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Introduction
In the city of Fez, the passage of time is measured not by hours, but by the cadence of
craftsmen’s hammers, the scent of cedar curled in shavings at the feet of
woodworkers, and the rainbow of skeins fluttering above the medina’s maze-like
streets. To enter Fez is to step into a living testament of Morocco’s past—a place
where tradition is neither relic nor tourist performance, but the true pulse of daily life.
Here, in the world’s largest car-free urban area, every alleyway whispers stories of
artistry passed down through centuries, and every workshop is an echo chamber of
both technique and pride.

As Morocco’s oldest imperial city, Fez has long occupied a unique crossroads of
cultures. Its ancient tanneries, pottery districts, and labyrinthine souks are rooted in a
history that weaves together Arab, Berber, Andalusian, Phoenician, and Mediterranean
influences. During its medieval golden age, Fez was a magnet for scholars, merchants,
and master artisans, each contributing to a collective identity crafted by hand, heart,
and heritage. The city gave birth to guilds and traditions that shaped Moroccan culture
far beyond its ochre walls—a legacy that endures in the hands of today’s artisans.

But while the history of Fez is glorious, it is the present that is most alive. In the
bustling medina, artisans still knead clay from ancient riverbeds into exquisite blue
pottery, hammer sheets of brass beneath the arcades of Seffarine Square, and dye
wool with saffron, indigo, and pomegranate in the legendary Dyers’ District. In
workshops dark with the patina of time, master zellij mosaicists slip chips of tile into
patterns first imagined in the shadow of minarets. The hands at work here may not
change, but their role transforms with each new generation—preserving, adapting,
and innovating within a globalized world.

This book is a journey into Fez’s artisanal heart. It invites you to shadow the
craftspeople whose skill has survived the rise and fall of dynasties, the onset of
industrialization, and the constant march of modern tastes. Through vivid storytelling,
first-hand interviews, process explorations, and rich cultural context, you will meet the
potters, tanners, woodcarvers, weavers, and mosaicists who keep Fez’s creative spirit
alive. Discover how artistry knits itself into family life; how traditions are passed down,
especially in a world where gender roles and economic realities are shifting; and how
young artisans balance respect for the past with bold new designs for the future.

As you wander with us through the sensory-rich world of Fez, you will come to
understand craftsmanship not as mere technique, but as a philosophy, a social glue,
and a form of living history. We’ll trace the journey of a piece of leather from raw hide
to embroidered slippers, follow the transformation of soft clay to fine ceramics, and
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see how wood and metal are coaxed and carved into beauty—each object a repository
of memory, faith, and identity.

In sharing these intimate glimpses of Morocco’s premier artisan city, this book offers a
guide not only for travelers and lovers of design but for anyone curious about how
creativity, resilience, and tradition entwine to shape culture. In Fez, the ancient and
the contemporary exist side by side; here, the work of human hands is a celebration
both of what has been and of what endures.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Gateway to Craft: Fez’s
Foundations as an Artisan City
Fez, a city steeped in the echoes of a rich past, holds a distinguished place in the
annals of Moroccan history, not least for its enduring legacy as a vibrant center of
craftsmanship. Its very foundations were laid with an eye towards fostering an
environment where artistry could flourish, drawing on a confluence of cultures and a
strategic geographic position. To understand the artisans of Fez today, one must first
journey back to the beginnings of this remarkable city, tracing the threads that have
woven its identity as a hub of creation.

The genesis of Fez can be traced to the late 8th century, with Idris I, the founder of the
Idrisid dynasty, establishing a settlement in 789 AD on the southeast bank of the Fez
River. A descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, Idris I’s vision set the stage for a
significant Islamic presence in North Africa. His son, Idris II, further developed the city,
moving his capital to Fez in 808 AD. He wisely chose a location at the crossroads of
important trade routes, surrounded by fertile lands that provided the raw materials
essential for various crafts.

The nascent city quickly grew, particularly with two significant waves of immigration
that shaped its character and propelled its artisanal development. In 817-818 AD,
approximately 800 Andalusian families, seeking refuge after being expelled from
Cordoba, settled in the town founded by Idris I. Shortly thereafter, around 2,000
families banished from Kairouan (in present-day Tunisia) settled on the opposite bank
of the river. These newcomers were not just refugees; they brought with them a
wealth of technical expertise, traditional knowledge, and a sophisticated
understanding of urban life. This influx of diverse skills laid a crucial groundwork for
Fez to become a significant cultural and intellectual center.

Initially, Fez comprised two distinct and often competing settlements on opposing
shores of the Oued Fez: Madinat Fas and Al-’Aliya. Each had its own walls and
character. However, in the 11th century, during the rule of the Almoravids, Sultan
Yusuf ibn Tashfin united these two settlements into what is now known as Fes el-Bali,
or "Old Fez." This unification under a single enclosure was a pivotal moment,
consolidating the city’s identity and facilitating the growth of its craft industries. Even
after the capital shifted to Marrakesh under the Almoravids, Fez maintained its
prominence as a major economic and political hub in northern Morocco.

The golden age of Fez truly dawned with the Marinid dynasty, which ruled from the
13th to the 15th centuries. During this period, Fez regained its status as the political
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capital, experiencing a flourishing of learning, trade, and, crucially, artisanal
excellence. The Marinid rulers were fervent patrons of Islamic scholarship and
intellectual culture, establishing the first formal madrasas in Morocco within the city.
These institutions, such as the Bou Inania and Al-Attarine madrasas, became
hallmarks of Marinid architecture, showcasing intricate decoration in wood and stucco,
and pioneering the extensive use of zellij mosaic tilework, which would become a
defining feature of Moroccan design.

The strategic location of Fez, nestled at the crossroads of important trade routes
connecting the Mediterranean to Black Africa, was instrumental in its rapid
development. The surrounding region was naturally rich in raw materials essential for
various crafts, including stone, wood, and clay. This abundant access to resources,
combined with the influx of skilled artisans and the patronage of ruling dynasties,
created a fertile ground for craftsmanship to thrive.

The very structure of the medina reflects this long-standing artisanal tradition. Even
today, as one navigates the labyrinthine alleyways of Fes el-Bali, traces of areas
organized by different craft guilds can be observed. This informal, yet deeply
ingrained, system of specialized workshops indicates a history where craft was not
merely an economic activity but a fundamental aspect of civic organization. Each
souk, or market, became dedicated to a specific type of handicraft or local product,
creating a vibrant, yet organized, mosaic of production.

The enduring value of Fez's traditional crafts is deeply rooted in the dedication of its
artisans. Many still employ methods passed down through countless generations,
often asserting that no machine can replicate the heart and soul they infuse into their
work. This commitment to quality and traditional methods, prioritizing skill over speed,
has allowed Fez to maintain its reputation as a global craft hub for centuries.

The city's evolution as an artisan center was also influenced by its diverse
demographic makeup. Fez became a melting pot of cultures, with Arab, Berber,
Andalusian, and Jewish communities all contributing to its linguistic and cultural
tapestry. For instance, Moroccan Jews played a significant role in shaping the legacy of
metalwork in Seffarine Square, bringing techniques and patterns influenced by
Andalusian and Mediterranean traditions. Their presence enriched the craft, blending
styles and motifs that remain iconic today, showcasing a shared cultural heritage.
While historical guild systems sometimes imposed restrictions on non-Muslims to
lessen competition, Jews often gravitated towards trades like metalwork, as Sharia law
sometimes forbade Muslims from working with precious metals.

Fez's status as a spiritual and intellectual capital further cemented its role as a craft
city. The Al-Qarawiyyin University Mosque, founded in 859 AD, became one of the
most important spiritual and cultural centers of its era, influencing Islamic Spain and
Europe. This intellectual environment fostered an appreciation for beauty, precision,
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and intricate detail, which naturally extended to the city's artistic output. The city's
architectural marvels, such as the Bou Inania Madrasa, showcase exquisite Islamic
architecture and craftsmanship, with elements crafted by local artisans.

Even when the capital of Morocco shifted to Rabat in 1912 with the French
Protectorate, Fez steadfastly retained its position as a vital cultural and spiritual heart,
and a major center for arts and crafts. The French colonial period also saw the
construction of a new city, the Ville Nouvelle, to the southwest, but the ancient medina
remained a vibrant, living testament to its past. The ongoing efforts to preserve its
heritage, including the restoration of abandoned fondouks (medieval inns) into craft
centers, demonstrate a commitment to ensuring Fez remains a "living city of the
future," not merely a historical relic.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

