
 

 

Carl Steen (2011). “Cosmograms, Crosses, and Xs: 

Context and Inference,” in “Crosses to Bear: Cross 

Marks as African Symbols in Southern Pottery,” thematic 

forum of articles edited by Charles R. Ewen. Historical 

Archaeology 45(2): 166-175. 

 

Permission to provide this article copy here in pdf format 

has been provided by the Society for Historical 

Archaeology solely for educational purposes of our field 

school participants and individuals with related interests.  



166

Carl Steen

Cosmograms, Crosses, and Xs: 
Context and Inference

Introduction

Crosses or X marks were noted on a small 
percentage of low-fired, handmade earthenware 
vessels found in South Carolina in the 1970s, 
including some that had been recovered by sal-
vage and hobby divers from underwater contexts. 
A researcher from the same area went to Africa 
and saw similar wares, with the same marks. The 
South Carolina vessels were found in plantation 
contexts, and the majority of the inhabitants of 
these plantations were enslaved Africans, so it 
seems logical to conclude that these vessels were 
in all likelihood made by slaves. Looking into the 
matter further, it was discovered that similar marks 
were used in ritual contexts in the Bakongo ter-
ritory. Thus the bowls marked with Xs found in 
the underwater contexts were tied to a waterside 
ritual (Ferguson 1978, 1992, 1999; Thompson 
1983; Fennell 2007a; Joseph, this volume).

While this is a stimulating and imaginative 
interpretation, there are many problems with it. 
This assumes that the pottery in question was 
made by Africans or their descendants, and is 
interpreted as a sign of a secret, undocumented 
(in North America), African belief system that 
was an element of the slaves’ resistance to the 
dehumanizing effects of slavery, and their reten-
tion of an African identity (Ferguson 1999). This 
has expanded from colonoware to virtually any 
item marked with an X or +-like mark (Wall 
2000; Fennell 2007b; Joseph, this volume). In 
disagreeing with the fine scholars and good 
people who have reached this conclusion, I mean 
them no disrespect, but hope to spur a more 
critical reading of the evidence, because their 
arguments are built on fundamentally flawed data.

Fundamental problem No. 1: It is by no means 
a given that enslaved Africans ever made pot-
tery at all. This is true even in the low country, 
where the evidence for on-site manufacture is the 

strongest. The evidence originally marshaled by 
Ferguson (1977, 1992), Wheaton et al. (1982), 
and Wheaton and Garrow (1985) to support 
this conclusion was that vessels were spalled in 
firing, unfired sherds were found, and fired lumps 
of clay with fingerprints were found. The large 
amount of colonoware found in the low country 
is probably the strongest evidence that it was 
manufactured locally (Wheaton and Garrow 1985; 
Ferguson 1992).

First, spalling can be caused by freezing, or 
the buildup of salts or other minerals in the 
body. Even so, unless the spall becomes a hole, 
the vessel would still be usable. Next, as a some-
time potter, this writer can testify that unfired 
sherds will turn to amorphous clay very quickly. 
They will not remain sherd-like unless they are 
kept in a perfectly dry environment. More likely 
what the archaeologists were seeing was flakes 
of deflocullated clay that formed in the large pits 
dug to extract clay for the clay-walled houses at 
the site (Wheaton and Garrow 1985). These fired 
lumps of clay could more reasonably be consid-
ered daub than byproducts of pottery making. 
The “sheer volume” question is addressed below.

Fundamental problem No. 2: Leland Fergu-
son’s original formulation of colonoware (Fer-
guson 1978, 1992) as an overarching “type” 
like creamware has confused the issue so that 
whenever handmade, unglazed pottery is found 
in a colonial context it is lumped together as 
“colonoware.” Whether it was his intent or not, 
this implies that it is all alike, and the category 
has been interpreted as meaning that it is all a 
product of African slaves, carrying on an age-old 
tradition (Deetz 1999:43). This is clearly not the 
case, as I have argued before (Steen 1997). Only 
a small area of the South Carolina low country 
produces “colonoware” in large amounts. Despite 
what Ferguson initially said (Ferguson 1978), the 
colono-Indian wares of North Carolina, Virginia, 
and the mid-Atlantic states are clearly attributable 
to Native Americans, and at any rate, only small 
amounts are found (Noël Hume 1962; Binford 
1964; Reinhart 1984; Steen 1991).

Further, even plantations in Georgia, Florida, 
and the Carolina backcountry, where low-country 
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planters moved their entire households, including 
slaves, at the height of colonoware production in 
the 1780s and 1790s, do not produce colonoware 
(Otto 1975; Singleton 1980). The one exception 
this writer has seen is the John de la Howe site 
(Steen et al. 1996; Steen 1999, 2002). In light 
of recent discoveries by the University of North 
Carolina at the Catawba reservation (Riggs et 
al. 2006), however, I am beginning to doubt my 
identification of the de la Howe pottery as colo-
noware. Another case where colonoware should 
logically be expected is Somerset Place Plantation 
in North Carolina. This site is literally in the 
middle of a vast swamp. Even today it is about 
15 mi. from the nearest town. It was initially 
settled by 88 slaves direct from Africa, but no 
colonoware was found there (Steen 1994, 2003). 
If it is a fundamental and important African 
practice, why didn’t all African slaves make it?

So, is low-country colonoware really slave 
made? Maybe, but to confuse matters more, if it 
is made by slaves, which ones? Most historians, 
archaeologists, and other researchers who study 
slavery think primarily of Africans when the 
word “slave” is used (Morgan 1999). True, South 
Carolina had a black majority as early as 1708 
(Wood 1974) and was described as being like 
“an African Nation” by more than one traveler 
(Edgar 1998). But at the same time, Indian slaves 
made up about 20% of the population in 1708, 
and in fact, as much as 25% of the slave popu-
lation was Native American as late as the mid-
1720s (Menard 1995). Among southeastern Indi-
ans women were the potters (Swanton 1946:549). 
In the 1712 pamphlet Profitable Advice, John 
Norris recommended to his “friend” who wanted 
to settle in the low country that he purchase 
“Fifteen good Negro men; Fifteen Indian women” 
to work in the field, and three Indian women as 
cooks for the slaves and “other household busi-
ness” (Merrens 1977). Cooks require pots and 
serving vessels, and their first order of business 
would be to make or obtain them.

Population statistics for South Carolina in the 
18th century are spotty at best, but after the 
1720s enumerators appear to have stopped dif-
ferentiating between Indian and African; after this 
there were slaves and free people. A review of 
modern historical sources shows a similar disre-
gard for Native Americans (Morgan 1999; Pol-
litzer 1999). In the literature of plantations and 
slavery, Native Americans are seldom, if ever, 

even mentioned. Phillip Morgan, for instance, 
mentions Indian slaves on 4 of 795 pages in 
his book Slave Counterpoint (1999). Eugene 
Genovese (1974) and Daniel Littlefield (1991), 
to randomly pluck books from the shelf, do not 
discuss Indians as slaves at all.

Although the Indian trade was dominated 
by furs and skins, the trade in humans was 
important as well (Gallay 2002). By 1698 South 
Carolina traders had penetrated the interior of 
the country as far as the Mississippi, and were 
actively trading with the Chickasaw, Choctaw, 
and Creeks, among others (Gregorie 1926; Meri-
wether 1940; Crane 1956; Moore 1999; Gallay 
2002). In the 1730s the Natchez, one of the last 
active Mississippian groups, went to war with the 
French and were defeated (Swanton 1946). About 
100 of them came to South Carolina and joined 
the “Settlement Indians” who lived in the woods 
and swamps of the low country (Hicks and Tauk-
chiray 1999). They made thin, plain, burnished 
pottery. This is also pertinent because the cross-
in-circle motif attributed to Africans is a funda-
mentally important symbol, a core symbol, if you 
will, seen on numerous Native American pots and 
other artworks across the Southeast (Funderburk 
and Foreman 1957; Waring and Williams 1968). 
Thus enslaved Indians may easily be responsible 
for Xs or +s on pots.

Although I accepted the “sheer volume” argu-
ment for years, I am beginning to reassess this 
belief and wonder whether free Indians in the 
low country might not have been responsible 
for what archaeologists have called colonoware. 
An underappreciated fact, even by me, for 
instance (Steen 1997; Steen and Cooper 1998), 
is that there were free Indians living among the 
plantations from the first days of the colony. A 
missionary, Rev. Francis LeJau, reported in 1706 
that a band of Etiwan visited and camped nearby 
as it traveled from place to place in the Goose 
Creek area finding food, as the group “had put 
no provisions up” (Klingberg 1956).

Today the descendants of the Etiwan, Cusso, 
and others still live within a few miles of 
LeJau’s St. James Goose Creek Church, on Was-
samassaw Swamp, Four Hole Swamp, and else-
where in the low country (Hicks and Taukchiray 
1999; Crediford 2009). Legal records from the 
18th and 19th centuries show numerous Indians 
fighting for their freedom, using white neighbors’ 
testimony to prove they were born free, so it is 
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clear they did not all move away and then come 
back. Planters and 19th-century cooks tell of the 
men hunting wild game for the master’s kitchen 
(Rutledge 1847). It would be logical to assume 
that the Indian women could be making pottery 
and gathering herbs and plant foods for sale or 
trade to the slaves.

There are three accounts in the 19th century 
of Catawba Indians coming to camp among the 
plantations and making pottery to sell to the 
slaves (Deas 1910; Gregorie 1925; Simms 1970), 
but these all describe a manifestation of Catawba 
pottery making that began out of economic 
necessity around 1810, and is still practiced 
today (Merrell 1989; Blumer 2004). The earliest 
of these accounts specifically names the Indians 
as Catawba (Simms 1970).

Thin, highly burnished vessels with painted 
decorations and a distinctive fine micaceous paste 
make up a minority percentage of low-country 
colonowares in pre-1810 assemblages––that is, 
even before the documented trade of the 19th-
century Catawba––which led to the naming of the 
“River Burnished” type (Anthony 1989; Ferguson 
1989). Recent research at the Catawba reservation 
shows the manufacture of these thin, painted wares 
beginning among the Catawba in the 1750s, after 
they had been in contact with an unknown group 
in Camden, South Carolina (Riggs et al. 2006). 
So there is a strong possibility that local Native 
Americans, who were in most cases related to the 
disparate groups that made up the 18th-century 
Catawba, made the pottery, or that they hosted 
their kin from the Catawba nation while they 
visited and made pottery.

In the past, assuming that free Indians had a 
minimal impact, I have argued that Indian slaves 
were the true source of the low-country variant 
of “colonoware” (Steen 1997, 1999; Steen et al. 
1996, 2002; Steen and Cooper 1998). This is 
not intended to take credit from one group and 
assign it to another. Culture is adaptive and ever 
changing. The slaves lived in close proximity and 
learned from each other. They intermarried, and 
mixed-race daughters (and possibly some sons) 
may have learned the practice and made it their 
own. To me it is a Carolinian trait, not just 
African, Indian, or European, but something that 
developed in place as an element of a unique 
manifestation of culture.

I have argued in the past that the low-country 
version of colonoware is unique, and to lump 

it together with all other unglazed low-fired 
wares found in colonial settings is reductive, 
and results in the decontextualization of the 
artifact, and disenfranchises its makers (Steen 
and Cooper 1998). Ferguson’s worst error was 
in lumping all such wares into a larger category 
(Ferguson 1992). It is easy to see the connec-
tion between factories all over Great Britain 
making a basically identical product for a short 
period, but how do pots made specifically for 
trade by Settlement Indians such as the Catawba 
and Pamunkey (Harrington 1908; Speck 1935; 
Fewkes 1944) compare to those made by mixed-
race slaves in the low country? How can lump-
ing them in with slave-made wares be valid? 
Functionally they are the same, but otherwise 
these are much different phenomena.

Returning to the symbols and inferred mean-
ings; back in graduate school in the 1980s, 
while reading Clifford Geertz’s seminal work on 
symbolic/interpretive anthropology (Geertz 1973) 
in which he discusses for about 20 pages the 
“Meaning” of a wink that he received on a street 
in Turkey, I came to realize what a slippery 
perch archaeologists put themselves on when they 
seek to derive “Meaning” from material culture. 
If Geertz were “there,” an essential component 
to interpretation by his definition (Geertz 1988), 
could interview his subject and work around the 
subject’s half-truths, polite lies, and jests, not to 
mention the whole issue of “interpretation,” and 
still have trouble “translating” the “Meaning” of 
a wink, how can archaeologists possibly hope 
to ascribe a particular meaning to the use of a 
common symbol?

There is some unambiguous meaning in mate-
rial culture at a “particular” level, and some 
meaning can be reasonably inferred based on 
ethnographic and historical documentation. But 
in the case of Bakongo cosmograms in North 
America there are no accounts, or even unam-
biguous suggestions that these Xs or +s, were 
meant to represent a little-understood African 
religion practiced 250 years ago. Even if the les-
sons of voodoo, Santeria and other New World 
manifestations of African religion are evoked, the 
direct linkage is still lacking that says, in effect, 
when the subject refers to “St. Peter” he or she 
really means “Papa Legba.”

Although gifted thinkers such as Christopher 
Fennell (2007a) have put considerable effort into 
proving this, stronger arguments can be made 
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for this symbol being used in the low country 
by Christians or Native Americans, or even 
Christian Native Americans. In 1706 the Church 
of England’s Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel (SPG) sent the Rev. Francis LeJau to 
serve as a missionary at the St. James Goose 
Creek parish––the heartland of colonoware and 
plantation slavery in the lower South (Klingberg 
1941, 1956). He was not the first nor the only 
SPG missionary, but is notable for the detailed 
reports he filed during his service. He wrote of 
African and Indian slaves who attended services 
and received communion, and of the many others 
who wanted to, but whose masters would not 
allow it. He also wrote of slaves fresh from 
Africa who had been baptized as Catholics by 
Portuguese priests, probably in Bakongo territory, 
who wanted to take communion. Some slaves 
practiced Islam as well, and he mentions a few 
who could read and write. Recent research on 
the 1739 Stono Rebellion by historians Mark 
M. Smith (2005) and John Thornton (2005) 
revealed that many of the core of that group 
were Bakongo Christians. They were recruited 
by a Spanish priest and army captain who were 
sighted on several of the Sea Islands in the first 
months of the War of Jenkins’s Ear. The Jesuit 
ring Martha Zierden and Ron Anthony (Zierden 
et al. 1999) found at Stobo Plantation, south of 
Charleston, might take on a different meaning 
considered in that light, but that is another paper. 
In short, Africans had a good chance of being 
exposed to Christianity in their homelands and 
in the low country.

I have used the term “ethnic stew” as an 
analogy in the past, because in South Carolina 
and other colonies people from many back-
grounds were thrown together and forced to 
adapt (Steen 1999). People who may have been 
bitter enemies for generations in their home-
lands might suddenly have been forced to live 
together. Children found new parental figures 
(and the reverse) to make up for their loss of 
family. Spiritual leaders and healers were, for 
the most part, left behind in favor of young and 
vigorous workers, so new means of appealing 
to the spirit world were required (Mintz 1974; 
Puckett 1975). Though the slave owners are said 
to have preferred people from specific areas, 
like the rice-growing regions (Littlefield 1991), 
they would actually take whomever they could 
get, and slaves were obtained from a variety of 

sources (Morgan 1998). Some experience would 
be desirable, but most agricultural labor is not 
so technically complex that a person cannot be 
taught a given task in a few minutes. So an 
individual slave might be the only member of 
his or her group to be captured, and the only 
one in the area that spoke a particular language, 
or believed in a particular god or set of deities. 
There is evidence of broadly shared fundamen-
tal concepts (Mintz 1974; Levine 1977), but if 
anything, Africa, even today, is notable for the 
diversity of its belief systems.

Joseph and Ferguson have essentially plucked 
the cosmogram out of its stewlike context. There 
is no direct, unambiguous evidence for their 
conclusion, and there never will be in all likeli-
hood. That does not mean it is not true, but at 
this stage it is simply an idea, a theory––and one 
that is not well or critically argued, in my opin-
ion, though Christopher Fennell’s work (Fennell 
2007a) stands out as a strong counterargument 
to this assertion. The evidence they have mar-
shaled is always prefaced by “maybe,” “might 
be,” and “could be”––to which my inner Louis 
Binford says, “So what?” It “might be” a lot 
of things. Archaeologists will never know. But 
instead of throwing out easily burst balloons, in 
my opinion archaeologists should strive to make 
the strongest possible argument. This is not to 
say that good efforts have not been made, but I 
remain unconvinced.

It is more likely to me, based on years of 
reading about Southern culture and an entire 
lifetime of living in it, the people who used this 
symbol were showing the same behavior seen 
today: symbolically declaring their love of their 
god, or at the least, to invoke God for their pro-
tection. From LeJau’s accounts forward there are 
numerous descriptions of slaves attending their 
masters’ churches and forming their own where 
possible (Genovese 1974; Levine 1977). Lejau 
even reported that one of his best students was 
going back to the plantation and leading services 
for the slaves.

Initially the Carolina colony was open to reli-
gious diversity (for Protestants anyway), but in 
1704 a church act was passed which made the 
Church of England the official state church (Wal-
lace 1951). Among the early settlers there were 
Baptists––who LeJau, a Church of England min-
ister, detested. In this religion ministers are not 
seminary trained, but rather are “called by God” 
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from within the congregation to preach, and the 
feeling is, God chooses his messengers, black, 
white, or other to bring their neighbors and 
anyone they meet, the “Word” (Townsend 1935). 
Methodists and Presbyterians took their evolving 
religions to the masses with the Great Awakening 
earlier in the 18th century (1730–1750) and in 
what is known as the Second Great Awakening 
around the turn of the 19th century (1790–1840) 
(Blosser 2005; Hankins 2005). While both 
influenced the enslaved, it was the latter that 
was most directly pertinent to slaves and their 
religions, because the masters were beginning to 
see Christianity, with its promise of comfort in 
“the sweet by and by,” as a means of exerting 
control (Genovese 1974).

Some of the most important activities generated 
by this evangelical Christianity were revivals and 
camp meetings, many of which are still being 
held today (South Carolina State Historic Preser-
vation Office 2009:26). These allowed a modicum 
of acceptable freedom and travel, and allowed 
community building. Webs of relationships were 
forged among the people of the scattered planta-
tions as they came from far and wide to camp 
for days at a time. The gatherings also allowed 
community leaders to emerge. In the slave com-
munity, religious leaders held at least some small 
amount of power and influence, both among 
their communities and with the masters (Levine 
1977). Certainly by the 19th century, churches 
and Christianity were physical and mental refuges 
for the enslaved that allowed them to endure 
a dehumanizing, oppressive, system (Genovese 
1974). As one woman put it in the 1840s: “[H]e 
[God] comes to me, a poor black slave woman, 
and tells me be patient, ‘cause there’s no white 
nor black in heaven [dialect ‘corrected’]” (Levine 
1977:1). This is only one of dozens of firsthand 
accounts, and probably hundreds of books and 
articles on the subject that other authors of this 
forum dismiss.

Following the Civil War, many churches which 
had previously provided gallery seating for 
slaves, threw all the newly freed black parishio-
ners out (Bailey 1977). Potter and former slave 
owner Benjamin Franklin Landrum donated 5 
ac. so that his former slaves and other people in 
the neighborhood could build a church of their 
own. This is Springfield Church, which is still 
in operation today (Steen 1994). Just a couple 
of miles west of Springfield Church is the Bettis 

Academy, named for Rev. Alexander Bettis, a 
local African American preacher who organized 
more than 40 churches between 1865 and 1895 
(Nicholson 2007). B. F. Landrum received his 
land by will from his father, the Rev. John 
Landrum, a circuit-riding minister who preached 
to several congregations and founded several 
churches in the area in the first half of the 19th 
century (Baldwin 1989). His son Rev. John G. 
Landrum was also a prominent and well-regarded 
churchman and educator. The town of Landrum, 
South Carolina, was named for him. So clearly, 
in this area blacks and whites alike were dedi-
cated Christians.

Joe Joseph argues that the cross-in-circle marks 
used on pottery made at the B. F. Landrum and 
John Landrum sites between the 1810s and 1890s 
were not Christian crosses, but in fact, African 
symbols with secret meanings. Secret meanings 
cannot be recovered, this writer would argue. It 
might be true that the person making the mark 
had a particular meaning in mind, and that mean-
ing may not have had anything to do with the 
generally accepted meaning of the symbol, just 
as Joseph argues. But it is an incredible stretch 
interpretively, considering that the symbol origi-
nates at the Reverend John Landrum site, and 
is passed down to his son, a church elder con-
cerned enough about his former slaves’ spiritual 
well-being that he donated land to build them a 
church. A number of ex-slaves named Landrum 
and Miles are buried in the church cemetery, 
and all have Christian gravestones. Locally made 
alkaline-glazed stoneware gravestones found there 
have inscribed and inlaid crosses, and Christian 
messages (Steen 1994a).

John Landrum’s maker’s mark was a simple 
cross made by impressing a flat blade, like a 
screwdriver, twice to form a cross. B. F. Lan-
drum impressed a stamp that produced a cross 
that looks as if a Phillips-head screw was used. 
That is, the cross bars are in relief (Castille et 
al. 1988; Baldwin 1989; Steen 1994b). The slave 
Dave, owned by John Landrum, and after his 
death in 1847 by his son-in-law Lewis Miles, 
is thought to have used an incised cross on 
some of his vessels (Koverman 1998). Dave 
also inscribed his vessels with verse, some of 
which (18% of the examples in Goldberg and 
Witkowski 2006) contain allusions to the Chris-
tian god. Everyone who has read the Brer Rabbit 
stories and other African American folktales is 
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aware of the trickster motif, in which an actor 
fools the victim, often through concealment and 
misdirection (Levine 1977). There may have been 
some secret coded message in some or even all 
of Dave’s verses, but without him to explain 
their meaning and decode them, this will never 
be known. Though everyone should know better 
than simply to accept things at face value, in this 
case “face value” makes much more sense than 
the elaborate house of cards one must build to 
accept alternative hypotheses.

The invocation of dark secrets and spooky 
witchcraft is titillating and may sell more books 
and attract more attention than writing about 
the dreary monotony of slave life, but I would 
argue that doing so diverts attention from more 
important questions, and ultimately has a negative 
effect. Recent papers by Christopher Espenshade 
(2007), Leland Ferguson (2007), and Joe Joseph 
(2007) have revisited the issue of colonoware 
from underwater contexts, and its meaning. In 
this context Espenshade set out some valid criti-
cisms of Ferguson’s reasoning, some of which 
Ferguson acknowledged. Ultimately Ferguson 
conceded that he was throwing out imaginative 
ideas, or as he put it, “likely stories,” for testing, 
which is good, except that they are accepted as 
fact because he is the academic “expert.” Thus in 
his book Slave Counterpoint, the historian Phillip 
Morgan (1998:234) quoted Ferguson directly as 
if his “likely stories” were facts. Probably every 
graduate student in Southern history for the 
past 10 years has read this book. Walter Edgar 
(1998:67), in his South Carolina: A History, 
which for better or worse is the comprehensive 
history of the state for this generation, does the 
same. In his book on the Gullah people, biologi-
cal anthropologist William Pollitzer (1999:171) 
also did the same, and so on.

At Flowerdew Hundred, Virginia, one of the 
most influential historical archaeologists, James 
Deetz, reinterpreted the colono-Indian ware at his 
site based on Ferguson’s logic (Deetz 1999:43), 
and generations of students are taught that the 
colonoware there, which is identical to pottery 
the local Native Americans are still making today 
(Fewkes 1944), was actually made by African 
slaves. His student Matthew Emerson (1999) 
reinterpreted the red-clay tobacco pipes found on 
17th-century Chesapeake Bay area sites as Afri-
can, and elaborated at dissertation length about 
the “African” symbols found on them, ignoring 

the fact that Indians in the region had been 
making these pipes since the 1400s and con-
tinued to do so into the 18th century (Swanton 
1946:551; Binford 1964; Magoon 1999; Mouer 
et al. 1999). Thus they blithely disenfranchise 10 
or more generations of Native American potters 
in favor of what is essentially a “likely story,” 
or one might say in a more cynical tone, an 
academic fashion that will pass like all preceding 
academic fashions. This can be seen as yet one 
more insult by archaeologists to America’s first 
people. I would not argue that Ferguson, Deetz, 
Emerson, or anyone else was intentionally biased 
against Native Americans, but viewed from a 
native perspective it could certainly be interpreted 
that way.

There are clearly demonstrable African reten-
tions in North America. Melville Herskovits and 
others have demonstrated this empirically (Her-
skovits 1941; Mintz 1974; Creel 1988; Holloway 
1990). What many seem to miss about Herskov-
its’s research is the effort he made to separate 
products of the American experience from true 
Africanisms. In his view, and mine, Africans in 
America helped create a unique culture made 
up of people who were not completely robbed 
of their past and cultural identities, but who 
retained bits and pieces of knowledge that were 
blended together in the new milieu. Whether it is 
defined as syncretism, creolization, or ethnogenic 
bricolage, something new emerged, and local 
conditions dictated the shape it took. Some of 
these bits and pieces may well be symbols, but 
it must be recalled that the “Meaning” behind 
symbols is often idiosyncratic and is constantly 
changing and being reinterpreted.

Exactly what an individual meant when he or 
she marked a pot with a cross or X is something 
that can probably never be proven. For now, 
however, in my opinion, the best, clearest, and 
most defensible evidence is in favor of these 
symbols being used as Christian crosses on the 
Edgefield wares, and a little more equivocally, 
on the colonoware. For Edgefield the argument 
for a Christian interpretation is strong. John Lan-
drum, the family patriarch, was described as “a 
man who had no time for trifles, and who was 
devoted to religion” (Goldberg and Witkowski 
2006:84). His slaves would clearly be churchgo-
ers, and though one can never rule out japery, in 
all likelihood the cross was used as a Christian 
symbol here.



172 HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY 45(2)

For the 18th-century low country one can argue 
that Native Americans may have been using sym-
bols of their own, and yes, Africans may have 
been using symbols of their own as well. Again, 
with symbols, nothing can really be ruled out (or 
proven) unless one can get a firsthand definition. 
The strongest arguments that can be built would 
have to be that they intended them as crosses, 
or as owner’s or maker’s signatures. It is known 
for a fact there were Christian slaves as early as 
1706, and as the 18th century passed, they lived 
in an increasingly Christian-dominated commu-
nity. But it is also known that personal gear was 
sometimes marked by its owner, and that potters 
sometimes marked their wares. So the “Meaning” 
of the mark is by no means clear, and may well 
change over time, and have alternate meanings 
in different contexts. Although it is important to 
continue to tell imaginative “likely stories” and 
raise possibilities for consideration, it is also 
important to take the next step, as Ferguson 
recommends (Ferguson 2007), and continue to 
apply skepticism and doubt, instead of accepting 
speculation as fact.

References

anthony, ronaLD w.
1989 Cultural Diversity at Mid- to Late 18th Century Low-

country Plantation Slave Settlements, Master’s thesis, 
Department of Anthropology, University of South 
Carolina, Columbia.

BaiLey, kenneth k.
1977 The Post Civil War Racial Separations in South-

ern Protestantism: Another Look. Church History 
46(4):453–473.

BaLDwin, CinDy
1989 Great and Noble Jar: Traditional Stoneware of South 

Carolina. University of Georgia Press, Athens.

BinforD, Lewis
1964 Archaeological and Ethnohistorical Investigations 

of Cultural Diversity Among Aboriginal Cultures of 
North Carolina and Virginia. Doctoral dissertation, 
Department of Anthropology, University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor. University Microfilms International, Ann 
Arbor, MI.

BLosser, JaCoB
2005 Constructing Modernity: Historical Imagery and 

Religious Identity in Charleston’s Great Awakening. 
South Carolina Historical Magazine 106(4):212–234.

BLuMer, thoMas
2004 Catawba Indian Pottery: The Survival of a Folk Tradi-

tion. University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa.

CastiLLe, george, CarL steen, anD CinDy BaLDwin
1988 An Archaeological Survey of Alkaline Glazed Stone-

ware Production Sites in the Old Edgefield District, 
South Carolina. Manuscript, McKissick Museum 
and the Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology, 
University of South Carolina, Columbia. 

Crane, Vernor w.
1956 The Southern Frontier 1670–1732. University of 

Michigan Press, Ann Arbor.

CreDiforD, gene
2009 Those Who Remain: A Photographer’s Memoir of 

South Carolina Indians. University of Alabama Press, 
Tuscaloosa.

CreeL, Margaret washington
1988 “A Peculiar People”: Slave Religion and Community 

Culture Among the Gullahs. New York University Press, 
New York, NY.

Deas, anne siMons
1910 Recollections of the Ball Family of South Carolina and 

the Comingtee Plantation. South Carolina Historical 
Society, Charleston. 

Deetz, JaMes
1999 Archaeology at Flowerdew Hundred. In “I, Too, Am 

America”: Archaeological Studies of African-American 
Life, Theresa Singleton, editor, pp. 39–46. University 
Press of Virginia, Charlottesville.

eDgar, waLter
1998 South Carolina: A History. University of South Carolina 

Press, Columbia.

eMerson, Matthew C.
1999 African Inspirations in a New World Art and Artifact: 

Decorated Pipes from the Chesapeake. In “I, Too, Am 
America”: Archaeological Studies of African American 
Life, Theresa Singleton, editor, pp. 47–82. University 
Press of Virginia, Charlottesville.

esPenshaDe, ChristoPher
2007 A River of Doubt: Marked Colonoware, Underwater 

Sampling, and Questions of Inference. The African 
Diaspora Archaeology Newsletter, March. African 
Diaspora Archaeology Network, University of Illi-
nois, Urbana-Champaign <http://www.diaspora.uiuc
.edu/news0307/news0307.html>. Accessed 20 
March 2011.

fenneLL, ChristoPher
2007a Crossroads and Cosmologies: Diasporas and Ethno-

genesis in the New World. University Press of Florida, 
Gainesville.

2007b Multivalent Symbols of an Enclosing Hand. The 
African Diaspora Archaeology Newsletter, March. 
African Diaspora Archaeology Network, University 
of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign <http://www.diaspora
.uiuc.edu/news0307/news0307.html>. Accessed 20 
March 2011.



173CARL STEEn—Cosmograms, Crosses, and Xs

ferguson, LeLanD
1978 Looking for the ‘Afro’ in Colono Indian Pottery. Confer-

ence on Historic Site Archaeology Papers 12:68–86. 
1989 Low Country Plantations, the Catawba Nation, and 

River Burnished Pottery. In Studies in South Carolina 
Archaeology: Essays in Honor of Robert L. Stephenson, 
Albert Goodyear and Glen T. Hanson, editors, pp. 
185–192. South Carolina Institute of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, Anthropological Studies 9. Columbia.

1992 Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African 
America. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 
DC. 

1999 “The Cross is a Magic Sign”: Marks on Eighteenth-
Century Bowls from South Carolina. In “I, Too, Am 
America”: Archaeological Studies of African American 
Life, Theresa Singleton, editor, pp. 116–131. University 
of Virginia Press, Charlottesville.

2007 Comments on Espenshade. The African Diaspora 
Archaeology Newsletter, March. African Diaspora 
Archaeology Network, University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign <http://www.diaspora.uiuc.edu/news0307/
news0307.html>. Accessed 20 March 2011.

fewkes, VLaDiMir
1944 Catawba Pottery Making, with Notes on Pamunkey 

Pottery Making, Cherokee Pottery Making, and Coil-
ing. Proceedings American Philosophical Society, 
88(2):69–124. Philadelphia, PA.

funDerBurk, eMMa, anD Mary foreMan (eDitors)
1957 Sun Circles and Human Hands: The Southeastern 

Indians––Art and Industry. University of Alabama 
Press, Tuscaloosa.

gaLLay, aLan
2002 The Indian Slave Trade. Yale University Press, New 

Haven, CT.

geertz, CLifforD
1973 The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. Basic 

Books, New York, NY.
1988 Works and Lives. Stanford University Press, Palo Alto, 

CA.

genoVese, eugene
1974 Roll Jordan Roll: The World the Slaves Made. Pantheon 

Books, New York, NY.

goLDBerg, arthur f., anD JaMes P. witkowski
2006 Beneath his Magic Touch: The Dated Vessels of African 

American Potter Dave. Ceramics in America, Robert 
Hunter, editor, pp. 58–92. Chipstone Foundation, 
Milwaukee, WI.

gregorie, anne king
1925 Notes on the Sewee Indians and Indian Remains 

in Christ Church Parish, Charleston County, SC. 
Contributions from the Charleston Museum, No. 5. 
Charleston, SC.

1926 The Indian Trade of Carolina in the Seventeenth 
Century. Doctoral dissertation, Department of History, 
University of South Carolina, Columbia. University 
Microfilms International, Ann Arbor, MI.

hankins, Barry
2005 The Second Great Awakening and the Transcendental-

ists. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL.

harrington, Mark rayMonD
1908 Catawba Potters and Their Work. American Anthro-

pologist, new series,10(3):399–407.

herskoVits, MeLViLLe
1941 The Myth of the Negro Past. Beacon Press, Boston, 

MA.

hiCks, theresa, anD wesLey white taukChiray
1999 Indian Connections and Other Ethnic Connections 

Beginning in 1670. Reprint Company, Spartanburg, 
SC.

hoLLoway, JosePh (eDitor)
1990 Africanisms in American Culture. Indiana University 

Press, Bloomington.

JosePh, J. w.
2007 One More Look into the Water––Colonoware in South 

Carolina Rivers and Charleston’s Market Economy. 
The African Diaspora Archaeology Newsletter, March. 
African Diaspora Archaeology Network, University 
of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign <http://www.diaspora
.uiuc.edu/news0307/news0307.html>. Accessed 20 
March 2011.

kLingBerg, frank J.
1941 An Appraisal of the Negro in Colonial South Carolina. 

Associated, Washington, DC.
1956 The Carolina Chronicle of Dr. Francis LeJau, 1706–

1717. University of California Press, Berkeley.

koVerMan, JiLL (eDitor)
1998 “I Made This Jar ...”: The Life and Works of the 

Enslaved African American Potter, Dave. McKissick 
Museum, University of South Carolina, Columbia.

LeVine, LawrenCe k.
1977 Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American 

Folk Thought for Slavery to Freedom. Oxford Univer-
sity Press, London, UK.

LittLefieLD, DanieL
1991 Rice and Slaves: Ethnicity and the Slave Trade in 

Colonial South Carolina. University of Illinois Press, 
Urbana.

Magoon, Dane
1999 Chesapeake Pipes and Uncritical Assumptions: A View 

from Northeastern North Carolina. North Carolina 
Archaeology 48:107–126. 

MenarD, russeLL
1995 Slave Demography in the Lowcountry, 1670–1740: 

From Frontier Society to Plantation Regime. South 
Carolina Historical Magazine 96(4):280–303.



174 HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY 45(2)

Meriwether, roBert
1940 The Expansion of South Carolina, 1729–1765. Southern 

Press, Kingsport, TN.

MerreLL, JaMes h.
1989 The Indians New World: Catawbas and Their Neighbors 

from European Contact through the Era of Removal. 
University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill.

Merrens, h. roy (eDitor)
1977 The Colonial South Carolina Scene: Contemporary 

Views, 1697–1774. University of South Carolina Press, 
Columbia.

Mintz, siDney
1974 Caribbean Transformations. Johns Hopkins University 

Press, Baltimore, MD.

Moore, aLex (eDitor)
1999 Nairne’s Muskhogean Journals: The 1708 Expedition to 

the Mississippi River. University Press of Mississippi, 
Jackson.

Morgan, PhiLLiP
1998 Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture in the Eighteenth-

Century Chesapeake and Lowcountry. University of 
North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill.

Mouer, L. DanieL, Mary eLLen hoDges, stePhen 
Potter, susan renauD, iVor noëL huMe, Dennis Pogue, 
Martha MCCartney, anD thoMas DaViDson

1999 Colonoware Pottery, Chesapeake Pipes, and “Uncritical 
Assumptions.” In “I, Too, Am America”: Archaeologi-
cal Studies of African American Life, Theresa Single-
ton, editor, pp. 83–115. University Press of Virginia, 
Charlottesville.

niChoLson, aLfreD
2007 A Brief Sketch of the Life and Labors of Rev. Alexander 

Bettis. Kessinger, Whitefish, MT.

noëL huMe, iVor
1962 An Indian Ware of the Colonial Period. Quarterly 

Bulletin of the Archaeological Society of Virginia 
17(1):2–14.

otto, John s.
1975 Status Differences and the Archaeological Record: A 

Comparison of Planter, Overseer and Slave Sites from 
Cannon’s Point Plantation, 1794–1861, St. Simons 
Island, Georgia. Doctoral dissertation, Department 
of Anthropology, University of Florida, Gainesville. 
University Microfilms International, Ann Arbor, MI.

PoLLitzer, wiLLiaM
1999 The Gullah People and Their African Heritage. Uni-

versity of Georgia Press, Athens.

PuCkett, newBeLL niLes
1975 Folk Beliefs of the Southern Negro. Reprinted from 

1926 edition by Negro Universities Press, New York, 
NY.

reinhart, theoDore r. (eDitor)
1984 The Archaeology of Shirley Plantation. University 

Press of Virginia, Charlottesville.

riggs, Brett, r. P. s. DaVis, anD Mark PLane
2006 Catawba Pottery in the Post-Revolutionary Era: A 

View from the Source. North Carolina Archaeology 
55:60–88.

rutLeDge, sarah
1847 The Carolina Housewife. Reprinted 1979 by University 

of South Carolina Press, Columbia.

siMMs, wiLLiaM giLMore
1970 Caloya, or The Loves of a Driver. In The Wigwam and 

the Cabin, pp. 361–429. AMS Press, New York, NY.

singLeton, theresa
1980 The Archaeology of Afro-American Slavery in Coastal 

Georgia. Doctoral dissertation, Department of Anthro-
pology, University of Florida, Gainesville. University 
Microfilms International, Ann Arbor, MI.

sMith, Mark M.
2005 Time, Religion, Rebellion. In Stono: Documenting and 

Interpreting a Southern Slave Revolt, Mark M. Smith, 
editor, pp. 108–135. University of South Carolina Press, 
Columbia.

sPeCk, frank
1935 Siouan Tribes of the Carolinas as Known from the 

Catawba, Tutelo and Documentary Sources. American 
Anthropologist 37(2):201–202

south CaroLina state historiC PreserVation offiCe
2009 African American Historic Places in South Carolina. 

South Carolina Department of Archives and History, 
Columbia.  South Carolina State Historic Preservation 
Office, African American Properties <http:// www.shpo
.sc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/1F62F07D-772F-41D2-BFED 
-D1BF5D609A81/0/aframersites.pdf>. Accessed 3 
April 2011.

steen, CarL
1991 A Report on the 1989–1990 Excavations on the Bas-

sett Hall Woods Golf Course Tract. Report to Colonial 
Williamsburg Foundation, Williamsburg, VA, from 
Diachronic Research Foundation, Columbia, SC.

1993 Archaeology at Medway Plantation. Report to His-
toric Charleston Foundation, Charleston, SC, from 
Diachronic Research Foundation, Columbia, SC.

1994a An Archaeological Survey of Pottery Production Sites 
in the Old Edgefield District of South Carolina. Report 
to South Carolina Department of Archives and History, 
Columbia, from Diachronic Research Foundation, 
Columbia, SC.

1994b The Somerset Restoration Excavations––1994. Report 
to North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, 
Historic Sites Section, Raleigh, from Diachronic 
Research Foundation, Columbia, SC.



175CARL STEEn—Cosmograms, Crosses, and Xs

1997 Hunters, Gatherers and Potters: Native Americans 
in the South Carolina Lowcountry during the British 
Colonial and Antebellum Periods. Paper presented 
at the Annual Meeting of the Society for American 
Archaeology, Nashville, TN.

1999 Stirring the Ethnic Stew in the South Carolina Back-
country: John de la Howe and Lethe Farm. In Historical 
Archaeology, Identity Formation, and the Interpretation 
of Ethnicity, Maria Franklin and Garrett Fesler, edi-
tors, pp. 93–120. Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 
Williamsburg, VA.

2002 John de la Howe and the Second Wave of French Refugees 
in the South Carolina Colony: Defining, Maintaining, and 
Losing Ethnicity on the Passing Frontier. In Another’s 
Country: Archaeological and Historical Perspectives 
on Cultural Interactions in the Southern Colonies, J. 
W. Joseph and Martha Zierden, editors, pp. 145–160. 
University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa.

2003 Restoration Excavations at Somerset Place Plantation 
State Historic Site, 1994 and 2001. North Carolina 
Archaeological Council, Publication No. 28. Raleigh.

steen, CarL, anD Margaret CooPer
1998 Potters of the South Carolina Lowcountry: A Mate-

rial Culture Study of Creolization. Paper presented 
at the 31st Conference on Historical and Underwater 
Archaeology, Corpus Christi, TX.

steen, CarL, DanieL t. eLLiott, rita f. eLLiott, anD 
anthony warren

1996 Further Excavations at John de la Howe’s Lethe Farm. 
Manuscript, Diachronic Research Foundation, Colum-
bia, SC.

steen, CarL, JaMes Legg sean tayLor, anD ashLey 
ChaPMan

2002 The MEHRL Project: Archaeological Investigations at 
the Site of the Hollings Marine Laboratory, Fort John-
son, SC. Manuscript, Diachronic Research Foundation, 
Columbia, SC.

swanton, John
1946 The Indians of the Southeastern United States. Bureau 

of American Ethnology. Smithsonian Institution, Bul-
letin 137. Washington, DC.

thoMPson, roBert farris
1983 Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and 

Philosophy. Vintage Books, New York, NY.

thornton, John k.
2005 African Dimensions. In Stono: Documenting and 

Interpreting a Southern Slave Revolt, Mark M. Smith, 
editor, pp. 73–86. University of South Carolina Press, 
Columbia.

townsenD, Leah
1935 South Carolina Baptists, 1670–1805, Reprinted 2007 

by Genealogical Publishing, Baltimore, MD.

waLL, Diana
2000 Twenty Years After: Re-examining Archaeological 

Collections for Evidence of New York City’s Colonial 
African Past. African-American Archaeology Newslet-
ter 28(2). African Diaspora Archaeology Network, 
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign <http://www
.diaspora.uiuc.edu/A-AAnewsletter/newsletter28 
.html#anchor14439436>. Accessed 20 March 2011. 

waLLaCe, DaViD DunCan
1951 South Carolina: A Short History. University of South 

Carolina Press, Columbia.

waring, antonio J., anD stePhen wiLLiaMs (eDitors)
1968 The Waring Papers: The Collected Papers of Anto-

nio J. Waring, Jr. Harvard University, Papers of the 
Peabody Museum, No. 58. Cambridge, MA.

wheaton, thoMas (eDitor)
1993 Archaeological Site Testing at Willow Hall and Walnut 

Grove, Charleston County, SC. Report to U.S. Forest 
Service, Francis Marion National Forest, Columbia, 
SC, from New South Associates, Stone Mountain, GA. 

wheaton, thoMas, anD PatriCk garrow
1985 Acculturation and the Archaeological Record in the 

Carolina Lowcountry. In The Archaeology of Slavery 
and Plantation Life, Theresa Singleton, editor, pp. 
239–259. Academic Press, New York, NY.

wheaton, thoMas, PatriCk garrow, anD aMy 
frieDLanDer

1982 Yaughan and Curriboo Plantations: Studies in Afro-
American Archaeology. Report to National Park 
Service, Southeastern Regional Office, Atlanta, GA, 
from Soil Systems, Inc., Marietta, GA. 

wooD, Peter 
1974 Black Majority: Negroes in Colonial South Carolina 

from 1670 through the Stono Rebellion, W. W. Norton 
& Co., New York, NY.

zierDen, Martha, suzanne LinDer, anD ronaLD w. 
anthony

1999 Willtown: An Archaeological and Historical Perspec-
tive. The Charleston Museum, Archaeological Contri-
butions, 27. South Carolina Department of Archives 
and History, Columbia.

CarL steen
DiaChroniC researCh founDation
Po Box 50394
CoLuMBia, sC 29250


