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POTTERY IN UPPER REGION

by Barbara Priddy
Assistani Keeper, Ghana Mational Museum

Pottery is one of the most conservative of crafls. Since the
first discovery of poltery over eight thousand vears ago in the
Mear East, the techniques flourished virtually unchanged sxoept
in detail unti! the invention first of the potter's wheel In the same
area over five thousand years ago, and then of mass-production,
in England in the eighieenth century., There were however large
arsas of the world which were unaftecied by these inventions,
and over most of Africa pottery continues o be hand-made in
small guantities,

Pottery is still made by the traditional methods in every re-
gion in Ghana, but in the face of competition from both imported
and localiy-made iron and stesl, aluminium and enamel, mass-
produced china and wheel-turned earthenware ang sloneware,
it is generally in decline. There are exceplions: among some
peopie, such as the Shal of the Acora plains, it s practically
obligatory for every girl to learn the arl of nottery-making in
order to be accepted as a full member of the community -
‘God has given us potlery-making as our work’ they say. In
other places, special types of pols which have no modern sub-
stitutes —vegetable grinders or palm-wine pols, for examplie—
continue to be made to supply a steady demand. Among the
most culturatly sophisticated people there is a swing away from
the idea that Furopean-type goods are the most prestigious, and
a demand for a return o the wares of one's forefathers; white
among the least sophisticaled rural dwellers in the older age
groups there is a demand that has never ceased for poliery
cooking-pots, serving dishes, food-bowls, water-jars and 80 on.

In general, the further north one travels the more raditionsl
pottery one finds being made for everyday use. in Upper Fagion,
whose headquarters, Bolgatanga, is about 350 miles almost due
north of Acora, the capital, on the coast, no village is without a
potter, while In many villages no compound is without a polter.
Hand-made pottery is used for every conceivable purpose: there
are enormous jars for brewing and storing corn-beer and storing
water (Fig. 1); smailer jars for fetching water and kesping corm-
beer: measures in which corn-beer is sold; water-coolers (Fig. 2};
cooking-pots of different sizes; mixing-bowls, food-bowls and
soup-bowls (Fig. 3); colanders (Fig. 4} wash-hand bow!s; small
jars for storing shea-butter, large bowls for boiling the oil to
make shea-butier, and large pots for pounding the nuts to extract
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Fligure Ons; Pito-selliing jar Figure Two; Water cocler from
from Fumbiel: Builsa. Mt 4dom. Kameiga, W, Kusasi. Hi 25om.

Figure Five, Shea but
ter lamp from Binduri:

Kusasi Hi 16

Lerm.

Figure Thres: Mixing bowl from Ampur, near Lawrs; Lo-Dages:
Ht. 18.8cm.

Figure Four; Colander from Charia, near Wa: Lo-Dagaa. Ht 28cm.



ihe nil; ingenious pots for holding water for ducks and chickens
{in this arid country they cannot be allowed to swim in or foul
the water, while this shape of pot lessens the loss by evaporas-
tion}; animal troughs; lamps {though these are now uncommon,
the kerosene tin varisty being preferred) (Fig. 5); small globular
pots which are smeared with a mixiure of dung and herbs to at-
wact ants 1o feed chickens, vegetable grinding bowls, their inter-
ior roughened with deeply scored linear patlerns; circular patiy-
pans for frying corn- a::amﬁ; ritpal pols with iids, covered in knobs
{Fig. 8); giobular pots with lids and venlilation holes for sloring
sall and meat; liny toy g}{;} ts for children — the list is endless, and
of course any pot may be used as need dictates — in the ground-
nut harvest season, for example, all spare vessels are full of
groundnuts, regardiess of shape or usual purpose.

The couniry is orchard bush /w parkiand savannah, between
10° and M” M, at an  elevation of 200-500m. The climate is typi-
cal of thiz belt-the firstrains ﬁ;‘mg the sowing in April-May, and
fairly intensive agriculiure continues until the end of the rains and
the final harvest in August-Sepiember. The dry season is the
time of festivals, and brings Isisure and suitable wsather for
crattwork: by December the harmaitan, the dry dusty wind from
the Sahara, is blowing, afier the end of this, February-March,
the heat and humidity increase until the rains break in violent
thunderstorms.

The peoples of t% region are diverse in origin and language,
but have a great deal in common; a subsistence economy based on
mixed farming {grains and vams, green vegelables, onions, to-
ﬁm%um groundnuts; fowls, sheep and goals, cows) supplemented
‘umug, fishing and gathering, knowlec f;z of potlery, brass-
ing, iron-working, Langusges of sither the Mossi or Grus
dhivisl ion s:f the Gur family are fsgpo%{ 1, but are not usually mutually
intelligible. Bocial organisation s traditionally acephalous, but
under mf» influsnce first of the powserful northern empires of
Mossl, Dagomba, ?‘!’%&'ﬂ@%’w%w b and {165’1 4, ih@a of the Ashanti Em-
pire, and finally of British colonial mée he system of chisftancy
has been adopted. ﬁzzi*‘ de the fowns, m@ settiements still how-
aver take the form of seatlered hu”ﬁ"z@S‘t@Eﬂﬁ:‘s, perhaps 80-200
yvards apart, the pattern of setllemeni expressing the relalion-
ships of the inhabitants. Descent is palrilineal, marriage virilocal
and in general endogamous within the ethnic group. While out-
side relationships are changing rapidly, thanks to the provision
of roads, hospitals, schogols, a police force, and so on, domestic
life and daily routine inside the compound have changed litlle
for centuries, To this economy, money, although desirable {(and
many young men work semi-permanently or seasonally in the
south) is peripheral; it provides the luxuries of life, not the essen-
tials,

Fach people has its own individual and distinctive siyle of
pottery: the shapes may be partly the resull of the different tech-
niques employed, but the designs and colouring are the expres-
sion of individual artists: although the mediums in which thay
work may be laid down by tradition, there is still plenty of scope
for individual genius.

The methods by which the pols are made are axée’@m«ﬁsy

simple, vet call for some very hard work. The clay must be dug
;md clay deposits may be several miles away from the pui?%‘?&
home—with 2 hoe, or, where it is very hard and dry, with a wedge
and hammersione; then i must be head-loaded home in baskels
or basing holding up to 40ibs. of clay. It is left to weather for a
few days, then reated according to its properties: In many cases
it simply needs to be soaked and poundsd and have thg impurl-
ties removed by hand, while a stickier clay will be hall scaked,
half ground, and the two mixed together. The vary sticky Wimi
clay of the area ar Qu; e/ antaugﬁ also needs lemper m ar
grog in the form of finely-ground old paﬁs“'“ rde. Before Q{“ﬁ& 1y
work the clay is wmsw{ﬁca@ 4 with water {0 a consi St@nay hich
neither sticks 1o the hand too much nor falls to held to E’m“,
There are three distinct aechmqnés of making p@ in J‘“ﬁ in the
region: in the west, the colling technique (usuall y com ibined with
hand-shaping of a primary mass, which for small bowls may be
the only procedurs empioved); in the east mouiding the base
over the botiom of an old pot and finishing the pot by colling;
g??é“ in the far east and over the border in Upper Volla fo the

’*?% the men employ the moulding or forming technigue to

ake fing water jars.

st method, a %st’“"ii‘:i of :wé’\x is placed on a potgherd
2’ U;z@w or S%%?‘%{‘E m the floor:

in th

or pol-ng
?m‘“ pott i in
andg enls the hole thus “:%wi%;‘ at ;m same ?ai’;‘“}% m@%%mg} el

the walls. the walls are the wqm thi kszfﬁ g, cylinders of
clay ars rolled and placed on top of the walls. Where the pot is
being made (m a tournelts, the basal lump *’E‘\’%g’ have the hole
extended right through the bottom of it, or be very thin, or be
replaced aliogether by a piece or pleces of clay forming & ring.
Where it is being made on the ground, the botiom is leil. very
thick., When ihe pot has reached the required height, the top is
roughly trimmed to form the rim, the ouiside is pulled up and
sroothed with a piece of calabash, the walls are pushed oul fo
the required shape from the inside with ?16’* piece of calabash,
which also smooths the inside, and the rim is shaped and finally
smoothed with a piece of leather or leaves, When it has stiffened,
it is turned over and the bottom dealt with. If there is a hole, it
ie tilled in; if there are the remains of the basal lump, they are
removed with a sharp knife; the bottom is smoothed with the cala-
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pash and baaten with a block of wood, a lump of clay or a thick
aherd.

in the second methoed, a sphere of clay is rolled, bealen o
a disc on the ground, laid over the bottom of an uplurned pot,
and beaten o shape over il When il has stiffenad, it is removed
and set o dry right way up. Then the edge is cul straight, cy-
linders of clay are added to the walls and the pot is bulll up as
in method 1

The third method is characierised by the use of litlle or no
water: it is used exclusively by men 1o produce very fing, light
water-pots. The potler uses his hand or ool 1o beal out a ball of
clay info a disc in a concave mould; he then pushes the disc io
the Dack of the mould and beals on a small piece of clay lo the
front of it with his knuckles: then he rotates the disc and adds an-
other plece of clay, and so on, all the time lubricating the mould
with clay dust, until the pot assumes an almost spherical shape,
when a oylinder of clay is laid around the smaill remaining hole
to form the rim, and smoothed into place.

Az scon as the form is complete, the decorations are added,
Many loois, mostly very simple are used to make impressions in the
clay: the pointed end of a slick or sialk, the edge of a pebble or cala-
bash sherd, are the most common, bul anything that comes o
hand may be used: the adge of a bear-boltle top or the broken
handie of a metal spoon for example (Fig. 7). A common specia-
fHsed ool is the twisted cord roulelie: this is simply 8 length of
fibre twisted so that i coils iissll into a double helix. One used
solely by the LoDagaa peoples of the west is a stesl bracelst
{which incidentally is newey worn as a bracelet) of trianguiar
seclion, toothed (ke a cog-wheel) around its cuter face, which
in rolled backwards and forwards to make rows of impressions
{Fig. B): aiso used by these peoples is a corncob, rolled round
ine botiom of 2 pot 1o make imprassions, on the theory that this
makes the pot loss Hable fo orack whan put on the fre

After this the potl is sai aside to dry until it I8 ‘leather-hard’
Mow, if it is 1o have any slip, this is applied. Most peoples use a
red slip for at least some pots: this may be oblainsd from la-
teritle gravel, red clay, termite nests, or red ochre. The Kassens
use & black clay shp for some potls, and the Kusasi a slip of
black graphite for ploking out grooved designs on red-slipped
pots. The Yanga men use a white clay slip for flling in panels
of designs or painting freshand designs. Whether slipped or nol,
the pols must then when ‘black-hard’ be burnished all over with
a river-pebble or string of baobab seeds: this gives a smoolh,
almost impermeable and quite glossy surface and, more import
ant, gives the pol strength io resist breaking both in the firing
and in everyday use.
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Figure Seven;

Total bt 28om.

Decorating with a broken spoon at Widena, Yangs.




To ensure thai the pot is completely dry it may either stay
drying for several days in a shady, airy place, or, after a shorter
period of drying, it may receive a preliminary warming: this is
usually just a few hours in the full heat of the sun (between 35° C
ang 45° C} but among the Dagaaba around Wa consists of heat-
ing the pot over a small fire (something over 1007 C}. This drwm
off all residual water which, by sudden expansion during firing,
would cause the pot to break.
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creating thick smoke an a‘z a {“;5“8& Wi of carbon which

penetrates the whols this )ﬁ{w are usually dyad.

This trealment produces a ner*ﬁ nently gifﬁmf m%k wwz‘af"e The

dye, w”?;w ie usually a deccction or infusion of the husks of

. the frult of Parkia sop. (Dawadawa or locust bean), is also some-

m sc?s used decoratively for picking out impressed designs or
r painting pattarns.
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in the third method, the potls are stacked in the kiln, and
covered over with old potsherds. The fire is 1it by pushing in
burning fuel through stoke-holes around the base of ihe kiin
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and thereafter kept fuelled by pushing in more as required. This
goes on for about an hour, afler which the pots should be fired:
any that are not are left for the next {iring. Temperatures in these
kilns are probably slightly higher than in the open bonfires, about
800" C, resulting in a more compact body, which is not smoked,
but dyed, when cool, over the red slip.

When the dots are finished, they are disposed of in several
different ways. Quite often they have been made on commission,
and will be collected direct from the firing-ground by their pro-
spective owners; also other women who need pois but who have
not placed orders will come to buy from the house. In most small
village markets may be seen two or three potters with perhaps
nalf-a-dozen pots each: ie. all that they have notl sold before
market day: In the heavily-populated areas around large towns,
the production of poltery has been encouraged by the demand
from urban housewives: the potiers live in the villages around
the towns and bring their wares to market, and people from long
distances will come to buy in the market. To Mandom, for ex-
ample, come people from as far afield as Upper Volia; to Tumu
come people from a 20 mile radius; the other centres, Wa, Law-
ra, Navrongo, Bolgatanga, Bawku, have similar calchment areas.
(This is referring only to customers for pottery in these markels;
one can also see traders who sell exotic or luxury items such as
beads, gun-flints, stone bracelets, ‘medicing’; they come from
Southern Ghana, Nigeria and the Francophone countries to the
North). Sometimes one or two villages, where there is a ready
supply of good clay and tradition of pottery-making, will become
virtual facliories: this has happened at Wa, where Kaleo and
Charia are the source villages, their production geared to the @
day market cycle: and at Nandom, where Puffien and Gwozir
are the source villages. In this latier town an interesling sysiem
has developed: the polters bring thelr products, often the very
large water or beer storage and brewing jars, into town a few at
a time, and leave them with relatives who are brewers in town;
they will sell some through the week and then the potters will
come on a market day and take the rest to market. Around Na-
vrongo the local potters are unequal to the local demands: all
their pots are sold from the house and the pots that come lo
market are from the Nankansi area of Sirigu, over 10 miles away.
East of Bawku, there Is an interesting situation where Yanga
men potters make fine water jars, while Kusasi women make
other types of pot (cooking-pots, food-bowls eic.) and both go to
market at Widana. In this north-eastern area, a fascinating trade
system has developed, based on the demand from the Northern
Region immediately to the south; it is probably on its present
scale a fairly recent deve!opmem with the advent of peaceful
conditions and the motor-lorry. 1t is carried out by relailers, who
buy in bulk from markets such as Bawku, and sell along the
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markels of the Gambaga scarp o the Mamprussi, who do not
themselves make pots at all; and by retailers, sometimes in this
case potters or their relatives, who buy in bulk from Bolgatanga,
hire a lorry, and come down to Tamale, picking up the famous
Bullsa water storage jars from Walewale market on route (these
have already itravelled some 40 or 50 miles from their village of
origin) to sell o both local customers and some not so local;
an exireme case is a Buillsa brewing pot seen in the house of a
brewer in Yendi, 80 miles sast of Tamale.

in view of the obvious demand which the pollers are supply-
ing, there would seem to be an assured fulure for the crafl in Up-
per Region. However, the older polters are often heard complain-
ing that the young girls do not like to follow the crafl. Why is
this? Politing is hard work. It is not work that brings you inlo con-
tact with plenty of other people, as brewing does. [t does not bring
much profit, for the prices of pots are regulated by the amount
of monay In circulation among the women: generally a food-bow!
is about 21 p., a cooking-pot 10-20 p depending on size, while
evan an encormous waler-storage pot will not be more than about
Z1.00. Although . expenses are praclically non-existent, poliers
have their household and farms to see to and cannot therefore
spend all their time on polting, so it is doubtful whether many
make more than C2.00 or €3.00 a week from their work, What
do they spend it on? A lot goes on household necessities; soup
ingredisnts, salt, and so on, that they cannot produce for them-
salves; if they can save encugh they may buy 8 piece of cloth;
and then there are the children o ses to.

Pottery-making in this area is a very matter-of-fact occupa-
fion. There are no rituals atlached to i, no laboos or obser-
vances connectad with it as there are in some parts of the south. In
isolated cases the fire had to be lit by a ‘lucky girl, or not
watched untll it had taken proper hold, but these were personal
gbhsarvances bassd on past misfortunes and not a cuitural trait.
Designs are indeed subject to being a recognisable part of their
cultural matrix. Potters who know itypes and designs of pols
made by other peoples say that 'they do that and we do this”
however within the framework there is room for individual experi-
mentation. Experimentation is however subject to economic, if
not sociel, sanctions: pots deviating too far from the norm would
not be bought, or s0 the potters say. One example is interesting:
a Kusasi potter in MNakum, east of Bawku was making water-cool-
ers, which whila they had the typical red slip and black graphite
decoration, had, instead of the normal ovoid bodies with con-
stricted necks and everted rims, more spherical bodies with bul-
bous necks. She said that it had just come inio her head one
day to make this shape, in imitation of a gourd (Fig. 9, and
that they were selling well, so she had stopped making the nor-
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tgure Bight:  Decorsting with a stesl bracelet roulette at Puffien,
near Mandom; Lo-Dagas.

b

Figure Mine: Gourd-shaped pots for sale at Nakum: E. Kusasi.




mat shape. The designs have no meanings, neither does each
potter have her own exclusive designs: although everyone agraed
that a potter can recognise her own pots, it is not clear how long
this recognition would last; | have seen in Kaleo four potlers
separating oul thelr own pots from ons fire, but whether a potler
would recognise her own pots, encountered unawares in another
house some vears later, is doubtful

However, one does not nead to be a polier v recognise the
typical products of each area, a selection of which, from the col-
lections of the Ghans National Mussum, Accrg, are shown hers.
The Museum is undertaking a complete survey of traditional pot-
tery-making in Ghana, in the course of which the information in
this article was collected: it is also hoped to encourage inlerest
in the craft by having potiers to work in the newly constructed
craftwork ares in the grounds of the museum and sell their pro-
ducts in ths attached shop.
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bap of Unper Region showing villages mentioned in the text,
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