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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 
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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

https://research.fng.fi


 Albert Edelfelt Goes on Tour // Gill Crabbe
---

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

6

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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