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“Face jug” is a term coined by decorative arts historians to refer to an African American pottery type created in the second half of the nineteenth century, in the midst of slavery, in the Edgefield District of South Carolina. The small vessel is turned stoneware with facial features—wide eyes and bared teeth—made of kaolin, a locally sourced clay.

Historians originally believed that the face jug was utilitarian and used to store water. Multiple theories later surfaced involving its function as a container of magical materials and its ritualistic use. New research has shown that the vessel was likely multipurpose—and a coded object meant to be misunderstood.

White potters appropriated the face jug design around 1880. They mainly discontinued the use of kaolin, a sacred material in West Africa, and produced the objects mostly as whimsies. The face jug thus lost the symbolic power of its original form.

Face Jugs celebrates the formative African American vessels and their aesthetic power, while discussing their cultural meanings within a community of Americans that lived within challenging circumstances. Faces that have long stood silent here regain a voice.
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Face Jug, Miles Mill Pottery, Edgefield, SC, 1862–70. Chipstone Foundation. Photo by Gavin Ashworth.
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In Colonial America face jugs were made by slaves to mark the grave sites of the dead because they could not afford to purchase a tombstone for their loved one. They were also believed to have magical powers as the cultural influence combined West African Voodoo with Christianity.


It is believed that ugly face jugs were first created to drive away evil spirits. In the early 1900’s, bootleggers relied on potters to provide them with non-transparent vessels for their whiskey. The ugly face jugs were made by the potters to show their support for Prohibition while providing the jugs for the bootlegged whiskey. It was also thought that the ugly faces would scare children and keep them away from the whiskey.

Learning Targets: I can understand and explain how face jugs were 



    made. 



     I can show how a face jug is made through the use of 


    a coil technique.

Process: Design a face jug which represents someone that you know. 

        Turn in 3 sketches which illustrate the shape of the jug and the 

        type of face you might develop for the jug. Sketches are due on 

        Thursday, Sept 11, or Friday, Sept.12th at the end of class.

        The process of coil-making will be demonstrated in class. This 
 

