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The emphasis in this and a succeeding article is on the architectural
heritage of Africa south of the Sahara, with special reference to the
consetvation policies which have been adopted to date in an attempt to
secure its protection. We also discuss the limitations and shortcomings of
these policies, and the problems encountered by those responsible for
formulating and implementing them.

Conservation philosophy in Africa

If we consider conservation not only as the protection, preservation,
restoration and presentation of monumental remains of past cultures and
civilizations, but also as the conservation of the total built environment,
its planned and controlled change and the integration of conservation
with the socio-economic development of the community—then architec-
tural conservation in Africa south of the Sahara is a new phenomenon. To
date, the main thrusts of policies have been: :

i. Selection, listing or scheduling, and the preservation and presen-
tation of monuments, by which we mean both monumental remains
of past cultures and civilizations, as well as buildings of historic and
architectural significance.

ii. The reconstruction and reassembling of representative examples of
vernacular or traditional architecture in folk, open air or village
museums, mostly on the outskirts of urban areas and rarely within the
rural built environment in which such atchitecture is still a living
reality.

iii. The protection and preservation as historic or national menuments,
of buildings which are of historic and architectural significance in
urban areas, but without relating them to overall urban planning and
development processes.

The African architectural heritage

Africa possesses a tich and diversified heritage which, historically, goes
back many thousands of years as we may see in the monuments of the
Meroe civilization, the rock-cut churches of Ethiopia and many other
famous monuments. However, it is not the intention of this article to
discuss such ancient monuments, but rather to emphasize the extant
architectural heritage which consists of:

i. Those architectural forms still being built and used.

ii. Those which belong to the most recent past and influenced some of
the extant architecture such as the ruined monuments on the east
coast, whose Swahili characteristics influenced the buildings of the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century coastal towns. These latter are
still extant, but their historic and architectural quality is being

threatened increasingly either by modetn developments ot by social
and economic stagnation and decline.

iii. Buildings of historic and architectural significance situated in urban
areas.

The architectural heritage which is deemed worthy of conservation can
be grouped into two main ateas: the first is the vernacular or traditional,
and the second is the colonial or foreign. However, this latter category
can be subdivided into the local architecture with discernable local
development and evolution, which was also influenced and enriched by
foreign architectural elements and construction techniques, and the
colonial or European architecture which is found mostly in urban areas.
This second category displays two further divisions: the first integrates
local and foreign characteristics, while the second involves the wholesale
transfer and implanting of European architectural forms.

In order to explain more fully, each of these categories will be
described in greater detail.

Vernacular or traditional

This is the indigenous architectufe, which includes the mud or adobe
buildings mostly found in the Savannah areas or Sudanic belt of West
Africa and parts of Central Africa. It was a characteristic feature of the
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FiG. 2. Town houses at Djenne, Mali. Fic. 3. Houses in the south district of Lamu, Kenya.



