Art Feature

Less is More: Portrait Miniatures
by Chris Murray
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Painting on ivory of Charles
De Laet Waldo-Sibthorp,
Captain of the 4th Dragoon
Guard by Charles Jagger of
Bath. Thos Mawer & Son,
Lincoln. Apr 02. HP: £4,600.
ABP: £5,410.

Portrait miniature of David
Garrick, by W. Essex (British,
1784-1869), after Gainsborough, reverse inscribed
ebonised frame, miniature
3.75in high, 3in wide.
Fellows & Sons,
Birmingham. Jul 03. HP:
£1,150. ABP: £1,352.
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George Engleheart,
Gentleman, in a gold slide
and a 19thC Elizabethan
revival gem set frame, 4.8 x
3.8cm. Mellors & Kirk,
Nottingham. Apr 03. HP:
£2,000. ABP: £2,352.
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18thC School, miniature
portrait of Mrs David
Wedderburne in white dress,
unsigned oval on ivory, 2.75
x 2.25in, gilt metal floral cast
surround, reverse inscribed
and dated 1787. Andrew
Hartley, Ilkley. Apr 01. HP:
£1,050. ABP: £1,235.
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Shoulder length portrait
miniature of a gentleman,
c1790, in red frock jacket, on
ivory, within a gold bracelet
clasp, 4cm high. Wintertons
Ltd, Lichfield. Nov 02. HP:
£1,250. ABP: £1,470.

19thC English School,
miniature family portrait,
watercolour on card, 10 x
12.5in, gilt moulded frame
and in a cloth lined box
display frame. Canterbury
Auction Galleries, Kent. Feb
06. HP: £600. ABP: £705.
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19thC bust portrait miniature, gentleman in military
dress, believed to be Milborne
West, 47th Regiment, and a
companion portrait of a lady,
oil on ivory, 3.5cm.
Charterhouse Auctioneers,
Sherborne. Oct 06. HP:
£1,200. ABP: £1,411.

B.M.H. Pair of watercolours
on ivory, Portrait miniatures
of a husband and wife, one
initialled, reverse dated
1889/90, 2.75 x 2.25in, gold
& enamel locket frames with
leather cases. Gorringes,
Lewes. Jul 04. HP: £440.
ABP: £517.
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Miniatures are frequently undervalued, and so even works of quality and great
charm can be collected for modest sums. Fine examples can be found from £250
upwards at auction. Many portraits, often made intriguing or poignant by the
anonymity of the sitter, can be bought for much less, and even works by the most
important miniature artists are comparatively inexpensive in today’s art market.
The art of the miniature is a subtle and intimate one. Though some were made
mainly for public consumption, the majority are private images created for those
close to the sitter. The finest miniatures show the most astonishing skill in observation and execution, and even the modest ones can provide a tantalising and
sometimes poignant glimpse of a long-lost era.
Take the portrait of a young man opposite (Early 19thC English School) which
sold for a mere £82. See 16. It may not be the finest work of art, but his pose, his
clothes and his intense gaze wonderfully evoke (for me) the Byronic romanticism
of the early decades of the nineteenth century. Who was he and who kept his
likeness?
Brief history
Miniatures emerged from two traditions: the portrait art of the medallist (which
explains why early miniatures are round) and the painting techniques of medieval
‘illuminators’ (the artists who decorated religious books). It was a secular, courtly
art. The first British miniatures were painted by Flemish artists attached to the
court of Henry VIII; Hans Holbein, then also working in London for Henry, soon
excelled at the form.
A home-grown English school was established during the reigns of Elizabeth I and
James I by Nicholas Hilliard (who created exquisitely refined images of courtly
romance and elegance) and by his many pupils, above all Isaac Oliver, who
brought a greater psychological depth to miniature portraiture. Miniatures from
this early period are among the very finest, and wonderful examples can be found
in the V&A and the National Portrait Gallery. It was Hilliard who wrote the first
book on miniature painting, The Arte of Limning, in 1600.
The form continued to flourish during the seventeenth century, a more sober style
emerging suited an era of political upheavals, civil war and the ascendancy of the
Puritans. Moral seriousness largely replaced flamboyance, and artists drew
increasingly on the stage props of Baroque painting.
The outstanding artist of the period was Samuel Cooper, noted for his realism and
psychological acuity: this can be seen clearly in his celebrated image of Oliver
Cromwell. Interesting, as miniature painting was a family business, this century
also the saw the success of several women artists, notably Susannah-Penelope
Rosse, Penelope Cleyn and Mary Beale. Other important artists include Alexander
Cooper (brother of Samuel), Balthazar Gerbier, John Hoskins, George Jamesone,
David des Granges, and Richard Gibson (father of Susannah-Penelope Rosse).
The eighteenth century was the golden age for the ‘ordinary’ miniature, painted not
for very rich or powerful but for affluent middle classes: the art moved from the
court to the country house. Artists produced countless sensitive and well-executed
images of the whole spectrum of English ‘society’, army officers, eligible young
women, middle-aged married couples, aging aunts, clergymen, land owners.
George Engleheart is thought to have painted nearly 5,000.
It is this period that provides rich pickings for collectors with modest means. A
work by Richard Cosway, perhaps the most important artist of the age, recently
sold for £28,000 at auction, but some of his works can be found for as little as
£2,000-£3,000. Excellent works by others from this period can cost less than
£1,000. Notables (among the many) include Andrew and Nathaniel Plimer
(brothers), Samuel Shelley, Ozias Humphry, William Wood, John Bogle, Henry
Edridge, John Smart and Richard Crosse.
Though the early nineteenth century produced many attractive and very collectable
examples (notably pretty young women and romantic army officers), the century
as a whole saw the sharp decline of the portrait miniature as photographs became
a quick and inexpensive alternative. Even though some of the leading artists of the
age occasionally tried their hand at the miniature, notably Thomas Lawrence,
Edwin Landseer, Henry Raeburn and Rossetti, it increasingly became an amateur
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art, a lady’s genteel pastime, hence the appearance of many naive images, clumsy
or charming, according to one’s tastes. See the delightful girl at the organ (Early
19thC English School), for example. (10) Towards the end of the century, depictions were often influenced by photography (see image 8 by the artist B.M.H).
Important names include John Cox Dillman Engleheart (nephew of George),
William Behnes, Anne Mee, Andrew Robertson, William Ross, George Beaumont,
and Thomas Frank Heaphy.
The art is still practised and there are societies dedicated to encouraging an understanding of the history of the miniature and to promoting contemporary exponents.
The two most important are: The Royal Society of Miniature Painters, Sculptors &
Gravers (http://royal-miniature-society.org.uk/) and the Hilliard Society of
Miniaturists (http://www.art-in-miniature.org/hilliard.htm).
Materials
Miniatures were sometimes painted in oils and often in enamels. In time, however,
by far the commonest medium was watercolour. In the early days especially,
parchment (often backed by playing cards) was used as a ground, and sometimes
even chicken skin, but later predominantly ivory: its hard and smooth surface
makes an ideal ground for detailed work, and its whiteness gives the paint a subtle
luminosity. Very occasionally, copper and bone have been used.
Early miniatures were frequently a form of jewellery, and so often had ornate
settings made of precious metals and gems. Others were meant to be kept in a
display cabinet or on a wall (with several being arranged to form family trees), or
in carrying cases.
Buying miniatures
Eighteenth and early nineteenth century miniatures are plentiful and can often be
bought for little. When unattributed, even very early works can also be affordable,
a work described as ‘circle of Isaac Oliver’ may not have the master’s exquisite
touch, but can still be a fine and historically or psychologically fascinating work
that can be bought for a small fraction of the cost of an Oliver (one of his recently
sold for £60,000). A very fine Samuel Cooper will cost around £30,000, but a more
modest image of an unknown sitter as little as £2,000.
The value of a miniature is determined by several factors:
1. Artist. Clearly a work by a known artist, especially one with a sound reputation,
will generally fetch good prices. But miniature painters often did not sign their
works or used only initials, so attribution can be difficult.
2. Quality. As in all collecting, quality is paramount, and is all the more important
with miniatures as so many are anonymous. And as in all collecting, experience is
the only way to develop an eye for quality. Initially, of course, you can turn to
experts for guidance.
3. Subject. In general, the market’s scale of desirability runs: children, attractive
young women, men in fine uniform, ‘others.’ Being able to identify the sitter also
makes a work more desirable. ‘Subject’ can include background: a particularly
unusual or attractive setting, especially one that can be identified, can add to a
work’s value.
4. Setting or frame. When miniatures are items of jewellery, the quality of the
setting can be important. With display miniatures, the quality of the frame or the
survival of the original box are significant.
Things to watch out for:
1. Miniatures can be very difficult to restore successfully, so look carefully for
signs of mould, flaking paint, fading, and fine cracks in the ivory. Always look at
miniatures in good light and with the aid of a good magnifying glass (those with
an in-built light are particularly useful).
2. See if the setting, frame or box are original. Later replacements generally, but
not always) devalue a work.
3. By the late nineteenth century a great many ‘imitations’ and downright forgeries
were entering the market, so take some care to confirm a work’s authenticity. In
general, buy from reputable dealers and auction houses, and (especially if you find
a real bargain with an unfamiliar vendor) seek professional advice.
Further reading
Katherine Coombs, The Portrait Miniature in England, V&A Publications, 1998
(an excellent introduction).
Daphne Koskett, Dictionary of British Miniature Painters, Antique Collectors’
Club, 2 vols, 1979 (an essential reference work for the collector).
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Victorian School, watercolour on ivory, miniature of
an army officer, oval, 3 x
2.5in. Gorringes, Lewes. Mar
05. HP: £420. ABP: £494.
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Elizabeth Le Bas, watercolour on ivory miniature,
Portrait of a seated lady,
signed and dated Guernsey
1832, 4.25 x 3.5in.
Gorringes, Bexhill. Mar 02.
HP: £200. ABP: £235.
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Early 19thC English School,
watercolour on ivory
miniature, Portrait of Sarah
Tibbatt, holding a letter and
seated beside a piano organ,
initialled M.J.H, 4 x 3.25in.
Gorringes, Lewes. Jan 05.
HP: £380. ABP: £446.
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Miss M M Pettafor (?),
miniature shoulder length
portrait of Mrs St John
Kneller wearing a red shawl,
3 x 2.25in, rolled gold frame
with domed glass, identification label to rear of frame.
Canterbury Auction
Galleries, Kent. Apr 05. HP:
£160. ABP: £188.
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Early 19thC English School,
miniature shoulder length
portrait of a young man in
Naval uniform, on ivory, 3 x
2.5in, red leather covered
folding case. Canterbury
Auction Galleries, Kent. Feb
06. HP: £320. ABP: £376.
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E W Thomson, watercolour
on ivory miniature, Portrait
of a young lady, 3.75 x 2.75in.
Gorringes, Lewes. Apr 04.
HP: £220. ABP: £258.

19thC English School,
miniature shoulder-length
portrait of a young man
wearing a black coat, 3.25 x
2.5in, unsigned, red leather
covered folding case.
Canterbury Auction
Galleries, Kent. Oct 05. HP:
£125. ABP: £147.
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Early 19thC English School,
watercolour on ivory miniature, portrait of a young
man, 2.75 x 2.25in. Gorringes,
Lewes. Jul 04. HP: £70.
ABP: £82.
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