
My words will be few, but the images I 
project will, I hope, add both another 
dimension to, and a summary of, the ways 
in which I view some of the proceedings of 
this seminar. The areas of my concern are 
on the edges and boundaries of Islam at 
the interface planes between the non
Islamic and the Islamic world. My own 
research over these past years has focused 
on the way in which the material expres
sion of human experience is transformed 
in response to shifts in man's conceptual 
frame of reference. 

My concern is with meaning in architec
ture, and for me, meaning derives from 
identity. Identity in turn evolves through 
involvement itself. The sequence (photo
graphs taken from western Sudan, from 
the northern Ivory Coast and from Mali) 
documents a process of architectural 
change, wherein indigenous host cultures 
add a new dimension to their own exist
ence by incorporating elements of Islamic 
form 

The first monument is a simple pillar. It 
represents the ancestral pillar which marks 
the centre of the indigenous universe as 
Man sees it within the frame of his own 
cultural reference. With the introduction 
of Islam, the same pillar is incorporated 
into a new Islamic gestalt as its meaning 

Disamkuy, Upper Volta' Bobo ancestral shrines 
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Timbuktu, Mali mi~rab fat;ade of the Great Mosque, and view of adjacent street 
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Djenne, Mali the Great Mosque 
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expands. The very same ancestral pillars 
have been transformed into the buttresses 
and milJrabs of the great mosques 
(djinguere ber) of Timbuktu and its sister 
city, Djenne. The latter mosque was built 
under the aegis of a French administrator 
in 1907, on the consecrated site of the 
former mosque but its entrance replicates 
the shape and form of a classic pagan 
African Dogan masquerade mask. 

What I have tried to suggest in these 
pictures is a direct iconographic continuity, 
in time and space, from the ancestral 
earthen pillar to the great mosques. The 
ancestral pillar is an indigenous, pagan 
expression of a belief system which is 
totally unrelated to the tenets of Islam. 
But it has become transformed over time 
and incorporated into an architectonic 
creation which is a symbolic expression of 
a new conceptual order. But the form 
itself, and the names by which people 
designate it in the two different contexts, 
remains the same. Multivocal, they read 
multilingually. This is another dimension 
of process which, I think, we must attend 
to when we speak of the change over time. 

Mopti, Mali: Friday Mosque 
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Koa, Mali: entrance to a new mosque 
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