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Abstract 
Over the years and in many cultures, ceramics have been produced by artists, studied by art 
historians, archeologists, anthropologists, and scientists. They have been used to report and 

represent broad range of researches, interests, disciplines, methodological approaches and 
objectives. They reveal the inextricable bound between the historical and structural processes of any 
socio-cultural, economic and political society. However, there are over-bearing formalistic 

approaches to ceramic art; which have been major reasons why they are hardly considered to be 
mainstream visual art forms in the global art profession and discourse. Being a fundamental 
component of world history and global culture, one wonders why many ceramics products are 

constantly looked down as mere craft or low art in many developing countries. The paper examines 
issues that support improved methods and principles of teaching or instructing in contextual 
ceramics art in Nigerian art institutions. It points to the need for an improved ceramic teaching 

methods and objectives that is capable of accommodating both formalistic and contextual 
approaches to the study of ceramics art.  
 

 
 
Introduction 

Throughout the ages, ceramics products have 
extensively served different societies in 
different capacities, circumstances and times. 

Apart from its inherent capacity to reveal 
cultural past, society has been using ceramics 
as food containers, as cup for drinks, as 

vases for flowers, and as cooking pots. In 
architecture, ceramics products are used as 
floor and wall decorative tiles, wall decoration 

objects, picture frames, electric insulators and 
many other forms of plumbing works. 
Ceramics products have also found their 

usefulness in fashion, as bangles, necklaces, 
earrings, trendy shoes, and buttons and as 
components parts of some electronic gadgets, 

wrist watches, and belt etc. Ceramics have 
long been an integral part of many hospital 
and school laboratory equipment. In all, 

ceramics has been used to establish historical 
facts, represent ideas, cultural rites and rituals 
and as a symbol of power and royalty. Given 

to the above inherent characteristic 
associated with ceramics, there is no doubt 

that an all-encompassing ceramics teaching 

approaches and objectives will produce well 
rounded educational experiences for ceramics 
students.  

 
Technologically driven processes involved in 
the production of most traditional ceramics are 

often governed by its desire towards 
functionality and aesthetics. Conceptualization 
of creative ceramics ideas and style to evoke 

new meaning and content are often not 
considered. Through style, technique, 
application, expressiveness, symbolism and 

characteristics, conceptualization approach to 
modern ceramics production make up for 
certain cultural variations that are sensitive to 

creativity and innovation. They offer new 
ceramics construction ideas, learning and 
research within its studio practices. While their 

forms, decorative patterns and designs often 
allude to their cultural origin, their symbolic, 
figurative or metaphorical imageries provide 

bases for the interpretations of their 
theoretical frame works. There is no doubt 
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that today, art critics, scholars, collectors, 
researchers and exhibition curators no longer 

pay much attention to ceramics art that are 
characterized with greater realism; such as 
are industrially mass produced wares, but 

seek works that are deeply contextualized. 
 
In his article titled “ceramic art in Africa”, Bern 

(1996), observes that versatility in clay 
increases its sculptural possibilities over those 
of other media. He states that while 

environmental, functional and technological 
constrains influence pottery styles other 
factors mediate the evolution of forms and 

symbolic meaning. In recognizing the 
characteristic nature of sculptural ceramics 
produced across many ethnic cultures in 

Africa, Berns also observed that sculptural 
ceramics tend to be less stylistically 
consistent than more utilitarian pottery. They 

are produced mostly for their spiritual, function 
or religious essence in most African traditional 
society. 

 
The frameworks for which contextual 
ceramics has been explored have been 

extensively discussed by archeologists and 
anthropologist working in the field of African 
material culture and other archeological finds. 

However, the frameworks for which the 
present interests in contextual approach to 
contemporary ceramics art are produced are 

yet to be fully explored and understood. This 
paper, therefore seeks to expand our 
knowledge of contextual approach to modern 

ceramics art teaching, learning and 
production. This, hopefully, will lead to better 
understanding and appreciation of its 

comprehensive meaning, content, relevance 
and functions within and outside our 
contemporary society. Beyond its formalistic 

characteristics, contextual approach can 
stand in as representative of wider varieties of 
aesthetic issues. New forms, clay properties, 

firing techniques, forms, decorative methods, 
style and techniques can also be evolved. 
 

Being an art of global heritage, ceramics 
forms and education should no longer operate 
outside the main stream of global visual art. 

Harrod (1989), explains that ceramics art 
should take its right place in world art 
production, teaching and learning if ceramics 

education is to take a significant place in the 
education of a complete student. To him, its 
objects need to be central to curriculum as 

they can significantly add to “understanding 
our world and making sense to our 

experiences.” Carpenter II (1997) also noted 
that, ceramics art critics have remain rather 
shallow, and knowing that it is often difficult to 

let go certain traditions, in this respect, 
formalist concerns and dialogue will not be 
easy to be renegotiated, thus the need for 

both formal and contextual approaches as the 
way forward to modernity in ceramics art. 
 

Brief History of Clay in Nigerian Formal 
Ceramics Art Education 
Formal ceramics art education as we know it, 

developed during the colonial era, when, 
“According to Harrod (1989), Kenneth C. 
Murray, an enlightened British art teacher, 

was sent to Nigeria as an art education officer 
in 1927 by the British government to help train 
art teachers and as well as develop art 

learning syllabus for their colonies. He was 
very passionate and interested in the 
indigenous pottery of West Africans and 

started by working among the indigenous 
potters to improve on their skills with the 
introduction of wheels and Kiln. Murray and 

his fellow British enlightened educationist like 
G.A. Stevens (who worked in a ceramics art 
institution in Achimota Ghana) and Margareth 

Trowell (who was sent to Uganda), developed 
some of the earliest syllabus for the training of 
art teachers in Africa. After Murray, came 

Michael Cardew, another British art educator 
with an in-depth knowledge of ceramics art, 
arrived in Nigeria as the pottery officer, and 

working with the department of Commerce 
and Industries in Nigeria, in 1950 and in 1952, 
he set up the pottery training center in Abuja 

where he met with many of the indigenous 
women potters like Ladi Kwali and Halima 
Audu; who were best remembered, according 

to Harrod, for “translating their traditional 
water pots into high fired, glazed stone wave” 
 

This recorded success marked a continuation 
of a new approach to ceramic education 
started by K.C. Murray and consolidation in 

Michael Cardew’s ceramics training 
workshops at the Abuja Pottery Training 
Center. 

 
The post-colonial ceramics art education saw 
the more rapid development of technological 

driven ceramics art training in many art 
institutions across the country. Today, many 
ceramics art educationist have taken their 
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pride of place in many art institutions across 
the different regions of Nigeria. At the Nsukka 

Art School, Vincant Ali and Ozioma Onuzulike 
can, not only be counted among the second 
generation ceramics art educationists but 

belongs to the very few that are renegotiating 
new directions and approaches to ceramics 
studio art. Onuzulike, Ngozi Omeja and a few 

others at the Nsukka Art School appear to be 
ahead of others in the new contextual 
approach to ceramics art and for which 

reason the writer believes, is time for 
curriculum review that will accommodate both 
formalistic and contextual approach to the 

teaching and learning in contemporary 
ceramics art. 
 

Interpreting Styles in Contextual Ceramics 
Art 
Style, here, refers to the consistent feature or 

characteristics of the artist’s approach to 
solving problems in creativity. Styles in this 
new and evolving approach to contemporary 

ceramics production have created different 
perspective towards greater understanding 
and appreciation of modern ceramics ideas, 

forms and functions. The development allows 
for wider construction choices for the artist to 
make in terms of his studio options. It 

provides wider variation to his creative idea. In 
the case of these new approach to ceramics 
production, style could be seen as the 

consistent use of certain medium along-side 
clay and glaze, motifs, patterns, symbols and 
other decorative elements. Style also could be 

manifested in form of application of certain 
principled approach to design, and can also 
be varied within theme or conceptual frame 

work. 
 
According to Gosselain (2000), style plays a 

leading role in the reconstruction of societies. 
This means that the existence of the ceramics 
artist style of production must be recognized. 

Citing Lechtman (1977.5), Gosselain explains 
that “what we have often failed to recognized 
or at least paid much attention to is that the 

activities themselves which produce the 
artifacts are stylistics”. Beyond styles of 
productions, it is important to also note that 

the inherent dynamism in contextual ceramics 
art provides a microcosm of approaches to 
contemporary installation art; where a single 

piece of work can fill up an exhibition space. 
This idea often takes us away from over 
reliance of what Western aesthetics have over 

the years determined for us what art is or 
should be. It gives a broader operational or 

functional meaning and definition of art in 
which the boundary between art and craft are 
either bridged or crossed over. Contemporary 

ceramics artists should look beyond formalism 
in ceramics studio production and 
demonstrate the significance of looking at the 

larger visual and contextual phenomena that 
define the interactions and operations of 
global art practice and discuss.  

 
Conceptual approach to ceramics art is not 
new; it has been part of many traditional or 

indigenous Africa ceramics art productions. 
Conceptualism has been expressed in many 
indigenous ceramics sculptures; in the forms 

of Igbo-Ukwu pottery, Nok terra cotta and 
some pots and other forms of ceramics works 
associated with ritual, rites of passages and 

shrines in many West African cultures. On the 
other hand, contemporary pottery makers 
from different parts of Nigeria have also 

produced and are still producing very deeply 
conceptual pottery works.  
 

Visual Culture and Contemporary 
Ceramics Art Education 
The phenomenon of change is often 

influenced by emergence of technology and 
its rapid advancement. They reveal new 
trends in fashion, architecture, art discuss, art 

practice, art appreciation, art demands and art 
criticism, innovation in sciences and 
influenced from social media. The 

development of social media and its attendant 
increase in visual culture are currently 
renegotiating and redefining contemporary art 

forms, approaches, to art productions, art 
discussions, art expressions, aesthetics, 
criticism, scholarships and research. It is 

therefore only natural that this emerging 
approach to ceramics forms should also 
evolve new principles and methods of 

teaching or instructing in ceramics art 
education. Historical studies into global 
ceramics production reveals that analysis 

from archeological finds and behavioral 
science show that ceramics objects found all 
over the world reflects past technological 

developments, rituals, traditions, cultural 
values, trades, economic conditions, system 
of art productions, social stratifications and 

historical events. They reveal differences and 
similarities among distant cultures and 
societies. Issues of interpretation, style, 
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production processes, marketing, artists’ 
profile and other related socio- cultural issues 

are heavily influenced by developments and 
advancements in technology today. They 
provide new meaning, content, interpretation 

and appreciation to ceramics art forms. 
 
One of the major problems for ceramics art 

education is that ceramics instruction often 
follow these pedagogical objectives that is 
focused on ceramics history and function 

rather than teaching and learning new 
approaches that motivate both the artists and 
the societies interest, and considering the fact 

that society already believe that ceramics 
holds rich and potent information about the 
history, culture and traditions that bathed it, 

the need to formulate an additional 
approaches that accommodate evolving new 
interests within the society can no longer be 

relegated to the background. So long as 
ceramics artists maintain this functional or 
formalistic approach to its production and 

practice, it will continue to struggle within the 
peripheral levels in the field of art education 
and major art exhibition. 

 
Need for Improved Teaching Methods in 
Ceramics  

Ceramics is a fundamental component of 
world history and global culture, transforming 
ceramics art education that command such 

strong ties with world cultures and tradition 
cannot be an easy goal. For this respect, the 
need to create parallel curriculum objective 

that will accommodate both formalistic and 
contextual approaches is advocated in this 
paper. There is need to promote a two parallel 

approach that will accommodate both the 
traditional, the technologically or industrial 
driven ceramics production, alongside the 

other possible methods that promotes deep 
conceptualization of creative ideas through 
clay manipulations. According to Billie (1999), 

formalist and conceptualist aesthetics should 
form the basis for these two approaches to 
the formation of improved objectives for 

contemporary ceramics studies. Anderson 
and McRorie (1997), also suggests that these 
two primary approaches to ceramics teaching 

objectives should be clearly based on 
formalist and conceptualist aesthetics. The 
authors explain that a formalist approach 

emphasizes the elements and principles of art 
and design, while contextual approach is 
founded on the premise that objects can be 

employed to help us understand our world; 
they are expected to reflect our experiences 

and assist us in making sense of these 
experiences. From a contextual viewpoint, 
works of art or artifacts engage an arena of 

information that can instruct us about the 
world and about the experience of making art. 
 

The fact that most contemporary art educators 
received formalist approach to art learning 
often results to the idea of maintaining 

formalist approach to teaching their students. 
The development of an all-encompassing 
methods and approaches to ceramics art 

learning is timely, giving to the fact that many 
ceramics art learning institutions; especially 
university art departments across Nigeria, are 

currently updating their curriculum content for 
global competitiveness. It is therefore the 
concern of this paper to point to the fact that 

while the varieties of methods to formalistic 
dialogues, processes and techniques should 
be maintained, ceramics students should also 

be give the freedom to explore new ideas, 
concepts, production approaches and mixed 
media ceramics art that enables them explore 

social, philosophical and cultural function of 
ceramics art. Forms and materials should be 
explored to give new ceramic ideas and 

meaning. 
 
Billie (1999), also added that the development 

of modern ceramics in the world of art was 
affected by the fact that ceramics, over the 
centuries, has been viewed as either “low” 

craft or “high art” and as a result, when the 
boundary between art and craft became 
blurred by the end of the 20

th
 century, the 

issues relating to ceramics either as art or 
craft became moot. Consequently, this has 
also affected ceramic methodology and 

research. Until the last few decades, there 
was no clear sense of educational value for 
ceramics and most parents are reluctant to 

encourage their children to choose ceramics 
as their area of specialization in higher 
institutions. One could argue that in the past, 

the formal ceramics art education models has 
been a piecing together of several antiquated 
craft education model that is not primarily 

focused with the making of a professional 
ceramics artist who is capable of gaining 
global presence, appreciation and patronage 

within the present Avant-garde in art practice. 
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Eisner (2002) also added that art education 
that is focused on production and self-

expression is limiting in today’s pluralistic 
society. To him, aspiring ceramics art 
students seem often to mistake a reliance on 

skill or an elaborate demonstration of skill and 
labor intensive manipulation for the ultimate 
solution to the complex dilemma of making 

art. As a result, formalistic approaches to 
ceramics education have, for many years, 
been designed to primarily settle in the 

acquisition of skill for clay manipulation. In 
today’s very pluralistic society, art education 
objectives that are designed to foster 

production of knowledge and self-expression 
in clay manipulation skill are very limiting.  
 

Benefits of Conceptualization in Ceramics 
Education 
Conceptual approach to ceramics learning 

and production equips ceramics students and 
professional artists with the liberty to 
manipulate clay forms in ways that best 

express the circumstances or phenomenon 
that inspires its creation. If greater focus is 
given to conceptual approach in ceramics 

learning and production, alongside the 
existing formalistic approaches to ceramic art 
learning, ceramics students will develop 

greater creative ability to engage in deeper 
abstract or conceptual thinking that is capable 
of addressing many of their social and cultural 

needs. This will also ensure the continuity of 
ceramic art as a major player in global art 
events. According to Anderson and McRorie 

(1997) “A contextually oriented art objectives, 
assumes that art has some purpose beyond 
being merely decorative.” Therefore a 

conceptualist method de-emphasizes manual 
or technical skills in favour of those skills 
connected to constructing and interpreting 

meaning.  
 
A contextual approach to contemporary 

ceramics art education will certainly activate 
relevant issues that reflect our multicultural 
and pluralistic society. It will open up more art 

creative dialogue, more written commentaries 
and increase literature on ceramics and other 
related art forms. Interpretations of ceramics 

works will be enhanced by looking at the 
artist’s intent and ideas. Students can learn or 
be inspired by the works of their teachers or 

studio artist. Since their ceramics art objects 
are relevant to the society where they live or 
study. An additional contextual approach to 

ceramics art education will certainly be 
relevant to the student’s lives within and 

outside their learning period and environment. 
It will not only connect them to phenomenon 
or issues of global attention but equip them 

with the know how in addressing or finding 
solutions and as well as contribute 
meaningfully to art discuss, socio-political  

issues,  immigrations and migrations, gender 
and religious issues, human trafficking, 
insurgencies, sports and healthy innovations.  

 
A contextual approach will increase ceramics 
student’s interest in development intuitive 

ideas, movements and expressions in clay 
manipulations. It will teach them more on 
abstract expressionism, its effect on art and 

society issues. Functional and utilitarian 
wares will become more dynamic, 
personalized, figurative, narrative and 

symbolic of the ideas they represent. There 
will be an increased attention to narrative 
approach to the study of ceramics production, 

firing methods, kiln management, decoration, 
and throwing approaches will be positively 
altered to suit the desired effects. This will 

remarkably improve student’s knowledge of 
art theory, increase their ability to theorize 
over their works, understand and appreciate 

the history, culture and creative ideas behind 
contemporary ceramics works from any 
society or culture. The new paradigm in 

ceramics art education will redefine the use of 
clay in relationship with other creative media 
so as to arrive at new meaning, function and 

aesthetical look to ceramics art in our present 
electronic and technologically driven society.   
 

Conclusion 
Nigerian contemporary society, her art and 
culture, has become highly pluralized through 

rapid technological advancement, agents of 
social media and other forms of globalization 
processes that have, over those short period 

of contextual experiments in ceramics art 
forms, not only influenced it developments 
and advancements but have also countered 

such prejudices that militated against it at the 
early stage. 
 

This new and evolving approach to ceramics 
learning will ensure that instructions on 
ceramics productions should be based on a 

set of historical, social, cultural, political or 
economic factors that motivated or inspired its 
production.
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