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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
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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

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
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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
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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
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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 –
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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
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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
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Magnus Enckell, Three Boys, undated, watercolour on paper, 32cm x 25.9cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

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
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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

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.

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