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• This cultural complex in Kaolack raises important questions about the role 

of ornament and ideas in the age of media. It integrates ornament with archi

tectural design as a 'text' for users to interact with, to endow with their own 

references and connotations at a time when we are being bombarded by images 

from an all-pervasive media. 

The project attempts to explore new ways of producing iconography, using 

ornamentation and imagery in a way not dissimilar to the means used in Gothic 

cathedrals to communicate visually with their communities. It recalls a time 

when architecture was seen as strong media, and suggests the possibility for 

architecture to confront the hegemony of media. Rather than imitating or illus

trating traditional symbolic forms, this project attempts to transform these signs 

into a new kind of architectural text that is at once aesthetic (colourful and 

playful), ornamental and symbolic. Here architecture is transformed from a 

ground for ornament and imagery to being the figurai ornament itself. 

The project is neither colonial nor patronising in its imagery; rather, it is 

critical of kitsch imagery and nostalgia. It proposes a provocative new language 

that transcends the traditional confines of place or Muslim identification, and 

confronts the present practices and theories of western architecture and thought. 

The only discourse that can come out of Africa today which is not patronising 

is one which is critical, that is, one which questions the possibility of knowledge 

in its own traditions. Architecture such as that displayed by the Alliance Franco-

Sénégalaise can join in the struggle against accommodation both within and 

without the Muslim world. As a critical text, it also can elicit an affective and 

emotional response from users, who respond viscerally and immediately to the 

colour and form, as well as to the more complex iconic and symbolic messages 

that the building represents. 



• The Alliance Franco-Sénégalaise 

is located in Kaolack, a medium-

sized provincial town about 160 

kilometres southeast of Senegal's 

capital city of Dakar. It was commis

sioned to house the Alliance Française 

and to provide a much-needed 

community centre with such public 

facilities as a library, meeting and 

classrooms, performance and enter

tainment areas. The brief was to 

design and construct a complex that 

would house the range of cultural 

activities envisioned for a centre 

whose mission is to promote knowl

edge and understanding of the 

French language and culture. The 

French architect Patrick Dujarric, 

who is an anthropologist, has lived 

for many years in Senegal. He 

decided to separate the different 

functions of the building and to 

group them on differing levels in an 

outdoor-like space, in keeping with 

the traditional style of grouping 

public structures in local villages. 

The site is 3,212 square metres, 

but the built area takes up only 750 

square metres, or one quarter of the 

site, thereby giving emphasis to the 

external spaces. The principal wing 

of the three-part complex houses the 

exhibition space, study rooms, an 

audio-visual room, a press room, 

administrative offices and stores 

and two attached courtyards, one of 

which was converted into a shaded 

study area. The next block contains 

FROM ABOVE: Interior view of the 
library; the external shaded study 
area is an extension of the library 
periodicals room 



LEFT: View of the palaver hut, which 
provides a sitting area in the middle of 
the complex; BELOW: Pathway 
leading to the main entrance 
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four classrooms arranged around a 

small planted area that provides a 

cool atmosphere for the students. 

Finally, there is the outdoor theatre. 

The architectural plan is simple 

and ingenious in its positioning on 

the rectangular site - the garden 

courts and pavilions fit neatly into 

the built sections. Having set the 

scene for the structure of the com

plex, the architect then exploited its 

surfaces for an exploration of 

painted iconography and motifs 

present in regional traditional crafts. 

He also adapted motifs from indig

enous surface decorations (including 

calabashes) and reinterpreted them 

to suit a modern architectural context. 

The building makes use of a 

contemporary technology that is 

familiar in the region. Load-bearing 

cement block walls support struc

tural cement roofing, under which 

suspended ceilings arc hung. The 

architect's unorthodox methods of 

using familiar components in innov

ative ways appear in his use of plastic 

(PVC) pipes, which are filled with 

concrete when they are used as 

structural members in the external 
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OPPOSITE, FROM ABOVE: Plan 
showing the open air theatre flanked 
by the classroom block to the west 
and by the library and exhibition space 
to the north; all walls are painted with 
motifs inspired by regional decorative 
elements, FROM ABOVE: Floor 
finishes in terrazzo, with decorative 
patterns, cover all interior and exterior 
surfaces; plastic PVC pipes prior to 
painting with characteristically bright 
colours 



pavilions, and in the way the floor 

finishes are made of decorative 

terrazzo, with the addition of lime

stone, laterite and basalt as colouring 

agents. Cross-ventilation, louvred 

windows and ceiling fans help to 

cool the building, creating a comfort

able environment in all the public 

spaces, even at midday. Artificial 

lighting is provided in the buildings, 

but the public spaces use natural 

light. There seem to be almost no 

maintenance problems. 

The most striking aspect of this 

centre is its decorative designs, which 

synthesise traditional patterns in a 

totally new way. This is not pastiche, 

nor is it an imitative re-creation of 

motifs - it is the integration of art 

into the ver)r structure of architecture. 
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Completed 1994 

Architect: Patrick Dujarric 

Client: Mission Française de Coopération et 

d'Action Culturelle 

ABOVE: The central courtyard with 
the palaver hut: the ceilings are 
painted with geometric patterns: 
OPPOSITE, FROM ABOVE: PVC pipe 
colonnade in front of the classrooms: 
palaver hut roof; approach to the main 
entrance leading to the exhibition area 
and the library 




