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A glance at the titles on the “Arts-Morocco” bookshelf on a recent trip to the Arab World Institute in Paris gives some indication of the current popularity of Moroccan arts among French enthusiasts of “ethnic” decoration and interior design: Vivre au Maroc, L’Art du Thé au Maroc, Interieurs Marocains, L’Art de Vivre au Maroc, Maroc: un Art de Vivre….  These 

books, packed with vibrant color photographs of Moroccan interiors and decorative arts, are accompanied by a number of galleries, shops and exhibition stands where Moroccan arts are sold to a Parisian public thirsty for a sense of “elsewhere” (ailleurs).  This popularity of Moroccan arts is not a new phenomenon; Moroccan carpets, ceramics, leatherwork and other arts have been sold to a broad public since the early days of the French protectorate.  This paper will explore the marketing and consumption of Moroccan arts in Paris using both ethnographic field data on the contemporary market for these arts and historical research on the development of a “taste” for Moroccan arts in the early twentieth century.  By examining how Moroccan arts have been shaped by specific historical contexts and patterns of consumption, the paper disrupts common understandings of these arts as timeless products of traditional artisanship.

Recent scholarship on colonial policy and Moroccan craft industries has investigated in more detail French efforts to codify and standardize the production of Moroccan arts through craft schools and workshops that were part of larger protectorate-era strategies of control (Irbouh 2005).  In this paper I am more concerned with the development of a market, and a “taste,” for the arts produced in conjunction with these policies; and with the continued popularity of Moroccan arts in France today.  Leora Auslander has pointed to the category of taste as one that has been important to French national identity since as early as the seventeenth century, and argues that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries France “competed economically through taste” at a time when other nations were able to produce products more efficiently or cheaply (Auslander 1996: 25).  Taste (goût), as opposed to fashion (mode), “was deemed eternal, divorced from time and place, and from power” (Ibid. 399).  Of course, as Auslander herself argues, taste and power are intimately intertwined.  This essay draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s argument that “...art and cultural consumption are predisposed, consciously and deliberately or not, to fulfil a social function of legitimating social differences” (Bourdieu 1984: 7).  However, while Bourdieu looks primarily at patterns of consumption that mark social differences, this essay examines the processes of production and promotion that have shaped the “taste” for Moroccan arts.  How did products of Moroccan craftsmanship, originally produced and used by those at the lowest echelons of the colonial hierarchy, come to be valued as “art” appropriate for decorating the homes of the French bourgeoisie?  What kinds of meanings were attached to these arts by the protectorate officials involved in their production and marketing, and how have those meanings changed in the post-colonial setting? My analysis draws on articles written by officials of the protectorate-era Native Arts Service (Service des Arts Indigènes), as well as exhibit and product catalogues published between 1917 and 1939, to reveal specific strategies used in the process of developing a taste for Moroccan arts in France.  I also use recent ethnographic research to reflect on the contexts and discourses that shape the consumption of Moroccan arts today.  Further research would be necessary to present an in-depth historical survey of these developments from 1917 to 2006.  My goal here is to describe a few key moments in the development of a taste for Moroccan arts in France so as to reveal some of the dynamics that have shaped these “traditional” arts.

1917: L’Art Marocain

In an essay to accompany a 1944 exhibit at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs entitled L'Influence coloniale sur le décor de la vie française, Maurice Besson writes:

It seems that from all these exports a taste (goût) has been born in France.  It has taken such shape that there is no department store that has not augmented its “China and Japan” department with a colonial section.  There they sell Berber or Indochinese carpets, Annamite bronzes, Malagasy wood, Annamite basketry. (Besson 1944: 47-8) 

The “taste” for the colonial described by this author was the product of a long history of French exploration, colonization, and importation that made foreign products from ebony to coffee to carpets an integral part of daily life in France.  Besson traces these products and the taste for the exotic all the way back to the Middle Ages, to crusaders and merchants who brought back cloth, arms, silver, and tapestries from the Levant and further east.  Moroccan arts had been brought to France long before the establishment of the French protectorate over the country in 1912, and were one part of the 18th and 19th century fashion for orientalist decoration in both private homes and public places.  In these spaces, arts from (or inspired by) Turkey, Persia, the Levant and North Africa were gathered together, collapsing both space and time into an orientalist fantasy out of the Thousand and One Nights. 

The popularity of this style of decoration eventually spread from the cultural elite to a broader segment of the population, but the orientalist vogue waned by World War I, and the post-war ascendance of a modernist design aesthetic made interiors evoking an orient of luxury and fantasy a thing of the past (Hammadi and Dumont 1988: 39).  This shift was accompanied by a shift in the understanding of North African arts, which were by then firmly entrenched in a new colonial reality.  Moroccan arts began to be exhibited and sold as evidence of the successful policies of the French protectorate, which very early established its interest in “renovating” traditional Moroccan arts.  This work was predicated on the marketability of these arts, and thus included efforts to sell them to new publics in Morocco and beyond.  This meant both creating a taste for Moroccan arts through exhibitions and fairs, and adapting Moroccan arts to the needs of the modern consumer.  Art historian Roger Benjamin argues that this conjuncture resulted in an “associationist aesthetics” that “recognized unique indigenous traditions but hoped to see them fruitfully adapted to European uses” (Benjamin 2003: 215).  The efforts of the Native Arts Service ultimately resulted in both preserving traditional techniques and designs associated with Morocccan arts and creating new forms for those arts that would allow them to be incorporated into the modern home, not limited to an orientalist-style decorative fantasy. 

The policies of the Native Arts Service that gave rise to this “associationist aethetics” developed in tandem with the associationist policies of governance promoted by Morocco’s first Resident General, Marshal Louis Hubert Gonzalve Lyautey.  In 1913, one year after being appointed to head the new protectorate in Morocco, Lyautey commissioned a report on the state of traditional Moroccan arts.  This report, by Jean Gallotti, indicated that local manufacture was increasingly threatened by cheaper imports from Europe, leading to a loss of expertise and a decline in quality (Benjamin 2003: 202).  The French administration began collecting examples of older (generally eighteenth and early nineteenth century) models of traditional arts – carpets, embroidery, leatherwork, pottery and ceramics, tiles, woodwork – and put on an exhibition that provided “an already complete picture of indigenous production” in Casablanca in 1915 (Baldoui 1941: 4).  In the same year museums of Moroccan art were opened in Rabat and Fez, gathering together “the most beautiful and most characteristic models” of Moroccan arts (Ibid.).  

The collections displayed in these museums, which were later opened in Meknes and Marrakesh as well, were meant to serve as examples for artisans to imitate and as references for those working for the Native Arts Service.  But the objective of educating potential purchasers about these arts was never far from the minds of the Service’s directors.  Prosper Ricard, director from 1920 to 1935 and the main architect of its policies, wrote in a 1934 article in the official illustrated journal France-Maroc that these museums were meant to serve as an example to “buyers”:

…some of whom may be guided by sound taste, but the majority of whom, in letting themselves be seduced too quickly and very often by strangeness and oddities encourage through their ill-considered purchases the most regrettable mediocrity, even the worst errors of taste.  (Ricard and Baldoui 1934: 5) 

Ricard equates “taste” with the types of objects collected and displayed by the Service in its museums in Morocco, and by extension the products made under the direction of the Native Arts Service.  Museums and other exhibitions played a role, therefore, in training the taste of consumers in order to increase demand for these objects, thereby justifying the work of the Service.  By contrasting the products of French-trained Moroccan artisans with the “oddities” and “mediocrity” of those working outside the system, Ricard mobilized the cultural hierarchy of taste to reinforce the political and economic hierarchy of protectorate power structures.

Training visitors (and possible consumers) to appreciate Moroccan arts as collected and codified by the French protectorate was also a main goal of the first Exposition des Arts Marocains in Paris in 1917.  This exhibit was held at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, and was the fourth exhibit of arts from the Muslim world to be held at that museum.  In Europe at the time “decorative” or “industrial” arts museums were commonly used to exhibit arts from North Africa and the Middle East, and these works were displayed primarily as examples of different manufacturing techniques (Vernoit 2000).  The Exposition des Arts Marocains was organized by the Moroccan Residence General with the participation of the Fine Arts and Historical Monuments Service (the Native Arts section of this directorate was the precursor to the Native Arts Service), the Paris-based Union of Decorative Arts, and the Society of Orientalist Painters.  It was housed in the Pavillon de Marsan, part of the Museum of Decorative Arts located in one of the Louvre’s wings extending along the Rue de Rivoli.  Although “decorative arts” occupied a lower rung in the aesthetic hierarchy than the “fine arts” housed in the Louvre, the location still symbolically placed Moroccan arts close to the heart of the French “high art” establishment.  Proceeds from the exhibit went to benefit the thousands of Moroccan soldiers injured fighting for the French in World War I, and the exhibit was one of a number of events that highlighted the contributions of these colonial troops to the war effort.

The exhibit itself was also an opportunity to use the lens of the arts to portray the beneficial influence of the French protectorate in Morocco.  The galleries included contemporary orientalist paintings with Moroccan subjects as well as photographs depicting the architectural preservation work carried out by the Fine Arts Service.  One room also displayed information on the military, political, economic and administrative aspects of the French protectorate.  But the focus of the exhibition was on the arts of Morocco, represented both by older objects loaned by French and Moroccan collectors and “reconstituted” objects produced by artisans under the direction of the Native Arts section of the Fine Arts Service (Protectorat de la République Française au Maroc 1917: 14-16).  The weavings, leatherwork, embroidery, tiles, and metalwork produced by these artisans were exhibited alongside older pieces that were considered models of Moroccan craftsmanship, showcasing the abilities of these artisans to conform to the standards set by the Service.

In conjunction with the exhibit Raymond Koechlin, a well-known collector of Asian and Islamic art and vice president of the Union des Arts Décoratifs, published an article in the journal Les Arts Français introducing the reader to “L’Art Marocain” (Koechlin 1917).  The terminology is significant:  Koechlin uses the singular (Moroccan art) rather than the plural or another, less prestigious, term (artisanat, métiers d’art, arts décoratifs), again placing Moroccan arts near the top of the cultural hierarchy.  This elevation has been made possible by, and also serves to justify, the work of the protectorate in preserving and renovating Moroccan art.  Throughout the article Koechlin celebrates the administration’s “skillful and beneficial action” in this realm, especially in contrast to the relative neglect shown to arts and architecture under the French in Algeria (Koechlin 1917: 83).  Koechlin sees the exhibit as an opportunity to expose French artists, artisans, manufacturers and others working in the field of applied arts to the designs and techniques of their Moroccan counterparts.  He also mentions the audience of potential consumers for these arts, who will be educated by the exhibit:

This exhibit will reveal a new art to many of the French….  Afterwards Morocco should not be afraid to keep shop in Paris; a cheap “turkery” (turquerie de pacotille) has invaded our busiest streets for the past few years; let Moroccan art establish itself there as well, and it will quickly win people over to its cause.  Whoever establishes himself there will be worty of people of taste, and will surely do good business at the same time. (Koechlin 1917: 87)
Koechlin describes Moroccan arts throughout the article as “tasteful,” “refined,” and “logical,” and contrasts them not only to the “turquerie de pacotille” currently available to the French public, but also to the “excessive” style of the Alhambra (Koechlin 1917: 82).  

Both the article and the exhibit attempt to remove Moroccan arts from the context of the once-popular orientalist style and create for them a new public, with a new sense of taste.  Moroccan art, exhibited in the heart of the French artistic establishment, is to be distinguished from the cheap orientalist products available to a mass market.  Moroccan arts are meant to be seen as high-status collectors’ items, as evidenced by the impressive list of both French and Moroccan elites who loaned pieces from their collections.  At the exhibit visitors could admire 18th and 19th century carpets from General Lyautey’s collections alongside more recent “reconstitutions,” and the recently-made items for sale made owning a “museum quality” piece possible for a larger public.  The cultural hierarchy of taste drawn on in the exhibit and its surrounding publications served to reproduce the colonial power hierarchy, as Moroccan objects were appropriated by an economic and cultural elite to become “art” worthy of exhibition in a Parisian museum.
1939: L’Artisanat Marocain

The 1917 exhibit at the Museum of Decorative Arts helped to introduce Moroccan arts to a French public and established these arts as worthy of “people of taste.”  At the time, arts production in Morocco was focused on creating new pieces that followed traditional design and manufacturing techniques.  The “associationist aethetics” described by Roger Benjamin, in which Moroccan design was adapted to the needs of the European home, had not yet developed.  Koechlin writes that 

…some attempts had been made and chairs, tables and bookcases in Arab style had been tried, but the error quickly became clear, and the right path was immediately recognized: the most pressing duty of the Fine Arts Service consisted in maintaing Moroccan tradition intact, by ensuring the purity of taste of the crafts as well as the perfection of the labor. (Koechlin 1917: 85) 

The Moroccan arts at this exhibit and those marketed to the French public at the time were meant to reproduce older styles of craftsmanship, making these pieces the equivalent of those found in collectors’ homes and public museums.  These arts were targeted towards an audience guided by the idea of “taste” produced by these exhibits and museums.


It was only later that Moroccan arts were developed to conform to the tastes of a broader public, through pieces that were familiar to a French audience but incorporated elements of Moroccan design.  In a 1941 pamphlet surveying the work of the Native Arts Service over the past 25 years, then-director Jean Baldoui describes Moroccan artisans as using traditional designs and techniques to create new products that would appeal to a non-Moroccan clientele.  Baldoui lists tables, chairs, armoires, sideboards and bookcases with carved floral or geometric designs among the products of Moroccan artisans, as well as new designs in leather (wallets, handbags, card holders, sandals) and metal (electric kettles, makeup cases).  Many traditional Moroccan objects have been put to new uses: “The open plasterwork of cloistered rooms has seen itself transformed into ceiling lamps, the mosaics of fountains into mantlepieces, and ceramic vases into desk or bedside lamps” (Baldoui 1941: 19). 

These developments were part of the Native Arts Service’s efforts to broaden the market for Moroccan arts in France and the rest of Europe (Irbouh 2005: 66).  The economic advantages to the creation of these new products took priority over earlier insistence on the exact reconstitution of older forms.  With this shift came a shift in the discourse used to promote these arts, and an emphasis on economic and stylistic “modernity” replaced the earlier portrayal of these arts as high-status collectors’ items.  In the late 1930s, publications promoting the work of the Native Arts Service combine their promotion of a “taste” for Moroccan arts with a discourse of economic productivity. Articles and catalogues emphasize the “modernity” of Moroccan arts and the artisans’ ability to adapt to the desires of the modern European consumer.  One 1939 catalogue of “Artisanat Marocain” published by the Comptoir Artisanal Marocain, a division of the Cherifian Office for Control and Exportation created specifically to facilitate orders for Moroccan artisanal products, states this clearly in its introductory pages: 

It is necessary to emphasize that Moroccan artisans, while still retaining the imperishable cult of their artistic traditions, have been able to adapt their production to the requirements of modern taste.  An infinite variety of all sorts of objects leaves their hands…handbags, wallets, cigarette cases…bookends…candy dishes…jewelry… furniture…sandals…etc., objects of everyday usage in our modern life.[…]

In addition, the Moroccan artisan, faced with the demands of modern life, knows sometimes to control his imagination in order to respond strictly to the orders that he receives.  Educated now, he knows the meaning of the words “conformity,” “delivery time,” “speed of execution,” etc.  (Comptoir Artisanal Marocain 1939: cover pages)
The catalogue itself presents its products in individual photographs or drawings grouped together by object type – silver, woodwork, embroidery, metalwork, leatherwork, furniture, pottery and carpets.  Many of the objects are of European origin, produced in Moroccan materials and designs.  One page depicts a room decorated with a number of these products, including armchairs, a table and a low sofa in carved wood arranged on a long-pile carpet with large geometric patterns.  The room is a long way from the elaborate orientalist interiors popularized by the Thousand and One Nights; its combination of Moroccan and modern European design make it an example of the “associationist aesthetic” described by Roger Benjamin.
Along with advertising new products made in accordance with “modern taste,” these publications also describe changes to traditional arts made under the supervision of the Native Arts Service.  Whereas previously emphasis had been placed on creating exact reproductions of older pieces, later publications describe how some of these forms have been “improved” by standardization.  In a special edition of the magazine Nord-Sud devoted to “La Production Marocaine” published in 1938, one author describes the improvements to both manufacture and design of the “Chichaoua” carpet made in the Haouz region outside of Marrakesh (Office Cherifien de Controle et d'Exportation 1938).  As described by this author, the Service had trained local artisans to produce more standardized forms of these carpets in order to make them more appealing to the French consumer, who had stricter ideas about regularity and symmetry than applied in the rural Moroccan homes for which they were originally created.  The Nord-Sud article includes two photographs of Chichaoua carpets, with captions emphasizing the difference between new and old:

Older carpet called Chichaoua.  One notices that this carpet is not harmonious, the designs are irregular and the selvages not parallel.

New carpets from Chichaoua, made in Chichaoua in July 1938.  Notice that the designs have been simplified, the dyes are even and the selvages are parallel.

(Office Cherifien de Controle et d'Exportation 1938: 79)
Along with regularizing the designs and edges of these carpets, the standard dimensions were altered “to give the carpets dimensions that are more harmonious and more in accordance with the taste of a European clientele” (Office Cherifien de Controle et d'Exportation 1938: 78).  According to the article, these improvements had contributed to a certain “vogue” for the Chichaoua carpet in France and beyond; a number of these “improved” carpets were advertised for sale in the 1939 catalogue described above.


Along with these products that were marketed to a broader audience, the “modern European consumer” interested in items that fit “the requirements of modern taste,” certain objects continued to be framed within a discourse of artistic value.  The same carpets from the Haouz region mentioned above are described by Jean Baldoui in his retrospective on “Les arts indigènes au Maroc” as comparable to art from other parts of Africa.  He compares the Haouz carpets’ abstract patterns floating on a solid background to the urban carpets of Rabat and Salé, similar in style to carpets from other parts of the Middle East.  While the “oriental style” of the urban carpets “forbids certain adaptations to modern furnishings and limits, therefore, their distribution” (Baldoui 1941: 7), the Haouz carpets are 

…the most strange, the most Berber, the most African, the most “nègre,” one might say, of all Morocco.  One could believe that they had wanted to take on the taste of the day and surpass surrealism itself.  But this is not the case and the oldest ones are those in which the modernism is the most extreme. (Ibid.: 9)

Baldoui writes at a time when art from sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania (called art nègre at the time) served as inspiration for artists and had begun to be incorporated into modernist interior design as well (see Sherman 2004).  Using this interest in art nègre, Baldoui takes carpet designs from rural Morocco, a region perhaps more easily associated with the pre-modern in the French mind, and places them firmly within the realm of a modernist vocabulary.  Through an association with African art and surrealism, Moroccan arts are elevated from the “limited” appeal of “oriental style” to the heart of the contemporary art world.  Here again, the cultural hierarchy of aesthetic taste was used to market Moroccan arts to a French public.  

2006: Un art de vivre


When protectorate-era officials promoted the “renovation” of Moroccan arts, they were appropriating Moroccan craftsmanship for economic and political reasons (see Irbouh 2005).  By framing Moroccan arts in terms of “taste,” they used their political and cultural capital to place these arts at the top of the aesthetic hierarchy, further reinforcing the political and economic hierarchies of the colonial system.  The effects of protectorate-era policies can still be seen in certain industries that were encouraged by the French and continue to flourish, such as carpets and architectural arts (Erzini 2000).  But today Moroccan arts are marketed and consumed in France in a radically different political and economic context.  As many authors have argued, the latter half of the twentieth century saw radical changes in the processes of production and distribution for all kinds of goods, ushering in an era of mass consumption in which many more products are available to many more people (see Miller 1987).  While Moroccan arts reached the general middle class public through department stores and Parisian boutiques during the protectorate period, it is difficult to compare the consumption patterns of that time to the multiple sites for the consumption of arts from all over the world available to consumers today.  What follows, then, is an attempt to lay out the broad outlines of a complex field, with some general observations that stand in marked contrast to the way that Moroccan arts were portrayed in the protectorate-era contexts described above. 

The way that Moroccan products are marketed and distributed today is much less centralized than it was under the protectorate – there are multiple sources of information about Moroccan arts and many different types of frameworks in which they are sold.  In Paris today the most common location for Moroccan arts is in the context of shops or itinerant markets that sell a wide range of goods from many different parts of the world.  A market set up for a few months in 2005 and 2006 in a pedestrian area of the 11th arrondissement, for example, included a tent of Moroccan artisanal products alongside tents with products from India, South America and elsewhere.  Similar tents and stands could be found in temporary Christmas markets found around the city.  Moroccan arts are also found in shops that bring together products from different parts of the world – in shops like “Palais Oriental” (9th) or “Nomad’s Land” (11th) Moroccan products are sold with items from India, the Levant or Egypt with little to mark the distinctions between these regions, creating a sense of a generalized “otherness” or “elsewhere.”  Moroccan products like slippers and teapots were also marketed as satisfying a “désir d’ailleurs” in special Christmas shopping supplements to Le Monde and L’Express in 2003 (L'Expressmag 2003 ; Le Monde 2003).  Perhaps the largest distributor of Moroccan arts in Paris today is the Arab World Institute, where the “medina,” a shop and café of 800 m2 set up across from the main IMA building, sells a variety of products from Morocco and other parts of the Arab world.  Moroccan arts are also sold in shops that specialize solely in Morocco, and on a number of French websites.

In interviews with several people who sell Moroccan arts in Paris between 2003 and 2006, a desire for a feeling of “elsewhere” or the “orient” was often cited as the main motivation for their clientele’s interest in Moroccan products.  One man, a Moroccan artisan who makes products to order and sells pre-made ceramics and carpets in a shop in the 20th arrondissement, said he thought his clients were not necessarily interested in Morocco itself, but in a generalized “artisanat” that could be found in India, Egypt, Turkey and other parts of the world.  Their interest was more in the handmade quality of the pieces they bought, and in the sense of the “orient” that they evoked.  The manager of the Arab World Institute’s medina echoed this, saying that the medina was meant to be a place where the Institute’s visitors could have a “change of scenery” (être dépaysé) and bring home a piece of the oriental “art de vivre.” 

A portrayal of Moroccan arts as representative of otherness and elsewhere, or as part of a generalized “oriental” style, is found as well in the multitude of books devoted to Morocco as inspiration for interior decoration and design.  In one example, L’Art de Vivre au Maroc (Flammarion 2002), part of a series devoted to “l’art de vivre” in different parts of the world, Moroccan homes are described as “nourishing the eternal imagery of an Edenic Orient” (Saharoff and Bouvet 2002: front flap).  The book draws on familiar orientalist tropes: a “secret universe” of “refinement and sumptuousness” is hidden behind the tall walls and heavy doors, a “dreamed of Orient” that is “rarely unveiled” (Ibid.: 97).  The numerous color photographs show elaborately decorated interiors designed by French and Moroccan architects and designers.  The style varies from the “orientalist dream” to a more pared down contemporary aesthetic, but the general theme of exoticism and luxury runs throughout.

This framing of Moroccan arts in terms of an orientalist aesthetic is in marked contrast to the protectorate-era efforts to create a taste for a specifically Moroccan art, distinguished from the orientalist “pacotille” available to the public.  When Moroccan arts were portrayed and marketed by protectorate-era officials as “worthy of people of taste” or fitting “the requirements of modern taste,” this made them part of a universal, ahistorical aesthetic sense.  While still retaining a sense of the distinctiveness of Moroccan arts, this strategy brought them within the realm of the familiar, making them part of a French aesthetic appropriate for French consumers with a French sense of taste.  Today these arts are more likely to be framed in terms of exoticism and a sense of difference, otherness, and elsewhere, making them distinctive markers of style rather than universal taste.  But at the same time, and largely due to the policies of the French protectorate, Moroccan arts in France continue to represent a familiar otherness, one that fits easily into the French aesthetic hierarchy.  
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