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The Strait of Gibraltar seen from Belyunesh.










HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION


Abdelaziz Touri


The Grand saga of Andalusian Morocco is entwined with the epic of western Islam. The establishment of Islam, in North Africa generally, and in Morocco especially, over official or local cults such as Christianity and to an extent Judaism, was neither easy nor quick. The conquests of Egypt and of Spain, for example, hardly lasted more than three months each; that of Iraq took four years and that of Syria six, but the armies of Islam needed over half a century of more or less continuous fighting (26/647–91/710) before they could install themselves definitively in the Maghreb.


The Islamisation of Morocco took a firm step with Musa Ibn Nusayr who, at the beginning of the 2nd/8th century, succeeded in converting the inhabitants and integrating them into the army of Allah. In fact, it was with these rough and belligerent conscripts that he established the Muslim conquest of Spain. This political move allowed him to find a favourable outlet for Islam, for, unable to disarm the Berbers, he made them the spearhead of his propagation. Thus the Arab messenger and the Berber neophyte became engaged in an irreversible process which, in this intense far-off region, the Maghreb, gave birth to one of the most brilliant homes of Islamic civilisation, a home which for more than seven centuries, would remain an Hispano-Maghrebic focal point.


As soon as Moroccan Islam took root in its renewed form, it immediately looked over to its neighbouring Iberian peninsula, and resolved to spread itself there. It is now the year 92/711, and Tariq Ibn Ziyad, the recently converted, famous and enigmatic Berber, who is also a general under the orders of Musa Ibn Nusayr, drives the Muslim armies of the West to initiate the conquest of that which would become al-Andalus. Some 40 years later, as the Umayyad caliphate draws its last breath in the East, we see his revival in Spain brought about with the help of the Berbers. From then on, the destinies of the two riverbanks of the strait become entwined, and we witness a period of incessant exchange and interpenetration across the centuries over which the Islam of al-Andalus survives. Between 91/710 and 122/740, Islam advances at a spectacular rate. However, it is the Islam of the Berbers, an Islam which will manifest itself in an increasingly autonomous manner towards the authority of the Damascus Caliphate.


Consequently, for reasons which seem to be based primarily on the exploitative politics of heavy and unpopular taxation, a revolt arose in 122/740 on the plains of the Atlantic side. Known as the Kharijite Revolt, its name derives from its rigid religious parent doctrine which appeared in the East, in 37/658, at the time of the first Grand crisis of the Caliphate. This movement gathered importance before rapidly dividing into several factions, thus scattering itself across other parts of the Empire in order to attain the Maghreb.


In Morocco, a Kharijite principality set itself up in the Tafilalet, in the south-east of the country, and founded Sijilmassa, a caravan-type town of Grand importance, where Saharan commerce retained an active role until the 6th/12th century.


The Kharijite revolt which began in Morocco quickly spread across the rest of the Maghreb, thus enabling it to become independent from Eastern guardianship; for, despite the restructuring of the Caliphate undertaken by the Abbassids since the middle of the 2nd/8th century, the Muslim East had become sovereign under the iron rule of three dynasties: the Umayyads in Spain, the Idrissids in Morocco, and the Rustemids in Algeria. However, by the end of the 2nd/beginning of 9th century, the image of Morocco is one of a country divided into several different entities. Apart from Sijilmassa, there is the principality of the Nakkur in the Rif, and of the Berghuatas in the Atlantic plains and plateaus, as well as utterly independent tribes and confederations of tribes living in the rest of the country.
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Mulay Idriss Zerhun, panoramic view.





It was under these divisive circumstances that the first great Muslim dynasty of Morocco, the Idrissids, was founded in Volubilis. This dynasty brought about, for the first time in history, the unification of the country, and founded the town of Fez. It should be remembered that the accession of the Idrissids is rooted in the crisis which occurred in the Eastern Caliphate. The crisis, brought upon by the supporters of ‘Ali, had polarised Muslims into two camps: those who were partisans of ‘Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet, and those who supported his rival, Mu’awiya. Mu’awiya went on to establish the Umayyad dynasty in Damascus before it was supplanted by the Abbassid dynasty in around 132/750.


In 169/786, Idriss Ibn ‘Abd Allah escaped Abbassid repression and took refuge in Morocco. He installed himself in Walili, ancient Volubilis, in 171/788, at the centre of a region independent from both the influence of the Kharijites of Sijilmassa, and from that of the Berghuatas from Tamesna. Strengthened by the prestige of his Sherifian origins, as being a descendant of the Prophet, he was very well received by the native Berbers who pledged their allegiance to him and viewed him as Imam. He founded the Idrissid dynasty and took the title of Idriss I.


The reign of Idriss I lasted no more than three years (171/788–174/791). However, with a speed which could be viewed as disconcerting, he had managed to establish his authority, see through peace campaigns and rally numerous tribes around him. This led to the creation of a centralised state which, having gained such a swift and mighty reputation, worried the Caliph of Baghdad, so much so that he had the monarch assassinated.


The success of the Idrissids attracted many people to the city of Walili, the kingdom’s first capital, which resulted rapidly in it becoming cramped through over population. So, in 172/789, Idriss founded a new capital on the right riverbank of the Fez wadi, where in fact the Andalusian neighbourhood was situated: madinat Fas, the city of Fez.


Founded as the seat of government, the city established by Idriss had the promise of fulfilling a remarkable destiny. Situated on a crossroads, surrounded by fertile plains, it benefited sufficiently from the arrival of successive Andalusian and Ifriqiyan immigrants to become a great economic, spiritual and religious metropolis. These achievements could be viewed as the inaugural force behind the cyclical dynastic creation of great cities, since, at the instigation of the Idrissids, every Moroccan dynasty went on to found a capital or city: for the Almoravids it was Marrakesh, for the Almohads it was Rabat, for the Merinids it was Fas Jdid, otherwise known as Fez Newtown, and for the ‘Alawites it was Meknès.


In 193/809, madinat Fas would witness the birth of a new city on the left bank of the same Fez wadi, known today as the river banks of Kairouans. This split, wished for by Idriss II, the son and successor of the founder of the dynasty, led to rivalry between the two sides of the riverbank. All in all the presence of this rivalry was beneficial, since the “double city” only became larger and more radiant as a result.


On the political front, the first two monarchs were able to undertake a dynamic plan of action and put into place the foundations of a truly state-like organisation. Inspired by eastern models of government, Idriss II (192/808–212/828) in particular, furnished his kingdom with an administration, an army, a new capital and a currency. However, within his 20-year reign, he was still refused the glory of holding authority over the whole of Morocco. His kingdom ended, grosso modo, at the borders of ancient Mauretania Tingitania. Nevertheless, he succeeded in bringing numerous Berber tribes under his jurisdiction which until then had remained independent from each other. The mystery surrounding Idriss II’s death revealed the fragility of the structures which had been put into place. His son and successor, Mohamed Ibn Idriss (212/828–221/836) committed a fatal mistake: he shared out his father’s possessions between his brothers. Thus began a long period of rivalry between them, bringing about power struggles and continuous instability. The fragility of power and weakness of the princes encouraged foreign intervention. Fez is first taken by the Fatimids of Ifriqiya, then by the Umayyads of al-Andalus. The Idrissids oscillate between the two in order to take permanent refuge in the north of the country where they remain entrenched until the arrival of the Almoravids.
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Panoramic view of the Medina of Fez seen from the roof top of the Qarawiyin Mosque, Fez.





The arrival of the latter onto the platform of power, in the 5th/11th century, marks an important stage in the history of Morocco and of the whole of North Africa. The Almoravids, natives of Ribat, are nomadic Berbers who traversed the great desert, from the oasis in the Moroccan south right across to the “Land of the Blacks”, Bilad al-Sudan. Their wealth lay in their complete control of caravan trafficking, and from the importance of their herds, as well as from the loot gained through war and raids. Rough warriors, hardly inclined towards discipline, as such, they nevertheless offered a favourable land to whoever could tame and organise them. ‘Abd Allah Ibn Yassin did just that. A visionary renowned for his piety, erudition and rigour, he was summoned by the nomadic chieftains to teach Arabic and the principles of Islam to their tribes. With this rare talent for providing unity, he rapidly succeeded in raising an army of “monk-soldiers”, and launched Holy Wars against the animistic sub-Saharan tribes.


Hardened and well-organised, the Almoravids turned their gaze onto the northern regions and took Sijilmassa in 445/1053–1054. Thus began one of the most glorious ventures which, in the name of Islam and religious rigour, brought about the first great Berber-Islamic empire in the West.


In capturing Sijilmassa, the Almoravids secured their complete control over the two main routes of sub-Saharan commerce: the western route, which they controlled already, and that which had been recently seized, opening out onto Sijilmassa.


The feeble resistance which they encountered at the beginning encouraged their rulers to undertake a comprehensive conquest of Morocco.


Under the leadership of Yusuf Ibn Tashfin (453/1061–500/1107), they took out one by one the main towns and regions of the time, and pushed their assault as far as the central Maghreb. About 464/1072–466/1074, they had rooted themselves firmly in Morocco and the western half of Algeria.


In 466/1074, when the cavalcade which had allowed him to establish his authority over most of the Maghreb had come to an end, Yusuf Ibn Tashfin received a cry for help from the Kings of Taifas. These Spanish Muslim princes, inheritors of the Caliphate of Cordoba, were in real danger of being exterminated by Castillian troops. 38


Alphonse VI of Castille had in fact mobilised his troops in a first advance of Reconquest and had gained entry to Toledo in 477/1085. This move proved to be decisive in the Almoravids choice to remain on the other side of the Gibraltar strait.


The clash with the Christians took place at Zallaqa, near Badajoz, in 478/1086. The Muslim troops were victorious. Yusuf gained much prestige, enabling him to enter al-Andalus and to conquer, systematically one after the other, the Andalusian principalities which had been undermined by the division and debauchery of their princes.


Masters of both the Maghreb and al-Andalus, the Almoravids oversaw for the first time in history the unification of the greatest area covered by Western Islam. By taking over al-Andalus, these ferocious desert warriors would, in addition, certainly come into contact with a brilliant and refined civilisation. Their capital, Marrakesh, built in about 461/1069 from nothing in order to serve as a base camp for their Moroccan expeditions, became home to the most reputable wise men, the most talented poets and the most highly regarded artists. The strength of the monarchs, coupled with the stability of power and wealth of the Empire, gave birth to a flourishing art scene, from which the most beautiful results would come to see the light of day as creations fashioned from Maghrebin earth.


Around the middle of the 6th/12th century, the power of the Almoravids is replaced by that of the Almohads. According to some, the advent of the latter marked “the peak of Moroccan domination” in both the Maghreb and al-Andalus as well as the Islamic West’s complete independence from its Eastern tutelage.
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Mosque of Tinmel.





In truth, whilst being politically free from all foreign powers, Almoravid Morocco was nonetheless spiritually tied to the power of the Baghdad caliphate. In only taking the honorary title of Amir al-Muslimin, Prince of the Muslims, the Almoravid monarchs acknowledged the religious and spiritual supremacy of the Eastern Caliph: only he could possess the glorious title of Amir al-Mu’minin, Commander of the Believers. However, this tie was broken by the first monarch of the Almohad dynasty, ‘Abd al-Mumen Ibn ‘Ali, inaugurating the era of the Maghrebin Caliphate. As soon as he had come to power, having undertaken a series of military campaigns which had brought him beyond the frontiers of Morocco to Spain and the Maghreb, he took the title of Caliph. As with previous dynasties, his successors followed his lead by continuing to take the title. The power of the Almohads, born in the combative thrust for an ideal and a spiritual mission, secured itself straight away due to the personalities of the first three sovereigns: ‘Abd al-Mumen (524/1130–558/1163), Abu Yusuf Ya’qub (558/1163–579/1184) and Ya’qub al-Mansur (579/1184–595/1199). Considering themselves responsible for a reformative mission which put claim to the uniqueness of Allah or tawhid, these monarchs were all warriors. ‘Abd al-Mumen needed to fight for seven years to take control of Morocco and Algeria before venturing into Tunisia in 546/1152. Muslim Spain came under his power, from then on ensuring that his successors need never again surrender in the face of Christian attack. The victory of Alarcos, in 591/1195, marked the culmination of Almohad efforts towards the triumph of Islam. But as well as fighting a Holy War in Spain, the Almohads were required to be fighters of a Holy War in Ifriqiya, which had fallen under Norman influence. In recapturing Tunisia from the Normans and extending their power up to Tripoli, they succeeded for the first time in unifying the entire Muslim West in the name of a single united empire, the centre of which was Morocco and the Atlas mountains.
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The esplanade of the Hassan Mosque and Tower, Rabat.





A theologian and philosopher, Mohamed Ibn Tumert, whose religious zeal soon secured him a name, stood at the core of this empire. Extremely cultivated, a good public speaker and an astute polemist, he had made himself noticed at every debate and impassioned discussion he undertook in his confrontations with Almoravid lawyers.


But his preference lay in taking his campaign for reformation to the streets, a reformation based on the censure of standards, moral improvements, and the strict lobbying against the growing anthropomorphism which attributed human qualities to God. Ibn Tumert thought of the Almoravids as victims of the syndrome of civilisation – a dependence on material wealth and well-being – which had turned them into “anthropomorphists”. They therefore needed to be fought down and replaced by a power who would know to return, in all its actions, to the sources of Islam: the Qur’an and the Traditions of the Prophet. In order for this to be done, Ibn Tumert, the “Impeccable Imam”, had started a Spartan-styled socio-military organisation in Tinmel, at the heart of the Atlas mountains, about a 100 km. away from Marrakesh where he must have taken refuge around 519/1125. There, the first, small community of Almohads grew rapidly, and the origins of its members, like those of her future leaders, were modelled closely on her masters’ principles. On his death, in 524/1130, his closest and most faithful disciple, ‘Abd al-Mumen, became leader and, with a true talent for tireless and realistic conquering, he fulfilled his master’s dream. With the exception of the Balearic Islands, the whole of the Western Muslim hemisphere would come to fully obey the Almohads; and it would be because of this that their era could perhaps be considered to be the true Golden Age of the Maghreb. It would be natural for such a creation of unity, peace and power to favour the birth of a civilisation regarded as magnificent by several authors, even more so because of the harsh reformers who, from the start, knew how to maintain a certain amount of freedom necessary for such a development.


What factors truly contributed to such a development? The first factor was economic wealth. The commercial networks of the time were all under Moroccan control. African riches, gold and slaves, would arrive in Marrakesh, Sijilmassa, Fez or Ceuta before travelling north, towards al-Andalus and Europe, or East. Maritime routes ran all along the lengths of the empire’s coast. The 6th/12th and 7th/13th centuries, which characterise the renewal of economic, and particularly commercial strength in Europe, were dominated by the force of the Almohad empire. The golden dinar, like the Almoravid dinar before it, known as the morabotin, was the most wanted currency on European and Mediterranean markets. A second factor was the cultural and artistic patronage offered by the sovereigns themselves and by the notables of the empire. Both intellectuals and artists were encouraged and protected. The Almohad period thus oversaw the rise of great thinkers, philosophers and doctors such as Ibn Tofail, Ibn Roshd, Averröes and Ibn Maimun, otherwise known as Maimonides, as well as reputed geographers like al-Idrissi, etc.


The architectural and urban development projects of the Almohad dynasty were both grandiose and varied, to the inclusion of even penetrating the earth; the most constructive example being the fortress of Tinmel.
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Chellah, the funeral steles of the Merinid Sultan Abu al-Hassan and his wife, Rabat.





This most brilliant civilisation came into decline rapidly. Within 50 years, the empire dissolved into several dynasties. In Morocco itself, the Almohad capital, Marrakesh, is vested with new forces from the Algerian-Moroccan borders in 667/1269, powers which would usher in a new dynasty: that of the Merinids.


Breeders of goats and sheep, the Merinids moved nomadically between the oasis of Figuig in the south-east of Morocco and the plains of Muluya. Its was as nomads in search for new pastures that, in around 610/1214, they began to move further afield, finding themselves as far as the Rif, the Sais, the region of Fez and Meknès, and Taza. These forays, undertaken for reasons of economic necessity and subsistence, had at first nothing to do with political ambition. But a combination of circumstances would bring these desires to the fore.


First of all came the weakness of the Almohad sovereigns who, after Ya’qub al-Mansur and his son al-Nassir (595/1199–609/1213) were manipulated, manoeuvred or just simply deposed by rival factions and tribes. Then came the dissolution of the Empire. In Tunis, the Hafsids reclaim their independence in 626/1229. They are followed by the Bani ‘Abd al-Wad who founded their dynasty at Tlemcen. In al-Andalus, the Almohad defeat before the Christian armies at Las Navas de Tolosa in 608/1212 destroyed all hope and even brought about the assassination of the Almohad Caliph (609/1213). Finally, the famine and the plague, which hit the country at the same time, succeeded in ruining the remaining forces of the empire.
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Buinaniya Madrasa, interior courtyard, Meknès.





The Merinid era can be divided into two periods. The first, from 656/1258 (the accession of Abu Yusuf Ya’qub) until 759/1358 (the death of Abu Inan) can be considered as the time of construction and zenith. The second, which starts on the day following the death of Abu Inan and ends a century later, is that of decline, difficulty and dissolution.


During that first century (656/1258–759/1358), the Merinid dynasty succeeds in bringing back to Morocco some of its past glory. The kingdom experiences an important expansion “from the oceanic sea up to Barça”. With energetic sovereigns and clairvoyants like Abu Sa’id ‘Uthman (709/1310–731/1331), Abu al-Hassan (731/1331–752/1351) and Abu Inan (752/1351–759/1358), it rediscovers relative stability and prosperity which enables important developments to happen.


In intellectual terms, the Merinid era is the era of the madrasas. These religious colleges, where civil servants were formed as men of religious science, flowered more or less everywhere. Morocco remains to this day the country which has kept the largest number of these monuments to be admired in Fez, Meknès or Salé.


The Merinid era is also one in which thought, and cultural and artistic creation, experienced favourable moments. In order to grasp the importance of these endeavours at the time, it is sufficient to know that this is the period of the notable historian Ibn Khaldun, or even that of the great explorer Ibn Battuta.


However, the expansion and well-being which characterised the first century of the Merinid era would become mere souvenirs during the run of the dynasty’s second century. A weak centre of power, economic difficulties, and foreign dangers would come to underscore this latter period.


As it happened, internal disputes amongst heads of the court, which always ended in the deposition of the sovereign, rapidly paralysed all structures of the State. The empire was even broken into pieces, and two kingdoms, independent of Fez, emerged: the kingdom of Marrakesh and that of Tafilalet around Sijilmassa.


Denied trans-Saharan commerce, and fought against at sea by the European powers, the central government found itself empty of resources. The conquering spirit of Europe in the aftermath of the Renaissance was at its doors. Europe lost no time in setting foot in Morocco through the Portuguese debarkation at Ceuta in 817/1415, signifying the end of the Merinids and opening the country up to Christian conquest. From 817/1415 until 947/1541, the Portuguese and the Spanish made their presence known in several towns and strategic points along the coast. Consequently, towns were taken over, such as Ksar Es-Seghir in 862/1458, Anfa in 873/1468–1469, Asilah and Tangier in 875/1471, Melilla in 902/1497 by the Spanish, and so on. The reactive defence put up by Abu Zakariya, the Great Wattassid vizier, which succeeded in halting the Portuguese at the Straits, and in defending Tangier in 840/1437, was but a mere spark which was rapidly extinguished. The accession of the Wattassid dynasty, established by the grand Merinid viziers, hardly brought about the much hoped for trigger.


However, in the face of Christian attacks and government failure, a popular and religious Moroccan offensive mobilised and organised itself, while being supported by brotherhoods who take the helm of the resistance, a resistance which soon grows into a movement to reclaim power. Thus begins the era of the zawiyas. Extolling Holy War, the jihad, the movement engendered first and foremost the emergence of a Sherifian power which habitually exploited the strength of the marabouts to reclaim, in the first instance, all those places which had fallen into the hands of the Christians, and to reestablish order inland. This new engendered power was that of the Sa’adians, shorfas from the Draa.
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Portuguese bastion, Asilah.





Originating from this south-east region of Morocco, in between Zagora and Tamgrut, they installed themselves in a small village around Tarudant, in about the middle of the 9th/15th century. There, they quickly gained importance thanks to their shorfa status and to the renowned leader of the Shadiliya brotherhood next to whom they had settled, who had many followers in the Sous region.


Sa’adian activity began in 916 /1511, with a first attack against Agadir. Regardless of the fact that this was not a success, it was perceived as a point of departure for a new era and a new force. In fact, during the following 43 years, the Sa’adian dynasty left a firm mark in national terms by taking Marrakesh from the Wattassids in 931/1525, before claiming Fez in 961/1554.


Meanwhile, several places are won back from the Portuguese: Agadir (947/1541), Safi, and Azemmur. After 957/1550, the only remaining Portuguese were to be found in Ceuta, Tangier and Mazagan, the old town of al-Jadida.


The year 985/1578 marks the turning point of the century. That year, on Moroccan soil, there took place what is known as the Battle of the Three Kings, the consequences of which extended themselves far beyond the proper framework of Moroccan history and are of interest in respect to the whole of the Mediterranean basin. However, Morocco was to benefit from it significantly in terms of material gain and international prestige.


The battle took place at Wadi al-Makhazin, in the Larache region, on the 30th Jumada I 985/4th August 1578. It ended in the crushing victory of the Sa’adian armies, led by ‘Abd al-Malik and his brother Ahmed, the future al-Mansur, over the Portuguese armies of King Dom Sebastião (1557–1578). Three kings were to meet their deaths: ‘Abd al-Malik, Dom Sebastião, and Mohamed al-Muttawakil, nephew of ‘Abd al-Malik and ally of the Portuguese.
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Town and Port of Tangier, engraving, Rabat General Library.





Portugal lost her king and her independence for she was immediately annexed to the Spanish Crown. In Morocco, Ahmed, brother of and lieutenant to ‘Abd al-Malik, became Sultan and took the title of al-Mansur, “The Victorious”. “The European Powers are full of respect for the new monarch whom one supposes is particularly wealthy following the acquisition of loot from the war”.


In the Mediterranean, this victory put a stop to the Ottoman desire to occupy Morocco. Al-Mansur could therefore turn his attention towards the control of his gold and his slaves in sub-Saharan Africa, and towards thwarting European supremacy at sea. In 998/1590, the Moroccan armies are at Timbuktu and Gao. Al-Mansur also becomes al-Dhahbi, “The Golden One”. The caravans, commerce, for a long time derailed towards the East, turns back to retrace the trail of Moroccan towns.


In Europe, Morocco allied itself to Philip II’s Spain whilst skilfully playing off Anglo-Spanish opposition. Strong through acquisition, al-Mansur is a monarch fulfilled with satisfaction. His court shines with brilliance. He surrounds himself with poets and wise men, and loves books. The luxury and ceremonial dress in which he is clothed strikes observers and foreign visitors alike.


This rediscovered glory encourages the monarchs to look inland towards the creation of works of art, to inscribe in stone the marks of their sovereignty and souvenirs of their power. They do this more or less everywhere where works are being constructed; but it is most of all in Marrakesh where embellishments of this sort are actively worked upon.





However, the death of al-Mansur (1011/1603) highlights the end of the dynasty’s prime as well as the end of a political stability which this monarch so skilfully knew how to preserve. Explosive quarrels between his successors were not far off, dragging Morocco into a period of anarchy which lasted nearly 60 years.


The weak nature of al-Mansur’s sons was the main cause for the incompetence of government; but economic problems aggravated the situation. Everything that upheld the Sa’adian economy (sugar, gold, caravans) crumbled within five months in the face of increasing competition from Europe. Whilst Morocco only managed to receive one caravan every three years, each Spanish galleon unloaded up to four tons in Cadiz on arrival from America. Elsewhere, although undermined by the Thirty Years War, Europe remained a menacing threat, with its sights fixed on reoccupying the territories it had lost on Moroccan soil. All this accounts for how Spain came to occupy Larache (1018/1610), Mehdia and the Ma’mora (1023/1614), and how Portugal reclaimed its hold over Tangier and Mazagan (1049/1640).


Meanwhile, the religious brotherhoods, who for a time had been distanced from all aspects of political life, re-emerged and sought to extend their influence. Soon they had devious claimants by their sides who exploited the ideal of a Holy War against the Christian occupying forces in order to come to power.


This provided a backdrop onto which a new Moroccan phenomenon would sew itself: the phenomenon of privateering. The initial causes of this phenomenon can be found in the waves of expulsion affecting Spanish Muslims. Expulsion edicts were imposed on the Muslims of Castille in 1017/1609, of al-Andalus in 1018/1610, of Catalonia in 1019/1611, and of Murcia in 1023/1614. Naturally, those expelled turned towards North Africa to find refuge.
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Privateer embarkations, port of Salé, engraving, Rabat General Library.





The first immigrants (Moriscos) to arrive on the Moroccan Atlantic coastline are the Hornacheros, from Hornachos, a small town in the Extremadura region. They settled in Rabat, in the actual kasbah of the Udayas. They were joined, in 1018/1610, by Andalusians, who themselves moved into the medina of Rabat. The two communities then establish the Republic of Salé, which is in practice independent from all other powers. This republic developed strategies of sea warfare against the Christians. “The fourth pirate town after Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli, Salé had, after 1050/1641, the most dreaded pirates on the seas”. The winnings are enormous. Precious metals, captives, manufactured goods, diverse products, all the contents of the attacked ships are tipped out into warehouses or depots of Salé. Morocco remained fragmented for 60 years, until 1074/1664, when Mulay Rashid, having triumphed over his brother Mulay Mohamed, undertook to conquer the country and establish the dynasty of chorfas ‘Alawites.
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Kasbah of the Udayas, general view, Rabat.
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City of Salé, engraving, Rabat General Library





The ‘Alawites originated from Tafilalet in the south-east of Morocco. Their ancestor, Hassan al-Dakhil, arrived from Yanbô in Arabia in around the 6th-7th/beginning of 13th century. “His family is immediately surrounded by the respect due to members descended from the Prophet”.


Strengthened by this trump card, by the esteem which the Arab tribes and Berbers bestowed on them due to their noble birth and, without doubt, due to the charisma shown by the first heads of the family, the ‘Alawites succeeded in anchoring their religious and spiritual power. The anarchy rampaging through the country throughout the first half of the 11th/17th century offered them the possibility of trying out a political experiment. Although sketched out by Mulay Mohamed, it is Mulay Rashid who activates the process of creating a government and a dynasty. He neutralises the power of practically every local government, and proceeds to extend his authority by centralising the power mainly into his own hands. He also had the foresight of neither restricting himself to the aspirations of the people, nor to the expectations of the elite.


For instance, to conquer the minds and mollify its inhabitants, he placed his capital in the devout and commercial town of Fez. He even built a madrasa there: the Cherratin Madrasa. On his death in 1082/1672, “Morocco has clearly not merely got a chieftain, but has the Emir of believers for a leader. He leaves his successor a well-trained State”.


Mulay Rashid is succeeded by his half-brother Mulay Isma’il (1082/1672–1139/1727). As soon as he comes to power, he initiates two huge campaigns: to unify the country under his authority, and to construct a capital fit for a king of Morocco which he would situate in Meknès.


By the time of Mulay Isma’il’s death, Morocco is both unified and sovereign. However, this status quo, established at the price of heavy fighting to reclaim what had been lost, quickly disappeared with the death of its creator, Mulay Isma’il, since he had made himself the foundation on which he had built his own power structure.


Despite the troubles which scourge the country for more than 30 years, the dynasty remains in place. The whole of the country recognises the authority of the sultan, and his religious prestige remains intact.


These advantageous factors are exploited by Mulay ‘Abd Allah (1140/1728–1170/1757) who, despite being deposed three times, succeeds in restoring order. His achievement would be bolstered and sustained by the tenacity, intelligence and wisdom of his son and successor Sidi Mohamed, or Mohamed III (1170/1757–1204/1790).


Being very up-to-date with world affairs of the time, this sultan undertook the task of opening up his country’s doors to Europe and to America simultaneously. On the level of diplomacy, he recognised the independence of the United States, maintained amicable relations with George Washington, for whom he could do favours on account of the embassies in Tunis and in Tripoli. On the economic level, he signed treaties based on the principle of reciprocity, which offered merchants essential guarantees, both for themselves and for their goods.


Within Morocco itself, he chose to utilise the resource offered by the Atlantic ports. He thus undertook to develop Anfa, actually Casablanca, and Tangier. He took Mazagan back from the Portuguese (1079/1769). Most importantly, he founded Essauira, which he based on the French town of Saint-Malo, and raised it to be the kingdom’s leading port.
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Cherratin Madrasa, upper part of the gallery wall, Fez.





The 19th century should therefore have been characterised as a time of rediscovered strength and renewed stability. But internal difficulties arising from a seven-year long drought (1190/1776–1196/1782), followed by a terrible epidemic of the plague (1211/1797–1214/1800) swiftly put an end to the piecemeal reparations, and provoked profound upheaval. Mostly affected was the demography of the land, as it led to the death of more than half of the entire country’s population. As a result, Morocco possessed neither the political strength nor the economic and military capacity to confront the 19th century, during which events taking place in its first half would have determining consequences on Morocco’s future.


Despite the mighty efforts deployed by the three monarchs who, from 1206/1792 to 1289/1873, succeeded on the throne – Mulay Sliman (1206/1792–1237/1822), Mulay ‘Abd al-Rahman (1237/1822–1275/1859) and Sidi Mohamed, or Mohamed IV (1275/1859–1289/1873) –, the problems were too Grand to all be resolved. The threat this time is mainly from abroad. Indeed, in 1830, French troops occupy Algiers. The era of European Imperialism has begun, and Morocco finds itself in direct confrontation with France.


The Moroccan troops were defeated during the first battle which took place between the two nations, the Battle of Isly, near Oujda (1260/1844). It was their first defeat in two centuries, a result which had far-reaching effects: it revealed Morocco’s fragility to Europe which had viewed it as a powerful empire whose frontiers reached the river of Senegal. Thus, in 1859-1860, Spain was able to conquer Tétouan following a battle in which the disorganisation of the Moroccan troops, rather than their courage, was to blame. Morocco faced such high war indemnity payments that, for the first time in her history, she needed a loan from Britain.
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State of the Kingdom of Fez, 1140/1728, Rabat General Library.





Morocco was forced beforehand to sign a detrimental treaty under pressure from the British which was reinforced by France and Spain. Over and above unfavourable commercial and navigational measures, the treaty of 1856 in effect brought an end to the sultan’s freedom of action and to his sovereignty in matters of jurisdiction. Morocco abandoned “her judicial rights at her loss to the Europeans and a sector of their subjects” whilst recognising the principle of extra territoriality and submitting to a regime of guardianship. Pressure from Europe was even Greater than it would have been due to Morocco’s possession of one of the shores on the Strait of Gibraltar, “a passageway whose value increased after the opening of the Suez canal”. But the Greatest problem arising from its relations with Europe was that of guardianship.


The substitution of Moroccan authority over its own citizens for that of a foreign one introduced by the guardianship regime became a serious obstacle for all attempts at progress.


The first task for Mulay Hassan I (1873-1894) was thus to try and resolve this situation. But all his attempts were doomed to failure. For, in addition, the International Conference of Madrid in 1880 “created a dangerous precedent: from now on no changes could be introduced in Morocco without the agreement of the Powers”. Furthermore, although the conference of Algeciras in 1906 recognised the integrity of the Sherifian Empire, Morocco was placed under a kind of International Protectorate in which France appeared to be a major player. The treaty formally confirming the establishment of such a Protectorate was signed on 30th March 1912 in Fez.


This event, which, from the powers’ point of view, put an end to decades of political-diplomatic shilly-shallying between them whilst weakening Morocco once and for all, actually ignited the flame of fierce resistance. During the 44 years of foreign presence consequently endured by Morocco, through invasions by France and Spain, this flame was never to be put out.


After having existed as a military state for 22 years (1912–1934), and been witness to acts of heroism (as seen during the War of the Rif and in the resistance put up by the Middle-Atlas, the High-Atlas and from within the Saharan borders surrounding Aït Baamran etc.), Morocco’s struggle became a political one. It remained unabatingly political until it obtained its independence in 1956 under the auspices of Sultan Mohamed V (1927-1961), who himself led the campaign for independence, (preferring to be deposed and forced into exile rather than having to keep submitting to and maintaining the Protectorate). On 16th November 1955, Mohamed V and his family undertake a triumphant return to Morocco. The legitimate sovereign reclaims his throne, and Morocco’s independence is proclaimed in March 1956.
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Mohamed V Mausoleum, general view, Rabat.





In everything it undertook, the reigning ‘Alawite dynasty was thus the defender of national unity, the guarantor of the consolidation of a Moroccan specificity. The political realm has provided an idea of the extent to which various monarchs have engaged themselves in the fight towards independence and freedom. In terms of civilisation, these monarchs knew how to perpetuate, in form as in spirit, the achievements of earlier times. ‘Alawite art is, indeed, an art which demonstrates loyalty to its past, continuously returning to its sources. However, in various forms, it also manifests the exploration of new directions, some of which would even become distinguishing signs of ‘Alawite creativity: the taste for grandeur, thematic unity, attaching new ideas to new techniques.







ANDALUSIAN MOROCCO


Naïma El-Khatib Boujibar, Mohamed Mezzine


The history of al-Andalus has fused with that of Morocco since they have been inextricably linked, at first by the comings and goings of men on missions to convert the Iberian Peninsula to Islam in the 2nd/8th century, then by the attempts to evade Christian domination seven centuries later. If the political history which unites the two shores can be deemed turbulent, then it is this turbulent exchange of cultures, people and commerce which brought about the birth of a flourishing art form, the most beautiful examples of which materialised in Morocco. Experts are agreed that the founding of the two Grand sanctuaries in Fez in the middle of the 3rd/9th century – the Qarawiyin and Andalusian mosques – marks the true beginnings of Islamic art in Morocco. As their names indicate, the first is the creation of Ifriqiyan immigrants, the second of Cordobans. As such, they both bare the marks of their creators, evidence of which can be found in the liturgical furnishings as well as in the architecture. Even in the following century, when Morocco fell prey to the power struggles in the Maghreb between the Umayyads of Cordoba and the Fatimids of Ifriqiya, architectural and artistic creations still remained under the control of these opposing factions.


Indeed, during the Idrissid period (171/788–363/974), relations between the two shores facing one another across the Strait were dominated by the conflict between the two great dynasties of Islam at the time: the Umayyads of al-Andalus and the Abbassids of Baghdad, and later between the Fatimids of Ifriqiya and of Egypt. The Idrissid dynasty, established in Morocco, found itself playing for time, wilfully adopting the role of arbitrator and intermediary for nearly two centuries.
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Andalusian Mosque, courtyard, Fez.





This period of internal struggle turned out to be beneficial for artistic endeavours undertaken in Morocco. Each dynasty tried to rival the next, endowing the country (mainly through religious buildings) with works of architecture and furnishings whose signature style would come to define Moroccan art, thus giving birth to the first elements of Andalusian art.


This rivalry explains why the Fatimids elevated the two mosques in Fez to the status of Jami’, “mosque-cathedrals”, from where the Friday prayers were delivered. On his own initiative, the Spanish Caliph, ‘Abd al-Rahman II, enlarged the Qarawiyin prayer hall and constructed the minaret. This tower, built with sizable stones which were whitewashed during the time of the Merinids, was decorated with certain details: a band of sculpted panelling, a hemispheric dome, a framing of the entrance door. Although these decorative aspects link it to Ifriqiyan and Eastern traditions, they ensure that it remains as close to the Andalusian style of design. Built on a square structure with a height equal to squared area of its base (a design and a proportion which reflect the towers of the mosques in Cordoba), it was to become the prototype for all further minarets built in Morocco.


Another definitive construction, which was also to become a model for future ones of its kind, also came into being during this time. This was the pulpit of the Andalusian mosque. This liturgical piece of furniture, possessing a fine quality of execution whilst eloquently baring witness to the battle of influence between the Fatimids and the Umayyads, points to the existence of a carpentry workshop in Fez, the first of its kind in Morocco it seems, that was capable of mastering different decorative techniques for wood carving: sculpture, joinery, wood turning and painting. This pulpit, or minbar, offered by the vassal of the Fatimids (the Ziride Bulughin) to the mosque of the Andalusian in 369/980 when he seized Fez, was partly destroyed in the name of Muslim orthodoxy. Repaired under the directives of the Umayyad governor in 375/986, it was given a new back onto which motifs entailing oriental inscriptions were engraved.
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Qarawiyin Mosque, minaret, Fez.





In the 5th/11th century, when the Almoravids come to power, one sees the Eastern Maghreb opening up towards Andalusian influences, and a veritable “Hispanisation” of the architecture, the culture and the army ensues, particularly in Fez and in Marrakesh.
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Qarawiyin Mosque, plan of the mosque under ‘Ali Ibn Yusuf, Fez.





If it is true to say that, in the domain of architecture, the Almoravids were neither the initiators nor the first to introduce the art of Andalusian architecture to Morocco, then it must also be said that they largely contributed to its diffusion across all regions. Keen builders, their reign distinguished itself on the foundations of fortresses and sanctuaries. Marrakesh, the capital of their kingdom, was the first to benefit from their patronage. As for Fez, it had a fortress – the Kasbah of Bujlud – built for it, by Yusuf Ibn Tashfin as soon as it was conquered in 461/1069. He ordered for mosques to be constructed in each neighbourhood, and chose to enlarge the Qarawiyin. His son ‘Ali, born in Sebta (Ceuta) of a Christian slave, continued with his work. Having spent a large part of his life in Spain, he was particularly seduced by the beauty of Andalusian architecture and its decorative arts, and thus introduced these new designs, such as horseshoe arches, rectilinial arches and ribbed domes which Andalusian architects of the time had blended into Cordoba’s heritage, into the monuments he went on to erect.
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Qarawiyin Mosque, span of the mihrab, Fez.





From 528/1134 to 538/1144, the Qarawiyin Mosque is redeveloped: its prayer hall is enlarged by three naves, and a new mihrab, preceded by domes covering the central bay, is constructed. This part of the mosque, where Andalusian influence is clear, has been paid particular attention to, as much in terms of architecture as in terms of decoration. The tent-like capitals which top the pillars reflect the composite capitals of eastern Umayyad art, in the sense that they have a vaulted design composed of a quartered concave circle, set above two rows of stylised acanthus leaves. The arcatures which rest on the pillars take on various forms borrowed from the Andalusian repertoire, in which the horseshoe and semicircular arch, the simple arch or the arch softened with foils and panels predominate. Arising as ever from under the same Andalusian influence, sculpted plaster was introduced for the first time to Morocco and to religious monuments. The floral decoration carved into the stucco coating, which frames the arcature of the mihrab, is executed to perfection; stems and reeds, combined with single or double, smooth or ribbed palmettes, interlace one another, proving both the virtuosity of the Moroccan artisans and their complete mastery of these imported techniques. Similarly, stucco is utilised to ornament the dome which immediately precedes the mihrab, and around which an inscription, sculpted in a flowery Kufic font and mentioning the name of ‘Ali Ibn Yusuf, is produced. These decorative elements, enhanced by a variety of colours, evoke the panelling of Arab monuments of the Iberian Peninsula through the delicacy and abundance of their features. The same care was given to woodwork originating from the same source of inspiration. A fitting example is the magnificent cedarwood panel deposited at the Batha Museum in Fez, the decoration of which consists of floral motifs superimposed onto geometric ones, intertwining to create a new pattern on which to feast the eyes.
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