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IN WEST AFRICA
1

Tourists are lured to take a slow boat to Tim-
buktu, to camp under the Sahara’s starry 
skies, to hike through ancient Dogon Coun-
try, to discover cosmopolitan Abidjan and 
to hang out Ghana’s palm-fringed beaches... 
but the essence of this incredible continent
isn’t in any desert, mountain or lake. It’s the 
spirit of the PEOPLE – pushing, shouting, 
sweating, holding, dancing, singing and 
laughing – that infects so many visitors with
a travel bug so powerful they’ll never stop 
coming back, often without any explanation 
and against all sense or reason.
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IN BURKINA FASO

Situated in the heart of West Africa, Burkina 
Faso is a landlocked Sahelien country bet-
ween Mali, Niger, Bénin, Togo, Ghana and 
the Ivory Coast. Rather less aff ected by mass 
tourism and with few natural resources at-
tractive to international concerns, the count-
ry has kept its authenticity.
Burkina Faso has a very RICH CULTURAL heri-
tage. From one region to another, lifestyles, 
customs, activities, crafts and festivals have 
real specifi cs. Music and dance naturally oc-
cupy an important place in the culture of 
Burkina Faso. 

2
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I N  S A H E L

A narrow band of the semiarid land south of 
the Sahara is a meeting point of civilisations... 
Arabs, Persians, French, Sudanese and many 
nomadic ethnies merged together and cre-
ated the unique cultural diversity helping to 
resist wars, famines, droughts, exploitations 
and doubts...
The interconnection is further illustrated by 
the social practice called the joking relation-
ship. It authorises, or even requires, mem-
bers of certain ethnic groups to make fun of 
others, without any result or off ence... These 
verbal confrontations are actually social 
means of relaxation.

3
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I N  B A N I
ABOUT NATURE

The scenery of the Bani surroundings charms 
with its peace and silence interrupted only 
by neighing donkeys. The fl at landscape calls 
up fantasies about nomades and their ever-
lasting journeys. No matters if one travels on 
the camel´s back, on the saddle of motorbike 
or in the latest 4x4, the scene looks always 
breathtaking regardless how monotonous 
it might seem at the fi rst sight. The sun is
called the artist with the dusk and dawn as 
its masterpieces....

4
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WITH PEOPLE

The Sahel has always attracted a popula-
tion as various as its environment. The mi-
raculous story of Bani is fully unique, it was 
spread by word of mouth and people have 
been coming to settle down here from all 
the corners. The Mossis next to the Peulhs 
and the Fulanis, the farmers next to semi-no-
madic cattle herders...They have long discus-
sions during the tea preparation because it is 
valid anywhere that the fi rst infusion is bitter 
like death, the second one is as strong as the 
life is and the third one is sweet like love...

I N  B A N I
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AT SITE

The architecture and construction in Sahel 
are associated with Sudano-Sahelien style 
that is spread  disregarding any boarders. 
It is distinguished with mudbricks,  adobe 
plaster and wooden-log support beams that 
jut out from the wall face of large buildings 
as mosques. These beams also act as scaff ol-
ding for reworking, which is done at regular 
intervals, and involves the local community.  
Whole procedure depends on the rainsea-
son - whether the clay is suffi  cient to pro-
duce bricks and if the harvest is satisfactory 
enough to feed the workers.

I N  B A N I
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SEVEN MOSQUES

Once a man climbs the cliff  to explore se-
ven mosques, once he enters the ruins of 
the Mosque of Good Idea and he can see 
through and count the remaining mosques,
and once he enjoys the sunset staring at quit 
village with the Grande Mosquées as the im-
pressive dominant, once he drinks the tea 
sitting on a warm stone under the starry sky,  
at all these moments he feels he is a specta-
tor of a rarity deserving PRESERVATION, of an 
exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition, 
of an outstanding example of architectural 
ensemble.

I N  P I C T U R E S
7
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THE GRANDE MOSQUEE

The place that is directly associated with re-
ligion, with beliefs, with traditions. The place
where people gather for celebrating all Mus-
lim feasts. The place that is the destination of
many pilgrimages because the ceremonies
are more festive here than anywhere else.
The place where everybody is welcome. The
place where the prophet has been the prin-
cipal marabut - open-minded and forward-
looking wise man leading crowds to built up
the special  complex.

I N  P I C T U R E S
8
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THE GRANDE MOSQUEE

The Grande Mosquée situated in the heart of 
the village is also called The House of God. 
The original construction consists of a hun-
dred pillars representing one hundred names 
of God and a calling tower of eight fl oors. Be-
cause of the weather conditions (heavy rainy 
seasons, strong harmattan  wind), unperfect 
structural system (vault) and unstable mate-
rial the tower, roof and six pillars are ruined. 
The acoustics, the ambiance, the privacy and 
comfort are fundamentally aff ected.

I N  P I C T U R E S
9
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I N  D E T A I L
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I N  P L A N S

There has never been any documentation 
about the complex architecture, no plans, no 
studies... only few photos taken by passing 
tourists. The governmental authorities are 
aware about the existence of Bani, but they 
are shy to cooperate and negotiate with con-
fi dent people from Bani... or not?

MOSQUE OF THE GOOD IDEA
RIGHT HAND

RIGHT ELBOW

HEAD

LEFT ELBOW

LEFT HAND

RIGHT FOOT

LEFT FOOT

MOSQUE OF THE JOY

PRAY FOR INVOCATION ALLAH

MOSQUE OF THE SETTING SUN

MOSQUE OF THE BENEDICTION

MOSQUE OF THE PLEASURE

MOSQUE OF THE SACRIFICE

MOSQUE OF THE RISING SUN

THE GRANDE MOSQUÉE

DESTROYED

The seven mosques are built on top of 
the cliff  west of the Grande Mosquée. The 
mosques are built in a plan of a praying man. 
The Grande Mosquée is not part of the fi -
gure, but it determines the orientation of the 
mosques - they are not facing Mecca (east-
north-east), but the GM (west). Nevertheless 
the GM is directed towards the Holy City.
This fi gure is used also as a facade decora-
tion in brick relievo. This is still remarquable 
at fi ve mosques. Unfortunately all of them 
are in very bad condition, in diff erent state of 
degradation - rather severe. 
Each mosque has its own name and conse-
cration. It is said that the number seven is 
related to the number of days in week, but 
this is only a rumour of tourists...

The Grande Mosquée is also known as the 
House of God. The mosque is situated down-
hill in the centre of the village. The plan is 
nearly a square, it is 35m long and 28m wide. 
The structure consists of 100 earthern pi-llars 
and 4 walls whose height varies from 7 up to 
10 meters. The roof is made from the local 

10

the cliff  and during the rainseason there is a 
water reservoir that off ers nice refl ections. 
The Mosque of The Benediction is recently 
reconstructed and it represents the left el-
bow. The dimensions are 9x4m and height of 
5m. The minaret has a height of 12 meters. 
The Mosque of the Good Idea represents 
the right hand. It is the most ruined one with 
dimensions 13x10m, height 6m, with 12 pil-
lars and the collapsed minaret of 11m.
The Mosque of The Joy represents the right 
elbow. The dimensions are 10x6m, 4m high.  
It contains 9 pillars and 11m minaret.
The Mosque of The Pleasure represents 
the right foot. The dimensions are 13m long, 
10m wide and 5 high. The mosque consists 
of 12pillars and a minaret 11m high. 
The Mosque of The Rising Sun represents 
the left foot. The dimensions of the mosque 
are: length 13m, width 10m and height 5m. 
The mosque consists of 12 pillars and a min-
aret with a height of 11 meters.  It is rather 
distant from the others, behind a low undu-
lation of the eastern platform hidden in the 
dense bush during the rainseason. 

wood (of a poor quality) and the mud. The 
calling tower (in the front of the mosque and 
above the iman´s post) fell down, but any-
way we can estimate its height from ancient 
photos - approximately 27m.  
The Grande Mosquée is situated in the mid-
dle of a square courtyard (cca 75x75m) with 
couple trees and it is separated from the 
village with earthern wall of 3m high with 
a degraded minaret of 17m in the western 
corner. There is a decorated gate with two 
towers of height of 10m.
It is opened all day long for regular praying 
and individual meditation. 

The Mosque of The Setting Sun represents 
the head of a praying man. The dimensions 
of the mosque are: length 11 meters, width 
4 meters and height 6 meters. The minaret 
had a height of 17 meters in 2010, but it has 
collapsed down recently.
The Mosque of The Sacrifi ce represents the 
left hand of a praying man. Dimensions are 
8x6m and 5m in height. The minaret comes 
up to 10m.  It stands at the highest point of 
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YESTERDAY

The charming story of Bani has been nar-
rated  for decades, generation by genera-
tion, fathers to sons. It has never been docu-
mentated, never capted by pen. There is no 
wonder, only the latest generation can write 
and read and will be able to appreciate their 
roots and individuality within the globalisa-
tion of the world.

The story concerns a small village Bani situ-
ated on the way from Ouagadougou to Go-
rom-Gorom, in the northern part of Burkina 
Faso, that has grown up to population of 
4000 inhabitants in these days. How, when 
and why the serie of seven breathtaking 
mud-brick mosques was scattered around 
the village with the dominating mosque at 
the centre of Bani...

In 1831, Bani had about 500 inhabitants. 
There was only one mosque made of stones, 
at the entrance of the village. At this period, 
a cheick (the representation of God) settled 
down in the village for four years. The cheick 
foretold that between 1931 and 1975 a man 
of God would arrive to build seven mosques 
on the hill, situated in town.

A century further, in 1918, Cissé Amed Ama 
(“a saint”, Al hadj Mohamed) was born in a 

place not far away from Bani. At an age of 
seven, without ever studying the Koran, he 
started to talk like a prophet. At ten years old 
he went out in the bush for 40 years to pray 
to God, only coming home to visit his wife 
and family. 

In 1972, Cissé Amed Ama received a vision 
which showed him to build seven mud-brick 
mosques at the cliff  of Bani. 
One year later he came back to his home-
town and told villagers about his vision. 
Soon, he convinced some people to follow 
him to Bani where in 1973 he settled down 
permanently. 

In 1975 Cissé Amed Ama decided to take off  
for an amazing experience - to go to Mecca 
by foot. This performance created signifi -
cant reputation and he got to be known as 
a prophet.

From 1978, the inspired people from Burkina 
Faso and other West African countries had 
been coming to participate voluntarily on 
The Grande Mosque construction. More 
than 5000 people were helping for a period 
of over 1.5 year. Since then, the villagers con-
tinued the construction of the other seven 
mosques to show their adoration to God. 

In 1986 the work was fi nished. Seven small 
mosques on top of the hill directed to The 
Grande Mosquée. The hill on which the 
mosques are built represents a man praying 
to God with his arms bent above his head.

Up to these days The Grande Mosquée 
serves for everyday prayers. The other seven 
mosques have been playing an important 
role during the main Islamic festivals such as 
Ramadan, Feast of the Sacrifi ce Tabaske and 
the birthday of Mohammed...

I N  W O R D S
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TODAY

What are the risks and beauties of these days 
and do the Mosques possessors count on 
with it?  How much do they employ the ma-
gic world sustainability and how do they act? 

I N  W O R D S
12

SUSTAINABILITY and LOCAL IDENTIFICATION

All mosques together tell the story of Bani 
and show the originality of the buildings.  
The local people are proud of it and they 
have very strong aspect to identify with.
La Grande Mosquée is a large mosque as its 
name indicates. The other seven mosques 
are rather small. All mosques are built with 
mud bricks, made of local clay (banco), and 
wood. Those materials give an original ap-
pearance. However it is sensitive to weather 
conditions. For example, in 2009, the tower 
of the Grande Mosquée was reconstructed 
by the villagers. Unfortunately, during the 
following rain season that year, the tower 
felt down. 

It is impossible for the villagers to recon-
struct all mosques at once. That is why the  
priority is given to the Grande Mosquée, and 
it explains why it is in a relatively good con-
dition, except the collapsed tower, 6 pillars 
and a part of roof. As the priority has been 
given to the main monument, the other 7 
mosques on top of the hill were neglected 
over the years. 
Nevertheless the reason why is clear - If 
there is not a sustainable solution for the 
Grande Mosquée, there will not be any ca-
pacity and any reason to reconstruct and to 
maintain the other seven mosques.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF LOCAL CO-
MUNITY
However, good reconstruction is not only to 
conserve the historical site. It would even be 
naïve to reconstruct the buildings without 
learning from the experiences in the past. 
It is important to fi nd a sustainable solution 
for the reconstruction of the sites, without 
losing its unique appearance and attractive-
ness. 

At this moment Cissé Ahmed Ama is still 
alive. It is important to reconstruct the seven 
mosques in a way as he has mentioned and 
seen in his visions from God. If reconstruc-
tion is done later, the important information 
could be lost and only an estimation of the 
visions of Cissé Ahmed Ama could be made. 
In addition Cissé Ahmed Ama is an impor-
tant and respected man in the village and he 
can accelerate, organize and underline the 
importance of the reconstruction. 

The fi nancing of the past reconstructions 
was always on behalf of local people who 
raised the means either amongst themselves 
or they earned it in tourism. 
Bani was aware of the tourists and has estab-
lished suitable activities and facilities - acco-
modation, restaurant, guided tours....

With all these incomes, people could invest 
into the development of their village. They 
have founded association Pamtiral m´Jamu 
that runs a local library and an openair cin-
ema. They are in charge of school fees of un-
derprivileged children, of school equipment 
and of events for raising awareness about 

the health, the family policy, sexual behavior. 
At the same moment the assocation is in 
contact with other regional, national and 
international individuals, organisations and 
networks.

Pamtiral m´Jamu had to broaden its port-
folio because of the drop of the tourism. It 
is dangerous to be dependent on the only 
one income and  the association is aware 
of it. the diverse portfolio is the base of the 
sustainability, of course with education...  As 
well the village thinks and they want to focus 
on inventing novels to attract the tourist not 
only to visit but also to stay.

The last seasons were very poor because of 
the security problems in neighbour coun-
tries and international warnings. 

The donations of tourists are an important 
fi nancial resource. Without those donations 
it is impossible to maintain the mosques. 
With the confl ict in Mali, Bani cannot count 
on with the income from the tourism... And 
considering the fact of need of propre gene-
ral reconstruction without any provisories...
By making the mosques less sensitive for 
weather conditions, less budget is needed 
each year and money can be saved for large 
maintenance projects even when tourism 
stayed out during some seasons. It is needed 
to reconstruct the mosques properly - fi nd a 
fi nancial and professionnal partner. The one 
who would share the budget with the vil-
lage. Nevertheless, each party feels engaged 
and responsible for the maintenance and  
existence of the mosques. 
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TOMORROW

The importance of sustainable reconstruc-
tion of the mosques has 4 supporting pillars 
- fi elds of impact. The major reasons for the 
sustainable reconstruction are the cultural 
preservation, the local economy, the tourism 
and the religion and the tradition. 

I N  W O R D S
13

INTERNATIONAL CONFIRMATION
The role of heritage can contribute as a driv-
er of development and tis was explored and 
confi rmed by Paris Declaration by ICOMOS 
during Stientifi c Symposium of 17th General 
Assembly.

RELIGIOUS IMPORTANCE AND TRADITION 
As mentioned, la grande mosquée is used for 
day to day prayers. The other seven mosques 
play an important role in the prayers during 
Islamic celebrations. In the north of Burkina 
Faso, especially in the Sahel region, the Islam 
is the major religion. For the villagers it is im-
portant to maintain the buildings in which 
they communicate with God and where they 
come together to discuss about religion and 
day to day matters. 
The Islam in Bani is a little diff erent from the 
traditional Islam. In some ways it is even ad-
vanced compared to other opinions of the 
Islam. For example people from all religious 
backgrounds are welcome to pray and men 
and women pray together in the same space. 
God doesn’t make any exceptions. 
The opened mind is very important for de-
velopment of futur generations. Bani can be 
proud of quite high ratio of educated chil-
dren in the region.

TOURISM 
The mosques of Bani are one of the most im-
portant cultural and touristic sites in the Sa-
hel region and even of Burkina Faso. Tourism 
has been developed in Bani when national 
and international tourists started to be curi-
ous and interested in the history of Bani and 
its mosques. Each year about 400 tourists 
visit the mosques which generates income 
to villagers .

Visiting the mosques is for free, as people 
from all cultural en religious backgrounds 
are welcome for prayings. The tourists are 
welcome to give a free donation for the 
reconstruction and maintenance of the 
mosques. As the tourists often feel responsi-
ble and grateful, they give a small donation 
and became an important partner – a source 
of income. Without thetourists it would not 
be possible to reconstruct and maintain the 
mosques. 
For the tourism it is important to keep the 
mosques in a good condition, it should be 
worth time and eff ort to make a visit. Unfor-
tunately tourism isn’t a constant factor. Polit-
ical and economical conditions have a huge 
impact. In 2010 a negative travel advice, as a 
result of unrest in Niger and Mali, has caused 
a period without tourism in Bani. 

CULTURAL PRESERVATION
Cultural sites are rare in Burkina Faso. The 
mosques of Bani are one of the cultural 
sites Burkina Faso has and therefore should 
be protected and maintained. Tourism and 
research is one reason, but also for future 
generations which are curious about their 
origins. The history indicates the unique-
ness of the buildings. All mosques are built 
by villagers based on the visions of Cissé 
Ahmed Ama. Traditional knowledge and vi-
sions from God have made the design. None 
of contemporary architects was involved. 
This has created a series of mosques with 
a unique appearance which is admired by 
people fro all over the world. 
Inside there are 100 pillars holding the 
construction while representing all names 
of God. The images of men praying to God 

are singular as, in general, mosques do not 
contain any images of human beings. The 
mosques of Bani are not only unique build-
ings in appearance; they also make sure that 
the story behind Bani will be kept forever.

ECONOMY
Before the construction of the mosques, 
Bani had about 500 villagers. Over 30 years 
the village has grown to 4.000 inhabitants. 
This is an enormous growth which is excep-
tional for the rural areas in Burkina Faso. The 
enormous growth over the years coming out 
of the visions of Cissé Ahmed Ama and the 
mosques he build has attracted economical 
activities. The local people understood the 
challenge, unfortunately not the risks
Next to the benefi ts coming out of tourism, 
as mentioned above, Bani has potency for 
local entrepreneurs. Across the major road 
of Bani, entrepreneurs seek their chances in 
small shops and coff ee bars. At least three 
days a week stallholders, mostly woman 
from the neighbor villages, come to Bani to 
sell their merchandise on the local market. 
Today the village counts two primary 
schools, a secondary school and a local hos-
pital where civil servants work. The civil serv-
ants, in general, have more money to spend 
than others and thus invest more in the local 
economy. However there is no direct relation 
between the mosque and the local economy 
it should be clear that without the mosques 
the economical growth has never happened. 
The fi nancial support for the reconstruction 
of the mosques will be invested in local en-
trepreneurs by buying materials and equip-
ments in local shops and the use of local 
craftsmen and construction workers.
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There is both - a RIGHT and a PRIVILEGE to 
protect! “To be included on the World Herit-
age List, a site must be of oustanding univer-
sal value and meet at least one out of ten se-
lection criteria...” says the UNESCO and Bani is 
well fi tting - it is armed and motivated!

I N  D R E A M S
14

The region is not rich in cultural heritage. 
The  cause is clear - diffi  cult living conditions 
didn´t allow to create many tangible things. 
Concerning the architecture, there are only 
few munuments under the protection of 
UNESCO - worth mentioning: Complex of 
Timbuctu and the Grande Mosque and Old  
town of Djenné.
Both of them are in severe danger because 
of the radicalists who don´t accept the va-
lues or universal cultural heritage. inspite 
of the existence of Hague Convetion for the 
protection of cultural property in the event 
of armed confl ict (from 1954 already).

The International Cultural Tourism Chapter 
by ICOMOS (from 1999) says: 

“At the broadest level, the natu-
ral and cultural heritage belongs 
to all people. We each have a 
right and responsibility to un-
derstand, appreciate and con-
verse our universal values.” 

At the time of increasing glo-

balisation, the protection of 

the cultural heritage and di-

versity of any particular place 

or region is an important chal-

lenge for people everywhere.

UNESCO

The World Heritage Convention is the most 
successful UNESCO document because it 
was ratifi ed by 188 State Parties already. The 
World Heritage List includes 936 properties 
in 153 states, divided into 725 cultural sites, 
183 natural sites and 28 mixed ones.

Burkina Faso itself has inscripted only one 
site that is situated in southwest in Loropeni 
close to boarders with Ghana and the Ivory 
Coast. Seven other sites are inscripted on 
tentative list, but some of them already since 
1996. The sites are both natural and cultural 
heritage.

As one of the developping countries, Burkina 
can be interested in new measures about 
the cultural heritage - new declaration from 
2002 is based on 5Cs and it means Credibil-
ity, Conservation, Capacity Buiding, Commu-
nication and Community.

It is necessary to link world heritage, sus-
tainable development and local commu-
nities. More they are involved, more they 
feel the ownership of progress  and  the  
development. 

BANI AND THE SELECTION CRITERIA

Bani evidently  meets at least three of the 
Criteria for selection to be inscripted on the 
Waiting List and hopefully on the World Her-
itage List....

3.   to bear a unique or at least exceptional 
testimony to a cultural tradition or to a civi-
lization which is living or which has disap-
peared;

4.   to be an outstanding example of a type 
of building, architectural or technological 
ensemble or landscape which illustrates 
(a) signifi cant stage(s) in human history;

6.  to be directly or tangibly associated 
with events or living traditions, with ide-
as, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary 
works of outstanding universal signifi cance. 
(The Committee considers that this criterion 
should preferably be used in conjunction 
with other criteria);

The question is protection, management, in-
tegrity of properties. It is necessary to start to 
negotiate with the authorities in Culture and 
Tourisme in Burkina Faso.
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I N V O L V E D

If you are interested in more information, in 
travelling, in meeting us, in supporting us, 
here our contacts are.

P A M T I R A L  M ´ J A M U 
w h o s e  h e a d  i s  t h e  p r e s i d e n t 
N O U H O U M  C I S S É 

+226 76 00 40 18
BP 49 Dori,  Burkina Faso 

noumcisse@yahoo.fr

Ing.arch. MICHAELA SOLNICKÁ-TRAORÉ
+226 60 97 46 28
+420 608 80 33 80
solnicka@ciglermarani.cz
http://mosqueesbani.wordpress.com/
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I N  M I N D

The enormous thanks to everybody who  has 
expressed any single piece of support.

Eva van Dijken for the budgeting and for 
fi rst proposal to The Ambassadors Fund for 
Cultural Preservation.

Raphaelle Cador for organising one of the 
collection of electrical appliancies in France.

Vesna Gorenc and her colleagues for organi-
sation in Slovenia.

Jana Tvrzníková and Radka Argayová Bínová 
and Boris Vološin and Alžběta Linhartová 
and  Jan Herman and Petr Stanošek and  
Monika Solnická and Roman Semela and 
Blanka Blaschkeová and her friends and  
Evka Kolarczyková and Gába malenová and 
Maroš Osif and Marie Volná and Alenka 
Kromerová and her colleagues and Martina 
Fučíková and her colleagues and Milan Holec
for donating and participating in Czech col-
lection “The electrical appliances for the 
school toilets in Bani”.

Monika Ondicová and all Slovakian FIM 
team for inviting Nouhoum Cissé to Bratisla-
va for the conference about new approaches 
to education. As well for inspiration and mo-
tivation. 
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