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Magnus, Wilhelm and Ferdinand von Wright are integral figures in the history of science and
culture in 19th-century Finland and Sweden. They are sometimes referred to as if they were
one and the same person, although each had his own, distinct career. The brothers are best
known for their paintings and prints of birds but, as well as scientific illustrations, the work of
Magnus and Ferdinand also includes many drawings, paintings and still-lifes. In fact, the eldest
of the brothers, Magnus, became one of the most prominent landscape painters in Finland
in the 1840s, and the youngest, Ferdinand, in the 1850s. Ferdinand also painted several
portraits. The middle brother, Wilhelm, who made his career in Sweden, concentrated on
scientific illustration, mostly in graphic prints. Over the many years of depicting and
observing birds, the brothers acquired a depth of scientific knowledge that justifies
calling them ornithologists; Magnus in particular is generally considered to be a pioneer of
Finnish ornithology.1
It is clear, when we look at their work, that their careers unfolded at the intersection
of science and art, and it is sometimes difficult to tell the two apart. While the works are
regarded stylistically as part of the tradition of Biedermeier or Romanticism, the scientific
accuracy and detail of the pictures is far more important. On the other hand, the brothers’
works communicate a special affection for nature, while also representing the ideals of beauty
of the time. This applies especially to Magnus and Wilhelm, who were working at a time when
photography was not yet sufficiently sophisticated,2 and when drawing and painting were the
only adequate methods of documenting matters visually.
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Leikola, Anto, 2011. History of Zoology in Finland 1828–1918. In Kalevi Riekkinen (ed.),
The History of Learning and Science in Finland 1828–1918. Helsinki: Societas Scientiarum Fennica,
57; Lindström, Aune, 1932. Taiteilijaveljekset von Wright. Helsinki: Otava, 3. Henrik Magnus von
Wright and his wife, Maria Elisabeth (née Tuderus) had ten children, of whom Magnus (1805–68)
was the eldest, Wilhelm (1810–87) second eldest, and Ferdinand (1822−1906) the youngest.
The family had altogether four daughters and six sons, four of whom became ornithologists.
The use of photography as a tool among Finnish artists did not become common practice
until the 1880s.
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Wilhelm von Wright,
Shot Hare and Hunting
Equipment, 1834,
watercolour and gouache,
60 x 48cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Jenni Nurminen

Ferdinand von Wright, Forest Landscape from Haminalahti, 1880, oil on canvas, 110.5 x 175cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen
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Magnus, Wilhelm and Ferdinand von Wright’s interest in the natural world was
awakened early on in their childhood home in Haminalahti, near the town of Kuopio, and their
careers in art began with an amateur interest in drawing. One of their sources of inspiration
were hunting trips in the company of their father, Henrik Magnus von Wright. In addition to
the birds that they caught, the brothers also drew and painted watercolours of views around
their home, a country manor, as well as the people they met. Apart from Haminalahti and
Kuopio, the brothers worked primarily in Helsinki and its surroundings, although Magnus also
made extensive field trips to South and East Finland. Their work in Sweden mostly consisted
of scientific illustration undertaken in three primary locations: initially in Stockholm and on
the nearby island of Mörkö, and later on the island of Orust in the Bohuslän province on the
west coast.

Magnus von Wright − pioneer
Magnus von Wright belonged to that generation of young, 19th-century Finnish artists in
whose lifetime the professional identity of artist changed radically. This shift had occurred
earlier in many other European countries, and the artist’s new identity was accompanied by
the founding of art academies. No such academy existed at that time in Finland: the first was
a school, founded in Turku in 1830, that primarily provided drawing instruction to painters’
apprentices.3 Yet, by this time artists had already begun to dissociate themselves from
the craft-oriented approach to painting, as well as from the institution of guilds, and were
increasingly working as independent practitioners. As the appreciation of professional artists
increased in Finland, even children of the nobility began to gravitate towards the profession.4
The great majority of Magnus’s output consists of landscapes, but his earliest works
feature horses and birds. He also made pictures of both ordinary people and historical
persons, such as a local cobbler named Lindros or the last King of Poland, Stanislaus
Poniatowski.5 Stylistically, most of his early works are rather simple, and the bird pictures
in particular are mostly records of ornithological observations.6 Magnus most likely made
his first true ornithological illustrations in Turku in the mid-1820s, where he attended the
gymnasium and was a member of the first scientific society in Finland, Societas pro Fauna et
Flora Fennica.7
Since there was no art academy in Finland in the first half of the 19th century, Magnus
moved to Stockholm in 1826. After starting at the preparatory school of the Royal Academy
of Arts, he soon moved to a drawing school, Fahlcrantz et Julins Institut för elementar
undervisning i figur- och landskapsteckning, run by Johan Fredrik Julin and Axel Magnus
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For a history of the Turku Drawing School, see Willner-Rönnholm, Margareta, 1996. Taidekoulun
arkea ja unelmia. Turun piirustuskoulu 1830–1981. Eds. Jorma Kontio & Nina Lempa. Turku: Turun
maakuntamuseo & Turun Taidemuseo.
Ervamaa, Jukka, 2003. Käsityöläismaalareista von Wright -veljeksiin. Taiteilijan urasta ja asemasta
Suomessa 1700-luvulta 1800-luvun alkupuolelle. In Volare. Intohimona taide. Taidehistoriallisia
tutkimuksia 26, Konsthistoriska studier 26. Helsinki: Taidehistorian seura, 154−55.
Ervamaa 2003, 174−75; Wright, Magnus von 1996. Dagbok 1824–1834. Eds. Anto Leikola, Juhani
Lokki, Torsten Stjernberg & Johan Ulfvens. Skrifter utgivna av Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland,
nr 600:1. Konstnärsbröderna von Wrights dagböcker 1. Helsingfors: Svenska litteratursällskapet i
Finland, 28.1.1825 (35).
Wright, Magnus von 1996, 25.5.–26.5. and 1.6.1829 (99).
Ervamaa 2003, 177; Wright, Magnus von 1996, 31.10., 1.11. and 15.11.1826 (50−51). In his diary,
Magnus writes about initially copying pictures of birds and mammals from Svensk Zoologi, a book
he had been loaned by Major B. Aminoff. After moving to Stockholm, he bought booklets of the
volume for himself. After a few years, Magnus began to draw and paint birds from nature instead
of copying them, often using birds he or his brothers had hunted as models. In Stockholm he also
bought hunted birds from markets, or borrowed stuffed specimens from the zoological museum.

4
Artist Brothers Magnus, Wilhelm and Ferdinand von Wright at the Intersection of Art and Science // Anne-Maria Pennonen
--FNG Research Issue No. 6/2017. 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

Fahlcrantz, brother of Sweden’s leading landscape painter of the day, Carl Johan Fahlcrantz.8
After seeing landscapes painted by his teacher Julin, Magnus began to dream about becoming
a landscape painter. Instead, however, he was given the opportunity to illustrate a large
compendium on Swedish birds, Svenska Foglar. The work was commissioned by Count Nils
Bonde, master of the Hörningsholm manor on the island of Mörkö.9 The project involved such
a huge workload that Magnus asked his brother Wilhelm to come and help. Wilhelm duly
arrived in Stockholm in August 1828.10
When Professor Sven Nilsson from the University of Lund heard about the two
brothers’ work, he wanted them to stop illustrating Svenska Foglar. Nilsson was one of the
foremost ornithologists of his day, and he had already some time ago begun work on his
own Illuminerade figurer till Skandinaviens Fauna, an illustrated volume of Scandinavian
fauna. Magnus and Wilhelm also created illustrations of animals for Nilsson’s book, but the
collaboration ended because of disagreements involving Svenska Foglar.11 When Magnus
returned to Finland the following year, Wilhelm took over the illustration of the book. At this
time, the youngest brother, Ferdinand, was still a child; yet he, too, moved to Stockholm in
1837 to help Wilhelm with the illustrations.
After his return to Finland in 1829, Magnus initially stayed for some time at home in
Haminalahti but moved to Helsinki permanently in the summer of 1831. He worked first as a
draughtsman in the Survey Office of Finland while drawing coats of arms for the nobility and
teaching drawing in schools on the side.12 Magnus’s journal entries indicate that it was around
this time he made his first attempts at landscape painting.13 Towards the end of the decade,
he also began painting in oils under the instruction of the Swedish-born portrait painter
Johan Erik Lindh in Helsinki.14 Later in the 1840s, Magnus got a chance to take up landscape
painting again when he travelled around the provinces of Uusimaa, Häme and Varsinais-Suomi
to illustrate Zacharias Topelius’s travel book on Finland, Finland framställdt i teckningar, an
illustrated topographical presentation of the Grand Duchy featuring motifs mostly chosen
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Wright, Magnus von 1996, 23−26; Ervamaa 2003, 183. Jukka Ervamaa previously assumed that
the school was the one run by famous Swedish landscape painter C.J. Fahlcrantz (1774−1861)
with J.F. Julin (1798−1843), but the memoirs written by Magnus around 1863 show that it was
in fact the brother of C.J. Fahlcrantz, Axel Magnus Fahlcrantz (1780−1854).
Oral information from Torsten Stjernberg, 10.2.2017. Magnus had begun to produce pictures of
black grouse for the book on Finnish birds. Count Bonde found out about this and asked Magnus
to draw stuffed birds from his collection. Magnus instead wanted to use fresh birds he had caught
himself, which marked the beginning of his illustrations for Svenska Foglar.
Ervamaa, Jukka, 1989. Kuvataide autonomian ajalla. In Ars – Suomen taide 3. Helsinki: Otava, 86. In
Stockholm Magnus also met Swedish graphic artist C.J. Billmark, who began to publish a book with
models for landscape painting, Etuder för landskapstecknare, in 1829. As was the custom at the
time, Billmark’s book was published in the form of separate booklets, to which both Magnus and
Wilhelm subscribed.
Wright, Magnus von 1996, 5.11., 8.11., 12.11., 22.11., 26.11. and 28.11.1828 (84−85); Dal, Björn,
1990. Wilhelm von Wrightin Perhoset. Kommentaari kreivi Nils Bondelle 1828–1835 maalatun
’Swenska fjärilar’ -kokoelman näköispainokseen. Eds. Anto Leikola, Juhani Lokki & Torsten
Stjernberg. Helsinki: Weilin + Göös, 16, 18; oral information from Torsten Stjernberg, 10.2.2017.
In November 1828, Magnus learned that the renowned Swedish naturalist Professor Sven Nilsson
had come to Stockholm, and Magnus visited him on several occasions. Later Magnus showed
Nilsson birds painted by Wilhelm and took Wilhelm along on visits to the professor. Prior to
the brothers’ involvement, illustrations for Nilsson’s work had been made by Swedish illustrator
and miniaturist Magnus Körner (1808–64), who also continued this work after the brothers.
Hätönen, Helena, 2017. Magnus von Wright’s drawing students. In Erkki Anttonen & Anne-Maria
Pennonen (eds.), The Brothers von Wright – Art, Science and Life. Ateneum Publications Vol. 99.
Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum.
Ervamaa 2003, 192.
Karttunen, Ilkka, 2000. Elämäkertatietoja. In Taiteilijaveljekset von Wright. Konstnärsbröderna
von Wright. Punkaharju: Taidekeskus Retretti, 162. Johan Erik Lindh (1793−1865).
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Magnus von Wright,
title page from Grunder i Teckna och Rita
(Basics of Drawing and Sketching), 1838,
lithograph 24.5 x 15.5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi

Magnus von Wright, Gate to a Fortress, illustration No. 28 from Grunder i Teckna och Rita, 1838,
lithograph, 15.5 x 25cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi
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by Topelius.15 Around this time, Magnus also began to paint Finnish manor houses. In these
pictures, the main building is usually seen from afar, surrounded by expanses of field and
forest, seeming to present the landscape through the eyes of the landowner. During the
next decade, Magnus was commissioned to make drawings of the towns of Heinola, Mikkeli,
Jyväskylä and Joensuu for the Russian emperor.16 He continued to create illustrations in the
1850s, when he visited eastern Finland to draw national costumes.17
On the general level, Magnus’s career as a whole involves an important period in the
art of illustration. The 19th century was a time of transformation in visual culture, with an
explosive increase in the use of pictures for information purposes. Professor Emeritus Jukka
Ervamaa, who has studied the art of the von Wright brothers, has compared that period to
the current surge of visual information.18 The burgeoning of visual information in the 19th
century had to do with the rising nationalism and emergence of nation states in Europe and in
the Americas; printed images and words greatly facilitated the spread of the idea of a nation
to wider audiences.19
Art circles were still relatively undeveloped in Finland in the early part of the 19th
century, but efforts were being made to remedy the situation. In the wake of the art society
movement that spread from Germany to the Scandinavian countries, the Finnish Art Society
was founded in Helsinki in 1846, and Magnus von Wright was appointed the first artist
member of its Committee.20 His influence in the field of art continued to grow with his
appointment as teacher to the Drawing Department of the University of Helsinki in 1849.21
Even before that, he had produced a book called Grunder i Teckna och Rita (Basics of Drawing
and Sketching, 1838), which contained model drawings of geometric objects, trees and
buildings. Magnus’s students at the university included many younger artists who would later
rise to prominence, such as Werner Holmberg and Berndt Lindholm. He also had
private students.22
It was also important for Magnus’s development as an artist that he had the chance
to view art in foreign collections, both during his trip to St Petersburg in 1850 and when
he travelled via Stockholm, Gothenburg and Copenhagen to study landscape painting in
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See Anttonen, Erkki, 2017. Finland framställdt i teckningar and Magnus von Wright.
In Erkki Anttonen & Anne-Maria Pennonen (eds.), The Brothers von Wright – Art, Science and Life.
Ateneum Publications Vol. 99. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum.
Lindström 1932, 60.
The pictures were made for students who were planning to found an ethnographic museum in
Finland.
Ervamaa 2003, 185.
Benedict Andersson writes about the importance of the printed image and associated technology
for the spread of nationalism in his book Imagined Communities (1983).
Pettersson, Susanna, 2006. Suomen Taideyhdistys. Tausta. Perustaminen ja toiminnan kulmakivet.
In Raakel Kallio (ed.), Dukaatti. Suomen Taideyhdistys 1846–2006. Helsinki: WSOY, 14, 19. In
addition to Magnus, others in the Art Society’s Committee included Fredrik Cygnaeus, Professor
of Aesthetics at the University of Helsinki, who later served as the chairman, and Zacharias
Topelius, who served as secretary. The society founded its own drawing school two years later. It is
noteworthy that the school also accepted women as students from the start.
Heinämies, Kati, 1990. Piirustusmestari ja opettajat Turun Akatemiassa, Suomen keisarillisessa
Aleksanterin-Yliopistossa ja Helsingin yliopistossa. In Ars Universitaria 1640–1990. Teoksia Helsingin
yliopiston piirustussalista. Helsinki: Helsingin yliopisto, 22. He had served as the deputy of his
predecessor Per Adolf Kruskopf (1805−52) since 1847.
Wright, Magnus von, 2001. Dagbok 1850–1862. Eds. Anto Leikola, Juhani Lokki, Torsten
Stjernberg & Johan Ulfvens. Skrifter utgivna av Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland, nr 600:4.
Konstnärsbröderna von Wrights dagböcker 4. Helsingfors: Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland,
20.2.1850 (18), 13.11.1850 (54); Letters from Fanny Churberg to Hanna Kihlman 28.4. and
20.5.1866. In Westermarck, Helena, 1937. Tre konstnärinnor. Helsinki: Söderström & Co, 23–24.
Among others, Magnus also taught the secrets of drawing to Werner Holmberg (1830−60).
Later in the 1860s, Magnus had suggested to Fanny Churberg (1845−92) that she should study
the forms of stones and tree stumps in her work. These motifs can also be found in Magnus’s own
work; see also Helena Hätönen’s article.
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Magnus von Wright, View from Katajanokka, 1868, oil on canvas, 37 x 55cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

Magnus von Wright, Katajanokka, sketch, 1867, pencil and watercolour, 35.5 x 56cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi
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Düsseldorf in 1857. In the following decade, he painted scenes from his home town of
Helsinki and its changing surroundings. This period saw the creation of his most iconic
views of Helsinki, such as Annankatu on a Cold Winter Morning (1868) and View from
Katajanokka (1868).23

Wilhelm von Wright – scientific illustrator
Wilhelm von Wright, the middle brother, lived for most of his life in Sweden, where he also
made his career as an artist. He is best known for his scientific illustrations in watercolour.
Many of them were published as hand-coloured lithographs, although the majority remain
unpublished. In addition to watercolours and prints, Wilhelm von Wright also made some
works in oil. His scientific illustrations, earned him the honorary title of Groom of the Chamber
in 1838.24
Count Bonde introduced both Magnus and Wilhelm von Wright to Carl Ulrik Ekström,
the vicar on the island of Mörkö, who had an interest in natural history.25 In time, Ekström
became a good friend and even a kind of father figure for the brothers in Sweden.26 Bonde
also commissioned Wilhelm to illustrate Swenska Fjärilar, a guide to butterflies in Sweden.
The book was based on the count’s extensive insect collection and on Ekström’s descriptions
of nature in the parish of Mörkö.27 Over the years, Wilhelm developed into a highly skilled
scientific illustrator, enlivening his watercolours by treating them with glossy finishes. In
the pictures of butterflies, for instance, he probably used egg yolk and gum arabic, which
makes the pictures shimmer when they are examined from different angles, accentuating the
sensitive and scaly refracting character of butterfly wings.28
Wilhelm’s later life was closely linked to Bohuslän on the west coast of Sweden. He
visited Strömstad in the northern part of the region for the first time with Bonde in the
summer of 1833, and he eagerly took up the task of painting fish and other sea creatures of
the west coast, while also noting down observations in his journal. Two years later, he was
appointed illustrator for the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. In that capacity, he returned
to Kristineberg on the west coast with Bengt Fries, chief curator of the Swedish Museum of
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See Donner, Julia, 2017. Memories of yards, gardens and parks: The brothers’ depictions of plants.
In Erkki Anttonen & Anne-Maria Pennonen (eds.), The Brothers von Wright – Art, Science and Life.
Ateneum Publications Vol. 99. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum.
Leikola, Anto, 2008. Års- och periodsintroduktionerna. In Wright, Wilhelm & Ferdinand von, 2008.
Dagböcker. Eds. Anto Leikola, Juhani Lokki, Torsten Stjernberg & Johan Ulfvens. Skrifter utgivna
av Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland, nr 600:6. Konstnärsbröderna von Wrights dagböcker 6.
Helsingfors: Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland, 287. Wilhelm was granted Swedish citizenship
in 1836.
Ervamaa, Jukka, 2000. Von Wrightin veljesten taide. Historia, maisema, nykypäivä.
In Taiteilijaveljekset / Konstnärsbröderna von Wright. Taidekeskus / Konstcentret Retretti,
Punkaharju 31.5.–27.8.2000. Punkaharju (Helsinki): Retretti Oy Ltd, 15.
Dal 1990, 15.
Ervamaa, Jukka, 1997. Wilhelm von Wrightin ympäristöt ja luontokäsitys. In Kai Linnilä (ed.), Kalat.
Helsinki: Tammi, 223, 225; Dal 1990, 19, 28. Wilhelm painted 144 watercolours of butterflies
for the volume and 65 charts presenting different types of insects. Magnus also participated in
the illustration in the early stages. The original watercolours are today kept in
the collections of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences (Centrum för vetenskapshistoria, Kungliga
Vetenskapsakademien). A facsimile edition of the pictures was published in 1989.
Leikola, Anto – Lokki, Juhani – Stjernberg, Torsten 1986, 4. tarkistettu painos 1994, 2008.
Taiteilijaveljekset von Wright. Suomen kauneimmat lintumaalaukset. Helsinki: Valitut Palat ja
Otava, 42; Wright, Magnus von, 1997. Dagbok 1835–1840. Eds. Anto Leikola, Juhani Lokki, Torsten
Stjernberg & Johan Ulfvens. Skrifter utgivna av Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland, nr 600:2.
Konstnärsbröderna von Wrights dagböcker 2. Helsingfors: Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland,
2.12.1838 (342) and 3.3.1839 (361).
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Wilhelm von Wright, Dragonet, Male, illustration from Skandinaviens Fiskar
(Scandinavian Fish), 1836–57, lithograph, hand-coloured, 24.5 x 29.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Ainur Nasretdin

Natural History;29 they had been commissioned by the academy to study and describe fish
and other marine life on the west coast, where the former vicar of Mörkö, Ekström, had also
moved. Ekström collaborated with Wilhelm and Fries on the study, the result of which is
Wilhelm’s greatest artistic achievement, Skandinaviens Fiskar (Scandinavian Fish).30
This volume was published in several booklets, the first of which was released in 1836, with
texts by Fries and Ekström.31 Wilhelm is said to have had an aquarium where he kept the fish
that he drew.32
Wilhelm met his future father-in-law, Olof Vincent Bildt, when he was working on
the island of Orust in the summer of 1835. Ten years later, he married Bildt’s daughter, Maria.

29
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Leikola 2008, 287. Bengt F Fries, https://sok.riksarkivet.se/sbl/artikel/14481, Svenskt biografiskt
lexikon (art av Bengt Hildebrand) (accessed 10.2.2017). Fries was later appointed Intendant of the
Museum of Natural History in Stockholm and Director of the Royal Academy of Sciences. He died
unexpectedly in 1839, and his work with the volume was taken up by zoologist C.J. Sundevall.
Wright, Wilhelm von, Wright, Wilhelm & Ferdinand von, 2008. Dagböcker. Eds. Anto Leikola, Juhani
Lokki, Torsten Stjernberg & Johan Ulfvens. Skrifter utgivna av Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland,
nr 600:6. Konstnärsbröderna von Wrights dagböcker 6. Helsingfors: Svenska litteratursällskapet I
Finland, 460−61. In Skandinaviens fiskar Wilhelm also depicted some rare species of fish, such as
the ocean sunfish (Orthagoriscus mola, today Mola mola).
The pictures are bound into a book that belongs to the collection of the Natural History Museum in
Kuopio. Wilhelm had given the book to a relative, Reinhold Fabritius, when the latter visited Orust,
saying that he wanted the book to find a home in Wilhelm’s old home town of Kuopio. Reinhold
Fabritius’ memoirs, Wilhelm von Wright’s archive. Kuopio Natural History Museum Archives.
Ervamaa 1997, 230. He presumably used, at least in part, the same method as with butterflies,
as in some of the pictures the eyes and sides of the fish create a shimmering effect.
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Wilhelm von Wright, Cuckoo-Wrasse, Male, illustration from Skandinaviens Fiskar, 1836–57,
lithograph, hand-coloured, 24.5 x 29.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Ainur Nasretdin

Having completed the illustrations for Skandinaviens Fiskar, Wilhelm moved permanently to
Orust. When he was appointed Inspector of Fisheries in the region in 1855,33 he came across
a problem that troubles the waters around Orust to this day.34 In his capacity as inspector,
Wilhelm was charged with monitoring compliance with the restrictions placed on the
fishing of Baltic herring, as well as the fishing methods being used, as the herring stock had
collapsed.35 Due to this, the previously positive attitude of the locals towards Wilhelm turned
into downright animosity. In October 1855, Wilhelm suffered a stroke that ended his artistic
career. For the rest of his life – more than 30 years – he remained practically bedridden.36
Wilhelm spent most of his career as a scientific illustrator. He made only a small
number of paintings, even though he was the first of the three brothers to learn oil painting
under the Finnish artist Robert Wilhelm Ekman, who had studied at the Royal Academy of
Arts in Stockholm.37 We may assume, however, that Wilhelm had painted landscapes when
Ferdinand visited Orust from 1850–52, although we know only of a few works from this
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Leikola 2008, 433. Wilhelm stopped working at the science academy in 1848.
Oral information from Birgitta Bane, 9.8.2016. Fishing also had to be restricted in the area in 2016.
Oral information from Torsten Stjernberg, 10.2.2017. Reasons for the collapse of the herring stock
were unknown, but the assumption was that it was due to overfishing; today we know the problem
was caused by a change in the position of the Gulf Stream. A statement on the issue was published
in 1843 (Handlingar rörande Sillfisket i Bohuslänska Skärgården. På Kongl. Maj:ts Nådiga befallning
genom Kongl. Commerce-Collegii föranstaltande till trycket befordrade. Stockholm. P. A. Norstedt &
Söner), which also included Wilhelm’s report (dated 23.6.1843).
Stjernberg 2008, 383; Leikola 2008, 433; Lindberg 1926, 59.
Wright, Wilhelm von 2008, 9.–13.1.1829 (34). Wilhelm’s first oil painting depicted dead birds
hanging on a wall. In his diary, he mentions visiting Ekman (1808−73) with Magnus, and he also
discusses the painting and completion of the picture.
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Wilhelm von Wright, Hanging Wild Ducks, 1851, oil on canvas, 75 x 64cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

period.38 There are two paintings of his in the collections of the Ateneum Art Museum, of
which Hanging Wild Ducks (1851) is executed in the manner of a trompe l’oeil painting.39
Such pictures that seek to create an illusion of reality can be traced back to 17th-century
38
39

Wright, Wilhelm von 2008, 448. It is assumed that Ferdinand’s work on Orust inspired Wilhelm to
paint in oils. It also offered him a welcome respite from meticulous scientific illustration.
Ervamaa 2003, 190; Wright, Magnus von 1996, 9.2. (122), 26.2. (124), 11.12. (163) and 31.12.1830
(165); information from Jukka Ervamaa, 11.10.2016. Wilhelm had experimented with trompe
l´oeil painting soon after his arrival in Stockholm in 1828. The subjects of these early works are
mundane: one depicts Magnus’s calendar, another a piece of twine painted on wallpaper, a third
a calendar with a coin. We also know that Magnus painted some trompe l´oeils, most of them of
dead birds, although he also made a few pictures of a notebook and a penknife.
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Wilhelm von Wright, Quay and Boat Shed, c. 1850, oil on paper, 15.5 x 20.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

Flemish art. In addition to the meticulous rendering of the birds’ plumage, the picture
contains several details to enhance the illusion of reality by creating a sense of material, such
as wooden objects, torn wallpaper or the fly on the wall in the lower right-hand corner.
The other oil painting by Wilhelm von Wright in the Ateneum collection is a sea view
with a sailing boat moored at a rocky island, probably Orust.40 Additionally, the Cygnaeus
Gallery in Helsinki has in its collection Wilhelm’s large painting Sula Bassana (Northern
Gannet, 1851), the subjects of which are portrayed against the stark landscape of the west
coast of Sweden with its characteristic red granite cliffs.41 A similar rocky island landscape is a
recurring motif in the bird-themed works of the younger brother, Ferdinand.

Ferdinand von Wright – youngest brother
The youngest of the three brothers, Ferdinand, was still a child when Magnus and Wilhelm
were already practising artists. Following the example of his brothers, Ferdinand travelled to
Stockholm in 1837 to study, and there he also participated in their ornithological illustration
projects.42 However, he returned to Finland in 1844 and settled in the brothers’ home region
of Haminalahti. In spite of occasional financial difficulties, he managed to focus on art better
40
41
42

A pencil sketch for the work A IV 3571 is in the collections of the Finnish National Gallery.
Wright, Wilhelm von 2008, 454. Wilhelm sent the pictures to Finland with Ferdinand. He had
designated Sula Bassana as a gift to Magnus, who preferred Hanging Wild Ducks. Facing financial
hardship, Magnus sold the work to the Finnish Art Society in 1864.
Lindström 1932, 47. He did not study at the art academy for long. According to the academy’s
register, he only attended one term in the so-called ‘plaster class’ in 1842.
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Ferdinand von Wright, Old White-tailed Sea Eagle, 1871, oil on canvas, 76 x 98.5cm
The Beatrice Granberg collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

Ferdinand von Wright, The Fighting Capercaillies, 1886, oil on canvas, 124 x 188.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis
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Ferdinand von Wright, Mallards, 1874, oil on canvas, 46 x 59.5cm
The Beatrice Granberg collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

than his two brothers, and his career was the longest of the three. The peak of Ferdinand’s
career as a landscape painter came in the 1850s and as bird painter in the years 1859–70.
Although Ferdinand was a prolific artist, he is best known for The Fighting Capercaillies,
a painting he completed towards the end of his career in 1886.43 Over time, the picture has
become an icon of Finnish art and has been reproduced countless times in different mediums.
This is actually rather surprising, because when The Fighting Capercaillies was painted
in the 1880s, French naturalism was the latest craze in Finnish art, and Ferdinand’s bird
paintings were already considered somewhat old-fashioned. Because of his long career,
he was nevertheless admired and revered as an old master, and around the turn of
the 20th century, he could count among his acquaintances such names as artists Thorsten
Waenerberg, Arvid Liljelund, Berndt Lindholm and Juho Rissanen, as well as photographer and
journalist Into Kondrad Inha.44 Ferdinand received many commissions for bird-themed works,
particularly small birds and grouse, a fact attested to by the many examples of these works
and their frequently formulaic composition.

43
44

Pettersson, Susanna, 2017. An icon of Finnish art: The Fighting Capercaillies. In Erkki Anttonen
& Anne-Maria Pennonen (eds.), The Brothers von Wright – Art, Science and Life. Ateneum
Publications Vol. 99. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum.
Berndt Lindholm (1841−1914), Arvid Liljelund (1844−99), Thorsten Waenerberg (1846−1917),
Juho Rissanen (1873−1950), Into Kondrad Inha (1865−1930).
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Wilhelm von Wright,
Two Hung Chaffinches, c. 1852,
oil on canvas, 33 x 24cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Aaltonen

Wilhelm von Wright, Linnet, 1830s, gouache on paper, 21 x 17.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jukka Romu
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Scientific underpinnings
Magnus, Wilhelm and Ferdinand von Wright were active in the 19th century, a time
when the different branches of the natural sciences began to diverge, although individual
scientists often worked in several fields at the same time. Today, the natural sciences
are often called environmental sciences, with highly specialised disciplines. During the
European Enlightenment in the 18th century, the term used was still natural history, which
encompassed more or less everything. The study of nature took the form of collecting,
classification and ordering. In 1735 Carl von Linné (Linnaeus), Professor of Botany at Uppsala
University, published his work Systema Naturae, which lay the foundation for the modern
biological system of classification. Following Linné’s example, naturalists wanted to create a
system in which each species has its own unique place, although even back then the most
radical thinkers were already searching for a natural explanation for organic life and signs of
evolution. The idea that God had created Earth as described in the Book of Genesis began to
falter in the first half of the 19th century, eventually leading to a radically different notion of
Earth and its history. Earth was no longer seen as a static system but one that had changed
over time and would continue to change. Ideas about the age of the planet also changed
radically, from a few thousand years, as described in the Bible, to millions and even billions
of years. After Charles Darwin published his theory of evolution in On the Origin of Species in
1859, things were never the same again.45
In spite of their upper-class background, the brothers received only a rudimentary
education, and despite their scientific accomplishments, none of them had an academic
career.46 The early part of their work coincided with the rise of empirical zoology and field
ornithology in particular.47 Their methods and works also contain points in common with
Linné’s ideas and 18th-century systematic classification. The brothers were avid observers of
nature, recording in their journals the birds that they had observed, hunted or drawn. The
journals also contain comments on the weather and temperature, as well as ice conditions on
lakes and the sea.48
Through their work as scientific illustrators, the brothers became acquainted with
scientists in Finland and Sweden. While still a student at the gymnasium in Turku in the 1820s,
Magnus met Alexander von Nordmann, who was also a member of Societas pro Fauna et Flora
Fennica and one of the first internationally recognised zoologists and palaeontologists in the
Grand Duchy of Finland.49 In Stockholm Magnus and Wilhelm got to know Sven Nilsson, one of
the leading ornithologists in Sweden. After his return to Finland, in Helsinki Magnus met Evert
Julius Bonsdorff, professor of anatomy and physiology, at whose recommendation Magnus
was appointed conservator at the Zoological Museum in 1845. He subsequently created
several scientific illustrations for Bonsdorff and other academics.
45
46

47
48

49

Bowler, Peter J. & Morus, Iwan Rhys, 2005. Making modern science: a historical survey.
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 103−04, 133.
Lindström 1932, 5. According to Aune Lindström, the family’s father was parsimonious and the
older brothers received hardly any education other than attending elementary school in Kuopio,
and Ferdinand studied only sporadically under a private tutor. Magnus studied for the matriculation
examination in Turku in the 1820s, but interrupted his studies by moving to Sweden.
Ervamaa 1997, 208−09.
Pennonen, Anne-Maria, 2012. Clouds – Ephemeral Phenomena Seen in the Light of Science
and Art in the Nineteenth Century. In Hannes Saarinen & Erkki Teräväinen (eds.), Solidarität
und Zusammenarbeit. Ansichten und Schnittpunkten der finnischen und deutschen Geschichte
vom 17. bis zum 20. Jahrhundert. Historiallisia tutkimuksia Helsingin yliopistosta XXVII. Helsinki:
Helsingin yliopisto, 22−24; Johansson, Hanna, 2009. Valkoinen lakana, säällinen enne ja poliittinen
merkki. Pilven, ilman ja sateen kuvallisista tehtävistä. Pilvi. Espoo: Gallen-Kallelan Museo, 10−11.
Meteorology began developing in the early 19th century when the English chemist and amateur
weather scientist Luke Howard created the first system of classification based on four different
types of cloud. Goethe made Howard’s system known in Germany, and artists in Dresden in
particular began to draw and paint cloud studies in the 1810s. Magnus also painted some studies of
clouds and celestial phenomena.
Leikola 2011, 57.
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Ferdinand von Wright, Layered Mountain, 1856, pencil, 25 x 32.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi

Ferdinand von Wright, Aavasaksa, 1856, pencil, 20.5 x 34cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Tero Suvilammi
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Ferdinand von Wright, Hazel Grouse Wallowing in Sand, 1877, oil on canvas, 50 x 62cm
The August and Lydia Keirkner collection, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis

The brothers’ travels in Finland and Sweden, even to Lapland in the North, were
important for their scientific and artistic work.50 Wilhelm visited Swedish Lapland for the first
time in 1832 and again in 1846; Magnus and Ferdinand travelled through Tornio to Aavasaksa
in the summer of 1856. Lapland was not yet a tourist destination in the mid-19th century:
the rail network did not extend far enough and travelling was slow.51 During his first journey
to Lapland, Wilhelm recorded his observations in drawings that depict not only birds but also
their eggs, as well as sea trout, people shooting rapids, local people in traditional costumes,

50

51

Hautala-Hirvioja, Tuija, 2005. ‘Rajamaan maisema – Lappi suomalaisessa
maisemamaalausperinteessä.’ In Terra. Maantieteellinen aikakauskirja – Geografisk tidskrift –
Geographical journal 117:3. Helsinki: Suomen Maantieteellinen Seura, 160−61; see also Häyrynen,
Maunu, 2005. Kuvitettu maa. Suomen kansallisten maisemakuvastojen rakentuminen. Suomalaisen
Kirjallisuuden Seuran toimituksia 834. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 38, 42, 46−47.
Interest in Lapland had been awakened as early as the 18th century. In the early 19th century,
Lapland had been described in travelogues by the Swede Anders Fredrik Skjöldebrand (1801−02),
the Italian Giuseppe Acerbi (1802) and Englishman Edward Clarke (1824).
The first railway line in Finland, between Helsinki and Hämeenlinna, was built in 1862. Prior to that,
all travel took place on foot, by horse carriage or boat. Before the railway was built, the fastest way
to travel, except in winter, was by the waterways.
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the structure of a sled, and traps.52 The main purpose of Magnus and Ferdinand’s trip to
Lapland was ornithological, but it also resulted in sketches and landscape paintings from
Aavasaksa, Tornio and Oulu.53
The status of Magnus, Wilhelm and Ferdinand von Wright in the history of Finnish art
has changed over the decades – unlike their recognition as scientific illustrators. The most
important period in the artistic careers of Magnus and Ferdinand was in the mid-19th century,
when the art scene in Finland was still rather small. When young artists set out to study in
Düsseldorf in the 1850s and again later to Paris in the 1860s, new ideas and influences began
making themselves felt in Finnish art. As this trend gained a firmer foothold in Finland, the
Von Wright brothers’ art began to seem hopelessly antiquated. This was also when Magnus’s
and Wilhelm’s careers in art came to a close, whereas Ferdinand continued to paint bird
motifs until the end of the century, when he was acclaimed primarily as an old master.

52
53

Wilhelm von Wright’s sketchbook from his trip to Lapland. Centrum för vetenskapshistoria,
Kungliga Vetenskapsakademien (The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences).
Sketches on Aavasaksa by Magnus and Ferdinand von Wright A I 33:35 and A I 33:44 as well as
A I 33:43 and A I 616:7−9. Finnish National Gallery collection.

