at the 
Alhambra in 2014 (Galera & Frommel, 2018)2. 

As regards the new lines of research, the ichnographic 
and iconographic proposals are of particular interest. 
The geometric rigour of not only the square perime-
ter and the circular courtyard, but also the octagonal 
chapel, has been linked to the universalist aspirations 
of Charles V’s Empire,  highlighting the concordance 
between the three geometric figures – square, circle 

and octagon – and the Earth, eternal life and Heaven, 
in line with the neoplatonic division between body, 
soul and spirit proposed by Marsilio Ficino (Delgado, 
2017, p. 61). There have also been different interpre-
tations as regards its basic building unit, ranging from 
the ad quadratum design suggested by Rosenthal to 
our proposed layout based on the radius of the octa-
gonal chapel (Martínez Sevilla & Cruz Cabrera, 2021, 
pp. 29-47),  without forgetting the contributions, 
along similar lines but with different interpretations, 
by A. J. García and A. Gámiz (2022, pp. 38-49). All of 
these research studies are signs of the renewed interest 
in the complex relationships between art and geometry 
in the study of Renaissance and Baroque architecture.

The exact position of the palace has also been analysed, 
at an angle with respect to the “Old Royal House of the 
Alhambra” known today as the Nasrid Palaces, inva-
ding the southern wing of the Palace of Comares (the 
Sala de las Helías, demolished in 1537).  Some go be-
yond Rosenthal’s determinist interpretation regarding 
the choice of the site – constrained within the wall, the 
Islamic palaces,  the cistern of the Tendillas  and the 
Church of Santa María de la Alhambra (1988a, pp. 
37-38) – claiming its symbolic orientation towards Je-
rusalem was an attempt to legitimize the historic des-
tiny of the monarch as the heir of the Regnum Hiero-
solymitanum (Kingdom of Jerusalem) (Casado, 2012, 
pp. 71-84). Other authors have emphasized what they 
claim to be a close spatial and institutional relationship 
between the “Old Royal House of the Alhambra” and 
the “New Royal House”, despite the opposition and 
critical rejection by the Romantic travellers of the idea 
of any form of continuity between the two complexes 
(Henssler, 1993-1994, pp. 233-272). This is seen as a 
bid to emulate and perhaps even surpass the legacy of 
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the Reyes Católi-
cos. From this perspective,  the construction between 

2.	 In a previous article, we sketched out the respective positions on 
this issue of the different speakers at the conference (2021, p. 31): 
S. Frommel claimed that the likely author was Machuca, who 
could conceivably have made a trip to Italy which would explain 
the artistic innovations applied in the design of the palace; J. Lor-
da and H. Burns maintained their previous positions attributing 
the project to Peruzzi and Giulio Romano, while F. Marías clai-
med that Luis Hurtado de Mendoza, the Marquess of Mondéjar, 
had played a leading role in the decision-making process.
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1527 and 1533 of the rooms known as the “Rooms 
of the Emperor Charles V” or the “New Chambers of 
the Alhambra” should not be regarded as the creation 
of provisional structures and instead should be viewed 
as a redefinition of the Nasrid  Palaces as spaces with a 
private function that was complementary to the role 
of the Palace of Charles V as a centre for the monarch’s 
official and representative duties (Redondo, 2000, pp. 
67-106).  This assessment is confirmed by the trans-
formation of the old  Tower of Abu-l-Hayyay  into 
the Queen’s Dressing Room as a place for relaxation 
and estufetta [a form of underfloor heating], with its 
in-no-way-provisional decoration with grotesques by 
the painters Julio de Aquiles and Alejandro Mayner 
between 1537 and 15463.

The exceptional iconographic values of the complex 
are another line of research explored in this study. 
These were first described by Rosenthal (1988a, pp. 
272-279; 1988b, pp. 159-177),  and later put into 
context by Marías (2000a, pp. 201-222). Defined as 
the expression of Caroline virtus heroica and as a pro-
mise of a new Golden Age based on the restoration 
of the pax augustea by force of imperial arms, the mo-
nument resorts to symbolism even in the smallest de-
tails, such as the bronze rings for tying horses. These 
consisted of a plaque with a lion- or eagle-head deco-
ration, and a ring formed by curved tubes imitating 
the Columns of Hercules,   the same motif which, 
with the motto Plvs Oultre, appears in the pedestals 
of the upper floor together with a globe4 supported 
by a Roman eagle (emblem of the universal destiny 
of the new empire), alternating with symbols such as 
the flintstone,  the chain link, the pomegranate, the  
Crown and the  Cross of Burgundy (symbols of his 
own realms and of those inherited from his grandpa-
rents):  a unique series of emblems repeated all along 
the façades of the palace, which contrast with the 
normal heraldic display on other buildings built du-
ring his reign (Checa, 1988, pp. 11-43).  The entire 
palace can therefore be seen as a legitimist continua-
tion of the historic crusade of the Reyes Católicos.

The southern door contains one of the earliest exam-
ples of mythological relief in Spanish art. Along similar 
lines to the paintings in the Queen’s Dressing-Room 
in the “Old Royal House” described earlier, the motifs 
include the historic military campaign in Tunisia, as a 

symbol of ancient Carthage, and the mythological tale 
of the fall of Phaeton. In this way, according to Henss-
ler (1993-1994, p. 237), it makes a critical allusion to 
the victorious Prince who refuses to let himself be ca-
rried away by pride. The pedestals at the bottom, dedi-
cated to ancient, modern and mediaeval trophies5, are 
complemented by the allegorical discourse of Abun-
dance and two Victories, which feature prominently 
above the door. In the upper Serlian window, there are 
allegories of Fame and of History, with four pedestals 
devoted to maritime domination through their Neptu-
ne-related themes. These reliefs have been interpreted 
differently over the course of time. Rosenthal (1988a, 
pp. 90-91), for example, identified the stories in the 
centre with Neptune calming the Tempest and the 
rape of Amphitrite, and those at each end with charac-
ters from the marine thiasos on hippogriffs (Triton in 
duplicate, or Triton and Delphinus). By contrast, León 
Coloma argued that the first relief was in fact a version 
of the Quos ego, a passage from the Aeneid in which 
an angry Neptune expelling the winds, defends his po-
sition as the Sovereign of the Ocean, before later retrie-
ving the scattered fleet of the Trojan hero with the aid 
of Triton and the nereid Cymothoe. He also stated that 
the duplicated reliefs of Triton with a palm leaf and a 
conch alluded to the allegories of History and Fame 
situated above (1995, pp. 293-295). Finally, Marías, ac-
cepting the intellectual and encomiastic interpretation 
of Virgil’s saga presenting Charles V as a new Scipio, 

3.	 We should also highlight that the Queen’s Dressing-Room and 
the south portal of the Palace of Charles V, for which the sculptor 
Niccolò da Corte was responsible, have the same execution dates, 
and that their iconographies, linked to the victorious Tunisia cam-
paign of 1535, were planned jointly. For more on this unusual set 
of pictures, please see the studies by P. A. Galera Andreu (2019, pp. 
95-122) and N. Martínez Jiménez (2021); and for more about the 
work of Niccolò da Corte, the studies by D. García Cueto (2011, 
vol. 2, pp. 705-730) and N. Martínez Jiménez (2020, pp. 61-77).

4.	 For Earl E. Rosenthal (1988a, p. 272), the Orbis Terrarum follows 
the T-pattern of mediaeval origin, with the Equator and a qua-
drant sectioning Europe, Asia and America. Unusually, however, 
the quadrant is located on the lower side, which means that the 
eagle is sinking its claws into Asia; and according to Marías (2000, 
p. 218), into Jerusalem in particular.

5.	 This is a discourse about imperial virtue, legitimacy and the he-
roic destiny of the monarchy, as presented through classical pano-
plies with the effigy of Medusa, Nasrid shields, and weapons da-
ting from the time of the Reyes Católicos and of their grandson 
Charles V (Soler, 2016, pp. 127-141).
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proposed that the other central relief in fact depicts 
the rape of Cymothoe, rather than that of Amphitrite, 
and that the reliefs on the smaller pedestals showed Tri-
ton blowing his conch and Jason in search of Aeneas 
(2000a, p. 212).  All of this work was overseen by the 
Genoese sculptor Niccolò da Corte between 1537 and 
1551 (Galera Mendoza, 2019, pp. 317-327).

Its symbolic meaning as the triumph of virtue by 
means of the exercise of arms and a sign of futu-
re prosperity is complemented with the reliefs on 
the main portal in the western facade of the palace, 
where there is also space for mythology (two tondos 
showing two of Hercules’ labours, the Nemean lion 
and the Cretan bull),  allegories (boys with garlands 
as an expression of Abundance, Victories offering a 
pomegranate, symbol of the city of Granada),  ho-
mage to military prowess (rinceaux with equestrian 
parades, triumphs and spoils of war)  and history (a 
plausible  representation of the victory at the Batt-
le of Mühlberg in the pedestals6); in short, military 
power as a basis for abundance and peace, guarantor 
of a new Caroline Golden Age under the hegemony 
of the Empire and the heroic destiny of his reign, as 
portrayed in a set of works carried out among 

others by Juan de Cubillana, Antonio de Leval and 
Juan de Orea in the lower section between 1551 
and 1563. For its part, the upper section was sculp-
ted between 1586 and 1592,  and included motifs 
depicting the tales of Hercules and the coat of arms 
of Philip II carved by Andrés de Ocampo (Galera 
Mendoza, 2019, pp. 277-289) [Illustration 1].

3. THE GLOBES IN THE WESTERN 
PORTAL AND THE UNIVERSITAS 
CHRISTIANA CAROLINA 

The pedestals on either side of the main door on the 
western side deserve special mention. The one on the 
right was sculpted by Juan de Orea  in around 1550  
and the one on the left by Antonio de Leval in 1551 
(Rosenthal, 1988a, p. 95),  interpreted as allegories of 
peace and also as a summary of the iconographic pro-
gramme of the entire portal:  on top of seized weapons, 

6.	 Opinions are divided regarding the identification of these stories: 
either the Battle of Pavía (Gómez-Moreno, 1941, p. 131), or per-
haps Mühlberg (Rosenthal, 1988a, p. 93), or perhaps a generic 
battle scene (Marías, 2000a, 213). 

Illustration 1.  
Portal of the Palace 
of Charles V.
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which have been set on fire by two genies, there are two 
matron-like figures with olive and laurel branches, an 
unusual twin representation of peace, flanking a glo-
be between the Columns of Hercules, above which 
two Victories are flying (Wohfeil, 1995-1996, pp. 161-
188). This line-up was interpreted slightly differently 
by Marías (2000a, p. 213), who argued that the two 
Victories could in fact be Fames (the personification 
of news), preaching the paz augustea as represented by 
the burning of the weapons,  while the double allegory 
of Peace, based on historical documents in relation to 
a valuation of the reliefs in which they were described 
as “victories and spoils of war”, could also be interpre-
ted as twin Victories. In our opinion, the fact that each 
figure has different attributes, laurel and olive, could 
allow them to be interpreted as representing both Vic-
tory and Peace [Il. 2 and 3].

Both globes are sculpted with bas-reliefs and incisions 
creating geographical representations whose symbo-
lic intentions have so far yet to be identified. There is 
a third representation of a planet situated in the afo-
rementioned New Chambers of the Alhambra.  It is 
part of the decoration of the fireplace in these rooms 
and was sculpted in 1533, prior to the arrival of Nic-
colò da Corte. At that time, the works were being ma-
naged by Pedro Machuca and it is possible that the 
globe was the work of a sculptor associated with his 
assistant Juan de Marquina (Rosenthal, 1988a, p. 95). 
The globe features the Atlantic Ocean in its main axis 
separating the New Continent from the Old World, 
accompanied by the Imperial Eagle, the Columns of 
Hercules and two capstans. This representation the-
refore seems to be emphasizing the transoceanic cha-
racter of the new empire and the Spanish-Portuguese 
alliance resulting from the marriage between Charles 
V and Isabel of Portugal in 1526. 

These reliefs were covered with plaster to protect 
them from the elements and the passage of time, and 
from possible accidents (we should remember that 
the building remained unfinished from the mid-17th 
century and work to complete it did not begin again 
until the 20th century),  as can be deduced from the  
Jesuit Pedro Murillo Velarde’s description of Grana-
da in his Historical Geography Geographia Históri-
ca, (1752, vol. 1, pp. 160-192), when he said that “so 
as to protect such a perfect work from damage, they 

were covered over with plaster and were uncovered 
when Philip V was in that city [1730]”:  a good exam-
ple of the symbolic interest deposited in them. The 
result today is that they now enjoy a more than ac-
ceptable state of conservation, to such an extent that, 
as noted by Rosenthal, a geographical representation 
of the world scratched in fine sgraffito can still be 
observed. In the pedestal made by Orea, Rosenthal 
saw parallels and meridians in a globe that was rota-
ted in such a way that the poles coincided with the 
Columns of Hercules on each side (so expressing the 
idea that Charles V had moved the columns from the 
Strait of Gibraltar to the poles, the Earth’s real axes), 
while on the relief sculpted by Leval, the globe had 
much more limited, more synthetic decoration with 
no curved lines, although it did feature Europe, Afri-
ca and the tip of Brazil (Rosenthal, 1988a, p. 95).

Il. 2. Juan de Orea. Allegory of Peace, 1550. West Portal of the Palace of Charles 
V, left-hand side.

Il. 3. Antonio de Leval. Allegory of Peace, 1551. West Portal of the Palace of 
Charles V, right-hand side.
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Rosenthal was definitely right when he claimed that 
these reliefs contained geographic representations, 
but his interpretation of the bas-relief by Orea has 
various inconsistencies, which we will be detailing 
below and which lead us to propose a possible new 
interpretation for this globe. 

3.1. THE GLOBE BY JUAN DE OREA

On closer examination, the left-hand globe shows 
two great circles with a 90o angle between them 
(the backstitched lines seen in Illustration 6), 
exactly in the same relative position as in any sys-
tem of axes, and four concentric circles –three 
of them appearing solely in part, like arcs of the 
circumference– which cannot be identified as 
geographic parallels, as one of them is complete 
and the others are not. In addition, they are con-
centric with a specific region of the map drawn 
in the stone, a region that does not coincide with 
any possible pole, either with the globe in normal 
position or rotated 90o. In order to make sense of 
these concentric circles and axes, it is therefore es-
sential to identify the territories outlined on the 
map. These outlines were accurately drawn using 
micro-drilling, a technique in which the sculptor 
rotates and taps a burin. This technique is com-
bined with burin-engraving of the axes and con-
centric circles –probably using a string tied to the 
handle of the burin, and fastened at the other end 
to the geometric centre of the circles– or by using 
a divider. Using these techniques, and going over 
it again and again, a groove is gradually carved in 
the stone. This groove traces out a circle, respec-
ting its constant curvature very accurately [Il. 4].

This discussion about the arcs and circles shown on 
the globe and the technique used reveals certain in-
consistencies in Rosenthal’s interpretation. Firstly, 
the globe is not rotated 90o and oriented with the 
poles towards the columns, which would have been 
a most unusual way of depicting it, and instead is 
oriented at an oblique angle to them. The pole repre-
sented at the junction between the two “meridians” 
and therefore appearing on the left, must logically 
be the north pole, in that the southern hemisphere 
was a long way from the centre of the Empire and as 
yet relatively unexplored. This means that the other 

pole, the south pole, would be hidden around the 
back, so unpicking his idea that the columns were 
aligned along the Earth’s rotation axis. The second 
inconsistency is that this north pole is surrounded 
or contained by a continent, judging by the size of 
the other possible continents. Finally, the third one 
is that the territories appearing on the map do not 
match and are not recognizable with the geography 
of Europe, the Middle East, Africa or America as 
known at that time. What would be the sense of 
carving a map using a detailed technique to make 
very precise outlines, if the parts depicted on it bore 
no relation with the geography of the period?

While bearing in mind that what we have here are 
engraved outlines, without a detailed scale or clear 
assignment to any specific regions, it would seem 
logical to imagine that the map would focus in 
particular on regions, cities and centres of power 
associated with, allied with or opposed to Charles 
V’s empire. All of this assuming that the sea can 
be clearly identified by the wavy-lined depiction 
of its surface, as typically represented in traditional 
mediaeval mapping, as can be seen for example in 
the map by Diego Gutiérrez, America Sive Qvartae 
Orbis Partis Nova et Exactissima Descriptio, dated 
1562, now preserved at the British Library in Lon-
don. This wavy-lined representation of the sea is 
associated with the iconography of an empire that 
spanned oceans and also appears on the globe that 
features in the decoration of the fireplace in the Em-
peror’s New Chambers at the Alhambra referred to 

Il. 4. Magnified detail of the left-hand globe, showing the punch-
marks and part of one of the circles.



149

Cuadernos de la Alhambra | number 54 | 2025 | pages 141-154

Articles • CARTOGRAPHY IN STONE IN THE PALACE OF CHARLES V IN GRANADA: GEOMETRY AND ART

earlier7. In exterior bas-reliefs carved in stone, it was 
unusual to colour the sea and the land differently 
so as to be able to distinguish between them. As 
a result, the sculpted waves have become a use-
ful visual resource for clarifying and reducing the 
options for geographical identification. With this 
in mind, in Illustration 6 we have highlighted the 
outlines separating the land from the sea, so as to 
make everything easier to identify. On the left, we 
can see the end of the Italian Peninsula, with its cha-
racteristic “boot”, below which appears Sicily, and 
on its right, the Adriatic, Mainland Greece and the 
Aegean. The area on the far right appears to be the 
Anatolian Peninsula and the bottleneck opening 
at the top would be the Dardanelles and the Sea of 
Marmara. The sea occupying most of the lower part 
of the bas-relief is the Mediterranean. This would 
seem to be a more coherent interpretation than the 
one proposed by Rosenthal, described above. 

Our interpretation of the different regions coincides 
not only with the outlines engraved on the stone, but 
also with the imperial vision of the world at that time. 
The Empire of Charles V was constantly at war with 
another great power, the Ottoman Empire, which ex-
panded out from the eastern part of the map across 
the Aegean and the Adriatic. In 1529, Suleiman the 
Magnificent, at the head of his Ottoman armies, laid 
siege to Vienna for the first time, so marking the fur-
thest point reached by the Ottoman Empire in Cen-
tral Europe. The only part left unconquered was a 
small strip of the Dalmatian coast, the flourishing Re-
public of Ragusa. Illustration 9 shows the greatest ad-
vances made by the Ottoman Empire into the Holy 
Roman Empire, inherited from Charles’ grandfather 
Maximilian I. The areas shown in the lighter cream 
colour are territories later annexed by Maximilian 
from Suleiman and reveal the extent of the threat that 
the Ottomans posed for Charles’ empire.

The concentric circles and axes appearing on the map 
(Illustration 8)  provide important clues for the in-
terpretation of the globe. The centre of these circles 
undoubtedly plays a symbolic role of special signifi-
cance. It is important to bear in mind that engraved 
maps of this kind are always approximate, and do not 
have the same degree of precision as a normal paper 
map. Instead, they should be regarded more as a me-

dium on which to make a symbolic representation 
and understanding of Charles V’s worldview.  Bea-
ring this in mind, with an analysis based on the ra-
dius of curvature of the first circle, we can transfer 
this circle to a map with a UTM projection, such as 
Google Maps, so as to focus the centre of the circles 
on the city of Rome. If we extend the horizontal axis, 
we can see that, barring some small deviations of just 
a few degrees, it continues towards the holy city of 
Jerusalem (Illustration 7),  the other religious point 
of reference and a symbolic representation of the ob-
jective of the Crusades inherited by Charles V and 
his grandparents the Reyes Católicos [Il. 5, 6 and 7].

7.	 A detailed image of this globe, identifying the different regions 
depicted on it, can be seen in the article cited above (Martínez 
Sevilla, Cruz Cabrera & Sánchez-Montes González, 2022, p. 83).

Il. 5. Juan de Orea. Left-hand globe.

Il. 6. The left-hand globe with the regions, axes and circles highlighted.
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The first circle can therefore be identified with the 
very heart of the Catholic world emanating from the 
holy city of Rome. The land within this circle of in-
fluence had never fallen into the hands of the Otto-
man enemy and significantly includes the Dalmatia 
coastal strip. The second circle could be interpreted 
as the part that was occupied by the Sultan Suleiman 
at that time and had to be liberated. Finally, the third 
and fourth circles (the lower part of which is barely 
visible and requires high-resolution, high-magnifi-
cation images) represent the centre of the Ottoman 
Empire.  However, the analysis could go even fur-
ther. If on a UTM map such as any widely used to-
day, we were to draw the vertical axis of the globe, 
which crosses the horizontal axis running towards 
Jerusalem at right angles, we can see that this vertical 
line passes, with the precision expected of this map, 
through the Imperial City of Vienna (Illustrations 
8 and 9). This city, which is on the edge of the se-
cond circle, symbolized the furthest advance of the 
Ottoman Empire in the years prior to the making of 
the bas-reliefs, which were sculpted 21 years after the 
first Siege of Vienna, which must have been a cru-
cial widespread “news event” of enormous symbolic 
meaning as regards the Caroline conception of the 
world (Kumrular, 2001). What is more, between the 
first and second circles and on top of the vertical axis, 
where Vienna, the city that housed the Hofburg 

complex, the Palace belonging to Charles V’s other 
grandfather Maximilian I, would be situated, there is 
a circular indent perhaps representing the city or the 
Siege laid on it by Suleiman [Il. 8 and 9].

The axes therefore follow the symbolic directions of 
the Caroline Christian universe:   Jerusalem whose 
title was held by Charles V as monarch, and Vienna 
the city that housed the Imperial Palace of his gran-
dfather Maximilian. With their centre in Rome, the 
concentric circles reflect the emperor’s desire for a 
crusade and his historic destiny.

3.2. THE GLOBE BY ANTONIO DE LEVAL

The workmanship in the globe on the right, by An-
tonio de Leval, is quite different and technically less 
exquisite. The sea is no longer recognizable with the 
parallel sinuous lines used on the other globe, and 
there are no cartographic axes or circles. However, 
the geographic outlines are more easily identified. 
The groove made by the burin seems to have been 
deliberately marked with an oxide dye to make the 
regions easier to identify. As a result, we can see Eu-
rope, Africa and the tip of Brazil, as noted by Ro-
senthal (1988a, p. 95). But here too, if we analyse 
the geographical layout of the map, we can come to 
more meaningful conclusions regarding the globe’s 
symbolic intentions [Il. 10].

Il. 7. The Rome-Jerusalem axis 
and its representation with 
slight deviations of about 5o.
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The different regions drawn on the glo-
be have been outlined in Illustration 
10. The craftsmen seem to have used the 
burin engraving technique for the out-
lines rather than the drilling technique 
used on the other globe. This allows for 
less precision when tracing the irregular 
outlines on the stone, although the pro-
file of Europe is perfectly identifiable, 
with the Iberian Peninsula ending in 
the south with the Campo de Gibraltar, 
and the Point of Tarifa. It is also possible 
to recognize the Tagus estuary. Central 
Europe, Great Britain and Ireland also 
appear,  although the  northern parts of 
the last two are missing due to the pers-
pective–, and a slightly deformed, albeit 
perfectly identifiable, Italian peninsula 
to which the island of Sicily has been 
adjoined.  In the bottom part of the 
map, we can make out the African coast, 
with the Gulf of Sidra opening opposi-
te Italy and the Cape Bon Peninsula in 
Tunisia. On the left of the peninsula of 
Almina, opposite the Strait of Gibraltar, 
the Atlantic coast of Africa comes into 
view, in which the Canary Islands can be 
clearly distinguished.   On the left-hand 
side of the map, the tip of Brazil can also 
be identified.

Perhaps the most significant aspect of 
this map, which covers the kingdoms 
of the Holy Roman Empire and also 
those added by the Reyes Católicos,  is 
that the geometric centre of the visible 
part of the globe is Granada, the home 
of the Palace, which in this way is given 
a strong symbolic significance as the 
centre of Charles V’s Empire and of the 
world in general. 

Il. 8. The circles and axes from the globe transferred to a map with UTM projection.

Il. 9. The expansion of the Ottoman Empire around 1529. The axes from the 
globe are also represented.

Il. 10. Antonio de Leval. The right-hand globe with the regions and diameters 
highlighted.
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

The study and comparison of the two globes from 
the western portal of the palace suggest that they 
were designed by the same person, Pedro Machuca 
himself, and later executed by craftsmen who were ex-
pert in sculpting stone and marble. This contradicts 
Rosenthal’s  theory that Machuca  was unwilling to 
introduce ornamental and figurative reliefs into the 
project, and that the decorative features were more 
likely to have been the work of Juan de Orea  than 
of Machuca.  The symbolic intentions of all these 
designs seem to point in just one direction: that of 
Machuca working for the Marquess of Mondéjar. In 
addition, in their different figurative ideas, the globes 
in the pedestals of the western portal reveal a clear 
ideological intention, to promote an image of Grana-
da as a court city that could emulate ancient Rome.

The idea of two centres, Granada and Rome, may 
already have been present in the earliest projects for 
the palace. According to Marías,  its unusual floor 
plan is related with the idea of Granada as a sym-
bolic capital of the new times, when the Rome of 
the popes, heir to great circular designs such as Villa 
Adriana in Tivoli and the Pantheon commissioned 
by Agrippa, was “Roma capta”  subjugated by the 
military force of Charles V (Marías, 2000b, p. 126). 
This idea was also mentioned by Tafuri,  when he 
described the project as an attempt to invert the 
centre-periphery relationship, creating a traslatio 
imperii from Italy and Rome to Spain and Granada. 
In its geometric simplicity he notes for example the 
idea of surpassing the Villa Madama  and emulating 
the great monuments of Hadrian (1987, pp. 96 and 
103),  an idea that would be reinforced by the conti-
nuation of the building programme with Granada 
Cathedral as the new centre of Christianity and at 
the same time emulating the Holy Sepulchre in Je-
rusalem (Gil & Sánchez, 1966, pp. 73-133).

While these two cities mark the visual centre, in the 
case of Granada, and the geometric centre, accor-
ding to the concentric circles, in the case of Rome, 
we should also remember the two additional cities 
represented on the left-hand globe, Jerusalem and 
Vienna. Together they define the axes drawn per-
pendicular to each other on the map, as a new sys-

tem of utopian and doctrinal references, shaped by 
two cities controlled by or under threat from one of 
the age-old enemies of Christianity and of the Ca-
roline universe: the Ottoman Empire.

The two globes, with their centres in Rome and in 
Granada, were a reflection of the historic dialectic 
between Rome’s imperial past and the modern-day 
empire of Charles V as a promise of happiness, a la-
ter Golden Age in which the Goddess Astraea once 
more came down to live amongst humans. A dream 
which despite not being fulfilled is no less beautiful.
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