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A Berber Wedding Fair in Morocco by Muguetre Goufrani

My father wlto has operated a rcur compan/ in Morocco and France for man/ /ears, rook me
along wrth a German tour group to visit a traditional "Weddng Fair" at Hadtlddou Imilchi], a,l
Berber vtllage in southem Morocco. While I knew that many Berber Fairs combine a local Saint's
Day witlt a regional market event, only at September's 'moussem'(pilgrimage) oflmilchil, have I
seen suclt a cohrtI pageant, wlth rnsrent cngegcment, and a mass excltange ofmarriage vows.
Berbers have nhabtted Norrh Afn'ca for centuries, some being of Caucasian ancestry, with fnr
complexlons and b]ue eyes. Wsltors ma)/ think of Berbers as exotic outstlders, yet they preceded the
Arabs tn settling Morocco, and dtey remein tlte countryts main culrure. This is expressed by
the pltrase, "Morocco is Berber - tJle roots and tlte leaves of {reedom."

While the Weclc/ng Fatlr is key part of Berber marinl custom, famtlies usually arrange marriages tn
dteir home vtllage, Women are {ree to divorce and remarry, At the moussem, divorced and
wtdowed women forrn the mafority, and are tldentifred by therr pointed headdress. The courtship ts
a family affatlr as I learned after accepting an inrtltation to drink mint tee in the goat hatlr tent o{a
Berber elder. His oldest daugltrer Malika, prettied up her divorced I8 year o]d sisrer Yasmina wtlrh
traditional beauty aids - rubbing saffron colored powder into lter sister'-s eyebrows, applyng kohl
to outline her eyes and carmine rouged to Jter clteeks. A wool cape, striped in tribal colors, covered
her white dress; rAen a cone shaped headdress w,as, Iteld on by loops of spangled wool. f gave
Yasmina a silver cltain as a gifr, since silver brings good luck. Many Westerners rhink rhar
Moroccans purcltase thelr wives at dte fair, but in trutlt, marriage depends on mutual consent and
family approval.

A nod and a wink:
The langtage ofgesmre is as clearly understood by these people
as the spoken word. By having a fnlend help hin choose a bnlde
(wttlr often no more than a silhouette and two dark eyes as a
che) tlte goom gets overcomes t'tis shyness. All day long, in
pairs, iltese men weeve in and out amongst a clusrcr of anxious
bndes. T/ten, we]comed by a shy glance or a qutlck nod, tlte
suitor wiII stop to speak rc the lady, encouraged by a signal

from hts friend's reassuring hand. Once this ltappens, tlte newly acquainted boy and glil untlte,
Itoldng hands as a sign of intent. Male reladves who accompany tAe bnde-rc-be ]end advtlce, ofcen
making snap judgment calls at frrst s$ht l{rqecdon ts stgnaled by a broken handclxp, r't's clme to
Iook elsewltere. When a bride does give consent, slte may speak tlte magtlc phrase," You have
ceDtured my ]tver." Since a ltealtly liver aids digestion and pronotes well-beug, in

Berber ctilrure itb the liver, not tITe lleart that's constldered the ]ocatton of nte love. Mtght one sef,
"Darltng, my Lver prnes for you?" Often snowbound be]tnd wllage walls for up to ,rx ]ronths n

year, t/te new couples must learn to ]ive in hartnony,
Despite tltose old Foretgn Legion movt'es {rom tlte 50s, wlticA showed Berbers as being frerce, hot

rempered and warlke tAey believe n ,,paix cltLez eux,,(peace at home).
Histor,y and culture

Most of the 27 million Moroccans are Berbers, Arabs or Moors (people of mixed

Berber and Arab descent), whose ancestors built the mtghry Mootislt empire that

once ruIed Spatn, Pomtgal and most of Northern Africa. Most Berbets dwe]l n the

mountains, while the Arabs and Moors live on rhe plarn and desert. Most ctlties have

a European section a /ewtsh enclave, and a Medina (Arab-Moorish secrion). Over

tlte past 3,000 years, t'ts geograpltic location has given Morocco e straregic

tmportance far beyond irc small size. The country ltes Hken the best front the


