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Western art and the applied arts underwent great changes in the early decades of the 20th
century. The post-First World War period was characterised by idealism, from culture to
politics and the economy. Efforts were made to break established norms, find new means of
expression and test the boundaries of art. In art this change manifested in abstract art, while
in the applied-arts field there was a rejection of traditional
ornamental styles, and a simplification of shapes and materials.
The aim was to create a democratic world, and the material
environment played a central role in this endeavour.
In the spirit of the age, the art field idealised machines
and mass production and strove to combine spirituality
with social idealism. At the same time, various avant-garde
movements connected with Modernism began to take over.
Conversely, the opposite values were also highlighted in the
applied arts, where the goal was to get rid of mass production.
Already in the late 19th century, encouraged by William Morris
and the Arts and Crafts Movement, artists and craftsmen were
urged to integrate their work with that of artisans, returning to
their immediate connection to their material. The importance
of hand-made objects and the use of natural materials were
also emphasised.
Following international trends, Finnish artists began to
use new methods in the spirit of Modernism. The truth-to-life
academic style of painting and using materials was abandoned
in favour of simplification and a sense of materiality, which
were all emphasised in both the visual and applied arts.
Eastern artists and aesthetics played a significant role in this
development. This article discusses how the materiality and
asceticism of Finnish artists’ paintings can be viewed
alongside ceramics and textile art. How does a sense of
materiality, and on the other hand minimalism, appear in
Helene Schjerfbeck, Lilies of the Valley in a Blue Vase I
these works? Which methods have been used, which features
(The Crooked Vase), 1920, oil on canvas, 40.5cm x 33.2cm
have been emphasised, and how does this trend relate to
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oriental aesthetics?
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Mikko Laasio, Apples and a Jug, 1957, oil on canvas,
mounted on hardboard, 50cm x 65cm
Ester and Jalo Sihtola Fine Arts Foundation Donation,
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

The rise of materiality and
strong textures

Erik Granfelt, Still Life with
Jugs, 1957, oil on canvas,
40cm x 52cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Aaltonen

One early 20th-century Finnish artist who drew
inspiration from Japanese and Eastern aesthetics
was Helene Schjerfbeck. Her art is characterised by a
powerful simplicity that is evident in her many selfportraits. In addition to this minimalist approach,
Schjerfbeck began to emphasise the sense of
materiality in her works by applying thick layers of
colour with a palette knife to achieve a relief surface
on the canvas, which she would scratch into and rub
back. A good example of the use of these techniques is
Lilies of the Valley in a Blue Vase I (The Crooked Vase,
1920), which gives an overall impression that almost
approaches abstraction.
The subject of the work is a blue vase containing
white lilies-of-the-valley and green leaves. Rather than a
painted finish that covers the entire canvas, Schjerfbeck
has added layers of colour in different thicknesses, which
have then been worked hard, with some scratching
and rubbing back. This gives an outline to the blue vase
that is not sharp, but rather blends into the light-brown
background. The artist has added the white flowers
with a thick, light-coloured layer of paint, creating the
impression of a relief, upon which she has pressed forms resembling lily blooms. The colour
scale of the painting is highly restricted, and some of the canvas is left unpainted so that the
rough structure of the linen fabric is visible and forms an integral part of the work. All in all,
Schjerfbeck’s methods emphasise the materiality of the work. A similar use of minimalism and
ascetic colour scale can also be seen in works by her student Einar Ilmoni.
The post-Second World War era was a period of transformation in Finnish art. After
the war, artists were able to travel abroad again as contacts with other countries began to
be re-established, and they saw the latest art trends on their journeys. These inspired the
construction of new images in the 1940s and 1950s according to the principles of Modernism.
This emphasised the two-dimensionality and flatness of the works, and geometric nonrepresentative trends came to the fore.1 In the spirit of Concretism, abstract works were
dominated by clearly-defined forms and flat colour surfaces that conformed to a precise order.
For example, Heidi Blomstedt’s monochrome ceramics, which were made for the Kupittaan
Savi pottery company in the 1960s, took a modular way of thinking as their starting point.
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They were of a single colour, and solidly square, cylindrical
or rectangular in appearance.2 On the other hand, the
circular and curved shapes used in the Concretistic works
painted by Sam Vanni in the 1950s have parallels with Alvar
Aalto’s architecture and furniture.
In this shift, still-life paintings often represented a
kind of intermediate form. These works could show clearly
identifiable objects, such as Mikko Laasio’s Still Life in Blue
(1956) or Apples and a Jug (1957), which he painted in
ascetic colours – or they might take on more abstract forms,
as with Erik Granfelt’s Still Life with Jugs paintings, from
1955 and 1957. Some artists also focused on a more lyrical
form of abstraction that approached Informalism, such
as Anitra Lucander, whose clear, precise lines and smooth
surfaces morph into soft transitions and shades. At the same
time, the surface structure of her works was highlighted, for
example, in the painting Still Life, from 1954.

Spontaneity, intuition and free form

Anitra Lucander, Still Life,
1954, oil on canvas,
92.5cm x 65cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Aaltonen

The non-representative means of expression gained a
completely new dimension at the turn of the 1950s and
1960s, when the use of rational and disciplined geometric
shapes superseded into the free expression of different
kinds of material aesthetics and multi-faceted Informalism.
Traditional rules regarding composition and perspective
were rejected with the rise of this new trend, and forms
became organic. Informalism helped artists express their
feelings spontaneously and intuitively. This intuitive way
of painting played an important role that was linked to oriental aesthetics, where intuition
is one of the key qualities and aspirations. Intuition can also be understood as a non-dual
state in which the author becomes one with art. In this state, all activities become as natural
as breathing.3
Although the origins of Finnish Informalism can be traced back to the 1950s, the 1960
Venice Biennale is considered to have played a significant role in its emergence. In general,
the exhibition has become known for its non-representative, free and spontaneous works by
Spanish, French and American artists.4 When it was featured in Finland’s Taide art journal,
however, the focus was on the Japanese pavilion, which was considered the most interesting
with regard to its originality and the way in which it harnessed the ‘spirit of centuries-old
tradition’. Moreover, art’s most recent aspirations were considered to be best suited to
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Ahti Lavonen,
Black Painting No. 4, 1960,
collage, sackcloth, cotton
fabric and oil on canvas,
130cm x 145.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

Japanese artists, the most prominent at
the Venice Biennale being Key Sato and
Toshimitsu Imai.5
The first international ARS exhibition,
which was held at the Ateneum Art
Museum in 1961, also played a key role in
the development of Finnish Informalism,
showing works by Spanish, Italian and
French artists in particular, as well as Finns.6
Although the exhibition, especially the
Informal works, attracted a lot of criticism,
it was considered to represent a new,
international and contemporary trend.7 The
Ateneum’s assistant chief curator, the Uusi
Suomi newspaper art critic Einari J. Vehmas,
considered the exhibition beautiful despite
its extreme phenomena.8 It is interesting to
note that, in the exhibition itself and also
subsequent writings, Sato from Japan and
the Chinese artist Zao Wou-Ki were placed
in the Paris school group according to their
place of work. The exhibition catalogue did
mention, however, that the oeuvre of certain
artists showed the ‘influence of local and
national art traditions’.9 Sato’s work for the
exhibition, Birth of Stones (1958), was acquired for the Ateneum Art Museum’s collection, and
Wou-Ki’s Painting (1959), was purchased the following year from the Paris Galerie de France.
The painting was bought by Vehmas, who had seen Wou-Ki’s works in Venice and considered
him to be one of the most important Informalist artists. The museum’s collections also include
the lithographs of Wou-Ki’s 1956 compositions, which were acquired from an Ateneum
exhibition on French art in 1958.10

From black paintings to white squares
One Finnish artist who visited the 1960 Venice Biennale was Ahti Lavonen. The works in the
exhibition made an indelible impact and led him to seek a completely new expression in his
art. In Italy, Lavonen experienced a religious awakening that influenced his palette, and he
began to make black paintings. Despite this spiritual transformation, Lavonen emphasised the
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Ahti Lavonen, Wintry Abstraction, 1964, acrylic, sand and
metallic colour on canvas, 200cm x 200cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

Ahti Lavonen, Mercurio III, 1965, acrylic, sand and tin
on canvas, 190cm x 190cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

materiality of his works, and sought to explore the possibilities offered by the colour black.
Black charcoal represented silence, as in Black Painting No. 4, from 1960, or Untitled/Black
painting, which he made the following year.11 Lavonen added brighter accents to this black
background with glue, fabric, paper or simply sand or asphalt in addition to oil and acrylic
paints. With these materials, he was able to create a relief surface in his works and make them
three-dimensional. In addition to this heightened sense of materiality, the format of Lavonen’s
works changed from the traditional rectangle to a square.
After the black paintings, the colour scheme of Lavonen’s works changed and he began
to paint ascetic white squares, using pumice, tin and sometimes silver, in addition to the
materials mentioned above, to strengthen the surface structure. Pumice stone allowed him to
create a workable, translucent mass.12 The surface of his white square works draws the eye to
silver spots or a few brighter accents, such as yellow or blue, in White Painting (1961), Wintry
Abstraction (1964) or Mercurio III (1965). At the time, these works were seen to be reflecting
the special winter light or the roughness of soft spring ice.13 The works thus resemble the style
of Japanese poetry, art and beauty with the concept of cool beauty, which reflects nobility,
splendour and power, and excellent control of the form.14 Lavonen later painted purely blackand-white works, such as Painting (1966), Plastic Relief (1966) and Black and White (1968).
The minimalist form of these paintings brings to mind the oriental yin-yang symbol.
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Liisa Lindgren. ‘Ahti Lavonen’, in Pinx. Maalaustaide Suomessa. Siveltimen vetoja. Porvoo:
Weilin+Göös, 2003, (160−63), 161.
Lindgren, ‘Ahti Lavonen’, 161.
Lindgren, ‘Ahti Lavonen’, 162.
Minna Eväsoja. Shoshin. Aloittelijan mieli. Japanilaisia ajatuksia ja ajatuksia Japanista. Helsinki:
Gummerus, 2018, 113–14.
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Ahti Lavonen, Painting, 1966, acrylic on canvas,
130cm x 130cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

Lavonen’s art also has a direct connection with
Japan. In 1962 he travelled to Paris to work with his wife,
Maija. On this journey, he saw drawings on Japanese
paper by an unknown Japanese artist. These inspired him
to seek out Japanese paper as he was fascinated by its
visibly fibrous structure. In the spirit of oriental calligraphy,
he painted several ink drawings in 1963. Their black-andwhite image world has the same spontaneous quality of
calligraphy, but at the same time a controlled expression.
Some of Lavonen’s drawings have more black painted
details or wider flat black surfaces than can be found in
traditional calligraphy.15

Everything begins with clay
The key changes that occurred within the applied arts in the 20th century were rooted in the
Japonisme phenomenon, which means that aesthetic values from the East Asian tradition can
be found in Functionalism, for instance. One example of the effect of Japonisme in art and
design was the simplification that occurred in the early decades of the 20th century, which
can be traced back to China.16 Ceramics focused on simple forms, experiments were made
with glazing, and other decorative aspirations were abandoned.17 Kyllikki Salmenhaara’s work
is a good example of this, as her ceramic objects are characterised by a simplification of form
and a strong sense of the material.
Salmenhaara created strong ties with the Oriental ceramics tradition, first working at
the Saxbo ceramics workshop established by Natalie Krebs and the Swedish sculptor Gunnar
Nylund in Denmark in the 1940s, then in the 1960s when she was living in Taiwan, where she
founded a ceramics school. Saxbo’s works were very much based on classic ceramic traditions,
which essentially consisted of different glazing experiments. They were inspired by Chinese
Sung (Song)-dynasty ceramics, but most important in the work was a mastery of materials and
techniques. Salmenhaara also emphasised the control of materials in her teaching in Taiwan.
Additionally, she encouraged her students to use local clay, to familiarise themselves with
traditional pottery and apply traditional forms to their objects.18
Salmenhaara was a skilled potter who produced each object through a single process.
She infused her artistic way of thinking with the Zen Buddhist principle that the technique had
15
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See Finnish National Gallery inventory numbers A IV 3722, A IV 3591, A IV 3913; Maija Lavonen
interview, 20 March 2018.
Harri Kalha. ‘Modernismin klassinen kieli. Itäaasialaiset vaikutteet ja Suomen keramiikkataide
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laitoksen julkaisuja XII. Helsinki: Yliopistopaino, 1993, (99–141), 99.
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japanilaisessa kulttuurissa’, in Minna Eväsoja (ed.). Itämaiden estetiikka. Helsinki: Gaudeamus
University Press, 2011, (23−43), 42–43. Similarly, in architecture, the idea of the richness of
poverty, which became more common in the Middle Ages, was also emphasised in the form of
barren and simplified empty spaces.
Marianne Aav. ’Kyllikki Salmenhaara 1915–1981’, in Marianne Aav and Eeva Viljanen (eds.),
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Ahti Lavonen, Drawing, 1963, ink on paper, 63cm x 71cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Kyllikki Salmenhaara, Vase, Arabia,
1959, glazed stoneware incl.
chamotte, ht. 43cm, ø 43cm
(with inset, detail)
Design Museum, Helsinki

Ahti Lavonen, Ink Drawing, 1963, ink on paper, 58cm x 72cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

to be practised until it was mastered, after which the object
would be created by itself, independently of the maker.19
All learning is based on patient training and repetition, and
the making then becomes as natural as breathing: the mind
is free and the movement comes automatically from bodily
memory.20 In connection with this, Salmenhaara’s objects
can also be seen to have been influenced by Japanese art
philosophy, according to which the form frees the mind.
In this case, a well-learned and mastered form releases
the mind from its shackles and allows it to create its
own interpretation.
While working in the Arabia factory art department,
she began making art ceramics and experimenting with
various glazes.21 The objects that Salmenhaara made took
the clay as the starting point to determine
the shape of the object. She used a lot of
high-fired stoneware clay that she mixed
with crushed chamotte to facilitate working
with different kinds of forms. The rough
surface of the chamotte also created a
strong sense of the material as it was not
hidden beneath a protective glaze.

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen
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Aav, ‘Kyllikki Salmenhaara 1915–1981’.
Cp. Eväsoja, Shoshin, 11–12.
Kyllikki Salmenhaara. Keramiikka. Massat. Lasitukset. Työtavat. Helsinki: Otava, 1983 [1974], 100.
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The materiality of different materials
The three-dimensional surface of Ahti Lavonen’s
Informal paintings can be juxtaposed with winter’s
natural phenomena or surface forms, such as
rocks and stones. The rough surface of the black
paintings and the sand attached to them resemble
Finnish granite rock formations, which were once
a molten mass before they solidified. The rough
surface structures of Lavonen’s paintings open up an
interesting dialogue with ceramics. Salmenhaara’s
pottery, with its rough surfaces and rich glazes,
naturally parallels the rough surfaces of Lavonen’s
paintings, which express the same spirit. Natural
materials such as clay, sand, ash and various metal
oxides are used in the production of ceramics.
Salmenhaara was particularly interested in various
glazing and firing experiments, and she spent years
studying different materials and glazes.22 Firing gives
objects a new look. Just as rocks and stones have
been created in geological turmoil, ceramic objects
Ahti Lavonen, Untitled, 1961, oil on canvas, 54cm x 65.5cm
are affected by high firing temperatures, which cause
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis
the glaze to boil and partially melt the clay.
Correspondingly, the translucent surface
of Ahti Lavonen’s quadrangular white paintings is
reminiscent of snow and ice. On the other hand, his
white works can be juxtaposed with monochrome
white ceramics, porcelain or glass. Lavonen’s paintings
can also be paralleled with his wife Maija Lavonen’s
rugs, in which square shapes and a simplified blackand-white colour scheme have been used in textile
art. Maija Lavonen’s rugs also emphasise light and
materiality. A good example is Spring Light (Large
Rug, 1999), which uses various yarns and pieces of
plastic, both of which reflect the light differently from
traditional wool yarn.23 Different materials also bring
the surface of the rug to life. All in all, Ahti Lavonen’s
white and black-and-white paintings, as well as Maija
Lavonen’s rugs, display an ascetic minimalism that
can be equated with the image of a snowy mountain
village in late winter, which was prominent in
Japanese aesthetics. There are also direct references
to nature in Maija Lavonen’s works, such as Path
(1983), which consists of a 10.5m-long narrow rug
spread across the floor, into which she has woven her
memories of Olhava, near Oulu, and natural stones
she collected. The viewer is tempted to stop, sit down
on the stone and meditate.24 The work reminds us
not only of the Finnish forest path, but also of the
Japanese
stone
garden,
where
large
single
stones symbolise mountains and raked sand evokes
Kyllikki Salmenhaara,
water
and
waves.
Vase, Arabia, 1956, glazed
stoneware incl. chamotte,
ht. 19cm, base ø 19cm
Design Museum, Helsinki

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen
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Salmenhaara published the results of her studies so that other ceramic artists could use them in
her book Keramiikka. Massa. Lasitukset. Työtavat 1983 [1974].
Maija Lavonen interview, 11 June 2018.
Maija Lavonen interview, 11 June 2018.
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Erkki Heikkilä, Moraine, 1961,
oil on canvas,
113.5cm x 146cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

Jaakko Sievänen, Marsh Bird,
1961–62, oil and tempera on
canvas, 154.5cm x 116.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Jouko Könönen
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Olavi Lanu, Plugs, 1970, serigraph, 65cm x 47.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Olavi Lanu, Plugs, 1970, serigraph, 71.8cm x 69.8cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Informalism ushered in modernised landscape paintings, in which the landscape was
depicted as a lyrical or perspectiveless scene that invited meditation. Apart from Ahti Lavonen,
Jaakko Sievänen, Jaakko Somersalo, Lauri Ahlgren, Erkki Heikkilä and Kimmo Kaivanto also
began to paint more freely and work the surfaces of their works more forcefully in the spirit of
the ARS 61 exhibition. Their work also emphasised the process and interaction between the
artist and the material.25 The titles of their works emphasised the scientific approach that was
typical of Informalism and the connection to nature and especially the ground, including rocks
and stones. They can be viewed in the same spirit as works by Key Sato and Zao Wou-Ki. The
sense of materiality could also be achieved only through colour or simplified, minimal forms
rather than the materials that were added to the surface of the work. An example of this is
Olavi Lanu’s black-and-white serigraphs, which the artist has titled Plugs (1970), but which
resemble patterns from rugs or a grassy lawn.

‘Silent Beauty– Nordic and East Asian Interaction’, Prince Eugen’s Waldemarsudde, Stockholm, until 16 August 2020
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Lindgren, ‘Informalismin läpimurto’, 148.

