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FOCUS
This unit is designed for use in a world or European literature class at the high school level. The
focus of the unit is how the interplay of visual art and language can communicate stories of place.
Students will examine images and written descriptions of the city of Marrakesh, Morocco. They
will be encouraged to consider how the texts confirm and expand their existing knowledge of the
city and country.

In lesson one, students will study a set of images called “Kesh Angles” by Moroccan artist
Hassan Hajjaj. They will practice visual analysis to determine the moods and potential messages
of the images. These images will serve as a jumping-off point to explore the place that is
portrayed in the series — Marrakesh, Morocco. As the unit continues, students will gain context
for the images through articles and videos focused on the artist. The goal is that students sharpen
their analytical skills and learn to look at images — particularly those from unfamiliar cultures —
beyond the surface. This aligns with the goals of the world literature classroom: that students are
exposed to multiple perspectives on global people and cultures, and that they recognize universal
human themes present in literature. In a world literature context, this unit could be used in
conjunction with a North African novel, such as The Alchemist. Alternatively, the unit could be
used in a European literature course to broaden portrayals of non-European characters, such as
“The Moor” in Othello.

After lesson one, the unit extends from a study of visual place portrayal to explore how written
language communicates a sense of place, i.e. a setting. Lessons two and three give students tools
and vocabulary to strengthen their descriptive writing, culminating in a collage project. The
project asks students to select a setting in their life that has personal significance and to combine
images and written texts to communicate a narrative about that place. Below, the specific learning
objectives, guided questions, and relevant Common Core standards are presented.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES OF UNIT
● Lesson 1:

○ Students examine the message and mood of a visual text
○ Students determine the central idea of a nonfiction article

● Lesson 2:
○ Students apply new descriptive vocabulary
○ Students create imagery related to senses

● Lesson 3:
○ Students write vivid imagery to support a chosen mood and message
○ Students select descriptive details to convey that mood and message

● Cumulative Objectives:
○ Students build upon and expand their geographic and cultural knowledge of North Africa
○ Students practice identifying textual details (visual and linguistic), and they consider how

these can be altered to convey various moods and messages
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GUIDING QUESTIONS
● How do textual details and elements come together to create meaning?
● How do authors and artists decide what details to include and which to leave out?
● Can a single image tell the complete story of a place?
● How does research deepen our understanding of an image?
● Can one image be interpreted in multiple ways?
● How does word choice impact the mood and message of a text?
● How can word choice strengthen writing?
● What story do you want to tell about your chosen place?
● What emotion do you want to evoke for your viewer/reader?

COMMON CORE STANDARDS ADDRESSED
Writing

● CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective techniques,
well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.

● CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.3.D
Use precise words and phrases, telling details, and sensory language to convey a vivid
picture of the experiences, events, setting, and/or characters.

Reading Nonfiction
● CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.2

Determine two or more central ideas of a text and analyze their development over the course of
the text, including how they interact and build on one another to provide a complex analysis;
provide an objective summary of the text.

● CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.7
Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in different media or formats
(e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in order to address a question or solve a
problem.

3



UNIT STORYLINE
LESSON

TITLE
GUIDING  QUESTIONS

& LEARNING OBJECTIVES
SUMMARY

Marrakech through
the Eyes of Hassan

Hajjaj

Guiding Questions
● How do authors and artists decide what

details to include, and which to leave
out?

● What can an image teach us about a
place? Can one image tell the whole
story?

Learning Objectives
● Students examine the message and mood

of a visual text
● Students determine the central idea of a

nonfiction article

1. Activator with student photos
2. View Kesh Angels series; discussion

question time
3. Students complete research on

Hassan Hajjaj and complete a
handout

● Assessment: Marrakesh Through the
Eyes of Hassan Hajjaj Handout

Moroccan Artifacts
and Imagery

Guiding Question
● How does word choice impact the mood

of a text? How can it strengthen writing?

Learning Objectives
● Students apply new descriptive

vocabulary
● Students create imagery related to senses

1. Explore Moroccan artifacts
2. Sort artifacts into sensory categories
3. Synonym and simile generation

exercise
4. Work in small groups to develop

descriptive paragraphs

● Assessment: Group writing

Personal Application
Collage

Guiding Question
● What story do you want to tell about your

chosen place?
● What emotion do you want to evoke for

your viewer/reader?

Learning Objectives
● Students write vivid imagery to support a

chosen tone and message
● Students select descriptive details to

convey that tone and message

1. Review teacher example and choose
own place

2. Descriptive detail brainstorming with
classmates

3. Image collection
4. Descriptive writing

● Assessment: Collage and writing
sample
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CONTENT BACKGROUND

Quick History:
Morocco is a country in North Africa. It has an Atlantic coastline, which continues until the
Strait of Gibraltar, where the Mediterranean coastline begins. The Sahara envelops much of the
south of the country, which is characterized by its desert climate. Due to its unique geographic
position linking Europe and Africa, Morocco’s history has been particularly influenced by global
trade and politics. The country’s earliest inhabitants, often called “Berber,” but more accurately
known as Amazigh, lived throughout Morocco and neighboring Algeria and Mali. Mediterranean
cultures including the Phonecians, Carthogenians, and Romans created settlements along the
northern coastline as early as the 12th century BC.

During the seventh and eighth centuries CE, Arab invasions brought immense cultural change
(Robinson 91). Most Amazigh people converted to Islam, many joining the growing Muslim
army as it used Morocco as a bridge to move into the Spanish peninsula. During this time,
Morocco was a seat of power across the Muslim world, and Muslim (also termed Moorish) rule
continued across North Africa and Spain until the Reconquista; Christian armies pushed the last
Muslim communities out of spain in 1492 (Robinson 93). Morocco then entered a more insular
period; a series of Arab dynasties ruled for the next 400 years until European imperialism took
hold and Morocco fell under both Spanish and French “spheres of influence” at the turn of the
20th century, officially becoming a French protectorate in 1912, and remaining so until 1956
(Robinson 104). The following decades saw a new call for Arabization, an attempt to recenter
the country around Moroccan culture and to move away from the influence of Europe and the
West. However, thousands of years of international influence have made the question of what
“Moroccan” culture is complex.

This complexity (and beauty) is explored in Hajjaj’s series, Kesh Angels. The works take their
name from the blend of the city, Marrakech/Marrakesh, with the biker gang, Hell’s Angels. The
works predominantly feature female henna artists, who work in the medina. The Marrakesh
medina is ancient; created in1070 CE by the Arab Almoravid dynasty, it is a series of narrow,
circuitous streets filled with stalls selling spices and traditional leather goods alongside imitation
Louis Vuitton and Adidas (Robinson 93). Marrakesh today is Morocco’s tourism capital; each
year an average of 3 million tourists descend on the “Red City,” so-called because the buildings
are painted a rosy pink that helps deflect some of the heat from the strong sun in this
Sahara-adjacent city (“Tourism in Morocco”).

Motorbikes and donkeys are ubiquitous modes of transportation due to their ability to navigate
the winding streets in the old city. The blend of ancient and new is explored in Hajjaj’s
juxtaposition of the women’s traditional djellabas (long, hooded dresses) with Nike-branded
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headscarves and hot-pink heart-shaped sunglasses. The images tell a story of a desert city
steeped in tradition and religion, but with a modern and resplendent flair. The series, along with
articles and context on Morocco, will enable students to confront their own expectations about
what the story of “Africa '' entails and allow them to explore the complexities that underlie
seemingly simple presentations of place.

Modern Questions:
Thousands of years of international influence have left many complexities in Morocco. This
context can assist students as they assess the images and discuss Moroccan culture. Below are a
few key questions:

● What language do Moroccans speak?
○ Today, there are two official languages in Morocco: Amazigh and Arabic. These

are the languages used on government buildings and documents. Amazigh
language takes three forms: Tarifit, Tamazight, and Tashlhit. These languages
predate Arab or European presence in Morocco. Arabic in Morocco takes two
forms: formal, literary Arabic (called Fusha) which is used in schools and official
documents, and colloquial Arabic (called Darija).

○ In addition to the official languages, French is common in business, higher
education, and the commercial sphere. Other commonly spoken “foreign”
languages are Spanish, English, and German.
Read more here: “Language Situation and Conflict in Morocco” by Hafsa Mikdad

● Does Morocco have an official religion?
○ According to the constitution, Islam is the official state religion in Morocco. The

modern constitution guarantees “freedom of thought, expression, and assembly”
to all Moroccans, including those who practice different religions. The population
is 99 percent Muslim. Jews and Christians are also visible throughout the country.

○ A note about government in Morocco: Morocco is a parliamentary constitutional
monarchy. In essence, the government is led by a prime minister, but ultimate
authority rests with the king (currently in 2022, King Mohammed VI) who is
responsible for appointing the prime minister, heading the armed forces, and
reviewing legislative matters.
Read more here: Global Edge Morocco

● How is Morocco distinct from other North African countries?
○ Morocco occupies a unique geographical position at the northern tip of Africa. It

is distinctly part of Africa but is separated from central African nations by over
3,000 miles (the majority of that mileage is in the Sahara desert- distance is the
distance from Rabat, Morocco to Lagos, Nigeria). Meanwhile, the mainland of the
European nation of Spain is separated by eight miles of water. International
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influence is prominent in Morocco; Ganawa is a popular form of music, with
roots connected to the enslavement of West African people in Morocco. France’s
influence is seen linguistically and in education (the French baccalaureate system)
as well as through the prominence of French and other European brands.
Read more here: “Summer Festivals in Morocco: International Influence and a
Factor of Social Cohesion” by Fadma Aït Mous and Mohamed Wazif

○ While Egypt is a bridge to the Middle East, Morocco is a bridge to Europe. This
placement, combined with a growing worldwide refugee crisis, has resulted in a
“bottleneck” situation in Morocco. Refugees and asylum-seekers travel both
across Africa, as well as from the Arabian Peninsula (primarily Syria), seeking
entry to the European Union. The situation is a subject of debate and scrutiny.
Read more here: “In Canary Islands, Tensions Are High Over African Migration”

VOCABULARY

Terms for Hajjaj images and Moroccan culture
Detailed definitions and images are presented to students in Lesson One.

● Djellaba (noun) - a type of Moroccan clothing, worn by both men and women; a long,
loose shape with a hood, can be lightweight or heavy depending on the season

● Hijab (noun) - a scarf that covers women’s hair from sight, used by some Muslim women

● Islam (proper noun) - a monotheistic religion, founded by Mohammed in the 7th century
CE; followers are called Muslims and worship one, all-knowing God, known as Allah

● Marrakesh/Marrakech (proper noun) - a city in Morocco, founded in 1070 CE, which
is still a growing tourism destination today

● Medina (noun) - The oldest portion of a North African city; commonly characterized by
winding streets and encircled by a wall

ELA Terms

● Mood (noun) - the emotional response that the writer wishes to evoke in the reader
(Literarydevices.net)

7

https://www.iemed.org/publication/summer-festivals-in-morocco-international-influence-and-a-factor-of-social-cohesion/
https://www.iemed.org/publication/summer-festivals-in-morocco-international-influence-and-a-factor-of-social-cohesion/
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/26/974007502/in-canary-islands-tensions-are-high-over-african-migration
https://literarydevices.net/mood/


● Message (noun) - what the artist or author is communicating through a text; what they
want to say about a given subject

● Imagery (noun) - writers’ appeal to a reader’s senses of sight, taste, smell, touch, and
sound, as well as internal emotion and feelings (Literarydevices.net)

LESSON 1: Marrakech through the Eyes of Hassan Hajjaj

GUIDING QUESTIONS:
● What can an image teach us about a place? Can one image tell the whole story?
● How do authors and artists decide what details to include, and which to leave out?

Learning Objectives:
● Students examine the message and mood of a visual text
● Students determine the central idea of a nonfiction article

Time Period:
● Two 90-minute class periods

Instructional Procedures:
Lesson opening/activator:

● Ask students to look through their phone photo reel to choose their ONE favorite photo (give
them no more than three minutes). Tell students that they will be showing the photo to a
classmate, and they will be viewing classmates’ photos. Remind students of expectations for
respect and school-appropriate content.

● Tell students to show their chosen photo to an elbow buddy. Before they explain the photo to their
partner, they should ask the partner these questions (found on slide 2):

○ What seems to be happening in this photo?
○ What do you think the mood is in this photo?

● After students have had time to discuss with partners, ask them to share with the whole class:
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○ What did you learn about your partner from their photo?
○ Did their photo have a cool background?
○ Did it have an interesting filter or other edits?
○ What is one detail that you remember from their photo?
○ How was your interpretation of the photo different from the creator’s explanation? What

context would have shifted your interpretation of the image?

● Introduce the essential question: What can an image teach us about a place? Can one image
tell the whole story?

● Explain that in this lesson, we will be looking at images from an artist, Hassan Hajjaj. The teacher
might say…

○ This artist produces photographs that explore life and culture in his birth country,
Morocco, specifically the city where he spent his childhood: Marrakesh. We will examine
the images and make inferences, then we will conduct research to deepen our
understanding. Our goals today are to determine the mood (emotions) that the photos
convey and to begin to answer the questions, where is Marrakesh and what is it like?

Step-by-step procedures:
1. Place students in groups of three or four and distribute Kesh Angels images (slides 5-10, printed

or digital). This is a good time to explain to students that they will see images of women in hijab
(a scarf that covers women’s hair from sight, used by some Muslim women) and that this is a type
of attire worn by Muslim women across the world. Students will have a chance later in the lesson
to learn more about Moroccan attire, if they choose. Additional resources to support teaching
about Islam can be found here and resources specific to women and Islam are found here.

2. Ask students to answer discussion questions (slide 4) with groups:
a. What do you recognize?
b. What is unfamiliar?
c. What surprises you?
d. What emotions are communicated in the photo? (hint- think about the colors)
e. Do these images seem more rural? Or urban?
f. What do you think the women in the photo are thinking about?
g. What questions do you have about the image?

3. After students have had 15 minutes to discuss, convene as a whole group to examine one image.

4. Ask the class for their observations, encouraging students to note specific details in the image
such as brand names, colors, facial expressions, symbols, and clothing. Considering this may be
students may have limited exposure to women in hijab, be careful to direct students away from
condescending comments. Model positive questioning for students, possibly using the I think… I
wonder… model (ex. “I think that that polka dotted dress is so cool. It reminds me of the 60s. I
wonder if it is vintage or new, and I wonder what it is called.)
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5. Explain to students that our next step is to conduct research to gain context for these images.
Students will read two nonfiction articles, watch one video, and read one set of slides. They will
record their notes on this handout.

a. Differentiation option- teachers may choose to have students complete these handouts as
partners, small groups, or as a whole class in a guided lecture notes format

Lesson closing and formative assessment:
6. When students have concluded their research, ask them to submit their handout. The final

handout question asks students to consider how their research furthered their understanding of the
initial Kesh Angles images.

Materials needed:
● Overhead projector
● Printed Kesh Angels images (or digital access) (slides 5- 10)
● Technology and internet access for each student (slides 11- 22)
● Printed “Marrakesh Through the Eyes of Hassan Hajjaj” handout for each student (handout)

LESSON 2: Moroccan Artifacts and Imagery

GUIDING QUESTIONS:
● How does word choice impact the mood of a text? How can it strengthen writing?

Learning objectives:
● Students apply new descriptive vocabulary
● Students create written imagery related to senses

Time Period:
● One to two 90-minute class periods

Instructional Procedures:
Lesson opening/activator:
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● Provide students with printed imagery examples (slides 2-3). Ask students to spend five minutes
reading and annotating passage #1 (annotation help and focus questions are on slide 4). Once five
minutes have passed, ask students to shift to passage #2.

● At the end of the ten-minute period, open the floor for discussion, asking students to share their
observations about each passage. Depending on the class, it may be helpful to have students
discuss in small groups or with partners first, and then share out with the larger group. Direct
discussion to the following questions:

○ How was the Bowles text different than the Fernea excerpt?
○ What similarities did you note?
○ How would removing certain details alter the mood of the text?
○ Does the excerpt leave you with a complete mental image of this place? Or does it leave

you wanting to know more about this setting?

● Explain that in this lesson, we will be looking at and engaging with Moroccan artifacts.

Step-by-step procedures:
1. Before class begins, prepare groupings of artifacts. Suggested artifacts can generally be found in

US markets.
a. Suggested artifacts include: fresh peppermint, loose leaf tea, spices (cumin, dried ginger,

turmeric, white pepper, saffron, paprika), harissa, preserved lemons, olives, almond
cookies, argan oil, dates, oranges, tiles, printed portraits of King Hassan VI, djellabas,
clear tea glasses, a tagine, textile samples, samples of Arabic or Amazigh writing

2. Distribute the artifacts to students in small groups.

3. Ask students to spend 15 minutes interacting with their items and recording their observations.
Suggestions:

a. Ask students to divide their page into “I think… I wonder… This reminds me of…”
categories.

b. Ask students to divide their items into categories based on color, smell, texture, sensory
mode, purpose, or to create their own categories.

4. Tell students that they will be writing imagery based on these items. Remind them of the
definition of imagery- written appeals to a reader’s senses of sight, taste, smell, touch, and sound,
as well as internal emotions. Model this activity for students by choosing one item with which to
conduct a practice writing activity.

a. Model Example: Distribute a few mint leaves for every student. Ask them to tell you all
of the words that initially come to mind when they smell this item. Then ask them to
describe the feel of the item. Then ask them to describe its appearance. Record responses
on the board. Next, ask students to identify the strongest descriptive words or phrases that
they see on the board. Underline these in one color. Then, ask them to identify the least
strong words. Underline these in a different color. Give students a synonym challenge:
they must use a digital thesaurus to come up with stronger descriptive language. Add an
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extra challenge by asking students to generate similes to describe the mint (“it is fuzzy
like a peach,” “it smells like summer,” etc).

b. Finally, model the process of transferring these individual words/phrases into complete
sentences, constructing a short paragraph describing peppermint. Ask students to
compare the class paragraph to the example texts from Bowles and Fernea. Discuss how
the details and language work together to create a certain mood.

c. (Alternately, it might be fun to do this with actual Moroccan mint tea: more work, but a
unique and delicious experience for kids!)

Lesson closing and formative assessment:
5. After practicing as a class, direct students to write their own descriptive paragraph. Directions are

on slide 6. Students work individually to write their own descriptive paragraph including one of
the artifacts from their table.
Suggestions:

a. Some students may benefit from doing this activity in partners. Some may benefit from
using sentence starters from the whole class model. For added challenge, you might want
to require students to use particular vocab terms from other units, or to practice particular
grammatical or punctuation elements.

Materials needed:
● Sensory items
● Whiteboard
● Copies of slides 2-3 for each student
● Student notebooks or paper to record observations and write formative assessment paragraph

LESSON 3: Personal Application Collage

GUIDING QUESTIONS:
● What story do you want to tell about your chosen place?
● What emotion do you want to evoke for your viewer/reader?

Learning objectives:
● Students write vivid imagery to support a chosen tone and message
● Students select descriptive details to convey that tone and message

Time Period:
● One 90-minute class period to begin projects, then additional class or home time to

complete projects, depending on the context of the class
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Instructional Procedures:
Lesson opening/activator:

● Tell students that we will be concluding our unit on “Portraying Places” by creating a collage and
written text that tells a story about a place of their choice. Remind them that we have studied
visual storytelling with Hassan Hajjaj and have practiced writing about settings with imagery and
descriptive details.

● Share teacher example of a place collage. Ask students to consider discussion questions:
○ How does this image make you feel as a viewer? (mood)
○ What parts of this image do you recognize?
○ What is unfamiliar?
○ What colors and symbols jump out to you?
○ What connections can you make between the details of the collage and the mood?

● Distribute the teacher example of the written text. Ask students to consider discussion questions:
○ Where does this writing sample contain writing about the senses? (imagery)
○ How does the writer want the reader to feel about this setting? (mood)
○ Does this writing help you better understand the collage? How so?

Step-by-step procedures:
1. Review the expectations and rubric with students. Emphasize that their final product needs to

contain specific details and imagery that have been intentionally chosen to convey a particular
mood.

2. Distribute the brainstorming sheet, and direct students to begin by working on this. Students will
be responsible for their own product, but it may be beneficial for them to work in pairs or small
groups while they plan.

Lesson closing and formative assessment:
3. Students will work to gather their materials, design their collage, and create their written text.

Materials needed:
● Collage brainstorming rubric and planning document
● Collage materials: magazines, cardstock paper, glue sticks, pipe cleaners, pom poms, glitter (at

your own risk), and other found materials.

ASSESSMENT
Personal Place Collage
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As described in lesson three, after studying how artists and writers carefully chose details to create
a sense of place, students will create their own collage. The collage should tell the story of a place
that holds personal importance to the student. Students may choose any number of locations: their
hometown, a beloved summer camp, a spooky house in their neighborhood, or a grandparent’s
house/town. However, students must choose a place that they have personally visited (for example,
they should not choose a city that is their dream vacation).

Students will consider what story they want to tell about this place and what mood they want to
communicate about it. Then, they will select the visual and sensory details that align with the
message they want to convey. Collage material will include found material as well as intentionally
created objects: photographs, sketches, magazine clippings, pipe cleaners, candy wrappers, etc.

After planning their visual collage, students will create a piece of writing to accompany the collage.
The writing should relate to the collage, providing additional context and richness to the story.

MATERIALS

● Hassan Hajjaj Kesh Angels slides
● Assessment: Hassan Hajjaj handout
● Artifact images and direction slides
● Collage brainstorming rubric and planning document
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