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THE GREAT TILE PANEL IN THE MEXUAR OF THE ALHAMBRA
JESUS BERMUDEZ PAREJA University of Granada Spain

The surprising impression of splendour that the Muslim palaces instilled in the first Christian troops
that occupied the Alhambra on 1st January 1492 explains the interest shown by the Reyes Catdlicos in
conserving it intact “so that a perpetual reminder may remain forever”. However, as might be expected,
the adaptation of the Christian Court to the Muslim Alhambra inevitably involved a series of alterations,
for example to the urban layout or to reinforce the security of the entire estate and in particular of the
Alcazaba. They also decided to adapt certain features of the Muslim palaces and other buildings that were
regarded as insufficient or unusable to new sites, with the aim of embellishing these alterations.

When making these embellishments, a resourceful range of methods were applied. These included the
retrieval or removal of decorative elements from the mediaeval Alhambra itself, in this way expressing
their approval of them, in spite of the new fashions that were already being imposed by the Renaissance.
These pieces came from the remains of buildings which existed prior to the taking of Granada or from the
alteration works themselves, and were used to decorate the new buildings or redesigns of existing ones, so
allowing them to survive in a different place and in a different way.

An admirable example of these reuses is the large panel of glazed ceramic tiles from the royal choir in the
Christian Chapel of the Palace or Royal House of the Alhambra, which is stamped alternately with the
emblems of the Nasrid Sultans, the Emperor Charles V and the Marquesses of Mondéjar.

Instead of using the typical battlement-motifs in the final top row of tiles, they installed a frieze of
Muslim ejaculatory prayers, which an intensely Mudejar atmosphere made compatible with the Chris-
tian Chapel, in which the Muslim tile panel became part of a new decorative design alongside beau-
tiful Renaissance carvings and paintings. The quality and style of the composition are undoubtedly
of Muslim origin, but with evident alterations so as to fit the panel into its new site. These alterations
show signs of Morisco-era manipulations that did not respect the strict, meticulous techniques applied
by the Muslims.

Between 1537 and 1544 it was decided to reinforce the walls of the building and restore the interior de-
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Figs. 1 y 2. Alhambra. Zbcalo del Mexuar. Testero O. y detalle del testero N.
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Fig. 3. Alhambra. Zbcalo del Mexuar, Testero N.
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coration, which is why Manuel Gémez-Moreno proposed that the glazed tiles made for the Alhambra
at the pottery workshop of Juan Pulido in Seville between 1542 and 1546 could have been used by the
Moriscos of Granada to make, or perhaps remake, this tile panel.

The alicatado technique of cutting out each piece of the panel into individual tiles instead of making
them in a mould, is undoubtedly of Muslim origin. However, the first Morisco master tile-makers may
well have continued using this technique, as evidenced by the panels of glazed ceramic alicatado depicting
the Columns of Hercules that once flanked the altar. Although they show signs of this alicatado techni-
que of cutting out each piece of the panel into an individual tile, the theme and reforming of the panels
are the work of some excellent Morisco maestros, who undoubtedly managed to maintain certain aspects
of the perfectionism and decorative taste of the Muslim artists who preceded them.

In addition, the area of the chapel decorated by the tile panel was an extension of the Mexuar towards the
north, which was definitely not carried out in the Muslim era. This means that the tile panel must have
been installed by Morisco builders during the works carried out there in the mid-16th century. What
remains in doubt is whether the Moriscos built a new tile panel that imitated the earlier Muslim panels
or, by contrast, fitted an existing Muslim tile panel to the walls of the chapel, one that had previously
embellished some other luxurious room, although which one remained a mystery.

This dilemma was resolved by the large-scale removal of rubble carried out some years ago in the Plaza de
los Aljibes. The best-preserved pieces from these strata revealed the building from which they had come.
In this way, it was possible to identify the rubble from the demolished part of the southern wing of the
Court of the Myrtles.

Various pieces of alicatado appeared amongst the rubble. None of them had been discarded due to mis-
takes in the cutting process. On the contrary, some had signs of having been stuck to a surface with ce-
ment. Other similar pieces appeared which were still joined together, as if they belonged to an alicatado
tile panel. All of these enabled them to reconstruct large fragments of a tile panel that was exactly the same
as the one covering the north end of the chapel, previously the Mexuar. One of these enabled them to
piece together one of the round interlaced ru#eda de lazo designs, which was the main decorative motif in
the tile panel and is now conserved in the Museum of the Alhambra. It therefore seems evident that the
large tile panel in the chapel came from this southern wing of the Court of the Myrtles. Given that many
tiles would have been lost when taking the panel down, and that the area it covered in its original position
would not have been much larger than the area that had to be covered in the chapel, there would not have
been sufficient tiles to make another decorative panel and any left over from the relocation of the panel
would probably have been thrown onto the rubble heap. As can be seen, the Morisco craftsmen of the
16th century showed great confidence and skill when adapting a Muslim tile panel to a decorative project
commissioned by Christians.

The large panel of tiles in the chapel was topped by a plasterwork frieze with Muslim ejaculatory prayers
rather than the typical battlement-motifs. This is another example of the reuse of decorative features, in
this case from the a/fices of the arches of the portico facing the gallery of Machuca, which was knocked
down to construct the coach-house of the House of the Governors.
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From the epigraphic strip that once decorated these a/fices, they formed a continuous frieze that was 155
mm high. It contained the following three ejaculatory prayers repeated successively along the frieze: God
is the power, God is strength, and God is the glory, with a similar content and rhythm to the three Chris-
tian ejaculatory prayers; Christus vincit; Christus regnat; Christus imperat,

The prayers are written in slightly compact, italic epigraphic lettering, on a background of double digitate
leaves which spring from stems as fine as threads, rolled up in the traditional way. The composition is fra-
med at the top and bottom with two simple parallel ribbons which interlace at intervals of just over 16cm,
at approximately the letter lam of the word li-lah (Allah) all along the epigraphic frieze.

The ceramic panel is 130 cm high and 15.15 m long. It is decorated with a composition based on 16 and
8-pointed stars highlighted by ribbons, such that they form three different wheels, arranged in a diago-
nal pattern. The Muslim artist’s objective was to create a rectangular tile panel, whose horizontality is
emphasized by the rhythmic succession of three wheel-motifs arranged along the central axis of the tile
panel, between large split stars which flank its top and bottom edges.

The Morisco artist who recomposed the Muslim tile panel from the south wing of the Palace of the
Myrtles to adapt it to the walls of the Royal choir of the chapel, divided it into three panels, in the form of
three tapestries bordered by a trim of interlaced closed polygons. The longest of these three panels, which
covers the east side and part of the north side up to the door, retains the original Muslim decoration in its
entirety, except for the new emblems. The panel that covers the rest of the north side, from the door to
the corner, also maintains the Muslim design. However, at the end where it turns towards the west side,
the Morisco artist inserted a small piece of his own invention into the section running up to the metal
grille, slightly altering the original Muslim design. In the third panel which covers the space between the
two grilles, it is interesting to note that the Muslim design has been completely altered, so as to adapt it to
the available space with a Morisco composition, which shares the spirit of the Muslim composition, while

freely adapting it, without being hidebound by the original design.

As we have seen, they were able to adapt the east wall without difficulty because they blocked up the little
service door leading to the portico of the Cuarto Dorado. This door was reinstated in modern times and
the piece of tile panel that had to be removed to do so is now in the Museum of the Alhambra. In the
north wall, they adjusted the width of the door leading to the Muslim oratory in such a way as to fit the
complex motifs from the Muslim tile panel on either side of it. Adaptation to the west wall, however,
proved more difficult because of the large metal grilles that made up the exterior facade. The Morisco ar-
tist got round this problem in his own way, with masterful skill, managing neither to clash with the old
or respect its rules.

The precious skills demonstrated by these Morisco chapices, genuine artists of the construction trade, are
sometimes insultingly referred to as chapucerias or botch jobs.
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