
Akseli Gallen-Kallela is well known artist among Finns. His best-known 
works are oil paintings of themes from the Kalevala epic of Finnish folk 
poems. Gallen-Kallela was a versatile artist who worked in various ma-
terials. His output included the design and making of ryijy rugs, stained-
glass work, sculpture and prints. Gallen-Kallela’s creative period conti-
nued without interruption throughout his life.  
 The artist personally designed both of his studio-residences. The first 
one, Kalela, was built at Ruovesi in 1895, followed by Tarvaspää, which 
was completed in 1913 when Gallen-Kallela was 48 years old. Akseli, his 
wife Mary and their children Kirsti and Jorma lived at Tarvaspää for vary-
ing periods of time. The original plans for Tarvaspää already included its 
future conversion into a museum. 

AKSELI GALLEN-KALLELA AND TARVASPÄÄ



In the early years of the 20th century, Akseli and Mary Gallen-Kallela and 
their children Kirsti and Jorma lived at their Kalela residence at Ruovesi. By 
this time, the artist already had a fairly long career behind him.  Continuous 
contacts with Helsinki and visits to the city were necessary, and in view of 
this the location of Ruovesi was too remote.
 The family spent several years looking for a home near Helsinki, finally mo-
ving into the old main building of Alberga Manor, which was known as the 
Sugar Castle located in Leppävaara, Espoo. The manor and its surrounding 
lands had been inherited by Mary Gallen-Kallela’s mother.
 The old manor of Alberga, however, was large, cold and dilapidated, and 
lacked proper space in which the artist could work. There was a growing 
need for Gallen-Kallela to have his own studio and home. As a result, the 
Linudd site was separated from the lands of the manor and the Gallen-
Kallelas moved into the villa after having it renovated for winter use.

The name Linudd (Flax Point) comes from the 
soaking of cut flax on the shore of the adjacent 
bay by labourers of Alberga Manor.
 When the Gallen-Kallelas moved to the site, 
Helsinki could only be reached by a long and 
difficult journey. There was a connection by train, 
however, to Leppävaara since 1903, followed by 
a ride in a horse-drawn carriage from Leppä-
vaara railway station to Linudd. In winter, this 
part of the journey was often done on skis. At 
the shore at Linudd there was a jetty for a pri-
vately owned steamboat service on the route 
Mustikkamaa Island – Helsinki – Linudd.

LINUDD – FLAX POINT

VILLA LINUDD



DREAMING OF A NEW STUDIO
In fact, I would like to blot out everything that I have done and start over from 
the beginning – let’s see if I have the energy for it. I would like for once to offer 
the fairest and most beautiful of what I have felt. I would like to become a 
proper artist.

The dream of a new studio and home lived on in Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s 
mind, and he prepared his first sketches for it in 1906. The design initially 
resembled an old Finnish stone-built church, but before long the drawings 
featured a studio, a library, a palm room, a dining room, and a smoking 
room, among other details. Gallen-Kallela even planned a wing to join 
Villa Linudd to the studio, with accommodation for his pupils in the future.
 Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s trip to Africa interrupted the plans for the new 
studio and residence. In 1909 the whole family moved for two years to Bri-
tish East-Africa, present-day Kenya.



BUILDING THE STUDIO
How I dreamed of my own studio, large, spacious and well-lit, where thoughts 
and ideas could come of their own accord, without the pangs of labour. 

Work on the new studio and residence began in 1911, after the Gallen-Kallelas 
had returned from Africa, and the castle-like house was completed in 1913. 
Some of the grandiose plans for the house had been rejected, while others 
were carried out. Tarvaspää was now primarily built as a place where the 
artist could work. It was designed by Gallen-Kallela himself, though with 
help from his architect friends Eliel Saarinen (floorplans in 1908) and Ede 
Thoroczkai-Wigand.
 The studio and residence was named Tarvaspää after a nearby island 
called Tarvo. The word tarvas can refer to a European elk (moose), a bull 
or some other male animal with horns, while tarvoin is a term for an item 
of fishing gear.

ARCHITECTURE
The architectural design applies influences from 
the styles of different periods. The studio part of 
the building resembles an old Finnish fieldstone 
church with its steep roof of shingles, while the 
crenelated tower represents medieval knightly 
romanticism. The gallery part is surrounded by 
a loggia with influences from Italian Renais-
sance architecture. There is a roof terrace with 
access from the tower on top of the loggia. 



THE STUDIO
And ultimately it is not just art that I serve with all this. For art is life, religion 
– everything. 

FRESCOES
Gallen-Kallela designed and painted frescoes 
for the Finnish Pavilion of the Paris World’s Fair 
of 1900 and the Juselius Mausoleum in 1902. The 
frescoes on display in Paris were chosen later 
for the National Museum of Finland, where the 
artist painted new versions of them 1928.
 A fresco (from the Italian word for “fresh”, 
“wet”) is a wall painting made on directly on 
plaster applied to a wall before the plaster 
dries. There is hardly any possibility to make 
corrections to it. The drying of the plaster also 
gives the work a time limit and therefore the 
painting is often made and the plaster is app-
lied in small parts.

The studio is the only space in Tarvaspää that has retained its original func-
tion throughout the history of the house. It was the core element of Tarvas-
pää already in the first designs, with the other rooms and spaces construct-
ed around it. Art was sacred to Akseli Gallen-Kallela. 
 The studio was designed down to its details with the artist’s work in mind. 
On the north side of the room there is a large skylight provided even light 
for the room. The space is high and large artworks can be handled there. 
The parquetry of the floor is made of upright members that can bear large 
weights. Works painted in the studio included studies for the frescoes of 
the National Museum of Finland.

THE STUDIO



THE ETCHING ROOM
If I had any hope of earning something with 
my woodblock prints I would prefer to this 
work, for I truly make them con amore.

Akseli Gallen-Kallela was one of Finland’s 
first printmakers. He designed the space 
between the studio and the sculpture 
room as an etching room. His most proli-
fic printmaking periods, however, were 
between 1895 and 1901, when he and his 
family lived at Kalela. Gallen-Kallela’s 
first prints were woodblock works which 
he made after the death of his firstborn 
daughter Marjatta of diphtheria. Their 
themes focused on death. 
 Gallen-Kallela also adept in many other 
techniques of printmaking. Using the lino-
cut and line-etching techniques to illustrate 
many themes of the Kalevala epic. 
Through printmaking, the artist sought to 
make his work accessible to a wider audi-
ence.  
 The etching room was renovated into 
a kitchen when the family moved into the 
studio building in 1926. There was direct 
access from the kitchen to the steep north 
slope at Tarvaspää. The kitchen was dis-
mantled in connection alterations to the 
building when the museum was established. 

ETCHING
Etching was one of the printmaking techniques 
used by Akseli Gallen-Kallela. Like stained-glass 
work it, too, was developed in the Middle Ages. 
In etching, the base is a copper plate which is 
first covered with protective wax, into which the 
image is scratched. The plate is then treated 
with acid, which leaves grooves in the scratched 
parts. The printing ink is spread on the plate and 
then washed off to remain only in the corroded, 
or etched, parts. Finally the plate and the paper 
are put through the etching press.

THE ETCHING 
ROOM



Sculpture by Akseli Gallen-Kallela consists 
of a few pieces of sculpture, reliefs and 
cast pieces. He used sculpture as a method 
to test the suitability of different materials 
and new ideas. Most of the works are reli-
efs and frames for paintings carved out of 
wood. In accordance with the spirit of the 
times, Gallen-Kallela wanted to make total 
works of art. With regard to the frames, 
this meant detailed carving. The motifs of 
the frames were mostly plant ornaments.
 This room was originally planned for 
sculpting, but it served as a dining room 
when the family moved to Tarvaspää. 
Gallen-Kallela planned a chequer pattern 
for its floor which was to have continued 
to the balcony leading out of the room. 
This plan, however, was not realized.

THE DRAGON
On the roof there is the head of a dragon spew-
ing water instead of fire. It can be seen from the 
road going past Tarvaspää. The dragon was 
made of cast concrete, and Gallen-Kallela him-
self finished its details, scales and lumps in the 
actual location. The dragon sculpted by the art-
ist, however, suffered from the effects of time, 
and the present dragon is a copy cast in 2008.

I want to do everything myself!

THE ROUND SCULPTURE ROOM

THE  
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ROOM



I feel that soon the wonderful world of art will again open up to me and I can 
enjoy its beauty to my heart’s content. There are only beautiful tales in the 
world, life and nature and when the door opens, step in and fill your soul.

The studio castle became a family’s home in 1926. The gallery was turned 
in a lounge and library room. It contained Mary Gallen-Kallela’s grand 
piano, which was used actively. Soirées at Tarvaspää were not meant for 
everyone. The closest friends of the family, however, were welcome. This 
circle included, among others, the poet Eino Leino, the conductor Robert 
Kajanus and the sculptor Ville Vallgren. More official social events mostly 
took place in Helsinki.

TEXTILE DESIGN
Akseli Gallen-Kallela designed interior-decora-
tion textiles for the Paris World’s Fair of 1900, 
among other contexts. Although he knew to how 
to use an upright loom, his textile designs were 
mostly realized by his wife Mary. Gallen-Kallela 
sketched ryijy rugs and wall-hangings with plant 
motifs and mythological imagery. He also de-
signed cushions and cloths of various kinds. 

THE GALLERY

THE 
GALLERY



THE BATHROOM
Upon returning in 1926 from their stay in the United States, the Gallen-Kalle-
las decided to renovate Tarvaspää as their home and to move there from 
Villa Linudd. The house required an indoor toilet and bathroom of the kind 
that they had come to know while abroad. A suitable place for the bath-
room was not, however, found and it was decided to make a space for it in 
the middle of the spiral staircase. The hot water for the bath came from a 
stove-heated boiler in the tower.

THE SMOKE SAUNA
In addition to the bathroom, other washing and 
bathing facilities were the indoor sauna at base-
ment level and the chimneyless smoke sauna 
by the shore. The smoke sauna was built in 1913, 
the same year as the studio. The logs of the sau-
na were most likely brought from elsewhere, as 
it was customary to recycle and reuse timber 
several times. The smoke sauna is an example 
of Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s life-long interest in folk 
culture. 

THE 
BATH-
ROOM



THE TOWER ROOM
I yearn for exploits, adventure in unknown lands, struggles where the tiniest 
conceivable parts of the body and mind will tremble and where one has to give 
one’s all. For visions so grand and immense that they make one dizzy and fall 
into bottomless depths. For light so strong that the sun will seem black along-
side it, and for colours that sparkle and explode.

The Gallen-Kallelas lived in East Africa from 1909 to 1911. This period made 
a deep impression on all the members of the family. A large body of bota-
nical, zoological and ethnographic material was brought back from Africa, 
some of which went directly to the collections of the University of Helsinki 
and the National Museum of Finland, while some of the material remained 
at Tarvaspää to be enjoyed by the family.

ETHNOGRAPHY AND COLLECTING
Akseli Gallen-Kallela was interested in ethnography and his collection contains arte-
facts and objects from all over the world. They include spears, shields, Japanese 
woodblock prints, religious figurines and the skulls of animals hunted by the artist 
himself.

THE TOWER 
ROOM

TOWER
1st FLOOR



THE MONK’S CELL
I would like to enter a monastery, and be 
given a large book or ’bible’ to be ornately 
lettered and illustrated.

In the top tower room, the Monk’s Cell, at 
Tarvaspää, Akseli Gallen-Kallela was able 
to realize a dream from his early years. He 
wanted shut himself off in the tower like in 
a monastery and focus solely on making art. 
During his last years he worked in the Monk’s 
Cell on illustrations for the Kalevala epic. 
The tower was cold in the winter and there-
fore the artist dressed in a warm monk’s 
habit made by his wife.

ILLUSTRATIONS FOR THE KALEVALA
The Kalevala collection of folk poems is Finland’s 
national epic. Its tales and mythology interested 
Akseli Gallen-Kallela from an early age. The Kale-
vala is a treasure-trove of stories, and Gallen-
Kallela drew upon it for themes throughout his life. 
The artist had the dream of preparing a Great 
Kalevala, completely lettered by hand with illustra-
tions on each page in colour. This work, however, 
was never finished. On the other hand a so-called 
Decorated Kalevala with prints was published.
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THE HALL
I SHALL RETURN TO MY FOOTSTEPS – ITERARE CURSUS COGOR RELICTOS

Akseli Gallen-Kallela cast the above sentence in Latin, his own enlarged 
footsteps and a compass rose in the floor of the entrance hall of Tarvas-
pää. The quoted sentence dates from Ancient Rome and was used at least 
by Horace in Ode 34. Gallen-Kallela used this text for the first time in an ex 
libris design for Hugo Samzelius in 1904.

THE FLOOR MOSAIC
The floor mosaic in intarsia technique is of dyed concrete and stone. Intarsia was 
widely used during the Renaissance for creating patterns in marble floors and the 
term literally means inlaying. In this technique shaped pieces are inlaid in a large 
surface. Wood is usually used in intarsia, but it can also be executed in bone, mother 
of pearl and textiles.

THE HALL



A MUSEUM
I have come to think more and more that man always depicts himself and 
through this his whole era.

Akseli Gallen-Kallela died of pneumonia in 1931. After his death, Mary Gal-
len-Kallela lived at Tarvaspää until the outbreak of the Second World War. 
When the war began, the house was taken into use by the information 
service of the Finnish Army and Mary had to move out. After her death in 
1947, the house remained uninhabited. Many local residents remember it 
from that time as a gloomy and run-down haunted castle.
 Tarvaspää, Villa Linudd and the surrounding grounds were bought by 
the Akseli Gallen-Kallela Museum Foundation in 1959. The Foundation re-
stored Tarvaspää to its original condition in the period when it was mainly 
used by Akseli Gallen-Kallela as his studio.
 The Gallen-Kallela Museum was opened to the public in 1961. The Gallen-
Kallela Museum Foundation functions as an information centre on the work 
of Akseli Gallen-Kallela, actively providing information on the artist and 
his oeuvre. The museum stages temporary exhibitions a few times a year 
featuring both historical and contemporary art, with parallels and juxta-
positions of the old and the new opening new perspectives on artist’s pe-
riod and his art. It is to be remembered that in his day Akseli Gallen-Kallela 
was above all a bold and trailblazing contemporary artist who broke down 
old ideas and concepts.



AKSELI GALLEN-KALLELA 1865–1931

Axel Gallén was born on 26 April into a Swedish-speaking family in 
Pori, West Finland. He spent his childhood at the Jaatsi estate in Tyrvää. 
Moved to Helsinki and began his studies at the Svenska normallyceum 
secondary school.
Left school at the age of 16 to concentrate solely on his studies in art. 
He attended the School of Drawing of the Finnish Art Society from 1881 
to 1884.
Studied at the Académie Julian and the Atelier Cormon in Paris.
Painted his first large Kalevala-themed work, the Legend of Aino. 
Returned to Finland. 
Married Mary Slöör on 20 May in a wedding ceremony held among 
family members.  The couple went on their honeymoon to Kuhmo in 
Northeast Finland and White Sea (Dvina) Karelia.
Birth of the eldest daughter Impi Marjatta.
Studio home Kalela in Ruovesi under construction.
Impi Marjatta died of diphtheria. Axel was in Berlin for an exhibition 
of his work when he received news by telegram of his daughter’s death. 
He returned immediately to Finland. 
Daughter Kirsti born in August. Axel’s first etchings and stained glass 
works. 
The large Kalevala-themed paintings. 
Travelled to Italy to study fresco painting. Birth of son Jorma. 
The Paris World’s Fair.
Frescoes for the Music Room of the Old Student House in Helsinki. The 
Jusélius Mausoleum in Pori.
Officially changed his name to Akseli Gallen-Kallela.
The artist and his family stayed in British East Africa, present-day 
Kenya. Period of expressionist work.
Tarvaspää under construction.
The Venice Biennial. 
Moved back to the Kalela residence because of unrest resulting from 
the First World War.
Aide to Regent C.G.E. Mannerheim. Awarded the title of professor.
The publication of the Decorated Kalevala.
Travelled to Chicago and from there to Indian country in New Mexico.
Return to Tarvaspää. Renovation of the studio to serve as a residence.
The painting of the Kalevala frescoes of the National Museum of Fin-
land based on the artist’s frescoes for the Finnish Pavilion at the Paris 
World’s Fair of 1900.
Died of pneumonia in Stockholm on 7 March. 
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