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Introduction

Marrakech is a city of paradox and poetry, a place where the clangor of modernity
echoes through streets paved with centuries-old tradition. Visitors arriving at the ochre
gates are greeted not just by the city’'s dazzling palette and intoxicating scents, but by
a symphony of sounds—flutes weaving through the din of the medina, hypnotic drums
reverberating from distant courtyards, and the plaintive call of an oud drifting across
the rooftops at dusk. The music of Marrakech is not peripheral to its story; it is its
heartbeat, its memory, and its means of continual reinvention.

Centrally situated at the crossroads of Africa, the Middle East, and Europe, Marrakech
has long served as a vibrant musical crossroads. Its soundscape tells tales of ancient
Amazigh (Berber) resilience, forged in the mountains and deserts; of Andalusian exile,
whose minstrels fled across the Strait of Gibraltar with precious instruments and
equally precious songs; of sub-Saharan rhythm and spirit, the pulse of Gnawa trance
music entwined with devotion and survival. These currents meet and merge in
Marrakech, a city where music is both a gathering place and a passage through time.

Yet, music in Marrakech is far more than heritage—it is a living, breathing practice
embedded in daily life. In the labyrinthine alleys of the Medina, craftsmen tap rhythms
as they work, market women sing old lullabies, and musicians improvise new fusions
in tucked-away cafés. At night, in Jemaa el-Fnaa square, the air vibrates with the
collective energy of drummers, poets, acrobats, and dancers, transforming the city
center into an ever-evolving open-air stage. Here, melodies serve as both
entertainment and social glue, maintaining community bonds and passing wisdom
down through generations.

This book invites you on an immersive journey through the hidden melodies of
Marrakech, revealing not just what the city sounds like, but why its music matters.
Each chapter uncovers a layer of this sonic tapestry: from the ceremonial power of
sacred Sufi chants to the raw emotion of Malhun poetry, the craftsmanship of
instrument makers to the cutting-edge experiments of young producers. Through in-
depth interviews, evocative storytelling, and vivid descriptions, we’ll encounter the
real people behind the music—masters and apprentices, storytellers and stars, all
devoted to their art.

We’ll explore how Marrakechi music continues to inspire the world, fueling cross-
cultural collaborations, sparking international festivals, and drawing listeners into vital
debates around authenticity, preservation, and change. Equally, we’'ll see how the
city’s musical lifeblood is protected by its conservatories, luthiers, and archivists,
ensuring that tradition not only survives but blossoms into the future.
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Whether you are a world music explorer, a seasoned traveler, or simply curious about
how place and sound intertwine, this book is your guide. Let Marrakech’s hidden

melodies lead you through a city where every street, every celebration, and every
silence reverberates with stories waiting to be heard.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Sound: Amazigh Origins
and Ancient Rhythms

Before Marrakech hummed with the bustle of traders or the call to prayer echoed from
minarets, the land was alive with an older song—the rhythms of the Amazigh, North
Africa’s indigenous people. Their music, stretching back millennia, is the bedrock upon
which the city’s complex soundscape is built. It is a music born of mountains and
deserts, of communal life and the vast, open sky, reflecting a profound connection to
the natural world and a resilience forged over countless generations.

Imagine a time when the Atlas Mountains, majestic and unyielding, served as both
sanctuary and inspiration. Here, in scattered villages clinging to hillsides or nestled in
verdant valleys, the Amazigh cultivated a musical tradition deeply intertwined with
daily life. Unlike the formal compositions of later eras, early Amazigh music was often
spontaneous, functional, and deeply communal. It was the rhythm of agricultural
labor, the chant accompanying the grinding of grain, the lullaby sung to soothe a child,
and the joyous percussion marking a harvest or a wedding.

The earliest instruments were, no doubt, extensions of the body and the environment
itself: handclaps, foot stomps, the rustle of gourds filled with seeds, or hollowed logs
beaten with sticks. Over time, these evolved into more sophisticated forms, but the
essence of shared participation remained. In Amazigh communities, music was rarely
a performance reserved for specialists; it was a collective act, with men and women,
young and old, participating in singing and dancing on festive occasions. This
collective spirit is a defining characteristic that continues to echo in many of
Marrakech’s musical traditions today.

Consider a village celebration in the High Atlas, a scene that has likely played out for
centuries. Under the expansive, star-dusted sky, the heart of the music would be the
bendir, a large, circular frame drum. Held in one hand and struck with the other, its
simple yet versatile beat drives the rhythm. Sometimes, gut strings stretched across
the back of the drumhead would vibrate, creating a characteristic buzzing sound—a
subtle drone that adds to the hypnotic quality. Alongside the bendir, the reedy,
haunting cry of the nai, or reed flute, would weave melodic lines, its ancient voice
evoking the vastness of the landscape and the deep spiritual connection to the land.

The beauty of Amazigh music lies in its simplicity and its directness. There are no
elaborate orchestras here, no complex harmonies in the Western classical sense.
Instead, the power comes from interlocking rhythms, repetitive melodic phrases that
build in intensity, and the communal energy of call-and-response singing. The lyrics,
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often sung in one of the Tamazight dialects, speak of everyday life, of love and loss, of
ancient myths, and of the wisdom passed down through oral tradition. Women, in
particular, play a crucial role, not only in public celebrations but also in the more
private musical moments of daily life, singing while weaving intricate rugs or preparing
meals, their voices carrying the stories and heritage of their ancestors.

Marrakech, situated at the foothills of the Atlas Mountains, has always been a natural
conduit for these ancient sounds. As Amazigh tribes moved through the region,
trading goods and establishing settlements, their music became an integral part of the
city’s nascent soundscape. The rhythms of the bendir and the melodies of the nai
would have mingled with the burgeoning sounds of the developing urban center,
creating an early fusion that laid the groundwork for the city's future musical diversity.

One significant Amazigh musical form found in the region is Ahwach. This
performance, particularly prevalent in the High Atlas Mountains, is a vibrant spectacle
of music, poetry, and dance. It typically involves a large circle of men and women,
responding to each other in song, often accompanied by drums and flutes. The men
might play bendirs and shout rhythmic phrases, while the women, adorned in
traditional attire, move with graceful, synchronized steps, their voices rising in
powerful choruses. Ahwach is not just entertainment; it's a social ritual, a way for
communities to express their collective identity, celebrate important events, and
maintain a vibrant cultural heritage.

Another important Amazigh musical tradition is Rays, or Rways. These are
professional Amazigh poet-singers who traditionally travel from village to village,
performing at local markets, festivals, and celebrations. Accompanied by instruments
such as the rabab (a one-stringed bowed instrument similar to a lute), the loutar (a
four-stringed plucked lute), and percussion like the bendir, the Rays tell stories, recite
poetry, and perform songs that often incorporate social commentary or historical
narratives. Their performances serve as a vital form of news dissemination,
entertainment, and cultural preservation, bringing the outside world into remote
communities and carrying local stories outwards. The melancholic and soulful sound of
the rabab, in particular, is characteristic of many Amazigh melodies, evoking the
vastness of the landscapes and the deep emotional currents of the oral traditions.

The influence of Amazigh music extends beyond specific genres. The emphasis on
rhythm, the call-and-response vocal patterns, and the communal nature of music-
making are threads woven deeply into the fabric of Moroccan music as a whole,
including many styles that developed much later. The very spirit of improvisation,
often seen in the informal gatherings of musicians in Marrakech’s squares and souks,
can be traced back to the adaptability and spontaneity inherent in ancient Amazigh
musical practices.

The resilience of Amazigh culture, despite centuries of external influences, is reflected
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powerfully in its music. It is a testament to a people who have maintained their
language, customs, and artistic expressions in the face of various conquests and
societal shifts. Their songs are not just echoes of the past; they are living testaments
to a vibrant present and a proud future. In Marrakech, you can still hear the direct
lineage of these ancient sounds, whether in the impromptu performances in Jemaa el-
Fnaa or in more formal cultural presentations. It’s a reminder that beneath the layers
of subsequent influences, the original heartbeat of Morocco continues to resonate.

The instruments themselves tell stories of adaptation and ingenuity. The bendir, with
its simplicity and portability, was perfect for nomadic or semi-nomadic communities.
The nai, crafted from a humble reed, produces sounds that transcend its raw material,
connecting the musician to breath and spirit. These instruments, seemingly basic, are
capable of immense expressive power in the hands of skilled players, conveying a
spectrum of emotions from deep sorrow to exuberant joy.

As Marrakech grew from a desert encampment to a thriving imperial city, it became a
melting pot for diverse cultures and their accompanying sounds. But even as Arab,
Andalusian, and sub-Saharan influences began to intermingle, the foundational
rhythms and melodies of the Amazigh endured. They provided a familiar framework, a
cultural anchor for new arrivals, and a rich source material for musical innovation. This
layering of sound, where the ancient underpins the new, is what makes Marrakech’s
musical identity so unique and endlessly fascinating. It’s a conversation across
centuries, with the Amazigh voices offering the opening verses.
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