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ACQUISITIONS/OUTSIDE THE MAINSTREAM

A good deal of research has been carried 
out since the 1970s into Swedish women 
artists, revisiting and adding to our un-
derstanding of what the art scene actually 
looked like in the late 19th century. At 
that time, established female artists were 
still part of the historiography of art, but 
with the breakthrough of modernism the 
majority of them disappeared from the 
literature, a state of affairs that persisted 
for the first half of the 20th century. This 
is all the more paradoxical when we consi-
der that one of the first Swedish govern-
ment purchases of art in the 1850s was a 
painting by Amalia Lindegren (1814–1891). 
Later in the same century and at the 
beginning of the 20th, however, most ac-
quisitions of works by women artists were 
bequests made by the artists themselves 
or their relatives. In contrast to this, in 
recent years the Nationalmuseum has ac-
tively sought out art by women, including 
those active in the late 19th century. It has 
acquired a succession of works by artists 
who are part of the canon, such as Jenny 
Nyström’s The Convalescent (NM 7303) 
and Eva Bonnier’s Odalisque (NM 7343), 
but has also taken stock of and acquired art 
by practitioners who have yet to assume as 
prominent a place in either exhibitions or 
scholarship.
          In 1988, an epoch-making exhibition 
titled De drogo till Paris (They Went to 
Paris) was shown at the Liljevalch Art Gal-
lery in Stockholm.1 It presented a selection 
of Scandinavian women artists who had 
travelled to the French capital to continue 
their training, finding better conditions 
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Fig. 1 Anna Nordgren (1847–1916), Portrait of a Boy. Oil on canvas, 64 x 51 cm. Purchase: Axel Hirsch Fund. 
Nationalmuseum, NM 7075.
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to a small town. The painting is done in a 
technique that tends towards the Impres-
sionist, especially in its rendering of the 
half-exposed, but still wet and mirror-like 
shore. This landscape, with its muted 
colours on a relatively small canvas, could 
be taken for a study, were it not for the 
prominent signature and date. The latter 
features suggest that it may have been 
shown at the Royal Academy in 1891, 
where a painting titled On the Shore is 
listed in the exhibition catalogue as one of 
three contributed by Anna Nordgren.5

          Nordgren was not primarily a land-
scapist, but a figure painter, dividing her 
time between genre subjects and portraits 
(Fig. 3). Landscape, though, often plays an 
important role as scenery and background. 
The way she represented nature changed 
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Nordgren (1847–1916). In recent years, 
the Nationalmuseum has acquired several 
works by these artists.2 
          Anna Nordgren was not part of the 
dominant naturalist movement and thus 
falls outside the mainstream. On the one 
hand, she established herself early on in 
England, on the other her painting differs 
technically from that of the majority. In 
2011 the Nationalmuseum acquired a 
painting of a shepherd boy, which was first 
assumed to be a French subject, but which 
was in all probability painted in England 
in the 1890s (Fig. 1).3 A recently acquired 
coastal landscape, from 1891, was painted 
somewhere in Cornwall, where Nord-
gren was a regular visitor after taking up 
residence in England in 1890 (Fig. 2).4 It 
records a moonlit scene at low tide, close 

there to study and to practise their art. 
Their works are informed by a naturalism 
they had learnt from French painters, chief 
among whom was Jules Bastien-Lepage 
(1848–1884). Here, unlike in Impressionist 
painting, individual brushstrokes are rare-
ly conspicuous. There are a few exceptions 
to this, though, such as  Julia Beck 
(1853–1935), Signe Scheel (1860–1942) 
and Anna Ancher (1859–1935), all of whom 
worked in a manner more closely akin 
to Impressionism. In the exhibition, the 
former group predominated, shaping our 
understanding of the female artists of the 
period for a long time to come. Alongside 
the many practitioners inspired by French 
naturalism, there were figures such as 
Elisabeth Warling (1858–1915), Charlotte 
Wahlström (1849–1924) and Anna 

Fig. 2 Anna Nordgren (1847–1916), Coastal Landscape, signed 1891. Oil on canvas, 38 x 63 cm. Purchase: Magda and Max Ettler Fund. Nationalmuseum, NM 7502.



35 Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum Volume 26:2, 2019

ACQUISITIONS/OUTSIDE THE MAINSTREAM

in England, Nordgren regularly exhibited 
in Sweden, and she continued to do so 
after moving back home at the turn of the 
century. Reviews of her work were often 
favourable, but the writers also noted, as 
she herself did, that the positions chosen 
for her paintings in exhibitions did not 
really show them to their advantage. This 
has been taken to suggest that Nordgren’s 
art was felt to be too different.6

          Two other women artists who have 
received surprisingly little attention are 
Charlotte Wahlström and Elisabeth 

during her time in England, under the 
influence of landscape painting in that 
country. Having previously worked in a 
more typically “French” manner, her oil 
technique now came to resemble that of 
English watercolour painting, with looser 
outlines and a greater emphasis on atmo-
spheric qualities. This is also true of the 
newly acquired oil painting. It is conceiv-
able that, from a Swedish vantage point, 
she was considered to have moved away 
from what could be regarded as the Scan-
dinavian norm of the time. While living 

Warling. The Nationalmuseum has 
recently acquired four oil paintings and a 
watercolour by them. Both women studied 
in France and continued to be active as 
artists after their return to Sweden. As 
established artists, they worked with a 
broader brush and in a more painterly 
manner than can be regarded as the natu-
ralist norm. Elisabeth Warling’s paint-
ings recall the work of Berthe Morisot 
(1841–1895).7 Why, then, have they in some 
sense ended up outside the mainstream in 
the later historiography of art? In the case 

Fig. 3 Anna Nordgren (1847–1916), Lady in a Train Window, signed 1877. Oil on 
canvas, 89 x 61 cm. Purchase: Hedda and N. D. Qvist Fund. Nationalmuseum, 
NM 7134.

Fig. 4 Elisabeth Warling (1858–1915), In the Artist’s Studio. Oil on canvas, 
55 x 38 cm. Purchase: Hedda and N. D. Qvist Fund. Nationalmuseum, NM 7529.
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her. Art was always dear to her, and prac-
tising it a source of happiness, but then the 
works she created needed to be protected out 
in the world, and that was an art she did not 
understand.9

         Warling is described as someone 
who found it difficult to market herself, 
but despite this she managed to make a 
living from her art, chiefly as a portraitist. 
One might imagine that this would have 
restricted her artistic freedom and chances 
of pursuing her visions. Yet we see little 
indication of this in the works that she 
exhibited or that have figured on the mar-
ket in recent years. Her painting is rarely 
pretentious, but rather low-key, bordering 
on the informal. A fine example of this is 
the newly acquired small studio portrait of 
a young woman, probably a friend paying 

time ago in her Stockholm home. The writer 
of these lines never met Miss Warling, 
either. She was not one of those people you 
see out and about. But from her works and 
the opinions of her friends, we can form a 
picture of this reserved, delicate, distin-
guished artistic spirit – an attractive pictu-
re, but a sad picture too, because she lacked 
the practical, sensible, calculating side 
which artists need to show to the world if 
they want to be a success – in their lifetime. 
And so she had to struggle with difficulties 
and misfortunes during the years that are 
hardest: when an artist leaves behind the 
support of the academy and its scholarships 
and, after the customary years of study 
abroad, has to carve out a position, a secure 
existence, unaided, by his or her own efforts. 
It was a struggle that took a heavy toll on 
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of Charlotte Wahlström, it could be partly 
because she was a landscapist through and 
through, contradicting the notion that wo-
men artists chiefly concerned themselves 
with domestic subjects. In Warling’s case, 
her technique could be part of the explana-
tion, but her obscurity probably also has to 
do with her personality. She seems to have 
suffered from a degree of social inhibition 
that made it harder for her to share in the 
“academic camaraderie”, if her contempo-
rary Eva Bonnier is to be believed.8 War-
ling’s obituary in the journal Idun perhaps 
offers a fuller explanation:
          “She is worth getting to know, I mean 
her work – the woman herself you will pro-
bably have difficulty meeting,” René wrote 
several years ago concerning Elisabeth 
Warling, the artist who passed away a short 

Fig. 5 Elisabeth Warling (1858–1915), A Woman Reading in the Archipelago, 
c. 1890. Oil on wood panel, 38.5 x 33 cm. Purchase: Hedda and N. D. Qvist Fund. 
Nationalmuseum, NM 7561.

Fig. 6 Elisabeth Warling (1858–1915), The Artist’s Studio. Oil on canvas, 
27 x 22 cm. Purchase: Hedda and N. D. Qvist Fund. Nationalmuseum, NM 7032. 
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peninsula in Skåne. Painted on quite a 
large canvas, it is a boldly reduced rende-
ring of a landscape. While an artist like 
Nils Kreuger (1858–1930) placed livestock 
in similar scenes, Wahlström relied on 
the colours of the terrain and the vegeta-
tion and her ability to translate them into 
painterly effects. As a pure landscapist, she 
is something of a rarity among the women 
artists of her day, making this acquisition 
particularly interesting as a comple-
ment to the Nationalmuseum’s holding 
of National Romantic landscapes. That 
collection had previously consisted almost 
exclusively of works by male artists such as 

Skåne has been compared to Skagen, the 
difference being that no real colony arose 
here. Along with Charlotte Wahlström and 
Elisabeth Keyser (1851–1898), Warling 
was one of the artists who returned to the 
village summer after summer to meet and 
paint. Some of them rented houses of their 
own or even set up permanent studios 
here, but many took lodgings at an inn run 
by “Mor Cilla”, Cecilia Andersson, who was 
married to Nils Andersson, a ship’s captain 
and chairman of the village community.10

          The newly acquired landscape by 
Charlotte Wahlström (Fig. 8) most pro-
bably represents a view of the Kullen 

a visit (Fig. 4). The same can be said of 
another new acquisition, Warling’s pain-
ting of a woman sitting reading in a coastal 
setting (Fig. 5). Yet another example is 
the studio interior purchased in 2006, the 
first work by this artist to be added to the 
Nationalmuseum collection (Fig. 6). 
          A view from the harbour at Arild is an 
excellent example of Elisabeth Warling’s 
watercolour painting, which took up more 
and more of her time in her later career 
(Fig. 7). As well as demonstrating her 
virtuoso technique, the scene documents 
a place that was a hub for Scandinavian 
artists in the late 19th century. Arild in 
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Fig. 7 Elisabeth Warling (1858–1915), The Harbour, Arild, signed 1896. Watercolour on paper, 17.3 x 25.3 cm. Purchase: Rurik Öberg Fund. Nationalmuseum, 
NMH 23/2020.
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has developed a growing familiarity. In the 
way she represents it, she shows herself to 
be completely independent. What she has 
learnt in foreign parts has trained her 
innate talent and built on the foundation 
laid by her Swedish teachers, but it has not 
diminished the value of the national in her 
art.11

Notes:
1. De drogo till Paris: Nordiska konstnärinnor på
1880-talet (exh. cat. no. 393), Lollo Fogelström and 
Louise Robbert (eds.), Liljevalchs konsthall,
Stockholm 1988, p. 9.
2. Eva-Lena Bengtsson and Barbro Werkmäster, 
Kvinna och konstnär i 1880-talets Sverige, Lund 
2004, pp. 147–152.
3. A conclusion suggested by stylistic comparisons 
with works known for sure to have been painted in 
England. 

Nils Kreuger, Richard Bergh (1858–1919) 
and Otto Hesselbom (1848–1913). In her 
own time, Wahlström was considered to 
belong to this circle, as the following lines 
by the journalist and author Claës Lundin 
(1825–1908) in Idun in 1894 make clear:
          The subjects which Charlotte 
Wahlström usually now treats, however, 
are not drawn from foreign soil, but belong 
genuinely to her native country, although 
she has no fondness for painting the natural 
scenery of the far north in general. She has 
admittedly recorded the forest interiors and 
lakes of Kolmården with as much energy as 
feeling, but for the most part she sticks to 
the gentle countryside of southern Sweden 
and above all Skåne, where she usually 
spends her summers, and with which she 
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Fig. 8 Charlotte Wahlström (1849–1924), Landscape, Skåne (Possibly Kullaberg), 1890s. Oil on canvas, 54 x 78 cm. Purchase: Rurik Öberg Fund. Nationalmuseum, 
NM 7566.


