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Abstract 
This study examined the pottery tradition among the Isheagu people in Aniocha South Local 

Government Area of Delta State. The research made use of qualitative methods of focus group 
discussions, in-depth interviews and observations to collate the views of the potters, some 
executives of the Isheagu Association of Potters, as well as some elders in the community. The 

findings of the research revealed that pottery production in Isheagu is predominantly a female 
oriented vocation. The research further showed that pottery usage in Isheagu is not only limited to 
the domestic uses which include the fetching and storage of  water, as well as the preparation and 

serving of various meals. They are also extensively employed in many socio-cultural activities 
deemed necessary for promoting wellbeing and camaraderie, as well as venerating ancestors and 
other spirit beings. Pottery usage in Isheagu also reflect the cosmological learning of the people, it 

was also discovered that pottery making in Isheagu is gradually declining due to the disinterest of the 
youth in pottery production as well as the strong preference for metal, plastic and fiber glass vessels 
by most people in the community as a result of modernization 

 
 
 

Introduction 
Isheagu is a scenic community in 
AniochaSouth Local Government Area of 

Delta State; which is about 7km to Asaba, the 
Delta State capital. Isheagu has an 
approximate land mass of 38 sq.km and 

shares border with Ewulu and Umuite to the 
South, Abala to the North, Ogwashi -Uku to 
the West and River Iyeze to the East. Isheagu 

is made up of six major clans; Ogbeonishe,  
Umueze, Ogbetti, Umuoma, Umuenelichi and 
Isikiti. The community has a rural outlook and 

it is reputed for its exquisite pottery, 
captivating basket weaving, striking earth built  
architecture and unique mat weaving. The 

people of Isheagu are largely subsistence 
farmers who cultivate yam, cassava, maize,  
plantain as well as other c rops like okro,  

melon and vegetables like pumpkin; they also 

domesticate animals like goat, dogs, poultry  
and sheep. 
 

Pottery production in Isheagu is carried out in 
large scale during the dry season when 
farming activities have reduced especially  

after harvest which spans from September to  
March. Pottery making in Isheagu is a highly 
valued artistic profession which provides 

ecologically friendly and cheap wares for 
everyday use. Apart from its daily domestic 
uses, pottery is also visible in the cultural,  

social, religious and economic li fe of the 
people of Isheagu. However, these various 
uses notwithstanding, pottery production in 

Isheagu is currently experiencing a downturn 
as a result of the preference for metal, plastic 
and fiberglass vessels by most households in 

the community which is due to the 
overwhelming effects of modernity. 
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Isheagu Pottery and its Uses 
The presence of modern types of wares 

(enamel common iron pot, plastics and glass 
wares) notwithstanding, there is a lot of 
demand for traditional pottery in Isheagu and 

beyond because of its cheapness and the 
various socio-cultural functions it performs.  
The cheap supply of pottery is directly linked 

to the low cost of labour, availability of raw 
material (clay) and low capital investment in 
the pottery production. 

 
Secondly, the adaptability of traditional pottery  
to local use; for example, the people of 

Isheagu still prefer foods cooked in traditional 
wares to modern wares because it is believed 
that food cooked in these local wares taste 

better and even stay warmer for a long period 
of time. Also, experience in Isheagu has 
proved that drinking water kept in these 

traditional pots remain cool especially during 
the dry season due to the porous nature of the 
pot; that is why these wares are preferred as 

a traditional water cooler because of its non-
rustic nature. 
 

In addition, some of these pots are used for 
storing personal belongings like jewelries  
such as bangles, necklaces, wristwatches,  

earrings and the likes and some others are 
used as flower vases and for decorating the 
home especially the living room. However,  

from observations, it was seen that the potters  
and users of these wares in Isheagu classify 
their pottery by their forms and functions 

(uses). Therefore, the various observed types 
of pottery and their uses are as seen in Plates  
1 to 4. 

 
ISHEAGU POTTERY PRODUCTION 
Procurement 

The clay used called “Ulwar” in Isheagu, is  
obtained from the “Iyese River” and the 
surrounding swampy areas. The clay is  

obtained by digging a minimum depth of about  
1.5m to 2.5m and a maximum depth of 3m to 
4m because of the nature of the alluvial 

deposit in the area. The wet clay is then 
bagged into sack bags and transported with 
vehicles to Isheagu community. The tools  

used for digging the clay include, hoe, digger,  
shovel, a long thick rod etc. 
 

Treatment 

The first treatment applied to the clay by the 
potters is to spread the wet clay under the sun 

for a period of four to five days depending on 
the intensity of the heat of the sun and when 
the wet clay is dried, it is then kept in an open 

space where air can penetrate it. The sun 
dried clay is soaked in a basin of water and 
allowed to soak overnight. 

 
Forming Techniques 
Before the forming of the various pot shapes 

and sizes; broken potsherds are ground into 
powder (grog) (Plate 5) which will be used as 
temper during the manufacturing process. The 

grog is then filtered with a sieve to remove 
impurities or large particles of clay. Next, the 
overnight soaked clay is poured on a clean 

surface while the potter begins to mix the 
soaked clay with her legs while adding the 
grog as temper for about two to three hours  

until a smooth paste is achieved. 
 
The potters are able to know when the clay  

mixture is ready to be used by the sound it 
makes, when they are mixing it with their legs.  
According to the information gathered, the 

grog which serves as temper is added to help 
hold the clay together and reduce the risk of 
shrinkage, cracking and breakage during the 

firing process. Also, during the mixing process 
water is frequently added to the mixture to 
soften it and to achieve the right degree of 

plasticity. After the mixing process, the mixed 
clay is molded into rolls with the two hands 
into the required length on a flat surface called 

“Abriba” (which is a flat carved wood). 
 
Kneading starts on the palms, and the base of 

the pot is built up from a lump of clay by hand 
(Plate 6). When the formed base is large 
enough; it is then placed on “Aninor” (which is  

an inverted shoulder and neck of an old 
broken pot) which act as the stand upon 
which the pot will be built. It is important to 

state here; that the shape, size and type of 
the stand determine the size of the pot that 
will be manufactured. 

 
The clay molded into different rolls are then 
placed on top of the base; while the potter 

supports the clay rings with the left palm and 
uses the fore finger of the right hand to stick 
the clay rings on the one before. In an attempt 

to maintain a uniform thickness, the potter 
constantly moistens her hand and uses a 
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scraping and smoothening tool; for example a 
sea-shell called “Akerikor” which is used to 

scrap and smoothen the inside of the pot. A 
moist cloth is also used to regularly clean and 
smoothen the outer surface of the pot (Plate 

7). This process continues until the desired 
size and shape of pot is produced. 
 

When the desired size and shape is fully  
formed, the potter uses the moist cloth and 
her hand to form the rim and neck of the pot  

by bending the top of the pot. Before taking 
the pot for sun drying, the potter removes the 
molded pot from the stand (Aninor) and uses 

knife called “Nma” to shape the base of the 
pot that was resting on the stand (Aninor) and 
an instrument called “Nbibi” (which is a carved 

wood) is used to beat the pot especially the 
base after cutting it with the “Nma”. After this  
process, the pot is then taken under the sun 

for drying which takes about three days 
depending on the intensity of the heat of the 
sun (Plate 8). 

 
Decoration 
Decorations are applied when the pots are at  

the leather hard stage. The decorations are 
deliberately applied by the potters themselves 
in order to make their pots attractive to their 

customers and to enhance the aesthetic value 
of the pots. The commonest decorative motifs  
found on Isheagu pottery are roulette and 

incision. The roulette decorative motif is 
applied by rolling the “Nziza” (which is a 
twisted bark of palm tree) on the pots when 

they are at the leather hard stage which gives 
a repeated impression on the pots (Plate 9). 
 

The incision decorative motif is applied using 
sharp pointed objects; for example pointed 
stick called “Osisi” which pierce the surface of 

the pot. These incised lines could be vertical,  
horizontal or forming a criss-cross pattern.  
Some Isheagu pottery carry single decorative 

motif while others carry multiple decorative 
motifs. Occasionally, Isheagu potters use 
such motifs as snake, millipede‟s coil, eagle‟s  

eyes, eagle‟s claw, tortoise, lizard and 
crocodile on their pots. However, it should be 
noted that such motifs are applied on demand 

by customers for special purposes and these 
motifs affect the prices of such decorated pots  
(Plate 10). 

 
Firing 

Isheagu potters fire their pots in two different  
ways; which is the indoor firing and outdoor 

firing. 
The indoor firing is carried out in an enclosure 
with a fire place called “Ngba” where the pots  

are arranged on the platform built over the fire 
place and firewood especially hardwood 
called “Ulu” and “Ugbogolo”, set under the 

platform where the pots are being arranged.  
The firewood used are such that can produce 
maximum temperature (heat) and much 

charcoal. 
 
The firing lasts for overnights at least from 

8:00pm to 7:00am. The firing is usually  
monitored by the potters and firewood 
constantly added to the fire to achieve the 

maximum firing temperature. According to the 
information obtained from one of the potters  
(Mrs Elizabeth Onyema), the change in the 

colour of the pots during the firing process 
from black to clay red indicate that the pots 
are well fired; and when this change in colour 

is noticed, the pots are taken out of the fire 
ready for the outdoor firing (Plate 11). 
 

The outdoor firing takes place in the open air.  
The pots are arranged in a circular form by 
first placing some broken pots (potsherds) on 

the ground and then arrange the freshly fired 
pots on top of the potsherds, until a heap is  
formed by placing each pot on top of each 

other and while placing these pots on top of 
each other, light firewood is placed in between 
two pots until it gets to the last pot on top. 

Green grasses or any green leaf are used to 
cover the pot before they are lighted with fire 
which last for a minimum of 10mins and 

maximum of 15mins: after which a long stick 
is used to carry the pots one after the other 
from the fire. According to the informants, the 

essence of the outdoor firing is to test the 
strength, hardness and durability of the pots  
(Plate 12). To further harden and beautify the 

pots, a mixture prepared using the bark of a 
tree called “Umina” which is pounded and 
soaked in water overnight is used to rub the 

surface of the pots after the outdoor firing but  
this mixture is applied after the pots have cool 
down (Plate 13). 

 
Disposal 
Despite the fact that most broken pots are 

thrown away, a number of them still serve 
social and domestic functions depending on 
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their shapes and sizes. For example, no 
matter the size of a potsherd, it can be ground 

into grog by potters and used as temper 
during the production of new pots. Also, the 
neck of an old broken pot can serve as the 

base (which is called “Aninor” in Isheagu) on 
which new pots are built. Old unused pots are 
used as trip stand for fire hearth. Big 

potsherds are used for fetching embers of fire 
amongst the neighborhood; while the bases of 
big pot are used for serving food and drinking 

water for poultry, sheep, goats and so on 
because they are widely produced and 
consumed in the community.  

 
Findings and Discussion 
The history of pottery production in the 

Isheagu culture could not be traced 
concretely. The consensus is that the craft  
has been practiced since time immemorial, by 

the forebears of the current inhabitants of the 
community. Pottery is largely practiced during 
the dry season after the harvest, the 

respondents explained. Small quantities are 
however produced during the rainy season, i f 
the need arises.  Generally in Southern 

Nigeria, pottery production is seen as 
exclusively a female profession which is 
passed down from mother to daughter, from 

generation to generation (Adeyeye 2009;  
Omeje and Nnaemeka 2015). Likewise, in 
Isheagu community, pottery production is a 

female dominated activity; the male only help 
in the digging of the clay from the river bank.  
The current study has not uncovered any 

prohibition that particularly favoured any of the 
sexes in the production of pottery in the 
Isheagu community. The basic precondition 

for engaging in pottery production therefore is 
interest and expertise.  The female potters  
questioned explained that the pottery making 

know-how was imparted to them during their 
adolescent ages. The respondents named 
their Mothers, Elder sisters, Mother-in laws,  

and Grand Mothers as the ones who imparted 
the knowledge to them. The learning 
processes, according to the potters 

progressed from very rudimentary stages 
such as clay extraction, drying, pounding and 
sieving, to more complex and int ricate 

processes such as mixing of clay, forming,  
pre-firing ornamentation, firing and post-firing 
ornamentation techniques.  Specialization, the 

researcher noticed, was very limited. Most of 

the respondents could produce all the 
essential pots found in the community. 

 
It is quite obvious that the functions of the 
pots designed and produced in Isheagu cut  

across all aspects of human life. The 
production of pottery helps the women to 
accomplish their mandatory obligation of 

nutritionally sustaining the family. It also helps 
women to fetch and store water, herbs,  
cooking ingredients and other personal 

belongings like jewelleries. Pots are also 
copiously employed in cooking and serving 
foods within the community. 

 
Apart from its domestic uses, pottery is also 
used during traditional burials; in this case, 

pots (specifically the „Etenmu‟) are used to 
feed the deceased in his laying in state; after 
which these pots are broken to symbolize the 

alienation of the deceased from the society  
and to make it possible for the deceased to 
use the pots in the spirit world because they 

believe in life after death. Pots also play very  
important roles in traditional medicine. Special 
herbal preparations are cooked in pots for the 

treatment of a plethora of diseases in the 
society. The use of traditional pots is believed 
to please benevolent spirits, who in turn 

imbue the herbal materials with healing 
properties for the treatment of diseases.  
Spiritually energized materials may also be 

kept in pots for the protection and bestowment 
of good health and prosperity of an individual,  
a family or a clan.  The usage of Isheagu 

pottery in the preparation of medicine and 
public religious rites again makes it not only a 
domestic art form, but a public one as well.  

The study shows that traditional healers use a 
lot of pottery wares in rituals for the protection 
of the entire society against disease, bad luck, 

famine, and bad farm yield. The traditional 
healer uses pots in preparing varied herbal 
concoctions for the treatment of many 

sicknesses in the society. The pottery could 
therefore be seen as being in the service of 
the entire society. 

 
Culturally, pots are used during traditional 
burials to perform some burial rites and 

rituals. Also some of these pots are used to 
convey sacrifices during some religious and 
traditional community rituals. 

These cultural uses of Isheagu pottery has 
helped in communicating indigenous cultural 
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practices and values of the people of Isheagu 
to the younger generations through their 

constant use in funerals, religious rites, and in 
the domestic arena. 
Economically, the Isheagu pottery plays a 

very important role in the indigenous economy 
because the pots are also sold for money. A 
number of factors affect the price and market  

value of the pots; one of which is the size of 
the pots, the decoration (i.e. if undecorated, it 
is cheaper than when decorated), the use of 

the pot; for instance, the pots used by 
traditional doctors for sacrifices and medicinal 
concoctions are far more expensive than the 

ones used for cooking and eating and also,  
when the pots are covered with lid, they tend 
to be more expensive than the ones without  

lid. Considering the above mentioned factors,  
the prices of Isheagu pots range from N600 to 
N200. However, the ones specifically made 

for traditional doctors that carry decoration like 
snake, eagle‟s eyes and so on used for 
traditional purposes are sold for about N3,  

500 depending on the size and use (plate 
10).The pots are either sold at home or taken 
to markets like Onitsha market (Anambra 

State), Agbor, Asaba, Ogwashi-Uku markets  
and so on. 
 

According to the informants, there are taboos 
associated with the pottery tradition of 
Isheagu; among which are that one cannot  

steal the clay from the river because this will 
result in the total damage (breaking) of the 

pots during the firing process. Also, during the 
firing process, no one is allowed to negotiate 

the price of the pots and quarrelling and any 
unwanted or unnecessary noise is not allowed 
around the firing arena. More so, there should 

not be any exchange of money during the 
firing process and no woman undergoing her 
monthly menstruation is allowed to come near 

where the pots are being fired. 
 
Conclusion 

Findings of the study show that pottery 
production in Isheagu is mostly a female 
vocation. The research further shows that  

pottery usage in the community is not only 
limited to the domestic setting, where they are 
employed in the storage of water, cooking 

materials as well as the preparation and 
serving of food. But they are also used in 
many socio-cultural rituals and ceremonies 

that reflect the cosmological believes of the 
people of the society. It has also been 
discovered by the researcher that pottery  

production in the Isheagu community is 
dwindling due to the preference for metal,  
plastic and fiberglass vessels by most 

households in the community. The disinterest  
in the pottery industry by the youth has also 
been noted as one of the militating factors  

working against the Isheagu pottery industry. 
The researcher submits that the study of the 
pottery tradition of Isheagu people is not an 

end in its self; rather the study is open for 
more researches. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Plate 1: Ntutu, used by native 
doctors for the preparation of 

herbal concoction 

Plate 2a: Ugbugbe, used for 

serving soup 
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Plate 2b: Ugbugbe, used for 

serving soup 
Plate 3: Ukunmiri, used for 
water storage and serves as 

local refrigerator 

Plate 4: Etenmu, used for traditional 

burial rituals and sacrifices 

Plate 5: Ground potsherd (grog) 

Plate 6: Process of kneading with hand 
Plate 7: Smoothing the outer surface 

with wet cloth 
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Plate 8: Display of unfired pots  Plate 9: Roulette decorating process 

using “Nziza” 

Plate 10: A pot decorated with 
multiple motifs 

Plate 11: The Fire place (“Ngba”) 
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