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An artist’s portraits of friends, 
perhaps especially of other 
artists, almost always represent 
a particularly interesting part 

of his or her oeuvre. They give us direct 
and personal evidence about the artist’s 
circle and circumstances at the time of 
their creation, but, crucially, with the added 
bonus that this information is filtered 
through the portraitist’s artistic lens. This 
is perhaps especially true of a highly inter
esting series of portraits executed by Ivar 
Arosenius (1878–1909) between about 
1903 and 1909, which share a number of 
characteristics. These purely Symbolist 
portraits, executed in watercolour and 
gouache, show us that Arosenius had an 
extraordinary aptitude for and intuitive 
understanding of the inner workings of 
portraiture, and that he is to be counted 
among the foremost Swedish portraitists 
of his time. Yet Arosenius’s portraiture 
has often received less attention than his 
idiosyncratic fairy tale-like drawings, 
characterised by both warmth and dark 
humour, or his beloved children’s book 
The Cat’s Journey, created for his daughter, 
Lillan, in 1908. 
 In the last few years, the National-
museum has acquired four examples of 

A Series of Portaits of Acquaintances, Friends and Family 
by Ivar Arosenius

Daniel Prytz
Curator, 18th-Century Painting, Drawings and Prints

Fig. 1 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), Portrait of the 
Actor and Artist John Ekman, signed 1903. Water-
colour on paper, 23.5 × 18 cm. Nationalmuseum, 
NMH 809/1925.
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Bohemian beginnings in Stockholm 
and Gothenburg, with a stay in 
Värmland
Arosenius was admitted to the Royal 
Academy of Fine Arts in Stockholm in 
1898, but after quite a limited time there 
he transferred to the school of the Artists’ 
Association (Konstnärsförbundet), also in 
Stockholm. His time in the capital would 
be short, however, as he came to oppose 
leading figures in both schools; in the 
latter, in particular the influential princi-
pal Richard Bergh (1858–1919). Before 
returning home to Gothenburg in 1901, 
though, he made the acquaintance of the 
actor John Ekman, who had had plans to 
become a painter and had also studied 
under Bergh. Arosenius would meet Ekman 
again in Gothenburg and paint his portrait 
in 1903 (Fig. 1). Perhaps the background 
to this portrait alludes to the scenery of 
some play staged at the Swedish Theatre 
(Svenska Teatern) at Blasieholmen in 
Stockholm, where Ekman was active at the 
time. Here, however, Arosenius primarily 
shows his skill at capturing the distinctive 
features of his sitters.1 
 Worried that Arosenius’s illness, paired 
with an exaggeratedly bohemian lifestyle, 
would get the better of him, his mother had 
arranged for him to accompany his brother-
in-law, Ernst Spolén (1880–1974), to his 
parents’ home in rural Värmland in the 
summer of 1902. Here, during a few happy 
months, Arosenius primarily developed his 
use of colour in his painting. He returned 
to Värmland the following summer, at 
which time he also produced a portrait of 
Ernst’s father, the parish priest Johannes 
Olsson Spolén (Fig. 2).2 In the background, 
the rolling hills of his parish are depicted 
in moss-green and earth colours, clearly 
showing Arosenius’s appreciation for the 
Värmland countryside. However, there 
also seems to be something of a dicho-
tomy here, or at least an ambivalence, 
perhaps even a criticism, reflected in the 
contrast between the very stern mien of 
the prim Lutheran priest and his lush, 
fertile surroundings.
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collections. There are also prominent 
examples that should be counted as part 
of this series of portraits in private col-
lections and in the collections of Prins 
Eugens Waldemarsudde and the Gothen-
burg Museum of Art. They were all 
executed during a particularly eventful 
period in the haemophiliac Arosenius’s 
short life.

this specific group of portraits, depicting 
the artists Nils Rosberg (1865–1957), Edvard 
Waller (1870–1921) and Axel Törneman 
(1880–1925), as well as Arosenius’s wife, 
Ida (Eva) Adler (1879–1965). Arosenius’s 
images of the priest Johannes Olsson 
Spolén (b. 1840) and the actor John Ekman 
(1880–1949) are other portraits of this 
type that were al ready in the Museum’s 

Fig. 2 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), Johannes Olsson Spolén. Watercolour, 34.5 × 27 cm. Purchase 1997. Natio-
nalmuseum, NMGrh 4223. 
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Hans Memling (c. 1430–1494) and Fra 
Angelico (1397–1455), and who in the 
tradition of John Ruskin (1819–1900), the 
Pre-Raphaelites and William Morris 
(1834–1896) also asserted a strong belief 
in the decorative aspects of painting, may 
have been the underlying and decisive 
influence that took Arosenius’s work in 
this direction.6 

 Nils Rosberg belonged to Arosenius’s 
close bohemian circle of friends in Gothen-
burg, which also included the Swedish-
Danish artists Ole Kruse (1868–1948) and 
Gerhard Henning (1880–1967), as well as 
the actress and Arosenius’s muse at the 
time, Ester Sahlin (1881–1959). Rosberg 
had studied at the school of the Swedish 
Association of Arts and Crafts and, like 
Arosenius, at the Valand Academy of Arts 
in Gothenburg. He primarily found work 
as a decorative painter and assisted Kruse 
and others in this discipline.3 
 Arosenius’s portrait of Rosberg is dated 
1903, and he probably finished it just before 
leaving Sweden for stays first in Germany 
and later in Paris (Fig. 3). Thus, with this 
image as well as those of Ekman, Spolén 
and others, he showed his gift for portrai-
ture even before his time abroad. In seem-
ingly spontaneous small format works, 
often no bigger than some 20–30 centi-
metres in height and width, he manages to 
capture the personal traits of those he 
portrays in a manner that seems both 
traditional and of its time. The portrait of 
Rosberg is at least partly reminiscent of 
profile portraits from the Renaissance, 
with its soft yet clearly marked contours 
and subdued yet warm colours.4 There is a 
strong graphic quality to the image, but at 
the same time, and seemingly with little 
effort, Arosenius creates volume with his 
brushstrokes and watercolour technique. 
The attributes in the backgrounds of his 
portraits of this type often, but not always, 
refer to the sitter’s character and occupa-
tion. In the case of Rosberg, the back-
ground is very close to the foreground and 
consists of a flower pattern that may allude 
to his work as a decorative painter. 
 Given that Arosenius had had little 
opportunity to study the work of old 
masters at the time, and in fact had issued 
drastic statements rejecting it, it is sur-
prising that portraits such as that of 
Rosberg should exude an aura suggestive 
of the Renaissance.5 Ole Kruse, who unlike 
Arosenius had made clear his admiration 
for Italian 15th-century masters such as 

Dark times in Munich and Paris
In the autumn of 1903, with funds raised 
by his father’s friends and managed by his 
mother, Arosenius was able to leave 
Gothenburg for Berlin and later Munich. 
In Munich, he tried to get his work pub-
lished in the prominent satirical journal 
Simplicissimus, but without success.7 It is 
important to note here that a major part of 

Fig. 3 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), The Artist Nils Rosberg (1865–1957), 1902. Watercolour on paper,  
26 × 21.3 cm. Purchase: Hedda och N. D. Qvist Fund 2020. Nationalmuseum, NMH 22/2020.
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of the work. Something of the dark days of 
Arosenius’s life in Paris seems to be re-
flected in the simple dark and grey tones of 
the portrait, which were probably also true 
to Waller’s own somewhat dark character, 
known as he was as quite a temperamental 
man who had to battle the demon of alco-
holism. Yet Arosenius has also captured a 
strength and resolve in Waller’s profile, 
something which in all likelihood came in 
handy in his role as the artist’s bodyguard. 
 Arosenius quite often became ill during 
this period, but found salvation in the 
friendship of the artist Axel Törneman and 
his wife, the Norwegian singer Gudrun 
Høyer-Ellefsen, who quickly became his 
new muse. She attended Arosenius during 
his bouts of illness and came to figure in 
both his Symbolist fairy-tale motifs and his 

 In 1904, Arosenius travelled on from 
Munich to Paris. Shortly after he arrived 
there, he received a message that Ester 
Sahlin, with whom he had had a tempes-
tuous relationship in Gothenburg, had 
finally ended it. The news led to a period of 
destructive living in Paris for Arosenius. 
Together with perhaps his closest friend at 
this time, the sculptor Edvard Waller, he 
often got involved in fights and, according 
to correspondence from the time, the 
more physical Waller acted as something 
of a bodyguard to the more cerebral and 
sarcastic provocateur Arosenius.8 The 
latter’s profile portrait of Waller also dates 
from this period (Fig. 4).9 Although there is 
no specific detail in the background that 
underlines Waller’s character, this is more 
than made up for by the sheer atmosphere 
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Arosenius’s artistic output, and his only 
professional commissions, had up to this 
point been as a draughtsman, cartoonist 
and illustrator, which explains his hope 
and ambition to be published in this illus-
trated periodical, one of the most inno-
vative in Europe at the time. When con-
sidering the portraits that are the subject 
of this article, it is also important to dis-
tinguish between them and the pure car-
icatures of friends (and enemies) that he 
continuously produced in parallel to them, 
especially since they can sometimes be 
quite close in both size and technique. 
Although Arosenius’s sense of humour is 
ever present, when these images are 
viewed side by side there is no question as 
to which are to be regarded as serious 
portraits and which are pure caricatures. 

Fig. 4 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), Edvard Waller (1870–1921), Sculptor, 1904 or 
1905. Watercolour, gouache and pencil on paper. 30 × 25.5 cm. Purchase: Hedda 
och N. D. Qvist Fund 2018. Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 5163.

Fig. 5 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), Axel Törneman (1880–1925), signed 1904. 
Watercolour on paper, 25 × 20,5 cm. Purchase: Hedda and N. D. Qvist Fund. 
Nationalmuseum, NMH 60/2018.
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The hunchback Sundblad was a sickly 
man, and the questioning intellect and 
scepticism that he radiates are coupled in 
Arosenius’s portrait with a kind of re-
signed resolve (Fig. 7). He died the same 
year as Arosenius. In the portraits of both 

scape painter Sundblad, whom Arosenius 
had got to know during his time at the 
Academy in Stockholm, has been described 
before in a detailed and exemplary way by 
Björn Fredlund, especially concerning the 
artist’s expert use of contrasting colours.15 

typical watercolour portraits.10 It was also 
round about this time that he painted his 
portrait of Törneman (Fig. 5).11 In his por-
traits of friends, it seems as if Arosenius 
tried to find the angle that would best cap-
ture the sitter’s personality for something 
close to a definitive depiction of it. It was 
perhaps primarily Törneman’s intense 
gaze that made Arosenius choose to paint 
him en face, but maybe his conspicuous 
ears and hairline also played their part in 
this artistic choice, as together they effec-
tively frame the expressive face. The en 
face portraits considered here seem in 
general to be a continuation of a smaller 
monochrome self-portrait that Arosenius 
had exhibited together with similar self-
portraits by Kruse and Henning in Gothen-
burg in 1902.12 Here, the eyes as a window 
into the soul of man are central, in parti-
cular the belief in the power of the artist’s 
gaze, in a manner reminiscent of the sage’s, 
to see beyond material appearances, further 
than the ordinary mortal. In Arosenius’s 
hands, however, something of the come-
dian’s proclivity to temper, doubt and 
dispute such pompous and lofty claims is 
nevertheless also present.
 Two other portraits from Arosenius’s 
Parisian year are also worth mentioning 
here. They represent two often overlooked 
artists, Albert von Stockenström (1867–1954) 
and Werner Sundblad (1877–1909). Von 
Stockenström was a sculptor who had orig-
inally trained as an engineer, before chang-
ing paths and gaining admission to the 
Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Stockholm, 
where he studied from 1889 to 1894. After 
that he went to Paris, where he got to 
know, among others, Olof Sager-Nelson. 
Sager-Nelson praised the obvious Sym-
bolist aspects of his sculptures, of which 
Grubblaren (“The Brooder”, 1903), is 
a very good example.13 Stockenström was a 
radical who for most of his later life battled 
depression, traits which can perhaps ex-
plain the dual feelings of conviction and 
questioning doubt that are on display in 
Arosenius’s exceedingly powerful portrait 
of him (Fig. 6).14 The portrait of the land-
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Fig. 6 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), The Sculptor Albert von Stockenström, 1904. Watercolour and gouache on 
paper, 31 × 23 cm. Gift of Hjalmar Wijk 1905. Göteborgs konstmuseum, GKM 1234.
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chromatic in character, accentuated by 
Bergman’s pale countenance. But apart 
from this, Bergman, compared with Spolén, 
strikes the viewer as a very modern figure, 
at once completely of the earth and an 
ill-at-ease stranger in a strange land.19 
 After his return to Sweden, Arosenius 
was introduced to his future wife, Ida 
(known as Eva) Adler, by his old friend 
Gerhard Henning. Adler had studied at 
the third school of the Artists’ Associa-
tion, together with, among others, artists 
who would go on to become students of 

the work of the sitter, famous for his al-
most pointillist landscapes, but it is also 
interesting to compare it with the render-
ing of Spolén from three years earlier. 
Although Arosenius had by now had plenty 
of opportunity to study old masters and 
refine his portraiture, they are quite similar 
in style, almost as if any new influences 
from Germany or Paris were, to a large 
extent at least, ignored. In the portrait of 
Bergman, too, there is a clear contrast 
between sitter and background, but here 
it is much more superficial and mainly 

Stockenström and Sundblad, the back-
grounds do not directly relate to their 
respective disciplines, but rather to the 
milieu in which Arosenius portrayed them, 
Montparnasse. We recognise the neigh-
bourhood for example by the crowds of 
people in front of characteristic shop-
window awnings, but there is nothing 
romantic about Arosenius’s depiction of it; 
rather, the pronounced chimneys make it 
an almost industrial cityscape, distinctly 
dressed in the grey of November and 
clearly reflecting the portraitist’s own 
glum state of mind.   
 That Arosenius himself held his por-
traits in high regard is at least partly evi-
denced by the fact that he included some of 
them in the selection of his works that he 
exhibited at the Salon des Indépendants in 
1905.16 These portraits were unfortunately 
not listed by title, but probably several of 
the works mentioned here were among 
them. The works on display seem to have 
met with a positive reception; however, 
this did not lead to specific commissions 
for paintings or any advancement of 
Arosenius’s career. It is interesting that the 
offers he did receive came primarily from 
various periodicals concerning illustra-
tions, evidence of the graphic nature of his 
work, which of course is also apparent in 
the series of portraits treated here.17 

Return to Sweden and, for a while at 
least, happier times
The portrait of Sundblad was later acquired 
by Prince Eugen, and that image and an-
other portrait of a landscape painter, Oskar 
Bergman (1879–1963) (Fig. 8), made after 
Arosenius had returned to Sweden in 1905, 
are two of only three works that Eugen 
owned by the artist.18 That this artist-
connoisseur chose to pursue and aquire 
these particular works may have had to do 
with his own profession as a landscape 
painter, but it also shows the high regard in 
which he must have held Arosenius’s 
portraits. In the case of the Bergman 
portrait, the typical Swedish landscape 
background of course directly relates to 
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Fig. 7 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), Portrait of Werner Sundblad, Prins Eugens Waldemarsudde, W 35. 
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the one acquired by the Nationalmuseum 
(Fig. 9).21 The loving warmth that Arosenius 
felt for Adler, but perhaps also the wise 
patience and empathy that she must have 
had with him, are strongly felt in this inti-
mate portrait, in which her head is turned 
over her shoulder towards the viewer and 
all the focus is on her warm but somewhat 
weary face.

Matisse and modernists, such as Isaac 
Grünewald (1889–1946) and Edward Hald 
(1883–1980).20 With Adler, a new, happier 
time in Arosenius’s life began which lasted 
for the few years up to his death in 1909. 
Adler and their daughter Lillan became his 
last two important muses, and he depicted 
them in portraits of all kinds, including 
several of the type considered here, such as 
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Fig. 8 var Arosenius (1878–1909), Portrait of Oskar Bergman, Prins Eugens Waldemarsudde, W 857
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Fig. 9 Ivar Arosenius (1878–1909), Ida (Eva) Adler (1879–1965), Later Married Arosenius, signed 1905. Watercolour, 20 × 19 cm. Purchase: Hedda and N. D. Qvist 
Fund 2020. Nationalmuseum, NMB 2775.


