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Abstract 
 

Vernacular architecture has been a subject of interest by scholars in different 

fields, views and perspectives. Some of such studies are on material, climate, 

morphology cultural behaviour and spatial needs of the people.  The inclination 

of this research is on cultural behaviour and the use of space. This is because 

people’s cultural behaviour forms the foundation of vernacular architecture.  

However, most scholarly interests are focused on major ethnic groups with little 

interest on the minority ethnic group such as the Nupe ethnic group in Nigeria. 

Culture differs and so do the behaviour and the spatial needs of people. For a 

sustainable development to be attained, architecture needs to be tailored 

towards the cultural needs of the people.  This study, therefore, embarked upon 

an ethnographic study to determine the basic domestic architectural spatial 

needs of the Nupe people, which entailed and eight months stay with the local 

people. The process of data elicitation included behavioural mapping and the 

conduct of interviews. A conclusion is drawn showing three spaces to be the most 

valued in the daily transactions of the Nupe community. They are zhempa, 

(courtyard) katamba (entrance hall) and kata (bedroom). The finding also 

showed that the values of spaces are not solely tied to tangible spatial utilization 

but also to intangible non spatial cultural values. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 
 

Architecture is associated with the provision of 

shelter and also to support behaviour [1]. Domestic 

architecture and the use of space has witnessed 

multidisciplinary and cross cultural studies [2]. The 

interest of various disciplines in domestic 

architecture is because of its influence on human 

wellbeing such as comfort [3], behaviour [4] and 

also portrays the culture of the people [5]. People’s 

behaviour and the way they carry out their daily 

activities are culture specific [6, 7]. Equally 

important, in domestic architecture is that people 

derive meaning and also have a preference for 

certain spaces over the others [8, 9]. In addition, 

architecture in every locality is a product of 

accumulated transactions of people, which involves 

the harmonization of material, local environment 

and culture of the people as a form of identity [10]. 

These variations in the architecture of the people, 

especially the domestic architecture has thus 

resulted in the study of various traditional buildings. 

As an illustration, there are studies on the 

assessments of climatic performance of vernacular 

architecture, spatial configurations and planning 

[11, 12]. Other forms of vernacular architecture 

studies also include space and place concepts [5, 

12, 13]. This suggests that domestic vernacular 

architecture is multifaceted in dimension. However, 

for this research the inclination is towards 

architecture and what constitutes as a functional 

space in the lives of the local people, the Nupe 

ethnic group in central Nigeria. 

It is worthy to note that the house serves as the 

primary base for the basic social relationships of the 
family [14]. Furthermore, the cultural world view of 

people and lifestyles are expressed in their homes. 

Similarly, people build houses to suit their socio-

cultural lifestyles [15]. This suggests that people 

sharing a cultural tradition also have common 

social-spatial traits.  Thus, in a domestic space it is 

expected that certain traits of spatial behaviour 

within a given culture would be the same. Also of 
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importance in shaping of people’s spatial 

transactions is the socio-economic activity of a 

particular culture [16] It is not uncommon to find a 

particular culture or community sharing the same 
type of occupation [17]. It is such that the 

transactions of people within a given community 

are likely to have a common cultural value in the 

use of space towards achieving their daily needs.  

The common cultural values and transactions 

of people in the use of architectural space forms 

the objective of this research. Drawing it closer to 

the African context on what vernacular architecture 

entails, it is seen demonstrated in the scholarly work 

on major ethnic groups of Hausa of northern Nigeria 

[18-21].  Similarly, there exist studies on the 

architecture of the Igbos in the southern Nigeria [22, 

23], and also the Yoruba ethnic group [24, 25].  

However, these major ethnic groups of Hausa, 

Yoruba and Igbo have dominated cultural studies in 

Nigeria [26]. It is thus safe to state that little works 

exist on the vernacular architecture of minority 

ethnic groups such as the Nupes in central Nigeria. 

This, therefore, necessitates the study of a rural Nupe 

community’s use of domestic space and what 

constitutes the basic architecture that fulfils their 

cultural daily needs. 

 

 

2.0  THE STUDY COMMUNITY 
 

Nupe people are located within the middle belt of 

Nigeria with two distinctive landscapes of upland 

and riverine communities. These two landscape 

types have distinctively been used by the Nupes to 

identify themselves.  Those living within the river 

banks have their occupation as fishing and are 

regarded as the Kede. While the non-riverine 

communities refer to themselves as kintsozhi, 

(Upland people) [27]. There exist over seventy eight 

well established Nupe communities which are made 

up of both riverine and upland settlements [28]. 

However, amongst these, twelve towns have been 

identified to be the nucleus in the formation of 

Nupeland [29]. They are Bida, Eda, Ewu, Egbe, Esa, 

Yesa, Towagi, Pandzuru, Gaba, Tafyan, Nupeko, 

and Doko. For this reason, Doko town is selected as 

a representation of these twelve towns. Doko town 

is located 12 kilometres south of Bida, the Nupe 

capital. It is a rural community which has 

maintained its old tradition of subsistence farming 

and cultural values [30]. Furthermore, Doko 

community is situated away from the transit route of 

major towns and thus less likely  to be quickly 

acculturised by the other ethnic groups especially 

the hausa and the yorubas. 

 

 

3.0  RESEARCH METHODS 
 

3.1  Data Collection 

 

Ethnography as a method was used in the 

elicitation of human place relationship. It involved 

immersion of the researchers in the activities of the 

Nupe people through observation.  The use of 

ethnography for elicitation of data is because it lies 

within the epistemological tenet of naturalism [31]. It 

thus allowed for information to be gathered through 

the perceptions and cultural values of the Nupe 

person's spatial transactions. Furthermore, it also 
allowed emphasis to be placed more on 

understanding the transaction of the people within 

the settings where they live [32]. Consequent upon 

this in the elicitation of domestic space transaction 

of Doko community, the data collection also 

involved mapping, taking of field notes and 

interviews. These ethnographic data collection was 

for a period of eight month stay with the 

community. 

  

3.2  Spatial Mapping 

 

Architecture is about space as such spatial 

mapping aides understanding of peoples 

transactions with space [33]. Also, communities are 

guided by geographic boundary and thus the 

spatial identification of such boundaries increases 

the understanding of the spatial character [34]. 

Therefore, for this research Google map image was 

used to provide the primary spatial layout of the 

community. Similarly, Google image has been 

found useful in the conduct of this type of research 

[35].  The images from the google map were traced 

to give an outline of the entire community. This was 

then followed by the physical identification and 

verification of the data generated from the Google 

map. This was then followed by behavioural 

mapping of spatial transactions of Nupe families. 

  

3.3  Behavioural Mapping 

 

The people- place relationship is complex to 

measure due to the dynamics associated with 

people and space transactions [36]. Some of the 

technique employable is the use of time budget 

concept [37].  The concept entails giving people 

diaries to record their activities and where such 

activities took place within a fixed period of time. 

However, for this study, the use of participants’ diary 

was not possible due to the low level of literacy. As 

such observations were made by the researchers 

and recorded in an activity map for each of the 

families based on sessions. Session 1 began from 

6am to 3pm, session 2 began from 3pm to 9 pm and 

finally the 3rd session began from 9pm to 6am. 
These seasons were based on preliminary 

observations made on the pattern of the 

community’s transactions [4]. A day was then set 

aside each for the 15 families observed, while the 

third session (night) activities were elicited through 

interviews with the family heads the following days. 

 

3.4  The Conduct of Interview 

 

Behavioural mapping of activities alone may not 

give a full picture of People’s perceptions and the 

meaning they derived from the functions of their 

architectural space. Furthermore, it is also Herculean 

to have a complete picture of spatial transactions, 

especially during the private times of rest at night. It 

thus became more conceivable for the researchers 

to conduct the interviews to complete the 24 hour 
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activity cycle of each family.  This approach also 

served as a source of triangulation for the data 

elicited through direct observations [38]. The 

complexity with human phenomenological studies 
requires triangulation in order to increase the validity 

of data [39, 40]. The interview question on the family 

heads focused on domestic activities and where 

such activities took place during the third activity 

session (9am to 6pm).  

 

 

4.0  ANALYSIS 
 

The first aspect of the data analysis for all qualitative 
information gathered was open coding, then 

followed by sorting [38, 41]. The generation of 

indigenous typology   involved putting together all 

the sources of information gathered from the field 

which includes, audio files, transcripts, pictures and 

field notes together for content analysis [38]. The 

merger of all the sources of data increased the 

validity of the output [31, 41, 42].  While for speed 

and accuracy in analysis QSR Nvivo version 10 was 

employed [43]. Furthermore, in determining the 

most valued spaces in the daily transactions of the 

Nupe people, the thematic analysis was employed 

to determine the interrelationship of spaces with 

each other and how integrated each space is in 
the functioning of family members daily 

transactions. The outcome of this analysis is 

graphically generated as connection map in Figure 

1 and presented in the next section. 

 

 

5.0  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The basic structure of the Nupe compounds is made 

up several small individual courtyard units which are 
linked up together by alleys. A typical compound is 

made up entrance hut (katamba), sleeping rooms 

(kata), the courtyard, (zhempa), the animal pen 

(ega,) the granaries (edo), the kitchen (katagi), the 

hearth (yekun) and the toilets and baths (shikpata). 

However, each culture has what it lays emphasis on 

as the basic requirement for fulfilling their daily 

spatial transaction. As such the thematic analysis of 

spatial transactions is highlighted in Figure 1.  

 

 
 

Figure 1 The spatial transactions connectivity map within the Nupe domestic spaces 

 

 

The Figure 1 illustrates the level of how spaces are 

integrated into the daily activities of the Nupe 

community. The output of the analysis shows the 

strength of   zhempa (courtyard) with nine activity 
relationships. This is followed by katamba 

(entrance hut) and kata (room) each having six 

activity connections. The strength of connections 

portrays the relevance of each of these 

architectural spaces in the functioning of the 
system [44]. The system in this case is the domestic 
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transactions of the family members as illustrated in 

Figure 2.  The family members chosen for the 

domestic transaction are the compound head, 

the family head (father), the mother and the 

children.  

 

Architecture

Fence

Animal

Pen
Granary

Tree

bank

Toilets

Entrance

hut
Bedroom

Court

yard
Kitchen

Basic 

Architecture

Family 

Structure

Aunts CousinsUncles

Compd

head
Father Mother Children

Basic Family 

members

Family  and 
domestic space 

transactions

Figure 2 The family and domestic space transactions 

 

 

The Nupe family system is such that the 

extended families live together within a given 

compound. As such, as illustrated in Figure 2, the 

members of the family extend beyond the 

immediate nucleus family. However, the thematic 

analysis and observations showed that the 

compound head (Ndamitso), the family head, the 

mother and the children was adequate to define 

the quotidian use of space by a Nupe family. These 
aforementioned members of the Nupe family 

therefore formed the basis for the spatial 

transactions in Zhempa (courtyard), Katamba 

(Entrance hall), kata (bedroom) and the katagi 

(kitchen)  

 

5.1  Zhempa (Courtyard) 

 

Zhempa (courtyard) is an exterior out of the door 

space and it is mostly irregularly shaped. A typical 

zhempa is surrounded by at least a kitchen, animal 

pen, and rooms. It is a space that provides for the 

drying of clothes, storage of water and drying of 

farm products as illustrated in Figure 3. It is also a 

space utilised for routine domestic chores by 

women and could be regarded as a territory of the 

women folk.  

Furthermore zhempa also serves as resting 

place at night for the entire family, especially during 

the hot season.  This is buttressed by a family head 

(Respondent R1) in the anecdote below: 

 

“We slept at the zhempa because the 

weather was hot” 

 

Summarily, it can be deduced that the 

courtyard for the Nupe people constitutes a high 

cultural value and also highly integrated in the daily 

domestic transaction of the Nupe people.  

 

 
Figure 3 The courtyard as the women space for cooking 

and drying of farm product 

 

5.2  Katamba (Entrance hut)  

 

The katamba, (entrance hut) serves as the main 

entry into the Nupe compound. Katamba stems 

from two words, kata which means room and mba, 

the lord, which literally means the lord’s room. It is 

called the lords room because it is an embodiment 

of the compound leadership. It is a structure used 

by the compound head to receive guest of the 

compound in activities such as naming ceremonies, 

weddings and the mourning of the dead. It is an 

important structure in the transaction of the Nupe 
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community because no compound is without the 

katamba. This is contrary to assertions made by a 

scholar, which suggested that the Nupe entrance 

hall is of no significant value [20]. Nonetheless, the 
reason for this assertion could have been due to the 

simplicity of the katamba as illustrated in Figure 4. 

More to this is that the katamba is mainly used 

during ceremonies and thus on an ordinary look, it 

will be misconstrued to be of no relevance. The 

katamba in the Nupe cultural landscape is unlike 

the Hausa communities in Northern Nigeria who use 

the entrance hall daily as the resting place for the 

adult male [18, 19].  

 

 
Figure 4  Katamba, the entrance hall 

 

Furthermore, the Katamba constitutes an 

intangible value to the Nupe community. This is 

because; the Katamba bears the name of each 

compound. This is affirmed by the anecdotes of a 

respondent (R2): 

 

“We are from the same Katamba” 

 

This quotation means that they are from the 

same compound. Thus the Katamba forms a 

synonym for the name of the compound.  As such, 

in the Nupe cultural landscape, the existence of 

Katamba in each compound shows its importance 

to the Nupe people. Similarly, its presence in each 

compound makes it possible to be used to 

represent the name of each compound.  

There exists two spatial configuration of the 

katamba which are either in a circular or squared 

form. The katamba is built without windows but with 

two door openings centrally dissecting two opposite 

walls and mostly found to be detached. 

Additionally the katamba serves as a reference 

point for the Nupe people. This is because; it gives 

an orientation to the rest of the compound. It is such 

that the location of the katamba in the layout of the 

compound indicates the front of the house. 

Compound layouts do not necessarily follow any 

geographic orientation, but rather the location of 

the katamba gives the notational orientation. Thus 

the katamba forms an important architectural 

space in the daily transaction of the people through 

both its tangible and intangible forms.    

 

5.3  Kata (Bedroom)  
 

Kata (bedroom) are spaces for rest and relaxation 

across all cultures. It therefore constitutes an 

important feature within the domestic space. 

However, how these spaces are used and the form 

in which they are shaped is influenced by culture 

[45]. Historically, kata has been shaped and 
constructed in circular form. However, over time 

people began to adopt the squared shapes. An 85 

year old family head (Respondent R3) attributed this 

to people’s desire towards the need to have inner 

rooms and private spaces. There is no distinctive size 

difference between the kata of the husband and 

that of the wife’s. The distinction comes mainly in 

the interior furnishing of the rooms. The male rooms 

are mostly made up of the sleeping mat and a 

place to hang clothes while the female’s rooms 

include pots stacked up together for decorations 

and storage of grains and valuables.   

Furthermore, the rooms are mostly made up of a 

single small sized window of 0.6 meters by 0.6 

meters. The small nature of the windows is 

complemented by the doors which are always left 

open for effective cross ventilation. For privacy the 

doors are covered with shegi (traditional blind) 

made from reed grass which allows air movement 

and light, this is illustrated in Figure 5.  

 

 
Figure 5 The bedroom and the shegi blind 

 

The value of kata in the cultural landscape of 

Nupe community is not unexpected. This is because, 

like all cultures, it serves as a primary space for 

sleep, rest and also provides a private space for 

procreation. However, in the cultural landscape of 

Doko community, the women are given more 

priority in the provision of a bedroom. This is 

deduced respectively from the anecdote of two 

respondents R3 and R4: 

  
“A young man is only ready to marry when 

a room is built for the bride” 

 

“The place of a woman is in her husband’s 

house” 

 

These anecdotes portray the importance of 

having a bedroom built for the bride over the 

groom. The grooms do not necessarily have their 

own bedroom before marriage. However, when the 

first bedroom room is built, it becomes the bride’s. 

Confirming this is also the cultural norms which 

consider the place of a woman to be in her 

husband’s house.  
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Deductively, the foregoing highlights the values 

associated with the key features that determine the 

basic architecture of domestic space in the cultural 

landscape of a Nupe community. However, there 
also exist some features within the domestic space 

that constitutes a low level of family-space 

transactions. They are the kitchen, the granary the 

local oven and the toilets. The lower level of 

transactions can be attributed to the cultural 

behaviour of the Nupe people in the use of spaces. 

For example the concept of the kitchen 

transactions is made up of two types. The first type is 

called nanche, the open kitchen which is situated 

within the courtyard. The second type of kitchen is 

the katagi, the covered kitchen. The nanche is the 

most used while the katagi is used only when the 

weather is not favourable such as rainfall. This 

therefore makes the activity of the kitchen to be 

subsumed into that of the courtyard. Similarly, the 

low strength of the edo (the granary) in the daily 

transactions of the family is as a result of the cultural 

behaviour of food storage. The family head fetches 

grains either on a weekly basis or fortnightly 

depending on the convenient practice of each 

family. This therefore limits the frequency of access 

to the granary. Also the yekun, the local oven is 

found in almost all the compounds. However the 

yekun is mainly used seasonally in the periods of the 

bulrush millet harvest, which occurs during the 

raining season in which it serves as a quick dryer 

and after the raining season it becomes less 

functional. While the low strength of toilet 

transactions can be attributed to its location far 

away from the rest of the buildings.  Summarily the 

transactions of the Nupe people and their spaces 

are guided by their cultural values.   

 

 

6.0  CONCLUSION 
 

The research sets out to understand the basic 

spatial needs of the Nupe community. The results 

show that amongst the various domestic 

architectural spaces identified, the katamba 

(courtyard), the kata (bedroom) and the zhempa 

(courtyards) are found to constitute the main 

feature which defines the basic requirement for the 

Nupe community. 

Furthermore, the cultural values of species are 

found not to be solely tied to their tangibility but also 

their intangible functions in the transactions of the 

people. This is portrayed in the Nupe cultural 

landscape where the Katamba which looks simple 

and insignificant to an outsider (a non-resident) play 

vital roles in symbolically representing the name of 

the compound and also serving as a point of 

notational orientation of a Nupe compound layout. 

This shows that the Nupe domestic spatial 

transactions are constituted in both tangible and 
intangible forms. Implying that, the provision of 

architectural spaces should not be limited to the 

dimensional quantities (tangible) but to also include 

the non-dimensional values (the intangibles).  
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List of Respondents 
 

The profile of the respondents quoted in this article is 

given in table1. 
 

Table 1 The profile of respondents 

 

Respondent                    Profile 

R1 A 65-year-old farmer whose 

primary occupation is farming. He 

is a compound head and has also 

obtained the Qur'anic Islamic 

education. He has one wife and six 

children 

 

R2 A 55-year-old family head with two 

wives and nine children. He had a 

Western education up to 

secondary school.  

R3 A 85-year-old compound head 

with the basic primary education. 

He has two wives and fourteen 

children His primary occupation is 

farming. 

 

R4 A 74-year-old compound head 

who leads one of the largest. He 

has one wife and nine children.  
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