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Given the challenges of access and archives, it is hard to get down to detail in the documentation of modern African architecture. This architectural monograph by Nigerian based architects John Godwin and Gillian Hopwood is a moving and meticulous catalogue of the designed work of their friend, the artist Demas Nwoko, that is refreshingly full of both architectural and anecdotal details. It begins with two short essays on Nwoko’s creative background and an analysis of his approach to design, but for the most part describes, in drawings, text and photographs, his twelve built and five unexecuted works.

The first essay chronicles how Nwoko’s interest in design, from his home village of Idumuje Ugboko in today’s Delta State of Nigeria, through a number of towns and schools, was formed by his exposure to different art media through his schooling, his witnessing of the growth of the village and a brief spell in the Public Works Department in Ibadan. After wavering between a desire to draw and construct buildings and a preference for more immediate creative forms, he committed in 1957 to the new fine arts course at the College of Arts, Science and Technology in Zaria.

Nwoko became a well known cultural figure when he joined his classmates Uche Okeke and Simon Oreke in forming the Nigerian Art Society (also known as the Zaria Art Society). The Zaria members consciously built their creative practices around historical art forms, to achieve the “Natural Synthesis” that would merge western and vernacular influences. Nwoko’s capacity for synthesis, however, extended beyond the content of his paintings to characterise his practice as a whole, beginning with a move to making terracotta sculpture, stage design, and from 1967 onwards, designing buildings. 

The first of these buildings, and an ongoing work, is the New Culture Studio and Residence at Oremeji, Ibadan, a combination of a theatre, exhibition space and studios alongside Nwoko’s own home. The constructive strategy here, as in almost all his projects, is to phase the development of spaces over time by creating first a concrete frame, filling it in with locally produced stabilised soil blocks and sheet roofing, and finally producing bespoke screens and columns carved wood, sandcast concrete, or wrought iron. In a very material sense, Nwoko’s approach to building integrates the modernist concrete frame, the hybrid colonial materials of pan and latcrete, and the expressive media used in the details.

The presentation of the sixteen buildings that Nwoko has worked on is meticulous, extending to new drawings of most of his plans. This archive suggests many narratives.  Godwin and Hopwood’s essay, “the Evolution of the Work of a Designer”, emphasizes Nwoko’s technical skill in addressing climatic conditions, working around minimal budgets and adapting indigenous typological forms, so mirroring the modernist architects around the period of independence. They compare him to Amancio Guedes in Mocambique and to Alan Vaughan-Richards in Lagos, suggesting that Nwoko should be taken seriously as a designer who is both the technical equal of his colonial peers, and more representative of indigenous design practices. 

The book’s fairly explicit agenda is to give overdue recognition to Nwoko by presenting his built work as a regional, but proper form of modern architecture. Yet this portrayal somehow reduces the significance of Nwoko’s tendency to resist colonial categories in both practice and thinking. The images in which he (unconventionally) appears, posed, as a robed character set against in his own buildings, show how his design approach converges with his interest in theatre. Some more attention to his design process, and its relationship to his Beaux-Arts training in stage design in Paris, would shed light on the link between the visuality of his painted works and his spacemaking approach. The programmes of Nwoko’s buildings are fascinating; the conjunction of entrepreneurial, private, cultural and religious lives in the buildings are all ingenious remixes of mono-functional modernist hierarchies. 

While Godwin and Hopwood portray the tensions between modernism and indigenous design as a barrier that is still to be overcome, Nwoko’s approach can perhaps be read as a staging of that barrier as a creative, lived threshold. One could contrast their reading with that of Giles Omezi, Nwoko’s niece and a member of the young art/architecture collective bukka, who feels that Nwoko’s work, understood as lived space, shows how “one becomes free to explore the rich sources of the everyday in flux for a true template for architecture”.

Whatever the limitations of its chosen, and rigorously applied direction, this book presents very valuable documentation that opens up new possibilities for both textual and designerly reactions to the transformation of modern architecture in Africa and elsewhere. The haunting images alone provoke an engagement with modern architecture as a historical frame that has endured from a moment where Africans felt inspired to imagine themselves as their own architects. 
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