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Flower painting in the western canon of art became an independent genre in the 17th 
century. As the Sinebrychoff Art Museum displays its exhibition ‘Linnaeus: Glimpses of Paradise’, 
Gill Crabbe asks curator Claudia de Brün about the research involved in developing themes for 
the show

The Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s ability 
to tend its garden of art treasures and 
cultivate innovative exhibition material 
continues with its wide-ranging show 
on the theme of the Northern garden, 
flower painting and its relation to science, 
‘Linnaeus: Glimpses of Paradise’. From its 
own prize possessions of 17th-century 
flower paintings by artists such as the 
Dutch master Johannes Borman, court 
painter to Louis XIV Jean-Michel Picart, 
and the workshop of the supreme Dutch 
master Jan Brueghel I, the museum has 
negotiated loans of significant works in the 
genre from Northern European museums 
to complement them. The show’s theme 
opens out to include floral elements in 
religious art, the importance of botanical 
illustration, the meeting of art and science 
in the vision of the iconic Swedish botanist 
Carl Linnaeus, and how floral themes 
appeared not only via the art that Paul and 
Fanny Sinebrychoff collected but also in 
the decorative and functional pieces that 
adorned their everyday life. 

 
Johannes Borman, Still life with Flowers,  
1600–59, oil on canvas, 58cm x 48cm
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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There is also the contextual theme of paradise – the word’s original meaning of 
a walled area or garden being rooted in ancient Iranian language – which takes in the 
socio-political developments of colonial nations during the 17th and 18th centuries. Exotic 
plants and species were brought back from voyages of discovery for wealthy elites to create 
ornamental gardens, with walled enclosures, trees and water fountains providing a haven 
from the wild nature beyond. In the exhibition, the paintings of such earthly delights as 
a pineapple plant that bloomed in 1729 at the gardens of royal palace of Ulriksdal near 
Stockholm, by the Swedish artist David von Cöln (1689–1763), the anthological florilegia of 
the 16th and 17th centuries, and Hieronymus Francken II’s Connoisseurs at a Gallery, all serve 
as examples to underline the specific value of plants as collectors’ items in this period.

The research involved for such a thematically broad exhibition, and the book that 
accompanies and supplements the show, required a close eye on the weaving together of 
several strands and approaches. As the exhibition’s curator Claudia de Brün explains: ‘Our 
starting points were the garden in the North, and Finland, as the collectors Paul and Fanny 
Sinebrychoff once had their own garden, when they lived in the building that is now the 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum. Anna Sinebrychoff, Paul’s mother, was a founding member of the 
Garden Society, which sought to promote plant trade and to introduce proper training of 
gardeners in Finland, because gardeners had to be brought in for example from Germany or 
plants were sometimes brought from St Petersburg. The garden is now a public park, whereas 
originally it evolved from including a kitchen garden, to having more emphasis on flowers and 
decorative plants, with greenhouses for growing palms and roses to be enjoyed in their rooms 
in the house.’ 

International collaboration both in developing the research, as well as in securing 
important loans from abroad, has given the exhibition both breadth and gravitas, besides the 
abundant beauty of its artworks. A major theme is the development of the still-life flower 
painting and here seeking works to complement and augment the museum’s own works 
was a primary consideration. ‘We first looked to the Nordic countries,’ says de Brün. ‘The 
Nationalmuseum in Stockholm loaned a still-life painting by Cornelis de Heem and another 
came from Hallwylska Museet, also in Stockholm, by Catharina Backer, who while not 
considered a professional painter due to her wealthy status, nevertheless was highly skilled. 
Copenhagen’s Statens Museum for Kunst provided a Jacob Marrel. We had a very successful 
collaboration with the Gustavianum Uppsala University Museum, yielding a second flower 
painting by Marrel and a third came from Rotterdam. Then from the Hamburg Art Museum 
we had our key work, Posy, by the iconic flower painter Rachel Ruysch, which features in our 
exhibition poster. It’s a small but beautiful flower painting, and it’s not so easy to obtain loans 
of works by women artists, as they are currently in such high demand.’ 

‘From Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam we were granted almost all 
of the paintings we asked for,’ de Brün continues, ‘including two small depictions of the 
Madonna and child – one where they are flanked by emblematic lilies and roses, the exquisite 
Virgin and Child in a Landscape (c. 1520), by Gerard David. They also loaned an early flower 
painting by Ambrosius Bosschaert I, and a large bouquet in a wooden tub with over 100 flower 
species from the workshop of Brueghel I, (c. 1610), which we paired with our own smaller-
scale work. Our research draws attention to a letter from Brueghel to Cardinal Federico 
Borromeo in 1606, showing that he was very aware of its impact – that it combines different 
flowers blooming in different seasons, but all blooming together, and he wrote he thought it 
would make quite an impression in wintertime to see so many blooms at the same time.’ All of 
these works make for a wealth of comparisons, tracing the evolution of the flowerpiece into 
an independent genre.

‘The main aim of the exhibition of course was to show beautiful artworks,’ de Brün 
points out, ‘but our research also opened up themes such as the connections between 
painters and scientists, and in following this I came across material related to Linnaeus and his 
connection to visual art.’ 

‘Linnaeus also came up when we were looking into research questions because we 
wanted to focus on Northern European garden culture and the Finnish garden and, through 
his apprentice Pehr Kalm and others, Linnaeus is of central importance to the beginnings 
of Finnish garden culture,’ says de Brün. Linnaeus’ botanical garden in Uppsala served as 
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a model for Pehr Kalm’s garden in Turku, in 
Finland. Indeed the show’s strength lies in the 
decision to research the relationship between 
flower painting and botanical illustration and 
concomitantly the overlap between art and 
science in this field.

‘Even before Linnaeus, science was 
developing into a more empirical discipline, 
which meant that observation skills became 
essential. Observation was a skill that had long 
been crucial for artists too. So perhaps artists 
could teach scientists at that stage,’ de Brün 
suggests. ‘During this time the microscope 
was developed, a tool which many artists also 
depended on. It’s no wonder some of the early 
flower painters were actually researchers, for 
example, the naturalist illustrator Maria Sybilla 
Merian (1647–1717).’ De Brün notes here 
that Merian, whose skills in illustration were 
passed on to renowned flower painters like 
Rachel Ruysch, would be on anyone’s wish list 
for loans to an exhibition such as this, but her 
works are too rare and, being executed mostly 
on parchment, too fragile to travel. ‘Back in 
the day,’ she continues, ‘researchers would 
have wanted to compare species that flower at 
different times of year and in order to compare 
their forms and structure one would need to 
paint them. Of course they could be pressed 
and made into a herbarium but when it comes 
to colour and 3D form, that would not have 

been satisfactory and so this was where the artist would come in. Artists would develop very 
refined and detailed skills to paint these 17th- and 18th-century flower paintings, which also 
included butterflies and even tiny ants on the leaves.’

De Brün points out that the labels we apply automatically today don’t reflect the whole 
picture. Many flower painters were trained as artists but they had a strong connection with 
the plant world, for example Rachel Ruysch was the daughter of a professor of botany for 
Amsterdam’s botanical garden, so she had access to subjects to draw from an early age, as 
well as training as a painter.

This blurring of distinctions between botanical artists, scientific researchers and flower 
painters can also been seen in the qualities of Linnaeus himself, whose aesthetic appreciation 
even led him to decorate the walls of his bedroom in the farmhouse he acquired in 1758 with 
precious botanical engravings, such those by the celebrated German botanical illustrator 
Georg Dionysius Ehret. ‘When I thought about the connections between Linnaeus and the 
visual arts, I could also see that his approach was a visual one in the way that he marked and 
recorded his findings,’ says de Brün. ‘While he studied, he developed his own methods and 
tools, and his visual thinking must have been strong to have developed the categories in which 
he ordered his material.’ 

This line of research for the exhibition comes from the collaboration de Brün initiated 
with Professor Mikael Ahlund, Director of the Gustavianum Uppsala University Museum. ‘He 
had written an essay on Linnaeus and his connection to the visual arts for an exhibition project 
in Japan some years ago – so I asked him to write an essay for our book exploring these ideas 
further,’ says de Brün. 

‘We discussed some of the loans for the exhibition and he had some additional ideas 
for loans, including Linnaeus’ groundbreaking volume the Systema Naturae (Leiden, 1735),’ 
she continues. ‘I did not actually have it in mind because there are no illustrations in it other 

 
Jan Brueghel I, follower of, 
Vase with Flowers, oil on 
copper, 24cm x 20cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen
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than the later drawing added by Ehret, but on reflection I could 
see that the textual groupings of categories in the pages show 
Linnaeus’ visual thinking aspect. At the time we were sure that 
it’s such a rare and precious edition that we wouldn’t secure 
a loan, so Prof Ahlund offered us a very high quality facsimile 
of theirs.’ However, de Brün decided to check the National 
Library of Finland and discovered it held an original first edition 
of its own. ‘And of course they were keen for us to show it.’ 
This marvellous edition is displayed in the room dedicated to 
Linnaeus in the exhibition, along with several loose sheets by 
Ehret from Christoph Jacob Trew’s Plantae Selectae (1750–73). 

 
A spread from Linnaeus’ seminal volume Systema naturae, showing 
his visual thinking in the arrangement of botanical categories. 
Caroli Linnaei, Sveci, Doctoris Medicinae Systema naturae, sive, 
Regna tria naturae systematice proposita per classes, ordines, 
genera, & species. Lugduni Batavorum [Leiden, the Netherlands]: 
Apud Theodorum Haak, Ex Typographia Joannis Wilhelmi de 
Groot, 1735. Holding Institution: Missouri Botanical Garden, Peter H. 
Raven Library. Digital version: The Biodiversity Heritage Library, DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.877

 
Georg Dionysius Ehret (1708–1770), Papaya. Illustration from 
Christoph Jacob Trew’s Plantae selectae quarum imagines 
ad exemplaria naturalia Londini in hortis curiosorum nutrita… 
Norimbergae [Nuremberg], 1750 [–1790]. National Library of 
Finland, http://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi-fd2021-00030876
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There is also an exquisite porcelain service from the 1750s that depicts the plant used in 
Linnaeus’ coat of arms, the Linnaea borealis – as Ahlund notes in his essay ‘even the finest 
fibres of the root system are visible’. The room is a homage to Linnaeus’ aesthetic gaze, and 
de Brün has deftly integrated the theme with the architecture of the space through careful 
lighting to draw out the floral relief decorating the surround of the room’s fireplace. 

A kind of mini research project within the remit of the exhibition was to identify 
the plants displayed in the three finest flower paintings in the Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s holdings – Borman’s Still Life with Flowers, Picart’s Still Life of 
Flowers, and Vase with Flowers from Jan Brueghel I’s workshop. How did de Brün come to 
select Klara Alen for the task? ‘In Finland there has not been so much research in this area and 
no experts on flower paintings, so I chose Alen, a Dutch researcher who had published a major 
work with the world expert in this area, Sam Segal. In their recent book they had identified 
the flowers in those magnificent Dutch and Flemish bouquet works  and Alen helped identify 
all of the flowers in our three still-life flower paintings.’ Here, de Brün learnt about how to 
sequence the listings in the correct order: ‘Circular listing is the traditional way,’ she explains. 
‘First the flowers of the bouquet, then the flowers or petals that have fallen down, then the 
insects. The most important flowers are generally in the centre and the others are secondary 
and placed around the edges. So the sequence starts in the middle and spirals outwards.’

 
Jean-Michel Picart, Still life of Flowers, 1600–82, oil on canvas, 35cm x 48.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis
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Further new information on another of the Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s works in 
the show was revealed when a painting by Gertrud Metz (1746–93) was examined by the 
conservator Ari Tanhuanpää before the hang. The painting, Still Life with Fruit, was executed 
in oil on a copper plate that had been already used on the reverse as an engraving plate and, 
while the image was so abrased it was virtually invisible, the conservator was able to highlight 
the inscription in English at the bottom. ‘With this information I was able to find out which 
print the plate was used for,’ says de Brün. ‘It is a print after Hogarth, by Joseph Sympson the 
Younger. Gertrude Metz probably bought the plate and recycled it. We know Metz was born 
in Cologne and she studied in Düsseldorf and spent long periods in London. Now we can say 
that probably her painting was made there. We know rather little about the provenance, so 
it’s rare to know its early life because the flower still-life genre was mostly art that was made 
for private owners who would buy works or give them away or inherit them, making the 
provenance difficult to pinpoint.’

The Metz painting is on display in the museum’s basement gallery, where the 
Sinebrychoffs originally stored their vegetable produce and wine and beer cellar, and de Brün 
has neatly integrated its function with her theme of garden produce and fruits of the harvest, 
which also played a major role in still life and other artworks. This theme provided opportunities 
to extend the display of the Finnish National Gallery’s works. Thus we find Cabbage Patch, by 

 
Gertrud Metz (1746–93),  
Still Life with Fruit, oil on 
copper, 33cm x 42cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen

 
On the reverse of Gertrud 
Metz’s painting Still Life 
with Fruit, conservators 
have found an inscription 
to an engraving that was 
the original use for the 
copper support
Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery 
/ Ari Tanhuanpää
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the Danish artist Hans Smidth (1835–1917), alongside Fanny Churberg’s Still Life with Vegetables 
and Fish (1896) and Pieter de Ring’s 17th-century still life of fruits, paired with a similar subject 
by the little-known painter J. Bruning. ‘Klara Alen researched Bruning’s identity and found 
several references to this name but they are spelt differently each time. However, it is likely to 
be the same artist, as signatures in those days could be spelt variously.’ Also in the basement 
gallery is a series of 17th-century etchings after Annibale Carracci, by Giuseppe Maria Mitelli, 
depicting street market sellers of garden produce, wine and the ubiquitous chicken manure. 
Works that will be more familiar to Finnish audiences include Pekka Halonen’s Tomatoes (1913) 
and Alfred William Finch’s Orchard at La Louvière (1890). 

The entire exhibition makes a feast for the eyes, but special mention must go to the 
book published alongside it, which contains much additional research and information and 
further illustrations. Besides the already mentioned contributions from Mikael Ahlund and 
Klara Alen, de Brün gives an overview of painting Paradise, while Aaja Peura has written on 
Pehr Kalm, a key ‘apostle’ of Linnaeus who seeded his master’s ideas in Finland with the 
construction of the garden of the Academy in Turku. Peura herself has recreated a garden at 
Louhisaari near Turku according to Kalm’s principles. ‘I wanted someone who has a hands-on 
connection to gardening in Finland,’ de Brün explains. ‘This connection to Pehr Kalm and to 
the Finnish garden is hard to show through pictures because there are no paintings of these 
early gardens, so Aaja Peura’s essay has neatly filled in the visual gaps.’ 

‘Linnaeus and Glimpses of Paradise’, until 28 August 2022, Sinebrychoff Art Museum, Helsinki

Claudia de Brün and Kirsi Eskelinen (eds.), Linné ja pieni pala paratiisia / Linnaeus and Glimpses of Paradise. Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum Publications. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 2022, available from the Finnish 
National Gallery’s webshop, https://museoshop.fi/tuote/linne-ja-pieni-pala-paratiisia-linnaeus-and-glipses-of-paradise/

 
Joseph Sympson Jnr (fl. 1730–35), after William Hogarth (1697–1764), ‘Orator Healey’ – a Preacher 
Conducting a Christening, colour mezzotint 
Wellcome Collection, United Kingdom
Photo: https://www.europeana.eu/en/item/9200105/wellcomeimages_org_record_V0014920 
CC BY
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