A Second Baptismal Font for the Dead in Spain?

By George Potter
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In my soon-to-be-released novel, Daniel’s Lion, I describe a young Mormon man discovering his Arab heritance while walking through the Alhambra, the Moorish hilltop palace in Granada, Spain.  I have traveled extensively, and I still consider the Alhambra to be my favorite work of architecture. 

At the heart of this beautiful palace is the Court of the Lions. The court’s centerpiece is a fountain that rests on the backs of twelve lions. Arabist Albert Hourani describes the fountain: “The Court of the Lions, the Alhambra, Granada, Spain, was completed in the second half of the fourteen century. The twelve lions and the basin have Solomonic associations.
”  

The shared characteristics of the Alhambra fountain, the throne of the Solomon’s temple—12 lions (1 Kings 10:20) and a modern baptismal font in an LDS temple—are obvious to anyone in the know. In my book Ten More Amazing Discoveries, I examine the characteristics of the Alhambra font and describe my reaction when I first saw it in 1971: 

I was transfixed by the fountain. Like a key, the monument was unlocking my understanding to a completely new paradigm of who the man Lehi was, who my own English ancestors were, and what it meant to be adopted into the house of Joseph. It was at that moment that I knew I would someday travel to Arabia on my own pilgrimage of identity.

The question begs to be asked, “What connection does the font in the Court of Lions have to do with Lehi?” The answer is fully explored in my documentary film, The People of Lehi. In brief, the tribe called the Lihyanites (meaning, the people of Lihy), were among those who migrated to Spain from Arabia and built the beautiful Moorish cities in southern Spain. Originally called the Dedanites, the people changed their name to the Lihyanites around the same time Lehi would have passed through their capital of Dedan (sixth century B.C.) while crossing Arabia to Bountiful.  

Recently, I discovered that the font in the Court of the Lions was no “one off.” Indeed, hundreds of years before the construction of the beautiful Alhambra, an even more beautiful palace and city was constructed by the Arabs in Spain. It too, was graced by a remarkable fountain with twelve animals. In his book, Lost History, Michael Hamilton Morgan writes:

One partly surviving love story in stone lies in ruins on the edge of Cordoba on the Sierra Morena. Scorned when the Umayyads fall to Almoravids, the forgotten royal city on a hill will gradually crumble, columns and stones tipping over or being carried off for newer building projects, such as the Alcazar of Seville and the monastery of San Jeronimo….

This place will even lose its name. One day, Medina Azahara, the City of Zahara, will be known only as Cordoba Vieja, Old Cordoba. Will anyone even remember the meaning of the forgotten name, Median Azahara?

One man knows the meaning of the name. In lost history, he stands on the mountain with his most beloved wife, Zahara. She has olive skin and brown eyes, and he knows and has told her she is just as smart as he is, that she more than any mortal captures the power of love, which can be greater than the power of the sword. 

How to bring love and music and the intelligence of a woman into buildings, into streets, into palaces and fountains? It will take the best architects and stonemasons and marble cutters and sculptors and engineers. It will take a ruler who feels in absolute control of his people. It will take fully one third of the entire national treasury 40 years to fund this stone poem of love and power.

The city will be more than a mile long and more than a half a mile wide. It will have three vast terraces sloping down to the Wadi al-Quivir. The royal city will have its own aviary and zoo, four massive fishponds, and 300 baths in the palace alone. It will take 400 dwellings to house just the place retainers; to arm the compound it will have its own armory.

The wonders of its interior—which will be open only to the courtiers and the senior commanders and financiers and thinkers of the Umayyad caliphate, and to the foreign emissaries who come to bow and pay tribute—will include a vast conference room decorated with crystals so as to create an indoor rainbow when struck by sunlight. Another room will have a bowl of quicksilver at the center, which will send interior sunbeams streaking across the walls when illuminated from outside. 

Ibn Haiyan goes on to say that the wonders of Azahara: …included two fountains, with basins, so extraordinary in their shape, and so valuable for their workmanship…The smaller one, above all, appears to have been a real wonder of art…When the Khalif received it he ordered it to be placed in the dormitory of the eastern hall called Al-Munis, and he fixed on it twelve figures made of red gold, and set with pearls and other precious stones. The figures, which were all made in the arsenal of Cordoba, represented various animals; as for instance one was the likeness of a lion.(emphasis added)
And though the Medina Azahara is built to last an eternity, to last as long as stone can last, this exorbitant work will be one of the things that brings its own ruins. The city will live only 65 years, which is but the blink of an eye in the chronicles of lost history.

What are the secrets that have been lost to history? At the time the Arabs were constructing in Spain the most beautiful cities in the world, the rest of Europe lingered in the Dark Ages. Why did the Islamic rulers of Spain, who came from the lands of the people of Lehi, build fountains after the order of the font in Solomon’s temple? Perhaps we will never know the answers to this question.
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