
»Those in power are overloaded people.«

Kaj Stenvall portrays the powerful and their puppets – also Putin and 
Zelenskyi. Here the Finnish artist explains what he sees in the faces.
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SPIEGEL: Mr. Stenvall, you paint portraits of Vladimir Putin and Volody-

myr Zelenskyi. His last painting is only a few days old and shows Zelen-

skyi with a determined expression on her face. But there’s something else 

in his eyes, they’re blank. Is it resignation?

Stenvall: It’s a lot of pressure. He carries the world on his shoulders. This 

is a very difficult thing.

SPIEGEL: There are other portraits of Selenskyi. They transport greatness, 

but also enormous tiredness.

Stenvall: Yes, Selenskyi is stressed. But he has people who support him. 

He is a symbol of hope for the world to try. He is the hero, albeit a tragic 

one.

SPIEGEL: Above all, you paint those in power, including Donald Trump in 

the past. Why?

Kaj Stenvall: Should I Be Worried? Oil on board, 40 x 50 cm, 2022.



Stenvall: I think a lot about what it feels like to be the leader of a nation, 

and I translate my guesses into images. Those in power are overloaded 

people. They determine important things, other people have to obey 

them. Most of the time we can’t see behind their masks. But we can imag-

ine what is there.

SPIEGEL: What do you assume behind Vladimir Putin’s mask?

Stenvall: Loneliness. I doubt he still feels determined.

SPIEGEL: In one painting, Putin is sitting alone at the head of a table. The 

table is crooked, the other end tilts to the floor. Why?

Stenvall: The scene is an allegory of Putin’s meeting with Olaf Scholz and 

Emmanuel Macron shortly before the invasion of Ukraine. The German 

and the French are gone again, both slipped off the Russian table, so to 

speak. Putin is again alone with his power. I was hoping at the time that 

Putin would also slip out of his seat, but things turned out differently. 

Sometimes my pictures are also wishful thinking.

SPIEGEL: Doesn’t it bother you that current paintings are overtaken by 

events?

Stenvall: I can’t change that. The pictures are getting old, they are snap-

shots made with brushes. I try to capture the reality of a moment. Maybe 

someday this can be interesting from a historical point of view.

SPIEGEL: However, you also alienate reality. For example with the duck, 

which you repeatedly insert into political motifs and which made you 

famous. The character resembles Donald Duck, in one image she looks 

concerned at Putin, who is holding a machine gun. Is that supposed to be 

funny?

Stenvall: I don’t paint jokes, I’m more of a serious guy. The duck is a game 

with the viewer. I want to stimulate imagination. People shouldn’t just 

look at pictures, they should think about them. The duck helps, it com-

bines humor with seriousness, the viewer can then better empathize with 

the situation of the picture. In the picture with Putin she represents us 

Finns. We’re used to watching everything Putin does very closely because 

Finland is so close to Russia.



SPIEGEL: Another picture shows Putin standing in the Narva River. The 

Narva is the border between Estonia and Russia and flows into the Gulf of 

Finland.

Stenvall: This picture is from 2014, when Putin conquered Crimea and 

other neighboring countries feared Putin’s aggression. Also Estonia and 

Finland - with the difference that Estonia is in NATO and Finland is not. In 

this picture he seems to be walking on water, Putin is megalomaniac, he 

thinks he can act like a god. At the time, he liked to present himself as a 

macho, in a military look and shirtless.

SPIEGEL: Do you paint in the hope of documenting history? Or even in the 

hope of being able to make a difference?

Stenvall: It’s more my way of communicating. When people have to go 

through difficult situations, it’s good to be able to express your feelings and 

thoughts. I’m not a highly political person, but I follow current events. The 

phenomenon of power seems to me to determine a lot. That’s why I paint 

people who have power.


