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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
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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’.
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