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Swahili culture has existed along 
the East African coast from 
southern Somalia to northern 
Tanzania for at least a thousand 

years, acconling to historians. Among 
the best informed and prolific authors on 
this culture generally, and on the architec
ture in particular, is the curator of the 
museum in Lamu, James de Vere Allen. 
In an article published some 10 years ago 
(AARP, Dec. 1979), Mr. Allen describes 
the main features of the Swahili stone 
houses dating from the 18th to the 20th 
centuries, one of which is illustrated on 
these pages of MIMAR. 

Lamu, located on a small island 
among mangrove swamps near the 
coast, was probably founded around 1200 
A.D. as one of numerous trading towns 
visited regularly by Arabs from the 
north. It was these settlers/traders who 
were primarily responsible for the im
plantation of Islam, although the town is 
not situated along a pilgrimage route 
from any other Muslim country to Mec
ca. Culturally, Lamu's development was 
strongly influenced by Swahili-speaking 
Africans from the interior whose agri
cultural as well as trading activities 
formed the basis for an urban-based class. 

Indian Ocean 

TANZANIA 

members of which built large stone 
dwellings. 

Houses of this type, according to Mr. 
Allen's research, were erected usually in 
conjunction with marriage ceremonies, 
as a present to the newlyweds from one 
or the other's parents (probably the 
bride's) . The construction begins some 
months prior to the actual ritual, and the 
elaborate stuccowork especially 
around the niches of the harem, or 
women's room - is a "kind of gift" 
from the masons and builders (who are 
also paid and even invited to attend the 
ceremony). Usually of one or two 
storeys in height, the stone houses have a 
courtyard with the main reception room, 
inner living room and women's quarters 
in succession on one side. The harem 
panels of wall niches, designed with 
geometric patterns in relief as decoration, 
were intended for display of objects 
apparently during the ritual as well -
and, from a particular vantage point at 
the doorway, according to the author's 
findings, since the back walls of niches 
were set at varying angles. A bride was 
seated on a marital bed at the foot of such 
walls of niches during the ceremony, 
where she could be admired by guests 
from the doorway to the chamber. 
Moreover, the multiplication of niches 
such as these on the long back wall of a 
room created an optical illusion of depth 
in an otherwise shallow space. 

Beautiful as these stone dwellings are 
in Lamu, Pate and other towns along the 
coast, many have fallen into ruin over the 
time, for custom discourages the sale of 
them. Families whose fortunes have 
diminished or whose members have 
moved away, prefer to let the houses 
deteriorate rather than pass into other 
hands. 
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Preceding pages: The dining area of the present 
owners of the dwelling . This space was most prob
ably the outer living room Jor receiving guests origi
nal/y. 
Left: Detail view of a residential neighbourhood 
in Lamu, where most houses have verandah or 
roof terraces, often covered over with vegetal mate
rials. 
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Above: View oj the inner living room oj the house 
and the doorway into the women's quarters, or 
harem. Niches and ornamental stuccowork are 
typical oj these Swahili houses, customarily built at 
the time of marriage ceremonies. 
Right: Geometric motifs in relief, executed in lime 
plaster, adorn the walls oj the house with an overall 
pattern, providing an exquisite counterpoint to ob
jects inserted in niches or suspended in space. 
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Left: Room that was traditionally the harem for 
women, with its wall panel of niches at the base of 
which the bride would have been seated on the 
marital bed during the marriage ceremony. 
Top: A small sitting-room lit by a high window 
also for ventilation. 
Above: Personal or household objects of local origin 
hung on the walls of the house as decoration. 
Above, right: A bedroom for modem use of this 
house. 
Right: The roof terrace where one may sit outside, 
protected from the tropical sun bue cooled by the sea 
breezes. Note the scale model replicas of local 
dhows built in Lamu and which plied the East coast 
of Africa. 

Timothy Beddow is a London-based professional 
photographer who has travelled widely in East 
Africa. 
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