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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 
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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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