
ASHAKWU Journal of Ceramics Vol.14 June 2017          63 

REDEFINING THE IDENTITY OF TRADITIONAL CERAMICS 

IN NIGERIA BY INCORPORATING CULTURAL SYMBOLS 
FOR ENHANCED FINISHING AND DECORATION 

 
 
 
1OGUNMOROTI B. J., 2ASEMAKAHA P. A., & 3ABDUSALAM S. 

1.18B, AlaniAkinrinadeStreet,  
Abraham Adesanya estate, Ajah, Lekki, Lagos 

Bukaino007@gmail.com 
2. Great Commission Movement of Nigeria,  

Jos, Plateau. 
3. Department of Fine and Applied Art,  
Federal College of Education, Zaria 

 
 
 

Abstract 
The decoration and finishing techniques employed over the years into the production of traditional 
pottery in terms of their aesthetics, philosophical and utilitarian values vary in many ways. Surface 

texture is one of the elements that can be used to identify pottery tradition. The study explored and 
suggested that finishing culture used in ceramic production should define Nigeria products by the 
aesthetics qualities that are unique in character to Nigeria society. The finishing methods used by 

successful potters were reviewed, and emphases were placed on personalizing Nigeria ceramic 
product with the uniqueness in the surface qualities of the production tak ing inspiration from the rich 
culture in the country. Transforming the look of indigenous pottery products can be a catalyst for 

changing the fortunes of the Nigerian pottery industry.  
 
 

 
Introduction 
Traditional ceramics refers to ceramic 

products that are produced from unrefined 
clay with combinations of redefined clay and 
powdered or granulated non-plastic materials. 

The general classifications of traditional 
ceramics are whiteware, earthenware, 
stoneware, chinaware, and porcelain. 

Technical ceramics include vitreous ceramic 
whiteware used for such products as electrical 
insulation, or for chemical, mechanical, 

structural, or thermal applications. Advanced 
ceramics can be classified according to 
application as electrical, magnetic, optical, 

chemical, thermal, mechanical, biological, and 
nuclear AP- 42, CH 11, 7, (2015). 
 

According to Ahuwan (2003), the first move to 
modern pottery in Nigerian was in 1904 by D. 
Roberts, though this was not successful until 

1952 when Micheal Cardew arrived. Kashim 
(2005) also disclosed that at the beginning of 

the 20
th

 century, efforts were made to 
introduce modern ceramic practice using 

modern facilities, especially by British potter 
D. Robert in 1904 at Ibadan, Nigeria. He was 
able to succeed because he first appreciated 

traditional pottery for its uniqueness in the 
society and production processes that are 
peculiar to the modern pottery. 

 
There are wide regional variations in the 
properties of raw materials used for the 

production of pottery and this can lead to 
wares that are unique in character to a 
locality, which means raw material is one of 

the elements used to associate a product with 
its production location. Ceramic production in 
Nigeria using indigenous raw material makes 

this type of product have a unique character 
defining a great culture peculiar to Nigeria. 
Sule (2014) asserts that the socio-cultural 

function of a ceramics object tells or shows 
the social and cultural life of the society. 
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Despite the fact that pottery decorating 
techniques all over the world are almost the 

same yet there are variation in some aspects 
and forms. Surface texture is one of the 
elements of design that can be used to 

identify a pottery tradition. Kashim (2005), 
highlighted that until the beginning of the 20th 
century Nigeria Ceramics was purely of local 

extraction meant to satisfy specific traditional 
functions that vary from one community to 
another, and this is not even really available 

at the present time as there is little production 
going on compared to the demand of ceramic 
products in the country. 

 
For modern ceramics to stand and take its 
place in the country, Nigeria culture and its 

uniqueness needs be considered. The basis 
for comparison between Nigeria ceramics and 
that of other countries should not be on 

stylistic attraction since the cultures are not 
developing along the same time. Gone are the 
days when local pots were the only means for 

domestic cooking and shores. Then they were 
not too demanding about shape, design and 
other finishing touch. But with the advent of 

modern day alternatives such as aluminum 
and metal wares, consumer demand is 
changing considerably. So, to retain the 

consumer’s patronage, local potters should 
address the pottery art through entrepreneur 
approach in production.  New surface quality 

and beautiful designs that meet customer’s 
demands should be incorporated. 
 

Finishing in ceramic production can be done 
in many ways. Most finishing are for 
decoration and some add strength to the 

produced wares. Additive can be worked into 
the clay body prior to forming, to produce 
desired effects in the fired wares. Coarse 

additives such as sand and grog (fired clay 
which has been finely ground) are sometimes 
used to give the final product required texture. 

Contrasting coloured clays and grogs are 
sometimes used to produce patterns in the 
finished wares. Colourants, usually metal 

oxides and carbonates are added singly or in 
combination achieve a desired colour. 
Combustible particles can be mixed with the 

body or pressed into the surface to produce 
texture. Some of these finishing for ceramic 
production includes: Banding, agatewares, 

furnishing, engobe, sgraffito, lithography 
decal/transfer printing, decoration with gold, 
and glazing. 

 
It’s necessary for Nigeria potters and ceramist 

to define the products produced in the country 
and to do more work on the finishing aspects 
of the products in the country to meet the 

need of ceramic products in the country. This 
paper takes a look at impact of finishing 
methods used in pottery decoration in defining 

Nigeria ceramics. 
 
Story of Few Nigerian Traditional 

Ceramist/Ceramicist Successful in Surface 
Finishing 
The inventive efforts of Michael Cardew and 

Ladi Kwali have a worthy influence on the 
ceramic profession in Nigeria. The two 
aforementioned had in one time in this country 

thrived for pottery production because of the 
rich in unique culture characterized wares. For 
Cardew, he was able to succeed because he 

first appreciated the traditional pottery for its 
uniqueness in the society and production 
characteristics that are peculiar to the local 

pottery. 
 
The story of the development and practice of 

modern ceramics in Nigeria cannot be told 
without according a price of place to Ladi 
Kwali. For her, it was a transition from 

tradition to modernity, she produced pottery 
that was characteristically Gbagyi, but 
accentuated with idioms that were 

characteristically personal. (Okunna, 
2016).The traditional cultural environment she 
lived in, and also worked for, became 

therefore a strong factor in her forms and 
styles, they are never glazed, although some 
of them are given the surface finish that would 

be mistaken for a true glaze. The climax of 
Ladi’s production at the pottery training centre 
was the application of glazes on her pot. Her 

works were glazed either with chun or the 
temmoku, both high temperature glazes. Ladi 
works to striked a balance between traditional 

designs and modern techniques of production 
and so created for the urban folks what would 
have remained for the traditional (village) 

folks. And with time, she internationalized 
Nigeria pottery (Okunna, 2016). 
 

Levy Yakubu is a man in Nigeria reigning 
presently because of his rich unique culture 
characterized products. Alkali and Morakinyo 

(2014) while describing Yakubu’s works have 
this to say: 
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“He delved into his indigenous 
culture and adopted motifs, 

symbols, myths and legends and 
illustrated these on his works thus 
preserving these as subject of 

investigation. There is a rich 
confluence of inspiration and subject 
matters in his works that can 

present exciting sources of 
information to historians, 
anthropologists and archaeologists. 

His works tells so much of 
legendary stories associated with 
the Tivs and their other tribes thus 

providing great conceptual 
framework upon which research 
problems can be generated” 

 
According to Jacob (2007), Abass Magaji 
Ahuwan is a ceramist with different 

techniques, exposed to the best factory 
materials and equipment; he focuses his 
entire creative endeavor on 100% indigenous 

forms and decoration. This is unusual in the 
ceramic enterprise whose demands are 
derived from the overwhelming influence of 

Chinese pottery. He does not use the kick 
wheel now glazes but raises his wares in 
open fire using corn husk, corn stalks, cow 

dung, firewood or sawdust. Yet his pieces are 
some of the profound ever encountered in 
terms of aesthetics. 

 
Garin Bah is a traditional producing village 
near Potiskum Local Government Area in 

Yobe State. Zubairu (2009) observed that it is 
possible to adopt some of the techniques of 
Garin Bah pottery into contemporary ceramics 

especially regarding their clay preparation and 
decoration methods, and their traditional 
ceramic forms capable of generating new 

ceramic ideas. Like any other traditional potter 
Garin Bah uses various methods of local 
pottery to decorate their pottery. More often 

the potter’s roll twine rope over the surface of 
the fresh pots; pointed irons are used to draw 
simple lines along the border of the rolled 

rope. 
 
Dagauda is located in north eastern part of 

Bauch state. Among crafts produced in 
Dagauda community pottery is a principal 
craft in practice. The Dagauda pottery has 

high aesthetics quality achieved through the 
character of their forms as well as 
decorations. They pay great attention to 

decorations. Decorations in Dagauda pottery 
takes the form of patterns derived from tribal 

marks. These marks are applied in the belly of 
their youth which represent braveness. These 
are simple line drawings which lead to 

complex motif in the form of triangles (Sule, 
2014). Anywhere these vessels travels to it 
will be branded as Dagauda pottery. 

 
Summary and Conclusion 
Ceramics play an important role in addressing 

various households, environmental and 
industrial needs. Our country Nigeria is rich in 
culture, our culture and environment should 

be reflected in surface decoration and 
finishing of wares produced in the locality. 
Texture is one of the elements of design that 

can be used for identifying a pottery tradition. 
Modern designers should draw inspiration 
from our traditional pottery with or without 

modification. Adapting traditional pottery into 
contemporary ceramics is one of the best 
ways of documenting pottery tradition for 

future generations to study and appreciate. 
 
The few successes Nigeria has recorded in 

ceramic production with the few potters that 
have been discovered have one thing in 
common and that is the rich culture and styles 

reflected on the wares. So it is easy to 
conclude or suggest that more emphasis 
should be placed on producing surface 

decorations that wears the faces of our culture 
and environment as this will give ceramic 
market an edge over the saturated ceramic 

market and at the same time give our 
ceramics an explicit identity thereby help to 
preserve our culture for generations to come. 

The products available in market do not have 
unique character peculiar to location of 
production. 

 
Mathias (2015) rightly said that modern 
ceramics are made to suit the taste and 

desires of the people in order to face market 
competence. Alkali (2004), noted that, in the 
face of saturated market for ceramic product, 

differentiation and originality are essentially 
the most important demand determining 
factor. 

 
Products with uniqueness characterized after 
culture richness may help bring our local 

production into limelight. Alkali and Morakinyo 
(2014) further opines that the quest for new 
styles and products that could distinguish from 
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competitive offerings is imperative for survival 
of any pottery establishment. This new styles 

or distinguished products will go a long way to 
promote the country if they wear the cultural 

richness of the country and thereby set a 
breakthrough for the fading pottery 

establishment in the country. 
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