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INERTIA
A research on urban transformation

Casablanca

With the Naples project of the winter semester, Studio Basel has inaugurated a research on a series of international cities.
The series was continued with Hong Kong and Paris. These investigations are based on the assumption that contemporary
cities do not develop towards a common vanishing point, as somehow asserted by the current debate on the urban
evolution: rather, they consolidate, transform or adapt their specific traits. These processes are not only undertaken by
consolidating their local specificity or historical tradition, but by developing new modalities of transformation and novel forms
of differentiation in the wake of the contemporary internationally interconnected circumstances. Cities are hence, through the
processes of globalisation, drawn back to their own material configuration. With this we could imply that these developments
do not only invest the exploding ‘global cities’: on the contrary we are interested in the study of different urban conditions
–peripheral, stagnating, traditional or without history, anonymous or famous– on basis of their diverse transformation
devices that underlie their specific situations. How are cities developing, changing and adapting their bodies, their physical
configurations, when they are connected to the international energy flows? How are they reconfiguring their specific
physiognomy?

With Casablanca we investigate a city that will disclose these questions in a complex and rich modality. Similar to Hong
Kong, because of its strategic situation on the coast of the Atlantic, Casablanca is one of the oldest ‘Global Cities’.  From the
beginning of the last century, first under the French protectorate and from 1956 on as Morocco’s economical centre, the city
experienced an explosive growth, from 25.000 inhabitants in 1907 to 3.7 (official) or even 5 million (unofficial) today. Still,
Casablanca continues to attract about 300.000 Moroccans each year, that move from the countryside.

The perceptive, analytical and representational instances of this city will be the starting and central focus of the research that
will try to outline a ‘portrait of a contemporary city’ from its physical configuration. This will be different from a traditional
general urban description and will focus on the specific traits and individual characteristics of Casablanca. This portrait will
render Casablanca’s contemporary adaptation, change, revision, renovation and transformation processes: a physiognomy
of a moment within an evolutionary trajectory.

Some of the research topics are given; others will have to be clarified in detail. The name Casablanca is surrounded by
myths that not necessarily have to do with the actual reality. Today, Casablanca is a highly modern cosmopolitan metropolis,
with only a small historical Medina. Casablanca has the world’s largest port for phosphates and it has the world’s biggest



mosque with a 200 meters high minaret. The history of the French colonial architecture and urbanism, written by Jean-Louis
Cohen and Monique Eleb, is fascinating and has in the nineteen fifties and sixties even influenced the international modern
architecture. The image of the city is determined by modern and post-modern buildings. At the same time, there is a long
tradition of informal settlements, some of which find themselves in the middle of the city.

Divided in small teams and in close co-operation with assistants, scientific collaborators and the professors themselves, the
students will have to investigate a series of specific locales in Casablanca. The diverse samples will sketch the outlines, or
fragments, of a masterplan for contemporary Casablanca as a particular condition of modernity, revealing its potential for
urban transformation.

The results of the fieldwork in Casablanca and of the activities conducted in Basel will be a series of maps, diagrams,
interviews, architectural portraits, urban biographies, diagrams of transformation. The research and activity will disclose the
generating and transformation processes of urban matter in Casablanca interfacing its population, urban culture and
economy, to form a panoramic vision of its specificity, free of rigid teleology and deterministic sources for its concrete urban,
institutional and architectural forms. At Studio Basel, research is basically not different from a project; the Portrait is research
as project. The final presentation of the student’s work will be in the form of a booklet and a PowerPoint presentation.

The work will be conducted on a weekly base at ETH Studio Basel’s premises in Spitalstrasse 12, Basel.
Fieldwork in Casablanca, from April 23 to May 8 (including the seminary week), is part of the activity of the course and will
be mandatory. During this period of fieldwork we will undertake short excursions to Marrakesh and Fez. The previewed
costs of the Hong Kong fieldwork (travel expenses and hotel) will be of approximately 1400.- CHF per student. Financial
issues should not be a hindrance to the participation to this course. Access to a special fund can be discussed in case of
grave impediments. A valid passport is required.

The studio work will be informed and supported with a lecture series on Casablanca, a film program and a seminar on urban
research.



Semester calendar

Date Issue Location Morning Afternoon Evening

March 29 Start of semester Basle 10 AM Introduction
INERTIA - A research on urban transformation
Casablanca
Location: Stadtkino, Basel

April 4 Studio work Basle

5 Studio work/
Seminar/
Guest lecture

Basle

11 Studio work Basle
12 Studio work/

Seminar/
Guest lecture

18 Studio Work
19 1. Intermediate

critic
Basle

23
24
25
26
27
28
29

Field Work Casablanca

30 Pinup Casablanca

May 1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Field Work

Seminary week

Casablanca

9 Studio Work Basle
10 Studio Work

16
17 Studio Work Basle

23 Studio Work Basle
24 Studio Work
30 Studio Wok Basle
31 Studio Work

June 6 Studio Work Basle
7 2. Intermediate

critic
Basle

13 Studio Work Basle
14 Studio Work
20
21 Studio Work Basle
27 Studio Work Basle
28 Final Review Basle

Information: ETH Studio Basel, Spitalstrasse 12, 4056 Basel,   T 0612731685   F 0612731687  E studio-basel@nsl.ethz.ch


