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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
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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, Queen
Blanca, 1877, oil on canvas,
96.5cm x 75.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

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
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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.
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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

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
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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

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
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A career consecrated

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

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
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Albert Edelfelt, Women
Outside the Church at
Ruokolahti, 1887, oil on
canvas, 129.5cm x 158.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

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
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Albert Edelfelt, Portrait of the
Artist’s Mother Alexandra
Edelfelt, 1883, oil on canvas,
81.5cm x 60cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Jenni Nurminen

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 welldeserved 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,
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Albert Edelfelt, Kaukola Ridge
at Sunset, 1889–90, oil on
canvas, 116.5cm x 83cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

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
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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
54
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Albert Edelfelt, Woman Ironing, study for The Washerwomen, 1888, oil on canvas, 59.5cm x 75.5cm
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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
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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
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