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Chef’s
FABLE

Najat Kaanache followed a long and 
winding path to become one of 
Morocco’s culinary stars. Visiting  

the chef in Fez, CHARLIE FRIEDMAN 
learns her journey is a lesson in  

feeling creatively centred by playing 
with your sense of tradition
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FABLE
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very travel guide to Fez warns that you’ll get lost 
in the medina’s maze of alleyways. They also warn 
that some locals in the northern Morocco city may 
mislead you, offering help only to take you to their 
shop or demand a hefty fee if they bring you to 
your desired destination. But lost en route to my 
meal at Nur, after a day traversing the old walled 
city’s winding, car-free streets from top to bottom 

and back again, I relented and asked a young man for help. He guided 
me straight down a tiny, hidden alleyway directly to my dinner.

Surrounded by shops peddling poufs in pungent leather from 
the local tanneries, bright blue and white tagines, argan oil for both 
cooking and cosmetics, handwoven Berber rugs in all shapes and 
colours, olives and fresh cheese, Nur stands out. In Marrakesh,  
Morocco’s most popular tourist destination, the medina houses a 
good number of modern shops and restaurants catering to expats 
and tourists. Oft-forgotten Fez remains far more traditional. But 
here, in the heart of the medina, chef Najat Kaanache draws on  
her training at top restaurants such as El Bulli and Alinea to put a 
whimsical and modern spin on Moroccan cuisine, complete with 
plating that mimics the twisting, tangled city.

e
Chef Najat Kaanache stands on the rooftop on her 
restaurant Nur in the Fez medina (opposite page).  
The Moroccan city is full of visual and culinary  
inspiration including (this page, clockwise from top left) 
the Mederssa El Bouanania Fes (a religious space open 
to non-Islamic visitors), a selection of starters at the 
restaurant Dar Hatim, women stretching filo dough for 
pastries, shops selling traditional pottery and pickles 
and street stalls overflowing with fresh mint.
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Nur’s 10-course tasting menu opens with a vegetable tagine that 
turns tradition on its head, incorporating a spiral meringue as its 
dish, a nod to the restaurant’s location in the centre of the Fez maze. 
Conventional ingredients such as carrot, eggplant and zucchini are 
pureed and adorned with microgreens, while a quenelle of black 
caviar stands in for olives. Throughout the meal, that spiral pattern 
reappears in the form of sauces and purees, reminding diners  
that as contemporary as this eating experience is, the sandy stone 
walls of the medina remain just outside the doors.

Kaanache’s route to this restaurant, in this city, was itself a path 
full of twists and turns. Born in Spain to Moroccan parents, she first 
gained fame as the lead actor of a Spanish daytime soap opera. But 
then she shifted directions, spending two years on philanthropic 
missions to South America and the Middle East, working to empower 
women and street-entrenched youth. Back in Spain, Kaanache 
focused her restless energy on cooking and she attended culinary 
school before spending years working in some of the world’s best 
restaurants including Alinea, the French Laundry, Per Se, Noma  
and the Fat Duck. In 2010, she again returned to Spain to work  
with chef Ferran Adrià at El Bulli for the final two years of his  
groundbreaking restaurant’s life.

Now, with a cooking show, Cocina Marroqui, that airs in Spain  
and Latin America, Kaanache is again famous for her work on  
television. In addition to being the chef-owner at Nur, she also  
runs Nacho Mama, a Mexican fast-casual canteen in Fez, and Cus 
Moroccan Grill, a Moroccan fast-casual restaurant in Mexico City.  
A chef’s life is often busy, but even by the industry’s standards,  
Kaanache’s career has been – and continues to be – a whirlwind.

“I used to walk barefoot in this medina as a kid,” she tells me 
from her perch in the kitchen as dinner service winds down.  
She grew up in San Sebastian, but visited Morocco every summer  
as a child. “I knew I was Moroccan, but I never thought I would  
cook in Morocco. It’s very difficult to describe what we do  
[at Nur], but I know it’s the flavours of my childhood kitchen.”

Many Moroccans say the best cooking in the country is found 
in home kitchens and one of Kaanache’s favourite restaurants  
in Fez, Dar Hatim, gets you as close as possible to that experience.  
A mother and daughter-in-law team helms the kitchen, serving  
superlative lamb tagine in a rich sauce full of caramelized onions, 
and chicken pastilla with a crackling shell enrobing shredded 
chicken, egg, almonds, cinnamon and herbs. For more local flavour, 
Kaanache also recommends Berrada Family Restaurant for lunch in 
the medina, where an “85-year-old guy who does handstands and 
claps with his feet and jumps around” takes you into the kitchen to 
taste everything on the menu and then gives you way too much food.

“People here cook what they know and they were never taught 
different techniques,” Kaanache says. “We change the dishes, but 
everything is based on the local products. Africa is magical and  
we have some of the best products here, from sea to mountains.”

At Nur, the sea makes an appearance in the form of an aromatic 

sea bass, calamari and oyster stew served inside a large whelk shell, 
while the mountains contribute wild porcini and matsutake mush-
rooms to complement crisp-skinned duck breast. The matsutakes 
are delicious, and not only because it’s fun to eat them after learning 
they’re taboo to serve domestically. “What’s not fair is they are  
sold in New York in a three-star restaurant – they are sold in Paris, 
Barcelona, Madrid, but we can’t use them here,” Kaanache says. 
“Matsutake is forbidden to say here, but if I go to prison for a  
matsutake, so be it.”

The next day, I ventured outside the medina to the Ain Noqbi 
neighbourhood, home to many of the city’s potters and tile workers. 
At Art Naji, I enjoyed a guided tour where I watched artisans craft 
tagines and tile mosaics by hand. Around the corner was the  
Co-operative Artisanale Des Patrons Potiers Fez, where Kaanache 
commissions custom serving pieces for Nur. “We go there and say, 
‘Not like this, we want funkier,’” she says. 
In fact, their requested design veered so far 
from the co-op’s normal work that “they 
tried to throw away our order the first time.” 
I wasn’t able to find any funkier pieces that 
avoided the trash on my visit but did pick  
up a traditional blue-and-white serving bowl 
that now nostalgically houses Moroccan 
clementines back at home in Toronto.

The traditional pottery makes a great 
souvenir for visitors, but it just doesn’t work 
for Nur’s creative cuisine. Kaanache’s cooking 
is outside the norm here – it’s Moroccan be-
cause she is Moroccan. It’s a reflection of her 
story: her Spanish upbringing, her fiery per-
sonality and fun sense of humour, her travels 
in Mexico and Latin America, and most of all, 
her love of Moroccan ingredients.

As I continued my travels through 
Morocco, Kaanache’s inspiration became 
clearer. A guide picked me up in Fez for a three-day trip through the 
remarkable red sand dunes of the Sahara, following a similar path 
the chef took every summer as a child, up into the snow-capped 
Atlas Mountains where Kaanache’s parents grew up, and down to 
bustling Marrakesh with its more modern, motorized scooter-filled 
medina and tourist-driven glitz. At Nur, Kaanache puts all these 
disparate elements of Morocco on the plate. Produce and meat from 
small-town farms and desert oasis sites, mushrooms and honey 
from high up in the mountains, and the modern global influence 
that has already hit Marrakesh and is slowly seeping into Fez.

“We’re just getting started. We’re going to do more, we’re going  
to start playing, but we’re always going to leave food how it is,”  
Kaanache says. “We have a different challenge here, and this  
challenge is not about being the absolute best, it’s just to be happy. 
And if I’m not happy, we close. But I am happy.” 

‘It’s very 
difficult to 
describe 
what we do 
[at Nur], but 
I know it’s the 
flavours of 
my childhood 
kitchen’



T H E  G LO B E  A N D  M A I L  S T Y L E  A D V I S O R 45

Kaanache sources many  
of her ingredients from 
vendors near Nur (opposite 
page). The plating of her  
famous dish, Lost in the 
Medina (top left), mimics  
the neighourhood’s  
disorienting layout, while 
plates of saffron cauliflower 
with Mediterrenean tuna  
(bottom left) and smoked 
salmon with tea (bottom 
right) emphasize regional 
ingredients. Traditional 
pottery is polished at a local 
shop (right). Kaanache and 
her kitchen team pose with 
a Moroccan flag outside 
of the restaurant (left).
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