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Early Ghanaian Architects

Kuukuwa Manful
SOCIARCH]I, ACCRA, GHANA

The story of tropical modernism has been told mainly as the history of Eur
in Africa, yet from the 1940s a number of African architects were begrnqnng t
home colonies. These architects have been largely excludeq from the histori
of architectural practice in this period. What was their relationship to tropic
how did their sociological relationship to the colonial system and to Europe
ence their reactions to tropical modernist ideas? Understanding this s i
standing the trajectory of tropical modernism in Ghana, its apparent demise in the 1970s, ang
its legacy, because these architects were responsible for training subsequent generationg of
architects after European architects had left post-independence Ghana. | address these jssyeg
using historical records and interviews of several Ghanaijan architects from this period. | djs-
cuss their positioning in relation to tropical modernism as a movement as well as to the British
colonial system, and how this impacted their thought and practice. | supplement this with
analysis of a selected number of their buildings. Though these Ghanaian architects all sels-
identify as tropical modernists, their architectural responses and relationship to the move-
ment were coloured by their positions in the socially and racially stratified systems that existed
in the architecture industry into the 1970s, and by their personal relationships with European
architects. These sociological and stylistic tensions mirror the apparent discord between
tropical modernism and its parent Modern Movement: whereas modernism was predicated
on opposition to a traditional past, in its tropical modernist incarnation it transformed into an
architecture that responded respectfully to climate, context and cultu re. The dynamics of this
transformation - and the role and positioning of Ghanaian architects in it - sheds new light
on the trajectory of post-independence Ghanaian architectu

re, and the relevance of tropical
modernist buildings to contemporary architectural discourse and practice in Africa.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Tropical modernism is 3 foundational part of modern Ghanaian architectural
identi

jation
m to transcend climate, political, and cultural variat

provedless potent than they.. supposed™ The fiat roofs and aesthetic didn't ofte
work® and thys, tropical modernism e

context, and intended users. In later
even “inflected local

R imate.
volved in response to the tropical Chgrew
Projects in the Gold Coast, Fry and et
motifs and references™. Similarly, indigenous arch!
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Maxwell Fry, Kumasi, Ghana, 199 2
g ' , 1990s. FIGURE 2. John Owusu Addo, Cedi House, Accra Ghana, 1953
3 4 &

RE 1. ,a 1e Drew . .
ku Ware School with Asante Stool Motif. © Kuukuwa Manful, 2015
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ed. to tropical modermsn.n 1n‘ different ways coloured by race, class and
personal circumstances by adapting it to suit their specific contexts

A halt of all 'rnajor infrastructure projects in the 1970s and a sc.eries of coup
d in a mass exgdus of foreign architects, leaving Ghanaian archi-
fession for the first time. They influenced much of the
hana through the design and construction
of buildings, by training of the majority of architects who are practicing teaching
and today, and by setting trends in the built environment®. In spite of power crises
and rising energy costs, the naturally ventilated and solar-shaded edifices of tropi-
cal modernism as well as its minimalistic aesthetic have been missing from much
contemporary Ghanaian architecture. Once the bastion of modernist discourse in
Africa, and second only to the Architectural Association (AA) globally, the Kwame
Nkrumah University of Gcience and Technology now proclaims an ethos of
“Commodity, Firmness, Delight and Culture” without much documentation about
the process of arrival at this ethos. In thelast section of this paper, I theorize about
how the legacies of tropical modernism and early Ghanaian architects have influ-
enced the current status of the Ghanaian built environment, particularly in Accra,

using interviews with 3 architects acros ia and in active

s 2 generations in academl
_PI‘aCtlce. Tropical modernism's closeness to colonial centers of power affected how
it was received, and in Ghana’s political upheaval, many

respond

d'états resulte
tects in charge of the pro
current architectural landscape in G

turned away from it.

2, EARLY INDIGENOUS MODERNIST ARCHITECTS
lonial period were from

hitects in the early €O
Europe. fuelled by familial wealth and

neficiaries of scholarships from the
8 These became the Ghanaian con-

_ Some of the first “formal™ arc
E:;ilsc‘il_d C(:ast families and trained in
COloniallonS . After WWI]I, other:s w-ere'be
t8fiper gOVernment and other 1nst1tut1c3n

aries of European tropical modernists.
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One of the last surviving architect.s frqm t?:; gr Olfpg 1S :Iohn Owusy Adg,

.- architecture at the University of Westminster in 1954, Owyg, Aq
! After stud.Ylng a ok with Kenneth Scott. At Scott and Partners, he wog do
| returned' 1.n B w'(')[al and the Kumasi Stadium, among others. Eventua)) B
111 the 37 Mm:gvizslt’; take the lead on any projects, he left to the UniVerz'i::ter
ISuc)itesztler;gnd Technology (UST) Develop_ment Office. In1963 he Studied for a ye,, :f
S rapical School of the AA after which he took up an appointment at the gy
Department of Architecture (DOA) as .the first African lecturer: .

The DOA at the UST was set up In 1958, based on the British Architectypy
Education system, placing it in a Commonwealth network. even long after inq,.
pendence. Among the first batch of students were Daniel S. Kpodo-Tay anq
Samuel O. Larbi, who studied there from 1959 to 1965.

Kpodo-Tay is part of a family tradition of building professionals whose artistic
instincts and propensity for anticolonial rhetoric showed in his designs and hj
relationship to the European establishment. He thinks he was purposely faileg
in his final year thesis and not selected for a scholarship at the AA even though
he was an excellent student. He was formally trained as a mason by his father,
one of the first building contractors in the Volta Region, and worked as an artist,
, drawing signs for beer bars in his town. His work includes the Ghana Museum of
o Science and Technology. -

Larbi had a natural instinct for physics and mathematics, and though he
| struggled with designing “airports and other buildings he had never seen before,
he excelled at calculations necessary for designing the angles for solar shading
| devices. He was part of a group of eight students who were sent to the AA, andin
: 1970 he returned to teach at the UST. He worked on several buildings, including
‘ the Bank of Ghana Cedi House (with Owusu Addo) and the UST Library annex.

3. TROPICAL MODERNISM BY GHANAIAN ARCHITECTS

Form Closely Follows Function: The Dominant Ghanaian

Tropical Modernism

Some Ghanaian architects adopted much more of the philosophy of tropical
modernism than others, by virtue of their training and relationship to the colo-
nial system. AA-trained Owusu Addo and Larbi interacted with masters of fh'e
| style such as Drew, Koenisberger and Scott. This put them in a position of pr.i\n-
1 lege within the Ghanaian architecture industry hierarchy. Owusu AddC helf
| the first Ghanaian lecturer at the DOA as well as the first Ghanaian chief afc_hl'
tect flt the Development Office of the KNUST had privileges that other Ghanaia®
ar;hlte_CtS did not. His public buildings such as the Cedi House easily fit aesthet”
cally with those designed by Europeans. he

B e : t
Owusu Addo's indigenous influences feature mainly in the planniné arE

spaces he desj . amics
st 1981gned, A first-hand awareness of family and community dym ocdl
1S placing of a cou

rtyard in almost every residence he did. He gell
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ficURe 3. D.S Kpodo-Tay, ECOWAS Headquarters Competition Entry, Lomé, Togo. © D.S Kpodo-Tay, 2015.

sesthetic” should be applied only to “local” buildings - for instance office build-
ings were “foreign to Ghana’ and thus should not be imbued with ‘local aesthetic”.
Applying art after the building was erected was preferable to incorporating tra-

ditional motifs in the form of the building. Similarly, Larbi used courtyards, solar
o control climate. In his public architecture however,
al art and symbols. In the Bank of

e Adinkra symbols generously on

shading and verandas t
he was more open to incorporating tradition
Ghana in Kumasi, for example, he uses Asant

the facade of the building.

Form Loosely Follows Function: Tropical Modernism of Dissent
Other architects sought to establish an aesthetic that was visually dis-
tinct. They accepted the climatic control, technological and material aspects of
the style, but were decidedly expressive in the aesthetic of the buildings they
designed, Kpodo-Tay's artistic confidence, his distance from colonial centres of
Power and his anti-colonial politics led him to this different approach. He was
fascinated by symbolism, and often started his design with an overt symbol or
4symbolic thought. The forms he adopted were sculptural and often departed
from thevertical and horizontal planes preferred by the dominant s-cho.ol of trop-
lc.al Modernists. His entry for the ECOWAS headquarters competition illustrates

18scy . .

Iptural tropical modernism. - architects - buildings that

Allalygin .
g the personal residences of Ghana _ onal
®Y designed for themselves — is a helpful way to gauge what their own pe
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s were, as public projects were often messages to other architeeys
the public. In designing their ox-nr-n houses, they were _far less constraineq Sand
etal pressures, finances and pohtu.:s. The personal.remdences of these th
tects are studies in form, volume, light and profusion of vegetation Subt
with the dominant aesthetic often appears. Owusu Addo for instance
Mediterranean-style clay-tiled roof rather than the low MOoNno-pitched
varieties favoured by most tropical modernists. He even inserts Protryg;
curved wall as ornamentation on the facade of his house. Larbi’s house jg Sirni]ng
in this regard. Kpodo-Tay’s case is of particular interest as his choice of th, don?il:
nant modernist rectilinear profiles for his personal residence hints that his Public
dissent from the dominant aesthetic of tropical modernism may not haye been

reflected privately.

preference

0¢j-
adoptg 3

Or hidge,

4, LEGACIES OF TROPICAL MODERNISM

In its contemporary manifestation, the Ghanaian architecture industry began
to form in the time of British colonial rule, and gained momentum in the era of
nationalism and independence in the late 1940s to late 1960s — a period which coin-
cided with the peak tropical modernism. It matured in the 1970s when a combina-
tion of activism by indigenous architects and an exodus of European architects
resulted in the leadership of the Ghana Institute of Architects becoming, for the
first time, almost entirely black. The association of tropical modernist buildings
with independence also meant that although the style was initially conceived of
by Europeans, it became the de facto basis of architectural identity in the country
for many.

Yet tropical modernism was closely linked with British colonial power, and in
the industry hierarchy, the Ghanaian trained in Ghana was at the lowest level
This may explain why architects who by virtue of their academic backgrounds
had better relations with the colonial cen*
tre adopted the tenets of tropical moder™
ism more that those that did not. In the
political and economic instability O_f e
1980s, high-ranking indigenous aI'ChltECIE-;
were also driven out of the countrs: %

. ducated
geted because they were highly € EiF
and wealthy. The people that rose 1o :‘ngs
place were unlikely to have fond feevlmh
for modernism, as it was 355°C1at8d g5 t0-
centres of power they had little acce
However, they did not have mUCh. 10 _ for
on to form a new basis of idenut{; peel
beyond the pyramids, they had r}»?ectn.nral
taught much about African archl

FIGURE 4. John Owusu Addo, Perso

nal Residen :
© Kuukuwa Manful, 2015, ¢ Kumasi, Ghana, 1975,
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yistory before European influence. In fact, j;

ere Was nothing useful in the African aI'CiliteCt
natioﬂal artist Kofi Antubam insisted that “as o ural.p;ilstu
at concrete architectural, sculptyrg] cors Fasitisk
» Céram

ad i ry
been dlsparaged. Fry thougp
gnt

an
nov\? SVen Ghanas first
n, Ghanaians have

the great == :
1o design being driven by easily obtainab]e materj

could explain the apparent lack of architectura] identit ;
opvironment from the 1980s to the 20005 in particul entity in much of the built
Inte.restingly, among some young architects th:rzl;re i
ernism is making :.:1 resurgence. A small new schoo] of arcl:.lgns that tropical mod-
aesthetics and philosophy of tropical modernism in thej ltECtS'are revisiting the
¢+ a basis for their personal architectural i he1r l-Practlce as they search
Richardson’s design ethos is inspired by a visit to the gcgﬁ }? el _A‘-‘B‘Jstus
architectural world grows more connected and competiti ouse as: a ch1ld-. Asthe
are looking to the tropical modernist past to craft an imlltrc:,\i,rc‘;1 ;i};:::: ts like him

als i " di
and clients directionsg, This

NOTES
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Britsh West Africa: The Work of Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew, AfriCaniszi‘;ir?;Te:t agencies. See Stanley Shaloff, “The
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§ bsormin andljesusligrl‘-lgjlgaddto be l:e-roofed. Addo we_nt ‘.Lo architecture schools in the United States and
5 ARSI o treaech n ,'op. cit. Great Britain. From the mid-1940s through the 1950s they
the Wangara hotel, d _gusctlls Richardson, he recalls ‘that returned to Ghana to take up positions in the Public Works
FlowSat g d{h esigned and copstruc'teq by ;}rchltect Department the Architectural and Engineering Services
e ed the trend of covering buildings in (floor) Com.par)y. forelgn—ownefj firms ar?d later on to some of the
b ‘Prioriothis therg ) . ) few ur_1d|geno.us cqmpanles that h_|red architects.
, there is ample evidence of precolonial building 10 In this stratification in the architecture industry, (white)

European architects were at the top of the pecking order,
followed by indigenous architects whe trained in the UK,
then those that trained in the US and other Western coun-
nally at the bottom of the hierarchy were the
architects who had trained (or, more accurately at the time,
architects who were about to finish training) in Ghana.
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design and construction specialists such as the Fante build-

ers of the Aban, the Adansi and the Atakpame.

;::;::"amples are named in Hutchison's Pen Pictures:

Am-lum::zemmos Sackey, George Ekem Ferguson, Charles

g ;“ Barnes, John Buckman, and C. Annan vander-
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Ater iy ;(_it_)ld Co?st.Cotony, Leiden, Brill, 2005.

Sigﬂiﬁcan;(' ritish thinking about their colonies changed

- fri and under new education policies, some Gold 12

Otajen m ardinary backgrounds had the opportunity
abroad for training. There was a conscious drive

tries, and fi
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“Imagining Architecture: The Structure
Ghana”, Africa Today, 47 (2), 2000,
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