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--The purpose of this paper is to reflect, from a researcher’s subjective standpoint, on some key points of the
narrative of my doctoral thesis, which I defended in December 2010. The thesis discussed the writing and cultural
positioning of Einari J. Vehmas (1902–1980), an influential Finnish art critic and art museum curator, over a period
of 30 years from the 1930s to the 1960s.1 Decisions taken in the course of the research and writing process reflect
changing methodological stances, which ultimately ended up in a set of ambivalences, especially in relation to the
question of biographic research. It is obvious that the theoretical challenges that arose during the research process
and that also tended to lead to contradictory argumentations, reflect in a general way the multidisciplinary
character of practising art history. With this retrospective and (self) critical meta-narrative I therefore wish to
portray a fundamental fluidity and openness in our discipline’s premises over the past decades, both in Finland
and internationally.
When my thesis finally saw the light of day in written form, its theoretical and methodological settings were
somewhat inconsistent and it had proved a challenge not to let all the paths of survey lead to a fatal dissonance
with the pragmatic aim of the work. Ultimately I had decided to take a risk in not introducing a clearly argued
theoretical framework to support the discussion. In the formal academic procedure my opponent in her critical
response posed one mainly coercive question, a question that outlines the problematic kernel at stake also in this
paper. She wished to know whether the thesis was about researching texts or a person.2 I was stunned by the
question. Had I missed a point or had she missed mine, had my intellectual ambiguities blurred my sight, was it
really mandatory to choose? I was unprepared and unwilling to take a stance, but shortly afterwards I was
stimulated by the controversy which, in fact, should not have been so unexpected.
Einari Vehmas regularly wrote reviews for Finnish art magazines and for an important daily paper. In 1953 he
was appointed Deputy Director of the Finnish National Gallery (Ateneum Art Museum) despite having no previous
museum work experience. The corpus of his writings, an ongoing flux of texts, was my primary research material.
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In addition to Vehmas’s published writings my material also included a relatively small selection of unpublished
talks from the 1950s and 1960s as well as private letters from the war years of the 1940s held by the family. In the
very few published texts about Vehmas, his position in the art world and evaluations were made using different
arguments.3 It was as though there was not just one critic with a distinguishable conception of art but many.
Vehmas first emerged on the Finnish art scene in the late-1920s as a member of a group of young poets and
artists known as Tulenkantajat (‘Fire Bearers’). Their mission was to link contemporary Finnish art and literature to
the most modernist European trends. He did not publish anything before the late-1930s but he was a Francophile
and a passionate reader and researcher of French literature, especially Marcel Proust and Charles Baudelaire.
When he began his career as an art critic in 1937, many members of his cultural reference group had achieved
important positions on the Finnish cultural scene as authors, critics and scholars. When war broke out in Finland in
late-1939, members of his generation, in their late 30s and early 40s, were actively working for the continuity of art
and literary life in a country at war. Vehmas was twice called up to serve on the Finnish-Soviet front.
The period of material and cultural reconstruction after the war offered Vehmas a new potential to carry out
his mission to anchor modern European art in Finland. Post-war Finnish art history is labelled by powerful
narratives of heroic modernist ‘breakthroughs’ by members of the young artistic generations of the 1950s and
1960s. Vehmas played a highly important and controversial role in this scene. He was both opponent and
proponent of certain new trends that competed with one another for cultural leadership on avant-garde
battlefields. The world-view outlined in Vehmas’s writings was both utopian and leaning towards melancholy
dystopia, the flux within modernism that has, in later discourses, been identified as romantic in opposition to
modernism’s rationalist aspirations.
*
The first one of the six chapters in my dissertation discussing Vehmas’s writings and their textual, intellectual and
social context focus on late-1920s and established his position as key member of the important group of young
literary intellectuals, with critic and author Olavi Paavolainen as their central figure. The next chapter, focusing on
the 1930s, concentrates on Vehmas’s literary studies and the aftermath of his since-lost master’s thesis on Marcel
Proust’s novel In Search of Lost Time, as well as on his early public writings from 1937 on. My analysis of the critic’s
early essays indicates a strong intertextual presence of both Proust’s novel and the texts of the young Finnish poets
in conceptualising the essence and role of art as part of human culture and as a manifestation of an artist’s often
tragic or even messianic personal sacrifice to spiritual ideals.
The chapter discussing Vehmas’s texts and activities during the 1940s starts with the violent rupture
affecting both his career and Finnish cultural life as a whole at the end of 1939 when war broke out between
Finland and the Soviet Union. The few personal letters among my textual research material were written and sent
from the battlefront where Vehmas served as a medical orderly because of his former, interrupted medical studies.
Among the most interesting discoveries in the texts from the early 1940s was the intertwining of personal and
public textual spheres. In the wartime letters to his wife Vehmas revealed his strong personal faith in the power of
art and culture in carrying the ethical human values of love and solidarity in times filled with violence and death. In
his letters and his published wartime essays he pinpointed Baudelaire’s poetry and Vincent van Gogh’s
philanthropic utopia and martyrdom as guidelines for a personal emotional and spiritual survival but also as
landmarks of a cultural as well as national survival. After the war Vehmas played an active role as writer, editor and
initiator of new publications supporting visual art. He was among the key personalities who took responsibility for
maintaining the institutional basis of Finnish art world during the war years. In his texts he strove to tie together
the aesthetic ideas of modernity and ethical terms of Finnishness and national identity. My dissertation’s fourth
chapter, discussing Vehmas’s writings from 1950s, contextualises them with the emergence on the Finnish cultural
scene of a new generation of modernist artists and authors. This period was marked by a controversy within
modernist ideologies which echoed the contradiction that in French art discourse was referred to by terms such as
‘hot’ and ‘cold’ modernist styles and world views, dealing with the controversy between a modernism drawing
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from spiritualist and metaphysical ideas presented decades earlier by e.g. Wassily Kandinsky, and a rationalist
modernist trend leaning on purist, often geometric abstraction and represented by artists such as Victor Vasarely,
Denise René’s art gallery in Paris and the art magazine Art d’Aujourd’hui led by the critic Léon Degand. In Vehmas’s
interpretations the rationalist, geometric abstract style that was promoted also in Finland as the aesthetically most
valid art of the post-war modern world was, in its most extreme manifestations, nothing but decorative planes
stripped of all human content or value. In this controversy Vehmas was sometimes ideologically positioned in an
aesthetically regressive and politically nationalistic opposition to the young modernist generation.
The fifth chapter shows Vehmas in a new institutional context after his appointment as Deputy Director of
the Finnish National Gallery in Helsinki. Prevalent emphasis is drawn to a series of essays that he wrote about the
art of the Finnish painter Tyko Sallinen (1879–1955) and a comprehensive monographic exhibition that he curated
in the National Gallery after the artist’s death. If ever an art critic had a ‘model artist’ who fulfilled his demands
both aesthetically and socially, in Vehmas’s artistic and cultural mapping, this was Sallinen. In Vehmas’s writings
Sallinen represented the ideal of a modern Finnish art. Vehmas reflected the changes that his interpretation of the
artist’s oeuvre had gone through. One reason for the renewed overview was that his position as curator allowed,
or forced, him to examine empirically a wider range of the artist’s works than before. ‘Our conception of artists is
under constant change… . Moreover, we ourselves are also changing with the transformation of the cultural
conceptions that form us’, he wrote.4
The last chapter of text analysis focuses on the turn of the 1950s and 1960s and a new modernist flux in
Finnish visual art that practised ‘informalism’, art informel, the European version of abstract expressionism in
Finnish art. Vehmas was its strongest proponent, confessing in a newspaper report from the summer of 1960 to a
personal experience of ‘standing on the borderline between the old and new cultural era’. In his view the rigid
materialism of the post-war culture was now giving way to a spiritual, vital and individualist essence in art and in
society in large. What he saw as progression was to many other critics and artists merely reactionary. Vehmas was
once again at the core of a debate on the relevant quality of modern and contemporary art in general and in
Finland specifically. In an extensive essay from 1961 he expressed his idea of the genealogy of modern (European)
art, rooting it in the vitalist and spiritualist texts of Wassily Kandinsky and Henri Bergson, underlining intuition and
instinct as the basis of epistemic systems. In his mind the new art of the turn-of-the-1960s represented a
fundamentally modern experience of loss and disintegration, the dystopia and melancholia of the 20th century.
*
My research work was a long and disjointed task. It was a far from ideal way to undertake it, but it was this
prolonged process that, little by little, created within itself a self-reflective sidetrack which led to a new agenda of
analysing its own making.
I had already started working on some of Vehmas’s texts in the late-1980s when writing my MA thesis.5
My method then was to extract from the texts statements and conceptions from which I tried to reconstruct what I
thought would be the critic’s conception of art, that is, a more or less clearly outlined structure of ideas as to what
art is, what beauty is about and how the specific quality of making art is defined. I had been uneasy about the
equivocal aftermath of the critic’s career and in his writings I was looking for clear notions that were repeated so
that my attention was drawn to similarities rather than differences. This aesthetic and philosophic construction
was quite abstract and certainly ahistorical. The early thesis contains a separate chapter discussing Vehmas’s
historical positions and his personal life. In this work the conceptual, textual and ahistorical aspects of my
discussion on the one hand, and the historical aspects on the other, never intertwined but were treated as
completely separate spheres. Looking back from a distance of 20 years or more it seems astonishing how natural,
easy and uncontested it once was to encapsulate what a person said or wrote and what he did.
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--The 1958 retrospective exhibition of the Finnish painter Tyko Sallinen at the Ateneum Art Museum. Director Aune Lindström (far left) and
the show's curator Deputy Director Einari J. Vehmas (far right) welcome the Finnish President Urho Kekkonen and his wife. Photo: Archive
Collections, Finnish National Gallery. Photographer unknown.
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--Tyko Sallinen, Early Spring, 1914. Ateneum Art Museum. Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis.
http://kokoelmat.fng.fi/app?si=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.muusa.net%2FTeos_DCAE7760-835D-4551-A226-06FC4308F069&lang=en
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--Tyko Sallinen, The Religious Fanatics, 1918. Ateneum Art Museum. Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jukka Romu.
http://kokoelmat.fng.fi/app?si=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.muusa.net%2FE42_Object_Identifier%2FA_II_1522&lang=en
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At this stage it is necessary to go back for a moment to my original reasons for choosing art discourse and criticism
as the subject of my research. As a young student I had expected that studies in art history and aesthetics would
open my eyes, my ears and my mind to the uncanny and estranging – this is how I felt – discourse practised by art
authorities. I was eager to learn and I soon understood that there were things about art that you were supposed to
talk or write about in serious discussions and that there were also somewhat unexpected rules, behaviour codes
and prohibitions. I felt like being positioned, puzzled and impatient, in front of a locked wardrobe full of secret
Meanings and hidden Content, waiting for somebody to open it all up and let me share it. Nothing seemed to
happen and the position of an outsider grasping slippery semantics made me turn my gaze towards words, texts
and discourse, the distracting art talk itself.
The second round of getting in touch with Vehmas’s texts and ideas took place in the mid-1990s and was
accompanied by more serious methodological reflection. There was the post-structuralist discourse theory, the
death of the author6 and the notion of a decentered nomadic subject. There was also the deconstructionist notion
of textuality being the anti-essentialist nature of human reality. Foucault, no doubt, was one of the main
authorities to follow. At that historical moment with its intellectual affiliations these theories, vividly discussed in
internal and external seminars, focused on social power relationships, aimed at emancipatory policies and allowing
new questions to be asked within art history. It was easy to welcome discourse theory with enthusiasm, along with
numerous other scholars of that time, since it twisted questions of historical narrative, textuality and especially the
positioning and attribution of meaning in a stimulating way.
The statement of situated knowledge put forward by Donna Haraway in 1988 in her important theoretical
article ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective’ probably
pinpointed an even more constitutive landmark in my art-historical road map. The text was critical towards
discourse and the tendency of deconstruction theories to textualise reality and thus marginalise historical action
and its agendas, as well as its ethics. Haraway wrote about the bodily objectiveness of knowledge created from
partial perspectives.7 Rosi Braidotti’s epistemic approach was close to Haraway’s in emphasising the ‘nomadic’
viewpoint as a constitutive premise of any possible knowledge.8 By thematising the active subject of knowledge
both Haraway and Braidotti underlined the role of an individual subject. In the end, the relationship between
discourses and individuals in both research narratives and the world outside academic schools seemed to remain
unsettled. My personal unease was connected not merely to discourse as textual space in relation to a physical and
temporary individual person – if that is what ‘the author’ was about – but also about individual texts in relation to
the cultural formations understood as discourses.
In the late-1990s I planned to organise the thesis thematically. At the centre of its structural mind-mapping
were Vehmas’s texts from the turn of the 1950s and 1960s and his interpretation of the informalist flux in Finnish
art, which he had strongly supported at a late stage in his career. This plan for a narrative structure was supported
by the strong preconception of the turn of the 1960s as being the important ‘modernist breakthrough’ in Finnish
art history. The critic’s stand as a proponent of informalism would have been a constitutive corner-stone that
would tie together the predominant Finnish cultural discourses of the 20th century, the discourse of nationalism
and Finnishness and the discourse of modernism.
Choosing this phenomenon as the thematic centre of the thesis would have required a retrospective
approach to the chosen discourses, looking from the early 1960s back to earlier times. I intended to apply critical
discourse analysis and the deconstructionist method and reel the modernist discourse backwards in order to
explain how Vehmas’s apotheosis of modernist revolution came into being.
However, something was apparently wrong with this approach and the project made no progress. Today, it is
not difficult to recognise in the mind-maps drawn in my head and on my papers the cultural and art-historical
worldview, based on a heroic evolution of high modernism that had been narrated by the generation of art
6

I am here referring to the well-known, icon-like articles by Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault: Roland Barthes, La mort de l'Auteur, Le
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historians and critics who preceded me. There were probably several, too vaguely acknowledged reasons for my
uneasiness and a strange feeling of getting stuck in an anachronistic turmoil in which I could not position myself in
any satisfactory way. I was eager to deconstruct but lost as to the actual focus of deconstruction. Many of my
researcher colleagues had political agendas and standpoints aiming, for example, at uncovering discursive
oppression on a gender basis in the art world. On the other hand, my problematic personal decision to write
history without committing to the predetermined definitions and evaluations of modernism could not find its
voice, eroding some of my motivation. The radical denial of essentialism and ahistoricism promised by Foucault’s
discourse theory had sounded like a great promise, but my vaguely structured effort to combine Haraway’s
episteme of partial perspective and bodily knowledge with discourse analysis failed to result in any creative
productivity. Moreover, I suspected that the bottom line of practising discourse analysis could, paradoxically, be a
set of ahistoric and even essentialist discursive entities. Thus it seemed likely that the discourse theory would
ultimately offer no shortcut to where I thought I was going.
The last intensive working period that aimed at finally finishing the thesis took place in 2006 and 2007,
when, after an interval of several years, I went back to the task and to the research material. I still intended to
apply the thematic structure based on discourse analysis, taking into serious consideration the historical and social
context of the critic’s texts.
In the meantime I had started working as a curator in the Finnish National Gallery, Ateneum Art Museum.
Looking back, it seems evident that the issues of nationalism, Finnishness and modernism in art discourse became
even more complicated and complex in my mind after I had been personally placed in a professional position in the
national art museum’s long heritage. I was now writing, speaking and being read in the context of my institution. A
reflection on relationships between collective discourses and their cultural meanings and, on the other hand, on an
individual’s impact on texts and their meanings took on a personal, ardent character. The fact that Vehmas had
worked in the same museum from 1953 to 1969 and might be discursively and institutionally thinking and speaking
through me, grew increasingly important as I dealt with key narratives of Finnish art history in my daily work.
Words and meanings, set or unset, rhetoric and viable positions of a speaker were my ever-growing passion and
my torment since I was convinced that being critically aware of what I said and how I spoke in reference to all the
haunting professional ancestors around me was a way to renew a national museum institution and to open its
historical objects to contemporary interpretations.
Returning to the thesis obviously made it clear that the theoretical and methodological climate in academia
at large and in actual postgraduate workshops had changed, and that my own approach to the research topic and
my material had to be updated. Discourse theory was still relevant and useful, but it was not at the core of new
theoretical aspirations. I also wondered, whether the linguistic turn and post-structuralist notions of cultural
constructivism had in my own mind naturalised as some sort of basic assumptions about the world in which I was
living, rather than as practical research methods or theories. The discourses of nationalism and modernism had
been discussed vividly in academic dissertations and, in a way, they now seemed over-determined. And, on the
other hand, the notion of modernism in particular, had become increasingly plural and stretched. It was
decomposing and losing its former role in historical and theoretical discussion. The temporality and historicity of
theories as intellectual constructions and political aspirations were forming an increasingly constitutive personal
experience, a subjective piece of bodily objective knowledge, to cite Donna Haraway, which was both liberating
and disturbing.
During the final and intense period of writing my thesis I surprised myself by deciding suddenly to change
the narrative structure and reconstruct it chronologically, following the course of the critic’s life. I suppose that the
project had always been about a monograph but certainly not about a biography.
I was evidently facing a theoretical crisis. The new intellectual turbulence was inspiring, but on a practical
level it left me in some kind of theoretical and methodological no-man’s land at a point where the thesis just had to
be finished. The linguistic turn had been followed by other turns, ontological, emotional and others.
Phenomenology and bodily experience were articulated in many ways. All this was stimulating and confusing. The
unfinished thesis tied me to its theoretical backgrounds and I could not deny them even though they seemed to
shrink and fade away in my researcher’s horizon. A nomadic epistemic stance towards the work in progress was
becoming annoyingly true and agonising rather than a nice romantic metaphor, because I could not easily identify
with any intellectual or cultural political home.
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I did not actually think of my new biographical narrative as biography. Although my commitment to the
linguistic turn was no longer perfectly clear, I was too tied to the notion of the author’s death to consider the idea
of practising biographical research other than regressively. At that point I was not familiar with the discussion
around the biographic turn that had actually been going on for many years in the context of social and cultural
studies and transferring biographic method from popular and entertaining margins of cultural discourse within
serious theoretical considerations.9 During my early years as a literature student I had been immunised against the
alleged anti-intellectualism of biographical research and the intentional fallacy10 taught in elementary classes. On
the other hand, early feminist tendencies in Finnish art history in the late-1970s and 1980s favoured, at least to
some extent, a biographical approach that could elevate marginalised or forgotten women artists to the status of
art-historical canons. But this could hardly be applied to a well-known male personality whose life story would tend
to authorise the master narrative of great male geniuses in art history, the narrative to be deconstructed.
Despite the embarrassing connotations of my project’s chronological-biographical turn, the decision was
motivated and brought with it clear advantages. In the end, in my somewhat unstable theoretic stance it was the
person, the historically undeniable individual, that could help to keep the material and the story together. This
could, of course, also be seen as an escape to biography.
In any event, the new structure opened up new ways of treating the discourses of modernism and
Finnishness; it helped to position the writer of texts in a more complex way and helped in looking from a historical
angle at the ideological and aesthetic statements and discursive constructions, which I had earlier tended to
recognise as an ahistorical conception of art. For me, the main issue relating to texts identified as art criticism had
never been their alleged ekphrastic parallelism with the works of art they were treating, but merely a parallel to
the writer’s ongoing attempt to define meaningful personal and cultural coordinates in the specific discursive
context of the art world.
The problem of modernism or modern art was still the most important issue. Since I had lost a great deal of
my earlier interest in modernism’s numerous definitions, the actual problem now was how to write about
modernism without defining it. The solution supported by the biographical structure was actively to bypass the
definitions and, seemingly, let the critic’s texts define modernism and the modernity of art in their varying
historical contexts during the course of the narrative’s historical run.
Dealing with the varying positions of the writer grew increasingly demanding and complex. Positioning
Vehmas articulated the relationship between public and personal, collective and individual. In the new structure,
as I saw it, the biographic narrative role was to represent the particular, whereas the collective was represented by
readings of the critic’s texts with an emphasis on their important cultural discourses and in their historical contexts.
The obvious strength of chronology was to make visible the repetition and cumulation of certain key themes. This
is probably why I still thought I was practising a modified form of discourse analysis. Thus I also thought that I had
found a solution to the problematic separation of the texts and the person.
Another mode of positioning Vehmas grew in importance alongside the writing process. This was to examine
him as an actual viewer of chosen works of art. The texts articulated his specific bodily and temporal experiences
reflecting the imagined and verbalised presence of art works. In focusing on these bodily positionings, which
frequently responded to the materiality of the art works, I was at some point tempted to bring on the scene some
phenomenological discussions, specifically those of Merleau-Ponty. I did not, however, do this since it was evident
that the theoretical eclecticism of the thesis was already approaching saturation.
A third central theme that was articulated through the dissertation’s biographic structure was the possibility
and inevitable flux of historical change. The structure enabled me to display in a constructive way a sort of
individual emancipation: it was now possible to show Vehmas’s ambivalent moments and to allow him to change
his mind. It became important for me not to expect him to commit ineradicably to certain aesthetic or cultural
criteria. I was deliberately sensitive to differences and incoherences rather than similarities or any linear logic of
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argumentation. Compared with the early stages of my research cherishing an idea of an aesthetic and stable
conception of art, the aims and strategies of the final phase of my project were the opposite.
It is evident that as a result of a prolonged research process my own intellectual and professional
introspection was more and more deeply absorbed in the text. Ultimately, what was at stake was my personal
position as a scholar and writer vis à vis the research material and the narrative. I was convinced that the
biographical structure enabled me at least to try to apply to the task of writing the idea of anthropological
astonishment – a notion that had become fixed in my mind years earlier from a textbook describing the principles
of discourse analysis. My actual backup was the idea of making the syntax of my text bring about the themes –
whether they were about nationalism, modernism or bodily perception – and make them cumulate in the course of
the chronology. The driving challenge dealt in the end with textual and literal strategies of the narrative, the
attempt to proceed performatively and prospectively towards the goal, towards the informalist period at the turn
of the 1960s, towards a goal which at the beginning of the story was still hidden, unknown not to me but to the
represented object of my research and to the reader of my narrative, something in its early making.
I still find it difficult, if not impossible, to draw lines between the textual, the positioned and the biographic.
In the course of the research project I was deliberately stretching the idea of positioning the writer towards both
the textual and biographical: Vehmas’s position was at times (inter)textual, at times a position in time and space at
the war front or at a bodily spot in front of an artwork captured in his writing through his memory. In addition, the
position of a writer is inevitably that of a member of several social groupings and is in that sense collective, defined
by linking and sharing meanings on a cultural basis. The logic of history-writing is often guided by shifts in
generations, breakthroughs, styles etc. Texts as well as bodily individuals’ deeds and choices are easily interpreted
as ‘historical’ or ‘discursive’ in the context of a collective framework, whereas episodes outside collective memory
may tend to bear the title ‘biographic’.

