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ACQUISITIONS/JOSEPH WENINGER - AN ITINERANT PHOTOGRAPHIC PIONEER
Joseph Weninger — An Itinerant Photographic Pioneer

Magnus Olausson
Director of Collections
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Fig. 1 Joseph Weninger (1802-1875), Unknown Man. Daguerreotype, Fig. 2 Joseph Weninger (1802-1875), Unknown Woman. Daguerreotype,
14.2 x 11 cm. Purchase: the gift fund of Gripsholmsféreningen av ar 1937 14.2 x 11 cm. Purchase: the gift fund of Gripsholmsféreningen av ar 1937
(the Axel Hirsch Fund). Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 4798. (the Axel Hirsch Fund). Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 4799.
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The first foreign itinerant portrait
daguerreotypist to come to Sweden

was the Austrian Joseph Weninger
(1802-1875). He was born in Zellnitz,
Untersteiermark (now Selnica in northern
Slovenia), and from 1826 he studied at
the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna. In
1841 Weninger travelled to Karlsbad in
Bohemia, where he acquired a knowled-
ge of the new daguerreotype technique,
probably from Anton Georg Martin.!
Presumably this meant that he learnt to
use the camera and lens refined by Petzval
and Voigtlander, which were far more
light-sensitive than their French fore-
runners. With his combination of artistic
and scientific training, Weninger subse-
quently referred to himself as a “Portrait
Painter & Chemist” - a description presu-
mably intended to enable him to com-
pete more effectively with conventional
portrait painters, and with any dabblers
in the new technique. By the autumn of
1841, Weninger was himself working as

a daguerreotypist in Prague.? Early the
following year, he moved his business

to Leipzig, where he became the first
itinerant portrait daguerreotypist.?

Via Hamburg, Weninger made his
way to Copenhagen, where he advertised
in June 1842 that he could produce a
daguerreotype in just 15-30 seconds.
That was one feature of the technique
that was given particular emphasis in his
advertisements, along with the fact that
the likenesses created surpassed those
achieved with other forms of portraiture.
It is said that, while in Copenhagen, he
had time to take portraits of members

Fig. 3 Joseph Weninger (1802-1875), Helena Sergevna Schherbatova (1826-1855), Russian Princess, Married ]
to the Swedish Diplomate Gustaf af Nordin, c.1850. Daguerreotype, 17 x 13.2 x 0.7 cm. Purchase: of the royal family, although no traces of
the Fritz Ottergren Fund. Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 5068. these have been found. During the year

Weninger spent in Denmark, he was
often on the move in different parts of
the country. He also participated in the
Danish Academy of Fine Arts’ exhibition
at Charlottenborg.*

From Copenhagen, Weninger sailed
to Gothenburg in the summer of 1843,
continuing via the G6ta Canal to Stock-
holm, where he arrived on 12 June. Just
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a fortnight later, Prince Gustaf had his
portrait taken by the Austrian daguerreo-
typist in the gardens of the Royal Palace,
although, again, the image has not been
found.® In the barely three months
Weninger stayed in the Swedish capital,

where he was joined by his brother
Heinrich, he did not have time to produce
very many portraits. Two of the ones he
did take, probably representing a married
couple, had previously been acquired by
the Nationalmuseum (Figs. 1-2).° There is
no absolute proof, admittedly, that these
portraits of a young man and woman were
in fact taken in Stockholm, but in the
daguerreotypes of named individuals from
Weninger’s stay in Sweden we see the same
chair with a tall, Baroque-style cane back,
of a type conspicuous by its absence in his
other known works.” Most of them also
have the same rectangular white mount
with an upright octagonal window, framed
by a gold line, and preprinted with the text
“Daguerrotype von Joseph Wenninger aus
Wien”.

As his photographic studio, he used
a glazed summer house in the garden of
Count Carl De Geer’s property on Stora
Tradgardsgatan in Stockholm. This ex-
plains why, in his adverts, Weninger
stresses that “the portraits are formed in

the shade, not in the sunshine as used to
be the case, so the weather is of no signi-
ficance in this regard; work is therefore
carried out in every kind of weather”.®

Why did Weninger content himself
with less than three months in Stockholm Fig. 4 Joseph Weninger (1802-1875), Helena Sergevna Schherbatova (1826-1855), Russian Princess, Married
and Sweden? Presumably because he to the Swedish Diplomate Gustaf af Nordin, c. 1850. Daguerreotype, 10 x 7,5 cm. Purchase: the gift fund of
had quickly become aware that a more Gripsholmsféreningen av ar 1937 (the Axel Hirsch Fund). Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 5169.

lucrative market awaited him in the great
empire to the east. What is more, Stock-
holm already had a native daguerreotypist,
Johan Adolf Sevén, who had been active
there since as early as 1841.° On 25 August
1843, therefore, the Weninger brothers left
the Swedish capital to travel via Finland to
Russia and St Petersburg. Josef Weninger
opened a studio the same year at Grande
Morskoi, Maison Person, No. 37.1° Here he
received the elite of the city, among them
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the newly married Princess Helena
Sergevna Shcherbatova. At the age of
barely 20, she had married the Swedish
minister to Russia, Major General Gustaf
af Nordin, a man more than 25 years her
senior." At some point in connection with
this, Weninger took two daguerreotype
portraits of the young Helena. One of them
shows her wearing a bonnet and looking
to the left (Fig. 3)."”” In the other, she is
wearing more or less the same clothes, but
has removed her headgear and meets the
viewer’s gaze (Fig. 4)."®

The first of these portraits is the better
preserved. Its technical quality is very
high. The carefully balanced composition
betrays Joseph Weninger’s training as a
portrait painter. In Sweden, his only real
rival in artistic and technical skill was
Johan Vilhelm Bergstrom. The Austrian
pioneer successfully operated his business
in St Petersburg until 1860."*

The young Princess Shcherbatova only
lived to the age of 28. She is buried in the
Alexander Nevsky Cemetery in her native
St Petersburg. The year after his wife’s
death, 1856, the widower Gustaf af Nordin
asked to be recalled as Sweden’s minister.
He took with him the couple’s only child,
their 9-year-old daughter Olga. It was
from the estate of her descendants that the
Nationalmuseum was able to acquire the
two daguerreotypes. At the auction sales in
question, though, neither of the portraits
was correctly identified.”” By a happy
coincidence, and based on the provenance
of the images, it was finally possible to
establish the identity of the sitter as
Princess Helena Sergevna Shcherbatova,
portrayed soon after her twentieth birth-
day.
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