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NOLI ME TANGERE 

The new Atrium of the Alhambra, by Alvaro Siza Vieira and Juan Domingo Santos 

After studying very carefully and enjoying the beautiful solution of Alvaro Siza Vieira and 

Juan Domingo Santos for the Atrium, the new door of the Alhambra, I remembered a 

beautiful painting by Fra Angelico entitled Noli me tangere. It depicts the scene of the 

risen Christ in front of the tomb where, appearing to Mary Magdalene, he says "noli me 

tangere" in such a way that she does not touch him. As does the new building of the 

Atrium with the Alhambra.  

Looking again at all the paintings that represent that scene, the Noli me tangere of Giotto, 

Ducio, Boticelli, Andrea del Sarto, Dürer, Titian, Bronzino up to the Corregio of the Prado 

Museum. In all of them, or rather in none of them, the Magdalene touches Christ. As 

does the new building of the Atrium with the Alhambra. 

Our architects, Alvaro Siza Vieira, one of the best architects in the world, and Juan 

Domingo Santos, one of the best Spanish architects, have chosen to make here a quiet 

and silent architecture that, instead of being the protagonist, accompanies the Alhambra 

without touching it. As does the Magdalena with Christ in the paintings of the 

aforementioned painters. 

Our architects could have done as Machuca did when he conceived and built the 

wonderful Palace of Charles V in the Alhambra itself. A wonderful building, although 

foreign and very well sewn. Or they could have gone hand in hand with Anasagasti in 

the beautiful Carmen de Rodríguez-Acosta which, curiously enough, has a certain aroma 

of Siza. But they have opted now, here, for silence and a fusion with the earth. The new 

building will appear as a base, as a garden that not only enhances the value of the group 

of buildings on the red hill, but, sticking to the contours of the terrain, because of its 

staggered layout and the color of the concrete pigmented with the same tones of the 

earth on which it sits, it will merge with it and almost disappear. A bit like what Álvaro 

Siza did in the pools of Leca da Palmeira in Matosinhos in 1966, which ended up merging 

with the sea.  

After carefully analyzing the project, I have allowed a prudent amount of time to pass 

before passing any judgment. I could have made an ad hominem defense of Alvaro Siza 

and Juan Domingo Santos' project because I have already clearly expressed my 

admiration for both of them. I could have made their defense, which they do not need, 

based on the world-renowned quality of their authors, but I prefer to stick to a more 

academic analysis of the project and its timeliness. 

On the occasion of Siza's Honorary Doctorate from the Technical University of Lisbon in 

November 2010, I was asked to write a text, which I was happy to do. There I wrote that 

Siza's three greatest virtues were that of an architect who was a poet, a creator and a 

researcher. As a poet because the precision of this solution must be emphasized. As a 

researcher because this is the result of a very studied process. As a creator because of 
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the capacity of this project to transcend, to be above time. I believe that here, in this 

Atrium of the Alhambra, the three virtues are expressed to the highest degree. 

Alvaro Siza has publicly declared that "it is the project of my life" and it is clear that he 

has put his heart and soul into it. It reminds me of Cervantes' commentary on Don 

Quixote in the beautiful prologue that crowns his work: "Without swearing you can believe 

me that I would like this book, as the son of understanding, to be the most beautiful, the 

most gallant and the most discreet that could be imagined". It would seem that Cervantes 

would lend his words to Siza, as they are so well adjusted to his project. Because the 

Atrium project is the most beautiful, the most gallant and the most discreet that could be 

imagined. And Siza adds "every project is an opportunity, but this one is mythical". Then 

we learned that the architect had visited the Alhambra since he was a child, hand in hand 

with his father, and so many other times. I would have liked to have been on the visit he 

made with Sáenz de Oíza and Emilio de Santiago.  

I visited Granada as a child. Not so young, maybe. When I was 18 or so. I hadn't 

even started architecture. A visit to Granada is a dream in itself, there is no need to 

dream! There is the Alhambra, the Rodriguez Acosta Foundation, the courtyard 

houses, the people... the joy of Andalusia that you feel in the street... as you feel in 

the south. Granada is the human atmosphere. So strong. So alive. (...) I am working 

on the accesses to the Alhambra with Juan Domingo Santos. One of the difficulties 

of the project has been not to touch the magnificent cypress trees next to the building. 

The expression of the building has to do with them. (...) In the Alhambra the cypresses 

are welcome cypresses. We wanted the building horizontal, but from the beginning 

we talked about putting seemingly obvious motifs, such as pergolas or trellises, 

because you have to have shade. So that's where it's all at. I used to tell students to 

first look at the ground and then look up. Some of that happens. 

And the same goes for Juan Domingo Santos to whom I have always had a deep 

admiration, for him and his beautiful architecture. He has also left his skin in the project 

of the Alhambra. With him I visited more than once the Nasrid palace where it seems 

that he had lived. Because its stupendous architecture has always been impregnated 

with that aroma. 

Both architects, not only great, but also with a deep knowledge of the Alhambra for so 

long and with an absolute love for the Alhambra, have been involved in this project and 

have succeeded, what more could you ask for? 

I will not forget how in the 2012 Venice Biennale where I participated hand in hand with 

David Chipperfield, the four well agreed walls with which Alvaro Siza stretched the 

landscape there, Venice, framing it as only the best architecture is capable of doing, 

already had something of what appears here now. Here in Granada this silent 

architecture capable of stopping time is evident. 
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FUNCTION 

The opportunity of this project is very clear. Functionally, the monument demanded and 

still demands a building capable of organizing and ordering the entrance and the needs 

of the more than two and a half million visitors per year. We are told that there are more 

than 8,000 daily visitors that the current inadequate and precarious facilities are unable 

to serve. The same problem that generated the interventions in the Louvre in Paris, the 

Metropolitan in New York or the Prado Museum in Madrid. The aim of the project is to 

offer a space prepared to welcome visitors at the height of this important world heritage 

that will become the future project of the Alhambra. 

It is important to note that the Atrio de la Alhambra project is not born ex novo. It is a 

restructuring of the current uses and flows of visitors at the entrance to the monument, 

very disorderly and chaotic, without sufficient quality. Hence the proposal of the project 

to rearrange this space with an architectural solution integrated into the heritage and 

landscape environment in which it is located. A property included in the World Heritage 

List for its exceptional universal values that this project recognizes and respects. 

The new complex unfolds in the various pieces with which it is being attached to the 

ground all the service elements and functions requested in the very complete program 

that was given in the competition rules. From the tourist demand to the cultural and 

administrative management, with spaces for ticket sales, information and customer 

service, a large lobby, a cafeteria-restaurant, the Alhambra store, toilets and offices. It 

also has a cultural area with a visitor reception hall and auditorium under a large orange 

garden, under which is located a spacious parking lot that will hide the current surface 

car parking next to the monument, which has a great visual impact on the landscape. 

The jury noted, and rightly so, that this project stood out "for its adequate resolution of 

the program and for its brilliant organization of the visitor routes".  

TOPOGRAPHY 

In its determination not to raise its voice, the complex takes advantage of the jumps in 

elevation in an exemplary and delicate manner, adjusting to the complex topography of 

the terrain. The respect for the existing cypress trees mentioned in the memo attests to 

this. In the models and in the sections, it is clear how the layout of the parts of the new 

building is done hand in hand with the existing topography without forcing it. Sticking to 

the land as good bullfighters do with bulls. It gives the feeling that the building has been 

there forever, so well nestled is it. Like a garden overlooking the Alhambra. 

MATERIALS AND COLOR 

The architects were right in their choice of material, concrete, and its pigment-based 

color, which is intended to be the color of the earth itself. It clearly shows the will to 

belong to that same land using the same material with which the Alhambra was built, but 

interpreted in our time. That plinth or podium formed by the new pieces appears, or better 

yet, disappears, merging with the earth. On the other hand, the clear resistance to time 
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offered by the concrete guarantees the good conservation of the new elements. Red 

earth concrete for the red hill. 

GARDENS 

The project contemplates the creation of gardens and walkways prior to the entrance to 

the monument, aware that the garden-architecture relationship is part of the 

characteristic landscape of the Alhambra. The new entrance gate will be a garden 

overlooking the walls of the Alhambra with a sequence of water courtyards and shaded 

pergolas similar to the terraced platforms of the nearby Generalife. The garden will be 

built using traditional Alhambra materials with vegetation pergolas, cobblestone and 

brick pavements, compacted earth floors (alpañata), courtyards with water pools and 

native trees such as cypresses, cercis, orange and mulberry trees. The square that 

separates the building from the entrance to the monument is a wooded space with water, 

reminiscent of the Aljibes square next to the Alcazaba and the Nasrid Palaces. 

PLANTS 

Once again, as in most of the architectural works of Alvaro Siza Vieira and Juan Domingo 

Santos, the floor plans are impeccable. In this case they stick to the ground not only in 

section but in their horizontal planes with a rhythmic movement that is likened to a dance 

with the plants of the Alhambra itself, through articulations of volumes and courtyards, 

relationships between inside and outside in a continuous sequence of scales and 

proportions very successful. When you see the floor plans of the project it is clearly 

understood that they belong, in their scale and in their movement, in their rhythm, to the 

Alhambra's floor plans. When you see the general model from above, it seems that these 

pieces have always been there. 

CIRCULATIONS AND TRANSITS 

If we study carefully the entrances and the routes and the arrivals, the circulations and 

the transits, they are not only impeccable but also exciting. With their compressions and 

dilations, with their shadows broken by the magical light that flows through them, in a 

promenade architecturale as Le Corbusier proclaimed, which here is fulfilled with 

punctuality.  

I would dare to say that this Atrium introduces the visitor to the Alhambra as the 

Propylaea do with the temples of the Acropolis of Athens. I remember my last visit to the 

Acropolis guided by the wise hand of Thasos Tanoulas through those Propylaea that he 

continues to reconstruct. Surely he, architect curator of the Acropolis, would like this new 

Alhambra Gate. As do the precious pavements of Pikionis. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

It is unusual for a project that has not yet begun to be built to be exhibited and recognized 

around the world. Well, this one already is. On March 22 an interesting exhibition of this 
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Atrium opened at the Aedes am Pfefferberg Gallery in Berlin, then it went to the Vitra 

Design Museum in Weil am Rhein, to the Nasjonalmuseet-Arkitektur in Oslo, and next 

year to the Aga Khan Museum in Toronto. It has also been exhibited at the Alhambra in 

Granada.  The project has already appeared, always with very complimentary 

comments, in all the most important architectural media in the world.  

THE FRAMEWORK  

When I was looking for the essay on Ortega's framework to frame this commentary, I 

came across this text by Carlos Campa Marcé, who makes some very accurate 

comments on the thread of that essay that come in handy here: 

Ortega speaks of "the golden frame" as the most appropriate to the proper function 

of the object and, therefore, the one that has been imposed throughout history. He 

bases its virtue on its capacity to generate reflections and how it is difficult for us to 

attribute the reflection produced by a glazed or metallic object to the object itself. It is 

rather, "something between things, spectrum without matter". Thus, the golden 

frame, with its bristling of sharp gleams, inserts between the painting and the real 

contour a ribbon of pure splendor. Its reflections, acting like small irritated daggers, 

incessantly cut the threads that, without wanting to, we tend between the unreal 

picture and the surrounding reality. 

It is in this spirit that this Atrium of the Alhambra of Granada moves. 

BERNINI 

The story of Bernini's "desire to build the Louvre" is well known. Chantelou told it in a 

very interesting chronicle where he describes how Louis XIV asked the Pope to send 

him his architect. Bernini, after a trip that is well described in that chronicle, made a first 

dazzling project, baroque, very Bernini, which, looking at it now, makes us very angry 

that it was not built.  After two more, less spectacular solutions, the adventure came to 

nothing. The new building was built by Perrault who, besides being a good architect, was 

the brother of the king's doctor. I would not like to think that this wonderful project of the 

Atrium of the Alhambra would be replaced by any other, for any reason. 

CONCLUSION 

More than a defense of the Atrium of the Alhambra, this text wants to be the public 

recognition of a precious work of some architects of the highest order, and themselves. 

A work that, moving away from inappropriate protagonism, opts here for silence. A silent 

architecture that, in addition to solving all the functional problems, underlines and 

enhances the monument that is the Alhambra. It continues to build the Alhambra with 

the same traces and interpreting with sensitivity its architectural values from our time. 

The Alhambra exists because each era has intervened on it according to the spirit of its 

time and in accordance with the needs and views of each era. Building Granada, 

welcome to Granada! 


