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Hermann Talvik in the late 1950s. Private photo.










Hermann Talvik


31 May 1906 –11 January 1984


One night in the late 1930s, he was suddenly able to convey his profound spiritual experiences through his art. In his longing for freedom, his spiritual and artistic world had merged, fertilising and enriching each other. The experiences took shape, flowing like rhythms, shapes and symbols over the paper before him on the floor. In this limitless dimension he felt as if he were without skin. A spiritual visual language unfolded like an ethereal pilgrim’s way. Sometimes like fragile poetry, at others with dramatic violence.


He fell in love with the monotype at an early age – with this technique that combines the unique possibilities of both painting and printmaking. With the experiences of the night still fresh and alive as vibrations within him, he painted on a sheet of glass and made a single print. And so he continued, for several nights, with several different artworks. Mostly in colour, but even at an early stage of his career as the master of the monotype, he also created black-and-white monotypes.


The interaction between black and white was an instrument for his artistic expression. As a child he mixed charcoal from the stove with a few drops of rainwater, painting with sensitive fingers in silky grey shades and powerful coal-black lines. His love of printmaking was born from this musical experience. He would choose his technique to suit the subject: linocuts for powerful fields balancing each other; etchings for light, depth and saturated chasms; drypoints giving microscopic variations in line and dark places of concealment; and monotypes and paintings offering cosmic environments bathed in colour.


Landscapes, his conversations with nature, had previously been his most common subject. But landscapes too had souls – they were not merely depictions. They were sensitive interpretation of the encounter between his identity as an artist and the silent freedom offered by nature, which gave him strength. He felt freedom just as strongly in the cascades of dazzling sunlight as in the scent of newly-fallen snow.


At the age of just thirteen, he was accepted through special dispensation by the Tallinn State Art School. At twenty-two, he moved to Helsinki to study at the art school in the Ateneum. Soon study trips in Europe also inspired and expanded his knowledge.


He hungered for more, and Paris became his second home. But the period of violent upheavals in Europe was to obstruct his freedom. Afflicted by sights that would remain with him for decades, and after fleeing for his life to avoid the front, he was forced to leave his homeland.


In 1944 he arrived in Sweden. He sought out the mountains where the crystal clear air was saturated only by silence and where the current moment was no longer a threat.


He did not seek out the company of people. A constant dialogue with nature and proximity to an astral world were the only companionship he required. In people he saw the spirit as a light, and that light as part of God. But he observed with sorrow that the individual rarely understood their own spiritual wealth and competence, that people lacked the tools to embark on their own inner journey, and that they were unaware of their own role in a greater whole.


He hoped his spiritual compositions could be the key that opened emotional doors. In the sensitive observer’s eye, the gaze could be turned inwards. Inwards from the proffered image and into the individual’s own spiritual presence. The aim of his work was not for the viewer to get to know him better. The aim was for us to gain a greater understanding of ourselves.


He hoped that his art would form an oasis for meditation where all experiences were equally valid, where all people had the same value and all languages gained the same respect. Languages based on words, on rhythms, colour, shape or tones.


He knew that the language of images is one of unrestricted instantaneous communication, where the experience is born from a close relationship between the visible and the invisible, between the object and the void.


He knew that the word can cause the shimmer of experience to pale and existential clarity to dissolve.


He wanted us to approach his art as we do music. In the same way that we allow the notes of music to enfold us, he wanted us to become seekers in his work.


He wanted us to show each other respect in our clumsy attempts to describe in words the paths we wander on foreign soil – words designed to function in the concrete reality we find ourselves in, this reality that is comprehensible and viewable over time, where everything has a start and everything has an end.


His message has no start and no end. It is a symphony of offerings. He conveys questions derived from an unfathomable world. He did not call himself religious, but he considered that, like everyone else, he was part of God. He never called us spectators. He called us receivers.


What can you see?





The question is a gift.


The answers are endless.


Kristian Talvik, his son, was born in Tallinn and came to Sweden in autumn 1944 with his parents. An artistic tendency emerged at an early age, and even as a child he stood beside his father and painted, receiving advice and encouragement. In parallel with training to become an architect, he became a skilled painter of water landscapes.


In this book Kristian and I meet, to share our personal experiences of life, our memories of our father and our feelings about his art.
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