
CULTURAL HERITAGE OF BIZKAIA

Garai Goitia Palace

Town:

Garai.

Location:

Plaza.

Access:

In the town centre.

Other places of interest nearby:

Church of San Juan.
Garai. 

Church of San Miguel.
Garai.

Hermitage of Santa Catalina.
Garai.

Hermitage and necropolis of San Juan de Momoitio. 
Garai.

Hermitage of San Salvador de Gerediaga.
Abadiño.

Torre (tower) of Arria.
Berriz.

Although caseríos (farmsteads) in Bizkaia tend frequently 
to be rambling and spacious affairs, and impressive stone 
buildings boasting huge portals with ashlar arches abound, 
particularly in the area known as the Duranguesado, none of 
them can match the magnificent monumental nobility of the 
residence known as Garai Goitia.

A large, ostentatious console bearing words in bold relief 
is set above the centre of the frontispiece. Of a size worthy of 
inclusion in a grand palace or even a cathedral, the console dates 
the construction of the house accurately and even gives the 
names of its proud promoters: “In the year fifteen hundred and 
seventy four, this house was reconstructed by Juan de Garai and 
Lope de Garai i Arri his son, lord of said houses, who were sons 
and descendants by direct male lineage of the house of Urecha 
de Suso, which is a house princely and of famous noblemen, 
and by the female line of the houses of Unceta and Mallea. C.”

This palacio was indeed built in 1574, although it stands 
on the site of a much more modest construction dating from 
the early 16th century, part of the walls of which were re-used 
for the new house. The original house was almost certainly a 
simple caserío, similar to other such houses in the 
neighbourhood, but by no means acceptable to a clan with the 
social aspirations of the Garai family, whose star was then 
clearly in the ascendant.

Despite having been the finest house in Garai for centuries, 
for family reasons Garai Goitia has always been associated 
more with the neighbouring municipality of Berriz. The promoters 
of the palacio, Juan and Lope de Garai, originally came from 
the caserío Urretxa Goikoa; the rich heiress, Marina de Arria, 
who became Lope de Garai’s wife in 1560, also hailed from one 
of the most powerful families in Berriz. If the old caserío was 
rebuilt in such sumptuous style to serve as the couple’s residence, 
then the money almost certainly came from Marina’s more than 
generous dowry.

The heirs and descendants of the couple received the 
possessions and surname of the noble maternal

family, so that throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the 
palacio Garai Goitia, the neighbouring Arria house-tower and 
many other caseríos and properties in the area were held by 
the eldest Arria son, until the name died out definitively in the 
19th century for want of a male heir.

Perhaps the most outstanding - and surprising - feature of 
the house is its main façade which, without dispensing with 
the elements common to virtually all traditional Basque caseríos, 
is enhanced by solemn classical decoration copied from Italian 
Renaissance palazzos.

Built on slightly higher ground in the centre of the town, 
Garai Goitia is approached via a short stone path that leads 
directly to the main entrance. Executed in golden-toned 
sandstone ashlar with reddish streaks, the frontispiece is 
perfectly symmetrical. On the ground floor, the central section 
is occupied by a broad surbased arch that presides over a 
luminously imposing doorway. Over the centuries, hundreds 
of rather more modest caseríos in Bizkaia would imitate this 
doorway-under-stone-arch model; in this sense at least Garai 
Goitia can be described as a genuine forerunner in the region.

Above the entrance, two spectacular windows, richly framed 
by grooved pilasters, solid lingot bases, parapets with encrusted 
convex mirrors and a frieze of triglyphs and metopes, mark the 
house’s main room or hall. The architecture framing the windows 
is crowned by the impressive foundational inscription 
commissioned by the Garai family. The anonymous master mason 
who designed this set-piece was perfectly familiar with the 
classical orders and the accompanying adornments developed 
by 16th century Italian architects. He even went so far as to use 
heavy monolithic angle supports, recalling Michelangelo’s lintels, 
to take the weight of the beams forming the eaves.

The interior distribution and structure of the house were 
seriously affected by a major fire and a series of 19th century 
improvements that irreversibly altered the original layout.
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