a histoRy and a guide of the old Medina

RobeRt ChavagnaC

A Note for the Reader
Because of their history, their prestige and architectural
grandeur, there are cities that are destined to be part of our
world heritage. There are others that were less well-born;
cities with a less glorious past whose name is rarely
mentioned in classical texts. Casablanca is one of these cities.
On numerous occasions, this ‘absence’ of history and a
corresponding lack of interest has seen the Old Medina
threatened with demolition. To have allowed this to happen,
wiping the old town from our collective memory, would have
been an act of gross negligence for it was there that an
extraordinary adventure began: the human, social, economic,
urban and architectural adventure that produced today’s
metropolis.
By taking the reader down the narrow streets of
the old Medina and behind its anonymous facades, this
modest guide aims to revisit a page of history that has been
unfairly neglected.
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Casablanca in 1900

A

t the turn of the 20th century, Casablanca occupied
the area that is today known as the Old Medina; In
all, some 50 hectares alongside a dangerous, rocky
harbour. The walls around the town gave it a roughly
triangular shape.

Place des Nations-Unies as it was in 1888.
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The Town Walls
Forming a thick wall up to 8 metres high and 4
kilometres in length, the ramparts formed three distinct
sections, with square towers every few hundred metres
for extra protection.
The south-eastern stretch of wall ran in a straight line
straight between the sanctuary of Sidi Belyût and the
south tower, which is now Place Maréchal. This section of
the town walls was destroyed to make way for the Place
des Nations Unies and Boulevard du 4ème Zouaves,
subsequently renamed El-Hansali and later Houphoët
Boigny.
The south-western wall ran from the south tower,
across what is now the car park alongside the Hyatt
Regency, to Bab Marrakesh, where it can still be seen,
and on to Sûr Jdid.
Winding its way along the shore, the north-eastern
stretch of wall from Sûr Jdid to Sidi Belyût was buttressed
by two fortified towers. The first no longer exists, but the
second has survived by Sidi Allal Kaïruwani.
Four gates led out through the town walls.
The Town Gates
At the end of what is now Rue Allal Ben Abdellah (exHorloge) stood Bab el-Kebir (or Bab es-Sûk), the main gate
in the south-eastern rampart. Further along the same
section of wall, between Bab el-Kebir and the tomb of Sidi
Belyût was a second gate, Bab er-Raha. A local street still
bears its name.
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Casablanca in 1900

Going ashore in
Casablanca
in 1900!
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The population soared from 25,000 in 1907 to 59,000 in
1916 and then from 97,000 in 1921 to 160,000 ten yeas later.
This rapid human development had an immediate
impact on the people and everyday life of the Old Medina.
Gradually, the Europeans and Moroccan middle classes
abandoned the old town for the new town and New
Medina, and with them
went much of the big
business. It must have
seemed to many that
the Old Medina was
doomed.
Far from it. The
living space that had
been freed was divided
up and soon several
families could be found
sharing an apartment.
Extra floors were built
onto existing houses, rooms were built in courtyards and
on rooftop terraces and the population became resolutely
working class.
In particular, the Old Medina absorbed large numbers
of Jews as the extension of French control opened up the
High Atlas, Anti-Atlas and desert regions.
In 1949, the population of the southern and eastern
quarters of the old town - the Mellah and Medina included 7,044 Muslims, 26,929 Jews and a handful of
Europeans living near Bab el-Marsa.

In the north-western quarter, the Tnaker was home to
17,864 Muslims and 16,173 Jews. The two communities were
closely intermingled and it was not unusual to find Muslim
and Jewish families living together in the same house.
In 1949, the population of Casablanca was 640,000.
This date marked the beginning of a major exodus as
large numbers of Jews left Morocco for America, Europe
and the newly created state of Israel.
Moroccan independence in 1956 and the Arab-Israeli
conflicts further accelerated this movement. The living
space that was vacated was taken over by Muslims while
the remaining Jews moved into the area around Place
Verdun, Boulevard de Paris and Boulevard Mûlay Yussef.
Nowadays, the Old Medina is home to 53,652 people
and 11,259 households. This drop in the population – from
68,010 in 1949 – can be explained by a reduction in the
total surface area following the extension of the Boulevard
d’Anfa and a slower growth rate.
In the last few years, green spaces have been created
and streets pedestrianised in an effort to improve living
conditions in this part of the city, but the street plan of the
Tnaker and Old Medina remains oppressively dense.
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The « Medina »

Rue du commandant Provost.

Make your way down Rue Dar el-Makhzen. Just before
the mosque, the doorway on the right leads into what was
Dar el-Makhzen, home to the Kaid of Casablanca and his
administration.

Inside Dar el-Makhzen.
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The Kaid entering Dar el-Makhzen.
The top of the small square tower
can still be seen today.

Further down the street, stands Jamaâ elKebir. The mosque was built at the end of
the 18th century by Sultan Sidi Mohammed
Ben Abdellah and the sultan himself was
present at the inaugural Friday prayer.
An extension to the mosque was built in
the late 19th century by Sultan Mûlay
Hassan I and another in 1950 under King
Mohammed V. The minaret dates from the
latter period. The original minaret stood to
the left of the first door and its base, which
can still be seen, is now covered by the green
pyramidal roof.
At its northern end, the street used to be
closed off by a white house which was said to
have been used as a sea mark by Portuguese
sailors. It was because of this that they called
the town Casabranca (white house), a name
which was subsequently changed to Dar elBeida during the reign of Mohammed Ben
Abdellah and Casablanca, in Spanish.
Today the street runs into Rue Sidi
Bousmara. Directly opposite, a vaulted
passageway leads into a square. In the
middle of the square, surrounded by a small
cemetery stands the shrine of Sidi Bousmara.
The saint, who found a spring for his thirsty
hosts, was persuaded by the local people to
stay and protect them with his baraka.

Rue Dar el-Makhzen.

Sidi Bousmara’s sanctuary.
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The old Mellah
leads into a small square that you should take to your
right. The square marks the beginning of Rue Mohammed
el-Alaoui (ex Rue des Synagogues). Now full of shops
selling clothes, it used to be a residential street where
family houses stood alongside the many synagogues.
At the beginning of Rue Naceriya, which leads off to
the left, you will find the zawiya of the Naseriya
brotherhood, while the far end of the Rue Mohammed elAlaoui is home to the zawiya of the Tidjanyia brotherhood
from southern Algeria.
This marks the end of the second itinerary.

Jews in traditional dress.

Bab Marrakesh today.
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Rue des Synagogues.
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The Tnaker
Carry on as far as Jamaâ es-Soumat M’guerja, ‘the
mosque with the unfinished minaret’. The mosque got its
name when for a long time the Mzamza kaid, El-Hadj
Maâti refused to allow the minaret to be finished to
prevent the muezzin from seeing into his house a short
distance away on Rue Safi. Turn right down Rue Safi and
then from the police station, either take Rue Marrakesh
back to Bab Marrakesh or turn left down down Rue d’El
Jadida and Rue Chakib Arsalane to Bab el-Kebir.

The M’guerja Mosque

Jellabas drying in the sun.
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