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The History of
Etruscan Maiolica

t.hey were pm in fire day boxes in
Ule 40-foot-h.igh k:iln. Tile fIrst fir­
ing w;iS pe.rio.···med in !.he "bisque"

kiln, where it produced a hard flDw

I,lL The piece was then smootbed,
cleaned, decorated and glazed,
usually by women who were often

employed specific-aUy for this
work. Their payment was lxls.ed on
how raany pieces they completed.

Using a c31llethair brush. they
ha..lld-paimed eadl majOlica i.t!.~JlL
These women neeJed to he

exrrerneiy ace-urate si;'!cc the
proce~s preciudt'd any tDuch·up
work lO correct mistakes.

Intc~til1giy, the glaz~ showed no
final <-·oloT unwlhe !~t f1.ring.

The resull of this effort was the

F.truSCffi majolica so highly prized

by coi1e.ctor~ to<lay. TIle icrm
referred to the Etruscans who lived

near Rome in ancient time". Tlwy
wcre. iiccordlng in arrncologisL:;;.

particularlv skilled at making pot­
tery. Griffen als.o demon::.trarcd

comparable ~kijl. The majolica
that was manuf'lcwred in

Phoenixville was universaH) rec­
ognized for it" fine \vorkman>;hip
Hnd disllilctivc- coloration.

The company. unlike man)
other American rnajoHca manufac­
rurers t.hat left their W:1fes uniden­

tified4 ~l.bo held distinct marks.
lnte-rrwining initials of G. Sand H
\."'e•..e positioned in a cirde ~i~ jb
SGilllp. Although Hi_ll left L.':e b~i­

ncss relatively soon aftcr it

opened, the stamp continued to
bear hi~ Harne letter c\'en though
its formal business oarl'l.C was
altered to Griffen, Smith and

Company. Ac-c.ording' to one

an interc-st in pOttery and, eventu­
ally. bought another share of the
busiaess for his older brother,
George. Soon, another principal to
the lInn was added in the fonn of

Wilham Hili. a poner.
The stage was now set for the

fuB emergen.ce of me company
thal would be Griffen, Smith and
HilL Under this name. the firm

began manufacturing majolica
arOi.!nct !880. The vibnlnl colurs of

the pieces came from ildding: tin
and iead [.0 oxide'S to create ghi7.cs.

Copper oxide was used to produce
green, while manganese oxide
re~ultcd in a black color, and
cobalt oxide formed the blue~.

Af.er the o,udes were ground, they
w-ere adued {O liquid cla}' to create

the gla2e.
The process of making the poI·

lfry was both complicate.d and
iabor i.ntensive. 11m, w~ de~pjle
the fact fhat the factor)' utilized
"Slaie of the an" steam engines. to
run the rre;;;"ing and grinding

machinery. In the middle of the
afternoon, the men who molded

the day rcqueo;;.lcd their quota or
raw material. Young boys would
mix the clay \\dlh water to foml a
doug.h-like substance. The mixrure
was Lnen put iOiO n ;'pug machine:'
similar to a cider press. and the
water waS remOved. The clay was
next steam-dried and placed on a
\.\..-ooden r-dC'k_ Bealing them with

large wooden paddles eliminated
all the air bubbles. The pottery
wheels, which were the next s{£';p
in Li-te process. were not elecL';c. so
uley had to be tumed by hand.

After the pieces \':ere molded.

This Etruscan butterfly wall pocket, one of only two known to e.xiXI, is
on 'i'iew a1 the A.fuseLUn of rrr.e Historical SOciINY of the Phoenixville
Area. (Pharo cour:esy Jouph J. Devunney).

bon at the intersection of Church

and Starr Streets, produeed both

bricks and pieces of white poftery.
The company soon hired David

Smith, an Englisb potter who had
completed his apprenticeship in
Stoke-on- Trent. the area of Britain
world renowned for its

Staffordshire pottery, In the ye=
following the Civil \Var, it '\.vas

common for American firms to

hire speeiaHzed talent from
Europe, cspecialty Great Britain.
Smith took over as company

superintendent around 1876 when
Schreiber left his position to rake a
new job as 5uperintendem of the
United States Crockery

DepHrrrnent at t.he Centennial
E•.hibition in Philadelphia.

Around the sante time, John

Griffen purchased a share of the
com4pany for his son H:lfTY. a
graduate of the Polytechnic
Instinrte In New York. Harry had

Main Street in the h""'" of the bor­

ough, Other pits we..'"l'e found along
a loc:u creek a'ldl 3Jong a road
leadillg to nearby ""'lIey Forge.

Firs{ discovered im Chin14 kaolin

day is some.omes kin-own a.'5 '""Terra

Alba" or white eanth, One special
characteristic of tHus clay is it"

inability to fuse <losof",n at high
temperatures. Re.dlhzing this.
Schreiber colldudled that the

Phoenix Iron Comp~any might be
able to use the clay no produce tire­
bricks for its fumaco.-.s.

10hn Griffen, the ~.;uperintendenr
of the Iron Compan:y, agreed \.••.·irh
Schreiber's idea aL~, in i867, the

Phoenl.x Pottery. Kmolill and Fire
Brick Company beg.:.'3n Opet"4UOns.

(John Griffen, ilKidlcotaliy, is the

same person \\ ho invented the
Griffe.ll Gun, u~ wlith deadly sue·
ce~s in the Ci\·il W:..ar.) The new
venture employed Schreiber as
superintendent and, from its Ioca-

By JOSePh Devanney

Chester County, Pa .. a'5 most
people know, is an active center

for the antiques trade. Not as well
k.-nown~however, is tile fact that

CheSle,[ County in the last third of
the 19th century was also home of
the leading manufacturer of
American majolica. This finn,
Griffen, Smith and Hill, produced
its wares under the Elnlscan trade­

mark. in Phoenixville, a borough
located in the northern part of the
county. How Phooni.xville became
[he site of this manufacruriog
endeavor is a tale that is. relevant

both to the study of majolica and
the study of 19th-ce.rli.ury
American economic enterprises.

The SIOry begins sometime dur·
iog the mid-1860s. \vhen \V.A.H.
Schreiber found large deposits nf
kaoun. or wh.ite day_ in various
loc3tions in-..ffie Phoenixville area...

One pit was believed iO have been
located on Third Avenue near

24-A"NTIQUE REVIEW, September 2000
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Ord=·~"'~rn"·'o1"copy "ofTIU Compli-11£Book of Fimn Toys"& lliJxes for ollly

$2TSouur $35lmrdcover nnctud.:.~,·S&H); Make che.ck or M.O. to;
BIll V6sslcr~Books. Bo.x 3liiIA, Rockviile. MN 56369

800-47lfi-lb:l9

Order N~'! Ayailable ortl,.

thrmlgh this ad, Nov 1

Delivery

20%
off

Until Sept. 30:
$27 softcover

$35 hardcover
Postp.~;d

After Sep 30: $"33 Soft

$43 Hard, postpaid.

The Chesler Count) HiMorical
Sociel; in \,Vest Chesler 3.1~ohas a
small Erruscan dish on pemlanCn!
dispby in its introdl.lcwry gallery.
!n adtliLion, the Smiihsoniun

Institution in \VashingH.Hl, D.C.

.dispiays Etruscan majohcH.
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Farm Toys
& Boxes

.., ..•... -
Bill ",\;;1oss1er

Aiihough the Muscumi.. .• open
orJy on me fir'.:t Sunday of each
rnonLh. it may also be vi,itu:d \\ hen
the ;JrdllV~ office;;; ar.:: op~n.

\Vedne ••.day anti friday from 9
u_m. to 3 p.m. The phone:' number
is (61 O} 935-7646 and the '.Web sile
is lol •.•.\\,w.voiceneLcolnldsffi}.\'.

NEW~PRlCE,GtJIOE!
The Complete Book fJ!f Farm Toys & Boxes:

lilustratedPrice Guidie and Toy Information.

by Bl:.w Vo~sler,nil' Farmer w1il<Mr ;md a;:lthor of Toy Farm TTaf;jurs

--Detaei inicrmaOC>n on

loys. bo!(es, 5els, col­
lectors.., ·fakes & repros,
how to ci'etermjne condi­
tion of tIDy" and boxes.
and much more in this

--1 iXlO+-photos, 500 in coior

This new book
includes:
--Prices 'for every brand
and size U.S. toy ever
manufactured

!vhmy museums display jpiece-s
of Etru5CfL.'1 IDajo! iC;'LAll extensive
collection is on view an. the
Museum of the Historical ~OCielj
of the Phoenixville Area. L£>cated

orat.ion.

He cunl..·Juded that. by gi".;il1!.[ .:n••a}

:i piece 01 punery ,vitli J pur •...ha...c.
h~ \H\uld Int:rease hi3 m:!r~.t'"t
3harc. He lh;cided. for mr .... pur­

p'J~e. to u~e m~olica m;n:i;;:-hy
Griffl.:il :.lnC :.:uun n;:-ca..lic the

fiml· ...biggest cu';,;JOmef.

The cnd re~ull. hiJwe\'er,'II:a~ ;j

market gluned \\'ilh majoli ••..Cl. :-;0

Jongel \\ ~h. iI :'.un}ci:hin~ to ~ ,:al­
Lied b: lh:c typic::}] miJdle-da~~
owner. In51e<.ld ir ',':as "'ct::n :"~" a

~upcrm~heL prt"In..i.um. In 1889
D3\'id Smith rerir~d and so0-d hi .•.

iml,';n..·~l in the cumpany t\l J. ";;;;'tm.Ll'"t

Loye. th~ r..i.thcr-;n-L1Wof Henf)
Griffen. The finn then chang,ed it,
n:..une to Gnffe 11 , Lo.•..'c- and

C0!11pan)'.
On Dee 3. 18tJO, a ilie

destroyed the plant. AlthoLgh It

i'co{X'ncd a mere four monll:Li>. later
under th~ name of the (?,Jiffen

China Company. it no long<:-r pro­

duce-d majolica. The company
never ach.ieved tht; succ~~~ i."Jf its

pn::decessur and. after yearr-;;;of
~truggjing t.hrough nine ditferent
owners. it dosed its doo~ in 1903. in <ill old church. the Muse.li':!~ cun-

Gri1Ten. Smith and HilJ ~d itS tains an entire di~pkiy cas~ with

$llCCeSM)r companies kept 'i.veli- some exti'emely mre pieces.-... The
deuukd records. The c-ompili1Y's set Ihal won the gold medai .at the

product list Wa$ e.xlensi .•..•{'. it J 884 Exp',~il.io!1 in LoulslUJ.'1m can
included plat~, dishes, pii.cliers, also t.e. seen tb.ere. Other helmed

coffeepots. teapoI5 and OO\\;-.rf.sin a anifacts include the "glaze fumnu­
variety of sizes ;Iud coiors .. E:r:.. 14-- la book" of the COffi'lp-any.

page- catalogue from 1884 HSi.e-d
i}4 ~p;1rate items for sale..

One attractive feature of
Etruscan majolica i~ than the
designs on the prOi..iucts often uti­
lized American motifs. Anocher of

its popular lines was a sheEt and
seaweed dinner scr\'k~. IOiiVhich

fealorcd all type;., of serving
pieces. The tr-..w beauty of t~ line.,

bowt:ver, as with all EtDUscun

majolica, lay in its 'livid! col~

<.lfter Hill left,

Strong and

t1~d {he word

Try the lvfaine Antique Digest Prices Dattabase,
a free service at "'1rww.maineantiquediges1t.com
Our on-line database is updated monthly from arn:ctions
around the country. You'll find toys, ephemera. fti:.c'Tniture.
pottery. paintings, primitives. and jewelry. and ffilllich..
much, more.

ter' G. Sand· H.
l11t'dnt "CI\)od.

I iand.;,ome:·

rh•.: f!rm al...o

.;;our•.'C. Smith claimed Ih:H the k[-

"Ftn..l~\..·ilif· III mark" on it.:;; go"-xi ..•.

!1 \\ J.'l. lhi, TTiarl rn.ll g;1\(" n:,,>C' to

the ft'Jieral naffiL of "Etru~can
maiolK~1" \\-hen n:fcrenting the

(irdkl1 proJu..:t .••. \Xhde SoniC
pit'!:'T' <Ire marh"-d with both the
Im~rt'<\ il!!ng: initiah and the ,-':ord
'"Etru't~<ln'" OL"1CirlJeces ha ••e just
{he \\i:lrd •.. nEtru __can-' and

n\bjoIJc.I" ..,ramped on them. Still
other .... DcJf only th..: word
"EU1Js(~J.n n on L1em. Lener>; and

Iigllr~5 w;:;n.: ;'lb.o st:lmpe.d on!n [he

piece", The lener;;. from A 10 O.
indicalt' the Shd~ of the piece, For
example. i\ \\ lL'-l used on butter
plate"-, \\ hi!e B ••••.a.s rcsen-·t.:d for

p!ckle dishc'-l. The nurnba denoted

the type Df decomtinn.
Recugnirion c:!tne eariy to the

firm, A fe,'.. years after its opening.
it received ~1 pre~tigious a'.vard
from !ht: \VOrid'h indusr..-ial and

Corton Cemennial Exposition.
held in Loui~ian3, For thai event.

Gri ffen produced :1 thn .."t:.-piccc set
called a "gamiture:' con~hting or
IWO 'I.'<lSe::. and a pitcher. aU
ndorned with patriot.ic morifs. It
\Va>; t.his set tI1J.t capmred the gold
medal.

At irs height. Griffen employed
hundreds of men. women and chil­
dren. Ho,vever. wil..hiIla det~de or
two. the millon's tastes b-;:.ga.f'!to
change, and soon an abundance of
majolica came onto the markl'L As
with other majolica companies,
the success of Griffen went into
reverse in the 18805 and "90s,

Putt of the downfall m~IYhave
been caused, ironici;ll1y.by one of
th~ COffi03.DV·Sbest cuStomers.

Tea merchant G;.;orge H.
Hartford, founder of The Great

Athmuc and Padfie Tea Company.
more commonly known as'the A &
P supermarket cbain. "·was seeking
a way to attract more customers.


