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Albert Edelfelt as  
Gallen-Kallela’s  
Mentor  
Paris 1884–1889 

You’re a lucky fellow, to be in Paris. 
Albert Edelfelt to Akseli Gallen-Kallela, 4.11.1888 

Akseli Gallen-Kallela was only 19 years old in 1884 when he arrived in 
Paris for the first time on a scholarship and full of juvenile ambition. 
Luckily, the young artist was safeguarded by his senior, the 30-year 
old Albert Edelfelt.  

Edelfelt felt a duty to encourage and steer Gallen-Kallela’s youthful 
energy. Continued encouragement and advice were not only valuable 
to the promising artist but also instrumental in securing additional 
travel grants and resources for studying in Paris.  

The forthcoming Paris World Exposition in 1889 represented a great 
challenge. To ensure Gallen-Kallela’s financial security and increase 
his chances of producing a large painting for the show, Edelfelt spoke 
highly of his junior to potential sponsors. It was Antti Ahlström who 
supported Gallen-Kallela with a sizable loan.  

In sending young artists to Paris for their education, Gallen-Kalle-
la took on the role of mentor, which Albert Edelfelt had graciously 
played for him and for several generations of Finnish painters. 



A Role Model  
for Rebels
Helsinki, Sääksmäki  
1893–1894 

Do it yourself, try it yourself. 

 
 
 
 
 

It was a war of the generations at the Helsinki Drawing School in 
1893. When daredevil Wilho Sjöström was kicked out of the school  
in the middle of a drawing class, Ester Kumlin stood up and walked 
out in solidarity, followed by Thyra Ahlström, Bruno Aspelin, Werner 
von Hausen, Ali Munsterhjelm and Vilho Salo. The so-called injustice 
was caused by Sjöström’s refusal to study anatomy and its Latin 
terminology.  

The rebellious artists stayed hungry. They rented a studio and  
convinced Akseli Gallen-Kallela to support their efforts. Thyra  
Ahlström remembered his bold and vivid personality from Noor-
markku, where in 1890 he had been painting Antti Ahlström’s 
family portrait as payment for a loan he had received for creating 
Aino triptych.  

This first mentoring experiment was interrupted by the summer. 
Gallen-Kallela left with his family for Sääksmäki, where his tutoring 
continued in a different setting with Sjöström and Salo.  



The  
Symbolist  
Portrait  
 

At the time of his first mentorship, Akseli Gallen-Kallela was partic-
ularly focused on portrait painting. Stirred by intense emotions, his 
models appear nervous and inward-gazing. These Symbolist por-
traits tend to capture an interior vision or inspiration as a source for 
art creation.  

Ester Kumlin and Thyra Ahlström produced similar types of por-
traits, in which the models are lost in thought. Presented in one of 
Sigurd Wettenhovi-Aspa’s open art exhibitions, the portrait by Wilho 
Sjöström shows an equally strange figure staring at the viewer with 
a piercing, mediumistic gaze. Gallen-Kallela’s students approached 
portrait painting in a very Symbolist fashion: their figures are con-
templative, and the silence enveloping them is a major theme in the 
pictorial representation. 



Students and  
Assistants
Kalela, 1895–1900 

 
 
 
 
 

An invitation for Wilho Sjöström and Vilho Salo to join him in 
Sääksmäki in 1894 had proved to be pleasant for Akseli Gallen- 
Kallela but bothersome in practice. His ability to host guests improved 
after his house in Ruovesi was completed, and the presence of friends 
and students increased. The consecutive sojourn of several young 
artists contradicts the notion of seeking solitude in the wilderness: 
Gallen-Kallela preferred the creative stimulation of other artists, 
rather than complete isolation in his wilderness studio.  

Eric Ehrström was Mary’s gifted young cousin who came to work as 
an apprentice at Kalela. From 1899–1900, he witnessed the creative 
process of The Departure of Väinämöinen. A sketch for the work be-
came part of his “graduation certificate” from Gallen-Kallela.  

Carl Bengts arrived to study at Kalela soon after Eric Ehrström. The 
situation changed when Gallen-Kallela got involved in the 1900 Paris 
World Exposition and invited them both to provide hands-on assis-
tance. Alpo Sailo soon joined the young artists’ group to help with the 
large commission. 



Woodcuts  
and Etchings
Kalela, 1895–1900

 

The arrival of Hugo Simberg at Kalela in the Fall of 1895 served as the 
continuation of Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s prior mentoring. Gallen-Kallela 
had just returned from Berlin and London with a printing press and a 
great appetite for experimentation. Simberg’s second trip in 1897 was 
to their mutual benefit: Gallen-Kallela needed assistance, and in re-
turn Simberg could stay, eat and study under his guidance at Kalela. 

Their mutual printed portraits testify to the fun they had with the new 
medium. When Eric Ehrström joined them, he also tried his hand at 
printing techniques, favouring linocuts. A skull that Gallen-Kallela had 
brought from his student years in Paris offered a wealth of inspiration 
as a motif. 

In 1905, Ester Helenius asked Akseli Gallen-Kallela for his opinion of 
her art, having experimented with etching earlier. She seemed both 
defiant and eager to gain his approval.  



Fresco  
Painting
Florence, 1898 

 
 
 
 
 

Beda Stjernschantz was in Florence in 1898, thanks to a commission 
to make copies of fresco paintings by revered Italian Primitive paint-
ers, working side by side with Magnus Enckell and Ellen Thesleff. A 
conversation with Gallen-Kallela convinced her that the only way to 
capture the original spirit of the paintings was to return to the tradi-
tional fresco technique. Gallen-Kallela introduced her to the Danish 
painter Oscar Matthiesen, who had studied and worked out the tech-
nique behind the Pompei frescoes. Stjernschantz practised with great 
enthusiasm, soon to regret that the need of a wall meant frescoes 
could not be transported. 

Exchange of tips and advice was part of the professional practice. 
Gallen-Kallela had an infectious knack for stimulating motivation  
and a sense of experimentation. Carried away by his appetite for 
new discoveries, he was eager to share them with his fellow artists.  

The trip to Italy provided the impetus for his large murals, whose  
production led to the formation of other coteries of artists. 



Troubled  
Times
Tarvaspää, 1910s

 

Eero Nelimarkka was not predestined for a career in fine art.  
Qualified as a confectioner at age fifteen, he worked in a bakery.  
He wished to study at the Helsinki Drawing School, however, and 
asked Gallen-Kallela for his opinion. The master’s advice made him 
change his plans. 

Gallen-Kallela would have liked to train the promising young man 
himself, but the construction of Tarvaspää in 1911 left him no spare 
time. Once again Paris was considered the only option, and in 1912 
Nelimarkka travelled there on a loan. 

Gallen-Kallela also promoted Nelimarkka’s career by mentioning  
his talent to Eric Ehrström, by then Gösta Serlachius’s art adviser.  
The acquisition of two paintings for the Serlachius collection was  
a fine trade for a recommendation from such a figure. 

In the Fall of 1917, Akseli Gallen-Kallela met former student Ester 
Kumlin, now Esteri von Weissenberg, at the spa city of Runni. Despite 
her respected position in cultural circles, she had not given up on her 
ambition to become a painter. Gallen-Kallela encouraged her, and in 
the following years she returned to painting, receiving portrait  
commissions from Finnish celebrities.  



Porvoo
1921–1923 

There were at times talks about  
beauty, the secrets of art, the  
depths, the finesse – above all  
the finesse.  
Martta Wendelin, 19.3.1931  

 
 

 
Gallen-Kallela’s three years in Porvoo revolved around the WSOY 
publishing house, for whom he submitted ideas for modern book art. 
The quiet evenings spent in his large studio, smoking a pipe and tell-
ing stories while others were drawing or sculpting, became legend-
ary. A frequent visitor was neighbouring writer and translator Martti 
Raitio, who turned Gallen-Kallela’s tales into a book. There was Harry 
Engberg, a charming young man who worked under Gallen-Kalle-
la’s direction, and sometimes Alpo Sailo. Martta Wendelin produced 
a few still lifes and developed her painting skills, but the most con-
crete result of their collaboration was the book Elegioja. Seated on 
opposite sides of the table, Gallen-Kallela read the poems aloud as 
Wendelin drew. 

Georg von Hueck was Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s student for two summers 
in Porvoo. Unlike the others, he was advised to continue his studies in 
Amsterdam, Brussels and Antwerp. Hueck’s decision to move to Paris 
in 1926 and study at André Lhote Academy was a rebellion against his 
Finnish mentor, although he admitted to having benefited from his 
two years in the Netherlands.  



Drop Caps 
Tarvaspää, 1910s

 

In the 1920s, linocut was the technique favoured by Akseli Gallen- 
Kallela for cost-efficient book illustration. The seven hundred pictures 
for the illustrated Koru-Kalevala were drawn in ink, to be reproduced 
in linoleum by Harry Engberg.  

Gallen-Kallela engaged his daughter, Kirsti, and Martta Wendelin to 
try out this technique on their own. He believed that the unperturbed 
young artists would create a genuine piece of art, that naivety and 
primitivity would speak to a children audience. The lack of any train-
ing or guidance was thus quite intentional. By refraining from com-
menting, the master showed respect to his students as well as confi-
dence in their ability, while also encouraging mistakes and failures  
as testimony to the original truth residing in the students’ works. 



A Summer  
at Kovala
1928 

 

 
Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s new project was a mural for Kansallis- 
Osake-Pankki in Jyväskylä. He settled into an old wooden barn  
at Kovala for the summer. His students Nils Wikberg, Helen Holt  
and Vera Meyerson, all who took up accommodations in Jyväskylä.  

Martti Raitio lived in the neighbouring Korpilahti, and the literary  
collaboration of the two men continued with Gallen-Kallela’s  
Afrikka-kirja, a collection of his stories about his African trip.  
Accompanied by his student Lauri Santtu, Carl Bengts also visited 
Kovala and invited Gallen-Kallela to his villa in Kumpula to get the 
former mentor’s comments on Legend, a large Kalevala triptych in 
progress. Santtu recalled Gallen-Kallela as an inspiring teacher,  
having learned the basics of printing techniques from him. 

Nils Wikberg was the last young artist who benefited from Gallen- 
Kallela’s mentoring. He held fond memories of the master and his  
unexpected generosity towards the young artists, which reminded 
him of his youth and dreams. 



Society Portraits 
Chicago, 1924–1925

 

Departure from Porvoo was prompted by an invitation to take part 
in an exhibition in Chicago. Gallen-Kallela needed an assistant and 
invited Martta Wendelin to come along. She declined, however, and 
in the end it was Harry Engberg who accompanied Gallen-Kallela to 
America.  

Thanks to his American notoriety and contacts in Chicago, Akseli  
Gallen-Kallela received a prestigious portrait commission in 1924.  
The photographs and sketches of Elisabeth Margaret Lipps Hecht 
and her nine-year-old daughter in their home on Lake Shore Drive 
echo the composition of the final portrait. 

This society portrait raised Gallen-Kallela’s fame and triggered a 
request from Helen Holt some years later. Her assertion in Svenska 
Dagbladet that she was on her way to “Helsinki for some months, to 
study portrait painting, my true speciality, with professor Akseli  
Gallen-Kallela”, inspired Swedish painter Vera Meyerson to join her.  
Meyerson had studied at André Lhote Academy in Paris and pro-
duced controversial modernist works, but she equally felt the need  
to learn portrait painting.  

The experience proved to be perplexing to Gallen-Kallela  
and resulted in a quarrel. 



The National  
Museum  
Murals
Tarvaspää, 1927–1928 

 
Upon Gallen-Kallela’s return from America, Porvoo lost much of its 
allure in the absence of his close circle. The sensible decision was to 
move back to his own house. In the fall of 1927, young Nils Wikberg 
knocked on his door in Tarvaspää, seeking a proper artistic edu-
cation. Gallen-Kallela realised that he could use more hands with 
the National Museum murals he was involved in and offered him an 
apprenticeship. Wikberg used his free time to paint still lifes in the 
corner of the studio, but contrary to Martta Wendelin, he had little 
training and his mistakes were numerous. However, further education 
was promised as compensation for his hard work.  

At the National Museum, Gallen-Kallela met Aarno Karimo, a friend 
of Alpo Sailo. His encouragement proved valuable when Karimo 
started a series of illustrated books on Finnish history. Gallen-Kallela’s 
opinions and charisma meant a lot to young artists, who later  
recalled his mentoring as immensely valuable.  



Artists and time with Akseli Gallen-Kallela 

Albert Edelfelt (1854–1905)  
Mentor for Akseli Gallen-Kallela 1884–1889

Ester Kumlin (von Weissenberg) (1873–1956)  
Helsinki, spring 1893, Runni, August 1917 

Alarik (Ali) Munsterhjelm (1873–1944)  
Helsinki, spring 1893 

Werner von Hausen (1870–1951)  
Helsinki, spring 1893 

Bruno Aspelin (1870–1941)  
Helsinki, spring 1893 

Thyra Ahlström (Tyra Borg) (1872–1948)  
Noormarkku, 1890, Helsinki, spring 1893 

Wilho Sjöström (1873–1944)  
Helsinki, spring 1893 Sääksmäki, summer-autumn 1893 

Vilho Salo (1869–1915)  
Helsinki, spring 1893 Sääksmäki, spring - autumn 1893 

Hugo Simberg (1873–1917)  
Kalela, 1895, 1897 

Eric Ehrström (1881–1934)  
Kalela, 1899–1900 

Carl Bengts (1876–1934)  
Kalela-Paris, 1899–1900 Kovala, summer 1928 

Alpo Sailo (1877–1955)  
Kalela, 1898–1899 

Beda Stjernschantz (1867–1910)  
Firenze, 1898 

Ester Helenius (1875–1955) 1905 

Eero Nelimarkka (1891–1977)  
Tarvaspää, c. 1911 

Harry Engberg (1899–1926)  
Porvoo-Chicago, 1921–1926 



Kirsti Gallen-Kallela (1896–1980)  
Kalela, 1920, Porvoo, 1920–1923 

Martta Wendelin (1893–1986)  
Porvoo, 1921–1923 

Georg von Hueck (1904–1964)  
Porvoo, 1922–1923

Aarno Karimo (1886–1952)  
Helsinki 

Nils Wikberg (1907–1971) 
Tarvaspää-Jyväskylä, 1927–1928

Helen Holt (Hawley) (1899–1985)  
Tarvaspää-Jyväskylä, summer 1928 

Vera Meyerson (Persson) (1903–1981)  
Tarvaspää-Jyväskylä, summer 1928 

Lauri Santtu (Järvinen) (1902–1986)  
Kovala, summer 1928




