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\I /HnNevER 
we encounter some truly novel phenomenon)

VVone that reinvents the margins of our world, dn old han-

kering is awakened. At such moments we are like explorers

of an unknown dimension: everything appears fresh to our

eyes, each idea seems unprecedented, virgin, strange. In the

face of this newly made universe, we may be tempted to

exclaim "It cannot be!" yet our protests soon lie buried

under an avalanche of wonder, and a desire to escape the

narrow limits of our existence takes hold once agatn.

An experience of this nature may enter your life, pene-

trating as silently and inexorably as a stone sinking in still

waters, when you encounter the microminiature sculpture of
Hagop Sandaldjian. On first entering an exhibition of his

work, however) one observes little of interest: there is no art

immediately visible, only a prosaic collection of transparent

acrylic canopies, each housin g a small viewing apparatus of
approximately 2t-power magnification. \X/ithin each casing



one can discern little more than a simple sewing needle,

usually suspended at a perpendicular angle from a slender

brass post; near the tip or within the eye of each needle, the

unassisted observer can just make out a tiny speck of what

appears to be a routine species of grit.

Only in the private view afforded by each eyepiece are

the demure splendors of this art revealed. What had seemed

no more than a filament of dust proves to be a carved and

painted sculpture of Mickey Mouse (plate r2), shown balan-

cing on a single l.g atop the point of a needle; his outstretched

arms) thinner than a bissected strand of hair, culminate in

white gloves so fine as to be barely percepdble. Framed within

the eye of another needle a stern-faced Napoleon (plate r),

dressed for battle and heroically posed on a craggy pedestal,

beckons with an imposirg presence) although his entire

frame is no larger than the period that ends this sentence.

It was Napoleon who declared "Imagination rules the

world," yet Sandaldjian's tiny figures seem to rule a world

of unimaginable dimensions. When we first behold such

astounding and disorienting sights, disbelief is not an

uncommon response. Our skepticism is piqued by our lack of

direct visual access, and we regard the mediating microscope

with suspicion, as though its minute optical theater might be

the scene of possible manipulation and chicanery. One keeps

hoping to see "ho'w it's dofl€r" to discover the secret behind

this impossible illusion, because it is easier to believe in

trickery than to accept the truth of Sandaldjian's work, a truth

that seems to unsettle the line between reality and dream.

Sandaldjian's microminiatures, reproduced and enlarged

on these pages for the reader's pleasure and contemplation,

were fashioned from slivers of human hair and motes of

dust and glue. Peering through a I2o-power microscope,
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Sandaldjian carved and painted sculprures measurable in

microns and millimeters; his Pope John Paul II (plate 28)

holds a cross crafted from a hair divided into sixths, making

its width slightly less than the diameter of two red blood

cells. His portrait of Little Red Riding Hood (plate 26),

whose diminutive has never been so well deserved, features a

mere speck of a girl lost amid a towering grove of trees in a

needle's eye; only after one's eyes have grown accustomed

to rhe microscopic detail is it possible to see that she carries a

tiny basket in her hands.

Sculpture on this scale seems utterly miraculous, yet it

simultaneously evinces an aura of consummate modesry;

Sandaldjian's entire oeuvre would easily rest in an infant's

hand. In an age when artists tend towards grandiose specta-

cles, his work is a gift that can be given to just one Person at

a time, drawirrg us individually into an enchanted and bewil-

dering space. Looking down on Napoleon's rocky pedestal,

which drops away on each side like a sheer cliff, viewers may

come to know a strange new vertigo.

If the size of Sandaldjian's work is astonishing, equally so

is the expressive range he achieves on this scale. Exquisitely

carved, his sculpture employs a small arsenal of spatial and

painterly effects. Subjects strike expressive, fully articulated

poses that economically conv ey a sense of their psycholog-

ical character: standing stiffly in his papal regalia, John Paul

II radiates ceremonial calm and dignity. In another sculp-

ture, Goofy (plate 8), depicted with Precariously swaying

limbs and torso) provides a study in freewheeling abandon.

Sandaldiian was also a sensitive colorist, capable of bal-

ancing over a dozen brilliant hues in a single piece and setting

them against a monochrome background. Works such as

Snow White and the Seyen Dwarfs (plate 7)., a memorable
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grouP Portrait posed alon g a needle's edge, demonstrate his

command of nuance as well, evident in flawlessly realized

details like Doc's spectacles and Sleepy's whimsically angled

caP. These technical achievements amount to far more than a

display of craftsmanship; they lie at the heart of Sandaldjian's

abiliry to transform stock subjects into compelling sculprure.

For Sandaldjian, the advantage of using fu-ilim icons

was not simply that they are readily recognizable at any size,

but that we bring to them a history of imaginarive invest-

ment. By showing us only the gestalt of a subject, stunning

us with an evocative handful of details rather than a hyper-
realistic rendering, his microscopic renderings lead us ro draw

uPon that history. The artist's use of a viewing microscope

of only zt power, a level of magnification at which his work
still appears too small to be closely scrutin ized, reinforces

this, as we are left to complete the details in our imaginarion.

Utterly ffansformed by their impossible scale, Sandald-

jian's figures appear at once banal and elusive, meticulously

crafted and dreamily insubstantial. Each nearly weightless

sculpture seems to hover between its slim hold on the mate-

rial plane and the lucid and immeasurable realiry of a mental

image. The work's microscopic size, meanwhile, conjures

the field of science rather than art. Miniaturization, one of
the defining motifs of modern life, is commonly associated

with the development of military and space technologies,

comPuters and communication media, and more recently,

with nanotechnologists who create motors micromachined

for shafts the size of a human hair.' Haunted by these allu-
sions, Sandaldjian's sculprure seems ro straddle the line

between science, craft, ar\ and novelty. In the end, it befud-
dles our abiliry to make such distinctions, and in so doing
opens a space for wonder.



Before he passed away in r9go, Sandaldjian was one of
only four or five living practitioners of microminiarure, a

Slavic specialty that is understandably rare because it
demands unthinkable physical precision. "Working rhrough

the microscope requires not only control of the hand and of
one's breathirg, but of the entire nervous system," San-

daldjian remarked. "The slightest misdirected movement

can destroy the very form being shaped in a fraction of a

second."' Since even a pulse in his fingers could cause an

accident, Sandaldjian ultimately learned to apply his deci-

sive strokes only between heartbeats.

Remarkably, he was not actually a sculptor by profes-

sion, but a musician, teacher, and theorist. By all accounts a

passionate man, he entwined his warm humor and gen-

erosity around an abiding faith in our power to realize the

most far-flung dreams. And in his path ro masterirrg this

extraordinary and obsessive art-the accomplishment of a

lifetime in itself-he drew on all facets of his rich character

and background.
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The second of three children, Hagop Sandaldiian was born
in Alexandria, Egypt, i, rg3t. As a child he showed little

I{agop Sandaldjian in rys t at six montlu of age.
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