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This exhibition, curated by Professor Simon 

Olding and Professor Magdalene Odundo, is 

comprised of ceramics (with some textiles) 

from the important collection drawn together 

by Michael OBrien. 

The ceramics explore his deep and 

resourceful fascination with pots made in 

Africa, and most especially in Nigeria. In 

addition, the exhibition is used to encourage 

a critical reflection on OBrien’s own ceramics, 

which are less well known. We can see Africa 

in them, too.

Rwanda’s pot from Tribal 
Gathering
H 91⁄2” x W 5”

RWANDA

Earthenware unglazed teapot 
H 5” 

Decorated geometric patterns.

GIRI MARKET NEAR ABUJA, 
NIGERIA

Vase
H 7” x W 3”

Jun glaze blue pigment painting 

of birds & grasses.

MURTALA @ MARABA

Cereal bowl
2”x 61⁄2”

Made in Bwari, jun glaze, nuka 

glaze and iron painting.

HAMZA AND STEPHEN 
MHYA

Small covered bowl 
Glaze test. White slip over 

‘African clay’ glaze not recorded.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Lidded straight sided jug 

Plant pattern in iron and yellow 

pigments.

DANLAMI ALIYU
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Flat lidded bowl
H 3” x Dia. 61⁄2” 

Made in Abuja about 1970 lid 

damaged and repaired White 

slip sgraffito, Abuja clear 

porcelain glaze.

ASIBI IDO

Teapot
Dia. 8” 

White slip, Wenford ‘standard’ 

slip-glaze, iron painting, cane 

handle and two loops for cane. 

Wenford and DA stamps.

DANLAMI ALIYU

White conical teapot
H 8” 

White high silica glaze. 

Decorated abstract pattern.

DANLAMI ALIYU

Large teapot
7”x 7” 

Black slip over dark body

with Jun glaze over. Made at the 

Pottery Training Centre Abuja,

before 1962. BUA and Abuja 

stamps. Exhibited at the 

Berkeley Gallery, 1961.

BAWA USHAFA

Vase
Iron painting on clay with iron 

pyrites. (Bloating on the bottom.)

WILLIAM STAITE-MURRAY

Jar
H 61⁄2“ x W 8” 

Turned, hollowed out foot. Ash 

glaze painted decoration.

NORA BRADEN

Bowl
H 6” 

Matt lime (?) glaze with crackle 

inside. Notable throwing rings.

KATHARINE PLEYDELL-
BOUVERIE

Small fluted bowl
H 3” x W 21⁄2” 

Spiral fluting under a nearly matt 

green glaze.

KATHARINE PLEYDELL-
BOUVERIE

Small coffee mug

URSULA MOMMENS

Tea bowl 
H 41⁄4” x W 41⁄4” 

Nuka glaze, white and shiny 

where fly ash has hit.

‘A very interesting example of a nuka 

glaze. The glaze became the yardstick 

of nuka glazes when I eventually 

discovered how to make them.’

Michael OBrien

SHOJI HAMADA



Two small bowls 
‘These bowls were bought from the Amalgam 

Gallery, Barnes in 1979. Painted with iron and a blue 

pigment, then waxed, given a wash of iron and then 

glazed. I would think both come from the same 

firing but one oxidised the other in reduction and 

perhaps a little hotter. Henry gave me a lot of help 

with no obligation to do so as I was not his student. 

I thought it would be a nice to acknowledge this 

with these two very nice bowls.’ 

Michael OBrien

HENRY HAMMOND

Large lidded bowl 
Dia.121⁄4” x H 111⁄2” 

With pale glaze semi-matt over 

iron slip.

BERNARD LEACH

Dinner plate (coupe) 
‘Standard glaze’ over white 

slip Cardew pattern has been 

modified to suggest rain on 

Bodmin Moor.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Dinner plate (coupe)
Standard glaze over white slip 

with Cardew pattern. No slip on 

the back just thin standard glaze 

on body. Stamped Wenford and 

MOB.

MICHAEL OBRIEN ‘One plate here, part of a set of dinner plates, is a nice example of 

Cardew’s slip glaze, as good on the back as the front – but it took 

me a long time to learn to use it properly, i.e., add a little more water 

to make it thinner than anything I had used before. The pattern on 

three of the plates is Cardew’s. It was suggestive of landscape. The 

fourth I turned on its side and added vertical lines – Rain on Bodmin 

Moor. Looking at the pattern again it is basically the same as the one 

Bernard Leach used on his big lidded bowl [in this same case], an 

oriental symbol of friendship: the origin of Cardew’s pattern, maybe.’ 

Michael OBrien

Plate
Dia. 8” 

Iron brushwork of a bird on 

oatmeal glaze (Wenford stamp 

only).

MICHAEL CARDEW

Covered dish
The lid may be used as a bowl. 

Smooth body made at Vume, 

Ghana. Dark body smooth glaze.

MICHAEL CARDEW

Storage jar
H 151⁄2” x W 12”

MICHAEL CARDEW

Large plate 
Dia.161⁄2” x H 3” 

White slip combed with ‘river’ 

pattern/basket pattern. Wenford 

‘standard’ slip-glaze, about 1972.

MICHAEL CARDEW



‘Made in Ushafa from a rather non-plastic, fairly 

fine-grained clay. The pots have to be made quite 

thickly, but as they are used for carrying water (as 

well as storing it) they are scraped and burnished 

inside to reduce their weight. They are decorated 

traditionally with grass ‘combs’ (four short lengths of 

stiff thatching grass held between the fingers) and a 

knotched bone ‘comb’, but this pot more recently 

made was decorated almost entirely with a pointed 

tool imitating the characteristic slight curve of the 

bone comb and the slight emphasis made at the 

beginning of its mark. The careful burnishing of the 

shapes between the motifs is still evident giving this 

pot the same character as older pots even though 

new more varied patterns have replaced some of the 

traditional patterns.’ 

Michael OBrien

‘A small pot from Kwali, made around 1970, given by 

Ladi Kwali to my mother when she visited Kwali. It 

probably came from a house belonging to one of 

Ladi’s relatives because it has been used for some 

time, as there are only a few traces left of the rice 

starch painted onto the pot when it was new, and 

may be the work of a young woman, this being a 

scaled-down version of the traditional water pot. In 

a few places one can see where the roulette infilling 

between the outlines of the pattern has been 

missed when the negative shapes were burnished. 

The straight panels were probably drawn first then 

tapering ones added between them, a very simple 

pattern showing how the young woman was taught. 

Interesting speculation, but nothing compared with 

the effect of the whole.’ 

Michael OBrien

‘I bought this pot in London. It is well burnished and 

decorated around the neck with horizontal bands of 

impressed diagonal marks finished with a more open 

pattern at the bottom which show more clearly that 

the marks were impressed with a small tool not a 

roulette.’ 

Michael OBrien

Bida beer pot
‘The pot was probably made in Tatiko or Beji by 

Gbari women potters and sold in Bida. The ‘cup’ 

acts as a funnel in making beer. The pot after 

making has been decorated with a millet cob 

roulette to make an overall pattern over which 

horizontal lines have been made by the potter 

walking backwards round the pot, the some of 

the spaces between the bands of lines have been 

filled with fairly narrowly-spaced cross hatching lines, 

leaving occasional spaces originally painted with 

laterite slip and then burnished. The addition of 

bands of small coils which have been notched is still 

done today in Tatiko (but not Beji) which suggests it 

was made in Tatiko.’

Michael OBrien

Another reading of the pot is that it is a pitcher 

derived from a gourd made by the Nupe people 

whose crafts centered on Bida. See a similar 

example in Sylvia Leith-Ross, Nigerian Pottery 

(Ibadan University Press, 1970), cat. 144.



Beji pot
‘A large pot from Beji, very like this one formed the 

display in the window of the last of the three well 

known and important exhibitions of pottery ‘Michael 

Cardew and Pupils’ in London in 1961. Probably 

put there at Cardew’s suggestion, as a tribute to 

the local village and to acknowledge the skill and 

refinement of achievement. Cardew visited Beji 

and gave the impression that he was particularly 

impressed by the pottery made there. The shape 

and sty;e of Beji pottery is very similar to that of 

Tatiko. I have not been there so I do not know if 

there are just a few potters there, firing their pots 

individually like Zuyari in Gwi, or as many as in Tatiko 

who have communal firings of several hundred pots 

fired in clamps which take hours to build but take 

only 30 to 40 minutes to fire, each woman (and her 

children) bringing pots on their heads or fuel to add 

to the heaps of grass and sticks.

One may wonder that an object as simple and 

utilitarian as a water pot, so beautifully made, 

is given such an austere form and sophisticated 

surface, but in the traditional villages in this area, 

mud huts and the texture of grass roofs and swept 

mud paths provide a focus and answer peoples’ 

aesthetic instincts which in other places is satisfied 

by colour and variety.’

Michael OBrien

Water pot, Gwi
‘This water pot has an unusually conical short neck 

which emphasises the rounded shape of the body 

of the pot. The neck is entirely covered by deeply 

drawn horizontal lines with a line of surprisingly deep 

indentations in the middle, and where the neck joins 

to form the main body of the pot there is a wide 

band of rouletted texture outlined and with groups 

of three lines drawn into it.

The main body of the pot is decorated with a 

formalised geometric pattern derived from a lizard. 

The outlines have been filled in with the texture 

made by a seed roulette and a pattern of parallel 

lines drawn over it. The pot was made in Gwi by a 

potter called Zuyari. She may use the same motif and 

technique on several pots, including the partner pot 

displayed here, and the result can be as vivid as a 

series of pots made by Michael Cardew, both using 

small differences in proportion to create very different 

effects. The use of a seed roulette gives an entirely 

different effect from a string roulette or the cross-

hatching used by Ladi Kwali.’

Michael OBrien

Water pot
‘A water pot with a short conical neck made by 

Zuyari. Two deep grooves of horizontal lines around 

the neck with one band of notched indentations over 

roulette and a wider band of texture where the pot 

joins the neck. The texture with groups of three lines 

drawn onto it.’

Michael OBrien

Cooking pot, Tatiko
‘A globular pot with a characteristic strongly shaped 

rim, flattened at an angle and with horizontal lines 

and a narrow burnished line of red clay. The entire 

body has been covered with a millet-husk roulette 

texture. On the top half there are two thin notched 

coils with a series of bands drawn on the clay 

between them: a band with a pattern of diagonal 

hatching above it, and above that a wide band 

of individually drawn horizontal lines, then the 

series repeated. The bands with diagonal hatching 

have small prominances or areas of burnished slip 

to break the circular character of the design all 

together making a complex sophisticated surface’.

Michael OBrien

A similar Nupe example is illustrated in Leith-Ross, 

Nigerian Pottery, cat 554.



Set of four stem cups
Each H 5” x Dia. 5” 

Zircon glaze Iron brushwork. Made 

at Wenford about 1973, all have 

Wenford and Michael Cardew 

stamps.

MICHAEL CARDEW

Coffee jug
H 71⁄2” x Dia.41⁄2” 

With trough spout white slip 

standard glaze Made at Wenford 

1973, Wenford and MOB stamps.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Pair of hot milk jugs (with lids) 
Slip glazed with ‘Guinness 

Brown’ sgraffito. Exhibited at 

Abuja exhibition 1961.

MICHAEL CARDEW

Medium jug 

Made at Winchcombe, Galena 

glaze over white slip. Leaf motif 

drawn into the slip. 

MICHAEL CARDEW

Butter dish 

Black slip then roulette Jun glaze 

with sgraffito. Iron painting.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Small square dish 

61⁄2” x 61⁄2” x 2” 

Pattern taken from Kuba cloth.

‘The design inspired by a piece 

of Kuba cloth [shown in the 

exhibition on the far left side} 

very difficult and complicated to 

make – an example of looking 

too much at the original and 

being dominated by it: imitating 

it instead of making something 

new’.

Michael OBrien

MICHAEL OBRIEN



Small square dish 

126 glaze and Healy’s ‘red’ (black 

on black).

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Small square dish 

B30 glaze + 148/9 + oak bard 

(matt).

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Butter dish 

Jun glaze + iron.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Medium size square dish 

12” x 12”

Jun glaze + iron painting (loan of 

Philip Wood).

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Medium size square dish 

12” x 12”

MICHAEL OBRIEN



Large ‘floating bowl’
Dia. 13” x H 31⁄4” 

Black slip under Jun glaze.

‘This bowl was thrown on a kick wheel by Ladi 

Kwali. It is a good one. Ladi’s position in Nigeria is 

important enough that it is worthwhile reflecting 

on the circumstances of making it. Ladi Kwali is a 

traditional potter taught to make pottery most  

likely by her aunt because according to traditional 

wisdom it is better for a girl to be taught by an 

aunt rather than by her own mother. By the time 

Cardew first visited Abuja in 1951 she was already 

well-known locally as a potter, for there, in the Emir’s 

palace was a group of her pots. How locally known? 

Well beyond the local villages as she had become 

known to the Emir (ruler of an area bigger than 

Yorkshire). At the start of Abuja Pottery, only men 

were employed because involving machinery ( a 

potter’s wheel) was considered traditionally “men’s 

work”. But Cardew was anxious to establish links 

with the pottery in the villages (where being a potter 

was “women’s work”) and having seen Ladi’s work in 

the palace he discussed with the Emir the possibility 

of her working in the pottery. Against her inclinations 

she agreed to do so, but left after a short time and 

Cardew had to ask the Emir to persuade her to    

return. The Emir did so. With her experiencein 

handling clay she soon mastered the kickwheel and 

threw pots. For a number of reasons, but mainly 

because he was so enthusiastic about the village 

pots, Cardew asked Ladi to make a few pots in the 

traditional Kwali manner but using stoneware clay 

so they could be glazed. As they were to be fired 

higher their walls would need to be made thicker, 

so that the traditional way of decorating, cutting 

quite deeply into the clay, did not cause cracks to 

open up and split the pot. These pots when finished 

were far too heavy to function as water pots and too 

expensive for any one but an expatriate to buy and 

use as decoration, but in the galleries of London and 

Paris they caused a sensation and Ladi Kwali became 

known world wide.

This bowl, unlike the glazed “water pots” where 

Ladi had to go against her instincts as a maker of 

functional ware was made free from any functional 

consideration, free to explore shape and decoration 

as she wished. Some generous impulse prompted 

her to make it bigger and grander than any made 

before.’

Michael OBrien

LADI KWALI  
MADE IN ABUJA

Earthenware vase 

H 8” x W 7”

Made after seeing Ladi Kwali 

demonstrate at Farnham, at 

Humphrey Perkins School, 

Leicestershire.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Vase 

H 81⁄4” x Dia. 71⁄2”

Pikes number 6 ball clay...

sgraffiato decoration, 

earthenware alkaline frit glaze, 

made at Humphrey Perkins 

school. Michael OBrien made 

these vases after seeing Ladi 

Kwali demonstrate at the 

Farnham Art School in 1963.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Large dish with two handles 

White slip and zircon glaze, 

decorated blue pigment and 

iron, made at Wenford Bridge 

about 1976.

MICHAEL OBRIEN



Small bowl 
Dobles clay, white slip zircon 

glaze decorated with iron and 

blue pigment.

MICHAEL OBRIEN

Storage jar 
H 81⁄4” x W 6”

Decorated pale blue/iron and 

dots of yellow pigment.

Set of three plates 

D 81⁄2”

Black shiny glaze with white 

Nuka brushed on.

DANLAMI ALIYU

DANLAMI ALIYU
(AT ADDLESTEAD FARM)

Casserole 

‘A white silica glaze that Danlami 

particularly enjoyed using’.

Michael OBrien

DANLAMI ALIYU

Glaze tests 

 Nine small glaze test bowls  

made from the test tiles numbers 

7, 15, 32 and 55. The two larger 

bowls show the next stage of 

glaze development  before 

being put onto larger pots. The 

square dish had an unsatisfactory 

glaze which led to Obrien’s glaze 

test series 149. He is still working 

on this glaze.

MICHAEL OBRIEN



Plate 

Dia. 15”

126.14 glaze with white and yellow Nuka, iron and 

yellow pigments (made at Addlestead Farm, 2010.

‘Danlami Aliyu made this plate on a visit to England 

around 2005. The character of the black glaze is 

given to it by the use of Selborne clay as one of its 

ingredients but the colour of the ‘petals’ around the 

rim come from two ‘nuka’ glazes. They are made

with rice-husk ash brought from Nigeria. One of 

them has reacted strongly with the underlying 

Selborne black glaze producing broken white to blue 

colours; the other with more clay in it is more stable 

and the brushstrokes a yellower colour. Both nuka 

glazes take their inspiration from Hamada’s tea bowl 

also on show in the exhibition.’

Michael OBrien

DANLAMI ALIYU

Photograph Album from Nigeria.

MICHAEL OBRIEN
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