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Antislavery Ceramics (9-minute read)
A Photo Essay

Medallion, Jasperware, Josiah Wedgwood’s Etruria Factory, Staffordshire, England, 1787-1800. Courtesy Washington and Lee University Collections of

Art and History

 

It’s a modest little medallion, but it seems to have inspired the English pottery industry to throw its weight behind the antislavery movement.

Although only one and a quarter inches in diameter, the medallion’s image of a kneeling slave in chains imploring “Am I Not a Man and a

Brother” was the first, most common, and most effective anti-slavery image created by the abolition movement. The Society for the Abolition

of the Slave Trade chose it for its seal, and Benjamin Franklin declared that the medallion’s effectiveness in America was “equal to that of the

best written Pamphlet, in procuring favour to those oppressed People.”

Josiah Wedgwood distributed hundreds of the medallions at his own expense to the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade to raise

money for the cause. Wedgwood, we should note, was more than a successful industrialist: he was a man of conscience, deeply interested in

the consequences of the American War of Independence and the French Revolution.

Wedgwood’s friendship with Thomas Clarkson, an active abolitionist campaigner and the first historian of the British abolition movement,

aroused his interest in slavery. Clarkson described the social uses of Wedgwood’s medallion: “[Gentlemen had it] inlaid in gold on the lid of

their snuffboxes. Of the ladies several wore them in bracelets, and others had them fitted up in an ornamental manner as pins for the hair. At

length, the taste for wearing them became general; and thus fashion, which usually confines itself to worthless things, was seen for once in

the honourable office of promoting the cause of justice, humanity, and freedom.”

Jug, Staffordshire, England, 1820-1840. Lead-glazed, refined white earthenware. The front bears a print of an enslaved man, and “Am I Not a Man and a

Brother,” from Thomas Day’s 1773 poem, “The Dying Negro.” Courtesy Historic Deerfield

 

Child’s Mug, England, 1820-1830. Bone china; black enamel, gilding. Decorated with a transfer print of a kneeling enslaved man

in chains. Courtesy Historic Deerfield

 

Emancipation pottery was purchased at antislavery fairs or gatherings where abolitionists heard lectures, bonded with one another, and

shopped for souvenirs whose sale generated funds for antislavery activities. Tea wares were particularly popular with women who used

them as a way to make their voices heard at a time when they lacked the right to vote and had little access to other ways to effect political

change.

 

Plate, England, 1830-1850. Bone china; black enamel. Showing a print of a seated enslaved woman holding a child in her arms,

taken from the “Third Report of the Female Society for Birmingham, West Bromwich, Wednesbury, Walsall, and their

Respective Neighbourhoods, for the Relief of British Negro Slaves.” (1828) The rim has four inscriptions, “I am oppressed

undertake for me / Isaiah 38c14v,” “I labour and have no rest / Lam. 5c5v,” “As borrowed beams illume our way / And shed a

bright and cheering ray,” and “So Christian Light dispels the gloom / That shades poor Negro’s hapless doom.” Courtesy Historic

Deerfield

 

Plate, England, c. 1820. Showing an African man being taken into bondage, and verses from William Cowper’s 1788 poem, “The Negro’s Complaint”:

Forced from home and all its pleasures, Afric’s coast I left forlorne. To increase a strangers treasures, O’er the raging billows borne. Fleecy locks and

black complexion, Cannot forfit natur’s claim Skins may differ but affection Dwels in white and black the same. Courtesy Historic Deerfield

 

Cup, England, c. 1830. Bone china; black enamel. Decorated with a print of two enslaved men, probably receiving

manumission papers, with a caption that reads, “LIBERTY given to the SLAVES.” Courtesy Historic Deerfield

 

To advance their cause, abolitionists first had to make a case for the essential humanity of black people, and that appears to have been the

main aim of the medallion, along with majority of the antislavery ceramics produced by the English factories. The Romantic movement, which

was in full swing at the time, provided a fertile cultural soil in which this humanitarianism could take root.

But some ceramics had a more activist intent. William Fox’s 1791 pamphlet, An Address to the People of Great Britain on the Propriety of

Abstaining from West India Sugar and Rum, provided an impetus for the Free Product Movement, which organized a national boycott of slave-

made products. Clarkson triumphantly claimed that “25,000 Persons have left off Sugar & Rum” and “Sugar Revenue has fallen off 200,000£

this Quarter.”

 

Sugar Bowl, Bone China, England, 1825-1830. Inscribed “East India Sugar not made By Slaves. By Six Families using East

India, instead of West India, Sugar, one Slave less is required.” Wendell Garrison, the son of abolitionist William Lloyd

Garrison, a prominent abolitionist, owned one of these bowls and described how its promise was at times difficult to keep:

“… [its] rim bore the delusive legend, – EAST INDIA SUGAR, NOT MADE BY SLAVES. Alas! They had forgotten to send the

sugar to make good the profession, and we ate from the pretty bowl whatever Cuban or Louisianian sweetness a large

household and moderate income could compromise upon.” Courtesy Washington and Lee University Collections of Art

and History. On loan from Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.

 

Plate, England, c. 1850. Showing adult and child slaves working at a sugar cane mill, inscribed “SUGAR How it grows & How its made CANE MILL”

Courtesy Historic Deerfield

 

However effective the Free Product Movement may have been, it could not put much of a dent into England’s massively profitable cotton

industry. The American Abolitionist Samuel Webb wrote angrily to his English counterparts in 1843, “You buy the slaveholders cotton – you

hire him to chain, to whip and to work his slaves to death! You stimulate him by your money – by your patronage – by your commerce!”

Main source: A small collection of antislavery ceramics recently acquired by Historic Deerfield

Gallery
Breaking the Chains: Ceramics and the Abolition Movement
An online exhibit by Washington and Lee University, Lexington, VA.

Curated by Ron Fuchs II, Curator of the Reeves Collection, and Cassie Ivey, Museum Program Coordinator

Courtesy University Collections of Art and History: Online Exhibits, https://exhibits-ucah.omeka.wlu.edu

Teapot, creamware, Staffordshire, 1775-1780. On Loan from the Winterthur Museum

One of the earliest calls for the abolition of slavery decorates this teapot:

Health to the Sick, Honour to the Brave,

Success to the Lover, Freedom to the Slave

The lines appeared as early as 1717 and remained a popular toast well into the 1800s. They were even heard, ironically enough, on

Southern plantations.

It was not by chance that this message was on a teapot: Drinking tea was an important social ritual in the 1700s and 1800s, especially

for women. The tea table, around which people gathered for companionship and conversation, was an opportunity for voicing anti-

slavery sentiments. One early antislavery poem by William Cowper was titled “The Negro’s Complaint: A Subject for Conversation

and Reflection at the Tea Table.”

 

Cup and Saucer, bone china, England, 1810-1830

An image of a kneeling slave with the motto “Am I Not a Man and a Brother” decorates this cup and saucer. Another anti-slavery image

for the tea table.

 

Plate Commemorating the Abolition of Slavery in the British Empire, Lead-Glazed Earthenware, England, 1838-1840. Inscribed “Freedom First of

August 1838” around a scene of a family of freed slaves rejoicing outside their home.

Britain outlawed the slave trade in 1807. In 1833, Parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act, which freed slaves under the age of six

and “apprenticed” older slaves to their former owners for several years. Public pressure cut these apprenticeships short, and on

August 1, 1838, all remaining slaves in the British Caribbean were emancipated.

 

Child’s Mug, creamware, Staffordshire, 1820-1860

This child’s mug, decorated with a scene of a slave auction and an anti-slavery poem, was meant to teach a child a stark lesson about

the cruelty of slavery.

In the scene, a slave is dancing on a barrel. This was not uncommon; one former slave noted that they were forced to “dance, jump,

walk, leap, squat, tumble, and twist about, that the buyer may see they have no stiff joints, or other physical defect.” The poem on the

back is from “The Sorrows of Yamba,” or “The Negro Woman’s Lament,” written by Hannah More and Eaglesfield Smith in 1797. It

reads:

DRIVEN like cattle to a fair, See they sell us, young and old

Child from mother too they tear, All for love of filthy gold.

 

Plate commemorating Elijah Lovejoy, lead-glazed earthenware, England, 1838-1860

Elijah Lovejoy was a white anti-slavery newspaper editor who was killed by a pro-slavery mob in 1837. The plate celebrates the

Constitution, the freedom of the press, and the abolitionist movement.

Lovejoy’s murder, and the acquittal of his murderers by a pro-slavery jury, galvanized abolitionists; it moved John Brown, who led an

attempted slave insurrection in 1859, to declare, “Here, before God, in the presence of these witnesses, from this time, I consecrate

my life to the destruction of slavery.”

 

Saucer, Bone China, England, 1830-1850

This small saucer combines reflects two of the major influences on the abolition movement in the 1800s; religion and women.

Women played a pivotal role in the abolition movement: According to one male observer, “where they existed, they did everything.”

Defying the conventions of the time, they lectured in public, founded antislavery societies, and organized antislavery fairs, which

spread the message and raised funds for antislavery activities by selling things like ceramics with antislavery imagery.

They also created new imagery that spoke more specifically to the plight of enslaved women: The image on this plate of a kneeling

woman clutching a Bible is copied from the title page of Mary Dudley’s Scripture Evidence of the Sinfulness of Injustice and

Oppression,1828, where it appears with the caption “This book tells Man not to be cruel; Oh, that Massa would read this Book.”

The presence of the Bible, and the motto, “Remember Them that are in Bonds” (from Hebrews 13:3; “Remember them that are in

bonds, as bound with them; and them which suffer adversity, as being yourselves also in the body,”) reflect the increasing use of

religious arguments against slavery.

 

Child’s Mug, Pearlware, Staffordshire or Yorkshire, England, 1820-1860. On Loan from the Winterthur Museum

With its inscription, “Perish Slavery Prosper Freedom,” this child’s mug would impress on its young owner the contradiction of a nation

built on the ideals of freedom holding people in slavery. Children’s mugs were often decorated with biblical quotes, lessons about good

manners, and patriotic sentiments designed to teach children to be good, patriotic and moral citizens.

We can never know the extent to which antislavery ceramics like these contributed to the ending first of the slave trade and then of

slavery itself in England and its colonies. But at least it was a highly visible, ethical attempt to use everyday household objects to right

a social wrong.

 

Pair of Vases inspired by Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Hard-paste porcelain, Limoges, c.1860

(shown with corresponding illustrations from the novel)
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Randy Boyer on April 1, 2020 at 2:09 pm

Excellent topic, photos are beautiful. I am a member of the Transferware Collectors Club and, with your

permission, I would like to share this article with our members.

I have a special interest in this topic. I have a large collection that includes many pieces of “The Residence

of the Late Richard Jordan” and have done a lot of research on him. Rev Jordan was born in 1756 on a

farm in Surry, VA. He gained fame as an itinerant Quaker minister and as an outspoken abolitionist. He

advocated against slavery to the state government of North Carolina, where he owned property. When he

was willed slaves from the family farm, he set them free. Later, he became a farmer/Quaker meeting

leader in Camden NJ. The bucolic scene in this pattern was drawn in 1825, and it became a transferware

pattern potted by J. Heath & Co sometime between 1828-1841. The pattern was widely exported to the

US, where many pieces of this pattern still exist, and Richard Jordan is a revered figure in Quaker history.

Today the quaint farm and Quaker meeting house is in a slum in Camden, NJ, and Rev Jordan is buried

there.

I invite anyone who is interested in more info about Richard Jordan or this transferware pattern to

contact me.

Reply

John Fiske on April 1, 2020 at 3:14 pm

Thank you Robert. We’re always delighted to share our articles with interested readers.

Please tell your club members that they can receive DAJ twice a month for free by

sending me their email address, john@antiquesjournal.com. Thanks, too, for sharing your

research, I sure that we have readers who will be interested and will contact you.

Reply

John Fiske on April 1, 2020 at 3:04 pm

Dear Mr. Fiske,

I always enjoy the DAJ Newsletter and it is, perhaps, even more enjoyed and appreciated by many of us

readers during these challenging times of Covid-19 quarantine. Thank you for continuing it.

This is a very small thing, but in reading the Antislavery Ceramics article, I thought it important to note

that Colonial Williamsburg owns the sugar bowl pictured in the article. We have loaned the piece to the

Reeves Center for the exhibition. I’ve included a link to CW’s online record for the sugar bowl:

https://emuseum.history.org/objects/6978/sugar-dish

If it’s possible for you to update the caption in the article for that piece so that it reads “Colonial

Williamsburg Foundation,” that would be great.

Thanks again for your always great newsletter.

My best,

Angelika (via Email)
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The first vase shows Uncle Tom being draped in garlands of flowers by his owner’s daughter, Eva, capturing a moment of interracial friendship

that reflects Tom’s humanity.

 

The second vase shows Eliza carrying her son, Harry, leaping from ice floe to ice floe over the frozen Ohio River as they made their way to

freedom. Its depiction of a desperate mother, risking all to protect her child, would have resonated with many in the 1800s who saw the creation

of a safe, nurturing home as one of the main responsibilities of a woman.

 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) was one of the best-selling American novels of the nineteenth century and was one

of the most influential attacks on slavery ever written. The novel generated an outpouring of books, plays, music, prints, and objects.

One reporter wrote that,

“It should be noted among other favorable signs of the times, that artists, of all grades, now find it not only a congenial, but also

a remunerative work to represent the creations of Mrs. Stowe’s genius in pictures and statues … they have an established

market value, and that people of wealth and taste now begin to seek such works as the ornaments of their parlors and

chambers.”

Combining delicately sculpted figures, two different types of gilding and rich enamel decoration, each of the vases is a tour-de-force

of the potter’s art. That a potter or retailer thought there was a market for such expensive figures conveying an anti-slavery message

suggests that by 1860 the abolition movement was winning the battle for the hearts and minds of American citizens.

https://antiquesjournal.com/index.php/2020/03/30/antislavery-ceramics/#

