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The range of material used to make luxury furniture
is almost limitless. This includes porcelain, which has
been used to add a precious, decorative element to
furniture since the end of the seventeenth century –
if, at first, only to a limited degree1.

This essay goes one step further showing porcelain,
now no longer just as an inlay in combination with
other materials, but rather as an independent element
of table architecture. These pieces originated mainly
in St. Petersburg, Sèvres and, to an even greater
extent, from the Königliche Porzellan-Manufaktur
(KPM) Berlin.

Outstanding examples from the Imperial Porcelain
Manufactory St Petersburg from the end of the
eighteenth century are still to be seen in the the
Pavlovsk Palace2. The Russians for example produced
one with a top measuring 341⁄2 inches (87.5 cm), the
largest at the time. Multi-legged tables were
obviously a characteristic feature of Russian porcelain
tables, in contrast to France, where, as in Berlin some
time later, the pedestal base took precedence.

Exclusive early examples from the Imperial
Porcelain Manufactory at Sèvres are the famous
tables (one meter in diameter) commissioned by
Napoleon in 1806, each of which took five to six
years to make. One is the “table des grands capitaines
de l’antiquité” (Her Majesty The Queen,
Buckingham Palace) commemorating ancient
military leaders3, and the “table des
Maréchaux“(Musée de Malmaison) honouring the
leaders of the Grande Armée during the 1805
Campaign4. These tables were, from their icon-
ography alone, designed to serve the cause of
imperial propaganda. Intended to be impressive
pieces standing in glorious isolation in the middle of
a “Salon d’apparat” they represent a novelty in type
and manufacture.

Roman micromosaic5 played another important
role in the development of porcelain tables around
1800 as Rome, a major centre for Grand Tourists,

educational travellers, including those from Berlin,
offered a wealth of souvenirs - small boxes and
tables, picture panels, jewellery etc – inspired by
antiquity as well as renaissance painting. Following
the Napoleonic occupation of Rome in 1808 – 1814,
the Vatican Workshops were removed from the
jurisdiction of the “Fabbrica di S Pietro” and became
directly responsible to the Imperial Crown as the
“Studio Imperiale del Mosaico” and were commis-
sioned to furnish Napoleon’s apartments at the
Palazzo Quirinale in Rome6. Part of this grandiose
commission was a table top with the “Shield of
Achilles” in micromosaic (Musée de Versailles).
Naploeon’s relationship with the Roman mosaic
workshops probably also influenced production at
Sèvres, although mosaic painting in Sèvres did not
achieve long lasting success, its peak years only
lasting from 1810 - 18127. After his return to the
Vatican in 1815, Pope Pius VII also commissioned
works with secular themes from the workshops now
back under papal control. Compared with mosaic
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Figure 1. Design for a rectangular table top in various mosaic
techniques. Pen and ink drawing, around 1800 (52.8 x 81 cm).
KPM-Archiv (Land Berlin), Schloß Charlottenburg, Mappe
146, No 348.
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richer palette can be established for the years after the
Wars of Liberation.

It was during this period that, for the first time,
table tops began to appear in numbers. The period I
am dealing with here only applies to the years 1818
to around 1835, which was also the high point in the
history of the Berlin table top. I have to leave out the
highly complicated technical process of table top
manufacture, as the information I have so far on this
subject is not sufficiently relevant.

Even if the entries are generally not particularly
detailed: the legendary “Conto Buch Sr.
Majestät…..” (His Majesty’s Account Book) in the
KPM archives11 has proved to be a rich source of
information. It mainly contains the orders placed by
the Prussian kings, Friedrich Wilhelm III and
Friedrich Wilhelm IV from 1818 to 1850 although
the name of the recipient of the royal gift was not
always entered. Many orders without the address of
the recipient were originally destined for storage, to
be drawn on by the royal house according to
requirement.

In the period from 1818 - 1821 seven round tables

table tops, porcelain table tops weighed less, and had
a smooth and even surface.

As far as outstanding innovations of KPM produc-
tion are concerned the catalogues of the Berlin
Academy Exhibitions have been an important source
of information and identification8. In 1802 KPM
presented, for the first time at an Academy Exhibi-
tion, smooth, painted, round and rectangular plaques
strongly influenced by themes from Italian painting
popular at the time as mosaic work from the Vatican
Workshop. In 1802, KPM was also the first
European manufacturer to present porcelain painted
en mosaique i.e. imitating Roman mosaic. There is a
perfect link between this and the oldest record of a
KPM table top: an anonymous pen and ink drawing
(52.8 x 81 cm) in the KPM archives in the Charlot-
tenburg Palace, which should be produced in both
mosaic techniques, i.e. Roman and Florentine mosaic
(fig. 1). According to the inscription the oval at the
centre should be in lapis lazuli, framed by a rosary
border in Florentine mosaic on a dark red ground.
Harps and butterflies in the spandrels are also to be
painted in Florentine mosaic on a ground of “Rosso
Corallino. The leaves should be dark green, on a
bright ground, like a Roman mosaic. All edgings in
polished gold”. The Roman micromosaic technique

and nineteenth centuries and were produced as
“souvenirs of Rome”. The semicircular segment
makes an ideal cut-out pattern for a round table top.

Round table tops were expressly referred to for the
first time in the 1806 Academy Exhibition
Catalogue, a low point in Prussian history since it
was occupied by Napoleon’s troops and Berlin was a
French garrison town until 1808. Subordinated to
the French Administration the “Fabrique de Porce-
laine” as it was now called had to survive one of the
most difficult periods in the history of KPM. Further
troubled times descended on Prussia with the
outbreak of the War of Liberation (1812 - 1815).
Sales of luxury porcelain – including large round
table tops in various decorations – were modest.
Orders from king and court had lost their impor-
tance9.

The arrival of peace in 1815 led to a sudden
improvement in circumstances and soon the demand
for expensive, richly-gilded porcelain could hardly
be met. As difficult as the previous years had been for
KPM, one positive aspect of the French Occupation
was the intensification of relations between the

factory and Sèvres, from which both enterprises
profited. Alexandre Brongniart, Director of Sèvres
for nearly half a century (1800 - 1847), the most
outstanding individual in the world of European
porcelain at the time, studied the competition in
detail and became an admirer of the Berlin KPM
arcanist Georg Friedrich Christoph Frick (1781 -
1848). Frick was a highly talented and thorough
researcher in colours at his laboratory. In 1814 a new
phase of porcelain painting at KPM began, as his
successful experiments with greens formulated from
chromium-oxidul (which must not be confused with
chromium oxide green underglaze painting!) made a
fundamental change in the technical process of
painting views possible. The problematic priming of
the so-called Goldferne, that is, a pre-shading with a
brown-black colour under the colours became
unnecessary “because the various green colours can
be processed like ink … which allows not only a
wealth of beautiful green nuances but can also be
weakly or strongly applied or mixed with other
colours in a large number of gradations”. According
to Frick in his History of the Porcelain Manufactory
it now “became possible to copy oil painting faith-
fully onto porcelain”10. Even if Frick’s optimistic
announcement only truly applied to the 1830’s
onwards – as we’ll see later – a clear improvement
and greater colour balance with a correspondingly

Figure 3. KPM table top “densely covered with flowers”
(diam. 42.5 cm) on a fire gilt bronze stand like a palm tree after a
design by Karl Friedrich Schinkel. 1818. By Courtesy of the
State Museum Pavlovsk, St Petersburg. 

Figure 4. KPM table top with the Goddess Ceres in cameo
painting, surrounded by a wreath of flowers (diam. 48 cm).
1823. Modern frame (1990’s).By Courtesy of the private owner
(Germany).

Figure 2. Design for a fan (?). Coloured gouache on velum,
around 1800 (25 x 50.6 cm). KPM-Archiv (Land Berlin),
Schloß Charlottenburg, Mappe 151, No. 5.

was copied by KPM painters under a magnifying
glass with the finest hair brushes. The painters who
specialised in this technique were Heinrich Friedrich
Wilhelm Maywald (1766-1842) and Paul Stock
(d.1858). Relating to this there are a series of anony-
mous, but inscribed, colour gouaches, painted on
swan skin, from the KPM archives which are partic-
ularly interesting. Each takes the form of a circular
design (fig. 2), with scenes from Roman antiquity at
the apex. These were, in my opinion, probably
designs for fans. Italian and especially Roman vedute
were popular fashion accessories in the eighteenth
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young pair – one of the largest and most precious
KPM ever made, together with a large table center-
piece - was also not finished until that year. One just
has to keep in mind that KPM at this time, approxi-
mately between 1817 and 1830, was experiencing an
unprecedented boom in commissions. Not only did
it have to deal with the official political and diplo-
matic commissions coming from the royal house, but
also with the wealth of commissions that arose in
connection with the marriages of the king’s other six
children. The highest price ever recorded in the
Account Book for a table stand brings us to the
conclusion that this was a unique, custom-made
model and not a standard type of stand, as we saw
with the gilt palm tree. Along with cameo style
painting, a new stand appeared in 1821: the Account
Book calls it, “wooden stand with richly gilded
bronzes”, at other times a “green stand” or
“varnished green with bronzes”. This would have
been an antique patinated bronze composition. In
1824 it was replaced by the apparently more stable
“bronze stand, richly gilded”.

From 1821 the Department of Painting was run by
a group of three departmental heads of painting:

Heinrich Friedrich Wilhelm Maywald (1766 –
1842), in charge of decoration, whom we have met
already as chief decorator in Roman mosaic. Gustav
Friedrich Amalius Taubert (1755 – 1839), in charge
of figures and landscapes, and Prof. Gottfried Völker
(1775 – 1849), in charge of flower painting. Völker,
who was also a member of the Academy, had earned
a reputation as an influential oil-painter of beautiful
flower and fruit still lifes – as we’ll see later. Völker
was the teacher of Ernst Wilhelm Sager (1788 –
1837), one of the most outstanding flower painters at
KPM from 1825 onward although he was also a
master of the painting divisions “Genre”, “Still Life”
and “Vedute”. The close family bonds between the
different courts – Munich, Weimar, Schwerin, The
Hague, St Petersburg, Darmstadt etc. – found
expression in specially-made lavish porcelain gifts of
which the following table is another exquisite
example (fig. 6). It is signed “E. Sager 1829” (Thurn
und Taxis Museum, Regensburg) and was given as a
present to Queen Caroline of Bavaria (mother-in-
law of the Prussian Crown Prince, later King
Friedrich Wilhelm IV) in 183116. The richly painted
top shows the concentric pattern that was so popular

(fig. 3) were produced, all – with the exception of
one – either display a lush floral design on a white or
“dark” ground, or “coloured grapes”. The floral
paintings were either a “bouquet of flowers” or a
“ground densely covered with flowers”. One such
table of 16 3⁄4 inches (42.5 cm) in diameter and 32
inches in height (81 cm) with exuberant flower
painting was ordered in December 1818 “for Her
Majesty, the Russian Empress, mother”, Sophie
Dorothea von Württemberg, who became Maria
Feodorowna, mother of Tsar Alexander I. In 1817
Alexander’s son Nikolaus had married Charlotte,
daughter of the King Friedrich Wilhelm III. The
table is kept in Pavlovsk Palace in St Petersburg12.
The thematic exception among these seven tables is
the one ordered in 1818 as a present for Lady Elgin
decorated with a “coloured figure of Homer”, a
descriptive, and in no way coincidental, allusion to
her husband, Thomas Bruce, Lord Elgin, known to
us all as a passionate collector of antique works of
art, who moreover, was the ambassador in Berlin
from 1795 – 1799.

All seven tables, and only these of the early period,
were delivered with the same model of table stand:

“a bronze stand like a palm tree”, each of which
were gilded and priced at 236 Reichstaler. This was
much more than the table tops, which were only
priced at 100 Reichstaler each. The sketch for this
table stand was made by Karl Friedrich Schinkel
(1777 – 1841)13.

There are records of twelve tables between 1821 –
1828. Five were decorated with flowers or a
combined decoration of flowers and fruit. Seven,
however, offered a new form of decoration: the so-
called gem or cameo painting, based on antiquity.
Orders in the Account Book refer once to both the
goddesses Ceres and Hebe, the goddess Flora twice,
one group with the three graces and the personified
portrayal of the months of the year, all framed within
luxuriant floral decoration. An example of this type
of decoration is a table top framed in a rather
modern fashion (fig. 4) (Private collection; 19 inches
(48 cm) in diameter). In the centre the goddess Ceres
is depicted as a deceptively realistic Sardonyx. The
colour of the large, lush blooms is extremely lively,
with nuanced delineation of individual blossoms,
perfectly demonstrating the breadth of the manufac-
tory’s palette. The painters are unknown. This table
top is part of an extensive order placed for Hettore
Cardinal Consalvi in Rome in 1823. He was
Cardinal State Secretary to Pope Pius VII, the great
opponent of Napoleon, whom the King of Prussia
had already met at the Congress of Vienna. The
order relates to the Italian travels of the Prussian
King, 1822 – 1823.

The most precious example of KPM cameo-
trompe l’oeil painting (fig. 5) however is to be found
at the Hillwood Museum (Washington, D.C.)14.
Although the table top (48 cm in diameter) is
unmarked (as is almost always the case), the descrip-
tion in the Account Book fits perfectly. It reads as
follows: 

“For Her Imperial Highness, The Grand Duchess
Alexandra: 1 round table top, royal blue ground
with cameo portraits in profile and cupids in similar
form, with rich gilt and engraving….128 Reichstaler
and 1 gilt bronze table stand…550 Reichstaler.” This
extremely fine top on its tripod pedestal with its rich
bronzes was commissioned in 1817 on the occasion
of the already mentioned marriage of Princess
Charlotte of Prussia and Grand Duke Nikolai
Pavlovitch15. The profiles are those of Tsar Alexander
I (top left), the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm III,
Princess Charlotte (Alexandra Feodorowna) and
Grand Duke Nikolai Pavlovitch (Tsar Nikolaus I).
The central decoration is based on the famous
Marlborough gem (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)
representing the marriage of Cupid and Psyche.
Surprising, on first sight, is the late delivery date of
this table (1823). But the wedding service for the

Figure 6. KPM table top with mosaic and flower painting, signed
“E.Sager 1829” (diam. 65 cm), on a wooden stand simulating
ebony, gilt bronzes. 1829/31. Thurn und Taxis Museum
Regensburg. By Courtsey of the Bayerisches Nationalmuseum,
München. (Photo: Reproduction).

Figure 5. KPM table top with cameo painting on a dark blue
ground (diam. 48 cm) on a rich tripod bronze stand, fire gilt.
1817/23. By Courtesy of the Hillwood Museum and Gardens,
Washington, D.C. (Photo: Reproduction).

Figure 7. KPM table top with views of Berlin on a gilt wooden
stand on a black lacquered wooden plinth. The flower still life
signed “E Sager fecit 1830”. (diam. 65 cm). By Courtesy of the
Stiftung Preussische Schlösser und Gärten Berlin-Brandenburg,
Schloß Charlottenburg, Neuer Pavillon. (Photo: Reproduction).
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with KPM in these years. The central motif is a swan
again still used in mosaic painting – a technique
which we already encountered with KPM shortly
after 1800 – adjoined by elliptical reserves. The
ornamentation in antique style rounds off this austere
composition against a floral wreath. The source of
inspiration for the inner pattern was that eminently
important reference work for all branches of the
decorative arts “Recueil de Décorations intérieures,
comprenant tout ce qui a Rapport à l’Ameublement
….” Written by the imperial French architect Ch.
Percier (1764 – 1838), who was to have a crucial
influence on the style Empire and P.-F.-L. Fontaine
(1765 – 1853), it was published in Paris in 1801.
Naturally, the Berlin KPM factory also possessed a
copy that can still be found in the archives today.
Stylistically, almost pedantic in its botanical detail,
giving a sense of slickness and hardness, it was typical
of Sager in this, his best period. The table cost 234
Reichstaler, the stand “wooden and stained in black”
(in simulation of ebony) 166 Reichstaler.

At the beginning of the 1830’s far-reaching
changes were made in the manufacturing process that
affected the appearance of the products manufactured
until well into the 1840’s. These changes were, in
the first instance, brought about when Georg Frick
was made the sole director in 1832. A man of vision,
enormous mental agility and energy, Frick had been
well prepared for this position. He immediately set
about bringing the company up to date employing

the latest technology and increasing
production and sales in the
following years. This was necessary
as both foreign and Prussian
competition was rapidly gaining
ground. In the area of luxury
porcelain the advanced age of some
artistic directors and the departure
of others made stagnation so
apparent that Frick sought out new
solutions to rejuvenate the
manufactory. Professor Völker was
the only director of painting left
although he was no longer able “to
achieve anything with the newer
colours”17. He concentrated his
efforts on making the items more
attractive for the most important
customer of the factory, the royal
family. This meant larger and

technically more impressive lines, from vases, bowls
and table tops, to more “modern” designs. Looking
outside the manufactory for ideas and help, Frick
turned to Karl Friedrich Schinkel who was setting
the stylistic tone in Prussia at that time, together with
some of Schinkel’s staff and pupils: the architects
Ludwig Ferdinand Hesse (1795 – 1876), the brothers
Friedrich Wilhelm Ludwig Stier (1799 – 1856) and
Friedrich Gustav Alexander Stier (1807 – 1888), and
Johann Heinrich Strack (1805 – 1880). Frick also
brought in Carl Gottlieb Wilhelm Boetticher (1806
– 1899) as a specialist for ornamentation and decora-
tion. The history and mythological painter Prof.
August von Kloeber (1793 – 1864) also received
commissions. Surprisingly there is no mention of
view painters or landscape artists, even though these
were highly regarded art forms during Frick’s time,
especially in Berlin. The above mentioned artists,
however, only supplied designs. The new master
craftsmen who were to mean so much to the future
of KPM’s prospect or veduta painting, were already
working at the Manufactory. Carl Daniel Freydanck
(1811 – 1887)18 and Johann Christian August Walter
(1809 – 1859), Frick found in the Manufactory’s
own department of “Grünmalerei” (painting in
green) as well as the portrait and flower painter Petit-
jean. They had all achieved excellence in their field.

Characteristic of this phase is a table (fig. 7), now
in the Neue Pavillon of Charlottenburg Palace. Its
provenance was not known when it was acquired
from the Palaces in the 1970’s to replace a war loss, a
table, presented to the Prussian King Friedrich
Wilhelm III by Pope Pius VII in 1823. Its micromo-
saic top showed views of Rome, arranged in a circle
around St Peter’s Cathedral. The scheme of compo-
sition however – a large central motif around which

smaller round or rectangular motifs are arranged in a
circle – was adopted by KPM as a pattern for
porcelain tops. According to the Account Book the
example from the Neue Pavillion commissioned in
1830 and intended for Prince Friedrich, Duke of
Saxony, is the first known KPM top of this new
pattern of decoration and theme, i.e. veduta painting.
The exquisitely painted flower and fruit arrangement
is signed and dated 1830 by Sager. The city prospects
show, besides the royal residences, the “modern”
Berlin, represented by several buildings by Schinkel.

From 1832 onwards the influence of Schinkel’s
architectural team, on which Frick had placed so
much hope for the artistic revival and stimulation of
KPM, began to take effect. Even if most of the
designs by Schinkel’s pupils and employees were
intended for vases, the surviving designs for table
tops from the main suppliers – Strack, Stier and
Boetticher – make a good impression (fig. 8). The
watercolours, mostly signed and dated, as well as the
pencil sketches (1:1) are shining examples of the
most imaginative, multi-coloured, minute ornamen-
tation, the transfer of which onto porcelain required
the highest levels of skill by the painters. It was not
until 1834 that KPM was able to present a table (fig.
9), which, apart from the bronze plinth, was made
totally of porcelain (Metropolitan Museum, New
York). This technically risky innovation is described
in the Academy Catalogue of the same year (no.
1164) as “One round table with a porcelain top and
a porcelain stand”. Stylistically the matt and polished
gilt stand draws upon the elements of antiquity
which are very similar to the large bronze cande-
labras (1831/32) by Schinkel at the former Prince
Albrecht Palace in Berlin19. The top of this magnifi-
cent piece of furniture decorated in gold is enclosed
in a concave and fluted fire gilt bronze frame, which
not only protects it from damage, but also enhances
the visual effect (see also figs. 3, 5, 6, 7).

According to the Account Book for the 1st June
1835 the central motif portrays, “Helios on a blue
ground” rising up to heaven in a carriage with four
fiery, white steeds on the morning of the easterly
Okeanos, to illuminate both gods and mortals. He is
accompanied by goddesses scattering flowers and a
genie holding up a lighted torch. Iconographically
the signs of the surrounding zodiac belong to the
triumph of light during the course of the seasons.
The lavish winding wreath of indigenous and exotic
fruits - “Guirlande” (garland) in the Account Book –
is set against a lush garland of vine leaves that
subdues the rich but warm colours against the
surrounding gold.

Even if we don’t know the name of the artist who
painted the central motif: there are enough other
designs in the KPM archives, most of them in oils on

paperboard, to suggest that only one main person
comes to mind as “inventor” of this scenery: the
already mentioned Berlin Academy Professor August
von Kloeber. He was one of the few who worked on
mythological, religious and history themes. At
Schinkel’s behest he was summoned from Vienna to
Berlin where, from 1820, he decorated Schinkel’s
new Schauspielhaus, and also painted the murals and
frescos for the entrance hall of the Old Museum (also
by Schinkel) and the Opera House. The design20 for
the garland of flowers, fruits and vine leaves origi-
nates from Professor Völker from the year 1833,
who had obviously envisaged a Pomona – the
Roman Goddess of orchards and gardens – as the
central motif.

This table, priced at a total of 1008 Reichstaler,
was by far the most expensive table the King ever
gave to the Russian Court. The recipient was Helena
Pawlowna, Grand Duchess of Russia (1807 – 1873).

Figure 8. Alternative designs for a KPM table top with six
medaillons. Watercolour and pencil, around 1832 
(44 x 61.9 cm). Attributed to the architect Friedrich Wilhelm
Ludwig Stier. KPM-Archiv (Land Berlin), Schloß
Charlottenburg, Mappe 146, No 332.

Figure 9. KPM table top with mythological central motif, most
probably after a design by Professor August von Klöber, embedded
in wreaths of flowers, fruits and vine leaves after an oil sketch by
Professor Völker (1833). The gilt stand totally of porcelain.
(diam. 97 cm.) 1834. Metropolitan Museum, New York.
Wrightsman Fund, 2000 (2000.189). (Photo: By Courtesy of
Harris Lindsay Ltd., London).  



18

She was born a Princess of Württemberg (Charlotte),
who, in 1824, married to Grand Duke Michael
Pawlowitsch, the youngest brother of Tsar Alexander
I. Helena Pawlowna, an intelligent, well read and
charming person, had a lively interest in the arts and
sciences and was patron to various artists and
scholars21. The famous residence of the ducal couple
was the magnificent Palais Michailoff at St Peters-
burg, built by the architect Carlo Rossi which even
surpassed Tsar Nikolaus’s pretentious palace. Since
1823, when she passed through Berlin on her way to
St Petersburg, Helena Pawlowna had been a dear
personal friend of the Prussian Prince Wilhelm, the
last Emperor Wilhelm I.

This abridged version of my lecture last year is part
of a thorough study dedicated to the history of KPM
table tops up to the 1870’s. It includes all so far
known table tops, all designs from the KPM
archives, as well as an appendix with all the orders
made by Prussian kings. It will be published in
“Keramos/Zeitschrift der Gesellschaft der Keramik-
freunde e.V”

(Translated by Jeffrey Davis)
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