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Dissertation Summary 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

My dissertation deals with the Finnish Art Society and the development of its collection in the evolving field of the 

visual arts from the foundation of the society in 1846 to its exhibition in the Ateneum, a palace of art that was 

opened to the public in Helsinki in 1888.  The main questions that it addresses are why and how the collection 

came into being, what its purpose was and what kind of future prospects were projected for it in the rapidly 

evolving field of the visual arts. 

Unlike many other European countries in the first decades of the nineteenth century, Finland, then a Grand 

Duchy in the Russian Empire, did not possess the basic infrastructure of the art world like public collections, an art 

academy or organised dealing in works of art. In fact, the field of art began in practice to take shape around the 

Finnish Art Society. 

My research shows that the history of the collection of the Finnish Art Society initially depended on certain 

players in the visual arts and their particular leanings. The most important of these custodians were two long-

serving chairmen of the society, Fredrik Cygnaeus (1807–1881) and Carl Gustaf Estlander (1834–1910), who 

worked in close cooperation with other influential members of the society like the first keeper of the collection, 

Berndt Otto Schauman (1821–1895) and his successor Thorsten Waenerberg (1846–1917).  

I demonstrate how, when the foundations for art activities had been laid through the establishment of the 

society, Cygnaeus and Estlander began to plan how the field of art might be moulded so as to improve the level of 

training for artists and to improve the quality of the collections and the opportunities for their display. Cygnaeus 

campaigned for the establishment of the Finnish Fine Arts Academy, while Estlander saw opportunities to 

combine the visual and applied arts on the model of the South Kensington Museum in London. 

Initially the collection of the Finnish Art Society grew as a collection of foreign sample works, and it was 

only from the late 1850s on that it began to acquire Finnish works to an increasing extent. This emphasis changed 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, when it became possible to speak of a national art collection 

supplemented with examples of foreign art. From the point of view of the history of art collections, the 

development was similar to that of the collection of the Swedish National Museum in Stockholm, for example, 

which did not begin to acquire works by “living” Swedish artists until the 1840s. 



The acquisition of national art for the collection reflected the need felt by the Finnish Art Society to 

participate in the writing of Finnish cultural history with works that depicted the Finnish landscape and people 

and events in Finnish history. Particular attention also began to be paid to increasing the number of portraits of 

leading national figures in the collection. The first major artists represented in the collection were Alexander 

Lauréus, Werner Holmberg, Carl Eneas Sjöstrand, Erik Johan Löfgren and the von Wright brothers. In order to 

build up its collection of copied works, the Finnish Art Society called upon the services of Ida Silfverberg in 

particular. 

The Finnish Art Society aimed to present the narrative of art as fully as possible, and thus it associated itself 

with the prevailing Hegelian tradition of narrative construction that was characteristic particularly of German 

museums, and it was inspired by with a strong enlightenment ideology. In this respect, museums in Munich, 

Berlin, Dresden and, to an ever-increasing extent from the 1850s on, London were taken as examples. Influences 

were absorbed from the museum architecture and the collection display aesthetics of Leo von Klenze, Karl 

Friedrich Schinkel and Gottfried Semper. A Winckelmannian veneration of the ancient world and admiration of 

classical art was evident as a basic factor underlying the decision-making of the society. 

However, as my study shows, the Art Society did not posses the practical facilities to enhance the collection 

at a time when most of its resources were dedicated to campaigning vehemently for the establishment of an art 

academy in Finland. However, the art academy project, which was embodied in the person of the Chairman of the 

society, Fredrik Cygnaeus, was not the only one that was developed by the society with a view to reorganising 

training in the visual arts. Carl Gustaf Estlander, too, aimed to reform art education, but his projects were 

different and they were based on different principles. This split not only the board of governors of the society but 

also the whole Finnish art world into two camps. My dissertation shows that the clash of interests created the 

first serious rupture in the field of art in Finland. Thus the development of the Finnish Art Society's collection was 

directly linked to art education and the need to reform it. 

The victory of Estlander's project, the construction of a palace of fine and applied arts called the Ateneum 

in 1887 marked something of a watershed. Although the transfer and purposeful display of the society's 

collection in the Ateneum enhanced its status as mediator of national art, it still had several different alternative 

prospects for the future open to it: one was as a department of the National Museum. However, after the 

completion of the plan for the National Museum, the location of the collection became firmly established in the 

Ateneum. In this way, the society's collection had thus passed through a series of vicissitudes to become the 

major institution of the visual arts in the country, a national art gallery, with an important role in presenting the 

narrative of pictorial art.  

The emphasis was now on domestic art, which was displayed as a separate section of its own. The foreign 

works in the collection provided a frame of reference in the form of the broader context of the history of art. 

Through the selection and elimination of works, the exhibition was organised according to schools of art based on 

a geographical division, a principle that had been applied in the national art museums in Berlin and Stockholm, for 

example. The aim of this organisation was to facilitate the enhancement of the general public's knowledge of art 

and the development of good taste. 

I have examined the subject of my study from the perspectives of institutional history, the organisation of 

the field of art and the history of art collections. The prisms through which I have viewed the subject are the 

history of museums in Europe, the written history of art, the art association movement and the organisation of 

art education in relation to an ideology of enlightenment. Thus the activities of the Finnish Art Society are here 

mirrored for the first time in a wider context and the history of its collection located on the map of European 

collections. In my examination I have applied the concepts of field and player in Pierre Bourdieu's theory. 



The findings of my research bring new information about the history of the collection of the Finnish Art 

Society, its profile, the professional abilities of those who were mainly responsible for developing it and the 

relationship between it and plans for reforming art education. The major findings are connected with the position 

of the collection in the field of art at different stages of its development. Despite the central monopoly of the 

Finnish Art Society in the field of art, the position of the collection during its early decades was a subservient one 

to the particular needs of the time concerned, and it was closely bound up with leading players in the field of art 

and their personal interests. This subservience also created an impediment to its full-blown enhancement and 

purposeful profiling, and it remained evident for a long time when the collection was seeking its own place in the 

Finnish art world. 

The findings can be summarised in the following six main points: 1) the Finnish Art Society played a central 

role in creating the field of art and determining the direction that art would take in Finland; 2) the formation of a 

profile for the collection was linked to the requirements of art education; 3) the enhancement of the collection 

was subordinated to the need to reform art education; attention was distracted by the rift in the field of art and 

the definition of what constituted art; 4) the location of the collection in the Ateneum was a watershed in the 

history of the collection, which developed from an assembly of sample works into a medium for conveying 

national art as the concept of a collection to serve pedagogical ends gained force; 5) there existed several 

different alternative prospects for the future of the collection after its transfer to the Ateneum; 6) the history of 

art collections and the history of institutions were also ultimately dependent on the principal players in the field 

of art. 


