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The leading international conservator Bernd Pappe has been involved in a major 
conservation project at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum. Gill Crabbe meets him to find out 
how he has brought exquisite portrait miniatures in the collection up to display quality 
__________

__________

Bernd Pappe at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s 
specially designed room where the collection of 
miniatures is displayed
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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GC How did you become interested in miniatures? 

BP I am touched by portraits and the way people want to be represented and how artists 
saw their sitters. There is an extreme precision in the painting and handling of miniatures 
that fascinates me.

GC So how is a miniature more precise than a standard portrait?

BP It’s more intimate than a standard portrait, which at the time would have been on 
display on a wall for visitors to see, whereas a miniature is something that is made just for 
you – it is for your eyes only. You can hide it in a pocket or wear it around your neck. Family 
members can also see it, so in that sense they are not always exclusive, but then again they 
can also be items that are exchanged between lovers and these tend to be quite personal. 

GC How did you come across this collection in the Sinebrychoff Art Museum?

BP About 20 years ago I was working in the National Museum in Stockholm and I came 
here to see this collection because I was interested in its Swedish miniature painters. Then I 
started working on them here about 15 years ago. More recently I have been involved in a 
two-year project to replace the damaged glasses in the frames.

GC Have you seen the collection change since you first came across it?

BP Yes, during that time the showroom has been established here with its specially designed 
green showcases. I was able to help the curators and advise on an appropriate way to show 
the miniatures. They can only be shown under a little light because they are quite sensitive to 
light. But there are ways to arrange a showroom with light and using the colours and furniture 
that allow you to see them well without much light.

GC What kinds of ways?

BP For example, the miniatures are displayed on a level so they can be viewed easily without 
leaning down to see them. Then the light must come from the ceiling in such a way that there 
are no reflections on the glasses. Miniatures are always covered with a glass lens and the 
reflections of the glass may disturb the visibility of the images, so the angle of the light is 
really important. Then the room has to be dark – in a dark room you have the feeling that the 
objects that are illuminated even with low light, that they are bright.

GC Would that lighting mimic the way that they would have originally been viewed?

BP Not exactly, because we are used to so much light, whereas in former days there were 
only candles. But if you have less light intensity the whole scene is much more appealing 
and intimate.

GC In an art world that now values the monumental, where big is better, where do you think 
that places the value of miniatures today?

BP People can be frustrated with tiny things, about having to make the effort to look 
at them. That’s why it is important to show the qualities of these objects by making 
magnifications, showing what skills are required to paint them, and that’s why people 
are fascinated when they realise how technically superb they are. I understand that 
there’s going to be computerised access to the collection to enable people to view these 
miniatures in more detail and you will be able to do that in the gallery space. 
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__________

Bernd Pappe restoring a miniature by Jacob Axel 
Gillberg of the Swedish politician Johan Ulrik 
Winberg at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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GC Can you say something about the process of making these miniatures?

BP The client would come to the artist to discuss dimensions, background, agree the cost 
etc. There would be approximately three, two-hour sittings. The artist would paint the face 
and the outline of the clothing and the rest of it he could do without the sitter. In most 
miniatures the light is shown coming from the left side and that’s because the window of 
the artist’s studio is on the left side of the painter who was painting with his right hand.  
The skies or scenes or even interiors in these miniatures would have been created from 
the painter’s imagination. Sometimes a sitter would ask to be painted say, in a red dress, – 
sometimes you see the sitter imagined as the Goddess Diana, for example. 

GC What has been the main focus of your work on this visit?

BP I have been mainly focusing on replacing the weeping glasses – this is where droplets 
have formed inside the back of the glass, and because the paint is water sensitive, the 
glasses must be changed. 

GC What meaning did miniatures hold for those who commissioned them in the 17th–19th 
centuries?

BP Mostly they wanted to have a portrait of someone they loved, in a format that they 
could carry with them. They were often commissioned when there were separations within 
families – maybe if a man had to go to war leaving his family behind – so miniatures 
were quickly painted as keepsakes. Today you would have your image on your iPhone to 
remember your loved one. 

GC I understand there are some selfies in the miniature collection here…

BP Yes, artists painted themselves mainly for study reasons, or if they wanted to show 
prospective clients a series of sitters and then one of themselves to demonstrate their skills. 

GC And presumably to show the real likeness in the detail…

BP For exhibitions, often the artists would paint portraits of well-known figures – other 
artists, actresses, kings and queens, in other words people who others would recognise. In the 
exhibition guides of that time, sometimes the name of a famous sitter was hidden, so the entry 
would read: ‘Portrait of Mme X’, and if they were recognised, then that was a huge success. 

GC So there are two strands to this world – the very private and the very recognisable

BP Yes, and if a king or ruler had his miniature painted, then it would be painted to be seen, 
usually attached to a coat or clothing to show the loyalty of the wearer to the ruler.

GC You have been working on this collection on and off for 15 years. What have you done 
over that period?

BP We started by taking the pieces where treatment was most urgent, so the issues were 
mostly flaking paint but in some cases there was also mould growing on the paint layers, or 
ivory that was very warped and in danger of cracking.

GC Are those things that would naturally occur?

BP Most of the damage has occurred quite naturally because of the way the material 
behaves. Ivory warping and cracking has nothing to do with the climate in the room or 
with handling, but it is just that when ivory ages, it shrinks, and, because it is fastened onto 
backing paper this causes tension and you get an irregular surface. Because the miniature is 
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kept in a metal frame, it can crack. Also, the fading of the colours naturally occurs because 
some pigments are not light stable. 

GC You have talked about weeping glasses. What other kinds of conservation issues have 
you identified in this collection?

BP There was flaking paint on some of the miniatures, so we needed to consolidate the paint 
to prevent it falling off.

GC Was that discovered after removing the glasses?

BP With a good raking light you can see these things under magnification. Sometimes the 
glass is so badly damaged that you can’t see much, so you have to remove it to detect any 
deterioration.

GC Has there been anything unusual that has caught your attention in getting to know this 
collection?

BP There are always surprises. When you open the frames, often there is something in 
between the frame and the backing paper: some paper, an inscription – on some miniatures 
the signature was written on the back of the backing card – so these things are only visible 
once the miniature is taken out of its frame. Sometimes you even find locks of hair that 
belonged to the sitter. This week I have been treating around 20 miniatures after having 
done assessments on previous visits. I usually conserve several at a time, first removing the 
glasses, doing surface cleaning, taking the dimensions of the glass etc. 

GC Where do the new glasses come from?

BP We use a specialist manufacturer of old glass in Paris. He makes the glass slightly 
convex and then he abrades the borders to make them very fine so that you have very little 
reflection on the centre of the glass but you have some on the borders. The glasses must 
be convex so they don’t touch the paint or risk abrasion, or glossy spots. Also, in a humid 
climate there is a risk of condensation that would then make the paint adhere to the glass.

GC Are there any urgent concerns you have about these works at the moment?

BP There’s one miniature of French origin that has had several cracks that had been restored 
in earlier times (see photograph on the next page). I took off the backing paper, cleaned the 
reverse ivory, cleaned the lines of the cracks, took off the old overpaint, then reassembled 
the whole miniature. This is a decorative miniature that was probably originally attached to 
the lid of a snuff box. It shows a lady and man – she is defending herself from being seduced, 
he is closing the door. It’s probably from end of the 18th century, as the scene is inspired by 
Fragonard’s painting Le Verrou (The Lock), which was well known and copied at the time.
 
GC Do you use original tools in your conservation work?

BP In conservation our aim is different from the original artist’s –  we are aiming for the 
longest possible life of the work – that’s why we only use stable pigments and we wouldn’t 
use any paint medium of an organic nature. Instead we use a medium that we can take off 
again when retouching. We also use different glues from the originals, which contained 
water, and ivory is very water sensitive. Our tools are not any better than those used in the 
18th century. For example, I couldn’t find a brush today that would be any finer than the 
original ones used. Sometimes I find it quite impossible to do their work in such detail.
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GC Presumably they had magnifying glasses… 

BP In the manuals of the day they say magnifying glasses should only be used for controlling 
the work and not for the actual painting because the result can be quite hard and without any 
atmosphere. So details like eyes, nose, lips had to be extremely precise. 

GC When you are restoring, are you working under magnification?

BP Yes. I am not actually painting or creating anything, just preserving the original work.

GC Are there different approaches to the conservation of miniatures?

BP Mainly the differences are between conservation methods today and, say, 100 years ago. In 
former days the conservator was focusing on the look of the result, so that the restorer would 
add colours where he thought they were missing. Nowadays we try to respect the original 
material and only improve the visibility of the work where it is needed. Also the things we do 
now are reversible, whereas in former days restorers would overpaint in watercolours that are 
impossible to remove. You have to make sure that after restoration the miniature can stay in 
its frame for as long as possible, because opening the frame causes stress to the miniature. 

__________

Unknown artist, Behind 
the Locks, undated, 
watercolour on ivory,  
6,4cm x 6,4cm. 
(Photographed before 
conservation.)
Paul and Fanny 
Sinebrychoff Collection, 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 
Finnish National Gallery
Photo: Finnish National 
Gallery / Janne Mäkinen
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GC What kind of interventions ensure long-term effectiveness?

BP It is mainly to do with the environment the miniature is kept in – making sure it is not 
exposed to too much light or humidity, or too much vibration.

GC What advice have you given to the paper conservators at the museum here?

BP I have been showing them different ways of framing. Miniatures are often difficult 
to remove from their frames and it can be a long process. One has to be familiar with 
different framing systems and knowing in advance where you have to move or push to  
get the miniature out. If you don’t know that, you may damage the frame. It’s a question 
of experience.

GC You talk about approaching the work in a sustainable way that is also reversible. Would 
there be differing opinions on how to approach the conservation of such works?

BP Other opinions mainly occur in the art market. Before selling a miniature it might be 
‘freshened up’, for example given some red on a lady’s cheeks, and some earrings added, or 
flowers. That’s something we would not do – you might not believe it but some do this kind 
of thing.

GC Over the years you have worked on the Sinebrychoff collection there have been some 
reattributions. Were you involved in those processes?

BP Yes, quite a lot. Having worked with Swedish miniatures and subsequently on the collection 
here, and having 30 years’ experience, I can often recognise a hand and it’s easy with this 
collection because they are mainly made by Swedish artists. Some of these artists have quite 
idiosyncratic ways of representing people.

GC Can you give an example?

BP Take the Swedish artist who worked in Paris, Peter Adolf Hall – there were a number that 
were wrongly attributed to him. Before painting, he would take a pencil and draw directly onto 
the ivory, which only a very few artists did. Fortunately there are still some wonderful miniatures 
by Hall in this collection though. (See also the article by Curator Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi on a 
portrait miniature by Peter Adolf Hall and an interview with her by Gill Crabbe in this issue.) 

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

https://vimeo.com/174356601

