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Editorial:  
Celebrating the Milestones
Kirsi Eskelinen, PhD, Museum Director, Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum

19 November 2021

The Finnish National Gallery recognises the importance of celebrating key moments in 
its cultural history. This year marks the centenary jubilee of the donation of Paul and 
Fanny Sinebrychoff Art Collection to the Finnish State. And next spring the Museum of 
Contemporary Art Kiasma celebrates the 10th edition of one of the most important shows 
in its calendar, ARS22, marking 60 years of ARS exhibitions that take the temperature of the 
contemporary art world. 

The Sinebrychoffs’ house museum was opened to the public for the first time on 27 
November 1921. At the opening ceremony, the art collection was presented to the political 
leadership of the young republic. Those in attendance included the President of the Republic 
and his wife, all of the cabinet ministers, and civil servants from the church and education 
ministries. The donation was reported widely in the Press. In a newly independent Finland it 
was a unique and exceptionally grand collection of old European art. The leading art experts 
of the time praised its artistic level, particularly in terms of the artworks.
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The Sinebrychoffs’ house on Bulevardi has seen many changes in the past century. 
The same can be said of the house museum that it became. The building was last renovated 
extensively at the end of the 1990s, including a restoration of the rooms on the Bulevardi side 
to their appearance at the time of the Sinebrychoffs. Black-and-white photographs of the rooms 
taken by Signe Brander in 1912 made this reconstruction possible. The photographs were used 
to place the furniture and artworks in the locations they had occupied during the Sinebrychoffs’ 
lifetimes. The house museum as we know it today opened its doors in early 2003.

The Sinebrychoff Art Museum celebrates the 100th anniversary of the donation 
with a jubilee publication, which throws light on the house museum as a whole. Paul and 
Fanny Sinebrychoff decorated the rooms on the Bulevardi side of the building in a range of 
styles. A great deal of Paul Sinebrychoff’s correspondence has been preserved regarding the 
purchases for the collection, which allows us to envision the planned, long-term process that 
shaped it. The Sinebrychoffs were very informed about the collection trends and interior 
decoration fashions of the time, which is visible in many ways in their collection.

The jubilee publication A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff, 
includes a collection of scholarly articles. Kari-Paavo Kokki’s essay places Paul and Fanny 
Sinebrychoff’s house museum in a European context. He examines the possible influences on 
the rooms, which were decorated in a variety of styles, in relation to contemporary fashion 
and style trends, but above all, he focuses on individual artefacts and furniture and their 
details. FNG Research also publishes an interview with him in this issue. Here too we republish 
another essay from the book, by Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi, MA, a curator at the Finnish National 
Gallery, which approaches the collection through the couple’s travels in the 1880s and 1890s, 
based on Paul Sinebrychoff’s correspondence archive. 

Also in the jubilee publication Professor Charlotta Wolff examines Paul and Fanny 
Sinebrychoff’s collection and art collecting in the frame of reference of late 19th-century 
Finland. Prof. Wolff visualises the collection itself and its special traits as an expression of 
its time. Chief Curator of the Sinebrychoff Art Museum Ira Westergård, PhD, delves into the 
donation of the art collection, and particularly Fanny Sinebrychoff’s role in the donation 
process, as well as the history of the collection after the donation as far as the outbreak of the 
Winter War at the end of the 1930s. 

The jubilee celebration also marks the inauguration of the renewed display of the 
permanent collection at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum. Many of the acquisitions made during 
the past seven years are on show, including recently acquired paintings by Jacopo Bassano, 
Giorgio Gandini del Grano, Abraham Bloemaert, Salvator Rosa and Henry Raeburn among 
others. The Friends of the Sinebrychoff Art Museum celebrate their 10th anniversary of 
activity and all 22 artworks that have been donated by them are on show for this occasion. 

As part of the Finnish National Gallery’s international research and exhibition project 
‘Gothic Modern’, this issue of FNG Research includes a presentation given earlier this year to the 
project’s first knowledge sharing workshop. Dr Jeremy Howard’s abstract highlights the influence 
of the Gothic on Russian art and culture through exploring the metaphor of the vault. 

An article by Katariina Johde and Hanne Tikkala explores new approaches to 
conservation work that they have carried out at the Finnish National Gallery’s Conservation 
Unit. They highlight the value of research that combines extended observations using the 
naked eye together with the latest technology in assessing the condition of the much-loved 
painting by Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Lake View (1901).

Also in this issue of FNG Research, Saara Hacklin, PhD, curator at Kiasma, follows the 
work of five printmakers, all alumnae of the Academy of Fine Arts, Helsinki, to explore how 
the relationship to the human body is manifested in their artworks. 

Feeling the pulse of the contemporary art world locally and internationally has been 
the remit of the ARS exhibitions, which every five years have presented an overview in 
their thematic shows. Ahead of the 10th edition, ARS22, opening in April at the Museum 
of Contemporary Art Kiasma, Gill Crabbe interviews Museum Director Leevi Haapala and 
Chief Curator João Laia about the research and curation processes involved in creating this 
landmark exhibition.

Finally, I would like to draw your attention to our annual call for research interns 
for 2022. Applications will be taken until 31 December 2021, and two interns selected by 
21 January 2022. Details of how to apply are in this issue.
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Art and Travel:  
The First Steps in the Formation of Paul and 
Fanny Sinebrychoff’s Collection in 1883–99
Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi, MA, Curator, Archives and Library Unit, Finnish National Gallery

This is a revised version of the article published in Salla Heino (ed.), Koti Bulevardilla – Keräilijät 
Paul ja Fanny Sinebrychoff / Ett hem på Bulevarden – Konstsamlarna Paul och Fanny 
Sinebrychoff / A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff. Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum Publications. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 2021. 
Transl. Mike Garner 

Paul Sinebrychoff the Younger (1859–1917) was only 29 years old in 1886 when, with the 
support of his mother, he took charge of the family-owned brewery. When he had married the 
actress Fanny Grahn (1862‒1921) three years earlier, he did not yet have responsibility for the 
family business and the young couple were able to travel abroad and explore art treasures. 
Thus began a lifelong passion for culture and the Sinebrychoffs started collecting art in the 
late 1890s and, as a result of nearly thirty years of collecting, in 1921 Fanny Sinebrychoff 
donated the collection of approximately 900 works to the Finnish State at the joint request of 
the couple.

During those decades Paul Sinebrychoff used to write letters in the evenings concerning 
art acquisitions to various specialists, mainly in Sweden, but later in other parts of Europe. The 
Archives of the Finnish Art Society at the Finnish National Gallery’s Archive Collections contain 
approximately 1,300 letters and responses to and from Sinebrychoff between 1891 and 1914. 
My essay explores the way that Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s art collection was formed as 
a consequence of their journeys to Sweden. The information about those journeys and art 
acquisitions comes from this research into Paul Sinebrychoff’s correspondence.

An appreciation of the context surrounding these now-digitised letters is of paramount 
importance in gaining an overview. For example, in analysing Henryk Bukowski’s 19th-century 
auction catalogues, I was aided by a knowledge of, for instance, Swedish art collectors, their 
collections, and the sales of individual works of art. My research also covers the Sinebrychoffs’ 
personal relationships with art historians, antiques dealers, and especially with art collectors. 
For example, the Sinebrychoffs made their first purchases of artworks directly from artists, 
collectors and antiques dealers.

After the early years of their marriage, the daily life of the brewery owner was taken 
up with work, and extended holidays or journeys became a rare pleasure. The Sinebrychoffs 
did not, however, want to give up their annual health and spa trip to Ronneby in Sweden.1 

1 For example, letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Axel Durling, Helsinki 13 July 1899, 422. Archives of 
the Finnish Art Society (AFAS). Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki (AC, FNG). 
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The route took them through Stockholm, where they 
often spent some time either on the outward journey or 
on their return. In the spring of 1890, Paul Sinebrychoff 
also travelled to St Petersburg,2 where he ordered and 
later bought a crescent-shaped diamond brooch. In his 
letter to the vendor, he apologises for not immediately 
sending a reply about the matter, since a serious illness 
had occurred in the family.3

The Sinebrychoffs, of course, had their own horse 
and driver, so that moving around Helsinki and the 
surrounding areas was easily arranged. However, there 
are no actual accounts in Paul Sinebrychoff’s remaining 
correspondence about how they travelled to Sweden or 
elsewhere abroad.

In the 19th century, people travelled overseas 
by sailing ship and, later on, steamer. The invention of 
the steam engine led to the development of shipping 
and improved transport links. The SS von Döbeln, built 
in 1877, began plying the Stockholm–Hanko–Helsinki–
St Petersburg route four times a week in the summer of 
1892.4 Later on, the choice of routes expanded, and the 
Stockholm–Turku–Helsinki–St Petersburg–Tallinn routes 
were plied by the passenger ship SS Wellamo, built in 
1898.5 With regard to the transportation of artworks, 
Paul Sinebrychoff’s letters also mention the SS Oihonna, 
built in the same year. The ships sailed variously between 
the different ports, and their routes were revised from 
time to time. At the start of the 20th century, the 

Oihonna also went to Spitzbergen (Svalbard) in Norway, for example.6

Having reached Stockholm, the Sinebrychoffs would spend the night in the Grand 
Hotel, which was well situated for their needs regarding museums, art dealerships, and 
meetings with acquaintances. The distances were suitably short, and any business could 
be dealt with efficiently during the trip. Their acquaintances knew where the couple were 
staying, and, for instance, their collector contact, Sophie Hammer (née Saxenhauser, wife of 
the jeweller and major collector Christian Hammer7), mentions in her letter of 1899 having left 
a message at the Grand Hotel.8 

At first, the Sinebrychoffs transported their purchases back to Finland themselves. It is 
not known which was the first foreign artwork they acquired, since there is no written record 
of the sale. The earliest mention of the purchase of a foreign painting is on 25 August 1888, 
at three in the afternoon, when Paul Sinebrychoff wrote to Victor Ek that he had received the 

2 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to J.G. Jansson, Helsinki 14 March 1890, 126. AFAS. AC, FNG.
3 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to N. Johanson, Helsinki 1 December 1890, 137. AFAS. AC, FNG.
4 https://finna.fi/Record/musketti.M012:SMK96030:15 (accessed 31 May 2021).
5 https://hkm.finna.fi/Record/hkm.HKMS000005:km0037fi (accessed 31 May 2021).
6 https://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/S/S_Oihonna (accessed 31 May 2021).
7 https://sok.riksarkivet.se/sbl/mobil/Artikel/12564 (accessed 31 May 2021).
8 Letter from Christian Hammer to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 19 December 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Paul Sinebrychoff junior and Fanny Sinebrychoff, c. 1883. 
Photographer: Johannes Jaeger, Stockholm. Collection of 
Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National 
Gallery
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pastel painting sent to him, explaining that the glass had cracked in transit.9 The time of day 
recorded in the letter gives a good idea of Paul Sinebrychoff’s meticulous character.

The next mention of an artwork in the letters comes approximately a year later, in a 
letter sent to the art dealer C.E. Fritze in Stockholm. In it, Paul Sinebrychoff says he wants to 
buy the painting I tankar (In one’s thoughts), by the Swedish artist August Hagborg (1852–
1921), which he had seen in Sweden. In his letter he stressed that he wanted: ‘…only the 
original, the picture now exhibited at your premises, not some reproduction of it, for I have 
tried that and come to regret it!’10

J.G. Jansson, an antiques dealer in Stockholm, received a letter written by Paul 
Sinebrychoff on 14 March 1890. Sinebrychoff had bought four miniatures and he wanted 
to have frames made like the ones he had ordered the previous summer, so in his letter he 
asked Jansson to make them according to his instructions. It is interesting that, in the early 
days of accumulating the collection, Sinebrychoff had miniature frames made by Morell & K:i, 
a company which specialised in making the metal parts for military uniforms, at Sibyllegatan 1.11

On 8 and 9 May 1890, Henryk Bukowski held an auction of the collection of Christoffer 
Eichhorn, the ‘amanuensis extraordinaire’ at the National Library of Sweden, in Stockholm. 
Paul Sinebrychoff bought two small oil paintings attributed to Jakob Björk (inventory nos. 

9 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Victor Ek, Helsinki 25 July 1888, 79. AFAS. AC, FNG.
10 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to C.E. Fritze, Helsinki 13 August 1889, 89. AFAS. AC, FNG; Kai Kartio. 

Sinebrychoffin taidekokoelma: juhlanäyttely / Sinebrychoff Art Collection: a Celebratory Exhibition. 
Helsinki: Sinebrychoff Museum of Foreign Art, 1992, 16.

11 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to J.G. Jansson, Helsinki 14 March 1890, 126. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Jakob Björk (1727−93), Countess Jacqueline Elisabet 
Gyldenstolpe, undated, oil on canvas, 22cm x 18cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National 
Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jaakko Lukumaa

Johan Joachim Streng (1703−63), Ulrika Lovisa Tessin, undated, 
oil on canvas, 22cm x 18cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery /  
Sinebrychoff Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jaakko Lukumaa
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S 39 and S 40, the latter now attributed to Johan Joachim Streng).12 One of the women in 
these portraits is depicted in masquerade costume and the other dressed as a shepherdess. 
Sinebrychoff either bid for the paintings at auction or bought them directly from Henryk 
Bukowski afterwards, if they had gone unsold. He had a practice of buying after the 
auction from time to time, and was sometimes also offered paintings to purchase before 
the actual auction.

In the spring of 1891, the Swedish Society of Industrial Design was among the first 
to hold an exhibition of the Gustavian style in Stockholm. The exhibition was very popular 
and served as the starting point in the evolution of the Gustavian style as an important 
fashion in Sweden. People began collecting 18th-century art and furniture to furnish their 
rooms. Something else that became popular was furniture based on models made by 
master carpenters who had been active in the 18th century, such as Georg Haupt (1741–84). 
Gustaf Sahlholm (1860–1929) was one of the most respected makers of such copies. Paul 
Sinebrychoff turned to Sahlholm for help in 1904 when he bought a cabinet that was in need 
of repair (S 700).

Sigrid Lindqvist, from Bukowski’s, wrote to Paul Sinebrychoff on 14 July 1904: 
‘The cabinet is now really beautiful, and I hope that your good selves feel the same. Sahlholm 
said that there had been a lot of work to do on it, more than he had initially thought. He could 
not apply tortoiseshell to the two curved sides inside the cabinet; first because they do not 
know how to bend tortoiseshell, but can only apply it to flat surfaces.’13 Paul Sinebrychoff also 
had guéridon tables and a round marble-topped table (S 720) in the Gustavian Room made at 
Gustaf Sahlholm’s.14

The increase in prestige of the Gustavian style in Sweden certainly influenced the 
Sinebrychoffs’ art collecting – after all, Fanny’s family had originally come from Sweden. 
Before her marriage, Fanny had been an actress. At one time, King Gustav III himself had 
specifically favoured the stage arts. We can only guess what kinds of discussions went on in 
Sweden and what subjects the guests at Ronneby Spa discussed.

A major industrial fair was held in Gothenburg from 1 July to 15 September 1891, 
along with an art exhibition, which opened in August, and which the Sinebrychoffs visited. 
There were 1,100 exhibitors, and King Oscar II himself commented that the whole thing was 
splendid.15 Paul Sinebrychoff wrote from Helsinki to the Chamberlain J. von Holst in Stockholm 
to say that he wanted to buy a painting titled Stackars anka (Poor duck) and its frame, which 
he had seen in the Gothenburg exhibition.16

There are not many letters left relating to collection acquisitions in 1891. But we do 
know that on their journey to Sweden in the early autumn of that year, they picked up a pair 
of metal sconces (S 693) from the art dealer Abr. Matsson. In a letter sent in December Paul 
Sinebrychoff mentions having visited wallpaper shops in February and buying 21 rolls.17 

That spring the Sinebrychoffs were again passing through Stockholm and visited 
Joseph Leja’s department store. Over the years they bought and ordered various practical 
objects from this store, including chairs (such as a folding black lounge chair), dozens of short-
stemmed drinking glasses and six sconces for the entrance hall18. In one letter, the antiques 
dealer Mina Sundborg apologises for a package sent to the Sinebrychoffs that was apparently 
damaged in customs. She also thanks the Sinebrychoffs for paying for the objects. What the 
package contained remains a mystery.19 The following spring, having returned home from their 
journey, Paul Sinebrychoff wrote to Sundborg that he was hastening to pay the remaining 150 

12 In H. Bukowski’s auction catalogue number 61, numbers 232 and 233. 
13 Letter from Sigrid Lindqvist to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 14 july 1904. AFAS. AC, FNG.
14 Letter from Abr. Matsson to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 31 October 1904. AFAS. AC, FNG.
15 https://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/G%C3%B6teborgsutst%C3%A4llningen_1891 (accessed 31 May 2021).
16 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to J. von Holst, Helsinki 20 October 1891, 150. AFAS. AC, FNG.
17 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Rudolph Björklunds Tapetmagasin, Helsinki 3 December 1891, 155. 

AFAS. AC, FNG.
18 For example, letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Joseph Leja, Helsinki 22 November 1892, 196. AFAS. 

AC, FNG.
19 Letter from Mina Sundborg to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 14 June 1892. AFAS. AC, FNG.
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Swedish crowns. Purchases had been made, but what 
was being paid for is again not revealed in the letter.20

In the spring of 1893, the New York Stock 
Exchange’s Black Monday and stock market crash 
precipitated a recession, which likely affected travel, 
correspondence and artwork acquisitions in that year 
and the following one. In 1893–94 and in 1896, Paul 
Sinebrychoff’s correspondence primarily focused on 
Finland and the purchase of various shares. Cigars 
and wine were ordered from Germany, and also wine 
from Spain. Sinebrychoff wrote to the merchant Carl 
Dimpker in Lübeck that he had sampled an excellent 
cigar at the house of an acquaintance F. Sandberg, 
and wanted to place an order for 1,500 of them.21 
Not a single letter about art acquisitions during that 
time has been found. In addition, in 1896 the family 
was plunged into grief when Paul Sinebrychoff’s older 
brother Nicolas, who had suffered from poor health, 
died in February.

Paul Sinebrychoff wrote to the art dealer 
Henryk Bukowski on 9 October 1895 explaining 

that he always wanted to see and judge for himself the works of art that he intended to 
buy. Bukowski had offered to act on behalf of Sinebrychoff, but the cooperation between 
the two gentlemen was not yet so well-established that Paul trusted the dealer’s judgment. 
Sinebrychoff declares in his letter that he intends to visit Stockholm shortly to view what is on 
offer. He also wanted to know who was the subject of the von Breda portrait he had bought 
the previous summer. The deal was evidently a cash transaction, since there is no trace of a 
receipt or correspondence. Sinebrychoff, in fact, had to repeat his question in the next letter, 
before he received a reply. That letter, too, has not been preserved.

The portrait in question was Georg Frans Tihleman from 1790 (S 25), by Carl 
Fredrik von Breda (1759–1818). It was put up for sale in Cologne in 1893 by the leading 
collector and jeweller Christian Hammer (1818–1905), who wanted to reduce his enormous 
collection. The painting probably went unsold at the auction and Bukowski came by it. Paul 
Sinebrychoff bought it directly from Bukowski in the summer of 1895. According to the 
receipt, Sinebrychoff also bought three other paintings when he visited Stockholm, paying 
for them later: David Beck’s Christina, Queen of Sweden (S 51), Johan Joachim Streng’s Maria 
Charlotta Wrangel (S 45) and Olof Arenius’ Ebba Margareta Ribbing af Zernava (S 4).22 On that 
trip, Sinebrychoff also paid a visit to the art dealer Sigrid Sundborg and bought a small pastel 

20 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Mina Sundborg, Helsinki 2 June 1893, 208. AFAS. AC, FNG.
21 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Carl Dimpker, Helsinki 3 August 1894, 239. AFAS. AC, FNG.
22 Letter from Henryk Bukowski to Paul Sinebrychoff, Helsinki 14 July 1895. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Silver-plated metal sconce, undated, height 38cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish 
National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Janne Mäkinen
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painting, paying the bill in August. This may be Gustaf Lundberg’s portrait Baroness Maria 
Sofia Juliana von Blixen (S 18).23

Years later, in a letter of 14 February 1903, Paul Sinebrychoff urged Osvald Sirén to call 
in frequently at Bukowski’s and at Miss Sundborg’s shop to check if they had anything valuable 
for sale. That is precisely how he himself managed to acquire the portrait Queen Christina by 
Beck. If Paul Sinebrychoff had gone to Bukowski’s later, it would have been too late to obtain 
this delightful painting for his collection.

In the summer of 1897, the Sinebrychoffs were once again in Sweden and we know 
they visited Bukowski’s and Sigrid Sundborg’s shops. From Sundborg Paul possibly bought 
Olof Arenius’ portrait Maria Juliana Bedoire (S 3). Sinebrychoff wrote to Sundborg on 
9 February, 1897: 

For the remaining sum, according to the bill of 6 July of this year, for art objects bought by 
me at your establishment, I hereby have the pleasure of remitting by promissory note 850 
Swedish crowns – for which a receipt is requested. 

With assurances of my highest esteem, Paul Sinebrychoff 

Invoiced amount as originally calculated kr 1250,- 
Of which paid in Stockholm kr 400,- 
Remainder, now being remitted kr 850,- 24

23 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Sigrid Sundborg, Helsinki 2 August 1895, 267. AFAS. AC, FNG.
24 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Sigrid Sundborg, Helsinki 9 July 1897, 343. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Carl Fredrik von Breda (1759−1818), State Antiquarian Georg 
Frans Tihleman, 1790, oil on canvas, 45cm x 36cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National 
Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

Johan Joachim Streng, 1703–63, Maria Charlotta Wrangel, 
undated, oil on canvas, 50cm x 43cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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I have connected this deal with the tankard 
mentioned by Sigrid Sundborg in a letter two 
years later:

Stockholm, 24 June 99.  
Hon. Mr P. Sinebrychoff, Helsinki 

As someone? [sic] visited my premises 
yesterday to enquire about the price that your 
good self paid me for the tankard with the coat 
of arms on the lid, which the Hon. Gentleman 
bought from me 2 years ago, I would just like 
hereby to respectfully report that I stated the 
price to be marginally below 1000 (a thousand) 
Swedish crowns – since I first and foremost 
considered the price to be a matter between 
yourself and myself – and secondly that I 
consider it to be worth at least that amount 
now. In the hope that Mr Sinebrychoff does not 
disagree with this, signed most respectfully, 
Sigrid Sundborg, Carl XIIs torg 2 B

P.S. I did not travel to Dalarna as I said to your 
wife – because I had such a bad cold that I had 
to stay at home. D. S’ 25

Prior to this research, no earlier information 
was available about the acquisition of the silver 
tankard made by Gudmund Falk (S 654) mentioned 
in the letter. The tankard, which was embellished 
with a coat of arms, was for a long time a topic 
in conversations between Paul Sinebrychoff and 
the Swedish collector Axel Durling (1861–1934) 
concerning the purchase of the painting The Flute 
Player (1734, S 30), by Lorens Pasch the Elder 

(1702–66). Durling was eager to include the silver tankard that was in Paul Sinebrychoff’s 
possession as part of the deal concerning The Flute Player, since Durling’s ancestor, Major 
Gyllenstråle, had commissioned the tankard in the 17th century.26 

Over the years, the Sinebrychoffs were also a familiar sight in the Stockholm antiques 
and furnishings shop Frigga Magasinet. In 1897–99, they acquired furniture and chandeliers 
there, for instance. Kosta Glasmagasin also comes up in Paul Sinebrychoff’s letters. In one he 
complains that the glasses he has been sent are totally different from the ones he chose on 
his visit to the shop. Sinebrychoff even suspected that he had received a postal consignment 
intended for someone else.27

Paul Sinebrychoff wrote to a Mrs Verdier in Copenhagen on 16 February 1898, saying 
he was sending the final payment for the bill of the 9th of the month. He had returned from 
Sweden again. In his letter to Verdier about his purchases he instructed her to pack the 
cupboard carefully, so that it would not be damaged in transit, and asked her to send the 
small miniatures by post. He asked if the cupboard, which had paintings inside it, had been 
conserved according to his wishes. This cupboard is the cabinet on stand in the Sinebrychoffs’ 
dining room (S 709). The letter reveals that Paul Sinebrychoff went to Copenhagen to see it. It 

25 Letter from Sigrid Sundborg to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 24 June 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
26 For example, letter from Axel Durling to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 28 August 1899. AFAS. AC, 

FNG.
27 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Kosta Glasmagasin, Helsinki 20 December 1899, 454. AFAS. AC, 

FNG.

David Beck (1621−56), studio, Christina, Queen of Sweden, undated, 
oil on canvas, 68cm x 56cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Kirsi Halkola
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also establishes the previously unknown date of acquisition and provenance of the cabinet.28 
Mrs Verdier’s response is not among the correspondence.

In the autumn of 1898, Paul Sinebrychoff returned the cupboard with the zinc inlay 
that he had bought from Frigga Magasin. He received a rebate in the end, but had to ask 
for it repeatedly. In November, Paul Sinebrychoff was intending to travel to Stockholm, but 
the journey was cancelled.29 In October 1898, Henryk Bukowski held an auction at which 
Sinebrychoff acquired paintings by Caspar Netscher and Willem de Poorter, sight unseen. 
Sinebrychoff was, however, not satisfied and sent the paintings back, as he did not want to 
buy them despite the cheap price.30

At the end of May 1899, the Sinebrychoffs travelled to Sweden once again. Paul 
returned to Finland during the first days of June, but Fanny stayed on in Ronneby, at least 
until mid-July. Sigrid Sundborg and Abr. Matsson sent the Sinebrychoffs some paintings and 
porcelains. Matsson wrote to Paul Sinebrychoff: ‘I hope the boxes containing the porcelain 
have arrived in good condition, since they came onto the ship just before its departure owing 
to the negligence of my hired man. With great respect, A. Matsson.’31 The objects shipped 
have yet to be identified. Sinebrychoff paid Matsson a large sum, so we can assume that the 
deal made in the summer also included paintings and other objects.

At Henryk Bukowski’s, Paul Sinebrychoff bought Gustaf Lundberg’s pastel portrait 
The Poet Gustaf Fredrik Gyllenborg (S 15). On the same occasion, he also picked up another 
portrait and the marble bust Madame Du Barry (S 673). Professor Aspelin from Helsinki 
(Eliel Aspelin-Haapkylä, 1847–1917) happened to be present when the previous owner 
of the pastel, a Mr Berg, collected his money from Bukowski.32 There is no mention in the 
letter of the other portrait bought at that time, but it is evidently a portrait of the philologist 
and Counsellor of State Johan Ihre (S 17), which Sinebrychoff later mentions in a letter to 
Axel Durling.33

The journey in May was again a hurried one, and it is unclear whether the 
Sinebrychoffs had time to visit Axel Durling. Nevertheless, in the summer, La belle inconnue 
(The Unknown Beauty, now Portrait of a Lady, S 1) by an unknown artist, and Sofia Albertina 
(the artist also unknown at the time but now known to be Jonas Forsslund’s Portrait of a Lady, 
S 23) were bought from his collection.34 Paul Sinebrychoff had a chance to tell the collector 
once again about his interest in The Flute Player painting.35 Later that same year, he bought 
Self-Portrait, by David Richter the Elder (1662–1735) (S 2) from Durling. Its homeward journey 
took a surprising turn:

Since the picture was not to be found on the steamer Torneå, notwithstanding that 
it was listed in the boat’s manifest, I took the liberty of requesting the bill of loading 
by telegraph, so as to be able to press my claim against the steamboat company. I 
subsequently received the telegraphs from your good self, which I hereby confirm. 
The picture has, meanwhile, now arrived, having made a detour with the Torneå to 
St Petersburg and, despite its oriental journey, it is well preserved. I hereby enclose the 
agreed price of one thousand Swedish crowns and request to be notified of the safe 
arrival of the remittance. Most respectfully, Paul Sinebrychoff.36

In one letter, the art dealer Sigrid Sundborg offered Sinebrychoff two royal portraits, 
King Oscar I and Queen Josephine, painted by Fredrik Vestin.37 Paul Sinebrychoff had evidently 

28 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to S. Verdier, Helsinki 16 June 1898, 382. AFAS. AC, FNG.
29 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Frigga Magasin, Helsinki 28 August 1898, 391. AFAS. AC, FNG.
30 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Henryk Bukowski, Helsinki 28 October 1898, 397. AFAS. AC, FNG.
31 Letter from Abr. Matsson to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 6 June 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
32 Letter from Henryk Bukowski to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 10 June 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
33 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Axel Durling, Helsinki 13 July 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
34 Letter from Axel Durling to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 22 June 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
35 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Axel Durling, Helsinki 13 July 1899, 422. AFAS. AC, FNG.
36 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Axel Durling, Helsinki 2 October 1899, 442. AFAS. AC, FNG.
37 Letter from Sigrid Sundborg to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 11 July 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
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discussed the unseen paintings with his wife, and did not want to buy them. Mrs Sinebrychoff 
had stayed on at Ronneby and on her return journey had met Sigrid Sundborg in Stockholm. 
Miss Sundborg also showed her the portrait Queen Hedvig Eleonora, by Toussaint Gelton 
(1630–80) (S 52), with a restored and gilded frame, offered at a favourable price. Paul wrote in 
August to accept the offer, but at the same time enquired: ‘My wife also told me that you have 
obtained several interesting portraits from the Allonge-wig period. Could these not be sent 
here (without frames) for viewing, along with prices and other details. I am very happy to pay 
the costs and there is no risk. I frequently receive pictures for viewing from others in Sweden. 
To be honest, I have neither the time nor the inclination to make the crossing to Stockholm so 
often, but would like to see any finer pictures (portraits) that may come in.’38

In September 1899, the art dealer Abr. Matsson put on sale two portraits painted 
by Lorens Pasch and along with this sent the collection catalogue of the famous Swedish 
industrialist and politician L.O. Smith (Brännvinskungen, i.e. ‘The King of Liquor’), who lived 
in Bolinder Palace. An auction of the art objects collected by L.O. Smith was to be held 
by Matsson. Sinebrychoff announced that he would not be buying Pasch’s portraits, nor 
presumably did he buy anything else from Smith’s auction.39

The following month the correspondence indicates that Durling was still attempting 
to persuade Paul Sinebrychoff to part with the tankard made for Durling’s ancestor Major 
Gyllenstråle, by offering him another tankard in exchange. Paul Sinebrychoff wrote to Axel 
Durling on 13 October. He described the details of the tankard that he owned and added: 
‘Since work for the Diet will probably prevent me from leaving Helsinki next year, we have 
decided to make another small trip this autumn and will thus likely come to Stockholm at the 
end of the month, when it would be a true pleasure to visit you and talk about our various 
wishes. It would be good if we could then also see the tankard mentioned in your most recent 

38 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Sigrid Sundborg, Helsinki 9 August 1899, 431. AFAS. AC, FNG.
39 Letter from Abr. Matsson to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 27 September 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Enamelled porcelain and metal cases, 4.5cm x 8.7cm x 6.7cm; height 3.8cm;  
4cm x 11.2cm x 6.2cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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letter, or at least a photograph of it, together with details of its dimensions and weight. I 
would thereby hope to be able to reach a settlement that is satisfactory to both of us.’40 
The trip to Stockholm and the visit to the Durlings were congenial, but the tankard they were 
shown did not appeal to Paul Sinebrychoff, since the Gyllenstråle tankard (S 654) is still in the 
Sinebrychoffs’ collection. 

In October, Paul Sinebrychoff attended an auction held by Henryk Bukowski in 
Stockholm, where the items on sale included the collections of Marshal of the Court Carl 
Silfverstolpe and the ironworks magnate G. Berg (25 and 26 October 1899, catalogue 124). 
Sinebrychoff made numerous acquisitions. No list of purchases has survived, but they 
included porcelain and glass items (approx. 17 numbers in the catalogue), an ivory jug and 
four miniatures. Auction catalogues had no pictures in those days, just a brief description 
of the object, so it is difficult to identify the purchases with any certainty.41 On that same 
occasion, the Sinebrychoffs paid a visit to the home of Christian Hammer with Mrs Bukowski. 
The Sinebrychoffs bought six paintings, which are not itemised in any of the letters. Paul 
Sinebrychoff returned one of the paintings, a portrait of Queen Christina.42 From Sigrid 
Sundborg Paul Sinebrychoff bought a further two portraits (apparently S 68 and S 56), and 
these were conserved before being sent to Finland.43 Axel Durling wrote that he had seen 
both of the pictures bought from Miss Sundborg at Miss Lundmark’s after their restoration. 
He thought they were truly excellent, especially the portrait of a man.44 Axel Durling wrote to 
Paul Sinebrychoff in Stockholm on 29 November 1899:

The Honourable Mr Paul Sinebrychoff, Helsinki. Your most recent letter arrived a few 
days ago. As it is dated 17 November, I probably had this letter of mine with me on the 
Wellamo when the steamer ran aground and that explains the slowness of the post! […] 
Owing to our intimate connections on matters of art and with regard to your fervent 
interest in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century painting, I would, as has been said 
before, rather see the painting with you than with any of the collectors here at home.45

40 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Axel Durling, Helsinki 13 October 1899, 440. AFAS. AC, FNG.
41 These objects in the Sinebrychoff Collection were probably bought at the auction: S 230, S 242, S 

228, S 229, S 485, S 486, S 569, S 573, S 577, S 578, S 613 and S 614, (S 620 and/or S 615 / S 616 / S 
617), S 618, S 619, S 621, S 622, S 627, S 629, S 631, S 661.

42 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Christian Hammer, Helsinki 16 November 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG. 
Possibly these portraits: S 7, S 46, S 47, S 49, S 53. 

43 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Sigrid Sundborg, Helsinki 7 November 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
44 Letter from Axel Durling to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 15 December 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.
45 Letter from Axel Durling to Paul Sinebrychoff, Stockholm 29 November 1899. AFAS. AC, FNG.

Advertisement for the Antiquities and Art Dealer A. Matsson.
© Christie’s Images Ltd 2021
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Paul Sinebrychoff replied on 12 December 1899, mentioning the painting 
The Flute Player: ‘Judge of the Circuit Court, the Honourable Mr Axel Durling, Stockholm. 
I yesterday received The Flute Player in good condition, about which I telegraphed you in 
accordance with your wishes. [...] I will send the promised photographs in due course, for up 
to now it has been impossible to photograph the paintings since here in Helsinki we have been 
living in a veritable Egyptian darkness, which still continues.’46 The negotiations ultimately 
succeeded, and Paul Sinebrychoff was able to buy his desired The Flute Player painting.

In his letter to Christian Hammer of 17 December 1899 Paul Sinebrychoff expresses 
his satisfaction with the paintings he has bought and says he is interested in a table clock: 
‘Gratefully acknowledging receipt of your latest, I see that our accounts are now settled, 
which pleases me. Now I would respectfully like to ask a question. On our visit in the autumn, 
Mrs Bukowski kindly also showed us, among other things, a clock on a pedestal which was 
equipped with chimes that played chorales, whereupon she asked whether we did not like 
it and would we like to have it. Now I would be gratified to know what is the lowest price 
at which you would be prepared to let the clock in question go, including packaging on the 
steamer from Stockholm.’47

Paul Sinebrychoff planned to buy the clock (S 660) made by Zacharias Besk (active 
in Stockholm 1697–1727) for his wife as a Christmas present. However, the acquisition 
only succeeded after numerous twists and turns. It was sold at the auction of the Hammer 
collection on 26 and 27 September 1905, after this important collector’s death.48 Paul 
Sinebrychoff himself travelled to the auction in Stockholm to secure the deal. 

During 1899–1905, Finland underwent the first period of Russian oppression, which 
affected many people’s lives. For Paul Sinebrychoff, another heavy blow was the death of 

46 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Axel Durling, Helsinki 12 December 1899, 451. AFAS. AC, FNG.
47 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to Christian Hammer, Helsinki 17 December 1899, 452. AFAS. AC, 

FNG.
48 Letter from Paul Sinebrychoff to H. Bukowski’s art shop, Helsinki 11 October 1905, 299. AFAS. AC, 

FNG.

Cup and saucer, late 18th century, porcelain, cup height 4.5cm; saucer diameter 10.5cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Henryk Bukowski in 1900.49 The demise of a man whom they relied on in art deals affected 
the Sinebrychoffs’ future collecting. They needed to find a new contact person in Sweden 
quickly. From 1901 onwards, that role was filled by Osvald Sirén (1879–1966), an art historian 
of Finnish descent. The art acquisitions of the 1900s are also fascinating to follow – various 
incidents occurred in Finland and abroad, both on the private market and at auctions. The 
move to Paul Sinebrychoff’s childhood home at Bulevardi 40 took place in 1904, and the 
furnishing of the period rooms and the collecting gained momentum.

For Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff, the dawn of the 20th century meant travel, not only 
to Sweden but possibly also to other destinations in Europe. In March 1900, Paul Sinebrychoff 
wrote to his mother, Anna Sinebrychoff, from sunny Nice. He said he was sending cash and 
at the same time gave her a rundown of the company’s financial affairs. Paul also announced 
that he was leaving on a journey, evidently at the beginning of April, but the letter does 
not say where. At the end of the letter, he further sends his kind regards to Olga and Anna, 
who had also travelled from the cold of Finland to the spring climate and landscapes of the 
Mediterranean.50 At least for a while. 

Salla Heino (ed.), Koti Bulevardilla – Keräilijät Paul ja Fanny Sinebrychoff / Ett hem på Bulevarden – Konstsamlarna Paul 
och Fanny Sinebrychoff / A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff, is published on 26 November 
2021 and is available from the Finnish National Gallery’s webshop, https://museoshop.fi/en/.
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A Collector’s Dream
FNG Research

A new book, A Bulevardi Home – Art Collectors Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff, published by 
the Finnish National Gallery, celebrates the centenary of the bequest of the Sinebrychoffs’ 
collection of artworks, furniture and other artefacts to the Finnish Government in 1921. 
Meanwhile, at their home – now the Sinebrychoff Art Museum, Helsinki – the exhibition 
‘Collectors on Tour’ presents important collectors who have donated their collections to 
the FNG. FNG Research discusses the growth of house museums and artefact studies, with 
Kari-Paavo Kokki, a museum director emeritus and expert in historical styles and artefacts, who 
has also contributed an essay to the book.

The Sinebrychoffs’ bequest is housed in their house museum on Bulevardi (now part of the 
Finnish National Gallery), where the rooms on the first floor at the front of the building are 
shown as Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff had arranged them after moving there in 1904. As part 
of the centenary celebrations, the house museum is reopening following further renovations 
to the building. In the temporary exhibitions gallery below the house museum, the exhibition 
‘Collectors on Tour’ spotlights significant collections belonging to the Finnish National Gallery 
and their influence. These collections include those of the Swedish baron Otto Wilhelm 
Klinckowström (1778–1850), the Italian Renaissance scholar Eliel Aspelin (1847–1917), the 
forestry magnate Jalo Sihtola (1882–1969), who collected both historic and contemporary 
works, and the Paris-based millionaire Herman Antell (1847–93) who had a taste for collecting 
Old Masters.

FNG Research (FNGR): What is the significance of house museums in FInland and in the 
international context? 

Kari-Paavo Kokki (K-PK): The Sinebrychoff collection can be linked to a heightened enthusiasm 
for collecting art in Europe and America in the 19th century, which resulted in several 
significant house museum collections. The industrialisation of society that began in the 19th 
century and the rise of the bourgeoisie had an impact on the development of house museums 
but, prior to that, any reforms in art life were mainly related to the needs of the church, the 
higher nobility and the ruling class.1

Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s house museum on the first floor of the Sinebrychoff Art 
Museum in Helsinki is a good example of how collecting increased in popularity during the 
19th century in Europe and the United States. This development resulted in many noteworthy 
collections, some of which are now open to the public as house museums. The Sinebrychoffs, 
with their extensive industrial enterprises, belonged to the prosperous bourgeoisie. Their 
wealth allowed them to collect, but it also brought obligations to the surrounding community. 

1 I. Grant. ‘1800-talet – Maskinernas tidsålder’, in Möbelkonstens historia. Malmö: Bernce 1978, 191.

Issue No. 3/2021



A Collector’s Dream // FNG Research
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2021. 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

2

Paul’s mother, Anna Sinebrychoff (1830–1904), engaged in extensive charitable activities, for 
example. Paul was the younger son of a wealthy entrepreneur who owned the Sinebrychoff 
brewery, and in 1883 he married the actress Fanny Grahn. They were keen travellers and 
started collecting in the 1890s, a passion that continued for 30 years. Paul and Fanny were 
probably inspired by many great art collections they visited on their tours around Europe. In 
Sweden in 1891 the Svenska Slöjdföreningen, the Swedish Society of Industrial Design, and 
the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm organised a grand Gustavian exhibition – on the Louis 
XVI style named after the Swedish king Gustav III – and in 1900 the Slöjdföreningen and 
the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine Arts organised an exhibition on the Empire style. It is 
possible that the Sinebrychoffs visited these exhibitions or at the very least they had heard 
of them. Moreover, they were familiar with the famous Stockholm-based collector, Countess 
Wilhelmina von Hallwyl (1822–1930), who is known as the originator of the unique Hallwyl 
Museum in Stockholm, which she had built as her winter home specifically to house her 
collections, and which was completed in 1898.

House museums are, in my view, in many ways more interesting than many of those 
museums and art collections that were created through more ‘official means’. Such public 
museums rarely reflect the contemporary truths and personal tastes that house museums 
reveal. The collections found in house museums, reflect the very real thirst for beauty that 
collectors have had but they often also speak to the social needs and necessities of the times. 

Sinebrychoff Art Museum, Gustavian Room, 2003. Photographer: Arno de la Chapelle. Archive 
Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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They also demonstrate how a particular collector endeavoured to display their wealth, good 
taste and their background – or, indeed a lack of these. I have learned that the appreciation of 
aesthetic values and beauty, whether it be art or material culture, can be innate, and need not 
necessarily have anything to do with one’s family history or scholarly education.

FNGR: What are the particular characteristics of Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s house 
museum? What are some points of special interest?

K-PK: The Sinebrychoffs were especially interested in portraiture and they held in particularly 
high regard the portrait artists of 17th- and 18th-century Sweden. The proper display of 
artworks by these masters necessitated an appropriate environment – a setting which would 
highlight their historical significance. The building, which is located on Bulevardi, in the centre 
of Helsinki, dates from the 1840s and was Paul’s childhood home and after his mother Anna 
Sinebrychoff was widowed, she continued to live there until her death in 1904. That year Paul 
and Fanny Sinebrychoff moved to the family house and they naturally brought along with 
them the things they had acquired since their marriage in 1883. We can imagine that part of 
the interior originated from Paul’s mother as inheritance, as many pieces there were typical 
examples of 1860s–80s material culture.

The fashioning of the rooms located at the front of the building, looking onto Bulevardi 
itself, deviated clearly from those at the back that look onto a park, which represented a 
typically late 19th-century taste in interior decoration. The Gustavian Room at the front of 
the building in particular became a focus of Paul and Fanny’s collecting. This room, with its 
paintings and gilt furniture, was entirely of their own devising. The Louis XVI Gustavian style 
they chose had been in vogue from 1770–95 and featured a preference for lighter pastel 
colours. The room originally also displayed the Sinebrychoffs’ fine collection of miniatures 
(now in a dedicated gallery adjacent to the room). 

The Dutch Room in the Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Art Collections, in the 1960s. Photographer 
unknown. Collection of Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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It is fully evident that the rooms that were later turned into the house museum were 
intended to be historically authentic and stylistically faithful. In leaving their collection to the 
Finnish State in 1921 the Sinebrychoffs clearly wished to underscore its high quality, in much 
the same manner as did the French banker Count Moïse de Camondo (1860–1935), when he 
recreated an 18th-century Parisian mansion to house his art and furniture collection.

FNGR: The building on Bulevardi was bombed in the Second World War and in 1959, the 
rooms were restored for museum use, in honour of the Sinebrychoff brewery’s 140th 
anniversary, and reopened in 1960. In 1975, the State bought the entire building from the 
brewery and between 1978 and 1980, it underwent a major overhaul for museum use to 
accommodate the Ateneum Art Museum’s collection of old European art in addition to 
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s collection of art. A further renovation of the house museum 
section in 2002 sought to reconstruct the street-side rooms on the basis of photographs 
taken in 1912 by the Finnish photographer Signe Brander (1869–1942).2 What is the 
significance of such a reconstruction?

K-PK: In Finland a strange conception of ‘authenticity’, seemingly based on functionalism, 
has been the trend for quite some time and has wrought quite some havoc. After the Second 
World War, for example, Renaissance Revival architecture was often thought of as ‘soulless 
copying’ and much of what was exceptional was damaged or demolished. Back then, the 
culture at large was unable to make the connection with this architecture and European 
cultural heritage and its context.

The same attitude has also had ramifications for reconstructions. The recreation of 
something historical has been seen by many expert authorities as contentious or at the 
very least ethically questionable. It has not been regarded as important, however valuable, 
unique or historically significant the damaged site might have been. A certain dismissal of 
reconstructed interiors and buildings has been evident among those occupied in the domain 
of planning. At the same time, it has been forgotten that not everyone is able to notice the 
valuable original material hidden beneath injurious repairs and latex surfaces.

When the Sinebrychoff Art Museum reopened in 1960 its exhibition design reflected 
the over-aesthetic thinking of the times – an approach that regarded understated austerity as 
‘beautiful’. Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s own thoughts and aspirations had been set aside. 
It is entirely possible that the reasons were financial, but it is more likely that the original 
idea of a house museum that displayed the life of the elite did not fit into the modernist and 
politicised notions of the time. 

Fortunately, the reconstruction of the Sinebrychoff Art Museum interiors undertaken 
in 2002–03 came as a breath of fresh air. These kinds of projects have not been carried out 
much in Finland. This particular reconstruction, however, gave rise to one of Helsinki’s most 
beautiful and most European museums. I think it is a happy state of affairs that in the most 
recent renovations the museum had the courage to reconstruct the original appearance of 
the rooms in the house museum – made possible by the original objects and Signe Brander’s 
excellent photographs.

FNGR: How is the study of artefacts carried out in practice, and what kind of information 
can we find out?

K-PK: Fortunately, in recent times the study of artefacts has increased in Finland. Art historians 
have traditionally not been very interested in the study of objects and research has mostly 
been confined to the visual arts and architecture. Objects have not found their place in the 
venerable arts. Yet it is often forgotten that an old artwork has not been made to hang on 
a white wall, but instead would have been surrounded by colours, furniture, objects and 
textiles. That is why house museums are so important for telling the story of art and providing 
a context. The Finnish National Gallery has its own art conservators but employs conservation 

2 On Brander’s Helsinki photographs, see https://www.helsinkikuvia.fi/collection/22/. 
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The Empire Room in Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff’s home, in 1912. Photographer: Signe Brander. 
Collection of Archived Photo Prints. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery

experts for objects, furniture, miniatures and so on from outside, even from outside of Finland 
as there are still very few experts in Finland on 19th-century material culture. Object research 
at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum will undoubtedly reveal many compelling facts in the future. 

A student of material culture needs a broad general knowledge and a good grasp 
of literature and literary sources, including biographies and memoirs. One must always 
remember that objects are part of a larger whole. One must also know how to decipher and 
read signatures, how to identify natural wear in artefacts, as well as later changes and repairs. 
One must be able to decide what to preserve and what injurious layers to remove. To identify 
different materials the help of a conservator must be employed, and luckily there are now 
more of these kinds of professionals in Finland.

FNGR: What objects would you like to highlight from the Sinebrychoff collection?

K-PK: Some very fine Empire-style ensembles have been preserved in Finland, for example 
in the Presidential Palace, i.e. in the former Imperial Palace’s Yellow Room, and in the 
Government Palace’s Presidential Room in Helsinki. The Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s Empire 
Room and its furnishings certainly belong to this category. Empire interiors are characterised 
by bright, gay colours, heavy drapery and hardwood furniture with gilded ornamentation. 
Popular motifs included sphinxes inspired by Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign of 1798–99. 
The armrests on the armchairs, for example, are formed from the wings of sphinxes, while 
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the backboard is carved with a winged arrow quiver and 
dolphins, and the forelegs have small paws. Ongoing research 
into the furniture in the Empire Room is being undertaken to 
ascertain whether it originates from the Imperial Palace of 
Ropsha near St Petersburg, as passed down within the oral 
tradition of the family and also by Fanny Sinebrychoff to the 
earliest catalogues of the collection. The furniture design 
bears many similarities to that designed by the St Petersburg 
architect Andrei Voronikhin (1759–1814) for the Greek 
Room and Empress Maria Feodorovna’s boudoir in the city’s 
Pavlovsky Palace.

The Sinebrychoff museum’s Gustavian Salon, with its 
gilt furniture and decoratively inlaid bureaus, represents a 
unique whole in Finland. And without a doubt the cylinder 
secretaire writing bureau made for Gustav III’s sister, Princess 
Sofia Albertina, by the Stockholm master Gustaf Adolph 
Ditzinger (1760–1800) is a masterpiece – not only is it the 
room’s pièce de résistance, it is also the jewel of the whole 
collection of the museum’s artefacts. Ditzinger worked as 
a journeyman in the workshop of Georg Haupt (1741–84), 
the most important cabinet-maker of the Gustavian era. The 
bureau is veneered with mahogany, amaranths, grey-stained 
birch, green-stained maple, rosewood and lemon tree. When 
the cylinder lid is opened, the writing desk protrudes. The 
Pompeii-style marquetry decoration is based in part on 
drawings by the painter and interior designer Louis Masreliez 
(1746–1810), one of which has survived and is preserved in 
Stockholm’s Nationalmuseum. The bureau is a rare example of 
early Swedish furniture designed by an architect.3 

3 Lars Ljungström. ‘Gustaf Adolph Ditzinger. Cylinderskrivbord med uppsats, Katarina den Stora och 
Gustav III’, in Nationalmusei utställningskatalog, no. 610. Stockholm: Nationalmuseum, 1998, 525, 
no. 513.

Empire style armchair, St Petersburg, from the Empire Room, early 
19th century, mahogany, textile, gilding, 86cm x 65cm x 56cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery /
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

G.A. Ditzinger (1760–1800), Gustavian Secretaire, Stockholm, from 
the Gustavian Salon, 1787–88, mahogany, intarsia, brass,  
170cm x 132cm x 74.5cm
Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff Collection, Finnish National Gallery /
Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Living Encounters: Creating a Landmark 
 Contemporary Art Show
Gill Crabbe, FNG Research

Putting together a survey show that takes the pulse of the global art world is a complex task. 
Ahead of the ARS22 exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, Gill Crabbe 
discusses the research and curatorial processes involved with Museum Director Leevi Haapala 
and Chief Curator João Laia

There’s an old saying that we can become what we dwell on, and this springs to mind 
following meeting Leevi Haapala, Director of the Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma and 
the Chief Curator João Laia. They have been working on the latest in a series of exhibitions, 
which are held every four to five years in Helsinki to test the water of the contemporary arts 
scene both nationally and internationally. Each edition of this long-established show is eagerly 
awaited, with its selection of around 40–50 artists ranging from emerging Finnish artists to 
global icons, and expectations are high. Hearing Haapala and Laia speak about their vision for 
ARS22 and the research processes involved, it seems clear that the two of them have been 
in many ways embodying or exemplifying the vision they have evolved for this landmark 
exhibition. They are walking the talk. 

For the theme around which ARS22 is conceived is mutual empathy, neatly 
encapsulated in the show’s title ‘Living Encounters’. Looking at the world, as artists do, it is 
easy to see the processes of social fragmentation (accelerated by Covid-19) and increasing 
polarisation within the discourses and issues of today, be that politics, ecology, technology, 
belief systems, gender or race issues – ‘concerns,’ says Haapala ‘that contribute to determining 
our actions in collective and private spheres’. The vision for ARS22 centres on presenting 
artworks that individually, collectively or in dialogue with one another, offer the possibility to 
question or obviate such divisions. With this approach ARS22 sets out to create a ‘renewed 
way of thinking which acknowledges the complexities of the world as fruitful’ rather than 
divisive, and provides a ‘forum for sharing experiences and examining issues that touch us all’.  

This is indeed no small ambition. Add to this the fact that it is the 10th edition in 
the series of ARS shows that began in 1961, thus offering an opportunity to look back on 
60 years of contemporary art, and you begin to get the measure of the task they have set 
for ARS22. This is the first time that an ARS exhibition, in addition to showcasing current 
trends, will also include significant artworks from the entire time period during which it has 
operated. ‘We wanted to celebrate and mark the milestones in contemporary art and how 
we have understood that in Finland,’ says Haapala. Previous ARS editions have been known 
to prompt intense debate in the public sphere and at times have been game-changers for the 
contemporary art scene here. Haapala cites the 1983 show, which precipitated a seismic shift 
by bringing site-specific work, environmental art, video art and performance to wider Finnish 
audiences. ‘This changed the mindset of what contemporary art could be and would mean,’ 
says Haapala. It is a point that Laia says still holds today. ‘We also wanted to strengthen our 
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take on the present by showing the different histories that have led us here. So there are 
many reasons building together this novelty of looking back,’ he explains.

The research processes involved in selecting historical works for the show involved 
combing through every work ARS has exhibited over the years, as well as going beyond the 
shows’ archive and also drawing on international histories. ‘For us there were some surprises,’ 
says Haapala. ‘For example, we found a black-and-white photo in our Archive Collections at 
the Finnish National Gallery documenting a work that the pioneering performance artists 
Marina Abramović and Ulay contributed for ARS 83. For ARS22 we were able to borrow a 
video of the same work performed elsewhere. This piece is also a reference point for our 
extensive live art programme during the show.’ 

Haapala explains that ‘in bringing in some key works from different editions, we 
were looking for the potential for these historic works to interact or resonate with our 
contemporary selection’. One area of potential resonance is the selection of works concerning 
issues around identity. ‘We chose a contemporary work by American artist Arthur Jafa 
(receiver of a Golden Lion for best artist at Venice Biennale in 2019 for his film The White 
Album), and then a historical work by Howardena Pindell from the early 1980s with subject 
matter that still strikes a chord today. Here we wanted to demonstrate that many of our 
current issues have a longer history, to show younger generations that they are not “new” as 
such, although some aspects might have changed.’

The title ‘Living Encounters’ for ARS22 underlines the need for people physically to 
meet, especially following the restrictions that Covid-19 has placed on the world, but Haapala 
and Laia are also keen to stress that the show’s emphasis on both the physical presence of 
the artworks and on bodily encounters in the spaces, are not a reaction to the pandemic as 
such. ‘We decided on this before Covid-19 hit us but then it became even more relevant,’ says 
Laia. ‘In a highly mediated society, where material and digital borders recurrently emerge, it 
feels urgent to highlight the body and materiality as sites for agency.’ Accordingly, they have 
commissioned a new installation by the French-Belgian artist Laure Prouvost, whose work 
for the show will explore connections between the bodily experience of the Finnish sauna, 

Marina Abramović and Ulay, Nightsea Crossing, performance at the ARS 83 exhibition at the 
Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki, in 1983. Photographer: Ilkka Leino
Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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pagan cosmology and motherhood. Despite the organisers’ curtailments on studio visits and 
travelling in general, they were able to welcome some of the commissioned artists, including 
Prouvost, to Kiasma during the development stages of the exhibition.

Haapala and Laia wanted to create a pluralistic and integrated approach to the research 
and curation processes in evolving the show. ‘This means that, as a medium, the exhibition 
offers the possibility to pose similar questions but at different levels or time frames or 
geographies and thus not pushing a certain solution or answer via the selection of artworks.’

Laia points out that the development of the exhibition’s perspective was partly 
inspired by the way Kiasma itself functions. ‘The museum is really in the heart of the 
city and people use it in a familiar easy way, their visits are often quite spontaneous, so 
this idea of the gathering of the different questions reflects how the museum works on a 
daily basis,’ he explains. ‘The audience is large and they come with different positions as 
individuals, so this show is trying to engage with that setting which is a microcosmos of the 
larger context of Helsinki, Finland and the world, trying to enhance connection (encounters) 
rather than fragmentation.’ 

Laia expands on this point, explaining that the aim was to move away from 
compartmentalising specific issues. ‘We tried to be more multifaceted – with the group of 
works that address racial issues at times overlapping with feminism, some bridge to ecology 
or to labour, so really it’s a constellation of multiple issues and together they create a network 
system or organism.’ He pauses. ‘Because that’s how life is.’ 

The research undertaken in selecting the artworks extended through the entire 
curatorial team, drawing on a wide arc of interests and different perspectives. ‘João and I of 
course share some mutual interests, as well as bringing our own areas and networks to the 
table, so we meet in the key concerns such as moving image [Laia has a masters in film from 
Kings College London and extensive international curatorial experience] and also following 
generation X and the Millennials,’ says Haapala. ‘We are also working here with different 
generations – I know I can trust my younger colleagues with their networks – and we can take 
advantage of different special areas of interest.’ More than this, Haapala and Laia were willing 
to embrace a process that might involve departing from what they both wanted to do and 
say. So from the start the curatorial process has been consultative right across the museum. 
‘We both have an interest in local, global, regional and transnational themes,’ says Laia, ‘and 
from there we were using the resources we had ourselves but we also brought in whole teams 
because even though we might be the “maestros” this is a collective effort and there were 
several names in the show that didn’t come originally from us, but from other curators. It 
was also a collective conversation during which things dissolved and became ours rather than 
Leevi’s and mine.’

The mechanics of this approach involved sharing the nucleus of the theme with the 
team of 10 curators from the exhibitions and collections department, the theatre department 
and public programmes and then seeking feedback questions and proposals, Laia explains. 
‘Then we took those back to the wider meeting to expand and change, and each time 
we went back, the discussion opened beyond the curatorial department, to technicians, 
conservators, public programmes etc.’

Laia gives the example of how colleagues in customer services, such as invigilators, 
shared their knowledge about how people engage with the artworks in the spaces. ‘Our 
audiences have changed a lot since the introduction of the museum card in Finland and we 
now need to cater for a much wider range of age: invigilators pointed out that seating has 
been an issue for some visitors. We happen to have selected a work by the artist duo Slavs 
and Tatars that includes a “flying carpet” with enough space for 12 people to sit and hover on 
it so it’s a natural invitation that brings people together – and we immediately had positive 
feedback from the invigilators on the proposal for this piece.’

This expansive and inclusive approach to the selection process within the curatorial 
research has the additional benefit of expanding the knowledge base in unforeseen ways. As 
Haapala points out: ‘Of course we could have focused on one specific question and gone very 
deep with that but at the same time our approach grew a lot from the curating process and 
we got to know more people for example from the Latin American context and more about 
the Nordic art that we haven’t touched before – so all those perspectives are still with us 
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through our research into hundreds of artists. And now there are around 55 of them with us 
in this show, including the live art programme.’

As with many large-scale exhibition projects the research process unearthed hidden 
treasures. One of these came out of the investigations into ecological themes that were 
already taking place in the 1970s and which have since intensified due to the climate crisis. 
What emerged was a work that had been widely disseminated in its day but had since 
disappeared from the consciousness – an iconic piece from 1970 by Finnish artist Kimmo 
Kaivanto (1932–2012). ‘Kaivanto is not so well known abroad but back in the day his painting, 
When the Sea Dies, was used on one of the first United Nations postcards to alert people to 
the climate situation,’ explains Laia. ‘So this was a widely internationally spread and circulated 
image, but it fell through the gaps and even here in Finland many people don’t realise that it 
was such a monumental gesture. So it’s one of the big sources of happiness for us to bring it 
back from history and place it in dialogue with a much younger artist also working within a 
very ecological approach, Juha Pekka Matias Laakkonen.’

Related to this is a further point illustrating an important moment in the history of the 
collections. While combing through all the previous ARS exhibitions the curators came across a 
significant gap in the Finnish National Gallery’s collection of contemporary art dating from the 
1960s and 70s. At that time the collector Sara Hildén had worked together with the Ateneum’s 
curator Leena Peltola on acquisitions and had loaned her own collection to the gallery, 
Haapala explains. ‘Then, when the Sara Hildén Art Museum in Tampere was established in the 
late 1970s, her collection went with her, leaving a gap in the national collection. Fortunately 
for ARS22 Kiasma were able to borrow three works from the Sara Hildén Art Museum – a 
Francis Bacon painting, a work by Alex Katz and the Kaivanto painting. Such findings have 
enhanced the understanding of Kiasma’s legacy, which in turn feeds into future initiatives 
like encouraging the collecting of contemporary international works of art exhibited in our 
survey shows.’

In seeking to create multilayered experiences within the ARS22 exhibition as a whole 
through an appreciation of difference and diversity as being fruitful instead of conflictual, 
one might ask what kinds of qualities were being sought from the artworks themselves. ‘We 

Slavs and Tatars, Prayway, 2012, installation 
Courtesy the artists and Kraupa-Tuskany Zeidler, Berlin
Photo: Bernard Kahrmann
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were not looking to select works that are 
putting you on one edge of the conversation 
but instead that invite you to stay and to think 
a little longer and that bring you to another 
level,’ says Haapala. For example, Laia explains 
how there are several works that draw us to 
reflect on notions of otherness. ‘There are 
many instances where the works are exploring 
how the other is actually a part of us and we 
are part of the other,’ Laia says, ‘the other seen 
as another human being, or even non-human 
beings.’ Here Haapala points to a family-
friendly interactive artwork by Czech artist Eva 
Koťátková that Kiasma commissioned together 
with Bildmuseet in Umeå, Sweden, which 
promotes an affinity with different species via 
the creation of a classroom environment in 
which costumes and a performative element 
offer the possibility for an empathic move 
towards other species through simple gestures. 

While some works question notions of 
otherness, several also challenge the notion of 
the universal as a single paradigm (white, male, 
Eurocentric). The Portuguese interdisciplinary 
artist Grada Kilomba will show the third 
installment of a video trilogy in which she 
references Greek mythology and completely 
reframes it. ‘Kilomba explores the original 
plot and reframes both the gender roles and 
ethnic belongings,’ Laia explains. ‘This totally 
changes the way the story is understood, 
and challenges the idea that the European 
mindframe applies to everyone.’

Haapala and Laia are keen to stress that 
the storytelling elements in the show function 

as a key medium in the examination, comparison and personal experiencing of stories arising 
from different backgrounds. In addition, public programmes widen the strategies for accessing 
works, via workshops, participatory discussions, livestreaming of the exhibition and podcasts. 
‘Because visitors come from different backgrounds and origins and storytelling traditions 
– if we manage to create conditions so a visitor can find one work very touching and opening 
and familiar, it creates a bond with the exhibition so it opens up possibilities with the other 
works in the show,’ says Haapala. ‘We try to bring in totally different oral traditions and make 
an emotional connection via the storytelling.’ 

Laia also points out that it is not necessarily the works themselves that might embody 
a mutual empathy but how the works have been curated to open up wider perspectives on 
the narrative. ‘Some works are actually quite provocative through using the tool of humour,’ 
he explains. ‘In ARS22 we have included humour in some of the narratives as a means for 
facing difficult issues. I am thinking of a video by Howardena Pindell in which the artist 
articulates real experiences of daily racism via the two characters she plays in the piece: the 
Afro-American woman is telling the white woman of her experiences and the white woman 
is totally dismissing them, and yet it’s done in a witty and informal way, but it’s also painful.’ 
Using humour is, of course, a fine line to tread and requires an appropriate intention, but as 
Laia points out: ‘Humour can be a powerful tool of reflection about society and ourselves.’

In seeking possibilities for gleaning new multiple perspectives as part of ‘Living 
Encounters’ the curators are transforming not only the physical spaces but in some cases also 
the immaterial atmospheres within them, and here the architecture of Kiasma’s uppermost 

Kimmo Kaivanto, When the Sea Dies, 1973, oil on canvas, 195cm x 162.5cm
Sara Hildén Foundation / Sara Hildén Art Museum 
Photo: Sara Hildén Art Museum / Jussi Koivunen
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gallery is being utilised to enhance the impact of three works that have been carefully chosen 
to create a spiritual ambience in the space. Laia explains how they wanted to foster a place 
for introspection that could be entered through works that offered different portals. ‘We 
have three artists showing in that space and we thought of it as a kind of paradoxical space 
of intimacy but an intimacy that is also collective. With its high ceiling and expansive opening 
to natural light, the room has the quality of a temple and the works themselves have an 
introspective ambience. The Indian installation artist Sheela Gowda is creating a 150sq-metre 
shrine in the space, which the visitor encounters after a ritual has been performed. Traces 
of incense perfume the air and ritual implements and actions that have taken place are also 
subtly traceable. The piece is placed in dialogue with works by American artist Donna Huanca, 
who focuses on an exploration of the body and materiality and also Czech artist Kovařík 
Vojtěch, whose paintings, like Kilomba, also explore and reframe Western mythologies. 

The accompanying catalogue to ARS22 offers an opportunity to mark 60 years of 
these shows with an overview of the trajectory of this formative period in contemporary art, 
as well as focusing on current themes, and here the research was as meticulous as it was 
for the show. Again the teams across the museum were consulted. ‘We had a long list of 
scholars and then we also researched who the relevant voices might be today internationally,’ 
says Laia. ‘A key consideration in selecting the external contributors was the desire to 
publish texts in Finnish by highly regarded authors that would otherwise not be available 
in the immediate context of the local language,’ he continues. Thus they have selected the 
acclaimed ecofeminist scholar and author of A Cyborg Manifesto Prof. Donna Haraway, with 
a recent text not previously accessible in Finnish. Her catalogue essay is complemented 
by essays from three more contributors – Portuguese artist and scholar Grada Kilomba, 
the Spanish-born Paris-based writer Paul B. Preciado, who is a key voice in the gender and 
sexual identity debate, and the Korean-born German philosopher Byung-Chul Han, author 

Howardena Pindell, still from Free, White, and 21, 1980, video, 12:15min
© Howardena Pindell / Garth Greenan Gallery, New York / VERBUND COLLECTION, Vienna
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of The Burnout Society. In addition to the four stand-alone thematic essays, which do not 
specifically reference the artworks in the show, there is the catalogue of works that has been 
written in-house, plus two introductory texts by Haapala and Laia that offer their individual 
perspectives on the ARS22 show.

One could say that, having been given a glimpse of the research and development 
processes involved in the making of ARS22, it is as if Haapala, Laia and their colleagues, 
together with the artists taking part, have created a modern-day gesamtkunstwerk. ARS22 is 
a total work that not only presents a glimpse of the state of the contemporary art world and 
its journey to this point in time, but one that also offers the possibility to foster at the same 
time an ordinary and transcendent sense of unity within the diversity of our complex and 
mysterious world.   

‘ARS22: Living Encounters’, Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, Helsinki, 8 April – 16 October 2022
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Materials Used in the Painting of Lake View, 
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Katariina Johde, Conservator, BA, and Hanne Tikkala, MA, PhD Student,  
Senior Researcher, Conservation Unit, Finnish National Gallery

A museum visitor observes an artwork on a museum wall 
on average for a few seconds or minutes. The conservator 
quickly checks the condition of a painting before and after 
every exhibition to make sure the condition has remained 
unchanged during the exhibition. The condition report, with 
detailed drawings, descriptions and photos, takes perhaps 
half an hour to make. Would new and noticeable information 
come to light if one were able to look at the painting for hours 
with bare eyes, microscopes, in different electromagnetic 
wavelengths, with different instruments and cameras?

In our day-to-day work as a conservator and a 
materials researcher, we make observations of the structure 
and the surface of the paintings in more detail than a regular 
viewer. In this article we present some aspects regarding the 
painting technique and the materials of the Finnish artist 
Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s (1865–1931) painting Lake View, from 
19011 (Fig. 1). Usually, this painting is exhibited in the main 
collection exhibition in the Ateneum Art Museum and is a very 
popular work that draws in our museum visitors. In recent 
years it has often been loaned to exhibitions in Finland and 
around Europe. Every time it has returned to the Ateneum the 
research has continued and as a result the painting has been 
studied very carefully, especially over the past two years.

Originally, we decided to study Lake View more deeply 
because of its beautiful and informative radiograph (Fig. 2). 
We had already X-rayed a large number of Gallen-Kallela’s 
works but as we were analysing the radiograph of Lake 
View, we started to recognise characteristic features in the 
brushwork, which appeared repeatedly in his paintings. The 
radiograph and other analytical photographs of the painting 

were very illuminating and strengthened our understanding of the artist’s painting technique. 
However, important new information was also found just by looking at the painting very 

1 Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Lake View, oil on canvas, 84cm x 57cm, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum, A-2010-173.

Fig. 1. Akseli Gallen-Kallela, 
Lake View, 1901, oil on 
canvas, 84cm x 57cm,  
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen
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closely with the naked eye. Markings on the edges and on the 
reverse of the painting gave us information which led us to visit 
the archives and to investigate his original painting materials.

Observation and research methods

Lake View is a part of the collection of the Finnish National 
Gallery (FNG) and therefore a part of Finnish cultural 
heritage that the institution has a responsibility to keep and 
to preserve. This responsibility also includes undertaking 
research and in recent decades there have been considerable 
advances in researching painting techniques and materials. 
The information gained through this kind of multidisciplinary 
research widens the knowledge of the process of how the 
paintings have been constructed. 

The collection of the FNG includes almost 100 oil 
paintings by Akseli Gallen-Kallela covering the period 
1880–1930 and these form a broad selection of references 
for this research. Most of the paintings in the FNG collection 
are painted on canvas, but there are also works on wood, 
cardboard and paper. Gallen-Kallela was an exceptionally 
skilled painter and achieved success in the early years of his 
career. His painting technique was confident and precise 
and the materials he used were permanent and of good 
quality – he used very few pigments that would fade rapidly. 
These carefully selected materials are a part of the reason his 
paintings have usually remained in good condition.

With regard to the materials research of Gallen-
Kallela’s pigment palette this study deepens our knowledge 

about the techniques the artist used to mix pigments in order to achieve particular hues. The 
basic palette of Gallen-Kallela has been revealed in extensive research made into 265 of his 
paintings, as well as 68 tubes of colour used by the artist that are preserved in the collection 
of the Gallen-Kallela Museum in Espoo. The results of this research were published in Tahiti, a 
web journal published by the Society for Art History in Finland.2 

Pigments were analysed with a portable energy dispersive X-ray fluorescence 
spectrometer (EDXRF) and polarised light microscope (PLM).3 The painting technique was 
studied with several analytical photography methods. Underdrawings were visualised with 
infrared reflectography (IRR). Brushwork was analysed in visible light, as well as studying 
the X-ray image and comparing it with other X-ray images of the artist’s paintings4. In addition, 
the structure of the paint layer was examined with stereo microscopy, using magnification 
10–40 x5. The presence of organic pigments and resins were observed by using ultraviolet 
light (UV).

2 Hanne Tikkala & Seppo Hornytzkyj. ’Luonnontieteellisin analyysimenetelmin tunnistettu Akseli 
Gallen-Kallelan väripaletti’, TAHITI, 10(1), 5–55, https://doi.org/10.23995/tht.90554. 

3 Analytical methods: Two different instruments of the EDXRF: Portable Bruker S1 Titan –
spectrometer and portable Bruker Tracer 5g-spectrometer. Microscopes: Olympus BH-2 polarised 
light microscope and Leica MZ 12 stereo microscope. 

4 Infrared imaging instrument: Artist´s Multispectral Imaging (900–1100 nm). X-ray imaging 
instrument: Eresco 200 MF4-R, scanner General Electric CRXFlex Type 5176/100.

5 Leica MZ 12 stereomicroscope.

Fig. 2. X-ray radiograph of 
Lake View. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery  / 
Conservation Unit, Katariina Johde
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The canvas, ground layer and the stretcher frame

To gain a wider understanding of the physical structure of Gallen-Kallela’s paintings, we visited 
the Gallen-Kallela Museum and studied some of the artist’s painting materials, including 
unused canvases. The materials we studied consisted of big rolls of linen, some with a ground 
and some without, as well as several small, stretched canvases, which had been purchased 
from an art supply store located in Helsinki6. The ground layer in the stretched canvases 
consists of zinc and lead white, barium sulphate and/or litophone and a small amount of 
iron (Fe). The amount of zinc white in these canvases is higher than in the ground on the large 
rolls of canvas in which the ground consists of mainly lead white added with zinc white and 
barium sulphate and/or litophone (Spectrum 1). Zinc white has allegedly been added to the 
ground in the late 19th century and beginning of the 20th century to prevent the darkening of 
lead white. The darkening was caused by the high content of hydrogen sulphide in the air due 
to industrial pollution.7

The ground used on Lake View consisted of a mixture that includes mainly lead white 
together with a smaller amount of zinc white and barium sulphate and/or litophone. The 
canvas is made from a good quality, thick, plain-weave linen. One of the big canvas rolls has 
a similar visual appearance to the ground and canvas used in Lake View. At the top of this roll 
there is a ripped paper with a handwritten text: ‘prep(…) by father’, presumably written by 
Gallen-Kallela’s son Jorma (Fig. 3).8 When we analysed the inorganic materials in this ground 
it proved to be quite similar to the ground in Lake View, with lead white as a main component 
added with zinc white and barium sulphate and/or litophone. The appearance of both 
grounds is smooth with an even surface texture and it is only from the edges of the canvas on 

6 On the metal plate in the stretcher frames: ‘Finska Färg- & Ferniss- Fabriks- Aktiebolaget, 
Helsingfors’.

7 Leslie Carlyle. The Artist’s Assistant. Oil painting instruction manuals and handbooks in Britain 
1800–1900 with reference to selected eighteenth-century sources. London: Archetype Publications, 
2001, 172–73; Maartje Stols-Witlox. ‘Grounds, 1400–1900’, in Joyce Hill Stoner & Rebecca Rushfield 
(eds.), Conservation of Easel Paintings. London and New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2012.7, 
(161–88) 172–73. 

8 Inventory number GKM-5682-1. Notification of Salla Tiainen, Head of museum collections, 
Gallen-Kallela Museum, 24 June 2020. 

Spectrum 1. EDXRF spectras of the ground layer measured from streched canvas (GKM-6424-5) in 
red and a canvas roll prepared by Gallen-Kallela (GKM-5682-1) in black. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Hanne Tikkala
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the roll and the text on the ripped paper that we can deduce that the ground was self-made. 
In Lake View all the edges of the canvas have been cut, so the selvage could not be seen. 
When comparing these two together one could conclude that the ground layer in Lake View 
is also self-prepared even though during this period it was very common to buy pre-prepared 
canvases from artists’ materials suppliers.9 However, this is just a hypothesis and needs further 
research into his canvases and ground methods.

The stretcher frame for Lake View is made of pine and is exceptionally deep – usually it 
is around 2cm but in this case it is 3.5cm – with a steep bevel. A price note of ‘1500 mk’10 on 
the back side of the stretcher frame, and the number of nail holes on the tacking edge prove 
that the stretched frame is most probably original. There are no stamps or markings on the 
stretcher to indicate it would have been industrially produced, but instead there are some 
handwritten marks and other signs of craftsmanship such as traces of hand-tool markings. 
Similar high-edged stretcher frames can also be found in other paintings by Gallen-Kallela, 
for example Lemminkäinen’s Mother (1897, A I 640) and Portrait of Edvard Munch (1895, 
A III 2605), both also in the Ateneum Art Museum. The corner joints are also similar to Lake 
View, so it is likely that they have been made by the same person11.

9 Stols-Witlox, ‘Grounds, 1400–1900’, 139.
10 Gallen-Kallela often sold his landscape paintings through Hagelstam Bookshop (Onni Okkonen. 

A. Gallen-Kallelan elämä ja taide. Suomalainen tiedeakatemia. Porvoo: Werner Söderströmin 
osakeyhtiö, 1949, 471). A painting was purchased from the shop in 1901 with the price of 1500 mk 
(Finnish marks). On the basis of the provenance information, the painting is the same Lake View, 
now under study. The painting has been in the possession of the same family until it was donated 
to the Finnish National Gallery in 2010. 

 ‘Den af Axel Gallen till grefvinnan Aina Mannerheims fond donerade taflan, som exporenats 
i Hagelstams bokhandel, har i går för ett pris af 1,500 mk blifvit inköpt af ett strörre antal 
medborgarinnor och medborgare, hvilka velat öfverlämna taflan till grefvinnan Mannerheim såsom 
en gärd af erkänsla för hennes vackra initiativ ock uppoffrande inlägg i den fosterländska arbetet.’ 
Hufvudstadsbladet, 21 October 1901. The Press Cuttings Collection. Archive Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery, Helsinki.

11 The corner joint on the stretcher frame of Lake View is a combination of two types: half-lap and 
bridle joint.

Fig. 3. Canvas roll prepared 
by Akseli Gallen-Kallela. 
Gallen-Kallela Museum 
(GKM-582-1) 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /  
Conservation Unit, Katariina 
Johde.
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The sketching and the composition

Gallen-Kallela painted Lake View in Kalela, his wilderness home 
and studio in Ruovesi in central Finland. The painting depicts a 
lake viewed from a great height and the water covers more than 
half of the painted surface. The sun’s rays glimmer on the rippling 
water and the blue horizon looms in the distance. There are two 
forested islands in the middle which are reflected in the lake water. 
The sparkle of sunlight in the water is painted very realistically as 
the sky is wild and expressive. The brushstrokes are clearly visible 
and the academic style which the artist was known for is here 
disappearing. However, the young trees in the foreground are still 
painted very meticulously. 

The paintings that Gallen-Kallela made in Africa about 
ten years later give some indication of his sketching methods. An 
unfinished version of Hippos in the Tana River (1909–10)12, which 
belongs to a private collection, has a grid drawn on the canvas with 
a pencil. It has been used for the magnification of the subject from 
a sketch to the scale of a large canvas. There is no grid visible in 
Lake View, which indicates it has been sketched outdoors straight 
onto the canvas. The drawing technique used seems to be quite 
similar in both paintings, the main subjects have been drawn 
with care and the sketch lines have been followed faithfully while 
painting. The underdrawings have not been worked too extensively 
and for example the young trees in the foreground have not been 
drawn at all (Fig. 4).

Lake View was originally larger in size. This can be deduced 
from examining the tacking edges – on the top and right edges 

there is an extra row of nail holes used for stretching. On these two edges the motif reaches 
almost to the edge of the painting and on the tacking edge only the white ground layer is 
visible. On the lower and left edges there are no extra nail holes and black lines have been 
drawn on top of the painted surface near the edge. This means the artist has outlined the 
painting again regarding the lower and left edge, removed the canvas from the stretcher, cut 
off the extra canvas and stretched it again onto a smaller stretcher. Finally, he has painted the 
new tacking edges white to cover up the original painted surface.

Similar painted tacking edges can be found on Conceptio Artis13 (1895), which is 
a central section of a painting Gallen-Kallela had cut into smaller pieces. In addition, this 
painting has a small strip of canvas attached to the top edge. This grounded and painted strip 
is originally cut from the lower edge of the original painting14.

Gallen-Kallela also changed the measurements and composition in his painting 
Cheetah (1910–14), which belongs to the Mannerheim Museum collection15. The original 
stretcher frame and remains of the canvas edges belong to the collection of the Gallen-
Kallela Museum16. The artist had cut the painting to reduce its size while it was attached to a 
stretcher frame and was already in quite a late and finished state. Also, in this painting two of 
the edges remained unaltered and the other two were outlined again.

12 Private collection. 
13 Private collection.
14 The signature of the original painting is visible on the added canvas strip. The signature can be 

found on the top tacking edge of Conceptio Artis.
15 Inventory number 73 in the Mannerheim Museum.
16 Inventory number GKM-7874 in the Gallen-Kallela Museum.

Fig. 4. Infrared reflection 
photograph of Lake View 
showing evidence of 
underdrawing. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Conservation Unit, Hanne Tikkala
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Pigments used in Lake View

At the beginning of the 20th century, around the time 
that he painted Lake View, Gallen-Kallela started to 
experiment with light and lucid colours. His pigment 
palette brightened and the use of vivid pigments, such 
as organic reds, cerulean blue, cobalt violet and cobalt 
green (Rinnmann´s green) started to emerge in his 
paintings. Sombre shades like blacks and dark browns, 
are used in smaller areas and the overall light in the 
paintings is brighter. Also, the use of Prussian blue 
decreased. In Lake View the phenomenon of a bright 
pigment palette appears especially in the use of organic 
red in the sweet pink and light orange colours of the 
sun’s rays of the early summer evening.

The white in the painting is mainly lead white, 
the zinc white has been used only as an additive and/or 
filler of the colour, either together with barium sulphate 
(litophone) or alone as a brightening or protective 
element. The use of lead white as the ‘main white’ is 
typical of the time period.

The pigment palette in the painting is not 
very broad, but it contains many pigments typically 
used by Gallen-Kallela, such as cobalt blue, synthetic 
ultramarine, cadmium yellow, emerald green, organic 
reds and different shades of iron oxide pigments. What is 
unusual is that cinnabar and viridian are absent from this 
painting, even though these colours are a definite part of 
Gallen-Kallela’s basic pigment palette.

One of the dominant pigments used in the 
painting is emerald green, a copper acetate arsenite 
that has been used in almost every element, from the 
dark brown shades of the horizon’s forest to the bright 

lustrous glimmer of the sun bridge in the water. At this time, at the turn of the century, this 
pigment was fairly popular in oil painting, but because of its hazardous elements its use 
started to decline quite quickly. Likewise, from studies of Gallen-Kallela’s pigment palette it 
disappears almost entirely just after 191017.

In Lake View Gallen-Kallela has created the greenish tones of the sun bridge in the 
water not only by mixing blues and cadmium yellow but also by adding some emerald green 
to the shades. In the areas of water and sky where the sun’s rays shimmer he has added 
organic red to bring a certain glow to the painting. This glow can be observed when the 
surface of the painting is illuminated with UV-light. The organic red then fluoresces in a bright 
orange colour, which might indicate the use of madder and/or alizarine (Fig. 5)18.

The blue shades in the sky Gallen-Kallela has created with cobalt blue, synthetic 
ultramarine and lead white. In the yellow, orange and pink rays of sunlight in the sky he has 
used different mixtures of cadmium yellow, organic reds and lead white. In the greyish tones 
of the background to the richly coloured water he has used cobalt blue, iron oxide colours, 
emerald green and lead white in a ratio that makes the mixture more sombre than in the blue 
areas of the water. The greyish background adds contrast to the bright shimmer of sunlight on 
the surface of the water, an element he has created with an impasto technique with thick lead 
white paint together with cadmium yellow. The young brushwood in the foreground consists 

17 Tikkala & Hornytzkyj, ‘Luonnontieteellisin analyysimenetelmin tunnistettu Akseli Gallen-Kallelan 
väripaletti’, 29

18 The characterisation of the specific compound of organic red has not yet been performed.

Fig. 5. UV fluorescence 
photograph of Lake View 
showing the pink fluorescence 
of red organic pigments.
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Conservation Unit, Hanne Tikkala
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of emerald green and different iron oxide pigments. Iron 
oxide pigments might include different shades of yellow 
and red ochre and brownish umber. The signature has 
also been painted with this mixture. The water glittering 
behind the young trees has been painted with cobalt blue 
and lead white. This is the last element added to this part 
of the painting. 

The dark green forest on the horizon and its 
reflections on the water Gallen-Kallela has created with 
emerald green toned with iron oxide pigments and 
cobalt blue. With this mixture the colour of the forest is 
almost black, varying with different shades of green and 
blue. There were no black pigments identified in Lake 
View, instead all the black areas seem to be created with 
mixtures of different pigments.

The painting technique

There are several painting techniques used in Lake View 
that can also be found in the artist’s later paintings: vivid 
cross-waves have been painted with a thin-tipped brush 
(Fig. 6); a flat-headed brush has been used to make long 
meandering strokes in the sky and on the horizon (Fig. 7); 
thin vertical lines have been lightly painted on top of the 
waves to highlight the glimmer and an almost relief-like 
surface has been built up in the brightest spots (Fig. 8). 
The brushstrokes are clearly visible throughout the 
painting. A light, wedge-shaped area of calm water, which 
is most well known from the artist’s Keitele (1904) series 
of paintings, is presented in Lake View, reportedly for the 
first time. Also, the rippling waves in the Keitele series 
resemble those in Lake View, although they are executed 
in an even more reduced way in the Keitele works.

The formation of a brushstroke on a paint medium 
is a combination of several factors. The composition of 
the paint, the absorption of the ground layer and the 
speed and the force of the artist all affect the end result. 
Also the type of the brush used makes a difference 
(Fig. 9). The determined, long and wide brushstrokes 
in the sky are very characteristic of the artist. A small, 
oval reticulated imprint can also often be found in 
his paintings. It is formed when a brush containing a 
generous amount of paint is lifted straight upwards from 
the paint surface (Fig. 10). In Lake View this imprint can 
be found, for example, in a cloud above the island on 
the right.

The sky is predominantly painted in one session, 
since the paint layers are blended in together in most 
areas. The paint layers follow the sketch lines with 
precision: the drawn areas have been systematically 
coloured with a particular paint (Fig. 11). This can be 
deduced from the X-ray image where the outlines of the 
clouds appear dark. This means the paint layer in the 
area is very thin and in places missing entirely. The lake 
water, on the other hand, appears to be painted with 

Fig. 6. Detail of the painting’s surface showing the cross-waves 
painted with a thin-tipped brush. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina Johde 

Fig. 7. Detail of the painting’s surface. Gallen-Kallela used 
flat-headed brushes to make long meandering strokes in the sky 
and on the horizon. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina Johde 

Fig. 8. Detail of the painting’s surface. The heavily built-up surface 
structure in this section of the work highlights the glimmer of the 
sun’s rays in the water. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina Johde

https://research.fng.fi


Observations on the Painting Technique and Materials Used in the Painting of Lake View (1901) // Katariina Johde and Hanne Tikkala
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2021. 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

8

more layers. These layers have dried between applications, at least in 
some places. Short horizontal brushstrokes depicting the cross-waves 
have been painted wet-on-wet but the finishing strokes have been 
added to a dried surface, especially in the light areas. Presumably 
the sky and the water have been painted almost ready at one go and 
then finally the painting has been finished as a whole. The young 
trees in the foreground have been painted on top of a dried surface in 
the final stages.

The painting has been signed using a similar dark green paint 
to that found in the wooded islands and on the young trees in the 
foreground.19 The paint used for the signature’s date is blended in 
with the light blue paint layer found in the lake water. Presumably 
the light blue brushstrokes were one of the last additions to the 
painting and were still wet when signed. Similar blue strokes can be 
found especially around the lower right corner in the glimmer. In the 

final stages the artist has also added 
the small spruce sapling next to the 
signature since there the paint layers 
have also blended (Fig. 12). Other 
young trees have been painted in 
more detail on a dried paint surface. 
On the top a thin layer of varnish has 
been added.

Conclusion 

The painting technique the artist 
has adopted in the early years of his 
career usually turns more definite as 
experience accumulates. In addition, 
new materials come on the market and 
new techniques are developed. Some 
are more popular than others. Also, 
styles and painting trends change, as 
time passes. In Gallen-Kallela’s artistic 
development Lake View marks the 
stage where his artistic expression 
becomes more free and the painting 
style is liberated to support this 

expression. The young trees and brushwood in the foreground are like a breeze from the past 
and they appear very different compared to the expressive style of the sky and lake water.

Several new aspects to the painting technique of Gallen-Kallela have been revealed 
during the observation process that has been described in this paper – how he prepared his 
canvases, what pigments he preferred and how the painting was constructed. After Lake View 

19 Signature on lower right corner: Gallén/Kalela/1901. 

Fig. 9. A selection of Gallen-Kallela’s brushes.  
Gallen-Kallela Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina 
Johde

Fig. 10. Detail of the painting’s surface. The lifting of the brush from the surface during 
the painting process has left an oval reticular imprint. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina Johde
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Gallen-Kallela continued with the motifs of The Kalevala and Lake 
Keitele. His oeuvre reaches its colourful and vivid peak under 
the sun of Kenya, where he painted scenes full of bright colours 
that are entirely without any sombre timbre. The glorious light 
of these paintings and the honed skill of painting wide, confident 
and strong brushstrokes flourish. The pigment palette is also at 
its brightest, containing pigments from the basic palette but also 
cerulean blue, cobalt violet, Rinmann’s green and organic reds – 
some of them the same as those used in Lake View. In Lake View 
the colours of a Finnish summer evening are created with cobalt 
blue, ultramarine blue, emerald green, cadmium yellow, organic 
red, iron oxide pigments and lead white. Surprisingly, the colours 
of the Finnish lake landscape are the precursors for the palette 
used in the bright African light. 

Fig. 11. Detail of the painting’s surface. The underdrawings around the clouds are partly visible to the naked eye. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina Johde

Fig. 12. Detail of the painting’s surface. Gallen-Kallela 
used a similar mixture of pigments for the signature to 
that used in the young brushwood in the foreground. The 
paint has in places blended in with the light blue paint of 
the background. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Conservation Unit, Katariina 
Johde
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How does the artist’s body become a medium and a carrier? How does an author explore his 
or her relationship to the world by submitting to it? In this article, I examine the practice of 
five young printmakers: Roma Auskalnyte, Inka Bell, Inma Herrera, Emma Peura and Suvi Sysi. 
They were all born in the 1980s and 1990s and studied at the Academy of Fine Arts, University 
of the Arts Helsinki. The works they make take various forms: sculptural installations, 
performances, videos and reliefs. Yet all share a strong connection with the tradition of 
printmaking.

In this article I investigate the ways in which the relationship to the human body is 
reflected in their artworks. From this viewpoint I trace a relationship to the world, where the 
artist is exposed to different materialities and open to the surrounding world. The artworks 
discussed bring forth themes of perception, memories and different materialities, as well 
as questions of language and technology. What unites the artworks is their ability to reach 
towards the other, be it a matter of thinking in other ways, looking at history from another 
angle and thinking about our way of being in another way.

Touch

The Spanish artist Inma Herrera (b. 1986) makes prints, videos, sculptures and performances. 
Often these works have been inspired by the history of printmaking, its various mediums 
and working practices. For Herrera, touch is a key topic. For what do we have without touch? 
Without touch, without someone being influenced, being moved or haunted by the other? On 
the other hand, an artwork does not come into being without the sense of touch. In Herrera’s 
work touch is present in a very concrete way, as a cast of the artist’s hand or as an indexical 
sign, a fingerprint on a surface.

But in order to encounter an artwork and the possibility for the work to touch us, one 
needs time and openness. In her video piece Exploratory Movement (2017) Herrera covers a 
sheet of plexiglass with printing ink and then removes it carefully. During the process the 

1 To access the book in Finnish, visit http://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi-fe202102053929.
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spectator can read some text engraved on the plexiglass as it is revealed by the wiping of the 
ink. It is a citation from the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, from his main work 
Phenomenology of Perception:

[…] the knowing touch projects us outside our body through movement. […] There are 
tactile phenomena, alleged tactile qualities, like roughness and smoothness, which 
disappear completely if the exploratory movement is eliminated. Movement and time are 
not only an objective condition of knowing touch, but a phenomenal component of tactile 
data. They bring about the patterning of tactile phenomena, just as light shows up the 
configuration of a visible surface.2

In this quote Merleau-Ponty writes about how the knowledge of different properties, 
like roughness or softness, comes to us through touch – but not without movement. In 
Herrera’s piece we can see how during the process the text becomes visible, is covered and 
uncovered. Movement and touch complete our perception. Finally there are just enough 
traces of black ink to make the text legible. The artwork is presented in addition to another 
video work, projected onto another piece of plexiglass that can also be encountered in the 
exhibition. However, the spectator cannot read the text from one standpoint; the meaning 
of the quotation is revealed only if they move about and thus dedicate some time, as well as 
movement, to the encounter with the artwork.

The relationship between touch and vision is multiple: touch involves losing the 
distance between an inspected object or another human being. On the other hand touch can 
also be understood as taking possession of something, understanding it. In the intersensory 
hierarchy, seeing has its own place. Within Western philosophy, there has long been debate 
around ocularcentrism: placing vision higher up in a hierarchy of senses connected to 
knowledge and possessing the object. Vision was especially significant to the thinking of René 
Descartes (1596–1650). In his treatise Optics he compared vision to a stick held by a blind 
man ‘and you may then have been able to notice that you felt, through the medium of this 
stick, the diverse objects placed around you, and you were even able to tell whether they 
were trees, or stones, or sand, or water, or grass, or mud, or any other such thing’.3 Descartes 

2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Phenomenology of Perception (1945). Transl. Colin Smith. New York & 
London: Routledge, 2010, 367.

3 René Descartes. ‘Optics’, in Discourse on Method, Optics, Geometry and Meteorology. Transl. Paul J. 
Olscamp. Cambridge, Indianapolis: Hackett, 2001, 67. 

Inma Herrera, still from 
Exploratory Movement, 2017, 
single-channel digital HD 
video, colour, sound, 16:9, 
duration 10:32min
Photo: Inma Herrera

https://research.fng.fi


Body, Trace, Perception // Saara Hacklin
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2021. 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

3

thought that vision functioned like a stick, 
touching the objects. But as we know, 
for Descartes all knowledge that comes 
through senses is doubtful. How can one 
know that one is not dreaming or is not 
being tricked by an evil spirit?

In Herrera’s thinking, the body and 
the knowledge one gains through it are 
both significant. She is interested in the 
way we can know things through touch 
and vision. The hand and touch are indeed 
repeated elements in her practice. In 

her sculptural work Res extensa (2019) a pair of hands holding a pipe is placed on a pedestal. 
Some of the fingers are missing, the pipe rests between the thumb and index finger.

In order to demonstrate just how uncertain all our knowledge of the world is, including 
its res extensa (extended things), Descartes presents his so-called wax argument: 

Let us take, for example, this piece of wax: it has been taken freshly from the hive, and 
it has not yet lost the sweetness of the honey which it contains; it still retains that from 
which it has been culled; its colour, its form, its size is apparent; it is hard, cold, easily 
handled, and if you strike it with a finger, it will emit a sound. [...] But notice that while I 
speak and approach the fire what remained of the taste is exhaled, the smell evaporates, 
the colour alters, the form is destroyed, the size increases, it becomes liquid, it heats up, 
scarcely can one handle it, and when one strikes it, no sound is emitted. Does the same 
wax remain after this change? 4

In Res extensa the hands seem to 
be rising from a void to hold the pipe. 
The cast hands have lost a few fingers. 
These imperfect hands resonate with 
the thought of the uncertain nature 
of expanded things, res extensa. For 
Descartes, the opposite of extended 
things was res cogitans, mental substance. 
These two were for Descartes mutually 
exclusive. In Herrera’s pieces knowledge 
gained through the body and touch 
challenges this idea. Maybe a hand can 
know, too?

In the video entitled Flaying (2018) 
the artist is slowly separating a thick mass 
made using printing ink from a silicone 

mould. The video work uncovers traces and lines that the fingers are gently touching. It looks 
as if skin meets skin and the delicate gouges. At points the viewer sees how a knife is used to 
separate the silicon from the ink. In this slow and cautious process there is something both 
violent and pleasurable. The touch is gently suggesting, persuading. The artist here comments 
on how, for her, touch can reveal more details than vision can. It can sense an unevenness that 
would otherwise have escaped one’s eye.

4 René Descartes. Meditations in First Philosophy. Ed. Stanley Tweyman. Oxon & New York: 
Routledge, 2005, 55.

Inma Herrera, Res-Extensa, 2019, concrete, 
plexiglass, ink, spray paint
Photo: Inma Herrera

Inma Herrera, still from Flaying, 
2018–20, single-channel 
digital HD video, colour, 16:9, 
duration 7:38min 
Photo: Inma Herrera 
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Body

For Merleau-Ponty, all one’s knowledge of the world is gained through one’s own particular 
viewpoint, through the body. Multi-sensory perception is possible only because of our body; 
and so is our relation to other people and the environment. In fact all of our knowledge is 
somehow tied to the body. Emma Peura’s (b. 1988) exhibition, ‘Let The Journey Draw Its 
Course’, at Uniarts Helsinki’s Project Room, included multiple pieces made using various 
techniques. The core of the exhibition was her series of prints Pool: Peurala, Travel Journal 
and the sound work Memories from Sompio. 

Peura’s piece takes the spectator to northern Finland, to the area that later became 
the Lokka reservoir. The reservoir was part of a project building dams to Kemijoki to produce 
hydro energy. The dam building had already started in 1945 downstream from Kemijoki. The 
reservoirs of Lokka and Pirttipahta were completed in the 1960s and they were also part of 
the scheme. Already at that time hydropower was marketed as environmentally friendly, but 
all the different consequences of dam building to the surrounding nature, animals and local 
people, were hardly mentioned. And yet the basins and the Vuotso canal that connects them, 
did affect many, especially the reindeer herders.5 At that time the nature of Lapland was still 
largely considered as a reservoir, and the voice of local indigenous people was not properly 
heard. Peura writes in her thesis: ‘Here were many fields and superb cloudberry swamps. 
During the first years, many reindeer drowned in the reservoirs.’6 

Pool (2017–19) is a map that depicts a piece of this northern region – a region that 
was filled by the Lokka basin. Peura has been examining old maps and she has looked for 
information about the area that was flooded in Yrjö Teeriaho’s book on Sompio Muuttuva 
Sompio (Changing Sompio) (2011). Peura’s map has been printed on Japanese gampi paper. 
The artist describes how this paper is very delicate, precious, and despite its very thin nature 
is also very durable. The choice of paper bears significance to the artist. The map has been 
separated into sheets, the size of which equals the traditional topographical map. In theory 
this map could also be folded and one could orientate with the help of it. The only problem is 
that the area is underwater. In contemporary maps, the same area is all coloured blue. 

Maps are associated with objectivity 
and taking possession of the landscape. From 
the phenomenological point of view, they 
are connected to a linear perspective, to a 
mathematical model, where the surrounding 
world is possessed with the help of a formula. 
For Merleau-Ponty, linear perspective was by 
nature Cartesian: in this mode the embodied 
perception was replaced by a model. Yet not 
all maps are equal. Peura’s Pool is made of an 
area that is no longer in existence as a visible 
land mass. It is an imagined map that includes 
interpretations and that makes visible something 
now under water. In the exhibition there was 
a stone from the foundations of her ancestor’s 
old home, as well as a sample of reservoir water 
poured into a petri dish. The dish was placed 
on the map, where Peura’s forefathers’ home 
was located, so that one could basically look at 
the place through water. The map, an objective, 
bird’s eye view of the place, was made prior to 
the artist taking the trip north.

5 Emma Peura. Let The Journey Draw Its Course (Antaa matkan piirtää). MFA final thesis. Helsinki: 
Uniarts Helsinki, 2020, 14.

6 Peura, Let The Journey Draw Its Course, 17.

Emma Peura, Pool: Peurala, 
2017–19, collagraphy, 
drypoint, chine-collé, gauze, 
Petri dish, water from the 
Lokka reservoir
Photo: Emma Peura
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The core of Peura’s oeuvre is a 
work called Travel Journal (2019), based 
on a ‘travel diary’ the artist took with 
her to northern Finland, to the former 
homelands of her family in Sompio. This 
‘travel diary’ was displayed as copper 
sculpture but also as a printed series, 
where the images of the copper book 
were displayed together with texts. Peura 
describes the method she used as ‘sitting 
with the copper plate on my lap. As 
the journey begins, I place the drypoint 
needle on the plate. I concentrate on 

holding the needle pressed to the copper plate without using 
much force. Along the way the bus bounces on the uneven 
road. This makes the drypoint needle move. The movement 
makes a line on the surface of the copper plate. The drypoint 
technique is about engraving the copper plate by making 
scratches. The movement of the bus is making these engravings 
that I will print after the trip is over’.7

On the pages of Travel Journal there are both 
perceptions made along the way and indexical signs from the 
travelling itself, signs from the bouncing and the turns the bus 
made. The plates of the book were printed to create a series 
accompanied by Peura’s notes. ‘The scenery changed as we 
drove towards the North. Forest, lakes, fields and those grey, 
desolate barns. I pressed the needle on the page of copper and 
let the journey draw on my behalf.’

The idea that a journey can draw, changes the active role 
of the artist and the way of being in the space. In this set-up 
the artist is a medium, who transmits different phases of the 
journey. Things happen to her, and as Merleau-Ponty wrote: ‘I 
ought to say that one perceives in me, and not that I perceive.’8 
Peura leaves with her father and brother to go on a trip, she 
searches for signs from the past and tries to understand. In a 
way she places herself between past and present as a carrier. 
In this piece touch is not always friendly or persuasive, but 
scratchy and abrupt. It is drawing a wound.

The travel journal recounts a scene where the artist 
tries to explain to her grandmothers in Salla what she is doing: 
‘This book has copper pages and it weighs a kilo, and this pen 
is a needle, it is used to draw lines and these lines are travels, 
and travels are stories and stories are all I have of grandfather 

and Armas and Peurala.’ By scratching the copper Peura is making visible an aspect of her 
forgotten family history, and also scratching the collective memory of the nation.

7 Peura, Let The Journey Draw Its Course, 43.
8 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 250.

Emma Peura, Travel Journal, 2019, drypoint 
on 8 copper plates, each measuring 
12cm x 16cm, printing ink, elastic band, 
alkyd varnish
Photo: Emma Peura

Emma Peura, Travel Journal: pages I–XVI, 2019, drypoint 
on gampi paper, chine-collé on Hahnemühle paper, each 
sheet measuring 78cm x 106cm 
Photo: Emma Peura 

https://research.fng.fi


Body, Trace, Perception // Saara Hacklin
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2021. 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

6

Writing

In the works of the Lithuanian artist Roma 
Auskalnyte (b. 1988) the body is exposed to touch. 
In her work, the human body is a surface or a carrier 
for printing, and what touches it, is the word. A 
photographic work Titled (2017) is delimited to the 
upper part of the chest and lower half of the face. 
The chest is still blemished, for the skin has the word 
ARTIST printed on it. The person in the image may be 
nameless, but not without a title. This piece has its 
roots in a performance where the artist prints a mark 
on her body. In this way she takes on carrying the 
brand of artists. The imprint will soon fade away and 
so the artisthood needs to be possessed again and 
again. In Auskalnyte’s photograph, the person’s face 
is left unseen. Maybe the body is the creation of the 
artist and she has left her signature on it. Or could it 
be that we are overlooking the person in the image 
and only seeing their position and action as an artist?

A certain performativity is typical in 
Auskalnyte’s works. Inscribing the skin of one’s 
own body is repeated in other works too. As a 
technique printmaking is intertwined with writing, 
book printing, and repetition. Books, posters, official 
documents, labels and blankets all are connected 
to printmaking. For example in Rooftop (2017–18) 
Auskalnyte printed cards in the format of a residence 
permit and including the text ‘Home?’ in English, 
Lithuanian and Finnish. From these cards she 
constructed an installation that looked like a roof. 
The implication was that a foreigner must fill in the 
residence permit card again and again to have a 
home. Besides its political connotations the work 
also has a strong relationship to the medium itself: 
will printmaking offer a protecting and spacious 
enough home for the artist? 

The relationship between body and text is 
most visible in some of Auskalnyte’s earlier works. 
For instance, in her three-channel video installation 
Punishment (2014), viewers see the artist kneeling 
on a printing plate. On her knees are the words: ‘In 

text I trust / In written truth / I believe.’ Auskalnyte recounts how according to the story one 
form of punishment in Lithuanian schools used to be kneeling on dried peas. Here peas have 
been replaced by a printing plate. The text touches the artist painfully, but the sign will soon 
disappear. The relation of text, written word and body is clear: the body represents a platform 
onto which information is being forcefully placed. But the body resists, it has its own will. 

The way in which Auskalnyte links the body and writing, reminds me of Franz Kafka’s 
short story ‘In the Penal Colony’ (1919), in which the commandant of a penal colony explains 
how an execution machine works to the visitor: the machine engraves the punishment onto 
the body of the condemned and thus slowly executes them. The conviction and punishment, 
guilt and suffering are one and the same. An abstract letter of the law becomes flesh. The 
body experiences and understands text, and this is, according to the commandant, fulfilment. 
However, in Kafka’s story the commandant himself fails to experience this fulfilment as the 
machine malfunctions and pierces the commandant’s body. Death comes abruptly, without 
understanding.

Roma Auskalnyte, Titled, 2017, digital photograph, dimensions vary 
Photo: Roma Auskalnyte

Roma Auskalnyte, Rooftop (detail), 2018, stone lithography 
installation, 330cm x 240cm x 160cm, comprising lithographic prints, 
each measuring 10cm x 15cm, commissioned by the Museum of 
Contemporary Art Kiasma  
Photo: Roma Auskalnyte
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For Auskalnyte the relationship to writing 
is complicated. Frustration (2015) consists of two 
videos. In one the artist crams lead letters onto her 
face, as if she is about to suffocate. In the other video, 
a hand with a pen blindly tries to draw signs on her 
back. The fumbling in Frustration seems to reflect the 
tension between language and action. ‘Everything 
looks perfect and according to the text it should be 
this way. I do not see myself there. There is a gap 
between me and the text about me.’9 The groping 
in Auskalnyte’s pieces makes one think of writing 
without seeing. The philosopher Jacques Derrida 
describes a moment when he, sometimes, maybe 
while driving his car, writes blindly, without seeing. 
The thought is clear, but it is written down without 
seeing. When the gesture of writing is undertaken 
blindly, fingers search for the shape of the letters 
and the text becomes illegible graffiti. The gesture of 
writing is made from memory.10 

In Auskalnyte’s works it is as if the body 
resists text, that none of the words could reflect the 
experience in its transiency. This fumbling of writing 
makes me think of Hélène Cixous’s écriture féminine. 
‘Nearly the entire history of writing is confounded 
with the history of reason,’ she wrote in 1975.11 
Cixous challenged women to write, to find a new kind 
of rebellious writing: ‘Write yourself. Your body must 
be heard.’12 Cixous argues that women have turned 
away from their bodies, we are taught to ignore it, to 
keep it modest. This body is given to the other – but 
will one get it back, is it possible to win it back?13 The 
writing on the body is connected to the imagery of 
longing and desire, as in Peter Greenaway’s film The 
Pillow Book (1996) or Jeanette Winterson in Written 

on the Body (1992). In the latter the narrator describes her lover: ‘You have scored your name 
into my shoulders, referenced me with your mark. The pads of your fingers have become 
printing blocks, you tap a message on to my skin, tap meaning into my body.’14 

9 ‘Everything looks perfect and according to the text it should be this way. I do not see myself 
there. There is a gap between me and the text about me.’ See https://www.roma-auskalnyte.eu/ 
(accessed 20 September 2020).

10 Jacques Derrida. Memoirs of the Blind: The Self-Portrait and Other Ruins (1991). Transl. Pascale-
Anne Brault & Michael Naas. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993, 3. 

11 Hélène Cixous. The Laugh of the Medusa (1975). Transl. Keith Cohen & Paula Cohen. Signs, Vol. 1, 
No. 4. Summer, 1976, (875–93) 879. 

12 Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa (1975), 880.
13 Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa (1975), 885.
14 Jeanette Winterson. Written on the Body. London: Penguin Random House, 1992.

Roma Auskalnyte, still from Frustration, 2015,  
two-channel video installation, duration 10min (loop)
Photo: Roma Auskalnyte
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Colour

The longing that electrifies the whole body, falling in love, can be caused by colour. Maggie 
Nelson describes in her book Bluets (2009) how colour and losing a lover causes a certain kind 
of longing: ‘And so I fell in love with a colour – in this case, the colour blue – as if falling under 
a spell, a spell I fought to stay under and get out from under, in turns.’15 

Colour has traditionally been one of the most challenging themes for philosophers. 
How to think about colour? What is colour anyway? Measuring colour seems impossible. 
Merleau-Ponty thought that colour is inseparable from the material that carries it. The 
redness of a dress is the redness of the fabric. At the same time colour and the associations 
it raises, its cultural connotations, are inseparable. In a way it is a matter of intertwining the 
visible and invisible: red is never just red, but it is always the redness of something, seen in a 
context connected with other redness and the connotations in different cultures. For Merleau-
Ponty, colour ‘creates – from itself, to itself – identities, differences, a texture, a materiality, a 
something…’16 

Suvi Sysi (b. 1990) is interested in the techniques of printmaking, colour and 
materiality. Sysi’s pieces are often installations or sculptural elements spreading into space, 
where colours glide into each other and glimmer heavily. She works both in the margins of 
printmaking and in the heart of it. The works make use of the side products of printmaking 
and in that sense they are heavily dependent on it. It is as though in her works the materials 
step into the limelight. Sysi recounts how when she started studying printmaking she became 
aware of the beauty of the surrounding materials, colours, and tools. ‘There were piles 
of prints lying around me. I felt I was right inside the artwork and making of it, and it felt 
significant […]. My attention began to move towards the process – to the way in which the 
artworks and traces were born – and image-making retreated.’17

15 Maggie Nelson. Bluets. New York & Seattle: Wave books, 2009, 1. 
16 Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting. Ed. Galen 

A. Johnson, transl. Michel B. Smith. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1993, 141 (L’œil et 
l’esprit, 1960).

17 Suvi Sysi. MFA final thesis, written documentation. Helsinki: Uniarts Helsinki, 2020, 6. 

Suvi Sysi, Caused Reflection, 
2017, installation comprising 
surplus papers from the 
printing process, monotype; 
dimensions vary
Photo: Suvi Sysi
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Sysi’s Caused Reflection (2017) 
is a large installation in which thin 
papers hang from the walls. The work 
comprises mackle sheets, paper that 
is used to protect a printing press 
from spreading colours. These sheets 
came as a side product of another 
piece: Reflect (2017) is a pile of thick 
sheets that were printed entirely 
covered with colours, so that each 
paper seemed to have been saturated 
by colour. The experience of being 
surrounded by slowly growing piles 
of protecting mackle paper that 
were used in the process of printing 
these thick sheets made the artist 
look at them more closely. And so 
the impregnated and glowing colour 
was paired with an installation of 
mackle sheets, where the colour is 
more fragmentary and fragile. The 
mackle sheets that are hanging from 
one corner of the space make one 
think of scarves and flags. Moreover, 

it is enticing to think of the mutual dependency between Reflect and 
Caused Reflection. The heavy pile of coloured sheets would not be 
without the fluttery wall of mackle sheets.  

Merleau-Ponty writes about encountering the blue sky: the 
perceiver does not try to possess the blue of the sky, they do not try 
to reach for the idea of blue, but abandons oneself and dives into the 
mystery of blue – the blueness of the sky impregnates consciousness.18 
Sysi experiences colours as immersive, she feels them in her stomach. 
Colours and materials intertwine when paper absorbs colour and then 
blazes it into the surroundings. Sysi’s working connects in my mind to 
the idea expressed by Merleau-Ponty as ‘one perceives in me’; without 
openness to the colours, to the ability to give oneself to the materials, 
these works would not exist.

Printmaking is also about time. Just as Inma Herrera’s 
Exploratory Movement embodies movement, a changing point of view 
and time, Sysi’s works also invite one to think about these aspects. In 
her performance Intwine (2018), Sysi engaged in making prints from 
a blue-inked plate for the duration of the exhibition. She hung the 
printed papers around her to dry, until at the end of the exhibition one 
could barely see the artist at work surrounded by folded and hanging 
paper. The title of the work, Intwine, means to wrap and in it, the artist 
was intwined, and blended with the artwork 

Sysi’s installation Blue Companion (2020) is also about 
temporality and being with an artwork. It is a multipart installation 
comprising a large roll of paper stood on one end, a chair, Japanese 
paper hanging from the wall and a blue paint mark on the floor. The 

word ‘companion’ in the title refers to someone we break the bread with, 
someone with whom we spend time together. The artist has been inspired 
by time and working processes. And undoubtedly also the colour blue. Blue 

18 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 249.

Suvi Sysi, Intwine, 2018, performance continuing for the duration of the exhibition, 
woodcut hand-printed on Japanese paper 
Photo: Suvi Sysi

Suvi Sysi, Blue Companion (detail), 2020, 
installation, ultramarine paint, paper,  
dimensions vary
Photo: Noora Lehtovuori 
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is often connected with melancholy, but as a colour it has also been very rare and valued. It is 
an especially loaded and desired colour.

Sysi’s Blue Companion installation reminds one of a domestic interior. Laid over a chair 
is a large sheet of paper painted blue. Rolls of paper painted blue are standing on end here and 
there. Next to the largest roll there is a blue mark trailing across the floor. Sysi recounts how 
she was alarmed by some water damage that took place at her studio. In the end the damage 
was relatively small, but Sysi discovered that the piece she had been working on had left a blue 
imprint on her studio floor. Sysi was inspired by this effect and used the same technique in her 
exhibition. In the gallery space the blue trace trailing across the floor refers to an absence. It is a 
sign that something has been here, but is now elsewhere, no longer with us.19

To be with a colour, to entwine with it, can also appear as the endpoint to some; 
Maggie Nelson writes: ‘I have also imagined my life ending, or simply evaporating, by being 
subsumed into a tribe of blue people. I dreamed of these blue people as a child, long before I 
knew such people actually existed. Now I know that they do, in the eastern and central Sahara 
desert, and that they all called Tuareg, which means “abandoned by God”.’20 

Technique

Like Sysi, for Inka Bell (b. 1981) material and colour also became 
central. Bell uses different methods and machines to work on 
paper and other materials for her sculptural pieces. In her early 
works, one could see abstract patterns, as if made by a machine, 
but later the works became more sculptural, dense piles. Looking 
at Bell’s abstract pieces I am inclined to think of the limits of 
the body: has the author’s touch, body, perhaps completely 
disappeared? Has it merged into the colour and disappeared into 
the desert – leaving us just with the machine? For as Bell points 
out, working with a machine is also about handing over control.21

Bell’s pieces reflect the relationship between human 
and machine, but they also pose broader questions. She has 
described how she looks for ways to react to the surrounding 
world.22 The pieces can be seen as attempts to suspend 
moments, to create some order out of chaos. At the risk of 
creating even more entropy. 

The way Bell works makes one to think of the relation 
between technology and the human realm. Technics cannot be 
separated from the arts. Traditionally, in Ancient Greece poiesis 
meant artistic creation, giving birth to something that has not 
been before. Tekhne, in turn, referred to human skills and crafts. 
The word technics as we know it derives from tekhne and it is 

understood as the human ability to make use of and modify one’s environment.23 
Art making is inevitably connected with different techniques and technologies. But 

how much technique and technology is joined with one’s practice may vary. For instance in 
Bell’s Synchronicity series (2017) embodiment is present, but in it the machine-made and the 
human touch alternate. Bell has drawn the abstract images with a computer and after that 
worked on the image using an analogue technique. 

19 Sysi, MFA final thesis, 32.
20 Nelson, Bluets, 54.
21 Inka Bell’s email to the author, 24 August 2020.
22 Inka Bell, artist’s web page http://inkabell.fi/ (accessed 23 October 2020).
23 See for instance Susanna Lindberg. ‘Proteesi, robotti, kyborgi’, Tiede & edistys 42:3 (2017), (195–

217) 195–96.

Inka Bell, Variable III, 2016, 
serigraph, 140cm x 186cm
Photo: Paavo Lehtonen
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This dialogue between technology and the human continues 
in Bell’s practice. Her pieces make one think of weaving. Piling up 
laser-cut pieces looks like weaving together threads: It is as if Bell 
weaves with paper. It is not a coincidence that the development of the 
computer is connected with the invention of early weaving machines 
and the punch cards used in them. With the punch cards one could 
direct the machines to create the most complicated patterns. 

In Bell’s pieces the precision of the machine and its ability 
to repeat are still very much in interaction with the human. Study 5 
(2019) is a relief made out of laser-cut grey coloured paper shapes. 
The accuracy of the machine meets the human, as the uneven edges 
of the piles are the tell-tale sign of human touch: the order in disorder. 
In turn, in her newest works the machine-made trace can be broken 
by an uneven paper – paper that has not been properly cut and seems 
to depart from the rigid order of the piece. Looking at her artworks 
I am thinking of the complicated relation between the human and 
technology: technique is not just a foreign prosthesis for life, but 
different techniques are present in situations where we do not see or 
think about them.24

Recently Bell wanted to play down the role of the computer and 
machine, as she is interested in the element of chance. Bell describes 
how in the Antimatter series the focus moved away from the image 
to the image-making process. The final image was no longer printed 
mechanically but the artist moved on to explore what happens in 
the final printmaking phase, she was looking for unevenness and 
hazards that took place there. As an artistic method, chance has a long 
tradition. Chance brings up cracks and exceptions to the rules, it opens 
up to something new. Chance also means that the author needs to 
relinquish control at least to a certain extent. Hazard has been a very 
important element for surrealists, for the FLUXUS movement, but also 
to some extent in digital art. Looking at Bell’s minimalist and slightly 
jagged works it is enticing to think how chance has been especially 
challenging for machines. If one makes use of the hazardous side of 
the machine, it is often pre-programmed to create hazard. But human 
touch can open new possibilities for chance to have an impact.

Conclusion

The five artists discussed in this article are all open towards their own 
worlds. And yet one could see connection and similar threads between 
these pieces. All these artists approach their materials and tools from 
the tradition of printmaking, and at the same time carry it in new 
directions. They also all share a similar attitude towards working. For 
instance through the works of Emma Peura, Suvi Sysi and Inka Bell one 
can explore an open and exploratory attitude to the world, and also 
a certain kind of relinquishing of control to something else – be that 
the surrounding environment, immersive colour or paper to be cut. 
On the other hand, in the works of Inma Herrera and Roma Auskalnyte 
one can find common themes of understanding one’s relation to the 

world, to human knowledge and embodied experience, but also questions of materiality and 
multi-sensuous knowledge. All these artists share the open attitude and the ability to throw 
themselves into the situation – something that the spectator is also encouraged to do, with 
all senses.

24 Lindberg, ‘Proteesi, robotti, kyborgi’, 196–98.

Inka Bell, Study 5, 2019, laser-cut coloured paper,  
12cm x 4cm x 16cm
Photo: Paavo Lehtonen

Inka Bell, Work 8, 2020, 
laser-cut coloured paper, 
thread, c. 3cm x 8cm x 1cm 
(dimensions vary)
Photo: Paavo Lehtonen
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Gothic Modern Sensibilities:  
Vaults of Matter and Spirit via a Russian Arch
Dr Jeremy Howard, Deputy Head of School of Art History, University of St Andrews, Scotland

Strange as it may seem Gothic never died. Appropriately perhaps it has been living in 
an art-historical netherworld where the struggling forces of formal modernism and social 
realism seem to have reigned for nigh on a century. Yet the very struggle of these forces 
belies the place, and strength, of the Gothic: in their attempts to suppress it, the different 
parties acknowledged both its grip and its mystery. Let our conception of the Gothic Modern 
be one of vaults. For vaults, as we know, are underground chambers for the living, dead and 
treasured, as well as arched structures and the heavens. The pointed rib vault, from four-part 
to stellar and fan, represents the dynamic span of Gothic. Of course vault also means vigorous 
leap and, with that, transcendence. Here we focus on Gothic Modern’s Russian vaults.

We can conceive our vaults as vessels of matter and spirit. On the one hand they 
are grounded in craft and collectivity, this while simultaneously being celestially aspirant, a 
romantic questing for spiritual uplift. On the other, they are dark and decadent, an irrational 
foray into horror and descent. They can offer the sublime and the grotesque. Urged on by the 
writings of Wilhelm Worringer, Richard Sterba, Josef Strzygowski and Karl Scheffler, among 
many others, our vaults are identifiable in artworks from seemingly disparate movements 
and centres. So far from just spanning inflections of Expressionism and Surrealism, they cross 
Cubism, Constructivism and the International Style, while deriving much of their esprit from 
Symbolism and Art Nouveau. In the spirit of the Gothic Modern vault let us move backwards 
to move forwards, let us spring from a subversive alliance of bold post-revolutionary 
avant-garde architectonics to fin-de-siècle painterly anxieties and apparitions (and back). 

In 1919 a young architect, Nikolay Istselennov, joined the new Russian Soviet Republic’s 
Commission of Painterly-Sculptural-Architectural Synthesis (Zhivskulptarkh). As a collective run 
by the Fine Art Section (IZO) of the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment (Narkompros), 
the group was responsible for initiating Soviet avant-garde architectural language. A key 
project upon which Istselennov and the other Zhivskulptarkh members worked was the 
design of a Temple of Communion between Nations. This was to be a fulcrum for socialist 
(Comintern) exchange where the peoples of the world would unite in mass gatherings. 
Istselennov’s designs reveal how embedded Gothic was within the modernist prism, providing 
a springboard (vault) for fellow Zhivskulptarkh designers, not least Alexander Rodchenko with 
his architectural compositions.1 Take, for example, Istselennov’s organic, asymmetrical plans 
and crystalline elevations, with their emphasis on dynamic growth, assertive energy and 
castellated defence. And compare his spiky, glazed atrium with its radiating zigzags, ogival arch 
and over-sized stars, with Lyonel Feininger’s beacon-like cathedral of the future, the woodcut 
reproduced in the Bauhaus programme, also in 1919. Both possess a romantic archaicism 
while championing post-imperial, and post-First World War, socio-material transformation.

1 Concerning this, see, in particular, multiple illustrations reproduced in Selim Khan-Magomedov. 
Pioneers of Soviet Architecture: The Search for New Solutions in the 1920s and 1930s. London: 
Thames & Hudson, 1987.
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During the first Cold War, Western scholars 
trained their eyes on Constructivism’s formal 
abstract-modernist qualities, backed, of course, by its 
social revolutionary aspect. It was largely left to two 
Soviet architectural and art historians, notably Selim 
Khan-Magomedov and Dmitri Sarabianov, to vault 
the divide and reveal the movement’s intrinsic Gothic 
force lines. While the former did so with regard to 
Zhivskulptarkh, the latter embraced the Gothicness of 
Liubov Popova (1889–1924). Observing her Painterly 
Architectonics and Spatial Force Construction images 
(1918–19) Sarabianov noted:

The acute angles that dominate the [Painterly 
Architectonics] composition arouse Gothic 
associations. They pierce the white space like 
arrows. The strong feeling of a struggle between 
light and dark is created […]. The unique rib forms 
in the late Popova refer us back to her earlier 
‘Gothicism’ […] transformed into stripes, arrows, 
rays, the lines stretch out into long zigzag stripes. 
The acute angles retained their ‘Gothic nuances’. 
A powerful dynamic was realised […] they hold an 
inner force...2

In drawing attention to Popova’s Gothic angles, Sarabianov was following the critic and 
avant-garde advocate Ivan Aksenov, whose review of her posthumous exhibition in 1924 drew 
out her indebtedness to Russia’s pre-eminent Gothic symbolist Mikhail Vrubel (1856–1910). 
Aksenov mentioned that a great deal of Vrubel memorabilia was found in Popova’s studio and 
library when they were cleared after her death. He then summed up the relationship:

Vrubel, that pre-Cubism cubist, was the primary creative authority for our artist […]. 
Vrubel’s Gothic coincided with L.S. [Popova]’s personal draw to the Gothic style, to its 
volumetric structuring, to the sharply articulated facets of its intersecting planes. It is no 
coincidence that […] in the year [1912] of Vrubel’s [posthumous] exhibition in Moscow 
she was particularly interested in the pencil drawings made when Vrubel was already 
ill. It is perfectly reasonable to suggest that the Cézannism of Popova’s own sketches (of 
trees), created in the summer 1912, was, to a remarkable degree, permeated by a Gothic 
perception of nature.3

2 From Dmitri V. Sarabianov & Natalia L. Adaskina. Liubov Popova. London: Thames & Hudson, 1990, 
137, 140, 141.

3 I. A. Aksenov. ‘Posmertnaya vystavka L.S. Popovoy’, Zhizn’ iskusstva, 3 February 1925, 5, 4–5. 
Author’s translation.

Liubov Popova, Spatial Force Construction, study, 1921
Photo: Art Heritage / Alamy Stock Photo 
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In fact, as the figurehead for Russian modernism that he was, a Gothic sensibility can 
be discerned across his entire oeuvre. Thus Vrubel probed Gothic decadence and aspiration, 
from his early attempts to depict himself as a tragic, wilful yet uncertain Hamlet (1880s), 
through the struggling Faustian and chivalric imagery of his stained-glass, mural and sculpture 
designs for the neo-Gothic Moscow mansions (designed by Fedor Shekhtel) of the Morozov 
family (1890s), to his ultimate obsession with visualising the transitoriness of life, the demonic 
and macabre. It is therefore to be found in, for instance, such range as his late majolica 
ashtrays (c. 1903), his painting of the iridescent, ocular-like layers of nacre from pearl oysters 
(1904), and his final nervous drawings of fragments of objects and his own body parts as 
perceived at the mental health clinics to which he was confined for much of the first decade of 
the 20th century. Perhaps most significantly a Gothic irreason and liminal suspension between 
worlds of spirit and matter is recognisable in Vrubel’s series of Demon images. In this, not 
least the monumental Seated Demon (1890) and Demon Downcast (1902), Vrubel broodily 
spans the crux of human and superhuman folly through single hybrid, deformed and stilled 
figures cramped between assertive abstracted angular forms of jutting mountains, glowing 
skies and a faceted mosaic of non-flying wings.

Vrubel’s visual Gothic Modern journey exceeds, while being parallel to, those 
of numerous other experimental, questing non-Russian artists of the era either side 
of the turn of the 20th century, not least: František Kupka, e.g. Contrastes Gothiques 
(c. 1920); Stanisław Wyspiański, e.g. stained- glass cartoons for medieval kings and 
bishops of Poland, for the Wawel Cathedral, Kraków, (c. 1900); Robert Delaunay with his 
Parisian Saint-Séverin vaulted paintings and prints (1909–20); Wenzel Hablik’s cosmic 
crystalline civilisations (e.g. Path of Genius, c. 1918); Hermann Obrist’s visionary morphing 
monument designs (e.g. Krupp Fountain, 1898–1912); the Glasgow Spook School’s dark, 
emaciated transfigurations (e.g. Frances and Margaret Macdonald’s 1890s graphic art); 

Mikhail Vrubel, Seated Demon, 1890, oil on canvas, 115cm x 212.5cm
Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
Photo: Sputnik / Bridgeman Images
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Umberto Boccioni’s grotesque assemblages of human heads and housing elements (c. 1912); 
and Toyen’s hallucinogenic, engulfing painterly forests (mid-1930s).

Many other artists could be included as part of the foregoing list, but it is most 
important for this paper to note that Vrubel’s experimental Gothic arched out across 
the Russian Tsarist-Soviet rupture, and considerably beyond Popova’s and Istselennov’s 
force-line renditions. Hence from Vrubel the Gothic Modern tracery is a multi-ribbed vault 
whose dystopian-utopian axis envelopes performance, as witnessed, for example, in Vladimir 
Tatlin’s operatic stage designs for Mikhail Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar (e.g. ‘Forest’, ‘Polish Ball’, 
1913) and Richard Wagner’s The Flying Dutchman (i.e. ‘Clear Night, Bay, Ship’s Deck’, 1915). 
From these it is but a small ogive to Yakov Protazanov’s filmic take of Aelita, Alexei Tolstoy’s 
venture into science fiction (1924), not least as expressed in the skeletal vaults, chamfered 
towers and linked web of pointed aerials of Isaak Rabinovich’s model for its Martian City. With 
this, via the predecessors we have indicated, Russian Gothic Modern transcendence can be 
seen to have run its hybrid fantastic and formal angled course.

Isaak Rabinovich (1894–1961), The Martian City, still from the silent film Aelita, 1924, directed by  
Yakov Protazanov.
Courtesy of the BFI National Archive
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Finnish National Gallery 
Call for Research Interns 2022

The Finnish National Gallery wishes to stimulate new interest in research topics based on 
its resources and collections and possible forthcoming exhibitions in its three museums. It 
also wishes to be an active and innovative partner in collaborating with the academic scene 
in reinforcing humanistic values and the importance of understanding the world and human 
culture by creating new, meaningful and relevant knowledge. 

For this purpose the Finnish National Gallery organises a research internship 
programme for master’s-level art or cultural history students internationally.

The 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 it wishes 
to support students who choose to write their master’s level theses on subjects based on 
physical collections and objects, archive material and data and develop their practical skills for 
utilising archival material in research. 

In 2022 the Finnish National Gallery is prepared to receive two research interns. 
The internship period is three months with the intern under contract to the Finnish 

National Gallery. The salary is equivalent to the salary of university trainees. 
The intern chooses in advance the material of the Finnish National Gallery collections 

that he/she wishes to study, and agrees on studying it during the internship period. It is 
desirable that the material will form part of the intern’s thesis. The intern is required, during 
the period of their internship, to write a text in English, based on the material and the 
research done at the National Gallery. The text may be published in one of the sections of the 
FNG Research web magazine. 

Each intern will have an in-house professional tutor at the Finnish National Gallery. The 
tutor and the intern will meet on average weekly. 

The Finnish National Gallery is not responsible for the academic supervision of the 
intern’s master’s thesis. The role of the National Gallery is to support the intern’s skills in 
collections research practices.

Are you interested? If so, please send your application by e-mail to fngr@nationalgallery.fi 
or by post to FNG Research, Senior Researcher Hanna-Leena Paloposki, Kaivokatu 2, 00100 
Helsinki, Finland.

Applications can be written in English, Finnish or Swedish.
The deadline for applications is 31 December 2021 and the appointments will be 

announced by 21 January 2022. 
The interns are appointed by the FNG Research editorial board.

For more information on the application process and internship programme, please see the 
instructions for applying on the next page.
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How to apply for the research internship programme  
at the Finnish National Gallery for master’s-level art and 
 cultural history students 

We are looking for research internship applications that include:
• A letter of intent answering the following questions:

Why are you applying for a research internship at the Finnish National Gallery?
Why do you want to make research based on physical collections and objects, archive material and data?
Why are you interested in the Finnish National Gallery collections as research material?
What kind of plan do you have for your master’s thesis?
When, during 2022, would you like to work as an intern, if chosen?

• The subject of your thesis, if you have already chosen one
• The collections / collections material of the Finnish National Gallery that you would like to study 
• A brief description of your studies so far 
• References from your supervisor(s) at the university if you wish to attach them to the application

The intern chooses in advance the material of the Finnish National Gallery collections he/she wishes to study, and 
agrees on studying it during the internship period. It is desirable that the material will be used as a part of the thesis. We 
also expect that during the period of their internship, the intern will write a text in English based on the material and the 
research done at the National Gallery. The text may be published in one of the sections of the FNG Research web magazine. 
The editorial staff of FNG Research will take care of the language-checking and editing of the text. The editorial board is 
responsible for the contents and level of every published text. 

The Finnish National Gallery is not responsible for the academic supervision of the intern’s master’s thesis. The role of 
the National Gallery is to support the intern’s skills in collections research practices.

We strongly advise the applicants to acquaint themselves with the collections available at the Finnish National 
Gallery before submitting their applications. Some suggestions for research material and research questions are available at 
FNG Research web magazine in the section FNG Resources https://research.fng.fi/, but it is also possible to consult us about 
other collections material or research questions based on our collections. If needed, it is possible to make an appointment 
with National Gallery professionals to discuss the possible materials. Some of the suggestions may have links to the 
forthcoming exhibitions at the museums of the Finnish National Gallery.

The choice of the interns is made by the FNG Research editorial board: Dr Kirsi Eskelinen, Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 
Dr Leevi Haapala, Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, Dr Marja Sakari, Ateneum Art Museum, Dr Riitta Ojanperä, 
Collections Management and Dr Hanna-Leena Paloposki, Archives and Library. The board also appoints the in-house tutors for 
the interns.

The appointments will be announced by 21 January 2022 following which replies to all the applicants will be sent via 
e-mail. The names of the appointed interns and their research subjects will be published in the FNG Research web magazine. 
We will also inform the intern’s possible supervisors at the university.

The intern is under contract to the Finnish National Gallery during the internship period of three months. The salary 
is equivalent to the salary of university trainees. The internships are based in the Archives and Library Unit of the Finnish 
National Gallery Collections Management.

The in-house tutor and the intern will meet on average weekly. 

Please send your application by e-mail to fngr@nationalgallery.fi or by post to FNG Research,  
Senior Researcher Hanna-Leena Paloposki, Kaivokatu 2, 00100 Helsinki, Finland.
Applications can be written in English, Finnish or Swedish.
The deadline for applications is 31 December 2021. 
For further information, please contact fngr@nationalgallery.fi.
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