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The Conceptual Environment 

The following al1icle is an abridged version of 
Chapter 4, "The Conceptional Environ
ment", in Hatumere: Islamic Design in 
West Africa (University of California 
Press, 1986) by Professor Labelle Pmssin, 
who has kindly allowed MIMAR to publish 
it. It is pel1inent to the theme of this issue in 
that it deals with persistent spiritual dimen
sions in African architecture, notably the role 
of magic numbers and squares in design. 

T he historic pattern of 
Islamic penetration into 
West Africa occurred in 
three stages, each char

, acterised by a different 
~~~~~ type of interaction. In 
the early centuries, Islam moved into 
West Africa through the agency of trade 
and peaceful proselytisation. The early 
trading communities and individual im
migrants had little impact on their host 
societies. Although they were treated 
with awe and respect because of the 
command they had over goods and over 
the written word, interaction was li
mited. Like all newcomers to a com
munity, distinctiveness of behaviour, of 
belief, of dress, and of manners identified 
them with each other while setting them 
apart from local chiefs and commoners. 
Only when Muslims in part achieved 
status and in part became integrated into 
the nascent political hierarchies did in
digenous ruling elites begin to exploit 
Islamic symbols and integrate them into 

traditional behaviours. Finally, it was 
only with the advent of political rule in 
the name of Allah that society-at-Iarge 
converted to Islam. In percolating down 
to the commoners, the material symbols 
of Islam became Africanised and further 
abstracted. 

The conceptual baggage brought by 
the early Muslim trader was embodied 
in the written word - the Koran and the 
commentaries on it. His visual and 
physical baggage consisted of those ele
ments which could be most easily ex
tracted from the material framework of 
his former milieu. The baggage he 
brought became the travelling symbol of 
his identity. A tombstone commemorat
ing his existence was the ultimate piece 
of such baggage. It is also true that easily 
segregated elements of material culture 
are more easily incorporated into an 
ongoing system than those that more 
directly express the unity between be
haviour and environment. For example, 
it is much easier to introduce a talisman, 
a copy of the Koran, or a roll of cloth 
into the artifactual repertoire of tradi
tional behaviours than it is to effect 
changes in the geometric constructs of 
traditional space generated by that be
haviour. 

West Africa has traditionally been 
non-literate; even today, literacy is li
mited to the elite. The visual element 
inherent in the artifact or in the natural 
environment is the vehicle through 

Left: Sheet of printed magic squares from Cairo, 
intended for use in amulets. Niamey, Niger, 1974. 
The circles are also four-byJour squares of the 
Allah type, in which the sum of all vertical, hori
zontal, and diagonal numbers as well as each ad
joining group of four houses totals- sixty-six. 
Above: A magic square from the Republic of Benin 
(Dahomey), in which the centre square is filled by 
Allah. Drawing afier Beart (1955), vol. 1. 
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which actual or preferred membership in 
a cultural or economic group can be 
overtly and publicly communicated. 

Visual symbols occur both in the 
three-dimensional objects of ritual in 
space and on two-dimensional surfaces. 
Two-dimensional symbols such as the 
written word are more easily effected 
and can be recognised instantaneously. 

The presence of Muslim scholars, 
preachers, healers, diviners, and advisors 
in the various courts of early West Afri
can empire is abundantly documented in 
both the written literature and oral tradi
tions. Their knowledge of canonical law, 
Islamic tradition, and ritual included a 
wide background in the religious scien
ces of Islam. Above all, they possessed 
the written word, which not only served 
administrative purposes but also 
afforded an innovative network for 
communication that in itself facilitated 
political change. Calligraphy, critical to 

the consolidation of political power in 
medieval West Africa, emerged as a new 
visual metaphor and was instrumental in 
the creation of a new aesthetic. 

The written word, it has been sug
gested, materialises speech. Speech is 
given concrete embodiment in much the 
same way that a built environment 
materialises ritual behaviour in space. 
The written word itself was translated 
into a singular symbolic message evok
ing the highest emotional response. 
Graphic signs that represent words are 
much easier to handle than the sounds 
are; they are capable of enduring above 
and beyond memory, since they have 
material form. The visual, material rep
resentation of a word can be broken up 
into parts and redistributed. Arabic 
script, like the Tuareg script tifinar, lends 
itself to graphic manipulation. Muthanna 
(the mirror-image style of writing) and 
boustrophedon (writing like a plough, 
moving in alternate directions) are com
mon to both. Letters (and words) can be 
rearranged so that the various signs or 
graphemes of the writing system are not 
only reversible but can be written in va
rious directions. Thus, the letters and 
graphemes lend themselves to two
dimensional surface arrangement. Taken 
out of context, they can be manipulated 
within a graphic frame, and the actual 
form of the letter can be extended and 
integrated into various combinations. In 
Islam, the redistribution of the material 
components of the grapheme, following 
the laws of geometry on the basis of 
mathematical theorems, formed the de-

sign patterns. Designs formed this way 
into rectangular polygons came to be 
known as djedwal, the term for "picture" 
in Arabia, or khatem, the term for "seal, " 
from which the Fulbe singular, hatumere, 
derives. 

A grapheme, like a pictorial symbol, 
can contain several possible meanings, 
the appropriate one determined by con
text. Far more generic than the indi
vidual word it stands for, it can have 
layers of meaning. An elaborate pattern 
can be read in different ways, depending 
on the viewer's knowledge or degree of 
sophistication. A Muslim scholar sees in 
a grapheme a set of meanings related to 
far more than the verbal message; he sees 
meanings related to the entire geometric 
structure of Islamic cosmogony. An 
illiterate Muslim, on the other hand, will 
see even less than the verbal message; he 
will merely associate the grapheme with 
Islam per se. 

The symbolic aspect of Arabic cal
ligraphy is complicated and enriched by 
gematria, the assignment of numerical 
values to the letters of the alphabet. 
What Islamic gematria does is to establish 
a geometric link between the symbolic 
aspects of the written word and the sys
tem of symbolic numbers that are used 
to explain the structure of the cosmos 
and the hierarchy of the universe. Thus, 
given the import of visual imagery in a 
non-literate society, the pervasiveness of 
number symbolism in all aspects of its 
material environment can be readily 
comprehended. 

Gematria in tum provides the basis for 
the construction of various kinds of 
magic squares . A magic square consists 
of an arrangement of numbers that add 
up to the same total in each direction. 
Magic-square construction methods dif
fer from one culture to another. Chinese 
construction procedures differ from Isla
mic construction procedures and both in 
tum differ from the Western world's 
way of constructing a magic square. 
These preferences of construction reflect 
the basic ideas inherent in the various 
philosophies and religions of the peoples 
who construct them. They are related to 
the cosmogonies and theogonies which 
underlay explanations of the universe. 

Islamic magic-square construction 
entails a system of sequential numbering 
along the diagonal axes, equivalent to 
spiralling around a cylinder in both 
directions. Called continuous, their con
struction involves motion through a 
middle number in the heart of the grid. 
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Hence, that number is considered parti
cularly powerful. At the same time, 
according to Cammann: 

If magic squares were, in general, 
small models of the Universe, now they 
could be viewed as symbolic representa
tions of Life in a process of constant flux, 
constantly being renewed through con
tact with a divine source at the centre of 
the cosmos ... Some more devout Mus
lims considered the middle number as a 
symbol of Allah. 

They therefore left a blank cell in the 
centre, or wrote in the name of Allah. 

Islamic continuous magic-square 
construction is particularly relevant to a 
number of design constructs in the West 
African context, as well as to various 
practices related to them. Hydromancy 
or istingal - divination by using a re
flecting surface such as glass, a mirror, or 
ink in the centre square or "house" of a 
nine-square construct - is common in 
both North and West Africa. Mention of 
these magic mirrors occurs frequently in 
the early Arabic literature. As part of the 
written format incorporated into the 
magic square are the four archangels 
Mikail, Djebril, Azril, and Israfil. The 
image in the reflecting surface is consi
dered to be either one's soul, the djinn, or 
a spirit - not unlike the interpretation of 
images in a crystal ball. The pure state of 
these centres recalls, for example, a col
lection of Nupe "book covers" at the 
Leipzig Museum, all of which are con
structed to accommodate a mirror on 
their top face. A number of cloths and 
tapestries woven by the Fulbe and Wogo 
or Songhay weavers, in which the in
tensity of design concentrates on the cen
tre of the cloth, similarly reflect the 
emphasis on centre. 

The two types of hatumere most com
monly used by the marabouts, diviners, 
and karamokos in West Africa are three
by-three and four-by-four squares. 

The three-by-three nine-house 
square, which adds up to fifteen in its 
simplest form, has the number five in 
the centre. The number five, symbolis
ing the Five Pillars of Islam, the five 
daily prayers, etc., is also of particular 
import in the design patterns and aesthe
tic preferences of West Africa. The cen
tre square or house is frequently referred 
to as the "mosque" in West Africa. This 
type of square is known as an Allah type 
when the squares are filled with n1.1mer
als whose sum total is the numerical 
value of the letters of the word Allah, 
i. e., sixty-six. 



The four-by-four square, whose con
stant sum of thirty-four (three plus four) 
reduces to seven, is related to the Mus
lim cosmogony of the seven heavens, 
the seven seas, the seven hells, the seven 
climes, the seven planets, the seven 
angels, etc. Seven, the sum of three and 
four, is, however, an ominous number 
among West African Muslims. There 
are numerous taboos against its use, 
taboos which obviously relate to the in
tense sacrality of this number. 

Several other aspects related to the 
psychology of perception contribute 
further to the gradual conversion of 
gematria, geometric representation and 
the written word, into a preferred design 
Gestalt in West Africa. The Gestalt laws 
of proximity, similarity, continuance, 
and closure suggest that we tend to see 
shapes as symmetrically as possible, to 
see lines and edges as uninterruptedly as 
possible, and to see things that are spa
tially close as belonging together. 

The two-dimensional patternwork of 
circles and intersecting axes recalls not 
only the structure of a magic square but 
the three-dimensional construct of the 
fitula or candelabra. 

Anthropocentrism and anthropo
morphism are of vital importance in 
African thought and in West African 
spatial constructs. It may well be that the 
strong commitment to ego accounts for 
the importance of the face of man and his 
propensity toward masking. Of all 
aspects of the body, the face is the most 
revealing. The Bambara say, "Show me 
your face and I will tell you the manner 
of being of your interior people." 
Among the Bambara the face is consi
dered to be the principal facade of the 
residence of maa-nala, the Bambara 
Creator. The head also represents the 
superior level of the being. Its seven 
apertures correspond to the entrances to 
the seven worlds or states of being in 
each maa or soul, each of which turns on 
a central axis. At the same time, the 
strong notion of self as the centre of the 
universe is implied in much of Islamic 
doctrine. The juxtaposition of the two 
traditions should come as no surprise. 

The five horns on the Bambara n'to
mo mask recall the efficacy of the num
ber five in the numerical symbolism of 
Islam, and provide a contrastive use of 
Islamic symbol in masking tradition. If 
the face of a mask is intended to repro
duce, more or less realistically, the spirit 
or divinity it embodies, then the five 
horns appear to communicate publicly 

the Islamic presence, just as the five ear
then pinnacles rising above the facade of 
a house in Djenne or Tombouctou do. 

Anyone who has lived in, worked in, 
or studied the material expression of 
West African culture cannot fail to be 
struck by the ubiquitous presence of 
amulets, talismans, and charms: on the 
body, on dress, on ritual paraphernalia, 
in architecture. Frequently hidden, most 
often covered to increase, through secre
cy, their efficacy, they are usually less 
than obvious to the outsider. Every 
aspect of environmental arts in some 
way incorporates them into its content. 
Worn by persons of all ranks, attached to 
ritual objects of all kinds, they accom
pany the panoply of power, they are 
attached to or represented on masking 
costumes, they are hung on articles and 
tools of production, and they are sus
pended from doorways, lintels, and cen
tre poles and at openings and are buried 
under thresholds. 

The most common form of amulet 
worn today consists of a piece of paper 
on which a short prayer, a spell, a verse 
from the Koran, a magical name or 
names, or a magic square is written, en
veloped by a cloth, leather, or metal cov
er. It has been suggested that the use of 
written papers and a new terminology is 
all that distinguishes them from pagan 
charms. The inscription must be written 
by a Muslim savant, a karamoko, a tierno, 
or a mal/am who by his baraka, or aura of 
divine grace, and secret knowledge im
bues the amulet with power under con
ditions of secrecy. These amulets are dis
tinguishable from traditional charms 
precisely because they incorporate the 
perceived efficacy of Islam and, indeed, 
they are often still used in conjunction 
with artifacts considered to be efficacious 
in the traditional context. More than 
simply offering double insurance, they 
provide a new agency through which 
particular actions can be effected. 

These calendars were obviously recog
nised by their display of magic squares, 
still a preferred subject for amulets and 
talismans in Islamised West Africa. 
When an amulet contains a phrase or 
verse from the Koran that has been in
corporated into a geometric configura
tion, it is considered to have even greater 
mystical power. 

Relatively few of the karamokos and 
tiernos currently make use of the magic 
manuals that still exist in the North Afri
can and Near Eastern world, although 
passing references suggest that such 
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Top: A Bambara n'tomo society anthropomorphic 
mask with jive horns, decorated with cowrie shells 
and red seeds (abrus precatarius), reputed to be 
from the Macina region, Mali. Drawing after Lem 
(1949). 
Above: A recently made hatumere design from a 
"recipe" book in Bafodea, Sierra Leone. 

manuals were available to them in pre
vious centuries. More commonly, a cler
ic will possess a book of "recipes," 
viewed as a "book" in the same sense as 
the Koran. Requests to see the library of a 
cleric often produced both. The book of 
"recipes" is a collection of single pages of 
script that incorporate geometric frames 
of various kinds, each reputed to serve a 
different purpose, which the cleric copies 
under commission from a "client." The 
pages are part of the schooling of a cleric; 
when he "graduates," he carries with 
him his lesson book. Sometimes his 
teacher presents him with one of the 
original sheets as a token of esteem and 
of the completion of his studies. 

The "recipes" are never public know-
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Left: A tunic or rigan yaki from northern Nigeria, 
completely covered in Arabic script, magic squares, 
pentagram stars, and four-sided star patterns. 
Left, below: Indigo and white, cotton, strip-woven 
checkerboard Dagon shroud cloth, Mali. The 
checkerboard pattern appears to be the simplest way 
to replicate the magic-square pattern used on funeral 
shrouds in, e.g., northern Togoland. 
Above: Diagram of the embroidery pattern on a 
Manding-type robe from Sierra Leone. Drawing 
after Boser-Sarivax'evanis (1972). 
Below: Embroidered bodice section made by a 
Dyula kola-nut trader, Djenne, Mali, 1970. 



ledge. Secrecy is an essential ingredient 
in rendering them efficacious and im
buing them with baraka; they are pre
pared with the same precautions that 
attend the confection of other more tra
ditional "medications." Muhammad ibn 
Muhammad, a distinguished eighteenth
century Fulbe scholar, admonished his 
students to "work in secret and privacy 
.. . The letters are in God's safekeeping. 
God's power is in his names and his 
secrets, and if you enter his treasury you 
are in God's privacy, and you should not 
spread God's secrets indiscriminately." 
Although a client will discuss the pur
pose for which he is commissioning such 
a "recipe," and the cleric may often re
view his collection in consultation with 
the client, the preparation of each new 
hatumere is done within close confmes, 
often at night. Upon completion, it is 
immediately wrapped in an envelope of 
some kind, usually a piece of fabric or 
string, and carried to either a leatherwor
ker or a blacksmith for further enclosure 
or concealment. The more wrapping it 
has, the more powerful it is considered 
to be. 

Unlike other parts of the Islamic 
world, the written script ofIslam is rare
ly visible in the public domain other than 
on the Koranic boards seen at the entr
ances and in the courtyards of the 
malaams. When the batakari is used as an 
outer garment, the amulets remain en
veloped and hidden, and it is the design 
elements which reveal yet hide, to all but 
the initiated, the numerology of the di
vine. The patterns, without script, 
themselves communicated the hidden, 
magic power of the amulet, and their 
public display conveyed a sense of pow
er derived from political status, rather 
than secrecy. The revelation, the public 
display of both sacred script and its de
sign features, occurred with the emerg
ence of Islam as a controlling interest 
group within the traditional political 
milieu. The transformation of the invisi
ble, secret uses of script into a visible 
statement was related to the develop
ment of an iconography of symbolic ac
tion. In the subsequent redistribution of 
power, the delineation and identification 
of new Islamised ·interest groups was 
made manifest, by means of visible pat
terns of symbolic action, to the groups 
they wished to control. One such sym
bolic action is prayer itself The Islamic 
design aesthetic, however - the revela
tion and the public display of the written 
word - was equally a system of symbo-

lic action, one that reached its apogee 
during the nineteenth-century Islamic 
rise. to political power and leadership. 
The protection previously afforded by 
secrecy was replaced by the public dis
play of a symbol of group identity. 
Group identity went far beyond the 
needs of warfare, and it is on the embroi
dered robes of the ruling elite that one 
finds its most elegant expression. 

This transformation of the aesthetic 
that resulted from the shift of Islam to 
"establishment" status also helps us 
understand the spatial selectivity of an 
architectural iconography in the various 
political capitals and entrep6ts of Islam, 
themselves symbolic centres. In rural, 
traditional societies, in the lower hierar
chies of power, the sebe, hatumere, or 
gri-gri is hidden within its envelope, 
within the closed inner spaces of the 
domicile, and interior courtyard decora
tion is the focus for surface decoration. 
With the emergence of a maldominated 
Islamic hegemony, the interior surface 
decor is turned inside out, as it were, and 
exposed on exterior wall surfaces. 

The spatial dimension of the protec
tive role of the design elements of clo
thing, whether it be a batakari, diousene, 
rigan yaki, tilbi, dyere, riga, or boubou, also 
reflects the organisation ofIslamic space. 
The most intensely embroidered area of 
concentrated design is around the neck 
opening and on the front and back 
bodice. Among the embroiderers we 
observed, this bodice is frequently made 
separately. It is always the first step in 
assembling a total robe when narrow
weft strip cloth is used for the gown. 
The opening is analogous to the opening 
or mouth of a house, which forms the 
centre or focus for emphasis and decora
tion of the facade. A common pattern 
for embroidered robes is a spiral that 
works its way around the bodice, some
times doubling back on itself geometri
cally. This spiral symbolises the path of 
revelation, inward the divine centre, in 
the way that access to a divine state 
involves a vertical spiralling motion. 

The emergence of the written word 
and/or its associated design morphology 
from a secreted space into public display 
culminates in the built environment itself 
through the use of Arabic inscriptions 
and hatumere above lintels and at the base 
of earthen buttresses. The same inscrip
tons and pattemwork encased in leather 
amulets or embroidered on clothing are 
buried under thresholds, comer posts, 
and central pillars, and are replicated in 
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Top: Facade of a house in Djenne, Mali with the 
typical potige, including five pinnacles and bound
ing turrets. Photograph: Brian Taylor. 
Above: Facade on the exterior of a compound at 
Zaria, Nigeria with representational symbols from 
Islam and calligraphic decoration. 

the fully visible announcements framed 
over entrance lintels. These lintel hatu
mere are no more than country cousins to 
the arabesque-like bas-relief frescos 
which eventually evolve into full-blown 
house facades in northern Nigerian 
urban centres. The intent of all, howev
er, remains the same: protection of the 
openings into sacred spaces or places 
made inviolable by ritual has been re
placed by a public statement of identity 
with the community of Islam. 
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Lift: Entrance to the Great 
Mosque (1909) Djenne, 
Mali, with jive pinnacles 
over the entrance. 
Lift, below: The Great 
Mosque at Dingueraye, 
Guinea, reputedly built in 
1883 by the fomily of 
El-Hadj Umar. 
Below: Plan of the mosque. 

Labelle Prussin is Professor in 
the School of Architecture at 
the City College of New 
York and a renowned 
specialist on the arts of West 
Afi'ica. 
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