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We are beginning 2021 by publishing a second series of articles on the life and work of 
the Finnish painter Magnus Enckell (1870–1929). These articles were first published in the 
exhibition catalogue of Enckell’s monographic exhibition in October 2020.

A focal trait in Enckell’s art was his continued interest in classical European mythology, 
from his early output up to his very late works. Mythological themes offered him a way to 
align with the early modern Symbolist movement and its radical ideas in Paris in the early 
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1890s. These themes also served as a vehicle for the emotional transference he sought in his 
artistic practice along the lines of the emerging theories in modern psychology and art theory 
of the period. A fresh look at Enckell’s paintings has also revealed new links between his Neo-
impressionist period from the early 1910s and European vitalist philosophy.

A major outcome of the Magnus Enckell research project is the publication of a 
separate illustrated catalogue of the artist’s paintings and graphic works, which is intended 
particularly as a future resource for the art-historical research community. A survey was 
conducted simultaneously with the exhibition project among Finnish museums, foundations 
and institutions that elicited information about several works in private collections that could 
be included as well. The catalogue refers to and complements to an extent a constitutive 
biography and catalogue raisonné of Enckell’s art by Dr Jaakko Puokka, published in 1949. Our 
new catalogue is available only online. 

Accomplished artist women from Finnish art history have raised continuing interest 
internationally and some, such as the painter Helene Schjerfbeck, have been presented in solo 
exhibitions and gradually included in the canon of modern European art. However, the matter 
of looking more thoroughly than previously into women’s contribution in art is by no means 
complete. On the contrary, the results of an intensified investment in researching, for example 
the limiting conditions faced by women artists on their way to a more or less recognised 
artistic career, are yet to be seen. Now the Ateneum Art Museum, as part of the Finnish 
National Gallery, is participating in a groundbreaking project in co-operation with the national 
galleries of Sweden (Nationalmuseum, Stockholm) and Norway (National Museum of Art, 
Architecture and Design, Oslo) to shed new light and share innovative approaches to Nordic 
women sculptors between 1870 and 1940.

Last but not least, we are delighted to announce that the Finnish National Gallery’s 
successful research intern programme is continuing in 2021. Two research interns have been 
selected to work for a three-month period to investigate their chosen areas of the Finnish 
National Gallery’s collections. By investing annually in the programme we wish to encourage 
interest in our collections and support students who choose to study subjects based on 
physical collections and objects, archive material and data. During the past four years, this 
format of interaction between experienced museum professionals and masters-level students 
has created a bridge between museums and academia in a most fruitful and gratifying way. 

https://research.fng.fi


Tones of Black – Magnus Enckell’s Early Work
Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, PhD, Chief Curator, Finnish National Gallery /  
Ateneum Art Museum, co-curator, ‘Magnus Enckell’ exhibition 2020–21

Also published in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 1870−1925. Ateneum Publications  
Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2020. Transl. Don McCracken

Magnus Enckell may not be a household name but some of his works are very well known. 
Boy with Skull (1892) and The Awakening (1894) are paintings that have retained their 
fascination for generations in Finnish art history. But what was Enckell like, as a man and 
an artist? How did his career begin and how did it progress from the late 19th to the early 
20th century?

Enckell was already an influential person from a young age, and his interests and bold 
artistic experiments were the subject of much attention. His artistic career differed from 
others of his generation, not least because from the start, he received support from Finland’s 
most prominent artist, Albert Edelfelt, who also later served as his mentor, yet he was also 
very international in his artistic taste. When many of his fellow artists were involved with the 
transnational ideas of national revival, Enckell’s interests were focussed on international art 
and especially on Symbolism.

Enckell’s life as an artist is intriguingly contradictory, and on a personal level he 
was apparently complex and often divided opinion.1 Yet he had many supporters, and he 
influenced ideas and perceptions about art among his close artist friends. Enckell was also 
good at networking and he forged his own international connections with artists in Paris. 
Unlike his contemporaries, he worked and socialised closely with women artists, making no 
distinction between the sexes, which was very unusual in the late 19th century. In his youth he 
enjoyed deep mutual appreciation and friendships with Ellen Thesleff, Beda Stjernschantz, and 
the sculptors Sigrid af Forselles and Madeleine Jouvray, although these relationships changed 
with the times. As we will see, Enckell was able to move smoothly between the Finnish and 
international art scenes, private and public, between a wide variety of worlds, both at home 
and abroad.2

Magnus Enckell’s early output, from 1884 to 1896, was prolific but also full of 
experimentation and ambitious exploration. As with many other artists, it is also fragmented, 
and not just because he is known to have destroyed some of his work from this time: this 

1 Johannes Öhqvist. Suomen taiteen historia. Helsinki: Kustannusosakeyhtiö Kirja, 1912, 453−57.
2 See Marja Lahelma. ‘Beda Stjernschantz’, 70−71; Anu Utriainen. ‘Sigrid af Forselles’, 94−95 and 

Hanna-Reetta Schreck. ‘“The you of my youth” – Magnus Enckell and Ellen Thesleff’, 35−37, in 
Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 1870−1925. Ateneum Publications Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2020.
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makes it rather difficult to compile a coherent picture of the early stages of his career.3 Jaakko 
Puokka’s 1949 monograph on Enckell provides a comprehensive, chronological list of works 
but, since many are undated, my research has led me to form slightly different conclusions.4

Another thing that has fascinated me ever since I started researching for my master’s 
thesis in art history is the originality of the choices that Enckell made regarding technique, as 
these differed from the prevailing techniques and practices in Finland at that time, making 
him avant-garde in the art world. His contribution to early modernism and Symbolist art in 
Finland was significant.5 Enckell was one of the first artists, alongside Thesleff,6 to switch from 
the traditional (and at that time only) technique acceptable for exhibitions – oil painting on 

3 Enckell is known to have destroyed works that he was unhappy with in the 1890s in particular. 
Jaakko Puokka. Magnus Enckell: Ihminen ja taiteilija. Helsinki: Suomalainen tiedeakatemia 
& Otava, 1949, 83; Salme Sarajas-Korte. Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet. Helsinki: 
Kustannusosakeyhtiö Otava, 1966, 197.

4 See the new Illustrated Catalogue compiled for the ‘Magnus Enckell’ exhibition at the Ateneum Art 
Museum, 23 October 2020 to 14 February 2021,  
https://research.fng.fi/2021/01/23/magnus-enckell-illustrated-catalogue.

5 Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff. Väriasketismi suomalaisessa vuosisadanvaihteen taiteessa. Master’s 
thesis in art history, University of Helsinki, 2000.

6 Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff. 2019, ‘Picturing the Immaterial: Ascetic Palette, Tonalist Musicality and 
Formal Indistinctness in Ellen Thesleff’s Early and Late Works’, Tahiti 9 (3) 2019,  
https://doi.org/10.23995/tht.88662 (accessed 30 June 2020), 5–21.

Magnus Enckell, Reclining Boy, 1892, charcoal and watercolour on paper, 54cm x 57cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis

https://research.fng.fi
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canvas – to experimenting with watercolour, charcoal and mixed-media on paper. Works 
such as Reclining Boy (1892) and Portrait of Toini von Rehausen (1893) were considered 
controversial at the time, and critics regarded the works as studies, but quite soon they began 
to be regarded as ‘masterful’.7 These intense, monochromatic mixed-media paintings form an 
interesting body of work in their own right within Enckell’s production, and I have examined 
their properties with specific regard to their ascetic colour and innovative technique. In the 
past, these early works have been discussed in terms of their subject matter – mythological 
paintings, paintings of boyhood and portraits. However, Enckell presented these ascetic and 
concentrated works in exhibitions together.8 

Art studies in Finland and Paris at the end of 
the 19th century

Magnus Enckell was born in south-eastern Finland in 
the coastal town of Hamina, but his artistic career began 
while he was still at school in Porvoo with his first teacher, 
Johan Knutson, an elderly landscape artist who taught 
drawing at Borgå (Porvoo) Lyceum.9 The young Enckell was 
interested in music and languages, and was inspired by his 
teacher’s praise to contact Finland’s most prominent artist 
Albert Edelfelt (1854–1905), who spent some of his time 
at his home in Haikko, Porvoo, in between his years living 
in Paris. In 1887, Enckell had made some small pastel 
works that he decided to show to Edelfelt. The 17-year-old 
Enckell was encouraged by Edelfelt’s positive comments, 
and he visited him several times to receive personal 
tuition and guidance.10 The small-scale works Dark-haired 
Girl and Gypsy (both c. 1888), precocious oil paintings 
executed in Edelfelt’s academic realistic style, have 
survived from these times. Comparing them to one of his 
earliest works, Aunt (1884), it is clear that his progress 
was rapid. It was when Enckell began his art studies under 
Edelfelt that his mission in life began to fully take shape.11 

In September 1889, Enckell arrived in Helsinki, 
where he was allowed to ‘work and be free’ and dedicate 
himself to his art. He began his studies at the Finnish Art 
Society’s Drawing School, but he immediately expressed 
his dissatisfaction with the level of teaching, which he 
described as ‘so extremely, so incredibly miserable’, 

and wanted to switch to private education.12 The Drawing School only taught drawing, and 
although it had already progressed a little to using live models, it failed to satisfy Enckell or his 

7 Puokka constructs Enckell’s genius myth explicitly through these works on youth. Puokka, 
Magnus Enckell, 64−84; On the reception of the ‘boy paintings’, see Harri Kalha. ‘“Siellä on taas 
poika!” Magnus Enckellin varhaistöiden aikalaisreseptiosta’, in Juha-Heikki Tihinen (ed.), Keskellä 
marginaalia – Riitta Konttisen juhlakirja. Taidehistoriallisia tutkimuksia 33. Helsinki: Taidehistorian 
seura, 2006, (185−98) 185−89.

8 At the same time, there are other types of early works in Enckell’s oeuvre, such as Narcissus 
(1896/97), Fantasy (1895) and Life (1895), which would be better called Symbolist, precisely 
because of their subject matter.

9 Landscape painter Johan Knutson (1816–99) worked as a drawing teacher in Porvoo 1844–90.
10 Portrait of Mayoress Fanny Lilius, pastel (c. 1886−87) is from his Porvoo period.
11 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 34−36; Magnus Enckell. Illustrated Catalogue,  

https://research.fng.fi/2021/01/23/magnus-enckell-illustrated-catalogue.
12 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 44−45.

Gunnar Berndtson, Portrait 
of Magnus Enckell, undated, 
charcoal on paper,  
61cm x 46cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen
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fellow students.13 The idea of leaving quickly took hold, and a few of them decided to turn to 
the artist Gunnar Berndtson (1854–95), who gave private lessons in oil painting.14 

Thus, from the beginning of 1890, a group of young artists began regular studies 
‘according to the French method’ under the guidance of Berndtson. Eight art students, 
including Helmi Ahlman (Biese), Väinö Blomstedt, Sigrid Granfelt, Beda Stjernschantz, Ellen 
Thesleff and Anna Bremer (von Bonsdorff), continued their studies privately. Like his friend 
Edelfelt, Berndtson had pursued a French academic training in Paris under the tutelage 
of Jean-Léon Gérôme. However, the main focus of the teaching was on learning the basic 
technical skill of oil painting and creating shades and tones with a wide brush, as opposed to 
academic painting, as we can see in both Enckell and Thesleff’s works from 1890.15 Enckell’s 

13 Of those who started in the same year, only Pekka Halonen remained a student at the Drawing 
School, probably due to lack of money and because he was a non-fee paying student. Anna-Maria 
von Bonsdorff. ‘Biography’, in Pekka Halonen. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum, 2008, (164−67), 164−65.

14 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 40−44; Salme Sarajas-Korte. ‘Ellen Thesleffin vuodet 1890−1915’,  
in Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.), Ellen Thesleff. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum, 1998, (22–74) 24.

15 I have dated all of Enckell’s early small-scale oil paintings made with a shading technique to 
the period he was taught by Berndtson, i.e. 1890–91. There is also a great change in Thesleff’s 
technique in 1890 and although her works are more brightly coloured, the painting technique 
is the same as in Enckell’s works. E.g. Self-portrait (1890) and Girl and Flower Meadow (1890). 
See ‘Teosluettelo’ (Catalogue) in Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.), Ellen Thesleff. Helsinki: Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 1998, (126−219) 128−29.

Magnus Enckell, The Princess and the Swineherd, 1890, oil on canvas, 26.8cm x 36cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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dreams were filled with hopes of getting to Paris, and fortunately a scholarship was able to be 
arranged – he travelled there via St Petersburg in early March 1891.16

Just when the Naturalism that favoured the portrayal of everyday life and reality 
had established itself in Finland, a new international art movement, Symbolism, began to 
emerge.17 The nationalist aspirations in Finland that had awakened in the 1880s gave art a 
new meaning and social impact with regard to Finnish cultural life.18 A general enthusiasm 
had taken root, and when an individual, urban, universal artist who plumbed the mystical 
depths of his or her self-reflection appeared alongside the artist who roamed the woods and 
wilderness in anticipation of the nationalist wave, the conditions for an active artistic debate 
had been established. At a time when many artists became interested in occult movements 
such as Theosophy, nationalist enthusiasm turned to a search for spirituality in line with 
international currents – many artists believed that art would continue where religion had 
left off.19 Clearly, as we can witness, the importance of the visual arts in cultural life rose to a 
new level and Enckell was well aware of this, as is evident in the seriousness and passion with 
which he threw himself into realising his great goals.

From the outset, the new Parisian individualist perception of Symbolist art and its 
more refreshingly spiritual and holistic world view interested Enckell. When he arrived in 
Paris in March 1891, Enckell enrolled at the international Académie Julian. Interestingly, the 
Academy’s ‘head student’ (massier) was Paul Sérusier who, when Enckell started, belonged 
to the Les Nabis group.20 Sérusier had previously spent time with Paul Gauguin in Brittany 
and painted his extraordinary work Talisman (1888), so Symbolist ideals were one of the 
discussion topics in the Julian. Les Nabis’ artistic inspiration came mainly from Gauguin, but 
their ideology was influenced by the theosophical ideas of Édouard Schuré, whose popular 
book, Les Grands Initiés, served as Sérusier’s guidebook in the early 1890s. This combination 
of philosophical and esoteric knowledge and a new conception of the meaning of the arts was 
important at the time.21 The study programme at Académie Julian was intense and initially 
consisted mainly of painting live models, which Enckell especially liked. Even before the end of 
the year, his perception of art and its meaning had completely changed.22 

For the young Enckell, the flood of new impressions was so great that he began to 
doubt his own abilities. It was around this time that he painted his small Self-Portrait (1891) 
in tones of brown, which clearly shows his new painting style.23 One inspiration may have 
been Eugène Carrière, a now-forgotten artist whose solo exhibition in 1891 made him one of 
the Salon’s most talked about painters at the time – ‘analogous with new directions in music 

16 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 44−46.
17 Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 8.
18 Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff and Riitta Ojanperä. ‘Foreword. European Revivals: From Dreams 

of a Nation to Places of Transnational Exchange’ in Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, Riitta Ojanperä 
and Hanna-Leena Paloposki (eds.), European Revivals – From Dreams of a Nation to Places of 
Transnational Exchange. FNG Research 1/2020. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery, 2020,  
https://research.fng.fi/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/fngr_2020-1_er_screen.pdf (accessed 12 
January 2021), VII−XII.

19 Nina Kokkinen. Totuudenetsijät. Vuosisadanvaihteen okkulttuuri ja moderni henkisyys Akseli Gallen-
Kallelan, Pekka Halosen ja Hugo Simbergin taiteessa. Turku: Turun yliopisto, 2019, 15−19.

20 Les Nabis were a Symbolist group of artists from the Academié Julian (1888−89). Paul Sérusier was 
their main figure. Catherine Fehrer. ‘New Light on the Académie Julian and its Founder (Rodolphe 
Julian)’, Gazette des Beaux-arts, Mai−Juin 1984, 213−14.

21 In his theosophical doctrine, Schuré sought a synthesis of the great religions, their secret 
connection, and the holy sages − initiés − e.g. Krishna, Buddha, Zarathustra, Hermes, Moses, 
Orpheus, Pythagoras, Plato and Jesus. History, fantasy, mysticism, and written testimonies were 
combined in this esoteric book. Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 52−54.

22 Enckell is known to have read e.g. Dante, Goethe, de Musset, Hugo, Poe and Baudelaire. Of the 
composers, he particularly appreciated Beethoven and Wagner. Enckell played the piano and also 
considered a career as a musician. Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 28−31, 50−52; Enckell’s unpublished 
paper by Sigurd Frosterus, see Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 63.

23 Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 64−65.

https://research.fng.fi
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and poetry, he had created a new form of expression: total harmony and dream’.24 These 
enigmatic works – softly tinted using only black, brown and white – were certainly a focus in 
Paris and I believe also attracted Enckell’s attention as Carrière’s exhibition was on show in the 
immediate vicinity of the Académie Julian.25

As summer approached, Enckell decided to head for Brittany as it had gained an 
almost magical reputation among the Nordic artists. It was there that the Gauguin-led 
Pont-Aven school, to which Sérusier belonged, originated.26 Les Nabis artists continued their 
summer gatherings in Brittany and stayed near where Enckell had taken up residence in the 
small village of Briec with the American Fred Sass and two Norwegian artists. The religious 
nature of the region and its dark mystique held a great fascination, and Enckell wrote to 
his mother about its ancient stone crosses, churches, and the Breton religious ceremonies. 
A work he produced that summer, Woman from Brittany (1891), is stylistically consistent with 
Self-portrait (1891). These simplified paintings with their dark contours differed from the 
portraits he had previously made in Finland.27 

Of Enckell’s fellow students, Väinö Blomstedt wrote home in the autumn of 1891, 
describing a new trend that looked to the splendour of ancient archaic art. Its protagonists 
were Pierre Puvis de Chavannes and Edouard Manet. Blomstedt has written that, in Enckell, 
the movement had found its first Finnish representative.28 Enckell’s paintings from this period 
mark the starting point of a new ascetic conception of colour and a simplified form. They 
contain all the influences of the ‘new art’: two-dimensionality, holistic reduction, matte 
surfaces, emphasis on contour, and especially a limited palette. In particular, colour was no 
longer deployed as an imitator of nature, but as a creator of unified harmony.

When Enckell returned from Brittany to Paris in the autumn of 1891, his close friends 
Anna Bremer, Ellen Thesleff and Beda Stjernschantz immediately understood his new ascetic 
art. Blomstedt observes, however, that there was insufficient understanding from others: ‘It’s 
now called the art of the future, and it starts to bring tears to the eye. It’s unfortunate that 
Enckell has become a supporter of it; his drawings are excellent, but his paintings are strange. 
He has painted an old Breton woman in just three colours, and nowadays he says that there 
are really no colours in nature at all.’29 For Blomstedt, understanding this new, radical colour 
asceticism was perhaps the most difficult thing to digest.

Albert Edelfelt also made an interesting comment on the subject after seeing the 
paintings in Helsinki: ‘The works that you sent here were well drawn, but far too monotonous. 
I liked your self-portrait most […]. You should, as has been said, beware of too much 
monochrome in your works that have a red-purple undertone. You should work that out.’30 
Apparently, Edelfelt did not like the Puvis de Chavannes-style use of the purple-red hue in 
Woman from Brittany, which appears in the shades of grey and brown next to black and 
white. Edelfelt’s criticism was understandable; the ‘monochrome’, and that intentional 

24 Charles Morice. La Littérature de tout à l’heure. Paris: Perrin et Cio, Libraires-éditeurs, 1889, 
280−85; Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 80−82.

25 Eugène Carrière was a major influence on many Finnish pioneers. See Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff. 
Colour Ascetism and Synthetist Colour: Colour Concepts in Turn-of-the-20th-century Finnish and 
European Art. PhD thesis in art history. University of Helsinki, 2012,  
http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-10-8047-0 (accessed 30 June 2020), 151−55.

26 Pont-Aven school and Bretagne, see Belinda Thomson. Gauguin’s Vision. Edinburgh: National 
Galleries of Scotland, 2005, 57−62.

27 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 59; Sarajas-Korte considers these two paintings to be singular, but 
dependent, exploratory transitionary works, see Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen 
lähteet, 175. 

28 However, Sarajas-Korte also mentions Albert Gebhard as being a supporter of the new trend. 
Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 8. 

29 Väinö Blomstedt’s letter to his parents Alfred and Hanna Blomstedt, Paris 9 November 1891. 
Collection of Artists’ Letters. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery; Sarajas-Korte, Suomen 
varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 67.

30 Albert Edelfelt’s letter to Magnus Enckell, 15 December 1891. Magnus Enckell’s Archive, Coll. 471. 
The National Library of Finland; Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 176. 

https://research.fng.fi
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harmony of colour, distinguished these paintings from the conventional painting 
traditions of the time.

The fascinating colour black

One must respect black. Nothing prostitutes it. It does not please the eye or awaken 
another sense. It is the agent of the mind even more than the beautiful colour of the 
palette or prism.31  
– Odilon Redon

After returning home, Magnus Enckell began working on even more ascetic portraits. An 
interesting period began,32 during which he created dozens of works using reduced, pared-
down form and an ascetic palette, with the grey-brown tones of previous works being 
replaced by increasing colour contrasts of mainly black and white. These works included 
Reclining Boy (1892) – which in his letters Enckell referred to as ‘Boy in black’ – Two Boys 
(1892), Naked Boy (1892), Portrait of the Artist’s Mother (1896), Portrait of Toini von Rehausen 
(1893), Boy with a Skull (1893), Portrait of Sculptor Madeleine Jouvray and The Awakening 
(1894).33 While the reduced palettes for Self-portrait and Woman from Brittany were inspired 
by Carrière and Puvis de Chavannes, these new works used the clear outlines and strong 
contrasts of black and white that can be seen in Edouard Manet’s paintings. Manet was now 
regarded as a master by the younger generation of Symbolists, and his more bold and modern 
works from the 1860s, such as The Fifer and Olympia, were deeply admired by young artists.34 
Odilon Redon’s enigmatic ‘black’ works may also have been on Enckell’s mind.

‘Fine art is now at a turning point; the ambassadors of the new art are Puvis de 
Chavannes and Manet, and it looks absolutely awful, all working on forms of infinitely 
simple, Assyrianesquely ascetic black, accented outlines of a single colour […].’35 
Blomstedt’s startled utterance highlights how these different elements were perceived 
to belong together. The colour black was an important factor in creating simplified, 
spiritually-infused works. As Redon’s quote shows, black might not be pleasing to the eye, 
but in particular it was considered not to raise any sensory sensitivity (as bright colours were 
thought to do); rather, it represents the connection between thought, harmony, and matter. 
Even Edelfelt, who had seen a lot of art in his time, was captivated by the bold black and 
white shades that Enckell used in these works. Viewing Portrait of Toini von Rehausen, he said, 
enchanted: ‘Once seen, it can never be forgotten.’36

31 John Gage. Colour in Art. Thames & Hudson World of Art. London: Thames & Hudson, 2006, 
201. 

32 This is known as Enckell’s ‘master period’. Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 65−71; Sarajas-Korte, 
Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 179−181.

33 Enckell removed another boy from Boy with Skull on Edelfelt’s instruction. Sarajas-Korte, 
Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 66, 184−85: Puokka has dated The Awakening to 
1893. Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 67, 71.

34 For example, many of Édouard Manet’s Spanish period works were also popular, Monk at 
Prayer (c. 1864–65), Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Juliet Wilson-Bareau. Manet/Velázquez. 
The French Taste for Spanish Painting. Ed. by Gary Tinterrow & Geneviève Lacambre. New 
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art / New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2003, 
493; von Bonsdorff, Colour Ascetism and Synthetist Colour, 110−14.

35 Väinö Blomstedt’s letter to his parents Alfred and Hanna Blomstedt, Paris 1 November 1891. 
Collection of Artists’ Letters. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery; Sarajas-Korte, Suomen 
varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 66, 117.

36 Magnus Enckell’s letter to his mother, s.d. Magnus Enckell’s Archive, Coll. 471. The National Library 
of Finland; Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 180, 209.
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Moreover, in his quest for 
intensity and simplification Enckell had 
ended up making the Portrait of Toini von 
Rehausen in just one colour by skilfully 
using translucent black watercolour 
and soft intense charcoal to create a 
sophisticated matte shade of black, with 
a light-coloured cardboard acting as the 
‘second light colour’. This method was 
used by Carriére but with oil on canvas. 
Only in the figure’s eyes and the brooch 
she wears does Enckell use a hint of 
white for correction. Enckell also partly 
used this ‘primer technique’ in Portrait of 
Sculptor Madeleine Jouvray (1893–94). 
Here, the model’s pale skin on her face 
is the light colour of the background 
paper. However, in Portrait of Sculptor 
Madeleine Jouvray Enckell has painted 
the background in a warm brown that 
frames and emphasises the intangible, 
soulful face of the subject. Again he has 
perfectly combined watercolour, gouache 
and charcoal. The outlines soften with 
the translucent residue of the brush. It 
is known that Enckell had been greatly 
impressed by both sitters: the teacher 
von Rehausen, a sternly religious and 
enchanting woman from his childhood 
home, and Jouvray, who in Enckell’s 
view, was a sublime personification of 
intelligence and grace.37

The same theme of portraying an intense mental state is represented by Enckell’s oil 
painting The Awakening (1894). The pubescent boy has woken up and is emerging from the 
white sheets on his bed naked, with a serious, absent-minded downward gaze. The anxious 
mood, and tense stooping position of his body communicates the subject’s ambiguity – 
puberty and sexual awakening, and the melancholic loss of childhood innocence, were topical 
issues at the time.38 The work can be compared to, for instance, Edvard Munch’s Puberty 
(1894−95), in which the central character is an anxious young girl. Enckell’s painting and its 
more ‘black-and-white’ colour scheme creates a strong melancholic, charged atmosphere 

37 Magnus Enckell’s letter to Yrjö Hirn, 23 September 1893. Yrjö Hirn’s Collection, Coll. 75. The 
National Library of Finland; Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 186−88. 

38 Like other Finns, he had grown tired of the decadent Parisian atmosphere during the winter season 
of 1893−94. Sarajas-Korte, ‘Ellen Thesleffin vuodet 1890−1915’, 32. See also on the subject Riikka 
Stewen. ‘Circles of Love: The Mythologies of Magnus Enckell’, in Juha-Heikki Tihinen and Jari Björklöv 
(eds.), Magnus Enckell 1870−1925. Helsinki: Helsingin kaupungin taidemuseo, 2000, (X−XX) 46, 48.

This archive image shows the first version 
of Boy with Skull, from 1892. At Albert 
Edelfelt’s suggestion Enckell removed the 
figure of the recumbent boy. Photographer 
unknown. Collection of Archived Photo 
Prints. Archive Collections,  
Finnish National Gallery

Magnus Enckell, Boy with 
Skull, 1893, charcoal and 
watercolour on paper,  
66cm x 95cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Yehia Eweis
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as the troubled young man wakes up to the world, 
staring into a void.39 This irreversible transition to 
adulthood is enhanced by his tense pose with clenched 
fists and twisted foot barely touching the deep, solid 
black below. The influence of Manet’s Olympia (1863) 
can be seen, both in the treatment of the naked figure, 
which is contrasted against white sheets, but also in the 
reduced palette and emphasis on form. The minimal 
colour scheme is constructed through strong contrasts 
of white and black; the pale skin-colour enhanced by a 
solid white background. The diagonal composition of 
the work is accentuated by an abstract block of black at 
the bottom of the canvas and a vertical reddish-brown 
column on the right-hand side was a bold choice. The 
painting is now one of the Ateneum Art Museum’s 
highlights.

These ‘sculptural themes’ and the overall 
simplification have their roots in the modern admiration 
of ancient times and their art. Blomstedt’s comment in 
his letter to his parents reveals that a general interest 
in ancient history had been aroused. In the Press, the 
term that was used for this was ‘archaic’.40 As Blomstedt 
continues: ‘There’s something completely new in the 
air here. Assyrian and Egyptian art has been elevated 
to become the ideal. Their lines hold a great power, 
and their decorativeness has a magnificent intensity 
[…].’41 As we know, both Enckell’s and Thesleff’s 
sketchbooks reveal their shared enthusiasm for ancient 
art.42 The glorification of archaic art also encouraged 

artists to emphasise strong contours and forms, and the reduction of forms, the so-called 
‘primitiveness’ and the use of only a few colours, all went hand in hand. For example, Enckell’s 
gouache The Net Weaver (1894) was a direct application of archaic art to the Finnish folk 
type; the Louvre’s Egyptian statue The Seated Scribe became a Finnish fisherman in Enckell’s 
painting. This was also noted by the Finnish art critics, who referred to the work as ‘archaic’.

Enckell’s colour asceticism continued after his time in Paris in Death’s Walk (1896), 
although during his travels in Italy (1895–96), and through copying Early Renaissance frescoes, 

39 Both Aimo Reitala and Sarajas-Korte have presented a different interpretation of the young man 
waking up to a bright future and spirituality (white background), see Sarajas-Korte, Suomen 
varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 190−92; Aimo Reitala. ‘Magnus Enckellin varhaisten poikakuvien 
lähtökohdista ja sisällöstä’, Taidehistoriallisia tutkimuksia 3. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 1977, 
(115−32) 124. 

40 Archaic art, or Archaistic art, is art that mimics and imitates the art of Ancient Greece 
(c. 620−500 BCE), or art that looks old-fashioned for its time, see Edward Lucie-Smith. The Thames 
and Hudson Dictionary of Art Terms. London: Thames and Hudson, 1984, 19. Archaicism is an 
imitation of ancient, usually prehistoric art styles, or their surviving remnants in tradition, see 
Taiteen pikkujättiläinen. Porvoo: WSOY, 1991, 37. For example, the characters of the archaic Greek 
Kouros were schematically stylised and had a so-called enigmatic smile. The human-like godhood of 
the characters certainly fitted the neo-Platonist thinking favoured by Symbolism. They represented 
the more mystical, non-naturalistic art in Greek art. Hugh Honour and John Fleming. A World 
History of Art. London: Laurence King Publishing, 1984, 96−102.

41 Väinö Blomstedt’s letter to his parents Alfred and Hanna Blomstedt, Paris 1 November 1891. 
Collection of Artists’ Letters. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery. 

42 Traditional academy teaching was supplemented in the museum by studying and sketching 
human figures and, for example, the ornamentation of columns. Magnus Enckell’s Sketchbook, 
A II 1608:2 (c. 1891). Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum. Sarajas-Korte, 
Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 67−68, 117; Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 83−84.

Magnus Enckell, Portrait of 
Sculptor Madeleine 
Jouvray, 1893–94, charcoal, 
watercolour and gouache on 
paper, 66cm x 49cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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his works took on a more sophisticated approach and his mind dwelt more on mythological 
themes.43 With the approach of a new century, he clearly began to distance himself from 
strict colour asceticism, but his trip to Spain in 1900 still inspired a return to a darker, reduced 
palette.44 There Enckell fell in love with the ‘robust honesty and self-conscious power’ of 
Spanish artists such as Morales, Zurbáran, and Velázquez.45

To conclude, Enckell’s notable early works were, from the perspective of colour 
asceticism, an innovative group of mixed-media works, such as Reclining Boy (1892),  
Portrait of Toini von Rehausen (1893), and the slightly later Death’s Walk (1896). Here the 
black-and-white palettes he used mark the peak of his colour asceticism, a technique that 
Enckell pushed to its limits. These radical works on paper constitute a major tranche of 
paintings from Enckell’s experimental early period. 

43 According to Sarajas-Korte, Enckell’s symbolist art had already reached an impasse, see Sarajas-
Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 205−06. For Enckell, Symbolism did not mean 
purely colour asceticism. His oeuvre had consistently included works made in richer colours, 
alongside which he painted colour-ascetic works.

44 In the St Petersburg Hermitage, Enckell had greatly admired e.g. Zurbáran’s praying monk, the Saint 
Francis painting (c. 1630), and he had always been interested in learning about Spanish culture. 
Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 104, 107−108. 

45 Ateneum journal number 3, 1901; Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 108. See also Juha-Heikki Tihinen. 
‘Magnus Enckell’s Dreams of Monumental Works’, in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 
1870−1925. Ateneum Publications Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum, 2020 and FNG Research 1/2021.

Magnus Enckell,  
The Awakening, 1892,  
oil on canvas,  
113cm x 85.5cm
Antell Collections,  
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Yehia Eweis
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Moreover, it is clear that as an artist with an experimental nature, Enckell consciously 
chose an ascetic palette to paint works that were already in themselves quite abstract with 
regard to their subject matter. The Symbolists were of the opinion that true mystical harmony 
was not to be found in an imitation of nature, but was a deeper beauty freely created by 
the imagination. Enckell’s ascetic and harmonious paintings convey a stillness that is deeply 
meditative and depicts focused thoughts and states of mind in an intense, concentrated way, 
in which all unnecessary sensory or momentary clutter has been removed. As Edelfelt said, 
once seen, these works can never be forgotten.

Key words: Archaic art; Colour asceticism; Symbolism; Edouard Manet; Väinö Blomstedt 

Magnus Enckell, Death’s Walk, 1896, watercolour and pencil on paper, 50.5cm x 67.5cm
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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In the autumn of 1894, Magnus Enckell travels to Italy on a study trip, bound for Milan to see 
and study Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper (c. 1495−98). Once there he stays for several 
weeks, making sketches for what would become his most monumental work of the 1890s, 
Melancholy (1895). In a letter to his friend Yrjö Hirn, he says that the painting is intended to 
convey a certain feeling, or emotional state, to the viewer.1 Enckell and Hirn would both turn 
24 that autumn, but the discussion in their correspondence about the meaning of art and 
the role that emotions play in it started much further back in time. Two years earlier, Hirn 
had completed his study on the influence of Lucretius, an ancient materialist philosopher, on 
modern psychological thinking, and he was now focusing on the psychology of shamanism.2 
When Hirn’s study, The Origins of Art, appears in 1900, he becomes a key international 
exponent of a new trend in aesthetics, called psychological aesthetics. Enckell, the artist, and 
Hirn, the theoretician, are both interested in the connection between art and emotion, and 
they recognise that they share the same interests as regards the essence of art: in a letter 
from Milan, Enckell declares what a unique privilege it is to share ideas with a friend.3 

While Enckell’s idea for Melancholy is ambitious and grandiose, on his way to Milan he 
has also sketched an intimate watercolour, or actually two sketches on the same subject, as he 
was not satisfied with the first. These two gouache works are both titled Fantasy (1895). In her 
dissertation from the 1960s, the art historian Salme Sarajas-Korte considered both Melancholy 
and Fantasy to be somehow unresolved, but returned to reflect on them in new articles in the 
1980s and 1990s.4 In these later writings, Sarajas-Korte specifically referred to the discussions 
between Enckell and Hirn as the background to the works, and concluded that Fantasy in 
particular is a work that explored art theory. Sarajas-Korte connects the work very directly to 

1 Magnus Enckell’s letter to Yrjö Hirn, Milan 5 November 1894. Yrjö Hirn’s Collection, Coll. 75.  
The National Library of Finland. Salme Sarajas-Korte also mentions Oscar Wilde’s ‘transference of 
emotion’ in connection with Enckell’s letter, Salme Sarajas-Korte. Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen 
lähteet. Helsinki: Kustannusosakeyhtiö Otava, 1966, 199.

2 Hirn’s archive in the National Library of Finland includes his thesis Lucretius’ theory of the 
psychology of the sensations, 1892, and his handwritten manuscript ‘Preparatory works for the 
planned thesis about the psychology of shamanism’, 1895, and ‘The beginning of the planned 
thesis about the psychology of shamanism’, 1897. 

3 Magnus Enckell’s letter to Yrjö Hirn, autumn 1894. Yrjö Hirn’s Collection, Coll. 75. The National 
Library of Finland.

4 Salme Sarajas-Korte. ‘Magnus Enckell’s Melancholy’, Ateneumin taidemuseo, Museojulkaisu, 27. 
Helsinki: Suomen taideakatemia, 1985, 24−43.
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the dialectic of the ancient gods Apollo 
and Dionysus that Nietzsche presented 
in The Birth of Tragedy. To a certain 
extent, I share her thoughts on 
Fantasy as a theoretical work, but 
I see its relationship with the ancient 
world as coming across in a slightly 
different way.

Certainly, the significance that 
Nietzsche attributed to music and 
dance as the origin of art is part of 
the contextual background of Fantasy. 
Nevertheless, I would like to stress 
the views on music and emotion held 
by contemporary English aesthetes 
such as Walter Pater and Oscar 
Wilde on the one hand, and those 
found in antiquity on the other. Such 
interpretations formed an important 
part of the broader discursive context 
of that particular time, with questions 
related to empathy, emotions, and 
mental structures discussed in 
texts on art theory, psychology and 
literature. Fantasy also participated in 
this context.5 In their writings, Pater 
and Wilde reflect on the psychology 
of art and the same theme of the 
transference of emotion that is found 
interwoven into the discussions 
between Hirn and Enckell. The ancient 

world also appeared to Pater and Wilde as a major reference for envisioning and imagining 
a more liberating practice of modern art and life in the context of a late 19th-century society 
that was preoccupied by utilitarian thinking.

Fantasy

The two versions of Fantasy, one from 1895, now in the Ateneum Art Museum, the other 
also from the same year, now in Mikkeli Art Museum, are both manifestations of a broader 
process, or experiments in which a dialogue results in shifting meanings.6 Additionally, both 
works feature within their compositions a kind of stage image, in that the background appears 
like painted scenography or the backdrop in a photographer’s studio, as distinct from the 
figure in the foreground. The background landscape features darkly silhouetted cypresses 
that filter the light onto the surface of the pond. A group of white swans are gliding on the 
illuminated water, and those in the shadows, closer to the viewer, are black. One of the black 
swans is next to the figure in the foreground. In the Mikkeli Art Museum version the swan 
is very close, while in the one at the Ateneum a lyre separates the swan from the figure, 

5 See Benjamin Morgan. The Outward Mind: Materialist Aesthetics in Victorian Science and 
Literature. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017.

6 Marja Lahelma interprets Fantasy’s swan theme in relation to Edvard Munch’s self-portraits of the 
1890s. Marja Lahelma. ‘Aika, ikuisuus ja olemassaolon mysteerit Beda Stjernschantzin teoksessa 
Pastoraali (Primavera, 1897)’, in Itha O’Neill (ed.), Beda Stjernschantz: ristikkoportin takana – 
Bakom gallergrinden. Helsinki: Suomalaisen kirjallisuuden Seura, 2014, 136−58. 

Magnus Enckell, Fantasy, 
1895, gouache, crayon and 
pencil on paper,  
47cm x 44cm
Herman and Elisabeth 
Hallonblad Collection, 
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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although the swan is still almost too close to 
the figure in just the same way. The façade of a 
building looms from the top right of the painting: 
it can be identified as a Greek temple from the 
pediment supported by pillars. The background 
landscape and the swans are almost identical in 
both works, but the figure in the foreground is 
depicted in very different ways, and the building 
is a natural colour in one and red in the other.

In my view, the themes of Fantasy and 
Melancholy are also very directly related to 
Enckell’s ever-evolving idea of a tableau vivant 
or one-act play, which was intended to be 
performed at the Scandinavian art students’ 
Christmas party in Paris in 1893, but was never 
realised. The overall concept and the impression 
Enckell wanted to create were clear from the 
beginning, although the more detailed structure 
remained long unfinished. However, the central 
ideas of the performance would eventually 
culminate in both Fantasy and Melancholy. 
The performance would have featured just one 
lonely human figure, with a landscape painted 
on a backdrop to set the scene of the play. The 
impression would have been reminiscent of 
Michelangelo’s Slave sculptures (e.g. from 1513, 
in the Louvre), but Enckell also thought that the 
performer could be a woman wrapping her arms 
around a statue of an ancient god or goddess, or 
an actor holding a musical instrument or maybe 
a skull in their arms, but ‘after all, probably 
neither’, as Enckell explained in a letter to Hirn in 
the autumn of 18937, referring to Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet, and specifically the theme of melancholia that Wilde had written about a little 
earlier.8 In Wilde’s ‘The Critic as Artist’ – an essay in the form of a dialogue that was published 
in a selection of his writings entitled Intentions – the character Gilbert addresses the question 
of personality in the light of different interpretations of Shakespeare, and he notes that 
Hamlet does not have a single melancholia, but rather as many melancholies as there are 
actors who are playing Hamlet.9 Wilde’s ideas were also in part inspired by the French poetry 
of the era and the theme of melancholy that infused the poems of Charles Baudelaire and 
Paul Verlaine.

Enckell also pondered Wilde’s ideas during his trip to Italy, and Melancholy’s 
companion piece, Fantasy, is quite literally an experiment based on Wilde. It also reflects 

7 Magnus Enckell’s letter to Yrjö Hirn, Paris 15 November 1893. Yrjö Hirn’s Collection, Coll. 75.  
The National Library of Finland.

8 Enckell compares French and Italian interpretations of Shakespeare in his Milan letters.
9 Oscar Wilde. ‘The Critic as Artist’, in Intentions. London: Methuen & Co, 1913. 

Magnus Enckell, Fantasy, 1895, gouache on 
paper, 63.5cm x 41.5cm
Martti Airio Art Collection, Mikkeli Art Museum 
Photo: Harri Heinonen 
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another dialogue from Wilde’s Intentions collection, ‘The Decay of Lying’, which argues that 
the artistic imagination has no boundaries: it can create whole worlds or tear them down. In 
Enckell’s Fantasy, ‘Greece’ is constructed as a dream-like vision, a Wildean phantasy.

There is a page in a sketchbook in the Ateneum / Finnish National Gallery collection, 
which shows in detail how the miniature play planned by Enckell is intertwined with the 
themes in Fantasy and Melancholy. The central figure in Fantasy has been placed at the 
bottom of the page, while higher up you can notice the decorative windows of a Gothic 
church, perhaps a recollection of Frankfurt Cathedral, which Enckell had seen en route to 
Milan. In the centre right is a little memory of his intended miniature play: the human figure 
walks towards the ancient statue with arms outstretched − with the intention of perhaps 
wrapping them around the statue, as Enckell had originally planned for his play. By this point, 
the performer has already changed from the female figure mentioned in his letter to Hirn, 
to a male figure, which is interesting because Enckell thought that all people had at least 
two genders.10 

Enckell is still working on Melancholy in the spring of 1895 in Florence, and the process 
continues and at the same time changes the idea of the play: the statue has been replaced by 
a female figure, reminiscent of a living ancient goddess in her hieratic majesty. The goddess 
is based on the Finnish actress Saimi Järnefelt (née Swan), whom Enckell met in Florence 
when she was there with her husband, the artist Eero Järnefelt.11 One could imagine that it 
was Saimi Järnefelt’s charisma as a performer that inspired Enckell to replace the statue with 
a living goddess, in whose lap the male figure rests his head. In the Ateneum’s drawings, one 

10 ‘I want to throw away all masculinity, all femininity in you, and then at last you will have to thaw 
when the innermost child comes forth’, Enckell wrote in his notes in his sketchbook 1894−95, 
quoted in Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 159.

11 Sarajas-Korte, Suomen varhaissymbolismi ja sen lähteet, 200−01.

A sketch of a cathedral 
window and a sketch for the 
painting Fantasy in Magnus 
Enckell’s sketchbook,  
1894–95, pencil on paper, 
30cm x 23cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Tero Suvilammi 
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can see the initial idea for Fantasy and Melancholy and how Enckell continues to develop 
the ideas of his small play in these two works. Melancholy and Fantasy are two different 
interpretations of the themes of melancholia, time and memory, which he initially considered 
in the autumn of 1893 in the context of the one-act play. The paintings can also be seen 
as a pair, with Fantasy depicting a vision or a dream that has conquered the other central 
figure in Melancholy.

Music

Music would have played the leading 
role in Enckell’s play – thinking about 
the music in the performance was more 
important than developing its visual 
elements. Enckell returns to music time 
and time again in his letters to Hirn, 
and he describes the music he planned 
for the play as quite simple, perhaps 
consisting of only three chords − it would 
be supernatural, heavenly, celestial. 
Enckell declares his hope that Hirn would 
discuss the composition with Sibelius 
on his behalf. In his letters, Enckell 
invites Hirn to sketch out the one-act 
play with him but at the same time the 
ideas for Melancholy and Fantasy are 
also fermenting.

In Enckell’s mind, Hirn would 
describe the music to Sibelius, who 
would in turn translate Hirn’s words 

into a composition. Enckell sees the planning process as part of their evolving discussion on 
the psychological significance of art. Interestingly, the process in itself also reflects Pater’s 
aesthetic thinking that all the arts are constantly crossing boundaries between different 
disciplines – he says that they are all characterised by Anders-streben, that they aspire to fuse 
with other arts. Ultimately, images and words are striving to become music.

In what ways could the most important element of the miniature play – music – 
turn into images in Melancholy and Fantasy, and how could the painting pursue music and 
the influence of music in the way that Pater thought? According to Pater, elements of the 
landscape in Venetian Renaissance paintings are used to create an atmosphere like individual 
musical notes. Wilde, on the other hand, emphasises that, like music, colour itself and 
its mood speak to the viewer’s soul in a thousand different ways.12 Both of these means 
are employed in the work that Enckell created in Milan. But Pater and Wilde thought that 
the most important thing in the moods that music creates is the mystery, a secret that is 
impossible to explain or describe through other arts. Wilde’s ‘The Critic as Artist’ argues that 
mood works like a suggestion and that the viewer completes the work through their own 
psyche and emotions: the work of art is experienced virtually through lived emotions, so 
‘critique’ in Wilde’s dialogue refers to a testimonial of the events in the critic’s psyche. In this 
sense, Wilde sees every experiencer, including the artist, as a critic.

In the 1890s, it was thought that it was the suggestiveness of the work of art that 
meant it would be realised in the viewer’s experience and psyche. The poet Stéphane 
Mallarmé was often quoted in this regard, particularly his line that a poem was intended to be 
musically realised in the mind of the reader. It was essential that a work should evoke the idea 
and image of the object gradually − in the same way that one is taken deeper and deeper into 

12 Wilde, ‘The Critic as Artist’, 200.

Magnus Enckell, Music, 1906, 
soft-ground etching,  
24.6cm x 32cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Yehia Eweis
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a hypnotic state.13 Dramatic experiments in hypnosis carried out by Jean-Martin Charcot and 
Pierre Janet had aroused interest in the study of unknown areas of the mind; a new discipline, 
experimental psychology, focused on telepathy, telekinesis and suggestion, and its findings 
were even reported in daily newspapers.

Indeed, in Fantasy and Melancholy, Enckell explores the suggestive influence of music 
– with all art fundamentally understood as music – on the person experiencing it. These 
paintings can also be perceived as experiments in empathy and the transference of emotions, 
and how art can exert an influence, either directly or indirectly on the viewer. Meanwhile, Hirn 
was specifically exploring the question of what kind of immediate response rhythmic patterns 
of music and dance evoke, and the relationship between these bodily-affective reactions 
and the mediated artistic expression. As experiments and, in the words of Sarajas-Korte, as 
works of art theory, both Fantasy and Melancholy – but especially Fantasy, in its depiction 
of the central figure – illustrate the bodily response evoked by music. The presence of the 

13 ‘[N]ommer un objet, c’est supprimer les trois quarts de la jouissance du poème qui est faite du 
bonheur de deviner peu à peu; le suggérer, voilà le rêve.’ Jules Huret. Enquête sur l’évolution 
littéraire. Paris: Bibliothèque-Charpentier, 1891, 60.

Magnus Enckell, Melancholy, 1895, oil on canvas, 96cm x 152cm
Satalinna Foundation, The Satakunta Museum, Pori 
Photo: The Satakunta Museum 
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music is very pronounced in Fantasy: even though the lyre is untouched, one can see how the 
character is focusing on listening.14 

In Wilde’s ‘The Critic as Artist’, Gilbert describes the emotional transmission that 
occurs in art through the musical experience. ‘It is a strange thing, this transference of 
emotion,’ he says, after first narrating: ‘After playing Chopin, I feel as if I had been weeping 
over sins that I had never committed, and mourning over tragedies that were not my own. 
Music always seems to me to produce that effect. It creates for one a past of which one 
has been ignorant, and fills one with a sense of sorrows that have been hidden from one’s 
tears. I can fancy a man who had led a perfectly commonplace life, hearing by chance some 
curious piece of music, and suddenly discovering that his soul, without his being conscious of 
it, had passed through terrible experiences, and known fearful joys, or wild romantic loves, 
or great renunciations.’15

14 Pater writes about how eras and moments in music flow into each other. See Walter Pater. The 
Renaissance. Studies in Art and Poetry. London: MacMillan, 1912 (1873, 150−51. ‘[...] the feeling for 
music in thought on a stringless instrument [...] which seem to absorb past and future in an intense 
consciousness of the present [...] part of the ideality of the highest art of dramatic poetry that it 
presents us with a kind of profoundly significant and animated instance, a mere gesture, a look, a 
smile, perhaps − some brief and wholly concrete moment into which, however, all the motives, all 
the interests and effects of a long history have condensed themselves –.’

15 ‘Gilbert: It is a strange thing, this transference of emotion.’ Wilde, ‘The Critic as Artist’, 167. ‘After 
playing Chopin, I feel as if I had been weeping over sins that I had never committed, and mourning 
over tragedies that were not my own. Music always seems to me to produce that effect. It creates 
for one a past of which one has been ignorant, and fills one with a sense of sorrows that have been 
hidden from one’s tears. I can fancy a man who had led a perfectly commonplace life, hearing by 
chance some curious piece of music, and suddenly discovering that his soul, without his being 
conscious of it, had passed through terrible experiences, and known fearful joys, or wild romantic 
loves, or great renunciations.’ Wilde, ‘The Critic as Artist’, 100.

A landscape sketch for  
the painting Fantasy 
in Magnus Enckell’s 
sketchbook, 1894–95. 
Watercolour and pencil on 
paper, 23cm x 30cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Tero Suvilammi 
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Shareable dreams

According to both Pater and Wilde’s art-theoretical 
psychological thinking, music connects moments 
and entire eras, interweaving the past with the 
future. It creates memories that are not the 
experiencer’s own, but which transcend the world 
of personal experience many times over. Wilde 
also speaks of a true critic, who is as much an 
artist as an experiencer of a work of art. The true 
critic, carries within themselves the dreams, ideas 
and feelings of countless generations, and no 
form of thought is foreign, no emotional impulse 
inaccessible. The idea of countless generations 
of experience and the permeability of time was 
also found during this period within the esoteric 
secret society the Golden Dawn. Its members 
included the poet W.B. Yeats and the actor-activist 
Maud Gonne, and Wilde’s wife Constance was 
also interested in it.16 Yeats and Gonne took the 
view that the memory of previous generations 
resides in the unconscious part of the mind – for 
them this idea was related to Irish history, but it 
also had, for Wilde too, an important connection 
with the broader theory of evolution. The German 
naturalist Ernst Haeckel had developed a theory 
that individual evolution replicates species’ 
evolution, and that, following this popular 
idea at the time, the entire history of nature 
and humanity was embodied in every human 
being phylogenetically.17 

The theory of the mind and the 
unconscious developed in the 1890s in debates 
that involved science, art and various rediscovered 
esoteric traditions. This was the backdrop to a 
letter that Enckell, upon reaching Milan, wrote 
to his friend Hirn, describing a dream in which 

he was the guardian of an ancient temple. Enckell refers to this dream in such a way that 
indicates that Hirn was already aware that it was a recurring dream, in which conscious, 
waking thoughts about art as a kind of religion or cult combine with ancient perspectives in 
the unconscious layers of the mind. Fantasy also depicts the landscape of Enckell’s dream, 
where the ancient columned building is sometimes a museum, sometimes a temple − just as 
the building in the background on the canvas hovers between a natural colour and red in the 
two versions of Fantasy. The logic of dreams also allows for combinations that are impossible 
in the real world.

In the last decades of the 19th century, Ancient Greece was the subject of a collective 
dream as never before. ‘Greece’ now meant the opportunity to imagine radically different, 
transgressive, ways of being, living, and loving, as the literary scholar Stefano Evangelista 

16 Alex Owen. The Place of Enchantment. British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2004, 139.

17 Marja Lahelma also writes about the influence of Haeckel’s monistic philosophy of nature 
on Scandinavian artists, especially Strindberg, see Lahelma, ‘Aika, ikuisuus ja olemassaolon 
mysteerit…’, 191−94. 

Magnus Enckell, The Variety 
Theatre in Paris, 1912, oil on 
canvas, 100.5cm x 66.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen
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points out.18 Antiquity was not something in a distant past, but rather through it, one could 
question contemporary artistic conventions and ways of life in 19th-century society.

This interest in Ancient Greece meant many different things: in art, it meant 
questioning the utilitarian aesthetics of naturalism and defending freedom and imagination. 
Enckell’s Russian friend, Sergei Diaghilev, grappled with these same issues in his paper, 
‘Complicated Questions’, which was first published by the journal Ateneum in Helsinki, in 
1898.19 According to Diaghilev, dreams and daydreams, freedom and imagination were 
more important than utilitarian aesthetics and he agreed with the Scottish writer Thomas 
Carlyle that ‘works spring unconsciously from the depths of the soul, even if they were 
created seemingly using consciousness and thought’.20 We find the same idea about the 
meaning of the unconscious layers of the psyche in Wilde’s ‘The Critic as Artist’. Diaghilev 
writes further about the artist’s duty to make his fantasies visible, and about how there 
is a hidden connection between the artist and their dreams that allows them to bring out 
images that would otherwise remain hidden.21 The artist’s task is to introduce others to this 
world of encrypted images. In exhibiting Melancholy at the Stieglitz Palace in St Petersburg 
in 1898, Diaghilev – who organised the show – and Enckell transported the viewer along a 
metaphorical path between two worlds and revealed how everyday consciousness can be 
opened up to a view of the hidden world of images. In the exhibition, Enckell’s painting was 
displayed in such a way that the viewer had to walk behind closed curtains separating the 
work from the rest of the show.

All in all, Fantasy can be seen as a hub in a network of conversations, a kind of still 
image of the diverse and multidisciplinary theoretical debates of the 1890s that centred on a 
new psychological attitude to art, the shareability of emotions, and the possibility of empathy. 
Perhaps the work should not be seen as a ‘work’ at all but as an arrested moment in a process 
evolving in time. Enckell shares this process with Hirn in particular, but it also brought virtually 
together Mallarmé, Janet, Pater and Wilde, as well as countless other philosophers, theorists, 
writers and artists who contemplated the connection between imagination, memory 
and empathy.22

Key words: Yrjö Hirn; Oscar Wilde; Walter Pater; Psychological aesthetics; Music; Antiquity; 
Emotional transference in art

18 Stefano Evangelista. British Aestheticism and Ancient Greece. Hellenism, Reception, Gods in Exile. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. Evangelista emphasises the transgressive potential of Pater and 
Wilde’s interpretation from the perspective of both art and living different sexual identities and 
same-sex love.

19 See Sergei Djagilev [Diaghilev]. ‘Invecklade spörsmål’, Ateneum 5, 1898, 339−368. Djaghilev’s 
co-writer is thought to have been his cousin Dmitry Filosofov. The article is polemical and directed 
especially against naturalism, which dominated in Russia, and peredvizhniks: it defends young 
artists called decadents, whose artistic ideas were spread by Mir Iskusstva, which was launched 
soon after.

20 Carlyle refers to ‘great men’, but Djaghilev’s emphasis is on the process of creating the work.  
‘A great Man’s work grows subconsciously out of the dark depths of his soul, no matter with which 
apparent effort of conscience and thought he may have created it.’ Thomas Carlyle. On Heroes, 
Hero-Worship, and The Heroic in History. London: James Fraser, 1841.

21 Djagilev [Diaghilev], ‘Invecklade spörsmål’, 359.
22 Juha-Heikki Tihinen has emphasised the procedural nature of Enckell’s art in many of his studies, 

see e.g. Juha-Heikki Tihinen. Halun häilyvät rajat: Magnus Enckellin teosten maskuliinisuuksien ja 
feminiinisyyksien representaatioista ja itsen luomisesta. Taidehistoriallisia tutkimuksia 37. Helsinki: 
Taidehistorian seura, 2008.
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Magnus Enckell, Resurrection, 
study for the left side of 
the Tampere Cathedral 
altarpiece, 1907, oil on 
canvas, 250cm x 400cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen

Magnus Enckell’s Resurrection, painted for the altarpiece of St John’s Church in Tampere (now 
Tampere Cathedral), was completed in the spring of 1907, and was a key part of the overall 
scheme of works commissioned for the building’s interior. The church’s architecture and its 
abundance of paintings have made it one of Finland’s most important total works of art from 
the turn of the 20th century.

Modern church art

The competition to design St John’s Church was won by Lars Sonck in 1900, and construction 
began in 1902. The original competition assignment included instructions for relatively simple 
interior decoration, which Sonck incorporated into his own plan from 1902.1 The architect’s 
ideas included fresco paintings and stained glass on the choir window. In his preliminary 

1 Paula Kivinen. Tampereen tuomiokirkko. Helsinki: WSOY, 1986, 74.
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discussions with Magnus Enckell, the artist was asked to provide a cost estimate, as well as 
preliminary drafts in 1903. In the autumn of that year, on Albert Edelfelt’s recommendation, 
the painting assignment was awarded to Enckell and Hugo Simberg. A panel of experts, 
comprising Edelfelt, Professor of Art History J.J. Tikkanen, Pastor Karl Oskar Fontell, Architect 
Birger Federley and Lars Sonck, was appointed to evaluate sketches and oversee the progress 
of the work.

Enckell and Simberg’s commission did not include a pre-planned visual design or 
any apportioning of labour between the two artists, but rather they were given free rein to 
follow their artistic vision.2 They agreed that Enckell would create a large altar painting for 
the church choir, while Simberg would be responsible for the rest of the interior paintings and 
they would work together on decorating the building’s six stained-glass windows. Of these, 
Enckell designed the thorn-themed window in the choir above his Resurrection fresco.3 There 
is hardly any correspondence or surviving documentation between the two artists, who 
were good friends, regarding the design and execution of the paintings,4 but sketches and 
photographs of Simberg’s work in particular are widely known.5 Simberg began work in the 
autumn of 1904 and was almost finished by the end of 1906, after which Enckell’s intensive 

2 Jaakko Puokka. Magnus Enckell: Ihminen ja taiteilija. Helsinki: Suomalainen tiedeakatemia & Otava, 
1949, 132; Helena Ruuska. Hugo Simberg: Pirut ja enkelit. Helsinki: WSOY, 2018, 234.

3 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 132; Kivinen, Tampereen tuomiokirkko, 116–24, 142.
4 Ruuska, Hugo Simberg, 242.
5 See the National Gallery Collections, online search www.kansallisgalleria.fi. Tampere Art Museum’s 

collection includes a considerable number of Enckell’s sketches and drawings.

Panel of experts at Herrainmäki, Tampella, on their way to view the paintings for St John’s Church 
in Tampere. From left J.J. Tikkanen, Magnus Enckell, Albert Edelfelt, Birger Federley and Lars 
Sonck, 1905. Photographer Hugo Simberg. The Hugo Simberg Archive. Archive Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery
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work on the altarpiece began.6 This was completed in May 1907, just a week before the 
church was dedicated.

Enckell had considered realising his work in oil but, like Simberg, he ended up painting 
a fresco, even though he had scant experience of using this technique. The final decision 
to paint a fresco came as a result of his third trip to Italy in 1905, when he toured the area 
around Naples. Among other things, he was particularly impressed by the intense colours in 
the frescoes he saw in Pompeii: in a letter to J.J. Tikkanen he called this ‘the greatest artistic 
shock since becoming acquainted with the French Impressionists’.7 Enckell received guidance 
from Simberg on the technique in early 1906, and Resurrection, which measures around ten 
metres wide and nearly four metres high, remained his sole fresco painting.

Resurrection’s visual themes are loosely based on the biblical description of the Last 
Judgment of the End of Days. In the left-hand part of the painting, the dead are rising from 
their graves, while in the centre to the right there is a blissful procession towards eternal 
life. Enckell’s work does not reproduce any pre-existing depiction of the resurrection, but 
it has been shown that he was aware of and was influenced by historical examples. These 
include the Italian Renaissance artist Luca Signorelli’s frescoes Resurrection of the Flesh and 
Procession of the Blessed, in the Brizio Chapel of Orvieto Cathedral,8 and Masaccio’s frescoes 
in the Brancacci Chapel of the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence, where Enckell 

6 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 138.
7 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 133–34; for the influence of Italian fresco art on Finnish artists, see 

Stella Bottai. ‘Italialainen fresko suomalaisessa taiteessa’, in Teppo Jokinen and Hanne Selkokari 
(eds.), Italiassa & Saksanmaalla. Taiteilijoiden ja taiteentuntijoiden matkassa 1840−1930. Helsinki: 
Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 2011, 156–82.

8 Kivinen, Tampereen tuomiokirkko, 134–35. Juha-Heikki Tihinen writes more extensively about 
Enckell’s early interest in the monumental art of European churches, see Juha-Heikki Tihinen. 
‘Magnus Enckell’s Dreams of Monumental Works’, in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 
1870−1925. Ateneum Publications Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum, 2020, 195–207 and in FNG Research 1/2021.

Magnus Enckell, Resurrection, sketch for the Tampere Cathedral altarpiece, 1906, gouache, 
charcoal and pencil on paper, 68.5cm x 185.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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had copied Expulsion of Adam and Eve in 1898.9 Late medieval church paintings in Finnish 
churches in Hattula and Lohja, for instance, have been considered as bearing similarities to 
Enckell’s work.10 The simplistic interpretation of the Resurrection lacks any concrete references 
to the drama of the Last Judgment, or to the tension between paradise and damnation; the 
figures in Enckell’s painting are on a leisurely journey towards the light in a landscape that 
contains no recognisable features of any particular place and, on the other hand, no reference 
to any kind of supernatural realities.

Matter, spirit and resurrection

Even before their completion, the St John’s Church paintings attracted a lot of attention and 
even a wave of criticism extending to a sort of image dispute. The main reason for the moral 
indignation that was experienced mainly among congregational and ecclesiastical circles was 
Simberg’s winged serpent on the apex of the church ceiling, and the nudity of the twelve 
boys carrying the rose vine he painted on the gallery railing. The uproar also extended to 
the figures on the left in Enckell’s Resurrection, even though their physical carnality and his 
depiction of ascending bodies has much in common with similar representations of traditional 
ecclesiastical art. Signorelli’s aforementioned fresco, for example, also features muscular 
men struggling from their graves. That said, however, the bodies ascending from Enckell’s 
tomb clearly differ from the somewhat passive nature of the mostly clothed characters in his 
blissful procession. This was not overlooked in the abundant contemporary writing inspired by 
the paintings where, for example, it could be ironically stated that, in this resurrection, only 
men would rise naked from their graves while women were permitted to stay clothed on the 
other side.11

9 Riikka Stewen. ‘Taivaan ja maan välillä: Hugo Simbergin kuvaohjelma Tampereen Johanneksen 
kirkossa symbolistisen taideteorian valossa tulkittuna’, in Peter Peitsalo (ed.), Liturgia, taide ja 
estetiikka − Liturgy, the Arts, and Aesthetics. Helsinki: Hymnologian ja liturgiikan seura ry HYMNOS, 
2015, 111. According to Salme Sarajas-Korte, both of these examples, with regards to expression, 
are far removed from Enckell’s interpretation. Salme Sarajas-Korte. ‘Magnus Enckell’, in Magnus 
Enckell 1870−1925. Tampere: Tampereen taidemuseo, 1988, (8−35) 33.

10 Salme Sarajas-Korte. ‘Vuosisadan vaihde. Monumentaalimaalaus’, in Ars Suomen taide 4. Espoo: 
Weilin+Göös, 1989, (284−87) 284.

11 Ernst Lampén. ‘Mietelmiä. Ylösnousseet Ritarihuoneessa’, Päivä 5/1907, 45−46.

Magnus Enckell, sketches for the Resurrection fresco in Enckell’s sketchbooks (1902–06)
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi
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The characters in the procession of the blessed 
appear mostly impersonal, except for the young boy 
depicted on the right, as well as the young man and woman, 
who have been interpreted as incarnations of the Christian 
Fall into sin – Adam and Eve. In contrast with the others, 
they have been portrayed by Enckell as individuals who are 
expressing human emotions. There are also clear indications 
of sexuality in the nature of the couple, as well as the 
pre-pubescent boy: the shape of the young woman’s body 
shines out from under her light clothing; the young man’s 
hips are covered by a thin cloth in the final painting; and the 
boy’s nudity indicates that he has yet to enter puberty. It is 
easy to spot references to different cultures in the manner 
that the other figures in the procession are dressed. In this 
way, the painting underscores a universal humanist view 
that transcends cultural and religious boundaries, and this 
was also widely praised in the work’s reception.

Resurrection’s parallel portrayal of ascending carnal 
corporeality on one hand, and blissful, mostly ethereal 
immateriality on the other, was perceived immediately 
after it was completed – and also in some subsequent 
art-historical evaluations – as a problem or an outright 
weakness in the work. Enckell’s biographer, Jaakko 
Puokka, noted in 1949 that the painting’s real weak point 

is the ‘fragmentation’ on its left-hand side, as it interferes with its otherwise purified and 
transcendental nature.12 In his A History of Finnish Art, published in 1945, Onni Okkonen states 
that Enckell had been unable to ‘sufficiently infuse matter with spirituality’ in his ascending 
male figures.13 Nils-Gustav Hahl, for his part, writes in his thesis on Enckell in 1942 that the 
‘muscles of the resurrected dominate at the expense of the soul’, and that ‘the Resurrection 
men are far too dense’.14 This was not a unanimous view, however – Johannes Öhqvist’s 
History of Finnish Art, published as early as 1912, describes the composition as ingenious, and 
sees no contradiction in the depiction.15

However, the collision of matter and spirit that seems disturbing to some can also be 
seen as the essential content of the work. The philosophical and vitalist world view at the turn 
of the 20th century emphasised the transcendence of the traditional divide between spirit 
and matter, for instance by perceiving time, matter, instinct and intuition, in the manner of 
vitalist theorist Henri Bergson, as a monistic entity that defines all life. A direct reference to 
Bergson underpinning Enckell’s way of thinking can be found in Sigurd Frosterus’ late essay 
from 1950, in which he writes: ‘In the stellar nebula that surrounds the organic life force – 

12 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 140.
13 See quote in Harri Kalha. ‘Magnus Enckell and the Mystery of the lost sexuality’, in Juha-Heikki 

Tihinen and Jari Björklöv (eds.), Magnus Enckell 1870–1925. Helsinki: Helsingin kaupungin 
taidemuseo, 2000, (104−11) 108−09.

14 Kalha, ‘Magnus Enckell and the Mystery of the lost sexuality’, 16.
15 Johannes Öhqvist. Suomen taiteen historia. Helsinki: Kustannusosakeyhtiö Kirja, 1912, 456−59.

Magnus Enckell, sketch for the Resurrection fresco in Enckell’s 
sketchbook (1902–06)
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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Bergson’s l’élan vital – the individual’s fear and desire for immortality, with all its frightening 
aspects, was the focus of the unstructured world view that Enckell grappled with in his art.’16

In writing about Hugo Simberg’s works in St John’s Church, Riikka Stewen strongly 
emphasises the Symbolists’ artistic tendency to deconstruct cultural and ideological borders. 
It would thus be possible to restore the meaning of the images to a sensory experience that 
transcends the dichotomy of mind and matter. The same idea can be applied to Enckell’s 
Resurrection in such a way that the construction of material corporeality and spiritually-
interpreted ethereality as parts of the same image concretely embodies the presence of 
different aspects of life in the universal human condition.

The altarpiece fresco within the continuum of Enckell’s oeuvre

The male naked body, as the bearer of the essential meanings of a work of art, asserts 
Resurrection’s place in the continuum of Enckell’s early works through paintings such as 
The Awakening (1894) and Melancholy (1895).17 In 1925, Enckell designed a large-scale 

16 Quote in Kimmo Sarje. Sigurd Frosteruksen modernin käsite. Maailmankatsomus ja arkkitehtuuri. 
Helsinki: Valtion taidemuseo, 2000, 74. On Vitalism and Bergson, see Marja Lahelma. ‘Colour 
Revolution, Vitalism and the Ambivalence of Modern Arcadia’, in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus 
Enckell 1870−1925. Ateneum Publications Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum, 2020, 143−55 and in FNG Research 6/2020.

17 In their articles published in 2000, Juha-Heikki Tihinen and Harri Kalha introduced the perspective 
of homoerotic desire in interpreting Enckell’s male images. See Juha-Heikki Tihinen. ‘Thinly veiled 
desire – Magnus Enckell’s Portrayal of Men’, in Juha-Heikki Tihinen & Jari Björklöv (eds.), Magnus 
Enckell 1870–1925. Helsinki: Helsingin kaupungin taidemuseo, 2000, 124−30; Kalha, ‘Magnus 
Enckell and the Mystery of the lost sexuality’. See also Juha-Heikki Tihinen. Halun häilyvät rajat: 
Magnus Enckellin teosten maskuliinisuuksien ja feminiinisyyksien representaatioista ja itsen 
luomisesta. Taidehistoriallisia tutkimuksia 37. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 2008.

Magnus Enckell painting  
the Resurrection altar fresco in  
St John’s Church in Tampere, 
1907. Photographer  
Hugo Simberg.  
Slide Collection. Archive 
Collections, Finnish National 
Gallery

https://research.fng.fi


Magnus Enckell’s Resurrection // Riitta Ojanperä
---

FNG Research Issue No. 1/2021. 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

7

exhibition of his own works in the Ateneum in Helsinki, and then in Stockholm.18 A series 
of documentary photographs from the Stockholm exhibition reveals that the large sketches 
for Resurrection were ostentatiously hung alongside the artist’s early works in order to 
underscore the connection between the altarpiece and the artist’s early themes. The left 
part of the preliminary work was hung between Two Boys (1892) and The Awakening, while 
the right side was flanked by Reclining Boy (1892) and Boy with Skull (1893).19 Still-life studio 
photographs associated with the figures rising from the grave, which form part of Enckell’s 
photographic legacy, show the artist’s special devotion to the ascending nudes.20

The altarpiece also contains intersections with Enckell’s themes and works after 
the turn of the 20th century, and post-Resurrection themes such as sunny seashores. The 
undated watercolour sketch of the altarpiece tells us that, at some point, the resurrection was 
dominated in Enckell’s mind by the ubiquitous radiance of the sun at the top of the image. 
This concurs with the vitalist elemental themes that had increasingly interested the artist 
since the turn of the 20th century. One might therefore think that, in a modern version of 
the resurrection, the sun, which expresses the life force and is common to all, could replace 
the powerful gods and angels of the Last Judgment that populate the heavenly portion of 
Resurrection images in older art.

18 Enckell contracted pneumonia in Stockholm, where he had travelled to prepare and open the 
exhibition. The illness worsened and he died at the Maria Hospital in Stockholm on 27 November 
1925. The exhibition was on display at the Stockholm Academy of Arts until 22 November 1925.

19 Photographs in Magnus Enckell’s Archive, Coll. 471. The National Library of Finland.
20 Photographs in Magnus Enckell’s Archive, Coll. 471. The National Library of Finland.

Magnus Enckell, Resurrection, study for the right 
side of the Tampere Cathedral altarpiece, 1907, 
oil on canvas, 236cm x 174cm
August and Lydia Keirkner Fine Arts Collection, 
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

Magnus Enckell, sketch for the Resurrection 
fresco in Enckell’s sketchbook (1902–06)
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi
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There is no concrete solar theme in the final altarpiece, nor in the 
sketch of the entire fresco, which was completed in 1906, although the 
altar fresco is dominated by a light that is drawing the procession out of 
the shadows. The gestures of the two standing men rising from the grave 
show the intensity of the glare of this light as they open their bodies to 
the source of life, reminding us of the sketch with the theme of the sun. 
The subject of Enckell’s painting Boys on the Beach (1910), which was 

completed three years later and is considered one of the crystallising works on the theme of 
open-air vitalism in his oeuvre, is another naked boy on the beach, whose stance reminds us 
of the dazzled figure in Resurrection.

Enckell and Simberg mounted a joint exhibition at the Finnish House of Nobility in 
the autumn of 1907, with most of the works on show being related to the monumental 
paintings of St John’s Church. The exhibition received a lot of attention and furthered the 
discussion that the church paintings had initiated. Frosterus, Enckell’s friend and supporter 
and a collector of his art, rated Resurrection as the pinnacle of Enckell’s work to date, and 
saw its hallmark as the masculinity that ran through all of his work. Frosterus emphasised 
the timelessness and religious breadth of the work, as well as Enckell’s impressionistic way of 
seeing. He elevated it to the forefront of European modern monumental art, comparing it to 
the works of the French artist Maurice Denis, in particular. His only misgivings concerned the 
woman in the procession of the blessed, whom he described as hysterical.21

In the following years, Frosterus prominently advocated the renewal of Finnish painting 
in the spirit of colourful Neo-Impressionism, with the colour palette still brightening after 
the guiding star of Enckell’s Resurrection. Frosterus’s writing gave Enckell a leading role as a 

21 Sigurd Frosterus. ‘Magnus Enckells och Hugo Simbergs utställning i Riddarhuset II’, Nya Pressen 27 
October 1907: ‘I hela den stora bilden finnes intet främmande icke-måleriskt element, om man 
undantager den grönklädda hysteriska flickan långt framme i gruppen till höger, som, patologiskt 
öfvertygande och sann, ännu erbjuder tillfälle till ett vackert penseldrag; den hektiska flamman 
på kinden.’ The paragraph has been removed from the re-published version of the House of the 
Nobilities Exhibition Evaluation, see Sigurd Frosterus. Regnbågsfärgernas segertåg. Stockholm/
Helsingfors: Bonnier/Schildt, 1917. An evaluation of the paintings of St John’s Church with 
much the same content appeared at the beginning of the following year in Frosterus’ article 
‘Johanneskyrkan i Tammerfors’, Arkitekten I, 1908. Published in Finnish ‘Tampereen Johanneksen 
kirkko’ in the anthology Sigurd Frosterus. Arkkitehtuuri. Kirjoituksia 1901–1953. Ed. by Kimmo 
Sarje. Helsinki: Kustannusosakeyhtiö Taide, 2010, 163−69.

Photographic studies for the Resurrection fresco. Magnus Enckell’s Archive 
(Coll. 471). The National Library of Finland
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reformer. He was waiting for international modernism to settle into Finnish painting, and the 
‘triumph of the rainbow of colours’ that emerged in Enckell’s art, especially in 1909, realised 
his expectations.22 The influence of Frosterus’s writing on later Finnish art-historical literature 
has in fact been remarkably great.23 

However, it seems that Enckell’s Resurrection fresco and his other works from the same 
period have been overshadowed by art-historical interest in the two phases before and after 
that renewed Finnish visual art: Enckell is primarily associated with major development cycles 
in international modern art; the Symbolism of the 1890s and the Neo-Impressionism that 
arose in the first half of the 1910s.

The Church of St John in Tampere as a whole has often been seen as an expression of 
a national romantic art movement at the turn of the 20th century. However, neither Enckell’s 
paintings nor Simberg’s works in the church fit into the interpretive framework that values 
Finnish art from a national angle. Ludvig Wennervirta, who was known as an advocate of the 
national art perspective, wrote extensively about the struggle between national and non-
national threads running through the history of Finnish modern art at the annual autumn 
exhibition of Finnish artists in 1913, stating that ‘Enckell and Simberg’s paintings in St John’s 
Church in Tampere are partly excluded from this trend [in national art]’.24

22 Frosterus compiled his key texts related to modern painting into a collection of essays 
Regnbågsfärgernas segertåg, see Frosterus, Regnbågsfärgernas segertåg.

23 See e.g. Olli Valkonen. Maalaustaiteen murros Suomessa 1908−1914. Uudet suuntaukset 
maalaustaiteessa, taidearvostelussa ja taidekirjoittelussa. Jyväskylä Studies in the Arts 6. Jyväskylä: 
University of Jyväskylä, 1973.

24 Ludvig Wennervirta. ‘Suomen taiteilijain näyttely’, Aika 1 January 1914, 527.

Magnus Enckell, sketches for the Resurrection fresco in Enckell’s sketchbook (1902–06)
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi
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Of the art in the Church of St John in 
Tampere, Enckell’s contribution was often 
highlighted in contemporary critiques. 
Resurrection is more clearly related to Christian 
themes than Simberg’s frescoes, and therefore 
may have been more easily received.25 
Simberg’s paintings, on the other hand, as 
part of the artist’s distinctive symbolism, have 
been the subject of a lot of research interest in 
recent decades.26 Narratives that highlight the 
emphasis on autonomy in modernist, free and 

self-directed art have often generally marginalised public and church art in a religious context. 
However, in recent years, spirituality in its broader sense in the art of the turn of the 20th 
century has attracted the interest of scholars, and altarpieces by Finnish artists have also thus 
become objects of new art-historical interest.27

Key words: Resurrection; Altarpieces; Frescos; Tampere Cathedral; Spirituality; Religious art; 
The nude male; Vitalism

25 See Pekka Suhonen. ‘Johanneksen kirkon maalaukset’, in Pinx. Maalaustaide Suomessa. 
Suuria kertomuksia. Espoo: Weilin + Göös, 2001, 166−69; Sarajas-Korte, ‘Vuosisadan vaihde. 
Monumentaalimaalaus’; also Tihinen, ‘Magnus Enckell’s Dreams of Monumental Works’.

26 E.g. Stewen, ‘Taivaan ja maan välillä’.
27 In her dissertation, Nina Kokkinen examines e.g. several altarpieces by Pekka Halonen and also 

refers to Enckell’s Resurrection, see Nina Kokkinen. Totuudenetsijät. Vuosisadanvaihteen okkulttuuri 
ja moderni henkisyys Akseli Gallen-Kallelan, Pekka Halosen ja Hugo Simbergin taiteessa. Turku: 
Turun yliopisto, 2019, 29–65.

Installation view of Magnus Enckell’s exhibition 
at the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine Arts in 
Stockholm 27 October – 22 November 1925, 
showing (right) sketches for stained glass, (left) 
study for Resurrection. Magnus Enckell’s Archive 
(Coll. 471). The National Library of Finland

Installation view of Magnus Enckell’s exhibition 
at the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine Arts in 
Stockholm 27 October – 22 November 1925, 
showing (centre) study for Resurrection. Magnus 
Enckell’s Archive (Coll. 471). The National Library 
of Finland
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Also published in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 1870−1925. Ateneum Publications Vol. 
141. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2020. Transl. Wif Stenger

When we have reached the innermost room, the dividing walls will certainly collapse. Our 
eyes will see everything; our heart will regain everything. Then time will no longer exist.1

In the late 19th century, the notion of the Gesamtkunstwerk (‘total work of art’) gained great 
popularity and began to attract increasing numbers of artists, both the young and the more 
experienced. The young Magnus Enckell was also aware that monumental art was topical and 
he dreamt of creating his own. Enckell’s vision was fulfilled many times over, as he was able 
to realise monumental works in a number of churches, as well as a temple of science, the 
University of Helsinki library (now the National Library). 

Enckell’s first monumental work was the Gethsemane altarpiece for Savitaipale Church 
in 1902, followed by The Golden Age for the library in 1904, the Resurrection altarpiece 
fresco for St John’s Church (now Tampere Cathedral) in 1907, the staircase paintings for the 
Nylands Nation building (1913 and 1920) and stained-glass paintings for Pori Church (unveiled 
posthumously in 1925).2 Enckell could also be considered a successful artist based on his 
monumental works, as monumental art had gained great popularity. For instance, in a famous 
essay from 1891 the French critic Albert Aurier called for Paul Gauguin to be given walls to 
paint.3 According to the art historian Hans Belting, the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk 

1 Juha-Heikki Tihinen. ‘Identiteettien lähteillä − Magnus Enckellin luonnoskirjan tarkastelua’, 
in Susanna Aaltonen and Hanne Selkokari (eds.), Identiteettejä – Identiter. Renja Suominen-
Kokkosen juhlakirja. Taidehistoriallisia tutkimuksia 45. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 2013, 92−93 
(translated into Finnish); Juha-Heikki Tihinen. Halun häilyvät rajat: Magnus Enckellin teosten 
maskuliinisuuksien ja feminiinisyyksien representaatioista ja itsen luomisesta. Taidehistoriallisia 
tutkimuksia 37. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 2008, 127: ‘Då vi har hunnit i det innersta rummet, 
då skola säkert skiljoväggarna falla ned. Vårt öga skall se alt, vårt hjärta får alt igen. Då finnes tiden 
ej mera.’

2 Juha-Heikki Tihinen. ‘Thinly veiled desire – Magnus Enckell’s Portrayal of Men’, in Juha-Heikki 
Tihinen & Jari Björklöv (eds.), Magnus Enckell 1870–1925. Helsinki: Helsingin kaupungin 
taidemuseo, 2000, 124−30.

3 Albert Aurier. ‘Symbolism in painting: Paul Gauguin’ (1891), in Henri Dorra, Symbolist Art Theories. 
A Critical Anthology. Berkley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1994, 203.
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represented an effort to bring back art as a collective 
experience rather than art as an object of individual 
aesthetic pleasure.4

In 1894, Enckell wrote to his good friend Yrjö Hirn 
about his journey to Italy as follows: 

In Frankfurt am Main the cathedral left an 
enormously deep impression on me. Its interior is 
dominated by colours that greatly resemble those 
of Russian churches, brick red and green. Here 
Steinle5 has quite recently painted excellent, really 
significant murals. He seems to have understood 
Gothicism so completely, that although he has 
carried out many modern additions, everything is 
in harmony with the old style of the church making 
it only all the more rich and interesting. It was truly 
magnificent; it made me think both about Wilde’s 
Personal Criticism and the temple or museum of 
which I have always dreamt. I will mention a single 
feature: in the church there is a short vaulted 
passage that leads from the great central nave to 
the choir in the background. On the walls of this 
passage he has painted nothing else but dark green 
Gothic drapery, but the way in which this drapery 
connects the holy legends of the nave with the 
Passion of the choir almost makes one want to kneel 
down before it. My God, if I were given such a task 
some day!6

Enckell was not the only one who was interested in cathedrals. For instance, Marcel 
Proust often used a cathedral as a metaphor for the structure of his multi-volume novel 
À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time).7 Enckell’s description of the church in 
Frankfurt am Main shows that he was attracted to eclecticism. He admired the new paintings 
that had been added to the old building that did not purport to be older than they were. 
The attention paid to drapery in Enckell’s description is also interesting, as this is an entity 
wherein this simple, nearly abstract theme has a great emotional significance in the visitor’s 

4 Hans Belting. The Invisible Masterpiece. Trans. Helen Atkins. London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2001, 
203. 

5 Edward von Steinle (1810−86), an Austrian artist, was part of the Nazarene movement. He is known 
for monumental paintings in Munster, Strasbourg, and elsewhere. His works in Frankfurt Cathedral 
were largely destroyed during the Second World War.

6 Salme Sarajas-Korte. ‘Magnus Enckell’s Melancholy’, Ateneumin taidemuseo, Museojulkaisu, 27. 
Helsinki: Suomen taideakatemia, 1985, 24−43.

7 Belting, The Invisible Masterpiece, 225.

Magnus Enckell, Gethsemane, 1902, oil on canvas,  
225.5cm x 134cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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experience. Enckell’s interest in Russian churches may lie behind his later copying of mosaics 
in Ravenna.

Respect for monumental art fluctuated in Enckell’s time, as it has done so ever 
since. For example, the Resurrection at Tampere Cathedral is now less well known than 
Hugo Simberg’s fresco The Garland of Life in the same church. At the time, the critic Sigurd 
Frosterus considered Enckell’s painting to be an artistic triumph and a masterpiece of Finnish 
monumental art, whereas he found Simberg’s works to be weaker.8 Today the notion that 
Simberg’s garland-bearing figures serve basically to direct attention toward Enckell’s altarpiece 
seems almost absurd, although this was how Frosterus and others perceived them.

Art to the fullest

In his private writings, Enckell described artistic encounters that were significant to him. He 
did not pen many published texts during his career. One of the few was an article entitled 
‘Letter from Spain’, in which he wrote about the differences between Spanish and Italian 
art. The piece was based on his trip to Spain in 1900, during which he explored the works 
of master Spanish painters such as Morales, Zurbarán and Velázquez. In Enckell’s view, the 
biggest difference between Italian and Spanish art history is the fantastical nature of Italian 
art compared to the more concrete art of Spain. He was deeply impressed by the realism 
of Spanish paintings, in how the artists could expose a gesture that one had just casually 
noticed.9 Enckell declared that Spanish painting is naturally simple, with a convincing pathos 
and free of panache, in other words without any complicated stylisation for its own sake.10

According to Enckell’s interpretation, Spanish artists sought to paint realistically in 
order to be believable. For them, the details in their paintings were not merely important in 
materialistic terms, but rather a way to indicate that they were not spinning fairytales about 
miraculous accounts of saints and martyrs, but that all of these events had actually occurred 
just as depicted.11 It depends on one’s perspective whether one would prefer to interpret 
Enckell’s view as a general confidence in the probative value of realism or as a confidence in 
the sense of realism conjured up by random details in a work12, which Roland Barthes wrote of 
as one of the ways in which realistic prose creates a sense of reality. A third alternative would 
be to interpret Enckell’s notion of realism as a kind of faith that through seemingly realistic 
details, something greater and more abstract can be perceived.

For Enckell, a Spanish polychrome (painted) sculpture was not really art but rather 
a kind of a panopticon, as evidenced by the statues being dressed in actual clothes. Juan 
Martínez Montañés is a key example of this kind of artist. In this context, Enckell points out 
that dressing sculptures with clothes can be misleading, but that Montañés manages to 
convey a state of exaltedness.13 Earning even higher marks was Luis de Morales, whose Mater 
Dolorosa (Pietà, c. 1565) at the Louvre was in Enckell’s view art at its fullest (‘konst med fulla 
lungor’). As he saw it, no art form was as powerfully moving as painting, which could even 
manage to spiritualise the flesh.14

In his article, Enckell describes Francisco de Zurbarán as another of his favourite artists 
besides Morales. Enckell associated Zurbarán’s Saint Francis in Meditation (1635−39, now 
at the National Gallery, London), with a comment about it by the critic Charles Blanc. Blanc, 
and later Enckell, quoted a well-known verse from Psalm 130: ‘Out of the depths have I cried 

8 Sigurd Frosterus. ‘Tampereen Johanneksen kirkko’, in Arkkitehtuuri. Kirjoituksia 1901–1953. Ed. by 
Kimmo Sarje. Helsinki: Kustannusosakeyhtiö Taide, 1910, (163−169) 165.

9 Magnus Enckell. ‘Bref från Spanien’, Ateneum 1/1901, (10−15) 10.
10 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 10. 
11 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 10−11.
12 Roland Barthes. Tekijän kuolema, tekstin syntymä. Finnish trans. ed. by Lea Rojola. Tampere: 

Vastapaino, 1993, 99−117.
13 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 11.
14 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 13.
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unto thee, O Lord.’15 Enckell writes of the deep realism of Spanish art, saying that Pedro de 
Mena’s sculpture of Saint Francis (1663−64) in the Treasury of Toledo Cathedral ‘was no 
longer a sculpture, a thing, no, it was something living, but really something so miraculous, 
mysteriously alive, as I perhaps never before could have believed that a work of art could be’.16 
Summing up in his article, Enckell says that the greatness of Spanish art lies in the fact that it 
depicts life as it is.17 The notion of the dynamism and complexity of the relationship between 
art and life was also of crucial importance to Enckell’s contemporaries, including the art 
historian Aby Warburg. In his study of Warburg, French art historian Georges Didi-Huberman 
notes that Warburg was interested in how art could portray life itself and its complexity.18

Enckell’s empathy for the art of the past is reminiscent of how he saw paintings in 
Frankfurt Cathedral as dramatic works that spurred his own imagination and desire to create 
art. Thus, art history is not a burden but an opportunity that can provide role models for 
seeking forms for one’s own expression and artistic thinking. 

Monumental art in time

Enckell’s interest in gaining a commission to paint works in a cathedral or some other kind 
of temple can be interpreted in the way suggested by Belting. According to Belting, in the 
late 19th century and early 20th century the great temple of the past began to represent the 
concept of a building produced by collective belief, which is possible to reinterpret as a holistic 
work of art, which in turn may deal with both the broader community and art.19 Besides 
Proust’s interest in cathedrals, there is also Claude Monet’s series of paintings of Rouen 
Cathedral (1892−94), which Proust saw as the ideal example of an encounter between the 
modern gaze and a building from the past. The cathedral represented something lost, which 
the artist could however reach with his own gaze.20 

Enckell’s monumental works fall between chronological periods: they are not historical 
visions, but neither are they influenced by contemporary observations. It is as if he wanted to 
portray some kind of timeless era that was both ancient and modern. It is important to note 
that the themes of Enckell’s monumental works were all timeless or classical, for example The 
Golden Age or the Nylands Nation paintings, which feature Arcadian motifs (people in nature). 
Some works may be chronologically ambivalent, such as those on the Resurrection or other 
Christian themes. 

My thoughts on the mingling of chronological levels in Enckell’s monumental works are 
linked in my mind to his discussions with Yrjö Hirn during his aforementioned trip to Italy in 
the 1890s. In its primitivism, the art of Leonardo was more akin to the modern art of his own 
time or even art of the future than that of the Renaissance.21 With a sufficiently sensitive gaze, 
one could see the future in the art of the past. Sigurd Frosterus, who knew Enckell well, noted 
the timelessness of the Resurrection fresco in his analysis of the work22, signalling that there 
was an effort towards this and that the artist’s contemporaries could sense this too.

In the 1890s, Enckell wrote in his notes: ‘When we have reached the innermost room, 
the dividing walls will certainly collapse. Our eyes will see everything; our heart will regain 

15 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 13.
16 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 14: ‘[D]et var icke mer en staty; ett ting, nej, det var någonting lefvande, 

men värkligen någonting så underbart, gåtfullt lefvande, som jag kanske aldrig förr trott ett 
konstverk kunde vara.’ 

17 Enckell, ‘Bref från Spanien’, 15.
18 George Didi-Huberman. The Surviving Image. Phantoms of Time and the Time of Phantoms: Aby 

Warburg’s History of Art. Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania University Press, 2017, 335.
19 Belting, The Invisible Masterpiece, 225−26.
20 Belting, The Invisible Masterpiece, 247.
21 Salme Sarajas-Korte. Vid symbolismens källor. Den tidiga symbolismen i Finland 1890−1895. 

Jakobstad: Jakobstads tryckeri och tidnings AB:s förlag, 1981, 151.
22 Frosterus, ‘Tampereen Johanneksen kirkko’, 166.
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Magnus Enckell, three sketches for a stained-glass window in Pori Church, 1924, Come to Me, 
Christus Resurrexit, and Ave Maria, oil on canvas, each 82cm x 54.5cm  
Ahlström Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photos: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

everything. Then time will no longer exist.’23 This longing for timelessness, purgatory or some 
other intermediate state is significant. The French philosopher Sarah Kofman wrote about a 
ghostly area between the living and the non-living that appears in art.24 This could perhaps 
describe the human figures in Enckell’s monumental works, who are sometimes literally 
corpse-like, as in Resurrection. At other times the figures are somewhere between individuals 
and generalised human types, as for instance in the works for Nylands Nation or Pori Church, 
where human figures are subordinated to a general symbolism amidst nature or religious 
motifs. Viewers are aware that they are not looking at anything real, but that the people in the 
works are part of the same continuum as themselves. 

Enckell’s monumental output can be understood in relation to the overall problem of 
representation: what is artistic presentation and how does it relate to reality? The depiction 
of reality was undergoing a major upheaval during his early years, but he remained faithful to 
figurative forms throughout his career. Enckell’s art seems to be in an eternal state of limbo in 
which the boundary between universality and individual experiences can never be crossed – 

23 Tihinen, ‘Identiteettien lähteillä’, 92−93.
24 Sarah Kofman. The Melancholy of Art. Selected Writings. Ed. by Thomas Albrecht, Georgia Albert & 

Elizabeth Rottenberg. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007, (205−17) 207−08. 
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or forgotten. In this regard, his artistic output is marked by a certain modern melancholy and a 
longing for an original paradise that remains unattainable. 

On the other hand, it is possible to perceive Enckell’s monumental works precisely 
through the unattainable. For instance, The Golden Age can be seen as a dream of returning to 
a lost ideal. Resurrection, on the other hand, is a dream of a better world or a world without 
hell. The Nylands Nation stairwell paintings are a dream of colour and nature, and a return to 
a pre-cultural era. The stained-glass paintings in Pori Church can be interpreted as a dream 
of religious art or a general dream of a personal faith. The human figures in the work bring to 
mind many of Enckell’s earlier works. As a result they can be thought of as a kind of collection 
of allusions and thus his own artistic output becomes a sort of reference for faith. Artists 
who believe in their own art are prepared to present some kind of synthesis of it, perhaps by 
collecting references to their paintings in their monumental works. In that case Enckell paints 
the equivalent of a credo (confession of faith) in the form of an experiential, personal prayer. 
The choice of themes and the artistic work in general is motivated by a personal mythology. 

In her article on the melancholy of art, Kofman writes that there is always a difference 
between the visual and the verbal; that there is always an opening between them that 
cannot be crossed. Nor can representational art ever be perfectly representational, because 
in any case on close inspection we can never fail to separate the portrait from the person it 
portrays.25 Kofman adds that modernist art, and serial paintings in particular, make realism 
more transparent than before, as the larger number of doppelgangers – that is, paintings 
representing the same thing – reveals how a realist art project cannot in any case produce real 

25 Kofman, The Melancholy of Art, 214. 

Magnus Enckell, sketch for 
the stained-glass window 
Christus Resurrexit in Pori 
Church, 1924, watercolour 
and pencil on paper,  
36.5cm x 28cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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objects, but merely ghostly, unreal ones that reflect each other.26 Works of art are always in 
some way spectral, even if they seem partly real, as they are only like real objects at a remove.

Enckell wrote in the catalogue for the Septem group’s fourth exhibition in 1915 that the 
fundamental line of Finnish art could already be seen in the works of Gustaf Wilhelm Finnberg 
(1784−1833), and he described this line as a certain degree of shyness and great depth.27 
Referencing an artist from the Romantic period in an exhibition of modernist paintings also 
signalled that the relationship between the past and present is not simply linear but rather 
follows a more variable logic, according to which the past takes on different meanings based 
on contemporary interpretations of it. 

The dream of monumentalism lives on

Enckell died without seeing the completion of his final monumental work for Pori Church, 
but it was not the only decorative work that he had in mind for the future. According to 
Enckell’s biographer Jaakko Puokka, he was also planning to paint a companion work for The 
Golden Age at the Helsinki University library, called Bird of Paradise (1925). This indicates that 

26 Kofman, The Melancholy of Art, 217.
27 Magnus Enckell. Gustaf Wilhelm Finnberg. Septem. 4de utställningen i Ateneum. 20 mars – 12 april 

1915. Helsingfors: Lilius & Hertzberg, 1915: ‘En viss blyghet och en stor innerlighet.’ 

Magnus Enckell, Three Boys, undated, watercolour on paper, 32cm x 25.9cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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Enckell was still working on this body of work 20 years after the 
completion of The Golden Age.28 The archer in Bird of Paradise 
can be considered to be the same kind of ambivalent symbol 
as the Medusa’s head on the Minerva shield that the artist 
presented to Yrjö Hirn in the 1890s as a mysterious, challenging 
and petrifying basis for scientific study. Both ideas are relatively 
weak in terms of the kind of advancement generally associated 
with science, and that is not even to mention the Grim Reaper 
theme, which had also crossed Enckell’s mind but which he 
considered too banal.29 

Monumental art raises the fundamental question of 
Enckell’s artistic work: how to create works that are personal, 
yet can also speak to a broader audience? In general terms, 
this same problem preoccupied the whole generation of 
Symbolists. The esteem of the public and the commissioners 
of monumental art had great significance because, unlike 
small pieces, large commissions required plenty of work and 

resources. The number of monumental 
works accomplished by Enckell does 
however indicate that there was demand 
for them and that they spoke to their 
audience. As Sarajas-Korte concludes: 
‘In other words, Enckell was seeking 
a familiar, even dramatic symbol for 
research work based on something 
mysterious, tantalising and seemingly 
enclosed in stone.’30 

Enckell’s thoughts about the 
mysteriousness of research remain 
relevant today, perhaps even more so 
as the idea of artistic research by visual 
artists has become ever more common, 
and the connections between science and 
art begin to seem obvious. Thus Enckell’s 
artistic voyage with the past and present 
seems to reverberate in our time as well. 

28 Jaakko Puokka. Magnus Enckell: Ihminen ja taiteilija. Helsinki: Suomalainen tiedeakatemia & Otava, 
1949, 306. According to Salme Sarajas-Korte, the plan lapsed in the early 1900s, as the artist did 
not deliver his proposal for the second lunette painting. See Salme Sarajas-Korte. ‘Kuva kuvan 
päälle’, Taide 1/2000. In that case Bird of Paradise would have been a plan for some other site, but 
where? Sigurd Frosterus, in his unfinished study of Enckell, writes that Bird of Paradise was planned 
for Vanajanlinna Manor, which Frosterus designed. See Jukka Cadogan. ‘Sigurd Frosterus’, in Hanne 
Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 1870−1925. Ateneum Publications Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2020, 38−39.

29 Sarajas-Korte, ‘Kuva kuvan päälle’.
30 Sarajas-Korte, ‘Kuva kuvan päälle’.

Magnus Enckell, sketch for Bird of Paradise, 1925,  
oil on canvas, 101cm x 84cm 
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Kirsi Halkola

Magnus Enckell, sketch 
for Bird of Paradise, 1925, 
watercolour on paper,  
47cm x 68cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen

Key words: Monumental art; Religious art; Altarpieces; Pori Church, Cathedrals; Timelessness; 
Francisco de Zurbarán; Luis de Morales
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Enckell for Artists –  
Associations, Support, Acquisitions
Hanne Selkokari, PhD, Curator, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum

Also published in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell 1870−1925. Ateneum Publications  
Vol. 141. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2020. Transl. Don McCracken

In addition to his career as an artist, Magnus Enckell made a significant contribution to the 
Artists’ Association of Finland and the Finnish Art Society’s Commission and Scholarship 
Committee, and here he was able to influence both the status of artists and acquisitions for 
the national art collection. At the same time, in the 1910s, Enckell’s closest peer friends and 
allies held the most important posts in the art field: Yrjö Hirn was a professor of aesthetics, 
Sigurd Frosterus a critic, art expert and collector; and the architect Gustaf Strengell and 
then the art historian Torsten Stjernschantz served as the Finnish Art Society chief curators 
responsible for acquisitions and the exhibitions policy.1

Enckell was inducted into the Artists’ Association of Finland in 1896. At that time, the 
Association had more than 40 years of history as an organisation for artists, but it was not 
until the 1880s that the artists wrested control from the founding members, such as the long-
standing Chair Zachris Topelius. One background reason for Enckell gaining membership may 
have been that his key supporter was Albert Edelfelt, who was the Association’s Chair in the 
1890s and who had previously paved the way for Enckell by giving him various opportunities 
and roles in the art field. Another important reason for Enckell’s membership was that the 
responsibility for organising exhibitions had been transferred from the Finnish Art Society to 
the Artists’ Association of Finland.2 Enckell was regularly involved in these exhibitions. His 
teacher Gunnar Berndtson had also served as the Association’s Chair from 1892−93.

The end of the century was a time when visual artists had already taken over the 
activities of the Artists’ Association of Finland from representatives of other art fields. Prior 
to this, the Association’s activities had mainly consisted of ideological socialising. After a long 
period of conflict with the Finnish Art Society, visual artists established so-called ‘Artists’ 
exhibitions’, which gave them the freedom to organise and choose the exhibition works 
themselves. The annual autumn group exhibition became an important event, through which 
the artists broke the dominance of the Finnish Art Society as the gatekeeper and organiser 
of exhibitions.3

1 On the Finnish Art Society’s chief curators, see e.g. Olli Valkonen. ‘Maalaustaide vuosisadan 
vaihteesta itsenäisyyden aikaan’, in ARS – Suomen taide 5. Helsinki: Otava / Weilin+Göös, 1990, 
(174−217) 205.

2 For background events, see Hanne Selkokari. 150 vuotta kuvataiteilijoiden puolesta. Suomen 
Taiteilijaseura – Finska Konstnärsgillet i Finland. Helsinki: Suomen Taiteilijaseura, 2016, 11−13.

3 Selkokari, 150 vuotta kuvataiteilijoiden puolesta, 135−38.
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Enckell was elected Chair of the Artists’ Association of Finland in 1915, which coincided 
with perhaps the most turbulent time in its history, as it went through a period of self-
inquiry in the wake of clashes between different generations of artists. Generational disputes 
within the Association, forceful and rapid changes in artistic perceptions, and old-fashioned 
governing principles had been the source of clashes as early as 1911, and changes in the rules 
and rationale for its operations were the subject of controversy for several years to come. 
The time was ripe for a conciliatory leader to bridge the divide and a liberal, influential chair 
who was above and beyond the years of conflict and controversy that had characterised both 
Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s and Ville Vallgren’s periods at the helm.4 There was also the wider 
influence of many other social changes, including the First World War, as well as Finland’s 
aspirations for independence.

Enckell’s period as Chair also saw important activity in connection with the Artists’ 
Association’s desire to create its own venue, and the project for a building made important 
progress at this time, with Enckell being involved in the middle of its 25-year ‘design period’. 
He really wanted to make a positive contribution to Finnish art and promote the construction 

4 The leading figure in the younger generation of artists’ protests had been Tyko Sallinen. Timo 
Huusko. ‘Ammattina taiteilija’, (238−241) 238; ‘Tyko Sallisen kapina’, (246−49) 246−47, in Pinx – 
Maalaustaide Suomessa: Maalta kaupunkiin. Helsinki: Weilin+Göös, 2002; Selkokari, 150 vuotta 
kuvataiteilijoiden puolesta, 34−35.

Alfred William Finch,  
Portrait of Artist Magnus 
Enckell, 1915, oil osn canvas,  
46.5cm x 36.5cm 
Herman and Elisabeth 
Hallonblad Collection, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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of the building.5 The idea for the venue had already been mooted within the Association 
in 1903, and in 1916 an application was made for a vacant plot of land from the city of 
Helsinki, and the AB Ara OY company was founded to fundraise and direct the construction.6 
Notable financial supporters for the project included Salomo Wuorio and the Alfred Kordelin 
Foundation.7 The Kunsthalle building was finally completed in the Töölö district of Helsinki, 
in 1928.

During Enckell’s time as Chair, the Association’s festive activities were also revived 
and he was enthusiastic about designing mobile scenography for its annual celebrations, 
among other things. Disputes and conflicts at the beginning of the decade were settled 
during Enckell’s time in charge.8 It was also a period when no-one was able to travel abroad 
because it was the wartime, so artists were forced to stay at home and organise work and 
entertainment programmes for themselves. The Kunsthalle project and other common 
aspirations raised the spirit of camaraderie during an otherwise difficult time.9 Enckell used 
the Septem Group to persuade the younger generation of artists to engage in joint exhibition 
activities.10

Magnus Enckell resigned as Chair in October 1918, shortly before the end of his three-
year term, but the Association did not meet during the Finnish Civil War and its aftermath 
from January to September.11 Enckell’s old friend Ellen Thesleff did not appreciate his work 
as Chair of the Artists’ Association, however, and her account of his role was somewhat 
critical. According to her, Enckell rarely turned up for meetings and did not show any 

5 Ludvig Wennervirta. Suomen Taiteilijaseura 1864−1939. Helsinki: Suomen Taiteilijaseura, 1939, 
21; Maija Koskinen. ‘Taiteilijoiden taidehalli – “Eräs Suomen taide-elämän käytännöllisistä 
edellytyksistä”’, in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), 150 vuotta kuvataiteilijoiden puolesta. Suomen 
Taiteilijaseura – Finska Konstnärsgillet i Finland. Helsinki: Suomen Taiteilijaseura (‘Artists’ 
Association of Finland’), 2016, (150−54) 152.

6 Wennervirta, Suomen Taiteilijaseura 1864−1939, 14−16; Koskinen, ‘Taiteilijoiden taidehalli…’, 
150−52. 

7 Koskinen, ‘Taiteilijoiden taidehalli…’, 153.
8 Jaakko Puokka. Magnus Enckell: Ihminen ja taiteilija. Helsinki: Suomalainen tiedeakatemia & Otava, 

1949, 204−05.
9 Valkonen, ‘Maalaustaide vuosisadan vaihteesta itsenäisyyden aikaan’, 206.
10 Valkonen, ‘Maalaustaide vuosisadan vaihteesta itsenäisyyden aikaan’, 206−07.
11 Wennervirta, Suomen Taiteilijaseura 1864−1939, 22.

Magnus Enckell, sketch for a Petition by the Finnish Art Society,  
undated, watercolour on paper, 12cm x 33cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Henri Tuomi
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particular enthusiasm.12 Thesleff herself attended the meetings regularly at that time and 
wrote memos.13

In addition to his work as Chair of the Artists’ Association and his commitment to the 
future Kunsthalle, Enckell was a member of the Finnish Art Society’s award and acquisitions 
committee in the periods 1910−13, 1916−17, 1921−22, as well as the award and bursary board 
and its school board in 1922−25.14 In this way he was able to serve several terms, both as a 
member of the purchasing committee and as an expert when the Society made acquisitions 
for the Ateneum’s museum collections. Enckell was also involved in planning art exhibitions, 
which were then a vehicle for making art acquisitions for the museum’s collections. One such 
acquisition was Model (Étude de Femme, 1875−89), a pastel by Puvis de Chavannes, who was 
one of Enckell’s role models. The work was purchased from an exhibition of Franco-Belgian art 
organised at the Ateneum in 1904.15

12 Hanna-Reetta Schreck. Minä maalaan kuin jumala. Ellen Thesleffin elämä ja taide. Helsinki: 
Kustannusosakeyhtiö Teos, 2017, 254.

13 Wennervirta, Suomen Taiteilijaseura 1864−1939, 222−23.
14 Juha-Heikki Tihinen. ‘Enckell, Magnus (1870−1925)’, National Biography of Finland, 2008,  

https://kansallisbiografia.fi/kansallisbiografia/henkilo/3214 (accessed 29 May 2020).
15 Puokka, Magnus Enckell, 204; Tuukka Talvio. H.F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta. Helsinki: 

Museovirasto, 1993, 87−88.

Chief curator Gustaf Strengell’s collection display in the Ateneum in 1915. Pictured are Magnus 
Enckell’s works: The Awakening, Resurrection (study), and Gethsemane; at left, Albert Edelfelt’s 
Christ with Mary Magdalene. Enckell modelled for Edelfelt’s Christ. Photo: Kopieatelier Electron, 
Helsingfors. Collection of Archived Photo Prints, Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, 
Model, 1875−89, pastel on 
canvas, 86.5cm x 54.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum, Helsinki
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jukka Romu

Enckell also acted as an authorised expert for the Antell Delegation when art purchases 
were made from abroad for the Finnish collection in the early 20th century. The most 
significant acquisition was probably the purchase of Paul Gauguin’s painting Landscape with 
a Pig and a Horse (Hiva Oa, 1903). Enckell and his fellow artist Eero Järnefelt were authorised 
to purchase the painting from the French art dealer Ambroise Vollard in 1908 using Antell 
Delegation funds. The purchase was approved on behalf of the Delegation by Professor 
Eliel Aspelin-Haapkylä and Enckell’s good friend Yrjö Hirn.16 It was quite common for artists 
to act as intermediaries and experts for the Antell Delegation’s acquisitions during their 
travels and sojourns abroad. At the same time, they also offered their own works for sale to 
the Delegation.17 

Key words: Finnish Art Society; The Artists’ Association of Finland; Artists’ organisations;  
Pierre Puvis de Chavannes

16 Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.). Ateneum Art Museum. Selection from the international collection. 
Ateneum publications 22. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2000, 28; 
Talvio, H.F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta, 90.

17 See works that Enckell offered, e.g. Gethsemane (A II 796) and The Golden Age in 1905, the 
latter of which was not accepted for the collections. Chapter 15 January 1905; 26 February 1905; 
Acquisition Receipt 1905, Folder 2. The Archive of the Antell Delegation. Library of Parliament, 
Helsinki.
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Magnus Enckell: Illustrated Catalogue
In connection with its major Magnus Enckell exhibition (23 October 2020 –14 February 2021) 
the Ateneum Art Museum publishes a fully illustrated catalogue of the artist’s paintings and 
graphic works intended for researchers, museums and all other interested parties. A survey 
was conducted in the autumn of 2019 among Finnish museums, foundations and institutions, 
inquiring about works by Enckell they might have in their collections. The museums 
then collated and submitted a great deal of information and visual material regarding 
their collections. The survey also received significant amounts of information from their 
owners about works in private collections. The survey even uncovered some works whose 
whereabouts or owner was not previously known.

The catalogue covers Enckell’s oil paintings, pastels, gouaches, watercolours and 
works in mixed media, from his early works of the 1880s, up to 1925. Enckell’s prints were all 
created between 1900 and 1922, and a separate list has been compiled to give new visibility 
to this relatively overlooked aspect of his output. The works that were ultimately included 
in this catalogue, totalling 426 works, are those for which the museum was able to obtain 
photographs. 

The catalogue is compiled and edited by curator Hanne Selkokari and coordinator Lene 
Wahlsten, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum. it is published in Finnish, Swedish 
and English.

Read more and download the catalogue with more information about its compilation as a pdf: 
https://research.fng.fi/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Magnus_Enckell_Illustrated_Catalogue.pdf

 
Magnus Enckell, Self-Portrait, 1918,  
oil on canvas, 42cm x 33.5cm,  
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /  
Hannu Pakarinen
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Strong, Self-Sufficient and Sharp –  
Nordic Women Sculptors 1870–1940
Anu Utriainen, MA, Senior Researcher, Ateneum Art Museum / Finnish National Gallery

A research and exhibition project co-ordinated by the Nationalmuseum, Stockholm,  
the National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design, Oslo, and the Ateneum  
Art Museum, Helsinki

This research project aims to chart and compare the women sculptors in the Nordic countries 
who were active at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries. The criterion 
for the selection is that the women were professionals, meaning that they had been trained 
as sculptors, exhibited sculpture at public exhibitions or that their work had been acquired 
by museums.

The project is led by Curator of Sculpture, Linda Hinners PhD of the Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm. Members of the editorial board are Curator Vibeke Waallann Hansen of the 
National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design, Oslo and Senior Researcher Anu Utriainen 

Sigrid af Forselles, Youth, 
1880–89, bronze,  
43cm x 41.5cm x 26cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen
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of the Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki. The research group consists of scholars and 
researchers in the Nordic countries, Belgium and France. The results of the research project 
will be released in the form of a publication and an exhibition at the Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm in 2022.

The increased presence of women in artistic life at the end of the 19th century 
marks an important shift and reflects the discussions about gender in this period. This was 
a pioneering time for women’s rights and particularly for gaining the opportunity to enter 
professional careers and paid employment. Art was an attractive choice for the daughters of 
the middle classes. In 1848, Finland became one of the first countries in Europe to give open 
access to basic art studies for women and men alike at the Drawing School of the Finnish Art 
Society. In Sweden, the Fine Arts Academy offered art studies for women from 1864 onwards. 
At the same time, there were still limits placed on women having careers as independent 
artists, and conventional opinions had a powerful influence on what were deemed to be 
suitable activities and occupations for women.

This research project is focused on three extensive thematic areas. The first and most 
elementary is to study the possibilities and means for women artists to become sculptors 
within the given time period. Another important field of study is the visibility of women 
sculptors and the market for their works. The third issue of interest is focused on the subject 
and subject matter of these women – the kind of subjects, materials and categories of objects 
they used in their work and why.

Recent years have elicited important studies about women sculptors both in the Nordic 
countries and elsewhere. These studies show that a striking number of women trained as 
sculptors at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, not least in the 
Nordic countries. Like their painter sisters, the Nordic ‘sculptresses’ travelled the continent, 
and especially to Paris, to continue their studies. In addition to Paris, Finnish women 
continued their studies in sculpture in Stockholm, Copenhagen and Florence, where they 
became acquainted with a new and freer idiom, and they had opportunities to study and to 
practise their profession in a way that would not have been possible at home. Several Nordic 
women remained in Paris and other European cities for many years. 

This project aims to find answers to some principal questions and analyse the 
similarities and differences among the Nordic countries. There are major questions to be 
addressed in terms of the education and work opportunities nationally and internationally, as 
well as in the social context and backgrounds of the Nordic sculptresses – which social classes 
they came from and what kinds of social networks they engaged in. This was also the period 
of the rising social status of women in society. The aim is to look at these artists from the 
point of view of the women’s movement – and to explore their involvement in women’s issues 
in general and assess the importance of their contribution to the movement. Looking at these 
women’s lives on a more personal level, the aim is to investigate how much their lifestyles and 
personal choices affected their professional careers. 

There are many unanswered questions regarding the characteristics and reception of 
works by these sculptresses by their contemporaries in the field. In this context an essential 
question is how they made their mark in the art world and the art market. Most of all, 
this project asks why these professional women were subsequently largely forgotten and 
underestimated in the 20th century.

Key words: Nordic women sculptors; Women’s movement; Women artists
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Two Research Interns Appointed at the Finnish 
National Gallery for 2021

Two research interns have been selected for the FNG research internship programme for 
2021. The decisions were made based on the applications and the following points were 
underlined:

• The point of view of the archives and collections: priority was given to students 
whose applications were based on a concrete and defined part of the FNG 
collections and especially to previously unstudied and/or topical materials

• Preparation of the working plan and the research questions related to the chosen 
collections material

The FNG research intern programme has two aims. The Finnish National Gallery wishes to 
enhance the study of its collections, including artworks, archives, and objects. At the same 
time we wish to support students who choose to study subjects based on physical collections 
and objects, archive material and data.

The research interns at the Finnish National Gallery for 2021 are:

Emmi Halmesvirta, University of Helsinki
Artist Juhana Blomstedt (1937–2010) and his artistic process from the sketches to 
finished artworks; the sketchbooks and drawings in the Collection of the Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum and the Juhana Blomstedt Archive in the 
Archive Collections of the Finnish National Gallery.

Ida Pakarinen, University of Helsinki
Recycled materials in artworks and art as part of nature; artists and artworks in the 
Collection of the Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma 
(artists and artworks to be chosen and defined later) and making artist interviews 
that will be included in the Archive Collections of the Finnish National Gallery; related 
material in the Archive Collections.

The internship period is for three months. All of the interns will have their own in-
house tutors to support them with studying their chosen material.

For more information about the FNG’s research internship programme: fngr@nationalgallery.fi
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