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The Kirpilä Art Collection’s summer ex- 
hibition puts on display paintings from 
the reverse side of canvases, which have 

been forgotten or rejected for one reason or 
another. 

 We can only guess at why the reverse was 
dismissed, but the most likely reason is simply 
the artist’s dissatisfaction with the end result. 
In the early 1900s, artists often used both sides 
of a canvas, because materials were expensive 
and sometimes difficult to get hold of. There 
was no point in scrapping a painted canvas if 
the other side was still usable.

 The hidden work may not necessarily have 
been a draft of the finished piece, but that is 
sometimes the case: for example the waterco-
lour painting Sick Woman by Maria Wiik, which 
is found in the Kirpilä Collection, has a diffe-
rent version of the same motif on the other 
side.

 All in all, the Collection has around twenty 
double-sided works. Their abundance is due 
to the historical period favoured by the colle-
ctor in his choices.

 The exhibition presents eight works made 
between 1909 and 1948. One painting is un-

dated. A landscape by Ilmari Aalto has another 
landscape on the back. An unnamed portrait by 
William Lönnberg and a nude by Yrjö Saarinen 
both have nude studies on the reverse. Behind 
a self-portrait by Frans Hiivanainen there is a 
still life, while self-portraits by Kosti Meriläi-
nen and Janne Muusari reveal other portraits. 
There are another two self-portraits with the-
mes on the reverse: horses behind Alexander 
Paischeff’s and an unknown landscape behind 
Emil Leino’s image. All five of these self-port-
raits belonged to the self-portrait collection 
that Juhani Kirpilä purchased in 1983 from the 
Hyvinkää-based collector Urho Laiho. 

 How can we know who or what a picture de-
picts? On rare occasions written or verbal infor-
mation survives on rejected works, but often 
what we see on the verso remains unidentified. 
We can make educated guesses based on know 
ledge of the artist’s life and work. Can we even 
be sure that the reverse-side work was made 
by the same artist as the one on the front? In 
the case of the works selected for the exhibi-
tion, the probability is high. In some cases the 
reverses are signed, and often the artist can 
be identified from the subject and style.

 Undeniably, our exhibition presents art that 
the artists did not intend to show to the public 
as finished works. This may be unfair towards 
the artists, but we hope that the cultural and 
historical significance of showing the works 
makes up for this injustice. 
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Landscape, 1915, oil on canvas, 43 x 53 cm, 
purchased before 1976.

The Kirpi lä Col lect ion contains six works,  al l  of 
them landscapes,  by I lmari  Aalto,  who was a mem-
ber of the expressionist  November Group. Born 
in Kuopio,  Aalto painted many views of an is land 
cal led Suursaari  in the middle of the Gulf  of  Fin-
land – a small  f ishing is land that was popular 
among Finnish art ists and tourists between the 
wars.  I t  is  highly possible that the scenes on both 
sides of this canvas are also from there. 

The horizontal  landscape on the front depicts 
meadows, paths,  trees and shrubs,  with a tradi-
t ional  roundpole fence in the middle.  The dark, 
blue-grey sky looks cloudy.  The vert ical  painting 
on the back is  a vista of pines,  bushes and a 
path at the forefront.  On the r ight-hand side is 
a stone embankment,  or possibly the remains of 
a ruined bui lding.  Both works seem to be set in 
summer or early autumn, as the greenery is  in-
terspersed with some brown tones. 

Ilmari Aalto (1891–1934)
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Self-portrait, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 30 cm, purcha-
sed in 1983.

The only work in the Collection by the Vaasa-based 
artist Frans Hiivanainen is an undated portrait. On 
the back is a still life depicting lilies of the valley in a 
papered pot and fruit or vegetables in a serving dish 
with a handle. Notes pasted onto the reverse side in-
clude a testimony by Niilo Röyskö that the work was 
found in the estate of his deceased relative, Frans 
Hiivanainen. 

The self-portrait is very formal and dignified. The ar-
tist looks out at us, self-assured and serene, wearing a 
tie. Hiivanainen started his career as a shop assistant, 
designing signs. At the turn of the century he spent 
a decade or so in Helsinki, studying and working on 
the illustrations for the satirical magazine Tuulispää 
together with Yrjö Ollila. The artist’s output includes 
murals for a girls’ school in Vaasa and the church in 
Nurmo. Having returned to Vaasa from the capital, 
Hiivanainen was all but forgotten outside of his ho-
metown.

Frans Hiivanainen (1884–1944)
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Self-portrait, 1921, oil on canvas, 46.5 x 38 cm, 
purchased in 1983.

The only painting by Emil Leino in the Collection has 
on its reverse a landscape depicting trees and a road 
that splits before a red three-storey house. There are 
glimpses of blue sky between the tree branches. The 
scene is somehow unreal and dreamlike. It is like an 
imaginary view built out of some of the basic compo-
nents of landscape paintings: a house, trees, roads 
and the sky. Does this view exist or was it a figment 
of the artist’s imagination? There are fingerprints in 
white paint on the frame at the back. ‘Emil Leino, “Litt-
le Leino”' is written in ball-point pen on the wedged 
stretcher. To whom does it refer – in relation to whom 
is he ‘little’? The great poet Eino Leino? 

Emil Leino, born in Helsinki, painted mostly portraits 
and landscapes. He died at the age of just 31, but in 
this self-portrait, made at the age of 23, the artist still 
carries a sullen and defiant gaze. His looks are exotic, 
with a narrow face and strong features. The young 
man is dressed in wintry clothing but well-groomed. 
A green scarf and white collar peek out from under-
neath a thick overcoat. The stylish attire is topped off 
by an unusual peaked fur hat.

Emil Leino (1898–1929)
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Boy, 1910s, oil on canvas, 50 x 38.5 cm, purchased 
in 1978.
 
On the back of William Lönnberg’s vertical portrait is 
a horizontal painting of a female nude from behind. 
Besides this double work, the Collection also includes 
a still life with fruit and a Danish landscape by Lön-
nberg. The main picture’s unknown boy is probably 
ten years old at most. Is he holding something? Dra-
peries? A black glove? The hand and body are only 
outlined, so it is hard to tell. 

Born in Helsinki, Lönnberg lived in Denmark for 14 
years, being a part of the ‘Rydeng Colony’ – a grou-
ping of expressionist artists gathered by the master 
tailor Niels-Peder Rydeng. The work on the verso is 
stamped ‘Signeret Alma Lönnberg’. Alma was Rydeng’s 
daughter, who married the artist in 1923. Could she 
be the subject of the painting? The boy’s portrait da-
tes from the 1910s, so perhaps the nude does, too. 
William and Alma became acquainted when the artist 
lived with the Rydengs from 1914 onwards, so it is 
possible that William immortalised his beloved as an 
anonymous model during their courtship. They mo-
ved to Finland in 1928.

William Lönnberg (1887–1949)
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Self-portrait, 1909, oil on canvas, 24.5 x 30 cm, 
purchased in 1983.

The front of the only Kosti Meriläinen painting in the 
collection features a self-portrait of the artist at the 
age of 23. On the back, Meriläinen has portrayed his 
fellow artist and architect Uuno Alanko (formerly 
Alanco, 1878–1964). From a young age, Meriläinen, 
who was born in Ladoga Karelia, had as his trademark 
a hat worn with the brim turned down, halo-like, to 
surround his face. Meriläinen took part in the exhibi-
tions of the November Group, being friends with the 
group’s members Ilmari Aalto and Jalmari Ruokokos-
ki. Meriläinen also worked as an illustrator and ca-
ricaturist. The work on the back was signed in 1907, 
which makes it two years older than the self-port-
rait. Uuno Alanko was, among other things, a drawing 
teacher at the Helsinki University of Technology, who 
was granted a professorship in 1952.

Kosti Meriläinen (1886–1938)
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Self-portrait, 1915, oil on cardboard, 42 x 34 cm, 
purchased in 1983.

The Kirpilä Collection contains two self-portraits by 
Janne Muusari, who was born in Kronstadt, Russia. 
In this version, the artist portrays himself outdoors, 
in front of stylised, almost symbolist clouds and a  
branch. A smile flickers on Muusari’s face, but he has 
left his eyes particularly pale in colour and shaded by 
a brimmed hat. 

On the reverse side of the canvas he has painted a 
powerful, harrowing male figure who raises his chin 
while holding his hand against his breast. The man’s 
eyes seem to be closed, and his lips are pursed tight, 
with the corners pulled severely down. There is  
something very pained and primordial about the sub-
ject. The face is entirely covered in green paint, but 
the features shine through. Pencilled on the cardbo-
ard at the back are the words ‘portrait Jan Muusari 
1915’, ‘Elomaa on Tuesday’ and ‘6 – 6 m. p.’. The mea-
ning and author of the words have been lost in the 
mists of time. 

Janne Muusari (1886–1966)
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Self-portrait, 1916, oil on canvas, 45.5 x 35 cm, 
purchased in 1983.

The Collection comprises two self-portraits from 1916 
by the artist Alexander Paischeff, who was born in  
Vyborg but made his name in Helsinki. On the back of 
this version, there is a horizontal painting of a mare 
with her foal against a bright-green lawn on a sunny 
summer’s day. There are colourful shrubs behind the 
horses. At the start of his career, Paischeff speciali-
sed in painting animals, horses in particular. Later 
he would focus on landscapes. In the self-portrait, 
the viewer’s attention is drawn to the artist’s wavy 
hair, carefully shaped beard and waxed moustache. 
Truly the portrait of a self-assured man of fashion! 
Paischeff also worked as an illustrator and caricatu-
rist.
 

Alexander Paischeff (1894–1941)
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Reclining Nude (Kaarina), 1948, oil on canvas,  
65 x 100 cm, purchased before 1976.

The powerful and colourful works of Yrjö Saarinen, 
who was born in Jyväskylä but settled in Hyvinkää, 
were some of Juhani Kirpilä’s favourites, and his col-
lection includes a total of 16 of them. Saarinen began 
his career as a sign and decorative painter and was 
self-taught as an artist. His models were often female 
workers from the wool factory in Hyvinkää, recruited 
by Saarinen’s wife Meeri who herself worked there. 
Kaarina, a blonde, lies on her back in a drowsily un- 
inhibited pose. Beneath her is a protective cloth of sorts, 
which features in many of Saarinen’s nude portraits, 
but was it intended to shield the model or the base? 

On the reverse, a dark-haired woman lies on her side 
on a bed, also on top of a white cloth. Was she a fellow 
worker from the wool factory? In the background we 
can discern a chest of drawers, possibly a twindow and 
a curtain. The Saarinens’ small home, consisting of only 
one room and a kitchen, doubled as the artist’s stu-
dio. It forms a recognisable backdrop for many of his 
portraits; probably here, too. On top of the woman’s 
face is a fabric patch, presumably placed there to rein-
force the canvas for the painting on the other side.

Yrjö Saarinen (1899–1958)
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