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pavements in northern Nigeria, Benin and Old Oyo 
are associated with homesteads (Connah 1981; Folo-
runso et al. 2006; Shaw 1978) with ceramic tiles laid 
flat on the ground. In Yorubaland, potsherd pave-
ments are generally laid on their edges and have 
been discovered in Ile-Ife (Eyo 1974), Ila-Orangun 
(Ogunfolakan 1994), Ilare-Ijesa (Ogundiran 2000) 
and more recently in Ilobu, Osun State (Ogiogwa, 
personal communication 2015). Potsherd pavements 
are regarded as features of ancient kingdoms, and 
have so far been associated with temples/shrines, 
roads, and courtyards (Ogundiran 2000; Ogunfo-
lakan 1994). 

 The Ila-Orangun pavements were arranged in 
a circular manner around a buried pot (Ogunfolakan 
2000). Similarly, Ogundiran (2000) reported the oc-
currence of a potsherd pavement of edge-laid tiles 
arranged in a herringbone style around a pot buried 
upside down at Ilare-Ijesa. The similarities in style 
among the Ile-Ife, Ila-Orangun and Ilare-Ijesa pave-
ments, and the dates from Ile-Ife probably prompt-
ed Ogundiran (2000) to suggest that the pavement 
technology started in Ile-Ife from where it spread to 
other areas in Yorubaland, a view that is shared by 
Ige et al. (2009). Up until now, most of the potsherd 
pavements in Yorubaland are clustered around Osun 
and Ekiti States except Oyo-Ile (the form and style 
of which differ from what is obtained in the former 
areas). Could the traditional beliefs associated with 
this artefact be limited to these areas? Furthermore, 
the environment within which these pavements were 
produced has received less attention. 

 Recently, potsherd pavements with the ce-
ramic tiles similar to those in Ile-Ife, Ila-Orangun 
and Ilare-Ijesa in terms of style and form were dis-
covered in Ope-Odu along Elewuro road, Akobo/
Olorunda-Abaa  near Ibadan, Nigeria (Figures 1, 2). 
These pavements, which are the first from the area, 
contain two upright large pots at the center (Figure 
2). It is noteworthy that it is the only pavement site 
yet with two upright pots buried in situ. Therefore 
could this “outside” occurrence be the result of an 
autochthonous or migrant phenomenon? What was 
the environment under which they were produced? 
This paper presents results of the internal attributes 

Introduction

 Potsherd pavements have become recognised 
as significant archaeological features in southwestern 
Nigeria. Several sites with potsherd pavements have 
been discovered mainly from northern, southwestern 
(Yorubaland) and southern (Benin) Nigeria. Potsherd 
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Figure 1: Ope-Odu in relation to other sites with potsherd pavements.

Figure 2:  Ope-Odu potsherd pavements:view of potsherd pavements with two buried 
pots.
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and palynomorphs from pottery (both ceramic tiles 
and pots) in Ope-Odu pavements.

Study Area

 The study area is Ope-Odu community, in 
Akobo area, Lagelu Local Government Area (LGA) 
near Ibadan, Oyo State, Nigeria. The potsherd pave-
ments are located at the center of the Elewuro road in 
Ope-Odu (Figure 1). The soils are reddish brown in 
colour and contain abundant mica and laterites. The 
area with the potsherd pavement is approximately 
3.7m (length) x 2.0m (width) in size while the ce-
ramic tiles are 4.4cm - 6.1cm (average of 5.3cm) in 
length and 0cm to 1.0cm (average 0.8cm) in width. 
The two upright pots measured 39cm in diameter 
across the mouth of each pot. The vegetation near 
these pavements consists of weeds and herbs (Chro-
molaena odorata, Euphorbia sp. and Solanum sp.), 
isolated trees and shrubs such as those of Alchor-
nea cordifolia, Anacardium occidentale, Citrus sp., 
Elaeis guineensis, Mangifera indica and Newbould-
ia laevis. About 1.2km away in Onireke a neighbour-
ing village (Figure 1), is a freshwater swamp forest 
characterised by Albizia zygia, Alchornea latifolia, 
Alstonia boonei, Artocarpus altilis, Aspilia africana, 
Bambusa vulgaris, Bombax buonopozense, Pel-
tophorum africanum, Cassia sp., Ceiba pentandra, 
Cyperus sp., Dracaena arborea, Elaeis guineensis, 
Mussanga cecropoides, Nauclea diderrichii, Pani-
cum maximum, Sida acida and Tectonia grandis. 
The climate is tropical and characterised by the rainy 
(February to October) and dry seasons (November 
to January); annual average temperatures range be-
tween 26°C and 33°C. 

Materials and Methods

 Oral traditions and ethnography, excavation, 
pottery thin sections and petrographic analyses and 
palynology were used.

 Oral tradition and Ethnography.  Oral tra-
ditions were obtained through interviews from the 
direct descendants of the founding families in Ope-

Odu. A select group led by Messrs Yusuf Asimiyu, 
Gani Ajani and Olasunkanmi Gbangbala was inter-
viewed.

 Excavation.  The potsherd pavements were 
situated in the middle of a road which was under-
going construction at the time of discovery hence it 
was impossible to conduct a proper excavation. It 
was then decided to record the location and measure-
ments of the archaeological features of the site. After 
this, a section of the pavements as well as part of one 
of the pots were carefully removed for study. Thir-
teen ceramic tiles were collected at random. Thin 
section analyses were conducted on the potsherd and 
five ceramic tiles while the remaining eight tiles and 
the potsherd were processed for palynomorphs. 

 Palynology.  To avoid contamination, the pot-
sherds for pollen analysis were thoroughly washed 
several times with distilled water followed by pure 
alcohol and air-dried before crushing. Twenty grams 
of each sample were treated following standard paly-
nological techniques (Faegri and Iversen 1989) with-
out acetolysis because of the presumed already frag-
ile nature of the palynomorphs having undergone 
firing. A pair of slides for each sample was studied. 
Pollen and spores, and phytolith were identified by 
comparisons with reference collections from EAO’s 
personal collection, as well as those of published 
literature (Mercader et al. 2000b; Sowunmi 1973, 
1995; Strömberg 2004).

Results

 Oral Tradition and Ethnography.   Ope-Odu 
is named after a man who was an Ifa priest of prince-
ly descent. He arrived in Ope-Odu from Orita-merin, 
a village in Ejigbo, a town northwest of Osogbo in 
Osun State. After several days of sojourn he found 
a temporary abode where he met two men, Adesina 
Agunbiade and Idi-Oro. Adesina was from Waka-
jaiye Quarters, Ile-Ewe compound in Oyo-Ile (Old 
Oyo) while Idi-Oro was from Abete quarters in Og-
bomoso. Adesina was a hunter and mercenary who 
spent his time joining territorial expansion wars 
for financial gain while Idi-Oro was an Oro (mas-
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querade) worshipper. Immediately a friendship was 
struck and they agreed to join forces to build a new 
settlement which was named Ope-Odu after the 
Ejigbo prince. The major occupations of the men and 
women are farming and hunting, and pot-making re-
spectively. According to Mr. Yusuf Asimiyu, a direct 
descendant of Ope-Odu, the area with the potsherd 
pavement was the gateway to the town. The pots are 
“medicine” pots which represented male and female 
gender; they symbolise hotness and coolness i.e., the 
physico-cultural attributes of both gender. In them 
were herbal concoctions used for treating ailments 
and conferring good luck charms on warriors and 
hunters.

 Thin Section and Petrographic Analyses. The 
physical constituents of the clay in the pottery are 
represented in Tables 1 to 3. The ceramic tiles are 
fined-grained and contain mica while the potsherd 
is coarse-grained and contains voids with prominent 
quartz and laterite inclusions.

 Pollen analyses. Palynomorph counts ranged 
from 1 to 12; sample 5 did not yield any palyno-
morph. A total of 53 palynomorphs were counted 
containing 18 palynomorph types out of which 16 
were identified (Figure 3), while two could not be 
identified (Table 4).

Discussion

 Thin Section and Petrographic Analysis. 
Petrographic analyses of pottery have shed light 
on material culture (Blanco-González et al. 2014; 
Kirch et al. 1988; Mercader et al. 2000a; Stahl et 
al. 2008). Petrographic analyses of pottery from Ig-
bominaland (north central Yorubaland) suggested 
a local production (Aleru 2000). The gray-brown 
colour of the Ope-Odu ceramic tiles suggests they 
were incompletely oxidised at temperatures prob-
ably above 600˚C while their dense nature reflects 
their strength and durability. In contrast, the sherd 
from the pot contains voids/pores, is composed of 

Samples Kaolinite Quartz Feldspar Mica Heavy minerals Halloysite Diaspore
1 39.3 33.4 11.4 3.3 4.4   7.6 0.6
2 39.2 30.4 10.5 3.3 5.9   9.2 1.5
3 38.2 35.2 10.3 2.0 5.1   8.1 1.1
4 40.0 29.7 10.7 2.6 1.9 14.3 0.8
5 42.4 33.2   7.5 2.4 5.2   8.4 0.9
6 40.2 32.4 14.4 3.4 2.4   6.0 1.2

Table 1:  Average modal analysis for pottery samples.

Table 2:  Physical characteristics of sherds for thin section and petro-
graphic analyses.

No Sample L (cm) W (cm) Colour Decoration
1 Ceramic tile  5.8 0.8 Grayish brown Plain
2 Ceramic tile  5.5 0.7 Light brown/gray Plain
3 Ceramic tile  5.7 0.8 Dark gray/black Plain
4 Ceramic tile  5.1 0.8 Dark gray/black Plain
5 Ceramic tile  4.4 1.0 Light brown Plain
6 Potsherd 14.2 1.4 Reddish brown Plain
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Table 3:  Characteristics of ceramic tiles and potsherd for pollen analysis.

Figure 3:  Palynomorphs recovered from ceramic tiles from potsherd pavements at Ope-Odu, Ibadan. 1) Alcho-
rnea cf. cordifolia, 2) Asteraceae, 3) Brachydesmiella sp., 4) Cercophora sp., 5) cf. phytolith of a palm.

Samples Soil colour Hue Description
1 Reddish brown 4/4; 5YR Fine grained soil with small-laterites
2 Reddish brown 4/4; 5YR ”
3 Reddish brown 4/4; 5YR ”
4 Reddish brown 4/4; 5YR ”
5 Very dark gray 3/1; 10YR Fine-course grained with larger laterites
6 Dark brown 5/3; 10YR Fine grained with small-sized laterites
7 Light reddish 

brown
6/4; 5YR ”

8 Grayish brown 5/2; 10YR ”
9 Reddish brown 4/4; 5YR Coarse grained with large-sized laterites
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Palynomorphs /Ceramic tiles or Pot sherd Ceramic tiles Pot sherd
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Pollen
Alchornea cf. cordifolia 2 1 2
Asteraceae 3
Bussea cf. occidentalis 1
cf. Hibiscus tiliaceus 1
Combretaceae/ Melastomataceae 1 1
Daniellia ogea 1 1
Phyllanthus sp. 1
Poaceae 1 1 1
Unidentified 3

Pteridophyte and fungal spores
Brachydesmiella sp. 1
Cercophora sp. 1
cf. Pisolithus tinctorius 2 1 6 3 1 4 3
Dryopteris sp. 1
Glomus sp. 2
Lasiodiplodia theobromae 1 1
Xylariaceae 1
Unidentified 2 1

Phytolith
cf. Palm 1
Total 11 10 12 4 0 1 8 6 1

Table 4:  Frequency of occurrence of palynomorphs from Ope-Odu potsherd pavements.

coarse grained soils with large laterite and quartz 
particles. The reddish-brown colour of the potsherd 
points to a fully oxidised pottery which may have 
been fired at temperatures lower than 600˚C under a 
tropical climate (Aleru 2000). The abundance of lat-
erites in the present-day soils of Ope-Odu as well as 
in Akobo region on the one hand, and the similarities 
between the laterites in the soils and those in the pot-
tery on the other suggest a local origin of the pottery. 
These laterites have not been reported from other ar-
eas with potsherd pavement (e.g., Folorunso et al. 
2006; Ige et al. 2009; Ogundiran 2000; Ogunfolakan 
1994). The fair abundance of kaolinite, a major con-

stituent of the clay (Table 1), indicates the clay used 
in manufacturing the Ope-Odu pottery was formed 
in a forested environment (Rapp 2009), and may not 
have been fired beyond 600-650˚C because kaolin-
ite breaks down at temperatures higher than 650˚C 
(Mercader et al. 2000a). In addition, the absence of 
illite, a clay mineral abundant in soils of savanna 
regions (Rapp 2009), corroborates the source of the 
clay as rainforest.

 Palaeoenvironment of the Ope-Odu Clay.  
The natural vegetation of the parent plants of at least 
four of the pollen grains, a pteridophyte spore and 
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phytolith is rainforest; the pollen are Alchornea sp., 
Bussea cf. occidentalis, Daniellia ogea and cf. Hi-
biscus tiliaceus while the spore is Dryopteris. B. cf. 
occidentalis and D. ogea species are natural to wet 
forests (Hutchinson and Dalziel 1958); Dryopteris 
thrives in swamps within rainforests (Nickrent et al. 
1978) while H. tiliaceus is found in riverine forests 
and swamps (Keay 1959). The fourth pollen, Al-
chornea cf. cordifolia, although natural to the forest 
zone of Nigeria, is a pioneer tree found in disturbed 
forests or forest regrowths (Hutchinson and Dalziel 
1958). The recovery of a globular echinate phytolith 
assignable to palms, the first in any palynological 
study in Nigeria known to the authors, is significant. 
It indicated that palms constituted a part of the forest 
vegetation. The abundance of plant parts reflective 
of forest vegetation is indicated by the occurrence 
of cf. Pisolithus tinctorius (Kuo 2006; Marx 1977) 
and Lasiodiplodia (Úrbez-Torres et al. 2008). Fur-
thermore, the recovery of Brachydesmiella a fun-
gal spore is significant. Brachydesmiella occupies 
wood and herbaceous substrates of forest and de-
ciduous trees (van Geel et al. 2011) and is also found 
on wood submerged in freshwater (Sivichai et al. 
1998). The pollen data thus corroborate those from 
the thin section and petrographic analyses that the 
clay was from a wet and forest environment. There 
is also evidence of herbivores in the locality on ac-
count of the occurrence of Cercophora sp., a fungus 
which inhabits animal dung (van Geel et al. 2011). 
The pollen results are in agreement with those of Fe-
dorova (1964), Ghosh et al. (2006), Hu et al. (2007) 
and Yao et al. (2012).

Historical Perspectives of Ope-Odu 

 The problems of oral tradition notwithstand-
ing, it is, at present, the only reliable way of ascer-
taining the chronology of Ope-Odu. According to the 
genealogy of Ope-Odu its present inhabitants are the 
seventh generation of the descendants of the origi-
nal settlers. The last member of the fifth and sixth 
generations both died in 1939 and 1991 respectively. 
The last member of the sixth generation was born 
in 1916 and died at the age of 75 years. The differ-
ence between when the fifth and sixth generations 

passed on is 52 years and is here used as the length 
of a generation although this figure must have var-
ied in the past. Therefore the three original founders 
of Ope-Odu would have died ca. AD 1679. But the 
village may have been founded 30 to 40 years ear-
lier if it is assumed the founders met at the forest as 
young men. This assumption is strengthened by the 
fact that Adesina Agunbiade, an Oyo-Ile mercenary, 
was probably unmarried considering his dangerous 
trade and he was perhaps about the same age as the 
prince, which may have compelled him to readily ac-
cept his offer to join forces to build a new settlement. 
Hence Ope-Odu may have been settled any time be-
tween AD 1639 and AD 1649. This rough estimate 
agrees with the 12th to 19th century dates provided by 
Ogundiran (2000) as a period under which potsherd 
pavements dominated the historic-cultural landscape 
of Yorubaland. That the Ope-Odu pottery is similar 
to those at Ile-Ife region in terms of style, form and 
function suggests some relationship. However the 
occurrence of two pots at Ope-Odu appears to be a 
new dimension to the cultural significance of such 
artefacts and represents an improvement on what the 
makers were probably already familiar. 

Conclusions

 The Ope-Odu potsherd pavements were 
constructed in a herringbone style and functioned 
mainly as a sacred place; the pots therein contained 
herbal potions for socio-religious activities. Based 
on genealogical estimates the pavements may have 
been produced in the mid-17th century AD. Results 
of the thin section analyses of ceramic tiles and pot 
showed that they were produced locally but for dif-
ferent purposes. Both sets of pottery contained a fair 
amount of palynomorphs that indicated that the clay 
was sourced from a rainforest environment. Simi-
larities between the Ope-Odu pavements and those 
from the Ile-Ife region suggest that the makers of the 
Ope-Odu pavements were probably familiar with the 
technology of potsherd pavement and its spiritual-re-
ligious significance before emigrating into Ope-Odu. 
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