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There is no doubt that Russian porcelain modelling of the 18th through the early 20th century is a phenomenon requiring no special presentation today. Its historical, cultural and artistic importance likewise needs no substantiation. An inalienable part of the pan-European art of porcelain, Russian porcelain modelling develops in accordance with the general stylistic laws of that art and has its own vivid traditions.

The over two centuries-long history of this kind of decorative and applied art began in St. Petersburg. In late 1746 Russian porcelain was born in the kilns of the Imperial Porcelain Factory through the efforts of the outstanding Russian scientist Dmitry Vinogradov (c. 1720–1758). It was there that it subsequently attained perfection that «to this day has remained an unsurpassed model for every Russian factory»1.

The first decade (1747–1758) of factory operations under the supervision of Vinogradov was an experimentation period. They mastered the techniques of working the new material and explored its artistic potential. Moulding, which decorated pieces, together with numerous objects of one shape or another, for instance, snuffboxes shaped as shells, fruit, baskets, drums, shoes or skirts were the earliest attempts in modelling. Simultaneously they tried their hand at full-fledged figurines. At first the factory had no original «porcelain» models of its own and, naturally, drew on diverse sources. Metal and stone artworks were copied in porcelain (for example, a series of miniature copies of Summer Garden statues was made in 1753). Meissen porcelain was also copied, now with utmost accuracy and now interpreted as a free variation. In the 1750s the first professional modellers, I.F. Dunker and G.B. Vesterini, joined the factory and produced new series of figurines – the famous Chinese and Negroes chessmen sporting fanciful Eastern costumes. Reminiscent of masquerade characters, these pieces naturally conveyed rococo’s love of flamboyant exotics. Works of the time of Empress Elizabeth demonstrate a distinctly different plastic solution due to different modelling methods (for instance, the Chinese series figurines – flattened, solid and fairly conventional – were apparently moulded after wooden models carved by Dunker. Conversely, the Bacchus figurines, made in imitation of An Allegory of Autumn by the Meissen modeller J.J. Kändler, were soft, three-dimensionally rounded, full of flowing movement and a little bit simpler and more lush in shape than their prototype).

The reign of Catherine the Great became truly a golden age for the porcelain manufacture, which in 1765 got the name of the Imperial Porcelain Factory. The 1760s were still a period of mustering up power. I.G. Ksaveri produced the most notable works in porcelain modelling during that decade. He was the first to model in biscuit, which enabled finest details2. However, the artist transplanted his marble statues into porcelain without any changes, obviously, unaware of the specificity of the new media. The 1770s saw large-scale complex projects of F. Arnoux, a master of the art of porcelain.

The heyday of plastic art at the Imperial Porcelain Factory began in the late 1770s, when Jacques-Dominique Rachette (Rashett, 1744–1809) took charge of its modelling studio. An outstanding sculptor and modeller, Rachette produced works that from 1779 to 1804 served as the factory trademark. He is associated with every major programme project of the late 18th century, which was so typical of the Classicist period. A brilliant table-centre (surtout de table) of the Arabesque Service (1784) made for the 20th anniversary of Catherine the Great’s reign is one of the most notable of them all. Factory manager A.A. Vyazemsky and the poet / artist N.A. Lvov worked out the table-centre concept, which aimed «to present different monuments of a colossal type in the honour of Her Majesty in order to pass different epochs that occurred in the reign of the Most August Monarchess on to the descendents...»3. Carrying on the European tradition of making sculpted theme table decorations for ceremonial services, Rachette did an ensemble of allegorical biscuit figurines, finely modelled in the spirit of Antiquity plastic art. Simultaneously Rachette produced models for porcelain copies of works by famous Classicist sculptors, such as Antonio Canova, C.-F. Michel (Clodion) and F.I. Shubin.

The famous series Peoples of Russia and Peddlers and Artisans made by Rachette between 1780 and the early 1800s likewise demonstrated the programmatic and ensemble nature of Classicist art. Realism and authenticity of detail were the chief merits of those polychrome statuettes of typical characters. Done on the basis of illustrations to Academician I.G. Georgi’s Opisanie obitayushchikh v Rossiiskom gosudarstve narodov, takzhe ikh zhiteiskikh obryadov, ver, obyknovenii, zhilishch, odezhd i prochikh dostopam’atnostei (Description of People Inhabiting the Russian State, Their Rites, Beliefs, Customs, Clothes and Other Peculiarities, St. Petersburg, 1776–1777) and engravings by M.I. Kozlovsky, Jean-Baptiste Le Prince and others, the figurines formed part of the table-centre. Those series gave rise to two traditions in Russian porcelain modelling – one based on story (Rachette outlined two themes – ethnographic and the so-called town cries) and the other plastic (the modeller brilliantly coped with transplanting engraving into porcelain modelling).

Private porcelain factories appeared in Russia in the 18th century. The factory of the English merchant Francis Gardner was the largest and best known of them all. In December 1765 he filed a petition to the Manufacture Collegium to be allowed to found a porcelain factory and in 1769 reported that the factory had been built and started making wares. The earliest Gardner statuettes dated to the 1770s and conformed to the rococo style. Pastoral motifs and children as allegories (for instance, child gardeners representing the four elements) predominated. Those figurines copied Meissen models that were simplified and given a more general shape and more polychrome painting. Simultaneously, the factory made figured tableware, such as butter-dishes in the form of a cabbage head or a turkey and cups in the form of heads of Turks, and also trompe l’oeils (dishes with fruit or vegetables skillfully moulded and painted to look natural). 

Throughout the 18th century porcelain in Russia was a symbol of new Europeanized secular culture and retained its status of a consummate, precious, rare and, in a word, imperial media.

From the early 19th century porcelain making developed actively in the Russian Empire, as a result of which porcelain fast became democratic. It was no longer treated as a rarity, and its social sphere expanded. The Imperial and Gardner factories continued prospering in the first half of the 19th century, and many other major production lines were launched and flourished, including factories of A.G. Popov (of Gorbunovo, the Moscow gubernia, 1806–1875), S. Batenin (St. Petersburg, 1812–1839), the Kornilov Brothers (St. Petersburg, 1835–1917), well as a multitude of small peasant factories, most of them in the Gzhel pottery making region.

Nearly every notable porcelain factory in Russia produced statuettes at that time. As before, the Imperial Porcelain Factory was the trendsetter. Until the early 1830s Empire style modelling flourished at the factory thanks to the contribution made by the invited French masters, such as D.I Moreau and F. Davignon, and Russian Academy of Arts graduates, the sculptors P.Y. Munster, A.I. Voronikhin (1788–1846) and especially S.S. Pimenov (1784–1833), who took charge of the factory’s modelling department in 1809. For twenty years his models were used to make vases for numerous palace services (the Guriev or Russian, Nicholas’s, Michael’s, Yelaginoostrovsky and Ministerial, etc.). In his works Pimenov addressed the patriotic «peasant» theme, which found a natural embodiment in perfectly antiqued specimens. The most graphic example is vases from the programmatic Guriev Service (1809-1816; initially called The Service Showing Russian Costumes or just Russian). With the 18th century receding into the past, the table-centre as a separate sculpted ensemble ceased to be used in laying the table. In the Guriev Service the table decoration for the first time formed a single whole with tableware. Large-size table decoration objects were put on sculpted foundations and came to be laid out rhythmically across the tabletop. Statuettes of peasants were made of guilt biscuit, modelled impeccably and pervaded with the same profound inner majesty as the gods and heroes holding bowls of the gold Ministerial and Emblem Services.

Pimenov’s Water-carriers and Peasant Lad are by rights considered the best examples of Empire Style Russian porcelain modelling. By rendering national characters in an ideal form, the artist elevated them to the level of a poetic image. An Academist sculptor, Pimenov evolved a shape specifically for porcelain figurines thanks to his fine feeling for and knowledge of the media.

In the reign of Nicholas I the Empire Style gradually gave way to a succession of diverse styles. Although Pimenov’s models continued to be used, they served merely to make decorations for ceremonial services. In the 1830s F.P. Tolstoi did his famous series of medallions in commemoration of the 1812 war against Napoleon in porcelain.

Interior designers began to use porcelain increasingly more actively in making furniture, fireplaces, grandfather clock cases, frames and so on. Rococo emerged as the most popular style and found utmost expression in the works of A.A. Novikov (1793-18??), who mostly designed services, vases and interior decoration pieces. The modeller P.U. Ivanov (c. 1789 – c. 1851), who left behind veritable technological masterpieces in the form of finest flowers and bouquets of white biscuit, occupied a special place among the experimenting Imperial Factory modellers.

Themes and genres galore propagated in modelling, with the transfer of a pictorial original into plastic form emerging as the chief method. Characters as performed by famous actors, popular magazine figures and genre scenes were portrayed in addition to customary allegories, cupids, animals and folk types. In 1844, figurines of peddlers and artisans were made after drawings by V.F. Timm for Outdoor Industry on Nevsky Prospekt, as well as porcelain illustrations to I.A. Krylov’s fables.

Private factories developed their modelling along the same «porcelain illustration» lines. In the 1820s the Gardner factory made a series of figurines after A.G. Venetsianov’s engravings to a well-known edition of 1817-1818, The Magic Lantern or the Sight of St. Petersburg Peddlers, Craftsmen and Other Commoner Artisans Done in True Brush in Their Authentic Attire Talking to Each Other as Appropriate to Every Person and Rank. That was one of the most beautiful and exquisite embodiments of the traditional theme of ‘town cries’ in Russian modelling. Transplanted into porcelain, the illustration proved more delicate and integral than the original. I. Lazarevsky expressed his delight as follows: «… one won’t tire enjoying and admiring it…»4.

Statuettes made by A.G. Popov’s factory were highly artistic. Those small and often downright miniature things boasted minute accuracy of detail, the unerringly grasped nature of form and movement and lush painting. «Only people with great artistic abilities could model such figurines, full of rhythm and genuine beauty» 5. Of greatest interest are peasant genres (in particular, figurines of dancers moulded in a manner close to that of folk craftsmen), literary themes (especially popular were illustrations to Paul and Virginia by J.-H. Bernardin de Saint-Pierre and Atala by Chateaubriand) and fashion plates (for instance, the well-known Perfumery Saleswoman and Ribbon Seller).

The entire range of popular themes could be seen in products of the Kornilov Brothers factory of the 1830s. There were many replicas of Meissen statuettes (Cavalier Writing a Letter after a model by I. Kändler, Flower Seller and Gardener). Commoner characters were traditionally reproduced from contemporary engravings, including Bare-knuckle Boxer, Water Carrier and Popular Print Seller. Of special interest are exotic motifs (objects decorated with the figurines of Negroes, horsemen in turbans and flasks in the form of women wearing Oriental costumes). In general, however, from an artistic point of view Kornilovs factory figurines were a far cry from Gardner or Popov factory wares. Somewhat bulky and disproportionate, they were overloaded with detail and painted in thick brushstroke of local colours.

The activities of the Gzhel pottery region, with its concentration of dozens of peasant factories servicing urban customers, are a unique phenomenon of world art porcelain practice. Traditional craftsmanship and the local manner of working with clay went through complex transformations there under the influence of market demand, on the one hand, and that of leading factory models, on the other. Scholars referred to the resultant phenomenon as «porcelain lubok»6. The heyday of Gzhel modelled lubok lasted from the 1820s through the 1830s. There is no doubt that initially it developed under the impact of Gardner wares portraying commoner types, in particular of the Magic Lantern series. Like nothing else their clear-cut plastics lent itself to copying and «rendering in the folk sculpture idiom». The Khrapunov, Nazarov and especially Novy Brothers factories all made figurines after Gardner models. The «copying» method was typical of precisely folk pottery tradition. Instead of making a mould copy, craftsmen moulded the figurines anew, retaining the composition, the main clothing details and other components needed to convey the figurine essence. Simultaneously, movements were simplified, shapes generalized and minor details omitted. As painting aimed at maximum decorativeness, brighter colours of contrasting shades were laid in swift and thick brushstrokes.

That method became apparently widespread later. More often than not instead of directly rendering a pictorial source in a porcelain figurine, craftsmen interpreted the already existing Gardner or Popov models. That interpretation took Gzhel factory figurines into the realm of naive folk art, highly diverse both in the level of artistic execution and themes.

Every factory had its favourite themes. The Novy factory made figurines of peddlers and artisans, peasants and merchant women, ladies and hunters, Turks and allegories of parts of the world, with Asia, Europe and Africa popularly nicknamed «libertines». The Gulin factory produced interesting genre group figurines, such as Tutor with Nobleman’s Son, Gentleman with a Hairdresser or Lady with a Maid. They were moulded with expressive simplicity and softness, had smart compositions and characters treated with good-natured humour. The Safronov factory was best known for its figurines of dandies and women dressed to latest Paris fashion, whose fairly generalized figures sharply contrasted costumes moulded in minute detail. The Kozlovs factory did numerous figurines after Orlovsky’s lithographs, fashion plates and illustrations to literary works in addition to Gardner model replicas. All those pieces were brimming with vibrantly naïve joie-de-vivre.

Important changes took place in the second half of the 19th and the early 20th century. On the one hand, small production lines gradually became less viable: the time had come for separate businesses to merge into associations and companies. It was no chance that M.S. Kuznetsov, the owner of A Porcelain and Faience Making Association, emerged as a key market operator by the late 19th century. On the other hand, styles gradually changed, with the rococo derivative giving way to a multitude of historical styles that were then swept away by a powerful onslaught of art nouveau.

A.K. Shpis (1817–1904), who served as the chief Imperial Porcelain Factory modeller between 1853 and 1897 and designed most of the models produced by the factory during that period, largely determined the nature of modelling in the second half of the 19th century. Shpis was fond of sentimental edifying themes and allegories and had a special liking for genre compositions with sentimental lovers, idyllic family scenes and children. He drew on a wide range of sources, copying Antique marble sculpture (Hebe and Bacchante), 18th-century Meissen statuettes (Trumpet-player and Gardeners) and contemporary realistic sculpture (Boy with a Dog). His eclectic style was wedded to precise modelling, minute detailing, intricate composition and amusing sentimental themes, all of which made his statuettes exceedingly popular. Even after his resignation his models continued to be reproduced in the late 1890s through the early 1900s. Those wares were always of top technological quality. In the 1890s they produced mostly large-scale pieces, such as Ophelia, modelled by P.P. Kamensky (1858-1922) and done in biscuit and terracotta, or a biscuit bust of Empress Elizabeth made to Shpis’s design for the 150th factory anniversary. Until the end of the 19th century the Imperial Factory modelling workshop reproduced old models and large-scale figurines.

The ethnographic series of The Peoples of Russia, designed by P.P. Kamensky and showing representative of different nationalities, big and small, inhabiting the Russian Empire, was made between 1907 and 1917. The main target was utmost precision in ethnographic detail hence certain monotony and lack of dynamism and feeling.

By the beginning of the 20th century the salon variety of art nouveau, with its smoothed down moulding, stylized details and affected imagery, finally predominated in Imperial factory figurines. A.A. Adamson (1855–1929) and A.K. Timus (?) were the foremost representatives of that trend.

From 1900 World of Art artists began to cooperate with the factory on the recommendation of Y.Y. Lanceray, who took charge of the modelling department in 1912. Lanceray’s works, of which the huge Reaping vase, made in 1915 in collaboration with N.Ya. Dan’ko, is of greatest interest, bespeak of his passion for the Russian Empire Style and Pimenov’s works in particular.

K.A. Somov was quite a success in porcelain. His models A Lady with Mask, Lovers and On a Stone exemplified an excellent fusion of vibrantly pictorial shape, whimsical movement and grace that evoked a mixed feeling of irony and slyness with a tinge of drama. V.A. Serov modelled a version of his Rape of Europe. K.K. Rausch von Traubenberg was commissioned to make a series of nine figurines of Life-Guards Hussar officers and by 1913 did a series of bright romantic and decorative statuettes. S.N. Sudbinin made sculpted portraits of famous performers, doing the figurines of Anna Pavlova, Tamara Karsavina and Leonid Sobinov for the Imperial factory. The Karsavina figurine, with a single point of rest, showing the flying silhouette of the legendary ballerina doing an arabesque, was indisputably the best of them all. 

The Gardner and Popov factories retained their leading positions among the private porcelain makers of the second half of the 19th and the early 20th century. From the 1850s those factories began to make realistic painted biscuit statuettes mostly with scenes of peasant life in subdued true-to-life shades. The two traditional themes – town cries and the patriotic theme conveyed through a naturalistic mundane genre rather than through heroization and the idealization of heroes – as it were, merged in those statuettes. The trend was fully in line with the tendencies current in Russian fine arts of the second half of the 19th century, printed illustrations, from which the peasant themes were reproduced, in particular. The Gardner factory continued to make those wares well into the 1910s, with some models surviving until the 1920s. In the 1860s the Gardner factory produced another series of statuettes on the traditional ‘Peoples of Russia’ theme after chromolithographs of T. Pauli’s Peoples of Russia, St. Petersburg, 1862.

Other genres were practiced simultaneously. Thus, in the 1850s through the 1860s Popov factory modellers continued to offer their interpretations of literary characters and romantic and historical personages, while making rather sugary figurines of children, ladies and cavaliers in 18th-century costume, brightly painted in minute detail, that enjoyed huge public demand.

In addition to literary (say, characters of Nikolai Gogol’s Taras Bulba and Dead Souls), military and romantic themes, as well as animals, the Gardner factory also did nudes in genre scenes. Nudes galore were portrayed combing hair, pulling up stockings or catching fleas. Those figurines were in nature close to «immodest scenes» by the graphic artist A.V. Lebedev. 

Biscuit had another heyday in the second half of the 19th century, with notably less glazed porcelain wares on offer. Every figurine was designed in practically the same way, with scrupulous attention to detail and its composition staged. Those characteristics were found in contemporary magazine and book illustrations that the makers of porcelain reproductions, apparently, thought highly of and sought to retain in full measure. The figurines were livened up by nobly delicate painting, sparing in nuances and shades, yet very harmonious and with fine details. In the 1900s the Dmitrov (former Gardner) factory did a large series of green and white biscuit wares, with naturally or whimsically flowing shapes, copied from West European Art Nouveau pieces.

In conclusion of this brief review I would like to reiterate that in the course of a comparatively brief historical period (from the 18th to the early 20th century) Russian porcelain modelling emerged as a phenomenon to be reckoned with and developed stable traditions. The latter manifested themselves in the choice of themes and genres, the artistic method of modelling and a distinctive «plastic idiom». That special «idiom» came into being, on the one hand, as a result of overcoming the «difficulties of translating» pictorial sources into the porcelain media and West European models into Russian and, on the other, due to special artistic mentality of Russian peasant craftsmen, who worked at practically every porcelain factory.

Over the last two decades Russian modelling has evoked impressive scholarly interest: fundamental studies have been written on this subject, whose authors explored diverse aspects of this phenomenon in a comprehensive and stimulating way, including its traditions. I believe that one tradition will never change – that of seeing those porcelain pieces as bright and fresh the way children do it. They will never cease to attract and amuse us, evoking curiosity, emotion and admiration and exiting imagination. Nor will they ever lose the mysterious force of attraction, to which authors in the days of yore referred simply as charm.
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