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One of the best-known ‘old masters’ in Finnish art history is undoubtedly the painter Albert 
Edelfelt. One might think one knows his art through and through, but still there have been 
new books and much new research published lately. These are shedding light, for example, 
on everything from the artist’s republican political ideas, to his married life. One aspect of 
recent research has focused on his career as a cultural ambassador for Finnish art at the 
end of the 19th century. Times change and accordingly so do the perspectives; new archival 
materials can be found or new truths revealed when one reads already-existing materials from 
different angles.

The current edition of FNG Research is mostly dedicated to articles concerning Albert 
Edelfelt. As I write this Editorial, the exhibition ‘Albert Edelfelt: Modern artist life in fin-de-
siècle Europe’ is open at the Gothenburg Museum of Art (22 October 2022 – 12 March 2023). 
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The exhibition arrived in Gothenburg from the Petit Palais in Paris, where it had reached 
almost 140,000 visitors. It seems that Nordic art is now inspiring the international public in the 
same way that it had done when the artists were still living at the end of 19th century. 

For many years at the Ateneum we have been working to promote our classics 
internationally and to collaborate with museums in Europe. The aim of this kind of co-operation 
is not only to increase the international impact of our museum or boost the visibility of our 
brand abroad, but also to learn and exchange knowledge on many levels.

The exhibition at the Petit Palais in Paris was on display in Spring of this year 
(10 March – 10 July 2022). It was the result of extensive international negotiations, meetings 
and knowledge-sharing workshops. The most hectic planning occurred during the Covid-19 
pandemic, as it was not possible to meet face to face. Nevertheless, the process showed 
that it was possible to develop the concept of an exhibition through online contact. The 
Chief Curator of the Petit Palais, Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau, met virtually with our curators 
Hanne Selkokari and Anne-Maria Pennonen via Teams. As it turned out, their first face-to-face 
meeting took place only at the opening of the exhibition in March 2022.

As the result of this exchange, we are publishing several articles in this issue of 
FNG Research. Without this collaboration, we would not have benefitted from the research 
into, for example, the French Press reviews from Edelfelt’s time. Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau 
writes about the reception of Edelfelt’s art, starting from his first success at the Salon in Paris 
in 1877. Her article introduces many earlier, previously unresearched writings in the Parisian 
Press. We can discover just how important a place Edelfelt was able to occupy in the Parisian 
art scene during his long stay in the French capital. As Cathelineau states, reading the Press 
notices from the 1880s and 1890s, it is clear that critics were becoming more aware of a 
specific Nordic school and its main representatives. From various articles published from 
that time, she is able to conclude that the praise for foreign artists played into an attempt to 
revitalise the French school, which many critics of the day saw was in need of renewal. 

Two more articles on Edelfelt in this issue consider different aspects of his career. 
Anne-Maria Pennonen focuses on the cosmopolitan side of the artist, while Hanne Selkokari 
highlights Edelfelt’s artworks in the Ateneum Art Museum’s collection and his role as an art 
expert and intermediary on the Finnish art-scene.

This edition is also introducing a much younger and less well-known artist, namely Elga 
Sesemann. Her art has been exhibited lately in some of our thematic shows, such as ‘Urban 
Encounters’, in 2018, and ‘Modern Woman’, in the Spring of this year. In her article ‘Hauntings: 
Taking a Look at Elga Sesemann’s Landscapes’, Emmi Halmesvirta introduces the Derridian 
term hauntology, a way of bringing to the present mental ghosts that haunt the present, in her 
analysis of some of Sesemann’s works. This term fits her art perfectly, as Sesemann’s family 
was forced to flee their home when Finland lost large parts of Karelia and the city of Vyborg 
during the Second World War. The artist’s traumatic experiences are a ‘haunting’, appearing in 
the melancholic atmosphere in many of her paintings. As Halmesvirta writes: ‘It is interesting 
to consider these [Sesemann’s] landscapes of the city from the viewpoint of haunting, 
because of the spectral quality of the figures in some of them.’ Hauntology has opened for her 
a new way of looking at the connection between the past and the present in Sesemann’s art.

The third topic in this issue of FNG Research is the conservation of contemporary 
art works and how the profession has changed over recent decades. Siukku Nurminen has 
enjoyed a long career as senior conservator of contemporary art for the Finnish National 
Gallery. In an interview in this edition, she describes her involvement in Sheela Gowda’s 
installation, Collateral, shown at the recent ARS22 exhibition. The work included materials 
that are used to make incense in India which were burnt in Kiasma in situ on metal grids, 
the ephemeral ashes reminding us of the impermanence of life. From the conservators’ 
point of view this work presented a challenge; first how to burn anything safely in a museum 
and secondly what to do with the remaining ashes on deinstallation. As the exhibition has 
now ended, the ashes are being donated for use in the making of ceramics. It is another 
transformation that will return the materials to the continuum of life. In this case, it is the 
materiality and the memory of the former artwork that will be haunting us, as new ceramic 
objects emerge. 
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Finally, I would like to draw your attention to our annual call for research interns 
for 2023. Applications will be taken until 31 December 2022, and two interns selected by 
20 January 2023. Details of how to apply are in this issue.
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Albert Edelfelt Goes on Tour
Gill Crabbe, FNG Research

As the Ateneum Art Museum prepares to open its exhibition of Albert Edelfelt in 2023, Finland’s 
beloved 19th-century painter has already drawn huge crowds in Paris and the show has 
now travelled to Gothenburg. Gill Crabbe asked curators Anne-Maria Pennonen and Hanne 
Selkokari about the secrets of their successful international collaboration

 
When the onset of Covid-19 spiralled 
into a pandemic, one of the many 
consequences for museums was 
the havoc it played with exhibition 
programming. While plans had been 
carefully laid over several years, across 
the globe the museum world saw 
cancellations, postponements and 
rescheduling of major shows as its 
custodians struggled to work with the 
devastating impact of the pandemic. 
However, Anne-Maria Pennonen 
and Hanne Selkokari, curators at the 
Ateneum Art Museum, had already 
been forced to think outside of the 
box when they started planning for a 
major exhibition of one of Finland’s 
most beloved and greatest artists – 
Albert Edelfelt. Long before Covid-19 
struck, they had been considering how 
to navigate the upcoming year-long 
closure of the Ateneum Art Museum for 
essential repairs. As it turned out, they 
found there were some advantages to 
doing things differently. 

Now, as Finland awaits the 
opening in 2023 of the most comprehensive exhibition to date of an artist who is a national 
hero, Paris has been enjoying the glorious show ‘Albert Edelfelt: Lights of Finland’ at the Petit 
Palais, a venue built for the 1900 World Fair that Edelfelt himself was closely involved in. 
Not only that, but the exhibition has now travelled to Gothenburg Museum of Art, ahead of 
the Ateneum opening. In so doing the curators at the Finnish National Gallery have reversed 
the traditional sequence of opening their exhibition first on home territory and then touring 
it abroad. 

There are advantages to scheduling a show internationally in this way, not least 
because new discoveries from research undertaken by other museums involved can open 

 
Albert Edelfelt, Self-Portrait in 
17th-Century Costume,  
oil on canvas 1889,  
64.5cm x 70.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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up fresh perspectives and stimulate further research for the Finnish iteration. For a proposal 
to gain traction with museums abroad, a theme that to some extent can be adapted to 
suit the location of an individual venue places it in a good position to be accepted. As 
Anne-Maria Pennonen, who is co-curating the Helsinki show, explains: ‘The idea for this 
show had already been mooted for several years. Then, when we learnt about the Ateneum 
building renovation, we thought it would be an ideal opportunity to let our classics travel. Of 
course, when you think of Edelfelt, then the show had to go to Paris, as he had such strong 
connections there and even lived there for many years. Our museum Director Marja Sakari 
had previously been Director of the Finnish Institute in the city and via her contacts a proposal 
was put together. We had decided that the key theme would be Edelfelt’s international 
contacts because this is something that is of interest to all parties and he himself was the first 
Finnish artist to build such an international network.’ 

The Petit Palais responded by including Edelfelt in their series of shows focussing on 
19th-century Nordic artists – following on from Anders Zorn, Carl Larsson and the Danish 
Golden Age painters. It was the first solo exhibition of works by Edelfelt to be held in Paris and 
introduced the Finnish artist to today’s French audience. And the response was overwhelming: 
the Press conference, which hosted 90 journalists, generated hundreds of pages of Press 
coverage; and a projected footfall of 60,000 was outstripped by a staggering attendance of 
138,000 visitors. 

So how was such a groundbreaking success achieved? Was it because, from a French 
perspective, Edelfelt is a new discovery, another name that the wider museum world can 
include in expanding its art-historical canon? ‘Perhaps Finland is still considered exotic and 
quite new,’ says Pennonen. ‘When we talk about new artists, with Edefelt he was technically 
excellent and people can see that he was a great draughtsman and painter – so then it 
becomes a question of exposure rather than “let’s find a new artist”. Moreover, here was a 
Finnish artist who had deep connections with Paris and France. There is a long-held view that 
Nordic artists travelled to study in Paris because it was the cultural hub of the 19th century 
and then applied what they learned back in their home countries,’ Pennonen continues. 
‘Edelfelt, it seems, was the exception in that he stayed in Paris, pursued his career there and 

 
Installation view of the exhibition ‘Albert Edelfelt – Lumières de Finlande’ at the Petit Palais in Paris, 
in Spring 2022
Photo: Hanne Selkokari
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became something of a pioneer in the Parisian context itself.’ Unlike his Nordic colleagues in 
Paris, who tended to keep to their own circle, Edelfelt became fluent in French and sought 
out connections with the movers and shakers in Parisian artistic circles, attending soirées, 
the theatre and opera and thus expanding his network of social and professional contacts –  
all to great effect. 

Hanne Selkokari, who is co-curating the Helsinki show with Pennonen, agrees that 
Edelfelt stood out from his Nordic colleagues in Paris. ‘He was the only one who stayed there 
over a long period – he lived there with his family from 1874–91, he was accepted into the 
Academy in Paris and was strongly supported by the Finnish Art Society, yet even though he 
was returning every summer to Finland, he still kept up his studio in Paris for over 30 years.’ 
This gave him ample opportunities to exhibit in the Paris Salon, and the peak of his career 
saw him receive the highest award of the Légion d’honneur in 1886, for his portrait of Louis 
Pasteur. ‘While he was not so much a pioneer in terms of changing the course of painting,’ 
says Selkokari, ‘he followed trends and his works sold very well. He excelled in taking on the 
French trends and therefore the doors opened.’

While he was highly regarded in France in his own time, after his death Edelfelt’s name 
plunged into obscurity as the ever-changing Paris art scene moved on. Today in France, with 
success of the Petit Palais show, he is rediscovered by the wider public again, while in Finland 
he remains a cherished household name. 

How did the Helsinki curators collaborate with their overseas colleagues in staging the 
show first in Paris and Gothenburg, rather than Helsinki? ‘Usually we would start with Helsinki 
and then present the core works and themes to the other museums, who would use them as 
a base from which to angle their own research and emphasis, as they know their own spaces 
and their own country’s collections. But in the case of Edelfelt it was different. Certain things 
were easier because the research and development work was shared between the three 
venues from the outset and we learned earlier about the other museums’ new discoveries, 
which can be shared with our own audience,’ says Pennonen. But sequencing in this way 
can also carry some risks. ‘From the private lenders there is one work owned by a Finnish 
collector which is loaned to Paris and to Gothenburg but not to Helsinki – because the work 
will be absent for too long. So with Helsinki being last in the sequence this can mean working 
harder to secure particular loans from private collections.’ That kind of effort has been worth 
it though, as Pennonen was also able to secure a loan from a private collection in London that 
is travelling to all three venues.

Collaboration with the Petit Palais has brought fresh perspectives and new information. 
‘With our Parisian colleagues we began by sending them a PowerPoint presentation of 
Edelfelt’s major works in the Ateneum collection, followed by a list of works and the catalogue 
from his 2004 show at the Ateneum. They selected the pieces they were interested in and 
asked us to loan core works. Most of these are from our collections, plus some from other 
museums and private collections,’ Pennonen explains. ‘We also asked them if they can find 
any new works,’ adds Selkokari, ‘as well as sharing information about the works we already 
knew of in France.’ 

An especially relevant theme for the Paris show was Edelfelt’s award-winning painting 
of Louis Pasteur in his laboratory, as well as the portraits of the scientist’s family. For a foreign 
artist to be commissioned to paint such a celebrated figure was a huge accolade. Petit Palais 
chief curator Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau chose to focus her research on the Pasteur portraits, 
contributing a catalogue essay on the relationship between Edelfelt and the Pasteur family, 
as well as another article on the French art critics who reviewed Edelfelt’s output. Both topics 
shed new light on the artist.

Collaboration with the Gothenburg Museum of Art on their show took a more face-to-
face approach, as the pandemic allowed. The curators, together with the Ateneum Director 
Marja Sakari, decided to pitch their exhibition in Gothenburg rather than Stockholm for 
several reasons. ‘We already had previous collaboration with Gothenburg following our Tove 
Jansson show at the Ateneum in 2014,’ says Pennonen. But there were more direct reasons 
to consider the smaller city. ‘The collection of Pontus and Gothilde Fürstenberg, Edelfelt’s 
patrons, is held at the museum, which includes four important works of his. Moreover, 
Edelfelt’s first private exhibition was also arranged there, in 1884. So his career began in 
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Gothenburg – and Carl Larsson, Fürstenberg and Edelfelt all knew each other. Edelfelt also 
became friends with Prince Eugen of Sweden, when he went to Paris in 1887 to study and 
through that Edelfelt made connections with the royal family.’

It was further networking in developing the relationship with their Gothenburg 
colleagues that resulted in the Swedish city being secured as another venue for the current 
exhibition. As Hanne Selkokari recalls: ‘It was in the autumn of 2019 when all of the curators 
and researchers from the Gothenburg museum visited us in Helsinki to see our permanent 
collection, so negotiations were very easy after that. We explained that an Edelfelt show was 

 
Installation view of the exhibition ‘Albert Edelfelt – Modern artist life in fin-de-siècle Europe’ in the 
Gothenburg Museum of Art, in Autumn 2022
Photo: Hanne Selkokari

 
Installation view of the exhibition ‘Albert Edelfelt – Modern artist life in fin-de-siècle Europe’ in the 
Gothenburg Museum of Art, in Autumn 2022
Photo: Hanne Selkokari
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already scheduled for the Petit Palais and when we discussed the artist’s various connections 
to Gothenburg they began to think about what kind of new research they could generate.’

Once the Swedish show was scheduled, collaboration on the research side was 
intensified, again with an invitation to Helsinki, this time for a knowledge-sharing workshop 
which included a visit to Edelfelt’s summer villa in Haikko, near Porvoo, to see his studio 
and the scenes he had painted. There were also lectures by some of the Finnish researchers 
who were writing for the catalogue. The visit bore ample fruit, says Selkokari. ‘Lots of new 
information came to light. They met other researchers and shared ideas and for us the best 
part is that there is now a Swedish point of view on Edelfelt coming from Gothenburg, which 
is something that we simply cannot do as well as they can.’ 

One immediate result from the visit was the light that the Gothenburg museum’s 
Director Patrik Steorn shed on one of the works in the Ateneum’s collection. ‘It’s a portrait of 
Elsa Lindberg-Dovlette (1874–1944). We had thought it was of not much interest generally 
speaking and were planning not to include it in the exhibitions,’ Selkokari explains. ‘Then 
Patrik told her story.’

It transpired that Lindberg-Dovlette was a Finnish-born, Swedish-speaking writer 
who had moved to Sweden, where she led a highly unconventional life for the time. Her 
story is very much on trend in terms of art-historical research interests. In Sweden Lindberg 
met and married a Persian prince, lived in a harem and had children, travelling and living in 

 
Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of the Authoress Elsa Lindberg, 1898, oil on canvas, 73cm x 57.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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various places in Turkey and writing several books. ‘This 
is something we would have missed were it not for our 
Swedish colleagues,’ says Selkokari, ‘because they had 
already spotted her in the painting.’

However, the story does not stop there because 
a further connection with the portrait’s subject has been 
made in Paris. ‘When Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau heard 
about this new research, she told us about a descendent 
of Lindberg-Dovlette who had contacted her to say that 
she owns a pastel of the same writer by Edelfelt,’ Selkokari 
continues. Now the pastel work is travelling from Paris to 
Gothenburg and will be shown in Helsinki for the first time, 
together with the Ateneum’s own painting. 

Here too, being the last of the three shows affords 
an opportunity for the Finnish curators to consolidate the 
research into this fascinating figure, who is now known to 
have sat four times for Edelfelt (there is another sketch 
in the FNG collections, and a watercolour in the Åbo 
Academy in Turku). This prompts further questions, for 
example was Lindberg-Dovlette part of Edelfelt’s social 
circle? ‘She was certainly in Paris,’ Pennonen notes, ‘and 
she is mentioned in Edelfelt’s letters to his mother. It 
would be interesting to do further research, for example 
Elsa Lindberg’s archives could be studied too.’

Co-ordinating the research for the catalogues was 
primarily Selkokari’s remit, with 16 articles contributed 
across the three versions. ‘First we contacted all of 
the relevant researchers in Finland who had long-time 
academic records specialising in Edelfelt. Then we looked 
at the new researchers and asked what topics they are 
working on – for example Edelfelt’s history paintings. In 
all, we contacted around 10 researchers, asking them to 
put forward ideas. At the start we decided what topics we 
wanted for our own catalogue and shared these with the 
other museums so they could choose from those.’

For example, the history painting aspect has been addressed in an essay by Anna 
Ripatti and Petra Lehtoruusu for which Ripatti has conducted new research into Edelfelt’s 
sketches acquired some years ago at the archive of the Musée Cluny. ‘We knew that Edelfelt 
sketched there and that he used some of the museum’s objects in his paintings, but we knew 
nothing about the acquisition,’ says Selkokari. 

Having shared the Finnish research backdrop with Cathelineau, the French curator 
asked about the possibilities for her to research the French archives. ‘Anne-Charlotte had easy 
access to French newspapers and art critics’ reviews of the salon exhibitions,’ says Selkokari. 
‘She also had good contacts at the Pasteur Institute archives, which for Finnish researchers 
would have been more difficult to access, and this opened up new perspectives on some of 
Edelfelt’s portraits of the family. We were also aware that, while a lot of research has been 
carried out by Finnish researchers in France, they were researching from a Finnish perspective 
and French researchers would approach it differently.’

Interestingly, it was Cathelineau who invited Selkokari and Pennonen to write the 
core essay, which now anchors all three versions of the catalogue – a survey of the Finnish 
art-historical research into Edelfelt, which opens up a world of information to non-Finnish 
speakers. ‘We started with Bertel Hintze’s biography from the 1940s and the catalogue 
raisonnée that many researchers use,’ Selkokari explains. ‘We also focused on the many 
dissertations on Edelfelt, especially around the early 2000s. And then we turned to the new 
research to bring it all up to date. I also wanted to write about Edelfelt’s role in the Finnish Art 

 
Letter from Albert Edelfelt to 
his sister Berta Edelfelt, Paris 
26 January 1890. Collection 
of Artists’ Letters. Archive 
Collections, Finnish National 
Gallery
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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Society and why a large collection of his artworks still resides in the FNG collection – how the 
works, plus the 114 sketchbooks and items relating to his family came here.’

Another new avenue of inquiry has been unearthed through research by Laura 
Gutman, a French art historian based in Helsinki, in her essay on Edelfelt’s links with 
French artists in Paris, which includes new information on the lithographer Charles Baude 
(1853–1935), who made copies of Edelfelt’s works for publication in newspapers and for 
marketing purposes. ‘Baude has been mentioned in previous research and in Edelfelt’s 
letters but the importance of Baude’s role has not been emphasised so clearly before,’ says 
Pennonen. ‘Since the publication of her essay in the French catalogue Gutman has been able 
to trace Baude’s relatives and gained access to his entire archive, which also includes a large 
number of printing plates. Additional information she has gleaned from this new source will 
be revealed exclusively in the Finnish catalogue – another advantage of being the last show in 
the chain.’

Both Pennonen and Selkokari wanted to reassess the political side of Edelfelt’s art life. 
Marina Catani’s article focuses on how the artist played the art field in France to further his 
career, choosing appropriate subjects for the Salon, such as his painting Divine Service in the 
Uusimaa Archipelago (1881), which the French state purchased for far less than the market 
value but which won him a medal at the Salon. Anna Kortelainen contributes an essay to the 
Helsinki catalogue in which she considers Edelfelt’s early works in terms of his responses to 
Parisian political life, such as the Paris Commune of 1871. 

To accompany the Paris show, the Finnish curators also gave presentations at the Petit 
Palais based on their own research. Selkokari turned her gaze to Edelfelt’s role as a buyer for 
the Finnish Art Society’s collection, reassessing the purchase of works by the young French 
artists he chose. From studying Edelfelt’s letters to his mother concerning his involvement in 
the World Fairs, Pennonen highlighted a passionate argument that took place between the 
artist and his mentor Adolf von Becker over the selection of artists for the 1889 World Fair. To 
make such revelations about a national celebrity might have been unthinkable in earlier times 
but as Selkokari points out: ‘There is a new generation of researchers who are changing their 
approach and unveiling the truth which also presents these artists with their human failings, 
as well as their triumphs.’

“Albert Edelfelt: Lights of Finland”, Petit Palais, Paris, 10 March – 10 July 2022,  
“Albert Edelfelt: Modern artist life in fin-de-siecle Europe”, Gothenburg Museum of Art, 22 October – 12 March 2023,  
“Albert Edelfelt”, Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki, Spring 2023 
Catalogues relating to each exhibition are available through each venue
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Albert Edelfelt – The Golden Boy of Finnish Art
Anne-Maria Pennonen, PhD, curator and Hanne Selkokari, PhD, curator, Finnish National 
Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum

Also published in French as ‘Albert Edelfelt, fils prodige de l’art finlandais’, in Anne-Charlotte 
Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, p. 31–40, and 
in English in the Albert Edelfelt exhibition catalogue by the Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum, in Spring 2023. Transl. Wif Stenger

A Finnish or French artist?

When Albert Edelfelt (1854–1905) went to Paris to study in 1874 as a 
young artist, there were high hopes for him – and indeed he lived up 
to those expectations. Early overviews of Finnish art have highlighted 
Edelfelt’s victories and success, but also the contradictions in his art. 
Edelfelt’s teacher, Adolf von Becker (1831–1909), firmly believed 
that Paris was the only place to learn to paint. Von Becker wanted 
to finally free Finnish art from a German ‘pleasantness and leash of 
contemplation’ and instead tie it to the great movements and trends 
of art.1 Edelfelt followed his teacher’s advice after spending a year 
studying history painting in Antwerp (1873–74). He became a role 
model, helping to spread the teachings of the ‘French school’ among 
Finnish artists, according to the art historian Eliel Aspelin (1847–
1917), who knew Edelfelt when he was young.2

According to Johannes Öhqvist (1861–1949), a versatile 
German-speaking cultural journalist, the French school had taught 
Edelfelt a cool, scientific matter-of-factness that sharpened his mind, 
enabling him to see reality more clearly.3 At the same time, however, 
Edelfelt was seen as a paradoxical figure in his homeland, where 
there were doubts as to whether he was a portrayer of folk life or 
a salon painter. For Edelfelt, Paris was the centre of the art world. 

He was ready to help and support his compatriots who made their way to the city, serving 
as a skilful support for them and as a strong role model on the path towards naturalism 
and realism.4 

1 Johannes Öhqvist. Suomen taiteen historia. Helsinki: Kustannusosakeyhtiö Kirja, 1912, 330.
2 Eliel Aspelin. Suomalaisen taiteen historia pääpiirteissään. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden 

Seura, 1891, 81. In 1915, Aspelin published his Edelfelt memoirs I–V and his correspondence in his 
book Muoto- ja muistikuvia II (Helsinki: Otava).

3 Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen historia, 348−49.
4 Riitta Konttinen. Sammon takojat. Nuoren Suomen taiteilijat ja suomalaisuuden kuvat. Helsinki: 

Otava, 2001, 62−63, 65−67.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Self-Portrait, 
1874, oil on canvas,  
50cm x 40.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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However, the leaders of the Finnish art establishment found the French influence in the 
arts a constant source of irritation. On the one hand, they understood the value of Paris and 
the professionalism and ideas that it generated, but there was also a desire to create through 
them something genuine, a purely national art in Finland.5

In 1902, the younger generation of critics praised Edelfelt as versatile and 
acknowledged him as the best-known Finnish artist on the continent.6 He was an artist ‘who 
has no national prejudices and whose perception and technique are cosmopolitan. […] a 
thoroughly sophisticated artist whose cultivation is both innate and acquired.’7 According to 
the architect and critic Jac. Ahrenberg (1847–1914), though, Edelfelt represented Finnish art’s 
‘Swedish element’ in line with ‘his race, blood, family background, upbringing and spirit’.8

Edelfelt’s oeuvre and influences

The Finnish art experts of the time strongly urged Edelfelt to become a history painter.9 As a 
result, there was bafflement in Finland when Edelfelt moved away from historical subjects and 
adopted the ‘temporary prevailing French manner’ of naturalism from his circle of friends in 
the city.10 In fact, he never abandoned history painting and its methods, but rather drew on it 
as a source in many ways throughout his career.11 On the other hand, concern about making a 
living required him to take the role of salon painter and portraitist seriously. Indeed, portraits 
form a large part of his extensive oeuvre, along with history paintings and folk portrayals.

As a portrait painter, Edelfelt has been described as a realist. However, in his depictions 
of women, he combined genre painting with portraiture, Japonisme, interiors and the study of 
materials through painterly means.12 Edelfelt was broadly interested in all that was current in 
culture and art.

Edelfelt was considered the nation’s most important artist in the Finnish art-history 
texts from the 1870s to the 1950s. He was, however, compared to and pitted against the 
slightly younger Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1865–1931). As recently as 1955, the former professor 
of art history Onni Okkonen (1886–1962) wrote that Edelfelt was an Apollonian artist, 
whereas Gallen-Kallela was Dionysian.13 Edelfelt was also described as being more feminine 
than Gallen-Kallela. According to Okkonen, Edelfelt held a place of honour among artists in the 
1890s, during the Golden Age of Finnish art. In Okkonen’s words, Edelfelt’s ‘output continued 
to be rich and glorious’. Edelfelt was seen as a universal, almost Renaissance man.14

5 Aspelin, Suomalaisen taiteen historia pääpiirteissään, 81−84; Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen historia.
6 Gustaf Strengell. ‘Albert Edelfelt’, Euterpe 1902:1, (2−6) 2.
7 Gustaf Strengell. ‘Albert Edelfelt: taiteilijariemujuhla’, Valvoja 1904:7−8, 417−41.
8 Jac. Ahrenberg. ‘Edelfelts utställning’, Finsk Tidskrift 1902:1, 310−12; Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen 

historia, 330−35; Konttinen, Sammon takojat, 67.
9 Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen historia, 336−37.
10 Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen historia, 347.
11 See Petra Lehtoruusu and Anna Ripatti. ‘L’histoire dans l’art d’Albert Edelfelt’, in Anne-Charlotte 

Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 75–84.
12 About this subject in particular, see Anna Kortelainen. Albert Edelfeltin fantasmagoria: nainen, 

“Japani”, tavaratalo. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 2002.
13 Okkonen’s style is prone to hyperbole. In regard to Edelfelt’s religious works of the 1890s, Okkonen 

saw indications of the artist’s ‘spiritual adoption’ of the Pre-Raphaelite works that he had seen in 
London. Edelfelt also felt great respect for the role model of the Symbolists, Puvis de Chavannes. 
Attractive images of women are also included in these works, which show a simple devotion and 
allude to the Catholic altarpiece tradition. Onni Okkonen. Suomen taiteen historia. Helsinki: WSOY, 
1955, 411−30, 483−95; Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen historia, 356.

14 Okkonen, Suomen taiteen historia, 479, 486. 
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Extensive catalogue of Edelfelt research and works

The young art historian Bertel Hintze (1901–69) began writing a ‘full-length portrait’ of 
Edelfelt and compiling a catalogue of his works while working at the Ateneum Art Museum 
in the 1920s. He had access to works and sketchbooks in the museum’s collection, as well as 
its archives. When Hintze became Director of the Kunsthalle Helsinki in 1928, his work on the 
project slowed down. Carefully compiling a catalogue of works made the book a particularly 
immense task. Discoveries of new works also expanded and enriched its bountiful content. 
The importance of this catalogue grew as Edelfelt’s works became objects of collection, 
speculation and counterfeiting.

Hintze’s original work in Swedish was finally published in 1942 and 1944, in three 
parts. A Finnish translation came out as a single volume in 1953, just before the Ateneum Art 
Museum’s Edelfelt centenary exhibition in 1954.15 What was new in Hintze’s work was the 
introduction of the temporal context into the narrative and thus the creation of an overall 
portrait of the artist.16 The book has extensive references and an informative list of works. 
It includes 1,104 oil, pastel and watercolour works, 75 catalogued graphic subjects and a 
separate list of illustrations. There is also a list of people portrayed by Edelfelt, which is helpful 
in identifying portraits. The biography and catalogue of works are still among the basic tools 
used by Edelfelt researchers.

Hintze’s biographer, Erik Kruskopf, mentions that the book is written with both heart 
and reason.17 It is also commendable, when one considers the extent to which the artist’s 
family sought to block Hintze from constructing an overall picture of him.18 Edelfelt’s relatives 
had destroyed much of the artist’s correspondence, but had on the other hand also published 
some excerpts from it.19 In their wills Edelfelt’s sisters Annie and Berta Edelfelt stated that the 
seal of their famous older brother’s literary estate in the archives of the Society of Swedish 
Literature in Finland could not be opened until 50 years after their deaths. This took place 
in 1985.20

Hintze underlined the importance of Edelfelt’s sketches, using them to illustrate 
the artist’s technique and process of creating his works. One of Hintze’s achievements 
as a researcher was that he disproved the notion that Edelfelt had a negative view of 
impressionism and the Impressionists.21 Indeed Edelfelt shared common areas of interest with 
them, such as Japonisme.22 

In the 1990s, scholars began to show a renewed interest in Edelfelt’s art and life after 
his archive of letters was finally opened. A new generation of scholars seized the opportunity 
to reconsider the heroic artist and his international career from new perspectives.

15 Part 1 and part 3, a catalogue of works, were published in 1942, with part 2 published in 1944, 
in Swedish. Erik Kruskopf. Taiteen maailmanmies – Bertel Hintze 1901−1969. Helsinki: Valtion 
taidemuseo, 1998, 68. 

16 Kruskopf, Taiteen maailmanmies – Bertel Hintze, 68.
17 Kruskopf, Taiteen maailmanmies – Bertel Hintze, 69.
18 Kruskopf, Taiteen maailmanmies – Bertel Hintze, 70.
19 Berta Edelfelt published two works, in which she interspersed letters with stories about Edelfelt’s 

life through various themes: Resor och intryck (1921) and Liv och arbete (1926).
20 Annie and Berta Edelfelt’s wills. Archives of the Finnish National Gallery. 
21 Bertel Hintze. Albert Edelfelt. Helsinki & Porvoo: WSOY, 1953, 136; Kruskopf, Taiteen maailmanmies 

– Bertel Hintze, 72. Öhqvist, for example, used statements by Edelfelt as evidence of a negative 
attitude, see Öhqvist, Suomen taiteen historia, 343.

22 See Gabriel P. Weisberg, Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff and Hanne Selkokari (eds.). Japanomania in the 
Nordic Countries 1875−1918. Exhibition catalogue. Brussels: Mercatorfonds / Helsinki: Ateneum 
Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery / Oslo: National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design / 
Copenhagen: SMK, 2016.
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New research into Edelfelt

Edelfelt’s central position in the history of Finnish art is evident from 
the abundance of research related to his career and art. The earliest 
presentations focused mainly on the stages of his life and overall 
surveys of his oeuvre. They formed a notion of Edelfelt, Paris and the 
significance of French art that dominated Finnish art-historical research 
and writing long after the artist’s death.

More recent research since the 1990s has been more narrowly 
focused, concentrating on specific themes. For example, very little 
research into Edelfelt’s illustrations was carried out until 1996, when 
Ville Lukkarinen wrote about his artwork for The Tales of Ensign Stål 
(1848, 1860), by the Finnish national poet J. L. Runeberg (1804–77). This 
lengthy poem, set during the 1808–09 Finnish War between Sweden 
and Russia, was published in two volumes.23 In the 1890s, Edelfelt had 
focused on illustrations for works of poetry. Like his mother Alexandra, 
he was an avid admirer of Runeberg and criticised the Finnish 
nationalist Fennoman movement in his letters to his mother. 

Interest in the artist reached a peak in the first decade of the 
21st century, when Edelfelt’s art was extensively covered and was 
the subject of no less than five dissertations. Moreover, in 2004, 
the Ateneum Art Museum staged an exhibition to mark the 150th 
anniversary of his birth.

Artistic expression

In general, Edelfelt’s work has been regarded as having been influenced 
by the main artistic movements of the late 19th century, such as 
impressionism, realism and naturalism. In line with the earlier formalist 
approach, there were doubts about how strongly he was committed to 
those trends. On the one hand, he was seen as a representative of the 
juste milieu, which sought a ‘middle way’ between impressionist and 
academic art, especially during the 1880s. Impressionism was still a very 
marginal artistic phenomenon when Edelfelt lived in Paris in the 1870s, 
and therefore his interest was more focused on new French painting.

Elina Anttila’s doctoral thesis, Albert Edelfelt & la nouvelle 
peinture (2001), focused on the formation and development of Edelfelt’s painterly expression 
in France. It deals in particular with the relationship between Edelfelt’s art and the art 
movements of the 1870s and ’80s, which were referred to in French art writings as la nouvelle 
peinture (‘the new painting’). Anttila’s research was mainly limited to the years 1874–84, 
when there was a shift in Edelfelt’s art. The study highlights how the art and conceptions 
of art of Edelfelt and his contemporaries focused on form and related issues, although 

23 Ville Lukkarinen. Albert Edelfelt ja Runebergin Vänrikki Stoolin tarinat: pois mielist’ ei se päivä jää / 
Albert Edelfelt och Runebergs Fänrik Ståls sägner: ej glöms i tiders tid den dag. Ateneum 1996. 
Helsinki: Valtion taidemuseo, 1997.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Title page for the poem Our Land (Finland’s National 
Anthem), illustration for The Tales of Ensign Stål, by J. L. Runeberg, 1897–
1900, ink and gouche on paper, 31cm x 23.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Ainur Nasretdin

 
Albert Edelfelt, The March 
of the Björneborg Regiment, 
illustration for The Tales of 
Ensign Stål, by J. L. Runeberg, 
1897–1900, gouache, 
charcoal and watercolour on 
paper, 54cm x 41.2cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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the message of their works was also 
considered important.24

Edelfelt was also interested in art 
criticism, and wrote about art for Finnish 
publications.25 Being fluent in French, 
he was able to keep up with the French 
newspapers and literature. His work was 
guided by an understanding of art borne 
out of interaction between new and 
traditional aesthetics, which has been 
explored through the letters and articles 
that he wrote. Edelfelt frequently used 
the library of the French art academy, the 
École des Beaux-Arts, as well as attending 

the Academy lectures by historian, critic and philosopher 
Hippolyte Taine (1828–93) and studying the art theories of the 
academically-oriented Charles Blanc (1813–82).

Although Edelfelt was interested in older art 
and diligently studied the old masters, he nevertheless 
represented the art of his time. Edelfelt’s views on the art 
of his contemporaries were, however, fragmented and 
seemed to fluctuate over the years.26 In his letters, Edelfelt 
emphasised the selflessness of his goals and his position as a 
servant of his homeland.27 

Portraits and props

When Edelfelt arrived in Paris in the 1870s, Japonisme 
was all the rage. In the late 1870s and early 1880s, 
he painted around 10 portraits featuring Japanese or 
Japanese-influenced interior design items that he had 
purchased from the Au Bon Marché department store. In 
her dissertation Albert Edelfelt’s Phantasmagoria: Woman, 
‘Japan’, Department Store (2002, published in Finnish), 
Anna Kortelainen uses these seemingly peripheral bibelots 
to examine Edelfelt as a collector and flâneur, as well as 
highlighting the women’s roles, for example as prostitutes, 
in the paintings. The models and bibelots in the works serve 

24 Elina Anttila. ‘Impressio, luonto ja taiteilija – näkökulma Edelfeltin taiteen teoriaan’, in Erkki 
Anttonen (ed.), Edelfelt – Matkoja, maisemia ja naamiaisia. Helsinki: WSOY, 2004, (11−29) 11. 

25 Articles published by Edelfelt in various journals were compiled for the 1905 book Hvad Albert 
Edelfelt skrifvit: minnesteckningar, uppsatser och konstbref. Helsingfors: Bokförlaget Helios, 1905.

26 Elina Anttila. Albert Edelfelt & la nouvelle peinture. Taidehistoriallisia tutkimuksia – Konsthistoriska 
studier 24. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 2001, 15–16; Anttila, ‘Impressio, luonto ja taiteilija – 
näkökulma Edelfeltin taiteen teoriaan’, 21.

27 Anttila, ‘Impressio, luonto ja taiteilija – näkökulma Edelfeltin taiteen teoriaan’, 25.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Parisienne Reading, 1880,  
oil on canvas, 81cm x 100cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

 
Gunnar Berndtson, Yes – No, 
Pause in the Studio, 1879,  
oil on wood, 46cm x 37.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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as keys not only to the World Fairs but also to exhibitions at the Paris Salon. In Paris, the major 
consumers of Japoniste objects were middle-class women, but in paintings they still lead the 
viewer into the studios of male artists.28

Edelfelt’s first Japoniste works included his two versions of Parisienne Reading, painted 
in 1880. In the first version, a woman leans on a Japanese-style silk pillow, while the second 
version features a Japanese-inspired silk fabric in the background. The paintings show his 
muse Virginie, a French model who also appears in a painting by Edelfelt’s Finnish colleague 
Gunnar Berndtson (1854–95), Yes – No, Pause in the Studio. Edelfelt painted several sensual 
works portraying Virginie. Kortelainen regards these Japoniste and ‘petites mademoiselles’ 
works by Edelfelt as the antithesis of his heroic masterpieces.29

Besides the bibelots, Kortelainen’s interest was aroused by Virginie, who appeared in 
several of Edelfelt’s works but was barely mentioned in his correspondence. Edelfelt’s sister 
Berta had destroyed some of the letters, apparently to cover up the love affair between 
the artist and model, which Kortelainen describes in her book Virginie! The Story of Albert 
Edelfelt’s Mistress (2002, published in Finnish). However, in accordance with the conventions 
of his social class, Edelfelt married his childhood friend Anna Elise (Ellan) de la Chapelle (1857–
1921), in 1888. They had a son that same year, Albert Johan Erik (1888–1910). Kortelainen 
later published a novel, Tulirinta (2020), inspired by Erik’s short life.

Portraits and their milieux

In addition to the usual details associated with portraits, the 
works can be viewed more holistically from the perspective 
of the milieu, or environment, surrounding the model. 
One of Edelfelt’s best-known portraits depicts the French 
microbiologist Louis Pasteur, who is seen examining test results 
in his laboratory. Several surviving letters describe Edelfelt’s 
steps in creating the Pasteur portrait, which is one of the key 
works considered in Tutta Palin’s dissertation The Symptomatic 
Milieu Portrait: Details as Challengers of the Gender and Estate 
Hierarchy (2004, published in Finnish). Edelfelt painted the 
portrait of Pasteur (1885) partly in the scientist’s laboratory 
and partly in his own studio. Through the project, Edelfelt also 
became acquainted with Pasteur’s family members and painted 
portraits of several of them.30

The environment in this type of milieu portrait31 is not 
merely a backdrop, but rather a three-dimensional space in 
which the person is situated. The aim was to paint the subject 
life-size in surroundings that they identified with, or which 
characterised them more precisely rather than using traditional 
elements such as drapes, columns or medals.32 French-oriented 
Nordic painters became interested in this type of portraiture 
and sought to follow the naturalists, represented by Jules 

Bastien-Lepage (1848–84) and reformers such as Édouard Manet (1832–83).33 Edelfelt’s 
painting of Pasteur served as an inspiration for later Finnish milieu portraits.

28 Kortelainen, Albert Edelfeltin fantasmagoria, 11. 
29 Kortelainen, Albert Edelfeltin fantasmagoria, 52.
30 See Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau. ‘Albert Edelfelt et la famille Pasteur, “un ami parfait”’, in Anne-

Charlotte Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 
125–32. 

31 Bertel Hintze introduced this concept into Finnish portraiture research. See Tutta Palin. Oireileva 
miljöömuotokuva. Yksityiskohdat sukupuoli- ja säätyhierarkian haastajina. Helsinki: Taide, 2004, 14.

32 Palin, Oireileva miljöömuotokuva, 15.
33 Palin, Oireileva miljöömuotokuva, 138.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of 
Louis Pasteur, study, 1885,  
oil on canvas,  
61cm x 50.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen
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Nostalgic travel pictures of Spain 

In the 1870s, Paris attracted a group of international artists 
who, in addition to Japonisme and other exotic subjects 
related to Orientalism, were fascinated by Spain and the 
painting techniques of the old Spanish masters. This trend, 
hispagnolisme, or espagnolisme as it was called in France, 
emerged first in literature in the 1830s. Hispagnolisme 
referred to the Spanish manner of feeling and behaving. In 
the works themselves, a Spanish mood was created with 
the subject and elements based on the Spanish Baroque.34 
They usually featured bullfighters, flamenco dancers, Roma 
people, sun-baked scenery and cityscapes. An important 
travel destination for artists was the Prado Museum in 
Madrid, which Edelfelt, too, described as the best museum 
in the world.35

Inspired by this movement, Edelfelt had visited Spain 
in 1881. The trip, which lasted five weeks, spawned some 
40 works, which Marie-Sofie Lundström studied in her 
dissertation Travelling in a Palimpsest: Finnish nineteenth-
century painters’ encounters with Spanish art and culture 
(2008). Lundström’s dissertation contextualises Edelfelt’s 
interest in Spanish art and culture beginning in the 1870s, 
but his love for Spanish art – and Diego Velázquez in 
particular – was lifelong.36 

Edelfelt’s letters and works tell us not only about his 
journey but also about his experiences as a tourist. Although 

he visited Spain, Paris acted as a sort of filter through which he viewed the country. In their 
works, the artists depicted picturesque poverty in Spain, coloured by a melancholy nostalgia 
tinged with a fear of modernism.37

Idyllic landscapes and social debate

A social development known as the ‘Modern Breakthrough’ took place in the Nordic countries 
in the 1870s and ’80s. This movement in literature and the arts lasted for three decades, 
highlighting urgent societal issues such as equality, religious authority, the distribution of 
wealth and social conditions. This early modernist movement was not only focused on cities, 
but also the countryside, as well as factories and workers. Maria Vainio-Kurtakko’s dissertation 
Idyll or reality? Albert Edelfelt and Gunnar Berndtson in the ambivalence of the Modern 
Breakthrough (2010) examines how works by Edelfelt and Berndtson related to the societal 
debate of their day. Edelfelt’s relationship with the lower classes of society has been described 
as distant, but on the other hand he was interested in the peasants and the common 
people. In his letters to his mother, he often discussed the status and opportunities of the 
disadvantaged people he saw.

The debate over the breakthrough of modernism in the 1870s was sparked by the 
Danish literary critic Georg Brandes (1842–1927), who was not, however alone in creating the 

34 Marie-Sofie Lundström. Travelling in a Palimpsest. Finnish nineteenth-century painters’ encounters 
with Spanish art and culture. Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2008, 13.

35 Albert Edelfelt’s letter to his mother, 29 Nov. 1874. Albert Edelfelts brev. Elektronisk brev- och 
konstutgåva, utg. Maria Vainio-Kurtakko & Henrika Tandefelt & Elisabeth Stubb, Svenska 
litteratursällskapet i Finland, 2014−20, http://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:sls-639-1403107522420. 

36 Lundström, Travelling in a Palimpsest, 17.
37 Lundström, Travelling in a Palimpsest, 31.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Spaniard 
Leaning Against a Wall, 
study, 1881, watercolour on 
paper, 29.5cm x 23cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen
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movement.38 Brandes presented his ideas in lectures at the University 
of Copenhagen in 1871, later touring other Nordic countries as well. 
Edelfelt met Brandes in Copenhagen, first mentioning this in a letter 
in 1879. Brandes’ ideas also spread through the modernist dramas 
performed by theatre groups that toured Nordic countries. Visual 
artists, writers, journalists and scientists formed a new generation 
whose mission was to bring about a revolution. At the same time, 
French plein-air painting became the trend for students at Nordic 
art academies.39 

Unlike other Nordic countries, the Modern Breakthrough in 
Finland also raised a linguistic question, with artists entering the 
debate via their works. Whereas Gallen-Kallela and Eero Järnefelt 
(1863–1937) portrayed the Finnish-speaking people of inland Finland 
in their works, Edelfelt and Berndtson focused mainly on the Swedish-
speaking coastal inhabitants, with Edelfelt depicting maritime 
fishermen and Berndtson portraying summer activities of the gentry. 
Thus the themes of their works were more reminiscent of those of 
their Scandinavian colleagues, a point which Vainio-Kurtakko argues 
using many examples.40 

Edelfelt’s works in the Ateneum collection

Edelfelt’s key role in Finnish art is also reflected in the large collection 
of his works at the Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 
which includes more than 6,800 items. Most of these are individual 
pages from the artist’s sketchbooks. It is interesting to consider how 
this collection was formed, as Edelfelt had an exceptional role in 
influencing which of his works were acquired for the collection of the 
Finnish Art Society. He was often personally involved in the decisions 
on the museum’s acquisitions. During his lifetime, 29 of his works were 
purchased for the collection.41 The first acquisition came when he was 
still a young art student – a set of eight academic studies from 1874–
75. In 1878 Edelfelt’s first major historical painting was purchased for 
the collection, entitled Duke Karl Insulting the Corpse of Klaus Fleming.

38 Brandes was inspired by the positivism of the sociologist Auguste Comte 
and his student Hippolyte Taine, the empiricism of the English economist 
John Stuart Mill, and Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. The writings 
of Henrik Ibsen and Emile Zola are also linked to notions of societal 
change. Maria Vainio-Kurtakko. Idyll eller verklighet. Albert Edelfelt 
och Gunnar Berndtson i det moderna genombrottens ambivalens. 
Suomen Muinaismuistoyhdistyksen Aikakauskirja 117. Helsinki: Suomen 
Muinaismuistoyhdistys, 2010, 14–15.

39 Vainio-Kurtakko, Idyll eller verklighet, 10.
40 Vainio-Kurtakko, Idyll eller verklighet, 11–12.
41 Between 1876 and 1903, oil paintings, a few pastels, eight academic 

studies and five illustrations by Edelfelt for The Tales of Ensign Stål were 
purchased.

 
The cover of one of Albert 
Edelfelt’s sketchbooks, 1881–83, 
22cm x 28.3cm x 1.4cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Ainur Nasretdin

 
Letter from Albert Edelfelt to his sister Berta Edelfelt, 
Paris 26 January 1890. Collection of Artists’ Letters. 
Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Ainur Nasretdin
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The Ateneum collection includes two collections bequeathed by the artist’s relatives. 
After the artist’s widow, Ellan von Born, died in 1921, the Finnish Art Society received a 
donation of almost 20 works and sketches. These works focused on moments in family life, 
primarily in the 1890s, as well as several self-portraits by Edelfelt. By far the most important 
part of the donation was a collection of Edelfelt’s 114 sketchbooks (A II 1519: 1–114). Also 
included were paintings that he received as gift trades with artist friends such as Anders 
Zorn (1860–1920) and Pascal Dagnan-Bouveret (1860–1920).42 In their wills, executed in 
1935, Annie and Berta Edelfelt donated nearly 150 paintings, pastels and sketches to the Art 
Society (A III 1951−2021). These two donations complemented the Society’s collection with 
intimate depictions of the artist’s private life, while also forming a significant body of material 
for research.

H. F. Antell (1847−93), an acquaintance of Edelfelt, was an art collector from Vaasa 
who was trained as a physician. He bought several works from Edelfelt for his home in Paris. 
Through Antell’s bequest collection, the Art Society received four Edelfelt paintings, beginning 
in 1893: the oil paintings Parisienne Reading (1880) and Lady in Black, Thérèse noire (1880), 
the pastel Profile of a Young Woman (formerly known as Woman in a Red Dress, 1882) and the 

42 Anders Zorn, The First Time (1888, A II 1516) and Pascal Dagnan-Bouveret, Portrait of Albert 
Edelfelt (1887, A II 1512). See Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.). Ateneum Art Museum. International 
Collection. Exhibition catalogue. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, 2000, 
23, 105.

 
Anders Zorn, The First Time, 1888,  
oil on canvas, 91cm x 54.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /  
Jouko Könönen
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Albert Edelfelt, Lady in Black, Thérèse noire, 1886, oil on canvas,  
55cm x 43cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

watercolour Dear Friends III (Berta and Capi, 1883).43 Shortly afterwards, 14 panneau paintings 
created for the Finnish Pavilion of the 1900 World Fair in Paris were purchased with funds 
from the Antell Delegation, which was set up a year after the collector’s death to oversee his 
bequest. Two of them were painted by Edelfelt: The Nyländska Jaktklubben Harbour in Helsinki 
(1899) and View over Haikko (1899). Magnus Enckell (1870–1925), a protégé of Edelfelt’s, 
had painted three of them, one of which was based on an Edelfelt work depicting the town 
of Porvoo.44

43 Tuukka Talvio. H. F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta. Helsinki: Suomen Muinaismuistoyhdistys, 
National Board of Antiquities, 1993, 81.

44 Edelfelt’s two paintings A I 782:7 and A I 782:8; Hintze, Albert Edelfelt, 392, 648 (nos. 867 and 868); 
Antellin kokoelmat – Antellska samlingarna I. Helsinki: Ateneum, 1975, 26; Talvio, H. F. Antell ja 
Antellin valtuuskunta, 86; Anne-Maria Pennonen. ‘Paintings at the Paris Universal Exposition 1900’, 
in Hanne Selkokari (ed.), Magnus Enckell. Exhibition catalogue. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum, 2020, 61−62.
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Albert Edelfelt, The Nyländska 
Jaktklubben Harbour in 
Helsinki, 1899, oil on canvas, 
125cm x 175.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Kirsi Halkola

 
Albert Edelfelt, View over 
Haikko, 1899, oil on canvas, 
124.5cm x 175cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen

 
Albert Edelfelt, The Luxembourg 
Gardens, Paris, 1887, oil on 
canvas, 141.5cm x 186.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen
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Many significant European artworks ended up in the Ateneum collection, thanks to the 
Antell bequest and delegation. Even after Edelfelt’s death, several of his most important works 
joined the collection specifically through the delegation’s decisions and funds, including The 
Luxembourg Gardens, Paris (1887).45

Edelfelt as an expert and intermediary 

Edelfelt served on the Antell Delegation as a representative of the nobility from 1894 to 1905, 
first as an alternate delegate and later as a member. In 1899, the delegation mandated Edelfelt 
to make acquisitions through his connections and knowledge in order to expand the museum’s 
European collection. The following year, Edelfelt was given an additional commission to 
procure works shown at the Grand Palais during the Paris World Fair. An exhibition of French 
art at the Ateneum in 1901 was also largely organised through his connections, and some 
works from it were also purchased for the Art Society’s collection.46 Edelfelt was also involved 

45 Purchased in 1908 (A II 835). See e.g. Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.), Ateneum Art Museum. International 
Collection, 181.

46 Purchases from Paris: Charles Cottet, Breton Village by the Coast (Camaret) (A I 632), Emile-René 
Ménard, Causse Méjean, Limestone Highlands (A I 633) and Lucien J. Simon, Returning from Mass in 
Penmarch (A I 634). Later, more works were added to the collection: Danish painter Ejnar Nielsen’s 
Old Age (1898, A I 695), René-Xavier Prinet’s, By the Fire (A I 698) and his good friend Pascal 
Dagnan-Bouveret’s pastel Disciple at Emmaus. In 1902 the following works were listed as purchased 
with World Fair funds: Jules-Alexis Muenier, Villefranche Harbour, Nice (1894, A I 735), Georges 
Gardet, Fighting Panthers (sculpture, B I 186). Purchases from the 1901 Ateneum exhibitions: 
André Dauchez, French Village (A I 699), Georges Desvallières, The Virgin Mary (A I 700), Gaston 
de Latenay, Gust of Wind (A I 701), Emile-René Ménard, Twilight, Sunset (A I 702), Maxime Maufra, 
Saint-Guénolé (A I 703) and Auguste Rodin, Honoré de Balzac (B I 189). 

 
Vincent van Gogh, Street in 
Auvers-sur-Oise, 1890, oil on 
canvas, 73.5cm x 92.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum  
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Yehia Eweis
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in the decision to purchase three works from the Ateneum’s 
French-Belgian exhibition of 1904.47

Edelfelt likewise played a role in securing Vincent van 
Gogh’s Street in Auvers-sur-Oise (1890) for the Ateneum in 1903. 
Fanny Flodin (1868–1954), the Finnish widow of Julien Leclercq 
(1865–1901), a French critic and friend of Edelfelt, sold the 
work to the delegation for 2,500 marks. Friendship also played 
an important role when the Russian impresario Serge Diaghilev 
(1872–1929) donated Konstantin Andreyevich Somov’s Rainbow 
(1897) from his own collection in St Petersburg to the Art Society, 
through Edelfelt.48

In Paris, Edelfelt sought to help his fellow artists in the sale 
of works and recommended that Antell buy sculptures from his 
fellow countryman Ville Vallgren, for example. Surprisingly, Antell 
commissioned Vallgren to create a bronze bust of Edelfelt.49 In the 
case of Magnus Enckell, Edelfelt played a role in the acquisition 
of paintings such as The Awakening (1894) and Gethsemane 
(1902) for the museum’s collection. When buying domestic art 
with delegation funds, Edelfelt sought to side with the artists.50 
Through the activities, discussions and decisions of the delegation, 
he was able to influence the structure of the museum’s collection 
over a period of 12 years. Edelfelt also supported fellow artists 
through exhibition activities in 1904, when he was part of the Art 
Society’s Gallery Committee, which designed a new collection 
hanging for the expanded Ateneum building.51

47 Talvio, H. F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta, 87.
48 Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.), Ateneum Art Museum. International 

Collection, 162.
49 Talvio, H. F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta, 30 (caption). Work B I 160. 

There is also a marble version of the work, B I 104.
50 Talvio, H. F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta, 98−103.
51 Tuula Arkio. ‘One hundred years in the Ateneum: the history of the 

museum’s display arrangements’, in Marjatta Levanto (ed.), Ateneum, 
part 2. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery (Valtion taidemuseo), 1991. 
Edelfelt’s sketchbooks also include drawings of hanging plans.

 
Ville Vallgren, Bust of the Painter Albert Edelfelt, 1886, bronze,  
61cm x 48cm x 32cm 
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

 
Magnus Enckell, The Awakening, 1894, oil on canvas,  
113cm x 85.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis
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Albert Edelfelt and French Art Criticism –  
The Most Parisian of Finns and the Most Finnish 
of Parisians
Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau, Chief Curator, Petit Palais  Museum, Paris

Also published in French as ‘Albert Edelfelt et la critique d’art française’, in Anne-Charlotte 
Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, p. 147–57, 
and in English in the Albert Edelfelt exhibition catalogue by the Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum, in Spring 2023. Transl. Susan Pickford

In 1908 the Finnish exhibition at the Salon d’Automne saw French critics hail the pioneering 
role of Albert Edelfelt (1854–1905), who had died three years previously, in establishing and 
legitimising a Finnish school of art on the international stage:1 ‘Today’s Finnish painters owe 
Edelfelt much – all – of their artistic emancipation. Edelfelt was a bridge between Finland and 
Europe at the right time, particularly between Finland and Paris. […] He allowed Finland, as 
his student Magnus Enckell put it, to “take its place in the grand art movement now sweeping 
the world”.’2 This belated recognition of Edelfelt’s contribution was the result of an exemplary 
career that began in Paris in 1874, and was rooted in a carefully planned exhibition strategy.

‘Today’s light comes to us from the north’3

When Edelfelt arrived in Paris in the mid-1870s, he joined an ever growing number of foreign 
artists trying their luck in Europe’s biggest and brightest cultural hub.4 It would take another 
decade, however, before art critics would begin to take a real interest in painters from the 
far north; when they did, it was as a result of a newfound taste for naturalist aesthetics and 

1 On Edelfelt’s historiography, see Anne-Maria Pennonen and Hanne Selkokari. ‘Albert Edelfelt, 
fils prodige de l’art finlandais’, in Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de 
Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 31–40. 

2 Étienne Avenard. ‘L’exposition finlandaise au Salon d’automne’, Art et décoration, tome 24, Paris, 
1908, 137–46. 

3 Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1886’, L’Art, tome 40, Paris, 1886, 232–36, 242–53 and L’Art, tome 41, Paris, 
1886, 30–40; Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1887’, L’Art, tome 43, Paris, 1887, 25–42.

4 Thérèse Burollet. ‘Cette France ... où tout est possible’, in Lumières du Nord. La peinture 
scandinave. 1885–1915, exhibition catalogue. Paris: Association française d’action artistique, 1987; 
Riitta Ojanperä. ‘L’art finlandais et la France, 1870–1914’, in Échappées nordiques. Les maîtres 
scandinaves et finlandais en France. 1870–1914, exhibition catalogue. Lille: Palais des Beaux-Arts / 
Paris: Somogy éditions d’art, 2008; Vibeke Röstorp. Le Mythe du retour. Les artistes scandinaves en 
France de 1889 à 1908. Stockholm: University of Stockholm, 2013. 
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an increasing openness to foreign artists at the Fine Arts 
division of the French administration.5 Reading the Press 
notices from the 1880s and 1890s, it is clear that critics were 
becoming more aware of a specific Nordic school and its main 
representatives.6 Praise for foreign artists also played into an 
attempt to revitalise the French school, which many critics 
saw as in need of renewal.7 A growing familiarity with foreign 
art is apparent from its increasing prominence at the Salon, 
both in terms of the sheer number of exhibitors and the type 
of spaces attributed to them.8

Late-19th-century critics defined Scandinavia as 
Norway, Sweden, Denmark – and Finland.9 Art in the latter 
was still in a fledgling state, as K. Paijani acknowledged in 
an opinion piece in 1877, while still pointing out the young 
school’s dynamism: ‘Only for thirty years or so have we 
been producing home-grown art […]. Genre painters and 
landscapists are endlessly inspired by our nature and our 
national life.’10 Edelfelt’s critical reception as one of a number 
of Scandinavian artists covered in reviews of salons and 
exhibitions follows this broad trend.

1877: Edelfelt makes his Salon debut

Albert Edelfelt made his Salon debut in 1877, after coming to 
Paris in 1874 to complete his training in Jean-Léon Gérôme’s 
studio. For his first show, he chose a historical subject, in 

keeping with the curriculum at the École des Beaux-Arts: the work was well received, being 
selected to hang in a prominent position. The subject, inspired by the Finnish writer Zacharis 
Topelius, was Blanche of Namur, queen consort of Sweden from 1335 to 1364, a popular 
character from Swedish history.11 Edelfelt showed her not as a queen, but as a mother 

5 Emily Braun. ‘Scandinavian painting and the French critics’, in Northern Light. Realism and 
Symbolism in Scandinavian Painting 1880–1910, exhibition catalogue. New York: The Brooklyn 
Museum, 1982; Laurent Cazes. L’Europe des arts. La participation des peintres étrangers au Salon: 
Paris, 1852–1900, doctoral thesis. Paris: Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2015; Tanguy Le 
Roux. ‘L’apparition de l’école du Nord. L’émergence des artistes scandinaves dans la critique d’art 
française dans les années 1880’, Deshima, no 12, Strasbourg, 2018, 155–70.

6 Philippe Burty. ‘Le Salon de 1880. Les étrangers’, L’Art, tome 21, Paris, 1880, 295–307; André 
Michel. ‘Le Salon de 1884’, L’Art, tome 36, Paris, 1884, 201–13; Léonce Bénédite. ‘Salon de 1891. 
La peinture au salon des Champs-Élysées’, L’Art, tome 50, Paris, 1891, 234–39; Georges Lafenestre. 
‘Les salons de 1892. I. La peinture aux Champs-Élysées’, Revue des deux mondes, tome 111, Paris, 
1892, 607–37; Georges Lafenestre. ‘Les salons de 1893. II. La peinture au Champ-de-Mars et la 
sculpture dans les deux salons’, Revue des deux mondes, tome 118, Paris, 1893, 164–96; Georges 
Lafenestre. ‘La peinture aux salons de 1896’, Revue des deux mondes, tome 135, Paris, 1896, 
897–933.

7 Michel, ‘Le Salon de 1884’; Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1886’, L’Art, tome 40, Paris, 1886, 232–36, 242–53; 
Georges Lafenestre. ‘La peinture étrangère à l’Exposition universelle’, Revue des deux mondes, 
tome 96, Paris, 1889, 139–72.

8 Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1888. La peinture’, L’Art, tome 44, Paris, 1888, 173–208.; Bénédite, ‘Salon de 
1891. La peinture au salon des Champs-Élysées’.

9 Finland had been part of the kingdom of Sweden since the 13th century and became a Grand 
Duchy under Russian domination in 1809.

10 K. Paijani. ‘Les beaux-arts en Finlande’, L’Art, tome 8, Paris, 1877, 230–33.
11 Frank Claustrat. ‘L’œuvre d’Albert Edelfelt et sa réception en France, 1877–1889’, in L’horizon 

inconnu. L’art en Finlande 1870-1920, exhibition catalogue. Strasbourg: Musées de Strasbourg, 
1999.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Queen 
Blanca, 1877, oil on canvas, 
96.5cm x 75.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen
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dandling her second son Haakon, the future king of Norway, on her lap. The work displayed 
his mastery of technique in the virtuoso handling of the white gown and the still-life to the left 
of the composition. The dark palette, warm tones, and dense texture were all typical of the 
Academy aesthetic. The subject was rather obscure for French audiences, but the work was 
widely acclaimed and reproduced in abundance. Flushed with success, Edelfelt presented the 
same work the following year, at the 1878 World Fair.

For the 1878 Salon, he kept to history painting with a work of great dramatic intensity, 
again taken from Scandinavian history. Duke Karl Insulting the Corpse of Klas Fleming, 1597 
won him the Finnish State prize. This macabre subject was doubtless a deliberate choice after 
Jean-Paul Laurens had caused a sensation the previous year with his painting The Austrian 
General Staff in front of Marceau’s Body, which won the jury’s Grande Médaille d’honneur. 
Interestingly, Edelfelt placed a yellow sheet at the centre of his composition, doubtless 
in response to a heated debate on Laurens’s painting: ‘But above all, behind the hero’s 
deathbed, right in the centre of the hall and the canvas, is a daffodil-yellow screen whose 
chatter is almost unbearable, not to say downright indecent. It is all one can see and hear, and 
it takes a concerted effort to focus on the gloomy scene that should by rights capture one’s 
full attention.’12 By carefully placing a yellow motif so that it was somewhat eye-catching but 
not visually overpowering enough to be judged a lapse in taste, Edelfelt was subtly showing he 
read and incorporated the views of critics into his work. His oeuvre can also be seen as a male 
pairing for another painting that drew much comment at the 1878 World Fair, the Spanish 
artist Francisco Pradilla y Ortiz’s Doña Juana la Loca, featuring the Spanish queen weeping by 
her dead husband’s coffin. 

In 1879, Edelfelt took his inspiration from a tragic episode in Finnish history, the 
peasants’ revolt of 1596–97, which let him show off his skill in composing a snowy landscape. 
This patriotic subject seems to have attracted little notice from the art Press, however.13

The early 1880s: a burgeoning career

Albert Edelfelt’s training was classical, but he nonetheless took an interest in the new trends 
feeding into the Parisian art scene in the 1870s, particularly naturalism and its most dazzling 
exponent, Jules Bastien-Lepage, who triumphed at the 1878 Salon with Hay Making14. Edelfelt 
had become acquainted with Bastien-Lepage in 1875 and admired him deeply, following his 
lead in turning to plein-air painting and its focus on the study of light and nature.15 He applied 
the new principles in Conveying the Child’s Coffin. It proved a winning strategy: the painting 
won a third class medal at the 1880 Salon and raised his profile, as critics were won over by 
the clear northern light, powerful emotional charge, and naturalistic characters: ‘Conveying 
the Child’s Coffin is, in terms of genuine sentiment, observation of characters, composition, 
and technique, one of the most outstanding works at the 1880 Salon […].’16 ‘A work perhaps 
worthy of more than the third class medal it received.’17 

Edelfelt made his debut as a portraitist at the same Salon, showing his Portrait of Alfred 
Kœchlin-Schwartz. He returned with another standout portrait the following year: his friend 
Dagnan-Bouveret ‘was shown at his easel in his studio by M. Edelfelt, a Finnish painter of rare 
talent. A painting of exquisite distinction [...]’.18 The identity of the sitter was no coincidence. 

12 Charles Tardieu. ‘Salon de Paris, 1877. Les récompenses’, L’Art, tome 9, Paris, 1877, 217–24.
13 On Edelfelt and history painting, see Petra Lehtoruusu and Anna Ripatti. ‘L’histoire dans l’art 

d’Albert Edelfelt’, in Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: 
Paris Musées, 2022, 75–84.

14 Eugène Véron. ‘Salon de Paris, 1878. III. Scènes de la vie contemporaine’, L’Art, tome 14, Paris, 
1878, 73–80.

15 Elina Anttila. Albert Edelfelt & la nouvelle peinture. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 2001.
16 Burty, ‘Le Salon de 1880’.
17 Philippe de Chennevières. ‘Le Salon de 1880’, Gazette des beaux-arts, Paris, 2e semestre 1880, 

41–70.
18 René Ménard. ‘Le Salon de 1881’, L’Art, tome 25, Paris, 1881, 297–306.
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Pascal Dagnan-Bouveret was widely seen as the rising star of French painting since his triumph 
the previous year with An Accident. A portrait of such a prominent personality was bound to 
attract attention.

The 1880 Salon marked the first major milestone in Edelfelt’s career. He was now on 
the critical radar and, as one of the leading figures in the Nordic school, his contributions were 
eagerly awaited every year. He confirmed his talent in 1882 with the dazzling Divine Service 
in the Uusimaa Archipelago, which won him a second class medal. ‘The Finnish artist is none 
other than M. Albert Edelfelt, whose success at the 1880 Salon is well remembered […]. This 
year, this conscientious artist has surpassed himself with a composition that is admirably 
established, conceived and executed with great depth of feeling, careful draughtsmanship, 
and observational skills that never stop at the surface, but reflect the very souls of each 
character […]. Divine Service in the Uusimaa Archipelago will be remembered as one of the 
most distinguished works of the 1882 Salon.’19 The canvas proved to represent a further step 
in the artist’s career, embodying his recognition by the French government, which acquired it 
for the Musée du Luxembourg – the first Finnish work to join a French national collection.20

Edelfelt showed just one work at the 1884 Salon, but the subject, drawn from Finnish 
life, again caught the eye of critics, who now saw him as a fixture on the Paris art scene: 
‘M. Edelfelt has painted an old sea dog and his daughter in a skiff, At Sea, in which we 
once again find his precise, emotional, sincere, typical style. The figures are truly alive and 
individual: the girl in particular is a prize study.’21

Alongside the official Salon, Edelfelt was also finding a place in the art scene’s inner 
circle. In 1882, he took part in the first Société Internationale de Peintres et Sculpteurs 
exhibition at Galerie Georges Petit, showing seven works, mostly portraits. His art once again 

19 Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1882. XIII. La Russie’, L’Art, tome 29, Paris, 1882, 254–56.
20 See Marina Catani. ‘Entre gloire et fortune’, in Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. 

Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 105–10.
21 Michel, ‘Le Salon de 1884’.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Conveying the Child’s Coffin (A Child’s Funeral), 1879, oil on canvas, 120cm x 204cm  
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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drew comment from critics, who hailed the range of his output.22 Critics were likewise bowled 
over by his graceful plein-air scenes: ‘[…] gladly we rest with M. Edelfelt’s Under the Birches, 
where a delicious young lady daydreams in the open air, a blonde girl at her feet, half hidden 
in the spring grass.’23 Edelfelt was a regular participant at the event, showing his work in 1885, 
1886, 1887, 1890 and 1891, maintaining his strategy of showing a range of artistic approaches 
to become one of the most high-profile foreign artists in Paris: ‘We have referred to the 
foreigners whose works are shown at the International Exhibition. They fade away somewhat 
alongside our own artists. Yet one undoubtedly shows genuine originality: M. Edelfelt […].’24 

Paradoxically, the only major Parisian subject of his entire career, the ambitious 
The Luxembourg Gardens, Paris, presented in 1887, seems to have fallen rather flat: 
‘M. Edelfelt is a skilled painter who has produced more studied paintings than his Jardin 
du Luxembourg, I would say. For instance, we are in a position to say that the light on the 
place and people is not Parisian light.’25 Edelfelt also developed a strategic relationship with 
the Press, especially Le Monde illustré, providing illustrations engraved by Charles Baude.26 
In 1881, he was one of the artists selected by the prestigious review L’Art for a round-up of 
contemporary works.27

22 Arthur Baignières. ‘Première exposition de la Société internationale de peintres et sculpteurs’, 
Gazette des beaux-arts, Paris, 1er semestre 1883, 187–92.

23 G. Dargenty. ‘Exposition internationale des peintres & sculpteurs’, L’Art, tome 32, Paris, 1883, 36–40.
24 Anonyme. Gazette nationale ou le Moniteur universel, no 134, Paris, 17 mai 1885, 2.
25 Olivier Merson. ’Exposition internationale de peinture et de sculpture, rue de Sèze, 8’, Le Monde 

illustré, Paris, 4 juin 1887, 370–71.
26 See Laura Gutman. ‘Albert Edelfelt, parisien de Finlande’, in Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau (ed.), 

Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 21–30.
27 Fabrice (Jean-Baptiste Pasteur). ‘Chronique des arts. Les ateliers des jeunes. III. Edelfelt’, Gazette 

nationale ou le Moniteur universel, no 363, Paris, 2 avril 1881, 3.
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A career consecrated

The year 1886 and the painting Portrait of Louis Pasteur 
marked another milestone in Edelfelt’s rise to fame.28 

Edelfelt in fact also presented a typical Finnish scene the 
same year, Workers Returning Home, Finland, but it was 
completely overshadowed by his portrait of the famous 
scientist the year following his discovery of the rabies 
vaccine. The painting garnered much attention because 
it was directly comparable to another portrait of Pasteur 
shown at the Salon by one of the most prominent artists 
of the day, Léon Bonnat. The two works showed radically 
different visions of the eminent scientist. Bonnat’s was 
highly official-looking, with a neutral background, harking 
back to earlier portraits of national heroes. The presence of 
Pasteur’s granddaughter Camille Vallery-Radot, included at 
his request,29 did little to soften the image. Edelfelt took a 
very different tack, placing Pasteur in the laboratory, hard at 
work on his great discovery.

Critics were divided. Some considered the two 
paintings more or less equal,30 while others had a clear 
favourite, often chosen with a nationalist slant. Georges 
Lafenestre held that Bonnat’s portrait was ‘the historic 
image’, while Edelfelt’s was merely ‘anecdotal […] despite 
the curiosity posterity will certainly show for the Swedish 
[sic] painter’s painstaking and ingenious study, it will not call 

on him for the definitive image of M. Pasteur’.31 Albert Wolff, on the other hand, immediately 
grasped the portrait’s originality, its spontaneity encapsulating the scientist’s lively mind: 
‘M. Edelfeldt [sic] has glimpsed the scholar in his laboratory, caught up in the problems whose 
mysteries he probes; he brings him to life before our very eyes as his thought unfolds, showing 
us the state of his soul or spirit, whatever you like to call it, in all the mystery of the gestation 
of the discovery that will make M. Pasteur’s name ring down through the ages.’32

More than just a social portrait, Edelfelt’s painting offered an allegorical reading of 
the progress of Science. The Portrait of Louis Pasteur embodied the positivist spirit of the 
Third Republic and was acquired by the French government, earning the artist the Légion 
d’honneur. Edelfelt also exhibited an ambitious pastel of his fellow Finnish artist, the sculptor 
Ville Vallgren, with his wife. It was much admired: ‘The Finnish artist Edelfelt, not content with 
triumphing with the brush in his Portrait of M.Pasteur, proves himself a worthy heir to Latour 
[sic] with his Portraits of M. and Mme V.; no artist could better compose, imagine anything 
more intimate, more alive, more delicately coloured than the husband standing as he sculpts, 
studying his gracious sitter.’33

28 See Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau. ‘Albert Edelfelt et la famille Pasteur, “un ami parfait”’, in 
Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 
125–32.

29 Agnès Desquand. Madame Pasteur. Vivre avec Pasteur au jour le jour. Dole: DmoDmo éditions, 
2013.

30 Alfred de Lostalot. ‘Salon de 1886’, Gazette des beaux-arts, Paris, 1er semestre 1886, 453–79.
31 Georges Lafenestre. ‘Le Salon de 1886. I. La peinture’, Revue des deux mondes, tome 75, Paris, 

1886, 581–609. 
32 Albert Wolff. Figaro-Salon 1886. Paris: Boussod/Valadon & Cie, 1886. 
33 Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1886’, L’Art, tome 41, Paris, 1886, 30–40.
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Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen

https://research.fng.fi


Albert Edelfelt and French Art Criticism – The Most Parisian of Finns and the Most Finnish of Parisians  // Anne-Charlotte Cathelineau 
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2022. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

7

The 1889 World Fair

Edelfelt presented some ten works at the 1889 World Fair, including portraits, Finnish subjects, 
genre scenes, and religious paintings. Since his rise to glory in the mid-1880s, his submissions 
were particularly closely studied by Charles Ponsonailhe, an expert in Nordic art34, who 
considered him the leading representative of the Finnish school. He took a special interest 
in Portrait of Louis Pasteur, which Edelfelt presented again on the international stage: ‘It has 
been nearly three years since he won the esteem of critics and the friendship of art lovers 
[…] with his Portrait of M. Pasteur, a masterpiece. […] The natural tone, truth, intimacy of 
the stance and pose are all perfection. Posterity will only preserve this depiction in which the 
man himself, his character, manner of being, and habitus corporis have been captured from 
life.’35 Ponsonailhe then cast his eye over the other works on display, attuned to the painterly 
technique and handling of light, justness of tone, and sincerity of religious emotion: ‘Around 
this painting, rightly given pride of place, the Finnish artist has grouped adorable works, small 
paintings in his latest style, delighting in studies of artificial or natural light.’36 Surprisingly, he 
failed to mention Edelfelt’s most ambitious work at the exhibition, Women Outside the Church 
at Ruokolahti. It had already been shown at the 1888 Salon, where it attracted little comment, 
overshadowed by his friend Dagnan-Bouveret’s Breton Women at a Pardon, which was similar 
in composition: ‘It has been said that the Women Outside the Church by M. Edelfeld [sic], 
barely remarked upon at the 1888 Salon inspired M. Dagnan-Bouveret’s women sitting outside 
in the Breton Pardon […]. It is highly possible, and it is certainly the same subject; but it must 

34 Frank Claustrat. ‘L’invention de l’école scandinave en 1889. Le pleinairisme nordique comme 
paradigme selon le critique d’art Charles Ponsonailhe’ in Échappées nordiques. Les maîtres 
scandinaves et finlandais en France. 1870–1914, exhibition catalogue. Lille: Palais des Beaux-Arts /
Paris: Somogy éditions d’art, 2008.

35 Charles Ponsonailhe. Les Artistes scandinaves à Paris. Précédé d’une étude générale sur l’art 
étranger à l’Exposition de 1889. Paris: Librairie Nilsson, 1889.

36 Ponsonailhe, Les Artistes scandinaves à Paris.
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be agreed that there is more melancholy charm in the French 
artist’s Breton women than in the Finnish artist’s slightly 
more countrified peasant women.’37

Unlike Ponsonailhe, who considered Edelfelt part of 
the Scandinavian school, Paul Leroi classed him with the 
Russians: ‘Russia and the Grand Duchy of Finland count 
more than one distinguished painter, but despite their very 
real value, these artists are far from forming a single special 
doctrine with an originality unique to their fatherland, 
constituting a specifically Russian form of art. Their current 
objective is Paris, where several of them have in fact set up 
camp. The reputation of M. Albert Edelfelt […] is essentially 
French.’38 The artist’s acclimatisation to Paris was critiqued by 
some commentators, who felt he had lost some of his Nordic 
freshness and originality over the years: ‘Most Scandinavian 
artists come to hone their technique in Paris; for the first few 
years they usually preserve a native vigour that manifests 
itself in their Salon debuts by dazzling works of striking 
originality. We were all charmed and surprised by the highly 
individual, delicate early works of Messrs. Salmson, Hagborg, 
Smith-Hald and Edelfelt. […] These Scandinavians passed on 
to us what they had brought with them before becoming 
absorbed into us, thereby gradually losing their initial 
qualities […].’39 Some critics were becoming less enthusiastic 
about his work: ‘M. Edelfelt is a curious instance of the 
irregularity that is highly typical of painters who are subjects 
of the Tsar. The Portrait of M. Pasteur […] earned a well-
deserved fresh wave of success at the Champ-de-Mars […]. 

The Portrait of the Artist’s Mother was also to M. Edelfelt’s honour. But how, alongside these 
two superior works, could he exhibit his Finnish Peasant Woman, At the Piano, the Virgin and 
Child, and the dreadful Portrait of the Poet Topelius […]?’40

Building on his laurels

The early 1890s saw Edelfelt consolidate his place as a leading figure on the Paris art scene, his 
regular contributions of portraits, landscapes and genre scenes to the Salon frequently being 
mentioned in the Press. From 1890 on, he no longer showed his work at the Salon des Artistes 
Français, but rather at the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts salon, founded that year under 
the painter Jean-Louis Ernest Meissonier. The other founder members were all part of the 
artistic elite, symbolising the modernist approach: they included Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, 
Eugène Carrière, and Auguste Rodin. The turn to an institution less rooted in the Academy was 
significant for Edelfelt, and it can only have been a bonus that the new salon was particularly 
open to submissions by foreign artists.41 His decision to turn his back on the Salon des Artistes 
Français together with other foreign artists, met with keen disappointment from critics: ‘The 
names of Messrs. Edelfelt, Uhde, Krøyer, Werenskiold, Israëls, Harrisson, Pearce, Melchers, 
etc., are in all our memories, and the eyes of imagination once again view, with a pleasure 
mingled with regret, their works of such curiosity, individuality, poetry, and sincerity. Well, 

37 Lucien Huard. ‘Les beaux-arts à l’Exposition. La Finlande’, Livre d’or de l’Exposition, tome 2, Paris, 
1889, 623.

38 Paul Leroi. ‘Salon de 1890’, L’Art, tome 49, Paris, 1890, 61–73.
39 Lafenestre, ‘La peinture étrangère à l’Exposition universelle’.
40 Leroi, ‘Salon de 1890’.
41 For instance, the 1891 salon featured 114 foreign artists and 192 French artists.
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none of these painters are on show at the Salon this year, 
and of all the gaping holes, these, to our mind […], will be 
the hardest to fill.’42 Edelfelt sent six works for the first new 
exhibition, including a widely admired landscape: ‘The Sunset, 
with the dying rays mirrored in the sleepy waters of a Finnish 
fjord, leaves the eyes and soul with an impression of delicious 
sweetness.’43 Reviewers also commented on his talent as a 
portraitist.44

In 1891, Edelfelt exhibited his first Biblical subject, Christ 
and Mary Magdalene, a Finnish Legend. The subject reflects 
his openness to the realm of spirituality, ever present in artistic 
circles in the early 1890s, as shown by the rise in the number 
of works with religious themes at the two salons.45 Edelfelt’s 
painting drew particular attention from critics, who compared 
it favourably to Jean Béraud’s St Mary Magdalene in the House 
of Simon the Pharisee. Most commentators were shocked by 
Béraud’s impious painting, a far cry from the sincere faith seen 
in Edelfelt’s work.46 However, some visitors spoke out against 
what they saw as the female character’s coarseness: ‘Were the 
Magdalene less lumpen and vulgar, this would be an excellent 
example of the noble, expressive use of realist observation 
to give a new lease of life to seemingly threadbare subjects 
[…].’47 Others critiqued the inappropriate landscape, which 
clashed with the emotion born of the meeting of the two 
Biblical figures: ‘In the background a pretty Nordic landscape, 
indifferent to the scene it frames. Consequently, despite the 
quality of the characters and the painting as a whole, one feels 
a note is lacking for one to be wholly taken with the work: the 

intimate bond between the figures and the landscape and between the colours and light and 
the emotion evoked by the subject.’48

Edelfelt’s works went relatively unnoticed in 1892. The year 1893 saw renewed Press 
interest hailing his appointment to the judging panel for paintings at the Société Nationale 
des Beaux-Arts salon.49 The artist chose to submit specifically Finnish subjects, to the approval 
of art critics: ‘He has become wholly Finnish again this year, and in good faith we have never 
felt him to be more emotional and in possession of his verve […]. Edelfelt’s five canvases, all 
very different, play his favourite scales […]. He masters them all equally, furnishing us with 
convincing proof.’50 He was praised for the ‘rightness and delicacy of the lighting’51 in his 
Woman Ironing and the sensitivity of his winter landscapes: ‘The extreme finesse of vision 
that is his principal merit, as it is of most of his compatriots, is to be found in his landscape 
studies in oils and watercolours, the December Days in Finland and Gulf of Finland […].’52 The 

42 Maurice Albert. ‘Le salon de 1890 aux Champs-Élysées’, Gazette des beaux-arts, Paris, 1er semestre 
1890, 449–69.

43 Léopold Mabilleau. ‘Le salon du Champ-de-Mars’, Gazette des beaux-arts, Paris, 2e semester 1890, 
5–29.

44 Mabilleau, ‘Le salon du Champ-de-Mars’; Georges Lafenestre. ‘Les salons de 1890. II. La peinture au 
Champ-de-Mars’, Revue des deux mondes, tome 99, Paris, 1890, 907–35.

45 Léonce Bénédite. ‘Salon de 1891. Au Champ-de-Mars’, L’Art, tome 51, Paris, 1891, 68–76.
46 Édouard Rod. ‘Les salons de 1891 au Champ-de-Mars et aux Champs-Élysées’, Gazette des 

beaux-arts, Paris, 2e semester 1891, 5–34.
47 Georges Lafenestre. ‘Les salons de 1891. II. Le salon du Champ-de-Mars’, Revue des deux mondes, 

tome 106, Paris, 1891, 181–206.
48 Bénédite, ‘Salon de 1891. Au Champ-de-Mars’.
49 Anonyme. Gazette nationale ou le Moniteur universel, no 87, Paris, 29 mars 1893, 2.
50 Henri Bouchot. ‘Les salons de 1893’, Gazette des beaux-arts, Paris, 1er semestre 1893, 441–83.
51 Lafenestre, ‘Les salons de 1893. II.’
52 Lafenestre, ‘Les salons de 1893. II.’
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portraits of the rune singer Larin Paraske, the true embodiment of Finnish identity, reflected 
Edelfelt’s urge to put his homeland on the artistic map. They caught the eye of the Press, 
bowled over by the authenticity of the ‘studies of an old witch scraping away at a zither and 
chanting magical phrases, the coarse figures of the primitive races […]’.53

The early 1900s: ‘For my Finland’

As a keen traveller and patriot,54 Edelfelt played a major part in promoting Finland and its 
struggle to throw off the yoke of Russian authoritarianism,55 like his fellow Finn, the writer 
Juhani Aho. His quasi-diplomatic function was recognised in his appointment as curator of 
the Finnish section of the 1900 World Fair,56 at which he showed some ten works on various 
subjects (most of which had been shown before): ‘Finland may be Russian territory, yet it 
remains faithful to its roots, even in art. Its school is linked to the Swedish and Norwegian 
schools. Worthy of note is […] M. Edelfelt’s display […] he is too much one of our own to need 
much comment on his talent.’57 Though a new generation was rising, he was still considered 
the leading figure of the Finnish school.58 Critics pointed to the twin aspects of his talent 
as a portraitist and Finland’s greatest artistic advocate: ‘The celebrated artist M. Edelfelt, 
considered throughout Europe as one of the foremost portraitists of the age, confirms this 

53 Bouchot, ‘Les salons de 1893’.
54 See Kristina Ranki. ‘Albert Edelfelt, l’avant-garde de la francophilie finlandaise’, in Anne-Charlotte 

Cathelineau (ed.), Albert Edelfelt. Lumières de Finlande. Paris: Paris Musées, 2022, 189–94.
55 Culminating in 1899 with Tsar Nicolas II’s manifesto stripping the Finnish population of the freedom 

and privileges granted in 1809 by Alexander I’s charter when the territory became a Russian 
protectorate.

56 On the Finnish pavilion, see Gustave Soulier. ‘Le pavillon de Finlande à l’Exposition universelle’,  
Art et décoration, tome 8, Paris, 1900, 1–11.

57 Bénédite, Gazette des beaux-arts, 1900.
58 Anonyme. Paris Exposition 1900. Guide pratique du visiteur de Paris et de l’Exposition. Paris: 

Hachette & Cie, 1900.
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opinion with his Portrait of Madame Pasteur […]. He once again becomes Finland’s favoured 
son in the Incantation.’59 Having triumphed at the World Fair, he was appointed Commandeur 
de la Légion d’honneur in 1901. He still showed his work at the Salon, though more rarely,60 
once again standing out for his skill as a portraitist: ‘M. Edelfelt’s Portrait of Mme Ackté […] 
has given us one of the most expressive of all his works, and one of the most accomplished 
of all those shown at the salons this year.’61 Critics were also impressed by the subtlety of his 
landscapes.62

Edelfelt’s last showing at the Salon was in 1903, when he still held ‘irresistible 
attraction’ for commentators, charmed by the sheer quality and authenticity of his paintings: 
‘The blend of brutality and refinement, the picturesque, truthful intensity, the sharpness of 
vision, documentary originality of the moral scenes, the archetypes he excels in painting, 
and the splendid confidence in his craft, the generously rounded brushwork, are all strangely 
troubling for my mind and senses.’63 Several French newspapers marked his death in 1905 
with obituaries praising his artistic talent, his humanity and his patriotism: ‘The sudden death 
of the great painter Albert Edelfelt at the age of 51 at his property in Borgo leaves his native 

59 Charles Ponsonailhe. ‘La peinture étrangère à la décennale’, L’Exposition de Paris, vol. 3, Paris, 
1900, 210.

60 He showed works in 1901 and 1903, but not 1902 or 1904.
61 Anonyme. Paris Exposition 1900. Guide pratique du visiteur de Paris et de l’Exposition. Paris: 

Hachette & Cie, 1900.
62 Maurice Demaison. ‘Les salons de 1901: la peinture’, La Revue de l’art ancien et moderne, Paris, 1er 

semestre 1901, 397–414.
63 Gabriel Mourey. ‘La peinture au Salon’, Art et décoration, tome 14, Paris, 1903, 205–16.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Woman Ironing, study for The Washerwomen, 1888, oil on canvas, 59.5cm x 75.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
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Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of the Singer Aino Ackté, 1901,  
oil on canvas, 200.5cm x 90cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Finland in mourning and will be keenly regretted in Paris. 
[…] The death of a great painter and a great patriot.’64 ‘His 
loss will be keenly felt by all those who knew him, for he 
was not only a talented painter, but also a man of great 
gallantry and heart.’65

64 René Puaux. ‘Albert Edelfelt’, Le Temps, Paris, 4 septembre 1905.
65 Anonyme. ‘Albert Edelfelt’, Journal des débats, Paris, 5 septembre 1905.
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Albert Edelfelt and His International Network
Anne-Maria Pennonen, PhD, curator, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum

This presentation was given at the Albert Edelfelt Seminar organised at the Petit Palais, Paris, on 
20 May 2022, in connection with the Albert Edelfelt Exhibition 

Introduction

Among the Finnish artists of the late 19th century, Albert Edelfelt 
(1854–1905) was a true cosmopolitan. He was the first of the 
Finnish artists to settle down in Paris for a longer time – he lived 
in Paris from 1874 to 1891, and continued to keep his studio there 
until his death in 1905. Edelfelt travelled a lot during these years, 
not only to Finland for the summer, but also to southern France, 
Italy, Spain, Russia, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Germany and 
England. Being well-connected with people from different social 
backgrounds, he understood the importance of networks. His 
wide social network consisted not only of artists, but also actors, 
composers, opera singers, writers, industrialists and businessmen, 
politicians, and scientists, as well as members of imperial and 
royal families. 

To operate in such an international network required 
language skills, and we can say that Edelfelt was a true polyglot. 
At school in Finland, he had learnt Greek and Latin as part of his 
training; Swedish was his mother tongue, he knew some Finnish, 
but French became his second language. In addition, he spoke 
German, English, Spanish, as well as Italian and some Russian.

Although Edelfelt was sometimes quite a controversial 
character and made critical comments about the different people 
he had met, he was, nonetheless, socially talented, outgoing 
and capable of building a wide network. This is quite evident 
if we compare him with his good friend and colleague Gunnar 

Berndtson, who came from a similar background, but was shy and more introverted. 
This presentation is based mainly on Edelfelt’s letters to his mother Alexandra in the 

years 1873–1901. In these letters, Edelfelt described his life and travels abroad. Edelfelt was 
a diligent writer, and sometimes his letters are quite critical, but they can also be hilarious. 
In addition to the great number of letters, he contributed articles about art and reviews on 
exhibitions to newspapers, and made illustrations, too.
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Antwerp and Paris

Before Paris, Edelfelt studied history painting in Antwerp in 1873. There he understood the 
meaning of language skills. At first he communicated mainly in German, but soon after his 
arrival he started to improve his French. To do that he decided to avoid the company of other 
Swedish-speaking artists and aimed at using French as much as possible. 

Edelfelt wrote to his mother Alexandra Edelfelt on 28 November 1877:

For those who have to be content with socialising with their fellow countrymen only, 
because they cannot speak any foreign languages, these relationships with their 
countrymen are connected with their natural need to be in touch with other people. 

When one has learnt to understand that people, speaking French, German or English, can 
have just as warm feelings, or think just as sublimely as one’s fellow countrymen; and 
when one has realised that there are thousands of common interests between different 
people, regardless of their nationality or country, then one should have the right to loosen 
one’s contacts with one’s fellow countrymen.

It was in Paris that Edelfelt became fluent in French, which helped him to integrate 
into Parisian artistic and social circles. Thus, he became the key player for other Finns who 
visited the city. In fact, Edelfelt was a forerunner for later Francophiles who came to Paris. He 
helped many fellow countrymen and -women to find suitable contacts. In general, we can say 
that Edelfelt was always on the spot when something interesting and important happened. 
For example, when the Finnish-Swedish scientist and Arctic explorer Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld 
visited Paris in 1880 as a celebrated hero after having sailed the Northeast Passage in 
1878–79, Edelfelt participated in the dinner party arranged in Nordenskiöld’s honour together 
with the Swedish Prince Oscar. 

Generally, Edelfelt attended all kinds of soirées and dinner parties. One very powerful 
person was Alfred Koechlin-Schwarz, a French manufacturer and politician, who invited 
Edelfelt in April 1877 to his home. The artist describes his first visit to the Koechlins, how 
he bought a pair of expensive gloves, borrowed a chapeau claque and had his hair curled. 
He describes his host, his wife and their home in detail, including the artworks they have 
acquired. But Edelfelt did not particularly like Koechlin-Schwarz, and in fact, preferred his wife. 
However, he understood the importance of these contacts, although he said that one could 
waste a whole day on a visit like that. 

Finnish and French colleagues

When Edelfelt arrived in Paris, he needed a letter of recommendation to contact the teachers 
at the École des Beaux-Arts in order to obtain a permit to study there. He therefore contacted 
his former Finnish art teacher Adolf von Becker, who was staying in Paris at the time. Von 
Becker was well connected in Paris, as he had studied in the city in the 1860s, and he 
recommended Edelfelt to the history painter Jean-Léon Gérôme. For Edelfelt, Gérôme was 
renowned for his highly-skilled and well-controlled drawing, and he had a good reputation as a 
teacher. Edelfelt also considered studying under Léon Bonnat, but he preferred Gérôme, with 
whom he kept in touch throughout the years. Edelfelt was often quite uncertain what Gérôme 
thought about his art. Nonetheless, Gérôme’s opinion was important to him, and he was very 
pleased to get positive feedback from his former teacher even later in life.

In comparison, Edelfelt’s relationship with von Becker was cut off quite brutally after 
the opening of the World Fair in 1889. That year, Edelfelt had wished to become a member 
of the jury for the Finnish department, but von Becker was nominated instead. Edelfelt and 
von Becker had very different ideas about the Finnish artists whose work should be displayed 
at the exhibition. Edelfelt suggested several younger artists, such as Axel Gallén and Eero 
Järnefelt, whereas von Becker had more conservative ideas. The dispute ended up in an 
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actual fist fight outside the restaurant where the Finnish artists were having dinner after the 
opening. As a consequence, Edelfelt’s friendship with von Becker and the Finnish sculptor 
Walter Runeberg was broken for several years. Nevertheless, Edelfelt had his ‘revenge’ in 
1900, when he was appointed the commissar of the Finnish pavilion of the World Fair. In this 
role, he could help and promote several younger Finnish artists with their careers, such as 
Magnus Enckell.

At the École des Beaux-Arts, Edelfelt also met Jules Bastien-Lepage. He appreciated 
Bastien-Lepage, but initially he was not especially enthusiastic about his art. There may have 
been some jealousy, as Bastien-Lepage had become very successful, and Edelfelt complained 
about how his art was displayed seemingly everywhere. It was only after Bastien-Lepage’s 
early death in 1884 and his retrospective exhibition that Edelfelt recognised the beauty of  
his art. 

 
Albert Edelfelt, Gunnar 
Berndtson, from Edelfelt’s 
sketchbook, pencil on 
paper
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Tero Suvilammi

 
Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of 
Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1876, 
pencil on paper,  
11.5cm x 6.5cm 
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Jenni Nurminen

 
Albert Edelfelt, Artist Pascal 
Dagnan-Bouveret, a sketch 
for a portrait, 1881, from 
Edelfelt’s sketchbook,  
pencil on paper
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Aaltonen

 
Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of 
Pietro Krohn, 1876, ink on 
paper, 20cm x 24.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Janne Mäkinen
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Looking at Edelfelt’s letters, we can say that the most important French artist for him, 
however, was his good friend Pascal Dagnan-Bouveret, whom he also met at the École des 
Beaux-Arts. Edelfelt appreciated Dagnan’s art and liked him as a person very much. In the 
years 1880–1905, Edelfelt had a studio in the same building as Dagnan at 147 Avenue du 
Villiers (or 29 rue Descombes), where Gustave Courtois also had his studio. Many American 
art dealers, as well as wealthy private individuals, visited the house, and this is how several 
works by Edelfelt were sold to the US. 

Moreover, Edelfelt stood in for Dagnan as a teacher at the private Academy Colarossi 
where Dagnan taught some Finnish women painters, such as Helene Schjerfbeck and 
Helena Westermarck. Edelfelt admired beautiful women, especially Parisian women, and he 
constantly commented on their looks, clothing and behaviour in his letters. He did not write 
very much about women artists though, and his attitude towards them was not especially 
positive, in fact, he rather dismissingly called them ‘Miss Artists’. Nevertheless, there are 
some exceptions, as Edelfelt appreciated Schjerfbeck’s painting The Convalescent when it was 
displayed at the Salon. He even let Schjerfbeck help him with his portrait of Louis Pasteur. 
A story goes that Schjerfbeck would have received only a box of chocolates in recompense for 
her work, but obviously Edelfelt had also put money for her in the box of chocolates.

American and Nordic contacts in Paris

After his arrival in Paris, one of Edelfelt’s new artist friends was the American Julian Alden 
Weir, with whom he shared a studio in 1874. They had met at the academy as they both 
studied under Gérôme. In a letter to his mother in December 1874, Edelfelt wrote that he 
liked Weir a lot. At the time, he also considered him as the most talented of all the American 
artists in Paris. Later, however, Edelfelt made friends with another American artist, John 
Singer Sargent, whom he appreciated even more. Sargent subsequently moved to the UK 
and encouraged Edelfelt to go there too, as there was a flourishing market for portraitists in 
London. Edelfelt visited London several times and painted portraits there; he even considered 
moving to the metropolis.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Julian Alden Weir and Albert Edelfelt in the Studio, 5 Rue du Pont de Lodi, Paris, 
1874–75, sepia, watercolour on paper, 12cm x 18.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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In 1876, Edelfelt had a chance to visit Italy. The trip was 
financed by the wealthy Finnish businessman Victor Hoving, 
from Vyborg. While in Rome, unfortunately both Hoving and 
Edelfelt caught typhoid fever, and Hoving died. Edelfelt himself 
spent several weeks in hospital, where he was taken care of by 
the Danish artist Pietro Krohn. This started a lifelong friendship 
between the two, and Edelfelt visited Krohn in Denmark 
whenever possible when travelling between Finland and Paris.

Another Danish artist that Edelfelt mentioned several 
times in his letters was Peder Severin Krøyer. One of Krøyer’s 
works had made a great impression on Edelfelt. It was a similar 
work to his own painting Boys Playing on the Shore (1884). 
Krøyer’s work had been purchased by the Nationalmuseum 
in Stockholm, but it was not put on display, because it was 
considered not good enough and too impressionist. Edelfelt 
could not understand this and reacted very strongly on behalf 
of Krøyer. In fact, Edelfelt thought that Krøyer’s work was better 
than his own. 

As for Norwegian artists, Edelfelt’s comments on them 
are generally positive. In addition, he spent a lot of time with 
the Norwegian writers Jonas Lie and Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, 

with whom Edelfelt shared his ideas about 
modernity. A social development known 
as the ‘Modern Breakthrough’ began in 
the Nordic countries in the 1870s and ’80s. 
The debate was sparked off by the Danish 
literary critic Georg Brandes, whom Edelfelt 
met in person in Copenhagen in the 1870s. 
This movement in literature and the arts 
highlighted such issues as equality, religious 
authority, the distribution of wealth and 
social conditions. It did not focus only on 
cities, but also on the countryside as well as 
factories and the workers in them. 

One of Edelfelt’s first female 
friends in Paris was Pauline Ahlberg, who 
was a well-educated novice writer from 
Sweden and who, in fact, was perhaps 
too educated for Edelfelt’s taste. They 
discussed philosophy and attended 
exhibitions, museums and lectures at the 
Sorbonne together, as well as soirées and 
dinner parties at Madame Jacquinot’s, 
who ran a boarding house for women in 
Paris. Ahlberg was very fond of Edelfelt, 
but their relationship obviously remained 
on a platonic level. Later in life, Ahlberg 
met Victor Hugo, whom she admired very 
much and she went on to write a book 

 
Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of a Woman Reading (Pauline Ahlberg), 
charcoal on paper, 49cm x 32cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

 
Albert Edelfelt, Boys Playing on the Shore, 1884, oil on canvas,  
90cm x 107.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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about him. When Edelfelt heard about this, he regretted that he had not gone to meet Hugo 
with Ahlberg.

Among the Swedish artists, Edelfelt mostly spent time with Anders Zorn and the young 
Prince Eugen, who moved to Paris in 1887. In addition to their discussions on art, Edelfelt 
started to practise fencing with the prince, as well as attending more dinner parties and balls 
with him. Moreover, when Edelfelt visited Stockholm, he also visited the prince. In private, the 
prince was liberal, but officially he had to keep to his role as a prince. This also describes the 
collision between the ideas of the Modern Breakthrough among liberal cultural circles and the 
representatives of the old values. Due to his background and upbringing, Edelfelt himself was 
also steering a course between republican ideas and old traditions.

Contacts in Russia

Edelfelt’s outlook on St Petersburg and Russia was twofold: he did not like the city and its 
climate, but its high society and the imperial family meant well-paid work for him.

In 1880, Edelfelt began to form a closer relationship with St Petersburg and Russia 
when he met the young Sophie Manzay in Haikko. Manzay came from a wealthy aristocratic 
family in St Petersburg, and she and Edelfelt were even secretly engaged in 1884, but it lasted 
only for two days. There were several reasons: one being, that Edelfelt was not considered 
wealthy enough by Sophie’s parents. Secondly, Sophie’s parents did not accept her moving to 
Paris, but insisted that the young couple live in St Petersburg. Edelfelt, however, did not want 
to move to the Russian city because of his artistic career. 

 
Albert Edelfelt, Michael and Xenia, Children of Tsar
Alexander III, 1881–82, watercolour on paper,
29.4cm x 22.8cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

 
Albert Edelfelt, Dear Friends III (Berta and Capi), 1883, ink and 
watercolour on paper, 20cm x 16cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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In 1881, Edelfelt made contact with the 
imperial Romanov family. First, he was introduced to 
the grand duke Vladimir Aleksandrovits, the brother 
of Tsar Alexander III. At the time, the grand duke was 
head of the art academy in St Petersburg. He had 
seen Edelfelt’s painting Good friends (1881), which 
he had admired a lot, and on that basis he ordered 
portraits of his children Boris, Kirill and Andrei. The 
spouse of Alexander III, Maria Fjodorovna, the former 
Princess Dagmar of Denmark, also ordered a portrait 
of her younger children Michail and Ksenia. As such, 
Edelfelt made several portraits of members of the 
imperial family, in addition to selling other paintings 
to them, including Boys Playing on the Shore. At 
the height of his career in Russia, Edelfelt attended 
the coronation of the tsar’s younger son Nicolai II in 
Moscow in 1896 and later painted his portrait. 

Before meeting the imperial family, Edelfelt 
had participated in the exhibitions of the art 
academy in St Petersburg, displaying his works that 
were travelling between Finland and Paris, such 
as Queen Blanca, in 1878. Before that, in 1874, 
he had joined the Russian artists’ association in 
Paris, but he did not have very close contact with 
it. Later in the 1890s, however, Edelfelt had more 
contact, especially with Tolstoy and Repin and the 
members of the Mir Isskustva group. Moreover, 
in 1895, Edelfelt became a member of the art 
academy in St Petersburg. Three years later he was 
offered a professorship at the academy, which he 
turned down.

At the end of the 1890s, Russia started to 
tighten its grip on Finland. Consequently, Edelfelt 
relinquished his loyal feelings towards the imperial 
family and started to make patriotic pictures 
about Finnish history. He made illustrations for the 
Finnish national poet Johan Ludvig Runeberg’s epic 

The Tales of Ensign Stål (1848, 1860), which describes the war between Russia and Sweden in 
1808–09. 

But at the 1900 World Fair, Edelfelt used his connections with the grand duke Vladimir 
Aleksandrovits again to have a separate department for Finnish art at the Grand Palais. This 
was the first time that Finland had its own pavilion, too, but it did not come without its own 
problems, as Edelfelt had to meet several representatives of the Russian art delegation, who 
tried to stop Finnish artists from winning awards at the Fair. Nevertheless, Edelfelt managed to 
ensure his Finnish compatriots received several awards. 

In France, Edelfelt used his contacts to draw international attention to Finland’s 
struggle against Russification processes. A delegation of European intelligentsia, including the 
French writer Anatole France, signed a petition for Finland, called ‘Pro Finlandia’, that they 
wanted to hand over to the Russian emperor.

A group of Finns made a similar petition as a gesture of their gratitude for Anatole 
France – it was partly due to his role in the Dreyfus affair as one of the people who defended 
Dreyfus, but also in the Pro Finlandia petition. Edelfelt made illustrations for the petition for 
Anatole France.

To conclude, Albert Edelfelt was a true cosmopolitan. Being well-connected with 
people from different social backgrounds, he understood the importance of networks and 
tried to make the best of them, not only for his own benefit but for his compatriots too.

 
Albert Edelfelt, Petition to Anatole France, page 3, 1900, gouache and 
pencil on paper, sheet 33cm x 26.2cm, image 24.5cm x 19cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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Albert Edelfelt’s Artworks in the Ateneum Art 
Museum’s Collection and His Role as an Art 
Expert and Intermediary
Hanne Selkokari, PhD, curator, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum

This presentation was given to the Albert Edelfelt Seminar organised at the Petit Palais, Paris,  
20 May 2022, in connection with the Albert Edelfelt Exhibition

The key role played by Albert Edelfelt (1854–1905) in Finnish art and its art field 
is reflected in the large collection of his works at the Ateneum Art Museum / 
Finnish National Gallery. It includes more than 6,900 items and is the largest 
collection of his art in a Finnish museum. Most of these items are naturally 
individual pages from the artist’s sketchbooks.1 Edelfelt also had an important 
role in Finland as an intermediary within the art field.

In this presentation, I will discuss both his own artworks in our collection 
and how they came to the museum, as well as how he used his connections 
in France to buy artworks and organise art exhibitions at the Ateneum. I will 
also show how, after Edelfelt’s death, his family took on the role of preservers 
and protectors of his artistic work and his reputation, and how when Edelfelt’s 
closest family died out, the most private works of his artistic career came to 
the Ateneum.

It is also interesting to consider how the collection of Edelfelt’s art was 
formed, as he had an exceptional influence over which of his artworks were 
acquired for the collection of the Finnish Art Society, now the Finnish National 
Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum. The Art Society started to collect artworks and 
owned the collection from 1846 to 1939.

Already as a boy and through his family connections, Edelfelt knew all of 
the leading figures of the Art Society and was in active contact with them while 
he was studying in Antwerp and later in Paris. The first acquisition was made 
as early as 1876, when Edelfelt was still a young art student – a set of eight 
academic studies from 1874–75 (A I 215 A–H). Two years later Edelfelt’s first 
major history painting, Duke Karl Insulting the Corpse of Klaus Fleming (1878, 
A I 212), was purchased for the collection. After that many of the works that 
he showed in Paris were bought by the Finnish Art Society. During his lifetime, 
a total of 29 of his works were acquired for this purpose. Edelfelt was often 
personally involved in deciding on these acquisitions as he had great influence 

1 See Albert Edelfelt’s artworks and sketchbooks at the Finnish National Gallery Collection:  
https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/search?authors[]=Albert%20Edelfelt&category=artwork 
(accessed 15 November 2022).

 
Albert Edelfelt, Self-Portrait, 1902, etching 
on paper, sheet 27cm x 17.9cm, image 
13.5cm x 7.6cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art 
Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu 
Karjalainen
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both in the Art Society and the Artists’ Association of Finland, as well as in 
the Antell Delegation. Few, if any, artists have ever had this kind of power 
concerning national collections in Finland.

Edelfelt’s role in the Antell Delegation

In this connection I have to present another Finn who has had a great 
influence on our collections and who also lived in Paris, from 1877 
until his early death in 1893. Herman Frithiof Antell (1847−93), an 
acquaintance of Edelfelt, was an art collector from Vaasa who was trained 
as a doctor of medicine. His inheritance from his father made him a 
millionaire at the age of 27. After that he acted more as a collector of art, 
and a numismatist and he especially enjoyed his life in Paris. All of the 
Finnish, and many Swedish artists in the city, knew him and sought his 
company and friendship while studying or staying in town.

Antell bought several works from Edelfelt for his Paris home at 
Avenue d’Antin. Later, through Antell’s bequest collection, the Finnish Art 
Society received four paintings by Edelfelt: two oil paintings, Parisienne 
Reading (1880, A I 536) and Lady in Black (Thérèse noire, 1880, A I 537), 
the pastel Profile of a Young Woman (1882, A I 539) and the watercolour 
version of Dear Friends (1883, A I 538).

In Paris, Edelfelt sought to help his fellow artists with selling their 
works and for example, he suggested that Antell buy sculptures from 
fellow Finn Ville Vallgren. Surprisingly, Antell commissioned Vallgren 
to create a bronze bust of Edelfelt (B I 160). Edelfelt’s standing as an 
artist was already so strong that this same work of him in marble was 
purchased by the Finnish Art Society in 1888 (A I 104). In 1910, five years 
after Edelfelt’s death, Vallgren made a third work, a full-length portrait 

 
Albert Edelfelt, Duke Karl 
Insulting the Corpse of Klaus 
Fleming, 1597, 1878,  
oil on canvas, 157cm x 202cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen

 
Albert Edelfelt, Profile of a Young Woman, 
1882, pastel on paper, attached to cardboard, 
62.5cm x 49cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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of Edelfelt. This was first installed outside the Ateneum building during the ‘Albert Edelfelt’ 
exhibition held there from 11 April − 1 July 1910.

After Antell’s death the Finns created a committee, the Antell Delegation, to oversee his 
bequest both to take care of the donated capital and the collections. Antell stated in his last 
will and testament that these funds were meant to buy art and artefacts for Finnish national 
collections (this meant art, design, historical, ethnographic and archaeological materials) and 
to establish and build the Finnish National Museum. One million marks2 was donated to the 
Finnish people. This has been the largest ever donation to a Finnish museum. Edelfelt served 
in the Antell Delegation as a representative of the aristocracy for 12 years (1894−1905), first as 
an alternate delegate and then as a member. These representatives or trustees were members 
of the four orders of the Finnish Diet: nobility, clergy, burghers and peasants. Among the 
Delegation representatives there were university professors, museum curators, members of 
parliament and artists like Edelfelt. That is why the Archive of the Antell Delegation is still held 
in the Parliament’s library, and not for example in the Finnish National Gallery.

In 1899, the Delegation mandated Edelfelt to make acquisitions through his 
connections and knowledge in Paris in order to expand the Society’s European collection. 
While staying abroad Edelfelt wrote letters to the Delegation explaining the situation in the art 
market and the prices. Then he purchased the first three works, which were all by a younger 
generation of painters; one work by Charles Cottet, a pupil of Pierre Puvis de Chavannes 
(Breton Village by the Coast (Camaret), A I 632), the others by Émile-René Ménard (Causse 
Méjean, Limestone Highlands, A I 633) and Lucien J. Simon (Returning from Mass in Penmarch, 
A I 634). The Delegation had hoped to buy something from ‘well-established’ French artists 
but Finnish funds were not sufficient for that. They had to be content with these not so 
well-known artists at the time. The following year, Edelfelt was given an additional commission 
to procure works shown at the Grand Palais during the Paris World Fair. In 1900 more works 

2 In 1893 one million marks = 4,85 Euros in 2022.

 
A bronze statue of Albert Edelfelt by Ville Vallgren, outside the Ateneum building, photographed 
during the unveiling ceremony day 22 October 1927, with Vallgren to the right.  
Photographer unknown. Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
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Charles Cottet, Breton Village by the Coast 
(Camaret), 1885–99, oil on canvas,  
81.5cm x 100.5cm 
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu 
Aaltonen

 
Jules-Alexis Muenier, Villefranche Harbour, Nice, 1894, oil on canvas,  
54cm x 65.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Asko Penna

 
Pascal Dagnan-Bouveret, Disciple at Emmaus, 
pastel on paper, 57cm x 41cm
Antell Collections, Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu 
Aaltonen
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were thus added to the collection: one by the Danish painter Ejnar Nielsen (Old Age, 1898, 
A I 695), one by the Frenchman René-Xavier Prinet (By the Fire, A I 698), and one by Edelfelt’s 
good friend and neighbour Pascal Dagnan-Bouveret (pastel Disciple at Emmaus, A I 697). 
In 1902, two more works were listed as purchased with Antell’s World Fair funds: a view from 
Nice by Jules-Alexis Muenier (Villefranche Harbour, Nice, 1894, A I 735) and a bronze sculpture 
by Georges Gardet (Fighting Panthers, B I 186). All of these acquisitions were discussed with 
enthusiasm in several Delegation meetings when letters from Edelfelt arrived in Helsinki 
reporting on the selection of artworks purchased for Finnish collections.

Shortly after the 1900 World Fair in Paris, 14 panneau paintings created for the Finnish 
Pavilion were purchased with funds from the Antell Delegation (A II 782:1−14). Two of these 
were painted by Edelfelt: The Nyländska Jaktklubben Harbour in Helsinki (1899) and View over 
Haikko (1899). Magnus Enckell, a protégé of Edelfelt, had painted three of these panneaux, 
one of which was based on Edelfelt’s work depicting the town of Porvoo. They were shown 
in the Ateneum in the early 20th-century, hanging with Auguste Rodin’s and Ville Vallgren’s 
marbles and bronzes.

Exhibitions of European art at the Ateneum

An exhibition of French art at the Ateneum in 1901 was 
largely organised through Edelfelt’s connections but curated 
by the French Ministry of education and arts (Ministère de 
l’instruction publique). Altogether six works were purchased 
from this exhibition. There were four landscapes: Gaston 
de Latenay’s Gust of Wind (A I 701); Émile-René Ménard’s 
Twilight, Sunset (A I 702); Maxime Maufra’s Saint-Guénolé 
(A I 703) and André Dauchez’s French Village (A I 699). Then 
a painting The Virgin Mary (A I 700), by Georges Desvallières 
and a bronze head of Honoré de Balzac by Rodin (B I 189). 
This sculpture was also chosen for the cover image of the 
exhibition catalogue.

Rodin’s smaller version of Balzac extended Antell’s own 
collection of Rodin’s works. He already had three pieces by 
Rodin in his Paris home, as well as a watercolour by Swedish 
artist Allan Österlind representing Rodin in his studio in 1889 

with an inscription by Rodin to Antell. Edelfelt was also involved in the decision to purchase 
three works from the Ateneum’s French-Belgian exhibition in 1904. One of these was a pastel 
by Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (Model, A II 763). Edelfelt likewise played a role in the arrival 
of Vincent van Gogh’s Street in Auvers-sur-Oise (1890, A I 755) at the Ateneum in 1903. 
Fanny Flodin, the Finnish widow of Julien Leclercq, a French critic and friend of Edelfelt, sold 
the work to the Delegation for 2,500 marks. This was one of the first paintings by van Gogh 
acquired for a public museum collection. Many significant European artworks ended up in the 
Ateneum, thanks to Antell’s will, his funds and the Delegation’s hard work.

Edelfelt’s work in the FNG’s collection

When studying the Delegation’s archive, one can find several discussions and decisions that 
show how Edelfelt had an impact on various acquisitions and how many of his own works 
were bought at the turn of the century. For example, in 1903 he received funding for his trip 
to Stockholm, again to buy works. A large number of drawings for Runeberg’s epic poem 
The Tales of Ensign Stål were also purchased by him. The same drawings had just been 
exhibited in Helsinki, Stockholm, Copenhagen and Berlin. Even after Edelfelt’s death, several of 
his most important works joined the collection specifically through the Delegation’s decisions 
and funds, including The Luxembourg Gardens (1887, A II 835).

 
Auguste Rodin, Portrait of 
Honoré de Balzac, 1897, 
bronze, 16cm x 16cm x 18cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National 
Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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Albert Edelfelt, The 
Luxembourg Gardens, Paris, 
1887, oil on canvas,  
141.5cm x 186.5cm
Antell Collections, Finnish 
National Gallery / Ateneum 
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Hannu Pakarinen

 
Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of the 
Artist’s Wife Ellan Edelfelt, 
1896, oil on canvas,  
100cm x 60cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National 
Gallery / Jenni Nurminen
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The Ateneum Art Museum collection includes two separate collections bequeathed 
by the artist’s relatives. After Edelfelt’s widow, Ellan von Born, died in 1921, the Finnish 
Art Society received a donation of almost 20 works and sketches. It included paintings that 
Edelfelt had received as gift trades with artist friends, such as Anders Zorn and Pascal Dagnan-
Bouveret. Edelfelt himself had actually deposited Zorn’s work into the Ateneum already in 
1905. Most of the works in Ellan von Born’s donation focused on moments in family life, 
primarily in the 1890s, as well as several self-portraits by Edelfelt. By far the most important 
part of the donation was the collection of Edelfelt’s 114 sketchbooks (A II 1517:1−114). From 
these we can see and study his artistic production since the 1860s. But they also contain 
written notes, addresses of clients, friends and places around Europe, and individual drawings 
by his friends, including a caricature of Edelfelt by John Singer Sargent.

In their wills, executed in 1935, the artist’s sisters, Annie and Berta Edelfelt, donated 
nearly 80 paintings, pastels and watercolours, over 300 drawings and sketches, illustrated 
letters from Edelfelt to his sisters and mother and some of their father’s architectural 
drawings. These two donations complemented the Finnish Art Society’s collection with 
intimate depictions of the artist’s private life, while also forming a significant body of material 
for research.

In this presentation I have wanted to demonstrate with some examples, how important 
was Edelfelt’s role in promoting French artists to the Finnish State collections through his 
connections. When buying art with the Antell Delegation’s funds, Edelfelt sought to side with 
the artists while negotiating about prices. Through the activities, discussions and decisions 
of the Antell Delegation, he was able to influence the structure of the Finnish Art Society’s 
collection over a period of 12 years. No other artist either at that time or later has exercised 
such power in the making of acquisitions for the museum’s collection. Edelfelt managed to 
build an image of himself as an artist, but also as a major player within the Finnish art field.

 
John Singer Sargent, Portrait sketch of Albert 
Edelfelt, 1880, pencil on paper,  
15.8cm x 10.2cm 
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Ainur Nasretdin 
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A Life in Conservation

Gill Crabbe, FNG Research

The Finnish National Gallery’s senior conservator for contemporary art, Siukku Nurminen, has 
turned her hand to the most unexpected tasks during her 35-year career, as well as developing 
the field of Finnish conservation, as she explains in an interview with Gill Crabbe

 

When I was young, perhaps seven or eight years old, I wrote a story at school, describing 
how when I grow up I shall study at the Ateneum1. On other hand I was also dreaming of 
becoming a schlager singer, so that I could buy Porsches for my elder brothers.

Siukku Nurminen

From conserving the 16th-century panel paintings of Lucas Cranach, to repairing a sculpture 
by contemporary artist Anni Rapinoja of a handbag made from bog whortleberry containing 
moose droppings, the senior conservator at the Finnish National Gallery Siukku Nurminen has 

1 There were two schools at the Ateneum then: the Finnish Art Academy School, now the Academy 
of Fine Arts, Uniarts Helsinki and the University of Art and Design, now Aalto University School of 
Arts, Design and Architecture.

 
Senior conservator for 
contemporary art at  
the Finnish National Gallery  
Siukku Nurminen (front) 
lights incense cakes inside 
an enclosure during the 
installation of Collateral, 
by Sheela Gowda, for the 
exhibition ‘ARS22: Living 
Encounters’
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Petri Virtanen
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seen some big changes in the kinds of works entering 
the conservation room over the four decades she 
has been working in the field. Having finished school 
in 1977, there was no dedicated training course in 
conservation available in Finland at the time. But once 
she gained her Diploma in the Conservation of Works 
of Art in 1987 from Vantaa Institute for Arts and Crafts, 
Nurminen joined the Fine Arts Academy of Finland as 
a conservator at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum. Five 
years later, she moved to the Ateneum Art Museum / 
Finnish National Gallery. As her career developed, she 
gained a BA from EVTEK Institute of Art and Design in 
2004 and a Masters in Culture and Art in 2009. She has 
now worked at the FNG’s Museum of Contemporary 
Art Kiasma since 1997. 

When I contact Nurminen to arrange an 
interview and mention some of the background 
research I have done, she replies: ‘I see you have been 
doing some detective work.’ As they say, it takes one 
to know one, and perhaps of all the skills required 
in her profession it is the forensic attention to detail 
in piecing together how materials endure, as well 
as a persistent curiosity, that are the most essential 
requirements in her field. ‘Being a conservator is 

indeed like being a detective,’ she says. ‘We must solve what the criminals (artists) have done. 
It is like the criminals (artists) are always a little further ahead of us,’ she smiles.

One approach that Nurminen certainly brings to her work is a sense of adventure. 
Following the principle that there is no better way to understand how an artist uses their 
more unusual materials than to engage in the actual making of the piece, Nurminen lights up 
as she describes burning the incense in the process of installing an artwork that was shown 
at the recent ARS22 exhibition at Kiasma. The installation piece, Collateral (2007), by Sheela 
Gowda, consisted of dozens of burnt incense cakes, their residual heaps of ash in various 
shapes presented resting on low wooden tables covered in steel mesh.

‘I can remember that hour when I was burning the incense,’ says Nurminen excitedly, 
– but first she describes to me how they made the incense cakes. ‘We were in contact with 
the artist only by Teams video because of the pandemic,’ she explains. ‘Gowda had a trusted 
conservator, Iris Winkelmeyer in Munich, who taught us how to “bake” the incense cakes. I 
took a course at Winkelmeyer’s studio along with our technician. Back in Kiasma, we then 
baked 680 incense cakes. Sometimes we showed the artist via WhatsApp videos of the cakes 
we made and she advised us on how they should look. The cakes were then dried between 
newspaper sheets, which had to be changed twice a day. It took around ten days for each 
cake to dry. Our technicians then built four tent-like structures with motorised ventilation to 
enclose the 11 tables installed in the exhibition space on which the incense cakes were placed. 
Then it was time to light the incense.’ 

‘Breathing was fine, thanks to the oxygen cylinder and mask’, she continues, ‘but there 
was not much space to move because the tables were so close together. Inside the enclosures 
there was so much smoke that it was sometimes hard to see. It took 50–55 minutes to work in 
each enclosure. I did it once and afterwards I felt totally exhausted and happy.’

 
Siukku Nurminen vacuums ashes from the burnt incense 
cakes that formed part of Collateral, by Sheela Gowda, 
during the deinstallation of the ARS22 exhibition at 
Kiasma. There are plans to donate the ashes for recycling 
into ceramic objects
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Having undergone the intensive process involved 
in creating the installation, Nurminen was able to note 
precisely the procedure based on first-hand knowledge, 
as all works are documented before and after exhibition. 
The remaining ashes from the artwork were collected 
and will be dontated for recycling into ceramic objects. 
A contemporary art conservator should have all the 
skills of a traditional conservator, she points out: ‘being 
a multimaterialist, open to new ideas, patient, curious, 
humble, hungry for any kind of knowledge’. Media art 
conservation, an area of conservation that is now a field 
of its own with a dedicated Masters-level training, is not 
part of her remit. 

Nurminen built up an impressive track record as a 
conservator of old master works before she switched to 
contemporary art, having been closely involved in some 
major research projects at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum 
back in the 1980s. 

‘First was a project in which Italian renaissance 
paintings in the Finnish collections were analysed and 
re-attributed. The research project was carried out in 
tandem with the University of Helsinki Department of Art 
History and the Sinebrychoff, where I was working from 
1987–93 and I was involved as a conservator. The other 
research project focused on three paintings attributed to 
Lucas Cranach the Elder in Finnish collections, one study 
published in 1988 and the other in 1991. The physical 
analysis of the works showed that two of the paintings, 
nowadays in the FNG collections – Portrait of a Young 
Woman (1525) and Lucretia (1530) – were painted by 
Cranach.’ 

The materials research was carried out in 
co-operation with Helsinki School of Technology and 
the analytical techniques used at that time were PIXE 
(particle-induced X-ray emission) and PIGE (particle 
induced gamma-ray emission), Nurminen explains. It was 
with the help of these techniques, which were new back 
then, that it was possible for the first time to identify 

elements non-invasively and non-destructively in the colour areas of the paintings by Cranach 
and, based on the results, to identify most of the pigments used. 

Then, in 1999, a materials research laboratory was established in the Ateneum Art 
Museum building. Over the years the analytical techniques used in the laboratory have 
advanced considerably and today it has a number of research-grade optical microscopes, 
an EDXRF-spectrometer and an FTIR-spectrometer. ‘The same techniques that are used to 
study old art can also be used to study contemporary art,’ she explains. ‘For example Paavo 
Halonen’s sculpture, Heaven’s Courier (2020), comprises a stuffed crane standing on a wooden 
ladder, and we were able to detect the presence of arsenic used to preserve the crane.’

Nurminen also gives the example of one artwork loaned for the recent ‘ARS22: 
Living Encounters’ exhibition that provided an opportunity to test the impact of being on 
display. New York artist Donna Huanca’s Melanocytes/Etheric Template (2016), is a mixed 
media sculpture comprising body stockings painted with water-based body paint, and 
including cosmetics, a clay mud mask, turmeric, flour, tempura paint and liquid latex. ‘At 
the beginning of the show, we measured the intensity of the colours at five different points, 
each on a different area of colour, using photospectrometry and we planned to make new 
measurements after the show. By comparing the two sets of measurements, we could find out 
whether the colours have faded,’ Nurminen explains.

 
Paavo Halonen, Heaven’s 
Courier, 2020, stuffed bird, 
ladders, glass beads,  
251cm x 106cm x 85cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Museum of Contemporary  
Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Pirje Mykkänen
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However, the painting materials used in contemporary art differ considerably from 
those used in older art. ‘So a Raman spectrometer is at the top of our wish list for our 
laboratory. This analytical technique is very suitable for the identification of different synthetic 
organic pigments and other organic compounds which are widely used in contemporary art,’ 
she points out.

The conservation unit’s care of the collections at Kiasma involves documenting new 
acquisitions, handling loans and depositions, as well as works for the collection exhibitions, 
the conservation and maintenance of artworks, and related research. Kiasma acquires on 
average around 100 artworks each year, from which a selection of artists are interviewed in 
depth about their work, including the techniques and materials used, as well as the artist’s 
intention in making the piece. As the boundaries of contemporary art practice have extended 
exponentially over the past 50 years and more, materials conservation has faced ever-more 
complex challenges. Nurminen shows me a 3-inch thick sheaf of papers from her interviews 
with the sculptor Anna Rapinoja about her series ‘Wardrobe of Nature’ (2005–11), some of 
which is now in Kiasma’s collection. ‘It includes extremely fragile materials collected from the 
natural world,’ she explains. In addition to handbags and shoes made from bog whortleberry 
or pussy willow, there are children’s clothes made from cotton grass. ‘It was important to build 
custom-made storage boxes for these works, with specially constructed wells inside to hold 
each item in place, because of their fragility,’ she points out. ‘Cotton grass, for instance, is so 
light that you can’t even feel its touch when handling it.’

‘In the interview, the artist told us how she made the works, how we should preserve 
them, exactly how and when to collect the materials in order to replace old or damaged 
works, and even gave us spare supplies for the future.’ Here, many conservation issues come 
into play. What to do exactly, when the pussy willow incurs damage or deteriorates, for 
example? ‘Actually the artist gave us some more pussy willows that are of the same age,’ says 
Nurminen. ‘But if we had to find new pussy willows it could be an issue if the difference in age 
would then be visible in the artwork. Or we could also restore the pussy willow to make it look 
older. But it’s not always clear what would be the better approach, because if you restore it 
then you cannot see that you have replaced it, which raises questions about originality and 

 
Anni Rapinoja, Fur Coat from Babyland, from the series 
‘Wardrobe of Nature’, 2005–2011, cotton grass and motor,  
42cm x 67cm x 32cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

 
Anni Rapinoja, Spring Party Bag 1, from the series ‘Wardrobe of 
Nature’, 2005–2011, pussy willow, 14cm x 24cm x 17cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen
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authenticity. Only the documentation would show that you have replaced it. So it is important 
to be in dialogue with the artist over this.’ 

 ‘This is quite an old philosophy,’ she continues. ‘There are theories in conservation 
that say that if there are paint losses you cannot imitate the paint in that area, but you must 
ensure there will not be further paint losses. That’s why you can see old master paintings with 
some losses.’ With contemporary art, says Nurminen, it’s important to consult the artist about 
their intention, which might involve negotiating compromises between the artist’s wishes and 
the museum’s rules. ‘Light conditions are often discussed with the artist, curator, owners and 
conservators. Many artists would like to have more light than is recommended for display and 
the conservator’s duty is to inform them about the risks. Nowadays we sometimes write a 
“Will (Testament) of Artwork” together with the artist, curator and conservator, where we are 
dealing with the lifespan of the artwork.’ 

Indeed the question of lifespan raises a number of issues for conservators of 
contemporary art. How do you define the life of an artwork? In addition to negotiating who 
makes that decision – the artist, their relatives, the curators, or conservators – one must 
consider the condition of the piece. Deciding where and how long to store the artwork may 
also be a question of resources.

‘We have many works where we have these issues,’ say Nurminen. ‘For example, Maria 
Duncker’s National Costumes III (1998) is a dress made from plastic bags and I was wondering 
how long these would last, and would we be able to replace them? Later I realised that we 
cannot replace them because the supermarket chain that supplied them no longer exists.’ This 

 
Maria Duncker, National Costumes 
III (left) and IV (far left), 1998, 
plastic, wooden hanger, mixed 
media, III: 167cm x 80cm x 18cm, 
IV: 166cm x 90cm x 15cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum 
of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje 
Mykkänen
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considerably reduces the work’s lifespan, so the dresses are kept in zip-up paper suit covers 
to protect them from light and oxygen in order to slow down their deterioration. ‘However, if 
an artwork’s life is quite limited, I think sometimes it’s important to show it, rather than keep 
it in storage for longer to prolong its lifespan,’ says Nurminen. ‘Then again, you might take the 
opposite view because you think the more it’s exposed the more rapidly it will deteriorate.’

Given the knowledge and experience Nurminen has accrued over the span of her 
career, professional development and education have been important aspects of her role. She 
participates in the International Council of Museums Committee for Conservators, which has 
21 working groups on various topics, including such as Modern Materials and Contemporary 
Art. She is also a member of the Nordic section of the International Institute for Conservation 
of Historic and Artistic Work, the Nordic Association of Conservators, and the International 
Network for the Conservation of Contemporary Art. In addition, she has initiated regular 
informal meetings with her Finnish colleagues in contemporary art conservation from nearby 
museums EMMA, HAM, Amos Rex and Artsi. They come together four times a year to share 
their current knowledge and projects. 

Internships are a vital part of professional development and Kiasma has hosted 
interns from Italy, France, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Germany, Latvia and Lithuania to 
name a few, which is a testament to the reputation Finnish contemporary art conservation 
holds internationally. Unusually for someone so advanced in her career, Nurminen herself 
also secured a two-month ‘internship’ in the UK at Tate in 2016 as part of the Mobius work 
exchange programme. 

‘It was so refreshing, she says. ‘Being older, you can be more discriminating about what 
kind of knowledge you want to gain from the internship, so you can plug the gaps and then 
teach younger colleagues back home. I picked a small but important topic about a technique 
that I had used once or twice before, known as stretcher bar lining. It is used to protect mostly 
large paintings from the reverse side. Now this technique has been adopted well in the Finnish 
National Gallery, as well as some other museums in Finland.’

While conservation is essential to the life of a museum, it is a career that can lack 
visibility. Having dedicated her life to looking after other people’s artworks however, 

 
A snapshot of Siukku Nurminen’s collection of insects gathered from the packaging of 
artworks loaned to the Museum of Contemporary Kiasma exhibitions over the years
Photo: Gill Crabbe
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Nurminen found herself unexpectedly in the spotlight for Kiasma’s ‘Weather Report: 
Forecasting Future’ exhibition in 2020, when her collection of insects, gathered from the 
artworks she has handled from all over the world over the years, was included by the Finnish 
artist collective nabbteeri. ‘They adapted my collection for the show,’ she explains. ‘nabbteeri 
explores in the installation, among other things, how the nonhuman interacts with the 
more-than-human in the museum space.’

How did Nurminen come to be collecting insects in the first place? ‘In 1998 our Kiasma 
exhibition of Simryn Gill in Studio K, included her ‘Self-seeds’ installation of more than 640 
pieces using different kind of seeds. The artist sent the seeds in poster tubes from Australia 
and Malaysia, as well as collecting seeds in Finland and she sent some later from England, too. 
In retrospect, it was a big pity that when I treated the seeds to rid them of insects, I froze all 
of the ants, beetles, butterflies and spiders along with the seeds in the invigilator’s freezer. 
I wanted to get rid of them and threw them away.’ 

But then Nurminen became interested in these interlopers and started collecting 
various bugs that had hitched rides along with artworks being sent from around the world. 
She leads me to a large metal chest and, opening the drawers, shows me petri dishes 
containing remains of various tiny creatures – an iridescent green gevril beetle that arrived 
with work for the Korakrit Arunanondchai exhibition; from works in other shows, butterflies; 
birds’ eggs; larvae frass; a small lizard… the list goes on. It is an unusual example of how the 
mutual interests of artist and museum professional can blur the boundaries of the disciplines. 

As I leave our meeting, I ask Nurminen, if she had her time again, which artwork would 
she most like to conserve? She pauses for a moment, as if unsure how to answer, but when 
it comes, it is in fact no surprise. ‘Actually, I could not think of an answer to this question,’ 
she says. Considering the extraordinary range of art that Nurminen has worked with over the 
decades, there are few dreams left for a conservator at the top of her game to realise.
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Hauntings: Taking a Look at Elga Sesemann’s 
Landscapes
Emmi Halmesvirta, MA student, University of Helsinki

Introduction

Inspired by the exhibition ‘The Modern Woman’ at the Ateneum Art Museum earlier this 
year, I consider the work of one of the artists in the show, Elga Sesemann (1922–2007), who is 
now becoming an increasingly interesting figure after largely being consigned to obscurity in 
Finnish art history.1

I will attempt to introduce a new analytical perspective into the discussion regarding 
Sesemann’s career in the 1940s and my text is to some extent experimental. The decade 
of Sesemann’s powerfully expressionist painting has already attracted curiosity among 
scholars, but nevertheless research on this artist remains limited. In 1959 Sesemann wrote 
an autobiographical novel, Kuvajaisia – erään omakuvan taustamaisemaa (Reflections – the 
background view of a certain self-portrait2). The novel has been applied to the study of her 
self-portraiture.3 The framework in this article is taken from sociology, but my hope is that 
by reconciling sociological writing with art history, it will be possible to bring something 
new to the discussion of the expressionism for which Sesemann’s paintings from the period 
are known.

Elga Sesemann was born in 1922 and raised in Tienhaara, in the vicinity of Vyborg, 
in Karelia. She was from a family of Baltic-Russian-Finnish heritage, who had migrated from 
Lübeck to Vyborg during the 1660s. Her father Edgar Sesemann, an engineer, was the director 
of a local oil company.4 The family home of the young Elga was both bourgeois and artistic, 
with music being especially important in the family.5 The languages spoken at home were 
Russian and German.

At the outbreak of the Second World War, the 17-year-old Elga had to leave her 
hometown behind.6 Earlier in 1939, to the great sorrow of Elga, her father had passed away. 
They evacuated briefly to Nakkila, in Western Finland, from where the family of now three 

1 E.g. Master’s thesis by Rosa Huupponen in 2021. ‘Kaikki tämä on ollut eikä tule koskaan enää. 
Sitä on vaikea ajatella.’ Omaelämäkerrallisuus, eksistentialismi ja moniaikaisuus kuvataiteilija 
Elga Sesemannin tuotannossa. Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Jyväskylä. 
https://jyx.jyu.fi/handle/123456789/76326 (accessed 15 October 2022). 

2 Free translation by the author of this article. To the best of the author’s knowledge, the novel has 
not been published in English.

3 Rosa Huupponen applies textual references from the autobiographical novel to the analysis of Elga 
Sesemann’s self-portraits. The author claims that the themes and subjects in Sesemann’s paintings 
resonate with the subject matters in the novel. Huupponen, ‘Kaikki tämä on ollut…’, 5.

4 Riitta Konttinen. Täältä tullaan! Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa. Helsinki: Siltala, 2017, 238.
5 Edgar Sesemann, Elga’s father, made instruments, which were so-called ‘Sesemann-violins’ and 

repaired cellos. Her mother, Olga Sesemann, played the piano. Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin 
murroksessa, 240–41.

6 E.g. Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 238.
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(Elga, her sister Nelly and mother Olga) made their way to Helsinki. Settling in the Kaivopuisto 
neighbourhood, Elga then began her art studies.7 These years were formative in giving birth 
to Sesemann’s vision of how to paint original, powerful, and even radical work.8 Elga met her 
future husband Seppo Näätänen (1920–64) at the art school, and in 1945 they married.

In addition to producing self-portraits of psychological depth and mystery, during the 
1940s Sesemann also made portraits (many of them commissions), landscapes, interiors, still-
lifes and works that the art historian Riitta Konttinen describes as ‘pictures of the mind’.9 This 
short article looks at a couple of her landscapes and interiors, which so far have received less 
attention than the self-portraits from the same period. 

The first section introduces the theoretical background. The second scrutinises 
Sesemann’s landscapes depicting the urban environment, and the final section draws the 
themes and concepts of the article to a conclusion.  

Hauntology

Hauntology is a term not much seen in the context of art or as an analytical tool in 
art-historical writing. I first came across the term in the context of literary analysis in a 
podcast.10 This led me to read Avery Gordon and Mark Fisher, two contemporary scholars 
who work in their respective fields with hauntology. However, the use of hauntology goes 
back to the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, who coined the term in his 1993 text 
Specters of Marx. Derrida uses hauntology (a portmanteau of haunting and ontology, in 
French hantologie) in the context of political analysis after Karl Marx and the past vision of 
communism. With this he refers to a set of cultural or social ideas that affect the present 
from ‘the grave’, so to speak – things that originate in the past, that may never have come to 
fulfilment, yet persist in cultural memory. However, different scholars have used hauntology in 
varying contexts with varying definitions, and it is as such not an easily definable term. 

Rather than trying to give a clear definition of hauntology, it might be more useful to 
look at what possibilities for discussion are prompted with the use of the tools of language 
that it provides. Hauntology is concerned with such matters as the experience of temporality, 
cultural memory, and absence. In sociological analysis, it recognises how elements from the 
past (within a certain cultural context) persist in cultural memory and thus affect the present. 
In this way, the past takes the form of a ghost that haunts the present. The ghost can be 
understood as the thing that haunts, but it should not be taken literally, at least regarding 
what concerns this article. In no way am I suggesting that suddenly ghosts are real in the 
sense that is scientifically verifiable.

Rather, as I understand it, ghosts are representations of things that (invisibly) haunt the 
present – they are a linguistic tool to talk about the invisible, which might be otherwise hard 
to explain. For example, ghosts can take the form of historical memory or a weird presence of 
something that is felt. We might consider that haunting defines itself by the negative – that 
which is missing but nevertheless should be there. Elga Sesemann said in an interview that 
what really inspires her painting in ways that are immediate and forceful, is music, ‘even 
though it is not “visible” in the painting, and nothing can be said about it’.11 But why should it 
be that nothing can be said about it? My reason for choosing hauntology resonates precisely 

7 Her first studies were in the evening classes of the School of Applied Arts, where she was 
subsequently accepted as a student of the drawing school. In 1943 she began her studies in 
painting at the same school, continuing at the Free Art School until 1944. Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat 
modernin murroksessa, 242.

8 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 242.
9 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 243.
10 The podcast in question is called ‘Witch, Please’, a critical perspective on the Harry Potter novels 

using different theoretical tools, such as feminist theory, critical race theory and queer theory, 
among others. The podcast is run by two university scholars, Hannah McGregor and Marcelle 
Kosman.

11 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 243.
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with how Sesemann herself put it: to recognise that which nothing can be said about and, to 
talk about that which is not necessarily visible in a painting, but still affects it.  

An important factor to consider is not just temporality, but rather the social experience 
of time. Hauntology offers a new perspective in perceiving the dimensions of time in a more 
intertwining manner. In fact, even though haunting is something that relates a past event 
to the present, hauntology also deals with the future. Namely, how a past idea of how the 
future would be remains in cultural memory. Mark Fisher uses hauntology in music analysis 
by claiming that the future is necessarily experienced in the present as a haunting, ‘as a 
virtuality that already impinges on the present, conditioning expectations and motivating 
cultural production’.12 In Fisher’s analysis of electronic music after the Second World War it is 
not so much the past itself that haunts the present, but rather ‘all of the lost futures that the 
twentieth century taught us to anticipate’.13 

The future, in Fisher’s post-World War context, is experienced as a failure because it 
did not turn out as the past envisioned it. This, in the context of cultural production, resulted 
in what Fisher calls a cultural impasse.14 In this way the hauntology of the future that never 
came to be will reveal itself as a sense of nostalgia. How this is manifest in any cultural 
product can be, for instance, a return to past trends or forms. However, this way of thinking 
about cultural production might easily be mistaken to mean that there exists a zeitgeist 
through which culture is both born and perceived. On the contrary, I believe the point is more 
that, with the help of this kind of vocabulary, we can analyse certain cultural products like 
paintings or music through the perspective of not just the temporal dimension of the present, 
but rather, the past.

The Cityscapes as Places of Haunting

Elga Sesemann painted the city with its streets and buildings, but mostly without any people 
or perhaps just a solitary figure. It is interesting to consider these cityscapes from the 
viewpoint of haunting, because of the spectral quality of the figures in some of them. They 
often lack individuality, or are shown as almost literal spectres, for example in Street View, 
from 1947, in which the figures have been drawn with pastels onto the painted background so 
that they remain transparent.

In the 1945 painting Street, the colours are vivid and the space is filled with light. The 
environment is an urban one, with its yellow and green apartment buildings and telegraph 
poles, it is clearly picturing a city. The shadow of the single person depicted in the painting 
is cast onto the pastel-coloured pavement and the darker figure makes a contrast to the 
otherwise light-filled space. This is industrial, post-war Helsinki as imagined by Sesemann. Art 
historian Susanna Pettersson writes that the buildings ‘grow into masses of colour’, whose 
windows remain referential, making them thus seem quiet and closed.15 Furthermore, the 
buildings amplify the atmosphere of loneliness in the painting.16

Gordon calls haunting a sociopolitical-psychological state, and a frightening one.17 In 
her book Ghostly Matters she describes haunting as follows: 

What’s distinctive about haunting is that it is an animated state in which a repressed or 
unresolved social violence is making itself known, sometimes very directly, sometimes 
more obliquely. I used the term haunting to describe those singular yet repetitive 

12 Mark Fisher. ‘What is Hauntology?’, Film Quarterly, Vol. 66, No. 1, Fall 2012, 16.
13 Fisher, ‘What is Hauntology?’, 16.
14 Fisher, ‘What is Hauntology?’, 16.
15 Susanna Pettersson. ‘Kaupungin ja ihmisen kuva’, in Kohtaamisia kaupungissa – Suomalaista 

taidetta 1900–luvulta. Helsinki: Grano, 2018, (80–103) 94.
16 Pettersson, ‘Kaupungin ja ihmisen kuva’, 94.
17 It is a state of turmoil and trouble, the moment of something-to-be-done, as Gordon calls it. We 

should not understand it as synonymous with trauma. Avery F. Gordon. Ghostly Matters: Haunting 
and the Sociological Imagination. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008, xvi.
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instances when home becomes unfamiliar, when your bearings on the world lose 
direction, when the over-and-done-with comes alive, when what’s been in your blind 
spot comes into view. Haunting raises spectres, and it alters the experience of being in 
time, the way we separate the past, the present, and the future. These spectres or ghosts 
appear when the trouble they represent and symptomise is no longer being contained or 
repressed or blocked from view.18

Reading Gordon’s description of haunting resonates with me as I look at Elga 
Sesemann’s paintings from the 1940s. In short, Gordon understands haunting as something 
that alters the experience of being in time and how it comes forth as a feeling, or experience: 
the repetitive instances of home becoming unfamiliar and of one’s bearings on the world 
losing direction. These themes, to me, present themselves as I look at the lonely figures 
in Street, Interior, The Flower Seller or Street View. Susanna Pettersson describes them as 
‘certain kind of closed mindscapes’.19 

In both Street and The Flower Seller the buildings around amplify the sense of 
loneliness. The figures are small against the backdrop of the buildings, which could be 
considered to connect to themes of absence or even death. In particular, the phrasing of 
home becoming something unfamiliar resonates – the question in the case of Sesemann’s 
Helsinki might also be: is this melancholic, anonymous urban city supposed to feel like home? 
The city and its people as something hidden behind anonymity is not a theme that is unique 
to Sesemann – it can be seen, for example, in the paintings by Marcus Collin (1882–1966) or 
prints by Helmi Kuusi (1913–2000).20

The atmosphere of the urban city takes centre stage and becomes in the expressionist 
view a mirror for the psyche. Riitta Konttinen draws a connection between the devastating 
years of war, the loss of home and hometown, and the deep melancholy of Sesemann’s 

18 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, xvi.
19 Pettersson, ‘Kaupungin ja ihmisen kuva’, 94.
20 Pettersson, ‘Kaupungin ja ihmisen kuva’, 88.

 
Elga Sesemann, Street, 1945,  
oil on canvas, 73.5cm x 54cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum  
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni 
Nurminen

 
Elga Sesemann, Street View, 1947,  
pastel on paper, 48.3cm x 37.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum  
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni 
Nurminen

 
Elga Sesemann, The Flower Seller, 1946,  
oil on cardboard, 53cm x 42.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum  
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu 
Pakarinen
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paintings.21 Gordon points out that haunting comes 
to a place when an unresolved social violence makes 
itself known. Is war, and with it the loss of one’s 
childhood home, an ‘unresolved social violence’? 
After the Sesemann family’s evacuation from 
Karelia, there was no return. This loss of home and 
thereby a part of one’s former identity is something 
that the paintings’ atmospheres allude to. 

Of all the works mentioned above, Interior 
(1940–49) seems the most ominous in atmosphere. 
A lonesome figure without any distinct facial 
features is standing inside a room that is almost 
empty, except for a table and chair. The scene that 
unfolds is spooky, almost claustrophobic, with its 
fisheye-like curved perspective, were it not for the 
light that seems to shine out of the doorway on the 
left side of the painting. As in Street, the elements 
come together as blocks of colour that Sesemann 
created with visible strokes, often using a palette 
knife. The figure is wearing black and white, and I 
am reminded of waitresses with their white aprons; 
yet, were it a café, there would be no-one inside.

Sesemann is known to have often used the 
word ‘macabre’ when talking about her art and 
describing its quality.22 Some of the themes that she 
worked with include death, old age, illness, and a 
sense of isolation. These, according to Konttinen, 
are themes that are typical of the expressionists.23 
Death and ghosts are inextricably linked – there 
can be no ghosts without death. In Street View – a 
crude pastel picture – the people are painted to 
look transparent. They wander through the grey and 
snow-white city in a single, anonymous group and 
they appear to look like ghosts in quite a literal way. 

Thomas Harrison, writing about the first waves of German expressionism in the 1910s, 
takes into consideration the question of subject in expressionist painting. He states: 

Recognisable in the lurid depiction of the nullifying dimensions of human existence 
expressionist works do have their own subject after all: the psychological and 
metaphysical drama of mere dwelling in the world.24

To paraphrase Harrison, the interest in expressionist art is, through the expression, to 
examine the psychology and metaphysics of living and being in the world. It turns the gaze 
inward, into the mind of the artist. Harrison thus makes the claim that expressionist painting 
turns the psychological experience of the world into its subject. Thus, it must be taken into 
consideration that the artist is somehow present in the work – assuming their psychological 
expression leaves a visual trace in the paint on the picture. 

Furthermore, Harrison claims that after the 1910s the approach to the concept of the 
psyche changed. The new view, according to him, was that historical events were inadequate 

21 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 243.
22 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 243.
23 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 244.
24 Thomas Harrison. The Emancipation of Dissonance. Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California 

Press, 1996, 14.

 
Elga Sesemann, Interior,  
1940–49, oil on canvas. 
50.5cm x 35.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
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in explaining the psyche or the human subject.25 Because the conditions of the outer 
world could not explain or comply with inner intention, artists turned inward. According to 
Harrison, in the portraits of Egon Schiele or Oskar Kokoschka or, in the atonal music of Arnold 
Schönberg, this new inward approach is visualised.26

On the one hand, Harrison talks about refusing to explain the self with historical 
events, when, on the other hand, Gordon’s sociological perspective puts emphasis on 
historical events resulting in a certain kind of social imagination. Indeed, Gordon begins a 
chapter in Ghostly Matters by quoting Harrison that ‘personhood is complicated’.27 That 
personhood is connected to social circumstances, such as war or the loss of a parent, both of 
which Elga experienced at a young age. Gordon emphasises that the ghost can be considered 
a symptom of that which is missing.28 It usually represents loss, whether that be a loss of life 
or perhaps the loss of a path not taken.29

During the 1940s, Sesemann constructed paintings from colours. The artist applied 
the colours with powerful and expressive strokes onto the canvas, cardboard, or paper. 
As a side-effect of war, Sesemann possibly lacked materials and thus used (or had to use) 
alternatives to oil paint, such as gouache and pastel.30 The materiality of the paints, their thick 
layers of colours, play an important role in Elga Sesemann’s paintings. In trying to find answers 
to the question ‘What haunts Elga Sesemann’s paintings?’ one of the first things that comes to 
mind are the visible traces of the long-gone artist. Signatures are another way for the artist to 
keep haunting their paintings. As noted by scholars, the way Sesemann signs her paintings is 
unusual: ELGA, with capital letters. 

The expression of the brushstrokes is a reminder that the artist was, or is, present. 
The brushstrokes invite us into the artist’s mindscape. Harrison writes that in expressionist 
painting matter ‘comes to exude an explosive and brutal power, cohesive and destructive at 
once, binding as well as loosening all natural relations’.31 The materials turn the artist into a 
spectre, lingering in the painting and frozen in time. This is among the ways that hauntology’s 
idea of an absent presence can be thought of. 

The art historian Tutta Palin talks similarly about Sesemann’s expressionist 
self-portraits. The idea of the artist’s ‘self’ is mirrored both in the form of expression and in 
the subject matter. Palin suggests that every brushstroke, each of those a sign of its making, 
becomes a self-portrait of the artist.32 Indeed, the painter acquires a kind of dual role: that of 
both painter and model. As Wolfgang Georg Fischer notes in considering the self-portraits of 
Egon Schiele: ‘He [Schiele] comes before us as doer and observer, doppelgänger and loner, 
saint and masturbator, hermit and dandy, prisoner and Death.’33 Expressionist self-portraits 
tend to be ruthlessly introspective, as Palin suggests.34 

Lastly, in this section, I would like to consider the rather peculiar painting, A Red Brick 
Building, even though it was not included in the ‘Modern Woman’ exhibition. The painting 
is vaguely dated between 1940 and 1980 and has been made on black paper with gouache. 
Almost the entire pictorial plane is taken up by the subject of a train and a red brick house, 
meeting in the middle and vertically cut in half. It is reminiscent of René Magritte’s surrealist 
works. Magritte’s painting Time Transfixed (La Durée poignardée, literally Ongoing Time 
Stabbed by a Dagger) from 1938, depicts a steam locomotive emerging through a fireplace, 
with a clock on the mantelpiece. The themes alluding to the Machine Age are identifiable in 

25 Harrison, The Emancipation of Dissonance, 15.
26 Harrison, The Emancipation of Dissonance, 15.
27 Harrison, The Emancipation of Dissonance, 15. Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 5.
28 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 64.
29 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 64.
30 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 244.
31 Harrison, The Emancipation of Dissonance, 14.
32 Tutta Palin. Modernin muotokuvan merkit. Kuvia 1800- ja 1900-luvuilta Taidekoti Kirpilässä. 

Helsinki: Lönnberg Painot Oy, 2007, 105.
33 Wolfgang Georg Fischer. Egon Schiele 1890-1918. Köln: Taschen, 2004, 147. 
34 Palin, Modernin muotokuvan merkit, 106.
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the symbol of the train: the experience of time in 
the industrial age and the new environments that 
it is producing.

Sesemann’s thought-provoking subject 
matter and the slightly surrealist manner in the 
use of the locomotive are reminiscent of the 
Magritte, but the short, thick brushstrokes bring 
an element of expressionism to the work that 
is typical of Sesemann’s style of painting in the 
1940s. In terms of colour, the work consists of a 
few, strong colours. The house that dominates 
the right half of the painting is red and the train 
on the left side is black with two bright dots 
of bright bluish-green against a background of 
grey. The short brushstrokes of light grey and 
white create a microcosm of movement in the 
foreground – the effect is to create movement 
in opposing directions in the painting, as if the 
train/house is speeding up through and out of 
the surface, yet also completely frozen in situ. 
There is no steam coming out of the locomotive.

A Red Brick Building is not the only 
painting by Sesemann that uses the motif of a 
train – there is also A Locomotive and a Woman 
from 1968 and Train, from the same year. It is 

worth mentioning that in the 1940s freight trains passed through Puistokatu on the way to the 
Katajanokka district of Helsinki, via the street where the Sesemanns lived.35 It is likely the artist 
would have seen the trains from her apartment window. The changing urban environment of 
the early 20th century provided artists with new subjects. Instead of depicting the agrarian 
countryside with its picturesque views and its people, artists could now look for subjects in 
industrial environments, such as factories, harbours or construction sites.36 The juxtaposition 
of the moving train with the immovable building creates tension between movement and 
stillness. The train can work as a kind of metaphor for movement.  

Conclusion

In this article, I have attempted to reconcile the theory of hauntology into art-historical 
writing. The process has been in many ways experimental. However, since I am writing this 
article as part of my university degree, I let myself try something quite out-of-the-box just 
because coming across this new way of thinking inspired me. To me, hauntology has opened a 

35 Information from the online biography written by Sesemann’s relatives,  
https://www.elgasesemann.com/ (accessed 10 October 2022). 

36 Pettersson, ‘Kaupungin ja ihmisen kuva’, 88.

 
Elga Sesemann, A Red Brick Building, 1940–80, 
gouache on black paper, 63cm x 45cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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new way of looking at the connection between past and present. Hauntology is predominantly 
used in sociology and literary analysis, in which it provides a tool to talk about memory and 
time in certain cultural contexts. It also provides a linguistic tool to talk about something that 
is found in the liminal space between being and not being. I have not been trying to look for 
causalities between historical events and the future after the war, but rather to recognise its 
complicated nature. 

For the purposes of clear terminology, I have used the word expressionism in the sense 
that art historians have used it, and applied it to describe Elga Sesemann’s way of painting 
during the 1940s. Riitta Konttinen notes that during that decade expressionism in its various 
forms matured in Finnish art.37 Nonetheless, the 1940s saw a host of new artistic impressions 
and women artists especially came to the forefront of the Finnish art scene.38

In the 1940s Elga Sesemann began her artistic career and produced an extensive 
oeuvre ranging from commissioned portraits to views of the urban city. The outbreak of the 
war, the evacuation of her family, moving to a new city, the changing landscape and the lack 
of art supplies all influenced Sesemann’s life. The paintings of melancholy atmospheres, such 
as Street and Street View, are windows inward, into the mindscape of the artist. I argue that 
using a hauntological framework allows us to see the materiality of the thick paint and visible 
brushstrokes as the absent presence of the artist.

37 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 255.
38 Konttinen, Naistaiteilijat modernin murroksessa, 255.
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