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Inscribing Minority Space

in the Islamic City

The Jewish Quarter of Fez (1438-1912)

The Mellab in its Urban Setting

he view of Fez from afar, with its emerald roofs
I emerging from the shimmering mist, can induce
a state of poetic exuberance in even the most
jaded traveler. But how many visitors to Fez are aware that
it is actually a series of cities, strung together from east to
west? Old Fez, or Fez al-Bali, the original place of settle-
ment built in the ninth century, is the site of the countless
mosques, oratories, and colleges that make the city renown
for its building arts. The fecundity of this architectural her-
itage earned Old Fez the designation of UNESCO World
Monument in 1980, together with its neighbor, Fez al-Jadid
or “New” Fez, the second city of Fez. But New Fez itself is
hardly new. It was built in the thirteenth century to house
the sultan and his court in serene and sumptuous sur-
roundings far from the hurly-burly of Old Fez. The pow-
erful complementarity of these two cities—one of the palace
and the other of the bazaar—created the image of Fez as
Morocco’s preeminent city, the source of its government,
commerce, religiosity, and intellectual life.

Yet a third city of Fez is the mellab, or Jewish quarter,
home to the Jews of Fez for more than 500 years. Settled in
the fifteenth century, the mellah was built in the shadow of
the royal compound of Fez al-Jadid. Here the Jews lived
within their own separate walled quarter, surrounded by the
services needed to sustain ritual and communal life, such as
synagogues, schools, ovens, and bathhouses (Figure 1). Cov-
ering more than eleven acres, the mellab of Fez survives today
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as a distinct quarter, although it is no longer the home of
Moroccan Jews. They abandoned it in stages, initially for
apartments in the French-built ville nouvelle, and later for per-
manent exile in Israel, France, and North America following
Moroccan independence in 1956. Today, the quarter that
once housed 7,000 Arabic-speaking Jews is inhabited by
migrants newly arrived from the countryside. Many of the
great houses where the art of living in the Moroccan Jewish
manner was practiced to perfection have been subdivided into
apartments and have fallen into disrepair.

Documenting the domestic architecture of the mellah
in its urban context was the objective of our interdiscipli-
nary research project. Moving from the house to the street,
from the street to the quarter, and finally to the urban fab-
ric as a whole, we looked for continuities and ruptures that
would shed light on the history of the mellab. As the archi-
tects recorded the physical features, historians searched for
written materials and oral testimony that would explain how
the quarter evolved, how its space was organized, and how
the use of space differed from or replicated practices in the
Muslim quarters.

Another aim of the study was to try to understand the
mellab as an integral part of the larger city. The study of the
North African city as it developed in the hands of colonial
urbanists at the beginning of the twentieth century was
based on the idea that the Islamic religion, with its complex
rules and practices, rendered the city legible.! The study of
minority space was generally excluded from discourses of
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Figure 1 Map of the Jewish quarter showing the
location of synagogues and community services

urbanism and left to specialists of minority cultures. The
fragmentation of urban space into various unconnected
parts left out the ebb and flow of human interactions across
real and imagined boundaries that lent the city its vitality. In
this research, we tried to counter this approach by reinsert-
ing the minority perspective back into our reading of the
Mediterranean Islamic city. In our view, the city is as a com-
position of multiple elements evolving over time, shaped by
needs and contingencies arising from all its inhabitants,
including the subaltern groups who were an integral part of
the cityscape.

In Morocco, Jewish quarters exist in cities on the coast
and in the interior and vary in size from major agglomera-
tions such as Fez to smaller areas within the walled villages
(ksour) of the pre-Sahara. While the Jewish quarter as an
urban form can be identified by certain common features,
each individual quarter evolved along its own path in
response to the influences of demography, ecology, and
political change. Sometimes the quarter is contained within
the larger city and forms a microcosm of it, such as the Jew-
ish quarter of Tetudn; at other times, it is removed from the
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molecular city and attached to the royal enclave, as in Fez.
The siting of the quarter invites speculation about its ori-
gins and the relationship between the Jewish minority and
the Muslim majority. Was the purpose of the quarter to iso-
late its inhabitants, to safeguard them, or both? In Fez, the
proximity of the mellah to the royal palace is often read as a
sign of dependency of the Jews on the power and protection
of the ruling sovereign. The historical documentation bears
this out, for it was at moments when authority broke down
and rebellion erupted over the question of succession that
the inhabitants of the Jewish quarter suffered most. 2
Inaccurate comparisons have been made between the
Jewish quarter and the ghettoes of Europe, based on the
notion that separation was a sign of ostracism in both cases.
However, this conclusion ignores the profound distinction
between the Middle Eastern Jewish experience and the
European one. Islamic culture as a whole differed radically
from Christendom in its treatment of the Jewish minority.
Jews had a protected (if subordinate) status under Islamic
law, based on legal rights and obligations that permitted a
greater degree of interchange with the majority than was
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possible in Christian society. In Morocco, Jews were the
only non-Muslim minority, filling important niches in the
economy and integrating themselves fully into local and
regional systems of production and exchange. One of their
critical roles was to serve as middlemen between producers
and consumers, which allowed them to move about freely,
transforming their seemingly closed quarter into a porous
envelope open to the Muslim city and the surrounding
countryside. In our reading of the mellah, it can be imag-
ined as the epicenter of a series of concentric circles linking
its inhabitants to the city, the territory, and the greater
region. Jews entered the Muslim city for purposes of liveli-
hood, then retreated into their own enclave, which offered
them sanctuary and a sense of well-being.

The Jewish Community of Fez

Origins

Medieval Fez sat astride the intersection of several impor-
tant overland trade routes, including the main north-south
route from the Sahara to the Mediterranean port of Tan-
gier, and the east-west route from the coast to the central
Maghrib. At its founding in A.p. 808, the new city attracted
a diverse population from the Islamic East and Muslim
Spain. Among the newcomers were Jews, welcomed for
their commercial capabilities and far-flung family net-
works.?> They settled in the medina of Fez and formed a
dynamic and prosperous element in the larger community.*
The Maliki rite of Islam practiced in North Africa was crit-
ical to this coexistence, for it upheld the Islamic statute of
dbimma (protection) that permitted Jews to live peacefully
in exchange for the payment of an annual tax (jizya). After
meeting their fiscal obligations, Jews generally were left
alone to govern their own affairs, deferring to their rabbis
in cases of conflict and rarely looking outside the commu-
nity. In the economic sphere, both men and women were
skilled artisans, producing luxury goods for local consump-
tion as well as for the caravan trade. Jewish peddlers traveled
the countryside and served as a vital link in a complex chain
of production and distribution of goods that made Fez an
important regional trading center. From the outside, the
community may have appeared monolithic, but internally,
Jews created their own social pyramid layered by occupa-
tion, family affiliation, and place of origin. A small elite with
the capital and skills to conduct long-distance trade rose
from the mass by dint of their wealth and connections, facil-
itating the movement of goods between the hinterland and
the markets of Fez, and between Fez and the coastal ports.
In the medieval period, Fez and its Jews were a key element
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in a complex network of exchange that stretched from the
desert to the coast, across the Mediterranean to northern
Europe, and beyond.

Jewish philologists, jurists, alchemists, and commenta-
tors on the Torah flourished in Fez, contributing to the
intellectual vitality that gave the city its reputation as a cen-
ter of learning. As early as the ninth century, Fassi Jewish
scholars were corresponding with rabbis in Babylon, seek-
ing their advice on finer points of the law. The distinguished
Algerian-born Talmudist Isaac Alfasi (d. 1103) taught in Fez
for many years, although he eventually left Morocco and
died in Spain. His legal opinions written in Arabic for
Arabic-speaking scholars were famous throughout the
medieval Jewish world.* The most famous Jewish scholar
of Fez was Moses Ibn Maimon, known as Maimonides, who
fled to North Africa from Cérdoba in 1159 and lived in the
medina of Fez for five years.

The preferential status of the Jews of Fez evaporated in
the twelfth century under the rule of the Al-Muwahhids, a
militant dynasty bent on eliminating all “heresies” from the
broad swath of territory that fell under their rule. After
annulling the validity of the dhimma contract, they left stand-
ing “neither church nor synagogue” in the whole of the
Maghrib, forcing non-Muslims to convert and driving into
exile those who refused.® Jews who stayed behind became
Marranos, practicing their faith in secret and nurturing a
double identity in order to survive. These hard-core resisters
eventually became the nucleus of a revived community in the
thirteenth century, experiencing one of several rebirths that
Fassi Jews underwent over the centuries.

The Founding of the Mellah

At the end of thirteenth century, the more tolerant dynasty
of the Banu Marin became the masters of Fez, and Sultan
Abu Yusuf began an ambitious project to build a new royal
city of Fez al-Jadid. Designed as an elaborate fortified camp,
it contained a palace, several mosques, extensive gardens, a
market, and a garrison for the royal guard. Just south of the
palace was a marshy ground known as the mellah, or “salty
place,” where a contingent of Syrian archers had their bar-
racks.” The toponym came to signify the dwelling place of
the Jews, and, thereafter, each new Jewish quarter built in
Morocco was called the mellab.®

The course of events leading up to the transfer of Jews
from the Fez medina to the mellab in the mid fifteenth cen-
tury can be traced through the Jewish sources. At that time,
the power of the Banu Marin was eclipsed by that of a col-
lateral dynasty called the Banu Wattas, who controlled much
of the country. Even in Fez itself, the ruling dynasty had
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become one among several rival factions competing for con-
trol. Caught in the middle of these violent crosscurrents were
Fassi Jews, whose numbers had grown considerably over the
years but whose loyalty was still suspect.” The seemingly
“miraculous” rediscovery in 1437 of the tomb of the sainted
founder of Fez, Sultan Idris II, set events in motion. The
medina was declared holy ground and off limits to unbeliev-
ers, forcing Jews to leave the Old City and to abandon their
houses, shops, and places of work to Muslims.

How did Fassi Jews regard the move to the mellab? A
Jewish text, Ne’r Hama’arav, gives some of the flavor of the
event:

In the year 5198, Jews who had been living in the Fez medina
since the foundation of the city were expelled from it with a
fierce brutality. Some Jews were killed, while others embraced
Islam. A few families left the medina and built the mellah. This
event was provoked by the fact that Muslims found a bottle of
wine in their mosque and wrongly accused the Jews of having
placed it there.'®

The story of the wine in the mosque is a recurrent motif
that often appears in Muslim texts as the preamble to an
anti-Jewish attack. Its appearance in a Jewish text under-
scores the irrationality of events as they unfolded from the
Jewish point of view. For Muslim Fassis, on the other hand,
the expulsion was eminently logical. It eliminated Jewish
competition from the crowded markets, it cleansed the
sacred precincts around the tomb of the saint of an
“impure” element, and it inscribed in space a separation
that had become blurred over the centuries by “dubious”
conversions.'!

‘The new quarter gradually became home to the Jews
as it filled out with houses, workshops, and the other ele-
ments of urban life—a town within itself, separate from the
rest of Fez, yet attached to it through filaments of eco-
nomic, social, and political dependency. In 1540, a Belgian
Catholic priest, Nicholas Clenardus, took up residence in
the mellab for a year, and his correspondence offers a
glimpse into life there in that period. He studied Arabic
with Jewish scholars and estimated the population at 4,000,
as compared with the 50,000 people in Old Fez.!? The
small group of original settlers had grown considerably in
the hundred intervening years, augmented by Jews exiled
from Spain in 1492, who carried with them the rich legacy
of Sephardic culture in the form of the special customs,
language, and jurisprudence.!®* Another well-informed vis-
itor was the Spaniard Luis de Marmol, who wrote in the
1540s that the quarter had a “grand plaza with many shops,
synagogues, and well-built houses.” Many Jews were gold-

smiths who worked in Fez al-Jadid, and others had reached
powerful positions in the palace. No noble household, he
wrote, was complete without a Jewish “majordomo” in
charge of day-to-day affairs.!*

The Mellah Transformed

As a consequence of the influx of Spanish Jews, the Fassi
community became divided along “ethnic” lines. On the
one hand were the worldly exiles, the megorashim,
immensely proud of their Spanish heritage; on the other
were the Arabic-speaking toshavim, or local Jews, deeply
immersed in the Moroccan Arabo-Berber tradition. Each
group worshipped in its own synagogue, revered its own
rabbis, followed its own distinctive traditions in prayer, mar-
ried among each other, and were even buried in their own
separate cemetery. It was not until the 1700s that the two
communities finally melded together, with Arabic becoming
the common language, while the Spanish minbag, or ritual,
prevailed in religious practice.!?

"The next two centuries were marked by extended peri-
ods of political and social turmoil. The size of the community
fluctuated wildly in this period, as years of relative peace and
prosperity were followed by calamities in the form of epi-
demic, famine, or war.!¢ In 1723, an extended drought turned
the mellah into a ghost town, as Jews fled Fez for safer places:
“The houses of the rich are empty, their inhabitants have dis-
appeared, the gates of the courtyards are closed, weeds grow
up and robbers enter, stealing the doors and the beds. Many
houses have been demolished, their stones and rafters taken
away. . . . Most of the streets of the mellab are deserted.” !’
During this period, hunger killed more then 2,000 people,
according to the register of the communal burial society, and
a thousand more apostatized.

Another calamity deeply incised in popular memory
was the two-year exile of the Jews from the mellab in
1790-1792, during the brief and infamous reign of Sultan
Mawlay Yazid. The community as a whole was forced to
move to the Qasba Shrarda on the other side of Fez, aban-
doning the mellah to tribal contingents allied with the sul-
tan. The dismantling of the Jewish presence in the mellab
during this time was more or less complete. A mosque was
built on the site of the main synagogue, using tombstones
from the Jewish cemetery, and the cemetery itself was
moved to Bab Gissa at the entrance to the Muslim quarter.
The sources recount how the bones of the saintly rabbis
were transported to the new cemetery in clay vessels. The
exile lasted almost two years, until the death of Yazid, when
the gadi (chief judge) of Fez ordered the mosque to be torn
down and the Jews returned to their quarter.!8
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Conversion was an ever-present option in extreme
cases of suffering, and according to Jewish sources, many
adopted that course. Yet, as a group, Jews continued to form
a strong solidarity under the leadership of their rabbis, who
served not only as spiritual guides but also as representa-
tives vis-a-vis the central power. The rabbis managed com-
munity affairs, counseling restraint, moderation, and public
humility as the most effective means of collective self-
preservation. In moments of distress, they organized prayers
and fasting, and in times of famine, they supervised the
stockpiling of food for community-wide distribution. When
the sultan was angry with the Jews, it was the rabbi who was
detained by the authorities or ransomed as a punishment."
The calling of rabbi stayed in certain families for genera-
tions through the right of serara, or patrilineal inheritance,
lending great prestige (Heb. yahas) to their name.?° The
community as a whole acquired status through the good
reputation of its rabbis, by paying the obligatory taxes on
time, by offering gifts to the ruling power on special occa-
sions, and through the good offices provided by those
among them who directly served the sultan. Through these
mechanisms, the Jewish community maintained a niche in
the body politic, even if it was sometimes a precarious one.?!

In the mid nineteenth century, the fortunes of the Jews
of Fez took a dramatic turn for the better. The “opening” of
Morocco to Europe placed a handful of Jewish merchants
having international connections at the center of a revital-
ized network of overseas trade, and led them to cautiously
abandon their habitual submissiveness for a more Euro-
peanized manner. Tastes evolved, stimulated by contact with
Europeans, with the more urbane Jewish communities of the
coast, and with their Muslim counterparts, whose expansive
lifestyle represented the standard of good taste.?? Rich Jews
built splendid residences inside the mellah, taking as their
point of reference the elaborate palaces of the Muslim nou-
veaux riches going up on the outskirts of the medina at the
same time.”* They patronized the same skilled artisans, and

the results are visible in the lavish interior décor of the homes
of the High Street (Derb al-Fuqi) of the mellah.

The Houses of the Mellab

The mellab house (dar) is an organism made up of both col-
laborating and hierarchical elements. It cannot be described
by simply dissecting its components, but must be under-
stood as a whole with its complex structure of relations.
From the exterior, the house is blind, its external walls
showing only minimal openings. Very few of the windows
are covered with the openwork wooden screen (mashra-
biyya). (The practice of opening windows on the street side
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Figure 2 Axonometric view of a house on Derb al-Fugi showing the
interior courtyard with fountain

is a relatively recent one, adopted under the influence of
Western building styles.) Access to the house is usually
through a room or a corridor (sgifz) that mediates between
the street and the interior, protecting the privacy of the
courtyard. In the houses of the medina the entryway takes
the shape of a dogleg, while in the houses of the mellab it is
usually a straight corridor with a door at each end. This pas-
sage leads directly into the courtyard/patio, which is the
symbolic and functional core of the house (Figure 2). The
rigorous orthogonal geometry, the intricate woodwork, and
the structural wooden beams that support the balconies
above accentuate the regularity.

The life of the family revolves around the courtyard,
and the surrounding rooms receive light and air from this
central space. The elementary cell of the Moroccan house
is the bayt, a room measuring about 2.5 x 7 meters. The
bayts aggregate around the circumference of the house in a
parquet-like pattern (Figure 3). In the Moroccan house, the
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Figure 3 Plan of Dar Ben Simhoun on Derb al-Fugi

bayt is formally secondary to the courtyard, unlike the Euro-
pean house, where the room takes precedence over other
elements. As a result, the bayt is often deformed under the
pressure of the irregularities of the external urban mor-
phology, and the orthogonality of the room is often more
perceptual than real. One side of the courtyard is made up
of small functional rooms and the stair leading to the upper
floors in the corner. Most houses have at least two floors,
the upper one being identical in plan to the lower, although
many of the houses on Derb al-Fugqi have three or more
stories (Figure 4).

The roof terrace played an important social and func-
tional role in the life of the house. During the day, it was a
workshop of domestic activity, used for preparing food or dry-
ing laundry, while on the warmest nights the family used it for
socializing and sleeping. Writing in 1902, Aubin called it “the
chief pleasure-ground” of the mellah, where on feast days the
“gilded Jewish youth disports itself in silk kaftans of the most
alluring shades, and djellabas in which the imagination has
been given full scope.”* At the feast of Sukkoth,?’ the family

would erect a small booth of reeds on the roof, decorate it
with wall hangings and symbols of the harvest season, and dine
in this rustic enclosure. After the holiday, the booth was dis-
assembled and the material lowered to the street to provide
fuel for the local bread oven.?® Another use of the roof was
less convivial. When the street below became dangerous, it
was the sole means of communication between the houses,
and in 1703, when disorderly troops pillaged the mzellab, the
Jews fled their quarter by means of the rooftops.”’ Another
feature of the mellab house was the cellar, frequently divided
into rooms and storage areas, and in some cases, having a door

Figure 4 Axonometric view of Dar Ben Simhoun, Derb al-Fugi
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Figure 5 Axonometric view of house no. 220, Derb al-Fugi

that gave access to the street via a hidden stair. One can only
conjecture about the use of these underground spaces: to stock
foodstuffs, to give shelter in times of trouble, to provide an
escape route.

In reality, no one house in the mellah corresponds to
this simple model. Processes of transformation such as the
acquisition or loss of one or more bayts and their subdivision
have in some cases reduced the courtyard to an airshaft. In
other cases, the spaces around the courtyard have been
transformed into labyrinths of small rooms leading to half
levels and hidden stairways to the upper floors. Access to
these “secret” spaces was often hidden in a cupboard, mak-
ing it difficult to tell without close inspection that the stair-
way in fact existed (Figures 5, 6 ). The angles of the
courtyard beneath the stair housed the toilet facilities,
equipped with running water from Fez’s abundant subter-
ranean supply.?® Although the dimensions of the rooms and
the courtyard may differ slightly from house to house, the
use of the elementary cell means that the total width of each
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house is between 11 and 12 meters, giving the fabric as a
whole a certain regularity (Figures 7, 8).

From a formal perspective, Jewish houses of the mellab
differ little from their Muslim counterparts in the medina.
Both were constructed according to similar methods and
prototypes.?? Muslim muallams (masters) supervised build-
ing projects in the mellab, and Muslim craftsmen executed
the finer decorative handiwork. “Carpenters and construc-
tion workers” appears on a list of Jewish occupations in a
census of the mellab made in 1879, while “tilemakers” was
specifically signaled as a non-Jewish profession, indicating
that Muslims carried out the finer decorative work (Figures
9, 10).3° Perhaps with the exception of Yemen, where Jew-
ish houses were readily identifiable because they were kept
lower than Muslim structures, the tendency to integrate
Jewish with Muslim building traditions seems to have been
pervasive throughout in the Islamic world.

The furnishings of the household were very simple
before the twentieth century, even in the houses of the
wealthy. When the Jews were exiled from the mellab in
1790, they took with them as many of their possessions as

[T

[]

Figure 6 Section of Dar Ben Simhoun, Derb al-Fugi
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Figure 7 Plan of the fabric of the mellah. Older sections are represented by the ground floor plan and more recent sections by the cadastral plan.

Figure 8 Diagram showing regularity of
subdivision within the mellah
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Figure 9 Axonometric view of house no. 255, Derb al-Fuqi

they could, including “armoires, tables, large and small
cooking vessels, dishes, and special plates, pots and pans for
Passover.”*! Among the furnishings of the bayt was an elab-
orate matrimonial bed made of carved wood, as well as small
wooden cabinets built in the wall for storing objects. In
terms of basic accoutrements, there was little to distinguish
a Jewish house from a Muslim one of the same class. It
seems, however, that Western-style furnishings were intro-
duced into the mellab earlier than into the medina, and one
European traveler speaks of “a considerable number of
European comforts” in the richest Jewish houses.*

There were topical reminders that this was Jewish
space. Hebrew phrases of benediction were often used as
elements of decoration at the entry to a room (Figure 11),
and the amulets known as mezuzot were ritually required to
be placed on the right side of the outside front door on the
street. The small rectangle niche carved into the doorpost
that once held the mezuzab can still be seen on some houses.
The outside window frames of Jewish houses were painted
in vivid colors—blue, yellow, rose, and bright red—con-
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Figure 10 Interior decoration of Dar Ben Simhoun

trasting sharply with the sober exteriors of the medina.*
The only real typological deviation from the Muslim model
is the entryway, straight as opposed to dogleg, suggesting
that Jews were less sensitive than Muslims about maintain-
ing the strict privacy of the interior.

In the Mediterranean region, the most important indi-
cator distinguishing the fabric of the Jewish quarter from
its non-Jewish counterpart is its greater density. Limitations
on building space meant that transformations, subdivisions,
and vertical additions often reached pathological levels in
places such as Venice, where the houses are built one on top
of the other. But in Fez this difference was less apparent.®*
Historic densities in the mellab are hard to determine, but
some generalizations are possible. The documentation indi-
cates that periodic famine and disease killed off large per-
centages of the population of both the mellab and the
medina with chilling frequency, relieving pressure on living
space. As late as 1901, an epidemic of malaria reduced the
population of the mellab by a third.** The entire city, mel-
lab and medina, was invested by a flood of migrants from
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the countryside from the mid nineteenth century onward,
raising densities everywhere and giving rise to a large “float-
ing population” of indeterminate size. René-Leclerc
remarked in 1904 that “the mellah is as dirty and as badly
maintained as is the rest of Fez,” suggesting that densities
and health conditions there may not have been any worse
than those of the medina.’¢

Derb al-Fuqi (The High Street)

This long, straight street commences at the monumental
burj,’” or main gate of the mellah, marking the separation
between the Jewish quarter and the rest of the Muslim city
(Figure 12). From there it makes a gentle turn to conform
to the shape of the Royal Palace in Fez al-Jadid and the
adjoining gardens of Lalla Mina, before it ends in a blind
wall. Practically speaking, the street (derd) is a segment
between two blind walls. It forms the backbone of the
neighborhood unit. From the High Street several perpen-
dicular streets branch out leading to the market (sug) at the
center of the mellab. The hierarchy of the street pattern is
simple and based on two elements: (1) the derb itself, acting
as the matrix onto which the doors of the most important
houses open, and (2) the side streets running perpendicular
to the derb, which provide the structure for a secondary set-
tlement of lesser houses. Many streets, including the Derb
al-Fuqi, end in a tunnel darkened overhead by an extension
covering the street (sabat). The tradition of the sabat is
deeply rooted in Arab urban culture. If a homeowner

Figure 11 Hebrew inscription in
tile: “Blessings upon you on your
departure”

Figure 12 The gate of the mellah
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Figure 13 Axonometric view of the Ibn Danan synagogue as seen

from below

wanted to add a room above the street level of his house by
using the opposite wall as support, he only had to get the
consent of his neighbor. Urban growth was the result of pri-
vate negotiation between the parties and was not controlled
by the rules and regulations of the municipality.*®

The building fabric varies in depth and quality depend-
ing on its location. Most interesting is the block between
the Derb al-Fugi and the exterior wall of the mzellab on the
northern side shielding the elaborate houses that are the
real jewels of the mellab (see Figure 1). The great houses
appear to be aligned to the outer wall, and the uniformity of
their basic dimensions indicates that they were probably
planned at the same time. Indeed, it appears that this block
is a series of old mansions, originally built at the rear of the
plot and attached to the thick outer wall of the mzellah over-
looking the palace gardens, giving them access to both light
and air. Each house has progressively encroached on the
front edge of its plot by adding on rooms that are depen-
dencies of it, so that the public space of the derb eventually
became invaded. The original street was no doubt much
wider, but it lost area over time to the homeowners along
the street. These encroachments explain the long, dark
internal corridor the visitor must traverse before reaching
the courtyard of the house.

It is important to note that Derb al-Fugqi is mainly a res-
idential street with few amenities, the most important being
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the local bread oven. Traditionally, the bakers in the mellab
were Muslim, one of the few categories of employment not
filled by Jews, the reason being that the bread oven had to
function on the Sabbath.?* Nowadays, business in the street
is confined to a few small-scale entrepreneurs who display
their wares on outdoor tables in a tentative effort at com-
mercialization. The inhabitants of the derd usually walk the
short distance to the main sug for their shopping.

The Gozlan and the Mansano synagogues face each
other midway along Derb al-Fugi, constituting an urban
node. The Gozlan synagogue is nothing more than an
annex to the house next door, but the Mansano synagogue
projects an important influence that goes beyond the limits
of the derb. At the end of the nineteenth century, according
to the “Yahas Fas,” there were fifteen synagogues in the mel-
lab scattered around the quarter (see Figure 1). Residents
were at the most just a few steps away from a place of prayer.
Most of these houses of worship were built in preexisting
rooms within private houses and were furnished very sim-
ply. However, several were richly ornamented with stucco
and mosaic tile and used Islamic architectural motifs such as
arches, painted wooden ceilings, and carved wooden screens
to clarify the functions of their various parts (Figure 13).%
The smaller synagogues belonged to individuals and were
supported by donations from members, while the larger
ones were the property of the community. The “Yahas Fas”
notes that the only synagogue supported out of public funds
in 1879 was the Slat al-Fajr (Synagogue of the Dawn) where
the early risers prayed. The text points out that all the syn-
agogues of Fez were relatively recent, because the ancient
ones were destroyed “in bad times” and were “forgotten,”
an apparent reference to the pillages of 1646 and 1790. The
claim by Fassi Jews that certain synagogues (such as the
recently renovated Ibn Danan) date back to the seventeenth
century can be explained by the fact that although a syna-
gogue may have been severely damaged, Jews continued to
pray in its ruins, rebuilding it as soon as possible. Thus it
may make more sense to speak of a continuity of sites rather
than one of actual structures.*!

Another feature of the street is the presence of work-
shops at the lower level of the house, two or three steps
below street level. The mellah of Fez in the nineteenth cen-
tury was a beehive of activity, with many small ateliers
devoted to the production of fine handicrafts, and especially
to the working of precious metals, which was a Jewish spe-
cialty. The “Yahas Fas” tells us that the most important sin-
gle craft practiced in the mellah was the production of sgalli,
a metallic thread used for decorating cloth and other
objects. Over 300 men and women of the mellah were
employed at this trade in 1879, making it the most impor-
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tant single Jewish occupation in terms of both the number
of craftspeople and the value of the goods produced.® It
was closely associated with a variety of other luxury crafts,
such as the manufacture of wall hangings, handbags, sad-
dles, harnesses, belts, and slippers. The work of twisting the
metal and silk together to form a braid was the responsibil-
ity of women and took place in the home, allowing them to
rotate this work with other domestic chores.* Other trades
practiced in the mellab in 1879 included: tailoring, especially
of military uniforms and of fine imported fabrics for the
palace household; the manufacture of harnesses for the
royal cavalry; and the working of copper, silver, and gold
into a variety of objects ranging from simple hardware to
exquisite bracelets, earrings, and heavy gold belts.*

Much commercial activity took place in the street,
without benefit of a permanent shelter. Tribesmen from the
surrounding Middle Atlas Mountains brought in chickens
and eggs, while fruits and vegetables were supplied by the
Jews of Sefrou, an important nearby agricultural commu-
nity. The Sefriouis would arrive in the mellah on Thursday
afternoon, spend the night under the arches of the main
gate, and sell their merchandise at the busy Friday morning
market, returning home before the start of the Sabbath.
They would carry with them manufactured goods to be
resold at other rural markets, thus recirculating Fassi prod-
ucts throughout the hinterland.#

The Lower Streets

Derb al-Fuqi, which contains the most beautiful houses, cov-
ers only a small portion of the mellah. The fabric changes as
we move into other parts of the quarter. The neighborhood
south of the sug is far older and offers a more interesting lay-
out consisting of two streets running parallel to the sug and
a series of shorter perpendicular streets in the north-south
direction. The original alignment of the central lane of this
neighborhood has been lost over the course of time, and the
street changes direction often. We can reconstruct the orig-
inal path by paying attention to the marks left by the walls
in the fabric. The blocks were quadrangles of 25 to 30
meters on a side, but today they are completely transformed
due to a process of subdivision, subtraction, and addition.
This phenomenon also tends to convert homes having a sin-
gle courtyard into multifamily dwellings by reducing the
house to a few rooms stacked one on top of the other. Fre-
quently, one cell of the house is converted into a shop due to
the commercial influence radiating from the nearby sugq.
Streets that are completely occulted in the fabric can still be
traced in the plan, while others that are in the process of dis-
appearing are visible as impasses.

The impasse or cul-de-sac (driba) is a common feature
in both medina and mellab, consisting of a dead-end street
closed off by a door giving access onto a microneighbor-
hood of a few houses or a single large house inhabited by
one extended family.* It is a version of the courtyard fab-
ric inscribed on the street pattern, and it gives access to
houses that are in the deepest part of the block. Impasses
are present most often in fragmented blocks where the
number of units and dwellings has multiplied. The function
of the impasse is to increase the security of the group and its
sense of mutual identity while mediating the transition from
public to private space. It is a sort of entryway at the urban
level. The maturity of this lower neighborhood is under-
scored by the presence of a number of synagogues in close
association. Here are found the recently restored Ibn
Danan synagogue and the Slat al-Fassiyyin, reportedly
the oldest synagogue in Fez, laid out on a basilica plan (see
Figure 1).9

The few open spaces in the mellah consist of the for-
malization of leftover areas. These spaces were not plazas or
squares left open for the purpose of staging public events,
but rather are simple widenings in the street that became
the setting for public manifestations. For example, on the
day of his bar mitzvah, the young man was marched
through the streets of the mellah led by his rabbi-teacher
and his relatives. After the reading of the Torah in the syn-
agogue, he was carried back through the streets on a chair,
like a bride.*® In moments of distress such as a famine or a
drought, the rabbis would organize public prayers in which
the Scrolls of Law would be carried through the streets
accompanied by the lamentations of the worshippers.* This
appropriation of the street reinforced the sense of the 7zel-
lab as specifically Jewish space, where little distinction was
drawn between “private” and “public” in terms of ceremo-
nial life.

Unlike the other major mellabs of Morocco, such as
Tetudn, Rabat, and even Marrakesh, the mellzb of Fez has a
complex morphology that reveals its incremental growth
over time. This is confirmed by the position of the main
gate, which is oriented on a north-south axis. Its orienta-
tion is incongruent with the main street, which must turn
slightly in order to enter into it. We conjecture that the two
sections of the zellak that are the oldest were probably laid
out concurrently: first, the triangle of Derb al-Fuqi, and
second, the area south of the sug that appears on the map as
three blocks of regular size divided by an impasse (Fig-
ure 14). The greater age of the area close to the main gate
is confirmed by the presence of the Slat al-Fassiyyin, the
most ancient and important of the communal synagogues
(see Figure 1).%°
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Originally, the market area located along the main street
(Derb al-Suq) must have been a large, irregular, and open
space, because the plan shows traces of commercial encroach-
ment on both sides of the street. It is not difficult to imagine
how the original temporary wooden shop fronts eventually
became fixed in space. Charles René-Leclerc, writing at the
turn of the century, called this area “a gaysariyya in miniature,”
filled with the shops of grocers and sellers of products of
European manufacture unavailable in the medina, such as
shoe polish, cooking pots, colanders, and knives.’! Some of
these shops also sold wine and fig brandy (#ahiya), a specialty
product of the Jews, forbidden for sale in the Muslim quar-
ters.’? The shops and markets of the mellab, according to Le
"Tourneau, were supervised by the mubtasib of Fez al-Jadid, an
official of the municipality who inspected weights and mea-
sures and generally enforced standards of cleanliness and hon-
esty in the conduct of commercial affairs.’

Moving down the main street toward the Place du
Commerce, the fabric changes to one that is more recent.
The Nawawil quarter to the south of the mellab probably
dates from the end of the nineteenth century, although it
aligns with the original tissue around the Synagogue of the
Fassiyyin (see Figure 14). The toponym of this quarter
refers to a type of structure—the straw huts (nawawil)
erected by country people as a temporary shelter. The name
suggests that migrants from the rural areas around Fez orig-
inally inhabited the quarter.

Unlike the rest of Fez, the mellak contains few important
landmarks other than the bu7j and the cemetery. The busj
itself was a kind of cemetery, serving as the crypt for martyrs
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Figure 14 Diagram showing the
sequential growth of the mellah
based on typological evidence
(compare with Figure 7, plan of the
fabric of the mellah)

who died in a riot in the mellah in 1465. The cemetery out-
side the mellah migrated several times over the centuries. The
site of the present cemetery is relatvely new, dating from the
early part of the nineteenth century. As one of the few open
spaces in the environs of the mellab, the cemetery was used
for a variety of outdoor activities, not all of them licit. It was
also the scene of the night-long vigils held at the tombs of
venerated rabbis considered to have miraculous propertes of
healing and intercession (Figure 15).

The Mellab and the City

The mellab extends over a plateau overlooking the Wadi
Zaytun that gently slopes down to the Jewish cemetery. In
order to understand the morphology of the site, it must be
seen in relation to Fez al-Jadid, whose plan is very clear and
serial. It is a sequence of separate nodes in the form of: (1)
gates reinforced by a mosque, as seen at Bab Dkaken and its
mosque, al-Jam’a al-Kabir; (2) huge monumental esplanades
(7mashwars) encircled by high walls; and (3) three rectilinear
sugs, each of which is the backbone of a settlement. Fach
settlement is enclosed by walls and communicates with the
exterior through the single monumental gate. The palace
overshadows and protects the ensemble; it is a quarter unto
itself, having a single main entrance at Bab Dkaken, which
is the real pole of Fez al-Jadid. Routes to it can be controlled
by opening and closing the gates, making the spaces in
between similar to the watertight compartments of a sub-
marine. In case of an insurrection, it was possible to isolate
the palace or any one part of Fez al-Jadid. In the nineteenth
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century, the Jews of the mellah had three possibilities when
emerging from their quarter. They could head south toward
the river valley, passing through a gate near the Bab Sem-
marin that is now demolished; they could go out the west,
exiting via the present Place du Commerce; or they could
go to Old Fez, traversing Fez al-Jadid via the main axis of
its sug. If they chose this last route, they first had to cross an
area between the mellab and Fez al-Jadid that was called the
Sekkakin. This was a transitional area where Jewish and
Muslim shops were intermingled and space was shared.>*

Outside the mellah, Muslims easily recognized Jews
because of their distinctive dress. A handful of Jews had
their shops in the medina, and others were required to go
there on a daily basis to conduct their affairs. Adherence to
a strict code of behavior usually allowed the Jew to pass
unmolested, but it was a passage fraught with tension. Mus-
lims, for their part, entered the mellab at will. When a Mus-
lim became sick in the pre-Protectorate era, he went to the
mellab to seek treatment, advice, and medicine. If he needed
a letter written in a foreign language, or wanted to read a
foreign newspaper, he had to consult a Jew.>’ If he wished
to engage in activities not permitted in the medina, such as
drinking alcohol or gambling, he would have to repair to
the mellab. But on the whole, actual mixing between the two
groups was kept to a minimum.

Although the two groups kept apart physically, they
shared a distinctive set of common values.’® Whether Jew or
Muslim, Fassis were known for their acute moral sensibility,
their respect for the models of the past, a serene awareness of

Figure 15 The cemetery of
the mellah

their aristocratic antecedents. A precarious balance between
similarity and difference characterized intercommunal rela-
tions in premodern Fez, lending special importance to the bar-
riers that kept the two groups separate. The walls surrounding
the mellah constituted a metaphorical as well as physical divide,
separating two communities who agreed to cohabit but not to
assimilate. This understanding was undergirded by an array of
complex emotions that included mutual wariness as well as
acceptance, attraction as well as repulsion, tolerance as well as
ill will. These emotions formed the substratum of an unwrit-
ten social contract that allowed Jews to flourish in a Moroccan
milieu that thoroughly shaped their self-image and molded
their identity.

The coming of the French Protectorate in 1912 was
the watershed event that marked the beginning of the end
of the mellah as a Jewish quarter. The French occupation of
Fez in April 1912 was accompanied by an artillery attack
that caused great damage to the physical structure of the
mellab. It was followed by a pillage that lasted several days.*”
The Jewish population fled the quarter for the relative
safety of the palace grounds and took shelter in the empty
lion cages of the sultan’s menagerie. The rebuilding of the
mellab was a slow and painful process that took several years.
The fronts of many buildings were altered to accommodate
more modern building styles, windows and balconies were
added, and the face of the mellab changed radically. Shortly
thereafter, wealthy Jews began abandoning its confined
spaces for villas in the new town, leaving the poorer Jews
behind. Eventually they too left, part of the massive exodus
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surrounding the creation of the State of Israel in 1948.
Today the houses of the quarter have found a new life as the
dwelling places of Muslims. Only a few signs of the former
Jewish presence are still in evidence, such as the restored
Ibn Danan synagogue and the whitewashed tombs of the
carefully tended cemetery (see Figure 15).

In Conclusion

To sum up the 500-year architectural heritage of the mellabh
of Fez on the basis of a single study is hardly possible. How-
ever, certain points emerge that may help us to understand
the evolution of the Jewish quarter in Morocco and in the
Islamic Mediterranean city more generally.

First, an adherence to past models was as important to
Fassi Jews as it was to Fassi Muslims, and the continuity of
building types such as the courtyard house within the quar-
ter reflects a conservatism that prevailed in other spheres of
cultural production as well. Unfortunately, we do not have
the benefit of archeological studies to confirm the general
impression that much of the standing architecture of the
mellah does not predate the beginning of the nineteenth
century. Nevertheless, the existing structures conform to
typologies having roots deep in the Mediterranean past.
The repeated destruction of the Jewish quarter documented
in the chronicles supports a scenario of continuous rebuild-
ing on old foundations, especially in the case of the syna-
gogues, which suffered most the periodic
devastation.’® We must look to buildings constructed in the
Protectorate period to find any significant deviation from
the types described above.

The ability of Jewish architecture to absorb influences
from its surroundings through a process of creative mime-

from

sis is not particular to Fez. It exists at every time and place
of Jewish habitation in the Diaspora. It is not surprising that
the fabric and feeling of the mellab replicates that of the
medina, although on a smaller scale: the impasse, the sabat,
the sqifa are only a few examples of appropriated building
forms. Nor are the sensations when walking through the
mellab dissimilar from those felt when walking through the
medina: the echo of voices behind closed doors, the shout-
ing of the children at play in the narrow streets, the deep
silences of the night. Other aspects of the urban form joined
the mellah with the rest of the city: for example, the under-
ground water system of the mellab was part of the canaliza-
tion that fed Fez al-Jadid.* The mellab was tied to the larger
city through many dependencies, both seen and unseen.
Finally, it should be noted that unlike the Jewish quar-
ters of Rabat, Tetudn, and Marrakesh, planned and settled
at one time, the mellah of Fez grew slowly, expanding from
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a small central core of settlement to one that was larger and
more differentiated. The irregularity of the street plan and
the variety of building types found within the walls of the
quarter support the notion of a slow process of organic
growth (see Figure 14). Evidence from the physical data
explains why two different dates are often given for the
founding of the mellab, one corresponding with the found-
ing of Fez al-Jadid in 1276, and the other coinciding with
the expulsion of the Jews from Old Fez in 1438. Both dates
mark moments in the historical process of the mellah’s
expansion. It is possible to imagine a small Jewish settle-
ment outside the walls of Fez al-Jadid at the end of the thir-
teenth century, coinciding with the founding of Fez al-Jadid
and providing a home to Jews associated with the palace ser-
vice. Another spurt of growth came in the fifteenth century,
when the Jewish population was expelled from Old Fez en
masse. This relocation of the entire community, including
its rabbis, established the long-term viability of the quarter.
The mellab became the spiritual as well as physical center of
Jewish Fez. Yet another jump occurred sixty years later in
1492, with the arrival of the exiles from Spain, who helped
crystallize already existing social groupings. In other words,
the mellab was an organic structure, expanding and con-
tracting at various stages of its life cycle, usually as a result
of events taking place far beyond its walls.

Moroccan Jews in the Diaspora and Israel continue to
maintain a strong connection to their roots, reenacting spe-
cial ceremonies tied to their place of origin, returning peri-
odically to visit their former homes, and surrounding
themselves with symbols that act as reminders of the past.5
Outsiders often wonder how Moroccan Jews in Israel,
Canada, France, or Venezuela manage to hold fast to their
former identity, appending to it other identities with an
alacrity that defies explanation. Central to this attachment
is a warm and positive recollection of life in the mellab. Mys-
tical, paradoxical, and elusive, this attachment becomes
clearer if we recall the historical reality it represents: a phys-
ical separation that permitted a convergence of mentalities,
making Jewish and Muslim Moroccans into mirror images
of each other.
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A word on translation and transliteration: foreign words in parenthe-
ses are Arabic unless otherwise indicated. Most are in the classical form with
a few exceptions that are rendered in the dialect: for example, derd rather
than darb, sqifa rather than saqifa. Mellah is used instead of the classical mai-
lab for the sake of consistency with the rest of the literature on the Jewish
quarter in Morocco, which is mainly in French.
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juderia de Fez, dos siglos después de la expulsién,” in Mohammed Salhi,
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in Jewish disguise, was lodged in the house of the Samuel Ben Simhoun on

THE JEWISH QUARTER OF FEZ 325

This content downloaded from 192.167.140.2 on Wed, 4 Dec 2013 16:46:24 PM
All use subject to JISTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Derb al-Fugqi in 1883, where he received “le meilleur accueil”; Reconnaissance
au Maroc: Journal de route (Paris, 1939), 78.
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part of the city where the gentiles live, which takes at least half an hour, and
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31. Vajda, “Recueil,” 36 (1949): 170.
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33. Ibid., 299.
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35. M. Nahon, “Les Israélites du Maroc,” Revue des études ethnographiques et
sociologiques (1909): 258-279. For more on epidemics, see Vajda, “Recueil,”
35 (1948): 319, 326; 36 (1949): 161-162, 188.

36. Charles René-Leclerc, Le Maroc septentrional: Souvenirs et impressions (été
1904) (Algiers, 1905), 149.
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permitted, even if it blocks light and air, so long as it does not invade pri-
vacy; and (4) the fina, or frontage, belongs to the house but does not entail
the right to build.

39. Brunot and Malka, Textes, 203. The traditional Sabbath midday meal
included the skhina, a hearty dish similar to a cassoulet. It baked in the com-
munity oven all Friday night and was conveyed to the Jewish household
Saturday at midday.

40. Some of the synagogues of Fez are described in Joel Zack, The Syna-
gogues of Morocco: An Architectural and Preservation Survey, 2nd ed. (New
York, 1995).

41. See Vajda, “Recueil,” 36 (1949): 144.

42. “Yahas Fas,” n.p.

43. On the production of sgalli, see two articles by Roger Le Tourneau and
M. Vicaire: “La fabrication du fil d’or 4 Fés,” Hespéris 2, no. 1/2 (1937): 67-88,
and “Lindustrie du fil d’or au mellab de Fes,” Bulletin économique et social du
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pasha, all to no avail; Le Tourneau and Vicaire, “Lindustrie,” 188.

44. On the commerce of the mellab, see Le Tourneau, Fes, 350-352.

45. Ibid., 390, 423. For a stimulating discussion of the Jews of Sefrou and
their relations with Muslims, see Lawrence Rosen, Bargaining for Reality:
The Construction of Social Relations in a Muslim Community (Chicago, 1984),
148-164.

46. The impasse is not a feature produced by Islamic culture per se but is
the logical conclusion of a process of growth when the urban fabric is made
up of courtyard houses. We see this feature in Palermo, Italy (where it may
be an Arab import), as well as in the ancient Sumerian city of Ur.

47. The synagogue of Shlomo Ibn Danan, also known as the Synagogue
Boussidan, was constructed at the end of the seventeenth century, accord-
ing to Simon Levy, “La synagogue Danan restaurée” (Casablanca, Fonda-
tion du Patrimoine Culturel Judéo-marocain, n.d.). It served as the
synagogue of the Danan family of rabbis from 1812 until its closure in the
1960s. Members of this family were the authors of the manuscript “Dibre
ha-Yamim” (see n. 16). The synagogue was named after Rabbi Shlomo
Danan (1848-1928), who officiated there at the beginning of the twentieth
century. The building is attached to the ancient wall of the mellah on its
east side. Another interesting aspect of its construction uncovered during
the recent restoration was a sealed door leading to a subterranean ritual
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48. Le Tourneau, Fes, 576.

49. Vajda, “Recueil,” 36 (1949): 330.

50. The Slat al-Fassiyyin, or synagogue of the Fassis, is the synagogue of the
toshavim, the original inhabitants of the mellah. The ritual followed in this
synagogue until its closing in 1970 included prayers that were not part of
the regular Sephardic liturgy, suggesting that its founding predated the
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51. Charles René-Leclerc, “Le commerce et I'industrie 3 Fés,” Renseigne-
ments coloniaux (1905): 319. The gaysariyya was the principal sug of the Fez
medina adjacent to the Qarawiyyin mosque.

52. The availability of such products enhanced Muslim perceptions of the
Jewish quarter as a place of transgression, and the idea of the mellah as lim-
inal space was deeply rooted in the Muslim imaginary. Jewish sources hint
at prostitution in the mellah, as well as the presence of “tavernas” that were
frequented by Muslims; Vajda, “Recueil,” 35 (1948): 344, 350; Le Tourneau,
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53. Le Tourneau, Fes, 266. The administration of the mellab in the nine-
teenth century (as it is today) was centered in Fez al-Jadid. When the mzel-
lab was the home to Fassi Jews, many civic functions were run
autonomously and according to Jewish law under the direction of a locally
appointed community council (ma’amad). Jewish law courts had jurisdic-
tion in civil matters between two Jews. When Muslims were involved, the
case usually was referred to the Muslim courts. See Brunot and Malka,
Textes, 222-228; Paul Marty, Les institutions israélites au Maroc: Extrait de la
Revue des études islamiques (Paris, 1930).

54. Le Tourneau, Fés, 101. Jewish moneylenders plied their trade in shops
that fronted on a Muslim market where oil, soap, and candles were sold.
55. Nahon, “Les Israélites,” 268.

56. Ibid., 261.

57. For an account of the event from a woman’s perspective, see Brunot and
Malka, Textes, 206-209. Also Hubert-Jacques, Les journées sanglantes de Fez,
17-18-19 avril 1912: Les massacres, récits militaires, responsabilités (Paris,
1913), 67-73.

58. The author of the “Dibre ha-Yamim” tells us that the Jews returned to
the mellab after the exile of 1792 to find their quarter totally devastated.

Pillagers not only carried off the contents of the houses but also removed
“the doors, the rafters, the coffers, in short, anything that could be called
wood”; Vajda,“Recueil,” 36 (1949): 180.

59. The mellab’s water supply, according to Le Tourneau, came from a
source first introduced into Fez al-Jadid in the Marinid period called Ayn
Bu Amir; Le Tourneau, Fés, 267, 270. Many of the mellah houses also had
their own wells; ibid., 270.

60. On the phenomenon of return, see André Levy, “To Morocco and Back:
Tourism and Pilgrimage among Moroccan-Born Israelis,” in E. Ben-Ari
and Y. Bilu, eds., Grasping Land: Space and Place in Contemporary Israeli Dis-
course and Experience (Albany, N.Y., 1997), 25-46.
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