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REHABILITATION OF THE MEDITERRANEAN MEDINA IN MOROCCO

Anton Escher

The old towns of the Orient are deteriorating! Only international aid programs or some

local initiatives can mainly preserve religious buildings and outstanding monuments
(see Wirth 2000). However, from the beginning of the 215t century, this statement has
not applied to the old towns of Morocco.

This profoundly different orientation in the Medina results from two connected

phenomena: “economic globalization” and “post-modern environment.” Globalization,

which has been promoted since the early 70s, is characterized by the establishment
of globally acting organizations in every political, economic, and cultural aspect of
life, by a more effective global capital transfer, by worldwide increasingly marketable
material and non-material commodities, by faster worldwide communication, and by

locally independent possibilities of action of organizations, institutions, and individuals

all over the world (see McMichael 1996). Economic globalization is paralleled by an
altered meaning of life for the people in industrial countries and subsequently a
different lifestyle. Post-modern culture has left behind the modern focus on scientific
progress and rather concentrates on the present moment as the main focus of
interest. Its prevailing feature is the importance of consumption. Consequently,
“socio-cultural milieus” have emerged in which the main focus is not consumption
and possession as such, but rather on the possession of specialthings and the way
people consume. This is why the post-modern society has also been called the
society of the spectacle (Lash/Urry 1999), in which the symbolic meaning of places
and goods has become paramount.

At this point the questions which are to be answered in the following essay are
raised: Who lives in the Medina? Which interests concerning their property in the
Medina do the Europeans have? What does the rearrangement of the Moroccan
Medina look like?

In order to answer these questions, nearly all old towns in Morocco have been
searched for foreign home owners in the previous years (see fig. 1). Moroccan and
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foreign key persons, as well as randomly chosen foreign home owners, have been
interviewed, and the design of the renovated houses has been documented.
Furthermore, newspapers, lifestyle magazines, travel literature and guides, popular
literature, movies, games, and other cuitural products dealing with Moroccan old
towns have been analyzed.

Fig.1
Map of Morocco
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i 1. “Tourist Discovery” and “European Conquest” of the Moroccan Medina

: As far back as the 1920s, European artists, beginning with Jacques Majorelle,

{ discovered “their Orient”. This was because they were fascinated with the
strangeness, the bright colours, the peculiar smells, the glaring sun, and the exotic
people. Tangier, at that time under international administration, soon became a
preferred meeting place of the high society after World War Il. The focus of rich

¢ and/or intellectual dropouts shifted from Tangier to the “Gate of the Sahara,”

i Marrakech, and to the “Gateway to Europe,” Essaouira. During the 1960s, the
international jet-set, psychedelic rock musicians and flower-decorated hippies met

i there. In addition to that, many Europeans and Americans came to Marrakech
because of its expanding gay community. During the 1970s and 80s, the European
influx stagnated. At the end of the 1990s, the real estate market in Essaouira and
Marrakech suddenly boomed. The number of foreign home owners in Marrakech rose
to 150 in the summer of 1999. A significant reason for this upturn was the broadcasting
i of an episode of the series “Capital” on French TV on June 14, 1998. The program
dealt with the various possibilities of buying a house in the old towns of Marrakech

i and Essaouira and the financial and legal framework of real estate purchase in
Morocco. Moreover, the print media, international movies, and the Internet have

i contributed to promote the oriental fairy-tale image of Marrakech and the attraction
of buying a house with a garden in the inner courtyard in the Medina. Between the

i summer of 1999 and 2000, the number of foreign home owners in the Medina rose to
about 500. In March 2003, more than 900 foreign real estate owners could be counted
in the Medina of Marrakech alone.

i 2. The Foreign Population in the Medina of Marrakech

The French are the largest group (two thirds) in the Medina, followed by the Germans,
: Italians, British, Spanish, Americans, Belgians, and Swiss (fig. 2). Apart from
nationality, six different types of home owners with respectively different interests in
their property can be found in the foreign residential population within the Medina:
intellectual artists, cosmopolitan members of the jet-set, the busy working class,

: tourists looking for status symbols, active pensioners, and bicultural married couples
i (see Petermann 2001). Intellectuals and artists were the pioneers in Marrakech, and
for these long-term guests, the old town became a stage for their self-realization.

; There are not only painters
and writers, but also
photographers and designers
who look for inspiration here.
Many artists rent an
apartment or a house; they
live in small, hardly renovated
houses - mostly because of
their tight financial situation -
and they are not very
interested in the renewal of
the building stock (see Clos
2001). The estates of the
members of the jet-set in the
old town resemble palaces
and usually consist of several
houses. They are

/1 mamaeen || meticulously renovated and

| modernized; the buildings

" || have been extensively

3| adapted to the new
occupiers” needs. The
foreigners with jobs work

Fig.2

Foreign real estate in the
quarter Ksour in the Medina
of Marrakech
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either temporarily or permanently in Marrakech, most of them running a guest house
in the Medina, exporting arts and crafts, working in the real estate market, interior
architecture, catering, tourism, or the educational sector. Looking at the restoration
and design of their houses, a broad variety of styles can be found, ranging from a
completely new building to oriental reconstruction up to “authentic” renovation. For
status-loving tourists, a house in Marrakech is a second home under the southern
sun. Since the tourists spend most of their vacation within their own walls, the inner
courtyard is an especially good place for recovery, relaxation and celebration.
Correspondingly, the design of the purchased house, which is often modelled after
architectural examples by well-known artists belonging to the “oriental scene,” is
very important. The examples can be found in magazines, or a local architect is
employed. Many active pensioners, who have all established professional or private
connections to Morocco at some stage in their lives, decide to retire temporarily or
permanently to Marrakech. They look after the renovation of their houses with care
and dedication, while the extent of the construction work depends on their budget.
Furthermore, Marrakech is a new home for bicultural married couples, who opt for
Marrakech either right after their wedding or after having lived in Europe for many
years. This smallest of all groups consists mainly of foreign women who met their
husbands in Marrakech. Their houses are very functionally equipped, according to
the cultural premises of the Moroccan society.

Fig. 3
Foreign real estate in the
Medina of Essaouira
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3. The Foreign Population in the Medina of Essaouira

The last empirical data collection in the Medina of Essaouira in the spring of 2003
shows 298 non-Moroccan real estate owners, who possess more than 320 properties
in the Medina. Only buildings that foreigners renovated, reconstructed and/or use and
live in were considered (see fig. 3). More than half of all owners, 148 people are
French. The second largest group, with almost 15 percent, are German owners. Four
main types can be identified among this population: creative people, intellectual
dropouts, tourists, and pensioners. The creative people are real estate owners who in
the broader sense are artistic or creative professionals, such as photographers,
architects, painters, authors, Internet designers, advertising managers, and scientists.

347
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They possess a high potential of creativity and look for the confrontation with the

i unknown and the different, which very often can be seen early on in their biographies.
: The intellectual dropouts often come to Essaouira without concrete ideas. They want
to stay and realize the necessity of earning money. They pursue a seemingly profitable
operation; they invest into a hotel, a guesthouse, a restaurant, or a store. Another

i group of these Europeans came to Essaouira for biographical reasons: marriage with
a Moroccan, or birth in Morocco and the subsequent return to the childhood place. To
realize their ideas, they don't want expedient and functional institutions; they would
rather develop their own style. The investments of this group are considerable and

: contain all of their money, which tourism managers invest in the Medina. Itis
important for those people to be able to lead a self-determined life. Another fourth of
the Medina-Europeans are tourists. These Europeans have established a secondary
or a vacation home in Essaouira. They have extraordinarily high incomes in their home
countries. Their houses and apartments are often lavishly renovated and improved.

i These houses are advertisements and represent a specific dimension of the owners’
self-realization. The tourists generally come to Essaouira for about three months, split
up into several stays during the year. The Europeans characterize and experience not
¢ only the society but also Islam as liberal. The only fear that tortures these tourists in

{ the Medina of Essaouira is the fear of other Europeans. Pensioners, as far as they are
concerned, have settled in Essaouira for good. They know Morocco, which they have
visited many times before. They are not bound by a European community, and they do
i not associate with Moroccans, with the exception of Moroccan maids. They reside in
i Morocco for at least half a year straight, or in reality permanently, and they publicly
adapt to the customs of the country very well.

: 4. Organizations, Institutions, and Administrations in Morocco’s 0ld Towns
i The first international organization that needs to be mentioned is the UNESCO. It was
i the very first institution that took care of Morocco’s old towns, and by now it has
declared the following cities to be world cultural heritage: Fés (1981), Marrakech

: (1985), Meknes (1996), Tetouan (1997), and Essaouira (2001). The interaction between
i the world cultural heritage rating and scientific as well as tourist access to the

{ Medina is obvious.

Inspired and provoked by the activities of the foreigners, the municipal
administrations have increased their developmental efforts and their monitoring

i functions in the old town. In all old towns, new land development plans are being
drawn up. Water and power supply and sewerage systems are being renewed and
adjusted to modern needs. The alleys of the Medina are being newly paved or tarred,
while planting greenery rounds up the activities.

i New institutions emerge in the old towns: foundations, museums, patronages,
guesthouse organizations, and real estate companies. Museums and foundations are
 built and maintained in the old town mainly because of cultural and commercial
interests. The museums are usually private collections made accessible to the public.
: When it comes to museums and foundations, artistic and cultural interests are
prominent. The general public gains access to former residential buildings through
museums, foundations, and galleries. The patronages commit themselves not only to
protecting the building stock, but also to maintaining and preserving the traditional

i townscape. Other institutions that need to be mentioned are foreign and Moroccan

: real estate companies, which on the one hand manage several residential and
guesthouses that are either personal or other people’s property; on the other hand,

i they help potential buyers find the right real estate and they assist in buying,
renovating, and maintaining that property.

: 5. Guesthouse, a New Type of House in the Old Towns of Morocco

The houses of the Europeans in the Medina are furnished and renovated as oriental
residential buildings or as European vacation homes. However, over the years a trend
i towards guesthouses has developed, which are run either officially or illegally. While



only 14 official guesthouses
were known in the old town
of Marrakech before 1999,
this number rose in 2002 to
169 registered guest
houses. Although many of
the foreigners do not come
to the old towns with the
intention to build a guest
house, the trend to open
such a house increases
because many real estate
owners do not live in the old
town all year round, and the
costs of maintenance are
significant. This trend is
even stronger in the Medina
of Fés (see fig. 4 and Dérr
2004). The only professional
organization that represents
the interests of the-mainly
new-founded-guesthouses
in Marrakech is the
Association des Maison
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d’Hétes de Marrakech et du Sud (AMH). It has about 60 members. Along with the
guesthouses, though, comes a significant transformation of the residential building
structure in the old towns. Only the most obvious changes are mentioned in the
following. Since the demands make extensive renovations necessary, guesthouses
are usually built with modern materials such as concrete and steel beams, even
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though this is not officially allowed. Additionally, there is a division of the houses into

i single rooms or apartments, each with its own small bathroom. The inner courtyards
of the guest houses are redesigned as swimming pools, which are considered

i absolutely necessary, not just during the hot summer months (see fig. 5). The usually
empty roof terraces are being furnished. The guests use them as a place to sunbathe,
to have breakfast, and to enjoy their evening cocktail. Thus, function, use, and design
i of the roofs are changed completely. In addition, it needs to be mentioned that
besides the official guest houses, many establishments are run illegally, that almost all
guesthouses illegally have restaurants, and that alcohol is served illegally. As a result,
the guest houses in the old towns completely transform the character of the
Moroccan townhouse, which is called either Dar or Riad, depending on its structure.

¢ 6. The Medina in Morocco in the 21st Century

The Medina in Morocco is not the city anymore whose only purpose is to give the

: material framework for an everyday life within a Moroccan social order, but it is a city
that serves numerous Europeans as a stage for post-modern life fulfilment. The
Europeans consciously design and renovate their houses and thus change the face
and character of the Medina. They invest large sums of money and therefore have a

i high interest in the house and in the design of the city and the preservation of the
oriental flair. The “tourist discovery” and the partial “European conquest” of

i Morocco’s old towns-or what Gangler & Ribbeck (1994) call the “commercial and
elitist option”- have significantly contributed to the improvement of the infrastructure
i and to the preservation and modernization of the building stock in the Medina.

: However, the future old towns will neither be a reconstruction nor a restoration of the
Moroccan Medina. The political developments in the next few years will show - as
long as the economic and social conditions generally remain constant - whether the

: old towns of Morocco can continue to establish themselves as an exclusive retreat,
an oriental dream world, and as a post-modern playground for parts of the European

i society.
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