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The history of the urbanization of the town of S&arts with Aghlabides; indeed the texts of

the historians and Arab geographers attributedbhedation of the enclosure and the Grand Mosque to
this dynasty, which ruled iirigiya throughout the @ century AD (1). If one believes the medieval
texts, Sfax appeared in the shape of a rectanglewswled by ramparts marked out by strategic towers
and angles. For centuries, the urban frameworkessasntially contained within the fortified citygth
urban life was also found within the framework loé ramparts. Apart from this enclosure
constructions were rather rare, the country behiasg above all an agricultural zone rather than
residential (2). This medina had been also occupkelusively by the natives, no foreign immigrants
could settle there, especially after the Normanupation of the 12 century. This situation had been
remarked upon by the Historian R. Tourneau in iskwon Fés (3). However starting from thé"18
century, a change will take place, set in motiortHeyenlargement of the urban layout and its
extension. In fact the beginning of the rule of thesseinites. This dynasty had established a well-
respected security; allowing economic activitygsume (4)... It is within this framework that the
town of Sfax will grow. Thus, from the northern sidf the ramparts the countryside develops a belt o
fortified summer residences (5), preceded by aitadk of funerary cupolas Zawiya — at the foot of
the ramparts, and a great number of water cistérissin this way that the Sfaxiens started toéea

the fortified city become established in the zohgaydens.

On the southern side, that which opens onto theaseaw district sees daylight. It is in effect a
suburb,Rabat. It is this last development which occupies ughbBlowever, it is not useless to note,
that theRabat was built on a ground which was partly strewn viitherary cupolas of which some
could date from the i6and 17" centuries; such as the cupola of Sidi Nushi, df &mar Kammun,
or of Sidi Sha'ban Zayn al Din. In some of thisroar coastal fringe, a part of the sea was burisd, i

ground served for the establishment of the newictig6).

Unfortunately, this new city was bombarded at timetof the Second World War and rebuilt
after 1949 almost entirely. For its study we hanly gome accounts of historians and travellers or

some diagrammatic statements.

1. History

We know the history of this faubourg especiallysdbgmall passage that the Sfaxien chronicler,
Magdish, has preserved (7). The author had notadtibrabat did not exist until Ali Bey Husseinite
gave the order to found it in 1188H (1775-76). Adiog to Magdish, the occupants of the new city

were the Sfaxiens themselves; the presence oe@focolony is not indicated. But the plague which



struck the city in 1199H (1784-85) causing the deaif fifteen thousand people, had brought about
according to Magdish, a decrease in the occupafitime faubourg. Without wanting to return in a
debate over the real number of deaths, the tesgirabaur source leaves us persuaded that the
Sfaxienne population had increased consideraltlyea¢nd of the 18century. It is this population
which had sought to find refuge in a new area,whidh asked permission of the Bey to build the

newRabat.

The character, of a "Moslem city" appears agagarty, in the construction of an oratory.
Magdish has described this with great precisioa:fttunder of the Masjid (mosque) was the merchant
Hammuda Al-Sellami; the beginning of work, 1189H/%7the end, 1189H/1784; and the beginning
of the occupation of the oratory and its operaiioh203H/1779-80. The date of the construction of
the oratory corresponds perfectly to the date efftlundation of the entire faubourg. It is therefor
part of the same campaign of work which constitat@ghole architectural and urban program aiming
at extending the space inhabited by the Sfaxieasth® writings of Europeans do not agree with this
conclusion. The European travellers, especiallgehaf 18' century, hardly speak about a suburb.
Rene Desfontaine, for example, whose voyage oatumr&784, i.e. a decade after the foundation of
theRabat (1775), does not make any mention of it, he ee®ms to be unaware of its existence (8).
It is only at the beginning of ¥acentury that we have a series of descriptions firavellers who

testify at that time about the change of the ocotgpaf the faubourg and its organization.

The first account must be that of Filippi (9) tlensul from Sardinia in Tunis who in 1829
wrote that the "new district, the European subanwell maintained and rather beautiful.” Pellissner
1840 indicated that "the South-eastern angle ofdahgarts is hidden by an exterior construction
enclosing a faubourg inhabited by the Jews andthéstians (10)".

A score of years later, the traveller Guerin (1l1)860, wrote that "from the Moslem city one
goes down a gentle slope into the lower town, erstiburb where the Jews and the Christians live,
numbering approximately two thousand." He addstined city is completely distinct from the first
and extends along the shore...

The district especially occupied by the Jews isenvit rains, extremely dirty. They have a
synagogue there... The ‘ville Franque’ bordergpibet, and consequently, all the trade flows through
there."

The description of these various travellers wadiooed by the employee of the telegraph
lines, the Frenchman Chauvey (12), who residedar & 1873 and who left us an interesting
description of Sfax and of the suburb (13). Whgeaking about the latter, he specifies that it is
inhabited by the Christians and the Jews, eachhaftwhad their own district. Chauvey also insists o

the state of insalubrity of the new city and intalar the district of the Jews. According to his



statements "it is not rare to see boats floatintpenEuropean suburb in times of rain." From vasiou
testimonies of European travellers, it arises titsuburb became inhabited exclusively by the
Christians and the Jews. There were in fact twes;ibne reserved for the Moslems - the medieval
médina - and the other occupied by Europeans. G8pdaks about upper city and low city (the
suburb). These accounts, compared with the cityaddish, reveal an evolution and a change of the
nature of the occupants of tRabat. Sfaxiens yielded the place to the Christiansid¥b gives us the
date of this change. Only the text of Magdish atifles us to think that after the plague of 1784-85,
the Rabat was neglected following the demograptmsisc

But, we do not have any proof to confirm this datifihe European sources do not speak about
a change of population. In spite of this silenbe, @abservation of the plans and statements of the
district show well that even towards the end df éntury, the character of a Moslem city remained
preserved. Thus the streets preserve the namessiéiM Saints and with the funerary cupolas are
strewn inside the enclosure with the suburb.

The change of the street names and the aspect etiburb takes place in an obvious way only

after the colonial occupation into 1881. (see figx and 3).

2. An attempt at description:

The best descriptions of the now vanished ‘QuaFRranc’ we owe to the explorers Pellisier
and Guerin. They had specified that it is in effecity opening onto the shore having its neat wall
pierced by three doors. But these descriptiondetaled as they are, and in spite of their histdri
importance, do not enable us to perceive the piani®new city. Fortunately for us this lack of
information is filled by graphic documents whichvhanestimable value for our point. These
documents, of which the oldest goes back to 1833ribute precise details of the arrangement of the
city, its organization, constructions, roadway egstand toponyms. It is therefore on them that we

rely to learn and to restore the initial plan of duburb (See figures attached).
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All the documents draw a trapezoid with an irregolatline towards the west. Tiiabat is

connected to the wall of the medina: commencintsaastern end with an projection adjoining Burj
al Nar, (also known as Burj Al-Rabat) (14), andrtierating on the western side at the large bastion o
Burj Al-Recace (15). This makes a distance of 308ast to west. The length of the eastern side is
about 150 to 170m, and the southern face appro&lyna650m. It was reinforced also by two bastions,
the eastern one projecting from the wall takestmae of Burj Al-Sallami, whereas the western one
occupies the angle of the suburb and is namedMAurabbana. That is confirmed by the text of
Guerin which affirms that "the roads are protedigdwo batteries whose most important is known as
the ‘battery of forty’ " (16). On the diagram oktloccupation of Sfax in 1881 the battery of forty
would be Burj Al-Tabbana itself (17), owing to ttaet that it was equipped with five pieces of
artillery, whereas Burj al- Sallami has only foditikem. This observation is confirmed by the
inventory of the pupils of the Polytechnic SchobBardo who speak at the same time about Burj Al-
Tabbana and the quarantila.

These four angles were connected by a screen tiogsig a simple wall which had no
projections (18). The height of the screen watias known. But if account is taken of the old
photographs, it would have a maximum height of agipnately 4m. Entry to the suburb from the east
and west was by gates at the foot of Burj Al-Regawe Burj Al-Rabat. These gates are Bab Al-
Gharbi and Bab Al-Sharqi (19). The Southern gatdy BI-Qibli, on the plan of Sfax in 1881, is
penetrated by the axis which terminates at Bab iaD.

The interior of this large enclosure was organizecbrding to a rational orthogonal plan.
Chauvey had drawn three parallel axes in the east-girection. The outer ones border the medina
and the southern wall, whereas middle axis crggsia faubourg is the Rue de Télegraphe in the west
and the Rue de France in the east (see chart e8fp Other axes - ten or more - cross
perpendicularly. The most important is the Rueadglrine which runs towards Bab Al-Qibli on the
same line as Bab Al-Diwan. According to Magdiststhiireet takes the name of Nahj Bab Al-Bahr.
Parallel to the Rue de la Marine it meets Rue Alkmmmun. This diagram of the suburb reveals a
perfectly regular checkerboard plan. The plansrisiednow the parcels of land which form rectangles.
Those of the South are very long being almost doabthose of North (fig. 1l). In the interior the
space was not completely occupied. At the soutteraangle was a place that Chauvey clearly
marked on his diagram while giving it the namelef tKhoubizza de Sidi Hariz" (20). It is in this
place that thgubba of Sidi Hariz and di Sidi Amar Kammun were, mertte 17" century.

Elsewhere one is not very well informed about thidings which made up thHeabat. The plan of

the occupation of Sfax in 1881 shows that the easide also has an empty space. This becomes
"Place des Consulates". Towards the west, a chsitolsated, aligned perpendicular to the Rue de
Telegraph (fig. 11). The suburb had its own shapmlidated by the European travellers and comprised

also a certain number of houses. According to pugiBardo, that would be 350. At the end of the



19" century, Sarvonnet and Laffite mention three haddnly (21). In the actual state of knowledge
and documentation, we cannot study the architecivarious constructions. One can suppose that
the on Rue de la Marine, by its central positimwiidth and his relationship with the médina amgl t

port, is concentrated the majority of the shops.
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The construction of this suburb undoubtedly redntish the various concerns of the

inhabitants. It made it possible to increase thablie space which had become, in the second half of
the 18" century, scanty. In this new city foreign tradeswaking place, in rapid development in the



18" and 14' centuries, especially with the Christian worldsrgasingly present in the Regency of
Tunis. It is thus that the consuls of the foreignrries resided there, undertaking to provide ntspo
on the trade of their country with the port of Sfaxaddition, the defensive concern was not
neglected. In addition to the concentration andgbkation of the non-Moslem population (22) the
suburb was used as a buffer zone and shield watEtimopean maritime powers. This role showed
itself very effective, especially at the time oé thpposition to the French occupation of 1881 (EB).
the field of town planning, the new city adopted thshion of the orthogonal plans, in vogue at the
time. Indeed, constructions of the Moorish citi€4@" and 17 centuries, such as Testour, Al-Alia,
Soliman, had been made according to this typeasf pla triumph of geometry. The ‘Quartier Franc’
is the ancestor of the contemporary European aitgpuncing since the end of the 18th century the

broad outline of the urbanization of Sfax which eans unchanged until today.
Faouzi MAHFOUDH
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