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The Roman statues and sarcophagi reviewed here were 
discovered in different areas of the palace of Madinat 
al-Zahraʾ, the celebrated palace city founded in the 930s 
at the foot of the Cordoban mountain range by ʿabd al-
Rahman iii (r. 912–61), the first of the umayyad caliphs 
of al-andalus.1 The pieces had hitherto been considered 
irrelevant to the architectural and historical study of the 
caliphal palace, although their discovery and location in 
specific buildings of the complex represented an excep-
tional find within both islamic and andalusi architec-
ture of the tenth century. The statues and sarcophagi are 
essential to understanding and explaining the function 
of these spaces, and to interpreting their meaning with-
in the Cordoban palatine complex (fig. 1). Their appear-
ance raises several questions: Why were classical spolia 
employed at a time when they were no longer in popular 
use? Why reutilize old pieces with so many connota-
tions, featuring scenes and characters (gods and heroes) 
that were a priori pagan and hardly acceptable in an is-
lamic context? What meaning was assigned to these 
figures and what relationship did they have with their 
designated location?

in order to answer these questions we should first 
analyze the broader phenomenon of the revival of clas-
sical antiquity promoted by the caliphal court of Cor-
doba in the tenth century. in addition to the growth of 
knowledge and the sciences—prompted, to a great ex-
tent, by the copying and translation of Roman and greek 
books—we should highlight the recovery of images of 
the pagan gods, heroes, and philosophers of antiquity, 
as well as the evident revival of classical forms in ca-
liphal architecture. This renaissance is visible in the el-
egant cornice crowning the socle inside the mihrab of 
the great Mosque of Cordoba and in the column bases 

in Madinat al-Zahraʾ itself (figs. 2a and 2b).2 although 
we will not go into further detail here regarding this as-
pect of the reuse of antique forms, the role of sculptures 
and reliefs found at Madinat al-Zahraʾ during this re-
vival in classical visual language may have been perti-
nent. Several authors have also emphasized the 
similarity between the Roman sarcophagi studied here 
and the basins created at the end of the tenth century 
for Madinat al-Zahira, the palace of abu ʿamir al-Man-
sur (d. 1002), meant to rival Madinat al-Zahraʾ.3 finally, 
we propose some hypotheses about the function of the 
spaces where these Roman sculptures were displayed.

The RoMan SCulpTuRe and SaRCophagi 
 ColleCTion

Three miles from Cordoba, Madinat al-Zahraʾ was 
founded by ʿabd al-Rahman iii following the proclama-
tion of the Caliphate of Cordoba in 929. once construc-
tion began, between 936 and 941, the administration and 
main state institutions were moved to the palace city; 
these included the mint and treasury, military barracks, 
and workshops for the production of luxury goods, such 
as ṭirāz (inscribed textiles) and ivories. Madinat al-
Zahraʾ was divided into three main areas, with the ter-
raced palace at the center. The new caliphal seat shared 
the distinction of being the capital city with Cordoba, 
where the great Mosque and old umayyad palace (alca-
zar) continued to play an essential role in the life of the 
caliphate. historical accounts recorded by ibn ʿidhari 
indicate that Berber troops destroyed Madinat al-Zahraʾ  
for the first time in 1009–10.4
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fig. 1. excavated areas of the palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ: 1) Court of the pillars; 2) Court of the Clocks; 3) court to be 
excavated; 4) Camino de Ronda Bajo (lower footpath). (plan: antonio vallejo Triano, La ciudad califal de Madinat al-Zahrāʾ: 
Arqueología de su excavación [Cordoba, 2010], fig. 9 [reproduced with the permission of the author])

fig. 2b. left: Base of a column from the sarcophagus found 
in the vicinity of the Camino de Ronda Bajo, Madinat al-
Zahraʾ. Right: Marble base from the hall of ʿabd al-Rahman 
iii in Madinat al-Zahraʾ. Museum of the Conjunto arque-
ológico de Madinat al-Zahraʾ, inv. no. 151.57. (photos: Susana 
Calvo Capilla, with the permission of the Conjunto arque-
ológico de Madinat al-Zahraʾ)
←
fig. 2a. Top: Roman cornice (first century a.d.) found on 
Ramírez de arellano Street, Cordoba (archeological Muse-
um of Cordoba, inv. no. Ce028345). Bottom: cornice inside 
the mihrab of the great Mosque of Cordoba (965). (photos: 
Susana Calvo Capilla, with the permission of the Mosque of 
Cordoba and the archeological Museum of Cordoba)
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The Roman sculptures and reliefs from al-Zahraʾ  were 
discovered over an extended period of time, from the 
first excavation campaigns, undertaken by Ricardo ve-
lázquez Bosco in 1912, to the most recent ones, under the 
direction of antonio vallejo (until 2012).5 each piece 
was found in advanced stages of deterioration, in some 
cases impeding the process of gathering all the frag-
ments necessary to reconstruct them. 

The fragments of the Sarcophagus of the gate of 
 hades were uncovered in an area known as the Court of 
the Clocks, above the vaults of the baths and the rooms 
adjacent to the Salón Rico, or the hall of ʿabd  
al-Rahman iii, located in a lower terrace (fig. 1[2]).6 The 
sarcophagus, dated around the third century a.d., is 
made of parian marble and may have measured 1 meter 
by 2.2 to 2.3 meters (figs. 3, 4a, and 4b).7 The scenes de-
picted are consistent with a model frequently repeated 
in many other sarcophagi, one of which was found in 
Cordoba in an excellent state of preservation (fig. 5).8  
at the front, on the two sides of the gate of hades or  
the Tabernacle, we see a couple—most likely the de-
ceased—repre sented as philosophers and accompanied 
by two Muses. each of the other sides features two phi-
losophers, one sitting and the other standing, holding 
open and folded scrolls (uolumina) (figs. 6–8). in the up-
per part are openings—two on the right and one on the 
left—made later in order to use the sarcophagus as a 
fountain.

The Sarcophagus of Meleager was discovered during 
the earliest excavation campaigns of the palace city dur-
ing the 1920s (fig. 9). The fragments were found in the 
drains that run under the Court of the pillars, in a state 
that suggests they were deliberately destroyed (fig. 1[1]). 
The sarcophagus was manufactured in Roman work-
shops during the second quarter of the third century a.d. 
Made of Thassos marble, its dimensions are approxi-
mately 0.85 meters by 2.05 to 2.10 meters. The scene de-
picted at the front shows Meleager hunting the 
Calydonian Boar. according to José Beltrán, among the 
characters depicted are, from left to right, heracles (or 
possibly ancaeus9) dressed in an animal skin, diana ve-
natrix, Castor and pollux, Meleager—though only frag-
ments of his head and left arm remain—and atalanta 
(fig. 10). The sides of the sarcophagus are very frag-
mented, but they seem to feature hunting scenes with 
trees in the background.10 The ornamented front faced 
the western portico of the court.

The fragments of two sarcophagi, one depicting “phi-
losophers and Muses” and another with a Bacchic scene, 
were discovered in a mound on the Camino de Ronda 
Bajo (lower footpath), north of the lower garden (fig. 
1[4]). The different materials that accumulated there 
probably fell from the upper terraces. Made of procone-
sian marble, the Sarcophagus of philosophers and Mus-
es is exceptionally large, originally measuring circa 1.40 
meters by 2.50 meters (figs. 11 and 12). it was made in 

fig. 3. Sarcophagus of the gate of hades. (drawing of reconstruction: e. Candon and J. Beltrán, after José Beltrán fortes, 
Los sarcófagos romanos de la Bética con decoración de tema pagano [Seville, 1999], fig. 41 [reproduced with the permission 
of the author])
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fig. 4b. Sarcophagus of the gate of hades. fragments of the 
right part of the front, marble, third century a.d. Court of 
the Clocks, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. Madrid, deutsches archäolo-
gisches institut, Madrid, inv. no. d-dai-Mad-WiT-R-116-91-10. 
(photo: courtesy of the deutsches archäologisches institut)
←
fig. 4a. Sarcophagus of the gate of hades. fragments of the 
left part of the front, marble, third century a.d. Court of the 
Clocks, Madinat al-Zahraʾ . Madrid, deutsches archäologisch-
es institut, inv. no. d-dai-Mad-WiT-R-117-91-07. (photo: 
courtesy of the deutsches archäologisches institut)

fig. 5. Sarcophagus of the gate of hades, found in 1958 in 
the necropolis of Brillante, north of Cordoba, third century 
a.d. alcazar of the Christian Monarchs, Cordoba. (photo: 
Susana Calvo Capilla)  

Roman workshops around 270–80 a.d.11 on the front, 
figures are depicted before a hanging (parapetasma), 
which serves as the background. on each end there is a 
standing figure of a philosopher; at the center are some 
fragments of two seated figures wearing sandals; beside 
them are at least three standing female figures, probably 
Muses. Most likely the seated figures are either another 
philosopher and the deceased, or two deceased indi-
viduals. Some characters are holding uolumina and 
wearing cloaks (sing. pallia), both articles commonly 
used for the depiction of philosophers and masters. on 
the sides, another parapetasma serves as a background 
for two figures: on the right side is a standing philoso-



The Reuse of Classical Antiquity in the Palace of Madinat Al-Zahraʾ 5

fig. 6. Sarcophagus of the gate of hades: left side. Court of the Clocks, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. Madrid, deutsches archäolo-
gisches institut, inv. no. d-dai-Mad-WiT-R-116-91-03. (photo: courtesy of the deutsches archäologisches institut) 

fig. 7. Sarcophagus of the gate of hades: right side. Court of the Clocks, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. Madrid, deutsches archäolo-
gisches institut, inv. no. d-dai-Mad-WiT-R-116-91-11. (photo: courtesy of the deutsches archäologisches institut) 
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fig. 8. one of the shorter sides of the Sarcophagus of the 
Muses, found on the via ostiense. Marble, second half of the 
second century a.d. paris, Musée du louvre, inventaire MR 
880, n° usuel Ma 475. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla, with the 
permission of the Musée du louvre)  

fig. 9. Sarcophagus of Meleager. Marble, third century a.d. Court of the pillars, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. (photo: Susana Calvo 
Capilla, with the permission of the archeological Site of Madinat al-Zahraʾ)  

pher and the Muse polyhymnia; on the left, we can only 
identify a fragment of the tunic and cloak of a female 
figure, probably a Muse accompanying another philoso-
pher (similar to fig. 8).12 

The only part recovered from the second aforemen-
tioned sarcophagus found on the Camino de Ronda Bajo 
is a fragment depicting the image of a female head in 
profile; she is dressed in a chiton (loose woolen tunic) 
and is shown playing an aulós (a type of wind instru-
ment) (fig. 13). This fragment most likely belongs to a 
scene of Bacchic thiasos. Made of parian marble, the sar-
cophagus was probably produced in a Roman workshop 
late in the reign of Septimius Severus (r. 193–211).13

More fragments belonging to two other sarcophagi 
were discovered in the same area as the previous pieces. 
in both cases, identifying the subject has been a chal-
lenge. The first could date back to the third century a.d.; 
according to Beltrán, it might be a section of a bucolic 
theme.14 The second piece, a column sarcophagus 
(though only the bases of the columns remain), possibly 
dates to the fourth century a.d. and most likely repre-
sents a scene of aduentus (Roman arrival ceremony). We 
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fig. 10. Sarcophagus of Meleager. Court of the pillars, Madi-
nat al-Zahraʾ. (drawing of reconstruction: e. Candon and  
J. Beltrán, after Beltrán fortes, Los sarcófagos romanos de la 
Bética, fig. 63 [reproduced with the permission of the au-
thor]) 

fig. 11. Sarcophagus of philosophers and Muses: fragments of the front. Marble, third century a.d. found on the Camino 
de Ronda Bajo, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla, with the permission of the archeological Site of Madinat 
al-Zahraʾ) 

fig. 12. Sarcophagus of philosophers and Muses. Madinat 
al-Zahraʾ. (drawing: after José Beltrán fortes et al., Los sar-
cófagos romanos de Andalucía [Murcia, 2006], 138–41 [repro-
duced with the permission of the author]) 
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fig. 13. fragment of a sarcophagus with a Bacchic scene. 
found on the Camino de Ronda Bajo, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. 
(photo: Susana Calvo Capilla, with the permission of the 
archeological Site of Madinat al-Zahraʾ) 

can identify two four-wheeled carts, one of which is be-
ing pulled by an animal, the other by men clothed in 
peculiar garments (figs. 14, 15, and 2b).15

another sarcophagus depicting a pastoral theme was 
discovered in 2003, in the drains of a court yet to be ex-
cavated, located northwest of the hall of ʿabd al-Rah-
man iii (fig. 1[3]).16 The twenty fragments, flat pieces 
with reliefs showing animals and shepherds, probably 
date to the second half of the third century or the begin-
ning of the fourth century a.d.

all the above-mentioned sarcophagi have openings 
on the bases and sides, as well as new carvings on the 

fig. 14. Sarcophagus with aduentus (?) scene. fragments 
found in the vicinity of the Camino de Ronda Bajo, Madinat 
al-Zahraʾ. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla, with the permission 
of the archeological Site of Madinat al-Zahraʾ)  

fig. 15. Sarcophagus with aduentus (?) scene: hypothetical 
reconstruction. (drawing: after Beltrán fortes et al., Los sar-
cófagos romanos de Andalucía, fig. 42 [reproduced with the 
permission of the author])  fig. 16. Sarcophagus of Meleager. The openings on both ends 

were intended for its use as a basin. (photo: Susana Calvo 
Capilla, with the permission of the archeological Site of Ma-
dinat al-Zahraʾ) 

upper edges to adapt them to their later use as basins 
with water fountains (fig. 16). The positioning of these 
openings has helped researchers determine the exact 
orientation of each sarcophagus in the courts where 
they were found.17 it is interesting to note that some sar-
cophagi were most probably renovated before being 
placed in the courts of al-Zahraʾ, as indicated by the 
stucco layer covering the edges of the Sarcophagus of 
philosophers and Muses.18 
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With regard to freestanding sculpture, there is an 
 exceptional herm of heracles as a child,19 also found  
in the Court of the Clocks, above the vaults of the  
baths and the annex spaces to the Salón Rico (hall of 
ʿabd al-Rahman iii) (fig. 17). it is made of numidic or 
giallo antico marble. The head and the lower part of the 
pillar were lost; the remaining piece is 45 centimeters 
high. This kind of herm of the hellenistic tradition is 
quite rare, as is the depiction of heracles as a child. in 
addition, small fragments of at least three Roman por-
traits in marble have been found. in one only is the base 
recognizable; another is a female portrait dating to the 
third century a.d., and the third appears to be a male 
figure.20

it is difficult to establish whether these Roman sculp-
tures and reliefs originally came from Cordoba. The 
enormous expansion of Cordoba during the caliphal pe-
riod, while a new palace city was being built, may sug-
gest that they were discovered during the development 

of the new western and northern extramural quarters, 
some of which were built on the site of an old Roman 
necropolis. however, it is not possible to determine 
whether the pieces had been removed earlier and re-
used, or if they were excavated in the tenth century. 
from the unusual abundance of findings in the area of 
the Roman Cordoba and their extraordinary quality, we 
may also conjecture that the Muslims might have 
brought Roman sarcophagi from outside Cordoba, from 
other Roman capitals such as Seville or Merida, or even 
from beyond the iberian peninsula, as arab authors 
claimed.21 The search for ancient materials in the capi-
tals of Roman hispania is evident in an anecdote about 
Merida related by several authors.22 al-Rushati attrib-
uted the account to ʿumar b. hashim, who heard it dur-
ing a meeting held at the residence of hashim b. ʿabd 
al-ʿazīz (d. 886), general of Muhammad i and also gov-
ernor of Merida at the time. according to the court his-
torian al-Razi, there was such great interest in gathering 

fig. 17. herm of heracles as a child. Court of the Clocks, Madinat al-Zahraʾ. (photos: Susana Calvo Capilla, with the permis-
sion of the archeological Site of Madinat al-Zahraʾ) 
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marbles from the monuments of Merida that they were 
sometimes even wrenched out to be used again in con-
temporary works.23

Some authors mention the use of sarcophagi as foun-
tains in the alcazar of Cordoba and Madinat al-Zahraʾ 
itself. al-Maqqari (d. 1631) makes two references to these 
fountains: “The emirs built genuine marvels in their  
alcazar [qasr of Cordoba]…[the water ran] through the 
handsome pools and wonderful ponds (zafareches) with 
Roman marble basins of beautiful designs.”24 The sec-
ond story concerns two basins brought to Madinat al-
Zahraʾ from Constantinople and Syria, respectively. 
according to al-Maqqari and the anonymous author of 
the Dhikr, a man named ahmad, and also known as al-
Yūnānī (the ionian or greek) and al-Faylasūf (the phi-
losopher), arrived with two carved basins (al-manqūsh), 
one a large golden basin from Constantinople (with 
strange figures), the other a smaller green piece from 
Syria carved with human figures (bi-tamāthīl al-insān).25 
however, there is no explicit reference to the signifi-
cance of these specific spolia within the context of the 
caliphal palaces. nor are there any recorded accounts of 
how the sovereign or any of the people in his entourage 
interpreted the images depicted on the sarcophagi or 
the sculptures placed in the palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ . 
in other contemporary cases of reuse, mentioned below, 
the ancient statues could have acquired an apotropaic 
character, when placed at the gates of cities, or were 
simply intended to be used as decoration, when placed 
in baths. 

in fact, hardly any examples of similar use are known 
in other contexts of the contemporary islamic world. 
The reused fragments of a Roman female statue found 
in the palace of Khirbat al-Mafjar are not comparable, 
because they were used in the foundations of the build-
ing, and were therefore not visible.26 herzfeld’s photo-
graphs of Samarra show the reutilization of archi tectural 
materials, in some cases decorated with figural reliefs, 
originally from the Sassanid ruins of hatra, among other 
places, but little is known about their location or the 
function they served (if any) in the abbasid city.27 exca-
vations at qasr al-Mshatta, Khirbat al-Mafjar, and qasr 
al-hayr al-gharbi found limestone sculptures of classi-
cal influence made ad hoc for these palaces at the end 
of the umayyad period (eighth century). in these cases, 

we are not dealing with the reuse of greek and latin 
sculptures but with manifest evidence of the continuity 
of the classical idiom and iconography in art designed 
for the governing elites of a region that was deeply hel-
lenized; these sculptures indicate a deliberate choice of 
a visual means of expression of regal grandeur, which is 
a feature confirmed in umayyad architecture and urban 
planning.28 

however, numerous accounts referring to the cul-
tural environment of the Cordoban court in the tenth 
century suggest that in intellectual circles there was a 
certain familiarity with the heroes, philosophers, and 
Muses of antiquity. i am referring here specifically to the 
revival of knowledge of greece and Rome, the transla-
tion of works by classical authors, and a profound inter-
est and admiration for the learned men of classical 
antiquity among andalusians, who regarded them as 
models of conduct and wisdom. Thus al-andalus joined 
a movement that had started in the eastern courts of the 
umayyads and the abbasids during the first centuries of 
islam. as we shall see, the presence of sarcophagi and 
classical statues depicting philosophers, Muses, and 
 heroes in the palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ should be re-
lated, in my opinion, to the intellectual environment of 
the courts of ʿabd al-Rahman iii and al-hakam ii  
(r. 961–76). 

ClaSSiCal CulTuRe and iTS influenCe on The 
eXeRCiSe and legiTiMaTion of poWeR

a close reading of the first literary and scientific works 
written in arabic between the eighth and the tenth cen-
turies clearly and convincingly reveals the importance 
of the contributions of the classical and hellenic legacy 
to the formation of arab-Muslim culture. The greek phi-
losophers and learned men were incorporated into the 
Muslims’ cultural heritage, and used by them as a basis 
of knowledge and a starting point for the revival of the 
sciences. Classical works were first recovered and trea-
sured, translated, and assimilated, and then excelled in 
an unprecedented intellectual process, the first steps of 
which were taken during the time of the umayyad ca-
liph ʿabd al-Malik (r. 685–705) and his sons al-Walid (r. 
705–15) and hisham (r. 724–43). These developments 
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reached their climax with the abbasid caliph al-Maʾ mun 
(r. 813–33) and the establishment of the Bayt al-hikma.29 
philosophy (ethical, moral, and political) was an essen-
tial science for the creation of islamic cultural identity. 
aristotle (384–322 b.c.), “the first master” and father of 
philosophy for the arabs, played a crucial role in this 
process, while his pupil, alexander the great (356–323 
b.c.), who evolved into a philosopher and monotheist 
king in the hellenistic and Syriac traditions, became a 
model of the good ruler, leaving his mark in the Koran.30 
in this way, Muslims became the legitimate heirs to the 
philosophical and scientific tradition of ancient greece 
and, consequently, to the hellenistic empire of alexan-
der the great.31 according to a. K. Bennison, the abba-
sids further cultivated this policy of recovering greek 
and latin works and promoting the sciences in order to 
consolidate caliphal legitimacy through the creation of 
an arab-islamic corpus of knowledge, in short, a new 
arab-islamic culture of their own.32 

in the first stages of the development of Muslim soci-
ety, philosophers acted, theoretically at least, as royal 
counselors and motivators in the education of princes. 
arab wisdom literature emerged in the eighth century, 
at the end of the umayyad period, drawing inspiration 
from two great traditions: on the one hand, that of the 
greeks, based on philosophical texts that were largely 
ascribed to aristotle and connected to his role as master 
and guide of alexander;33 and, on the other hand, Meso-
potamic culture, through persian and Sassanid texts 
glossing the political virtues of the iranian kings ar-
dashir (d. 242 a.d.) and Chosroes (d. 579 a.d.). These 
traditions coalesced in the first arab prose texts, such as 
the widely disseminated Rasāʾil Arisṭāṭālīs ilā l-Iskandar 
(Epistles of Aristotle to Alexander).34 The content was 
essentially pedagogical and emphasized morality, the 
purpose being to educate princes in virtues and moral 
principles and introduce them to the art of war and 
philosophical knowledge.35

With regard to al-andalus, the tenth century wit-
nessed the accumulation and nurturing of scientific 
knowledge, probably inspired by a similar phenomenon 
that had occurred in the previous century in al-Maʾ mun’s 
court. This development coincided with the classical 
renaissance stimulated on one side by the Macedonian 
dynasty in Constantinople beginning in the late ninth 

century, and, on the other side, by the aghlabids in 
 ifriqiya, followed by the fatimids in egypt, during  
the ninth and tenth centuries. The andalusi authors of 
the caliphal period seemed to know, or were at least 
 acquainted with, the huge corpus of knowledge located 
in Baghdad that had been created through the transla-
tion of greek and persian books into arabic, together 
with the scientific and philosophical contributions of 
the Muslim authors. Journeys to the east and the arrival 
of scholars and books from Byzantium and the territo-
ries of the abbasid caliphate added to the number of 
ancient latin books circulating in the iberian peninsula 
since the ninth century. andalusi authors had access to 
both greek and latin texts, as well as works by Muslim 
philosophers.36 This is the only way to explain how the 
Cordoban physician ibn Juljul (d. ca. 987) knew the 
works of hippocrates, dioscorides, plato, aristotle, ga-
len, orosius, eusebius of Caesarea,37 isidore of Seville, 
and al-Kindi when he wrote his dictionary of physicians 
and learned men (finished in 377 [987]), and why he de-
cided to include biographies of Socrates, democritus, 
ptolemy, and euclid in it as well. 

The main inspiration behind this intellectual move-
ment in al-andalus was al-hakam ii (r. 961–76). his in-
terest in the arts and sciences is proof that the Cordoban 
caliphs—just like the ptolemaic and Sasanid kings in 
ancient times, and later the abbasid caliphs as well—
were conscious of the importance of having scholars and 
philosophers in their retinue in order to legitimize and 
consolidate their sovereignty—and, in the case of al-
andalus, to stake their claim to the caliphate. “heir ap-
parent al-hakam…endeavored to obtain scientific 
knowledge and surround himself with wise men,” while 
his father “rivaled his son and heir al-hakam in his zeal 
for knowledge (ʿilm) and his inclination towards the 
wise.” These were the words of al-Razi (tenth century), 
as passed on by the Cordoban author ibn hayyan (d. 
1076), when he described the arrival in 942 of al-qali (d. 
957), a grammarian and philologist from the school of 
Baghdad.38

andalusi authors portray the first caliph, ʿ abd al-Rah-
man iii, as the great architect of the umayyad caliphal 
state because his military and political feats allowed him 
to achieve peace within the territory and to establish a 
strong and secure centralized power. The figure of al-
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hakam, however, is not associated with great military 
accomplishments. instead he is lauded in the same texts 
for his affinity for learning, his dedication to science, and 
his patronage of the arts and sciences (including phi-
losophy). accounts incorporated by ibn hayyan confirm 
that ʿabd al-Rahman iii supported—and probably en-
couraged—the work of his heir as a promoter of scien-
tific and cultural activities, which contributed to the 
consolidation of the new umayyad caliphate. although 
scholars and books arrived quite frequently from the 
east during the rule of ʿabd al-Rahman iii, the ultimate 
impetus for elevating the cultural landscape of Cordoba 
came from prince al-hakam when he rose to the caliph-
ate with the title of al-Mustanṣir billāh. 

indeed, in his Kitāb Ṭabaqāt al-umam (Book of Cat-
egories of nations), Saʿid al-andalusi (d. 1070) noted that 
al-hakam ii was “inclined towards the study of science 
and towards those who developed it.” Consequently, he 
“sent for the most brilliant and prestigious works and 
the rarest writings related to the ancient and modern 
sciences, from Baghdad, egypt, and other provinces of 
the east.” Because of al-hakam’s passion for science and 
preoccupation with developing all virtues and uplifting 
his spirit, Saʿid compared him to the abbasid caliphs 
and the greatest learned monarchs.39

al-Maqqari quotes several earlier authors in his Nafḥ 
al-ṭīb to describe al-hakam ii as “a lover of science who 
gathered more books than any other sovereign,” and 
provides details of his passion (gharām) for books.40 ac-
cording to abu Muhammad ibn hazm, one of the au-
thors whose work was copied by al-Maqqari, “the 
treasure of knowledge and books (khizānat al-ʿulūm 
 wa-l-kutub) was in the house of the Banu Marwan, and 
the catalogue of books, including only the titles and 
summaries, took up forty-four volumes of twenty pages 
each.” The caliph sent his emissaries to Baghdad to look 
for originals and copies, and paid generous amounts of 
golden dinars: “no one before him had owned a library 
as rich as his anywhere, except perhaps al-nasir al-
ʿabbasi b. al-Mustadi. at his library he assembled ex-
perts in transcription and the copying of books, who 
were also skilled in preservation and bookbinding,” in 
addition to correctors and illuminators.41

Biographies of several scholars, both andalusi and 
foreign, who lived in the tenth century, prove that these 

words were not mere exaggeration or an effort to equate 
the Cordoban court with Baghdad by presenting al-
hakam ii as the successor to al-Maʾmun. Bio-biblio-
graphical dictionaries often name the scholars that the 
caliph hired in his service or established in the alcazar 
of Madinat al-Zahraʾ or Cordoba to increase the scien-
tific, literary, and philosophical circles of the court. 
These learned men could devote themselves to teaching 
their subject, practicing their science, and composing 
books that would subsequently enrich the library of al-
hakam ii.42 at the same time, a remarkable translation 
project was initiated, rendering latin and greek works 
into arabic, the implications of which have yet to be 
properly evaluated. also, there are frequent accounts of 
the arrival of wise people from the east, sometimes in-
vited by prince al-hakam ii, as in the previously men-
tioned case of abu ʿali al-qali (d. 957), a grammarian 
and philologist from the school of Baghdad.43 Many of 
these wise men were devoted to the “sciences of the 
 ancients” (astronomy, philosophy, and non-islamic 
 sciences, in general), as is evidenced by the number of 
intellectuals who were enlisted for that very reason 
 during the rule of ibn abi ʿamir al-Mansur (r. 976–
1002).44 al-hakam ii also had male and female slaves 
devoted to scientific work, whose training he looked 
 after personally.45 

although the exact location of the caliphal libraries 
is still unknown, there is no doubt the books were dis-
tributed between the two main caliphal residences of 
Cordoba and Madinat al-Zahraʾ.46 We do, however, 
know the names of several of the library directors. for 
example, Talid, a fatā (member of the slave elite at 
court) of Caliph al-hakam ii, directed the library (ṣāḥib 
ʿalā al-khizānat al-ʿulūm waʾ l-kutub bi-dār Banī Marwān) 
and compiled registries and catalogues—ultimately 
completing forty-four lists of fifty-five pages each.47 a 
certain ibn al-Makwiʾ (d. 1010) was commissioned by al-
Mansur to organize the books in al-hakam’s library by 
subject. al-Makwiʾ accepted the job since this was a 
unique opportunity to work with rare tomes.48 

Collecting books and building immense libraries, in 
addition to being surrounded by learned people, was 
part of a legitimation policy developed by rulers since 
classical antiquity. The most outstanding and represen-
tative example is the alexandrian library, founded by 
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fig. 18. detail from the front of the sarcophagus of Marcus 
Cornelius Statius. Marble, ca. 150 a.d. paris, Musée du lou-
vre, Cp 6547, n° usuel Ma 659. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla, 
with the permission of the Musée du louvre)

ptolemy i around 295 b.c. The ptolemaic dynasty saw 
culture as a means of domination, and they absorbed the 
knowledge of the regions they ruled. The alexandrian 
library was part of a well-defined political strategy aimed 
at exalting the greek identity and its cultural superior-
ity over other nations, thus legitimizing its political au-
thority.49 This was not merely a book depository; in fact, 
the arabs referred to the Museion as the Bayt al-hik-
ma.50 a variety of tasks were carried out there, including 
the correction of works, the copying and translating of 
texts, and the preparation of a catalogue of all the works 
gathered in the library. it is known that many tutors  
of princes worked in a library, such as aristotle, the 
 designated tutor to the children of philip of Macedon  
(fig. 18).51 

as with the ptolemaic dynasty, the admiration, pres-
ervation, and promotion of the knowledge of the an-
cients comprised an essential part of andalusian state 
policy, and the library of Cordoba must have played a 
role similar to that of the alexandrian library. The as-
similation of the hispanic Roman and visigoth heritage 
and the nurturing of the arts and sciences allowed al-
hakam ii to create a corpus of andalusi knowledge and, 
consequently, a national and independent identity that 
served to legitimate his assumption of the caliphal title. 

The education of princes played an essential role in 
this cultural policy. Both al-hakam ii and his son, prince 
hisham, received an exquisite education, following a 

curriculum that, as in the abbasid court, included reli-
gious sciences, called ʿ ulūm (plural of ʿ ilm), as well as the 
encyclopaedic knowledge collected in treatises on 
adab.52

Several passages collected by ibn hayyan suggest the 
importance accorded the education of princes in the 
Cordoban court. his Muqtabis mentions ʿabd al-Rah-
man iii’s dedication to the education of his children on 
two occasions: “They polished their talent through 
skilled preceptors (sing. muʿallim) chosen for each child 
to free them from the darkness of ignorance and draw 
them towards the light of knowledge (min ghamrat al-
jahl ilā nūr al-maʿrifa), depending on the qualities each 
possessed....”53 among those who taught prince al-
hakam were the legal scholar (faqīh) and traditionist 
qasim b. asbagh (d. 951)54 and the mathematician Mu-
hammad b. ismaʿil al-hakim (d. 942–43), who was well-
versed in the “sciences of the ancients.”55

al-hakam ii did the same with his own son. ibn hayy-
an quotes an account of the year 361 (972), documented 
by al-Razi, describing the first lesson given by the faqīh 
ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn yusuf, known as al-qastalli, 
to prince hisham when the boy was only seven. The ca-
liph sent for the new preceptor to give him precise in-
structions, while he ordered the preparation of several 
spaces for the lessons: 

he decided that a department called Dār al-Mulk in al-qaṣr 
of al-Zahrāʾ be renovated and embellished; that all things 
necessary should be arranged and prepared, and an 
 entrance opened west of the faṣīl al-fityān (hallway for the 
slave officers), so that the prince could easily access  
the aforementioned department. also, he instructed that 
the prince’s lessons should take place, for more favorable 
odds, in the al-majlis al-sharqī (eastern part) of the depart-
ment. 

finally, the chronicler adds a very interesting detail re-
garding the palace school: the prince would not be 
alone, but accompanied by other children, “who were 
educated with him,” probably the offspring of the 
umayyad family and the most distinguished dignitaries 
in the court.56

Three years later, in april 975, the caliph sent for an-
other tutor, ibn yahya al-laythi, the prestigious legal 
scholar and traditionist, to teach the prince all things 
related to legal science and traditions (hadiths), in les-
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sons to be held twice a week. This time, the school was 
established in the alcazar of Cordoba, following the ca-
liph, who had recently moved there. The prince studied 
Malik’s Muwaṭṭaʾ (Compilation of hadith), using the an-
notated copy that belonged to his grandfather, which his 
father had used before him.57 There are other docu-
mented tutors, such as the Sevillian scholar al-Zubaydi 
(d. 989), disciple of the above-mentioned al-qali from 
Baghdad, who taught hisham mathematics and ara-
bic;58 and Maslama b. al-qasim al-qurtubi al-Zayyat (d. 
964), trained in the east and author of the Ghāyat al-
Ḥakīm (Picatrix), which i will discuss below. Maslama 
was responsible for the education of prince ʿabd allah, 
al-hakam ii’s brother, who was beheaded in 951 after 
being accused of conspiring against his father, ʿabd al-
Rahman iii.59

The admiration for classical philosophy, particularly 
the work of aristotle, probably reached al-andalus early, 
and with it the first wisdom literature with aristotle and 
alexander the great as protagonists.60 due to their ex-
tensive proliferation, these books, often halfway be-
tween history and myth, became the main source of 
information on the life of the philosopher and the Mace-
donian conqueror. aristotle and alexander appear in 
most adab works, as well as andalusi bio-bibliographical 
dictionaries of the tenth and eleventh centuries. 

one of the first examples of adab literature is the ʿIqd 
al-Farīd (The unique necklace), written by the Cordo-
ban scholar ibn ʿabd Rabbihi (d. 940). in the first chap-
ter, entitled “Book of the pearl on the Ruler,” the author 
gathers a series of anecdotes drawn from the writings 
presumably addressed by aristotle to alexander the 
Macedonian, with the aim of advising rulers.61 ibn ʿabd 
Rabbihi also mentions the Sasanid king ardashir, a fig-
ure present in arab wisdom literature since the earliest 
translations of the Epistles of Aristotle to Alexander.62 in 
the second chapter, “The Book of the nonpareil Jewel on 
Wars and Their affairs,” ibn ʿ abd Rabbihi includes a pas-
sage featuring alexander and “his preceptor” (presum-
ably aristotle), in which the latter advises him to be 
magnanimous after conquering a city.63 These and oth-
er passages in the ʿIqd al-Farīd suggest that the Cordo-
ban author must have had access to the aforementioned 
eastern epistolary works.64

a significant number of the sources used by ibn Juljul 
in the composition of his Kitāb ṭabaqāt al-aṭibbā waʾl-
ḥukamā (Book of generations of physicians and Wise 
Men), a bio-bibliographical dictionary completed in 
987, were, vernet and Sayyid argue, latin works trans-
lated into arabic, such as paulus orosius’s History, di-
oscorides’s De Materia Medica, and isidore of Seville’s 
Etymologiae and De Natura Rerum,65 which, like hip-
pocrates’s Sections, must have been widespread among 
Christian communities in al-andalus since the ninth 
century.66 Many of these were translated into arabic 
within the circle of the Cordoban court. among the 
translators of orosius’s work were the aforementioned 
qasim b. asbagh, who taught the court historian al-Razi 
and prince al-hakam, and a Christian author who may 
have been the “kadi of Christians.” all the details suggest 
that the arabic version of orosius’s book may have been 
commissioned by prince al-hakam for his library, as ibn 
Khaldun asserts.67 ibn Juljul writes that he participated 
in the translation of the greek text written by di-
oscorides, along with a monk called nicholas from Con-
stantinople.68

 in his dictionary, ibn Juljul included several greek 
and Roman philosophers and physicians, among them 
aristotle. all the accounts regarding the latter’s life, as 
well as his missives to alexander and his testament or 
list of works, were included in the epistolary texts men-
tioned above, as well as in other philosophical works, 
such as the Risāla by al-Kindi (d. in Bagdad, ca. 870), 
quoted by ibn Juljul.69 The Cordoban physician includes 
one of the most famous passages, mentioned above, in 
which aristotle counsels alexander on the need to be 
magnanimous toward the defeated and to secure the 
peace after a conquest.70 in the list of books written by 
aristotle, ibn Juljul refers to “a book on politics regard-
ing the administration of government known as Sirr al-
Asrār,” one of the earliest allusions to the text. he says 
the book contains an epistle with eight speeches (re-
garding the state, law, justice, the army, and money), 
engraved on an octagonal dome built over the tomb of 
the philosopher.71 

further evidence of the possible introduction of the 
aristotelian Epistles and the mirrors for princes—in 
their different versions—into al-andalus is included in 
the Ghāyat al-Ḥakīm (as noted earlier, the arabic origi-
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nal of the Picatrix), a book on astrology and magic re-
cently attributed by fierro to Maslama b. qasim 
al-qurtubi (d. 964).72 in several passages of the Ghāyat, 
al-qurtubi mentions a series of epistles that specialists 
have identified as the Rasāʾil Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ (epistles of 
the Brethren of purity). allusion is made to the latin 
classification of science education known as the qua-
drivium, with the first epistles focusing on arithmetic, 
geometry, astronomy, and music, as well as cosmogra-
phy; another two epistles are on aristotle and the divi-
sion between the theoretical and practical sciences.73 
Maslama may have become acquainted with these phil-
osophical trends, which attempted to combine greek 
philosophy with islamic doctrine, during his stay in 
Basra in 936, when he also contacted the harrani 
school.74 after his return, Maslama b. qasim lived in 
Madinat al-Zahraʾ, where he worked as a tutor at the 
court.

The cases of Maslama b. qasim and al-Zubaydi, men-
tioned earlier, are essential to any discussion of the 
pedagogical use of mirrors for princes, as well as of 
(more generally) philosophy and science (largely im-
ported from the east) at the caliphal court of Cordoba. 
The reference to the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ in the Ghāya also 
confirms that the scientific and philosophical vivacity of 
the abbasid east had reached al-andalus early on. in 
short, all these works offers a glimpse into the complex 
intellectual atmosphere of al-andalus—or Cordoba, at 
least—in the tenth century.75 

Saʿid al-Tulaytuli or al-andalusi (d. 1070) includes in 
his Kitāb Ṭabaqāt al-umām (history of Sciences, or, Cat-
egory of nations) a laudatory biographical sketch of ar-
istotle and his pupil, alexander “of the Two horns” (Dhū 
l-Qarnayn), depicting the former as the most illustrious 
greek and the latter as the sovereign who “banished 
polytheism from greece” (al-shirk fī bilād al-Yūnā-
niyyīn).76 in his translation of the Ṭabaqāt, Blachère in-
troduced a series of fragments with anecdotes from 
aristotle’s life that were apparently lost in the known 
copies but quoted in ibn al-Khatib’s Iḥāṭa. in this para-
graph, Saʿid asserted that “King phillip had hired him as 
preceptor for his seven children, of which alexander 
was the youngest. aristotle taught him philosophy and 
the four disciplines (quadrivium).”77

in fact, alexander the great casts a long shadow in 
the arab cultural tradition and in medieval islam. The 
Koran (18, 83–98) ascribes a key role to Dhū l-Qarnayn 
in the promotion of the knowledge of the only god and, 
therefore, in the spread of monotheism.78 The first ca-
liphs admired alexander as a model of equity and jus-
tice, the ideal sovereign. 

heracles, associated and often mistaken for alexan-
der, was also included in the arab tradition.79 This 
mythological figure became a historical character both 
in the east and in al-andalus. in fact, Jean Seznec under-
lines that one of the ways in which greek and Roman 
mythology survived during the Middle ages was through 
the assimilation of its characters as real heroes: mythic 
sovereigns were glorified and gods were humanized as 
founders of the main dynasties and precursors of civili-
zations.80 in al-Razi’s history of the Kings of al-andalus 
(tenth century) there is an important chapter on ancient 
hispanic history based on latin authors such as orosius 
and isidore of Seville. The text identifies Hirqilish as the 
first greek sovereign to rule over the iberian peninsula 
after defeating King geryon. he then founded Cadiz, 
had his statue—the “idol”—built in that city, and 
marked the three angles of the peninsula.81 

oTheR pagan iMageS in iSlaMiC CoRdoBa

Several sources suggest that the southern gates of Cor-
doba and Madinat al-Zahraʾ, in both cases called Bāb 
al-ṣūra (gate of the image), were crowned by a female 
statue. although the Cordoban gate—also known as the 
Bridge (al-Qanṭara)—was documented as far back as 
the ninth century, we do not know exactly when the 
sculpture was placed there. The use of statues, as well  
as talismans, often in the shape of animals, on the  
gates of a city as a form of protection was a widespread 
 practice in ancient times and at the start of the Middle 
ages.82 indeed, the Cordoban statues were not the only 
 examples on the iberian peninsula, as we know of sev-
eral  Roman statues used for protection on the walls of 
ecija when the city was conquered in the eighth 
 century.83

The two female statues placed on the Bāb al-ṣūra at 
Cordoba and at Madinat al-Zahraʾ were most likely pa-
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gan goddesses transformed into personifications of the 
zodiac constellation of virgo (al-ʿAdhrāʾ) or the planet 
venus (al-Zuhara), protecting stars of Cordoba and al-
andalus according to several arab authors. “in that year 
[397h/1006–7],” says ibn ʿidhari, “there was a gathering 
of the seven stars and a conjunction with al-Sunbula, 
that is, al-ʿAdhrāʾ, protector of Cordoba, whose image 
was placed by the wise men (ḥukamāʾ) of antiquity on 
a prominent part of the Southern gate.”84 The statue 
mentioned in the sources crowned the Bridge gate until 
the downfall of the umayyad dynasty and the fitna, 
which, according to astrologers of the time, were trig-
gered by the conjunction of virgo in Saturn.85 if, as al-
Biruni (d. 1048) and ibn ghalib (twelfth century) 
maintained, the planet venus was the protector of al-
andalus,86 this would lend weight to the argument pro-
posed by authors such as Ruggles and acién that the 
name of the madina founded by ʿ abd al-Rahman iii near 
Cordoba—al-Zahrāʾ—had its origins in al-Zuhara. This 
would also explain the placement of the statue on its 
southern—and most important—gate.87

The survival of pagan divinities during the Middle 
ages was partly favored by their association with the 
planets and the stars.88 Muslim astronomers preserved 
almost unaltered the images assigned by greek astrono-
mers to the planets and the constellations of the zodiac, 
most of which were drawn from mythology.89 The im-
mense development of astronomy and astrology in the 
entire Dār al-Islām decisively contributed to the preser-
vation of the names, attributes, and images of greek and 
Roman deities among Muslim intellectual circles, al-
though the association of paganism with astrology also 
provoked distrust and attacks from the most orthodox 
and traditional religious groups.90

images of classical antiquity also survived in illumi-
nated books. although the earliest illustrated arab 
manu scripts have not survived, sources report the pres-
ence of miniatures in scientific books circulating around 
the islamic world. according to ibn Juljul, the Byzantine 
emperor sent ʿabd al-Rahman iii a magnificently illus-
trated copy of dioscorides’s De Materia Medica, along 
with the History of orosius. We could assume that these 
miniatures were mere depictions of the medicinal plants 
mentioned in the text. however, other Byzantine and 
abbasid manuscripts of dioscorides’s work include an 
illustrated frontispiece featuring the author and his dis-

ciples. The manuscript produced in Constantinople for 
princess anicia Juliana in 515 (Juliana anicia Codex, Ös-
terreichische nationalbibliothek, Cod. med. 1, originally 
from anatolia), includes five full-page miniatures: one 
shows anicia seated, flanked by the personifications of 
prudence and Magnanimity; another two show a group 
of six physicians each, one surrounding galen, the other 
around the centaur Chiron; finally, the last two minia-
tures show dioscorides accompanied by nymphs or per-
sonifications of discovery and intelligence. galen and 
the centaur Chiron appear to be teaching the disciples 
seated around them, dressed in cloaks and tunics like 
greek and Roman scholars (fig. 19).91

The arabic notes in the margins suggest that anicia 
Juliana’s dioscorides was in circulation in islamic terri-
tories, and this in turn would explain the presence of 
similar illustrations in an arabic manuscript of 1229, 
possibly illuminated in northern Mesopotamia (cur-
rently in the Topkapı palace Museum library in istan-
bul). it includes a double frontispiece showing the 
master dioscorides with two disciples presenting him 
with a book. Consequently, it should not be surprising 
to find initial miniatures of this type among those of the 
De Materia Medica, which arrived in Cordoba from Con-
stantinople during the tenth century.92

Rice asserts that the oldest scientific illustrations 
known are those of the Kitāb Ṣuwar al-kawākib al-thābita 
(Treatise on the fixed Stars), written by ʿ abd al-Rahman 
al-Sufi around 965, manuscripts of which date to the first 
decades of the eleventh century.93 however, the illumi-
nated works were not only scientific (on medicine and 
astronomy). Rice believes that manuscripts on adab 
must have also included illustrations designed to rein-
force the didactic purpose of the stories, and this in turn 
increased the value of the manuscript. Rice bases this 
argument on indirect evidence, such as an allusion that 
ibn al-Muqaffa (d. ca.757) makes to the existence of il-
lustrations in the Kalīla wa Dimna at the beginning of 
his arabic translation of the work. also, a history of the 
Sasanid Kings was translated from persian into arabic 
by order of the umayyad caliph hisham in the early 
eighth century and probably included miniatures with 
the portraits of twenty-five kings and queens, like the 
original persian manuscript Masʿudi claims to have 
seen.94 
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fig. 19. vienna dioscorides. frontispieces of the manuscript produced in Constantinople for princess anicia Juliana in 515 
(Juliana anicia Codex). vienna, Österreichische nationalbibliothek, Cod. med. 1. (photo: courtesy of the Österreichische 
nationalbibliothek) 

The palaCe SpaCeS WheRe RoMan ReliefS 
WeRe found: a hypoTheSiS aBouT TheiR 

 funCTion

although the earlier accounts may seem somewhat an-
ecdotal, they provide valuable information about the 
cultural and scientific activity that took place in the 
capital of the caliphate, as well as the operation of the 
palace library.95 various surviving sources confirm the 
initiation of an ambitious intellectual enterprise spear-
headed by al-hakam ii even before he assumed power. 
There is no doubt that all the intellectual and cultural 
activities sponsored by the court took place within a 
specific setting inside the Cordoban caliphal residences, 
sometimes in the old umayyad alcazar but mainly in the 
palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ. in brief, the new royal city 
was not just an official residence, a performance stage 
for the display of caliphal power and a seat where the 
umayyad administration and its state institutions were 
centralized. Madinat al-Zahraʾ included spaces devoted 
to the advancement of knowledge, to books (libraries 
and scriptoria), and to the study and training of princes. 

at least four of the Roman sculptures studied were 
found deliberately destroyed in the drainage systems of 
three buildings of the palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ (fig. 
20).96 all of these buildings are located in the middle 
terrace and at least two of them—those known as the 
Court of the pillars and the Court of the Clocks97—have 
a different architectural structure from the rest of the 
excavated courts (which were used for domestic and 
ceremonial purposes). The decoration and materials 
found in these spaces exemplify this difference. The last 
court, where archeological findings show a similarly 
unique structure, is located west of the Salón Rico.98 

The few fragments of ceramics found in the drains of 
the Court of the pillars and the Court of the Clocks have 
traditionally been used to identify the courts as admin-
istrative spaces, a label that proves vague enough to in-
clude any function. The structure of both courts is also 
a novelty in the palace; unlike the rest of the complex, 
their porticoes were constructed using lintelled struc-
tures supported by pillars (fig. 21). The Court of the pil-
lars (a square of approximately 22 meters by 20.5 meters) 
had four porticoes with five openings that were around 
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fig. 21. plan of the Court of the pillars, with different kinds of paving: violet limestone, alabaster, and marble. (after  vallejo 
Triano, La ciudad califal, fig. 43 [reproduced with the permission of the author]) 

fig. 20. aerial view of the excavated area of the palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ, with the locations of buildings decorated with 
sarcophagi. (photo: courtesy of Córdoba vuela, escuela de paramotor) 
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5 meters high, according to hernández’s estimations 
(fig. 22).99 Behind the eastern, northern, and western 
galleries, there are spacious rectangular halls (between 
4 and 5.4 meters in depth) with three openings for ac-
cess; its southern gallery corresponds to the entrance. 
The Court of the Clocks (approx. 30 meters per side) has 
only two porticoes, standing on five pillars, and beyond 
them spacious rectangular halls more than 5.5 meters in 
depth (fig. 23).100 

With regard to the decoration, these two courts do 
not have the carved panels that adorn the walls of the 
main public and residential halls in the palace. The walls 
of the halls around the Court of the pillars were plas-
tered white except for its dadoes, which were painted a 
la almagra (with red clay) to a height of approximately 
70 centimeters (fig. 24).101 The paving, however, was re-
markably rich, with violet limestone for the court and 
marble and alabaster for the halls, and no calcarenite 

fig. 22. view of the Court of the pillars, west side. above and to the left is the dar al-Mulk. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla) 

and brick, the most widely used materials in residential 
and administrative spaces. 

The strategic location of both complexes is also worth 
mentioning: the Court of the pillars is at the foot of the 
caliphal residence (Dār al-Mulk) and was connected to 
the upper terrace by a staircase built in the northwest-
ern corner of the court, the base of which has survived 
to date (fig. 25).102 directly west of the complex, the hall 
of the double Columns, still barely explored, is another 
space remarkable for its unique decoration (gilded mo-
saics) and for being so far the only place where Koranic 
inscriptions have been found, apart from the great 
Mosque.103 in addition, the Court of the pillars is the 
result of the remodeling of an area that was previously 
used as housing; this reconstruction may have followed 
the building of the Salón Rico (hall of ʿabd al-Rahman 
iii).104 
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gious astronomy, together with the composition of cal-
endars and astro-meteorological treatises (anwāʾ) such 
as the The Calendar of Cordoba, legal scholars were per-
suaded to accept the rest of the astronomical sciences 
(theoretical and mathematical), and even astrology 
(ʿilm al-nujūm), which they had previously rejected due 
to its connection with paganism.

The Court of the Clocks is located in the southeastern 
end of the middle terrace, in front of the building known 
as the Salón grande (fig. 26). This location offers an un-
encumbered view of the upper garden in front of the 
hall of ʿabd al-Rahman iii, as well of the great Mosque. 
The most remarkable find in this space was a series of 
fragments of three solar quadrants, which suggests it 
may have been used for astrological studies or, perhaps, 
for the manufacture of sundials, used to determine the 
times of prayer (fig. 27). hernández suspects that the 
court may have been built “in a location that enjoyed an 
exceptionally expansive horizon” over the mosque of 
al-Zahraʾ, so that the court astronomers could deter-
mine the hours of prayer (mīqāt) and thus help muez-
zins, who, due to the location of the mosque in a hollow, 
did not have access to the sighting of the moon.105

The manufacture of solar quadrants featured promi-
nently in the treatises on astronomy and mīqāt.106 es-
tablishing the direction of the qibla wall, determining 
the five times of daily prayer, and specifying the festivi-
ties of the Muslim calendar were an impetus for studies 
on astronomy in general and religious astronomy (ʿilm 
al-mīqāt) in particular.107 due to the influence of reli-

fig. 24. north hall of the Court of the pillars. Traces of the 
white mural plaster can be seen, along with the dadoes 
painted in red. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla) 

fig. 23. plan of the Court of the Clocks. (after vallejo Triano, La ciudad califal, fig. 58 [reproduced with the permission of 
the author]) 
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fig. 25. The palatial complex as seen from the dar al-Mulk, the caliphal residence located in the upper terrace: 1) Court of 
the pillars; 2) Court of the Clocks; 3) court to be excavated; 4) dar al-Mulk; 5) Salón Rico (hall of ʿabd al-Rahman iii);  
6) upper garden. (photo: Susana Calvo Capilla) 

in the ninth century, during the abbasid caliphate, 
there were major developments in astronomy thanks to 
the direct observation of the stars as well as to the trans-
lation and study of greek and persian sources.108 Many 
of the greek and indian works translated and elaborated 
upon in the abbasid lands started reaching al-andalus 
during the ninth and tenth centuries. Caliph al-hakam 
ii had a team of astronomers and astrologers in his ser-
vice.109 ahmad ibn faris, an egyptian who joined that 
group around 968 and worked there until 981, was sent 
by the caliph to fuengirola to observe and check the 
visibility of the star Suhayl (Canopus).110 The discovery 
of quadrants in Madinat al-Zahraʾ provides evidence for 
the practice of the mathematical and astronomical sci-
ences in Cordoba at the time.111 Therefore it is not too 
farfetched to assume that astronomers and astrologers 
also developed their expertise at Madinat al-Zahraʾ.112

The correct orientation of the qibla of the great 
Mosque in Madinat al-Zahraʾ  towards Mecca also proves 
the progress made in astronomical sciences within the 
caliphal court.113 When al-hakam ii decided to enlarge 
the old great Mosque in Cordoba, his astronomers 
urged him to reorient and correct the qibla, as they had 
already done in the palatine mosque under the rule of 
his father. however, according to al-Maqqari’s account, 
the astronomical calculation came into conflict with 
religious tradition, and both the ulama and fuqahāʾ op-
posed the change.114

unfortunately, we do not yet have enough formal or 
typological examples to identify the buildings described 
as scientific or intellectual spaces, since there are no ma-
terial traces of the earliest eastern institutions—such as 
the Bayt al-hikma and other abbasid centers dedicated 
to the recovery, preservation, and promotion of the 
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fig. 26. upper garden in front of the Salón Rico, with the ruins of the baths to the right. The Court of the Clocks was above 
these baths. (photo: Juan Carlos Ruiz Souza) 

fig. 27. fragment of one solar quadrant found in the Court 
of the Clocks (limestone). Museum of the archeological Site 
of Madinat al-Zahraʾ, inv. no. 30135. (photo: Susana Calvo 
Capilla, with the permission of the Museum of the archeo-
logical Site of Madinat al-Zahraʾ) 

 sciences. only arabic sources have passed on valuable 
descriptions of some of these libraries (fig. 28). 

The Bayt al-hikma of Baghdad was a repository for 
books and a place for scholarly research, where classical 
works were translated and annotated, and scientific and 
philosophical treatises were developed; it also included 
an observatory (marṣad), located near the Shammasiyya 
gate.115 little is known about Samarra apart from the 
fact that its royal libraries were slightly separated from 
the palaces themselves, as claimed by Sourdel.116 al-
Muqaddasi (d. ca. 990) offers a detailed description of 
the library of the Buyid sovereign ʿadud al-dawla (r. 
949–83) in his palace in Shiraz (in Khurasan). The au-
thor states that he visited the library, which was an in-
dependent department located in the upper level of the 
palace that had 360 rooms surrounded by pavilions, 
pools, water channels, and gardens.117

following the example of the abbasids in Baghdad, 
the aghlabids (800–909) founded an institution called 
the Bayt al-hikma at Raqqada, which included a large 
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library and a place for producing astronomical instru-
ments. Mathematicians, astronomers, and physicians 
educated in Baghdad worked at this institution. The li-
brary was probably seized after 909 by the fatimids, who 
relocated it first to Mansuriyya and then to Cairo (in 
969).118 in 1005, al-hakim founded an institution in Cairo  
known as the dar al-ʿilm (house of Knowledge), to 
which all the books in the palace library were moved. 
according to al-Maqrizi (d. 1442), who copied the fatim-
id chronicler al-Musabbihi, the library was located in a 
wing of an ancient hospital inside the great palace and 
comprised forty rooms lined with books.119 The library 
of Sultan nuh ibn Mansur, in Bukhara, was described by 
ibn Sina (d. 1037) after his visit there to treat the sultan 
for an illness.120

in all the cases mentioned above, the libraries are de-
scribed as having halls or small rooms lined with wood-
en bookcases, as well as meeting rooms for scholarly 
circles. in the Cairo dar al-hikma “conferences” were 
organized, and the library at Basra held poetry ses-
sions.121 The palaces also hosted sessions for literary 
circles (majālis), offering music and wine,122 as well as 
meetings for scientific and philosophical debate. These 
palatine “intellectual salons” were most popular in the 
abbasid court during the ninth and tenth centuries, 
both in Baghdad and Samarra.123 Scholarly meetings 
probably took place in the andalusi caliphal palaces, 
although the most famous majālis in al-andalus were 
those promoted by the kings of the Taifas during the 
eleventh century.124 

The aforementioned descriptions suggest that in the 
ninth and tenth centuries no established architectural 
typology had emerged regarding the function of a library 
and reading room, as it had similarly not yet been estab-
lished in Byzantium, as far as we know.125 in order to 
find buildings specifically designed to store books and 
serve as venues for debate, teaching, and studying, we 
must go back to classical and late antiquity.126 focusing 
on the latter, during the 1960s the university of Warsaw 
carried out excavations in Kom el-dikka, located in the 
urban center of ancient alexandria (egypt). archaeolo-
gists unveiled an extraordinary complex of public build-
ings, erected halfway through the sixth century on the 
site of a gymnasion and an agora dating from ptolemaic 
and Roman times. among the buildings discovered 

there were an odeon, baths, a portico, and, behind it, 
twenty small lecture halls between 9 meters and 11 me-
ters long, and around 5 meters wide. This find was im-
portant because it confirms what we knew only through 
texts, i.e., the existence of famous academies/schools of 
ancient alexandria.127 There is no doubt that the arabs 
learned of the place after conquering egypt (in 642), be-
cause some of them were still in existence after that 
time.128

given the absence of any typological equivalent to 
help us identify the purpose of these complexes in the 
palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ, could we consider the pres-
ence of ancient reliefs and sculptures with pagan matter 

fig. 28. library. from a Maqāmāt of al-hariri, copied and 
illustrated by yahya b. Mahmud b. yahya b. abi al-hasan b. 
Kuwarriha al-Wasiti, dated 7 Ramadan 634 (May 4, 1237), 
Baghdad (?), iraq. paris, Bibliothèque nationale de france, 
Ms. arabe 5847, fol. 5v. (photo: courtesy of the Bibliothèque 
nationale de france) 
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were models of wisdom as well as a source of inspira-
tion, hence the presence of their portraits in philosophy 
schools and other spaces dedicated to education and 
study. as the learned class started to supplant gods, they 
became the object of an almost religious devotion as 
“saintly men.” 

in the philosophy school of asclepiodotus in aphro-
disias (Turkey), active during the fourth and fifth centu-
ries, the exedra of the peristyle was decorated with a 
gallery of ancient philosophers, as well as alexander the 
great and several Muses (fig. 29).132 in brief, wisdom was 
the consequence of divine inspiration and became a 
means of attaining knowledge of the divine; the same 
notion drove the early Christians to represent Jesus 
Christ as a philosopher and master.133

likewise, in ancient greece, heracles was the patron 
of the gymnasion, an institution designed for intellec-
tual and physical activities, as well as a meeting place 
for philosophers and sophists. The gymnasion was an 
entertainment facility connected to physical exercise 
that ended up becoming a place designed for teaching 
and medicine. like the palaestras (wrestling schools), 
porticoes, theaters, and libraries in greece, gymnasia 
were often decorated with herms with an apotropaic 
purpose, a tradition subsequently imitated in Rome,134 
as we can see in the scenes of children playing found 
depicted on sarcophagi made for children in the second 
and third centuries.135

The reutilization of Roman sarcophagi and sculp-
tures in the Cordoban court may have been the result of 

as indications of spaces related to scientific and intel-
lectual activities? The iconography on the statues and 
reliefs selected for the palace does not seem random. at 
least two of the pieces selected for the caliphal palace 
highlight heroes such as heracles, while two others fea-
ture scenes of the Muses and philosophers. 

Stirling and Brown underline the significance of clas-
sical paideia (the greek system of education and train-
ing; latin humanitas) in the education of the 
aristocratic elite in late antiquity.129 This training rein-
forced social status and provided pupils with a coded 
language only they could understand. Stirling questions 
our ability to identify the purpose of a space or the iden-
tity of the owner of a house through the images used in 
its decoration. however, she also asserts that statues 
were not always gathered or collected for religious rea-
sons (as the presence of diana or dionysus would seem 
to indicate that the collector was pagan). She believes 
that in late antiquity statues may have also had an “aca-
demic” meaning, and although this is not easy to prove, 
the presence of hermes (patron of education) and of 
heracles (patron of the gymnasion) seems to suggest 
that they probably did.

in Roman funerary art, these scenes of Muses and 
philosophers are linked with a desire to praise the de-
ceased as a learned and wise person, insofar as Wisdom 
and the path that leads to it, through Knowledge, raises 
man above himself and brings him closer to divinity and 
immortality. The deceased man or woman is shown sur-
rounded by Muses and philosophers (homer, pythago-
ras, Socrates, plato, and aristotle), attending one of their 
lessons as a disciple or teaching as paedagogus. in turn, 
the nine Muses, daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne, “are 
personifications of all the types of knowledge which can 
ennoble the soul and purify it through a sort of spiritual 
katharsis in order for it to access the kosmos and the 
only wisdom.”130 The deceased are depicted holding a 
uolumen—an allusion not only to Wisdom and Science, 
but to their high social status, as only Roman patricians 
received such a refined education; the deceased were 
heroized through Wisdom (figs. 3 and 5). according to 
Zanker, Muses and philosophers were used in this way 
throughout late antiquity, even after the arrival of Chris-
tianity.131 for the last pagans, who lived in the fourth and 
fifth centuries, the ancient philosophers and Muses 

fig. 29. philosophy school of asclepiodotus in aphrodisias 
(Turkey). portraits of pindar, pythagoras, and alexander, 
early fifth century. Turkey, aphrodisias Museum. (photo: 
Susana Calvo Capilla, with the permission of the aphrodisias 
Museum) 
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a similar desire to introduce a visual reference to classi-
cal antiquity in an environment where greek and Ro-
man texts translated into arabic were an essential 
source of knowledge. located in spaces designed for 
teaching, the nurturing of the arts, the practice of the 
sciences, and the preservation of knowledge, the figures 
of heracles, along with those of the Muses and philoso-
phers, may have served as inspiration as well as a form 
of protection. in these palatine environments, sarcoph-
agi lost their value as funerary images and the mytho-
logical stories depicted on them were possibly 
transformed or adapted from their original meanings.136 
however, this did not prevent them from becoming al-
legories for the “science of the ancients,” and a visual 
reference to a past that Muslims had already claimed as 
their own in the eighth and ninth centuries, and which 
the andalusi umayyads now used as a means to legiti-
mize their  accession to the caliphate. in my opinion, 
only in such contexts, devoted to learning and the prac-
tice of knowledge, could the new symbolic meanings of 
these classical artifacts be appreciated and understood. 
Beyond these palatine spaces, these artifacts would have 
been rejected by the Maliki legal scholars and ulama 
because of their pagan origin.137 

in the previous section i argued that the figures of 
greek and Roman philosophers and heroes were not 
only well known in al-andalus but represented a model 
for the most learned elite during the time of al-hakam 
ii. Surviving andalusi texts of the tenth century verify 
that wisdom and educational epistolary literature of 
greek and Sasanid origin reached the iberian peninsula 
quite early. if we also consider the survival of certain 
images from greek and Roman mythology and cosmol-
ogy, such as the apotropaic female statues crowning the 
gates of Madinat al-Zahraʾ and Cordoba, we have suffi-
cient evidence to conclude that the choice of sculptural 
reliefs representing scenes of philosophers and Muses 
surrounded by books in a studious environment was a 
deliberate action designed to exalt ancient and his panic 
heritage in the legitimation of the Cordoban  caliphate.138

The exceptional case of the palace of Madinat al-
Zahraʾ underlines the singularity and creative vitality of 
andalusi society and culture in the tenth century, and 
emphasizes the role of Caliph al-hakam ii in promoting 
and sponsoring the arts and sciences, an effort intended 

to be one of the pillars in the construction of political 
theory in al-andalus.
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aBSTRaCT

The appearance of a group of Roman statues and sarcophagi in different buildings of the palace of Madinat al-Zahraʾ founded by Caliph ʿabd al-Rahman iii (r. 912–61) raises several questions about the revival of classical antiquity promoted by the caliphal court of Cordoba in the tenth century. The pieces—reused as basins for water fountains—had hitherto been considered irrelevant to the architectural and historical study of the caliphal palace, even though their discovery and location in specific buildings of the complex are essential to understanding and determining the function of these spaces. in 
addition, this discovery will help to interpret the range of the cultural development of the caliphal court and its relevance in the construction of political theory in al-andalus in the tenth century. in this article i first examine the intellectual context in which these pieces were displayed, which lets us understand the reasons these particular characters—heroes, philosophers, and Muses—and scenes were chosen. i also consider the relationship these pieces had with their designated locations and to what extent their existence might suggest that these were spaces related to scientific and intellectual ac-
tivities.
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