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A young woman is sitting at a messy breakfast
table, smoking a cigarette. Her gaze does not
seem to fix on anything in particular — she
seems to be stuck in a daydream. This is Elin
Danielson-Gambogi’s (1861-1919) painting
After  Breakfast (Pddttynyt aamiainen,
1890), depicting her sister Rosa [Fig. 1].
From today’s perspective, the scene is not
very spectacular and the image depicted
in the painting reminds us of a snapshot
of someone in a relaxed Sunday mood.
However, back then (in 1890) the painting
was a revolutionary statement: the young
woman in the painting does not seem to care
if she meets expectations or not. And indeed,
she did not. During that time, it was the duty
of women to keep the household tidy. But it
is not only the chaos on the table that was
unconventional - smoking was as well for
a woman. Women that were seen smoking
(in public) were in general associated
with marginalised social groups, such as
prostitutes, actresses or New Women. Also,
the room hints at a way of life that was the
opposite of the normative life of a bourgeois
woman. One can see some sketches pinned
to the wall, which make it clear that we are
not looking at a normal dining room, but at
a room that also serves as a painter’s studio.
A closer look at the painting shows that the
artist has left other traces of her presence

as well: the empty chair on the right and
the lit cigarette on the table edge give the
impression that the artist has just left the
table in a moment of inspiration in order to
transfer this scene onto the canvas.!

The painting is quite unique in Finnish
art, or even in European art, of the time
due to its motif and especially due to the
hazard of showing a woman smoking
without socially discrediting her (as was
typically done through caricatures depicting
smoking women). After breakfast is painted
in a naturalistic style, which was particularly

Fig. 1. Elin Danielson-Gambo-
gi: After Breakfast (Pddittynyt
aamiainen), 1890, 67 x 94 cm,
Private collection.
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Fig. 2. Helene Schjerfbeck: Girl
at the Gate | (Tytté verdjdlld 1),
1897-1902, watercolour, char-
coal and pencil on paper, 55 x
34 cm, Villa Gyllenberg, Signe
and Ane Gyllenberg Foundation,
Helsinki. Image: Villa Gyllen-
berg, Signe and Ane Gyllenberg
Foundation / Matias Uusikyla,
licence: CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

popular in the 1880s in the Nordic
countries.? During that time, many Finnish
artists travelled to France and often studied
at the private academies in Paris, such as the
Académie Julien or the Académie Colarossi
(where Danielson-Gambogi was a student in
the 1880s). It was a special time for women
artists in Finland as they had easier access
to art education, as well as to travel grants,
than before. One focal reason for this was
the strengthening urge for independence as
Finland was an autonomous grand duchy
in the Russian Empire until 1917. Both,
men and women were supported in their
professional careers as artists, partly in
order to contribute to forming the national
identity by means of art. As a result, the
number of female art students in Finland
was above the average compared with most
other European countries.* This also had an
impact on the subjects of paintings: many
women painters invented unconventional

self-representations as a professional artist
- either adapting forms of representation
that were previously only used by their
male colleagues or inventing completely
new ones. From the 1880s onwards, many
interesting self-portraits of women painters
emerged - Elin Danielson-Gambogi’s After
Breakfast is one of those. She staged herself as
a professional painter while being physically
absent in the picture and showing only the
moment of inspiration.

The first time I saw Danielson-Gambogi’s
painting, I was fascinated by its visual power
and decided to write my master’s thesis
about it. It was the beginning of my research
on Finnish women painters working in the
nineteenth and twenieth centuries. After
my master’s thesis, I focused on the self-
portraits of Helene Schjerfbeck (1862-1946)
and this is where I got to know Tutta — who,
almost from the beginning of my PhD
thesis, supervised my work sharp-mindedly
and who was always ready to give advice,
for which I am very thankful. Without her
energetic support, I am not sure whether I
would have ever finished writing my PhD.*

In this short text I would like to analyse
some of Elin Danielson-Gambogi’s and
Helene Schjerfbeck’s artworks that show
daydreaming female figures by referring to
neuroscientific research.’ I already discussed
this approach with Tutta years ago but, back
then, I discussed it with more of a focus
on emotions and on the question of how
artworks affect us emotionally and trigger
neurological responses.® By adding an
interdisciplinary approach to the preceeding
art historical research, I hope to open up new
perspectives on gender biases concerning
the concepts of activity and passivity.

Danielson-Gambogi’s After Breakfast,
as well as many of Helene Schjerfbeck’s
paintings, depict women that are not engaged
in any particular activity. Schjerfbeck’s Girl
at the Gate I (Tytté verdjilli I, 1897-1902)
or The Seamstress (The Working Woman)
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(Ompelijatar [Tyéldisnainen], 1905) are good
examples of this [Fig. 2, 3]. The young girl
at the gate is holding a twig and leaning on
a gate or fence - it is hardly recognisable
what it is exactly. She does not seem to look
at anything in particular, her gaze is dreamy.
The painting on paper has a sketchy character
as one can see the lines from the charcoal
and pencil drawing shimmering through the
watercolours. The only thing that is worked
out more thoroughly is the face and the
head of the girl. No other details that would
give more insight into her surroundings are
given. So, the focus in Schjerfbeck’s painting
is clearly on the dreamy facial expression of
the girl, which is also emphasised by the light
blue that surrounds her head. The colour
contributes to the general impression of an
ethereal mood. With these characteristics,
Girl at the Gate I can be seen in the context
of the Symbolist movement, which was
quite strong in the Nordic countries at the
time, even if Schjerfbeck herself did not
follow any Symbolist agenda with her art.”
On the contrary, in her letters — about 2000
of her letters have been preserved - she
expresses rather pragmatic perspectives on
life and art: ‘Einar, tell me, one can’t like a
“movement’, a theory, only a painter, or one
of his paintings, as one is not an academic!’®
From the turn of the century onwards,
Schjerfbeck’s works became increasingly
reduced. There were less narrative elementsin
her paintings and their content shifted more
and more to moods and atmospheres. This
characteristic was quite strong, especially in
her figurative paintings.” She mainly painted
female figures that often have a lowered
gaze and seem somehow lost in thought. In
her painting Fragment (Fragmentti, 1904)
these features are particularly present and
the dreamy atmosphere is evoked not only
by the young woman’s gaze but also by the
pastel colours [Fig. 4].

Less dreamlike and more melancholic
is the painting depicting the seamstress,

who is sitting in a rocking chair.!® Her gaze
is also lowered and her eyes are almost
closed, her hands rest on her knees, which
underlines the moment of stillness. Even
the rocking chair seems to be motionless.
Still, all of the four paintings discussed here
have something in common: they represent
women in a moment of thoughtfulness or
inwardness. It is not obvious what they are
thinking about - they somehow seem to be
disconnected from the outer world. Whether
their thoughts are bright or worried ones, we
do not know, but they all appear to be in a
state of daydreaming. In psychological terms,
a daydream is a waking fantasy, or reverie,
in which wishes, expectations, and other
potentialities are played out in imaginations.
[...] Among the important positive functions

Fig. 3. Helene Schjerfbeck:

The Seamstress (The Working
Woman) (Ompelijatar [Tydldis-
nainen]), 1905, oil on canvas,
95,5 x 84,5 cm, Finnish National
Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum.
Image: Kansallisgalleria / Hannu
Aaltonen. Image source: kansal-
lisgalleria.fi, licence CCO.


https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/fi/object/473298
https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/fi/object/473298

Fig. 4. Helene Schjerfbeck:
Fragment (Fragmentti), 1904,
oil on canvas, 31,5 x 34 cm,
Villa Gyllenberg, Signe and Ane

Gyllenberg Foundation, Helsinki.

Image: Villa Gyllenberg, Signe
and Ane Gyllenberg Foundation
/ Matias Uusikyla, licence: CC
BY-NC-SA 4.0.

that daydreams may serve are the release of
strong affect, the gaining of self-insight when
reviewing past experiences or rehearsing
future situations, the generation of creative
solutions, and the production of greater
empathy for others.!!

Considering this, it makes it clear that the
first impression of the passivity of the women
in the paintings is merely a consequence of
their physical appearance - their mind does
not have to be passive at all. This observation
is underlined by the neuroscientific research
results. Daydreaming is a state where specific
regions in the brain are highly active. The
same regions are being activated when we
rest or are not busy solving any specific
tasks. In neuroscientific terms, one speaks
of the so-called default-mode network.!?
This network can, for example, be triggered

by monotonous activities or inactivity
and thereby result, for example, from
daydreaming or mind-wandering.'?
Interestingly, the latest neuroaesthetic
research has shown that the default-mode
networkisalsoactivewhenwelookatartworks
that we find aesthetically moving. This is
quite surprising as the network is mainly
active when we are disconnected from our
external environment.!* It is exactly in these
moments of stillness that highly complex
brain performances can be generated, which
then can lead to, for example, developing
new ideas or finding creative solutions to
problems. So, approaching the artworks
discussed above from a neuroscientific
angle challenges the concept of passivity and
activity to a certain extend. Passivity at the
turn of the twentieth century was something
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that had traditionally been attributed to
women; activity instead, was understood as
a ‘masculine’ characteristic. By the means
of a neuroscientific reading, Danielson-
Gambogi’s and SchjerfbecK’s paintings can be
interpreted as revealing quite the opposite.
The female figures depicted in the paintings
are shown in a state of daydreaming
and, consequently, in a moment of high
neurological activity. Exactly these moments
of idleness are an important pre-condition
for developing new ideas - something
which, like creativity, was also understood as
a ‘masculine’ characteristic at the turn of the
century.

Dr. Annika Landmann is an art historian,
whose research focuses on modernism. She is
a co-founder of Arteams company specialised
in team building by means of encountering art
works.
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