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Disappeared medieval watchtowers in Granada (Spain). Workflow and 
standards for the survey of a vanished architectural heritage

Among all the Spanish regions, the province 
of Granada stands out for the large number of 
isolated towers of which there are still remains. 
More than 150 are of medieval origin and pre-
served to a greater or lesser degree. This is due to 
the fact that Granada was the core of the Nasrid 
kingdom, the last surviving Andalusian territory 
in the southeast of the Iberian Peninsula. It had 
more than 400 km of land border with the king-
dom of Castile through the Penibaetic System 
and another 400 km of Mediterranean coastline. 
This kingdom, whose centre of power was the 
Alhambra in Granada, came to occupy approxi-
mately 2,949,373 ha after the Pact of Jaén, the 
agreement signed in 1246 between Ferdinand III 
of Castile and the first Nasrid king, Muḥammad I 
ibn Nasr, which established the border between 
the two kingdoms. The kingdom of Granada was 
maintained with few modifications over the next 
two and a half centuries, until the War of Grana-
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da, which caused it to collapse between 1482 and 
1491. Many of these towers were reused, remade 
or built in the Nasrid period, but, after the Chris-
tian process of conquest, many of the towers in 
the interior were rendered unusable or totally or 
partially destroyed. This work develops the meth-
odology of the workflow that has been followed 
to detect the location of many other nodes of this 
dense network based on the analysis of topony-
my. The historical accounts show that there were
many more watchtowers to survey and protect 
this kingdom than the ones previously known.
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1 INTRODUCTION

From 1238 onwards, when Muḥammad I founded 
the Nasrid kingdom of Granada, the defensive sys-
tem of the last Andalusian territories in the Ibe-
rian Peninsula was perfected, as its security de-
pended on the maintenance of its fortresses and 
the control over its communication routes with 
watchtowers.

From the end of the 13th century, the Nasrid kings 
always took care of the maintenance and rein-
forcement of the defences throughout a dense 
and well-equipped network formed by citadels, 
enclosures to protect one or several farmsteads, 
towers of refuge and watchtowers with their re-
spective garrisons. Strategically positioned, they 
formed the defensive lines on the frontier and in-
lands (Sánchez Gómez, 1996: 16).

Because of this period of greater instability in the 
late Middle Ages in eastern Andalusia, where this 
kingdom was developed (since 1833, the provinces 
of Granada, Málaga, Almería and parts of Jaén), 
the number of towers exceeds by far those pre-
served in western Andalusia (the provinces of Se-
villa, Córdoba, Cádiz and Huelva) (Fig. 1).

According to the 14th-century Nasrid polygraph 
and vizier Ibn al-Jaṭīb, in 1347 Yūsuf I (r. 1333-
1354) inspected a number of frontier posts of the 
kingdom in order to improve the defensive system. 
The number of military towers in his successor’s 
reign, Muḥammad V (r. 1354-1359 and 1391), was 
estimated to 14,000 (Arié, 1984: 122 and Sánchez 
Gómez, 1996: 16).

This is an excessively high and unrealistic figure. 
If there had been such a large number of towers 
in this territory of almost three million hectares 
in its maximum expansion, there would have been 
one of them approximately every 210 hectares on 
average, almost at every 1.5 km.

Those that are still preserved, together with oth-
er towers mentioned in historical accounts, show 

that approximately half a thousand watchtowers 
may have been in operation in the Nasrid kingdom, 
of which around two hundred would have been lo-
cated in the territory occupied by the province of 
Granada. That means one of these towers every 
6000 hectares on average, almost at every 7,75 
km. However, there is a higher concentration of 
them around border areas, roads and hydraulic 
networks and other fortifications.

To them must be added a large number of places 
with names alluding to the location of towers or 
watchtowers where it is difficult to find material 
evidence. For this reason, it has been necessary to 
analyse in detail more than 10,000 toponyms that 

Fig. 1 - Towers in the eight provinces of Andalusia (Spain). In colour, districts of the Nasrid kingdom of Granada, highlighting the province of Granada.

Table 1 – Number of towers with preserved remains in the eight provinces 
of Andalusia (Spain).

could be linked to the Nasrid defensive network. 
Around a 5% show more or less significant indi-
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cations of the real or hypothetical positioning of 
an isolated tower, which would double the number 
of known cases by their remains or documentary 
evidence (Fig. 2).

2 CATEGORISATION OF THE TOWERS IN THE 
PROVINCE OF GRANADA

In order to design workflows and survey standards 
for the enormous task of comprehensively docu-
menting the tower related toponyms, this com-
plex and diverse architectural and archaeological 
heritage can be classified according to several pa-
rameters, such as the functionality for which they 
were created (Fig. 3), their location, their materi-
ality and form, their state of preservation...

2.1. Out of all the original functions that the towers 

Fig. 2 - Towers in Andalusia (yellow points) and some related toponyms (black points).

Fig. 3 - Different types of isolated towers in the province of Granada. [A] 
Watchtowers from the 13th to 18th century: (1) Deifontes, (2) Sierra Elvira, 
(3) Romeral, (4) Guájar, (5) Huélago, (6) Agrón, (7) Enmedio, (8) Rijana, (9) 
Cerro Gordo, (10) Cautor, (11) Punta Negra, (12) Hornabeque. [B] Towers 
for the surveillance of important infrastructures (routes, mills…) or natural 
resources (springs, saltpans…): (13) Caniles, (14) Zafarraya, (15) Capel, (16) 
Torrecardela, (17) Salinas. [C] Farmstead towers: (18) Tío Bayo, (19) Cortijo 
de las Torres, (20) Barcinas, (21) Escúznar, (22) Agicampe. [D] Towers built 
by the elites: (23) Las Gabias, (24) Roma, (25) Alabí, (26) Los Ulloa.

that are now isolated may have had (García-Puli-
do, Ruiz-Jaramillo & Peñalver Martín, 2022: 3-8), 
this article focuses on the Nasrid watchtowers in 
the province of Granada.

The name atalaya (watchtower) derives from the 
Arabic al-ṭalī‘a (pl. al-ṭalā’i‘), in reference to a high 
up lookout point. In Spanish it has been used to 
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designate the tower usually built on a high place to 
survey the countryside or the sea and to give no-
tice of what is discovered (Franco-Sánchez, 2017: 
183).

Watchtowers differ from other types of towers in 
that their main purpose is to provide a safe place 
from which to carry out surveillance and military 
observation. As a result, they are generally isolat-
ed structures. In some cases, other towers that 
were designed for different purposes, such as 
residential (houses and tower-palaces), religious 
(minarets and bell towers), funerary (mausole-
um-towers) or orientation and guidance (light-
houses), may have been used as watchtowers.

The Nasrid kingdom was strengthened by the con-
struction of new towers in particularly important 
locations, forming complex surveillance systems. 
They usually had a solid base and a single cham-
ber with a raised access for the tower-keeper, 
from which the plume of smoke could be sent 
through a hole in the terrace, like a chimney (Fig. 
4), while the upper part was used to keep watch 
and, if necessary, to light a beacon.

This network allowed information about what was 
happening in the confines of each Nasrid district 
to reach the citadels of the main medinas (Fig. 
5). In addition, this system was interconnected 
throughout the kingdom with high points on which 

Fig. 4 - El Romeral Watchtower, one of the best preserved in the province of Granada.

robust and permanent structures were not built, 
but whose existence can be traced through top-
onymy. They may not always have had a tower, 
but they may have had a sporadic structure for a 
guard, from which light signals could be emitted.

2.2 The watchtowers can be grouped according to 
their location (Fig. 6) into different levels, ranging 
from those located on flat areas because of the 
need for specific or alternative control to those 
that occupied orographic summits with a wide dif-
ference in altitude, the most iconic image of the 
isolated towers. The visibility from them in optimal 
weather conditions can be very good, although this 
can be greatly reduced or completely cancelled 
out in rain, snow, fog and mist. The strong winds 
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that lash them for many hours of the year could 
also hinder both their construction and mainte-
nance, and of course, the optimal conditions for 
effective surveillance.

Because these towers are located on sites with a 
steep and tortuous access, the greatest complica-
tions for data collection come from the difficulty of 
reaching them. These sites are highly exposed to 
weather conditions and are often located in areas 
with high seismic activity. As a result, they are of-
ten badly damaged.

2.3. With regard to the techniques used in the 
construction of fortified enclosures, the rammed 
earth walls predominate, often with masonry 
foundations. The main towers were also often 
made of rammed earth, although it is common for 
the solid lower half, which acted as a podium, to 
be made of masonry in stone courses, with two 
face ashlars at the corners. On other occasions 
they also show repairs, reinforcements and ex-
tensions of masonry and previous structures built 
in rammed earth. The watchtowers from the 14th 
century were mainly built in stone, and most of 
them are cylindrical with a slight slope.

2.4. The state of preservation can also be param-
eterised, based on the existing vestiges on the 
ground and the archaeological potential of the 
subsoil, from the complete preservation of these 
architectural structures to the disappearance of 
their vestiges (Table 2). This work focuses on the 
last category and on the flow of data that can be 
obtained from the toponyms that allude to the pos-
sible presence of a surveilance post from which to 
transmit and receive optical signals.

3 METHODOLOGY FOR THE DOCUMENTATION OF 
MISSING WATCHTOWERS THROUGH TOPONYMY

The detailed analysis of the toponymy relating to 
these structures was based on a review of the list 
of georeferenced place names included in the Ge-
ographical Gazetteer of Andalusia (Nomenclátor 
Geográfico de Andalucía). It contains over 140,500 
records with more than 190,000 locations, most-Fig. 5 - (Above) Watchtowers around the main castles in the Nasrid district of Las Villas. (Below) Watchtowers for the surveillance of the territory of Montefrío.
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entire national territory. The maps employed in 
this study are at the scales of 1:25,000 (MTN25) 
and 1:50,000 (MTN50). The first edition of the 
MTN50 was published in 1875, and the series was 
completed in 1968. In 1973, the MTN was updated 
exclusively on the basis of new photogrammet-
ric minutes at a scale of 1:25,000. In 1985, efforts 
were concentrated on the production of the new 
MTN25.

The previous works for the elaboration of the MTN 
were carried out between 1870 and 1950, in some 
cases several decades after the publication of the 
first edition. They consisted of handwritten plani-
metric, altimetric and joint minutes, made with 
classical topography and drawn at 1:25,000 as ba-
sic plans of the terrain.

In addition to the more directly related toponyms 
such as watchtower and tower, there are many 
other place names in the kingdom of Granada 
derived from different Arabic or Latin roots that 
could indicate the location of these types of defen-
sive structure (Table 3). Among them we can find 
the derivatives of al-burŷ, al-manāra, al-nāẓūr, 
al-manẓar, al-ṣajra, qalaḥurra (Franco-Sánchez, 
2017: 180-183), masyid, rābiṭa (López Cordero et 
al. 2016-2017: 76-78), or others of Latin origin 
in highly elevated places, such as hacho, moro, 
morro or cruz, the latter (cross) to Christianise a 
promontory with constructions previously made 
by the Muslims.

For this purpose, a method of summary assess-
ments can be adopted, consisting in this case of 
four groups of possible watchtowers (Table 3) and 
farmstead towers. Many visits have been done to 
these sites in order to verify the existence of a 
tower and categorize it according to the following:

Fig. 6 - Visible remains of 22 watchtowers in the part of the Nasrid district of 
Baza, included in the province of Granada. (1) Capel, (2) Santiso, (3) Ozmín, 
(4) Cañada, (5) Torrejón, (6) Maciacerrea, (7) Moro, (8) Romeral, (9) Canteras, 
(10) Encantada, (11) Almorox, (12) Muerto, (13) Espinosa, (14) Cerro Cepero, 
(15) Cuna, (16) Botardo, (17) Ferrer, (18) Tarahal, (19) Salar, (20) Umbría, (21) 
Morones, (22) Marú.

Table 2 - Five-point Likert scale to qualify the preservation of the towers.

ly from the 1:10,000 toponymic database (BTA10) 
of the Andalusian Institute of Statistics and Car-
tography. Entries have been made with the root 
of each of the place names that could have been 
initially related to the existence of a watchtower or 
a guard post. Their location have been checked on 
the 1:10,000 scale Topographic Maps of Andalu-
sia, produced since 1993 based on restitution pro-
cesses of photographic flights at scales between 
1:18,000 and 1:25,000. They have also been con-
trasted with existing aerial images of the whole of 
Andalusia since the mid-1940s.

Most of these place names are also reflected in 
the labelling of the National Topographic Maps 
of Spain, produced by the National Geographic 
Institute (IGN). The latter consist of six series of 
topographic maps at different scales covering the 
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[1] Existence of material remains of a watchtower 
or farmhouse tower.
[2] Probable existence of a watchtower at a stra-
tegic site in the defensive network or a tower next 
to a settlement.
[3] It is not known whether there could have been 
a watchtower or farmhouse tower at this site.
[4] The existence of a watchtower or farmhouse 
tower is unlikely. The toponym must refer to an-
other reality.

4 CASE STUDIES

4.1. The most common and obvious is atalaya /ta-
laya, the preferred word for optical watchtowers 
in Castilian, with similar words in the other lan-
guages of the Iberian Peninsula (atalaia in Gali-
cian-Portuguese, talaia in Catalan and Basque). 
Variants of this name include the superlatives 
atalayón/talayón and the diminutives atalayita or 
atalayuela/atarayuela/ataralluela/talayuela/ta-
lalluela/tarayuela.

In Andalusia we can find a total of 546 place names 
related to this term: 78 in the province of Granada, 
55 in Málaga and in Almería, 94 in Jaén, 84 in Cór-
doba, 83 in Sevilla, 36 in Cádiz and 62 in Huelva. 
Many of them refer to an elevated geographical lo-
cation where there may have been a lookout (hill, 
hillock, summit, peak, height, crag, cliff...) and are 
often also replicated in other nearby geographical 
features (ravines, streams, springs, hills...), build-
ings (houses, farmhouses, mills...) and infrastruc-
tures (threshing floors, roads, paths...).

After grouping their locations, the study has found 
that 39 of them allude to the presence or possible 
existence of a watchtower. Those that still have 
part of their structure can be found in 22 place 
names. Another 15 were not known. They corre-
spond to locations with the possible existence of an 
optical tower: Cerro de la Atalaya (Alhama de Gra-
nada), Alto de la Atalaya (Bérchules), La Atalaya 
(Soportújar), El Atalayón (Murtas), Las Tarayuelas 
(Chimeneas), Atalayuelas (Gor), La Atalaya (Iznal-
loz), Cerro de la Atalaya (Las Gabias), La Atalaya 
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Table 3 - A summary assessment index for the toponyms atalaya (watchtower) and torre (tower) in the municipalities of the province of Granada.

(Cúllar), La Cruz de la Atalaya (Padul), La Atalaya 
(Loja), Solana de las Atalayas (Ferreira), Talayón 
(Castril), Cerro de la Atalaya (Guadahortuna) and 
Los Atalayones (Dílar). In some, there are cairns 
and accumulations of stones that could mask the 
remains of these structures.

There are two more locations that correspond to 
high peaks on the northern slopes of Sierra Ne-
vada, so that the name must symbolically allude 
to the prominence of their location rather than 
to the actual presence of a lookout post: Pico del 
Atalayón Grande (2440 metres above sea level, in 
Güéjar Sierra) and Las Atalayas (2425 m.a.s.l., in 
Lanteira).

4.2. Almenara, from the Arabic al-manāra, as an 
enclave from which to keep watch and send light 
signals. The name is less common than atalaya, 
although in Spanish the meaning of this term re-
fers to the fire lit in watchtowers to warn of en-
emy troops or the arrival of ships, and, taking a 
part for the whole, it can also refer to the tower 
itself. In the province of Granada this toponym is 
only found in three locations, two between Picena 
and Cherín, in the Alpujarra, next to the Cañada 
Real from Ugíjar to Aldeire. The others are located 
between Almuñécar and Ítrabo, in the area of the 
Taramay rock. In the rest of the provinces of An-
dalusia there are 24 other instances, most notably 
in the municipality of Peñaflor in Sevilla with the 
Castillo de la Almenara, San Roque in Cádiz with 
the Sierra de la Almenara and Almonte in Huelva 
with the Torre Almenara.

4.3. Place names derived from al-burŷ (plural al-
burūŷ) referring to a tower, whether part of a wall 
or isolated, such as borge, borja, alborge, burch, 
burgo, borrox (plural), including names with the 
prefixes buja-, burja-, burga-, borja-, borga-, from 
burŷ al- (tower of the). The term goes back to the 
Greek πύργoς, burgus in Latin, a name that would 
have become popular from the 2nd century AD 
to designate the Roman towers of square or rec-
tangular plan with access through a door located 
above the ground and with several floors inside. 

More generically, burŷ may also have been used 
to designate the towers placed at regular intervals 
along the city walls. In the province of Granada, 
the single instance of this toponym is found in 
Lecrín ―La Bujalama―, near the castle of Chite, 
although it is more common in other Andalusian 
provinces.

4.4. Place names related to al-nāẓūr, referring to a 
high tower of the wall over which it stands guard. 
It would also include those linked to al-manẓar, as 
a place from which one looks out and also watch-
tower, a place name of which the feminine form 
is al-manẓara. This toponym can sometimes be 

masked by the word almazara and its derivatives 
(almarzara, almaçara, almoçara, almacera, al-
mazora, almozara, almuzara...), from the Arabic 
ma‘ṣarah, which refers to an oil mill.

The toponym Lomas Almanzara is only found in 
Andalusia in Turrillas (Almería). In Granada we 
can find more toponyms linked to almazara in 
Gorafe, Benamaurel, Alpujarra de la Sierra, Ala-
medilla and Dehesas de Guadix.

4.5. Words derived from al-ṣajra, rock, such as za-
gra, azagra, zafra, zafara, safara, as well as the 
diminutives zujaira, zafrilla, zafroncillo, zafran-
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guilla, zafarejo or the superlatives zagrón or za-
frón. As they refer to highly located rocky escarp-
ments, they could be fortified, often with a tower, 
and have other associated elements such as cis-
terns or walls to protect the most vulnerable part.

In the province of Granada this place name is 
well represented in the municipality of Zagra it-
self, whose castle stands on a rocky outcrop. In 
Huéscar we can also find the Cortijo de Mazagrán, 
which is located to the west of Torre del Muerto.

4.6. Calahorra, a name that comes from qalaḥur-
ra, from al-qal’a, the fortress or citadel and ḥurra, 
meaning free woman, lady, honest. According to 
the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language one 
of its meanings is castle. In addition, this name 
was also used to designate the towers that stood 
out in some fortresses (Elías Terés & Viguera Mo-
lins, 1981: 256-276), especially during the Nasrid 
reign of Granada, for example the towers of the 
Cautiva and the Infantas, on the eastern wall of the 
Alhambra. Apart of these well-known, richly or-
namented residential towers, this toponym is well 
represented in Granada in the municipality and 
castle of La Calahorra. It also appears in the Corti-
jo de La Calahorra in Huéscar or in the Caserío la 
Calahorra in Busquístar.

4.7. Sometimes the nouns mezquita (mosque, 
from Arabic masŷid), rábita/rábida (from rābiṭa) 
or zagüía (from zāwīya), may have their origin in 
an abandoned or destroyed fortification used by a 
Muslim ascetic. Oratories dedicated to local saints 
were often built in these elevated sites, and they 
could also serve as lookout post over the territory.

When these toponyms are associated with high 
promontories, they may indicate the existence of 
a hermitage where a defender of the Muslim faith 
may have settled. This may have been common 
on the frontier, as the vizier Ibn al-Jaṭīb noted 
that, after the assault and subsequent conquest 
of Priego de Córdoba by the Christians in 1332, it 
was consolidated with marabouts (Arjona Castro, 
1989: 142). In this sense, in the Libro de Repar-

timiento de Loja (1489) there are at least two ref-
erences to locations that could have had this func-
tion (Jiménez Puertas, 2002: 237-238).

The toponym mezquita appears in six locations 
in the province of Granada: in the municipali-
ties of Bérchules, Cáñar, Molvízar, Almuñécar, 
Busquístar and Dúrcal. In the provinces of Mála-
ga, Sevilla and Almería it is each found in seven 
places, in Jaén six, in Córdoba four, in Cádiz five 
and in Huelva twelve.

There are five instances of place names derived 
from rābiṭa in the province of Granada. It has given 
rise to a settlement with this name in the munic-
ipality of Albuñol, where the watchtower and the 
castle of La Rábita are located, as well as the site 
of La Rabitilla, a toponym that can also be found in 
Lanjarón and Alpujarra de la Sierra. A name that 
could possibly derive from zāwīya is La Zubia, a 
municipality located to the south of the capital of 
Granada. This toponym can also be found in two 
places near Mecina Bombarón and Nechite.

In the province of Málaga it can be found in seven 
municipalities, in Almería three, in Jaén and Cór-
doba two, in the province of Sevilla Sierra and pick 
La Rabitilla is located in the municipality of Pruna, 
with up to five other places referring to rábita/ra-
bitilla, and in the province of Cádiz two. Huelva is 
the only Andalusian province where the term rábi-
da appears instead of rábita in four municipalities.

4.8. Among the toponyms derived from a Latin et-
ymon, the most common is torre, from the Latin 
word turris and in turn from the Greek tyrris, pos-
sibly taken to Italy by Anatolian migratory waves, 
(Bergua Cavero, 2004). In Arabic it gave rise to 
turrūš.

In Andalusia, this toponym and its many variants 
are very widespread, with more than 2,500 re-
cords. There are 455 in the province of Granada, 
309 in Málaga, 251 in Almería, 479 in Jaén, 366 in 
Córdoba, 257 in Sevilla, 262 in Cádiz and 139 in 
Huelva. As in the case of atalaya, many of them 

refer to a main elevated place where a tower may 
have existed, as well as to other geographical fea-
tures, buildings and infrastructures related to this 
location. After grouping their locations, 186 could 
allude to the presence or possible existence of a 
tower in the province of Granada, whether a farm-
house tower or a watchtower. Many of them have 
been updated in the latest MTN25 maps because 
of the research that has been carried out on these 
towers since the 1990s (Martín García et al., 1999; 
Malpica Cuello, 1996).

102 place names can be counted that direct-
ly allude to the existence of material remains of 
watchtowers preserved in some of the municipali-
ties in the province of Granada. Another 25 of them 
refer to farmhouse towers.

There are also other toponyms on the root of 
tower that could be an indication of watchtowers 
that have disappeared, such as Torre Quebrada in 
Cerro Cazuela (Montefrío), where there are large 
accumulations of stones in cairns. The Torrecilla 
Castle (Alhama de Granada) was destroyed when 
earthworks were carried out to build a communi-
cation antenna. The Torreón de los Tajos (Salar) 
disappeared when the site was bombed during the 
Spanish Civil War. The remains of Torre de Jorbes 
(Íllora) were destroyed and scattered in a levelling 
of the land carried out between 2016 and 2017. The 
Torre de la Atalaya (Peligros/Güevéjar) vanished 
around 2005 when an intensive trellised olive 
grove was planted. The remains of the watchtower 
in Llano de la Torre (Freila) were dismantled when 
new buildings were constructed. In the area of the 
Ermita de las Santas (Puebla de Don Fadrique) 
there was a farmhouse, protected by the existing 
defences of the Cortijo de la Torre, which was al-
tered with the refurbishment of this rural building 
in 2003 (Carrión Sánchez, 2006: 345).

There are almost fifty toponyms relating to towers 
that had not previously been detected, which could 
increase the list of known towers:

Some 18 of them could indicate the possible loca-
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Fig. 7 - Towers (black small dots), fortresses (yellow small dots) and some toponyms related to hacho (yellow big dots) in the Nasrid kingdom. Granada: (1) 
Cerro del Hachuelo, (2) Cerro del Hachuelo or Hachuela, (3) Cerro de la Cruz de Hachuelo, (4) Cerro del Hacho, (5) Cerro Hacho, (6) Cerro Hacho, (7) El Hacho, 
(8) Cerro Hacho, (9) Hachazo, (10) Morrón or Cerro del Hacho, (11) Cerro or Pico del Hacho, (12) El Hacho, (13) Jacho, (14) Lomilla de Hacho, (15) Cerro Lacho, 
(16) Cerro del Hacho and (17) Barranco de las Cuevas del Hacho. Málaga: (1) Torre Hacho, (2) Sierra del Hacho, (3) El Hacho, (4) Sierra del Hacho, (5) Hacho, 
(6) Hacho. Almería: (1) Cerro del Hacho, (2) Cerro del Hacho, (3) Cerro del Hacho, (4) Cerro del Hacho, (5) Cerro Hacho, (6) El Hacho, (7) El Hacho, (8) El Hacho, 
(9) Achillos. Jaén: (1) Cerrillo del Hacho, (2) El Hacho. Córdoba: (1), (2), (3), (4), (5), (6), (7), (8), (9). Sevilla: (1) El Hacho, (2) Cortijo Torrachuelo, (3) Hacho or El 
Hachillo. Cádiz: (1) Cerro Hacho, (2) Casas de las Hachuelas. Huelva: (1) Alto del Gacho, (2) Casa Jachuelo.

tion of watchtowers: Cerro Torres (Orce), Cerro La 
Torreta (Cúllar), Alto de las Tres Torres (Granada/
Dúdar), Cerro las Torrecillas (Iznalloz), Majada de 
la Torre (Cogollos de la Vega), Barranco de Tor-
res (Albuñuelas), Barranco de Torrubia (Fornes), 
La Torrecilla and two Cerros de la Torre (Monte-
frío), Loma de la Torre (Loja), Cejo de la Rambla 
de Torres (Zújar), Cortijada de la Torre (Íllora), 
La Torrecilla (Moraleda de Zafayona), Las Torres 
(Albuñán), La Torralba (Carataunas), La Torrecilla 
(Ugíjar), La Torrecilla (Freila) and Torrequemada 
(Alpujarra de la Sierra).

Another 16 place names can be related to the lo-
cation of farmhouse towers: Torre Alba (Guadix), 
Cortijada de la Torrecilla (Murtas), Cerro de la 
Torre (Castilléjar), Caños de la Torre Vieja (Lantei-
ra), Casería de la Torrecilla (Otura), Torre de Dona 
and Torrepuerca (Alhama de Granada), Los Tor-
res (Castril), Cortijo de las Torrecillas (Sorvilán), 
Cortijo de la Torre (Villanueva Mesía), Cortijo Tor-
rehueca-Torreabeca (Pinos Puente), two Cortijos 
de Torres (Caniles), Fuente de la Torrecilla (Válor), 
La Torre (Lecrín) and Torre Marín (Pulianas).

Another seven toponyms in the close proximity to 
a tower could also be linked to hydraulic or road 
infrastructures: Molino la Torrecilla (Granada), 
Casa Torres (Puebla de Don Fadrique), Molino de 
la Torre (Loja), Cortijo de la Torreta (Vegas del Ge-
nil), Cortijo del Torreón (Güéjar Sierra), Hoya Tor-
res (Monachil) and Torrecillas (Íllora).

On the other hand, seven more toponyms alluding 
to towers have also been detected in places where 
no medieval defensive structures seem to have 
existed. In that cases, the name of the place might 
refer to other issues or have been changed of po-
sition: Cerro La Torreta (Guadahortuna), Cerro del 
Torrezno (Loja), Cerro de las Torrubias (Alhama 
de Granada), Las Torres (Alhama de Granada), 
Cuesta Torre (Zújar), Cortijo Torre Colorada (Gor) 
and La Torrecilla (Juviles).

4.9. Morro(s), morrón(es), morrote(s)… These are 
nouns which in Spanish can refer to a small hill or 

rounded crag or to a steep promontory that serves 
as a marker for navigators on the coast. As land-
marks in the landscape with a wide visibility, they 
may have contained lookout posts. These place 
names are widespread, with 146 cases in the prov-
ince of Granada, some of which allude directly to 
the existence of a watchtower, such as the Torre 
de los Morrones in Zújar or the Morrón del Hacho 
in Moclín. These toponyms, replicated on several 

occasions, can be found in 55 municipalities, some 
of which may also have had a watchtower.

4.10. Hacho (from hacha, candle, and this from the 
Vulgar Latin fascŭla, a crossing between facŭla, 
small torch and fascis, bundle) and its derivatives 
acho, lacho, jacho, hachón, hachazo, hachuelo... 
A toponym referring to “(...) a dominant hill from 
which, by indication of a nearby fortress or cas-
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tle, signals were sent with fire to warn farmhous-
es and rural areas in the surrounding area of the 
existence of danger, in order to warn, so that the 
inhabitants of the place had time to seek refuge” 
(Martín García, 2000: 431-432, Carrión Sánchez, 
2006: 371-374). In the province of Granada, this 
toponym exists in 17 locations. In Málaga there 
are six instances, in Almería nine, in Jaén two, 
in Córdoba six, in Sevilla three, in Cádiz two and 
in Huelva possibly another two. It is showing how 
this toponym prevails in the easternmost provinc-
es of Andalusia, and especially in the areas that 
belonged to the kingdom of Granada (Fig. 7).

The promontories linked to this place name are: 
Cerro del Hachuelo (where the remains of a watch-
tower are preserved, Íllora), Cerro del Hachuelo 
or Hachuela (with vestiges of another watchtower, 
Montefrío), Cerro de la Cruz de Hachuelo (Alhama 
de Granada), Cerro del Hacho (Castilléjar), Cerro 
Hacho (Padul), Cerro Hacho (Salobreña), El Hacho 
(Alamedilla/Guadahortuna), Cerro Hacho (Loja), 
Hachazo (Montillana), Morrón or Cerro del Ha-
cho (Moclín), Cerro or Pico del Hacho (Rubite), El 
Hacho (Galera), Jacho (Lugros), Lomilla de Hacho 
(Pinos Genil), Cerro Lacho (Cortes de Baza), Cerro 
del Hacho (Otura) and Barranco de las Cuevas del 
Hacho (Albuñuelas).

4.11. Cruz (cross, from the Latin crux). Of the 257 
place names containing this noun in the province 
of Granada alone, two of them refer directly to the 
presence of a watchtower: Collado de la Cruz de 
la Atalaya (Cogollos de la Vega) and La Cruz de 
la Atalaya (Padul). In addition, special mention 
should be made of the toponym Cerro/Cerrillo (de 
la) Cruz, which appears 36 times in numerous mu-
nicipalities in the province of Granada.

4.12. Moro/morón (from Latin maurus, Mauri-
tanian). After the conquest of the territories of 
al-Andalus by the Christian kingdoms, many place 
names were attributed to the Muslims who inhab-
ited the Iberian Peninsula from the 8th to the 15th 
century. Among them are those that had a defen-
sive function, especially when they were located 

on high ground. In some of these cases, there 
might have been a watchtower or a farmhouse 
tower, as in the following 54 place names in Gra-
nada: Cerro y Calar del Moro (Montejícar), Torre 
del Moro (Caniles Watchtower), Llano y Casilla del 
Moro (Caniles), Castillo del Cerro del Moro (Beas 
de Guadix), Castillo de los Moros (Castillejo de 
Poqueira, La Taha), Castillo de los Moros (Orce), 
Cerrillo Moro (Santa Cruz del Comercio), Cerril-
lo Morón (Murtas), Cerro Almorox and Salto del 
Moro (Huéscar), Cerro and Cortijo del Moro, with 
two more different hills called El Moro and Loma 
del Moro (Baza), Cerro del Moro (Castilléjar), Cer-
ro del Moro (Chimeneas), Cerro del Moro (Íllora), 
Cerro del Moro (Loja), Cerro del Moro, El Moro and 
Cortijo del Moro (Montillana), Cerro del Moro (Ór-
giva), Cerro del Moro (watchtower in Zafarraya), 
Cerro Moro and Cortijo del Moro (Castril), Corti-
jo Cerrillo del Moro (Ugíjar), Cortijo de los Moros 
(Motril), Cortijo el Moro (Dehesas Viejas), Cortijo la 
Parra del Moro (Torvizcón), Haza del Moro (Iznal-
loz), Loma del Moro Santo (Algarinejo), Peñón de 
El Moro (Zújar, Carrión Sánchez, 2006: 197), Corti-
jo del Moro (Gualchos), Puerto del Moro and Tajo 
del Moro (Alhama de Granada), Tajo del Moro (Mo-
raleda de Zafayona), Sepultura del Moro (Arenas 
del Rey), Suspiro del Moro (Otura), Tajo del Moro 
(Huétor Tájar), Torrón del Moro (watchtower of 
Maruq in Freila), Venta del Moro (Huéneja/Dólar), 
Silla del Moro (Torre de Santa Elena), Cortijo del 
Moro and Pilar de la Fuente del Moro (Granada).

5 CONCLUSIONS

The systematisation of work processes and stand-
ards for the survey of a very large sample such as 
the one in question, based on multi-criteria vari-
ables for classification, makes it possible to opti-
mise the time and material resources invested in 
the workflow and in the survey process.

However, this sampling was incomplete, as the 
watchtowers preserved represent a much small-
er percentage of those that may have actually 
existed. This can be seen in the case of the mu-
nicipalities of Loja and Baza in their still surviving 

books of surveying, demarcation and division of 
the lands in these districts, drawn up shortly after 
the Castilian conquest in 1486 and 1489. Some of 
these sources from the period immediately after 
the Nasrids refer to the existence of a number of 
other towers that have now disappeared, some of 
which can be positioned with approximation given 
the geographical references provided. Others ex-
amples present many unknowns.

In the case of the district of Loja, there are fewer 
than ten watchtowers of which material remains 
have been preserved. They are all destroyed down 
to the base, which might have happened in the pro-
cess of conquering this city, or during the attempt 
invasion that took place two years earlier. A few 
days after Loja surrended in 1486, Ferdinand the 
Catholic appointed two surveyers and commis-
sioned them to determine the borders of the city. 
In the demarcation of this territory, watchtowers 
were often used as boundary markers. Those that 
were used for this purpose increase the number of 
known instances by a further fifteen, and in some 
cases they can be linked to the toponymy that is 
still in use.

The establishment of standards in the systematic 
study of toponymy that can offer clues for the lo-
cation of new case studies has become a crucial 
aspect. It allows us to know the true dimension of 
this complex network of watchtowers in the Nas-
rid territory, the largest of all those established in 
the Iberian Peninsula during the Middle Ages.

Given the multitude of variables that could have 
defined the choice of locating these watchtowers 
and the tortuous orography of the land and coast-
al borders of the Nasrid kingdom, this toponymic 
study has proved to be more precise and accurate 
than other numerical correlation processes gen-
erated by means of algorithms. The analysis of 
the place names has revealed that the reality was 
much more complex, as the location of some of 
these watchtowers does not correspond to any of 
the premises that could be established a priori. In 
fact, in some cases, it is only possible to explain 
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Fig. 8 - General identification of areas with a lower density of preserved towers in the Nasrid kingdom of Granada. 
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their location after they have been identified, by 
analysing factors that determined the choice of 
these sites, which would have been unlikely in the 
first instance.

In this way, many more toponyms have been re-
viewed than could be directly related to the nouns 
watchtower and tower, as there are many others 
derived from different etymologies that could in-
dicate the location of this type of defensive struc-
tures. All of them have been processed by re-
viewing the complete cartographic series of the 
territory under study, as well as the aerial flights 
available. An assessment was made on a scale of 
1 to 4 of the plausibility of the place name present-
ing the existence of a watchtower or a farmhouse 
tower on the site, giving a list that doubles the one 
already known. This graduation makes it possible 
to choose the cases that will have to be prospect-

ed directly in the field. Some of them have already 
been surveyed, a time-consuming procedure due 
to the difficulty of accessing these remote and 
steep sites. They contain very few material re-
mains in situ or are delocalised, which makes it 
difficult to discern whether an optical surveillance 
post could really have been established there. 
This task will undoubtedly have to be carried out 
in the future and new technologies will have to be 
employed to reveal what is no longer visible.

In addition to the historical interpretation of 
the construction techniques, the morphological 
changes resulting from advances in poliorcetics 
and the systematisation of the processes in the 
graphic representation of these variables, the sys-
tematic analysis of the place names adds a new 
dimension that makes possible the holistic inter-
pretation of this network of watchtowers (Fig. 8).

The precise graphical survey has been fundamen-
tal to get to know this architectural heritage and 
for the subsequent elaboration of intervention 
proposals (Mascort-Albea et al. 2014; Almagro 
Gorbea & Orihuela Uzal, 2015: 287-290; Orihuela 
Uzal & Molina-Fajardo, 2021: 6; Rodríguez-Navar-
ro & Gil-Piqueras, 2012: 87-89; Rodríguez-Navar-
ro, 2012: 100-111; Rodríguez-Navarro et al., 2016: 
104; 2018; Rodríguez-Navarro & Gil-Piqueras, 
2019: 76-91). However, usually the processes of 
representation are focused on the material as-
pects of cultural assets. This article highlights the 
importance of adding new dimensions to the glob-
al study of a phenomenon for which it is known 
that not all the specimens that originally existed 
have been preserved. In addition, this information 
is an essential starting point in the preventive pro-
tection of many other places that could be hiding 
evidence of these Sites of Cultural Interest.



19.13

ISSN 1828-5961

DISEGNARECON RUIZ-JARAMILLO - GARCÍA-PULIDO

http://disegnarecon.univaq. i t

Disappeared medieval watchtowers in Granada (Spain). Workf low and standards for the survey of a vanished architectural heri tage

ARCHITECTURAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL HERITAGEvolume 16/ n. 30 - October 2023

DOI: https://doi.org/10.20365/disegnarecon.30.2023.19

REFERENCES

Almagro Gorbea, A., & Orihuela 
Uzal, A., (2015). Métodos para doc-
umentar y restaurar zonas de difícil 
acceso en el Castillo de Salobreña 
(Granada). In Rodríguez-Navarro, 
P. (ed.), Fortmed 2015. Defensive 
architecture of the Mediterranean: 
XV to XVIII centuries, (vol. 1, pp. 
287-290). Valencia: Editorial Uni-
versitat Politècnica de València.

Arié, R., (1984). España musulma-
na. In Tuñón de Lara (Dir.), Historia 
de España, vol. III. Barcelona: Ed. 
Lábor.

Bergua Cavero, J., (2004). Los 
Helenismos del Español. Madrid: 
Ed. Gredos.

Carrión Sánchez, J.A., (2006). Ar-
quitectura militar medieval en el 
norte de la Provincia de Granada. 
(Master’s thesis). University of Gra-
nada, Spain.

García-Pulido, L.J., Ruiz-Jaramillo, 
J. & Peñalver Martín, S. (2022). 
Drone analysis of medieval for-
tifications: the district of Loja in 
the Nasrid kindgom of Granada 
(Spain). Disegnarecon, vol. 15/ 
n. 29. https://doi.org/10.20365/
disegnarecon.29.2022.9.

Franco-Sánchez, F., (2017). La 
toponimia árabe de los espacios 
viales y los espacios defensivos en 
la península Ibérica. In Carvalho, 
C., Planelles Iváñez, M., Sandako-
va, E. & Aragón Cobo, M. (Eds.), De 
la langue à l’expression : le par-
cours de l’expérience discursive. 
Hommage à Marina Aragón Cobo 
(pp. 167-190). Alicante: Universitat 
d’Alacant.

Jiménez Puertas, M., (2002). El po-
blamiento del territorio de Loja en 
la Edad Media. Granada: Universi-
dad de Granada.

Terés Sádaba, E., & Viguera Molins, 
M.J., (1981). Sobre las calahorras. 
Al-qantara: Revista de estudios 
árabes, vol. 2, fasc. 1-2, 265-276.

López Cordero, J.A, González 
Cano, J., & Escobedo Molinos, E., 
(2016-2017). Nueva aportación al 
Catálogo de los Castillos de Sierra 
Mágina: la fortaleza del Cerro de la 
Mezquita (Carchelejo). Alcazaba. 
Revista histórico-cultural, 16-17, 
75-82.

Malpica Cuello, A., (1996). Poblam-
iento y castillos en Granada. Bar-
celona: Lunwerg.

Martín García, M., Bleda Portero, 
J., & Martín Civantos, J.M., (1999). 
Inventario de arquitectura militar 
de la provincia de Granada. Siglos 
VIII al XVIII. Granada: Diputación de 
Granada.

Martín García, M., (2000). Los cer-
ros Hacho. Una aportación al estu-
dio de las comunicaciones mediev-
ales en el reino Nazarí de Granada. 
In F. Toro Ceballos & J. Rodríguez 
Molina (Coords.), Actas del congre-
so III Estudios de Frontera. Con-
vivencia, defensa y comunicación 
en la Frontera (pp. 431-432). Alcalá 
la Real: Diputación de Jaén.

Mascort-Albea, E.J., Ruiz-Jara-
millo, J., & Romero-Hernández, 
R. (2014). Analyzing Cultural Her-
itage by unmanned flights: new 
strategies researching rural and 
urban spaces. Virtual Archaeology 
Review, 5 (11), 55-64. https://doi. 
org/10.4995/var.2014.4181.

Rodríguez-Navarro, P. (2012). Au-
tomated Digital photogrammetry 
versus the systems based on ac-
tive 3D sensors. In Revista EGA, 20 
(pp. 100-111). Valencia: University 
Politècnica de València.

Rodríguez-Navarro, P., Verdiani, G., 
& Gil-Piqueras, T. (2016). TOTIVA 
Project: documenting the Spanish 
defense towers along the Valen-
cian Coast with a comprehensive 
digital methodology. In Electronic 
Imaging & the Visual Arts – EVA 
2016 Florence (pp. 102-107). 
Firenze: Firenze University Press.

Rodríguez-Navarro, P., Verdiani, G., 
& Gil-Piqueras, T. (2018). Drones 
for architectural surveying. Their 
use in documenting towers of the 
Valencian coast. In E. Castaño 
Perea & E. Echeverría Valiente 
(Eds.), Architectural draughtsman-
ship. From analog to digital nar-
ratives (pp. 1555-1566). Springer: 
Springer International Publishing 
AG.

Rodríguez-Navarro, P., & 
Gil-Piqueras, T. (2019). La foto-
grametría arquitectónica en el 
levantamiento del patrimonio. In 
Patrimonio Olvidado. La Iglesia de 
Santiago Apóstol de Benicalaf (pp. 
76-91). Valencia: General de Edi-
ciones de Arquitectura Ed.

Sánchez Gómez, M.Á., (1996). El 
sistema defensivo nazarí en la 
frontera central. Boletín del Insti-
tuto de Estudios “Pedro Suárez”: 
Estudios sobre las comarcas de 
Guadix, Baza y Huéscar, 9, 15-24.


