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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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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 The work was exhibited in the ‘Alien Intelligence’ exhibition in Kiasma, 12 February – 28 May 2000.
3 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. 

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
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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.

Roi Vaara, White Man,  
photomontage, 1986, 
118cm x 109cm
Finnish National Gallery / 
Museum of Contemporary Art 
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Pirje Mykkänen
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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 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. 

6 For more information, see Kaitavuori, The Participator in Contemporary Art.
7 See Jacques Rancière. ‘The Emancipated Spectator’, Artforum, March 2007. The active role of the 

recipient was also emphasised by Marcel Duchamp. 
8 Jaukkuri (ed.) Dialogues, 18–19.
9 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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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.

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
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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 knife-
edge 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 

Hanna Haaslahti,  
White Square, 2002,  
interactive installation
Finnish National Gallery / 
Museum of Contemporary Art 
Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / 
Petri Virtanen
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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 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.

11 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. 

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
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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.

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
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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 

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. 

13 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 producer-
consumerism.

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
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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. 

14 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).

15 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.

16 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.

17 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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