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ACQUISITIONS/GUSTAVSBERG S PORSLINSMUSEUM RE - OPENED 

factory owner Kooperativa Förbundet 
(the Swedish Cooperative Union) donated 
the extensive Gustavsberg collection to 
the Swedish state, the collection has 
been managed by the Nationalmuseum 
(Fig. 1).  

Gustavsbergs Porslinsmuseum 
(Gustavsberg Porcelain Museum) is 
dedicated to the history and output of the 
porcelain factory Gustavsbergs Porslins-
fabrik, from its start in the 1820s to its 
closure in the 1990s. Since 2000, when the 

Gustavsbergs Porslinsmuseum Re-opened

Helena Kåberg, Senior Curator
Ulrika Schaeder, Curator the Gustavsberg Collection

The collection comprises more than 
45,000 objects, ranging from studio ware 
and showpieces to familiar tableware and 
sanitary goods to objects made of enamel 
and plastics, produced at the Gustavsberg 
factory from 1825 until the factory closed 

Fig.1 Gustavsbergs Porslinsmuseum, Nationalmuseum.
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Porslinsmuseum. The two buildings are 
contemporaries, but very different in 
character. The Nationalmuseum opened 
in 1866 and was designed by architect 
Friedrich August Stüler as landmark 
museum of significant, symbolic and 
national importance. The brick building 
Torkhuset was designed by Magnus Isæus 
with features meant to impress, yet in 
comparison it is a humble factory building. 
However, a central part of the National-
museum’s design programme consists 
of analysing and highlighting the unique 
characteristics of the site and architecture 
and harnessing them to create an expe-
rience where the place, architecture and 
objects interact and reinforce the context. 
An example of this in Gustavsbergs Pors-
linsmuseum is how the window views of 
surrounding historic industrial buildings 
become part of the presentation, and a 
visually subdued and flexible exhibition 
design with a colour scheme that places 
the narrative and exhibits in the spotlight.    

The Factory
The tour of the new collection presen-
tation starts with an introduction to the 
factory, the unique industrial environ-
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accessible to everyone, and the galleries 
have been equipped with a new system to 
improve the indoor climate and altered 
to optimise public spaces and flows. The 
improvements also include refurbished 
galleries for the collections and temporary 
exhibitions, a public workshop, a shop and 
new toilets courtesy of Villeroy & Boch 
Gustavsberg AB.  
          Although the Covid-19 pandemic 
has delayed parts of the installations, 
the museum re-opened in June 2020 as 
planned. The installations will be complet-
ed by the end of the year. However, since 
the opening in June the presentation 
has been available in its entirety in the 
Nationalmuseum visitors’ guide app.  
          In connection with the renovation, a 
new collection display has been created 
that presents the Gustavsberg factory’s 
history and output chronologically. When 
the Nationalmuseum building, located in 
central Stockholm, re-opened after exten-
sive renovation in 2018, the new collection 
displays were presented with the support 
of an exhibition design developed in col-
laboration with Joel Sanders Architects.1 
This Nationalmuseum design programme 
has now been adapted to Gustavsbergs 

in 1993. The collection also contains 
sketches, photographs, moulds, glaze 
samples and prototypes that never 
went into production. The designers 
represented in the collection include 
Gunnar G:son Wennerberg, Wilhelm 
Kåge, Tyra Lundgren, Stig Lindberg, Lisa 
Larson, Karin Björquist, Bengt Berglund, 
Margareta Hennix and Jan-Olof Landqvist 
(Fig. 2).
          There has been a museum on the 
factory site since 1915, and in the 1970s it 
moved into a factory building dating from 
1876 called Torkhuset (the drying building) 
because the objects were dried here before 
firing. It is one of the oldest preserved 
buildings in the area and was designed by 
Magnus Isæus, the architect and pattern 
designer who also designed several of 
Gustavsberg’s most magnificent decors in 
historic style.
          The museum closed in 2017 in prepa-
ration for transferring the management 
of its operations to the Nationalmuseum. 
In conjunction with this, the premises 
were refurbished to create a better visitor 
destination. In June 2020, Gustavsbergs 
Porslinsmuseum re-opened after ex-
tensive renovation. The museum is now 

Fig. 2 Portraits of some of Gustavsberg’s influential company managers and 
designers.

Fig. 3 Decorating tools. Printing plates, stencils for spray painting, frames for 
screen printing, stamps.
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away as the first prize in a raffle. Instead it 
is sold at auction. The new management 
introduces English methods, and thirteen 
English porcelain workers arrive at 
Gustavsberg’s harbour in autumn 1838. 
Clay also comes from England and is deliv-
ered on ships from the factory’s own ship-
ping company. Deliveries by water were 
essential for the porcelain factory, which 
owned up to twenty ships. In the 1800s, 
industrialist Wilhelm Odelberg expands 
the factory and community. 
          After establishing a sense of place, and 
with the help of tools, moulds, samples, 
historical images, and film demonstrating 
manufacturing methods, the presentation 

ment and sense of place. To many Swedes, 
Gustavsberg is synonymous with ceramics. 
In the 1600s, Countess Maria Sofia De la 
Gardie runs a brickyard here, naming the 
location after her late husband Gustaf 
Oxenstierna. In 1825, the wholesaler 
Herman Öhman builds a factory for 
making lead-glazed earthenware on the 
old brickyard site. What is known as 
English porcelain is cheaper than true 
porcelain and popular with the bourgeoisie 
throughout Europe. With cheap clay from 
Cologne, Öhman wants to compete with 
Rörstrand, and the first wares are fired in 
1827. The result is disastrous. Everything is 
rejected. There is talk of giving the factory 

illustrates manufacturing and how it is 
developed over the years as new technolo-
gy is introduced and tastes change. Visitors 
can follow the production process, from 
raw materials to shaping, firing, decorating 
and packaging (Fig. 3). People are also an 
important theme. For a long time, living in 
Gustavsberg meant factory work. School-
children were told that they only needed to 
eat, sleep and carry clay. Obviously, more 
is required. There are just as many factory 
occupations as work stages – clay preparer, 
modeller, caster, kiln worker, firer, handle 
attacher, cutter, polisher and decorator, to 
name but a few.

Fig. 4 Showpieces presented at art and industry exhibitions.
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Inspiration was often found in historic 
objects, such as archaeological finds in 
museums. The Vikings were glorified, and 
the Viking Age was established as a scien-
tific concept.

The laboratory
On the way to the 20th-century galleries, 
visitors are taken through a presentation 
celebrating the factory’s dedication to 
research and development. When the 
Swedish Cooperative Union, KF, buys 
Gustavsbergs Porslinsfabrik in 1937, a new 
era begins. In the early 1940s, the factory 
has become one of the most modern in the 
world and mass-produces sanitary ware 
and porcelain for households, electrical 
installations and chemical engineering 
products. Rational and scientific methods 
are highly esteemed, and material research 
and glaze development take place in the 
factory’s own lab.   
          However, KF also sees the value of 
investing in design while at the same time 
safeguarding and developing traditional 
methods. Thus, in 1942 Gustavsberg Studio 

production and lower costs and prices. 
The decors initially purchased imitate 
hand-painted blue and white Chinese 
porcelain. The company soon hires an 
engraver, and the patterns become more 
local. Another important genre consists of 
miniature reproductions in Parian ware 
of famous classical and contemporary 
sculptures. Gustavsberg’s large figures and 
vases win awards at exhibitions such as the 
ones in Philadelphia in 1876 and Gothen-
burg in 1891. The most popular motifs were 
available in several sizes and price classes 
(Fig. 4).
          The factory and its artists follow 
international trends such as Renaissance 
Revival and Japonism. However, in addi-
tion they also develop designs with a 
regional flair. Old Norse motifs, for ex-
ample, were used in the 19th century 
in Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland 
in all forms of art. They were seen as a 
Nordic version of the Renaissance. The 
designs and subjects intended to convey 
moral and political messages, along with 
romantic fantasies of former grandeur. 
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The 1800s  
The tour continues in the 19th-century 
gallery. Here, the exhibition design aims to 
transport visitors from the factory floor to 
the site of an 19th-century art and industry 
exposition filled with exciting objects 
illustrating advances in technology and 
innovation. At that time in history, art and 
industry fairs become a key new marketing 
channel, where producers compete for at-
tention, medals and customers. Other new 
arenas are department stores, galleries and 
museums. Porcelain manufacturing is an 
important and growing industry. Gustavs-
berg faces tough competition and needs 
to show and market attractive, affordable 
products. With the aid of artists, Gustavs-
berg develops new techniques, designs 
and decors for both studio ware and utility 
goods. 
          The early output mainly comprises 
copies of historical status objects. New 
technology is introduced in the 1830s 
when printing plates with engraved service 
patterns are imported from England. The 
printing of patterns leads to increased 

Fig. 5 Glaze samples. Glaze contains silicates to create a hard, glass-like surface 
in firing. Pigments, metal oxide and salts add colour. Different glaze recipes, 
clays, kiln temperatures and firing methods give different results. Reduction 
firing in a low-oxygen kiln creates subdued colours. Adding oxygen leads to 
oxidation and bright colours. The factory’s glaze recipes were kept secret from 
competitors. They are the ceramicist’s bank of compiled knowledge and expe-
rience.

Fig. 6 From 1939, sanitary ware is produced on a large scale. In the economic 
hardship of the 1960s and 1970s, the sanitary ware saves the company when 
Sweden’s large social housing construction programme needs bathroom 
fittings.  
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the development, Gustavsberg appoints 
its first artistic director in 1917, Wilhelm 
Kåge, tasked with designing both studio 
and utilitarian wares. In 1919, with the 
slogan “Better things for everyday life” 
the Swedish Society of Crafts and Design 
launches the idea that by employing 
artists, the industry can boost both profits 
and welfare and beauty for all. Gustavsberg 
takes this slogan to heart and champions 
the idea.  
          In 1937, when the Swedish Coopera-
tive Union, KF, buys Gustavsbergs 
Porslinsfabrik, they are already a major 

The 1900s
Moving on to the 20th-century galleries, 
the focus shifts. As the ceramic industry 
develops in the 19th century, prices fall, 
enabling more people to buy factory goods. 
But in the early 20th century, there are 
increasing calls to reform quality, design 
and society as a whole. The quality and de-
sign of industrial goods is an international 
topic of debate, and critics call for modern 
models and patterns to reflect current 
needs but gain little response as factory 
owners do well by copying older styles. 
To respond to the criticism and be part of 

is launched as an aesthetic lab led by the 
artist Wilhelm Kåge. He felt that produc-
tion pressure, time studies and sales plans 
curbed creativity. In the studio, the artists 
could instead work freely and develop 
ideas. Sometimes this resulted in unique 
studio wares, sometimes the start of new 
designs and batch-produced products. 
The factory’s dedication to material and 
artistic research is illustrated with a 
display of hundreds of glaze samples and 
experiments in clay (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 7 Public art is a large part of Gustavsberg’s output in the 1900s. Ceramic wall reliefs, sculptures, fountains and enamels are ordered by the state and county and 
municipal councils for settings such as hospitals, schools and squares. This is thanks to the 1% rule for artworks in public spaces, adopted by the Riksdag, the Swedish 
Parliament, in 1937. It means that at least 1% of the budget of new-builds, re-builds and extensions must be for decoration linked to the building. Art becomes part of 
Swedish cultural policy and urban planning. The aim is to safeguard a society with humanistic qualities.
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bitions in Sweden, Europe and the USA 
and from national design competitions. At 
the 1867 World’s Fair in Paris, Gustavsberg 
wins a silver medal for wares in the style of 
Henry II. With large vases and sculp-
tures in Parian, the factory wins prizes in 
Philadelphia in 1876 and in Gothenburg in 
1891.
          A school plate is a winning design in 
1975. The selection illustrates Gustavs-
berg’s successes while at the same time 
offering a history of graphic design. 

Notes:
1. The Nationalmuseum in a New Light, Helena 
Kåberg (ed.), Nationalmuseum, Stockholm 2018. 

exclusive studio pieces, mass-produced 
everyday ceramic goods, sanitary ware and 
plastics.  
          Before visitors exit the new collection 
display, a presentation of 150 dinnerplates 
manufactured from the 1820s to the 1990s 
recaps the history of the factory while also 
offering an illustration of how models, 
patterns, mores and manners change over 
time (Fig. 8). The themes invite visitors to 
reflect on personal memories and customs 
around the dinner table. There is also a 
selection of prizes awarded to Gustavs-
bergs Porslinsfabrik from the 1860s to the 
1970s. They are from art and industry exhi-

client, but the acquisition of the factory 
guarantees good products and prices for 
the union’s members. The manufacture of 
household porcelain is rationalised, and 
sanitary ware production is launched (Fig. 
6). With KF, Gustavsberg becomes a strong 
player in designing private and public 
environments for the Swedish concept of 
“the People’s Home for All”. In the 1960s, 
Gustavsberg also starts to produce
services and everyday objects in plastic 
(Fig. 7). 
          This complex development and the 
company’s diversification of its production 
in the 20th century are conveyed through 
a rich selection of thematically presented 
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Fig. 8 Gustavsberg service porcelain from the 1820s to the 1990s, illustrating changing production methods, tastes and dining etiquette. 


