
Historical Background
Cordoba is a mathematical game set in this historic city’s 

period of splendour, when it was the capital of al-Andalus, 
from 1300 to 800 years ago. The period was not free from 
shadows, but they were also years of social and cultural 
prosperity, with the birth of people with an important 

impact on Science, Poetry, Medicine, Music, Historic 
Chronicles, Mathematics, Philosophy, etc.

The characters selected for the card game were largely 
chosen because of their cultural and social merits, rather 
than military or religious aspects. Even so, it is difficult 
to select just 20 characters from Cordoba`s rich history, 

and many had to be left out. The Omeya Caliphate deck 
of cards (green backs) show characters who lived when 
Qurtuba was the political and religious capital of al-

Andalus (929-1031). The other deck (white backs) contains 
characters from the early years of al-Andalus, the Omeya 

Emirate (756-929) and the turbulent final years, the 
Taifas kingdoms (1031-1170). The characters in each deck are 

ordered without reference to real or historic reasons.

Of the many marvels found in Qurtuba, the seven 
historical settings chosen for the game were those which 

were not only important at the time, but continue to be 
particularly significant as historic monuments.

More info: www.jugamostodos.org/RKCORDOBA

NOT INCLUDED IN THE GAME BOX

Renaissance.

5 - Rabi ibn Zayd (Recemundo, ~950): ca Mozarabic Christian 
employed as a translator in the court of Abderramán III, he soon progressed 
until he was appointed a bishop, al-Usquf. As a diplomat, he was the ambassador 
of al-Andalus before the German emperor and the Byzantium Empire in 
Constantinople. He was interested in astronomy and wrote several treatises on 
the subject, establishing the Calendar of Qurtuba in his  Kitab al-anwa or Book of 
the Division of Times, with agricultural and medical instructions.

4 - Fatima (~960): her erudition made her a scribe and copy artist 
in the library of Alhakem II, where she became the chief librarian. Writing was 
one of the fields in which women could make a name for themselves, such has 
Aixa, a poet, orator and incomparable calligrapher. Fatima invented a system for 
classifying volumes according to their titles and subjects. She travelled to the most 
important cities of her time in the search for books: Baghdad, Constantinople, 
Samarqand or Cairo. There were numerous libraries in Qurtuba, including one 
owned by qadi judge ibn Futais. In the 15 years of his caliphate, Alhakem II 
created 70 libraries in al-Andalus, with salaried copiers and book binders, all of 
whom were controlled by Fatima, the freest woman of her time. 

3 - Abu muhammad ibn Hazm (994-1063): a writer and philosopher, 
he was also a story teller and historian. As a politician, he witnessed the end of 
the caliphate and the decline of Qurtuba. His numerous writings include history 
books and a treatise on love entitled The Dove’s Necklace. When the radicals and 
fanatics came into power, he was persecuted and hailed. His books were burnt 
publicly in Seville.

Cease setting fire to parchments and papers,
and show your awareness to show he who knows.

Although the paper may burn
its contents will remain,
as they are all inside me,

they travel with me everywhere,
sleep when I am at rest,

and shall be buried in my tomb

2 - Muhammad al-Gafequi (1101?-1165): a brilliant medical student 
in Qurtuba and Baghdad, he specialised in diseases of the eye and removing 
cataracts. He dedicated his book entitled Oculist’s Guide to his son Ahmed, 
who also became a renowned doctor. The first four of its five volumes are about 
medicine in general, whereas the last is a long treatise on ophthalmology. In his 
own words, “medicine is the art of health”.

1 - ibn Abu’Amir (938-1002): known as al-Mansur (Almanzor), the 
Victorious. His beginnings were as an administrator of the court although he 
later became a personal advisor to the Caliph. After the death of Alhaken II, ibn 
Abu Amir became the chief minister of the child Caliph Hisham II, who never 
actually ruled. Ibn Abu Amir wanted absolute power and sought support among 
religious fanatics, mercenary troops from northern Africa and the concubine and 
mistress of intrigue, Subh (the young Caliph’s mother). He led up to 52 successful 
military campaigns against the Christian kingdoms. As al-Mansur, he subjected 
al-Andalus to strict political, religious, military and economic control, riddled 
with corruption. Imitating the great caliphs, he built the ephemeral Madinat 
al-Zahira, the Shining City. In Qurtuba, he ordered the greatest (and crudest) 
enlargement of the great Mosque, censured the caliphate’s library and ordered 
the destruction of philosophy and science books which went against orthodox 
Islam. When he died, he wanted his son, Abd al-Malik al-Muzaffar, to be 
appointed Caliph. In a society threatened by suffocation, the usurpation of the 
Omeya throne led to decades of uprisings and the caliphate’s eventual division 
into the Taifas Kingdoms

Historic Sites
7 - Qurtuba: Cordova at the time of Abderraman III and Alhakem II, the 

most prosperous city in the world. It had as many as half a million inhabitants (a million 
according to a census taken at the time, which was possibly overestimated), 400 baths, nearly 
100 libraries, 113,000 houses, 3,000 mosques, synagogues and churches, and thousands of 
schools. The old Roman bridge over the Guadalquivir river was rebuilt and used to enter the 
city from the south. The gold and silver of the west were coined in Qurtuba, a paved city with 
street lighting, piped water and numerous minarets overlooking the horizon. Its university 
was the heart of universal knowledge, with all arts receiving protection and support; indeed, 
it produced the masters of the next generations. A city of 3 cultures, different religions lived 
side by side in Qurtuba. Hroswita, the travelling nun, called it the Ornament of the World.

6 - Madinat al-Zahra: a city built by master architect Maslama ben Abdallah 
on the slopes of the Qurtuba hills, under the orders of Abderramán III, although it was 
completed by Alhakem II. Medina Azahara was the Caliph’s personal residence and housed 
the court administration. Built with rich materials, including marble, jewels and precious 
metals, the city was soon destroyed when the caliphate fell and it was completely looted. Now 
in ruins, legend says that the City of the Flower was built out of love for a woman.

5  - Masyid: Qurtuba had thousands of mosques for its inhabitants, but the great 
Aljama Mosque, Masyid Yami, by the river, was incomparable. Its construction started 
under Abderramán I, inventing the characteristic superimposed double arch to make 
the ceiling higher and create a more luminous interior. Emirs Hixem I, Abderramán II, 
Muhammad and Abd-Allah, caliphs Abderramán III and Alhakem II and regent Almanzor 
were responsible for successive improvements and enlargements. The great Mosque was 
also a centre for teaching at the university and its surrounding streets were the city’s largest 
business district.

4 - al-Qasr: the Alcazar was the fortress containing the housing for the Caliph, his 
family and closest advisors. It contained a library, gardens, public reception halls, etc. The 
“sabat”, a covered passage way for the Caliph’s exclusive use, provided direct communication 
above street level between the Alcazar and the great Mosque.

3 - Albolafia: the city had a drainage system, baths and fountains. Water from 
the nearby hills was carried through canals and ditches which were also used for irrigation 
purposes. It was possible to sail down the Guadalquivir river to the sea, crossing al-Andalus. 
The old Kulaib mill was next to the bridge over the river. A large millwheel was built during 
the reign of Abderraman II to bring water to the nearby Alcazar. Under the mandate of 
Almoravide Emir Yusuf ibn Tasufinen (12th century), the mill was reconstructed by builderr 
Abú l-Áfiya, who gave his name to Albolafia, the mill on the Guadalquivir, the symbol of 
Cordoba.

2 - Hammam: public baths, of which there were over 400 in the city, had different 
rooms with the water at different temperatures. The most important of these baths, used 
by the Caliph’s household, were in the Alcazar. Public baths were normally in the vicinity 
of mosques or street markets. Although the black plague devastated medieval Europe, al-
Andalus was never touched.

1 - Bab al-Chawz: the Walnut Gate (now known as the Almodovar Gate) was one 
of the gates in the wall around the richest part of the city, the medina. The medina of Qurtuba 
was the City of the 7 Gates. The city grew outside this internal wall, with avenues, streets, 
markets, temples for the three religions and suburbs.



 

Emirate (756-929) and Taifas 
(1031-1170) deck

10 - Abd ar-Rahman al-Dahil (Abderramán I, 731-788): he 
was the heir of the Omeya caliphate dynasty in Arabia, when the entire reigning 
family was assassinated in Damascus in the Abasi uprising. Persecuted by the new 
Abbasid dynasty from Baghdad, he fled to the west and finally found refuge in 
Qurtuba, an old roman city. He declared the independence of al-Andalus in the 
year 756, proclaiming himself Emir. Abderramán the Emigrate, Falcon of al-
Andalus, blond, dressed in white and with only one eye, erudite and at the same 
time implacable, managed to unify a kingdom with continuous internal pressures 
which was surrounded by enemies. He built the al-Rusafa Palace with its Garden 
of Palm Trees, in the outskirts of Qurtuba and was the first builder of the great 
Mosque.

9 - Moshe ben Maymon (Maimónides, 1135-1204): a philosopher 
born in an honourable Jewish family in Cordoba. His philosophical works, in which 
he defended the separation between rational thinking and religion or mysticism, 
created problems with the most orthodox sectors of Islam and Judaism. Due to 
Almohade intolerance, he fled al-Andalus to become a theologian and doctor in 
Saladin’s court in the east. Together with Averroes (who was his guest in exile for 
a time), he is one of the greatest medieval philosophers.

8 - ibn Rushd (Averroes, 1126-1198): philosopher, mathematician and 
doctor, he was one of the most influential thinkers of his time and remained so in 
the Christian kingdoms for centuries. He defended separating philosophy from 
religion, which took him into exile and prison when the fanatical Almohades 
came into power. He wrote commentaries and philosophical and medical treatises 
in which, for instance, he recognised the location of mental faculties in the brain, 
Together with Maimonides (he was his guest in exile for a time), he is one of the 
greatest medieval philosophers.

7 - Abd ar-Rahman ibn al-Hakam (Abderramán II, 792-852): 
he fostered science, art, industry and agriculture. He ordered the construction 
of important public works, such as water channels from the mountains down to 
Qurtuba or the first enlargement of the great Mosque. Decimal numbers were 
introduced under his leadership and he coined the first coins of Qurtuba. He 
commissioned capable citizens to take charge of the administration of al-Andalus 
and made Qurtuba prosperous, welcoming sages and artists who helped to embark 
upon a period of splendour.

6 - Abu l-Hasan Ali ibn Nafi (789-857): known as Zyryab, the Blackbird, 
because of his excellent voice and musical talent. He was possibly a freedman, 
an old black slave who charmed the Caliphs of Baghdad. His rivalry with the 
musicians established in the court forced him into exile. His fame enabled him to 
seek refuge in the court of Emir Abderraman II in al-Andalus, where he was given 
a palace and a monthly wage as a musician. He founded the first conservatory in 
Qurtuba. With his eastern melodies and composing new songs, he set the basis for 
most of the music written in the following years. As a courtesan, he was culturally 
highly influential in Qurtuba, introducing refined and elegant customs such as 
hairstyles, shaving, hair removal, glass drinking vessels (not metal), novel recipes, 
meals including starters, a meat course and dessert, fine table linen, brightly 
coloured clothing in summer and darker clothing in winter. He also made an 
improvement on the traditional lute.

5 - Wallada bint al-Mustakfi (994-1091): the daughter of a Christian 

mother and one of the last and short-lasting caliphs of Qurtuba, she retained her heritage 
during the difficult times at the end of the caliphate. In her palace, she established a school 
for women from rich families, which became a cosmopolitan cultural centre. This was 
where she met ibn Zaydum, a young poet with whom she lives one of the most passionate 
and tempestuous love stories of all time. She was hated by religious fanatics because of 
her customs, typical of an illustrated woman, participating in improvised poetry contests 
with her face uncovered, in the same conditions as the men. Her love for ibn Zaydum was 
reflected in her poetry, in the form of letters sent publicly between the lovers. Her poems 
reflect the passion, hope, disappointment, joy and pain of love.

I am jealous of my eyes, of all of me,
and even of you, of your time and place.
Even with you engraved on my pupils,

my jealousy will never cease...
For the sake of Allah! I deserve nothing less than glory

and go my way.
I will give my cheek to my lover

and my kisses to anyone I choose.

(Monument to Lovers, Cordoba) 

4 - ibn Zaydum (1003-1070): he became well-known after he met Wallada, 
a princess from the previously powerful Omeya dynasty. He wrote his most beautiful 
words or love in her honour, renewing poetry in the Arabic language by introducing 
sensuality and carnality, making it the best at a time known for its great poets. Their 
passionate relationship ended abruptly, and this was also reflected in his poetry, then full 
of contempt and pain. He ended up in jail because of his poems attacking Wallada and 
her new protectors, and finally found refuge in the court of the poet kings of Seville, Al-
Mutatid and Al-Mu’tamid, where he spent the last years of his life remembering his great 
love of the past.

Your love has given me fame among people.
My heart and thoughts are always with you,

nothing can console me when you leave,
and everyone is present when you arrive...

(Monument to Lovers, Cordoba) 

3 - Abbas ibn Firnas (810-887): he was welcomed at the court of 
Abderramán II because of his poetry and astrology skills, but ibn Firnas was a humanist, 
and particularly a scientist. He invented the al-Maqata-Maqata (a clepsydra or water 
clock), discovered a method for cutting rock crystal and built a planetarium. Inspired 
by seeing a madman jump from one of the tall towers of Qurtuba and float down to the 
ground holding on to a large cape, he made several attempts to make flying machines. His 
last attempt was made when he was 65, before a crowd of onlookers, and he remained in 
the air for several seconds before he crashed and broke so many bones that he was in pain 
for the rest of his life. A crater on the dark side of the moon was named after him.

2 - Fadl (~840): educated as the slave of a princess belonging to the Baghdad 
caliphate, she came to the court of Abderramán II as a singer, together with Alam and 
Qalam al-Baskunsiyya (from the Basque country), also slaves. Her singing made her 
famous and from being a simple slave, she progressed to become a qayna (worthy of living 
in a palace). As a courtesan, she was well educated and an expert in mathematics. She was 
a virtuoso of the lute, with which she accompanied her singing.

1 - Hisham al-Rida (Hixem I, 757-796): the Chosen, and the son of 
Abderramán I, he was the second emir of al-Andalus, in spite of several of his brothers who 
objected to his election as heir to the throne. As a governor, he supported education and 
the administration of justice. Very religious, he protected some of the fanatical sectors at 
the court. He built the first minaret of the great Mosque of Qurtuba. The internal peace 
maintained by his father, which he was also able to sustain in the emerging emirate of 
al-Andalus, enabled him to undertake several military campaigns against the kingdoms in 

the north of the Iberian Peninsula. 

Caliphate (929-1031) deck
10 - Abd ar-Rahman al-Nasir (Abderramán III, 891-961): 

during his reign, Qurtuba became the lighthouse of the west, as it was described 
by several of the travellers who arrived from the world over, attracted by its 
fame. Son of Prince Muhammad and his Christian concubine, Muzayna, 
some of his uncles made it difficult for him to reign. After a few years of 
unsuccessful uprisings, he proclaimed the Caliphate of al-Andalus in the year 
929, at a time of economic, social and cultural splendour. Abderramán al-
Nasir, the Defender of the Faith, was the Caliph of al-Andalus, the governor 
and spiritual leader of his kingdom. He governed for more than 50 years, and 
his capital was the most powerful and illustrated city of its time. He created 
a university, public schools and libraries, and enlarged the courtyard and 
minaret of the great Mosque. But his greatest accomplishment was Medina 
Azahara, a luxurious residential area just outside Qurtuba.

9 - Zahra (~930): the Flower, beautiful and charming. According 
to legend, it was out of love for her that Abderrahman III ordered the 
construction of the Madinat al-Zahra residential area, the City of the Flower. 
Zahra lives during the years of splendour of Qurtuba and al-Andalus. In 
Medina Azahara, she saw how Christian kings were welcomed together with 
representatives of far distant countries. The existence of charming Zahra 
appears to be a popular invention dated later, but some legends deserve to 
be real.

8 - al-Hakam (Alhakén II, 915-976): the son of Abderramán 
III and his Christian concubine, Maryam, his reign marked the highest 
point in the splendour of al-Andalus. Just after he reached the throne, 
he commissioned a beautiful enlargement of the great Mosque from the 
Vezir Yafar, building the most enchanting halls and the mihrab which still 
stands. Qurtuba was a paved city, with a drainage system and street lighting. 
He created public schools and supported the university of Qurtuba, which 
attracted scholars from all civilisations. His private library was the largest 
in the world, containing over 400,000 different volumes. An educated and 
intelligent Caliph, he defended freedom of thought and employed people 
from all ethnic groups or religions.

 
7 - Hasday ibn Shaprut (910-975): he spent his youth 

studying languages and medicine in a wealthy Jewish family. He invented 
a theriac, or medical concoction, called al-Faruk, after which he became a 
doctor and translator for Abderramán III. He was involved in the relations 
between al-Andalus and other kingdoms and Jewish communities in other 
countries. When King Sancho I “the Fat” fell from the throne of Leon, 
Hasday persuaded his grandmother, Queen Toda of Navarre, to go to 
Qurtuba for help. Walking from Qurtuba beneath an arch of swords formed 
by caliphate soldiers on both sides of the road, they were received in Medina 
Azahara by Abderramán III, who showed the Christian kings all the courtesy 
and power of the al-Andalus caliphate. Hasday cured King Sancho of his 
obesity. Thanks to his political intervention, al-Andalus troops left for the 
north to help Sancho recover the throne of Leon, in exchange for which 
the Christian kingdom gave up several territories. Hasday was an important 
figure of Judaism in al-Andalus, and remained influential in the court until 
the caliphate of Alhakem II.

6 - Abul-Qasim (Albucasis, 936-1013): thanks to the chronicles 
of ibn Hazm, we know that he was considered to be one of the greatest 
doctors in al-Andalus, studying science and teaching medicine. He wrote al-
Tasrif, thirty volumes about practicing medicine. He was a master of surgery, 
establishing guidelines which were followed for centuries until the European 


