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1. Introduction 
 
 

“The man who comes back through the Door in the Wall will never be quite 
the same as the man who went out. He will be wiser but less sure, happier but 
less self-satisfied, humbler in acknowledging his ignorance yet better 
equipped to understand the relationship of words to things, of systematic 
reasoning to the unfathomable mystery which it tries, forever vainly, to 
comprehend”. Aldous Huxley The Doors of Perception  

 
 
“It is said that an Englishman’s home is his castle, but the Omani extended 
the metaphor into reality, their home (or beyt) incorporating several defensive 
features. A typical Omani Arab house in Zanzibar was massively built multi- 
story square block of coral stones and mortar with a flat roof that was 
surmounted by a low crenulated wall……These houses display elegant 
simplicity…..More striking, however, were  the elaborately carved wooden 
doors in a spwaure frame decorated with iron bosses’  
Professor Abdul Sheriff  
 
 
“The higher the tenement, the bigger the gateway, the heavier the padlock 
and the huger the iron studs that nail the door of heavy timber, the greater is 
the owner’s dignity.” R F Burton, Zanzibar: City, Island and Coast, London, 
Longman 1872, Vol 1:87 
 
 
 
“Increasingly popular with holidaymakers, it offers emerald forests and azure 
seas, blue skies with playful clouds, palm trees, coffee scented with 
cardamom, golden beaches, and delectable food. They know not the 
bloodshed and agony that shaped this place. Nothing is as it has been made 
to seem. There is no innocence here, no easy forgetfulness – not for the 
inhabitants. They smile and laugh with visitors and try to please them (and 
because they are naturally hospitable, it has authenticity) but all the while 
unsettled scores and untold stories pulsate and throb through the veins of this 
part of the Tanzanian nation. History has been buried here, deep in the sands, 
but never washed away.” 

Yasmin Alibhai –Brown, The Independent 27th July commenting on her 
recent trip to Zanzibar as part of  BBC World Service documentary on 
the slave trade and 1964 revolution. 

 
 
 
 



The history of carved doors In East Africa is a narrative and story of cultural 
pluralism and interaction with Islam in Africa and the influence of India and 
Europe which has created a unique melting pot which is now part of Swahili 
culture and people. This is very similar to the multiculturalism that is part and 
parcel of life in Britain today with the diverse faith and cultural heritage of our 
different communities. 
 
Carved Doors are also a metaphor in the current debate about African Islam 
or Islam Africa which feeds into the radicalisation and terrorist threats which is 
now a focus of the international community. This is in many ways a similar 
debate in the diplomatic battles between with the Omani elite and the British 
colonial administrators of the late 19th century over the period of the slave 
trade and its abolition and the introduction of Christianity into East Africa. 
 
The coast of East Africa with the growth of the stone towns of Lamu, 
Mombasa and Zanzibar dominated merchant and trade routes which became 
the power house for the various royal families of Oman and their interactions 
with Indian merchants, financiers, African chiefs on mainland Africa, the 
Portuguese and then subsequently with the British, French and the German 
over the last two hundred years. 
 
The doors and the stone towns have been recognised as cultural significant to 
world heritage by UNESCO with Zanzibar being classified in 2000 and Lamu 
in 2001 as world heritage sites. Lamu which is part of an archipelago of 
islands in Northern Kenya has been a popular tourism area since the 1960s 
and Zanzibar popular as resort area since the 1980s. 
 
Wood carving as a trade flourished during the 19th century, but then dwindled 
for several reasons; important ones are the abolition of the slave trade, the 
two World Wars, changing patterns of trade, the take over of the East African 
Coast by the British and German colonial powers. 
 
East Africa now has a number of chic hotels and private apartments which 
attract discerning tourists from Europe and North America but also a place of 
homecoming for many people with family connections in   Kenya, Tanzania 
(Zanzibar), along the coast of East Africa and from the Middle East 
particularly Yemen and Oman where many families can trace their family 
genealogy back to the 16th century.  There are events such as Maulidin in 
March celebrating Muhammad’s Birthday and the Lamu Cultural festival which 
has been going on for eight years The Zanzibar Film Festival and various 
music festivals are part of the branding and marketing of East African coast as 
alluring, exotic and mystical place. 
 
Image Dec 2008 JPG 177 2008 Lamu Festival  
 
To understand the issue of Carved Doors in East Africa we need to explore 
further the following: 

 
1. the influence and status of the carved doors  in 19th Century East Africa 
2. the significant meaning of motifs and designs 



3. the legacy of carved doors and Swahili culture  as part of modern day 
globalisation  

4. the opportunity of promoting carved doors and the culture of Swahili 
people in the heritage sector in the UK. 

 
The research involved visiting the stone towns in Lamu, Mombasa, Zanzibar 
and Milakandi but also looked at the slave/caravan routes. Interviews were 
conducted with academics, heritage consultants, wood carvers and 
commentators. 
 
 
Image Tan Vol 4 0.12 Stone town Zanzibar 

 

2. Clash of Civilisations: the slave trade versus 
colonial rule 
 
 
Although there has been a strong Arabic influence in East Africa with the rise 
and development of Islam from the 7th century, it was with the Indian Ocean 
slave trade during the 18th and 19th centuries which led to the rise of power 
and influence and the creation of what are commonly known as “Swahili 
Doors” which reflected the wealth of Arab, Indian and Swahili rulers, 
merchants and middle men.  
 
With the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade and slavery in 1807 for trade 
and 1833 for slavery, the focus of attention by Britain was around the Indian 
Ocean. It was the influence of David Livingstone and his various epic journeys 
across central and east Africa which highlighted the horrors of the slave trade 
which influenced the British government to stop this trade with support of 
other colonial powers such as Germany. 
 
 
Image Tan vol 3 0.21 jpg of David Livingstone  
 
Image Tan Vol 1 O.14 enslavement of Africans 
 
Thus over a sixty year period from 1830s to the1890s there were skirmishes 
with the British Navy and diplomatic negotiations with various officials of the 
government to end the trade with various Arab dynasties and families who 
were based in and controlled the East African coast and required slave labour 
for the clove plantations and domestic use. 
 
Image dscoo1179 battle between Arabs and British 
 
Image dsc0 1169 freeing of slaves from a Dhow  
 
 



It was as a result of various treaties signed with Arab, Swahili Sultans, traders 
and Chiefs of various tribes in central and East Africa up to the late 1890s that 
the slave trade was officially abolished in mainland Africa.    
 
Even during this period, with the first major treaty signed in 1873 to abolish 
the trade there was still a lot of illegal activity from Arab, Swahili and African 
slave traders wishing to maintain their hegemony despite British and German 
imperial expansion and control of East Africa. These relationships could be 
said to be part of the historical battle of clash of civilisations which centred on 
the slave trade and subsequent promotion of Christianity vs. Islam. 
 
 
Image dscoo1197 creation of Rabi by the Church Missionary Society as 
refugee centre for free Africans in Kenya 
 
This relationship between Islam and the West was also one of land and 
wealth of the continent which eventually led to the partition of East Africa 
between Britain and Germany and the development of colonial control and 
protectorates at the same time creating special demarcation of land to Arab 
and Swahili families who played a role in the colonial administration up to 
independence. 
 
Another dimension to this debate highlights the differences between the role 
of Christianity and Islam in Africa and Arabic imperialism and European 
domination with their impact on and legacy of slavery and colonisation.  
Although, there has been evidence of domestic slavery in Africa, Middle East 
and other parts of the world, the human cargo was different from the mass 
commercial and exploitation compared to the transatlantic slave trade. 
 
‘The empires of the Europeans of old were by and large overseas entities that 
drew a clear dividing line between master and subject. The Islamic empires, 
by contrast, were land-based systems in which the distinction between the 
ruling and the ruled classes became increasingly blurred through extensive 
colonisation and assimilation.’ (Karash Page 6). 
 
The historical and contemporary debate has not reflected so much how 
African slaves and descendants were treated by the Arabs and how wealth 
was thereby created.  The debate in the West has mainly concentrated on the 
transatlantic slave trade although the East Africa experience shows that 
Africans were also enslaved to the same numbers with figures estimating as 
much as 10 million. 
 
Yasmin Alibhai-Brown has recently entered the fray with a two-part radio 
documentary for the BBC World Service in July 2009 and subsequently an 
article on the BBC website and the Independent looking at the history of the 
slave trade in Zanzibar. 
 
She states: 



“Through early history, enslavement was common around the world and East 
Africa was just one more lucrative location. But here the abomination went on 
longer than at any other time or place. The traders were mostly Arab, though 
some Indian merchants were actively involved. Those who captured and sold 
the humans to the businessmen were local African chiefs and henchmen.  

A febrile young child, I was distraught when I learned that Muslims had 
perpetuated this evil. How could it be? The Prophet Mohammed had freed 
Bilal, a black slave, and asked him to make the first-ever call to prayer. Surely 
that meant something? And as the years went on and we learned to look back 
with abhorrence at the practice of owning and exploiting humans, how come 
there was no acknowledgement of this systemic injustice in Zanzibar?  

The questions circled around in my head obsessively when I was a young 
teen.” 
 
In her conclusion to other programmes and articles  

“Going back was a life lesson in the potency of the whole historical truth. 
Those of Arab descent feel too defensive about the slave trade and focus on 
the revolution; Africans dwell on the trade and expect no mention of the 
barbaric acts of the revolutionaries.  

Zanzibar is picking up – our leader, the Ismailia Aga Khan, has just spent 
millions restoring the old Arab garden and main square. Zanzibaris are taking 
pride in their island once more. But I am apprehensive that it could all go 
wrong again because too much is unresolved. There will not be real, deep 
healing between the citizens of various ethnicities until everyone talks more 
honestly about past injustices. Without that, paradise is but an illusion.” 

Yasmin’s programme has led to a big debate on the island regarding her 
comments. I was in Zanzibar after the programme was made and heard lots 
of comments from commentators and academics who felt that the BBC was 
attacking their island and Arab bashing. 

One of her critics was Professor Abdul Sherriff, Executive Director of the 
Zanzibar Indian Ocean Research Institute. He refused to be interviewed when 
he was approached by the BBC prior to the programme. His comments were 
circulated in a letter that was published in The Independent on 8th August 
2009: 

“In April, the BBC sent me the synopsis of a documentary they were planning. 
I felt it sounded so much like other Arab- and Islam-bashing that I responded 
with a long letter declining to be associated with it.  

There is no denying there was large-scale slave trading and slavery in 
Zanzibar in the 19th century; that slaves were used to produce cloves there 
which continued to be consumed even in the West; that American and 
European traders at Zanzibar used slave labour to transport their goods, and 



that some of them even kept slave concubines. But if I was such a denier, 
would I have titled my 1987 book, Slaves, Spices & Ivory in Zanzibar?  

In Yasmin's article, she again describes Zanzibar as "an Arab slave port for 
centuries", and says "Muslims had perpetuated this evil". Zanzibar had an 
Arab ruler at the time to which she refers, and a Hindu customs master who 
received a tax on each slave landed.  

The slaves were from the African mainland; many were captured and brought 
to the coast by African chiefs and Swahili and Arab traders. In what sense 
does this become purely an Arab or a Muslim phenomenon? If slave trade 
and slavery is to be identified by the ethnic group and religion of the 
perpetrators, would we be able to understand the Atlantic slave trade better if 
we described it as Christian and European?  

I decry ethnic and religious labeling not because of the contemporary and 
understandable sensitivity to these issues since 9/11, but because they do not 
explain the phenomenon, and cannot help us fight new forms of slavery by 
different ethnic groups and religions.  

What is worse, they can only worsen inter-ethnic and inter-religious relations.” 

 
Image dcso 1165 Professor Abdul Sheriff  
 
The above debate is also related to the interpretation and redesign of new 
Carved Doors which are part of the material culture and a new globalisation 
from 21st century European cultural tourism compared with19th century Arabic, 
Swahili and Indian influence and power in East Africa and the Indian Ocean. 
 
The demise of the slave trade in the late nineteenth and early 20th century led 
to the demise of wealth creation. The world wars and the drive for 
independence in the 1950s and 1960s had an impact on the relevance and 
the importance of carved doors as a status symbol. 
 
Image dsco1170 of Mombassa in the nineteenth century 
 
The story of the Carved Doors reflects the changing fortune of the stone 
towns, the Swahili people and culture and the rise and reincarnation of 
globalisation which already had its influence along the trade routes and 
interaction of trade from India, Middle East and China to Africa from the 12th 
Century. 
 
Modern day globalisation tells a different story about the Doors and the 
resurgence genre of the Doors as part of cultural tourism, with new ascetics of 
value and design. 
 
 
 
 



 

3. Carved Doors and the Material Culture of the East 
African Swahili Coast 

The Swahili Coast 
 
Image dscoo1188 map of East Africa coast 
Image dscoo56 image of a dhow 
 
“The coast line of East Africa is studded with the remains of ruined cities and 
smaller settlements, stone buildings that are evidence of a lost civilisation 
about which little are known. Most of the sites appear to have been 
abandoned in the 17th century and their histories quickly forgotten” Aldrick 
page 31 
 
There has been considerable research on Swahili history and culture which 
have influenced the development of the material culture reflected in 
architecture and particularly the Doors. Swahili often refers to coastal people 
reflecting the cosmopolitan nature of African and the Middle East and India. 
The debate on the language and the history of people has attracted a lot of 
academic interest over the last century. 
 
 
“The tedious debate in African historiography as to whether the Swahili culture 
is an oriental transplant or ‘purely African’ is misguided precisely because it 
tries to negate one by asserting the other…..”  Professor Sheriff 
 
John Middleton who has also written extensively on Swahili civilisation and 
culture takes a different perspective on the meaning of Swahili. 
 
“Swahili people are African: they live in Africa, their history and present 
conditions are part of Africa, and their future will continue to be so. Most of 
them consider themselves to be of Africa, but with differences from other 
Africans, and with their own unique civilisation of which they are deeply proud. 
In the past they were often considered to have Arabian and Persian origins, a 
view without historically reliable foundation. Their culture does contain many 
traits that have come from Arabia, in particular their religion, Islam, which 
reached the coast in the eighth century with the settlement of a few Arab 
traders, although it took a century or two to be accepted by the local people. 
This does not mean that they are a Creole people from Asian with an ‘oriental’ 
culture, as some writers have stated their language has many words with 
Arabic roots, but is an African one. Swahili have long been literate, with a 
sophisticated literature in both prose and poetry that is rare in Africa” 
 
Early globalisation and trade fuelled the early development of Arabic, Persian, 
Chinese and India interest in trading in East Africa as early as the 9th century. 
In the days before concrete, steel and oil, timber was one of the most 



important of all raw materials, needed in the construction of both houses and 
ships, and as a fuel in heating?. 
 
Unfortunately, there is no decorative woodwork that has survived the 
period1100-1500 of settlement in East Africa and very little carved stone and 
coral decoration.  
 
According to Aldrick and Hussein the earliest carved wood are in Kenya. One 
in Siyu, one of the islands of the archipelago of Lamu, dates back to 1523-24 
and the one in Lamu dated 1511-12. One of the earliest Doors in Zanzibar 
according to Professor Sheriff is from around 1700.  
 
Image dsc0031 The ruins of Gede near Malindi in Kenya 
 
It is clear from the research on Doors in East Africa that the earliest doors 
were Swahili in nature. Aldrick describes the historical importance of Lamu in 
the history of Carved Doors: 
 
“Lamu is the only town on the East African coast to have avoided the 
disasters that befell all other towns and remained relatively unchanged. 
Although the present buildings do not date back further than the 18th century 
and represent many stages of rebuilding, the style is traditional and the same 
basic configuration can be found in the stone houses excavated on Swahili 
sites belonging to the 13th century Lamu” (page 45) 
 
 

Design and Techniques 
 
“The Swahili had developed an indigenous architecture over more than 1000 
years, using local raw materials, coral stones, and lime, mud and mangrove 
poles. it was characterised by a notched arch and intricate stucco work 
generally over the inner walls, but sometimes even on the outer walls…..only 
a few of the Swahili houses now survive in Stone Town.”  
Professor Abdul Sheriff. 
 
It appears that the Swahili wood carving tradition may have declined during 
the early Portuguese domination of the region in the 16th century which also 
had an impact on Swahili commerce. However the value of the tradition 
increased during the 18th and 19th centuries as a result of the establishment of 
clove plantations and the rise of the slave trade during the Omani rule. 
 
With the rise of the British Empire and the introduction of the Royal Navy 
patrolling   the Indian Ocean to stop the slave trade this had an impact on the 
wealth of the Omani and the Indian merchants leading to the demise of the 
slave trade from its previous massive scale. There were various treaties and 
agreement between Oman and the British .Some of the carved designs were 
used for British colonial buildings and churches. In 1890 Zanzibar became a 
British Protectorate. 



 
Image dsc 271 Carved Door at Fort Jesus Mombasa Kenya 
 
Ian Sinclair was appointed by the Colonial Office to design new buildings and 
street scene in East Africa.  Between 1896-1925 new styles were introduced 
which reflected a more dominant Arabic influence, both Morocco and Moorish, 
in its architecture for major public buildings in Kenya, .Zanzibar and mainland 
Tanzania. 
 
Professor Sheriff believes this style was transforming the Stone town in 
Zanzibar into an Oriental paradise. 
 
“This was the age of indirect rule, designed to make colonialism palatable. 
The British, therefore, retained the Sultan as a figure-head, complete with 
ceremonial robes and turban. In that same spirit they tried to blend the new 
colonial architecture into existing styles of Zanzibar. In fact they did more than 
that they tried to orientalise the formerly subdued Zanzibar architecture by 
introducing or exaggerating ‘Saracenic’ or Arabic features, especially the 
arches and the domes’. 
 
 
Research by Hussein and Aldrick identifies the fact that Carved Doors have 
been influenced by different styles reflecting the interaction of different 
communities and trade.  
 
“The diversity of the doors demonstrated how a variety of tastes, traditions 
and peoples co existed in these coastal towns, each owner tending to choose 
his door according to his status, allegiance and community. Therefore the 
door of an Indian merchant differed from that of an Arab official representing 
the Busaidi sultanate, which again differed from that owned by a Swahili living 
in a suburb of Zanzibar town.” Aldrick 
 
Carved Doors varied in quality and size reflecting the owner’s profession, 
level of wealth, personal interest and believe in Islam. Doors commissioned 
were often designed prior to the construction of the house which was often of 
plain white washed walls.   The most popular Doors were made of teak or 
mahogany from Africa or India. However local trees such as jackfruit or 
breadfruit were also used. Mangroves were used for the poles to support the 
roof of buildings. The stone construction of the buildings was often coral in 
nature. 
 
Door carving was closely linked to the building of dhows, the ships that played 
a key part in Indian Ocean trade. There was therefore a lot of overlap of 
motifs used in dhows and doors.  
 
Carved Doors were at their height during the late 19th century with a strong 
demand for carved doors.  Professor Sheriff argues that a number of slaves 
who made carved doors during this period were able to negotiate with their 
owners to keep some of their commission. 
 



The status and the fashion of having elaborate carved doors were clearly 
strongly influenced by the Middle East even though carved doors were 
already a feature of Swahili homes along the coast of East Africa. The 
Portuguese traveller Duarte Barbosa commented in the 16th century on the 
“well carved doors” in Kilwa.  
 
There are a number of designs and influences which can be collectively 
classified as part of Swahili Carved Doors. 
 
 
1 Lamu Doors  
 
 
Image dscoo564 
 
 
Lamu town has remained relatively unchanged over the last two hundred 
years in the northern part of Kenya. Lamu houses are typical of the many 
Islamic building styles that face inward on to an open courtyard, which 
provides the main source of light and air. The rooms are long and narrow, the 
width dictated by the length of the mangrove poles used as rafts and open up 
one into another.  
 
 
The main features of Lamu of doors: 
 

• Wooden lintel made up of squared beams painted red and black 
• Carved centre post 
• Door panel with iron nails 
• Stone benches on either side of the door called baroza 

 
 
2. Siyu Doors (incised) 
 
Image Dec 08 145  
 
Siyu is on Pate Island which is part of the Lamu archipelago. According to 
academics Siyu doors are probably the oldest in East Africa. 
 
They have the following features: 
 

• Lintels are slightly below the door frame which are locked together 
• Delicate designs are painted and engraved rather than carved 
• There is no centre post. Instead the doors are painted black and white 

with geometric patterns (no nails were used) 
 
Aldrick claims “Both Siyu and the Lamu doors represent decorative styles 
which were fashionable in the Lamu archipelago before Omani styles, 
introduced by the Busaidi sultans and their followers, became prevalent. Siyu, 
which remained independent until 1861 and was a centre of learning and 



craftsmanship provides the strongest link with the cultural climate of the 
eighteenth century, when Pate rather than Lamu controlled the economy of 
the area.” (Page 6) 
 
 
3. Banjuni Doors (chip carving and geometric) 
 
 
These doors were similar to the early style Siyu with an extended lintel 
featuring a geometric medallion .However there are a number of differences:  
 

• Centre post and beaded edging (similar to Omani doors) 
• Chip work carving 
• The doors’ design and motifs were similar to the ships called mtep 

used by the Bajuni people 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Omani Doors (high relief) 
 
Image December 2008 174 
 
The Omani doors were first introduced In Lamu by the Busaidi royal family in 
the late eighteenth century. Lamu was first area of settlement by the Omanis 
before they expanded their influence and control in Zanzibar and Mombasa. 
Seyyid Said (image Dec2008 O.91) the first Omani sultan who re located his 
power and authority from Muscat to Zanzibar played a key role with this style 
when he but his place in Zanzibar. 
 
The most distinctive features: 
 

• The vine pattern which is intersperse with rosettes and lotus flower. 
The frames also vase and urn type objects with floral designs. These 
were then modified to had rosettes with date of completion and a 
passage from the Quran 

• Centre post follows the designs of Lamu Doors.  
 
During the late 19th century designs changed with the use of palm trees and 
became elaborate as ordinary Omani family families and merchants could 
avoid these carved doors. 
 
5. Unframed Doors 
 
These doors were similar in style to the Omani doors but less elaborate in 
style in terms of the centre post and decorative outer edging of chain. 
Although the doors have interesting design lintels with a central rosette and 
plamettes they reflect a simpler design in one of the suburbs of Zanzibar, 
Bagamoyo and Mombasa. 



 
 
 
6. Guajerati (high relief and pierce) 
 
Image dsc514 
 
These doors were heaving influenced by Indian merchants and wood carvers 
and according to Aldrick represent the largest number of carved doors across 
East Africa. 
 
The doors have the following unique features 
 

• Doors are coffered and studded with a central hinge allowing only side 
of the door to be opened 

• The lintel designs are of a leaf nature interlinked with rosettes which is 
also reputed on the narrow part of the post 

• An oval plaque in the centre of the lintel will have the owner’s name. 
 
These doors were often made of teak with a large number of these being 
imported from India. 
 
 
7. Zanzibar Doors 
 
Image TAN Vol 5 jpg 44 
 
Zanzibar styled doors were originally develops and often imported from 
Bombay in India but subsequently copied by East African craftsman. The 
doors were the grandest and most elaborate of all the carved doors in East 
Africa. These doors were designed for the sultans of Zanzibar, 
government/colonial officials and successful merchants and plantation 
owners. Tipp Tu the merchant (image dsco1176) who made is wealth through 
ivory and the slave trade had over a dozen doors designed for his home in 
Stone Town. 
 
This style was introduced by Sultan Barash (image Tan Vol1 0.8) who was 
previously exiled in to Bombay after a failed rebellion in 1860. He built his 
place Bait-al- Ajab on the water front. The building and the doors are too 
referred as The House of Wonders and is now the National Museum of 
Zanzibar. Professor Sheriff claims that the Sultan brought over from India 
wood carvers to design the doors for his palace. The palace has 13 carved 
doors. 
 
This style has made influence not in only door design but also furniture which 
is still popular today for private investors, government buildings and hotels 
where is a large market in the reproduction of these doors. 
 
The main features 
 



• Semi-circular lintel with an open filigree appearance with door frames 
designed in classical pillars  

• Inscriptions from the Quran with fine foliage design around the frame 
• Door leaves studded with brass work and numerous ornamental locks 

 
These doors had also a strong Western influence reflecting the status of 
Zanzibar as one of the major international trading centres in the world. 
 
 
8. Indian Neo-classical Doors 
 
 
These doors are similar to the Zanzibar style but of a much simple style with 
inscription from the Quran at the centre and a circular designed door arch. 
These doors were common in India and these were more than likely imported 
particularly to the Old Town in Mombasa in the late nineteenth century. 
 
 
 
 
 

Myths and Motifs 
 
 
The interpretation of Carved Doors helps us decipher the intangible heritage 
of meaning and symbolic carving of the panels and the various motifs to 
determine cultural heritage and the history of the families that commissioned 
the Doors. 
 
Aldrick examined comprehensively the Doors in Mombasa.  She catalogued, 
with the support of a photographer, 500 doors as part of a doctoral research 
and gave a very clear opinion on interpretation of the Doors: 
 
 
“The vocabulary of motif found on the earlier door is particularly fascinating 
and problematical. Coastal people have fertile imaginations and perhaps they 
feel it discourteous not to give at least an attempt at an explanation for the 
various patterns and furniture when asked. Certainly in the author’s 
experience no two people will give a similar interpretation. In recent years 
tourists have been interested to learn that the chains symbolise slavery, while 
the strange shape at the front of the door jamb has been variously described 
as a pineapple or a fish and the iron spikes on the door are there to hold off 
marauding elephants. One informant states that doors are painted blue to 
avert evil spirits and the chain denotes security not slavery. Hindus claim the 
rosette design is in fact the lotus flower of the goddess Laxmi, symbol of 
wealth, and iron on the threshold promotes good fortunes, which is why 
locking devices appear there, a double check on fortune. Such is the 
divergence of opinion that one can easily draw the conclusion that the designs 
were there before the latter names and interpretations and that they have 



either been forgotten in antiquity or, as the designs were brought from 
elsewhere were never explained.” (Page 219) 
 
Hussein further comments on the motifs: 
 
“Admirers of African art will notice that Swahili carving does not in any way 
resemble what people may refer to as “genuine African art”.  Apparently, this 
art is very symbolic in character representing proverbs, allegories, legends, 
and myths. Good example is Benin art in West Africa and the recent Makonde 
art in Tanzania and Mozambique. Swahili art has borrowed many of its 
designs and practical concepts from different civilisations…Since Swahili 
civilisation is very much influenced by an Islamic heritage, its art does not 
contain motifs of human figures or sculpture, as this is not encouraged in 
Islam. However, in certain cases Swahilised styles have emerged to contain 
such motifs. These were basically influenced by doors commissioned or 
executed by Hindu Gujaratis.” (Page 13) 
 
Image Kenya 9aa 006 A.A Hussein Assistant Director of Coastal Museums, 
Department of Heritage and Museum in Kenya 
 
 
The motifs and design however seem to be important to families who 
commissioned these doors which reflected their belief systems, values, faith 
and expression of status and power. 
 
 
Images dsc 562, tan vol .0.26, Tan Vol 4 o.40, dsc 508, tan Vol 5 o.55 
 
 
The following are different regarding the images/motifs (please but in a box) 
 
Fish – hope for many children 
Chains - protection and security 
Date tree - prosperity 
Lotus - regeneration and reproductive power 
S (stylised symbol) from the smoke of frankincense- wealth 
Brass spikes (tradition from India) - protection from elephants battering doors 
Inscriptions from the Koran - positive statement or verse which contains name 
of the owner or artist 
Leaves of the (decorated with rows of iron studs fitted with a chain is to lock 
the door from the outside 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4. Rebranding Carved Doors and Swahili Culture 
 
“Today Swahili play little part on the national scene of  two countries of which 
most of them are members, Kenya and Tanzania; yet in past centuries they 
were widely known and were to be reckoned with by the traders of Asia, the 
Red Sea, and the interior of Africa…..They were for many centuries - and still 
are - merchants and cultural brokers between the interior of Africa and the 
countries lying on the northern and eastern shores of the Indian Ocean, and 
this role of long-distance middlemen led them to form their unusual society 
and civilisation.”  Middleton (Page 4) 
 
Since 9/11 and 7/7, along with the invasion of Iraq in 2003, there has been an 
ongoing debate on the supposed ‘Clash of Civilisations’ between Islam and 
the West which has shaped current policy on Community Cohesion and 
‘Radicalisation’ of Muslim youth in the UK. 
 
With the bombing of the American Embassy in Dar es Salaam in 1998 and the 
Israeli owned Paradise Hotel in Mombasa in 2002 commentators have also 
revisited the Islam and the West clash of civilisations in Africa, particularly the 
Arabic slave trade and its demise in the late nineteenth century and the 
growing influence of the West in East Africa. 
 
Image Tan Vol 1 0.44. At the National Museum of Tanzania in Dar es Salaam 
sculpture from wreckage of the bomb at the US Embassy in 1998 which killed 
13 people 
 
 
The debate about differences and potential stereotypes is reflected in this 
table below complied by Rudiger Seeseman comparing differences in Islam is 
practices and interpretation in the African context and radicalisation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
AFRICAN ISLAM 
 
 

 
 
ISLAM IN AFRICA 

 
 
Tolerant  

 
 
(Potential) Militant 

 
Emotional 

 
Austere, puritanical 

 
Syncretistic 

 
Fundamentalist 

 
Based on morality 

 
Based on Literacy 

 
 
Local  

 
 
Translocal/global 

 
 
Contextualised 

 
 
Not contextualised 

 
Traditional 

 
Modern 

 
Identified with ‘popular Islam’ 

 
Identified with ‘high’ or orthodox Islam 

 
 
Seeseman argues that these stereotypes are misleading as it does appreciate 
the changing and evolving nature of Islam in Africa. However, the perception 
of a traditional Islam of Africa fits into the wider context of the cultural tourism 
in East Africa.  With the emergence over the last 20 to 30 years of the coastal 
resorts in Mombasa, Lamu in Kenya and Tanzania and the islands of 
Zanzibar, and more recently, Mozambique and other islands such as the 
Comoros as part of the latest wave of globalisation. Also with the growing re 
emergence of the cultural dimensions of the Swahili people and the coastal 
haven of a peaceful and tranquil Islam is reinforced in numerous holiday 
guides and articles in travel brochures such as The Lonely Planet. 
 
Image Vol2 004 village scene in Mikandani which is now see as a new and up 
and coming area for tourist in Southern Tanzania 
 
Image vol 2 .10 The poster for the 2009 Mauka Cultural festival in Mtwara in 
Southern Tanzania 
 
Jeremy Rifkin in his book The Age of access: How the shift from ownership to 
access is transforming modern life (Penguin 2000) explores the nature of 
global tourism. 
 
He states: 
 



“Companies in every country are engaged in the business of packaging 
cultural experiences. The most visible and powerful expression of the new 
experience economy is global tourism - a form of cultural production that 
emerged from the margins of economic life just a half century ago to become 
one of the largest industries in the world. Tourism is nothing more than the 
commodification of cultural experience.’ Page 146  
 
 
He further adds 
 
“In recent years, tourism has become much more like staged commercial 
entertainment than cultural visitation. While often billed as learning 
experiences, tours are becoming far more theatrical in nature. The goal is to 
amuse and entertain as much as educate and enlighten, and if the local 
ambiance is bereft of sufficiently interesting and evocative experiences, then 
they often are manufactured to ensure a predictable and uniform experience 
for every customer. Tourism and entertainment are fusing together in to 
cultural productions that are more of a simulation of experience than authentic 
experience.” Page 149 
 
The creation of the stone towns into tourist attractions could fit into the cultural 
experience of recreating the lives of the sultans and the wealthy reflecting in 
the décor of hotels to the haggling in the narrow streets with its creation of the 
atmospheric bazaar and street scene. Creation of an artificial life experience 
around Swahili cultural and interaction of Islam and western cultural 
experience could seem to be repackaged in the design and presentation of 
hotels, spice tours, and role of museums and cultural institutions. 
 
“More and more of the global cultural sphere - its natural wonders, cathedrals, 
museums, palaces, rituals, festivals - is being siphoned off into the market 
place, where it is being transformed into various form of cultural production for 
through entertainment and edification of the world’s wealthiest human beings. 
What was one the historical largesse of these cultures become mere propos 
and stage-backdrops- or enacting paid cultural experiences.’ Rifkin Page 151 
 
David Parkin in his article looking at performance arts in Zanzibar explains the 
dilemmas posed with the balance between traditional objects and 
globalisation. He uses Zurn’s definition (2003 page 341) “in its most general 
sense globalisation refers to a reduction of distance and difference across the 
globe.” 
 
Parkin further explains this concept: 
 
“Elements of such reduction are tourism, common genres of television 
entertainment, the production and consumption of similar tastes and the 
increasing commercial value put on so called “traditional objects”. We must of 
course guard against the tendency to assume also that globalisation, even 
under the above definition, presupposes complete cultural homogenization. In 
fact, one of the paradoxes of the reduction of difference and distance between 
people is a parallel tendency in many cases to stress individual cultural 



distinctiveness. The very fact of being subject to global sameness seems 
often to promote expressions of separateness, often through objects and their 
usage or through life performances styles.”  (Page 83) 
 
Parkin believes in this context there is tension between sameness and 
individuality which can be influenced by global market forces. 
 
“Where commercial value is involved, Western tastes seem especially 
influential, as in the definition of objects as “art”, which beforehand were not 
labelled nor thought of in this way.” (Page 83) 
 
Parkin gives examples of how sacred wood carvings from the Giriama have 
been transferred into commercial commodities for the tourist market with the 
style and design not based on traditional standards. 
 
Although the Carved Doors may not be the same compared to the 18/19th 
century it could be argued that commissioning of these doors was linked back 
to a period of trade and globalisation and that Swahili Doors reflect the 
historical commercialisation of designs and use of motifs. 
 
“Over the years, Swahili art has come to be regarded as a branch of Islamic 
art which uses Arabesque techniques to embellish wood, stone and plaster. 
Geometric designs, as well as floral patterns and leaf abstracts are the main 
elements in the decoration of all kinds of surfaces and items. As time went on, 
and with booming trade, especially during the 19th century, wood carving has 
emerged as symbolic within Swahili art in the decoration of doors and other 
domestic items. It became fashionable to fit every elegant building with a 
carved door…With soaring demand for cared doors, foreign wood carvers and 
carpenters were brought in. The new artisans, particularly from India, came 
with their own carving styles...” (Hussein 1996 page 12) 
 
This raises the questions of who commissions  doors and what values or 
perspectives reflect  the cultural, religious and status that is reflected in the 
nature of the carvings and selection of relief’s and motifs. Today, the clients 
are now predominately major hotel chains and European private investors. 
The wood carver seems to respond to the new market forces in complying 
with the wishes and desires of their clients. 
 
Aldrick research on carved doors in Mombasa has different perspective on 
doors and the creativity: 
 
“Carved doors are not like a modern day painting or sculpture when the artist 
chooses the subject matter, designs and executes it so that the finished result 
is entirely an expression of himself. (sic) Door carving is a craft which is often 
done in a workshop and the owner of the workshop may well be purely a 
businessman, who employs craftsmen of varying skills, designers, 
woodcarvers, and locksmiths etc. who collectively produce a door to the 
specification of a particular client.” (Page 189) 
 
Aldrick further explains further:  



 
“The doors carved in East Africa are generally made to a set pattern based on 
designs and styles evolved elsewhere. However the interpretations by the 
carver are sometimes so far removed from the original, that the door can be 
said to be an artistic work in its own right, when copied by other craftsmen, 
develops into a style of its own.” (Page 194). 
 
Cultural interpretation of the Chain Motif 
 
Image Tan vol 3 o.33 
Image Tan Vol 0.13 slave market in Zanzibar 
 
 
One of the most controversial areas is the interpretation of the chains on the 
doors. The mainstream view is that the chain refers to protection and safety. 
In an interview with an Omani family in Zanzibar who can trace their family 
history back to the 16th century also have chains engraved on their door, they 
refuted the view this was linked to the slave trade. They claimed that the 
Doors reflect a positive aspiration of wealth and success and thus no 
reference would be made to something as negative as slavery. 
 
This view seems to be the general consensus of commentators and 
academics that I interviewed such as John Da Silva, Professor Abdul Sheriff 
and Mohammed J. Mugheiry, Chair of Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society. 
 
However, a number of other commentators have a different take on this 
interpretation believing that the chains were designed by wood craft people 
who were slaves and used the chains as symbols reflecting the status of the 
household.  They left a signature reflecting their plight and the condition of 
slaves while at the same time acknowledging where the wealth was created 
for this household. 
 
Image  tan Vol 4 0.58 of Farid Himid cultural activist and social entrepreneur 
who feels that the history of the slave trade is over emphasised in promoting 
Zanzibar but he also believes that the chains on carved doors is linked to the 
history of slavery. 
 
The chains arguments reflected the deeper debate which Yasmin Alabi Brown 
comments caused as a response to her radio programme on Zanzibar.  
 
However, regardless of the view points of the historical nature of the chains 
what is clear and evidential is that young people, tourist, African Diaspora 
believe this to be the hidden evidence of slavery and the denial which people 
still have of the past. In my interviews with wood carvers from Lamu, 
Mombasa and Zanzibar who now make reproduction carved doors for hotels, 
private and international orders, they all believed that the chains do reflect 
slavery which is part and parcel of the design and motifs of the doors. 
 
Thus the cultural reproduction of the myth is now a fact which influences and 
gives a new interpretation of the Doors irrespective of the ‘fertile imagination’ 



of local people as described by Aldrick.  The chains are now part of the wider 
globalisation experience of retelling the history of slavery and class structure 
and who benefited from the trade and the clove production during this period. 
This fits into the wider cultural heritage tourism around the sites and 
monuments connected to slavery such as the slave markets along the major 
ports along the coast, the caves in Shimino, Kenya, and the slave chamber 
and the caves in Mangapwani, Zanzibar, and in Bagamoyo, mainland 
Tanzanian and Zanzibar. 
 
Image dec 2008 101 Entrance to the Spice market in Mombassa which was 
previously a slave market during the nineteenth century 
 
Image Tan Vol 6 O.31 sculpture of slaves at Anglican Cathedral which was 
built on the grounds of the last slave market in Zanzibar. 
 
Image Tan Vol6 0.55 image of the entrance of the caves in Mangapwani 
which was used to store slaves after abolition of slavery in 1873. 
 
Images Kenya 9aa 0.4 and 0.25 Monument sign and entrance of the Shimino 
caves in Kenya. 
 
Image Tan Vol 0.56 signs out side   the home of Tipp Tip the renowned ivory 
and slave trade. His descendants live in the house. The house has a number 
of carved doors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5. Emergence of Carved Doors and the Stone Towns 
 
Image Nov08 0.15 image of Barak Obama used to promote Kenya as a 
Tourist destination at the World Travel Market Fair in London November 008 
 
 
“The doors of the Swahili coast represent a final flourishing of a very old 
artistic tradition that appears to have its roots in the dhow trade of the Indian 
Ocean circle. So close is the relationship that the same decoration appears on 
the trading ships as on the doors and it was the traders and ship owners who 
commissioned the doors. Nowadays the dhow trade from Arabia is almost 
extinct and the carved doors that used to symbolism a rich merchant’s power 
and prestige are carved instead as a tourist curiosity.” Aldrick (Page 27) 
 
 
 
There was a major decline of Swahili architecture and carved doors along the 
East African coast from the First World War. It was not till the 1950s that 
Swahili wood carving and door making had a new lease of life with key 
craftsman from Lamu, such as Abdalla Skanada and Ali Swabu, able to 
revolutionalise wood carving by applying traditional door carving skills to 
furniture. 
 
This created a new skills level and confidence not only for Swahili people but 
also people  “up country”,  a phrase often used to describe the mainland  of 
Tanzania or the capital of Nairobi with reference other African tribe and ethnic 
groups who are not Swahili people. There is a real business opportunity for 
any one who has acquired enough skill to open a wood carving workshops in 
major towns along the   East African coast in meeting local and tourist 
demand for furniture and doors. 
 
The first Prime Minster of Kenya Jomo Kenyatta had a number of Swahili 
doors commissioned for his private homes and also for the state parliament 
building.  
 
The Revolution of 1964 in Zanzibar when a Socialist government deposed the 
Sultan and subsequently joined Tanzania as part of is own independence 
struggle had a major impact on the decline of carved doors. Architectural 
design and the art of wood carving was unpopular as the government 
nationalised clove plantations and over 60 per cent of Arab and Indian owners 
of Stone Houses left the island and their homes were rented out to low 
income families.  There were limited resources or even intensions of local 
people to maintain and up keep the various grand buildings and properties to 
the standards of the colonial period. Professor Sheriff estimates that over 100 
buildings went into serious disrepair during this period between 1964 and the 
1980s. 
 
Yasmin Aliabhi- Brown as part of her radio documentary on Zanzibar explored 
the impact of the 1964 revolution on the psyche and identity of local people. 
 



She made this comment: 
 
“Then came 1964, and the island detonated. A revolution led by African 
soldiers deposed the constitutional monarch, Sultan Seyyid Bin Abdullah. It 
was, in part, retaliation for slavery by people and upon people who were not 
responsible. It felt as if some ancient God of vengeance had risen from the 
sea. They slaughtered anyone who looked Arab and some Indians too, took 
their daughters to rape and use, confiscated their properties and banished 
many. To this day there is no list of the dead – those tortured and dumped 
into the sea – the disappeared and the exiles.” 
 
 
It could be argue that carved doors and the various palaces and merchants 
homes at the time of the revolution and subsequent governments represented 
a history which reminded people of the injustices and exploitation. 
 
It was not until the 1970s that local artist, conservationist and activist, John Da 
Silva who spent the last two decades undertaking artistic drawings of Stone 
Town buildings started a campaign for the preservation of the Doors.  
 
Image Tan Vol5 0.2 Mr John Da Silva 
 
In 1983 a major report was commissioned by Habitat looking at the Zanzibar 
Stone Town. The report claimed that it was impossible for the stone town to 
survive in the future as the art of wood carving would be extinct. A number of 
the drawings in the report were produced by Mr Da Silva to highlight the 
history and the potential of the doors. 
 
The government responded to the report by encouraging a former Zanzibar 
wood carver, Mr Maalim Yahya, who had fled to mainland Tanzania, to 
establish a government supported school for wood carving. I went to visit the 
school and found a number of women who are now trained as wood carvers. 
 
Trade liberalisation from the mid 1980s and a rise in tourism had an impact in 
creating new energy to restore the Stone Towns in Zanzibar and Lamu. In 
Zanzibar, a conservation and development authority was established along 
with legislation to preserve and conserve the area. 
 
During the 1990s the Aga Khan Foundation supported the restoration of a 
number of buildings and the development of a comprehensive strategy which 
in 1996 became a conservation plan for Stone Town in Zanzibar. In 2000 
Stone Town became a UNESCO designated world heritage site. In Kenya in 
1986, UNESCO established a team to develop a conservation plan for Lamu 
which lead to its status in 2001. 
 
Between the period 1986 to1993 a series of in-depth research projects and 
extensive documentation took place in cataloguing the Carved Doors in Lamu 
and Zanzibar. The documentation of these doors is now part of photographic 
archives in Fort Jesus Museum in Kenya and the Zanzibar National Archives. 
 



In addition, there have been a number of exhibitions which have support from 
governments and foreign embassies and international funders. The first major 
exhibition called Doors in Zanzibar was in 1995 and was a photographic 
documentation over of 60 prominent doors in stone town by Uwe Rau. The 
exhibition took place in the Place Museum in Zanzibar and the National 
Museum in Dar es Salaam .This subsequently lead  to a major book 
publication called’ Doors on Zanzibar’ published in 1998. 
 
In November 2008 as part of the Lamu Cultural Festival there was a similar 
exhibition at the Lamu Fort museum with a focus on Lamu doors but also 
covering other parts of the Swahili coast. I was able to visit this exhibition as  
part of my initial field trip in January 2009.  
 
Images December dsc 143 
 
This exhibition was subsequently transferred in February 2009 to the Aga 
Khan University in Nairobi. 
 
 
It is now estimated that are 250 original carved doors in existence in Lamu, 
100 in Mombasa and 500 in Zanzibar. As part of my field research I also took 
photographs to record some of these. But I also went to visited Mikandani in 
Southern Tanzania where I identified a dozen doors in existence but in 
serious disrepair. 
 
Image vol5 0.53 Indian influenced carved door in Zanzibar 
 
The Doors are now seen by respective government in East Africa as 
important dimension of the material culture and heritage. Carved doors are 
now protected by regulation and laws to outlaw the exporting and the selling 
internationally and also proper maintenance and conservation in Kenya and 
Tanzania. For instance in 1982 there were 806 carved doors in Stone town in 
Zanzibar. By 1990 this was 500 and according to estimates by Professor 
Sheriff it may low as 200 during the last decade. 
 
This has thus resulted in the explosion of reproduction doors often costing 
between £3,000 to £50,000 to clients from Europe and locally.  However there 
is still some evidence of illegal door selling and marketing. 
 
Image Tan Vol5 0.25 reproduction of centre post in a workshop in Zanzibar  
 
 
Professor Sheriff has concerns on the current impact of globalisation with the 
original carved doors: 
 
“There are signs of revival, but the change and the furious pace at which it is 
proceeding, is threatening to do as much damage as previous neglect. The 
nouveau riche and the over-mighty foreign investors are not always in tune 
with the heartbeat of the old Stone Town. Repairs carried out with 
inappropriate materials, and inappropriate modifications to suit the exotic 



needs of the tourism industry alienate the restored houses from the culture of 
the Stone Town. The town is not only a collection of buildings, but the sum 
total of human relations developed over the past two centuries and perhaps 
even longer’ Professor Sheriff.” (Page 93). 
 
With the growth of reproduction doors and the re interpretation of designs and 
motifs this has raise issues regarding the quality of workmanship and cultural 
integrity. 
 
Hussein feels that with the impact of globalisation that the new breeds of 
wood carvers are not operating to the high standard of previous carvers. 
 
“There is a big difference between the present crop of wood carvers and 
those past. Observing wood carvers from Lamu, Mombassa and Zanzibar, the 
majority seems to be copycats. The activities of most carving workshops 
show, that a lot of emphasis is being laid in the actual day-to-day production 
with very little effort in creativity. Due to this most wood carvers demonstrate a 
lack of skills in creating their own patterns. The sense of carving for the sake 
of satisfying yourself and the community has disappeared completely. Present 
day wood carver seems to carve for no other reason other than monetary 
gains. As a result wood carving has lost much of its traditional 
value.Hence,with all the new sophisticated tools found in contemporary 
workshops, wood carvers have not being able to attain standards equal to the 
carvings made in the eighteenth century…”  (Page 28) 
 
Aldrick further sees wood carving as a dumbing down for the new global 
market place: 
 
“Door carving as a contemporary art form seems to have died out c.1920. It is 
interesting that the 1920s saw the demise of many of the traditional skills and 
activities along the coast line. Dhows, doors and chests all ceased to be 
produced at about this time and became curious rather than a living art 
form…modern doors and chest are made from inferior wood and materials 
and are generally made from inferior wood and materials are generally not 
made for the local market. A few rich Omani still do commission doors and 
use chests in their houses, but most are made as tourist attractions. The 
designs have become stereotyped and tend to be pastiches or slavish 
imitations of designs developed in the 19th century. At the lower end of the 
market, aimed at tourist, small carved boxes and miniature doors are mass 
produced by the hundred.”  (Page 147). 
 
Despite all these issues there is now a flourishing market for wood carvers 
and entrepreneurs to fulfil the growing demand for the reproduction of carved 
doors. A number of these companies are based in Malinda, Mombasa, Tanga 
and Dar es Salaam. Not only do they provide for the domestic market they 
have international clients and have dedicated websites for their promotion of 
their services. 
 
In Lamu it is estimated they are 15-20 workshops that carve doors and 
furniture.  On my field trip I was able to visit four workshops, meeting Abdalla 



Skanada and his sons, who have the longest operating wood carving 
business on the island. I was able to interview Mr Skanda who is 87 years and 
although retired still has an active interest in the workshop. In Zanzibar I 
visited two workshops. The workshops provide local employment and also 
support the craft market trade of miniature carved doors and dhows for the 
tourist market. 
 
Image dsc610  Mr Skanda 
 
Image Vol6 0.61 and 0.63 workshop in Zanzibar and reproduction of door 
 
Image workshop and wood carvers in Lamu dsco 592,596,598,607 
 
 
A number of publishing houses and publications as part of the cultural tourism 
and globalisation process are also bridging the gap between the tourist and 
Swahili culture and history in creating shared experiences around spirituality, 
environments, style, fashion, food, interior design and carved doors as part of 
creating a modernity and alluring life style. 
 
For instance, Gallery publications based in Zanzibar have over the last 15 
years focused on publishing coffee table books on various aspects of the 
history and culture of East Africa with titles on Zanzibar, Lamu, Swahili living, 
Swahili cooking, memoirs of Tipp Tip and the renewed slave and ivory trader. 
 
The book ‘Swahili Chic’ published in 2007 by American author and 
photographer Bibi Jordon  features a number of Europeans and Americans 
who are now commissioning not just carved doors but also restoring the 19th 
century former homes of the Swahili and Arabic merchants and landowners. 
They are like their predecessors working with local builders and crafts people 
to create a new modernity of Swahili doors and Western perspective on the 
history of East Africa. 
 
The images of carved doors are often the central feature and focus in 
brochures, magazines and articles about the coast of East Africa combining 
modernity, the allure of the past with harem and ornament carving and the 
dress of women. The book features interviews and photographs in Swahili 
stylish homes of hotels and people from Europe and North America who are 
now the new commissioners and influencers on Carved Doors and principal 
clients of local door carvers. 
 
Image Tan Vol4 0.48 and 0.49 Tembo Hotel in Stone Town in Zanzibar. One 
of the top hotels on the island which has re created life style of the rich and 
wealthy during the nineteenth century. 
 
In Lamu, I interviewed the manager of Janna House which was previously 
owned by the family of one of the members of the elder’s council representing 
the 12 key families on the island. The hotel is converted from two houses 
together to become a five storey property restored back with its original 
features and is owned by a Swedish family. 



 
I also interviewed Mickey, a local builder whose family are part of the Council 
of Elders, who is currently renovating a property for a major European client. 
He uses books by Gallery publications to recreate a cross between a feng 
shui  and Swahili lifestyle using recycled material from a dhow boats and 
other artefacts to create an authentic Swahili home which would be out of 
reach even for middle income families and professionals in Kenya. 
 
Despite the growing remergence of carved Doors which has been fuelled by 
the conversion of stone town houses into hotels and second homes for 
investors a number of propertied are still in disrepair and decline. 
 
A number of NGOs have a proactive role in cultural leadership to promote and 
preserve the restoration of buildings and carved doors. I had the opportunity 
as part of my field trip to interview the Chair of Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage 
Society (ZSTHS) which was established in 2004 and the Chief Executive of 
Trade Aid a UK NGO which operates in Mikindani in Southern Tanzania. 
 
 
 
 
 
Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society (ZSTHS) 
 
Image Tan Vol 6 0.12 Council members of the ZSTHS 
 
Since 2006 they have established annual restoration camps and workshops in 
promoting the awareness of the importance of the buildings and carved doors 
in Stone Town. They have replaced the brass knobs on the carved doors in 
the Custom House in stone town and also restored the Palace Museum which 
is one of the former residences of the Omani Royal family. They also provide 
training and support to workshops and entrepreneurs who carved doors. More 
recently they have successful lobbied the Stone Town Conservation Authority 
to restrict the number of former homes being converted into hotels. One of the 
challenges which the organisation faces is encouraging the importance of the 
conservation of buildings and the awareness of local heritage to local people. 
 
Trade Aid UK 
 
Image Tan Vol 0.47 Jane Langford Chief Executive of Trade Aid 
 
This was established in 1998 by a successful British entrepreneur who had a 
vision to support local employment and conservation of buildings in 
Mikandani, a former fishing port and historically on an important trade route 
during the slave trade. The charity recruits mature volunteers who have 
substantial business experience who want to spend 6 - 9 months working with 
local people.  The organisation has also acquired a number of buildings 
locally and converted a German fort into a hotel called the Boa Hotel which 
has created employment for over 40 people locally in the village. The hotel 

http://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&rlz=1W1GGLL_en&ei=zfOWSumRMN_ajQfqgqjBDA&sa=X&oi=spell&resnum=0&ct=result&cd=1&q=feng+shui&spell=1
http://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&rlz=1W1GGLL_en&ei=zfOWSumRMN_ajQfqgqjBDA&sa=X&oi=spell&resnum=0&ct=result&cd=1&q=feng+shui&spell=1


has been restored back to its original glory particularly its ornate doors which 
date back to 1890. 
 
The NGO also has acquired the lease for the slave market and converted this 
into offices and micro business units. The charity also provides a micro credit 
finance scheme. One of the major plans is the restoration of the building 
which David Livingstone last stayed before his last epic trip into central Africa. 
The building which dates back to 1860 has a number of Zanzibar carved 
doors which have are in good condition. 
 
One of the long term visions is the creation of conservation areas for 
Mikandani to protect the local buildings and regenerate the area for the local 
community. The organisation’s main challenges are to develop more 
community ownership and develop a joint approach on local heritage and the 
history of the area with the local people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



6. Conclusion  
 
Tan Vol 4 0.55, Tan Vol2 0.46, dsco 516 
 
“The universal and ever-present urge to self-transcendence is not to be 
abolished by slamming the currently popular Doors in the Wall. The only 
reasonable policy is to open other, better doors in the hope of inducing men 
and women to exchange their old bad habits for new and less harmful ones. 
Some of these other, better doors will be social and technological in nature, 
others religious or psychological, others dietetic, educational, athletic’. Aldous 
Huxley  
 
“Carved Doors are one manifestation of the culture of the Indian Ocean 
region.Islam, the dhow trade and availability of timber and craftsmen provided 
the basis upon which the tradition flourished. There has been constant cultural 
interpretation between east African coast and the northern rim of the Indian 
Ocean. Some doors were imported into Oman from East Africa already 
carved, and probably exerted influence on the local craft.” Professor Sheriff 
 
 
 
My study of the Carved Doors sheds light on aspects of the historical art 
which drew on Arab and Indian traditions as well as African.  It allowed me to 
investigate the difference between what symbols meant in their day and what 
they have become to mean for a generation of descendants of slavery in the 
US and UK.  It made me see that tourism can help to preserve crafts and 
encourage governments to support the training of craftsmen.  Although, 
tourism can also play a negative role in encouraging artefact production which 
retains little of the original craft.  Turning all the large buildings into hotels can 
also distort the local economy and has risks if the tourists stop coming. Rich 
individuals may have a role in conservation but again at the risk of distorting 
the local economy.  
 
The Carved Doors are seen as an important aspect of the material culture of 
East Africa and by re-examining the historical factors and influences which 
gave the doors importance as a high cultural status symbol during the late 
nineteenth century we can also see the same patterns in the 21st century. The 
difference was the foundation of the slave trade, clove plantation and ivory 
which was the cornerstone of wealth, power and privilege over 150 years ago. 
Today it is cultural tourism, regeneration and conservation, international aid 
which are the new driving forces for carved doors.  
 
The interpretation and reinvention of motifs like the chain reflect the collisions 
of the past and the present in understanding the dynamics and multicultural 
and plural society where descendants of the slave trade live side by side with 
descendants of the plantation owners, merchants and colonial 
agents/advisers which now binds the coast particularly in Zanzibar in creating 
a new narrative for a future generation. 
 



My vision in undertaking this research project as part of my Clore Fellowship 
would be to curate an exhibition and documentary in the UK on Carved Doors 
and the relationship of the slave trade and modern day globalisation which 
underpin the history, the identity and the family history of the Indian Ocean 
and its relationship with Islam and the West in East Africa. 
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