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Historical Antecedents and the Current 
Situation 

The city of Fez is regarded as one of the 
great traditional capital cities of the Arab 
world. Linked by its founder, Mulay Idrissi, 
to the Umayyad dynasty and to the family 
of the Prophet, heir to the culture of 
Andulusia and to the architecture of 
Granada, Fez left its mark on the cultural 
life of the Maghreb for centuries. It won 
renown as a centre of spiritual life through 
the widespread influence of its old and 
venerated Qayrawiyyin mosque-university. 
It was an important economic centre as well, 
located at the crossroads of the major 
north-south and east-west trade routes, 
the former joining the Sahara and black 
Mrica to the Mediterranean, the latter 
forming the pilgrimage route across the 
Maghreb from the Atlantic coast to the Red 
Sea. 

Long untouched by European influence, the 
city slowly began to open up to industrial 
civilization at the end of the nineteenth 
century. Some of its more prominent mer
chants established ties with Europe, par
ticularly with England and its textile 
industry, and accumulated great fortunes. 
Several sumptuous palaces were built from 
the proceeds of this trade around the 
beginning of the twentieth century: their 
dimensions and decor betrayed a clear 
foreign influence. Their location on the 
outskirts of the city heralded the movement 
away from its centre, a movement that was 
to become even more pronounced later on. 

Nevertheless, thanks to their prominent 
situation and to the magnificence of their 
gardens, these palaces number among the 
important features of the urban landscape of 
Fez. 

With the coming of the Protectorate, Fez 
found itself confronted by the modern 
world. Whiie Lyautey was aware of the 
intrinsic value of the madina, and did much 
not only to preserve isolated monuments but 
also to keep the whole structure intact, the 
establishment of a new city by the French 
colonials in itself produced a fatal split. The 
mere presence of a foreign power with habits 
so at odds with local custom led to a 
cultural rupture, the full impact of which is 
still obvious today. 

While preserving the traditional aspect of 
the old city, the Protectorate robbed it of 
many of its functions, most significantly its 
political preeminence. The new authority 
pushed aside the old elite that had ruled 
over the country and moved the political 
centre from Fez to the seacoast, where two 
new cities burgeoned. Rabat became the 
capital, while Casablanca assumed the role 
of economic centre. 

Curiously-one might even say signifi
cantly-independence from France in 1956 
encouraged these tendencies. The departure 
of the foreign power brought no reaffirma
tion of traditional values such as those 
embodied in the city of Fez. Instead, the 
immediate reaction was to appropriate the 
instruments of the previous power. The first 
generation of Moroccan civil servants had 
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been educated in France and fit easily into 
the mould of the preexisting structures. Rare 
were those who had the initiative to call the 
system into question. This was true for 
almost every sphere of activity, whether in 
the administration, in education, or in the 
economy. Consequently, although the 
descendants of the old elite of Fez regained 
their dominant position, they did so by 
emigrating to Rabat or to Casablanca and 
by adopting Western ways. Their native Fez, 
once the capital, was now only one regional 
centre among others, and even for that role 
it had a strong rival in the city of Meknes. 

At the same time, Fez began to feel the 
pressure of rural immigration. The attrac
tion of the city over the country, to say 
nothing of the desert, is a time-honoured 
phenomenon. In the fourteenth century Ibn 
Khaldun can be found observing that 
conquering tribes had a revitalizing function 
when they overran a town. But now both the 
motives and the magnitude of these popu
lation movements changed; no longer did 
some spiritual force or will to renew de
termine the move, but simply the hope 
for-or often the illusion of-an easier life. 

This two-way movement-exodus of the 
elite and influx of peasants-provoked pro
found changes in the social structure of the 
madina The population inside the walls 
increased from approximately 100,000 in
habitants in 1920 to nearly 220,000 in recent 
years in an area of approximately 280 
hectares (700 acres), leading to a population 
density that exceeds 1,000 inhabitants per 
hectare in certain quarters. Social segrega
tion now threatens to turn the madina into a 
quarter for the poor and destitute, because 
living in the new areas of the city has 
become a symbol of success. Buildings are 
deteriorating as the old dwellings are sold or 
turned into roominghouses for immigrants 
unable to maintain them, further jeopardiz
ing the architectural patrimony of the city. 
Open green spaces inside the walls-gardens 
and orchards-are now being sold for build
ing lots in a speculative and more or less 
underhanded way. Existing public facilities 
are not maintained because the municipality 
prefers to spend its revenues in the new 
areas of the city. Craftsmen are disappearing 
for lack of a sufficiently wealthy and dis-
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criminating clientele. Unemployment is very 
high, although how high is difficult to 
calculate with precision because of the 
informal business activities that play such a 
large role in the economic life of the madina. 

Fez admittedly shares these problems with a 
number of other old capital cities of the 
Arab world, but the madina of Fez consti
tutes a rather special case because of its 
extraordinary site, the demographic pre
ponderance of the old city over the new and 
the almost total survival of its ancient urban 
fabric Its Maghrebi architecture stands out, 
with its entirely inward-focused buildings 
and its tightly woven urban texture, as well 
as by the fragile nature of the materials used 
for the decoration of its monuments. 

Situated in a small valley surrounded by 
hills and mountains, the mad ina is separated 
by a few kilometres from the newer quarter 
built on the plain and a nearby hill. It would 
be difficult to account for the choice of this 
strategically vulnerable basin were it not for 
one clearly determining factor-the water 

supply and irrigation possibilities offered by 
the site. The Oued Fez, flowing from the 
plain of Sail; and fed by numerous streams 
throughout the year, is in a sense the heart 
of the city. Before it finally empties into the 
"conch" of the mad ina, it divides into six 
main branches which guarantee water for 
the city and irrigation for the orchards. As 
the urban nucleus began to expand, this 
hydraulic system grew more and more 
complex and came to include countless 
underground branches which fed a large 
number of distributors located at the corners 
of the narrow streets. These distributors 
directed the water flow into the courtyards 
of houses, where it gushed out of fountains 
before passing on to the kitchen and the 
bath through interior ducts. The original 
system for domestic uses and for irrigating 
gardens is coupled today with another 
system for drinking water. The few houses 
not supplied by the oued have their own 
wells According to the detailed description 
of Fez made by Leo the African in the 
sixteenth century, there were six hundred 

View of the northern part of the Oued Bukhrareb adjoining the tanner's district 

Photo: S Bianca 
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wells within the walls. This aspect of Fez as 
a city built on its water supply is further 
emphasized by hundreds of fountains, and 
by the mills and small workshops situated 
where the slopes level off so they can use the 
water from the oued as a source of energy 

This ingenious system, upon which the 
vitality of the city has rested for centuries, 
also provides an outlet for waste. At a 
number of well determined points, the 
branches of the oued run off waste into the 
Oued Bukhrareb. This second river runs 
through the city at the bottom of the basin 
and separates it into two banks. One goes by 
the name of the Qayrawan Bank; the other 
is the Andalusian Bank, after the immi
grants who sought refuge there in the tenth 
century. Because the number of inhabitants 
has almost tripled since 1900, and because 
the composition of the waste has changed, 
pollution of the oued has since become a 
major problem. A partial rem~dy was found 
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by introducing a system of drains inde
pendent of the original network and by two 
main sewer collection points alongside the 
Oued Bukhrareb. This operation, however, 
has required the covering over of the south
ern part of the river, and it is clear that any 
further attempt at sanitation that follows 
purely technological criteria (for example, 
by covering over the branches of the oued) 
would further endanger an urban landscape 
of exceptional quality. 

Fez now comprises a system of three more 
or less isolated urban entities, of which the 
old city-including the madina itself and 
Fez Djedid, the old residential area founded 
by the Merinids-with its 220,000 inhabi
tants is by far the most important, at least in 
numbers. The new city, Dar Debibagh, 
founded by the French, has only 70,000 
inhabitants, and they are spread out over an 
area two or three times the size of the 
madina About the same number live in the 
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"nouvelle ville marocaine," Al'n Kadus, 
designed by Ecochard in the early 1950s 
according to the principles of the Charter of 
Athens and situated on a hill above the new 
city. In addition, approximately 45,000 
people are now living as squatters on the 
outskirts of the city, in semi-rural douars 
(tent cities) and villages constructed in the 
quarries surrounding Fez. Although the 
often quite solid construction of these build
ings does not allow us to talk about 
bidonvilles in the true sense of the word, we 
must recognize nevertheless that the lack of 
a water supply and infrastructure often 
makes life there unhealthy. 

The new city, which Lyautey had wanted to 
keep separate from the mad ina-partly out 
of respect for the cultural patrimony, partly 
because of the limitations of the site-was 
built several kilometres away from the old 
one This separation (which did not occur in 
Algiers, Tunis, Rabat or Cairo) contributed 
to the preservation of the madina, but it also 
resulted in a polarization that favoured the 
new city to the detriment of the madina. 
Located on the plain, the new city has a 
greater potential for expansion and, in 
addition, is equipped with an infrastructure, 
facilities and residential quarters set up by 
the French. These assets-enhanced by that 
certain prestige that is often attached to 
modern quarters-have encouraged the 
development of the new city, although they 
have also led to unchecked and often clearly 
speCUlative growth, with little coherence. 

In the meantime, very little effort has been 
made to equip the old city with modern 
facilities or to adapt the facilities it has to its 
special structural needs. A few elementary 
and secondary schools have been built inside 
the walls, using up what were once open 
green spaces. Not only do they add to the 
crowding of the mad ina, but they are in no 
way integrated into their surroundings. 
Worst of all, many traditional facilities 
which originally had very important func
tions in the social order and which had 
created a certain climate of humanity, were 
neglected, abandoned, or transferred to the 
new city. They include the old religious 
university of the Qayrawiyyin Mosque as 
well as a number of public services and 
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government-sponsored activities, such as the 
new crafts centre. 

The old city, despite its much larger popula
tion, is thus neglected in favour of the new, 
and the few investments that have been 
made there are too haphazard and out of 
harmony with the specific structure of the 
mad ina to reinforce it. As is so often the 
case, newly felt needs in the areas of health 
and education were confused with the archi
tectural wrapping from the West that came 
with them. As a result, instead of rehabili
tating existing structures or inventing forms 
that fill new needs and still respect the scale_ 
and typology of the existing fabric, alien 
forms have been introduced into the 
madina. There is little hope that the old city 
will be allowed to develop according to its 
own internal laws. The madina has ended up 
on the losing side in its confrontation with 
modern urban and cultural models that 
resulted from the separation of the old city 
and the new. 

This is not to say that the mad ina is lacking 
in vitality; it remains by far the most 
important commercial centre of the urban 
complex. But its physical skeleton has fallen 
into an almost fatal state of neglect that 
elicits only despair and perplexity on the 
part of administrators and technicians. The 
problem for which a solution is needed is 
not simply the preservation of a small 
historical centre with a few markets and 
monuments, but rather the rehabilitation of 
an entire urban organism which shelters the 
majority of the population. The rehabilita
tion of the madina will require not only 
large-scale financial investment and techni
cal expertise but, even more decisively, 
cooperation and commitment on the part of 
all levels of the popUlation. 

If these observations are valid for the 
madina in general, they are even more so 
when we come to the specific question of 
living conditions. The fate of the madina 
will depend greatly on how the existing 
legacy of buildings is maintained, to what 
extent they will be renovated and adapted to 
the social and economic conditions of the 
inhabitants, rather than replaced by Euro
pean-style constructions that can hardly 
satisfy the population's real needs. In the 
long run, this means finding forms of 
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habitat that correspond to the characteristic 
texture and typology of the madina and at 
the same time offer solutions to current 
problems. 

In addition to its landscape and its relation
ship to the new city, old Fez is distinguished 
from numerous other Eastern capitals by the 
totally preserved state of its urban fabric. Its 
Andalusian art and architecture, coupled 
with the traditions of the master craftsmen 
from the Saharan regions, constitute a kind 
of model of Muslim urbanism. The struc
turing principles of the Muslim city are 
rigorously maintained-the separation be
tween public and private domain, the 
interaction of public space and the volu
metric articulation of space. Houses are 
grouped in residential units, such as the derb 
and the haouma, which are clearly detached 
from the main pedestrian arteries leading 
from the gate to the central mosque. The 
large suqs (markets) rely on these arteries 
for their vitality; positioned slightly behind 
them is a series of funduqs (warehouses) 
and specialized markets. Despite this pro
nounced functional differentiation, the city 
forms an extremely coherent volumetric 
unity owing to the morphological affinities 
of its architectural elements. The structures 
used for habitation do not differ markedly 
from the other buildings; what sets them 
apart is the way they are linked to the 
network of traffic. 

The almost total inward focus of the build
ings makes it easy to join them together, and 
the resulting combinations form articulate 
units on several levels. Continuity is thus 
seen in the texture of the whole area rather 
than in the contours of individual buildings. 
Monuments, such as mosques and 
madrasas, hardly stand out as isolated 
buildings; rather, they dissolve into an 
architectural mass which forms a kind of 
vast collective dwelling. As a result, the 
monuments cannot be dissociated from their 
urban context. This feature is characteristic 
of many Islamic cities, but it is in Fez that 
the principle finds its most significant reali
zation. The entire fabric, and not the 
individual monuments-beautiful as they 
might be-must be the object of preser
vation. 

The texture of the madina of Fez shows 

little trace of the deliberate planning that is 
observed in imperial cities and residences 
founded by a ruling power. Its layout bears 
no resemblance to the geometric city plan of 
Isfahan under the Safavids, for example. 
This is not to say that geometry is absent, 
but it is confined to each individual spatial 
entity, especially interior courtyards and 
their decor; the contours reflect the terrain, 
the pedestrian flow, or simple chance. The 
fact that the configuration of the fabric is 
not at all chaotic, despite the absence of an 
imposed plan, is attributable to the implicit 
forces of the social order and to the Islamic 
tradition that functioned to bring spon
taneous expression into harmony with the 
whole. The unity that emerges from par
ticular variations on certain collective forms 
is obvious-one has only to look at an aerial 
photograph to see it. The fabric appears as a 
crystallization of the internal laws that 
regulate society, transposed into architec
tural patterns. This evocative, signifying, 
even symbolic force is one of the greatest 
qualities of the urban fabric of Fez. Because 
of it, Fez can be regarded as a "model" 
Muslim city. 

Aside from these qualitative values, Fez is 
also distinguished by the scale of its tradi
tional fabric. Neither Damascus, nor Cairo, 
nor Isfahan, nor Tunis was able to preserve 
such a sense of unification and completeness 
over such a large area. Cairo, for example, 
suffered relatively early from the efforts to 
open up access into the old city. The nine
teenth century directives of the Khedive 
Ismail, a contemporary and admirer of 
Baron Haussmann, spared no expense in 
efforts to make the city "presentable" to the 
Europeans invited for the festivities marking 
the opening of the Suez Canal. More re
cently other cities, including Isfahan, 
Damascus and Smyrna have been disfigured 
by large axes that penetrate into the heart of 
the city, cutting through their internal cir
cuits. The motives behind these intrusions 
are always the same: to "clean up" the 
mad ina; to eliminate those elements of its 
compact structure which create obstacles to 
the burgeoning of a modern city; to facilitate 
control by a new administration which is 
often out of touch with social reality and 
which tends to paralyze the mechanisms of 
tradition. 
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Fez: aerial view showing a typical detail of the urban texture. In the right half of the picture, crossing from top to bottom, the main 
east-west artery of the town leads to the Qayrawiyyin Mosque 

Photo: S. Bianca 

Similar attempts have not been lacking in 
Fez. In the 1950s, Michel Ecochard, who 
was later to be put in charge of planning the 
modernization of Damascus, proposed a 
plan to cover the Oued Bukhrareb and to 
build a paved road on it that would cut 
across the madina. According to his plan, 
another wide access road was to branch off, 
cutting through the centre of the left bank to 
connect the Bukhrareb to the gate of Ain 
Azlittane. Only by lucky chance did this 
project not materialize. Lack of money and 
technical difficulties delayed it, and provided 
an opportunity to reconsider the conse
quences and benefit from the disastrous 
experiences of cities elsewhere. 

The oued was finally partially covered 
around 1968, but only in its southern part; 
the covering stopped short of the main 
bridges that connect the two banks. The 
linear centre that cuts across the madina 
from east to west (from Bab Ftouh to Bab 
Bujeloud), and which is in essence linked to 
the pedestrian flow, was not affected. How
ever, the dimensions of the oued were 
enlarged on both sides, especially where the 
cover ended, and a parking area was made 
by demolishing a number of houses. The 

problem is thus one of a partial breach, 
where the transportation system of the new 
city intrudes upon the madina. Nothing has 
been done as yet to mitigate the brutal clash 
between two urban systems and their respec
tive scales, nor to exploit the potential this 
"opening up" might have for the mad ina if it 
were well planned. 

Just as the fabric of Fez has remained intact 
compared with that of many other Muslim 
cities, so have the craft-related structures. In 
fact, the two are reciprocally connected, 
because traditional master craftsmen depend 
upon a certain kind of environment, the 
physical skeleton of which results from their 
presence. Even though the craft trades still 
furnish the great majority of jobs in the 
mad ina, in several areas production methods 
are now in the process of changing. The 
traditional craft trades in the strict sense 
have no problem of lessened demand (on the 
contrary, the strong export demand for 
certain handcrafted articles cannot even be 
met); rather, their problems are those of 
maintaining traditional standards of quality. 
On the other hand, a new kind of artisan has 
emerged; his techniques are more mecha
nized, and he is inclined toward the 

manufacture of products designed to satisfy 
new, more "modern" needs. The result is the 
disjunction of the ancient corporate struc
tures, which forces the artisans to turn more 
and more to machine-made products for 
wholesalers and bazaar owners who have 
ready capital. It is already clear that some 
crafts are declining; others have managed to 
survive by catering to the demands of a 
more discriminating clientele and to the 
requirements of restoration projects. Still 
others are turning to partially mechanized 
mass-production methods. Most of the 
traditional brass and leather craftsmen 
whose workshops are in a period of full 
expansion have taken the latter course. 
Their biggest problem is that their work
shops are often in unhealthy or unsound 
locations-ruins, basements, or former 
stables-or in spaces that morphologically 
ought to be used for housing. 

The Establishment of a Master Plan 

The importance of the architectural legacy 
of Fez has not escaped the attention of the 
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Moroccan authorities, nor has it lacked 
international concern. In 1972 UNESCO 
placed at the disposal of the government an 
expert charged with making a preliminary 
evaluation of the legacy to be preserved. 
Even during this survey, the need to enlarge 
the project became apparent. while taking 
inventory of the cultural patrimony, it 
became more and more obvious that the 
problem of Fez was not simply one of re
storing a few individual monuments, but of 
rehabilitating the entire madina and pro
tecting its structure. The problems arising 
from the old city's overpopUlation, from the 
changes in society and from competition 
with the new city could find no valid solu
tion except within the context of a more 
comprehensive plan. 

A master plan was decided upon which 
would take the entire complex into con
sideration, while giving particular attention 
to the old city and its specific character. To 
draw it up, a multidisciplinary team was 
appointed, which included technicians put at 
the disposal of the project by the Ministry of 
Urban Planning and a group of interna
tional experts recruited by UNESCO and 
UNOTC 

Many problems arose from the constitution 
and coordination of a team of fifteen tech
nicians meeting ad hoc and representing 
diverse motives and points of view In 
addition, the composition of the team cor
responded little to the initial plan From the 
beginning several architects and urban 
planners were included, some with special
ized knowledge of Muslim cities. But other 
important disciplines were hardly repre
sented at all, and lacking altogether were 
economists, sociologists and legal experts. 
Although provision had been made for their 
participation, either their recruitment or 
their joining a permanent team proved 
impossible. The only experienced economist 
to participate at all did not join the project 
until four months before its end As a result, 
some of the analyses and proposals con
cerning institutional means for preserving 
the architectural legacy were not sufficiently 
precise Another handicap that was to 
hamper the team's appointed task was the 
lack of skilled supporting personnel, espe
cially draftsmen, upon whom the national 

Fez: Toward the Rehabilitation of a Great City 

Fez. cascades of the Oued Bukhrareb, the main obstacle preventing the total covering of the river 
by a road which would have split the town 

Photo S Bianca 

and international technical experts could 
rely 

Despite the lack of homogeneity and other 
unfavourable circumstances, the team man
aged to elaborate directives for the devel
opment of the whole town between Feb
ruary 1976 and February 1978. This 
document was submitted to the authorities 
in May 1978 and, once approved, will 
provide guidelines for all decisions having to 
do with the development of the city. Al
though these directives will not have legal 
force, they will serve as a basis for the 
subsequent elaboration of planning schemes 
and, at that level, can be challenged by a 
third party. 

After the studies were completed, the tech
nicians from the Fez Regional Delegation of 
the Ministry of Urban Planning took charge 
of implementing the Master Plan, especially 
the schemes for expanding the various 
quarters. Within this department, an office 
was set up to deal more exclusively with the 

madina. to refine the existing analyses, to 
broaden knowledge about its fabric and to 
design projects for its rehabilitation. 

This office will be turned in the near future 
into a workshop for the preservation of the 
mad ina attached directly to the Ministry of 
the Interior; this gives an indication of the 
weight and importance being given to the 
mad ina, not only as an integral part of Fez, 
but as a part of the national patrimony. 
Establishing the workshop will allow more 
direct action and more efficient coordination 
of the interventions into the various sectors, 
and facilitate the development of the inter
national campaign that UNESCO has 
proposed to launch for the benefit of Fez's 
preservation This programme is still at the 
planning stage; its realization awaits the 
establishment and the recommendations of 
the workshop. 



The Principal Options of the Master Plan 

Among the most important decisions to be 
made are those concerning the position of 
the mad ina within the city. It was proposed 
that the development of the new city toward 
the southwest be stopped, so as to avoid 
exacerbating any further the marginal posi
tion of the old city relative to the newer 
quarter To accomplish this, a new area 
extending toward the east, downstream from 
the madina, was planned This area of about 
200 hectares (500 acres) is thought to be 
sufficient to accommodate the continual 
IUral migration which until now has had to 
be absorbed entirely by the madina. It is 
hoped that the expanded housing capacity 
will also help to alleviate the density of 
population in the old city This is particu
larly important because any attempt at 
rehabilitating the madina will have little 
chance for success if things remain as they 
are The success of the whole set of measures 
designed for the reconstruction of the 
mad ina depends on regaining some demo
graphic balance 

The location of the new eastern quarter was 
chosen to constitute a sort of continuation 
of the mad ina, without at the same time 
affecting the surrounding landscape. The 
slopes of the natural amphitheatre that 
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complete the crystalline structure of the 
madina will remain unencumbered. Only in 
a small valley, perpendicular to the slopes 
and acting as a prolongation of the cover 
over the Bukhrareb, will the Plan place a 
number of collective facilities which because 
of their size cannot be integrated into the 
fabric of the madina itself. 

Both the topography and the historical 
development of Fez have created a city with 
a number of centres and subcentres. Basic 
activities, particularly the markets, follow 
the line from east to west which has always 
been the city's axis of growth (consider the 
establishment in succession of Fez el-Bali, 
Fez Djedid and the new city). Direct correla
tion with the constant and crowded pe-

B Bus-Stop 
C Stations for cars 
P Parking 
T Taxis 
-- Vehicle netlVork 
.... Conflict network 
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destrian flow is to be found all along the 
axis One of the principal objectives of the 
Master Plan is thus to draw the various 
parts of the city closer together with a more 
efficient system of public transportation, 
and in this way to lessen the effects of 
spatial, and as a result also social, segrega
tion The application of this principle must 
take into account the structural differences 
between the urban entities. It is easy to 
make public transportation axes coincide 
with pedestrian axes in the new city, which 
was conceived with automobiles in mind, it 
is not so easy in the madina, where the need 
is to preserve the exclusiveness of the 
pedestrian system, whose internal corridors 
are such an essential element of its 
morphology. 
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The plan is to restrict motor-vehicle traffic, 
especially public transportation servicing the 
madina, to its periphery, allowing only a few 
routes to penetrate into the interior up to 
boundaries formed by structures of histori
cal significance. These several access routes 
will balance out among themselves and, 
through a well-regulated and punctual 
distribution of the masses, will soften the 
impact made by motor-vehicle traffic upon 
the delicate fabric of the madina. Each will 
end in a cul-de-sac, with a built-in loading 
and unloading point that will facilitate the 
transferral of the pedestrian flow and 
transport merchandise from one system to 

lOne goal is to support the development of the struc
turing crescent between the centre of the Qayrawan 
and Andalusian banks This may be accomplished by a 
voluntary restriction of development toward the south 
and by a diversified exploitation of accessibility in 
favour of the central and east madina 

The development toward the south will only be 
executed in stages, as the structure of the main east
west path is strengthened and tends toward saturation 
Now and henceforth, the area of R'Cif Square will be 
able to receive commercial activity as well as comple
mentary services, and will have particular exigencies of 
surface and accessibility which the existing historical 
network cannot satisfy 

II A second principle of development is to consider 
the zone within the walls as a compact entity accessible 
only to pedestrians The pedestrian network of the struc
turing crescent appears as a line to which the central core 
of the madina is hooked Motorized access routes have to 
support and balance the internal dynamisms of the core 
without penetrating it Exception will be granted only to 
public transportation, which will use the openings at the 
level of the oued in order to infiltrate the axis of the 
central structuring crescent at points perpendicular to it 
As for the intersection between the central structuring 
crescent and the perpendicular axis of transportation, the 
modalities have to differ according to the means of 
public transportation considered. 

Bus and Trolley bus: Public transportation will have 
to infiltrate the axis from the north and south with 
stopping points located in the tanners' region and at 
R 'Cif Square, respectively 

Tramways: The particular characteristic of this type 
of public transport would justify its arrangement as a 
continuous linear transportation facility, in the double 
direction of north-south, south-north The distance be
tween R'Cif and Bin-el-Mudun must be undertaken by 
underground tunnel in order to exclude any direct inter
section with the pedestrian network, which in this area 
crosses the path of bridges in the double direction 
west-east and east-west 
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the other. In a way the system draws its 
inspiration from the form and function of 
the old gates of the mad ina. Each of the 
loading and unloading points will have to be 
equipped with one or more funduqs which 
will serve as areas for the unloading and 
subsequent distribution of merchandise. 
Transport within the madina will continue 
to be by donkey, since this is the only system 
compatible with the traditional network. 

The problem of the accessibility of the 
madina brings us back to the question of the 
cover over the Oued Bukhrareb. What to 
do with this opening and how to reconcile 

___ + Potential growth pattern 
-. "Barrier" to be erected 
---+ Development to be supported 

P bl ' . fi ./ .. J ..--. u IC transportatIOn aCI mes 
of the central area 

.--. Secondary transportation facilities 

The madina of Fez: two main tenets of development 

After S Bianca 

the breach between the north-south axis 
(axis of potential development) and the 
east-west axis (traditional structuring axis) 
have been two of the major concerns of the 
Master Plan. The envisaged solution fits 
into the general concept we have just out
lined: the plan to continue the cover has 
been shelved so as not to endanger the linear 
centre which crosses through and joins the 
two banks from east to west. Easy access 
from south and north will be used to gain 
optimal services for the traditional centre by 
planning the installation of the loading
unloading points, by giving priority to 
public transportation and by moving back 
the access area allotted to private vehicles. 

The space gained from the rearrangement of 
the R'cif Square, where the transportation 
lines end, will be used for a lateral extension 
of the centre. The constraints in this area are 
less severe than in the traditional fabric 
around the Qayrawiyyin Mosque. It will be 
possible here to install facilities and 
businesses supplying the centre that need not 
be truly compatible with the traditional 
morphology. So that it will not compete 
with the traditional centre, this extension 
has been purposely restricted to comple
mentary functions; its thrust southward has 
been strictly limited, avoiding the danger of 
development that could be detrimental to 
the east-west axis. The object of this opera
tion is to support the continuity of the 
traditional axis. 

As far as commercial activities are con
cerned, the mad ina has never lost its func
tion as principal centre for the whole city
even people living in the new city often go 
there to shop. Modern articles are indeed to 
be found there, and at cheaper prices. 
Merchants and bazaar owners often violate 
the traditional order of the siiqs by occupy
ing the most prestigious and frequented 
spots in the centre, turning the old houses 
there into storerooms or workshops. Mean
while, large numbers of old, easily accessible 
funduqs are abandoned and left to fall into 
ruin, owing largely to the decline of the 
traditional corporations and trade guilds 
and to the changes that have come about in 
the crafts. 

To solve these problems, a total reorganiza
tion of commercial activity and of the trade 



Funduq el- Tetauiyin, dating Jrom the Merinid 
period, in urgent need oj restoration 

Photo S. Bianca 

associations has been proposed, with the 
special aim of maintaining the most charac
teristic-but also economically the weak
est-trades in their traditional place near the 
two great sanctuaries. A careful rehabilita
tion of the old network of funduqs is 
envisaged that will allow the relocation of 
trades, and satisfy the brass and leather 
craftsmen's need for more space. The en
dangered crafts will particularly benefit from 
this reorganization; now scattered and 
disorganized, the~ run the risk of disappear
ing completely. 

The progressive mechanization of a few 
branches of production and the need for 
more space generated by the manufacturing 
workshops have also not been ignored. 
Because they are incompatible with the 
traditional morphology, however, their 
transfer out of the historical area is neces
sary. The best solution appears to be to 
relocate them, either near the Bab Ftouh 
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Gate or in the quarter's new eastern ex
tension. This would make it possible at one 
and the same time to remove production 
from the madina, to reestablish the balance 
between the built environment and its 
contents and to preserve the distinction 
between residential quarters and central 
public space so important for the function
ing of a Muslim city. Such a move would 
also have the advantage of making the 
eastern extension a more or less autono
mous quarter; job-producing enterprises 
could form an integral part of the area from 
the very beginning, and prevent the devel
opment of a satellite or dormitory city 
overly dependent upon the madina. 

The Master Plan for the rehabilitation of the 
architectural legacy of the mad ina satisfies 
two closely related requirements. It preserves 

KEY: 
f2I Traditional artisans 
~ Copper Jactories 
El Improper 
~ Clothing 
ga Food 
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III Jewelers 
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Madina oj Fez. central bazaar network 

Source: Master Plan oj the City oj Fez, 1978 
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a historical and architectural patrimony of 
great value, and it maintains buildings 
which, if abandoned, would confront the 
government with insurmountable problems: 
to construct new dwellings for a popUlation 
of 200,000 on top of the current deficit 
would be beyond the technical and financial 
capacities of the government. Moreover, one 
wonders whether the results would be an 
improvement over what the madina already 
provides even in its current state of de
terioration, and whether the uprooting of its 
former inhabitants would not cause all sorts 
of other problems whose nature cannot even 
be anticipated. 

One has to improve living standards within 
the existing texture by introducing a mini
mum of comfort and hygiene, by turning 
some structures into multi-family dwellings 

©l Copper goods 
b Bank 

J Funduq 
p Police 
ph Pharmacy 
h Hiimmam 
me Madrasa 
m Friday Mosque 
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and, where necessary, by replacing those 
buildings or blocks which have fallen into 
ruin with new structures designed according 
to traditional principles of spatial arrange
ment. This task is enormous, when one 
considers the size of the madina; it will 
certainly not be finished overnight, nor will 
it be resolved by government action alone. 
Its success will ultimately depend largely 
upon the involvement of everyone con
cerned. The most important thing, then, is 
to encourage initiative, cooperation and a 
sense of responsibility among owners and 
residents, and put them into a position 
where they assume the responsibility of 
improving their habitat themselves. The goal 
will be to improve the standard of living in 
the mad ina (infrastructures, collective facili
ties, public transportation, public invest
ments and cultural activities). To achieve it 
we must develop models which, once 
worked out, can be repeated over again. 

Guerniz, a typical thoroughJare in a residential 
quarter near the centre oj the Fez madina 

Photo: S Bianca 
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Madina oj Fez: pilot rehabilitation project 

Source: Master Plan oj the City oj Fez, 1978 

The technical aspects of these pilot opera
tions seem relatively easy to resolve Stan
dards of acceptability for dwellings can be 
instituted that follow traditional techniques 
of upkeep, and show respect for the tradi
tional setting while introducing modern 
features. Solutions to institutional, eco
nomic and legal problems will probably be 
more difficult to find, and they are hardly 
touched upon in the Master Plan. The 
financial mechanisms (tax exemption, long
term credit, bonuses), the legal aspects 
(insurance, building standards, easements) 
and propositions concerning collective 
management (cooperatives, common prop
erty) still remain to be defined in conjunc
tion with the authorities. It is hoped that 
this effort will culminate in a pilot project, 
supported if necessary by an international 
agency such as the World Bank. 

III House to be rehabilitated: major renovation 
o House oj "monumental'" interest 

Although most of the mosques of Fez are 
relatively well maintained thanks to the 
support of the Habus (vakf), the same 
cannot be said for adjunct facilities such as 
ablution rooms, baths, Koran schools 
(m'sid) and madrasas. These latter, espe
cially those dating from the Merinid period, 
number among the principal monuments, 
but they lost their function when the uni
versity moved to the new city, and this has 
limited the attraction and influence of the 
old main centre surrounding the Qayra
wiyyin mosque-university. One of the 
central ideas of the Master Plan is to restore 
the traditional facilities that were linked to 
the mosques in the past and provide them 
with appropriate functions and annexed 
buildings. 

As is the case with most Muslim cities, Fez 
has always been affected by the symbiotic 
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Source. Master Plan of the City of Fez, 1978 

relationship between the mosque and the 
marketplace, the mosque and the baths, and 
the mosque and the schools It is this over
lapping of different aspects of public life 
that gives the centre its strength and that 
now needs to be revived through the use of 
primary schools, health centres and com
munity centres for youth and for women. 
These functions correspond to new needs, 
and can easily be integrated into the urban 
fabric. They will reaffirm the existing centres 
and sub-centres which have always con
tributed to the makeup of the city and to 
articulating social life in the quarters. 
Integration implies either that they will 
make use of existing space (for example, a 
youth centre in what was once a palace), or 
that ruins will give way to new construction 
(primary schools, in particular) that draws 
its inspiration from the scale and typology 
of the madina, to avoid rupturing the urban 
fabric. 

Some large-scale facilities such as secondary 
schools, lycees and hospitals cannot be 
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o Palace 
(j) Sectors under investigation 

integrated easily into the fabric of the 
madina because of their size. Since their 
relationship to the daily life of the quarter is 
only partial, and since they will benefit from 
being accessible by motor vehicle, it was 
decided to place them either on the peri
phery or completely outside the mad ina. 
Here, as elsewhere, the object was not 
simply to satisfy needs-important as they 
may be-but to weigh those needs against 
the overall picture, and find a reasonable 
solution that would take into account all the 
problems faced by the old city. It will make 
each individual solution (for example, de
ciding where to build a primary school) 
more difficult, but it will also help us to 
avoid solutions that restrict the possibilities 
for resolving several problems at once. In 
the past, solving only isolated problems has 
often done more harm than good: the total 
situation was not taken into consideration 
and, as a result, more new problems were 
created than old ones resolved. 
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As for the revival and rehabilitation projects 
proposed by the Master Plan, they deal in 
particular with the funduqs and madrasas 
around the Qayrawiyyin Mosque, some of 
which are in a very bad state, and a few in 
danger of collapse. The basic idea was to 
bring back to this traditional centre some of 
the cultural functions upon which the 
identity of Fez has rested, and to make more 
prominent those values representative of 
Arab Muslim culture. 

The establishment of a national or interna
tional Islamic Studies Centre is being 
contemplated, in order to bring academic 
life back to the Qayrawiyyin Mosque by 
organizing courses in traditional SUbjects. 
This centre, located opposite the mosque, 
would have at its disposal a new building 
complex which could be connected to the 
Sherrafin madrasa, the largest in Fez. Once 
the madrasa is restored, its cells could be 
used as small lodgings. Facilities in rehabili
tated houses or funduqs would provide 

Fountain and pavilion in the courtyard of the 
Qayrawiyyin Mosque, resembling a similar struc
ture in the Lion Courtyard of the Alhambra 

Photo. S Bianca 
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Madina 
top and bottom: traditional 

Housing plans by city sector 

Source. Master Plan of the City of Fez, 1978 

students or interested visitors with accom
modations in the centre of the madina. At 
present, the accommodation capacity of the 
madina, aside from a few small hotels near 
the gates, is practically nil. 

Another proposed addition to this complex 
is an arts and crafts centre in the Sherrafin 
madrasa, in the heart of the craftsmen's 
quarter behind the Qayrawiyyin Mosque. A 
new generation of master craftsmen could be 
trained there to maintain traditional stan-
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left average density, 400-600 persons/ ha. 
right. higher density, 600-800 persons/ ha. 

top impermanent materials 
bottom: permanent materials 

dards of quality, and it could also be used 
for exhibitions and the promotion of crafts 
in general. 

Conclusions 

The rehabilitation of an urban ensemble as 
important as the mad ina of Fez requires a 
concerted and continual effort on several 

levels. At the level of planning it is first of 
all a question of preventing the congestion 
from getting any worse, by imposing re
strictive measures (such as prohibiting any 
new building within the walls) and by offer
ing viable alternatives. This is why new 
quarters near the madina, accessible to 
people who would otherwise settle in the old 
city, are needed. Stopping the process of 
slum development in the mad ina depends 
upon the availability of land and lodgings 



that reflect the needs of the population, their 
style of life, their economic possibilities and 
their specific resources. If the illegal spon
taneous constructions and collective com
munes around Fez are any indication, it is 
obvious that the real models for the majority 
of the population are still the structures and 
living patterns of the madina and not those 
of the new city. These seem rather to serve 
the ephemeral need for prestige of a super
ficially Westernized upper class. 

It is a question of equalizing and of coun
terbalancing the divisions between the 
various urban entities, without going so far 
as to destroy their individual characters. 
Although urban planning cannot improve 
living conditions in any direct way, it does 
have indirect ways of affecting them. The 
arrangement of infrastructure, the cleaning 
up of the water system, the improvement of 
inter-urban connections by public transpor
tation, the planned arrangement of collective 
facilities and similar measures will put the 
mad ina on a more equal footing with the 
newer quarters. Without these improve
ments, there is little chance that the mad ina 
will once again become attractive enough to 
retain its present more prosperous inhabi
tants or to attract new ones, and their 
presence is essential for the maintenance of 
its economic equilibrium. 

At the level of urbanism and architecture, it 
is important to transpose the planners' 
options into forms compatible with the 
structure and morphology of the madina. It 
is at this concrete level that the dual 
imperatives of innovation and of preserva
tion must be reconciled. The inherent 
conflicts between them must be resolved step 
by step, with constant reference to the 
inhabitants and to the architectural frame
work. The needs of both must be integrated 
to achieve an optimal balance among a 
multitude of sometimes contradictory de
mands. What must be avoided at all costs is 
disproportionate attention to isolated 
objectives that would compromise the 
existence of the totality; the maintenance of 
the whole is, after all, the only raison d'etre 
for any urban intervention. For example, 
satisfying demands for access by all private 
vehicles would require the total dismantling 
of the mad ina and would therefore be 
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nonsensical. Of necessity, then, exchanges 
and trade-offs must be made between the 
different values of the scale. The choice that 
takes the whole range into account will 
make it possible to guarantee the individual 
character of each urban entity. 

As for preserving historical monuments, all 
notions of a museum-city or of dissociating 
the monuments from their contextual fabric 
must be discarded. The historical fabric is a 
living reality to be protected. But the plan 
does not exclude evolution, provided the 
development takes into account the original 
texture and morphology of the city. 

Therefore, conservation is not a question of 
"modernizing" the mad ina of Fez while 
carefully sparing a few isolated monuments. 
This will probably be the fate of certain 
cities like old Cairo, where the disintegration 
of the urban fabric is too far advanced to be 
reversed. Nor is it a question of mummifying 
an urban body at a given stage in its history, 
nor even of an archeological reconstitution 
of a past state. It is the heart and soul of the 
body that must be revitalized and protected 
against the impact of temporal circum
stances that, either through neglect or 
deliberate destruction, suppress expressions 
of authenticity. These are perhaps more 
fragile-but also more deeply rooted-in the 
collectivity. 

The revitalization of the internal forces and 
mechanisms of the city involves the search 
for an architectural vocabulary that will 
make it possible to regain and perpetuate 
the essential structUres of the urban fabric, 
while integrating supplementary functions 
that fulfill new needs. The opportunity for 
such an organic development exists, perhaps 
more prominently in Fez than in many other 
Muslim cities. This is why we must take care 
to avoid the dichotomy between "modern" 
and "traditional," which is a largely Western 
point of view. In Europe, the break between 
the past and the present is infinitely more 
pronounced than in the Muslim world. It is 
based on over a century of technocratic 
development coupled with the disappearance 
of traditional construction methods-to say 
nothing of a style of life that can hardly be 
compared to that of the majority of the 
Moroccan popUlation. To modernize in the 
Western sense would therefore be to impose 
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alien structures entirely devoid of relevance, 
when it would suffice to revise and develop 
the existing setting. To preserve in the 
Western sense would mean, in the extreme, 
to inflict an archeological approach upon a 
reality that is still living and capable of 
innovation. Neither approach corresponds 
to the real interests of a city like Fez. 

To maintain the living tradition and to 
prove that these values are in some way 
perennial, and therefore still vigorous, were 
constant preoccupations of the Master Plan 
team, especially its Moroccan members. Not 
all the experts who participated in the 
operation were able to subscribe entirely to 
this opinion, either because they misjUdged 
the realities and the national aspirations of 
the Moroccans or because of differing 
ideological viewpoints. However, most felt it 
a privilege to participate in a process that 
amounted to a search for cultural identity 
through urban planning. Even above and 
beyond the problems of Fez, this search 
made it possible to conceive alternatives to 
the ideas of the 1950s and 1960s, in much 
the same way as those ideas have been called 
into question in Europe in recent years. 

As for the Moroccan architects who will 
continue and implement the studies, their 
views and concepts have become much more 
independent of the European models that so 
influenced the preceding generation. That 
generation had been too anxious to ap
propriate, along with the instruments of 
power, the European style of life which had 
been denied them during the period of the 
Protectorate. The current reaction against 
an ill-considered Westernization is becom
ing more apparent every day, and not only 
in Fez. It is a promising sign for the future 
of the mad ina. It can make clear to all that 
the Muslim city model has its place in the 
modern world, and enable us to find new 
ways to link tradition to future develop
ment. 


