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Abstract 

This article explores the importance of the portrait genre in miniature and its unique features. 

The history of the origin of the miniature genre and the situation in its emergence are studied. 

The peculiarities of the portrait genre are explained using examples. 
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The question of the origin of the form and technique of the miniature portrait, which 

became widespread in England at the end of the 16th century, is of great interest for several 

reasons. Not being an invention of the British, it was in England that the art of portrait miniature 

reached its heyday, and it was there that its basic principles were formed. The practice of creating 

and using portrait miniatures persisted in European art for about three hundred years, until the 

appearance of daguerreotypes, which practically replaced miniatures. They are connected by a 

very long-standing need of a person to have portraits of people significant to him in the most 

compact form. At the same time, we have to admit that the miniature has nothing to do with a 

reduced-size portrait [1, p. 1; 2, p. 6], in the sense that the pictorial portrait is not the source of 

its origin, and all the charm of miniature largely consists of the differences with it, concerning 

primarily the painting technique and materials used by the artist. Watercolors, as we would call 

in modern language the paint used by the miniaturist, as well as parchment and cardboard are 

materials typical of the traditional design of a European book, and it is in it that the closest 

relationship with portrait miniature is caught. Initially, the term “miniature” was used to designate illustrations that decorated medieval 
manuscripts. Their name comes from the Latin “minium” - red pigment, cinnabar or red lead, which was used in writing capital letters in medieval manuscripts. At the same time, “miniature” 
is usually understood as an image or product of small size, which, due to the similarity of the 

stems of the words “minium” and “minor” (small), becomes decisive for the characteristics of 
works in this technique. Nevertheless, the material and technique of execution, style, and most 

importantly - the very emergence of portrait miniature, all go back to book miniature. 

Miniaturists of the 16th century were called in England in the same way as the illustrators of the 

manuscript book - limner, and the art of miniature itself - limning1, (highlighting or highlighting). 

The same term is fixed in the title of the 16th century English treatise dedicated to miniature - “Treatise Concerning The Art of Limning” [3; cit. after: 4] the most outstanding miniaturist of that 
era, Nicholas Hilliard2. Their stylistic connection becomes obvious when comparing the 

miniature portrait and the late Gothic book illumination. It manifests itself in the primacy of the 

line as a formative element of the composition, coloristic construction based on the use of pure 

color spots that fill the contours, flatness and subordination of the drawing to the illustration 

frame. The tradition of the illustrated initial is the practice of combining a text fragment with a 

pictorial one, which is also present in the English art of pictorial portrait of the 16th century. in 

the form of the inclusion of inscriptions, impres3 and other text fragments in the painting space, 

and in the portrait miniature - patterned calligraphy. The latter fulfilled not only an informative, 

but also a decorative function, which makes it akin to book illumination. Such are, for example, 

Hilliard's calligraphic inscriptions, reminiscent of the complicated drawing of the fonts of a 

medieval manuscript, forming a single decorative page pattern. 
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Despite the active development of book printing4, by the beginning of the 16th century. 

the art of handwritten books has not yet disappeared, and the experience of miniaturists in the 

design of manuscripts largely determines the style of the first portrait miniatures. In a European 

manuscript book at the turn of the 15th – 16th centuries. the portrait is gradually detached from 

the general decoration of the page (filling in drop caps, medallions framing illustrations), 

becoming an independent image in the book. The emergence of the so-called “Portraits” (so they 
can be called with a degree of convention, since those depicted were not fully endowed with 

portrait features) occurred somewhat earlier on the pages of medieval manuscripts, when a 

portrait of the person who ordered the manuscript appeared in the general composition of the 

illustration, most often on a religious theme5. Overcoming this convention of portrait 

characteristics is noticeable early enough: for example, in the publication of the statutes of 

England from Henry III to Richard II, 6 it is possible to compare the portraits of the kings of the 

period indicated in the name. Of course, the tradition of Gothic illustration still dominates in the 

image, but one cannot but recognize the obvious differences in the features of the rulers. The 

latter, who was still alive at the time of the creation of the manuscript, Richard II, is endowed with 

portrait characteristics that fully coincide with his appearance in a portrait from the National 

Portrait Gallery7. The image that opens the last section of the collection is a dedication scene - 

the author of the Statutes presents his manuscript to Richard II. Obviously, under this ruler in 

England, attention arose to the portrait, it is his image8 that is often called the first in the history 

of the English portrait. 

Each royal image in the manuscript is enclosed in an initial, an ornate capital letter that 

begins the section. In its functional and decorative solution, the initial plays the role of a precious 

frame for the portrait of the king-legislator. Also interesting is the appearance in this series of 

illustrations of the author's portrait, traditional for scenes of dedication, donation or presentation 

of a book by a donor to a patron9, usually located on the title page or frontiscription of the book. 

Compositionally, these portraits inscribed in drop caps are very close to earlier (1310–1320) images from Howard's Psalter and Book of Hours10, where the initial “D” contains the figure of 
King David ringing the bells. Note the similarity in the color scheme and proportions of the figures 

with the portraits from Statuta Angliae, although King David is presented in a more direct and, 

one might say, graceful pose, and the background is less conventional and ornamental. We gave 

this example in order to demonstrate the gradual condescension of the object of the "portrait" 

image from religious images to rulers endowed with divine power, then to wealthy customers, as 

well as earthly creators - authors of manuscripts, artists - and only later - to the rest of the mortals. 

The expansion of the social circle of portrayed persons in miniature, which we will dwell on in 

the future, followed the same path. The portraits in the initials of the "Statutes ...", despite their 

dependence on the text and subordination to the structure of the book page, can rightfully be 

considered the genetic ancestors of the 16th century miniature. Common features that allow us 

to draw such a conclusion are found in the coloristic system, in the composition (the shape that 

appears inside the drop cap is round or oval in three of the five initials, but no attempts have been 

made to match the figure placed inside with it), in the decorative solution - the ornament framing 

each of the portraits reminds of jewelry frames and cases intended for portrait miniatures. 

Their obvious connection with the English art of the illuminated book is complemented 

by the stylistic influences of Dutch and French art. Acquaintance with the first French miniature 

portraits will be decisive for the development of miniature in England. At the end of the 15th - 

beginning of the 16th century. small tondo images, including portraits, often framed large 

illustrations in European manuscripts. In some historical chronicles by the 1520s, they were isolated into independent illustrations, as, for example, in the “Commentaries on the Gallic Wars” 
(1519), where on one page the portrait of Francis I is adjacent to the profile of Caesar11, and 

more and more often appeared regardless of books. The Commentaries on the Gallic Wars are 

also notable for the fact that they became a kind of transition to portrait miniature - after them 

the first miniatures of Clouet were created, one of which also depicted Francis I12. Another line 

in the development of portrait miniature is medal art, in which religious themes were replaced 

by portraits at about the same years, which became especially noticeable against the background 

of the events of the Reformation. In connection with this phenomenon, it is also impossible to 

underestimate the influence of jewelry art on portrait miniature, its appearance and technical 

aspects. However, small portraits appeared much earlier - on ancient Roman coins and gems. 
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Here it is necessary to pay attention to two important features of the portrait, and to a greater 

extent of the miniature portrait: in relation to the model, it becomes a means of highlighting and 

fixing its characteristic features, which reduce the image to the magical equivalent of the presence 

of the person being depicted, in relation to the viewer - a means, satisfying the need for 

possession of a person's image, which gives him special value. 

The specifics of the development of the portrait genre in England against the background 

of the Reformation and the post-Reformation period13 in the 16th century, as well as the 

dominance of this genre, were, among other things, determined by its functional tasks. The 

English portrait, which has been gaining popularity among various social strata of society since the middle of the century, performed several important functions: it was a “wall decoration” [4, 
p. 4; 7, p. 7] 14, an object of donation, a collectible, a source of information about the composition 

of the family15, a future spouse, a means of establishing social status (at home and its owner), as 

well as part of family values and family history. As for the miniature portrait, the role of a gift is 

most typical for it, since the miniature was a compact and at the same time precious thing. The 

tradition and symbolism of donation, it seems, still retained their medieval meaning, about which 

A. Gurevich writes in sufficient detail [9, p. 200-202]. Establishment of friendly and patronizing 

ties, marriage in the European tradition has always been accompanied by the exchange of gifts. “Any gift implied reciprocity. The gift of the leader served as a reward for loyalty and a guarantee of the fighter's loyalty in the future. A gift from an equal needed a return gift ”[9, p. 200]. This 
function of the miniature was retained in diplomacy (in 1525, French miniature portraits made 

by the painter J. Clouet were sent with ambassadors to England16) and in court culture, which 

was especially pronounced during the Elizabethan rule. The donation of a small portrait image 

established a certain dependence of the donee on the patron, and the portrait itself was also 

valuable because, due to its compactness, it could always be with the owner and remind of a 

symbolic gift. An even more archaic meaning of a gift is found in M. Moss, who also indicates that 

a gift (and in mythological consciousness - a sacrifice) is a way of acquiring something. He also cites two solemn formulas of the contract: the Latin do at des (“I give you so that you can give”) 
and the Sanskrit dadami se, dehi me, preserved in religious texts [10]. Subsequently, these deeply 

archaic meanings take on a rather metaphorical meaning, being transferred to the realm of 

feelings and poeticized love, of which the miniature becomes a part by the end of the 16th century. 

The similarity in such portraits had an almost magical function of substitution, compensatory 

action, similar to the transfer of the powers of an absent person to her depicted “twin”. Thus, the 
practical purpose of a miniature portrait presupposed a certain way of perception, a mental 

recreation of the person's appearance, thanks to the dense concentration in a miniature image, 

as in a certain short formula, of its characteristic features. 

In The Art of Miniature, a manuscript devoted not only to theoretical questions, but also 

to his own artistic experience, Hilliard wrote: praise and praise for the artist, and that surely he 

should not try to portray until he has learned to play stories well enough. The image of the face 

should be as close to nature as it can be after what was created by life itself, <...> and the best, 

most attractive sides of it, and his expression, and his demeanor should be noticeably expressed. 

For here we have before us not the person itself, but her ability to look and behave differently 

(our italics - AT), her demeanors that not only correspond to the original, but also bring joy and pleasure to the viewer ”[ 4, p. 55]. Thus, the functions of the miniature are determined: it should 
remind of a person not only by the similarity of portrait features, but also facial expressions, while 

giving the viewer pleasure from contemplation. It is noteworthy that it is precisely the last quality 

- the ability to give pleasure - that is most developed in Hilliard's miniatures. The resemblance of 

these luxuriously designed and ornamental designed small portraits with a richly decorated 

manuscript sheet, as well as the external attractiveness, cuteness of the majority of the persons 

depicted bring Hilliard's works closer to decorative and applied art. Indeed, in such works of his 

as "Portrait of an Unknown (possibly the Earl of Essex) at the age of 22" 18, "Portrait of an 

Unknown" 19, "Portrait of Francis Bacon at the age of 18" 20, the faces of the models are 

characterized by a generalized pretty ness of portrait features. However, at the same time, the 

model's gaze remains vivid (in miniatures it is directed directly at the viewer much more often 

than in English easel portraits of the Elizabethan era), and the general decorativeness of the 

portraits is combined with the inclusion of plot elements in them. These are, for example, 

"Portrait of an Unknown Man (presumably Robert Devere, Earl of Essex)", also called A Young 
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Man Among the Rose Bushes 21 (1587), A Portrait of an Unknown Man Against a Background of 

Flames 22 (c. 1600), as well as a work unusual for the iconography of a royal portrait - Queen 

Elizabeth with a Lute (1576) 23. Thus, the demeanor, habits and mood of the model become 

available for depiction thanks to this peculiar narrative beginning. Along with the decorativeness 

and ornamentation inherent in many of the miniatures, these plot elements are endowed with a 

symbolic meaning24 and are conducive to prolonged contemplation and reading of the “messages” contained in them. Hilliard's clear portrait characteristics often give way to 
generalization, and Hilliard himself considers the main task of miniaturization not to convey the individual features of the model's face, but to express “charming grace, sly smiles” and “fleeting glances” [1, p. 57], which imply the pleasure of examining the work up close and filling the 
miniature with personal, private meaning. The difference between a miniature portrait and easel 

painting depicting a person connected with the functional features, and with the special meaning 

invested in this small image. The power of the portrait image does not diminish with the portrait 

format, but arises and seems to grow out of the small impulse contained in these small images. 
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