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ABSTRACT

Ghanaian art forms are dominated by symbolism that characterises the socio-cultural, religious
and political ideals of the people. These symbols which are often used in religious, and socio-
political buildings for educational, aesthetic and religious purposes encapsulate Ghanaian
thoughts, beliefs, ideas, aspirations and spirituality in abstract forms. The objective of this study
is to explore the significance, philosophical and socio-cultural narratives embodied in the sym-
bols that are employed in the architectural ornamentation of Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew’s ar-
chitectural project in Opoku Ware Senior High and Prempeh Senior High Schools in Kumasi.
This study employed the qualitative method of research using observation, library research and
Dphotographic documentations. The data were analysed using the interpretivist research method.
The results of the study show that Fry and Drew’s application of Ghanaian symbols in school
architecture at Opoku Ware Senior High and Prempeh Senior High Schools in Kumasi exempli-
fy their response to contextualising indigenous sensibilities in design. The symbols which were
mainly the stool, crocodile from the adinkra symbology and honey comb motifs were generally
employed as precast concrete for the dual purpose of serving practical and aesthetics demands of
the schools’ architecture. The study concludes that the stool, crocodile and honey comb motifs
symbolise authority, status, power, versatility and assiduousness, and their deployment in the
architecture of these two schools is a negotiation of the Ashanti Royal authority and symbolic
power that is derived from western academic experience.

Keywords: Opoku Ware Senior High School, Prempeh Senior High School, Maxwell Fry, Jane
Drew, Ghanaian symbolism, architectural ornamentations

INTRODUCTION stract forms. This practice of using objects to
Ghanaian art forms are dominated by symbol-  represent abstract ideas has been a common
ism that characterises the socio-cultural, reli- denominator in Ghanaian and African art in
gious and political ideals of the people. These  general. This phenomenon is generally known
symbols translate the Ghanaian thoughts, be- as symbolism. Symbolism has been defined to
liefs, ideas, aspiration and spirituality in ab-  mean the use of abstract characters to represent
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objects, functions, processes or ideas (Gilbert,
1998). In Ghana these symbols appear in the
form of adinkra (Owusu, 2019; Rattray, 1927;
Alabi, 2020; Rimpsey, 2013; Aboagyewaa-
Ntiri et al. 2018), gold weights (Quarcoopome,
2017) wumbrella and linguist staff tops
(Kuwornu-Adjaottor et al., 2015) as well as
geometric symbols that are often found on pot-
tery, textile, metal, woodcarvings and other
indigenous art forms. Symbolism has been
deployed in ornamentations of religious and
socio-political buildings to educate and connect
the public to their creator and leaders (Asante et
al., 2015). These symbols also serve as sources
of power and identity to the communities where
they are used.

Indigenous Ghanaian art places emphasis on
specific parts of the body for symbolic mean-
ing. For example, the head is believed to have a
special role in defining a person’s destiny and
success in life and therefore it is often projected
proportionately larger than the body. Tradition-
al Ghanaian artists also employ scale for sym-
bolic effect in multiple figure compositions,
where the most important individuals are de-
picted as the largest figure, while those of less-
er importance are smaller in size (The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 2006). Symbolism has
been key in Ghanaian communication net-
works. It is opined that the Ghanaian and Afri-
can worldview in general is full of symbols
which serve as foundation for understanding
their way of life (Mensah, 2010). Seth (2013)
asserted that symbols occupy the core of our
social and cultural world. These works of art
are channels through which human beings com-
municate important aspects of their culture and
history (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2006).

Different types of these art forms are fused into
traditional Ghanaian architecture as ornamenta-
tions for psychological, religious, communica-
tive and socio-political significance and are
often employed at locations of potential social
interaction such as palaces, temples and shrines
(Smikle, 2019). Ornamentation is defined as an
element of art or architecture that helps to im-
prove the aesthetic qualities and the depth and
legibility of its symbolic meanings. It is consid-
ered as a constant human demand which is vir-
tually used by all cultures as an intrinsic part of

artistic works (Mitrache, 2012). Ornamenta-
tions in architecture allow for interaction and
contemplation for cultural, historical and spir-
itual fulfilments. It has the ability to instigate
feelings, experiences, histories, and references
to the user of an object. Peterson (2017) noted
that, ornamentation is history, current, timeless
and variable, and has been perceived as luxury
in the past. According to Heathcote (2015), it is
the medium through which architecture com-
municates with the broader public.

The subject of ornamentation has not been
prominent in the discourse of Maxwell Fry and
Jane Drew’s architectural practice in many lit-
eratures. The British architects Maxwell Fry
(1899-1987) and Jane Drew (1911-1996) who
were married couple and business partners were
appointed as Town Planning Advisors to the
colonial Resident Minister and Chief of Staff in
West Africa. Some of the cities they developed
plans for in West Africa are; Accra, Kumasi,
Freetown and Lagos (Jackson and Holland,
2016: Winterhalter, 2015). Kumasi, the capital
of Ashanti region of Ghana, is culturally con-
servative and considered as the cultural hub of
the country (National Commission on Culture,
2007). Kumasi has very rich culture and history
stimulated by the Asantehene, the King of the
Asante people (Arhin, 1970). The Ashanti and
for that matter Ghanaians have sophisticated
taste for beauty which is expressed in their art
forms.

Some of the important architectural projects
undertaken in Ghana by Fry and Drew are the
Opoku Ware Senior High and Prempeh Senior
High Schools in Kumasi. An important element
in their work in West Africa is the development
of architectural idiom that combines sculptural
precast concrete balusters and brise soleil to
provide sunshade and decorative effect to their
buildings. More important for this study is their
ornamentations that referenced the cultural her-
itage of Ghana. As opposed to Fry and Drew’s
narrative, contemporary Ghanaian architects
have not explored much symbolism for the or-
namentations of public architecture, and there
is a huge gap in literature, especially in school
architecture. School buildings in Ghana before
and after independence have generally been
constructed in the modernist style of architec-
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ture; rectangular straight walls and simple win-
dows, with no provision for detailing and
meaning for contemplation (Morgenthaler,
2015; Backovi¢ et al, 2010; Elrayies, 2018).
The objective of this study is to explore the
philosophical and socio-cultural narratives em-
bodied in the symbols that are employed in the
ornamentations of Maxwell Fry and Jane
Drew’s architectural projects and their signifi-
cance to the architecture of Opoku Ware Senior
High and Prempeh Senior High Schools in Ku-
masi

Literature review

This section reviews literature on symbolism in
architectural ornamentations, Ghanaian sym-
bolism and Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew’s ar-
chitectural practice with particular interest in
their practice in Ghana.

Symbolism in architectural ornamentations
Human beings employ communication process-
es in everyday life experiences through mean-
ing deduction. Since the ancient times, people
in all cultures have naturally symbolized their
experiences with their environment in graphic
forms (Seth, 2013). Meanings are created out of
the association between these graphic forms
and the object symbolized (Abraham, 2005).
Symbols that have been created throughout the
world are simplified abstractions of complex
realities, where the visible represents the invisi-
ble (Abraham, 2005). Symbols are visual imag-
es or signs representing an idea. The ability to
use symbols through identification and under-
standing of their meaning helps to enrich peo-
ple’s lives.

Symbols in religious ornamentations generally
identify the respective faith. From the medieval
cathedral ornamentations to the gorgeous calli-
graphic symbols of the Koran, identities have
been created through symbolism in architecture
(Holm, 2001, Seth, 2013). Seth (2013) classi-
fied symbolism into five namely; cosmic sym-
bolism, natural world symbolism, human life
symbolism, myths and religion, society and
culture. He claimed that symbolism in architec-
ture has always been linked to power and sta-
tus. Symbolism has been employed as a visual
language and are generally used in art and ar-
chitecture for communication and identity crea-
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tion. Symbolism and ornamentations are char-
acteristically found in the art of the ancient
nomads (Bunker, et al., 2002).

According to Astakhova (2020) the most com-
plex and difficult part of creativity in architec-
tural creation is the production of the symbolic
form. Therefore, picturesque and sculptural
images are used to explain the meaning of the
architectural form in a simpler language. These
symbolic forms are often rendered as ornamen-
tations in architecture.

It is argued by George (2005) that, since archi-
tecture is not a mere design of buildings or hab-
itats that are simple physical enclosures, but on
the contrary a communication of thoughts, pref-
erences, beliefs and emotions in built form it
must symbolically speak and impart signifi-
cance to its users. He stressed that serious ar-
chitecture must have a strong moral and social
core that has a mantle of the manifested. Sym-
bolic meanings mostly emerged from a reli-
gious foundation or the contextual orientation
of the user. It therefore extends that the external
forms of architecture with its features must
communicate beliefs, culture and its concepts
which is shared by the collective consciousness
of the individual’s origin (George, 2005).

Ghanaian symbolism

There are many ways through which Ghanaians
communicate their thoughts and feelings. These
communications are often done through sym-
bols, proverbs, songs and dirges (Kquofi et al.,
2013). Ghanaians employ both verbal and non-
verbal channels for communications. Verbal
communications are expressed in oral forms
while non-verbal ones are done through sym-
bols (Kuwornu-Adjaottor et al., 2015). The
most important collection of symbols among
Ghanaians is the Adinkra symbols. Adinkra
symbols are symbols through which stylized
pictures transmit the philosophy of the Akan
people of Ghana (Owusu, 2019). Rattray
(1927) recorded fifty-three samples of adinkra
symbols and their meanings in his book;
“Religion and Art in Ashanti” while Alabi
(2020) postulates that there are over 400 adin-
kra symbols. These symbols are developed
through observations and associations between
humans, animals, flora and fauna, the human
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body and its parts, and elements of nature and
abstract concepts (Danzy, 2009).

Traditional symbols present translations of
thought and ideas that express and symbolize
the values and beliefs of the people among
whom they occur (Kuwornu-Adjaottor et al.
2015). These images have often become sym-
bolic by having certain ideas or proverbs im-
posed on them. Rimpsey (2013) described the
Adinkra symbols as graphic and ideographic
construction that communicate both linguisti-
cally and pictorially. The artefacts that are ex-
pressed in symbolic art forms in Ghana are
textiles, pottery, stools, jewellery, umbrella
tops and linguist staff tops (Kuwornu-Adjaottor
et al. 2015). Adinkra symbols are often incor-
porated into the above art forms including walls
and other architectural features as ornamenta-
tions. In addition to the symbols’ illustration
that captures evocative messages that express
traditional wisdom and aspects of life or the
environment, they also have ornamentation
functions (Ayensu, 2015).

Another important symbolic art form is the
stool. The stool is both real and abstract, func-
tional and symbolic. It is one of the common
types of wood carvings in Africa, south of the
Sahara, and particularly in Ghana. Patton
(1979) underscored four main functions of the
stool in Ghana namely; utilitarian, rites of pas-
sage, as sacred object, and political symbol.
The stool is a very important symbolic object
for Ghanaians, particularly for cultures in the
south of Ghana. In southern Ghana, every chief
has one or more stools which he uses to identi-
fy and legitimise his rank. They are important
symbols of political, judicial, and social leader-
ship (Patton, 1979). Their role as political sym-
bol is demonstrated by the fact that the term
"stool" may denote and define the office of a
chief and his officials (Osei, 2002; Kumah,
2009). The stool is used as a symbol of chief-
taincy, royalty, custom and tradition. Queen
mothers may publicly sit on the traditional stool
as a seat of authority that communicates mes-
sages about the nature of their leadership (Hale,
2013).

Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew’s architectural
practise in Ghana

Maxwell Fry, a British architect and town plan-
ner was born in Liscard, Wallasey, England in
August, 1899 and died in September 1987.
From 1920-23 Fry studied at School of Archi-
tecture, Liverpool University. Walter Gropius,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier and
Pierre Jeanneret are some of the important
modernist architects who worked with Fry
(Bahga, 2019). Fry’s reputation as a key figure
in the development of the British Modern
Movement cannot be contested. He was
amongst the first British architects to complete
a building in concrete with white and symmet-
rical form, a style that became common with
modern architecture (Rimsa, 2020).

Just like Maxwell Fry, Dame Jane Drew was
an English modernist architect and town plan-
ner. She graduated from the Architectural As-
sociation School in London and became one of
the principal proponents of the Modern Move-
ment in London before World War II (Jackson
and Holland, 2016; Rimsa, 2020). During and
after the World War II, Drew actively designed
social and public projects in England, West
Africa, India, Sri Lanka and Iran (Guppy,
1996; Bahga, 2019). She was together with her
husband and business partner, Maxwell Fry in
West Africa and designed schools and universi-
ties. She wrote books about her architectural
practice in different countries and also helped
to establish the Institute of Contemporary Arts
in London.

Among some important projects that were un-
dertaken by Fry and Drew in Ghana are:
Prempeh and Opoku Ware Senior High
Schools, Kumasi; St. Monica’s School, Mam-
pong; Community centre in Accra, with Mosa-
ic mural on the front fagade by Kofi Antobam;
Adisadel, Mfantsipim, and Wesley Girls’ Sen-
ior High Schools, Cape Coast; St Francis Col-
lege of Education, Hohoe; Amedzofe Senior
High School and Presbyterian College of Edu-
cation, Amedzofe; Mawuli Senior High
School, Ho; Aburi Senior High School and
College of Education, Aburi; St. Joseph’s Col-
lege of Education, Bechem; Apowa Roman
Catholic; College of Education, Takoradi;
Community Centre at Tarkwa, Low and High
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grade houses in Tema and Leventis store, Ac-
cra. Above all, one important feature of their
designs in Ghana was their concern to respond
to the indigenous cultural orientation of the
people.

RESEARCH METHOD

This study employed the qualitative method of
research ((Maggs-Rapport, 2001; Silverman,
2005; Kumar, 2011; Bengtsson, 2016) using
observation, field note, library research and
photographic documentations (Yeldirim and
Yuksel, 2015; Urquhart, 2015). This study is an
extract from the first author’s ongoing PhD
dissertation. Primary data was collected from
Opoku Ware and Prempeh Senior High School
campuses while the secondary data was ob-
tained from the Kwame Nkrumah University of
Science and Technology (KNUST) library and
from the internet. In order to get access to these
schools’ premises to carry out the research,
official letters from KNUST, were sent to the
respective school’s Heads to obtain permission.
After permissions were granted, initial survey
was carried out in the schools to observe and
identify the various areas of interest to the re-
searchers. This was followed with observation
and photographic documentation of the various
ornamentations on these campuses. The exer-
cise went along with literature review from the
library which sought to know more about these
buildings and their history. The data were ana-
lysed using the interpretive research method.
The secondary data from the library was used
to support the primary data that were collected
from the schools’ campuses.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section provides the findings and discus-
sions of the study. It sets out to provide over-
view of the two schools under study and pro-
ceeds to provide images of the symbols and
discussion of the symbolism and ornamenta-
tions in the architecture (http://
www.owassmag.com/p/blog-page 24.html).

On the other hand, Prempeh Senior High
School was founded in 1949, three years before
Opoku Ware Senior High School, through a
collaboration between the Asanteman Tradi-
tional Council, the British Colonial Govern-
ment, and the Methodist and the Presbyterian
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Churches of the then Gold Coast. Prempeh Sen-
ior High School is a public boys’ school located
in Kumasi, Ashanti Region of Ghana. The
school was named after the King of Ashanti
(Asantehene), Sir Osei Tutu Agyeman Prempeh
II, who donated the land on which the school
was built. Prempeh Senior High was the first
school project designed by the renowned Brit-
ish modernist Architects Fry and Drew in Ku-
masi.

Ghanaian symbolism in Fry and Drew’s ar-
chitecture

Fry and Drew were influenced by the African
propensity for ornamenting their artefacts and
developed a more expressive architecture for
school designs employing ‘local motifs’ and
symbolic references in Ghana. Fry and Drew’s
works at Opoku Ware Senior High and
Prempeh Senior High Schools in Kumasi exem-
plify their response to indigenous sensibilities
in their architectural designs. It was this style of
architecture that established their reputation in
the canon of ‘tropical modernism’, which they
continued to work in Africa until the 1960s
(Liscombe, 2006). Opoku Ware Senior High
and Prempeh Senior High Schools were origi-
nally planned, designed and supervised by Fry
and Drew. The architecture of these two
schools resonate the Ashanti culture with the
use of the stool, crocodile symbol and other
geometric forms. The architects employed or-
namentations that are essentially rooted in Gha-
naian cultural narratives. The architects used
mainly Ghanaian traditional symbols as motifs
for the design of the buildings’ mouldings. The
British plan for new schools during the latter
part of their rule in Ghana was aimed at achiev-
ing a higher standard of architecture that served
a moral purpose (Jackson and Hollard, 2016).

Fry and Drew responded to this demand by
creating architecture that had practical concerns
for the environment and culture. They achieved
this objective by designing architecture that
was both symbolic and practical in character.
They used the cultural symbolism of the adin-
kra, the stool and other traditional motifs to
produce practical architectural characters such
as sunbreaks, lattices and other screenings as
well as breeze-permitting devices. In Figs 1 and
2, the stool symbol was employed as motif for
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Fig. 1: Stool symbol cast in concrete moulding used as sunbreaks and ventilation device that
is also appreciated for its socio-political and educational significance

Fig. 2: Stool symbols cast in relief on the front facade of the Assembly Hall of Prempeh Senior
High School

mouldings and relief ornamentations on the  These applications sought to explore the practi-

buildings of Opoku Ware and Prempeh Senior  cal, aesthetic and symbolic significance of the

High Schools respectively. stool symbolism in architecture of schools that
have direct link to the Ashanti royal court. The
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mouldings were applied for the practical pur-
poses of breaking the direct tropical sun from
entering the hall, provision of ventilation and
for aesthetics.

The stool symbolises authority, status and pow-
er (Hale, 2013), and its deployment in the
school architecture of Opoku Ware Senior High
and Prempeh Senior High Schools expresses
negotiation of the Ashanti Royal authority and
the political administration of the colonial au-
thority. The symbolism of the stool in school
architecture also explores the conversations and
historical narratives where traditional authori-
ties have championed developmental projects
for their communities. In this conversation the
stool does not only represent socio-political
power (Osei, 2002; Kumah, 2009; Patton,
1979), but also that which is derived from west-
ern academic experience. The narrative ex-
plored socio-political and aesthetic significance
of the stool in contemporary artistic conversa-
tions. It also echoes the role of education in the
economic, social, and political empowerment
of the individual. The simplicity of the stool’s
rendition arranged in horizontal and vertical

symmetry and linear composition create com-
plex network of negative spaces that allow for
the penetration of sunlight and natural circula-
tion of air in the hall at Opoku Ware Senior
High School (see Fig. 1). The dark voids in the
wall created by the stool mouldings contrast
with the characteristic white-washed colour of
the modernist architecture. The white colour
signifies purity in Ghanaian colour symbolism
and evokes the purity of knowledge acquired
through education (Antwi, E. and Kquofi,
2015; Ayiku, 1998). It also denotes joy, hope
and wellbeing (Hagan, 1970), the ideal state of
human personhood that education is expected
to provide. Also, at Prempeh Senior High
School, the stool is cast in relief and arranged
on vertical columns projecting from the walls
of the school’s Assembly Hall which represents
the seat and citadel of scholarship and spiritual-
ity of the school. The arrangement of the long
columns hosting the stool ornamentations cre-
ate repetition and balance that lead the viewer’s
attention in vertical symmetry (Fig. 3).

The symbolism in the ornamentations in Fry
and Drew’s work at Opoku Ware Senior High

Fig. 3: Assembly Hall of Prempeh Senior High School showing the long columns hosting the
stool ornamentations that create repetition, balance and vertical symmetry
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and Prempeh Senior Schools echoes Ghanaian
philosophy of adoptability and power. The
crocodile motifs employed as balustrades for
the class room blocks at Opoku Ware (Fig. 4)
and as simple geometric patterns in tessellating
forms to create sunbreaks and lattices for the
dormitories and pathways that link the admin-
istration to other parts of the school’s infra-

structure at Prempeh (Fig. 5) also bear a lot of
symbolic and philosophical significance.

The crocodile symbolises adoptability, versatil-
ity and wit in Ghanaian symbolism. It repre-
sents the crocodile’s ability to live in both wa-
ter and on land (Rimpsey, 2013). The meaning
of the motif and its application in school arch-

Fig. 4: The crocodile motifs employed as balustrades for the class room blocks also bear a lot

of symbolic and philosophical significance

Fig. 5: The crocodile motif employed as simple geometric patterns in tessellating forms to
create sunbreaks and lattices for the pathway that link the administration to other parts of

Prempeh Senior High School
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itecture interprets the need to harness western
and traditional education for the creation of
wholistic and versatile individuals in the socie-
ty. The crocodile motif exhibits abstraction,
simplicity, balance and symmetry. The repeti-
tion of four motifs in between two columns
generate a sense of cell that creates rhythm and
balance. The white and blue colours express
contrast and project the white painted symbols
from the cells. The abstraction of crocodile in
Fig. 4 mimics and choreographs human beings
collaborating to lift a weight in a determined
disposition. The symbolism in Opoku Ware
school building is one of Fry’s works that reso-
nates traditional philosophy of adoptability and
power. Again, the repetition of the motif cre-
ates voids that mimic the star, a symbol in Gha-
naian philosophy that communicates hope and
excellence (Fig. 4).

Furtherance to this conversation is the use of
abstracted renditions of the honey comb design
(Fig. 6) used as sunbreaks and ventilation per-
mitting device. The bee is noted for its charac-
teristics of assiduousness, independence, asso-
ciation and defensiveness. The honey comb
design symbolises the bee, and its application
in school architecture signifies the need to in-
culcate these rich qualities in students. The

:‘U'

] ] i
—// -
Fig. 6: Two different renditions of the honey comb design used as sunscreens, for ventilation
and aesthetic appeal at the Opoku Ware Senior High School

honey comb design explores the narrative of
assiduous and enterprise, independent in think-
ing, communal in action and nationalistic in
defence of national cultural heritage.

CONCLUSION

The study explored the significance of the stool
and crocodile symbols as well as the honey
comb designs in school architecture for their
socio-political and educational contexts. The
stool symbolises authority, status and power
and its deployment in the architecture of these
two schools is a negotiation of the Ashanti
Royal authority and symbolic power that is
derived from western academic experience. The
crocodile also symbolises adoptability, versatil-
ity and wit while the honey comb expresses
assiduousness and enterprise, independence in
thinking, communal in action and nationalistic
in defence of national cultural heritage. It was
observed that Fry and Drew contextualised
their architectural designs along Ghanaian cul-
tural symbolism. One of the key points in this
study is the contextualisation of these designs
with particular reference to the significance of
the stool and the crocodile symbols to the
Ashanti royal court and their relevance to the
education of Ghanaians.
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Symbolism is an important feature in Ghanaian
cultural expression. Symbolism has been used
in the ornamentations of traditional Ghanaian
architecture for psychological, religious, com-
municative and socio-political reasons. Fry and
Drew’s architectural works in Ghana explored
some of these symbols and patterns for school
architecture. In the case of Opoku Ware Senior
High and Prempeh Senior High Schools, the
stool and crocodile symbols as well as the hon-
ey comb designs were generally employed as
precast concrete for the dual purpose of serving
practical and aesthetics demands of the archi-
tecture. These solutions came in the form of
brise soleil, sunbreaks, ventilation devices and
finally as ornamentations for aesthetics and
meaning.
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