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Abstract 

This paper discusses the results of an ethnographic investigation on pottery traditions carried out in 6 
settlements in Shira Local Government A rea in Northern Bauchi State. The primary aim of observing 
the pottery manufacture in these villages was to understand the technological aspect involved in 

such craft that could provide analogies, or differences, or interpretation of how potsherds may have 
come to be in the archaeological record of Shira abandoned sites. Thus, the ethnographic 
investigation tried to identify the primary habit or practices of production, such as what types of 

activities may have been occurring in different stages of production and discard behaviour that is 
how pottery are discarded at the end of their use-life, by examining the physical material used, mode 
of production, exchange system, use, and discard of pottery in the present potting communities. 

 
 
 
Introduction 

The ethnographic work sought to characterise 
techniques and learning patterns among the 
several potting communities and to determine 

whether there existed a special distinction in 
the manufacturing techniques. More 
generally, the study of pottery production 

practices allowed the research to gain 
familiarity with key parts of the chaîne 
opératoire and the technical style of the 

potters such as clay sourcing, shaping and 
decoration, and as such were important in the 
subsequent analysis of the archaeological 

materials (Giade 2016). The pottery  
production is mainly looked at from a technical 
approach as many scholars have established 

that knowledge of technical styles in pottery 
production is useful in identifying social 
groups of potters in the present, and this  

approach has the potential to unravel some of 
the social context and history of pottery  
production  (Gosselain, 1992, Gosselain and 

Livingstone Smith, 2005, Gosselain, 2011,  
Gosselain, 1999, Gosselain, 2000,  
Livingstone Smith et al., 2005, Livingstone 

Smith, 2010a, Livingstone Smith, 2010b,  
MacEachern and David, 2012, Sterner and 

David, 1991, Mayor et al., 2005, Gosselain et  

al., 1996). 
 
Despite the availability of plastic and 

aluminium containers in most households in 
the villages where the 2013 ethnographic  
survey on pottery traditions was carried out,  

the production and consumption of clay  
vessels for household use are still prevalent  
and relevant in the wider region of northern 

Bauchi, Nigeria. Unfortunately, there exist no 
detailed descriptions on the technical 
traditions and the social context of pottery 

production in this region of study. Thus, the 
ethnographic investigation carried in 2013 
provided the first detailed examination of 

pottery production practices in the northern 
Bauchi region. This investigation is  
considered important as its addresses themes 

pertaining to pottery production within the 
study. It also provides background knowledge 
for the archaeological objects recovered 

during the excavations in Shira abandoned 
sites in northern Bauchi.  
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Methodology 
The focus of the 2013 ethnographic  

investigation was 6 potting communities;  
Faggo, Malori, Sambuwal, Yakasai, Kurba,  
and Garande settlements. In total 32 

individuals in four households each in Faggo 
and Malori, and two in Yakasai and Garande 
villages were studied. A household was also 

visited in Kurba village, where unfortunately  
the last living potter, a male, had died before 
the scheduled visit, but all his pottery as well 

as other working apparatus had been 
documented, these were to provide 
comparative data on manufacturing process. 

In Sambuwal, the interview involved four 
retired male potters who used to produce 
larger water pots and water bottles. Among 

the 32 individuals interviewed, 28 are female 
and five are male. Three of the males 
interviewed have switched to other vocations 

while one is partially retired due to old age.  
Among the women interviewed, seven people 
were not practicing pottery due to marriage 

and living in different settlements that have no 
clay source, one person has retired due to old 
age and five people who occasionally lend a 

helping hand to potters. 
 
Results and Discussion 

In all the villages investigated, it was noted 
that the technical styles first learned by a 
potter hardly change throughout their 

production years even when the potter moves 
to a community that does it differently. 
Therefore, the technical style is transmitted 

more or less as a conscious practice of social 
identity from the original learning spot  
(Wayessa, 2011). Many of the potters  

specialize in making certain types of vessels  
all made in the same kind of way as they first 
learned. Some of the most popular range of 

pottery vessels include cooking (tukunya 
tuwo/miya), cashbox (asusu), room warmers 
(kaskon-wuta), aesthetic pots (gajimari),  

storage pots (tulu), pot for boiling of water 
used mostly for bathing after delivery (kafara),  
kettle (buta), fryer (tanda masa), lantern 

(fitilla) and so on. Clay vessels are produced 
for household and economic purposes and 
sold at nearby village markets in all the 

communities.  
 
The teaching and learning procedure among 

potters in all the settlements is relatively  
informal with the ‘teacher’ passing on the 
technical skill learnt from their own ‘teachers’,  

for example, if one specialises only in making 
small pottery vessels like the small kettles  

(buta), it is that particular skill that will be 
passed on to the next generation All the 
practicing potters documented, worked inside 

their compound and are independent of their 
neighbours. Pottery making is conducted in 
workshops or workspaces inside compounds,  

is usually informal and can be any space 
within the household (Plate 2 and Plate 3).  
The use of the family compound (tsakar gida) 

was found to be most popular as it gives them 
an opportunity to carry out their work while 
caring for their children. Such was the case 

across all the potting communities except in 
Faggo, where the potters used a collapsed 
building inside the compound as their central 

workshop, although everyone has a place in 
front of their sleeping quarters to use when 
the need arises. 

 
 
Women are the primary potters producing unit  

in all the communities visited and while most 
of these women claimed to have inherited the 
craft, learning from their mothers, two women 

who were married from non-potting 
households, had to engage in a brief 
apprenticeship with the experienced potter,  

and in Faggo one of the older potters now 
trains other women in the household to 
perfect the act. However, as noted earlier the 

research has documented the experiences of 
male potters who had stopped production due 
to retirement or other engaging in other 

occupations. No working male potter was 
documented in any of the villages visited.  
Currently, the only stage were males were 

involved in pottery production is during 
extraction when male children help their 
mothers to dig clay or young men extract the 

clay from source and sell to the female 
potters. 
 

Learning can start quite early for those living 
in the potting compounds, sometimes as early  
as five by being or given verbal instructions 

formally by their mothers, beginning at about  
the age of ten or later for those who want to 
take it up for economic reasons. 

 
There is no special tutoring when it comes to 
pottery production in all the villages 

investigated. Male potters are taught by other 
male potters who train them as apprentices 
(Yau Sambuwal, pers. comm. 2013). The 
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more experienced potters ‘teach’ newcomers 
and instruct them on the technical choices 

and processes, but contemporary potters also 
learn from each other. As a general rule,  
potters explain that they act according to 

tradition; i.e., that they use similar tools and 
procedures as the person(s) from whom they 
learned the craft and that they have never 

changed the technique of production or adopt  
another (Gosselain and Livingstone Smith, 
2005).  

 
Traditional pottery production practices in 
the region of study 

In all the potting communities, pottery is 
produced all year-round as part of the 
domestic routine but it is drastically reduced,  

or entirely stopped, during the rainy season as 
people are busy with farming activities and the 
rains prevent the vessels from drying 

adequately for firing. The range of pottery  
vessels differs from one village to another and 
even from one compound to another in the 

same village, although techniques are the 
same. 
 

It was noted that the various stages involved 
in the manufacturing processes from digging 
to firing of pottery are similar to the techniques 

found in other potting communities across 
Nigeria. Although variation in the raw 
materials mixed to form the paste for forming 

the vessels was documented in the 
communities visited. For example, in Faggo,  
two varieties of clay samples (namiji and 

mace) simply meaning ‘white and black clay’ 
were mixed together to produce the paste for 
forming the vessel while in Malori village, the 

entire community used one type of clay  
sample mixed with millet husk (kaikayi) to 
form the paste. In another village, Yakasai, a 

third material/ingredient – broken pottery or 
grog (kaura) – was added to the mixture of 
clay and millet husks. The potters consider 

the coming together or mixing of these two 
kinds of materials or clay as a marriage union,  
where one category cannot stand alone, but  

the two strengthen one another. 
 
Clay extraction and mining practices 

Similarities were documented in the villages 
visited with regard to obtaining clay even 
though the sites from which the clay is 

collected vary greatly in distance from one 
potting community to another. These 
distances roughly correspond with clay  

extraction versus workshop idea, which 
indicates that most African potters collect their 

clay within a 3km radius from the place where 
they live and/or practice the craft (Gosselain 
and Livingstone Smith (2005). Generally,  

miners dig until access to the ‘good’ clay, or 
that perceived to be of high quality, is 
exhausted before moving on to another 

source. However, in the two mine fields visited 
in Faggo and Garande, several mines were in 
use at the same time. There are no 

prohibitions surrounding clay extraction or 
even pottery production in the communities,  
nonetheless, potters as witness in Faggo,  

tend not to make pottery during times of 
mourning and funerals or ceremonial periods 
such as births or wedding celebrations or 

religious ceremonies. With regard to the 
variety of tools used in mining, the miners use 
hoes, spades, crowbars, pickaxes and even 

knives. 
 
Clay preparation 

Depending on the moisture level of the clay 
when it reaches home, the potters spread it 
out to dry, or air dry, before hand sorting it to 

remove any natural debris like roots and 
leaves. The way the potters prepare the dried 
clay after crushing into powder appeared 

similar in all the settlement but in Yakasai 
village. In Faggo, the potters use two types of 
clay, one of which is the temper, which is  

crushed and the powdered clay is shaken 
through a sieve while in Malori, the potters  
use millet husks as temper with the soaked 

clay before forming the shape. This is done to 
increase the elasticity of the clay.  
 

Shaping technique 
The Shira potters use the technique of 
moulding over a convex mold (Gosselain,  

2000). The Shira potters divide the process of 
forming the vessels into three; rufi (meaning 
to cover), dagu (the leather hard stage just  

before the upper portion is built) and the 
kururrumi (which is the stage when the rim of 
the pot is built and other finishes are carried 

out). The potter begins to shape the base of 
the pot on the mould. Before the paste is  
placed on the mold, wood ash is dusted on 

the exterior surface of the mould to prevent  
the clay from sticking to it. The paste once 
placed on the mould, is gently beaten in a 

downward motion with dindige (a lump of fired 
clay) to stretch and smoothen the paste over 
the pot (Plate 6). As the potter works, the ash 
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is repeatedly sprinkled on the surface to 
prevent the dindige from sticking to the clay  

paste. When the shape is fully formed, the 
vessel is carefully detached from the convex 
container and put on the side to harden 

sufficiently before the rim is created. 
 
The rim is made by adding chunks of clay 

coils to the edge of the vessels, and then 
crushing it with the fingers before smoothing it  
with the fired clay (diddinge) and a wooden 

mallet (mamari/katampa). The number of coils  
used depends on the type of vessel the potter 
is making. At a minimum the potters usually  

requires two or four coils of clay for the neck 
and rim, for example, a bowl 
(kafara/balangada) needs two rolled rings to 

form its neck and rim while a pot/jar 
(randa/tukunya) requires three large coils or 
rolls of clay. These coils are attached one 

after the other, first using the forefingers to 
stick the clay onto the leather hard vessel 
before the Dindige (discussed above) and 

wooden mallet (mamari/katampa) are used to 
slowly beat it into place. Both tools are used 
concurrently to achieve smooth wet coils. 

 
When the last coils have been smoothed in,  
the lip of the vessel is shaped with the leaves 

of pawpaw (gwanda/gwanduwa) tree or 
animal skin (fata). When these materials are 
not available, the potters make use of 

cardboard paper, which is briefly soaked in 
water to soften it before it is folded in half and 
dragged over the wet ‘lip’. Gosselain 

(1992:570) notes a similar method used 
among the Bafia potters, who took ‘the leaf of 
the rikzum tree or of a banana tree, folded it 

into a small rectangle and placed it on to the 
rim, overhanging the wall on both sides. The 
potter holds it between her thumb at the 

outside and second finger on the inside,  
keeping her forefinger firmly pressed as it is 
pulled around the edge of the vessel which is  

turned as the leaf or cardboard paper is 
dragged across it. 
 

In Shira, different decorations tend to be 
associated with different types of pots, but are 
not completely standardised (Aiyedun, 1988).  

The potters report that vessels are decorated 
and/or painted to enhance and increase their 
monetary value . Decorations are usually at  

the prerogative of the potter. The major 
decorations documented in the potting 
communities include smoothing, polishing,  

slip, incision, perforation and applied/additive 
decoration. Tools documented include k ibiya 

(small arrow-like tool) and aska (small iron 
knife), daudar maguzawa (bark of certain 
shrub used as roulette), mazaraniya/zare 

(roulettes). For painting, the potters make use 
of natural and synthetic materials. These 
include any red soil (jangargari/jar kasa), light 

brown earth (koya light), chalk or kaolin (alli),  
and synthetic red or green coloured 
substance (alkasa da garura. 

 
Firing 
The firing process (gashi/toya) is a communal 

activity carried out once a week in all the 
potting communities. Prior to firing, all the 
potters in the compound bring their vessels to 

the firing area (matoya), which is located 
inside the compound, except in Garande 
where the firing space is located behind the 

wall of the family compound. This may 
probably be as a result of the purdah (kulle) 
system, which is practiced in all the 

communities. Depending on the number of 
potters in the compound, a household may 
have two firing area as documented in Faggo,  

or a much bigger space as noted in Malori 
settlement. 
 

The preferred fuel for firing includes animal 
dung especially that of cows, dried shrubs 
such as sabara (Guiera senegalensis), millet  

stalks and roba whose botanical and English 
name is not certain. It is however, one of the 
grasses that grow along riverbeds. Larger 

pots are arranged and laid sideways on the 
dung floor forming a support for the smaller 
clay objects which are placed on top (Plate 

11). Sometimes smaller vessels may be put 
inside the larger vessels. After the vessels  
have been arranged, one on top of another,  

dried shrubs, or grasses are then carefully  
organised to fully cover them. The potter’s aim 
is to produce a red colour, which is formed in 

an oxidising atmosphere. This act prevents  
the exposed part of the vessel from darkening 
(Aiyedun, 1988). Firing takes all night or all  

day and fuel is continually added to exposed 
vessels, to prevent them from developing dark  
spots.  

 
Conclusion 
Although the research only had a limited 

sample size of settlements in the northern 
Bauchi area that still produces pottery  
vessels, pottery is still a very important part of 
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the culture of the inhabitant of Shira. It is used 
mainly and largely for the storage of water 

with a small population still utilizing clay 
vessels for cooking of food, oil lamp (fitilla),  
moneybox (asusu), kettle (buta), fryer (tanda),  

stove (murhu), chicken coop (akurk i), smoking 
pipe (lope - rarely currently made in any the 
potting communities) and the rounded pitcher 

with constricted neck and mouth (tulu) for 
storing water. Generally, the Shira potters in 
kasar Hausa produce a wide range of vessels  

for diverse domestic purposes. The pots or 
vessels are usually with everted rims, 
spherical bodies and round bases, such as 

the large water storage pots (randa) for water 
storage, the medium sized pot for cooking 

millet/corn paste (fufu/tuwo tukunyar tuwo),  
and the small sized pot for cooking stew/soup 
(tukunyar miya). The potters also produce 

bowls known as kafara. These vessels come 
in different dimensions, which irrespective are 
still known by the same name. In conclusion,  

all of these utilizations have made the small 
percentage of potters in northern Bauchi very  
busy. Their skills are refined and are 

considered a very important part of the 
people’s cultures. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Plate 1: Map of West Africa showing the study area and some of the potting villages shown with red 

dots (developed by Asma'u Ahmed Giade using ArcGIS). 
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Plate 2: The potter’s work space and workshop in Malori and Faggo 

 
  
 

 
 
 

 

 
Plate 3: The potter’s work space and workshop in Malori and Faggo  
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Plate 4: A shallow clay pit mine in Faggo 

 

   
 

 
Plate 5: Tempering of clay with millet husks in Malori  
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Plate 6: Construction of the lower parts of a vessel in Faggo 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 Plate 7: Forming of the upper parts of a vessel using hand, mamari, diddinge and makankari 
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Plate 8: Air drying of formed vessels in Faggo and Garande  

 
  
 

 
 

  
Plate 9: A potter applying red slip to a vessel using Gwargwami 

 

 
 
 

 
 Plate 10: Some decorated vessels in Shira 
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Plate 11: Firing process in Faggo, Shira 
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