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FROM PRIVATE COLLECTION 

TO PUBLIC MUSEUM 
WITHIN A DECADE.

 A DANISH COLLECTION IN A PRIVATE FLAT
Tea Dahl Christensen and Johan Møhlenfeldt Jensen ~ Museum of West Funen, Assens

Fig. 1.- Ernst’s Collections 2016, 
Museum of West Funen.

When the doors to the silverware manufacturer Frederik 
Ernst’s <at open, it is the Museum of West Funen that bids 
you welcome. The Danish harbour town of Assens is the 
geographical setting for the story of a unique collection, Ernsts 

Samlinger (Ernst’s Collections), founded by the silverware 
manufacturer Johan Ernst (1867-1924) and made prominent 
by his son, Frederik Ernst (1892-1976). Assens is situated on 
the west coast of the island of Funen, in central Denmark. 
Today, Assens is a town of approximately 6000 inhabitants, 
with the municipality as its largest employer. 

In the late 1800s, Assens looked much different than today. 
It was one of the 'rst Danish towns to get gas works for 
lighting, and until 1864 Assens was the principal ferrying point 
between the capital, Copenhagen, and the rest of Europe. 
Even after this function disappeared as a consequence of the 
Danish defeat in the Second Schleswig War, Assens remained 
a thriving provincial town.

The 1880s and ‘90s brought rapid industrial development, 
which meant that, for example, sugar production and 
beer brewing found its way to the town. Alongside 
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this development, a goldsmith, Johan Ernst, opened a 
workshop and store in 1890, thus establishing the brand  
J. Ernsts Sølvvarefabrik (J. Ernst’s Silverware Factory). During 
the 'rst decades of the 20th century, business was thriving, 
and, in 1915, a factory building was added. At the height of the 
'rm’s production, in 1922, the company employed 46 workers. 
The following years necessitated reductions in the number of 
staff, and by 1924, when Frederik Ernst took over the business 
from his father, the number of employees had been cut by half 
(Rask, 2003). After the Second World War, the market changed, 
and in 1954 the factory closed as the demand for household 
silverware was gone. 

At the time when the company was established, the 
silverware business was a roaring and expanding market, 
both internationally and in Scandinavia. Every respectable 
household in Denmark was expected to own silver tableware, 
ensuring a huge demand. One of the biggest silverware 
producers in the market at the time was Cohrs Silverware – 
a factory in Fredericia, in a region neighbouring Assens. In 
an even more local setting, Berg’s Silverware Factory was 
founded in 1918 by a former employee of Ernst’s, so, at the 
beginning of the 20th century, Ernst’s Silverware Factory was 
not the only player in the 'eld. In fact, no less than 12 gold 
and silversmiths were based in Assens during the 1800s (Bøje, 
1946).

Adjacent to the workshop and factory was the family’s private 
home. The family became a part of the town’s elite, and 
Frederik Ernst grew to become – and think of himself – as an 
important 'gure in the local community.

He became a keen collector of all kinds of antiques: silver, 
porcelain, tin, glass, art and furniture, all of which he displayed 
in his home. This collection and the way it is exhibited is the 
topic of the present article.

Today, the collection forms part of the Museum of West 
Funen, a cultural history museum. Guided tours include a 

«The family became 
a part of the town’s 
elite, and Frederik 
Ernst (...) became a 
keen collector of all 
kinds of antiques: 
silver, porcelain, 
tin, glass, art and 
furniture, all of 
which he displayed 
in his home.»
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walk through the family’s private <at; for safety reasons, this 
is the only way the collection can be accessed. 

Ernst was born in 1892; he trained as silversmith in Assens, 
Copenhagen and Swäbisch Gmünd, Germany, 'nishing his 
apprenticeship in 1912. From his earliest years, Frederik took 
an interest in the arts, both as a collector of antiquities and as 
a performing artist, singing and playing the piano. As the son 
of a prosperous father, he had the means to travel extensively; 
thus, in 1921, he went on a four-month-long trip to Italy, partly 
to attend singing and language lessons in Milan, but also to 
acquire objects for his collection. During his trip, he noted the 
rapid political changes in Italy at the time, as can be seen from 
his diary.

His brother, who was meant to take over the business, died of 
tuberculosis in 1916 at the age of 21. From the beginning of the 
1920s, Frederik began to take part in running the business, and 
after the death of his father in 1924, he took it over entirely. 

At this point, the silverware business was still booming, 
allowing Ernst to indulge in his interests outside of the factory. 
During this period, he travelled extensively. These travels 
served both as opportunities for listening to opera and for 
supplementing his art collection. 

He had numerous international connections in Europe and in 
North and South America. This is borne out in the collection of 
letters sent to him, now held by the museum. They show his 
extensive network, but, unfortunately, the museum’s collection 
consists only of a fraction of all the letters sent to him. 

During this time, Frederik entertained often, and his soirees 
were reputed for their excellent food and for attracting guests 
from the higher social circles of Copenhagen and the local 
establishment. At these occasions, the tables were laid with 
china and cutlery from his collection. Silverware was used 
for black tie occasions, and gilded silver was used for white 
tie events. This showed his duality between regarding these 
objects as everyday items for use and as collectibles for 

Fig. 2.- Letter sent to Frederik 
Ernst, Museum of West Funen.

«Frederik 
entertained often, 
and his soirees were 
reputed for their 
excellent food and 
for attracting guests 
from the higher 
social circles of 
Copenhagen and the 
local establishment.»
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display, a recurring theme in any discussion of the collection.

This article presents two dimensions, the 'rst being the story 
of a collector and collection, the second being the duality 
between the private home and the museum in this speci'c 
Danish context. Through the second dimension, it is shown 
how Ernst’s Collections is an example of an historical house 
museum (Historic House Museums/Demeures historiques-
musées/Residencias Históricas-Museo), as de'ned by ICOM. 

Framing the Collection. The building complex – $at, garden, 

factory and silverware shop

The current building complex achieved its present form 
through numerous building stages. When the Ernst family 
bought the lot in 1871, a farmhouse, garden and fence were 
already on the premises. Frederik Ernst’s grandfather, turner 
Frederik Ernst (1830-1877), bought the lot. His son, Johan 
Ernst, was the 'rst generation of gold and silversmiths in the 
Ernst family, and founder of the company in 1890. 

The lot is approximately 700 m2, of which approximately 400 
m2 have been built up. Approaching the building complex from 
the south, the ground <oor of the building faces the town’s 
main street and is utilised today for administration and the 
museum’s shop. The museum shop takes up the exact same 
space as the historical shop where the factory’s silverware 
was sold. The western part of the building, where the shop is 
located, was built in 1890. Its outward appearance, as seen in 
the construction drawings from 1889, has not changed much, 
though Frederik Ernst renovated the façade in 1931, seven 
years after his father died.

Another façade of this building, facing the interior garden, 
was renovated during the 1930s. At that time, two enclosed 
balconies were added, offering a perfect view of the garden. 
The garden also underwent notable changes in the following 
years. By 1960, the garden had been fully transformed into an 
Italianate space.

Fig. 3.- Ground Floor. Floor Plan 
1940, Factory.

Fig. 4.- First Floor. Floor Plan 1940. 
Red: factory, blue: private <at.

Fig. 5.- Ground Floor. Floor Plan 
2016. Administration.

Fig. 6.- First Floor. Floor Plan 
2016. Red: exhibition, blue: 
administration.

«Frederik Ernst 

a most peculiar 
universe of a 
private home with 
exquisite details 
and grandiose 
impressions.»
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Fig. 3

Fig. 5

Fig. 4

Fig. 6
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Fig. 7

Fig. 8
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The 'rst <oor of the building comprised the private home of 
the Ernst family, which is now part of the exhibition Ernst’s 
Collections. The <at was, and still is, accessed by the front 
door at ground level. When guests arrived, Frederik Ernst 
welcomed them from the top of a long staircase leading into 
the hallway, the panel hall. 

Frederik Ernst became the de'ning 'gure in staging a most 
peculiar universe of a private home with exquisite details and 
grandiose impressions.

Apart from the main building, the building complex consists 
of two 2-storied side buildings and an obliquely placed factory 
building to the north. Today, the side building-facing facing 
west holds administrative of'ces on the ground <oor and 
exhibition space on the 'rst <oor. This side building was built 
in the years around 1900, and in more than one stage, probably 
re<ecting the expansion of the business. This building was the 
'rst to house the early workshops, before the complex was 
expanded with a new factory building in 1915. The new factory 
building came to house the friction screw press and the 'ling 
workshop. 

Fig. 7.- The façade seen from south, 
1940, Museum of West Funen.

Fig. 8.- The Italian garden, Museum 
of West Funen.

Fig. 9.- The friction screw press, 
Museum of West Funen.

Fig. 10.- The 'ling workshop, 
Museum of West Funen.

Fig. 10Fig. 9
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After the factory closed, the large factory building was rented out, 
at 'rst to a newly started local medicotech company, Amplex. After 
a few years, Amplex moved to a new location. The 'rst <oor of 
the building then became a part of the exhibition space for Ernst’s 
Collections, while the ground <oor was rented to a succession of 
tenants. In 1963, a newspaper article reported that Frederik Ernst 
was curating the 'rst <oor with, for example, seven set tables, 
and it was open to the public, along with the rest of the exhibition 
(Fyens Stiftstidende, 1963).

The side building to the east was heightened with an extra storey 
and a garage in 1922. Originally, the employees’ latrines were at 
ground level, with access from the atrium - the later Italian garden. 
The 'rst <oor housed the company owner’s private bedrooms, 
kitchen and pantry. Today, they are part of the administrative of'ces.

The Collection

As previously mentioned, the collection is very diverse. It consists 
of several thousand objects collected by Frederik Ernst, building on 
items inherited from his father, Johan. Porcelain from the famous 
factories across Europe and Asia, silver from the 1700s, jewellery, 
glassware, pewter, paintings, clocks, miniatures and pieces of 
furniture can all be found in the Collections. 

Fig. 11.- The latrine doors, Museum 
of West Funen.



21ESTUCO/N.º 1~2016

The Pewter Room

In the pewter room, pewter is the de'ning element in Ernst’s display. 
Prominent among other pewter items are the huge carving board with 
carving fork and carving knife – the carving board alone weighs 6 kg!

The pewter room was created during the 1960s and displays an 
important item – the 'rst item in Frederik Ernst’s collection that he 
bought himself – a pewter cup. He bought the cup at the age of 10, 
in 1902. The belly-shaped cup is decorated with horizontal <utes 
and has a soldered handle. «GILL» is engraved on the left side of 
the handle, gill being an English unit (1 gill equals 0.142 litre). The 
pewter cup is a quite humble item and demonstrates the span of 
the collection, with objects ranging from the very valuable to the 
ordinary or even kitsch objects.

Fig. 12.- The Pewter Room, 
Museum of West Funen.

Fig. 13.- Pewter cup, 
MPV0020X20195, Museum of West 
Funen.
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The Baroque Room

The Baroque Room is one of the rooms that formed part of 
the original family <at. It takes its name, among other items, 
from two baroque chairs said to have belonged to stalls of 
the nobility in one of the principal churches in Copenhagen, 
Holmens Kirke. The room contains a mixture of old and new. 
Thus, in addition to the old oil portraits of Westphalian rulers 
on the wall and the chairs just mentioned, a radio and a 
gramophone from the years around 1940 are prominent. This, 
and the family portraits on the bureau, lends to the two-sided 
ambience of the room.

Fig. 14.- The Baroque Room, 
Museum of West Funen.

Fig. 15.- Family portrait, 
MPV0020x20126-001, Museum of 
West Funen.
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The Green Room

The Green Room is the central living room; it is accessed from 
the dining room on one side and the Baroque Room and the 
Red Room on the others. 

The furniture is neoclassicist. Frederik Ernst’s desk has been 
placed in one corner of the living room. Centrally placed on 
the desk is the key to the city. Ernst was made an honorary 
citizen in 1974, at the same time as the town’s 450-year jubilee. 
On this occasion, and as a symbol of his new honorary status, 
he was given the key to the town gate. That same year, Ernst 
established a fund known as Frederik Ernsts Samlinger 
(Frederik Ernst’s Collections). 

Fig. 16.- The Green Room, Museum 
of West Funen.

Fig. 17.- The key to the town gate, 
MPV0020X20804, Museum of West 
Funen.
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The Red Room

The red room is decorated in shades of red in a rococo style; 
the curtains are long and heavy, signalling prosperity. The 
central piece in the room is the chandelier, which is made 
from Murano glass. The chandelier was bought on auction 
at Charlottenborg, in Denmark. It once decorated the halls 
of the Thottske Palæ (mansion of the Thott family), in central 
Copenhagen, a building today occupied by the French 
Embassy to Denmark. The chandelier was originally designed 
for candles, but Ernst had it remodelled to accommodate 
electricity. 

Dining Room

The furniture in the dining room is Danish rococo (late 
baroque). Frederik Ernst used the room daily. Adjacent to 
the dining room is one of the enclosed balconies. Behind the 
dining room, we 'nd the pantry.

The dining table is set with the dinnerware Flora Danica from 
Royal Copenhagen. Frederik Ernst’s household was well 

Fig. 18.- Chandelier, 
MPV0020X20493 Museum of West 
Funen.

Fig. 19.- The Red Room, Museum 
of West Funen.
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equipped when it came to dinnerware, and the host made 
sure that his guests would only dine on the same dinnerware 
once! The 'rst Flora Danica set ever made consisted of 1802 
pieces; according to legend, the Danish king had it made 
for Empress Catherine II («the Great») of Russia, perhaps as 
atonement for Denmark letting down the Russians in the war 
between Sweden and Russia. The 'rst set was made in the 
years 1788–1803, but the Empress died before ever receiving 
the grandiose gift. Of the original set, 1530 pieces have 
been preserved (Nottelmann, 1990). The dinnerware carries 
botanical motifs and is decorated with free-hand drawings 
based on copperplates from the botanical publication Flora 

Danica, initiated by King Frederik V in 1761.

When using Flora Danica, Frederik Ernst was able to set the 
table for four people. A bill from Royal Copenhagen shows 
that the plates were bought in March 1927 for the sum of 
424.20 Danish Kroner.

In fact, dinnerware forms a rather distinct object group in 
the collection. Thirty sets of dinnerware are in the collection, 
including several sets from Royal Copenhagen, but porcelain 
from Meissen, Germany is also well represented, for instance 
the «dragon set», and a very elaborate tureen.

Fig. 20.- The dining room, Museum 
of West Funen.

Fig. 21.- The Flora Danica 
set table in the dining 
room, MPV0020X20700 and 
MPV0020X20701 Museum of West 
Funen.
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Music Room

The music room has a prominent ceiling seen in relation to 
the general <oor-to-ceiling height of the building. The ceiling 
was made by local artisans and is copied from a ceiling at 
the royal castle Rosenborg, in Copenhagen. It was purportedly 
made to improve the acoustics, since Frederik Ernst was a 
keen singer in Italian, English and German. As in other rooms 
in the Collection, Spanish elements are visible. Plaques, chairs 
and an eye-catching bargueño, a form of portable desk, are 
examples of Spanish pieces. In a newspaper article from 
1952, the room is even referred to as «the Spanish Room» 
(Berlingske, 1952: 10/2). According to tradition, the room’s 
bargueño dates to the 17th century. It is decorated with gold, 
ivory and enamel. Frederik had it shipped home to Denmark, 
but waited so long for its arrival that he had almost given up 
hope of ever receiving it. A year later, it arrived at the harbour 
in Assens.

The enclosed balconies

The two balconies were added to the building in 1930–1931, at 
the same time as the façade’s renovation. The windows facing 
the garden open when needed. 

Fig. 22.- Bargueño, 
MPV0020X20415, Museum of West 
Funen.

Fig. 23.- Music Room, Museum of 
West Funen.
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Frederik Ernst used the balcony adjacent to the dining room 
and the pantry as a spot on which to drink his afternoon 
coffee. According to tradition, a hatch camou<aged behind 
a mirror allowed for serving from the pantry to take place 
swiftly and smoothly. On this balcony, the table is set with the 
Flora Danica coffee set. The silver sugar bowl and cream jug 
bear the Ernst maker’s mark. The coffee spoons dobbeltri'et 

musling, which were also made at the factory, are marked 
1927 and 1929, respectively. 

The other enclosed balcony serves as a passageway between 
the Music Room and the 'replace living room.The walls are 
decorated with four reliefs in biscuit. Danish sculptor Bertel 
Thorvaldsen (1770–1844) made the moulds. These reliefs were 
produced by Royal Copenhagen and depict the four seasons. 
Here are Summer and Spring.

Fig. 24.- The Flora Danica coffee 
set, MPV0020x20700 Museum of 
West Funen.

Figs. 25.- Reliefs: Summer and 
Spring, Museum of West Funen.
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The Panel Hall

A dominating feature in the panel hall is its wooden panels. 
According to Frederik Ernst, the panels were bought at an 
auction in Windsor, England, in 1928 and were said to have 
belonged to Napoleon III. Two porcelain Sèvres busts have 
been placed symmetrically on either side of a window, giving 
light to the hallway. They depict Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette; 
the pedestals are copies of originals from Rosenborg Castle. 
This is another example of how Frederik Ernst put together his 
collection; «originals» and «copies» are imperceptibly mixed 
to create the grandiose atmosphere he evidently craved.

Fireplace Living Room

The de'ning trait of the 'replace living room is its faience 
objects. Particularly noticeable are the faience Kellinghusen 
plates. Kellinghusen is a German town in the state of 
Schleswig-Holstein, which borders Denmark. Kellinghusen 
was an important production site for faience items, 'gurines, 
reliefs and tableware. The plates have a typical 19th century 
decorative Kellinghusen style in yellow, green, red, golden 
and blue, featuring <owers and leaves.

Fig. 26.- The Panel Hall, Museum of 
West Funen.

Fig. 27.- Louis XVI on pedestal, 
MPV0020X20596, Museum of West 
Funen. Fig. 28

Fig. 26

Fig. 27
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Another 'ne object, though the tray is broken, is a tray table 
from the 18th century. Tray tables were popular in the 18th 
century when drinking tea and coffee became popular (A. 
Øigaard: Fajancefabriken i Store Kongensgade. According 
to Frederik Ernst’s own registration of the table, it was made 
at the St. Kongensgade Faiance Factory. This factory was 
Copenhagen-based and operated for approximately 50 years 
(ca. 1722–1779).

The Gallery

The gallery was originally part of the production area and not 
fully decorated until 1960. It contains interesting examples of 
imitation. The wooden panels are marbled to make them look 
like marble. A local painter, Jørgen Skov, painted the <oor in 
a style that makes it resemble natural stone. In this way, the 
room «resembles» a scaled down version of the great halls of 
manor houses. The gallery contains object from all over the 
world. Among them are a Dutch cup for chocolate made of 
faience, a German pearl mosaic table and a small portrait of 
Napoleon I bought in Paris in 1955. 

Fig. 28.- The 'replace living room, 
Museum of West Funen.

Fig. 29.- Kellinghusen plate, 
MPV0020X20353, Museum of West 
Funen.

Fig. 30.- Tray table, 
MPV0020X20356, Museum of West 
Funen.

Fig. 31.- The Gallery, Museum of 
West Funen.

Fig. 32.- Portrait of Napoleon I, 
MPV0020X20106, Museum of West 
Funen.

Fig. 31

Fig. 32
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The Exhibition Hall

The exhibition hall opened to the public in 1963. Originally, 
this was 'rst <oor of the new factory building, which was built 
in 1915. Until the factory closed, this room functioned as a 
'ling workshop. 

The central theme in the exhibition hall is the many sets of 
dinnerware. The dinnerware is displayed on 12 different 
tables, each showing unique pieces, such as those from Royal 
Copenhagen, the Königliche Porzellanmanufaktur in Berlin 
and Meissen porcelain.

Fig. 33.- The Exhibition Hall, 
Museum of West Funen.
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Home or Museum?

In newspapers Frederik Ernst’s collection is mentioned as 
early as 1934 as one of the most important privately owned 
collections in Denmark, and it has been portrayed in several 
national and locally oriented newspapers.

By 1934, there was already a marked duality between seeing 
the collection as a home and as a museum. As one of the 
papers asked in a sub-heading, «Museum or home?». 

Over the years, the balance slowly changed towards the 
museum, and after the factory closed, the museum aspect 
took over to an even greater degree. As we have seen, some 
of the former production facilities are now used as exhibition 
galleries. From 1960 onwards, Frederik Ernst held a weekly 
public open day in the summer months. The space’s transition 
culminated with the inclusion of the former workshop as a 
gallery in 1963.

It is telling that Frederik Ernst was keen to mention to the 
press that he took a round of his rooms every evening to 
contemplate his collection. It is clear from the fact that he 
mentioned it that he keenly felt the duality of the space.

In the newspaper articles printed about the collections, 
many of which are very deferential in tone, there are often 
re<ections about the status of the collection. In an article from 
1934, under the heading «Museum or home?», the journalist 
re<ects: «Does so much art in a home not make it look like a 
museum? It is true that it is dif'cult to avoid, but manufacturer 
Ernst has succeeded in placing all of it in a harmonious and 
pleasing whole, which does not break the domestic and cosy 
feeling» (Fyens Stiftstidende 18/11 1934). The dichotomy 
between a home and a museum is a recurring theme in the 
majority of the articles from the early years. 

After 1954, with the closure of the factory, and especially after 
1960–1962, with the extension of the exhibition to new rooms 
and eventually being opened to the public, this is no longer 
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the main focus, but rather the long-term prospects for the 
collection, that is, a much more museological question takes 
over, even if the concept of «home» was also used. 

Frederik Ernst’s reactions to these topics changed over time. In 
1934, he clearly referred to «my home», asking a reporter, «Do 
you think it could interest anybody to read about my home?» 
(Fyens Stiftstidende 18/11 1934). In the later years, he still 
occasionally mentioned his «home», but just as often referred 
to his «collection». 

Over the years, Ernst’s narrative of his collecting process 
crystallised around a number of episodes: His 'rst purchase 
of a pewter jar at the age of 10. His purchase of a picture in 
Paris so expensive that he and his brother practically starved 
for a few days. When he was offered a fake as a real «gem» he 
replied, «A gem maybe, but a false one» (Fyens Stiftstidende, 
1934: 18/11). Finally, he recalled his main regret was the 
painting of Susanna and the Elders that he turned down, only 
to 'nd out later that is was done by Marten Pepijn and worth 
many times more than he would have paid.

By the 1940s, the silverware business had become much less 
pro'table, and after the closure of the factory, Ernst’s means 
were greatly constrained. He travelled less and additions to 
the collections were fewer. In his later years, he lived more 
and more by himself, gaining a reputation as somewhat of a 
recluse.

For some years in the 1950s, he was a member of the local 
committee trying to found a local museum, but after a falling out 
over the restoration of a listed building in Assens, he withdrew 
from the committee. For some years, he contemplated 
bequeathing his collection to his mother’s hometown of Ribe, 
in Jutland, but eventually made the collection into a trust, thus 
keeping it together and in its original setting. This is a decision 
for which we remain grateful today.



33ESTUCO/N.º 1~2016

BØJE, Chr. A. (1946)

Danske guld og sølv smedemærker, Kjøbenhavn.

NOTTELMANN, Steen, (1990)

«Flora Danica og Den Kongelige Porcelainsfabrik». 
In: (ed.)Villumsen Krog et al, Flora Danica og det 

danske hof : udstilling af porcelæns-, guld- og 

sølvservice.

Øigaard, A. (1936) 

Fajancefabriken i Store Kongensgade, Gyldendal.

RASK, Sven, (2003)

«De mest dovne sølvarbejdere i hele landet».  
J. Ernsts Sølvvarefabrik i krise 1927 i (ed. 
Wøllekær and Thomsen), Fynske Rødder, SLA-
Fyn, pp. 77–83.

Newspaper articles:

Berlingske, 10/2, 1952.

Fyens Stiftstidende 18/11 1934, pp. 8-9.

Fyens Stiftstidende 1963.

Websites:

https://www.royalcopenhagen.com/dk/da/
<oradanica [Active link 10/17/2016].

BIBLIOGRAFÍA


