
Selected Highlights from the Exhibition

Fig. 11: Vase with blue irises and gourd vines, Royal 
Copenhagen, painted by Frans A. Hallin, 1888.

Fig. 16: Charger with two turtles and snails, Royal 
Copenhagen, painted by Stephen Ussing, 1896.

Fig. 18: Figural vase with sculpted stingrays for 
handles, Royal Copenhagen, designed by Jacob A. 
Heuch in 1897, painter number 68 (unidentified), 

1898-1899.

Fig. 17: Bottle with stylized daisy pattern and 
sterling silver, Royal Copenhagen, painted by Jenny 

Meyer, silver by Anton Michelsen, 1899.

Fig. 15: Covered jar with pink cherry blossoms in 
relief, Royal Copenhagen, painted by Anna Smidth, 

1895.

Fig. 14: Teapot with lid with gilding and white 
flowers, Royal Copenhagen, painted by Jenny 

Meyer, 1893.

Fig. 13: Vase with stylized grebes and pansies, Royal 
Copenhagen, painted by Gerhard Heilmann, 1893.

Fig. 12: Vase with coiled snakes and Greek key 
motif, Royal Copenhagen, painted by Carl F. 

Liisberg, 1892.

Fig. 21: Figural vase with sculpted frog, calla lily, 
and dragonfly, Royal Copenhagen, designed by 

Christian Thomsen in 1900, painter number 12 (E. 
Benzon), made 1923-1931.

Fig. 20: Figural vase with a sculpted centipede, 
Royal Copenhagen, designed in 1899, painter 
number 121 (E. Momme), made 1905-1912.

Fig. 19: Figural jar with sculpted ferns, Royal 
Copenhagen, designed by Christian Thomsen in 

1898, made 1911-1912.

Fig. 31: Covered jardinière with grapevines on 
an open trellis, Bing & Grøndahl, modeled and 

painted by Fanny Garde, 1918.

Fig. 30: Vase with apples, leaves, and openwork, 
Bing & Grøndahl, modeled and painted by Effie 

Hegermann-Lindencrone, 1913.

Fig. 28: Vase with open-worked tulip bouquet with 
a second liner vase inside in underglaze blue, Bing 

& Grøndahl, designed by J.F. WIllumsen; modeled 
and painted by Elizabeth Drewes, 1899-1900.

Fig. 27: Covered jar with flying reindeer, Bing 
& Grøndahl, painted by Effie Hegermann-

Lindencrone, 1895.

Fig. 29: Vase with cut and modeled flowers, Bing & 
Grøndahl, modeled and painted by Fanny Garde, 

1906.

Fig. 26: Covered jar sculpted as an artichoke flower, 
Bing & Grøndahl, painted by Effie Hegermann-

Lindencrone, 1898-1900.

Fig. 25: Two flower-inspired mocha cups with 
saucers, Bing & Grøndahl, designed by Pietro 

Krohn in 1890 and 1888, made about 1895 and 
1890-1895.

Fig. 24: Dish with lobster and white and green 
crystalline glaze, Royal Copenhagen, designed 
by Erik Nielsen in 1890, glazed by Valdemar 

Engelhardt, made in 1915.

Fig. 23: Vase with caramel colored glaze, gold 
washed sterling silver, Royal Copenhagen, glazed 
by Valdemar Engelhardt in 1893, silver by Anton 

Michelsen in 1900.

Fig. 22: Handle with snail as letter sealer, Royal 
Copenhagen, designed by Erik Nielsen in 1897,  

no painter number, made 1897-1900.
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Fig. 1: Bat wall pocket, Royal Copenhagen, designed by Christian Thomsen in 1900, made 1904-1911, painter number 100 for H. Hansen.



This exhibition showcases Art 
Nouveau Danish porcelain from a 
private collection, acquired over two 
generations. The two main porcelain 
companies, Royal Copenhagen and Bing 
& Grøndahl, explored new techniques, 
forms, and styles at the turn of the 
20th century, resulting in unique works 
inspired by the natural world and cross-
cultural contact. Their works during this 
time not only garnered critical acclaim, 
but served as technical and stylistic 
inspiration for porcelain companies 
throughout Europe and beyond.

History of Danish Porcelain
Danish porcelain has a long and storied 
history. By the mid-1700s, several 
Danish companies started making 
faience, a relative of porcelain made 
using different materials and a lower 
firing temperature, but no porcelain 
factories existed. With hopes of 
establishing a porcelain manufacturer in 
the country, King Frederik V brought 
Louis Fournier to Denmark from France 
in 1760. 

Although that first experiment was 
a failure, and Fournier’s soft-paste 
porcelain could not carve out a lasting 
place in the market, not everyone was 
disillusioned. Within the next decade, 
The Royal Copenhagen Porcelain 
Manufactory would be founded, later 
followed by the establishment of their 
major competitor, Bing & Grøndahl.

Founded in 1775 by Frantz Henrich 
Müller, a pharmacist trained in 
minerology, The Royal Copenhagen 
Porcelain Manufactory acquired its 
name when the Danish crown, at the 
urging of Queen Dowager Juliane 
Marie, took control of the company 
in 1779. The royal monopoly was key 
to getting the factory off the ground, 
and by 1780, they began selling large 
quantities of underglaze-painted blue 
and white dinnerware, along with more 
ornate overglaze-decorated pieces, 
including their first figurines.

Müller retired from daily management 
of the factory in 1802, and after his 
departure, the factory’s work declined in 
quality and quantity. While continued 
production of the iconic blue-fluted 
table service and commissioned pieces 
kept them in business, it would not be 
until the 1880s that the factory took a 
leading role in European porcelain. It 
shifted to private hands in 1868, with 
Phillip Schou of Aluminia, a faience 
factory, becoming the owner in 1882.

Bing & Grøndahl was established in 
1853. Frederik Vilhelm Grøndahl was 
a former Royal Copenhagen employee 
who left due to artistic disagreements 
with the leadership. Combining his 
technical knowledge with the resources 
of the businessmen M.H. and J.H. 
Bing, they formed the Bing & Grøndahl 
Porcelain Factory.

Unfortunately, Grøndahl died shortly 
after the company was set up, and the 
Bing brothers had to bring craftsmen 
from outside Denmark to keep the 
company afloat. In 1891 and 1895, 
Schou attempted to purchase Bing & 
Grøndahl. However, both attempts fell 
through and it would not be until 1987 
that Royal Copenhagen acquired their 
competitor. Today, almost all of their 
porcelain production has shifted to 
Thailand to save costs.

Technical Developments
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
several developments allowed for and 
supported a stylistic shift in Danish 
porcelain. One of the most important 
was the focus on underglaze painting 
and development of new colors specific 
to this technique.

This stylistic change was brought about 
by Arnold Krog, who became the 
artistic director of Royal Copenhagen in 
1885. Feeling that the intrinsic beauty 
of porcelain was lost when paint was 
applied over the glaze, he steered Royal 
Copenhagen towards the now-famous 
Danish naturalistic style of underglaze 
painting and also revitalized the blue-
fluted dinnerware (Fig. 2).

In underglaze painting, the unglazed 
porcelain is painted before being 
dipped into a clear glaze and fired. 
With overglaze, the piece must be 

fired once after the glazing and again 
after painting. Adolphe Clément, the 
factory’s chemist, set about perfecting 
the technique by developing new colors 
that could withstand the higher firing 
temperature (Fig. 3).

Clément and, later, Valdemar 
Engelhardt developed a range of new 
glazes, which led to the introduction 
of a highly successful new line of 
porcelain. These new glazes included 
crystalline and snakeskin glazes in 
a variety of colors (Fig. 5). When 
combined with specially developed 
forms for vases, figurines, and other 
items, these new glazes yielded 
astounding effects.

As Royal Copenhagen’s underglaze 
pieces grew in popularity, Bing & 
Grøndahl looked for a new artistic 
direction to take them beyond 
utilitarian ware. Their earliest 
underglaze attempt, the 1888 “Heron 
Service” featuring blue underglaze 
painting and gilding (Fig. 4), became 
an international sensation. However, 
the factory only fully mastered the 
technique in 1895, when Frans August 
Hallin, a former underglaze signature 
artist at Royal Copenhagen, joined the 
company.

Stylistic Development
The term “Art Nouveau” was 
popularized by the Frenchman 
Samuel Bing to describe a reactionary 
movement against academic art that 

emerged in Britain, growing out of 
the Arts and Crafts Movement and 
spreading throughout Europe. Their 
goal was to break down the historical 
divide between sculpture and painting 
and the applied arts, such as metalwork, 
glass, and textiles. Decorative art, 
including porcelain, were viewed as an 
important intersection of artistic skill 
and craftsmanship. Therefore, ceramics 
were deemed as worthy of beautification 
as painting and sculpture.

Artists during the Art Nouveau period 
often drew inspiration from the natural 
world. The factories of both companies 
were a short walk from the Copenhagen 
Zoo, giving artists and modelers easy 
access to a wide range of wildlife 
(Fig. 6). In some cases, modelers kept 
animals in their studios or on the 
grounds for study, and casts were made 
directly from some plant and animal 
specimens. In 1888, Royal Copenhagen 
introduced their first underglaze 
figurines, beginning with two codfish 
and an eel by Carl Liisberg, likely cast 
from specimens.

Danish porcelain showed a major 
shift away from neo-classicism (Fig. 
7) and towards naturalistic forms, a 
sentiment captured by Dr. F. Dencken 
in the Kunstgewerbeblatt. In 1889, he 
wrote:

“These products mark a gigantic 
leap from the industrial to the 
artistic plane. . .the old style had 
been definitely abandoned and a 

refreshing art inspired by nature, 
whose finely chosen subjects 
have a touch of the national 
and personal, had made its 
appearance. And finally, there was 
the realization that artistic effect is 
not achieved by extravagance but 
by reserve.”1 

The other major influence on Art 
Nouveau artists and Danish porcelain 
was the introduction of Japanese art 
to the European market. After a policy 
of isolationism for over 200 years, 
American military pressure forced Japan 
to open their ports to trade in 1858. 
This allowed Japanese art to reach a 
wider audience, which had a significant 
influence on European art of the late 
nineteenth century. Many Danish 
porcelain artists borrowed motifs and 
forms from Japanese works (Fig. 8), 
especially woodblock prints.

Marketing
Both companies had highly skilled 
teams of signature artists, whose 
primary job was the production of 
unique pieces, which commanded a 
high price. However, in response to 
the growing popularity of underglaze 
porcelain, increased attention was soon 
given to bringing the product to more 
budget-conscious consumers.

The new “Kurant Kunst” (Market Art) 
division at Royal Copenhagen began 
in 1893 with an initial group of 16 
female artists, which steadily expanded, 

ranging from 30 to 70 artists from 
1900 to 1920. They produced a line 
of budget-friendly products including 
figurines, boxes (Fig. 9), vases (Fig. 18 
and 19), inkwells, buttons, and plates, 
among other items. By 1918, about 
2,100 different designs, used on 600 
different objects, had been developed by 
the “Kurant Kunst” department.

To compete with Royal Copenhagen, 
Bing & Grøndahl hired modelers and 
painters to create a similar, albeit less 
varied, line of underglaze pieces for the 
wider market. Figurines of children 
and animals were most popular, but the 
company also produced vases, plates, 
and even clock cases (Fig. 10).

Participation in international 
exhibitions was critical in broadening 
the global market for Danish porcelain. 
Both Bing & Grøndahl and Royal 
Copenhagen won top honors at the 
Paris World’s Fairs of 1889 and 1900, 
with Royal Copenhagen also receiving 
gold medals at the Chicago and St. 
Louis World’s Fairs of 1893 and 1904, 
respectively. These events attracted 
the attention of major art critics and 
retailers, including Samuel Bing and 
Louis Comfort Tiffany, both of whom 
were frequent customers.

At international exhibitions, Bing & 
Grøndahl was sometimes criticized 
for their lack of originality and merely 
following in the footsteps of Royal 
Copenhagen. After such criticism 

during the Stockholm Exposition of 
1897, J.F. Willumsen was hired to 
create a new artistic identity over the 
next three years. The focus shifted 
to the production of elaborate and 
extremely costly carved vases with 
openwork for the 1900 Paris World’s 
Fair, allowing them to surpass their 
domestic rival (Fig. 28).

The End of Art Nouveau  
Danish Porcelain
The Art Nouveau style peaked 
between 1890 and 1910, with Royal 
Copenhagen’s international popularity 
leading to the opening of retail shops 
in London, Paris, and New York. After 
World War I, the new Art Deco style 
emerged, and earlier Art Nouveau 
pieces declined in popularity.

In response, many pieces went out 
of production, along with Royal 
Copenhagen’s walking stick handles, 
belt buckles, and other items that 
were no longer in demand. To keep 
up with changing tastes, both factories 
introduced new lines of grey, crackle, 
and matte-glaze porcelain, as well as 
elaborately decorated overglaze figurines 
and stoneware, which were well received 
at the 1925 Paris World’s Fair.  

International and domestic climates 
contributed to the market problems 
faced by porcelain makers. The Great 
Depression had a negative impact 
on production and sales. At Royal 

Copenhagen, the number of underglaze 
signature artists dropped dramatically, 
with the motifs now shifting to rural 
landscapes and seascapes, intended 
primarily for Danish audiences. The 
last hired underglaze signature artist 
was Lars Swane, who worked at 
Royal Copenhagen from 1954-1959. 
Despite his attempts to modernize the 
underglaze painting technique using 
new colors, he was unsuccessful in 
restoring the factory’s earlier glory.

Although modern audiences primarily 
recognize Bing & Grøndahl and Royal 
Copenhagen for their Christmas 
plates, the period from 1885 to about 
1920 represents a unique stylistic and 
technical moment in Danish porcelain. 
This “New Renaissance” in porcelain 
production marked a turning point, 
with many other factories throughout 
Europe adopting the same underglaze 
painting technique. 

The intersection of an interest in 
organic forms, Japanese art, and 
restraint over gaudiness, combined 
with relentless experimentation, makes 
Danish Art Nouveau porcelain a 
fascinating and unique area of study in 
the ceramics world that has withstood 
the test of time.

1Rostock, Xenius. The Royal Copenhagen Porcelain 
Manufactory and the Faience Manufactory Aluminia, Past & 
Present. Copenhagen: Det Berlingske Bogtrykkeri, 1939, 24.

Fig. 2: Plate with a bird on a branch, Royal 
Copenhagen, attributed to Arnold Krog, form for 
the Flora Danica open dessert plate, 1885. In the 

early years of underglaze, the painting often blurred 
during firing, visible here, and was sometimes 

sharpened with gilding. 

Fig. 3: Vase with birds on a branch surrounded by 
wild roses and gilding, Royal Copenhagen, painted 
by Marianne Høst, 1886. Arnold Krog considered 

this vase to be one of the first successful examples of 
the new underglaze painting technique.

Fig. 4: Sauceboat in the form of a heron with gilding 
for the “Heron service,” Bing & Grøndahl, designed 
by Pietro Krohn, 1888-1890. The “Heron service” 
debuted at the Copenhagen Exposition of 1888 

and marked Bing & Grøndahl’s first major artistic 
success.

Fig. 5: Vase, Royal Copenhagen, painted by 
Valdemar Engelhardt, 1904. On this piece, “blue 
snakeskin” is used with a deep blue-purple glaze.

Fig. 6: Figural dish with a drinking polar bear, 
Royal Copenhagen, designed by Arnold Krog, 

painter number 32 (unidentified), 1902-1905. It 
showcases underglaze painting, with both green 

crystalline and white snakeskin glazes.

Fig. 7: Planter with nude men on horseback, Royal 
Copenhagen, painted by Gerhard Heilmann, 1898. 
Neo-classicism was popular in Denmark in the mid-
19th century with the sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen. 

Some works, such as this planter, continued to 
reflect that earlier taste.

Fig. 8: Vase with honeycomb pattern and 
flowers, Royal Copenhagen, painted by Johanne 

Oppermann, 1890. This motif came directly from 
Le Japon Artistique, a magazine started by Samuel 

Bing to promote Japanese aesthetics.

Fig. 9: Figural box, Royal Copenhagen, designed 
by Erik Nielsen in 1895, unidentified painter, made 
1895-1897. Figural boxes were popular items made 
for the general public, and models for many smaller 

animals were cast directly from specimens.

Fig. 10: Clock case with pair of birds and French 
clock, Bing & Grøndahl, designed by Hans Peter 
Kofoed in 1901, made 1901-1902. By the 1900s, 

both companies were trying to reach a wider 
audience with mass-produced pieces, such as this 

clock.

Art Nouveau Porcelain in Denmark, 1885-1920


