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The works of Finnish women artists, and the choices they made both in their lives and careers
show how women worked independently in this demanding profession in the early decades of
the 20th century. They were forced to strike a balance between expectations and restrictions
arising from their gender and their professional goals, as well as from their personal desires.
Women who established professional careers in art refused to make concessions regarding
the content of their work; they had a firm idea of themselves as artists and were well
aware of their abilities and talents. For example, Ellen Thesleff considered herself a creative
genius, regardless of gender, while Helene Schjerfbeck wanted to be treated and addressed
first and foremost as an artist, without reference to her gender.1 What is noteworthy is the
uncompromising attitude of these women towards their work. Many of them were able to
renew themselves as artists even at advanced ages and to learn new techniques.
Although gender was not an obstacle to studies in the fine arts in Finland, many
women artists at the turn of the 20th century were nevertheless forced to make choices in
their private lives in order to continue in the profession. For example, those who remained
unmarried included Fanny Churberg, Ester Helenius, Helmi Kuusi, Sigrid Schauman, Helene
Schjerfbeck, Ellen Thesleff and Maria Wiik. Thesleff believed that solitude was part of creative
work and a sign of a strong ego.2 Many others found spouses or partners who were also active
in art and culture, among them Ina Colliander, Elin Danielson, Hilda Flodin, Greta Hällfors, Tove
Jansson, Tuulikki Pietilä, Elga Sesemann and Venny Soldan.3 Sigrid Schauman’s solution was
perhaps the most radical: she did not marry the father of her daughter and decided to raise
her alone. At the time, this was exceptional by any standards and was certainly not socially
acceptable for an upper-class woman such as herself.
Women played an important role in the construction of the field of art in Finland in
the latter half of the 19th century and later in the portrayal of a modern civic society. They
were also bold and innovative, experimenting with styles and forms, as well as techniques.
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Konttinen, Riitta 2004. Oma tie. Helene Schjerfbeckin elämä. Helsinki: Otava, 249.
Konttinen, Riitta 2017. Täältä tullaan! Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa. Helsinki: Siltala, 54.
Ina Colliander’s husband was the author Tito Colliander; Elin Danielson married the Italian artist
Raffaello Gambogi. Hilda Flodin was married to the painter Juho Rissanen, and Greta Hällfors to
the artist Sulho Sipilä. Tove Jansson and Tuulikki Pietilä were partners for several decades. Elga
Sesemann married a fellow student, the artist Seppo Näätänen. Venny Soldan was married to the
author Juhani Aho (Brofeldt).
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Students of the Finnish Art Society’s Drawing School in the Ateneum, 1899.
Photographer Jakob Ljungqvist, Helsinki 1899. The Väinö Hämäläinen Archive. Archive Collections,
Finnish National Gallery

In this essay, I discuss modernist trends in Finnish art from the particular viewpoint of the
construction of professional careers for women artists.4
The timeline of my essay spans from the 1880s to the 1940s, focusing in the first
decades of the 20th century. Pioneering women artists like Helene Schjerfbeck and Maria
Wiik started their careers in a very different situation to their younger colleagues who
followed them a few decades later. The early years of the new century were a time of radical
change in society and a turning point in Finnish history. Finland gained independence in 1917
which meant a changing status for women, both as representatives of their gender and as
professional artists. It was also a time of growing national revival and romanticism which,
however, did not play an essential part in the oeuvre or artistic aspirations of the women
discussed here.
In my essay I aim to shed light to these developments and their consequences for
women artists. I have used the most recent studies on these women as my main sources of
this essay, as well as the latest publications and exhibition catalogues of the Finnish National
Gallery. Current research on Finnish women artists has a solid foundation in the thorough
research of Professor Riitta Konttinen, whose lifelong interest in women artists’ lives and work
has made it possible for us to study them further.5

4
5

Even though women played a significant role in the Finnish art scene at the turn of the century,
only about 10 per cent of professional artists were women. The number of works acquired for
museum collections at the time was the same: around 10 per cent were made by women.
Finnish women artists have been a subject of growing interest among scholars in Finland and
abroad, with several articles and dissertations published in recent years.
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Helmi Kuusi,
Self-Portrait, 1938,
drypoint,
plate 8.1cm x 7.9cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Ainur Nasretdin

A changing society
The turn of the 20th century was a time of great political, social and economic upheaval in
Finland. Social movements and unrest gradually led to the formation of a new civic society
that afforded women freedom of movement and enabled them to pursue independent
professional careers.
In cultural life, connections with Sweden and Estonia,6 as well as with Germany and
France, had been close, both before and after the turn of the century. Contacts with the
Imperial Academy of Arts in St Petersburg were lively during the period of the autonomous
Grand Duchy but, following Finland’s independence in 1917, cultural policy changed when the
need to construct a new visual identity for the country arose. Official cultural policy favoured
figurative Finnish art, and established male artists, such as the sculptor Wäinö Aaltonen
and the painter Akseli Gallen-Kallela, were enlisted to create the desired ‘national imagery’.
Women and men had equal opportunities to study and train as artists, although in practice
pursuing such a career was more difficult for women.7 At the same time, the number of
women in the field of printmaking began to grow. The major exhibitions of graphic art in the
1930s included eleven women, among them Ina Colliander, Helmi Kuusi, Tuulikki Pietilä, Ellen
Thesleff and Edith Wiklund.
6
7

For instance, the Finnish artist Beda Stjernschantz (1867–1910) painted her canvas Everywhere a
Voice Invites Us… (Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum) on the island of Vormsi in Estonia in 1895.
After independence, the number of artists increased and new, bohemian, working-class male
artists emerged in the field of art. Many (male) critics marginalised women. Rakel Kallio has
analysed this development in the context of gender ideology and class through the writings of
critics and influencers (Onni Okkonen, Edvard Richter and Signe Tandefelt) who were active in the
1910s and 1920s. See Kallio, Rakel 1987. ‘Taidekritiikki ja sukupuoli-ideologia,’ in Nainen, taide,
historia. Taidehistorian esitutkimus 1985–86. Project director: Riitta Nikula. Studies in Art History,
Vol. 10. Helsinki: Society for Art History in Finland. See also Kivirinta, Marja-Terttu 2014. Vieraita
vaikutteita karsimassa. Helene Schjerfbeck ja Juho Rissanen – Sukupuoli, luokka ja Suomen taiteen
rakentuminen 1910-20-luvulla. Helsinki: Unigrafia, 63–70.
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The artists’ own ambitions often differed from the mission to illustrate nationalist
ideology. A more ragged side of the thematic aspects of Finnish art was presented by the
November Group, which took its cue from expressionism, cubism and neo-primitivism and
favoured a dark, muted palette. The group’s central figure was the bohemian workingclass painter Tyko Sallinen. Sallinen was the key figure in the conflict between the previous
generation (represented by Akseli Gallen-Kallela) and younger artists, a conflict concerning
both the content and form of art.8
Discussion about the purpose of art was also reflected in art criticism. Art was expected
to provide heroic figures, geniuses who would support the construction of a national identity.
Almost without exception, they were men. During the depression of the 1930s, nationalism
became an increasingly powerful movement. Swedish-speaking female art critics were the
most open proponents of modernism and often engaged in disputes that reflected the
confrontation between Finnish art and art that was considered international.9 The relationship
between classicism and modernism was complex and the debate concerning it was
international, taking place elsewhere in Europe, including France.
Arising from the background of the First World War, the Finnish Civil War of 191810
was a deep national trauma that divided the nation in two. Members of the working-class
Red Guard also included women, for whom taking up arms signified not only a challenge
to existing social structures but also a transgression of traditional gender roles. The
Second World War meant that women had to take on new roles and accept collective
responsibility. As the men were at the front, the war inevitably became a time of growing
equality and social activism in many areas of life, and women took on all kinds of tasks
in both agriculture and industry. Everyday life was constrained by the general scarcity of
goods, which made life more difficult in many ways. Canvases and pigments were difficult
to come by, which eroded the livelihood of professional artists. As yet no studies have been
carried out on the wartime experiences of women artists, although many of them played
active roles in the war effort. For instance, the printmakers Helmi Kuusi, Tuulikki Pietilä and
Edith Wiklund served in the women’s auxiliary service11 in the Continuation War of 1941–44
between Finland and the Soviet Union. During whatever leisure time they had, they

8

9
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11

‘On 24 February 1929, Estonian independence was celebrated at the Embassy of Estonia in Helsinki.
The guests also included the perennial fighting pair Tyko Sallinen and Akseli Gallen-Kallela. The
long-time chairman of the Finnish Art Society, Gallen-Kallela remains at 63 a distinguished master,
yet compared with Sallinen he is today marginal. Sallinen became the leading figure of the new
generation at least a decade earlier, although he is no youngster himself anymore: his fiftieth
birthday will be celebrated in a few weeks. Gallen-Kallela had been asked to give a speech at
the party, and the old master intended to take full advantage of the opportunity. When the time
came, he stood up and began. Suddenly, Tyko Sallinen appeared in front of him and cut him off.
“How dare you stand there teaching painting?” he hissed. “What’s the national art we should all
be aiming for? It’s trash. It’s Humbug. You just let Estonians paint like they have to paint, because
art is not made by preaching; it is made the way it has to be made.” Gallen-Kallela never made
his speech. “Sinä olet paskahousu”, sanoi Tyko Sallinen Akseli Gallen-Kallelan korvaan ja lensi ulos
ravintolasta – alkoi 20 vuoden taidesota, joka päättyi vasta toisen kuolemaan.” Jussi Lehmusvesi,
Helsingin Sanomat, 11 February, 2017.
Anttonen, Erkki 2006. Kansallista vai modernia. Taidegrafiikka osana 1930-luvun suomalaista
taidejärjestelmää. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery, 81.
The Civil War was fought between the troops led by the Finnish People’s Delegation, which revolted
against the Finnish Senate, or government, from 27 January to 15 May 1918. The troops of the
Senate were called ‘Whites’; and the troops of the People’s Delegation was the Red Guard of
Finland, or ‘Reds’. The Whites were supported by the German Imperial Army, which seized Helsinki,
Lahti and other towns in southern Finland, while the Reds were supported by Soviet Russia, which
donated guns. The Civil War was part of the political and social upheavals caused by the First World
War in Europe. The crisis reached its peak in the Spring of 1918.
The Finnish women’s auxiliary services, Lotta Svärd, was a voluntary organisation that operated
from 1920 to 1944. It was originally founded to support the Civil Guard. During the war in 1939–44,
members of the organisation served in numerous auxiliary tasks, freeing up about 25,000 men for
military duty.
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Helmi Kuusi,
House Ruins, Vyborg, 1942,
Indian ink and
pencil on paper,
17.9cm x 20.4cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Aaltonen

depicted their circumstances in sketches and prints: scenes of a life of need, melancholy
scenes of empty streets and landscapes.
The great transformation of Finnish society took place only after the war, with the early
period of industrialisation, modernisation and urbanisation continuing well into the 1950s.
The demand to create national art did not apply to women, who often took a more openminded view of modernist trends than did the men. To a large extent, the position of women
artists evolved in parallel with the development of modern Finnish society and the attendant
new lifestyle.

Artist and wage earner
Many women artists had more than one role in the field of art. In addition to creative work,
they also served as teachers, artisans and critics.
Alongside her career in art, Sigrid Schauman worked as an art critic for three decades,
publishing nearly 1,500 critiques.12 Her concept of art was based on value and colour painting
and creating an overall mood that emphasised immediate emotion. As a writer, she was
guided by similar principles. Her exhibition reviews typically assessed emotional qualities and
the formal characteristics of the works. As a critic, she sought to step out of her role as an
artist. According to her: ‘An art critic must first and foremost understand what other artists
consider beautiful and empathise with their experience of beauty. When you paint, you must
12

Schauman started her 30-year long career as an art critic for the newspaper Dagens Press in 1920
(from 1922–44 the Svenska Pressen, and from 1944 onwards the Nya Pressen). See also Granbacka,
Camilla 2019. Taide ja tunteet, Sigrid Schaumanin elämä. Helsinki: Parvs Publishing.
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Sigrid Schauman,
Model, c. 1958,
oil on hardboard,
38cm x 23cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery
/ Jenny Nurminen

forget the experiences of others and
simply see.’13
Schauman did not try to link
the special characteristics of national
art to the works she reviewed. Her
own, original modernism was inspired
by her teacher, Helene Schjerfbeck,
who understood and appreciated her
uniqueness as a colourist. Schjerfbeck
taught at the Finnish Art Society’s
drawing school in the 1890s and Maria
Wiik had taught there before her,
from 1880–81. Both were popular
and respected teachers. In addition to
Schauman, Schjerfbeck also mentored
numerous other artists at the start
of their artist life, many of whom
went on to enjoy illustrious careers,
including Ester Helenius, Hilda Flodin
and Ellen Thesleff.14 As a woman,
Schjerfbeck understood the difficulties
a young girl would encounter in an art
world dominated by men.15 On the
other hand, she became disappointed
with the conflict between her ideas
about art and those of the Finnish
Art Society’s board. Schjerfbeck was
considered an excellent and dedicated
teacher, although her art was not
always understood.
Her students considered her somewhat difficult to approach. According to Sigrid
Schauman, she demanded absolute silence in class. She also tried to be as quiet as possible
herself to allow students to focus fully on painting. She was reserved in her evaluations of
her students but appreciated talent. A frustrated Schjerfbeck told Schauman: ‘Miss, never
become an artist. The world will let an artist perish – you are too talented to ever gain
understanding.’16 Schjerfbeck gave up teaching in 1902 because of poor health. She had said
earlier that teaching did not suit her. Although she never pushed her ideas, her students
appreciated how she taught them to look with the eye of an artist, to depict rhythm and
movement and to see the importance of value and tone.
A similar teacher–student relationship and artistic comradeship formed between Sigrid
Schauman and Ellen Thesleff. Schauman’s reviews of Thesleff’s exhibitions were important
to both parties. These mutual networks of women artists were strong and often life-long.
Maria Wiik and Helene Schjerfbeck shared a studio and worked closely together. After their
student years, travels and early careers, their personal and professional friendship continued
in frequent correspondence.17 Their circle of friends, who liked to call themselves ‘painter
sisters’, included several other women artists who had begun their careers in the 1880s. They
were the first generation of women artists in Finland who engaged professionally in the arts
13
14
15
16
17

Konttinen 2017, 50.
Schjerfbeck’s students included Ester Helenius, Verner Thomé, Hugo Simberg, Juho Rissanen, Einar
Ilmoni, Eemil Halonen and Oscar Parviainen.
Konttinen 2017, 30.
Konttinen 2004, 191.
Schjerfbeck, Helene. Silti minä maalaan. Taiteilijan kirjeitä Maria Wiikille. Ed. Lena Holger. Transl.
Laura Jänisniemi. Publications of the Finnish Literature Society no. 1335. Helsinki: Finnish Literature
Society 2011.
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Ellen Thesleff,
Self-Portrait, 1894–95,
pencil and sepia ink
on paper,
31.50cm x 23.50cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Aaltonen

on a broad front. The comradeship between Helena Westermarck, Ada Thilén, Elin DanielsonGambogi and Amélie Lundahl lasted for decades, as did that between Hilda Flodin and
Ester Helenius.

Modernism in the everyday experience
The professional careers of these women coincided with early modernism in Finland.
Modernism was a pluralist and multidimensional movement of ideas and art that had a
diverse impact on how people lived and on everyday aesthetics. It was more than just formal
or stylistic experimentation. Modernism emerged at a turning point in the history of Europe, a
time which saw democracy gain strength and what is known as ‘high culture’, a rather uniform
concept of art and a way of life embraced by the elite, disintegrate into several movements.
‘Modern’ is therefore always associated with an attempt to part with the past and a quest for
the new. In fact, we should talk about ‘modernisms’, as there were many of them. Modernism
as a movement in art, the experience of modernity and modernisation are all parallel
concepts that have different meanings.
Modernism is often discussed with reference to the qualities of the art object, such
as colour, form, figuration or abstraction, or the degree of tradition or novelty in style. The
definition of modern art includes the idea of a formalist approach to the pictorial surface
and a certain disengagement from direct imitation of nature.18 This endeavour took form
as many different movements or ideologies. Modernism is most often associated with
abstract and avant-garde art, although in Finland modern art quite often remained figurative

18

Anttonen 2006, 85–87.
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Ester Helenius,
View from Kitchen, mid-1920s,
oil on cardboard,
58.5cm x 47cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

in the interwar period. Most of the art from that time consisted of landscapes, still-lifes
and portraits.
Modernism can also be seen as a lifestyle that is connected to economic, technological
and social changes in the artist’s environment. Modernisation – industrialisation, urbanisation
and the emergence of new industries – had various effects on women’s lives. Modernisation
also changed the composition of social classes. New industries and professions emerged that
enabled women to support themselves and play active roles in society.
Applying the concept of modernisation and modernity to everyday life effectively
highlights the link between the individual and the environment and allows us to examine
modernism from a down-to-earth perspective, as a person’s experience of his/her own life.
The inherently modernist notion of relinquishing the past to engage in constant renewal can
lead to a sense of alienation and emptiness. Indeed, the melancholia of the contemporary
human being and existential questions about life choices are themes often explored by artists
in the modernist period of the 20th century.19
Widening the scope of modernity through the inclusion of the experience of
contemporary everyday life, it became possible to appreciate art made by women more
equally.20 With modernisation, women entered the realm of culture and art on a broader
front. Art by women placed the experience of the individual in the public sphere, thus
challenging the established forms and content of art.
The modernisation of life changed women’s choices of subjects for their art.
Traditionally suitable subjects for women were the home, still-life and people. The
19
20

Ojanperä, Riitta 2018. ‘Encounters between Art, Humanity and the Modern.’ In Urban Encounters,
Finnish Art in the 20th Century. Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum. Helsinki: Finnish
National Gallery, 20–22, and in FNG Research 6/2018.
See, e.g., Ojanperä 2018, 20–22.
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Sigrid Schauman,
Italian Landscape, 1930s,
oil on canvas,
mounted on cardboard,
44.5cm x 35cm
Antell Collections,
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

marginalisation of women artists was not a purely Finnish phenomenon. Research commonly
considers modernism a masculine sphere, and the canonical image of the heroic modern artist
has long been a virile, bohemian and even demonic male.21 In sculpture, where the myth of
the artist-hero was firmly entrenched, the hierarchy was crowned by the creative monumental
artist, who was masculine and physically strong.

Cultural differences and travel
One central social and political issue in the newly independent country was the divide
between the Swedish-speaking upper class and the Finnish-speaking rural population. Finnish
became the country’s national language alongside Swedish in 1919. The language question
was a topical and emotionally charged subject of heated debate in cultural circles. Artists
began to be polarised by gender, language and social position.22 With the number of artists
growing, distinguishing oneself and gaining prestige became more difficult. Reviews of works
by women artists blended views on art with discussion of the status and role of women in
society.
The majority of artists, as well as prominent influencers in the art world, spoke Swedish
as their first language. This was especially the case with women artists, most of whom came
21
22

Utriainen, Anu 2018. ‘Nude Stripped of Dignity.’ In Urban Encounters, Finnish Art in the 20th
Century. Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum. Helsinki: Grano, 138–66, and in FNG
Research 6/2018.
Palin, Tutta 2006. ‘Invisible women 1904–36 or Ducat Prizes and the appreciation of female artists.’
Dukaatti. Suomen Taideyhdistys 1846–2006. Helsinki: WSOY, 127–29. See also Kivirinta 2014, 59–
62.

10
Finnish Women Artists in the Modern World // Anu Utriainen
--FNG Research Issue No. 5/2019. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

from the upper strata of society. After independence, the ranks of artists who spoke Finnish
as their mother tongue were joined by women, such as the printmakers Helmi Kuusi and
Tuulikki Pietilä. Elga Sesemann’s family was of Baltic origin and she grew up speaking German
and Russian, learning Finnish in school. Finland’s Swedish-speaking educated class was fluent
in Russian, French and German. Following European art and culture came to them simply and
naturally; their relationship with the Finnish language and culture was more distant.
In the case of Hilda Flodin, Ester Helenius, Sigrid Schauman and Ellen Thesleff, this
translated into long periods spent abroad. Schauman in particular felt like an outsider in her
own country. She did not speak Finnish very well, and as a member of the gentry she was
prejudiced against Finnish-speakers. Living up to the age of 101, Schauman witnessed how
Finnish society evolved from a Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire into a modern, Nordic
industrial country.
Many women artists worked alternately in Finland and abroad. The Finnish Art Society
and a few private benefactors awarded stipends and travel grants to students, and women too
could further their studies, either under private teachers or in private art academies, the most
popular of which were the Académie Colarossi and the Académie Julian in Paris. The École des
Beaux-Arts still didn’t admit women in the 1880s.23
Women students were often sent to European art museums to produce copies of
famous masterpieces. Schjerfbeck was commissioned by the Finnish Art Society to paint
copies of works by Frans Hals, Diego Velázquez and Gerard Ter Borch in the Hermitage in
St Petersburg in 1892.24 In the Spring of 1894 she was sent to Vienna, where among other
canvases she copied works by Hans Holbein and Velázquez at the Kunsthistorisches Museum.
The same spring she travelled to Florence, where she made copies of works by Fra Angelico,
Filippo Lippi and Giorgione. She also visited the surrounding countryside and painted views
from the Fiesole hills above the city. The trip to Italy was crucial for Schjerfbeck in terms
of renewing her style. A clear shift took place in her work towards a more abstract, twodimensional surface and hazier, ascetic palette.25
Finnish women artists exhibited their works in the Paris Salon, the city’s most
important annual art show. They liked to spend their summers in Brittany and painted there in
the new en plein air style introduced by Jules Bastien-Lepage. They worked and lived together
without male companions, a cause of much consternation and disapproval among local
people. It was by no means commonplace for young Nordic women to travel together without
male relatives, husbands or other chaperones.
Maria Wiik participated in the Paris Salon as early as 1880 and also worked in Brittany
and Normandy. Schjerfbeck exhibited in four Salons26 and also in London and St Ives, where
she spent several months on two visits around the turn of the 1880s and 1890s. St Ives, a
small coastal town in Cornwall, is known for its majestic scenery and special light, which drew
artists to paint there in the summer. The stay in St Ives was a turning point for Schjerfbeck. It
was there that she painted The Convalescent (1888, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art

23
24

25
26

Private art academies did admit women as well, but at twice the tuition fee.
The Finnish Art Society started building a collection of copies in the 1860s. The first acquisitions
were copies of Flemish art, which established the foundation of the collection. The focus then
shifted to Spain, Italy and France. Among the first commissioned pieces were copies by Victorine
Nordenswan of Rembrandt’s portrait of his wife (acquired in 1865) and Jusepe de Ribera’s Saint
Agnes (acquired in 1869). See Pettersson, Susanna 2008. Suomen Taideyhdistyksestä Ateneumiin.
Fredrik Cygnaeus, Carl Gustaf Estlander ja taidekokoelman roolit. Helsinki: Suomalaisen
kirjallisuuden seura, Valtion taidemuseo, 113.
See Von Bonsdorff, Anna-Maria 2012. Colour Asceticism and Synthetist Colour. Colour concepts in
turn-of-the-century Finnish and European art. Academic dissertation at Helsinki University, Faculty
of Arts. Helsinki: Unigrafia, 297.
In 1883, 1884, 1889 and 1890. See, e.g., Helene Schjerfbeck – 150 years. Exhibition catalogue,
Ateneum Art Museum. Ateneum publications No. 66. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum
Art Museum, 2012.
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Museum), which became her breakthrough piece and remains one
of her most famous paintings.27

Bohemian times in Paris and Florence

Ester Helenius,
A bistro in Paris, 1922,
pencil, highlighted with
pen, on paper,
26.5cm x 20.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Jenny Nurminen

A multicultural city, Paris offered artists an opportunity to forget the
political tensions and language-related conflicts back home. Social
networks among Nordics were tight, and contacts with local people
could often be superficial. In Paris the area around Montparnasse
was popular among Nordic artists, and in the early 1920s more
of them were living there than ever before. Ester Helenius lived
in Paris on several occasions. She liked to visit street cafés and
restaurants, sketching other customers, as well as waiters and
chefs at work. In 1920 Helenius and another Finnish woman artist,
Martta Helminen, moved into Paul Gauguin’s former studio at Rue
Vercingétorix 6. An address familiar to Helenius and other Finns,28
it was where Pekka Halonen and Väinö Blomstedt had studied
under Gauguin in 1893–9429 and, after Gauguin, the French art critic
Julien Leclercq had occupied the studio in the late 1890s. Leclercq
specialised in Nordic art and played a decisive role in the integration
of many Finns into art circles in Paris. Leclercq also married a close
friend of Helenius, the sister of sculptor Hilda Flodin, Fanny.
Like Ester Helenius, Hilda Flodin had studied under
Schjerfbeck at the drawing school of the Finnish Art Society. There she acquired an interest
in printmaking and sculpture and began further studies at the Académie Colarossi in Paris
in 1899. Julien Leclercq introduced Flodin to Auguste Rodin at the 1900 World Exhibition in
Paris, and three years later she became a student of and assistant to Rodin. Flodin had been
greatly impressed by Rodin’s works in the Expo, clear influences of which can be seen in her
main work from the Paris period, the bust Thinker (1900). The work was later renamed Old
Man Thinking, obscuring its connection with Rodin, although the work clearly points to his
influence.
Flodin and the Welsh artist Gwen John used to model for Rodin and for one another. All
three were quite close in other ways as well. One of the central themes in Rodin’s work was
female sexuality, which required bold, erotic poses, as well as suppleness, from sitters. Hilda
Flodin liked to draw erotic subjects herself. Rodin had an intimate relationship with Camille
Claudel and Gwen John, and their correspondence suggests that Hilda and Gwen also had an
affair.30 The time in Paris was an unconventional and liberating period in Flodin’s life. She is an
early example of the modern New Woman,31 in control of her own body and life and socially
independent. The New Woman refused to let others define her lifestyle or sexuality and
cherished herself as an individual with freedom of choice and control over her own body. The
notion of the New Woman also included the idea of free love, which Flodin practised in her
years in Paris.

27
28
29
30
31

The first extensive show of Helene Schjerfbeck’s work in Britain took place at the Royal Academy of
Arts in London from 20 July to 27 October 2019. The exhibition was a joint project by the Ateneum
Art Museum and the Royal Academy of Arts.
Palin, Tutta 2016. Ester Helenius. Värihurmion palvoja. Keuruu: Otava, 39.
Von Bonsdorff 2012, 234–39.
Lindgren, Liisa 2015. ‘Sigfrid af Forselles and Hilda Flodin, Rodin‘s Finnish students‘. In Rodin.
Auguste Rodin (1840–1915) and Nordic countries. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery, 150. See also
Chitty, Susan 1981. Gwen John 1876‒1939. London: Hodder, 69.
The concept was used e.g. by the German author Elisabeth Dauthendey in her essay Vom neuen
Weibe und seiner Liebe. Ein Buch für reife Geister (1900). It was published in Swedish with a
foreword by the Swedish women’s rights activist Ellen Key in 1902. This publication had an impact
on many women artists and writers.

12
Finnish Women Artists in the Modern World // Anu Utriainen
--FNG Research Issue No. 5/2019. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

Hilda Flodin,
Self-Portrait, 1901,
pencil on paper,
32cm x 23cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Henri Tuomi

Sigrid af Forselles,
Youth, 1880s,
bronze,
height 42cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

Hilda Flodin returned to Finland in 1906, and her connection to Rodin faded. She was
married twice, first to the artist Juho Rissanen in 1908–15 and then to Professor Taavetti
Laitinen in 1922–41. Although Flodin’s career as a sculptor was relatively short, she pioneered
the role of Finnish women working in both sculpture and intaglio printmaking. In her later
work, she focused mainly on drawing and painting portraits, as well as genre pictures of the
home.
The generation of artists represented by Flodin and another early woman sculptor,
Sigrid af Forselles (1860–1935), had to face the challenges thrown up by the notion that
sculpture was a masculine art, for example that it was difficult for women to establish a
credible professional identity. The slightly younger generation faced the same challenges,
although with the advent of modernism and modernisation women found a more equal
playing field in terms of having career prospects in sculpture.
Along with France, Italy was an important destination for many artists in the late 19th
century. Florence became a second home for Ellen Thesleff, who spent several years in the
city altogether. Many other women artists also became familiar with international trends in
art during stays in France, Germany, Italy and England, and this influenced the content and
form of their work. They usually travelled without men, but not alone. Their entourages
included artist friends or family members. Thesleff’s childhood family was very important to
her and she travelled with her mother and siblings, and her sister Gerda, a ceramic artist, was
especially close.
In Florence, the circle of the Thesleff family’s friends consisted mostly of artists
and other people involved in culture. They included the British poet and artist Mina Loy,
who moved in futurist circles, and the curious American patron of the arts, Mabel Dodge
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Ellen Thesleff,
Florence, 1909,
woodcut print,
sheet 9.8cm x 10.4cm, plate 6.7cm x 10.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenny Nurminen

Luhan.32 Friendship with the English modernist and theatrical reformer Gordon Craig had a
considerable impact on Thesleff’s work and ideas about art. Craig inspired her to make small
black-and-white woodcuts and later to develop a colourful, painterly woodcut technique
that became one of the key expressive forms of her career. Thesleff’s encounter with the
expressionist art of Wassily Kandinsky’s Phalanx group in Munich in 1904 marked a major
turning point in her career. Kandinsky’s theories of art, the format of his works and his habit of
sketching outdoors became guiding principles and led her to reintroduce pure, bright colours
into her paintings.

Genius loci – the importance of place
Nationalism was rife in the interwar period, when the borders of new nation-states were
added to the European map. In Finland too the official art policy was nationalist and
conservative, even though most artists had adopted a modernist concept of art. The modern
European trend was characterised by the pursuit of originality and admiration of primitivism,
leading many artists to seek out exotic destinations in the late 19th century. In Finland this
trend was also affected by the political situation, with Russia seeking to curb the autonomy
of the country.33 On the eve of the new century, a genuine Finnish culture was being sought
out in peripheral areas of the country, such as the eastern border area of Karelia. Inspired
by primitivism, artists built studios in the wilderness that were themselves works of art and
known as Gesamtkunstwerks.
32
33

Oral communication, Hanna-Reetta Schreck, 9 March 2017. See also Schreck, Hanna-Reetta 2017.
Minä maalaan kuin jumala. Ellen Thesleffin elämä ja taide. Helsinki: Teos.
In the periods 1899–1905 and 1908–17, Russia sought to strengthen and unify its empire by
enforcing a policy of Russification in the Finnish Grand Duchy.
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Elga Sesemann,
Interior, 1940s,
oil on canvas,
50.5cm x 35.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

For social and financial reasons, withdrawal into the
wilderness was not such an easy option for women as it
was for their male contemporaries, such as Akseli GallenKallela, who had a studio villa, Kalela, built for himself
in Ruovesi in central Finland. Pekka Halonen established
his studio home, Halosenniemi, at Lake Tuusulanjärvi,
which developed into a cultural region not unlike an
artists’ colony. In addition, Venny Soldan-Brofeldt and
her husband, the author Juhani Aho (formerly Brofeldt),
made their home at Tuusulanjärvi.34 Many artists felt that
withdrawing from the bustling centre of the art world
was necessary in order to renew their work. At Kalela,
Gallen-Kallela concentrated on applying printmaking
techniques and tempera on Kalevala-inspired themes that
clearly show a shift from naturalism to a more decorative,
synthetist expression.
Women artists addressed this in a slightly different
way, although they had fundamentally the same goal:
autonomy as artists. An important place for Ellen Thesleff
was her family’s homestead at Murole in Ruovesi, situated
in the heart of Finland. There she painted symbolist
landscapes, such as Aspens (1893) and Spring Night
(1894). In 1898, she designed a studio home, Casa Bianca,
built in a former canal guard’s house. Thesleff liked to
stay in Murole whenever she was in Finland. The views
from Murole that she captured in drawings and paintings
throughout her life show the entire arc of her career, from
youthful realism to colouristically ascetic symbolism, and
later the colourful style and woodcuts that were inspired
by her visits to Italy, and by ideas of vitalism she was
interested in after the turn of the century.
Elga Sesemann and her artist husband Seppo
Näätänen also lived in Ruovesi, from 1947 to his death in
1964. Relocating from Helsinki to a roadless back-woods was a radical move for them. It was
no temporary withdrawal into the bosom of nature but a conscious decision to live without
amenities, in the middle of nature, permanently. During their Ruovesi period, Näätänen
taught art at the local school, and the couple participated in exhibitions in the region. In
Elga Sesemann’s work, this period is distinguished by experimentation inspired by nature,
philosophy and literature.
Helene Schjerfbeck’s move from Helsinki in 1902 was crucial for the development of
a new style. Although she had studied and worked in France, England, Italy and elsewhere,
after the turn of the century she no longer ventured abroad, settling instead with her
mother in Hyvinkää, a small town some 40 miles north of Helsinki. Located at a junction on
the Helsinki–St Petersburg railway, Hyvinkää was an international place in the Grand Duchy.
While Schjerfbeck did not leave Hyvinkää for 15 years, neither did she isolate herself: she
had frequent visitors. She spoke many languages and was an avid reader, keenly following
events in the art world through books and periodicals, as well as through conversations and
correspondence with friends. Schjerfbeck was interested in both old and contemporary art.
She was a great admirer of Diego Velázquez, Paul Cézanne, Hans Holbein and Frans Hals. She
was particularly interested in El Greco, and made several interpretations of his works based
on images in print. Schjerfbeck’s solution could be likened to the withdrawal by male artists
from the city to live in nature. Although that was not possible for Schjerfbeck, an unmarried

34

Other residents at Tuusulanjärvi included the artist Eero Järnefelt, the composer Jean Sibelius, and
the poet J. H. Erkko.
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Helene Schjerfbeck,
Girl from the Islands, 1929,
oil on canvas,
45cm x 30.5cm
Yrjö and Nanny Kaunisto
Collection,
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Aaltonen

woman living with her mother, her withdrawal from
the hub of the art world had a similar quality to it; she
lived and painted in a quiet area. As she did not need
to work for a living, she was able to concentrate on
painting and to study art literature, which then led to
a radical change in her style. She said that the period
between 1905–10 was the most important artistic
transition in her career since 1884. In a letter to Maria
Wiik in 1911, she wrote that she had been irritated in
Paris by colour painting, which she thought was too
simplistic, but had now come to the conclusion that
‘the path to the synthetic’ was the right solution.35
Schjerfbeck’s art in the 1920s and 1930s
demonstrates not only her determination to achieve
creative renewal, made possible by her withdrawal,
but also the effects of changes in lifestyle and
aesthetic thinking. Fashion and fashion magazines
are an example of a new area of life associated
with modernism, and they were objects of interest
and sources of inspiration for many artists. Elegant,
independent New Women were a novel phenomenon
created by modernisation and an increasingly
democratic society. The topic fascinated Helene
Schjerfbeck in particular, and most of her works
in the 20th century were depictions of modern,
professional women.
Schjerfbeck was particularly interested in
French art, which she followed through the journal
L’Amour de l’Art.36 She read French fashion magazines
and was quite knowledgeable about the works of
the French artist and illustrator Constantin Guys
and the poet Charles Baudelaire. Baudelaire had
already declared Guys to be the ‘painter of modern
life’ in the middle of the 19th century. According
to Baudelaire, art and beauty consisted of the eternal and invariable, on the one hand, and
relative, circumstantial elements of style and values, of which fashion was a manifestation,
on the other. Magazines that Schjerfbeck read, such as Marie Claire, Chiffons and La Mode
pratique, were intended for middle-class women and did not focus on haute couture fashion.37
In this sense, too, art and fashion were directly associated with each other in a very modernist
way. Although Schjerfbeck liked to portray people, her paintings were not portraits in the
conventional sense. She was not interested in the inner life of her models or in discussing
painting or the finished portraits with them. The paintings were depictions of types or models
with no personal features, and the models could not be identified. Schjerfbeck avoided names
in the titles of her works, indicating only the profession or status of the subject. The people
portrayed were seamstresses, teachers, nurses and students.

35

36
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‘I had a book about Impressionism by C. Mauclair, with Manet and Degas in it, and many pictures
of paintings that I had always wanted to see. And that’s when these women struck me for the first
time, in addition to Manet, B. Morissot [sic] and Miss M. Cassat. The colours irritated me in Paris
before. They were too uniform in their expositions. But that is nevertheless the right path; the path
to the “synthetic”, which is the buzzword now, and where this era will push you whether you’re
alone or “in”. When I learned the word I realised I was already on that path.’ Letter to Maria Wiik,
16 July 1911. Library of the Åbo Akademi, Turku.
Konttinen 2004, 360.
See, e.g., Lahelma, Marja 2014. ‘Art, Fashion and Modernity. Helene Schjerfbeck’s Portraits of
Modern Women.’ Exhibition catalogue Helene Schjerfbeck. Schirn Kunsthalle, Frankfurt, Germany.
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Melancholia of the post-war generation

Elga Sesemann,
At a Café, 1945,
oil on cardboard,
73cm x 49.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Photo: Finnish National
Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

Stylistically, the most visible influences in Finnish art came from expressionism and Paul
Cézanne’s cubism, especially in the period from the 1910s to the 1930s, with classicist
currents and new, reductive objectivity gaining traction in the late 1920s. In terms of subject
matter, new themes were urban vistas and mindscapes.
The work of the pioneering generation of women
artists was carried on by Elga Sesemann, who had her debut
exhibition in 1945. In a highly personal style, she boldly
explored the sentiments of the post-war generation. In her
paintings of urban settings, those sentiments merge into
melancholy, almost surreal views. The people in the pictures
are anonymous, walking silently in the urban landscape. In
addition to townscapes, Sesemann also painted still-lifes,
portraits and interiors. She can be seen as belonging to the
post-war neo-romantic movement, in which pessimism,
religion, reality and fantasy merged, giving rise to a visual
expression of the general anxieties of the age.
In addition to oil paints, Sesemann often used pastels
and gouache. She was a bold colourist and expressionist,
and her works from the mid-1940s onwards are
characterised by macabre subjects, such as death, sickness,
old age, loneliness and isolation. She was interested in
philosophy and was familiar with Sigmund Freud’s theory
of psychoanalysis, as well as the work of Albert Camus. The
quiet, deserted street was a common motif in the interwar
period, an allegory perhaps of alienation and emptiness.
Sesemann developed her own, personal variation of the
theme, which reveals influences of German expressionism,
as well as surrealism and metaphysical art.
In these impressive urban portraits and landscapes
tinged with melancholia, existential alienation and a sense of
otherness, Sesemann – who was in her twenties at the time
– confronted the trauma of wartime distress and loss. The
expressive style also conveys a sense of vitalism, a unifying
concept in art of the post-war period that affected the
thinking of artists and critics alike. In visual art, it signified
a life-affirming and sustaining force that could be perceived
through intuition.38
Sesemann described her way of painting as non-intellectual. She was inspired first and
foremost by music, which had been a constant presence in her childhood.39 Her technique
was straightforward and uncomplicated: her surfaces are made up of swathes of paint,
usually applied with a thick brush or a palette knife. The shortage of materials after the war
hampered the work of many artists, which can be seen in Sesemann’s choice of media. Many
of the pictures are painted or drawn on cardboard or paper instead of canvas.
Like Schjerfbeck, Thesleff and Schauman, Sesemann created several self-portraits using
a palette knife, examining herself with an unsentimental and psychologically astute eye.

38
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See Lindgren, Liisa 1996. Elävä muoto. Traditio ja modernisuus 1940- ja 1950-luvun suomalaisessa
kuvanveistossa. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery, 159.
Keskitalo, Lea 1997. Elga Sesemannin 1940‒1960-lukujen taide ja suhde vitalistiseen
taiteilijakäsitykseen. MA thesis in art history, University of Helsinki. References to Sesemann’s
creative work are based on Keskitalo’s thesis and interviews she conducted with the artist.
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Freedom of expression
The palette knife was also an important tool for Ellen Thesleff, for whom music and dance
were important sources of inspiration. She had already had a substantial career as a symbolist
when she became interested in colour painting while staying in Paris and Florence, and
became acquainted with Kandinsky’s work in 1904. Kandinsky also exhibited in Finland in
1906, the same year Thesleff’s palette erupted with full force when she painted at home
in Murole in Ruovesi. Some of her woodcuts are unusually painterly, and her woodcuts
and xylographs can be seen as variations on a theme, all coloured in different ways.40 The
pursuit of the good life, the modernist ideal, was important to Thesleff. It embraced harmony
between nature and humanity, as well as a vitalist sense of the forces of nature and depictions
of that experience. Her expressive method of painting with the palette knife and a thick
brush left a tangible signature in her paintings. In the 1910s Thesleff’s artistic motto was: ‘No
theories, no form – only colour.’41 People and nature remained themes in her work throughout
her career.
Sigrid Schauman had learned to admire the beauty and harmony of nature in her
childhood home. Her colourism excluded dark or grey hues, especially in her later years.
She regarded her family’s gardener, who had an unfailing eye for colour, as her chromatic
mentor. Light and colour studies were the most important themes of her work. She had an
exceptionally long life and witnessed many movements and phenomena in art come and
go. At the age of 72, she retired from writing criticism and spent many years in the south of
France and in Italy. These years fully clarified her palette, marking a kind of rebirth as an artist
and the beginning of a new period of robust creativity.
As a critic, Schauman believed that, of all painters, Schjerfbeck had the best
combination of masculine and feminine elements in her art. Schjerfbeck’s career in art was
at least as impressive in both duration and volume as was Schauman’s as a critic. We may
say that her career started at the age of 11 – when she began her studies having won a
scholarship to the Drawing School of the Finnish Art Society – and it continued until her death;
just a few days before she died, she planned to start a new painting. Schjerfbeck’s oeuvre
includes several stylistic periods and methods of painting, and it is impossible to categorise
and define her as a representative of any particular style.
Self-portraits, most of which are head-and-shoulders compositions, are an especially
noteworthy part of Schjerfbeck’s work. There are more than 40 known self-portraits, and they
span her entire career. Stylistically, they represent pivotal points and reflect changes that took
place in her work and life. In the self-portraits, Schjerfbeck studied herself and her ageing with
an unsentimental, ruthlessly inquisitive gaze. In the final pictures, her body is dissolved and
the viewer is confronted with a head that seems reduced to a mere skull.
Like Schauman, Helene Schjerfbeck was able to begin a new creative period and renew
herself even when she was quite old. At the suggestion of the art dealer Gösta Stenman,
Schjerfbeck began to reinterpret her earlier paintings and even took up lithography, a graphic
art technique she had not used before.
Biographical writings on Schjerfbeck often mention her poor health and fragile selfesteem. This is largely based on biographies by Schjerfbeck’s long-time friend, the painter
Einar Reuter, written under the pseudonym H. Ahtela, the first of which was published in
1917. Art by women was at odds with the masculine myth of the genius and the notion of the
suffering artist-hero. A more suitable role for women was considered to be one that extolled
physical and mental weakness, in which a woman might reach a higher spiritual plane.42 No40
41
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Paavilainen, Kukka 2008. ‘Veitset, Ellen Thesleffin vapauden välineet.’ Ellen Thesleff. Värien tanssi /
Färgernas dans. Helsinki: Retretti Oy Ltd, 97–103.
’Inga teorier, ingen form – blott färg.’ Thesleff, Ellen 1954. Dikter och tankar. Helsingfors:
Konstsalongens förlag, 27.
Research on women artists was launched at the University of Helsinki in the 1980s under Riitta
Nikula, a professor of art history. Among her research team was Riitta Konttinen, who has
conducted important and pioneering research on women and has published extensively on the
subject.
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Helene Schjerfbeck,
Girl from Eydtkuhne II, 1927,
oil on canvas,
70cm x 54.5cm
Yrjö and Nanny Kaunisto
Collection,
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
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one who studies Schjerfbeck’s oeuvre today can
miss the sense of a purposeful, uncompromising
professional driven by an inner compulsion, for
whom art was all that mattered. Her ideal was an
artist who marched in the vanguard of her time,
an example of which she saw in Fanny Churberg.43
Schjerfbeck’s opinion of what it meant to be an
artist was intertwined with her idea of artists as
unique and creative people. As a woman, she
could not identify with the masculine role of the
modern, often nationalistic artist-hero. The public
space was dominated by men, while women were
confined to the private sphere of the home. The
expectations people had of women felt depressing
and restrictive to Schjerfbeck. Although she was
a staunch supporter of equality, she was not
interested in politics, suffrage or the women’s
movement. Moral equality between men and
women and their just treatment were what
mattered to her. In her opinion, differentiation
based on gender or social class did not promote
the status of art.44
‘One wants to portray that which is
innermost, passion, and then you become
ashamed and cannot, because you are a woman.’
In a letter to Einar Reuter,45 Helene Schjerfbeck
encapsulated the dilemma of the modern woman
artist at the beginning of the 20th century. The
quote reveals a wider view of the mental and
social atmosphere of the early 20th century
and of the role of the woman artist. In Finnish
modernism, these women were among the artists who broke barriers and paved the way
for generations of female artists who would work alongside men in the future. Their work
demonstrates a visible surface tension46 between the past and the present. Underneath
this tension lie the women artists’ lived experiences – their personal feelings, passions and
professional ambitions – all of which found visual form in a specific moment in history, a form
that, in the eyes of viewers, acquires new layers and meanings in different eras. At the same
time, their works are documents of the transformation that took place in art and society in
the modernist period, when women could for the first time assume their place as equals with
men, both as professionals and as legitimate artists.

43
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Konttinen 2004, 400.
In a letter to Einar Reuter in 1917 she wrote: ‘The idea of participating as a woman among women
has made me withdraw, to rather go unnoticed among the crowd than to be seen for having done
something “despite being a woman”. I once took part in a women’s exhibition at the Ateneum
because the first time I was unsure, but then I said no.’ To Helena Westermarck she wrote: ‘The
only thing that I wish of women’s right to vote is the levelling of morality between women and
men; that is the only paradise it will take us to. After all, it is simply a question of justice.’ Letters to
Helena Westermarck. Library of the Åbo Akademi, Turku. Quotes Konttinen, Riitta 2004, 249.
‘Det som är innerst i en, det passionerade, ville man göra till en bild, och så skäms man, och så kan
man inte, och är kvinna.’ Letter to Einar Reuter, 1 November 1921. Library of the Åbo Akademi,
Turku. Quote Konttinen, Riitta 2004.
By the concept ‘surface tension’, I am referring not so much to what an image or work of art
‘means’ but how it means, what it reveals. Ref. Giuliana Bruno, 2014. Surface: Matters of
Aesthetics, Materiality, and Media. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 3.

