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The exhibitions organised by the Artek gallery enjoy an almost iconic status in the field 
of Finnish art. These exhibitions were bold and ambitious. The idea behind them was to 
bring together modern art, industry, interior design and ‘propaganda’, by which was meant 
publishing activity. The exhibitions also left a lasting mark on Finnish art and on the Ateneum 
art collection.

‘Europe – its symbol could be […] an airplane above a cathedral. America – its symbol is 
an airplane above a skyscraper. In the latter picture, there is perfect harmony. In the first 
there is not. The former represents the present day. The latter, the future.’1

It was with these words that the writer Olavi Paavolainen, in his book Nykyaikaa 
etsimässä (In Search of Modern Time), published in 1929, expressed his generation’s desire 
to see the world through new eyes. Finnish artists were accustomed to finding inspiration 
broadly in European countries, primarily in France, Germany and Italy. Paavolainen had, in his 
dreams, travelled further afield, as far as New York and Chicago.

Paavolainen’s book tackled three themes: the modern European lifestyle, new trends 
in art and the new image of humanity. Paavolainen wrote with great passion on behalf of 
modernity and against conservatism. He emphasised that in ‘developing a modern view of 
life’ one should pay attention to all the arts, meaning literature, the visual arts, theatre and 
music. He considered architecture an applied art, regarding Le Corbusier as one of the boldest 
theorists in his field.2 Paavolainen sought out the avant-garde spirit in those around him, 
mentioning by name many Finnish and foreign contemporary artists, writers and architects. 
However, in his view, in Finland there was only one interesting architect – Alvar Aalto. 
Paavolainen described him as ‘a practical man with a bold approach and a daring theorist’.3 
And besides, Aalto – unlike many others – travelled by airplane.4

1 Olavi Paavolainen, Nykyaikaa etsimässä (Helsinki: Otava, 1929), 145. Quoted in Finnish as: 
‘Eurooppa – sen tunnuskuvana voisi olla […] katedraalin yllä liitelevä lentokone. Amerikka – sen 
tunnuskuvana on lentokone pilvenpiirtäjän yllä. Viimemainitussa näyssä on täydellinen harmonia. 
Ensin mainitussa ei. Edellinen esittää nykyisyyttä. Jälkimmäinen tulevaisuutta.’

2 Paavolainen 1929, 29 and 32.
3 Paavolainen 1929, 51.
4 Paavolainen 1929, 148.
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Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec,  
Carnot malade (Carnot is Sick), 1893
lithograph, paper 38 x 27.9cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Berceuse (Lullaby), 1885 
lithograph, paper 27 x 21.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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New Arrival 

The new ideas to which Paavolainen referred reached Finland through different routes. One 
such route was Artek, established in 1935. Alvar Aalto was one of its four founders, the other 
three being Aino Marsio-Aalto, Maire Gullichsen and Nils-Gustav Hahl.

The establishment of Artek coincided with a pivotal moment in the Finnish art scene 
– its basic structure had been formed in less than a century during which time art education, 
the presentation of art, writing about it and collecting it, had all taken shape. Discussion and 
views on art had likewise begun to diversify. Attitudes towards modernism had also become a 
watershed of sorts. Thus, the role of showing the future direction – and even changing it – fell 
to Artek. In particular, the role of Nils-Gustav Hahl, the head of Artek’s art department, and 
Maire Gullichsen had a major impact on decisions made concerning the exhibition programme. 

Hahl represented a new, modern way of thinking. He was interested in Surrealism 
and Functionalism and, like Paavolainen, admired Europe’s big cities, subways and airplanes. 
His circle of friends included many progressive-minded architects and leading art-world 
figures, including Gustaf Strengell, the art dealer-collector Gösta Stenman and the Director 
of Kunsthalle Helsinki, Bertel Hintze. Hahl did not hesitate to defend publicly his views of 
the conservative, older critics.5 He built up a network of foreign contacts, particularly when 
he worked in Stockholm and Brussels, but also when he took part in the CIAM (Congrès 
Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne) congress in Athens in 1933. Here he met Sigfried 
Giedion, Fernand Léger and Max Ernst, as well as Le Corbusier, who was one of the lecturers 
at the congress.6

5 Kirsi Kaunisharju, ‘Suomalainen saaristomaisema on kuin surrealistinen sommitelma. Nils-Gustav 
Hahl kriitikkona and kansainvälisenä idealistina’, in Liisa Lindgren, Hanna-Leena Paloposki and Elina 
Heikka (eds.), Kirjoituksia taiteesta 3. Modernisteja ja taiteilija-kriitikoita (Helsinki: Central Art 
Archives/Finnish National Gallery, 2001), 65–80 [67–68 and 71].

6 Kaunisharju 2001, 73.

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Portrait of Lucien Guitry, 1895
lithograph, paper 39.5 x 30cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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When Hahl typed his letters to Gullichsen he used only lower-case letters.7 His ideas 
on art and its significance bounced from one European city to another. The early years of 
the exhibition programme included a 1937 group exhibition of French painters (Brianchon, 
Braque, Chagall, Dufy, Friesz, Gromaire, Laurencin, Matisse, Picasso, and Vlaminck), together 
with exhibitions featuring Fernand Léger and Alexander Calder, as well as rugs and textiles. 
The following year saw the turn of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Karl Isakson, French prints 
(Bonnard, Cézanne, Daumier, Denis, Doré, Dufy, Forain, Gauguin, Gavarni, Legrand, Lepère, 
Maillol, Matisse, Picasso, Pissarro, Renoir, Rops, Valadon, Willette, Vlaminck and Vuillard), an 
exhibition of Calder’s jewellery, as well as ethnographic works by Finnish photographer Eino 
Mäkinen, one of Alvar Aalto’s most trusted photographers. 

For the sake of comparison, it may be noted that the Ateneum’s exhibition 
programme in 1937 included a Pekka Halonen memorial exhibition. Kunsthalle Helsinki 
showed German graphic art, a retrospective of the work of the Estonian artist Eduard 
Wiiralt, a commemorative exhibition of the sculptor Viktor Malmberg´s work, an exhibition 
of Italian female artists, Norwegian newer monumental painting and the 45th annual Finnish 
Artists’ exhibition. 

7 Nils-Gustav Hahl to Maire Gullichsen, May 9, 1935. Artek Archives, folder H4. Alvar Aalto Museum, 
Jyväskylä.

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Irish and American bar, Rue Royale, 1896
lithograph, paper 41 x 60cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin,  
Navenave fenua (Wonderful Earth), 1893–94 
(printed 1921)
woodcut, 35.5 x 20.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National  
Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /  
Jenni Nurminen

Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin,  
Noa noa (Fragrant Scent), 1893–94  
(printed 1921) 
woodcut, 20.5 x 35.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National  
Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /  
Jenni Nurminen

This backdrop alone reflects Artek’s role as an advocate for change. It brought artists 
and artworks to Helsinki that had not previously been shown. In this connection there was a 
specific emphasis on French art. Hahl sought to change people’s relationship with art: rather 
than buying art out of habit, he hoped that the public would recognise art’s intellectual value. 
At the same time, he called for the democratisation of art.8 Art should belong to everyone. 

Artek’s most ambitious exhibition in the 1930s was a show of modern French art at 
Kunsthalle Helsinki in 1939. Compared with Artek’s store, Kunsthalle offered a much more 
impressive setting for exhibiting art. After all the building, designed by architect Hilding 
Ekelund, was the only structure in the country that had been purpose-built for rotating art 
shows. The exhibition, which opened in January, was not only a major cultural event, but also 
a carefully considered statement of the need for such exhibitions. For the organisers, however, 
it was clear that Artek could not in the future expand its operations to include staging large 
exhibitions. For this reason, Nykytaide (the Contemporary Art Association) was established in 
1939, beginning its actual operations after the Second World War era, which in Finland lasted 
from 1939 to 1944. Its founders were a familiar group: Alvar Aalto, Maire Gullichsen,  
Nils-Gustav Hahl, and Bertel Hintze, as well as the art critic and sociologist Antero Rinne.9

8 Kaunisharju 2001, 74–75.
9 Elina Melgin, ’Nykytaide ry pähkinänkuoressa’, in Esko Nummelin and Emilia Siltavuori (eds.),  

Maire Gullichsen (Pori: Pori Art Museum, 2000), 152–54.
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The Kunsthalle exhibition comprised 85 paintings by Picasso, Braque and Léger among 
others. It was a tremendous media event, which gave rise to an exceptional number of 
articles. The Press saw the show being hung, reported on the opening and widely reviewed 
the exhibition. It is worth noting that those writing about it included nearly all the influential 
figures on the Finnish art scene, including the University of Helsinki’s Professor of Art History 
Onni Okkonen. 

Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin, Te po (Night Eternal), 1893–94 (printed 1921)
woodcut, 20.5 x 25.5cm
Ahlström collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin, Maruru (Offerings of Gratitude), 1893–94 (printed 1921)
woodcut, 20.5 x 35.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin, Manao tupapau (Watched by the Spirits of the Dead), 1893–94 (printed 1921)
woodcut, 20 x 35.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin, Auti te pape (Women at the River), 1893–94 (printed 1921)
woodcut, 20.5 x 35.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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Bringing the exhibition to Finland was considered a significant cultural act – even by 
Okkonen, who was known for his moderately conservative taste: 

‘Of course the exhibition’s fundamental values are no longer in themselves anything 
new for Finnish art aficionados, nor, on the other hand, is it likely that the best possible 
representation has been obtained to send to our remote “province”. Regardless of these 
relativities, this exhibition represents a welcome “event” in the greyness of midwinter, 
casting a useful and refreshing beam of light on the modern life of the soul and the 
confused goals of artistic struggle, insightful research material as well as an opportunity 
for reaction, if anyone is capable of that.’ 10

The year 1939 can with, good reason, be called the great year of Artek’s exhibition 
activities. The Kunsthalle show was a major success, and praised as an ‘undeniable landmark 
event’.11 In addition, Artek arranged several exhibitions on its own premises: a memorial 
exhibition of work by the expressive painter Valle Rosenberg, who died at the age of 28, as 
well as prints by Paul Gauguin; works by the Finnish painter Sulho Sipilä, and mirrors and 
glassware created by the Venetian glassmaker Paolo Venini. The latter exhibition was Artek’s 
last before the war dramatically darkened Europe, restricting its activities for many years. 

10 ’Nykyaikaista ranskalaista maalaustaidetta. Näyttely Taidehallissa’, Uusi Suomi (January 15, 1939).
11 ’Nykyaikaisen ranskalaisen maalauksen näyttely, Helsingin Sanomat (January 15, 1939).

Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin, vignette for Le Sourire magazine, 1893–94 (printed 1921)
woodcut, 10 x 18.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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To Show – and to Sell

The Artek store was the city’s best showcase of modernity. Exhibition openings were major 
social events. According to the art historian Pekka Suhonen, Artek exhibitions had an ‘intrinsic 
value to Finnish art policy of the day’.12  

Artek’s finances did not depend on the commercial success of the exhibitions, but 
neither could they afford to lose money. For this reason, sales of featured works were carefully 
tracked, as seen in a letter from Hahl to Maire Gullichsen in June 1939: 

‘Have had good exhibitions: Gauguin’s prints (the original sheets so expensive that I didn’t 
dare keep any for you), sold to the Ateneum and a couple of private collectors. Very nice 
Sipilä exhibition, unfortunately without sales. Success with the Venini glass.’ 13

This quote well encapsulates the situation in the art field: there was basically only 
one public buyer, the Ateneum, and there were few private collectors around. Organising 
exhibitions was always a financial risk. Despite considerable effort, they often generated more 
costs than income.14 The few private collectors tended to rely on ‘safe’ Finnish artists or older 

12 Pekka Suhonen, Artek, alku, tausta, kehitys. (Artek: Helsinki 1985), 82.
13 Nils-Gustav Hahl to Maire Gullichsen on June 5, 1935. Artek archives, folder H4.  

Alvar Aalto Museum, Jyväskylä.
14 See for instance minutes of the meeting of Artek’s Board of Directors, February 6, 1946, §4:  

‘Mrs. Gullichsen asked what the board thought of exhibition issues, as previous art exhibitions  
and those being planned would not bring any profit but, on the contrary, expenses.  
Professor Mrs. Hahl thought that Artek should spend funds on such activities and others did not 
disagree.’ Artek archives, folder H1. Alvar Aalto Museum, Jyväskylä.

Paul Gauguin, printer Pola Gauguin, Mahana atua (The Nourishment of the Gods),  
1893–94 (printed 1921), woodcut, 18 x 20.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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foreign art. There were exceptions, however, such as Jalo Sihtola, an engineer who exercised 
influence behind the scenes in the art world. Known as a lover of new French art, he bought 
many works from Artek exhibitions.15 Some exhibition items ended up in Maire Gullichsen’s 
collection, some with members of the founders’ inner circle. 

Among public collections, the Ateneum was the most significant buyer. The museum 
kept a close eye on Artek’s shows. When Artek was established, the museum collection was 
overseen by the curator of the collection Torsten Stjernschantz, who had run the museum 
since 1919, and the museum assistant Aune Lindström, the first woman to serve as a 
professional member of the museum staff. Purchasing decisions were made by a sizeable 
acquisitions committee. 

The museum balanced its small acquisitions budget with its ambitious buying plans. 
During Stjernschantz’s era, it often concentrated on purchasing domestic art for practical 
reasons. There was criticism that foreign purchasing was downright neglected. Seen from this 
point of view, it is not surprising that Lindström, who succeeded Stjernschantz in 1952, sought 
to expand the collection with contemporary foreign art and to raise the Ateneum collection to 
a ‘Pan-European’ level.16

Despite its scant resources, the members of the Ateneum’s acquisitions committee 
were regular visitors to Artek exhibitions. The committee’s first purchases focused on French 
prints. In 1938 the Ateneum decided to buy four prints by Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec.17 This 
was a relatively small purchase, considering that the exhibition featured 121 works.18 In the 
following year, the museum acquired 10 woodcuts by Paul Gauguin, with themes based on 
the artist’s first and second trips to Tahiti.19 These were seen to complement the collection’s 
previously purchased oil paintings. In an article in the newspaper Hufvudstadsbladet, the art 
critic Signe Tandefelt described the works as ‘art historical rarities’.20

The Ateneum also bought Finnish art from the Artek exhibitions. In 1939, it acquired 
the 1913 painting Landscape from Korkeasaari from the Valle Rosenberg memorial exhibition.21 
The Ateneum did not buy anything from a show of paintings by Sulho Sipilä, probably because 
it had acquired Sipilä’s Table Mount (1939) from a group exhibition at the Kunsthalle earlier in 
the year.22 Aimo Kanerva’s The White House (1947) was bought from a watercolour exhibition in 
October 194823 and in the following year the collection was expanded with two monotypes by 
Alvar Cawén – Model (1913) and The Artist’s Mother (1911).24

From the perspective of the Ateneum collection’s history, particular attention should 
be paid to the Léger – Calder exhibition in 1937, which featured four works by Calder and 26 
by Léger.25 The exhibition, and a lecture by Léger, were widely covered in the Press. However, 

15 Päivimarjut Raippalinna (ed.), Sihtola – for Love of the Arts (Jyväskylä: City of Jyväskylä/Alvar Aalto 
Museum, 1992).

16 Susanna Laitala [Pettersson], ‘Directors, The Acquisitions Commission, and Acquisitions –  
How the Collection of the Art Museum of the Ateneum grew from 1919 to 1969’, in Ateneum 1993, 
Finnish National Gallery Bulletin, Susanna Laitala (ed.) (Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery, 1993), 
108–28 [113].

17 Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec: Carnot malade (1893), C III B II 301; Berceuse (1885), C III B II 302;  
Lucien Guitry, C III B II 303; Irish and American Bar, C III B II 304.

18 Toulouse-Lautrec, April 14, 1938, Artek archives, folder G2, art exhibitions 1936–1950. Alvar Aalto 
Museum, Jyväskylä.

19 Paul Gauguin: Te po, C III B II 333; Noa noa, C III B II 334; Manao tupapau, C III B II 335; Maruru, C III 
B II 336; L’Univers est crée, C III B II 337; Navenave fenua, C III B II 338; Mahna no varua no, C III B II 
339; Auti te pape, C III B II 340; Mahana atua, C III B II 341; Le Sourire, C III B II 342.

20 ‘Paul Gauguin’s träsnitt hos Artek’, Hufvudstadsbladet (April 22, 1939).
21 Vuosijulkaisu vuodelta 1939, Suomen Taideyhdistys ja Suomen Taideakatemia (Helsinki, 1940), 15. 

Artwork inventory number: A III 2315.
22 Vuosijulkaisu vuodelta 1939, Suomen Taideyhdistys ja Suomen Taideakatemia (Helsinki, 1940), 15.
23 Suomen Taideakatemian vuosijulkaisu 1940–1948 (Helsinki, 1949), 72. Artwork inventory number: 

A III 2726.
24 Suomen Taideakatemian vuosijulkaisu 1949–1950 (Helsinki, 1952), 49. Artwork inventory number 

for Model: C III B II 429.
25 Fernand Léger – Alexander Calder. artek 29.XI. – 12.XII.1937. Finnish National Gallery Library, Helsinki.
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the Ateneum did not make a single purchase from this exhibition. In the following year, Léger’s 
painting Musical Instruments (1926) was added to the collection – but as a donation. Léger’s 
paintings were also bought by close associates of the Artek group. Calder’s Mobile (from the 
1930s) likewise remained in Finland: it was on display at Artek’s drawing office, among other 
places, before the Ateneum acquired it in 1992.26

The group that donated Musical Instruments included major cultural and corporate 
activists – Alvar Aalto, Aino Marsio-Aalto, H. Donner, Maire Gullichsen and her husband, 
CEO of A. Ahlström Harry Gullichsen, Nils-Gustav Hahl, Bertel Hintze, the photographer Eino 
Mäkinen, the architect Viljo Revell, the art critic Antero Rinne, the art dealer and collector 
Gösta Stenman, G. Söderholm and the director of Finland’s biggest house-painting company, 
Gunnar Wuorio.27 If a museum had neither the means nor the desire to buy works by leading 
modernist artists, then it was up to private individuals to show the way.

Behind the purchase was Nils-Gustav Hahl’s concern – and perhaps even annoyance – 
over the Ateneum’s acquisitions policy. In a letter to Stenman, he revealed that the artists on 
the acquisitions committee had opposed buying the Léger painting for the museum’s collection. 
Hahl did not, however, simply accept the artists’ opposition, but rather decided to gather a 
group of donors to finance the purchase. The price tag was 10,000 Finnish marks28, 3,705 euros 
in today’s money. The artists on the committee to whom Hahl referred were the sculptor Yrjö 
Liipola and the figurative colour painters Anton Lindforss, Tyko Sallinen and Verner Thomé.29

26 Soili Sinisalo, Uutta Ateneumissa, Nytt i Ateneum (New at the Ateneum), 1991–1992.  
(Helsinki: Ateneum Art Museum, 1993), 68.

27 Vuosijulkaisu vuodelta 1938, Suomen Taideyhdistys ja Suomen Taideakatemia (Helsinki, 1939), 15.
28 Nils-Gustav Hahl to Gösta Stenman, December 22, 1937. Gösta Stenman Archive. Archive 

Collections, Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki.
29 Vuosijulkaisu vuodelta 1937, Suomen Taideyhdistys ja Suomen Taideakatemia (Helsinki, 1938).

Valle Rosenberg, Landscape from Korkeasaari, 1913
oil on canvas, 37 x 49cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Karjalainen
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As the 1930s drew to a close, thoughts shifted elsewhere as the Second World War 
derailed European lives. Activities were scaled back in all sectors. For instance, the Ateneum 
closed on October 9, 1939 ‘due to the unstable political situation’ and its collections were 
packed up and evacuated.30 Artek’s exhibition activities also came to a virtual halt. While the 
country was at war in 1940, only one exhibition took place: Artek displayed toys by Danish 
designer Kay Bojesen, world-famous for his wooden monkeys. The following year Artek 
suffered a devastating loss when Nils-Gustav Hahl was killed in the autumn, fighting on the 
Hanko front.31 His death also marked the end of the first era of Artek’s exhibitions.

After the war, Artek’s activities were gradually revived. In 1944, drawings and etchings 
by the Finnish painters Torger Enckell and Sam Vanni were shown. The following year saw 
three exhibitions, with an emphasis on Nordic art. Artek exhibited Ernst Josephson’s drawings, 
Carl Kylberg’s drawings and watercolours, as well as an October Group exhibition featuring 
Sven Grönvall, Aimo Kanerva, Ernst Krohn and Sakari Tohka. The art critic Einari Vehmas 
commented on these choices and Artek’s exhibition policy: ‘When, from time to time, Artek 
arranges an exhibition in its small side room, one usually has a chance to see something 
unusual or a refined glimpse of continental art. The [stylistic] line is always clearly modern.’32

The modern style that Vehmas had mentioned continued in 1946, when Artek 
again hosted three exhibitions: this time paintings by Juho Mäkelä, watercolours by Björn 
Thunström and a memorial retrospective devoted to Helene Schjerfbeck. The last-mentioned 
paid homage to the long career of this modernist female painter, whose strikingly original 
works had begun to attract international interest.

30 Vuosijulkaisu vuodelta 1939, Suomen Taideyhdistys ja Suomen Taideakatemia (Helsinki, 1940), 
18–19.

31 Artek exceptional general meeting, February 17, 1942 §3. Artek archives, folder H1. Alvar Aalto 
Museum, Jyväskylä. Paavo Tynell was chosen to replace Hahl as a member of the Board of 
Directors.

32 ‘Carl Kylbergiä Artekissa’, Uusi Suomi (October 31, 1945).

Aimo Kanerva, The White House, 1947
aquarelle, 37 x 43.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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Foreign art returned to the programme in 1947, when Artek staged a show of French 
prints featuring 10 artists, from Chagall to Toulouse-Lautrec. Other exhibits displayed 
children’s drawings, as well as textiles and glass objects by Dora Jung and Gunnel Nyman. 
Judging by the Press coverage, Artek’s reputation as an arranger of exhibitions was 
invincible. In a review of the Jung and Nyman exhibition, the Swedish-language newspaper 
Hufvudstadsbladet declared simply that Artek had accustomed its viewers to ‘quality 
exhibitions’. The critic was impressed with the show, writing: ‘I wonder if we have ever in our 
country had a chance to see such a refined, fresh exhibition of art handicrafts, with such an 
extraordinary montage.’33

The New Galerie Artek

Artek’s exhibition activities in the 1930s and ‘40s showed that there was a clear need in the 
capital for a quick-thinking body that could showcase domestic and foreign modernism. The 
establishment of Nykytaide (the Contemporary Art Association) in 1939 also underlined the 
need for a new way of thinking on the art scene. The expansion of the art field, new directions 
and the growing multiplicity of voices required more physical space and mental room to 
manoeuvre than that already offered by the Ateneum and the Kunsthalle Helsinki. This was 
also a question of inter-generational differences of opinion.

During Artek’s 13th year of art exhibiting, it was decided to establish a separate venue 
for art shows to free up more room for the store. A space had recently become available. The 
timing was right, as the store and the exhibitions had begun to reach the end of their parallel 
roads of existence. Maire Gullichsen had, in fact, been frustrated by the situation for some 

33 ‘Konsthantverk hos Artek’, Hufvudstadsbladet (May 4, 1947).

Alvar Cawén, Model, 1913
monotype, paper 39.8 x 32.5cm, plate 24.6 x 21.6cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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time. In a letter to Nils-Gustav’s widow, Gunnel Hahl, in September 1948, Gullichsen described 
the Artek store as a ‘neglected garden’.34 The needs of the store and of the gallery were to 
some degree on a collision course and many other changes loomed ahead since Aino Aalto, 
who was responsible for the industrial design department, was gravely ill. She died of cancer 
in January 1949.

In practical terms, the gallery was in Gullichsen’s hands. Soon Galerie Artek held an 
unparalleled position as the Finnish representative of the French galleries Carré, Maeght and 
Louise Leiris. Other co-operation partners included the French galleries Berggruen, Bernheim-
Jeune, Bréheret & Prat, Galerie de France, Marcel Guiot, Jacomet, Marcel Lecomte, Michel, 
Prouté, as well as the Swiss gallery Cramer.35 Galerie Artek’s primary aim was to present 
quality domestic and foreign art. The exhibition programme included paintings, prints and 
sculpture, as well as Italian glass, French ceramics and textiles.36

The exhibition programme got under way with a show of 17 sculptures by Edgar Degas. 
The Ateneum continued to make acquisitions. During the first year of the new Galerie Artek, 
the museum added to its international collection two Picasso prints – Model and Surrealist 
Sculpture (1933) and Two Catalan Drinkers (1934) – and the Degas sculpture Femme surprise 
(1896–1911).37 The museum purchased the Picassos after the closure of the exhibition in the 
previous year, probably because its acquisitions budget for that year had already been used. 

34 Helena Woirhaye, Maire Gullichsen. Taiteen juoksutyttö (Helsinki: Design Museum, 2002), 95.
35 Berättelse över Oy Galerie Ab:s verksamhet år 1952. Galerie Artek Archive. Archive Collections, 

Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki.
36 Berättelse av Oy Galerie Artek Ab:s verksamhet år 1951. Galerie Artek Archive. Archive Collections, 

Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki.
37 Suomen Taideakatemian vuosijulkaisu 1949–1950 (Helsinki, 1952), 57. Artwork inventory numbers: 

C IV 658, C IV 657 and B I 498.

Edgar Degas (cast by Adrien-Aurélien Hébrard), Femme surprise (Woman Caught Unawares),  
c. 1896–1911, cast 1919 
bronze, height 41.5cm, width 28cm, depth 18.5cm 
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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Another work from the Degas exhibition also remained in Finland and was bought 
by Maire Gullichsen herself. Nude Study for ‘The 14-year old Dancer, Dressed’ (1879–80) is 
considered one of the key works in her collection.38 Other customers included the dedicated 
art collector Jalo Sihtola. Many of the works in the exhibitions ended up in his collection, 
including Chagall’s illustrations, The Milkmaid, The Shepherd and the Sea and The Funeral of 
the Lioness (all from 1952) created for his series on the fables of La Fontaine. The greater part 
of Sihtola’s extensive collection eventually found its way to the Ateneum in 2002. 

For the Ateneum, the Artek exhibitions provided opportunities to expand its collection 
of foreign contemporary art. In January 1953, the museum purchased Braque’s colour 
lithograph Teapot on a Grey Background (1946–47)39; in October it acquired three Chagall 
etchings40 and in November 1953 two etchings and a lithograph by Picasso.41 In January 
1955, the Ateneum registered the purchases from Artek that it had decided on during the 
previous December. These were etchings and lithographs by Léger, Miró, Picasso and Georges 
Rouault, all of which had been shown as part of an exhibition of contemporary French 
art.42 The museum also purchased the works Il Filo and Il Diabolo (both 1952) by the Italian 
painter Massimo Campigli.43 In April of the same year, the museum added to its collection 
the lithographs Femme à glace (Woman with a Mirror, 1896) and Polaire (1898) from the 
Toulouse-Lautrec exhibition.44 At 100,000 Finnish marks, Femme à glace was the costliest 
work, whereas the price of the Campigli works was only 8,000 marks.45 At that time 100,000 
marks was equivalent to the cost of a month-long study trip to France and England.46

From the standpoint of acquisitions, it was important that Galerie Artek kept a certain 
number of works in stock that had remained unsold or had been acquired to sell. According 
to its 1951 inventory, for instance, the gallery held works by Miró, Morandi, Bonnard, Léger, 
Braque and Picasso among others.47 This ensured that private collectors and museums could 
also make purchases between exhibitions. 

Ultimately, though, everything depended on available funds. Due to its limited 
resources, the Ateneum was sometimes forced to consider alternative ways to augment its 
collection. This is clear from a discussion by the acquisitions committee in January 1954. 
According to the minutes, ‘The museum visited Italian sculptor Marino Marini’s exhibition 
at Galerie Artek. It decided to buy the bronze work Arcangela (price 500,000 mk) for the 
museum collection, provided that the funds could be obtained from private donors.’48

38 Woirhaye 2002, 103.
39 Inventory number: C III B II 456. See also Braque gravure: eaux-fortes lithographies bois en couleurs 

1912–1953: Galerie Artek mars – avril 1954.
40 Marc Chagall: Le Poule aux œufs d’or (n.d.) C IV 719; Le Berger et son Troupeau (n.d.) C IV 720; 

L’avare qui a perdu son trésor (n.d.) C IV 718.
41 Acquisition committee minutes, November 19, 1953 §10, Finnish National Gallery Archives, 

Helsinki: Pablo Picasso: Painter and Model Knitting (1927) C IV 730; Three Women (1922) C IV 729 
and Goat Skull (1952) C IV 731.

42 Acquisition committee minutes, January 14, 1955, Finnish National Gallery Archives, Helsinki: 
Fernand Léger: La Femme et la fleur (1951) C IV 754; Joan Miró: Personnages dans le jardin (1951) 
C IV 755; Pablo Picasso: Personnages et colombe (1954) C IV 751, La Pose nue (1954) C IV 752,  
La Pose habillée (1954) C IV 753; Georges Rouault: St Véronique (1930) C IV 756, Clown Rouge 
(1934) C IV 757.

43 Acquisition committee minutes, January 14, 1955, Finnish National Gallery Archives, Helsinki. 
Inventory numbers: C IV 758 and C IV 759.

44 Acquisition committee minutes, April 28, 1955, Finnish National Gallery Archives, Helsinki. 
Inventory numbers: C IV 786 and C IV 787.

45 Acquisition committee minutes, January 14, 1955 and April 28, 1955, Finnish National Gallery 
Archives, Helsinki.

46 Suomen Taideakatemian vuosijulkaisu 1951–1953. (Helsinki: Art Academy of Finland, 1954), 110.
47 Fransk konst 31.12.1951. Artek inventory accounting. Galerie Artek Archive. Archive Collections, 

Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki.
48 Acquisition committee minutes, January 26, 1954 §2. Finnish National Gallery Archives, Helsinki. 

Artwork inventory number: B I 521.
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 In fact, this proved possible, and the museum’s annual report noted that the money 
for the purchase of the Marini sculpture had been donated by three major corporations, Karl 
Fazer, Enso-Gutzeit and Wärtsilä, along with the heirs of the industrialist Antti Ahlström and 
‘one unknown donor’, which was the Kuusinen company.49 This shows that the museum had 
the means to mobilise companies with social responsibility, even at short notice. Fazer was – 
and still is – the country’s leading confectionary manufacturer, Enso Gutzeit was a large forest 
products and paper company and Wärtsilä was at that time active in sawmills, iron works and 
ports, while Kuusinen was one of Helsinki’s best-known clothing stores. Maire Gullichsen had 
a direct link to Antti Ahlström’s heirs as she was his granddaughter. 

This is an excellent example of what Galerie Artek meant in practice. It was not simply 
a matter of running a gallery and arranging exhibitions, but also a question of action. Galerie 
Artek was far more than just a window on the world. It united people and art, but also 
showed how to work together to build a better country and environment.

49 Suomen Taideakatemian toimintakertomus 1954, Ateneum art collections 1954 (manuscript). 
Finnish National Gallery Archives, Helsinki.

Tapio Tapiovaara, Fernand Léger lectures in Helsinki, 1937
drawing, 45 x 34cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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Conclusion

The cavalcade of Artek exhibitions brought art, industrial design and handicrafts from various 
parts of the world to Helsinki over the course of several decades. The modernism-oriented 
exhibitions reinforced Artek’s position as a centre of new thought. The founders’ wide-ranging 
connections, primarily with European colleagues, ensured that Artek was always in touch with 
key contacts. Positive, even encouraging public discussion also consolidated Artek’s status.

However, there were limits to the expansion of exhibition activities. Whilst from the 
point of view of content and demand, they could have grown significantly, as is evident from 
the 1939 French art show at the Kunsthalle, Artek’s directors felt that their core operations 
should be kept in the right perspective. In order to promote a more extensive showing 
of contemporary art, they set up the Nykytaide association, which played an extremely 
important role in the Finnish art community.

Artek’s exhibitions in the 1930s and 1940s brought new artists and creative talents 
before Finnish audiences. Its exhibitions taught audiences how to look at – and see – art, 
particularly new European art. Although the scale of acquisitions from the exhibitions could, 
in a different economic situation, have been larger, in the case of the Ateneum, for example, 
they were essential to the profile of its collection. Purchases made from Artek were focused 
first and foremost on modern French art.

Spinning off exhibition activities into a separate gallery, Galerie Artek, in 1949 signalled 
a desire for these events to have greater independence, better facilities and a clearer profile. 
By Finnish standards, operations had reached a highly professional level – to such a degree 
that Galerie Artek was virtually responsible for the country´s relations with the international 
contemporary art world. These relationships benefitted the entire art scene. Thus, the original 
Artek manifesto’s call to exhibit ‘radical contemporary art of topical interest’ came true to a 
greater degree than ever envisioned.

A longer version of this article was published in Nina Stritzler-Levine & Timo Riekko (eds.), Artek and the Aaltos. 
New Haven & London: Bard Graduate Center, Alvar Aalto Foundation, 2016, pp. 226–71
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