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[In Fez] the structuring principles of the 
Muslim city are rigorously maintained-the 
separation between public and private 
domain, the interaction of public space and 
the volumetric articulation of space . . . 
Despite [a] pronounced functional differ
entiation, the city forms an extremely 
coherent volumetric unity owing to the 
morphological affinities of its architectural 
elements. . . The unity that emerges from 
particular 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 
architectural 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 Islamic city.' 

Stefano Bianca 

Whereas the Istanbul seminar presented 
Fez as an opportunity and a challenge for 
preservation (see Stefano Bianca, "Fez: 
Toward the Rehabilitation of a Great 
City," in the Proceedings of Seminar Two, 
Conservation as Cultural Survival), the 
seminar held in Fez itself, in keeping with 
its overall theme, focused on the form of 
the madina as a symbolic prototype and as 
an expression of the Islamic urban ideal. 

The programme included a presentation of 
the 1978 Master Plan coupled with a tour 
which encompassed both the madina's 
essential building types and spaces and the 
city's many later additions and satellites. 

As the largest cell in a cellular city that 
includes an old palace quarter, newer 
European quarters and unplanned housing 
reSUlting from rural migration, the 
madina's message is poignant. Surrounded 
by competing alternatives, it must struggle 
to survive either through preservation or 
transformation. In this regard the city of 
Fez, as projected by its new Master Plan, 
addresses the need for an architectural 
discourse that speaks to the modern 
Islamic world. To the seminar participants, 
the attempted reintegration of contempo
rary Fez, no less than the historic lessons 
of the madina, appeared as a matter of 
primary symbolic significance. 

A Madinal Left Bank 
B MadinalRight Bank 
C Fez Djedid 
Da Dar Debibaghl Colonial Centre 
Db Dar Debibaghl Hippodrome 
Ea Atlas 

Fez: major districts and quarters 

Source: Master Plan of the City of Fez, 1978 

Historic Form: The Madina 

The physical evidence of Fez, as seen in 
the seminar's tour and as mapped by the 
1978 Master Plan, is an especially clear 
record of highly articulated historical and 
cultural development. 

Fez was founded at the turn of the ninth 
century A.D. in a shallow valley chosen 
not only as a crossroads of existing trade 
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Eb Imouzzer and Sefrou routes 
F Tanger-Fez 
G Dokkarat 
H Am Chkef route 
lAin Kadus 
J Dhar Khemis 

routes, but more importantly as the fertile 
receptor of natural watercourses, These 
were soon developed into a sophisticated 
man-made complex of waterworks, foun
tains and waste water systems. From the 
beginning, the Bukhrareb wadi formed the 
boundary between two cellular centres, the 
Andalusian right bank and the Qayrawfm 
left bank. The left bank, which includes 
the Qayrawiyyin mosque and its associated 
university and market, eventually de-
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Fez madina viewed from the north with informal settlement in foreground 
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A segment of the Fez madina wall and entrance 
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veloped as a centre for the city as a whole. 
The planning and building that defined the 
madina (primarily from the eleventh 
through the fourteenth centuries A.D.) 
occurred in a much more evenly dis
tributed fashion with a unifying vocabulary 
of recurring elements. 

In the madina, gates reinforce the sense of 
unity of the compact walled city and also 
serve as market centres. District centres 
include all the elements of the unified 
religious-social-commercial public realm: 
the mosque, the madrasa and the market. 
Commercial districts comprised of 
markets, workshops and funduqs (ware
houses) revolve around particular products 
or crafts. 

Houses, though differing in scale, are 
consistently built around multi-use court
yards with entrances secluded from main 
streets and squares. Streets, limited to 
pedestrian and animal traffic, never 
become formal or monumental. 

Fez Djedid 

The first of many semi-autonomous 
additions, Fez Djedid was originally a 
"royal city," a palace quarter surrounded 
by casbahs, gardens, simple housing and a 
mella (ghetto). Here the famed Fez 
waterworks and gardens reached their 
peak of complexity. 

Dar Debibagb 

The French colonial city of the early 
twentieth century was designed as a true 
satellite, in part to preserve the integrity 
of the madina. At the same time, 
however, its modern, developed facilities 
(hospitals and schools) began to sap the 
vitality of the old city. 



Qayrawiyyin mosque courtyard 
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Side entrance to the Qayrawiyyin mosque 
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Aln Kadus 

Designed by the French planner Michel 
Ecochard in 1950, Ain Kadus was an 
attempt to combine orthodox modern 
ideas of density and circulation with neo
traditional forms; the result is a kind of 
bedroom suburb rather than a true ex
tension of the madina. Ain Kadus and 
nearby Fez Djedid have been particularly 
vulnerable to the pressures of speculative 
housing and informal settlements. 

The Master Plan 

An early UNESCO study (1972) by Titus 
Burckhardt led to the realization that, to 
preserve Fez's unique character and 
vitality, a comprehensive plan was needed 
which would allow both preservation and 
development. A multidisciplinary team 
with representatives from international 
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and local organizations completed its study 
in 1978. Above all, the Master Plan is a 
physical plan with limited attention paid to 
legal, sociological and economic issues. 
The Fez Regional Delegation of the 
Ministry of Housing and Urban Planning 
is now developing these areas in more 
detail and refining specific architectural 
and planning proposals. 

As described to the seminar by planner 
Najib Laraichi, the Master Plan represents 
an extensive physical and human survey: 

We set up three phases. The first, a 
phase of preliminary analysis, took 
inventory of all available data on the 
city of Fez and established an approach 
to the urban problems in the agglom
eration. The second was an extensive 
diagnostic phase based on surveys: an 
artisanal survey, a housing survey, a 
multiple question survey of 5,000 house
holds and an industrial survey. In the 
third phase we elaborated alternative 
plans for development of the city. 
Afterwards, the documentation was 
compiled. 

For each phase, reports and notes
including discussion of progress and 
preliminary conclusions-were presented 
to the municipal council. In the second 
phase, a document of consultation was 
discussed and sent to all the adminis
trative and technical departments in Fez. 
We then had work sessions with these 
various departments. All of our work 
was based on surveys-that is, we had 
direct contact with the population. 

Beyond mapping and surveys, which give a 
clear picture of Fez's continued growth 
and fragmentation, the Plan necessarily 
focuses on the somewhat contradictory 
needs of the madina: 

-How to make it less a centre for 
population growth and exploitative de
velopment. 

-How to make it more a cultural, 
economic and communications centre, 
thereby ensuring its vitality while giving 
the disparate parts of the metropolis focus 
and unity. 
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The major physical intervention proposed 
is a new quarter east of the madina, 
counterbalancing the city's historic drift 
toward the south and west and reestab
lishing the madina's geographic centrality. 
Other proposals seek a more even dis
tribution of population in existing centres 
(this in tum depends on improved 
transportation), and a strengthening of the 
traditional institutions of the madina, in 
part to attract wealthier, preservation
minded residents to the old city. Where 
institutions have become too large or 
disruptive to fit within the old fabric (e.g., 
semi-mechanized industry), the Plan 
envisions relocating them immediately 
outside the madina's eastern gates. 
Ironically, the unity of disparate cellular 
parts---what emerges in the Fez madina as 
the essence of Islamic urbanism-now 
reappears as a highly problematic goal for 
Fez on the metropolitan scale. 

Courtyard garden of house in Fez madina 
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Comments 

Cloth bazaar in Fez madina 
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Comments 

Ichter 

We must avoid idealizing the conditions of 
life in the madina and projecting our 
dreams on a reality which is not always 
felicitous. Without denying the qualities of 
the traditional city, we must admit that in 
their totality they represent neither the 
ideal nor the lifestyle of future genera
tions. Fundamental social transformations 
render exceedingly hypothetical any 
systematic revitalization of traditional 
housing in Fez. Housing here is linked to 
a type of society fast in the process of 
disappearing. Recent developments in
clude a reduction in the size of the family 
unit, an increased need for individual pri
vacy, the addition of women to the work 
force and the general need for trans
portation to workplaces. In actual fact, the 
population has never been asked to pre
sent its vision of the city of tomorrow. 

Making generalizations about the precise 
experience of a city with 250,000 in
habitants and some 20,000 houses is a 
burdensome and time-consuming task for 
specialists. Instead, we should aim at the 
preservation of representative signs and 
symbols. These will otherwise disappear 
with the fabric that contains them if the 
latter is not rendered healthy-that is, 
restored to normal functions in harmony 
with the aspirations and resources of its 
inhabitants. Under present exigencies 
there has been talk of eliminating this 
housing legacy whereas it should be 
developed either through transformation 
or replacement. 

The madina of Fez will either be a living 
city or it will cease to exist. In giving 
priority to "life," we must encourage 
transformations that preserve the essential 
structure of the city. This requires that the 
population be closely associated with the 
act of rehabilitation both through an 
awareness of its own values which are to 
be preserved and through daily material 
and political acts. This commitment is 
more important and more decisive than 
governmental or UNESCO subsidies. 




