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Porrery pla}-‘s a conspicuous part in the (iai]_\' lite of West

Africa.  One sees it even in the cities: out in the countr Vs it is

almost lI1‘ll(|UTl’.ULlH But ii he U()LN into a countr \ mal® I\L‘l to hll\

specimens, the visitor will haNE s semich S, Going past
the stalls of food and drink, beyond the array of imported goods,
sast the work of |>LuL~.m|lhs weavers, and basket makers,
behind the stalls of the sellers of hrewood and charcoal, he will
perhaps find the pottery near the market’s extreme margin,
where the valtures are dumf their useful and necessary work.

Pottery nmf\lnu is probably the lowest in the hm(uLln ol
native | an(lluaftx The raw materials cost little, the tools and
\(ILIIl)n‘lt‘I'Il almost nothing. Fuel is needed only in small quanti-
ties, and is ot a kind which would not otherwise be used at all
—grass, brushwood or palm sticks.  The products, indispens-
able for daily life but breakable and dithcult 1o transport, are
u)nupmulnmly cheap.  For the same reasons perhaps, it is
very largely a woman’s trade.  Rattray was informed in
Ashanti that **
them™

it was not worth the while of the men to make

\a\"h\' therefore, does it make so strong an dppc.ﬂ cven to
pu)pk who are not generally interested in native handicrafts?
It is perhaps partly a tribute to the technical skill needed to
achieve such perfect symmetry, on such a large scale, without
the help of a wheel. The chief interest, however, is simply
the beauty ol the pots llll‘l'l’l‘\(l\'l“\ espec iallv nhan seen  in
their natural environment and in the context of actual use,  All
pottery, cven the simplest, is a humble form of art.  Industrial-
ization has made art expensive, civilization has made it conscious
—or so we are in the habit of saying: what exactly we mean by
it is another question.  The peasant potters of West Africa,
like all other artists, are unconsciously athirming something
about their own character and, more aig!1|§1t.il11i\ mnulhuw
about the nature ol the world—that I}mun is not an illusion of
the senses, but an aspect of reality. Whether the art is conscious
or instinctive, chvap OF CXpensive, as permanent as obsidian or
as l‘ugili\'v as a movement ol dance or music, makes no ditference

to its ultimate meaning, which is its beauty, The traditional
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pottery of West Africa is as worthy of attention, and as significant
for the Fature, as folk music or as any other popular art form
anvwhere else in the world.

Technique

The methods of making are at least as old as the Bronze Age,
and were used everywhere in the world (except in Australasia)
at some stage of history or prehistory.  In some places (e.g.
parts of North Africa) lhv\,, still survive side by side with later
techniques.  The esse ‘ntials, which persist lhmugh all minor
variations, are that the pots are not thrown on the wheel but
hand built by cni]inu beating, or mudvllmg Secondly, they
have no true ceramic glaze, the shiny surfaces seen on many
modern West African pots being obtained by mhm' means.
Thirdly, they are fired, not in kilns but in open “‘clamps™, or
within a circular mud wnll so rudimentary that it can hardly be
called a kiln. A description by René Caillie shows that the
technique has not changed since the beginning of the nineteenth
century, and in fact can hardly have (.I'I«'ll'l‘l‘:‘l 'd much since pre-
historic times.  Shards and pots assoc iated with the Nok Terra-
cottas ol Central Nigeria prove that the same methods were used
about 2,000 years ago. This “*Archaic™’ pottery shows variations
of style from one world region to another and from one district
to another, but it has no consistent history of technical evolution
and progress.

llw word tor pottery making in some West African languages
is “building”’, and it does in fact grade imperceptibly into
building in the ordinary sense. The logical boundary between
the two is perfectly LI(“H' a ‘pot’ only becomes a ceramic
product it it is fred. Hnt in fhinished appearance, the large
"I'(ll‘ldl'it'\i I.]‘II‘I({{‘ il'l lh(' ";r]\ ;lI‘lI“Idl! Ii('it are ||'| iﬂ(l |1L|g(' Ul'll'll L‘(l P(]l'\
Thv finest examples are to be seen in the corn-growing country
north ol Sokoto, where lh{‘ are made to a he Iéht ol over
htteen teet, with u)llmpumllnu Unlh, and are hnished, just like
a pot, by P(!ll\hinﬁ with white micaceous clay, ThL“»l gigantic
\-P{(Il'nt‘ﬂ\ of |mttu~ architecture”” were described by Clap-
perton in the early nineteenth century, and are still Ewmg made
in the same way (()tld\

At the other end of the scale, the potters casily and naturally
cross the dividing line between potting and free mndrllmg5 in the
round.  This ~l\|c. as might be expected, is especially favoured
tor ritual pottery; examples are the jars made in the Ivory
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Coast, of which the entire upper half becomes a portrait head and
shoulders; or the peculiar and sometimes grotesque funerary
urns of the Dakarkari tribe of Northern Nigeria.

There are many variations in the style of decoration, but only
the barest mention of one or two of them is pownble here.
Tiny roulettes, made of wood or string, are impressed into the
clay by rolling in the palm of the hand. Besides producing
very charming patterns, they consolidate the surface, strengthen
the pot and assist evaporation by increasing the surface area.
(.‘n()king pots, in which porosity is a disadvantage, are given a
handsome black lustre by embedding them, red hot, in a heap of
damp leaves, so that the pores are hlled with carbon.  Another
method is to baste the pots as they are taken hot from the fire,
with a decoction of locust bean pods.

Firing

The hring is astonishingly simple, but as in all ceramic
production it is the key to most of its useful properties.  The
method is to make a circle of stone or lumps of earth, lay a few
small sticks across it, and to stack the (h‘)’ pots, mouth down-
wards, on top of each other to a height of four, six, or more
feet., Thev are then covered with (lry grass or p.‘l'lﬂ leaves,
Over this lht- rest of the fuel

The actual firing is usually cumpfr‘l‘c(l in about two, and never
more than four, hours,  The inner layer of grass leaves a coating

branches or more grass—is laid.

of soft white siliceous ash, which atrs as a pmtu,tl\e blanket to
the ware.  But for this ¢ hianl\e , and the open texture of the
clay itself, it would be impossible to fire these large pots so
<1pu||\ without serious losses.

The temperature reached in these primitive clamps is variable,
but it is always very low, just enough to (,()mpln te the dehydra-
tion of the L|.1\, (i.c. at or around 600°C.). This rapid low-
temperature hrmg‘ is done not from ignorance of how to achieve
higher temperatures, not -.n‘nph from motives of economy or
lack of fuel, but because in this temperature range the warc
developes its optimum tolerance to thermal shock. It can be
used for cooking on an open hire without cracking: and, in this
respect, is bLka‘llOl to anything short of cordier ite (Hameproot)
porcelain. This is because no glass phase has been developed in the
body, which is an open porous structure held together by in-
cipient sintering. In use, the thermal stresses are probably
accommodated by some adjustment of the pore structure.
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The Future of Traditional Pottery

On the future pr mputs of the native pottery industry, two
questions naturally arise: is it amenable to technical improve-
ment? and is it in any danger of gradual extinction?

As to the frst, the potters themselves are for the most part
resistant to t'cchnica! innovation, at least in those areas where
itisa “oman s trade, (i.e. muqhi\ all the country south of about
latitude 11). In this their instinct is |)|oiml)|\, sound.  For
I‘l“l"lklné the lalm‘ sizes which are characteristic of most native
ware, the pnttm‘ s wheel would have no particular advantage
over the methods which are already employed with such
consummate mastery, A clay of hner texture would also have
to be used, and this ‘would make it much more difficult to fire in
the traditional way. Firing at higher temperatures gives better
mechanical strength, but it would destroy one ot the most
valuable ])I‘()P('I‘li('\' of the ware—resistance to the severe
shocks encountered in cooking over an open wood hre.  Any
tampering with the traditional methods, even where its effect
was not directly har mftul, would raise the cost of the ware without
any proportionate increase in its market value.

There are, however, a few cases where improvements can
profitably be introduced, ¢.g. in arcas where there is a demand
for water coolers and horticultural ware.  These articles are
made better and more quickly on the potter’s wheel, and can be
hred in p:npt r kilns without lnsmu their }mnmi\ This l_\p(‘ ot
ware has established itself successfully in Ghana,

In some places, the native |)<>ll(-1:s make carctul but rather
pathetic imitations of imported porcelain shapes.  This is a
“technical blind alley™, unless the material can be glazed and
prope :‘|\ fired. Hu‘l! eHorts seem to cry out for xutt‘nmllL
training in more advanced techniques, but since the products
would |1.1n to compete with those of mechanized mass pro-
duction, development on these lines can only succeed where the
ware itselt has some s'iu'cial artistic or other merit,

Is the traditional pottery in any danger of dying out? It is
sometimes suggested that film records of the processes should be
made, “before it is too late™.  In the present writer's opinion,
such fears are gl‘numllvw There are no statistics, and one¢ can
only judge by general impressions; but these indicate no
visible falling- oft in either demand or supply, not even in quality.
[ts importe (| competitors—buckets, kerosine  tins,  cnamel
saucepans—have made some inroads in the |argcr towns, but so



A beautiful gold head forming part of the treasure of King Koh Kalkalli, who
was defeated in the First Ashanti War in 1874 bv Sir Garnet Wolseley's
expedition, It is a hollow cast, made of unalloved soft gold, weishing 3 1b. 6 oz,

fh‘prrnim-_'d by permission of the Trustees of the Wallace Collection.,



“The Executioner,”” a goldweight trom Ashanti, Ghana,

With acknowledgments vo the British Museum,



Red and black vessel from South Fastern Nigeria, unglazed, 10th Century.

With acknowledgments to the Brivish Wuseum,



Stvlized portrait of a deceased, pottery; from Akim Swedru, Ghana.
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tar they have had surprisingly little effect.  Some types may
become obsolete, but for cooking and similar uses it is not
hkoh to be superseded. Anyone who fears that urbanization
will mean the end of native pottery should visit the market in
Accra, a city which is growing and L‘.hangmg as rapidly as any in
Africa.  The pottery stalls, displaying jars, bowls and casseroles
made in a village less than ten miles from the town centre, are as
busy today as they were hfteen years ago.  The reasons which
led to the virtual disappearance of this kind of pottery in
Furope do not apply nearly so much in the Tropics.  The most
likely evolution would seem to be towards a state of equilibrium
between primitive pottery and z_.L‘l!,t‘(l domestic ware, both kinds
Huurishmg_‘ side by side.

There remains one other question.  Is there a tendency for
the artistic quality of the native ware to deteriorate as civilization
advances?  This is a danger which threatens popular arts and
peasant industries ey L‘I\WhLIl‘ in the world. [t is not so much a
question of whether the 'y will survive, but rather of whether
the quality ol what survives will be worth having? ()nly in the
remoter districts do the women still make pots not for sale but
tor their own use, not tor their effect on the purchaser but for
their effect on the maker—'"*the lincaments of satished desire’’.

Elsewhere there is a tendency towards standardization and
tor the potters to be concentrated in certain centres; but this is
nul necessarily 1o be deplored. '

» long as the demand for their products remains strong,
1'|u‘|t_ is not mug.h cause for pessimism.  Pots are made and
decorated not to be kept and looked at, but o be used and
pt‘lhslpn s00n |)|n|wn This k“l"‘ the Hl\h‘ hu.ﬂ[h\ “As so
often is found in Alrica, importance lies in the act ol creation
and not in (lPI)H(lMI()I! of, or preservation of, the hnished
object” (Ulli Beier, *Nigeria,” No. g1). It a people’s
primitive art traditions have \1ta|lt\, civilization and progress do
not kill them. New kinds « |naur\ come  into existence
New motives appear, not u)plu of a toreign style but hlml\
based on the culture, that is to say the character, of the |)vu|)|u
In some markets you may find pots or bowls decorated with
incised designs derived from the lines of motor lorries or
x\l()PIJI]L‘ Tive |\ translations into clay technique of thlngs
«cen in the mind, not copied from pictures or |)|mtnuapha
This kind of thing is not to be dismissed as childish. It is just
as childish, and as genuine, as any other original art.





