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A Finnish or French artist?

Albert Edelfelt, Self-Portrait,
1874, oil on canvas,
50cm x 40.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Jenni Nurminen

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
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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
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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.
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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

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

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

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

Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

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
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

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

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
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Kortelainen, Albert Edelfeltin fantasmagoria, 52.
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125–32.
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Nostalgic travel pictures of Spain

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

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 nineteenthcentury 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
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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

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 Swedishspeaking 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

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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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.
Vainio-Kurtakko, Idyll eller verklighet, 10.
Vainio-Kurtakko, Idyll eller verklighet, 11–12.
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.
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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

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.
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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
44

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

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
46

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

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
48
49
50
51

Talvio, H. F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta, 87.
Ahtola-Moorhouse (ed.), Ateneum Art Museum. International
Collection, 162.
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.
Talvio, H. F. Antell ja Antellin valtuuskunta, 98−103.
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.

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

