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1. GENERAL NOTIONS 
Medina Azahara is the ruins of  a vast, fortified Arab Muslim medieval palace-city built by Abd-ar-Rahman III al-
Nasir, (912–961) Umayyad Caliph of  Córdoba, and located on the western outskirts of  Córdoba, Spain. It was an 
Arab Muslim medieval town and the de facto capital of  al-Andalus, or Muslim Spain, as the heart of  the 
administration and government was within its walls. Built beginning in 936-940, the city included ceremonial reception 
halls, mosques, administrative and government offices, gardens, a mint, workshops, barracks, residences, and baths. 
Water was supplied through aqueducts. 
The main reason for its construction was politico-ideological: the dignity of  the Caliph required the establishment of  
a new city, a symbol of  his power, imitating other Eastern Caliphates. Above all, it demonstrated his superiority over 
his great rivals, the Fatimids of  Ifriqiya in Northern Africa, as well as the Abbasid Caliphs in Baghdad. Legend also 
says it was built as a tribute to the favourite of  the Caliph: Azahara. 



2. LOCATION 
Located 4 miles (6.4 km) west of  Córdoba in the foothills of  the Sierra Morena, oriented north-to-south on the 
slopes of  Jabal al-Arus (meaning Bride Hill), and facing the valley of  the Guadalquivir river, is Madinat az-Zahra, 
billed as the Versailles of  the Middle Ages. It was chosen for its outstanding landscape values, allowing a hierarchical 
construction program so the city and the plains beyond its feet were physically and visually dominated by the 
buildings of  the fortress. There was also a quarry of  limestone, used for the primary construction, though other 
stones from an area 50 km around were also used.The city's construction led to a road, water and supply 
infrastructure partly preserved until today in the form of  remains of  roads, quarries, aqueducts and bridges. 

The topography played a decisive role in shaping the city. 
Taking full advantage of  the uneven terrain, the palace 
city of  Madinat az-Zahra was distributed in three 
terraces. Unlike the labyrinthine and chaotic character 
typical of  Muslim urbanism, the site of  the city adopted 
a rectangular shape comprising an area of  112 hectares. 
It extended 1,500 metres (4,900 ft) per side from east to 
west and about 750 metres (2,460 ft) from north to 
south, just warped on the north side by the need to adapt 
to the difficult topography of  the terrain. 



3. PALACE AREA 
The palace was built where the 1st century Roman aqueduct running from the Sierra Morena to Cordoba ran, but this 
was several metres below the palace, so a new spur was constructed further back to bring permanent running water to 
the higher levels. In turn, the section of  the old Roman aqueduct now diverted was used as a main sewer for a highly 
complex system of  small channels carrying away rain and waste water. Many food and ceramic remains have been 
found here. 
The initial construction of  the palace was very rapid: begun in 936 or 940, the mosque was completed in 941 and by 
945 the caliph was in residence, moving in the mint by 947. However, construction continued for decades, with many 
changes of  plan and examples building-over previous buildings.  



4. GARDENS 

There were at least three gardens in the city. A small garden, referred 
to as The Prince's Garden, was located on the upper terrace. This 
garden was for the use of  the nobility, the wealthy, and the powerful; 
those who frequented the palace itself. 
The two lower terraces supported huge, formal Islamic gardens. The 
westernmost of  these was the lowest terrace of  the city. The 
easternmost of  these two lower gardens, the middle terrace, led to 
the reception hall known as the Salon Rico. This eastern garden had a 
pavilion, surrounded by four rectangular pools, at its center. The four 
quadrants of  this garden were sunken, and supplied with water from 
channels along the connecting walkways. 
 



5. HISTORY 
The city, which flourished for approximately 80 years, was built by caliph Abd-ar-Rahman III of  Córdoba starting 
between 936 and 940. After he had proclaimed himself  caliph in 928, he decided to show his subjects and the world 
his power by building a palace-city 5 km from Córdoba. The largest known city built from scratch in Western 
Europe, it would be described by travelers from northern Europe and from the East as a dazzling series of  palaces 
full of  treasures never seen before. Around 1010, Madinat az-Zahra was sacked during the civil war that led to the 
dissolution of  the Caliphate of  Cordoba.[11] The raid effectively wiped the city off  the map for a millennium. 
Popular legend holds that the Caliph named az-Zahra, or Azahara, after his favorite concubine, and that a statue of  
a woman stood over the entrance.  



Others, imagining his demanding lover, say that he built this new city just to please her. The truth, however, has 
probably more to do with politics than love. Abd ar-Rahman III ordered the construction of  this city at a time when 
he had just finished consolidating his political power in the Iberian Peninsula and was entering into conflict with the 
Fatimid dynasty for the control of  North Africa. Zahara means 'shining, radiant or blossoming' in Arabic: the name 
communicates aspirations of  power and status, not romantic love. Az-Zahra is the most common title for the 
daughter of  the Prophet Muhammad Fatimah az-Zahra. As such, the Fatimid dynasty of  North Africa adorned 
many buildings and even towns with her name. A female scholar in her own right, her title az-Zahra (the brilliant) 
was given to the oldest functioning university in the world, the al-Az'har/al-Azhar University in Cairo in 968, built by 
the Fatimids. The Umayyads' ambitions in North Africa could well explain the usage of  the name for the new city to 
rival the Fatimids' influence there through Islamic/ religious iconography. 
  
In 929, Abd ar-Rahman III declared himself  utterly independent, the true Caliph (Prince of  Believers) and 
descendant of  the Umayyad dynasty, which had nearly been completely exterminated by the Abbasids in the 9th 
century. He brought about a series of  political, economic and ideological measures to impress his legitimacy upon the 
world. A new capital city, befitting his status, was one of  those measures. He decided to build the city in 936 and 
construction took about forty years. The Mosque on the site was consecrated in 941 and in 947 the government was 
transferred from Córdoba. 
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The end 
Thanks for your attention! 

Calarasi, 20 februarie 2017 
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