
200 201

Project Scope / Objectives

The Old Dispensary is hailed as a symbol of multi-
cultural Zanzibari architecture. The aim of conserva-
tion was to respect the historic fabric of the existing 
building and to try to understand and record the dif-
ferent building phases. With this information in hand, 
it was possible to make the building habitable, ensur-
ing rental income for its upkeep and maintenance.
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Old Dispensary
ZANZ I BAR ,  TANZAN IA

The Old Dispensary in Zanzibar was the fi rst project of the Aga Khan Trust for 

Culture (AKTC) in the Stone Town, part of a larger programme of rehabilitation 

for the historic buildings along the seafront, which also included the restoration 

of the Old Customs House. The name of the building comes from its former use 

as a charitable dispensary, built in the nineteenth century by a prominent local 

businessman, Sir Tharia Thopan. The foundation stone was laid in 1887 to mark 

the jubilee of Queen Victoria, and Thopan’s intention was for it to be used as 

a hospital. He died before it was completed and the building was sold off after a 

family quarrel. Originally, the Old Dispensary housed a dispensary on the 

ground fl oor, with a pharmacy and a resident doctor. The two upper fl oors were 

subsequently subdivided into apartments. This mixed use of the building contin-

ued until the revolution in 1964, when the inhabitants fl ed the island and the 

dispensary fell into disuse. As with most other structures in Zanzibar, the Old 

Dispensary passed into government ownership and control.

 Since its inauguration, more than one hundred years ago, the Old Dispen-

sary has been hailed as a symbol of the multicultural architecture of Zanzibar. 

And in fact it is an astonishing hybrid of styles combining Indian and European 

infl uences. The ornately carved wooden balcony and other intricate details are 

characteristic of Indian buildings, but laid over a highly disciplined European 

Neoclassical scheme. The building’s design, rich decoration and construction 

techniques are of exceptional quality. The plan is U-shaped with a three-storey-

high courtyard in the centre. The interior is partitioned into a series of rather 

small, mostly independent rooms arranged along arcades facing the courtyard. 

The shape of the site was diffi cult to deal with, yet the architects turned it to ad-

vantage and created a stunning interior space characterized by the exaggerated 

sense of perspective produced by the side walls converging halfway along the 

length of the court. This is suddenly reversed by one wall breaking forwards to 

introduce a diverging line, complemented on the other side of the courtyard by 

the introduction of a one-storey block that narrows the space yet further. “The 

timber carving is unlike any other in the Stone Town in its sheer abundance and 

vivacity, and contrasts with the more restrained plaster work. Carved tendrils 

and stalks twist and curl through gables, fl owers erupt from the brackets, and 

The Old Dispensary has been adaptively reused 

as the Stone Town Cultural Centre.

Opposite page:

A view of the Dispensary before restoration 

and the removal of modern encroachments. 

The building was in an extremely dilapidated 

condition with the main verandas in danger 

of collapse.
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An interior view of the balcony over 

the inner courtyard, after and before 

restoration. The picture before restoration 

shows the serious deterioration of timber 

and base-coat plaster walls.

Opposite page:

The main facade of the Old Dispensary, 

whose balconies show an abundance

and vivacity of timber carving contrasting 

with more restrained plasterwork.

pineapples sprout from the ridges. Amidst the carved foliage, bright red, green, and blue 

panes of glass glitter like jewels. Eight massive columns, each one a single piece of 

timber forty centimetres square and over fi ve metres long, support the principal beams 

running perpendicular and parallel to the facade.” Inside, two suspended bridges span 

the courtyard and, together with the horizontal plaster mouldings, defi ne and unify the 

interior space, articulated at ground, fi rst and second fl oor levels by the strong piers 

surmounted by arched openings.

 Prior to the AKTC intervention, the building had been badly neglected and hardly 

maintained for more than thirty years. Rising damp and moisture had taken a heavy toll 

on the timber and plasterwork. The fi rst stage of the conservation process involved the 

identifi cation of the original features of the building through patient research and recording. 

The internal anatomy of the building was systematically examined in order to establish 

which materials were originally used and the methods and techniques by which they 

had been applied. Eventually, the restoration aimed at reinstating the building’s original 

fabric while respecting its different construction phases. All materials used in the restor-

ation corresponded to, or were compatible with, the original ones. At the same time, the 

building envelope was made weather-tight to avoid the water penetration and leaks that 

had been the main causes of the building’s deterioration. Where limited changes 

became necessary to improve the resistance and quality of the structure, these were 

carefully recorded and identifi ed as newly added elements to distinguish them from the 

original ones.

 Upon its completion in 1997 the restored Old Dispensary was converted into the 

Stone Town Conservation Centre. The new uses did not alter the historic features of the 

building, but rather sought to enhance its original qualities and make them accessible to 

a wider public in the context of a culturally meaningful public function. At the same time, 

these new uses had to generate the income necessary to ensure the building’s future 

maintenance. Thus, the adaptive reuse of the structure transformed the Old Dispensary 

into a combined service, retail and cultural centre. The design took advantage of the 

special qualities of the ground-fl oor courtyard to convert it into a public open space 
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The Old Dispensary was built by a prominent local 
businessman, Sir Tharia Thopan. The foundation stone 
was laid in 1887 to mark the jubilee of Queen Victoria. 
Thopan intended the building to be a hospital, but he 
died before it was fi nished. The building was complet-
ed in 1894 and purchased by a rich Zanzibari in 1900, 
who used it as a charitable institution housing a dis-
pensary, a pharmacy and a resident doctor. The two 
upper fl oors were subdivided into apartments. This 
mixed use of the building continued until the revolution 
in 1964, when the residents fl ed and the dispensary fell 
into disrepair. As with most structures in Zanzibar, the 
Old Dispensary passed into government ownership 
and control. In October 1991 AKTC leased the Old Dis-
pensary from the government in order to restore it and 
reuse it as a cultural centre. 

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

The poor condition of the building and the limited ex-
perience in the development of restoration and adap-
tive reuse projects in Zanzibar in the 1990s constituted 
a risk which had to be carefully evaluated prior to im-
plementation. Eventually, the restoration and conver-
sion of the building proved to be a seminal experience 
for the realization of similar projects in the Stone Town. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

A building condition survey was carried out following 
the decision to restore the structure in 1991. It revealed 
that water infi ltration combined with rising damp, lack 
of maintenance and inappropriate repairs were the 
main causes of deterioration. Exterior problems in-
cluded highly eroded plaster exposing the core of the 
walls, a severely tilted front balcony, leaking roofs and 
blocked drains. Inside, most of the windows were 
broken, with the openings shuttered. In addition, the 
initial inspections revealed inappropriate interior parti-
tioning and evidence of poor use and vandalism 
throughout the building. The detailed assessment of 
exterior and interior building conditions formed the basis 
for the subsequent formulation and implementation of 
an appropriate and effective conservation process. 

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

More than 300 drawings at various scales were pro-
duced to document and record the plans, elevations 
and details of the building. In addition, a condition survey 

of all major components of the building fabric was 
fi nalized, including an analysis of the original materials 
and methods of construction. Laboratory samples 
were obtained and analyses carried out on the materials, 
as well as historical research in the Zanzibar Govern-
ment Archives. The latter provided important information 
about the original design and use of the building. The 
ensemble of these investigations made it possible to 
distinguish new from old, and track the stages of inter-
ventions and transformations which took place in the 
building through time.

DESIGN CRITERIA

The design aimed at respecting the existing historic 
fabric, as well as taking into account the different build-
ing phases in order to avoid arbitrary interventions and 
unnecessary alterations. Great attention was paid to 
ensure that all materials used in the works corresponded 
to or were compatible with the original ones. Any changes 
which were deemed necessary for technical reasons 
were carefully recorded and identifi ed. In terms of new 
uses, changes were considered for their compatibility 
and opportunity vis-à-vis the existing fabric. The fi nal 
adaptive reuse choice was to transform the Old Dispen-
sary into a combined service, retail and cultural centre. 
These new uses sought to enhance the building’s ori-
ginal qualities in the context of a culturally meaningful 
public function, while at the same time generating the 
income necessary to ensure the Centre’s future mainte-
nance. Each aspect of the work grew out of the interaction 
of professional advice and the experience of craftsmen 
on site, as well as extensive and repeated testing.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

The Old Dispensary works generated numerous op-
portunities for local employment, training and capacity 
building. The restoration sought to revive as much as 
possible of the original construction and detailing pro-
cess, even in cases where the local crafts base was 
considered insuffi cient and had to be complemented 
by external expertise. Master builders from India, 
knowledgeable about the traditional construction and 
detailing methods, were able to train a Zanzibar group 
in traditional skills and thus contribute to replenishing 
the local pool of craftsmen.

CONTRACTING METHODS

Technical and professional decisions were made by 
AKTC after extensive consultations with its team of 
consultants and guest advisors. The work was imple-
mented by contractors and subcontractors selected 
on the basis of their capacities and proven track record 
of conservation work in the region or other geographical 
areas, such as India, where the original construction 
technologies had been developed and are still being 
practised.

NEW TECHNOLOGIES INTRODUCED

The state-of-the-art restoration of the Old Dispensary 
included research and adaptation of the original building 
technologies to ensure effective and long-lasting results. 
Through a series of trials, a repertory of solutions to 
most problems was developed: methods of repair, 
appropriate mixes and materials, and ways of joining, 
covering and fi nishes were agreed upon.  

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

The restoration standards and practices applied in the 
Old Dispensary works refl ect the approach and meth-
odologies contained in major international charters 
and recommendations. Peer reviews took place during 
the course of the project’s implementation, as well as 
regular meetings with the STCDA and Ministry authorities.

LESSONS LEARNED 

The restoration and adaptive reuse of the Old Dispen-
sary was the fi rst building project carried out by AKTC 
in Zanzibar. As such, it provided a model for similar 
initiatives carried out both in the Stone Town and in the 
region during subsequent years.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Ministry of Water, Construction, Energy, Land and Envir-
onment, Stone Town Conservation and Development 
Authority.

Donors 

Ford Foundation, UNESCO.

Authoritative Framework 

Exchange of letters and protocols between AKTC, the 
Ministry of Water, Construction, Energy, Land and Envir-
onment and the Stone Town Conservation and Devel-
opment Authority (1991–94). 

Inauguration of 
renovated Old 
Dispensary as the 
Stone Town 
Cultural Centre

Phasing  1991 Y 1997

Existing condition 
drawings and 
room-by-room 
condition survey

Construction and 
conservation work

Preparation of 
construction drawings, 
completion of bidding 
process and contract 
awarded

Preparation of historic 
structure report; 
design completed

AKTC takes possession 
of the building and carries 
out emergency stabilization 
and minimal repairs

19941991 1992 1993 1996 1997
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providing access to new retail outlets and offi ces. This public use was extended to the 

upper-fl oor balconies and reception rooms. The latter, in particular, were made access-

ible to visitors, with their superb views of the sea through the ornate framing of the 

balcony. Some of the rooms on the fi rst fl oor became available as exhibition spaces for 

the new Stone Town Cultural Centre, a function that can be extended also to the ground-

fl oor courtyard and fi rst-fl oor balconies. Other rooms on the fi rst fl oor have been adapted 

to become business offi ces compatible with the cultural functions prevailing in the rest of 

the building. On the further end of the upper-fl oor arcades, at some distance from the 

cultural centre, two small double-height studios have been provided for lease to resident 

staff or visitors. The existence of two parallel staircases, originally meant to create 

different circuits for men and women, gave the opportunity to separate the fl ow of visitors 

between the various functions of the building. The combination of shops, retail outlets, 

business areas and studio apartments is intended to create a lively interaction between 

a variety of functions and return the building to full use after many years of abandonment 

and neglect.

 AKTC’s efforts in Zanzibar did not end with the completion of the Old Dispensary. In 

response to the renewed interest in the historic area and improved prospects for tourism 

and private investment in Zanzibar, the need became apparent for an integrated plan for 

the conservation and development of the Stone Town. In 1992 the Trust assisted the 

Stone Town Conservation and Development Authority (STCDA) in launching an in-depth 

survey of the Stone Town and preparing a comprehensive conservation town plan, 

which not only identifi es the heritage to be conserved, but also sets standards for 

appropriate new development, both at the level of individual plots and at the level of the 

overall townscape.

The restored inner courtyard, with its 

bridge linking the upper fl oor, seen from 

the balcony.


