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Alec Sailamaa: A Personal Appreciation 

Joaquin Kuhn 

I met Alec in 1995 as a result of seeing one of his paintings, which is exhibited here 
1.,as "Cabins Across the Fenelon River." I lived in a house on the river which looked 
directly across the water at the cabins, and I saw those cabins every day in every 
season. But Alec's painting did what good visual art does: it catches an insight based 
on sight and projects it onto a permanent medium. I had never seen the cabins in 
quite that way before, and his painting altered my subsequent perception of them. I 
bought the painting, and with that an unplanned ten-year quest began. Because I 
was a longtime appreciator of many arts and had confidence in my judgment and 
taste, I was curious about the person whose talent and painterly achievement had 
such a desirable effect on me. 

My appreciation of Alec and his work is not intended to act as a persuasion of 
others, but is rather a candid report of my reactions and exposes my personal 
aesthetic, my preconceptions and my expectations. Sometimes when I look at 
"Cabins Across the Fenelon River" I see it as almost completely abstract, a design of 
coloured shapes that are flat and without perspective. At other times, it is almost 
entirely representational, a picture of what one would see standing in the right spot, 
with foreground, middle ground and the nominal subject of cabins occupying a solid 
background. At yet other times (relatively rare), it looks much like a paint-by
number project, simple and unsophisticated. (I can't help recognizing that precisely 
those three experiences of how a painting may be experienced could be said of many 

- of Cezanne and Matisse's works as well.) I suspect that my own freshness or fatigue 
are elements in the different reactions. 

What did I find when I met the artist himself? The shyest of persons, without 
pretensions of any kind that I could detect. He dressed in the most casual manner, if 
"manner'' is even the right word for what may have been castoff clothes, but there 
was an unmistakable style to the man. His face was alive, especially his eyes, and the 
photograph of him that is on display in the exhibition is worth studying. Playful, 
alert, challenging, knowin~, wise, even self-confident: his eyes are the quintessence 
of the whole person. Alec knew how to take a picture, comparable to how he knew 
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how to paint his version of what he saw. He was also very quiet, at least as I knew 
him. A conversation with him in his spartan apartment was a social challenge, even 
though I looked for occasions to visit him there. I felt that he had something 
profound to communicate to me, if I knew how to ask and if I could understand 
what and how he spoke it. Alec was good at smiling, which can be the best defence 
in an uncongenial or uncomfortable world. His photographed smiles seem entirely 

,. genuine, but his paintings do not smile. The circumstances of his life, as I 
understand them, gave him multiple reasons for not painting sunny cheerful 
canvases. After giving a brief, schematic life and career chronology, I will present 
what I take to be the salient elements of his painting style. The artist's philosophy 
emerges there much more distinctly than it may in the scattered facts of where and 
when he lived. 

Alec was born in Viipori, Finland, on June 19, 1929, to midsummer endless days in 
the far north. He died in Victoria County on December 23, 1999, in the midwinter 
season of long nights. However much he relied on sunlight-and as an artist, light 
was both his ally and his challenger-he imbued even his sunniest paintings with 
implied wnes of darkness. By the time he was 17, he was a practicing graphic artist 
in Finland. Four years later, at 21, he immigrated to Canada where he continued his 
art and studied silkscreen technique with Paavo Airola in Toronto. He spent a year 
in Mexico at the Institute of Allende studying art. A year back in Toronto was 
followed by a year, 1955-56, in Ibiza in the Spanish Balearic islands. Ten years after 
the end of World War II, when Europe was still reconstructing itself, Ibiza was 
untouched by war and was dazzled with youth and sunlight. The island Ibiza was 
probably the hedonist capital of the world at that time, lively with art and high 
living, and Alec was in his mid-twenties. Alec went back to Finland for a doz.en years 
and returned to Ibiza when he was 37, probably to find that it was no longer what it 
had been when he was young. A year later, he returned to Canada where he spent 
the last 30 years of his life, except for a few foreign visits. In 1982 he moved to 
Fenelon Falls. He had showings of his art in Tampere, Finland; at Art and Form, 
Toronto; participated in group shows in Ibiza and at the University of Guanahuoto, 
Mexico. He had a showing of work at Gustafsson Galleries in Yorkville in Toronto 
at the time he moved to Fenelon Falls. The current retrospective represents the 
period 1980 to 1998. Alec is not known to have given titles to his works; the 
paintings are assigned fitting titles but without independent authority. 
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To play the professor for a spell, I would like to give my interpretation of what seem to me 
the key elements of Alec Sailamaa's art at its best: 
1. Rigorous and coherent. 

Demanding attention, with aesthetic compensation that is not always immediate. 
Intellectual-no sweetness or sentimentality. 

2. Tense. 
Human presence ( uninhabited human constructions rendered in sharp geometric 

shapes) surrounded by 
the natural world, unsoftened and unaccommodating, in curves and twisting masses 

of trees, water, snow, night sky, with powerful and hardly noticed shadows. 
3. Heightened reality. 

Magical/ mysterious. 
Ominous. 
Contradictions of light and colour 

( the human eye cannot see such colours in the kind of darkness that occurs in 
"Winter Cabin near Corbin Creek'' and "Shed in Winter Starlight''). 

4. Somber. 
Night or darkened day 
Preference for winter setting 
Dark tones 

Affinities with Henri Matisse and Tom Thomson / Lawren Harris 

Alec Sailamaa was a man of depth and quiet introspection. His paintings record a plane of 
meeting, like the surface of the ocean that mediates between life in the air with light and 
colour, and life in the depths with dark colours and twisted light and inescapable, 
insurmountable pressure. 

He is not cheerful. He is not saccharine. He is not pretty. He is not narrative. He is 
not harmonious. He most assuredly is not superficial, nor is he superficially pleasing. 

His best paintings stand up to scrutiny-in fact, they demand it. But they reward 
confrontation. Ultimately, art appreciation is about informed and cultivated taste. It goes 
without saying that tastes may and perhaps must differ, and therefore the satisfaction of 
differing tastes must allow for variety of appeal to those of us who care-and this variety of 
appeal is manifested in substance, in accidentals, in moral perspective, in social relevance, in 
ambition, in grandeur, in profundity. 

For reasons that I partly understand and have tried to explain here I like the way he 
saw the world. And to match his vision, he had a distinctive artistic vocabulary and syntax 
to express himself. His paintings catch and hold me. And then something inexplicable 
begins. 
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Style and Content 

I noted above an affinity between Alec Sailamaa and Henri Matisse. The readiness to 
flatten the subject, the superseding of perspective with colour and form while 
maintaining a representational subject. This is one of the things that modem art 
takes for granted. The innovative predecessors of modern art were the 

" Impressionists, who, to judge by the desirability of their paintings by museums and 
wealthy collectors, are as popular as exclusivity can permit. An interesting question, 
more than a century after their time, is: why are the Impressionists so popular? 
Without exploring several possible answers, I would say that it is because they take 
the subject matter of traditional art-landscapes, people in celebratory groups, still
lifes, individual portraits-and unapologetically represent them emphasizing their 
configurational aspects: shape, colour, repetition, design. 

As in every other art, a painter develops a style that is as much a signature as any 
script or initials at the bottom of the painting. Van Gogh paints like . . . Van Gogh. 
Monet paints like ... Monet. It is easy to see Sailamaa's affinity with the 
Impressionists and those who came after, especially Matisse. I can't say how much 
original work by his predecessors he had seen in person, but on his way from 
Finland to Ibiza in the 1950s, he would have passed through Paris, and it is 
unimaginable that he would not have spent time in the Louvre and in the museums 
and galleries of that time. Jan Fenelius told me that they always gave Alec a book of 
paintings for Christmas. He also worked as a commercial artist in Toronto for about 
ten years. 

"What makes a good painting?" is a question that won't go away, because painting 
itself is always changing, as well as the fact that any person asking it is always 
changing. It is easier to answer the related question, "What makes a poor painting?" 
Let's assume that no one sets out to make a poor painting. What are the temptations 
and traps that lie in wait for the artist in the making? First, I would say, is the 
unspoken conviction that the painter can put on canvas or panel "what is there." The 
best that anyone can do is to try to paint what they "see." This immediately transfers 
the discussion from a concern with "reality'' to "perceived reality." If the intended 
subject is a landscape in sunlight, the outdoor painter is quickly frustrated because 
the subject keeps changing: the sun won't stand still and therefore shadows and the 
quality of sunlight as affected by the angle of the sun and passing clouds makes the 
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task impossible. We easily forget that the infinite variety of a natural scene is one of 
its main attractions-the restless eye likes to move within the natural frame of 
perception. And it is precisely that activity that a painter cannot capture. Without 
getting more complicated, I say that what the painter believes he or she can actually 
do is a first trap or temptation. Working around the impossible is the first art. The 
avant-garde painters in France in the 19th century actually left their studios for the 

,, outdoors and drew attention by that action. They wanted to see their subject in 
actual sunlight rather than in windowlighted controlled or imagined sunlight. By 
returning to nature they were doing something new. 

(To be continued) 

The Matter of Portraits 

There are three portraits in the exhibition. All are from 1995, the year I discovered 
Alec and bought my first painting by him, "Cabins Across the Fenelon River." I was 
so much impressed by his style in that painting that I decided to ask him if he would 
paint a portrait of my daughter-in-law Helen. My son Martin had married Helen 
Barks in June 1995, and in the autumn I was looking for distinctive ways of marking 
the new event in the family. To be brief, I asked Alec if he would paint a portrait of 
Helen and he agreed, although I did not ask much about whether he did other 
portraits. Recently, in 2005, I learned from Jan Fenelius that Alec did not like to 
paint portraits because in some way he had to satisfy the expectations or hopes of the 
one who commissioned the portrait. As for myself, I have always regarded portraits 
as the highest legitimate form of self-estimation that one can show. A portrait does 
not just happen. An artist is invited to bring his talent in the artistic medium into 
play with the person and character of the subject. A portrait artist is perforce a 
student of human nature, and the insight and critique that the artist will apply to the 
visual interpretation of the subject are unique and irreplaceable. The engagement is a 
temporary match, and things can go wrong. Altogether a volatile situation that 
practically every "modern" artist since Picasso and Matisse has avoided. But how 
much we are missing by the failure to engage. So with hope in my heart and 
encouragement of Alec in my speech, I asked for and received a portrait of Helen 
Barks Kuhn. I was predisposed to be satisfied with the result, because I had 
confidence in Alec as a draughtsman, and I knew his exceptional skill with colour 
and form. The critical phrase in this respect is "to catch the likeness." Anyone who 
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has tried to draw a portrait or even copy a photograph knows how elusive it is to 
catch the very likeness of the subject. Helen sat for Alec for a relatively brief time. 
He had a photograph of her as well. He called me with the news that he had finished 
the portrait and I went to his apartment to get it. Then, in a reversal of traditional 
roles, he said that he was dissatisfied with it, that he would do another one and 
wouldn't charge me for it. Generally, I didn't argue with him because I respected his 

,, sensitivity in matters that he knew infinitely more about than I did. So he painted 
another portrait of Helen, this time smiling in a sunny disposition, and that satisfied 
him sufficiently. What a turn of events this was: with a doubled portrait, he revealed 
two sides of personality, one serious and one lighthearted. There was no way that a 
single portrait could have achieved such an effect. Perhaps he didn't know it but the 
Renaissance delighted in this kind of moody juxtaposition: John Milton wrote a 
poem about an extraverted character, "L'Allegro," and a companion poem about an 
introverted one, "Il Penseroso." Four hundred years ago, these pictures of Helen 
would have been called "L' Allegra" and "La Penserosa." 

Calling up more nerve than before, I asked Alec if he would paint a portrait of me. 
Not a really up-front foreground portrait, but one with the waterfall alongside and 
in the background. His apartment had a balcony from which one could see the 
waterfall in Fenelon Falls just as it appears in the painting. He had the best view of 
the falls in the village. Did he decide to indulge me or what? When I went to his 
apartment for him to do a life sketch, I learned something amazing and wonderful 
that I couldn't have suspected and that probably nobody else knows. I sat on his 
chesterfield trying not to pose; he was a short distance away with the sketchpad on 
his lap, at a forty-five degree angle to the vertical. With a busy pencil he worked for 
a while to catch the likeness of my face and head that would appear in the finished 
painting. When he stopped, my curiosity was hard to hold in. I don't remember if I 
asked to see what he'd done (it was for his benefit, after all, and not for mine), or if 
he offered it to me. I held the pencil sketch parallel to my face. I saw a likeness, but 
it wasn't spot-on. My heart sank, because I wanted to touch and be touched by the 
golden hand of the kind and gentle artist. Then I altered the angle of the sketchpad 
downward and the likeness came into complete focus. I had met firsthand such a 
perfect draughtsman that he sketched what he saw, rather than what he knew. The 
phenomenon is called anamorphic and it was used as a deliberate coding device in 
some Renaissance painting. When held parallel to the viewer, a distortion of sorts 
prevents the "real" subject from being seen. But tilt the painting to be almost flat, in 
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the plane of vision of the horizon, and concealed words or images are perceived. 
What Alec had put on paper was an anamorphic image of my face, perhaps without 
intending to do so. I can't even imagine how a tilted sketchpad could be used in this 
way. Doesn't everyone, artists included, think of the canvas or panel or pad as being 
flat and in line with the vision of the viewer? But of course, Michelangelo practiced 
his own form of anamorphism in the Sistine Chapel, since he knew that the frescoes 

" would be seen from below, and that for them to appear proportionately realistic, 
they would have to be distorted to compensate for the natural visual perspective. I 
believe that even the statue of David needs its specific elevation for the truest 
aesthetic effect. 

After this encounter with the profoundest kind of artistic acuity, I was inclined to 
keep quiet and to respect what came of it. On a cold November afternoon, I stood 
on Alec's balcony chilled and uncomfortable with the waterfall behind me, as he sat 
inside getting the balance of my figure and the landscape. I probably took too much 
initiative in the composition, although I have lately noticed that the Mona Lisa is in 
roughly the position vis-a-vis her background as I am. What was I thinking of, to 
wear a striped shirt that looked like a prison uniform? When Alec called me to tell 
me that the picture was finished, I went to see the result. My reaction to him was 
more positive than my reaction was to myself. Why had he padded my waist with 
about fifteen pounds that wasn't me? I didn't really like the likeness, although I 
couldn't fault his eye. That was in 1995. Almost ten years went by with the painting 
put out of sight, unframed and neglected. To my surprise, in 2005 I liked it much 
better than I had when it was first done. It looked more like me after ten years than 
it had at the time. (I recalled an anecdote about Michelangelo carving a statue of 
Lorenzo de Medici for Lorenzo's tomb and somebody saying to Michelangelo that it 
didn't look like Lorenzo. The sculptor replied, "In five hundred years it will.") I took 
hold of my pride and had the painting framed and I must admit that now I rather 
like it. In an interesting way, it's the most human of Alec's paintings that I have, and 
it's curiously liberating to see myself, not as I see me but as he saw me, then. He was 
not the slave of the moment that a portrait photographer is invariably in-a 
commercial studio before a calculated neutral backdrop with a prepped subject in 
fine clothes and wearing, probably, a fake face. For Alec I couldn't pose, and that 
may be the most honest thing one human can do before another. 
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It's probably clear that the matter of portraits in the era of modern art is of genuine 
interest to me. The following remarks give context to the discussion above of the 
three portraits. 

Portraiture has become an unevent in most contemporary painting. This is strange, 
because it took a revolution by artists in Western Europe, against prevailing 

,, attitudes, to assert their freedom to paint portraits of living individuals. Christianity 
tolerated and then encouraged pictures of the various persons in biblical history and 
then of saints, after the bible period. It was a short step in the Renaissance from 
painting saints to painting sinners, and then to the profound mystery of painting a 
living patron who paid for the questionable privilege of being painted as they stood, 
captured at a particular age in a reasonably true likeness. One need only think of vast 
numbers of physically unattractive kings, queens, clergy and aristocracy whose 
portraits now hang in public and private places, with no honor or glory to them as 
individuals but in recognition of the portrait artist's talent and importance in the 
history of art. 

The religious prohibition of representation of the human person in Judaism and 
Islam evokes in my imagination a vast, completely empty gallery in the art of the 
Middle Eastern and North African people for most of the last two thousand years. In 
human terms, what has been lost by there being no portraiture of the high and the 
prosperous middle of so many centuries? 

Contemporary art neglects, ignores and even scorns portraiture. (Yet the two 
founders of modern art, Matisse and Picasso, were accomplished portrait painters.) 
Is this merely a paradox, or is there some artistic psychology behind it? For there to 
be a painting that is satisfactory to the subject, the artist may have to take a 
subsidiary position in relation to the subject. (As well, portraits, unlike ninety-nine 
percent of all other paintings, are commissioned. People generally buy paintings in 
galleries or studios, paintings that they like, rather than taking what they get.) But 
modern painting is dominated by artistic self-expression, the inspirational autonomy 
of the artist. Paint a "modern" portrait of the Queen and you risk howls and jeers. 

Yet the human figure, the human face, is the unmoved mover of the deep urge to see 
our own kind idealized in a permanent medium. From our youngest infantile days, 
we look at faces, we read faces, we recognize our kind and thus our selves in the 
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representations of others. Recogrme is really re-cogrme, and it means to know again 
what we somehow, somewhere, knew before. When we say tentatively to someone, 
"I know you," we are affirming previous knowledge, in the act of recognizing. One 
cannot really recogrme a new landscape until it is no longer a new landscape but a 
known one, but human faces matter more than anything else. How has high art 

drifted so far away from its strongest human link? For better or worse, photography 
,. so much concentrates on the faces and figures of family, friends and the self, that 

painters have almost not been noticed to have abandoned the territory that it took 
them hundred of years to claim and to master. 
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