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Berber unveiled
A recently ended exhibition saw the return of a small sample of Lucien 
Viola's Berber art to public view. Gebhart Blazek reckons it is the most 
important collection of nomadic and rural Moroccan textiles in the world

Pierre Bergé–Yves Saint Laurent Foundation, with viewings in Paris in 2014 and Bahrain in 2015. However, 
none of these exhibitions offered a realistic impression of the sheer quantity of the collection or its true quality.

As with previous Viola exhibitions, ‘Regards sur une Collection’ in Liège offered a chance to see highlights 
— an outstanding overview of the multifaceted textile traditions of Berber culture in Morocco. As well as some 
previously exhibited pieces, which are published in the ‘Points et Entrelacs’ and ‘Zarte Bande aus Marokko’ 
catalogues, others were being shown for the first time. The exhibition space, an industrial unit built around 
1900, offered an ideal setting for combining textiles with wooden artefacts, for the most part architectural 
elements taken from Berber homes in the High Atlas and Anti-Atlas regions.

Due to the consistently high quality of the exhibits, it is difficult to single out individual pieces. With its 
spectacular richly decorated head and neck elements, an unusually small akhnif hooded cape, a boy's burnous 
from the Ait Ouaouzguite area (Ait Ouarghada in the Jebel Siroua region) (1), takes sole pride of place on the 
cover of the 8-page exhibition brochure. This type of splendidly embellished cape was treasured in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries by European travellers and was included in the repertoire of orientalist artists of the 
time. These textiles decorated with great effort were, however, usually made only for men, so such small 
examples are extremely rare.

However, the unique saddle cover (rataya) from the Zemmour (3) demand special attention. These textiles 
enhanced a man's prestige, documenting his status at important occasions, such as the ‘Fantasia’ equestrian 
festivals. While many vintage Zemmour textiles are decorated with fine, painstakingly executed weaving, 
they show stereotypical designs of a recurrent nature. On the other hand, the saddle cover in the Viola 
collection presents an image dominated by four column-like features that seem to lie over the horizontal 

A fter an absence of almost 15 years, from 18 September 2015 until 28 November 2015 a 
small fraction of the Lucien Viola collection again became accessible to the public at 
the Laurent Jacob Arts Centre in Liege, Belgium. Viola, who was a dealer in ancient 

Egyptian antiquities for decades, has lived in Marrakech since the early 1990s, where he has also 
been running a gallery of contemporary art since 2006. When he first settled in the city, he began 
to build a comprehensive top-level collection of rural Moroccan textiles, first shown in 1999 in 
Marrakech at the ‘Points et Entrelacs’ exhibition. The following year, parts of the collection were 
exhibited at the Deutsches Textilmuseum in Krefeld, and then again in Marrakech as part of the 
ICOC regional conference in 2001. Since then individual loans have continued to be shown on  
various occasions, most recently as part of the 'Les Femmes Berbères du Maroc' exhibition by the 

1 Boy's mantle (akhnif), Ait 
Ouaouzguite (Ait Ouarghada),  
Jebel Siroua region, southern 
Morocco, before 1900. Wool, 
cotton, silk, 1.10 x 2.10 m  
(3' 7" x 6' 11")

2 Woman's ceremonial veil 
(adghar), Ait Abdellah, central 
Anti-Atlas, Morocco, first half 
20th century. Wool, 0.90 x 
1.63 m (2' 11" x 5' 4")
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3 Prestige saddle cover 
(rataya), Zemmour, 
northwestern foothills of the 
Middle Atlas, Morocco, before 
1900. Wool, cotton, silk, 1.33 x 
1.47 m (4' 4" x 4' 10")

4 View of the exhibition 
showing a woman's wrapping 
textile (haïk), Ida ou Nadif, 
central Anti-Atlas, southern 
Morocco. Wool, cotton, silk, 
1.17 x 4.02 m (3' 10" x 13' 2")

pattern bands below. In this piece, virtuoso craft techniques combine with an obvious feeling for multi layered 
detail and image structures.

Ait Abdellah shawls (2)  are quite the opposite, both technically and aesthetically, with straight lines, plain 
designs and using the simplest possible methods. They usually consist of a rather coarse weave, half dipped in a 
black dye with small henna decorations on the edges. A small group of perhaps no more than twenty known 
examples also have weft insertions of natural black wool in the part that has been dyed black, with the black 
wool becoming increasingly visible during the ageing process of the textile as the dye fades. This gives the 
otherwise unassuming character more structure and subtle depth. 

The wooden artefacts on display were primarily architectonic elements from homes in the High Atlas and 
Anti Atlas where the Berbers have lived in permanent villages since at least the Middle Ages, and have 
developed forms of construction with rich ornamentation. For this reason, brilliantly painted columns and 
ceilings from the southern regions dominated, while a monumental Zayan tent awning represented the 
nomadic tent architecture of the Middle Atlas region. The most spectacular pieces were three roof panels 
exhibited on low pedestals, a clever presentation which brought carpets to mind, and also, with their colour 
and abstract geometric compositions, classical modern art (Sonia Delauney!).

Of course this tour de force pleases both experts and the general public with the cultural, formal and 
technical diversity of Moroccan Berber culture, and it is always a joy to find further pieces put on public  
display. But it is only through competently curated exhibitions in the future, that the true potential of such 
 a wide-ranging collection put together with Lucien Viola’s persistent commitment to the highest quality, can 
begin to be appreciated.

Those who do have an idea of the true scope of the collection dream of Lucien Viola bringing his cherished 
plan to fruition and exhibiting his collections permanently in a private museum in the Marrakech Medina.  
Latest information suggests that construction will start in Spring 2016 and that the museum should be 
completed towards the end of the same year.
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