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A Cultural Renaissance of Morocco’s Indigenous Peoples

Henna gilds her hands and feet in labyrinthine patterns. Her hair has been braided and the headdress applied in the traditional style of her tribe. Spangled in amber and silver, thick jewelry hangs from her neck and adorns her elbows, wrists, fingers and ankles. She is carried through the village in an open sedan chair of sorts, ringed by a growing crush of horseman, musicians, dancers…all of her fellow villagers. Each joins in with songs or happy drumming upon the tight skins of bendirs in joyful celebration of this young woman on her day of days. 

His feet have been washed in the ceremonial manner. His head has been shaved then swathed in a turban of white. His unmarried friends are already engaged in the riveting houara and ahouache—the spectacular and age-old wedding dances particular to this region. It won’t be long now before the dowry will be presented and the three-day Berber marriage festival will reach its zenith with the imam’s reading of the vows—an apropos denouement occurring when the bride and groom repair to the privacy of their nuptial tent.  
Fantastic galas such as these have been common in Berber villages throughout North Africa for the last four millennia. Also known as the Amazigh (meaning ‘free people’), the Berbers have successfully preserved their rituals, customs and the traditional ideals of their culture. Their ancient language, folklore, songs, poems, riddles and dances have all been passed down from generation to generation.

Over 60% of Morocco’s population comes from Berber stock. Contrary to popular notions that mark them as nomadic warriors and veiled desert marauders, most Amazigh live quietly in small villages. They are peaceful and open, widely considered the most hospitable hosts anywhere. They cherish their independence and are committed to family and the small communities in which they live. The Berber’s tall, squarish huts of mud brick crown Morocco’s ridge-tops, their coppery-tan walls blending almost invisibly into mountainsides. Many homes are further embellished with terraced gardens containing herbs, vegetables and citrus trees laden with lemons, limes and oranges. 

The men farm and graze their flocks. They survive on local industries like iron, copper and lead. They dance and make music, some still harvesting to the rhythm and call of millennia-old songs.  Berber women excel at pottery, weaving, embroidery. They wear colorful clothing and jewelry and are known for tattooing their hands, feet and chins to attract a husband. Standing in stark contrast to their female counterparts in neighboring countries—who continue to face the strict traditions of their Arabic worlds—Berber women generally live as they please. 

In 2001, King Mohammed VI—a Berber himself—created “l’Institut Royal de la Culture Amazigh” to promote and preserve the Amazigh’s customs, language, art, songs and poetry. A number of other cultural associations followed suit and have banded together in an effort to bring attention to the traditions of the Amazigh culture—to uphold it for what it is: An integral component of the rich and wonderful cultural mosaic that is today’s Morocco. 
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