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Abdelmalek Berhiss, Composition, 1996 
Acrylic on canvas, 99 x 99 cm  
Collection Fundacion Yannick y Ben Jakober/Museo Sa Bassa Blanca 

 



 
The Museum of African Contemporary Art Al Maaden (MACAAL) in Marrakech has the pleasure to 
announce Outsiders/Insiders? Artists of Essaouira from the Fondation Alliances and Fundación 
Yannick y Ben Jakober Collections, a group exhibition open to the public from 11 March to 25 July 
2021. This exhibition presents a vast selection of artworks by the singular artists of Essaouira, such 
as Mohamed Tabal, Ali Maimoun, Regragui Bouslai and Abdelmalek Berhiss, from the dual collections 
of Fundación Yannick y Ben Jakober/Museo Sa Bassa Blanca and Fondation Alliances. Exploring a 
variety of mediums, previously unseen works, and archives, Outsiders/Insiders? aims to reveal how 
this small port city, with its history of multiple influences, became the breeding ground for an atypical 
creative scene. 

Music, legends, handicrafts, religion, myths, poetry, architecture, multiple cultures and traditions are 
all themes associated with Essaouira. Once known by the Portuguese as Mogador, this port city lies 
at a crossroads of civilisations. Marked by Arab, Jewish, Berber and sub-Saharan cultures over the 
centuries, Essaouira has emerged as a laboratory of cultural coexistence where creation flows freely.   

Souri artists are eclectic, defying classification. Born in a region where no art schools would influence 
them, and with no academic training, they sought inspiration in the city’s concentration of multiple 
influences. In this way, these self-taught creators have successfully developed a singular visual 
iconography. Their painting style is both instinctive and thoughtful, simple yet rich, mysterious and 
eloquent. Their works share the qualities of fluid curves, profusion of forms, and rich colour. The 
repetition of undulating motion — inspired by water, breath, music and trance — evokes a jumble of 
anthropomorphic bodies, dreamlike creatures, and talismanic symbols. Manifestations of an art of 
perpetual movement and regeneration of forms, these works open the door to a world of mystery, 
mysticism, and great complexity.  

 
“Most of these artists invoke supernatural powers, for which they are merely instruments. They enter 
a semi-conscious state that renders them receptive to energies beyond their capacity. This mode of 
inspiration is certainly related to the religious practices that have woven together in Essaouira, such 
as Sufism, animism, and rituals imported by the Black diaspora, in which trance and magic play a 
major role.” Michel Thévoz, writer, art historian, philosopher, director of the Collection de l’Art Brut 
(Lausanne). 

 
Whether they are inspired by architecture, multiculturalism, religion or the environment, these artists 
create work that resonates strongly with the city of Essaouira.  
In their process and in their practice, some Souiri artists have assumed the role of custodians of 
ancestral rituals and traditions. Boujemâa Lakhdar, researcher and director at the Musée des Arts 
Populaires d’Essaouira, incorporated chiselled geometric figures into his sculpture, searching 
through books on folk magic to source the origins of this graphic symbolism. Via participative 
observation, he was initiated into the timeless practice of artisans, and was able to master and 
synthesise their ancient knowledge, which he transposed into astute artistic compositions. The painter 
Ali Maimoun draws his inspiration from everyday subjects, combining them with figures from African 
mythologies. In doing so, he bears witness to traditional heritage, with its customs and rituals, while 
adding his own personal touch.  



 
 
Other artists cull from their own experience, using their environment as a point of departure. 
Mohamed Tabal was initiated into Gnawa culture at a very young age, and he incorporates its rhythms 
into visual choreographies. His narrative painting speaks of Gnawa festivals and rituals as well as of 
daily life, in all its splendid diversity. Regragui Bouslai hails from the tradition of oral expression, and 
his storytelling is like visual poetry. His phantasmagorical works are gently naïve, suggesting that the 
world he paints is his very own Eden.   
 
 

          
 
 
 
 
 
Though discreet, the feminine side of creation is not forgotten. Outsiders/Insiders?  highlights the 
work of Regraguia Benhila, a leading figure of this informal pictorial movement. She is a free and 
singular spirit, the author of scenographic performances that overflow with sinuous lines. The 
schematic figures that appear in her works are like resurgences from night’s dreams, drawn from 
ancestral memory.  
Originally from the Marrakech region, Abdelkader Bentajar is the exception among the natives of 
Essaouira. Nevertheless, his dreamlike paintings are steeped in the traditional colours of the city. The 
whites and blues of his works combine to construct limpid oceans and clouds inhabited by people and 
imaginary creatures.  

Regragui Bouslai, Composition 3, 1963  
Oil on panel, 60,5 x 49,5 cm 
Collection Fundacion Yannick y Ben Jakober/Museo Sa Bassa 
Blanca 

Mohamed Tabal, Autoportrait 2   
Oil on panel, 66,5 x 55,5 cm  
Collection Fundacion Yannick y Ben Jakober/Museo 
Sa Bassa Blanca 



 
Leaning into a more contemporary interpretation of this artistic movement, the exhibition features an 
immersive scenography created by Moroccan architect and artist Othmane Bengebara, to offer a 
literal invitation to journey into the frenetic and surreal world of these artists.  

 
“Without a shred of self-satisfaction or complacency, this event is and will remain both a milestone 
and a moment that belong to a definitively curious Morocco, open to diversity and reconciled with all 
forms of contemporaneity. A Morocco that now knows how to recognise and accept this life movement, 
one which has expressed itself best through the freedom of creation.” 
André Azoulay, journalist, economist and politician, Advisor to H.M. the King of Morocco. 
 

 
We would like to dedicate this exhibition to art critic, historian  

and gallery founder Frédéric Damgaard 
 

 
 
 Participating artists:  

Hamou Aït Tazarin  
Youssef Aït Tazarin  
Rachid Amarhouch  
Mustapha Asmah  
Abdelghani Ben Ali  
Ali Ben Allal Didouh 
Regraguia Benhila 
Abdelkader Bentajar  
Abdelmalek Berhiss  
Regragui Bouslai  
Abdellah El Atrach  
Mustapha El Hadar 
 

Abdelghani Htihet 
Abdelmalek El Kebir 
Boujemâa Lakhdar  
Ali Maimoun  
Said Ouarzaz  
Redouan Khalid  
Azzedine Sanana  
Mohamed Tabal  
Brahim Trifis  
Abderramane Ziani  
Mohamed Zouzaf 

 

 
 
 

A rich educational and cultural programme will accompany the Outsiders/Insiders? exhibition, 
including school tours and guided tours (upon reservation), conferences, encounters with artists, 
artisans, and cultural activists, creative workshops and film projections. Pursuing its mission to 
transmit, share, and diffuse art, and to expand access to a broad, diverse audience, MACAAL has also 
initiated a partnership with the city of Essaouira and its cultural stakeholders to organise part of the 
exhibition’s cultural programming in that city. 
 
 

Abdelkader Bentajar, Composition 
Oil on panel, 97,2 x 140 cm 

Collection Fundación Yannick y Ben Jakober/ 
Museo Sa Bassa Blanca 



 
About Frédéric Damgaard  
 
Frédéric Damgaard is a historian, art critic, collector and gallerist. Born in Svendborg (Denmark), he 
studied art history at the Sorbonne and the École du Louvre before creating art galleries specialised in the 
Islamic arts in both Paris and Nice. There was not a single gallery in Essaouira when he first visited the city 
in 1987, and none of its artists showed their work.  He became fascinated by old Mogador and its artist 
community. He relocated there in 1987 and in 1988 he founded the Damgaard Gallery, the oldest art gallery 
in Essaouira. The gallery represents local painters and wood sculptors, including Mohamed Tabal, 
Regragui Bouslai, Rachid Amarhouch, Mustapha Asmah, and Said Ouarzaz.  
Frédéric Damgaard has made a significant contribution to the understanding of the art of the Essaouira 
painters and Gnawa culture. He has notably been named Officer of the Order of Wissam Alaoui by H.M. the 
King of Morocco for his efforts to promote the city of Essaouira and its artists.  
 
 
About the Fundación Yannick y Ben Jakober Collection 
 
Yannick Vu and Ben Jakober are both artists and collectors. She is a French-Vietnamese painter and 
sculptor, he is an Austrian sculptor, and they have imagined and created their work together since 1992. 
Their works have integrated many public and private collections around the world. The couple currently 
lives between the Spanish island of Mallorca and Marrakech. 
 
As philanthropists and fervent defenders of the Arts and Culture, Ben and Yannick Jakober have 
established an art foundation and the msbb museum near the Spanish town of Alcudia, on Mallorca. 
Created in 1993, it is a non-profit private cultural institution that is primarily dedicated to the preservation 
and restoration of historic heritage. In addition, the institution encourages the visual arts through 
exhibitions, diffusion and knowledge specialisation, artistic exchanges, and the implementation of 
mediation activities. Best known for its heritage-designated collection of child portraits by old masters 
from the 16th to the 19th centuries, the museum’s collection has grown to include the creation of a 
monumental sculpture park.  
 
Among the many works of their collection, those of the Essaouira region painters hold a place of privilege. 
These artworks bear witness to a particular connection with this coastal region of Morocco and its mixed 
cultures. The share of the collection’s works from Morocco comprise several hundred pieces, representing 
the principal artists of the Essaouira School, including Mohamed Tabal, Boujemâa Lakhdar, Ali Maimoun, 
Regragui Bouslai, Abdelmalek Berhiss and Abdellah El Atrach. In addition to paintings, the collection also 
includes brightly-coloured traditional carpets woven by Souri women. 
 
 
About MACAAL and Fondation Alliances 
 
MACAAL is a philanthropic initiative of Moroccan art collectors Othman Lazraq and his father Alami Lazraq. 
It forms part of their charitable Fondation Alliances, a not-for-profit association which focuses on 
supporting cultural development in Morocco. One of the first of its kind on the continent, MACAAL is 
dedicated to the promotion of contemporary art through various exhibition and mediation programmes 
designed for broad public appeal. In addition to the permanent collection, made of the Lazraq family’s 



 
private collection of modern and contemporary African art, exhibitions cast new light upon art that 
dialogues with the continent, presenting artists of African and international origin. The Museum thus 
promotes the understanding of contemporary art, revealing the creative energy and cultural diversity that 
are characteristic of the continent. 
- - -  
Created in 2009, Fondation Alliances is a non-profit association backed by Alliances Group, a leading 
integrated real estate group in Morocco, whose vocation is to provide support in Morocco through concrete 
social and cultural action. The Foundation advocates for the idea of art accessible to all, by developing 
significant cultural mediation in favour of all social backgrounds, thus acting to create awareness of 
contemporary Moroccan and African art through a rigorous approach. In addition to MACAAL, Fondation 
Alliances has set up five other not-for-profit initiatives:  

 The Al Maaden Sculpture Park: inaugurated in September 2013, Al Maaden Sculpture Park 
incorporates monumental sculptures by Moroccan and international artists, exclusively created 
for Al Maaden’s site in Marrakech.  

 The Lcc Program (formally La Chambre Claire), launched in 2013, is an annual award supporting 
contemporary photography through the promotion and exhibition of an emerging artist.  

 Programme Passerelles (trans. bridges) encourages engagement with local young people through 
workshops and classes on contemporary art alongside museum visits. The programme acts as a 
bridge between local audiences and the wider cultural sphere. 

 The MACAAL Residence: a programme of residency, research and production, inaugurated in 2019. 
 MACAAL Bootcamp is an intensive four-day program which supports young art world professionals 

through mentorship with leaders in their field such as Koyo Kouoh and Touria el Glaoui as well as 
through a series of workshops and masterclasses on core skills. 

 
 
To ensure compliance with current health standards, masks are required on the MACAAL grounds. The 
number of people allowed inside the Museum is limited, and markings clearly indicate the sense of 
direction to visit the exhibition. Hydro-alcoholic gel dispensers are placed at various locations within the 
Museum. 
 
 

MACAAL  
Opening days: Wednesday – Sunday, 10am – 6pm  
Same days & hours for the MACAAL Shop & 
MACAAL Café  
Address: Al Maaden, Sidi Youssef Ben Ali, 40000 
Marrakech / Telephone: +212 676 92 44 92 / Site 
Website: www.macaal.org  
Facebook: Museum of African Contemporary Art Al 
Maaden / Instagram: @macaal_ 
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