
       
 

 
        

        
       
         

        
        

         
         

          
         

       
          

       
            
      

        

          

 
 

       

 

      

          

         

       

         

       
 

Building New Collaborations 
With Old Networks:  
Te Early Years 1945-59 
Marta Edling 

Why was the Nordic Art Association (NKF) 
started? The idealist rhetoric of the advantages of 
an artistic Nordic community and the much longed 
for reunifcation of artists from their sister nations 
after the war is emphasized in the documents 
reporting on the inaugural meeting in Stockholm 
November 1945, as well as in the historical survey 
of the NKF presented by Martin Strömberg in 
Swedish in 1972.1 Some years later, however, the 
idea of an artistic Nordic community had faded. In 
1985, when the association held its 40th jubilee, the 
start of the NKF was described by the Finnish critic 
Erik Kruskopf as a virtue born out of necessity; 
dreaming of travelling to Europe, Nordic artists 
had had to settle with the close-by contacts of the 
neighbouring countries. The idea of a community 
was also seen as a way of ‘locking in’ artists into a 
stale and misguided idea of imagined similarity.2 

So, if the idea of an artistic Nordic kinship was not 
as robust and long-lived as the practical side of the 
collaborations of the NKF, this is not to say that the 
idealistic ideas of the early years were not important, 
it is only that ideas alone did not suffce. Taking into 
consideration that it takes substantial economic and 
administrative support to transport and display fne 
art, it is important to ask not only why the associa-

tion started, but also how it started, and how it could 
last. This article will present a very prosaic answer 
to these two last questions; the association could 
be inaugurated because a network of Nordic artists 
already existed. A network that was already able to 
deal with the paperwork, could write petitions for 
needed economic support, and which had the right 
contacts with public institutions and authorities that 
guaranteed sustainability through lasting relations. 
Several of the artists among the founders of the 
association had by 1945 already collaborated for 
some time, and these relations were not based in the 
Nordic countries. Instead, it was a network that had 
been initiated in Paris, twenty years earlier. 

Paris  

In the frst decades of the twentieth century Nordic 
artists travelled frequently to Paris.The attraction 
of the city was manifold. It offered young artists 
a way of life outside of social convention, gave 
them access to free art academies for study, and 
to famous art works in the museums, public cafes 
and salons providing both professional interaction 
and entertainment.3 Considering the economic and 
practical strains of travelling, it was surprising that 
so many Nordic artists visited the city; between 
1920-1932 from Sweden alone, between a hundred 
and a hundred and ffty artists visited the city each 
year.4 These visits to Paris have been presented as a 
desire for interaction with an international artistic 
vanguard.5 A closer look, however, points to the fact 
that a majority of the contacts with French artists 
during the 1920s were made in traditional free 
painting academies, and at best with French artists 
representing a conventional French modernism of 
artists such as Andre Lhôte or Othon Friesz.6 Due to 
the language barrier, collegial contacts were also to a 
large extent kept within the Scandinavian language 
community.7 To most Nordic artists then, the city of 
Paris functioned less as a source of innovation, and 
more as a key-junction. And, the artists in focus in 
this text were mainly focused on networking and 
using their Paris sojourn to create art and exhibi-
tions preparing for domestic careers.8 
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In the founding of NKF in 1945 in Stockholm, 
these contacts established in Paris twenty-fve years 
earlier, provided an important platform. The key 
fgures held lasting relationships, e.g. Danish artist 
Adam Fischer and his colleague from Paris, the 

In the founding of NKF in 1945 in Stockholm, 
these contacts established in Paris twenty-fve 
years earlier, provided an important platform. 

Swedish artist Otte Sköld.9 They had been active in 
the founding of the organisation l’Association des 
Artistes Scandinave à Paris (AASP) in 1922, and 
had also collaborated in the creation of a series of 
Scandinavian exhibitions in Norway, Denmark and 
Sweden, called Unionalen, in 1927, 1928 and 1931.10 

Representing Finland, it was the Swedish speaking 
artists Gösta Diehl and Lennart Segerstråhle who 
already had contacts with Scandinavian networks, 
that became chair and secretary for the Finnish 
section.11 The artist Erkki Kulovesi also attended 
the inaugural meeting and like Diehl, he had lived 
in Paris in the 1920s.12 The contacts in 1945 also 
connected generations of professors and alumni; the 
Norwegian artists Rediar Aulie and Finn Nielsen 
attended the meeting in Stockholm in 1945 and were 
alumni of Axel Revold and Georg Jacobsen profes-
sors at the Oslo Academy who took part in the activi-
ties in Paris of the AASP in the 1920s.13 

relations 

Exhibitions of Nordic art would become the main 
focus of the NKF. 14Already in the statues from 1945, 
it was stated that exhibitions would be held, showing 
“a selection of the best art of now living Nordic art-
ists” being recently exhibited. It was also emphasised 
that young artists would be represented.15 Between 
1946 and 1959, the NKF presented nine large and 
well-attended exhibitions of Nordic modern art. 
A few examples suffce to demonstrate the impres-
sive scale; 10 000 visitors in Oslo 1946, 17 000 in 
Helsinki in 1950, 20 000 in Bergen 1953, and 15 000 
visitors in Gothenburg 1957.16 Also the total number 

of art works and artists presenting is striking; count-
ing art works in the catalogues 1946-59 amounts to 
ca. 5500, and the total number of artists was 705.17 

Clearly, these exhibitions were major artistic events 
in the Nordic region. 

To realise this kind of grand scale exhibition it 
obviously took more than artistic muscle, and the 
presence of different state offcials as members of the 
NKF was a key factor. Participating at the inaugural 
meeting of NKF in November 1945 in Stockholm 
were an Islandic minister, Vilhelm Finsen, as well 
as several representatives of public museums; 
Erik Wettergren, Swedish head of museums in 
Stockholm, Leo Swane, the Danish head of the 
National museum, and Bertel Hintze, the Finnish 
curator of Helsiniki Taidehalli. These relations 
may be seen as key factors behind the economic 
and practical support given the NKF from early on. 
The presence of these public representatives refects 
the different forms of backing that were provided; 
governmental fnancial grants, but also disposal of 
the facilities of Nordic public museums, including 
curatorial support, packing and shipping.18 

The representatives of public offces mirror also 
the fact that the majority of the Nordic artists 
active in the starting of the NKF in 1945 also 
held careers in line with public and political life. 
They were (or would soon become) leading names, 
taking up public appointments and commissions, 
being members of committees for grants and 
awards, jurors for scholarships, or writing occa-
sional art criticism, and most importantly, becom-
ing professors at the art academies, or taking on 
the role of academy members.19 

reProduction 

The connected and closed nature of the Paris 
network is characteristic also of the selection of 
artists in the NKF exhibitions.20 When looking at 
the Norwegian artists presented in the NKF exhi-
bitions 1945-1959 we fnd a striking presence of 
alumni of the professors of the school of the acad-
emy in Oslo, Jean Heiberg, Per Krogh and Georg 
Jacobsen, all part of AASP in the 1920s and early 

https://exhibitions.20
https://members.19
https://shipping.18
https://represented.15
https://1920s.13
https://1920s.12
https://section.11


       

  

      

       

       

   
        

          
 

          
       

        
         

          
       

       
        
        
         

         
        

 
        

       
        

        
 

 

       

    

     

1930s. The dominance of alumni and professors 
from this school is also striking, representing 71% 
of all Norwegian artists exhibited 1945-59.21 Among 
the Swedish artists exhibited, the professors and 
alumni from the school of the academy amounts to 
a little more than 50%, and the reproduction also of 
other alumni network in the capital is indicated by 
the many alumni of private art schools such as the 
painting school of Otte Sköld, Ahltins målarskola, 
Wilhelmssons målarskola etc. In lesser numbers 
alumni of design schools in Oslo, Copenhagen 
and Stockholm are represented in the exhibitions, 
underlining further the extreme centrality of the 
Scandinavian art scenes. The most striking example 
of this is Norway were almost all artists presented 
in NKF exhibitions were educated in Oslo, no more 
than approx. 10% were autodidacts or educated in 
other Norwegian regions. 

These fgures illustrate the fact that most careers 
were built out of homosocial alumni networks in the 
capitals, dominated by professors of the academies 
controlling the juries for exhibitions, and even more 
importantly, the stipends and awards. These pro-
fessional networks are also evident when mapping 
the members of the juries of the committees making 
the selection for each national section. In the juries 
one fnds not only alumni selecting their professors, 
or the professors of the professors, and professors 
selecting their alumni, but also colleagues in profes-
sional organizations choosing each other, and, last 
but not least, artists choosing themselves.22 Some art-
ists also kept coming back; frequently exhibited were 
the Danish painter Jens Söndergaard, represented in 
all exhibitions 1946-1957, the Swedish painter Sven 
Erixson, represented between 1946-1947, 1949-1957, 
the Islandic painter Jóhannes S. Kjarval 1947, 1949, 
1950-59, the Norwegian painter Erling Enger 1946-
1955, 1959, and the Finnish painter Tyko Sallinen 
1946, 1948-1950, 1955.23 

The intention of the association of presenting a 
wide overview of the state of art in each domestic 
context was not neglected and even if few, there are 
still odd names to be found in all the catalogues 
of the exhibitions 1945-1959. Choosing Sweden as 

an example, we can fnd artists with more noncon-
formist careers and most of them were not alumni 
of the Academy. In this group we fnd for example 
women artists, regional artists with careers outside 
the capital Stockholm, autodidacts or artists with 
other nationalities. In the majority of cases they 
share the characteristic of being represented at the 
NKF exhibitions late in their careers and only once 
or twice, or being presented in the graphic art sec-
tion alone. Examples of artists from Sweden include 
such names as Nils Nixon 1947, Siri Derkert 1946 
and 1959, Esaias Thorén 1949, Olle Baertling 1955, 
Egon Möller Nielsen 1957, Nisse Zetterberg 1949, 
Endre Nemes 1953 and 1959, Alf Lindberg 1953 
and 1955, Gösta Adrian Nilsson 1947, Olle Olsson 
Hagalund, 1946. 

collaborations 

This text has highlighted the collaborative aspect of 
the early history of the NKF. The term ‘collaborative’ 
indicates a shared interest, expectations in a certain 
outcome and some kind of lasting commitment. It 
sums up well the social interconnectedness of the 
artists forming the activities of the NKF in the frst 
ffteen years of its association. 

‘Collaboration’ points to a founding condition 
for most artistic careers; to be a part of a community 
of practitioners that provides peer support. Being 
educated in an art school often offers access to such 
a network. In the early history of the NKF, the 
opportunities offered by the small-scale of Nordic 
art markets and the still fnancially embryonic state 
of cultural policy, as well as the dominant position 
of the major art schools, limited career opportu-
nities and future prospects for young artists. The 
lists of members in national juries of the association 
and the selections of artists in the exhibitions show 
the importance of professional networks and the 
dependence on former professors.24 

The collaborative nature of the activities of the 
early history of the NKF also points to how perfectly 
‘normal’ network relations create social reproduc-
tion, and exclusion. Collegial infuence meant at this 
time a reproduction of a ‘brotherhood logic’, giving 
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restricted access not only (as we saw in the Swedish 
example) to women, but also for ‘deviant’ male art-
ists, a majority of them not being part of alumni net-
works in the capitals and who by being autodidacts, 
or choosing odd expressions, styles, or odd media, 
or by following deviant career paths were making art 
outside of the prevalent normative standards.25 

Considering these two aspects of the collabo-
rations of the NKF, one might say that this view 
inside the early history of the association high-
lights a quite well-known function in artistic 
felds, where social selection and gate-keeping are 
two central features.26 A wider view from outside 
however, shows that the history of the NKF also 
points to other less researched features of artistic 
collaboration in the early post war period. Firstly, 
by demonstrating the importance of regional 
networks in the building of transnational contacts 
of modern art. The expansion of the large-scale 
international and global circulation of art after 
world war II was dependent on supporting struc-
tures of transnational or regional collaboration.27  

There is a gap in knowledge on such cross-border 
contacts in the Nordic region. Secondly, it demon-
strates how self-organized artists in the developing 
welfare states were given the opportunity, by the 
fnancial and institutional support of their nation 
states, to create a long-lasting artistic collaboration, 
organizing major public events that could commu-
nicate modern art to a wider Nordic audience. The 
contributions of such initiatives in civil society in 
the building of cultural democracy also deserves 
greater critical attention. For future research, both 
the regional and the cooperative side of the collab-
orations of the NKF, and its democratic underpin-
ings, offers material for stories yet still to be told. 

Marta Edling is a professor of the history and theory 
of art at Södertörn University. Often departing from 
sociology, her research includes critical readings 
of the Swedish artistic feld, the history of 20th 
century artistic education in the Nordic region, 
historical and contemporary art theory and the 
history of photography. 
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