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Andalucian
Arabesque

The Moors came from North Africa in the 8" century and ruled the Iberian
Peninsula until 1492. Over their 800-year rule, a sophisticated culture flourished in
southern Spain. One of the most distinctive features of Islamic art is its extensive
and extremely refined use of arabesque. An exploration of the Muslim architecture
of Moorish Spain clearly provides the perfect introduction to this motif.
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On the rocky hill known as al-Sabika in Granada, in
Andalucia, the towers and sprawling crenellated walls of
the Alhambra glow golden in the evening light, surrounded
by luxuriant, fragrant gardens and etched against a distant
smudge of snow on the Sierra Nevada.

As beautiful and enchanting as this view of its
exterior might be, itis the interior of this 14™ century
palace-fortress that really dazzles, its succession of
elegant courtyards and chambers sheathed in exquisite
decoration. Shimmering panels of brightly colored
ceramic tiles with elaborate geometric patterns are
juxtaposed with panels of intricately carved stucco,
honeycomb-Llike in their detail, populated by roving, supple

arabesques and bands of elegant calligraphy.
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The 11."‘-century Palacio de los Leones at the Alhambra in Granada,
Spain, is a stunning example of Moorish architecture (opposite).
Geometric patterns can be seen on wooden pieces while arabesque
patterns in stucco adorn the walls in the background. A craftsman
works at a wood inlay atelier and shop at the Alhambra (below).

An extensive use of arabesque — stylized, interlaced
tendrils and foliage such as vines and acanthus leaves,
used to create a rhythmic and often repeating pattern —is
one of the defining characteristics of Islamic art, along
with geometric patterns and an unprecedented use of
calligraphy. The religion prohibits the representation of
human and animal forms in works of art within religious
contexts, though not secular ones.

Arabesque is firmly rooted in the artistic traditions of
the lands first conquered by Islam — that is, Byzantine
art and the art of Sasanian Iran. In fact, examples of
arabesque can be found in Roman art as far back as the
1t century AD. It was in the arts of Islam, however, that it
found its greatest refinement, during the period of Moorish
rule on the Iberian Peninsula (or at least, parts of it], which
lasted for nearly 800 years, from the early 8" century
until the fall of Granadain 1492, so it should come as little
surprise to find its legacy so influential.

Although the use of arabesque is also widespread in the
decorative arts in Spain, itis in the Moorish architecture of
Andalucia and its lavish decoration — palaces such as the
Alhambra in Granada and the Alcazar of Sevilla, as well
as older buildings such as the Mezquita (Great Mosque)
of Cérdoba, and the ruins of the 10™"-century royal palace

at Madinat al-Zahra — that it is at its most impressive.

MARCH 2015



Mzt olilAT EUE B 7= wule] v|Av]eh 3 S
.9 =3 Wulo] Sl ofx] mege) 7155 ke Vlwsks
5'e) mAjo] 2 G4 o]5] 1 W 9 st obole ] @
AP o)) AR o}l st A8 2] wAjo] 2}
71 A]559] 215 o] BHE ZFolehs Hlelth A A
P15 msh-fohiL BIE 0] T B FoAH Aedehe 7
=3 Qo] oh]gie

wfefUbe Ak elo} eleheh FHelA A SAeh
oY) B ol Az AP WA e TRol7]
S 10A1710] RS0l Aotet £l wheds) Sl
o] FHEHl 7P £ AL PheLbE A te) B
Ae g 02w gl ] gl 19 Aol
459 Ao AlEhe) ERoIATE olehil o] s
). e Elel L el 2l Flstet s
w20 193} FAIA R, L ERkAlTo] H1 ek Ejale]
TETHEEY 2} ol sk A} gle,

o 1M[ElE &4 9 A E 8h3e] S5 2ehle
Use|E 92 2|5} v Qe Alolol ] Al oz,
A8EO|AE 8 meo) ofehil A #2152
Bogol w41 Fupot =BT AAA ek A
A7) 5ol 9 o] S ol ‘Uil 32 ofe) itk
ol T} = Ak 4 obehHl AT B} 715t} 7}
AAR EA71E Zotuelm Tehieel 91313 shaek ALl
YARE A& A ek o8 Ho] $Gehe ol
PO 3709 WA 71912 olo) 231 ek o] el Hhare

80
MORNINGCALM

LAVISH DECORATION Among the forest of columns (with
their distinctive, two-tiered arches) that is the interior of
the Mezquita in Cérdoba, the 10* century mihrab (prayer
niche) glitters with mosaic decoration. These mosaics,
with their vivid arabesque and plant motifs, are actually
the work of Byzantine craftsmen — it was not unusual for
Christian (and Jewish) artisans to work at the courts of
Moorishrulers.

The leafy stucco arabesques of Madinat al-Zahra, the
Alhambra and elsewhere are mirrored, on a much smaller
scale, in some minutely carved ivory caskets from the 10t
century — most famously the so-called Pyx al-Mughira
from Madinat al-Zahra, now housed in the Louvre. On the
other hand, arabesques are notably absent from most
ceramic tiles from Moorish Spain — the angular geometry
of the tiles at the Alhambra and the Alcazar of Sevilla

closely resembles tiles in Morocco, but is a far cry from the
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The Casa de Pilatos, in Sevilla (below left). A pottery shop in the
Santa Cruz neighborhood of Sevilla. Many traditional craftsmen make
products in the old Andalucian style (below right). The 10""-century
Mezquita of Cordoba mixes geometric and arabesque motifs as many
Moorish structures of the time did (opposite).
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sinuous tulips and arabesques of Ottoman ceramics.

Arabesques and intricate scrollwork are also
characteristics of the damascened (gold- and silver-
inlaid) metalwork made in the Basque country during
the 19t century, by the Zuloaga family. But if you are
exploring the exquisite Moorish architecture of Andalucia,
you can simply look out for metal doors decorated with
arabesques and cartouches containing calligraphy, such
as the ones at the Mezquita of Cérdoba or on one side of
the Cathedral of Sevilla.

Amid the meandering, whitewashed alleys of Cérdoba,
oramong the palatial courtyards of the Alhambra, the
distinctive repertoire of arabesque is never far away.

& By Rudolf Abraham Photographs by Carlo Morucchio
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GETTING THERE

There are daily flights between
Madrid-Barajas Airport and

the international airports of
Granada, Sevilla and Mélaga.
Regular coach services run
between Granada, Sevilla and
Cérdoba (www.alsa.es), and
Sevilla is only about 2 hours
and 30 minutes from Madrid by
high-speed train. The Alhambra
(www.alhambra-patronato.es)
is open daily starting at 8:30am,
with tickets available for either
a morning (8:30am-2pm] or an
afternoon visit (2-8pm, or until
6pm in winter). Tickets only cover
one admission period, not both,
and you need to complete your

visit within the scheduled period.
You can also buy a ticket for an
evening or night visit.

WHERE TO STAY

In Granada, Hotel Santa Isabel
la Real (www.hotelsanta
isabellareal.com) is a lovely little
boutique hotel in a beautifully
restored 16"-century house

in the Albaicin, a short walk
from the Alhambra. Another
good place in the Albaicin is

the Palacio Santa Inés (www.
palaciosantaines.es). In

Sevilla, Casa del Poeta (www.
casadelpoeta.es] is a boutique
hotel in a restored 17""-century
house in the city’s historic center,

with rooms arranged around

an elegant courtyard. El Rey
Moro (www.elreymoro.com) is
another good choice, just around
the corner from the Alcazar. In
Cérdoba, the Balcon de Cérdoba
(www.balcondecordoba.com)
has outstanding views from its
terrace.

WHERE TO EAT

Fine dining at an affordable price
in Granada does not get much
better than Damasqueros (http://
damasqueros.com), which places
a strong emphasis on seasonal
produce. It is also conveniently
close to the Alhambra. La Oliva
(www.laoliva.eu) is a tiny place in
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southwestern Granada, offering
a tasting menu of three olive

oils followed by five wines, each
paired with three tapas dishes,
each of which are explained by
the owner. It is not a restaurant
or tapas bar in the traditional
sense. Two good tapas bars

in Sevilla are La Brunilda and

La Pepona. In Cérdoba, Café-
Taberna Luque is a friendly place
run by a husband-and-wife team.
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More travel information is
available from (9 HANJIN TRAVEL
www.kaltour.com




