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Abstract: This study briefly presents three industrial centres from which originate several modern-age 

decorative items from the heritage of the National Museum of Transylvanian History (NMTH), dating 

from the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century. These 

artefacts highlight important aesthetic trends from this period, specific to the decorative arts in the 

Central European cultural area. 
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* 

 

At the third edition of the Cluj International Ceramics Biennale, which took 

place from 12 October to 26 November 2017, the National Museum of Transylvanian 

History presented to the public modern-age decorative items from its heritage, dating 

from the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth 

century. 

These cultural goods were displayed in a mini-exhibition entitled Fin-de-

siècle Ceramics from the Collections of the National Museum of Transylvanian 

History. The exhibited objects were created in three industrial centres from that 

period: the ZSOLNAY porcelain factory in Pécs (Hungary), the Vilmos FISCHER 

porcelain manufactory in Cluj, and the Vocational School of Stone and Clay Crafts in 

Odorheiu Secuiesc.  

Glazed faience decorative objects produced in the Zsolnay Porcelain 

Factory
2
 

The Zsolnay Factory was founded in Pécs, in 1868, by Vilmos ZSOLNAY 

(1828-1900). He took over and developed the manufactory of his father, Miklós 

Zsolnay, a company which had been in existence since 1852. Thanks to his 

remarkable artistic talent and technical innovations, Vilmos Zsolnay is considered the 

greatest Hungarian ceramist of all time and one of the pioneers of modern ceramic art. 

He stood out, above all, because of his invention of the so-called porcelain faience, 

as well as of pyrogranite, a ceramic material that is resistant at very low 
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temperatures and is used for making outdoor objects and decorative elements.
3
 

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, several representative buildings 

were decorated with such ornaments in Hungary, particularly with roof tiles. Among 

the most well-known buildings with roofs decorated in this way are Matthias Church, 

the Museum of Applied Art, the Institute of Geology and the Parliament of Budapest, 

the Town Hall in Kecskemét, the Synagogue in Subotica and the Dome of Košice. In 

Transylvania, pyrogranite ornaments from the Zsolnay factory can be found, for 

example, on the roof of the Palace of Culture in Târgu Mureș or on the towers of the 

Church with Rooster in Cluj, designed by the architect Károly Kós.  

Like Lajos Petrik and Vince Wartha, renowned Hungarian chemists of those 

times, Vilmos Zsolnay had a remarkable contribution to the development of the 

technique of decorating ceramic objects with eosin enamel, manufacturing vessels of 

exceptional artistic value, which were awarded distinctions at various national and 

international exhibitions of industrial art. In 1878, for example, the products of the 

factory received the grand prize at the Universal Exhibition in Paris, and Vilmos 

Zsolnay was awarded the French Order of the Legion of Honour.
4
 

In the period between the 1860s and the mid-1880s, the products of the 

Zsolnay factory exhibited the features of the historicist style.
5
 They were made 

mainly from ivory-coloured paste and their entire surface was painted with vegetal 

decorative motifs. In the 1880s, the factory adopted the Secession style, producing a 

whole series of vessels decorated with flowers in the manner of József Rippl-Rónai, 

one of the masters of modern Hungarian painting.
6
 

Other famous decorators who worked for the factory as ceramist artists were 

Sándor Apáti Abt, Lajos Mack, Harry Darilek, Géza Nikelszky and Tádé Sikorski. In 

keeping with the trends of the Art Nouveau style prevalent at that time, they 

introduced ever more spectacular shapes and decorative elements, among which stand 

out feminine (nymphs, maenads) and animal figures (cats, birds, fish, lizards). Eosin 

enamel, a glossy surface, usually in shades of yellow-gold (the term “eosin” comes 

from the Greek word eos, meaning dawn, aurora), but also in shades of turquoise, 

metallic green or cherry red, was most adequate (considering its vivid colours) to the 
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Secession style, characteristic of the Zsolnay artefacts produced at the end of the 

nineteenth century and at the beginning of the next.
7
 

 

 Decorative objects manufactured in Vilmos FISCHER’s porcelain factory 

in Cluj 

Vilmos Fischer was the son of Mór Fischer, the owner of the famous porcelain 

factory in Herend, Hungary, founded in the first half of the nineteenth century. It 

produced neo-Baroque style porcelain at such high standards that in 1842, 

respectively, in 1845, Fischer’s ceramics were presented at the industrial exhibitions 

in Hungary and Vienna. Because of its repeated success at the international 

exhibitions of London (1851 and 1855), Paris (1867) and Vienna (1873), the factory 

acquired world renown and Mór Fischer was rewarded with the Merit of Honor in 

Paris, as well as with several imperial decorations. In 1867, after the success of his 

products at the international exhibition in Paris, he was knighted by Emperor Franz 

Joseph.
8
  

Vilmos Fischer began working in his father’s factory when he was a child. 

After intense studies in the field of ceramics, in Paris, Fischer the younger continued 

the family tradition by opening a subsidiary of the Herend factory in Cluj, in 1874. 

This was a storehouse of white porcelain, brought from Herend or Bohemia, and what 

Vilmos Fischer and his craftsmen did was to paint and decorate the finished 

products.
9
 

The repertoire of decorative porcelain items painted in Cluj was similar to that 

of the original factory in Herend. The Fischer Manufactory in Cluj produced both 

items with vegetal or animal motifs against a white background, and items with their 

entire surface coloured.  

In 1876-1879, Vilmos Fischer’s name was repeatedly associated with the 

photographer Ferenc Veress, another upstanding member of the artistic community in 

Cluj. The periodicals of the time showed that Fischer’s manufactory provided 

porcelain objects for the photoceramic experiments of Veress, who used a special 

furnace for achieving the photos represented on ceramic support. In this way, they 

accomplished a series of extremely valuable artefacts, in technical and aesthetic 

terms. Such objects of photoceramics could also be seen in some national exhibition 
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of industrial art, like those organised in Szeged, in 1876, and Székesfehérvár, in 

1879.
10

 

 

Greek-style pottery created in the workshop of the Vocational School of 

Stone and Clay Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc 

The economic and industrial development of Transylvania within the 

framework of the dual Austro-Hungarian state in the last decades of the nineteenth 

century brought about the emergence of new forms of technical education. The 

workshops or vocational schools set up now had the mission to prepare students for 

the practice of traditional domestic crafts, but also for some new industrial 

professions. 

Among the best-known establishments of this kind in Transylvania was the 

Vocational School of Stone and Clay Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc, founded in 

1873. This institution played an important role in the technical education of the 

region, instilling the residents of this area with confidence in their chances of local 

economic success, by practising the professions of bricklayer, stonemason and potter, 

and not by emigrating to other areas of the country or even the world, in search of 

means of subsistence.
11

 

The teachers of the vocational school in Odorheiu Secuiesc sought to provide 

their disciples not only with specialised knowledge, but also with notions of general 

culture, based on which their graduates could become not only good craftsmen in 

their fields, but also intelligent artisans, who could appreciate beauty. “Let’s give 

industry well-instructed young men,” a bulletin of the school from 1910 stated, 

“because only industrial work carried out by a cultivated soul can compete with the 

already much more developed industries of other nations!”
12

 Such considerations also 

inspired, no doubt, the craftsmen who made the ceramic objects at the Vocational 

School of Stone and Clay Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc. These objects are currently in 

the patrimony of the history museum in Cluj. They prove that the artisans here were 

familiar with the repertoire of shapes of ancient Greek ceramics. 

The products of the three industrial centres presented in this article highlight 

important aesthetic trends from the turn of the nineteenth-twentieth centuries, specific 

to the decorative arts of Central Europe. 
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1. Decorative vase (figure no. 1)
13

 

Decorative vase, Zsolnay brand. Mould-cast faience, embossed decoration, applied, shiny 

enamel. 

Height: 30 cm; maximum diameter: 55 cm  

Inv. no. M 2805  
 

2. Decorative vase (figure no. 2) 

Decorative vase, Zsolnay brand. Mould-cast faience, embossed decoration, opaque 

enamel.  

Height: 39 cm; maximum diameter: 46 cm 

Inv. no. M 2807 

 

3. Decorative pitcher (figure no. 3) 

Decorative pitcher, Zsolnay brand. Mould-cast faience, glazed pink background, 

embossed decoration (yellow floral motifs)  

Height: 31 cm; maximum diameter: 63 cm  

Inv. no. M 2801 

 

4. Decorative pitcher (figure no. 4) 

Decorative pitcher, Zsolnay brand. Mould-cast faience, mat golden background, 

embossed floral decoration.  

Height: 33 cm; maximum diameter: 61 cm  

Inv. no. M 2817  

 

5. Decorative plate (figure no. 5) 

Decorative plate in the shape of a folded napkin. On the bottom of the plate, the mark 

Fischer Vilmos Kolozsvártt.  

Diameter: 15 cm  

Inv. no. M 3142 

 

6. Decorative plate (figure no. 6) 

Decorative plate with the monogram WO (Countess Ottília Wass?) and a crown (from 

the coat of arms of the Wass family?). On the bottom of the plate, the mark Fischer 

Vilmos Kolozsvártt. 

Diameter: 24 cm  

Inv. no. M 3143 

 

7. Decorative vase (figure no. 7) 

Decorative vase made of porcelain, with the portrait of Count Gyula Andrássy. 

Originating from the workshop of Vilmos Fischer in Cluj. Object of photoceramics, 
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painted with blue, green, white and yellow vegetal motifs, against a blue background. 

The photo was applied onto the object in the workshop of the photographer Ferenc 

Veress from Cluj.  

Height: 22 cm; diameter: 10 cm  

Inv. no. M 6758 

 

8. Decorative vase (figure no. 8) 

Decorative vase made of porcelain (pink, blue, and black), with stylised vegetal 

ornaments and with the portrait of an unidentified man (probably the politician Jenő 

Zichy). Photoceramics object. The photo was applied on the object in the workshop of 

the photographer Ferenc Veress from Cluj, as demonstrated by the inscription on the 

bottom of the item: Veress F. Műtermiből Kolozsvárt.  

Height: 21 cm; diameter: 12 cm  

Inv. no. M 6762 

Cultural good ranked in the legal category of Fund of the national cultural heritage.  

 

9. Oil lamp (figure no. 9)  

Oil lamp painted in the workshop of Vilmos Fischer in Cluj.  

Total height: 49 cm (body: 33 cm, lid: 16 cm), maximum diameter: 41.8 cm. Pedestal 

and fittings made of brass. 

Inv. no. M 3618.  

 

 

10. Urn with lekane-type lid (figure no. 10) 

Greek-style vessel made in the workshop of the Vocational School of Stone and Clay 

Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc, at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Burnt clay, black varnish, vegetal ornaments.  

Max height: 25 cm; foot diameter: 12 cm; upper rim diameter: 12 cm; max diameter: 

68 cm  

Inv. no. M 3076 

 

 

11. Ceramic vessel of the oinochoe type (figure no. 11) 

Greek-style vessel made in the workshop of the Vocational School of Stone and Clay 

Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc, at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Burnt clay, brown varnish, animal and vegetal ornaments. 

Height: 45 cm  

Inv. no. M 3059 

 

12. Ceramic vessel of the oinochoe type (figure no. 12.) 

Greek-style vessel made in the workshop of the Vocational School of Stone and Clay 

Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc, at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Burnt clay, brown varnish, geometric, vegetal and animal ornaments. 



168                                                    Melinda Mitu 
 
 

 

Height: 46 cm; foot diameter: 10.5 cm; upper rim diameter: 11 cm 

Inv. no. M 3058 

 

 

13. Ceramic vessel of the lekythos type (figure no. 13.) 

Greek-style vessel made in the workshop of the Vocational School of Stone and Clay 

Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc, at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Burnt clay, black varnish, geometric, vegetal and anthropomorphic ornaments. 

Height: 31 cm; foot diameter: 6.2 cm; upper rim diameter: 5.5 cm; max diameter: 32 

cm  

Inv. no. M 3061 

 

14. Ceramic vessel of the kyathos type (figure no. 14) 

Greek-style vessel made in the workshop of the Vocational School of Stone and Clay 

Crafts in Odorheiu Secuiesc, at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Burnt clay, black varnish, animal and vegetal ornaments. 

Max height: 30 cm (with handles); diameter of base plate: 12 cm; max diameter: 22 

cm  

Inv. no. M 3064   
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  Figure 1            Figure 2  

 

 

              

                                              

  

 Figure 3               Figure 4 
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 Figure 5         Figure 6  

 

 

             

 

  Figure 7       Figure 8 
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 Figure 10         Figure 11 
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