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TANZANIA: OPEN AIR THEATRE 
AND TRAINING HALL 

Project Data 

Locatitm: Bagamoyo, Tanzania. 

C/ifflt: Ministry of Labour, 
Culture and Social Services. 

Sponsors: Building Swedish 
International Development 
Agency, Norwegian Agency for 
International Development. 
Stage Equipment - Danish [nter
national Development Agency. 

Architect: [van Sutila, Charles 
Kimathi, French & Hastings, 
Chartered Architects, Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania. 

Structural Eflgifleers: Carl Bro 
International, Glostrup, Denmark. 

Quantity Surveyors: Barker and 
Barton, Nairobi, Kenya. 

COfltractor: A/S Noremco Cons
truction, Oslo, Norway (with 
Tanzanian branch). 

Cost: Tsh. 70 million. 

Ifleeptiot!: 4 October 1989. 

Completiot!: 1 September 1990. 

T he design of the open air 
theatre and training hall 
started under the shade 
of two huge mango trees 

in the west corner of the College 
of Arts' plot. The students trained 
and performed under these two 
giant trees, which provided 
protection against the blazing 
tropical sun while allowing fresh 
breezes from the Indian ocean to 

cool the dancers. Their strong 
branches supported acrobats and 
wide-spread roots provided seat
ing for children that would come 
on the first sound of the drum. 

At the school's week-long 
annual festival, in September, the 
students and public enjoy 
traditional songs and dances in this 
natural environment, sheltered by 
a simple jute enclosure for stage 
and audience. The best architect's 
brief was to be present at one of 
these performances. The question 
was how to recreate such an 
atmosphere within the man-made 
environment. 

The traditional thatched house 
provided ideas and guidelines. 
Building materials were readily 
available. Wooden poles for the 
basic structural posts and smaller 

BAGAMOYO 

Bagamoyo, a sleepy Indian Ocean 
shallow port, is one of the most 
interesting historical sites in 
Tanzania. Lying some 60 
kilometres north of the City of 
Dar es Salaam, Bagamoyo drew 
the attention of Persian sailors 
early in the thirteenth century. 
These Persian ancient mariners 
used the port for more than a 
century. The remains of some of 
these seafarers still lie three or four 
kilometres north east of the 
present Bagamoyo town at a place 
called Kaole. 

Lying opposite the spice island 
of Zanzibar, some 30 kilometres 
to the east, Bagamoyo was the 
main trading centre of elephant 
tusks from the hinterland, copper 
from the Katanga area in the 
Congo, now Zaire, and other 
commodities, centuries before Dar 
es Salaam was founded. 

The etymology of the word 
'Bagamoyo' is still controversial; 
we do not know whether it was 
named by the ancient commercial 
traders or by heart-broken slaves. 

diameter ones for the reinforce
ment of the walls were cut in the 
nearby forest. The wall composi
tion was simply carried further 
under the suitable angle and forms 
the roof structure. 

The dried leaves of the coconut 
palm (makuti) are used as roofing 
tiles. The makuti tiles are tied to the 
roof structure in one or more 
layers. The angle of the slope of 
a thatched roof is important and 
determines the life span of the 
roof. The steeper roof slope sheds 
the rain-water faster and dries 
quicker. The need to replace the 
tiles is thereby reduced to the 
minimum. [f the roof needs to be 
repaired, this is simply done by 
replacing the damaged tiles. 

Traditionally, after a man roofs 
the house, a woman fills the wall 
structure with a wattle and daub 
mixture of soil, water and coral 
rock chippings. Finally, a smooth 
plaster of mud is applied. Such a 
house, while offering protection 
against adverse elements, allows 
natural circulation of air from 
shaded eaves through rooms 
filtering warmed air through the 
makuti roof. [n effect, the house is 
'breathing'. The feeling of com-

Famous indigenous traders , the 
Nyamwezi, roaming the country
side in search of commodities, 
must have ended at Bagamoyo, 
years before the explorer, David 
Livingstone visited the hinterland 
in search of the source of the Nile, 
to be the first European to see or 
'discover' Lake Tanganyika. 

To the Nyamwezi traders and 
other merchants, Bagamoyo was 
the end of the road. Here they 
would rest and buy clothes, beads 
and guns imported across the sea 
from Zanzibar. They would bwaga 
- lay down - moyo - their hearts 
before they trekked back home with 
burdens of merchandise. The two 
Swahili words bwaga and moyo 
make up bwagamoyo which slowly 
evolved into 'Bagamoyo'. 

The infamous slave route from 
the shores of Lake Tanganyika, 
through the miombo woodlands 
of central Tanzania down to the 
humid coastal lands, ended at 
Bwagamoyo. To the harassed, 
thin, semi-starved slaves, this 
Bwagamoyo was not a place for 

fort resembles the one found under 
the shade of the mango trees. 

Applying this traditional 
approach satisfied the sponsors' 
brief to use locally available exper
tise and materials and to reduce the 
need for imported materials to a 
minimum. This virtually elimina
ted the problem of purchasing 
these materials with hard currency 
and maintaining them. 

The client brief asked for a 
theatre that would have two stages 
for performances to be held, 
regardless of the weather. Both 
stages were to be served by one 
technical building and actors' 
facilities. The covered seating area 
will be used as a training hall 
during the day. Another require
ment was the possibility of 
controlled access to the per
formances so that the school could 
generate some income. The 
budget was set at Tsh 70 million 
(approximately US$350,000). 

With two basic parameters in 
mind, tradition and micro
environment created by two 
mango trees, we designed the 
main building, training area and 
two stages all under one free
flowing roof. The escarpment that 

celebrating. [t was the last 'terra 
firma' they saw before they were 
shipped across the sea to Zanzibar 
where they were sold to Arab 
slave masters. 

When the German colonialists 
founded German East Africa in the 
late nineteenth century, they 
naturally selected Bagamoyo as 
their territorial headquarters. 
Exactly a century ago this year, 
they moved their headquarters to 
Dar es Salaam. 

[f they had not moved to Dar 
es Salaam, the Indian Ocean 
terminal of their central railway 
line, which is said to have 
followed the slave route or is, in 
most places, parallel to it, would 
have ended at Bagamoyo. 

[t is no coincidence that the first 
school of traditional arts in 
independent Tanzania was 
established right in Bagamoyo 
from where the hinterland was 
opened by ancient traders and the 
African soul was stolen by slave 
traders and first colonialists. 
Pascal B. Shija 

divides the plot into two different 
levels was used to provide natural 
open-air seating. A coral rock wall 
of 2.4 metres average height 
provided the necessary enclosure 
and controlled access to the 
performance. 

The building was laid out in a 
northeast-southwest direction. 
This direction was determined by 
the plot's orientation, existing 
buildings and the two different 
levels that accommodated open-air 
seating. 

Technical building and joining 
stages are the only elements that 
were built in the usual way; con
crete blocks for load bearing walls 
and posts and beams in reinforced 
concrete. All materials were locally 
produced and readily available. 

At the ground floor of the 
technical building are the female 
and male changing rooms with 
direct access to both stages. An 
outside staircase leads to the first 
floor where the technical room, 
store and workshop are located. 
The technical room has windows 
on both stages for easy control of 
lighting. The next flight of stairs 
takes you to the top level which 
is used for social functions. 
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1. Students using the open theatre 
stage during a class. 

2. Rear view of the theatre. 
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3. One of the mango trees under 
which the dancers trained and 
performed, before the new theatre 
was built. 

4. A traditional house, showing the 
wooden pole construction and 
thatched roof 

5. Public entrance at the corner. 

6. View of the new theatre from 
the front. 
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On the opposite narrow sides of 
the technical building are the two 
stages with their equipment. One 
faces the open-air seating and the 
other faces the roofed training and 
the public hall. 

About 750 people can be 
accommodated in the open air 
seating while the flat surface at the 
front of the stage can accommo
date another 150 chairs in loose 
arrangement. The public hall and 
the training area seat 1,500 people 
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again with chairs that are usually 
removed after the performance. 

This simplicity or flexibility is 
important because during the 
classes the whole theatre, and 
especially the training area with its 
wooden floor, are used for 
teaching. Visitors to the school 
during the normal classes and 
sessions enjoy watching, under the 
same roof, different groups of 
dancers, acrobats and musicians 
going through their lessons. 

The immediate impression is 
one of comfort. The structure 
offers protection from the sun, and 
a fresh Indian Ocean breeze which 
penetrates under the eaves con
siderably lowers the temperature 
under the roof. The heat is taken 
out high above through makuti. 
The coral rock wall with an aver
age height of2.4 metres envelopes 
stages and public areas while 
permitting free air circulation. 

The roof structure rests on 
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7. Dancers training on the open 
stage. 

8. & 10. Full views of the open 
stage. 

9. One of the many doors. 

11. Interior view of the structure. 
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Dancers performing. 

History of the College 
Soon after independence, the 
Government established a 
National Dance Company which, 
later, grew into a theatre company. 
The main function of the company 
was to tour the country giving 
performances and reviving pride 
in the arts and culture which had 
been oppressed by the ruling 
colonial era. 

Towards the end of the 1970s 
it became obvious that this one 
company was not enough. 
Touring also became more and 
more expensive and keeping the 
Company for Dar es Salaam 
performances alone was too 
expensive. The Company was 
therefore disbanded in 1979. The 
various performers were dispersed 
into the regions to start new 
groups and/or act as cultural 
animators. Some were selected to 
become teachers. 

The Bagamoyo College of Arts 
was established in 1981. The main 
function of the college was to train 
young people who would become 
cultural animators in the regions. 

The college started by taking 

wooden poles, 150 millimetres in 
diameter, and climbs above the 
covered stage to a height of 21 
metres. With the maze of trusses, 
struts and other structural 
elements you have the impression 
of sitting under a huge mango tree. 

A makuti roof of this size, the 
second in Tanzania, is an unusual 
sight and its durability has been a 
subject of debate. The height of 
the roof was determined by the 
necessity of covering the stage 
structure that is 12 metres in 
height and spans over 9 metres of 
stage width. Such a height resulted 
in a rather steep roof slope. The 
local artisans (fundis) claimed that 
this roof can have a life span of 
eight years, while the local house 
with much shallower slope has a 
life span of four years. The life 
span could be considerably longer 
with regular maintenance and 
replacing of individual makuti tiles 
when needed. 

The theatre was completed on 
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primary school students but now 
takes secondary level (fourth year) 
students. The college admits only 
15 students a year, although it 
receives up to 400 applications. 
Students' hostel facilities have been 
the major constraint on admitting 
more students. For the same 
reason, only a third of the student 
population is female. The college 
has earned a reputation of its own 
both nationally and internation
ally. At home, every artist would 
like to be a member of the college 
whose members enjoy frequent 
participation in at least two 
festivals abroad every year. 

The college has received such 
gifts as the training hall, the open
air theatre, equipment, scholar
ships and visits from experts who 
come and teach or conduct 
workshops and seminars. 

It has also been getting requests 
from other Southern African 
countries for people to come and 
study there. So many foreigners in 
Europe have been wanting to 
study there that the college has 
started a four week course to cater 
for them. 

schedule, within budget and with 
the co-operation of all parties 
involved. The Danish Inter
national Development Agency 
joined the team at a later stage and 
donated the technical equipment 
with which the theatre was opened 
on 24 September 1990 for the 
annual festival. 
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