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Vanga lies on a bluff at the end of a narrow coastal 
inlet, just miles from the border between Kenya 
and Tanzania. As the tide recedes, the inlet be-
comes a broad marshy flat, exposing the stubby 
aerial roots of the mangrove forests that choke the 
banks of the channel. Beaching the dhows in the 
shallow waters, the people of this local Swahili 
community wade through the shallows to un-
load their recent catches of fish. It is a scene that 
has been repeated for centuries along the East 
African coast, as the Swahili developed a unique 
and prosperous culture through the exploitation 
of the resources particular to the coast since the 
beginning of the Common Era. Islam was intro-
duced as early as the eighth century C.E. and re-
mains the predominant religion along the coast 
to this day, the legacy of traders coming from 
southern Arabia, Iran, and western India to ex-
change their cargoes of glazed pottery, textiles, 
and porcelains from as far away as China for the 
rare and exotic materials of the African continent 
such as ivory, ambergris, and gold. 

Historically the Swahili occupied the narrow 
strip of coastal lands stretching from the scrub-
lands of southern Somalia to the tropical forests 
of Kenya and Tanzania, establishing themselves 
on offshore islands or near tidal creeks along 
the shoreline. Throughout the thirteenth, four-
teenth, and fifteenth centuries, these settlements 
formed a chain of independent city- states, with 
many developing into substantial trading cen-
ters. This was a period of unprecedented archi-
tectural and urban development, of which only 
scattered remnants survive today. One of the most 
distinctive and enigmatic architectural forms that 

developed during this time were the structures 
associated with burials. The remains of monu-
mental tomb structures dating to the medieval 
period still litter the coastal regions and mark 
many of the long- vanished centers of Swahili 
life in the period prior to European contact and 
domination. 

Swahili tombs present a challenge to anyone 
seeking to document and categorize their spe-
cific architectural forms and meanings. Cities 
that have survived from the medieval period have 
been largely rebuilt over the centuries, obliterat-
ing many of the ancient structures with later de-
velopment. Likewise, development of the coastal 
regions for international tourism has aided in 
the destruction of sites and structures located 
outside the modern urban centers. Many sur-
viving medieval settlements exist only as over-
grown ruins, often in difficult areas or remote 
locations with limited access, some accessible 
only by dhows that need to be poled up narrow 
tidal creeks. Safety can also be a concern, with 
the possibility of encountering a wayward lion, 
armed bandits, or any one of numerous poison-
ous snakes that populate the coastal forests. 
Limited historical evidence also hinders efforts 
to uncover the significance and social context of 
such structures, since they are largely ignored in 
European accounts prior to the latter part of the 
nineteenth century.1

Fortunately their construction from quar-
ried coral and coral rag bound together with lime 
mortar and then covered with a lime plaster al-
lowed them to survive long past other traditional 
structures found along the coast built from mud, 
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timber, and thatch. At times, they comprise all 
that remains of a once prosperous medieval 
Swahili site. The prevalence of their survival may 
be in part a result of the popular Islamic tradi-
tion that states that materials used for a religious 
structure cannot be reused for another purpose. 
But their continued existence may be related as 
well to traditional African concepts that place im-
portance on the eternal presence of the ancestors 
within African societies. The relative scarcity of 
these tomb structures and the resources devoted 
to their construction suggest that those buried 
within were once prominent members of local 
Swahili communities, either rulers or more likely 
influential religious leaders or notable holy per-

sons. The earliest monumental tomb structures 
found at Kilwa in Tanzania date from the late 
twelfth to thirteenth centuries and were plinthed 
or stepped rectangular structures “capped by 
a triangular keel or ridge running along their 
longer axis.”2 Somewhat similar early rectangu-
lar graves were also found at Shanga in Kenya 
and date to the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 
although they all lack the triangular keel and the 
“central part of the platform was left partly open 
as a recess.”3 These tombs are roughly similar in 
form to rectangular tombs constructed at Siraf, an 
important interregional trading center in south-
ern Iran, which date to the end of the tenth cen-
tury, suggesting that their forms may have origi-
nated in the Persian Gulf region at this early time.

Yet during the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies Swahili tombs became widespread and 
developed architectural forms distinctive from 
both foreign and indigenous sources, although 
it is difficult to determine the exact nature of 
these influences with any certainty. The simplest 
structures were modest rectangular enclosures 
created by four low walls. These range from very 
small and narrow structures to large walled 
enclosures encompassing a considerable area, 
often along or near the side of a mosque, whose 
purpose may have been to define the limits of a 
burial area that presumably would have included 
multiple graves (Figure 1). 

Frequently some form of superstructure was 
added along the top of the enclosure walls creat-
ing a distinctive effect that would have attracted 
attention to the structure and made it more rec-
ognizable by adding to its visual impact. At times 
this involved the simple addition of pointed steps 
to the corners of the enclosure walls. In other 
structures, a rounded or squared slab was added 
to the eastern façades, some of which have been 
decorated with carved calligraphic and decora-
tive patterns, with a few bearing inscriptions 
and dates related to the person buried within 
(Fig ure 2). 

External walls, mainly the eastern façade, 
were often elaborated by the careful arrange-
ment of precisely cut fine- grained porities coral 
blocks quarried from underwater reefs to create 
decorative panels or multiple recessed surfaces.4 

figure	1.	tomb	enclosure	
on	qibla	side	of	kongo	
mosque,	south	kenya	
coast.	Photograph	by	
author.

figure	2.	tomb	enclosure	
with	stepped	corners	
at	the	site	of	atu,	Pate	
island,	north	kenya	
coast.	Photograph	by	
author.
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When faced with white lime plaster, these would 
form a series of orthogonal recessed surfaces cre-
ating contrasting patterns of shadow and light. 
At times, these paneled façades also included 
arched openings, which are patterned on typical 
features found in medieval Swahili architecture 
(Figure 3). 

Sometimes vaults and more commonly shal-
low domes would be added to cover these spaces, 
further signifying the importance of the burial 
site. The dome has a long association with tomb 
structures within the Islamic world, and Swahili 
roofed and domed tomb types are believed to 
have their origins in foreign sources.5 

Yet the most characteristic and enigmatic 
type of medieval Swahili tomb is the pillar tomb, 
which includes the addition of a tall pillar- like 
superstructure placed along the eastern façade. 
These pillars can be rounded, square, multi-
sided, or fluted and were frequently raised high 
above the surrounding enclosure, increasing 
their visibility and monumentality (Figure 4). 
Often these pillars, as well as parts of the sur-
rounding tomb enclosure, were decorated with 
inset imported glazed or porcelain bowls, form-
ing a distinctive decorative tradition unique to 
the medieval East African coast. At some sites, 
these pillars were constructed to be exception-
ally tall, clearly in an attempt to call attention to 
the burial even at a distance. At Mnarani along 
the central Kenya coast, an octagonal pillar rises 
more than thirty feet from the top of the six- foot 
tomb façade. Further up the coast at Mambrui, 
there remains the upper remnant of a massive 
pillar believed to have risen to almost fifty feet 
and still retains fragments of its original inset 
decorative bowls (Figure 5).

The construction of monumental tombs 
within Islamic cultures has always been a prob-
lematic issue. Although the Quran is virtually 
silent on this issue, there are many hadiths (ac-
counts of the words and actions of the Prophet) 
that argue against the practice and record that 
Mohammed purposely tried to discourage the 
building of tombs. Still, the construction of 
monumental tombs and the ritual visitation of 
these graves have a long history in the develop-
ment of Islamic societies, based on notions from 

the Quran and the hadith that state that the 
Prophet, angels, and holy men could function 
as intermediaries between God and ordinary 
believers. Sunni veneration of buried “saints” 
developed as part of widespread popular Islamic 
practices, so that by the beginning of the thir-
teenth century tombs of holy men and women 
could be found throughout the Islamic world.6 
Visitation and prayer offered at these sites were 
based on the belief that the baraka, or blessings 
and spiritual power that these saints radiated in 
life, would be continued after their death. Tomb 

figure	3.	eastern	
panelled	façade	of	
the	pillar	tomb	and	
enclosure	within	the	
Palace	at	the	site	of	
Gedi,	central	kenya	
coast.	Photograph	
by	author.
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structures therefore served not only as remind-
ers of those buried within, but also as receptacles 
for the baraka that continues to emanate from 
their graves. 

Along the East African coast, certain tombs 
are known as the burial sites of sharifs or other 
holy men and women, and attract visitors and pil-
grims who make prayers and present offerings 
such as food and burning incense at the tomb site. 
The seventeenth- century pillar tomb at Takwa 
is known as a pilgrimage site for the people of 
the Lamu area, who currently travel there to 
pray for rain or other special favors (Figure 6).7 
A Portuguese account by João dos Santos from 
the end of the sixteenth century describes simi-
lar beliefs and practices at the tomb of a Muslim 
holy man near Sofala in southern Mozambique, 
which included prayer, the burning of incense, 
and the offering of rice and millet.8 Presumably 
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
monumental tombs would have accommodated 
similar functions and practices. As such, Swahili 
tombs maintain the continuity from the past to 
the present in their ability to assist those request-

figure	4.	fluted	pillar	
tomb	at	the	site	of	
shanga,	Pate	island,	
north	kenya	coast.	
Photograph	by	author.

figure	5.	top	remnant	
of	massive	pillar	tomb	
at	mambrui,	central	
kenya	coast	showing	
inset	imported	bowls	as	
decoration.	Photograph	
by	author.

figure	6.	Pillar	tomb	at	
site	of	takwa	on	manda	
island,	north	kenya	
coast.	Photograph	
by	author.
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ing spiritual aid. At the tomb of Mwana Tau at 
Siyu in northern Kenya, a descendant of this 
local female saint will often assist with prayers 
and offerings, to reinforce this continuity and 
efficacy (Figure 7). 

The use of monumental Swahili tombs as 
focal points for prayer and offerings is reflected 
in their design. Many tombs have entrances built 
into their façades, presumably to provide access 
to the burial, which at times is designated by a 
sarcophagus- like structure within the enclosure. 
In some tomb structures, this entrance was re-
duced to a symbolic image, represented as an 
opening, often arched, in the panels of the east-
ern façade (Figure 8). These symbolic entrances 
may have facilitated the placing of offerings or 
the burning of incense within the tomb, and may 
have functioned as a means of focusing attention 
during prayer. At Kinuni in Kenya, a bench was 
built adjacent to the small square opening lead-
ing into a barrel- vaulted tomb structure, presum-
ably for the benefit of those who came to pray and 
place offerings.9

Despite their association with less ortho-
dox but widespread Islamic practices, the pillar 
tomb form represents a unique funerary tradi-
tion. Although their architectural origins re-
main largely unknown, their placement within 
their larger cultural landscape speaks to a dis-
tinctively African context.10 Evidence has shown 
that graves were placed in the central communal 
and ceremonial space within early Swahili settle-
ments as far back as the ninth century, represent-
ing an original indigenous settlement pattern.11 
In the later medieval period, isolated tombs and 
groups of tomb structures forming small clus-
ters continued to be located in open areas within 
the settlement, possibly forming important pub-
lic spaces. Many monumental tombs were sited 
along thoroughfares and adjacent to major build-
ings and religious structures to be readily notice-
able during the course of everyday interaction. 
Others were sited near seaside cliffs and on coral 
bluffs facing out toward the sea, to be recognized 
when approached by ship, which was the prin-
ciple means of transport in medieval times. 

Monumental tombs and their associated ritu-
als and placement may reflect indigenous Afri-

can settlement patterns and traditional attitudes 
towards the spirits of the ancestors. According to 
the traditional beliefs of other coastal Bantu so-
cieties, spirits can often reside in graves, small 
huts or other special sites within the settlement 
and require offerings and sacrifices to be ap-
peased. Burials, particularly those of important 

figure	7.	tomb	of	
mwana	tau	at	siyu,	
north	kenya	coast.	
Photograph	by	author.

figure	8.	miniature	
arched	opening	in	tomb	
enclosure	at	site	of	
mnarani,	central	kenya	
coast.	Photograph	by	
author.
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community members, were traditionally placed 
at prominent sites within the village and in some 
cases near the house where the deceased lived, 
where they may be marked by vertical slabs of 
stone or wooden posts.12

Similarly, some medieval Swahili tombs have 
been associated with domestic structures. At 
the House of the Dhow at Gedi, an oversized 
monumental tomb was built adjacent to the en-
trance, representing the final resting place of 
Sharif Hasan Saidi bin Abdullah, presumably 
the home’s last owner.13 At the Palace at Gedi, 
in addition to a small tomb enclosure outside 
its formal entrance, there were no fewer than 
five and as many as seven tomb enclosures built 
within its inner courtyard beginning in the earli-
est stages of construction in the early fifteenth 
century (see Figure 3).14 The association of tombs 
and domestic structures can also be seen in the 
use of features such as arched openings with 
multiple rebates, flanking niches, and recessed 
panels above the openings, all of which are com-
mon architectural features found in stone- built 
Swahili houses during the late medieval period 
(Figure 9). Likewise the addition of inset glazed 
pottery on tomb façades may be similar to the 
display of imported ceramics within the inner 
spaces of the traditional Swahili houses of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, where they 
served as a means of protecting against jinn or 
evil spirits, thereby ensuring the purity of the 
women residing within (Figure 10).15 The prox-
imity and similarities in appearance reinforce 
the symbolic connection between monumental 
tombs and house forms, specifying the notion 
that such structures may have been conceived as 
literal houses for the dead.

For those of us who study buildings and land-
scapes as cultural artifacts, it is intriguing to 
consider how the story of a people in a particular 
time and place can be encapsulated by a single 
building type. Monumental tombs epitomize the 
nature of medieval Swahili culture, which was 
African in its heritage yet linked to the greater 
Islamic world of the western Indian Ocean 
basin through shared cultural, economic, and 
religious affiliations. These building types de-
veloped to accommodate specific symbolic, cer-
emonial, and aesthetic functions within Swahili 
society, fulfilling both African and Islamic ritual 
requirements and spiritual beliefs. As such, 
monumental tombs functioned not only as re-
minders, recalling the piety or status of impor-

figure	9.	Pillar	tomb	at	
malindi,	central	kenya	
coast	displaying	design	
motifs	found	in	swahili	
domestic	structures.	
Photograph	by	author.

figure	10.	ndani	with	
vidaka,	niches	displaying	
imported	ceramics	in	
the	innermost	room	of	a	
traditional	swahili	stone	
house	of	the	eighteenth	
and	nineteenth	centuries	
at	lamu,	north	kenya	
coast.	Photograph	by	
author.
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tant individuals and eternalizing their memory, 
but they served as symbols of a common history, 
which connected the past to the present with visi-
ble representations of the continuity between the 
community of the living and the ancestors.
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