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CITIES OF THE ARAB WORLD

Interest in the Arabo-Moslem city is quite recent, according to orientalists or
researchers and Arab scholars themselves. If we were present for more than a
century and a half of the development of the studies into the culture of the desert
and the bedouin, we should clearly note that the first important works on the
Moslem city date only from the Fifties.

The desire to discover a culture deeply different from theirs has certainly
encouraged the orientalists — consciously or not — to make this choice; and we do
not want to see there any intention to devalue our civilization. It nevertheless
remains that this preference has imprinted upon researches an orientation that it
was time to correct.

From the first centuries of Islam, the city was the principal focus of activity,
political, economic, scientific and cultural. It is mainly within the urban framework
that Arabo-Moslem civilization took form and expanded. In fact the cities preserved
the monumental and artistic inheritance of this culture. There are today museums
and masterpieces of architecture, archive cabinets and libraries. It is within the
cities that the craftsmen perpetuate centuries of technicality and ingenuity. It is
there also that models of urbanization are available for us to study - in which we
discover a growing interest - to which we must refer when building the city of
tomorrow if we want to avoid for future generations these alienating concentrations
that seems to be arranged for the machine and the car more than for mankind. The
interest in the cities of the Arab world is also dictated by the major changes that
occur rapidly in the structure of populations which today make up of more than
45% of the citizens.



Also the Arab city finds itself confronted with multiple problems: it must
assume a monumental inheritance whose conservation requires funds and
organization disproportional to the means at its disposal; it impotently
awaits demographic explosion and rural migration; it has an urgent need of
essential equipment to catch up with decades of being unequipped. To take
up the challenge and to face such difficulties our cities can only mobilize all
their efforts. But their chances of success will be greater if they can achieve
a thorough knowledge of their complex reality, just as J. Berque has said
that there are no underdeveloped countries but under-analyzed countries.

We are happy for Sud-Editions to take our modest contribution to this
immense task by publishing this collection of the cities of the Arab world,
which addresses itself to the general public even as it refers to the most
recent work where it exists and sometimes contains - as is the case of this
first title - the results of unpublished research.

Our objective is to promote the artistic wealth and histories which these
cities contain, the life of their inhabitants, their habits, their traditions and
their efforts to make progress in the cities challenged by the speed of the
changes.

We did not inaugurate this collection by a work on one of the large
historical capitals like Cairo, Tunis or Fez... in order to prove to the reader
that artistic wealth and cultural heritage worthy of study also exist in Arab
cities of average importance.

Editor

This book would not have seen the light of day without the collaboration and assistance
of the Municipal Council of the City. We would like to offer its President and the Members
of the Cultural Commission our deep thanks.



The Sources of History

" ... If acity is founded to provide shelter from
surprises, it is necessary that all its
houses are inside an enclosure.
Moreover, it must be located in an
inaccessible place, on an abrupt height,
on an island or a river that only a bridge
can cross. Thus, it will be difficult to take it
and it can become a true fortress... "

Ibn Khaldoun









Crenellations
of the western
ramparts
contrast with
the subtle
colors of the
sky at sunset
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SITUATION AND SITE
Sfax is today the second town of Tunisia, with a little less than

three hundred thousand inhabitants. It is located on the eastern
coast 275 km south of Tunis. An equivalent distance separates it
from the Libyan border. It is the fashion to call it the "Capital of the
South". But an independent Tunisia concerned with a better
regional balance has developed new economic and administrative
centers.

One generally does not count Sfax among the historical cities in
the manner of Kairouan, Mahdia and Tunis. It is however today one
of the most beautiful cities of Arabo-Moslem Tunisia, having
preserved from its long past a rich monumental heritage and urban
as well as an important tradition of craftsmanship.

It is located in the middle of a vast coastal plain where one does
not find significant foothills. Though they are built on a rise the
medina and its kasbah are only about 6 or 7 meters above sea
level.

The founders of Sfax do not seem to have sought the
advantages of a defensive site! On the other hand, they must have
been attracted by the advantages of a situation at the intersection
of the commercial axes of the period. The north-eastern axis
connected the plains and the rich cities of the north to the world of
the Sahara and the caravans which from the depths of Africa
brought back gold, slaves and ivory. The east-west axis connected
the roads of southern Morocco and Algeria to the Middle East
through Libyan territory. The commercial caravaneer would remain
active in Sfax even after the French conquest. "l saw”, notes a
French traveler in 1895, “caravans of Sfaxiens beyond Nafta,
carrying to Couf, El Oued and Touggourt, doors, window frames,
board and other construction materials, always with a rifle on the
shoulder and a sabre by the side.”

It is also necessary to seek the reasons for the choice of this
site in the characteristics of the shore on this Mediterranean coast
so important for trade. It is indeed difficult to imagine more forgiving
shores. The raised beds of the continental shelf have a gentle slope
here. A tide of 1.8 m daily exposes the sea-bed for some hundreds
of meters. The calm of water is perpetual. The waves of the open
sea which have already broken against the archipelago of
Kerkennah arrive completely exhausted.



In this maritime city so indebted to the sea for its prosperity,
collective memory has not preserved any record of shipwrecked
men and one would seek in vain in the folklore for stories of sailors
in distress. However, access to these eastern coasts is far from
being easy. It is enough to quote this sentence from a report drawn
up in the 16" century by the Knights of Malta who had very precise
goals for Sfax: “shallow waters prevent the galleys from
approaching to less than a league from the coast". Moreover, this
calm sea is found to be full of fish from all the Mediterranean.
Maritime trade and fishing will recur constantly when one studies
the economic history, the history, simply, of the city.

PRE-ISLAMIC SFAX

As is their practice for the cities of the Maghreb, the historians
sought, of course, the ancient origins of our city. They were much
more inclined to do this because Sfax, rather exceptionally, was by
its general plan reminiscent of Roman town planning. "Built on flat
ground”, wrote Georges Marcais, “Sfax presents a plan of rare
regularity and the streets are perpendicular. In the center is erected
the Large Mosque”.

For a long time Sfax was regarded as the heiress of the Roman
city of Taparura - This one is mentioned on the famous route-chart,
known as the Table of Peutinger, which goes back to the late
Roman Empire. It is located to the north of Thaenae, now Thina,
which corresponds to the current location of Sfax. But the
specialists no longer affirm this relationship with much certainty,
because no currency, no shard of the Roman or Byzantine period
have been found with inside the walls of Sfax. It is also true that no
archaeological discovery and in particular no inscription has been
found to indicate the precise site of Taparura. The file remains
open, it will continue to excite historians and archaeologists.

Let us try to make us a more precise idea of the pre-Moslem
Sfax. Thina was the principal town of the area. Its remains are
today located 11 km to the south of Sfax as witness. A powerful wall
punctuated with equidistant semicircular towers girdled the city.
These ramparts had been built during or after the crisis of the 4™
Century AD. The excavations also uncovered the two entrance
gates to the city, one to the north, the other to the south.
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Over the centuries the builders of Sfax took columns, capitals
and stones from the abandoned city, with the result that today
Thina is not preserved like Dougga or Thuburbo-Majus with their
imposing monuments. The excavations of the last decades however
These cexcavation  yncovered the thermal baths and a group of extremely interesting

undertaken at Thina . . . . g ]
and in the immediate ~ dwellings. The site also delivered very beautiful mosaics and in the

neighborhood of Sfax  cemetery outside the ramparts a splendid collection of glass
have brought to

lightsome precious  containers and in particular funerary urns were discovered.

COHGCE?OZZ&'_%ma” But besides Thina what was there? During the Sixties a series

Opposite, this beautiful - of extremely interesting archaeological discoveries were made in
composition represents . .
Arion, the Greek poet  the surroundings of Sfax. It seems that a certain number of

and musician of the'7  dwellings - more than ten - having the general dimensions of a
century, who,

according to the private villa. One of them, discovered in the garden of Ouerda had
legend, jumpedinto ot |ess than eleven sections. It provided one of the most beautiful
the waters to escape . . ]
from pirates who mosaics of the archaeological museum of Sfax representing the

wanted to kill him, and .
was saved by a poet Ennius surrounded by the Muses. These rather sumptuous

dolphin. residences testify to the prosperity of the area at the time and the

Amongst the ruins of he Ro:én tokk\‘/vn of Thina, 1%duth of Sfax, these baths of the
century AD, discovered and restored more than 20syago. One can see the main basin

and the rooms that surround it, as well as the ti@dunosaics preserved on the site
12
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One of the rooms of
the Archaeological
Museum of Sfax. On
the left, a large
mosaic which
represents the nine
muses, and on the
right, another
mosaic formed of
two funerary rooms,
as well as a
collection of Roman
lamps. In the centre,
a cube in plaster,
bearing frescoes.
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existence of a zone of scattered high quality dwellings in which
some wanted to see the ancestor of the famous Sfaxien "jnens" of
which we will speak.

On the eve of the Arab conquest, Thina and its area had no
more certainty, as the other areas of Africa, of the splendor that
they had under the Empire. It is known however that Africa had
appeared to the new conquerors as a prosperous country. It is also
known that the Arab conquest was not this cataclysm that some like
to describe. The local populations preserved their language and
their Christian religion for a long time. Arabo-Moslems and Africans
converted to the new faith on one part, native Latino-Christians on
another part, cohabited for a long time in Thina. But as Sfax
gradually developed, as an Islamic city, Thina declined.



BIRTH OF THE CITY
Of the origins of Sfax, we are not very well informed. Two facts

seem established since accepted by the majority of the historians.
In a biography devoted to the patron saint of the small town of
Jebeniana some information was inserted concerning the
beginnings of Sfax. It teaches us that the mosque and the ramparts
had been built under the reign d' Ahmed Ibn EI Aghlab (856-863) by
Ali Ibn Salem who had been named Cadi of our city by Imam
Souhnoun. In another more recent text (it seems to be by
Magdiche, principal chronicler of the city who lived in the 18"
Century) we learn that originally Sfax was a Ribat around which
houses and trade were established.

The Arab governors of the century City had built several of
these fortresses along the eastern coast in order to protect the
country against the Byzantines who had not lost hope of
reconquest. From the height of each tower of these ribats separated
from each other by about thirty kilometers, one could communicate
"by fire". In good weather, information could travel several hundred
kilometers in one night. The ribat of Sfax was between that of
Mahares to the south, and that of Louza to the north - Magdiche
located it on the current site of the kasbah. The work of restoration
undertaken there during the last years has just given him reason.
They have actually uncovered in the ground floor some architectural
elements which make it possible to reconstitute a prayer room
completely characteristic of the early Moslem ribats.

Around this fortress, the town had certainly become rather
important by the middle of 9" Century. The Grand Mosque was built
then with the same dimensions that it has today, as well as the
rammed earth ramparts of which those of today seem to reproduce
the exact layout. It is necessary to pay homage to the "developers”
of the 9" Century who had a grand vision, since the city would not
start to overflow its ramparts until the 17" Century.

FIRST GOLDEN AGE AND FIRST DIFFICULTIES
From the 10" century, Sfax is struck by prosperity. We have
from this first golden age of the city two testimonies which we owe
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Western ramparts.
The square towers
precede the more
recent octagonal
towers, designed to
receive pieces of

artillery.

One can hardly
image the aspect of
the town when the
ramparts were still,

a century ago,
entirely white with

chalk.
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with two eminent geographers: Ibn Hawgal, whose celebrated
“Kitab Sourat Al Ardh" (Book of the Representation of the Earth)
was completed in 977, and Al Bekri, who lived in the 11" century. It
is not superfluous to quote these two texts extensively:

"Sfax,” says lbn Hawqal, “is surrounded by a beautiful forest of
olives. The oil that is produced there is exported to Egypt, the
Maghreb, Sicily and Europe (Roum); sometimes one can buy forty
"arrobes", by the measurement of Cordova, for a mithgal. The port
of Sfax is very busy; during the low tide, the ships remain on the
mud; then, as the tide comes in, they float again. The traders arrive
there from all sides with large sums of money that they employ for
the purchase of oils and other goods. In the art of pressing cloths
and to give them the ‘cat’ (texture) the inhabitants of Sfax follow the
methods employed in Alexandria, but they exceed the
manufacturers of this city by the excellence and abundance of their
products. In the sea, opposite Sfax, is an island named Kerkinna,
which occupies the center of EI-Qasir. It is located ten miles from
Sfax, in this dead and not very deep sea whose surface is never
agitated. Opposite this place at the entry to Qasir a high house is
raised in the sea, at the distance d' approximately forty (sic) miles
from the continent. Navigators coming from Alexandria, Syria and
Barca, try to recognize the center of this building; then they make



the turn and enter waters which are perfectly known by them.
Kerkinna contains some remains of old constructions and several
cisterns. As this island is very fertile, the inhabitants of Sfax send
their cattle to it for pasture.”

And here is the text of El Bekri: "Sfax is a city whose principal
products are olives and of oil, and these are of a quality whose
equivalent is not found elsewhere. In the past the prices there
changed regularly with the disorders of our time. For one dinar
one could get from sixty to hundred gafiz depending on the year
and the harvest. Nowadays the oil that one finds in Egypt comes
from here, because in Syria there is too little of it. The region of
Sfax is located alongside the sea, and there is a well sheltered
port. The city is surrounded by a stone wall, in which there are
very solid iron doors, and, moreover, there are military convents
built for holy defense; its markets are very busy. There are few
vines, and the fruits, which come from Gabes, are enough the
needs of the inhabitants. They drink water from cisterns, which
keep a good taste of the water and preserve it intact. They fish

View of the southwest
angle of the ramparts,
taken at the end of the
last century. (Archives
of the National
Museum of Bardo.)
Obijects of regular
restoration, the
ramparts are in a very
good state of
preservation
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Eastern rampart:
restored recently
by the National
Institute of
Archaeology. The
restoration makes
obvious the
techniques of
construction using
small stones, the
larger stones being
reserved for the
angles and some
vertical linkages.
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there abundantly, with the helps of trays, that are laid out in the
water, so that the capture is easier. Buildings are built of stone
and plaster. The city is two days walk from Mahdiya. It is
controlled by a prefect who comes directly from the central
government)".

These texts do not require comment. It is however remarkable
to already find there the elements which over the centuries will
constitute the base of the economy and the history of the city: the
importance of oil and the olive-tree, the importance of the textile
industry, the importance of the sea and particularly of the fishing
which employed techniques still in force, and finally the power of
the walls which protect the city.

In the middle of the 11™ century when the Banou Hilal and
Banou Sélim started to break on Ifrigiya, like the other cities Sfax
experienced the misdeeds of this invasion. The weakening of the
central power held then by the Zirides of Kairouan encouraged the
regions to fold up on themselves and the blossoming of small
autonomous principalities. Ibn Melil, a member of a family close to
the Zirides seized power in Sfax. He reigned there for a long time,



from 1067 to 1099, and had enough ambition to consider the
reconstitution of the kingdom of Ifrigiya to his benefit. He did not
succeed in fact was expelled from the city and went to find
refuge alongside Ibn Rayhani, another prince who held a
brilliant court in Gabes.

Ibn Melil contributed to the embellishment of the city, he is
credited in any case with important installations in the grand
mosque and certainly the very beautiful eastern frontage and
the minaret. Sfax exerted also a certain cultural attraction. It is
indeed at that time that the celebrated Sfaxien lawyer Aboul
Hassen Al-Lakhmi was teaching, who died in 1086.

It is known that the Hilalian invasion and the weakening that
it involved had made possible the conquest of the African
coasts by the Normans of Sicily. As of 1135 they were installed

in the Kerkennah Islands. In 1148 they conquered Sfax, and
installed there a garrison and took along as a hostage the
scholarly lawyer Aboul Hassen Al Feriani its spiritual leader.
Before allowing himself to be taken, he urgently recommended
his fellow-citizens to rebel against the occupiers as soon as
circumstances allowed them. He knew that he would then be
executed and he accepted it.

The city preserved from this episode a beautiful legend
which shows us the Sfaxiens taking turns to manufacture
weapons in secret in a cistern close to the grand mosque. They
used a skilful stratagem to distribute them to the combatants.

On the left, the double
basin from the Aghlabid
period which recalls that

of Kairouan (§' C.) On the
right, buildings from the

upper floor of the Kasbah.

It was at this location that
the Ribat which was the
origin of the town. was

constructed, during theé"8

century,

19



These two inscriptions are found on
the eastern facade of the Great
Mosque. On the lower one, some
lines have been hammered, though
we are ignorant of the nature of the
work which this inscription
commemorates, as well as the name
of the prince that ordered the work to
be done. Otherwise, the date of 387
of the Hegira is clearly legible. One
knowsthat the prince of Africa of th
date was Al Mansour Ibn Bou-loukin
Ibn Ziri.

The inscription alongside, remaining
intact, is dedicated to Hammou Ibn
Melil who rose up against the Banou
Ziri, weakened by the Hilalian
invasion, and succeeded in remain
master of Sfax for 36 years (1063-
1099). Ibn Melil aspired to dominate
Africa and the specialists are
inclined to think that it is he who
instructed the name of the Zirid to be
effaced.

Did he do this to testify to the eyes of
posterity the merits of his
embellishments of this ancient
mosque? Or did he want to make his
subjects forget the memory of a
prince who remained faithful to the
Shiite law rejected and resisted by
Africa.

20



This minaret of the Grand Mosque is one of the rmeautiful in Tunisia. By
its form and the its proportions, it is similar tioe celebrated minaret of
Kairouan. It is distinguished by the refinemenitetdécor
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False beggars circulated in the city and each family gave them a
number of broad beans equivalent to that of the men ready for
combat. On the night of St. Sylvestre, the armed men mixed with
the Christians who were celebrating the New year and attracted
them into a curious festival where cows were decorated with jewels
and had lit candles attached to their horns. "Bonfires” were
organized, the Norman soldiers were surprised in the middle of the
festival, having passed by the weapons.

There exists today a place known as "“cisterns of the cows" a
few hundred meters to the North-West of the medina. Cisterns
would have been built there with the money from the jewels which
had been used to ornament the animals during the famous night.

To mark the passage from one year to another (night of
Hajouza) Sfaxiens consumed broad beans and the children lit
bonfires. But these habits that were still alive a few decades ago
now have been forgotten. The past no longer inspires the present!

SFAX IN THE HAFSID PERIOD

The massacre of the garrison Norman took place in 1156. Two
years later the Kerkennah Islands rose up in their turn and drove
out the Normans. In 1159 the powerful army of the Almohad
Abdelmonin lbn Ali, reunifier of Spain and the Maghreb came in
time to consolidate this fragile Norman reconquest and to drive
them out definitively from Ifrigiya.

Amor Al Fériani, son of the martyr, was confirmed by
Abdelmonin as the head of Sfax; he was associated however with
an Almohad co-ruler (Hafedh). For three generations the Fériani
controlled Sfax. Part of this famous family emigrated thereafter to
Andalusia in Melaga.

The consequence of the Almohad reconquest had been the
installation of the Hafsid dynasty in Tunis, which would beat all
records of longevity in Tunisian history by reigning for three and a
half centuries.

The peripheral situation of Sfax would expose it to the blows of
the Almoravids, unceasing enemies of the Almohads, extending the
Empire to the Tunisian South. In 1198 it would be conquered by
Banou-Ghania. These "bearers of sail" originating in Majorca had
succeeded in making the Djérid a base of operations from which



they launched their attacks against the Almohads and hoped to
restore the Almoravid power. They will not be defeated until
1207.

From now on, if two altogether rather short interludes are
excluded, Sfax will remain in the Hafsid bosom until at the end
of 16" century.

The first was between 1282-1284. During these three years
Ibn Abi Amara originating in Bougie had tried to usurp the
Hafsid throne and form a kingdom in southern Tunisian after
conquering Sfax and Gabés. He claimed precedence over
Sultan Al Fadhl, brother of Al Moustancir, the reigning Hafsid
sovereign. This last succeeded, though not without difficulty, in
overcoming him and putting him to death in 1284. To retake

Sfax, it was necessary for him to concede to the Arab tribes
which had lent him a strong hand, the right to collect taxes in
four localities in the vicinity of our city. Only with difficulty was
he able to withstand the pressures and harassments of the
"Arab", leftovers from the Hilalien invasion. He was to also
face throughout these centuries incursions of European ships.
Pushed by the spirit of crusade but especially by economic
interests, several "nations” but particularly the Catalans and
the Aragonese had become aggressively present in the
Syrtes.

This fine example of
15th century
architecture is the
minaret-tower of the
Sidi Amar Kamoun
mosque.

Side by side with
the southern wall,
giving onto the sea,,
it serves not only for
calls to prayer..

It is under the cupola of
this building typical of
the local architecture
that the body of Cheikh
Ali Nouri lies, a few
meters from the new
Faculty of Medicine. It
is not without interest
to recall that the
venerable Cheikh and
his descendants
practiced this science
and that they had
reached the point of a
remedy particularly
effective against rabies.
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Sfax discovered that Kerkennah could be its Achilles heel.
From 1287 to 1335 the Catalans were firmly established there. But
in spite of its weakening, the city resisted their successive attacks.
It was during this time that the first earthen ramparts were
gradually replaced by the powerful walls that we know today. An
inscription above Bab El Bhar, or Sea Gate, takes back to 1306 the
date of construction of this beautiful work.

For the rest, our city learns how to live in continued resistance
against people who come from the sea. One can glean from the
chronicles and the stories related by travelers of the period a crowd
of facts which attest to it. In 1452 for example, Genoese traders
were arrested in Sfax in reprisal (for some incident).

It had been in 1356 that for the second and last time, Sfax
escaped from Hafsid rule. Another family had taken again on its
own account the dream of Ibn Abi Amara and succeeded realizing
it best. It seems that Ibn El Mekki who was from Gabes, had
conquered a vast territory going from Misrata (to the south of
Tripoli) as far as Sfax including the islands of Jerba and
Kerkennah.

Ahmed Ibn EI Mekki and his brother Abdelmalek held a brilliant
court in Gabés and "were admired as lawyers and scholars”. They
kept Sfax under control for nine years. In 1365 the city was taken
again, it would be used as a base for the reconquest of all the
territory of Ibn El Mekki. It is the governor of Sfax, Hafsid Abul
Hafs, son of Abul Abbés, who will complete this reconquest in
1394.

In second half of 16" century the already weakened Hafsid
dynasty will not resist the great upheavals introduced to the
Mediterranean by the competition of the two giants of the time: the
Empire of the Hapsburgs and that of the Ottomans. For Ifrigiya it
was the end of a time which had its moments of greatness and of
which Tunisia bears a strong impression even today.

THE CONFIRMATION OF A VOCATION

In Sfax, the various Hafsid sovereigns undertook defensive and
municipal work. Inscriptions on the ramparts ascribe to Sultan
Abou Fares the construction of the northern door, Bab Jabli. And
the southern door, as we have seen, goes back to 1306.

The most spectacular achievement in a city which had always



suffered from the lack of water undoubtedly remains the
imposing cisterns built together outside the ramparts and
which bear the name of the Sultan An-Nagir. Their number
was equal to that of the days of the year; it exceeded six
hundred during the following centuries thanks to the

. . . Mosque anc
generosity of the wealthy Sfaxiens. These achievements, mausoleum of Sidi
though significant, do not give a true measure of the socio- Belhassen Al Karray

. . . . . where some brilliant
economic situation of our city under the Hafsids and at the eve  religious ceremonies
; took place, notably on
of the Turkish conque'st. ' ' ' the occasion of
Our sources on this question become - a sign of the times  Moulad. The sculptures

. L . on the fagade were
- in the majority European. It is first of all Adorne, a gentleman . e i% a durable

and trader from Bruges who visits Sfax in 1470 and writes stone frorrllGa}bels, and
this: "... Then the seaboard town of Sfax, small but beautiful, rep?éifrﬁ;{ffeaéﬁocm
surrounded by good ramparts”. A more important text that we art.
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have from Leon the African is from around fifty years later:
"Asfachus (sic) is an ancient city built by the Africans on the edge
of the Mediterranean... It is a big city which also has high and
strong walls. It formerly was very populated but today one counts
no more than 300 to 400 fires, and the number of shops is
immeasurable because it is exploited by the Arabs and the king of
Tunis. Its inhabitants are in the majority weavers, sailors and
fishermen. They take a great quantity of a fish named "spares” a
name which is neither Arab, nor Berber, nor Latin. They nourish
themselves with barley bread and bezin. They are badly dressed.
Some of them will trade with their boats to Egypt and Turkey".
It should be remembered that Leon the African is actually the
traveler Mohamed Al Waz-Zan Az-Zayyati, born in Granada in
1491. He was captured by corsairs in Jerba after which he carried
out his journeys and took his notes, which he offered to Pope Leon
X who baptized him in 1520. This text is extracted from his
"Description of Africa”, an essential testimony about the Maghreb
at the beginning of the 16" century. Let us quote a third text
extracted from the second part of the "General Description Africa"
that the Spaniard Marmol published in 1599 in Malaga. Marmol
followed Charles Quint in his African expeditions and had lived
seven years in the countries of the Maghreb. Here is the text: "It is
a small place of some six hundred fires... The majority of the
inhabitants devote themselves to the navy, or fishing, which is
extremely good on this coast. There are some differences amongst
them, but there is no wealth, although they are extremely proud.
This map of the Black Their ordinary food is of barley bread and food made from this flour
Sea extracted from an . . . .
atlasis today the ~ Which those of the coast of Tunis use. Several go coursing (piracy)
Biblfg&%ﬁ%‘ﬂ;ﬂgnale on the coasts of Christendom in the company of the Turkish
in Paris, and was made corsairs. Others are merchants and trade in Turkey and Egypt.
Carto%ﬁgﬁjfiﬁ%"harﬁ They were extremely tormented in our time by kings of Tunis and
in 1551. The other mapsof by Arabs of the region because they revolted several times and
in the Atlas testify to a . . "
sbecause they give refuge to the corsairs...

very good knowledge o

the Meditetrranean We do not halt on the contradictions that it is possible to find
We kno\,c\,ot?,zf the charfi D€tween these testimonies and let us not retain more the loans that

family gave a number of gne of the authors could give to the other. These texts supply us
cartographers and their

reputation went well  With reams of invaluable information.
beyond the borders of Let us note initially that Sfax remains the maritime and artisanal
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town evoked five centuries ago by Ibn Hawqal and EI Bekri. A
new fact however, is that the maritime trade takes has amplified.
Now the Sfaxiens "trade in Turkey and Egypt". Moreover, they
devote themselves to piracy.

The confirmation of their maritime vocation is deep. The city
has its geographers and its cartographers. The National library
of Paris has a beautiful atlas which was created in 1551 in Sfax
by the geographer Ali Ion Ahmed Charfi. Beyond a chart of the
then known world, this atlas contains seven charts of the various
Mediterranean regions and a chart of the Black Sea. On these
charts large and small towns and cities are related to the coasts,
the mouths of the rivers are indicated, but the back-country is
practically neglected.
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A “Firman” written by
the Sultan to a notable
Sfaxien at the end of
the 19th century (Dar
Jellouli Museum)
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It is clear that Charfi intended these charts for his fellow-
citizens "sea traders " and this atlas clearly confirms that their
trade reached the coasts of Turkey.

In addition, our city does not seem to have suffered
excessively from the attacks of the corsairs, it is not deprived
from practicing the “race” itself. It is been served by the nature of
its coasts which we evoked at the beginning of this chapter and
remains well sheltered "behind its high sea beds which prevent
the galleys from approaching to within less than a mile of the
coast".

The importance of fishing is also noted and it is appetizing to
remind oneself that barley bread and the famous "sbares" are
today inseparable from any evocation of Sfax and still
constituted a basic the food of Sfaxiens.

Linked to rise of the maritime trade, artisanal activity and



especially textile industry is prosperous. Already in the 11" century
El Bekri said that the textile production of Sfax was more important
and of better quality that of Alexandria. "Its inhabitants are in the
majority, weavers, sailors and fishermen... " notes Leon I' African.
We cannot resist the temptation to quote here a text which we owe
to a Mameluk dignitary, Ibn Fadhlallah Al Omari who wrote in the
middle of the 14™ century: " ...The sultan, said Ibn Benndin, is
distinguished from the other people by silk clothing, which is of a
green-black color, that is known as jazi, gubari and nafti. This silk is
extracted from the sea”, said Ibn S'aid, “in Sfax from the Maghreb,
and | saw how it is collected: divers plunge into the sea and
retrieve tubers resembling onions, with a kind of "cous" which has
hairs at the upper part. These onion-like tubers burst and leave the
hairs which are combed and which become wool. It is spun and
one makes a screen through which is woven a silk thread. Fabrics
are manufacture either in squares, or not. One makes from them
the most splendid royal clothing in Tunis. The price of clothes
reaches two hundred of their dinars nominal, which corresponds to
a thousand dinars, in the real currency of Egypt or of Syria. | add
that | saw this clothing worn by high secretaries of the offices in
Damascus, then | in saw it in Cairo on secretaries of lower rank.
This is the fabric that one calls ‘hair of fish’ in Egypt and Syria.”

What is this invaluable and mysterious textile? We are not short
of assumptions, but it seems established that the fiber in question
comes from an gastropod whose erudite name would be the ‘pinna
nobilis’ or ‘pinna pectinata’. Let us mention that the testimony of El
Omatri is not isolated, which confirms the solid reputation of Sfaxien
textiles during the Middle Ages. Let us note here that some time
later, in second half of the 18" century, the botanist doctor
Peysonnel who made a long visit for research in the Regency
would write: "The most valued wools are those of Sfax and from
Buledelgrid, then those coming from Morocco those Algiers, and
finally those of Constantinople™.

The preceding items leave the impression of an active if not
prosperous city. However its population seems to have decreased.
For another thing, none of the witnesses of this period mention
these "vast expanses" or these "olive-trees and oils which have no
comparison anywhere." It appears obvious that at the end of the
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The Patio of Dar
Jellouli, one of the
most beautiful Sfaxie
houses. This little
palace from the 18th

16" century, Sfax had not yet repaired the devastations
experienced in its countryside during the 11™ century.

In 1306 Attijani noted: "It (Sfax) had a forest of olive-trees
which came up to the foot of its ramparts. It was devastated by the
Arabs, today there is only one tree left standing.” The city turns its
back on the ground that it gives up temporarily to the semi-
nomads. The situation will change radically during the two
centuries to come.

THE TURKISH PERIOD

One can say without simplifying too much, that the re-
establishment of the Ottomans in the Maghreb during the 16™
century was carried out in two periods. There were from the start
the strong protégés of the Empire, Kheireddine Barberousse and
Dargouth Pasha, who created two solid maritime states: one in the
west with his base in Algiers, the other in the east with his
headquarters in Tripoli. In the second period Constantinople
intervened directly. The fleet directed by Sinan Pasha conquered
Tunis in 1574 three years after the victory of the Christians at
Lépante. In this great conflict, the declining Hafsid dynasty did not
carry much weight.

After having experienced tyranny for fifteen years from semi-
adventurer named EI Mokkani, Sfax is conquered in 1551 by
Dargouth Pasha. As a prudent Head of State, the latter understood
the economic importance of the city. He transplanted a great
number of Sfaxien families (forty according to Magdiche) to his
capital, Tripoli. He wanted to carry out what we would call today a
technology transfer.

In 1588, Sfax is taken again by Tunis. From this point a period
of relative stability and prosperity begins which will extend through
the 17", 18™, and part of the 19" century and will be seriously
disturbed only during the civil war of 1735 to 1756 which will
oppose the founder of the Husseinid dynasty and its two sons with
the threat from Ali Pasha, their nephew and cousin. The
commercial city concerned first of all for its own interests, as much

century today houses as possible Sfax will avoid taking sides during this war.

the Museum of
Popular Arts and

During the 17™ and 18" centuries we witness a rapid

Traditions of the town development of the maritime activities of the city. A figure emerges

and the region.
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here with force, we will find him in more than one place in this
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The development of
maritime trade had as a
consequence the

multiplication of the
Patrician residences of
which these photos
give some examples.
On the right, entrance
of the Sidi Ben Aissa
Zaouia.
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book, this is that of Sheik Ali Nouri (1630-1705).

This man venerated by his fellow-citizens, was the organizer
of the city. He equipped it with an important fleet. The chronicler
Magdiche who was "a student of his students" described for us
some of naval battles accomplished by Sfax. During the battle of
"Ras Al Makhbiz" in September 1747, Sfax lost forty men and
had sixty wounded.

One knows from elsewhere, that it sometimes happened that
Tunis would entrust military missions to the Sfaxien fleet. As an
example, Ali Pasha (1740-1756) asked the city to intercept ships
in infringement of customs rules, that returned from the south
loaded with salt. Ali Nouri himself did not scorn, quite the
contrary, the launching of corsair operations which often showed
appreciable spoils. But, however much it could be the economic

interest of piracy, it remains secondary compared to that of the
maritime trade. Ali Zouari, author of the Arab version of this
book, begins very interesting research into the exchanges of
Sfax with the other cities of the Tunisian coast with Tripoli and
Benghazi and especially with the large cities of the Middle East.
Examination of the files in the Dar Jellouli museum and research
studies in Cairo, enabled him to follow the tracks of these traders
some of whom succeeded in accumulating colossal fortunes in
the capitals of the Levant. Thanks to them Sfax became an
import-export city of the first rank. It did not export only its



woollens, its leather articles (in particular Turkish slippers) and its
oils; ... etc but also products that it had brought from the Djerid and
even from Tripoli. It imported, stored and speculated in certain
products such as coffee, the fabrics from the East, etc.

Enriched by commerce, our city started to invest in land. There
are numerous testimonies which affirm that the current belt of
gardens was already in place by the 18" century. We will further
examine the process which allowed this development but accept
that as of this period the almonds and pistachios of Sfax, as well as
its perfumes, had acquired very a good reputation and contributed
to its prosperity.

The city is at this time constrained within in its ramparts.
Around the sea gate a suburb is born and develops in which is
built, in 1779, an important caravanserai which cost, Magdiche tells
us, 8,000 piastres. The Hamouda Sellami mosque is built there at
the same time. Between 1772 and 1774 two important basins were
also built a mile west of the ramparts to retain water from Wadi
Agareb.

The European colony, which had been primarily some Maltese
families, diversified and became more numerous in our city. From
the middle of the 19™ century the concessions obtained in the
Regency by the different "nations"” of Europe made it possible for
these newcomers to develop their activities and their economic
interests. It was in 1821 that the first French were installed in Sfax.
In 1863, the Maltese - British subjects - obtained the right to
become landowners and devoted themselves to agriculture. Under
the pressure of the Europeans business community, tax in cash
was replaced about 1830 by tax in kind, which had the result of
supporting the trade of the large foreign export companies in these
matters.

CHALLENGES OF THE 19" CENTURY

During the period of this pre-colonial penetration and the
exactions of the Husseinid Beys we must investigate the causes of
the insurrection which shook the country in 1864. Including some of
the large tribes of central Tunisia, but developing mainly based in
the Sahel, in Sfax this insurrection was quite distinctive in its
events.

Our city did not follow the movement from the beginning, as
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usual the wait and see approach was advocated. Then, when at
the beginning of May 1864, ships of the powers were warned to
patrol its coasts offshore, the French Quarter was attacked and
the European colony obliged to take refuge on an English
corvette. The city united with the rest of the insurgents to
demand the deposition of the Bey but was the only one to claim
that the Regency should be placed under the direct authority of
the Ottoman sultan.

The two local leaders of the uprising, Mohamed El Mechri
and Ali Drira (known as Assal), hoisted unfurled green (banners)
and drove out the Caid. The euphoric population sang in the
voice of its poet Mallek: "Now we are happy! More d' taxes to be
paid under the reign of Mechri and Assal!".

But the popular risings ran out of breath across the country,
from the month of August and at the end of the summer, the
uprising was definitively lost. Repression was not long in
following. Sfax paid a war tax evaluated at 4,686,000 piastres.

Another victim of the second world war, this befalitheatre had been
constructed near the Town Hall and in a similarktectural style.
The city has replaced by with a modern theatre witiie than a thousand seats.



This photo, more than ninety years old, is represtére of the old French Quart which had begun t
develop at the feet of the ramparts since the mixginof the last century.
One can see in the background, the Sea Gate, theptrance to the Medina from the south. The
bombardments of the second war destroyed thisaisBreen spaces have replaced and opened L
view of the fine ramparts of the town.



President Bourguiba in
front of the 5th congress
of the Destour Party
which had held its
meetings in Sfax. During
this congress, the
Destourians gave
overwhelming support to
the ideas of Habib
Bourguiba, against the
Youssef-ist challenge.
To the right of the
Supreme Warrior, Dr
Aloulou, citizen of our
town, to whom fell the
honor of presiding athis
historic congress.
échut I'nonneur de

présider ce congres
historique.
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The events of 1864 were carrying out what was going to
occur in 1881, the date of establishment of the French
Protectorate in Tunisia. The government of Kheireddine Pasha,
which lasted only five years (1873-1878), could not - in spite of
unquestionable reforms and achievements - to ward off the
increasingly strong influence of Europeans.

Sfax had however welcomed the accession of Kheireddine
Pasha to the first ministry by festivals and fantasias. The city
answered his call to promote the plantations of olive-trees on a
wide scale. And it is under his government, in December 1874,
that a weekly shipping route was inaugurated between Tunis
and Sfax; it would be doubled in 1877.

Here more than elsewhere had it been believed that it was
possible to escape colonial occupation? Is it necessary to look
into this hope for the reasons for the savage resistance that Sfax
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GROWTH OF THE TOWN

These four plans show clearly the extension of mdbevelopment around the
medina, the increasing density of the zone of jiigagiens) and the significant
growth of the port facilities.

Sfax has inherited from its past a very strongd@ttaent for private residences
which today represent around three-quarters ofttital dwellings. The provision
of facilities and services over such an extenbisam easy thing and any
development is necessarily difficult and costly.
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Aerial photo towards the south-east. One can seeessively the zone of gardens with
increasing density as they are closer to the aityter, the old cemeteries, today bare, and in
which we see the beginning of urbanization, thegamnrectangle of the medina and in the
background the modern town, the basins of therfishort and of the commercial port, with

on the left the phosphates complex.
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presented to the French fleet which came to impose the treaty which
placed Tunisia under the Protectorate of France?

Not everything has been brought to light concerning this battle of
July 1881 which brought together the inhabitants of the city, directed
by Hadj Mohamed Charfi and Sheik Kamoun, and the seminomads of
its countryside, directed by Ali Ben Khlifa and his nephew Ahmed Ben
Salah, to reject the treaty of Bardo and to stand against the gunboats
of Admiral Girault. The number of dead among the French soldiers
was quite high. In a letter of May 29, 1882 the French Consul Sfax
asked his Resident Minister for authorization to use the incomes from
the sale of the "wrecks of war" estimated at 17,850 piastres (this
includes utensils of any kind and especially clothing and expensive
jewelry) to construction a "memorial in the cemetery of Sfax on the
hillock which covers the remains of the sailors and soldiers killed on
the battle field during the capture of Sfax". The city paid a high price
for this resistance. A heavy war indemnity was imposed on it.

A few years later, the page was turned and Sfaxiens launched out
opportunely in the development of a vast hinterland extracting the
maximum of profit from the new economic conditions introduced by the
regime of the protectorate. The plantations of olive-trees were
developed with great speed. The city became the first port of export for
oils, phosphates, esparto, salt and sponges. It became prosperous
and more attractive.

But in the case of the rest of the country, it rejected the
protectorate and united early with the nationalist movement. It was
also one of the principal centers of the national trade union movement.
The name of Hédi Chaker and that of Farhat Hached will remain
attached to it forever.

In November 1954, Sfax hosted the 5™ Congress of the Destour
Party which was to confirm the political line of President Bourguiba
against the pan-Arabic and pan-Islamic adventurism of Salah Ben
Youssef. The city once again gave proof of its political maturity.

It is today the second city of the country and comes after Tunis in
industrial importance. But it should be announced that one finds
Sfaxiens almost everywhere in Tunisia and particularly in Tunis where
they play a large role in industry and trade. One also counts in the
capital of many Sfaxiens in the craft industry and in trades which
require technical skill such as mechanics and electricity. A recent
census shows that in Tunis one craftsman in five is Sfaxien in origin.



The Presence of the Past

“... Cities are places that the nations
which have reached their desired level
of luxury and wellbeing make use of.
They prefer calm and tranquility and
build houses to live there... "

Ibn Khaldoun

41



42



43



The last rays of the
sun brighten the

shapes of the cupolas,

minarets, and roofs,

and render the subtle

beauty of the medina
more attractive.

Prayer hall of the
Grand Mosque.
Contemporary with t
the mosque in
Kairouan, it has a
similar strength and
harmony.
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In the 1949 edition the Larousse defined a city thus: "an
assembly of a great number of houses laid out in streets". Twenty
years later, regarding the word ‘city’ the same dictionary gave the
following text: “An built-up area where the majority of the
inhabitants are occupied by trade, industry or administration".

From a descriptive and static definition one moves to a
definition which takes into account the functions of a city. The
Larousse has hardly become the echo of the formidable
blossoming of new social sciences of which the object is an
increasingly refined apprehension of the urban phenomenon. The
city is considered today as a system of which it doesn’t matter
which element forms an integral part of the whole. It is
comparable to a living body and today we designate "an assembly
of houses laid out in streets" with a term obviously inspired by
biology: that of "urban tissue". This new approach renders the
task of the planners and the "developers” more complex and more
delicate. It permits, one must hope, engaging the cities in a more
coherent and more human development process. It is in any case
more satisfactory for our curiosity. Also, after having traced the
principal stages of the history of Sfax, we will try throughout this
book to grasp in its complexity the living reality of this city.

Greater Sfax counts today a little less than 300,000
inhabitants. Viewed from the air, it presents the appearance of a
half-cobweb of a giant spider whose rays would measure about
fifteen kilometers and whose center is occupied by the compact
and massive rectangle of the medina.

From this center and as far as with the outskirts, one sees
successively the suburbs and then a scattering of white points
which are at first quite compact and then of increasingly low
density: these are the "jnens" in which are erected in increasing
numbers the individual dwellings for which Sfaxiens reserve a true
passion. The space between the medina and the sea is occupied
by the regular checkerboard pattern of the modern city and the
important port area.

The medina in this great unit is not only geographically central.
It is truly the heart of the city. It is true that it counts only 11,000
inhabitants and that it barely covers twenty-five hectares, but it is
a genuine hive of industry in which more than 3500 craftsmen are
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One of the ten sculpted . . . .
wooden doors that open active. To be convinced of its importance, it is enough to be at

onto the interior court of tha northern door - Bab Jebli — at sunset, to witness the
the mosque. It was built in . )
the 18th century by the extraordinary flow of bicycles, motor cycles, buses, cars and |
master craftsmen Ahmed ) ; : :
Charfi and Mahmoud 90Nt know what else.:. all (?f which empty the medlna of its
M’'seddi, these occupants and return it to silence and calm during the night.

masterpieces testify to the, . . , .. . .
Vﬁa”ty of thefy “Likewise, to really know today’s Sfax it is necessary to linger in

craftsmanship of our town.jts medina.

THE ENCIRCLED CITY

In his Prolégoménes, Ibn Khaldoun gives the city primarily a
defensive function. All in all, a city was valuable only for its ability
to discourage and repel its attackers. From this point of view, we
saw that nature equipped Sfax well on the side of the sea. Men
supplemented this natural advantage by building around their
city a powerful wall which went so far as giving the city its name.
The word S.F.K.S., which is of Berber origin, would indeed mean

The eastern facade of tO €ncircle.

the Grand Mosque Built originally out of earth (Fr. ‘pisé), the ramparts of Sfax
(11th century) on . .

which the succession were gradually replaced by hardcore walls, linked vertically and

of arc;gz tzgda”"’hes at the angles by good stone of some size. Later additions to the

characteristic rhythm.  circular towers dating from the first period were, over the
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In the souk of
spices, the art of
presentation of the
products
perpetuates itself
from generation to
generation.
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centuries, some square and octagonal towers more adapted to
pieces of artillery. At the south-western corner, the primitive ribat
was integrated into the system of the ramparts to form an
important rectangular projection which we find at the other corners
of the city in the form of more recent "borjs" like Borj En-Nar at the
north-western (sic, actually south-east) corner.

The ramparts define a rectangle of six hundred meters by four
hundred. Over ten centuries, since its creation in the 9" to the
beginning of the 20™, this area communicated with the outside
only by two doors, the construction of which had been done with
particular aesthetic and defensive care: Bab Jebli to the north
opens onto the interior and Bab Diwan to the south opens onto
the sea.

One should not imagine simple doors opened in the wall of the
ramparts. It is in fact a complex access system including two
enormous gates one inside, the other outside separated by an
angled passage in the case of Bab Diwan, on which depend, from
above, the sides, the defensive elements such as gatehouses,
guard rooms ... etc. Open during the day, the heavy leaves were
firmly closed at night. In the local popular tales, when one of the
heroes reached Sfax after the prayer of the "Maghreb" (sunset) ,
he could only set himself up outside Bab Jebli and wait for
daybreak.

To enter the city other than by these two doors constituted an
unnatural act. As if to indicate that such an act is shameful, the
chronicler Magdiche, in recounting the attempts of the tyrant Al
Mokkani to take the city in the 16™ century tells us that the latter
had entered the city by through the sewers of a house contiguous
with the western ramparts which belonged to his accomplice
named "Hzem". This sewer was known in the time of Magdiche,
that is to say the 18" century, under the name of "the sewer of
Hzem".

Thus the ramparts marked a sharply defined and secure
space - introverted and womb-like the socio-psychoanalysts would
have said. "The intramural world " structured itself over the course
of the centuries in relation to this enclosure which affected it
materially and culturally. So in spirit of the founders, the ramparts
did not only have to play a defensive role, one has to admit that
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they finished by to being integrated into the city and acquiring
a sociocultural "layer".
The community was very sharply aware of the presence  These photos represent

of the ramparts and their importance. One can almost say %mﬁb\zpedcgg;n:n%f

that they were responsibility of each individual Sfaxien, with patios.

such sign that it was common to see people settling before Foi; ";’;‘gi‘q’:&iﬂ':‘i:;";ers
their death some "habous" — dedicated property — the iiving museum.
incomes from which they assigned to the construction and In the calm of its

maintenance of the ramparts. streets, far from cars,
the children can get

A very rich capital was thus assembled. Its management o with their games
was entrusted to a "oukil," an elected official who was to in peace and quiet.
regularly undertake the necessary work.

We ourselves, men of the 20" century, who leave the State
to take care of the management of almost all that concerns us,
find it difficult to imagine the nature of the bonds which can exist
between a man or a woman and their city when this man, this
woman, decide to give a gift for a wall, a mosque that needs
maintenance or a cistern that has to be built to help to solve the
problem of water.
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Some Sfaxiens remain
attached to the
traditional way of life.
For example, this
reception room at the Al
Adhar residence:
painting on glass,
painted wood, shelves
decorated with vases
and ornaments are the
essential elementg a
decor characteristic of
the old houses
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The integration of the ramparts into the city and their
participation in its life at the major level were also realized by
important presence of the sacred in the enclosure. Throughout
its history, the city had volunteers from the "holy protection" who
sometimes were foreigners come from a good distance. These
recluses of the prayer and combat installed themselves in one of
the towers of the ramparts and, by their lesson and their
example, aroused the vocations and maintained the enthusiasm
of those who dedicated their life to the protection of the
community. One can count not less than about fifteen mosques -
zaouias, in the ramparts. Sidi Messaoud El Gharbi, Assamra...
which still have a certain activity today. One frequently meets in
the notarial documents the title of "morabet,"” son of "morabet"” ...
which was attributed to these volunteers.

AT THE CENTER: THE MOSQUE

The grand mosque was as fundamental as the ramparts if
not more so as a structural element of the city. Its central
location and its primarily spiritual and social function correspond



with the part played by those.

The primitive mosque was built in 849. It seems that it had the
plan of the Aghlabid mosques of the time, namely a wide prayer
room - perhaps by three spans of depth - and a large square court
surrounded by a gantry and whose minaret occupies the medium
of the northern wall. In the 10™ century this plan altered markedly,
an important part of the mosque having been confiscated (by the
princes?) and used to build dwellings and stores.

From this time, the mosque of today has preserved the
Eastern frontage with its very beautiful form, the minaret which
recalls by the ratio of its spaces that of Kairouan, and finally the
court with its marvelous proportions and of which the simple and
intimate atmosphere invites one to meditation. In the 18" century,
the city having known the prosperity that we are familiar with, the
inhabitants succeeded in reclaiming all the land which had first
belonged to the mosque, thanks to the incomes of the habous
goods. The western part of the monument was then built in two
stages, the first in 1758, the second in 1782. Whereas the
foundation and the transformations of 10" century must be
attributed to princes, the extensions and the embellishments -
particularly ten splendid doors giving onto the court - are the work
of the community. Magdiche, contemporary of this work, quotes
Hajj Said El Qotti, aminé (master, expert) of the masons, Tahar El
Menif the master geometrician, Ahmed Chabouni and Mahmoud
Messedi, master carpenters. The stewardship was ensured by
Sheik Hassen Charfi and Sheik Ali El Adhar, preacher in the
grand mosque. All belong to families that cannot be more Sfaxien.
If we brought up these names it is to give another example of this
tendency to self-management which characterizes our city.

Before starting on the work of the 18" century, the question
was posed of knowing if it was not preferable to build another
grand mosque for the Friday prayers. But the attachment to the
venerable sanctuary sweeps this away, confirming the special
place which the grand mosque held and still holds in the hearts of
Sfaxiens. There are many reasons for that. When a threat
weighed on the city and it was necessary to make historic
decisions, it was in the grand mosque that the inhabitants met.
Generations of Sfaxiens acquired education at the base of its
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columns. It is towards its minaret that eyes are turned in the
month of Ramadan to watch for the small green flag which
announces the hour of the breaking of the fast... All that was
woven during the centuries between the inhabitants and their
mosque, bonds which didn’t count for nothing in the cohesion of
the community.

During the Sixties, the National Institute of Archaeology
undertook important work of restoration which made it possible
to consolidate the venerable building and to make its remarkable
architectural qualities more visible.

ARABO-MUSULMAN TOWN PLANNING

The large mosque is in the middle of Medina. It is at the
convergence of the two axes of the rectangle formed by the
ramparts: north-west — south-east axis which connects the two
doors, and north-east — south-west axis which cuts it at a right
angle. The grid of streets depends on these two perpendiculars,
and the layout of the town as a whole presents this ordered
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appearance whose originality in Arabo-Moslem town
planning was not absent. But it is enough to push the
analysis a little to discover that the town of Sfax developed
in accordance with basic principles of town planning.

What strikes first of all is a certain originality in the
distribution of the space between the zone of craft industry
and of trade on one side and the residential zone on
another. As one can observe in other Arabo-Moslem cities,
the souks develop starting from the large mosque: in its
immediate vicinity the souk of spices (souk el Kamour), the
souk of perfumes (the old ‘Rue El Bey’) and at the south-
western angle the souk of the craftsmen painters on wood
about which we will speak further. The last craftsman
bookbinder was until the Sixties set up in a tiny triangle
lodged in the corner of the eastern walls and south of the
mosque. To the north of this, the Errabaa Souk with its two
cross streets entirely covered in barrel vaults, is the noble
souk par excellence. in it are sold chechias, cloths,
weaving, mergoums, carpets, etc. Its small stores on the
raised ground are trade as much as meeting places. Each
merchant has his accustomed visitors. The conversations
go as well as the glasses of mint tea that "Hassen" the
walking merchant serves from his large blue teapot from
which a brazier hangs.

The tradesmen of the Errabaa souk belonged to the
social elite. Today still they belong to families whose
prestige is not related only to wealth. Only the notaries
whose street is located to the west of the grand mosque
could enjoy higher notability.

The street of the notaries has aligned, since more than
about thirty years, tens of tiny study cells. On wooden racks
(sometimes in baskets suspended on nails) hundreds and
hundreds of acts are aligned in small rolls yellowed by time
and dust. When one crosses this street, there is the feeling
of being in a corridor of some national archives. Today
there remain only a few notaries and they will certainly not
be replaced. The institution and practice of the civil
wedding is more in more widespread, the practice of the



In this animated souk, all the products are destifoe the inhabitants of the
town and its region.
Here, none of the gleaming articles for the “taaiiri
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The little booths of the
“Souk-rebaa” are
more than simple

shops. They perform
the function of small
clubs through which
pass friends of the
tradesman and the
country people, their
associates.

Here they discuss the
latest rain, the state of
the harvest, and the
animals...
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citizens to entrust their conveyancing to lawyers and to business

offices, the difficulty finally that challenges these notaries to
adapt to the complexity of the life and modern transactions
condemns them soon to disappearance. Already it is sad to
notice that their street is occupied by various trades.

But there is no doubt that the economic and social history of
the city is contained in these thousands of small yellow rollers
dating back barely a few score years ago. What have they
become today? After an attempt to create local files, it seems
that we are oriented towards their concentration in the capital.
One can doubt the effectiveness of such a decision. It does not
make it possible to benefit from the very strong attachment of
Sfaxiens to their city.

The tradesmen of the Errabaa souk and the notaries were
exceeded as much in prestige as in fortune by those of a more
recent souk - the Souk El Feriani - which developed at the

The scene of this “study” in the Street of Notatigses us far back into the past, to a
time of copyists and of rare manuscripts. In thredle of parchments and these dossiers
there area historical papers that one day the hiatts of the town will reveal to us.
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In the Souk E-Rebaa.
next to the covers,
some fabrics and

carpets, the “tourist
product,” begins to
make its appearance.
Sfax is not a tourist
center but the tourists
like to pass through
here and are
conscious of the
authentic beauty.

beginning of this century. This is a long street which, from the
vicinity of the grand mosque, penetrated deeply to the west into
the residential districts. This souk is mainly that of draperies,
cotton fabrics and the silks which were generally imported.

DURABILITY OF THE CRAFT INDUSTRY

Beyond the Errabaa souk to the north as far as Bab Jebli are
the various trade associations who strangely concentrate there,
in the northern part of the city, rather than as one would expect,
in this city which was so maritime, to see them in the
neighborhood of the southern gate, the sea gate.

The majority of these trade associations are still in full
activity. The framework of this book does not make it possible to
present them as they deserve. And this is quite a shame
because, how can we be satisfied by only quoting the harness-
makers who, under the vast vault of their souk, work to

Historians and geographers are unanimous in congidehat textiles have been one of the baseseof th
economy of the town for more than a millennium. &ofithe souks have shops on three levels, sorgethin
exceptional in the Arab medinas. The workshopeefiteavers always occupy the upper level.
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manufacture these multiple useful accessories which are only a
pale reflection of the marvelous packs made by themselves or
their father, not so very long ago, for the well-off middle-classes of
the city of which the museum at Dar Jellouli presents specimens?
And how can we not feel some frustration when it is necessary to
evoke only briefly the street of the dyers, today closed down,
when it was, only a few decades ago, a true visual enchantment
with the hundreds of wool hanks of all colors which the craftsmen
suspended in the sun? Or when it is necessary to pass quickly
over the souk of the jewelers formerly held mainly by the Jews
which has become today much more a place of jewelry trade than
of their manufacture? We must however pause at greater length
on trade associations which in the past and even today continue
to play a major role.
We saw that Sfax was throughout its history the city of wool.
Located in the middle of vast steppes given over to sheep, it
always had this raw material in abundance. A souk on two levels,
located near the northern door is open for daily purchase and sale
of raw wool and the various kinds of threads. To spin wool was for
Sfaxien women a common occupation. There did not exist a
woman whatever her social status who could not card and spin.
Thus were the hundreds of weaving workshops provided with
thread. And while the spinning was and remains still a female and
domestic craft industry, weaving is a male industry and workshop.
Sfax produces wool pieces with little variation. It involves
primarily covers of thick wool decorated simply with bands of
colors and finer weavings done with threads of an excellent
quality: hrems. It is important to note that this industrial city was
not devoted like Tunis, Mahdia, or Jerba to elaborate weaving with
geometrical decoration combining silk and wool, silk and cotton,
and even less to the carpet or the mergoum... As a commercial
town, it developed the production of common articles easy to
produce and easy to sell. The saddlers occug
The visitor can pass through the whole of the souk district aafg"\f‘grjt;i‘;tvz”:d
without meeting any weaver, if he is not informed that the weaving they manufacture
workshops of weaving are placed above the other stores, so that various types of
. . L . . saddle-packs and
strictly speaking a souk of weavers does not exist in spite of their

other pieces of
number and their importance. The rigid and narrow staircases harness.

63



which give access to their workshops and the balustrades of
makeshift planks of the latter confer on the souks of Sfax - at
least in the part of these souks - a very picturesque aspect. In
certain streets, at the level of the stores on the ground, and that
Amongst thi‘characters”  Of the weaving workshops on the upper floor, are added to the
of the souks, the tea seller,, ion ;
with his large urn on which Dehliz" or basement shops generally occupied by shoe-makers.
is suspended a little This densification of the crafts district is significant of the
Each g{;if;ewed is ancient and current dynamism of the old city. The leather craft
marled with a little vertical jndustry was and still remains a sector of very important activity,
bar on the wall of the . .
shopkeeper. Once a weekCertainly more important than that of the wool today. In the past
thereabouts, he presents gfay was specialized in the production of the Balgha, a wingless

the sum to each of his . o i
clients. shoe with a broad heel, which it exported as far as the Middle

East. This craft industry, which largely uses machine tools, has
diversified its production and exploded in the old city.

The blacksmiths souk occupies a long street which follows
the northern wall of the ramparts from Bab Jebli. An old
caravanserai (fondouk) which gives onto this street was also
occupied by the forging mills: this is a beautiful square space
surrounded by a balcony reached by a long arched passage.
The Sfaxien blacksmiths were remarkable craftsmen. Thousands
of windows of the city, very beautiful locks that one can still see
on the ancient doors still bear witness. This craft industry has
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always been very active. This is nothing astonishing in a city
which has always had naval building sites and which provided
a vast area with agricultural tools. Let us mention that among
the iron craftsmen in Tunis many came from Sfax.

Directly related to the blacksmiths and dependent on them
for their production, the manufacturers of agricultural tools
settled in the immediate vicinity of the blacksmiths’ souk. Their
raw material is mainly wood of the olive-tree from which they
cut the handles, work the pieces which are used to support the
packs and harnesses, turn it to obtain the axles of the
machines with discs which are used for beating the grains,
etc., etc. They constitute one of principal curiosities of the
souks.

In the busy world of the
workshops, the young ai
everywhere. The
craftsmen hold that their
children learn “the trade
of their father and
grandfather.”

The Sfaxien craftsman is
appreciated outside of
his town. In Tunis, for

example, one craftsman

in five is a Sfaxien.

To complete this tour of the principal trade associations, let us

guote the very picturesque souk of sieves, where not only all the

range of sieves required for the preparation of the various types

of couscous, "m'’hames” and other provisions are manufactured,

but also buckets made from skins, that are used for drawing
water, and the clever sakhan which is made out of slats of wood
on which one puts the linen to be dried over a brazier on days
without sun.
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An animation reigns in the souks which contrasts with the
calm of the residential areas of which we should establish the
main features now. But it is necessary as a preliminary to note a
certain number of points in connection with the trade associations.
First of all the vitality of the craft industry in a city which, as we
have said, accounts for nearly 4,000 craftsmen, and its capacity
for adaptation. One can observe in the majority of the trade
associations the everyday usage of machine tools which makes
the effort of man more profitable.

In addition to and in contrast with what occurs in other cities
more concerned with the tourist phenomenon, the production of
this craft industry meets the needs primarily of the local
population. That gives to the souks of the city an authenticity
which enchants travelers sensitive to the vitality of the human
cultures and their diversity.

One is struck, in conclusion, by the presence of young people
in the innumerable workshops of craftsmen. The children are
everywhere: they cut out leather, saw wood, weld metal, reel
wool... etc. The craftsmen maintain that parallel to their studies,
their sons learn "the trade of the father and grandfather.” It is in
this way that the love of manual work develops, this "aptitude for
the technology" and especially this taste for work well done that
other Tunisians unanimously recognize in their Sfaxien fellow-
citizens.

It is happy to note that these solid traditions remain and that
this continuity is maintained on the same place that saw them
being born and developing.

THE TRADITIONAL DWELLING

In the residential zone of the Sfax medina one finds the
characteristics typical of this type of district in the Arabo-Moslem
city. Itis in the first place an original screen designed with the
purpose of creating between the house, a private space, and the
street, a public space, transitions ensuring the maximum
protection for the privacy of the family. From the busy streets
branch narrower alleys of a semi-public character onto which
open cul-de-sacs which only belong to the neighboring houses
and constitute a private space.



This scheme is often verified in Sfax in spite of the

Sfax has produced the
most beautiful paintings
under glass of all of
Tunisia. The most famous
of the painters was
Mahmoud EI Feriani who
lived in the second half of
the 19" century. The
painting here dates from
1888 and represents

Abdallah Ibn Jaafar, her
of the Arab conquest,
carrying off the daughter
of Patrice Gregory.
After the colonial
conquest, the community
drew from its glorious
past and thanks to its
artists, the strength
necessary to survive.

rectangular arrangement of the city. The system of streets, lanes
and dead ends is supplemented by a rather significant number of

"batha” or places of modest dimensions but great utility. It is
there that the products of the land are unloaded: corn, barley,

olives, oil, etc. Today the children find marvelous spaces to play,

to shelter of the car and modern circulation.

What also characterizes the residential districts of our city is
a rather remarkable social integration. Rich districts and poor
districts do not exist. Popular wisdom says correctly that “the
street counts before the house" and that "if the house is worth
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Detail of a painted wooden door in an old housesghfresh & elegant floral
compositions are characteristic of a local styécl survived until the last world war.
The production of painted wood is now much reduared of poor quality.



hundred, the street must count for a thousand". It is certain also
that man naturally seeks the vicinity of people of his own social
environment. But one can hardly say that in Sfax certain streets or
certain sections of streets, constitute a small middle-class or
popular enclave.

The socio-geographical distribution presents an
unquestionable homogeneity and the streets reflect it well. It
should be noted also that the inhabitants reserved all their care
and their money for the installation and embellishment of the
interior of the houses, neglecting the frontages a little. This
discretion prevented social contrasts from spreading as they do in
a such an offensive way in modern cities.

In Sfax the vast palaces do not exist, which multiplied in the
capital during the last three centuries. The city however has very
beautiful houses belonging to patricians of which the most well
known is Dar Jellouli, now the seat of the Regional Museum of
Arts and Popular Traditions. It bears the name of an old Sfaxien
family which occupied it for more than two centuries. One of the
ceilings of this rich residence carries the date of 1728 but the
building can be dated without risk of error to the 17" century.

Dar Jellouli has a traditional plan, namely of the parts of the
dwelling in a T, with side alcoves and "maqgsouras,” which open
onto a court from a porch. The dimensions are moderate but the
decoration admirable. In the court, doors and windows are framed
with this beautiful stone of Gabes which the Sfaxien craftsmen
have cut and carved for centuries with a consummate art. There
actually exists a style of the stone cut specifically for our city. It is
characterized by a completely original repertory of motifs and a
robust execution which adapt perfectly to the hardness of
material.

Panels of blue and orange ceramics used with moderation
bring to sobriety of the stone a note of lightness and elegance.
The interior of the parts in a T, which are like apartments, are
treated in the same style. A very wide arch resting on light
columns frames the "gbou," reception area. What also attracts the
attention in Dar Jellouli is the great quality of the woodworks:
carved wood which reminds us of the masterpieces of the grand
mosque of the city, turned wood which, by the assembly of a
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thousand elements, forms the light and elegant panels, and finally
painted wood, which seems to have had from time immemorial an
extraordinary vogue in Sfax. We see painted trunks and shelves,
the panels which cover the walls, the doors of the wall
cupboards... etc. The ceilings especially are painted. It would be
necessary to write pages and pages on these ceilings, a true
pleasure to view. They are in general made with beams on which
are fastened narrow and extended box beams on which run of the
floral and geometrical motifs. The dominant colors are bistre,
green olive, orange, red and secondarily blue. In spite of the
profusion of the motifs and colors, an elegant sobriety emerges
from the whole.

The wooden craft industry was in Sfax the artistic craft
industry par excellence. In addition to the woodworks which form
part of the building, Dar Jellouli presents a collection of wood
which was assembled in the city. They give quite a faithful idea of
the various forms that this art encompassed.

There exists in the medina of Sfax a sizeable number of "Dar
Jellouli" but the residential districts is made up of less roomy and
less decorated residences. All together, these houses are small
but are characterized by a concern for the internal features which
reveals at the Sfaxien home an aptitude to extract the maximum
from a given space. Perhaps it is this that develops an
extraordinary sense of volume and which confers on these
modest houses a balance and a deep beauty. There are in Sfax
places where one cannot avoid from thinking of those small
houses in Amsterdam where each square centimeter is made
profitable.

The structure of the "borjs" that we will see in the next chapter
will reveal the same sensitivity. | do not know if we will be able to
make the same remarks when it becomes necessary to evaluate
the thousands of villas which intrude in the vast suburbs of Sfax
today!

The residential districts of the medina include primarily
houses, but each one of them revolves around a mosque whose
importance can vary but which represents in the urban space a
kind of sacred center whose point of radiation is, as we have
seen, the large mosque. These mosques - one counts 45 of them



For the night of the wedding, the wife wears saliffiarent tunics, of
which the most sumptuous is the “Kheiaa”. This ypwoman, even
though she is a doctor, has chosen to marry “inttaditional way.”
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The attachment to mus
and dance remains very
strong. The Sfaxien
families have the habit
to gather in groups of
women, young and not-
so-young, who, during
the long evenings,
dance to the lively

rhythms.
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- bring together the inhabitants of their district for the five prayers
but especially for those of the morning and the evening. In the
middle of the day the faithful ones attend the large mosque close
to their workshop or their trade. They were also - they still are a
little - the place of religious and social talks dispensed by
voluntary "oulémas", especially in the evening.

It is not easy for young people today to have a concrete idea
of the importance of the sacred in the life of the old cities. Some
figures can help there. In the medina of Sfax, which has 11,000
inhabitants, there are no fewer than 76 places of prayer and
meditation from the grand mosque to the tiny local "Masjed".
That gives on average a mosque for every 144 inhabitants. If we
recalls that the mosque is also a meeting place, a place in which,
no matter what moment, the believer, if he wishes, can simply sit
and escape for a moment the tumult of the souks, one realizes
how well our cities were socio-culturally equipped.

Less numerous than the mosques, the baths (hammams)
were - and still remain - in the various districts a privileged place
which does not only have a hygienic function. To go to the bath
once per week at least, is a cultural act in the full meaning of the
term. One goes to the hammam for several reasons. One does
not wash there, one receives care there: a steam bath, a
massage, etc. The city, which a long time ago overflowed the
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The late “Cheikh
Mohammed Boudeya”
who rendered great
service to the music of
the region an made it
known beyond the
frontiers of Tunisia.
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limits of its old ramparts, has seen the hammams multiply, but it
has preserved its old establishments.

In Sfax the baths function for the men from sunset, and
because they belong to the world of the night time, certain
functions pertain to them. It is thus that the "tabbal” , public
criers, who during the Ramadan undertake to awaken the
citizens before the rising of the day for their meal before the
beginning of the fast, were recruited from among the owners of
the Hammams. Sheik Ali Nouri had already in the 17" century
distributed the four parts of the city between the three great
baths of the time: Hammam Es Sultan, Hammam Al West and
the Hammam of the street of shoe-makers; he entrusted the
fourth quarter to the Bouassida family. Let us mention for the
record that in 1966 the city still had four "tabbals” for the medina
but twenty-one for the suburbs and the belt of Jnens (gardens)
and that this responsibility has been transmitted through the
same families for generations.

In the 19" century the city was divided administratively into
four parts: the North-East called Hamidia, the North-West called



El Qsar, south-west called Al H'sar and south-east called El
Regga. In his "History of Sfax," B. Abdelkefi establishes, based on
a number of notarial documents, that initially the still lightly
populated city was divided between an eastern district, Chaaria,
and a western district, Eddenia. Another division prevailed
thereafter, preceding that known in the 19" century: a northern
district, known as Jebliyin, a southern district, Bahriyin, and a
central district which is that of the major souks and the better
residential districts and which had the name of Hadhar
(townsmen).

Sheiks were placed at the head of each one of these
administrative divisions. The city had also its amines who took
care of the welfare of the various trade associations. Admittance
to these responsibilities came through consensus. It seems
alternatively that the Agha of the Turks (nominated by Tunis) the
Imam of the Grand Mosque and the oukil of the ramparts led the
administrative hierarchy of the city.

CULTURAL LIFE

This chapter can not represent a thorough discussion on the
Medina of the past and the present, its operation, nor a complete
consideration of the material and cultural legacy that it represents
for greater Sfax today. Our material has not proceeded from a
rigorous plan, and we have only attempted to seek the strong
points which have marked the personality of this city, with
occasion reference to developments which appeared significant to
us. We will seek others when we study in the two following
chapters the work of development that Sfax undertook in its vast
back-country and the benefit it was able to draw from the coastal
location. But to supplement this first draft, we must quickly evoke
the cultural and artistic life in Sfax of bygone days.

The town elite of the Arabo-Moslem countries drew from the
immense legacy of traditional culture: Coran and hadith,
philosophy and jurisprudence, poetry and stories of voyages...
etc. That of Sfax was no exception. Nevertheless in Sfax one
observes an obvious eclecticism and an private interest in the
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sciences. The inventory of the library of Sheik Ali Nouri and his
sons is significant in this respect: from a thousand titles, 552
relate to various religious sciences, 170 to Sufism, 177 to various
linguistic and literary disciplines and 124 to the precise sciences
including 45 books on medicine, 41 on astronomy and astrology
and 10 on mathematics.

Ali Nouri and several of his descendants expressed a very
particular interest in medical science. Some practiced it for free. It
was considered by others to be impious to have to pay for help
brought to one’s compatriots. Nouri had developed a remedy
against rabies of which the effectiveness was widely recognized.
Perhaps there still exist people who use it? To my knowledge,
modern medicine in Tunisia does not show an interest in remedies
based on herbs and other ingredients which here and there have
relieved the man’s suffering over the centuries.

We spoke above of the Charfi family, who have given us some
eminent cartographers. In its history of Arabic geographic
literature, the orientalist J-J. Krachkovski followed the activities of
this famous family for several generations.

Let us note additionally that Sfax always expressed a
particular interest in astronomy. This science necessary for
navigation was also important for the precise determination of the
hours of prayer, the opening and breaking of the fast. It was
regularly taught at the Grand Mosque and it is not irrelevant to
mention that Zitouna, the first Islamic university of the Maghreb
called upon some Sfaxiens specialists for his chair of "Astronomy
and sciences of time" (Al falak wa ilm Al migat).

Alongside the traditional culture reserved for an elite, the
passion of most Sfaxiens for music, and for dance, their lively
interest in poetry and the oral tale, and their passion for painting,
are testimony to an active popular culture.

These townsmen did not scorn the guttural and nostalgic
songs of the seminomads of the interior, but two musical genres in
particular had their favor: the "malouf”, a refined Andalusian music
of the townsfolk, and the music of the religious brotherhoods with



the bewitching rhythms. Today still, families like to organize
evenings during which young people - and not so young - take
part in song and dance. The most appreciated rhythms are those
of the "bnaders” group of mostly black women.

Shortly after its independence, Tunisia took inventory of its
musical inheritance. The government had the fortunate idea to
create a regional radio station in Sfax which contributed effectively
to the collection and the diffusion of the rich musical heritage of
the city. Certain Sfaxien melodies like "Sidi Mansour," "Caid
Aghareb" traveled beyond the national borders.

We spoke earlier about painting on wood which had occupied
at the time a large craft association. The repertory of these
painters was primarily floral. Another pictorial art, painting on
glass, made remarkable strides in Sfax. It appeared rather late in
Tunisia, probably at the beginning of the 19" century, and it found
its sources of inspiration in current topics - calligraphy,
geometrical and floral composition - but also drew from the vast
repertory of the popular tales glorifying the actions of the heroes
of Arab and Tunisian history.

The school of Sfax produced superior quality paintings which
we particularly owe to the artist Mahmoud Feriani. He lived in the
second half of the 19" century, and created floral and calligraphic
compositions with exquisite taste. But the greatest part of his work
consists of a series of paintings devoted to Abdallah Ibn Jaafar,
hero of the conquest of Ifrigiya by the Arabs.

Three of these famous compositions happen to be still with us.
One belongs to the Center of Arts and Popular Traditions, the
second to the painter Ali Bellagha (p. 67) and the third to the
Marrakchi family de Sfax. In each of them, Abdallah Ibn Jaafar,
mounted on a black horse, is accompanied by Leila Yamina,
daughter of the Patrice Gregory, Governor of Byzantine Africa.
According to popular tradition, this princess was converted to the
new faith against the will of her father and brothers. These also
figure on three paintings in pursuit of the heroic couple.

We have analyzed elsewhere all the thematic and artistic
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elements of these works which are among the richest and most
beautiful of all Arab glass painting known to date. Painted during
the years following the heroic resistance of the city to the French
conquest and, at a time when the humiliation of defeat was still
deeply felt, the way that these works glorify in a popular style the
glories of the past, demonstrate how glass painting could be a
direct expression of the joys and sorrows of the people.

Mahmoud EIl Feriani was not only a painter, he was also a
good musician and talented storyteller. He is representative of this
lively popular culture which did not codify the genres nor raise
artificial partitions between them.

In Sfax today is there a living continuation of this rich
heritage? When we come to summarize it will be necessary to
raise that question.



The Agricultural Vocation

"... In the Moslem garden, the most
important thing is that it is an enclosure
isolated from the outside, and, in the place
of interest, from the with periphery,
it sits in the center...

This garden, contrary to the traditional
garden and the Japanese landscape
garden, enables relaxation of the thoughts,
centered on itself... "

Louis Massignon
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The talent of an artist
has succeeded in
grasping the beauty
and richness of the
Sfaxien olive tree. Le:
than a century ago
there were only arid
steppes
(p.80-81).

This square tower is a
“Borj.” The borjs are
simple fortified dwellings,
which have been used in
various ways by the
citizens to enhance a belt
of gardens of some
thousands of hectares
since the 17 century.
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One can say without risk of error that every city in the world
today includes, besides the historical urban center and the modern
districts, vast suburbs scattered with beautiful villas, the others
much less appealing. Such a dispersion of habitat was until the end
of the last century completely inconceivable if one considers
economic conditions and safety.

In the Maghreb, the traditional growth process of the cities was
the following: a suburb (rbadh) was born slowly at the foot of the
ramparts and when it had become sufficiently important it was
encircled by walls and swallowed up by the city.

A BELT OF GARDENS FROM THE 18" CENTURY

Sfax - and this is a very important fact - present the exceptional
case of a city which had as early as the 18" century vast suburbs
of "jnens" - gardens - in which dwellings of a particular type were
built: "borjs".

It is necessary for us to devote to these suburbs the
developments that they deserve, without which our understanding
of greater Sfax of today and the fundamental character of its
inhabitants would remain incomplete. When and under what
conditions did these suburbs begin to take form and develop?
Through what process did they appear? These are the first two
important matters.

Without returning to the texts which we quoted at length in the
first chapter, let us recall firstly that at the beginning of 14" century
Al-Tijani described the state of desolation of the countryside of
Sfax attributed to Hilalian Arabs and secondly that in the 16"
century neither Marmol nor in particular the perspicacious
observer, Leon the African, mentioned any garden, nor any house
around the ramparts of our city. Itis in a letter of Peysonnel dated
August 29, 1724 that we find - without proof to the contrary - the
first mention of any extra-mural habitation. Peysonnel is a doctor-
botanist who was sent on a mission scientific to the Regency by
the king of France in 1724-1725. He tells in this letter how after one
day of overpowering heat passed in the search and identification of
antiquities he decided to go spend the night in Sfax. "We were then
to sleep in Sfax... one finds a number of villages on the road which
are of new construction.” On the point of villages, these must be
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The “jnen” is a large
garden of dry
cultivation, always
enclosed by a hedge of
‘Barbary figs’ (prickly
pears). On the photo to
the right one can see at
the top of a borj, the
‘breteche’ (defensive
window)behind which
one takes shelter to
discourage possible
aggressors.
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the "merkez" which until a not very distant time were the only units
built along the roads which converge towards the city. Let us note
that Peysonnel specifically mentions that they are of new
construction.

Another doctor botanist, Desfontaines, who traveled to Tunisia
between 1783 and 1786 is more explicit. "The richest citizens,” he
writes, “pass part of the year in their gardens where they have
extremely pleasant country houses. They amount to eight
thousand". Desfontaines exaggerates. A census at the beginning
of the 20" century didn't reach the figure of six thousand
dwellings; in 1955 it was 11,000. But we can conclude that during
second half of the 18" century vast suburbs of jnens with their
borjs were in place.

A few years ago we undertook an on-site study and we
obtained the date of 1806 from a borj located at 9 km from the

ramparts. Therefore, at the end of 18" century the suburbs had
reached the extent they have today. This would continue to
astonish travelers throughout the 19™ century. Barth is struck so
much by its importance that in the middle of the 19" century he
gave the figure of 60,000 jnens and 15,000 borjs! Sir Grenville
Temple would report the very pleasant stay that he made in 1832
in the jnen of Si Baccar Jellouli. Others after him would confirm
their approval of these gardens.



If they are to be believed, Sfaxiens would have incurred a
thousand dangers in establishing themselves in an insecure zone
for the pleasure of admiring nature and breathing the open air.
Because it is a fact that in the 17" and 18" centuries the steppes
around Sfax were the domain of the seminomads Methelith and
Mehedhba tribes, always ready to plunder these rich and arrogant
townsmen.

THE "BORJ" AS AN INSTRUMENT OF EXPANSION

The dwelling which prevailed in this vast zone of gardens until
at the end of the 19" century - the borj - is very significant in the From the middle of the

conflicting situation in which the two communities lived. Guerin, last gentury ;he lsgfaxiens
.. . . . . . egan the olive
who visited Sfax in 1862, writes: "A borj or dwelling in the shape p|am%tions_ The old
of square tower is raised in the center of each garden". These ggmﬁzdb?tcﬁe”;‘/ewt:r‘;
towers from 8 to 10 meters in height comprised only a single then extended, as is
opening on the ground floor: the entry door. At the upper level, the cl€ar on this photo, with

. . . the addition of new
windows had the dimensions and appearance of loopholes. In the wings
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wall of the terraces a bretéche was arranged which exactly overhung
the entry door and allowed the residents to attack the possible
attackers easily. The single door was firmly blocked from the inside
by a cross-piece sliding into the body of the wall.

The ground floor includes a central space flanked on the right or
the left by a broad bench called a "Jalsa," and extended in depth by a
single piece. From this space, rather steep staircases lead to the
upper floor which in general includes two small rooms opening on a
tiny patio to the open sky. The whole is constructed out simply. It was
the intention, obviously, to avoid any superfluous expenditure. But
these borjs are very pleasant to live in; many of those that remain are
still lived in. Their builders incontestably had a very thorough sense
of space. Spaces are minimal there but accessible and the light
which penetrates through small openings spreads softly on the white
surfaces of the walls.

The borjs were only occupied in the good season. In the oldest,
the entry door did not even have a lock and when at the end of the
summer the townsmen returned to the city, they gave up these
towers completely. It is, one perceives, a dwelling related to the
utilization of the light and sandy land which surrounds Sfax. On this
terrain, from the 17" century they started to practice a relatively
specialized arboriculture of which the principal products of these
gardens were almond and pistachio, and incidentally apricots,
olives... One left the city to be on the spot a few weeks before the
harvest which took place in July-August. One peeled and dried the
invaluable fruits which one then brought back to town.

Regarding the pistachio of Sfax it was said to be equal in value to
that of Aleppo, which is not a mean compliment. In some
correspondence of the French Consul at Sfax the figure of 25,000
francs/gold is quoted for pistachio exports in 1882. There were also
others cultivated; the most important were those of jasmine, roses,
the wild rose and an scented geranium the atrechiya. The perfumes
extracted were in high repute in the rest of the country and in the
Middle East. Today the pistachio trees have practically disappeared
but the almond tree has gained ground enormously and the perfumes
of Sfax still export very well. They are the specialty of a certain
number of families which maintain relations with businesses in the
great centers of perfumery in Europe, in particular with Grasse (S.
France).



Sprincis early in the gardens of Sfax. The almond tflsger as from January, immediate
followed by peaches, plums, etc.
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THE AGRICULTURAL VOCATION

Thus during the 17", 18™ and 19" centuries, enriched by the
products of their craft industry and maritime trade and investing in
the development of the adjacent countryside around their city, the
inhabitants of Sfax tear off almost [I' arms with the hand] for
control with the seminomads. They thus acquire alongside their

For this retired teacher, gq|id town traditions a great mastery of farming and in particular of
cultivation of trees has .
no secrets. Heisa arboriculture. If proof was necessary we would recall that the
master of the art of ~ incing| varieties; almond trees, apricot trees... which appear
pruning, grafting and i o o '
the war against  today in the nomenclatures of the Tunisian ministry of agriculture,
harasies.  bear Sfaxien family names. This is a posthumous homage and

methods of cultivation well deserved for these anonymous inventors who contributed to
find here a favorable . . . .
soil limited only by the the enrichment of the heritage of fruit trees of Tunisia.

lack of water. The land vocation of the city has since then not ceased being

confirmed and developed. Several anecdotes testify to the
passion for agricultural experimentation among these townsmen
who made it a point of honor to succeed better than their neighbor
in such and such a crop. Let us quote something told about the
brothers Ali and Mohamed Triki, wealthy olive growers at the
beginning of this century, to whom even a close friend had
refused cuttings of a variety of olives of which he was very proud.
They succeeded in starting a shoot from the stem of a flower and
using various proportions of manure to obtain seedlings. It is told
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that the friend could not control his fury when he accepted a whole
bouquet of this rare flower of which he hoped to remain the sole
holder.

Today, such tradesman, such school directors, such Chairmen
and managing directors of important companies, such
craftsman... upon returning in the evening to his garden he I

S . . ) . . In the “jnens” are
exchanges his silk jebba or his suit for jodhpurs and his the time cultivated roses,

. .. . . . . i in, and the wild
cutting, to practicing grafting, watering, smoking... Speaking about 0" 2% pr‘z\‘/’i"ée
one’s experiments, successes but also vexations in agriculture is  more than a negligible
a subject for conversation which has the favor of Sfaxiens. The revenue. Some families

specialize in the

attachment to the land of the latter is so deep that it is difficult to production of scented
oils and until today

say whether they are more town than country or the reverse. maintain business
We will see that starting from the second half of the 19™ relationships with the
. . . . . great perfume houses
century a rapid expansion of the planting of olive-trees begins. of France

The suburban habitat will experience significant changes.

To the initial square tower whose function we have seen, will An Sg?i‘ﬂgﬂliﬂom
be added increasingly many outbuildings: stables for the higher reconstructing a
number of mules and camels required by the multiple plowings of ~ Scene at a flower

) ) X ] market from the
the olives groves, given for the carts which have made their beginning of the

appearance, warehouses for cereals and dry vegetables are century.
raised between the plants while the olive trees are still young,
places to lodge the seminomad assistants, etc.

Better equipped and better exploited, the jnens become the
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In this workshop, more than twenty agriculturall®bave been produced by the craftsman
busy in the back of his shop in passing over adgtione a knife or the blade of a plough. An
image speaking of the agricultural vocation of tbven.



framework of a typically Sfaxien style of living. This is a whole city
which, from May, begins to move into the jnens, not to leave them
until the first rains of October. This double removal in the year has
marked the rhythm of life of almost the whole Sfaxien population until
these last years. The movement has not completely disappeared
today.

We will further see than many things have changed in Sfax, in
particular in the belt of the jnens. But the attachment of Sfaxiens to
the latter remains very sharp. That is easy to understand. The jnen,
in the summer season, is a spacious way of living, there are fruits
and flowers in abundance, it is the time of harvest and the communal
preparation of the "oula" (yearly provisions). In that, it is the opposite
of the cramped and sealed town house, the winter living place during
which one consumes what was patiently prepared in summer. The
rupture of this rhythm touches something deep in a Sfaxien. One
would need all the resources of social psychology to measure the
impact of it.

AN IMMENSE ENTERPRISE: THE OLIVE TREE

From the second half of the 19" century the belt of jnens had
become too narrow for the entrepreneurial spirit of the Sfaxiens. This
is whereas the great adventure of olive-tree starts. Many
geographers, and these not least reputable, have the habit of
attributing the credit of this vast enterprise to the French colonization
and more particularly to Jerome Fidelle, the civil controller, and Paul
Bourde, the director of agriculture who, struck by the importance of
the ruins of olive mills from the Roman period - of course! - had
around 1890 the intuition of the immense potential of the area.

These geographers forget to recall that when France occupied
Tunisia in 1881, the forest of Sfaxien olive-trees already covered a
zone of more than twenty kilometers radius and that the number of
olive-trees exceeded 350,000. Furthermore, in 1881 the legal and
agricultural conditions for the powerful expansion were already in
place to which the French contributed with their capital, and only their
capital, the organization and development having been the work of
the townsmen and the seminomads of the hinterland. But these
omissions relating to the true promoters of the wealth of our area are
alas not the only example of the willingness of scientists and
researchers to compromise with the colonial enterprise of which the
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most underhand objective was to confiscate from the "natives” their
share of ingenuity and creativity. There is no better way to sap the
morale of an individual or a group!

We saw above the satisfaction with which the town of Sfax had
received the news of the accession of Kheireddine Pasha to the "First
Ministry". It felt that the policy of this reformer would answer its desire
for a better defense of the interests of the country in regard to the
European penetration and would open up opportunities for the spirit
of enterprise of its inhabitants. Also Sfax answered with enthusiasm
his call for expansion of the cultivation of olive-trees.

Pragmatically and for a long time, Sfaxiens in their jnens had
developed farming techniques perfectly adapted to the low rainfall
and the light soil of the area. The principle is simple. It is to give the
maximum of opportunities to the requirements of the roots of the tree
by leaving a large space between the plants, while systematically and
without slackening removing all the vegetation and in particular the
couch grass, while enabling the ground to retain the maximum
moisture by preventing it from overheating in summer through
specific plowings which break the surface crust and provide for a
good microcirculation of air.

It was not long before these techniques were proved reliable. The
olives of Sfax are striking for the beauty of the trees and importance
of their output.

There are few trees, indeed, that have the imposing presence of
the Sfaxien olive-tree. Plantations aligned with perfect regularity do
not normally require special care. On the other hand the tree itself, in
certain areas in particular, is really worthy of interest if not admiration.
Firmly planted on a knotty but upright trunk, it deploys in space its
harmoniously hierarchic branches. There is behind this balance a
mastery of techniques for the size and a great love of the tree.

A type of contract of development - the mogharsa contract -
contributed to the expansion of this culture. This is a simple contract:
the owner of some land yielded it to a grower who developed it for
fifteen years, the age of first production of the olive-tree, and then
became owner of half of the development. We saw that the first
Sfaxien growers were not constrained to occupy the public domain
land.

With colonization there was no change in the nature in the
planting of the olive-tree but an enormous quantitative change. By



Trimming of the olive tree. The pruner that carsben in the tree @ars the white turban, the sign
his membership of the intellectual elite educateithe Zitouna (Islamic university in Tunis). We
know few towns in Tunisia where the cheikhs, whéegtaehers, notaries or judges... devote their

time to working on the land.
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The olive trees ar ~ confiscating the communal land, the colonial administration placed

fftl)?teegcﬁ"’om;p;; at the disposal of the colonists hundreds of thousands of hectares

worked on several - which they in their turn yielded to the Sfaxien growers in

times a year to . .
Systemica”§ suppress accordance with the contract of mogharsa. The colonial

the W_flfedsd' aedr iate the jntervention also resulted in an important injection of capital and
SOIll and reauce . . . . .
evaporation... also  the related introduction of mechanization. To appreciate the

andin spite ofa  ragylts, let us quote these two figures: 350,000 olive-trees in
reduced rainfall,

nearly 5,000,000 olive 1881, and 5,160,000 in 1956, the date of independence. This
trekfs have been able tq iy of the monoculture of the olive-tree was a true upheaval. It
e planted and the ’ ] i ]
immense steppes  enriched the city of course but opened it up to the surprises and
transformed into fertil: bl f It The citv f d itself th q f
countryside. problems of any monoculture. The city found itself on the edge o
ruin in 1929/30 when the price of oil fell catastrophically. But

Sfaxiens as ready speculators, we have seen, have acquired the

For picking the olives, taste for danger and learned how to face difficult situations. The

the fingers are city limited the dangers of this monoculture by a rather remarkable
furnished with sheep’s . . .
horns. The fruitis ~ return to the almond tree and to a more important fruit-bearing

extracted gently, the production
leaves and the stem )

thereby notbeing  THE "BOURA"™: HEIR OF THE JNEN?

submitted to any
damage. We witness since the independence of the country a deep

change in the Sfaxien countryside, which deserves to be
analyzed. This analysis is not irrelevant here precisely because

94



our city has remained an agricultural capital in spite of a marked
initiation of industrialization and an important diversification of its
other functions.

Perhaps is necessary it to seek the starting point of this
change in the strong pressure which exerted itself on the
traditional jnens causing them to burst and the deep penetration
of the suburban habitat into this belt of gardens. This change is
minimizing the importance of the jnens as a fruit-bearing
production zone and also as a structure of a way of life which we
attempted to evoke above. But this type of farm is necessary to
the economy of the area, and moreover it corresponds to a need
which seems deeply rooted in a population which has become
very attached to the ground.

Also we have witnessed the rapid extension of a new belt of
gardens called "boura™" which has developed on the periphery of
the zone of the jnens and advances in the direction of the fields
of olive-trees and at their expense.

A photo from tht
beginning of this
century showing an
old olive press with its
ample arches, typical
of the town.

The traditional olive
mills generally take
two forms; those
which we see here,
and another with
reduced dimensions
which equipped with a
press that uses
counterweights. Todz
this type of olive press
has totally
disappeared.
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Like the traditional jnen the boura is an exploitation of a few
hectares reserved for the dry cultivation of fruiting trees. The
primary cultivation there includes the almond tree, apricots,
peaches, plums, apple trees and pear trees. The incomes from
these properties can be important, but, and this is a rather typical
character trait there, when the owner engages in the

Each year, hundreds of development of a boura, it is his own fruit consumption and his
thousands of tons of - gwn approval that he considers initially. Having grown up in these
olives are pressed in . . . .

these modern olive mills. Vast orchards which are the jnens, he has a feeling of frustration
Certain oils —t00  \yhen today he needs to go to the market for the fruits that he has
celebrated, alas! —are . ]
referred to as ‘black habitually gathered from the tree and consumed at will. Also,
gold', the ails of our \\han his means allow him, the first thing that he thinks of, when

town have, themselves, i i i )
the true golden color. his housing is assured, is often the purchase of a boura.
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| have heard young economists to be unhappy with the
uneconomic character of these developments which absorb a
considerable amount of time and a money. But how can we convince
these young people of the pleasure of seeing the almond trees in
flower, of following the maturation of peaches or of gathering the first
apricots... it could not be accounted for?!

One day perhaps the urban civilization will come to the end of this
love of land still hidden deeply in each Sfaxien. But it is not excluded
either that we could observe over the twenty next years in the belt of
the bouras the birth of a habitat which would be the modern
counterpart the old borjs. It would be the gentle revenge of the
countryside on the city!

RECENT CHANGES

If the phenomenon of the boura must be attributed partly to the
love of the land, it should be clearly recognized that it is the spirit of
enterprise which is at the heart of those innumerable breeding units
which establish themselves on the periphery of greater Sfax and
begin to change the landscape it. Indeed, when one arrives in Sfax
by road from the north, one is struck by the number of the poultry
farming stations whose lime-faced buildings scatter their whiteness
amongst the almond trees. This interest in industrial breeding is
rather recent but it is necessary to have confidence in our
entrepreneurial citizens.

To the south-east of the city in this part of the plain where Wadi
Agareb passes, and where the ground water has not been very
overloaded, an intensive agriculture under greenhouses has been
developing for a few years. In all probability the increasing needs of a
city in rapid growth will in the future encourage this orientation
towards an increasingly industrialized agricultural production.

But far from Sfax, in the immense forest of olive trees what is
happening? In this vast area of meadows with a radius of 70 km that
our city has tapped, does olive-tree still reign as a master? Formerly,
a zone of very light settlement, without any town or village of
importance if one excludes Jebeniana to north and Maharés to the
south, it has remained today this "no man’s land" which is active only
from October to March-April during the gathering of olives? What has
become of those famous "conflict relationships" of the 17™-18™"
centuries between the town population and the former seminomads?



The old sen-nomads
having in these days
become country-folk
attached to their land,
come to make their
purchases in Sfax,
especially on Fridays.
This woman is about to
enter a jewelry shop.

In a word, which is the role of Sfax in this area today?

During the twenty last years the changes have been very
deep. Urbanization made very significant progress in the area.
Without talking about Maharés and Jebeniana, tiny settlements
such as Agareb, Hencha or Menzel Chaker... have become
important villages set up with modern facilities. They are now the
starting point of a new type of agricultural development which
introduces the culture of the almond tree and other fruit trees.
Industrial companies have settled in Maharés and Jebeniana.

The relations of the these areas with Sfax have become adult
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relationships. The general rise in the standard of living makes it
possible for the products of the town to penetrate the countryside
and Sfax continues to play for the inhabitants of the area the role
of a capital where they distribute their products and find the
services and equipment which is necessary for them.



The Maritime Vocation

"Its salted flanks, as generous as the
nourishing earth, offer each day
to the poor fishermen a harvest
born from the passing furrow... ...
The Kingdom of great Poseidon, it is
the all-powerful ally which, by its winds
and its currents, leads the merchant to profit".

Jean Defrasne
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The flickering light
captured by this
photograph on the
coast of Kerkennah
says everything about
the discrete beauty of
the isles and gives an
inkling of the wealth
that the town has
regularly drawn from

the sea.

When one is aware of

the subtle play of color

For an increasingly large European public, Tunisia has
become, thanks to tourism, a familiar country. With the names of
Sousse, Nabeul, Hammamet, Tunis... the tempting literature of
the promotional folders ended up associating the image of "golden
sands bathed in azure". But who knows Sfax? It is rarely that
some amateurs of "true nature, still natural... " (another loan from
this same literature) are heard speaking about the Kerkennah
Islands and to return there. Sfaxiens themselves, when the
summer comes, leave their city for Chaffar 30 km to the south or
Chebba 60 km to the north. There they have their huts at the edge
of the water and their villas. These two beaches became the
seaside resorts of the city. Other Sfaxiens cross the sea and taste
with the inexpressible charm of Kerkennah. But this city deprived
of pleasure beaches is the most coastal of the towns of Tunisia.
Its trade with the sea is of a particular nature whose nuances can
escape the most thorough analysis. First of all the physical. The
tidal phenomenon is very appreciable on these shallow coasts.
Daily they are deserted by the water over several hundred meters.
Man then takes possession of sea-bed thus released and plants
his fishing tackle there. We will return there. In the past, thanks to
this natural characteristic, "the galleys of the enemy had to hold
themselves”, we have seen, “several miles away."

In order to allow modern ships to approach this coast, it was
necessary at the end of the last century, to dig a basin and a three
kilometers long channel to reach open water. Since, from
enlargement to enlargement, a large harbor facility with many
basins and vast zones of warehouses was entirely gained from

and light, the best walk the sea along with also most of the modern city itself. The air

to make is along the
quays of the fish port.
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photograph renders it well: one indeed sees the banks detached
from the coast and projecting like pincers into the water from the
port.

This low coast with an uncertain outline senses the sea well,
feels the sea strongly! Here it is rich and fertile. Are we not on the
Petite Syrte, one of the places of the Mediterranean most full of
fish? Sfax is the city of fish. Figures attest to it: alone it produces
60% of fish in general and 75% of the shrimps in all of Tunisia.

But what do the figures mean? Can they express the place
which the fish has held in the life of Sfaxiens over the centuries?
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Leon the African, whom we quoted above, reveals to us at the
beginning of the 16™ century, that the ordinary fare of our townsmen
was made up of this famous soup of "sharés" (patacles: rock fish)
accompanied by barley bread. Today still, this dish is the preferred
dish of Sfaxiens; it identifies them, as much as their membership of
the city, in the eyes of the other Tunisians. Is it necessary it to go
back further in time and refer to a dish containing strongly salted fish
and strongly sweetened jam of dried grapes the recipe of which one
finds detailed in the writings of the famous Roman gastronome
Apicius, a contemporary of Tiberius and Augustus? The inhabitants of
Deep sea fishing ~ OUr City always appreciate this dish and prepare it especially on the
ttrr]aewr'ne;fincggiti;)‘ﬁfddsigfoccasion of the festival of Eid Es-Seghir which ends Ramadan.
the town. But let us not speak about fish and other seafood by rapid

descriptions, the subject is too important! Let us note as a preliminary
that what will follow concerns Sfaxiens as much as Kerkennians,
linked by the sea as long as the sea exists.
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99 WAYS OF CATCHING FISH

A proverb of the old Celestial Empire said that the Chinese
knew 99 ways to catch fish.

When someone asked why 99, the answer was: "if they knew
a hundred, then no fish would be left". Sfaxiens and Kerkennians
also know many tricks to catch fish. In the 10" century Ibn
Hawqual noted in connection with Sfax: "fish there are caught in
considerable abundance with the help of trays laid out in the
water so that catching them is easier."

A thousand years ago Ibn Hawqal described a method of
fishing which is still in use. These are the fixed fisheries whose
principle is very simple. It is done by encircling a certain extent of
water with artificial partitions so that on the return of the tide the
fish are pulled by the backward flow of the current to be caught in
nets laid out between these partitions. A fish trap is composed of

Panoramic view of the
ports. Visible in the
foreground are the

basins of the fishing port
and further away those
of the commercial port.
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To enter the port, the
modern ships ___a
channel of nearly
three kilometers
strictly marked.
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an axial fence which comes out from the shore following a
current already identified, and ends at two other fences in the
shape of a V which, in their turn, emerge in a closed space: the
capture chamber. In this chamber exits are arranged in which
bow nets are placed.

The late Andre Louis, of the White Fathers, listed in his
monumental thesis on Kerkennah a thousand fisheries. Some
fisheries have two or three capture chambers and a more
complex and more developed system of fences. There exist
inshore fisheries, d' others on the open sea... Around the islands
there are sometimes systems of traps which truly extend as far
as the eye can see and make the sea resemble a countryside
with the plants protected by hedges of palm fronds. The fisheries
are private property. They are sold, bought, rented, and inherited.
In the Arabic edition of this book, Ali Zouari quotes a will of from
the 16™ century in which fisheries are mentioned. One can clearly
see the territory of the ardh-land encroaching on the territory of
the bahr-sea, the shoreline does not form the usual boundary
between the land and the sea.

This reality has introduced into the mind and the language,
some important features. If you happen to accompany a Sfaxien
friend to the fish market, he will say to you as an expert: let us go
to the "fellahs". This word, which everywhere else in Tunisia and
in the Arab world means farmer, here in Sfax designates also the
coastal fishermen, the owners of fixed fisheries. Examples of this
ground-sea interaction are numerous. Let us mention the high
sea fishermen who during the olive pressing season - November
to March — put their boats on blocks and come to work in the oil
mills where the works manager is called a rais and the workmen
bahrias, two terms borrowed from the language of the sea.

Among the traditional techniques of fishing, the fixed fisheries
are certainly most widespread, the most spectacular, but there
are dozens of others; let us mention the mobile fisheries of which
most famous is the "gemma" which consists in encircling the fish
with screens which the fishermen attach to boats placed in circle.
Let us also mention the use of the floating nets and the
"demassa" on which fish are collected; frightened by the
fishermen they jump out of the water in their desperation to
escape.
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For the needs of fishing but also for carrying men and goods,
Kerkennians and Sfaxiens used the "loude," a flat-bottomed boat
and with weak draught (0,50 m), perfectly adapted to navigation
in shallow waters. Until the Fifties, one could see them rapidly
approaching the coast with their tilted mast and their
characteristic rectangular veil. It is regrettable that no specimen
The Gulf of Gabes — has been preserved. The loude was abandoned to the profit of
or ‘Petit Syrte’ —is . : " "
one of the places best tN€ more convenient and lighter "felucca”.
populated by fish in
th_e whole of the. SEAFOOD
'\t/'heeditricv?géa&"%ai';y Today fishing is modernized. The shipbuilding yards in the
great quantities of  city, heirs of a long tradition, manufacture trawlers which practice
fish. o . .
As for théssma” boats, d€€p sea fishing in the open sea. Sfax owes it to them for being
they reach the town  the premier fishing port of Tunisia. A factory processes for export
with the breeze at the . .
beginning of the  the famous royal shrimps of the Syrtes. Daily freezer wagons

afternoon and bring il - carry their fish cargo to the four corners of the country, so that

the most appreciated . ] . - )
fish from the fisheries. today the inhabitants of our city have difficulty adapting to the

new prices that fish have reached where they live.

But, even though they complain, they are still privileged people
from this point of view. Because, starting from March and until
October, in the two fish markets of the city, there is abundance. At
that time these markets are sight to be seen, particularly the
market of Bab Jebli at the northern gate of the city.
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It is necessary to be there about one o’clock. If you are an
acute observer, you will see the soul of the Sfaxien. On the
marble stalls are gathered the daurade (sea-bream), mulet
(grey mullet), serres, etc., which the trawlers brought back at
daybreak. The fishmongers are busy, their trade seems to
make good progress. But it will not escape you that, in the
mob some people will hardly move in front of these displays.
They are now a few dozen that seem to wait, a little tense,
regularly casting impatient glances towards the market

entrance. The fish port at the

Suddenly there is a commotion, broad baskets of fish have  beginning of the century,
. . . . . and the same port, today.
made their appearance. This will continue from now until the On the old photo one can

middle of the afternoon. This is the fish of the "fellahs" and the see a “loud” (pronounced
‘lood’), a small boat with

Kerkennian fishermen. a flat hull in black. Very
; i ; i typical of Sfax and
Some, in the general act|V|t>/, challenge the ffshgrmen with Kerkennah, the foud’ has
great cries. Others, regulars, with a subtle combination of almost totally disappeared
today.

glances and gestures, can obtain invaluable information from

a distance: the best rougets (red mullets) in the baskets of so-
and-so, the best mulets in those of so-and-so... etc. The fish
connoisseur will let the most impatient be served, then he will
make a tour of the merchants with whom he has already
exchanged signals. From the bottom of their baskets they will
draw for him from some splendid fish. He will thus assemble his

111



112

"marga" * item by item buying two rougets from one, from

another a mulet, at a third "sbares" for the soup... That can
take an hour. When it is fish, the Sfaxien, however hard-
working and punctual, always has timel!

To buy fish is an art. It is also knowing how to carry out a
conversation about fish. They enjoy telling the adventures of
their purchases. At the table, each part is commented on. It is
current to give during the meals the weight and especially the
price of this daurade, of that loup (wolf fish)... no one goes
without bothering the guests a little on the customs and habits
of our city.

There are few fish that one consumes throughout the year,
including the small pataclés (rock fish) of the famous soup. As
with fruit, each fish has its season, some are really appreciated
only a few days a year. This is the case with the labre (khoddir)
which becomes abundant during one week in April and then
disappears.

"When the vintage is ripe, eat marble and [saupe]" says the
proverb. Or: "With the first apricots eat rascasse” (rascasse =
rockfish).

The fish also has its festival at Eid Es-Seghir. Sfax is to our
knowledge the only town in the Maghreb in which on this
occasion one consumes salted fish accompanied by a sauce
containing dry grapes, fine spices and unrefined olive oil. This
combination while diverting for the novice palates is a
refinement which recalls the Chinese cooking, also capable of
such audacity. "Anywhere else”, says a Sfaxien, “they
consume fish, in our city fish is in a way an art of living!" Can
the Petite Syrte continue to bring to its coastal assets their
"maritime food".

The "passion” of the Sfaxiens for fish deserved mention,

(1) The word “marga” designates the various fishttinake up the meal and also the soup
with cumin prepared with pataclés. Elsewhere ini3iarand in the Arab world this word
refers to the sauce; what still provokes the anmisistonishment of the non-Sfaxiens today
when they hear one of our citizens ask someore fasket to go find his “sauce”



but it should not allow us to forget other products of the sea
which in the recent past had a great importance in the
economy of the city such as sponges and dried octopus.

The natural sponge has become a luxury item. In
Europe you cannot find a natural sponge outside the large
pharmacies or specialist stores.

In Sfax, young people, for convenience, are as satisfied
as everyone else with the products of the plastics industry.
But for their parents a session at the hammam is not
complete without the large and beautiful sea sponge! The

very abundant octopuses on these shallow sea beds are

fished at the end of spring and autumn. They are spread out
like linen over lines and left to dry. They are then assembled

in pairs and are braided in order to form these kinds of
rackets that one sees suspended in the front of the stores in
certain souks of the city. Even if they have escaped your

Fish traps offshore from
Kerkennah. Fences of
palm fronds fastened to
stakes sunk into the sea
bed direct the fish
towards the capture
chamber which one can
see in the middle of the

photograph.
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notice, your sense of smell will not miss them, with the discharge
of their violent smell.

Sfaxiens have a moderate consumption of octopus and other
seafood. Under the protectorate, dry sponges and octopuses
were the business of the Greek colony. Today these two
products are less evident in the city, but their economic
importance has not decreased... These days, octopuses are
exported as far as Japan!

"YA KARKANA YA KARKARA"!

One could not speak about Kerkennah anywhere else
besides in this chapter devoted to the sea, so important is the
role of the archipelago in the maritime life of our city and its area.
"Ya Karkana ya karana". Oh Kerkennah, which always brings us
back to you! This cry of the children of the island forced into
exile, this call sent to the bare and over-populated island, to the
island of craftsmen and clever fishermen... well-known
attachment to this land, poor certainly, but how hospitable.
Speaking about its population, J. Despois said that "it is one of
most characteristic, one of the most original and the most
pleasant in Tunisia".

Andre Louis, who devoted long and studious years to the
archipelago and undertook there a “new tour of the interior," has
forcibly clarified its maritime character in contrast to that of the
more land-based character of Jerba: "Kerkennah, an archipelago
of villages oriented towards the sea and which live only for the
sea; an archipelago isolated by the sand banks which surround
it; a poor and over-populated archipelago... In Kerkennah
everything relates to the sea.”

The archipelago comprises two principal islands: the largest
is Kerkennah which gave its name to the whole, and the second
in the south-west is called Mellita. Five other islets, uninhabited
and not very large, are scattered around the northern part of the
large island. The total surface area barely reaches 180 km?.

Kerkennah draws from its arid ground everything it is
possible obtain. In tiny gardens, the women - because the men



are often at sea - grow barley, olives, vines, figs, and especially
palms. A palm tree which gives dates of average quality and
excellent palm wine. It particularly provides the raw material for a
craft industry of baskets, bow nets, hurdles... necessary for the
fisheries and fishing. On the matter of the craft industry,
Kerkennians are also great specialists in the cord that they
manufacture from esparto. Most of the ropes, basket making and
traditional esparto manufacture found in the souks of Sfax come
from Kerkennah.

Kerkennah draws main part of its income from the sea. The
fishermen of the island sell their fish daily in Sfax. During two

seasons, octopuses and sponges bring an significant supplement The Sfaxien is a great
consumer of fish. He is

The fishing and especially the processing of the fish are a also a fine connoisseur.
i i i ' i To procure the freshest
specialty of the inhabitants of I' archipelago. fish he does not hesitate

The landscapes of the island are strikingly bare. No relief, to be on the quay and to
hardly some foothills, but above all this ochre, stony ground and fﬁ;igﬂﬁgﬂfﬁjgo"’} lt(l)Wr;g
on the horizon a section of sea out of which comes a sparse palm boats.
plantation, a distant relation - very distant — of the dense and rich
palm plantations of the oases.

This corner of ground, forgotten until recently by tourism
contractors, had its "enthusiasts" the first amongst them being the

children of the island that live on the continent or outside Tunisia.

115



Emigration is indeed a solid Kerkennian tradition. Kerkennians are
numerous in the big cities of the coast and especially in Sfax. But
it is difficult, in connection with this last colony, to speak of
emigration. Sfax is an extension of Kerkennah and vice versa, and
they have always lived in symbiosis even if a certain regional
competitiveness is detected. On both sides of the arm of the sea -
whose width does not exceed around 20 km - one finds two
branches of the same family. In addition, throughout history, we

There is a long tradition N@ve seen solidarity and the linking of their related economies.

of marine construction
in Sfax. Today, the city

Kerkennians "expatriate” well. They are numerous in public

produces medium size Office and they played a major role in the forming of Tunisian trade

boats for fishing on the
high seas and coastal
transport.
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unionism. Farhat Hached, martyr of the national cause, and
founder of the General Union of Tunisian Workers, is the most

eminent of the children of the Island. Some Kerkennians have
succeeded brilliantly overseas. Often, they began their life as
deep sea sailors. Such as this famous lawyer in Casablanca or
that American citizen who, as a child, left his native Kerkennah



and had hidden in the hold of a ship which set sail for the United
States.

Today incipient tourism has come to support a traditional
economy based on fishing and agriculture. This is regional
tourism, most of the holiday makers, it seems, being Kerkennians
themselves and Sfaxiens.

The island is an oasis of calm. Its beauty is subtle and
refreshing. There is a kind of gentle conspiracy of the elements
helping us relax, an easing of tension so necessary today when
we are so overworked and harassed.

A thousand-year-old land of culture, the island offers other

subtle discoveries: the remarkable ingenuity of the craftsmen, the
beauty of the female traditional costumes and in particular those
“tarifs,"” splendid red or black wool pieces embroidered with
exquisite taste, and the originality of the decoration of the simple
houses which manifests itself in the old ceilings made palm
trunks... etc.

MARITIME COMMERCE

The sea is also an open door to remote countries with which
the city has over the centuries woven quite close links and in
which it has had solid interests. Until recent times, as we have

The sponges and
octopus count
amongst the most
profitable products.
On the left, rackets
of dried octopus
hanging in a shop in
the city markets.
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Views of Kerkennah!
The archipelago barely
emerges from the sea,

seen, Sfaxiens crossed the desert with their caravans. They
could also confront the sea. But they should not be considered
in the same category as those "buccaneers of the sea," the
founders of trading posts. Their expansion was a pragmatic
expansion, diffuse, based primarily on person to person
relationships.

Through the invaluable collections of letters preserved at
Dar Jallouli, we see the tradesmen of Sfax and their relatives
or associates in the Middle East, anxious to know in detail the
progress of products in the various commercial towns (Cairo,
Alexandria, Istambul,...) and curious about their fluctuations.
Their messages are full of precise and detailed information.
The movement of pilgrims, or of the many Sfaxien students in
El-Azhar... creating a continuous shift of population which
greatly facilitated the circulation of information and goods.
Here is a case in point, an example of a passage taken from a
letter addressed in 1833, from Alexandria, by a student in El-
Azhar to his father in Sfax:

"... You informed us that you hold a quantity of almonds
and that your intention was of to embark on a boat which you
chartered... but Allah did not want this and you deferred the
voyage and used the boat of Sidi Hassen Magdiche... To date,
the aforementioned boat has not yet arrived... You inform us
that you deferred on the same boat a quantity of babouches
(Turkish slippers) that you shipped for Sidi Mahmoud
Sellami... You inform us that the "métis” in 45 costs at your
location (in Sfax) 140 piastres. You should know that this same
métis on our premises costs (in Alexandria) 45 piastres...
Almonds cost 3 piastres, the coriandre 3 piastres, oil 4 piastres
a measure. We sold our oil at the price of 4 piastres. Cloths

lazily extending its puny Which we received on behalf of Zahaf and from Sidi Ali Jellouli

palms and fields of figs.

Having avoided — for

were sold by our brothers who obtained 3,640 piastres for

how long? — the appetite them. But they have not sold the babouches; the price

of the ‘tour operators’,
the islands rest in an

oasis of calm and beauty.
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obtained is 10 piastres in sixty days... "
This literal translation does not need comment. The
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The folklore troupe of Kerkennah has brought horoeerthan one medal and gained more than one
Mediterranean heart. One of its most reputed insgnts, though not pictured here, is the T'bal and
their costume distinguishes itself by the white skith large pleats.
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document informs us about the operation of a primarily
opportunistic trade which makes fire from any wood.

It was under the reign of Hamouda Pasha (1783-1814) that
relations between Sfax and the Middle East made the greatest
strides. This prince had an Eastern policy and knew that only the
development of the east-west trade relations could contain the
European pressure. Sfaxien commercial activity would remain
important until the French conquest and would be maintained but
weaken until the beginning of the 20™ century.

Women play a very
important role in the
social and economic life
of the island.

On the photo from the le

one can see a Kerkennian

family in their garden, the
man is in the process of
assembling a net On the

photo on the right;
traditional headdress and
jewels.

Ali Zouari, from whom we borrow the core of our
knowledge on this question, has shown that our city practiced
a speculative trade. Products were stored and placed in
circulation according to the fluctuations of the market. Our
tradesmen, seeking profit, were fundamentally thrifty, to say
no more, (they receive enough in Sfax already!) but
succeeded in assembling sizeable fortunes. Several families
established branches in Cairo, Alexandria, even in Istanbul...
Ali Zouari has counted eighteen of them. Let us quote him:
Sellami, Miladi, Kamoun, Trabelsi, Siala, M'nif, Jellouli... etc.
The Eastern branches of these families always maintained
links with the mother family, even during the colonial period. In
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the two senses some interests remain. In a letter, which
goes back only about thirty years (1948), the Omar El
Hakim, a citizen of Sfax, writing to the French Consul in
Ankara (Tunisia was not independent) for to inform him
that the lady Fatma lbres, a Turkish citizen but of Sfaxien
origin, had a share in a inheritance... etc.

| believe personally that Mustapha and Adel
Abdenasser, half-brothers of President Nasser, and living
currently in exile (voluntary | believe) in Tripoli, that their
mother is a Sfaxien from Alexandria. She is from the
Gherab family which gave Sfax the poet Ali Gherab. One of
the children of this family made a colossal fortune in Cairo
in the 18" century. On this subject, Ali Zouari is preparing
for us some revelations for which we wait impatiently. We
translate hereafter a passage from his chapter on the trade
of Sfax with the Levant, which brings us some very
valuable supplementary information. ... Ahmed Charfi and
Abderrahmen Baccar who presided over the Cheikhat of
the Maghrebians at El Azhar were most well known among
the Sfaxiens who played a major role in the cultural and
scientific life in Egypt...

The Sfaxien colony in Egypt was distributed between
Cairo and Alexandria. Some of its members were also
based at Damanhour, Enrachiat and Domiat for the needs
of their trade. By the 19" century Alexandria had become
an important commercial town and strongly attracted the
Sfaxiens who, throughout the 18" century has been
installed in Cairo. This is how Alexandria became one of
the principal bases of the Sfaxien and Djerbian traders.
From there they operated in the direction of Syria, Turkey
and the Greek islands. The Sfaxien traders gathered in:
souks reserved for the Maghrebians, more especially in
"the oukala of soap" and the "souk of the charcoal makers"
in Cairo, the “oukala di charbaji" (drink merchants) and the



"souk of Tunisians" in Alexandria. As long as this Eastern
trade remained prosperous the relations between these
tradesmen and their mother city were renewed daily. As
much as associations, they acted as representatives or
simply students who provided occasional help... a sales
network extended for the city which applied its instructions
to the letter because Sfax was the organizer and manager
of this colony, and the bank into which the commercial
products flowed before their redistribution... ".

In second half of the 19" century the European
economic penetration in the southern Mediterranean
countries seriously obstructed east-west trade. Colonial
occupation condemned it to disappearance and after the
First World War it ceased completely. But relations
between the Sfaxiens of Egypt, now fully Egyptian
themselves, and their original families were maintained in
spite of the isolation which was the consequence of foreign
occupation.

After the independence of Tunisia, some returns to the
fold were recorded, and the Sfaxien families discovered
with astonishment that their descendants came straight out
of those Egyptian films which they were crazy about.

With the economic development of independent
Tunisia, the Petite Syrte saw other ports thriving: Skhira,
80 km to the south of Sfax, by which Algerian and Tunisian
oils were exported, Gabés became a great industrial center
with the important chemical complexes. Limited spirits
thought that these new ports would reduce the maritime
importance of Sfax. They simply forgot an elementary
economic principle which holds that prosperity is general or
there is none. The following figures confirm it: in 1960, the
full number of the ships (entering and leaving) reached
1,856 in Sfax, the total of their tonnage was of 2,463,000
tonnes. In 1976, these figures respectively amounted to

123



124

3,599 ships and 7,685,000 tonnes. As for the importing of
goods, it went from 295,000 tonnes in 1960 to 1,021,000
tonnes in 1976 and exports from 1,725,000 tonnes to
2,278,000 tonnes.

It is important to note that the port of Sfax carries in
tonnage nearly 55% of total Tunisian exports, if oil is
excluded. It is the port for phosphates from Gafsa and
exports about half of the Tunisian salt produces nearby in
the important salt-water marshes of the city. It is of course,
the port of export for olives oil. The birth of new industries
has enriched the range of goods exported as much as it
has for imports.

It appears obvious then, that the maritime vocation of our

city finds in modern Tunisia a field favorable for its confidence
and its development. The sea which played such an important
part in the historical development of Sfax and which made its
mark firmly on the life and mentality of Sfaxiens is still an
inexhaustible source of wealth for them.



From Today To Tomorrow

"... One can indeed say that the GREATER-SFAX Master Plan
traces, for this city, an urban fabric that is practically
European: from the buildings in the center, residential

areas on the periphery, industrial parks and an
abusive use of the car.
This planning is due mainly to the major changes

which our current activity experiences which regretfully

abandons its traditional values to replace them
with Western values which are often called
into question by Europeans themselves".

(From the speech of a technical
manager in a meeting in Sfax)
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At the heart of th In 1895 Sfax counted 45,000 inhabitants, today it has five
modern town, in front of times as many, and in the year 2000 it will have multiplied its
the City Hall and the . . . o
equestrian statue of  POPUlation by eleven compared to 1895, at which time it is
szﬁféd‘igfe%ﬁzf%‘ggsé : envisaged that it would reach a half a million inhabitants. All the
which the photograph has problems of the city are contained in these figures.
S“@ﬁf}%ﬂf‘; igi;r?gtf“;ing How has it passed from the small peaceful and harmonious
modern automobile.  City to the swarming city undergoing radical transformation that
we know today? How will it take shape by the horizon of 20007?

To see this clearly, an effort creditable was made; it led to
the development of a master plan for greater Sfax. Two
hundred and fifty meetings of which some were with the
townspeople, hundreds of studies, files, plans, charts... to
analyze, quantify and understand sheltered from the daily
pressure. The objective is to avoid the town finding itself at a
dead end, and to be facing insoluble problems tomorrow.
Because tomorrow is not far away. Sfax of the 21% century is
already taking shape on the ground, its seed is in the expansion
of today. But is the city taking the right way?

Approved in March 1977 by the relevant ministries, the
master plan became the legal instrument and technique for the
management of the future. Those who with enthusiasm were
charged the task, are not happily optimistic. They know how
much tenacity is needed to impress a new orientation upon a
city, when it often upsets current practices, imposes restrictions
and touches on vested interests. But that such a plan exists is,
in itself, an initial victory. The gamble which remains to be won
is sizeable, but nothing says that the active civic population of
Sfax is not up to the measure of what History demands of it.

To grasp the importance of the stake it is necessary for us
to analyze the elements which compose greater Sfax today, the

problems with which it is faced and the solutions suggested.
THE MEDINA OF TOMORROW: MYTH OR REALITY?

On the aerial photographs, the medina is this small
monolithic rectangle wedged in between the modern districts,
the suburbs and the old cemeteries which have recently been
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The governorate of Sfax is installed in this bdaubuilding that was originally the seat of therfaus Sfax-Gafsa
Company of Phosphates. This facade is made ofdhe ffom Gabes, cut by craftsmen of the town givin
evidence that the architect had acquired a goosgspgref the local art.
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given over to urbanization. In figures, we have already
mentioned, that represents: 25 hectares, 11,000 inhabitants and
approximately 4,000 craftsmen.

In other cities the planners are always trying to encroach on
the old city. They would like to demolish the deteriorating parts,
to push through an avenue, to create an green area... In Sfax
the medina is so clearly and so firmly established that it appears
impossible to consider that. The question is not raised about
whether or not it is necessary to preserve it; it is there,

~ obviously, eternally. At least one dares to hope so! Moreover,
The town of Sfax is . . . .
classed third in the  there is the chance to keep an important part of its original
world for the number of nopylation without having to be concerned about the
bicycles and mopeds. . . . .
The widespread usage €Stablishment of relatively recent immigrants.
of this means of The number of the inhabitants is 400 a hectare, whereas for
locomotion is another . . ] .
testimony tothe  the medina of Tunis it is 510, and the number is as high as 600
practical sense that ¢, that of Damascus. Those that live there today like its calm

characterizes the ) i o o
Sfaxien. and its "ambiance," they are satisfied with its generally cramped
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dwellings and the relative comfort they offer. They belong to
the lower middle class and they are the majority. The more

wealthy people who have large and beautiful houses as well as

the vast jnens tend to give up the double residence and
choose to live in the suburbs. They give up their middle-class
homes which often remain empty or they adapt them for use
other than as a dwelling.

The middle classes and the popular classes are
sociologically the crucial factor for the future of the medina in
regards to habitat, at least in the current phase of urban
development. They have an unquestionable aptitude for the
improvement of their standard of living but, obviously, they do
not have the means. That is visible in the street: a frontage
which should be plastered is only rough-cast with lime, a door
which is threatening to rot away is patched with small
makeshift planks... The general state of the building however
is not very dilapidated, nowhere does one observe the

This large market was
constructed twenty years
ago to the north of the
ramparts, and is perfectly

integrated into its
environment. Itis an
extension of the medina,
which can be seen behind it.
In the foreground, the
cupola of the new mosque of
Sidi Lakhmi
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spectacle of blocks of houses threaten to fall into ruin, of rotted
walls or the accumulation of refuse of any kind... Perhaps a
program of assistance which allowed the inhabitants to benefit
from available funds would be enough to encourage a rapid
improvement of the habitat. Better maintenance of the street
network by those responsible in the municipality and the more
significant matter of investment in infrastructure is also necessary.
The residential districts of the medina would then become
completely satisfactory and the city would thus preserve part of its
housing stock at the moment when it faces a housing shortage.

The large and beautiful houses deserted by their owners are
threatened, especially when they are located near the commercial
streets. The temptation of high rents encourages their complete
transformation into shops or workshops for which they were not
conceived. Thus one sees, more and more, patios and their
columns, their ceramic tiling and their door frames of keddal, now
opening directly on to the street to receive more or less
satisfactorily the shelves and shop windows. But most often the
owners demolish these splendid residences to build stores in their
place. Far from the commercial centers, many these middle-class
residences are generally transformed into workshops for shoe-
makers or into warehouses.

In the medina of Sfax this is producing a phenomenon
common to most historical centers which have experienced a
rapid development of the tertiary sector. Because of its central
location, the medina strengthens and extends its commercial and
artisanal vocation, it becomes the principal commercial district of
greater Sfax, and also the single center of crafts production, the
importance of which we have seen elsewhere.

[On the other hand it loses its wealthy population, who are
only able to invest properly in the maintenance of an appreciable
part of the park of houses, and it also loses its other functions]. It
no longer has cultural activities in the medina if the museum of
Dar Jellouli and its new exhibition room are excluded. As for
administrative offices, there are none: from this point of view,
everything happens elsewhere.



What do we think of this evolution? Is it good? Is it bad? It is
clear that the changes involved especially in what town planners
call "housing volume” do not always move in the desired direction.
It is not without sadness that one observes the demolition of
masterpieces and sees stores built in their place that are ugly and
without a soul! It is also clear that in a market economy, the law of
supply and demand creates a dynamic that is always difficult to
redirect, and even less to halt.

But perhaps is necessary to place oneself in a historical
perspective and to tell oneself that the important thing is that the
medina as an urban whole comprising the valuable heritage that
we have described, can be safeguarded because it testifies to our
past and because there is this solid bond which attaches us to it
and prevents us from cutting us our roots.

It is also necessary to consider things from the point of view of
the future and, while referring to examples from the historical
centers of Western Europe, being in a position to imagine that in a
few decades the economic development, the evolution of the
other parts of the city, and cultural progress will cause within an
intellectual and artistic elite, a renewal of interest for the medina.

It would be better, then, if those of our children or grandchildren

In the central market
fruits and vegetables
coming from the jnens
and bouras but also
from other regions of

Tunisia
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From the roof of the City Hall, a view over Averiedi
Chaker extends as far as Bab Diwan.
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who want to live there find the houses of their ancestors as
little transformed as possible, having kept their carved
woodwork, their stones and their ceramics... Let us give them
confidence, they will be able to rediscover in these residences
their old splendor and will perpetuate an inheritance without
which we would be of no account amongst the other people.

This is why the measures of conservation are of major
importance in the current phase of the history of the city. Is the
medina developing its marketing and manufacturing activity?
Very good! But it should do it as with respect for an
irreplaceable architectural heritage. The two things are not
irreconcilable. What is needed is imagination and authority.
This is an historical responsibility which Sfaxiens and their
leaders should not shirk.

THE MODERN DISTRICTS

The modern city develops the checkerboard of its streets
between the medina and the port. It is an vain city which is
striking in the mixture of architectural types even if somewhat
monotonous in the part close to Bab Diwan, built after the
demolitions of the second world war.

The great number of squares and gardens creates
pleasant links between the various styles which go from neo-
Mauresque, like the very beautiful Municipality or the
Governor’s Palace, with the avant-garde architecture
illustrated particularly by the Central Bank building. As regards
urban landscapes our city is a success!

From Bab Diwan and the always busy Avenue Hédi
Chaker, one finds a beautiful view of the Municipality and the
equestrian statue of President Bourguiba. The heart of the city
is there with its most famous cafés and their terraces, its
cinemas and theatre, its library and Malouf club (Andalusian
classical music) etc. The regional radio occupies the old post
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office building while waiting to move into sizeable modern and
functional buildings.

Here the activity is continuous, but it also has its busy
periods. Upon the departure from schools and offices, the
opening of Bab Diwan, in spite of its four doors, becomes
congested. The ends of the afternoon are favorable for
dawdling, which as good Mediterraneans the Sfaxiens much

appreciate. By twos, threes or fours pedestrians endlessly pace

the "Avenue".

As in each medium-sized town, certain cafés are the
appointment of accustomed groups which make true clubs of
them. Each one of these groups acquires habits and forges a
humor, even a language, which is proper for it. Sometimes an
inner room in the café is used as quasi-private place for these
friendly reunions and such small rooms adjacent to a central
café call themselves pompously "salon bleu”. Teachers,
businessmen and of political personalities sometimes, find

Between the buildings of
quite varied styles, the
gardens, numerous in the
modern quarters, provide
pleasant meeting places.
The terraces of the cafes
are a place of meeting
where the latest political

information is exchange:
but there is also much
interest in the progress of
oil, almonds, and
business deals are also
concluded here.
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themselves there to disputing ‘Homeric’ parties of Belote or
"chich-bich" !

The modern districts are the seat of all the administrative
and cultural activities. Large businesses and an important
commercial sector (large showrooms, furniture, household
electricals, etc...) are also found there. It is also in the middle
of the city, near the port, where the phosphates railway ends,
that the artificial fertilizer machines were built. It forms a major
complex with the phosphate warehouses and the impressive
loading ramps for the ore. On the other side of the port there
are also some industrial plants and the vast basins of the salt
works...

One way or the other over the last fifty years the medina
developed two suburbs: that of Picville where the machine
shops gather and all electricity and household electrical
workshops, and that of Moulinville with a more residential feel.

Today modern city and the medina constitute the urban
core of greater Sfax. They are the target of a population
distributed over a vast half-circle more than 10 kms in radius.
This means that for an major portion of the inhabitants, the
outward journey to work, to make an office visit, to go to the
cinema or a conference, to make purchases... means to make
the voyage towards this narrow space which occupies the
center of the half-circle.

BREAKING THE EXCESSIVE CENTRALITY

On the ground, this irrefutable fact results in the
convergence into Bab Jebli of ten roads with, generally, no
communication or poor communication between them. In
general, if from one point in the half-circle one wants to go to
another point, it is necessary to pass through the center. This
represents the double inconvenience of lengthening the
distance and blocking the centre of town.

One of the main aims of the developers is precisely to



Light, relaxation, and joy of life on the terrackaohotel in the heart of the city.
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Sfax does not count
amongst the great
tourist regions of

Tunisia. But the needs

of the town in tourist
facilities grow and
new hotels are

springing up.
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break the vice of this excessive centrality by reorganizing traffic
through the organization of a network of "rocades” (ring roads),
"radial roads" , "slip roads" and other transportation routes. But
urban professionals know the weight of habit and acquired
reflexes and they are realistic enough to understand that it is not
enough to create new roads to restructure a city. They also
propose to reconsider the relationship between the city and its
suburbs.

We spoke above about the extension of the suburban habitat
in the belt of the jnens and some of the consequences. In losing
their rural character the jnens became a suburb-dormitory. There
is no industrial activity there, and there is no longer any true
agricultural activity... Some small groupings of services manage
to exist, primarily of trade and a little craft industry in the
"merkezs".

Moreover the extension of the zone of private homes is made
along convergent roads leaving between them a type of semi-rural



zone, so that today, the suburban habitat extends without
homogeneity over thousands of hectares. One imagines the
difficulty and the cost of the equipment and services in these
spaces, which represent the three-quarters of the surface of
greater Sfax.

The problem becomes complicated by the presence of a
buffer zone of "rbats" between the center and the suburbs. This
word indicates highly-populated and poor districts in which an
important part of the population is originating from the interior or
from the Kerkennah islands. Here the question of equipment and
services assumes a intensity that one can easily imagine.

So what must be done to engage a energy able to bring into a
being a new balance between the town centre and its vast
suburbs?

The specialists advise working in two directions: to encourage
the concentration of the suburban habitat within a zone close to
the center (limited by ring no. 5) and to create, starting from the
most important merkezs, urban satellites in the suburbs for which
a particular strain of sociocultural infrastructure would be
authorized. And above all, to safeguard the green zone of the
jnens, regarded as an essential inheritance of the city and to stop
its anarchistic urbanization. We must sincerely hope for the
success of such broad and ambitious measures, because today
Sfax has great need of it. If the modern districts and the medina
are beautiful and pleasant, an distressing anarchy reigns in the
remainder of the city. There is building activity everywhere, the
city is a vast building site, it is like an orchestra which has lost its
conductor.

THE WEIGHT OF INDUSTRY

In the search for a new balance, for greater Sfax, another
factor is going to carry weight. This is the development of
industries and industrial districts. Today Sfax is the second
industrial center of the country, but it comes far behind Tunis. In
1973, the value of industrial production was estimated at 30
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million dinars compared with 235 million for the capital. Some think
that Sfax should have experienced a more thorough
industrialization during the twenty last years. Today there are 1,200
workers in the chemical industry and manufacturing industries
employ 5,000 people. If the fertilizer industry is left out, the majority
of the companies are low in size (between 20 and 50 employees)
and are distributed between two industrial parks, one northeast of
the city, the other southwest.

Even if a resistance to polluting industries is observed - and
comprehensible - the city plans to continue its industrialization with
firmness and decision. They intend to create 8,000 industrial jobs
during the fifteen next years. But what place does the economic
strategy on the national scale envisage for Sfax for the horizon of
20007 One thing is certain: the past, the competence and sense of
initiative which characterizes Sfaxiens, allows us much hope for the
industrial future of the city and its region.

The developers of the city share this optimism. They place an
important role on future factory sites and envisage the
strengthening of the two current industrial parks. They plan also the
shift towards the coast of the railway route which today blocks the
city and creates inextricable and sometimes dramatic problems in
its busiest districts.

ELEMENTS OF A PORTRAIT

In what precedes, we have been interested in the various
sectors of the city, the green areas, the traffic, the industrial
districts, etc. We have tried, following the specialists, to measure
the changes, to pronounce a diagnosis and to propose solutions.
The task was relatively easy.

But it will be more difficult to grasp in its complexity the
essential agent of these changes: man, and in this case, Sfaxiens.
And at the end of this book we will not resist the temptation to
outline a portrait of the latter. The effort is perilous because there is
a great variety life styles in our city (1) and the changes are rapid.

(1) Until a recent time certain inhabitants of filnens were true country folk sharing their
lives between the olive trees and the orchards.nénee of “Bouaziz” indicates this
portion of the population which has very broad ectt in the city. The Bouaziz is a little
like an Auvergnat (resident of Auvergne, Franae: & simple countryman) of Sfax and
everyone has a Bouaziz story to tell.
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In addition a portrait could not be representative of the
population of a whole city. But in spite of that it appeared useful to
us to clarify the fundamental character traits of the Sfaxien at the
risk of being cursory and of offending sensibilities.

To undertake this delicate task we could not rely on a study of
social psychology nor on an opinion survey. Neither of them exist.

The interior of the
central post office. O
the wall in the
background, a fresco
by the artist Ammar
Farhat.

'One night, the wife of Bouaziz hears a robber etie room. Frightened, she whispers in her

husband's ear: “A robber! A robber!”
"Yes, yes!" says Bouaziz, hiding his head undepitlaav.
The robber seizes a splendid new wool blanket.
"He took our new blanket," said the woman!
"Yes, yes!" says Bouaziz.
"Let him! It does no harm to wait!"
The robber opens the trunk, and takes the jewels.
"He took my jewels," said the woman.
"Yes, yes! Let him! It does no harm to wait!"
The robber silently completes his work and leaves.
The next day Bouaziz goes down downtown and reiith® evening.

"I found the robber!" He says triumphantly to higex"He was selling this that he had stolen
from us. But frankly he is not very clever. Youvkiioat this idiot sold for twenty dinars a cover

which had cost us thirty!"
Infuriated, the woman asks him: "But what did yo®'d

"You know," answered Bouaziz, "I stared so stromgjlyim that he could only lower his eyes and

take himself off.” "
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Automatic loading
ramp for the
phosphates in the
commercial port.
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Reduced to trusting our own intuition we have, to counteract our
subjectivity, subjected elements of this portrait to the opinion of
Sfaxien and non-Sfaxien friends.

Sfaxien is in general serious and conscientious. He is
appreciated in public office and one trusts him as a craftsman or
merchant out of his city. The heir of a long artisanal tradition he is
indeed clever and skilful with his hands. He has the taste of
"finished" work. In Tunis, Sfaxiens succeed fully in mechanics,
electricity, heating, plumbing, joinery, etc. Throughout Tunisia they
have the reputation of being excellent masons and the word "Sta"
by which other Tunisians mock them, means ‘master mason.’

The Sfaxien also has business sense. One is astonished in
Tunis and elsewhere to see how, coming from nothing, such a
blacksmith, such a fabric merchant, such a carpenter... manage
to enlarge their establishment and quickly thrive. But their
determination, their tenacity and their thorough sense of economy



Sunset over the port.
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explain such successes. The Sfaxien has the reputation indeed, of

being very close to his sous. He is quickly considered miserly but,

upon discovering in him the "jovial fellow" who deprives himself of

nothing, the other Tunisians consider that he is rather sparing and

only intends to give up a millime when the quid pro quo is evident.

This behavior is real and general enough. One can find it in

Sfaxiens that are in charge of sizeable fortunes. To understand, it

is enough to remember that the presence of Sfax thriving today in

a zone of arid steppes cannot be explained without a tight grasp

on profit, often small profit, and without the frugality of Sfaxiens

throughout the centuries (1).

On the other hand we agrees to the idea that a great

brotherhood connects Sfaxiens to each other. Sfaxien would Weaving factory.

prefer as associates, collaborators and suppliers from amongst Industrial textiles is the
. . . . . technological extension

other Sfaxiens. Some find this solidarity rather extreme and regret o a long and solid

what they call a " excessive regionalism". To which the Sfaxiens artisanal tradition.

The shoe industry, which
develops rapidly in Sfax,
also revives the city while a
leather crafts trade still

prospers.
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A recent industrial
development: the

factory produces pipes

answer that it is natural to trade with confidence in those who are
close, and they recall that what is true for them is no less true for
the other cities and regions of Tunisia.

In the same order ideas, it is not rare to here it said that Sfax is
a "closed city," and that it is difficult "to enter the Sfaxien milieux."
But those that cross this obstacle will swear by the city and its
inhabitants. [Corresponding with people in all sincerity, our city can
only attract or completely reject].

The consequence of these character traits is a very strong
attachment of Sfaxiens to their city and its habits and this, whatever
its degree of evolution. Very recently, invited by a group of Sfaxiens
who were at the winter sports, under a heavy alpine sky, a friend
was surprised to see a smoking "marqua” (‘charcoal grill’) being
used for the dinner, prepared with fresh "sbares" and barley bread
which had come directly from Sfax.

in synthetic materials. (1) Les Djerbiens qui en matiére d'apreté au gdidesfrugalité n'ont de lecons a
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Constantinois et ailleurs mais n'ont pas réussira@anter a Sfax.



This attachment is not without a certain pride, a pride that no
one finds excessive. Pushing the analysis further, some consider
that this pride hides a lack of confidence which would explain why
Sfaxiens in certain fields - in particular the politics — are not very
aggressive. They propose for example that in many fields, in
particular technical and economic fields, Sfaxiens occupy the high
level responsibilities but seldom the senior responsibility which is
generally political. From there, to assert that the city does not play
in politics a part equal to the measurement of its economic Young girls represent
importance [is only a step to be taken.] 42% of the primary scho
. Lo . population and 38% of tr
Of a practical and realistic spirit, more related to the concrete = ‘secondary. The role
and immediate achievements, the Sfaxien would be not very played by women in the
) o i ] ST social and cultural life of
idealistic and would only form an interest relating to the initiatives  the town continues to

and companies of general usefulness and in the intellectual and develop.

artistic speculations. And if it is true that the rate of schooling in
the city is one of the highest in the country and that in scholastic
achievement it regularly records the highest percentages, it
should be noted that it is the scientific, economic, and commercial
disciplines as well as management that mostly attract the young
Sfaxiens. This is clear confirmation of a vocation which results in
Sfaxien contractors having an major presence in industry and
trade at the national level.
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The city has multiplied the gardens and has regamihstructed a
fine swimming pool which includes two pools andcitan
accommodate 1,500 spectators.
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The new buildings of
the Faculty of
Medicine, which in
1979-1980 had 588
male & female
students.
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With all the economic occupations in which it finds
satisfaction and fulfillment, Sfaxiens would be less occupied
in culture. Sfaxien artists and researchers reckon that they
deserve more support from their public especially since this
public now includes a greater number of academics. Let us
note in addition that Sfax remains on the margin of the
festivals which, each summer, animate several areas in
Tunisia. The lack of interest in culture in the European
sense of the term is undeniable; it is however compensated
by a cultural life in the anthropological sense, the richness
of which we have seen, and not only in the places of work.

It is fair, however, to mention that the regional radio is
an interesting source of cultural production. One finds in the
well-researched and pleasant broadcasts this taste for work
done well which, in the absence of genius, is a guarantee of
quality.

Some think that the cultural life would have been more
active and more rich in Sfax if not for the continuous exodus
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of its elite. The same would apply to the economic life. It seems
that our city retains only a small percentage of its academics, with
Tunis, the capital exerting a strong attraction, undoubtedly
because of its cultural energy. How much more is it necessary to
conclude that if our city is wanting to realize a rapid and
harmonious development during the decades to come, it ought to
give cultural activities an important place?

IN FIFTY YEARS

Throughout this book, we have tried to acquaint the reader
with the many facets of the Sfaxien metropolis. Whenever
possible we have sought for the continuation of the ancient
practices in the present reality, and we have attempted to bring to
light the present through its historical origins. But our approach
was not that of a historian. We wanted to grasp the present in its
complexity while at the same time maintaining a distance which
makes it possible to speak from the point of view of the future. To
do that it has been necessary to make frequent reference to the
past.

Because at the end of this book the question which deserves
to be posed is this: In about fifty years, when our city approaches
a million inhabitants what will remain of the small town of 45,000
inhabitants that we have evoked on several occasions? What will
remain of it in human terms and at the urban level?

The city, will it evolve — this is usual, alas! — towards a
modern, well managed city, clean but... banal? Or will it be able to
occur in such a way as to be a change for the better while at the
same time preserving its personality?

And what does it mean to "preserve its personality"? The
answer to this last question is not easy. Perhaps at first it will be
necessary to ensure the future preservation of two essential
components of historic Sfax: the medina and jnens. If in fifty years
the green belt of jnens has entirely disappeared, and if some of
the changes that we are witnessing today persist, then the medina

The most recent of the
mosques of the town,
Sidi Lakhmi, is
constructed to the north
of the ramparts. The
architect who was
visibly inspired by the
strength and the shapes
of the mosque of Okba
in Kairouan, proposes
here an creditable effo
to renew the religious
architecture. One can't
avoid noticing that the
massive structure
poorly accommodates
the fragile elegance of

thA minarAai
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would lose its form and its architectural heritage... and Sfax would
become a city without a heart, an ordinary city.

As for us, we prefer to imagine Sfax of the 21° century as a
vast modern metropolis in which green areas would introduce
variety and love of life, and in the middle of which the medina, the
historical centre, would form an oasis of calm and beauty. In this
Sfax, the inhabitants would continue to have the melodic accent
and strong diphthong which is so unique to them, their preferred
dish would remain fish soup with cumin, their practical sense and
their faculty for adaptation would still be acute. In the Tunisia of
tomorrow, rich in the variety of its regions, Sfax will be then, as it
is today, a city distinguished by the force of its personality.
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