Issue No. 4/2016

Small is Beautiful
Gill Crabbe // FNG Research
The Sinebrychoff Art Museum has one of the finest collections of portrait miniatures in
the Nordic region. Curator Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi gives Gill Crabbe the backdrop to
the conservation work that has taken place over 15 years of collaboration with the
specialist conservator Bernd Pappe
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Paul Sinebrychoff’s collection of miniatures, which date from the 17th to 19th centuries,
originally enjoyed pride of place in the salon of his home in Bulevardi, Helsinki, which
is now the Finnish National Gallery’s Sinebrychoff Art Museum. As museum curator
Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi explains, ‘They were his treasures and he started by buying two big
collections of about 100 pieces each, having done his own research. Altogether, though, he
collected around 400 images which are contained in more than 320 items (some miniatures
contain multiple images).’ Sinebrychoff’s treasure trove has been augmented by a further
46 miniatures collected by Mikko and Mary Mannio, as well as seven miniatures acquired
through other donations.
Today a selection of these miniatures is on display in a specially designed room with
lighting suitable for conservation purposes and in a cabinet that enables the viewer to see
the exquisite workmanship in closer detail. Much of this display has been conserved by
Bernd Pappe, a leading expert in miniature conservation, who first visited the museum as
an advisor 15 years ago, and then as conservator. On his most recent visit in April 2016, he
has been bringing many of the works up to the standard required for them to go on show in
the permanent exhibition. This has been part of a two-year project during which Pappe has
concentrated on replacing the damaged glasses in the frames.
Paul Sinebrychoff aimed to assemble a collection of miniatures that would give an
overview of Swedish portraiture from the period when Finland was under Swedish rule.
‘Sweden was a pioneer in the development of miniatures in the Nordic region, as Queen
Christina had asked French, English and Italian artists to her court to paint miniatures,
as well as Nordic artists,’ says Kuojärvi-Närhi. One such pioneer was Peter Adolf Hall
(1739–93), who introduced the use of ivory as a support on which to paint his miniscule
portraits, giving a luminosity to the skin tone of their faces. Other important miniaturists in
the collection include Giovanni Bossi (1765–1853), Cornelius Höyer (1741–1804) and Elias
Brenner (1647–1717).
‘Bossi, for example, was Italian but he worked in different courts in Sweden, Russia
and Germany,’ says Kuojärvi-Närhi. ‘He changed the position and the manner in which the
sitter was painted, and became famous – as a result miniatures were depicted in a more
naturalistic style. There is a self-portrait miniature in the collection by the Swedish artist
Jacob Gillberg (1769–1845, see page 1) painted in the style of Bossi.’
Paul Sinebrychoff’s first significant purchase, consisting of a representative selection
of miniatures by Swedish artists, was made in 1900 following a visit to Stockholm to view
a collection of around 140 miniatures acquired by a merchant Edvard Nystrand. ‘We know
from Sinebrychoff’s correspondence at the time that he felt like he was the only one to
know about miniatures as there were no other experts he consulted.’ Later on he found
specialists with whom he could consult and he continued his shopping sprees at least until
1906, buying mostly through auctions under recommendations from Henryk Bukowski and
Stockholm curator Oswald Sirén, in addition to some private sales. As Kuojärvi-Närhi points
out, he reached his goal: ’When Paul Sinebrychoff was still alive he had managed to amass
the biggest collection in Northern Europe at that time.’
With Bernd Pappe’s latest conservation initiative to replace damaged glasses bearing
fruit, some of the miniatures will return to the museum’s display cabinet. Next year, visitors
to the museum will be able to view selected miniatures in detail via individual iPads, which
will magnify the images and give further information about them. Meanwhile, Pappe plans
to hold a conference this autumn at the Tansey Miniatures Foundation in Celle, Germany,
where he is resident conservator. Kuojärvi-Närhi will be one of the delegates, and will
present a paper on the Sinebrychoff miniatures, offering experts in the field a chance to
become more acquainted with one very important portrait collection in Scandinavia.

To watch a video of Bernd Pappe talking about replacing weeping
glasses, click here: https://vimeo.com/174356601

