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Introduction 
 
House 

It came into the room, into the same space, where there were no longer any walls.  
Outside a new order arose, one that is present everywhere.  Everything is now 
simultaneous, here, being.   
Nothing happens before or after.  Things don’t have causes.  Things that occur no 
longer shed light on the past.  Time is random and spaces have become 
overlapping.1 

 
According to Elisa, the female narrator in Eija-Liisa Ahitla’s short film House 

(2002), the world is not what it used to be.2  Images become reality.  Sounds do not have 

sources.  Inside and outside merge.  Boundaries dissolve.  What is to be done?  The film 

ends with Elisa putting up heavy, black fabric across the windows of her living room in a 

desperate attempt to block out the light.  The drapes succeed in shutting off the 

confusing stream of images but not the cacophony of sound, which grows ever louder.   

The beginning of the film sets up a world that is quite different from the one 

from which Elisa tries to escape in the end.  A series of aerial tracking shots sweep over 

a forested landscape on an overcast day.  The camera slowly descends and begins to 

follows a single car as it winds along a road through a forest.  The car pulls up to an 

isolated, but ordinary, wood-frame house with a garden surrounded by a spruce forest 

near the sea (fig. 1).  Elisa gets out of the car, enters the house, and takes off her coat and 

shoes.  Her voice-over narrates the familiar surroundings and banal rhythms of her 

everyday life: the garden is here, the spruce trees are there, I take off my shoes, I turn on 

the television, I go to the kitchen.  This sequence of establishing shots lays out a known, 

                                                 
1 Eija-Liisa Ahtila, The Cinematic Works of Eija-Liisa Ahtila: The Scripts, trans. Mike Garner (Helsinki: 
Crystal Eye, 2003), 229.  My dissertation title is a slight variation of this quotation from the film.   
2 The film exists in at least two different versions: a three-screen video installation and as one of the five 
segments of a longer, single-screen film Love is a Treasure.  This reading is based on the latter as released 
on The Cinematic Works. 
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predictable space: home.  While the home, as a physical structure, remains intact 

throughout the film, its visual and aural boundaries become increasingly permeable.   

The rigid predictability of the opening sequence of shots actually produces a 

sense of foreboding, rather than calm.  Indeed, it is not entirely surprising when the 

predicable logic of this cinematic world begins to break down only a few minutes into 

the film.  After she describes the spruces that she can see through her windows, the 

camera switches from her point of view to one outside the house.  Her car repeatedly 

pulls backward and forward in the driveway.  The jerky, artificial movement of the car, 

produced with special effects, tips us off even before we see the empty driver’s seat that 

something is wrong.  From this point on, the coherency of the house rapidly begins to 

break apart.  The refrigerator is heard in the living room but not the kitchen.  The sound 

of the car follows Elisa into the house.  Then the car itself (in miniature form) drives 

along the walls of the living room.  A black and white spotted cow depicted in a 

television program unexpectedly walks through the house.   

The repetition of arrival sequences that are identical or similar to the opening one 

only serves to emphasize how the rationality of the opening sequence has fallen apart.  

The auditory landscape becomes increasingly complex and oppressive.  As she recounts 

how she hears sounds in places they should not be, the sounds she describes invade her 

home: ships, seagulls, traffic.  The next scene, which based on the film’s preceding 

pattern, should repeat a driving/arrival sequence, is instead is set outside amongst the 

spruce trees – the tops of the trees.  Elisa gently glides through the treetops before finally 

coming to the side of the house and climbing down to the ground (fig. 2).  Once inside, 

she attaches weights to her ankles and makes her final attempt to regain control over her 
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out-of-control world.  The black curtains, now finally sewn, go up.  The film ends with 

Elisa in a bare room giving a monologue about how people she meets come inside her 

and inhabit her body.  “Good, really good,” she tells herself.3 

House is one of five short films loosely based on interviews that Ahtila 

conducted with psychiatric patients in Finland.  Together they make up the larger film 

Love is a Treasure.  Each film centers on a single female character who dispassionately 

narrates her story to the camera.  The settings for the stories are everyday domestic 

landscapes that, as in House, gradually or suddenly transform into fantastical ones with 

the introduction of special effects and dense, complex soundscapes.  These 

transformations from the mundane to the extraordinary make the narrator’s stories and 

mental perceptions appear real to the viewer.   

The film is about a literal home, built of wood and glass, but the home also 

clearly doubles as a representation of the self.  Just as the physical boundaries of the 

home gradually dissolve, Elisa loses the ability to ascertain the parameters of the world 

and position herself in relation to it.  The metaphor of home operates on another level as 

well.  The home is a home, it is Elisa, and, I would argue, it is Finland, the nation.  The 

film sets out the semiotic visual and aural building blocks for this national reading 

already in the opening sequence: the forest landscape, the architecture of the private 

home, Elisa’s hairstyle and dress, the modest home furnishings, the customary removal 

of shoes at the door, and the language she speaks.  All read simultaneously as naturalistic 

mise-en-scene and as banal national signifiers.  This third narrative level concerns the 

dissolution of the nation as home.   

                                                 
3 Ahtila, 231. 
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The film thus offers a short, powerful evocation of the experience of 

globalization, especially as it undermines national sovereignty.  Globalization is 

presumably that “new order” that has arisen “outside” and is suddenly “present 

everywhere.”  It breaks down the spatial boundaries that once defined specific places 

and separated peoples.  It disrupts previous notions of linear, progressive time, 

mimicking the effects of psychosis.  The past disappears, the future becomes 

unknowable, and the world is experienced as a perpetual present: interconnected, 

simultaneous, overwhelming.  It produces a constant barrage of technologically 

mediated images and sounds that break down the insularity of the home.  It offers 

possibilities to move in new ways and transcend previous barriers.  It systematically 

breaks apart the narratives of home that Finnish national discourses had so carefully 

constructed since the early nineteenth century. 

The experience of this new world, this new order may be liberating but it is also 

terrifying.  After all, Elisa attaches weights to her ankles in order to stay grounded and 

covers up the windows in order to stop the chaos.  The film presents a rather negative 

view of this new order, but then it ends with Elisa’s final acceptance of it.  Out of 

destruction of the old, something new emerges.  She becomes multiple.  Her boundaries 

made porous, she can house many different people and identities simultaneously.  

Ahtila’s own statements concerning the demise of bounded, national identities seem to 

support this optimistic reading.  In a 1991 article she writes, “Finnishness seems to be on 

uncertain ground.  We should be happy with this.”4  However, neither Ahtila as an artist 

                                                 
4 Ahitla, Nuori taide, ed. Seppo Heiskanen (Helsinki: Hanki ja jää, 1991), qtd. in “Stories in Space: Eija-
Liisa Ahtila interviewed by Maaretta Jaukuri,” in This Side of the Ocean, ed. Maaretta Jaukkuri and Tuija 
Kuuti (Helsinki: Kiasma, 1998), 146. 
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nor the film as a narrative offers any indication of what this new house, new body might 

be.  

The use of mental illness as a metaphor for the disorienting effects of socio-

political change in Ahtila’s House resonates with its use by Frederic Jameson in his 

famous 1984 essay Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.  He uses 

schizophrenia as a “suggestive aesthetic model” to understand the cultural production 

produced under late or multinational capitalism and characterizes this cultural 

schizophrenia as breakdown in the system of signification, which results in an inability 

to connect past and future into a coherent narrative of the self.5  The effects of this 

psychological/cultural malfunction are a loss of historicity, the destabilization of 

identity, and an aesthetic of the fragmentary.  If Ahtila’s film had been made in the 

1980s, it might just as easily have been read as a thematization of postmodernism rather 

than globalization.   

This overlap between the two terms speaks to something about their historical 

relationship.  Jameson’s study of the cultural dominant he described as postmodernism 

(a product of the economic base of late capitalism in his Marxist model), in fact, inspired 

the geographer David Harvey to write a book theorizing the changes in the economic 

base that produce the cultural responses Jameson describes.  Harvey’s book, the 

Condition of Postmodernism, argues that “time-space compression” has led to radical 

reorganization of existing economic and political systems, causing them to become more 

volatile, ephemeral, and decentralized.  Echoing Jameson, he notes that art and cultural 

forms articulate the experience of these structural changes through a cultural language 

                                                 
5 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1991), 26-27. 
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that approximates schizophrenia.6  His work was influential for academics in the social 

sciences and humanities throughout the 1990s.  This subsequent work, however, no 

longer theorized postmodernism but instead globalization.  Indeed, over the ten-year 

period between 1990 and 2000, globalization replaced postmodernism as the latest 

popular and academic paradigm for understanding the contemporary world.  However, 

like postmodernism that it replaced, there is little consensus on the exact meaning of 

globalization, other than that it refers to a complex set of interrelated, but not unified, 

social, economic, cultural, and political processes that lead to increased and accelerated 

interconnections between peoples and places across the world.    

 

Art and Globalization 

Aesthetic and cultural practices are particularly susceptible to the changing 
experience of space and time precisely because they entail the construction of 
spatial representations and artefacts out of the flow of human experience.  They 
always broker between Being and Becoming.7 
 
Assessing the meaning and impact of globalization on the production, 

distribution, and interpretation of artworks is one of the most pressing concerns for 

historians of contemporary art.  Research on globalization and contemporary art takes 

two broad directions.  The first examines how globalization restructures art institutions, 

arts funding programs, and commercial art markets.  This institutional approach can 

further be broken down into two methodological or theoretical subsets.  The first 

approaches globalization from a Marxist standpoint, linking institutional changes to 

broader economic transformations.  From this perspective, changes in cultural 

                                                 
6 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1989), 291. 
7 Ibid., 327. 
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institutions result from neo-liberal discourses in the state and reflect the interests of 

multinational corporations that increasingly provide the funding for arts and cultural 

institutions.  Authors approaching globalization and the contemporary art world from 

this perspective in book-length studies include Charlotte Bydler, Mark Rectanus, Julian 

Stallabrass, George Yúdice, and Chin-Tao Wu.   

The second subset of this institutional approach develops out of postcolonial 

theory.  From this perspective, the discourse of globalization is actually an extension of 

spirited debates from the late 1980s and 1990s over how to breakdown the hegemony of 

Western art and rectify the marginalization of artists who fall outside its historical 

parameters.  The globalization of art world institutions and markets is potentially 

libratory but often simply replicates older power structures.  The proliferation of 

international biennial exhibitions, for example, has allowed artists from an ever-

expanding portion of the world to participate in the institutions and discourses of 

contemporary art.  Those with the most optimism in the “new internationalism” of the 

late 1990s and early 2000s include the most sought after curators of the period.  In his 

curatorial statements for the Second Johannesburg Biennale (1997) and Documenta XI 

(2002), Okwui Enwezor makes explicit connections between postcolonial theory and the 

expanding possibilities of the contemporary art world.  However, even the strongest 

advocates of the new global art world also recognize the ways in which old power 

hierarchies and systems of value continue to structure it.8  Olu Oguibe points out that 

minority artists in the West and those from the global South continue to be marginalized 

                                                 
8 For examples of critical voices in the early debate on globalization and postcolonialism, see Jean Fisher, 
ed., Global Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts (London: Kala Press and Institute 
of International Visual Arts, 1994). 



 

 8 

within the art world through a variety of exclusionary mechanisms, including 

primitivism, exoticism, and tokenism.9  The concerns of these Marxist and postcolonial 

approaches often overlap since the institutional structures of economic power that are of 

concern to the former replicate the colonialist structures of cultural power that interest 

the latter.   

The other broad direction in research on art and globalization focuses on 

artworks rather than institutions, specifically the ways in which artworks thematize 

globalization.  The difficulty or impossibility of visualizing globalization is a significant 

trope in the literature.  Jameson, in a later essay on globalization, uses the allegory of 

blind men describing an elephant to one another in order to characterize globalization.10  

Each man describes a different part to the others, but the parts – ear, tail, foot, and trunk 

– seem so different that the men cannot imagine how all the parts could possibly fit 

together into a whole.  Jameson argues that globalization and its effects are, similarly, so 

complex and varied that it is impossible to grasp as a totality.  Just as the elephant story 

seeks to visualize the problem of theorizing globalization through allegory, artists can 

also thematize and allegorize globalization in ways that make it visible or, alternately, 

highlight its invisibility.  However, few artists directly label their works as being about 

globalization.  Of course, few in the 1980s would have ever characterized their work as 

being about postmodernism, nor would they have claimed their work to be about 

modernism in the 1910s, for that matter.  Allan Sekula’s documentary photographic 

project Fish Story is the exception that proves the rule.  Because he has explicitly 

                                                 
9 Olu Oguibe, The Culture Game (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004). 
10 Jameson, preface to The Cultures of Globalization, ed. Frederic Jameson and Masao Miyoshi (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2002), xi. 
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characterized the series as being a means of visualizing the complexities of global 

capitalism, it has become the stock example of an artwork about globalization.  It is far 

more common for critics, curators, and scholars to assign such meanings to an artwork 

through interpretation, as I did in my reading of Ahtila’s film.  This direction in art and 

globalization research has produced a much more dispersed body of literature than the 

institutional approaches, since authors typically address the work of a single artist and 

often in the context of an exhibition review or catalogue essay.   

The institutional and thematic approaches often intertwine and are inseparable.  

The 2003 exhibit at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis titled “How Latitudes Become 

Forms: Art in a Global Age” is an example.  Explaining the underlying premise of the 

exhibition, curator Philippe Vergne asserted, “Globality is a methodology, not a 

theme.”11  The Walker raised millions of dollars from private foundations and individual 

donors, organized a culturally diverse “Global Advisory Committee” of recognized 

curators, and dispatched a transnational band of curators to find artists working outside 

of traditional art centers who had not yet entered the international art circuit.  In spite of 

Vergne’s stated goal, the exhibition didactics tended to address the artworks as 

symptoms of the processes of globalization, presuming that the subject matter of 

“global” artists naturally reflected or illustrated the social, economic, and political 

processes of globalization in the various parts of the world where the artists were born or 

in which they currently lived.  However, from a critical institutional perspective, the 

exhibition was arguably about globalization primarily in that it employed a pluralistic, 

expansionist curatorial methodology that mimicked contemporary capitalism, seeking 

                                                 
11 Aimee Chang, et al, “Just How did Latitudes Become Forms?” in How Latitudes Become Forms: Art in 
a Global Age (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 2003), 134. 
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new artistic products for consumption by transnational economic and cultural elites.  In 

short, the theme of the exhibition, the curatorial practices that produced it, and the 

artworks included in it all carried messages (sometimes conflicting ones) about 

globalization and its relationship to art. 

The Walker is not alone in this bind.  The format of the international art biennial, 

the predominant exhibition model of the contemporary art world, mimics the processes 

of capitalist globalization, even as the artworks presented within it are called upon to 

provide critical reflection on the social, cultural, and political processes and effects of 

globalization of which the biennale itself is a consummate example.  George Yúdice 

argues that the converging interests of multinational corporations, neo-liberal state 

cultural agencies, and non-governmental organizations have transformed culture into a 

resource, which can be developed in order to spur economic development and is 

expected to ameliorate an array of social, economic, and racial inequalities.12  Even 

artworks that engage in institutional critique are themselves subject to such critique.  

Clearly, there is no easy way to disentangle the institutional and the thematic, an 

expanding art world and the uneven development intrinsic to that expansion.  The 

starkness of these pervasive contradictions within the institutions of the global art world 

gives added impetus to the institutional critique approach that I laid out earlier.  

However, the robustness of the scholarship on institutions and markets has led to a 

relative paucity of comparative work on the ways in which artworks thematize and 

allegorize globalization.   

                                                 
12 George Yúdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 9-28. 
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My opening description and analysis of Ahtila’s film already indicates my 

interest in exploring how artworks thematize globalization, specifically in relation to 

national identity.  After all, I could have begun with an analysis of how she has become 

the most internationally recognized contemporary artist from Finland, highlighting the 

crucial combination of educational opportunities in Finland, Great Britain, and the 

United States and the institutional networks that have made it possible for her films to 

enter the global art scene.  Her curriculum vita is an enviable map of success in the 

contemporary art world – awards, stipends, group shows, and biennials, culminating in 

solo exhibitions at major museums such as the Tate Modern.  This list includes the 

selection of House by Enwezor for inclusion in Documenta XI in 2002, the same 

exhibition that so dramatically put globalization as a theme and film/video as a medium 

at the center of the art world.  As much as the artworks included in the Walker 

exhibition, Ahtila’s film, as it projects on a screen inside a darkened gallery, is both a 

symptom of, and commentary on, globalization.  I understand the importance of 

critically assessing artworks relative to their institutional contexts, but I resist the notion 

that context alone determines meaning.  Although most institutional critiques are not so 

deterministic, for the sake of simplicity most of them do not address individual artworks 

at all, except perhaps to read them as symptoms of their institutional constraints.13  This, 

however, only reifies a simplistic base-superstructure model of cultural production in 

which artworks reflect the institutions that support them and institutions reflect the 

underlying structure of the economic system.   

                                                 
13 While Charlotte Bydler’s Global Art World Inc. (2003) is an invaluable study on contemporary art, it 
does not discuss a single work of art.  John A Walker’s Art and Celebrity (2003) addresses individual 
artworks but in precisely this deterministic manner. 
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Although the path that Ahtila’s film took to get from Helsinki to Documenta 

offers insight into the globalization of the art world, I am much more interested in how 

the film, as a complex, aesthetic representation, thinks through globalization.  How does 

it produce globalization rather than simply reflect it?  For the purposes of this study, I 

conceptualize globalization as a hegemonic way of articulating the relationships between 

time, space, and identity in the contemporary moment.  As such, it comes into direct 

conflict with nationalism, which served as the dominant template for creating such 

narratives during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Discourses of both nationalism 

and globalization produce what the geographer Doreen Massey has described as 

“imaginative geographies which legitimate their own production.”14  Considered in these 

terms, the question of how the abstract, meta-discourse of globalization acts on artists, 

artworks, and art institutions can be reframed as a question of how they articulate the 

changing narratives of identity attributed to globalization.  That is, how they alternately 

disassemble and reassemble national time-space narratives and imagine new ones into 

being.   

Nostalgia, a longing for a past time or lost place, plays a significant, though 

largely unnoticed, role in negotiating these shifting discourses of identity.  As nostalgia 

is an aestheticization of the relationships between time and space, it is a powerful 

cultural tool with which to rework the relationships of the individual to the social, the 

local to the global, and the past to the present.  For reasons that I explain in more detail 

below, I have chosen to focus my case studies on artists, artworks, and institutions in 

                                                 
14 Doreen Massey, For Space (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005), 84. 
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Finland and the transnational region surrounding the Gulf of Finland, which links the 

historically intertwined cities of Helsinki, Finland, Tallinn, Estonia, and Vyborg, Russia.  

The following sections lay out foundational theoretical debates concerning 

nationalism, globalization, and nostalgia as a basis for their use elsewhere in the study.  

As the interdisciplinary literature on nationalism and globalization is immense, I 

selectively highlight recurring threads within it that conceptualize both in terms of their 

role in shaping time-space narratives.  There has also been a surge of academic interest 

in nostalgia since the late 1990s.  I review this literature with the goal of articulating the 

role nostalgia plays as a complex, and inherently ambivalent, means of mediating 

between discourses of nationalism and globalization.  Next, I address the reasons for 

locating the study within Finland and briefly review the literature specifically concerning 

globalization and culture in Finland.  The final section provides summaries of the case 

studies that form the individual chapters. 

 

The Time-Space of Nation  

The term “time-space narrative” functions as shorthand to describe the varied and 

complex ways that discourses about time and space interpellate individuals as political 

subjects.15  Space and time act as two axes in these narratives.  Time is diachronic, 

articulating the relationship between self and other across past, present, and future.  

Space is synchronic, mapping the spatial relationship between self and other at any given 

moment.  However, given the way in which the temporal and spatial aspects of these 

                                                 
15 I am using Louis Althusser’s term “interpellate” as it has been incorporated into the performance theory 
of Judith Butler.  See Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1971), 127–186; and Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1990).  
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narratives intertwine, the two are nearly impossible to separate.  National identity is the 

outcome of a particular set of narrative strategies that emerge in late the late eighteen 

and early nineteenth centuries at a moment when earlier time-space narratives based in 

Christian cosmology or monarchical sovereignty were in crisis and decline in Europe.  

National narratives have been remarkably successful at unifying individuals who are 

otherwise divided by political ideology, religion, ethnicity, and class.  But then, as 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue, the nation only comes into being by creating a 

notion of the “people,” a coherent group understood to be homogeneous by means of its 

a shared historical experience and spatial intimacy.16  This shared experience endows the 

people with a political “will,” from which the nation-state claims to derive its legitimacy.  

Rather than tracing this process in a historical fashion, I will lay out four central 

metaphors that contemporary theorists employ for understanding how nationalism 

constructs time-space narratives.  These metaphors are invention, imagination, narration, 

and repetition. 

The most persistent critics of national narratives come from the Marxist 

intellectual tradition, and this deep distrust of nationalism is already present in the 

foundational writings of Marx and Engels.17  Ernst Gellner and Eric Hobsbawm both 

critique nationalism from a Marxist perspective, arguing that nations are recent political 

constructions that emerge in conjunction with capitalism.  Gellner argues that, as 

urbanization and modernization disconnected people from local, spatially bounded 

                                                 
16 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 102-103.  
See also, Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude: For an Analysis of Contemporary Forms of Life, 
trans. Isabella Bertoletti, et al (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2004). 
17 The relationship between Marxism and nationalism is complex.  Marx saw nationalism as potentially 
useful in the proletariat struggle, but, at best, it was a transitory phase that eventually would be 
superseded. 
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communities and traditions, nationalism proved an effective means of ensuring political 

stability by providing a new sense of community – one that claimed a unity of interests 

between the bourgeoisie and proletariat.18  Hobsbawm introduces the notion of “invented 

tradition” as the mechanism by which relatively new cultural practices are imagined to 

be old, allowing them to provide the illusion of a coherent narrative of national identity 

that seamlessly connects present to past.19  Invented tradition helps to legitimize 

emerging social and economic hierarchies, such as bourgeois nationalism, by claiming 

these hierarchies to be natural rather than political.  Gellner, Hobsbawm, and others from 

this particular Marxist position aim to reveal national narratives as inventions, a form of 

false consciousness.  Reveal the truth, and the façade of nationalism shatters. 

Benedict Anderson also approaches nationalism from a Marxist perspective but 

with very different aims.  In his influential book Imagined Communities (1983), he 

begins by directly responding to Gellner, arguing that the invented status of nations does 

not make them any less powerful.20  He replaces the pejorative term invention with 

imagination as a means of characterizing how national discourses produce such 

successful narratives, ones for which people are literally willing to die.  He defines 

nationalism as a way of “linking fraternity, power, and time meaningfully together.”21  

The nation organizes a clear, temporal narrative that ties together past, present, and 

future.  First, it projects itself back into prehistory, providing an origin myth for a 

relatively modern political formation.  Second, it utilizes “print capitalism” in the form 

                                                 
18 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983). 
19 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983).  
20 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. 
ed. (New York: Verso, 1991), 1-7. 
21 Ibid., 36. 
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of novels, newspapers, and other materials written in new, national languages in order to 

help people to see themselves as a part of an imagined community in the present.22  New 

forms of narration such as those developed in the novel or newspaper also produce a 

sense of simultaneity, a perception that readers share an everyday experience with other 

readers whom they have never met.  Finally, the nation projects itself forward, offering a 

common destiny for its members.  Nationalism equally depends upon a clear delineation 

of space.  Anderson argues that the nation is conceived of as simultaneously sovereign 

and limited.23  It is sovereign because it embodies the idea of freedom from older 

narrative and political orders (theological or monarchical) but limited because it 

establishes this sovereignty relative to other spatially defined nations.  This theory of 

nations as “imagined communities” is compelling because it provides a model for 

understanding how national discourses are so productive.  It is not just that elites invent 

an ideal identity and demand that the masses conform to it, but that national discourses 

satisfy the desire for clear temporal and spatial narratives, for stories that provide 

stability amidst change, or that promise stability after change.  By conceiving of 

nationalism as a creative and imaginative endeavor, his work highlights the role that 

literature, music, theater, film, and the visual arts play in creating and sustaining it.  As 

the arts are the realm accorded to imagination in the modern world, any political 

imagining must work, in part, through them. 

Building on Anderson, Homi Bhabha argues that the nation, before it is a 

political or sociological entity, is a “narrative strategy.”24  Theorizing the nation as a 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 22-46. 
23 Ibid., 7. 
24 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994), 201.  
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narrative strategy rather than as an entity allows for a recognition both of its affective 

psychological power and its instability.  He argues that, as it imagines “the people” into 

being, national discourse must try to hold together two, contradictory narrative 

movements the “continuist, accumulative temporality of the pedagogical, and the 

repetitious, recursive strategy of the performative.”25  The pedagogical aspect reaches 

back in time in an attempt to stabilize the origin of the people in the mythic past while 

the performative continually imagines and reinvents the people in the living present.  

Nationalism, as it emerges out of this splitting, is inherently ambivalent.  Furthermore, 

the contradiction within the foundational myth of the nation – “the many as one” or “out 

of many one” – guarantees vigorous debate over belonging rather than precludes it.26  

This opens national narratives to erosion and intervention, particularly by the narratives 

produced by those subjects located at its margins and historically excluded from the 

nation.  If Anderson establishes the significant of the cultural imagination for the 

political project of national building, Bhabha inverts the formulation.  The nation is a 

cultural and an aesthetic project that produces political effects. 

All of the previous models for understanding nationalism depend on some 

element of repetition.  Repetition is the means by which the fragile narrative inventions 

of the nation transform into what appear to be unchanging, eternal truths.  Ernest Renan, 

a French philosopher of the nineteenth century, once defined the nation as a “daily 

plebiscite” by its citizens.27  In his book Banal Nationalism (1995), Michael Billig is 

interested in how the nation continually wins this plebiscite, even though the hegemony 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 208-9, italics removed. 
26 Ibid., 204. 
27 Ernest Renan, “What is a Nation?” in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi Bhabha (New York: Routledge, 
1990), 8-22.  
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of national narratives is supposedly weakening.  In response to Anderson, he asserts, 

“the imagined community does not depend upon continual acts of imagination for its 

existence.”28  That is, once the intense cultural work of imagining a nation into being has 

succeeded, “The imagined community ceases to be reproduced by acts of the 

imagination.  In established nations, the imagination becomes enhabited, and, thereby, 

inhibited.”29  The process he describes of how an arbitrary system comes to be 

understood and experienced as natural through repetition has clear parallels in semiotic 

and psychoanalytic theory.  He argues that an established nation reproduces itself in 

media representations, ordinary landscapes, and in everyday patterns of speech and 

behavior.  This repetition of the nation in everyday life is so ubiquitous and banal that it 

is forgotten.  However, being forgotten does not mean that it weakens or disappears.  

Banal or “unflagged” nationalism, as it constitutes a lived experience, makes the absence 

of the nation “becom[e] unimaginable.”30  Billig does not think that national identity is 

weakening in the present; it is only taking on ever more subtle forms engrained ever 

deeper into the patterns of everyday life.  His work emphasizes the importance of seeing 

past the rhetoric of national disappearance endemic to many theories of globalization.  

Disappearance is, after all, another strategy of power. 

 

The Time-Space of the Global 

Movement, speed, and change define our conceptions of the contemporary 

moment.  The most hackneyed literary convention for beginning a story about 

                                                 
28 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1995), 70. 
29 Ibid., 77. 
30 Billig, 77. 
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globalization is to recount an international flight, email exchange, or cell phone 

conversation as examples of the ways in which advances in transportation and 

communications technologies make travel faster or instantaneous exchanges possible 

over great distances.  Even the inevitable anachronism of the author’s once current 

technological references only reinforces the speed of change to the reader.  The 

obligatory technological example out of the way, the author often moves to the second 

trope, a world-in-a-minute mosaic of the effects of increased cultural, economic, and 

personal interconnections across space: Chinese construction projects in Africa, call 

centers in India, and American films everywhere.31  These narratives about globalization 

often come into conflict with narratives of the nation.  If the nation proposes stability, 

globalization answers with flux.  If the nation asserts internal coherency and external 

sovereignty, globalization emphasizes hybridity, multiplicity, and the dissolution of 

boundaries.  Globalization rhetoric in the art world often borrows the same tropes but 

also adds its own.  The idea of the artist as a nomad, for example, has replaced the older 

modernist stereotypes of the artist as visionary, bohemian, or avant-garde provocateur.32   

The anthropologist Anna Tsing’s observation that globalization “draws us inside 

its rhetoric until we take its claims for true descriptions,” is too often the case in the 

literature on art and globalization.33  Globalization may be utopian (as in certain 

postcolonial narratives of art and globalization) or dystopian (as in most Marxist ones) 

but in either case, it is always true.  Artists, art institutions, and audiences need to pay 
                                                 
31 While this is a common introductory trope, I am thinking specifically of its use in, Jonathan Xavier Inda 
and Renato Rosaldo, “Introduction: A World in Motion,” in Anthropology of Globalization, ed. Inda and 
Rosaldo (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002), 1-34. 
32 See Carol Becker’s essays “The Second Johannesburg Biennale” and “The Romance of Nomadism,” in 
Becker, Surpassing the Spectacle: Global Transformation and the Changing Politics of Art (Lanham, 
Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 101-125. 
33 Anna Tsing, “The Global Situation,” Cultural Anthropology 15, no. 3 (2000): 330. 
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particular attention the rhetorical strategies that narrate the social, cultural, and economic 

shifts attributed to globalization.  However, as with nationalism, thinking of 

globalization as discourse or narrative does not make it any less real or powerful.  Its 

ability to set the narrative parameters of contemporary art is its power. 

The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman uses the metaphor of “liquid modernity” to 

describe globalization because fluids “neither fix space nor bind time.”34  Globalization, 

he argues, liquefies identity, releasing it from traditional moorings of family, class, 

ethnicity, and nationality.  His version of globalization may be simplistic, but it does 

seem characteristic of commonly held assumptions about the effect of globalization on 

the time-space narratives of nationalism.  Theories of globalization tend to place primacy 

either on its temporal or spatial aspects.  Harvey and Anthony Giddens both emphasize 

how globalization overcomes previous limitations imposed on time by space.  In The 

Condition of Postmodernity, Harvey argues that the shift to multinational capitalism 

entails a decentralization of capitalism into systems of flexible accumulation and 

production.  This economic shift and the accompanying expansion of communications 

and media systems lead to what he describes “time-space compression” in which the 

limitations of space are overcome by time.  This compression and speeding up of social 

exchange destabilizes those economic, political, and cultural orders tied to the notion of 

geographic place, including those that underpin national or local identities.   

Although Giddens’ metaphor of “time-space distanciation” sounds as though it is 

the direct opposite of Harvey’s time-space compression, there are actually strong 

                                                 
34 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 2. 
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parallels between them.35  He argues that social interactions that were once restricted by 

space now stretch out, as communications technology, travel, and economic 

interconnections link people together across ever-greater distances.  He described this as 

a “disembedding” of social relations from spatially defined communities.  Thus, a person 

may have stronger personal connections to a relative or economic dependency on an 

anonymous investor thousands of miles away than to the people that live next door to 

him.  While this process also breaks down the insularity of local spaces, it does not 

necessarily annihilate spatial distinctions, as Harvey claims.  Instead, intimacy and 

distance, local and global intertwine in new ways, according to Giddens.   

Many of the theories of cultural postmodernism such as those of Jameson, Jean 

Baudrillard, and Paul Virilio identify temporal acceleration and spatial dislocation as the 

defining features of the postmodern (or global) condition.  Virilio asserts that speed is 

the defining feature of the contemporary world while Jameson and Baudrillard 

characterize postmodernity or hyperreality as an experience of spatial depthlessness and 

temporal presentness.  Although the authors all employ different terms and metaphors, 

they come to a similar conclusion that time-space compression and virtualism do not 

necessarily offer greater mobility or a mastery of space, but rather a sort of immobility.  

Virilio concludes that the ability to traverse great distances (speed-space) is eventually 

superseded by a sort of inertia in which “everything arrives without any need to 

depart.”36  Baudrillard’s theory of hyperreality and simulation proposes something quite 

similar.  As simulation annihilates the real, what appears to be difference (spatial, 

                                                 
35 Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
36 Paul Virilio, Polar Inertia (Thousand Oaks:, CA: Sage, 1999), 21. 
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national, ethnic, or political) is only simulated difference; space and time homogenize.37  

Similarly, in Jameson notion of cultural schizophrenia, the inability to neither form a 

coherent narrative that connects past to the present, nor imagine how the present can lead 

to the future, results in a type of paralysis.  All these theories assert that the cultural 

effect of capitalist-driven globalization is a breakdown in previous time-space narratives 

that are based on a deep, historical temporality that also serves to differentiate space and 

thereby identity.   

Another set of theories of globalization emphasize its spatial components, as 

opposed its temporal effects.  Augé’s theory of “non-place” addresses the 

homogenization of space within late capitalism and affirms the dystopian assessments of 

Virilio, Jameson, and Baudrillard.  He defines non-places as those spaces (such as malls 

or airports) that cannot support memory and which are designed to sustain contractual 

rather than social relationships, contrasting these with anthropologic places that foster 

organic sociality and sustain identity.  While Augé provides a more specific analysis of 

the spatial homogenization presumed in postmodernist theories, the geographer Doreen 

Massey refutes the homogenization thesis, arguing specifically against Harvey’s 

narrative of time overcoming space.  She explains, “Globalization (in the economy, or in 

culture, or in anything else) does not imply simply homogenization.  On the contrary, the 

globalization of social relations is yet another source of (the reproduction of) 

geographical uneven development, and thus the uniqueness of place.”38  She addresses a 

                                                 
37 Jean Baudrillard, Simulations, trans. Paul Foss, Paul Patton, and Philip Beitchman (New York: 
Semiotext[e], 1983). 
38 Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 156. 
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central debate within globalization studies, namely whether it is, at the broadest level, a 

process of homogenization or heterogenization.   

Roland Robertson tries to pull these two tendencies together by describing 

globalization as “the interpenetration of the universalization of particularism and the 

particularization of universalism.”39  The universalization of particularism refers to the 

greater awareness of cultural difference that processes of interconnection make possible, 

while the particularization of universalism refers to the development a form of global 

consciousness that results from greater interconnection between peoples across space.40  

He applies this same sort of resolution in popularizing the term “glocalization” to 

describe how these narratives of scale produce, rather than oppose, one another.41  

Recent scholarship on globalization increasingly emphasizes its spatial narratives and 

the ways in which the binaries of homogeneity and heterogeneity and localism and 

globalism are mutually constitutive.   

Arjun Appadurai offers another set of metaphors for the spatial qualities of 

globalization.  Instead of globalization implying a coherent, totalizing set of processes he 

describes global “flows” that constitute various types of spatial networks, what he terms 

ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes.42  While 

processes of time-space compression facilitate these flows and the reconfiguration of 

these landscapes, the plural nature of these flows and landscapes resists any simplistic 

                                                 
39 Roland Robertson, Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1992), 
100, italics removed. 
40 Ibid., 102. 
41 Robertson, “Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-Heterogeneity,” in Global Modernities, Mike 
Featherstone, Scott Lash, Roland Robertson (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1995), 25-45. 
42 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1996), 33-37.  Steven Flusty notes that Appadurai’s list of “scapes” can be expanded 
as needed to articulate complexity of contemporary experience, see Flusty, De-Coca-Colonization: 
Making the Globe from the Inside Out (New York: Routledge, 2004), 37-42. 
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narrative of homogenization or top-down imperialism.  This is a model of globalization 

as chaotic and diverse.  Updating Anderson’s theory of imagined community, Appadurai 

argues for a renewed attention to “the imagination as a social practice”43 as a way to 

understand how individual and collective aspirations, shaped and transmitted via new 

forms of media, create “imagined worlds…constituted by the historically situated 

imaginations of persons and groups spread around the globe.”44  While these new 

narratives recognize the heterogeneity and unevenness of space, they reject narratives of 

bounded, physical landscapes typical of nationalism.  His application of Anderson’s 

notion of imagined communities to the question of globalization is compelling.  

However, I am interested in both the divergences and convergences between national 

narratives and the global, transnational, or postcolonial ones that he theorizes.  I turn 

now to nostalgia, a discourse of longing that highlights these overlaps. 

 

The Work of Nostalgia 

Nostalgia is a longing for a past time or lost place.  This longing is articulated 

through an aestheticization of the relationships between time and space, creating 

particular sorts of time-space narratives that the nostalgic uses to construct and reinforce 

an identity that is in opposition to the present political, cultural, or economic order.  

Throughout the twentieth century, nostalgia has typically been understood as a 

uniformly negative, reactionary response to change.  Especially from the perspective of 

Marxist theory, it is dangerous precisely because it offers false hope to the 

disenfranchised.  Susan Stewart in her famous assessment of nostalgia describes it 

                                                 
43 Appadurai, 31. 
44 Ibid., 33. 
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alternately as “sadness without an object,” “desire for desire,” “inauthentic,” and 

“ideological.”45   

This condemnation of nostalgia is another thread that links together theories of 

postmodernism and globalization.  Nostalgia is an inevitable byproduct of simulation for 

Baudrillard and a primary symptom of the loss of historical consciousness for Jameson.  

Harvey describes “place-based resistance” (i.e. those motivated by calls to community 

and tradition) to global change as reactionary and nostalgic.46  In her response, Massey 

strives to reclaim place as a useful concept from which to contest globalization, but she 

does this by vigorously denying the accusation that an attachment to place equals 

nostalgia.47  In their seminal work on globalization, or what they term “Empire,” 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri reiterate this same denunciation of nostalgia.  They 

reject, “any nostalgia for the power structures that preceded [Empire] and refuse any 

political strategy that involves returning to that old arrangement, such as trying to 

resurrect the nation-state to protect against global capital.”48  However, an 

interdisciplinary body of scholarship produced since 1990 has argued for the 

ambivalence of nostalgia.  While all of these revisionist authors recognize that some 

forms of nostalgia are negative, they emphasize that nostalgic longing can take a number 

of different forms and serve diverse functions.  A closer look at the origins of nostalgia 

sets the stage for these contemporary interventions.   

                                                 
45 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1984), 23. 
46 Harvey, 303-305. 
47 Massey, For Space, 123-124.   
48 Hardt and Negri, 43. 
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When Johannes Hofer invented the word nostalgia by combining the Greek 

words nostos (home) and algia (longing) in his medical dissertation of 1688, he meant it 

to refer to the negative physical and psychological symptoms that accompany spatial 

displacement.  He specifically applied the new term to the cluster of symptoms suffered 

by Swiss soldiers serving as mercenaries away from their homeland.  These symptoms 

included homesickness, apathy, and delusions that led to an exhaustion of vital spirits 

and could result in physical ailments such as loss of appetite, fever, and even cardiac 

arrest or suicide.  The best cure was to return home; but when this was not possible, 

doctors tried leeches, opium, stomach purging, and other now-dubious procedures.  This 

original definition began shifting already during the eighteenth century.  Immanuel Kant 

noted in 1798 that people with homesickness who did return home tended to be 

disappointed because what they longed for was not actually a place but a time associated 

with childhood or youth.49  This pivotal shift from the object of nostalgia longing being a 

place to a time enables a whole series of other discursive transformations during the 

early nineteenth century; nostalgia moves from medical to cultural discourse, curability 

to incurability, authentic to inauthentic, body to mind, and individual to social.50  Despite 

these shifts, nostalgia retains a powerful spatial component, even if that longing is, as 

Kant agues, a type of misrecognition.   

The contemporary critical rehabilitation of nostalgia began with a rethinking of 

its discursive trajectory in the nineteenth century.  Peter Fritzsche locates its rise as a 

mass cultural, rather than individual, phenomenon after the French Revolution.  He 

                                                 
49 Linda Hutcheon, “Irony, Nostalgia, and the Postmodern,” in Methods for the Study of Literature as 
Cultural Memory, Studies in Comparative Literature 30, ed. Raymond Vervliet and Annemarie Estor 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi and International Comparative Literature Association, 2000), 194. 
50 Ibid., 193-194. 
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argues that the revolution, restoration, and Napoleonic wars led to a widespread 

experience of displacement and created a new historical consciousness based in temporal 

contingency, a distinctly modern temporal experience that recognizes the non-

repeatability and irreversibility of time.  The ability to long for the past nostalgically is 

only possible when one recognizes that return is impossible.  He explains, 

While nostalgia takes the past as its mournful subject, it holds it at arm’s length.  
The virtues of the past are cherished and their passage is lamented, but there is no 
doubt that they are no longer retrievable.  In other words, nostalgia constitutes 
what it cannot possess and defines itself by its inability to approach its subject, a 
paradox that is the essence of nostalgia’s melancholy.  There can be no nostalgia 
without a sense of irreversibility…51 

 
Nostalgia may keep the past alive in subjective, reconfigured shreds, but it also 

engenders a distance that widens the gap between past and present.  This Janus-faced 

quality of nostalgia allows it to act as the mechanism both for recognizing historical 

irreversibility and for contesting the present.   

However, the degree to which nostalgia can actually offer an effective means of 

resistance to the present order is source of intense debate in the literature.  Kimberly 

Smith argues that nostalgia, refigured as a sort of social pathology during the nineteenth 

century, was a tool with which progressives (capitalists and non-agrarian socialists) 

could discredit their opponents as being unreliable subjects, easily caught up in 

emotionalism and irrationality.52  It is not that nostalgic longing itself is politically 

ineffectual, but that its pathologization discredits that longing, even to those who 
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experience it.53  If nostalgic longing had oppositional potential in the nineteenth or early 

twentieth centuries, the question of whether it offers any now is unclear.  Fritzsche 

argues that nostalgia does not since mass culture has co-opted personal loss and longing 

and harnessed both to sell products and images.  Following the lead of Susan Stewart, 

Baudrillard, and Jameson, he describes contemporary nostalgia as “nostalgia without 

melancholy.”54  Kathleen Stewart disagrees.  In her ethnographic study of people living 

in contemporary, rural Appalachia, she argues that residents, marginalized from 

mainstream American culture, experience nostalgia as a way of articulating the 

experience of loss wrought by the cultural, social, and economic changes that 

characterize late capitalism.  She writes that they “resist the loss of a cultural home by 

continuously reinscribing places on a place whose meaning is emptying out.”55  The 

perception that “authentic” nostalgia is no longer possible is dependent upon one’s 

social, cultural, and economic position.56  Among the marginalized, nostalgia can 

continue to have the same oppositional power in the present.   

Baudrillard’s and Jameson’s theories of nostalgia deeply mark this debate about 

the contemporary status of nostalgia.  Both writers employ forms of economic 

determinism in which the dominant mode of economic production strongly influences 

forms of cultural production.  For Baudrillard, the loss of the real within hyperreal 

simulation inevitably produces nostalgia, as power must constantly reaffirm the 

existence of the real in order to counteract the destabilization endemic to hyperreality.57  
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Nostalgia is thus the endemic condition of the age of simulation in which the real is lost 

but is everywhere simulated.  Although less apocalyptic than Baudrillard, Jameson 

claims that the past can now only be accessed through our cultural representations of it.58  

He identifies rise of the so-called “nostalgia film” as a symptomatic cultural response to 

the temporal disruptions of postmodernity.  While these films cannot accurately 

represent the past, he argues that such cultural representations can help us comprehend 

the “present as history,” giving insight into the present cultural moment, which is 

otherwise incomprehensible because of our proximity to it.59  Jameson’s conception of 

nostalgia is more flexible and nuanced than Baudrillard’s, but they both apply 

longstanding Marxist concerns about nostalgia to a contemporary context in which 

visual media permeate everyday experiences of time and space.60 

The widespread phenomenon of post-communist nostalgia in Eastern Europe and 

the former Soviet Union during the 1990s has spurred another group of authors to 

consider its potentials and limitations as a cultural practice.  As a group, these writers are 

less concerned with the possible political efficacy of nostalgia than with how nostalgia 

might offer an appropriate means to mourn the passing of communism.  Daphne Berdahl 

examines the cultural functions of “Ostalgie,” the nostalgia for East Germany after 

German reunification.  She argues that a nostalgia for East German things (consumer 

products, music, political memorabilia) acts as a type of counter memory that resists the 

erasure of personal and communal identities created during the communist period.  
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However, they also serve as a means to forget the past as much as to remember it by 

“[recalling] an East Germany that never existed.”61  She concludes that nostalgia “both 

contests and affirms a new order.” 62  The new order that they affirm is a capitalist one in 

which commodities mediate memory and identity.   

The physical traces of communism are also the subject of Charity Scribner’s 

psychoanalytic analysis of cultural responses to the end of communism.  She argues that 

mourning, melancholy, and nostalgia are all memory practices that respond to the loss of 

an object.  Some, however, are more psychologically productive than others.  She writes, 

“The mourner can name the loss that stuns the melancholic.  The nostalgic…disavows 

the loss altogether.  …it is really only the mourner who can speak of a lost object as an 

object.  The melancholic and the nostalgic remain fixated on things that are not entirely 

separated from them.”63  Thus, mourning is the only response to loss that is 

psychologically productive, as it can work to separate the self from the lost object, 

opening up possibilities to create new time-space narratives.  She proposes a variant of 

mourning, disavowal, as a practice that “permits the subject to split his or her stance 

toward the lost object, so that the object’s loss is at the same time accepted and 

denied.”64  The final goal of memory work related to the past must not be to form a 

seamless narrative in which oppositions and contradictions between time, space, and 

identity are neatly reconciled.  Rather, the goal is to cultivate a narrative practice that 
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resists any easy resolution. 65  While she characterizes nostalgia as an unproductive form 

of memory work, her distinction between nostalgia and mourning is semantic.  The 

practice she names disavowal is strikingly similar to the definition that Svetlana Boym 

gives to a form of nostalgia. 

In her book The Future of Nostalgia, Boym argues for a distinction between two 

nostalgic tendencies: restorative and reflective.  She differentiates them by breaking 

apart the word nostalgia.66  Restorative nostalgia focuses on nostos (home) while 

reflective focuses on algia (longing or pain).  As the longing in restorative nostalgia can 

be directed toward a physical location – a building, a place, or a homeland – it underpins 

nationalist politics.  Unwilling to accept the irreversibility of time, restorative nostalgia 

tries to actualize the lost object spatially in the present.  Reflective nostalgia, conversely, 

dwells upon the state of longing itself and recognizes the irretrievability of the lost 

object.  Reflective nostalgia temporalizes space, experiencing it as a palimpsest of 

collective and individual memories, fragments of past and present.  Restorative and 

reflective nostalgia each create a different basis for an aestheticized political solidarity: 

the former unifies people who have a shared object of loss while the latter unifies people 

who have a shared experience of loss.67  Reflective nostalgia performs a cultural work 

very similar to the one that Scribner claims for disavowal, even if its refusal to renounce 

the object of loss puts it at odds with Scribner.   

This literature on nostalgia offers a series of contradictions.  Although nostalgia 

acknowledges the irretrievability of the past, it also recognizes the strategic value of 
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cultivating an attachment to it.  It can provide a position from which to question the 

dominant time-space narratives of the present, although its ability to contest them is 

questionable at best.  It may serve as means of working through loss, although it can 

easily slip into melancholy.  As this series of equivocal statements suggests, nostalgia is 

a compelling cultural practice because of its ambivalence, not in spite of it.  It is always 

impure and never entirely sincere.  Nostalgia, like globalization, always identifies in the 

plural. 

Nostalgia and art are analogous cultural practices in that they both aestheticize 

time-space relationships.  Both seek to understand the world through a productive 

misreading or misrepresentation of it.  Rather than document the social, economic, and 

political processes of globalization in some straightforward manner, art addresses 

globalization most productively when it aestheticizes, distorts, and refracts those 

processes as in Ahtila’s House.  The ways in which nostalgia complicates the time-space 

narratives of both nationalism and globalization make it a particularly useful cultural 

practice for artists grappling with these issues. 

 

Finland  

The art critic Marcus Verhagen has identified the fundamental contradiction of 

the international biennale exhibition format as its dual aims of presenting a 

geographically expansive array of artists and artworks at the same time it expects these 

artists to offer work that is “context-specific,” that addresses a local, geographically 
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defined context.68  The question of which local context the artist is supposed to address 

does not have any easy answer.  Is it the local of the exhibition city, the artist’s city of 

residence, or his or her country of birth?  Or is the local of the nomadic artist who 

participates in these exhibitions precisely the transitory, global, non-place of the biennale 

itself?  Verhagen concludes by arguing that, while biennales do many things well, they 

are not well-suited venues in which to present or experience context-specific work.  The 

sprawling format of the exhibition cannot help but to decontextualize artworks from the 

specific social, political, and cultural concerns they may try to address.  By analyzing 

artistic responses to a particular set of historically and geographically situated time-space 

narratives at length and in depth, I hope to avoid the pitfalls Verhagen identifies.  The 

case studies build up a complex picture of what globalization means in this context.  

However, this is not a study of “Finnish contemporary art.”  Rather, “Finland” serves as 

a productive site through which various artists, artworks, and ideas intersect as they 

travel from Helsinki, to Vyborg, to Berlin, through New York, and perhaps even on to 

Johannesburg or Sao Paulo.   

Although using a national case study in order to investigate how artworks 

address or enact the global seems contradictory at best, it is important to recognize that 

there is no ideal site of global art practice or discourse.  Those highly visible and mobile 

artworks, ideas, artists, and curators who seem most to embody the “global art world” 

are just as equally enmeshed in intimate networks of social and economic relationships 

as any of those that are marked as marginal via their identification with a geographically 
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defined national or local context.  Using Finland as a case study does not presume that it 

is one context among many in which to observe the uniform working of the global.  

Rather, what we term the global only comes into being in particular context.  That said, 

Finland offers a compelling site to explore the role of nostalgia in thinking through 

national identity in the context of the contemporary art world. 

Finland stands out as a nation-state in which national time-space narratives 

achieved incredible success during the period from the mid-nineteenth to late twentieth 

century.  Tuija Pulkkinen notes that the modern Finnish language (itself a product of 

nineteenth century nationalism) conceives of identity and citizenship as intrinsically 

connected to the idea of the nation or the people.69  She gives the example of how 

Finnish uses the term for “people” (kansa) as the root word for both “nation” 

(kansakunta) and “citizen” (kansalainen).  While the English, French, German, or 

Swedish words for each term have their own etymological history and complexity, the 

terms in Finnish are merely different variations of the same idea.  The oldest word, 

kansa (the people), becomes the root word for the terms nation and citizen, which date 

only from the time of the Finnish “national awakening.”  The Finnish nationalist 

movement is a product both of the wider nationalism of nineteenth century Europe and 

particular political circumstances.   

The territory that is now Finland had been a part of the Swedish Empire since 

Christianization in the 1300s and functioned as a buffer against the Russian empire.  As 

part of the fallout from the Napoleonic Wars, Sweden relinquished Finland to Russia in 
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1809, and it became a semi-autonomous Grand Duchy of the Czar.  The Finnish 

nationalist movement stems from the crisis of identity wrought by this realignment.  A 

famous Finnish nationalist slogan from the period declares: “We are no longer Swedes, 

we cannot become Russians, let us therefore become Finns in thought, feeling and 

deed.”  Over the course of the nineteenth century, elites developed Finnish into a print 

language, “discovered” the Kalevala (the national literary epic), and founded the 

requisite national art academy, theater, and literary society that were the standard 

building blocks of European nationalism.  The attempt by pan-Slavist czars between 

1890 and 1914 to “Russianize” Finland only served to strengthen the nascent nation-

state.  Finland declared independence in 1917 during the Bolshevik Revolution.   

Finland maintained an exceptionally strong, naturalized sense of national identity 

and sustained a political discourse of racial, ethnic, and cultural homogeneity into the 

early 1990s.  Within this discursive system, cultural production could reliably be 

appropriated into the framework of national representation – a novel as a reflection of 

the Finnish psyche, a vase as proof of Finnish closeness to Nature, a functionalist 

building as evidence of Finnish affinity for simplicity and honesty.  This system began to 

unravel with the end of communism and the dissolution of the USSR.  The collapse of 

the USSR forced Finland to reassess its own political identity, which, since the end of 

World War II, had been split between diplomatic cooperation with the USSR (through a 

1949 Non-Aggression Pact) on an official level and an unofficial nationalist discourse 

that constructed post-war national identity upon heroic opposition to Soviet aggression 

during  World War II.  As a means of politically reorienting itself toward the West, 

Finland entered the EU in 1995, a symbolic transition from a national to a transnational, 
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regional political and economic scale.  It also, slowly, began opening its borders to 

refugees and immigrants after having limited itself to one of the smallest immigrant 

populations in Western Europe.  Academic and the popular media responded to these 

events, along with the rise of transnational discourses about globalization and 

multiculturalism, by critically assessing Finnish nationalism.  Today, Finland seems to 

have transformed itself from a paragon of the nation-state into a model of integration 

into the global economy and supranational political structures of the twenty-first century.   

The region centered around the Gulf of Finland, including the cities of Helsinki, 

St Petersburg, and Tallinn is a productive site in which to observe the contradictory 

disappearance and reappearance of nationalisms since the end of the Cold War.  While 

the end of communism weakened national narratives in Finland, it seems to have 

strengthened them elsewhere.  After all, the collapse of the USSR began with the 

national independence movements of the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, 

movements that looked back to history, language, and ethnicity as renewed bases of 

political identity.  After a period of economic and political chaos and the rejection of 

Soviet time-space narratives in the 1990s, Russia under Vladimir Putin actively sought 

to reinvent a strong sense of Russian national identity inside Russia and among ethnic 

Russians outside it in former Soviet states such as Estonia.  However, even this 

resurgence of national pride in Russia was predicated on its economic prosperity from 

having reintegrated into the transnational economic networks.  These simultaneously 

globalizing and nationalizing tendencies attest to the fact that one set of time-space 

narratives does not smoothly transition to another. 
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Research on Globalization and Finnish Culture 

Several scholars have also found Finland a useful site in which to explore the 

dual questions of how globalization is affecting cultural production and reshaping 

national time-space narratives.  Currently, a large research project titled “The Making of 

Polar Stars” funded by the Academy of Finland is studying the internationalization of the 

visual arts sector in Finland from a sociological perspective focusing on institutions.70  

Two non-Finnish researchers, Tina Ramnarine and Andrew Nestingen have each 

produced studies with similar concerns to those of this one.  Ramnarine, an 

ethnomusicologist, has studied the new Finnish folk music and its relationship to the 

emergence of the “world music” genre in the 1990s.71  She relies heavily on Robertson 

to show how the global music market affirms national identity as much as it undermines 

it.  Although she touches on how particular artists and songs articulate new types of 

identities, her primary focus, as of that of the Polar Stars research project, is on the 

relationships and interactions between actors in various institutions and markets.   

In contrast, Nestingen’s dissertation addresses the question of the dissolution of 

national narratives within globalization directly.  He argues that, while national culture 

has not disappeared in Finland, it has been thoroughly integrated into global networks, 

“[losing] its temporal continuity” and resulting in a multiplication of subjectivities and 

identities that “cannot be organized under the sign of the national.”72  In his case study of 

the films of Aki Kaurismäki, he rejects the common perception that the films are 

                                                 
70 The research group includes Sari Karttunen, Kati Kivinen, Anna-Kaisa Rastenberger, Leena-Maija 
Rossi, and Juha Suonpää.  
71 Tina K. Ramnarine, Ilmatar's Inspirations: Nationalism, Globalization, and the Changing Soundscapes 
of Finnish Folk Music (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). 
72 Andrew Nestingen, “Why Nation?: Globalization and National Culture in Finland, 1980-2001,” (PhD 
Diss., University of Washington, 2002), 8, 10. 
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quintessentially Finnish.  Instead, he argues that the films articulate the economic 

changes wrought by globalization.  Although he gives novel, compelling readings of the 

films, I am troubled by the ways in which “the global” seamlessly replaces “the 

national” as an overarching narrative to explain the films.  Something similar occurs in 

his article concerning the so-called Finnish film boom of the late 1990s.73  Globalization 

theory provides the framework to explain film production, distribution, and consumption 

while Boym’s distinction between reflective and restorative nostalgias allows him to 

divide the films neatly into categories of “good” and “bad” nostalgia.  In contrast to 

Nestingen, I am interested precisely in the ways in which national and global time-space 

narratives intertwine, and my readings of artworks highlight the ambivalence that 

nostalgias engender in artists, artworks, art institutions, and art publics.   

 

Case Studies 

The dissertation consists of five case studies, each of which examines a broadly 

defined site of time-space narrative production.  These sites provide the names for the 

subsequent chapters: City, Monument, Home, Landscape, and Market.  The first two 

chapters consider two closely related artistic projects, Liisa Robert’s What’s the Time in 

Vyborg? and Anu Pennanen’s Tallinn Project.  Both projects are collaborations between 

the artists and groups of teenagers that address contested urban landscapes of the 

respective cities.  The legacies of WWII deeply mark these cities, as Finland agreed to 

cede Vyborg to the USSR in exchange for a peace treaty with the USSR in 1944 and 

Tallinn, along with the rest of Estonia, was forcibly annexed into the USSR the same 
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year.  The end of the Cold War and the opening (or closing) of borders between Finland, 

Estonia, and Russia has meant that each city has become the focus of intense debates 

concerning history, memory, and belonging – debates that play out across their 

respective architectural landscapes.   

City uses the miniature model of Vyborg at the South Karelia Museum in 

Lappeenranta, Finland as a way to explore parallels between nostalgia and utopia 

longings.  This hidden affinity lays the groundwork for a progressive, transnational 

cultural practice.  This theoretical underpinning guides the analysis of Roberts’ project in 

the rest of the chapter and of Pennanen’s in the subsequent one.  I argue that What’s the 

Time in Vyborg? pairs nostalgic with utopian imagining in an attempt to mediate Finnish 

and Russian nationalist nostalgias for the city.  As a way to make sense of a rather 

complex and ongoing project, I identify three underlying strategies that recur throughout 

her project: counter-restoration, the city as palimpsest, and counter-nostalgia.  The first 

strategy motivates the group’s interventions in the restoration of Alvar Aalto’s Vyborg 

Library in which they deploy nostalgia for the utopian functionalism of modernism and 

Aalto against the nationalist, restorative nostalgias that lay claim to the architecture of 

the library.  They do so by reading the library as a palimpsest, a utopian space that resists 

demarcation within any single time or to any single group.  The palimpsest functions 

throughout the project as a type of aesthetic model for understanding the overlapping 

histories and publics of the city and as a strategy for infusing everyday experience with 

imagination.  The third strategy of deploying counter-nostalgia aims to expand the 

number of people who can long for and belong to Vyborg, gently challenging the 

exclusivist claims made by Finnish refugees on the city and its buildings.    
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The controversy over the removal of the Soviet-era Bronze Soldier monument 

from central Tallinn in 2007 opens the next chapter, Monument.  The controversy 

provides an opportunity to think about the paradoxical double function of monuments: to 

remember and to forget the past.  If Robert’s project seeks the utopian potential of 

creative, nostalgic remembering in Vyborg, Pennanen’s Tallinn Project explores the 

utopian potential of forgetting.  Her film, Friendship, is a fictional film that follows two 

groups of teenagers, one ethnically Estonian and the other Russian-Estonian, as they 

interact with the architectural landscapes of the city and with each other.  I argue that the 

film highlights how the informal use by teenagers of both the ideologically charged 

Soviet monumental landscapes of the city and new capitalist ones.  This use has the 

effect of equalizing these landscapes, emptying them of meaning and flattening out their 

historical differences, thereby providing a space for the teenagers to meet one another on 

equal terms.  I engage in a dual reading in this chapter, analyzing the film as an artwork 

but also using the film as a jumping off point for my own analysis of the architectural 

landscapes it features.  The chapter ends with an assessment of the ways in which 

utopian and nostalgic longings both motivate and complicate the efforts of each artist to 

create socially concerned, collaborative work.  

The next chapter, Home, situates the photography of Esko Männikkö 

simultaneously within the history of Finnish national visual culture and the 

contemporary art world.  His documentary photographs focus on three categories of 

marginalized identities: rural Finnish bachelors, immigrants living in Finland, and 

people living along the Texas-Mexico border.  When he rose to prominence in the mid-

1990s, critics and the public tended to read his photographs depicting men in and around 
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their ramshackle homes in rural Finland as either nostalgic idealizations or unmediated 

documents of the real.  I assess the visual strategies in the photographs that produce 

these contradictory readings, and go on to argue that, rather than expressing a simplistic 

nostalgia for a passing national ideal, Männikkö’s photographs dwell on and even enact 

the demise of the nation.  By elevating the rural bachelor as an ironic national icon, he 

repeats national myths as a means of unraveling them.  Similarly, he works through a 

series of nationally charged objects and images as a way to meditate on their diminishing 

national narrative capacity.  The ways in which he stages national loss bring him into an 

ambivalent relationship with the practices of salvage ethnography.  Finally, I 

recontextualize Männikkö’s photographic practices within a global context, arguing that 

he, like many other contemporary photographers working in a similar sort of 

documentary mode, are responding to a new global imperative to perform particularity.  

By dwelling on the particularity of place, his photographs illuminate the place of 

particularity within the global art world.   

Landscape examines the changes in a specific set of national, spatial narratives 

since 1990, namely, those of Finish national landscapes.  After laying out the historical 

development of national landscapes, I examine three photographic projects that critically 

engage with them.  In a reading of photographic projects by Kari Soinio, Pekka Turunen, 

and Petri Nuutinen, I argue that these projects elicit nostalgic longing toward national 

landscape only to undermine that longing.  All three projects invert the expected 

aesthetic conventions of landscape by employing banality.  However, using banality and 

inversion as critical strategies paradoxically affirms the aesthetic conventions and 

national discourses the projects initially set out to contest.  I contrast these projects with 
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a video installation and photographs by Elina Brotherus.  Unlike the photographers who 

deliberately engage with national discourses of landscape, Brotherus rejects the national 

as an interpretative framework for reading her artwork.  Instead, she calls upon a 

presumably global aesthetic language of the beautiful and sublime.  However, I argue 

that the banal post-nationalism of her work leads to a subtle reinforcement of her own 

national identity within the art market.    

The final case study, Market, considers the uses of national identity in 

contemporary art markets.  The term market refers not only to commercial art markets 

but also to the networks of actors, institutions, and ideas that constitute the art world.  

This chapter revisits unresolved issues concerning Männikkö and Brotherus, from the 

previous two chapters.  While artists, curators, galleries, and art institutions have 

embraced the rhetoric and dominant time-space narratives of globalization, I argue that 

“soft” nationalism silently continues to structure the marketing and interpretation of 

artworks by artists from the peripheries, including Finland.  National identity facilitates 

the movement of artists from Finland into the global art market by functioning as a 

distinguishing marker in homogenizing art markets.  However, once in an international 

setting, these same artists have to downplay their national identity in order to maintain 

credibility within an art world that vigorously claims to be post-national.  The result of 

these opposing imperatives to be and not to be Finnish is an elaborate charade in which 

artists, art institutions, and state art funding agencies such as FRAME reject national 

labels as outdated even as they nostalgically recreate them via simulation.  The recent 

development of a national art-export campaign by the Finnish government and the 
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success of the “Helsinki School” marketing concept for contemporary photography are 

both evidence of the emergence of post-national, national discourses in Finland. 

The Conclusion uses the 2003 Summit of Micronations organized in Helsinki by 

the artists Tellervo Kalleinen and Oskar Kochta Kalleinen as a way to think through the 

contradictions inherent within nostalgias for the nation.  The ironic fascination with the 

political concept of the micronation by contemporary artists pushes Anderson’s notion of 

the nation as an imagined community to its logical endpoint – do-it-yourself nation 

building.  However, this strategy of rehabilitating the nation via artistic parody as a 

means of getting beyond it as a political framework seems to mirror the contradictory 

longings for and rejections of the nation within contemporary art. 

 

Writing the Contemporary 

Although Ahtila’s House compellingly evokes the dissolution of a national home, 

I long for a new language to articulate our experience of the present.  It has now been 

over twenty-five years since Jameson evoked schizophrenia as a metaphor to understand 

contemporary culture and twenty years since Harvey articulated the economic 

fragmentation that generates such cultural responses.  Thousands of books and articles 

about globalization have appeared since which employ the same rhetoric of speed and 

use similar examples of disintegration of spatial boundaries as a way to translate the 

lived (and just as importantly the imagined) experience of contemporary life into the 

stable form of words on a page.  At what point does this rhetoric of newness no longer 

capture the new?  And when does this fascination with the future blind us to the 

continuing relevance of the past?  By choosing to address globalization through an 
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investigation of nationalism (the form of time-space narrative it alternately undermines 

and reinforces) and nostalgia (the emotional response it both engenders and dismisses), 

this study offers slower deliberation on the meaning of globalization and its effects on 

perceptions of time, space, and identity.  It also argues for recognition of the powerful 

role that artists have in longing for and imagining alternative pasts, presents, and futures. 
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Chapter 1: City 
 

Perfect Worlds 

The sun always shines over the immaculate streets, lush parks, and busy harbors 

of Viipuri/Vyborg, Finland (fig. 3-4).1  People throng around the open market and 

bustling railway station.  Others walk in parks or near the harbor where bridges rise to 

allow ships from the Saimaa canal to pass into the Baltic Sea.  But there is an eerie 

stillness about the city: the trams never arrive at their stops and the light is too neutral 

and uniform even for a cloudless day.  In fact, no one arrives, no one leaves, and nothing 

ever changes.  In this perfect world time stands still at 10:30 AM on September 2, 1939 

and space remains fixed at a scale of 1:500.   

This elaborate two-part miniature model of Vyborg at the Museum of South 

Karelia in Lappeenranta, Finland is based on a series of aerial photographs of the city 

taken that day in 1939.  Together the models (one of the city center and another of two 

outlying neighborhoods) encompass over sixty-five square meters, represent an area of 

six square kilometers, and include over 4,000 buildings.  The model belongs to a 

particular genre of museological displays: those that recreate and then freeze a sliver of 

historical time located just before an impending destruction – be it unsuspecting 

dinosaurs before the meteor or Pompeii before the Vesuvius eruption.  The impending 

tragedy lurking over the Vyborg model is not a natural disaster but an all too human one.  

Only a few months after the aerial photographs were taken, the Soviet Union attacked 

Finland.  The bombing began on November 30, 1939 and the city, located near the 

                                                 
1 The name of the city is Viipuri in Finnish, Viborg in Swedish, and Vyborg in Russian.  The Russian name 
is used in contemporary English.   
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border, was hastily evacuated.  In March 1940 Finland agreed to surrender three border 

regions, including Vyborg, to the USSR.  During the Continuation War between 1941 

and 1944, Finland reoccupied the regions, but the end of World War II brought their 

permanent surrender to the USSR and the resettlement of over 120,000 refugees across 

Finland, including the 85,000 inhabitants of Vyborg.  From an international perspective, 

the story of Vyborg is easy to overlook as just an insignificant footnote to the 

incomprehensible losses of WWII.  In Finland, however, Vyborg and the surrounding 

region of Karelia are objects of intense nostalgic longing.  This longing is expressed in 

countless songs, novels, histories, films, memoirs, and family stories as personal loss 

coalesced into national loss.  Loss shapes its own narrative worlds.  As Juha Lankinen, 

the Finnish historian who created the model, explains, “Longing for lost Karelia has 

created this miniature model.”2   

Lankinen left Vyborg as a child refugee and has spent his life studying the 

history of the city.  In order to construct the model, he gathered photographs, maps, 

documents, and memories from former residents and combined them with thousands of 

additional archival materials that his father, a prominent pre-war architect in the city, had 

salvaged from the city architect and magistrate’s offices before the evacuation.  The 

model draws from these diverse materials in an attempt to reassemble the lost city in 

even its most minute detail.  The precision of the aerial photographs allowed them even 

to include tiny human figures in the model, and some refugees claim to be able to find 

themselves in the model: there they are on the street outside the pharmacy or the market 

hall or, certainly, they must have been in their apartment on Karjalankatu Street on a 

                                                 
2 Juha Lankinen, “Viipurin pienoismallin syntyhistoria” [The birth story of the Vyborg miniature model], 
Viipuri 2000, http://www.viipuri2000.vbg.ru/lankinen/maket_fi.htm.   
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Saturday morning.  Today, the mapping and memory-making projects of Vyborg have 

moved in the virtual realm in the Virtual Viipuri project at the Tampere Polytechnic 

University, an ambitious 3-D computer model of the city as it was in 1939.3   

The miniature model of Vyborg encapsulates many of the characteristics 

conventionally associated with nostalgia.  It freezes time, fetishizes objects, and fuses 

history and memory with entertainment and, and serves as a mediator between past and 

present.  The model reduces the world to the purely visual and takes the epistemology of 

the map – that a representation might convey the complexity of real space – to its logical 

end.  It offers the transcendent national gaze to the individual viewer, with the city 

becoming a synecdoche for the lost territorial integrity of the nation imaginatively 

restored in the model.  Furthermore, the viewer is given this visual experience within the 

pedagogical space of a public museum, where shared experiences of viewing the model 

and reading the explanatory labels suture the individual to the national collective.  The 

opportunity that the model gives viewers to possess Vyborg is only a precursor for the 

experience of losing Vyborg.  While for a dwindling generation of viewers the model 

reaffirms old feelings of loss and longing, for most viewers, it invents them.  Their loss 

becomes ours, and past loss becomes present. 

Susan Stewart argues in her book On Longing that miniature models forge a 

particular relationship between subject and object, which parallels that in nostalgic 

desire.  The miniature offers a clearly delineated space or object that a viewer can 

visually master, but this object is located outside of lived time and experience in a 

                                                 
3 See the project website: http://www.virtuaaliviipuri.tamk.fi/en/index.php.  Lankinen also serves as an 
advisor for this project. 
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transcendent past-presentness.4  Thus, while the miniature seems to offer possession, it 

really proffers loss, for the model of Vyborg can never fulfill the desires that it elicits in 

its viewers.  She writes of nostalgia in similar terms: 

The nostalgic is enamored of distance, not of the referent itself.  Nostalgia cannot 
be sustained without loss.  For the nostalgic to reach his or her goal of closing the 
gap between resemblance and identity, lived experience would have to take 
place, an erasure of the gap between sign and signified, an experience which 
would cancel out the desire that is nostalgia’s reason for existence.5 
 

Nostalgia cannot meaningfully link its imagined past with present experience.  Within 

nostalgic desire, both time and social relations remain in stasis, unable to comprehend 

the dynamism of present time and space.  While the model offers a vivid space for 

imaginative experience, the miniature size of the model distances it from real 

experience.  The verisimilitude of the model cannot overcome the inherent distance 

between the representation and the referent.  After all, the model only exists because the 

possibilities for experience are gone – one has arrived too late on the scene.6  The irony 

of the Vyborg model is that, when it was finally completed in 1996, the Cold War was 

over and the border had been opened.  People could easily visit the real city located just 

fifty kilometers from the museum.  However, this did not eliminate, but rather reinforced 

the need for the model.  Vyborg in 1996 was not the beautiful city that the elderly 

refugees remembered and that Finnish books, movies, songs, and poems described, but 

was a place now filled with dilapidated buildings (fig. 5) and people with whom they 

shared neither collective memories nor a common language.   

                                                 
4 Stewart, On Longing, 65-8. 
5 Ibid., 145. 
6 Ibid., 171. 
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Stewart’s assessment of nostalgia as a circular series of desires that cannot be 

consummated corresponds to the dynamics of nationalism.  The nation also creates a 

need for a particular form of social relations that only it can fulfill.  To bridge the gap 

and attain the mythic original fraternity, community, and unity that nationalism offers to 

restore would remove the need for the social, political, and cultural structures that 

constitute the nation-state.  Finnish nationalist discourse requires that Vyborg stay lost, 

and nostalgic longing is the mechanism that accomplishes that goal.  After all, even a 

political restoration of Vyborg to Finland could never have fulfilled the demands of 

nostalgia but would have only heightened the contrast between how the city was 

remembered, how it was imagined to be, and what it is now.  “What it might be” is the 

next logical phrase in the sequence of longing.  But the relationship of nostalgia to the 

future tense is fraught with contradiction.  Stewart writes, “Nostalgia wears a distinctly 

utopian face, a face that turns toward a future-past, a past which has only ideological 

reality.”7  Within national discourse, for example, this “future-past” offers a return to a 

primordial wholeness but projects the fulfillment of that desire into the future.  However, 

neither the past nor its fulfillment in the future is attainable and, according to Stewart, 

the impossible act of looking simultaneously backward and forward means that the 

present cannot be experienced.  Stewart’s influential assessment of nostalgia (and its 

parallel longing, utopia) characterizes both as reactionary co-conspirators of bourgeois 

ideology.   

In this and the following chapter, I reassess the politics of nostalgia by 

reexamining its relationship to utopia through the analysis of two contemporary art 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 23. 
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projects: Liisa Roberts’ collaborative project What’s the Time in Vyborg (2001-ongoing) 

and Anu Pennanen’s Tallinn Project (2004-2007), which is set in contemporary Tallinn, 

Estonia.  Both deal with contested urban architectural spaces in the post-communist 

Baltic region and reflect on the legacies of communism and histories of national trauma.  

They also try to script new narratives of belonging that do not conform to polarizing 

national divisions.  Roberts’ project reads the city as a palimpsest, seeking to create 

nostalgic attachments and narratives that reflect this inherent historical multiplicity.  If 

Roberts’ project explores the utopian potential of remembering, Pennanen’s project 

investigates that utopian potential of forgetting.  It addresses the dual function of 

monuments to remember and to forget and explores the possibilities forgetting offers for 

ethnic and historical reconciliation.  The following section on the relationship between 

nostalgic and utopian longing provides a theoretical basis for my reading of Roberts’ 

What’s the Time in Vyborg later in this chapter and Pennanen’s Tallinn Project in the 

following one.   

 

Nostalgia and Utopia  

Stewart’s negative assessment of nostalgia and utopia is characteristic of 

attitudes toward them throughout the twentieth century.  As modernity rests on a 

progressive, linear historical model, nostalgia can only be conceived of as regressive.  

The desire to look back presumably exhibits a lack of faith in the future.  Reactionary 

political movements co-opt and inculcate nostalgic longing as a means to legitimate their 

calls for a return to an imagined past.  Similarly, capitalism is equally eager to generate 

nostalgia in order to sell images and products that claim to satisfy it.  Within discourses 
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of modernist art, aversion to nostalgia takes on an almost evangelical quality.  The future 

belongs to the avant-garde while the past (and those associated with it) are cast in the 

role of a reactionary rear-garde.  Thus, nostalgia takes its place with modern art’s other 

others: the anachronistic, popular, ideological, bourgeois, and feminine.   

The relationship between modernity and utopia is more complicated.  When 

Stewart speaks of nostalgia having a “utopian face,” she uses utopian to mean two 

things.  First, nostalgia is utopian in that it seeks for a perfect state of reconciliation 

between opposites.  Second, utopian denotes, as it does in common speech, an 

unrealistic idealism that is ultimately futile.  The progressive historical model of 

modernity clearly has an affinity with the first meaning of utopia since it depends upon a 

belief that the future will be better than the past, that ideal social, political, or aesthetic 

forms can and will be realized.  The second meaning of utopia is more problematic.  

Because utopian longing desires that which is not reasonably and immediately 

attainable, it sets up an inevitable failure and can result in melancholy.  The utopian 

offers change too far in the future and therefore lacks the immediate, immanent, and 

material presence that would make it useful in a pragmatic sense.  Marxist critics, in 

particular, have argued that both utopia and nostalgia condition subjects to defer the 

fulfillment of desires from the present to a never-attainable past or future, making both 

types of longing into powerful tools for capitalist and totalitarian ideologies.  Although I 

do not dispute these criticisms, it is also not necessary to reiterate them here.  That the 

adjectives “nostalgic” and “utopian” are used almost exclusively pejoratively is enough 

to substantiate their denigrated status.   
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This chapter explores the latent critical and progressive possibilities of nostalgia 

and utopia that are largely unrecognized due to their consistent marginalization in 

twentieth century theories of politics and culture.  The goal of highlighting these 

possibilities is not to deny the negative tendencies of either concept.  Rather it is to argue 

for the ambivalence of these structures of longing and recognize the range of 

possibilities that each offers.  Even reflecting on Stewart’s narrative of the miniature as 

an example, I would argue that the eerily frozen miniature model of Vyborg is more 

ideologically complex and open to alternative narratives than her assessment would 

suggest.  The physicality of the model in the museum offers an experiential present in 

addition to the past-presentness that she describes.  There is the physical presentness of 

the tiny houses, boats, trams, and people; they exist in time and space, even if under 

glass.  There is the time and space in which viewers experience the model; they look, 

remember, imagine, and speak.  The transcendent, national vision that the model offers 

may promote nationalist feeling, but that does not exclude the immanent presence and 

experience of living, breathing viewers (Finns but also Russian immigrants and Russian 

tourists) who visit the museum each year and may or may not respond according to the 

intended civic script.8  Even the model’s sheer weirdness – the excess of visual details 

and pleasures that it offers – opens it up to creative reinterpretation.  The pedagogical 

space of the museum may try to channel the narrative possibilities of the model into one 

narrative of national loss, but the performative and communal nature of the viewing 

experience offers possibilities to misread that narrative.  In short, the nostalgic and 

utopian spaces of the miniature city of Vyborg are ambivalent ones inhabited by 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 69.  
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mutually constitutive binaries: loss and possession, reality and simulation, static and 

living, past and present, and Finnish and Russian, making them not so different from the 

spaces of the “real” city just across the border.   

It is also possible to misread Stewart’s polemical definition of nostalgia as a 

“social disease” in other terms, redirecting it from the pathological to the productive.9  

She claims that the disease of nostalgia arises from the meeting of two assumptions: 

First, the assumption that immediate lived experience is more ‘real,’ bearing 
within itself an authenticity which cannot be transferred to mediated experience; 
yet second, the assumption that mediated experience known through language 
and the temporality of narrative can offer pattern and insight by virtue of its 
capacity for transcendence.10 
 

But what are the symptoms of this disease she describes?  Nostalgia is not a particular 

type of narrative content or aesthetic form.  Rather, if taken to its logical conclusion, her 

argument is that the aesthetic is nostalgic; narrative is nostalgic.  Literature, art, poetry, 

and her own book come into being precisely in this gap between the immanent and 

transcendent, the referent and sign, and the real and representation.  To be nostalgic is to 

possess a utopian hope that the aesthetic intervention of the work of art might somehow 

bridge the gap between art and life.   

Nostalgia and utopia are homologous structures of desire.  These desires are not 

just exceptionally productive sites of cultural and aesthetic exploration; they are the 

primary locus of the cultural and the aesthetic.  Linking these aesthetic questions to 

social, cultural, and political ones, I argue that both longings stem from a social disease, 

an obstinate frustration with the present, a frustration with hegemonic discourses of 

globalization and resurgent nationalisms.  These art projects emerge from a dialectical 

                                                 
9 Ibid., 23. 
10 Ibid., 22-23. 
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engagement with temporal and spatial politics, that is, they insist on thinking about 

spaces as complex webs of past, present, and future events, rather than capitulating to the 

perpetual presentness of late capitalism.  Although each project is tied to particular 

geographic and historical contexts, nonetheless, both offer models for thinking about the 

role of art in facilitating historical reconciliation in contested cities across post-

communist Eastern Europe and beyond.  But what form might a progressive nostalgia 

take? 

Of all the revisionist assessments of nostalgia, the one by Svetlana Boym is 

perhaps the most optimistic about nostalgia’s latent progressive potential.  She argues 

that reflective nostalgia facilitates the construction of imagined communities constructed 

upon “elective affinities” rather than upon a preconceived set of social relations based on 

national, ethnic, or religious identities, as is the case in restorative nostalgia.11  However, 

as critics have pointed out, Boym continually characterizes reflective nostalgia as 

personal, private, and idiosyncratic, casting it in opposition to the egregiously public and 

blatantly political aspirations of restorative nostalgia.  Timothy Bewes argues that 

Boym’s reflective nostalgia becomes socially and politically debilitating, a passive 

acceptance of the status quo.12  Echoing Stewart, he writes 

Nostalgia is a sentiment that entails no practice.  … Its typical effect is to reify 
the past into a frieze of clichés, incapable of releasing inventive action in the 
present. … Only a genuine transformative passion can weave lost experience into 
the finding of a more livable future.13   
 

                                                 
11 Boym, 53. 
12  Timothy Bewes, “An Anatomy of Nostalgia,” review of The Future of Nostalgia, by Svetlana Boym, 
New Left Review 14 (April/March 2002): 170. 
13 Ibid., 172.   



 

 55 

Reflective nostalgia’s focus on individual experience tends to negate the potential for the 

past to provide the collective bonds and experiences that might actually counter those 

formed by restorative nostalgias.  Although Boym, as her title suggests, wants to use 

nostalgia to connect past to future, the future is strangely absent in her book, and it is 

difficult to imagine what shape her communities of “affinity” might take.  Her book is 

instructive precisely because it eloquently articulates the potentially critical uses of 

nostalgia but also – in its lacuna – points to the absolute necessity of thinking nostalgia 

and utopia together. 

Shifting focus from theories of nostalgia to those of utopia, I trace a selective 

thread of Marxist theory that seeks, for lack of a better phrase, the utopian potential of 

utopia.  Phillip Wegner uses the term narrative utopia to denote a particular 

representational practice that resides in the space between the abstractness of the 

theoretical and the concreteness of the literary.14  He argues that while most theoretical 

or literary practices examine the past as a means of understanding the present, narrative 

utopia uses the material of the present as a means to imagine the future, to shape 

alternate worlds through language.  To illustrate this he distinguishes between the 

epistemological practices of the map (or the miniature model) and the travel itinerary.15  

While maps aim for objectivity and completeness in representing the known, narrative 

utopia, like an itinerary “[traces] an exploratory trajectory, a narrative line that, as it 

unfolds, quite literally engenders something new in the world.”16  I find his concept 

                                                 
14 Phillip Wegner, Imaginary Communities: Utopia, the Nation, and the Spatial Histories of Modernity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), xv-xxvi, 1-26. 
15 See, Wegner, 16; and Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 118-122.  
16 Wegner, xix. 
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compelling but question the necessity of limiting this notion of narrative utopia to literal 

narratives of utopia (i.e. the literary genre of utopian fiction) as he does in his work.  A 

literary work, or any artwork for that matter, need not explicitly be about utopia or even 

the future to be utopian, in order for it to hope for new possibilities in the world.  

Wegner’s theory of narrative utopia emerges out of a longer tradition within Marxist 

thought on the utopian possibilities of utopia, particularly Ernst Bloch’s theory of utopia 

from the mid-twentieth century and Fredric Jameson’s later reassessment of the utopian 

function of art within the postmodern.  These two authors each provide a set of ideas and 

vocabularies that I find useful in articulating the aims of the two art projects.  

In his book the Principle of Hope, Bloch investigates what he calls the “utopian 

dimension” of a wide spectrum of discourses, including philosophy, religion, and 

medicine, as well as its manifestations in a variety of cultural materials from folk tales to 

advertisements.  He disagrees with mid-twentieth century Marxist theories of ideology 

and culture that tend to conflate all bourgeois culture with ideology and whose cultural 

critique proceeds only through a negative dismantling of cultural myths.17  While he 

recognizes that all cultural artifacts contain ideological falsifications, delusions, and 

politically reactionary tendencies, he emphasizes that they also carry traces of as-of-yet 

unrealized utopian hopes and dreams for a better life.  In his Philosophy of the Future, 

he specifically addresses the utopian potential of artworks.  He argues that a work of art 

carries a “cultural surplus…something that moves above and beyond the ideology of a 

                                                 
17 Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope, vol. 1-3, trans. Neville Plaice, Stephen Plaice and Paul Knight 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995).  I draw this understanding of his method of cultural critique from, 
Douglas Kellner, “Ernst Bloch, Utopia and Ideology Critique,” in Not Yet: Reconsidering Ernst Bloch, ed. 
Jamie O. Daniel and Tom Moylan (London: Verso, 1997), 80-95. 
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particular age.”18  This surplus may remain unfulfilled at the time of its creation but 

carries forward, forming a utopian substrate that may “bear fruit” in the future.19  

Artworks and other cultural artifacts anticipate the future, forming a “pre-semblance of 

what, objectively, is still latent in the world.”20   

Bloch’s idea of latency (surplus) and tendency (pre-semblance) succinctly 

characterizes the utopian function of artworks in the present as they look back to the past 

and forward to the future.21  Artworks from the past carry forward latent hopes that may 

be realized in the present or future just as those made in the present “trace and advance 

what is not yet present in the world.”22  Bloch’s ideas are provocative precisely because 

he draws the purview of the utopian so broadly.  Rather than existing primarily in a 

particular genre of literature, utopian desire suffuses both artworks and everyday life.  It 

is only a matter of recognizing that desire, actualizing the latent traces that have been 

passed to the present from the past, and fostering new possibilities that will, in turn, pass 

forward to a future moment when they too might be actualized. 

These ideas form an important component in Jameson’s work on the utopian.  

Like Wegner, he distinguishes between Bloch’s idea of a utopian dimension or tendency 

(found in many cultural artifacts) and future-oriented utopian texts (such as science 

fiction), choosing to focus on the latter.  Jameson argues, paradoxically, that the political 

function of the utopian text is not to provide a blueprint for a utopia.  Rather, the purpose 

                                                 
18 Bloch, A Philosophy of the Future (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970), 95. 
19 Ibid., 95. 
20 Ibid., 96. 
21 See Kellner; and Jameson, Marxism and Form (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1971), 146. 
22 Bloch, Philosophy of the Future, 98. 
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of the utopian text is “to bring home…our constitutional inability to imagine Utopia.”23  

In other words, the utopian text reveals the limits of our ability to imagine a future 

outside of our own political, social, cultural, and economic paradigms.  Its value, then, is 

that it provides a forum for the imagination even as it makes the limits of imagination 

visible.  For Jameson, the utopian text has another vital function for the present.  He 

argues that the future posed in these texts serves to “[transform] our own present into the 

determinate past of something yet to come.”24  That is, they help to map a present reality 

that is impossible to understand or articulate due to our own intimate engagement with 

and entanglement in it.  This function of the utopian as a means to interpret the present 

corresponds to his concept of an aesthetic of “cognitive mapping,” which he develops in 

his work on postmodernism.25  Cognitive mapping is an aesthetic mechanism through 

which it becomes possible to represent the complexity of the contemporary.  Utopian 

imagining works in a similar, but circuitous, fashion.  It misnames, misrepresents the 

future as a means of imaging that which cannot be imaged directly in the present.  

Building on Jameson’s idea, Wegner argues that a utopian text does not work to shape a 

“real” image of the world that should or will come into existence; rather, it “re-educates 

the desires of its audience,” preparing them to perceive “a newly emerging social and 

cultural reality.”26  Set in dialog with Bloch, Jameson’s utopia works backward from 

future to present while Bloch’s utopia moves from past to future.  Both meet in the 

present, in the experiential moment of the reader, writer, and viewer. 
                                                 
23 Jameson, “Progress Versus Utopia: or, Can We Imagine the Future?,” Science-Fiction Studies 9, no. 2 
(1982): 153. 
24 Jameson, “Progress Versus Utopia,” 152. 
25 Jameson, Postmodernism, 54.  Wegner makes this specific connection between the utopian text and 
cognitive mapping.  See Wegner, “Horizons, Figures, and Machines: The Dialectic of Utopia in the Work 
of Fredric Jameson,” Utopian Studies 9, no. 2 (1998): 58-73. 
26 Wegner, “Horizons, Figures, and Machines,” 68. 
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Before moving on to the individual art projects, it seems oddly appropriate to go 

back to the beginning, to the origin of utopia.  Thomas More created the word utopia in 

1516 by combining two Latin words (prefiguring the creation of the term nostalgia some 

two hundred years later).  The word carries a double meaning in Latin: literally, no-place 

but, misread as a pun, perfect-place.  The double meaning engenders the complexity and 

richness that characterizes utopian thought over the five hundred years from More’s time 

to the present.  Utopia is both a perfect place and an impossible one, a Janus with both a 

serious and farcical face.  Roberts and Pennanen engage in spatial and temporal practices 

that try to reclaim utopia as a no-place rather than a perfect place.  As much as they both 

strive to intervene in their respective cities, they both also recognize the limitations of art 

to enact social change. 

Vyborg and Tallinn are paradigmatic of the contemporary cities in which the 

politics of the national intensify precisely because of the disintegration of national 

boundaries, not in spite of them.  (If Vyborg were still a closed Soviet border city, there 

would be no conflict over to whom it belongs; after all, the Cold War era border allowed 

the Finnish and Russian versions of the city to exist peacefully in parallel worlds.  The 

ethnic makeup of Tallinn results from the dissolution of the Estonian nation-state by the 

USSR while the contemporary ethnic conflict results from the reestablishment of it.)  

Both are deeply marked by divisive national and ethnic histories.  These competing 

visions of national identity play out across the urban landscape in both banal and 

dramatic acts of inscription and erasure.  In response to these contexts, these projects 

insist on the temporal heterogeneity of space.  To insist on no-place is to insist on the 

unfixability of the meaning of any given intersection of time and space and, in doing so, 
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challenge discourses that would claim the cities as Finnish, Russian, or Estonian.  They 

engage in a set of aestheticizing cultural practices that play with the productive tensions 

that exist between nostalgic and utopian imaging.  By facilitating fleeting unions of 

desires that pull in opposite directions, these projects refuse to stabilize the meanings of 

places or the identities of those people who pass through them.  They aim for failure – 

failure to define place and, by extension, identity. 

Indeed, nostalgia and utopia share paradoxical characteristics within modernist 

discourse: they are dangerous both when they succeed and when they fail.  When they 

manage to spatialize their object of desire in the present (as in radical right or left wing 

political movements), the results are dystopian but, when they fail to spatialize the object 

(as in consumer culture that sells products by mobilizing nostalgic and utopian desires), 

they merely serve as ideological distractions from the politics of the present.  However, 

they are designed to “fail” in the progressive modernist sense of the word for their labor 

is affective not effective.  That is, they do not produce tangible “results,” rather they 

manipulate experiences and perceptions.   

The projects do not produce any solutions to the problems or resolutions to the 

tensions they tease out; rather, they meditate on the conditions that make any such 

solutions problematic.  They practice a politics of ambivalence by refusing to select from 

among unsatisfactory options.  To insist on a utopia of no-place is to refuse to make an 

impossible decision, namely to decide what sliver of time to affirm as the “right” one.  A 

refusal to determine a right time is also a refusal to determine to whom a place rightfully 

belongs.  They continually reaffirm the complexities of the problems and the 

tenuousness of their own aesthetic resolutions.  The titles of both projects are instructive: 



 

 61 

What’s the Time in Vyborg asks the question as a means to show that it has no 

satisfactory answer while the Tallinn Project meditates on the difficulties of finding the 

“common ground” needed to cultivate it.   

 

What’s the Time in Vyborg? 

Even sixty years after its loss, Vyborg holds an important place in the national 

imaginary of Finland as an object of intense longing.  As the refugees from Vyborg and 

Karelia were resettled across the country, their personal stories of loss became national 

ones.  Even when Finland reoccupied Vyborg during the Continuation war from 1941-

1944, the city was experienced as a site of national loss.  A photobook titled Viipuri 

ennen ja nyt [Vyborg before and now] published in 1941 paired photographs of the 

city’s most famous buildings taken before the Winter War and Soviet occupation with 

ones taken after it (fig. 6).  Architectural deterioration and destruction have acted as a 

dual metaphors for Soviet aggression and national loss ever since.  However, the tenuous 

political status of Finland after the war under its 1948 “Agreement of Friendship, 

Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance” with the USSR meant that this loss was suppressed 

and internalized during the Cold War.  On the one hand, national media and political 

discourses normalized and silenced the loss so as not to disrupt relations with the 

USSR.27  On the other hand, its suppression in the public sphere pushed it into the 

private sphere where anger and nostalgic longing continually worked their way back into 

the public sphere via the education system and popular culture.  Longing for lost Vyborg 

                                                 
27 This political dynamic was especially pronounced during the presidency of Urho Kekkonen (1956-
1982).  In the 1970s, West German political commentators coined the derogatory term “Finlandization” to 
describe a policy of neutrality that, in practice, served the sole purpose of appeasing the USSR. 
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took a variety of forms – from carefully coded descriptions of the war in history books, 

to melancholic songs about lost Vyborg, to an expansive body of academic studies 

concerning the refugee experience.  In other words, the painstakingly detailed miniature 

model of the city is a typical response to the loss of Vyborg, not an exceptional one.   

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, these complex discourses of mourning, 

forgetting, and remembering could suddenly play out across a newly transnational space 

– the city itself.  Although calls during the 1990s for the return of the region by Finnish-

Karelian organizations never received any official diplomatic consideration, Finns 

nevertheless reclaimed the city as tourists.  Vyborg, which had been a closed border 

town for nearly fifty years, became a major tourist destination for Finns (who did not 

even need visas in order to visit the city for a brief period) and a site of extensive Finnish 

and Russian cultural and economic investment.   

Surprisingly, it was neither this complex history nor the contemporary status of 

Vyborg that initially brought Liisa Roberts to Vyborg.  As a Finnish-American artist 

living in New York City in 1999, she became interested in the functionalist architecture 

of Alvar Aalto’s famous Vyborg Library (fig. 7) and first traveled to the city with the 

intention of making a film about it.  However, when she arrived, the direction of her 

project shifted from focusing on the library in isolation to considering how it related to 

its urban context in the city center.  She recalls experiencing Vyborg as being an almost 

otherworldly double of Helsinki, a city familiar from her childhood.  The National 

Romantic architecture of the city center looks very similar to that of Helsinki, Tampere, 

or Turku, all of which built up their urban core during the same period between 1880 and 
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1910.28  But at nearly a hundred years old, the buildings in Vyborg show their age in 

ways that their well-maintained cousins in Finland do not with discolored exteriors, 

leaking roofs, and crumbling stone decorations.  To Roberts the city seemed at odds with 

itself: the architectural landscape did not seem to fit with the social landscape of a 

contemporary Russian city, just as its Soviet suburbs seemed fundamentally 

disconnected from the city center.  Her project takes the Finnish-led architectural 

restoration of the Vyborg Municipal Library as a starting point to explore competing 

narratives of loss, possession, and experience through the architectural landscapes of the 

city.  What I find most exciting about the project is that, rather than simply affirming or 

rejecting the existing discourses of nostalgic loss surrounding Vyborg, the project 

redirects these longings to radically opposite, utopian ends.  How, it asks, can a site of 

national conflict become one of transnational reconciliation?  

Roberts has described What’s the Time in Vyborg as a “social sculpture”29 and 

Vyborg as a “real-time installation.”30  Indeed, it is difficult to ascertain exactly where 

the spatial and temporal contours of the project begin or end; it can be limited to a few 

activities, museum installations, and visual and textual documents or expanded to 

include the totality of the city – its past, present, and future.  Even in 2007, Roberts and 

her collaborators speak of the project as being on hiatus, not as completed.  For the sake 

of clarity, I will briefly outline the major components of this long-term, multifaceted 

project to which I will be referring in the subsequent sections.  The project began with a 

series of creative writing workshops held for teenagers from Vyborg public schools at 

                                                 
28 Kansallisromantiikka (National Romanticism) is the Finnish term for its own national version of French 
Art Nouveau and German Jugendstil. 
29 Personal interview with Liisa Roberts, October 11, 2006. 
30 Margaret Sundell, “1000 Words: Liisa Roberts,” ArtForum (March 2004): 153. 



 

 64 

the library auditorium in spring 2001.  It continued, after the workshops concluded, in 

the form of an extended collaboration between Roberts, a core group of five participants 

from the workshops, and a changing cast of other artists, poets, architects, and historians 

from Russia, Finland, Estonia, and other countries.31  They led a series of interventions 

in the architectural restoration of the library, including recovery of the 1950s and 

participation in a conference on the politics and practices of restoring modernist 

buildings.  In 2003 they produced a series of short films that were produced in 

conjunction with and broadcast on Vyborg local television stations and led a series of 

performance-excursions around the city.  The following year they created installations 

for the Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki and the Berlin Biennale and 

completed a feature-length film, also titled What’s the Time in Vyborg?.  Most recently 

they created a small installation consisting of texts and photographs which is now 

located opposite the miniature model of the city at the South Karelian Museum.  Roberts 

emphasizes that the most significant results of the project are the collaborations and 

relationships that it facilitated between various individuals, governmental bodies, 

cultural organizations, and media outlets in Vyborg and Finland.  The library acts as a 

recurring motif with the project claiming its architecture as a space of utopian hope – a 

built form that constitutes a self-conscious myth of origin for rethinking the politics of 

space and memory in the city.   

The three sections that follow each take a particular aspect of the project and 

explore it in more detail relative to the tensions implicit in the linking of utopian and 

nostalgic longings.  The first section examines the group’s interventions in the 

                                                 
31 The young women are Olga Fedotova, Dina Grigorieva, Yana Klichuk, Lyuba Mukhorova, and Anna 
Yaskina. 
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restoration of the Vyborg Library, arguing that these deploy nostalgia for the utopian 

functionalism of modernism and Alvar Aalto against the nationalist, restorative 

nostalgias that lay claim to the architecture of the library.  They do so by reading the 

library as a palimpsest, a utopian space that resists demarcation within any one temporal 

moment.  The second section goes on to discuss further ways that the project uses the 

palimpsest as a type of aesthetic model for understanding the overlapping histories and 

publics of the city and as a strategy for infusing everyday experience with imagination.  

The final section considers some of the dilemmas inherent in creating what Roberts 

describes as “counter-nostalgia” for Vyborg and some of the ways in which the project 

attempts to mitigate them. 

 

Believing Aalto, or Counter-Restoration 

One is nostalgic not for the past the way it was, but for the past the way it could 
have been.  It is this past perfect that one strives to realize in the future.32 
 
The convoluted history of the library serves as a microcosm of the city’s own 

history, and the contemporary debates about its architectural restoration encapsulate the 

shifting demands of the city’s various contemporary and historical publics.  When Alvar 

Aalto won the 1927 design competition for a new city library, he was a rising figure in 

the Finnish architectural community, and his architectural style was shifting from 

predominantly spare, classical architectural idioms and motifs of the mid-1920s to 

European functionalism.  The new library was to be modern and cosmopolitan, fitting 

for the second largest city in the country in which one could hear Finnish, Swedish, 

Russian, and German spoken on the streets.  Its bold, white geometric forms would 
                                                 
32 Boym, 351. 
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contrast sharply with the surrounding park and nearby pastel-colored National Romantic 

(the Finnish equivalent to Art Nouveau or Jugendstil) apartment buildings located 

around Independence Square.  The modern library, along with several other functionalist 

buildings built in the city during the 1920s and 1930s had a strong nationalist 

component; they represented the achievement of the newly independent Finnish nation-

state.  After several delays, a shift in location, and an architectural redesign (in which 

Aalto stripped away the last vestiges of classicism from the design), the library opened 

to the public in 1935.   

The finished building (fig. 7-8) consists of two rectangular forms (one higher and 

wider and one lower and narrower) set alongside each other with one-half of each form 

connecting to the other in the center while the other halves extend outward as 

independent forms.  The wider section has a few exterior windows on the back and side 

on the ground floor but the upper section is an unbroken expanse of white stucco on 

concrete.  It contains the children’s library and newspaper reading room on the ground 

floor (with their own separate entrances on the side and back of the building 

respectively) along with the basement storage areas and, on the upper floor, the main 

book stacks and lending area.  The narrower section houses the main building entrance, 

which consists of a series of glass doors opening into a foyer and stairway with a two-

storey glass curtain wall (fig. 9).  It also includes an auditorium on the ground floor and 

administrative offices on the upper floor.   

The library remained open as this beacon of modern, independent Finland for 

only four years.  It suffered relatively little structural damage during the wars from 1939-

1944, but the windows were lost and the interiors stripped away, leaving the building an 
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empty shell.  While the new Soviet city administration announced its intention to reopen 

the library already in 1945 and an architectural survey was made in 1950, the building 

effectively sat open to the elements for ten years, resulting in substantial structural 

damage.  It was finally renovated by Soviet architects beginning in 1955 and reopened to 

a new public in 1961.  The lack of information about the library’s condition during the 

Soviet period led to misconceptions in the West that the building had been either totally 

or partially destroyed during the war.  This spawned a prolonged nostalgic discourse in 

the international architectural community of loss and longing in which the building came 

to stand for modernism’s lost utopian potential.33  These accounts offer a perfect 

example of Stewart’s nostalgia: architectural writers became enamored as much of the 

impossibility of experiencing the library as with the existing library itself.  After the war 

and Soviet restoration, Aalto renounced the building declaring, “[It] still exists but it has 

lost its architecture.”34   

The international architectural community has long viewed the library as one of 

Aalto’s most clearly articulated functionalist works along with his contemporaneous 

Paimio Sanatorium, both of which he designed when his connection to the European 

modernist movement and CIAM (International Association of Modern Architects) was at 

its strongest.  Functionalism (as all architecture of the modern movement is called in 

Scandinavia) originates from a fundamentally utopian position.  It aimed to create the 

architecture for a new, progressive social-democratic society by harnessing the power of 

knowledge, science, and technology.  Architecturally, this meant stripping away 

                                                 
33 Micheal Spens begins his monograph on the library by discussing this phenomenon.  Spens, Viipuri 
Library: Alvar Aalto (London: Academy Editions, 1994), 10-18. 
34 Ibid., 10. 
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historicist forms (both in terms of decoration and in terms of organization of space) and 

finding new forms that could accommodate the modern functions of buildings and the 

changing needs of their users.  But what does this melding of modern form with public 

function actually mean in the library?  In his own description of the building published 

in 1935, Aalto emphasizes that the two rectangular sections of the building serve 

different functions and therefore require separate design solutions.  The narrow part 

housing the entrance and auditorium is the “socially active” section and has several glass 

walls on the north-facing facade, dissolving the boundaries between inside and outside 

and bringing in indirect, natural light.35  The larger section is the main part of the library 

where patrons browse for books, read periodicals, and check out materials.  Emphasizing 

its function as an archive and conservatory, it is closed to the outside by the stark, 

windowless walls.36  However, skylights set in light-wells in the ceiling above the 

reading rooms, book stacks, and librarian’s desks flood these spaces with light (fig. 10).   

Aalto further divides the two sections according to their relationship to the 

senses: the main part was designed for the eye (hence the emphasis on obtaining natural 

light without shadow) while the social part was designed for the ear.37  This emphasis on 

the acoustic led to perhaps the most famous design element of the building: the 

auditorium’s undulating wooden ceiling.  Constructed of strips of local Karelian pine 

shaped into undulating lamellas (fig. 11), the ceiling was intended to distribute sound 

equally throughout the room – not just the sound of a lecturer’s voice but also the voice 

                                                 
35  Alvar Aalto, “Municipal Library in Viipuri: Description of the Building’s Construction,” in Viipuri 
1930-1935, Architecture by Alvar Aalto no. 2, ed. Satu Mattila (Jyväskylä: Alvar Aalto Museo, 1982), n.p.  
(Aalto’s text comes from the pamphlet The Viipuri Municipal Library published October 13, 1935.) 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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of any audience member (fig. 12).  Aalto writes, “Every point in the hall…should be 

favorable both as a sound emitter and receiver,” adding “I conceive acoustic questions 

mainly as physiological and psychological questions, where purely mechanical solutions 

are not entirely justifiable.”38  Here, he clearly articulates a connection between aesthetic 

form and public function.  The room would be a democratic space not only because the 

ceiling would “scientifically” ensure that every person’s voice could be heard but also 

because the space created by it would inspire the person to speak.  The auditorium was 

to be a utopian social space, shaped through architectural form – what could more 

clearly embody the rhetoric of functionalism? 

From a contemporary perspective, the bold claims made for the functionalist 

design of the library in the 1930s as well as the subsequent architectural historical ones 

sound contrived and the design solutions arbitrary (are white rectangular forms radically 

different in their functional capacity or merely in their appearance?).  Similarly, the 

claims made for the utopian social and political potential of the institution also sound 

overly idealistic (the library auditorium where every citizen’s voice could be heard?).  

Furthermore, Aalto’s status as Finland’s internationally famous architect inevitably 

means that any discussion of him or his work is tightly bound up with oppressive myths 

of both national culture and artistic genius.39  However, Roberts was not interested in a 

critical deconstruction of functionalism or the mythology of Aalto but rather in trying to 

wrest these myths from their national academic and architectural keepers and to redirect 

them toward other ends.  What’s the Time in Vyborg poses the following challenges: 

                                                 
38 Ibid. 
39 See Roger Connah, Aaltomania: Readings against Aalto? (Helsinki: Rakennustieto, 2000).  This is 
endemic to nearly all literature on or discussion of Aalto in Finland.  Connah playfully engages with this 
Finnish cult of Aalto in his book 
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What would it mean to believe in the utopian potential of the Vyborg Library?  What if 

we were to believe all the revolutionary claims made for it in the architectural literature 

on it?  What if we were to believe that the library was and still is a space for social and 

civic engagement that is radically devoted to its public?  What would it mean, in fact, to 

believe in Aalto more than he believed in himself?  To believe that the building never 

lost its architecture but only the first of its many publics?  The utopian nostalgia at work 

in Roberts’ decision aims to actualize the Blochian latent utopian potential embedded in 

the library. 

These questions come into relief against the debates surrounding the architectural 

restoration of the building.  The contemporary restoration effort began in 1992 when the 

Alvar Aalto Foundation and the Finnish Ministry of the Environment established the 

Finnish Committee for the Restoration of the Viipuri Library in collaboration with a 

parallel Russian committee of architects and officials and began an international 

fundraising campaign to restore the building.40  The restoration campaign marshaled a 

diverse array of public and private actors: Finnish and Russian government agencies, 

Russian contractors, Finnish corporate sponsors, and members of the international 

architectural community.  By the time Roberts arrived in 2000, some desperately needed 

structural repairs had already been completed and further restoration efforts were 

planned or underway.  However, she and others became concerned about the rhetoric 

and direction of the restoration efforts.  As the Finnish cultural historian Anja Kervanto-

Nevanlinna pointed out in a 2002 series of controversial articles in Helsingin Sanomat 

(the Helsinki-based nationally distributed newspaper), a paternalistic nationalism guided 

                                                 
40 See the website for the Finnish Committee for the Restoration of the Viipuri Library: 
http://www.alvaraalto.fi/viipuri/. 



 

 71 

the most basic presuppositions and goals of the restoration project, which she claimed 

served the needs of the international architecture community and Finnish tourists more 

than the current users.41   

Architectural reconstruction is not a science but rather a series of political, 

cultural, aesthetic, and economic decisions articulated through the technocratic language 

of architectural professionals.  In short, restoration is, by definition, always caught up in 

the web of longings and desires that Boym defines as restorative nostalgia.  To what 

moment was the restoration supposed to restore the building: 1961, 1939, 1935, or the 

original 1927 competition entry?  Distilled, the narrative guiding the restoration 

committee reads something like the one that the Russian architect Sergei Kravchenko 

articulated in early proposals for restoration: 42 Aalto created a building that was a 

masterpiece of modern architecture.  It was damaged in the wars, and then a Soviet 

restoration carried out by unskilled architects and workers with inferior materials 

damaged it further.  Now, after years of insufficient maintenance, it should be restored to 

its original glory.  While it recounts an accurate history, the restoration narrative is 

clearly just a retelling of the twentieth century history of Vyborg from a Finnish 

perspective in miniature – a once glorious city that was lost and is now in disrepair.  The 

same impulse guides the architectural restoration as guides the miniature and virtual 

models, both of which single out the library for special attention.   

                                                 
41 Anja Kervanto Nevanlinna, Näköaloja Kadunkulmasta: Kaupunginhistorian Kirjoituksia [Views from 
the Street Corner: Writings on City History] (Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 2005), 235-247. 
42 See Sergei Kravchenko’s two essays on the need for restoration.  Kravchenko, “The Technology of 
Adjustment: The Basis for the Restoration of the Library,” in Michael Spens, Viipuri Library: Alvar Aalto, 
(London: Academy Editions, 1994), 72-81; and Kravchenko, “Viipuri Library Ruined?,” in Acanthus: 
Paper, Architecture, Ruins (Helsinki: Finnish Museum of Architecture, 1990) 35-46.  As Kervanto-
Nevanlinna points out, the competing constituencies are not Finnish versus Russian but rather professional 
architects and historians versus contemporary users. 
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However, for Roberts, the idea of a total restoration seemed to be in conflict with 

the utopian possibilities of the building.  She asks, 

What…might it mean to ‘restore’ the work of an architect noted for his 
humanistic and place-sensitive approach to design 60 years after the place for 
which he had designed had fallen within new borders, and 10 years after the 
ideological basis of the building’s new geo-political context had undergone a 
radical transformation?43 
 

In other words, what public would the restoration serve?  What memories and histories 

would it save and which would it clean away?  How can the historic functionalism of the 

building translate into a functionalism appropriate for the present?  Roberts chose to 

affirm a utopian vision of the 1930s library as a means to complicate and reframe the 

contemporary restoration effort. 

The first intervention in the restoration was a recovery of more complete history 

of the building.  Both Russian and Finnish architects involved in the contemporary 

restoration wanted to restore the building as closely as possible to Aalto’s original plan, 

in practice, trying to undo any previous restoration efforts, which they asserted had only 

further damaged the building.44  The group collaborated with Kirsti Reskalenko, an 

architect and architectural historian, to document the history of the 1950s renovation led 

by the architect Aleksandr Shver.  The resulting history affirms some of the assumptions 

of the restoration committee (such as the lack of Aalto’s original building plans and 

access to high quality building materials) but also shapes a counter-history in which the 

Soviet architects fought to maintain the integrity of Aalto’s design.  The functionalist 

style of the building had actually been saved by the ten-year restoration delay, as Stalin’s 

                                                 
43 Qtd. in Gregor Neuerer, ed., (Untitled) Experience of Place (London: Koenig Books, 2004), 60. 
44 See Kravchenko articles. 
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death and the adoption of a new set of architectural mandates meant that it avoided being 

remodeled in a Stalinist-classicist style.45   

Shver had also saved the famous auditorium from being completely gutted and 

turned into a black box cinema.  When he took over the renovation in 1957, the plans for 

the cinema were already underway and a platform for the projection booth had already 

been built.  Understanding the architectural significance of the room even from the poor 

quality photographs he had of the original ceiling (which had been lost), he convinced 

the planning authorities that cinema projection could not work in the room because the 

ceiling was too low.  Then, with only the old photographs and the faded outline of the 

original undulating ceiling on the wall, he imaginatively reconstructed the ceiling out of 

local spruce wood cut into planks by a musical instrument factory.  This recording of the 

oral history of the renovation, bringing Shver into contact with the contemporary 

renovation committee, as well as the rediscovery of photographic albums and library 

promotional materials from the 1960s affirmed that, far from being lost, the library had 

continued to serve its function and its public during the Soviet period.   

Roberts and the group never opposed any particular aspect of the restoration or 

repairs but rather facilitated contacts between different parties.  For the most part, the 

interventions in the restoration were rhetorical rather than material, but the shift in 

perspective is significant.  Bringing Shver back into the restoration process long after his 

retirement symbolically reincorporated the Soviet period back into the story of the 

library, which the restoration was rewriting in the material form of library through the 

                                                 
45 Kirsti Reskalenko, “The 1950s Renovation of Viipuri Library,” in Technology of Sensations.  The Alvar 
Aalto Vyborg Library, ed. Ola Wedebrunn, et al (Copenhagen: DOCOMOMO, Royal Danish Academy of 
Fine Arts, 2004), 55. 
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language of restoration.  These interventions forced the restoration committee 

continually to question the motives of the narratives it was shaping for the library and to 

recognize that the building had a life story as a public institution, not just a birth story 

with Aalto.  These interventions led to other collaborations with the restoration 

committee such as a joint installation about the history of the library at the Berlin 

Biennale.   

The group also asked Shver to draw up plans for a flexible cinema space in the 

auditorium.  The idea was to create a cinema viewing area that could be used as needed, 

but which at other times would revert to being a part of the larger auditorium.  Shver was 

initially reluctant, but he finally agreed and made a design.  In order for the plan to work, 

the unused projection platform built in the 1950s had to be removed.  This happened in 

2003, and the film What’s the Time in Vyborg? was finally screened there in 2005 as a 

part of the seventieth anniversary celebration of the building.  This intervention in the 

auditorium space weaves together many of the key goals and strategies of the larger 

project.  The somewhat paradoxical request to create a cinema space in the auditorium 

recognizes the contemporary needs of the library users, but in such a way that they can 

coexist with the historical reconstruction of the original auditorium.  It also acts as a 

tribute to Shver, who saved the auditorium in the 1950s but whose own restoration of the 

ceiling would be dismantled and replaced with a new one built according to Aalto’s 

original plans.  The cinema intervention enacts the palimpsestic nature of the building.  

It does not just “recover” the pre-existing historical layers of the building but generates 

them, brings them into visibility, in the present.   
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The Vyborg Library auditorium acts as a focus of utopian imagining, but what if 

that faith is misplaced?  For the conference on the restoration held at the library in 2003, 

the architect and acoustical engineer Bo Mortensen created elaborate computer 

simulations and scale models based on the original auditorium ceiling to test Aalto’s 

claim that the ceiling was “ninety-nine percent” acoustically perfect.  While the 

undulating ceiling produced slightly better acoustics in the front of the room, its 

performance leveled and then dropped as the position of the speaker/listener moved 

toward the back of the room.46  Overall, the undulating ceiling performed slightly below 

the level of a standard horizontal ceiling in terms of sound quality and distribution.  

What do we do with a failed utopian gesture?  A myth exposed?  Mortensen concludes 

that although the ceiling did not fulfill its aims, the idea of the ceiling and the 

experimentation with undulating forms that resulted from it led to buildings where the 

acoustical results matched their spectacular visual effect.47   

Similarly, for Roberts her collaborators, the fact that the auditorium in practice 

never matched its rhetoric in the past is completely irrelevant.  What’s the Time in 

Vyborg longs for a fleeting, impossibly utopian moment of social, aesthetic, and political 

potential that never could have been actualized in the Vyborg Library.  It affirms a 

nostalgic mythology of Aalto – so loaded with nationalist overtones – but, in doing so, 

tries to redirect it against the restorative nostalgic impulses that would recreate the 

library in an image of completeness that it never had.  Instead, it claims that imagined 

                                                 
46 Bo Mortensen, “Acoustic Research of the Undulating Wooden Ceiling of the Vyborg Library by Alvar 
Aalto,” in Technology of Sensations.  The Alvar Aalto Vyborg Library, ed. Ola Wedebrunn, et al 
(Copenhagen: DOCOMOMO, Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, 2004), 116-121.  
47 Ibid., 121-22. 
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utopian moment for the present and fills the auditorium with democratic, imaginative 

activity, as the old auditorium with its spectacular ceiling never did (fig. 13-14). 

 

City as Palimpsest 

What the map cuts up, the story cuts across.48 
 
One way to make sense of What’s the Time in Vyborg (given its complex and 

pluralistic nature as a project) would be to analyze it in terms of its constitutive parts: 

architectural interventions, films, excursions, and installations, all of which highlight the 

tensions in the urban fabric of Vyborg and offer narrative utopian interventions.  

However, it seems that a common aesthetic strategy underpins all of its parts.  This 

strategy only became clear to me in May 2007 when I went on an afternoon walking tour 

of Vyborg with Anna Yaskina, one of the five young Russian collaborators in the 

project.  We went to many of the locations that had been a part of the excursions and had 

appeared in the films, including the library and city parks, hidden courtyards, and streets 

in the historic core of the city.  We also went into two abandoned turn-of-the-century 

National Romantic buildings.  One of these buildings now serves as squatter housing for 

migrant construction workers and bustled with activity.  In contrast, the other, a 

multistory apartment building, was completely abandoned and seemed on the verge of 

collapse, its façade shrouded in greenish netting in order to protect passersby from 

falling debris (fig. 5).  Ducking through an open door, we entered the main staircase of 

the apartment building and walked up through its different levels, which overlook a 

debris-filled courtyard.  It was a windy day and, as we talked in the attic, the building 

                                                 
48 de Certeau, 129. 
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creaked ominously.  Yaskina explained that the group had been in the building on a very 

similar day years before and together had imagined that the building was speaking to 

them in its subtle language of creaks and groans.  Indeed, the building seemed thick with 

forgotten stories: domestic dramas clinging to the last fragments of floor in an apartment 

or letters tucked away inside a painted, ceramic-tiled fireplace in the corner of a room 

that had almost completely vanished – literally crumbled to dust – around it (fig. 15).  It 

was as though the characters and stories written in the writing workshops in the library 

auditorium, performed in the excursions, and presented in the films suddenly seemed 

less imaginative and more experiential.  During my few days in Vyborg, I became a part 

of the city’s unfolding drama and my experience was inscribed onto its palimpsest. 

The project is a series of exercises in looking, imagining, and experiencing 

Vyborg’s palimpsestic architectural landscapes.  This dedication to both visual and 

verbal storytelling aims to destabilize the national demarcations that have historically 

divided the city and its past and present residents.  As in the quotation from Michele de 

Certeau that begins this section, the project employs narrative as a means to draw 

together what nationalist nostalgias and maps have pulled apart.  These narratives have 

dual aims: to make the city strange and then to make it familiar.  The aesthetic practice 

of estrangement, as developed in avant-garde art practices in the twentieth century, 

typically endeavors to make the familiar uncanny and, in so doing, reveal the “everyday” 

and the “normal” to be ideological constructions.  The project does something similar; it 

makes visible the temporal-spatial disjunctions of the everyday, banal landscapes of 

Vyborg – its strangeness and richness.  However, where modernist estrangement 

distances a person from the city (the disinterested flaneur who looks but does not engage 
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comes to mind), the project draws its participants and viewers into an even more 

intimate engagement with the city. 

The chief mechanism of this simultaneous estrangement and engagement is the 

palimpsest.  The word palimpsest is a Latin transliteration of the Greek pálin (again) + 

pséstós (scraped).  It originally referred to a wax-coated tablet that was reused after 

scraping away the previous writing.  This practice continued later with parchments, but 

the erasure on parchment was often incomplete and previous texts remains partially 

visible.  Such parchments are now referred to as palimpsests.  In the twentieth century, 

the definition of the word has expanded to include built environments, texts, or the 

accumulated memories and experiences of an individual or collective group that, like 

palimpsests, are a bricolage of traces and fragments of past and present.   

What’s the Time in Vyborg simultaneously reads palimpsests (makes existing 

ones visible in the city) and enacts them (brings new ones into being), prodding the 

typically nostalgic discourse of the palimpsest to take on an imaginative, utopian quality.  

The interventions in the library restoration really are just assertions of the palimpsestic 

nature of the building.  The films, tours, and museum installations highlight the 

historical layers of the city, but they also utilize formal devices that imitate the visual 

and experiential qualities of palimpsests.  For example, the full-length film withholds 

any linear narrative.  It consists of overlapping images (scenes of the city’s parks, 

squares, and buildings, segments of the excursions, documentary footage of library 

restoration work, the young women telling stories, fictional vignettes, archival footage 

from the wars, television interviews, etc.) and sounds (live sound, documentary 

recording, non-diegetic soundscapes, voiceovers).  The images and soundtrack offer 
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fragmentary stories but these threads never coalesce into single narrative.  The project 

aestheticizes (or imaginatively reworks) spaces in such way as to make their overlapping 

temporal layers visible, but it also scrapes at those layers in order to make space for the 

writing of new ones, rejecting distinctions between documentary and fiction.   

This aesthetic strategy is evident in the five short film segments that the group 

made in collaboration with local television station in Vyborg in spring 2003, which were 

shown after the local news.  These served as promotional films for the upcoming tours 

and disseminated the group’s work to the local community.  Each featured one of the 

young women talking about particular places and characteristics of the city.  In the film 

segment titled Roads for example, Anna Yaskina muses about the temporal incongruities 

of the city.49  The film begins with her standing on an unexceptional city street on a 

rainy day (fig. 16).  She explains how it is possible to go about everyday life in the city 

without paying any attention to the history of the city but how one can be pulled out of 

that ignorance in an instant.  While walking down the street one day, she noticed patches 

of cobblestone poking up through the crumbling asphalt pavement of the street upon 

which she now stands.  The exposed stone is normally easy to overlook, but, when wet 

from rain, the normally dull-colored granite turns a rich ruby color, making it suddenly 

visible.  As she crouches down to look at the road more closely, she explains how skilled 

Finnish craftsmen carefully cut each stone and then fit them together into undulating 

patterns.  Sometime after the war, the Soviet authorities simply rolled a thin layer of 

asphalt over the cobblestones, but now, with the passing of time, the new crumbles 

away, revealing the old.  However, once the rain stops, the color fades and the road goes 

                                                 
49 These short films were first broadcast on the Vyborg television station STS in 2003 as promotions for 
the excursions. 



 

 80 

back to being an unexceptional patchwork of stone and asphalt.  Next, the scene shifts 

and she is on a hill overlooking the city.  She holds an orange and talks about how the 

bright color of the orange contrasts with the dismal grayness of the city during the spring 

and fall.  She explains that the contrast between the vibrant orange and the dull city that 

makes the fruit so desirable.  Finally, the scene shifts and she is standing in front of a 

doorway to the inner courtyard of an old apartment building.  She describes how one 

doorway always leads to another and another, each offering a new world to discover.  A 

locked door does not halt experiential possibilities, but offers an opportunity to imagine 

the spaces beyond the door.   

Each of these short film segments has similar affective qualities.  They take a 

personal, subjective experience – be it a memory, an insight, or an association – as their 

starting point and then expand it to encompass personal and collective memories, 

aesthetic and sensual experiences, and dreams of the present and future.  These do not 

qualify as nostalgic narratives in the conventional sense, as they do not necessarily 

express a longing for a time or place that is irretrievably lost to the subject.  After all, 

they all grow out of women’s experiences in the contemporary city.  Yaskina’s story 

contains a longing for moments in Vyborg’s past (when skilled Finnish craftsmen laid 

the stone), for experiences in the present (noticing the intermingled of cobblestone and 

asphalt and seeing and tasting an orange on a gray day), and for the future (imagining the 

worlds and possibilities that lie behind the locked door).  The films and excursions 

temporalize space, actively experiencing it as shared with real and imagined 

interlocutors who precede, coexist with, and will come after the narrators.  The project, 

then, does not refute Finnish nostalgias.  It prodigiously adds to them.   
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The films posit subjective experience as universal as a means to mediate 

competing histories, nostalgias, and experiences.  Although the “objective” history of 

places, buildings, and historical moments are conveyed, the experiences and 

interpretations of the young women take precedence.  However, the young women do 

not retain ownership.  At every turn, they encourage others to interpret the city through 

their own subjective experience.  The goal of Roads, for example, is not necessarily to 

educate viewers about the history of the city or convince them of the truth of Yaskina’s 

observations.  It is to act as a catalyst for the aestheticization of everyday experience.  

This aestheticization of time and space has the potential to rewrite narratives of identity.  

While other discourses of nostalgia in Vyborg typically reify a particular national subject 

position, the project largely resists such identification.   

Movement, walking in particular, becomes a key metaphor for this utopian 

refusal of identity in the project.  To flesh out this relationship between the palimpsest 

and subjective narrative, I turn to de Certeau’s 1974 book the Practice of Everyday Life.  

In one passage he compares walkers to writers:  

[Walkers], whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban “text” they write 
without being able to read it.  These practitioners make use of spaces that cannot 
be seen; their knowledge of them is as blind as that of lovers in each other’s 
arms.  The paths that correspond in these intertwining, unrecognized poems in 
which each body is an element signed by many others, elude legibility.…The 
networks of these moving, intersecting writings compose a manifold story that 
has neither author nor spectator, shaped out of fragments of trajectories and 
alterations of spaces: in relation to representations, it remains daily and 
indefinitely other.50 
 

The walker narrates stories through the movements of her body across space, her story 

combining with those of others to form collective stories.  The communal blindness that 

                                                 
50 de Certeau, 93. 
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de Certeau assigns walkers, their inability to read the story they collaboratively write 

with others, is significant.  He contrasts the blindness of the walkers and their position in 

the thick of the urban landscape with the elevated, panoptic City, which gives sanctioned 

uses for spaces by defining and delineating “proper places” and thereby providing 

narrative scripts for sanctioned identities and national subject positions.  The distinction 

between the City that observes and the walker who does is really a demarcation of two 

opposing epistemologies: that offered by the map versus that of the itinerary, or between 

the miniature model and the practices of What’s the Time in Vyborg.   

De Certeau defines places as spatially delineated fields of power, discursively 

enforced through their relational exclusivity. 51  Places, like states, abut but do not 

overlap.  Space, by contrast, is “practiced place,” that which a subject temporarily 

occupies, uses, and abandons simultaneously with other users.52  Though spaces and the 

practices of everyday life are always circumscribed within the places of socio-political 

power and control, the walker has the ability to manipulate the syntax of her movements 

through the urban landscape, temporarily appropriating space, drawing out time, and 

piecing together narrative fragments.53  If place is defined by its singularity, space is 

defined by its inherent multiplicity and its ability to sustain several narratives, 

experiences, and identities simultaneously.  The inability of individual walkers to 

decipher their own narratives or those they write collectively ensures that power (the 

City) cannot immediately appropriate these stories.  Though the walker may desire to 
                                                 
51 Ibid., 117.  The literature on space and place is vast, and I will not comment on it in any detail here.  It is 
important to note that de Certeau’s formula (in its crudest terms) of a “good” space opposed to a “bad” 
place is the reverse of many other writers who make virtually the same distinction but valorize place and 
demonize space.  I do not strictly follow de Certau’s definitions throughout the rest of the chapter. 
52 Ibid., 117. 
53 Ibid., 101.  He draws parallels between the movements of pedestrians and two linguistic terms: 
synecdoche and asyndeton. 
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find or define her “place” (even an oppositional one) through walking, ultimately, 

movement itself precludes any possible closure.  To find or arrive at some sort of 

utopian place – an identity that resolves the tensions between the temporal and spatial 

and the individual and collective – would be to lose the desired indeterminacy of space.  

Therefore, the only option is to continue to repeat the ambivalent journey even with the 

knowledge that it will never arrive at the desired destination.  This is the utopian 

impulse: to seek after the hoped-for future even as one realizes that it cannot, must not, 

be attained. 

When read in the present, de Certeau’s valorization of a mobile, unfixed space 

over static and hegemonic place has strong affinities with the rhetoric of the 

contemporary global capitalism.  We might ask how and if mobility, travel, and shifting 

identities are subversive when they have become, in fact, the spatial lingua franca of 

globalization?  Rejecting the fixed places and identities of local or national discourse is 

not an inherently critical strategy.  The project deals with this conundrum by alternately 

affirming an attachment to places at the same time as it pluralizes and problematizes 

univocal or fixed narratives attached to any particular one.  As with the interventions in 

the library restoration, the project can simultaneously evoke longing for the past, but 

strategically undercut and complicate that same nostalgia with present experiences and 

desires.  The constant coupling of nostalgic longing for the past with experience in the 

present and utopian hope for the future prevents the project from uncritically affirming 

the rhetoric of fluidity and relativism often generated within discourses of globalization.  

While there is an intense devotion to the city in the project, this does not come off as 
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being exclusionary.  Anyone who wishes can become a narrative citizen of Vyborg 

merely by weaving his own narrative into the others that make up the city.   

Just as the project takes an open approach to narrative belonging, it takes an anti-

essentialist approach to memory.  Although literature on personal memory often 

contrasts it to official history, nationalist discourses can just as easily marshal the 

perceived naturalness of memory to bolster hegemonic place-making discourses.  The 

personal tragedy of the refugee, for example, becomes the justification for a national 

hatred of Russia in Finland.  Here, de Certeau makes another critical intervention by 

arguing that memory cannot be framed and defined in relation to place but rather arises 

in the fleeting intersections of time, space, and circumstance.  In other words, memory is 

not necessarily tied to place, as it has been described in classic theory of collective 

memory of Maurice Halbwachs or the more recent theories of Pierre Nora or Marc 

Augé, which posit that modernism and capitalism have eroded the organic connections 

between place and memory.  De Certeau writes, “Like those birds that lay their eggs 

only in other species’ nests, memory produces in a place that does not belong to it.…  

[It] derives its interventionary force from its very capacity to be altered – unmoored, 

mobile, lacking any fixed position.”54  It works, like the walker, by appropriating places 

but survives by being willing to relinquish them and thus avoids the pitfalls associated 

with restorative nostalgia.  The excursions organized as a part of the project enacted a 

model of mobile and fleeting memory, one that did not reside in the architectural forms 

but moved with the participants from building to building.  However, if the excursions 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 86. 
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were to become a fixed tourist attraction for Finns visiting the city, their strangeness 

would be lost as the activity transformed into a stable cultural attraction.   

Another experience during my walk with Yaskina might help to clarify the 

meaning of mobile memory and its relationship to the palimpsestic built landscape of the 

city.  During the walk, she told me of personal project she had taken on which was 

independent from, yet related to, the group work and had never been included in any of 

the films or installations.  She had decided to count the birds of Vyborg.  Many of the 

National Romantic buildings in the city center have decorative, sculpted birds or other 

animals placed above entrances and along cornices (fig. 17).  We set off to look at some 

of those she had found.  While those over entryways tended to be easy to spot, others 

lurked in odd corners or were now half-hidden behind gutters and pipes, discolored and 

worn by age.  As soon as she pointed out one bird on a building, they suddenly seemed 

to appear everywhere.   

This anecdote illustrates the ways in which the project engages with a form of 

mobile memory appropriate to a palimpsest.  First, the birds function as estranging 

devices – an easily overlooked architectural detail in the everyday environment that 

takes on an uncanny strangeness merely by being pointed out.  They also embody the 

contradiction at work in thinking of memory and narrative as mobile in relation to built 

landscapes that are stationary.  The birds have their own sort of memory, their own 

material history that complicates hegemonic narratives of time, place, and identity.  

When they were sculpted, Vyborg was still a part of the Russian Grand Duchy of 

Finland at a moment when “Finland” was being imagined into existence.  They are 

embodiments, or physical traces, of the nationalist aesthetic discourses of the time.  
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National romanticism, as an architectural style, sought to find an authentic Finnishness 

and then articulate it in architectural form.  The forest animals and birds on the buildings 

attempt to bring in the specificity of the landscape and the authenticity of folk culture to 

the growing urban centers, which had little practical relation to them.  After all, the 

designers, sculptors, and the inhabitants of the building were more than likely 

cosmopolitan and Swedish-speaking rather than the hardy Finnish-speaking peasants of 

nationalist myth.  Ironically, this rush to the forest and elevation of the natural in an 

attempt to invent a national community was not a strictly or originally a Finnish 

enterprise but a pan-European one.  The inclusion of tiny sculpted birds on a building 

had no precedent within vernacular Finnish architecture, but it had plenty of precedents 

in continental Europe, particularly in the decorative motifs in international Art Nouveau.   

The sculpted birds, like living ones, originate in one place but come to roost in 

another.  They belong to no particular place and no one can claim ownership of them.  

They move across borders, connecting places and peoples, belonging to all but yet to no 

one.  Of course, the stone birds roosting on the buildings of Vyborg do not migrate, but 

the narratives and meanings they elicit are always in flight.  Likewise, the stories, 

metaphors, and memories that the What’s the Time in Vyborg generates are not intended 

to lay claim on the city but rather to demonstrate that narratives of the city are never 

static or final.  Instead, the participants model an open narrative production, offering 

authorship to anyone who cares to write or walk.   

The full-length film What’s the Time in Vyborg? ends with a meditative visual 

sequence that seem to sum up the cultural politics at work in the project.  The scene 

begins with the camera panning very slowly clockwise around the dim interior of the 
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library auditorium, which has served as a central imaginative space for the entire project.  

The pan starts on an errant glass windowpane leaning against the auditorium wall, which 

is reflecting the multicolored fall leaves in the park outside the library (fig. 18).  It 

continues slowly moving, revealing an auditorium cluttered with disorganized furniture 

and stacked building materials.  It comes to the wall of windows, looking out over a 

spectacular fall day in Torkkelin Park, which had been reflected in the first windowpane.  

The undulating lines of the prototype for the restored wooden ceiling frame the upper 

border of the scene.   

During this slow pan, a voice reads a story titled “Vyborg is a Woman” produced 

in the original writing workshops.  The brief story imagines the city as a woman who is 

remembering a male painter who once loved her.  The lovers became as one; he noticed 

even her most insignificant details, and she reciprocated by surrounding and 

encompassing him.  Through his painting, his artistic labor, he wove a moment of his 

time into her space.  The story concludes, “Both the town and the woman are equally 

grateful for someone knowing them down to the last detail, for someone being able to 

make a moment of time into their time.”  If nothing else, the sentimentality and 

romanticism of this story of an artist-lover and city-beloved reminds us that this film and 

project are the result of collaboration between a handful of teenage girls and Roberts, 

and the project always carries traces of the earnestness, even awkwardness, of 

adolescence.  However, this little allegory also succinctly articulates the work of the 

project, to weave time and space, personal and public, body and stone together.   

The camera finally passes the window and comes to the bare wall at the back of 

the auditorium.  It keeps moving until it opens onto a view through an open door, 
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revealing a cleaner at work as she mops the floor of the library’s entrance foyer.  The 

camera stops, framing the scene, and allowing us to watch as she slowly moves in and 

out of view and listen to the sound of the mop gliding across the floor, being rinsed, and 

used again (fig. 19).  Each stroke of the mop transforms the old, dull linoleum into some 

other material – one that is bright, shiny, and jewel-like.  The scene ends with the floor 

only half mopped.  A series of five close-up shots follows.  Each of the five young 

women appears individually on the screen for several seconds as she stares directly into 

the camera.  The film ends. 

I read this final sequence as an allegory of the aesthetic practices of the project as 

a whole.  The artistic labor that constitutes the project often seems so mundane as to be 

almost invisible.  In her everyday encounters with the city, the contemporary artist – the 

young woman – seeks out small details that illuminate the complex temporal and spatial 

narratives of the city.  She expands or contracts time through her interactions with space, 

weaving her experience and narratives into the temporal fabric of the cityscape.  In doing 

so, she transforms the mundane into the utopian.  The thin layer of gleaming water on 

the mopped floor soon evaporates and the dullness reappears, but she has already moved 

on and repeats her imaginative labor elsewhere. 

 

Counter-Nostalgia 

The palimpsestic aesthetics employed in reading and experiencing urban 

landscapes in What’s the Time in Vyborg produce plural, subjective narratives.  These 

narratives aim to undermine the univocality and fixedness of Finnish nationalist 

narratives that demarcate places in Vyborg, replacing them with stories that cross, rather 
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than create, boundaries.  However, this critique of preexisting nationalist narratives is 

not entirely free of ethical quandaries, for to create a new story involves actively erasing 

or passively obscuring others.  The palimpsest becomes rich, complex, and interesting 

through the partial erasure of older texts and the addition of new ones, but the patina of 

age tends to cover over the violence of that process of scraping away.  The nationalist 

nostalgic narratives of Vyborg derive from the experiences and memories of real 

refugees.  That nationalist discourses have appropriated them does not negate their 

emergence out of emotionally raw experiences.  As a way to mitigate some of these 

potential conflicts, the project employs strategies to balance competing narratives, 

questioning dominant Finnish narratives in some instances but affirming them in others.   

Their installation in the 2004 exhibition “Faster than History” at the Kiasma 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki initially seems to deploy sort of counter-

nostalgia against dominant Finnish narratives of Vyborg.  The installation presented 

“lost” Vyborg to Finnish exhibition visitors in the rather shocking form of the interior of 

a Russian apartment (fig. 20-21).  Upon entering the gallery, visitors were invited to take 

off their shoes and put on hand-decorated Russian slippers.  The room was divided into 

four spaces by a closet, clothesline, shoe rack, and partition, evoking the ad-hoc division 

of communal living spaces common during the Soviet period.  The large, open closet at 

the entrance held an array of miniature bric-a-brac, including a small painting of a gray 

day in Vyborg and tiny versions of public sculptures from the city.  Costumes worn by 

the young women during the guided excursions hung from a clothesline extending from 

the right of the closet.  Hanging from the ceiling above this area were two rows of old 

pans and imprints of Vyborg manhole covers in foil, their circular forms and 
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arrangement echoing that of the famous library skylights.  In one of the rooms, there was 

an old writing desk covered with a map of prewar Finnish Vyborg marked with 

buildings that had been destroyed during the war.  The desk drawers pulled out to reveal 

photographs of postwar Soviet buildings that did not appear on the map.  The next room 

had a television showing five promotional films made for Vyborg local television 

(including Yaskina’s Roads).  There was also a handmade wall hanging with abstract 

colored blocks evoking an aerial view of downtown Vyborg and a bookshelf containing 

books culled from both the Vyborg city and Kiasma museum libraries.  The next room 

contained a couch, a mirror, and, on the floor, some of the girls’ own childhood toys set 

up alongside antique Finnish toys.  The fourth room contained a Soviet-era table in a 

corner surrounded by chairs and semi-circular bench with houseplants behind it.  

Visitors could sit and drink tea at the table while they watched either a film of children 

sledding on the small hill near the Vyborg library or another film showing cutout images 

of different Vyborg buildings gradually overlapping until they covered the screen.   

The installation challenged visitors to confront the question that is the title of the 

project: What is the time in Vyborg?  In Finland, as in the miniature model, Vyborg is 

imagined as being permanently in 1939.  Thus, to ask the time in Vyborg is actually is to 

ask whose time and whose Vyborg.  Who gets to have nostalgia for Vyborg?  Whose 

memories and experiences of the city are authentic?  In the cultural politics of the city, 

nostalgia functions as a language of longing employed to make claims over space; it is a 

form of hegemonic place making in de Certeau’s sense.  These questions asked by the 

installation raise two interrelated issues: what are the politics of asserting a Russian 
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nostalgia for Vyborg, or, more broadly, what are the ethics of actively cultivating 

nostalgic attachments? 

First, I should delineate more precisely how I understand the project to be 

creating nostalgic memories and attachments.  The sensory overload of the installation – 

the smell of old furniture and houseplants, taste of tea, feeling of slippers, and visual 

excess of seemingly incongruous material cultural artifacts – is an outgrowth of the 

underlying aesthetic developed in other parts of the project such as the writing and 

improvisation workshops, excursions, and films.  In fact, the idea to present Vyborg in 

the form of a Russian apartment interior came out of these early, creative exercises in 

imagining the city.  These stories, characters, and metaphors generated in the project 

became a shared nostalgic vocabulary for the group.  That is, these “fictional” elements 

came to be homologous with “real” nostalgic memories and feelings.  While they often 

express a longing for a time or place lost to their creators (whether for Vyborg in the 

1930s or the young women’s childhood experiences of the early 1990s), it is as much 

their formal structure that makes them nostalgic as their content.  Just as the nostalgic 

freely mixes memory and fantasy into a dense, personal narrative, members of the group 

weave the fragments of real and imagined Vyborg into an alternative world, which they 

share among themselves.  At times, these shared narrative worlds can make the project 

seem deliberately obscure and overly complicated to those not actively participating in 

it.   

However, these fabricated (actively and consciously produced – not false) 

nostalgic attachments are not so much different from any other nostalgic attachment, 

which is also fashioned out of memory and experience via individual and collective 
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imagination.  Although these nostalgic attachments created in the project are 

homologous to those of a Finnish refugee, they are not necessarily equivalent.  This 

creates the potential for conflict.  The material cultural objects that fill the Kiasma 

installation marked the space as Russian, and this use of Soviet-Russian popular and 

material cultural artifacts to represent Vyborg at an exhibition in Helsinki was 

deliberately provocative.55 

The complicated history of the city makes the self-conscious construction of a 

Russian nostalgia for Vyborg problematic.  The city has always been in a borderland.  It 

first grew up around a castle built in 1293 by the Swedes as a means to establish their 

border with Russia.  Control of the city shifted to Russia with the decline of Sweden in 

the eighteenth century.  A few years after control over the rest of Finland shifted from 

Sweden to Russia in 1809, Vyborg became a part of the Grand Duchy of Finland.  When 

Finland declared independence from Russia in 1917, Vyborg became a part of newly 

independent Finland.  However, the city retained a relatively diverse population of 

Finnish, Swedish, Russian, and German speakers due to its history, border location, and 

international shipping industry.   

The decisive break from this multi-lingual and ethnic population came only at the 

end of WWII as one entire population was exchanged for another.  After the war, the 

Soviet government repopulated the empty city with its own citizens from across the 

region, who had been displaced by the war.  Thus, the contemporary population of the 

city can trace its connection to the urban landscape back only sixty years, and their 

                                                 
55 While there was no negative press regarding the installation, I get the sense that perhaps many visitors 
simply did not know what to make of it.  A Finnish artist with whom I discussed the project described the 
Kiasma installation as confusing jumble of Russian nostalgia.  
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collective memories of the city are relatively “new” compared to those of the refugees 

resettled in Finland, which might go back centuries.  The young collaborators in the 

project have an even more tenuous claim to nostalgia than the population at large in the 

city.  They were only in their late teens, and Roberts herself came to Vyborg from New 

York City for the first time in 2000.  None of them has the temporal or spatial distance 

from the city required in order for them to have nostalgia for it in the conventional 

definition of the word.  From the subject position of a Finnish refugee or his 

descendents, the notion of Russian nostalgia for Vyborg is incomprehensible: how can 

someone be nostalgic for something that was not lost but gained?   

Just as Roberts and the group’s members conceive of their interventions in the 

library restoration as a counter-restoration, they think of other elements of the project, 

such as the Kiasma installation, as functioning a counter-nostalgia directed against 

dominant Finnish ones surrounding the city.  This strategy carries two dangers.  First, it 

might fall into a sort of historical relativism, asserting that all narratives about Vyborg 

are essentially the same.  Second, as with any sort of oppositional practice, by 

emphasizing the Russian half of the Russian/Finnish binary, the exhibition might reify 

the division that it ultimately seeks to undermine.  Upon closer examination, the Kiasma 

installation tries to counteract the possible negative effects of its own counter-nostalgia 

by carefully weaving together those narratives that it, initially, seems to separate.  

Though the initial impression of the space was designed to feel “Russian,” each Russian 

element in the exhibition space was paired with a Finnish one.  The miniature 

monuments in the closet were of both Finnish and Soviet era statues, the prewar maps 

marked with missing buildings were balanced by the inclusion of photographs of 
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postwar buildings that are missing in the prewar map, and antique Finnish toys 

intermingle with Russia ones.  In fact, Lankinen, the creator of the Vyborg miniature 

model, acted as a historical consultant for the group as they designed the installation.  

After the initial jolt of Russian nostalgia needed to remind Finnish visitors that the 

installation was not there to affirm what they already knew about the city, it offers a 

utopian model of reconciliation between opposites.  Again, the strategy of the project is 

to expand, rather than limit, nostalgic longing for Vyborg both in terms of who can 

experience such longings and the sorts of experiences that count as nostalgia.   

The limits of this utopian project become evident in brief flashes within the 

project.  The full-length film documents several episodes from the excursions in which 

the young women led elderly Finnish refugees around the city.  In the background of 

these scenes documenting the excursion, there are several snippets of Finnish 

conversation among the refugees about their childhood in Vyborg.  One of these scenes 

depicts the refugees in the library foyer, raising glasses of water in the air and drinking – 

a hackneyed symbol of homecoming – but then the audio track cuts to one of the elderly 

women telling her story of leaving Vyborg for the last time in 1939.  She recounts: 

One must say that we lived a really wonderful life in Vyborg.  Then, in 1939, the 
war came.  Opposite to the station there was this huge building with a pharmacy, 
and the whole building burned down.  There were lots of fires in that area.  
Soldiers kept coming from the forest.  There was broken glass everywhere.  You 
had this feeling [that] all you really wanted to do was to get away because you 
were really in danger.  We were given one hour to leave.  You couldn’t take 
anything with you except for some food for the road, and that was the last time I 
ever saw my home.   

 
Her story is a classic refugee account: an idyllic life, then war, then exile.  In spite of its 

almost banal universality, there is an undeniable power in her testimony, her act of 
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witness.  This is an emotional power that is never replicated – cannot be replicated – in 

the narratives fashioned by Roberts and the young women in the rest of the project.   

The goal here is not to set up an opposition between the Finnish refugee’s “real” 

story and the “aestheticized” stories of the young women.  But there does seem to be 

some kind of irreducible difference between the two nostalgic narratives, which the 

project implicitly acknowledges by including the refugee’s story.  Remembering Boym’s 

opposing nostalgic modes, the project utilizes reflective nostalgia (which unites people 

based on a common sense of loss) as a means to find common ground between groups of 

people who long for the same place (around which restorative nostalgia unites its 

constituents).  It is an ambitious, yet necessarily ambivalent, proposition.   

The limitations of What’s the Time in Vyborg, however, do not stem from an 

overemphasis on Russian or Soviet narratives at the expense of Finnish ones.  In fact, 

just the opposite seems to be the case.  The architectural landscapes that it uses to 

generate its narratives are almost exclusively Finnish and rather conventional notions of 

architectural aura and beauty often motivate them.  The architectural landscapes that are 

generally missing in the project are the post-war apartment blocks that lie on the 

outskirts of the city.  The long film does include two scenes inside Soviet era apartments.  

In one, a girl recounts with pride how her apartment building was Russian and built near 

the train station after the war.  In the other scene, the camera, pointed out a window, 

pans across a skyline of matching Soviet era apartment tracts.  The inclusion of these 

two short scenes only affirms their absence in the rest of the film.  What sorts of 

attachment are possible for architectural landscapes of the communist past or capitalist 

present, both of which seem to resist conventional nostalgia?  In order to explore the 
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utopian potential of architecture that does not remember, I turn to Anu Pennanen’s 

Tallinn Project.   
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Chapter 2: Monument 
 

The Bronze Soldier 

On May 8, 2007, just two days before my walk around Vyborg with Anna 

Yaskina, the so-called Bronze Soldier monument was rededicated at its new home in a 

military cemetery on the outskirts of Tallinn, Estonia (fig. 22).  The monument, a bronze 

sculpture of a standing soldier with head bowed and helmet in hand set against a light 

grey dolomite wall, had previously been located in a small triangular park in Tõnismägi 

central Tallinn opposite the National Library and the Church of St John (fig. 23).  It was 

erected in 1947 as the Monument to the Liberators of Tallinn by the new Soviet 

administration of Estonia and marked the burial site of approximately twelve Soviet 

soldiers who had been killed in the battle to drive the Nazis from Tallinn.  During the 

Soviet period, the monument was the focal point for official yearly commemorations of 

Victory Day, the May 9 celebration of the end of WWII.  Since Estonian independence 

from the disintegrating USSR in 1991, the monument has been a flashpoint for political 

and ethnic conflict.  Estonian nationalists view the monument as a symbol of the Soviet 

occupation that began with the 1944 “liberation” and lasted nearly fifty years.  Ethnic 

Russians (who currently make up nearly 40% of the population of Tallinn and 25% of 

Estonia) view the monument as an appropriate commemoration of the millions of 

Russians who died fighting Fascism.   

The first proposals for the removal of the monument began already in 1988, 

these, in turn, prompted demonstrations against removal.  The conflict escalated until a 

newly elected government finally ordered its removal in March 2007.  Preparations for 

removal began on April 26, but, spurred by large demonstrations and subsequent riots by 
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ethnic Russian protesters, the government hastily removed the soldier under cover of 

darkness in the early morning of 27th.1  The riots and looting subsided after the 28th, but 

the repercussions continued throughout the spring.  The Russian government made 

official diplomatic protests to the Estonian government and EU and then blockaded rail, 

road, and natural gas connections between the two countries.  At the same time, 

demonstrators blockaded the Estonian Embassy in Moscow and cyber-attacks crippled 

Estonian corporate and governmental websites.  The Bronze Solider controversy serves 

as a dramatic example of the current struggle to redefine and exert control over 

narratives of place in the post-communist Baltic.  If the erection of the monument in 

central Tallinn had been an inscription of “proper place” onto the city by the Soviets, so 

too was its removal by the Estonian government.  

That a monument can provoke an international crisis reminds us of the power 

that monuments possess to shape historical memory and the function they play in 

negotiating ethnic and national identities.  The case of the Bronze Soldier stands in 

opposition to the currents academic trends in the study of the relationship between 

monuments and memory.  Robert Musil famously observed in 1927 that, “The 

remarkable thing about monuments is that one does not notice them.  There is nothing in 

the world so invisible as a monument.”2  Many authors in the emerging field of memory 

studies focus on this paradox, and the idea that monuments, commemorations, and the 

                                                 
1 The Estonian Government Communications Office has an extensive selection of materials justifying the 
government’s decision to move the monument on its website: http://www.valitsus.ee.  This includes a 
commissioned report on the history of the monument, Peeter Kaasik, “Common grave for and a memorial 
to Red Army soldiers on Tõnismägi, Tallinn: Historical statement” (Tallinn: Estonian Foundation for the 
Investigation of Crimes Against Humanity, 2006), http://www.valitsus.ee/brf/doc.php 
?34981. 
2 Qtd. in Peter Carrier, Holocaust Monuments and National Memory Cultures in France and Germany 
since 1989 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2006), 15. 
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other apparatuses of history serve as a means of “remembering to forget” the past has 

become a pervasive trope in the literature.  This resonates with Ernst Renan’s famous 

maxim that nationalism depends as much upon forgetting the past as remembering it.3  

Charles Hedrick traces the origin of this tension between the use of a monument as a tool 

for recalling and preserving memory or, alternately, for erasing it by supplanting 

personal and collective memory with official history all the way back to ancient Greece 

and Rome.4  By replacing personal or collective memory with official history, 

monuments selectively forget the past to the benefit of those scripting the historical 

narratives.   

Another strand on the research on memory, forgetting, and monuments explores 

the progressive potential of such forgetting, rather than only its ideological uses.  

Andreas Huyssen argues that current “memory boom” evident both in academia and the 

increasing cultural importance of museums, memorials, and monuments since the 1980s 

is a form of resistance against the loss of temporal memory wrought by the speed and 

virtualism of contemporary life.5  He does not condemn this desire to remember and to 

memorialize but points out that both remembering and forgetting are essential tools for 

rethinking the past and scripting new narratives of the future.  He calls for an exploration 

of how the museum might function as “a space for creative forgetting”6 and advocates 

aesthetic experiments in monumentality and memorialization that are transitory and 

                                                 
3 See Renan; and Billig, 37-59. 
4 Charles W. Henrick, History and Silence: Purge and Rehabilitation of Memory in Late Antiquity (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2000), 89-130. 
5 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (New York: Routledge, 
1995), 7-9. 
6 Ibid., 34.   
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open-ended rather than fixed and permanent.7  Monuments can thus serve two seemingly 

opposing purposes, forestalling loss and enacting it.  Neither forgetting nor remembering 

is innately positive or negative, rather it is to what end each is used that matters.   

While these debates concerning monuments, memory, and forgetting form the 

backdrop to this chapter, they are not its central focus.  Instead, the chapter sets up a 

conversation between Anu Pennanen’s Tallinn Project (2004-2007) and Robert’s What’s 

the Time in Vyborg from the previous chapter.  Both projects offer utopian interventions 

in the contested architectural landscapes of their respective cities.  However, if the 

primary goal of Roberts’ project is to mine the palimpsestic architectural landscapes of 

Vyborg for material that might be useful in uniting historically estranged residents 

through shared nostalgic longing, the goal of Pennanen’s is to explore the utopian 

possibilities offered by architectural landscapes and monuments that forget.  It does this 

by highlighting the experiences of teenagers in places in Tallinn that, quite unlike the 

Bronze Soldier, seem hollowed out – devoid of memory or history.  Although this 

chapter does not engage as directly with questions of nostalgia, my argument, via Susan 

Stewart, that art is suffused with nostalgic longing comes into particularly clear relief in 

utopian art projects such as Pennanen’s and Roberts’.   

 

Sõprus – Дружба – Ystävyys – Friendship 

The controversy surrounding the relocation of the Bronze Soldier highlights 

several geo-political trends that are shaping the politics of identity around the Gulf of 

Finland after the dissolution of the USSR.  These include resurgent nationalisms (in 

                                                 
7 Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2003), 30-48. 
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Putin-era Russia and independent Estonia) and the ongoing renegotiation of WWII 

histories and memories in contested landscapes.  The contemporary conflicts stem from 

the deep historical connections between the people and places in the region.  After the 

end of WWII, both Finland and Estonia were connected to the USSR through 

“friendship” agreements.  However, the terms of these friendships were very different.  

Finnish friendship with the USSR required that it remain politically neutral if, in 

practice, oriented toward the USSR.  Estonian friendship meant that (despite its official 

status as a sovereign state) the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic (ESSR) had no real 

autonomy from the central government.  While the end of WWII transformed Vyborg 

into an ethnically Russian city, the ethnic makeup of Tallinn shifted from being a 

mixture of Estonians, Germans, Swedes and Russians as it had been in the 1920s and 

1930s to being almost equally divided between ethnic Estonians and Russians by the 

1980s.8  The population shift took place in the 1960s and 1970s as Tallinn was built up 

as an industrial center.  The state promoted immigration from Russia to Estonia as a way 

to provide workers for the factories.  The uncertain political status of the postwar 

Russian immigrants in the new Estonian state drives conflict both between ethnic groups 

in Estonia and between the Estonian and Russian states.  Most of the immigrants and 

their descendents live in the massive 1970s era Soviet housing projects built for them, 

separated from the rest of the city spatially, economically, linguistically, and culturally.  

While the collapse of the USSR led to the liberalization of the Russian-Finnish border 

                                                 
8 Estonia has only existed as am independent nation-state between 1918 and 1940 and from 1991 to the 
present.  It gained independence during the dissolution of the Russia, but lost it in 1940 after its annexation 
by the USSR under the secret Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.  It was occupied by the Nazis between 1941-
1944, re-annexed by USSR in 1944, and, following a peaceful independence movement that began in 
1987, declared its independence (along with Latvia and Lithuania) from the disintegrating USSR in 1991. 
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and cooperative cultural and tourist development projects in Vyborg, the same event led 

to the creation of a strong, new border between Estonia and Russia and the 

intensification of ethnic conflict in Estonia.  In spite of these alternately intensifying and 

weakening nationalist politics, it is the growing economic and cultural interconnections 

around the Gulf of Finland that are most striking, in particular, the strong connections 

between Helsinki and Vyborg/St Petersburg and between Tallinn and Helsinki. 

The terms of the friendship between Finland and Estonia are quite different from 

the Soviet model, but are still structurally uneven.  The ties are primarily ethnic and 

linguistic, as Estonian and Finnish are closely related to each other but to no other major 

language, and the “national temperaments” of Finns and Estonians are considered 

similar.9  Their nationalist political movements and cultural “awakenings” in the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century also had strong parallels and 

interconnections.  Both gained independence from Russia at roughly the same moment 

and developed close political, cultural, and economic relationships in the interwar 

period.  Likewise, both were caught up in similarly bleak circumstances during WWII.  

They were both placed in the Soviet sphere of influence by the secret pact between 

Stalin and Hitler and later reluctantly sided with Germany.  The differences in their 

postwar relationships with the USSR put them on radically different political and 

economic paths.  Limited connections between them resumed in 1960s when ferry travel 

between Helsinki and Tallinn restarted (however, the travel was almost entirely 

unidirectional from Finland to Estonia).  By the 1980s, Estonians were able to watch 

Finnish television, and their first taste of Western consumer culture and media came via 

                                                 
9 Both languages part of the Finno-Ugric language family, which also includes Hungarian, Sámi, and 
several endangered languages in northwestern Russia. 
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Finland.  After independence, Finnish corporations invested heavily in Estonia, and 

Finnish tourists became a key component of the Tallinn economy.  While the 

contemporary political, economic, and cultural relations between the two are very close 

and both are now part of the EU, the underlying tensions of the historic and economic 

differences in power are still felt, particularly in Estonia.  The subtle tension in the 

linguistic relationship between the two groups illustrates this broader tension: while 

many Estonians can understand and speak some Finnish, few Finns can understand or 

speak any Estonian.   

Pennanen’s Tallinn Project explores the spatial nuances of these past and present 

friendships as they shape the urban landscapes of Tallinn.  She actually went on one of 

the What’s the Time in Vyborg excursions, and her project similarly involves a group of 

teenager collaborators.10  She recruited teenagers through announcements placed in 

schools to participate in a series of interviews and discussions related to the architecture 

of the city and everyday experiences of growing up in it.  She wrote a loose film script 

based on the material generated in these.  This script was then refined in two video 

improvisation workshops and made into a fictional film, Friendship (2006), starring the 

nine participants.  A documentary titled You Don’t Realize It Used to Be Different 

(2006), which includes outtakes from these workshops juxtaposed with quotes from the 

participants concerning the current state of ethnic relations, typically screens along with 

the film.  The main film follows the interactions between two groups of teenage friends, 

one ethnically Estonian and the other ethnically Russian, as they move through the 

spaces of the contemporary city, placing particular focus on the architectural backdrops 

                                                 
10 Pennanen studied with Roberts at the Academy of Fine Arts in Helsinki while What’s the Time in 
Vyborg? was happening. 
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of these interactions.  These backdrops consist of two types of architectural landscapes: 

ones strongly associated with the Soviet period (explicitly pointing to Russia) and others 

paradigmatic of the subsequent neo-liberal transformation of the city (implicitly pointing 

to Finland and the EU).  The films have been exhibited in galleries and museums as well 

as at film festivals across Europe.  The project takes the possibility of Estonian-Russian 

friendship as its theme, but the friendship between Finland and Estonia also implicitly 

structures the project since Pennanen is a Finnish artist based in Helsinki and the funding 

for the project came from Finnish foundations and public television. 

The pairing of documentary with fictional elements in the project generates a 

persistent, yet productive, tension.  While the narrative of Friendship is fictional, it 

emerges out of the actual experiences of the youths who perform as fictionalized 

versions of themselves in the film.  The project constantly elicits contradictory readings.  

Is it intended as a fictional frame for seeing the city or as a relatively unmediated 

documentation of the city and the everyday experiences of teenagers living there?  The 

dualism between documentary and fiction mirrors the dichotomy in the film between the 

temporal progression of the narrative and the spatial, non-narrative qualities of the visual 

image.  Thus, sometimes the main characters of the film seem to be the teenagers and at 

other times architectural landscapes.  I take these tensions in the film as a cue for my 

own dual reading of it.  On the one hand, I examine how the narrative of the film 

articulates the temporal and spatial disjunctions of the city shape ethnically charged 

interactions between the teenagers.  On the other hand, I use the film as a jumping off 

point for my own readings of the palimpsestic qualities of the architectural landscapes 

the film features.   
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Friendship begins with a series of long shots of the stark modernist landscape of 

the Maarjamäe Memorial, which consists of an open, white plaza with raised concrete 

bleacher seating on either side, a tall white obelisk, and two towering handprints set in 

upright stone.  The camera work in this opening sequence sets up the pattern followed 

throughout the film: the camera tends to linger on the vastness of the monumental, 

architectural landscapes (fig. 24-25), but it alternates these long shots with close-ups 

depicting the teenagers in their everyday activities (fig. 26-27).  These close-ups serve to 

identify characters and introduce the relationships between them.  The film jumps 

between several different locations, focusing in on one or two teenagers in each place.  

The location shifts from the identical high-rise apartments of the sprawling Õismäe 

housing project, to the old medieval walls of Tallinn’s Old Town, and finally to the 

gargantuan Linnahall cultural and sports complex in the city center adjacent to the 

harbor.   

Although there is no audible dialogue, the characters’ activities up to this point 

seem rather mundane, but then two sequences break with this realism.  A girl leaves her 

friend and (as if in a dreamlike state) wanders into Linnahall’s enormous, empty 

auditorium and onto the stage where she hears disembodied voices reciting the national 

speeches, cheering, and applause that took place in the auditorium during the 

independence movement.  Then the scene shifts back to the walls of Old Town to show 

three boys climbing around the steep hillside.  Two of them inexplicably drift off into a 

deep sleep.  After being unable to wake his two friends, the third boy leaves them and 

takes the tram to the partially abandoned industrial district of Kopli where he too falls 

sleep on the grass next to the seashore only to be awakened by a group of boys playfully 
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taunting him in Russian.  In the transitions between most of these scenes, the camera 

pans across the city skyline from the position of each location, documenting the visual 

geography of the city (fig. 28).  These shots show the mixture of early-modern, modern, 

and contemporary buildings, but also highlight the huge cranes and constant din of 

construction that have dominated the city during its long economic boom since 

independence.   

At this halfway point, the film location shifts to the new, underground bus station 

in central Tallinn.  Here, the relative silence and dreamlike quality of the film changes as 

the teenagers depicted earlier in the film meet up with one another and slowly coalesces 

into two groups of friends, one Russian speaking and the other Estonian speaking.  They 

eventually move upstairs to the Viru Center shopping mall (fig. 29).  Although this 

section of the film (with its sustained, audible dialogue) develops the conventional 

narrative of the film, most of the footage still depicts the teenagers and other shoppers 

aimlessly walking, sitting, or staring in bored silence.  The film continues to alternate 

between long shots emphasizing the complex, reflective interior spaces of the mall and 

close-ups of the teenagers.  Seeing and being seen is the key motif in the mall: teenagers 

look at each other, store attendants carefully watch shoppers, and people stare at their 

reflections in mirrors and glass storefronts (fig. 30).  Products, video screens, and the 

ever-moving crowds all compete for attention.   

The plot slowly progresses as the groups come into contact after two of the 

Russian boys begin flirting with one of the Estonian girls.  They decide to have some fun 

by riding around in a shopping cart pulled behind a Russian boy’s car in the open-air 

parking lot on the roof of the building.  The fun ends as the cart falls while one of the 
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Estonian boys is in it and the Estonian group storms off.  Later, when the groups run into 

each other again in the mall, a fight breaks out, and they are kicked out by security.  The 

final scene of the film shows the two groups coming together again in the plaza outside 

the mall and shooting pink paintballs at an oversized, bronze statue of a nude woman in 

the center of the plaza.  After this moment of impulsive, unified action, the groups split 

up and walk off in different directions.   

The arc of the film progresses chronologically both in terms of the narrative 

action and the architectural locations.  Though the exact temporal span covered in the 

first half of the film is unclear, the scenes in Viru Center build up over the course of an 

afternoon and end after the mall has closed for the evening.  The locations of the film are 

organized in a roughly chronological fashion from oldest to newest.  Maarjamäe and 

Õismäe were built during the 1960s and 1970s and Linnahall was completed in time for 

Tallinn’s participation in the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games.  All three locations have 

strong, political associations with Soviet rule.  Viru Center opened only in 2004.  It 

stands as an architectural emblem of the post-independence building boom that has 

reshaped the city center.  The film moves between two sets of monumental, ideologically 

charged landscapes: the grand, utopian, modernist gestures of the Soviet period and the 

gleaming skyscrapers and consumer spaces of post-communist Tallinn.  This 

chronological and spatial division between the Soviet past and the Estonian present 

parallels the ethnic division between the Estonian and Russian teenagers.  Although 

these strong binaries structure the film, it ultimately shows them to be unstable.   
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Place without Memory 

The underlying motif of the Friendship is the absence of memory.  All the 

teenage participants were born just after Estonia became independent and therefore they 

lack memories of both the Soviet period and independence struggle.  As teenagers, they, 

like this nation, are in a transitory period in which identity is tentatively coming into 

being through a process of imitation, rejection, and repetition.  Although, they have 

known only the post-communist present, they have grown up in landscapes haunted by 

the past.  Oddly, the spaces they move through seem devoid of memory.  Viru Center is 

simply too new to have a past or history in the conventional sense and, in any case, is 

filled with ever-changing consumer goods that are designed precisely to be forgotten and 

exhausted, not remembered and preserved.  The highly charged ideological meanings 

and historical layers of the Soviet monumental architectural landscapes also do not seem 

to resonate with the teenagers.  Unlike the majority of the population in Tallinn who 

(depending on their ethnicity, age, and political orientation) might have nostalgic 

longing toward either places associated with the communist past or, conversely, with the 

independence struggle, these teenagers have no memory of either.  Although it would 

seem that these two types of monumental landscapes should interpellate the teenagers 

very differently, the film depicts the teenagers doing the same activities and acting in the 

same manner in both.  The film explores this contradiction of remembering and 

forgetting, as the teenagers seem, at times, to escape history and, at others, to be 

embraced by it.  The same tensions between escaping and reviving the past are central to 

Robert’s project in Vyborg, but the two projects take very different approaches to 
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imagining the connections between space, time, and identity, particularly in how they 

conceptualize memory in relation to place.   

Theories of collective memory traditionally focus on the interrelationship of 

memory and place.  Maurice Halbwach, who coined the term, argues that groups 

remember not only by sharing and repeating stories but also by attaching those stories to 

particular places or landmarks.11  Collective memory, he argues, is impossible without 

collective places.  Even as he later modified his theory to argue that the loss of a place 

might also form the basis for memory, this belief in an intrinsic, even organic, 

connection between place and memory carries over strongly in the work of 

contemporary authors such as Pierre Nora.  Nora argues that contemporary “sites of 

memory” (such as formal monuments) have become necessary because “real 

environments of memory” (presumably the sort of organically unified places that 

fostered Halbwach’s ideal collective memory) have disappeared in modernity.12  

Halbwach and Nora’s theories of collective memory both seem decidedly nostalgic, 

longing for organic communities now lost to modernity.  However, it is clear that the 

politics of memory continue to play out over the meaning and fate of particular physical 

landscapes invested with social, cultural, religious, and political meanings.  For example, 

in the context of post-communist landscapes, this relationship between preserving 

physical artifacts of the past and sustaining collective memory shapes contestations over 

the fate of communist-era statues such as the Bronze Soldier or ones of Lenin or Stalin 

                                                 
11 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, trans. Francis J. Ditter, Jr. and Vida Yazdi Ditter (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1980).  See also, Scribner, 23-43. 
12 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History,” trans. Marc Roudebush, Representations 26 (Spring 
1989): 7.  
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and the preservation of public architecture associated with communism.13  The debates 

over how (or whether) to remember the communist past often are fought over whether to 

preserve or remove its architectural traces.   

The two projects intervene in these debates in their respective sites differently.  

Vyborg, for Roberts and her collaborators, is a palimpsest filled with latent utopian 

impulses and forgotten memories and experience.  The project tries to locate the traces 

of preexisting relationships between memory and place as well as brings new 

connections into being.  It is this imaginative assertion of collective memory for the 

Finnish places by Russian teenagers that gives the project its political charge.  In 

contrast, the teenagers in Tallinn already have the intrinsic connection to the communist 

places of the past featured in the film.  Their parents and grandparents have the 

collective, historical, and experiential attachments (positive and negative) to these 

places, which they pass on to their children, using the mechanisms of collective 

memory.14  However, this collective memory does not appear to be accessible to the 

teenagers in the film.  They seem alienated from or indifferent to the historical charge of 

the communist landscapes.  Despite this, the communist past does occasionally impinge 

on the teenagers as in the dreamlike sequences and non-diegetic soundscapes overlain on 

the naturalistic visual imagery and everyday sounds.  Though the characters do not 

actively seek out the past, the past, intermittently, finds them.   

In order to read the temporal layers of spaces that, in spite of their historical or 

ideological complexity, appear in the film to be depthless, the film engages with several 

                                                 
13 There is a large body of literature on the fate of communist monuments, institutions, and even street 
names.  See Berdahl, Scribner, Boym. 
14 This evidence of collective memory formation comes up in the interviews in You Don’t Realize It Used 
to Be Different (2006), the documentary that accompanied Friendship.   
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different spatial paradigms.  As a means of troubling and complicating nationalist place-

making projects, both projects generate a utopian resistance to stable connections 

between place and identity.  What’s the Time in Vyborg does this by having 

contemporary Russians nostalgically claim the city.  In contrast, the teenagers in 

Friendship do this by appropriating and using the communist places associated with the 

past and capitalist places of the present as if they were identical, thereby dissolving the 

distinctions between them.  This disregard of spatial difference is the key intervention.  

The next paragraphs examine in more depth how the film shapes the interactions of the 

characters and the three major locations of the film: Maarjamäe, Linnahall, and Viru 

Center. 

Given the way in which the Bronze Soldier (a much smaller and less visually 

imposing Soviet war memorial compared to Maarjamäe) has become a violent flashpoint 

for ethnic and international contestations over the legacy of the Soviet period in Estonia, 

it may seem odd to claim that Maarjamäe appears depthless in the film, as if evacuated 

of its political and historical meanings.  The site is located on a small hill approximately 

two kilometers northeast of the city center on the coast.  It began as a burial ground for 

the German soldiers who died capturing the city in 1941, but the Soviet army later 

appropriated the site, removed the crosses marking the German burials, and buried its 

own soldiers, who died retaking Tallinn in 1944.  A 35-meter white dolomite obelisk 

with bronze plaques was raised on the site in 1960 to mark a military action carried out 

by the Estonian Bolsheviks during the 1918 skirmishes between Red and White factions 



 

 112 

at the time of independence.15  Between 1965 and 1975 the rest of the site was developed 

as a formal memorial complex dedicated to all those who died fighting against fascism.  

This linked the deaths of the WWII Soviet soldiers buried at the site to the communist 

revolutionaries of 1918, whom the USSR had appropriated to legitimize its rule.  After 

independence, the site was stripped of this carefully crafted communist narrative.  The 

eternal flame in front of the enormous hand imprints was extinguished, the plaques from 

the obelisk were removed, and a few clusters of stone crosses acknowledging the 

German graves were erected in the grassy area behind the Soviet memorial plaza.  

Today, the memorial hides in plain sight, left slowly to crumble back into the ground 

like the fallen soldiers’ bodies it marks.   

The film juxtaposes the severe, monumental spaces of the memorial, designed to 

evoke reverential awe and accommodate state performances of collective memory, with 

how teenagers use those spaces in the present.  The opening sequence of the film 

emphasizes the geometric angularity of the site: broad symmetrical walkways and clean, 

white sculpted forms.  One can imagine Soviet schoolchildren walking reverently along 

the pathways and sitting neatly on the concrete steps during a program in front of the 

dramatic, sculpted hands.  The only visitors to the complex now are teenagers who skate, 

smoke, ride bikes, and hang out.  In the film, their dark clothes, informal groupings, and 

chaotic movements disrupt the precision and purity of the site.  The close-ups reveal not 

only the expressionless faces of the teenagers but also the grass and weeds growing out 

of the crumbling concrete.  The visual contrast between rigid order of the site and 

informality of its use emphasizes this disconnect between past and present.  Presumably, 

                                                 
15 The plaques commemorated the 1918 “Ice Cruise” of the Baltic Fleet.  The Soviets appropriated this 
historical event as suitably noble starting point for the ESSR. 
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it is not that the teenagers do not know what the site is, but rather that they do not care.  

Neither the grand ideological gestures of the past nor the attempts of the present 

government to reclaim the site as a place to reflect on the tragic history of the Estonian 

nation (the site consists, literally, of Soviets on top of Germans, one set of occupiers on 

top of another) seem to interest – much less interpellate – the current users.   

The massive Linnahall in the harbor area of central Tallinn plays a similar role in 

the film, as an ideologically and historically charged backdrop for users who do not 

seem to recognize it as such.  It was originally built in 1980 as the Lenin Culture and 

Sports Palace and included a concert hall and indoor ice rink.  Since it was the largest 

indoor auditorium in the city, seating 4,800 people, it also doubled as a location for 

communist party meetings.  During the independence movement, it was also the location 

for several pivotal anti-Soviet rallies.  The unique design of the building (often 

compared to Mesoamerican pyramids or Babylonian ziggurats) places the vast interior 

spaces underneath a bunker-like structure, making nearly the entire roof into a series of 

stepped plazas (fig. 31).  For many Estonians, the building, which was designed by 

Raine Karp, an Estonian architect favored by the ESSR during the 1980s, embodies 

Soviet power in its very materiality: hulking, brutal, gray, and yet so quickly and cheaply 

constructed that it now seems to be in ruins only twenty-five years after it opened.  

Although the ice rink is now closed and the concert hall seldom used, the building is 

never devoid of activity.  It forms an enormous, relatively unmonitored public space in 

the center of the city and there are always groups of teenagers sitting, skating, talking, 

playing, and fighting across the sprawling concrete plazas and sunken courtyards, 

exactly as depicted in the film.  Thus, within the realistic narrative of the film, it, like 
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Maarjamäe, appears stripped of its previous ideological functions and instead serves as a 

platform for informal activities and interactions, which take place outside the formal 

systems of economic or political exchange.  To reuse de Certeau’s metaphor of the 

everyday, the narratives previously inscribed on the landscape by states at Maarjamäe 

and Linnahall are now obscured by those that contemporary users write and rewrite with 

their feet, bike tires, and skateboard wheels.  The teenagers enact a sort of utopia by 

loitering. 

Viru Center is the obvious counterpoint to Maarjamäe and Linnahall.  If they are 

paradigmatic of the communist past, then it is the glossy symbol of the capitalist, 

democratic present.  If they show their age with crumbling cement and graffiti-covered 

walls, the mall seems ageless – its reflective glass and metal facades impervious to decay 

(fig. 32).  And while the public gathering places of the communist era made explicit 

political demands on their publics, Viru Center seems to demand nothing of its visitors.  

There are no explicit commands, only choices and options, and one is always free only 

to look, not buy.  In short, if the communist sites exemplify the proper places of 

communism, then Viru Center exemplifies what Marc Augé has described as the “non-

places” of capitalism.  Arguing in much the same vein as Halbwach and Nora, he 

contrasts places (sites in which history, memory, and interpersonal interaction combine 

to create identity), with non-places (sites that lack history and replace human exchanges 

with contractual ones).16  The film portrays Viru Center as a non-place, a place 

constituted by disembodied images as much as by glass and steel.  The self also becomes 

an image, reflected in mirrors or glass storefronts, while other humans become transitory 

                                                 
16 Augé, theorizes anthropological place in Chapter Two and non-place in Chapter Three of Non-Places. 
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objects of the gaze.  A series of three matched, sequential shots near the beginning of the 

mall footage highlights the isolating visual world of the building.  The first depicts a 

woman staring blankly out a window in a café, the second shows two men sitting and 

expressionlessly interacting in front of the same bank of windows, the third shifts to two 

of the Russian boys framed diagonally by a reflective glass balcony on which they lean 

as they look down at the mall.  This sequence, as well as others that follow it, 

emphasizes an isolating visuality in which looking precludes rather than facilitates 

interaction.  Augé’s theory of non-place concisely articulates – if dramatically 

oversimplifies – the temporal-spatial transformations conventionally attributed 

alternately to late capitalism or globalization.  

If I have argued that the production of no-place is an oppositional strategy 

intended to disrupt places and destabilize identities, then non-places such as Viru Center 

seem to supersede this process: there is no particular identity, no particular place to 

disrupt.  The non-place is not designed to generate a local or national identity and its 

most paradigmatic forms – the shopping mall, the airport, the freeway – only demand 

contractual engagement and regulatory compliance, not political devotion or patriotic 

desire.  Corporate power is diffuse and invisible and its having power is less dependent 

on its ability to control a place and more dependent on its being able to construct and 

manage images, ideas, perceptions, and desires.17  The non-place of the mall is, thus, the 

paradigmatic non-site of corporate power, a physical location that acts as a material 

façade of power in contemporary Tallinn but does not contain that power.  Viru Center 

                                                 
17 Critical Art Ensemble theorizes resistance to power in a world in which power does not correlate to 
holding territory.  See the chapter “Nomadic Power and Cultural Resistance” in, Critical Art Ensemble, 
The Electronic Disturbance (New York: Autonomedia, 1994), 11-30.  
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thus offers a contradiction: it cloaks invisible power in hypervisual space.  However, 

even as the non-place of the shopping mall differs quite radically from the former 

communist places of power at Maarjamäe and Linnahall, the behavior and activities of 

the teenage characters in the film do not.  They wile away time sitting on benches, 

looking at others, and being looked at in the multileveled, open, central atrium.  In this 

sense, they might be seen to make use of de Certeau’s “tactics of the weak” to resist 

power through their everyday use (not control) of space.   

However, the subtle ideological pull of the non-place permeates their actions, 

even if it does not manifest itself directly.  The teenagers circle around the shopping 

center in an endless repetition.  In one exchange, a boyfriend and girlfriend in the 

Estonian group sit on a bench talking.  He asks her what she has been doing at the mall.  

The girl replies, “We went to the cosmetics department.”  Boy: “Oh, did you find 

anything?”  Girl: “No.”  Boy: “You always go there but never find anything.”  Turning 

the question back to him, she asks, “What did you do?”  Boy: “Checked out what’s 

going on.”  Girl: “Was anything going on?”  Boy: “Always something.”  The next scene 

follows the Russian teenagers as they walk along a corridor.  Using the classic rhetoric 

of Marxism, one of them talks passionately about the rising economic inequality 

between the middle class and the poor.  His friends listen distractedly, but it is clear by 

the expressions on their faces that they have heard the same talk before.  In the mall 

conversations about shopping and revolution take on the same flat, repetitious qualities.  

Just as some trace of the communist past lingers in Maarjamäe and Linnahall, the ever-

present “soft” ideologies of consumerism and consumption permeate Viru Center.  Even 

if one need not buy anything in order to hang out in the mall, it is not public space.  As 
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soon as the fight between the two groups breaks out, power (in the form of private 

security guards) instantly materializes.  This passive, yet pervasive authority resists the 

reclamation of private non-place as public no-place.  In spite of this, the film still makes 

very clear parallels between the everyday activities of the teenagers in both the 

communist and capitalist sites, even as it makes strong visual and aural distinctions 

between them.   

 

Anachronism 

If the previous section addressed the actual architectural spaces and realistic 

interactions between the teenagers in the narrative of the film, it did not account for the 

non-diegetic sounds and magical realistic visual sequences.  These seem to exist outside, 

even against, the conventional narrative.  Examples include the layering of battle sounds 

with the naturalistic soundscape in the opening sequence at Maarjamäe, the scene in 

which the girl is drawn into Linnahall and enveloped by the sounds of an independence 

rally, and the visual sequences in which the two boys fall asleep near Old Town and next 

to the seashore at Kopli.  The first two instances make direct reference to the history of 

the places depicted.  It is as if the past lingers at the sites, pulling the teenagers into an 

unconscious but physical engagement with it.  The sound of an old, crackly gunshot 

rings out just as a boy skateboarding at Maarjamäe falls.  The girl finds herself 

inexplicably drawn into the empty Linnahall by the disembodied voices of people 

chanting the independence slogan “Estonia is in our hands.”  She ends up standing alone 

onstage surrounded by the old speech of a nationalist leader.  The scenes depicting the 

boys inexplicably falling asleep do not seem to have a direct historical cause.  Rather, as 
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they segue between the outdoor scenes at the communist sites and those inside Viru 

Center, I read them as metaphors for loss of memory, marking the transition between the 

old political and economic order and the new one.   

The implications of the Maarjamäe and Linnahall sequences that are most 

significant for understanding how the film structures the relationship between memory 

and place.  If the dominant spatial metaphor at work in the Viru Center scenes is non-

place, the operative temporal-spatial metaphor at work in the sequences at Maarjamäe 

and Linnahall is anachronism.  Deriving from the Greek against + spending time, 

anachronism refers to something being out of or against time, a material object that 

makes visible a disjunction between time and place.  However, the definition can be 

rearranged to stress the spatial over the temporal: out-of-place as a parallelism of out-of-

time.  Something that is anachronistic seems out of place precisely because it appears 

outside of its proper time. 

Just as the extra-narrative visual and aural elements are incongruous with the 

naturalistic narrative arc of the film, the locations in which they occur are anachronistic.  

That is, they belong to another time even as they continue to exist in present space.  To 

speak of a monument or building as being anachronistic may seem redundant.  After all, 

the term is typically used to denote something that is unexpectedly out of place and 

therefore noticeable, but the metaphor of city as a palimpsest presupposes the 

coexistence and juxtaposition of multiple historical layers and traces.  In its conventional 

definition, then, anachronism may not seem to be a particularly useful way to conceive 

of the communist era monumental landscapes or the medieval walls of Old Town.  

However, I want to propose a slightly more specific application of the term in relation to 
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Linnahall and Maarjamäe.  The contours of this definition come into relief against 

medieval Old Town (fig. 33).  Old Town is a quintessential example of the appropriation 

of a palimpsestic architectural landscape by the tourist industry, a perfect union of state 

and corporate interests.  It has been transformed into a spectacle of historical authenticity 

and now is marketed to tourists and even to the city’s residents as Tallinn’s most 

emblematic site of particularity – a unique, historic object available for leisure 

consumption.  In this sense, Old Town is undeniably old but not anachronistic.  How can 

it be out-of-place when it has become the focal point of hegemonic place-making 

discourses?  It does not rub against the urban fabric of contemporary Tallinn; it is the 

very symbol of contemporary Tallinn.   

In contrast, Maarjamäe, Linnahall, the abandoned industrial landscapes of Kopli, 

and other communist landscapes in Tallinn are anachronistic precisely because they have 

not yet been incorporated into the political economy of the present.  They remain deeply 

marked by the politics and aesthetics of their time of construction, by communism and 

modernism.  As such, they retain some frisson of otherness – of incomprehensibility – 

and act as catalysts for a sort of pre-nostalgic longing.  They embody lost utopian 

dreams (which turned out to be dystopian realities), yet, as architectural landscapes, they 

are not yet themselves objects of loss.  Their anachronism and redundancy open them up 

to utopian practices.  It is only their lack of any economic or political value in the 

present that allows the teenagers to appropriate them out for their own uses.  

Unfortunately, it also makes them particularly vulnerable to disappearance in the 

present.   
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Although there is no immediate threat to Maarjamäe of being removed outright 

(as was the Bronze Soldier), Linnahall just narrowly avoided being sold and demolished 

in the rapid period of privatization after 1991.  After significant public outcry, the city 

finally withdrew the property from sale in 2004 and now is considering how to renovate 

the building without demolishing it.  Its designation as a historical landmark saved it 

from the fate of another building in the center of Tallinn designed by Raine Karp.  After 

independence, the party conference center originally known as the House of Political 

Enlightenment (1985) was renamed the Sakala Cultural Center and used for occasional 

concerts and conventions.  However, its initial design as a propaganda center prevented 

it from being a profitable economic space.  Its “redevelopment” by a private consortium 

quickly shifted from a remodeling project to an outright demolition and replacement by a 

modern concert and cinema complex.  This new Sakala Center is being promoted as the 

“cultural counterpart” to Viru Center.  A public outcry against the demolition only 

resulted in one stone tower from the old building being preserved and incorporated into 

the new design.   

Regardless of what happens to Maarjamäe or Linnahall in the future, the 

anachronistic qualities that they now possess will fade.  Pennanen’s film, along with a 

recent proliferation of guidebooks of “unofficial” and “everyday” Tallinn such as A 

User’s Guide to Tallinn (2002) and Practices of Tallinn (2005), all map and document 

the city’s anachronistic places, offbeat neighborhoods, and forgotten monuments. 18  But 

the frisson of anachronism cannot sustain itself indefinitely: the sites will eventually be 

                                                 
18 See Mari Laanemets and Andres Kurg, eds., A User’s Guide to Tallinn (Tallinn: Estonian Academy of 
Arts, 2002); and Liina Siib, ed., Practices of Tallinn, trans. Tiina Randviir and Triin Pappel (Tallinn: 
Center for Contemporary Arts, Estonia, 2005).   
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incorporated into the present order.  In fact, the current visibility of these sites in artistic 

and cultural projects is a symptom of their passing, just as surely as the arrival of artists 

and galleries in a blighted, urban neighborhood heralds its immanent gentrification. 

However, the dystopian, leftist notion that anachronism will pass away and leave 

only the smoothness of global capitalism is off the mark.  For while the theory of non-

place suggests that non-place cannot sustain meaningful attachments that place can, 

capitalist architectural landscapes have their own history and are, perhaps, even more 

prone to anachronism.  They are, after all, designed to become rapidly obsolete, just like 

the products and images they sell.  The film characterizes the mall as the visual opposite 

of the communist era locations, but the prehistory of Viru Center complicates this 

assertion.  It is just the latest accretion of consumer space in this location in central 

Tallinn.  It is a repetition of, not a radical break from, the past.  The site abuts 

Kaubamaja, which was the only department store in Tallinn during the communist era.  

The store still survives although it has been refashioned into a retail space that can 

compete with Viru Center.  The mall is actually just the most recent addition to the older 

Hotel Viru.  This 22-story international style hotel with its adjoining horizontal section 

housing street-level restaurants and retail spaces was a powerful symbol of modernity 

and internationality in Tallinn when it was completed in 1972 (fig. 34).  The Soviet state 

tourism agency Intourist commissioned and financed the hotel but deliberately chose a 

Finnish construction firm to build it in order to ensure that it would meet international 

standards.  The hotel became the preferred destination for foreign tourists, particularly 

Finns.  During the last twenty years of communist rule, it functioned as a hybrid space in 

which foreigners enjoyed elicit sex and cheap alcohol while Estonians experienced 
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“foreign quality” entertainment (while the KGB listened to everything form the top 

floor).19  When considered within its larger physical, historical, and economic context, 

Viru Center is a continuation and repetition of the past, not the clean break from it that it 

appears to be.   

With a similar revisionist historical approach, the distinction between Linnahall 

and Viru Center also begins to dissolve.  Andreas Kurg persuasively argues that 

Linnahall represents the beginning of post-industrial, post-modern Tallinn as much as it 

embodies Soviet power.20  Its construction marks the beginning of the transformation of 

the harbor area from a military, transportation, and industrial hub into a recreation area.  

The much-maligned design of the building is actually an ingenious solution to the 

constraints placed on this, the first public waterfront building by the Soviet military.  It 

creates a pedestrian bridge over a set of rail tracks, connecting the city center and the sea 

for the first time since WWII.  This blurring of communist and capitalist development at 

Viru Center, and Linnahall is not meant to deny the very specific historical, political, and 

economic differences between Tallinn in 1980 and in 2006.  Rather, it is meant to 

undermine the distinction between place and non-place and affirm that capitalist 

architectural landscapes participate in same processes of attachment, detachment, 

anachronism, and reincorporation as do communist ones.  They all generate their own 

historically situated attachments, desires, and longings.  Anachronism is a fleeting, yet 

renewable, political-aesthetic resource.   

                                                 
19 See Andres Kurg, “The Cold War, Sex and the City,” in A User’s Guide to Tallinn, ed. Mari Laanemets 
and Andres Kurg (Tallinn: Estonian Academy of Arts, 2002), 101-103.  There is also a new book about 
Finnish nostalgia for the Cold War era Viru Hotel.  Sakari Nupponen,  Aikamatka hotelli Viruun [Time 
Travel to the Viru Hotel] (Helsinki: Ajatuskirjat, 2007). 
20 Andres Kurg, “Estonia: The Remarkable Afterlife of the Linnahall Concert Hall,” Architectural Design 
76, no. 3 (May/June 2006): 46-53. 
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The Art of Friendship 

The ways of reading, occupying, and using space politically that the film 

suggests have direct implications for the problem of ethnic conflict that drives its 

narrative.  What the film makes visible are the spaces of contemporary Tallinn where it 

is possible for teenagers to negotiate friendship.  Maarjamäe, Linnahall, Kopli, Viru 

Center, the walls around Old Town all become productive sites of interpersonal 

exchange.  Paradoxically, the spaces of friendship are those with the least, and most, 

economic and political value within contemporary Tallinn.  Both the abandoned 

monument and the mall (in spite of their obvious differences) offer opportunities in 

which Estonian and Russian teenagers actually can interact with one another on their 

own terms and outside of their ethnically and linguistically segregated schools and 

neighborhoods.  However, these possibilities for friendship are always tenuous, and the 

narrative resolution of Friendship embodies the fragility of the friendship the teenagers 

enact.  The two groups of friends come together partially out of curiosity but mostly out 

of boredom.  Likewise, their joint activities at Viru Center offer a climactic resolution 

for the film but are far from being socially radical or politically provocative.  In the end 

the groups split up and go their separate ways, leaving open the question of whether or 

not any lasting connections have been made between them.  Pennanen explains that the 

ending of the film represents a compromise between her desire to provide some sort of 

narrative resolution but not one that is an overly simplistic or didactic.21  The work of the 

film, however, is not so much to offer a symbolic narrative resolution of ethnic tensions, 

as it is to make its audience recognize the utopian spaces already present in the city. 

                                                 
21 Personal interview with Anu Pennanen on February 6, 2007, Helsinki, Finland. 
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The film thematizes the relationship between vision and recognition.  There are 

two scenes, in particular, that highlight this through the repetition of a gesture of 

looking.  The first occurs on Linnahall after the girl has left her friend and is wandering 

around the structure alone (fig. 35-36).  The camera follows her in a close-up of her face 

and eyes until she stops to watch a boy who is standing alone at the top of a staircase on 

a lower plaza as he pelts bits of concrete against another part of the building.  After a 

few moments, the camera turns back to her face as she watches and then shifts back to 

him as he stops and looks back.  He lifts his arm and hand above his forehead to shield 

his eyes from the sun in order to see her more clearly.  Almost instinctively, she begins 

to raise her hand in a gesture that mimics his – a gesture not just of looking but also 

recognition.  A wave.  Just before her hand reaches her forehead, she seems to realize 

what she is doing, hesitates, closes her hand into a fist, and lowers it.  It is a tentative 

moment of unconscious connection in which they recognize each other as peers via this 

anonymous visual exchange.  As there has been no audible dialogue up to this point in 

the film, they are only teenagers making a visual connection, without any overt 

mediating signifiers of linguistic, ethnic, or national identity.  This moment of universal 

human recognition ends, as the camera pans along the Tallinn skyline and the nationalist 

chant “Estonia is in our hands” is heard, drawing the girl into the building.  It is only 

later when they both show up in the mall with their own friends and begin to speak and 

interact that we realize that she is Estonian and he is Russian.   

The repetition of this gesture comes at the very end of the film between a girl and 

the statue in front of Viru Center (fig. 37-38).  The statue is of nude woman in a classical 

contrapposto pose.  Her left arm is to her side while her right arm curves up to her head, 
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ostensibly shielding her eyes from the sun although really just emphasizing the graceful 

curves of her body.  After the teenagers finish paintballing the statue, one of them 

declares, “It’s art!”  Another agrees, “Definitely.”  As they begin to walk away in their 

separate directions, the Russian girl, who has silently tagged along with the Russian boys 

throughout the entire film, stays behind and walks up closer to the statue.  Looking up, 

she lifts her hand in an imitation of its gesture.  As her hand rises to her forehead, her 

body automatically slips into the same contrapposto pose.  If the shared gesture of 

recognition in the Linnahall scene hinted at the possibilities of interpersonal connection, 

the gesture at the end of the film is less clear.  There is no exchange of looks or moment 

of mutual recognition between statue and girl.  The statue stares blankly, mutely past the 

girl.  This presents the key problem with which the Tallinn Project, What’s the Time in 

Vyborg, and all socially engaged art grapple.  What potential do artworks have to 

intervene in the problems to which they address themselves?   

In this last scene of the film, the girl seems to recognize herself (or some part of 

herself) in the form and gesture of the statue.  That this act of recognition and 

identification takes place between the girl and the statue, which stands in the film for 

“public” art at its most banal, is significant.  How much more can other artworks, such as 

the project and film itself, offer more socially engaging and critically stimulating 

possibilities for recognition?  Both the Tallinn Project and What’s the Time in Vyborg 

aim to facilitate this process of recognition between self and other – whether that other is 

spatial and geographic (Russian, Estonian, or Finnish) or historical and temporal (past, 

present, or future).   
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Earlier, I noted the tension within Friendship between its documentary and 

fictional elements and between its narrative progression and propensity to linger on 

architectural landscapes while the narrative pauses.  The documentary impulse to 

narrative the everyday lives and experiences of teenagers as they use the public or 

public-private architectural spaces of the city leads, ironically, to the creation of a 

dominating fictional narrative that brings the two groups of friends into a tenuous 

understanding.  At the same time, the non-narrative visual sequences of the Soviet 

monumental landscapes and Viru Center consist of skillfully edited visual images that 

record these spaces without needing to focus attention on the actors and storyline.  The 

presence of the teenagers and narrative prevents the film from becoming a cinematic 

exercise in architectural fetishism that revels in the visual complexity of Viru Center or 

dwells on the melancholy decay of the Soviet monuments.  However, the result of 

constantly needing to negotiate between these dual aims produces a film that is not 

entirely satisfying.22  As the critic Lolita Jablonskiené notes, the narrative often feels 

forced and “[the actions of the teenagers] betray the artificiality of the scenario itself,” 

although she goes on to argue that this adds an element of cinematic reflexivity.23  The 

awkwardness of the narrative resolution, of course, also points back to the contradictions 

inherent in the Soviet-era rhetoric of friendship.  Creating a convincing fictional 

narrative about friendship, like developing a friendship in real life, is challenging.   

                                                 
22 Pennanen has created a three-screen version of the film intended for gallery exhibition.  She describes 
this version as being superior to the single-screen version precisely because it focuses more attention on 
the architectural spaces and fragments the narrative to a greater degree.  However, my reading of the film 
is based on the single-screen version.  Anu Pennanen, e-mail message to author, January 14, 2008. 
23 Lolita Jablonskiene, “Political Refractions: Cities, Societies, and Spectacles,” Framework: The Finnish 
Art Review 8 (April 2008): 90-97. 
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The film’s difficulty in bridging the gap between documentary and fiction and 

narrative and non-narrative mirror the complexities inherent within nostalgia.  Nostalgic 

longing, for Susan Stewart, results from the impossible desire to bridge the gap between 

art (narrative) and life (experience).  As such, we might think of both projects as 

intimately entangled in this nostalgic desire, this discourse of failure.  While each hopes 

to intervene in the deeply entrenched conflicts that result from conflicting time-space 

narratives, they certainly cannot resolve the problems of Vyborg or Tallinn as much as 

they may long to.  What they do, however, is enact fleeting narrative utopias.  They 

shape models of reconciliation in which the richness and complexity of urban landscapes 

becomes visible through the everyday activities of walking, seeing, and imagining.  By 

insisting on the monumental qualities of architectural landscapes (monumental in that 

they have the ability to remember and to forget the past), these projects offer alternatives 

to the political polarization of monuments such as the Bronze Soldier.   

Although both projects address themselves to very specific historical, ethnic, and 

national conflicts of the post-communist Gulf of Finland region, they are compelling 

models for similar interventions in contested cities around the world.  The global city 

brings people with diverse historical, cultural, ethnic, and religious backgrounds into 

close proximity.  These peoples may or may not have a deep historical connection to the 

architectural landscapes of the city, and their historical narratives and claims on urban 

spaces may be at odds with one another.  These two projects create narrative utopias that 

recognize the value of remembering, the expediency of forgetting, and the necessity of 

imagining. 
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Chapter 3: Home 

 
Organized Freedom 

The photographs in Esko Männikkö’s two series, Organized Freedom and 

Organized Freedom, second edition, depict abandoned houses in and around small 

villages in northern Finland (fig. 39-40).  The villages, most of which lie to the north and 

east of the city of Oulu, are in the margins of a periphery.  The houses are on the 

outskirts of small villages that are, in turn, in an indeterminate zone somewhere beyond 

the stylish and technologically savvy urban centers of Finland but not yet in touristy 

Lapland.  These forgotten backwoods do not seem to have a place in contemporary 

Finland.   

The communities have been in steady decline since the 1960s when an 

agricultural policy reform led to a decline in small-scale farming.  Better job prospects 

elsewhere led to a massive population shift from rural areas in northern and eastern 

Finland to the cities of southern Finland and to neighboring Sweden.  Hundreds of 

thousands left – out of a national population in 1960 of just over four million, nearly 

600,000 moved from rural to urban areas and 200,000 to Sweden.  Männikkö’s 

photographs deal with a more recent depopulation, a depletion of an already depleted 

area.  An economic crisis in the early 1990s, the restructuring of agricultural subsidies to 

qualify for EU membership, and increased centralization and regulation of forestry 

industries led to another exodus in the mid-1990s.  While nearby Oulu grows and 

prospers due to its connections to the information technology and telecommunications 

industries, these ramshackle buildings and the objects that fill them have become so 
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worthless that their former inhabitants often just drove away, leaving furniture in the 

rooms, food in the cupboard, and dirty dishes on the table and in the sink.   

The title of the two photographic series derives from Männikkö’s reworking of 

the title of an exhibition of contemporary Scandinavian artists in which he participated in 

at Moderna Museet in Stockholm.  The exhibition, “Organising Freedom,” itself is a 

play on Björk’s lyrics from her song “Hunter” (1997): “Thought I could organize 

freedom, how Scandinavian of me.”  While the exhibition title pokes fun at 

Scandinavians’ stereotypes of themselves and the bureaucratic tendencies of welfare 

states, Männikkö’s version interprets the meaning of the lyrics more pessimistically, 

hinting at the strictures and limitations of agency that underlie the “choice” and 

“freedom” of movement in the contemporary world.  If the unseen “organizer” in the 

Björk song or the exhibition title is the Scandinavian welfare state (which, back in 1966, 

could unilaterally determine that the agricultural sector should be “rationalized”), the 

unseen agent of Männikkö’s Organized Freedom is that set of time-space 

transformations that accumulate under the term globalization.  Unlike the forced 

evacuation of Vyborg after WWII, people freely moved away from these houses, but 

they had very little control over the economic conditions that made leaving the best 

option.   

Viewed side by side, the two Organized Freedom series seem to offer a before-

and-after documentation of the dissolution of home, a sense of belonging tied to a 

particular place, which national narratives once offered.  While the first series depicts the 

doors of abandoned houses (fig. 39), the second series shows recent immigrants to 

Finland inside these houses (fig. 40).  But the repopulation in the second series is only 
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symbolic.  Männikkö has brought the immigrants (most of whom live in Oulu) to pose in 

the interiors of these abandoned houses.  After the shoot, both Männikkö and the 

immigrants leave to go back to their own homes and apartments, leaving the house in the 

photograph as empty as they found it.  The two series often rely on a somewhat 

simplistic set of oppositions, exterior/interior, empty/occupied, native/immigrant, and 

past/present.  These homes, overlaid with nationalist mythologies of the folk and forest, 

are clearly reshaped by global economic and cultural transformations, but the break 

between the past and the present is never complete.  Things remain even after the people 

have gone.  It is the ways in which the past impinges upon the present and the present 

upon the past in the photographs that makes them rich visual sites for thinking about the 

poetics of national identity in the global era.   

While there is certainly a strong documentary impulse behind the photographs, 

they lack a textual element that would give them a didactic specificity or archival value.  

In the photograph Organized Freedom 73, Utajärvi (2000), it is only the accompanying 

name of the village, Utajärvi, in the title that distinguishes this door from any of the 

other doors in the series.1  Otherwise, the doors are different only in terms of purely 

formal and visual variations – a red door, a blue one with white trim, an open door, a 

closed one.  Attaching the name of a specific cartographic location to an otherwise 

anonymous door gives a tentative geographical identity that seems to solicit a specific 

sociological reading.  Who lived here?  Why did they leave?  What are the social, 

economic, and political changes in Utajärvi that have caused this house to lose its value?  

However, this photograph, like the others of doors in the series, provides no answers.  

                                                 
1 Many of the titles of Männikkö’s early photographs consist only of the name of the place in which they 
are taken.   
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While most of the doors are closed, as if signaling their inability to speak, this particular 

door is open, offering not words, per se, but silence and a dark void for visual 

contemplation.  

The open door, which takes up the center of the image, frames a window on the 

other side of the house.  This frame within a frame and light rectangle set inside a dark 

rectangle provide a striking sense of depth.  The framing of the window within the door 

mirrors the framing of the doorway within the cropped frame of the photograph.  This 

doubling is even more noticeable because the frame is a rough, wooden one made by 

Männikkö.  Its weathered look repeats that of the doorframe surrounding the open door 

and presumably the window frame as well.  Partially visible in the blackness between the 

exterior door and the window is yet another open door and threshold.  There are several 

framed images visible here: the photograph as a whole, the outer doorway in the wooden 

framework of the house, the almost indecipherable interior doorway framing a 

completely darkened back room, and the window framed in the blackness of the back 

room.  The three framed panes of the window at the very end of this deep perspectival 

space are another variation on this theme.  Beyond them, the geometric framing and 

darkness give way to a green, unruly thicket of leaves and branches, though the light 

coming through the open door reflects on the bottom right pane, casting a semi-

transparent veil of grayish-white.   

Between the physical opening of the outer door and the visual opening of the 

window far behind, the inside of the cabin is visible only in obscure fragments – the 

barely identifiable interior doorframe, a white-colored section of interior wall, a 

crumpled rug, and a red door mat askew on the wooden plank floor just through the 
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door.  The warm red door to the side of the open doorway counters the blackness of this 

void.  The faded, orange-red paint on the door peels away at the bottom, revealing gray 

wood, matching the exterior of the house.  It seems as though this bright paint never 

actually succeeded in hiding the rough wood it attempts to cover.  The grain of the wood 

shows through the thin layer of paint, the effect heightened as water has soaked into the 

wood.  The lock has long since fallen off and only a handmade wooden door handle 

remains.  The intense, even artificial, color of the door finds its counterparts in the scrap 

of red-colored tar roofing lying in front of the door over the remains of wooden steps 

and in the red mat.  These industrial products, along with an old-fashioned looking 

shovel, are in the process of being reclaimed by nature.  Yet, even in that process of 

decay, they nonetheless reveal their origins, contrasting with the uneven, hand-hewn 

planks and beams of wood that form the walls of the house, the doorframe, and the 

frame around the photograph.  Their reds also contrast with the creeping grasses and 

plants that slowly overtake the foreground and the green trees visible through the glass.   

These multiple layers of revealed and concealed spaces in the photograph offer 

metaphors for visual reading.  The perspectival depth of the photograph, its illusion of 

spatial recession, offers possibilities to read temporal allegories.  Spatial distance and 

proximity parallel their temporal counterparts.  The viewer stands before the door in the 

present and looks back in time through the house.  The home, the past, the nation, and 

Nature lie on the other side of the house and, though partially obscured, can still be 

glimpsed behind the glass panes of the window.  Light (and the photograph as a record 

of light) reveals but also obscures.  The open door and the shaft of light that passes 

through it makes the distant window available for view but also obscures that view as the 
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light reflects on the glass.  In contrast to the partially obscured view of the trees through 

the windows, the foreground, bathed in even light and shot in sharp focus, seems self-

evident and clear.  In the present the house decays, nature reclaims the manmade, the 

handmade becomes obsolete, the work is gone, the inhabitants have left, and the 

outskirts of the village fade back into the forest.  The wooden frame around the 

photograph gives the lie to the deceptive clarity of the present depicted in the 

foreground.  In spite of its verisimilitude, the documentary record of the exterior of this 

house in Utajärvi is a representation; it is light refracted through glass lens, through an 

artist, through the contemporary art world.  Just as the subject matter of the photograph 

contrasts the handmade and manufactured, the photograph itself is caught in a similar 

conundrum: a modern, mechanical medium that nonetheless draws its value from its 

artist producer and its status as an aestheticized art object.   

What interests me in this photograph (and in Männikkö’s photographs more 

generally) is the space between foreground and background, between present and past.  

The photograph, like an abandoned house, invites exploration.  What was once closed, 

private, and invisible is now open, public, and visible.  In this ambiguous space of 

shadow between the outer doorframe and the back window lie abandoned dreams, 

cultural fragments, and secret desires amid the rubbish and detritus.  Here, stepping in 

through the door, fragmentary traces of the incomplete transition between the national 

and global emerge out of shadows, as our eyes slowly acclimate to the darkness.  

The photographs in the second edition of the series, which feature new 

immigrants inside the abandoned houses, offer fewer shadows, but, where the natural 

light fills corners of the interior spaces, details emerge that the deep darkness of the 
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Utajärvi photograph rendered invisible.  In Organized Freedom, second edition #2, an 

African woman in wavy, zebra-striped shirt, purple (faux) leather pants and platform 

high heels sits casually on a bench with her legs crossed.  She sits at the far end of the 

bench closest to white fireplace.  This symbolic heart of the home is clearly 

disintegrating.  The doors gape open, a brick corner is broken, and ash spills out onto the 

floor.  A contradictory array of patterns, colors, and objects radiate outward from the 

woman and fireplace in the center of the photograph.  There are red, black, and white 

colored patterns on the floor (perhaps an old sign reused as a floorboard?), faded and 

curling black and white images cut from calendars and magazines taped haphazardly to 

the wall, and a brilliant purple-blue painted wall that contrasts with the bright yellow 

bench.  Although the center of the photograph is lit, its edges, including the area 

underneath the bench, along the top of the wall, and across and through a partially 

opened door in the very back of the room, are shrouded in deep shadow.  As in the first 

series, little information is provided, but here there is only a number not even a village 

name.  The woman is, like the house, anonymous.  However, this anonymity does not 

necessarily read as dehumanizing.  She is in the house, like Männikkö, as a transitory 

visitor.  The house is as exotic to her as she is to the house.  While her body language is 

relaxed, the look on her face registers her cognizance of being out-of-place.  She 

signifies one sort of marginality just as the house signifies another.   

The photograph does not attempt to tell the story of how she came to be in 

northern Finland any more than it tells the story of what led the other family to leave the 

house that she now briefly inhabits.  Rather, the photograph captures the uncanny 

convergences and barely-articulated tensions between politically and culturally charged 
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subjects and objects that have been brought together in a staged union of opposites.  This 

juxtaposition bolsters the before-and-after narrative implicit in the two series: 

immigrants replace Finns.  However, the more interesting questions come after thinking 

about the margins of the photograph.  What is the relationship between the faded mass-

reproduced media pictures on the wall, the transformations that brought this woman to 

this house, and the photograph itself as it circulates in galleries, museum, and on the 

Internet?  What convergences of transnational production and trade, as they intersect 

with individual taste, can account for the striking, if coincidental, similarity between the 

color of the walls of the room and the color of the woman’s pants?  An explanatory 

caption could never answer these questions. 

In spite of their lack of didactic messages, Männikkö’s photographs still employ 

much of the visual rhetoric of conventional documentary photography and one can see 

echoes of historic documentary photographic practice and parallels to contemporary 

ones as well.  These convergences immediately elicit interpretations of the photographs 

based on the corpus of critical scholarship on the politics of documentary photography 

by authors such as Martha Rosler, Allan Sekula, Susan Sontag, John Tagg, and Abigail 

Solomon-Godeau.2  Four key insights from this body of literature inform my reading of 

Männikkö’s photographs.  First, documentary photographs are mediated representations 

– not objective indexes of the real.  Second, the representational politics of documentary 

historically have constructed existing social, economic, and cultural structures as natural 

                                                 
2 See Abigail Solomon Godeau, Photography at the Dock (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1994); John Tagg, The Burden of Representation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993); 
Martha Rosler, “In, Around, and Afterthoughts: On Documentary Photography,” in The Contest of 
Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990), 303-340; 
Allan Sekula, Photography Against the Grain.  Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983 (Halifax: Nova Scotia 
University Press, 1984); and Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Picador, 2001). 
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rather than political.  Third, the discourses of photography as a rational, natural, and 

universal visual language are intertwined with discourses of capitalism and colonialism.  

Fourth, the relationship between photographer and human subject is fraught with 

inequities of power that often mirror those between the audience for and subject of the 

photograph.   

However, without denying either the theoretical vigor of these insights or the 

continuing relevance of their critiques of documentary practices, I find this existing 

interpretative framework too limiting for my own interests in contemporary photography 

and an uncomfortable match with the work of Männikkö and other contemporary 

photographers employing a documentary vocabulary.  Although the aim of these 

approaches is to deconstruct and destabilize photographic ideologies and shed light on 

the political and economic ones such representational practices reinforce, they often tend 

to lock photographs into static structures of power, which do not account for the multiple 

interpretative possibilities of the images.  At best, these critical methodologies help to 

shape incisive questions concerning the power relationships between photographer, 

subject, and audience and the political ideologies those relationships reinforce.  At worst, 

this methodological dogmatism establishes its own set of power structures in which 

particular photographers (Rosler and Sekula for example) seem to be the only ones who 

can practice documentary photography correctly.  In contrast, my methodological 

starting point follows Christopher Pinney’s assertion that “Photography is a cultural 

practice with no fixed outcome.”3  Männikkö’s photographs ask us to tarry in the 

indeterminate, ambivalent spaces of photography.  They demand that we not overlook 

                                                 
3 Christopher Pinney, “Introduction: How the Other Half…,” in Photography’s Other Histories, ed. 
Pinney and Nicolas Peterson (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 14. 
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dust, shadows, or debris in a rush to determine the politics of the image and pronounce 

judgment, although tensions between subject and viewer course beneath the surface of 

the images.  To clarify, I want to carve out a space for reading Männikkö’s photography 

that coexists in productive tension with dominant discourses about documentary 

photography, not claim that his photographs somehow transcend the contradictions that 

these critical discourses highlight.  

First, it is important to consider what, exactly, Männikkö’s photographs 

document, since they do not seem to put forward any clear social-political narrative or 

have a particular archival impetus.  His photographic series, including Organized 

Freedom, generally fit within a broad category of contemporary photographic practice 

that attempts to visualize the shapes and contours of globalization.  Perhaps the first 

impulse when looking at Männikkö’s Organized Freedom series is to read them as 

straightforward narratives of change: Finnish people, culture, and identity disappear; 

immigrants and an as-of-yet indefinable hybridized global culture arrive.  Globalization 

is, however, that ineffable set of social, political, economic, and cultural processes that 

are, by definition, so large and complex that it is impossible to see them in their entirety 

but only as parts or fragments.  The effects of change are visible, the causes are 

identifiable, but the movement from one to the other seems impossible to see.  Rather 

than documenting causes or motivations, photographs “about” globalization tend to 

capture only its effects, the marks left behind after “it” has “come,” as if the propensity 

of the photographic image to freeze a slice of time in a spatially limited place makes it 

unable to capture the temporal dynamism and wide spatial reaches that characterize 

globalization.  That is the rhetoric of documentary photography: to read a photograph as 
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a visual index of the real world, an index that then functions as a metaphor for some 

invisible reality of the world – globalization, which is invisible, has done this, which is 

visible.4   

Männikkö’s photographs certainly offer such readings but also, I argue, resist 

them, asking us, as in the photograph of the open door, to linger in the darkness between 

the door and the window.  They narrate a complicated relationship between visibility and 

knowledge.  They do not produce knowledge about globalization via what is visible in 

the images; rather globalization is the unseen substrate that makes the photographs (and 

the people and objects found in them) possible.  I understand this process to work in a 

way similar to the way that colonialism functions in the nineteenth century British novel, 

according to Edward Said.5  Though a given novel (he uses Jane Austen’s Mansfield 

Park (1814) as an example) may not be about colonialism in any direct way, colonialism 

nevertheless silently underpins the moral and spatial economies that the novel describes.  

Männikkö’s documentary photographs are evidentiary but not in a traditional sense.  

They do not – cannot – attest to anything that is present, rather through absence they 

always point elsewhere, to something that, by its very nature, cannot fit inside the frame.  

In Männikkö’s frozen visual moments, the nostalgias for the nation engendered by 

globalization play out in the shifting relationships between people, objects, and images. 

This chapter is structured around close readings of several of Männikkö’s 

photographs.  The first section examines the discourse of the real that emerged around 

Männikkö’s photographic series (and published photobook) the Female Pike in the 

1990s as he emerged to prominence first in the Finnish art world and, subsequently, in 

                                                 
4 Solomon Godeau, 178-9. 
5 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage, 1994). 



 

 139 

global contemporary photography circles.  The photographs seem to elicit a strong 

nostalgia for the real, particularly for the reality of national identity at a moment when it 

seemed to be disappearing in Finland.  While I focus on the representational practices 

that produce these reality effects in the photographs, my primary contention is that, by 

eliciting nostalgia for the real, the photographs reveal larger cultural tensions concerning 

national identity in 1990s Finland.  The next section offers an extended reading of the 

Female Pike through the lens of salvage ethnography.  Images of sleeping, reclining, and 

sitting old bachelors are so pervasive in the series that this forest bachelor seems to take 

on the qualities of a national icon or symbol.  However, the bachelor as a national icon is 

inherently ironic, and its repetition only emphasizes his lack of nationalist reproductive 

capacity (in either a literal or an ideological sense).  The following section explores the 

idea, which crops up repeatedly in the discourse of the real surrounding Männikkö’s 

photographs, that the objects surrounding the people in the Female Pike series define 

them in socio-economic and national cultural terms.  Objects, therefore, mediate shifting 

relationships between the handmade and commodity, the authentic and artificial, and the 

local-national and the global.  However, I argue that the photographs dwell on the fading 

capability of objects and images to secure national identity.  The subject of the final 

section is Männikkö’s Mexas series.  The series complicates many of the assumption 

about the Finnishness of Männikkö’s photographic oeuvre and offers insight into the 

function of local or national particularity within the global art market.  As much as 

Männikkö’s work addresses itself to and has been interpreted through its relation Finnish 

national discourse, the issues it raises are similarly applicable to artists and audiences 

across the world.   
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Pictures of Real People 

In late November 2007, I traveled six hundred kilometers north from Helsinki to 

Oulu in order to meet Männikkö.  The trip had taken nearly two months and a series of 

nerve-wracking phone calls to set up, including one where he explained that he did not 

want to meet because he is anti-social.  Our meeting had been pushed back to this time 

of year because Männikkö had set aside all of October and the first half of November for 

hunting and fishing.  As the train moved north, the weather got worse and the daylight 

hours shorter.  Because Oulu is only about two hundred kilometers south of the Artic 

Circle, the days are very short by late November and it was dark by early afternoon.  

Even daytime barely registered as such due to the heavy cloud cover and incessant 

drizzle of near freezing rain.  After Männikkö picked me up at the train station, we 

stopped at a grocery store to buy frozen reindeer meat for dinner and then continued 

several kilometers out of the city and into the forest.  With no snow cover and no city 

lights, the outlying fields and forest registered as pure blackness to either side of the car.  

His home is an old, abandoned country schoolhouse, which he and his wife have 

converted into a home and studio.  Actually meeting him confirmed many of the 

characterizations about him in the popular and art press.  He is hesitant to talk about the 

significance of his work, possesses a typically Finnish aversion to small talk, and he 

lives in the rural areas he has made famous.   

My account of meeting him follows a narrative pattern established by Finnish 

and international critics established soon after he was named Young Artist of the Year 
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by the Tampere Art Museum in 1995.6  First, there is a journey into the periphery with 

increasing attention paid to the harsh climate and bleak landscape.  This culminates with 

the encounter with the “typical” rural, northern Finnish man who, in temperament and 

experience, is the same as that of the men he photographs, and is, thereby, fundamentally 

different from the urban writer.7  The aspects of my particular experience that do not fit 

the template (that he was friendly and generous, has two delightfully spoiled pets, lives 

in a sleek and modern house hidden inside the rustic shell, and has been to New York 

City many more times than I) just serve to authenticate my individual experience over 

that of the other writers.  Even though he deflected most of my questions about his work 

during the visit, my journey to see him was still essential.  It served primarily to fulfill a 

ritual in writing about him, one that establishes both the authenticity of my narrative as 

inquisitive outsider and his as the celebrated, native photographer of the backwoodsmen 

of northern Finland.  This need to foreground the real Männikkö, the backwoodsman, 

before being able to write about his work parallels the tendency within the 1990s 

literature on his work to read his photographs as unmediated documents of real people 

and real places.   

The media discussion surrounding Männikkö when he first appeared in the 

Finnish national art world and, subsequently, in the international art market tends to 

                                                 
6 Though he had exhibited in Finland since the early 1980s, Männikkö’s career accelerated in 1995.  In 
addition to being named Young Artist of the Year, he was one a handful of Finnish artists invited to join 
the international ARS 95 exhibition at the Finnish National Gallery.  Over the next few years, he had solo 
shows in several European countries, the United States, and was the Finnish representative for biennials in 
Johannesburg (1997), Sao Paulo (1998), and Kwangju (2000).  The exhibitions continue, and Männikkö 
has gallery representation in several European countries and the Unites States.  He was awarded the 
Ordonez-Falcon International Photography Award (2006) and the Deutsche Börse Photography Prize 
(2008).   
7 Some examples of articles that begin with a journey motif include, Timo Valjakka, “From Lapinkangas” 
in Henki ja Elämä, [Spirit and Life], ed. John Peter Nilsson, et al (Oulu: Oulu Art Museum, 1995), 28-35; 
and Mika Hannula, Suomi, Suomalaisuus, Olla Suomalainen (Helsinki: Like, 1997), 244-252. 
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make the claim that his photographs serve as documentation of a peculiar, local culture 

and identity that endures in spite of the homogenizing currents of contemporary global 

culture.  The opening sentences of a 1995 article from the Suomen Kuvalehti magazine 

(equivalent to Life in the US) sums up the seemingly straightforward, documentary 

nature of a Männikkö photograph: “[He] photographs people just as one would meet 

them in their homes and cabins up in the northern countryside.  No staging, no theater, 

no manipulation, no blurry artistry.”8  Ritva Kovalainen’s essay in Creative Camera (an 

abridgement of her catalogue essay for his Young Artist of the Year exhibition that 

launched his career in 1995) seems similarly obsessed with the reality of his 

photographs.  She writes: 

The value of Männikkö’s photographs lies in the fact that they portray people as 
they are – nothing more and nothing less.  At the same time, they encourage a 
tolerance to let people be themselves without having to feel ashamed or put up a 
false front.  Their value also lies in the fact that we can feel assured that such 
people and places really exist.  Now that the photograph (once regarded as the 
objective witness) has been overrun by fantasies and utopias, it seems all the 
more important that these are pictures we can truly believe in.9 
 

What are we to make of this rhetoric of unmediated realism?  In what, exactly, are 

Männikkö’s photographs supposed to help us believe other than their own truthfulness as 

documents? 

In his essay “Dokumentarismin Nollapiste?” [The Zero-Point of 

Documentary’s?], Janne Seppänen addresses this peculiar rhetoric of realism 

surrounding Männikkö and his photographs, which the previous quotations exemplify.  

He argues that this discourse maintains that there is a privileged relationship between 

                                                 
8 Hannele Jäämeri, “Tosi Kuvia” [True Pictures], Suomen Kuvalehti, January 20 1995, 39. 
9 Ritva Kovalainen, “Backwoodsmen,” Creative Camera 541 (August/September 1996): 25. 
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Männikkö and his subjects, what Seppänen has termed the “Männikkö agreement.”10  

The crux of this agreement is that, because Männikkö occupies the same geographical, 

economic, and gendered space as his subjects, he somehow overcomes the binaries of 

insider/outsider and subject/object, thus resolving the otherwise unequal power 

dynamics of documentary photography.11  In short, the agreement asserts, rather 

simplistically, that Männikkö solves all those problems that critics have identified in 

documentary photography.  Seppänen ultimately argues that the Männikkö Agreement 

served to position photography within the 1990s Finnish art world, and his analysis 

focuses exclusively on the reception of Männikkö’s photographs in the popular and art 

press.  My interest, in contrast, is in how the visual qualities of the photographs enable 

this discourse of the real and how, by eliciting nostalgia for the real, the photographs 

make anxieties concerning the perceived loss of national identity visible.12   

While Männikkö received overwhelmingly positive press and laudatory 

exhibition catalogue essays during the 1990s, there was also a negative reaction.  That 

the face of Finland in international art exhibitions and biennales in the late 1990s was 

often that of an old, uncivilized, forest-dwelling bachelor such as the one depicted in 

Männikkö’s photograph Kuivaniemi from 1991 (fig. 41) seems to have generated 

                                                 
10 Janne Seppänen, “Dokumentarismin Nollapiste?: Esko Männikkö Toden ja Tulkinnan Mannekiinina” 
[The Zero Point of Documentary?: Esko Männikkö as the Mannequin of Truth and Interpretation], in 
Pohjoinen Valokuva: Dokumenttivalokuvaus Pohjois-Suomessa [Northern Photograph: Documentary 
Photography in Northern Finland], ed. Jukka Järvinen, et al (Ivalo, Finland: Puntsi, 2000), 96. 
11 Seppänen, 99.  See also, Peter Schjeldahl, “Finnish Gilt: The Photography of Esko Männikkö,” 
Artforum 34, no. 3 (November 1995): 68.  
12 Seppänen stresses that his study exclusively concerns the secondary literature and is not about the 
photographs as visual objects or Männikkö as an artist.  Seppänen, 87. 
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resentment among a certain segment of the Finnish cultural establishment.13  The anxiety 

these cultural elites (who always remain unnamed when the stories are retold) felt 

presumably originated from the collision of two contradictory emotions: pride that 

Finland had made it onto the global contemporary art circuit and shame that it was this  

Finland – the most marginal and exotic version – which had made it.  Underpinning this 

anxiety is the basic presumption that Männikkö and his work represent Finland in some 

more or less straightforward way, in the same manner that any Finn who gains 

recognition internationally, the filmmaker Aki Kaurismäki for example, is popularly 

understood to represent the nation as a whole.  This relationship between artist/artwork 

and nation parallels that of the perceived indexical relationship between photograph and 

referent.  Männikkö is to the nation as the photographs of old men and deteriorating 

houses are to those real bodies and structures in the world.  This reading of documentary 

photography as national representation presents a conundrum.  How can the photographs 

in the Female Pike be unmediated documents of the real world and national symbols 

simultaneously?   

The most apparent contradiction within the discourse of the real that surrounds 

Männikkö’s photographs is that that they continually evoke nationalist imagery of the 

folk from two significant periods in Finnish visual culture: the so-called “Golden Age” 

of Finnish art from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the social-

                                                 
13 The Finnish art and cultural world is very small and criticism of a particular artist is often vented 
privately and very rarely in print.  Writings on Männikkö frequently allude to disapproval of his 
international success by ambiguous Finnish “maternal and paternal voices.”  For example, see Heikki 
Kastemaa, “The North as Arcadia,” in Esko Männikkö (Cologne: Portikus Frankfurt am Main and Oktagon 
Verlag, 1996), 21.  In an interview, Männikkö also relates his encounter with an unnamed Finnish writer 
who, upon viewing his New York exhibit, expressed his or her fear that Americans might think that the 
subjects of the photographs were “typical Finns.”  See Hannula, 249-50.   



 

 145 

documentary photography movement in post-war Finland.  The idea of the authentic, 

pure, unspoiled Finnish folk was central to the creation of a national identity in the 

nineteenth century, allowing educated elites to imagine the nation to be a natural and 

cohesive cultural and political entity that had always existed even though Finland had 

been a part of the Swedish and then Russian empire.  This imagery consisted of 

naturalistic paintings of peasants and landscapes from central Finland and the eastern 

border region of Karelia as well as mythological paintings depicting stories from the 

Finnish national epic the Kalevala.  The earlier, naturalistic paintings of peasants and 

landscapes provide the models for the figures in the later mythological paintings.  While 

both men and women appeared in this imagery, the strong, independent, sometimes even 

anti-social, male became the iconic Finn celebrated in the visual arts and particularly in 

literature.  The elevation of the rural common man into national symbol is apparent in 

Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s painting titled the Traditional Man (1889) (fig. 42).   

Although the historical context of the post-war social documentary photography 

is quite different from that of the pre-independence nationalist imagery, the emphasis is 

also on rural life and types.  The photographs document the rural people marginalized by 

the rapid urbanization and industrialization of the 1950s-1970s, and they have strong 

formal and iconographic parallels to New Deal documentary images from the United 

States as well as a similar leftist political program, although the Finnish government did 

not fund or commission them directly.  What links these disparate visual projects 

together is their shared subject matter, appeal to a national visual community, and 

rhetoric of realism (ethnographic realism in the paintings and documentary realism in the 

photographs).  The play between documentary realism and national metaphor evident in 
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Gallen-Kallela’s Traditional Man also structures the post-war documentary photographs 

such as Matti Saanio’s simple, noble farmer (fig. 43) or Ismo Höltto and Mikko 

Savolainen’s abject young girl (fig. 44).  The rhetoric of truthfulness and unmediated 

realism in the Suomen Kuvalehti article or Kovalainen’s essay on Männikkö’s 

photographs obscures the relationship of the photographs to a long history of 

transforming rural individuals into national symbols in Finnish visual culture.   

Just as these echoes of nationalist iconography are selectively forgotten, so too 

are the theoretical criticisms of documentary photography by Sekula and others, which 

were certainly known in Finland by the late 1990s.  The visual rhetoric of Männikkö’s 

photography encourages this forgetting of history and theory.  Take, for example, the 

photograph Kuivaniemi (1991) (fig. 45), from a series within the Female Pike that shows 

various men celebrating Christmas.  Two men, presumably a father and son, sit facing 

the camera in the corner of a living room of a backwoods house.  They look at the 

camera but do not seem to pose for it.  It is only their identically clasped hands, an 

involuntary reaction to needing to do something with one’s hands in front of a camera, 

which gives away its presence.  Their casual, yet direct, acknowledgement of our gaze, 

rather than implicating the subject and viewer within a system of representation, seems 

only to neutralize our having seen them seeing us.  Their droll expressions belie the 

holiday theme and it is only in the objects surrounding them that the holiday subject of 

the photograph becomes apparent.  Hanging randomly from the ceiling are all sorts of 

Christmas decorations – a plastic bell with a stuffed animal, a Santa Claus, a handmade 

paper star, and, in the center, a bundle of tinsel palm fronds.  The edge of a Christmas 

tree is just barely visible on the far right.  The juxtaposition of the kitschy, feminizing 
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decorations and special Christmas patterned curtains with the solemn masculinity of the 

sitters gives the photograph a subtle comic edge.  In addition to the haphazardly 

assembled decorations, we see their back wall filled with cards and photographs 

(including of the absent wife/mother) on a shelf, a reproduced landscape print, a 

decorative panel, a small taxidermied bird perched on a branch affixed to the wall, and a 

cluttered desk or table supporting a futuristic-looking television from the 1960s or 

1970s.  The cluttered space swarms with the garish colors and kitsch detritus of 

consumer culture, yet it nonetheless reads as an intimate, personal space.  The sheer 

randomness of this particular assemblage of things is what marks the scene as honest and 

authentic.   

The arbitrariness of detail elicits a reading of the photograph as a document of 

unmediated, real life.  In an essay concerning nineteenth century realist literature, 

Roland Barthes argues that the excessive details of the novels, which he names “reality 

effects,” function to signify reality.14  These details give the impression that they 

passively transmit the world of the story to the reader directly, but Barthes argues that, 

“the very moment when these details are supposed to denote reality directly, all that they 

do, tacitly, is signify it.”15  The indexical relationship between the photograph and the 

real automatically produces a sort of reality effect where the novel, according to Barthes, 

must work harder to simulate the reality effect through verbal description.  This concept 

of the reality effect is useful in thinking about Männikkö’s photographs.  The 

photographs contain a seductive surplus of detail, of candidness, of transparency, leading 

                                                 
14 Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect,” in French Literary Theory Today, ed. Tzvetan Todorov, trans. R. 
Carter (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
15 Ibid., 16. 



 

 148 

critics, such as the author of the Suomen Kuvalehti article, to confuse realism for reality, 

verisimilitude for veracity.  Whereas the paintings or black and white social 

documentary photographs of the past tended selectively to limit detail in order to clarify 

their subject, Männikkö’s photographs seem to dwell in excess and clutter, the 

seemingly meaningless detail serving to unmark the sublimated nationalist resonance of 

subject matter.  The reality effect solicits nostalgia for the real, both the photographic 

real and the reality of the nation that these houses and people seem to embody.   

Another photograph, titled Kuivaniemi (see fig. 41), from the same Christmas 

series opens up possibilities to read the circularity of the discourse of the real, how it 

loops culture and nature, reality and representation, and national and global.  In this 

photograph an old man sits smoking a cigarette on an aged, worn, wood frame bench in 

the dark interior of a house.  His face turns slightly to the left and tilts downward, as he 

is seemingly unaware of or unconcerned about the presence of the photographer.  The 

dog sleeping next to him on the bench is his only companion.  His coat, thick wool 

socks, and the tops of the heavy black boots in the bottom right corner of the image all 

attest to the harsh winter conditions outside the hand-hewn log wall behind him.  A new 

sticker on the back of the bench next to his shoulder hints at the man’s occupation.  Its 

slogan reads Kaada Turvallisesti [Log Safely] – its imperative emphasized by a stark 

black and green graphic of an evergreen tree.  Presumably, this man is or was a 

lumberjack, but unlike the hardy, independent, backwoodsman of Finnish myth, here the 

sticker, perhaps produced by the Finnish Forest Service, hints at the regulation by the 

state and the economic control by transnational corporations.  His livelihood depends not 

on his own strength or resolve but on pulp prices on stock exchanges in Helsinki and 
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New York City.  The sticker is not the only interloper in this rustic, interior scene.  An 

old chocolate drink mix can, reinvented as an ashtray, rests on the floor in the lower left 

corner.  The hybridity of the can is even more evident by its English brand name O’Boy 

and the Swedish language label.  The two calendars above the man’s head, which depict 

the ideal Finnish winter landscape, coexist uneasily with the rest of the image not only 

because their mass-reproduced character is at odds with the rustic and handmade 

qualities of the wall from which they hang but also because they make explicit reference 

to the Finnish national landscape.  The image of snow-topped trees bending under the 

weight of snow along the fells of Lapland during the eerie twilight of winter has become 

a visual trope in Finland, having been reproduced on millions of postcards and in 

hundreds of photobooks throughout the twentieth century.  These sorts of photographic 

images of Lapland replaced the national landscapes of Karelia after the loss of that 

region to the Soviet Union after World War II.16   

The inclusion of the calendars denaturalizes the image of the man in the rustic 

house.  They are representations of the national landscape and are clearly idealizations, 

but then he is too.  He is the national type.  It is almost as though the man needs an 

iconic signifier of wilderness and authentic Finnishness in the calendars in order to 

remind himself of the myths that he is supposed to be upholding.  Männikkö notes the 

complex interplay between real and representation that his photographs elicit.  As 

Maaretta Jaukkuri recounts: 

In a recent interview, Esko Männikkö wondered aloud why it seems that people 
often only see a thing, and this thing can be as close as their own backyards, once 

                                                 
16 Kastemaa, 15-16. 
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they have seen a picture of it.  According to him, the reality aspect of an object is 
confirmed by the picture.17   
 

If this is the case, then the man recognizes his own backyard (the northern Finnish 

forest) and its reality by seeing a representation of it in the calendar.  However, the 

bricolage of real wooden wall, mass-produced calendar, sticker, can, and sleeping dog 

(who shows a profound disinterest in the problems of representation) seem to undermine 

the simple correlation between photograph, referent, and recognition that Männikkö 

describes.  The viewer, if not the man himself, recognizes the unreality of the ideal 

landscape or ideal type by seeing the “real thing” in the photograph.  

Much of the critical interpretation of Männikkö’s photographs centers on this 

rather circular logic of realness, as evidenced in the earlier quotation by Kovalainen.  

This trust in the realness of the photographs seems to stem from the trust established 

between Männikkö and the subjects.  As an exhibition catalog for a 1996-1997 touring 

exhibition in Germany and Belgium repeats, “Esko Männikkö knows what he 

photographs – and he photographs what he knows.  He may be a documentarist, but he is 

also a participant.”18  The Männikkö agreement allows the sitters to address the camera 

without pretension or shame because the person behind it is not an outsider or intruder 

but a backwoodsman like them.  Even if the special relationship between Männikkö and 

his subjects is accepted, what the texts never acknowledge is that the relationship 

between subject and viewer inevitably shifts once the camera literally comes between 

the photographer and subject and, certainly, once the photograph becomes a commodity 

within the art world.  Furthermore, we have to ask whether this presumably unmediated 

                                                 
17 Maaretta Jaukkuri, “Seeing Things as They Are,” in Esko Männikkö, Mexas (Oulu, Finland: Esko 
Männikkö and Hasselblad Center, 1999), 5. 
18 Foreword to Esko Männikkö (Cologne: Portikus Frankfurt am Main and Oktagon Verlag, 1996), 5. 
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relationship actually challenges the “fantasies and utopias” of photographic 

representation, as claimed by Kovalainen, or reinforces them.  

What is the significance of her claim that the pictures are valuable because they 

assure us “that such people and places really exist”?  It is important to think carefully 

about the audience implied in the article.  In the Young Artist of the Year exhibition 

catalogue, she addresses a domestic audience, the artists, curators and members of the 

public in Tampere and throughout the Finnish art world who would actually go to the 

museum to see these photographs or at least take notice of the exhibition.  This audience 

expands in the Creative Camera essay to a global art photography audience.  What 

exactly is the value for these different groups of viewers of knowing that such people 

really exist?  According to Kovalainen, the value of taking and exhibiting real pictures of 

real people is that they counter idealized media images.  Critics have often noted that 

Männikkö’s photographs give a face to the grim socio-economic conditions of the region 

in the early 1990s: unemployment, rural depopulation, failing farms. 19  This 

interpretation of value places the photographs squarely within the Finnish social 

documentary tradition.  Claiming to document the real in a national social documentary 

context is inherently problematic, as it transforms real subjects into symbols of otherwise 

invisible economic conditions.  But for the international audience, the value cannot 

reasonably be to illustrate local socio-economic realities or comment upon national 

politics.  As their local and national context disappears, the photographs and people in 

them come to stand for a paradoxically generalized specificity.  They represent 

marginality in general.  Their value derives from their ability to assure us that such 

                                                 
19 See Kovalainen, 25; and Kastemaa, 18-19. 
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margins continue to exist even as the visual distinctions between peoples and places 

seem to be disappearing under the deluge of glossy media images that Kovalainen notes.   

Jean Baudrillard’s theory of hyperreality provides another insight into the 

discourse of the real surrounding Männikkö’s photographs.  He defines hyperreality as 

the disconcerting cultural conditions that result from the dissolution of the stable 

relationship between sign and referent in which simulation replaces signification within 

late capitalism.  The condition of hyperreality produces incessant longings for the real.  

He explains, 

When the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full meaning.  
There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand 
truth, objectivity and authenticity.  There is an escalation of the true, of the lived 
experience; a resurrection of the figurative where the object and substance have 
disappeared.20 
 

As an ideological construct, the real continues to be essential for both capitalistic and 

nationalistic ends.  However, now that it is freed from any semiotic link to a referent, the 

real can be filled with any ideology and deployed as needed, typically to reassure us of 

its own authenticity.  As capital, commodities, images, and identities proliferate and 

move freely within a market without borders, the concept of a singular national identity, 

a natural link between people and place throughout time, becomes increasingly difficult 

to define and fix.  Nostalgia for the real is also nostalgia for the stable boundaries and 

identities of the modern nation state.  The simultaneous evocation of nationalist 

iconography and the inclusion of masses of mass-produced objects have the paradoxical 

result of reinforcing the reality effect of the photographs.  Trying to pass off a forest 

dweller whose daily life is untouched by global capitalism as real in 1990s Finland 

                                                 
20 Baudrillard, 12. 
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would be hard to believe, but a hybridized man in a border state between purity and 

commodity seems believable.  Männikkö’s work insinuates itself in the discourse of the 

real precisely because it does not offer images of national purity.  It evokes the pure folk 

of the nineteenth century living in the virgin forest but offers in its place lonely, drunken 

bachelors living in consumerist squalor amidst a polluted and desecrated landscape.  

However, ironically, it is precisely because the photographs offer impurity that they read 

as pure. 

Baudrillard notes this paradox within hyperreality.  He writes, “We need a visible 

past, a visible continuum, a visible myth of origin to reassure us as to our ends, since 

ultimately we have never believed in them.”21  In another loop around the Mobius strip, 

viewers ultimately seek to believe in Männikkö’s photographs because they know them 

to be false.  Speaking of the reception of Männikkö’s works, Rudolph Schmitz writes 

that, “most Finns do not ‘believe’ his photos anyway because they recognise in them 

conditions which, as far as they are concerned, died out twenty years ago.  A large 

proportion of viewers in Helsinki…regarded his photographs as documentations of a 

historical past.”22  Maaretta Jaukkuri also notes the mixed reception of Männikkö’s 

photographs in Finland.  She argues that the photographs are easy for an urban, Finnish 

viewer to dismiss because the social, cultural, and economic gap between the viewer and 

photographic subject and urban viewer are far apart, even though national discourse 

presumes that there should be a natural identification.23  This accounts, no doubt, for a 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 19-20. 
22 Rudolph Schmitz, “A Photographer of Fish, Dogs and Old Men,” in Esko Männikkö, (Cologne: Portikus 
Frankfurt am Main and Oktagon Velag, 1996), 13.  He does not substantiate this assertion, but it is 
fascinating nonetheless. 
23 Jaukkuri, 6. 
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part of the hostility towards Männikkö discussed at the beginning of this section.  A 

looping of history, documentation, and national identity takes place.  These viewers still 

regarded these images as real documents, but not as documents of themselves 

(contemporary Finns) but as documents of their past selves, emblems of a national ideal 

that seems embarrassingly dated.   

What is it, exactly, that Männikkö’s photographs document?  Although the 

subject matter of the photographs raises critical questions about the effects of 

globalization on class, gender, and national identity in northern Finland, their function is 

not primarily a social documentary one, according to Männikkö.  Just as meeting the real 

Männikkö does not reveal the “truth” of his photographs, reading them as 

straightforward documents of social change is similarly to miss their meaning by looking 

for it too directly.  I do not read the Female Pike as an expression of nostalgia by 

Männikkö for the real; it is a solicitation of nostalgia for the real.24  That is, the 

photographs stage the reality of national identity (in the form of its mythic embodiments 

– backwoodsman and forest home) as an object of loss.  This solicitation brings out the 

latent longing in 1990s Finland for a fixed, temporal-spatial national home that seemed 

to be disappearing.  Nostalgia in these photographs is not a reaction against globalization 

as much as it is a working through of these remnants of nationalism.  That the discourse 

of the real inevitably collapses under its own contradictions is to be expected, for the 

nostalgic longing that engenders it derives from doubt as much as from hope.  In short, 

                                                 
24 He articulates his thoughts on immigration and racism in Finland in two interviews, Hannula, 244-52; 
and Esko Männikkö, “Meet the Artist: Esko Männikkö,” talk at Kiasma Museum Library, Helsinki, 
October 4, 2001, (VHS recording in Kiasma Museum Library). 
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the discourse of the real surrounding Männikkö’s Female Pike is the sociological 

“document,” not the photographs.   

 

Repeating the Nation 

Their houses and ways of life are fading out of our societies, forever, together 
with their knowledge.  It is my aim to capture these atmospheres, wherever I find 
them, before they completely disappear.  The result, this archive, can be 
exhibited and published all over the world for us to recognize and contemplate.25 
 
This quotation, which might as well have been written in regard to Organised 

Freedom or the Female Pike, sums up the melancholy impulse that motivates the 

cultural practice of salvage ethnography.  At the end of the nineteenth century, Western 

ethnographers set out to document indigenous peoples and their cultures before the 

forces of colonization and modernization completely obliterated them.  The 

anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski already noted the complexity of this project in 

1922, writing “at the very moment when [ethnology] begins to put its workshop in 

order…the material of study melts away with hopeless rapidity… [dying] away under 

our very eyes.”26  Photography, which developed in tandem with modern anthropology 

in the nineteenth century, played a key role in this project.  As an imaging technology 

that documents the real, it presumably could capture the objects (people, traditions, and 

material cultural object) of ethnographic inquiry before they disappeared.  The infinite 

reproducibility of photography ensures that the soon-to-be lost object could always 

                                                 
25 Bert Teunissen, “The Realization of a Project,” in Domestic Landscapes: A Portrait of Europeans at 
Home (New York: Aperture), 5. 
26 Qtd. in Elizabeth Edwards, Raw Histories: Photographs, Anthropology, and Museums (New York: 
Berg, 2001), 10. 
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survive as a part of an ever-expanding, accessible archive of images.27  The central 

paradox of salvage ethnography is that the (literal or cultural) disappearance of people 

and objects that it races to record from the colonialist practices that brought ethnologists 

into contact with the peoples in the first place.  Indeed, the central criticism leveled 

against salvage ethnography in postcolonial critiques is that it does not passively 

document the disappearance of peoples, but actively participates in their disappearance.  

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett articulates this problem writing, “exhibition is 

instrumental in the foreclosing of what is shown.”28  The production of knowledge about 

a disappearing people – image making, exhibiting, archiving – transforms the “real” 

object into an image, thus destroying it.  Salvaging, in some sense, always savages.29  

Once it has disappeared, the lost thing can be recovered as an object of nostalgia.30 

The irony of the opening quotation, however, is that it is neither about a 

geographically peripheral, colonized people nor from the historical past.  It actually 

comes from the foreword to Bert Teunissen’s photobook Domestic Landscapes: A 

Portrait of Europeans at Home, a project that the Dutch photographer carried out 

between 1996 and 2005 in the Netherlands, Austria, Germany, France, and Portugal, and 

other Western European countries.  In photograph after photograph, elderly men and 

women stare pensively at the camera as they sit or stand in the kitchens or bedrooms of 

their homes (fig. 46).  The blackened fireplace at the center of many of the photographs 

signifies a continued link to the past and to traditions (such as smoking one’s own 
                                                 
27 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” The Atlantic Monthly 3 (June 
1859), 738-48. 
28 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Destination Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 
159. 
29 My play with salvage/savage is inspired by, Roger Connah, Sa(l)vaged Modernism (Helsinki: 
Rakkenustieto, 2000). 
30 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 161. 
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sausage) even as the presence of modern cupboards and electric stoves in many of the 

kitchens hint at encroaching modernity.  The traditional and contemporary coexist 

uneasily within the houses.  Teunissen’s introductory text is just as deterministic and 

pessimistic as any of his salvage ethnography predecessors.  He argues that the threat of 

cultural annihilation now comes, not from colonialism or modernization, but the cultural 

homogenization resulting from globalization and European unification.31  This threatens 

to destroy the last surviving authentic customs and built environments of those rural 

Europeans who, up to this point, have managed to make only minor adaptations to 

modernity.   

The project echoes not only the salvage ethnography of early twentieth century 

colonialism but also the late nineteenth century European nationalist folk revival 

movements that sought to document and preserve traditions found in rural poems, songs, 

and handicrafts.  The paradox of such revivals was that modern nationalism, like 

colonialism or anthropology, ultimately destroys the object of veneration.  The object of 

loss in Teunissen’s photographs is not the exotic other typical of salvage ethnography of 

the previous century but the exotic, national self.  That is, the loss of the distinctive 

national characteristics (most often projected onto internal others who seem to be closest 

to the past) that differentiate one nationality from another.  What does it mean to locate 

the national self as an object of immanent loss in the present?  Does this contemporary 

salvage ethnography, like its predecessors, hasten the disappearance of that which it 

preemptively mourns?   

                                                 
31 Teunissen, 4-5. 
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The ways in which Teunissen’s project invests photography with the task of 

creating true documents of a disappearing nation resonates with the discourse of the real 

that emerged around Männikkö’s Female Pike.  However, while there are some striking 

formal and iconographic similarities between the interior portrait photographs of both 

photographers, I argue that the two projects stage loss in very different ways.  Teunissen 

closely aligns his photographs with traditional notions of ethnographic documentarism.  

In his introductory statement for the project, he states that his aim is for the photographs 

to serve as an objective, historical archive of real people and houses, and he expresses a 

personal sense of melancholic nostalgia about their immanent loss.32  Männikkö’s 

photographs, though they reference Finnish ethnographic and social documentary 

precedents, lack the overt documentary program that is found in Teunissen’s project.  

There are no sad faces, no sentimental or didactic accompanying texts, and, except for 

the place names in the titles, no archival impulse to record information about the people 

or locations in the photographs.  Similarly, where stoic solemnity characterizes the 

human subjects in Teunissen’s photographs, wry humor marks those in Männikkö’s.  

The Männikkö agreement, whatever its messy contradictions, seems to ensure that the 

subjects of his photographs understand their own ironically iconic status vis-à-vis 

nationalist mythologies.   

However, both projects might be read as reproducing nationalist mythologies – 

one sincerely and the other ironically.  This reproduction might serve two contradictory 

ends.  Männikkö’s photographs either function, as in Kovalainen’s assessment, as a 

needed corrective, verifying that such marginalized people really do continue to exist.  

                                                 
32 Teunissen, 4-5. 
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Alternatively, they function, as in Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s terms, as a means of 

transforming the present into the past.  While Teunissen aligns his project with the 

function Kovalainen sets out, I read Männikkö’s project as aligning itself, in a 

complicated way, with the second.  Might the apparent act of salvaging national identity, 

of salvaging the real, in Männikkö’s photographs, in fact, savage it?  It is the subtle irony 

running throughout Männikkö’s project (and absent in Teunissen’s) that seems to give it 

this potential. 

National identity depends upon continual reproduction and replenishment.  This 

is necessary both in a physical sense (the nation will grow and future generations will 

remember and retain its language, traditions, and customs) and in the sense that the very 

existence and coherency of national identity depends upon its constant reiteration 

through processes such as Anderson’s print capitalism, Bhabha’s narration, and Billig’s 

banal nationalism.  Salvage ethnography is needed precisely when a nation or cultural 

group cannot reproduce itself either because its population is so small that it will literally 

die out or, more typically, when it is no longer able to retain and transmit its culture to 

another generation.  In visual anthropology, the reproducibility of photography acts as a 

replacement for the reproducibility of the culture.  That which can no longer be 

reproduced in physical form can be reproduced in visual form.  However, the 

overlapping usage of the term reproduction for literal biological reproduction, cultural 

reproduction, and the mechanical reproduction of photography is misleading.  The 

photograph, though reproducible, cannot reproduce.  That is, it can endlessly repeat the 

referent that was once before it but cannot reproduce that referent except via 
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simulation.33  It is indexical but not generative in a literal sense.  Of course, repetition, 

particularly on the scale that mechanical reproduction makes possible, is the means by 

which national discourse propagates national narratives of time-space.  This duality 

marks repetition as ambivalent.  

I present this tentative distinction between repetition and reproduction as a model 

for thinking about Männikkö’s photographs; they ironically repeat national identity but 

do not necessarily reproduce it.  The nostalgic tendency in the photographs can be 

somewhat misleading.  Susan Stewart writes, “Nostalgia is the repetition that mourns the 

inauthenticity of all repetition and denies the repetition’s capacity to form identity.”34  

The apparent nostalgia for the reality of national identity in Männikkö’s Female Pike 

mourns the loss of that real and simultaneously denies its own possibility to reproduce or 

reaffirm it.  Slightly altering the direction of Stewart’s formulation, I would argue that 

the nostalgic repetition acknowledges that there never was an authentic real but that 

national identity always is a repetition without an original.  To repeat is to embrace the 

inability of repetition to reproduce, to secure, identity.   

In the Female Pike series, Männikkö repeats the figure of a lonely, old bachelor.  

This figure repeats earlier nationalist imagery of independent, rural men, and its 

repetition within this contemporary project causes it to take on the status of a 

contemporary national icon.  But could there be a more ironic figure for a national icon?  

The bachelor is the direct opposite of the nurturing mother or the young child or teenager 

who would seem best to embody a national future, a figure with an endless potential to 

                                                 
33 This is a contested issue in anthropology and postcolonial studies.  Indigenous cultural projects often 
“reclaim” photographs and other anthropological materials as part of a contemporary identity construction 
projects.  See Pinney. 
34 Susan Stewart, 23. 
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propagate the nation.  This predominance of male subjects isolated from women or 

children in the series has two practical explanations.  First, the rural depopulation in 

Finland has produced a glaring gender disparity in rural areas because a larger 

proportion of women have moved to cities while more men have stayed in or returned to 

the countryside.35  Second, the intimacy and familiarity needed between the 

photographer and subject for the Männikkö agreement to work does not happen, by his 

own admission, as naturally with female subjects as with male ones.36  However, even as 

the photographic repetition of rural men in the Female Pike might document a 

sociological reality or the gendered social interaction between photographer and subject, 

I argue that this repetition does something, rather than just reflect something.  It repeats 

national myths and icons but, in that repetition, that re-presentation, it transforms 

national icons into ciphers.  It makes national identity the object of an ironic nostalgia, 

and this nostalgic attachment has the effect of locating its object of longing in an 

irretrievable past.   

In order to argue for how bachelor imagery in the Female Pike mobilizes 

nationalist imagery against itself, it is necessary to give some additional background on 

the nationalist-ethnographic sources that it visually quotes.  Although salvage 

ethnography typically refers to anthropological projects in colonialist contexts, this 

impulse to document the primitive also occurred in Europe.  The search for people and 

places that symbolized pre-industrialized, pre-modernized authenticity took place within 

the internal margins of new and nascent European nation-states and was often a central 

                                                 
35 Elina Heikka, “Modernin Maailman Kokijat” [Experiencers of the Modern World], in Pohjoinen 
Valokuva, ed. Jukka Järvinen, et al. (Ivalo: Puntsi, 2000), 43-44. 
36 See Seppänen, 98. 
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component of nationalist movements.  In late-nineteenth century Finland, painters and 

photographers followed in the footsteps of proto-ethnologists and ethnomusicologists to 

the border region of Karelia between Finland and Russia.37  There they sought people 

who had been least “corrupted” by either Swedish or Russian influences and retained the 

characteristics of “primordial” Finns.  The self of national discourse (the Fennoman 

urban elite that theorized and promoted a Finnish national identity) sought to find an 

authentic, primitive, original version of itself.38  Visually, the female counterpart to 

Gallen-Kallela’s Man of the People discussed earlier can be found in his painting 

Woman Cooking Whitefish (1886) (fig. 47).  A young woman leans against an open-

hearth oven as she looks shyly out at the viewer inside a light interior of a rural home.  

Although the painterly brushstrokes locate the image within the visual rhetoric of art 

rather than anthropology, it still provides a mass of ethnographical information (her 

dress, the hearth, pot, and round rye loaves hanging from the rafters).  The painting 

constructs an idealized, national type: the rural woman cooking at the hearth in the 

symbolic center of the home.  The boundary between this national ethnographic imagery 

and national mythological imagery at the turn of the twentieth century is blurry at best.  

The rural farmers, mothers, herders, and hunters in the earlier naturalistic paintings 

became models for the heroes from the Kalevala in his later paintings.  This rural 

imagery carries forward as one strong strand of the national visual imaginary even as 

                                                 
37 See Tutta Palin, “Picturing the Nation: The Finnish Landscape and the Finnish People,” in Europe’s 
Northern Frontier: Perspectives on Finland’s Northern Identity, ed. Tuomas Lehtonen, trans. Philip 
Landon (Jyväskylä: PS-Kustannus, 1999), 225-227. 
38 Fennoman refers to those who promoted the establishment of Finnish as the national language (over 
Swedish) in the language “wars” of the nineteenth century. 
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urban and industrial imagery has increased in importance over the course of the 

twentieth century. 

Although images of the rural ideal appear in photobooks and other national 

visual cultural materials throughout the early and mid-twentieth century, rural imagery 

takes on a new urgency in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s within social documentary 

photography.  The rapid rural depopulation at the time meant that this rural ideal actually 

seemed in danger of being irretrievably lost.  The two most famous documentary 

photographic projects linked to this historical moment take dramatically different 

approaches to this problem of loss.  Matti Saanio’s book Musta talvi – valkea kesä 

[Black winter – light summer] (published 1966 with photographs primarily from the late 

1950s) depicts farmers and forest workers in Lapland in a sentimental, humanistic 

light.39  The soft-focus and graininess of the images resulting from the inexpensive 

printing process enhances the already sentimental qualities of the rich black and white 

photographs.  His division of the book into universalizing themes (landscape, work, 

children, etc.) and evocation of natural, seasonal rhythms in the title create a sense of 

unchanging, harmonious existence.  His untitled image of a woman cooking at a 

wooden-hearth stove (fig. 48) seems to recreate if not the exact scene, at least the 

iconography of the earlier Gallen-Kallela painting.  The only immediately discernable 

difference being the nineteenth century image and the modern one is the brightly 

patterned dress of the woman and the commercially produced food package she holds in 

her hand.  These telltale signs of modern change in the photograph are central to the 

rhetoric of the book.  Saanio’s response to the changing socio-economic conditions of 

                                                 
39 Leena Laakso, “Matti Saanio ja Pohjoinen” [Matti Saanio and the North], in Pohjoinen Valokuva, ed. 
Jukka Järvinen, et al. (Ivalo: Puntsi, 2000), 64-85. 
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his historical moment was to valorize those people who continued to live their lives and 

carry on their traditions in spite of modernity.  The book valorizes the individual or 

family who, unselfconsciously, stands against the bureaucratic state and dispassionate 

market, what he refers to as the Colossus.40  However, his narrative sets them up to fail 

in this struggle.  The introductions to the final two sections in the book, titled  

“Graveyards” and “The Human in the Landscape,” are thick with melancholic nostalgia, 

as he explains how the rural lifestyles will die with the elderly people he depicts.  

Appropriately, one of the last photographs depicts three children walking away from the 

camera down a wide, muddy road scarred by tire tracks and bordered by forest on either 

side (fig. 49).  The literal and the allegorical overlap as the children seem to be walking, 

not just down a road, but also away from the past, from the countryside, from the mud 

and toil, and toward an unseen and uncertain modern future in the south, in the city.   

As if in response to the wistful, yet defeatist, humanism of Saanio’s project, 

Mikko Savolainen and Ismo Hölttö’s book Suomea tämäkin [This too is Finland] (1970) 

highlights the harsh socio-economic position of those who still remained in the north 

Karelian countryside a decade after Saanio documented the fading ideal further north.  

Whereas the black and white photography in Saanio’s book has the effect of softening 

and enriching his images, in Savolainen and Hölttö’s book, it only serves to cast the 

backbreaking work, unrelentingly miserable weather, and grotesque human faces into 

even more stark relief.  They also reject Saanio’s emphasis on the heroic individual by 

pairing their photographs with a stridently leftist political manifesto that demands that 

the welfare state live up to its promises by providing social services and economic 

                                                 
40 Heikka, 33-36. 
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support for rural areas.  Both photobooks, despite their often diametrically opposed 

visual and verbal rhetoric, are attempts to work through the passing of the national rural 

ideal, but where Saanio is elegiac and mournful, Savolainen and Hölttö angrily show that 

the dead rural ideal now only serves to conceal a harsh reality.  Männikkö’s photographs 

are in implicit dialogue with these visual precedents.  However, while his photographs 

quote subject matter and formal conventions, they also empty them out.  What remains 

are national icons filled with something decidedly other than Gallen-Kallela’s 

primitivism, Saanio’s humanism, or Savolainen and Hölttö’s socialism.  Ironic and 

ambivalent nostalgia seems to be the best description for the rhetoric of Männikkö’s 

photographs.   

In order to explore this relationship between repetition and iconicity, I will focus 

on a particular series of four photographs from the Female Pike.  In Kuivaniemi (1991) 

(fig. 50), two older men in rubber boots, coats, and matching fur hats share an old 

upholstered chair.  One looks out at the camera while the other looks away, as he 

appears to belt out a song.  Behind them is an elaborately, though crudely, painted hearth 

depicting animals, plant motifs, and a landscape.  In a second photograph titled 

Kuivaniemi (1991) (fig. 51), a solitary man in red sits against a dirty cream-colored 

hearth.  His bright red jacket and pants mirror the bright red chair located to the side of 

the hearth.  In Sodankylä (1991) (fig. 52) a man sits on a section of cut log in front of a 

smoke stained white hearth with his heavy black boots next to him.  These photographs 

foreground the bachelors and hearths, explicitly conflating hearth and home and 

implicitly thematizing home and homeland.  Männikkö’s photographs, like Saanio’s or 

Teunissen’s, highlight disjunctions between tradition and modernity, especially as they 
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play out in the things that surround the men.  The traditional hearth oven in these 

images, a solid hulking mass, stands for permanence and tradition.  It can only be built 

by skilled workers on site and cannot be mass-produced or moved from one home to 

another.  A hearth requires continuous human effort in order to produce heat and its fuel 

it typically hand harvested by the owner of the house, rarely bought or sold.   

The physical materiality of the hearth also carries the traces of hands and the 

passing of time.  In the first photograph, the conviviality between the two men parallels 

that of the hand-painted hearth beside them.  The fir bough and cones, flowers, geese, 

moose, and lake landscape idealize what presumably lies just outside the house.  In an 

ironic inversion, the naïve painting reinterprets Finnish National Romantic motifs and 

national landscape imagery that, at the turn of the twentieth century, imitated folk art.  

The other images also intermingle old and new, homemade and purchased.  The clutter 

of detail in the other Kuivaniemi photograph – plastic buckets, coffee maker, and 

vacuum cleaner – highlights the hybridity surrounding the hearth, the symbol of 

authenticity.  On the far left side, two obscure details – the corner of an electric cooking 

range and, parallel to the camera, a yellow electric radiator – complicate the iconography 

of the image.  The placement of the men directly in front of the hearth dramatizes their 

connection to nationalist imagery, but the juxtaposition of old men dressed in 

contemporary clothing surrounded by modern appliances and products undercuts that 

iconicity.  The presence of the modern stoves to the side of the hearth reveals it to be a 

sign of authenticity, of use value, even if it no longer functions in practice.   

This trope of substitution carries over into the gendered visual economy of the 

photographs.  The woman, who in earlier paintings and photographs is usually at the 
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center of the home at the hearth, is replaced by a bachelor.  By bringing the men inside 

the home and to a location normally reserved for women in nationalist imagery, the 

photographs create an odd set of contradictions.  While the men appear to be 

comfortably at home, they are ideologically out of place.  Another photograph, 

Savukoski (1994) (fig. 53) plays with this substitution of man for woman, bachelor for 

mother even more provocatively.  An old man sits in front of a hearth smoking a 

cigarette while quietly feeding a pale, white lamb from a baby bottle.  He provides food 

to the lamb in front of the hearth that literally (or at least symbolically) provides his own 

food.  The photograph consists of a series of ironic substitutions.  The plastic bottle 

replaces the nipple of a ewe.  The old man replaces a young woman.  The man’s 

cigarette and the blue crate of bottled beer replace nutritious food the missing, ideal wife 

would presumably have cooked over the hearth.  The manufactured plastic and metal 

buckets and vats lying around the room replace the authentic wooden and ceramic ones 

of the past.  And (presuming that this home is like the others in the series) a modern 

stove and radiator somewhere outside the frame of the photograph replace the traditional 

hearth at its symbolic center.  The photograph repeats the image of a lonely bachelor as 

the Finnish national ideal, but the image is incapable of nourishing the collective 

imagination of the nation.  The nation as mother-provider to her children becomes a 

nation as bachelor, a substitute caretaker for a child who is not his own.  The substitution 

of orphaned lamb for a child is significant.  Within the visual and iconographic language 

of the Female Pike, a section titled “Children” (as is found in Saanio’s book) is 

inconceivable.  There are not even the despondent children in need of social intervention 

who are found in Savolainen and Hölttö’s book.  There is no future tense, no possibility 
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for natural or national reproduction in Männikkö’s Female Pike.  There is only a 

perpetual present marked by a nostalgic pastness.   

While photography always has a propensity to freeze time, this sense of stillness 

and immobility is especially noticeable in the book.  Rarely do figures even stand, let 

alone walk, work, or talk.  The photograph of a reclining man surrounded by clocks in 

Utajärvi (1991) (fig. 54) seems to condense this leaden stillness into an almost 

physically palpable visual form.  The clocks, which record the continuous passing of 

time, are frozen at exactly 5:47.  Even the pendulum of the central, framed clock is 

caught at an awkward position at some three-quarters of its swing to the right.  While the 

clocks seem tenuously and awkwardly paused, the reclining man seems at peace with his 

own stillness.  In spite of the presence of the green machine and shelves holding tools at 

the left of the photograph, he is at rest.  The home workshop and wall of hand-made 

clocks bespeak work, but this labor is oriented towards hobby and free time.  This man, 

like the others in the project, is removed not only from cycles of sexual reproduction but 

also from economic production.  Unemployed or retired, they live out the ends of their 

lives as consumers, not producers.  Again, this is an inversion of traditional gender roles: 

men wile away hours inside their homes while the outside world comes in only as 

images and commodities: Nature as a landscape photograph on a calendar, food as a can 

or bottle from the store, social interaction as a television show or news on the radio.   

However, they are not the only consumers implicated in the photographs.  These 

men, immobilized in their ramshackle homes and isolated from the public world of 

work, are available for photography.  They are available for visual consumption just as 

they themselves, in turn, seem destined only to consume rather than produce.  This 
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question of consumption recalls Teunissen’s hope that his photographs will form an 

archive for contemplation.  Who will contemplate them and why?  In his project, as 

within salvage ethnography generally, there is a contradiction between subject and 

audience.  The people who will mourn the loss of these people and homes are not the 

people in the photographs but presumably people elsewhere who have already lost this 

imagined connection to tradition and place.  The primary consumers of both Teunissen 

and Männikkö’s photographs are a global audience, rather than a national one.  The 

question of reproducing national identity versus repeating it takes on new meaning 

within this context.  For whom is the ironic disappearance of national identity via its 

ironic nostalgic recovery performed?  I return to this question in the final section.  The 

following section explores how Männikkö’s photographs locate national identity in 

nationally charged objects and, conversely, how the photographs themselves function as 

such objects.  

 

National Things 

The unique frames surrounding Männikkö’s photographs have the effect of 

emphasizing the materiality of the c-print photographs, their materiality.  He initially 

found used frames that were aged, chipped, faded, and kitschy, but has long since 

switched to weathered wooden frames that he makes himself.  These auratic frames 

emphasize that the photographs they enclose are not disembodied filmic or televisual 

images, not patterns of pixels on a computer screen, and not press photographs printed 

on thin newspaper; they are art objects.  These frames solicited almost as much of a 

reaction as the photographs themselves in the initial critical response to the Female Pike.  
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Read as indications of Männikkö’s outsider status vis-à-vis the contemporary art world 

and his aesthetic affinity with the people he photographs, the frames became one more 

part of the Männikkö agreement.41  Yet, in spite of the attention lavished on them, the 

frames do clearly establish some sort of material connection between the subject matter 

of the photograph and its status as an object.  They also draw attention to their display in 

a museum or gallery.  The weathered, mismatched frames, often abutted one directly 

next to another, instantly denaturalize the neutral white wall against which they hang.  

However, this juxtaposition of the homely and naïve with the sleek and sophisticated 

implicates the frames and photographs as much as the gallery wall within a system of 

economic exchange.  Peter Schjeldahl contends that the frames “acknowledge his 

pictures as commodities” even as he notes that Männikkö is enviably adept at “serving 

up folkish authenticity” to a global art public eager to consume it.42  By highlighting the 

status of the photographs as art objects, the frames draw attention to an underlying 

concern about the signifying capacity of objects that runs throughout the series, to the 

potential of objects, including photographs, to affirm national identity. 

In his catalogue essay for the Männikkö exhibit that toured Germany and 

Belgium in 1996, the critic Rudolph Schmitz explains, “There is no need to strike a pose, 

for these people are directly defined by their domestic environment, by the objects, 

utensils and appliances with which they surround themselves.”43  Echoing this same 

sentiment some ten years later, the catalogue essay for Teunissen’s project asserts, “A 

person’s place in the world can be reflected in the belongings and objects that surround 

                                                 
41 See Schmitz, 13. 
42 Schjeldahl, 68. 
43 Schmitz, 8. 
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him.”44  The notion that people can be understood through objects initially seems to be a 

return to the collecting and exhibition practices of salvage ethnography in which 

material cultural artifacts act as surrogates for the lost culture and missing bodies of the 

people it studies.  The immobilization and domestication of the men in Männikkö’s 

photographs also emphasizes their continuity with material objects, rather than their 

difference.  Because the facial expressions and physical postures of the iconic bachelors 

often read as blank or exhausted, it is the material cultural objects that surround the men 

in the photographs – their tools, household objects, clothing, food, furniture, and images 

– that become the primary site for the negotiation of authenticity, hybridity, modernity, 

capitalism, globalization, and nationalism.  Objects and details also play a crucial role in 

generating the truth discourse surrounding Männikkö’s photographs.  They generate a 

particular way of viewing the images, a visual epistemology, which Schmitz identifies 

very clearly.  As he begins to write about one of the still lifes in the Female Pike, he 

notes that it “prompts a flurry of stocktaking.”45  In other words, the photograph incites a 

need to inventory and interpret the mass of visual data it presents.  I follow this 

methodological imperative as I discuss four still lifes in the Female Pike, which move 

between levels of meaning from natural purity, to cultural hybridity, and to visual 

nationality.     

Two outdoor still lifes establish Nature as a baseline for interpreting objects and 

their relationship to culture.  In Sodankylä (1994) (fig. 55), the remains of four gutted 

pike lie frozen on a frost-covered surface.  With the meat removed, the head, backbone, 

                                                 
44 Saskia Asser, “Bert Teunissen: Domestic Landscapes,” in Domestic Landscapes: A Portrait of 
Europeans at Home (New York: Aperture), 127. 
45 Schmitz, 7. 



 

 172 

and tail contort into grotesque interweaving patterns of pale, frozen flesh and silvery 

scales.  There is a careless brutality here.  Only what was usable from the fish was taken 

while the rest was left to wait in tortured abjectness until the spring thaw allows 

microorganisms, worms, insects, birds, or animals to dispose of the scraps.  There is 

something particularly disturbing about the contorted digestive tract pulled out and lying 

exposed on the fish on the right hand side of the photograph.  The head and fins allow 

the fish to support some level of anthropomorphism, the eyes frozen open and the pairs 

of dorsal fins in the center of the photograph reach out towards the viewer as arms.  

Another photograph also addresses death with the same level of directness.  In Savukoski 

(1994) (fig. 56), four dead capercaillies (wood grouse) hang suspended from a pine tree 

in front of a frost covered forest landscape.  The twine tied around their necks contorts 

their heads upwards while the rest of their bodies dangle limply below them.  Their 

beaks gape open and their eyes clench closed as they hang two and two on either side of 

a pine tree trunk as a golden, late afternoon autumn light washes across them.  The two 

on the left face the viewer directly and the intertwining of the heads of the two birds (a 

large male on the right and a markedly smaller female on the left) suggest a tragic 

intimacy between them.  Both photographs pair beautiful form with grotesque subject 

matter. 

These photographs function as defining objects in Schmitz’s sense; they testify to 

the authenticity of the men in the other photographs.  Frozen, gutted fish and dead birds 

mark them as real anglers and hunters not just city dwellers on vacation at their summer 

cabin.  By marking the men as real backwoodsmen, they also serve as distancing 

devices, making the urban viewer aware of his own geographic and cultural distance 
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from them.  The bodies of fish and birds in these photographs also provide a baseline for 

gauging the relative purity of the objects in other photographs.  These still lifes present a 

primal encounter between Man and Nature as real – a relationship that is brutal yet 

honest.  However, even though these still lifes function as a foil for Culture elsewhere in 

the project, their representation of Nature is already caught up in discourses of national 

identity.  Nationalist sentiment infuses both the pike and capercaillie with cultural 

meaning.  In the Kalevala the wizard Väinämöinen fashions a kantele (the national 

stringed instrument) from the jaw of a pike, while two fighting male capercaillies are the 

subject of an 1886 painting by Ferdinand von Wright that is arguably the most 

reproduced and popularly recognized painting in Finland.  Männikkö’s photographs 

efficiently subsume nation into nature in a deceptive naturalism.  Even so, the brutality 

of the photographs is unsettling, especially as the themes of consumption, waste, and 

abandonment seem to comment upon not only nature but also the nation – not just upon 

the fish and birds but also on the men who killed them.  The pikes and capercaillies may 

be subtle national symbols, but they are also dead, eviscerated ones.  Likewise, their 

value having been extracted, only the useless remainder of the frozen fish is left behind.  

As such, they are not so different from the men who caught them. 

An interesting transformation takes place once these fish and birds come inside.  

Pure Nature as a basis for authentic national identity enters a more complex system of 

consumption and exchange in the interior, tabletop still lifes.  In Pudasjärvi (1991) (fig. 

57), a few dry, salty whitefish are scattered across what looks to be an irregular-shaped, 

handmade ceramic platter.  The platter and fish seem, like the frozen fish remains, to be 

free of the traces of consumer culture – an authentic relic of the Finnish folk culture.  
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However, surrounding the platter is all manner of literal and cultural untidiness.  Spread 

across a garishly printed floral tablecloth, there are several coffee mugs, an ashtray with 

a handful of cigarette butts and spent matches, a butter knife, a tiny tea strainer, a kettle, 

a plastic pitcher, a box of Fazer cookies, a turquoise plastic radio, the back of an Aku 

Ankka (Donald Duck) comic book, a glass dish with sugar cubes, and a blue plastic box 

of Hermesetas artificial sweetener tablets.46  While the platter in the center denotes an 

authentic meal of a backwoodsman, the objects around it negate any myth of cultural 

purity.  Saccharin and whitefish coexist uneasily.  In contrast, Saanio’s photographic still 

lifes of food and eating utensils (fig. 58) – a handmade wooden spoon, a meal of fish, a 

coffee cup and Finnish puukko knife – concern consumption, but present a local, non-

commodified form.  There appears to be a cultural continuity between the fish, knife, 

and wooden serving spoon.  The Männikkö interior still life has precisely the opposite 

effect.  It puts traditional and natural into close proximity, but that closeness only makes 

the differences between the handmade and hand-caught and the manufactured and 

bought that much more glaring.   

The longer one looks at the platter of leftover fish in the center of the 

photograph, the odder it becomes.  As an emblem of the connection between Nature and 

national identity, something is clearly wrong.  The fish do not convey abundance, health, 

and vitality, but instead, they seem frozen in a permanent state of partial decay.  It is 

actually unclear what has happened to them.  Did the platter and its contents just come in 

from outside where the leftovers had frozen?  (The crystals encrusted around the fish are 

strikingly similar to the crystalline accretions surrounding the fish remains in the other 

                                                 
46 This is the photograph that elicits a flurry of stocktaking, according to Schmitz.  See Schmitz, 7. 
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still life, which are clearly frozen.)  It is more likely, perhaps, that the unfinished meal 

has been left on the table for days and has slowly dried up, and the fish in broth have 

transformed into a salty desiccated crust on the platter.  Just as its contents are strangely 

dislocated in time, the platter itself is anachronistic.  In contrast to the other objects on 

the table, which are cast in a dramatic vertical perspective, by the camera being placed at 

a high angle above them, it reads as a flat plane.  And while the tabletop is cluttered with 

partially consumed remains of food and drink, such as dirty coffee cups, cigarette butts, 

used teabags, and strained coffee grounds, the platter still stands out as being distinctly 

odd.  Is it even ceramic?  A plate?  Why do its edges seem to be rusting?  As a symbol of 

the mythic union of nature and national culture, it fails to reassure the viewer of the 

vitality of that connection.  It is a fossil.  Although it is at the center of photograph, the 

colorful, living mass of consumer detritus surrounds and finally overwhelms it.  The 

table still life, like the hunting and fishing ones, act as visual metaphors for the 

diminishing capability of objects to secure national identity.   

Another photograph, one whose interpretation depends upon a more specific 

knowledge of Finnish visual culture and history, makes this breakdown in the ability to 

secure identity through photographic image-objects achingly clear.  Hyrynsalmi (1990) 

(fig. 59) is also a still life but one of a wall rather than a tabletop.  It depicts a section of 

wall covered in a beige floral-pattern wallpaper.  Only a handful of relatively small 

objects – a tiny framed photograph, a single seashell, and then, on the far left, by the 

edge of a blue curtain over a window and a yellowed, plastic-covered list and an empty 

phone jack, interrupt the empty expanse.  The right side of the wall contains nothing and 

gradually falls into shadow.  The framed photograph in the center of the blank wall 
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commands attention.  The yellowed black and white photograph (it could even be a 

postcard or old newspaper clipping) depicts President Urho Kekkonen as he casually 

leans on a table.  This small picture is framed in an intricate, if somewhat kitschy-

looking, woven gold foil frame, recalling Männikkö’s own ironic practice of framing, 

though the gold frame around Kekkonen is most certainly not ironic. 

Kekkonen served as the president of Finland from 1956 until his resignation due 

to declining heath in 1981.  His rule spans nearly the entirety of the Cold War.  A 

tenacious politician, he staked his career and the tenuous neutrality of Finland on 

maintaining friendly relations (what he called “active neutrality”) with the USSR, which 

he asserted that only he could do.47  He steadily consolidated his powers until he ran the 

country and directed foreign policy virtually unopposed during the 1970s.  Though a 

controversial figure, especially in historical retrospect since the end of the Cold War, he 

was revered during his presidency and even after his death in 1986.  He had a pervasive 

visual presence in the everyday environment of Finns, which is recorded in photographs 

by Saanio, Savolainen, and Hölttö.  In the Saanio photograph, a framed photograph of 

Kekkonen hangs on the wall of a log home.  While the focus of the photograph is the 

three boys playing with their dog, Kekkonen stands in for the absent parents, silently 

watching over the boys in the cozy room almost as a grandfather would.  In contrast, 

Kekkonen stands as a cold, absent father figure in Suomea tämäkin.  In a two-page, two-

photograph spread (fig. 60), which seems almost to address the Saanio photograph 

directly, the silhouettes of three children in a darkened room are juxtaposed with a close-

                                                 
47 The USSR did stake its foreign policy objectives with Finland on Kekkonen remaining president.  The 
1968 “Note Crisis” between the USSR and Finland led to a collapse of any serious opposition to 
Kekkonen.  The implied threat of another diplomatic crisis in 1973 led to an extra-constitutional extension 
of his presidential term. 
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up of a pile of papers, clocks, and watches in an adjoining photograph.  Under the title 

“Koko kansan presidentti” [President of the whole people] on magazine cover, 

Kekkonen’s bald head, black-rimmed glasses, and eyes poke out from behind the clutter.  

Suomea tämäkin even includes a sarcastic, expletive-filled letter addressed to Kekkonen 

purportedly from an aging small-scale farmer and forest worker named Armas Hirvonen 

who complains about the many hardships he has had to endure and asks Kekkonen to 

help him.  In both photographs, Kekkonen clearly stands as a father figure to the nation.  

He is a beloved father in one photograph and an absentee father in the other, but, 

nonetheless, undeniably the president of the whole people. 

In Männikkö’s Hyrynsalmi, the Kekkonen photograph is located directly in the 

center of a void, a tiny picture surrounded by a very large, very empty expanse of ageing 

wallpaper.  Although no longer the strong president or the benevolent national father, he 

remains – perhaps forgotten but not outright rejected.  He shares this nebulous state with 

the other objects on the wall.  To the left is what appears to be a very old phone list, so 

old that the phone numbers only contain three numbers.  Since there is no phone plugged 

into the phone jack located just below it, the list, like Kekkonen, is a forgotten remnant.  

The small shell hanging on the wall above Kekkonen likewise carries an air of 

displacement.  Perhaps a souvenir from a trip to the sea or just a child’s discovery in a 

nearby lake of river, whatever special significance caused this shell to be transported 

from its natural habitat to this wall seems to have dissipated.  It now hangs isolated and 

forgotten along with its companions.  All three objects seem to be stranded, out of time, 

out of place, and, tragically, too far apart from one another on the wall to even find 
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solidarity among themselves.  The shadow gathering on the right will eventually 

overtake them all.  

This photograph, like those of the dead fish, birds, and tabletop, charts the 

shifting potential of objects to mark – even to possess – national identity.  The dead fish 

and birds initially signify a non-culturally mediated exchange between humans and 

Nature but this naturalism is caught up in nationalist discourse.  The tabletop still life 

stages an encounter between the nation-as-nature (the fish) and the nation-as-culture (the 

platter), but this symbolic exchange is overwhelmed by the growing clutter of 

commodities that have no national allegiance but to capital.  The Kekkonen still life 

dwells directly with the potential of objects, in particular photographs, to reproduce 

national identity.  The Kekkonen photograph, though the center of Männikkö’s 

photograph, is itself a void.  Drained of its capacity to inspire visceral, emotional 

responses such as love, devotion, or hatred, the lonely Kekkonen photograph only elicits 

a vague longing for the time when it meant something.  In Suomea tämäkin, the poor 

farmer may have been disillusioned with the government and fed up with patriotic 

rhetoric, but at least he had someone to whom he could complain.  In contrast, to whom 

could the former owners of the abandoned houses depicted in Männikkö’s Organized 

Freedom series complain?  The photograph containing a photograph of Kekkonen 

epitomizes the fading potential that iconic images and objects once had to secure nation 

identity.  Their repetition in Männikkö’s photograph marks the loss of that potential.   

I read the photograph of the photograph, finally, as a negative assessment of the 

possibilities of a national photography in the present moment.  The irony inherent in the 

reception of Männikkö’s Female Pike photographs, the way that they were read as “real” 
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documents of Finnishness, is that the photographs call into question precisely the 

potential of photographs to affirm the nation.  The Female Pike series is a meditation on 

the dissolution of national things, national photographs included.  Even as it repeats the 

tropes of national imagery, it documents our inability to link things, images, and people 

into a reaffirmation of national identity in same manner as in Gallen-Kallela’s paintings 

or the social documentary photographs of Saanio, Savolainen, or Hölttö.  The nostalgic 

attachment the series creates to the idea of national images and objects marks them as 

irretrievable, even as the attachments serve as a way of remembering and valuing that 

lost capacity.  The impossibility of repeating without reproducing national iconographies 

endemic to the Female Pike accounts for the strong tendency to read the project as a 

simplistic, reactionary affirmation of Finnishness.  This capacity of the photographs to 

remember, however, is limited to those who can read the complex national visual 

cultural semiotics of the images.  What happens when the photographs and the 

photographer circulate globally?   

 

National Subjects, Global Images 

The ArtPace Foundation for Contemporary Art in San Antonio, Texas invited 

Männikkö to be an artist-in-residence in 1996.  Over the course of two trips to Texas, he 

created a new series of photographs titled Mexas taken in Mexican neighborhoods in San 

Antonio, Batesville, and in small border towns.  Since he only speaks English haltingly 

and no Spanish, a guide traveled with him as he met people and took photographs.  

There are striking similarities between the photographs in Mexas and the Female Pike.  

Wherever he is, Männikkö finds economically and politically marginal people, 
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ramshackle houses, and unkempt yards.  Although far more women and children find a 

place in the Mexas series, several older men depicted in the series differ from their 

Finnish counterparts only in skin color and the culturally encoded objects that surround 

them.  For example in Simon, Batesville (1996) (fig. 61), the man sits casually, yet 

clearly posed, on a metal folding chair, as he looks off towards a door or window that 

bathes the three-quarters profile of his face in rich, warm light.  The interior space 

includes a wealth of objects, such as kitchen utensils, his cowboy hat and suspenders, an 

old framed photograph, a bare light bulb shielded from a rust-stained wall by aluminum 

foil, and the large wall hanging of the Virgin Mary and infant Jesus.  Together they help 

to define the man in terms of religion, ethnicity, and economic status.  Although there 

are some general differences between the photographic series from Finland and Texas 

(Männikkö tends to treat his Finnish subjects more ironically while he imbues the Texan 

ones with a more conventional humanist dignity), the question arises as to how the 

photographs can seem so alike.  This question is particularly pressing since the guiding 

principle behind each series appears to be a form of hyper-localism, an attention to the 

minutiae of everyday life and cultural particularity. 

The Mexas series bring to the fore what was also always present in the Female 

Pike photographs, namely, the interpretative possibility to read the images as documents 

of universal, rather than particular, experience.  Indeed, one of the two introductory 

essays in Mexas declares, “the question of the ethnicity of his vision, of the Finnishness 
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at the heart of his production, is rapidly becoming a peripheral if not almost a pseudo-

issue.”48  The other essay concurs with the universality of the photographs, stating: 

A quality intrinsic to these pictures is specifically the way the images actually 
transcend cultural or local idiosyncrasies, and reach the level of shared human 
experience, or even that of the collective unconscious, where global human and 
environmental concerns are identical throughout the world.”49   
 

It seems that the Männikkö agreement has an accordion-like quality; it is able to expand 

and contract from the universal to the particular, producing, all the while, the same tune.  

On the one hand, Männikkö is the ultimate native informant who can create detailed, 

sensitive, intimate records of the people and the places he has known all his life.  On the 

other, he can visually recreate the same level of cultural intimacy in photographs of 

people whom he has only known for a few minutes or an afternoon (unlike the days he 

often spent with the subjects in the Female Pike).  This ability to reproduce particularity 

as universality seems to confirm that people are fundamentally the same in their hopes 

and struggles.  Indeed, universalism becomes a secondary trope within the Männikkö 

agreement, used as a way to explain how the intimacy of his photographs can transcend 

local or national solidarity between photographer and subject.  Männikkö himself tends 

to conflate specificity and universality and negate any national particularity in his work.  

When I asked him whether the experience of establishing rapport with subjects and 

taking photographs was significantly different in Texas than it was in Finland, he replied 

that it was not.  He remarked that, in spite of differences in language and culture, people 

are the same everywhere.  If this is the conviction motivating his photographic practice, 

                                                 
48 Gary Michael Dault, “The Photographer with the Blue Guitar,” in Mexas (Oulu, Finland: Esko 
Männikkö and Hasselblad Center, 1999), 11. 
49 Jaukkuri, 6. 
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perhaps it is not surprising that his photographs read simultaneously as documents of 

extreme particularity and expansive universality. 

Männikkö’s assertion that people are the same everywhere might be read in 

several different ways.  It could be an affirmation of the universal, internationalist 

humanism most often associated within photographic history with the 1950s exhibition 

the “Family of Man.”  The exhibition presented photographic images that emphasized 

national particularity (German worker, Pakistani worker, American worker) but then 

subsumed this particularity into an ecumenical, universalizing generality (i.e. all the 

world works…) via the exhibition layout and rhetoric of the captions.50  This sort of 

universal humanism has come under sustained critique since the 1970s, and the 

exhibition has become the example par excellence of the reactionary representational 

politics of documentary photography.  Sekula argues that the exhibition, and the politics 

of representation it epitomizes, essentializes difference and naturalizes political and 

economic inequalities, but then universalizes the human condition in a sentimental 

resolution of possible contradictions.51  However, Männikkö’s assertion might be read in 

a different way.  Based on the narrow socio-economic segment that most, if not all, of 

Männikkö’s subjects occupy, the photographs may also be a critical commentary on this 

inequality.  People are the same everywhere – proud and tenaciously independent – but 

powerless before the larger political and economic forces that marginalize, ignore, and 

exploit them.  (In other words, it is the usual message for social documentary 

                                                 
50 For example, it connects the images of workers with the following religious quotations “Bless thee in all 
the work of thy hand which thou doest”  (Deuteronomy 14:29) and “If I did not work, these worlds would 
perish…” (Bhagavad-Gita).  See Edward Steichen and Carl Sandburg, The Family of Man (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1955), 70-79. 
51 See Sekula, “Traffic in Photographs,” October 40, no. 1 (Spring 1981): 15-25. 
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photography according both to its critics and to defenders.)  Both these interpretations, 

however, risk reinforcing the discourse of the real.  That is, they understand Männikkö’s 

photographs as rather simple documentary images that reflect or shape a particular view 

of external forces and offer proof of a nebulous entity called globalization. 

I suggest that it is more productive to misread Männikkö’s statement to read: 

photographs of different people are all the same.  The ways in which particularity 

becomes generality seems to be the implicit subject of an amazing series of photographs 

in Mexas titled Simon owns more than forty shirts, Batesville (1997) (fig. 62).  When 

Männikkö returned to Texas in 1997, the year after his residency at ArtPace had ended, 

he re-photographed the same man, Simon, who appears in Simon, Batesville.  The series, 

as it is published in the book, includes eight photographs.  In each of the photographs, 

Simon sits on a rusty metal folding chair (perhaps the very same one he sat on in the 

earlier one) in front of an old, light-green colored drop cloth strung up between the trees.  

The setup mimics a photography studio but possesses the same makeshift qualities as in 

the backdrops of Männikkö’s other photographs in Texas and Finland.  For example, the 

cloth only covers about a third of the background, allowing the jumble of branches and 

leaves to show through above it and below it.  His serious expression, consisting of a 

closed mouth, squinting eyes, and a furrowed brow, the position of his hands as they rest 

on his spread legs, and his blue denim pants and suspenders are virtually unchanged 

from one photograph to the next.  Only a slight tilt of the head to the right or left or a 

modified position of the hands on the legs varies between photographs.  The only 

immediately noticeable difference from one to the next is his shirt: a blue and white 

plaid, pastel floral patterned beige, brightly colored and geometric patterned, striped and 
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patterned dark blue, plain light blue, plain bright red, patterned light blue, and a white 

tank top (sans suspenders). 

On its own, any one of the photographs in the series might reasonably fit visually 

and thematically with the rest of Männikkö’s photographic oeuvre.  It has all the 

requisite iconographic parts: an old man, a ramshackle backdrop, an unaffected gaze 

directed to the camera, as well as the appropriate compositional strategies: the centered 

subject, the cropping that includes the full body, and the play with high-key colors 

against muted ones.  The drop cloth that serves as a studio backdrop emphasizes a 

certain photographic reflexivity but not one entirely absent from other photographs.  The 

emphasis on the man’s multiple shirts in the series also plays with themes of the 

commodity versus the handmade object that recur throughout Männikkö’s other 

photographs.  What is significant about this series is that, by directly highlighting the 

play between repetition and variation, it underscores the issues of particularity and 

universality that are central to understanding all of his photographs and, more generally, 

the contradictions endemic to much contemporary photography that purports to 

document globalization.  If we follow Schmitz’s assertion that objects define the identity 

of people, the shirts Simon wears should redefine him from photograph to photograph.  

The semiotic meanings of the simple white tank top could be read against those of the 

bright, wildly geometrically patterned button-up shirt next to it.  However, to do so 

would seem to border on the absurd since the precise repetition of all the other elements 

in the photographic series so strongly emphasizes continuity.  It is, after all, clearly the 

exact same old man inside and in spite of the different shirts.   
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Simon owns more than forty shirts, Batesville poses the problem of particularity 

in contemporary photography, a problem that resonates with Roland Robertson’s 

assertion that globalization is a paradoxical “universalization of the particular and the 

particularization of the universal.”52  His assessment emphasizes that globalization 

produces and needs difference as much as it does homogenization.  Difference and 

sameness are locked, just as are the local and the global, in a dialectical relationship in 

which one always calls forth the other.  In this series of photographs, Simon does not 

perform a particular identity such as Mexican, Mexican-American, or Texan (as he does 

in the earlier interior scene) as much as he performs particularity; he repeats difference.  

Männikkö’s photographs have been propelled into the Finnish national art world and 

then the global art world precisely because they give vivid, visual form to difference and 

particularity in a moment when it seems to be disappearing.  However, this proliferation 

and repetition of particularity has the effect of transforming particularity into generality.  

The men in Texas are the same as those in Finland are the same as the immigrants in 

Finland, becoming one image of particularity after another.  Männikkö and many other 

contemporary documentary photographers have carved out a niche in the global art 

world by trafficking in local specificity and cultural particularity.   

When I recently attended the exhibition “Brave New Worlds” (2008) at the 

Walker Art Center, I was perplexed at how familiar the photographs of sugar cane 

workers in South Africa by Zwelethu Mthethwa seemed to me.  Only later did I realize 

that I had first come across Mthethwa’s work at the same time I had first discovered 

Männikkö’s work.  Both photographers were included in the influential 1997 

                                                 
52 Robertson, Globalization, 100. 
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Johannesburg Biennale, curated by Okwui Enwezor, and at least one critic, Michael 

Herbst, singled them out as producing extremely similar work, work that he claimed 

documented how socio-economic conditions shaped the material, cultural environments 

of people across the world.53  The list of contemporary photographers whose work could 

be included under this framework seems endless.  Both the photographs and the career 

track of the Minnesota documentary photographer Alec Soth look almost the same as 

those of Männikkö or Mthethwa: local photographer and geographically specific work 

suddenly catapulted to the center of the global art circuit.  Although the purely visual 

parallels between the three photographers are striking, the performative force of the 

globalization-themed exhibitions is what actually produces the photographs as 

equivalents.  The photographs may offer hyper-local particularity, but the exhibitionary 

logic of global art world transforms this localism into an interchangeable sign of 

particularity: Finland for the United States for South Africa, or, more appropriately in a 

contemporary exhibition in which the suggestion of national identity is passé, 

Kuivaniemi for Winona for Durban.  In contrast, Teunissen’s dogged insistence on 

producing a visual ethnographic archive coupled with his nostalgic, anti-globalization 

rhetoric means his photographs do not seem to merge into the global art circuit quite as 

easily as do Männikkö, Mthethwa, or Soth’s, all of which seem to function equally well 

with or without specific context, alone or in a series.  However, to read any of these 

photographs only through these institutional contexts is a capitulation to the 

instrumentalization of photography that those institutions carry out.   

                                                 
53 Michael Herbst, “Second Johannesburg Biennale: Alternating Currents,” African Arts 31, no. 3 
(Summer 1998), 74. 
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This brings us to an interpretative impasse not so different from the one 

concerning the first photograph that I discuss, Organized Freedom 73, Utajärvi.  To 

what reality does it attest?  What socio-political narrative does it construct and convey?  

To what audience does it speak?  The chief value of Männikkö’s photography is that it 

insists on remembering the national.  Even as the label “Finnish,” as much as “South 

African,” artist continues to operate in the art world as a mechanism of distinction and 

particularization, these labels evacuate any substantive meaning from the label, acting 

more as brands than adjectives.  Likewise, many theories of globalization note the 

disappearance of the national as a viable geographic and political scale since local, 

regional, and global scales seem to have become more suitable for constructing 

contemporary time-space narratives.  The nostalgia for a nation home that is so evident 

throughout Männikkö’s photographs of houses and their inhabitants goes against this 

grain.  However, I do not read the nostalgia intrinsic to Männikkö’s photographs as a 

reactionary effort to reaffirm, recover, or reproduce Finnish national or any other place-

based identity.  Instead, nostalgia repeats national identity and, in so doing, both affirms 

and lovingly rejects it.   

In her book on the complicated relationship between contemporary art and site-

specificity, Miwon Kwon argues that contemporary art must find ways of sustaining 

dialectical tensions between past and present and between rootedness and nomadism, 

rather than ways of trying to resolve them.  Art offers a site for imagining how different 

narratives of identity, like things, might reside next to one another spatially instead of 
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only coming one after another temporally.54  Männikkö’s photographs dwell on, but do 

not resolve, these imperatives: how to think national identity next to global 

interconnection, the peculiarity of place next to homogenization of space.  

                                                 
54 Miwon Kwon, One Place after Another: Site–Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2004), 166. 
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Chapter 4: Landscape 
 

Borderlands 

The central focus of Minna Rainio and Mark Roberts’ three-screen film 

installation Borderlands (2003) is a ten-meter wide void is.  This void, depicted in the 

center screen, cleaves the imagery on the screens to the right and left (fig. 63).  

Throughout the twenty-six minute film, the center screen shows footage from the border 

zone between Finland and Russia.  The border consists of an unbroken cut through the 

vegetation and extends over 1000 kilometers.  The screens on the right and left depict 

areas near the border in both countries.  The film installation carefully positions the 

viewer in the restricted space of the border zone and orients his vision along a north-

south axis.  When he looks straight ahead, he sees the border.  To the right, he sees 

Russia and to the left Finland, just as if he were standing in the actual border zone.  The 

first response to the video installation is to stare in rapt attention at this center screen, 

taking in this most politically overdetermined of places – that strip of land where one 

nation-state ends and another begins, where physically identical stone, soil, and water 

become separate political subjects. 

Although it is easier to cross the Finnish-Russian international border now than it 

ever has been since Finnish independence in 1917, the ordinary traveler in a car, bus, or 

train still only catches a furtive glimpse at the border as the vehicle passes from one side 

to another.  The intimidating formalities at the border ensure that, when the time finally 

comes to cross, the traveler looks straight ahead and moves quickly so as not to draw any 

undue attention to himself.  In addition to their practical functions, the border 

formalities, paradoxically, serve to both highlight the border and make it invisible.  It 
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becomes impossible not to notice but difficult actually to see.  For it is so much more 

powerful unseen than seen.  The filmic images in the center screen of the installation 

reveal it to be nothing more than an artificially maintained line cut through the 

seemingly unending coniferous forests and tundra.  As it goes through the forest, the line 

seems clear and distinct, but it disappears as it passes through lakes and over rocky 

outcroppings and treeless highlands in Lapland.  Along the edges of this cut are evenly 

spaced posts that face one another.  Those on the Russian side are painted with 

alternating red and green stripes with a Russian eagle emblem, while those on the 

Finnish side are the same size and shape but are painted with blue and white stripes and 

the red and gold Finnish lion emblem.  (A high-level diplomatic meeting must have 

worked out a mutually agreeable aesthetic scheme.)  The border itself lies somewhere 

between these opposing markers.   

In spite of the precision of cartographic imagery or the physical border control, 

an actual dividing line, a single cleavage that separates one state from another, does not 

exist.  As Rainio and Roberts were filming in the Finnish border zone, border guards 

accompanied them while a Russian guard monitored their movement from the other side 

of the clearing.  They were allowed to go past the border posts into the space between 

Finland and Russia as long as they stayed on the Finnish “side” of the void.  However, 

between the posts there are no distinct sides, meaning that they could move freely until 

the Russian border officer signaled for them to stop when they had, in his judgment, 

passed into Russian territory.  The center screen of the installation exposes the irony of 

the border, that this most crucial site of the national imaginary is actually nothing.  It is 

an absence.   
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While the visual footage of the border emphasizes its banality, the audio tracks 

accompanying the images emphasize its exceptionality.  In voiceover interviews, people 

living near the border in both countries describe how fundamentally it shaped their lives, 

perceptions, and imaginations during the Cold War and how it continues to do so in the 

present.  Interspersed between these interviews are excerpts taken from a thinly veiled 

anti-Soviet Finnish children’s book from the 1950s.  The book imaginatively recasts the 

relationship between Finland and the USSR in terms of maple tree and pine tree elves 

who live in a young girl’s backyard.  The dangers of and desires to look at and across the 

border become underlying themes throughout these real and fictional stories: Young 

Pioneers in the Soviet Union are taught how to look for the footprints of spies in a snowy 

forest, Finns learn to turn away from the border as if it did not exist, and a (Finnish) 

maple tree elf warns the young girl never to look at the pine tree elves (Soviets) because 

they would see her looking at them.  One Finnish interviewee recalls growing up near 

the border during the Cold War.  He explains, “It was something to be afraid of.  Even if 

you went near the border, you weren’t really allowed to notice it.  …You were so scared 

that you didn’t dare even to look towards the border.  That was how it was – it was so 

sacred.”  His slip from vernacular to religious terminology reveals the affective demands 

of nationalism: seeing, believing, and belonging intertwine to enforce a proper way of 

being.   

The installation intervenes in the visual politics of the border in two ways.  First, 

it makes the border visible, by providing very rare footage of just what this secret/sacred 

place looks like, revealing the arbitrariness of the border in relation to the physical 

landscapes through which it passes.  It invites viewers to look at what nationalist 
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discourse discourages them from seeing – the border for what it is.  The second 

intervention comes in the imagery on the screens to the right and left.  Although the 

installation initially emphasizes the center screen, the images that appear on the sides, 

which initially seem completely unexceptional, gradually become more visually and 

intellectually compelling.  Throughout the film, matching banal landscapes (farms, 

forests, lakes, towns) are shown on the respective Russian and Finnish screens.  While 

almost all of the images seem intended to match up to one another in some way, several 

of them are paired specifically to highlight their striking visual symmetry, almost as if 

the images depict a single place reflected in a mirror.  There are snowy roads gently 

curving through fields, green lakeshores, snowy fields, lonely farmhouses, and reflective 

shop windows and streets (fig. 64-65).  The striking similarity of the banal imagery on 

the right and left screens becomes more interesting the longer one watches it even as the 

repetitive imagery of the border becomes less remarkable.   

That the landscapes on either side of this artificially created line are virtually 

indistinguishable is, of course, not surprising.  But seeing commonality across the border 

is precisely the experience that the border is intended to prevent.  The purpose of the 

command not to look at or over the border that the Finnish interviewee remembers is to 

ensure that he identify with Finns and not with Russians.  It asks him to turn his back to 

the border and orient his eyes instead toward the “heart” of the nation.  This command 

not to look is critical for nationalism, for beginning to see the two sides of the border as 

the same would destabilize national identity.  The degree to which this command 

structures and limits the imagination, vision, and movement of those living near the 

border becomes clear in other interviews.  A Finnish interviewee explains, “It’s as if all 
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life ends here [at the border]” while a Russian interviewee remarks that at the border she 

feels that “here ends this Russian life and when I go to the other side of the border – 

there begins a new life.”  At what, then, do national discourses command citizens to look 

if not at or over the border?  What should they long to see?  In the quasi-religious 

language of nationalism, where should they look to live?  This chapter seeks to answer 

these questions by considering the politics of landscape imagery and the changing 

relationship between landscape, vision, and national identity. 

 

National Landscape 

In the artist statement for his 1997 exhibition National Landscape, Kari Soinio 

identifies landscape as a site of national desire – an object of a quasi-religious reverence, 

devotion, and worship.  He writes,   

A landscape is like an altarpiece, which one comes to bow before something 
learned long ago but already long since forgotten.  As a symbol, it is like a fading 
memory whose contours disappear and only a feeling remains.1 
 

Landscape is at once remembered and forgotten, present and absent, possessed and 

longed for.  This structure of desire is similar to that of nostalgia: a memory transformed 

into a feeling, an object desired despite, or precisely because, it is impossible to possess.  

Unlike the border, which is so sacred that it must not be seen, an altarpiece is designed 

specifically to be an object of the gaze.  The landscape images such as those that 

Soinio’s photographs (fig. 66) reference are what the critic Roland Barthes defines as 

myths – a form of de-politicized speech that turns historical constructions into natural 

                                                 
1 Kari Soinio, “About Landscape in Photographic Art,” artist statement, 1998.  The full statement is posted 
on his website: www.karisoinio.com/maisemasta.html. 
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signs of “blissful clarity.”2  Landscape images create an origin myth that naturalizes the 

links between place and identity; they produce the memory that they presume to recall. 

What is it about a landscape image that prompts a viewer to approach it “like an 

altarpiece?”  The metaphor of an altarpiece evokes the traditions of Christianity where 

an image mediates the relationship between the worshipper and the divine.  An 

altarpiece attempts to represent the divine in visual form even though the divine always 

exceeds the boundaries of visual or verbal representation.  What power does a landscape 

altarpiece represent and what relationship does it mediate?  Landscape, broadly defined, 

refers to natural and built environments and representations of such environments.  

However, it denotes a particular expanse, a view, delineated by the scope of human 

vision.  As such, landscape is a culturally mediated way of seeing, experiencing, and 

representing place.3   

Soinio’s photographic series, as its title indicates, points out that landscapes are 

not just culturally mediated but politically constructed.  The unseen god (to keep the 

metaphor of the altarpiece) or ideology (to accept Barthes’ contention) behind the 

mythic landscape image is the nation.  The landscapes that he references and that are the 

focus of this chapter are the result of conscious place-making projects.  They result from 

the deliberate investment of politically expedient meanings into particular physical 

environments through the process of representation.  These are national landscapes, 

which I define as physical and representational landscapes in which national identity is 

imagined, naturalized, and performed.  As such, they have a distinct role in the 

                                                 
2 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Noonday, 1972), 143. 
3 See Stephen Daniels and Denis Cosgrove, “Introduction: Iconography and Landscape,” in The 
Iconography of Landscape, ed. Stephen Daniels and Denis Cosgrove (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 1–10. 
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formation of the nation as an imagined community since they are the spaces in which 

that community is imagined into being.  They provide a needed spatial component to 

national discourses’ temporal narratives.  National landscapes come to represent the 

nation as a whole and embody traces of its historical roots and evidence of progress 

towards the future.4  Just as a state needs borders in order to establish its external limits, 

the nation needs national landscapes that seem to encapsulate its historical inevitability, 

its internal coherence.  W. T. J.  Mitchell, one of early advocates of a politicized 

approach to studying landscape imagery within the discipline of art history, argues that 

landscape is a particularly attractive vessel for political ideologies in that it 

naturalizes a cultural and social construction, representing an artificial world as if 
it were simply given and inevitable, and it also makes that representation 
operational by interpellating its beholder in some more or less determinate 
relationship to its givenness as sight and site.5 
 

National landscapes exploit their intertwined status as real and representation, site and 

sight, to naturalize the legitimacy of the nation.  Like an altarpiece, an image of a 

national landscape works to distill complexity into iconic visual clarity.  National 

landscapes, in short, are those landscapes to which citizens look in order to affirm their 

national identity. 

Interdisciplinary visual-cultural studies have attempted to politicize and 

demystify landscape imagery by reading it as a historically situated social construction 

layered with cultural, economic, and political meanings.6  Central to this critical project 

                                                 
4 See Petri J. Raivo, “The Finnish Landscape and its Meanings,” in “Finland – Nature, Society, and 
Regions,” ed. Pauliina Raento and John Westerholm, special issue, Fennia 180 (2002): 1–2. 
5 W. T. J. Mitchell, introduction to Landscape and Power, ed. W.T.J. Mitchell (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), 2. 
6 For a concise, critical introduction to various contemporary approaches to politicizing landscape studies, 
see Karen Till, “Political Landscapes,” in A Companion to Cultural Geography, ed. James Duncan, Nuala 
Johnson and Richard Schein (London: Blackwell, 2004), 347–364. 
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is a reorientation of the questions researchers ask of these images.  Mitchell argues that 

landscape should be understood as a verb rather than a noun, emphasizing the function 

of landscape as a discursive cultural practice.7  This is a critique of art historical 

interpretative methodologies that focus on questions of style, patronage, or authorship 

rather than recognizing landscape-imaging processes such as painting, engraving, or 

photography as being embedded within structures of political and economic power.   

Borderlands ends with interviewees describing the contemporary status of the 

border.  While some hope that it will fade away and become more like the Finnish-

Swedish border (a marker but not a barrier), others feel a continued need for a strong 

border, a physical distinction in the landscape that will preserve the social, political, and 

cultural ones they feel exist between the two countries.8  However, none of them speaks 

of the border in the same mythic terms as they did when recalling it during the Cold 

War; it may continue be a restricted, controlled, and even potentially dangerous place, 

but it is no longer a sacred one.  The same processes of globalization that have led to a 

diminishing of the ideological power of the borders between states have led to 

corresponding transitions in the discourses of the national landscape.  What, then, is the 

status of the national landscape in an increasingly agnostic geo-political context?   

Viewing landscape photographs as objects of longing – series of overlapping, 

conflicting, and unstable spaces of desire – this chapter considers how transnational 

aesthetic codes such as the sublime, picturesque, and banal mediate contemporary 

relationships between landscape imagery and national and global imaginaries.  It 

                                                 
7 Mitchell, 1–4. 
8 Even before Sweden and Finland both joined the EU, the border between them was effectively 
unguarded and, over vast swaths of Lapland, largely unmarked. 
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specifically focuses on the ways in which contemporary photographers in Finland 

manipulate the aesthetic codes of national landscapes as a means of questioning 

nationalist discourses and repositioning landscape photography relative to the global.  

They create images that alternately incite desire or disinterest, familiarity or distance.  

After providing a brief history of the iconography and development of Finnish national 

landscapes, I theorize the function of banality (in conjunction with and/or in opposition 

to the sublime and picturesque) in both conventional national landscape imagery and the 

contemporary rethinking of that imagery.   

I then examine three photographic projects relating to Finnish national 

landscapes: Soinio’s National Landscape series (1997), Pekka Turunen’s Greetings from 

Finland postcard series (2003), and Petri Nuutinen’s Places (1993).  These revisionist 

projects respond to the official designation of national landscapes by Finland’s Ministry 

of the Environment in 1993 and respond to broader trends in the Finnish art world 

concerning globalization and national identity.9  I argue that these photographers deploy 

nostalgic signifiers and manipulate aesthetic conventions of national landscape imagery 

in order to engage viewers even as they simultaneously utilize a visual language of 

banality as a means of denaturalizing the relationship between audiences and nationalist 

imagery.  In this way, they try to claim landscape photography as a site for active 

looking and imagining rather than passive consumption.  This strategy of invoking 

nostalgic national sentiment as a means to critique it is an ambivalent one, and these 

three revisionist projects are, in their own ways, inexorably dependent upon the idea of 

the nation even as they critique it.   

                                                 
9 Elias Härö, et al., National Landscapes, ed. Lauri Putkonen, trans., Timothy Binham (Helsinki: Finland 
Ministry of the Environment, 1993). 
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Finally, I reflect on Elina Brotherus’ video Baigneurs [Bathers] (2003) and 

photographic series The New Painting (2001-2004) and Breadth of Vision (2006) as 

examples of work that deliberately tries to break out of the national landscape paradigm, 

but by nostalgically invoking traditional landscape aesthetics as universal and apolitical.  

Banality – sans the critique – complicates her post-national project just as it does the 

revisionist ones of Soinio, Turunen, and Nuutinen.  Together, these case studies offer 

insight into the shifting relationship between photography, national landscapes, and 

transnational visual aesthetic codes.   

 

Finnish National Landscapes 

The critiques at work in these photographic projects depend upon an 

understanding of what constitutes a Finnish national landscape, the historical 

development of that idea, and its corresponding canon of imagery.  Since the origins of 

Finnish nationalism in the nineteenth century, landscape images have played a central 

role in the creation of Finnish national identity.  National landscape images act as 

mnemonic aids for national identity, helping citizens to learn the territorial and mythic 

contours of the nation and encouraging them to affirm their identity through the 

recognition and consumption of such images.  National landscape imagery also provides 

a way for the Finnish Diaspora to recognize and identify with the mythic contours of 

their absent homeland and provides a visual primer for foreign tourists or viewers to 

learn about the essential characteristics of Finland.   

Finland is often cited as a model case study of the formation of national 

landscapes and several authors such as Maunu Häyrynen, Taneli Eskola, and Tutta Palin 
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have outlined the intertwined processes of the development of a canonical set of 

landscape imagery and the emergence of the Finnish nation-state in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries.10  The production and popular distribution of landscape 

images functions as a part of the same matrix of print capitalism, including newspapers 

and novels that, according to Anderson, link a broad spectrum of people into the 

imagined nation.11  In the middle and late nineteenth century, a series of key nationalist 

texts such as Zacharias Topelius’ Finland framstäldt i teckningar [Finland in Pictures] 

(1845–1852), En resa i Finland [Travels in Finland] (1873), and Boken om vårt land 

[Book of Our Land] (1875) juxtaposed patriotic texts with engravings of landscapes (fig. 

67).  Collectively, these formed a visual encyclopedia of Finland’s people, towns, and 

landscapes.  The books allowed readers vicariously to survey the physical and cultural 

spaces of the nation, beginning from their homes in the populated south and traveling 

outward to the exotic peripheries.12  In the late nineteenth century, painters such as 

Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Eero Järnefelt, Pekka Halonen, and others also invested national 

significance into landscape painting, making it into a key representational site for 

nationalist discourse.  Their emphasis on depicting the unspoiled human and natural 

landscapes of central Finland and the eastern border regions of Karelia was part of a 

wider political project by national elites to claim Finnish-speaking folk culture in central 

and eastern Finland as the source of national culture.  Landscape imagery in books, 

                                                 
10 Book length studies of Finnish national landscapes include: Taneli Eskola, Water Lilies and Wings of 
Steel, trans. Jüri Kokkonen (Helsinki: University of Art and Design, 1997); Maunu Häyrynen, Kuvittetu 
Maa [The Illustrated Land] (Helsinki: Suomalainen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 2005), and Inkeri Pitkäranta and 
Esko Rahikainen, eds., The Finnish Landscape (Helsinki: Helsinki University Library, 2002). 
11 See Anderson, 22–36; and Häyrynen, “The Kaleidoscopic View: The Finnish National Landscape 
Imagery,” National Identities 2, no. 1 (2000): 7. 
12 I find Häyrynen’s idea of a historically shifting “inner mover” or ideal viewer of national landscape 
imagery compelling.  See Häyrynen, “Landscape Imagery Defining the National Space,” in The Finnish 
Landscape, ed. Pitkäranta and Rahikainen (Helsinki: Helsinki University Library, 2002), 47–48. 
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paintings, and illustrations served to make the otherwise abstract and nascent idea of the 

Finnish nation legible and natural for its viewers.   

Already in 1896, the photographer I. K. Inha produced the first popular 

photographic survey of the country titled Pictorial Finland (1895).  His photographs 

often depicted the same landscapes and mimicked the aesthetic conventions already 

familiar from earlier engravings and paintings.  By the turn of the twentieth century, 

there was a fairly consistent canon of national landscapes.  It included historical 

monuments and cityscapes but more often featured panoramic views of lakes and forests.  

In the absence of a long national history (Christianity, written language, and the 

European idea of history itself came to Finland only through Swedish contact and rule) 

natural landscapes, which evoked the imagined primordial origins of the Finnish folk out 

of the forest, came to be the strongest markers of Finnish national identity.  Thus, 

national discourses in Finland conceive of Finnishness as emerging from Nature rather 

than Culture.  Finland’s relatively small population and the success of national 

discourses at reconciling regional, linguistic, and religious divisions in the twentieth 

century facilitated the exceptionally thorough penetration of this canon of national 

landscape imagery across the population in the twentieth century.13 

Particular locations and aesthetic conventions are so pervasive in the corpus of 

landscape imagery that they are immediately legible as “Finnish” to any Finnish viewer.  

A landscape view consisting of untouched coniferous forest and lakes unfolding from an 

elevated vantage point of a hill or ridge (or, later, a viewing tower or airplane) is one 

such convention.  The investment of national meaning into such a landscape began 

                                                 
13 Häyrynen, “Kaleidoscopic View,” 7. 
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already in the mid-nineteenth century images such as those in Topelius’ works and in 

also poetry, most famously in J.L. Runeberg’s poem “Our Land” (later to become the 

national anthem).  The repetition of this same image and view can be seen in Albert 

Edelfelt’s Kaukola Ridge at Sunset (1889), several of Gallen-Kallela’s paintings such as 

The Great Black Woodpecker (1889) and Herdsboy at Paanajärvi (1896), and Albert 

Edelfelt’s woodcut (1900) for a book of Runeberg’s poetry, including “Our Land” (fig. 

68).  Similar landscapes and compositional tropes appear in all twentieth century 

photobooks, often as one of the first photographs.  It is there in the 1939 book Sketches 

of Finland produced for the 1939 World’s Fair labeled as “A Finnish View: lakes dotted 

with islands; capes covered with woods” (fig. 69), in This is Finland (1946) labeled as 

“A Finnish landscape: lakes and islands,” and as “A typical Finnish Landscape” in Matti 

Poutvaara’s Finland (1960).   

A subset of this landscape depicts the rock outcropping at Koli that overlooks 

Lake Pielisjärvi in eastern central Finland, a location made famous in Järnefelt’s Autumn 

Landscape at Lake Pielisjärvi (1899) (fig. 70), and repeated at least once in almost every 

photobook.  The basic elements of the Koli images are identical to the “typical Finnish 

landscape” (high vantage point, lake, forested islands) but the characteristic undulating 

shape of the Pielisjärvi lakeshore, rolling hills receding in the distance, noticeably higher 

vantage point, distinctive rocky outcropping in the foreground make it recognizable as 

Koli, as a particular, typical Finnish landscape.  Soinio’s contemporary photograph of 

Koli (fig. 71) is recognizable as Koli, in spite of its lack of focus, precisely because it so 

perfectly appropriates the visual vocabulary set out in thousands of previous images. 
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While the contents of Finnish landscape photobooks have responded to cultural, 

social, and political changes throughout the twentieth century, the depictions of several 

landscapes, such as the typical Finnish lake scene and Koli, have remained remarkably 

consistent.  Häyrynen argues that, taken together, these landscape images create a 

“systematic ‘imagined topography’”14 of the nation, a “narrative logic” which always 

situates these images into a “hierarchically organized totality within a national 

framework.”15  Once this logic is in place, national discourses can appropriate almost 

any landscape image and use it to reaffirm the underlying framework of the nation.  

Thus, the emphases in the photobooks can fluctuate between Finnish- or Swedish-

speaking regions, Karelia or Lapland, wilderness or urban development, and ethnic 

homogeneity or diversity at different historical moments, depending upon the ideological 

needs of national elites and their intended audiences.16  The power of the national 

landscape, now, as in the past, is in its remarkable ability to accommodate change while 

still maintaining the same basic narrative logic. 

The medium of photography has been critical not only in the dissemination of 

national landscape imagery, but also in its ideological work.  The commonly perceived 

status of photography as a neutral, objective index of the real world, though contested in 

intellectual and aesthetic debates, makes it an ideal mechanism for national discourse.  

The very titles of typical photobooks previously mentioned, This is Finland, Look at 

Finland, or Finland in Pictures command viewers to recognize the seamless, natural 

coherence between the photographic image and the nation.  Remembering Mitchell’s 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 5. 
15 Ibid., 6. 
16 Häyrynen addresses the shifting aesthetics and places highlighted in national landscape imagery, see 
Häyrynen, Kuvitteu Maa; “Kaleidoscopic View,” 11-15; “Landscape Imagery,” 44-5. 
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argument that landscape derives its ideological power over subjects through its 

“givenness as sight and site,” the supposed truth value of photography only reinforces 

the ideological equation between the production and consumption of “real” pictures of 

“real” places and the experience of “real” national identities.   

While both national landscapes and photography as proof of their ontological 

status have come under sustained questioning in the growing body literature since the 

1990s, the Finnish state officially recognized the concept of a national landscape only in 

1993 when the Ministry of the Environment completed a designation process.  This 

project originated from the interests of the state in historical preservation and 

environmental conservation and is loosely modeled on preservation programs such as the 

UNESCO World Heritage Site designation.17  The designation process did not formally 

commence until 1992, but the heightened concern over landscape preservation stemmed 

from the conflict over development plans for Koli in the 1980s that led to the creation of 

a national park there in 1991.  Although the designation does not offer any legal 

protection to any particular landscape, it is a powerful symbolic gesture.  The Ministry’s 

publication National Landscapes (1993) singled out twenty-seven landscapes from 

Maritime Helsinki in the south, to Koli in Karelia, and to the Utsjoki River Valley in 

northern Lapland that were found to “reflect the special qualities of our country.”18  

Confirming the role of visual representations in creating the notion of a national 

landscape in the first place, the lavishly illustrated book follows the format of a typical 

                                                 
17 The project committee included representatives from the Ministry of the Environment, the National 
Board of Antiquities, the Ministry or Agriculture and Forestry, and the Ministry of Education. 
18 Härö, 6. 
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photobook with brief written descriptions of the natural characteristics and history of the 

landscapes bolstered by maps, drawings, paintings, and photographs.   

Ideological power accrues to the concept of the national landscape precisely 

because it is made to seem ahistorical and natural.  In National Landscapes, the rationale 

for the designations is explained as follows 

The idea in naming certain areas ‘national landscapes’ was to find settings which 
best represented ‘the full picture of Finland’, the factors which decisively 
influenced the development of our nation and our culture, and the results of 
centuries, even millennia of interaction between man and nature.  The concept of 
the kansallismaisema (national landscape) is a relatively new one in the Finnish 
language, and has yet to be precisely defined.  This is just as well; the main thing 
is that the word has a rich, broadly understood emotive content.19 
 

Despite the admitted conceptual ambiguity, the author is nevertheless confident that 

national landscape is rather self-explanatory.  The passage imagines an organic, 

unquestionable connection between the Finnish land and people.  The national landscape 

(and consequently the nation itself) seems to have always existed on some primal, 

unconscious level.  From the perspective of political purposes, Nature functions as a 

seemingly neutral space in which class, ethnic, and linguistic divisions can be replaced 

with a single national identity.20  Finnish national discourses have consistently 

emphasized the close relationship between people and Nature in Finland and the 

Ministry’s designations continue this emphasis on idyllic wilderness and pastoral 

landscapes.  However, in keeping with the trends established in twentieth-century 

photobooks, it also includes historically and architecturally significant urban and 

industrial areas, such as the 1950s’ suburb of Tapiola in Espoo (Metropolitan Helsinki) 

and the nineteenth-century industrial area around the Tammerkoski Rapids in Tampere.  

                                                 
19 Ibid., 4. 
20 Häyrynen, “Kaleidoscopic View,” 16. 
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The national landscape project weaves together elements of national discourse that 

would otherwise seem to be at odds: nature and culture, rural and urban, antiquity and 

modernity.  While the 1993 designation process is attuned to the intellectual and political 

currents of the late twentieth century and the publication even acknowledges the national 

landscape to be a “cultural agreement” that evolves over time, it still reaffirms the links 

between landscape, photography, and national identity.21  That the concept needs to be 

defined and codified now is not so much an affirmation of its permanence but rather its 

impermanence, a reification of the national in response to the perceived threat of the 

global.  After all, the Finnish state needs to define national landscape only when the 

unspoken assumptions underlying the concept cease to be self-evident.   

   

Banality and Landscape Aesthetics 

The cover of the first Finnish photobook, Inha’s Pictorial Finland, is a complex 

representational space that negotiates the relationships between landscape, nation, 

viewer and the artist/photographer (fig. 72).  Set against the typical Finnish landscape, a 

woman dressed in national costume stands with a photographer’s drape over one arm 

and the other hand behind the camera as if ready to take a picture.  The image is striking 

because it seamlessly reconciles multiple contradictions present within it.  The woman is 

both a traditional peasant dressed in costume and a modern woman who can operate the 

latest visual technology.  She appears to be both a “real” woman and the Maid of 

Finland, the allegorical symbol of the nation.  She stands in a “timeless” natural 

landscape even as the presence of the camera locates her in the contemporary moment of 

                                                 
21 Härö, 6. 
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1890s.  The use of this particular image as the cover of Inha’s book is also odd.  The 

cover image for the first book of Finnish landscape photographs, is not, in fact, a 

photographic image at all but a pen and sepia drawing by Edelfelt.  The image thus 

seems to encapsulate perfectly the shift from painting to photography as the primary 

focus of national landscape representation.  It is as if with this drawing, the nineteenth 

century painter/draughtsman hands off his responsibilities to the twentieth century 

photographer.  The final contradiction is that the photograph (that the woman will 

presumably take with the camera) cannot match the photographs inside the book, for 

both the woman and camera face away from the ideal Finnish landscape in the 

background and toward an implied viewer.  This imaginary encounter between the 

idealized producer of nationalist landscape imagery (painter/photographer/maiden of 

Finland) and the implied viewer, who visually consumes those images, makes visible 

that which is an unspoken truth in national landscape discourse: that it is the viewer and 

not the view who is the object of this discourse.  In other words, the “typically Finnish” 

landscape in the background is interchangeable, even arbitrary; it is only the potential of 

that landscape to interpellate the viewer as a national subject that is, ultimately, of 

consequence.   

Banality is central to this process of national interpellation and is the primary 

aesthetic means by which the contemporary photographers intervene critically in that 

process.  In this section, I lay out two overlapping arguments concerning banality, the 

national landscape, and the contemporary photographic projects.  First, I examine how 

national landscapes interpellate viewers via conventional landscape aesthetics and how 

contemporary photographers respond by deploying banality as a means of 
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problematizing this process.  Second, I argue that the use of banality in contemporary 

projects also serves to make visible the politics of banality inherent in the nationalist 

visual project itself, particularly the function of banality in the mid-twentieth century 

national landscape photobooks.  Banality pulls together the twentieth century national 

landscape imagery and the work of these four contemporary photographers in ways that 

both facilitate and complicate their critical projects. 

National landscape imagery produces national subjects by affirming them as 

viewers, using familiar pictorial codes such as the picturesque or the sublime.22  The 

picturesque, by the very structure of the word, refers to a landscape that is like a picture; 

namely, one that incites an aesthetic response through its harmonious formal 

composition and subject matter that seamlessly balances the natural and the manmade.  

By contrast, the sublime landscape incites an aesthetic response because it overwhelms 

the viewer with an intoxicating rush of fear and exhilaration elicited by the realization of 

his powerlessness before Nature.  Theories of both aesthetic modes of representing 

landscapes coalesced in the late eighteenth century in Europe, at the same historical 

moment as the ideology of nationalism.  While I do not propose a specific causal 

relationship between the two, it seems clear that these aesthetic theories of landscape and 

ideologies of national identity developed in relation to one another.  Although the 

picturesque and sublime are often cast in opposition to one another, national discourse 

can appropriate either to represent the nation – the nation as a benevolent, pacifying, and 

organizing force or as a terrifying, violent, and overwhelming power.  That said, a 

simple description of national landscape imagery would be that it is comprised of 

                                                 
22 See Häyrynen, “The Kaleidoscopic View,” 11–18. 
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beautiful pictures of beautiful places.  Of course, ideas of what constitutes a beautiful 

picture or a beautiful place are inherently subjective and are not consistent across time or 

space.  Thus, there are corresponding shifts in the aesthetic conventions applied to visual 

imagery as well as in the types of places invested with national significance.   

Over the nineteenth century in Finland, landscapes became national landscapes at 

the same time that landscape painting emerged as a significant artistic genre.  The first 

Finnish painters specializing in landscape, such as Werner Holmberg, Hjalmar 

Munsterhjelm, Fanny Churberg, and the von Wright brothers, imported the thematic and 

stylistic tropes of the sublime, romantic landscape directly from their schooling in 

Düsseldorf, applying them to Finnish landscapes in the 1850s and 1860s.  Similarly, 

international aesthetic conventions of the picturesque structure most of Topelius’ 

engravings from the same period.  The emergence of these aesthetics of landscape and 

their subsequent international proliferation in the nineteenth century forms an interesting 

counterpart to discourses of globalization in the present.  Like the ideology and language 

of nationalism itself, these ways of seeing and representing landscape acted as an 

international language with which to articulate disparate national identities.  In the 

present moment in which globalization, a new transnational language for articulating 

identity, supplants and reinvents nationalism, the aesthetics of landscape are again a site 

of negotiation. 

Soinio, Turunen, and Nuutinen attempt to undermine the mythic coherence 

between the aesthetic legibility of photographic landscape images (their status as good 

images) and the legibility of the nation (its naturalness) by utilizing banality as a global, 

presumably critical, visual aesthetic.  Their projects, like the Inha cover, expose a critical 
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paradox: while subjects readily consume beautiful images of national landscapes, it is 

actually they who are being consumed.  National discourse interpellates viewers as 

national subjects through their willing visual consumption.  Carol Duncan’s work on the 

politics of art museums provides an analogous case of this process of interpellation.  She 

argues that public art museums affirm the identities of those visitors who recognize, 

understand, and perform the rituals of the museum.23  In a similar way, national 

landscapes affirm the identities of those who understand and perform their part of the 

ritual exchange between nation and citizen by recognizing the landscapes, associating 

those images with their own experiences and memories, and thereby remembering their 

identity as Finns.  Just as the neo-classical architecture of the museum or the white-cube 

aesthetic of a modernist gallery mark the ritual spaces of art, the aesthetic modes 

employed by national landscape images provide the visual cues that signal the terms of 

their ritual exchange.   

These photographers utilize banality as a means of disrupting this process.  

Images that disrupt the aesthetic codes conventionally associated with the national 

landscape are presumably harder to consume and demand critical engagement from the 

viewer.  However, a visual politics of banality, of aesthetic inversion, reaffirms the logic 

of the very binaries it aims to undermine.  An anti-national landscape has critical power 

only because there is an opposing national landscape.  Photographic historian Deborah 

Bright, for example, argues that most “environmentally concerned” contemporary 

photography in the United States reinforces, rather than undermines, standard tropes of 

                                                 
23 Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums (New York: Routledge, 1995), 7–20. 
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the human versus the natural or the beautiful versus the unbeautiful.24  Likewise, 

constantly reiterating the idea of the national landscape, even to demystify it, continues 

to foreground the national as the primary framework for reading landscape imagery.  

Nonetheless, this interdependency of critique and object of critique within the projects 

mirrors the tensions that they attempt to tease out in the discourse of the national 

landscape, namely, the tensions intrinsic to the unstable union of capitalist production 

and nationalist ideology in banal national landscape imagery.   

In contrast to the picturesque or the sublime, banality, as a visual mode, has a 

less clearly articulated theory or historical development.  First, it is important to separate 

the two different inflections of the term.  Banal denotes something that is everyday, 

common, and unexceptional.  Though the adjective is always somewhat pejorative, the 

social sciences often use it in a relatively neutral manner, as do the contemporary, 

interdisciplinary discussions of the everyday.25  By contrast, in cultural and aesthetic 

theory, the term carries roughly the same meaning but has a strong negative inflection.  

Common and everyday become trite and unoriginal.  In this context, the banal is 

invariably linked to the idea of kitsch, a term developed in Germany for mass cultural 

products in the 1930s.  Clement Greenberg’s pivotal essay “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” 

(1939) argued that the two categories of cultural production were diametrically 

opposed.26  Whereas avant-garde artworks are challenging, intellectually stimulating, 

forward looking, separate from everyday life, and are too “innocent” to serve as vessels 

for political ideologies, kitsch products (manufactured by capitalism to serve as 

                                                 
24 Deborah Bright, “The Machine in the Garden Revisited: American Environmentalism and Photographic 
Aesthetics,” Art Journal 51, no. 2 (1992): 68. 
25 See Ben Highmore, ed., The Everyday Life Reader (New York: Routledge, 2001). 
26 Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review 6, no. 5 (1939): 34-49. 
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“culture” for the masses) are predigested, imitative, backward looking, offer a false 

continuity between life and art, and readily serve as vehicles for totalitarian political 

ideologies.  If kitsch refers to a particular type of cultural production, banal refers to the 

aesthetic qualities of such products.  That is, cultural products are kitsch precisely 

because their form and subject matter are banal.  From this perspective, national 

landscape imagery is banal in modernist terms because it utilizes conventional visual 

modes to depict equally unoriginal subject matter, and it is kitsch because it is mass-

produced imagery distributed in the form of postcards, calendars, photobooks, films, and 

television programming.   

If national landscape imagery is, according to the cultural-aesthetic definition, 

inherently banal, how does one go about critiquing that banality?  A modernist high-art 

response to a national landscape photograph might involve an image that eschews 

conventional subject matter (or a “subject” at all) or, alternately, a mid-century “art 

photograph” might redeem the banal (in the sense of the ordinary or common) as 

beautiful through formal innovation and experimentation.  Embracing banality itself as a 

critical visual strategy is a postmodern phenomenon (though it is related to the modernist 

avant-garde strategy of inversion), and it fits with other postmodern artistic practices that 

elevate those cultural products and aesthetic strategies condemned within modernism 

and investing them instead with critical power.  In this contemporary context, Walter 

Benjamin’s 1930s work on mass culture has gained increasing attention and relevance in 

the present because he theorizes kitsch and mass culture in ways that anticipate the 

contemporary theoretical interests in their subversive potential.   



 

 212 

I want to bring in two of Benjamin’s ideas that are relevant to this question of 

how the elevation of the banal in the present intervenes in the politics of the national 

landscape vis-à-vis economic production.  The first is his argument for the politico-

aesthetic potential of the reproducible image (photograph or film).27  He argues that the 

mass-reproduction of images holds critical potential as it destroys the ritualistic bases 

upon which art historically has rested (such as creativity, originality, genius, and 

transcendence).  This destruction of quasi-religious aura of art opens up the possibility 

for images to engage the masses politically rather than ritually, changing the terms of 

exchange between producer, image, and viewer.  The second is his idea of a dialectical 

image.  That is, an image or object that is anachronistic, outside of its proper time, a 

remnant of the past. 28  Its failure to transcend its own moment and means of production 

allows it to reveal, in its death and obsolescence, something about its time and mode of 

production that was unnoticeable when it was “alive.”  It is precisely the “decayed state” 

of a dialectical image/object that “exposes and deflects its utopian possibilities” in the 

words of Celeste Olalquiaga.29  Thus, for Benjamin, the Parisian Arcades offer insights 

into the utopian dreams and contradictions of early consumer capitalism but only 

because they are obsolete as sites of consumer exchange at the time he is writing about 

them.  Similarly, for Olalquiaga, the material detritus of nineteenth century natural 

                                                 
27 See the essay “The Work of Art in Age of Mechanical Reproduction” in, Walter Benjamin, 
Illuminations (New York: Schocken, 1969), 217-252. 
28 The concept is developed in, Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, trans. Howard 
Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (New York: Belknap Press, 2002).  Benjamin’s theory of the dialectical 
image is complex and ambiguous to say the least, and the subsequent secondary literature that attempts to 
interpret his ideas is extensive.  I am more interested in what the subsequent critics, particularly those 
interested in visual culture, have made it to mean rather than in determining what Benjamin originally 
intended it to mean. 
29 Celeste Olalquiaga, The Artificial Kingdom: On the Kitsch Experience (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2002), 291. 
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history collecting fads reveals the anxieties over the loss of Nature and its subsequent 

commodification at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.  These theories offer 

possible models for understanding the dialectical relationship between national 

landscape imagery and banality. 

By repeating, inverting, or rejecting national landscape imagery, the 

contemporary photographic projects reveal the old photobook imagery to be dialectical, 

to be national discourse in ruins.  What that dialectical imagery reveals about its moment 

of production is the contradiction at the heart of the national landscape photobook: its 

union of nationalism and capitalism.  The period between 1930 and 1970 was the apogee 

of Finish nationalism, the moment when the national unity, sovereignty, and economic 

success hoped for by nationalists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

finally arrived.  This corresponded to the golden age of the nationalist photobook.  The 

success of the nationalist project was due to the emergence of mass media.  Here, a 

distinction between the nineteenth century painting of a landscape and a reproduction of 

that painting in a textbook or a photograph of a landscape in a photobook is necessary.  

The landscape painting was produced largely for elite consumption and depended upon 

originality and aura to establish the relationship between the viewer and painting.  This 

enshrinement of national identity via a sanctified artwork characterizes nineteenth 

century nationalism directed by and for national elites.  By contrast, though the 

reproduced image in the twentieth century photobook often attempts to simulate this 

aura of Art, but its mode of production and audience are fundamentally different from 

that of the painting.  The photobook, the reproduced image, is effective for national 

discourse precisely because it is common, pervasive, and banal and not rare or unique 
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like the painting.  The infinite reproducibility of national landscape imagery made 

possible by capitalist mass media facilitated the success of the Finnish nationalist project 

in the mid-twentieth century, and it certainly must have seemed as though the goals of 

nationalism and capitalism corresponded.  However, the contemporary projects reveal 

the inherent dissonance between mass reproduction and national unity, which parallels 

Bhabha’s notion of national ambivalence – the paradox of the many as one.30  Banality 

and ubiquity may naturalize nationalism but they also destabilize it by undermining the 

particularity and originality upon which it depends.  The following case studies of 

photographic projects by Soinio, Turunen, and Nuutinen engage with these complex 

linkages between national discourses, capitalist production, and visual aesthetics, tracing 

the various uses of the idea of banality – as kitsch, popular, real, everyday, nostalgic, 

boring, subversive, and normative.   

 

Three Critiques of the Finnish National Landscape 

National Landscape  

Soinio takes a deconstructive approach toward the aesthetic and political 

ideologies of the Finnish national landscape and responds directly to the 1993 

designation process.  His photograph of Aulanko (fig. 73), taken from a panoramic point 

and showing a single tree rising above the surrounding forest and distant lake below, 

directly quotes Eskola’s photograph of the same place that appears on the cover of the 

Ministry’s National Landscapes book.  National Landscape consists of a series of large-

format prints depicting prototypical Finnish landscapes including Aulanko, Koli, 

                                                 
30 Bhabha, Location of Culture, 204. 
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Olavinlinna, Punkaharju, Saaristomeri, and Saimaa.  The series seeks to problematize 

the presumed natural relationships between landscape and national identity by 

questioning the photographic conventions that create that coherence.  All the images are 

uniformly out of focus; the forms and colors are all discernable but the crispness and 

clarity typically associated with nature photography is reversed.  In spite of the 

fuzziness, the series utilizes the visual grammar of previous representations of these 

places so effectively that an average Finn educated in Finland should recognize, if not 

the precise location, at least the “Finnishness” of the images.31  The banality of the 

images in the project derives from the hyper-familiarity of the landscapes being 

photographed.  The photographs match up so precisely with previous images from the 

corpus of national landscape material that they cannot be understood as original in a 

modernist sense.  The only formal element that sets them apart from their photobook 

counterparts is the obvious lack of focus.  And this visual quality is double-edged: 

confusing or provocative in some ways but also overly familiar as if in an effort to attain 

a soft, sentimental, and beautiful image the photographer had gone a bit too far, 

breaching good aesthetic taste. 

The photographs engage the viewer through a process of identification that is 

based on simulation – what Baudrillard defines as a copy of something that was always 

already a copy.  These photographs thus dramatize that there is no real landscape apart 

from its representation.  The innumerable representations of these landscapes ultimately 

refer more to other images than they do to any physical place.  Even upon visiting the 

actual, physical landscape, the visitors see the space through the images they have 

                                                 
31 See Palin, 215–218. 
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previously consumed.  In Koli Soinio has recreated the primordial simulacrum of the 

Finnish national landscape.  Nationalist landscape painters had already made the place 

famous in the 1890s, as the hill provided dramatic, sweeping views of the Finnish Lake 

District and it was invariably included in twentieth century photobooks.  Soinio’s 

photograph positions viewers on top of the famous bedrock dome in Koli National Park.  

The rock in the foreground gives viewers a place to imagine standing as they gaze over a 

panoramic expanse of lake, forest, and islands.  The size of the image (approximately 

220 cm wide and 150 cm tall) appropriates the epic scale of a grand, nineteenth century 

paintings of the national landscape.  The photograph, like countless others before it, 

produces viewers as national subjects and invites them to reenact their identification by 

visually mastering the quintessential Finnish national landscape of forests and lakes.32  

The size combined with the fuzziness makes the image seem almost overwhelming since 

the gaze cannot fully possess it.  There seems to be no “right” position from which to 

take in the image.  From far away, the blurriness demands the clarity normally obtained 

by coming closer, but, upon approaching the image, it only becomes more unclear and 

the size more intimidating.  Up close, the landscape dissolves into overlapping grains of 

color (resulting from the extreme enlargement of the non-digital photographic image).  

These grains highlight the surface of the print as they cover it with a rich pattern of 

rounded shapes and colors, making it seem more like a pointillist or abstract painting 

than a tourist snapshot.   

                                                 
32 On the gendered and nationalist politics of the gaze and landscape, see Albert Boime, The Magisterial 
Gaze (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991); Deborah Bright, “Of Mother Nature and 
Marlboro Men: An Inquiry into the Cultural Meanings of Landscape Photography,” in The Contest of 
Meaning, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989), 124–143; and Gillian Rose, Feminism and 
Geography (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 
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This emphasis on surface counters the illusionistic depth of most landscape 

photographs and interrupts the ideological work of the national landscape.  Instead of a 

national landscape as a “window” through which the reality of the nation can be 

glimpsed, the photograph fixes attention upon itself, its own surface; there is nothing 

behind the image.  It is in these ways that the photographs engage most directly with 

nostalgia.  It is not just that they invoke overdetermined tourist landscapes or visually 

mimic the stereotypical, soft-focus sentimentality of nostalgic memories.  Rather, the 

photographs depend upon a fundamentally nostalgic structure of desire; they offer the 

possibility of identification with landscape but then withhold the fulfillment of that 

desire.  These are landscapes of misdirected affection, offering a promise of a mystical 

union with the originary places of national identity but then showing both the desired 

union and the authenticity of the places themselves to be impossible objects of desire.      

The project also disrupts the national gaze by exposing the institutional 

apparatuses that create national landscapes by revealing the means of production of the 

photographic image and highlighting its place of consumption within the art gallery.  

Museums in Finland have helped to enshrine representations of national landscapes and 

link them to larger projects of nation building.  One need only climb the grand staircase 

at the Ateneum Museum of the Finnish National Gallery to the radiant, light-filled 

gallery containing Finnish mythological-themed and landscape paintings (by Gallen-

Kallela, Edelfelt, Järnefelt, and others) from the Golden Age of Finnish art to see the 

connections between the state-owned museum, landscape images, and the sanctification 

of national identity.  The National Landscape project attempts to de-familiarize the 

ritualistic identity-producing space of the museum.  Visible along the outer edges of the 
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photographs are the metal bolts protruding from the back of the mounting.  These bolts 

are an integral part of the substantial metal framework on the backside of the 

photographic print that allows it to be mounted and hung, but allowing the bolts to pass 

from invisibility behind the print to visibility in front of it is a deliberate choice, a way to 

disrupt the shiny smoothness of the laminated photographic surface.  Materials such as 

the metal bolts or wires are needed for hanging any photograph or painting but are 

usually hidden from view so as not to disrupt the experience of the art object with a 

reminder of the physical labor that produced the exhibit.  Soinio conflates the structured 

vision of the museum with the disciplined vision of tourism in his photograph of a row 

of tourist viewfinders facing a bank of mist.  The viewfinders literalize the production 

and control of vision in the physical space of the national landscape and act as metaphors 

for the camera as a disciplinary apparatus.  If the photographs entice the viewer initially 

with mythic places of memory, they finally turn against that nostalgic desire and reveal 

space to be place, memory to be History, and desire to be interpellation.   

The project is an ironic inversion: it demystifies the ideology of the national 

landscape through a playful mystification of its conventional imagery.  Soinio’s critique 

depends upon this appropriation of the sentimental tradition of national landscape 

imagery.  It revels in the triteness of the picturesque, pushing the soft, the beautiful, and 

the sentimental to the verge of being aggressive, ugly, and ironic.  The project works 

because Soinio is willing to pull his own photographs into such a close, intimate 

engagement with the kitsch banality of mid-twentieth century imagery.  But the 

fuzziness of his images (the formal intervention that separates critique from object of 

critique) is not entirely anathema to conventional landscape imagery.  In addition to its 
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use in the popularized art photography aesthetic of Pictorialism, the lack of focus in 

Soinio’s photographs is anticipated in Erik Blomberg’s Finland in Colour Pictures 

(1952).  The early color photographic reproduction process used in the book resulted in 

photographs with bright, slightly off-key colors, blurred edges, and undifferentiated 

fields of fuzzy color (fig. 74).  While this book is otherwise a standard mid-century 

Finnish photobook, the poor quality of the images betrays a banality that threatens its 

nationalist function.  In several photographs, the banal subject matter (boating across a 

river, gathering hay, fields ready to harvest, an old woman with flowers, a sunrise in the 

countryside) combined with the lack of visual clarity drain the specificity and 

particularity out of the images.  Outside of the national photobook and without the 

descriptive titles, the photographs could be from anywhere.   

While the close similarity between Blomberg and Soinio’s projects are 

coincidental, it still points to a deeper affinity between them.  Soinio’s images provoke a 

nostalgic identification with an image in order to question that identification, but that 

inexorably links together the critique and the object of critique.  Banality at once 

reaffirms nationalist mythologies and undermines them.  The beauty of the landscapes 

(and of the photographs themselves) invites visual engagement in audiences today just as 

it did in the 1950s but also offers passive enjoyment as with any other consumer product.  

Soinio’s photographs play a cat-and-mouse game of identification with the visually 

literate viewer, nostalgically invoking the Finnish nation and the picturesque even as 

they frustrate the desires for visual and political mastery that they create.  Indeed, he 

directs his project specifically to a Finnish national audience.  If his Koli were to be 

taken out of this Finnish art world context and be exhibited in the global art circuit, it 
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would become precisely the sort of image that it aims to critique.  Stripped of its 

intentionally quasi-religious, nationalist overtones, it is (like Blomberg’s sunrise) just 

another pretty picture.   

 

Greetings from Finland 

In contrast to Soinio’s photographs, the postcards that make up Turunen’s 

Greetings from Finland project depict locations that would be unlikely candidates for the 

official national landscape program.  Although the cheery Greetings from Finland logo 

and the postcard format (fig. 75) suggest that the images will depict the typical array of 

Finnish tourist sites, instead, they feature abandoned town centers, bland architecture, 

construction sites, lumberyards, power plants, roads, and parking lots.  While Soinio’s 

photographs offer the possibility of visually entering and possessing the national 

landscape but then withhold it with a lack of naturalism and detail, Turunen’s postcards 

provide an overabundance of unwanted detail and force the viewer to identify with 

landscapes that do not evoke desire.  Furthermore, if Soinio’s is a critique of the politics 

of national landscapes in general, Turunen’s critique is aimed at specific political and 

environmental policies that he finds objectionable. 

The set consists of nine postcards and four greeting cards, depicting smaller 

towns and rural areas from across the country.  Turunen’s critical strategy in the series is 

to juxtapose text and image for maximum ironic effect.  In his postcard from Rauma, old 

cars parked in front of a chain kiosk contrast with the caption that proclaims Old 

Rauma’s designation as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage site.  The postcard of the 

desolate exterior of the functionalist market hall in Joensuu (fig. 76) makes a stinging 
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critique of the city and country’s push for modernization in the 1960s as the back of the 

card includes a tiny sketch of the historic building and the caption “demolished.”  The 

postcards of Lieksa, Juva, Kirkkonummi (fig. 77), and Viitasaari also depict abandoned 

town centers that seem to consist principally of parking lots, fast food and ice cream 

stands, and chain supermarkets.  As if the images are not depressing enough, he includes 

short labels such as “Main Road,” “Center,” and “Market Square” as if to reinforce the 

disjunction between ideal and real.  They make a pointed comment about the decline of 

community life in small towns and continual rural depopulation that plagued Finland in 

the 1960s and 1970s and reaccelerated following admission into the EU.  In fact, 

Turunen seems to implicate the EU directly by including a tiny EU flag next to the word 

“Finland” near the caption of each of the postcards.   

His postcard of a construction site on the Lutakonranta lakeshore in Jyväskylä 

(fig. 78) is a comment on the contemporary status of the welfare state.  New park 

benches and a garbage can sit empty, surrounded by a desolate construction wasteland 

that was once, presumably, a pleasant lakeshore, while apartment buildings, warehouses, 

and an office tower loom in the background.  Everything appears to be well planned, 

maintained, and funded but the scene is devoid of either the picturesque scenery or the 

tourist crowds one would expect on a postcard.  The welfare state (or what is left of it in 

2003) apparently still funds public works but with what seems to be a bureaucratic 

disinterest in both the people and the natural environment that it is meant to serve and 

protect.  The most directly political images are those of a lumberyard in Liperi that, 

according to the postcard’s text, contains “birch trees from clear cuts in Russian Carelia 

[Karelia]” and another of a coal-fired power plant in Helsinki.  These photographs 
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question the environmental practices of transnational capitalism in which Finland, 

Russia, and the EU are all complicit.  While the English-language captions mimic tourist 

postcards intended for national and international audiences, in his introductory text the 

artist dedicates the project to “municipal leaders.” 33 Greeting from Finland utilizes a 

national scale (the tourist image of Finland) as a means to compel local audiences and 

leaders to consider the degraded condition of their everyday landscapes.  It is as if local 

people are forced to see themselves and their banal landscapes through the judging eyes 

of an international audience; they have failed to perform their part in the nationalist 

project. 

In addition to juxtaposing text and image for ironic effect, he places these images 

in dialogue with conventional national landscape images.  His critique derives its power 

through the national landscape; it is the noticeably absent Other that gives meaning to 

his strategic inversions.  The images play off a contradictory aspect of national 

landscapes identified by the Ministry of the Environment: national landscapes are 

exceptional examples of typical Finnish natural or cultural landscapes.34  However, 

Turunen points out that conventional national landscapes – and images of them – eschew 

the typical in favor of the exceptional.  Greetings from Finland seeks to reverse this 

tendency by arguing that the national landscape consists of those quotidian landscapes 

that ordinary Finnish citizens see and inhabit, not those that they would go on vacation 

in order to see.  Banality is reconceived as the perpetual condition of the national 

landscape rather than its opposite.  However, this elevation of banality is not celebratory.   

                                                 
33 Pekka Turunen, “Introduction,” from Greetings from Finland (Kimito, Finland: Carbon Sink, 2003), 
n.p. 
34 The Ministry’s national landscape committee includes the selection criteria in the book.  See Härö, 63. 
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In his allegorical, introductory text, Turunen contrasts an idealized landscape that 

provides an “unending view of uncut woods, large spruces, without a trace of manmade 

structures” with its opposite, an everyday “deserted town centre” with an incessantly 

beeping ATM.35  This fictional town center, of course, could be any one of those he 

depicts in the postcard series (or any small town or suburban center in the West for that 

matter), just as the “uncut woods” could be any one of those typical Finnish scenes in 

national landscape imagery.  Read through the framing text, the postcard images do not 

so much undermine the ideal of a national landscape as wish that it were a reality.  

Likewise, the postcard series depends upon a contrast between its “truthful” images of 

landscapes and the idealized ones that are expected on a postcard.  Turunen’s 

involvement in Finnish environmental movement in the 1980s deeply marks the 

conceptual framework of the project, and Bright’s assessment of the limitations of such 

aesthetic strategies in environmentally committed American photography applies to his 

work as well.  In both cases photography takes on an evidentiary role in convicting the 

nation of violating its own ideals.  While this is no doubt a politically expedient strategy 

for highlighting environmental or community development issues, it works by 

reinforcing discourses of the national landscape and documentary truth-value of the 

photograph rather than by critically analyzing them.  

Turunen’s use of the postcard format is significant for more than just its ironic 

inversion.  As Susan Stewart points out, the postcard, as a type of souvenir, mediates a 

nostalgic relationship between the owner and the place depicted.  The postcard only 

takes on meaning once it can bridge the temporal and spatial gap between experience 

                                                 
35 Turunen, n.p. 
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and recollection, serving as a catalyst for recalling memory and generating nostalgic 

narrative.36  Though this cycle works somewhat differently depending on whether the 

postcard is collected by the person who experienced the “real” site or send it to someone 

else who did not, in both situations it serves as a commodity written over with the 

personal.  It serves as material proof of having experienced a place of public significance 

and forges a miniature link between self and a collective group.37  However, the postcard 

or souvenir is the epitome of kitsch, of the inauthentic, but its very lack of authenticity, 

inversely, serves to mark the authenticity of its referent.  In choosing this 

overdetermined, yet utterly banal, point of transfer between the myths of the nation and 

the memories of the individual, Turunen raises the stakes of engagement with the 

viewer.  He does not intend for these images only to be seen from a distance on a gallery 

or museum wall.   

One can only properly see the postcards while holding them.  The intimacy of the 

postcard precipitates a different response to the places and images they depict.  I own 

Turunen’s postcards, and, even though I have not seen or visited the specific places they 

depict, they nonetheless seem familiar.  They do not affirm the Finland that I should see 

as a tourist, but, presumably, the one I have seen living there as a resident.  The 

postcards draw parallels between the landscapes they depict and similar landscapes 

elsewhere.  In that sense, the interpretative possibilities they offer are not exclusively 

limited to one national framework but to the banal landscapes that the viewer 

experiences anywhere.  The postcards elicit attachment and ownership but to places that 

do not affirm the links between landscape and citizenship, instead calling the specificity 

                                                 
36 Stewart, On Longing, 135. 
37 Ibid., 137-8. 
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and relevancy of the nation into question.  But what if the postcards elicit visual pleasure 

instead of guilt?   

Even as Turunen’s work speaks out against the degraded state of quotidian 

landscapes, his postcards play into a nostalgic commodity culture that celebrates them.  

The project exists within the context of a much wider, international elevation of the 

banal postcard to the status of a cultural object valued for its kitsch aesthetic.  Martin 

Parr, a British photographer known for his own banal photographs, has published a 

popular series of postcard collections including Boring Postcards (1999), Boring 

Postcards U.S.A.  (2000), and Langweilige Postkarten [Boring Postcards] (2001), which 

feature postcards depicting gas stations, freeways, industrial complexes, and hotel rooms 

from Great Britain, the USA, and Germany, respectively.  The idea has been copied in 

Sweden, and Tommi Pylkkö has compiled a Finnish version, Terveisiä kaikille! 

[Greetings to All] (2003).38 The popularity of these collections derives from their subtle 

solicitation of both sincere nostalgia and detached irony: the viewer experiences them as 

fragments of a lost popular cultural moment, a loss of kitsch independent of irony, or the 

utopianism of modernism, recognizing, at the same moment, the ironic humor implicit in 

them.  Turunen’s postcards, if stripped of their overt political commentary and aged 

enough for the cars, signs, and buildings to take on a patina of datedness, could fit into 

any of the books.  Remembering the instability of inversion as a critical strategy, the 

boring postcard phenomenon shows that inverting the binary of the 

beautiful/exceptional/pure landscape and the ugly/typical/contaminated landscape 

demonstrates that the latter is potentially just as marketable as the former. 

                                                 
38 Tommi Pylkkö, Terveisiä kaikille! (Helsinki: Nemo, 2003). 
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The boring postcard books affirm, rather than undermine, the logic of the 

national landscape.  Critical characterizations of globalization often presume that 

consumerist spaces are inherently devoid of history and lack identity (Augé’s “non-

places”) and therefore should be nearly indistinguishable from country to country, 

reflecting the homogenization and disappearance of local or national cultures within 

global capitalism.39  However, in a review of Parr’s books, a critic argues that the appeal 

of the books is in finding the subtle, nationally legible details among the undifferentiated 

mass that call out to the readers, confirming their national identity.40  Pylkkö’s Terveisiä 

kaikille! takes this impulse even further.  It is carefully organized by region and takes the 

reader on a simulated road trip from south to north in the same manner as in its 

nineteenth-century prototypes (fig. 79).  The book becomes the consumerist counterpart 

to the Ministry of Environment’s National Landscapes book.  Reading them together 

shows how intermingled the official landscape designation is with the tourism industry.   

On one hand, this is ironic, given that the designation process began, in part, as a 

response to concerns about tourist development in Koli.  On the other hand, it is not at 

all surprising since the very notion of national landscapes developed in conjunction with 

state-sponsored tourism.  The contemporary notion of tourism in Finland links back to 

the nineteenth century and the travel by the same writers, artists, and readers who first 

conceived of these landscapes as being nationally significant.  Similarly, the photobooks 

that are so central in the dissemination of national landscape imagery have always been 

primarily marketed toward national and international tourists.  All manner of visual and 

verbal representation of landscape, including postcards, souvenirs, interpretive signs, 

                                                 
39 Augé, 75–115. 
40 Tom Vanderbilt, “This Bland is my Bland,” Interiors 161, no. 2 (2001): 59–61. 
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official landscape designations, and photobooks, are all a part of the same system of 

signs that serves to transform it into tourist sights.41   

While Turunen and Pylkkö use banal postcards for opposite ends, both projects 

end up reaffirming the underlying nationalist logic of the banal landscape as national 

landscape.  As with Soinio, there is an intertwining of sincere and ironic nostalgia that 

cannot be fully pulled apart.  They long for an ideal that never existed.  When this ideal 

is not met, there is the experience of loss, but this sense of a loss seems only to reaffirm 

a belief in the ideal.  Even as the postcards put images critical of national mythologies 

literally into the hands of viewers, these same images can be reconfigured within the 

nostalgic semiotic economy of late capitalism as signifiers of nation, albeit a nation 

recognized in commodified traces rather than in the unmediated communion between 

citizen and landscape promised in national discourse. 

 

Places  

In contrast to Soinio and Turunen’s familiar, colorful images, Nuutinen’s Places 

consists of 120 black-and-white photographs of decidedly unfamiliar landscapes in the 

Häme province in south central Finland.  Nuutinen began the project by noting the 

intersections of the latitudinal and longitudinal grid lines on a map of the province, 

marking thirty points of intersection (fig. 80).42  Next, using a compass and detailed 

                                                 
41 See Jonathan Culler, “Semiotics of Tourism,” American Journal of Semiotics 1, no. 1-2 (1981): 132-3; 
and Dean MacCannell, The Tourist (New York: Schocken, 1976). 
42 Nuutinen briefly sets out his photographic practice in the foreword to the exhibition catalogue.  Petri 
Nuutinen and Janne Seppänen, foreword to Paikkoja/Places (Helsinki: Musta Taide, 1993), vii. 
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topographic maps, he located the exact intersection points on the ground.43  Once at the 

sites, he set up his camera at a consistent height and took one photograph facing each of 

the cardinal directions.  For example, in a series of four photographs he documents the 

intersection of 60˚ 45’ latitude (N) and 23˚ 30’ longitude (E) (fig. 81), which falls in the 

middle of a barren field located at the edge of Tammela Township.  He writes in the 

introductory essay for his exhibition catalog that these elaborate, self-imposed strictures 

and the use of a cartographic grid in his photographic practice are the results of his 

“desire to consciously avoid all personal preferences and aesthetic values when taking a 

picture.”44   

Although he does not specifically mention the concept of the national landscape, 

he claims that his work is a reaction against conventional landscape photography and an 

appraisal of both the practice of photography and the everyday Finnish landscape.45  In 

fact, the first ideas for the project came when a relative living in Toronto, Canada asked 

him to send a photobook of Finland.46  When he began looking at the photobooks at 

bookstores, he became irritated that all of them depicted a romanticized version of 

Finland that did not match his everyday experience of living there.  The project, which 

precedes the other two, anticipates Soinio’s challenge to the aesthetic conventions of 

landscape photography and the Turunen’s critique of the dissonance between canonized 

national landscapes and everyday landscapes.  However, while I have argued that the 

other photographers employ nostalgia against itself, Nuutinen seems to abjure it entirely.  

                                                 
43 Ironically, as the project predates the widespread commercial availability of Global Positioning Systems 
(GPS) by a few years, his method now seems almost quaint rather than scientifically objective. 
44 Nuutinen and Seppänen, vii. 
45 Ibid., vii. 
46 Personal interview with Petri Nuutinen, March 13, 2007. 
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The banality at work here is not the cultural-aesthetic notion of the banality as the 

touristy or the clichéd but rather the social science concept of banality as the common or 

everyday.  The form and subject matter of the photographs seem to offer no readily 

apparent meaning. 

Nuutinen’s work literalizes the premise behind New Topographics photography 

from the United States.  In 1975 the curator William Jenkins brought together a group of 

landscape photographers in a pivotal exhibition that included Robert Adams, Lewis 

Baltz, Joe Deal, and others.  He argued that all of them employed a “passive frame,” or a 

certain degree of arbitrariness, as they photographed the contemporary “man-altered” 

landscapes of the American West such as tract homes, suburbs, warehouses, parking 

lots, and littered, torn-up land.47  The exhibition title alludes to the nineteenth-century 

photographers such as William Henry Jackson who worked for the early geological 

expeditions and whose work possessed the presumed scientific objectivity of a 

topographer.  Although the “objectivity” of both the nineteenth century topographer and 

the contemporary documentary photographer are critically untenable, for these 

photographers in the 1970s, referencing an earlier and supposedly dispassionate 

photographic tradition allowed them to circumvent the conventional depiction of 

American national landscapes.48  Nuutinen’s Places carries a strong resemblance to New 

Topographics work although it is unclear how familiar he was with it when formulating 

                                                 
47 William Jenkins, New Topographics (Rochester: George Eastman House, 1975). 
48 For critiques of the objectivity of cartography, see J. B. Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” in The 
Iconography of Landscape, ed. Stephen Daniels and Denis Cosgrove (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 277–312; and Mark Monmonier, How to Lie with Maps (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1991). 
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his own project.49  However, his work goes even further than that of the American 

photographers by purporting to eliminate any possibility of artistic subjectivity.  Janne 

Seppänen, who wrote the exhibition essay for Places, claims that, once Nuutinen had 

conceived of the project, it could have been carried out by a “robot.”50  The project 

resonates with several strands of twentieth-century conceptual art practice, but seems to 

be chiefly directed against the sentimental subjectivity traditionally associated with 

landscape photography and the heroic national artist who creates it.   

Through his elaborate attempts to exorcise his own subjectivity from the 

production of these photographs, Nuutinen has tried to eliminate the possibility of 

deriving meaning in the images through appeals to traditional interpretive methodologies 

of photography, such as artistic expression, authorial intent, or socio-political context.  

As Seppänen puts it, “There is nothing but landscape, that is, random places, where the 

western cartographer’s lines of latitude and longitude meet, as ordained by 

Greenwich.”51  In other words, the project aims to reveal national places (invested with 

subjective meaning) to be global spaces (empty, neutral, and objective).52  However, 

even if Nuutinen reduces the landscape photograph to a conceptual ground zero as 

Seppänen implies, this does not necessarily remove these photographs from the 

discourse of the national landscape.  The issue becomes about who determines meaning 

and how that determination is made.  The elaborate exorcism of authorial subjectivity 

                                                 
49 See Nuutinen and Seppänen, xiii.  Nuutinen was, however, a pivotal figure in getting Martin Parr, 
Burgin, and other “postmodern” documentary photographers to do residencies in Finland during the early 
1990s.  See Hannu Vanhanen, “The Tampere-born Metamorphosis of Documentary Photography,” in 
Backlight 02, ed. Antti Haapio and Harri Laakso (Tampere, Finland: Photographic Centre Nykyaika, 
2002), 128-141. 
50 Nuutinen and Seppänen, xv. 
51 Ibid., xv. 
52 It is important to note the reversed usage of place and space in the title of Nuutinen’s series.  Here, place 
denotes uncoded, just the opposite of the notion of de Certeau official place. 
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enacted in Nuutinen’s photographic practice produces photographic “negatives” – 

inversions of conventional landscape imagery upon which viewing subjects reconstruct 

their own national subjectivity.  Stripped of the usual aesthetic signifiers of artistic 

subjectivity and nationalist metaphor, these photographs beg the question of what a 

viewer is supposed to make of them.  Their blankness, or lack of apparent affect, 

generates a desire to find what seems to be missing.  The photographs appear so banal, 

so arbitrary, that the viewer seeks to invest them with meaning and significance.   

The photographs offer test cases for Häyrynen’s claim that the logic of the 

national landscape can appropriate almost any image.  It does not take much effort to 

overcome the indexical emptiness of the plain in the photographs of the field in 

Tammela Township and link them to the long tradition of rural imagery invested with 

national mythologies of the rural folk.  Similar readings present themselves when 

looking at other photographs taken in other fields or forests while those photographs that 

record parking lots, buildings, or roadways offer interpretive possibilities similar to those 

of Turunen’s mock postcards.  The emptiness offered by the photographs prompts the 

viewer to invest meaning into them, meanings readily supplied by national discourses.  

Viewers can easily fill in any of the aesthetic or iconographic signifiers of the national 

landscape that may seem (almost accidentally) to be missing from the deliberately banal 

photograph.  Banality as means of critique is restricted in as much as viewers have 

internalized the ways of seeing provided by the nation. 

This interpretation of an imagined viewer’s national interpretation of the 

photographs is a bit disingenuous, as the images can be positioned alternately within a 

national context or outside of one.  The cartographic limitations of the project provide a 
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geographic scale based on a historical regional identity (Häme), but this regional identity 

is articulated through the technical language of state administrative cartography.  

Cartographic arbitrariness does offer an infinitely expandable template that Nuutinen has 

reused in other projects in Bergen, Norway, Florence, Italy, and Loppem, Belgium (fig. 

82).  Each project uses the same conventions: determining locations with intersecting 

lines on a map (proper latitudinal and longitudinal intersections sometimes and other 

times simply the gridlines on a free tourist map), taking photographs in each of the four 

cardinal directions, and snapping the photographs without looking through a viewfinder.  

In all of these projects, the arbitrariness of the exact location and framing of the 

photographic image is circumscribed by the local and national specificity of the groups 

of images.  Hence, in his exhibition and book featuring photographs from Bergen, 

Florence, and Tampere (reusing photographs from locations within the city that fell 

within the scope of the original Häme project), interpretation is naturally comparative in 

much the same way that the banal postcard book is.  An apartment block or parking lot 

in a given photograph is simultaneously generic but also identified as Italian, 

Norwegian, or Finnish.  If the photographs were truly to be precisely locatable but 

completely open interpretatively, it seems that Nuutinen would have to provide only 

cartographic coordinates, but then cartographic coordinates have always been an 

instrument of state power, not an alternative to it.   

The grid seems to offer the possibility of transcending the traditions and myths of 

the heroic national artist, which have been pervasive in Finland since the nineteenth 

century.  The rationality and rigidity of the grid aims to oppose the subjectivity and 

fluidity of art, just as universal cartographic conventions offer to transcend the organic 
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contours of the imagined nation.  This opposition, however, presumes that the nation 

depends only on the subjective naturalization of landscape in art or popular culture 

when, in fact, it relies equally, if not more so, upon the “objective” appropriation of 

landscapes through discourses such as science, geography, and cartography.  The 

national-romantic landscape painters of the late nineteenth century worked in tandem 

with the cartographer and surveyor; if the sweeping views of forests and lakes in 

paintings and photographs targeted the heart, then the highlighted borders and numerical 

statistics of the first Finnish national atlases targeted the mind.53  The landscape 

photograph and the atlas are siblings in the ideological family of the nation.  The 

dichotomy between the national landscape and the global grid system assumed in Places 

is, in some ways, false.  The universality of the grid is itself a historical artifact of 

imperialist and nationalist discourses of the past centuries, just as the aesthetic mode of 

the picturesque national landscape is an international phenomenon.  Banality works 

together with, rather than in opposition to, national sentimentality.  In the present 

moment, however, the arbitrary grid and cartographic impulse of the project does not 

recall a twentieth century national atlas but the popularization of technologies of location 

such as Geographic Positioning Systems.  But here too there is overlap between personal 

GPS technology provided by global corporations and national discourses, for GPS 

emerges out of American military technological research and still depends on military 

satellite transmissions to function.   

Reframing these images in terms of the microscopic scale of the local or 

everyday instead of the macroscopic of the global grid is also problematic.  Even in 

                                                 
53 The first two editions of the Atlas of Finland were published in 1899 and 1910 before Finland’s 
independence in 1917. 
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asking, for example, what the intersection of 60˚ 45' latitude (N) and 23˚ 30' longitude 

(E) might mean to a person who experiences it as a physical space and not just as an 

image, one must reckon with the fact that “local” identities, “everyday” landscapes, and 

“personal” experiences are as equally embedded within the national or global as is the 

cartographic grid.  Nuutinen’s Places projects demonstrate how the global and banal 

reproduce national subjectivities even as these forces strain and radically reshape 

subjectivities. 

 

Banal Nationalism 

These three photographic projects all utilize banality as a means to critique the 

conventional understanding of the national landscape, compelling viewers to think 

critically about popular cultural imagery that they passively consume every day through 

print and visual media.  The photographers seem to conceive of aesthetic banality as a 

universally critical visual language as opposed to the particularity and sentimentality of 

national landscape imagery.54  However, banality, as a critical strategy, is unstable and, 

consequently, the aesthetic and political discourses of the nation persist in their projects.  

The largely unacknowledged relationship between banality and nationality that emerges 

in the projects concurs with Billig’s argument that the nation endures precisely because 

of the banality of its message, not its exceptionality.  He claims that national discourses, 

such as that of the Finnish national landscape, prompt a constant remembering of the 

nation even as the ubiquity of these promptings encourages a forgetting of their 

                                                 
54 For example, both the “boring postcard” aesthetic and the “passive frame” of the New Topographics 
may be thought of as aesthetic conventions that have circulated rapidly throughout a global art world and 
have been utilized to critique and/or bolster specific national visual discourses. 
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ideological work.55  Billig’s thesis necessitates a fundamental reconsideration of the 

notion of using a visual language of banality to undermine the nation.  Uncritically 

relying on banality or elevating the quotidian may, in fact, sustain an even more subtle 

sort of nationalism. 

That the nation persists even in the banality of these photographs does not 

necessarily mean that they fail in their revisionist aims.  In his concluding thoughts about 

national landscape, Häyrynen suggests that the resurgence of interest in national 

landscapes within Finland in the 1990s attests to both the resilience and flexibility of 

national discourses and the challenges presented to them by globalization and European 

integration.56  As viewers interpret these projects both through and against the nation, 

there is a shift in the location of power away from national discourses.  In their 

exploration of the mythologies and conventions of national landscapes, these 

photographic projects might facilitate a reconceptualization of these landscapes as less 

ideologically fixed places.  Massey argues that the meaning of place (or landscape) need 

not be negative or reactionary site of resistance against the global, as it has often been 

characterized in discussions of globalization.  She reminds us that, “It is people, not 

places in themselves, which are reactionary or progressive.”57  Perhaps it is possible, 

then, that empowered and critical viewers might re-script national landscapes as 

palimpsests, overlapping narratives of time and space.58  Landscape photographs might 

subvert the hegemonies and ideologies they once naturalized, changing the relationship 

                                                 
55 Billig appropriates Barthes’ notion of a simultaneously remembered and forgotten ideology.  See Billig, 
37–43. 
56 Häyrynen, “Kaleidoscopic View,” 15. 
57 Massey, Space, Place and Gender, 141, italics removed. 
58 Ibid., 154–155. 
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between viewer and landscape photograph from one of a supplicant before an altarpiece 

to a more critical and equitable exchange. 

Following Mitchell’s challenge to see landscape as a verb rather than a noun has 

largely meant exploring how landscapes work on behalf of national discourses, but it 

also means recognizing that they can work toward other ends as well.  In his essay 

“Dissemination,” Homi Bhabha articulates his hopes for landscapes’ other labors.  He 

writes, 

These imaginative geographies that spanned countries and empires are changing, 
those imagined communities that played on the unisonant boundaries of the 
nation are singing with different voices.59   
 

To transpose his aural metaphors to visual ones, the univisuality of the nation is now 

unraveling with the introduction of other eyes, seeing new geographies.  However, even 

as this begins, critical attention must still be directed at the center of hegemonic 

nationalism, to those landscapes that appear to be the least contested and most 

representative of an essential, natural Finnishness.  To undermine national discourse is to 

recognize that it has always been ambivalent, in Bhabha’s terms.  Even as Finnish 

national discourses work to appropriate the subversive subject matter and aesthetic 

interventions of these three photographic projects, they begin to visualize national 

landscapes as complex and contradictory places where the Finnish nation is continually 

being inscribed and erased, appearing in brilliant clarity and fading into oblivion.  The 

passing of one hegemonic discourse of landscape, however, does not guarantee that the 

discourses that follow it will be radically different.  Abjuring the national for the global, 

a new discourse of banality emerges in the landscape photography of Elina Brotherus. 

                                                 
59 Bhabha, Location of Culture, 243. 
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After the National Landscape 

Baigneurs 

Across three enormous film screens in a darkened room in a museum, nude 

bodies walk toward lake or the sea, jump in, swim out, and then return to shore, finally 

emerging out of the water and back onto the land or pier (fig. 83-84).  The action repeats 

with overlapping groups of swimmers at different times and in different locations – 

rocky seashores, interior lakes bordered by forests, and a misty concrete pier on the sea.  

One to two minute shots from different locations cycle between the screens in seemingly 

random pattern.  Subtle differences slowly become visible within this repetition of 

figures, actions, and landscapes.  Qualities of light: pale sun, overcast daylight, misty 

twilight, or magic hour light after the sun has moved below the forested horizon.  Social 

interactions between the bathers: individuals, couples, groups of friends.  Moods: quiet, 

contemplative, intimate, playful.  Camera positions: stable long shots, extreme long 

shots, stationary handheld, mobile framing in close up.  The tranquility and beauty of the 

natural landscapes compliments the beauty and grace of the human form as it moves on 

land and in the water.  The only awkwardness arises in the uncertain transition, the 

border, between one element and the other.  Bodies hesitate for a split second before 

diving into the water from a pier or rock while others awkwardly struggle to find secure 

footing on steps and ladders or in the shallow water next to the shore.   

Baigneurs (2003), a looped video installation by Elina Brotherus, lasts fourteen 

minutes but repeats endlessly.  If not for the opening title and ending credits, the 

beginning of a new loop would be difficult if not impossible to discern.  Eventually, 

however, one would recognize all the shots as familiar, as repetitions.  I suspect that I 
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was not the only viewer at its showing in the Kiasma Museum in 2007 who had that 

sense of familiarity and repetition immediately upon entering the installation.  The film 

depicts a Finnish national ritual, bathing nude after sauna in the sea or a lake as it takes 

place in quintessential Finnish national landscapes such as forested interior lakeshores 

and the sea along the southwest coast and Finnish archipelago.  The film literalizes the 

connection between Finns and Nature, as nearly all vestiges of Culture (language, 

clothing, etc.) are absent, leaving only bodies, land, and water locked into a cyclical, 

primordial ritual.  The connection in the film between forest, sea/lake, nude bathing, and 

the “northern light” of long summer evenings is immediately clear to Finns and other 

Scandinavians but to most Europeans as well.  As far as people living outside of Europe, 

if they know anything at all about Finland, the film is certain to affirm that knowledge.   

The film is a repetition of a repetition of a repetition.  The repetitious human 

movements and the cyclical looping of shots and locations act as metaphors for the ways 

in which national landscape imagery circulates: the same locations, images, and formal 

conventions appear again and again.  The film points to the very problem of repetition in 

relation to national landscapes.  Repetition may turn culture into nature and national 

ideology into everyday life, but it also turns beauty into banality and art into kitsch.  

Likewise, repetition and banality both serve as critical visual tools for Soinio, Turunen, 

and Nuutinen but also reaffirm the nationalist ways of seeing that are the objects of 

critique.  However, in spite of what seems to be its obvious nationalist visual rhetoric, 

Brotherus is adamant that the film is not a repetition of national representation.  Rather, 

according to her, it concerns universal art historical themes and aesthetic problems.60  As 

                                                 
60 Personal interview with Elina Brotherus, December 28, 2007. 
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if to emphasize this, the title of the film is Baigeurs (the French word for bathers).  The 

French title attempts to locate the imagery in the universalizing tradition of Western art.  

The implications of Brotherus’ conscious effort to locate Baigeurs and her recent 

landscape photographs outside discourses of the nation – or of any specific place for that 

matter – are the focus of this final section. 

 

Landscapes for Anyone, Anywhere   

In a 2001 interview between Brotherus and the photographer and critic Jan Kaila 

the following exchange occurs: 

Brotherus: …I once made the mistake of constructing an exhibition almost solely 
out of self-portraits. It created a claustrophobic feeling: wherever I looked, I was 
staring into my own eyes. After that, I started making landscapes part of my 
exhibitions, alongside the self-portraits - like commas, or breathing spaces, or 
windows, so that the viewer would get to rest now and then. 
 
Kaila: So your landscape pictures were kinds of catalysts? 
 
Brotherus: Not exactly, but their significance was and still is more purely visual. 
 
Kaila: What do you mean? 
 
Brotherus: That, apart from the Landscapes and Escapes works (1998-1999), 
they aren’t about a personal narrative.  The fact that I have photographed, for 
example, in France and Iceland is, of course, in a way a narrative element, “EB 
was here,” but I haven’t in any way tried to emphasise the place or to give it 
significance on the basis of geographical location.  Conversely, I have been 
interested in pictorial elements, purely on the basis of visual perception.”61 
 

In this and subsequent interviews, Brotherus makes a strong distinction between two 

periods in her production as a photographic and video artist.  While her work before 

2000 was about her, a sort of self-portraiture, the work after is not.  Put in other terms, 

                                                 
61 Elina Brotherus interviewed by Jan Kaila, “The Enchantment of Reality: Discussion between Elina 
Brotherus and Jan Kaila, 31.8.2001,” in Brotherus and Kaila, Decisive Days: Photographs 1997-2001 
(Oulu: Pohjoinen, 2002), 131. 
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the early work was about content and the latter about form.62  She sees the shift from one 

mode to the other as being so complete that she now describes her own body, which still 

frequently appears in her post-2000 work (including in nearly all the rotating segments 

of Baigeurs), as that of a “model.”63  As the quotation above indicates, the idea of 

landscape has played a key role in this transformation.  The origin narrative she provides 

for the emergence of landscape photographs in her oeuvre posits landscape as a neutral, 

impersonal genre, a space for visual, mental, and emotional rest, a breathing space 

between rigorous explorations of the self.  It is a site of “purely visual” aesthetic 

exploration, which she clarifies to mean experimentation with color, light, form, and 

composition.64  She has even titled a series of photographs The New Painting in 

reference to a statement by a gallerist who has noted that photographers have taken up 

the formalist, aesthetic questions and problems that were once the purview of painters.  

Even as she rejects the idea of national landscape, her work evokes the complex 

interrelationships between photography, painting, and landscape – an aesthetic terrain 

haunted by specters of the national landscape. 

As much as I may disagree with Brotherus’ universalizing rhetoric of neo-

formalism, I can see the appeal of her strategy of negation.  She sets out the parameters 

of her artistic practice and defines the appropriate grounds for interpreting it with 

boldness and clarity.  She declares: this photograph is not about me; it is not about being 

a woman; it is not about being Finnish.  The strategy seems to offer a way out of both a 

set of dominant contemporary art world discourses of identity and those of the national 

                                                 
62 Elina Brotherus interview by Sheyi Antony, in Elina Brotherus: The New Painting, text by Susanna 
Pettersson, Andrea Holzherr, Sheyi Antony (London: Next Level, 2005), 71. 
63 Personal interview with Elina Brotherus December 28, 2007. 
64 Brotherus, “Enchantment of Reality,” 141. 
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landscape, but, as in my reading of Baigeurs, questions of whose bodies and what 

landscape are impossible not to ask.  Admittedly, Baigeurs is exceptional in this 

discussion in that it so clearly deals with romantic national landscape imagery.  Most of 

her work does evoke a specific national imagery in nearly as direct a manner, but, even 

if it were possible to speak of her work in “purely visual” terms, the politics of those 

visual terms and “universal” aesthetic codes always return to the discussion.  Her claims 

emerge out of a number of problematic assumptions and assertions: that one can work 

“after” or “outside” theory, that the artist’s (or any) body can function simply “as a 

model” outside of the political, the affirmation of the “Western pictorial tradition” as a 

timeless and value-free standard, and the characterization of form and content as 

mutually exclusive categories.  I will not take up those issues here, and defer a 

discussion of the ways in which the subject matter and rhetoric surrounding many of her 

photographs invents a new quasi-national discourse of the North and Nordic to the next 

chapter.  Here, I will discuss her work relative to some of the broader themes and issues 

explored in this chapter such as her deployment of the sublime, picturesque, and banal, 

the interrelationship between photography and painting, and the ambiguous relationship 

that her photographs establish with the viewer.  

Several photographs in Brotherus’ New Painting series clearly evoke art 

historical tropes of sublime and picturesque landscape imagery.  Three depict a figure 

(the artist) from the back as she stands on the same elevated rocky outcropping and 

surveys a sweeping vista of snow-mottled mountains, broad valley, and sea or lake (fig. 

85).  In two of the photographs, she wears an old-fashioned-looking, full-length black 

dress, seeming to match the mood created by the overcast skies and cool weather.  In the 
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other, she stands on a grassy slope presumably near the outcropping wearing modern 

clothing, her pink shirt matching the cool, pink morning light on the distant mountains.  

Other photographs in the series play with similar relationships: a figure standing in front 

of a green pastoral landscape (fig. 86), lying nude in the verdant grass of an elevated 

foreground with lower rolling hills in the background, in front of a painted landscape on 

a wall, and shown alternately from the front and back in front of a glacial snowfield.  

The images clearly reference romantic-era paintings of sublime and picturesque 

landscapes, in particular those of Caspar David Friedrich, in which a solitary wanderer is 

shown from the back in front of dramatic landscapes.  By referencing the tradition of the 

sublime in European art so directly, the photographs highlight their own deliberately 

staged “prettiness” and “sublimity.”  Other landscape photographs in the series and in 

subsequent series do not even include a wanderer figure to evoke the sublime or a bather 

figure to cite the picturesque.  The aim of the New Painting is to reclaim the sublime and 

picturesque traditions of landscape painting for contemporary photography.   

What, then, separates these photographs from their national landscape 

counterparts that also deploy the sublime and picturesque, from dramatic Koli or the 

pleasant lake scene repeated in Baigeurs?  The answer is that Brotherus is careful never 

to identify her landscapes geographically.  Even landscapes in Baigeurs with their 

obvious Finnish symbolism are referred to as “Nordic” in label and press texts.  While 

the landscapes must be recognizable to some viewers as specific places and the national 

location of others is easy to guess because of their unique geological features (for 

example those in Iceland), as Brotherus makes clear, the point is to have them be as 

anonymous as possible.  Even if he can identify the particular landscape, this ideal 
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viewer should still see past the specific to the universal, the aesthetic.  Just as the human 

body should be seen only as a figure, an object in space, the landscape should be seen as 

a physical space in which a set of universal aesthetic conventions (foreground/ 

background, openness/expansiveness) are worked out, not as a specific place or a 

referent in the real world where space is political.  This elevation of the sublime and 

picturesque as universal, transhistorical aesthetic categories coupled with the rejection of 

the historically and politically situated specificity of place is an attempt to separate the 

aesthetics of landscape from the politics of landscape.  In a dual movement, Brotherus 

tries to locate landscape aesthetics historically both before and after the national 

landscape.  This ingenious project is, however, dubious given that these pictorial codes 

emerged both simultaneously and in conjunction with nationalism.  Though Friedrich, 

her historical model, precedes the formation of a German nation-state, his work fit 

broadly within the German national cultural “awakening” of the early nineteenth 

century.  Nonetheless, Brotherus’ attempt to lay claim to Friedrich’s sublime as a post-

national aesthetic practice echoes the international characteristics of the sublime in the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.  The conjoining of a universal wanderer 

figure to anonymous landscapes is a means to strip away the national appropriation of 

these conventions, leaving only the visual language, the form and not the content. 

This recovery effort, using the anonymity of both figure and landscape, depends 

upon the assertion of the general over the particular.  That the figure and landscape 

before the lens are interchangeable is a central component to Brotherus’ aim to explore 

the purely visual outside of discourses of identity.  Generality allows the photographs to 

claim universality, but that notion of universality depends on a reactionary concept of a 
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unified Western pictorial tradition and universal aesthetic response.65  Furthermore, this 

emphasis on generality and interchangeability opens up the images to the visual politics 

of banality.  The banal especially comes to the forefront in her landscape photographs 

that are devoid of the human figures and obvious art historical allusions.  In many of the 

photographs in her series Breadth of Vision (2007), the landscapes are so general that 

there is nothing left to see but a nondescript, if very beautiful, view (fig. 87).  Later in 

the same interview, Kaila asks Brotherus directly what the difference is between her 

photographs and the ones used on calendars and postcards, to which she answers that she 

has no singular, satisfactory answer to the question.66  One key difference, of course, is 

that the postcard (and to a slightly lesser extent) the calendar reproduce images of 

specific places.  Put in other terms, they reproduce otherwise non-descript spaces or sites 

as places that should be seen.  Parr and Turunen’s boring postcards are interesting 

because they play up the tension inherent in conjoining the specific and general.  The 

joke or tension comes precisely from pairing the generality of the everyday landscape 

with the particularity expected in a postcard.  In contrast, Brotherus’ landscape 

photographs offer neither specificity nor irony. 

Of course, the sublime and picturesque should offer the transcendent and 

beautiful and thereby prevent the images from slipping into banality.  However, Kaila’s 

question uncovers the key tension in Brotherus’ work.  It is impossible to return to some 

imagined origin for the aesthetic conventions, a moment of pure vision, for the 

photographs cannot help but recall and repeat the mass-produced landscape imagery of 

                                                 
65 Elina Brotherus interviewed by Roland Patteeuw, “Elina Brotherus in Discussion with Roland 
Patteeuw,” in Elina Brotherus: Complete Video Works: 1996-2000 (CD-ROM) (Loppem Zedelgem, 
Belgium: Kunsthalle Lophem, 2006). 
66 Brotherus, “Enchantment of Reality,” 140-1. 
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the twentieth century.  The discourse of the national landscape tries to mitigate the 

possibility of its repetition of images leading to banality by constantly reinvesting visual 

clichés with mythologies of national particularity.  Brotherus deals with banality in 

contradictory ways.  On the one hand, by eliminating the possibility to invest her 

landscape photographs with transcendent meaning derived from national discourse, 

Brotherus seems to embrace banality.  On the other hand, her claim that photography 

assumes of the tasks of painting (read: high art) aims to counteract the possibly 

destabilizing effects of that embrace of the banal.  While the other revisionist photograph 

projects have deployed banality as a means to highlight its paradoxical role in the 

national landscape project, the New Painting and Breadth of Vision seek to distance 

photography from mass-production even as the formal characteristics and subject matter 

of the photographs recall that material.   

Brotherus deploys the rhetoric of return and restoration.  Her work nostalgically 

seeks for an aesthetics unencumbered by either nationalist discourse or capitalist 

reproduction.  Although the art world sanctification of photography as Art took place in 

Finland in the 1990s, the association between her work and calendar photography forces 

her to make the argument again.67  In response to Kaila’s question about what criteria 

separates her work from photographs on a calendar, she finally replies, “Perhaps one 

criterion is quality: by that I mean the professional skill that comes from training, the use 

of big equipment, making good prints – in other words control of the entire picture-

making process, with all its strict selection processes.”68  Control over the means of 

image production – the guiding hand and eye of the artist – presumably separates the 

                                                 
67 On the acceptance of photography in the Finnish art world in the mid-1990s, see Seppänen, 86-106. 
68 Brotherus, “Enchantment of Reality,” 140-1. 
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photographs from the undifferentiated mass of beautiful images in contemporary visual 

culture.  While the discourses of quality and art may successfully check the destabilizing 

effects of banality in Brotherus’ work, it is a pyrrhic victory.  The photographs are 

complex because of their banality, their awkward negotiation of historicity and 

contemporaneity, particularity and generality, mass-culture and high art, beauty and 

impenetrability, not in spite of it. 

The rhetoric of pure visual experience sets up a perplexing relationship between 

photograph and viewer, for only a correspondingly pure viewing subject could possibly 

have an ideal visual experience of the image.  (To be clear, the small, framed 

photographic prints of Breath of Vision did look spectacular bathed in ethereal light and 

hung on the white walls of Kiasma.  The photographs together with the gallery space 

created as close to an ideal environment for aesthetic contemplation of the beautiful as 

possible.)  Her repeated injunctions against reading personal or geographic narrative into 

the photographs are necessary because viewers expect to find subjectivity (that of the 

artist, the subject in the image, or the viewer) in landscape photographs.  Indeed, as I 

argued earlier, national landscape imagery creates and subsequently exploits this 

expectation.  Pictorial codes signal an exchange between viewers and image.  Viewers 

position their identity vis-à-vis the national landscape photograph (as citizen, foreigner, 

etc.), and the image affirms what they see.  By contrast, Brotherus’ landscapes do not 

seem to demand anything of the viewer, but the viewer also does not seem to get 

anything in return, other than, perhaps, that elusive, ideal aesthetic experience.  Her 

photographs, particularly of “pure” landscapes, encourage a passive viewing experience 

rather than an active one.   
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The art critic Hanna Johansson complains that Brotherus’ photographs such as 

Low Horizon 2 (2000) (fig. 88) are (like the landscapes they depict) impenetrable, cold, 

and distant.69  The visual rhetoric of the sublime, in particular, creates distance between 

viewer and view as it dramatizes the separateness of humans from Nature.  However, in 

national landscape imagery, national discourse fills in this gap, offering the nation as a 

bridge between the two.  By removing that mediation, Brotherus’ photographs only offer 

a paradoxical proximity and distance: proximity because the photographs seem to offer 

an unmediated window onto the world but distance because the generality of the images 

makes them impossible to place, to identify (with).  Johansson continues her critique by 

arguing that pairing the rhetoric of painting to naturalistic photography ends up 

canceling out the best aspects of each medium.  The resulting photographs end up 

lacking both the material traces of the artist’s creative process expected in painting and 

the indexical relationship to the real expected in a photograph.70  The photographs share 

the same fate as the dramatic mountain landscape on a calendar or the soothing image of 

a sunset over rolling fields in the background of a magazine advertisement; they are, 

ultimately, forgettable because they are interchangeable. 

At the beginning of this chapter, while drawing a comparison between a religious 

altarpiece and a landscape, I asked what power a landscape image represents and what 

relationship it mediates.  The same question can be asked of Brotherus’ work.  Unlike 

the grand landscape paintings of the Finnish nationalist movement in the late nineteenth 

century or the idealistic, confident national landscape photobooks of the mid-twentieth 

century Finnish nation-state, Brotherus’ work seems to be about surface and not depth.  

                                                 
69 Hanna Johansson, “Ihmeellisiä Maisemakuvia” [Wonderous Landscapes], Taide no. 2 (2003): 26-29. 
70 Ibid., 28-29. 
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They do not even elicit the impulse to look “behind” or “through” them to something 

else.  Evacuated of nationalist ideologies, the photographs do, however, point backward 

– but not to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries aesthetics of the sublime or 

picturesque as they purport to.  Rather, they point back to the banality at the heart of the 

mid-twentieth century national landscape photobook.  They lay bare the visual politics of 

capitalism.  Twentieth century nationalism may have benefited from mass-production 

and, likewise, capitalism from nationalism.  Now, the relationship seems decidedly 

unequal with national identity reduced to being a marketing mechanism to sell products 

and the nation yet another product to be sold.   

A banal image is, in the end, an image that anyone, anywhere can buy, an image 

that does not interpellate the viewer into being anyone other than a visual consumer.  

Brotherus’ photographs aim for just such universality, but the question arises as to why 

someone would want to view or buy her banal photograph – a photograph that offers a 

visually enticing landscape but no means of entering into its space emotionally or 

intellectually.  At this critical juncture, another discursive power, Art, is called upon to 

pull the images back from the brink of banality and reinvest them with value and 

meaning.  A similar dynamic of nostalgic recuperation operates when artworks such as 

Brotherus’ photographs circulate in the global art world where they are called upon 

simultaneously to be global and national, to speak global English but with an accent.   
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Chapter 5: Market 
 

Contemporary art has disagreed with the nation-state system for some time now.  
Exhibitions based on national participation are suspected of engaging in national 
promotion rather than displaying artworks for their artistic qualities.  The mere 
suspicion that political interests have prevailed over artistic criteria is enough to 
degrade an exhibition on the international art scene.1   

 
If the urgency of the sentiment expressed in the preceding quotation by the 

Swedish critic and curator Charlotte Bydler seems unfamiliar to readers in New York, 

London, Paris, or Berlin, it only demonstrates the continued existence of a power 

imbalance between the centers and peripheries of the contemporary art world.  In the 

United States, questions concerning the relationship between art and national identity 

seem decidedly historical, appropriate to understanding early twentieth century 

American art or revisionist critiques of abstract expressionism but having little relevance 

to contemporary art.  However, for artists, curators, and cultural policymakers working 

in the historic margins of the art world, in places such as Finland, the relationship 

between national identity and artistic production remains a central issue.  This is not to 

say the situation is wholly unchanged from the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries 

when artworks presented in international exhibitions were often presumed to reflect the 

Finnish national psyche or experience.2  The global contemporary art world described by 

Bydler loudly dismisses the national essentialism of the past, only to reinvent and reuse 

the concept of national identity in myriad ways.   

                                                 
1 Charlotte Bydler, The Global Art World Inc.: On the Globalization of Contemporary Art (Uppsala, 
Sweden: Uppsala University Press, 2004), 27. 
2 Europe’s Northern Frontier nicely introduces how literature, film, and visual arts have all been 
interpreted as national self-portraiture.  Harri Kalha also provides an insightful case study of international 
reception of the Finnishness of Finnish modern design in the mid-twentieth century.  See Kahla, “Myths 
and Mysteries of Finnish Design: Reading ‘Wirkkala’ and the National Nature Paradigm,” Scandinavian 
Journal of Design History 12 (2002): 24-45. 



 

 250 

The Finnish art world and the global one have negotiated a tenuous bargain on 

behalf of contemporary artists and curators in Finland.  The exoticness and marginality 

of their national identity facilitates movement of Finns into the global art circuit (of 

biennales, galleries, and museums) by functioning as a distinguishing marker in 

homogenizing art markets.  However, once established in the international scene, these 

same artists have to downplay their national identity in order to maintain artistic 

credibility within an art world that vigorously claims to be post-national.  The result of 

these opposing imperatives to be and not be Finnish is an elaborate charade in which 

artists, art institutions, and state arts funding agencies reject national labels as outdated 

even as they nostalgically recreate them.  These institutions and the artists they support 

are not necessarily to blame for this impasse, although some certainly benefit much more 

from it than others do.  Rather, this dilemma results from the logic of the 

homogeneity/heterogeneity binary the structures discourses of nationalism, 

globalization, and capitalism.  Artists have little option but to negotiate these structural 

contradictions, since state grants, academic positions, critical success, and their ability to 

sell work increasingly depend on their perceived engagement with the markets, 

institutions, and discourses of the global art world.  The complex tensions and 

negotiations that this paradox generates within the Finnish art world are the subject of 

this chapter.  Understanding the dynamics of this system and recognizing its disjunctions 

and slippages is a necessary step to finding ways of creatively undermining it – 

something that cannot begin to happen as long as contemporary art is uncritically 

assumed to be post-national.   
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How to Speak at an International Conference 

Two plenary talks given during the 2006 conference of the International 

Photography Research Network (an EU-funded network of photographers, curators, and 

photographic researchers) held in Jyväskylä, Finland set up a clear dichotomy between 

two paradigms of understanding photographic practices.  The first speaker was Mikko 

Pilkama, the director of imaging and multimedia at Nokia Corporation.  He described 

how the company was integrating advanced digital photographic technology into its cell 

phones and anticipating a rapid expansion of the market for such devices.  He pointed 

out that, as the cell phone market rapidly expands in the developing world, a camera 

phone is often the first and only camera that many people will ever own.  The company 

estimated that three billion phones with photographic imaging capabilities would be sold 

within ten years of the launch of the combined technology.  This number roughly equals 

the estimated total number of photographic devices that have ever been manufactured 

since the invention of photography.  His talk, delivered in perfect, global business 

English, seemed to open up an exciting new set of possibilities, questions, and research 

problems.  What will it mean when fully half of the people in the world have access to a 

digital imaging technology?  Does this constitute a rapid democratization of image-

making possibilities or an ever more thorough corporatization?  What does it mean when 

this new global image production and distribution is channeled through enormous 

multinational communications corporations such as Nokia? 

Riitta Raatikainen, a journalist and curator based in Kuopio, Finland, gave a 

presentation immediately following Pilkama.  Whereas his presentation focused on the 

utopian, futuristic possibilities of global photography, her presentation was about its 



 

 252 

historical connection to Finnish national identity.  In her talk, she presented her 

curatorial plan for the upcoming Oi Maamme (Our Land) exhibition of photography that 

would open the next spring (May 2007) at the Helsinki City Art Museum.  The 

exhibition would be a part of the commemoration the ninetieth anniversary of Finnish 

independence.  In excruciatingly broken English (I had never heard a Finn use the word 

“ain’t” before), she explained that the exhibition would not be edgy, trendy, or radical.  

Instead, its goal would be to establish a canon of Finnish documentary photographers 

and photographs from the 1950s to the present.  She explained that the audience could 

expect to see primarily black and white photographs, sorrowful faces, and work by 

middle-aged, male photographers in the exhibition.3  The explicitly “dull” and “passé” 

themes and unfashionable curatorial concept of the exhibit would make it “an interesting 

opening out from the mainstream.”4  The response to her talk was overwhelmingly 

negative.  Coming directly after the Nokia presentation, her project could not have 

helped but sound antiquated at best and reactionary at worst.   

The two talks could not have provided a more clear contrast between competing 

discourses of contemporary photography, one centered on the national and the other 

claiming to be global.  Although the positive response to Pilkama’s talk and the negative 

response to Raatikainen’s seems understandable enough (especially as I have 

characterized them here), the responses reveal implicit attitudes in the art world that 

need to be rigorously examined.  What is it, exactly, that makes her national paradigm 

                                                 
3 Riitta Raatikainen, “Our Land, or an attempt to define recent history through photographic 
documentarism,” in Shifts: Archives in Dialogue and New Identities in Documentaries, ed. Kimmo 
Lehtinen (Sunderland, UK and Jyväskylä, Finland: Sunderland University and The Centre for Creative 
Photography), 58.  She is invoking a stereotype of Finnish social documentary photography from the 
1960s and 1970s, for example Hölttö and Savolainen’s Suomea tämäkin. 
4 Ibid, 58. 



 

 253 

untenable and his global one commendable?  The longer I have thought about these two 

presentations and their receptions by an audience of scholars and photographers, the 

more I am convinced that the audience was responding primarily to the rhetoric each talk 

deployed rather than to the substance of the ideas in either presentation.  Pilkama spoke 

in a language that affirmed how the audience members wanted to see themselves – 

global, mobile, articulate, and polished.  Even though his business “dialect” of global 

English at times marked his difference from the academic dialect of the audience 

consisting of curators, photographers, and academics, it was nonetheless understandable.  

In contrast, Raatikainen spoke with a heavy accent that hampered not only auditory 

comprehension but also marked her as local, tied to a particular geographic place.  The 

accent amplified the content of her presentation, confirming the impression that she had 

little international experience and even less engagement with contemporary curatorial 

trends or ideas.  I imagine that she embodied what audience members from Finland, 

Lithuania, or other non-English speaking countries secretly feared that they would sound 

like when they opened their own mouths to speak English.5   

After the two presentations, I spoke with a handful of photographic historians 

and curators from Finland who expressed their frustration with her presentation.  This 

frustration, even shame and humiliation, stemmed not just from their disagreement with 

her curatorial approach but also from a feeling that she had made them look ridiculous, 

that her talk had made all Finns appear to be stuck working in an outdated, nationalistic, 

                                                 
5 I am projecting my own linguistic inadequacies onto the other conference participants.  I imagine myself 
to sound just as bad when I speak Finnish in a formal setting. 
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academic paradigm.6  Their response illustrates the paradoxical status of the national 

within the global.  If national identity really were no longer a credible basis for 

evaluating and exhibiting photography, then why would it be a relevant means of 

evaluating a person or group of people?  That is, how is it that they could feel 

professionally and personally besmirched by a bad presentation by another woman 

simply because she happened also to have a Finnish passport?  Even as they rejected her 

curatorial paradigm as nationalistic, they nonetheless affirmed the fundamental 

assumption of nationalism, namely that they and she are a part of the same imagined 

community.  They are all Finns.    

 

Hard and Soft Nationalisms  

Art worlds have always responded to the larger political and economic systems 

of which they are a part.  The complex relationship between nation-state and the 

international art world is not a particularly recent development.  The institutions and 

international exhibition models of the modern art world date to late nineteenth century 

Europe, the height of the age of European nationalism.  The ever-expanding grounds of 

the Venice Biennale, the first regularly scheduled international exhibition of art, map in 

real space the shifting geopolitical fortunes of various states over the twentieth century.  

The historic core of the Biennale is the Giardini area that contains permanent pavilions 

of nineteenth century powers such as Great Britain, France, and Germany.  These first 

pavilions are surrounded by pavilions from other European countries, the United States, 

a few South American countries, and a smattering of non-Western but developed 

                                                 
6 Note that that this concern over international image is the identical to that expressed by critics of Esko 
Männikkö. 
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countries such as Japan and South Korea.  The age of individual country pavilions marks 

the entrance of the host country into the international art circuit.  An expansion of the 

Giardini area in the 1960s added countries in Eastern Europe and more space for non-

Western ones such as Egypt.  With the Giardini area full, each year more and more 

countries hoping to gain international visibility rent expensive palazzos across the city to 

serve as temporary national pavilions.   

The relationship between geopolitical and cultural power is undeniably clear at 

the Venice Biennale, and since the mid-1990s, several curators and participating artists 

have tried to problematize the inherent nationalism of the biennale.7  The most famous of 

these interventions is Santiago Sierra’s installation Palabra tapada (Covered Word) at 

the Spanish Pavilion in 2003 (fig. 89).  He bricked up the front door and covered up the 

name of the pavilion.  Visitors holding a valid Spanish passport were admitted by guard 

through the back door to the building.  Once inside, they found only the detritus of the 

previous exhibition in the otherwise empty space.  Sierra’s work made the poverty of the 

national exhibition model visible but could not fundamentally alter it.  Spain retained its 

pavilion at the heart of Giardini, and another Spanish artist exhibited there during the 

next biennial. 

Venice came to be seen as a problem only gradually; after all, it had served as the 

model for most other international art exhibitions during the whole of the twentieth 

century.  A series of pivotal exhibitions beginning with Magiciens de la Terre 

(Magicians of the Earth) (1989) in Paris and culminating in Documenta XI (2002) have 

consciously grappled with emerging theories of postcolonialism and globalization.  In 

                                                 
7 Niru Ratnam, “Art and Globalisation,” in Themes in Contemporary Art, ed. Gillian Perry and Paul Wood 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 288-293. 
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the process they have fundamentally reshaped the critical terrain of the contemporary art 

world.  The Nigerian-born, US-based curator Okwui Enwezor is a particularly central 

figure in this shift.  He abandoned the national pavilion model when he curated the 1997 

Johannesburg Biennale, and then used Documenta XI as a platform to locate issues of 

globalization and postcolonialism at the center of the contemporary art world.8  But 

Enwezor is simply the best known of a handful of powerful, traveling curators who have 

reordered biennales and international exhibitions to focus around a set of ideas rather 

than a set of artists picked by national representatives.9  Venice is now the only major 

biennial that still employs the national pavilion as its basis.  Even it has tried to lessen 

the emphasis on national pavilions by expanding portions of the exhibition that are 

curated by the guest curator in the Padiglione Italia and Arsenale buildings.  Just ten 

years after Enwezor eliminated national pavilions in Johannesburg, the taboo on single-

nation exhibitions has become so engrained that, when exhibitions do focus on artists 

from only one country, they inevitably need to include profuse references to 

globalization in catalog essays and promotional materials so as to absolve themselves of 

the perceived sin of nationalism.10   

The suppression of the national within art world discourses of globalization 

mirrors the notion of the disappearance of national sovereignty in dominant rhetoric 

about globalization in economics and finance.  This correspondence affirms simplistic 

                                                 
8 His introductory essays along with those by other authors in the two exhibition catalogues provide 
valuable snapshots of how the relationships of art, globalization, and multiculturalism were being 
imagined in 1997 and 2002 respectively.   
9 Michael Brenson, “The Curator’s Moment,” Art Journal 57, no. 4 (Winter, 1998): 16-27.  He discusses 
the concentration of power in the hand of a few highly mobile curators and artistic directors. 
10 I noticed this again in the ad copy promoting the exhibition, “India: Public Places, Private Spaces - 
Contemporary Photography and Video Art” held at the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, October 26, 2008 - 
January 18, 2009. 
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Marxist models of the superstructure (art and culture) arising from the productive base 

(multinational capitalism).  Bydler also points out the striking parallels between the 

structures of the art world and other contemporary labor and commodity markets, 

particularly the short-term, project-based nature of most of the work associated with the 

geographically expanding biennale exhibition circuit.11  However, this apparently ever 

more inclusive system also reproduces uneven systems of development, also 

characteristic of multinational capitalism.  Again Bydler notes, “The art world seems to 

incorporate curators and artists of all nationalities, but in terms of geographical sites it 

actually circles around a few metropolises, leaving other places in near-total obscurity.  

People are mobile, whereas an art world infrastructure is not created overnight.” 12  The 

contemporary art world incorporates artists and curators from a widening geographical 

range but they inevitably congregate in its power centers of New York, London, and 

Berlin.  The nomadic elite of the art world is dependent on the institutional infrastructure 

in its centers, and this infrastructure requires significant monetary investment.  Although 

corporate funding plays an increasingly important role in the cultural sector, the state 

remains the primarily mechanism of funding international art exhibitions and residencies 

everywhere except the United States.  Calling the widespread characterization of 

contemporary artists as “nomads” misleading, Bydler instead offers an ironically 

anachronistic metaphor of internationally mobile artists being like trains that move 

between fixed “stations” along a “network of national railways.”13  If nation-states 

continue to pay for the global contemporary art world through arts councils, travel and 

                                                 
11 Bydler, 17.  She builds off David Harvey’s influential analysis of economic transformation such as post-
Fordism, just-in-time production, etc. 
12 Ibid., 72. 
13 Ibid., 52. 
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artist residency grants, and museum and biennial support, what do they get in return for 

being continually dismissed as irrelevant?   

The question, then, is not do national discourses continue to exist within the 

intersections of state cultural policy and contemporary art or not, but what forms do 

those discourses take and in what situations do they manifest themselves.  I propose that 

two general forms of nationalism compete against one another within the contemporary 

art world, which I call “hard” and “soft” nationalisms.14  By hard nationalism, I do not 

mean artistic rhetoric or cultural policies that are jingoistic, aggressive, or militaristic.  

Rather, I refer to ones that are fundamentally essentialist and protectionist.  They often 

come about as a reaction to the perceived threat that homogenization or hybridization 

offers to national identity and, therefore, derive from what Boym terms restorative 

nostalgia.   

The creation of a national cultural canon by the Ministry of Culture of the right-

wing government of Denmark in 2006 is a perfect example of hard cultural 

nationalism.15  The canon of Danish art attempts to verify the existence of a pure 

national identity that links a particular ethnic and linguistic group of people to a 

particular physical place.  The Ministry explains that the canon not only provides a 

                                                 
14 My division between hard and soft nationalism is inspired by Billig’s notion of “banal nationalism” or 
“unflagged” nationalism, which he distinguishes from “flagged” nationalism.  However, a key 
distinguishing factor between my notion of soft nationalism and Billig’s banal nationalism is that I 
understand soft nationalism to be a specific strategy of nationalism rather the “endemic condition” of it.  
See Billig, 6.  Soft nationalism is also certainly related to what Joseph Nye has defined as “soft power” 
within the context of international politics.  See Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics 
(New York: Public Affairs, 2000). 
15 The Danish cultural canon was first proposed in 2004 and subsequently adopted in 2006.  See Simon 
Sheik, “The battle lines are being drawn – the cultural politics of identity in Denmark” and “Mika 
Hannula, “Saying it ain’t doing it – Critical reflection on nation-state, cultural policy, and contemporary 
visual culture,” in Contemporary Art and Nationalism – Critical Reader, ed. Minna Henriksson and 
Sezgin Boynik (Pristina, Kosovo: Contemporary Art Centre EXIT, 2007), 56-60, 61-70. 
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“yardstick” for measuring artistic quality and historical importance but also “give[s] us 

reference points and awareness of what is special about Danes and Denmark in an ever 

more globalised world.”16  Although this official explanation for the canon sounds as 

though it is defining Denmark in relation to an external community of nations, in fact, 

the government conceived of the canon as a weapon in an internal “culture war” against 

what it perceives to be anti-assimilationist Muslim immigrants.17  Part of the negative 

response to Raatikainen’s talk resulted from her employment of the rhetoric of hard 

nationalism.  Although the “Our Land” exhibition carries none of the blatant xenophobia 

of the Danish canon, it nonetheless exhibits characteristics of hard nationalism.  It 

attempts to create an unofficial canon of national photography; it looks to the past; it 

presumes a singular Finnish identity and historical experience; and it is, after all, an 

official part of the commemoration of the ninetieth anniversary of the Finnish nation-

state.  In short, its agenda in sustaining an imagined community called “Finland” is 

straightforward and unapologetic.   

Soft nationalism, by contrast, cloaks itself in the rhetoric of globalization, 

particularly the corporate forms of globalization with which it coexists symbiotically.  

Instead of asserting the nation as natural or essential, it conceives of national identity as 

a constructed brand image, one that is open to modification in order to maximize 

recognition and value in global markets of commodities, images, and perceptions.  The 

paradox of soft nationalism is that it can bolster the Finnish state and sustain Finnish 

national identity only in as much as it does not seem like hard nationalism at all.  Soft 

                                                 
16 Kulturkontakten Editorial Team, “An Easy Introduction to the Danish Cultural Heritage,” Danish 
Ministry of Culture, http://www.kum.dk/sw37439.asp. 
17 Sheik, 56.  Kaarina Dromberg, a former Minster of Culture and conservative Member of Parliament, 
proposed a similar canon in Finland, but the proposal did not gain support.   
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nationalism activates another form of nostalgia, but not the reflective nostalgia that 

Boym sets in opposition to the restorative nostalgia of hard nationalism.  Soft 

nationalism generates a nostalgia that aligns most closely with that theorized by Jameson 

and Baudrillard in the early 1980s.  For Jameson, the object of longing in postmodern 

nostalgia is not a “real,” a lost time or experience, but rather a popular cultural image of 

lost time or experience.18  As this object of longing is a simulation, a copy of a copy, the 

longing it generates is without emotional or psychological depth.19  According to 

Baudrillard, as simulation replaces the real, it generates nostalgia for the real.  This 

nostalgia offers “the phantasmal parodic rehabilitation of all lost referentials” (e.g. the 

past, a national identity, an authentic sense of rootedness, etc.) through simulation.20  

The cycle is self-reinforcing and non-productive.21  Soft nationalism engages in an 

economy of images based on simulation.  While it adopts the rhetoric of global 

capitalism in order to distance itself from older national discourses, it nostalgically 

resurrects repressed national images and stereotypes in simulated forms.  In this way, 

soft nationalism mirrors the structure of postmodern nostalgia; it denies the reality of the 

nation only to rehabilitate it via simulation.  State institutions then subtly market this 

simulated Finnishness globally.   

The remainder of the chapter teases out the nuances of soft nationalism by 

exploring the dilemmas and paradoxes that it engenders in contemporary art institutions 

in Finland.  First, I examine the shifting demands and expectations placed on arts and 
                                                 
18 Jameson, Postmodernism, 16-25, 279-296.  He specifically wants to separate the postmodern nostalgia 
that he is theorizing from the “real” nostalgia found within modernism. 
19 Ibid., 10. 
20 Baudrillard, 72. 
21 Stewart, On Longing, 23.  Note the similarities or differences with Stewart’s notion of nostalgia as the 
endless, unproductive cycle of longing for an unattainable past (in this case one that never existed) as 
nostalgia’s “desire for desire.” 
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cultural organizations by the Finnish state.  The recent implementation of a national 

cultural export program attempts to instrumentalize contemporary art in order to reshape 

the global image of Finland.  This has put FRAME, the Finnish Fund for Art Exchange, 

in an awkward position, as it has to negotiate the diverging expectations of artists, 

contemporary art institutions, and the state.  Next, I look at the phenomenon of the 

Helsinki School, a branding concept used to market the work of students, alumni, and 

instructors from the photography department of the University of Art and Design in 

Helsinki (known by, and subsequently referred to by, its Finnish acronym TaiK).  The 

success of the Helsinki School makes it a model for the more recent state-promoted 

branding and export programs.  As such, it is a particularly useful site to witness the 

paradoxical rejection and recovery of national identity in the visual arts, and it offers a 

glimpse of the future strategies that institutions such as FRAME may have to adopt as 

state cultural policy continues to institutionalize soft nationalism.   

A growing body of research and literature in Finland deals with the topics of 

internationalization and instrumentalization of the arts in Finland in a much more 

systematic and empirical manner than I do here.  My contribution, in line with the larger 

goals of the dissertation, is to highlight the pivotal, yet unacknowledged, role of 

nostalgia within soft nationalist cultural export policies.  While my primary goal in other 

sections of this study has been to argue for the ambivalence of nostalgia and recognition 

of its creative potentials, I ultimately take a much more skeptical view of its function 

within the context of national cultural export.  When politicized national myths 

transform into marketable national brands, an odd thing happens.  Even as the narrative 

of a brand is infinitely mutable, it becomes harder to contest.  After all, how can one 
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challenge the claims of something that does not claim to be true?  Rather than opening 

up a space for imaginative engagement with time-space narratives, nostalgia in this 

context seems to foreclose such an engagement.  What results is precisely the sort of 

creative paralysis that nostalgia is typically accused of producing.  Soft nationalist 

nostalgia presents a challenge that contemporary art institutions must recognize and 

confront. 

 

Art and Instrumentalization 

Corporate Cultural Politics 

In the United States and Great Britain, the shift from public funding of arts and 

culture to corporate sponsorship since the 1980s has often provided the framework for 

the discussion of globalization and contemporary art.22  The change from the nation-state 

to the multinational corporation as patron seems to map seamlessly onto dominant 

models of economic globalization that emphasize the diminishing control of the state 

over the exchange of commodities, capital, and ideas.  Unfortunately, the emphasis on 

this corporatization of the art world, particularly within American and British literature, 

has had the effect of obscuring the continuing role that the state has in the contemporary 

art world everywhere else.  For example, the global biennial circuit may share striking 

characteristics with contemporary multinational global capitalism, but it is state-funded 

arts, culture, and tourist promotion funds in their various forms in different countries that 

                                                 
22 See Chin-Tao Wu, Privatising Culture: Corporate Art Intervention since the 1980s (New York: Verso, 
2002); and Mark W. Rectanus, Culture Incorporated: Museums, Artists, and Corporate Sponsorships 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002). 
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continue to provide the bulk of the funding for biennials.23  Even the US government 

with its emaciated National Endowment for the Arts, still provides funding in 

unexpected places such as at Documenta XII, where the United States State Department 

funded the transportation and insurance costs for artworks by American artists that 

appeared in the exhibition.  While corporate sponsorship, along with its highly visible, 

glossy logos in museum exhibition entryways and catalogues has slowly made its way 

into the Finnish art world over the past ten years, its actual monetary impact so far has 

been negligible.  It serves as a relatively small addition to, rather than as a replacement 

for, public arts funding.  For 2008, the Finnish state allocated some €426 million for all 

arts and culture programs, including support for museums, theaters, and other musical 

and performing arts organizations as well as for individual grants made directly to artists 

and performers through the Arts Council of Finland.24  However, this does not mean 

Finland is entirely immune from the effects of corporate interventions in the art world. 

Mark Rectanus argues that corporate funding has a disproportionately large 

influence on the setting of agendas within the contemporary arts and cultural institutions.  

He writes that “corporate cultural politics” shape the larger cultural field, including state-

supported institutions, in three broad ways.25  First, they redefine the relationships 

between products, images, and everyday life; second, they provide models of operation 

and management that increasingly define institutional legitimacy; and third, they 

articulate a set of “converging interests” between corporate and non-profit sectors, 

                                                 
23 Bydler, 263-4. 
24 Finnish Ministry of Education, “Kulttuurin ja taiteen julkinen rahoitus ja ohjaus” [The public funding 
and direction of culture and art], Opetusministeriö, http://www.minedu.fi/ 
OPM/Kulttuuri/kulttuuripolitiikka/rahoitus_ja_ohjaus/?lang=fi. 
25 Rectanus, 22-5. 
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including nurturing patron loyalty, attaining economic and institutional stability, and 

gaining informal access to policy makers.26  Thus, although contemporary art institutions 

receive very little corporate support in Finland, corporate cultural politics, especially as 

they shape cultural policy debates within the state, deeply mark discourses of 

contemporary arts funding.  Within the space of only a few years, a corporate-derived 

rhetoric of efficiency, entrepreneurship, risk-taking, investment/return, innovation, 

creativity, branding, and a new cultural funding paradigm focused on “cultural export” 

has radically refashioned cultural policy discussions in Finland.  And while the level of 

state arts funding has not radically changed (in fact, the new cultural export initiative 

will provide an additional €64 million in funding between 2007 and 2011), the 

expectations and goals tied to it have.27 

This change is most readily visible in the rhetoric of official cultural policy 

documents produced by the Ministry of Education, which is the primary source of arts 

and cultural funding in Finland.  This transformation began in the late 1990s and made 

its first official appearance in a 2003 government policy decision-in-principle on arts and 

cultural funding.28  It states that the aim of “national innovation policy” should be to 

foster a “creative welfare society in which the arts form an integral part of the innovation 

base…which renews and takes society forwards and which also recognizes enduring 

cultural values.”29  The slide in language from “cultural policy” to “innovation policy” 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 23. 
27 Finnish Ministry of Education, Onko kulttuurilla vientiä? ON! Esitys Suomen kulttuuriviennin 
kehittämisohjelmaksi 2007–2011 [Do Finnish cultural exports have staying power? YES! Proposal for 
Finland’s cultural exports promotion programme],  Opetusministeriön julkaisuja 2007:9 (Helsinki: 
Opetusministeriö, 2007), 9. 
28 Ministry of Education, Government decision-in-principle on arts and artist policy, Publications of the 
Ministry of Education, Finland 2003:23, (Helsinki: Ministry of Education). 
29 Ibid., 7. 
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marks a significant shift in the justification for funding arts and culture.  This policy 

document articulates a post-national justification for state investment in the arts.  Instead 

of funding arts and culture as a way of forging and sustaining a national culture (the 

nationalist model employed from the late nineteenth century up to the 1960s), or 

supporting the livelihoods of cultural workers and fostering social cohesion (the social 

welfare state model employed from the 1960s to 1990s), this statement justifies 

supporting them, in part, because it will foster an innovative and vital (economic) base.30  

Although it sill mentions “enduring cultural values,” the statement never spells out what 

those are, for to do so would be to engage in hard nationalism.  Why fight to define 

national values tied to the past when the goal is to promote future-oriented innovation?  

The language of global corporate cultural politics, modified to sound like the language 

of the welfare state, empties out any traces of hard nationalism. 

The implementation of the innovation policy articulated in the 2003 statement of 

principles led to a major cultural export policy initiative launched in 2007.  The new 

policy document, succinctly titled Do Finnish Cultural Exports Have Staying Power? 

YES! Proposal for Finland’s Cultural Exports Promotion Programme, was the result of 

a working group instituted in 2005 by the Ministry of Education in conjunction with the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Trade and Industry.  The policy sets cultural 

export goals for the years 2007-2011 and articulates the following vision as the intended 

outcome of the program by 2011:    

Cultural exports will have grown into an acknowledged part of Finnish exports.  
The value of cultural exports will have at least tripled and the creative sectors 
will have made the structure of industry and commerce more varied.  They will 

                                                 
30 Marko Karo and Marita Muukonen, “Tintorelli’s Cage: Confined Spaces at Work,” Framework: The 
Finnish Art Review 6 (January 2007), 64-5. 
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also have created new jobs.  Culture will form a distinctively more pronounced 
part of Finland’s country image and brand.  The economic welfare of individuals 
and groups working in cultural sectors will have improved through cultural 
exports.31 
 

The goals of the program are explicitly economic: the cultural and general economy will 

grow, the Finnish brand will improve, and artists and organizations will earn more 

money.  If it is too early to gauge the overall success of the program’s goals, it is 

possible to see how the rhetoric of the program has quickly percolated throughout the 

cultural institutional landscape.32   

These cultural policy developments in Finland are not unique; they are, perhaps, 

only a bit belated in comparison with the Great Britain, Germany, or the United States.  

George Yúdice argues that the complex networks of state agencies, corporations, and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that drive neo-liberal globalization have 

fundamentally reformulated the meaning of the term “culture.”33  With the collapse of 

the high/low binary and the institutionalization of identity politics, culture is now 

conceived of as a resource to be developed and exploited.  On the one hand, it is a 

resource to be exploited to promote economic development modeled upon multinational 

capitalism while, on the other hand, it is called upon to ameliorate the negative social 

inequalities and tensions resulting from that inherently uneven development.  The use of 

culture for economic development now exists as an official mandate within EU policy as 

a part of its goal to become a leader in the so-called “knowledge-based” economy.34  

                                                 
31 Finnish Ministry of Education, Onko kulttuurilla vientiä?, 39. 
32 For example, a special 2007 English-language issue of the Arsis periodical of the Arts Council of 
Finland appeared in conjunction with the new program, touting the possibilities of art export even as it 
gives a cursory voice to critics.  See Arsis 3 2007. 
33 See Yúdice, 9-13.  
34 Raimund Minichbauer, “Chanting the Creative Mantra: The Accelerating Economisation of EU Cultural 
Policy,” Framework: The Finnish Art Review 6 (January 2007), 47. 
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This instrumentalization of arts and cultural funding for economic ends in Europe has 

generated extensive discussion and debate.  While the debates have played out largely 

within individual states, the European Institute for Progressive Cultural Policies 

(EIPCP), funded, ironically, by the EU, has produced two Europe-wide studies of these 

trends in cultural policies.35   

In addition to the concerns about instrumentalization and the possible loss of the 

so-called “arm’s-length” approach, there is another fear that these shifts in cultural 

policy mark the beginning of a funding model in which public funding is replaced by 

private.36  Although the actual policy documents in Finland never mention possible 

reductions in public funding, this seems to be the unspoken long-term aim.  In a special 

issue of the Arts Council of Finland’s magazine Arsis, published in conjunction with the 

launch of the cultural export program, Kimmo Aulanko, a Special Government Advisor 

at the Ministry of Education, mentions precisely this possibility, noting that, “If 

successful, cultural export will reduce artist dependency on public subsidies and thereby 

increase the autonomy of art and culture.”37  This comment, more than the precisely 

worded policy document, reveals the goals of the new model of cultural support to be 

something along the following lines.  First, the state “develops” art and culture as 

economic resources through increased investment, a move that benefits both the 

producers of art and the economy as a whole.  However, this development is only in the 

form of “expert help” with export and marketing; the state does not dictate content.  
                                                 
35 The first report was published in cooperation with FRAME and publish in a special issue Framework 
“Surplus of the Arts” (January 2007).  The second, “European Cultural Policies 2015,” was published on 
the website of the European Institute for Progressive Cultural Policies, http://eipcp.net/policies/2015. 
36 The “arm’s length approach” means that governments delegate the administration of arts and cultural 
funding to publicly funded, but independent, bodies.  This is intended to preserve the independence of art 
from the state. 
37 Kaisa Heinänen, “The true value of art is not threatened by export,” Arsis 3 (2007): 3. 
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Second, this successful development program leads to greater economic self-sufficiency 

for artists, meaning that the state does not have to subsidize the arts as heavily, providing 

a return on its initial investment.  Third, the arts, as a result, will become more “free” 

(presumably from state instrumentalization) than they were before the cultural export 

instrumentalization.  The unofficial motto for the program may as well read: Freedom 

through Instrumentalization.  Unfortunately, this process only replaces one master, the 

state, with another, the market. 

The instrumentalization of art and culture by the state is not a recent 

phenomenon.  Both the nationalist and social welfare models of Finnish cultural policy 

funded culture with the implicit or explicit understanding that it would achieve certain 

domestic or international policy goals of the nation-state.  The cultural export strategy, in 

some ways, does not abandon the earlier cultural policy models as much as it 

reformulates them in a new rhetoric supplied by corporate cultural politics.  The locus of 

this rhetoric is the idea of a national brand, an idea that recently has been given official 

recognition with the formation of a national brand working group in 2008 by Alexander 

Stubb, the Minister of Foreign Affairs.  The 2011 vision statement declares, “Culture 

will form a distinctively more pronounced part of Finland’s country image and brand.”  

The policy later clarifies this statement with the following explanation: 

The success of states is tied more and more to their ability to control their brands.  
Unique and high quality culture will fill out the international image of Finland – 
the Finnish national brand – a welfare state based on cutting-edge expertise and a 
strong culture of innovation.38   
 

Whereas national discourse once formulated art as the expression of an essential national 

identity, now it formulates it as a national image or brand.  With the weakening of the 
                                                 
38 Finnish Ministry of Education, Onko kulttuurilla vientiä?, 17.   
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political, economic, and ethnic boundaries of the nation-state, the state presumably must 

compete where it can, in the world of images. 

In another interview in Arsis, Timo Heino, head of the Cultural Unit at the 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs, elaborates further on the use of arts and culture in the 

branding of the nation-state.  He notes that the branding of culture is something that 

Finland has always engaged in, citing the Finnish participation in late nineteenth century 

world’s fairs at the height of the nationalist movement as an example.39  He insists that 

now the state will leave all questions of quality and content to art and cultural 

professionals, presumably to independent, yet state-funded, organizations such as the 

Arts Council of Finland.  However, there is a key difference, which he elides, between 

the nationalist image making a hundred years ago and the new form.  While the creation 

and promotion of Finland in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries attempted to 

shape a particular image of Finland using art, architecture, and design as a way to 

convey that message, the current plans aim to create an image of Finland as a place in 

which high-quality arts and culture flourish.  High-quality arts and culture are not a 

means to convey an image of something else (people close to nature, ancient myths and 

folk traditions, beautiful landscapes of lakes and forests, etc.); they are the image of 

“cutting-edge expertise and a strong culture of innovation.”   

Contemporary art plays an important role in these cultural exportation programs 

because of its association with the future rather than with the past.  This, again, derives 

from corporate cultural politics.  Even though there are added risks for corporations in 

                                                 
39 Qtd. in Kaisa Heinänen, “All Countries Have a Brand,” Arsis 3 (2007): 4.  For a historical perspective 
on Finnish self-representation in international expositions see, Peter B. MacKeith and Kerstin Smeds, The 
Finland Pavilions: Finland at the Universal Expositions 1900-1992 (Helsinki: Kustannus Oy City, 1993). 
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sponsoring contemporary art (possible public controversy or political backlash), there 

are also additional benefits for taking on those risks.  Rectanus notes how corporate 

sponsors use their association with contemporary art to brand themselves as edgy, 

innovative, and creative risk-takers.40  Chin-tao Wu adds that, by sponsoring 

contemporary art, corporations tap into myths of modernism, the avant-garde, and the 

cult of genius, linking themselves not just with creative innovation but also to 

progressivism and liberalism more broadly.41  She uses the Beck’s Beer sponsorship of 

Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) as an example of a project in which the radicalism of 

the artwork has a positive effect on the company, but the banality of the business end of 

the sponsorship deal (a Whiteread-designed House label for beer bottles) brings the 

integrity of artwork and artist into question.42  This same associative pattern now extends 

to include values such as multiculturalism, diversity, and global mobility, which 

contemporary art seems to possess.  By exporting contemporary art of the highest 

quality, Finland hopes to reinforce its brand as an innovative, creative country.  The arts 

complement the image of a high-tech, Nokia-land brand with risk-taking arts and culture 

of a similarly high quality.   

 

FRAME 

The cultural export program should be a welcome windfall for the FRAME.  

Founded in 1992, it is in charge of promoting Finnish visual arts outside of Finland.  It 

organizes official national participation in exhibitions such as the Venice Biennale and 

                                                 
40 Rectanus, 39-40. 
41 Wu, 125. 
42 Ibid., 146-147. 
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partners with other institutions and museums to organize other large exhibition of 

contemporary Finnish art.  Its grant program pays for the insurance and shipping costs 

for traveling artworks and for the costs of publishing exhibition catalogues for Finnish 

artists participating in independent exhibitions at public museums, international art 

biennials and fairs, and private galleries around the world.  In short, if there is an artwork 

by a living Finnish artist on view anywhere other than in Finland, there is a relatively 

good chance that FRAME paid for part or all of the costs to get it there.  At its offices in 

Helsinki, FRAME also maintains a library and information service for visiting curators 

and researchers and publishes a biyearly journal Framework: The Finnish Art Review.  

Although its yearly budget of roughly €1.2 million comes from the Finnish Ministry of 

Education, it is an independent organization operating within the Finnish Fine Arts 

Academy Foundation, an umbrella organization of twelve art institutions and artist 

associations.  Its primary role is as a facilitator, and it always works collaboratively with 

other institutions, stretching its relatively small budget.  An example of how the 

organization works is the 2008 exhibition “Arctic Hysteria: New Art from Finland” held 

at PS1 in New York City.  The directors of PS1 and FRAME, Alanna Heiss and 

Marketta Seppälä respectively, co-curated the exhibition and the June 2008 issue of 

Framework doubled as an exhibition catalogue.  The funding came from FRAME as 

well as from Finnish government bodies including the Ministries of Education and 

Foreign Affairs, Finnish art institutions, and private Finnish cultural foundations.  The 

irony behind the long list of other organizations providing support for the exhibition, 

such as AVEK the Promotion Center for Audiovisual Culture or the Finnish Cultural 
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Institute in New York, is that most or all of their funding, like that of FRAME, comes 

from the Ministry of Education.   

With the introduction of the new cultural export program, the government asked 

FRAME to represent all the contemporary art institutions, art schools, and artist 

organizations in developing a proposal for how the visual arts sector would implement 

the program.  FRAME hired an outside researcher, Marko Karo, to author the visual arts 

export plan.  While the resulting plan includes the necessary statement of goals and the 

budgetary needs of different institutions to achieve them, the bulk of the document is an 

extensive, well-researched critique of the idea of a “cultural export” program that rejects 

its underlying principles.  Karo writes: 

The cultural organizations are of one mind that market-based thinking in which 
the first priorities are efficiency, productivity, measurability, and utility are not at 
all suited to the field of visual arts in which the keywords are more like 
communality, openness, dialogism, immateriality, and unpredictability.43   
 

It argues that the instrumentalization of arts for economic ends is not only ideologically 

dangerous and incompatible with the values of art but also foolish since it will be 

impossible ever to measure the results of investment.  The proposal argues that if 

“cultural exchange” were to replace “cultural export” as the dominant model for 

understanding cultural policy many of the problems inherent in the program could be 

averted.44  The vision, goals, and budget proposal advocates increased funding for 

exchange programs (not only for Finns to go abroad but for others to come to Finland) 

and the allocation of additional long-term funding for individual artist grants and 

                                                 
43 Marko Karo, Koordinaatteja Tilassa ja Ajassa: Kuvataide ja Kuultuuri Vaihto 2008-2012 [Coordinates 
in Space and Time: Visual Art and Cultural Exchange 2008-2012], unpublished report (Helsinki: FRAME, 
2007), 2, http://www.framefund.fi/news/ 
koordinaatteja.pdf. 
44 Ibid., 8-9. 
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collaborative projects in order to support artistic risk-taking without making the 

economic position of artists even more precarious than it already is.45   

The report officially reinforces the conclusions of an earlier essay by Karo and 

Marita Muukonen, a curator at FRAME, published in the January 2007 theme issue of 

Framework on art and instrumentalization.  FRAME and other arts institutions are in an 

inherently tenuous position within the art and instrumentalization debate.  What would a 

state instrument against state instrumentalization be like?  An ideal situation would be 

one in which FRAME and other state-funded arts institutions can preserve a space for 

critical reflection against both the “post-political” “export-oriented managerialism” of 

the current government (i.e. soft nationalism) and possible hard nationalism if the state 

were to follow Denmark’s lead and institute a cultural canon.46  This is a precarious 

position, especially given the recent elimination of the Nordic Institute for 

Contemporary Art (NIFCA) by the Nordic Council in 2006.  After it had sponsored an 

innovative and often provocative program of exhibitions, exchanges, and conferences 

across the Nordic countries, the decision to eliminate NIFCA was based on the 

complaint that it lacked mainstream visibility and provided “little political symbolical 

effect.”47  NIFCA’s demise provides a clear message to FRAME and other 

organizations.  Academic critique of state arts policies is tolerable as long as the 

institutions continue to generate measurable visibility for the state. 

                                                 
45 Sari Karttunen, “Kuvataiteilija kansainvälistyy professionalisaation ja prekarisaation ristipaineessa” 
[Visual artist becomes international professionalization and precarization in conflict], Janus 15, no. 1 
(2007): 53-60. 
46 Karo and Muukonen, 64. 
47 Tone Hansen, “2005-2015,” in European Cultural Policies 2015, ed. Maria Lind, Raimund Minichbauer 
(Vienna: European Institute for Progressive Cultural Policies, 2005), 87, 
http://eipcp.net/publications/ecp2015. 
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Instrumentalization is just one of the obstacles presented by soft nationalism 

through which FRAME, as a national art export and promotion agency, has to navigate.  

FRAME puts together national exhibitions for international venues.  As such, it has to 

reaffirm national identity on some level in order for its exhibitions to have any internal 

coherency.  Otherwise, what point is there in having an exhibition of “Finnish 

contemporary art?”  This comes into conflict with an international art world that claims 

to be less and less interested in the national.  This conflict of interest generates a now 

familiar pattern of soft nationalism: the significance of the national is denied at the same 

time that the national is recuperated through parody.  This loop structures the way in 

which the curators positioned the “Arctic Hysteria” exhibition at PS1.  Marketta 

Seppälä, the director of FRAME, begins the catalogue essay for the exhibition with the 

following sentence: “Using cultural clichés as a catalyst, this exhibition focuses on a 

label which has given cultural meaning to the specificities of a given region, Finland.”  

The cultural cliché in question provides the title for the exhibition.  Arctic hysteria refers 

to the hysterical attacks and bouts of madness that European explorers reported seeing 

among Arctic peoples (historically Inuit, not Finns) during the long, dark winter months.  

Noting that the existence of this disease is now generally discredited as having been a 

product of colonial perceptions and encounters, Seppälä uses this to introduce Finland as 

a historic periphery, whose particular geographic location, physical landscape, and non-

Indo-European language have historically marked it as an other to continental Europe.  

Then, with a palpable sense of resignation, she writes:  

With regards to contemporary art, it is hard to say to what extent cultural 
traditions contribute to it today, or, more specifically in the light of this 
exhibition: How Finnish can contemporary Finnish art be in the post-national 
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world which – due to the ever more intensifying spread of communications 
technology – is simultaneously shrinking and expanding.  In any case, in spite of 
the global connections of the Internet age, the art of those who come from afar is 
still judged in terms of whether it is original, imitative, or something in 
between.48 
 

She goes on to discuss the work of the artists in the exhibition, relating them to broad 

and well-worn Finnish themes: closeness to nature, strong women, and recent aesthetic 

negotiations between the global and national.  Perhaps the one surprise theme in the 

exhibition was a series of experimental electronic artworks and films from the 1970s by 

Erkki Kurenniemi and an installation replica of the futuristic Futuro prefab house (1968) 

by Matti Saanio that functioned as a film lounge to show Mika Taanila’s 1998 art-

documentary film on the history of the Futuro (fig. 90-91).   

As I attended the exhibition and read the catalogue, I could not help but wonder 

what someone with little or no prior knowledge of Finland would take away from the 

exhibition.  My guess is that it would be a rather vague sense of Finnish culture being 

centered on nature, a people with a propensity for melancholy/madness, and who exhibit 

an amusing interest in retro modernism.  Tea Mäkipää’s Petteri, My Life as a Reindeer 

(2008), a twenty-minute video made from film footage shot from a camera attached to a 

reindeer’s horns in Lapland, summed up the diverging directions of the exhibition.  The 

tongue-in-cheek video is billed as “allowing nature to direct” the representation of its 

own experience to an increasingly urban human population.49  The video seems to have 

the opposite effect of its stated purpose, the edited footage somehow always points, not 

to Nature, but back to the artist and the sophisticated camera technology that makes the 

                                                 
48 Marketta Seppälä and Alanna Heiss, “State of Being,” Framework: The Finnish Art Review 9 (June 
2009), http://www.framework.fi/9_2008/locating/artikkelit/seppala.html. 
49 Tea Mäkipää, “Petteri – My Life as a Reindeer,” http://www.tea-makipaa.eu/ 
petteri.htm. 
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video possible.  The promotional stills for the video (fig. 92) that depict the reindeer 

fitted with the camera similarly fix attention on the physical apparatus of the technology, 

underlining the juxtaposition of opposites: animal and technology, Nature and Culture.  

This video emblematically stands in for the exhibition as a whole.  By presenting 

Finland as a paradoxical combination of closeness to nature and fascination with 

technology, the exhibition enacts a subtle affirmation of the cultural export strategy’s 

attempt to pair cultural tradition with innovation.  Furthermore, the recent fascination 

with 1960 and 1970s art and design in Finland (which inspires Taanila’s films and 

accounts for inclusion of Kurenniemi’s work in the exhibition) seems symptomatic of 

larger cultural attempts to generate a new narrative of the national past that emphasizes 

Finnish participation in international modernism during the 1960s and 1970s.  This is a 

“useful past” that can be the basis for imagining the place of Finland in the global 

present.  While I do not suggest that the artworks focusing on technological 

experimentation were included with the specific purpose of fulfilling larger cultural 

exportation goals, they had that effect nonetheless.  An article praising the success of 

“Arctic Hysteria” in Kauppapolitiikka [Trade Policy], a publication of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, singles out the focus on technology and innovation in the exhibition as a 

key cultural export policy success.50   

The underlying problem within “Arctic Hysteria” is a relatively simple one that 

is, unfortunately, very difficult to fix.  Whether one employs cultural clichés sincerely or 

ironically, the effect for the casual observer is identical.  Hence, it is no wonder that the 

                                                 
50 Laura Kamras, “’Hysteerinen’ menestys” [Hysterical sucess], Kauppapolitiikka 4 (2008), 
http://www.kauppapolitiikka.fi/netcomm/news/showarticle.asp?intNWSAID= 
70867. 
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New York Times review of the exhibition by Ken Johnson begins with bafflement at the 

title of the exhibition, writing “nothing in [the exhibition] betrays pathological 

overexcitement,” yet he feels the need to conclude his article by suggesting that the show 

betrays “a deep quirkiness in the Finnish character.”51  One way or another, the 

exhibition cannot help but be read as some version of national portraiture.  Seppälä’s 

opening apology for building an exhibition around the idea of national identity is 

similarly awkward.  Just as reusing clichés in order to critique them is disingenuous at 

best, apologizing in advance for doing something you go on to do is equally problematic.  

Although her text shifts the rhetoric of national identity from “Finns are” to “Finns have 

been thought to be,” both formulations proceed from the assumption that “Finns,” as a 

group, possess an internal coherence.  The final line of the introduction excerpt quoted 

above concerning the peripheral status of Finland carries a similarly circular rhetorical 

maneuver.  It identifies a probable interpretative response by viewers in New York City 

(to position the artists and artworks from a periphery in relationship to those of the 

center) both as a way of condemning and reinforcing such a response.  The essay frames 

the exhibition through the paradigm of periphery/center only to bemoan the model as the 

only one available.  My intention here is not to belittle the exhibition essay as much as 

point out the obvious contradictions it employs, contradictions that are so ubiquitous 

within cultural export discourse that they tend not even to warrant mention.   

For whom does the exhibition ultimately renounce and reconstruct clichés of 

Finnishness?  Whom is the target audience of Finnish brand marketing?  At least 

publicly, the various state-supported institutions that bankrolled the exhibition felt the 

                                                 
51 Ken Johnson, “Cool, Hot and Finnish, With a Dose of Mythic Imagination,” New York Times, June 6, 
2008, arts section. 
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exhibition was a success in terms of breaking though the “media wall” of New York City 

and reaching an American audience.  However, the only tangible “breakthrough” was 

Johnson’s review in the New York Times.  Although it was long and generally positive, 

no other reviews appeared in major American newspapers or in professional art journals 

and publications.  By far the most consistent coverage of the exhibition was instead in 

the Finnish media.  Helsingin Sanomat, the national daily newspaper, devoted several 

articles to the exhibition, beginning with one discussing the preparations for the 

upcoming exhibition followed by two separate articles in the Finnish-language and 

English language online editions of the newspaper covering the opening in early June.  

From an American perspective, the most peculiar article is ““Suomen nykytaidetta 

kiitetään New Yorkissa” [Finnish Contemporary Art Praised in New York].52  It was 

published in Helsingin Sanomat within a few hours of the publication of Johnson’s 

review and is a summary it.  Although it is much harder to quantify the possible benefits 

of the exhibition for work by Finnish artists in the US art market beyond counting news 

column space, we can rest assured that Finnish bureaucrats somewhere are trying to do 

just that.  The extensive coverage of “Arctic Hysteria” in Finland reminds us that, like 

national landscape photobooks, the most important subjects of national branding, even 

now, remain Finns, not others.  They were the ones, more so than Americans, for whom 

the clichés and myths of Finnishness were conjured up in order to be ritually exorcised. 

FRAME finds itself in an odd predicament.  Short of a radical reconstruction that 

institutes some ideal exchange program that is not dependent upon national citizenship, 

                                                 
52 Marja-Terttu Kiviranta, “Suomen nykytaidetta kiitetään New Yorkissa,” Helsingin Sanomat, June 6, 
2008.  
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it will simultaneously need to emphasize its nationalist mission (to satisfy the state 

agencies that fund it) and deny that nationalist mission (to maintain credibility within the 

global art world).  Caught between a looming, corporate-state soft nationalism and a 

discredited, essentialist hard nationalism, it forges an awkward compromise, an 

apologetic essentialism.  It is hard to see a way out of this dilemma within the 

framework of large national shows such as “Arctic Hysteria.”  Of course, it also funds 

the export of the works of artists participating in solo or group shows that it does not 

organize, but how do new artists living in Finland enter the global art world system 

without the vehicle that a national show provides?  The shift in cultural policy away 

from the expectation that exhibitions or artworks presents a particular message about 

Finland to a model in which Finland simply presents “high-quality” cultural products 

avoids many of the quandaries of hard nationalism.  However, a cultural policy that uses 

export as its organizing metaphor always depends upon soft nationalism in some form.  

The very notions of “import” and “export” are predicated on an economic model in 

which there are national borders to be crossed.   

 

The Helsinki School as National Brand 

Brand and Symbol 

In semiotic terms, a brand functions more like a sign than a symbol.53  That is, 

while a symbol typically has some logical attachment to a referent, a brand is arbitrary; it 

is an open semiotic container, available to be filled with any meaning.  By contrast, the 

                                                 
53 Whether or not there is a distinction between sign and symbol is a contested issue in semiotics.  For 
simplicity, I refer to Ferdinand de Saussure’s definition of a symbol as being “never wholly arbitrary” as it 
retains a “rudiment of a natural bond between the signifier and the signified.”  De Saussure, Course in 
General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw Hill, 1966), 68. 
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national landscapes discussed in the previous chapter function as a symbols.  The 

designation of physical landscape of lakes and evergreen forests as a national landscape 

is, of course, cultural and discursive, not natural.  Nonetheless, such a landscape 

corresponds to a common physical landscape found within the borders of the Finnish 

nation-state.  Although is not exclusive to Finland, at the very least, this type of 

landscape is not present in most of the countries in the world.  It is a choice made 

possible by the climate and physical geography of a spatially bounded area, not an 

entirely arbitrary invention.  So while Finland, Canada, and Russia could have nearly 

identical landscapes, it is hard to imagine Italy, Egypt, or Brazil also claiming it as a 

national landscape.  Landscape, like the nation that discursively claims it, is tied to a 

particular, bounded expanse of territory.  By contrast, branding Finland in such as way 

that “Finland” signifies “innovation” and “high-quality arts and culture” is arbitrary and 

not spatially determined.  The post-national, national brand aspires to attain the qualities 

of a corporate brand, to be able to move freely across space.  Even though branding 

theory argues that a brand-image cannot be totally at odds with the “reality” of the 

product it is designed to market, how does one gauge the reality of Finnish 

innovativeness or the exceptionally high quality of its culture? 54  The aim of the national 

branding is to create, not reflect, a particular reality.   

From its early beginnings in the mid-1990s, national branding has now become a 

full-fledged marketing subfield and academic specialty with its own journal, Place 

Branding and Public Diplomacy, edited by the British national branding expert Simon 

Anholz.  A succinct articulation of the early theory behind national branding is found in 

                                                 
54 See Mark Leonard, Britain™: Renewing Out Identity (London: Demos, 1997), 39-40; and Heinänen, 
“All Countries Have a Brand,” 4. 
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a 1997 policy paper titled Britain™: Renewing Our Identity written by Mark Leonard 

for Demos, a think tank closely linked to the “new” Labour Party of Tony Blair.  It lays 

out the case for how and why Britain needs to re-brand itself as a way to repair its 

national image in order to remain competitive in the global marketplace.  Taking as its 

starting point 1990s academic literature that historicizes and problematizes nationalism, 

the proposal highlights how national identity is constructed, rather than natural.  It uses 

this critical standpoint in order to make the argument that national identity can and 

should be reformulated.55  It argues that the old pillars that make up British identity, 

which he identifies as its institutional heritage, empire, industry, English language, 

Protestantism, and sport, have lost their usefulness.56  The national brand, it argues, 

needs to be reinvented to highlight the “reality” of contemporary Britain, and it proposes 

six new interlocking models of British identity: Hub UK, United Colours of Britain, 

Creative Island, Silent Revolutionary, Nation of Fair Play, and Open for Business.57  

However, Leonard argues that it is possible to create a new identity without completely 

abandoning aspects of the old one.58  Indeed, his new models empty out the meanings of 

the old nationalist pillars only to refill them with new rhetoric.  Industry becomes 

“business,” institutional heritage becomes “fair play,” the history of empire and 

colonialism become “hub” and “colours,” and so on.   

Great Britain has also been an important model for other European countries for 

its “creative industries” initiative and for the synergistic branding of contemporary art 

                                                 
55 Leonard, 69.   
56 Ibid., 21-26.  He also condemns the nostalgic attempts to reaffirm old images and symbols of Britain 
during the Thatcher period.  Ibid., 69. 
57 Ibid., 43-59. 
58 Ibid., 5. 
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and national identity during the late 1990s.  Contemporary art and popular culture played 

important roles in the branding, even if the Blair government piggybacked on trends that 

preceded it.59  Neither the term Cool Britannia nor the Young British Artists (yBa) 

phenomenon was devised by the state, but they did converge nicely with the push by the 

government to give Britain a younger, hipper image.  The success of the yBa is a result 

of a complex set of interactions between popular media, art institutions, private 

collectors, curators, and private (and later public) sponsorship.  Kobena Mercer has 

argued that the phenomenon emerged from the tensions between the “contradictory 

forces of art world globalisation and regressive localism,”60 which, in turn, spawned an 

equally contradictory merging of “neo-nationalism and multicultural normalisation 

within [the British] art world.”61  His two-fold thesis gives insight into why national 

identity branding is useful for contemporary art and state institutions but also the 

possible negative implications of such convergences.  The globalization of the art world 

and rise of difference and identity as key theoretical issues generated a need to be British 

in order to gain visibility internationally.  A national or place-based identity is one way 

of adding both critical and monetary value to artwork.  Mercer argues that several (not 

all) of the yBa artists revived stereotypes of Britishness in their work in a self-

depreciating and ironic manner in order to mock the stereotypes.62  However, this 

parodic rehabilitation has the unintended effect of both reinforcing past nationalist 

discourses and bolstering the new British brand.  Of particular concern for Mercer is that 
                                                 
59 On the complicated relationship between New Labour and yBa, see Julian Stallabrass, High Art Lite: 
The Rise and Fall of Young British Art, rev. ed. (New York: 2006), 178-203, 286-308. 
60 Kobena Mercer, “Ethnicity and Internationality – New British Art and Diaspora-based Blackness,” in 
Contemporary Art and Nationalism – Critical Reader, ed. Minna Henriksson and Sezgin Boynik (Pristina, 
Kosovo: Contemporary Art Centre EXIT, 2007), 111. 
61 Mercer, 121. 
62 See Stallabrass, 237-269. 
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this alternating rejection and recuperation of national identity institutes a form of 

corporate cultural politics that institutionalizes multiculturalism even as it drains 

“difference” or “blackness” of the oppositional politics they had had in the 1980s.63  

Parodying national identity at the same time one relies on it has the effect of 

depoliticizing questions of nationalism.  Branding radically reshapes the political terrain 

of nationalism.  Where the nation once functioned as a site for political contestation over 

exclusion and belonging, as a brand, it merely functions as a label, incapable of 

sustaining productive debate.   

National branding creates the very problem that it is being devised to fix.  Unlike 

national symbols that derive form the historical interaction between people and a given 

place, brands offer a semiotic openness and deterritorializing tendency that makes them 

somewhat unreliable partners for nation-states.  What can differentiate Finland’s culture 

of innovation and expertise from that of Denmark or, more pressing, that of China?  

What will distinguish Finnish contemporary art from that of Estonia or Romania?  The 

answer plays out in both the Demos proposal and the yBa phenomenon.  As Baudrillard 

argues, the instability that results from the disappearance of the real elicits nostalgic 

rehabilitations of the real.  Thus, the Demos proposal constructs its new models of 

British identity out of bits and pieces of the old ones, and yBa artists assert their 

Britishness through parody of it.   

In Finland, the most striking, concrete example of the effect of the government 

push for corporate-style innovation and synergy has been the creation of a new 

university.  This new university, approved in 2007 and planned to open August 2009, 

                                                 
63 Mercer, 114-124. 
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combines three previously independent schools, the Helsinki University of Technology, 

Helsinki School of Economics, and TaiK, into one unit.64  The mission of the new 

university is explicitly to create a new academic paradigm in which the three previously 

separate fields of engineering and architecture, business and economics, and art and 

design come together.  The working name for this proposed institution was Innovation 

University until May 2008 when the university was officially named Aalto University in 

honor of the Finnish modernist architect and designer Alvar Aalto.  While the name 

Innovation University perfectly captures the corporate cultural politics behind its 

creation, Aalto University is ultimately more useful in national branding.  It looks 

backward to look forward, thereby tempering the spatial and national anonymity of 

Innovation with the specificity of Aalto. 

 

The Helsinki School 

In our globalized world where artists look beyond borders for direction, and the 
perspective of art seems capable of encompassing the entire globe, it may seem 
rather futile to identify specific, national aesthetics.  So why speak of an 
‘Helsinki School’ at all?65 
 
The Helsinki School, a public relations concept used to market the work of 

students, instructors, and alumni from the Photography department at TaiK, precedes 

Aalto University by nearly a decade, but its creation seems prescient of the national 

branding fervor that now pervades the Finnish cultural sphere.  The Helsinki School 

provides a solution to the dilemma of how to get artists from Finland into the global art 

                                                 
64 Finnish Ministry of Education, Teknillisen korkeakoulun, Helsingin kauppakorkeakoulun ja 
Taideteollisen korkeakoulun yhdistyminen uudeksi yliopistoksi [New university in the field of technology, 
business studies and art and design], Opetusministeriön työryhmämuistioita ja selvityksiä 2007:16 
(Helsinki, Opetusministeriö, 2007). 
65 Jens Friis, “The Helsinki School,” Katalog 16, no. 1 (2004): 3. 
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world without the unfashionably nationalist stain of a “Contemporary Art from Finland” 

type of exhibition like those organized by FRAME.  The irony of its solution is that it 

virtually duplicates this national exhibition model.  The Helsinki School refers to a series 

of exhibitions, books, and a non-profit gallery concept created by Timothy Persons and 

Jorma Puranen.  While the Helsinki School label only came into formal use in 2004 in 

conjunction with a large exhibition titled “30 by TaiK” held at the Museum of Finnish 

Photography, the project began in the mid-1990s when Persons developed a professional 

studies program for the photography department at TaiK.  Persons, an American artist 

living in Finland, has canonized the following origin story in the two Helsinki School 

books and in numerous of interviews and articles.66  When he came to the photography 

department, he discovered students without portfolios or artist statements and without 

any hopes for a career, as there was no market for art photography in Finland.  First, he 

helped students to develop basic professional skills.  Then, he began to use international, 

commercial art fairs as a sort of “classroom” for teaching them how to develop a 

conceptual framework for their work, produce limited-edition series, and differentiate 

themselves from other photographers.  As these fairs are only open to galleries, he 

created Gallery TaiK in 1996.  It was a “virtual gallery” that had no fixed permanent 

home but existed only at the art fairs.   

The Helsinki School self-consciously identifies as a marketing brand, and 

Persons emphasizes that the entire concept is only a vehicle for students at the university 

to gain access to the foreign market.  Even with the breakthrough of photography in the 

                                                 
66 Timothy Persons interviewed by Nicole Büsing and Heiko Klaas, “Nur keine Selbstbeschränkung!” 
[Only no self-restraint!], Die Weltkunst (September 2006): 38-39, 41; and Jari Arfmann, “Olematon 
Tahtogalleria” [The non-existent wish gallery], Taide 2005:2 (2005): 14-18. 
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mid-1990s (beginning with Männikkö), there is still a very weak domestic art market for 

photography and video, even as those media have become the most critically successful.  

Even now, 95% of sales at Gallery TaiK and 85% at Galerie Anhava, a commercial 

gallery in Helsinki that also represents some of the most successful Helsinki School 

photographers, are to foreign customers.67  Gallery TaiK exhibits regularly at Art Forum 

Berlin and Paris Photo and opened a physical gallery space in Berlin in 2003.  The 

Helsinki School has also organized over two dozen group exhibitions that have been 

held in Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Belgium, Germany, Italy, France, Croatia, 

Czech Republic, and Great Britain.  Advanced students are selected through juries for 

participation in the air fairs and the group exhibitions.  As of January 2009, the Helsinki 

School website lists forty-two photographers as participants.  However, any given 

exhibition or art fair will typically include works from only a handful of photographers.  

The participating photographers are constantly in flux as new students are included and 

alumni and instructors move on.  For example, Elina Brotherus got her professional start 

in the first Gallery TaiK shows in the late 1990s and early 2000s but no longer 

participates.  Ilkka Halso and Jari Silomäki, who were included in the “Arctic Hysteria” 

exhibition, continue to show with the Helsinki School, as do former instructors Puranen 

and Veli Gräno.  The effect of this strategy is that there is always a mix of familiar and 

unfamiliar photographers in the shows, keeping the brand fresh but consistent.   

The brand statement provided in its books and on its website is a study in 

negative definition.  Under the heading “What is the Helsinki School?” the following 

definition is given: 

                                                 
67 Sari Karttunen, “The export of photography as model and menace: the Helsinki School,” Arsis 3 (2007): 
36. 
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The concept of “The Helsinki School” is not defined by a specific discipline, 
nationality or geographic region.  It represents an approach, a way of thinking 
that has evolved out of a process of teaching at the University of Art and Design, 
where each generation is given the chance to invent themselves.68 
 

The statement works in a manner reminiscent of Seppälä’s introductory essay for “Arctic 

Hysteria.”  Both put forward a possible set of interpretative frameworks only to pull 

them away.  The Helsinki School offers geography, nation, and medium only to reject 

them, leaving only “a way of thinking” as an acceptable definition.  What is this new 

way of thinking – this pedagogical secret?  It is the possibility to invent oneself as an 

artist.  The statement thereby mobilizes not only the foundational myths of modern and 

contemporary art but also the rhetoric of innovation and creativity that is at the center of 

corporate cultural politics.   

In her article on the Helsinki School as a brand, Anna-Kaisa Rastenberger 

convincingly argues that the name “The Helsinki School” succinctly conveys the key 

elements of its brand identity.  “The” functions as a mechanism of differentiation, 

“Helsinki” mobilizes the rhetoric of peripheral and marginal Finland (but the use of 

Helsinki adds a more urban and cosmopolitan flavor), and “School” evokes both the 

traditions of artistic training and art historical categorization (e.g. mentor/student, 

influence, movement, etc.).69  This brand identity arises at the intersection of the two 

interlocked, if contradictory, trends generated within globalization: differentiation and 

homogenization.  On the one hand, the Helsinki School, like any brand, serves as a 

                                                 
68 Timothy Persons, “What is the Helsinki School?,” http://www.helsinkischool.fi/ 
helsinkischool/index.php?k=8301. 
69 Anna-Kaisa Rastenberger, “The Helsinki School – Täysi Oppimäärä Brändäyksessä” [The Helsinki 
School – A Full Course in Branding], Kuultuurintutkimus 23 (2006): 14.  
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mechanism of differentiation within the contemporary art world in Europe.70  It 

alternately downplays and highlights its Finnish roots, giving the brand just enough of a 

sheen of exoticism and marginality to make it distinctive but not so much that it becomes 

too closely identified with those qualities.  This strategy has proved particularly 

successful within contemporary art photography circles in Europe, especially in 

Germany where the Helsinki School has received extensive press coverage and support 

from curators, critics, and the art publisher Hatje Cantz.  On the other hand, the chief 

criticism of the Helsinki School in Finland is that the success of the brand encourages 

Finnish photographers (inside and outside the School) to produce work that is strikingly 

similar in form and content.  Thinking through this homogenization/differentiation 

conundrum presented by the Helsinki School helps to work out some the larger issues of 

national branding and the contemporary art world.   

The Helsinki School presents itself as a force for differentiation.  The American 

critic Ferdinand Protzman writes in the first Helsinki School book that while larger art 

world trends affect Helsinki, there is less of an imperative to follow the crowd and 

produce for a market than there is in New York City.  There is, he writes, a “freedom on 

the periphery.”71  Persons frames the differentiation argument largely through the notion 

of invention and generational change.  As Rastenberger notes, the recurring idea of a 

“generation” in Helsinki School rhetoric is tied to the brand’s activation of art historical 

and institutional traditions.  Persons points to the so-called “Düsseldorf School” of 

                                                 
70 In his influential critique of neo-expressionist painting in the 1980s, Benjamin Buchloh identified the 
deployment of national identity in the contemporary art world as “product protection in an increasingly 
international art market.”  Buchloh, “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return of 
Representation in European Painting,” October 16 (Spring 1981): 61. 
71 Ferdinand Protzman, in The Helsinki School: Photography by TaiK, Andrea Holzherr et al. (Ostfildern-
Ruit: Germany: Hatje Cantz, 2005), 216. 
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Bernd and Hilla Becker at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf as an example of the dangers 

of homogenization.72  There was one successful group of students (Andreas Gursky, 

Thomas Struth, Thomas Ruff, et al) but none afterward, as no one ever emerged from the 

shadow of his or her mentors.  The shifting membership of the Helsinki School, the 

combination of students and instructors in exhibitions, and the openness of the brand 

concept are intended to prevent it from becoming identified too closely with a few artists 

or styles.  The irony, however, is that Düsseldorf is a straw man for the Helsinki School.  

That is, there is no Düsseldorf School in the same sense that there is a Helsinki School.  

Düsseldorf became a “school” only after its artists were successful; it is an art historical 

label applied from outside.  The Helsinki School works in the exactly the opposite 

manner.  It begins as a brand and, ideally, artists pass through it to international success.   

This simulated rivalry between Helsinki and Düsseldorf has the paradoxical 

effect of generating both difference and sameness.  In his article for the Danish 

photography journal Katalog, Jens Friis sets out to define the primary stylistic 

characteristics of the Helsinki School photographers against those of the Düsseldorf 

School.  His conclusion is that photographs from the Helsinki School tend to be playful 

and inventively manipulated images of reality while Düsseldorf photographs tend to be 

serious and dogmatically affirm objectivity and reality.73  Regardless of the validity of 

Friis’ interpretation, it makes the double function of the concept of school visible.  The 

concept inevitably generates difference as it sets one school or brand in opposition to 

others, but also it calls forth homogeneity, creating an imagined coherence within the 

school.  Not coincidently, the function of an artistic school parallels the function of 

                                                 
72 Arfmann, 18. 
73 Friis, 15. 
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nation.  Bhabha explains, “the political unity of the nation consists in its continual 

displacement of the anxiety of its irredeemably plural modern space.”74  Like a nation 

then, the school must always carefully discipline its boundaries; it produces internal 

unity and coherence by projecting simulated difference onto external others such as 

Düsseldorf.  By bundling the homologous disciplinary regimes of school and nation, the 

Helsinki School has a very powerful appeal. 

In print interviews, the website, and exhibition catalogues, Persons rigorously 

denies this suggestion of internal conformity among Helsinki School photographers.  

This is what made his discussion of the importance of compromise at the beginning of 

his gallery talk at the second Helsinki School exhibition at the Finnish Museum of 

Photography so perplexing.75  He explained that, no matter what your artistic vision is, it 

would not come to fruition without making some compromises to the art market.  This 

origin story about compromise served to emphasize the distinction between the Finnish 

photographic art world he found in the early 1990s and the one he has since created.  

Stuck in an outdated black-and-white social realist tradition, photographers then had no 

sense of what the international art market wanted in photographs, much less how to 

market their own work.  Persons argues that TaiK, with its rigorous professional studies 

program and connection to the international art market, has freed photographers to 

explore the conceptual limits of photography.76  Market success allows them finally to 

devote their full energy and imagination to making art.  In short, by aligning the formal 

and conceptual parameters of one’s photographs to the expectations of the art market (a 

                                                 
74 Bhabha, Location of Culture, 213. 
75 All subsequent references to his remarks from this talk are based on my own notes from his gallery talk 
at the Finnish Museum of Photography, June 7, 2007. 
76 Qtd. in Protzman, 215. 
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homogenizing process), artists can produce their own unique work (a diversified 

outcome). 

The argument that compromise brings freedom echoes Aulanko’s assertion that 

instrumentalization will lead to greater artistic freedom and autonomy.  Not surprisingly, 

this homogenizing aspect of the Helsinki School has drawn substantial criticism in 

Finland.  Elina Heikka argues that the material form of the photographs directly 

corresponds to the internal logic of cultural exportation and the demands of the 

international art market.  She notes that successful cultural export requires that one have 

“an interesting, competitive product, which in photographic art means first and foremost 

large-scale, laminated/backed, unframed, photographs.”77  She argues that the economic 

rationalization required for market success has fundamentally restructured the Finnish 

photographic scene, for example, leading to the near disappearance of photographic 

installation practices popular in the late 1990s in favor of producing singular, durable 

prints that are easily packed, shipped, and installed.78  Others have warned against 

allowing commercial success to become the sole measurement of artistic success in 

contemporary photography.79  As if in response to Heikka, Persons argues in an 

interview with the Finnish art journal Taide that the Helsinki School is not dictating the 

format or subject matter of photographs it promotes.80  If the next generation of students 

makes black and white work and favors installations, he will too, Persons insists.  

However, it is clearly less a choice of what the individual photographer or even the 
                                                 
77 Elina Heikka, “Neitseestä tuotteeksi: Valokuvan kansainvälistymisen lyhyt historia” [From virgin to 
product: a short history of the internationalization of photography] Kaltio 6 (December 2004): 254-263.  
78 Ibid. 
79 See Rastenberger, 24-25; and Harri Pälviranta, “Vientivalokuvan kokoontumisajot: Upeaa 
instituutiovalokuvaa ilman kuvallisia nyrjähdyksiä” [Export photography practice run: fantastic 
institutional photography without any visual sprains], Turun Sanomat August 4, 2004, culture section. 
80 Arfman, 18 
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Helsinki School wants to do and more a question of what the European art market will  

do. 

 

Nordic Lite™  

Although the Helsinki School brand claims not to be geographically or nationally 

determined, repressed soft nationalism makes a quick reappearance – even in the mission 

statement.  While it begins with a negation of nation, the statement concludes with the 

following, “The exhibitions radiate the spirit of co-operation, introduce the uniqueness 

of each artist and explain the why behind the Finnish flavour of photography.”  Because 

it rejects any possible answers earlier in the statement, it never does offer a “why” for 

the “Finnish flavour,” but it is useful to think through exactly what version of 

“Finnishness” the Helsinki School photographs activate and why.  It is not possible to 

speak of the photographers within the Helsinki School as having an identical set of 

conceptual concerns or visual style, even if it is easy to identify a specific set of material 

similarities such as size, finish and printing techniques.  This is especially true with the 

older instructors and alumni who have much more in common with each other than with 

the current students and recent graduates.  Nonetheless, once the outliers are removed, 

there is a striking preponderance of thematic similarities such as isolated human figures, 

empty architectural interiors or exterior details, and landscapes.81  More striking are 

what might be termed structural absences, those subjects and approaches that simply do 

not appear anywhere: social documentary, street photography, overtly political subject 

matter, or theoretically informed work that questions photography as a medium. 

                                                 
81 Heikka, “Neitseestä tuotteeksi.” 
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As the goal of my discussion here is a deeper understanding of the institution 

rather than the goals of individual photographers, I will take the two photographs with 

which the Helsinki School has chosen to represent itself as being emblematic of the 

institution as a whole.  These are the two photographs chosen for the covers of the two 

Helsinki School books.  Regardless of whether it was Persons, an editor at Hatje Cantz, 

or someone else who chose them, the similarities between the cover images for The 

Helsinki School: Photography by TaiK (2005) and The Helsinki School: New 

Photography by TaiK (2007) indicate something about the brand-image that the School 

wishes to create.  The cover photograph for the 2005 book is by Janne Lehtinen (fig. 93), 

and the 2007 cover photograph is by Susanna Majuri (fig. 94).  Lehtinen’s photograph 

Fly (2003) is part of his series Sacred Bird, which is based around a fictional-cum-

autobiographical story about inventing various mechanisms for flight.  The photographs 

all show Lehtinen perched with various types of playfully constructed wings as if ready 

to take off.  The backgrounds for the photographs in the series are vast, desolate 

landscapes of snow, water, black rocks, or green meadow set against a gloomy sky.  In 

this particular photograph, he stands, knees bent in anticipation, on a tall boulder in a 

meadow in what appears to be late fall.  It is clearly cold; the trees are without leaves, 

and the grass is mostly brown.  Majuri’s photograph Elskar Fyr High Tide (2006) is part 

of her series You Nordic and depicts a woman in a vibrant red coat from the back as she 

strikes through the shallow sea near a rocky coast toward a short, modern-looking 

lighthouse built on a rock outcropping.  All the photographs in her You Nordic series 

depict women in other slightly absurd situations, often repeating the same color scheme: 

red against grayish-blue water or the hyperreal blue of artificial pools or painted 
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cottages.  Each image seems to be a snapshot from a story or movie but, as no specific 

context is given, it is up to the viewer to invent his or her own narrative to make sense 

out of the juxtaposition of naturalistic landscapes and somewhat absurd human 

situations.  The two photographs nicely illustrate the general qualities that Heikka or 

Rastenberger have assigned to the Helsinki School: melancholy natural landscapes, 

isolated figures, and intriguing, but determinedly apolitical, subject matter.  

As an export oriented branding mechanism, the goal of the Helsinki School is not 

to forge a cohesive national unity or determine a correct, positive image of the country 

for its citizens and outsiders as nationalist discourse aimed to do through much of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  According to Rastenberger, “In its place, 

Finnishness is created as a story to which a product hoping to be successful in the global 

market can affix itself.  The particularity of place can be used as a marketing device for 

difference or marginality.”82  The narrative structure underlying both Lehtinen’s and 

Majuri’s photographic series is an interesting model for thinking about how Finland acts 

as a sort of story for the Helsinki School brand.  Each series presents a repeating set of 

signifiers that change slightly in each photograph but maintain an internal coherence 

across the series.  For Lehtinen, these elements include a man, hand-made contraptions 

affixed to his arms or back, and a certain palette of atmospheric qualities and physical 

landscapes; for Majuri, they include a woman, intensely hued red and blue objects, and 

again a strikingly similar set of evocative landscapes.  From these patterns of similarity 

and variation, the viewer creates tentative narratives, which are nevertheless located 

within the parameters created by the structure of the series.  The narrative baseline in 

                                                 
82 Rastenberger, 20.  
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both is the landscape and atmosphere.  Although the locations vary, the cool, gloomy, 

and “northern” quality of the light and landscape remains consistent.  It creates a 

consistent tone and setting for the variations in each series.  Similarly, the narrative of 

the Helsinki School gains brand consistency not just from the high quality prints and its 

version of “conceptualism” but also from the landscape, the place that is the setting for 

its story.  This setting is reinforced not only in the name but also in a recurring, though 

not uniform, repetition of themes.  Although the physical landscape or hackneyed quality 

of northern light are the most obvious reinforcements of geographic particularity, the 

Nordic quality is also reinforced through images of melancholy, isolation, natural purity, 

homogeneity, and hygienic modern spaces all of which activate narratives about the 

Nordic countries. 

The word play in the title of this section “Nordic Lite™” refers to the way in 

which the Helsinki School takes old conceptions and stereotypes but deploys them 

towards new ends.  In Europe and the United States during the 1980s, there was a series 

of important exhibitions of late nineteenth century art from the Nordic countries.  These 

exhibitions all employed the same trope of late nineteenth century Nordic art exhibiting 

a peculiar fascination with the peculiarities of light and landscape in the North.83  Unlike 

in “Arctic Hysteria,” the cliché was used as sincerely in the 1980s as it had been in the 

1890s.  The two cover photographs by Lehtinen and Majuri convey a sense of regional 

rather than national specificity.  The title of Majuri’s landscapes explicitly denotes the 

Nordic over the Finnish while the text on Lehtinen describes his landscapes as Finnish.  

                                                 
83 Exhibitions include: “Nordic Light: Nordic Art at the turn of the Century” Metropolitan Museum, New 
York, 1983; “The Light of the North,” 1995, Spain; “Dreams of a Summer Night: Scandinavian Painting 
at the Turn of the Century,” London; and “Lumières du nord: la peinture scandinave 1885-1905,” Paris.   
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However, his landscapes tend to be quite nondescript and are not recognizable as 

specific places, much less traditional national landscapes.  Likewise, glancing through 

the other photographs by other artists in the books, references to a particular local or 

national context are exceptionally rare.  Not only are national landscapes absent in favor 

of non-descript Nordic ones, but there are also few easily identifiable buildings, 

cityscapes, or even ephemera such as newspapers, books, posters or furniture design 

elements in the photographs that might locate the images within a specific social or 

cultural context.   

However, at a certain point, it becomes clear that what is absent from the 

photographs promoted within the Helsinki School is not just national specificity.  It is 

politics.  These are photographs that, in striving to be globally accessible, become 

universally inaccessible.  Stripped of any connection to the specific lived experiences of 

people in a particular time and place, the photographs possess a certain sense of 

universality or globality.  But this effect is achieved through a process of dis-

identification rather than identification.  By not affirming a place-based identity of any 

viewer, they cannot produce a sense of difference with any viewer.  However, the 

Helsinki School brand steps in to reinvest the photographs with some illusion of 

specificity.  The market demands a contradictory combination of generality and 

specificity.  On the one hand, the style and subject matter need to appeal to the widest 

possible audience, while, on the other hand, there needs to be some sort of differentiation 

in order to make the photographs stand apart from others.  In this way, the Helsinki 

School capitalizes on the two contradictory impulses of globalization homogenization 

and differentiation.   



 

 297 

Applying this argument to my discussion of photography and the question of the 

national landscape in Finland in the previous chapter, the difference between a landscape 

photograph by Soinio, Turunen, or Nuutinen and one by Brotherus from the Helsinki 

School becomes clear.  The critical engagement with national landscape in the work of 

Soinio, Turunen, and Nuutinen severely limits the potential market for their work.  To 

state the problem directly, what non-Finnish private collector or institution would 

actually have enough of an intellectual investment in the critique of Finnish national 

discourses to buy one of the photographs?  The political engagement with a very specific 

subject matter tied to a particular time and place makes their work compelling only to 

the audience that has familiarity with it.  Critiques of nationalism are relevant almost 

exclusively to a national audience.  Who cares about Finnish national landscapes other 

than Finns?  To reiterate my argument in that chapter, Soinio, Turunen, and Nuutinen are 

caught up in national discourse because their photographs interpellate viewers in relation 

to the viewers’ status as national subjects.  This is the paradox endemic to critiques of 

national cultural discourses; addressing the national, even critically, always reinforces it 

on some level.  Brotherus, by contrast, gains some interest and attention on the European 

art market because of her Finnish identity and association with the Helsinki School, but 

this only adds market value to her photographs, which traffic in notions of universal 

beauty while using anonymously Northern, yet non-national, landscapes as subjects.  

Finnishness adds value to and differentiates her work from that of others without 

limiting the possible market for it in any way.  This is the strategy of the Helsinki School 

brand distilled to its essence. 
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Institutional Imagination 

What, we might ask, is the problem with the soft nationalism endemic to cultural 

export programs such as those devised by FRAME or the Helsinki School?  If artists 

living in Finland will always be judged relative to their position vis-à-vis the center or 

periphery, according to Seppälä, why should they not try to collect on whatever benefits 

accrue to their own marginality?  Similarly, if the justification for state support shifts 

from an essentialist, hard nationalism to a brand-centered, soft nationalism, why not 

simply adjust one’s rhetoric in grant applications accordingly in order to keep the money 

flowing?  If national identity is an outdated framework for interpreting art but a 

successful one for promoting it, why not ironically resurrect it as a brand?   

Soft nationalism presents two interrelated problems that make it an important 

phenomenon to track in cultural policy discussions and more generally in the 

contemporary art world.  First, soft nationalism is never independent of hard 

nationalism.  Billig’s primary purpose in theorizing banal nationalism is to show that, far 

from being “innocent,” it is equivalent to a stockpile of “armaments” ready to be 

mobilized when needed.84  His military terminology may seem ill-suited to describe the 

function of an exhibition of Finnish contemporary art in Venice or New York, but, then 

again, the promotional material for the 2007 Helsinki School exhibition at the Finnish 

Museum of Photography does begin with the sentence: “The triumphal march of the 

‘Helsinki School’ continues.”85  In any case, soft nationalism does act as a placeholder 

for hard cultural nationalism.  An essentialist, exclusivist notion of Finnish national 

identity may not be popular now, but it could be politically useful in the future, and soft 

                                                 
84 Billig, 7.   
85 This text appears in the museum marketing brochure for the 2006-2007 exhibition year on page 11. 
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nationalism quietly maintains a stockpile of national stereotypes and myths.  The second, 

and far more devastating, effect of soft nationalism is that it inhibits the creative 

rethinking of identity.  The previous chapters have investigated the myriad ways in 

which artists and photographers in Finland are creatively reworking nostalgic longings 

as a means to reimagine the connections between time, place, and identity.  In contrast, 

by denying the nation and the past with the one hand and recuperating them with the 

other, soft nationalism maintains the status quo.  It neither works through the past nor 

moves towards the future, resulting in an unproductive, nostalgic stasis. 

Most of the artists, arts administrators, and academics in Finland with whom I 

discussed this problem react with resignation.  Artists are irritated that they only get 

invitations to participate in contemporary-art-from-Finland exhibitions abroad, but they 

would never turn down the invitation.  After all, it is only through participation that they 

might ever have a chance to work and exhibit internationally outside of the context of a 

national show.  Arts administrators are worried about the potential effects of state 

instrumentalization but have little choice but to implement the programs in order to keep 

robust arts and cultural funding.  Academics also see the inherent contradictions, but 

they (and I) participate in a globalizing academic system that makes almost identical 

demands as the art world makes of artists.  What alternatives are there to the national-

global art dilemma?  Affirming the local or the national in opposition to the global is not 

a productive option, as this would involve the production of yet another set of nostalgic 

simulacra. 

The onus for resolving this question does not lie entirely with artists, some of 

whom will strategically use national identity to their advantage while others will find 
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creative ways of resisting soft nationalist labels.  Regardless of the work they make, 

artists are, to some degree, constrained by the institutions and funding frameworks that 

allow them to make artworks and provide opportunities for them to bring that work to a 

public.  This is an institutional dilemma.  How will we find ways of supporting the 

“communality, openness, dialogism, immateriality, and unpredictability” that Karo 

argues are the best characteristics of contemporary art?  My contention throughout this 

study has consistently been that artists have a central role to play in imagining new time-

space narratives that will provide both a cognitive mapping of the present and a set of 

new possibilities for understanding individual and communal identities.  Critics, 

curators, academics, and arts administrators need to engage in similar imaginative 

projects.  What funding structures will allow artists to work with less pressure to achieve 

immediate market success?  What sort of exhibition and cultural exchange programs will 

primarily serve the needs of artists and their publics rather than those of institutions or 

states?  What narratives of contemporary art can we write that do not valorize spatial 

mobility (or immobility) as a measurement of artistic credibility or authenticity?  In what 

ways can we creatively challenge the center/periphery binary so that artists living in 

Finland have access to international institutions and markets without having to play the 

part of the exotic other?  Institutional critique is essential, but we also need institutional 

imagination. 
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Conclusion 
 

Places are lost—destroyed, vacated, barred—but then there is some new place, 
and it is not the first, never can be the first.  And so there is an impossibility 
housed at the site of this new place.  What is new, newness itself, is founded 
upon the loss of original place, and so it is a newness that has within it a sense of 
belatedness, of coming after, and of being thus fundamentally determined by a 
past that continues to inform it.  And so this past is not actually past in the sense 
of “over,” since it continues as an animating absence in the presence, one that 
makes itself known precisely in and through the survival of anachronism itself.1 
 
Marking the thirtieth anniversary of the Conference for Security and Co-

operation in Europe, the 2003 AMPORH! performance art biennale curated by the artists 

Tellervo Kalleinen and Oskar Kochta-Kalleinen took the form of a high-level diplomatic 

summit.  While the landmark geopolitical summit held in Helsinki in 1973 included 

representatives of thirty-five states and marked a critical thaw in Cold War tensions 

between Western Europe, Eastern Europe, and the USSR, the 2003 AMPORH! summit 

hosted representatives from six self-identified micronations: Sealand, Krev: the 

Kingdoms of Elgaland-Vargaland, Ladonia, NSK, Transnational Republic, and SOS – 

State of Sabotage.  This Summit of Micronations, as it was called, included a conference 

held at Finlandia Hall, the temporary establishment of official diplomatic missions by 

the microstates on tiny Harakka Island located just off the coast of Helsinki (fig. 95), and 

other events and performances during a three-day summit.  As it generated only a 

modest amount of public attention at the time, it is doubtful that some group in 2038 will 

commemorate the 2003 Summit of Micronations as a hallmark in political history.  

However, the power of this artwork, like the others I have discussed in this dissertation, 

does not lie in its political or social efficacy but rather in its staging of utopian desires. 

                                                 
1 Judith Butler, “Afterword: After Loss What Then?,” in Loss: The Politics of Mourning, ed. David L. Eng 
and David Kazanjian (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 468.  
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Micronations, self-declared states that hold little or no physical territory and are 

not recognized under international law, have proliferated since the 1970s.2  This rise in 

interest in micronations seems to correspond inversely to the loss of interest in 

traditional nation-states.  The micronation movement consists of a wildly diverse 

mixture of projects by anarchists, libertarian activists, communalists, and artists and 

artist collectives.  However, all of them emerge from a utopian hope for autonomy from 

existing political structures.  While some micronations seek to establish themselves as 

sovereign states with territorial claims, others abjure the notion of territoriality 

altogether, opening up citizenship to anyone who wishes to join and claiming the entire 

world as their own.  Of the micronations represented at the summit, only Sealand, 

consisting of an old gun platform located off the coast of Great Britain, holds any 

territory.  All of them engage in a variety of state-like rituals such as composing national 

anthems, creating passports, drafting constitutions, and generating all manner of quasi-

diplomatic materials in print and, increasingly, online.  The intentions behind these 

performances of statehood vary from sincerity (the aspirant states) on one end of the 

spectrum to irony (the elaborate art projects) on the other.  The micronation is 

Anderson’s idea of the nation as an imagined community taken to its logical extreme – 

do-it-yourself nation building. 

Since the Summit of Micronations, the Kalleinens, along with Sasha Huber and 

Tomas Träskman, have created YKON, which describes itself on its website as “a non-

                                                 
2 See Oliver Kochta Kalleinen, “Micronations – from utopian communities to space settlements,” in 
Amporh!03 Summit of Micronations Protocols, ed. Oliver Kochta Kalleinen (Helsinki: Artist’s 
Association Muu, 2005), 38-49.  A Lonely Planet Guide has also been published on the micronation 
phenomenon.  John Ryan, George Dunford, and Simon Sellars, Micronations (Oakland, CA: Lonely 
Planet, 2006). 
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profit advocacy group for unrepresented nations, experimental countries and utopian 

thinkers.”3  YKON has held events that promote the micronation idea in museums and 

events in Estonia, Singapore, Taiwan, Finland, and Germany.  These promotional 

activities always have a healthy dose of irony – not unlike that found within most of the 

micronation projects themselves.  YKON’s projects offer a platform, an experiential 

space (legitimated in the public sphere by their status as art) for post-national imagining.  

They critically address the status of the nation-state in the contemporary world through 

its illegitimate doppelganger, the micronation.  While YKON takes a non-judgmental 

stance toward the micronation, it does not simply promote the idea.  Rather, it mines the 

micronation for the irresolvable contradictions and critical possibilities that its 

uncomfortable union of utopian and nostalgic desires inevitably generates.   

The micronation rejects, imitates, or mocks the most common time-space 

narrative templates utilized by modern nation-states.  However, it does this by 

appropriating the rhetoric and form of the nation-state.  This process of appropriation 

often ends up trapping even the most ironic microstate project.  The irony of the 

microstate is that, in trying to think beyond the modern nation-state system, it ultimately 

affirms it.  The imaginative energy invested in designing a passport, writing a 

constitution, or composing an absurdist anthem is, ultimately, creative potential directed 

toward the nation-state, not away from it.  As in the photographic projects critical of 

Finnish national landscapes, the critique of the nation always depends on the nation.  

The Summit of Micronations with its elaborate introductions, protocols, 

petitions, delegations, anthems, and embassies highlights this ambivalence.  Who better, 

                                                 
3 Tellervo Kalleinen, Oliver Kochta Kalleinen, Sasha Huber, and Tomas Träskman, “Introduction,” 
YKON, http://www.ykon.org/index2.html. 
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then, to sing the micronational anthems than Huutajat (Screaming Men), the famous 

Finnish men’s choir that screams the words to songs in unison (fig. 96)?  The group 

offers an appropriate musical form for the bombastic rhetoric of micro-nationalism.  This 

musical form, however, equates the irony of the Ladonian micronation project with the 

sincerity of Sealandic one.  They become equivalents, revealing their inner 

contradiction.  They nostalgically revive the disappearing forms of past time-space 

narratives as the basis for imagining new ones.  In other words, they look backward in 

order to look forward and try to get past nationalism through nationalism.  Some 

variation of this dynamic between desire and revulsion, past and future, memory and 

forgetfulness shape all of the art projects and institutional programs examined in this 

dissertation. 

The attachment that micronations have to the spatial narratives of the nation 

makes them subject to critique by those authors who reject any nostalgia for the nation-

state.  For Harvey, nostalgia for place or the local spatializes time by locking it into a 

relationship with a particular spatial narrative, as in Boym’s restorative nostalgia.  

Pulling time and space together into a static union can only occur through the reification 

of an exclusivist relationship between a people and a place that is imagined to be natural.  

Hardt and Negri also argue against localization as a strategy to oppose the fluidity and 

boundlessness of Empire, asserting that localism or nationalism are tools of Empire, not 

weapons against it.4  With these critiques in mind, the limitations of the micronation as a 

critical model for rethinking identity become all too clear.  The micronation, with its 

mixture of forward-looking utopian ideals and backward-nostalgic practices is doomed.  

                                                 
4 Hardt and Negri, 44-45. 
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But perhaps that is the point.  After all, the absurdist impracticality of the micronation as 

a political concept is precisely what the Summit of Micronations put on full display.  As 

a form of utopian imagining, micronations affirm Jameson’s theory of utopia.  That is, 

utopian cultural texts do not offer practical models of what the future will look like but 

rather “bring home…our constitutional inability to imagine Utopia.”5  The micronation 

is not a blueprint but rather a symptom of our current inability to see beyond the nation 

as the primary model for time-space narratives of identity.   

Perhaps the future-oriented, utopian assumption that something new should (and 

eventually will) come after, and independent of, national narratives contains its own 

troubling assumptions.  The quotation by Judith Butler that begins this chapter 

eloquently complicates any easy understanding of how one time-space narrative can 

come after another.  The temporal model implied by the prepositions “over,” “beyond,” 

or “after” wrongly assumes that the future or the new surpasses, transcends, or 

supersedes the past in some complete manner.  Each of the art projects and institutional 

phenomena addressed in this study demonstrate that the production of new time-space 

narratives is never so clear.  Discourses of the nation imbricate even those projects that 

enthusiastically embrace the rhetoric and narratives of globalization.  Therefore, any 

attempt to think outside nationalism will require the recognition of it as an anachronism 

that continues to animate our everyday experience of being in the world.  Scholarship on 

contemporary art that ignores this anachronistic power of nationalism does not get 

beyond nationalism as much as it fails to think it through adequately.   

                                                 
5 Jameson, “Progress Versus Utopia,” 153. 
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In her refutation of Harvey’s negative assessment of place, Massey argues for its 

redefinition.  She explains that places “can be imagined as articulated moments in 

networks of social relations and understandings” rather than as bounded territories that 

derive their meaning from “some long internalized history.”6  This redefinition leads to 

an inversion of a whole series of conventional assumptions about place.  She argues that 

place is multiple rather singular, dynamic rather than static, open rather than closed, and 

sustains multiple identities rather than a single one.7  This provides important insights 

for understanding how artists, artworks, and audiences shape and interpret the time-

space narratives of contemporary art.  Contemporary art has a love-hate relationship with 

place, as it is articulated through geographic scales such as local, regional, national, 

international, and global.  Place alternately validates or invalidates artworks, expands or 

limits markets, and popularizes or marginalizes artists.  Thinking of places as 

intersection of relationships, histories, longings, and exchanges helps us to realize that 

art is always somewhere.  Even the most mobile artists rely on networks of social, 

intellectual, and economic relationships just as do those artists most identified with a 

particular geographic location or audience.  Artworks that seem most at home in the 

white-cube gallery reveal as much about a certain kind of place as do those context-

specific artworks that emerge from and address a particular geographic community – 

Chelsea is a much a place as Kuivaniemi.  Finally, this helps us reassess the meaning of 

nation in an art world that rejects and recuperates it simultaneously.  The nation, as a 

time-space narrative, as a type of place, is not something to get beyond but rather a set of 

                                                 
6 Massey, Space, Place and Gender, 154. 
7 Ibid., 155-156. 
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longings and attachments that, as it unravels into its constituent threads, will become 

parts of other narratives, other places – ones that are, in Bloch’s words, not-yet. 
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Figure 1: Elina Brotherus, House (film still), 2002 
 

 
 
Figure 2:  Elina Brotherus, The House (film still), 2002  
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Figure 3: Miniature Model of Viipuri, Museum of South Karelia, Lappeenranta, Finland  
 

 
 
Figure 4: Miniature Model of Viipuri, Museum of South Karelia, Lappeenranta, Finland  
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Figure 5: Abandoned Finnish-era building in Vyborg, Russia, 2007 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Page layout from Viipuri – ennen ja nyt depicting Viipuri Museum before and 

after the Winter War, 1941 
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Figure 7: Alvar Aalto, Vyborg Municipal Library (exterior), 1935 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Alvar Aalto, Vyborg Municipal Library (exterior), 1935 
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Figure 9: Alvar Aalto, Vyborg Municipal Library (main entrance foyer), 1935  
 

 
 
Figure 10: Alvar Aalto, Vyborg Municipal Library (main library hall), 1935 
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Figure 11: Alvar Aalto, Vyborg Municipal Library (lecture room), 1935 
 

 
 
Figure 12: Alvar Aalto, Diagram of Lecture Room Acoustics, undated 
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Figure 13: Vyborg Municipal Library lecture room awaiting renovation, 2007 
 

 
 
Figure 14: Vyborg Municipal Library with restored lecture room ceiling, 2009 
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Figure 15: Stoves in an abandoned Finnish-era apartment building, 2007 
 

 
 
Figure 16: Liisa Roberts, Roads (film still), 2003   
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Figure 17: Architectural decoration on Finnish-era apartment building entranceway, 

Vyborg, Russia, 2007   
 

 
 
Figure 18: Liisa Roberts, What’s the Time in Vyborg? (film still), 2005 
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Figure 19: Liisa Roberts, What’s the Time in Vyborg? (film still), 2005 
 

 
 
Figure 20: Liisa Roberts, What’s the Time in Vyborg? (installation view at Kiamsa 

Museum, Helsinki), 2003 
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Figure 21: Liisa Roberts, What’s the Time in Vyborg? (installation view at Kiamsa 

Museum, Helsinki), 2003  
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Figure 22: Enn Roos (sculptor) and Arnold Alas (architect), Monument to the Liberators 

of Tallinn (Bronze Soldier), 1947 (at current location in military cemetery 
outside Tallinn, Spring 2007) 

 

 
 
Figure 23: Enn Roos (sculptor) and Arnold Alas (architect), Monument to the Liberators 

of Tallinn (Bronze Soldier), 1947 (at original location in Tõnismäe Park, 
Tallinn) 
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Figure 24: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still) (Maarjamäe Memorial), 2005  
 

 
 
Figure 25: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still) (Linnahall), 2005  
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Figure 26: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still) (Viru Center), 2005 
 

 
 
Figure 27: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still) (Old Town wall), 2005  
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Figure 28: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still), 2005 
 

 
 
Figure 29: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still) (Viru Center), 2005 
 



 

 323 

 
 
Figure 30: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still) (Viru Center), 2005 
 

 
 
Figure 31: Raine Karp, Linnahall, 1980 
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Figure 32: Künnapu & Padrik, Viru Center, 2004 
 

 
 
Figure 33: Old Town, Tallinn  
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Figure 34: Viru Hotel, c. 1972 (Viru Center now occupies the parking lot in the 

foreground) 
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Figure 35: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still), 2005  
 

 
 
Figure 36: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still), 2005 
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Figure 37: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still), 2005 
 

 
 
Figure 38: Anu Pennanen, Friendship (film still), 2005 
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Figure 39: Esko Männikkö, Organized Freedom 73, Utajärvi, 2000 
 

 
 
Figure 40: Esko Männikkö, Organized Freedom, second edition #2, c. 2001  
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Figure 41: Esko Männikkö, Kuivaniemi, 1991 
 

 
 
Figure 42: Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Traditional Man, 1889 
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Figure 43: Matti Saanio, photograph from Musta talvi – valkea kesä, 1966 (photograph 

c. 1950s) 
 

 
 
Figure 44: Mikko Savolainen and Ismo Hölttö, page layout from Suomea tämäkin, 1970 
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Figure 45: Esko Männikkö, Kuivaniemi, 1991 
 

 
 
Figure 46: Bert Teunissen, Mazouco #1, 26/3/2006 (from Europeans at Home), 2006 
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Figure 47: Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Woman Cooking Whitefish, 1886 
 

 
 
Figure 48: Matti Saanio, photograph from Musta talvi – valkea kesä, 1966 
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Figure 49: Matti Saanio, photograph from Musta talvi – valkea kesä, 1966  
 

 
 
Figure 50: Esko Männikkö, Kuivaniemi, 1991 
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Figure 51: Esko Männikkö, Kuivaniemi, 1991 
 

 
 
Figure 52: Esko Männikkö, Sodankylä, 1991 
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Figure 53: Esko Männikkö, Savukoski, 1994 
 

 
 
Figure 54: Esko Männikkö, Utajärvi, 1991 
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Figure 55: Esko Männikkö, Sodankylä, 1994 
 

 
 
Figure 56: Esko Männikkö, Savukoski, 1994 
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Figure 57: Esko Männikkö, Pudasjärvi, 1991 
 

 
 
Figure 58: Matti Saanio, photograph from Musta talvi – valkea kesä, 1966 
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Figure 59: Esko Männikkö, Hyrynsalmi, 1990 
 

 
 
Figure 60: Mikko Savolainen and Ismo Hölttö, page layout from Suomea tämäkin, 1970 
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Figure 61: Esko Männikkö, Simon, Bateville, 1996 
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Figure 62: Esko Männikkö, Simon Owns More Than 40 Shirts, Batesville, 1997 
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Figure 63: Minna Rainio and Mark Roberts, Borderlands (installation view), 2003 
 

 
 
Figure 64: Minna Rainio and Mark Roberts, Borderlands (film still), 2003 
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Figure 65: Minna Rainio and Mark Roberts, Borderlands (film still), 2003 
 

 
 
Figure 66: Kari Soinio, National Landscape (installation view at Kluuvi Gallery), 1997  
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Figure 67: Zacharias Topelius, The Hill Aavasaksa in Lapland (in the book Finland 

framstält i teckningar), 1852 
 

 
 
Figure 68: Albert Edelfelt, Our Land (frontispiece for J. L. Runeberg’s Vänrikki Stoolin 

tarinat), 1900 
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Figure 69: “A Finnish View: lakes dotted with islands; capes covered with woods” (in 

Sketches of Finland), 1939 
 

 
 
Figure 70: Eero Järnefelt, Autumn Landscape at Lake Pielisjärvi, 1899 
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Figure 71: Kari Soinio, Koli, 1997 
 

 
 
Figure 72: Albert Edelfelt, drawing for cover of I.K. Inha’s photobook Pictorial Finland, 

1900 
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Figure 73: Kari Soinio, Aulanko, 1997 
 

 
 
Figure 74: Erik Blomberg, Sunrise in Parikkala (from Finland in Colour Pictures), 1952 
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Figure 75: Pekka Turunen, Greetings from Finland (cover image on postcard box), 2003 
 

 
 
Figure 76: Pekka Turunen, Greetings from Finland (Joensuu), 2003 
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Figure 77: Pekka Turunen, Greetings from Finland (Kirkkonummi), 2003 
 

 
 
Figure 78: Pekka Turunen, Greetings from Finland (Jyväskylä), 2003 
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Figure 79: Tommi Pylkkö, page layout from Terveisiä Kaikille!, 2003 
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Figure 80: Petri Nuutinen, frontispiece for Places (showing cartographic grid over Häme 

province), 1993 
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Figure 81: Petri Nuutinen, 60˚ 45’ latitude (N) and 23˚ 30’ longitude (E) (simulated page 

layout from Places, East photograph enlarged with smaller photographs of all 
four directions), 1993 
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Figure 82: Petri Nuutinen, N 51˚ 09’ 5 E 3˚11’ (from series Places No. 5 Loppem), 2004 
 

 
 
Figure 83: Elina Brotherus, Baigneurs (film still), 2003  
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Figure 84: Elina Brotherus, Baigneurs (film still), 2003  
 

 
 
Figure 85: Elina Brotherus, Der Wanderer 2, 2004  
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Figure 86: Elina Brotherus, Nu Edormi, 2003 
 

 
 
Figure 87: Elina Brotherus, photograph (Non Vite) from Breadth of Vision: Homage to 

Eric Satie, 2006 
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Figure 88: Elina Brotherus, Low Horizon 2, 2000 
 

 
 
Figure 89: Santiago Sierra, Palabra Tapada (installation view, Venice Biennale), 2003  
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Figure 90: Futuro Lounge (installation view at P.S.1), 2008 
 

 
 
Figure 91: Mika Taanila, Futuro – A New Stance for Tomorrow (promotional image), 

1998 
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Figure 92: Tea Mäkipää, Petteri, My Life as a Reindeer (production photograph), 2008 
 

 
 
Figure 93: Janne Lehtinen, Fly, 2003 
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Figure 94: Susanna Majuri, Elskar Fyr High Tide, 2006 
 

 
 
Figure 95: King Leif I and King Michael I setting up the KREV Embassy, Summit of 

Micronations, Amporh! Performance Festival, 2003 
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Figure 96: Huutajat introduces the State Information and Passport Office for NSK, 

Summit of Micronations, Amporh! Performance Festival, 2003 
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