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The Spice  
of Life
Photographer Aline Coquelle captures the 
mesmerising allure of Zanzibar in a new book 
that serves as a love letter to this vibrant African 
archipelago By Kissa Castañeda. Photography by Aline Coquelle
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They say it’s all in the name, and that rings true with 
Zanzibar. Merely uttering the word evokes mystery and 
wonder—it sounds like an exotic experience waiting to 
be savoured. The archipelago in the Indian Ocean off  
Africa’s Swahili coast has always held a certain mystique. 
In 1872, British explorer Richard Francis Burton de-
scribed his first glimpse of its islands: “Earth, sea, and 
sky, all seems wrapped in a soft and sensuous repose. 
The sea of purest sapphire, which had not parted with its 
blue rays to the atmosphere... under a blaze of sunshine 
which touched every object with a dull burnish of gold”. 

A semi-autonomous region of Tanzania, Zanzibar 
continues to lure modern explorers with a promise of 
an adventure like no other. One of these adventurers is  
nomadic Parisian photographer Aline Coquelle, who 
first arrived on its shores two decades ago. “What drew 
me to Zanzibar was the unknown,” says Coquelle, who 
calls the place “a dream before being an island”. Her first 
visit was thanks to an Italian friend whose father, a fa-
mous scuba diver, lived in Zanzibar and invited her to 
Unguja, the main island. “It was the perfect introduc-
tion to the mystery that is East Africa, which I had been 
wanting to discover since I read Out of Africa,” she says. 

Like Burton before her, it was love at first sight. That 
initial encounter sparked the idea of creating a book, 
which Coquelle immediately proposed to Martine  
Assouline, founder of Assouline. “I could feel the poten-
tial of this archipelago, the universe we could share and 
introducing it all into the world. But that moment was 
not the best time. I was still a very young photographer 
and maybe Zanzibar was still too wild to comprehend,” 
she says. This month, after a creative journey spanning 
20 years, during which time she photographed the island 
and its inhabitants using film, her vision comes to life 

in Zanzibar—a tome that embodies the essence of this 
enthralling destination through her lens.

MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE
With its postcard-perfect looks, it is easy to dismiss Zan-
zibar as just another tropical paradise. But beyond its 
pristine white beaches and sparkling, azure waters lies a 
cultural crossroads that offers curious travellers plenty of 
layers to sift through. From the food to the architecture, 
everything reflects a heady mix of African, Indian and 
Arabian influences; it has also been shaped by its historic 
importance as a major producer of cloves, nutmeg, cin-
namon and black pepper that earned it the moniker the 
Spice Island (not to be confused with the Spice Islands 
in Indonesia).

Nowhere is this intriguing past more palpable than 
in the labyrinthine streets of Stone Town, Zanzibar’s 
historic quarter, which has been designated as a Unesco 
World Heritage Site since 2000. Here, “magic and obscu-
rity are daily encounters”, Coquelle says, and an enchant-
ed energy fills every square kilometre.  

“I was so enlightened by the Swahili culture of Zan-
zibar and by the mix of humanity and culture while ex-
ploring Stone Town—from Persians, Omanis, Africans, 
Indians and Europeans. It was such a dream for a young 
photographer and traveller to experience,” Coquelle says. 
It is this texture and vibrancy that she captures in the 
intimate portraits she took, documenting a disappearing 
indigenous culture that needs to be celebrated at a time 
when sameness permeates the globe.

The singular natural beauty of Zanzibar, coupled with 
its rich culture, seems to bring the poet out of everyone, 
or at least transform them into lifetime ambassadors. 
Coquelle, who is one of its most ardent advocates, recalls  

The local Maasai 
team wearing 
traditional red 
clothing at 
Upendo Zanzibar
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a particularly memorable moment—flying to Pemba  
island, the second biggest island in the archipelago. 
“It was such a magical flight over magnificent lagoons 
and mangroves, and we eventually landed on an island 
that had an aroma of cloves. It was so pure and wild. We 
then immersed ourselves into Fundu Lagoon Resort, 
and we dove into the pristine waters of Misali Island. It is 
so untouched by current times and influence; it was like 
travelling into the beginning of the world.” The Zanzi-
baris themselves, she says, “greet you like no one else in 
the world”.

A DIFFERENT BEAT
Although spice and raffia production contribute to 
Zanzibar’s economy, tourism is its bread and butter. 
The islands receive roughly 500,000 travellers a year—a 
constant flow that has been upended by the spread of 
the coronavirus. Even with the present challenges of the 
tourism industry and news of political instability, along 
with sporadic reports of tensions and a deep sense of 

antipathy toward tourists among some devout Muslims 
over the years, Coquelle sees nothing but a bright future 
for a place that has a strong sense of community and in-
herent tolerance brought about by its multicultural roots. 
“Here, the motto is pole pole, meaning  ‘slowly, slowly.’ 
And while the pandemic has brought both tragedy  
and crisis, we realise even more how important it is to 
come back to essential aspects of life like time and love,” 
she notes. “We seemed to have lost these values in many 
of our big cities.”

This, perhaps, is the magic of Zanzibar: its ability to 
slow down the tempo so we can truly enjoy the present; 
to put qualities like generosity and tolerance at the fore-
front to remind us of what it is to be human. 

Falling into Zanzibar’s trance comes easily—one 
could get lost in Stone Town’s bustling markets, dive 
with whale sharks in the waters surrounding Mafia is-
land or simply watch the sunset from the shore with 
taarab music playing in the background. When it’s time 
to leave, the best souvenir isn’t a colourful kanga (a local 

fabric) or a beautiful tan; it’s emerging as a brand new 
person. “Zanzibar is a healing archipelago where nature 
and people offer you amazing, positive vibes that keep 
you coming back for more. It became my own form of 
balance, my rhythm of life. My love for Zanzibar flows 
in my blood,” shares Coquelle. Until the time comes 
when we can actually travel again, we can transport 
ourselves to the Swahili coast through her hypnotic pho-
tographs and imagine feeling that warm, fine sand be-
tween our toes.  

Left to right: Author 
and photographer Aline 
Coquelle on the shores 
of the &Beyond Mnemba 
private island; local 
women working on a 
seaweed plantation
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Clockwise, from top left: Fisherman at &Beyond Mnemba 
Island; a local clothes and gift shop in the archipelago; the 
sun sets over sailing dhows in Zanzibar; in Jambiani, on the 
east coast of Zanzibar, sits the private villa Casadamare—a 

little piece of heaven. Opposite page: Zuri & Maua Wellness, 
Holistic Spa is a new eco-chic getaway on the north shore 
of Zanzibar that follows a sustainable philosophy, balancing 
our body and soulIm
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The panoramic view from 
the Emerson Tea House 
in Stone Town—a timeless 
oasis in the city that offers 
the best view of the Indian 
Ocean, accompanied by 
warm Swahili hospitality
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Daudi from Zanzibar 
Kite Paradise, which 
is linked to the White 
Sand Villas. Opposite: 
The Saudi Za Busara 
music festival parade

“Zanzibar 
is a healing 
archipelago 
where 
nature and 
people offer 
you amazing 
positive vibes that keep 
you coming back for more. 
It became my own form of 
balance, my rhythm of life. 
My love for Zanzibar f lows 
in my blood”
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Destination 
Unknown

STONE TOWN HOTELS 
EMERSON  
During your stay at Emerson, 
get lost in its secret garden while 
enjoying a coffee at Emerson On 
Hurumzi. Don’t miss the authentic 
Swahili dinner at the Emerson 
Tea House held on the impressive 
rooftop terrace, which offers a 
breathtaking 360-degree view. 
emersonspice.com;  
emersonhurumzi.com

JAFFERJI HOUSE 
If you prefer an intimate teatime 
then look no further than the patio 
of Jafferji House, located in the 
heart of Stone Town 
jafferjihouse.net

SERENA ZANZIBAR 
A timeless oasis in the city that 
offers the best view of the Indian 
Ocean, accompanied by warm 
Swahili hospitality. Don’t miss the 
aperitifs at sunset with live taarab 
music and a seafood dinner under 
the stars. serenahotels.com

Aline Coquelle’s favourite addresses in 
Zanzibar, excerpted from her new book

RESTAURANTS & BARS 
LIVINGSTONE CAFÉ 
Imagine your bare feet in the sand, 
some grilled fish, cocktails, excellent 
live music, all with the sunset 
in the background every Friday 
and Saturday and you have the 
Livingstone Café in Shangani. 

LUKMAAN 
If you’re going on a trip to the 
market, consider stopping by 
Lukmaan, a popular Swahili lunch 
spot that offers fresh exotic juices.

STONETOWN CAFÉ 
Great for healthy breakfasts, lunches 
and dinners. stonetowncafe.com

TAPERIA 
Patrons come for the tapas and 
wine and stay for the live music and 
dancing every Friday just above the 
Shangani Post office.

THE SEYYIDA HOTEL 
If a scenic sunset is what you 
seek, try having a drink on the 
unforgettable rooftop of The 
Seyyida Hotel, or for something 
with a Rasta vide, head to the 
floating bar at Dreamer’s Island. 
theseyyida-zanzibar.com

6 DEGREE 
Head to the top-floor terrace at 
6 Degree on Fridays and Saturdays, 
don’t forget to stop by the 
Forodhani Garden for an impressive 
night market offering local foods, 
sugarcane juices and coconut waters. 
6degreessouth.co.tz

DHOW ESCAPES 
THE SAFARI BLUE 
If you’re looking to snorkel and 
relax in the natural sandbanks while 
snacking on an exotic picnic, book a 
private sailing dhow with The Safari 
Blue. safariblue.net

NAKUPENDA ISLES SAFARI & 
SUNSET DHOW CRUISE 
One can travel along the coastline 
of Stone Town or out to sandbanks 
while enjoying live music and 
cocktails (perfect for a romantic date 
or for a night out with friends) or 
take a trip with the young sailing 
expert Rahim Saggaf. 
zanzibarfree@yahoo.com; 
vanorazanzibar.com 

ISLANDS & RESORTS 
&BEYOND MNEMBA ISLAND 
A private island that makes us 
believe in the existence of paradise 
and is also working tirelessly to 
reverse extinctions locally. The 
resort boasts several sea turtle 
conservation projects as well as 
a reintroduction and breeding 
programme for Aders’ duiker and 
suni antelope, while also offering 
activities such as diving, snorkelling, 
kayaking, yoga, fishing and 
relaxing—with amazing cuisine to 
match. andbeyond.com

CASADAMARE 
A dedicated dream staff will ensure 
your stay is nothing short of perfect. 
It is an exquisite piece of heaven 
owned by a delightful Italian couple, 
and run by the incomparable Sara 
and Andrea. casadamarezanzibar.com

CHOLE MJINI 
An eco-tree house boasting a 
starry sky every evening, flickering 
candles, great company and the 
opportunity to truly immerse 
oneself in nature, is the main 
attraction here. cholemjini.com

FUNDU LAGOON RESORT 
This resort in Pemba is where one 
can end up lost in the beautiful 
scenery and experience an idyllic 
marine safari. A world-class diving 
centre allows visitors to literally dive 
right into the island’s breathtaking 
nautical scenery, while numerous 
other aquatic activities, such as 
game fishing, kayaking and paddle 
boarding are also offered on-site. 
fundulagoon.com

KILINDI 
It was originally designed for Benny 
Andersson of Abba fame, and sits on 
50 acres of tropical gardens dotted 

with white-domed pavilion guest 
rooms. elewancollection.com

MAFIA ISLAND MARINE PARK 
AND RESERVE 
It aims to develop responsible 
tourism in the area and bring real 
benefits to the community through 
support for wildlife conservation. 
mafiaisland.com

MWANI BEACH 
For a unique insight into the lives 
of the women of Zanzibar, who 
combine traditional and modern 
techniques to produce magical 
organic skincare products by 
natural means, don’t forget to visit 
the seaweed plantations at Mwani 
Beach, founded by the magnificent 
Klaartje Schade. 

PEMBA LODGE 
Founded by the sailor Nassor S Ali 
Maharouky on Shamiani Island, 
Pemba Lodge is eco-friendly, rustic 
and remote; getting there is half the 
fun, by sailing through surrounding 
magical waters—a must for 
backpackers. pembalodge.com

THE AIYANA RESORT & SPA 
With a name that translates to “ever-

blooming”, Aiyana Resort & Spa is a 
beautiful, extravagant resort located 
on Makangale Beach, in a sublime 
tropical garden. theaiyana.com

UPENDO 
In Michamvi, Upendo has lovely 
villas and a fashion concept store 
that offers Sunday brunches as 
well as live music, which serves as 
a stylish oasis with delicious food. 
upwendo.zanzibar.com

ZURI & MAUA WELLNESS,  
HOLISTIC SPA 
A marvellous ecological hotspot 
with sublime villas overlooking 
a sprawling white-sand beach. 
zurizanzibar.com

Photographs and excerpted 
text reprinted with permission 
from Zanzibar by Aline 
Coquelle. The book, published 
by Assouline, is available from 
May 2020 in select bookstores 
and online at assouline.com


