
TRIANGLES OF LIGHT: 

TOKOLOR DWELLINGS 

Jean-Paul Bourdier examines dwellings in the Tokolor villages of northern Senegal. 

F or the visitors who tra. vel by road, 
the profile of a Tokolor village in 
Futa Toro, along the Senegal river 
in northern Senegal, appears as little 

more than a cluster of trees and bushes. The 
compounds, tightly grouped together, 
resemble the meshes of a dense netting spread 
along the river. Entering one of the narrow 
alleys that criss-cross the fabric of the village, 
one is hemmed in by walls on both sides made 
of the same material as the earth. As the path 
widens near the main gathering place, one can 
stop near the mosque under the shade of a few 
trees to greet groups of elderly men resting and 
chatting on a bed of tree trunks smoothed and 
polished by attrition. Further on, the road 
follows the cool breezes to river banks, 
where women and girls wash their laundry 
and fill up their pails, while the children play 
in the water. 

The spatial configuration of a compound 
reflects and reinforces the all-inclusive charac
ter of the family. Galle, the word for house or 
dwelling, also represents the concept of 
Tokolor family. Futa scholar Yaya Wane 
notes that this is indicative of the primary role 
that spatial structure occupies in the society, 
since the galle is a manifestation of the £mllly in 
its concrete form. It joins 'within the same 
fence' the households of several brothers as 
well as immediate relatives and dependants.1 

All dwellings standing freely within a com
pound are connected to each other through a 

Dwellings in Nguidjilone (above) and Qua Qua 
(right). 

common courtyard, which acts as a perma
nent 'hyphen' linking all fanllly groups. The . 
ground in the courtyard is swept daily and 
occasionally resurfaced (by the women of the 
compound) with a protective layer of clay like 
that in the verandas of each dwelling. The 
rectangular dwellings opening onto the court
yard are generally composed offour main par
allel spaces: the open thatched-roof veranda 
(dindere); the 'antechamber' (bofe); the storage 
(pantare or fauru) and sleeping rooms (sudu) , 
and the bathing and lavatory enclosures 
(tarode) at the back of the house. In between 
these dwellings are small, fenced backyards 
that run to the exterior fence of the com
pound, and are used by the women to grow 
vegetables and other plants for the preparation 
of condiments. While the men are responsible 
for the family's staple food - millet - the 
women are in charge of everything that helps 
'to complete the meal'. 

The veranda of each dwelling provides a 
cool area for receiving visitors, and various 
daytime activities. Protected under the shade 
of its roof is the most striking feature of the 
Tokolor dwelling, th.e decorated fuc;ade and 
claustra work. Depending on whether they 
are viewed from the exterior or from the 
interior of the bofe, one can read them posi
tively or negatively, with the void and solid 
being alternatively light or dark. The Tokolor 

are known for their Islamic orthodoxy and in 
accordance with Muslim disapprobation of 
representations of living beings, which are 
associated with polytheism and idolatry, the 
claustra motifS are all non-figurative. Unlike 
other parts of Senegal and West Africa, where 
Islam is more integrated with local religious 
practices and their figurative forms, all the 
design motifs appearing on the dwelling 
fa\ades in Futa T oro consist of rectilinear geo
metrical figures. Curves only appear on the 
bas-reliefS of the square-type houses. 

Tokolor claustra designs display recurrent 
motifS of arches, triangles, and parallelograms. 
The triangular motifS, built with bricks set in 
diagonals, appear on almost all claustras, sym
bolically juxtaposed in pairs or rhythmically 
grouped in horizontal series as squares, loz
enges, or hexagons. The triangle has a special 
religious significance in Islamic tradition. The 
chapters of the Koran always terminate in lines 
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arranged into a down-turned triangle, which 
symbolizes the letter Ha, as in the Arabic for 
the word Allah (or the name of God). Each 
prayer in Islam is said to be divided into two 
phases: the triangle pointing upward in the air 
and the triangle pointing downward to the 
earth. The first one - 'the triangle of devotion' 
- comprises the positions of bowing and 
standing; while the second one - 'the triangle 
of divine mercy' - includes prostration, sitting 
and prostration. These two triangles fonn a 
hexagon whose centre is a regular hexagon 
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(both the hexagram and the hexagon have 
been referred to as a symbol for the name of 
God) . Likewise, the hexagons encountered in 
the claustra designs of the dwelling fa<;:ades are 
consistently composed of six smaller triangles. 
In instances where the hexagon is not evident, 
the triangles are grouped in various configur
ations: either with their apexes meeting; with 
the apex of one touching the base of the other; 
or in three pairs (with each pair fonning a 
larger triangle). This preserves both the num
ber two that characterizes the two phases in 
the prayer (or more generally, the pairing of all 
things as in the Koran) and the number six that 
represents the six praying positions. 

The interpretation of the triangle and the 
hexagon in relation to the praying positions 
and the name of God was given by Malian 
scholar Arnadou Hampate Ba in a study on the 
five pillars of Islam under the light of the 
S imiya, or science of the. secret powers of 
Letters2. Hexagons are, indeed, common in 
Muslim art, and Hampate Ba's description of 
it as the result of an upward- and a downward
pointing triangle in praying brings to mind the 
J ewish emblem - known as the Star of David 
and renamed Solomon's Seal by the Arabs
-which is constructed as two intersecting 
triangles sometimes inscribed in a circle, the 
a pex of one designating Heaven and the apex 
o f the other, Earth. Together they symbolize 
the synthesis of all elements and the union of 
o pposites. Arabs give each letter of their alpha
b et a numerical value; and two numbers of 
p articular importance in the Simiya are: 11 
(double symbol of unity) and 66 (multiple of 
the preceding number) . Thus, the word Ya, 
-which is used in invocations (Ya Allah, Oh 
God), equals 11 (A=l, Y=10); while the 
-word Allah itself (ALLH) equals 66 (A = 1, 
L = 30, H = 5) . It is therefore inferred that Ya 
i s equivalent to the word Allah (66 = 11 x 6). 
In the graphic representation of the mystical 
signification, the Sufis translate ya 'by a mys
terious screed where the divine light appears at 
the end of a hexagon'. 3 

GALLERY 

Above: Dwelling of a young couple in Halwar. 

Right and below: Halwar. Furniture made of 
adobe-coated branches. 
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Koranic School . Top and above: Dwellings in Sadel. 
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tation (the three elaborate fa"ades presented 
here in axonometrics all face north-east and 
east) is not necessarily beneficial in the dry sea
son, since the Harmattan wind which blows 
from the north-east, often heavy with dust 
and sand, is cold at night and hot during the 
day. However, with the dwellings oriented 
eastward, the inhabitants wake up every 
morning facing the sunrise that gives birth to 
the day. And when they sleep in the bcife, they 
first open their eyes to the "Glorious Morning 
Light" penetrating the claustra - or, the word 
of God inscribed in the Koranic boards that 
punctuate their fa"ade wall. These boards are 
the auspicious features that mark both the 
exiting and entering movements directed 
from the west to the east or from the south to 
the west. 

A limitless number of daily acts are regu
lated and performed in accordance with this 
principle of eastern orientation. Five times a 
day the believers tum to the kaaba, the focus 
that binds all Muslims with the Cosmos; they 
suspend all preoccupations and actions of the 
day to lend themselves to the prayers. It tunes 
in with the ancestral rhythms and reinforces 
the sense of community and solidarity among 
believers. As Hampate Ba puts it, "The incli
nation of the sun regulates the activities of 

GALLERY 

Older dwellings whoseJafades allJace east. 
Ndouloumadji Founebe ~ift and above), and 
Ndouloumadji Dembe (below lift). 

people, from hour to hO).lr and from month to 
month. For centuries, everything renews 
itself, eternally the same way ... A life as lirnpid 
as crystal, a life pure like a prayer, as simply as 
that".6 The house, like the human body, 
stands in a posture of prayer addressed to the 
rising sun. It is in relation to this west-east 
orientation that the human body is pos
itioned, whether at rest or in action during the 
day. The specific placement of the dwellers' 
beds and the house's openings clearly attests to 
this habit. Access to the bathroom and bathing 
enclosures at the back of the dwelling, where 
the body is cleansed of its impurities in prep
aration for prayer, is again from east to west. 
However, since it is recommended that the 
body neither faces the kaaba nor turns its back 
to this sacred mosque during its 'impure' 
activities, the doors to the bathroom and 
bathing enclosures in every dwelling are 
consistently oriented north or south. 

Dwellings in Ndouloumadji Founebe (photo lift 
and 2 upper lift drawings); Ndouloumadji Dembe 
(top and centre right); Lobali (all others). 
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Spatial structuration and orientation both 
reflect and act upon the religious and social 
codes ofTokolor life. Through the course of 
modemization, life in Futa Toro as elsewhere, 
continues to undergo profound transform
ations. The myriad problems associated with 
the legacies of French colonial rule threaten 
Islam's traditional way of life and make its sole 
aim for spiritual welfare more difficult to pre
serve among the younger generation of Futa 
inhabitants. Today, it is rare for the young 
households' dwellings to respect the eastward 
orientation. In their newly-erected cement 
buildings, the veranda and the bcife merge into 
one porch-like space, which may still retain 
some claustra work on its enclosing walls, but 
tends to reduce its appearance and role to a 
purely functional and decorative one. 

As well as the lack of available space in the 

Further examples iff(jfades ifsquare and round 
dwellings in Ouro Sidi (top right drawing, 
opposite) and Soringo (above photo and other 
drawings opposite) . 

GALLERY 

compound, there is also the problem of 
changing values and of economics related to 
growth of the galle. Labour migration has 
become a permanent feature ofFuta life. Part 
of the money the workers eam in the cities or 
abroad goes to the erection of a new mosque 
in cement and concrete blocks whose dura
bility requires no yearly maintenance. The 
same holds true for the family dwellings to 
which they intermittently return. Many of the 
adobe mosques visited by the author in the 
late 1970s are either no longer standing in the 
mid-1980s or stand almost as a relic next to a 
bright, newly-built cement mosque, 
equipped with speakers for calls to prayer. The 
minarets have become emblematic of the 
money economy with heights that defy tra
ditional building materials. The political sig
nificance of the new 'solid' ('en dur) mosque 

Above: Contemporary house built with concrete 
blocks and zinc roifs in Sintiou Banamba. 

and the change of its symbolic values are 
thought-provoking. For, if it contributes to 
the long-lasting external image of Islam's 
supremacy, it also brings to mind this state
ment by a Tokolor Muslim chief in Cheikh 
Arnidou Kane's Ambiguous Adventure. "From 
the bottom of my heart I wish for you to redis
cover the feeling of anguish in the face of the 
dying sun. I ardently wish that for the West. 
When the sun dies, no scientific certainty 
should keep us from weeping for it, no ration
al evidence should keep us from asking that it 
be reborn. You are slowly dying under the 
weight of evidence" . 7Qill 
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Associate or Full Professor of Architecture 

Aga Khan Professor of Design in Islamic Societies 

Endowed professorial chair in architecture of 
Islamic societies to be filled September or 
January '93 , at the rank of full professor or 
associate professor with or without tenure. 
The position results from a generous gift by 
the Aga Khan that established the Aga Khan 
Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard 
and MIT. 

Individual would develop teaching and 
research programs addressing issues of appro
priate architectural and urbanistic form in the 
context of pressures for change and for conti
nuity. He or she should have an understand
ing of architecture as a critical discipline 
capable of questioning the existing structures 
of thought and power within the different and 
heterogeneous societies of the post-colonial 
Islamic world. 

He/she would: 
• guide students concentrating on 
architecture and urbanism in Islamic 
societies and students studying the 
relationship between form and culture 
anywhere. 
• guide especially MS in Architectural 
Studies and PhD students, but also 
professional degree students and 
undergraduates. 
• participate in establishing intellectual 
agenda, integrating coursework into 
department curricul~m, and research. 
• take responsiblliryfor selected 
outreach programs to the Islamic world. 
• give leadership to .at adeiilic (- 'l ", ,," 
programs S!;2PO,r,t<T3 by or rel;itecl to the 
Aga Khari-Pr9gram. "\\ ?'''~i. 
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Prospective candidates should have dem
onstrated accomplishment such as area exper
tise, achievements in architectural and urban 
design, published thought and criticism, and 
experience teaching at advanced levels. Can
didates should have familiarity with countries 
with substantial Muslim populations and with 
their environmental, social and architectural 
problems and opportunities. 

Review of candidates begings 1 March and 
continues until position is filled. 

Letter, vitae, names of three referees, exam
ples of published and professional work to: 
Nancy Jones, Department of Architecture, 
MIT, 77 Mass. Ave., Cambridge, MA 02139, 
USA. 

MIT is an Equal Opportunity/ 
Affinnative Action Employer 

OPEN HOUSE INTERNATIONAL 
Housing - Design - Development with emphasis on the local scale 

Urban regeneration; Upgrading; Development Planning; Community Development; Sites and Services; User Participation; Urban Planning; 
Community Architecture; Quality of Life; Self-Help; Low Cost Housing; Settlement Policy; Traditional Housing; Prefabrication Methods; Land 
Reform; Housing Infrastructure; Building Skills; Manpower; Informal Sector; Housing Standards; Design Methods; Sociology and Economics; 
Restoration; Conservation; Small Scale Industry; Theories of Development 

Developed as a leading international journal Open House International focuses on 
up to date housing research, design and development methods and practice in 
different geographical contexts, 

Open House International aims to communicate, disseminate and exchange 
housing and planning information, The focus of this exchange is on tools, 
methods and processes which enable the various professional disciplines to 
understand the dynamics of housing and so contribute more effectively to it, 

The journal has the more general aim of seeking to improve the quality of the 
built-environment through encouraging a greater sharing of decision making by 
ordinary people and to help develop the necessary institutional frameworks which 
will support the local initiatives of people in the housing process, Each issue of 
the quarterly journal features on average six major articles, 

Open House International is A4 size and is printed in off-set black and white 
with a colour cover. Each issue is on average 60 pages with over 100 illustrations, 

The journal is edited, produced and published by the Open House International 
Association at the Centre for Architectural Research and Development Overseas, 
School of Architecture, The University , Newcastle upon Tyne NEI 7RU, England, 

TO ORDER 
OPEN HOUSE INTERNATIONAL 

Send First Class Banker's cheque 
(in sterling) to:-

Open House International 
NBS Services Ltd. 
Mansion House Chambers 
The Close 
Newcastle upon Tyne NE1 3RE 
UK. 

Firms, institutions, libraries £45.00 
per year, inc. p&p by land/sea. (Add 
£6.00 for airmail) 

D Please send me a sample copy 
free of charge. 


