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One often hears the claim - usually made 
without reference to historical or archeo
logical research - that cities in Black 
Africa only developed in the wake of 
contacts with the Islamic Arab world, and 
later, with imperialist Europe. It follows 
that the only agglomerations in Africa 
worth attention are those that reproduce 
models set by other cultures. If "reading 
the city" were merely making an inventory 
of recent or current efforts to adapt those 
models, it would probably miss the point, 
insofar as pre-Islamic Africa did indeed 
have urban culture. It is time to acknow
ledge this fact. 

It is already evident that Dakar, 
Nouakchott, Abidjan - capital cities due 
to European impetus - share nothing of 
returning pilgrimage of Mansa Musa, he 
oldest Muslim cities, such as still exist at 
Gao or TiIl).buktu or Oualata. But are the 
latter the earliest examples of cities in the 
Sahel? The answer requires thinking in 
larger historical and geographical terms. 
For many years it has been assumed that 
architecture was introduced into the 
western Sahel during the reign of Mansa 
Kanku Musa, a conclusion based on a 
hasty reading of the sources: the famous 
texts of Ibn BaHuta (text fixed in 756 
H/1356) and Ibn Khaldun (texts dating 
from 776-784 H/1375-1382), which 
mention the poet and architect Abu Isq.a~ 
Ibrahim al-Sahili, known as 

al-Tuwayjin. Brought to the Sahel by the 
returning pilgrimage of Mansa Musa, he 
settled in Timbuktu, where he died in 
1346. His descendants lived at Oualata. 
But a more careful reading of the Arab 
sources dispels the former evaluation of 
al-Tuwayjin's role. In 378 H/988, Ibn 
Haugal already listed, as cities in the Sahel, 
Audagust, Ghana, Kugha, Sarna, and 
Kawkaw; less than a century later al-Bakri 
added Silla, ~ahabi, ~alanbu, Taran~a, 
Ghiyaru, and many others, near the 
Senegal and Niger rivers. A century later, 
in 568 H/1154, al-Idrisi included, in the 
same area, Takrur, Barisa, Azu~i, 
Mallal, Draw, and others (fig 1). Though 
we are still in doubt about the exact sites of 
many of these cities, their urban character 
is attested to by the vocabulary of the 
authors. 

Already we can see that there is probably 
no single model for a Muslim city, and that 
the African city probably evolved gra
dually to reflect the transformations of 
Islamic civilization itself. Presumably it 
also integrated social and spatial charac
teristics from pre-Islamic times. A syn
thetic study of the evolution of the Islamic 
city in Black Africa is certainly needed, but 
the necessary foundation is still lacking. 
No such study can be made until we 
possess monographs as definitive as 
Letourneau's on Fes, for all of the 
followingl: Sijilmasa, Tahert, Mzab', 
Djerid, Ghadames, Garama, northern 
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emporia on the trans-Saharan routes, and 
Azugi, Ouadaaha, Audagust, Walata, 
Ghana, Segou, Jenne, Timbuktu, Gao, 
Tadamekka in the South, and doubtless 
others whose sites are still unknown. Few 
have been excavated or even studied 
through a critical reading of the sources. 
We need exhaustive monographs based on 
archeological and ethnographic fieldwork 
and a thorough study of the sources. 

What Contemporary Archeology 
Teaches Us About the Sahel 

In the past 20 years, archeology has pro
foundly altered our perception of urbanism 
in West Africa, and the evidence suggest 
that there are more surprises still to cornel. 

However important, modern Jenne is 
minor compared to its ancient neighbour, 
Jenne-Jenno (fig 2). The remarkable 
work of S.K. and R Mc Intosh has 
indubitably shown that a city of round and 
rectangular houses covered more than 30 
hectares before 1150 A.D., and probably 
attained that size between the 5th and the 
8th centuries. The division of labor and the 

Urball HistOl y and Tradition in the Sahel 

Contolll Interval 0 5m 

o 50 

I I 
100 metr(>S 

D Dep,ession 
City wall 

co Excavation 
Cement markel 
Funel(lry urn 

Fig 2 lemlli-Ieno, Mali 

o 

100 

Round hOllse, cylindlical brick 
Round house, square brick 
Square house, square blick 
House, indeterminate shape, cylindrical brick 

Source Sand R Mcintosh, "The 1981 Field Season at lenne-Ienno Preliminary Results," Nyame 
Akuma, A newsletter of African Archeology, 20, June 1982, p. 31. 

2 



3 Urban HistOfY alld Tradition ill the Sahel 

I , 

1 1 
Fou;lfe:> 1968-1975 

Fou;lIe~ 1962 1965 

FouJlles /966-1975 TEGDAOUST III 

TEGDAQUST l! 

d '''fu~s un p/~" t1~"",i p~1 D ROBERT 

Fig 3 (left), Tegdaoust The Street System, as known in 1975 
Fig 4. (right), Tegdaoust, 1962-1965 

Source Tegdaoust Ill. Paris 1983 (After a plan drawn by D Robert) 

medium-range trading network - without 
notable trans-Saharan contacts - which 
the archeologists have inferred from the 
excavations, establish Jenne-Jenno as the 
oldest known city in the Sahel. The reports 
published to date show a large compass of 
trading relations which the excavators 
believe to be pre-Islamic, extending 
through the Sahel and probably south
ward4

• Iron was known from the first, 
probably the 3rd century, though copper 
appears later, in the 5th century. The 
excavations further reveal that a wall 
enclosed the city, though its date is still 
unclear, and that the cylindrical bricks so 
characteristic of recent architecture in 

Jenne, date back at least to the 7th or 8th 
century'. 

Although it lacks the same importance and 
clarity, the evidence of the excavation 
reports for Niani does not contradict that 
of Jenne-Jenno. Here, too, iron and 
regional exchanges of products appear, 
from the 6th century, and the concentra
tion characteristic of urban spaces began 
well before the great period of trans
Saharan contact" 

Publication of the research carried out at 
Sintiu Bara is eagerly awaited. Abundant 
pottery found on the site and throughout 
the region as well as products made from 
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copper alloys again indicate important 
regional interchange. It is clear that we are 
only just beginning to rediscover the 
history of this area 

Up to now, Mauritania has received the 
most study; the results are in the course of 
belated publication. Deep traces of a 10th
and 11th-century agglomeration (probably 
pre-Almoravid) at Azugi should prove 
revealing'. But as yet no site has taught us 
more about transformations in spatial 
planning than Tegdaoust-Audagust8

• The 
earliest settlement at the circus of 
Noudache, where the ruins of Audagust 
are located, seems to reflect a period when 
the threat of flooding in the sandy basin 



precluded permanent construction. The 
population lived on sandstone terraces, 10 
to 15 meters above water-level Permanent 
building on the sand began in the 7th or 8th 
century, with a series of low walls (1 to 
1.50 meters) of mud brick or stone, which 
defined large enclosures The abundant 
traces of skilled copper-working, includ
ing lost-wax moulds and sophisti-
cated alloys, suggest that these functioned 
as collective work places as much as 
dwellings. Also beginning in the second 
half of the 8th century, objects from the 
North also appear: glass and wheel-thrown 
pottery. However, it must be emphasized 
that the local artifacts prove that life and 
work were highly advanced technically, 
and belong to a Black tradition. 

Between about 875 and 950 AD., 
depending on the excavation site, the 
landscape changed completely. The city 
acquired a new character through the 
residual network of street spaces left 
between the dwellings. In at least one 
of the excavated areas, the street inter
sections were primarily living rather 
than work spaces. As for the house, 
much care was lavished on its construction, 
roofing, and decoration With its stone 
walls and its courtyard, containing the 
kitchen and private well, this house 
strongly resembled the houses of North 
Africa. Imported objects multiplied 
between 900 A.D. and the mid-llth 
century, and the inhabitants of the hand
some houses enjoyed marked prosperity
particularly when compared to subsequent 
and contemporary times. A new kind of 
spatial organization displaced the old, to 
endure for at least three centuries. Public 
monuments appeared, as well as the 
market, whose entrance was deliberately 
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shaded by a tree, and the mosque, which 
fundamentally dates from the 10th to 11th Fig 5 Tichitt Plan of excavations in 1975. 

centuries, though it has been rebuilt Source H Hugot, Le neolithique sahmien (Paris, Universite de Pm is X, 1979) 

several times But most importantly, we 
find urban planning based on social and 
economic criteria. The area with good 
wind exposure during much of the year was 
reserved for the finest houses, forming a 
true residential quarter. Shops and more 
modest houses were located less com-
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fortably, to the south, while artisans lived 
far from the residential zone, on the 
outskirts, where their activity could not 
disturb the wealthy. In spatial organiza
tion, the complex of several thousand 
members resembled the little cities north 
of the Sahara more than Black settlements; 
compared to the previous period, an 
inversion of signs occurred, which is visible 
even in details of domestic planning. But 
the case of the use of stone is perhaps 
characteristic of the reflections and 
borrowings that progressively modified the 
ancient schema While the Sahelian 
Muslims clearly imposed an architecture 
primarily based on stone, in fact it was 
poorly received A technically intelligent 
compromise soon emerged, at Tegdaoust
Audagust, for example: stone walls were 
plastered inside and outside with banco. 

What happened at Audagust after 1050 has 
been covered elsewhere. Here it can 
simply be stated that the enormous influx 
of North Africans profoundly influenced 
the perception and organization of urban 
space. The transformation is implicit in the 
sources, and has been confirmed arch eo
logically As the North African~ began to 
disappear, after 1100 and increasingly 
during the 13th century and thereafter, the 
imported characteristics also faded and 
finally disappeared. The street, the private 
house, public monuments, the organiza
tion of neighbourhoods according to 
economic and social norms - these were 
the features that replaced the earlier 
system of walled "concessions." The latter 
seems to reflect a completely different 
way of perceiving and organizing space, 
according to extended families or ethnic 
groups, rather than productive sectors or 
social strata 

Fortunately there is much evidence in 
Africa and the Sahel for settlements 
sharing the organization posited for 
Tegdaoust-Audagust before the 9th 
century. The ruins inevitably raise a 
question that we have avoided until now. 
What period of origin, what level of social 
organization, what criteria define a city? 
The standard definition for Islamic and 
Western countries is based on spatial 
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organization of the type at Tegdaoust in 
the 10th and 11th centuries, a population 
over 2,000, and a certain specialization of 
labor. How then should we classify the 127 
agglomerations identified from aerial 
photographs of the former lake of Aouker 
and the cliffs of Dhar at Tichitt and at 
Akreijit? Here, between 1880 B.C. and 
220 B.C., enclosures adjoining or 
separated by nonorthogonal circulation 
spaces, housed sedentary populations 
apparently lacking social division of 
labour. The photographs can be read 
as virtual ground plans of the spatial 
organization of these early Black African 

·peoples. The structure resembles that of 
the earliest period of Audagust, although 
the technologies are not identical. Though 
intermediate links, covering some 15 
centuries, are still missing, it is hoped that 
the many ruins between Tagant and 
Senegal will soon be able to fill the lacuna. 

It remains to decide whether the agglo
merations at Tichitt and Akzeijit are 
"urban" or "rural." In either case, 
characteristics common to Black Africa as 
a whole suggest that its inhabitants con
ceived of concentrations of people quite 
differently from their Mediterranean or 
Near Eastern counterparts. Jenne-Jenno 
illustrates the point, but other examples 
have helped us to frame the question more 
incisively. 

Two Conceptions of Space Linked 
to Two Cultures 

Arabic has a precise vocabulary to describe 
the city, revealing an epistemological focus 
on urban functions. Ibn Khaldun made this 
point in the following terms: "The 
adjective 'political' (madanf) is derived 
from 'polis' (city, medina), which is 
another term for human society"." In 
contact with Mediterranean and Near 
Eastern civilizations, Islam fully integrated 
those heritages into its values and voca
bulary. 

As yet we have no linguistic study that 
affords an approach to the conception of 
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urbanism among the Soninke, the Wolof, 
the Sereer, the al-Pulaar, the Manding or 
the Songhay. It is of course inadmissible to 
impose Western or Islamic standards of the 
city in order to define a West African 
approach existing in the past. Rather we 
must work empirically, by observation or 
excavation, to decode the human land
scape in the Sahel and to the South, in 
order to articulate the implicit approach to 
urbanism which is so different. 

For a Western observer, Black African 
cities share two striking characteristics, the 
lack of public monuments and the absence 
of private ownership of land. The altars 
which link the living with the dead, at 
various levels of social and geographic 
organization, have neither elaborate 
markers, nor permanent sites, nor even 
sites shared by a given group. In marked 
distinction from a church, a mosque, a 
synagogue, these signs of the sacred are 
dispersed in space, interrelated by their 
place in a hierarchy of importance and the 
invisible obligations that they represent to 
each individual. Even in relatively recent 
settlements one sometimes finds this 
deliberately fragmented religious space, 
due to the segmentation of the original 
public space, which became too small for a 
growing population (fig. 6)10. Similarly, 
governing authority, traditionally 
migratory among its holders, lacked an 
identifiable seat until recent times. When 
such a place indeed exists, it is often 
outside the settlement, and inconspicuous 
in appearance. 

Land is never appropriated in the long
established tradition of Mediterranean and 
Near Eastern countries. A complex 
balance of complementary rights and 
superimposed usage precludes private 
ownership, and that, in turn, influences the 
character of the house. By sprouting new 
nuclei, the dwelling can grow up to the 
point where the segmentation of living 
space would fragment the social group it 
shelters. But within that limit, the multi
plication of individual living cells, 
granaries and work spaces is possible and 
desirable. The suppleness and piastlcity 
required by this social organization of 
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space are guaranteed by simple building 
techniques and the universal availability of 
the basic material, clay. 

It must be stJessed that all recent archeo
logical research - at Jenne-Jenno, at 
Tegdaoust, among the Tellem of 
Bandiagara - shows that brick and banco 
were used long before the advent of Islam, 
and that the form given to houses 
depends on cultural factors and considered 
choices, which we have not yet clearly 
identified, and not on technical ineptitude 
That is, circular structures appear to 
represent a choice, rather than an inability 
to construct rectangular forms The 
amount of circulation space left between 
the circular enclosures reflects their social 
relationship. They are separated by ethnic 
groups, identifiable by the form of the 
granaries. The city can continue to sprout 
from the local clay until it reaches the 
maximum population that can be fed with 
local resources. The largest spaces used by 
the community are found, not built. Some 
are forests, more or less integrated into 
religious life and also conceived as a 
collective reserve of raw materials and 
fuel Others are perceived as the territory 
of the ancestors and are thought dangerous 
for the living, as among the Lobi in Upper 
Volta. Clearly the conception of settled 
space - so close to that of Tichitt or 
historic Audagust - reflects specific but 
intangible social, environmental and 
religious factors. The meaning of such 
plans is probably obvious to their inhabi
tants but remains opaque to foreigners 

There is no attempt at permanent con
struction. Periodic collective rebuilding of 
the complexes and an annual application of 
protective plaster assure a longevity more 
suitable to the flexible use of space than an 
architecture using heavier materials, which 
would be more expensive to work and to 
demolish. A damaged dwelling or granary 
is simply left to decompose gradually while 
life resurfaces on another spot. Research 
clearly reveals a conscientious awareness 
across Black Africa of the fragile, indeed 
hazardous equilibrium between population 
and environment, in conjunction with an 
ancient system of collective organization of 



the environment, which still operates 
today. Neither Islam nor the West taught 
the Africans these relationships; on the 
contrary, they have profoundly modified 
the balance in Africa and Western 
influence, in particular, has seriously 
disrupted it. 

The Islamic city embraces a community 
united by a common law and belief. These 
codes ensure privately-owned houses, 
planned to protect the privacy of their 
inhabitants; clean public spaces; circula
tion by true streets; fully public markets, 
latrines, and baths; and a mosque large 
enough to hold all the male adults of the 
city. Beginning in the 10th century, this 
second conception of urban space 
appeared in the Sahel and developed 
rapidly with the Islamization of trading and 
capital cities at least into the 15th century. 
We have found it at 10th and 11th-century 
Audagust, and it lives on at Jenne, Mopti, 
Timbuktu, Oualata, and perhaps Gao, 
despite reconstructions, as well as at 
Hamdallaye, whose plan has recently been 
studied by a young Malian scholar. The 
streets converge on the centers of Islamic 
authority, the mosque and the palace. 
Frequently stone construction connotes 
greater permanence, although its rigid 
nature tends to fragment social life into 
smaller family units than one finds in the 
more supple clay dwellings. 

Architectural elevations are as revealing as 
plans. Researchers now agree that inland 
Africa was initially highly influenced by 
the egalitarianism of the Kharijites or 
Almoravids. One recalls how al-Bakri 
remarked on Ibn Yasin's peculiar distaste 
for houses of varying heights. Mud archi
tecture lends itself to the "egalitarian" 
single-storey elevations that have long 
prevailed on the Mzab or the Dra'a. 
However, from Egypt (which was in turn 
influenced by Yemen) came the influence 
of the stone architecture of Ifriqiya, with 
more ostentatious, monumental facades 
and with terraces, a new feature which 
enlarged living space and encouraged 
multi-storey construction. The new 
approach can be seen in the elevations of 
the mosques at Jenne and Mopti. Despite 
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a certain continuity in plan, Islamic 
facades, displaying social differences, can 
be juxtaposed to the egalitarian tradition 
of mud construction. 

There is one more generalization to make, 
of extreme importance for the urban 
history of the Sahel. The juxtaposition of 
Islamic and non-Islamic communities 
within the same cities has fostered an 
already ancient tendancy towards poly
nuclear urban spaces. The literary sources 
attest to this. For instance al-Bakri dis
tinguished at least three "cities" at Ghana, 
on what was probably an extended site: 
that of the king, not yet located by archeo
logists; that of the merchants, on the 
excavation site known as Kumbi Saleh, 
which has presented such important 
findings; and a "service" quarter, 
including stables and stud farms, which is 
still unlocated. According to Ibn Baniita, 
the capital of Mali was similar, and Gao, 
under the Songhay, definitely had mUltiple 
centers. The cultural and religious 
tolerance that this implies should be 
related to the ethnic tolerance of earlier 
times. Perhaps we should also delineate 
seasonal establishments as multiple nuclei, 
that is, settlements on high ground 
occupied during the rainy season, and 
those on low ground used in the dry 
season. 

The multiplication of spaces for com
plementary uses complicates the archeo
logist's life considerably, but it does force 
him to abandon the somewhat lazy 
application of cliches from European 
urban history, based on the medieval 
conception of the walled city. The Sahelian 
and African concept of the city might be 
said to depend more on the division of 
space than on the division of labor. 
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