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Introduction

There are very few people who haven’t felt moved 
when looking at a picture of their loved one. A face, 
especially when belonging to someone dear, has 
the power to evoke a multitude of feelings: love, 
anger, possessiveness or heartache, to name a few. 
As we live in the contemporary world, this type of 
picture is usually a photograph. In my primary school 
we used to wait for the days when a photographer 
came to take the annual school photographs. We 
sat for the group picture, pictures with our friends 
and our portrait pictures with hair brushed and a 
smile elicited by the funny word. After a few weeks, 
the photos arrived and it was time to call on our 
courage and ask for a little sticker photo from our 
secret (or not-so-secret) crush. If we were lucky 
enough to obtain one, it was cherished. I stuck mine 

between the back of my phone and the battery to keep it always with me, but hidden from 
meaningful glances.

This ritual from my childhood nearly 20 years ago reminds me of portrait miniatures 
and their use as personal mementos across several centuries. Before the invention 
of photographs these items held a great sentimental value and were in active use in 
strengthening emotional bonds between lovers and family members. During my internship 
at the Finnish National Gallery I have acquainted myself with these small gems and 
their character. 

I chose to study Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s collection of miniatures that is housed 
at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum as a part of Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s art collection. 
Today the National Gallery’s entire collection of miniatures comprises about 400 items, of 
which around 340 belong to the original collection by Paul and Fanny. Their original miniature 
collection was formed over roughly two decades – from the end of the 1880s to c. 1913 – and 
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was then donated to the Finnish state in 1921.1 Since the original donation the collection in 
the National Gallery has been increased by several further donations and purchases. 

The collection of miniatures has been previously researched, but the main focus has 
been on basic and conservatory research on how the collection was formed and what it 
actually includes in terms of artists and materials.2 Even though this work is still in progress, 
in this article my aim is not to make a thorough report on the collection or its developments, 
but rather to study it from several thematic viewpoints. First of all, I will approach a portrait 
miniature as an object that has a certain character. I will examine it as a material and social 
object and place it in the context of the Sinebrychoffs’ collecting interests. Here, I will reflect 
on the question of what kinds of qualities make the portrait miniature an appealing object for 
both the original owner and the collector. How do their experiences differ and what do they 
have in common? 

I have approached these questions by sifting through some parts of the Finnish 
National Gallery Archive Collections, studying research literature on the material and social 
aspects of portrait miniatures and taking a closer look at Paul Sinebrychoff’s letters from 
equivalent viewpoints.3 I have also had the opportunity to examine Paul’s own original 
catalogue of their miniatures, the catalogue of the collection made after Fanny’s donation, as 

1 This timing of active collecting is based on information gathered from Paul’s letters and 
submitted to the author as a verbal notice by curator Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi, who has studied the 
Sinebrychoffs’ collecting activities in depth. On the donation, see Ira Westergård. ‘A gift to the 
nation: Fanny Sinebrychoff and the donation of the Sinebrychoff art collection’, in Salla Heino, Kirsi 
Eskelinen (eds.), A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff. Helsinki: Finnish 
National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 2021, (212–31) 221.

2 See e.g. Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi & Synnöve Malmström (eds.). Miniatyyrit. Helsinki: Valtion 
taidemuseo, 2002.

3 I have used the letters from the years 1895 to 1909, about 477 items in total, which can be found 
translated into Finnish and transcribed on the web-page Paul Sinebrychoffin kirjearkisto [Paul 
Sinebrychoff’s Letter Archive], http://kirjearkisto.siff.fi/default.aspx (accessed 15 June 2022).

 
Press clipping showing photographs of Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff, 1909. Historical Picture 
Collection, Finnish Heritage Agency
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well as auction catalogues from Bukowski’s auction house in Sweden. There is still a variety 
of archive material on the Sinebrychoff collection that would require further research in the 
future which could also shed light on the issues concerned in this article.

The Sinebrychoffs’ collection of miniatures contains mainly portrait miniatures but 
also some examples of other genres, such as mythological scenes. In my research I have 
concentrated on the original part of the collection collected by Paul and Fanny. From the 
vast amount of objects, I have chosen portrait miniatures that depict private individuals and 
were commissioned as personal keepsakes as the ones to be presented in this article. Thus 
in the later sections, when discussing miniatures in general, I will not consider portraits of 
sovereigns or other socialites, which play a considerable role in the history of miniatures but 
whose function differs significantly from that of their more private counterparts. Finally, I have 
highlighted some items from the collection, which best express the social or material aspects 
of miniatures that are the focus of this article.

The historical and social context of the Sinebrychoffs’ collection

During the 19th century, old European art was increasingly passing into the hands of a new 
class of entrepreneurs of industry and finance. They created new collections to support their 
social status, which had no base in aristocratic roots. Paul Sinebrychoff (1859–1917), owner 
of the successful family brewery of the same name, was an embodiment of this type.4 With 
his wife, Fanny (neè Grahn, 1862–1921), they started to collect paintings and antique pieces 
in the 1880s and continued their purchases until the outbreak of the First World War.5 During 
this time they successfully collected a unique selection of old European art in a country that 
was lacking substantial collections of Old Masters, such as aristocratic or royal collections.

Until the mid-19th century there were rarely any paintings in Finnish aristocratic homes 
apart from family portraits and an occasional landscape.6 It was convenient, however, to have 
a row of images of ancestors on the wall as a reminder of the family’s hopefully long and 
glorious history. The Sinebrychoff family, who had settled in Finland from central Russia just 
a few generations earlier, did not have this advantage. The vital importance of portraits to a 
respectable home may be one of the reasons why Paul and Fanny took an interest in portraits 
and concentrated on them across their entire collection: apart from reflecting their personal 
tastes, the collection had probably fortified their position in re-forming Finnish society. 
Despite Paul’s Russian roots, the couple intended originally to concentrate on portraits, in 
Paul’s own words, ‘from the period when the fate of Sweden and Finland was united’.7 That 
is, mostly from the 17th and 18th centuries, when Finland was under Swedish rule. This was 
quite a safe choice during the period when Russia tightened its grip on the country. Also 
Fanny’s Swedish roots most certainly played a part.8

The art collection has borne the names of both Fanny and Paul, but the division 
between them in forming it has remained a little unclear. Even though Paul Sinebrychoff has 
gained the main attention as ‘the man behind the collection’ who is usually brought forward 
self-evidently, it is nevertheless undeniable that Fanny also played her part in the creation 
of the art collection. It is to be noted that Fanny is mentioned several times in Paul’s letters, 

4 Charlotta Wolff. ‘Art and self-image around 1900. The Sinebrychoff collection in context’, in Salla 
Heino, Kirsi Eskelinen (eds.), A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff. 
Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 2021, (40–53) 41–43.

5 See note 1.
6 Susanna Pettersson. ‘Jännityksen ja riemun merkitsemällä polulla’, in Minerva Keltanen (ed.), 

Sinebrychoff – keräilijän kodista taidemuseoksi. Helsinki: Valtion taidemuseo / Sinebrychoffin 
taidemuseo, 2003, (70–83) 71–72.

7 ‘från den tid, då svenska och finska öden voro förenade’. Paul Sinebrychoff (P.S.) to Julius Kronberg 
(J.K.), Helsinki 13 November 1907. Archives of the Finnish Art Society (AFAS). Archive Collections 
(AC), Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki (FNG).

8 See also Charlotta Wolff’s excellent analysis in ‘Art and self-image around 1900. The Sinebrychoff 
collection in context’, 48–52.
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taking an active role and giving her opinions on acquisitions. For example, in his letter on 
31 August 1899 to the collector Axel Durling, Paul passes on Fanny’s inquiry about the price 
for a Breda painting in Durling’s possession and whether he would be willing to sell it to 
them.9 Her name is not, however, found in reference to the miniatures. Judging from Paul’s 
remarks in the letters, the miniatures collection appears to have been his particular domain.10 
Whatever role Fanny might have played in forming the collection, it is unfortunately only 
Paul’s correspondence that we are able to read today, and therefore it is mainly his voice 
that is giving us direct information about their collecting activities and interests. That is why 
focussing around his viewpoints is unavoidable. Considering my personal approach to his 
collecting, I will often refer to him only by his first name. 

Characteristics of the small

When discussing miniatures, it is the size that makes the first impression, how can anyone 
paint something so tiny? How should we approach an item that contains so much in such a 
small form? And what does smallness mean in terms of art?

The size of a portrait miniature and the physical and emotional reactions that its scale 
evokes have a considerable effect on all aspects considering its use and status as an object. 
In its curious smallness a portrait miniature can make us feel astonished and delighted. 
Furthermore, small treasures like this require attention to protect them from being lost and 
forgotten. If you imagine yourself holding something tiny and precious, such as a nestling, a 
miniature, you will most certainly react to it with your body. You wouldn’t grab it carelessly 
and without thought. You would rather lift your shoulders and form a safe cup with your 
hands to prevent the treasure from falling out. In other words, you would experience an 
instinctive corporeal reaction to the nature of the object. 

The human eye has good resolving power with which it can differentiate two 
objects just 0.1mm apart from each other.11 That skill has its use in looking at miniatures 
because observation of their skilfully made details is an important part of the observational 
experience. According to Susan Stewart, miniature worlds present a ‘hallucination of detail’.12 
Therefore they offer an endless challenge for the eye, and require concentrated scrutiny to be 
comprehended. They are pictures to be dived into, because in a portrait miniature – already in 
itself small – there are new levels of smallness, one below the other. First you can look at the 
object, then at its painted subject, their eye, their eye with a magnifying glass, the painting 
technique, the surface of the paint… The dive goes on and on towards the smaller and smaller.

As mentioned earlier, the eye is not the only means to experience smallness, however. 
Our perspective on the world is connected to our human body with its own specific scale. As 
Elina Räsänen and Visa Immonen have noted, ‘(t)he body sets the baseline to the experience 
of the scale and miniaturised entities are recognised as miniatures in relation to the body’.13 
This corporeal perspective and frame has an effect on the size of the objects that we use for 
different purposes. In the case of many portrait miniatures, for example, their size would 
need to be suitable for jewellery; a locket, brooch, ring or bracelet. Valuable materials used in 
their making add to their gem-like properties. Like little pictures of saints that were carried to 
protect their owner, portrait miniatures can also be thought of as lucky charms or amulets.

9 P.S. to Axel Durling (A.D.), Helsinki 31 August 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
10 P.S. to Carl Ulrik Palm (C.U.P.), Helsinki 28 August 1900. AFAS. AC, FNG.
11 Seppo Hornytzkyj. ‘“Gems” in the miniatures’, in Mike Garner, Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi (eds.), Taiteen 

muisti: konservoinnin kerrostumia / Art’s Memory: Layers of Conservation. Helsinki: Finnish 
National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum 2006, (218–23) 218.

12 Susan Stewart. On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 1993, 112.

13 Elina Räsänen and Visa Immonen. ‘The Vast Complexities of the Small: Miniaturisations in Nordic 
Late-Medieval Material and Visual Culture’, Finskt Museum 2018, (28–50) 30, https://helda.
helsinki.fi/bitstream/handle/10138/298788/FM_2018_miniatyrisations_immonen_rasanen.
pdf?sequence=1 (accessed 15 June 2022).

 
Elias Brenner (1647–1717), 
Portrait of a Lady,  
2.4cm x 3cm 
Sinebrychoff Collection, 
Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Simo Karisalo

https://research.fng.fi
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bitstream/handle/10138/298788/FM_2018_miniatyrisations_immonen_rasanen.pdf?sequence=1
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bitstream/handle/10138/298788/FM_2018_miniatyrisations_immonen_rasanen.pdf?sequence=1
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bitstream/handle/10138/298788/FM_2018_miniatyrisations_immonen_rasanen.pdf?sequence=1


Mementos on Display: Portrait Miniatures in the Sinebrychoffs’ Art Collection // Hilla Männikkö
---

FNG Research Issue No. 2/2022. 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

5

According to Stewart, smallness also takes 
us towards to the supernatural, the world of fairies 
and guardian spirits. Miniaturisation can be a way to 
stand out from the ordinary and it can offer a space 
for escapism.14 A miniature painting can also be 
considered as an utmost display of skill, even at the 
level of curiosity. The curiosity cabinets of the 16th 
and 17th centuries were usually divided into natural 
curiosities and artificial curiosities, the latter being 
a category for exceptional crafts that could include 
miniatures, too.15 

According to Stewart, the precision of creating 
on a small scale is often aiming towards perfection, 
whereas the ‘gigantic celebrates quantity over 
quality’.16 Thus it can be interesting to contemplate 
the measure of miniatures in comparison to 
something totally opposite. An obvious point of 
comparison to portrait miniatures are the grand-
manner portraits, in which the subjects are depicted 
in life-size and which are usually on display in the 
central location of the household. It feels natural to 
take a step back and observe from a distance. A large 
painting both demands its space to exist and to be 
looked at. A life-size portrait doesn’t invite you to 
approach and touch it but naturally creates a space 
between itself and the viewer. Indeed, standing 
too near, one can only see a blurry surface. The 
dimensions of the work seem to justify themselves 
by the size of the model but the genre adds its 
own relish to set off the grandiose atmosphere 
with certain props such as elements of classical 
architecture. Eventually, the aim and the size of 
the painting are tightly intertwined. A large size is 
a visible indication of power, whereas a portrait 
miniature signals its influence in a more subtle 
manner. Those two types of portrait could also be 
interestingly combined, as in William Beechey’s 
portrait of Margaret Bewicke in the Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum.

Smallness as a quality serves the idea of 
a collection as it offers an opportunity to create 
coherence. It is ideal for a collector to be able to see 
all their items at a glance, as a unity and an ensemble 

at the same time. Naturally, for a collector, size can also be a matter of practicality. When 
looking at the interior photos from the homes of long-time collectors there is not much space 
left on the walls (or, in some cases, on the roof or the floor either).17 Paul Sinebrychoff also 
wrote about this problem, but did not make any remarks about the size of miniatures.18

14 Stewart, On Longing, 112–13.
15 Anthony Alan Shelton. ‘Cabinets of Transgression: Renaissance Collections and the Incorporation of 

the New World’, in John Elsner, Roger Cardinal (eds.), The Cultures of Collecting. London: Reaktion 
Books, 1994, (177–203) 182.

16 Stewart, On Longing, 112.
17 See e.g. Magnus Olausson (ed.). Europeiskt miniatyrmåleri i Nationalmusei samlingar. En konstbok 

från Nationalmuseum. Årsbok för Statens konstmuseer, 40. Stockholm: Nationalmuseum 1994, 11.
18 See e.g. P.S. to Christian Hammer (C.H.), Helsinki 13 October 1900. AFAS. AC, FNG.

 
William Beechey (1753–1839), Margaret Bewicke, oil on canvas, 
240cm x 148cm
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Marika Kokkinen
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The collector’s mind and ambitions

During my research, I have kept in mind the question: how 
did Paul feel about these little treasures? In other words, I am 
interested in what we can find out about Paul’s own way of 
experiencing the miniatures and collecting them. In collecting, 
what was important to him and why? 

The couple were unable to travel around due to Paul’s 
professional duties, so they managed their collecting through 
Paul’s correspondence with a few regular representatives in 
Sweden, where they bought most of their miniatures. These 
purchases were made from auction houses, private art dealers, 
other collectors and private persons. However, due to the 
distance between Helsinki and the art markets of the world, the 
process of purchasing was somewhat complicated. A successful 
outcome often required protracted negotiations and 
bargaining. The couple had to pore over auction catalogues, 
ask paintings to be sent to them to be scrutinised, and request 
exact descriptions through letters. In later years they could also 
use photographs to get a better impression of the artworks.19 
Speaking of the miniatures, the Sinebrychoffs’ role in choosing 
individual items was smaller in the beginning, for the main part 
of this collection consists of two former collections. Having 
purchased their first portrait miniatures at the latest in 189920, 
Paul bought two extensive collections in 1900 and 1901, the 
first consisting of about 140 pieces from the Swedish collector 
Edvard Nystrand and the second comprising 103 pieces from 
Emil Österlind.21 After that Paul was regularly making inquiries 
about interesting miniatures.

Paul’s knowledge of miniatures was gained from books, 
information exchanged with other collectors and independent 
examination of the items in his possession. The only other 
Finnish collector who knew about miniatures and whom he 
mentions several times in his letters, is Eliel Aspelin (later 
known as Aspelin-Haapkylä), a professor of aesthetics and a 

Fennoman.22 Paul also refers to Aspelin’s biography of Elias Brenner, a Finnish-born artist, 
scientist, collector and miniature painter.23 Aspelin owned several miniatures by Brenner and 
had some expertise in miniatures in general. It seems that he first heard about Sinebrychoff’s 
collection in June 1899, when he was visiting Bukowski’s auction house in Sweden.24 It is not 
certain whether he ever visited the Sinebrychoffs, but it seems likely. Paul, however, had 
at least visited the Aspelins, for he wrote to the artist Fanny Hjelm in 5 December 1900 to 
order a duplicate copy of Brenner’s self-portrait copied by Hjelm that he had seen in Aspelin’s 
home.25 Despite this connection, Paul did not seem to consider Aspelin too highly compared 

19 See e.g. A.D. to P.S., Stockholm 29 November 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
20 In earlier letters there are indications of some miniatures that have been bought earlier, but the 

first mention of a purchase can be found in a letter from P.S. to Henryk Bukowski (H.B.), Helsinki 8 
December 1899.

21 Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi. ‘Paul Sinebrychoff miniatyyrikeräilijänä’, in Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi, Synnöve 
Malmström (eds.), Miniatyyrit. Helsinki: Valtion taidemuseo, 2002.

22 Fennomans and Svecomans were the two sides of Finland’s conflict over language, which took 
place in the 19th century. The Fennomans campaigned for Finnish and the Svecomans for Swedish. 
‘Finland’s language strife’, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finland%27s_language_strife 
(accessed 7 June 2022).

23 P.S. to Fanny Hjelm (F.H.), Helsinki 5 December 1900. AFAS. AC, FNG.
24 Henryk Bukowski (H.B.) to P.S., Stockholm 10 June 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
25 P.S. to Fanny Hjelm (F.H.), Helsinki, 5 December 1900. AFAS. AC, FNG.

 
The back cover of an 1890 auction catalogue showing 
Bukowski’s auction house in Stockholm
Finnish National Gallery Library
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Ainur Nasretdin
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to his own expertise on miniatures. In July 1901, he wrote to the Swedish collector Emil 
Österlind: ‘Aspelin’s expertise is limited to Brenner and I think that he can’t make remarkable 
evaluations of other painters. We are really lacking any competent persons on miniatures here 
and I believe myself to be the only one who has studied Swedish miniature painting from the 
17th and 18th centuries in detail.’26 It seems that Paul was quite alone with his hobby.

After the death of Paul’s widowed mother Anna Sinebrychoff, Paul and Fanny moved 
to the building at Bulevardi 40, in 1904, and decorated their new home systematically with 
old and new acquisitions. The second floor of the house was divided into two spheres: the 
more public one with its carefully composed art collection and period furniture, and the more 
private one with personal bedrooms and family memorabilia.27 Even though there was also art 
in their private quarters, it was only the contents of the public one that were donated to the 
state and considered as a coherent collection.

26 P.S. to Emil Österlind (E.Ö.), Helsinki 17 July 1901. AFAS. AC, FNG.
27 Kari-Paavo Kokki. ‘An international collection – Bulevardi 40’, in Salla Heino, Kirsi Eskelinen (eds.),  

A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 2021, (104–127) 108–110.

 
Miniatures are on display below the paintings on the walls of the Gustavian Room at Paul and 
Fanny Sinebrychoff’s home in Helsinki, photographed in the 1910s. Photographer Signe Brander
Collection of Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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Most of the miniatures were displayed in the Gustavian-style Room, in glass cases 
hanging on the walls.28 At that time it was typical to gather several miniatures close together 
in these kinds of display cases and hang them amongst other artworks. In his correspondence 
with Edvard Nystrand about the collection that he had just bought from him, Paul emphasised 
that the miniatures must be framed so that they could be hung.29 However, not all of the 
miniatures were on view. Unfortunately there is no information on how Paul stored the 
miniatures that were not on display.

28 Gustavian style was a Nordic interpretation of French Neoclassical style. It was popular in Swedish 
and Finnish architecture and interior design during the reigns of king Gustaf III and Gustaf IV, that is 
from 1775–1809. ‘Kustavilaisuus’, Wikipedia, https://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kustavilaisuus (accessed 
7 June 2022).

29 P.S. to Edvard Nystrand (E.N.), Helsinki 31 May 1900 and P.S. to E.N., Helsinki 12 June 1900. AFAS. 
AC, FNG.

 
Cover of Paul Sinebrychoff’s 
notebook on his miniatures. 
Archive of the Finnish Art 
Society, STY/H25. Archive 
Collections, Finnish National 
Gallery
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Ainur Nasretdin

 
A spread from Paul 
Sinebrychoff’s notebook on 
his miniatures. Archive of the 
Finnish Art Society, STY/H25, 
Archive Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Ainur Nasretdin
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Eager to know how Paul managed his collection, I inspected the notebook where 
he had compiled a list of his miniatures. However, this list doesn’t seem to have any easily 
comprehensible logic behind it for it is not organised chronologically, alphabetically or 
thematically. The notebook gives an impression that it could have been filled within a 
quite short time, maybe assembling earlier, separate notes. The first miniature in the list 
is a Sparrgren, which Paul bought as part of Edvard Nystrand’s collection in 1900. When 
inspecting the list I could see that many of the miniatures he named were subsequently 
crossed out, either with ink or pencil. I compared this list to the one that was made after the 
donation and calculated that the number of miniatures had been reduced by 60. What has 
happened to these items? It doesn’t seem likely that all of them would simply have been lost. 
Unfortunately, time constraints did not allow me to investigate this question properly. Could 
the scoring-out marks have been Paul’s, who would have sold the pieces even though there 
are no references to this in the letters? Or could the deletions have been made after his death 
by Fanny? Maybe she had given some miniatures to her relatives or otherwise separated them 
from the whole donation. These questions would be interesting to study further.

Portrait miniatures as social and  material objects

As Susanna Pettersson has pointed out, the miniatures were ‘art to 
live with’.30 That is, during their life before becoming museum portrait 
miniatures, they were vulnerable utility objects. They were not exactly 
considered to be art. Their material form allowed them to be carried 
and they had a certain use and purpose in many social and emotional 
practices, which were also unavoidably linked with gender.

Unlike easel paintings, portrait miniatures have found their 
settings in a variety of framing devices. A female owner might well have 
incorporated them into pieces of jewellery, while a man would have most 
likely carried them in a frame or a little leather case to fit in a pocket.31 
They could also be attached to snuff boxes, patch boxes and other 
containers for various uses. Women usually kept the portraits of their 
family members on view, whereas men kept them hidden from the public 
eye, to be inspected in private.32 It is interesting that portrait miniatures 
were usually inherited by female descendants, while larger-scale 
portraits were bequeathed to the male members of the family. Men, who 
remained on family lands, had the responsibility to maintain the official 
history of the family and large, formal paintings served public functions 
in their social life. By contrast women, when they married, would have 
moved homes and family with moveable possessions. Their role in history 
was more on the private side. Miniatures were among those objects that 
helped women to maintain ties to their own family after the moment of 
familial fragmentation.33

Portrait miniatures were usually commissioned as gifts and that brings a particular 
feature to their nature as objects. As gifts they could be claimed to form their own 
subcategory with its own social conventions and traditions. There are many miniatures in the 
Sinebrychoff collection that include features that were typical of gifts. For example, a portrait 
miniature by Domenico Bossi (1767–1853), known as Mayor Nelander, has most likely been 
given to a loved one. On the reverse there is a saying in French: ‘Tout à Vous’ (All for You), 

30 Susanna Pettersson. ‘Preface’, in Magnus Olausson, Miniature painting in the Nationalmuseum –  
a World-Class Collection, Stockholm: Nationalmuseum 2021, 8.

31 Katherine Rieder. ‘Gifting and fetishization: the portrait miniature of Sally Foster Otis as a maker of 
female memory’, in Maureen Daly Goggin, Beth Fowkes Tobin (eds.), Women and Things, 1750-
1950: Gendered Material Strategies. Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009, (247–64) 251–55.

32 Rieder ‘Gifting and fetishization’, 256.
33 Rieder ‘Gifting and fetishization’, 255–58.

 
Martin Scheffel (1729–83), 
Portrait of a Young Lady,  
watercolour and gouache  
on parchment,  
3.3cm x 2.8cm
Sinebrychoff Collection, 
Finnish National Gallery /  
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Simo Karisalo

 
The reverse of Martin 
Scheffel’s Portrait of  
a Young Lady
Sinebrychoff Collection, 
Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery 
/ Simo Karisalo
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embroidered on silk fabric. The saying tells us that this 
man, who had already passed his years of youth, still had 
love in his life.

Intimacy and presence

A miniature is not a subject but an object, an item, an 
artefact. In what way is it possible, then, for an object to 
convey a presence of a subject?

An image has a long tradition in representing 
something that is missing in immediate presence. There 
are numerous examples of different traditions concerning 
images as a means of expanding and prolonging human 
lives beyond their physical and temporal boundaries. 
Take, for instance, the wax effigies used in royal funerals 
to replace their previously living embodiments, or 
mourning miniatures that are also represented in the 
Sinebrychoff collection. We cannot mistake a portrait 
miniature for a human, but we can experience it as being 
representative of them. The viewer is the one who holds 
all the memories and the resources of experiencing, and 
the one who preserves the experienced. When looking 
at an image, a visual reminder, the gaze is connecting the 
viewer to their memories: an image, an object, is a means 
to remember.34 However, especially when considering a 
miniature, it is important to see its tangible nature. They 
are not consumed solely by the eye. The connection with 

34 Caroline Van Eck. Art, Agency and Living Presence: from the Animated Image to the Excessive 
Object. Boston: De Gruyter, 2015, 67.

 
The reverse of Domenico Bossi’s  
Mayor Nelander
Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National 
Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Simo Karisalo

 
Domenico Bossi (1767–1853),  
Mayor Nelander, 1800, watercolour and 
gouache on ivory, 5.5cm x 5.5cm
Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National 
Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Simo Karisalo

 
Unknown artist, Head of a Child, watercolour and gouache on 
ivory, 3.9cm x 3.5cm  
Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Simo Karisalo
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a miniature and its subject emerges also with touch: the size and shape are usually well fitted 
into the hand, which can hold it tight, lift it to be kissed or stroke its smooth surface gently.

Miniatures are often described using the word ‘intimate’ and not without reason for it 
is this quality that is attached to their every aspect. A portrait miniature is not usually meant 
to communicate with a general audience, but with one individual at a time. They have been 
experienced in private and the thoughts and feelings that they have provoked have mostly 
been private ones. As Katherine Rieder has set forth, a necessity for an object like a miniature 
arises from the physical separation of two people. This physical separation has created a need 
for a tangible replacement, an object that can enable interaction and receive and transmit 
feelings aimed at its absent subject. As Rieder puts it: ‘The object acts as the agent as it guides 
the experience of mind and body.’ Though when protecting against absence, the object is also 
revealing its existence.35 

It is inevitable, however, that at some point the link between the subject of a portrait 
and its original owner is lost. Mortal beings pass away, but objects continue their lives a little 
longer. Still, time works its charms to them too, for colours start to fade and the knowledge of 
their history is fragmenting. It is not unusual, for example, for the information on the subject’s 
identity in a portrait to be lost. Regarding miniatures, this is a major occurrence and is also the 
case with examples in the Sinebrychoff collection. Thus handling information, or the lack of it, 
are inevitable aspects of serious collecting.

As expressed above, portrait miniatures have been originally commissioned to 
mark a personal sentimental bond, which makes them unique and irreplaceable to their 
holder amongst all the similar objects. Considering this, what does a miniature represent 
to a collector? Are its qualities as an object more important than its value as a human 
representative? I would argue that a sense of presence, let alone emotions, cannot be 
collected. Therefore there is a certain transformation in a miniature’s nature when it is 
adopted into a collection. When a miniature is alienated from the sphere of the personal, the 
functional value is mostly replaced with aesthetic value.36 It is to be noted that a collector 
doesn’t usually have any personal relationship with those who have been depicted in the 
miniatures in their collections. That was also the case with Paul Sinebrychoff, because the 
miniatures mentioned in his mother’s testament have taken their own separate path, and 
were most probably inherited by Paul’s two sisters. A collector can form a bond with those 
represented in their miniatures, but that must happen through an imagination that is not 
based on their personal experience of the person.

It can’t be denied that in becoming part of a collection, a portrait miniature loses some 
of its individual value and intimacy. It is no longer a personal object, with a form of presence. 
I would argue, however, that there is nevertheless something intimate in collecting too. 
Considering Paul’s precise character, the collecting of portrait miniatures must have appealed 
to him because it requires careful concentration and an almost scientific expertise. The 
process involved in this kind of personal concentration can be conceived as intimate too.

Paul Sinebrychoff’s perspective on miniatures

The best collection of miniatures is the one formed by the collector himself, acting on his 
own discretion, gaining his knowledge often through bitter experience, gradually weeding out 
miniatures that might be unworthy of a place in his cabinet, and buying from time to time 
examples of the work of the lesser-known painters.37

35 Rieder, ‘Gifting and fetishization’, 253–59.
36 Stewart, On Longing, 151.
37 This quotation is from a comprehensive history of miniatures that was written by George C. 

Williamson in 1904. The author included nine miniatures from the Sinebrychoff collection and 
mentioned Paul Sinebrychoff among the remarkable collectors. George C. Williamson. The History 
of Portrait Miniatures 1–2, 1531–1860. London: George Bell and Sons, 1904. Quotation from 
volume 2, 161.
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Instead of purchasing merely on the basis of personal affections, the 
collector usually values the objects according to a variety of criteria. They can 
be considered in the light of their artistic quality, materials, monetary value, or 
by their position among other collectibles or their certain categories, amongst 
other things. Typically, a collector pursues a representative wholeness of objects 
in which some of their features are accentuated, while others fade away. In order 
to be a part of a collection an object must give up some of its individuality and 
become a team player, so to speak.

The content of the Sinebrychoff miniature collection varies across several 
standards. There are examples by renowned artists such as Domenico Bossi, 

Peter Adolf Hall and Elias Brenner, but there are also paintings of a rather peculiar sort 
regarding the artistic qualities or appearance of the model. The focus was on Swedish and 
Finnish painters. On 6 August 1903 Paul wrote that he had only 19 pieces by ‘foreign’ artists, 
meaning neither Swedish or Finnish ones.38 Purchase prices ranged widely, from 7 to 1,760 
Swedish crowns.39 Thus it is to be supposed that, although Paul stressed several times that he 
must be careful to pick only the most valuable pieces, he had purchased miniatures across a 
wider selection. Some of these may have even interested him as curiosities.

Even though there is no clear coherence to the collection, it is possible to find 
certain features that define Paul Sinebrychoff’s selection of miniatures. First, for him, it was 
important to demand a high artistic quality. He was more than ready to make judgements 
on artistic execution, including painting techniques and character sketches, and he was keen 
to buy pieces by particular artists, such as Elias Brenner and Peter Adolph Hall. Secondly, he 
appreciated cultural historical values and was curious to discover the identity and life story of 
the subjects, especially if they were somehow renowned and their life story was connected to 
well known historical events.40 Thirdly, he was also careful to choose paintings of the subjects 
that pleased his eye. When hung in their home, he would see the paintings every day and thus 
he was rather keen to enquire after the appearence of the models. In his letter to Osvald Sirén 
on 5 March 1901, Paul declared: ‘[…] I prefer to purchase pictures of the young and beautiful 
rather than those old men and women.’41

Paul Sinebrychoff’s interest in the life stories of the subjects of the paintings is 
understandable. Perhaps a collection of portraits could not, after all, fulfill its purpose without 
those stories? Maybe it is not enough to gain possession of a portrait solely as a material 
object, but one feels the urge to solve all the mysteries surrounding it. For a person is always a 
story and without the story a portrait of a person is incomplete. That is one of the aspects that 
makes collecting portraits rewarding.

I would suggest that Paul was keen to collect in an area that was difficult to gain expertise 
in. During his time, it was more usual to collect coins or medals than art. From his letters it is 
clear that he was eager to create an impression that he was an expert in a field that was poorly 
understood. For example, in one of his letters to Bukowski’s new director Carl Ulrik Palm, he 

38 P.S. to O.S., Helsinki 6 August 1903. AFAS. AC, FNG.
39 About the purchase of a supposed Hall miniature for 1,760 Swedish crowns in the letter from P.S. 

to C.U.P., Helsinki 18 March 1905. AFAS. AC, FNG. About the purchase of Köhler’s miniature for 7 
Swedish crowns, e.g. in the letter from P.S. to O.S., Helsinki 27 February 1901. AFAS. AC, FNG. 

40 See e.g. P.S. to H.B., Helsinki 8 December 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
41 ‘[M]an tager hellre bilder af yngre, vackra personer, än sådana af gamla gubbar och gummor.’ P.S. to 

O.S., Helsinki 5 March 1901. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Paul Sinebrychoff bought this miniature by the School of Peter Adolf Hall, in 1905,  
for 1,760 Swedish crowns.  
School of Peter Adolf Hall, Portrait of a Young Lady, watercolour and gouache on 
ivory, 3.8cm x 4.5cm
Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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declared that miniatures were his speciality as a collector.42 As mentioned 
before, he also believed himself to be the only person in Finland who had 

carefully studied miniature painting from the 17th and 18th centuries.43 
According to Edvard Nystrand there were actually very few people in Sweden, 

too, who would have known much about miniatures. In his opinion, ‘[o]ne cannot 
get any information about miniatures from the Nationalmuseum, because most of 

their miniatures are made by unknown artists. This form of art is little known here, as 
elsewhere.’44 Even though the lack of information must have been frustrating, I would suggest 
that Paul Sinebrychoff may have also felt it satisfying to specialise in something so curious and 
rare. Gathering information required time and effort. It must have been inspiring to aspire to 
become the only expert in the entire country. 

Collecting can also provide comfort during troubled times. At the turn of the century, 
Finland experienced an intensive period of Russification.45 Insecure times made Paul write 
about the comfort that he derived from his collection: ‘It is really a relief to be able to spend 
time with these things, like I now with my miniatures and portraits, for otherwise one could 
not bear it.’46 A collection offered its own controlled and stable world that was a welcome 
distraction from the reality of the day. He himself said he felt its calming and satisfying effect 
and enjoyed the escapism the collection offered to him.

From a sweetheart’s hands to a collector’s cabinet

In my article I have analysed some essential aspects of portrait miniatures and how these 
appear in the context of Paul Sinebrychoff’s miniature collection. I have come to notice that 
collecting is not just an emotionless action of classifying and organising lifeless items. It 
involves a multitude of feelings and gives the collector an opportunity to enjoy pleasure and 
comfort from objects that form a meaningful selection. Accordingly, a collection of something 
as private as portrait miniatures offers a collector, and a museum visitor, an interesting 
mixture of peeping into the intimate sphere of someone else and, on the other hand, relating 
to the common human experience of love, lust and devotion.

42 P.S. to C.U.P., Helsinki 28 August 1900. AFAS. AC, FNG.
43 P.S. to E.Ö., Helsinki 17 July 1901. AFAS. AC, FNG.
44 ‘På Nat. Museum kan man gunås ej få någon lärdom öfver miniaturmålarna ty der äro de flesta 

miniaturerna af obekanta mästare. Kännedomen om denna gren af konsten är f. n. ganska 
försummad här, som annorstädes.’ E.N. to P.S., Stockholm, 6 June 1900. AFAS. AC, FNG.

45 The period called Russification occurred in Finland in two periods, first in 1899–1905 and the 
second in 1908–17. During these years the Russian emperor Nicholas II issued several reforms that 
were meant to limit Finland’s political and cultural autonomy and take the country, or the Grand 
Duchy of Russia at that time, more tightly under the control of the Motherland. ‘Russification – 
Finland – The struggle for independence.’ Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/
place/Finland/The-struggle-for-independence (accessed 7 June 2022).

46 ‘Det är en verklig lisa att i dessa för [en] här så mörka tider kunna sysselsätta sig med dessa saker, 
såsom jag nu gör med mina miniatyrer och porträtt, ty eljes skulle man icke härda ut.’ P.S. to O.S., 
Helsinki 12 March 1901. AFAS. AC, FNG.

 
Paul Sinebrychoff bought this miniature by Per Köhler a year earlier than the 
miniature from the School of Hall, for just 7 crowns.
Per Köhler (1785–1810), Portrait of a Man, watercolour and gouache on ivory, 
5.7cm x 5.7cm
Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Simo Karisalo
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I have wanted to emphasise that the portrait miniature is not just a two-dimensional 
painting, but an object in three-dimensional form. That’s why I would now like to encourage 
you to go and see some of them yourself. To really be able to appreciate a miniature, one 
must see it in its actual size, in its tangible object-form. That is when its smallness, its delicacy 
and its exquisiteness are to be comprehended – inasfar as it is possible nowadays, behind 
showcase glass.

 
Paul Sinebrychoff photographed in his study, surrounded by some of his favourite portraits. 
Photographer Signe Brander.
Collection of Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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