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The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters 
was established on November 13th 1742. Although both 
society and scholarship have changed dramatically 
over the course of the 275 years which have elapsed 
since then, the Academy is still relevant as a source of 
scholarly exchange and reflection. This chapter traces 
some of the central themes and events in the founding 
and development of the Academy. The intention is to 
provide the reader with a sense of the Academy as a 
living institution which has always been strongly an­
chored in the history of Danish society. To mark the 
occasion of the Academy’s anniversary, the chapter be­
gins by revisiting the origins of the Academy under 
royal protection, which still informs its self-perception, 
even if the nature of royal power has also undergone 
major changes in the course of so many years. The 
largest of these changes was the abolition of absolute 
monarchy in 1848. But there have been many lesser 
changes, as monarch has succeeded monarch, which 
have been related both to the changing state of the 
realm and to their different personal interests.

The Academy has also celebrated a number of an­
niversaries in rather different ways which are worthy 
of mention here, because they remind us of the Acad­
emy’s shifting historical framework. In 1842, the Acad­
emy’s centennial was celebrated by the publication of 
Christian Molbech’s book on the activities of the 
Academy in the period 1742-1842. The book was dedi­
cated to the reigning king, Christian VIII, who played 
a major role in the Academy, even serving as its presi­
dent for a ten-year period, from 1838 to 1848, and Mol- 
bech praises King Christian VI, our “first royal protec­
tor, the true and benevolent friend and benefactor of 
the Academy and the true sciences”. Some medals 
were also forged which could be awarded to deserving 
recipients. In 1892, the Academy celebrated its 150th 
anniversary, which was marked by the publication of 
a survey of the scientific and scholarly works published 
by the Academy since 1742. This was distributed at a 
meeting of members on November 18th in which Chris­
tian IX participated, but which in all other respects 
“proceeded as an ordinary meeting”, that is to say 
without any particular pomp other than the presence 

figure i. King 
Christian VI. The 
first patron and 
protector of the 
Academy. Prob­
ably painted by 
J. S. Wahl (around 
1730). Property of 
the Academy.

of the king, which after all was not inconsiderable. In 
1917, the 175th anniversary of the Academy occasioned 
a meeting held on November 16th, again with the par­
ticipation of the king, now Christian X, and 48 mem­
bers. Vilhelm Thomsen, the president of the Academy, 
gave a speech in which he downplayed the significance 
of the occasion: “Partly because these are certainly not 
festive times, and partly because, while 175 years is a 
considerable age, it is not such a round figure as to ne­
cessitate the celebration of an anniversary... It must be 
left to the members 25 years hence to decide whether 
and how to commemorate that more solemn anniver­
sary, the 200th.” Thomsen concluded his speech with 
these words:

As I thank Your Majesty once again for the honor 
of your presence, which has lent its lustre to this 
special occasion, I sincerely hope that Your 
Majesty and the Danish people may continue to 
keep our nation out of the terrible war, which has 
haunted the world for four years now, and that in 
light of the peace which we all hope for and 
which must come some day our Academy may be 
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granted the opportunity to work steadily towards 
our two hundredth year and continue our peace­
ful work far into the future thereafter, for the ad­
vancement of knowledge and the honor of our 
nation.

It was World War I which darkened the atmosphere 
of this occasion and prompted Thomsen to emphasise 
the Academy’s duty towards the nation. The anniver­
sary also led to a decision that all current and future 
members were to be photographed, with a view to 
making a complete collection of portraits. Up to this 
point, members had only been photographed rather 
sporadically, which was understandable in light of the 
relative novelty of photography at the time. Now all 
newly elected members are photographed for the year­
book as a matter of course.

The next anniversary was the 200th anniversary, 
which sadly also took place in the shadow of war, in 
this case World War II. The German occupation made 
it impossible to stage a proper celebration with invited 
guests; one problem was that it would have been nec­
essary to invite representatives of the occupying 
power. Furthermore, the Academy’s protector King 
Christian X was ill in bed after falling off his horse. It 
was therefore decided to hold a meeting exclusively 
for domestic members, of whom there were 66 at the 
time. Niels Bohr was president, and he read a congrat­
ulatory telegram from the King aloud, and while the 
meeting was perhaps more festive than an ordinary 
meeting, it was marked by the gravity of war. In Sep­
tember 1943, Niels Bohr and his family were forced to 
flee the country. The most tangible trace left by this 
anniversary is Asger Lomholt’s Samlinger til Selskabets 
Historie (Collections for the history of the Academy) in 
five volumes, of which the first volume was presented 
at the anniversary meeting, and the last was published 
in 1973. This work is an extremely important collection 
of sources relevant to the history of the Academy, a 
source on which this chapter draws heavily.

In connection with the Academy’s 250th anniver­
sary in 1992, Lomholt’s Samlinger was extended with an 
account of the development of the Academy after 1942, 
written by Mogens Blegvad and partially based on un­
published ‘new collections’ from Lomholt’s hand, cov­
ering the period 1943-1973. In addition, a celebratory 
meeting was held at the Copenhagen City Hall with 
the participation of Her Majesty Queen Margrethe II, 
along with a gala performance at the Royal Theatre of 
Denmark. While Blegvad does refer to a certain inertia 
in the structures and procedures of the Academy, he 

also emphasizes the sense of solidarity which conjoins 
researchers from widely disparate subject areas and of 
widely disparate temperaments, and which is ex­
pressed by their loyalty and their large contribution to 
society. He concludes his preface as follows:

Virtually all members have found the experience 
of hearing about other members’ research at 
meetings and getting to know them personally to 
be a great enrichment. And despite inhibiting fac­
tors and the major transformations in the condi­
tions under which the Academy works, its pri­
mary objective has been maintained: to con­
tribute to the advancement of basic research. The 
Academy has also succeeded in carrying out re­
forms which have enabled it to continue to con­
tribute to this objective under changed circum­
stances.

This observation still holds true today. The past 25 
years have seen major transformations, both in society 
in general and in the university sector in particular, 
which have naturally affected the Academy. Now more 
than ever, the Academy stands out as an oasis of free­
dom of thought and the free exchange of knowledge.

Another change which has taken place since the 
200th anniversary is that the Academy has opened its 
doors to women. The first ordinary domestic female 
member was elected in 1968. Yet in fact, an amend­
ment to the by-laws in 1919 had already opened up for 
this possibility, in that members were no longer re­
ferred to as “men”, but as “researchers”. The year after, 
in 1920, Marie Curie was elected as a foreign member. 
Forty-eight more years would pass before the next fe­
male member - the first domestic one - would be 
elected. By the Academy’s 250th anniversary in 1992, a 
total of twelve women had achieved that distinction. 
Twenty-five years later, there are now 53 women mem­
bers out of about 250 living domestic members. This 
reflects the general development in the world of re­
search, which means that female professors are no 
longer a rarity in academia in Denmark, constituting 
approximately the same minority as in the Academy - 
about 20 percent. Although 275 years is not a particu­
larly round number, it is worth celebrating; the Acad­
emy is not only part of the history of science and of so­
ciety, but also an extremely contemporary source of in­
tellectual inspiration and gratification.

The history to be presented in this chapter consists 
only of fragments of the larger history of the Academy, 
which the anniversary publications referred to above
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figure 2. Hans Gram, philologist and historian; appointed historiographer 
royal and Christian Vi’s advisor on the coin and medal collection. On this 
background, he took the initiative to propose the founding of the Academy as 
a kind of extension of the coin and medal commission charged with organiz­
ing the collection. Painting by Johan Salomon du Wahl. The National History 
Museum of Denmark at Frederiksborg Castle. Photo: Hans Petersen.

treat in rich detail. In addition, the chapter will also 
describe more recent initiatives among the Academy’s 
activities. Short or long, an anniversary publication 
must begin at the beginning.

The absolute monarchy:
The Academy’s first ioo years
Since 1737, a small group of learned men had been 
working to establish a coin cabinet at the request of 
King Christian VI. There was a desire to organize the 
royal coin collection, which had been established in 
1696 under Frederik III as part of the royal Art Cham­
ber, in a more systematic way. The collection con­
tained material from far and near, and its stewards 
were to continue adding to it and in time supervise the 

coining of new medals to commemorate special events 
in the history of the country. The interpretation of the 
inscriptions on both old and new coins and medals re­
quired specialized language skills, and the King con­
sulted the country’s scholars, inspired by the French 
Académie des Médailles, which had been established in 
1663. When the first overseer of the collection passed 
away in 1737, the reigning king, Christian VI, decided 
to take this opportunity to introduce a more system­
atic approach. He selected Hans Gram as his advisor, 
who, as new collections were added, realized that a 
higher degree of genuine knowledge was necessary. To 
handle a project of this scope, which would involve a 
considerable amount of identification and catalogu­
ing, a Coin and Medal Commission was appointed 
which functioned under the Danish chancery, of which 
Johan Ludvig Holstein was chief secretary.

On the recommendation of Hans Gram, who was 
historiographer royal at the time, the first discussions 
of the establishment of a learned society like the 
Swedish academy of antiquities took place in connec­
tion with the work of this commission. Holstein ad­
dressed the question to the King, who replied in a let­
ter of July 16 th 1742:

Er hat gantz recht darin, dasz es einem Lande 
Ehre und Hochachtung bey den Fremden macht, 
wen man gleich wie in Schweden die Antiqui- 
teten, so sich im Lande befinden, bekant macht, 
und da Er Aufseher der Academie zu gleich mit 
ist, auch hierzu selber scheinet Lust zu haben, so 
gehet es gahr wohl an, dasz man es hier so macht 
wie in Schweden, und wünschen wir, dasz Er 
diesen künftigen Winter dieses so nützliche 
Werck im Gange bringen möge.

[He is quite correct in that it brings a country 
honor and high esteem among foreigners when 
the antiquities to be found in the country are 
made known, just as it is done in Sweden. And as 
he also has the superintendence of the university 
and what is more, appears to wish to do so, it is 
surely befitting that it be done here as in Sweden, 
and we desire that he may initiate this so useful 
work in the coming winter.]

This royal encouragement of the establishment of a 
learned society was an important factor in the Acad­
emy’s realization; the remark about the Swedish acad­
emy demonstrates that Christian VI did not intend to 
be second to anyone, his neighbors least of all. Before 
the formal establishment of the Academy later the 
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figure 3. Johan Ludvig Holstein, count and chief sec­
retary of the Danish chancery (equivalent to prime min­
ister). Holstein was a member of the coin and medal 
commission which served under the chancery, and he 
was the intermediary between the commission and the 
King, a role he would also play in relation to the King 
and the Academy Portrait by U.F. Beenfeldt. Property 
of the Academy

same year, Holstein had looked further afield, and 
with reference to such precedent as the establishment 
of a Collegium Historicum by the Portuguese king, 
the Academy’s sphere of interest was expanded to in­
clude not only antiquities, but history in a wider sense. 
While this is not the place for a more detailed explo­
ration of the further development of the idea to its re­
alization, it is worth mentioning that Holstein consid­
ered it decisive for the advancement of such a society 
that it should receive “the exalted and most gracious 
approbation and protection of Your Royal Highness”. 
This was granted, and the Academy took shape.

At founding meeting of the Academy on Novem­
ber 13th 1742, significant changes were already intro­
duced into the original proposal. Among the most 
substantial of these was the redefinition of the Acad­

emy as a more universal academy for the advancement 
of science and letters in general, rather than a college 
for the advancement of the study of antiquities and

figure 4. Excerpt 
of minutes from 
the founding meet­
ing of the Royal 
Danish Academy 
of Sciences and 
Letters on Novem­
ber 13th 1742 by 
Henrik Hielmstier- 
ne (born Henrich­
sen) . The Acad­
emy’s archive.
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FIGURE 7. The 
royal rescript on 
the establishment 
of the Royal Dan­
ish Academy of 
Sciences and Let­
ters of January 11th 
1743. The Acad­
emy’s archive.
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history. The Academy was to be divided into three 
classes: firstly, the honorary members, in other words 
noble patrons and leading figures in society; secondly, 
ordinary members, including eminent professors; and 
thirdly, a class of adjuncts and promising students. 
However, this proposal turned out to be the first of 
many; in fact more than 30 years would pass before the 
Academy would adopt proper statutes with associated 
rules of procedure. The Academy’s first president, its 
initiator Holstein, had a close relationship to the King, 
with whom he had discussed all matters pertaining to 
the Academy directly, and whom he occasionally ac­
companied on his travels, forcing Holstein to cancel

meetings of the Academy. In return, the Academy 
benefited from this close connection, and Holstein 
saw to it that the coin and medal collection was not 
forgotten.

The participants in the founding meeting consisted 
of a small group of men gathered in the home of His 
Excellency, Privy Counsellor von Holstein. They de­
cided to adopt the proposal to establish a SocietasAn- 
tiquitatumet Historiarum Patria, which was read aloud. In 
addition to Holstein, Hans Gram, Professor Erik Pon- 
toppidan, and secretary of the Danish chancery Hen­
rik Henrichsen (later Hielmstierne) participated; the 
latter was selected to keep the minutes for the new so­
ciety. In this sense, he was the first secretary of the 
Academy. Asger Lomholt, who commenced the publi­
cation of his multi-volume history of the Academy in 
1942 on the occasion of the 200th anniversary of its 
founding, explains that the Academy was founded by 
these four men mainly because they were all already 
involved in the coin commission, where they had be­
come acquainted with each other and with the Euro­
pean precedents. At the meeting of November 13th 
1742, Hans Gram put forth a proposal to establish a 
Collegium Antiquitatum with the following objective:

A Collegium Antiquitatum organized in such a 
way as to please Your Royal Majesty and to 
honor the fatherland, should have as its object, 
not alone the so-called Antiquitates stricto sensu, 
hoc est, Monumenta vetera, Ritus antiquos, 
Leges, Constitutiones p. Reliquias paganismi & 
Papismi, Rem numismaticam, Lingvam Septentri­
onis priscam [antiquities in the narrow sense, that 
is to say ancient monuments, ancient customs, 
laws, provisions, in addition to the relics of 
paganism and papistry, numismatic objects, the 
ancient Norse language], and what otherwise be­
longs to the study of antiquities; but in addition 
also the entire history of the Nordic countries, in 
particular with regard to Denmark and Norway 
and their dependent provinces and countries. In 
the same manner is such a college organized in 
Sweden, which is therefore called Collegium His­
toriarum & Antiquitatum, since 1662 acquiring 
everything which has been written and published 
on both modern and ancient histories, which can 
be seen in the catalogue printed in Latin and 
Swedish in 1690. In Portugal, the reigning King 
John V has established a similar institute, which 
is alone called Collegium Historicum, but which 
comprises all of the same things mentioned above.
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figure 6. Erik Pontoppidan, theologian and profes­
sor, bishop of Bergen. In addition to his theological 
works, Pontoppidan published historical and topo­
graphical works about both Denmark and Norway. He 
was one of the founding members of the Royal Danish 
Academy of Sciences and Letters. Painting by un­
known artist. The National History Museum of Den­
mark at Frederiksborg Castle. Photo: Hans Petersen.

The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, 
as it was not yet named, was established in this manner 
in 1742, in the middle of the European Enlightenment, 
which stimulated the sciences and the mapping of the 
entire world. This should be understood quite liter­
ally: the historical agenda was accompanied by a car­
tographic effort aimed at mapping not only geograph­
ical coordinates, but natural phenomena of all kinds, 
including cultural and linguistic matters. The exten­
sive knowledge collected during the Enlightenment 
gave rise to universal systems of classification, organ­
izing both nature and culture into species and classes. 
The most advanced scientific methods were to bring 
order to the world. In light of this development, it is 
understandable that the Academy became involved in 
a far-reaching campaign of enlightenment from its in­
ception, which lent the antiquarian and historical pro­
gram a highly contemporary relevance.

King Christian VI, the first protector of the Acad­
emy, in name as well in deed, granted 1000 rigsdaler 

from his private coffers to finance the production of 
medals, which were still highly prized. But the per­
spective had already been broadened, as attested by 
the royal rescript of January 11th 1743 which accompa­
nied the money. The rescript both confirms the Acad­
emy’s royal protection and financial support and adds 
some of the King’s own views on the future activities 
of the Academy, initially under Holstein’s presidency:

In addition, we would appreciate it if you, apart 
from the already mentioned business, would also 
most loyally and on the same occasion proceed to 
pursue further activities of the same kind, espe­
cially concerning such learned and useful matters 
that you believe to be pleasurable to us, and 
which may contribute to the honor of the father- 
land and the nation, and be instructive and 
beneficial to the sciences. Among these you may 
first and foremost take interest in everything be­
longing to the histories of our kingdom and 
country, both in general and in particular, as well 
as to its geography, its languages, and everything 
concerning ancient as well as more recent mat­
ters, whether it be matters that may be known to 
you already, or which may be discovered through 
closer examination, application and study - and 
that you then all such matters, time after time in 
your frequently held meetings under the direction 
of your Privy Counsellor von Holstein’s presi­
dency and direction, present and hereafter dis­
cuss with one another, what might be useful as 
well as appropriate to publish into the light.

To publish into the light - a fine description of the pur­
pose of scholarship during the Enlightenment. The 
King went on to say that the Academy was naturally 
free to take an interest in other disciplines. However, 
Holstein took the King’s formulation of the Acad­
emy’s task very seriously, and his program for the 
Academy’s activities was diligently pursued; the dis­
tance between Holstein and the King was very short. 
Initially, the Academy functioned virtually without 
defined guidelines, relying instead on the sense for for­
malia of its as yet relatively few members and Hol­
stein’s presidency. The original description of the work 
of the Academy, which was adopted by the four found­
ing members, said very little about the internal organ­
ization of the Academy or the formal framework of its 
activities.

However, as mentioned above, criteria for mem­
bership had been discussed at the founding meeting,
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figur 7. figure 7. The royal rescript on the establishment of the Royal 
Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters of January 11th 1743. The Academy’s 
archive.

and on Gram’s recommendation, a list of eminent 
scholars who were possible candidates for member­
ship was presented. In Lomholt’s account:

Likewise a plan for the categorization of the 
members was presented “into (a) advisers and 
critics, (b) practitioners, and (c) co-practitioners 
and assistants”, or as they are named in the min­
utes of the meeting respectively: a first class con­
sisting of Membris honorariis, a second class of Mem­
bris ordinariis and a third class of Adjunctis. Of 

these three categories of members, the first, the 
honorary members, with a single exception be­
longed to the first century of the Academy, while 
the proposal to create the third class, the adjuncts 
or students...was never realized. The second class, 
the ordinary members, comprised the larger 
group of researchers.

Among the honorary members, there were originally 
quite a few noblemen who were interested in the proj­
ect and whose support could help advance the Acad­
emy’s case. In the by-laws of 1839, this category was 
removed; membership was now described in these 
simple terms: “The Academy admits as members such 
men whose learning and scientific spirit give reason­
able cause to expect that they will work to further the 
aims of the Academy.”

The first version of something resembling rules of 
procedure exists in manuscript form in the Royal Li­
brary; it is evident that the text was submitted to Hol­
stein for consideration, and that he edited and short­
ened it considerably. The possibility of dividing the 
Academy’s members into classes of an entirely differ­
ent sort than first proposed is formulated here: 1. liter­
aria (including philology, history, and the study of an­
tiquities), 2. physica (including medicine ) and 3. math­
ematica. On admission to the Academy, each member 
was to declare which class he wished to join, and mem­
bers were to be permitted to skip lectures by members 
from the other classes if they took no pleasure in hear­
ing them. This applied even though the importance of 
expressing oneself with brevity was to be impressed on 
the lecturers. Now, 275 years later, the selfsame inter­
disciplinary conversation is at the core of the Acad­
emy’s activities. There are now two classes, mathemat­
ics-natural sciences and humanities-social sciences, 
and every single meeting includes a communication 
from both classes. Now as then, substantial articles 
and other writings by the members may be published 
by the Academy.

The same draft rules of procedure also contain 
plans for the number of ordinary members, and con­
siderations as to whether all of the professors at the 
University of Copenhagen, of whom there were four­
teen at the time, should be admitted in addition to the 
officii who had already been appointed - Holstein, 
Gram, Pontoppidan and Hielmstierne. If each of these 
professors gave a lecture every year, this would pro­
duce enough material for an annual publication (in 
Latin), which would strengthen the kingdom’s repu­
tation abroad.

CHAPTERS OF THE ACADEMY S HISTORY 21



These lectures, or specimina, were to be given to the 
rest of the Academy, so the “other members could say 
whether they knew something with which they could 
improve the invention and observation of the Autoris”. 
The idea behind the Academy’s scientific meetings is 
still to encourage the subjects to learn from one an­
other. Naturally, these are different times in all respects 
with regard to knowledge exchange and publication, 
but the fundamental notion of engaging in honest in­
tellectual discussion across specializations and per­
spectives still applies. In our day, there are between 65 
and 85 members present, not four or fourteen; and dis­
cussions are correspondingly lively. This confirms the 
shared ambition: to engage in scholarly dialogue 
across disciplinary boundaries and interests.

In the 1740s, a major question was whether the 
Academy should publish its proceedings in Latin, as 
Gram had first suggested and eagerly defended. He 
was forced to yield to the argument that the intention 
had always been for the Academy’s work to benefit the 
country and its inhabitants, and Danish became the 
official language of publication. In more recent times 
other languages have gained ground, not least Eng­
lish.

Protocols and guidelines remained sparse until 
T759, when a new proposal for the organization of the 
Academy developed by Christian Hee was presented. 
He believed that the Academy should have its own 
funds, but if this proved not to be possible, then the 
university’s successive rectors and professors might be 
charged with actively promoting the Academy. At the 
same time, he proposed giving theology the same sta­
tus as the other sciences and making it possible to ad­
mit clergymen and other theologians. “If moral phi­
losophy is treated as a science and admitted in the 
academies, why not then theology, whose motives up­
lift morality to the highest degree?” At greater or lesser 
intervals, this has been a subject of discussion in the 
Academy ever since. Naturally, theologians are eligible 
for membership on the basis of their scholarly or sci­
entific efforts, but not with reference to a clerical posi­
tion or moral stance. On the whole, Hee’s proposal to 
formalize the Academy’s activities to a higher degree 
provoked considerable discussion, and the Academy 
would remain without proper by-laws for quite some 
time yet.

When Holstein died in 1763, Count Otto Thott was 
elected as his successor. He continued to work in the 
same quiet way, allowing the Academy to continue to 
function peaceably “with no other by-laws than the 
unwritten law of tradition”, until he was stripped of 

all of his public offices in 1770 for political reasons. 
Struensee had taken power on account of the illness 
of King Christian VII, and numerous formerly well- 
respected and loyal officials fell more or less out of fa­
vor. Among them were the foreign minister (Bern- 
storff), and as already mentioned the president of the 
Academy, in addition to the university’s rector. Thott 
moved to his estate on the island of Gavnø immedi­
ately. It is noteworthy that Struensee was at all inter­
ested in academic institutions, such as the university 
and the Academy. In both cases, it was declared in the 
name of the King that the two institutions would no 
longer be permitted to appoint a leader, but that they 
should continue their work in other respects.

This attests to the peculiar situation of the Acad­
emy (and the rest of the country!) under absolutism. 
The Academy was strongly under the influence of the 
Crown, which not only had ensured its establishment, 
but also had a major influence on the choice of presi­
dent, and also had the authority to remove him, even 
if by proxy in this case. Naturally enough, the events 
of 1770 generated considerable unrest in the Academy, 
and provoked yet another discussion of its internal or­
ganization. On January 7th 1771, the Academy’s secre­
tary Hielmstierne wrote the following to its members, 
who at the time numbered around 45:

As his Majesty, in the attached governmental 
order to the Academy, has commanded that a 
plan to encourage the flourishing and spread of 
the sciences should be completed and submitted 
for final decision as soon as possible; so would it 
please the highly esteemed members to consider 
this carefully and each member submit his 
thoughts in writing, in order that we may con­
sider how best to compose the plan in its entirety 
at a meeting afterwards.

At a subsequent meeting of the Academy, the propos­
als were discussed enthusiastically, and a good num­
ber of these proposals are extant, if not in the original, 
then in later versions on which votes were taken. At a 
meeting in March 1771, a final document was adopted 
for Hielmstierne to submit to King Christian VII. In 
the first paragraph, his Majesty was asked if he would 
honor the Academy by being its protector, and 
whether he would provide the necessary rooms at one 
of his castles, where members could meet and store 
books and other things, as none of the members had 
such spacious rooms. Hielmstierne also requested 
some furniture or a small amount of money to finance 
its purchase.
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figure 8. Henrik Hielmstierne, Danish-Icelandic 
privy councillor and historian. He was born Henrich­
sen, but was elevated to the nobility in 1747, after which 
he took the name Hielmstierne. He was one of the 
founding members of the Royal Danish Academy of 
Sciences and Letters and its first secretary. In 1776, he 
became its president. Portrait by C. A. Jensen after a 
portrait by Jens Juel. Property of the Academy.

In the next paragraph, he asked for permission to 
select as many members as the Academy found useful, 
and to divide them into the classes previously de­
scribed, when enough members had been elected. In 
the following paragraphs, Hielmstierne stated that he 
did not wish to tire his Majesty by presenting concrete 
proposals for statutes, but since his Majesty no longer 
wanted a permanent president, he was requested to 
permit the Academy to appoint a director from among 
its members each year, whose primary role would be 
to act as spokesman. Next, Hielmstierne requested a 
renewal of the financial agreements, and not least to 
be granted an annual stipend himself of first 200 and 
later 300 rigsdaler for his service as secretary.

The interesting manoeuver here is that the Acad­
emy is still addressing itself to its King, as if his posi­
tion were unchanged. In any case, the answer did not 
come until a royal rescript of October 5th 1774 was re­
ceived, three and a half years later; by then, Struensee 
had been executed, and the state had begun to return 
to a more normal condition. In this rescript to the 
Academy, all of the requests Hielmstierne had submit­

ted were granted, so it was worth waiting for. The 
King promised to act as protector, and despite the pre­
vious order forbidding the Academy to have a presi­
dent, it was now apparent to him that this was a neces­
sity. With regard to the president, the king writes that 
not only should he possess scientific insight, he should 
also, by virtue of his office and his person, be “partic­
ularly distinguished, giving him access to Us” - that 
is, the King himself, who had been actively involved 
in the Academy from the beginning. The King also 
stated that he would make rooms, furniture, and fire­
wood available to the Academy. It was left to the mem­
bers themselves to draw up their statutes and to select 
members within the classes described in the Acad­
emy’s proposal. The Academy’s financial situation was 
also settled.

The royal rescript was of decisive significance for 
the Academy, which was no longer to be directly sub­
ordinate to the King, or to an autocratic president for 
that matter. In February 1775, the Academy resumed 
its meetings after years of more or less complete inac­
tivity, and in 1776, formal statutes were finally pro­
posed, consisting of seven articles which covered a de­
scription of the election procedure, rules of order, 
minute-taking, and lectures. They were adopted at a 
meeting of April 12th 1776.

The statutes were subsequently discussed, amend­
ed, and expanded many times, but this very important 
step towards an organization governed by by-laws had 
now been taken. One supplement to the first statutes 
is worth mentioning here. In 1780, a Section 8 was 
adopted to supplement the first seven:

The Academy must acquire an iron-bound chest 
with two locks, the key to one of which is to be 
kept by the president, the other by the secretary. 
In this chest are to be kept: a) the Academy’s 
bonds, b) cash, c) medals, d) inventories, e) royal 
orders, copies of which are to be entered into a 
book which is to be maintained by the secretary 
hereafter, f) other important documents.
g) revised and approved accounts, which may be 
removed every tenth year and preserved in the 
archive under seal.

In fact, this money chest was given to the Academy by 
King Christian VII himself, and the iron-bound chest 
is still in the possession of the Academy, where the 
thought of being transported back to a world in which 
the entire business of the Academy could be contained 
in a single chest protected by two locks still occasion­
ally sounds tempting.
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Paa Grund og i Folge af Hans 
Kongelige Majefiætr allernaadigfle Be­

falinger af 5. Offiober 1774. og ig, 

januar 1776. bleve folgende Artikler 

den 12. April 177(3. i det Kongelige 

Videnjkabers Sal/kab vedtagne.

O
§. I.

rdentlig Votering fkal fkee ved en 
Kugle, fom lægges i en liden Kafle,

inddeelt i tvende Rom, hvoraf det eene be- /

(2) tyder

■M*—Sfr  ,

tyder Ja, og det andet Ney. Kaffen er 
oventil bedækket, faa det ikke fees, enten 

den Voterende lægger Kuglen i den höire 

eller venftre Afdeeling.

§• 2.
Forinden nogen til Medlem antages; 

maae han förft bringes i Forflag i eet Mode 

og i det næftfoigende Mode bliver det be- 

fluttet, og, om ordentlig Votering giöres for­

noden, ved Stemme-Kaffen afgiort, om han 

flcal antages eller ei. De Medlemmer, fom 

ikke bivaanede det Mode, hvori Forflaget 

flceede, bör Sekreteren give Efterretning 

om det foreftaaende Val , og kunde nogen 

ikke felv indfinde fig dertil, ftaaer det ham 

frit for at indfende fin Stemme fkriftlig til 

Sekreteren. Naar en tredie Deel af de Vote­

rende er imod Antagelfen, hindres den, og 

kan

The majority of the Academy’s first presidents were 
more or less directly appointed by the monarch; they 
were prominent officials, either by virtue of aristocratic 
birth or in some other respect, but were not necessarily 
prominent intellectuals. Under the given circum­
stances, they were first-rate presidents who negotiated 
directly with the King and communicated the royal 
resolutions to be accepted by the members. At the cul­
mination of this period, Prince Christian Frederik, 
later King Christian VIII, served as the president of 
the Academy himself in the period 1838-1848. He re­
ceived 21 of the 23 votes cast. At the first meeting in 

which the Prince participated, he made a speech to the 
Academy in which he stated the following:

This wish: That the Academy may continue to 
bring great honor to the nation and contribute to 
the flourishing of the sciences, I share with you, 
gentlemen, as I for the first time assume the presi­
dency which your trust has awarded me; yes, I ad­
dress this wish to you, gentlemen, as those most 
able to ensure its fulfilment, and whose achieve­
ments in science guarantee that our expectations 
will not be disappointed. However, above all al-

FIGURE 9. The 
Academy’s first 
proper statutes or 
by-laws from 1776; 
printed in 1780. 
These were the first 
written rules for 
the Academy’s 
elections, meet­
ings, and minute- 
taking.
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figure io. The money chest given to the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters by Christian VII in 1780 
to safeguard the Academy’s money and accounts. There were only two keys; one was in the president’s keeping, the 
other in the secretary’s. The chest still stands in the hallway of the Academy’s administrative offices.

low me to thank you for the honor of my elec­
tion... Although I must leave responsibility for the 
reputation of the Academy to the enthusiasm and 
learned work of the scientists, I will assuredly 
grant the Academy’s wishes willingly, attempt to 
remove any hindrances which might stand in the 
way of its undertakings, and thus contribute to 
the best of my ability to the Academy’s fulfilment 
of its objective - to pursue the advancement of 
the sciences and to accomplish more than the in­
dividual is capable of through the harmonious 
co-operation of scholars in different, although in 
spirit related, fields.

The Prince goes on to describe how the members of 
the Academy can test new ideas by presenting them to 
one another, and how he looks forward to taking part 
in this rich work. Finally, he conveys the reigning 
monarch’s approbation of the election of himself, the 
Crown Prince, as president. The royal adjective in the 
Academy’s name was never more appropriate than in 
this period. While Christian was still Crown Prince, he 

participated in 21 out of 24 meetings during the first 
two years; after acceding to the throne, Christian VIII 
invariably participated in the Academy’s annual meet­
ing in March, where the budget was adopted - a meet­
ing which was held at the royal palace for this reason.

The Academy has remained under royal protec­
tion, just as it began; absolutism has been abolished, 
but the Academy’s current protector, Her Majesty 
Queen Margrethe II, nonetheless plays an important 
role in the Academy’s self-understanding.

The Enlightenment: 
Mapping the kingdom
When the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Let­
ters was founded, Europe was in the midst of the En­
lightenment; this is part of the explanation for the es­
tablishment of learned academies in many countries, 
whose objective was precisely the acquisition and dis­
semination of knowledge. This was the age of the great 
overseas expeditions, which had taken a new direction 
and increased their tempo after Columbus’ discovery 
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of the New World; these expeditions also contributed 
to an accelerating thirst for knowledge. While the coin 
collection might have been the first concern of the 
Danish King, as the royal rescript quoted above at­
tests, the King also considered it extremely important 
to shed light on “the histories of our kingdom and 
country, both in general and in particular, as well as 
to its geography, languages, and everything concern­
ing ancient as well as more recent matters”.

King Christian VI himself began by requesting as­
sistance with the account of his Norwegian travels of 
T733- The account had made slow progress, even 
though engravers and other contributors had been 
working on it for quite some time. Holstein induced 
the Academy to take on the project, but it gradually 
lost steam and fizzled out, and after the death of the 
King in 1746, it was abandoned after many fruitless at­
tempts and much wasted energy. In his centennial 
publication, Christian Molbech refers to the bank­
ruptcy of this project in polite terms: “When we exam­
ine the times and the conditions under which it must 
have been performed, it must surely be admitted that 
this enterprise would not have yielded any real benefit 
either to the King or to history”. The scientific ad­
vances resulting from this particular journey were 
small, and Molbech cites both misplaced thrift and an 
inappropriate choice of writers and draughtsman as 
contributing factors. On the other hand, he praises the 
Academy’s willingness to make the attempt:

However, this does not make it less evident that 
the manner in which the Academy handled this 
project, which at least at an earlier time closer to 
the performance of the journey, had surely inter­
ested the King to no small degree, is certainly 
worthy of praise, even given that the Academy 
was still in its infancy and lacked sufficient re­
sources. It is known that Christian VI was one of 
the very few Danish Kings, accompanied by his 
Queen no less, who made the journey over land 
across Norway, from Christiania to Trondhiem, 
and from there the voyage to Bergen, as further 
onward to Christiansand.

The journey was difficult, and was most certainly wor­
thy of any number of accounts; an entire court “in the 
excessive manner of that time” had to be moved over 
mountain roads and between rocky reefs. The absence 
of scientific results in the form of a general account in­
cluding pictorial representations is not the most sig­
nificant aspect in this context; what is worth noting 
here is the King’s personal engagement in the pro­

gram he envisioned for the activities of the Academy. 
The King wanted to know his entire kingdom: the En­
lightenment had taken root along with absolutism.

The successor of Christian VI, Frederik V, contin­
ued along the founder’s lines in relation to the Acad­
emy, which was now in a position to begin work on a 
major cartographical project in earnest, a project 
which would primarily focus on Denmark. Cartogra­
phy was developing explosively at the time, and new 
methods were being invented. As early as 1579, Tycho 
Brahe had performed the first triangulation in Scandi­
navia, which determined the geographical coordinates 
of the Øresund region with the island of Hven as the 
point of reference. In his history of the mapping of 
Denmark, N.E. Nørlund describes Tycho Brahe’s 
work as unprecedented in precision and scope, and 
adds: “He thus became one of the founders of modern 
science, as based on the principle of consulting with 
nature rather than settling for theoretical speculation”. 
An early survey of the duchies of Denmark took place 
in 1638-1648, and the copperplate maps were pub­
lished in 1652. That was quite some time ago, and now 
the King desired the Academy to take on the task of 
mapping Denmark as a whole according to the best 
scientific principles. Nørlund, a former president, 
places this survey in historical perspective, and his 
book on the mapping of Denmark was published in 
connection with the celebration of the Academy’s 
200th anniversary.

The agenda of this complex survey was helped 
along its way by a young student who submitted a pro­

FIGURE ii. King 
Christian VIII. As 
Crown Prince, he 
was elected presi­
dent of the Acad­
emy (in 1838), and 
continued until his 
death in 1848. 
Painted between 
1806 and 1809. On 
long-term loan-out 
to the Academy by 
the National His­
tory Museum of 
Denmark at Frede­
riksborg Castle.
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posal, addressed to the King, to the Academy in 1757. 
The young man’s name was Peter Koefoed, and he of­
fered to produce complete maps of the entire country; 
he did not request any remuneration for his work, 
other than an appointment as professor of mathemat­
ics in Odense. Koefoed made a good case for his qual­
ifications, and in addition to describing his studies, in­
ventions, and experience in surveying, he also refers 
to his descent from “the aristocratic Koefoeds of Born­
holm, who in 1658 had demonstrated their most hum­
ble and dutiful loyalty as leaders on the occasion of 
the conquest of Bornholm”, and who ostensibly had 
induced Frederik III, who was King at that time, to 
promise their relatives and descendants suitable 
offices.

The Academy’s members discussed how the maps 
were to be designed, but without arriving at a final 
plan; this was uncertain ground. However, it was de­
cided to allow young Koefoed to start with the County 
of Copenhagen, and when that was finished, to exam­
ine the result and decide if the maps he produced were 
accurate. The proposal was considered on February 7th 
1757, and the Academy received a rescript containing 
a very positive answer from Frederik V (through Hol­
stein) soon after, on February 25th. The King refers 
both to the unreliability of all of the existing maps of 
his dominions, and to the fact that almost all Euro­
pean nations were endeavoring to produce exact maps 
of their territories, and on that background he warmly 
(and long-windedly) recommends young Koefoed’s 
project. Again, it was a question of not lagging behind 
other countries.

The issue was raised again at the Academy’s meet­
ing of March 7th 1757, and Peter Koefoed could begin 
his work. The available surveying instruments were 
not adequate to realize his ambitions, so he first had 
to commission the production of a “horizontal/verti- 
cal-angle instrument of his own invention and de­
sign”. A description of this instrument was presented 
to the Academy on November 13th 1758, along with 
the finished map of the County of Copenhagen. The 
work was found satisfactory, and Koefoed continued 
surveying the counties of Roskilde and Frederiks­
borg. However, he died in 1760 before these maps 
were finished, and the entire surveying project had to 
be reconsidered, not least with regard to the question 
of its expense.

In 1761, the Academy presented a new plan for a 
topographical survey of the country to the King, and 
the King replied in a resolution of June 26th, in which 
he applauds the Academy’s recommendations. In the 

first paragraph, which consists of one long sentence, 
he writes:

That here it is not a question of the geometric or 
special survey, but of the geographical and gen­
eral alone, through which it will be measured, 
how much land and water are found in a king­
dom, how each of these lies in relation to the 
other for general use and utility, and which shows 
the relative situation and distances of all market 
towns, churches, castles, public buildings, facto­
ries, and manors, the number and size of lakes 
and seas, in addition to their spits and bays, the 
approximate circumference and size of the 
forests, the course of country roads as well as of 
rivers and streams with their most significant 
bends, but especially the country’s beaches and 
sea coasts, including the reefs and cliffs, which 
aforesaid survey has a large influence on the de­
fence of a country, either to cover its coasts or in 
regard to regulating the operations of war, but in 
particular in trade and navigation, in that the 
coasts are charted in their correct length and 
breadth, for the information of seafarers, just as it 
will also become a guideline for whatever special 
operations might be undertaken in a country, in 
addition to providing capable surveyors and the 
nation a taste for the mathematical sciences to the 
advancement of arts and new discoveries.

The King goes on to assert the necessity of the devel­
opment of geometry and astronomy, and in connec­
tion with the latter, he states that the Round Tower 
Observatory must be refurbished to meet the standard 
of the best European observatories, so that persons 
with an interest in surveying have a place to practice 
astronomical observation. In short, the King’s answer 
was extremely constructive, and placed the topograph­
ical survey under the direction of the Academy, which 
appointed a ‘Surveying Commission’ consisting of 
Bolle Willum Luxdorph, Henrik Hielmstierne, Chris­
tian Horrebow, Christian Hee, and Jørgen Nicolai 
Holm.

There was a certain discrepancy between Frederik 
V’s extremely practical expectations of the result and 
the desire for scientific development, which was natu­
rally in the interest of the Academy, but the work was 
started nonetheless, and the following winter Chris­
tian Hee held practical exercises for two newly ap­
pointed surveyors and four assistants. However, more 
assistants in the field were required in order to con­
tinue the survey itself, to begin with in Northern 
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figure i2. Tinted map of northern Zealand from 1771. 
One of the geographical maps from the comprehensive 
topographical survey of Denmark and the duchies 
which was undertaken by the Royal Danish Academy 
of Sciences and Letters at the request of Frederik V. 
The Danish Geodata Agency

Zealand. The King concurred with this, and com­
manded farmers and others to be of assistance by pro­
viding shelter, horses and carriages, and so on, wher­
ever required. It was not always easy to convince the 
farmers of the necessity of this assistance, and one of 
the first surveyors to be appointed, P. Wilster, resigned 
in the same year as he was employed, citing theft and 
the negligence and bad behavior of disobedient farm­
ers.

The survey continued after the royal resolution, 
with Thomas Bugge as the surveyor capable of per­
forming the new technique of triangulation. In addi­
tion to him, there were the many alternating partici­
pants in the field who ensured that region after region 
was surveyed over the next many years, including the 
Duchy of Schleswig. Bugge, who had become profes­
sor of astronomy at the university in 1777, published a 
book on the surveying method in 1779. It was prefaced 
by the following solemn remarks:

Among the praiseworthy works which the Royal 
Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters has ef­
fected to the benefit of the sciences, the general 
good and the honor of the country, the geograph­
ical maps of Denmark are not the most insignifi­
cant. Apart from the improvement which mathe­
matical and political geography can harvest 
thereof, this wisely planned and well-executed en­
terprise provides the statesman and the farmer 
with the occasion for many calculations, in them­
selves important, but previously impossible; be­
cause they presupposed a precise knowledge of 
the size of the country.

In 1765, Bugge had been appointed head of the new 
surveying office under the Exchequer, which was to 
undertake an economic survey of the country. Mean­
while, others continued working on the practical side 
of the geographical survey. In the period 1780 to 1815, 
Bugge also directed the Academy’s surveying project, 
working through the regions of the country and con­
cluding with the duchies. When they came to the 
Duchy of Holstein, the survey was performed with a 
newer method, developed by Caspar Wessel and con­
cluded in 1820. The technologies were developing 
rapidly.
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After the conclusion of the geographical survey of 
Holstein, the Academy’s involvement in the surveying 
and mapping of Denmark and the duchies ended. The 
final step was the publication of all of the maps in or­
der to make them available to the public. Prints had 
circulated, but in many cases, it had been necessary to 
lend the original maps to various national institutions 
with either civil or military functions. This was unten­
able in the long run. In addition, the Academy wanted 
to transfer responsibility for the survey to the general 
staff, which was done in 1843. And with that, the Acad­
emy’s surveying commission could be disbanded. The 
history of the mapping of Denmark is interesting here 
because it demonstrates the short distance between the 
Academy and the Crown under absolutism, while also 
serving as an example of how the Academy worked to 
serve the nation in practice during the first century of 
its existence.

Concurrently with the topographical survey, an 
economic survey was to be performed; it was to show 
what proportion of the country was covered in farm­
land, meadows, forests, moors, and so on, and it was 
intended for use in connection with the valuation of 
the property of individual holdings, which in turn was 
to be used to determine the hartkorn, a unit of land val­
uation, on which taxation was based. This survey was 
in principle independent of the Academy’s, but in 
practice they were deeply intertwined, because the eco­
nomic survey was strongly inspired by the geographi­
cal: Thomas Bugge was engaged as head surveyor for 
the economic survey, and the same surveying methods 
were used as for the geographical survey. It is also im­
portant to note that both took place at a time when a 
significant transformation of farming was taking place, 
which entailed radical agricultural and land distribu­
tion reforms implemented over a long period. To en­
sure an enlightened, well-founded process which 
could develop Danish agriculture, the Royal Danish 
Agricultural Society was established in 1769, and the 
Royal Danish School of Veterinary Medicine in Chris­
tianshavn in 1773. Later, the agricultural commissions 
of 1784 and 1786 were appointed to carry out the re­
forms, and in 1789, laws on the legal rights of peasants 
were issued.

The land reforms in particular placed high de­
mands on the education of surveyors, not least in 
mathematics and other theoretical disciplines, and a 
degree program in surveying was established. Natu­
rally, good teachers were a prerequisite, and relation­
ships with the learned members of the Academy were 
developed in connection with the economic survey, 

which in addition to mathematics required skills in soil 
analysis and law, among other subjects, in order to en­
sure that plots of land were divided up correctly. This 
program was transferred to the newly established 
Royal Veterinary and Agricultural University in 1858. 
The same applied to the veterinary degree program, 
which had previously had its own school; in a sense, 
the Royal Veterinary and Agricultural University was 
the jewel in the crown of this accumulation of scientific 
knowledge about agriculture in the widest sense, a 
kind of applied biology, which was initiated in connec­
tion with the land reforms of the 18th century. In other 
words, political and scientific development were 
closely linked in the different forms of surveying 
which took place in this period. The distance between 
the Academy and society was correspondingly short.

Under King Frederik V, the spotlight fell on Ice­
land as well; the topography of this country was pri­
marily known from second-hand accounts, which were 
either extremely vague or rather fanciful. All in all, Ice­
land was a rather neglected corner of the kingdom in 
the 18th century; the country had been hard struck by 
the long period of cold which is now referred to as the 
Little Ice Age (approx. 1350-1800), and which was par­
ticularly brutal in the northern reaches of the realm. 
When in 1796 the Icelandic bishop Hannes Finsen 
published a book on population decline in the lean 
years of the period 1400-1800, as they were described 
in the extensive annals, he identified one-fourth of 
these as plagued by famine. Even though a generally 
turbulent weather had made ship traffic difficult, news 
from Iceland nonetheless reached Denmark at regular 
intervals, and the Danish king was forced to confront 
the fact that an effort was necessary. In order to inter­
vene rationally, it was again essential to map the coun­
try, both geographically and economically, and it was 
necessary to seek the aid of enlightened, well-educated 
Icelanders who studied and lived in Copenhagen.

In a rescript of April 23rd 1751, the King com­
manded two Icelandic students, the philologist Eggert 
Ölafsson and the physician Bjarni Pälsson, to journey 
to Iceland in the same year in order to map the country 
- scientifically, politically, and economically. At the 
same time, the Academy was commanded to instruct 
the two students, as well as to receive the journals they 
sent back and to keep the King informed of their con­
tents. The Academy arranged for the two students to 
spend a year preparing themselves under skilled in­
struction in the topics they were to explore. Over the 
course of the five years it then took to travel and map 
the country on foot and by horseback, together and
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figure 13. Niels Horrebow’s map of Iceland from 1752. Horrebow had studied mathematics, astronomy, and law. In 
1749, he requested permission to travel to Iceland to perform observations, and was asked to study local conditions 
in connection with the Academy’s ongoing topographical survey of the realm. His map was a significant improve­
ment over the map from 1590, which had been in use until then.

individually, they faithfully sent their reports home, 
and Hielmstierne, the secretary of the Academy, be­
came an intermediary between them and the King. It 
was also Hielmstierne who read their reports aloud at 
meetings of the Academy and dealt with the various 
specimens and herbariums they sent down.

The students returned to Copenhagen in 1757, but 
the work lay more or less untouched until 1767. In the 
meantime, the two surveyors had returned to Iceland, 
where Eggert Ölafsson became deputy law-speaker 
and Bjarni Pälsson became Iceland’s national physi­
cian. Tragically, Eggert Ölafsson drowned in 1768, but 
he had completed the first edit of the large body of ma­
terial. The final version was edited by Gerhard Schø- 
ning, professor at Sorø Academy, who was an active 
member of the Academy. After Struensee’s rescript of 
1770, Hielmstierne had his hands full with other mat­
ters, as we have seen. Schiønning wrote a preface to 
the publication in which he provides a summary of the 

sprawling manuscript, which presents region after re­
gion in a wealth of detail. A short excerpt is worth re­
producing here:

In each section, particularly with regard to natu­
ral history, which always constitutes the most im­
portant part, the disposition or order is the same, 
as follows. 1) A description of the location, ex­
tent, size, division, and other natural characteris­
tics of every district, with regard to inhabited and 
uninhabited regions, mounts, streams, lakes, 
hills, valleys, islands, air and weather, cold and 
hot springs, glaciers, mountains which spew fire 
and water, as well as other remarkable places. 2) 
The characteristics of the terrain, types of earth, 
soil, clay and stone, minerals, fossils, and so on. 
3) The fertility of the various places, meadows, 
the different characteristics of fodder, common 
and rare useful plants, as well as their care and
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figure 14. Tinted drawing from Eggert Ölafsson’s and Bjarni Pälsson’s travels through Iceland, 1752-1757. Their expedition was much 
more systematic than Horrebow’s, and their survey also included the political and economic conditions in every single district. The 
illustration shows a large, well-run farm. Previously in the Academy’s archive, but donated to the National Museum of Iceland in 1975.

benefits. 4) The inhabitants, including their men­
tal and physical characteristics, their illnesses, 
way of life and occupation, traditions, knowledge, 
and skills, etc. 5) The animals, first the domestic­
ated, with their care and uses, next the others, 
both terrestrial and aquatic. 6) Various ancient 
and modern curiosities, both in regard to nature 
and to the inhabitants, certain arrangements, 
with their defects as well as their assets and im­
provements, as well as the harbors and trade.

In other words, the result of the five-year project was 
a unique document describing the state of the country 
in rich detail, region by region, both with regard to the 
exploitation of natural resources and the health of the 
population. Ploughs had fallen out of use, the fields 
closest to the farms were no longer fenced in, iron was 
scarce, fishing was under-exploited, hunger was com­
mon, infant mortality was horrifying, and so on. The 

King promised to provide aid, for example for new 
iron tools, and Bjarni Pälsson returned to Iceland as 
national physician and worked tirelessly to enlighten 
the population and improve public health. In another 
equally significant development, a number of well-ed­
ucated Icelanders began to work to revitalize both 
agriculture and fishing, as well as a general improve­
ment in the population’s level of knowledge. One of 
these reformers was Skuli Magnusson, who not only 
produced new manuals aimed at improving the fish­
eries, which had long been overshadowed by a drasti­
cally weakened agricultural sector, but also attempted 
to combat the Danish trade monopoly which abso­
lutism had imposed on Iceland, and which was finally 
abolished in 1787. Along with the mapping of Iceland 
with the aid of the Academy, the Enlightenment began 
to take a strong hold in this part of the kingdom.

One last small absolutist gesture in relation to the 
Academy came in 1845, when the members were sum-

32 KIRSTEN HASTRUP



figure 15. Plate from Captain Steen Bille’s account of the great Galathea 
expedition: “Indgang til Gamle Chinagade - Canton” (Entrance to old China 
street - Canton). The illustration raises the question of who the foreigners 
actually are in distant parts of the world. Steen Bille: Beretningom Corvetten Gala- 
thea’sReise omkringjorden 1845,46og47, 2- Deel (1850) (Account of the corvette 
Galathea’s journey around the world 1845, 46 and 47, part 2), after p. 252.

moned by its secretary, H.C. Ørsted, to an extraordi­
nary meeting on May ist. The occasion was the recep­
tion of a letter from President-King Christian VIII, 
who commanded the Academy to submit a proposal 
for an expedition to be carried out with the corvette 
Galathea. As the king’s letter states:

We have decided to send the corvette Galathea to
East Indian waters, particularly to the Nicobar Is­
lands, over which We exercise sovereignty, in or­
der to undertake a scientific investigation of the

natural products of this archipelago and their 
uses for cultivation and trade, and in relation to 
which a particularly careful consideration should 
be given to the climatic conditions of the individ­
ual islands on which it might be possible to estab­
lish a colony. It is also Our intention that the 
corvette, after having performed the tasks which 
the captain may be directed to carry out in Tran- 
quebar and Serampore, should call at Bali, 
Batavia, Singapore, the Chinese harbors which 
have been opened to European ships, and 
Manila, and from here to continue on through 
the Pacific Ocean in order to visit New Holland, 
New Zealand, and other archipelagos which due 
to their location for trade and whaling, as well as 
scientifically, may be considered most interesting 
and important.

The ship was to continue onward to circumnavigate 
the globe. The ambitious expedition proposed would 
simultaneously serve the interests of the kingdom and 
of science - which were still virtually synonymous un­
der absolutism. Although the Academy held several 
meetings in order to select the accompanying scien­
tists, there was every indication that the King wanted 
to put together his own team, and there was consider­
able discussion regarding clarification of the objectives 
to be pursued and the selection of candidates for the 
trip - some of whom refused. However, in 1845, 
Galathea set off on a journey around the world which 
lasted for two years, with Captain Steen Bille at her 
helm.

After the expedition’s return in 1847, the intention 
was to publish everything in a major work at the 
King’s expense. But this was not as straightforward as 
it sounded. The King himself died in January 1848, 
and the First Schleswig War began. The appointed au­
thors of the work were drafted into military service, 
and a conflict arouse regarding who was to store the 
effects brought back by the expedition, and where. 
Two principal actors in the conflict were the universi­
ties of Copenhagen and Kiel; a certain Professor Behn, 
who had been appointed to participate in the expedi­
tion by the King himself, had collected numerous ob­
jects for the university museum in Kiel. The conflict 
was finally resolved: Kiel kept its share, and after the 
merger of the warring natural history museums in 
Copenhagen, the rest of the collection was transferred 
to the new zoological museum on Krystalgade in 1868; 
it opened its doors to the public in 1870.

Absolutism ended in 1848. In the meantime, the
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Academy’s history continued to unfold in Copen­
hagen, where new buds continually appeared on the 
branches of the sciences, while the Academy con­
stantly struggled to find permanent premises, a some­
what less exalted challenge.

The physical framework:
The Academy’s premises over 275 years
In many European countries, the new learned acade­
mies emerging in the 16th and 17th centuries were given 
impressive mansions or properties by the governments 
of their countries at the time of their founding. After 
all, their task was of national character: their mission 
was to cultivate new knowledge to the benefit of en­
lightened monarchs and other leading figures in their 
countries, often aristocrats. In Denmark, no mansion 
was considered in connection with the Academy’s 
founding, and as this article’s introductory description 
of the Academy’s inception suggests, the Danish 
king’s interest in the project was perhaps in reality 
more personal than national. Of course, the distance 
between the two was short under absolutism.

In any case, the Academy met in private homes for 
the first many years of its existence. To begin with, not

surprisingly, at Holstein’s residence on Stormgade (ti­
tle no. 261, at the time no. 10), where the Coin and 
Medal Commission had met under his chairmanship. 
When Holstein also became the first president of the 
Academy, it was natural to continue meeting in the 
same place - which continued until Holstein’s death 
in 1763. The Holstein Mansion was built in the late 17th 
century by Lord Lieutenant Henning Ulrik Lützov, 
later county governor. After his death in 1722, the man­
sion passed to Holstein’s father, Johan Georg von Hol­
stein, whose son inherited it on his death in 1730. One 
interesting detail is that according to a contemporary 
register from 1728, 30 persons lived in the mansion, of 
whom 24 were servants. From this we may infer that 
the conditions under which the Academy met were not 
humble, even though they were private. If meetings 
were scheduled during the summer, when Holstein 
resided at Ledreborg Castle, they were held at Otto 
Thott’s townhouse on Studiestræde. Holstein’s Man­
sion has been renovated several times, and as Lomholt 
writes, it is not known in precisely which room the 
Academy held its meetings, but it is thought to have 
been the ‘middle chamber’, a large room on the sec­
ond floor which spans the length of the building. The 
minutes of these early meetings contain little informa-

FiGURE 16. Hol­
stein’s Mansion on 
Stormgade, where 
the Academy held 
its meetings from 
1742 to 1763, that is 
until Holstein’s 
death. Laurids de 
Thura: Den danske 
Vitruvius, 1746-1749 
(The Danish Vitru­
vius, 1746-1749), 
plate CI. The 
Royal Library.
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figure 17. Meet­
ing of the Royal 
Danish Academy 
of Sciences and 
Letters 1751, after 
an engraving of 
O.H. de Lode. 
While the picture 
is hardly an accur­
ate rendering, it is 
interesting on ac­
count of its theat­
rical composition, 
in which learned 
men in high- 
backed chairs lis­
ten to a speaker 
striking a stiff 
pose. Printed on 
the title page of 
Christian Holstein: 
Sørge-Tale Over... 
Dronning Lovise 
(Eulogy for Queen 
Louise), published 
by the Academy in 
I752-
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tion of this kind. A 1751 engraving by O.H. de Lode, 
the first known picture of a meeting of the Academy, 
portrays a rather freely invented architectural frame­
work around the elegantly dressed members, who are 

seated in high-backed chairs in frock coats and turned 
towards the standing speaker.

Detailed information about the subsequent meet­
ing location, which was at the home of the new presi- 
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figure i8. Detail of Christian Gedde’s elevation map of 
Copenhagen, 1761. The original measured 2.5 x 2.5 me­
ters and was hung in the City Hall on Gammel Torv in 
1771. This map unified Gedde’s 12 new maps of the dis­
tricts of Copenhagen from 1758 in a new city map, which 
covered about 50 kma. The city was mapped at the re­
quest of the Crown. All of the Academy’s addresses are 
included on this map.

dent Otto Thott after the death of Holstein, is just as 
sparse. The first meeting at Thott’s home took place 
on February 18th 1763. Thott had acquired a mansion 
on the square known as ‘Hailands Aasen’ and had 
erected a large new building to house his library. The 
mansion itself had been built in the 1680s for Admiral 
Niels Juel, who had previously acquired the lots at the 
corner of Kongens Nye Torv and Norgesgade (now 
Bredgade). It was on grounds that had belonged to a 
fortress, and here Juel built his main building, the Juel 
Mansion, facing the square, and an L-shaped building 
farther along Norgesgade. The gardens extended all 
the way to Nye Kongensgade (now Store Kongens­
gade). There was no shortage of space in those days. 
The mansion had a rather chaotic history after Niels 
Juel’s day,which finally ended with Thott’s purchase 
of the property in 1761, two years before he became 
president of the Academy. He undertook a major ren­
ovation of the property, making room for his personal 
library of around 120,000 titles, as well as for a new 
and larger banqueting room facing Norgesgade, 
which was probably where the Academy met in his 
day. Today, the Thott Mansion houses the French em­
bassy; it was purchased for this purpose by the French 
government in 1930.

As previously mentioned, Thott lost all of his 
offices in December 1770, including the office of pres­
ident of the Academy. This meant that the Academy 
lacked both a president and premises. Hielmstierne, 
who was secretary, stepped in and attempted to keep 
the partially dissolved Academy together by holding 
its meetings at his own residence on the few occasions 
on which it met in those years, for example to an­
nounce prize treatise contests. There are no minutes 
from this period, so we know very little about the few 
meetings which might have been held.

Hielmstierne lived in Frederiksholms Kanal, be­
tween Stormgade and Vandkunsten and directly 
across from Nybrogade (Now Frederiksholms Kanal 
2 and 4). It was a large two-storey townhouse with nu­
merous outbuildings, and it was not particularly well 
suited to the purpose; on behalf of the Academy, 
Hielmstierne had already submitted a petition to the

Otto Thott’s townhouse

The Carlsberg 
Foundation

Holstein’s Hielmstierne’s
Mansion townhouse

Prince’s
Mansion

The Court Theatre
Wing
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King in 1771 for new premises and financial support. 
But the King was not able to answer until after the 
death of Struensee, at which time he offered his con­
tinued support, including royal premises and the nec­
essary firewood, etc. The meeting at which the King’s 
answer (in the rescript mentioned before) was read 
aloud (February 10th 1775) was held in Hielmstierne’s 
house, and the first meeting at the royal mansion was 
held a year later.

In 1776, the Academy moved into the Prince’s Man­
sion, which it had come to be called after a renovation 
ordered by Christian VI for Crown Prince Frederik on 
the occasion of his marriage to Princess Louise of Eng­
land in 1743. It was located at the corner of Frederiks- 
holms Kanal and Ny Vestergade, on reclaimed land 
between Kalveboderne and Frederiksholms Kanal. To­
day, it forms part of the National Museum of Den­
mark’s building complex. It is presumed that the 
Academy held its meetings in one of the rooms adja­
cent to the banqueting hall in the middle of the main 
building. This building is sited away from the street, 
with a low building on the street front closing off the 
courtyard. When the Academy moved in, the mansion 
was more or less empty; Crown Prince Frederik had 
become King in 1746 and had moved into Christians­
borg Palace, so the Prince’s Mansion was available, 
and the Academy seems to have flourished there after 
moving in 1776. But as Lomholt notes, there are no ref­
erences to the premises in the surviving minutes.

But soon after, in 1794, it became necessary to va­
cate the rooms in the Prince’s Mansion, which again 
put a check on the Academy’s activities. On February 
26th 1794, Christiansborg Castle burned down, and 
only the side buildings with their characteristic ar­
cades remained standing. The Supreme Court, which 
had its premises in one of the wings of the castle, be­
came homeless, and new premises had to be assigned 
immediately. The Academy received the letter which 
sealed its fate from the Lord High Steward, Count Fer­
dinand A.C. Ahlefeldt, on March 13th:

As the rooms in the Royal Mansion which have 
been at the disposal of the Royal Danish Acad­
emy of Sciences and Letters are required of neces­
sity, both for the use of the Supreme Court and 
other purposes, I have the honor of informing the 
aforementioned Academy of this, in addition to 
informing you of the following: that the assembly 
hall and the adjacent library at Charlottenborg 
Palace may be spared for the use of the Academy, 
in relation to which, however, I must remark that 

these premises must be entered through the 
school classes, which are held from 5 to 7 o’clock 
each evening, and the Academy of Art’s meetings 
are to be held on the first and last Monday of the 
month.

This was inconvenient. The Academy’s secretary at the 
time, Christian Frederik Jacobi, immediately went to 
the mansion to find out when they would have to 
move out, and was informed that while a meeting 
scheduled for that evening could be held, it was ex­
pected that they would move the next day. Next, Ja­
cobi went to Charlottenborg to inspect the premises, 
which were already partially occupied, and while the 
Academy’s cabinets and materials were relocated 
there, no meetings were held at Charlottenborg. In 
June of 1794, in an attempt to get a better offer, Jacobi 
contacted Andreas Peter Bernstorff, who was both 
president of the Academy and the prime minister of 
the country. Jacobi writes:

The Academy’s hope in regard to being assigned 
rooms next fall is only, to Your Excellence as our 
president and protector, that the Academy shall 
have its own rooms, as justified by a royal re­
script; and fewer than three cannot serve our pur­
poses, namely a meeting room, an antechamber, 
and a library. The first of these should be reason­
ably large and appropriate to such a society, 
whose members could hardly be decently placed 
in the meeting room we previously had.

The appeal worked. The Academy was assigned prem­
ises at Christiansborg, consisting of two rooms with 
an antechamber on the second floor of the southern 
riding ground wing (the so-called Court Theatre 
Wing). The Academy held its first meeting here on 
January 2nd 1795, and some degree of calm settled over 
the organization, which remained in these relatively 
cramped rooms until 1854.

Towards the end of this period, a new attempt was 
made to have the Academy assigned more spacious 
new rooms. The famous physicist Hans Christian 
Ørsted, who was secretary of the Academy in the pe­
riod 1815-1851, again referred to the royal rescript of 
1774, which had promised the Academy suitable prem­
ises. In 1849, he had an opportunity to present further 
arguments in the matter, when the minister of the in­
terior requested a report on the Academy’s right to its 
premises in the Court Theatre Wing of the castle. In 
his answer, Ørsted writes that while he does not doubt 
that the minister will recognize the Academy’s right,
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figure ig. The en­
trance to the Acad­
emy’s premises at 
Christianborg’s 
Court Theatre 
Wing. Among 
other disadvantages 
of this location, 
H.C. Ørsted found 
this ‘approach’ to 
the meeting room 
unsuitable for the 
Academy.

he would actually prefer to ask for better rooms more 
appropriate to the Academy’s dignity. He writes:

The meeting room itself is fairly satisfactory, al­
though somewhat small; but the adjacent rooms 
are too few and too cramped. In addition to the 
front room and the back room, the Academy 
needs a storage room for its archives, and one or 
two rooms for meetings of the commissions and 
classes. In addition, as an inconvenience in con­
nection with the Academy’s current premises, it 
should be noted that both the staircase and the 
rest of the approach to the meeting room are in­
appropriate, and stand in highly unfavorable con­
trast to the handsome and impressive rooms 
which have been assigned to the academies in 
Paris, London, Berlin, Stockholm, and in virtual­
ly every capital city. In this connection, we are 
embarrassed every time we have an occasion to 
bring foreign scientists and scholars into our 
rooms. For a long time, preceding kings and gov­
ernment officials have given the Academy sus­
tained hope of an expansion of its present prem­
ises or of granting us new and better ones; only 
circumstances have delayed its realization. Now 
that such considerable changes in the functions 
of many castles and public buildings are taking 
place, this matter ought to be easier to settle than 
at any time before.

Ørsted’s apt comparison to the learned societies of 
other countries, which he knew so well from his exten­
sive travels, in addition to the fact that absolutism had 
been abolished and the royal castles were under new 
administration did not help, however; there was still 
something provincial about Denmark. The Academy 
was not assigned new rooms - on the contrary, the 
Academy was ordered to vacate the current premises 
in 1854, which had been assigned to another purpose. 
The decision was non-negotiable. Although there were 
rooms at Amalienborg which might be made available, 
the Academy renewed its interest in the Prince’s Man­
sion, which in the meantime had been transferred to 
some museum collections under the Ministry of Cul­
ture, and where in fact Johan Nicolai Madvig, who was 
both minister of culture and an active member of the 
Academy, had already reserved rooms for that pur­
pose. Anders Sandøe Ørsted, who was now the presi­
dent of the Academy (and who later became minister 
of culture), joined the cause, and after lengthy discus­
sion and extensive renovation, the matter was finally 
settled in late 1854. The Royal Danish Agricultural So­
ciety, which had been established by royal decree in 
1769, was already a tenant of the mansion, and put up 
a certain amount of resistance to the Academy’s ar­
rival; the mansion was by no means spacious, but it 
was sufficient.

The first meeting in the northern side wing of the 
Prince’s Mansion, which would be the Academy’s sec- 
ond-to-last address, took place on March 9th 1855. 
Here the Academy had impressive premises on the sec­
ond floor at its disposal, in addition to offices and an 
archive on the third floor. When the Academy vacated 
these premises in 1899, Julius Thomsen, who was pres­
ident at the time and who had been an active member 
of the Academy since i860, reflected on the Academy’s 
time at the Prince’s Mansion:

On March 9th 1855, the Academy could hold its 
first meeting in the new assembly room; it was 
furnished in the style of the previous century, 
modest in regard to size, with a cozy and com­
fortable ambiance. The subdued lighting with its 
play of light and shadow; the heavy, dark tapes­
tries which covered the walls: the old Venetian 
mirrors, whose many facets shone against the 
dark background: the venerable chairs, of which 
many had been in service for over a century, and 
the great table, around which the members gath­
ered to hear the newest results of science and 
scholarship - all of this gave the room a sense of 
ceremonial gravity. And its location facing the 
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courtyard of the mansion, far from the noise and 
bustle of the world, allowed the assembly to for­
get the busy day and imagine themselves trans­
ported to the inner sanctum of science and schol­
arship. It was in these stimulating surroundings 
that the Academy worked in the second half of 
the 19th century.

Without a doubt, the Academy flourished in these 
rooms, with the newly relocated museum collections 
as good neighbors. The Ethnographic Museum had 
moved from Rosenborg Castle to the side wing of the 
mansion facing Ny Vestergade in 1846-1847, and in 
1855, the antiquities collection (Antikkabinettet) and 
the coin collection were also moved to the mansion 
from Rosenborg. Finally, the Museum of Northern 
Antiquities was moved from Christiansborg Palace to 
the main wing of the mansion in 1854-1855. The Acad­
emy became more active once it had moved into these 
premises, and Japetus Steenstrup, who had become 
the Academy’s secretary at the beginning of 1866, es­
tablished a proper secretariat with a trained staff. Pre­
viously, the successive secretaries had been left to 
themselves and their own devices when it came to 
handling the daily business of the Academy. In short, 
a new day dawned in the Prince’s Mansion, where 
there were tables and shelves for records and other ma­
terial used by the secretary. But the question of the 
Academy’s right to occupy the premises was still not 
truly settled; there was talk of fire hazard, of continued 
government funding, for which pleas were still being 
made with reference to the rescript of 1774, and of the 
poor lighting, relying exclusively on candles, which 
did not permit scientific demonstrations.

In the early 1890s, the minister let the Academy 
know that it could not count on remaining at the 
Prince’s Mansion, which the growing museums need­
ed desperately. At this point, the Carlsberg Founda­
tion stepped in, and in 1893, it offered the Academy 
premises in the building the foundation had decided 
to erect for its own use. Before we enter this building, 
which has housed the Academy since 1899, let us ex­
amine the relationship between the two institutions as 
it developed after 1876.

The deed of gift: The Carlsberg 
Foundation and the Royal Danish 
Academy of Sciences and Letters
Occasionally, in between its many ordinary scholarly 
meetings, where scientific discoveries and business

matters were discussed by the members, so-called ‘ex­
traordinary meetings’ were held when a special occa­
sion required a quick decision. Such a meeting was 
held in September 1876, before the season had actually 
begun. It was described in the Academy’s minutes by 
the secretary at the time, Japetus Steenstrup:

figure 20.
Brewer J. C. Jacob­
sen in a portrait 
by August Jern- 
doff, 1886.

On Friday September 29th 1876, all of the mem­
bers of the Academy were summoned to an ex­
traordinary meeting, having been notified about it in 
a printed memorandum of September 25th [ap­
pendix a.]. The reason for this was the establish­
ment on the same day of a substantial foundation 
for the advancement of scientific inquiry, funded 
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by Captain Brewer fiacobsen of Carlsberg, and re­
questing the Academy to supervise, now and in 
the future, by electing a board of five members 
from among its members for this purpose. - The 
founder’s written communication to the Academy 
of September 25th [appendix c.] together with the 
‘Draft Statutes of the Carlsberg Foundation’ [ap­
pendix e.] accompanied the letter of summons as 
printed appendices. In his letter, the brewer asked 
the members to consider the communication as a 
whole “as confidential in the highest degree” until a deci­
sion thereon had been taken by the Academy. The 
subject of the meeting was described as being: to 
take the matter under consideration, and to the 
extent that further negotiation was not found 
necessary, to reach a decision thereon.

This was the beginning of a new era for the Academy, 
which has since been closely connected to the Carls­
berg Foundation. Twenty-seven members participated 
in the extraordinary meeting, in addition to the Acad­
emy’s president, Johan Nicolai Madvig. Madvig 
opened the meeting by reading out the letter to the 
Academy that brewer Jacobsen had written to accom­
pany the ‘Letter of Charter and Deed,’ which Madvig 
had received on September 25th. The brewer wrote that 
he had decided to associate the creation of the foun­
dation with the day on which the monument memor­
ializing H.C. Ørsted was unveiled “in living acknow­
ledgement of how much he owes to the learning and 
inspiring influence of H.C. Ørsted and as testament to 
a grateful appreciation of his efforts to spread the light 
of knowledge in wider circles”. This letter had been 
delivered personally to the private addresses of all of 
the Academy’s members along with the letter of char­
ter and deed at the very hour in which the monument 
was revealed. The good brewer took this matter and 
his own word extremely seriously.

This meant that the members had already been in­
formed before the extraordinary meeting of the Acad­
emy, and Madvig could more or less confine himself 
to communicating his own remarks on the matter. He 
emphasized the generosity of the gift, its patriotism 
and its open acknowledgement of the link between sci­
ence and practical application - and not least his faith 
in the Academy. However, he also shared certain reser­
vations which were worthy of consideration, including 
not least the magnitude of the responsibility to the 
founder and the nation the gift would require the 
Academy to assume, and the “disturbance of equilib­
rium” which might arise in the Academy if individual 

members were to gain such a large influence on the ad­
vancement of particular scientific and scholarly aims. 
However, he concluded his remarks by stating that he 
felt that such reservations were put to rest by the 
clearly formulated statutes stating that although the 
Academy would elect “the members of the Board of 
Directors of the Foundation, the Board itself would lie 
outside the Academy”. Finally, he presented his own 
opinion, that “the Academy, trusting its own abilities 
and their honest application, should have the courage 
to assume the task the founder had desired to place in 
its hands, and should take the granted foundation into 
its keeping with delight and gratitude, for the advance­
ment of knowledge and the honor of the nation.”

One member expressed his full support for this po­
sition, and recommended that others do the same; 
when asked whether there were dissenting opinions, 
no one spoke. The president then invited everyone 
who wished to vote in favor of the proposal to rise 
from their seats. Everyone present rose and the pro­
posal was thus adopted unanimously. A written reply 
was delivered to the Brewer the following day by the 
Academy’s president (Madvig), its secretary (Steen- 
strup), and the most senior members of the natural sci­
ences and the humanities class respectively. The fol­
lowing Monday, the Academy’s protector, King Chris­
tian IX, was informed. At the first ordinary meeting of 
the season, on October 13th, Madvig described both 
the delivery of the reply to brewer Jacobsen and the 
audience with the King and announced that members 
of the Carlsberg Foundation’s board of directors were 
to be elected at the following meeting on October 27th, 
in accordance with the statutes of the foundation 
which had been circulated. At this meeting, Christen 
Thomsen Barfoed, Peter Ludvig Panum, Steenstrup, 
Edvard Holm, and Madvig were elected. The latter 
was elected chair at the first meeting of the board, a 
position he held until his death in 1886.

This was the beginning of the long story of the 
close relations between the Carlsberg Brewery, the 
Carlsberg Foundation, and the Academy. This is not 
the place for a detailed discussion of the successive 
boards of directors and amendments to the statutes; 
we shall concentrate on the major outlines of the de­
velopment. The most important provision in the Carls­
berg Foundation’s objectives was, apart from the con­
tinuation and expansion of the work at the chemical- 
physiological Carlsberg Laboratory, “to advance the 
various natural sciences as well as mathematics, phi­
losophy, history and linguistics”. This meant that the 
board of directors was to include members from a
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wide range of subjects, and at the very beginning, a 
practice of electing three members from the natural 
sciences and two from the humanities was established. 
A special amendment to the statutes was presented to 
the Academy in 1902, when the board of directors 
wished to present a proposal to establish a new subdi­
vision of the Carlsberg Foundation called the New 
Carlsberg Foundation, whose task would be the ad­
vancement of the arts in the country. It was established 
by Carl Jacobsen, son of the old brewer, whose own 
brewery, Ny Carlsberg, had enabled him to amass a 
considerable collection of antiquities and art treasures. 
The foundational letter from 1902, which was signed 
both by Carl and his wife Ottilia Jacobsen, states that 
the purpose of the foundation is to work for the 
benefit of art in Denmark. Among other things, this 
involves making art accessible for the citizens of the 
country; this would eventually benefit the Academy it­
self.

In the 1890s, the Academy was still having housing 
problems, as related above, but in 1893, the Carlsberg 
Foundation made the Academy an offer which would 
solve these problems once and for all. In a letter of Oc­
tober 26th 1893, the Foundation presented the follow­
ing offer, which clearly reflects the fact that the Foun­
dation’s board of directors was constituted by mem­
bers who venerated the Academy highly:

The close relationship to the Academy in which 
the Carlsberg Foundation has been placed has 
made it natural for the board of directors of the 
Foundation to show how much it values that rela­
tionship, when the occasion to do so offers itself. 
While the Foundation’s Charter so far has im­
posed certain limits for the forms in which it can 
dispose of its funds for the advancement of 
knowledge, a favorable occasion for taking a dif­
ferent step, which can presumably have some 
value for the Academy, has presented itself to the 
board of directors. All of its members share the 
impression that the Academy is not particularly 
fortunate with respect to its premises. Just a few 
years ago, the Academy was threatened with los­
ing its current assembly rooms altogether, and al­
though this storm cloud passed, no on can be cer­
tain when a similar danger will show itself again. 
Apart from the fact that larger rooms in which to 
meet would be desirable, our considerable publi­
cations and the secretary’s office are located else­
where in the city in an unfortunate manner, and 
the risk of fire in the building in which they are 
located is extremely high. That a fire would be a 
true disaster for the Academy, no one can doubt. 
As the board of directors of the Carlsberg Foun­
dation has decided to relocate its premises and

figure 21. A 
meeting of the 
Carlsberg Founda­
tion’s board of 
directors. Painted 
by Herman Vedel, 
1926.
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FIGURE 22. The 
shared premises of 
the Carlsberg 
Foundation and 
the Royal Danish 
Academy of Sci­
ences and Letters 
since 1899, on 
Vestre Boulevard 
(now H. C. Ander­
sens Boulevard), 
just outside the 
city’s fortifications 
(now Vester Vold- 
gade).

the Copenhagen office of the G. Carlsberg brew­
ery in its own building, it believes that this 
should be done in such a way as to create an ap­
propriate residence for the Royal Danish Acad­
emy of Sciences and Letters at the same time, and 
the board is the more pleased with this idea, as it 
knows it to concur with what the founder of the 
foundation had hoped could be achieved some 
day. For this reason, the board of directors has 
purchased a lot with the most fortunate location 
it was possible to find under the difficult housing 
situation in the capital, just across from Glyp­
toteket museum, between the extensions of Ny 
Vestergade and Ny Kongensgade, and facing 
Vestre Boulevard. In the monumental building 
the board of directors intends to erect, it plans to 
furnish the second and third floors for the use of 
the Academy. It will presumably be possible to 
gather and arrange everything in a manner which 
will promote the welfare of the Academy, and the 
board of directors wants to do its utmost to en­
sure that the Academy can obtain a beautiful, 
comfortable home which it can keep forever.

The letter ends with a remark that the Foundation 
trusts that the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and 
Letters will keep its housing allowance from the state, 

and that this can be included in the calculations. In 
addition to this, the board of directors will make pro­
vision for heat and lighting, the latter in the form of 
electric light. Apart from replying to the letter, the 
Academy is invited to provide an overview of what 
rooms would be necessary in terms of meeting rooms, 
classrooms, office and archive space, toilets and wash 
rooms. On this background, the task of planning the 
construction of the building, which has been the domi­
cile of both the Foundation and the Academy ever 
since, was transferred to the royal building inspector, 
Vilhelm Petersen. The royal rescript of 1776, in which 
the Academy was graciously promised rooms and fire­
wood, was definitively overshadowed by the brewer’s 
gift in that respect.

It is perhaps worth noting here that Vestre Boule­
vard, which has become the busy thoroughfare H.C. 
Andersens Boulevard, was a quiet street at the time, 
running somewhat indirectly in the general direction 
of the narrow wooden bridge, the former Langebro 
bridge, connecting Vester Voldgade with Christians­
havn. This meant that the area between the National 
Museum of Denmark, including the Prince’s Mansion, 
on the one side, and the Glyptoteket museum on the 
other side, was almost park-like, only traversed by a 
promenade down which horse-drawn carriages could 
drive to the open beach, Kalvebod Strand - before the 
area which later became the Islands Brygge wharf was 
built up, and where the later version of Langebro, an 
iron bridge, was connected with the island of Amager.

The building and the deliberations about its orna­
mentation and function have been described by Kjeld 
de Fine Licht. It was designed by Vilhelm Petersen, 
whose proposals were regularly discussed by the fu­
ture inhabitants of the building. This was also true of 
the decoration of the building, and the result was and 
is an extremely significant and still functional building 
in which the Academy has resided since 1899 with ir­
revocable tenure.

When the Academy vacated the Prince’s Mansion 
in 1899, where it had been housed since 1855, the pres­
ident Julius Thomsen, who had been an active mem­
ber since i860, looked back and described the unique 
atmosphere of the meetings in that room; his speech 
on the occasion of the move (quoted above) was in­
fused with nostalgia, even though new and more mod­
ern and appropriate premises were calling. The ath- 
mosphere that Thomsen’s speech evokes was also cap­
tured by PS. Krøyer, whose large painting EtMødei Vi­
denskabernes Selskab (A Meeting of the Academy of Sci­
ences and Letters) now hangs on the back wall of the
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figure 23. A Meeting oj'the Royal Danish Academy ofSciences and Letters. Painted by P.S. Krøyer, 1897. It was transferred to 
the Academy and hung in the new premises in 1899. The speaker to the right of the picture is the biologist Japetus 
Steenstrup. The audience includes the Crown Prince, later King Frederik VIII, on the other side of the table.

meeting room in which the Academy has held its meet­
ings since 1899.

The painting was commissioned by the Carlsberg 
Foundation in 1895 for the new building, and it is 
monumental in more than one sense. It is not only the 
artist’s largest work in a literal sense, “but is also con­
sidered in certain circles to be one of Krøyer’s most 
important works, on account of its natural and accu­
rate portraiture, its impressive and unforced composi­
tion, and its beautiful lighting effects”. It is obvious 
that Krøyer produced his studies for the painting at 
the Prince’s Mansion, and in the Carlsberg Founda­
tion’s application to the Academy requesting consent 
to have its members’ portraits painted, reference is 
made to the beautiful, cherished memories associated 
with the old rooms, and the importance of preserving 
the memory of the Academy’s time there. The letter 
continues:

Just as a painting of this kind will have signifi­
cance for us, the now living members of the Acad­
emy as a preservation of the memory of a closed 
chapter in the life of the Academy, thus one dares 
to believe that apart from the artistic value it pre­
sumably will acquire, it will also have historical 
interest for a later time, as a remembrance of the 
Academy at the end of the 19th century here in 
Denmark, in the same way that the great Dutch 
paintings of shooting parties in the 17th century 
have had a monumental, historical value for later 
generations. Therefore, we permit ourselves to re­
quest the consent of the Academy to carry out the 
plan referred to above, as hoping both that you 
will applaud the idea and that you will not find 
the inconvenience it may cause the individual 
members of the Academy to sit for the artist pro­
hibitive.
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The Academy accepted the offer, and gave Krøyer per­
mission to attend the meetings in the winter of 1895-
1896. He began work on the first studies and sketches 
immediately, spending quite a lot of time in the meet­
ing room, even when it was empty. As it appears from 
the Academy’s accounts, there was a considerable con­
sumption of candles in this connection; every time 
Krøyer worked in the empty room, it was necessary to 
buy 2.50 kroner’s worth of new candles in the darkest 
months, February and March, while the price in April 
in May was just 1.75 kroner per session. But it added 
up; Krøyer was an industrious man, and his sketches 
were ready to be shown after a short time. A nearly 
complete study was shown at the open exhibition in
1897. In 1899, the Carlsberg Foundation presented the 
finished painting to the Academy as a gift when it 
moved in to its new premises; the accompanying note 
states that “the board of directors dares to assume that 
the Academy agrees that this painting should never 
leave its possession”. That assumption was - and re­
mains - extremely well-founded.

From 1899 to 1953, the painting hung in one of the 
side rooms, the so-called humanistic classroom, which 
did not do it justice: it was impossible to get enough 
distance to it, and the lighting was poor. The painting 
did not take its final place in the meeting room itself 
until 1951, which required the removal of two pilasters 
in the middle of the wall (across from the large win­
dows facing H.C. Andersens Boulevard). They had 
originally been intended to frame a door opening di­
rectly into the meeting room from the marble staircase 
leading from the ground to the first floor. However, 
the door had been removed from the plans before the 
house was built because it disrupted the design of the 
meeting room. Since 1951, the painting has been 
mounted on this wall where it can be seen by all par­
ticipants in the meetings - reminding them that they 
are but the most recent link in the long chain of history 
forged by those who came before them.

In the 1970s, as a step in the continued develop­
ment of the Academy’s activities, a more efficient use 
of available space in the building came under consid­
eration. The most important element in this was to 
renovate the third story of the building, which previ­
ously had been used for storage: it was proposed to re­
furbish this floor as an auditorium where public lec­
tures could be held to give the public greater insight 
into basic research. The 100th anniversary of the Carls­
berg Foundation was approaching, and in making this 
addition to the Academy’s premises, the foundation, 
which was headed by Franz Blatt at the time, wanted 

the Academy to “set the agenda” for the celebration. 
This plan met with a certain amount of scepticism in 
the Academy, where some members thought that the 
Carlsberg Foundation’s millions ought to be spent on 
scholarships for junior researchers, who had never 
faced such difficult conditions before as they did at the 
time, instead of building a mausoleum. As one can 
imagine, the debate was quite heated and prolonged.

The proposed addition, in other words the anniver­
sary gift, was ultimately accepted with “varying de­
grees of enthusiasm”, as Blatt put it, while simultane­
ously expressing the hope that the improved physical 
framework would contribute to “changing the Acad­
emy’s image, both internally and externally”. A com­
mittee responsible for planning new activities in the 
new rooms was appointed, and plans for offering pub­
lic lectures gradually took form. This is still an ex­
tremely vital and well-attended aspect of the Acad­
emy’s activities, which semester after semester fills the 
building with an audience interested in news from the 
world of research. The third floor is also used as a 
meeting room in other situations, for light meals after 
Academy meetings as well as for festive occasions. In 
other words, enthusiasm is now total.

One recent festive occasion worth mentioning here 
was the celebration of brewer Jacobsen’s 200th birth­
day in 2011. On this occasion, the Carlsberg Founda­
tion established the Carlsberg Foundation Research 
Prize, the recipients of which are selected by the Acad­
emy’s presidium on the basis of external nominations. 
At the same time, the Academy received a gift from the 
New Carlsberg Foundation: a glass mosaic designed 
by the artist Erik A. Frandsen and executed by Vene­
tian glass mosaic artists who mounted the work on one 
of the large walls in the room. In its choice of subject, 
the mosaic is very different from Krøyer’s painting; it 
portrays so-called ‘ordinary’ people waiting for a pa­
rade (more specifically, a Fourth of July parade in the 
American Midwest). The copper roof and dormer win­
dows had been replaced a few years previously, so 
there is a lively play of light on the glass mosaic. 
Again, there were (and are) mixed opinions about the 
gift, although no one contests the fact that the crafts­
manship is masterful.

Where Krøyer’s painting turns inward towards sci­
ence and the Academy itself, Frandsen’s mosaic ges­
tures towards the general global public who are the ul­
timate intended benefactors of scientific and scholarly 
work. This idea is not as new as it might sound, if one 
recalls the Enlightenment project as a whole. Since the 
end of the Second World War, the general expectation
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of openness and social responsibility has exercised a 
strong influence on the development of the Academy.

Openness: Modern society and science
The Academy’s move towards openness actually be­
gan much earlier, at the end of the First World War, 
albeit with a different emphasis. Denmark had re­
mained outside the war, and the country’s neutrality 
had paved the way for it to become one of the found­
ing member states of the League of Nations together 
with the allied powers in 1919. The objective of the al­
liance was to resolve international conflicts peaceably, 

and although the League of Nations never became a 
major player on the international political stage, partly 
because major countries like the United States never 
joined, the International Court of Justice was estab­
lished in The Hague, and other social and humanitar­
ian issues were addressed. The League of Nations was 
dissolved in 1946 after the establishment of the United 
Nations in 1945.

This early exercise in peaceful cooexistence con­
tributed to the emergence of new scientific and schol­
arly associations in which neutral Denmark could play 
a constructive role. Up to that point, the Academy had 
participated in a widespread network of publication

figure 24. Glass 
mosaic by Erik A. 
Frandsen, 2011. Gift 
to the Royal Danish 
Academy of Sciences 
and Letters from the 
New Carlsberg 
Foundation on the 
occasion of the 200th 
anniversary of the 
birth of brewer J. C. 
Jacobsen.
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exchange which connected the European learned 
academies with one another through their publica­
tions. An international union of academies had been 
formalized in 1900, and its first general meeting was 
held in 1901. It was divided into sections more or less 
corresponding to the Academy’s own classes, and al­
though the union guaranteed a certain degree of inter­
nationalism in the activities of the individual acade­
mies, it does not appear to have left a significant mark 
on them. At the outbreak of the First World War, the 
union lost its bearings entirely. At the same time, all 
forms of peaceful international collaboration ap­
peared even more important than before, and the neu­
tral countries could play an important role in this con­
nection.

In the summer of 1917, the secretary of the Acad­
emy, Martin Knudsen, participated in a meeting of in­
ter-parliamentary delegates at which the former Nor­
wegian prime minister, Frederik Stang, gave a speech 
in which he emphasized Scandinavia’s role as a neutral 
meeting ground for international scientific and schol­
arly work. The Danish minister of defence, Peter 
Munch, was given a seat on a ‘committee for the 
preparation of cooperation between the scientists and 
scholars of the various nations after the war’ aimed at 
investigating how Scandinavia could contribute to re­
alizing the vision of international cooperation. The 
Danish ministry of education appointed a commission 
headed by Munch, and already at this early stage, the 
establishment of an institute for linguistics, an H.C. 
Ørsted institute for physics research, and perhaps a 
comparable institute for biology research were under 
consideration to attract international scholars. Knud­
sen wanted the Academy to play a role in this process, 
and at a meeting in October 1917, he reported:

A seed has been sown; we do not yet know if it 
will sprout, but let us do what we can to help it 
take root, and if something does grow forth, we 
cannot yet know what it will be come. Let us 
work to ensure that it will benefit Danish science 
and scholarship, and that it also can benefit inter­
national research. Let us formulate a concrete 
proposal without worrying excessively about 
whether it can be realized in the form which the 
proposal initially takes. Under any circumstance, 
a concrete proposal is a necessary basis for nego­
tiation, and the earlier it can be produced, the 
better. I will not deny that I strongly advocate the 
participation of the Royal Danish Academy of 
Sciences and Letters in this matter.

A committee was tasked with developing concrete pro­
posals for the establishment of new institutes which 
could function as international research centers. The 
assumption was that if Denmark made it through the 
war years unscathed, there was a good chance that the 
grant-making authorities would do something for sci­
ence and scholarship.

At a later meeting on February 8th 1918, the matter 
came up, and Martin Knudsen explained that a plan 
for the projected H.C. Ørsted Institute had been sub­
mitted to the relevant institutions for consideration. 
The accompanying statement, which Martin Knudsen 
had composed at Munch’s request and submitted 
along with the proposal, elaborates:

There has been general agreement on all sides 
that just as the neutral states have a duty to heal 
the wounds of war to the highest extent possible 
here in wartime, it will also be the duty of these 
states after the war to contribute to resurrecting 
the international cooperation which had borne 
rich fruit in so many ways in the years immedi­
ately preceding the war. We must strive to build 
bridges between the peoples who are currently at 
war with one another. The gulfs which the hate 
and bitterness of war have opened up will be a 
fateful hindrance to the cultural development of 
the immediate future, and it is certain that a long 
time will pass before the intellectual connections 
on which the peaceful progress of culture de­
pends to such a high degree will be fully restored.

The privileged position which our nation has 
had during the war imposes a strong obligation 
on our people to contribute to the reconstruction 
of European civilization. And indeed, there is 
considerable evidence of the fact that the people 
of the warring nations expect us to take on this 
work, energetically and with an understanding of 
the demands of the time.

In addition to an H.C. Ørsted institute for physics and 
related disciplines, the committee proposed the estab­
lishment of a Rask-Madvig institute for linguistics and 
philology. Both were to be research institutions which 
were to finance stipends for junior foreign researchers, 
in addition to full-time professors. The proposal to cre­
ate these two institutes was supplemented by a pro­
posal to establish an institute for marine research, a 
field in which Denmark had already established a 
strong position. When these proposals were presented 
to the Academy’s members in March 1918, opinions on 
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the entire matter were extremely mixed, and only the 
proposed marine research institute was met with a cer­
tain degree of sympathy.

In October 1918, however, events took an unex­
pected turn: the Academy received a memorandum 
from the ministerial committee stating that the plans 
to establish both the H.C. Ørsted institute and the 
Rask-Madvig institute had been abandoned. Instead, 
the committee proposed that the Danish state estab­
lish a Rask-Ørsted foundation to support Danish re­
search - primarily research with international rele­
vance. The foundation was to supplement the Carls­
berg Foundation, which up to this point had under­
taken this function alone, and the government would 
allocate DKK 5 million to its establishment. In addi­
tion, the establishment of a marine research institute 
was recommended. The well-intentioned proposal to 
establish international research centers in the shadow 
of the First World War had come to this. While the 
Rask-Ørsted Foundation was a very important result, 
it was not quite what had originally been envisioned.

At the same time, it was also becoming increasingly 
clear that the vision of a strong scientific and scholarly 
cooperation in Europe immediately after the war 
would be difficult to sustain. The existing, relatively 
new unions and councils were at a loss, and the Cen­
tral Powers were barred from participation; there was 
great insecurity and debate on the extent to which sci­
ence and politics could be separated. There was a par­
ticularly heated discussion about the question of Ger­
many’s participation in Conseil International des 
Recherches; Denmark and especially Norway were 
strong advocates of removing the barriers to Ger­
many’s admission. The Academy in Oslo announced 
that unless the barriers preventing the admission of 
previously excluded states were immediately removed, 
it would resign from the Conseil and seek other forms 
of fully and purely scientific and scholarly coopera­
tion. The result was the establishment of two interna­
tional unions: scientists and scholars from the Allied 
powers founded the Conseil International des 
Recherches Scienitifiques, which excluded Germans, 
while the humanistic Union Académique Interna­
tionale permitted all academies to apply for admission 
- which then had to be approved by a two-thirds vote. 
After some hesitation, the Danish Academy ended up 
applying for admission to the Conseil International, 
but reserved the right to resume and develop its own 
relationships with all countries, including those which 
had lost the war. The situation remained tense for a 
long time afterwards. The intention of this short ac­

count of the influence of the First World War on inter­
national scientific and scholarly collaboration has 
been to show how both academia in general and the 
Danish Academy in particular became implicated in a 
more general political uncertainty. This was not the 
last time a war would provoke academic soul-search­
ing.

The interwar years were calmer, and Danish science 
and scholarship prospered, producing internationally 
recognized results. The Academy was involved in ma­
jor lexicographical projects, overseas expeditions, ar­
chaeological digs, and biological and physical labora­
tory research. Although the ministry of education had 
rejected the proposals to establish new internationally 
oriented research institutions, the research facilities at 
Danish universities improved markedly in the interwar 
period, not least when it came to physics. Niels Bohr 
had become professor of theoretical physics in 1917, 
and relatively quickly he facilitated the establishment 
of a new, well-equipped university department as a set­
ting for research. In 1921, the University of Copen­
hagen’s new Department of Theoretical Physics 
opened, which would have incalculable significance 
for the international cooperation which the Academy 
had previously sought to promote. In this case, it was 
all due to one individual, and not least to his 1922 No­
bel Prize. The story of Niels Bohr’s significance for 
physics has been told many times; in this context, we 
shall focus on those aspects of his work which had a 
direct influence on the Academy.

Niels Bohr was elected president of the Academy 
in 1939; but in 1942, shortly after the Academy’s 200th 
anniversary, he was forced to leave the country on ac­
count of the war, and the Academy was without a pres­
ident until the war ended. At the first meeting after the 
war, on September 21st 1945, the chair of the natural 
sciences-mathematics class announced that the presi­
dent had returned to Denmark, and that the Academy 
ought to hold the presidential election which should 
have taken place in 1944. After a week of considera­
tion, Bohr agreed to stand for re-election, and he was 
elected unanimously. On the occasion of his 60th birth­
day on October 7th 1945, it was announced by Jo­
hannes Pedersen, chair of the Carlsberg Foundation 
Board of Directors, that “as a permanent expression 
of the deep respect and gratitude which Danish sci­
ence owes to Professor Niels Bohr for his outstanding 
contributions to scientific research”, the board had de­
cided to allocate DKK 100,000 to the creation of a 
Foundation which would bear his name and be admin­
istered by the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and
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FIGURE 25. The 
young Niels Bohr 
(1917). On his way 
to the pinnacle of 
scientific achieve­
ment, but not yet 
entirely aware of 
the fact. Photo by 
Julie Laurberg and 
[Franciska] Gad. 
The Academy’s 
archive.

Letters. Other foundations contributed as well, and 
the total endowment reached DKK 400,000. Addi­
tional funds were contributed in connection with 
Bohr’s 70th birthday, and Niels Bohr scholarships are 
still awarded for research and study travel abroad.

Niels Bohr was re-elected president in 1949, and he 
remained in office until his death in 1962. This was an 
exception to the rule, but so was Bohr himself. He had 
received the Order of the Elephant from King Fred­
erik IX after his accession to the throne in 1947. His 
Majesty was present at a meeting of the Academy on 
October 17th that same year which was dedicated to the 
memory of his father, King Christian X, and on this 
occasion, King Frederik announced that he had be­
stowed the Order of the Elephant on the Academy’s 
president the same day, and his intention had not only 
been to honor Niels Bohr, but “to honor Danish sci­
ence and scholarship as well, of which Niels Bohr was 
such an exceptional representative”. This is still some­
thing to be proud of. Beyond any doubt, Niels Bohr 
was exceptional, yet his position helped strengthen the 
reputation of Danish science and scholarship at home 
and abroad.

After the war, international scientific and scholarly 
exchange was revived, including with other learned 
academies, and the Danish Academy resumed its in­
ternational connections, which had lain dormant dur­
ing this war as well. In particular, the Academy’s con­
nection with the Royal Society in London came to 

play a major role. Visits between the two societies took 
place in 1945, and a meeting in London in 1946 on the 
occasion of Isaac Newton’s 300th anniversary provided 
an occasion to discuss the reconstruction of interna­
tional cooperation after the war. This was not only a 
question of re-establishing the old unions; it was now 
a much more general question of principle: the prin­
ciple of scientific openness. After atomic bombs had 
been launched on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 
1945, the question of the nature of science’s responsi­
bility for technological development became urgent. 
This naturally led to considerable debate within the 
Academy and in larger circles.

Niels Bohr, who had contributed to the develop­
ment of the bomb, argued publicly for an “open 
world”- a world in which scientific results were not 
kept secret from others. In November 1945, the Con­
seil International des Unions Scientifiques held a 
meeting to attempt to create a consensus on the need 
for openness, but it was a divisive issue. Despite the 
difficulty of the topic, after inserting a paragraph stat­
ing that “nuclear energy is not unique among scientific 
advances in its possible effects for good or evil”, a con­
sensus was ultimately reached: “The General Assembly 
is convinced that international security and welfare 
will be impossible if in any country for the future mil­
itary secrecy is allowed to dominate scientific discovery 
or to prevent the frank discussion and open publica­
tion of scientific results.” Niels Bohr supported this 
formulation; but this did not mean that the question 
of scientific freedom had been resolved. In 1950, Bohr 
published a letter to the United Nations in which he 
presented his own considerations in the hope of in­
fluencing international opinion. But a new war was al­
ready in progress, in Korea, and Bohr’s long text had 
little impact.

Science and high politics were not the only topics 
which occupied the Academy in those years. There 
was also the question of the election of members and 
of the Academy’s role in society. August Krogh, who 
like Bohr was a Nobel Prize recipient, believed that 
relatively radical changes were necessary if the Acad­
emy was to preserve any significant role in society. In 
February 1947, Krogh wrote a letter to the president 
(Bohr), in which he predicted a development whereby 
society would ask science for guidance and aid in ad­
dressing its problems to a much higher degree than in 
the past. He also wanted the Academy to elect more 
and especially younger members, and to express 
greater willingness to assume the functions to which 
it was naturally suited: “to be the government’s advi­
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sor in scientific matters, to participate in the adminis­
tration of the funds which will be put at the disposal 
of research, and in general to promote an understand­
ing of the significance of independent basic research 
for society”.

This provoked intense discussion at the meeting of 
December 12th 1947; concern was expressed that in­
creasing membership risked breaking the Academy 
into pieces, and the president believed that it was a 
matter of preserving historical tradition and viewing 
the Academy as a group with limited membership. 
There were long discussions, and Krogh stated that he 
would not insist on his proposal, and that other meth­
ods of bringing younger members into the Academy 
could be found; but the battle was lost.

In a letter to the Academy of January 14th 1948, 
which was simultaneously published in the national 
newspapers, Krogh announced his immediate resigna­
tion from the Academy on the grounds that the Acad­
emy refused to face up to its task - to advance the con­
ditions for research - a task which entailed a major ef­
fort to secure sources of research funding for junior re­
searchers, and in which the Academy ought to engage 
itself. The Academy replied that there were no major 
differences in members’ perspectives on the Acad­
emy’s task, and that it was only because “Professor 
Krogh demands that the Academy should change its 
approach to its work completely and strive to assume 
leadership in these areas as an organization, and be­
cause he describes this as the Academy’s ‘natural obli­
gation’ that his point of view has failed to convince”.

In practice, this conflict meant that discussion of 
possible new roles for the Academy continued. Niels 
Bohr conveyed a proposal to the government regard­
ing the necessity of increasing research funding. Apart 
from the Rask-Ørsted Foundation, which was estab­
lished in 1919 in order to support Danish participation 
in international research collaboration, Danish re­
search had only received support from private founda­
tions, not least the Carlsberg Foundation. Bohr com­
municated the Academy’s position that a national con­
tribution to research funding equivalent to that of the 
Carlsberg Foundation was necessary. The time was 
ripe, and as a result, the National Science Foundation 
was established in 1952, and the Academy was repre­
sented on the board of the foundation. August Krogh 
had passed away in 1950, so he never experienced the 
tangible results of the discussion he had initiated, by 
inducing the Academy to assume a more active role in 
helping to determine the national framework for re­
search.

Another form of social engagement was the public 
lectures which the Academy began to host after the 
renovation of the building on H.C. Andersens Boule­
vard in 1976, which was described above. The lectures 
were administered by a Committee for Outwardly-di­
rected Activities (Udvalg for Udadrettet Virksomhed), 
now known as the Research Communication Commit­
tee (Forskningsformidlingsudvalget) (see p. 88-91). 
Also, over the past twenty years or so, the Academy’s 
Research Policy Committee (Forskningspolitisk Ud­
valg) has organized annual research policy meetings 
with the participation of the minister for the area and 
representatives from the entire spectrum of Danish re­
search (see p. 79-80). At each meeting, a white paper 
is presented as a basis for discussion of selected topics 
the Academy considers of urgent relevance to both the 
research community and society. The white papers are 
published on the Academy’s website. Thanks also to 
the technological development, the world is much 
more open than in Niels Bohr’s and August Krogh’s 
day, and the Academy is extremely conscious of its role 
as advisor and driver of the development of science 
and scholarship and their framework.

A form of rejuvenation, while not exactly in the form 
in which Krogh had envisioned it, came with the es­
tablishment of the Young Academy under the Royal 
Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters in 2011. This 
innovation was inspired by similar initiatives in other 
European countries - Germany, Holland, and Swe­
den. However, in the proposal presented to the Acad­
emy’s members by the presidium, the relationship be­
tween the Academy and the Young Academy in Den­
mark would be closer than in its precedents. Accord­
ing to the proposal, the Young Academy would be es­
tablished in order to support the Academy’s objec­
tives, as stated in the first clause of the statutes, that 
the Academy must contribute both to basic research 
and interdisciplinary collaboration.

The Young Academy was established to provide 
outstanding junior researchers comparable opportu­
nities to meet and engage in interdisciplinary debate 
from the standpoint of their own field of expertise. 
The young researchers were to be be encouraged to 
take their own initiatives to build bridges between sci­
ence and society. The aim of the Young Academy was 
thus to ensure Denmark’s junior researchers their own 
voice in society. The Young Academy would have 40 
members when fully established. After a written and 
oral presentation, the proposal was adopted.

The Young Academy is now a notable semi-inde- 
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pendent organization under the Royal Danish Acad­
emy of Sciences and Letters. The Academy is finan­
cially responsible for the junior organization, and is 
responsible for overseeing its activities, in addition to 
providing a venue and administrative support for the 
Young Academy’s events, publications, and so on. On 
the other hand, the young members themselves are re­
sponsible for designing their own internal set-up, and 
for taking the initiative to organize symposiums, de­
bates, career workshops, research communication ini­
tiatives, leadership training, and other activities which 
can contribute to strengthening the profiles of individ­
ual researchers and the Academy as a whole. They are 
also responsible for deciding how and when meetings 
should take place, within the framework of a few min­
imum requirements.

Membership in the Young Academy is limited to a 
term of five years, and is granted on the basis of an ap­
plication followed by an interview with the election 
committee. Candidates must account for their motiva­
tion for joining and for their specific interest in the 
Young Academy. In the first year, the election commit­
tee was selected by the Academy’s presidium, and 
since then they have been selected by members of the 
presidium in collaboration with the board of directors 
of the Young Academy. Applications are evaluated in 
terms of research quality, motivation and commitment 
to interdisciplinary collaboration. It is not possible to 
be a member of both academies, and membership in 
the Young Academy does not automatically lead to 
membership in the senior one. However, the presid­
ium’s vision of exchange between the two groups has 
been realized to the full. The annual joint meeting of 
the Academy and the Young Academy, which focusses 
on scientific and scholarly issues of current interest, 
has shown itself to be just as interesting and well-at­
tended as had been hoped; in addition, the two acad­
emies work together on initiatives such as the annual 
Danish Science Festival and public meetings. In a cer­

here. The emblem 
was designed by 
Og Jensen.

FIGURE 26. The 
emblem of the 
Young Academy; 
the griffin is 
borrowed 
from the 
Academy’s 
seal but plays 
the leading role

tain sense, the members of the Young Academy are the 
‘adjuncts’ imagined in 1742 which never materialized 
- although they are much more independent than their 
historical prototype, which in any case played no role 
at all in the creation of the Young Academy.

Openness, renewal, internationalism and research pol­
icy initiatives have been at the forefront of the Acad­
emy’s activities over the past twenty-five years. With 
the development of digital forms of communication, 
the international unions are losing ground, however. 
The majority of researchers now meet one another by 
email or online, and all of them have international con­
tacts. No one can be a researcher at home alone. The 
universities provide the institutional framework for re­
search, but in practice, the work itself breaks through 
all boundaries.

Concluding remarks
Looking back over the Academy’s 275-year history, its 
development appears to have accelerated dramatically 
over time. Naturally, this is related to the major trans­
formations in social structures, political systems, and 
forms of communication which have driven this devel­
opment. However, the Academy remains itself, as if by 
magic; altered, but still its own in the desire to con­
tribute to improving the quality of scientific and schol­
arly knowledge and to ensuring the continuation of 
scientific and scholarly dialogue, in a literal sense.

On the occasion of this 275th anniversary, it is 
fulfilling to contemplate how the Academy is still man­
aging to keep the ideals of science and scholarship 
alive by offering a framework for a generous exchange 
of knowledge across the ever-increasing diversity of ac­
ademic specializations and the country’s many univer­
sities. Much has already happened, but the Academy’s 
story continues.

1742
3 I  S

figure 27. The seal 
of the Royal 

Danish Acad­
emy of Sciences 

and Letters. 
Redesigned 

in 2011 by 
Troels Faber.
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