
Curiosity led the Italian businessman Lauro Milan to explore a 
forgotten building in the Medina and discover the neglected Islamic 

gardens that Tom Stuart-Smith has now brought back to life
TEXT KIRSTY FERGUSSON | PHOTOGRAPHS MARIANNE MAJERUS
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M
arrakesh occupies a special 
place both in the imagination 
and memory. The low-rise, 
ochre city,  f r inged with 
orchards, date palms and olive 
groves, camped between moun-
tain range and desert, delivers a 
delicious marriage of vibrant 
exoticism as well as a deep 
respect for tradition and cul-

tural heritage. Travellers seeking that particular deliciousness 
at the table as well as in their surrounds are soon directed to the 
Café Arabe in the heart of the Medina, a souk or two away from 
the teeming entertainment of the Jemaa el-Fnaa. The man 
behind this stylish oasis is Lauro Milan. Italian by birth, Lauro 
has immersed himself in the cultural heart of Marrakesh for 
almost 30 years, rescuing and restoring historic buildings and 
sensitively transforming them into luxurious places to stay, eat 
and drink or to indulge in a scented ham-
mam at. 

Across the narrow street from the Café 
Arabe, a formidable wall pierced by a 
large and solid door had long aroused 
Lauro’s curiosity. When opened, the 
imposing entrance revealed something 
resembling a shanty town: shacks and 
animal shelters flung carelessly over the 
decaying relics of what clearly had been a 
palatial compound of some substance, 
enclosing large riads [one large riad?], in 
which its ornamental, practical and sym-
bolic functions could only be imagined. 

Yet imagining comes easily here, for – 
from as early as the eleventh century – 
Marrakesh was designed as a garden city. 
It is watered by underground channels 
rising in the High Atlas and filled with 
enclosed gardens, perfumed with jas-
mine and roses and fed by vast, produc-
tive groves of date palms and orchards of 
pomegranate, quince and citrus trees. 
Lauro’s enquiries informed him that, 
although predated by much earlier gar-
dens and structures, the palatial wreck-
age he could see dated from the mid nine-
teenth century and had been conceived as 
the magnificent home of the Sultan’s 
chamberlain, Muhammad Loukrissi, who 
had lived there until his death in 1934.

To many, the obstacles would have 
seemed insurmountable. He had to nego-
tiate the purchase of the site, parcel by 
parcel [ or say ‘of the land’ so parcel makes more sense? piece-
meal?], from Loukrissi’s heirs (who numbered more than 130). 
But by 2007, Lauro had achieved the dream of bringing it into 
single, unified ownership and, in 2013, launched a massive res-
toration programme. While acting as overall project manager, 
Lauro entrusted the garden side of things to fellow Italian [gar-
dener?], [Sante? in press pack?] Giovanni Albonetti. By happy 
chance, while leafing through a magazine in a London dentist’s 
waiting room, Giovanni [Sante?] came across an article about 
Tom Stuart-Smith, rang him up, and knew immediately he had 
found the designer he was looking for. 

It was an interesting and perceptive choice. After all, Mar-
rakesh has a ready supply of home-grown Franco-Morroccan 
design talent. ‘Perhaps it mattered that I wasn’t French,’ says 
Tom. ‘Marrakesh is home to the famous Majorelle Garden, which 
is a product of the French colonial era, and it was important that 
the garden I was to design should stand quite apart from that 
kind of cultural import.’

Despite the scenes behind the high walls resembling nothing 
so much as ‘a bombsite’ when Tom first visited, it was evident 
that the palace buildings had enclosed two separate courtyard 
gardens: one square and one a larger rectangle. The two enclosed 
spaces are adjoining but offset, sharing a common corner and 
presenting an immediate challenge in terms of design. The typi-
cal French response, suggests Tom, ‘would have been to create a 
heroic enfilade, in order to give visual unity and allow a grand 
entrance to be made – quite the opposite to the traditional 
approach here, where buildings and gardens are connected by 
discreet entrances from the side.’ Accordingly, the two gardens 

are now connected by a staggered route 
through a new pavilion, allowing each 
garden a separate identity and a greater 
sense of intimacy. 

The smaller garden is approached first 
and offers an exuberant example of exotic 
planting from all parts of the world, 
where [wherever?] semi-arid conditions 
prevail. Date palms and jacarandas pre-
side over formal beds brimming with a 
singularly informal and happy mix of 
grasses and succulents, bromeliads, 
sages and cistus and the lovely sea laven-
der, Limonium perezii. ‘It’s what you 
might call a postcolonial knees-up,’ says 
the designer [Tom?] with a laugh. ‘But it 
also reflects Marrakesh’s long history of 
horticultural experimentation and inno-
vation. It is significant that almost all the 
plants here were sourced from a wonder-
ful local nursery called Casa Botanica.’

By contrast, the Islamic garden within 
the larger courtyard contains only trees 
and shrubs that would have been known 
to Moroccan gardeners 600 years ago 
and follows the traditional four-part divi-
sion and central supply of water. This is 
no mere nod to tradition. ‘Gardens have 
this quality of cultural articulation,’ Tom 
says. ‘They say something about how we 
see ourselves in the world and are a kind 
of applied anthropology.’ In the Western 
world, where we tend to think of gardens 
more as personal expressions, it is not 

always so easy to read that cultural articulation.
In the Islamic world, where gardens are designed to be earthly 

representations of paradise and speak of the relationship 
between the human and the divine, garden legibility is crucial 
and taken seriously. It is important to understand, as Tom points 
out, that an Islamic garden can be ‘read’ by anyone from the edu-
cated Islamic world [‘from the Islamic world who had an educa-
tion’?] from the eleventh century to today. However enjoyment 
and appreciation of this remarkable work of art – and the beauti-
fully restored buildings – is available to all m [AG- While this 
very vague islamic background is interesting, would have loved 
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