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Foreword

RECLAIMING ANCESTRAL 
NARRATIVES

Sir David Adjaye OBE

While Ghana is my ancestral homeland, growing up in various loca-
tions across Africa and becoming attuned to its rich diversity of 
cultures and histories gave me a distinctively pan-African view of 
the continent. After this formative experience, I went on to document 
all fifty-four African capital cities during a ten-year period spent 
investigating the role of architecture in the making of urban space. 
This became a study less about the construction of symbolic urban 
objects than about the synthesis of cultures going back over several 
centuries. I came to see the city as an inclusive conglomerate of 
shared identity rather than a series of free-standing architectural 
icons. A similar ethos drives this book, which seeks to understand 
African kingdoms not by the usual historical periods, but on their 
own unique evolutionary terms. 

Through my research, it became clear to me that the political 
map of Africa has distorted our capacity to recognize the diversity 
of its cultures and the critical role of geography in shaping its his-
tories. I developed a different kind of map of the continent, which 
became the basis for classifying its capital cities according to their 
position in one of six geographic terrains. These distinct terrains – 
the Maghrib, the Desert, the Sahel, the Savanna and Grassland, the 
Forest, and the Mountain and Highveld – portray the continent as 
a place of shared geographical inflections and identities. It is this 
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