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Out in the Field – a Gothic Modern Tour
The Gothic Modern research and exhibition project partners meeting in Finland, Thursday 11
November 2021

Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, PhD, Chief Curator, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art
Museum
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of Finland. All images by
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The international research and exhibition project Gothic Modern started in 2018 and it
will conclude with an exhibition in the Autumn of 2024. ‘Gothic Modern: from Northern
Renaissance to Dark, Emotive, Uncanny Modern Art’ explores the pivotal importance of
Gothic art for the artistic modernisms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
This ambitious new approach to modern art focuses on the untold story of Nordic and
Northern European medieval reinventions, from the 1890s to the fall of the Weimar Republic.
The project aims to illuminate the Gothic as a core fascination for early 20th-century art,
transcending nationalism, straddling war and its aftermath. It is also a compelling exploration
of the Gothic for the 21st century, examining individual, gender and transnational community,
entwined with the dark, the emotive and uncanny. The project partners are the Finnish
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki, the National Museum, Oslo and Alte
Nationalgalerie, Berlin, with Professor Juliet Simpson as the guest curator.
The Ateneum Art Museum was delighted to host the first face-to-face partners
workshop in Helsinki in November of last year, as the project team has been working remotely
due to Covid-19 restrictions.
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The participants in the Helsinki meeting:
– Guest Curator Professor Juliet Simpson; Coventry University, UK
– Ralph Gleis; Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin
– Vibeke Waallann Hansen, Rikke Lundgreen, Eilif Salemonsen; National Museum,
Oslo
– Marja Sakari, Riitta Ojanperä, Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, Katja Ikäläinen; Finnish
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki
On our first day after the Gothic Modern partners meeting, we took a minibus from the
Ateneum Art Museum to the Hvitträsk Museum in Kirkkonummi. An intriguing site of three
Finnish architects’ homes and studios, Hvitträsk is nowadays a museum and was a perfect
place to visit, being not far from Helsinki. Hvitträsk is a unique total work of art that attracts
design and architecture enthusiasts from near and far. Usually it is described as National
Romantic architecture but our group was more interested to look at it as an example of a total
work of art, which also features inspiration from medieval times, both international, Finnish –
and imagined.
‘Gesellius, Lindgren, Saarinen’ was a Finnish architecture firm, founded in Helsinki in
1896 by the architects Herman Gesellius, Armas Lindgren and Eliel Saarinen. They achieved
international recognition with their design for the Finnish pavilion at the Paris World Fair in
1900, designed in the Art Nouveau style that was fashionable at the time. In 1901–04 the
three architects designed and built an extensive studio home for themselves and their
Interior, dining room
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at the bookshelves

Detail from
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decorations from
Lindgren’s house
Door at
Lindgren’s
house, Hvitträsk
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families called Hvitträsk, in the rural community of Kirkkonummi, by Lake Vitträsk. In 1905, the
company ceased operations and their design for the National Museum of Finland was their
final work.
The architect trio fell in love with the scenery at Lake Vitträsk and built their
studio homes in the National Romantic style. Hvitträsk is a genuine jewel and a unique
comprehensive work of art that attracts visitors in summertime. The three houses have been
built on a hilltop so Hvitträsk also has stunning views over the lake. The stone and timber
houses surround a courtyard and gardens. Since 1981 it has operated as a museum.
After visiting Hvitträsk Museum the Gothic Modern group wanted to see a Finnish
medieval stone church and visited nearby Espoo Cathedral, which dates from c. 1450.

Painted vaults
in the church
interior

The stone façade of
Espoo Cathedral

The Gothic Modern group admires
the interior of Espoo Cathedral
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Our last visit was to Tarvaspää, home of the Gallen-Kallela Museum in Espoo, which is
the studio home of the Finnish artist Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1865–1931).
In 1907, Gallen-Kallela moved with his family to the Alberga area in Espoo, where
Akseli’s wife Mary’s family had their family seat. Immediately the artist drafted sketches for
his prospective studio, Tarvaspää. However, construction of Tarvaspää only began in 1911,
when Gallen-Kallela’s family returned from their tour of Africa. Linudd Point was split from
the estate’s land holdings to provide a site for the castle-like studio home. The studio house,
completed in 1913, was purpose built with a gallery for exhibiting art, and throwing parties
and other social occasions.
In 1958, the studio-home was transferred to the ownership of the Akseli Gallen-Kallela
Museum Foundation. The former home became a museum and was stripped back to conform
to its 1913 exterior and interior. The museum opened to the public in 1961. The idea to
create a museum had been on the cards, at any rate, ever since the first designs for Tarvaspää
had been drawn up.

The GallenKallela Museum
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