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Editorial: Researching the Finnish
National Gallery’s Collections
Riitta Ojanperä, PhD, Director of Collections Management, Finnish
National Gallery
11 March 2022
The Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, one of the Finnish National Gallery’s three
museums, closed its doors for more than a year in order to carry out renovation work to the
building. During this period the museum staff were busy focusing on curating an extensive
exhibition of international contemporary art ‘ARS22 – Living encounters’, which opens in April.
This exceptional period offered Kiasma a rare opportunity to concentrate on its
collections. One result is the publication of a richly illustrated book, The Many Forms of
Contemporary Art, which celebrates 30 years of collecting contemporary art. The current
issue of FNG Research magazine publishes online two articles from the book, as well as an
interview with the curators responsible for the book project. From a research point of view
there was a specific chance for the curators to follow their own research interests and to
avoid using the standard ways of looking at the collection, instead roaming freely through it.
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Since 2017 the Finnish National Gallery has run a research intern programme to
foster collaboration between the museum professionals and academic studies in art history.
Interns have been recruited to work for three months on a selected part of our collections,
honing their skills in researching chosen topics by studying material collection objects, such
as specific artists’ archives. In this way we wish to support future museum professionals’
practical enthusiasm for actual physical objects in the collections in their many formats. This
programme has proved to be successful both for graduate-level students and the museum’s
professionals practising research.
Our research intern for the autumn period in 2021, Ida Pakarinen, chose to look at
the collections from the viewpoint of current climate change. Through the artists’ works she
chose to examine, her article, ‘Recycled Utopia – Where Art and Everyday Life Coalesce’,
touches upon important questions concerning a museum’s collections management in the
form of contextualising collections objects with metadata. Focusing on recycled materials and
their status in artworks and artists’ working processes, she came to discuss certain key words
or concepts, such as ‘trash’, ‘waste’ or ‘junk’, as part of the contextualisation of collection
objects. Her approach makes visible how, for example, vocabularies used in cataloguing
museum collections are entangled with transforming meanings and values.
An important international research project that FNG Research is currently following is
entitled ‘Gothic Modern: from Medieval and Northern Renaissance to Dark, Emotive, Uncanny
Modern Art’. The project schedule stretches from 2018 to 2025 and explores the pivotal
importance of Gothic art for the artistic modernisms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
In this issue, we follow the international partners group meeting and encounter modern
Gothic throwbacks in Finnish cultural history.
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Celebrating Three Decades of Collecting
Contemporary Art
Gill Crabbe, FNG Research
When a national collection marks a milestone in its history, it offers a chance to get a glimpse
of the changes that have contributed to its evolution. Gill Crabbe asks three curators from the
Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma / Finnish National Gallery about the process of preparing
a new book that opens the doors to the past 30 years of the museum’s acquisitions

The collections team of the
Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma, from left: curator
Satu Oksanen, curator
Saara Hacklin and chief
curator Kati Kivinen.
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

In our digital age when e-books and online webzines are the order of the day, the production
of a book is a special project. It is an In Real Life event, a hand-held object that has a physical
life and span, something not only to be read, but for the reader or readers perhaps to adorn
with personalised marginalia, a concretised narrative that can be physically place-marked
with folded page corners, easily navigated (no endless screen scrolling) and delved into
anywhere anytime without plugging-in. The book, far from being an anachronism, is in fact
gaining in value as the exponential expansion of electronic media progresses. And books,
especially when commissioned to commemorate or celebrate, can be a multiple monument,
honouring achievements over time. This is the case with a beautifully produced and lavishly
illustrated book, The Many Forms of Contemporary Art, which celebrates 30 years of collecting
contemporary art. It is the Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma’s monument to its own art
collection, in book form.
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Installation view of Donald Judd, Untitled, 1989, Cor-Ten steel, purple plexiglass,
101cm x 203cm x 203cm; on the wall Frank Stella, Sidney Guberman, 1964, metal paint on canvas,
5cm x 227cm x 197cm
The Kouri Collection, Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

‘ I think a physical book is still important and it’s a topic we discussed a lot ourselves,’
says Kati Kivinen, Chief Curator of Collections at Kiasma, one of three of the museum’s
curators who were driving the project. ‘Personally, I prefer to roam through a book when
accessing a theme or topic, rather than looking at hundreds of images of artworks online,
even more so after two years of watching everything on screen during the pandemic. Also the
book is closer to the works themselves, being concrete – a book lying between an image on
screen and the actual artworks.’
In addition to its celebratory aspect, the decision to publish the book was also practical
– Kiasma has been undergoing renovations since early 2021 and with its exhibition spaces out
of action, and many projects off the agenda, the museum’s curators found themselves timericher, and in Kivinen’s words ‘with an opportunity of a book project on 30 years of collecting.
We have never done a comprehensive overview of the collection like this before and since our
publications have always been linked to the exhibitions that we present, this offered a rare
chance to concentrate on the collection without this kind of agenda.’
Visually, the book is an invitation to step into the museum’s collection, much like
stepping into the museum itself, hence the choice for the cover image of the bare interior
walls of the Kiasma foyer, with its clean lines and subtle play of light across the many
textures of white, conveying an emptiness that prompts a curiosity to discover the artworks
within. That curiosity is piqued by nine full-bleed spreads of images of artworks before you
even arrive at the Contents page, and is sustained throughout the book, often via full-page
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Nina Roos, Lost in Yellow,
2000, oil on polycarbonate
sheet, metal stand, 90cm x
175cm x 241cm (each sheet),
installed in the lobby at
Kiasma
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

installation shots, with viewers variously peering
into a giant steel box by Donald Judd, relaxing on
bean bags before a video projection by Korakrit
Arunanondchai, or having their portrait shot taken
by Søren Dahlgaard with dough on their heads.
Works that are very much engaging the public, not
gathering dust in storage.
Conceptually, the book is a carefully calibrated
selection of works from the collection that reflects
its multiplicity, and its distinctive character and
includes works that might have been marginalised
from resisting categorisation. It approaches the
collection not chronologically but in terms of
thematic developments that evolved from the
curators’ research interests and that reflected the
nature of the collection, such as participatory art,
the challenges of new materialism, new horizons
in international art, and the presence of sound in
art. So what kind of collection has the Museum of
Contemporary Art developed since it had its first
exhibition in the Ateneum 1991, and what kind of
research questions have the three curators involved
in the book brought to the task of presenting it in
this form?
In the introduction to the book, Kiasma
Museum Director Leevi Haapala, together with
its editors, Saara Hacklin, Kati Kivinen and Satu
Oksanen, describe the museum’s holdings as ‘one
of the most significant collections of contemporary
art in northern Europe’. The primary aim of the
collection, they write, ‘is not to fill an art-historical
canon, but rather to actively shape it and be
prepared to tell stories of our own time. The complex
challenges of our time are present (…) as topics of
art, and equally, as ethical and practical boundary
conditions for collecting art, which include, among
others, species disappearance and the dwindling of natural resources resulting from climate
change, the technological and copyright challenges brought by digitality, the heightened
significance of inclusiveness and communality, and the new phase of globalisation in the crisis
of the market economy.’
With current holdings of around 8,500 works by 1,000 artists (part of the Finnish
National Gallery collections) and between 60 and 100 works acquired annually, Kiasma initially
set out to emphasise collecting Nordic and Baltic art. The museum’s holdings, which date from
the 1970s onwards – it recently transferred most of its artworks from the 1960s to its sister
museum the Ateneum Art Museum – are also augmented with retrospective acquisitions.
Collecting strategies have changed over the decades on many levels and trends in acquiring
Finnish art have changed during this time too. A new development is the commissioning
of works directly into the collection. ‘It’s only fairly recently that we had permission to use
acquisition money for this,’ says curator Saara Hacklin. Kati Kivinen also highlights a trend
to take risks with younger and emerging artists. ‘For example, we now openly approach the
possibility of buying art from very young artists,’ says Kivinen. ‘When I joined the Kiasma
team in the early 2000s it was quite rare to buy from graduation shows but nowadays it’s
quite accepted.’ Then in the past three years major projects have been initiated with external
sponsors such as the Alfred Kordelin Foundation, which collaborated in financing the Kiasma
Commission by Kordelin project, a three-year project with an annual commission of work
foregrounding a Finnish contemporary artist and shown in Kiasma.
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Niina Tervo, 2, 5 and 1, from the series ‘Undulate’, 2018, from left:
2: plastic, pigment, cotton wool, 45cm x 60cm x 22cm;
5: polyurethane, pigment, pins, 24cm x 155cm x 20cm;
1: plastic, pigment, cotton wool, 27cm x 25cm x 175cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

In addition to collecting Finnish artists, Kiasma’s thematic exhibitions afford
opportunities to commission international artists, and are a mutually beneficial way to
augment the collection in response to increasingly global developments in the contemporary
art canon. As Kivinen explains: ‘Generally, we can say our acquisition budget of less than half
a million euros doesn’t permit much overseas shopping. Usually a third of the works we buy
each year are by international artists and perhaps half of those are from our own exhibitions
and the other half are what we have seen elsewhere or we buy something in advance for one
of our planned exhibitions.’
‘After just 30 years of collecting Kiasma is actually a relative newcomer, yet it has one of
the largest collections of media art in northern Europe,’ Kivinen continues. ‘This is the result
of a decision by the Museum of Contemporary Art from its inception to focus on collecting in
new areas of contemporary art. This went hand in hand, for example, with media art rising in
the field of contemporary art in Finland in the 1990s via the expanding horizons in Finland’s
art education, so all these things supported it.’ Video art classics were bought in the 1990s,
such as John Baldessari’s Baldessari Sings Lewitt (1972). ‘Then in the 2000s media art entered
very quickly into the mainstream so it was no longer so strongly emphasised. Now there is
a renewed interest in media art again via new forms like online art.’ Nowhere could this be
more clearly seen than in the most recent edition in the five-yearly series of ‘ARS’ exhibitions,
which alongside the works in Kiasma’s physical space, launched a parallel exhibition of purely
internet art, acquiring a number of the works in the process.
In starting the research process for the book, Kivinen and her curator colleagues
Saara Hacklin and Satu Oksanen, consulted museum staff from different departments on
what approaches to include. ‘For example, the role of audience participation in relation to

5
Celebrating Three Decades of Collecting Contemporary Art // Gill Crabbe
--FNG Research Issue No. 1/2022. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

Pilvi Takala, The Trainee, 2008, installation, letter,
Powerpoint presentation, two video projections,
videotape, photographed at Kiasma in 2009
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

contemporary art was highlighted,’ says Kivinen.
‘This has been strongly on Kiasma’s agenda from the
outset, as we had an emphasis on developing our
public programmes.’
The three curators also consulted on the
selection of works to represent the collection in
the book. ‘We had a lot of help in pinpointing key
works,’ Kivinen continues. ‘Our graphic designer Timo
Vartiainen and head of photography Pirje Mykkänen
were also contributing in choosing images outside our
articles, creating alternative visual narratives. Of course
we had our own ideas about what to include, and we
had to decide whether to present them through the
articles or through the selection of images.’ Looking
back at the exhibition history and remembering the
audience reactions to specific shows, together with
feedback from colleagues, there were sometimes
overlaps, as in the choice of Jacob Dahlgren’s The
Wonderful World of Abstraction (2009) but there
were also some surprise suggestions, such as Anna
Estarriola’s Our weight in ashes is 3,5% of our body
mass, I have ordered my ashes in blue, I want to
become blue stardust reaching the moon (2015).
However, as Saara Hacklin explains, when it came to choosing the themes for the essays,
‘we didn’t want to use the selected key works as the starting point. Nevertheless we noticed
that in the end the themes we selected included many of those works.’
‘We also wanted to avoid the standard division by medium or chronology,’ Hacklin
continues. ‘We deliberately wanted to mix works and choose different themes to bring
together art from different times and different media. We were also following our own
research interests, so for example, Kati has a long interest in sound art and had curated
Kiasma’s recent Mika Vainio exhibition.’
This freedom to pursue their own interests was an important factor shaping the
themes in the book. ‘This project has been a very refreshing exception, allowing us to write
about artworks that would be totally impossible to display together in an exhibition space
in terms of their conservation, conditions for display and budget,’ says Hacklin. ‘Usually
you are driven by all the practical questions about how to bring these works together in a
specific show but in researching a book like this it was such a pleasure to be able to freely
roam the collection.’
So has their research for the book revealed Kiasma’s collecting habits as a gamechanger or a follower? One area in which Kiasma has faced challenges is in the area of New
Materialism, and as Hacklin points out: ‘Here there has been a willingness to take risks
in collecting.’ Satu Oksanen’s essay for the book reveals some of the conservation issues
surrounding fragility and ephemerality in the collection’s artworks, reflecting a trend towards
works foregrounding non-human agency, but with that comes challenges for the museum
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Kalervo Palsa, Resignation, 1971, gouache on paper, 38.5cm x 57.5cm
Maj-Lis Pitkänen Collection, Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis

in how to maintain them. ‘Conservators have to be so inventive these days in finding new
techniques to preserve these works – they need to be very creative,’ says Oksanen. Her
research for the book has underlined the rapid expansion and evolution in the materials
used in art in the past 30 years. As she points out, museum practices in maintaining the
collection are radically changing too, to meet the challenges this brings. ‘There is more and
more negotiation between artists and conservators and the artworks and it requires a lot
of flexibility around the classic conservator ethics and ways of thinking and attitudes. The
variety of materials in contemporary art is becoming more unpredictable for conservators and
technicians because it is part of the art process itself to challenge itself and find new ways and
react to the world in general.
In her essay Oksanen cites Niina Tervo’s series ‘Undulate’ (2018), as an example, which
comprises sculptures made from natural rubber latex, pigment, polyethylene, and polyester
wadding, materials that change colour and consistency over time and are so sensitive to
erosion that between exhibitions they are stored in a special oxygen-free environment to
slow down their deterioration. Kiasma has also had to face purchasing works with extremely
limited life expectancy. ‘There are some super fragile works, such as Charlotta Östlund’s
Bouquet (2016), which includes dried twigs and petals – from the beginning we knew that
those works would not last for ever yet we still agreed on buying them and showing them.’
This willingness to take risks in collecting extends to their acquisitions in the sphere of
digital art. ‘With the more recent forms of media art such as internet art, here again we can’t
say for sure how long those works will last, so it’s about asking what will be their afterlife,
or will they be preserved only in some form of documentation,’ Kivinen explains. Oksanen
gives the example of Jenna Sutela’s installation I Magma (2019), seven head-shaped glass
sculptures filled with coloured liquid operating like lava lamps, plus a mobile app. ‘It’s the
first app. we have purchased and it took a while to process the acquisition and find ways
to include the app. in the collections. Through expanding our collecting to include online
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Jussi Heikkilä, Puffin (Fratercula Arctica), 1998, stuffed puffin, plaster,
steel, empty tin of fish, 11cm x 24cm x 27cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

artworks in recent years we have also been expanding the circle
of professionals working in the collections. So even if I Magma
presented challenges to the institution, we still took the initiative
in acquiring it and I think it was a brave thing to do.’ In fact
this area of collecting has stimulated demand for a widening
knowledge base for museum conservators, which has prompted
Metropolia University of Applied Sciences to plan courses
specifically in media art conservation.
A major theme within the book is Kiasma’s distinctive
emphasis on the participatory dimension in the art in its
collection. ‘In looking into the multiplicity of our collection
one of the research areas we wanted to foreground was those
forms or works that are more in the margins because they don’t
fall into a certain category,’ Hacklin explains. Here the curators
opted to commission an essay from independent researcher
Kaija Kaitavuori, who has also written a new book on participatory art, something that by its
nature resists categorisation. In her essay she writes: ‘In the late 1990s art exhibitions began
to include works that required active participation from the viewer,’ adding, ‘the participant is
not the same as the viewer, but neither is he the artist, although he does influence the form
and content of the work.’
Kaitavuori explains that while there is no consensus on the concepts that should
be used to describe participatory art, she identifies strands such as community art, ‘a
project carried out with a group of people’; relational art, ‘which creates temporary
microcommunities’; or intervention, ‘which draws people into a work without warning or
sometimes even permission’. It can be immersive, as in Jacob Dahlgren’s The Wonderful
World of Abstraction (a Kiasma-goers’ favourite), which invites visitors to mingle with a mass
of hanging coloured ribbons. It can involve the participants in the actual production process,
as in the hugely popular work The Complaints Choir, (2006–) in which singers bring their
own complaints to be collectively composed and performed as song. It can be clandestine,
as in Pilvi Takala’s The Trainee (2008), in which the artist, operating undercover as an intern
in a financial services firm, secretly filmed her own strange behaviour and her colleagues’
reactions to it. (Here permission was obtained from the unwitting participants in the video
retrospectively.) Indeed, participatory art, because it overlaps with many other categories
of artwork, such as performance, video, installation, can present difficulties in terms of
researching the collection’s database. Here the challenges of metadata were highlighted when
the curators were preparing the book.
As Saara Hacklin points out: ‘Works that might now be considered participatory art
have not been categorised historically as participatory, so the keywords have not always been
there. We would negotiate with the artist how their work would be categorised at the time
of the acquisition. The database reflects the knowledge and the availability of categories
and maybe the focus and interests from specific time periods and often the artworks are so
manifold that they can have many aspects underlined. We can, of course, add more keywords
over time. During the pandemic our museum guards were redeployed for a period to add
keywords to our database but they were not changing the main categories.’ This shows how
important it is to keep updating metadata for the database.
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Otto Karvonen, Urban Space Occupation Kit / Helsinki
260905, 2005, aluminium box, plastic traffic cones,
warning tape, camping stool
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

This has also been the case with performance
art, says Kivinen, especially when a specific work
might have been categorised as a video work, or
might even have been diverted away from the
collection to the archive, to be designated as a
document of a work rather than the work itself. ‘It is
up to the artist to decide whether a work is unique
and momentary or whether the documenting of
it is part of the work,’ she says. Roi Vaara’s live
action piece White Man (1983), for example was
documented in a series of photos of the artist
interacting with the public in Helsinki, dressed
head-to-toe in white, and wearing white make-up.
The collection acquired it as an artwork in the form
of a signed collage of the photos. The art historian
Riikka Niemelä’s essay for the book ‘Performances
for the Camera in Kiasma collections’ encompasses
both photographic and video work. ‘In terms of our
collections history, for a long time performances
were included in the collection that could only be
traced in the form of authorised documentation
and these have not been used so much,’ Saara
Hacklin explains.
Hacklin’s own contribution to the book takes a look at the collection from the
perspective of the changing political and societal dimension in contemporary art in the
past 30 years. In her essay she writes that the guiding principle in considering the political
nature of art lies in ‘an artwork’s capacity for bringing under examination some conflict that
might otherwise remain invisible, or in opening new points of view to some phenomenon
that influences society’. Focusing on internal questions of art can also be seen as a political
gesture. Furthermore, our understanding of what is political and our sensitivity to the issues
of the time change as the years go by. Hacklin’s essay is a map with several journeys: through
Finland’s activism, from the Turku underground movement of the 1960s and 70s, which
includes Harro Koskinen’s Pig Messiah (1969), which brought charges of blasphemy, to the
Sámi group Suohpanterror, whose poster series Checkpoint n:o 169 (2015), references ILO169
the Indigenous and Tribal People’s Convention, which Finland has yet to ratify. It is a journey
through nature in light of climate change and the Anthropocene – as in Jussi Heikkilä’s stuffed
puffin with a tin can replacing its beak, Puffin (Fratercula Arctica) (1998). It is a trip through
the personal as political via the myth of the antihero in the paintings of Kalervo Palsa (Comedy,
1971), to American artist Dara Birnbaum’s video work Technology/Change: Wonder Woman
(1978–79). It is a journey about space and power and issues of surveillance – Canadian artist
Melanie Gilligan’s installation The Common Sense (2014) creating a dystopia where people
wear a device in the mouth to communicate emotions secretly and non-verbally, which
becomes a means for social control – to Otto Karvonen’s anarchically humorous comment on
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Stills from the video Eatnanvuloš lottit (Birds in the Earth), 2017, by Marja Helander, video, length
00:10:40
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery

the privatisation of public space, Urban Space Occupation Kit (2005), in which the viewer is
invited to create their own space on a city pavement using barrier tape and plastic cones.
As one delves further into the book it becomes increasingly clear that the subjects the
curators chose to write on are unbounded by strict categorisation. Thus Kati Kivinen writes
not on sound art per se but in a broader sense of the presence of sound and music in the
collection’s works. Her essay encompasses audio visual works, from Bruce Nauman’s iconic
video Lip Sync (1969), in which the artist’s upside-down face mouthing the words ‘lip sync’
is videoed out of sync with the audio recording, to the presence of music by Sámi musician
Wimme in collaboration with RinneRadio in Marja Helander’s video Eatnanvuloš lottit (Birds
in the Earth, 2017), which highlights the conflicts between the traditional Sámi way of life
and modern society. There are also works in which sound is the subject, such as Russian artist
Sasha Pirogova’s Mono (2016), a video of a group of performers creating a sonic composition
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Mika Vainio, 3 x Wall Clocks, 2001, sound installation
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

by rubbing microphones across the different textures of and on their bodies, and Brian
Eno’s Kite Stories (1999), an installation of CD-players generating a continuously renewed
soundscape. There is also the absence of sound, something musician and sound artist Mika
Vainio emphasises in some of his works. ‘It was really interesting to look into the collection
from the sound perspective in a broader sense and that includes soundlessness, which can be
equally important for an artist to consider when thinking of sound as an element or subject in
contemporary art,’ says Kivinen. Vainio’s recent retrospective show ‘50 Hz’ also marked a high
point in the area of sound art for Kiasma.
Having a hardcover book on one’s bookshelf is rapidly becoming similar to having
an original painting on your wall. After all, you can’t collect an e-book. The Many Forms of
Contemporary Art is a beautifully produced art book that offers a comprehensive, accessible,
thought-provoking insight into Finland’s own cultural heritage, as well as providing a
historical perspective on the collection’s expansion over the three decades of its existence
to encompass not only the region’s international art but the world’s. It is a monument to a
pivotal moment in the history of art. And as Kati Kivinen points out, being available in both
Finnish and English, ‘it presents an opportunity to celebrate Finnish contemporary art in the
context of the international works in the collection and promote a new exposure further
afield, beyond our own borders’.
Saara Hacklin, Kati Kivinen and Satu Oksanen (eds.), The Many Forms of Contemporary Art. The Kiasma Collection Book.
A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 175/2022. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma, 2022, available from the Finnish National Gallery’s webshop,
https://museoshop.fi/en/product/the-many-forms-of-contemporary-art-the-kiasma-collection-book/.
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Milk, Monosodium Glutamate, Chewing Gum and
Dust – Lasting and Evanescent Material in Kiasma’s
Collections
Satu Oksanen, MA, Curator, Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Also published in Saara Hacklin, Kati Kivinen and Satu Oksanen (eds.), The Many Forms of
Contemporary Art. The Kiasma Collection Book. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication
175/2022. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2022. Transl.
Maija Timonen
Materials used in contemporary art are diverse, and often central to the meanings of the
works. On the one hand the material of an artwork can be something tangible, on the other, a
piece can take an immaterial form. The idea of a search for the new, questioning and reacting
to the surrounding world, is inscribed into contemporary art. Challenging existing methods
and trying out new materials in art demands of the museum a continual change in modes of
operation. Museums must find new means of collecting, preserving and exhibiting art. New
materials also propose new ways of experiencing art for the spectator.
The art collection of a museum is also a collection of materials. An enormous mass
of matter has been accumulated in store rooms, an assembly of ageing bodies of artworks.
Transience and the fragility of materials is nothing new in art, but the use of materials that
are vulnerable to the ravages of time has increased in contemporary art. At different points
in time attitudes towards materiality and its meanings have shifted. In Finland a significant
change in the use of artistic materials occurred in the 1960s, when the use of new and
alternative materials became common. The traditional materials of sculptures, such as wood,
stone and bronze had to make way for polyurethane, perspex and fibreglass. Oil-based paints
were traded in for acrylic.1 Digitality has been visible in art particularly since the end of the
last millennium. In the 2000s ideas around new materialism shifted attention to the agency
of materials.

From land art to the agency of materials
In the 1960s land art posed a challenge to museum collections. Its purpose was to distance
itself from institutions and the art market. Museums had to figure out how to add to their

1

Kirsti Harva. ‘Teosten toinen elämä. Vaikuttavuus konservaattorin näkökulmasta’, in Päivi
Rajakari (ed.), Mitä meillä oli ennen Kiasmaa? Kokoelmatoiminnan vaikuttavuus. Helsinki: Valtion
taidemuseo / KEHYS, 2008, 272.
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Teuri Haarla, The Body of the
Memory-soil 2001-05-17,
2001, environmental art
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Sanna Ikäläinen

collections a work that had been intended as
a fixed part of a landscape, or that would take
up the majority of their storage space. Often
the solution to this dilemma was found in the
documentation of the piece. At the same time
land art, happenings and process-based as well
as other difficult-to-preserve artworks have
altered the relationship between museums and
archives. The form or material – or immateriality
– of an artwork has had the effect of it ending
up in the archives of a museum, instead of being
a part of their art collection. Photographs and
written descriptions of a piece of art are also a
way of bringing the work to an audience. The
Body of the Memory-soil 2001-05-17 (originally
made in 1998) is a documentation of a work
by Teuri Haarla, which he executed as an
inseparable part of the landscape, its vegetation,
soil and transition. In his work, Haarla explores
his body’s relationship to nature, as well as
growth and change. The artist’s own body is
also material in the artwork. The question of
authorship is also central to Haarla’s piece.
The process is instigated by the artist, but the
shape the work takes is not just in his hands.
Weather and other species affect the course of
the direction the process takes and its outcome.
Like Haarla’s piece, often what ends up in
the collections of performative works is their
documentation, which in turn acquires the status
of an artwork.2
An understanding of the role of humans
as a part of a multispecies network also forms
the basis of the entire artistic practice of Alma
Heikkilä. ‘within’ (2019) is comprised of four paintings. In her works Heikkilä observes species,
micro-organisms and phenomena that have a symbiotic or otherwise close relationship to
the artist’s own body. The human body’s dependence on other life-supporting beings is
fundamental in Heikkilä’s work. She does not so much use other materials, as she collaborates
with them. The materials used in the painting warm and moist / decaying wood are pigments
gathered by Heikkilä that are used alongside synthetic materials. The pigment extracted from
the blooms of an alder tree is combined with industrially produced colours. soil – minerals
mixing with the living uses colours obtained from the pigment of coniferous trees. In the
paintings different types of bodies are set side by side. Human intestines are paralleled with
rotting wood, air with the ground and layers of soil. The large-scale paintings and their small
details also relate to the viewers’ bodies, as the large surface demands they remain distant,
and the small plaster details invite them to come closer. The central materials of the painting
in the air – into the lungs are air and light. The piece, which is painted on translucent fabric, is
displayed against natural light. It appears different to the viewer depending on the weather,
the time of day or year. Questions of ethics are increasingly intertwined with the use and
origin of materials. The materials in Heikkilä’s work are not necessarily organic, but the

2

The text has made use of details on the collection management system of the Finnish National
Gallery, as well as documents on the condition of the works, and especially conversations with
conservator Siukku Nurminen at the Finnish National Gallery.
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Alma Heikkilä, in the air – into
the lungs, 2019, and warm
and moist / decaying wood
from the series ‘within’, 2019,
Kiasma Commission by
Kordelin, Finnish National
Gallery / Museum of
Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

quantities used are considered carefully. Her art is tied to other areas of life; if an acrylic paint
is used in the work, then consumption must be reduced correspondingly elsewhere.
The notion of a human being as a multispecies whole is also central to the work of
Niina Tervo. The bacteria of the body affect our thinking and emotional states. Alongside
logical thinking, senses and intuitions of the body direct our actions. What is learned and what
is rooted in experience is equally important. Tervo’s work is guided by thought as well as the
body, its different instincts and corporal experiences. Mixing pigments, moulding clay and
spending time with materials are all dialogic – the material is intuited and learned from. The
process is equally as meaningful as the finished object. The three sculptures 1, 2 and 5, from
the series ‘Undulate’ (2018), use natural latex and natural pigments, among other materials.
They are particularly sensitive: oxygen consumes the latex and the lifespan of the pieces is
inevitably limited. The erosion of the works, the life of the materials, takes place irrespective
of humans. In storage the changes in the materials are slow but eventually very noticeable,
affecting their colours and consistency. Oxygen is a lifeblood – and that goes also for the forces
that destroy the works. The term artificial respiration used in conservation is very descriptive.3
Various efforts are made to hold back the slow transformation of the materials. For example,
between exhibitions the different components of Tervo’s works rest in storage in a dark,
oxygen-free space.
Interaction with materials and the knowledge produced through it can provide an
alternative for the distanced knowledge production of science and challenge its primacy.4
3
4

Siukku Nurminen. Taideteosten korvattavuus nykytaiteessa. Master of Culture and Art, thesis work.
Metropolia University of Applied Sciences, Vantaa, 2009, 2–8.
See e.g. Estelle Barrett. ‘Materiality, Affect, and the Aesthetic Image’, in Estelle Barrett and Barbara
Bolt (eds.), Carnal Knowledge. Towards a ‘New Materialism’ through the Arts. London, New York:
I.B.Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2016, 63–72.

4
Milk, Monosodium Glutamate, Chewing Gum and Dust -- Lasting and Evanescent Material in Kiasma’s Collections // Satu Oksanen
--FNG Research Issue No. 1/2022. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

Viewers have often been directed to observe artworks primarily from the perspective of
content, and to approach them through written meanings. Bodily experience, materiality
and intuition have often been thought of as secondary to language. Exploring materiality can
nevertheless broaden the experience of looking at artworks.5 Bodily experience and memory
are ever more firmly at the centre of contemporary art. Art can be experienced intuitively and
with all the senses.
The piece AIR, Smell of Helsinki, Budapest and Paris (2003) contains combinations of
different scents. The artist Hilda Kozári included perfumes that reminded her of the scents of
her then current and former home towns of Helsinki and Budapest, as well as those of Paris.
The experience of the piece remains private by virtue of the memories and associations the
smells evoke in the viewer. The installation Babylon (1996), by Christian Skeel and Morten
Skriver, comprises 29 jars set on tables, each containing a scent. In the jars are aroma
compounds from both botanical and animal sources, as well as synthetic ones, mixed with
oil: Russian tar, Chinese camphor, bitter almond from Israel, Indian lemon grass, Spanish
orange, French oakmoss, Lebanese cedar, Italian lemon, Bulgarian rose. In the largest jar
is the combination of them all, a jumble of scents. The piece is primarily experienced by
smelling, using a sense that usually remains secondary in an art exhibition. Since the piece
was completed one of the scents, sassafras, has been classified as harmful, and another scent
has had to be found to replace it. The availability and replaceability of materials can change
over the years. Museums aim to consider such factors already at the stage when an artwork is
acquired for their collection. The instructions given by the artist should be adequately loose,
but at the same time set clear parameters for how museum conservators should proceed
when the time comes to renew the materials and components of the work.
The work of Wolfgang Laib demands sensitivity and responsiveness to the properties
of materials. Milkstone (1978–83) is a rectangular marble slate placed on the floor, with milk
poured over it. Milkstone requires 6.5–7 litres of full-fat milk (3.5 per cent fat) at a time. The
liquid remains suspended on the stone by virtue of surface tension. The work takes shape
through a ritualistic daily routine where a museum employee changes the milk for a fresh
batch. The liquid is poured onto the stone in the morning, and removed in the evening,
outside museum opening hours. In between the milk change the stone is washed. The
materials of the piece require particular care during the entire period of display. There are
detailed instructions on how to pour the milk: starting in the middle and progressing towards
the edges. This seemingly simple piece contains several working stages. There are also
ethical as well as practical considerations attached to the materials and their use. In Kiasma,
audiences commented on the use of the milk, perceiving it as wasteful. Even maintenance can
throw up surprising challenges. A fly once found its way onto the milk stone.

Nature within the museum
In the piece Nature Documentary (1993–95), fir trees in glass cabinets echo the relationship
of humans to non-human species. Humans represent culture, the other species nature. In
this work by Pekka Nevalainen the exaggeration of opposites comes across specifically in
the materials used: organic and synthetic matter are juxtaposed. Tree trunks, wooden poles,
natural stones, car tyres, perspex, a video monitor, are part of the material formation of
the work. Even the name of the piece refers to the way humans relate to nature – not as
something lived, but as material to be documented and catalogued. However, displaying living
matter in an exhibition that is programmed for a long time is not entirely straightforward.
The size of the pots in relation to the roots of the trees and their need for water presented

5

Minna Salami suggests creativity be placed alongside rationality, the emotional alongside the
intellectual. A strong sensory effect for Salami means something that can impact the mind and the
body; it casts a critical view over the tendency of the modern era to accentuate rationality. Salami
defends knowledge that can be accessed through the senses and bodily experiences. Minna Salami.
Aistien viisaus. Helsinki: S&S, 2020, e.g. 26–29.
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Pekka Nevalainen, Nature
Documentary, 1993–95,
installation, tree trunks,
wooden poles, natural stones,
car tyres, perspex, video
monitor, videos
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

challenges. Weekly immersion irrigation was needed when the needles started to fall from
the trees during the middle of the exhibition. The parched moss and straw in the piece also
began to fall apart. This piece by Nevalainen makes clear that stopping changes occurring in
contemporary artworks is at times impossible.
Self-seeds (1998), by Simryn Gill, comprises seeds, pods and pine cones with wheels
attached, collected in Australia, Malaysia and Finland. Seedcases similar to each other have
been grouped as being part of the same tribe. As with other materials collected from nature,
the question of replaceability is raised with seeds sooner or later. A few of the components
of Gill’s piece had germinated with the passing of time, and other forms of natural spoilage
had taken place.6 The movement of plants from one country to another is regulated, and the
maintenance of an artwork can in these types of cases involve familiarising oneself with lists
of introduced species and dealing with phytosanitary controls. It is useful for conservators to
be practical when dealing with natural materials. After Gill’s piece arrived in Finland, the seeds
were frozen, and the balconies of the Kiasma building came in handy when the temperatures
dropped well below freezing. Unfortunately, the multitude of species that includes insects is
harmful for the pieces. The insects that arrived with the seeds had to be banished. Practical
advice is provided also directly by the artists themselves. The documentation accompanying
the sculptural installation Entwinings (2009), by Timo Heino, advises that the wasps’ nests,
moths and flies included in the piece can be replaced. It is suggested that when needed, they
be requested from the natural history museum where they are available as by-products of
scientific research.
6

An email from conservator Siukku Nurminen to the author, 2 September 2021.
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Timo Heino, Entwinings, 2009, mixed media, hair,
surface fibre gathered from wasps’ nests, butterfly,
parts A, C: 4cm x 4cm x 4cm, part B: 50cm diameter
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

Researching natural phenomena and
lifeforms, the wind, the sun and non-human species,
is a part of many works by Tuula Närhinen. The
pieces on display are often photographs or other
forms of documentation of processes that combine
materials and research methods in fascinating ways.
Närhinen finds ways to capture the immaterial. In
the series of works entitled Windtracers (2000),
the wind drew marks onto a paper with the help
of a technique developed by Närhinen. In Solarium
(2004), Närhinen has recorded the radiation of the
sun. The piece includes photographs, but again the
process has been shaped by different materials and
methods. The artist recorded traces left by sunlight
onto both the leaves of plants and human skin. The
sun burned patterns onto the surfaces, and areas
covered by a stencil remained unaffected.
For Charlotta Östlund natural materials are
a way of exploring transience. The sculptures in
the series ‘Wasteland Stanzas’ defy the conception
of permanence. The sculptures are comprised of
rocks and dried plants. The colours of the plant parts attached to branches and rocks fade
with time, and the consistency of the materials grows brittle. When the piece is exposed to
light the destruction is accelerated. The organic matter changes so much that the difference
is detectable already during a single exhibition. Change and the repair of the components
follow on from each other according to a pace set by the materials. A human being can offer
as favourable conditions as possible for the preservation of the piece, but organic as well as
synthetic materials will nevertheless remain in a state of change. When the series of works
Bouquet (2016) was displayed in the collection exhibition ‘Coexistence’ in 2019, it turned out
that the year-long duration of the show was very demanding for such a delicate work. Even
though the dried flower petals in the piece were replaced before the start of the exhibition,
they had faded again by the end of it, and the situation will need to be assessed again before
the next show. Many materials already in themselves resist the idea of eternity. When works
like these are added to the collection, their lifespan can be agreed upon. Cup (2017) is such a
fragile piece that its preservation or renewal is impossible. The lifespan of the work is limited.7
The availability of materials can depend on conditions set by nature. According to Sámi
tradition materials for handcrafts come from nature, and the acquisition of the materials
follows seasonal rhythms. You use the material available at a given time. The work conforms
to the properties of the material. The parameters of making are set above all by the material.
Artist Jouni S. Laiti’s relationship to nature has been formed by his earlier work as a reindeer
herder. Laiti’s artworks are set in the duodji tradition of Sámi handcrafts. The materials used
are often wood, leather or reindeer horn, and works take the form of utilitarian objects, such
as guksi, a drinking vessel carved from wood. The guksi in the piece Pain of the Earth (2018–
19) is pierced by an iron nail. The materials are often already inscribed with loaded meanings.

7

A contract between the museum and the artist about the limited lifespan of the piece.
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Jouni S. Laiti,
Pain of the Earth, 2018–19,
birch burl, iron nail, antler,
5.7cm x 11cm x 12cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

The rusty and twisted nail penetrating the wood takes one’s thoughts to exploitation and
injustices. The political situation in Sápmi is inevitably connected with Laiti’s work.
Anni Rapinoja starts her working process by collecting materials, often in the nature
of the island Hailuoto, where she lives. The sculptures in the series ‘Wardrobe of Nature’
(2005–11) are made with natural materials. Bog Maiden’s Fur is made with cottongrass, the
material for Mother Earth’s Fur is common reed. Warming Shoes is coated in pussy willow. The
components of Autumn Picnic Bag are leaves of bog bilberry and moose droppings. Collecting
the materials is a slow process, their handling is time-consuming and requires care. Picking
leaves, blooms and droppings has to be timed to natural cycles and seasons. The pussy willow
must be picked just before it starts to disintegrate and spread its particles. Displaying the
works also presents its own challenges. The circulation of air can blow the delicate parts of
the material away. The currents of air caused by daily crowds of visitors to the exhibition test
the sensitive pieces, as well as the ingenuity of the artists and museum conservators. Rapinoja
herself has advised spraying the pieces with hairspray. Soft materials are fascinating and draw
people to them, yet just one touch can damage the artwork. Vitrines protect the work, but the
glass between the viewer and the work is distancing. Instead of fading, Rapinoja herself refers
to change. An inevitable slow change does not necessarily mean the destruction of the work,
but its marking of the passing of time.8
The interrelation of natural sciences and art is evident also in the piece States of
Inflammation (2019), by Ane Graff, which comprises three glass cabinets. In the piece, Graff
combines her own material experiments with the methods of different branches of science,
such as microbiology and chemistry. The sculptures illustrate the relationship of the human

8

An interview with artist Anni Rapinoja, conservator Siukku Nurminen, conservator Saara Sassi,
chief curator Arja Miller, museum Director Pirkko Siitari and conservator Ilkka Heikkinen, 9 October
2013, Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma. Transcribed by Tutkimustieto Oy, 31 October 2013.
Conservators’ Archive at Kiasma, Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki.
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Anni Rapinoja, Warming
Shoes, from the series
‘Wardrobe of Nature’, 2005–11,
pussy willow, one shoe:
16cm x 10cm x 23cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

body to non-human agencies and to the toxicity of the environment. The materials used in
these objects are food additives, cosmetics and air pollution – everyday consumer goods
and constituent parts of the lived environment, which in one way or another touch human
existence daily. Some of the chemical reactions and physical changes occur in the works
during the exhibition. The materials in each cabinet are listed in detail in conjunction with
the display, as they are one with the content of the piece. One of the goblets in the cabinet in
clear glass alone contains diisocyanates, manganese, sulfuric acid, nickel, chlorine, chromium,
trimethylbenzene, hydrochloric acid, molybdenum trioxide, lead, cobalt, glycol ethers (from
air pollution); arsenic, cadmium, lead, silica dust, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (from
Marlboro cigarettes); maltitol, sorbitol, xylitol, steviol glycosides, ammonium salt, glycyrrhizin,
E153, gum arabic (from sugar-free salty liquorice pastilles); Neu5Gc, nitrites, sodium nitrates,
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, maltodextrin, sugar, monosodium glutamate (from Jack
Link’s Original Beef Jerky); caffeine, chlorogenic acids, caffeol, polyphenols, phytoestrogens,
diterpenes, acrylamide (from Nescafé Classico Light Roast instant coffee).
Atomic (2020), by the artist collective Honkasalo-Niemi-Virtanen,9 who work in the
intersection of theatre, music and visual arts, includes a video and a piece of jewellery. The
materials for the small ornament, approximating the shape of an atom, are gold, palladium
and trinitite. Trinitite is a radioactive stony substance that was generated by the first nuclear
bomb test performed in the United States, in New Mexico. Usually it is the material of the
work that is protected from external forces. On occasion it is the potential harm caused by the
work to those handling it that has to be accounted for in its storage and manoeuvring. The
ornament is stored in a special lead box. The small piece of trinitite is however harmless, and
can be handled.

Dirt under control
Museums and galleries are spaces that are kept particularly clean. In the white cube,
exceptions to this rule are reserved exclusively for works of art. Many artists have used trash
or indeed dust as material for their pieces. Untitled (starry sky) (2000), by Markus Kåhre, is
composed of light and dust, which is shed from visitors’ clothes or carried into the space by

9

The collective members are Felicia Honkasalo, Akuliina Niemi and Sinna Virtanen.
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Honkasalo-Niemi-Virtanen, Atomic, 2020, video, length 00:13:00,
gold, palladium and trinitite ornament,
4.5cm x 4.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery

other means. Small dust particles floating in a darkened room echo the infinite starry sky.
Materially sparse, but dense in meaning, the presence of the piece in the collection is marked
by archived written instructions. Untitled (starry sky) is therefore a work on paper, and the
matter belonging to it is not stored.
Ku kka Ka kka (1992/99) imitates a neutral space, but at the same time ridicules its
cleanliness. The piece, by Cildo Meireles, is composed of two similar spaces, marked out by
glass walls. On the shelves in these rooms are flower pots and potties with faeces. There are
36 flower pots with four roses each – 144 real and 144 artificial red and yellow flowers. In
one of the rooms real roses and fake faeces are displayed, in other they have been replaced
with fake roses and real faeces. The scent of the materials – or their smell – reveals their
authenticity. When exhibited in Kiasma, the real roses have been replaced every week. The
artificial faeces have been moulded in Kiasma, while the potties were ordered in from Brazil.
When the piece was exhibited in Kiasma in 2004–05, the genuine faeces were provided by
the baby of one of the staff members. The solution was exceedingly practical, even though it
required a commitment from the goods’ supplier. The juxtaposition of the authentic and the
artificial, organic and non-organic material, is at the core of the piece. The flowers attracted
the audience, but as the visitors approached they were faced with the daily realities of life.
Waste is also one of the materials in Domingo – Sunday, from the series ‘Sagrada
familia’ (2006–15), by Sari Koski-Vähälä. Waste material is collected from the artist’s home:
chewing gum, envelopes of bills, pantyhose and hair – remnants of everyday life lying
around on the floor and in the corners of rooms. The title of the piece however refers to
Sunday, the day of rest, when you detach from daily chores. The National Costume (1998) in
Maria Duncker’s piece is a colourful dress made with plastic bags from discount stores and
supermarkets. As with many other materials, plastic also comes with meanings attached to
questions of its origin and of ethical use. The ubiquity of plastic bags too already belongs to
the past. The previously common bag from a supermarket has not only been replaced with
a reusable one, but many of the grocery chains that provided them have ceased to exist.
The perception of the durability of plastic is also misleading. Affected by light and heat, the
material used for plastic bags, polyethylene, grows brittle very quickly.
Bunks made of concrete, cushioned with a mattress and pillow filled with hair, are
included in Bed I–III (2013), by Marja Kanervo. One’s own hair is mundane waste, irritating
matter rolling around one’s feet and sticking to socks. The hair of a stranger on the other hand
can evoke disgust. The thought of wrapping yourself up in a blanket made of another person’s
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Sari Koski-Vähälä, Domingo – Sunday, from the series
‘Sagrada familia’, 2006–15. From left:
part A: human hair, plastic bags, 56cm x 20cm;
part B: chewed chewing gum, earthenware saucer,
chipboard rack, wooden plate, 94cm x 24.5cm x 22.5cm;
part C: papers, bills, envelopes, parts of tights, plastic
bags, 60cm x 21cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

hair can even be chilling. Context, the frame created
by a place and a situation, designates substances
either as dirt or material; as either waste or art. In
Kanervo’s Tapestry (2013), a wall hanging assembled
from feathers and waste oil, is constantly changing as
the oil soaked into the feathers drips onto the floor.
The feathers come from a company manufacturing
down bedding and coats. The oil is from car repair
shops. Recycling and using surplus materials are a
conscious choice for the artist. Art does not have to
produce more waste matter. The uncontained oil in the
piece is reminiscent of the oil spills that burden the
environment in dramatic ways. The sticky black goo
also makes concrete the ethical questions about the
material and about the human relationship to natural
resources.
The cleanliness of the museum space can be
defied by both the materials of an artwork and its
modes of display. Visitor’s Book (2009), by Hannele
Rantala, is an A4-size marble slate that visitors to the
exhibition can touch as they pass. In time these touches
make a mark on the stone. The piece transforms slowly
as the viewer’s handprints are etched into it. Each
touch leaves grease from the skin, dirt and dust. The stone in the piece comes from the same
quarry as the building blocks of the Acropolis. The COVID-19 pandemic has put museums
and audiences alike on guard. In the spring of 2020, the piece was protected, hidden under a
cover. In Kiasma, the piece is positioned outside the museum space proper, where touching
artworks would mainly be forbidden in the name of their preservation.

Material, immaterial, digital
Digital media art consists of immaterial data and the material devices using it, and the
equipment used to make the piece. Artworks making use of the latest technology continually
place museum collections in a new situation with regards to their preservation, display and
audiences. It is not only the definition of an art object that is undergoing constant change – a
piece may be aligned with design, technology or conceptual art – the assembly of collections
and its attendant ways of working are affected too. In the case of digital works the systems
on which the future of the piece depends must be understood, in addition to the work
itself. Documentation goes hand in hand with the work. Without it the display of the piece
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Helena Hietanen,
Great Lace, 1996,
optic fibre, steel plate,
280cm x 120cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

will eventually become impossible.10 Museum
conservators are once again faced with new
materials and techniques. The transfer of a media
or digital artwork into a new format may in itself
be uncomplicated, but preventing changes in the
appearance of the work is more difficult.11
The ‘ARS17+’ online exhibition, opened in
conjunction with the ‘ARS17’ exhibition, ended
up forming the basis for the Kiasma Online Art
website. For the museum the website means
a new way of displaying art. With access to an
internet connection and a device, a piece of art
can be viewed anywhere, irrespective of time
and place. Prospect Revenge (2019), by Robertas
Narkus, is in itself already a website. In it the
fictional founder of a company, a character played
by Narkus, presents his business idea. Narkus
uses the modes of communication and clichés
of start-ups and commerce in an ironic way. In
Narkus’ work – which combines the everyday with
the absurd – events, objects and concepts become
enmeshed.
I Magma (2019), by Jenna Sutela, consists
of an installation of seven head-shaped glass
sculptures and a mobile app. The work combines
a simple technique – light heats up liquid inside
the sculptures – with new technology, the app.
The sculptures operate like lava lamps. The heat
produced by light makes the liquid inside them
move. A camera records the swirling motion of
the colours and is connected to the app., which
sends predictions produced by a machine oracle
into the user’s mobile device. The predictions
are connected to the virtual Internet Sacred Text
Archive, where texts about religions, mythologies,
esoteric knowledge and folk traditions are
assembled. Sutela’s works often reach beyond
everyday human rationality. She seeks out collaboration with machines, as well as microbes.
Working with other agencies, human or non-human, entails the possibility of chance.
Machines can also feel and sense. Also central to Sutela’s works, which combine mysticism,
biology and technology, is language. Not necessarily as narration, but as something poetic and
subject to interpretation.
Even though it is tempting to separate digitality from the rest of materiality, Sutela’s
work is an example how the agency of machines can be likened to other agencies, and be
equally unpredictable as human activity. Also, digitality does not necessarily mean abandoning
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The difficulty of categorisation and the effect of collecting new media art on museums, is
considered by Beryl Graham. ‘New Materialities and New Collecting: Future Exhibiting and
Audiences after New Media Art’, in Sunhee Jang (ed.), What Do Museums Collect? Seoul: National
Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, 2019, 192–203. See also Juhee Park and Anoushka
Samms. ‘The Materiality of the Immaterial: Collecting Digital Objects at the Victoria and Albert
Museum’, Museums and the Web Conference 2019. Published 28 January 2019, https://mw19.
mwconf.org/paper/the-materiality-of-the-immaterial-collecting-digital-objects-at-the-victoria-andalbert-museum/ (accessed 3 June 2021). Park and Samss remind us that digital objects should be
considered as material. This way they become included in the maintenance of museum collections.
See e.g. Harva, ‘Teosten toinen elämä’, 276–77.
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tradition. Similarly to Sutela’s I Magma, Great Lace (1996), by Helena Hietanen, combines
traditional crafts with new technologies. The piece is made of crocheted optical fibre and its
pattern is based on a lace design called Estrella, by Mary Olki. Hietanen’s and Sutela’s pieces
remind us of how digital and new media artworks are connected to the material world. Even
though artworks or programmes are on occasion immaterial, we are still in contact with
physical devices.
This text has touched on only a small fraction of the mass of materials contained in
the works in Kiasma’s collections. An ever-growing spectrum of materials is accumulated
in the shelter of storage facilities. Contemporary art that hovers between the material and
the immaterial, stretching its boundaries, demands flexibility and adaptation of institutional
structures. Alternative materials and artists’ new means of making art require of curators new
procedures for collecting and displaying artworks, of conservators’ attention to preservation
and of viewers an openness to new ways of experiencing art. The museum of contemporary
art assures the preservation of the past and prepares for new and experimental forms of art
to come.
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Dialogues, Complaints, Coffee, and Dough.
When the Viewer P
 articipates
Kaija Kaitavuori, PhD, art historian and researcher on contemporary art
Also published in Saara Hacklin, Kati Kivinen and Satu Oksanen (eds.), The Many Forms of
Contemporary Art. The Kiasma Collection Book. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 175
/ 2022. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2022
In the late 1990s, art exhibitions began to include works that required active participation from
the viewer. It was no longer enough just to look at the works: they invited or even demanded
that the visitor do something. This feature has changed the traditional exhibition experience. It
has also posed new challenges for museum collection and exhibition practices.

The viewer engages in dialogue
In 1996, the Museum of Contemporary Art held an exhibition that deliberately opened up
space for the visitor’s contribution. Curated by the Chief Curator Maaretta Jaukkuri, the
exhibition was called ‘Dialogues’.1 The artists presented the opening lines and then handed
over to the viewers, who added their own responses to the discussion. Together, these
tentative, suggestive and experimental contributions formed the actual work of art.
One of the works in the exhibition was a sculpture by Tiina Ketara: a human-sized
figure, resembling the artist, lying on the floor. As the viewer approached, they heard a gentle
plea: ‘Help me. Hey, you there, come closer!’ The work asked the viewer to help her sit up and
eventually stand. When the viewer complied, the doll chatted some more, said that things
were not going well, and finally sang a song. Confronted with the work, the viewer had to
make decisions about his or her own attitude and actions. Should I accept the invitation, step
up to the work, touch it? In making the decision to participate, the viewer entered the territory
of the work, became part of it and at the same time was exposed to the gaze of others in the
space. The visitor was no longer a spectator among others, but part of the work: a participant.
The very title of the work, You and I (1996), addresses the viewer. Here we are: I, the work,
lying here, and you, next to me, watching, listening, perhaps touching. Or maybe ‘I’ is the
spectator, and ‘you’ the work, in front of me, talking to me, making a request. Or is ‘you’ the
other spectator, with whom we negotiate, perhaps without words, the modus operandi. Will
you go, shall I join you, do we dare to approach?

1

The foreword of the exhibition catalogue quotes David Bohm, who defines dialogue in a broad way
as ‘a stream of meaning flowing among and through us, and between us’. Maaretta Jaukkuri (ed.).
Dialogues. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 36/1996. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art, 1996, 6–7.
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Tiina Ketara, You and I, 1996,
sculpture, 167cm x 72cm x
44cm, voices on DVD (Finnish,
Swedish, English, German,
French)
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma,
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

You and I exemplifies how an encounter with
an artwork parallels an encounter with another
being. To a certain extent this applies to any artwork,
but an installation or other three-dimensional work
physically positions the viewer in relation to the work.
In Ketara’s piece, the connection is emphasised by the
anthropomorphism of the work and the direct invitation to
engage in interaction.
Another work that resembles a human being and
communicates with the visitor is Ken Feingold’s Head
(1999–2000).2 Like Ketara’s work, Head takes up the
challenge, already familiar from ancient myths, of creating
a work that is disconcerting in its verisimilitude. In addition
to the traditional skills of the sculptor, contemporary art
draws on artificial intelligence and computer-assisted
speech recognition. But with Head, achieving a dialogue,
let alone a mutual understanding, is not obvious. The
interlocutor certainly seems to respond to the questions
and comments put to it, but the responses come across
as nonsense poetry rather than logical answers. The
principles of computer algorithms that imitate thought,
language and speech generation remain obscure to the
viewer. On the other hand, even conversations with
human partners may not always feel logical. The work
illustrates how, even in everyday dialogue, the listener
bears a substantial responsibility for making sense of what
the other person is saying, and so we persist in trying to
interpret Head’s utterances as meaningful.3
The ‘Dialogues’ exhibition featured another work
that also became part of the museum’s collection, Tea
Tammelaan’s Beyond Roles (1996). The work consists
of hats that visitors are invited to put on their heads.
According to the artist, the work allows the viewer to
try on a new role or identity. The hats have different shapes and characters. Tammelaan
has defined the work in such a way that you cannot just look at it, or at least then it is not
fully realised in the way she intended. Only when the viewer takes an active role, that is,
becomes a participant, does the work come to life. With this work, viewing begins to resemble
performing. Visitors, who try on hats, mirror themselves and comment on each other, create
mini-performances for each other and for the other people in the room.

The participant enters the stage
At the time of the ‘Dialogues’ exhibition, it was still unusual for the viewer to be allowed to
intervene in the artwork. Since then, such works have become increasingly common; in the
art of the early millennium they are mainstream. When I last wrote about the Museum of
Contemporary Art’s collections in the early 1990s, there was no talk of ordinary people as
part of art. The Museum of Contemporary Art Guide dealt with contemporary art from various
angles, including its form, its connections with everyday life and its contribution to current

2
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The work was exhibited in the ‘Alien Intelligence’ exhibition in Kiasma, 12 February – 28 May 2000.
A guide, e.g., asked Head if he remembered her, and was delighted with the answer: ‘Yeah, the
monster!’ Eija Aarnio & Marja Sakari (eds.). Love me or leave me… Favourites from the collections.
A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 93/2004. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum
of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2004, 51.
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Roi Vaara, White Man,
photomontage, 1986,
118cm x 109cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

social debate, but not with participatory art.4 Artists did expose themselves as part of their
work and so an encounter with a work could also be an encounter between people. Such a
work was, for example, Roi Vaara’s White Man (1983), in which the artist, painted completely
white, walked through the city and even participated in a conference of art critics, among
other things. In 2006, Vaara created a performance piece for Kiasma’s ‘ARS 06’ exhibition,
Golden Handshake, in which he shook hands with guests attending the opening with a hand
gilded with gold leaf. From today’s perspective, Vaara’s, Ketara’s and Tammelaan’s works
appear as participatory, as they make people part of the work and derive their meaning from
encounters and interaction, even though at the time when they were made the concept of
participatory art was not yet in use. This is often the case in art history: art comes first and
concepts and categories developed by art historians follow.
One indication of the novelty of the participatory approach is the complications
it poses for museum structures and collection management systems. Art collections are
organised by categories and subject classification: traditional categories include painting,
sculpture, graphics or, in the case of contemporary art, installation, media art or performance

4

Kaija Kaitavuori. Museum of Contemporary Art Guide. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication
23/1993. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art, 1993.
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art. The terminology describing participatory art is not well established and there is no
consensus on the concepts that should be used to describe it. There are many forms of
structuring participation in art and artists have named them differently in order to highlight
different aspects.5 The works discussed in this article can also be found in the Finnish National
Gallery’s collections database under various keywords, such as participatory, interactive,
performance installation, or with the instruction ‘requires participation’ and, more softly,
‘people are given a participatory role’.
My overall view is that any art in which people choose to participate or in which they
somehow become involved is participatory. If necessary, we can further define subcategories
such as community art, which denotes a project carried out with a particular group of people,
relational art, which creates temporary micro-communities, or intervention, which draws
people into a work without warning or even asking permission.6
More important than the terminology, however, is the principle of participation:
the participant or their contribution becomes part of the work in a way that is perceptible
to others. To some extent, encountering art always requires activity,7 but contemplating a
painting, for example, is not usually observable to others and is not considered part of the
work. Interpretation of the work – whether it is about the meaning of a painting or about
Head’s ramblings – does not therefore make the work participatory, but in the latter case the
viewer’s contribution brings about a change in the work: he or she makes Head act, and so we
can talk about real participation.
The person involved in the work, the participant, is not the same as the viewer, but
neither is he the artist, although he does influence the form and content of the work. The
participant is therefore a new role in the artistic process. In addition to the management
of collections and the classification of works, the presence of the participant also poses
challenges for the organisers of exhibitions. There may be works on display that should under
no circumstances be touched, and next to them works that do not actually exist until someone
uses them. So how do you instruct the visitor to behave appropriately? The discussion guides
who were present in the gallery at the ‘Dialogues’ exhibition reported that one of their main
tasks was to direct and encourage visitors to approach the works.8

Experiences and interactions in space
The roots of physical participation lie in site-specific works and installations, where the viewer
does not merely observe the work from a distance, but enters the work, or at least physically
coexists with it. In the history of contemporary art, this dimension of shared space has been
explored particularly in the context of Minimalism and in a phenomenologically oriented
approach.9 The central figure in this approach is the bodily, sensory being, who is in contact
with their environment, for example with art, holistically through their body, not merely

5
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Various participatory art forms include, among others, community art, dialogic art, relational
aesthetics and socially engaged art. For overviews of the history of participatory art and its
different types, see for example Lea Kantonen. Teltta: kohtaamisia nuorten taidetyöpajoissa.
Helsinki: Like, Taideteollinen korkeakoulu, 2005; Kaija Kaitavuori. The Participator in Contemporary
Art. Social Relationships and Artistic Practice. London: I.B.Tauris, 2018; Riikka Haapalainen.
Utopioiden arkipäivää. Osallistumisen ja muutoksen paikkoja nykytaiteessa 1980–2011. Doctoral
thesis. Helsinki: University of Helsinki, 2018, http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-51-4007-4 (accessed
25 February 2022); Hanna Kuusela. Kollaboraatio — Yhteistekijyys nykykirjallisuudessa ja taiteessa.
Tampere: Vastapaino, 2020.
For more information, see Kaitavuori, The Participator in Contemporary Art.
See Jacques Rancière. ‘The Emancipated Spectator’, Artforum, March 2007. The active role of the
recipient was also emphasised by Marcel Duchamp.
Jaukkuri (ed.) Dialogues, 18–19.
The English translations of the works by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a key philosopher of
phenomenology, coincided with the rise of minimalist art in the early 1960s and were immediately
applied, particularly through the interpretations of Rosalind Krauss.
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Jacob Dahlgren, The Wonderful World of Abstraction, 2009, installation, metal frame, silk ribbons,
height 260cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

through the gaze at a distance. Spatial installations and multisensory, immersive spaces, by
their very form, require the viewer to step inside the work and to become part of it. Entering
Ilya Kabakov’s Toilet in the Corner (1992), the visitors find themselves in the corridor of a
Soviet-era communal apartment and end up under a bare light bulb, at the door of a closed
toilet, behind which a gentle humming can be heard.
The multisensory works in particular activate the viewer as a participant. To experience
Hilda Kozári’s Air, Smell of Helsinki, Budapest and Paris (2003), the viewer must venture inside
a plastic bubble and breathe its fragrant air. Similarly, Christian Skeel and Morten Skriver’s
Babylon (1996) activates the viewer to touch and smell. The clearest invitation to participate
occurs in a space or work which the visitor is asked to touch or manipulate, such as Babylon
or, for example, Jacob Dahlgren’s The Wonderful World of Abstraction (2009), an installation
of hanging colourful ribbons into which the viewers can dive, surrender to the colours and
feel the touch of the silk on their skin. At other times, the artworks disguise themselves
as furniture and can be used, as with Ernesto Neto’s Sitting on the Boa Path (1996), a long
winding bench. Works of the type described above can be called platforms, which the artist
offers to the visitor. To experience them requires participation, but on the other hand,
the visitor also has the freedom to remain in the role of spectator and simply observe the
participation of others.
Many early participatory works were computer-based, either screen-based programs
or spatial installations, which the viewer manipulated with their body and movements.
These were usually referred to as interactive art. Hanna Haaslahti’s White Square (2002)
is such an interactive installation. When a visitor steps onto an illuminated square on the
ground, several shadows appear on the floor around him. These shadows follow the body’s
movements but also become independent and live their own lives, even making contact with
other people’s shadows. The boundaries between body, machine and space are blurred and
the participant cannot be sure whether they are in control of the shadows or the other way
round. The participant activates the work and at the same time becomes a performer, free to
enter and leave the stage of light at will – in other words, to switch roles between participant
and spectator.
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Hanna Haaslahti,
White Square, 2002,
interactive installation
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

The work that takes the idea of the stage
to its logical conclusion is, well, Stage (2017), by
Christian Falsnaes. Here, too, the platform is a
square, this time a physical pedestal on which
the spectator stands. Stepping onto the stage,
the participant puts on a headset to listen to
instructions given by a male voice, which guide the
participant’s movements, actions and vocalizations.
The work is driven by the act of watching and
being watched; the participants stage and expose
themselves. When there are several participants –
or performers – on stage, their activities appear as
a choreography. Each participant, however, receives
an individual set of instructions, and the spectator
has no way of knowing how faithfully they are
following them. The context – the art exhibition –
serves as an alibi for peculiar behaviour that in any
other context would be deemed strange but is now
perhaps funny and liberating. The audience is also
in on the plot: we are in this together; I know that
you know.
But Falsnaes’s work balances on a knifeedge between funny and distressing. Depending
on the point of view, it can turn from empowering
to manipulative. Do we follow instructions and commands without question? How far are
we prepared to go? Of course, the participants are free to interpret the instructions as they
wish or to leave the stage. They also have the freedom not to participate. Even passivity is
an active decision: I choose to act differently. In its directness, however, Stage comes close
to the genre of participatory art that uses people as material. It suggests that participation is
also submission.

The participant as part of the production process
In addition to the works presented above, which the visitor encounters in the exhibition, there
are participatory works in which participants are invited to be involved at the production
stage. Tellervo Kalleinen was moving with the times when she was working on her fine art
degree project In the Middle of the Movie (2001–04). She invited people to participate by
sticking advertisements on lamp posts and notice boards in shops with the invitation: ‘Design
a film scene in your own home and give a young Finnish woman a role in it!’ She received
a large number of responses and ended up filming scenes in six different countries and 65
homes. The artist defined the parameters of the work: a film scene in which she plays a role,
and filming in the participant’s home. Everything else was in the hands of the participants.
They chose what the film was about, decided what happened in it, and determined the lines
and props.
Kalleinen has subsequently continued to work on participant-driven projects with her
husband Oliver Kochta-Kalleinen. The Complaints Choir (2006–) has also been produced in
several countries and the content is created by the participants of each choir. They bring with
them their complaints, which are then collectively shaped into a song and a performance with
the help of a professional musician.
In such works, the audience is divided into two from the outset. The participants
commit themselves to the production of the work and are involved in the process before the
work is shown to the audience, who in turn see the finished product or a recording of it, for
example a video. In co-produced works, the process is emphasised alongside or even instead
of the final result. Often, the works refer to communities, either convened momentarily by
an open call, as in the case of the Complaints Choir, or more permanent and established
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Tellervo Kalleinen and Oliver Kochta-Kalleinen,
The Complaints Choir, Helsinki, 2006, performed at
the ‘ARS 06’ exhibition, Kiasma; composition and
choir conductor Esko Grundström.
Video of the performance: Finnish National
Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Summanen

ones, as when the artist carries out a project
with a predefined group. In Kiasma’s collections
there is remarkably little community art that has
been produced within an existing community. In
fact, most of this art takes place outside of art
institutions. Moreover, their process-oriented
and long-term nature makes them difficult, if not
impossible, to disseminate or own.
However, one example of such a project is
Lea and Pekka Kantonen’s Tent (1989–95). Over
a period of four years, the artists lived with their
two children in a felted tent in the communities
of three peoples: the Finnish Sámi, the Estonian
Seto and the Mexican Rarámuri. The family got to
know these groups by living and working among
them. From this holistic process, the museum’s
collection includes the tent itself, as well as
photographs, video and audio recordings.10
It should be noted that some participatory
art exists in the museum’s collection as
documentary material. For example, the
above-mentioned Roi Vaara’s White Man, is a
series of photographs of a live action. As with
all ephemeral art, the status of a recording is
determined on a case-by-case basis. It is up to the artist to determine whether the work
is unique and momentary, in which case the images and videos of it are second-hand
documents, or whether the recordings become a work in their own right. In the case of the
Kalleinen, the videos from both of the projects are independent works, resulting from a
collaborative process. Others, such as the video of Roi Vaara’s Golden Handshake, are defined
as authorised documents, meaning that the artist has given permission to preserve and show
them, but they are not the work itself, only a recording of it.11
Johanna Lecklin’s Story Café (2004–10) combines both a live event and recordings.
The work takes the form of a café where guests can tell a story that is recorded on video. In
exchange, they receive a cup of coffee or tea. Stories recorded in other countries and cities in
the past are shown in the same space. For Kiasma’s 2010 exhibition ‘It’s a Set-up’, the café was
located at the entrance to the museum. Here too, the participants produce the content of the
work, the stories, and the artist is responsible for everything else, together with the organiser.

10
11

See also the publication by Lea Kantonen, Pekka Kantonen and Sakari Lindhén. The Tent: a Book of
Travels. Taideteollisen korkeakoulun julkaisusarja, A. Helsinki: University of Art and Design, 1999.
For more on the role of documentaries in the presentation of art, see Boris Groys. ‘Art in the
Age of Biopolitics. From Artwork to Art Documentation’, in Documenta 11. Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje
Cantz, 2002; Leevi Haapala. ‘Dokumentaarinen käänne. Neuvotteluja dokumentin ja taideteoksen
välillä’, in Päivi Rajakari (ed.), Mitä meillä oli ennen Kiasmaa. Kokoelmatoiminnan vaikuttavuus.
Helsinki: Valtion taidemuseo, 2008; Eija Aarnio and Patrik Nyberg (eds.). Reality bites: Document
in Contemporary Art. Kiasma’s Collections. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 137/2012.
Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2012.
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Johanna Lecklin, Story Café, 2004–10, videotape, video projection, neon sign and live art,
photographed at the ‘It’s a Set-up’ collection exhibition at Kiasma, 2010.
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

The work gives the participant the power to decide what to share with the artist and others
present, or whether to share nothing. The work is therefore made not only of the stories, but
also of the social situation in which the stories are told and shared.
People’s stories and conversations were also the basis for #ALONETOGETHER (2017)
as part of the ‘ARS 17’ exhibition. The artist group Shia LaBoeuf, Nastja Säde Rönkkö and Luke
Turner lived for a month in isolation, each in their own cottages in Lapland. They had a video
connection to a fourth cabin in Kiasma, where viewers could come and meet them. The artists
were unable to communicate with each other, but only with the Kiasma cottage. They could
see and hear the people there, but could only communicate with them by writing which
appeared at the bottom of each artist’s video.
It is clear that this work, which lasted for a month and was based on the constant
presence of the artists, is unique and cannot be reproduced through recordings. The museum
collection contains a two-hour recording of the whole work, compiled by the artists, in which
the interlocutors question and answer each other. The artists invite visitors to tell their life
stories and hear a variety of touching, sometimes even shocking stories. Sometimes the
visitors get inspired and sing in their own language.
#ALONETOGETHER was a participatory project for the era of social media. Unlike
first-generation interactive media projects, here a lot of the responsibility for the action fell
on the participants, who actively contributed content to the discussion. The work served as
a physical-digital platform for encounters. Through the participants, even the isolated artists
were connected and the work became a whole, where people were alone and together,
physically and virtually.12
Digital platforms and social media have an important role to play in building a
‘participatory society’, where it is increasingly thought that citizens should have the
opportunity, when they so wish, to participate in social processes and decision-making –

12

In the world of Covid-19, isolation and the significance of distance seem almost ominous in
retrospect.

9
Dialogues, Complaints, Coffee, and Dough. When the Viewer Participates // Kaija Kaitavuori
--FNG Research Issue No. 1/2022. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

including in the arts – rather than being mere recipients and spectators of others’ actions.13
The users of #ALONETOGETHER were, in particular, the generation born into the digital
world. The hashtag in the title of the work suggests that the participants also played a role in
communicating about the work on social media. In other art exhibitions, the documentation
and dissemination of the works is also often ‘crowdsourced’ to visitors, who share their
experiences on their social media channels through images and text snippets. Less than
a decade ago, photography was forbidden in exhibitions, but the ban on photography
started being lifted in the mid-2010s and now museums are even encouraging photography
and sharing.

Questions about authorship

Sirpa Alalääkkölä, from the
Series ‘Lives and Works in
Finland’, Samiuela Elone
(Tonga), 1998, acrylic on
canvas, 149cm x 89cm x 5cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

When participants join in the process alongside the artist, the role
of the artist is challenged. Various contracts are needed to agree
on the use of the material created in the process, on copyright
and on whose names will be mentioned in the work. Ethical issues
also require attention – especially if the freedom of participants
is restricted. Kalleinen’s and Lecklin’s works give participants a
free hand to decide what the work is about. The artists prepare
a platform or framework within which the action takes place, but
they do not determine what happens there. Some artists, on the
other hand, invite participants to a clearly defined task, where
they carry out the instructions given by the artist and do not
decide on the content.
Sören Dahlgaard has made a series of Dough Portraits
(2012), in which he invited people to pose with a sheet of dough
spilling over their heads and faces. The participants brought their
own personalities to the portrait – what is visible of it – but the
form of participation was quite limited. They participated in the
artist’s project by making their own bodies available and carrying
out the task he gave them.
The tradition of portraiture is essentially a form of
collaboration between the artist and the model, with the two
parties contributing in varying degrees to the final result. Sirpa
Alalääkkölä’s portrait series ‘Lives and Works in Finland’ (1998),
is a collaboration between her and Finns born elsewhere. The
models themselves have chosen their poses and, among other
things, the objects in their paintings. Dahlgaard’s and Alalääkkölä’s
series are not commissioned by the models, as portraits usually
are, but are instead projects conceived by the artist. As such, they
can also be understood in the context of participatory art: the
artists have invited people to participate in their work.
The participant can also come and work for the artist. For her work 1.5 x 2.1573733...
(2013) Ebba Bohlin needs a cleaner to polish an area on the floor of the exhibition space
to the dimensions of the work. The work combines everyday maintenance activity with the
basic elements of art history: the dimensions of the work follow the golden ratio, the austere
rectangle the principles of Minimalism, and the execution the tradition of conceptual art.
Bohlin brings out the cleaner’s labour; it becomes part of the artwork, while the work by
other museum staff who help build the artists’ works remain invisible and anonymous behind
the scenes.
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Technically, this evolution has been described as a shift from read-only to read-write culture, from
broadcast mode to web2.0 structures, as well as different models of crowdsourcing and producerconsumerism.
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The role of the participant as the material and labour of the work is even more
explicit in Santiago Sierra’s project Person in a Ditch (2001), in the ‘ARS 01’ exhibition. In it, a
homeless person was hired to sit in a hole dug in the ground for four hours at a time. Of the
many aspects of the work, the ethical questions regarding the human condition are usually
the most preoccupying for viewers: can a human being be used as a material for the work?
The answer to this question must be sought on a case-by-case basis, but it is at least clear
that participation is voluntary and that participants consciously choose to give their labour or
presence at the disposal of the artist.14
A person can also become part of a work of art without being warned. Pilvi Takala’s
Trainee (2008) was a month-long project during which the artist worked as a trainee at
the Finnish office of Deloitte. Unbeknown to her co-workers, she was an artist carrying out
an art project. During the internship, Takala started to behave strangely: for example, she
would sit at her desk doing nothing and travelled in the lift without getting off at any floor.
The colleagues’ surprised reactions and comments were secretly recorded. Takala used this
material to compile the work that ended up in the Kiasma collection. Permission to use the
images and other recordings was sought retrospectively from the participants. Vaara’s White
Man was another such intervention that did not ask for permission to include participants. It
is of course possible to ask whether it can be called participation at all if the person does not
know that he is participating in art. On the other hand, these projects, like the other works
discussed above, are based on relationships between people.

Participation in museum activities
People’s participation in the arts, and at the same time in the activities of art institutions, has
expanded and diversified over the last decades. The ‘Dialogues’ exhibition was interested
in the public and its reactions, and the works were built around participation. The 2004
exhibition of the museum collection, ‘Love Me or Leave me…’, again focused on the public.
The exhibition announced that it presented contemporary art from a new perspective:
through the experience of the public. It was composed of the visitors’ favourite works from
Kiasma’s history at the time, and one part of the exhibition consisted of works voted for by
the public.15 In 2008, as part of Kiasma’s 10th anniversary, the role of the public was further
expanded: a group of people curated an exhibition of works from Kiasma’s collection in their
own neighbourhood, Kivikko. The next occasion in the history of collection exhibitions in
which the viewer was the main protagonist was in 2011, when the ‘It’s a Set-up’ exhibition
catalogue also identified participatory art as a genre.16 Cultural Interpreters, a group of young
volunteers at Kiasma, also staged their own exhibition at Kiasma called ‘First Time’. The 2013
‘Kiasma Hits!’ exhibition catalogue again mentioned the public as a producer of museum
content.17 It was the turn of children to act as curators: the Vironniemi Kindergarten produced
a section of the exhibition called ‘Children’s Turn’ (2014). In addition to participatory curating,
various audience groups have contributed to the interpretation of the exhibition content by,
for example, producing texts and events, or acting as guides and workshop facilitators.
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For more on the ethical dimensions of participatory art, see Kaija Kaitavuori. ‘Sopimisen etiikasta.
Osallistavan taiteen haasteet taiteen tuottamisen ja esittämisen käytännöille’, in Lea Kantonen and
Sari Karttunen (eds.), Yhteisötaiteen etiikka: tilaa toiselle, arvoa arvaamattomalle. Taideyliopiston
teatterikorkeakoulun Kookos-sarja. Helsinki: Taideyliopiston Avoin kampus and Taideyliopiston
CERADA, 2021, https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-353-038-6 (accessed 25 February 2022).
Information on these works had been gathered through invigilators and discussion guides, among
others. In the early days of Kiasma, the museum had discussion guides who wrote reports of their
encounters with the public; the invigilators were interviewed for the exhibition.
Eija Aarnio & Saara Hacklin (eds.). It’s a Set-up. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication
122/2010. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2010, 8.
Arja Miller and Joni Kling (eds.). Kiasma Hits: Kiasma Collections. A Museum of Contemporary Art
Publication 139/2013. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma,
2013.
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The participation of lay members of the public may be perceived as a challenge to
professional expertise: can anyone just come in and make art or curate exhibitions? Don’t
years of training and experience make a difference? There is another way of looking at it.
Allowing participation brings out, uses and at the same time values the skills, knowledge and
expertise of others. Isn’t a cleaner a master of polishing, and isn’t it interesting to see what
preschoolers are preoccupied with and how they see contemporary art? Perhaps there is a
richness in seeing all kinds of bodies and hearing all kinds of stories, and perhaps people in
the suburbs are just the right people to choose the works that speak to them for their own
environment. At the same time, the expertise of the art professionals is upgraded: they can
also act as enablers for the voices and views of others.
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‘I Wish to Be a Field of Constant
Transformation’ – Eino Ruutsalo’s Experimental
Approaches in the 1960s
Marko Home, PhD, independent researcher
At the beginning of February 1968, Eino Ruutsalo (1921–2001) was having an exhibition ‘Valo
ja liike’ (Light and Movement), at the Amos Anderson Art Museum in Helsinki. Sam Vanni
(1908–1992), who had been a major innovator in Finnish painting in the 1950s, was also
due to take part in this exhibition. However, Vanni was outraged to see that his paintings
were being hung alongside Ruutsalo’s electrically-operated kinetic works. As a result, Vanni
decided to withdraw his work from the exhibition, and this happened at such a late stage
that the exhibition catalogue had already been printed, and his contribution could no longer
be removed from it.1 This episode is one example of many in which Ruutsalo challenged the
conventions of the Finnish art scene in the 1960s.
In September 2021, a week before the centenary of Ruutsalo’s birth, I defended my
dissertation in art history at the University of Helsinki. The aim of my research was to examine
the role of this visual artist and filmmaker Eino Ruutsalo in the new forms of art emerging in
Finland during the 1960s.2 The main source material for my research was Ruutsalo’s previously
unexplored private archive, which includes the manuscript of his unpublished memoir,
correspondence, notes, newspaper clippings, photographs and exhibition catalogues.3 Other
sources I consulted consisted of material in several archival institutions, interviews, exhibition
critiques and newspaper articles, and of course Ruutsalo’s works.
Based on my research, I also published a non-fiction book about Eino Ruutsalo for the
general public4, as well as co-curated with Katja Ikäläinen an exhibition on Eino Ruutsalo’s
experimental approaches in the 1960s for the Ateneum Art Museum’s Focus Gallery5. I also
curated a retrospective of Eino Ruutsalo’s films for the National Audiovisual Institute’s

1

2
3
4
5

Eino Ruutsalo. ‘Maalarin rytmiä etsimässä’ (‘In Search of the Painter’s Rhythm’), unpublished
memoir, 2000, 77. The Eino Ruutsalo Archive (ERA). Archive Collections, Finnish National Gallery
(AC, FNG); Valo ja liike / Ljus och rörelse (Light and Movement), Amos Andersonin taidemuseo
(Amos Anderson Art Museum), 7–14 February 1968, exhibition catalogue.
Marko Home. ‘Pysähtymisessä vaanii kuolema’ – Eino Ruutsalon kokeellinen 1960-luku (‘Death
lurks in stagnation’ – Eino Ruutsalo’s Experimental 1960s). Helsinki: University of Helsinki, 2021,
https://helda.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/333635 (accessed 5 January 2022).
The Eino Ruutsalo Archive was donated to the Archive Collections of the Finnish National Gallery
in 2021.
Marko Home. Eino Ruutsalo – Kineettisten kuvien maalari (‘Eino Ruutsalo – Painter of Kinetic
Pictures’). Helsinki: Parvs, 2021, https://parvs.fi/en/books/eino-ruutsalo/?lang_switched=1
(accessed 5 January 2022).
‘Focus Gallery: Eino Ruutsalo’s Experimental 1960s’, Ateneum Art Museum, 14 September 2021
– 27 March 2022, https://ateneum.fi/en/exhibitions/fokus-gallery-eino-ruutsalos-experimental1960s/ (accessed 5 January 2022).
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Eino Ruutsalo,1969 (detail
from a photograph).
Photographer unknown.
Amos Rex Archive

cinema Kino Regina6. The aforementioned projects
have reminded the audience in Finland that Eino
Ruutsalo is one of the key names in the history of the
Finnish avant-garde. Since my doctoral dissertation
is written in Finnish, the aim of this article is to give
foreign readers a brief summary of Ruutsalo’s diverse
artistic activities.
Today, it is common for a visual artist not to be
limited to one medium, but in the 1950s and 1960s –
at least in Finland – the boundaries between different
art forms were still quite marked. Of course, artists
of previous generations might have been painters,
graphic artists and artisans at the same time, but in
Finland in the 1950s and 1960s it was confusing if,
like Eino Ruutsalo, a visual artist was also a filmmaker
and vice versa. Interdisciplinarity, for example, in
the sense that visual art draws on subjects from
literature, is also an old-established practice, but
in the 1960s, mixing and combining different art
forms rose to a whole new level in the international
avant-garde. Suddenly the same artist could work
with different art forms or move between them and,
depending on the context, make works in different
media or using combinations.
Eino Ruutsalo was an exceptionally versatile
player in the Finnish art scene, moving quickly
from one medium to another, fearlessly combining
different forms of expression and realising his
works in collaboration with musicians, poets and
dancers. His extensive production includes graphics,
paintings, sculptures, visual poetry, collages,
electrically-operated kinetic works, documentaries, feature films and experimental short films,
among others.
The fast-moving aerial images of the extensive forest wilderness of Viena Karelia
made an indelible impression on Eino Ruutsalo when he was serving as a fighter pilot in the
Continuation War.7 According to Ruutsalo, these experiences later affected his art as the
images seen from the air and the movement of flying shifted to his paintings and kinetic
works.8 After the war, Ruutsalo was seeking his direction for a few years until he received a
scholarship to the Parsons School of Design in New York for the academic year 1949–50. After
that he stayed on in New York with his wife and daughter until the spring of 1952, working
on building sites and in other temporary jobs. Before returning to Helsinki, he bought a U.S.
military surplus 35mm film camera in a second-hand shop and shot his first film, New York –
The Foggy Town (1952). In April 1952 he returned to Finland and decided to pursue an artist’s
career. During the 1950s Ruutsalo made paintings and graphics and documentary films, but
started to widen his spectrum at the beginning of the 1960s.

6
7

8

Kino Regina: ‘Eino Ruutsalo 100 vuotta’, 2021–22, https://kinoregina.fi/teemat/eino-ruutsalo-100vuotta/ (accessed 5 January 2022).
Eino Ruutsalo. Tiiksjärven ilmataistelijat – Sotalentäjästä taiteilijaksi (Tiiksjärvi air fighters – from a
war pilot to an artist). Helsinki: Tammi, 1995, 97. During the Second World War Finland fought two
wars against the Soviet Union; the Winter War, 1939–40, and then the Continuation War, 1941–44.
In the end Finland fought the Lapland War, 1944–45, against its former ally Germany which had
troops in northern Finland. After finishing his flight training Eino Ruutsalo served as a fighter pilot
in the Continuation War from Spring 1942 onwards and in the Lapland War in Autumn 1944. Eino
Ruutsalo’s military service record. ERA. AC, FNG.
Ruutsalo, ‘Maalarin rytmiä etsimässä’, 62. ERA. AC, FNG.
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Eino Ruutsalo, Forest, 1958, oil on canvas, 114.5cm x 162.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

Eino Ruutsalo became a fully-fledged artist in 1956–59 while working with an
independent group of artists who had set up their studio in the attic of the Bronda, a building
that had formerly housed Café Brondin and known as Bronda, a famous artists’ hangout in
Helsinki during the 1920s and 30s. Because of his diligence and the richness of his ideas,
Ruutsalo became the leader of the Bronda attic artists group.9 This group was seeking an
international perspective and a change, an alternative to the atmosphere they felt as cramped
in the prevailing culture. The goal was to take domestic expressionism to a new level.10 The
exhibitions held by the members of the Bronda group in Sweden, Denmark, Germany and
England were well received, but in Finland their works were regularly rejected from the
exhibitions of the Fine Arts Academy of Finland. As a result, they set up their own exhibitions
in their Bronda attic studio and these became a public success.11 In newspaper articles, the
Bronda attic was seen as a romantic artist’s environment and as a base for the Finnish avantgarde seeking a new spirit of art from the outbursts of emotion that shattered freely on
canvas. However, despite occasional favourable criticism, the painters of the Bronda group did
not gain unreserved approval from the gatekeepers of Finland’s art scene in the late 1950s or
early 60s.
Already in the 1950s, the activities of Eino Ruutsalo were remarkably similar to those
of young artists today. By organising their own exhibitions in their attic studio, Ruutsalo and

9

10
11

Wiking Forsström in an interview with Marko Home, Helsinki 31 March 2011. Apart from Eino
Ruutsalo, Wiking Forsström (1931–2014), Olavi Haarala (1925–78), Arvo Summanen (1928–2006),
Väinö Rouvinen (b. 1932), Olavi Martikainen (1920–79) and Lasse Marttinen (1926–2007) formed
the core of the Bronda attic artists in the late 1950s, although several other people were more
loosely attached to the group.
Osmo Jokinen. ‘Pitkä tie lyhytkuviin’, Apu 23/1966, 4 June 1966.
‘Korkeavuorenkadun atelieri’, photo caption, Helsingin Sanomat (HS), 11 April 1958; Sakari
Saarikivi. ‘Ullakkotaiteilijat’, HS, 13 April 1958.
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Screenshot from Eino Ruutsalo’s film Kinetic Pictures, 1962
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum

other members of the Bronda group set an example that artists can also work outside art
institutions. The fact that the Bronda attic artists became well known in a short time, thanks
to Ruutsalo’s skilful campaigning, illustrated the importance of communication in launching
an artist or group of artists. From the beginning, Ruutsalo and other members of the Bronda
group also held exhibitions abroad and thus operated in an international context.12
After moving to non-figurative art in 1958–59, Eino Ruutsalo took abstract expression
in his paintings to the extreme, until in 1961 he decided that, having explored all the
possibilities of the canvas, he had still not succeeded in reaching the movement and depth
he was looking to achieve. Up until this time he had made paintings and films side by side
without knowing how to combine them. By starting to paint on film instead of canvas, he
overcame this artistic impasse. Ruutsalo considered his hand-painted films to be an integral
part of his work as a painter.13 Kinetic Pictures (1962), was over two years in the making and
12

13

Like the late 1950s shows in Sweden and Denmark, the exhibitions by members of the
Bronda group were well received in Munich and London in 1960. ‘Ei hurjia barrikaadimiehiä.
Suomalaistaiteilijoiden näyttelyllä suopea vastaanotto Münchenissä’, HS, 8 January 1960; Eric
Newton. ‘Horses – for Love and For Art’s Sake’, The Guardian, 10 March 1960; ‘Finnish Abstract Art’,
The Times, 10 March 1960; ‘Suomalaista taidetta näytteillä Lontoossa. Neljän tekijän näyttely saanut
myönteisen vastaanoton’, Aamulehti, 27 March 1960.
O. J. ‘Kineettistä Ruutsaloa’, Projektio 2/1966.
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Eino Ruutsalo, Kinetic Poem,
1967, typewriter ink on paper,
29.7cm x 2cm
Private Collection
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

was the first of Ruutsalo’s experimental
short films that made him a pioneer in that
field in Finland. Made almost completely
without a camera, Kinetic Pictures contains
more than 7,000 hand-painted film frames,
which Ruutsalo considered as separate
paintings.14 Although he abandoned the
canvas for a long time in 1961, he continued
his practice of informalism, abstract
expressionism, and rhythmic painting by
making moving paintings on the screen in
his experimental short films of the 1960s.
Apart from becoming a visual artist,
Eino Ruutsalo also became a filmmaker
in the 1950s. After starting out his career
as a filmmaker with rather traditional
documentaries, Ruutsalo departed from
‘figurative art’, in this case from the
narrative, in his feature films too. In 1961,
his feature film Moments in the Night
launched a new wave of Finnish cinema,
together with Maunu Kurkvaara’s feature
film Rakas… (‘Darling…’). Maunu Kurkvaara
(b. 1926) also had a background as a visual
artist and, like Ruutsalo, he produced,
directed, scripted, filmed and edited his
films by himself. Ruutsalo wanted to take
his cinematic expression forward, away
from the illustrated narrative, towards
pure, independent film art based on
visual expression. The aim was to find
different ways of making and watching
films that were not aimed at meeting
viewers expectations.15 In the 1960s,
Ruutsalo succeeded in renewing cinema
as an art form in Finland, not only with his
experimental films but also with his visually
arresting feature films.
During the 1960s Eino Ruutsalo’s experimental short films received honourable
mentions at various international film festivals, but in Finland they were mainly shown in his
own exhibitions and special screenings. For the younger generation Ruutsalo’s experimental
films were an inspiring example of the new possibilities of cinema, but the general attitude
towards his experimental films and feature films in Finland was mostly dismissive. Critics
perhaps appreciated the camerawork, visual images and editing in Ruutsalo’s feature films,
but they also saw many shortcomings in the scripts and directing, which is no wonder, since
his working methods were largely based on improvisation. The fact that Ruutsalo received the
Finnish State Cinema Award for his third feature film Les Siffleurs (1964), which was shot in
Paris with French actors and in the French language, was a kind of milestone. After that, the
Finnish critics started to take his feature films a bit more seriously.
With his visual poems and Lettrist prints, Eino Ruutsalo sought to blur the boundaries
between visual art and literature. In visual poetry, text forms an image or pattern. In Lettrist
prints, letters or characters become independent visual elements. Already in 1958, Ruutsalo
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Ruutsalo, ‘Maalarin rytmiä etsimässä’, 82. ERA. AC, FNG.
‘Filmi puntarissa Jyväskylän taidepäivillä’, HS, 11 July 1961.
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Eino Ruutsalo, Red 607, 1967, Lettrist print; lithography on
paper, 69.8cm x 51.8cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

Eino Ruutsalo, Box 504, 1967, assemblage,
30cm x 30cm x 6.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Pakarinen

had been using a kind of Lettrism by drawing in gouache on newsprint, so the dialectic of
the letters and the brushstrokes created a sense of movement. He then began to explore
the possibility of breaking away from the narrative content of the letters by forming images
instead of words. He began to ‘draw’ with a typewriter, that is, to write visual poems that did
not seek contact with the reader but with the viewer. The results were concrete poems in
which the letters and their combinations work, according to Ruutsalo, in the same way as the
brushstrokes in his paintings.16 Ruutsalo also made the Lettrist short films Human Signs (1966)
and ABC 123 (1967), the latter gaining international recognition in particular.
In the mid-1960s, the American Fluxus artist Dick Higgins coined the term ‘intermedia’
to describe areas between traditional art forms where different mediums combine to create
new art forms that are more than the sum of their parts.17 In Finland Eino Ruutsalo, who
was already moving freely between different art forms in the 1960s, can be considered a
pioneer of intermedia. Such methods became widespread in our country only in the 1980s, for

16
17

Soili Sinisalo. ‘Liikkeen muodot. Eino Ruutsalo, kokeilija, kineettinen taiteilija, elokuvantekijä’, Taide
6/1975.
Dick Higgins. ‘Intermedia’, Something Else Newsletter, Volume 1, Number 1: February: 1966,
in Steve Clay & Ken Friedman (eds.), Intermedia, Fluxus and the Something Else Press. Selected
Writings by Dick Higgins. New York: Siglio, 2018, 24–28.
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Electric Shock Evening, Amos Anderson Art Museum,
1968. From left: Henrik Otto Donner, Philip Donner and
Mattijuhani Koponen. Photographer unknown.
Amos Rex Archive

example in the form of installations utilising moving images. Ruutsalo
and Higgins were corresponding in the 1980s and they also met face
to face.18
In 1967, Ruutsalo’s works were included in the San Francisco
Art Museum and Stanford Art Gallery exhibition ‘Aktual Art
International’, which also showed works by key figures of the 1960s
international avant-garde, such as Nam June Paik, Claes Oldenburg,
John Cage, Dick Higgins and George Maciunas.19 Ruutsalo’s
experimental short films were distributed in the United States in the
1960s and 70s, where they were screened with Fluxus films, among
others.20 Perhaps it should also be mentioned that Ruutsalo was the
only Finnish artist to be included in Richard Kostelanetz’s reference
book Dictionary of the Avant-Gardes (1993, 2001).21
Eino Ruutsalo’s ‘Valo ja liike’ exhibition at the Amos Anderson
Art Museum, in Helsinki, in 1968, expanded the perception of the
museum exhibition in Finland by bringing experientialism to the
fore and creating a kinetic entity enhanced by light and sound. This
vision was conveyed to the audience in the exhibition with lights
swirling around, concrete and collaged music creating a soundscape,
projectors projecting films and images on the walls, and electrically
operated kinetic works that continually changed shape.22 It was also
Ruutsalo’s idea to organise an interdisciplinary event ‘Sähköshokkiilta’ [Electric Shock Evening] in connection with the exhibition. Key
players in this event were the musicians and composers Henrik
Otto Donner (1939–2013) and Erkki Kurenniemi (1941–2017), as
well as the poets Claes Andersson (1937–2019) and Kalevi Seilonen
(1937–2011). The central element of the event was an integrated
synthesizer called Sähkö-ääni-kone [Electric Sound Machine] built

18

Electric Shock Evening, Amos Anderson Art Museum,
1968; Erkki Kurenniemi (left) and Claes Andersson
with Electric Sound Machine. Photographer unknown.
Amos Rex Archive

19

20

The audience at the Electric Shock Evening,
Amos Anderson Art Museum, 1968.
Photographer unknown. Amos Rex Archive

21
22

Letters from Dick Higgins to Eino Ruutsalo, 1 July 1983 and 30 April
1986. ERA. AC, FNG. In 1984 both Higgins and Ruutsalo participated
in an exhibition called ‘Visuelle Poesie’ in Saarbrücken, Germany, and
were interviewed together by the local TV station. They also met in 1995
when Higgins visited Finland for his solo exhibition at Pori Art Museum.
Klaus Peter Dencker. Visuelle Poesie. Dillingen/Saar: Krüger Druck +
Verlag GmbH, 1984; Visuelle Poesie TV programme, Saarländisher
Rundfunk, 22 November 1984, VHS copy. ERA. AC, FNG; Helena
Ruutsalo, interview with the author, 11 March 2011.
San Francisco Museum of Art Press Release, ‘Aktual Art International’,
May 2 through May 21, 1967; Stanford Art Gallery, Aktual Art
International, December 2 to 29, 1967, exhibition catalogue. ERA. AC,
FNG; Jeff Berner, letters to Eino Ruutsalo, 16 June 1967, 26 August 1967
and 23 November 1967. ERA. AC, FNG. Fluxus activist Jeff Berner curated
the ‘Aktual Art International’ exhibition.
Film distribution agreement between Fleetwood Films, Inc. and Eino
Ruutsalo, 20 July 1967; ‘You are cordially invited to preview three films
by Finland’s leading innovator Eino Ruutsalo. Audio Films, Inc. to whom
we have leased these superflicks, has made available 16mm versions
for this showing, before they are exhibited as short subjects in the Bay
Area theatres. Also shown to the goodly group of friends will be a few
old Fluxfilms, including Yoko Ono’s celebrated piece.’ Advertisement
leaflet for an Underground Cinema event organized by Jeff Berner in San
Francisco on 3 May 1969. ERA. AC, FNG.
Richard Kostelanetz. Dictionary of Avant-Gardes. Chicago: a cappella
books / Chicago Review Press, 1993; Richard Kostelanetz. Dictionary of
Avant-Gardes. Second Edition. New York & London: Routledge, 2001.
Matti Rinne. ‘Leikkivä ja liikkuva kuva’, Ilta-Sanomat, 6 February 1968.
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Screenshot from Eino Ruutsalo’s film The Eagle, 1962
Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum

by Erkki Kurenniemi, a pioneer of electronic music in Finland, with which music and poems
were ‘modulated’ during the evening.23 ‘Sähköshokki-ilta’ was a prime example of the
experimentalism of the 1960s and shows that even in Finland there were people from
various fields of art who were working at the cutting edge of the international avant-garde at
that time.
Another good example of Eino Ruutsalo’s interdisciplinary work was his collaboration
with Riitta Vainio (1936–2015). Vainio, who studied modern dance at the Philadelphia
Academy of Music from 1959 to 1961, was very active as a dancer, choreographer, modern
dance teacher and advocate after returning to Finland.24 It has been said that the strong and
independent women in Vainio’s choreographies renewed not only the aesthetics of dance in
Finland but also the image of women.25 Ruutsalo collaborated with Vainio in his experimental
short films The Eagle (1962) and The Junk Artist (1965). At Vainio’s request, Ruutsalo also
made abstract slide and film projections for her dance performances.26

23

24
25
26

According to contemporary announcements and reviews Kurenniemi modulated music and speech
with the Sähkö-ääni-kone during the Sähköshokki-ilta, but in the light of current knowledge the
speech was modulated only with the tape delay and not with the integrated synthesizer. Mikko
Ojanen. User Stories of Erkki Kurenniemi’s Electronic Musical Instruments, 1961–1978. Helsinki:
University of Helsinki, 2020, 214. https://helda.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/319155 (accessed
5 January 2022).
Riikka Korppi-Tommola. Toisia liikkeitä, uusia virtauksia. Suomalaisen modernin tanssin
muutosprosessi 1960-luvulla. Helsinki: Helsingin yliopisto, 2013, I:4. https://helda.helsinki.fi/
handle/10138/42198 (accessed 5 January 2022).
Riikka Niemelä. Performatiiviset jäljet – Teos ja tallenne esityslähtöisessä mediataiteessa. Turku:
Turun yliopisto, 2019, 86. https://www.utupub.fi/handle/10024/146971 (accessed 5 January 2022).
Auli Räsänen. ‘Jo 60-luvulla murrettiin taiteiden ja esitystilanteiden rajoja. Happeningien vaikutus
oli vapauttava’, Uusi Suomi, 1 December 1990.
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Eino Ruutsalo, Nova 2, 1970,
kinetic lightwork; plastic,
plywood, metal, light, motor,
66.5cm x 130cm x 24cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Hannu Pakarinen

Eino Ruutsalo was not the first Finnish artist to make electrically operated kinetic
works, but in practice he became the best-known representative of electronic kinetic light
art in Finland during the late 1960s and early 1970s, and he was also considered one of
the leading kinetic artists in the Nordic countries at that time. Ruutsalo played a key role in
bringing a new kind of perspective to Finland that a work of art is not tied to any material
or technique, but can also be a spatial and temporal event that is shaped by the viewer’s
interpretation.
Overall, Eino Ruutsalo made a significant contribution to the expansion of the means
of expression in Finland’s art scene in the 1960s. Crossing the boundaries of different
mediums and forms of expression resulting from an experimental attitude was a characteristic
feature of his 1960s works. By combining the means of visual art with moving images in his
experimental films, Ruutsalo paved the way for video art in the 1980s and media art in the
1990s in Finland. A natural part of his experiments in the 1960s were also visual poems,
Lettrist prints, and Lettrist films representing the intermedia between the visual arts and
literature. His electrically operated kinetic light works, in turn, moved between painting and
sculpture. Eino Ruutsalo was a living example of how the same artist can work with different
art forms, as well as between them and, depending on the context, make works with different
mediums and their combinations.
It can be said that an artist should constantly rebel against his own style to keep
himself alive and to avoid becoming confined to a particular formula. Eino Ruutsalo
instinctively followed this principle, as open-minded curiosity and experimentation were
the hallmarks of his work. ‘I wish to be a field of constant transformation’, Ruutsalo said
in describing his attitude.27 In the 1960s, his constant questioning and search for the new
appears to be the leading principle in his practice. His aim was to take his art forward to reflect
the current experience. Movement, a central motif of Ruutsalo’s art, also manifested itself as
an intellectual movement forward.

27

Eino Ruutsalo. Kineettisiä runoja, kuvia ja maalauksia / Kinetic poems, pictures and paintings.
Helsinki: Aquarian Publications, 1990, 9.
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Recycled Utopia – Where Art and Everyday
Life Coalesce
Ida Pakarinen, MA, University of Helsinki
This article is published as a result of a three-month research internship at the Finnish National
Gallery
Plastic. Used electronics, cables, tons of cereal packages, textiles, cigarette butts, radioactive
landfills and repositories, glass bottles and rusted cans. Plastic, plastic, plastic. Plastic in
all shapes.
We have all seen the photos of the shorelines filled with the trash the oceans have
spat back. Some of us are living in the middle of that dumpster-like reality every day. Yet those
photos do not move us so much anymore, paradoxically exactly because of the amount of
the trash we live with. We no longer see plastic as an alien subject, because it has completely
invaded our lives.
I was 15 years old when I first heard about the infamous Great Pacific rubbish patch,
the drastically huge island-like area that is said to be nowadays three times the size of France.
Imagining this vortex of faded coloured shampoo bottles, toys, straws and fishing nets floating
on the sea made me feel weak and hopeless. It was an awakening moment, and the dystopian
shadowy feeling has become even bigger over the years. In an era of eco crisis, thoughts
of conspicuous consumption, mass extinctions and hazardous changes in the weather and
nature keep restlessly sprawling across my mind. As a beginner art researcher, I’ve been
contemplating how much the Finnish contemporary art world has raised its head to these
matters. It is obvious that my interest in these matters comes from a concern and an anxiety
towards the ecosystem. My thoughts have been especially about trash and recycling. That is
why I applied for this research intern job in the Finnish National Gallery.
In this article, I want to see how much and which recycled materials have been
used in Finnish contemporary art. For me recycled material means something that is not
bought as new. By trash I mean all the thrown away material that cannot be seen to have
any use anymore. This material includes broken utensils, old electronics and other devices,
expendable objects such as cans, plastic wrap, cardboard, wrapping paper, and all the disused,
outdated objects. My focus is then on human-made products, thus excluding natural materials
such as wood, hair, fur and offal from my research, yet all these aforesaid materials are refined
by humans. This framing excludes many influential pieces from Finnish contemporary artists
such as Kaisu Koivisto, who has used a lot of animal-based material in her art. Yet she has also
used plenty of human-made recycled materials in her artistic practice, such as objects she has
found from rubbish skips.1

1

An interview with Kaisu Koivisto, 25 November 2021. Interviewer Ida Pakarinen. Interview made
in Koivisto’s studio apartment in Helsinki. Length 01:01:26. Archive Collections, Finnish National
Gallery, Helsinki (AC, FNG).
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I have come to comprehend that the terms ‘trash’, ‘waste’, ‘junk’ and other synonyms
used are very loaded. Yet I decided to use them in this article due the identifiable, familiar and
mundane grasp of the words. With artist interviews and research done, I keep simultaneously
searching if there’s a more suitable and less loaded word for all the used materials.
Continuing Mary Douglas’ famous notion of dirt as matter that is out of place, Glenn
Adamson, in considering waste, points out that the problem is not the matter, but the
location. ‘It can always be shifted, if we have the vision and will to do so.’2 Where can the
trash then be transported to? With the piles of plastic trash in the ocean, for instance, I
don’t see there’s anything else to be done to reduce it except to stop more building up by
recycling the objects instead. Has someone done something already? Let’s find out and dive
into the rubbish stack.

Recycled materials in art found in the Finnish National Gallery’s
collections
I knew from the beginning of the internship that I was especially interested in the work of
two artist duos who are using recycled materials in their art and whose works can be found
in the Finnish National Gallery’s collections. These two duos are Teija and Pekka Isorättyä
and nabbteeri, formed by artists Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri. I started searching information
from the Finnish National Gallery’s databases, using the collection management system,
audiovisual database and material found from the Finnish National Gallery Library. I also
used the National Gallery’s website, artists’ own websites and read many different scientific
publications on recycled materials in art, but also on posthumanism and new materialism. A
bit later on, I interviewed nabbteeri and the Isorättyäs about their art and artistic production.
Besides them, I interviewed artists Kaisu Koivisto, Kaarina Haka and Tuula Närhinen. With
the National Gallery’s collections and exhibition publications alone, it was clear that there
was more information available on nabbteeri because they had a number of pieces in the
collections. The Finnish National Gallery owns one piece by the artist couple Isorättyäs, Nature
Morte (2017)3 and four pieces from nabbteeri, Table of Contents (2011)4, Rubbish Video
(2014)5, Mikromimesis (2016)6 and Ethnographies of a homespun spinelessness cult and other
neighbourly relations: Gingerbread house (2019)7. This why I extended the research into the
Isorättyäs’ works beyond the museum’s collections.
When I started doing research on recycled materials on the Finnish National Gallery’s
database, I quickly found out that the task wasn’t the easiest one. It seems that the use of
recycled materials evades strict definitions at least in Finnish contemporary art that can
be found in the National Gallery’s collections. In general, this means that the use of found,
collected and donated materials and second-hand materials do not form their own genre.
The pieces with recycled material might instead have been listed under environmental art or
conceptual art.

2
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7

Glenn Adamson. ‘Foreword’, in Katie Treggiden, Wasted – When trash becomes treasure. Belgium:
Ludion, 2020, (7–9) 8.
See the artwork on the Finnish National Gallery (FNG) collections website,
https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/661627 (accessed 10 December 2021). More on the
installation, see Paulina Bebecka. ‘Kineettinen transsendenssi’, in Pirkko Siitari (ed.), Ars Fennica
2017. Helsinki : Henna ja Pertti Niemistön Kuvataidesäätiö ARS FENNICA, 16–25.
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/
search?searchTerms[]=table%20of%20contents (accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/399995
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/427116
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/
search?searchTerms[]=spinelessness (accessed 10 December 2021).
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Pekka and Teija Isorättyä, Nature Morte, 2017, kinetic sculpture installation; plants, plexiglass,
seven wooden coffins, metal surgical instruments, ferrofluid, electromagnets,
223cm x 730cm x 595cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

The National Gallery’s collections management system finds 86 objects from a search
for ‘kierrätys’ (recycling), including those already mentioned by the artist duos Isorättyä and
nabbteeri. The general information on the objects varies, which is why it wasn’t always clear
whether the materials used are recycled or bought as new. For example, for Kari Cavén’s
Broileri (2017)8, Kris Lemsalu’s Star (2016)9 and Tarja Pitkänen-Walter’s Broken Gestures – In
Different Light III (2005–07)10 the data lists only the materials included in the works, but not
whether they are recycled. Furthermore the database’s information on Choi Jeong Hwa’s
Happy Happy (2015)11 does not clarify whether the plastic he uses is recycled, but it can be
found from Kiasma’s website that at least some of the material he uses is recycled, such
as in the installation Gather, Together (2008), which was made out of 1.7 million pieces of

8
9

10
11

See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/431072
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/661646
(accessed 10 December 2021); an image of the work, see the artist’s web page,
https://www.krislemsalu.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/unspecified-10-682x1024.jpeg
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/393360
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/425948
(accessed 10 December 2021); https://www.artsy.net/artwork/choi-jeong-hwa-happy-happy
(accessed 10 December 2021).
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nabbteeri, Table of Contents (detail), 2011, watercolour on paper, a voice
element describing what the object in the painting contains, 23cm x 30.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

plastic rubbish that were used to transform the outside of the Seoul’s old
Olympic Stadium.12 In nabbteeri’s artwork, or more precisely a collection
of pieces Table of Contents (2011)13 the artists have found different objects
in their workplace and painted photograph-like paintings of them. The
objects seen in the paintings are different kinds of boxes and bags, in
which the artists have preserved different kinds of materials. Along with
the paintings, another part of this work consists of a sound element,
which describes what the objects seen in the paintings contain. This is
one way of preserving the memory of the objects, because they have
been made as paintings in the same way that one can take a photograph
to remember something. I find that this piece can be seen in terms of
recycling because the everyday objects have been recycled from the
workplace into paintings. The objects have been recycled by transforming
them into art. The piece also prompts interesting thoughts about the
found material being elevated and reincarnated as art, which reminds me
of conceptual art.
The database search also excluded some artists, such as Kaarina
Haka, who has been using recycled materials in her art. She has used
recycled fluffy toys in her mesmerising installation Untitled (2016)14, which
was displayed in Kiasma’s Collection Exhibition in 2016–17. Saara Hacklin
writes descriptively on Haka’s artistic practice, that it occupies a ‘domain
somewhere between painting and sculpture’.15
In some of the database’s objects, the materials used are identified
as recycled materials instinctively, simply because they appear to be old
and used. For example, in his conceptual work Nine Light Nights (1991)16
Kari Cavén has used rubbish-collecting carts that street sweepers use, and
transformed them into street lights. He has only changed the meaning
of the objects without modifying the objects at all. Marjatta Palasto uses
old bicycle rubber in Stickning (1999)17, in Kaisu Koivisto’s Personal Space
Kaarina Haka, Untitled
(detail), 2016, installation
comprising wire, organza,
tulle, glue, acrylic, recycled
soft toys, jewellery
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen
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17

David Elliot. ‘Choi Jeong Hwa: Gangbuk Style’, in Saara Hacklin (ed.), Kiasman kokoelmanäyttely /
Kiasma’s Collecton Exhibition. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 151/2016. Helsinki:
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2016, (91–112) 107.
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/
search?titles[]=Sis%C3%A4llysluettelo (accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/418654
(accessed 10 December 2021).
Saara Hacklin. ‘From gaze to sensation, from perception to emotion’, in Saara Hacklin (ed.),
Kiasman kokoelmanäyttely / Kiasma’s Collecton Exhibition. A Museum of Contemporary Art
Publication 151/2016. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma,
2016, (25–42) 28.
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/596941
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/
object/1767418 (accessed 10 December 2021); an image of the artwork, see
https://hs.mediadelivery.fi/img/658/d858815f897b4d5a8472fab649849633.jpg.webp
(accessed 10 December 2021).
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Kari Cavén, Nine Light Nights,
1991, installation of nine street
lights made using rubbishcollecting carts and lamps,
each part 60cm x 40cm x
27cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Laura Luostarinen

(1999)18 old Aalto chairs and cows’ horns are used, and
materials such as scrap iron form Reijo Hukkanen’s
Suspenders on Fire (1989)19. In these works, the materials
chosen look like they have been used previously before
they became a part of an artwork. The term ‘recycling’ is
listed among the keywords in the additional information
on the database for all of these works. Yet looking at all
the art objects in the database being this ambiguous, this
got me thinking, how can I be sure whether the whole
piece is made with recycled material or just some parts?
Or have they been recycled at all?
The search for the word ‘recycled’ brought me
eventually to both a rhetorical and conceptual problem.
The chosen keywords attach certain meanings to an
object, leaving other meanings out of the picture. With
conceptual art for example, it is rarely distinguished
whether the materials and objects used have been
bought as new or are recycled, old, second-hand finds.
This led me to ask, could the material used for an artwork
be categorised as ‘recycled’ at all, when it is being used in
a different manner or context, regardless of whether the
material is new or not? Or is reusing an everyday object
in a different kind of way itself an aspect of recycling?
Artworks such as Jacob Dahlgren’s Item 18: subject
of art (2012)20 and Koivisto’s Measure (1994)21 can be
seen in this light. In Dahlgren’s work a pile of regular
Kaisu Koivisto, Personal
Space, 1999, cows’ horns,
Aalto chairs, plastic,
102cm x 90cm x 95cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen
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19
20
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See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/400826
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/581771
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/406587
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/604803
(accessed 10 December 2021).
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Tarja Pitkänen-Walter, Broken Gestures – Still Life and
Interior (in the world of trade), 2007, acrylic, oil and
plastic paint on PVC, old tableware, 84cm x 41cm x
48cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

yellow pencils is arranged in a multidimensional
formation, thus changing the meaning of an ordinary
everyday object. Koivisto’s piece uses a pair of
shorts to imitate a hospital drip with its stand. In
the database, these two works are categorised as
conceptual, but not as recycled. Tarja Pitkänen-Walter
has utilised a more abstract approach in the style
of her work, Broken Gestures – Still Life and Interior
(in the world of trade), from 200722, which used old
dishes as a part of an assemblage with acryl, oil and
plastic paint on PVC.
With conceptual art considered in terms of
recycled art, media art also has its part to play in the
topic. Since ‘found objects’ are usually associated
with recycling, why wouldn’t found footage be
mentioned as one aspect of recycled art too? For
example, in artist Mika Taanila’s A Physical Ring23
from 2001, he has edited found, anonymous archive
film. With editing, the film is modified using Mika
Vainio’s electronic music.

Trash as art
Though we try to imagine otherwise, waste is every object, plus time.24
When searching the collection’s database for objects with the word ‘roska’ (trash), 106 objects
were found. Yet only eight of the sources seem to include trash as a material. The rest of
the objects found are paintings, drawings, graphics and photographs without a significant
connection to trash. The first five pieces using actual trash are Petri Ala-Maunus’ collection
of oil paintings, New York Trash Recycled (2007)25, in which the bases he used were actually
trash found on the streets, seemingly from the streets of New York. Another work is Brad
Downey’s Scars (2012–13)26, which includes three tarpaulins from fences used in construction
sites. The tarpaulin fences would probably have been thrown away after use, because most

22
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25
26

See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/386515
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/620348
(accessed 10 December 2021).
Katie Treggiden citating Brian Thill, Waste (2015) in ‘Introduction’, in Katie Treggiden. Wasted –
When trash becomes treasure. Belgium: Ludion, 2020, (17–23), 17.
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/
search?searchTerms[]=new%20york%20trash%20recycled (accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/410764
(accessed 10 December 2021).
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Petri Ala-Maunus, New York Trash Recycled
13, 2007, oil on cardboard, 19cm x 24.5cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of
Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

nabbteeri, Rubbish video
(detail), 2014, projection
screens, video installation,
00:05:28, loop
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma

of them were torn. The artist has fixed
them with different coloured yarn. It is a
bit unclear though whether the tarpaulins
were actually ripped by the artist, since the
database notes that the used material was
stolen. The seventh object I found has a
more indirect link to trash. It is Kari Cavén’s
piece Ball Ball Ball… (2010)27, where one of
the materials is a waste bin.
The eighth piece including actual
trash is a media artwork. In nabbteeri’s
already mentioned video piece Rubbish
video (2014)28, different items of trash
found in Nabb and Teeri’s workspace are
being squeezed into a ball in the hands
of one of the artists. They explained that
Rubbish video is a special piece, because
it was born quite instantaneously. They
found the rubbish in the bin intriguing
and started to squish it, as people often
do with certain kinds of trash. Maria Teeri
explained that squeezing the trash in their
hands made the process behind the piece
distinctly performative and corporeal.29 In
Kiasma’s collection exhibition in 2016–17,
where the piece was on display, this
five-and-a-half-minute-long video was
projected onto four foldable whiteboards
and the wall behind them, which gave
the work a three-dimensional effect.
Janne Nabb described the installation as
kaleidoscope-like.30
The video gives an interesting point of view for using trash as art, both because the
main attention focuses on the sound and mobility of the trash, but also because the entirety is
explored through a video instead of an installation. Yet the trash is not experienced as threedimensional in front of the viewer’s eyes, but it is clear it is trash, and prompts thoughts on
the use of the plastic material. The sound and the movement of the plastic objects occupies a
huge part of the whole piece. Although a human hand is manipulating the trash, it is almost as

Photo: nabbteeri / Finnish
National Gallery

27
28
29
30

See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/393965
(accessed 10 December 2021).
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/399995
(accessed 10 December 2021).
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. Interview made via Teams in the Finnish National Gallery, Ateneum, Kaivokatu 2. Length
00:55:33. AC, FNG.
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.
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if the trash has its own will with its loud, crackling sound31 and slow
movement back to its original form. In an interview with nabbteeri
the artists themselves affirmed the meaning of the movement
within the piece, by saying that it was magical to watch how the
material resisted being crinkled and sprang back to its original
form over and over again. It is also interesting to consider what
happened to the trash after the video was shot. Was it thrown
back to the bin? Knowing that recycling is important to nabbteeri in
their artistic process, some of the materials seen might have been
used later in some other work.
It is interesting to think how much of the actual trash used
in art might have been left outside the collections search, either
because the artists have not listed recycled material used in their
art, or because of the lack of the description in the collections’
database. Maybe it has not been seen as an important thing to
mention. It is also noticeable what is actually described as trash
and what is not. For example, quite many plastic art objects have
not been included in the search. I dare to claim that many of these
objects would have been thrown away if they hadn’t been used in
the artwork. What is especially interesting is that Maria Duncker’s
famous national costumes (1998)32 made using plastic bags have
not been mentioned as being recycled, according to the database.
Duncker has used easily identifiable discount and grocery store
plastic bags in these colourful dresses. It is noted in the database
metadata that Duncker has herself said that these costumes should
be worn on important festive occasions.

Maria Duncker, National
Costumes IV, 1998, plastic
bags, wooden hanger,
166cm x 90cm x 15cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

Art as a posthumanist tool
When researching the use of recycled materials in art in our state of ecological crisis, it is
essential to be mindful of the meaning of posthumanism to contemporary art. The core
of posthumanism is to take the focus from human beings and instead pay attention to the
different living species, in Donna Haraway’s terms companion species, and to the nonhuman.
Posthumanism aims at appreciating correlating relations, to see how in the environment
everything is connected.
With posthumanism, the discussions in art research and philosophy about the
ecological crisis and the concept of the Anthropocene are entwined. The Anthropocene
refers to the geological period of the human, and has been researched in the context of
environmental studies. The studies on the Anthropocene pay attention to the planetary
effects on human behaviour. As Karoliina Lummaa writes, on the surface the idea of man
in posthumanism and in the Anthropocene might seem like an antithesis of one another,
because compared to posthumanism, the human of the Anthropocene can be portrayed as
a planetary ‘driving force and as a one-off exception within Earth’s living species’.33 Yet, in
the middle of these uncertain times, in this article I pay attention to posthumanism and its
positive effects on art.
31

32
33

For more on the sound of the plastic, see Taina Saarikivi. ‘Taide fossiilikapitalismin jälkeen: lahoavan
muovin narina’, in Hanna Johansson & Anita Seppä (eds.), Taiteen kanssa maailman äärellä.
Kirjoituksia ihmiskeskeisestä ajattelusta ja ilmastonmuutoksesta. Taideteoreettisia kirjoituksia
Kuvataideakatemiasta (13). Helsinki: Parvs, 2021, 222–41.
See the artworks on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/
object/599343; https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/fi/object/602314 (accessed 10 December 2021).
Karoliina Lummaa. ‘Peili ja diagrammi’, in Hanna Johansson & Anita Seppä (eds.), Taiteen
kanssa maailman äärellä. Kirjoituksia ihmiskeskeisestä ajattelusta ja ilmastonmuutoksesta.
Taideteoreettisia kirjoituksia Kuvataideakatemiasta (13). Helsinki: Parvs, 2021 (24–47), 33.
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Hanna Johansson and Anita Seppä, writing on posthumanist art, point out that it can
bring new information in a way that the viewers’ imagination starts to stretch into areas
that distance the human from being at the centre of thinking.34 This way posthumanism
can be seen as a tool in art. In the Finnish National Gallery, the posthuman perspective was
previously and prominently present in the ‘Coexistence’ exhibition35 at Kiasma 2019, in
which the relations between human, animal and nonhuman (nature, more-than-humans and
machines) were on display. It would be interesting to pay more attention to machines, cyborgs
and AI-programmed art in this article, but I leave these topics for later research and focus
instead on the nonhuman, synthetic materials found in the National Gallery’s database. In
general, the research on the nonhuman could be anything, such as North America’s electricity
grid36, as Karoliina Lummaa propounds.
With the nonhuman, the term new materialism or neo-materialism is noticeable in
research into posthumanist art. Neo-materialism can mean many things, but in this article
my interest is in what the material itself can tell us. Leevi Haapala writes that, when giving a
central role to the material in art, the starting point can be said to be neo-materialism.37 Could
the material then, such as plastic trash, have its own life? In an article about matter and the
nonhuman in Kiasma’s ‘Coexistence’ exhibition, Satu Oksanen notes that new materialism and
new materialist artists discard the individual and anthropocentric perspectives and agencies,
and pay attention instead to ‘corporeality, matter and thought to coexist in an ongoing state
of flux’.38 From the perspective of Finnish contemporary art, nabbteeri is said to be a good
example of the neo-materialist take on art, because as Haapala puts it, their works are ‘built
on endless strategies of borrowing, recycling and reshaping’.39

Neomaterial junk, a nonhuman touch
Pekka and Teija Isorättyä and nabbteeri use recycled materials in their art. Both duos use
materials found in their immediate surroundings, but the artists’ approaches differ a little
from each other. For nabbteeri, recycling might mean carrying different materials and objects
from one art piece to another. I find it intriguing to find similar-looking parts in their different
pieces. Nabbteeri seem to stress the meaning of recycling in both their art and their life in
general, since they told me that ecology underlies their art.40 It is clear, that Teija and Pekka
Isorättyä also find using recycled materials important, especially in their public art, which uses

34
35
36
37

38

39
40

Hanna Johansson & Anita Seppä. ‘Johdanto’, in Hanna Johansson & Anita Seppä (eds.), Taiteen
kanssa maailman äärellä. Kirjoituksia ihmiskeskeisestä ajattelusta ja ilmastonmuutoksesta.
Taideteoreettisia kirjoituksia Kuvataideakatemiasta (13). Helsinki: Parvs, 2021, (10–23) 19.
Saara Hacklin & Satu Oksanen (eds.). Yhteiseloa / Coexistence. Human, Animal and Nature in
Kiasma’s Collections. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 166/2019. Helsinki: Finnish
National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2019.
‘(…) Pohjois-Amerikan sähköverkko (…) monistuu, levittäytyy ja risteää aineellisen ja semioottisen,
inhimillisen ja ei-inhimillisen poikki.’ Lummaa, ‘Peili ja diagrammi’, 33.
Leevi Haapala. ‘Origins, breakaways and interventions. Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri – approaches
to visual representation’, in Tapani Pennanen & Marjut Villanueva (eds.), Nabb + Teeri.
Tuntemattomien juhlien jäänteet. Vuoden nuori taiteilija 2014 / Nabb + Teeri. The leftovers of an
Unknown Party. Young Artist of the Year 2014. Tampere: Tampere Art Museum and Aboa Vetus &
Ars Nova, 2014, (3–39) 27.
Satu Oksanen. ‘Museum-as-compost – Matter, rhythms, and the nonhuman’, in Saara Hacklin &
Satu Oksanen (eds.), Yhteiseloa / Coexistence. Human, Animal and Nature in Kiasma’s Collections.
A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 166/2019. Helsinki: Finnish National Gallery / Museum
of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2019, (70–95) 85.
Oksanen, ‘Museum-as-compost – Matter, rhythms, and the nonhuman’, 85.
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG. See also Karoliina Lummaa. ‘On Sharing Soot, Spikes, and Dust’, in Leevi
Haapala & Piia Oksanen (eds.), Weather Report: Forecasting Future. Ane Graff, Ingela Ihrman,
nabbteeri. A Museum of Contemporary Art Publication 169/2019. Milan and Helsinki: Mousse
Publishing and Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, 2019, 104–08.
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a lot of material41, but I have interpreted that their starting point for the artistic process works
a bit differently.
The Isorättyäs explained that instead of active searching, the material commonly
comes and finds them. In many cases, someone contacts them and informs they have material
the artists might like. These donated materials have been in some different use before, such
as many medical instruments and old gadgets seen in their installations and sculptures. With
donated objects, the artists have found much usable and still-functioning material from waste
skips, such as old car batteries.42 In 2015, in an interview made in the Finnish National Gallery
Library, the Isorättyäs also pointed out that their aim is to create ‘playgrounds for thoughts’.43
By this they meant that though they deal with ethical themes, they don’t want to steer the
viewer in any particular direction. Mostly they just want to keep the difficult and important
themes visible, and it is up to the viewer to choose to do the rest of the contemplating.44 What
still connects both artist duos is that the use of recycled materials is less or more coincidental,
because the availability of the materials is always site- and time-specific.
Nabbteeri combine a lot of different mediums such as multimedia (video, sound) with
their installations, and for the Isorättyäs, with installations, their distinctive style is the use
of voluminous and usually kinetic45 sculptures. Yet both duos use a huge variety of different
techniques and materials. For nabbteeri it is important to build a net between their works but
also with the space the pieces are placed in or around. In my interview with the artist duo,
Janne Nabb commented that they aim to build a thematic wholeness in a dialogue with its
atmosphere.46 The dialogical relation is more important to the artists than planning art pieces
only for museum use, and I find this approach very alluring. Putting the material reality of the
objects on show gives them possibilities to operate without the artists, as Maria Teeri pointed
out in our interview.
‘Operating’, ‘agency’ and ‘mobile work’ are keywords in the Isorättyäs self-functioning
kinetic art, yet some of their mesmerizing robot works need a little guidance to walk in a
determined direction, as Teija demonstrated using one of their ‘grandma’ robots (‘Invalid
robots’, 2010–11) at the artists’ studio during our meeting. These grandma-robot sculptures
were made with hospital waste, old recycled lace and linen, car batteries, reindeer spines
and the hair the young men needed to cut off because of going to the army. The grandmas
made a machine-like cracking sound to signify the movement of stiff ageing limbs, and being
surrounded by them I realised I had the familiar awkward feeling people tend to have when
being in interaction with machines that resemble humans. One sculpture even startled me,
when it began moving towards me after being still for a while. However, seeing Teija leading
one of the sculptures gave the object a more human-like sense and it gave me a warm, caring
feeling. In the studio the artists also showed a cyborg fox. An old, stuffed fox was found at
Pekka and Teija’s old school. The artists wanted to give the animal a second life, so they
adapted the fox into a kinetic sculpture with mechanical parts.
Continuing with the nonhuman angle, nabbteeri explained that they aim to dispel
authorship and individualism in their art. They think there’s no need to show how many

41
42
43
44
45

46

An interview with Pekka and Teija Isorättyä, 19 November 2021. Interviewer Ida Pakarinen.
Interview made in the Isorättyäs’ studio in Helsinki. Length 00:40:11. AC, FNG.
An interview with Pekka and Teija Isorättyä, 19 November 2021. Interviewer Ida Pakarinen.
AC, FNG.
An interview with Teija ja Pekka Isorättyä, 8 September 2015. Interviewer Maritta Mellais, Finnish
National Gallery. Length 00:58:15. KG-ARK-AV-1095. AC, FNG.
An interview with Teija and Pekka Isorättyä, 8 September 2015. Interviewer Maritta Mellais, Finnish
National Gallery. AC, FNG.
Although the Isorättyäs are probably most famous for their kinetic sculptures, they have said that
it is never in the grounds of their works whether the piece is moving or not. They just end up being
kinetic. The artists emphasise the meaning of the material instead. An interview with Teija and
Pekka Isorättyä, 8 September 2015. Interviewer Maritta Mellais, Finnish National Gallery. AC, FNG.
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.
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A grandma-robot from Pekka
& Teija Isorättyä’s series
‘Invalid Robots’, 2010–12,
kinetic sculpture, mixed
media
Private Collection
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Jenni Nurminen

makers there have been in the building process.47
The artists find their whole production a complex
‘jumble’ with different spaces, elements,
thoughts, texts and people behind texts instead
of just a dialogue between the two of them.
The Isorättyäs have also stressed the meaning
of interaction in their artistic practice. Though
they make the mechanical elements themselves
without any technical education,48 they have
said that they seek a lot of help from the people
they meet outside the art world. In an interview
in 2015 they explained that for their Solar Sea
Turtle (2014) sculpture they asked for help from
a solar panel salesperson about how to smash
the panels used to create the turtle’s carapace.
The artists have called these interactions ‘art
pedagogic moments’, when someone teaches
them a new method to do or work with
something.49 This way they enmesh themselves
into their immediate surroundings and into
a society they’re in at that certain moment.
With their robot-like works the Isorättyäs have
injected new life into many used objects, both
synthetic and organic. When the attention is on
the movement and the materials that make the
sculpture move, the authorship behind the pieces is secondary. The authorship might even
lapse entirely.
Working with the 3D-world connects both artist duos. For me the coded world is
completely foreign, but with 3D it is possible to give the material any imaginable meanings
possible. In my interview with nabbteeri, Nabb said that working with 3D has expanded the
materials’ preconditions into complete fantasy.50 In a 3D-world one can take any material and
duplicate it. In this material universe full of possibilities one can ‘disport a different way than
outside the world’51, as Nabb put it. The Isorättyäs are currently working with a piece with
3D-printed parts, and a prototype was at their studio. Pekka reflected that 3D could also be
described as one aspect of recycled art, because in an open-source 3D-world people recycle
their ideas. Teija agreed, pointing out that everyone who needs the code can just download
it for their own use52. It is one sort of donation of the material, yet the material starts off in a
different shape.
Nabb gave an example of how they have expanded the representation of trash with
3D-scanning. They scanned trash, and made data copies of it. This way they were able to
widen the meaning of the trash, because now it was possible to use the trash material

47

48
49
50
51
52

This is something that Martta Heikkilä has also been considering in her article about nabbteeri. She
refers especially to the artists’ series of Block Painting (2009) and Block Painting (SOMMARSTUGA
remix) (2013). Martta Heikkilä. ‘The aftermath of a surprise party’, in Tapani Pennanen & Marjut
Villanueva (eds.), Nabb + Teeri. Tuntemattomien juhlien jäänteet. Vuoden nuori taiteilija 2014 /
Nabb + Teeri. The leftovers of an Unknown Party. Young Artist of the Year 2014. Tampere: Tampere
Art Museum and Aboa Vetus & Ars Nova, 2014, (3–27) 22.
An interview with Teija and Pekka Isorättyä, 8 September 2015. Interviewer Maritta Mellais, Finnish
National Gallery. AC, FNG.
An interview with Teija and Pekka Isorättyä, 8 September 2015. Interviewer Maritta Mellais, Finnish
National Gallery. AC, FNG.
Heikkilä, ‘The aftermath of a surprise party’, 23.
Heikkilä, ‘The aftermath of a surprise party’, 23.
An interview with Pekka and Teija Isorättyä, 19 November 2021. Interviewer Ida Pakarinen.
AC, FNG.
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for example in websites. Scanning trash gives the objects new meanings. It elaborates the
trash, the junk into neo-material. In general, it is currently a pivotal moment to trace the
development of the 3D art world. Can 3D-printed artworks be described as recycled art? In
design, for instance, the shift forwards is already here: designers Foteini Setaki and Panos
Sakkas make customizable street furniture out of recycled plastics with 3D-printing. They
believe there’s still a long way to go to achieve a fully circular future, but introducing robotic
3D-printing and participatory design into the recycling process helps to rethink the waste. The
designers find that 3D gives a local solution to a global problem.53
‘What kind of alchemist can transform worthless matter into art?’ asks Martta Heikkilä
in her article on nabbteeri.54 When I asked the Isorättyäs if they have used trash in their art,
Pekka instantly responded that the word ‘trash’ is actually a very loaded term. He asked
why everything wouldn’t be described as material instead of describing some elements
as trash and some as not.55 This was an interesting point when one considers the Finnish
National Gallery’s collections: maybe many artists do not want to mention that they have
used materials perceived as trash because of the value judgements associated with the word
trash. Thinking about the concept of trash further, it is notable that so-called ‘virgin materials’
will become rare and precious at some point, even in the near future. Designer Sannie Visser
believes this is why waste stops being called as such. Waste will be a normalised part of the
production, when the system has to shift from linear to circular.56 Yet, while eating satsumas
with the Isorättyäs at their studio, we chewed over what other ways terms such as ‘domestic
waste’ and a sentence ‘taking the rubbish out’ might be described, if we couldn’t use these
words? It is difficult to find a better word for bio waste than bio waste, for example. Though
I see the fact of trash becoming a primary, normalised material, but also a neo-material
point of view in naming all the objects as plain ‘material’, giving waste a softer and more a
humane shade, I still find categorising the objects useful. Trash, waste, rubbish, junk and other
synonyms are important words especially from an ecological perspective. The use of these
words reminds us of our throwaway culture, and focuses on the amount of material we are
already surrounded by, yet still incessantly producing more.
In my interview with nabbteeri the discussion on trash went in a different direction
from the Isorättyäs’, probably because the artists have an installation whose title includes the
word ‘rubbish’. The concept of dirt came into the artists’ minds, because trash is sometimes
linked with uncleanliness. This steered my thoughts back to Mary Douglas.57 Teeri pointed
out that the 3D-world is usually very smooth and clean, meaning that is a bit difficult to
create dirtiness, though one can manipulate different textures.58 Yet, the artists came up with
an idea for how to make the 3D-printed trash look authentic. They explained that they saw
different objects on the shoreline in Scotland, but it was difficult to pinpoint exactly what kind
of objects they were, because they had been for so long conditioned by the effects of the
sea, sand and waves.59 The objects were wet and things were growing on them; the artists
found these so fascinating they didn’t want to collect them and carry them home. What
they did instead was they started making what they call ‘digital minerals’ from the objects
53
54
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Foteini Setaki and Panos Sakkas. ‘The New Raw’, in Katie Treggiden, Wasted. When trash becomes
art. Belgium: Ludion, 2020, (222–27) 224.
Heikkilä, ‘The aftermath of a surprise party’, 23. See also Saara Hacklin. ‘Runoilija, matkamies,
kauppias, varas… Janne Nabb ja Maria Teeri Tampereen taidemuseossa’, Mustekala web magazine,
27 May 2014, http://mustekala.info/kritiikit/runoilija-matkamies-kauppias-varas-janne-nabb-jamaria-teeri-tampereen-taidemuseossa/ (accessed 1 December 2021).
An interview with Pekka and Teija Isorättyä, 19 November 2021. Interviewer Ida Pakarinen.
AC, FNG.
Sanne Visser in Katie Treggiden, Wasted. When trash becomes art. Belgium: Ludion, 2020, (36–43)
38.
During the whole internship and process of researching recycled materials, I noticed that my
thoughts went back to Mary Douglas over and over again.
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.
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nabbteeri, digital minerals,
(detail) 2016, 3D print
Photo: nabteeri, http://
nabbteeri.com/#transition

using 3D techniques.60 Later they put the hundreds of slides of the minerals in to secondhand slide frames bought from a flea market and held back from cleaning them to make the
artwork look more authentic. Suddenly, when looking at the 3D minerals through the old
frames, the objects seemed like they could have been taken from real life. Like pictures from
a 1980s teaching film, as Nabb put it.61 They have made at least one titled piece with the
digital minerals, Transition zone (2016)62. The artists were amazed what fantastic things traces
of dirt can do for an artwork, and this is something that would be interesting to research
even further.

Beyond the collections to the sea. The stories of plastic trash from
the shoreline
The neo-material approach has shown that materials can tell stories. When cast-off objects
are used in art and put under a spotlight, the view focuses on the material in a different way
from how one might look at the objects in an everyday situation. When a material is given the
space to tell its story, the art formulates its own will, a nonhuman touch. For the Isorättyäs,
the stories behind the objects are very intriguing. Pekka explained that in their artworks
different materials from different backgrounds tell their own stories, and in this way form their
own, separate layers to the art.63
I also searched references to trash in art outside the National Gallery’s collections to
gain a better understanding of the general view of the recycled world, and found artists such
as Pamela Longobardi and Tuula Närhinen relevant to this topic. As with the artists found
60
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An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.
See the artworks on nabbteeri’s webpage: http://www.nabbteeri.com/transition.html (accessed
10 December 2021).
An interview with Pekka and Teija Isorättyä, 19 November 2021. Interviewer Ida Pakarinen.
AC, FNG.
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in the collections, these artists have recategorised waste as a valuable resource, as Katie
Treggiden puts it64.
I think there is a difference in the kind of stories a material such as trash can tell,
depending on whether it is modified in the art or used in its own form. Modifying trash
might hide the meaning and the factual damage of the environment behind the art. When
modified the art might take a figure of an ‘absent referent’65, because the ecological damage is
hidden under another marker. On the other hand, if trash is shown as it is, the artwork might
prompt further thoughts in the viewers, because it speaks with the nature rather than for
it. I find speaking with the environment another neo-materialist aspect of art. Artist Pamela
Longobardi66 follows this neo-materialist take on her art with her assemblages of plastic
objects collected from the shorelines. Because of the amount of plastic washed up on the
shorelines, she describes beaches as ‘crime scenes’.67 In her article on Longobardi, Jennifer
A. Wagner-Lawlor cites a well-known writer and an ocean activist Carl Safina, stating that
Longobardi is at the beginning of this kind of art, because ‘the work that art must do is to
steer our attention into the path of the oncoming truth’.68 The oncoming truth seems to be
showing plastic trash at it is, not modified, as dirty, broken, misshapen from the objects that
were originally designed. Longobardi has ‘no mere attempt at creating pretty decoration from
found objects’.69 Instead, her works are seen as witnesses.
From the Finnish perspective, the artist Tuula Närhinen has also made a lot of works
collecting trash from the shores. She has written her dissertation (2016) on visual science
and natural art, so I found her art very interesting and useful for this article. She has used
shoreline plastic trash in her installations Mermaid’s Tears (2007), Frutti di Mare (2008), Baltic
Sea Plastique (2013) and Impressions Plastiques (2016).
Närhinen’s saga using plastic trash in her art started on Harakka Island in Helsinki. In
her dissertation she writes that she read about microplastic trash in a newspaper in 2006,
and thought that the problem with microplastics ending up in the sea affects only oceans but
not the Baltic Sea.70 Soon she noticed she was wrong. Walking around the island she noticed
that a huge area of the shore was covered with plastic granulate, raw material pellets that
spill into to the nature from the plastics industry during transportation.71 Närhinen points out
that these pellets are called ‘merenneidon kyyneleet’, tears of a mermaid. Närhinen started
collecting the pellets, and used these to make a necklace for her artwork, of the same name.
Närhinen explains that her inspiration for the necklace comes from the islands in the Pacific
Ocean, where owning and wearing a seashell necklace is a sign of wealth.72
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‘By recategorising waste as a valuable resource, we can find ways of addressing some of our most
existential environmental problems.’ Treggiden, ‘Introduction’, 18.
‘Carol J. Adams applies linguistic concept of absent referent when scrutinising violence which is
hidden under another signifier. E.g. ”meat” is a referent that hides under itself the real animal
and its true suffering.’ Terike Haapoja. ‘Kohti ”eläimen” jälkeistä aikaa’, in Hanna Johansson &
Anita Seppä (eds.), Taiteen kanssa maailman äärellä. Kirjoituksia ihmiskeskeisestä ajattelusta ja
ilmastonmuutoksesta. Taideteoreettisia kirjoituksia Kuvataideakatemiasta (13). Helsinki: Parvs,
2021, 105.
Longobardi was the first artist exhibiting in newly opened MUU Gallery in Helsinki, in 1993.
Her installation was Mythology of Divine Winged Being. Marja-Terttu Kivirinta. ‘Muu ry aloittaa
galleriatoiminnan’, Helsingin Sanomat, 27 October 1993, https://www.hs.fi/kulttuuri/art2000003278622.html (accessed 1 December 2021).
Sally Hansen. ‘Terrible beauty. A conversation with Pam Longobardi’, Sculpture, April 2015.
Jennifer A. Wagner-Lawlor. ‘Regarding Intimacy, Regard, and Transformative Feminist Practice in the
Art of Pamela Longobardi’, Feminist Studies 2016, vol. 42 Issue 3, (649–88) 652.
Wagner-Lawlor, ‘Regarding Intimacy, Regard, and Transformative Feminist Practice in the Art of
Pamela Longobardi’, 652.
Tuula Närhinen. Kuvatiede ja luonnontaide. Tutkielma luonnonilmiöiden kuvallisuudesta. Doctoral
dissertation in Fine Arts. Academy of Fine Arts, Uniarts Helsinki. Vaasa: Oy Fram Ab, 2016, 127.
Närhinen, ‘Kuvatiede ja luonnontaide’, 127–28.
The piece Mermaid’s Tears also included the sieves she used to collect the plastic with, tiny piles of
other material found from the shore, and a photograph of the baseline of the work, the cove she
found the plastic from. Närhinen, ‘Kuvataide ja luonnontaide’, 129.
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Tuula Närhinen, Frutti di Mare, 2008 (detail), installation including 36 c-prints on aluminium (70cm x
50 cm each), plastic cases with 36 floating sculptures (49cm x 25cm x 29cm each case), a storage
shelf and fluorescent tubes
Photo: Tuula Närhinen

For the collection of assemblages in Frutti di Mare (2008), Närhinen collected plastic
trash she found from Helsinki shores. With rubbish bags full of trash she sorted the material
by colour and surface texture, and made sculptures of them that resemble marine fauna.
The assemblages were floated in semi-opaque acrylic boxes. Närhinen writes that this
artwork made her a ‘newbie plastic trash sculptor’.73 In her third piece using plastic, Baltic Sea
Plastique (2016) she used plastic wrap, bags and bottles. She writes in her dissertation that
in this piece the plastic has gone through a metamorphosis and that the installation is about
plastic’s economic cycle. The way in which she processes the cycle of the plastic, is that in this
piece the plastic has made a full circle as a mouldable material from the designed material
that has ended up at the artist’s working space via the sea.74 It is written on the artist’s
website that Baltic Sea Plastique presents a plastic world of sensations in which synthetic and
organic forms coexist, and create puzzling natural artefacts’.75
Närhinen’s latest work with plastic is Impressions Plastiques, from 2016. The work is
made with bags, ropes, bits of filaments and microplastic found on the shores of Harakka
Island. In her website the installation is described as consisting of two tapestries entitled Soleil
levant and Soleil couchant, woven out of discarded plastic bags. With the tapestries the work
includes a sun path Aurora Nonelis, arranged in a rainbow line on the floor, and a piece called
Plastic Horizon, which is a linear sculpture put together using microplastics.76
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Närhinen, ‘Kuvatiede ja luonnontaide’, 127–28.
Närhinen, ‘Kuvatiede ja luonnontaide’, 215.
Tuula Närhinen, Baltic Sea Plastique (2013), http://www.tuulanarhinen.net/artworks/baltplast.html
(accessed 10 December 2021).
Tuula Närhinen, Impressions Plastiques (2016), http://www.tuulanarhinen.net/artworks/
impressionsplast.html.
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Tuula Närhinen, Plastic Horizon, 2019 (detail),
installation of microplastic debris drifted
ashore and arranged according to the
colours, 12cm x 900cm.
Photo: Tuula Närhinen

As an interesting coincidence,
I found out during our interview that
nabbteeri has also made one piece using
plastic trash77 found from the shores.
Leftovers is a public installation made in
2017 at the Roihuvuori campus of Helsinki
Vocational College. The piece consists
of four parts, using plastic collected e.g.
from the shores of Scotland as the starting
point, and which the artists have then
reproduced as sculptures made from sugar
paste.78 I went to document the installations on a grey Tuesday evening,
and under the bright florescent light the sculptures placed in vitrines
exuded a joyfulness in its various of bright colours and different shapes.
I found it interesting that sugar paste sculptures were assembled on
a sand-like ground the way they would be laying deep in a seabed.
Moved and piled by waves in to the deeper sections of the sand
bottom, randomly sprinkled here and there in a controlled chaos.

Born, consume, leave traces, decay.
A new era of vanitas

nabbteeri, Leftovers (detail),
2017, sugar paste sculptures
in glass vitrines; installed
at the Roihuvuori campus,
Helsinki Vocational College
(Stadin ammattiopisto),
Helsinki

Trash used in art might give a material its own agency. Is it also possible
to see that trash has its own life that is not eventually dependent on
humans, because it stays on earth far longer than we do. Human flesh
decays, but most of the trash being plastic, does not. The same goes for
art. If there’s plastic used in an artwork, it might possibly never decay
entirely. Only disperse into smaller and smaller particles. When I was
reflecting on the permanence of the art with my tutor Riitta Ojanperä,
Director of Collections Management at the Finnish National Gallery, she
reminded me that frescos painted on stones were meant to last forever.
Could plastic then be thought of as a modern day fresco?
With art, it is in the end in the hands of museum professionals as to how long an
artwork might be preserved, yet these discussions have always been made together with
the artists, as my other tutor, chief curator Kati Kivinen has reminded me. In general, it is an
interesting question to ask for how long and how much an artwork should be conserved.
The material used in art might rust, melt, fade, shatter or break some way over time. For
example, how much is it worth conserving natural materials, such as the flower petals in

Photo: Ida Pakarinen

77

78

nabbteeri has also used found plastic trash in their ensemble of works Indications of Spring, 2012,
in which they used materials they had found during their walks in Freiburg, Germany.
See https://anhava.com/exhibitions/janne-nabb-maria-teeri-indications-of-spring/ (accessed
10 December 2021).
An interview with nabbteeri (Janne Nabb and Maria Teeri), 9 November 2021. Interviewer Ida
Pakarinen. AC, FNG.

17
Recycled Utopia – Where Art and Everyday Life Coalesce // Ida Pakarinen
--FNG Research Issue No. 1/2022. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FI-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in https://research.fng.fi

Marianna Uutinen, Jesus,
1993, plastic basin, plastic
sandals, 14cm x 41cm x
41cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

Charlotta Östlund’s work Bouquet (2016)79, or on the other hand, the wet, plastic sandals in
Marianna Uutinen’s Jesus (1993)80? The sandals are floating in water in a small bucket, so they
need regular conserving. With materials as fragile as petals, leaves but also wet soft plastic,
Kivinen explained me, that it is sometimes important to write an art testament for the pieces
beforehand, as has been the case with Östlund’s Bouquet.
What then, if the materials used are recycled? The meanings attached to the art might
change if the parts need to be renewed during conservation. Can the conserving then even be
possible for the art piece? This is something we reflected on with the Isorättyäs at their studio,
in front of the conservation project of their electromechanical sculpture Mermaid (2015).
Some organic parts of the piece are being replaced with steel. Yet, when thinking further,
steel as a material is actually recycled too, as the metal artisans in the Isorättyäs’ studio
pointed out.
In the art world, this is a time of conspicuous consumerism, a new era of vanitas. We
are born, we consume, we leave traces in the environment, and at the end, we decay. In
humanity as in nature, nothing is permanent. Except perhaps some of our productions we

79

80

See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/432442
(accessed 10 December 2021). Satu Oksanen writes that Charlotta Östlund is interested in the
study of transience, for which plants provide an ideal vehicle. Oksanen, ‘Museum-as-compost –
Matter, rhythms, and the nonhuman’, 81.
See the artwork on the FNG collections website, https://www.kansallisgalleria.fi/en/object/618351
(accessed 10 December 2021). About Uutinen’s Jesus piece, see also Satu Mäkelä’s thesis made
on conservation of the plastic, Polyuretaanisolumuovin konservointi: Kaija Papun PI 541 (työnimi;
2012) ja Marianna Uutisen Jeesus (1993). Conservator, BA, thesis. Metropolia University of Applied
Sciences, 26 April 2012 https://www.theseus.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/47033/Satu_Makela.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y (accessed 10 December 2021).
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leave behind. When art with plastic pieces continues its life after the human, it is not certain
what happens to the plastic over the years. For example, artist Taru Happonen has made
astonishing oil paintings on different kinds of recycled plastics.81 Will the paint underneath
start cracking? Collapsing? We don’t know. Partly we can only wait and see what happens, but
partly we’ll never find out the dénouement of the plastic’s life cycle, because we are not here
anymore to witness it.

The droplets coalesce into a puddle
In this article, I have researched recycled materials, focusing on materials perceived as trash,
used in Finnish contemporary art found in the Finnish National Gallery’s collections. I wanted
to pay attention to recycled materials because the circular economy is important to me in
every part of my life. I was interested to research how much trash is used in contemporary art,
since most of the trash is plastic, and I feel anxious when I think about the amount of plastic
there already is on the planet we’re inhabiting. When researching these topics, I realised that
the importance of recycling has spilled over into my thoughts about art: I value art whether
there’s recycled materials used in the pieces or not.
I found out during this internship that not every artist has mentioned recycled
materials used in their art, although the materials have been in use. In general, I found the
task of researching these topics complex, since the descriptions and keywords used in the
collection’s database do not always tell the whole truth. This why there might be much
more recycled material in the Finnish National Gallery’s collections than has been already
recognised. It is noticeable that different terms and keywords have been in use at different
times, but in the light of present discussions on climate change, conspicuous consumption and
concerns over ecocentricism, more descriptions and keywords could be added to the database
when the art objects include recycled materials.
I would find it useful if the recycling themes could be more visible in the Finnish
National Gallery’s database. Yet, with my discussions with the artists, I understood that some
recycling-themed words, such as ‘trash’ have a very loaded tone in them. This might have
something to do with artists being unwilling to mention recycled materials in their art. Using
trash, waste, junk and other related words in describing an artwork might add a political
and ideological dimension to it. Although contemporary art often pays attention to different
social problems, I understand that in general, the ecological approach and reusing materials
are not as important to all present-day contemporary artists, nevertheless the questions are
important to me in this time of ecological crisis.
It is said that reusing materials in art connects the art to everyday life. The droplets
of micro plastics coalesce into a puddle of life. (Or into a trash island.) In the near future, socalled ‘virgin materials’ will become the rare exception, so reusing, reshaping and recycling
the materials is starting to be more and more inevitable. This why it is interesting to see
whether the use of recycled materials, for example the use of the plastic trash, is a growing
phenomenon in contemporary art, or not. From my mindset and perspective, I’d love to see
an art world where the materials would be used again and again without the need to use
them new, if one can use something that is already made and available to use. A dream of a
recycled utopia.

81

See the artist’s webpage: https://taruhapponen.com/Paintings (accessed 10 December 2021).
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Out in the Field – a Gothic Modern Tour
The Gothic Modern research and exhibition project partners meeting in Finland, Thursday 11
November 2021

Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, PhD, Chief Curator, Finnish National Gallery / Ateneum Art
Museum

The Gothic Modern project
team arrives at Hvitträsk
Museum, guided by Mikko
Teräsvirta (far left), Keeper
of Seurasaari Open-Air
Museum, Tamminiemi &
Hvitträsk, National Museum
of Finland. All images by
Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff

The international research and exhibition project Gothic Modern started in 2018 and it
will conclude with an exhibition in the Autumn of 2024. ‘Gothic Modern: from Northern
Renaissance to Dark, Emotive, Uncanny Modern Art’ explores the pivotal importance of
Gothic art for the artistic modernisms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
This ambitious new approach to modern art focuses on the untold story of Nordic and
Northern European medieval reinventions, from the 1890s to the fall of the Weimar Republic.
The project aims to illuminate the Gothic as a core fascination for early 20th-century art,
transcending nationalism, straddling war and its aftermath. It is also a compelling exploration
of the Gothic for the 21st century, examining individual, gender and transnational community,
entwined with the dark, the emotive and uncanny. The project partners are the Finnish
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki, the National Museum, Oslo and Alte
Nationalgalerie, Berlin, with Professor Juliet Simpson as the guest curator.
The Ateneum Art Museum was delighted to host the first face-to-face partners
workshop in Helsinki in November of last year, as the project team has been working remotely
due to Covid-19 restrictions.
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The participants in the Helsinki meeting:
– Guest Curator Professor Juliet Simpson; Coventry University, UK
– Ralph Gleis; Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin
– Vibeke Waallann Hansen, Rikke Lundgreen, Eilif Salemonsen; National Museum,
Oslo
– Marja Sakari, Riitta Ojanperä, Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, Katja Ikäläinen; Finnish
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki
On our first day after the Gothic Modern partners meeting, we took a minibus from the
Ateneum Art Museum to the Hvitträsk Museum in Kirkkonummi. An intriguing site of three
Finnish architects’ homes and studios, Hvitträsk is nowadays a museum and was a perfect
place to visit, being not far from Helsinki. Hvitträsk is a unique total work of art that attracts
design and architecture enthusiasts from near and far. Usually it is described as National
Romantic architecture but our group was more interested to look at it as an example of a total
work of art, which also features inspiration from medieval times, both international, Finnish –
and imagined.
‘Gesellius, Lindgren, Saarinen’ was a Finnish architecture firm, founded in Helsinki in
1896 by the architects Herman Gesellius, Armas Lindgren and Eliel Saarinen. They achieved
international recognition with their design for the Finnish pavilion at the Paris World Fair in
1900, designed in the Art Nouveau style that was fashionable at the time. In 1901–04 the
three architects designed and built an extensive studio home for themselves and their
Interior, dining room
In the studio, looking
at the bookshelves

Detail from
painted vault
decorations from
Lindgren’s house
Door at
Lindgren’s
house, Hvitträsk
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families called Hvitträsk, in the rural community of Kirkkonummi, by Lake Vitträsk. In 1905, the
company ceased operations and their design for the National Museum of Finland was their
final work.
The architect trio fell in love with the scenery at Lake Vitträsk and built their
studio homes in the National Romantic style. Hvitträsk is a genuine jewel and a unique
comprehensive work of art that attracts visitors in summertime. The three houses have been
built on a hilltop so Hvitträsk also has stunning views over the lake. The stone and timber
houses surround a courtyard and gardens. Since 1981 it has operated as a museum.
After visiting Hvitträsk Museum the Gothic Modern group wanted to see a Finnish
medieval stone church and visited nearby Espoo Cathedral, which dates from c. 1450.

Painted vaults
in the church
interior

The stone façade of
Espoo Cathedral

The Gothic Modern group admires
the interior of Espoo Cathedral
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Our last visit was to Tarvaspää, home of the Gallen-Kallela Museum in Espoo, which is
the studio home of the Finnish artist Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1865–1931).
In 1907, Gallen-Kallela moved with his family to the Alberga area in Espoo, where
Akseli’s wife Mary’s family had their family seat. Immediately the artist drafted sketches for
his prospective studio, Tarvaspää. However, construction of Tarvaspää only began in 1911,
when Gallen-Kallela’s family returned from their tour of Africa. Linudd Point was split from
the estate’s land holdings to provide a site for the castle-like studio home. The studio house,
completed in 1913, was purpose built with a gallery for exhibiting art, and throwing parties
and other social occasions.
In 1958, the studio-home was transferred to the ownership of the Akseli Gallen-Kallela
Museum Foundation. The former home became a museum and was stripped back to conform
to its 1913 exterior and interior. The museum opened to the public in 1961. The idea to
create a museum had been on the cards, at any rate, ever since the first designs for Tarvaspää
had been drawn up.

The GallenKallela Museum

Wall lamp designed
by Akseli GallenKallela
Discussions in
Tarvaspää tower
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Two Research Interns Appointed at the Finnish
National Gallery for 2022
Two research interns have been selected for the FNG research internship programme for
2022. The decisions were made based on the applications and the following points were
underlined:
• The point of view of the archives and collections: priority was given to students
whose applications were based on a concrete and defined part of the FNG
collections and especially to previously unstudied and/or topical materials
• Preparation of the working plan and the research questions related to the chosen
collections material
The FNG research intern programme has two aims. The Finnish National Gallery wishes to
enhance the study of its collections, including artworks, archives, and objects. At the same
time it wishes to support students who choose to study subjects based on physical collections
and objects, archive material and data.
The research interns at the Finnish National Gallery for 2022 are:
Hilla Männikkö, University of Helsinki
The miniatures in the Collection of the Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff
Art Museum from the viewpoint of materialism; the miniatures in the collection,
conservation material at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum, photographs and other archival
material in the Archive Collections of the Finnish National Gallery, collections of the
Finnish National Gallery Library
Laura Nissinen, University of Helsinki
Connections between scientific imagery and Finnish art at the turn of the 19th century,
especially anatomical images; sketches and sketchbooks in the Collection of the Finnish
National Gallery / Ateneum Art Museum, photographs and other archival material
in the Archive Collections of the Finnish National Gallery, collections of the Finnish
National Gallery Library
Both interns have already started their three-month internship and have their own 
in-house tutors to support them with studying their chosen material.
For more information about the FNG’s research internship programme: fngr@nationalgallery.fi

