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FACE JUGS:899
Art and Ritual in 19th-Century South Carolina
Claudia Mooney, 2012
The Chipstone Foundation

I. Slave-made artifacts are exceptionally rare. Face jugs, face cups, and face pitchers were first 
made in Edgefield, South Carolina, around 1860. They are among the most important and mysterious 
surviving examples of slave-made artifacts. With bulging kaolin (white clay) eyes and bared teeth, 
these expressive faces seem shocking to us today. But what did  they mean in their own time, why 
and for whom were they made, and how were they used? 

There is little known written documentation about face jugs, which continued to be made by 
African Americans until around 1880, so researchers have had to turn to other forms of evidence. 
Archaeologists have discovered that some of the early face jugs were produced in small in-ground 
or “groundhog” kilns, located away from the main production kilns used by local potteries. This fact, 
along with the relatively small number of the vessels (compared to the staggeringly large number 
of plain utilitarian jugs and bottles from the Edgefield area), suggests that they were special objects 
made for use within the African American community.  

That the earliest face jugs were made at all is surprising. Slaves had no legal or civil rights, nor 
were they allowed to freely express themselves. Despite these restrictions, African Americans found 
creative ways to sustain their customs and beliefs. One strategy was to fashion objects, songs, and 
stories with double meanings. According to former slave and abolitionist  Frederick Douglas, hidden 
messages were written into the lyrics of spirituals. The African American folk tales centering on Brer 
Rabbit and Brer Fox discretely forecast the downfall of white masters in the guise of seemingly in-
nocent children’s stories. Face vessels also may have functioned as cleverly coded objects. 

II. In the eyes of many white southerners of this era, face jugs fulfilled deeply rooted visual 
stereotypes about African Americans. An example of this is An Aesthetic Darkey, a stereoscopic 
image South Carolina photographer J. A. Palmer made in 1882. The title alone reveals its racist 
intentions. The picture portrays a young boy sitting at a table with a variety of props, including an 
early Edgefield face jug. Palmer’s composition is based on W. H. Beard’s satirical engraving of the 



earlier that year when Wilde was on his North American tour. Titled The Aesthetic Monkey, the Beard 
engraving depicts Wilde as a flamboyantly dressed monkey, surrounded by symbols of the feminized 
Aesthetic style. The Darwinian inference is that Wilde, who did not hide his homosexuality, was not a 
fully evolved human being. Palmer’s photograph is even more blunt with its dehumanizing accusation, 
which compares the boy to a monkey and a face jug. 

However, the jugs themselves were not intended to be racist representations. Instead, their story 
is much more fascinating and complex, marking the transatlantic migration of people, beliefs, and 
craft practices.

III. One of the most important historical references on face jugs came from a South Carolina 
pottery owner named Colonel Thomas Davies. His Palmetto Fire Brick Works in nearby Bath was 
in operation between 1862 and 1865. It was one of many production potteries that took advantage of 
the region’s rich clay deposits to make bricks, jugs, jars, and other functional wares. Slave labor was 
a crucial part of the potteries in the Edgefield area. Over fifty slaves worked at the Palmetto Fire Brick 
Works doing everything from preparing the clay and stoking the kiln to turning and firing the pots. 
Three decades after the pottery closed, ceramic scholar Edward Atlee Barber interviewed Davies, 
who initially described the face jugs as “weird-looking water jugs.” This statement serves as a clue 
to the dual identities of these pots. Most of the Edgefield face jugs were far too small to have held 
enough water to quench the thirst of a field worker laboring in the hot sun. Moreover, Davies’s pottery 
and the other local kilns mass-produced inexpensive utilitarian water jugs that held a half-gallon or 
more. Instead, Davies may have been told that these were water jugs to divert his attention from 
their real purpose. 

The pottery owner then commented that these pots were “in the form of a grotesque human face—
evidently intended to portray African features.” Barber, who owned several early southern face jugs, 
also noted that the design “reveals a trace of aboriginal art as formerly practiced by the ancestors 
of the makers in the Dark Continent.” This leads to the question: How did slaves in South Carolina, 
many of whom were third-, fourth-, or fifth-generation Americans, learn about an African artistic tradi-
tion? One intriguing occurrence possibly links these charismatic vessels back to Africa.

IV. In 1858 a ship filled with captured Africans landed illegally on the Georgia coast. The 
Wanderer was a luxury yacht that was secretly retrofitted as a slave ship. It docked at Jekyll Island 
with 407 slaves, most of whom were from various Kongo societies. Over 100 of these slaves were 
sent inland to the Edgefield region, and some were put to work in the potteries. A growing number of 
researchers believe that the arrival of the Wanderer slaves gave rise to the southern face jug tradition.



This astonishing Africa-Edgefield connection encourages an interpretation of the face jugs as being 
more than whimsical pots and more than racist imagery. Instead, could they have functioned covertly 
as ritualistic vessels? Within the various Kongo cultures, powerful diviners and shamans called 
nganga used spirit containers called nkisi to channel their distinctive powers. Nkisi were made from 
all sorts of materials, from a cloth bag or ceramic pot to a wooden human or animal figure with a 
hollow belly. The diviner placed magical materials—kaolin clay, human hair, herbs, insects, and other 
objects owned by an individual—inside the nkisi to initiate contact with the spirit world and either heal 
or harm through a ritual known today as a “conjure.” 

Were the Edgefield face jugs in fact conjure jugs? In the most oppressive environment, African ritual-
istic beliefs still were kept alive or reshaped by slave communities. Firsthand narratives published in 
the early twentieth century specifically detail the many ritualistic practices of South Carolina’s slaves, 
who often carried bags filled with magical materials to protect themselves against conjures. These 
African-based beliefs were not seen as antithetical to the slaves’ simultaneous practice of Christianity. 
Rather, they were perceived as additional forms of spiritual practice that met needs and accomplished 
goals that the Christian faith did not directly address. For example, one could pray to get healthy, 
but it was believed that African magic would protect you from disease or injury. Similarly, a targeted 
conjure could harm or even kill a foe. 

Several features on the Edgefield face jugs strongly suggest a link to Kongo ritual. The white eyes 
and teeth were made from locally harvested fine kaolin clay, a material long considered magical in 
West Africa. Kaolin was traditionally placed inside of and rubbed onto nkisi containers in order to 
activate it and open up contact with the spirit world. Also, the sharpened teeth found on some of the 
face vessels mirror not only Kongo and other African sculpture but also a real-life custom practiced by 
some of the members of the Wanderer community.   

One key historical figure from the Wanderer was a man named Tahro, who was renamed “Romeo” 
upon arrival. Later described in a 1927 newspaper article as a “king,” Romeo was more likely a 
Kongo village leader and, therefore, had elevated status within the community. Romeo worked 
alongside other Wanderer slaves at Palmetto Fire Brick Works. While there is no evidence he was an 
nganga, Romeo nevertheless would have understood the concept of nkisi, and he may have played a 
role in the rise of face jugs in Edgefield. He also built an African-style hut with a thatched roof covered 
with a diamond-patterned mesh, a shape associated with good fortune. While this tiny building, no 
more than 6 x 12 feet, may have served as Romeo’s home, it also bears some resemblance to Kongo 
funerary buildings, including having two pedestals outside the front door, which would have customar-
ily held offerings for the deceased.



V. A recent discovery further suggests that face jugs were used for conjuring or some other 
ritual practice. On the back of this face jug, below the handle, two words were etched into the 
surface while the clay was still wet. The first word on the jug clearly says “Squir,” which alludes to the 
documented use of the first name Esquire or Squire in South Carolina around this time. The second 
word appears to read “Pofu.” In addition to being a Kongo village, pofu or m-pofu translates as 
“blind” or “blindness,” which could explain the blackened pupils and thick glaze completely covering 
the eyes—characteristics not commonly seen on face vessels with white kaolin features. Could the 
vacant stare symbolize blindness and the fearful expression connote a conjure or spell on someone 
named Squire? Early twentieth-century interviews with former slaves, including those in the Edgefield 
region, reveal a great fear of being afflicted with a conjure. Also, African Americans sometimes 
threatened to put harmful conjures on slave owners and other oppressive individuals.

While the ritualistic use of face jugs in early Edgefield cannot yet be proven there is much evidence to 
propose that they were more than just racialized pots. With the future discovery of more face vessels, 
new documentation, and archaeological remains, we undoubtedly will be able to add more to the 
story in the years to come. The survival of African ritualistic traditions in the South and the creation of 
these face jugs just after the arrival of the Wanderer slaves in Edgefield strongly suggest the need to 
consider a Kongo connection. So too does the “Squir Pofu” jug. Debate will continue about the extent 
and nature of this African connection, but there is no doubt about the aesthetic power and interpretive 
potency of these amazing jugs. We continue to gaze at them while they continue to gaze at us and ,in 
the process, more of their meanings are likely to be revealed. 

 







Of Ghosts and Speculation
Brian Gillis, 2012

Archives are mines. They are built of records selected for preservation on the grounds of their 
enduring cultural, historical, or practical value. So much of what we know about who we are comes 
from access to archives. They allow us to speculate about ancient people and our own historicity. 
They provide us the invaluable opportunity to survey and catalog things already in existence in order 
to create new thought. Through these archives we see the way people consider their world, the things 
in it, the afterlife, how they organize socially, or grieve, or celebrate, bear children, worship or eat and 
sleep. Archives are a necessary part of the society we live in; they are at once a mirror, raw material 
and a time machine. 

Though we cannot say for certain who made the original face jugs, or why they were made in the first 
place, we can say conclusively that they were made by specific people from a specific time and place, 
out of specific materials, and that they are in and of themselves archives. While serving as artifacts 
from a lost time, face jugs are not only a symbol or witness, but also real, concrete evidence of people 
and a moment in time that has enduring cultural and historical value.  

As we probe these forms further and try to make clear a definitive identity, how speculative our 
connections truly are is all the more apparent. And in doing so, the fact that these forms have no 
objective origin or identity, as of yet, brings the fact that there IS an origin and identity that much 
more to the fore. This is perhaps what makes these objects the most enigmatic and valuable. This is 
perhaps their greatest socio-cultural value; not that they are a link to African divination, ceremony or 
daily life, but that they COULD be. What are they? Where are they from?

Despite all of our research and analysis, we are still uncertain of the true origin and identity of these 
face jugs. This in and of itself is what makes these forms all the more relevant, because this sense 
of wonder and intrigue about these mysterious forms is perhaps one of the most human responses 
we have toward other humans, our world and ourselves. As organisms who truly can know only our 
own real origin and identity, we are commonly so intrigued at these things in others. Perhaps this 
is the case because seeing these things in others helps us to understand who we are, have been 
or could be.

Of Ghosts and Speculation uses the occasion of the first major exhibition of African American Face 



Jugs as a point of departure to celebrate and monumentalize these extremely rare, enigmatic, cultur-
ally significant forms while confirming the value of history as a necessary part of society. This project, 
a public archive that is meant to exist as a conceptual hybridization of a time capsule, seed bank 
and black box flight recorder, is in place as somewhat of a foil, tribute and living annotation to the 
face jug. It was designed to elicit reverence for these face jugs by engaging a community to value its 
own origin and identity through a greater intimacy with the scholarship surrounding these objects, an 
awareness of the value of history as both definite and speculative and the opportunity to permanently 
archive a first person account of one’s own origin and identity, the very thing we have no conclusive 
answer for in the case of these face jugs.

Of Ghosts and Speculation is composed of two main parts - a high tech, catastrophe resistant, 
mobile archive and a recording center housed in the museum called the Object Mine. This recording 
center was built for the collection of images and first person accounts of identity and origin as 
linked to personal objects from the public. The archive was built to preserve an exhaustive amount 
of information known about the face jug while seeding and archiving future inquiry about origin 
and identity both through the use of the Object Mine and the investigation of new scholarship. The 
3-dimensionally scanned form used for the image of this archival container was of the only face jug 
currently in the Chipstone collection (Ascension#2006.6, Miles Mill Face Jug, Edgefield, SC 1862-70 
[5.875”x5.75”x5.125”]). The container was printed in nylon and nickel plated so as to be light, cor-
rosive resistant, chemically neutral and air tight. It uses digital storage media and an analog paper 
and rag book to archive all of the known scholarship surrounding face jugs. It contains a significant 
amount of empty space for the addition of new scholarship, and will hopefully exist for posterity as 
both an archive and a mine as it was produced to accompany this specific face jug in whichever 
collection it resides. 

At the conclusion of the exhibition for which this piece was built, Face Jugs: Art and Ritual in 19th-
Century South Carolina, the information collected both by the Object Mine and any new academic 
scholarship will be permanently stored in the archive. This will, in essence, propose the symbiotic 
value of objects as such that inform and define who we are and the world we live in, the very things 
we simply cannot know conclusively about the face jug and the people from whose world they 
originate. In many ways, the identity of this archive is only complete when it is used as a perpetual 
reference and receptacle to better understand face jugs while acting as a place to archive first-hand 
accounts of how one’s origin and identity is, was and can be linked to objects.







Research Notes
Kelly Whitford, 2012

I joined this project as a “Research Assistant,” a common title in academia. My task was to locate 
all existing scholarly books, articles, catalogues, papers, and essays that contain even the briefest 
mention of nineteenth-century face jugs.  I hold a Master’s degree in art history and have worked in 
multiple university research centers.  In these academic and professional contexts I have developed 
a thorough research process of identifying a topic, locating relevant sources and theoretical frame-
works, and crafting an argument.

Though this project put to use some of my research skills locating scholarly sources about face 
jugs, this process did not include what could be, arguably, the most important aspect of traditional 
academic research— articulating a thesis-driven argument. While the desired result of much of my 
previous work has been an essay, conference paper, or master’s thesis, this project aimed to produce 
only an exhaustive bibliography.  In performing this job it became unnecessary to try to absorb the 
information from the sources that I located.  Instead of reading for content I became a type of scan-
ner picking out specific words that might suggest a discussion of face jugs.  I examined exhibition 
catalogs, historical accounts of nineteenth-century South Carolina, archaeological reports, histories of 
American ceramics and folk arts, and formal analyses in art historical journals for keywords like “face 
jugs,” “monkey jugs,” “grotesque jugs,” and “Edgefield district.”  

The limited and directed scope of this project resulted in a process unlike any I had ever completed.  
My training requires that after an initial examination of art historical sources considering a given 
topic, I necessarily have to expand that search to fields such as history, archaeology, sociology, and 
linguistics in an attempt to identify an appropriate methodological approach or locate contextual 
information to support my argument. Thesis-driven research can literally be never-ending.  The 
information in each new book or article can always lead to a new author, a new argument, or an 
entirely new field for examination.  For example, an historical account of nineteenth-century Edgefield 
district in South Carolina could lead to an article on face jugs discussing possible uses for these 
vessels, which subsequently might lead a researcher to theories of folklore anthropological studies 
of West African rituals and religious beliefs, or an archaeological report of a dig.  On the other hand, 
the same initial investigation of the Edgefield district and face jugs might lead a scholar to consider 
the field of nineteenth-century ceramics, to ask what forms were contemporaneously being produced 
in other locations like Europe, Asia or other regions in America. New information can always lead to 
further avenues of inquiry.



My search for existing materials containing any mention of nineteenth-century face jugs was never in 
danger of following this type of endless question-driven research.  Eventually, after my initial search 
for material, I occasionally found a new article or chapter, but it became more and more likely that 
the bibliographies of these new sources contained items that I had already located and examined.  
Instead of directing me further a field, these materials began to point back to one another, citing each 
other, and revealing a closed loop instead of an unending spiral.
 
The finite aspect of my contribution to this project makes it unique.  Typically a deadline or the neces-
sity to move on to a new project requires me to prematurely terminate a potentially unceasing network 
of questions and research.  All of my previous work has acknowledged this, either in discursive foot-
notes briefly summarizing other lines of inquiry or in concluding remarks that outline further directions 
for the project.  With this project I know I am done. As of this date I have found all of those sources 
mentioning nineteenth-century face jugs that I could.  Of course, there is always room for human 
error and neglect and I take responsibility for any omissions and acknowledge that some probably 
exist, but even with this disclaimer I can consider my work here complete.  Of course I leave behind 
a potential new project for someone at a future date to prove me wrong by correcting my errors and 
satisfying my omissions, or to add any new scholarship that, as of now, has yet to be written.

Though my role in this project has been a somewhat mechanical one, which has capitalized upon 
some of my skills as a researcher and scanner but not as a thinker or scholar, this exercise has 
prompted me to examine my own work.  A commonality that has emerged between my traditional 
methods and the process I developed for this project is the centrality of the object.  Each line of 
questioning or effort to compile a bibliography begins with a topic that defines the scope of research 
and the parameters of an initial search.  In the field of art history this reflection highlights for me the 
necessity of object-driven research and the dangers of beginning with information and theories from 
various disciplines and attempting to fit objects to them.  In other words, without a fixed starting point 
(the object), one risks falling uncontrollably down the research spiral instead of methodically tracing 
its circuitous route.  For me, this project has re-established the most rewarding aspect of research: 
following questions and inconsistencies to see where they can lead.
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Mind in Matter:
An Introduction to Material Culture, 

Theory, and Method
Jules David Prown, 1982

















































































Future Research:
Of Ghosts and Speculation uses the occasion of the first major exhibition of African American Face 
Jugs as a point of departure to celebrate and monumentalize these extremely rare, enigmatic, cultur-
ally significant forms while confirming the value of history as a necessary part of society. This project, 
a public archive that is meant to exist as a conceptual hybridization of a time capsule, seed bank and 
black box flight recorder, is in place as somewhat of a foil, tribute and living annotation to the face jug. 
It is designed to elicit reverence for these face jugs by engaging a community to value its own origin 
and identity through a greater intimacy with the scholarship surrounding these objects, an awareness 
of the value of history as both definite and speculative, and permanently archive a first-person ac-
count of one’s own origin and identity, the very thing we have no conclusive answer for in the case of 
these face jugs. As scholarship continues to uncover and develop material, the remainder of this book 
and the associated digital storage media are open for the addition of relevant new knowledge, data, 
images, and observations, etc.
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