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THE COURT 
Many alterations 

were accomplished in the 
castle at the time the fourth 
Duke of Béjar, Francisco de 
Zúñiga y Sotomayor, ruled 
over the city. Most of the 
repairs were carried out 
around 1568 and the mili-
tary appearance of the place 
changed into an elegant palace of Italian influence. 

Master Pedro Marquina, who worked together with 
Rodrigo Gil de Hontañón (architect), was in charge or the work 
at the site. He undertook both the rebuilding of the court and 
the enlargement of the south wing. 

On the main façade we can see two tower-like cubes 
as well as a cornice decorated with the Zúñigas and the So-
tomayors’ coats of arms. One of the doors leads us into the 
Renaissance court. 

Once here, on the left, we can admire the elegant 
stone stairs guarded with a stone balustrade and classical-style 
columns that have a peculiar base. 

The ground floor of the court consists of a series of 
arches and the veranda upstairs is decorated with coats of arms 
with the initials F and G standing out in reference to Francisco 
de Zúñiga and his beloved wife Guiomar de Mendoza y Aragón. 
All the shields show the Duke’s unusual crown on top. The 
ceiling of the veranda is carved in wood. 

In the centre of the east wall we can appreciate a 
shell-shaped fountain which is known as Fuente de la Venera, 
alluding to the goddess Venus. The inscription on top goes this 
way: ADSMQSN (Anno Domini 1569) And once again we find 
the family coat of arms 

 
EL JARDÍN DE MEDIODÍA 

 (MIDDAY GARDEN, SOUTH GARDEN) 
 

It is a rectangular space at the south face of the 
palace with a defensive tower and sloped oblique walls. It 
was an enjoyment place facing “El Castañar” (Chestnut tree 
Hill) and “La Peña de la Cruz” (The Rock with The Cross). 
The vegetation was arranged according to The Renaissance 
rules. The design matched the different architectural rhythm 
of the southern façade of the palace, marked with several 
turrets and two orders of wide lintel openings in which 
alternately appear The Zuñigas and The Sotomayors’ coats 
of arms. 
 

The centre of this linear composition was a two-
basin fountain. A stone staircase was a direct access from 
the first floor to the garden, according to the picture by 
Ventura Lirios. 

LA HUERTA DEL AIRE  

(AIR GARDEN or AIR ORCHARD) 

It is an elongated irregular place built on the north façade 
of the palace, demarcated by the building and the crenelated walls. 
It extends from “La Puerta del Aire” (Air Gate), a pointed arch in 
the walls opened to “La Plaza del Aire” (Air Square), to Saint Ana’s 
turret, one of the old cylindrical towers of the fortress close to a 
chapel in the palace dedicated to this saint, which still remains. 

This open space over the river, as a hanging terrace, 
apart from an orchard,was a place for meditation and enjoyment. Its 
nature as “locus amoenus” is testified with the opening of a three-
arch loggia in the north wall of the palace which provided light to 
 “El Cuarto del Aire o de los Azulejos” (The Air Room or Tiled 
Room) which doesn’t exist nowadays. Possible remains are a capital, 
identical to those in the courtyard, and part of a semicolumn, both 
preserved in Ramón Olleros School. 
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The building that houses IES Ramón Olleros Gregorio 
Secondary School was formerly Bejar’s Ducal Palace and, despite 
not being very well known, it represents a truly artistic and histori-
cal testimony which has been declared a Monument of Cultural 
Interest. 

We can only speculate about its origins, since there is 
no documented or archaeological evidence which can support the 
possibility of a pre-Roman fortified settlement or a Lusitanian 
Visigothic monastery in the area.  The building also lacks the typi-
cal defensive elements of Muslim architecture which might identify 

it as a Muslim castle. 
The castle became an essen-
tial strategic spot in the ad-
vances of the Kingdom of 
Castile’s border against Islam 
and the Kingdom of León.  It 
defended a free passage 
through the Sistema Central 
mountain range that sepa-
rated the Northern and 
Southern Plateaus and it was 

significant in the repopulation 
of western Castilian Extre-
madura during the kingdom of 

Alfonso VIII.  That explains the extension of the fortification car-
ried out at the end of the 12th century and the beginning of the 
13th century, when a broader second line of walls was built from 
the castle. 

To this period belong the oldest parts of the present 
building, which were part of a fortress made up of two rectangular 
areas, one inside the other, with cylindrical towers reinforcing the 
angles and an irregular external area surrounded by a lower wall 
reinforced by prismatic towers. 

Eventually, the castle’s property was exchanged and it 
became the seat of Don Diego López de Stúñiga’s domain, which 
later became the Duchy of Béjar.  In fact, the first written refer-
ence to the castle appears in a 
document in which King Enrique 
III exchanges the castle’s prop-
erty with this nobleman from 
Navarre, who became the first 
Lord of Béjar. 

Don Pedro de Stúñiga, 
count of Plasencia and heir to 
the manor, who took part in the 
persecution of Don Álvaro de 
Luna, made it possible to rein-
force the southern defenses of the 
castle. 

At the turn of the 16th 
century, the process of adaptation began and the medieval castle 
became a palace according to the Italian Renaissance style. The 
“Bear Door” was demolished to widen the access to Carrera 
Street. An oval coat of arms and a chimney lintel still survive. 

At that time several enterprises were undertaken, 
which changed the appearance of the palace and the urban 
development around it. Among them, it is categorized the 
silk manufacture in the ‘calandria’ (calender), a room where 
fabric was pressed. 
The lineage came to an end with Joaquin Diego de Zúñiga, 
and the dukedom joined the Houses of Benavente and 
Osuna. 
 

The nineteenth century 
marks the decadence of the Ducal 
Palace, which went through a lack of 
interest of its owners, living in Madrid 
and abroad. ‘Don’ Mariano Téllez-
Girón, the last duke who owned the 
building, sold it to the Town Council, 
and from that moment Madoz and 
José María Cuadrado’s illustrative 
descriptions in his ‘Dictionary’ and his 
‘Memories and Beauties of Spain’, 
respectively, show the downfall of the 
palace, which has been used as the 
premises for the Town Hall, the po-
lice station, some humble people´s 
home and as an educational institu-
tion, apart from the venue for a 
library, a museum and  The Cul-
tural Activities House. 
 

 
Throughout this process, the old palace started 

to lose its essential character until it disappeared with the 
emptying and the refurbishment in 1963. As a result it was 
turned into a Secondary Education School. 

 
 
 
 
 

View of the Palace in the Middle Ages, by 
Ricardo M. Vázquez. 
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The first reports about the gardens and orchards belong-

ing to the palace appeared in Doña Teresa de Zúñiga y Guzman’s 
times, and they had to do with the excessive expenses in the water 
supply. However, the most important improvements in the palace 
took place in the dukedom of Don Francisco de Zúñiga y So-
tomayor. Between 1568 and 1569 the southern façade and some 
doors were done up and the loggia, in the northern side, and the 
cloister were built. The architect was Pedro Marquina, one of the 
coworkers of Rodrigo Gíl de Hontañón. 

There were no important changes in the palace during 
the 17th century except for the completion of the southern facade 
and some brief references to the tunnel, built by Pedro de Rioseco, 
and some repairings in the walls. 

On the other hand, the Ducal House protected many 
important men in the Siglo de Oro (The Golden Century). Two of 
them were Miguel de Cervantes and Luis de Góngora who dedi-
cated the first part of the Quixote and “Las Soledades” respectively 
to the Duke Alonso I. 
 

The oldest description about the building also belongs to 
this time. It was written by the chaplain Tomás de Lemos in 1685 to 
mark the triumphant entry of the Duchess Alberta de Castro into 
her dominions in Béjar. 

In the eighteenth century the Ducal Palace was arranged 
according to the Duke ‘don’ Juan Manuel II´s whim, who took part 
with his troops helping Felipe de Anjou in the Succession War. The 
inventories of that time placed on record the amassed fortune, 
standing out some marble sculptural portraits of the ducal descent, 
whose designs were commissioned to Antonio Palomino, and also 
some pictorial works by Ribera, by Carreño and by the Veronesi 
Ventura Lirios, who decorated with fresco paintings ‘La Sala 
Verde’ (The Green Room) and the large room called ‘Cubo Pin-
tado’ (Painted Turret), as well as the View of Bejar. 
 

 

Detail of the painting “View of Bejar”, by Ventura Lirios (1726) 

Ducal Palace’s court 

D. Mariano Téllez-
Girón, duke of Osuna,  


