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ABSTRACT 
Ceramic art has assumed different functional and formalistic dimensions globally in the recent 
time. Many ceramic artists including Dr Ozioma Onuzulike use clay to explore ideas and styles 
which originally belonged to other genres of art such as textile design and sculpture. This 
explains why there are, as it were today, unique ceramic works that could be displayed in public 
space and within the confines of a building as items for interior decoration. This is typical of the 
works of Ozioma Onuzulike examined in this paper. As one of the Nigerian contemporary 
artists, Onuzulike has produced a number of works that manifest not only unconventional forms 
and ideas but simulate textile designs. As a result, they exhibit diverse characteristics. After a 
brief introduction, the writers presented clear images of the artist’s works; they discussed the 
works and emphasized the textile imageries found in them. Onuzulike’s opinion was clearly 
reflected in the discourse. This paper revealed the Onuzulike’s thought process, concepts and 
the techniques. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
The word “design” is commonly used in the 
Arts, Engineering and other related fields. 
However, it is not often used in the visual 
arts. The artist is always concerned with the 
task of orderly arrangement of the elements 
of design during the process of art 
production. Guided by basic design 
principles, the visual artist uses certain art 
tools and materials to create what may 
express his or her ideas or those of others. 
This feature tends to define all the aspects 
of visual arts – two dimensional and three 
dimensional art forms or Fine and Applied 
Arts.  
 
Ceramics and textile arts belong to the 
Applied Arts. In terms of conceptualization of 
ideas, surface design approach, a textile 
designer and a ceramic artist often grapple 
with the task of producing an art work albeit 
with different media and tools.  
 
In the African society, cloth and clay works 
have special significance. They are used 
beyond the conventional application – to 
cover ones naked and as containers of 

some sort. Cloths are used as a status 
symbol or to mark special events. In like 
manner, the clay works equally play dual 
roles in the African traditional setting. 
Although the utilitarian role of ceramic wares 
tends to be dominant, the ritual and 
aesthetic dimension of the clay works 
continues to sustain the usefulness of the 
craft.  
 
The selected ceramic works of Ozioma 
Onuzulike, a ceramic artist and senior 
lecturer in the Department of Fine and 
Applied Arts, (University of Nigeria, Nsukka) 
serves aesthetic purpose and reference 
much of the attributes of cloths or textiles in 
the African society (Linkedin.com 2012, 
Nsukka Art School, 2012). This paper 
attempts to discuss the textile imageries and 
forms in ceramic art of Ozioma Onuzulike, 
an experimental ceramic artist who trained 
in the Department of fine and applied Arts, 
University of Nigeria, Nsukka Between 1992 
and 1996.  
 
Onuzulike was influenced by his lecturers 
namely Prof Benjo Igwilo, Professor Okpan 
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Oyeoku and Dr Vincent Ali in the studio art. 
During his undergraduate days, Onuzulike 
was fascinated and consequently inspired 
by the works of Chris Echeta and El Anatsui, 
an internationally renowned sculptor, who 
has long practiced the art of carving intricate 
linear designs on wood panels using power 
tools.  There is no doubt that, in ceramics, 
creating a form is the most critical process, 
but the techniques of decorating and glazing 
must not be over looked (Nelson 1966:180). 
Onuzulike began his ceramic practice with 
the use of the potter’s wheel and soon 
expanded his production techniques by 
combining different methods of ceramic 
production and surface design approach. As 
the final operation, Onuzulike embellishes, 
as it were, the surfaces of his ceramic works 
with a sense of freedom, ease and creativity. 
Various styles of relief or incised designs 
could be introduced by the artist in a clay 
work while in the leather hard stage using a 
cord, serrated roller or stamps fabricated 
from ceramic plaster, and other materials.  
Okpe (nd) noted that: 

The overall surface appearance of 
Ozioma’s figures is achieved by 
various techniques. He uses acrylic 
sparingly, but mainly uses open firing 
of bisque to achieve some carbonizing 
effect in which uneven shades 
dominate the textural quality of 
surfaces. This is achieved by mixing 
the clay with sawdust before 
modelling.  

 
Onuzulike first worked with the carved 
wooden roulette in the studio of Benjo Igwilo 
– his teacher and mentor – in 1998 when he 
returned to Nsukka after his National Youth 
Service in Akure. Apart from using the 
decorative device, Onuzulike usually 
pinches or presses his clay works to alter 
their original forms. This is evident in the tea 
set wares crafted by the artist (see figure 9).                                                                                                            
 
Textile Imageries in Selected Ceramic Art 
Of Ozioma Onuzulike 
All the works of Onuzulike presented in this 
paper have a combination of textile and 
ceramic features. These appear as surface 
decoration and take on the forms of lines, 
shapes and colours. Again, the general 
forms of the works look like a garment 
locally known as “agbada”. This practice 
according to Aniakor (2000) “violets the 

traditional use of clay. It is in such 
unconventional approach that Onuzulike 
uses wooden roulette tiny textures to enrich 
the surface of his art products. By so doing, 
he simulates textile forms.  
 
A textile material is usually used as an item 
which is made to cover part of the human 
body. It is worn by almost all humans 
because it protects the human body not only 
from the hot sun and high temperatures in 
warm tropical countries but also from cold.  
In Africa, the cloth has social significance. 
Hence the demand for clothing is relative 
though only the rich could readily afford the 
kind of elaborately designed apparels that 
Onuzulike portrays in his works. The political 
leaders and the affluent tend to appear more 
on such attire during their public outings and 
meetings. This style of clothing is most often 
made with cotton (brocade) and lace 
materials. 
 
The first work to be analyzed in this paper is 
titled, Politician I (see fig. 10). Onuzulike 
created the ceramic form and made it look 
like somebody of high social status dressed 
in “Agbada” attire and in a standing position. 
This work was produced shortly after 
Onuzulike arrived from National Youth 
Service. The artist emphasized only the 
“cloth” form. The linear design introduced by 
the use of the wooden roulettes appears 
subdued. It further lacks the variety that 
defined the artist’s subsequent works. An Uli 
motif, “Okala Isi Oji” (half of kolanut’s head) 
is seen at the upper left side against an 
enclosed white circular background. The 
circle is further emphasized with thick black 
outline. Attached to this is black organic 
shape with white outline and dots of yellow 
appearing sporadically in different parts. The 
overall design parallels the embroidery 
design common to traditional clothes and 
were used here in the symbolic and 
aesthetic sense. The black signifies sorrow 
perceived and experienced by the less 
privileged members of the society. The large 
motif is imbued with a sense of affluence 
and a life of profligacy.  
 
Another work, Politician on Parade (see fig. 
3), tends to depict the shameful display of 
costly apparels of some political leaders. 
Onuzulike crafted in a clay medium, a man 
dressed in flowing gown with textured 
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pattern who assumes a waking posture. 
Clearly seen in the work are the patterns 
that suggest embroidery and drapery. There 
is clear evidence of tiny forms that simulate 
buttons and embroidery. The ability of the 
artist to depict as it were the form and visual 
qualities of “agbada” garment attests to his 
high level of craftsmanship and the skillful 
use of the wooden roulette. The work is a 
critique of the excessive sense of self 
importance, usually displayed through 
exaggerated stateliness in speech, manner 
and fashion. This is actually the dominant 
content in Onuzulike’s Oeuvre under 
discussion.  
 
The Parliamentarian after another brawl 
(see fig. 6) is built from a clay slab shaped in 
the form of a flamboyantly dressed senator. 
The pose is quite frightening. The general 
posture of the man suggests anger and 
defeat mixed with shamefacedness. From 
the collar appears a drapery effect that gave 
the work a symmetrical balance. Some parts 
of the “cloth” are activated with marks made 
with red acrylic paint. This obliviously 
suggests blood stain from injuries sustained 
during the brawl.   
 
Patched Cloth (see fig. 8) is a patch work of 
terracotta slabs used to form a cylindrical 
form with uneven rim. The slabs are 
embossed with linear and tiny geometric 
forms. This feature also appeared in Old 
Cloth, one of the selected works. To Ene-orji 
(2003:54), the work simulates textiles.  
Obodo (2009:106) was keen to make similar 
observation thus: “the deep incision of 
wavering lines [found in Onuzulike’s works] 
is akin to the chainsaw marks on Anatsui’s 
wood panels”. Of course, Onuzulike’s 
Patched Cloth seems to share thematic 
focus with El Anatsui’s wood work titled, We 
De Patcham – a pot-like wood work with 
different layers made of bits of wood. The 
resemblance between the two works tends 
to suggest that the later inspired the former. 
 
The Onuzulike’s Lady Showing off (see fig. 
2) can be, unmistakably, identified as 
another politician on parade. The form 
resembles those of politicians earlier 
discussed. What may however distinguish 
the work from others is the use of many 
colours to suggest embroidered patterns 
that usually run vertically within the chest 

region. This time Onuzulike clearly 
exaggerated the embroidery. The folds in 
the “garment” are seen in the horizontal 
direction. The form portrays a lading walking 
stylishly in order to assert her affluence.  
 
Old cloth (see fig. 7) as remarked earlier 
assumes similar form with Anatsui’s “We de 
Patcham”. Onuzulike not only embossed the 
work with the kind of geometric design 
character of some textile designs but glazed 
and acrylic painted work. Tiny designs were 
juxtaposed with bolder ones while cool 
colours were annexed to warm colours to 
create a good contrast. The work alludes to 
the hunger and poverty which is the 
dominant social condition in Nigeria 
(Cheeka, 2005). 
Cloth III (see fig. 5) is build with a clay slab. 
There is clear compartmentalization in 
surface design which allowed certain parts 
to be painted with distinct colours. Such 
design approach applied to the embossed 
designs appearing as horizontal and vertical 
lines. This is the oldest works in the series 
under study and perhaps one of the earliest 
works of the artist. 
 
Cloth V (see fig. 1) shares similar form with 
Cloth III though the pattern of colouration 
somewhat differs. The lines seen at the 
upper left side resemble ichi scarification 
marks common to some groups of people in 
Igboland (Nwaezeigwe, 2007: 138).  The 
design of the work including the few painted 
zigzag lines found in the work slight the 
symmetry that often defines sewn cloths. 
Two strokes of green are seen at different 
sides of the work in a manner that shows 
good knowledge of balance as one of the 
principles of design.  
 
The Old and New (see fig. 4) shares strong 
relationship with Cloth V. The difference is 
the curve on the right side and the painted 
floral motif at the lower part of the left side. 
Moreover, the work has over lapping button-
like forms arranged vertically in the middle of 
the work. The colouration of the right side of 
the work gives it a symmetrical design with 
one side dark and the other dark. This may 
allude to the co-mingling of the good and the 
bad in the society or the past/present and 
future. The colours – brown and black or ash 
depict drought, poverty and hard times. 
Green was used as the background colour 
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while white was used to depict a part of 
plant. The artist explained that this signifies 
hope. The flowing lines that descend from 
the upper part of the right side symbolize 
divine rain coming to purge and wet the land 
so that new leaves can grow (Onuzulike, 
2011). 
 
Politician IV (see fig. 11), the latest work in 
this series portrays the politician adjusting 
his clothes while in a seeming confident 
standing posture. The effect of imprints from 
the artist’s decorative device is evident at 
the lower part of the cloth. The upper side 
with its bronze-like sheen seems to simulate 
the map of Africa. The simplified floral motifs 
were probably created from several 
application of the wooden roulette with such 
motif.   
 
Onuzulike’s complete tea set produced in 
2000 (see fig. 9) has been discussed in 
some earlier writings (Obodo 2009:106, & 
Aniakor 2000). In 1997, similar tea set of 
twelve items produced by the artist was 
discussed by moderns (2003:20) who 
remarked that the work was described by 
Chike Aniakor (1997). The work attests to 
Onuzulike’s mastery over the art of throwing 
clay using the potter’s wheel. Beyond this 
method, he manipulated the finished 
products by pressing them out of their 
original shapes and introducing new parts in 
some strategic places.  Some look like a 
miniature traditional aluminum tripod pot. 
Aniakor (2000) in Obodo (2009) remarked 
the arrangement standing, or lying forms on 
their ornamented clay pedestals set them off 
as an eloquent mini installation with a sense 
of a dynamic still life (Aniakor 2000). Quite 
remarkable is the unique curvilinear designs 
and colour work. The lines make the work 
come alive. The colour effect on work 
appears like what happens when a cloth is 
partially dyed. Only certain parts retain 
colour. Onuzulike probably dipped the ware 
partly in a pan of glaze to realize such effect. 
The artist has always explored and 
experimented with the different ceramic 
decoration tools in order to emboss, inlay, 
and “print” designs on surfaces of clay works 
which somewhat resembles the images of 
some clothes.             
 
 

Functionality of the selected Ceramic 
Works 
Over ninety percent of Onuzulike’s ceramic 
works selected for this study are designed 
for interior decoration. Each is imbued with 
messages capable of causing social 
change. The artist knows that “art is a 
means of interpreting self and society (Agbo, 
2006). In this instance he principally focused 
on the socio-political themes. His series on 
the subject come as a visual commentary on 
the usual lifestyles of many people who 
found themselves in the corridors of power. 
Onuzulike decries through the works the 
ignoble lives of corrupt politicians who 
squander public funds. For instance, through 
the work titled the “Parliamentarian after 
another Brawl” he satirizes the attitude of 
fighting and quarrelling ascribable to some 
people who occupy different leadership 
positions in Nigeria and beyond. 
 
Through the works, Onuzulike seems to 
engage his audience in a dialogue regarding 
such acts of despicability which have eaten 
deep into the fabric of the nation.  Hunger 
and poverty are the dominant ideas behind 
his works named after cloth. In the case of 
extreme poverty, poor people hardly think of 
buying new cloths. They either settle for 
second-hand clothing or patch old ones with 
pieces of new cloth kept as tailors off cut. 
Clothing is one of three basic necessities of 
life. Besides its primary function, it is laden 
with much significance in Africa. This 
explains why people constantly desire new 
clothes from time to time. However, 
economic depression resulting from corrupt 
practices seems to keep most people in a 
state of abject poverty where they either beg 
or struggle to keep body and soul together.
  
Onuzulike’s works are not only expressive; 
some have utilitarian and aesthetic values. 
For instance, the tea set which consists of 
cups and jug are designed to serve a 
functional role. This has always been the 
conventional use of clays works from ages. 
Although most of the works here bear 
postmodernist or eclectic tendencies which 
show the artist’s conceptual approach to 
clay manipulation, his tea set attests his 
ability to create quality utilitarian ceramic 
wares. The surface decoration on these 
wares not only enhanced the aesthetics of 
the objects but helps to establish the fact 
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that intricate surface designs is one of the 
outstanding styles of Ozioma Onuzulike. 
 
Conclusion  
Is the surface decoration in Onuzulike’s 
works accidental? Did the artist set out to 
execute works that simulate of the designs 
found in both woven and printed textiles 
made in Africa?  From the artist’s blogspot, 
one may find the answer to the above 
questions. In his personal web site 
(http//:oziomachukwu.blogspot.com), he 
revealed:  

I have just realised that my work has 
benefitted from the textile imageries 
that have defined the oeuvre of one 
of my masters, Professor El Anatsui. 
Notably, all the works below were 
produced in the studio of my main 
ceramic mentor, Professor Benjo 
Igwilo, whose carved wooden 
roulettes inspired my carving and 
use of about two others. Also, in a 

number of the works, especially 
“Coat” (1998), and in several items 
that make up my tea set (2000), I 
find that what Anatsui does on wood 
panels using power tools, I do on 
the skin of my ceramic wares at the 
leather hard stage, using improvised 
gouges and turning tools. 

 
By patterning clay works after cloth, 
Onuzulike attempts to interpret the anti 
social experiences of people in Africa and 
other parts of the world. Cloth forms and 
themes serve as a metaphor among other 
things. The artistic creations of Onuzulike 
reviewed in this study are marked by 
persistent linearity, colourful pattern and 
simplified imagery. The works of Onuzulike 
may be considered as a visual poetry. The 
ability to transform ordinary clay from a 
common place into items of interior design 
with intricate surface design is the hallmark 
of Ozioma Onuzulike’s creativity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1:. O. Onuzulike Cloth V 
2000 (terracotta, underfired glaze) 

Fig. 2:  O. Onuzulike. Lady Showing Off, 
2000.  (terracotta, underfired glaze) 



Nwigwe, C. et al.,: Textile Imageries in the Ceramic Art of Ozioma Onozulike 

136 
 
ASHAKWU Journal of Ceramics Vol.9 June 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. O. Onuzulike. Politician on Parade, 
2000 Terracotta, under fired glaze) Size: 
(29×25)cm 

Fig. 4.  O. Onuzulike. Old and New 
2002 (Terracotta, under fired glaze) 
Size: (33.5×33)cm  

 

Fig. 5. O. Onuzulike. Cloth III,   
Ceramic 1990.  

 

Fig. 6    O. Onuzulike.  
The Parliamentarian after another brawl, 
2000 Ceramic. Size 26 x 23   
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Fig. 7. O. Onuzulike. Old Cloth, 1998. 
(Glazed and Acrylic painted ceramic) Size: 
(33×27) cm 

 Fig. 8    O. Onuzulike, 1998  
 Patched Cloth, Ceramic, Size 50x29cm 

Fig. 9.  O. Onuzulike, 2000,    
Complete tea set, ceramic                                                                                       
(The Tea Pot in the middle is 23 cm 
height.) 

 

Fig 10: O. Onuzulike. Politician1 
2003. Ceramic, Size: (37×24) cm   
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Fig. 11   O. Onuzulike. Politician IV, 1998 
Ceramic, Size: (33x22x14) cm                        
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