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One of the privileges of age and retirement is being able to look 
back and to discover how one’s course of life has been shaped by 
the interaction between seemingly fortuitous outer circumstances 
(that might as well be acts of providence) and inner instincts and 
motivations that were activated in response to such external 
challenges. In my case, it is easy to identify the dispositions and 
events that concurred in triggering my lifelong involvement with the 
Islamic World, its architecture, its cities and its traditional culture.

As a youth, I had an early inclination towards “exotic” non-
European cultures. I remember that at school, at a time when 
religious courses were still compulsory, I left our teacher 
speechless by asking him whether other religions, such as Islam 
or Buddhism, did not aspire to the same one and universal truth 
as Christianity. Soon after, it once happened that a Dutch uncle 
of mine invited me to Amsterdam and introduced me to the city’s 
ethnographic “Tropical Museum”. In its exhibition halls, I was 
particularly struck by a complete model of a mosque, including 
mihrab, mimbar and prayer carpets, as well as pictures of the 
simple cube of the Holy Ka’aba, which gave me a surprising sense 
of familiarity and a strange presentiment of things to come. Later 
on, during my last year at high-school, I became involved with 
studying books on Chinese and Japanese art – to such an extent 
that I neglected the preparation of my baccalaureate and eventually 
failed it, being obliged to repeat classes for another year, to the 
great distress of my parents.
When it finally came to choosing a professional direction, my first 
preference (apart from a short flirt with the theatre as a stage 
design intern) went to studying art history and archaeology, but my 
parents convinced me to opt for architecture, as a more practical 

discipline, and thus I enrolled as a student at the ETH (Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology) in Zurich. After my third year 
there, I was offered a free trip to Southern Spain by an academic 
travel office, under condition that I would drive the company’s 
minibus and take care of participating fellow-students of different 
disciplines, which I accepted. And so we went to Andalusia in 
spring 1964, a merry group of students in search of adventure. 
Once on the southern tip of Europe, and thrilled by the Islamic 
sites we had just visited in Granada, Cordoba and Sevilla, we 
could not resist the temptation of crossing the straits of Gibraltar, 
to take a first glimpse at the northern tip of Africa and visit the 
Moroccan city of Tetuan. Impressive as the discovery of the 
Alhambra had been, it remained a “dead” historic monument, and I 
suddenly felt the urge to experience the living reality that had once 
engendered such architectural marvels.

The short visit of Tetuan turned out to be a revelation, as it 
exposed my senses to unexpected new ways of conceiving, 
inhabiting and enjoying urban space. From outside, Tetuan 
was a relatively small, very compact walled city composed of 
hundreds of tightly interlocked cubic micro-units that coalesced 
into a homogeneous urban form, emerging like a multifaceted 
crystal from the surrounding matrix of the hilly landscape. The 
comfortable perspective of a distant observer (that one is used to 
assume when visiting architectural highlights in European towns) 
was abruptly cut short upon entering the walled city through one 
of its gates. There, I became overwhelmed by a continuous, yet 
labyrinthic interior space, of which I could only conjecture the 
many internal subdivisions, compartments and thresholds to be 
encountered. The impression was like “having entered the interior 



4

of a pomegranate”, as written by the Austrian poet Hugo von 
Hofmannsthal in his recollection of a visit to Morocco in 1925. 

The only way to experience this mysterious urban body was to 
allow oneself to be swallowed by the flow of people and activities 
meandering along the narrow lanes that constituted its highly 
ramified arterial system. The main market spines were bordered 
by rows of small shops that resembled densely filled cupboards 
occupied by their proud owners and overflowing with goods that 
poured into the public domain. Their narrowness, as well as the 
accompanying (open or closed) cupboard doors, made the alleys 
appear like equipped interior corridors of a large and complex 
mansion, the living room of which would be the main mosque, and 
the bedrooms of which would be the secluded courtyard houses 
that could be reached through further layers of much more private 
interior corridors. For the first time, I was enabled to think of the 
whole city as a “house of the community”.

The bustle on the pedestrian streets, while deliberately confusing 
to the stranger, seemed to follow some commonly acknowledged 
rituals and conventions, one of them being that squatting on public 
space was permitted to informal vendors. Many of them had come 
in from the country side and spread their merchandise on the 
ground: fresh vegetables, cheese, local weavings, straw hats and 
many artisanal goods that would appeal to potential customers 
passing by. In spite of the impressive crowding, no conflicts 
occurred and movements proceeded smoothly, even when mules 
loaded with heavy merchandise joined the flow. People looked 
peaceful and dignified, which was also due to their traditional 
dresses: the wide, footlong djellabas that envelop the complete 

body and the head. They provided another, more intimate layer 
of shelter, as it were, in addition to the manifold architectural 
envelopments offered by the tiny shops, the covered markets and, 
eventually, the many courtyard houses hidden behind the main 
alleyways – the islands of peace in this busy urban universe.

Gradually, I discovered the secret of this new urban experience 
that relied on a unique quality of space, as produced by a 
particular type of built environment composed of inward looking 
enclosures. The feeling of always being inside, surrounded and 
at the centre of things, wherever one would stay, resulted in a 
strong sense of spatial identity, of being rooted in the place one 
was dwelling in. The architectural containers took on the quality 
of animated husks or shells that pulsated in close interaction with 
their live content. Buildings no longer felt like alien objects but like 
organic entities vibrating in resonance with internal life processes 
that seemed to be both shaping them and in turn being shaped by 
them. Perceiving the inner unity inherent to such urban organisms 
became an existential experience, beyond mere intellectual or 
aesthetic appreciation.

These first impressions had a strong impact on me, and I 
decided then and there to return to Morocco for an extensive 
research trip, as soon as I would have completed my architectural 
studies. Accordingly, in spring 1966 I set out for a much more 
ambitious passage to Morocco in a brand new little Citroën 2CV 
(a reward from my father for successful graduation) that served 
transportation and occasional accommodation purposes. The 
new journey, undertaken together with a colleague, covered the 
old cities of Fes, Meknes, Rabat and Marrakesh, as well as the 
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Southern region on the fringe of the Sahara desert. During eight 
weeks we explored these places, surveying interesting buildings 
and urban spaces and producing many sketches.

One of the themes that struck us was the complex architectural 
structure of the “madrasa”, an important component of the urban 
fabric and of a city’s social and spiritual life. Located in the vicinity 
of the main mosque, madrasas were conceived as university 
colleges for Qur’anic education. They combine a central courtyard 
– often adorned by a pool reflecting the sky – with a dedicated 
prayer space and with housing units lodging students from outside 
the city. Teaching could happen either in the own prayer room or 
in the nearby pillared halls of the university mosque. The most 
beautiful Moroccan examples were built in the late 14th century 
under the Marinid Dynasty in Fes, Meknes and Marrakesh, 
and represent jewels of Islamic architecture, resplendent with 
ornamental stucco walls, calligraphic timber friezes and coloured 
tile mosaics. Since mosques in Morocco could not be entered by 
non-Muslims, whilst the protected sphere of private houses was 
equally inaccessible, these madrasas – now no longer in function 
– provided unique opportunities for studying both religious and 
domestic spaces. Indeed, the composite structure of the madrasa 
repeats the principles of architectural articulation that are at work in 
the overall urban fabric. With their multi-functional use, their many 
courtyards and light wells, their elaborate entry ways and their 
ramified internal circulation systems, the madrasas represent an 
urban microcosm mirroring the structure of the city at large. Hence 
I came across the image of “the building as a small city”, that 
complemented the earlier notion of the “city as a large house”.

The fact that the analogies could work both ways, gliding up or 
down the hierarchic ladder, is the best proof of the homogeneity 
of an urban composition based on integration, rather than mere 
addition of single architectural components. Its internal logic 
operates by successive inclusion of different cellular units, with 
smaller clusters being enclosed in larger clusters, and with the 
city wall being the ultimate enclosure. Within this system, it is the 
tight lateral assembly of single units “back to back” that enables 
structural integration to happen. The horizontal merger becomes 
possible through the vertical puncturing of the main components, 
i.e., through the central voids, such as courtyards of light wells, 
introduced into each cellular unit. The vertical orientation providing 
light and air from above became an essential condition, in order 
to “animate” this compact cellular tissue. Inside the houses, 
caravanserais, mosques and madrasas, the feeling of being 
enclosed is thus balanced by the vertical opening to the sky, 
repeated in hundreds of contiguous units all over the town. This 
is also the reason why the horizontal perspective that prevails in 
European townscapes is replaced by the dominance of the vertical 
dimension – a fact open to further symbolic interpretation.
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This second, much more extensive journey confirmed and 
deepened my prior insights gained during the earlier visit to 
Tetuan two years before, especially as I began acquiring a better 
understanding of the cultural and social patterns that conditioned 
this type of Islamic architecture and brought it alive. I understood 
that the richly articulated architectural unity of these urban 
organisms had come about as a result of corresponding spiritual 
and social parameters that were fundamentally different from 
the ideologies that govern today’s Western cities. Triggered by 
such experiences, my belief in the tenets of modern architecture 
I had absorbed during my studies at the ETH was being seriously 
shattered. It started vanishing in reverse proportion to my growing 
involvement with the traditional urban life and way of building that I 
had discovered in Morocco.

At that time, in fact since the 1950s, the “Modern Movement” 
was in full swing, propelled by the massive reconstruction 
and redevelopment efforts following World War II and by the 
corresponding obsession with economic growth, but also by the 
impact of the American way of life and its particular paradigms. 
The pioneers of modern architecture (who had been struggling 
for recognition before the war) were now at the height of their 
fame and influence. Their built and unbuilt projects had assumed 
the status of sacred icons that were considered to be beyond 
criticism. Yet, whereas the masters of the Modern Movement had 
rightly condemned the superficial stylistic “pastiche” of late 19th-
century architecture, they never thought of questioning their own 
ideological premises that (in different ways) were equally devoid 
of spiritual content – their values being reduced to mechanical 
functionality, hygienic improvement and “honest” use of materials. 

While they had put vague concepts of social welfare on their 
agenda, their understanding of deeper human needs in a cultural 
sense was very limited. The cultural deficit and the neglect of 
essential social prerogatives were even more evident when it came 
to town planning and urban design. These were the days when the 
dominant CIAM doctrine advocated the disintegration of connected 
and interacting modes of life, by separating and isolating individual 
urban functions, by celebrating vehicular traffic streams and by 
reducing open space to an abstract quantitative resource no longer 
related to buildings and social activities. As a result, the notions of 
human scale, conviviality and sense of place were increasingly lost 
in favour of architecture as an “objectified” commodity.

The best illustration of this lethal approach to urban matters is 
Le Corbusier’s futuristic “Plan Voisin” for the redevelopment of 
central Paris that fortunately was never implemented. It proposed 
wiping out major sections of the historic centre (only the Louvre 
was spared) and replacing them by a number of gigantic, isolated 
and repetitive office and apartment towers. They emerged from 
nowhere, floating on a vast plane of empty space dedicated to 
highways, helicopter landing platforms and anonymous “green 
space”. Le Corbusier’s plan corresponded to the ultimate paroxysm 
of the Modern Movement, the principles of which it appears to have 
turned into a parody, at least seen from today’s more measured 
perspective. Nevertheless, in the age of the “Ville Radieuse” it was 
taken as the model for large scale urban renewal and since the 
mid-20th century it was adopted by many urban redevelopment 
schemes worldwide. While the concept and the underlying ideology 
started to be questioned in Europe since the 1970s and 1980s, 
it still seems to dominate large parts of the “Developing World”, 
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where it often is considered – rather superficially – as a token of 
successfully achieved status of “Modernity”.

It was the vivid experience of living traditional cities in Morocco 
that first opened my eyes for the shortcomings of the Modern 
Movement. The contrast between the two ways of conceiving 
space and dealing with the human dimension could hardly have 
been more striking:
- On the one hand, an approach based on mechanistic principles 
and totalitarian intervention: Architecture as an artificial, rational 
product invented by almighty professionals, imposed on abstract 
“beneficiaries” and administrated by remote bureaucratic 
institutions. 
- On the other hand, an approach based on culturally generated, 
flexibly implemented living patterns and soft internal action: 
Architecture as the natural outgrowth of a variety of individual 
initiatives and concerns, held together by collective beliefs and 
codes of conduct, interpreted by anonymous builders that were part 
of society, and controlled by self-reliant local communities.

This comparison made me aware that architecture and urban 
planning are by no means isolated “technical” tasks; that, quite on 
the contrary, technical tools need to be selected and adapted in 
order to serve overarching cultural goals and concerns. Contrary 
to the modern utopia, the supreme function of cities and houses 
is not to work like a machine (an analogy frequently used by the 
Modern Movement), but to enable the creative interaction between 
man and his built environment to happen – man being understood 
as composed of body, soul and spirit, and the built environment 
being understood as a projection of his sensory needs, emotional 

faculties and spiritual ideals. It is through such interaction that 
architectural forms can be charged with meaning, which, on the 
one hand, reflects the convictions of their builders, and, on the 
other hand, inspires their users – thus establishing the shared 
cultural values and the symbolic virtues so often missing in modern 
architecture.

Discovering the essential qualities of these Moroccan cities 
prompted me to start a private research on the religious, social, 
literary and philosophical aspects of Islamic culture, which in turn 
resulted in the idea of writing a thesis on the interrelations between 
architectural and cultural patterns in historic Islamic cities that was 
completed in 1972. After having worked during a few years with a 
Swiss consulting firm specialised in environmental planning, I was 
called in 1975 by UNESCO to join an urban conservation effort 
dealing with the Old City of Fes. This was the start of my practical 
professional career dedicated to the revitalisation of historic Islamic 
cities, and it began – quite logically – in the same place where I 
had first encountered the World of Islam. 

The following pictures represent a selection of drawings dating 
from my second journey to Morocco in 1966. They may convey 
some of the flavor these Moroccan cities were exuding at that time. 
Moreover, they may also reflect some of the excitement I felt during 
this initial experience. 
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TETUAN
A hill-town in the Rif-Mountains not far from Tangiers, 
Tetuan features a whitewashed walled city in the 
Mediterranean tradition. Of lesser artistic importance 
than Fes or Marrakesh, it shows the typical 
morphological features of the ancient cities of the 
Maghreb.

Right:
Two views of the old city walls.
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Left:
Busy life in the central market spine (suq).
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Above:
Improvised booth erected in the middle of the main alleyway. In the background one 
of the city gates.

Right:
Two small coffee houses accessible from the main suq.
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Above:
Residential lane with local shops and a small gate giving access to the houses 
located behind the street.

Below:
Typical Berber woman squatting with her merchandise on a public lane.



13

Right:
Interiors of two modest courtyard houses (first floor).

Above:
A modest, typical living room accessible from the terrace.



14

MULAY-IDRIS
Located between Meknes and Fes, this small hill town developed around the 
venerated tomb of Idris, an Arab prince and descendant of the Prophet who fled 
to the Maghreb after the fall of the Umayyad Dynasty in 750 A.D. and founded 
the sultanate of Morocco with the help of the local Berber tribes. The contiguous 
courtyard houses gathering around his sanctuary are typical of the dense and 
crystalline urban form of traditional Moroccan cities, with the circulation space 
being absorbed by the dominant architectural fabric.

Left:
The silhouette of the city with the sanctuary of Idris at its centre.

Right page, left:
A street “tunnel” leading to the entrance of a small neighbourhood mosque.

Right page, right:
The narrow circulation network embedded in the architectural body of  
the town.
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FES EL-BALI
Founded in very early 9th century A.D. by Idris II, the city grew rapidly, thanks to the 
immigration of refugees from Kairouan and Cordoba, and soon became the cultural 
and spiritual centre of Morocco. Its major mosque, the Kairawiyin, was one of the 
earliest university-mosques in the Islamic World, where teaching took place inside 
the pillared prayer hall. The mosque was surrounded by a ring of Marinid madrasas 
built in the late 14th century. Thanks to the relatively good preservation of its urban 
fabric, Fes has remained to this day one of the prototypical historic cities of the 
Islamic World.

Left:
On the right side, one of the many gates leading into the Kairawiyin Mosque (see 
opposite page) from one of the busiest streets in the centre of Fes, here shown 
without people. On the opposite side of the gate, the fine timber lattice screens 
hiding a minute qur’anic school for children.

Right page, left:
Map of the central area of Fes, as surveyed in 1966. The main markets are spread 
out between the funerary mosque of Idris II (far left) and the large Kairawiyin 
Mosque (right). The mosque is surrounded by several madrasas and fonduqs 
(caravanserais), the courtyards of which can be entered from the narrow streets  
and suqs.

Right page, right:
Looking into the courtyard of the Kairawiyin Mosque, the “living room” of the city that 
people enter after taking off their shoes at one of the gates. The main square “opens 
the breast” (to quote a qur’anic image) and compensates for the compression of 
activities in the main market lanes around the mosque. The view is taken from the 
roof of the student housing unit of the adjacent Attarin Madrasa (nr. 8 on the plan), 
which was built above the street between the madrasa and the mosque.
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Right page, left:
The most congested node of the central pedestrian 
circulation system, with the main spine of the market 
ending in front of the entrance to the Attarin Madrasa 
(nr. 8 on the map), and then splitting into two branches 
surrounding the Kairawiyin Mosque. The arches above 
the street are highlighting the entrance to the Madrasa.

Right page, right:
Inside the courtyard of the Attarin Madrasa – a typical 
vertically oriented core space and a haven of peace 
and meditative rest, a few steps away from the busy 
node sketched on the left side.

Plans and section of the Attarin Madrasa, 
with the student lodging unit built above the 
alleyway.
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Left:
Two small interior courtyards of the student lodging unit of the Attarin Madrasa 
(built above the alley north of the Kairawiyin Mosque), with small balconies 
leading to the students rooms.

Below:
Detail of the fine timber lattice work used for the railings.

Right page, above:
Entrance to the Fonduk (caravanserai) Tettawiyin (nr. 24 on the plan), seen from 
the inner courtyard.

Right page, right:
The first floor arcades of the fonduk.
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Next double page:
On the left page, the blind street elevations of the Fonduk Tettawiyin. On 
the right page, the projecting upper floors and blind elevations of old houses 
along the streets around the Kairawiyin Mosque. Except for a few shop 
entrances, the houses are not accessed directly from the street, but from 
behind, via special dead end lanes.
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Above:
Two small commercial courts off the main spines of the suqs, dedicated to 
textiles (left) and pottery (right).
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Two views of the small triangular square of the coppersmiths, 
south of the Kairawiyin Mosque.
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MEKNES / RABAT

Meknes, located between Fes and Rabat, is famous for the monumental palace 
city built by Sultan Mulay Ismail (a correspondent of Louis XIV) built in the 
seventeenth century A.D. The small nearby medina is another good example of 
a traditional city, similar to Fes. It also features a beautiful Marinid madrasa.

Above:
View of Bab Mansour, the gate to the palace city.

Right:
The bent interior passage of Bab Mansour.
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Above:
Covered passage of the central suq near the Friday Mosque (see page 28).

Right:
Sequence of courtyards preceding the entrance to the mausoleum of Mulay 
Ismail.
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Left page:
The main spine of the suq embedded between the Friday Mosque (right) 
and the Madrasa Abu Inania (left).

This page:
The entry gate and domed precinct in front of the Abu Inania Madrasa, 
as seen from the main suq spine (right), and as seen from inside the 
Madrasa, after having passed the gangway giving access to the central 
courtyard (above). See also plan and section on the next pages.
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Details of the Abu Inania Madrasa: 

Above:
Ground floor plan.

Left:
Ground floor “interior street” giving access to student cells and receiving light 
and air from above.

Right page:
Upper floor corridor being ventilated through small pipes integrated into the 
roofscape, and cross-section through courtyard and suq.
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The “Kasbah of the Oudayas” in Rabat is a small fortified city within the city, 
located on a rock overlooking the Atlantic coast. Inside, it features a beautiful 
palace that can be visited.

Left:
The gate and the wall of the “Kasbah of the Oudayas”.

Above:
The central courtyard of the palace (left) and the gangway leading from the 
courtyard to the entrance gate (right).

Right page:
Inside the hammam (steam bath) of the palace.
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MARRAKESH

The main city of southern Morocco is famous for its vibrant Djma el-Fna 
Square in front of the medina, with its many vendors, cook-shops, snake 
charmers and acrobats entertaining residents and visitors alike, but also for 
its Kutubya Mosque, the Ben Yussuf Madrasa and its lively markets. In the 
last decades, many old private residences or “Riads” have been turned into 
boutique hotels.

Above:
Professional “writers” on Djma el-Fna, sitting in the shade of their sun-sails 
and serving an illiterate male and female clientele.

Below:
Improvised huts serving food on the square.

Right page, left:
In the basket makers suq.

Right page, right:
Two views of the dyers’ suq with coloured wool threads hanging above the 
alley and drying in the sun.
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Left and above:
The gabble-roofed shoe-makers’ suq is lit by skylights and 
constitutes a special compartment of the market, to be closed off at 
night. The shop floors are slightly elevated with respect to the street, 
and the shutters open vertically, as seen in the section and in the 
elevation on the right page.
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Right, above:
A junction of the central market, with the entrance to the shoe-makers’ suq (left).

Right, below:
Suq Smarine, the main spine of the central market, shaded by a rough lattice roof.

Next double page:

Four typical “cupboard” shops, from left to right: 
1. Baker waiting for residents to fetch their home-made breads from the furnace. 
2. Butcher signalling the availability of different sorts of meat. 
3. A weaver and his young apprentice. 
4. Cobbler producing rubber soles from old tyres.
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Above:
Plan of small neighbourhood center with main residential lane and dead and 
passage leading to private house.

Left, above:
Vaulted section of the residential lane, with neighbourhood grocery shop
(view point 2).
 
Left, below:
Covered residential passage leading to the entry of an important private 
mansion set off from the main lane (view point 1).

Right page:
View from the roof of the Ben Yussuf Madrasa into its large central courtyard 
preceding the gate into the prayer hall.
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Above:
Plan of the first floor of the Ben Yussuf Madrasa showing the central courtyard, 
the air space above the prayer hall and the surrounding units of student quarters.

Left:
Roofscape of the madrasa (above) and upper floor gangway with light-shafts 
(below).

Right page:
Ground floor “interior street” and small courtyards of student units (left), and bent 
corridor leading from the street entrance into the double-floor vestibule and the 
screened entry to the courtyard (right).
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Left, above:
View from a student cell into the big central courtyard.

Left, below:
Cubicle for two students, one sleeping below, one on the 
mezzanine.

Above:
Door and window of a “privileged” student cell looking 
into the central courtyard.
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THE SOUTH

The nomad tribes emerging from the Sahara have again and again invaded, destroyed and 
rejuvenated declining urban civilisations, as stated by the 14th-century historian Ibn Khaldun. 
Many urban features, such as water supply systems and specific building techniques, as well 
as certain social customs, are based on tribal prototypes originating from the desert area. The 
southern fringe of Morocco, near the desert, features the kasbahs – fortified family castles built 
in mud bricks – as well as enclosed weekly market places, where nomads and sedentaries 
exchange their goods.

Above:
A “Marabout”, or tomb of a venerated holy man. Some of them have been spiritual leaders of 
the tribes that moved into the cities.
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Left page:
During a seasonal celebration, nomad tribes set up their tents and their 
flags in the valleys of the High Atlas, entertain each other and perform ritual 
dances, with rows of young men and girls facing each other.

Right:
Improvised weekly market in the enclosed compound of Rissani (above), and 
loading and departing of the camels (below).



48
Two views of fortified kasbah-settlements in Ouarzazate, all built with 
mud walls.
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Top floor of a typical kasbah, with corner 
towers, roof terrace and central light well 
(top right), and two views of different types 
of stair accesses (top left and below).
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Left page:
View of an intermediate floor surrounding the central light well (left), and ramp leading up 
to the top floor (right).

Above:
Plan and section of a typical kasbah complex.

Right:
Top floor of two kasbahs suffering from progressive erosion, due to lack of maintenance.
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Two typical adobe construction methods: Either with moving moulds  
(like for tamped concrete), or with dried mud bricks reinforced with straw.






