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Traditional Ghanaian Pottery
by
Daniel Isaiah Ballard
Under the Direction of Mariama Ross

ABSTRACT
America is known as the melting pot of the world. This is reflected in all aspects
of its society, including art. As art education embraces multiculturalism, it is important
to teach our students about other culture’s art in their own cultural context.
This thesis is an exploration of traditional Ghanaian pottery. It is designed to seek
out the forms and methods of creating traditional Ghanaian pottery and to translate that
information into teaching resources for the field of art education. Within this research,
the reader will discover several forms of traditional Ghanaian pottery and some of the
historical context associated with these forms as it relates to the creation of the pottery.
Finally, this research ends with teaching resources that can be used in the general
classroom.
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Chapter I - Introduction
Motivation
They say that a journey of a thousand miles begins with one single step. For me
my journey of a thousand miles was understanding African Art and my first single step
was traveling to Ghana in West Africa to research traditional indigenous pottery.
When I was first presented with the idea of traveling to Ghana in West Africa, I
immediately knew it would be an educational experience to remember. As a ceramic
artist, I wanted to take this opportunity to learn of another culture’s method of creating
pottery. I wanted to see what was outside of my realm of knowledge and accessibility.
Initially I searched through the internet to scratch the surface of this subject matter;
however, my findings simply yielded pictures of African pottery from all over the
continent. The information about the pottery practices of the people of Ghana and, more
specifically, the indigenous pottery making people and their practices were miniscule and
simply inadequate. This would become the basis for my research. I felt the need to
investigate traditional pottery in Ghana.
As a ceramist, I was fascinated by the appearingly simple process of making
pottery in Ghana, versus the more procedural and scientific based process that I am
familiar with in the Western culture of the world. I had an opportunity to look at a piece
of clay work from Ghana, which would be the only piece I would see before going to
Ghana, and it was full of small sand pebbles and stones and did not have an even
consistency. The piece yielded a very porous look to the eye. I suspected that the pot and
lid were formed without the use of any calipers and wheels. I began to speculate that if
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this was indicative of Ghanaian pottery, then the traditional processes used would be
different from the ones I knew in the West. I did what library research I could and found
out that the potters were firing ceramics in the open with cut wood and branches for a few
short hours and the pieces were unglazed. I knew that more research had to be done to
fully comprehend the nature of traditional Ghanaian pottery and to truly understand how
the results were achieved.

My speculation was that these people had learned from

experience of what worked and what did not. I suspected that traditional Ghanaian
potters basically created the forms from raw clay and allowed them to dry. Next they
may have had little decoration and fired them bare without a glazing process at low
temperatures at uncontrolled temperatures and used them as they could. Now although
this was my hypothesis, and very unconfirmed, I considered what I knew of pottery to try
and makes sense of how this pottery was technically achievable. After careful
deliberation, I could not understand how it was possible that these people were
accomplishing the task of making functional pottery. This puzzle became the fuel for my
research. I wanted to know, how the traditional style of Ghanaian Pottery was achievable
and at all functional.
In reflecting on what I knew of western formally trained ceramic artist/potters and
their process of making art there was little information of traditional cultures, such as the
Ghanaian potters and pottery. What I had learned about ceramics was a compilation of
several general techniques and methods from various artists, cultures and regions of the
world. However, my knowledge of Western ceramics/pottery had a scientific base or a
documented procedural method of creating the final result in the process that I was taught
in a classroom setting.
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In my discipline, the study and practice of ceramics/pottery is a procedural
method that requires patience and time to become fluent in the art form. I will explain
one basic way of producing pottery. I would initially choose one clay body, due to it
visual and technical characteristics, and become familiar with its results. I would then use
that clay to create forms and vessels properly and allow proper drying time in a
controlled environment. Usually, the firing experiences that I have been introduced to
have usually involved a slow first firing in a kiln that increases heat over a set period of
time. This allows carbonaceous matter within the clay to slowly escape from the clay
body and out of the kiln to allow the form to come to a bisque ware state which is usually
achieved between 1798 – 1915 degrees Fahrenheit. This bisque ware is now partially
fired but still absorbent enough to receive glaze. The final stage of the process involves
decorating, whether it be by glazing, painting, or atmospheric firing. This step can
involve a few minutes of finishing or several days of firing to achieve the desired effect
or finish. However, for the purposes of this research we will consider the glazing process
of glaze fired vessels that contain silica, a glass forming element. These firings typically
can take from 8 - 24 hours to complete depending on the size of the firing and the desired
cone temperature.

The glaze has both a decorative function and practical function

through actually forming a layer of glass over the clay body so that it is impermeable to
liquids or highly reduces osmosis.
There are many more practices that do not necessarily follow this description,
however this serves as a basis for understanding the format used in training Western
artists. Furthermore, Western formally educated artists are trained to know the chemicals
that are being used in glaze formulation and the mixing of clay bodies because some are
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dangerous to the human body and can cause serious damages to the internal organs and
others are not.
This perspective on pottery and ceramics guides my practices in my artwork. For
me to see someone in a poorer country create the same product in less than half the time
and less than half the technology is intriguing.
Essentially, I wanted to understand the nature of indigenous Ghanaian art. This
could help me to understand the technical aspects of the pottery practices of Ghanaian
indigenous potters and then gain an understanding of their skills and techniques in
accomplishing their work.
This research will not be directed towards all Ghanaian potters, because the artists
that receive formal education have western education and would not truly represent
Ghanaian indigenous pottery (Mariama Ross, personal communication, March 23, 2005).
I wanted to study the processes used to create pottery in the traditional sense, prior to
when western technology was introduced. Also I wanted to look at the social aspect of
art and how pottery is viewed in traditional Ghanaian culture.
Goals
As an art educator, it is important to have teaching resources about the subject
matter so that students in the classroom could gain more knowledge about pottery in
Ghana. This means that I would have to craft a project that would allow me to research
traditional Ghanaian pottery, collect raw data from Ghana and convert that information
into teaching resources. This would be enough work to compile a clear picture of
traditional pottery in Ghana and provide insight of another culture’s methods and reasons
for making pottery.
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I began initial research and the little information that I read did not reveal to me a
clear understanding of the creative process behind traditional Ghanaian pottery.

I

compiled a list of statements that I wanted to use to narrow and define my search. I
wanted to know who created pottery and why they did it. I wanted to know how the
pottery was used in the traditional culture of Ghana. I wanted to know what type of
materials were being used in the pottery making process. I wanted to know where the
pottery was made and as well how it was made. I needed to know if their were any social
bindings that guided the production or held any restrictions tied to any belief system and
if so, what was the basis or reality of that belief system. Furthermore, I wanted to know
if traditional Ghanaians have a term within their vernacular for “art” and whether their
was a social appreciation of “art” as its own entity in their society. In the West, pottery
falls within the realm of art. For this research, we will explore art as a form of creating a
physical object of beauty and cultural relativity as it relates to Western standards. I knew
that if I could find the answer for these inquiries, then I would understand traditional
Ghanaian pottery better.
Officially, my goal is to be able to produce a body of research that clearly
explains traditional Ghanaian pottery in its own cultural context. My desire is to be able
to translate that information into teaching resources via lesson plans and a power point
presentation. More importantly, I wanted to bring cultural relativity of pottery production
in the traditional Ghanaian sense to the Western public.

6

Chapter II – Review of Literature and Research Methodology
As I stated earlier, when I initially began to do research for traditional Ghanaian
pottery, there was little information available, which left me with no choice but to
hypothesize about the art form. Much of the information broadly provides descriptive
writing about the formal qualities of the work of Africa in general. This is an injustice to
the whole region of Africa and barely scratches the surface of the reality of the
nature of art to Ghanaian people and more specifically traditional Ghanaian pottery.
Being that Africa is the largest continent in the world, consisting of many sub-cultures,
it’s evident that all of the work cannot be grouped together and categorized as one artistic
theory and art form. Just as cultures change over the vast land, so does the idea of art and
specifically practices in pottery change as well. I would suggest that an individual devote
time to study one specific area to analyze and determine what is the contribution of that
region to the art of Africa. Accordingly, the guiding factors of art-making in Ghana are
not the same as the guiding factors in the United States. To have a more accurate picture
or traditional Ghanaian Pottery a research trip to the area of interest is not only necessary
but imperative.

Teaching Resources
In America, we are attempting to teach true multiculturalism. I feel that it is
important to teach other cultures art forms in the context that it was created. This would
allow students to not only learn about art, but other civilizations as art teaches about
cultures and their ways of living. As well lesson plans and teaching resources should be
available for art educators that reflect the culture accurately, not generally. With this in
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mind, I began to surf the internet to began looking for teaching resources or guides that
pertained to traditional Ghanaian pottery. There were many sites that were available, but
none of them had teaching resources available for the student or educator to learn of this
art form. The following are just a few sites that failed to suit the desire to find teaching
resources:
http://www.abatours.com/article.html
This page discusses pottery done by women. It entails a brief description of the author’s
experience in Accra, Ghana; however, it is short and lacks the ability to format any in
depth information for teachers. Being that so little information was presented and did not
answer any of my questions, I could not use it for my project.
http://www.importu.com/enta-sispl.html
This is another web-based store that markets the pottery and only gives the following
passage about Ghanaian pottery:
In Ghana, pottery is the domain of women. Pottery is crafted in numerous villages throughout
Ghana and as with most village activities, it is often done outdoors in communal yards. All pieces
are shaped and carved by hand. Our plate features two tone hand-carved pottery woven with
banana and other natural fibers. Decorative black and white beads add a bit of texture and contrast.

http://www.kidzonline.org
This site organizes web based lesson plans for a variety of subjects. It is great to help
create the overall idea and theme of lesson plans and units, however lacks content that is
usable to gain an understanding of art in Ghana. One link discussed multicultural lesson
plans and reads as follows:
Your mission is to create a multicultural art exhibit. Research and identify major works of art
produced around the world. Include art from five continents. Each piece of art should have a
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brief background/comparison/contrast to that countries history, culture, people. Explain how
they reflect the era in which they were created by examining historical events, personalities,
and movements at the time the piece was created.

www.coe.ohio-state.edu/mmerryfield/ global_resources/modules/AFElementary.htm
This site provides a lot of resources to elementary teachers to talk about Africa. It mostly
concerns itself with cultural aspects or Africa.
Using the most powerful and popular search engines available, I never found a
site that even began to teach me as a teacher about Ghanaian pottery. Although I used
several key words and phrases in the search, the information is simply not available on
the internet.

Being that the internet is growing and becoming more increasingly

important in education and research, it is important the this information be available on
the internet.
Another approach that I investigated in searching for teaching resources, was
looking at curriculum guides for schools and school systems. I immediately went to
Cobb County Georgia’s website to see what information was available for teachers on
teaching about Ghanaian lessons. - none were available. I knew that when teaching about
multicultural perspectives from art, the likelihood of featuring Ghana, was very slim.
This would be because it is extremely difficult to include all world cultures, including
Ghana, into any lesson and continue to teach all of the other curriculum needs.
The web page contained guidelines of what to teach. Under the Artistic Skills
and Knowledge Section, it reads the following:
Developing skills and organizing knowledge for creating and producing visual art involves
continuous exposure to an d experimentation with a wide range of artistic processes, tools and
materials. This framework promotes the acquisition of new ways of thinking, working, reasoning
and investigation.
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This indicates evidence that more exposure to other cultural art forms are needed,
however it is left up to the teacher to retrieve the information. This is a problem because
the information is not available for teachers to access, so therefore, they cannot teach
what is not available.
The Historical and Cultural Context section states:
Examining the arts involves the study of works of art, style and movements within their
appropriate and cultural context. Understanding the connection between art styles and lifestyles in
various cultures is important in the study of art.

Although well stated, there is no available information to sites or materials for teachers
to acquire information of other cultures.
This

information

is

available

on

Cobb

County

Georgia’s

website

at:

http://www.cobb.k12.ga.us.
The guidelines from Cobb County Georgia’s Core Curriculum are direct derivatives of
the State of Georgia’s Core Curriculum and The National Core Curriculum and neither
one of these provides teaching resources pertaining to traditional Ghanaian pottery. This
strengthens the need to research traditional Pottery in Ghana and to create these much
needed teaching resources.

Formal and Technical Qualities of Ghanaian Pottery
When I began to read for technical aspects of Ghanaian pottery, the information
was very diluted if any was available. I initially questioned the quality of the pottery of
that region and K.K. Broni supports my questioning in his article “Ceramics Technical,”
in Traditional Pottery in Ghana. He offers eight solutions to traditional potters.
I. Places where clays are mined should be taken care of. Clay of good quality for
pottery, should be mined and stored.
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II. Firing of ceramic wares in open spaces should be discouraged, while the
introduction of kilns should be encouraged. This will help wares being fired to attain
temperatures (Broni, 2004).
This confirms my conviction that although Ghanaian indigenous potters are
producing functional and elaborate pottery, there are some technical issues at hand that
need to be questioned.
Much of the information that is available is briefly descriptive of physical aspects
of the piece. The color and style of the piece is commonly described. Some authors
discuss the texture and designs of work. Others talk about how the piece of work and
how it is made. Here is a description of a jar made for sale:
Here we see the rhythmic molded design, standing out from the body, has been painted dark
brown

against a background of orange. Although some pottery is polished, no glazes are used and there
is no kiln for firing. When the pots have dried in the sun, they are fired in an open wood fire.
Then the finished pots are carried off on the women’s heads and taken to market, which often
means a hot dusty walk of many miles (Price, 1975).

I found it common for authors to describe what they were seeing, rather than researching
the technical aspects of the processes that they were investigating. I felt that there should
be research that discusses the reasons for methods or techniques in the pottery making
process.
Barbara E. Frank, author of Mande Potters and Leather Workers, researches
pottery in Mali. Mali is positioned to the North of Ghana, however since it is in West
Africa, I felt that some of the techniques would have some connection or likeness in the
process. She describes the technology of Mande Pottery in Chapter Four of the book.
There are some important inserts that lead to questions.
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Digging the clay pit is the only part of the production process for which the women have the
assistance of their husbands. It is the single most important and most dangerous part of their
enterprise. Mande potters say that raw clay has nyama, a kind of vital energy or heat (Funteni)
that pervades all things. If not handled properly, the clay has the capacity to destroy one’s health
and well-being.

They claim it can cause barrenness, sterility, miscarriages, blindness, illness and

even death. This power in clay is most intense at its source, the clay pit. One potter described the
effect as a kind of gas emitted when the clay is being dug, a gas that makes one dizzy if the person
is not properly protected. Men and women each prepare their own special solutions in which to
bathe prior to the expedition. This medicine is strong enough to protect the women on subsequent
trips to the clay pit and during their work with the clay for the remainder of the season (Frank,
1998).

After having read this, my immediate question was what dangers lie in the clay pit
that could cause some question of harm to health and what were the potters exposing
themselves to in the clay that they were not aware of. In Western education, we are
taught to know what materials are inside of our clay body recipes and from research
know some of the possible side effects of them. For this we know to wear masks and to
wash our hands before handling anything that comes in contact with the mouth.
Although our concern comes from using dry materials and these artists are using wet
clay, there has to be some valid basis for these beliefs. After reading this passage by this
author, my first question was, What test have been run on the clay bodies and sites to
validate any truth in these beliefs?
Frank does talk about firing techniques and describes how some of the pots are
finished.
The pots are plunged into a special bath that seals and blackens the surface. The most common
liquor is made from the fresh bark of one of a number of trees, a reddish solution that is freshly
prepared for each firing.

There is another liquid that in Kangaba is sometimes used in
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combination with or in place of the reddish mixture. It is the waxy reside from the making of
karate butter, which has been allowed to ferment and is said to be especially effective for sealing
the pores of the fired clay (Frank , 1998)

This information is helpful in understanding finishing techniques of the Mande potters,
although many questions come to mind. What kind of tree is used? What else is added
to the reddish solution? If the karate butter is said to be especially effective, what
research proves this theory? Is this information true for Ghana? I think not. Although a
safe assumption that many of the production methods of West Africa are the same, it has
not been confirmed. Research in Ghana is needed to clarify these questions.
Much of Frank’s research has been lended to Mali. She makes a statement as she
compares technological styles. The forming technique used by the Bamana and Maninka
potters is perhaps the most commonly employed across West Africa (Frank, 1998).
Although she derived this statement from her research, it is a generalization and cannot
be assumed for all of West Africa.
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Research Methodology
To gather the information that I need, it was important to actually go to Ghana
and research specifically traditional Ghanaian pottery. My chore was to find out the
Who? What? When? Where? Why and How? of traditional Ghanaian pottery. I decided
to visit Ghana for a month so that I would have proper time to collect the data I needed
for research. This research would focus on the Akan group in the Ashanti region of
Ghana, which is in the southern portion of the country. Being that Ghana is divided up
into several regions consisting of many culture groups, this project would have to be very
specific - just in case there were regional differences and variations of the processes. The
benefit of the southern region is that this area has universities and would allow for
opportunities of having more consistent and accurate information coming from multiple
sources.

The cities that I visited were Accra, Kumasi and Cape Coast and the

surrounding villages thereof. All of these places had plenty of research material and data
and would be a basis for my investigation.
For data collection, I created a set of procedures were somewhat simple in
planning, but would become difficult in execution. The first phase was to have a plan of
collecting raw data from Ghanaians and Traditional Potters. To begin, I had to acquire a
translator. I was appointed Dambaa Sallee, because he was very fluent with English and
as well several of the 43 different languages and dialects spoken in Ghana. He was also
very much in tune with American culture and was very capable of not only translating,
but also interpreting phrases and contextual meanings of statements. In addition, he was
knowledgeable on the art making villages and the social practices and cultural norms that
were bound to the art making. As well, he was also in contact with university professors
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and staff in the field of art, so that I would have access to professionals in the field to help
understand my scope of inquiry.

Without having a translator, it would have been

impossible to accomplish this task.
The second phase was to interview university professors and professional artisans.
Being that these persons were Ghanaian, they would have experiential knowledge of the
subject matter, and as well would have western formal educational training. For the
research, their information would be key in the analysis portion of this scope and in
contrasting Ghanaian indigenous pottery with that of Western Ceramics.
The third phase was to photograph the traditional pottery being made and used. I
also needed to locate documents in Ghana that were unavailable in the United States.
The university libraries contained essays and theses of student’s work - some of which
were relevant to this research project. In addition, there are unpublished books in Ghana
that researches Ghanaian traditional pottery and would be a great contributing factor to
the body of knowledge. This information is only available in Ghana, not in the United
States.
For this project, it was important to do as much pre-planning before actually
arriving in Ghana.

This was simply an ethnographic approach to understanding

something completely out of my realm of access and knowledge. Ethnography is a form
of qualitative and constructivist research methodologies. Ethnographic research is an indepth means of discovering shared, values, knowledge, and practices of one culture or a
specific group of people. (Thurber, 2004)
Several authors and professors have used this process in their work. Dr. Mariama
Ross, Professor of Art Education, Georgia State University, uses this approach in her
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work as her ongoing work involves much of Ghana’s art making and educational system.
Elliot Eisner has lended a great deal of literature to the field of art education due to
ethnographic research.

Ellie Schimelman researches women and pottery in Ghana

through ethnographic research methods.

Dr. Yaw Bredwah-Mensah discusses his

experience with ethnographic research in writings on “The Production and Use Patterns
of Ga Pottery in the Lower Densu Valley, Western Accra plains, Ghana”. These are just
a few names that have lended their names to ethnography and the field of art education.
The trip to Ghana would last from May 18, 2005 through June 18, 2005. I knew
that I had to use my time wisely and efficiently and began searching immediately. I
compiled a list of questions that would be asked to all the professors and pottery
professionals that I interviewed. I began on May 20, 2005 with my interviews and these
continued into June 2, 2005. During the course of this month, I continually documented
notes from bulletins and made observations at museums and exhibits that showed pottery
dating back from the 1600’s. In addition to recording notes, I took photographs and
began to collect literature about traditional Ghanaian pottery that was not available in the
United States. On June 3, 2005, I was able to spend the day interviewing two traditional
potters and their family about traditional pottery. I was able to photograph a potter
actually producing pottery and as well gather first hand information about traditional
Ghanaian pottery. This was my collection of raw data that was not available to me in the
United States.
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Chapter III. - Research Findings
I had an opportunity to meet several professionals in the field. Perhaps, the most
beneficial one, was Professor J. K. Amoah, on May 25, 2005. Professor Amoah, was a
retired professor in ceramics and a specialist in the field of traditional pottery. He
personally studied with Michael Cardew and he reports that he was one of the first
Ghanaian men to produce pottery and break the “taboo”. I was invited into his home in
Kumasi, Ghana and there he explained the entire pottery process behind traditional
Ghanaian potter as well as some beliefs that were associated with the art form. Beyond
that, he also gave me a photo copy of his unpublished thesis, which researched traditional
Ghanaian pottery. In addition, Professor Amoah, gave a lecture on traditional pottery on
May 29, 2005 that reiterated some of the previous information that he had given. In
addition to what I gathered from Professor Amoah, I was fortunate to interview Happy
Kofei and Poem van Landewijk on May 20, 2005, Dr. Yaw Bredwa-Mensah on May 21,
2005, Michael Commeh, May 24, 2005, Professor K. K. Broni on May 29, 2005,
Professor Kofi Asante on May 31, 2005, Dr. E. C. Nyarkoh on June 2, 2005. I visited the
National Museum to document material on traditional pottery on May 23, 2005 and
visited the traditional potters in Pankrono, Ghana on June 3, 2005. Beyond discovering
the techniques, I learned about the various forms of traditional pottery and their uses.
The following sections are the results from the interviews and observations.
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3.1

Pottery Forms and uses
The focus of this research is the traditional potters of the Akan region in Southern

Ghana. This region is in the midst of rapid industrialization which is currently changing
Ghana’s culture and eliminating the use of a great deal of traditional methods. However,
this is not to say that all is gone. Many of the older women of the country and outside of
the developed urban areas and continue to make pots in the traditional sense. Despite the
continual influx of metal pots and pans, plastic ware, glassware, foreign dishes, and
appliances, the traditional pottery still exists, however in a different context. Today,
traditional pottery is still made mostly for decorative purposes and tourism. Many office
buildings and institutional settings contain large traditional pots outside of their facility
containing flowers and greenery. A lot of homes contain them as flower pots and storage
devices and many tourists collect them as memorabilia or collect the pieces as artwork.
As the years progressed, experience taught these people how to become very
resourceful and efficient with their pottery. The traditional pottery of this region has
several forms. The traditional potter made forms consisting of water pots, palm wine
pots, dishes, grinding bowls, cooking pots, cooking hearths, and ceremonial pots.
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A.

The Water Pot
The water pot is one of the most common forms of traditional pottery that is seen

as of today. Traditionally, this vessel was used to store water for drinking and bathing.
Today it is still being used by many people to store and cool water, but in many other
modern-day homes it serves as decoration. The pot is constructed with a completely
round bottom and a short neck at the top. Before the introduction of refrigerators, this
form was in vast production, because of its ability to actually cool water. Although to
some, this may seem impossible, the pot actually cools water. This is done by capillary
attraction. This is a process by which the water molecules actually pass through the pores
of the pot and the moving air around the pot causing the water to move in a circular
motion and cool the water. Some water does evaporate, but not much. Round bottoms
help air to circulate around the whole pot. As well round bottoms keep mice from being
able to crawl into the pot (Poem van Landewijk , May 20, 2005). In addition, the pots
usually sit on a bed of straw so that the whole surface can be exposed to expedite the
cooling process (J. .K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005). These pots are
somewhat simple in form and have little or no decoration. Their main function was to
serve the purposes of aiding domestic life.
See Figure 1, p.19.
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Figure 1 – Water Pot
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B.

The Palm Wine Tapping Pot
The palm wine tapping pot has the main function of being used to collect the sap

from the palm tree. The pot is constructed with a round bottom and is a bit elongated
with a short flange. This pot is designed so that it can easily be attached to a fallen palm
tree and allow for easy movement to collect sap and drain pot. A cap is made from
leaves and seals the tree to the pot to keep insects and objects from the sap (J. .K.
Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005). The porosity of the pot is extremely
important to the alcoholic content of the palm wine. These pots are not washed, rather
once drained they remain in use of collecting palm wine. The pores of the pots collect
sap and ferments and aids in the potency of the next batch of palm wine. When plastic is
used, palm wine loses some of its potency and is not as good as a clay pot. Some palm
wine is used for bread, because it produces yeast (J. .K. Amoah, personal communication,
May 25, 2005).
See Figure 2, p.21.

21

Figure 2 – Palm Wine Tapping Pot
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C.

The Men’s Bowl
This bowl is polished and smoked to be waterproof.

Traditionally men ate

together in a common place and ate from the same bowl. The bowl has a wide opening,
designed for several hands and has a high lid so food is covered if there is a pile of meat.
The lid is a small bowl for the children after the men had eaten (J. .K. Amoah, personal
communication, May 25, 2005).
See Figure 3, p.23.
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Figure 3 – Men’s Bowl
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D.

The Grinding Bowl
The grinding bowl was and is very important for the home. This dish was used to

grind food for cooking. Being that electricity is not a constant and may come and go at
any time, the grinding bowl comes in as an irreplaceable dish in this region. The bowl
looks like a shortened widened bowl and the inside is roughened or serrated to help the
grinding. The bowl has a flat bottom for stability. A wooden pestle is used, not to
pound, but to move around. The grinding bowl is not porous. It is polished and smoked
by putting a red hot pot in a combustible material like leaves, oil, or chips. This causes
the pores to become permanently sealed. Women and children are seen eating from this
dish (J. K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005).

Even though this

civilization is changing, some things can never be replaced - like the grinding bowl (E. C.
Nyarkoh, personal communication, June 2, 2005).
See Figure 4, p.25.

25

Figure 4 – Grinding Bowl
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E.

The Cooking Pot
Cooking pots are made to set on cooking hearths. These people usually cook in

open air and the hearths allow the cooking to mobile. Cooking pots usually have a wide
opening and a flange. The cooking pots have round bottoms, that allow the pot to catch
the flame and spread the heat over the pot to make cooking faster.
People cook herbs for medicinal purposes in clay pots not metal pans. This is for
the same reason that palm wine tastes better in clay pots versus plastic. The pores
collects samples of the substance and saves the material and become more potent by
fermentation (J. .K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005).
See Figure 5, p.27.
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Figure 5 – Cooking Pot
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F.

The Cooking Hearth
In the past, most house-holds contained traditional clay pots and a traditional

kitchen. This kitchen usually contained a few pots and three cooking hearths, which
usually was three upside down pots with holes in the top of them.

These hearths

supported the pot that was being used to cook and as well as had other functions. First,
the hole allows the heat from the fire to escape, so that the hearth would not crack or
break, which meant a longer lifetime for the hearth. Secondly, hearth served as an oven,
so that meat could be wrapped in leaves and placed in the hearth to roast as the fire
warmed the pot above. Thirdly, the hole in the top of the hearth allowed for a person to
use their finger and lift the hearth and move it when dinner was prepared (J. .K. Amoah,
personal communication, May 25, 2005).
See Figure 6, p.29.
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Figure 6 – Cooking Hearths
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G.

Ritual Pottery
Ritual pottery is not used much in contemporary Ghanaian society. Some of these

pots are used to put drinks in for the gods. The construction of these vessels make it
impossible for humans to drink from, due to their narrow long neck and very wide base
which is flat. These pieces may have decorations on them that relate to the ceremony or
belief system. Some symbols may be present. A lot of proverbs may be inscribed and
symbols of hope, peace, God and sacrifice. These symbols were originally for the chiefs
and are flat, not three - dimensional (J. .K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25,
2005).
These pots are the most elaborately constructed and decorated pots in traditional
Ghanaian pottery. They are created for ceremonial purposes. They are often decorated in
geometric, abstract, and figurative relief motifs. Often these motifs are symbolic or
proverbial and admirably incised, serrated, etched or molded. (The National Museum,
personal communication, May 23, 2005)
Some funeral pottery will include a dish to collect family member’s fingernails
and hair samples to signify one family. These dishes may have figures around the pot to
protect it against evil spirits that may want to attack the family. In addition spikes are
added to fight against spirits (Kofi Asante, personal communication, May 31, 2005). The
names and meanings of the symbolic figures are only known to a priviledged few. This
is so because this branch of pottery is not practiced by all the potters. (Nyarkoh, 1964)
See Figure 7, p.31
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Figure 7 – Ritual Pottery
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As a result of my research, I was more than thrilled of learning the techniques of
traditional Ghanaian pottery, but even more excited about learning the various forms and
designs that were created in this civilization. I took this as an opportunity to explore how
the world of pottery can tell so much of its creator. This pottery describes traditional
Ghanaian living and reveals the ingenuity of these people as they survived on natural
resources day to day.

This was more that what I had initially planned to receive,

however, it is necessary information to teach students about pottery as the designs of the
vessels were created in accordance with the environment.
As Western trends and developments continue to become more dominate in much
of Ghana, the use of traditional pottery is fading rapidly. In the past the traditional pots
were used for storing water, cooking, grinding grain, eating and etc. It can be concluded
that the traditional pottery made domestic living possible and was essential to the family
unit and the general community as it provided many uses for the civilization.

3.2

Clay Body
The clay that is used for traditional pottery has alumina, a refractory and silica, a

glass former. In addition to that, the clay used by traditional potters has a large degree of
mica in its composition. If clay goes over 850 degrees Fahrenheit, the mica will burn out
and the pot would become too porous and could not hold water. If the clay goes under
800 degrees Fahrenheit, it would not be fired enough to hold water. (Michael Commeh,
May 24, 2005) This clay is not plastic enough for throwing, because it does not age.
This clay is very micacious and the alumina and silica parts are small, it is better suited
for hand building. If this clay goes over 1150 degrees Fahrenheit, the clay will crack and
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ruin the pot (J. .K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005). Being that the clay
is natural, it comes with what nature provides within the composition. It may have
several impurities within like stones and pebbles, because it is not sieved. This yields a
very tough feeling clay and is very sticky, due to the high concentration of carbonaceous
matter. The clay dries and becomes extremely light and very fragile when it is in a bone
dry state.
Observing a broken piece of fired pottery from a small village outside of Accra,
Ghana reveals layers. The outer thin layer is dusty brown and has the look of red brick.
The middle thick layer is dark black and very porous. There you see more of fired clay
and small stones from the natural clay that has not been process and sieved. The inner
thin layer somewhat resembles the outer thin layer, but is slightly darker in color and is
more fused to the middle thick layer. The slight curvature, serrated marks on the inner
layer and the very dark inner layer looks as if this piece was a dish or grinding bowl.
However, more research needs to be conducted to make this determination.

3.3

Clay Preparation
Traditional pottery requires very little preparation. To begin, clay is collected

from various sources, which could be pits or river beds. The potters mixes two natural
clays, one green and the other brown, that is gathered from the source together in their
hand and uses their fingers to pull out large stones or foreign objects. The reason for
mixing these clays was not explained when asked, but from what I could deduce, it just
produced a lighter color for the pot. The potter mixes the clay with bare hands and
wedges it to an even consistency, until it forms a cone shaped lump, which precedes
creating the form. (Personal Observation, June 3, 2005)
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3.4

Creating the Forms
Creating the form does not require a wheel and electricity. Rather potters lie

plastic on the ground and prepare the clay. They then use that same spot to begin
creating the form on the ground. The potter stands over the clay, with the back bent and
arms extended to the clay and stays in this position during the duration of creating the
form, which can last from 10 minutes to 30 minutes or so depending on the skill level of
the potter. In the Akan region, potters form the pots half finished. They start forming the
pots from the mid-section and form to the top and allow the piece to become firm and
then finish the bottom later. However, in the Northern region of the country, potters take
an old pot and put clay over the pot and beat the clay into shape and build the top later. (J.
.K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005). Once the potter begins, a hole is
made in the middle and one hand is outside pushing and the other hand is inside pushing.
The potter begins to move in a circular motion around the clay and turns the clay in the
bent positions and forms the top of the pot. The potter uses homemade tools to smooth
and refine the form. A corn husk is rounded into a ring and helps to smooth the form and
a corn cob is used to help smooth the form. An old piece of spongy cloth is also used to
retain moisture during the forming process. After the top portion of the pot is formed, it
sits in the sun for a few hours and become firm, but not bone dry. While the pot is leather
hard it is taken and turned upside down and clay is applied to the piece to form the
rounded bottom portion. The rounded corn husk and corn cob is used to help round the
pot and smooth the form.
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3.5

Drying Pots
Potters leave their pots outside in the sun to dry. There is use of plastic sheet

covers to control the drying process, as is often used in the West. Rather the mica, allows
heat to pass through easily; so the sun dries the pots perfectly. (The National Museum,
personal communication, May 23, 2005)

3.6

Firing Pots
Firing pots is communal and several potters take advantage of the firing. Pots are

fired together in an open firing. They pile a layer of ash and wooden chips down and
then a layer of pots. They then lay cut pieces of wood over pots and then follow this
layer of wood with another layer of pots. This continues until all pots are stacked and
covered with wood. This pile is built in a circular pattern. After packing, they start firing
from the top so less damage is done to the pots. The pots are wrapped in a layer of fire
wood before burning. The pots slowly sink down during the firing. Usually between 2 to
4 hours the firing is done. If the weather is windy, then the firing goes faster (J. .K.
Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005).

3.7

Surface Treatment and Decoration
Domestic pots are often simple in construction with little or no decoration on

them. Most of them function as storage vessels in cooking, bathing, brewing, grinding,
drinking and serving foods. (The National Museum, personal communication May 23,
2005) The process of finishing pottery varies from the type of pottery at hand. Most
domestic type pottery is fairly simple and round in shape. A few marks may be visible,
due to refining the form. With the exception of pottery for ritual use that may be
elaborately carved while at the leather hard stage, this type of pottery is left simplistic in
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form and surface treatment. Traditional pottery has one element of surface treatment that
is visible. When the pots are formed, they are the normal color of the clay, a grayish
green color, and after the pots are formed the potter takes a rag and smears red clay slip
over the pots to give it the reddish color (J. K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25,
2005). Being that this slip is applied to the clay before becoming bone dry, the slip
attaches to the pot permanently. While the pots are being fired the smoke from the
flames adds smoke effects and variety to each pot to give some type of pots their final
decorative effect. Pots that are blackened are taken from the fire while they are red hot
and place in a combustible material like leaves or wood chips so that they clay burns and
is starved for oxygen and pulls in the black carbon from the material. This blackens the
pots and tremendously decreases porosity. This type of pottery has lasted for centuries,
preserving much of same styles and forms of its ancient predecessors that are in preserve
in museums presently.

3.8

Use and Lifetime of Pots
As a result of the clay composition and firing technique, the traditional type of

pottery is somewhat fragile and brittle. However, this is not a problem for the traditional
potters. This type of pottery is created in abundance, so that in the event of breakage,
they are replaced and the shards are used for other purposes. These pots can last up to
different amounts of times, depending on the usage. If it is cooked in often or used often,
it would not last as long due to pressure of heating and from handling. If used for
medicine it could last longer. Rough handling during packing can lead to breakage.
(Yaw Bredwa-Mensah, personal communication, May 21 2005) This type of pottery
suit’s the purpose for which it was made for (J. .K. Amoah, personal communication,
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May 25, 2005). These pots were created with the intent of replacing them with future
pots. Broken pots are used for supporting fires and used as a nest for hatching chickens.
Each vessel has a primary function, but it can be used for a secondary use. (Yaw
Bredwa-Mensah, personal communication, May 21, 2005).

3.9

Potters and Beliefs
Traditionally pottery has been the domain of women.

However throughout

history men have created pottery. It is commonly known that women are the traditional
potters within this culture, mostly because of the division of labor. Ellie Schimelman,
writes that “Few men are interested in pottery, but when one (usually young) does
attempt to learn pottery, the women laugh and make fun of him. They will say in
confidence that they do this because they don’t want competition from the men
(Schimelman, 1997). For the most part, pottery is women’s work, however through out
the history of Ghana, men have done pottery. One of the Asanti Kings wanted men, not
women making his pots and men started pottery. (Kofi Asante, personal communication,
May 31, 2005). In addition, being that ceramics is one of the oldest forms of decoration
the conclusion of its existence states that it comes from man leaving a foot print into
mud. (Kofi Asante, personal communication, May 31, 2005). Some ritual pots are made
by men or very old women past the menopausal stage, because younger women still
ovulating were considered unclean (J. K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25,
2005).
We must also note that this is a culture still heavily governed by traditional
practices and beliefs. Women have maintained this traditional practice for centuries. The
legend states that in the 10th century a lady named Osrah Oboagye received a gift from
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God and this left it in the reserve of women. For this reason women have always kept
pottery to themselves. Even in digging for clay, only women go where the clay is being
dug. Men should not go where women were digging. It was believed that men would
become infertile if they dug clay. However, the logical reason is that historically the
women were naked when digging for clay and that the men should not go near those
naked ladies. (Kofi Asante, personal communication, May 31, 2005).
I must restate that this culture is governed by traditional practices and beliefs.
However, by the influx of Western cultures and education, the traditional beliefs and
values of this society die out quickly with each new generation. We must view this
situation by observing that there are somewhat two different classes of people within this
culture. The traditional Ghanaians, mainly speak their native languages and are not
formally educated within Western standards and these people still are mostly older and
stick more to tradition. The younger population, speak English as well as their native
languages.

Many are formally educated by Western standards and practice some

traditional practices, but also welcome new ideas and have dismissed some traditions.
This is evident by mostly men being teachers in the public school system and colleges
and institutions. It is quite amazing to see young men and women both learning from
mostly men, the traditional craft and art of pottery from men. These men dig clay, make
pots and teach it to others and are not infertile and have children. Contemporary pottery
blends Ghanaian traditional aesthetics with old and new pottery practices. One of the
first document men to do pottery in Ghana and teach it was a British potter named
Michael Cardew in 1942.

He headed Achimota College and brought contemporary

pottery to Ghana. From his persuasion, men have been learning the craft since and
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teaching it to others (J. K. Amoah, personal communication, May 25, 2005).
Although more and more men are still learning this traditional craft, those older
potters, being women, still hold fast to their tradition. Even when researching this
project, I was not allowed to go where the women dug the clay, because of their belief
system. This is evidence that some things are very difficult to change.

40

Chapter IV. - Conclusion
After the interviews, I had an opportunity to reflect on my initial hypothesis
before I came to Ghana. Prior to my arrival in Ghana, I believed that these traditional
potters were making pottery from natural found clay and firing them once with little
decorative elements and were used unglazed. After arriving in Ghana, my theory was
confirmed, but the process was not as simple as I had theorized. I made a difficult
comparison of what I had studied in Western ceramics, and what I could deduce from my
very limited scope in the United States about traditional Ghanaian pottery. I wanted to
know how traditional Ghanaian pottery was at all possible, and that I did learn.
The definition of the word standard became much more clearer to me as it relates
to cultures. Any thing is as good as it can be when judged in its own culture and context
that it was created in. Saying that, it is unfair to critique any part of the traditional
Ghanaian pottery process, without first understanding the culture and context in which it
was created. As far as the technical aspects of traditional Ghanaian pottery, I wanted to
know three things. I questioned the quality of the pottery and wanted to know how to
determine if a pot was good or bad. I was curious to know if it was considered art or not.
The final thing that I wanted to know was, why do potters continue to make pots in the
traditional sense in this modern time?
To begin, Professor Amoah explained that a pot does not have to be vitrified to
hold water. In Western formal education, professors teach their students to fire pottery to
the highest temperature possible so that the piece can become vitrified. This is done so
that the piece is stronger, which is a comparative form of the word strong. This means
that a low fired pot is strong and can hold water. Although all of the sediments have not
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either burned out or fused together, the pot can still hold water for an indefinite amount
of time depending on how low the pot was fired. In addition, a pot does not have to have
glaze to hold water. This only applies a glass layer over the form and reinforces the pot.
However, this is optional and does not have to be in place for the pot to function to hold
water. With this being clear, a traditional Ghanaian pot is highly functional and more
than appropriate for its uses. Being that water pots sit in homes and water is constantly
being put in and drawn out, it is more than useful. The water does not have to sit in the
pots for a very long time. In addition, when potters make pots, they make them in
abundance, so that in the case that one is broken, they simply replace it with another pot
and keep using it. So to say whether a pot is good or not is to say is it useful or not. If it
serves the purpose for which it was created, then it is definitely a good pot.
Determining the quality of these products is relative; it depends on where it was
made and where it was used. To explain this concept, a pot made in the Ghanaian
traditional fashion would not be good if it was used in America with a utilitarian purpose.
In America, our standard is having a plastic or a glass effect on our water holding vessels.
Either way, the vessel can last for many years if cared for. A glass effect can be achieved
by having the vessel made from glass or by glazing the final fired pottery piece. This
means that the piece has gone to a very high temperature and that the piece is stronger
and more durable. The American notion is that the piece will last and be used for many
years and this is not the Ghanaian style of thinking of pottery. However, in Ghana a
piece of pottery is very good. It serves it purpose for as long it is needed. If it lasts three
weeks or 2 years, if it did what it was supposed to have done, then it was a good pot. So
the quality of a pot is relative to the standard of the culture for which it is being used.
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This does not mean that the piece is good or bad, it’s just best when used for the purpose
for which it was created.
The term art is a word that has many definitions and its context differs from
culture to culture as more and more aesthetic views are placed into the equation. In
Ghana, contemporary artists study art and pottery as art. However, the traditional potter
views it as a way of life. (Michael Commeh, personal communication, May 24, 2005).
Before the influx of industrialization, these people survived by the environment so the
women made pottery and the men did other things such as fishing. This is an example of
the division of labor. They survived by doing different assigned cultural chores and
worked together as family units to live. So women made simple pottery for daily use to
keep the family and community moving.

However, with the pervasion of Western

culture in Ghana many people today have little use for traditional pottery. Some people
living in rural areas still make and use traditional pottery. However, areas closer to the
urban sprawl surviving in part on the tourism industry, no longer use traditional pottery.
Many of traditional potters today make pots for tourists.

The tourist industry now

provides income for these potters, so they can buy the goods that they need. So now, the
reason for creating pots have changed, but the purpose for creating them is still the same.
The pottery still helps the family unit survive.
This journey has been very interesting, enjoyable, and needed.

There is no

written comprehensive form of documentation of Ghanaian pottery or traditional pottery
(Michael Commeh, personal communication, May 24, 2005). With this being a fact,
research begins to dig into this well of mystery and knowledge of art and our world.
As one begins to complete research, he realizes that the more you know, the more
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you don’t know. This is due to the many cultural significances that are interrelated and
interwoven. For all of this, Art Education needed this research. It is important that we
understand more and more cultures and their history and their work as we embrace
multiculturalism. If we are to teach about other cultures and their art work, we must first
understand those cultures with some degree of accuracy. If we are to fit these cultures’
artifacts into our definition of art, then we are to intelligently inform students about these
other cultures and the purpose for which these artifacts were created. Furthermore, we
must teach our students to view things from other cultures point of view and understand
that the way in which one was taught to operate and think is not superlative to others.
For those in the field of art, we should take this information as a window of
opportunity for many discoveries. This yields evidence that there is always much more
to learn. As the world gets older, newer ideas and theories are created, which means that
there is always more to learn. There is always more than one way of doing anything.
There is always more than one way of accomplishing the same goal.
Since many of Ghana’s public schools are modeled after European schools, they
are not studying their own history. Ghanaian history is lying buried in caves, graves and
that which is documented and published is kept in libraries and bookshelves in other
countries, which makes the information inaccessible to these people. So far more than
Art Educators of America and beyond, this information needs to be taught to the ones that
it belongs to as well. Thus the educational implications that I fore-stated become more
important. My initial intention was to create a unit of lesson plans and a power point
presentation on traditional Ghanaian pottery for American classrooms and Western
education. However, I should not restrict it to that side of the world. It belongs to all
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who desire to read and learn from it, even if the pupil is in Ghana.
Beyond what I initially sought out to research, one of the most interesting aspects
of this research is the purpose for the seven different types of pottery. Discovering the
purpose for different types of pots and their functions provides insight to the way of life
for traditional Ghanaian. This leads to many ideas for a lesson on traditional Ghanaian
pottery. This is a great opportunity for students to analyze the purpose and functions of
pottery. It allows students to learn how to use the environment and create tools to make
pottery. This type of thinking fosters creativity and thinking and motivates the students’
research in their own environment and look for resources to create pottery. This makes
learning more valuable and goes beyond the general notion of making art for the sake of
making art. We are able to now apply the fact that art has a purpose other than aesthetic
values. This brings many opportunities for teachers to create lesson plans and teaching
curricula in the art classroom. In the next chapter, what has been presented is a unit
lesson plan on traditional Ghanaian pottery and a power point presentation that serves as
a visual supplement to the lesson. From this presentation, educators should be able to
give their students a lesson about tradition Ghanaian pottery and inspire them to design
and create functional pottery that fit’s a multitude of needs, just as traditional Ghanaian
potters.
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Chapter V - Teaching Resources
Traditional Ghanaian Pottery Lesson Unit
I.
II.
III.

Designing Pottery
Creating Pottery
Firing Pottery

Power Point - Traditional Ghanaian Pottery
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Advanced Unit
(Ceramics)
Traditional Ghanaian Pottery
QCC. Ceramics
CP. 1 – AP
Uses preparatory sketches, plans and produces hand-built and/or wheel-thrown
ceramic works inspired by personal experiences, social issues, observation of natural
world, and research into selected cultures or ceramic artists.
CP. 2 – AP
Demonstrates proficiency in techniques, such as wedging, pinching, molding,
scoring and joining.
CP. 3 – AP
Demonstrates techniques of pottery formation such as pinch, coil, slab, molding,
combination, and wheel throwing.
CP. 15 – AC
Discusses the relationship of form (design, technique, and media) and function in
selected ceramic works.

Specific Objective
The student will sketch 5 designs of dishes and create pottery from sketches in
Traditional Ghanaian style.

Prerequisite skills.
Knowledge of basic throwing forms, cylinders, cups, vessels, bowls, etc.
Basic hand-building skills and knowledge of joining and combining forms.
Knowledge of Wedging and care of materials.

Material
Pieces of wood
Corn cobs
Scraps of clothHand building Clay
Flexible strips of wood or corn husk
Dried leaves and wood chips
*The pieces will take from 2 - 5 hours to be fired. This will done by the instructor with the students
assistance on a weekend day and proper officials notified and aware of the event.
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Approximate Time
3 weeks

Discussion
What is art? Art, being one of the most subjective disciplines of study, has a
broad definition and varies from theorist to theorist and from culture to culture. Art has
many definitions: however for the purposes of this lesson unit, we will be looking at art
that can be defined as the conscious production or arrangement of colors, forms,
movements or other elements in a manner that affects the sense of beauty, specifically the
production of the beautiful in a medium.
Art under the influence of the Western Culture (European Culture) has it’s own
entity. Art exists in its own realm as an individual discipline and influence. In the west
theorists have created a standard for critiquing the fine arts. The elements of art and the
principles of design is one of the institutionalized set of criteria used to critique art.
These elements and principles include line, rhythm, shape, movement, form, balance,
space, proportion, color, variety, value, emphasis, texture, harmony and unity.

In

educational settings students of all ages review these elements and principles as a basis
for understanding and valuing art. However this set of criteria is only applicable to
western art and western cultures. If this is so, how are we to understand art of other
cultures, places and time frames? To do so, the individual must first realize that art has a
different meaning and context in other cultures. A term for art may not exist in the
vocabulary of a foreign tongue or society. If this is true, what is art to other cultures?
One can only scratch the surface of what art is to other cultures outside of the
Western hemisphere. What one society may consider art may only be a ceremonial
vessel to another society. What I prescribe is to deconstruct the western theoretical
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definition of art into six simple questions. What is made? Who made it? When was it
made? Where was it made? Why was it made? and How was it made? Asking these
questions allows the inquirer to learn about the art piece in its own culture, place, time
and reason so that he or she can truthfully establish a context for the work. After doing
so, then he or she may apply that definition to his or her own cultural definition of art.
In the western culture, art has gone from being pieces of history to learn of past
cultures, to works of amazement, to leisure activities and to abstract installations
rebelling against social institutions. Now as we began to embrace multiculturalism, we
realize that there are other cultures that need to be studied and there heritage needs to be
studied as well, so we search for those things that are important to them. We will be
studying traditional pottery in Ghana so that we may broaden our horizons and see
pottery from another point of view aside from our own.
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Lesson I
Designing Pottery

Types of Ghanaian Pottery
•

The Water Pot
The water pot is one of the most common forms of traditional pottery that is seen

as of today. Traditionally, this vessel was used to store water for drinking and bathing.
Today it is still being used by many people to store and cool water, but in many other
modern day homes it serves as decoration. The pot is constructed with a completely
round bottom and a short neck at the top. Before the introduction of refrigerators, this
form was in vast production, because of its ability to actually cool water.
The Palm Wine Tapping Pot
•

The palm wine tapping pot has the main function of being used to collect the sap
from the palm tree. The pot is constructed with a round bottom and is a bit elongated
with a short flange. This pot is designed so that it can easily be attached to a slain
palm tree and allow for easy movement to collect sap and drain pot. A cap is made
from leaves and seals the tree to the pot to keep insects and objects from the sap.

•

The Men’s Bowl
This bowl is polished and smoked to be waterproof.

Traditionally men ate

together in a common place and ate from the same bowl. The bowl has a wide opening
for more hands and has a high lid so food is covered if there is a pile of meat. The lid is a
small bowl for the children after the men had eaten.

•

The Grinding Bowl
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The grinding bowl was and is very important for the home. This dish was used to
grind food for cooking. Being that electricity is not a constant and may come and go at
any time, the grinding bowl comes in as an irreplaceable dish in this region. The bowl
looks like a shortened widened bowl and the inside is roughened or serrated to help the
grinding. The bowl does have a flat bottom for stability. A wooden pestle is used, not to
pound, but to move around. The grinding bowl is not porous. It is polished and smoked
by putting a red hot pot in a combustible material like leaves, oil, or chips. This causes
the pores to become permanently sealed. Women and children are seen eating from this
dish.
•

The Cooking Pot
Cooking pots are made to set on cooking hearths. These people usually cook in

open air and the hearths allow the cooking to mobile. Cooking pots usually have a wide
opening and a flange. The cooking pots have round bottoms, that allow the pot to catch
the flame and spread the heat over the pot to make cooking faster.
•

The Cooking Hearth
In the past, most house holds contained traditional clay pots and a traditional

kitchen. This kitchen usually contained a few pots and three cooking hearths, which
usually was three upside down pots with holes in the top of them.

These hearths

supported the pot that was being used to cook and as well as had other functions. First,
the hole allowed the heat from the fire to escape, so that the hearth would not crack or
break, which meant a longer lifetime for the hearth. Secondly, hearth served as an oven,
so that meat could be wrapped in leaves and placed in the hearth to roast as the fire
warmed the pot above. Thirdly, the hole in the top of the hearth allowed for a person to
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use their finger and lift the hearth and move it when dinner was prepared.
•

Ritual Pottery
Ritual pottery is not used much. Some of these pots are used to put drinks in for

the gods. The construction of these vessels make it impossible for humans to drink from,
due to their narrow long neck and very wide base which is flat. These pieces may have
decorations on them that relate to the ceremony or belief system. Some Adinkra symbols
may be present. A lot of proverbs may be inscribed and symbols of hope, peace, God and
sacrifice.

These symbols were originally for the chiefs and are flat, not three -

dimensional.

Visualization
*
*
*

If we lived in the early times of civilization, what type of pottery would needed
and how would it be designed?
What natural resources would be used to create pottery and how would it be
gathered?
Would the pottery be decorated? Explain how and why if so and if not, explain
the reason, why it wouldn’t be decorated.

Demo
The teacher will show the students diagrams of the several types of pottery and their uses.

Time
The students will be allowed one week to create and sketch all 5 designs.

Closure
The students will display their 5 designs and explain the utility of their 5 designs and how
they will be used.

Lesson II
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Creating Pottery

Discussion and Demo
The teacher will explain how pottery is made from raw clay and formed on the ground.
Creating the form does not require a wheel and electricity. Rather potters lie plastic on
the ground and prepare the clay. They then use that same spot to begin creating the form
on the ground. The potter stands over the clay, with the back bent and arms extended to
the clay and stays in this position during the duration of creating the form, which can last
from 10 minutes to 30 minutes or so depending on the skill level of the potter. In the
Akan region, potters form the pots half finished. They start forming the pots from the
mid-section and form to the top and allow the piece to become firm and then finish the
bottom later. Once the potter begins, a hole is made in the middle and one hand is
outside pushing and the other hand is inside pushing. The potter begins to move in a
circular motion around the clay and turns the clay in the bent positions and forms the top
of the pot. The potter uses homemade tools to smooth and refine the form. A corn husk
is rounded into a ring and helps to smooth the form and a corn cob is used to help smooth
the form. An old piece of spongy cloth is also used to retain moisture during the forming
process. After the top portion of the pot is formed, it sits in the sun for a few hours and
become firm, but not bone dry. While the pot is leather hard it is taken and turned upside
down and clay is applied to the piece to form the rounded bottom portion. The rounded
corn husk and corn cob is used to help round the pot and smooth the form.
*The teacher will show slides of a Ghanaian Potter creating a pot and demo to students
how to create the pottery in Traditional Ghanaian fashion. The students will allow pieces
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to dry in warm environment.

Time
The students will be allowed 2 weeks to create pottery pieces.

Closure
The students will display their pieces and explain how they executed their creations.
They will discuss and specific challenges or compare and contrast completing this
process versus typical hand building or wheel-throwing techniques.
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Lesson III
Firing Pottery

Discussion and Demo
Firing pots is communal and several potters take advantage of the firing. Pots are fired
together in an open firing. They pile a layer of ash and wooden chips down and then a
layer of pots. They then lay cut pieces of wood over pots and then follow this layer of
wood with another layer of pots. This continues until all pots are stacked and covered
with wood. This pile is built in a circular pattern. After packing, they start firing from
the top so less damage is done to the pots. The pots are wrapped in a layer of fire wood
before burning. The pots slowly sink down during the firing. Usually between 2 to 4
hours the firing is done.
*The teacher and the students will build a fire in a fire safe location. Once the firing is
done the students will collect their pieces and return them to a safe location.

Time
1 day

Closure
The students will take their fired pieces and clean them. They will exhibit the finished
pieces along with their sketches in a final critique. The students will be required to write
a summary of how they prepared their forms. The summary will include a comparative
analysis of the process of Ghanaian pottery with simple handmade tools without the use
of a wheel versus the use of a wheel and manufacture tools and kilns.
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Assessment

Name_________________________ Date_______________
Planning and Sketches

25 pts.

This phase of the project requires at least 5 sketches with attention to detail and form.

Classroom Work Ethics

25 pts.

This phase of the project requires proper conduct, classroom attendance, constant work and development of artistic
skills and studio maintenance.

Final Project

25 pts.

This phase of the project requires a well crafted set of 5 pottery pieces. These pieces must be well presented and
evident of improving artistic skills.

Critique

25 pts.

This phase of the project is graded upon the final written report and the final critique. All students must be on time for
class . They must present and discuss the project from the planning phase to the final presentation.

Total pts.___________________
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Traditional Ghanaian Pottery
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Types of Ghanaian Pottery
Water Pot
Palm Wine Tapping Pot
Men’s Bowl
Grinding Bowl
Cooking Pot
Cooking Hearth
Ritual Pot
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The Water Pot



Uses
*storing water
*bathing
*flower pot
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The Palm Wine Tapping Pot



Collects sap from palm tree
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The Men’s Bowl



Designed for many hands to reach into
the dish
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The Grinding Bowl



Along with a wooden pestle was used
to prepare traditional dishes
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The Cooking Pot



Used to cook traditional dishes and
medicine

63

The Cooking Hearth



Supported cooking pot and heated
food

64

65

Clay Body



The clay is very micacious
and allows heat to pass
through easily.
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Clay Preparation



Potters wedge raw
unprocessed clay to create
vessels.

67

Creating the Form



Potters create forms on the
ground without wheels.

68

Drying Pots



Pots dry in the sun within a
few short hours

69

Firing Pots



Firing happens within a few
hours and is communal.

70

Surface Treatment and Decoration



A few marks may be visible,
due to refining the form., this
type of pottery is left simplistic
in form and surface treatment.

71

Use and Lifetime of Pots



These pots can last up to
different amounts of times,
depending on the usage.

72

Potters and Beliefs



Pottery is mainly in the
domain of women.

73

Today



Potters create pottery for
tourists to purchase.
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The Future of Ghanaian Pottery



In Ghana, many people use the
pottery as decoration in homes
or in front of large buildings as
flower pots and such.
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Traditional Ghanaian Pottery



Cooking pot and cooking hearths
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Created by Daniel I. Ballard in
partial completion of the
Master of Art Education
Degree at
Georgia State University.
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Appendix A - Photographs
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This is a display of a traditional cooking pot on hearths, that is
actually still in use.

81

This is one of a set of two traditional large pots being used in front
of an academic building.

82

This is a large round traditional pot being used as a flower pot in
front of an academic building.

83

This is a display of traditional pots on the side of the main road for
tourists to purchase.

84

This is an example of a traditional kitchen.

85

This is a traditional pot resting on stones instead of hearths.

86

This pot is being used as decoration in a home.

87

This is another pot being used as decoration in a home.

88

These two ladies are typical traditional Ghanaian Potters.

89

The potter retrieves the clay from the barrel that is used to hold the
clay.

90

Here the potter mixes raw clay to create a pot.

91

This is a view of the hand motion in use to mix the clay.

92

Potter mixing and preparing raw clay

93

Potter mixing clay to throw a traditional pot

94

The potter adds clay to create form.

95

The potter begins to form a pot.

96

The potter adds clay and begins to create the shape of the pot.

97

The potter is shaping the clay into a vessel shaped pot.

98

The potter shapes the inside of the pot.

99

The potter is now forming the inside and outside of pot with both
hands

100

The potter is now cleaning her hands from the clay.

101

The potter creates the vessel shape she desires.

102

The potter now uses a wet cloth to begin to smooth the form.

103

The potter is using water and piece of wood to shape and form the
vessel into a more elongated shape.

104

The potter continuously goes around the vessel to make the form
thinner and smoother.

105

Far away view of potter and vessel

106

The potter keeps her hands clean in creating the form.

107

The potter is circling around the vessel to keep the form clean and
smooth.

108

This is the beginning of a small more rounded pot.

109

The potter circles the mound of clay to create the form, without the
use of the wheel.

110

This is an over head view of the potter creating the form.

111

The potter is now thinning the walls of the pot and rounding the
shape.

112

The potter is using a wet cloth to clean, form and smooth the pot.

113

The potter is now using a flat piece of wood to clean and shape the
pot

114

Top of pot

115

The potter is beginning to shape the top portion of the pot by
pulling and using wood to make the vessel smoother.

116

The potter is now making the bottom of the vessel smoother,
thinner and more round.

117

The potter is using a corn cob to smooth the form and create marks
on the pot’s surface.

118

The potter is cleaning the inside of the vessel.

119

The potter cleans the lip of the pot.

120

The potter is now using the wet cloth to clean the lip of the vessel
and make it smoother.

121

The potter is now cleaning her hands as she puts the finishing
touches on the pot.

122

This is a view of the pot while it is still wet.

123

This is a far away view of the pot and the potter in the outdoor
studio.

124

Here, the potter displays some of her tools, which are simply strips
of rounded wood.

125

Once the pot is dry, it is very light in weight and extremely easy to
puncture or break.

126

Side view of broken pot.

127

Dambaa Sallee holds one of the dried pots.

128

This is a side view of marks made by creating the form.

129

This is a pile of fire wood prior to burning.

130

Fire Wood

131

This potter is showing bamboo strips that will be used for firing.

