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Hammershoi, Interior, Bredgade 25, 1911, oil on canvas,
74 %69 cm, ARoS Aarhus Kunstmuseum, Aarhus
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Hammershoi, Interior with a Woman Reading, 1911,
oil on canvas, 73 X 61 cm, Nationalmuseum,
Stockholm

Vilhelm Hammershgi was a major symbolist painter in Denmark during
the 19th century who has undergone a recent reevaluation by the art
world. After his death Hammershoi was largely forgotten both in and
out of Denmark, but during his lifetime he was highly regarded at
international exhibitions held in Germany, France, and Italy, attaining
an international renown. The following are examples of his
acknowledgement by some of the famous people of the day. Reiner
Maria Rilke, Rodin’s secretary, traveled all the way to Copenhagen to
meet Hammershgi. Other than Rodin, Hammershai was the only painter
Rilke valued enough to write about in an art treatise. However,
unfortunately, Rilke never had the opportunity to write his Hammershoi
thesis; an apologetic letter from Rilke to art historian Karl Madsen, who
introduced Rilke to Hammershgi, ended the matter. The French critic
Théodore Duret visited Copenhagen in 1890 and highly praised
Hammershoi's work (Vad, pp.82-85). The Paul Cassirer gallery in Berlin
sought works by Hammershgi and is known to have, at the very least,
bought two of Hammershei's works in Copenhagen (Bramsen, nr.270),
280). In 1905
Hammershoi's works. In 1911, Hammershoi received a first prize,

, the Eduard Schulte gallery in Berlin held a solo show of

alongside Gustav Klimt, in the Roman Internationale. These and other
accomplishments were unprecedented for a Danish painter. Based on
these accomplishments, the Uffizi requested a Hammershgi self-portrait
in his late years. After Hammershoi’s death, his widow Ida finally
presented the requested self-portrait, which today remains in the Uffizi's
portrait collection.

However, Hammershoi’s fame was quickly forgotten with the rise of
avant-garde arts. Alfred Bramsen, a collector of Hammershoi works and
author of the catalogue raisonné published in 1918 that included 377
works, contracted with the National Museum to donate the 28 works in
his collection, and these works were displayed in a luxurious space
known as Hammershoi Hall (Bramsen, p.76). However, citing lack of
display space, all of these works were returned to Bramsen in 1931. The
reevaluation of Hammershoi would have to wait until 1981, when
Ordrupgaard held a retrospective of his works. In 1987, six of the 28
works given back to Bramsen were returned to the National Museum
(Vad, p.93). Later, Hammershoi once again entered the international



stage with the traveling exhibition held at the Musée d'Orsay and the
Guggenheim in 1997-98. In 1999-2000 the Konstmuseum Goteborg and
the Nationalmuseum Stockholm held exhibitions, followed in 2003 by
an exhibition at the Hamburger Kunsthalle, all contributing dramatically
to the market price of Hammershoi's works. In 2008, the NMWA in
concert with the Royal Academy, London, held Japan's first
retrospective exhibition of Hammershoi's works, focusing Japan's
attention on this artist.

Probably Hammershoi’s most loved works are his interiors. The
Danish interior painters active at the end of the 19th century, such as
Anna Anker, Peter llsted and Carl Holspe, painted interiors flooded with
bright light and a sense of intimacy, while, on the other hand,
Hammershoi painted subdued interiors, to the point of monotone, with
an exalted sense of emotional setting. The majority of Hammershoi's
works are images of his own apartment at Strangade 30 in Copenhagen,
and the one person who frequently appears in these scenes is
Hammershoi's wife, Ida. However, the majority of the images of Ida are
back views, and thus the viewer is not privy to her emotions or facial
expressions. The interior expression itself is also stripped of all narrative
elements, giving viewers only a limited clue as to a work’s
interpretation. Given these factors, Hammershoi's works are often called
“stories that are not told”.

This painting was painted in 1910, the year that Hammershoi moved
from Strangade 30 to Bredgade 25. Three years later, in 1913, the couple
moved again to Strangade 25, across the street from where they had
lived at Strangade 30, and there were only a few paintings created of the
Bredgade interior. This painting features two Bredgade rooms
connected by a large white door. The white door stands open towards
the viewer, while light shines in dramatically from the exterior to the
left. Hammershoi’s wife Ida sits at a piano in the far room, with her back
to the viewer. Given the back view it is hard to determine if Ida is
playing the piano or not. However, because the door is open towards
the viewer, we can imagine the effect of the piano music flowing out of
the composition. Further, the back views of Ida are reminiscent of
Dutch 17th century Golden Age painters such as Vermeer and Emanuel
de Witte, and it seems that Hammershei was drawing on classical works
for his compositions. What appears to be a framed etching hangs over
Ida’s head, but the subject of the framed image is indecipherable. Thus,
unlike the Dutch Golden Age images filled with subject matter hints,
here Hammershoi does not provide interpretive hints for his viewers.
Similarly, a single chair and an oval table are seen in the foreground,
but the silver dish placed on the table confounds the viewer’s
interpretation with its simple inorganic form. A square table can be seen
to the right back of the oval table, which in turn stands in front of empty
bookcases. The framed work, which appears to be a landscape image,
hangs above the bookcases. The Artist’s Easel (Statens Museum for
Kunst, Copenhagen) was painted the same year, and it provides a
clearer rendering of the print on the wall. Judging from that painting,
the print was J. F. Clemen’s engraving of C. A. Loerntzen’s painting, The
Battle of Copenhagen (Exh. cat. Copenhagen / Paris / New York 1997-98,
n0.68, p.176), but it does not seem to have had any particular meaning
in terms of the composition overall. Motifs such as furniture with its
inorganic expression and unidentifiable framed pictures are visual
vocabulary shared across Hammershoi's works, with their positions
changed canvas by canvas, each reappearing numerous times. These
stage prop-like “fittings” do not add a sense of everyday life to the scene,
and it is only the natural light that fills the rooms that give a sense that
they are spaces for human life.

The interiors painted by Hammershoi during the three years he lived
at Bredgade are highly esteemed as representative of Hammershei’s
later period. According to Bramsen’s catalogue, Hammershei painted 15
interiors during the years 1910 to 1911, with the majority of them on the
motif of these two rooms. The canvases for these works are larger than
those for the interior scenes painted at Strangade 30, and this could
have to do with the fact that the new apartment had higher ceilings.
These interiors from the same time period all have compositions made

up of finely graded bluish gray tones. Within the group, there are two
that can be compared to this work, each with the white door in the
center of the composition and a depiction of Ida. These two works are
the Interior Bredgade 25 (ARoS Aarhus Kunstmuseum) and Interior with
a Woman Reading (Nationalmuseum, Stockholm). The Aarhus work
(fig.1), moreso than the NMWA work, is a closeup of the scene beyond
the white door. The piano has its lid shut and Ida stands with one hand
on the piano, facing the viewer and gently smiling. This is a rare work
showing her in a happy mood. A Royal Copenhagen punch bowl,
frequently depicted prior to their move from Strangade 30, appears on
top of the piano, and yet here the expected underglaze blue decoration
is omitted from the bowl. Only three of the four legs of the chair placed
before the piano can be seen, and this is a distinctively Hammershoi
depiction. The Stockholm work (fig.2) shows an all the closer close up
view, with Ida standing reading a book in the foreground room. It is
fascinating to note that this marks Hammershoi repeating an old subject
of his own from a decade before, Interior with a Woman Reading
(1899/1900, private collection), which in turn was based on Vermeer's
Woman Reading a Letter. While both the Aarhus and Stockholm works
are of high quality, it is only the NMWA work that is reproduced in a
plate in Bramsen’s catalogue raisonné, suggesting that at the time this
work was highly regarded.

According to the survey report of May 2007 by a London conservator,
this work is in extremely good condition. Further, there is not a single
stroke of added brushwork, and there is no backing attached to the
work. The same London conservator removed the varnish in March
2007, returning the original sparkle to the work. The provenance of this
work, according to Bramsen, states that in 1910 the work was purchased
by the Kunstforeningen of Copenhagen. However, that purchase was
not the case of a painting purchased after an exhibition has closed, but
rather appears to have been a purchase by the distribution society that
was related to an annual event. The members who paid their
membership fees were allowed to participate in an annual drawing and
the system allocated paintings for purchase. Unfortunately, while this
group is still extant, the records of their distribution society are not
extant, and thus the details of this matter are not known. The
whereabouts of the painting after that time are unknown. The same
group held a posthumous retrospective of Hammershoi's work in 1916,
and there were a total of 275 works displayed. Examination of the
catalogue, however, indicates that this work was not displayed. This
painting first reappeared in public at the Hammershoi exhibition held at
Goteborg and Stockholm in 2000. The work was in a Swedish private
collection at that time and as it was a late addition to the show, it was
not included in the exhibition catalogue. A separately printed image of
the work, however was distributed with the catalogue.

The label on the back edge of the frame is that of an Edinburgh
framer, and it seems to have been made when the work was in a private
collection in Edinburgh. The stretchers for the canvas are clearly the
originals and quite stable. Further, while only a few exist, Hammershoi
did create drawings of his own oil paintings, and one drawing of this
work can be confirmed today in a private collection.

The purchase of this painting not only allowed us to include one of
Hammershoi's late great works in the exhibition held in fiscal 2008 in
the Royal Academy, London, and at the NMWA, it also broadened the
collection of French and European symbolists in the NMWA, such as the
museum’s Puvis de Chavanne, and Carriere. Further, the comparison of
this work with the 1920s works of Ernest Laurent and Edouard Vuillard,
reveal one example of the major role played by northern Europe in
modern art. (Naoki Sato)



