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Let us consider the body and the building as manifestations 
of human existence whose physical einbodi~nent is similar to 
that of a vessel: an artifact used for drink; the inside and 
outside are pri~nary coinponents to function. The omamen- 
tation of these "vessels," in West African society. we find is 
an i~nportant and realizable ineans of visible co~mnunication 
in these societies. This paper examines this metaphor with 
particular attention to the parallels that exist between body 
oma~nentation and building ornamentation within the fol- 
lowing regions of West Africa: the Bight of Benin. the 
Escarpment of the Jos Plateau, the niountains of Ca~neroon 
and the Sahel of the Southern Sahara. 

West Africa has traditionally been perceived as non- 
literate by Western standards.' Even today. literacy rates are 
well below fifty percent. However. one reason for this 
misinterpretation may be that the visual co~nponent is far 
more critical than the written in maintaining a successful 
network of communication. Visual artifacts associated with 
behavior are co~mnonly used to conl~nunicate identity, and 
oral traditions served to maintain contin~iity over time. The 
visual element inherent in the artifact or in the natural 
environment is the vehicle througli which actual or preferred 
ine~nbership in a cultural or econo~nic group can be overtly 
and publicly colmunicated. The visual sy~nbols occur both 
through ritual and through architecture. Therefore, experi- 
encing ritual is akin to experiencing architecture. The com- 
plexity in meaning syntax are such that ritual, inclusive here 
of the ornamentation of the body. unfolds over time before 
the beholder and the beholder must move through or around 
the built environrnent to experience a place or concept in its 
entirety. This anthropocentris~ll is of vital importance to 
West African thought, spatial constructs, and shows the 
extents to which the manipulation of the body vis-a-vis the 
built environment is part of the primary co~nrnunication of 
these African cultures.? If both the manipulation of the 
body's vessel and the building's vessel is filled with visual 
conununication it could be said that there are certain dwell- 
ing metaphors placed on tlieir bodies and conversely anthro- 
pomorphic readings made on their dwellings. 

seen as a media as ~nanipulable as the architecture and that 
the architecture consists of parts or fonns that are similar1 
related to the body. 

The Body. The vessel called The Body, [nay receive a 
position of status within a society or culture based on the 
ornamentation of that vessel, and how revealing it is to the 
world around it. This includes the outerrnost layer of our 
vessel. consisting of clothing. jewelry, and headwear, and 

Perhaps this reveals a d~rect parallel. in that the body is Fig. 1 .  H a ~ ~ s a  babarigan 
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the Inore intimate Layers: that of hair and skin. 
The vestment serves the primary means of marking status 

within one's tribe, as well as guaranteeing protection of the 
vessel. From the co~nlnon citizen in simple tunics to the 
ruling elite in elaborate haharigan, what one wears is always 
indicative of status within social context. The Hausa 
babarigan, an elegant tunic, is typically constructed in three 
pieces of cotton fabric; the central third, divided in two at the 
neck opening. is not unlike the opening of a building or 
granary, carries the most intense concentration with its 
embroidered motifs. Moreover, i t  is historically imbued with 
protective meaning. From birth to death, both common and 
elite, distinguished the transitions in life, or status through 
types of cloth, certain patterns and weaves that they utilize. 

Jewelry is conceptualized by its many levels of omamen- 
tation. There is jewelry as simple adornment and there is 
jewelry as charm or protection. The nomadic/pastoral tribes 
of the Sahara use both of these in their societies extensively, 
perhaps indicating a lack of permanent household in which 
to store dowries. The type and number of earrings and 
necklaces may simply be an indicator ofregion; whereas the 
material of which it is made relates to status. In a discussion 
of simple adornment, young women buy earrings, bracelets, 
and rings to be given away as tokens of friendship and are 
sometimes collected over the course of ones life. A bracelet 
or anklet of twisted leather or metal, or a ring on a finger or 

through an earlobe worn for protection is also collected over 
the course of one's life. The extent of which a piece of 
jewelry is given more or less significance is contingent on its 
physical nature. In ritual. the closed ring without a break 
sylnbolizes protection. Fulbe women wear heavy brass 
anklets for rainy season ceremonies symbolic of the feet 
touching moist soil in months to come. As seen here, 
qualities of closure or weight play an important role. 

Jewelry as chann or protection is evident in the talisman 
or amulet. These traditionally take the form of small leather 
or metal containers encapsulating bones, horns, medicinal 
packets, bits ofpaper with Koranic writing, and certain roots 
or grasses which are believed to be full of supernatural 
powers. Worn close to the heart or around the waist or limb, 
some amulets serve a protective or preventative function, 
designed to ward off illness from babies or other specific 
evils. Others are worn to obtain wealth, increase attractive- 
ness or virility, or to gain power over others. Some are 
designed to render bad unto others. Tribes such as the 
Wodaabe use talismans prepared with recipes passed from 
generation to generation. 

The head represents the superior level of being, therefore 
the ornamentation of the head must be the most important 
consideration. Head dresses and hats are important in 
general tribe identification, especially when observed from 
a distance. Tuareg and Fulbe men wrap their heads with a 

Fig. 2. Fulani jewelry. 
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Fig. 3. Tuareg with talismaiis 

five meter long turban to protect their faces against the wind 
and sand. I-Iausa Inen wear a colorfUl. e~nbroidered cap 
siinilar in shape to the simple white caps worn in Northern 
Africa. The traditional Fulani herder's hat consists of a 
pointed basket body soincti~ncs einbeilished with incised- 
pattern leather work. Young Fulani men are solnetitnes 
found with nontraditional flamboyant hats, making this the 
contenlporary identification of young herdsman. Women 
wear a ~lulnber of shaped headdresses; the shape, color, size 
and quality is detennined by tribe identity and status. 

A Inore intimate fonn of tribal identification is seen in hair 
styles. Traditionally in the Wodaahes. plaiting (braiding) or 
hairdressing is done by women. The hair is arranged into two 
side braids, with a third braid twisted into a knot on the 
forehead and a fourth knotted on the nape of the neck. This 
hairstyle is similar in nature to their nolnadic tents. In the 
Fulani tribes, the beauty of the young ~nan 's  coiffure is equal 
to that of the young woman. The hair is plaited with tiny 
wires and buttons and other oh-jects giving the wearer a 
unique profile that can be identified at a distance (this too 
resclnbles their te~nporary living structures). 

When the Fulani is older. the hair style is similar but much 
less flalnboyant in nature. In the Nok societies, hair is often 

Fig. 4. Wodaabe Moman 

Fig. 5. Fulani coiffure 
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Fig. 7. House in Daria. 

Not unlike the body, the building too conveys messages 
through its outer most layers consisting of media, structure1 
shapelroof (which delineates a building profile) and pat- 
terns of the skin of the building. What decides a media is 
usually availability of construction materials in a region. 
Moving around within a region that utilizes the same 
material, it can be seen that it is the execution of textures 
and the order of the materials that is used to differentiate 
tribal identity. A more refined manipulation of such order 
is based usually on status (having monies to afford the labor 
of craftsmanship). Building profiles are necessary for 
identification from a distance which historically was nec- 
essary in developing territorial boundaries. Spotting the 
periphery of many villages, one finds mini-representations 
(which serve as granaries) of the larger depiction of a tribe's 
architectural identity. 

On the skin of the building, similar to the tribal mark, a 
more intimate identification can be lnadc through patterns. 
An elaborate pattern can be read in different ways, depend- 
ing on the viewer's knowledge or degree of sophistication. 
Forms of script, around the entrancc of a building is consid- 
ered to have supernatural powers, and as such are divorced 
from their meaning and stylized nature. Fonns abstracted 
from a script were manipulated for protective purposes and 
applied in concentrated doses to protect both real and 
simulated openings. Some of this patterning is pictorial in 
nature and can have many abstract meanings. Many of the 
designs on African buildings, because of their reliance on 

texture and relief, as well as on shape, could only be properly 
appreciated by the observer moving about in front of them. 
An understanding of their relationship with the prevailing 
climatic conditions is necessary. Very lightly incised lines, 
not unlike the tribal mark, show a clear dark shadow with 
great effect. 

Ornamentation is clearly of considerable psychological 
significance, and it tends to occur at points ofpotential social 
stress. Buildings, like the houses of the chief, shrines, and 
meeting houses, are a power focus for the community and are 
highly ornate. Within the individual homestead, ornamenta- 
tion in its psychological warning dimension is perhaps meant 
to be seen as serving to reduce potential ambiguity and 
embarrassment by identifying places of special taboo, and in 
establishing territoriality. In fact, thresholds are everywhere 
saturated with profound ritual connotations as spatial bound- 
ary points. 

Ornamentation was also applied to points of structural 
stress. Aside from the obvious critical points, it is possible 
that the bowls and elongated scuppers set in the roofs of 
certain Hausa buildings might have originated as early 
warning mechanisms for structural failure. On buildings 
of the Gwari or Kanuri tribes, at the pinnacle of the conical 
thatched roofs, a finial of an overturned pot was placed to 
prevent leaks where the thatch comes together in a peak. 
As simple adornment, in the interiors of Nupe buildings, 
plates are placed at the confluence of several structural 
elements. 

As found in most human settlements? African villages 
also express through their arrangement, the social structure 
of the group of people living in them. Of course the actual 
relationships varies from year to year as people are born, 
married, divorced, or die; but the general structure remains 
fairly constant. The relatively impermanent nature of the 
buildings meant that there could be a quick response to 
changed circumstances. On the domestic level, a man taking 
a new wife usually builds a house for her in his compound. 
At the village level, the death of a chief often brings about 
reorientation of the village as new houses are built to face the 
new chiefs house. Villages and houses were built around 
people and their groupings; there was no question of people 
adapting themselves to fixed houses and villages. As such 
the shape of a village is expected to change shape over time. 
Historically. larger collections of these villages were kept 
within i~npressive fifteen meter high walls, such as the towns 
of Hausaland. One might imagine these walls as the skin of 
the vessel. However the changes that are occurring are 
within the walls as opposed to at the surface of the wall. Its 
center, however, that which is contained within the vessel, is 
that which is the whole that does not change. 

Conclusion. The freedom with which traditional West 
African cultures manipulate their bodies and architecture 
manifests a type of orna~nental co~mnunication through 
which tribes and cultures identify and define themselves. 
This non literate communication may seem vague and 
esoteric to the unfamiliar western eye but within the culture 



8 5 " ' A C S A  A N N U A L  M E E T I N G  A N D T E (  H N O L O G F  C O N F E R E N (  E 609 

Fig. 8. Emir Palace. 

the meanings are as sharp and clear as a well crafted sentence. 
At times, this non literate colnmunication appears to be 
readily understandable but the urge to spontaneously draw 
conclusions must be suppressed. A more inclusive perspec- 
tive and reading should be encouraged to attempt a non- 
biased observation. Western translation carries with it the 
danger of losing critical information. It is the essence of 
these people, demonstrated by this communication that we 
must attempt to understand. 

NOTES 

' This is relative to the city as well as rural populations. Although 
there has been an economically driven movement from rural 
areas to the cities, the education system has not grown at an 
equal rate to accommodate the new, illiterate populations. 
Theethnographic/architectural perspective that theauthor holds 
is a result of living for one year within these societies. The level 
of intimacy, however, was always at an expected distance. 
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