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L’hydraulique oasienne contemporaine : une fenêtre sur la sociologie du

peuplement des villes sahariennes médiévales. L’exemple de Sijilmassa (Maroc)

Chloé Capel

Introduction: Overcoming the difÏculties of an
archaeological investigation based on excavation
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Figure 1. Map of the archaeological site of Sijilmasa and the contemporary city of Rissani
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Investigation methods: At the crossroads of the
hydraulic archaeology of medievalists and the social
hydrology of geographers
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Sijilmasa, an oasis city “overlooking the waters”:24

Hydraulic requirements of a desert city
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of Tafilalt

Figure 2. Map of Tafilalt today

The map shows the main wadis of the region: the (Filali) Ziz, which flows through the heart of the palm
grove; the Gheris, which limits the latter to the west; and the Amerbouh, which runs along the eastern
edge of the Tafilalt plain. 

Chloé Capel

Contemporary oasis hydraulics: An open window on the sociology of the populat...

Afriques, 14 | 2023

6



Irrigation and hydraulic practices in medieval Sijilmasa
(9th–14th c.): Common good, collective management,
and settlement unity
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Figure 3. Map of the sub-contemporary irrigation network of Tafilalt, indicating the location of water
intakes and the routes of the main seguia-s operated during the Alawite period
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Irrigation and hydraulic practices in post-medieval
Sijilmasa (15th-16th centuries): Individualization of
resources, competitive management, and atomization
of the settlement
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Figure 4. Diachronic plan of the head sector of Filali Ziz showing the evolution of hydraulic
developments over the centuries
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Figure 5. Satellite view of the Ghorfa dam sector (northern Tafilalt) where the tangle of hydraulic
structures reveals a clear relative chronology of the different development phases

Chloé Capel, based on Google Earth
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Figure 6. Sketch diagram of Tony Wilkinson’s observations about the stratigraphic section of the
Wadi Gheris

The lower half of the levels (in white) belongs to natural formations, while the upper half (in grey)
represents agricultural deposits 

Chloé Capel, based on notes from the MAPS archives.
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Irrigation and hydraulic practices in modern Sijilmasa
(17th-19th centuries): Vertical appropriation, arbitrary
management, and settlement hierarchy
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Conclusion: Rise, decline, and transformation of
Sijilmasa
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