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A lhambra en femenino: espacios y lugares [Alham-
bra in feminine: spaces and places] forms part of 

a comprehensive project that rethinks the Alhambra 
from the perspective of women and rediscovers their 
role in the palace city. Through this book, we discover 
all kinds of women from all walks of life —sultanas, 
queens, workers, ladies, slaves, painters, performers, 
etc.— who built, governed, worked, painted, sang or 
lived in the Alhambra. Some followed traditional pat-
terns that relegated them to certain particular spheres, 
while others breached the social mores of their time. 
Some held positions of power, others worked for their 
living. A wide range of female journeys through life 
which have become gradually interwoven into the me-
mory of the spaces they occupied or inhabited.

The book, written by María Elena Díez Jorge and 
published by the Patronato [Board of Trustees] of the 
Alhambra and Generalife, explores an interesting line 

of research in women’s history which seeks to discov-
er how women came to occupy these spaces and to 
what extent they shaped them with their presence, 
activities, relationships, work and emotions. Think-
ing about space from the perspective of women’s ex-
perience enables us to draw up gender maps that help 
rethink and revise our traditional conceptions of it.

This book forms part of and is an excellent expression 
of a broader project entitled Alhambra en femenino or 
“Alhambra in feminine”. If we visit their website, host-
ed within that of the Patronato, we find a wide range of 
initiatives rolled out over the course of this year 2025; 
from tours around the grounds of the Alhambra to 
texts with biographies of women who once lived there, 
and a scientific conference attended by leading national 
and international specialists in the study of the spaces 
inhabited by women. All of this under the watchful eye 
of the project director María Elena Díez Jorge.

Front cover of Alhambra en femenino: 
espacios y lugares, 2025.
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Elena Díez,  Professor of History of Art at the 
University of Granada has a long and widely-re-
nowned career as a researcher and expert on both 
the Alhambra and women’s history2. By approach-
ing this subject from these two different angles, she 
has tried to answer many of the questions that she 
began asking herself 30 years ago, when she wrote 
her first articles about women in the Alhambra. 
With them she has constructed a new approach to 
this issue, a new field of knowledge that has enabled 
her to lead this project and write a book that com-
bines rigour, sensitivity and beauty with profound 
knowledge and scholarship, a product of her enor-
mous capacity for work and above all of her great 
love for the Alhambra.

My review springs from two important experienc-
es.  The first, in chronological order, was taking 
part in one of the tours organized by Elena Díez to 
help people discover the spaces, names and experi-
ences of women in the Alhambra. I also took part 
in the subsequent debate about the nature of their 
presence in these spaces. With her guidance, it was 
easy to imagine them, to situate them, almost to 
feel them. The second experience was reading this 
book, which in addition to delving much deeper 
into the different spaces visited on this tour, reveals 
the sources and the theoretical and methodological 
tools on which her research and the proposals she 
develops are based.

The book consists of two parts. In the first, the au-
thor sets out the theoretical principles on which her 
study is grounded, and in the second she offers a de-
tailed description of the proposed itinerary. After 
deconstructing the patriarchal proposals defended 
in these sources and in the historiographical currents 
which either forgot women or dressed them up in 
exoticism, intrigue, idleness and pleasure, the author 
states: “Women were there too”. This simple, quite 
blunt assertion is based not only on the certainty of 
their presence but also on the security provided by 
the researcher’s extensive knowledge and use of a 
diverse range of sources. It also springs from her use 
of an appropriate methodology, based on the princi-
ples of women’s history, which seeks to bring to light 
figures who for centuries have remained hidden, si-
lenced or reduced to mere anecdote.

Three aspects deserve particular mention in terms of 
the principles on which the author’s analysis and pro-
posals are based. The first is the differentiation and the 
relation between the fundamental concepts of “spac-
es” and “places”, which appear in the title of the book 
and give the analysis enhanced depth. While “space” 
is understood as an architectural feature which is 
limited and containing, such as the rooms in which 
women lived or worked, “place”, in the social sense 
of the word, evokes the role or status attributed to or 
claimed by women, in other words, what it meant for 
certain women to be living or working in that specific 
physical location. Combining the two concepts helps 
reveal “places that were prohibited for women or by 
contrast accepted by and assigned to them, or even 
places where there was debate or doubt as to whether 
or not they were suitable for a woman”.

To these reflections, she adds other equally rele-
vant ideas about the use and assignment of spaces 
according to gender and the extent to which this 
continued over time. She asks herself how best to 
define a feminine space, whether there were spac-
es set aside exclusively for women or whether the 
same single space could be for men or for women 
depending on the use, activities or time of day.

While spaces form the backbone of this book, the 
cross-class nature of the women who occupied and 
inhabited them is the second aspect that must be 
highlighted. Elena Díez tries to identify the full di-
versity of women who have passed through these 
spaces. All of the subjects in her gallery of personal 
portraits are worthy of attention:  from queens and 
ladies with power, to the workers, carers, writers or 
painters who also left their mark.

Finally, I would like to emphasize the way she in-
terweaves space, time and memory. This is not a 
conventional historical journey from the al-Anda-
lus era to the 20th century. Instead, each space is 

2.	 These two books will serve as an example: DÍEZ JORGE, Mª E. 
(ed.). La Alhambra y el Generalife. Guía histórico-artística. Gra-
nada: Universidad-Consejería de Innovación, Ciencia y Empresa 
de la Junta de Andalucía, Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos Técni-
cos y Aparejadores, 2006. ISBN: 978-84-338-3951-0. DÍEZ JOR-
GE, Mª E. (ed.). Arquitectura y mujeres en la historia. Madrid: 
Síntesis, 2015. ISBN: 978-84-9077-018-4.
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presented as it was lived by women over time. The 
space is filled with life according to the needs and as-
pirations of those who inhabited it and looked after 
it in line with the prevailing tastes and customs at 
each moment in time. In this way, she spins a thread 
of memory marked by the social and political con-
text, by the economic conditions and by the agency 
of women. These links in the long chain of memory 
also helped form the identity of the Alhambra com-
plex, as expressed through buildings, written texts, 
engravings, rituals, memories and human relations.

After that, the author proposes a route around the 
monument, with eight points of reference, which 
gradually weaves together the lives and the traces left 
by women in its streets, rooms and courtyards.   Fol-
lowing the same itinerary that any visitor can make, 
Elena Díez  sets out on a walk  through the streets 
and houses of the Alhambra,  stopping at the Palace 
of Charles V, the gallery of Machuca, the Mexuar, 
the Cuarto Dorado,  the Palace of Comares,  the 
Palace of the Lions,  the Bath of Comares, El Par-
tal  and finally the Convent of San Francisco, were 
a number of women were buried and wished to be 
remembered after their deaths.

Along the way, clear pictures of women, with their 
names, everyday activities, and their outlooks on life 
begin to emerge. While the first surprise is to find out 
that the Alhambra was intensely inhabited, the sec-
ond is to discover that women helped shape it, gov-
ern it, care for it and pass on to others its image and 
beauty. During this tour, we discover a wide array of 
women, from those who occupied the houses in the 
Calle Real de la Alhambra  to those who inhabited 
the Tower known as La Torre de la Vela;   from the 
rooms that were traversed by Queen Isabella I or by 
the Empress Isabella to the texts by the writer Maud 
Howe Elliot;  from the potter Isabel de Robles,  who 
worked in the Baths of Comares, to Tía Frasquita,   
who looked after and swept the Alhambra. It is also 
hard to imagine how many photographs of women 
sitting on the benches in front of its facades must 
now illustrate photo albums and archives! 

I was fascinated, shortly after setting out on the 
tour, by her remarks about the houses named af-
ter the women who once owned them, inhabited 

them or redesigned them, by the social status and 
recognition that this implied.  We are well used to 
identifying buildings by the names of the men that 
commissioned them, but there were also palaces 
and houses, some great and some more modest, 
that were identified by the names of their female 
owners or  inhabitants.  From ancient Rome, with 
examples such as the Portico of Octavia  in Rome 
or the Bibliotheca Matidiana, a  library in Sues-
sa Aurunca,  to these houses in the Alhambra,  the 
act of bestowing a name on a building involves, to 
some extent, creating it, appropriating it, but also 
exalting and perpetuating the person after whom it 
was named. Identifying a building by the name of 
a particular person is a reflection of their social sta-
tus, the impact of their work and personality on the 
life of the community and the political, ideological, 
cultural and gender interests present in the process-
es of construction and reconstruction of memory.

The link between women and power and the signif-
icance of the spaces that symbolize it are another of 
the aspects emphasized in this tour.  It is not mere 
chance that our researcher begins by suggesting: 
“Let’s imagine a Sultan sitting on a beautiful inlaid 
jamuga chair in the centre of the Hall of Comares”, 
so as to help us understand that this image is associat-
ed with power, wealth and magnificence. It is harder 
for us to associate a Sultana with power or imagine 
her sitting on one of these chairs.  The fact is however 
that there were women who exercised power and oc-
cupied spaces of power. “Is it really so hard to imagine 
that the Sultana Fátima bint al-Ahmar (1260/1261-
1349) may have sat on the throne during the times 
when she governed and held the reins of power of the 
Nasrid Kingdom of Granada?” Surely Queen Isabel-
la must have sat on the throne when she was govern-
ing the country? In the same way, the image of Aisha, 
the mother of Boabdil, in the Hall of Comares, the 
symbol of power in the Alhambra, must surely have 
been cloaked in authority?  It is worth rereading this 
last episode in Nasrid history from the critical per-
spective of Elena Díez, so as to cast light on some of 
the different ways in which women exercised power.

Looking beyond the authority or influence that the 
women referred to in the book may have exercised 
and its materialization in space, if we broaden the 
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concept of power —as happens nowadays— to in-
clude the capacity to do what one wants or desires, to 
realize one’s projects, many other women that lived 
in the Alhambra also had a certain degree of agency. 
In this way, without in any way seeking to minimize 
the influence of the patriarchal structures that were 
so characteristic of the societies to which she refers 
in this book, she highlights the capacity for action of 
many women and the strategies they applied to en-
able them to access these spaces and affirm themselves 
in them. In their gestures, in the paths they once trod 
and in the traces — sometimes minimal — that they 
left behind, one can glimpse these women’s desire to 
exist and to be remembered in a world which did not 
always want them to be visible.

The question as to whether there were feminine 
spaces in the Alhambra is another of the central is-
sues arising along most of the route, as mentioned 
earlier. According to the author, the answer is yes, 
and in fact she identifies them at different mo-
ments in the itinerary. Rooms were designed for 
the Empress Isabella and her ladies in the Palace of 
Charles V, as was required by the protocol of the 
Court; Rooms in the Mexuar and the Cuarto Do-
rado were adapted for Queen Isabella the Catholic 
and the women who accompanied her. There were 
also spaces set aside for women in the court during 
the Nasrid era or in the harem itself.  This does not 
mean however, as the author points out, that there 
may not have been men in these spaces or that they 
were always exclusively set aside or designed for 
women. A single space could have been both fem-
inine or masculine according to the times when it 
was used by women or men. A good example of 
this would have been the public bath or hammam, 
where men and women were clearly segregated ac-
cording to a specific timetable.

For Elena Díez, the advantage of using the concept 
of feminine space is to be able to talk about the spac-
es in which women were present, even if this pres-
ence was not permanent or constant.  In addition, 
her reflections about the possible use of the harem, 
its character and the literature relating to it, offer a 
new, critical perspective that breaks away from the 
traditional vision, rejecting the typical orientalist 
and patriarchal views on which it was based.

One last thought about the end of the tour in the 
burial ground near the Convent of San Francisco 
where various Castilian noblewomen were interred. 
The most important of all is the place which was 
adapted for the tomb of Queen Isabella I. Looking 
beyond the feelings and concerns that the idea of a 
good death may have aroused, she uncovers these 
women’s desire that their lives and names should 
live on after their deaths. At this point, the book 
explores another aspect of the construction of 
memory and of remembrance, something in which 
women were definitely involved.

As the author makes clear at the end of the book, it 
does not cover all aspects of women in the Alham-
bra, but it is an excellent start. Alhambra en femeni-
no: espacios y lugares offers us a new outlook on one 
of the most emblematic monuments in human her-
itage, giving it back some of the wider plural diver-
sity provided by the female voices that once inhab-
ited it. The work combines rigorous research with 
a profound aesthetic sensitivity, inviting the reader 
to explore the Alhambra from a gender perspective 
that is both critical and moving. The format of the 
book makes it easy and comfortable to read, in what 
is a very carefully produced edition of 254 pages with 
very well-chosen colour illustrations, which show us 
new corners and objects from the Alhambra’s mate-
rial culture from a female perspective and experience.

In short, this book is part of a new approach to the 
studies of heritage and memory from the perspec-
tive of women and reminds us that any history of 
space is also a history of those who dreamt about it, 
and traversed it, sometimes in silence, leaving it full 
of their presence.




