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“Gay Colors, Graceful Shapes, Lustrous Surfaces” - 
America’s First Mass-Produced Kitchenware* 
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Director, MAC Lab 

Starting in the 1870s, North American manufacturers began large scale production of enameled wares for kitchen and house-
hold use. In the enameling process, iron, steel, or tin vessels wares were coated with a melted powdered glass that provided a 

smooth and lustrous surface. The enameling process had several benefits:  the all-over surface protected the metal wares from rust-
ing and kept food and beverages from taking on metallic tastes (Old & Interesting 2012). It was also non-stick, easy to clean, and 
resistant to acids that occurred naturally in some fruits and vegetables. After cast iron enameled wares were replaced with vessels 
made from sheet metal, they were also lightweight and easy to use. In addition to food preparation vessels, enameled wares were al-
so produced in other forms: cups, plates, washbasins, milk jugs, chamberpots, and more. 

An almost com-

plete enameled 

sheet iron coffee pot 

was recovered from 

the late 19th- to early 

20th-century Elizabeth 

Rawlings site in Cal-

vert County, Mary-

land (Figure 1). Alt-

hough badly battered 

and corroded, and 

missing its handle and 

lid, enough of the ves-

sel survives to deter-

mine that it was very 

similar to one depict-

ed in a circa 1890 ad-

vertisement for enam-

eled ware (Figure 2). Figure 1. Enameled coffee pot found in a surface 
midden at the Elizabeth Rawlings site (18CV553). 

Figure 2. Advertising trading card dating between 1870 
and 1900. Electronic resource, https:// 
ark.digitalcommonwealth.org/ark:/50959/w9505k88j. 

Generically known today as “graniteware”, enameled wares also were 

marketed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as “marbled 

ware,” “speckleware,” “agateware,” and “swirled ware,” dependent on the 

decoration used to coat vessel exteriors (Vogelzang and Welch 1981). The 

name graniteware was the name that stuck, perhaps because of its conno-

tations of strength and durability, as well as decoration that looked like 

veins of granite. While the exteriors of graniteware came in a variety of 

colors—green, blue, grey, red, and turquoise—the interiors were always 

enameled in white to aid in thorough cleaning. 

The demise of graniteware began in the 1930s, as the production of 

stainless steel, Pyrex, and plastic kitchenware brought serious com-

petition to the enamel 

ware market. Today, vin-

tage enameled wares are 

highly collectible and 

sometimes hard to find, 

since many pieces of 

graniteware were hand-

ed in during the scrap 

metal drives of World 

War II. In recent years, 

there has been a resur-

gence in the popularity 

of cast iron cookware 

with upscale pieces pro-

duced by companies like 

LeCreuset. 

Figure 3. 1930 advertisement for enamel 
ware made by the Vollrath Company. 

*This title comes from an early 20th-century advertisement for the 
Vollrath Company. 
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum. 
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