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During the first half of the 19th century, important parts of the cultivation of Finnish culture took 

place in informal societies and networks. Personal relationships (kinship, friendship) were 

significant, with women often also playing an important role; the context was often that of Swedish

speaking literati, many of whom were engaged in supporting the Finnish cause. 

The Saturday Society of the 1830s and '40s has a special position in the Finnish historical 

imagination: here the nation's "great men" gathered as young adults at the beginning of their 

careers. Among its most famous members were the future "national poet" J.L. Runeberg and the 

future "national philosopher" J.V. Snellman. The group also included men, who, without having 

achieved national canonicity to the same extent, were prominent at the time; e.g. the physicist J.J. 

Nervander and the critic Fredrik Cygnaeus, both aspiring poets. Other original central members 

were early-career academics such as the philosopher A.A. Laurell, the theologian B.O. Lille, the 

legal scholar J.J. Nordstrom, the physicians M.J. Lindfors and L.I. Ahlstubbe, and the mining 

engineer Fredrik Tengstrom. Mutual friendships, many dating back to student days, were important 

in the group's formation. The composition varied over the years, with a gravitation towards 

academics. Johan Jacob Tengstrom, for instance, had been associated with the Turku Romantics. 
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The Saturday Society broadly discussed academic and literary issues. In later recollections the 

Society has been depicted as a place for witty conversation where disagreements were not avoided 

but eventually defused in good-natured bonhomie. In the early years, the members paid a fee for 

the acquisition of books from Sweden, including Swedish Romantics like Atterbom, Geijer and 

Tegner, and translations of German classics. The group neither had a fixed meeting day nor a 

regular agenda. 

In the national narrative, there has been a tendency to connect prominent national figures to these 

key social circles and institutions. Elias U:innrot, for instance, an incidental guest rather than a 

regular member, has in posthumous representations been associated with the Saturday Society; 

and the Society has been erroneously linked to the establishment of the Finnish Literature Society 

in 1831. Some of the members were individually involved in such initiatives, of course, and also in 

the founding of the Helsinki Lyceum. 

The Saturday Society's membership was male, but after a few years a wife or sister of the host 

could act as a hostess for a separate women's meeting held in a different room. While the women 

met separately, the topics discussed by the men were communicated to them; these were 

discussed by the women amongst themselves and the results were passed on to the men. Also, on 

many evenings some of the men of the Saturday Society met while the women visited each other 

elsewhere. This smaller group was called the Kruununhaka, after the Helsinki neighbourhood 

where many of them lived. Among these women were Fredrika Runeberg (nee Tengstrom, the 

poet's wife and novelist; she has written about the Society in her memoirs), Fredrika's sister 

Carolina Tengstrom, who married the aforementioned Johan Jacob Tengstrom (her cousin), and 

Fredrika's school friend Augusta Lundahl. 

Around the turn of the 1840-1850s, a new, nationally inclined Kruununhaka Circle formed around 

the household of J.J. and Carolina Tengstrom. A second generation (the Tengstroms' grown-up and 

married children) now formed the nucleus of a network where friendships and marriages intertwined 

with shared commitment to the Finnish cause. 

The son, Robert Tengstrom, was a leading figure in Finnish cultural nationalism in student life; but 

he died early (in 1847). Three daughters, Safi, Helene and Natalia, took an interest in national 

issues and found their spouses in the family's Finnish-minded academic social ambience. Safi 

Tengstrom married Herman Kellgren, her brother's best friend, scholar and entrepreneur, and future 

Professor of Oriental Literature. Helene Tengstrom's spouse was the journalist Paavo Tikkanen, 

business partner of brother-in-law Kellgren. Natalia Tengstrom married the prominent linguist and 

explorer M.A. Castren, whose ties with the family dated back to the 1830s Saturday Society. 

The Tengstrom sons-in-law had joint projects in book-selling and book-printing, with publication 

activities ranging from small booklets and albums to the important Finnish-language newspaper 

Suometar. The sisters ran a convivial study group in Finnish language. The men and the women 

were all affiliated with the Finnish Literature Society, though active membership was open to men 

only. 

Other members of the Kruununhaka Circle included old Saturday Society associates like J.V. 

Snellman (now with his wife Jeanette) and Carolina Tengstrom's brother Fredrik Tengstrom. Other 

couples were the physician K.F. Willebrand and his wife Sofia Willebrand, E.A. lngman (physician 

and Finnish translator of Homer and Anacreon) with his wife Eva lngman. The Borgstroms, a 

neighbouring merchant family, also attended the meetings. In addition to these couples, the group 

included young academic men such as August Schauman, August Ahlqvist and Fredrik Polen. 

Many of these were active in the Finnish Literature Society and Suometar. 

The circle's Finnish national-mindedness led a cousin - of a different political opinion - to call it, 

sarcastically, "the constituent national assembly", while noting the important role of the women: they 
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were both prominent and popular. The language struggle between Finnish and Swedish had not yet 

culminated, but bearing in mind the members' later political stances, most of the group (though not 

Snellman) wanted to advance Finnish language and culture while rejecting strict monolingualism. 
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