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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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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. 

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
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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 Siukku Nurminen. Taideteosten korvattavuus nykytaiteessa. Master of Culture and Art, thesis work. 
Metropolia University of Applied Sciences, Vantaa, 2009, 2–8. 

4 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.

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

https://research.fng.fi


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

4

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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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.

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
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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. 

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
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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.

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
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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.

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
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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 

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

https://research.fng.fi


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

10

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 

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
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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 

10 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-and-
albert-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.

11 See e.g. Harva, ‘Teosten toinen elämä’, 276–77.

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
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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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