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When Frederick the Great inherited the Prussian throne from 
his father in 1740, he could look back at his childhood and 
youth spent in palaces surrounded by porcelain. His great-
grandmother, Louise Henriette, a princess of Orange, and 
her sisters had introduced the fashion for porcelain cabinets 
from the Dutch and German countries but his grandparents, 
Frederick I, and Sophie Charlotte of Prussia, gave them a new 
look and meaning.1 Their way of displaying porcelain in the 
context of their iconographic programmes and in particular 
parts of their apartments turned those vases, cups and plates 
into dynastic symbols, but always relating to the glory of the 
Dutch-Prussian liaison. Not only the porcelain rooms, but 
also significant parts of the royal interiors (like mantelpieces, 
cabinet stands, overdoors etc.) housed masses of ceramics, 
mainly Chinese, Japanese (and some Mexican), sometimes 
in combination with ruby glass, descending from the Kunkel-
workshop on Peacock Island close to Berlin.

Frederick the Great’s father, Frederick William I, is known to 
have cared more about silver than ceramics, but nevertheless 
in 1713, the first year of his reign, he granted a privilege to 
his minister Friedrich von Görne to establish a workshop for 
red stoneware in Plaue, based on the technical knowledge of 
Samuel Kempe from Meissen. Even more than his father, it was 
Frederick’s mother, Sophie Dorothea, princess of Brunswick-
Lüneburg, who may have influenced her son in his taste for 
ceramics. Her residence in Monbijou-Palace in Berlin (destroyed 
in WW II) was also a treasure house of porcelain, housing in 
the year of her death in 1757 more than six thousand seven 
hundred Asian and several hundred items of Meissen porcelain. 
Her Meissen collection had been either bought by herself, 
had been a gift from her husband or from her second cousin 
Augustus the Strong. 2

She received many precious items at the time of Augustus 
the Strong’s reciprocal visit to Berlin in June 1728, following 
an invitation by Frederick William I, who had visited Dresden 
four months earlier, accompanied by his son, the crown prince 
Frederick. The influence of this sojourn on the young man can 
hardly be overestimated. 

Frederick the Great was very attracted by the richness and 
splendour of the Dresden court during the visit of 1728 when 

he was invited together with his father. His father’s court (the 
so called “soldier-king” Friedrich Wilhelm I) in Berlin was the 
exact opposite of the Dresden court. His father was of the 
opinion that courtly luxury distractions (gambling, masquerades, 
festivities) were not good for the state and attracted the 
wrong kind of courtiers and parasites indulging in conspicuous 
consumption.  

Although we do not know whether Frederick visited the 
Meissen manufactory, we know that he paid a long visit to the 
Japanese Palace.

All these impressions seem to have influenced Frederick the 
Great who, shortly after becoming king in 1740, contacted a 
Berlin chemist and arcanist Johann Heinrich Pott and asked 
him to produce a Prussian porcelain (his father had done the 
same in the first year of his reign in 1713). Although Pott did 
not really manage to produce porcelain, a 1742 newspaper 
reported that he had and this information made the Saxon 
manufactory quite nervous.3 

The first years of Frederick’s reign were dominated by two 
wars, the so-called First (1741-42) and Second Silesian war 
(1744-1745). When at the beginning of the latter he moved 
his troops through the neighbouring allied country Saxony in 
August 1744, the Saxon minister von Hennicke ordered that 
the secret documents relating to the production of porcelain 
at Meissen were to be hidden. Although Frederick came “as a 
friend”, Hennicke was still irritated by that newspaper report 
and did not want to risk the Prussian king expressing his wish 
to see the treasures. On the other hand, he ordered the 
storerooms to be cleaned up to make a good impression. 

Frederick arrived at Meissen on the 20th of August. Like many 
visitors before him he was guided around and shown the 
production areas including the kilns and the artists’ workshops. 
He left a tip and – of course – some commissions. They 
included the figures of Apollo and the nine muses. The model 
master Johann Joachim Kaendler started to model them in 
September and finished the series in March 1745. During this 
work, the relationship between Prussia and Saxony changed. 
In the first days of 1745 Saxony broke its alliance with Prussia 
and signed a new treaty with Austria, Frederick’s main enemy. 
Some weeks later and now the enemy and occupier of Saxony, 
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Frederick visited the manufactory again. To intimidate the staff 
of the Albrechtsburg, he declared that he would install a new 
porcelain factory in Berlin with the help of Mr. Pott. The fact that 
one of the accompanying princes stole some clay from a turning 
wheel increased their nervousness even more.

Towards the end of 1745 the battles came closer and closer 
to Meissen. The manufactory knew that another visit from 
Frederick would follow and that the Albrechtsburg, where the 
production was located, could now become involved in the 
war. In December 1745 all the arcanists had to pack the most 
important documents and take them temporarily to Dresden. 
The kilns, whilst still looking as if they were in working order, 
were not functioning, firstly so that the king and Frederick were 
not aware of the situation and secondly so others would not be 
able to learn how to construct a working kiln. Even some of the 
most precious porcelains were evacuated to Dresden and the 
drawbridge to the Albrechtsburg was pulled up and, prepared 
like this, they awaited the king. Three weeks later the war was 
over.  Nothing like a cruel Prussian attack on the manufactory 
had happened. The only consequence was that the 18th century 
rules of war enabled him as victor to confiscate goods for 
reparation. Frederick’s court architect, Georg Wenzeslaus von 
Knobelsdorff visited the manufactory warehouses and surveyed 
the packing of the chosen pieces. By the end of December 
some gifts for the Prussian generals and fifty two large boxes 
for the king, containing some thousand pieces, had left Meissen, 
among them ninety vases, seventeen complete table services, 
one hundred and two coffee services, two hundred and thirty 
birds, nine dogs and five hundred and fifteen further figures. 
This reflected the manufactory’s production for that year, listing 
all those models well known to us, like the series of gods and 
goddesses on pedestals, blackamoors with baskets, or commedia 
figures including full sets like the Weissenfels commedia. The 
nine muses and Apollo were also included and later these were 
mounted as candlesticks in Berlin (fig. 1).

Only a few of the porcelains noted in long lists can be traced in 
the inventories of the royal palaces, such as some fifteen white 
vases with different fruits and plants (the four seasons) for 
which a year later Knobelsdorff designed consoles for the little 
gallery of the Sanssouci Palace in order to exhibit them as war 
trophies. These were lost in WW II, but the last guest room of 

the palace, nowadays known 
as “Voltairezimmer” still 
has a part garniture of four 
brilliantly painted vases with 
“indianische Blumen” and 
handles of women’s heads. 
Strangely, for some reason, 
two further vases belonging 
to this garniture were left 
in Meissen and are now 
in the Dresden collection. 
The whereabouts of the 
centrepiece for this seven 
piece vase set is not known 
(fig. 2). Most of the porcelains 
confiscated in Saxony were 
sold by the king’s secretary 
in Berlin or given as gifts 
– possibly to hismother, 
Queen Sophie Dorothea of 
Prussia - and do not appear 
in Frederick’s collection 
documents. 

In 1747 the manufactory calculated the value of the porcelain 
taken by Frederick to be in the region of more than 43.000 
talers. In comparison, Frederick’s court sculptor François 
Gaspard Adam had an annual income of 1,000 talers and two 
cows cost 27 talers. These masses of porcelain seem to have 
satisfied the king. After the war he commissioned a new silver 
service, intending not to use porcelain for his table, but he had 
enough porcelain to decorate his palaces. This might be one 
of the reasons why in 1748 he stopped the regular payments 
to Mr. Pott and his staff, who was still not able to produce 
convincing results of his porcelain making. 

In the documents we find a discussion about engaging a French 
porcelain maker but nothing came of it. In 1751, Wilhelm 
Caspar Wegely asked for a royal privilege to install a porcelain 
manufactory in Berlin. He managed to produce table wares and 
figures three years later. But the king did not support him by 
commissioning porcelain and Wegely had to close his factory 
in 1757. One further reason may have been another war, the 
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Figure 1. Muse Terpsichore, 1745, in 
a Berlin gilt bronze mount, Potsdam, 
Sanssouci Palace, SPSG



so-called Seven Years war (or 3rd Silesian war), which started in 
August 1756. For our subject we do not have to focus on the 
history of battles or the ups and downs of the Prussian army 
but it is most important to note that Frederick the Great, who 
invaded Saxony in August 1756 and – after the capitulation of 
the Saxon army on the 16th of October – became for the next 
seven years the owner of the Meissen manufactory. However, in 
the early part of the war he had more important problems to 
preoccupy him other than art and porcelain manufactory. 

When the Berlin porcelain manufacturer Wilhelm Caspar 
Wegely visited the Albrechtsburg in the autumn of 1756, he 
tried to see if he could get craftsmen, models or secrets to 
support his business. His report to the king of what he found 
sounded rather frustrating: the kilns and machinery had been 
taken apart, large quantities of the paste had been hidden and 
the workers’ records and books had been taken by Hoeroldt to 
Frankfurt. In other words, the manufactory was not capable of 
production and Frederick decided to close it.

What he needed most was money and he needed enormous 
amounts to pay for the war. This is why Frederick finally 
looked for someone who could buy the whole stock of 
porcelain in the warehouses of Meißen, Dresden and Leipzig. 

The adventurous merchant Carl Heinrich Schimmelmann 
agreed and paid 120,000 talers but he was far from wanting to 
become a porcelain dealer. In a secret transaction he sold the 
wares immediately to two people acting as go-betweens for 
Augustus III. The price was 130,000 talers, together with some 
more porcelain for another 10,000 talers and 50,000 talers 
to be paid in several payments. The reason why the Saxon 
court – although exiled to Warsaw – accepted this secret deal 
is understandable, as the stock was the only source of currency 
for the manufactory and they needed to buy wood, clay and 
other materials and to pay the workers. 

When Frederick learned that Wegely could neither profit 
from what he found, nor the idea of moving the manufactory 
to Berlin made any sense, he finally agreed to keep a small 
production working, but he of course did not want the Saxons 
to have the income.  

It was again Schimmelmann, still acting as official owner of 
the stock - even if this was not the reality - who rented the 
manufactory for 2,000 talers per month to be paid to Frederick 
the Great. Then in a secret contract he let it to the Saxon court, 
who installed a new arcanist called Helbig, who put the whole 
artistic section and production into Kaendler’s hands.
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Figure 2. Reconstruction of a garniture, 
ca. 1735/40, the first, second, sixth and 
seventh vase Potsdam, Sanssouci Palace, 
SPSG; the third and fifth vase Dresden, 
Porcelain Collection, SKD 



Frederick, being in Bohemia and Silesia, did not know about 
these transactions and he probably would not have had any 
interest as long as his monthly fee was paid. In the following 
three years after many battles his army was almost destroyed 
and Prussia close to its demise. It was only in the autumn of 
1760 that things changed. The Prussian army was again based 
in Saxony and the king stayed very close to Meissen. Now he 
had more opportunities to visit his factory. As a consequence 
of an anonymous newspaper report accusing the Prussians of 
mistreating the factory and squeezing out as much money as 
possible, the angry king raised the rent to 5,000 talers. Later on, 
in 1762, he raised it to 7,000 talers and shortly before the end 
of the war he considered raising it to 10,000 talers.

He then started to take an interest in the manufactory’s 
production. The turning point in Frederick’s interest in porcelain 
was a small table service, a gift for his friend and art adviser, 
the philosopher Jean Baptiste de Boyer, Marquis d’Argens. 
Inspired by a letter from the Marquis who lived in Potsdam, the 
king designed the decoration and had the painters decorate 
the plates and tureens. As he wanted special handles for the 
tureens to go with the decoration, Kaendler modelled cupids 
with globes to replace the original handles, which normally went 
with this model. Frederick then discovered that he could not 
only design the painted decoration but that Kaendler could give 
shape to his artistic ideas as well.

At this stage, it is interesting to note how commissioning 
art allowed Frederick some relief from the rigours of battle. 
Obviously, most of the King’s time was spent on the field 
between battles when there was little activity, so during those 
times his mind turned to reading, writing, entertaining and 
playing music. At the end of 1760 he continued his creativity by 
working on building concepts for Potsdam which he had already 
begun before the war. For example, he chose the design for the 
porcelain decoration for the Chinese House in the gardens at 
Sanssouci - a fanciful building of extraordinary design which was 
also a highly intellectual comment on the current fashion for 
chinoiserie.4 The outside of the house had been finished before 
the war broke out, but the interior decoration still needed to be 
completed. Frederick therefore took the opportunity to order 
some vases with palm handles and porcelain flower bouquets, 
together with pagoda figures which were to be placed on 

consoles. Due to the 
height and dimensions of 
the house, these had to 
be larger than the models 
available and Kaendler had 
to create new versions. 
The Chinese House 
served as a summer dining 
room, therefore Frederick 
also ordered a special 
table service. He gave very 
detailed instructions and 
could therefore possibly 
be seen in some way as a 
design partner to Kaendler.

All these commissions 
and new models (in 1760 
the orders had a value 
of 84,000 talers) were a 
chance for Kaendler to 
improve his income. In 
the years before the war 
he had set up a clever 
scheme by continuing to 
work outside the factory 
at home or during his many holidays to create new models for 
special commissions for important customers. He then sold the 
models to the manufactory. Due to the war, this extra business 
collapsed and he could not maintain his standard of living. He 
was able to convince the art-loving King of Prussia to provide 
him with commissions and fill the gap. Then in December 1760 
the amount of cash remaining within the manufactory was 
no more than 1,000 talers, so Helbig – who was not only the 
arcanist but administrator as well – on learning about the extent 
of these extra commissions, started a campaign against Kaendler, 
who had to defend himself vigorously. In lengthy letters the 
modeller explained and claimed that there was no better way 
of advertising or higher honour for a manufactory than to 
receive direct orders from a king, and that the art should not be 
unappreciated because of the current economic conditions.
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Figure 3. Garniture with four vases 
representing the elements, model 
from 1747, pulls of 1762, Potsdam, 
Orangerie Palace, SPSG 

Figure 4. Plates from a table service, 
1760, Berlin, Charlottenburg Palace, 
SPSG



When in 1761 the merchant, Johann Ernst Gotzkowsky 
established another porcelain manufactory in Berlin, Kaendler 
threatened to follow the king’s invitation and leave Meissen. 
However, he did not and instead it was Friedrich Elias Meyer 
who became the master modeller in Berlin – however that is 
another story.

Fortunately, Kaendler did not leave and within three years he 
produced some fabulous creations for the Prussian king.  In 
1763 seventy nine large crates, with several thousand porcelain 
items, left for Potsdam, but the accounts mention more, 
including items which served directly as gifts to generals and 
noblemen. In contrast to what happened in 1745, this time 
the crates contained hardly any wares from the manufactory’s 
stock, but had specially ordered garnitures of vases, table and 
tea services, specially decorated pieces and only a few figures, 
reflecting Frederick’s personal taste.

Part of these treasures survived in the Prussian palaces. There 
were, for example, porcelains taken from models which had 
already been introduced in the late 1740’s and 1750’s. Amongst 

them were groups of gods after LeBrun’s famous tapestry 
designs for the Gobelins, the models from 1755 and there 
was a full set of vases representing the elements, made for 
Count Brühl in 1747 (fig. 3). Another garniture inspired by 
French prints shows the four seasons and there were several 
of those vases with unusual figure handles and many other 
different vases showing the production of that period. Among 
the table services were general stock wares such as a service 
with paintings of birds and some existing models decorated 
in Frederick’s taste, such as the overglaze blue, flower-painted 
service with three gold rims (fig. 4).

Frederick was already planning a large new palace to be built 
after the war so he ordered a large series of impressive vases to 
decorate the apartments. In 1763, thirty five pots-pourris with 
flowers and putti in different sizes were delivered to Potsdam. 
The interior designers of the palace (which was built in 1764-
1769) created in the mid 1760’s a special setting to display the 
major part of the forty four snowball vases, which had already 
been delivered some years earlier.
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Figure 5. Monumental vases with lion 
heads, 1757/60, Potsdam, Sanssouci 
Palace, SPSG 

Figure 6. Box for the Royal flutes, 1761, 
Wolfratshausen, private collection



Porcelain served not only to decorate the interiors of the 
palace but also the gardens. In the late 1750’s, the manufactory 
created at least six monumental vases with lion head 
decoration, which were – until the beginning of the 20th 
century – placed on the upper terrace of the Sanssouci Palace 
(fig. 5). At first glance they remind one of early models made by 
Johann Gregorius Kirchner for the Japanese Palace in Dresden 
around 1730. However, the pear-shaped body and the rocaille 
decoration around the neck reveal the later date of the model. 
This mixture of old fashioned ornamentation of the Louis XIV 
period and rococo elements are characteristic of Frederick’s 
taste after 1755. According to Frederick, the Sun King was the 
only true ruler in Europe before him.

The delivery lists to the Prussian king also mentioned two very 
costly porcelain boxes with gilded mounts. The decoration with 
fruit and flower painting suggest an object of table culture. But 
the shield around the keyhole showing musical instruments 
indicate that this is a box to store the royal flutes and indeed 
the records show that in 1760 the king ordered two “boxes 
after the model of those containing his Majesty’s flutes” (fig. 6).

One of the finest tour de force works of art made for Frederick 
is the model of a twelve-light chandelier (fig. 7). In Potsdam 
there are still two 18th century examples preserved, delivered 
in 1761 and hanging there since 1768. They are, to my 
knowledge, the only remaining 18th century examples and I 
would be grateful for more information if any reader knows of 
a third.

The last table service Frederick ordered from Meissen 
demonstrates how much the king was involved in its conception. 
In November 1762 Frederick ordered amongst other wares 
a table service “with antique hanging flower tendrils fixed on 
cupid heads” – a design based on his own drawing (fig. 8). Later 
on the king ordered a plat de ménage in the shape of an antique 
vase with two cupids and footed tureens with no stands like 
some of the designs of his earlier services, showing his preferred 
type of tureen. He then ordered eight large mythological 
pairs of figures approximately forty five centimetres high and 
a monumental group of the Judgement of Paris for its centre 
piece. The king made a list of flowers he wanted painted on the 
vessels as large single flowers but not as bouquets.

To summarize, the king had 
ordered three production 
elements: the figures, the relief 
and the flowers. In the centre 
group, the shepherd Paris has 
to choose the most beautiful 
goddess. He decides against 
Athena who promises wisdom 
and Hera who promises all 
the power of the world, and 
he chooses Aphrodite, who 
promises love. We know the 
consequence of this decision, 
it was the Trojan War. The 
eight surrounding mythological 
couples taken from the stories 
of Ovid, like Pan and Syringe, 
Venus and Adonis, Apollo and 
Daphne also struggled in their 
love affairs. All of those stories 
end in the transformation of 
one partner into a plant, a star, 
an instrument or they simply 
died. All of them show by 
instinct the failure of worldly 
love but having overcome 
that, the figures are rewarded 
by being immortalized in becoming a flower, a star, a musical 
instrument.  In the case of Daphne, she turns into a laurel, as a 
symbol of wisdom and victory. The flower wreath ornaments in 
relief are now not fixed to skulls as on antique altars, but on the 
cupids’ heads. The relief turns the vessels into altars on which 
the trials of love are sacrificed and give way to the triumph 
of fame. Finally, all the flowers Frederick ordered were spring 
flowers and, as the Golden Age is compared to the eternal 
spring,  
they announce a new Golden Age. The message of the service 
is clear : 

Frederick will now, after seven years of war - analogous to the 
Trojan War - return home to give birth to a second Rome 
called Potsdam thus bringing the Golden Age to Prussia. 
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Figure 7. Chandelier, 1761/62, Potsdam, 
Neues Palais, SPSG



This interpretation suggests that Frederick had ordered - and 
partly designed - the service in a short period, when the end 
of the war seemed close, and that he intended to use it at the 
occasion of a banquet to celebrate the victory. And indeed 
there is another aspect supporting this idea: while poor Paris 
got into a highly difficult situation between three ambitious 
goddesses it is a matter of historical facts that Frederick named 
three women as his real enemies in the war - Empress Maria 
Theresia, Tszarina  Elisabeth and The Marquise de Pompadour.  
The peace treaty of Hubertusburg in February 1763 came 
too quickly and the service was not finished and the pieces 
which were delivered to Potsdam must have been given away 
immediately by the king, as they are only mentioned in the 
delivery lists but are not in the palace inventories. In September 
of the same year, Frederick the Great bought the porcelain 
manufactory from Gotzkowsky in Berlin and started his own 
porcelain production. Now he was not only the owner but also 
“his own best client”, who loved being involved with the artistic 
aspects of production, having been well trained through his 
Meissen adventure.
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Figure 8. “Cloches”, 1763, Berlin, 
Charlottenburg Palace, SPSG, gift of 
Rosemarie Pauls 


