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WATER IN THE ISLAMIC GARDENS OF THE ALHAMBRA

INTRODUCTION

The best preserved and most complete buildings of the Alhambra such as for example the Palace of Comares and the
Palace of the Lions have in fact been largely dismantled. Little survives bar the wooden panels from the Muslim-era
doors, while in the windows even the panes of glass are missing. Almost all the original colour of the decorations has
faded and almost none of the beautiful gold floor tiles survive. The Muslim-era furniture has also disappeared. As
for the gardens, we have more reports and hunches about what they may looked like than actual remains. The only
thing that is still alive and flowing is the water, sometimes with slight alterations, in the effects of the light, in the
mirror-reflections on the ponds or in the sounds. In its fundamental aspects, however, the water in the Alhambra is
still managed with great care and in many and varied ways, so as to protect both its beauty and the service it provides.
As a result, the fountains of the Alhambra seem to preserve an echo of the love, almost veneration, that the Muslims
of Granada had for water.

It is easy to understand the special place allocated to water in the hearts and minds of a people who for millennia had
been deeply concerned about thirst. The gargoyles diverting the rain off the roofs of the Muslim Alhambra have little
in common with those on Romanesque and Gothic buildings, whose monstrous gargoyles forcibly spouted the wa-
ter as far away from the buildings as possible, as if it were some sort of hideous vomit. This was due to the demands
of wet climates that were quite unlike those of the deserts that the first Muslims and their predecessors once traversed

with their caravans.

At the Alhambra, draining the rain away is much less important than in our Cathedrals and the few surviving
gargoyles are richly decorated with arabesques and orange-segment decorations, which to some extent resemble those
in the fountains of the gardens. The anti-naturalist representation of the lions in the famous fountain is far removed
from the aggressive realism of western gargoyles. In the Islamic Alhambra, water not only helps weave the garden and
the architecture together, but is also allowed to well up in the private interiors of people’s homes, which the poets
interpreted as gardens. From there, as the water is clean, rather than being absorbed by the dark drain, it is allowed to

run shimmering along channels to the courtyard garden in the centre of the house.

The Muslims of Granada must surely have enjoyed relaxing next to the dynamic and gleaming jet of water in the

rooms or galleries laid out around the courtyard, in much the same way as a Castilian gentleman would have rested
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next to the bright, flickering flame of the fire. The changes that the Christians made in the Muslim fountains of the Alham-
bra revealed two very different ways of seeing and using the water. Muslim fountains are normally inset into the floor and
the water is projected upwards in the form of a jet or is maintained at the same, not particularly high, level as the edge of
the basin. By contrast, the new Lords of the Christian Alhambra decided to increase the height of the Muslim fountains,
50 as to make them look more like the fountains of Castile and of the rest of Europe, in which the water came crashing
down from on high, with powerful jets that shattered the pure mirror-like reflection of the pool in the fountain basin. The
large segment-patterned basin in the courtyard of the Cuarto Dorado became the central piece of a baroque fountain. The
height of the Fountain of the Lions was also increased on various occasions by adding features that were completely alien to
it. It even had another Muslim fountain installed on top of it to bring it up to the normal height of Western fountains. In
the same way, in the Court of the Myrtles, a tall fountain with jets was installed in the centre of the pool, totally spoiling the
effects achieved by the low Muslim fountains at each end.

Another alteration which cannot be put down to changes in aesthetic tastes or techniques and seems to have been solely a
product of greed, are the missing bronze and metal pieces from which the water once gushed. These may well have been
delicately chiselled or turned pieces, and probably did not include a tap or valve, which like today would have been installed

outside the fountain in a nearby manhole.

CAPTURE AND STORAGE OF WATER

The Alhambra still enjoys generous amounts of water drawn from the River Darro and transported along the Royal Water
Channel, which splits into two parts shortly before arriving at the Generalife. Two thirds of the water flows entirely into
the Generalife, while the remaining third is jointly used by the Generalife, the Carmen de los Mirtires, and other users.

An offshoot from the One Third Water Channel diverted part of the water towards a small underground deposit situated
near the Palacio de la Novia [Palace of the Bride], in the Cerro del Sol. From this water deposit, an underground water
wheel propelled the water upwards through a vertical shaft drilled into the ground to a large storage pond on the surface,
which regulated the consumption and the flow of water to the palace and its gardens.

The Royal Palace of Los Alijares had a similar compensatory water deposit. This one did not apparently have a water wheel
and instead had a siphon running from the large water tank known as the Albercén del Negro to the Palace. Originally the
siphon was formed by wide ceramic rings, as used in other underground sections of the water channels of the Alhambra.
Here, however, it seems they were unable to withstand the water pressure and were replaced by another siphon running
parallel to it, which was constructed with stone rings with thick walls.

Another combination of water wheel and water channel, or of water wheel and water deposit, was found in the Albercén
de las Damas, a vast pond with a large reserve of water. Within the Generalife’s complex estate, combining both gardens
and a farm, this pond served as the basis for a small palace for retreat and relaxation.

The large amount of water drawn from the river and stored at the Alhambra made wells unnecessary. Besides, the terrain
does not seem to have been suitable for building wells. Indeed, any structures that look like wells today are fed by pipes and
not by natural springs. It is not surprising therefore that there are no well heads in the Muslim Alhambra. It also seems
unlikely that they went to the trouble of collecting the rainwater, even given the possible risk that an enemy might cut off
the Royal Water-Channel. This is because of the large number of ponds and cisterns inside the grounds, which could store
enough water to enable them to cope with any emergency. The large cisterns [a/jzbes] built by the Christians under the
square of the same name (Plaza de los Aljibes) were a sign of their acceptance of this water storage technique, which they
proceeded to extend. The cistern for catching the rain (4/jibe de la Lluvia) situated in the debesa above the Generalife was
created during the Christian era, by converting an abandoned Muslim tower into a rainwater tank.
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However, as part of the strategy of the Alcazaba or Red Castle of the Alhambra, which dates from the 11th century, there
was a water supply service running from the jamb of the Gate of Los Tableros in the river Darro (known today as the
Puente del Cadi). It is possible that this was installed to help cover extreme situations at a time when the walled area of the
Alhambra did not extend beyond the Alcazaba, which had a limited water reserve capacity.

Other water deposits within the grounds of the Alhambra were the a/jibes or cisterns, although we have so far been unable
to establish any direct relations between them and the gardens. The pares or drinking fountains, which also acted as
small-scale water deposits, do not seem to have been related with the gardens either, and seem to have functioned more as
public drinking fountains.

WATER NETWORK

The Alhambra and Generalife had an effective, extensive network of ceramic (and a few lead) pipes, running down from
the large storage ponds, which supplied the gardens in particular. Numerous sections of this network are now missing and
it has only been investigated in part. By contrast, there are quite a few surviving examples of the individual tubes and pieces
that once made up this network, all of excellent quality, and with a range of different dimensions and calibres. Some had
very thin walls and others enormously thick ones that were able to withstand high pressure from the exterior and from the
water running through them. They all had very similar shapes. There were also a number of ceramic rings with a very large
diameter, which were used in the underground sections of the water-channels, and finally, the unusual stone rings in the

siphon of the Palace of Los Alijares referred to earlier.

In addition to the pipe network, there were other ways of transporting water in the form of small channels or streams. Some
of these formed part of or completed the fountains, while others ran around the edges of ponds or along paths at the foot of
shady trees. Some were made of marble or ceramics, with a U-shaped section, glazed or unglazed, in white and green. Roof

tiles, with or without a glazed interior, were also used for this purpose, as well as channels with pebble-covered beds.

The overlaps in the tiles and the irregularities of the cobblestones, above all if the slope increased the speed and the force of
the water, caused foam to form and sparkling glints and enhanced the rowdy din of the small waterfalls.

The network was completed with manholes, channel dividers and drains (cauchiles). These were used to regulate the flow of
water, which often produced mysterious and surprising guttural noises on its way through them.

THE DRINKING FOUNTAINS

Somewhere between the streets and squares of the Muslim Alhambra, exterior public places with no trees or other vegeta-
tion, and the closed intimacy of the garden, an interior private space, there was a third setting that fell halfway between the
two: the courtyard garden in the centre of a public building. Although similar in function to a square, it was definitely an
interior space. In these public courtyards with gardens, it seems that the fountains were normally drinking fountains. The
most characteristic function of the drinking fountains in the Muslim Alhambra was to supply water to and decorate the
squares and streets. However, they also appear in these semi-public courtyards. This explains why drinking fountains were
not normally installed in the middle of gardens which for Muslims were very private, closed domestic spaces.

The drinking fountains in the Alhambra came in two main forms. The first was a large, free-standing marble basin typically
found in the centre of non-domestic courtyards, while the second was a marble (although not always) fountain, which was
attached to or built into a facade, or perhaps under an arch, and decorated with ceramic tiles. Two examples of the first
kind survive today in sculpted white marble, one of which is severely deteriorated and the other fragmented. They have a
rectangular shape with vertical walls up to the rim. They are both missing small pilasters that must have jutted out from the

centre of the shorter sides to support the figures that housed the water-spouts, such as the bronze deer now in the Museum
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of Cordoba. These drinking fountains were not found in their original locations, which is why they were moved to the
Museum of the Alhambra.

A drinking fountain of this kind is still in use in Granada today in the centre of the courtyard of the Corral del Carbén, on
top of a faldeta or rimmed base. Although it is crudely carved and slightly worn, it is in incredibly complete condition and
has not been added to or transformed in any way.

There were two drinking fountains in the vicinity of the Generalife about which not enough is known. Firstly, the Pilar de
Fuentepeiia, with a single spout embedded in a hole in the rock, with columns and a trough at the side, and secondly, the

one at the top of the water staircase which must also have had a single spout.

THE PONDS (ALBERCAS)

The simplest form of fountain in a garden or courtyard with gardens is the a/berca, which can vary considerably in size,
from small to quite large. A/bercas are open-air ponds for storing water on whose static surface the surrounding area is

reflected and the light is enhanced.

These ponds are not normally very deep. They are rectangular in shape and their rims jut out very slightly if at all from the
floor. They do not have an internal drain, although I'am not sure why not.

The most modest examples are fed by water which springs in a small manhole situated in one of the shorter sides, from
which water pours into the pond through a very simple ceramic gargoyle. In the small ponds, little channels depart from
the manhole situated at one side. From there, the water hurriedly flashes along grooves carved into the edges of the pond
until it reaches the opposite end to the outlet, where it pours out of the gargoyle, in stark contrast with the terse surface of
the still, serene water. This minimalist decorative programme can be enhanced with jets, spouting from a fountain at one
end of the pond, and with gargoyles, some of which had quite intricate, complex decoration.

The pond in the centre of the courtyard garden in the gallery of Machuca has a special outline, which reproduces at a redu-
ced scale the layout of a Nymphaeum from the Roman city of Volubilis. The niches, which in the Roman case contained
bronze sculptures, are here quite simple lobes in the tiled outline, two on each longer side and one on each small side. The
copy at the Alhambra is made of ceramic rather than the original marble, although the design was completed with two

circular marble fountains with jets, one at each end of the pond.
The pond in the Court of the Myrtles is viewed as one of the Alhambra’s monumental fountains.

The water channels laid out as long reflective mirrors in the courtyard gardens have certain similarities with these ponds.

ORANGE-SEGMENT BASINS

This simple but beautiful fountain design was widely appreciated in the era of the Caliphate of Cordoba and later also in
Nasrid Granada. The basins took the form of timbal drums or of half oranges, albeit slightly flatter and with wavy edges
like the waves of a small symbolic sea or like a “great ocean, whose shores are masterpieces of selected marble”.

They are indeed made of marble and have a very varied number of segments with regular or alternating measurements, and
with either rounded lobes or rounded and pointed lobes. The one in the centre of the Court of Lindaraja is 2 m in diame-
ter, although they are normally smaller and some are very small and made of golden ceramic with little blue fish.

They must all once have stood on rimmed bases sunk slightly into the ground into which the water brimmed over before spi-
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lling out along little channels or drains. The basins were normally a platform for jets that filled the cavity of the fountain with
pearls of water which rushed off like snakes to hide in the ground from which they had emerged, so that the water from the jets
could continue crashing into the marble “as if in constant applause for the great man who had commissioned them”.

Sometimes, according to the poems, a group of jets would suddenly start spouting, like rampant steeds being released from

their harnesses.

SIMPLE BASINS

Although they are in fact basins, there are some that look like circular indents in the floor to catch the water that jets up out
of the ground like a spring with a basic geometric design. The edges are either on the same level as the floor or jut out slight-
ly above it, creating a small rim that warns you about the difference in height and underlines the minimum status of these
basins as fountains. On a circular base, the rims are carved vertically to form a very low cylindrical basin, which is either a
single solid piece or has a small outlet channel. Just like the orange-segment basins, they serve as a base for a jet or a bubbler

fountain and “dazzle like a dinar”.

MONUMENTAL FOUNTAINS

The monumental appearance of the Muslim fountains of the Alhambra is more a product of their decorative effects and the
impression they create than of the rich variety of elements of which they consist. Of the five pieces classified as monumen-
tal, only two were sculpted in high-quality white marble. One of them, the segment-patterned basin of the fountain of the
garden of Lindaraja, impresses due to of its large size and proportions, appearing both grandiose and official, and at the
same time quite delicate. This fountain once formed part of the monumental group of pieces decorating the large facade of
the Palace of Comares in the courtyard of the Cuarto Dorado. It was almost certainly positioned near ground level on a base
that was slightly sunk into the floor. It is exquisitely carved in a select high-quality marble, as explained in the poetic inscrip-
tion engraved on the edge, which describes the fountain as the most beautiful work in all the East or West and confirms the
poetic descriptions of the water in these segment-patterned fountains, as a powerful jet that pelted the marble with stars and
filled the basin to overflowing.

THE FOUNTAIN OF THE LIONS

This fountain has always aroused interest or at least curiosity, especially because the Lions were considered an exceptional
heretical license. It seems very possible that it came from the ruins of the palace of Ibn Negrella, a Jewish minister of King
Badis from the 11th century, from which Muhammad ordered that it be brought to decorate his palace in the second half
of the 14th century, replacing the original basin which is today in the Hall of the Abencerrages, with another basin with
the same dimensions and shape, with the edges slightly more inclined in the form of an ablutions fountain and more richly
decorated in line with the decoration of the courtyard and its style. It is signed to some extent by the poetic epigraph on

the edge, which praises the King and offers a description of the fountain itself. The installation of the fountain in its new
location must have conserved the recently restored motif of the Molten Sea of Jesus Christ. It therefore offered a Jewish the-
me executed according to Muslim style, so making it doubly exotic to western eyes. This explains why the Christians soon
began trying to westernize it, by raising the large basin up on top of alien supports and then increasing its height even more
with the addition of another basin from another Muslim fountain. In the 19th century there was yet another addition, a
high base for a single central jet, a very simple design compared to the multiple jets of water with which it had originally
been equipped. These jets originated in the crown of horizontal spouts carved in a central body of beautifully turned mar-
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ble whose crowning feature was mutilated when, as mentioned earlier, another smaller basin or fountain was placed on top
of it. We do not therefore know what this crowning ornament may have looked like or if it had a central jet. We do however
know the position of the crown of alternately small and large perforated holes for jets and drains, supplied by two ducts
drilled into the roughly hewn central column on which the large basin sits. The water from the lions, which had separate
tubes, poured out at their feet where it ran off quickly out of the channel on the large base into which the channels from
the surrounding rooms and galleries converged, such that, when operating at full strength, the jets for all these fountains

make up a beautiful decorative water ensemble that encompasses the entire garden and the interiors.

THE WATER-CHANNEL OF THE GENERALIFE

A similar ensemble with much simpler features can be found in the centre of the water channel of the Generalife, which
traverses its main courtyard, along which the water flows lazily, reflecting the surrounding area much like the ponds do. During
the Muslim era, the flower beds at the crossing of the garden were almost half a meter below the edges of the water channel,

on top of which sat narrow paths paved with five-piece olambrilla tiles interspersed amongst unglazed ceramic flooring. The
water channel would have had basins with water-jets at each end and another fountain in the central roundabout, above the
channel-bed. There was almost certainly another water-jet in the viewpoint on the western side of the garden, overlooking the
vegetable garden, so completing the garden’s decorative water ensemble. Since the 19th century, two rows of spectacular jets

line the channel, so breaking its mirror effect. The effects achieved with such simple features are most impressive.

THE WATER STAIRCASE

This ensemble of decorative water features is in the only Muslim garden that has survived until today unaltered, conserving
all its original character, with just a few slight repairable mutilations. Without excessive luxury, and making use of purely
rural or garden resources, this simple, poetic version of a cascading water-channel was widely admired by well-known
visitors from Andrea Navagero to Juan Ramén Jiménez.

It consists of three flights of steps made of bricks laid on their edges with landings in between, in the form of small circular
placetas (squares) cobbled with pebbles, between whitewashed bannisters, topped with glazed-tile channels. Another
narrower channel or stream, similar to those that carry water from the rooms and galleries out into the Courtyard of the
Lions, runs down the staircase linking its source fountain with the rimmed bases of the jet fountains in the centre of the
landings. These were perhaps the only luxury pieces in the staircase, although they have now been replaced by quite ordi-

nary grey marble fountains.

All the water that arrived from the water-channel through a “rocky crag” flowed into a distribution tank from which the
water poured steeply down the glazed roof-tile channels on the bannisters, before braking slightly in the curves on the
downslopes, only to crash down again, either along the central channel or down all of them at the same time until it began
brimming over the edges, such that the water would slip down the steps and the water channels all at the same time, so
transforming what was a modest piece of building work into a poetic glass staircase with foam-covered bannisters. All of
this took place under the transparent shade created by flexible branches of laurel capable of filtering the dazzling sunlight, so
avoiding its burning touch, instead giving way to the lightest of breezes, which cooled it down. It is possible that the stair-
case was just a pretext for creating some beautiful water features in the garden, although it may well also have served as the
way up to an oratory, with a similar layout to the Torre de las Damas [Tower of the Ladies], on whose base the romantic
viewpoint tower we see today was built, so converting the spiritual and transcendental contemplation of the landscape into

something more frivolous and recreational.
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THE POND IN THE COURT OF THE MYRTLES

This pond’s grandiose proportions and striking beauty make it a truly monumental and impressive piece of architecture.

It commands a prominent position before the King’s chamber and the tower of the throne room, and is only surpassed in
surface area by the pond in front of the Torre de las Damas. The long sides of the pool are lined by narrow flower beds fra-
med by marble channels in which flowers and the occasional tree originally competed with carefully pruned or free-growing
myrtles, in the space now occupied by two excessively harsh blocks planted exclusively with myrtles.

The north end of the pond near the portico of the Sala de la Barca is decorated by a simple fountain which somehow mana-
ges to extract a wide variety of qualities and light effects from the water, maintaining at the same time both the dynamism
of the jet in the fountain and the peaceful stillness of the mirror created by the pool. Although it seems to be carved into
the ground, this fountain and its gargoyle were carved out of a single block of marble adapted to the sloping floor (a Roman
architectural tradition) of the gallery. It would usually have welled up in a bubble, so parodying a natural spring and on
occasions it would leap up in a jet, only to come crashing down again on the marble, so stirring up the little water that had
momentarily spread, with shimmering streaks of light, across the circular disc of the fountain, making it shine like a dinar as

it ran off down a narrow channel, which today has been slightly widened.

The fact that the channel is sloped slightly upwards against the flow causes a minimum amount of water to be retained in
the basin of the fountain, while accelerating the outflow of the rest along the same narrow channel. The general incline of
the piece causes the water to fall into a wide cavity shaped like a pointed horseshoe arch to whose curves it is adapted. This
divides the water flow into two branches which leave the arch in the opposite direction, crossing each other and crashing
against the parallel sides of a channel that is wider than the first one. The water zigzags, flashing along to the end of the
gargoyle where the channel becomes narrower once again, now with gentle curves and slightly submerged as it reaches the
pool. In this way, the water, which arrives there without being pumped or forced in any way, becomes “frozen”, forming
asolid body with no shocks or collisions that might cause concentric ripples to form. This maintains the terseness of the
mirror, only breached occasionally by a swallow’s wing or splashed by the swishing tails and the bubbles produced by the
fish, who come up to devour the mosquito larvae or whatever the visitors may throw them. It is only very rarely disturbed
by the wind, which makes it ripple like a chain-mail shirt.

The peaceful stillness of the water in the pool helps reflect the limpid blue of the sky and the tremor of the stars, making the
surrounding buildings seem like crystal palaces. The solidity and the weight of things become blurred, as do the confines of
space. The boundaries are lost and those of the pool itself are diluted by the reflected shapes.

SUMMARY OF MR. BERMUDEZ PAREJA’S REPORT: WATER IN THE MUSLIM GARDENS OF THE ALHAMBRA

While we now have no more than fragments of the decoration and furniture of the Alhambra
and little data on the original layout of its gardens, the water, on the contrary, is still
there, and everything bears witness to the privileged place it occupied in the imagination of
the Muslims of Granada. The report describes the different forms in which water was used
during the Muslim period to enhance the palace buildings, both inside the rooms and in the
courtyards and gardens.

The water was diverted from the Darro and brought by the Royal Canl to the Alhambra and
Generalife, where it was divided up by a complex system of canals, small channels and
underground pipes. Compensating basins and reservoirs filled by norias enabled large
supplies to be stored and rate of flow to be regulated,

In many instances the uncovered canals and channels with their pavings of marble, glazed
tiles or pebbles formed a decorative feature of the gardens or indoor halls,
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The report goes on to examine the different types of fountains and pools - or small
rectangular tanks - to be found in the Alhambra and the Generalife. Fountains, during the
Muslim period, were very low, with very fine marble basins cylindrical in shape or
gadrooned. The most famous of the Granada fountains and water effects are then described -
the pool in the Linderaja Court, the Lions' Fountain, and the Court of Myrtles basin, at the
Alhambra, and also the great canal and water-stairway at the Generalife.

The author makes a point of describing the play of the waters in some detail and
demonstrating the simplicity and deftenss of the devices from which the Muslims of Granada

derived such magnificent effects,

P.G.G.

Apreésune pause, la séance de travail se poursuit sous la présidence de Monsieur Gabriel Alomar.
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