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Culture Religious tolerance       

Essaouira

T 

o have Palestinian sing-
er Loubna Salama and 
Rabbi David Menahem 
— both happen to be citi-
zens of Israel and excel-

lent singers — sharing the stage is 
not an everyday occurrence. But 
then nothing really surprises at 
the Festival des Andalousies Atlan-
tiques.

The festival recently marked its 
15th edition in the south-western 
Moroccan port of Essaouira, for-
merly known as Mogador.

Salama, a mother of two, lives 
in Kafr Yasif, near Israel’s border 
with Lebanon. She said Palestin-
ians were “utterly exhausted by 
the conflict.” Her renderings of the 
legendary Egyptian singer Umm 
Kulthum are deeply moving.

The Czech group Létajici Rabin 
sang Gypsy, Yiddish and Klezmer 
music in Russian, Yiddish and Be-
larusian, evoking the sorrow of 
people who suffered tremendous 
pain over the centuries and, in the 
case of Hungary’s Gypsies, still do.

One of the funniest songs, set to 
a traditional Hasidic Jewish tune 
composed in the late 19th century, 
warns young girls not to fall for im-
modesty and the fashions of Paris. 
As the lead singer of the group, Yit-
shok Linestki, said, with a puckish 
grin: “Plus ça change…”

Raymonde el-Bidaouia, a Moroc-
can Jewish singer whose age has 
not dented her sheer presence on 
the stage, literally set Dar Souiri 
on fire. This is a traditional town-
house built around a courtyard 
that can accommodate 350 people 
and lends itself perfectly to the in-
timate singing that is characteristic 
of this unusual festival. A larger 
forum, which can accommodate 
more than 1,000 spectators, was 
used at night.

The festival is the brainchild of 
André Azoulay, who has turned 
his historic hometown into a major 

venue for music festivals in Mo-
rocco. It was also a forum where 
Israelis and Palestinians met and 
bear testimony to their hopes and 
sufferings. Listening to Jews from 
Europe, Israel and Morocco ex-
change with Huda Arqub or Ali 
Abu Awwad, founder of the Taghy-
eer movement, is very moving.

Cynics might be quick to dis-
miss such encounters as contribut-
ing next to nothing to change the 
harshness of the life of many Pal-
estinians, nor do they weigh much 
when set against the de facto alli-
ance between Israel, Saudi Arabia 
and the United States. However, 
as one Palestinian woman said re-
peatedly: “It is so hard to be a vic-
tim.”

Listening to Jacob Ben Simon, 
founder of the Israeli Andalu-
sian Orchestra, say that music al-
lows people to dialogue may not 
change the face of the Middle East 
but, in times of rampant national-
ism across the world, music keeps 
the embers of a more enlightened 
world alive.

Dar Souiri hosted a small exhibi-
tion of paintings by Vito Tongiani, 
one of Italy’s leading sculptors 
whose statue of Puccini in Lucca is 
famous.

He said he discovered Essaouira 
a few years ago and spends the 
winter painting there. The Portu-
guese 15th-century port and fort 
are masterpieces, unfortunately, 
blighted by an ill-conceived res-
toration that does the Moroccan 
authorities in charge of historic 
buildings no credit.

Rebuilt on a grid pattern by a dis-
ciple of Vauban, Théodore Cornut, 
on the orders of Sultan Sidi Mo-
hammed Ben Abdallah in the late 
18th century, wrapped in fortifica-
tions that are being restored with 
great care, Essaouira, which means 
“the well-designed” in Berber, has 
long boasted an important Jewish 
community.

It was for long Morocco’s main 
port on the Atlantic and was the 
site for consuls from Denmark, 
France and Portugal. Orson Welles 

shot his famous “Othello” there 
in the 1950s and deserves a sculp-
ture by Tongiani to consolidate the 
town’s place on the international 
map. Musicians such as Cat Ste-
vens and Jimi Hendrix discovered 
its charms, which are preserved 
in no mean part because strong 
winds, except in October, limit the 
number of visitors.

Azoulay has been an adviser to 
kings Hassan II and Mohammed 
VI. He has been involved in foreign 
investment, finance and Middle 
Eastern affairs for both.

The festival is very much his 
brainchild and one of its most in-
teresting features is that it acts as 
an incubator for young local musi-
cal talent. To listen to Nouhaila El 
Kalai and Shalom Ivry is fascinat-
ing. The grace of the first and the 
very powerful voice of the second 
are witnessing young people who 

are budding great singers.
Essaouira bears witness to the 

fact that hope springs eternal. No-
where is this more necessary than 
in the Middle East, notably with re-
gards to Palestinians and Israelis.

The only other place in the re-
gion where such a dialogue hap-
pens is in Tunisia, where the pil-
grimage to the oldest synagogue 
in Africa, the Ghriba on the island 
of Djerba, reminds us that Muslims 
and Jews shared a common culture 
for centuries.

Those Israeli and Arab politi-
cians who wish to erase history 
would do well to remember that 
the future cannot be built by cut-
ting the roots of the past, that those 
responsible for the Holocaust  
were European Christians. A 
visit to the next Festival des  
Andalousies Atlantiques could  
do them no harm.

Marrakech

T 

he once teeming Jewish 
area of Moroccan tourist 
gem Marrakech is seeing 
its fortunes revived as 
visitors, including many 

from Israel, flock to experience its 
unique culture and history.

“You’re now entering the last 
synagogue in the mellah,” the 
walled Jewish quarter in the heart 
of the ochre city, Isaac Ohayon said 
as he enthusiastically guided tour-
ists in the courtyard of the Lazama 
Synagogue.

“Many visitors come from Israel. 
You wouldn’t believe the demand!” 
said the jovial 63-year-old hard-
ware shop owner.

This place of worship and study 
was built in 1492 during the Inquisi-
tion when the Jews were driven out 
of Spain. Known as the “synagogue 
of the exiles,” it hosted generations 
of young Berbers who converted to 
Judaism and were sent from villag-
es in the region to study the Torah, 
before being deserted in the 1960s.

In classrooms transformed into 
a museum, fading colour photo-
graphs tell the story of a now-dis-
persed community, with many hav-
ing left for France, North America 
and Israel.

The caption on one sepia shot of 
an old man sitting by a pile of trunks 
says it all: “They are travelling to-
wards a dream they have prayed for 
for more than 2,000 years.”

Rebecca is in her 50s and grew 
up in Paris but she has “great nos-
talgia” for Morocco and says she re-
turns as often as she can.

“The Jewish Agency began re-
cruiting the poorest in the 1950s 
and then everyone left after in-
dependence (from France), at the 
time of King Hassan II’s policy of 
Arabisation,” she said.

The Jewish Agency of Israel is a 

semi-official organisation that over-
sees immigration to the country.

Before the wave of departures, 
Morocco hosted North Africa’s larg-
est Jewish community, estimated at 
250,000-300,000 people. There are 
fewer than 3,000 left, unofficial fig-
ures indicate.

Marrakech at the foot of the Atlas 
Mountain range was home to more 
than 50,000 Jews, a 1947 census 
stated. Now, approximately 100 are 
thought to remain, many of them 
extremely elderly.

Jewish-owned homes inside the 
mellah were sold to Muslim fami-

lies of modest means and the walls 
of the district were eroded by time.

“Sometimes we can’t get even 
ten men together for prayers,” said 
one woman worshipper at the old 
synagogue, preferring to remain 
anonymous.

However, at celebrations mark-
ing the end of the festival of Sukkot, 
which commemorates the Jewish 
journey through the Sinai after the 
exodus from Egypt and the Simchat 
Torah holiday, the place buzzes 
with song, dance and traditional 
dishes.

The worshipper said she had 
“never seen so many people” there.

Jacob Assayag, 26, proudly calls 
himself “the last young Jew in Mar-
rakech.”

“Since the quarter was restored, 
there have been more and more 
tourists,” the restaurateur and sing-
er said.

A restoration project begun about 
two years ago has seen $20.5 mil-
lion spent.

Ferblantiers Square, a large pe-
destrian area near the spice souk 
lined with benches and palm trees 
where tourist buses gather, also 
benefited from the revamp.

Twenty years ago, the quarter 
was renamed “Salaam (‘peace’ in 
Arabic)” but this year saw its origi-
nal “El Mellah” name restored on 
the orders of King Mohammed VI 
“to preserve its historic memory” 

and develop tourism.
The streets with their ochre fa-

çades once more bear their names 
on plaques in Hebrew. The syna-
gogue, for example, is on Talmud 
Torah Street.

There is much to see inside the 
mellah.

Camera-toting tourists snap 
vigorously at shopfronts and the 
carved wooden doorways of houses 
in the quarter.

“Many people come every year 
from Israel for the (Jewish) holidays 
and this year has seen even more, 
maybe 50,000,” said Israeli tourist 
guide David, leading a group from 
Tel Aviv via Malaga in Spain on an 
eight-day trip.

“I feel at home in Morocco be-
cause I was born here,” added the 
56-year-old from the port of Ash-
dod just north of the Palestinian-
controlled Gaza Strip.

His parents left Marrakech in the 
1960s, when David was 4 years old, 
“because they were Zionists.”

Ohayon said visitors from Israel 
are often bowled over by Marrake-
ch.

“Moroccan Jews can’t forget their 
homeland and Israelis who come 
here for the first time find the spirit 
of tolerance here almost unbeliev-
able when they themselves live un-
der constant tension,” he said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Francis Ghilès

Sophie Pons

Celebrating roots. Members of the Hajj Marina ensemble perform during a night of sufi music at the 
Essaouira’s music festival.            (Soufiane Bouhali)

Colourful history. Visitors take part in a religious ceremony to 
observe the holiday of Sukkot (the Feast of the Tabernacles) at a 
synagogue in Marrakech, on October 12.                (AFP)

Essaouira’s music festival builds
a bridge to religious tolerance

Historic Jewish quarter of Marrakech sees revival

Palestinians are 
“utterly exhausted 
by the conflict.”

Palestinian singer 
Loubna Salama


