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A new book, A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff, published by 
the Finnish National Gallery, celebrates the centenary of the bequest of the Sinebrychoffs’ 
collection of artworks, furniture and other artefacts to the Finnish Government in 1921. 
Meanwhile, at their home – now the Sinebrychoff Art Museum, Helsinki – the exhibition 
‘Collectors on Tour’ presents important collectors who have donated their collections to 
the FNG. FNG Research discusses the growth of house museums and artefact studies, with 
Kari-Paavo Kokki, a museum director emeritus and expert in historical styles and artefacts, who 
has also contributed an essay to the book.

The Sinebrychoffs’ bequest is housed in their house museum on Bulevardi (now part of the 
Finnish National Gallery), where the rooms on the first floor at the front of the building are 
shown as Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff had arranged them after moving there in 1904. As part 
of the centenary celebrations, the house museum is reopening following further renovations 
to the building. In the temporary exhibitions gallery below the house museum, the exhibition 
‘Collectors on Tour’ spotlights significant collections belonging to the Finnish National Gallery 
and their influence. These collections include those of the Swedish baron Otto Wilhelm 
Klinckowström (1778–1850), the Italian Renaissance scholar Eliel Aspelin (1847–1917), the 
forestry magnate Jalo Sihtola (1882–1969), who collected both historic and contemporary 
works, and the Paris-based millionaire Herman Antell (1847–93) who had a taste for collecting 
Old Masters.

FNG Research (FNGR): What is the significance of house museums in FInland and in the 
international context? 

Kari-Paavo Kokki (K-PK): The Sinebrychoff collection can be linked to a heightened enthusiasm 
for collecting art in Europe and America in the 19th century, which resulted in several 
significant house museum collections. The industrialisation of society that began in the 19th 
century and the rise of the bourgeoisie had an impact on the development of house museums 
but, prior to that, any reforms in art life were mainly related to the needs of the church, the 
higher nobility and the ruling class.1

Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s house museum on the first floor of the Sinebrychoff Art 
Museum in Helsinki is a good example of how collecting increased in popularity during the 
19th century in Europe and the United States. This development resulted in many noteworthy 
collections, some of which are now open to the public as house museums. The Sinebrychoffs, 
with their extensive industrial enterprises, belonged to the prosperous bourgeoisie. Their 
wealth allowed them to collect, but it also brought obligations to the surrounding community. 

1 I. Grant. ‘1800-talet – Maskinernas tidsålder’, in Möbelkonstens historia. Malmö: Bernce 1978, 191.
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Paul’s mother, Anna Sinebrychoff (1830–1904), engaged in extensive charitable activities, for 
example. Paul was the younger son of a wealthy entrepreneur who owned the Sinebrychoff 
brewery, and in 1883 he married the actress Fanny Grahn. They were keen travellers and 
started collecting in the 1890s, a passion that continued for 30 years. Paul and Fanny were 
probably inspired by many great art collections they visited on their tours around Europe. In 
Sweden in 1891 the Svenska Slöjdföreningen, the Swedish Society of Industrial Design, and 
the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm organised a grand Gustavian exhibition – on the Louis 
XVI style named after the Swedish king Gustav III – and in 1900 the Slöjdföreningen and 
the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine Arts organised an exhibition on the Empire style. It is 
possible that the Sinebrychoffs visited these exhibitions or at the very least they had heard 
of them. Moreover, they were familiar with the famous Stockholm-based collector, Countess 
Wilhelmina von Hallwyl (1822–1930), who is known as the originator of the unique Hallwyl 
Museum in Stockholm, which she had built as her winter home specifically to house her 
collections, and which was completed in 1898.

House museums are, in my view, in many ways more interesting than many of those 
museums and art collections that were created through more ‘official means’. Such public 
museums rarely reflect the contemporary truths and personal tastes that house museums 
reveal. The collections found in house museums, reflect the very real thirst for beauty that 
collectors have had but they often also speak to the social needs and necessities of the times. 

Sinebrychoff Art Museum, Gustavian Room, 2003. Photographer: Arno de la Chapelle. Archive 
Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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They also demonstrate how a particular collector endeavoured to display their wealth, good 
taste and their background – or, indeed a lack of these. I have learned that the appreciation of 
aesthetic values and beauty, whether it be art or material culture, can be innate, and need not 
necessarily have anything to do with one’s family history or scholarly education.

FNGR: What are the particular characteristics of Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s house 
museum? What are some points of special interest?

K-PK: The Sinebrychoffs were especially interested in portraiture and they held in particularly 
high regard the portrait artists of 17th- and 18th-century Sweden. The proper display of 
artworks by these masters necessitated an appropriate environment – a setting which would 
highlight their historical significance. The building, which is located on Bulevardi, in the centre 
of Helsinki, dates from the 1840s and was Paul’s childhood home and after his mother Anna 
Sinebrychoff was widowed, she continued to live there until her death in 1904. That year Paul 
and Fanny Sinebrychoff moved to the family house and they naturally brought along with 
them the things they had acquired since their marriage in 1883. We can imagine that part of 
the interior originated from Paul’s mother as inheritance, as many pieces there were typical 
examples of 1860s–80s material culture.

The fashioning of the rooms located at the front of the building, looking onto Bulevardi 
itself, deviated clearly from those at the back that look onto a park, which represented a 
typically late 19th-century taste in interior decoration. The Gustavian Room at the front of 
the building in particular became a focus of Paul and Fanny’s collecting. This room, with its 
paintings and gilt furniture, was entirely of their own devising. The Louis XVI Gustavian style 
they chose had been in vogue from 1770–95 and featured a preference for lighter pastel 
colours. The room originally also displayed the Sinebrychoffs’ fine collection of miniatures 
(now in a dedicated gallery adjacent to the room). 

The Dutch Room in the Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Art Collections, in the 1960s. Photographer 
unknown. Collection of Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery

https://research.fng.fi


A Collector’s Dream // FNG Research
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2021. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

4

It is fully evident that the rooms that were later turned into the house museum were 
intended to be historically authentic and stylistically faithful. In leaving their collection to the 
Finnish State in 1921 the Sinebrychoffs clearly wished to underscore its high quality, in much 
the same manner as did the French banker Count Moïse de Camondo (1860–1935), when he 
recreated an 18th-century Parisian mansion to house his art and furniture collection.

FNGR: The building on Bulevardi was bombed in the Second World War and in 1959, the 
rooms were restored for museum use, in honour of the Sinebrychoff brewery’s 140th 
anniversary, and reopened in 1960. In 1975, the State bought the entire building from the 
brewery and between 1978 and 1980, it underwent a major overhaul for museum use to 
accommodate the Ateneum Art Museum’s collection of old European art in addition to 
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s collection of art. A further renovation of the house museum 
section in 2002 sought to reconstruct the street-side rooms on the basis of photographs 
taken in 1912 by the Finnish photographer Signe Brander (1869–1942).2 What is the 
significance of such a reconstruction?

K-PK: In Finland a strange conception of ‘authenticity’, seemingly based on functionalism, 
has been the trend for quite some time and has wrought quite some havoc. After the Second 
World War, for example, Renaissance Revival architecture was often thought of as ‘soulless 
copying’ and much of what was exceptional was damaged or demolished. Back then, the 
culture at large was unable to make the connection with this architecture and European 
cultural heritage and its context.

The same attitude has also had ramifications for reconstructions. The recreation of 
something historical has been seen by many expert authorities as contentious or at the 
very least ethically questionable. It has not been regarded as important, however valuable, 
unique or historically significant the damaged site might have been. A certain dismissal of 
reconstructed interiors and buildings has been evident among those occupied in the domain 
of planning. At the same time, it has been forgotten that not everyone is able to notice the 
valuable original material hidden beneath injurious repairs and latex surfaces.

When the Sinebrychoff Art Museum reopened in 1960 its exhibition design reflected 
the over-aesthetic thinking of the times – an approach that regarded understated austerity as 
‘beautiful’. Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s own thoughts and aspirations had been set aside. 
It is entirely possible that the reasons were financial, but it is more likely that the original 
idea of a house museum that displayed the life of the elite did not fit into the modernist and 
politicised notions of the time. 

Fortunately, the reconstruction of the Sinebrychoff Art Museum interiors undertaken 
in 2002–03 came as a breath of fresh air. These kinds of projects have not been carried out 
much in Finland. This particular reconstruction, however, gave rise to one of Helsinki’s most 
beautiful and most European museums. I think it is a happy state of affairs that in the most 
recent renovations the museum had the courage to reconstruct the original appearance of 
the rooms in the house museum – made possible by the original objects and Signe Brander’s 
excellent photographs.

FNGR: How is the study of artefacts carried out in practice, and what kind of information 
can we find out?

K-PK: Fortunately, in recent times the study of artefacts has increased in Finland. Art historians 
have traditionally not been very interested in the study of objects and research has mostly 
been confined to the visual arts and architecture. Objects have not found their place in the 
venerable arts. Yet it is often forgotten that an old artwork has not been made to hang on 
a white wall, but instead would have been surrounded by colours, furniture, objects and 
textiles. That is why house museums are so important for telling the story of art and providing 
a context. The Finnish National Gallery has its own art conservators but employs conservation 

2 On Brander’s Helsinki photographs, see https://www.helsinkikuvia.fi/collection/22/. 
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The Empire Room in Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s home, in 1912. Photographer: Signe Brander. 
Collection of Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery

experts for objects, furniture, miniatures and so on from outside, even from outside of Finland 
as there are still very few experts in Finland on 19th-century material culture. Object research 
at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum will undoubtedly reveal many compelling facts in the future. 

A student of material culture needs a broad general knowledge and a good grasp 
of literature and literary sources, including biographies and memoirs. One must always 
remember that objects are part of a larger whole. One must also know how to decipher and 
read signatures, how to identify natural wear in artefacts, as well as later changes and repairs. 
One must be able to decide what to preserve and what injurious layers to remove. To identify 
different materials the help of a conservator must be employed, and luckily there are now 
more of these kinds of professionals in Finland.

FNGR: What objects would you like to highlight from the Sinebrychoff collection?

K-PK: Some very fine Empire-style ensembles have been preserved in Finland, for example 
in the Presidential Palace, i.e. in the former Imperial Palace’s Yellow Room, and in the 
Government Palace’s Presidential Room in Helsinki. The Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s Empire 
Room and its furnishings certainly belong to this category. Empire interiors are characterised 
by bright, gay colours, heavy drapery and hardwood furniture with gilded ornamentation. 
Popular motifs included sphinxes inspired by Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign of 1798–99. 
The armrests on the armchairs, for example, are formed from the wings of sphinxes, while 
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the backboard is carved with a winged arrow quiver and 
dolphins, and the forelegs have small paws. Ongoing research 
into the furniture in the Empire Room is being undertaken to 
ascertain whether it originates from the Imperial Palace of 
Ropsha near St Petersburg, as passed down within the oral 
tradition of the family and also by Fanny Sinebrychoff to the 
earliest catalogues of the collection. The furniture design 
bears many similarities to that designed by the St Petersburg 
architect Andrei Voronikhin (1759–1814) for the Greek 
Room and Empress Maria Feodorovna’s boudoir in the city’s 
Pavlovsky Palace.

The Sinebrychoff museum’s Gustavian Salon, with its 
gilt furniture and decoratively inlaid bureaus, represents a 
unique whole in Finland. And without a doubt the cylinder 
secretaire writing bureau made for Gustav III’s sister, Princess 
Sofia Albertina, by the Stockholm master Gustaf Adolph 
Ditzinger (1760–1800) is a masterpiece – not only is it the 
room’s pièce de résistance, it is also the jewel of the whole 
collection of the museum’s artefacts. Ditzinger worked as 
a journeyman in the workshop of Georg Haupt (1741–84), 
the most important cabinet-maker of the Gustavian era. The 
bureau is veneered with mahogany, amaranths, grey-stained 
birch, green-stained maple, rosewood and lemon tree. When 
the cylinder lid is opened, the writing desk protrudes. The 
Pompeii-style marquetry decoration is based in part on 
drawings by the painter and interior designer Louis Masreliez 
(1746–1810), one of which has survived and is preserved in 
Stockholm’s Nationalmuseum. The bureau is a rare example of 
early Swedish furniture designed by an architect.3 

3 Lars Ljungström. ‘Gustaf Adolph Ditzinger. Cylinderskrivbord med uppsats, Katarina den Stora och 
Gustav III’, in Nationalmusei utställningskatalog, no. 610. Stockholm: Nationalmuseum, 1998, 525, 
no. 513.

Empire style armchair, St Petersburg, from the Empire Room, early 
19th century, mahogany, textile, gilding, 86cm x 65cm x 56cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery /
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

G.A. Ditzinger (1760–1800), Gustavian Secretaire, Stockholm, from 
the Gustavian Salon, 1787–88, mahogany, intarsia, brass,  
170cm x 132cm x 74.5cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery /
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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