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A Life in Conservation
Gill Crabbe, FNG Research
The Finnish National Gallery’s senior conservator for contemporary art, Siukku Nurminen, has
turned her hand to the most unexpected tasks during her 35-year career, as well as developing
the field of Finnish conservation, as she explains in an interview with Gill Crabbe

Senior conservator for
contemporary art at
the Finnish National Gallery
Siukku Nurminen (front)
lights incense cakes inside
an enclosure during the
installation of Collateral,
by Sheela Gowda, for the
exhibition ‘ARS22: Living
Encounters’

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
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When I was young, perhaps seven or eight years old, I wrote a story at school, describing
how when I grow up I shall study at the Ateneum1. On other hand I was also dreaming of
becoming a schlager singer, so that I could buy Porsches for my elder brothers.
Siukku Nurminen
From conserving the 16th-century panel paintings of Lucas Cranach, to repairing a sculpture
by contemporary artist Anni Rapinoja of a handbag made from bog whortleberry containing
moose droppings, the senior conservator at the Finnish National Gallery Siukku Nurminen has
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There were two schools at the Ateneum then: the Finnish Art Academy School, now the Academy
of Fine Arts, Uniarts Helsinki and the University of Art and Design, now Aalto University School of
Arts, Design and Architecture.
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Siukku Nurminen vacuums ashes from the burnt incense
cakes that formed part of Collateral, by Sheela Gowda,
during the deinstallation of the ARS22 exhibition at
Kiasma. There are plans to donate the ashes for recycling
into ceramic objects
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

seen some big changes in the kinds of works entering
the conservation room over the four decades she
has been working in the field. Having finished school
in 1977, there was no dedicated training course in
conservation available in Finland at the time. But once
she gained her Diploma in the Conservation of Works
of Art in 1987 from Vantaa Institute for Arts and Crafts,
Nurminen joined the Fine Arts Academy of Finland as
a conservator at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum. Five
years later, she moved to the Ateneum Art Museum /
Finnish National Gallery. As her career developed, she
gained a BA from EVTEK Institute of Art and Design in
2004 and a Masters in Culture and Art in 2009. She has
now worked at the FNG’s Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma since 1997.
When I contact Nurminen to arrange an
interview and mention some of the background
research I have done, she replies: ‘I see you have been
doing some detective work.’ As they say, it takes one
to know one, and perhaps of all the skills required
in her profession it is the forensic attention to detail
in piecing together how materials endure, as well
as a persistent curiosity, that are the most essential
requirements in her field. ‘Being a conservator is
indeed like being a detective,’ she says. ‘We must solve what the criminals (artists) have done.
It is like the criminals (artists) are always a little further ahead of us,’ she smiles.
One approach that Nurminen certainly brings to her work is a sense of adventure.
Following the principle that there is no better way to understand how an artist uses their
more unusual materials than to engage in the actual making of the piece, Nurminen lights up
as she describes burning the incense in the process of installing an artwork that was shown
at the recent ARS22 exhibition at Kiasma. The installation piece, Collateral (2007), by Sheela
Gowda, consisted of dozens of burnt incense cakes, their residual heaps of ash in various
shapes presented resting on low wooden tables covered in steel mesh.
‘I can remember that hour when I was burning the incense,’ says Nurminen excitedly,
– but first she describes to me how they made the incense cakes. ‘We were in contact with
the artist only by Teams video because of the pandemic,’ she explains. ‘Gowda had a trusted
conservator, Iris Winkelmeyer in Munich, who taught us how to “bake” the incense cakes. I
took a course at Winkelmeyer’s studio along with our technician. Back in Kiasma, we then
baked 680 incense cakes. Sometimes we showed the artist via WhatsApp videos of the cakes
we made and she advised us on how they should look. The cakes were then dried between
newspaper sheets, which had to be changed twice a day. It took around ten days for each
cake to dry. Our technicians then built four tent-like structures with motorised ventilation to
enclose the 11 tables installed in the exhibition space on which the incense cakes were placed.
Then it was time to light the incense.’
‘Breathing was fine, thanks to the oxygen cylinder and mask’, she continues, ‘but there
was not much space to move because the tables were so close together. Inside the enclosures
there was so much smoke that it was sometimes hard to see. It took 50–55 minutes to work in
each enclosure. I did it once and afterwards I felt totally exhausted and happy.’
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Paavo Halonen, Heaven’s
Courier, 2020, stuffed bird,
ladders, glass beads,
251cm x 106cm x 85cm
Finnish National Gallery /
Museum of Contemporary
Art Kiasma

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

Having undergone the intensive process involved
in creating the installation, Nurminen was able to note
precisely the procedure based on first-hand knowledge,
as all works are documented before and after exhibition.
The remaining ashes from the artwork were collected
and will be dontated for recycling into ceramic objects.
A contemporary art conservator should have all the
skills of a traditional conservator, she points out: ‘being
a multimaterialist, open to new ideas, patient, curious,
humble, hungry for any kind of knowledge’. Media art
conservation, an area of conservation that is now a field
of its own with a dedicated Masters-level training, is not
part of her remit.
Nurminen built up an impressive track record as a
conservator of old master works before she switched to
contemporary art, having been closely involved in some
major research projects at the Sinebrychoff Art Museum
back in the 1980s.
‘First was a project in which Italian renaissance
paintings in the Finnish collections were analysed and
re-attributed. The research project was carried out in
tandem with the University of Helsinki Department of Art
History and the Sinebrychoff, where I was working from
1987–93 and I was involved as a conservator. The other
research project focused on three paintings attributed to
Lucas Cranach the Elder in Finnish collections, one study
published in 1988 and the other in 1991. The physical
analysis of the works showed that two of the paintings,
nowadays in the FNG collections – Portrait of a Young
Woman (1525) and Lucretia (1530) – were painted by
Cranach.’
The materials research was carried out in
co-operation with Helsinki School of Technology and
the analytical techniques used at that time were PIXE
(particle-induced X-ray emission) and PIGE (particle
induced gamma-ray emission), Nurminen explains. It was
with the help of these techniques, which were new back
then, that it was possible for the first time to identify
elements non-invasively and non-destructively in the colour areas of the paintings by Cranach
and, based on the results, to identify most of the pigments used.
Then, in 1999, a materials research laboratory was established in the Ateneum Art
Museum building. Over the years the analytical techniques used in the laboratory have
advanced considerably and today it has a number of research-grade optical microscopes,
an EDXRF-spectrometer and an FTIR-spectrometer. ‘The same techniques that are used to
study old art can also be used to study contemporary art,’ she explains. ‘For example Paavo
Halonen’s sculpture, Heaven’s Courier (2020), comprises a stuffed crane standing on a wooden
ladder, and we were able to detect the presence of arsenic used to preserve the crane.’
Nurminen also gives the example of one artwork loaned for the recent ‘ARS22:
Living Encounters’ exhibition that provided an opportunity to test the impact of being on
display. New York artist Donna Huanca’s Melanocytes/Etheric Template (2016), is a mixed
media sculpture comprising body stockings painted with water-based body paint, and
including cosmetics, a clay mud mask, turmeric, flour, tempura paint and liquid latex. ‘At
the beginning of the show, we measured the intensity of the colours at five different points,
each on a different area of colour, using photospectrometry and we planned to make new
measurements after the show. By comparing the two sets of measurements, we could find out
whether the colours have faded,’ Nurminen explains.
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Anni Rapinoja, Fur Coat from Babyland, from the series
‘Wardrobe of Nature’, 2005–2011, cotton grass and motor,
42cm x 67cm x 32cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma

Anni Rapinoja, Spring Party Bag 1, from the series ‘Wardrobe of
Nature’, 2005–2011, pussy willow, 14cm x 24cm x 17cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

However, the painting materials used in contemporary art differ considerably from
those used in older art. ‘So a Raman spectrometer is at the top of our wish list for our
laboratory. This analytical technique is very suitable for the identification of different synthetic
organic pigments and other organic compounds which are widely used in contemporary art,’
she points out.
The conservation unit’s care of the collections at Kiasma involves documenting new
acquisitions, handling loans and depositions, as well as works for the collection exhibitions,
the conservation and maintenance of artworks, and related research. Kiasma acquires on
average around 100 artworks each year, from which a selection of artists are interviewed in
depth about their work, including the techniques and materials used, as well as the artist’s
intention in making the piece. As the boundaries of contemporary art practice have extended
exponentially over the past 50 years and more, materials conservation has faced ever-more
complex challenges. Nurminen shows me a 3-inch thick sheaf of papers from her interviews
with the sculptor Anna Rapinoja about her series ‘Wardrobe of Nature’ (2005–11), some of
which is now in Kiasma’s collection. ‘It includes extremely fragile materials collected from the
natural world,’ she explains. In addition to handbags and shoes made from bog whortleberry
or pussy willow, there are children’s clothes made from cotton grass. ‘It was important to build
custom-made storage boxes for these works, with specially constructed wells inside to hold
each item in place, because of their fragility,’ she points out. ‘Cotton grass, for instance, is so
light that you can’t even feel its touch when handling it.’
‘In the interview, the artist told us how she made the works, how we should preserve
them, exactly how and when to collect the materials in order to replace old or damaged
works, and even gave us spare supplies for the future.’ Here, many conservation issues come
into play. What to do exactly, when the pussy willow incurs damage or deteriorates, for
example? ‘Actually the artist gave us some more pussy willows that are of the same age,’ says
Nurminen. ‘But if we had to find new pussy willows it could be an issue if the difference in age
would then be visible in the artwork. Or we could also restore the pussy willow to make it look
older. But it’s not always clear what would be the better approach, because if you restore it
then you cannot see that you have replaced it, which raises questions about originality and
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Maria Duncker, National Costumes
III (left) and IV (far left), 1998,
plastic, wooden hanger, mixed
media, III: 167cm x 80cm x 18cm,
IV: 166cm x 90cm x 15cm
Finnish National Gallery / Museum
of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje
Mykkänen

authenticity. Only the documentation would show that you have replaced it. So it is important
to be in dialogue with the artist over this.’
‘This is quite an old philosophy,’ she continues. ‘There are theories in conservation
that say that if there are paint losses you cannot imitate the paint in that area, but you must
ensure there will not be further paint losses. That’s why you can see old master paintings with
some losses.’ With contemporary art, says Nurminen, it’s important to consult the artist about
their intention, which might involve negotiating compromises between the artist’s wishes and
the museum’s rules. ‘Light conditions are often discussed with the artist, curator, owners and
conservators. Many artists would like to have more light than is recommended for display and
the conservator’s duty is to inform them about the risks. Nowadays we sometimes write a
“Will (Testament) of Artwork” together with the artist, curator and conservator, where we are
dealing with the lifespan of the artwork.’
Indeed the question of lifespan raises a number of issues for conservators of
contemporary art. How do you define the life of an artwork? In addition to negotiating who
makes that decision – the artist, their relatives, the curators, or conservators – one must
consider the condition of the piece. Deciding where and how long to store the artwork may
also be a question of resources.
‘We have many works where we have these issues,’ say Nurminen. ‘For example, Maria
Duncker’s National Costumes III (1998) is a dress made from plastic bags and I was wondering
how long these would last, and would we be able to replace them? Later I realised that we
cannot replace them because the supermarket chain that supplied them no longer exists.’ This
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considerably reduces the work’s lifespan, so the dresses are kept in zip-up paper suit covers
to protect them from light and oxygen in order to slow down their deterioration. ‘However, if
an artwork’s life is quite limited, I think sometimes it’s important to show it, rather than keep
it in storage for longer to prolong its lifespan,’ says Nurminen. ‘Then again, you might take the
opposite view because you think the more it’s exposed the more rapidly it will deteriorate.’
Given the knowledge and experience Nurminen has accrued over the span of her
career, professional development and education have been important aspects of her role. She
participates in the International Council of Museums Committee for Conservators, which has
21 working groups on various topics, including such as Modern Materials and Contemporary
Art. She is also a member of the Nordic section of the International Institute for Conservation
of Historic and Artistic Work, the Nordic Association of Conservators, and the International
Network for the Conservation of Contemporary Art. In addition, she has initiated regular
informal meetings with her Finnish colleagues in contemporary art conservation from nearby
museums EMMA, HAM, Amos Rex and Artsi. They come together four times a year to share
their current knowledge and projects.
Internships are a vital part of professional development and Kiasma has hosted
interns from Italy, France, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Germany, Latvia and Lithuania to
name a few, which is a testament to the reputation Finnish contemporary art conservation
holds internationally. Unusually for someone so advanced in her career, Nurminen herself
also secured a two-month ‘internship’ in the UK at Tate in 2016 as part of the Mobius work
exchange programme.
‘It was so refreshing, she says. ‘Being older, you can be more discriminating about what
kind of knowledge you want to gain from the internship, so you can plug the gaps and then
teach younger colleagues back home. I picked a small but important topic about a technique
that I had used once or twice before, known as stretcher bar lining. It is used to protect mostly
large paintings from the reverse side. Now this technique has been adopted well in the Finnish
National Gallery, as well as some other museums in Finland.’
While conservation is essential to the life of a museum, it is a career that can lack
visibility. Having dedicated her life to looking after other people’s artworks however,

A snapshot of Siukku Nurminen’s collection of insects gathered from the packaging of
artworks loaned to the Museum of Contemporary Kiasma exhibitions over the years
Photo: Gill Crabbe
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Nurminen found herself unexpectedly in the spotlight for Kiasma’s ‘Weather Report:
Forecasting Future’ exhibition in 2020, when her collection of insects, gathered from the
artworks she has handled from all over the world over the years, was included by the Finnish
artist collective nabbteeri. ‘They adapted my collection for the show,’ she explains. ‘nabbteeri
explores in the installation, among other things, how the nonhuman interacts with the
more-than-human in the museum space.’
How did Nurminen come to be collecting insects in the first place? ‘In 1998 our Kiasma
exhibition of Simryn Gill in Studio K, included her ‘Self-seeds’ installation of more than 640
pieces using different kind of seeds. The artist sent the seeds in poster tubes from Australia
and Malaysia, as well as collecting seeds in Finland and she sent some later from England, too.
In retrospect, it was a big pity that when I treated the seeds to rid them of insects, I froze all
of the ants, beetles, butterflies and spiders along with the seeds in the invigilator’s freezer.
I wanted to get rid of them and threw them away.’
But then Nurminen became interested in these interlopers and started collecting
various bugs that had hitched rides along with artworks being sent from around the world.
She leads me to a large metal chest and, opening the drawers, shows me petri dishes
containing remains of various tiny creatures – an iridescent green gevril beetle that arrived
with work for the Korakrit Arunanondchai exhibition; from works in other shows, butterflies;
birds’ eggs; larvae frass; a small lizard… the list goes on. It is an unusual example of how the
mutual interests of artist and museum professional can blur the boundaries of the disciplines.
As I leave our meeting, I ask Nurminen, if she had her time again, which artwork would
she most like to conserve? She pauses for a moment, as if unsure how to answer, but when
it comes, it is in fact no surprise. ‘Actually, I could not think of an answer to this question,’
she says. Considering the extraordinary range of art that Nurminen has worked with over the
decades, there are few dreams left for a conservator at the top of her game to realise.

