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ISLAMIC CULTURE: The MOSQUE 

at Cordoba 

 

Online Links: 
 

A Walk Through the Mosque at Cordoba - 

YouTube  

 

Mosque Cathdral of Cordoba - Wikipedia 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZd-gw7Y2uQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZd-gw7Y2uQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZd-gw7Y2uQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZd-gw7Y2uQ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosque%E2%80%93Cathedral_of_C%C3%B3rdoba
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosque%E2%80%93Cathedral_of_C%C3%B3rdoba
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosque%E2%80%93Cathedral_of_C%C3%B3rdoba
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosque%E2%80%93Cathedral_of_C%C3%B3rdoba


ISLAMIC CULTURE: The 

ALHAMBRA 

 

Online Links: 
 

Alhambra –Smarthistory 

 

Alhambra - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

 

Rick Steves: Granada, Spain: The Exquisite 

Alhambra – YouTube 

 

The Alhambra, Divine Symmetry – YouTube 

 

Granada and the Alhambra, Travel with a Little 

History and Geometry – YouTube 

 

The Moors: At the Height of Empire 

 

The General Life at the Alhambra 

 

Loreena McKennitt - Nights from the Alhambra 

(Live Concert) 

 

Walking tour of the Alhambra  

http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/alhambra.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/alhambra.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/alhambra.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alhambra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alhambra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alhambra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alhambra
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEseJViidy8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEseJViidy8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEseJViidy8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEseJViidy8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEseJViidy8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogr362MO_kI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogr362MO_kI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogr362MO_kI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogr362MO_kI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogr362MO_kI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogr362MO_kI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH8oNAGs8gU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH8oNAGs8gU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH8oNAGs8gU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH8oNAGs8gU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH8oNAGs8gU
http://digital.films.com/play/CNS6QN
http://www.alhambra-patronato.es/index.php/The-Generalife/31+M5d637b1e38d/0/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIWsfz_3OW4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIWsfz_3OW4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIWsfz_3OW4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIWsfz_3OW4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIWsfz_3OW4
http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/200604/alhambra/default.htm


Prayer hall of the Mezquita (Great Mosque), Córdoba , Spain, 8th to 10th centuries 



When the Umayyads were toppled 

in 750 CE, a survivor of the 

dynasty, Abd al-Rahman I (r. 756-

588), fled across North Africa into 

southern Spain (al-Andalus) 

where, with the support of Muslim 

settlers, he established himself as 

the provincial ruler, or emir. This 

newly transplanted Umayyad 

dynasty ruled in Spain from its 

capital in Córdoba (756-1031). 

 

The Iberian peninsula (present-

day Spain) endured a series of 

wars where Christians fought to 

“reclaim” the region from the 

Moors. Their St. James was known 

as “Santiago Matamoros” (James 

the Moor-slayer). 



In 785, the Umayyad conquerors 

began building the Córdoba 

mosque on the site of Christian 

church built by the Visigoths, the 

pre-Islamic rulers of Spain. Later 

rulers expanded the building three 

times.  

 

The marble columns and capitals 

in the hypostyle prayer hall were 

recycled from the Christian church 

that had formerly occupied the 

site, as well as from classical 

buildings in the region, which had 

been a wealthy Roman province.  

 

The distinctively shaped horseshoe 

arches- a form known from Roman 

times and favored by the 

Visigoths- came to be closely 

associated with Islamic 

architecture in the West.  



In the final century of Umayyad rule, Cordoba emerged as a major commercial and 

intellectual hub and a flourishing center for the arts, surpassing Christian European 

cities in science, literature, and philosophy. As a sign of this new wealth, prestige, and 

power, Abd al-Rahman III (r. 912- 961) reclaimed the title of caliph in 929.  He and his 

son made the Great Mosque a focus of patronage, commissioning costly and luxurious 

renovations such as a new mihrab (niche pointing towards Mecca) with three bays in 

front of it. These capped the maqsura, an enclosure in front of the mihrab reserved for 

the ruler and other dignitaries.  



Of the number of resplendent palaces, mosques, mansions, and gardens that were 

built during this era, none surpassed Córdoba’s Great Mosque- La Mezquita.  

Founded in the late eighth century, this jewel of western Muslim architecture grew 

to become the third-largest sacred structure in the Islamic world.  



The Great Mosque stands on ground that has been sacred to three different religions.  

The first temple built on the site, at a time when Cordoba was a provincial capital in the 

Roman Empire, was dedicated to Janus, the double-faced Roman god of gates and 

doorways.  With the breakup of the western Roman Empire in about the middle of the 

first millennium C.E., Cordoba eventually came under the control of the Visigoths, a 

barbarian people of the north, who espoused the Christian faith.  As a result, the Roman 

temple was turned into the Christian church of St. Vincent. 



In 711, however, a Muslim force from 

northern Africa invaded Spain.  

Within a short time, the Moors, as 

these Arabs and northern African 

Berbers became known, had taken 

control of most of the country.  In 

Cordoba, the Moorish rulers turned 

half the church of St. Vincent into a 

mosque, allowing Christians to 

worship in the other half.   

 

But the arrangement ended during the 

time of Umayyad Abd ar-Rahman I 

(756-788), who had fled to Spain from 

Damascus, where his dynasty had 

been deposed as caliphs, or spiritual 

leaders, of the Muslim world. The 

building’s sacred orientation again 

changed direction in 1236, when 

Cordoba was captured by Ferdinand 

III, the Christian Spanish king of 

Castile, and the mosque reverted to a 

Christian sanctuary.  



The main entrance leads into the Court of the 

Orange Trees, a peaceful prelude to the mosque 

interior.  Orange trees set out in rows, swaying 

palms- trees loved by the Moors, nostalgic for 

their desert homelands- and the brimming pools 

of fountains proclaim an oasis of spiritual 

refreshment.  From the court, access to the vast 

mosque interior is via the Door of Palms, which 

is flanked by two Roman columns, a reminder of 

the mosque’s ancient heritage.  



As the first vista of the interior 

opens up, outdoor heat gives way 

to a still coolness, soothing 

shadowy light replaces the dazzling 

glare of the sun.  They eye is then 

filled with a forest of marble arches 

sprouting from the marble floor, as 

if a palm grove had been encased 

in stone and planted in regular 

rows. 



The mihrab in the Great Mosque is a small octagonal chamber entered by a horseshoe 

arch that looks like a giant keyhole.  Flanked by two dark green and red-flecked 

columns, the arch erupts like a sunrise, its surface a lacework of glittering mosaic. 

Although mosaic was an expensive technique used extensively to decorate medieval 

Byzantine churches, the Umayyad caliphs of Cordoba chose to use it in their mosque 

because they associated it with the great monuments built some 250 years earlier by 

their predecessors, the Umayyad of Syria.  





The mihrab once housed the Koran and relics of Muhammad. In front of the mihrab 

is the maqsura, a kind of anteroom for the caliph and his court.  It dates to the 

caliphate of al-Hakam II and is a prime example of Islamic experimentation with 

highly decorative multilobed arched. Al-Hakam II wished to emulate the great 

mosaic-clad monuments his Umayyad predecessors had erected in Jerusalem and 

Damascus. 



Dome above the maqsura 

 

Lushly patterned mosaics with inscriptions, geometric motifs, and stylized vegetation 

clothe both this dome and the mihrab below in brilliant color and gold. These were 

installed by a Byzantine master sent by the emperor in Constantinople, who brought 

with him boxes of small glazed ceramic and glass pieces. Such artistic exchange is 

emblematic of the interconnectedness of the medieval Mediterranean- through trade, 

diplomacy, and competition. 



The marble columns and capitals in the hypostyle prayer hall were recycled from the 

ruins of classical buildings in the region, which had been a wealthy Roman province.  

Two tiers of arches, one over the other, surmount these columns; the upper tier 

springs from rectangular posts that rise from the columns.  This double-tiered 

design, which was widely imitated, effectively increases the height of the interior 

space and provides ample light and air within it.  







Depictions of Muslims in Iberia. Taken from the Tale of Bayad and Riyad, 13th century 



The Nasrids (1232-1492) were the last Spanish Muslim dynasty. By the time 

of their rule, Islamic territory had shrunk from covering most of the Iberian 

peninsula to the region around Granada. To the conquering Christians at the 

end of the fifteenth century, the Alhambra represented the epitome of luxury. 



The Alhambra is a palace and fortress located in Granada, Spain. It was originally 

constructed as a fortress in 889 and later converted into a royal palace in 1333 by 

Yusuf I, Sultan of Granada. 

 

The Alhambra’s Islamic palaces were built for the last Muslim emirs (commanders, 

rulers) in Spain and its court of the Nasrid dynasty. The Nasrid dynasty rose to power 

after the defeat of the Almohad Caliphate in 1212 at the Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa.  



The Alhambra was extended by the 

different Muslim rulers who lived in the 

complex. However, each new section that 

was added followed the consistent theme 

of "paradise on earth".  

 

Column arcades, fountains with running 

water, and reflecting pools were used to 

add to the aesthetic and functional 

complexity. In every case, the exterior 

was left plain and austere. 



The Nasrid dynasty had made the 

southern Spanish city of Granada 

the capital of its kingdom. For a 

long time, the sultanate was able 

to exist alongside the Christian 

rules by means of a skillful policy 

of treaties, vassalage, and military 

campaigns, while at the same time 

being adept at furthering its own 

cultural development. 

 

The golden age of the Nasrid 

dynasty was undoubtedly that of 

Muhammad V in his second reign 

(1362-1391). The Royad Palace- 

also known as the Court of the 

Lions- owes it existence to him. 



From a geographically favorable 

position on a high plateau, the 

Alhambra kept watch over the 

kingdom’s capital situated at its 

feet. It acted as the administrative 

and power center of Granada and 

as such is in line with the typical 

Islamic palace complex containing 

the sultan’s residence and seat of 

government.  

 

It developed following the 

municipal architectural ideas of 

medieval Islamic culture. It was 

laid out as an independent fortified 

town, separate from Granada, its 

medina and suburbs, with a city 

wall approximately 1,900 yards 

long, which had about 30 towers 

varying in size and function. 



Granada and the Alhambra were two cities that 

complemented each other, but were 

autonomous, and their sole point of direct 

contact was at the Puerta de las Armas (Arms 

Gate).  

 

This gateway, which was situated between the 

Albaicin- the town district on the hill opposite 

the Alhambra- and the lower city, represented 

the most important connection between the two. 

Through it the subjects entered the palace 

complex to seek an audience with the court, to 

sort out administrative matters, to pay dues, or 

to undertake other such tasks. 



Gradually, and especially after the few 

decades of the 15th century, the 

population of Granada increased 

considerably due to the arrival of 

Muslim refugees from other cities 

conquered by the Christian armies. This 

created a new town area with its own 

walls, which in the end almost 

surrounded the Alhambra. 

 

The Puerta del Vino (Wine Gate) was 

one of the first gates erected in the 

inner area of the Alhambra. Built 

between 1303 and 1309, it had a dual 

protective function, in that its doors 

could be locked to protect against attack 

from enemies outside the city and also if 

the inhabitants of the Medina rose up 

against the sultan.  



Opposite the Puerta del Vino, towers and walls majestically enclose one of the three 

areas of the Alhambra: the citadel, or Alcazaba. It looked like a separate small town 

within the royal city and had accommodations for an admittedly small, but elite, 

contingent of specialized soldiers.  

 

Like all military establishments, the Alcazaba was also built at a strategically 

favorable position from which the lower town and its surrounding area could be 

observed and controlled.  



This chamber, the El Mexuar audience chamber, was altered repeatedly over time 

and was in fact the first throne room in the palace of Sultan Ismail I. When the 

palaces were extended, from the 1330s onward, it became the reception and 

meeting hall of the Nasrid court. It was particularly suitable for this function 

because of its rich tile and stucco decoration. After the Christian conquest, a chapel 

was installed here. 



The small courtyard known as the 

Patio del Cuarto Dorado 

represented a transitional area 

between the administrative section 

of the royal precinct and the Place 

of Comares proper. 

 

In 1370, Muhammad V 

commissioned the decoration of the 

Comares Palace façade. The door 

to the right gave access to the 

private apartments of the palace, 

while the ones to the left led to the 

official halls of the Comares 

complex.  

 

An inscription over the doorways 

reading “My gateway is a fork in 

the ways” summarizes this 

arrangement. In front of this 

impressive background, the sultan 

of the 15th century would grant his 

subjects an audience.  



Behind this zone of officialdom, the imposing Comares façade forms a boundary 

between the semipublic administrative area and the private residential area, although 

this boundary was in general flexible. The façade, built in 1370, epitomizes the 

ornamentation of the Nasrids of Granada superbly: geometry, inscriptions and 

ornamental foliage (ataurique) are carved into the stucco panels of the façade, dividing 

it into harmonious proportions. It is crowned with a projecting roof, a masterpiece of 

the carpenter’s art in the Alhambra. 



Mocarabe Vault in the Sala de la Barca 



The throne room of the Hall of the 

Ambassadors, the Alhambra’s 

largest room, was where the sultan 

received foreign emissaries and 

other important visitors. The 

sultan sat enthroned in from the 

north wall’s central window. His 

status as the spiritual as well as 

the temporal leader of his people 

was emphasized by the sumptuous 

wooden ceiling.  

 

Against the three back windows, 

the sultan’s features were obscured 

and made mysterious by the glow 

of the stained glass behind him. 

The space between him and those 

entering the room was partly 

protected by a central area of 

glazed floor tiles where no one was 

allowed to go because this would 

have involved walking over the 

name of God.  



The decorated ceiling of the Throne Room is made up of small, geometric 

pieces of inlaid wood that were once painted in glowing colors. They are 

applied in ascending order of size and form different levels that refer to 

the seven heavens of Islam, over which the eighth heaven, the throne of 

Allah, forms a dome.  



Painted originally in seven different colors, the ceiling is arranged as 

seven concentric rings of stars representing the seven heavens of the 

Islamic Paradise, at the center of which is the eighth and ultimate heaven 

that is God, whose presence is suggested in the central boss dripping with 

muqarnas. The whole is such a triumph of symbolism that even the ridges 

marking the changes of angle at which the ceiling is pitched have their 

own Koranic significance- they are the four rivers of Paradise. 



In Spanish-Islamic culture, rooms had 

no specific function and could be used 

as sitting rooms during the day and 

bedrooms (alcoves) at night. An 

example is the Sala de la Barca, which 

was simultaneously the sultan’s sitting 

room and bedroom.   

 

The sultan here wanted for nothing. 

His hygiene needs were met by a toilet 

with running water in an adjoining 

room with wall pictures, and for 

religious duties there was a small 

prayer room with a prayer niche 

(mihrab).  



The Sala de las Camas is the 

most important room in the 

baths. It is named after two 

spacious alcoves, situated on 

the sides and slightly raised 

behind twin arches. The room, 

which has no side windows, was 

lit from above by a lantern 

structure, around which the 

upper-story rooms are 

arranged. The entire area was 

repainted at the end of the 19th 

century. 



The Palace of the Lions was built as an 

independent building with its own 

entrance. Here, a marble fountain at 

the intersection of two water channels 

replaces the central pool. Twelve verses 

carved into the outer edge use poetic 

imagery to praise the intricacies of its 

hydraulic system. Twelve, lions, all 

slightly different and arranged male 

and female alternately, support the 

bowl and, with their many and 

sometimes contrasting symbols of 

power, courage, strength, and justice, 

they emphasize an iconographic 

duality. 





The Court of the Lions is divided 

into quadrants by cross-axial 

walkways- a garden form called a 

chahar bagh. Water animates the 

fountain, filling the courtyard with 

the sound of its life-giving 

abundance.  

 

The Court of the Lions is encircled 

by an arcade of stucco arches 

embellished with muqarnas 

(nichelike components stacked in 

tiers).  



Perhaps the most magnificent ceilings at the Alhambra are the two plaster vaults 

suspended over rooms in the Palace of the Lions. Muqarnas, which was used in the 

eastern Islamic lands over the tombs of holy men, was used here like wood to 

symbolize the dome of heaven. As sunlight passed from window to window in the 

drum of the vault, the movement of shadows that would create the effect of a 

rotating starry sky.  



Second-floor miradors- windows 

that frame intentional views- look 

over the courtyard, which was 

originally gardened or more likely 

paved, with aromatic citrus 

confined to corner plantings. From 

these windows protected by 

latticework screens, the women of 

the court, who did not appear in 

public, would watch the activities 

of the men below.  

 

At one end of the Palace of the 

Lions, a particularly magnificent 

mirador looks out onto a large, 

lower garden and the plain below. 

From here the sultan literally 

oversaw the fertile valley that was 

his kingdom.  





Pavilions used for dining and 

musical performances open off the 

Court of the Lions. One of these, 

the so-called Hall of the 

Abencerrajes, in addition to having 

excellent acoustics, is covered by a 

ceiling of dazzling geometrical 

complexity and exquisitely carved 

stucco. The star-shaped vault is 

formed by a honeycomb of 

clustered muqarnas arches.  

 

The square room rises to this 

eight-pointed star, pierced by 16 

windows.  Composed of 5,000 

individual plaster pieces, the 

ornament is part of a 

dematerialized architectural form, 

perceived and yet ultimately 

unknowable, like the heavens 

themselves. 





The Room of the Kings is an elongated 

chamber, divided into several rooms by a 

series of muqarnas arches. The alcoves in 

the back wall give an unrestricted view 

onto the courtyard.  

 

Three of the alcoves are adorned with 

pictures painted on tanned sheepskins 

using miniature techniques and then 

attached to the vault ceiling. The 

paintings depict scenes of court life, and 

the central picture, which shows a group 

of noblemen in the style of the time, is 

particularly impressive. 



Above: Depiction of three 

Moorish knights found on 

Alhambra’s Ladies Tower  



IMAGES OF POWER: 
ISLAMIC CULTURE  

(The Mosque at Cordoba and the Alhambra in Granada, Spain) 

ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Discuss ways in which this mosque was created to glorify the rulers of the 

Umayyad dynasty in Spain.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Discuss ways in which this palace complex was created to glorify the rulers 

of the Nasrid dynasty in Spain.  



Alhambra Game Instructions 

 

Activity: Create a board game 

based on a artistic structure 

or complex conveying 

authoritative power or rule.  

http://couldashouldabuddha.com/2013/07/16/tabletop-gaming-week-5-alhambra-and-accessible-games/


Use this map to locate the various rooms and features of the Alhambra. 

Identify how these rooms or areas were used and/or designed.  


