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Sorbus was a small room where art was 
shown. It was run by six artists who wanted 
to fight against their own paralysis, create 
conditions for the kind of doing they felt 
was lacking in their environment, generate 
concrete experiences of alternative 
approaches for themselves and other 
artists, and thus put activism into practice 
in the art field.

But when you’re trying to fuck the system, 
you just might end up making love to it.
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Sorbus is harvesting rotten berries, 
the food of pioneers, 
the poison of culture, 
that makes you shit gold.
#barrierfreeforthegentry

– Grm

Sorbus-Jonna on Vaasankatu
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Sorbus gallery was an artist-run space operating in Helsinki from 2013 to 2019. The working group run-
ning the space also developed into an artist collective. The Sorbus years were busy and intense, and 
flew by fast. They were our curatorial step into the art world, whatever we may think about that world.

In six years, Sorbus hosted 90 exhibitions and well over a hundred other events, such as concerts and 
other performances. Behind us is an extensive artistic project with colleagues and friends, and the ripe 
vapours of Sorbus have wafted far beyond the gallery walls. We made this publication in order to piece 
together some of the thoughts and feelings formed around Sorbus, and to understand something about 
what happened. 

The subject matter of the texts expands beyond Sorbus’ activities. Looking at the world from the per-
spective of our small northern art space, this publication opens up a view of art, artist work, and self-or-
ganised artist-run initiatives in the 2010s, and outlines ways to approach exhibiting art in the future. This 
publication is not Sorbus’ resume nor a chronological account. For that purpose, there is our website, 
which serves as a comprehensive text and audiovisual archive of Sorbus’ activities.

Sorbus has given us the opportunity to collaborate with some 300 artist colleagues and others involved 
in art in different ways. Whatever Sorbus is has evolved from these encounters. Accordingly, this publi-
cation is also made up of many voices: we commissioned 16 contributions from writers, artists, friends, 
and acquaintances—people who, in one way or another, have influenced Sorbus, or who have entered 
our orbit. In 2018, we approached them with an open invitation to reflect on themes related to Sorbus 
or, more generally, upon small-scale art operations. In addition to these commissioned contributions, 
the publication includes excerpts from email interviews with artists; photographs of exhibitions and 
events; as well as other dank archive material.

We believe that the subject matter of this publication is of interest to artists, organisers, and those inter-
ested in DIY culture outside our small mainly Finnish-speaking community, too. Furthermore, many 
of our collaborators don’t understand Finnish. That’s why the language of this publication is English, 
although as an aside, we also consider it important to foster dialogue about art in Finnish.

Our collective is still dilly-dallying around the art scene, but as an art space, Sorbus’ work is done. 
Wasted Years remains as a papery extension of that space, serving as a platform for a diverse array of 
voices to speak.

FOREWORD

Sorbus and Sorbus aucuparia tree, Midsummer Eve 2014
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THANK YOU

There are a great many people and some institutions to thank for the existence of Sorbus and this 
publication:

Thank you to Ristomatti “Rusto” Myllylahti and Maija Vihermaa who were closely involved in Sorbus’ 
activities, especially at the beginning. Thank you to former member of Sorbus working group, Megan 
Snowe, who has now returned to the other side of the Atlantic, and to the praiseworthy “interns”—
Juho Hänninen, Tuomo Vuolteenaho, and Walter Dewald. Thanks to Roope Seppälä and Osuuskongi 
for initiating Sorbus, and to our anonymous patron—in other words the property owner—for making 
everything possible. Thank you Kim (Kaino) Modig, Jaakko Pallasvuo, Sara Milazzo, Johanna Wahlström, 
Lauri Isola, Mikko Piispa, Oona Valli, Vilma Hänninen, Laura Wesamaa, LM Salling, those from SIC space 
and Titanik gallery, and all others who—in one way or another—have helped, supported, sparred, and 
sympathised with Sorbus. 

And of course, Sorbus wouldn’t be anything without the artist colleagues we’ve been able to collabo-
rate with—big thanks to you all!

Thank you Frame Contemporary Art Finland and Arts Promotion Centre Finland for funding this publi-
cation. Thank you to our other funders: Kone Foundation, City of Helsinki, Oskar Öflunds Stiftelse, and 
the Finnish Cultural Foundation—the money was good.

Finally, thank you to everyone who’s participated in making this publication: it has been something com-
pletely new for us, and thanks to all of you, it has been most informative and enlightening.

In Helsinki and Amsterdam, June 2020

Sorbus
Otto Byström, Henna Hyvärinen, Jonna Karanka, Mika Palonen, Sakari Tervo, Tuomo Tuovinen

Remnants of MSL duo’s performance on Sorbus floor, 2014
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INTRODUCTION: FRAGMENTS FROM THE SORBUS STORY

Finland, 2010. The production of the cheap and strong Sorbus wine, popular among low-income heavy 
drinkers and shabby crust punks, is discontinued. Its name refers to the rowan tree (Sorbus aucuparia) 
and its berries, which give the sweet aperitif drink its bold, distinctive, and revolutionary flavour.

Helsinki, December 2012. The rowan tree-lined Vaasankatu street in a former working class district is a 
scruffy and somewhat notorious area, known for its cheap bars and sex services. A housing company’s 
bomb shelter has been transformed into a rehearsal space and recording studio. Roope Seppälä, Pommari 
studio’s audio wizard, runs a label called Temmikongi focussing on marginal music, while its offshoot 
Osuuskongi cooperative runs an art space called Kingi Kongi in a small retail space in the neighbouring 
block. After a year of operations, the art space—curated by artist Aiju Salminen—is closing. The space 
is therefore in need of a new use (and somebody to pay the rent), and Roope decides to ask if Tuomo 
Tuovinen, an art student and a member of the cooperative, would like to start a new art space. Tuomo 
doesn’t know much about running an art space, but there’s little time to consider the offer: the space 
should open the following month. Working with a diverse group of friends, including artist-musicians Jonna 
Karanka (aka Kuupuu), and Otto Byström (who had been active with Kingi Kongi), they pull together a 
six-day launch event. On Friday 18 January, 2013, the Sorbus Opening Festival begins with the passionate 
preaching of the band Jeesus Arimatialainen ja Tunteet [Jesus Of Arimathea and Feelings]. The person 
who christened the space is Timo Koskenniemi aka Skägis, who is also a member of the cooperative.

TIEDOTE / PRESS RELEASE
SORBUS OPENING FESTIVAL 18–26 JANUARY, 2013

The contemporary art space Sorbus will celebrate its opening on Vaasankatu in Helsinki with a 
launch festival at the end of January. Run by the artist group K Hopeaviita, Sorbus will open in the 
former space of Kingi Kongi Gallery, which closed at the turn of the year. The Osuuskongi coop-
erative, founded around the Temmikongi label, will continue to maintain the space.

The festival program includes a real time “live cinema” performance by the Association of 
Experimental Electronics, Harrie Liveart’s Blackbox performance, and a rare concert by the inter-
net rap phenomenon Oukkidouppi. Author Janne Kortteinen and rap poet Dxxxa D will read their 
texts, and Talmud Beach will play a conceptual blues gig. The audience will also have an oppor-
tunity to engrave their own song or voice live on vinyl—plus more.

Sorbus gallery presents contemporary art as a lively sphere in which images, sounds and words 
blend with performativity and interaction. Sorbus creates a connection between artists and peo-
ple, moving from the margins to the mainstream.

The artistic director of the space, K Hopeaviita, questions the common [Finnish] practice of pay-
ing musicians for showcasing their art while charging high rents from visual artists for the same 
thing. At Sorbus, the aim is to select artists based on their art and not their ability to pay rent. 
Sorbus’ rent for January was paid with sponsor money from Pixelache association.

After the festival, Sorbus will open an exhibition by the Association of Experimental Electronics, 
and the process of building the exhibition can be viewed from the window.

What does “alternative” mean? The generic idea of the perfect artist-run space that 
seems to prevail today is something where structure and activities display a perfect 
alternative to the power inequities of the art world: it operates outside the market; 
it is an alternative to institutions; it is independent from the local politics while 
publicly funded; it avoids bureaucracy; it is outside the main centres; it is not an 
instrument of gentrification; it supports local artists while also being part of a peer 
network on the global scale; it is happy, desirable, the programme is amazing and 
diverse, and it operates beyond pyramidal forms of decision making – a sort of 
mythical animal that one can never really see in its entirety. And it lives near the 
Fountain of Youth. Never changing, staying forever young.

Céline Kopp and Alun Williams. ‘A Brief History of Triangle France’ in Artist-
Run Europe (Onomatopee, 2016), edited by Gavin Murphy and Mark Cullen.
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Initially, Sorbus gallery communicates using the pseudonym K Hopeaviita (sometimes “artist group K 
Hopeaviita”), and the practical arrangements involve a network of friends and acquaintances. Following 
the launch festival, a whirlwind program of exhibitions and events springs from the space, and some-
how the rent continues to be paid. In December 2013 while sharing a meal at Dong Bei Hu restaurant, 
Tuomo’s art school mates Henna Hyvärinen and Megan Snowe announce they are available and inter-
ested to help with Sorbus. An artist working group starts to form, comprising Henna, Jonna, Megan, 
Otto, and Tuomo. Around the same time, Sorbus leaves Osuuskongi, and bureaucracy is minimised. 
From now on, only the lease and the bank account are official. 

The freedom of running a space is exciting, but its financial situation is wobbly. Despite living a modest 
and low-income lifestyle, the landlord has woken up to the idea that he could charge market rate rent 
for the space he once bought cheaply, and he is hopefully optimistic about Sorbus group’s ability to 
pay. However, Sorbus can’t really afford to pay more than their current rent, which basically covers the 
building maintenance charges.

TIEDOTE / PRESS RELEASE 15 JUNE, 2014
THE END OF SORBUS ON VAASANKATU

Sorbus gallery, which has been operating in Helsinki for a year and a half, will close its doors due 
to its financial situation. The rent of the space has more than doubled since it opened, and no 
funding has been found to continue its activities.

Run by volunteer labour, Sorbus has gained a reputation as an unprecedentedly active venue in 
the Finnish art scene, crossing borders and spotlighting young contemporary art. Sorbus has pro-
vided opportunities for boldness and the searching for new kinds of aesthetics and conceptual 
expression in the fields of visual arts, performance, music and other performing arts. Dedicated 
to non-commercial art and spontaneous projects, the art space has attracted interest from both 
artists and the public. An estimated 6,000 people have visited Sorbus during its lifetime.
 
The rent increase of the premises Sorbus has been using is indicative of the general develop-
ment of the Vaasankatu area. Considerably more expensive restaurants and design shops are 
now being opened, where bars, pizzerias, and erotic massage parlours used to stand. At the time 
when Sorbus opened on Vaasankatu, it represented a new wave of young urban culture folks 
who stepped on the toes of the street’s former lifestyle. Suddenly, Vaasankatu has become such 
an attractive destination in the eyes of city dwellers that the rise in its price level is now driving 
the active art space away.

Sorbus gallery will close its physical location on Vaasankatu at the end of June 2014.

June 2014. Jenni Markkanen’s (later Luhta) exhibition Hahmon synty [The birth of a character] is supposed 
to be Sorbus’ last. Journalist Oskari Onninen writes a full-page article about the exhibition in Helsingin 
Sanomat, as well as a sidebar about Sorbus having to close due to financial reasons (Helsingin Sanomat, 
25 June, 2014). The article in Finland’s biggest newspaper also finds its way to the property owner, 
who now understands the situation and cancels the rent increase. The poor hippie becomes a patron.

October 2014. After finishing her MA at the Academy of Fine Arts in Helsinki, Megan moves back to the 
United States. Around the same time, Sakari Tervo from Anna Breu artist collective returns to Helsinki 
after having worked for two years in Turku, at Artist’s Association Arte’s gallery, Titanik. It seems natural 
to invite the now-unemployed art worker and organiser to join Sorbus. 

December 2014. Sorbus is granted funding for three years from Kone Foundation, covering the costs 
of the space plus a 25 percent working grant for each in the working group. This provides official rec-
ognition, along with the expectations that entail.

January 2015. On Sakari’s suggestion, the working group puts on its own exhibition at Titanik. This 
marks the beginning of Sorbus collective; their first video work, The Sorbus Group Show, is an auto-
fictional parody of institutional introductory videos featuring artists talking about their practices. Two 
years later, Mika Palonen—a self taught artist, electronics engineer, and an old friend of the working 
group—walks into Sorbus saying the employment agency has ordered him to find a place for a “work 
trial”. The papers are filled out right away, primarily motivated by the need to help “an unemployed job 
seeker” deal with their paperwork. The work trial kicks off with Mika’s solo exhibition. In the end, he 
becomes the sixth member of the working group and the collective.

October 2016. In the aftermath of an anti-racist demonstration in the area, three young activists rush 
into Sorbus to hide from the police.

January 2018. On the Eckerö Line ferry from Tallinn to Helsinki, the Sorbus working group empties their 
joint account, borrows Tuomo’s remaining money, and spends it all on tax-free beer. Their grant from 
Kone Foundation has ended, and new funding has not been secured. The art space is turned into a 
secret bar, and the beers are sold at a support event organised to cover a couple of months’ rent, fea-
turing a number of musicians and poets that are close to Sorbus. A bartender from the pub at the other 
end of the street has never visited Sorbus, and still doesn’t dare to step into the crowded show of the 
underground rap group BMXT, however they donate €20 at the door. In addition to beer and tickets, 
Sorbus collective sells their newest artwork, Sorbus, a limited edition of 40 hand-numbered bottles of 
wine made of Vaasankatu’s rowan berries. The wine has been maturing in bottles after being fermented 
in the Sour Grapes group exhibition a year prior. The bottles sell like hotcakes. After the support week, 
Sorbus collective sells their video work, Fucked Up in a Bad Way, to Kiasma Museum of Contemporary 
Art, in an effort to finance the costs of the space for a year.

March 2019. The curator of a major international biennial sits on a dumpstered Ikea chair in Sorbus gal-
lery while trying to fish a stringless English-style tea bag from a hot mug with their bare fingers. Learning 
about Sorbus collective’s activities has been suggested to them during their visit to Helsinki, and they 
at least pretend not to hear the landlord-patron’s snoring from the back room loft.

000

For seven years, we have rented a small retail space in Helsinki from a Savonian kantele [a traditional 
string instrument] builder who wishes to remain anonymous. During that time, the monetary value of 
the area around Vaasankatu has risen sharply, and at the time of writing, 00500 is one of the most cov-
eted postcodes in Helsinki. In the later years of running Sorbus, we took the initiative to increase our 
rent in grant application budgets, because we knew the landlord wouldn’t want to ask for it. Thanks to 
his anti-capitalist activism, we have been able to afford a space for non-commercial cultural use in the 
most urban area of the Finnish capital. Even though Sorbus is promoted as a local attraction on Airbnb, 
we see our activities as having been in line with, and loyal to, the property owner’s wish to maintain a 
non-commercial nook in the cityscape.

When Sorbus was founded, there were not so many comparable local models for artist-run spaces—
mainly Oksasenkatu 11, which has since undergone several changes in their working group, and perhaps 

INTRODUCTION: FRAGMENTS FROM THE SORBUS STORYINTRODUCTION: FRAGMENTS FROM THE SORBUS STORY
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Ptarmigan, which we mainly knew as a venue for experimental music shows. SIC space was founded 
just a bit before Sorbus, and has been a slightly more established and organised comrade. Other actors 
that have encouraged Sorbus by example include Kim (Kaino) Modig and the Antagon biennal (which 
they curated and which also visited Sorbus), as well as Mustarinda residency, founded in the Kainuu 
wilderness by a group of artists.

In the final stages of making this publication, a book called Artist-run Europe, edited by Gavin Murphy 
and Mark Cullen, fell from Sorbus’ bookshelf onto the checkered back room floor. Leafing through it, 
we realised that while we had often imagined Sorbus had followed a path of its own, the picture of art-
ist-run spaces conveyed by the texts seemed familiar. Experimenting with alternative practices, as well 
as showcasing emerging artists and those who don’t fit into acknowledged artistic disciplines, has been 
central to our work. We wanted to create the kind of space in which we ourselves would like to exhibit. 

“Finland’s most anarchist art gallery” was a throwaway line used in the early days on some form asking 
us to “describe ourselves with 2000 characters”. Perhaps that half joke settled in our minds as some kind 
of guideline for dissenting and doing things differently. In 2014, the University of the Arts Student Union 
handed out the very first Akateemisen kaunotaiteen palkinto [Academic Beaux Arts Award] to Sorbus. 
The €499.60 cash prize was gifted in the form of five euro banknotes plus coins, and was the equivalent 
of a month of social security study assistance at the time. Sorbus was characterised as follows:

Sorbus’ work is multidisciplinary, open-minded and critical of institutions, and it reforms the field 
of art by lowering traditional boundaries between different art forms and their presentation. At 
the same time, Sorbus offers artists new kinds of opportunities outside the existing structures 
and support systems, which others do not currently provide.

Our statement on the local “gallery rent debate”, as well as our three-year grant from a private foundation 
to provide artists with a free space, have sparked many kinds of feelings and critical remarks in Finland. 
Here, a local speciality is the common practice of charging very high gallery rents, which means artists 
and others organising exhibitions take on a significant financial risk when choosing to exhibit and while 
waiting for grant decisions. It also means that early career artists face structural and financial barriers 
when trying to present their work, and that it’s hard to provide incentives for the organising of exhibi-
tions with international artists.

In the precarious art field, many questionable (unpaid) job opportunities and monetised services are 
often justified as being good for the CV, or as useful work experience. In the background looms the 
vague promise of something better and more sustainable (a stable livelihood? legitimisation of one’s 
position? exhibitions at high profile institutions? fame?) which can be attained if an artist first agrees to 
a few crappy deals. Usually that promise doesn’t deliver, and only for a few will art—financially or career-
wise—ever be anything more than the same old drill, for as long as one can go on; even momentarily 
being embraced by “the art world” is no guarantee when it comes to the sustainable continuation of 
one’s career. We are reminded of a Finnish artist who submitted an exhibition proposal to Sorbus. They 
had previously received considerable recognition and been prominently featured in a major international 
biennial, but were now having trouble getting their work shown anywhere.

The foreword of Artist-run Europe questions the idea that artist-run spaces are “stop gaps” for artists 
on their journey towards commercial or critical acclaim. Our aim has been to make collaborating with 
Sorbus, in itself, as meaningful and rewarding for the artists as possible. We have planned exhibitions 
in dialogue with artists; participated in the most peculiar practical arrangements; done artist interviews; 

worked on publicity; organised discussions; documented our programme with photos and videos (and 
distributed these documentations internationally); hosted artists; helped to get funding; and when 
possible, contributed to covering the costs. In 2019, we were able to pay the artist collaborators a fee. 
Sorbus has also actively attempted to reach out to audiences outside the art sphere, which has been 
made easier by the central and street level location of the space, and its large shop window. An exam-
ple of this is the live art festival Veranda, where for two weeks, we removed this window between art 
and audience (see p. 106). 

Even though we received a part-time grant for our work for three years, Sorbus has mainly been run 
using volunteer labour, and operating with the constant threat of burnout. Analysing the byproduct of 
voluntary work, and considering the lifespan and “growing up” of an artist-run space, are some key 
topics in Artist-run Europe:

If an artist-run space is to sustain itself, more often than not the voluntary roles that brought it into 
being need to be phased out, as voluntary labour in the long term is unsustainable in most models.
[...]
By current metrics, a successful artist-run space is one that ‘grows up’ to become an institution.

Sorbus didn’t attempt to create a perfect one-size-fits-all model for running an art space. We wanted 
to fight against our own paralysis, create conditions for the kind of doing we felt was lacking in our 
environment, generate concrete experiences of alternative approaches for ourselves and other artists, 
and thus put activism into practice in the art field.

Due to reasons beyond our control, the end of Sorbus gallery was nigh a couple of times. But in the 
end, we made and owned the choice to close shop. We had sought a balance between art, work, and 
life, but started to feel old and uncool. Our dream job had burnt us out, the Fountain of Youth had been 
drained, and in order to keep the juices flowing, it was time to move on. In this publication (page 179), 
art rebel Eva Neklyaeva instructs the likes of us to:

Work with friends, lovers, with your heroes, people whom you deeply admire. Do not, under 
any circumstances, start taking yourself too seriously. Do not behave like an institution. Prioritise 
pleasure, even if it means going against all the rules of art production today. Love what you do, 
and if love ends, let things go. Enjoy the fuck out of it all. Stop when it’s the right time.

INTRODUCTION: FRAGMENTS FROM THE SORBUS STORYINTRODUCTION: FRAGMENTS FROM THE SORBUS STORY
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Oukkidouppi, a local Youtube rap phenomenon who perform under 
pseudonyms, spreading their uber-positive doctrine at Sorbus 
Opening Festival on 19 January, 2013. Photo: Antti Ahonen

The first ever exhibition at Sorbus was by KOELSE, or Association of Experimental Electronics, 
in February 2013. The Helsinki-based collective explores the experiential and paranormal 

aspects of technology by dumpstering out-of-date consumer electronics; modifying them into 
sound and light producing artworks; and “partying around their waste”. This image—like many 

others in this publication—was taken by KOELSE’s founding member Antti Ahonen



Kaupallista taidetta, ilmaista viinaa [Commercial art, free booze] was an 
exhibition arranged by Ilkka Pitkänen and Olli Paavolainen in 2013. It 
featured ten readymade artist canvases with their backs signed by various 
artists at “different stages in their career development”, and priced according 
to their “artist factor”. Free alcohol—a conventional accompaniment of 
exhibition openings—was available throughout the exhibition in the form 
of vodka. Helsingin Sanomat newspaper mentioned the exhibition in their 
program listing, but because of the editor’s interpretation of Finnish alcohol 
legislations, without the latter part of the exhibition title. Works from left: 
Cris af Enehielm, untitled, 2013, €800; and Stas Bags, untitled, 2013, €480

Jaakko Pallasvuo’s 2015 exhibition Kuin puuton ranta, jolle istahdit [Like the 
treeless shore that you sat upon] comprised an installation whose elements 
were a wall painting, ceramics, bronze jewelry works, textile works, 
paintings, painted Finnish Landrace Chicken eggs, a video, and a wooden 
architectural structure. Photo: Ikko Alaska



Shawné Michaelain Holloway’s 2017 Sub Not Slave video installation took 
the form of a restaged sex club bathroom. It implicated the viewer in a 
choreographed interplay of power dynamics: in order to see the video work 
placed inside the toilet seat, you had to take the position of someone peeing 
on the artist, while the artist’s other embodiment was watching you from 
four surrounding monitors. The installation was built by the Sorbus group, 
who followed email instructions from the artist. See page 45 for more



When Sorbus started, perhaps the first artist we wanted to invite to 
exhibit was Anna Rokka. In 2014, it worked out, when Anna brought in 
her sculptural installation Deep Talk – Spheres in Swiftness, featuring an 
enigmatic parabolic antenna discovered in the depths of the ocean

Finnish design brand Iittala’s Teema plate was one of the household items 
which Dxxxa D picked from marrying couples’ personal registry gift lists, that 
he found from department store websites. The artist-poet-rapper presented the 
gift wishes as cardboard “3d-models” (priced in accordance with the original 
product) in his 2013 exhibition Keskimääräinen rakkaus [Average love]. The 
randomly chosen anonymous lists were also presented as prints

Brenna Murphy’s 2014 site specific installation, Sentient 
Sequence, consisted of rowan leaves and berries (with a 
bit of glue). It was brought into being by the Sorbus group, 
who responded to an algorithm emailed by the artist. The 
opening event took place in the morning, over breakfast
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RISTOMATTI MYLLYLAHTI

Ristomatti Myllylahti 
Happy Horror, exhibition in 2017

SORBUS: You said you’ve recently been thinking about “light and darkness; 
poverty and artist’s pay; an artist’s right not to work (not to produce works) 
for their existence; the strange merging of sound and music, and image and 
paintings; Microsoft Paint drawings; destruction vs. being born again; relief 
in the midst of horror; standing in the eye of the storm; idleness, infinity, 
borderlessness, and limitlessness”. Would you like to share your thoughts 
on the meaning of work for human existence and maybe also why you do art? 
Why do we need art?

RISTOMATTI MYLLYLAHTI: People’s existence in society seems surpris-
ingly much defined by what kind of work they do. It’s often thought 
that all kinds of work is good (for you) and that working generates 
tax revenue and contributes to building common good. However, in 
Helsinki, for example, people work a lot because rents are so high. 
People often work just for the money, not because their work is some-
how meaningful to them or to other people. People are unhappy at 
work, tired in their free time, and sacrifice their own time by com-
partmentalising work as a compulsory part of their existence.

Doing art seems to be the only activity that doesn’t define time in 
this way. I think that in this sense, art has a lot to offer as a voice for 
different alternative possibilities. I feel like any activity that doesn’t 
surf on these waves of environmental destruction and end-of-the-
world consumer culture is somehow meaningful. That’s why doing 
art shouldn’t be associated with these societal pressures, which in 
their part consume and destroy nature and dampen our joy of life.

For me, art is a kind of an alternative world and a way to exist, a 
self-created reality that reflects our environment and our feelings. 
Sometime somewhere for some people it may offer a reflective sur-
face for examining the wonders and non-wonders of existence. It’s 
no solution, more like a suggestion and a relief that says that hey, 
what if it’s like this or like that after all.

Ristomatti Myllylahti’s video installation Pahviäly & Happy Horror 
[Smart cardboard & happy horror], 2017 interview extract 2017
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for grad school to London—as I simply didn’t know I was less 
formally-educated than many of my classmates. It is really 
only recently that I am becoming aware of the differences 
between me and many of my peers: those who came from 
more educated and/or affluent backgrounds, whose parents 
read philosophy or brought them to the opera, not to mention 
those who had more money. Being a curator is by its nature 
intellectual, and much of the work is immaterial. And while 
I find it almost impossible to allow others to do the physical 
aspects of exhibition-making while I stand idly by and direct 
them, I am learning slowly to trust what I do. I am beginning 
to believe that Cordova and my work as a curator in general 
is real work and is important. My becoming educated was 
a way of literally and figuratively distancing myself from my 
past, and for the better part of the last decade I have been 
running away from where I grew up, and from the homo-
phobia and the unkempt and usually violent masculinity that 
gave birth to the ‘Florida Man’ meme. But I am realizing more 
and more that I cannot escape my past, and that these expe-
riences have shaped me and my practice in ways that are 
irreversible. And while my process of distancing was difficult, 
I know that being white, male, cisgendered and able-bodied 
has given me a disproportionate advantage over many other 
people, and has made this journey much easier.

Recently, my father got caught having an affair with a woman 
named Roberta (one of many he admitted to us all), and we 
also found out he was in substantial debt, spending almost 
all of what he and my mother had saved, without consulting 
her. When he told us, my sister asked whether his father 
also had affairs and operated in clandestine ways. He said 
he thought so; there was something he was trying to tell 
him on his deathbed, something about the other woman, 
and why my grandmother used to insist on travelling with 
him on his business trips. The lucidity with which this ques-
tion was posed articulated the existence of a generational 
connection between the men in my family, one that I feel 
ontologically in myself, but one that I am actively trying to 
undo. It is a sense of being, made manifest through work, 
a need to be needed, and a need for control and absolute 
power (secured through this need to be needed). It is also 
an ability (and perhaps a necessity in order to keep up the 
charade) to live in simultaneous worlds; them perhaps with 
their affairs and their secrets about money, and me with my 
sexuality and the countless hidden encounters I had with 
men when I was closeted. As a result of this rupture in the 
familial dynamic, my father and I have been talking much 
more, and with more honesty. He confided in me how he 
had never actually recovered from when my grandfather 
had betrayed him, and was still harboring deep anger and 
resentment even some 25 years later. He said that even 
though his father was loved and admired as such a great 
man—the patriarch, like him—he was actually an asshole, 
one plagued with flaws and operating under a constant state 
of anxiety, a fear about the degradation of this position, and 
what it would mean to not be needed, to not be in control. 

This news of the affairs and the admission of debt has made 
me think a lot about which aspects I have inherited, which 

aspects I have been taught growing up as a man in my fam-
ily, which parts can be useful, and which ones need to be 
unlearned and exorcised. I often feel like a travelling salesman 
myself—as I think many artists and curators working within 
a networked, EasyJet neoliberal gig economy do—where 
you are flown to this conference or that residency or to work 
on this exhibition, and you have to relay your sales pitch and 
hopefully make your presence seem worthwhile to whoever 
paid to have you there. Recently on one of these trips I was 
in Italy, at a conference that Cordova was invited to, and I 
fucked a closeted married man in the office above his copy 
shop, which he had just closed for the night. Afterwards I 
told him my last name was Italian, “Scozzari”, as a way of lev-
elling with him. When I left, I felt conflicted. Firstly, because 
it brought up traces of my now mostly dormant self-hatred 
and internalised homophobia, which were harvested and 
amplified by years of closeted sexual encounters similar to 
this one. I knew his desire so well, one that was more than 
just being horny, but one that held all of the weight and 
power of having something that was completely off limits. 
And secondly, I guess, because I thought about what I had 
done, and of the web of people that are affected by these 
actions. I thought about how I could be—and have been—
so many of the roles in this web: I was in the role of my 
father or my grandfather in their adulterous encounters on 
their trips away; or I was their counterparts, the Robertas, 
the other women; or I have also been the child and now 
the adult son of a man who is not honest himself, yet holds 
others accountable to impossible standards as a practice of 
securing hegemony. And while this text is not definitive in 
its intention, nor is it an attempt to moralize, it is a critique 
of a culture that encourages and allows men to act in these 
ways. This text is also more selfishly a useful way for me to 
think through these various factors that make me myself, and 
that I work through. While there is no explicit link between 
my biographical past and my curatorial practice—I don’t 
consciously think through these ideas with Cordova—I do 
think these experiences are always present and affect my 
curatorial decisions, I guess through osmosis. I imagine that 
my background is present in everything I do, and that maybe 
this is something everyone experiences. Perhaps admitting 
this subjectivity allows one to work more genuinely, with 
the awareness of where you are thinking from. 

Cory John Scozzari

Cory John Scozzari is an artist and a curator who lives in Barcelona 
where he runs the art space Cordova, which he originally started in 
his apartment while living in Vienna. He was a founding member of 
Jupiter Woods art space in London, and co-curated Jupiter Woods’ 
group exhibition Resident / Longshore Drift at Sorbus in 2016. Cory wrote 
this text after our mutual chat with journalist Veera Jussila (p. 160) 
which was a rare opportunity for us to talk with someone who has very 
similar experiences in running an art space.

I learned about work from my father and from his, I pre-
sume the same way they both learned. They were men 
and I was just a kid, maybe eleven, amazed at the amount 
of rubber bands my grandfather had amassed, kept in a 
plastic red cup on his table. I sat in his opened garage in 
front of the fan, pushing the black foam handles onto the 
bases of fishing rod blanks, and then loading them into the 
back of his van to take to my aunt’s, where they would be 
wrapped with colored string and resin-coated. Years before, 
he said he would retire, and so my father—who at the time 
was working for him—saved up and bought the company, 
Sam Scott (the name of which was changed from his Italian 
name, Sam Scozzari, to a more ‘neutral’ Sam Scott, for fear 
of loss of business). As it turned out, he didn’t actually retire, 
but quietly continued to sell the same fishing rods to the 
same bait and tackle shops at a slightly lower price, until 
my father realized what was happening and they had their 
collision, an explosive conflict, where my father accused my 
grandfather of betraying his own blood. Their fall out led to 
six months of not speaking, until my father swallowed his 
anger and ‘moved on’, saying it was better for the rest of 
the family if they were on speaking terms. I wonder if my 
grandfather knew that he would do this all along, or if the 
reality of retirement, or the possibility of allowing his son to 
actually succeed on his own and thus not be subservient to 
his power, or being idle and thus more present with his own 
thoughts, was too much. To be a man in both their cases 
was made manifest through said work: it made them com-
plete, and they held the control as provider, as caregiver, as 
patriarch. Without the work, what were they?

I knew I was a faggot from as long as I can remember, 
although I didn’t fully understand what this meant, or why 
I was always waiting eagerly for my friends’ dads to return 
from work, hoping that they might hug me too—the way 
they hugged their own. Unversed in the reality of class—as 
I think many people from the US are when they are taught 
aspiration, and thus unable to understand where me and 
my family were situated—I often wondered why my friends 

Lauren and Christina’s dad wore a suit and came home 
clean in his BMW sedan, while mine wore cargo shorts and 
came home sweaty and stinking of the fish he bought each 
morning at a portside wholesale fish market in Miami, and 
drove in his freezer-van back up the coast to Jupiter, stop-
ping at seafood restaurants, hoping to sell what he’d bought 
that day. Selling fish was one of the many jobs my father 
picked up after he left Sam Scott, and before he founded a 
hurricane shutters business, a company that manufactures, 
sells, and installs protective and decorative shutters and 
impact-rated windows, a crucial and now mandatory part 
of the construction industry in South Florida. This company 
became the most stable of his endeavors, leading to long 
periods of relative economic stability in our family. While he 
did own the business, his work always remained physical, 
and it always consisted of moving material, of measuring, 
of manufacturing, of installing, or at best going out as a sort 
of traveling salesman—a way of working he undoubtedly 
learned from his father, and which afforded them both a 
sense of independence, on their own, away from their wives. 
I spent countless hours every summer from the age of four-
teen installing shutters in the sweltering South Florida heat, 
and then, when I got my licence, driving materials around 
and filing building permits in various municipal offices. Aside 
from developing a sexual taste for construction workers, this 
work also gave me the desire for a different type of working 
life, one less physical and perhaps more intellectual, although 
it would take years (if not a lifetime) for me to understand 
that work could be something less tangible, and for me to 
be comfortable with inhabiting that position.

I think me becoming university-educated really threatened the 
patriarchal order in my family, as did my sexuality, as did my 
disdain for staying in Florida, as did my stubbornness and my 
mouth that never stopped talking back. The class subjectivity 
that made it difficult for me to understand the differences 
between my family and Lauren and Christina’s would be the 
same one that protected me from self doubt when I went into 
higher education—first in Savannah, Georgia and then later 

Cory John Scozzari

SCOTT; 
HURRICANE; 
CORDOVA

Scott; Hurricane; Cordova
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For the duration of the two-week Veranda open air festival in June 2017, Sorbus’ 
big shop window was removed, and the whole space turned into a stage. 
Dance artists Masi Tiitta and Anna Torkkel’s piece involved the everyday act of 
standing up stretched into a one-hour performance, enacted by Anna. During 
the performance, Grm, who would go on next with the doom drone project 
ColdSore, had to sneak out from the backstage. Photo: Antti Ahonen
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SORBUS: What will you be showing in Sorbus?

ANNI PUOLAKKA: I will show videos, paintings, mixed media works, 
and a collaborative sound piece. There will also be a few elements 
that I create on-site. Most of the pieces are from the past two years, 
but the exhibition will also include a painting I made when I was 18. 
A lot of the work springs from different relations and situations my 
body is part of—sometimes more directly, sometimes in a more 
mediated manner. I am presenting, for example, work that deals 
with a body feeling horny; feeling embarrassed and getting older; 
nipples as interfaces; bodies entwined with new technology; and 
relations with non-human animals.

SORBUS: What is degradia and how does it relate to what you are showing in 
the exhibition?

ANNI: Degradia is a word I invented for English and it derives from 
‘degrading’, which means breaking down or deteriorating chemically, 
or treating or regarding someone with contempt or disrespect. I look 
at both situations through my work. I got the idea for the name when 
reading (I’m still reading it, very slowly) Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais 
and His World (1965). Bakhtin uses the word degradation when 
describing what was significant for him in medieval folk cultures’ 
humour, and subsequently in Rabelais’ work. He writes: 

“Degradation here means coming down to earth, the contact with earth as an element 
that swallows up and gives birth at the same time. To degrade is to bury, to sow, and to 
kill simultaneously […]. To degrade also means to concern oneself with the lower stra-
tum of the body, the life of the belly and the reproductive organs; it therefore relates to 
acts of defecation and copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth. Degradation digs 
a bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but also a 
regenerating one.” 

I found this exciting because I’m also drawn towards the lower body 
and the material cycles of life and death, as well as the humour and 
intimacy we can generate from our bodily, mortal condition. More 
recently I bumped into Atrophy Portraits II (Four Chambers, 2018), 
a feminist porn film by Lina Bembe, Vex Ashley and María Riot, which 
is about consensual degradation. It’s inspiring to me in the sense 

interview extract 2018 interview extract 2018

Video work Timanttimaha [Diamond Belly], digital canvas 
print Suu puu luu kuu [Mouth tree bone moon], and 
untitled wall painting in Anni Puolakka’s Degradia, the last 
exhibition at Sorbus gallery, in the turn of 2018–2019 

Anni Puolakka, Degradia, 
exhibition in 2018–2019
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that it’s critical of the misinformed, patriarchal ideas about sexual-
ity, and at the same time celebrates the power of degradation in a 
rough and caring way. I also wish to make work that is shameless 
and sensitive, at the same time.

SORBUS: You work on many different mediums, and also do collaborative pro-
jects alongside your individual practice. Can you tell us a little bit about your 
working process?

ANNI: I follow my gut feeling when it comes to what I work on and 
with whom I collaborate. Certain experiences I’ve had or things I’ve 
observed or beings I’ve met draw me towards them, and then I want 
to engage with them through performance or video making, or other 
mediums. Some collaborations are short, some longer, some indef-
inite. My practice is quite adaptable—it’s shaped by specific collabo-
rations and circumstances. It makes me feel funny when people say 
that they have really precise visions, that they know exactly how they 
want things to be. My experience of art-making and life in general is 
different: I often let things unfold, wander around aimlessly, and try 
out proposals made by my collaborators even if they wouldn’t imme-
diately feel, say, stylistically right or familiar. I can do that because 
I trust that I share values and deeper goals with the people I work 
with. I find it thrilling and valuable when my ideas, processes, and 
outcomes mix with those of others. With collaborations I’m able to 
care less, in a positive way, if others like the work or not, because it 
already means something to someone else, rather than to me alone. 
I feel like it’s more possible to exist in and build a world of our own 
where external pressures—and at least my own neuroses—lose 
power. It’s also important for me to have my solitary practice for 
having moments of not having to negotiate with other artists, and 
for working with silence and aloneness, which also bring about fears 
that I want to face. I’ve drawn since I was small, and I like doing that 
alone. But I also enjoy drawing in the same room with other people. 

SORBUS: Earlier this year [2018], in your interview with AQNB, you talk about 
shapeshifting and character building in your work, and mention that “some-
times the characters are quite realistic but more often they are half-me, 
half-someone else, half-human, half-non-human-animal”. What sort of 
meaning does shapeshifting have for you in your work as an artist? 

ANNI: I grew up in a relatively conservative environment in the Finnish 
provinces, and I think the possibility of breaking out of the require-
ment to have a solid identity or way of being only occurred to me 
concretely later on in life. Art making has been important for me 
in that process. Writing, being on stage, making music or videos 
allows the identity to get messy or diffuse; it allows me to play with 
who I am, and create new characters that partially originate in me, 

and partially do not. Through semi-fictional characters, I’m able to 
say, show, or do things that I would not be able to so readily. It also 
feels meaningful for me to describe or show the shape-shifting pro-
cess—for example, during the Amor Fati play I made recently (with 
Anna-Mari Karvonen and a working group), Brad Pitt melts into the 
earth through a specific course of events. 

SORBUS: It feels that many artists of our (Y-)generation are putting the myth 
of the solitary individual artist to the test simply by just not fitting into the 
dichotomy of representing either ‘only’ themselves alone, or their collective/
community. We can very much identify with how you describe your process 
of collaborating as a letting go of control, and through that, a lessening of the 
pressure from the working solitary artist – but also not having to choose one 
from the other.

ANNI: I agree, it’s strange how structures push people into the solo 
mode. Collaborations have supported and enabled me to be an art-
ist, to the extent that it feels a bit odd and scary to do a solo show. 
I’ve only had one before at Alkovi, also in Helsinki.

SORBUS: After finishing your studies at the Piet Zwart Institute in Rotterdam, 
and working extensively abroad, how do you feel about—and what are your 
expectations of—showing your solo work in Helsinki?

ANNI: Yes, I’ve been abroad, but also all the time kept one foot in 
Helsinki, as the art community here means a lot to me. But since I 
haven’t exhibited much solo work in Finland, I want to show some 
older works that haven’t been exhibited here. I feel excited and  
nervous. And I don’t really have any expectations, maybe just a wish 
that someone would respond if they see the work and it touches 
them—that would be great. (You can write to me at annipuolakka@
protonmail.com.) I feel sad about the fact that you, the Sorbus peo-
ple, will not be there, because I’d like to spend time with you! When 
Sorbus opened five years ago, I didn’t know any of you, but was so 
fascinated and fantasised about working with you one day. I also feel 
sad that I’ll only be around for one day after the exhibition opens, 
as that means that I won’t be able to organise an event other than 
the opening. I’ve been recently thinking hard about time and how to 
divide it, about committing to fewer things versus spreading myself 
thin. I have a problem with that and I know it’s also a systemic issue. 
Do you have this problem?

SORBUS: Yes, definitely. Managing your time and setting boundaries for your-
self in how you use your time and energy absolutely feels super tricky. It’s 
an issue that we sense many people have when they are involved in several 
overlapping projects in which they feel an urgency to commit to. On the other 
hand, we are also working under very precarious working conditions, which 

ANNI PUOLAKKA ANNI PUOLAKKA

interview extract 2018 interview extract 2018
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also doesn’t make it any easier to say no to new projects, even if their timing 
is not really right for you. 

From its beginning, the idea with Sorbus has been that we can define our own 
working conditions and procedures, and that we are kind of not responsible 
for anyone else. And still, we keep finding ourselves in the same overworked 
state and swamp of obligations experienced by so many others working in 
the creative field today. It’s a trap from which we keep trying to escape. But of 
course, it’s also a fortunate trouble: having many things going on that you want 
to do—like making this exhibition with you! And perhaps having the curiosity 
to throw yourself into different kinds of new and unforeseeable situations is 
the reason why we are involved with arts in the first place. 

ANNI PUOLAKKA

Detail of Degradia, the animal-shaped sculpture and bench in Anni’s exhibition

interview extract 2018

JYRKI NISSINEN
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Jyrki Nissinen is a Helsinki-based artist, musician, and art teacher whose wide-ranging oeuvre includes comics, punk music, video 
works, and exhibitions. He appeared in several contexts at Sorbus, including the 2017 Veranda festival gig of the band Nukkujat 
[Sleepers], the alterego of his punk band Seksihullut [Sex Maniacs]. In it, members of the band drowsily played their songs while 
reclining in sleeping bags. An excerpt from Jyrki’s interview can be read on page 150.

JYRKI NISSINENJYRKI NISSINEN
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1. WHAT TO SAY WITH AN EXHIBITION?
I used to believe that the medium of an art exhibition is an 
ineffective way to share information with viewers.

It’s true in the sense that I don’t usually go into exhibition 
spaces in order to learn something. But these sorts of jaded 
rules are meaningless in reality. What is information, or 
learning, anyway?

Things are also curiously hard to keep apart. You deal with 
your breakup by doing your performance piece and the 
other way around. And if you’re an artist who’s been given 
an exhibition space and, coincidentally, has stuff to say, why 
wouldn’t you voice it through your exhibition?

You know it’s not ideal, but nothing ever is. So many other 
things play out in the process. An exhibition is the outcome 
from the crude equation of Life divided by Conditions times 
Chaos. You already know from the get-go how small your 
influence over the end result might be.

When writing about a show, should I try to suss out the for-
mula I mentioned above? Should I be aware of what were the 
conditions of production? I should, but sometimes I wonder 
if that isn’t taking away the power of the artist to present us 
with the works, without needing to point toward interpreta-
tive devices lurking somewhere next to them, the institution 
hosting the exhibition, or the world at large?

Or is there another formula at play, one in which your need 
to say, “I did this, not some imaginary community”, derives 
from an equation of Privilege times Ego minus Urgency plus 
Charisma? Okay, I admit this is getting a little fuzzy.

Privilege allows you to think you’re doing it all by yourself. 
Those least vulnerable are the ones least dependent on 

communities. On the other hand, there are those who are 
too scarred by past trauma to be amongst other people again. 
And why would you want to rely on such a messy thing as 
other people if you really don’t have to?

The white cube with its modernist autonomy might be prob-
lematic, but I bet many artists long to be left alone to show 
their work in the way they want to, independent of who 
they are. Another question entirely, is whether or not society 
should support these activities of self-expression.

Being able to control your creative output, and own it, are 
crucial aspects of artistic work, especially when it’s the 
only thing under your control. Olivia Laing makes this clear 
in their book The Lonely City, when writing about the artist 
Henry Darger, who was alone in a cramped apartment with 
very little means for most of their adult life, and created a 
visual world of drawings, paintings, and text, only unearthed 
posthumously.

Perhaps that’s why legendary recluse artists such as David 
Hammons—or any of the artists presented in Martin 
Herbert’s book, Tell Them I Said No—refuse to open the 
proverbial door when fame comes knocking. It would lead 
to other people stepping all over your process.

2. COMMUNITY AND ART
Rejecting all communal notions from one’s practice cuts to 
the core of the history of Western modern and contempo-
rary art. It is carried by the idea of autonomous works that 
happen in a kind of vacuum, devoid of the outside world.

It’s a political project, as well. This independence is Nordic 
welfare society at its utopian best: everyone is taken care 
of and given equal opportunities, so no one is dependent 
on their friends or families.

But then this reality applies to decreasing numbers of peo-
ple, and all the while art is becoming more and more the 
place where rehearsals for community-building take place. 
This happens partly because conservative austerity politics 
need a band-aid—UK art institutions perform deeply unset-
tling examples of this— but also because contemporary art 
practices are changing from within.

The public has become the primary form of new art, and 
exhibitions the secondary. The word public here acts as a 
placeholder for assemblies, collectives, public gatherings, 
non-patriarchal familial constellations, and so forth.

It makes sense that a recent Helsinki-based art organisa-
tion, born from the ashes of Checkpoint Helsinki—which, 
fittingly, came into existence to oppose the building of a 
museum—calls itself Publics. They mostly produce talks 
and host events, and seem not to be putting up exhibitions 
anytime soon. Another new local enterprise, Museum of 
Impossible Forms, operates in a similar vein while referring in 
its name to the concept of the museum, which I remember 
art historian Camiel van Winkel calling the end destination 
for all things avant-garde.

What was once the fringe program (talks, workshops) is now 
the headliner. When I look around, I can see some people 
have not really realised this. Others are angry, even. “Why is 
art about the other stuff nowadays?” This is another way of 
saying, “I’m white and feel like I can’t get enough exposure”.

In addition to how petty such statements ring, it’s mindless 
to get riled up about all the retreats and workshops, and 
complain how art itself has been forgotten. These events are 
what art is today. It’s not about some limp relational turn any-
more, but more so, that art is now being done by people who 
might possess different needs than those who came before, 
i.e. basically, white privileged men—although in most cases, 
this change hasn’t reached the highest offices of art power.

The point is obviously not to say that what all non-white artis-
tic practices add up to is some delightful communal picnic, 
but that art in the West is getting a reboot. And in order to 
do that, you need to retreat, take stock, plan, discuss, build 
a strategy, gather the troops, care for others, and stay warm.

That well-off, liberal white people are shocked and currently 
levelling accusations at identity politics—which has come to 
mean “not white hegemonic culture”—is the direct result 
of feeling like outsiders in the plethora of communal activi-
ties taking over (especially the local nodes) of the art world.

It follows that no one might need the kind of formalist-mod-
ernist, theme-led exhibitions we have mostly seen to date, 
made by curators and artists who received a similar educa-
tion in taste, class, and thinking.

3. WILL ANYTHING CHANGE?
Change never comes at once. White male painters following 
the macho-mythical abstract expressionist credo still seem 
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to sell just fine, and formalist exhibitions will be a thing for 
decades to come, in some form or another, be it by artists 
of any identity.

And people in leading positions don’t give up their power 
without a fight. Since old institutions are unwilling to change 
their practices—from hiring to bathroom policies, and from 
curatorial thinking to their relationship with the state—new 
institutions will pop up, as perhaps was the case with Publics 
and Museum of Impossible Forms.

The fruits of modernism are still edible. But if we think about 
the leading critical discourses, the most in-demand artists, 
or the most talked-about art-related books currently pub-
lished, then in that realm, doing exhibitions today is getting 
close to proclaiming you’re a Cubist. The performance of 
professionalism today requires you to organise a retreat.

In a country like Finland where considerable support for 
art abounds, the community-building in art can result in a 
group of well-funded (and -meaning) artists creating images 

of how such an activity might look like, usually for an insti-
tution who wants to be seen as ‘ethical’.

Art becomes a rehearsal for life, removed from any other 
agency than art professionals’ need to seem like they’re 
renewing themselves to suit the times. But perhaps this is 
needed. They are stories, and we live from stories.

Many of us might feel disappointed after attending these 
social art-gatherings. They are followed by another one, on 
a different topic, and then again another, and all the while 
we try to keep our own lives afloat.

We might do less modernist exhibitions, but we still have 
busy, precarious, and very modern lives. That’s how art hap-
pens today to the people who live it: through an endless, 
drowning stream of deadlines and unmissable events. The 
difference between a retreat and a corporate team-building 
exercise can seem non-existent at times.

Unfortunately, art will most likely always be exploitative in 

some way. Artists won’t be paid, producers and directors 
will, or vice versa. Only a select few will succeed, even if the 
selection criteria changes, and the many left behind should 
shut their traps and be happy that at least someone is finally 
getting that extra funding.

There’s nothing so ethical and urgent that we artists couldn’t 
turn into blatant careerism. And you can’t really be angry 
at that. As I said earlier, life is not ideal. Rent is rent. We do 
what we can, under circumstances we can’t fully control. 
Good intentions vs. needs we can’t surpass, all that.

Managing a nuanced perspective on things becomes par-
ticularly vexing when you’re feeling overwhelmed by the 
extreme, life-destroying urgency of climate crisis, for exam-
ple. You don’t want the many shades of truth, but just the 
one. An artist has gone through these motions only to realise 
that, say, flying to biennials is bad for the environment and a 
grueling way to live, too. So they turn their own realisation 
into a dictum, and hold everyone up to this standard of their 
own making. (For further reading, please see projectdump.
info, a concise report I wrote together with Marina Valle 
Noronha on the topic.)

This is grossly self-centered, and uneven, because everyone 
has different reasons for doing what they do. We can’t force 
each other as individuals to do things in a different way, just 
because that way fits us and our abilities. Universalism and 
essentialism are not needed here, either.

Conducting change obviously requires listening, and a cool 
head. Mostly nothing about the art world caters to such 
qualities, which is why we have the kinds of lives we do. 
We are finding ourselves in a paradoxical situation: art-
ists are engaging in new kinds of thinking in settings that 
are, at their core, hostile to the idea of sustained attention. 
Infrastructural change in art couldn’t be more urgent: the 
structure of doing things is in direct violation with what most 
of us would like to do.

What is perhaps not always understood is the magnitude 
of such change. Most art institutions think—in Finland at 
least—that they can go about their business as usual, just 
as long as they cherry-pick a more ‘diverse’ set of artists for 
their events. But you cannot include people—aggressively 
marginalised by the state and white patriarchy—into the 
inner sanctums of art, and expect them to not upend its very 
structures and ways of doing. It’s not only a matter of who 
is doing the art, but under what terms, and to what end.

This much is clear to most people working in the lower con-
fines of the art world, where everything isn’t about pleasing 
your donors or the Ministry of Culture. But understanding 
something is not the same as changing it.

4. WHOSE STANDARDS?
I argue that, collectively and unconsciously, we still regard 
the solo exhibition, or the museum group show, or the inclu-
sion within a big biennial, or the star guest visiting your 

institution or city, to be the gold standard. The archetypes 
haven’t changed yet. This is why we all still talk about muse-
ums and refer to them in titles and texts, although a growing 
number of us artists work in ways that have little connection 
to what happens within those walls. When will we cut the 
cord for good? And can you survive outside?

Everything is still in relation to the old models, or simply just 
made in the same way, but with a different topic, which 
means that a way of life an exhibition tries to depict is not 
really meant to enter the building. Think of it like this: exhi-
bitions about queer art should be presented in a way that 
is inviting to queer life.

Consider also how European Futurism and Surrealism looked 
like white boys with rich parents fooling around. Art is how 
you live. So what would art spaces look like if their very 
infrastructure would reflect some other lives? What if those 
spaces wouldn’t look like the lives of upper-class people, with 
designer glassware at the museum café, expensive jewelry 
for sale in the museum shop, and exhibitions spaces made 
to look immaculate? Contemporary art has never been about 
class revolution, but the cementing of—and adding a new 
coat of paint to—its horizontal power structure.

Before depression hits, let us return to the question of read-
ing a show, and to a compound issue, that of subjectivity.

5. EVERYTHING AFFECTS EVERYTHING
Do I look at the artwork without any ‘external’ explana-
tion? And is it really a matter of either/or: either I look at the 
works only, or I take into account everything else? It’s not. 
Things bleed and stick to each other. I find it impossible to 
take any thing apart from another thing, without at least a 
thread hanging between them, maintaining a connection. 
You can try it yourself. Imagine a box with a lid, and try now 
to remove the lid.

Is the name of the artist in the title of an exhibition the per-
fect example of the fact that we are still simple creatures 
who cannot think in fluid ways about object-subject relations 
and a multiplicity of agencies?

Or, we can think about them, you know, pick up a Karen Barad 
book and quote it, but we’re still seemingly far from such 
boundless thinking managing to change the way our world 
works. It’s a little like the situation above, with exhibitions and 
the much-needed modes of producing and experiencing art.

Even though we know it’s not the artist who, in this multi-ac-
tor sense, does a show on their own, we still insist on placing 
the artist’s agency above anyone and anything else. And this 
is why our whole thinking must change if we want to get rid 
of the long shadows of modernism and colonialism in art.

Is there a threshold of having agency in something? What still 
counts as influencing a work of art? The line is impossible to 
draw. I’m thinking of Iggy Lond Malmborg and their solo per-
formance b o n e r (Baltic Circle, 2014), where Malmborg said 

Kim (Kaino) Modig Kim (Kaino) Modig

Kim (Kaino) Modig – Social Anxiety Matrix #2, 2017

writing about art today means being written ontowriting about art today means being written onto



4544

something like, “perhaps we perform Hamlet so often because 
the crown in the storage of a theatre wants us to do so”.

Free, individual will is getting to be a thing of the past, and 
perhaps this mythical freedom has been unfathomable to 
almost everyone, except for those who came up with it, 
i.e. the men in charge. So how should we begin to write 
about shows under this new sun of intra-agencies, where 
we are constantly pushing and pulling each other unknow-
ingly, blurring the lines that used to separate me from you 
or from a thing?

It’s not new. This stimulating yet confusing problem of mul-
tiple agencies simultaneously in play has always existed in 
our attempts to say something. When you try to express 
yourself, you end up bringing so many other things to the 
fore. Our bodies emit all kinds of data—from smells to shared 
affects—and our words and actions carry infinite interpre-
tative possibilities.

Let me return to the question of information from which 
this text begun. Maybe the exhibition is not at all any worse 
a communication platform than, for example, talking to 
another person. To write about an exhibition is to unearth 
both what I assume the show is trying to say, but also what 
it’s saying, regardless of its makers’ best attempts. This is 
the case with any human communication.

Here, we need to make a decision. It’s up to you whether you 
want to believe the human, or the artwork, in front of you 
or not. If you don’t, you can read them in the worst possible 
way. Sometimes that’s healthy, sometimes violently cynical.

You could say noise is always there, surrounding the signal. 
By all means the receptor can, concentrate only on the noise, 
and deem the message meaningless, or excavate the signal 
out from the static, and consider its intent. Again, the noise 
is at times more exciting than what is being communicated, 
so the choice is not so clear-cut.

In informal art discourse, ie. bar talk, ie. the talk that actually 
molds our attitudes much more than any seminar or book 
can ever do, we often look for problems in something we’ve 
just experienced together. The show was horrible, the talk 
was sub-par, the event was pointless, the commercial gal-
leries in our home town are all crap. This is how many of 
us talk (kudos to you if you never do!), and this is how we 
connect. We congregate around faults.

What is it in the structure of our art worlds that make us 
retort to this conscious amplification of noise and diminish-
ing of signal? I think it’s a question worth pondering. Is it the 
precariousness? That we’re all scared for our livelihood and/
or legitimisation, and so we want to drag other initiatives 
down to level the playing field?

5. AFTERMATH: WRITING?
These, I feel, are the two main trajectories at play in art today: 
the fundamental change in the very forms and structures of 

making and producing art (for whom and by who), and the 
revolutionary expansion of agency, which sooner or later will 
change our understanding of authorship and creator-medi-
ator-spectator dynamics.

I’ll end with a rumination on writing.

To understand how those two trajectories play out in our 
practices, we can think of how to write about art today. One 
tactic could be to think more about who this is for. If this is 
not for me, what am I doing here? Furthermore, if this thing 
here leaves me cold, why wouldn’t I go somewhere warm? 
And yet sometimes it might prove wise to test different 
climates. But for one last time, all these maxims become 
meaningless in life, where choices are rarely binary. And 
sometimes there is no choice. You just are somewhere.

I could also propose we start from an understanding that 
being in the same space with artworks is not a one-sided 
affair. When entering an exhibition, you might want to ask 
yourself: who is this “I” that is hanging out with the exhibi-
tion here today, and what does this I do to the exhibition, 
and vice versa?

Once again, you are faced with the choice between a reflex-
ive urge to fuse with the surroundings like a chameleon, or 
a Promethean obsession to challenge your environment. 
You are marking the space with your energy. Is it a healing, 
antagonising, wobbly, or dry kind of energy?

This unbound and always changing multiplicity is who I am, 
and it’s what an artwork with which I’m spending time, has 
to deal with too. And how the work conducts that dealing 
reverberates back to me. I am not only writing criticism 
about artworks: the works are writing on me.

Kim (Kaino) Modig is a Helsinki-based artist and sound designer. Kim has been a 
supporter and an informal advisor of Sorbus throughout the years, and their work 
as an artist, curator, and writer has been an important inspiration for our work. Our 
collaborations include the Antagon biennial visiting Sorbus, which they curated in 
2013, as well as Kim and Georges Jacotey’s exhibition, I Was Gonna Cancel, in 2015. This 
writing is an edited version of a text Kim published on their art blog Hampaat [Teeth], 
in 2018.

SORBUS: In your show you will present videos installed in a recreated sex club 
bathroom. Would you like to share something about these videos? Could you 
also explain the exhibition title, Sub Not Slave, a little bit?

SHAWNÉ MICHAELAIN HOLLOWAY: Sub Not Slave is a title that encour-
ages people to think about agency. The word sub refers to being 
a submissive, or a bottom, in a sadomasochistic power relation-
ship. Even if a viewer doesn’t understand the significance of what a  
submissive is or does, they likely have a general understanding of 
what a slave is, historically. So, even with a limited understanding, 
this title is saying that whatever is in this gallery is not related to a 
kind of misunderstanding or lack of agency.

Going in to view the installation, I wanted everyone to understand 
that I am taking a confident stance on how I want my image to be 
viewed. I’ve choreographed the space so that there is a critical play 

Shawné Michaelain Holloway’s video work, Target Practice or Wanna Go for the Gold, installed inside a toilet seat in Sub Not Slave
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Shawné Michaelain Holloway 
Sub Not Slave, exhibition in 2017

Kim (Kaino) Modig
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happening. There are two videos: one installed in a toilet featuring 
a representation of my likeness, and a multichannel video of me sit-
ting and watching the space, positioned toward the toilet. To view 
the video in the toilet, one must place their feet inside guidelines on 
the floor to properly understand what I’ve created. It’s not enough 
to look, your body must be implicated. This way, viewers are flirting 
with a proposition, “Piss on me”, and are ultimately walking away 
having gone through a kind of negotiation. I suspect no one will 
accept the proposition, but it is a proposition no less; each question 
on screen prompts a yes or no answer, and everyone is encouraged 
to vocalise their responses while looking at the piece. It becomes a 
series of mini play scenes, but between whom: the artist and the 
viewer, the artist and the artspace, the artist and the artist, or the 
viewer with themselves?

SORBUS: There is this ideal image of (contemporary) art spaces as welcoming 
and open to everyone, but still many people don’t feel comfortable entering an 
art space. As with Sorbus, it feels that there is a separate audience that views 
our shows only through the window. The same could maybe be argued about 
sex clubs. That there are people who are attracted to, but do not enter the club? 
Could this somehow be about a “protective distance” (or anonymity?) that gaz-
ing, but not engaging, can offer? And furthermore, how does showing works 
in online environments change this positioning? Can web-based art cross the 
boundaries of IRL audiences, and if so, in what way?

SHAWNÉ: I believe we are all attracted to certain things we don’t 
immediately have access to, whether that’s physically or intellec-
tually. The power of newness and desire mixed with responsibility 
and/or fear is really powerful. It fades in and out of being a form of 
self-reflection. It’s clearest when this “protective distance” becomes 
absolutely necessary to be able to make room for observation and 
decision-making that is for or against interacting with the desired 
object. In some ways—and perhaps this is what keeps many main-
taining the distance instead of breaking through it—is safety from 
the active escalation of that desire. Sexually, that’s the foundation of 
taboos. Protective distance has a lot to do with restraint, and restraint 
is a very desirous quality to be able to maintain. It is my fundamen-
tal belief that restraint is the basis of all taboos, all desires, and all 
pleasure. If we see restraint as being in service to itself, it is either 
the letting go or the maintaining of it that is foreplay in pursuit of a 
desire. That’s why the separation between screen and reality is so 
powerful.

Artistically speaking however, and if we are talking about contempo-
rary art, then this distance can be forced upon us and turned into a 
tool for ridicule. Some sex spaces are similar. For example, the preten-
sion of the arts space clearly caters to a specific class, albeit through 

interview extract 2017

hyper avant-garde branding and language to create an opinion that 
there should be a desired class of audience. Some clubs operate this 
way too. Money plays a huge role in whether or not different types 
of bodies easily can gain access to these spaces or not.

SORBUS: As Sorbus is located in a kind of “red light district” of Helsinki with 
its bars, Thai massage parlours (offering sex services), strip joints, and sex 
shops, your exhibition might be read quite differently than if the space was 
located in a different part of the city. In a recent ArtSlant interview, you said 
that your work is about networks and culture, and not about sex. How do you 
see that Sorbus’ location will influence the work, when intimacy and embod-
iment are present in flesh next door?

SHAWNÉ: I’m excited about the potential for Sorbus to become part 
of that landscape for the duration of my show. Honestly, I’d rather be 
sitting in a sex club than an art gallery, so I try to bring that element 
into my installations. At some point, I have to ask myself, “who am 
I making this work for?” It’s not something I generally think about 
when I’m making work, because I’m making work for whoever 
finds it online: the anonymous viewer ~ the voyeur. I’m not naive 
in thinking that, institutionally, it functions the same way. That’s my 
biggest struggle as an internet artist moving into physical spaces—
being without the traffic of dedicated lurkers clicking through sorting 
algorithms, whose investment in the topic is already high.

The fact that Sorbus has a window to the outside is exciting and scary, 
but really perfect in this neighborhood. Artistically, I’ve always tried 
to mask the appearance of the work from the public, so only those 
interested would be exposed. There’s a level of exhbitionism that I’m 
beginning to become comfortable with, if not excited by, as I move 
forward in my career. Showing at Sorbus is a healthy and manage-
able stretch for me in this way.

SHAWNÉ MICHAELAIN HOLLOWAY

interview extract 2017



48 49

“Art exhibition opening, everyone is welcome.” Sanna Helena Berger’s 2016 exhibition 
Agency (properties of pseudo-public spaces as a prelude) began by placing an ad in the 
Metro newspaper’s announcement page (14 October, 2016). At the opening, performer Ida 
Taavitsainen read Sanna Helena’s six-part monologue narrating the exhibition as a social 
and choreographed situation, written in such academic art language that no one could 
pay attention, and was consequently drowned out. The window was blocked with an office 
curtain, the front door was kept locked throughout the exhibition, and there was a doorbell 
to which no one responded after the opening

The 2014 performance by MSL (Antti Jussila & Jari Kallio) involved a stuffed panda, a stuffed 
‘dead’ hare, balloons, and laughing gas, 2014
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Soon after it began in 2013, Sorbus faced financial difficulties. In order to help the 
situation, an auction of donated artworks was arranged. Artist Jarkko Räsänen worked 
as the auctioneer, and managed to sell most of the works, some over the phone. Antti 
Nyyssölä’s untitled collage on the left, Jarkko’s print 22.3.2009 (smoke) II on the right

One year after his inaugural concert at Sorbus, 
Elatu Nessa, aka Ristomatti Myllylahti, is back, doing 
soundcheck, in 2016

Running an art space can sometimes mean sending a few emails, and at 
times, the messages can be energised with nice pictures. This collaborative 
collage came into being throughout one marathon correspondence

Aapo Nikkanen’s works FAQ (flock transfer on 
socks) and My Facebook Chat History (part 13/36) 
(print on a shower curtain) in Aapo and Josefin 
Arnell’s 2017 exhibition, Smile and Be Happy 
Because Things Could Be Worse



52 53

Singer songwriter Ville Ahonen’s concert on a hot July evening in 
2014. On the left, Jaakko Pallasvuo’s textile print 
I Was The One Who Told Snoopy About That Mindfulness App. 
Photo: Lotta Djupsund

Regular Dog, the youngest artist 
presented at Sorbus, playing a dreamy 
guitar gig in 2018

People dancing to Rekku Koira’s 
ghettotech in 2013. 
Photo: Antti Ahonen

Olimpia Splendid concert in the heat of summer 2013. Later, they would play 
many more times in the same room, becoming a kind of Sorbus house band. 
Katri Sipiläinen (bass), Sorbus group’s Jonna Karanka (back towards the camera, 
guitar), and Heta Bilaletdin (guitar) also each held solo exhibitions at Sorbus
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The idea behind this text is simple: over the years, which 
collaboration with Sorbus has left me with the most interest-
ing, important memory? I have had the honour of participat-
ing in a few of the events organised by Sorbus, sometimes 
in a small way, other times in a bigger way. For example, 
I helped to plan and host a panel discussion on art during 
the era of climate crisis at the Veranda open air event in the 
summer of 2017. The people gathered to discuss the topic 
at the event were actor and director Noora Dadu, curator 
Anna-Kaisa Koski, and artist Nestori Syrjälä. For me, as a 
social scientist, it was the most interesting and important 
topic that I could imagine in the context of art at that time. 
Since then, the discussion on the relationship between art 
and climate crisis has continued and moved to completely 
new levels and volumes. This is also clear from looking at 
the texts in this publication, many of which deal with, or 
touch on, climate crisis.
 
However, the most memorable thing I’ve been a part of 
is something else: the pre-advance screening of the film 
Karuselli [Carousel] on 4 June, 2015, for which Tuomo from 
Sorbus asked me to write a kind of introductory text. I got 
a link to a raw version of the film, which I watched two or 
three times in the end.
 
For those who are lucky enough to see Karuselli, the film is 
a harsh reminder of how unequal social and urban devel-
opment has been in Finland (too) in recent decades. For a 
sociologist and a youth researcher, that is not really a sur-
prise, but I would be lying if I said I regularly visited such 
neighbourhoods as Pihlajamäki, Jakomäki, or Mellunmäki, 
or regularly hung out (for work or personal reasons) with 
people who have problems with substances or law enforce-
ment authorities, for example.
 
Sorbus is located on Vaasankatu in Kallio in Helsinki—or offi-
cially, in the quarter of Harju. But because so many people 
consider Vaasankatu to be a part of Kallio, please allow me 
here to take Kallio as the point of reference. Vaasankatu is 

also known as Puukkobulevardi [The Boulevard of Knives] and 
it begins from a square that’s been nicknamed Piritori [Speed 
Market]. You’d think it’s a rough place. But no, Vaasankatu 
has “cleaned up” in recent years, and these days there’s more 
artisan beer drinking going on than amphetamine usage. 
Pihlajamäki and Kallio represent rather different sides of 
urban development. In this millennium, Kallio has become 
known as the neighbourhood of the “creative class” and 
part of the “Most Functional City in the World”, as Helsinki 
has branded itself. I’m not sure about Pihlajamäki, though, 
and I don’t know what the residents of Pihlajamäki think 
about the slogan.
 
You can find the following facts about Pihlajamäki: it is 
a part of the Malmi district, forming a part of the North-
Eastern Major District. It was the first suburb in Finland to 
be built industrially using prefabricated units. Pihlajamäki was 
declared an area of particular architectural value because 
it represents the architecture of suburban building of the 
1960s. However, neither the value of the buildings nor the 
conservation value have significantly increased the value of 
the apartments in the area. In 2018, the average price for 
a dwelling in Pihlajamäki was under 3000 euros per square 
metre, whereas in Helsinki, on average the price was approx-
imately 5000 euros per square metre, and in Kallio, more 
than 6000 euros per square metre. One suggestion for why 
Pihlajamäki is so poorly valued can be found online: there 
is more city rental housing in the area, and people tend to 
associate this with low incomes and the potential accumu-
lation of social problems.
 
There is a subtle semantic connection between Sorbus and 
Pihlajamäki [Rowan Hill]. Namely, Sorbus was the name of a 
cheap Finnish rowan wine that many still remember, though 
its production was discontinued in 2010. Considered leg-
endarily bad by many, the wine even gained a sort of a cult 
reputation, and enjoyed great popularity among those on 
the fringes of society. In contrast to the past, you probably 
would not see many Sorbus drinkers on Vaasankatu today. 

FROM PIHLAJAMÄKI  
TO THE BOULEVARD  
OF KNIVES—SPINNING 
THE KARUSELLI REEL  
AT SORBUS

Instead—at least in our imaginations—you might find more 
of its consumers in Pihlajamäki. Or then I am falling victim 
to my own stereotypes.
 
In any case, Karuselli reminded me, too, of something we 
should keep in mind: success stories often have a flipside. 
Helsinki is developing and Kallio is blossoming, but some-
where on the sidelines are the “others” we do not always 
remember, or know how to, or want to talk about.
 
The film screening itself was memorable, too. Director Mikko 
Laaksonen was present, accompanied by other people 
involved in making the film, people portrayed in the film, as 
well as a whole bunch of their friends. They brought some-
thing different to the usual atmosphere of Sorbus events. 
The ambiance was restlessly cheerful, drunken, anxiously 
expectant, carnevalistic. Many would see themselves on 
the big screen for the first time.
 
There was no red carpet for the film stars but maybe there 
should have been. Afterwards, the folks at Sorbus said that 
they had had some fears or prejudices concerning how the 
event would go. How would the loud gang, congregated to 
spend an early evening on an early summer’s day, behave in 
a small gallery space? People didn’t sit still and silent with 

hands on their lap; rather, there was loud laughter and com-
mentary in the audience—but also reprimands to not make 
so much noise. That everything ran smoothly was summed 
up by how one guest collected the leftover bottles and cans 
standing around in the corners and in front of the gallery, 
and gave them to the gallery people to return to the super-
market for recycling.
 
At some point before the screening, when anticipation was 
already high, I heard two guys from Pihlajamäki discuss the 
text I had written for the event. They said something like 
“why write and philosophise about this—we’re just drinking 
and mucking around”.
 
Exactly. We, the “chattering classes” (to quote the working 
life researcher Raija Julkunen)—in other words, researchers, 
artists and journalists—write and analyse all kinds of things. 
Whether it’s climate crisis, urban development, art in the 
context of these two, or almost anything else, we are there 
to discuss and sometimes even act (in so far as they differ 
from each other). We like to think about our lives and our 
existence—and those of others, too, even if we don’t always 
understand them as well as we assume. Overall, the Karuselli 
experience was, for me, “something else”, and therefore in 
its own way, a highly memorable and precious experience. 

Still from Mikko Laaksonen’s film Karuselli [Carousel], 50 min, 2015

Mikko Piispa Mikko Piispa

From Pihlajamäki to the boulevard of knives —Spinning the Karuselli reel at Sorbus
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Mikko Piispa

Mikko Piispa is a Helsinki-based sociologist and youth researcher, currently studying young 
people’s climate activism, as well as practices of mobility and travel. His previous research 
topics include the life courses of young artists and elite athletes; doping use; drug-related 
deaths; and smoking among young people. He has also written a book called Yhdeksän sanaa 
Y-sukupolvesta [Nine words about Generation Y]. In addition to this introductory text for 
Karuselli, Mikko’s previous Sorbus collaborations include organising a panel discussion on 
art during this era of climate crisis at Veranda festival.

But enough chattering. Because I was so impressed by Karuselli and the experience it provided (and 
pleased with what I wrote), here is the original text Karuselli pyörähti Pihlajamäessä [The carousel spun 
around in Pihlajamäki], this time in English:
 

000
 
Finland is considered a welfare state. Finland is discussed as a country where success depends on 
yourself, and where everyone has an equal opportunity to live a good life. In reality, however, ine-
quality is growing.
 
Helsinki and the Helsinki Metropolitan Area are a kind of a microcosm of social inequalities. Finland’s 
economic, political, and cultural elites live in certain areas. The other areas, which are so close and 
yet so far, are inhabited by many of Finland’s disadvantaged people. Even though the neighbourhoods 
are located relatively close to each other, the well-off and the disadvantaged do not necessarily ever 
meet: there is a metro or train ride, but above all, a cultural wall between them. The middle class 
does not like to visit certain suburbs.
 
Finland industrialised rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s. In twenty years, more than half a million dwell-
ings rose in concrete suburbs on the outskirts of cities. They were mainly built and designed for rural 
folks who moved to the cities to work as industrial labourers. When the early 1990s depression hit 
Finland, huge amounts of manufacturing jobs were lost and never recovered. This led to a concen-
tration of unemployment and other social problems in certain suburbs. Unemployment, low levels 
of education, insecurity, and alcoholism are all linked to the poor reputation of a neighbourhood. In 
many ways, the suburbs were also built in a socially unsustainable way. It has actually been argued 
that we still don’t understand the full extent of the problems the poor design of these suburbs caused 
the generations born and raised in them.
 
When watching Karuselli—which takes place in the suburb of Pihlajamäki—I can’t help but think of 
the many problems of suburbs and increasing inequality. Who is to blame when happiness in life 
consists only of small flickerings, such as a good laugh on a sunny afternoon when your buddy falls 
off their bike on their face? Or the euphoria of being slightly tipsy after a new batch of homemade 
wine is ready? Is it the society’s, community’s or individual’s fault? In Karuselli, it is not all rosy in the 
garden. The conditions look rough but the main characters do not merely collect sympathy points. 
The victims are the perpetrators, and vice versa.
 
One thing the viewer can be sure of is this: Finland in the 2000s is not only nice middle-class mid-
town living. People beat each other up, women too, kids aren’t always safe either. But above all, 
people drink and muck around. Koff beer cans are downed, homemade wine too sometimes, as 
well as booze and more. The sun is shining, but the reflecting surface is constantly grey. At times, 
death is also present. When “society” seems to be somewhere else, or at least has turned its back, 
the importance of friends and mutual solidarity is highlighted. But even buddies have two faces: they 
are necessary in good but sometimes also inevitable in bad times.
 
Watching Karuselli, you catch yourself hoping that some scenes were acted, or at least somewhat 
scripted. Nobody’s life is like that, right? They didn’t really do that? Ultimately, it doesn’t really matter 
whether the scenes are “real” or not: the most important thing is that all of it is potentially real. At 
this very moment, something similar is happening somewhere relatively close.
 
Basically, Karuselli life seems to go in continuous circles; it’s a kind of neorealist film where almost 
nothing happens. At the same time, it is a documentation of the reverse side of the welfare state, a 
film that shows a side of Finland that the rest of the country does not know, or does not want to know.
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“In 2015, only 50 percent of children had allergies. Elephants sauntered around savannas and hanging moss was growing in Espoo. 
Oh the good old times.” Nestori Syrjälä’s 2015 Fit exhibition was a futuristic vision of a post-collapse biohacker gym where people 
have realised the importance of biodiversity and microbes, and built their gym equipment—or Biodiversity Objects—from a mix of 
leftover oil age materials and multiform organisms, such as asphalt, horse hay net, Primodur 100, blue mussels, Baltic Sea water, 
drizzle, petrol canisters, chia seeds, trashbags, sunscreen, office chairs, house dust, emergency blankets, Magsafe chargers, 
melatonin pills, t-shirts, Ikea mugs, dirt, lichen, moss, tree roots, and euro coins. Photo: Nestori Syrjälä

Josefin Arnell’s shower curtain print Zombie curtain 1—featuring the artist’s photo from a South Korean photoshoot of teenage 
dancers—in Josefin and Aapo Nikkanen’s 2017 exhibition Smile and be happy because things could be worse. The show featured 
new works from both artists, and a collaborative video work made during their Helsinki stay, starring a Finnish family eating cookies 
accompanied by a dysfunctioning robot vacuum cleaner

← The classic element of transgressive art at Antagon visits Sorbus. In Juuso Janhunen’s First 
Person Shooter, the performer was shrouded with a Finnish flag, dancing to a ‘nightcore’ 
techno remix of Finnish national singer-songwriter Juice Leskinen’s song ‘Viidestoista yö’, 
while the audience took turns shooting at them with a paintball gun.  
Photo: Kim (Kaino) Modig
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O
n their 2018 European tour, the dance collective Young Boy D

ancing G
roup paid a visit to 

Sorbus. The July evening w
as exceptionally hot for H

elsinki, and the room
 w

as sw
eaty and 

packed, leaving som
e people outside. In the Sorbus perform

ance, the group consisted of Karim
 

Bounjim
ar, M

aria M
etsalu, Andrius M

ulokas, Florian Reither, and M
anuel Scheiw

iller



Hermanni Saarinen’s untitled sculpture from the Paradiso series, wine fermenters, and Zoe Barcza’s painting Fight Night Orlando 
in the 2016 Sour Grapes group exhibition. It featured textile works, painting, poetry, and sculpture by Hermanni, Zoe, Jan 
Anderzén, Leslie Kulesh, Mikko Luostarinen, and Sini Silveri. Sorbus collective’s three buckets of fermenting rowanberry wine 
(made from berries growing outside the gallery) functioned as an auditory, temporal, and cüratorial framework for the exhibition

Luonnon ihmeet [Nature’s wonders], exhibition of paintings by Antti Korkeila and Saara Piispa in 2014. Works left to right: Saara’s 
Rakas höpsö muumio [Dear silly mummy], Antti’s Innostunut jääkarhu hyökkää [Excited polar bear attacks] and Rannikko [Coast]. 
The backroom doorway was later moved to the corner of the room (see above). Photo: Saana Kotila

An untitled painting (beeswax, tempera, and colour pencil on canvas) 
in Sorbus member Mika Palonen’s “inauguration” exhibition  
Time Ticks Away Like Wood Ticks Behind The Soda Pile, 2017



Hoitoja [Treatments] was a treatment room arranged by dance and performance artists Maija Mustonen, Aino 
Voutilainen, and Aino Unkila, offering massages and other treatments free of charge for two weeks. This 2016 iteration 
was a continuation of the first Hoitoja, the year prior. See page 87 for more

The Sorbus school’s scepticism of naturalism. Jonna Karanka’s 2014 installation Dream Sieppari, featuring an upside-
down spinning plastic christmas tree and a virtual fireplace projection. Exhibition guests posing for installation shots DA
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Antti Tolvi assembling his self-made pipe organ consisting of an electronic organ pump, flagpoles, 
and drainpipes. During the 2016 Pipe Harmony exhibition, Antti played two concerts with the 
organ, and at other times, he left the instrument on to play a constant harmonious drone

Antti Majava’s painting Black Square (oil and bitumen on canvas), luminated by a strobe light and resting 
on two keyboards droning in the key of F, in Prince Rama’s 2015 installation Infinity Duet: World War V. 
See page 156 for more



Anni Puolakka’s Degradia, 2018–2019, the swan song of Sorbus gallery. See page 30 for more
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In 2017, Sorbus and Jaakko Pallasvuo co-curated a group exhibition titled R4PP4CC1N1’S D4UGH73R (or plainly, Rappaccini’s Daughter). The 
show was inspired by Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1844 short story of a medieval maiden, who through looking after her scientist father’s garden 
of poisonous plants, builds a resistance to them, and thus becomes poisonous to others. The exhibition featured works by Bora Akinciturk, 
Maya Ben David, Ville Kallio, Katja Novitskova, and Salla Tykkä, along with a performance by André Chapatte, and a guided meditation led 
by Emmi Venna. Above: Salla Tykkä’s 1997 photo work Nightmare, borrowed from Sorbus-Henna’s art collection for the exhibition
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Steph Kretowicz

them at SIC space’s now defunct cargo warehouse gallery in 
Länsisatama, after coordinating via email. I couldn’t access 
the internet with my basic 2G phone to find out if the per-
son I was looking at was Jaakko, and I never actually asked. 
We met at a bar instead.

By the end of that year, I had an iPhone and an Instagram 
account in an attempt to relate to a younger girlfriend and 
dissuade her from leaving me. It didn’t work. My introduc-
tion to emojis and social self-mediation coincided with the 
release of Micachu & The Shapes’ Good Sad Happy Bad 
album. The downbeat sentimentality of a guitar band with a 
do-it-yourself recording process became a place to project 
the resentment I felt toward a certain Californian city for the 
loved one it took away in ‘LA Poison’. Around the same time, 
I’d transferred £10 to Jaakko in exchange for a personalised 
illustration they’d drawn in response to the Swedish word 
for ‘kiss’, all arranged via Twitter. Micachu’s gloomy insights 
into an empty entertainment industry echoed through this 
other futile effort to avoid getting dumped for North America 
in a lethargic tom and seesawing high-pitched sine tone: 
“Imagine a place / where cars and people are equal”.

Helsinki isn’t that kind of place. It’s mostly a walking city 
with decent public transport, which encompasses a pleas-
ant ferry ride to the Suomenlinna eighteenth century sea 
fortress-cum-artists residency destination called HIAP. I 
didn’t visit that first time, but did so on my second visit, 
after I’d moved to Los Angeles and developed chronic back 
pain. My AQNB colleague Caroline and I had been invited 
to talk about online communication for art professionals at 
Frame Contemporary Art Finland and AV-arkki, on the rec-
ommendation of Kim, whom I’d finally met in person a year 
earlier. It was at their live sound design demo at The White 

Building in London, where I’d meet my first Sorbus collec-
tive member, Otto. He’d friended AQNB on Facebook and I 
recognised him from his profile picture. I introduced myself 
while we were both eating pizza in the same bar before Kim’s 
performance, which wasn’t like me at all. I’d see Otto again 
at the expensive borrowed apartment of a mutual acquaint-
ance and pretend I didn’t see him. This was more like me. 

Kim’s mystifying performance of social anxiety at The White 
Building resulted in their back being turned towards the audi-
ence while they demonstrated the ways sound is used to 
reinforce contemporary hierarchies—a sonic equivalent to 
Hito Steyerl’s In Defense of the Poor Image. I was so impressed 
that I contacted Kim to collaborate on my own sound pro-
ject, and a year later we’d both be back in Hackney Wick 
launching my novel as a live audio book.

That London visit preceded the second Helsinki one, which 
plays in my memory alongside the pitched, cut, and warped 
sample of Celine Dion’s ‘The Power of Love’, produced by 
Kim for our Somewhere I’ve Never Been watermark. The 
human figure of Tuomo Tuovinen also does this by proxy, 
as he’s the second Sorbus collective member I saw with 
my naked eyes in our AQNB workshop at Frame, where he 
announced himself to critique the flattening of space (and 
art) in its mediation via image blogs. 

Nothing’s really changed since then. Except now I have 
two smartphones, three phone numbers and I don’t really 
know where I live. I’m addicted to Instagram and my pain 
is a thing of the past.

At some point during the early years of Sorbus, we noticed that some people from the 
London-based arts publication AQNB actually read our press releases, and even wrote 
thoughtful articles using mysterious pseudonyms. The person behind the pseudonym 
Jean Kay turned out to be the co-founder of AQNB, Steph Kretowicz, a London and 
Los Angeles based writer, editor and journalist specialising in music, contemporary 
art, and online culture. AQNB is a not-for-profit editorial platform committed to 
independent media, promoting emerging art practices and conversation across 
multiple grassroots networks. It is also a co-producer of Sorbus collective’s 2019 short 
film, Wild Is The Wind.

I’ve been to Helsinki twice. The first time, depressed and 
living in London, my two close friends who’d moved from 
Western Australia flew me over for my thirtieth birthday. 
It was early 2015, and the memory of that experience is 
suffused with the grey haze of despair. I cried a lot. It was 
winter. Tami T’s ‘I Never Loved This Hard This Fast Before’ 
played on repeat on my Olympus Dictaphone that doubled 
as an mp3 player, while I walked alone along the marina in 
view of the Hanasaari coal stack. 

For that week, one of these friends called Katie would work 
on a funding application with me in Hakaniemi. She’d intro-
duce me to naked acquaintances at Kulttuurisauna sauna. 
Diving into the half-frozen harbour made my skin tingle like 
the back of my throat after a shot of Minttu liqueur, as the 
tension from chronic emotional pain momentarily evaporated 
into art tourism. There was a student-curated post-internet 
exhibition at Aalto University’s Node Gallery, and a party in an 
art agent’s office in the old Olympic Stadium. It included an 
awkward interaction with some artists I’d known from their 
work on the internet. Standing around a table of canapés 
skewered with Finnish flags, the conversation was stilted. 
The heavy weight of a brutal Saturn Return loomed over-
head. A stranger puked lonkero on the tram home, paused 
momentarily, then kept drinking. A total fucking mess.

Amalia Ulman’s lecture at the University of Helsinki’s 
Exhibition Laboratory ended with very few questions, save 
a single peevish person who fixated on her Instagram per-
formance. They didn’t think socially mediated misogyny 
was a major problem, relative to the Syrian Civil War. The 
ongoing conflict had by now lasted four years, but here 
was Ulman, trolling an art audience with luxury hotel mir-
ror selfies and plastic surgery hoaxes. The conversation 
spilled over into an intimate dinner at one of a few okay 
restaurants where most agreed this point was probably 
valid but not necessarily relevant in a privileged art world 
context. At this juncture, I’d still resisted the general shift 
towards having a smartphone, instead stalking my ex’s 

Instagram account via desktop and only using a Finnish 
Nokia 100 for T9 texting.

At some point we’d visit Sorbus Gallery, which I’d peripher-
ally interacted with via AQNB news posts and a tag that read 
‘sorbus-galleria’ taken from their Tumblr URL. IRL, the space 
was small and immediately recognisable by the deathcore 
vinyl logo on the window. It was a style typical of Nordic 
post-internet art at the time, and is still a thing in online post-
club music circles which is gradually fading into nu emo. 
Georges Jacotey and Kim (Kaino) Modig were showing at 
Sorbus—two names I’d seen and heard but knew little about, 
intriguing in their obscurity. My first engagement with Kim’s 
work was another artist sharing a link of a video for the 2013 
Antagon, a sound art biennial in Turku. In it, a talking sand 
dune speaks poetry with a pitched voice to a dance music 
soundtrack: “streams of wet data / trickling out of the cracks 
/ of the dry ground / of London, Berlin, New York”. 

The Sorbus exhibition was minimal, and funny. G and K’s  
I Was Gonna Cancel played from an iPad affixed to the ceiling. 
It featured Kim and Georges on the beach in Athens crying 
and rapping about being haunted by the ghosts of your net-
works, set to lo-fi hip hop instrumentals and a sample of a 
barking dog. Katie and I stood in the space with our heads 
craned upwards. The curtain obscuring the back room rus-
tled but no one came out to greet us. At the risk of reinforc-
ing an unfavourable cultural stereotype, it felt very Finnish.

Jaakko Pallasvuo was more chatty. We’d met for the first time 
in 2013 in a greasy spoon in Peckham to talk about devian-
tART and LiveJournal, after I’d seen their video Icarus. It’s a 
divergent metanarrative of text, sound, and moving image 
deconstructing art world politics and networked living: “If 
we could really communicate, there would be no need for 
communication. We would already understand each other”. 
Jaakko employed so many different dirty-blonde bearded 
men as avatars in their essay films that I couldn’t remem-
ber what they looked like two years later. I walked right past 

GETTING TO KNOW YOU: 
TRACKING THE GHOSTS 
OF OUR NETWORKS VIA 
HELSINKI, ONLINE, AND  
IN PERSON 

Steph Kretowicz

getting to know you: tracking the ghosts of our networks via helsinki, online, and in person
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It’s close to zero today. The ski track maker has just passed, 
and I’m among the first ones on the track. I’ve succeeded in 
perfectly waxing the skis. I love the free public hiking lodge 
where I can get veggie soup and a pocket pie with two soy 
sausages, and public transport that takes me to the track. 
I’m happy beyond comprehension. 

I believe many people do endurance sports because they 
want to get rid of their thoughts and feelings for a while, 
or they ski so long that they start to feel chemically bet-
ter. I think of them all in their ski clothing: depressed, anx-
ious, an addict. I think of the outer manifestation of ability: 
swiftly moving bodies; bulging thigh muscles and controlla-
ble breathlessness; and the inner pain and momentary joy. 
I think of misery, weakness, and the humanity in all of their 
thighs and brains and veins. 

Society is based on work and family. I don’t have a family, 
and my work is vague and doesn’t really pay, and mostly I 
just avoid doing it. In this system, I am incomprehensible 
or unnecessary. I decide to write every day. I write because 
it resembles working, even if I produce clumsy and frag-
mentary mush that only deals with myself. Skiing doesn’t 
resemble working; rather, it resembles a hobby. Besides, I 
can only have a hobby if it differs from my work. So I try to 
write daily, do the thing I’ve been advised to do for at least 
twenty years. It enables me to perform being an artist who 
is persistent, believes in themselves, and works with rig-
our—above all else, who works. 

It’s minus ten, clear and calm. It feels wrong to sit inside, it 
feels wrong to write. The sun draws me, because it is god, 
if you think gods exist. Or then it draws me because this 
January reminds me of February, my favourite month as a 
child, and the brightest time of the Southern Finnish win-
ter—the shining parking place in the middle of the snow 
drifts, bags of Raffel chips and Carneval biscuits and Sprite 
bottles in plastic bags, and the anticipation of my birthday 
party. The time when there was talk of the strengthening of 
the greenhouse effect, but nobody really worried because it 
felt like nothing had changed. Perhaps this desire for outdoor 
sports when the sun reflects upon fresh snow is a desire for 
the past, and the belief in winter and the seasons passing, 
the continuous yet predictable change. 

I don’t write for a month. But I ski. I follow my body’s wish 
to move, stretch, bulge, increase speed, go slow. I ski in 
the harsh frost, and breathe through an ugly military green 
mask. Too soon I’m in the melting snow, on the fells where 

there is not enough snow to cover the block fields, through 
the west wind that dangerously pushes me down the icy 
slope, in the mush and rain without klister. I swear and at 
the same time enjoy using my arms to push myself upwind. 
I do something and I feel like I am doing something, even 
though my productivity is centred on my body, myself. It is 
impossible to distinguish the pleasure of moving my body 
from the social acceptability of exercising, and the fact that it 
is a trackable performance: in kilometres, time, pace, speed, 
heart rate, VO2max. 

For me, as for most artists, the conditions of practicing art 
are precarious, and often without money. At the same time, 
in order to justify being an artist in society, and in order to 
receive personal working grants, for example, artists must 
present themselves as confident, continuously working pro-
fessionals. In order to cope with this situation, to be able 
to continue, you can try to make the conditions of art work 
more bearable by organising non-hierarchically and collec-
tively. And you can, and often you have to, do other work. 
Or you can also ski. I apply to artists residencies so that I 
can ski for cheap and extend the skiing season. 

I have escaped the problems and disappointment related to 
my artistic practice through the movement, pleasure, and 
performance of my body. But there’s more to skiing. It is not 
a job but it is not really a hobby either; it is not about exer-
cise addiction or the wish to participate in the Finlandia Ski 
Marathon; nor is it about the wish to ski down in powder 
snow or be fast or achieve a more normatively beautiful or 
healthy body; nor is it unequivocally about treating depression 
or a meditative practice or a longing for the past or “nature”. 
Or maybe skiing is all of the above but also something more. 
I think that skiing is my second practice. As such, it is inevita-
bly in relation to my first practice, art. Sometimes skiing and 
the doing of art resemble each other: they contain some-
thing in-between thinking and non-thinking, and following 
a movement, or for example a text, and the pleasure in that. 
However, skiing is a practice outside of my profession. As 
such, it is not pure or free; rather, for instance, it is entan-
gled in a normative ideal of performance and capacity. At the 
same time, the practice of skiing is partly incomprehensible 
and undefined, a source of strange pleasure.

Vappu Jalonen

SECOND PRACTICE

Vappu Jalonen is a Helsinki-based artist, writer and slow cross-country skier. She 
curated Anna Zett’s Research Drama exhibition at Sorbus in 2015. Her doom metal band 
Lithalsa, in which Johanna Koskinen, the translator of this publication also plays, 
performed at Sorbus’ Veranda festival (2017), and recorded a song for Sorbus collective’s 
short film. Sorbus member (and ex-cross country skiing athlete) Henna Hyvärinen’s 2016 video installation Esprit included her video 

essay Arno, based on a rough translation of Giacomo Puccini’s aria O mio babbino caro; alongside a queen size bed sawed 
in half; a house plant covered with black latex; a beach chair modified with sheep fur and denim; and references to the 
Moomins and the Finnish pop-rock band Apulanta
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The window got steamy during PAINI [Wrestling], a two-hour performance aiming to create wrestling anew, as a shared activity without history 
or predetermined trajectory, not bound to the number of wrestlers, their age, size, or gender. Realised by a working group comprised of Anna 
Maria Häkkinen, Tatu Nenonen, Kristian Palmu, Sofia Simola, Lotta Suomi, and Sanna Uuttu, the two performances in 2016 were viewed 
streetside at Sorbus, and preceded a larger scale piece at Zodiak Center for New Dance in Helsinki
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k.i. beyoncé collective’s Susan Kooi (right) and Sorbus-Henna—also known as the world’s best music 
and performance duo echo+seashell—are about to start covering the floor with woodchips for k.i. 
beyoncé’s 2015 exhibition The Crusade. The hand-forged iron hooks on the wall are for tapestries

Frank Meets Bobby was a narrative radio play read in a strong French accent, about three Finns visiting a graffiti 
legend’s car junkyard in New York. Conceived by Tatu Engeström, Konsta Ojala, and Sorbus group’s Sakari 
Tervo, the sound installation was a part of contemporary art museum Kiasma’s URB15 festival in 2015 

Street view of Sorbus member Tuomo Tuovinen’s 2017 exhibition Whatever Makes You 
Happy (on the right). The exhibition featured a narrative video work that dealt with 
knowledge and belief systems through food consumerism



82
Crowd at the nomadic Diverse Universe performance festival, organised by the Estonia-based art collective Non Grata. 2013. 
Photo: Visa Knuuttila
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HETA BILALETDIN

SORBUS: What is Dollar Anthem?

HETA BILALETDIN: Dollar Anthem is a collage-like video work consist-
ing of short episodes in which children desecrate money in various 
profane ways. The cheerful muzak soundtrack comprises samples 
of clinking coins and crunching credit cards. The exhibition is an irra-
tional attack, a dream and a manifestation of buffoonery. Maybe it’s 
some kind of a ritualistic act; in the video, money repeatedly takes 
on the role of a toy or random junk with no value. It can be liberating 
to look at banknotes without their dazzle and purpose. The respect 
we have for money should be scratched at and shaken!

SORBUS: Why did you choose to have children play the main role in the video?

HETA: Children represent the future—which is under threat when we 
place economic benefits above the wellbeing of our environment. It’s 
a carnival: power has been put in the hands of the impish menaces, 
making a mockery of the displaced order. On the other hand, chil-
dren are also a great symbol of the perfect wasteful consumer: irre-
sponsible, innocent in their thoughtlessness, greedy, and curious.

SORBUS: What did the children think of destroying money?

HETA: They might have thought I was a bit kooky. I tried to explain in 
plain language why I wanted to do it. The bigger children of course got 
really excited about doing something so audacious. The smallest, a 
4-year-old, seemed at first to be afraid that it was something too strange 
and “naughty”. In the end, destroying money was quite exciting and 
fun for them, I think. Magical smiles were captured on the video.

SORBUS: Can you tell us something about motivations behind the exhibition?

HETA: We have a complex, downright cacophonous relationship with 
money. The economy does not serve the people, people serve the 
economy. Capitalism has subtly infiltrated our innermost parts—our 
inner experiences and the construction of our identities.

A life of luxury is both shocking and attractive. Most people in 
Finland are concerned about environmental destruction. Yet the 

interview extract 2015

Heta Bilaletdin 
Dollar Anthem, exhibition in 2015

Still from Dollarihymni
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consumption-critical subject only lives on the margins, and the major-
ity of the population would experience insecurity if their consump-
tion level declined. A “thoughtful person” admires asceticism on an 
ideological level, but real poverty is severe and shameful. If you are 
poor, acute survival takes up a large part of your thinking capacity, 
and leaves little room for meaningful things. Very few people are 
able to live without money without becoming unhappy. Living a 
good zero-budget life requires endless resourcefulness and a really 
strong sense of self-worth. What are you worth in the eyes of soci-
ety if you don’t earn any money? Your value is less than zero—you 
are an expense, marked with a minus sign.

The current general attitude and political climate inevitably make you 
doubt the possibility of rational criticism. This results in a primitive 
reaction: “I hate money!” I’d like to see a stronger atmosphere of 
reluctance. We desperately need new kinds of value systems!

SORBUS: Why do you think the Arts Promotion Centre Finland gave you money 
to destroy?

HETA: Apparently I was able to convince them of the importance of 
the topic.

HETA BILALETDIN

SORBUS: You and your colleague Aino Unkila will offer free massages and other 
treatments in the gallery. Where did you get the idea?

MAIJA MUSTONEN: Massages and different kinds of treatments belong 
in the atmosphere and activities of Vaasankatu. When I was still in 
art school, I studied classic massage to have some economic sta-
bility, and I’ve been working as a masseuse for many years now, 
alongside my art practice. Aino, in turn, does energy healing beside 
her work as a performance artist. We hope that the Thai masseuses 
working on Vaasankatu will come to get a treatment.

SORBUS: How does massaging in a gallery context differ from sports or Thai 
massage, for example? How does massaging become art?

MAIJA: In the gallery context, the treatment process inevitably becomes 
some kind of a performance or an artistic encounter. Our treatments 
take place behind an open window, unlike the aforementioned mas-
sages. Each treatment process is negotiated with the client, and we 
see how their needs and our offerings meet on a case-by-case basis. 
I don’t yet know how our treatments will become art in this case, 
apart from us being artists working in an art gallery.

000

SORBUS (18 MONTHS LATER): Hoitoja is returning to Sorbus. How have your 
ideas developed or changed since last time?

MAIJA: We are now three practitioners, three heads, and six hands. 
Aino Voutilainen has joined our team. This time we will do long, mul-
ti-hour treatment sessions. But also short ones where necessary. I 
don’t want to predefine the treatment processes. We will focus on 
touch, resting together, and care, just like before. Our aim is not to 
heal anyone. Mutual healing can happen, but it’s not the goal. We 
want to create a space for the unique contact that takes place between 
the caregiver and the person being tended to during the caring pro-
cess, whatever it may be. The care is not based on being effective or 
accomplishing something. We encounter the situation peacefully, 
taking it one treatment at a time.

interview extract 2015 & 2016

Hoitoja [Treatments], performative exhibitions 
by Maija Mustonen, Aino Unkila  
& Aino Voutilainen in 2015 & 2016

interview extract 2015
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MAIJA MUSTONEN / HOITOJA

SORBUS: In public discussions about arts funding, art’s value is often instru-
mentalised: it is worth investing in art because it contributes to social wellbe-
ing. Then you try to figure out how the effectiveness of art can be measured. 
Last summer, Titanik gallery organised a group exhibition called Parantola at 
the old tuberculosis sanatorium in Paimio, which dealt with healing and well-
being. The exhibition featured a video by Jaakko Pallasvuo called Blue where 
the narrator says: “The artist cannot be the caretaker’s low-paid substitute, 
an entertainer or a window dresser of the sanatorium. At the sanatorium, the 
artist only identifies with the patients”. Your work can be seen as some kind of 
concretisation of this “wellbeing from art” discussion. But then again, Hoitoja 
is so concrete that it may transcend this—perhaps this is an obvious reading. 
How do you see your work in relation to this discussion?

MAIJA: When it comes to this piece, I’ve somehow managed to dodge 
that discussion in my mind, and I am interested in the treatment pro-
cess itself as a work of art, particularly the subtle and personal but 
still universal encounter that emerges inside the treatment process. 
Care, caring, and being cared for is one of the core needs, core lacks, 
core skills, and core gifts of being a human. In this work, the artist 
or art is not necessarily a tool for promoting wellbeing; instead, the 
treatment process is framed as having intrinsic value. It does not 
aim at eliciting a specific kind of feeling. I talked with a friend about 
this, and they asked: “Could this artwork reveal a world where one 
can care for another just because they want to, without expecting to 
get something in return, and without exchanging money? Could it 
be a pure, non-instrumental encounter?”

Personal note from Katie our text editor and proofreader: “I experienced Hoitoja 2 on the day 
Trump was elected, and it was such a good way to start to process and deal with that news, being 
stroked and held by many hands. I was very grateful for the experience, thank you for hosting!”

interview extract 2015 & 2016

A client in the healing hands of Aino 
U

nkila (left) and M
aija M

ustonen in 2015

Mikko E (pictured, a regular face at Sorbus) and Vehmersuo’s 2016 performance Let’s Go Cheap was a layered mix of 
storytelling, theatre, and concert, based on troublesome memories and childhood fantasies. Photo: Antti Ahonen
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Leslie Kulesh’s textile w
ork Anthropo-scenester installed in the w

indow
 of the Sour G

rapes group exhibition in 2016

“I can’t tell anymore if I’m the same person or a different animal” [rough translation from Finnish]. Islaja (Merja Kokkonen) 
owning the stage at a concert event put together in 2013 by radio program Sähkötyyny, which was hosted by J Koho and 
Sorbus-Jonna at the time. Four years later, Merja presented a solo exhibition of lino prints at Sorbus

During her 2013 visit to Helsinki while on tour as the bass player in 
Chelsea Light Moving, Samara Lubelski popped in to play a violin solo gig, 
sharing the bill with Olimpia Splendid. Photo: Antti Ahonen
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Jonna and Henna preparing Shawné Michaelain Holloway’s exhibition, 2017
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What is that bustling in the upper corner of the room, 
insects vibrating into each others’ minds or bacteria and archaea, 
or is there magnetised sand scurrying into formations?
It is sound that summons all this out of the mottled darkness, a magnifying glass 
moves about in space. Frogs swim with powerful strokes 
and pull the verdant river behind them. 

There are people in the half dark as though planted in interlocking rows and they are 
listening there like saplings in a forest. Her hand is seen moving in the light, the arm 
like a vine or like a lever leads into her, her face becomes visible as the figure eight 
shape of a curly-haired man moves aside. 

The top of her head is lit from above, her hair descends onto her forehead 
and at the temples it’s pinned to the side like curtains. Her eyes are cast down upon 
the equipment but the other parts of her that send forth a gaze are facing 
the other people. The sound is coming from all around, not from her – 
 heavy curtains open, tender grass grows, sand is tossed onto the table again
and around the room, she murmurs into the microphone about how huge 
rainbow-coloured bubbles rise to the surface of the water where the river bends 
and tall reeds grow;

“do people exist?” “some believe in people,
others believe in nature.” “What do you believe in?”
“You are you, you believe in people.” “I do believe in nature.” 
“Then follow me!”
The child swings the long cane and bends the reeds open, steps first 
through the door opening there.

PAULIINA HAASJOKI

Pauliina Haasjoki is a Helsinki-based poet, essayist, and active member of publishing co-op Poesia. At 
the time of writing, her latest work is the essay book Himmeä sininen piste [Pale blue dot, Poesia 2019], 
which aims to reinterpret the “cosmic perspective” of Earth as seen from outer space, and to challenge it 
in the context of other species and all of biosphere. At Sorbus’ Veranda festival in 2017, Pauliina read texts 
from her poetry book Planeetta [Planet]. These excerpts are translated by Pauliina and taken from her 
most recent book of poetry Promessa (Otava 2019). 

Laura Wesamaa’s painting luola [cave] (chalk and watercolor on aluminum plate)  
in Laura’s untitled exhibition in 2015. See page 102 for more. Photo: Laura Wesamaa
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MATERIAL LIST
MEGAN SNOWE

SPONGE

HAIRS

GREENERY

VIBES

CAKE

SHIT

SOME
LIQUID

AGAR
AGAR

TREE

FIRE
ROCKS

BODIES

porous, dry and crumbly
you could be so squishy
if you wanted to!

drip into me, liquor
dry and stick to the bottoms of shoes, greet with a soft

grab, suck, pop
come out in piss and shit and vomit

ooze out of me, spit
into the mouth of the constant kiss

snot inside sinus
soup in a bowl, slurped and sniffled

coffee is coming
we sip by an evaporating sea

do you like cake?
with icing dripping?

it will go in your mouth
and stomach and atoms

all the same
it may just spend some

time sticking to your
fingers first

but then in it goes

a dried shit cake, ready to decompose and
maybe fuel

floating to the top
out from an ass with beautiful potential.

hair hanging, cut and pasted
tied up at eye level
hairs here are available to wear on top of your hairs there,
so it hangs in your eyes - a blond bowl-cut dream
fantasy additions to your head
I run my hand through someone else’s trimmed cells
followed by yarns and furs and tinsels and tassels and thin fishing lines
from follicles down to
grazing the ground
hairy; feels a bit filthy
it feels soft and itchy
it feels immensely personal
and ticklish
and naughty
and indulgent

blades, cushioning curls of plastic dense dyed fibers, luscious
lies or if given benefit of the doubt luscious imitations -
its own thing really.
here, some turf for running, sitting; a bit of vibrant
expectation. tickling your toes.
plastic temple; a tender topping of fake earth carpeted ingreen
a soft suggestion of communing with nature; of gripping,
not slipping; of traction in designated area
ready to burn your knees if you slide too hard. If you run fast
you fly and squinting you can pretend it is a field.
utilitarian/functional green
strips of plastic simulating growth/trimmed and tamed life
spinning xmas tree overhead, more muddled expectations -
little fabricated tendrils gather dust

are all around, you know.
good, bad, potent or posi

and they can be transferred via so
many vessels

energy objects - stretching gestures -
sweat - noise - running shoes

touch a vibe today.

The disassembled tree on the ground becomes part of the floor and floats.
and is silent.

as the leaves dry they curl up to meet an accidental foot.
the wrinkling berries show their age and stress quickly

foliage is put in a cosmic pattern and it tingles at the energy points

a sliver of destructive heat
and feeding on air
gobbling up money
sipping whatever it likes by candle light we were all rocks once

some things are rocks
now

and they are rough
and smooth

and break things.
and fall apart

the agar agar crumbles, a squishy crumbling,
which is a bit confusing
and difficult to compute, but it does
when you poke it too hard
it doesn’t hug a finger, it falls away;
if you step on it the sphere turns into a pile and
some clings to your shoe
I thought it would be springy and resistant, but
it is moist, firm and very ready to break.

sweating, moving,
singing, yelling, massaging,
asking, thrashing,
stretching, heating,
pushing, kissing, leaning,
floating, sleeping,
writing, eating, pissing,
drinking, watching,
scrolling, whispering,
banging, licking, lunging,
lounging, meeting,
applying, reaching,
sipping, puking, pouting,
putting, wandering,
lifting, pointing, chatting,
blushing, laughing,
doubting, kicking, hoping,
breaking, jumping,
sitting, typing, typing,
typing, typing, typing,
typing, typing,
mistyping, correcting....

CONCRETE PEANUT

MOSS AND MAYBE 
LICHEN PLASTIC 

CURTAIN

btw concrete can crumble
too.

the veins along the shell of a peanut are popping and pulsing.
there is a bag of them, popping and pulsing.

I wish to sink my hand in and squeeze.
and crunch.

the moss and lichen grew somewhere,
likely a forest floor, or a tree
or a field or a tundra
their new home is a white-walled
room and they beg to be fondled.
they droop, making a swamp of the
place and the workout equipment.

a plastic curtain appears slick
but it clings and sticks sometimes.
if I press against it and I am mildly sweaty it will
hold on.

CHICKEN
the chickens love the wood

chip floor.
they told me.

their soft feathers glistened in
morse code “this feels great!”

SEAWEED
seaweed, in an otherworldly composition

when seaweed hangs above you your
mind goes underwater and then

the shells are
under foot and you’re swimming.

you can feel the grime and salt around
you unless you are afraid of drowning,

then you just try and see the seaweed as
a souvenir from a seaside holiday.
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M
eg

an
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ow
e

PAPER

FEATHERS

TOILET

COSMOS

GLOWSTICKS

GRAPHITE CARDBOARD

DIRTpaper is paper is paper is paper
is paper is paper is papers

papers papers papers
papers papers are printed to ask

for paper to pay for papers to put
up for more papers

maybe or a mention in papers
and paper is hanging on the wall before

rolled up papers roll out the door and
papers paper is paper is paper to

wipe your mouth
or ass or wrap around a skeleton

and then your papers get wet and whoops
mush paper is not good but it can make good

objects for a moment
papers papers paper is

papers from a tree, paper
is a very welcoming medium

where did you find those feathers?
do you think they ever flew?

fine fancy feathers tickle the top of
my head.

a toilet plays a game with dominance, reception,
submission, urgency, relief, control, lack of;
with porcelain, plastic, metal flusher,
mechanisms.
its such a silly looking throne
that deals with some serious “business”
oh, toilet

spiraling through the cosmos
in a gallery watching a video about possible truths

I am the cosmos
and emptiness is the cosmos

and all these things are the cosmos,
shit, fire, mayonnaise in a hose, miki, space blankets,

glowsticks, cardboard
and anything could happen, I guess

If I focus while looking I can think of the northern lights
since I’ve seen them in this northern city before
and the eerie neon light contained in these sticks
dash naturally now and then
If I stare without much intent I think about the satisfying activating pop
and the childhood warning and subsequent fear
of breaking the tube and having the lit-up liquid ooze on to my fingers
causing gosh knows what malady.
and the wonder at making something go from dark to light
and making the dark go to light a little bit.
and fleeting things
and cheap party favors
and plastic
and what do I do with it after the glow is gone?
If I consider them somewhere in between I end up wishing I had rave
memories or something wild and fun to put to these sticks
but I was never that cool.

graphite has been rubbed and
smoothed and made shining
soft and cold over toothy paper.
silvery glistening tooth

cardboard is a cushioned, muffled option for decor
line the walls and pretend you are mini and live in

a small box
or just reflect on how delicate and fleeting life is

and how moisture can ruin structure

scooped up little dirt clumps
reminding me of bare feet,
of digging, of what is below the building
of growing
there is a hat filled with dirt on the floor
and I wanna step in it, wiggle my toes
pretend I’m stepping through the floor
into what is below the building
into the earth.

SPACE BLANKET

MIKI

LEATHER
MAYONNAISE IN
A PLASTIC HOSE

delicate seeming thing, life-saving thing
crinkles over a body, over a floor,
under granular bits of a suspicious substance.
a gold and silver sun reflector.
folds send lights every which way and can’t be ironed
again,
so hope you like them
as a psychedelic landscape,
a paper thin spaceship wall
more functional beauty
take comfort, urgently, temporarily, disposably

plush slouching miki is limp and
imposing and welcomes with

open resigning arms.
Do I hug it? or curl up and we’ll

wallow together?

if I’m mildly sweaty my legs and back stick to the leather car seats.

if you squeeze the hose
you can flavor a sandwich

or a french fry fits perfectly
in the hole

lucky you
lucky french fry

the hose droops naturally
and now curves along a

creamy course
over the wall.

the mayonnaise oils collect
in an air pocket

and give
a hint of inelegance

I wonder what the wall
paint color is called

because it appears to be
a shade or two lighter than
freshly hosed mayonnaise

Megan Snowe is an artist based in New York. Megan was part of Sorbus working group from the time of its formation up until she finished her MA at 
the Academy of Fine Arts Helsinki and moved back to the US in late 2014. As part of her practice, she has been involved with projects that question 
how we understand, strategise and quantify our immaterial and emotional lived experiences. She has also exhibited twice at Sorbus.
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SORBUS: You seem to have a very textual approach to your work. When your 
materials include things like mayonnaise or a truck mat, it may be more about 
the “idea” of the material than the material itself. Is this true?

MIKKO KUORINKI: Yeah, many of my artworks are text-driven. I’m also 
drawn to the qualities and feel of materials—though they alone are 
not enough. They always have to be linked to something else. The 
materials I use are specific, but how they end up being part of an 
exhibition is part of an associative chain whose origin often evapo-
rates. I balance between the defined and undefined so that what I do 
also remains interesting to me; I lose interest if the meaning of an 
artwork is too set in stone. Right now, poetry is my most important 
influence, and it is the form of art most closely connected to my work.

SORBUS: You also have a background in making music. In music and poetry, 
experimentation often seems to be isolated into its own genre or scene. 
Sometimes, experimental music feels more like a music style with its own 
conventions, rather than an art form that explores new ground. In turn, “exper-
imental visual arts” are not really talked about. I wonder if “conceptual art” 
means the same thing? Furthermore, musician Kari Peitsamo will release a 
new album around the time of your exhibition, which he described as “very 
experimental”. What do you think he means with his description? Sorbus and 
its exhibition programme have also sometimes been described as experimen-
tal. What do you think about the label of experimentation in art?

MIKKO: Most art that interests me is experimental, at least in its atti-
tude. For me, experimentality is about staying receptive and not 
shutting yourself into a particular format. Maybe an experimenter 
tries to start as much from scratch as possible, time and time again? 
There is something about remaining a beginner that feels important. 
Professionals have resolved issues and know in advance what they 

MIKKO KUORINKI

are looking for; contradictions, uncertainty, and insecurity are fil-
tered out. Perhaps Peitsamo has remained a beginner? It’s going to 
be interesting to hear the new album, see what Peitsamo considers 
“very experimental” right now. What the “general public” seems 
to look for in art is precisely the opposite of experimentation—they 
want something that they recognise and identify with; something 
that can be satisfactorily solved; and something that strengthens 
their experience of the world rather than dismantles it.

SORBUS: What was the train of thought that led you to borrow the name of 
your exhibition from a Gothenburg-based crust punk band?

MIKKO: Well I should have known that Sorbus knows Skitsystem. 
It’s true, I originally took the name from them, but the exhibition is 
not related to the band. The word “skitsystem” is a found fragment, 
just like the other parts of the exhibition. 
The train of thought could be something like this: 
I’m listening to the album “Stigmata”
I grab hold of the name of the band
Skitsystem
Skitsystem
Skitsystem
Skitsystem
I feel like repeating it
I like their logo, I order a patch and put it on my wall.
I don’t stitch it on the sleeve of my Fjällräven coat like I had planned.
Later on, I’m reading History of Shit by Dominique Laporte, and 
thinking:
Shit system—society
concrete shit
society is organised so that we don’t see shit
cities have formed through the concealment of shit and waste
shit works as a fertiliser—food shit
loop
a baby as a shit machine
a human as a shit machine
in a shit system
etc.
ALLT E SKIT!

SORBUS: Well that was a comprehensive answer. Finally, what would you like 
to say to those who ate too much during Christmas?

MIKKO: nobody knows shit
nobody lives anywhere
hello dust!
–Ikkye

Mikko Kuorinki 
Skitsystem, exhibition in 2016
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SORBUS: What do you plan to exhibit at Sorbus?

LAURA WESAMAA: Small paintings.

SORBUS: What is a painting? How do paintings relate to images in 2015?

LAURA: The following quote can be found at the beginning of Gary 
Snyder’s Mountains and Rivers Without End:

An ancient Buddha said “A painted rice cake does not satisfy hunger.”
 Dogen comments: “There are few who have ever seen this ‘painting of a rice cake’ 
and none of them has thoroughly understood it.
 The paints for painting rice cakes are the same as those used for painting mountains 
and waters.
 If you say the painting is not real, then the material phenomenal world is not real, 
the Dharma is not real.
 Unsurpassed enlightenment is a painting. The entire phenomenal universe and the 
empty sky are nothing but a painting.
 Since this is so, there is no remedy for satisfying hunger other than a painted rice 
cake. Without painted hunger you never become a true person.”

– DŌGEN ZENJI. PAINTING OF A RICE CAKE (1200-1253). TRANSLATION BY KAZUAKI TANAHASHI.

The quote is high-flying and not about painting, but it answers both 
questions anyway.

The relationship between (a) painting and an image in 2015 is still 
the same as in 2014 or 40,000 years ago, or even earlier. Although, 
compared to my ancestors, I have a lot of advanced technology 
and artificial substances at my disposal, at the studio I’m still like 
a cavewoman.

You can look at this from so many angles. From a material point 
of view, a painting is different concrete substances mixed up and 
placed on top of each other. These might include different minerals 
and organic particles, which adhere and stick together mechanically, 
or with the help of other organic materials, and so on. In this sense, 
a painting is not necessarily very different from, say, a computer or 
a phone, which can also be used to take and view images.

As an activity, painting is doing something with your hands and 
observing—it involves many different sensations, such as smells; the 
feeling of different compositions or humidity and dryness; looking 
at the space; the sounds of the radio etc. Time, of course, is essen-
tial. Making and looking at other images differs from making and 
looking at paintings, which is easy to experience and understand.

An image is always immaterial, it doesn’t exist any more in a painting 
than it does on a screen, in the cloud or on the surface of water. In a 
painting, different substances absorb and reflect the wavelengths 
of light and particles; on screens, an image is made up of coloured 
light, etc. We use our sense of sight to perceive these shapes and 
colours which in reality are nowhere. The same applies to what we 
see in three-dimensional objects.

What is interesting in general is the relationship between humans 
and images. An image is what we use to deal with the world, and it 
has been so essential to the development of the cognitive skills of 
the modern human—everything is based on it.

But if you think about the question from the point of view of why paint 
in 2015—when you could also make a hologram or clone yourself—
the fundamental question stays the same: why do we do anything 
we do? There are few things, if any, in the world that are the same 
as other things, and we humans can be very sensitive to perceiving, 
feeling, and interpreting different things, if we choose to. That’s why 
it’s also good that there are as many different things as possible.

Duchamp said something like if the three-dimensional world casts 
a two-dimensional shadow, we should be able to imagine a four-di-
mensional universe whose shadow is the three-dimensional world, 
but that he is more interested in finding a one-dimensional object 
that has no shadow at all. Maybe it’s about how art differs from sci-
ence—it doesn’t need to have the same direction, or just one direc-
tion, even though it explores the same thing.

String theory researchers have already found evidence that the world is 
a “hologram”, and quantum theorists have found that the past is both 
in front of us and behind us. It easily seems that the more we find out, 
the less we know. Although the antiparticles of the smallest elementary 
particles and their shadows have been found, it is still difficult to know 
and describe what happens inside a human being. In the midst of tech-
nological and other advancements, everything is ultimately so primitive; 
even fingerprint identification has been around for thousands of years.

If you think about how much people touch images and small icons 
with their hands these days, it doesn’t necessarily differ so much 

Laura Wesamaa 
untitled exhibition in 2015

LAURA WESAMAA

interview extract 2015
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from people touching images in caves and on rocks, that also had 
some function. Painting and hacking in a cave or a landscape, or 
looking at paintings/images, might have somehow been a more 
all-encompassing experience than an iPhone, though.

But anyway, (a) painting, both as an action and an object, involves 
essential concepts such as emptiness; interior and exterior; mate-
riality and immateriality; space; and also these very questions you 
have asked. In addition, it involves a rich, more comprehensive 
perceptual world which is possible for humans, and which is worth 
paying attention to, in my opinion. At least for these reasons, I paint.

SORBUS: What kind of art inspires you?

LAURA: Space and stars.

I have to look for art all the time, for me it’s not a clear or certain 
thing, it’s always kind of at stake, like does it even exist, and then, 
it can be found anywhere.

I like art that doesn’t get its meaning or power from the outside, by 
being against or for something. It doesn’t mean it can’t have a sub-
ject, but that it has something powerful that goes beyond the subject. 
Not long ago, I saw two small paintings by Sassetta at a museum. 
They were just amazing—the subject was probably something bib-
lical, but that was not relevant or memorable.

Recently, I’ve been mostly moved by all humanlike, slightly dark 
art. It feels like we’re living in such megalomaniacal, anti-human, 
or misanthropic times, that everything showing human limits feels 
important. Art as a whole seems more and more important as the 
only possible counterforce to a Faustian worldview.

Singer-songwriter Islaja’s alien gig at Vapaan Taiteen Tila [Space for 
Free Arts] was inspiring, too.

SORBUS: You are also part of the working group at SIC space. What do you think 
about exhibitions as part of an artist’s work? What is the function of exhibitions?

LAURA: An exhibition is one opportunity or way to participate in dis-
cussions about what art is. But for me, everything is art—putting 
on exhibitions (whether for myself or other people), thinking and 
exchanging ideas. Other artists’ exhibitions are, of course, very 
important; by looking at them you also find out what your own art 
is. Absolutely the best thing about SIC is being able to be closely 
involved in helping someone else realise their exhibition, that’s 
really interesting.

LAURA WESAMAA
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interview extract 2015



In June 2017, we carried out our long-planned idea of an ‘open air’ festival involving the 
removal of Sorbus’ big shop window, turning the space into a stage for a varied program 
of live music, performance, circus, reading, and discussions. After not too many noise 
complaints from the neighbours and no one being hit by a car in the audience, the two-
week Veranda festival culminated in art collective MSHR’s (Birch Cooper & Brenna Murphy) 
analog circuit light-audio synthesiser ritual. Photo: Antti Ahonen
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VERANDA FESTIVAL



Veranda festival, photo: Antti Ahonen



AK, formed by Tainee and Donatella, used to produce their music at the Harju 
Youth Centre around the corner from Sorbus. They represented the new wave 
of Finnish hip hop and r&b at Veranda. Photo: Ari Toivonen

Pihlaja, Rönn, Sorbus. Finnish summer weather characterised the opening day of 
Veranda, and some of the audience sought shelter from the rain behind the stage as 
Juha Valkeapää—a sound and performance artist living across the street—drew a three-
part ‘voice portrait’ of the rowan tree growing on the sidewalk. Photo: Valo Vairio

Perhaps the loudest gig on the veranda was by queer feminist post doom metal trio Lithaltsa, formed by 
Freja Bäckman (bass), Vappu Jalonen (a contributor to this publication, drums), and Johanna Koskinen 
(the translator of this publication, guitar). Photo: Antti Ahonen

The flashy, noisy, and smoky macho-
biohacker opera from 2069 by André 
Chapatte and Sorbus member Otto 
Byström spread to the street and its 
air space. Photo: Ari Toivonen



113“The dog will pay.” — Draama-Helmi, the antihero of unclear Finnish rap, on the first day of Veranda Veranda was open for all ages, and Olimpia Splendid did their infamous heavy metal pose. Photo: Valo Vairio
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After debuting as an art collective at Titanik 
gallery, Sorbus was invited to perform at the 
H2Ö music and art festival, also in Turku. 
When I Make Love to You, Cool Vibes Shake 
Me was a performance in the form of a two-
day food stand, selling a vegan version of 
pyttipannu, a traditional Scandinavian fried 
dish with sausage, onions, and potatoes—
served with lots of ketchup and mustard—to 
a steady flow of hungry party people. The 
H&M clothes and contact lenses were later 
used in the collective’s video work Fucked 
Up in a Bad Way, which was a sort of spin-off 
of this 2015 performance. Group photo by 
Maija Vihermaa

As part of a 2016 exhibition exchange, London art space Jupiter Woods hosted Sorbus collective’s exhibition Fucked Up in a Bad Way. In its London iteration, 
the exhibition coincided with the heavily institutionalised—and therefore thematically resonant—40th anniversary festivities of punk, that prompted the 
punk heir and businessman Joe Corré to protest by burning The Sex Pistols’ old clothes and other punk memorabilia as a critique of the commodification 
of punk culture. The least we could do while in town was to burn our Rebel Youth costumes, and put the ashes on display. Another new work in the Jupiter 
Woods exhibition were these traditional Finnish birch bark shoes that were modified with rivets. Photo: Jupiter Woods / Original&TheCopy

SORBUS COLLECTIVE
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Fashion designer Vivienne Westwood giving a capitalism- and climate-
critical speech at Burn Punk London, the fringe event arranged by her son 
Joe Corré in 2016 in reaction to the official Punk London festivities. The 
event turned out to be more of a media hoax seeking visibility for Corré and 
Westwood’s climate critical Wake Up Punk campaign.

In 2019, Sorbus collective was invited to the artist-run Galleri CC in 
Malmö. Life Is Going to Be Sad and Sexy at the Same Time included 
both of our previous video works, along with the premiere of the 
new short film Wild Is the Wind. The Sorbus Group Show video 
was installed on top of a collage wall piece in which a still from 
Tarkovsky’s soviet sci-fi film Stalker collided with Jouni Parkku’s 
photograph from small Finnish punk festival Puntala-Rock

The Fucked Up in a Bad Way video work was partially filmed in an old warehouse—the premises of SIC art space, 
which would also host the first FUBW exhibition in 2016. Henna fitting the baked seitan face on Ristomatti 
Myllylahti for a shot. For the sake of realism, mashed avocado and porridge were then added under the mask, 
which would be eaten by hand by the Sorbus group, traumatising Sakari who hasn’t fancied seitan since

The first Fucked Up in a Bad Way exhibition at SIC in Helsinki. At the same 
time, a group exhibition curated by SIC titled OZ was on display at Sorbus 
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I don’t have a dream. I have a nightmare. In it, millions of 
clones of former Prime Minister Juha Sipilä smilingly drivel 
on about how everything is okay. That the complex problems 
threatening our future are easily solved, as long as individu-
als just fix their attitudes, pitch in for a common cause, and 
let market forces save us from the apocalypse.

The good thing about nightmares is that you usually wake up. 
(If that doesn’t happen, somebody should call the emergency 
number.) However, my nightmare has been going on for a 
long time, and it has led huge masses of people to believe 
that abnormal is the new normal. It is normal to know the 
price of everything, but not know the value of anything. 
It is normal to see forests as toilet paper, and animals as 
chunks of meat wrapped up in plastic wrap. It is normal to 
engage in meaningless work, and to know people who are 
depressed or marginalised. It is normal to see moral prob-
lems as nothing more than problem-solving tasks, much like 
mathematical equations. 

The most disturbing thing about this nightmare is that we 
know everything is fucked up, but we keep on partying like 
it’s 1999. We puff carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, fill 
the oceans with plastic garbage, and watch one species 
after another go extinct. On our way to the bank or the 
pub, we record our burning world with our phones. Those 
phones were built in sweatshops and the metals found in 
them were dug in mines whose profits are used to finance 
civil wars across Africa, for instance. 

This nightmare is not happening far away; it’s directly in front 
of our eyes. It’s carried out by business people pretending 
to be politicians, elected by us, who sell natural resources to 

the private sector and maintain an economic system based 
on overconsumption. The canniest ones not only sell shit, but 
disguise buying it as some kind of eco-deed. Buy this piece of 
artisanal turd entwined with hemp rope, shat by somebody 
who ate chia seeds for breakfast, and the world will be saved! 

I am not the only one having this nightmare. The themes of 
the nightmare are also addressed in the thirty-minute video 
artwork, Fucked Up in a Bad Way (named after an album by 
The Heartburns) by Sorbus collective. Pseudo-realistic in 
style, it depicts a start-up working group (portrayed by Henna, 
Jonna, Otto, Sakari, and Tuomo) that has gotten involved 
in the pop-up restaurant business. However, cracks start to 
emerge in the cohesion of the working group when Otto and 
Jonna call the whole thing into question. Why should they 
engage in badly paid work that feels pointless? Why should 
they act as cogs in the capitalist machine where humanity 
is subservient to the ideal of continued growth?

Otto and Jonna are faced with the plague of the contemporary 
workplace: bullshit talk culture. This is symbolised by Sakari, 
who tells Jonna and Otto to not give up, because success 
requires morale, hard work, and the ability to learn from one’s 
mistakes. We have seen this attitude in many of society’s well-
offs, and there is a reason for it: researcher Anu Kantola has 
studied corporate leaders’ comments in the Finnish media, and 
found that the higher an individual’s social status, the more 
optimistic they are. In other words, those who are well off 
have both the economic and mental ability to dig themselves 
out of holes, and be “strengthened” by adversities.

A turning point takes place during a show of the band 
Seksihullut, where the remaining members of the working 

Mervi Vuorela

SO NO ONE TOLD 
YOU LIFE WAS 
GONNA BE THIS 
WAY…
If Karl Marx were alive, he’d see a fucked(up) humanity with a worse opioid problem than it 
had in the 19th century. The reason is a harder dope: market fundamentalism. This is one of 
the subjects Sorbus collective deals with in their video artwork, Fucked Up in a Bad Way, released 
in 2016.

group accidentally end up. During the show, they wake up 
to an alternative worldview offered by punk culture, and 
Tuomo realises: “We should fight the global corporation model 
through our actions, provide an alternative for the model... 
multinatio... anal… Stubb... you know... Coca cola... Fanta.” 
But instead of coming up with a genuinely alternative way 
to live, they sacrifice their punk awakening at the altar of 
commercialism, and create a brand of organic alcohol made 
from crucian carp. In the past, the Scottish BrewDog brew-
ery also fell victim to the same mentality, and the brewery’s 
“Punk” range of beers are prominently featured in the video. 

When it comes to Fucked Up in a Bad Way’s plot, it is no 
coincidence that it was made the same year as England 
celebrated punk’s fortieth anniversary. Officially blessed by 
the Queen of England herself, the anniversary raised critical 
voices, the most poignant example being Joe Corré—the 
son of Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren—burning five 
million pounds worth of punk memorabilia. His aim was to 
criticise punk culture being appropriated by commercial 
players—such as the working group in Fucked Up in a Bad 
Way—whose only mission is to sell people an illusion of an 
alternative way of life. 

Several punks, Henry Rollins foremost among them, were 
quick to condemn burning Johnny Rotten’s trousers and 
other miscellany, which only served to strengthen Corré’s 
motive. Indeed, we now find ourselves in a situation where 
we lament property loss more than the loss of the autonomy 
of subcultures, or other marginal cultures. At the same time, 
we seriously wonder why the funding of universities’ less 
“productive” units is cut, why the earth is fucked, and why 
the value of art is increasingly determined by its price tag. 

It is rather illustrative that Fucked Up in a Bad Way ends with 
the fictional Eggy character wearing a Steve Jobs head, recit-
ing the Friends theme song, ‘ I’ll Be There for You’. Everyone 
can draw their own conclusions from this disturbing night-
marish final shot.

”So no one told you life was gonna be this way
Your job’s a joke, you’re broke, your love life’s D.O.A.
It’s like you’re always stuck in second gear
When it hasn’t been your day, your week, your month
Or even your year, but
I’ll be there for you”

Mervi Vuorela

Mervi Vuorela is a Helsinki-based music journalist, and one of the two writers of the 
book Valtio vihaa sua [The state hates you, Like, 2015] which explores the later stages of 
Finnish punk. We commissioned this text from her on a summer night at Puntala-
Rock, a DIY punk festival held in the Finnish countryside.

WHY PUNK?
It’s no coincidence that punk is still a thriving subculture. It’s not just a music genre, 
it’s a view of life that celebrates diversity, incompleteness, and unpresentability. 

When I was an angsty thirteen-year-old, it was fantastic to realise that there 
were other rejects around me who didn’t want to be manipulated like puppets 
on a string either. Punk offered an alternative way to exist: It was okay to be a 
dreamer, to be useless to society. It was okay to be ugly, fat, or unfeminine. It 
was okay to be a part of a not-for-profit culture. It was okay to do things your-
self, without asking for permission. It was okay to mix music and politics, and 
be loud, critical, and unadaptable. 

Punk gave me everything: values, identity, attitude in life, and a large circle of 
friends. Twenty years later, I still stand by the same things punk taught me in my 
teens: I am a vegetarian and an animal rights advocate. I am against fascism, 
racism, homophobia, as well as any other discrimination against minorities. I 
dream about an anarchist society. My favourite music is still a fast and raw three-
chord ruckus. 

Almost every time I go to a punk show, especially in the summer when I visit 
the punk festival Puntala-Rock, I don’t feel like it’s just another show. I feel like 
I’m coming home.

So no one told you life was gonna be this way…
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0.

I’m in Sorbus running a writing workshop.
Today the course covered MS disease, genocide, and ghosts. 

1.

Taking my shoes off, putting them back on, taking them off 
again, putting them back on. I don’t have energy, I can’t 
interact with the world. I ghost the others and stay here 
in the gallery, take my shoes off, feet back on the ground: 
the new grey plastic floor covering the old checkered one. 

1.

Death is the last adventure. You die and you become a ghost. 
You float across Vaasankatu. You press your body against 
the window. No, you can no longer do that. You are fog 
and ectoplasm. You drift through the window and leave a 
glowing trace of slime.

There’s a gig at Sorbus, you float in without paying. Islaja is 
blasting techno and writhing on the floor. Tuomo hands a 
beer to someone, his hand passes through your transpar-
ent presence.

2.

Sorbus began as a counterstrike: the disappointed trash 
students the school spat out needed something to fill their 
time with.

Everything becomes networked and professionalised. Maybe 
here it was a good thing. It was such a pleasure to see skills 
being accumulated and new relations forming. But what 
happens now?

Projects end in a sluggish sort of drifting apart. People enter 
their personal middle ages and into a thick cultural middle 
age of funeral pyres and clouds of unknowing. 

Inevitably there will be more ghosts, frosting the earth with 
their breath, restlessly flicking fluorescent lights on and off. 
Appearing only in mirror reflections and installation shots. 

13.

Sorbus served as one possible route out of apathy. There 
was nowhere they wanted to gather, until there was. 

21.

Sorbus had a necessary air of mystery: like there was a 
question buried under the worn-out checkered floor, and if 
you would tear out the floor and dig the question up the air 
from the room would go out, the ceiling would lower, and 
a mundane officialism would settle in.

34.

An account of what has been learned. The relationship 
between enthusiasm and not-knowing, between knowl-
edge and fatigue. The conflict between mystery and routine.

144.

In a world full of vampires, some juicy fresh plump peas-
ants decided to start a project space. After five years, all 
the blood had been drained from them and only wrinkled 
dry husks remained. 

The vampires were polite and said thank you, and contributed 
to an anthology of essays about what it felt like to drink blood.

Jaakko Pallasvuo

Fine art is impossibly dry and lifeless, and the only way to 
make it move, or like, live, is to make it juicier. But that’s a 
dangerous, fragile game. 

When love, friendship, mutual use value, exploitation, and 
documentation meet. The amorous confession becomes 
an exhibition proposal, the teary-eyed diary entry becomes 
a press release. 

When 2 become 1. 

377.

987.

1597.

2584.

(So they started an art space. What was art then, in the 
fumbling, tense, fast, and bitter first decades of the new 
millennium?

Art was struck by both megalomania and fragmentation. 
Super productions, heightened star curating, glamorous 
explosions, fireworks in Venice, big themes, long flights. 

But then again: high rents ate up studio space. Precarity and 
austerity diminished wellbeing and ambition. Art was eva-
sion, flimsy cardboard things and long sheets of silk paper, 
pencil on wall, discarded erased and painted over.

The disappearance of public space and dialogue, the new 
public management of the branded empty shells of univer-
sities and academies. 

The garish talk and dress of hubristic start-up entrepreneurs. 
The sixth mass extinction event. EU borders, militarised, the 
crisis of democracy, the dissolution of the entire landscape 
of public life. Suddenly human rights were a ‘contract’ that 
‘could be renegotiated’.

The questions couldn’t have been bigger, but the answers 
were atomised and small. 2010s were about somatics, poses, 
positions, and statements. They were about fragility, failure, 
encounter. Art didn’t cry big tears, a feeble listless handwave 
instead. The nice community.)

610.

I ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and now 
I’m a 900 year old freelancer cast out into the wilderness. 

4181.

This exhibition you can only look at through the window. 
There are heritage chickens moving about on Sorbus’ soil 
covered floor, living their lives beneath elaborate faux-me-
dieval tapestries.

I float into the exhibition through the window, and cause 
shivers in the chickens by floating near them. One of them 
lays an egg and I make myself small and concentrate my 
body into the egg. It’s dark and sort of warm there: unfer-
tilised and slimy. 

3.

The motivation of revenge is gone. School is over. We did 
it. We run the scene, we are the coolest. :-3

This tiny pond made us into big, low-to-medium-income fish. 

You go to NYC to feel tiny, anonymous. Feel the masochis-
tic pleasure of being ignored. In Helsinki they already know 
who you are.

The goal of aging is a stylish letting go, but your fade-out 
might be ungraceful.

you = me

2 good

+

2 be

=

4gotten

5.

8.

Jaakko Pallasvuo

Jaakko Pallasvuo is a Helsinki-based artist whose work has been exhibited abroad more 
than in Finland, but at Sorbus they have been one of the most presented artists. In 
2017, Sorbus and Jaakko also co-curated the group exhibition R4pp4cc1n1’5 D4ugh73r. 
At the moment, Jaakko studies writing at the Theatre Academy in Helsinki. They have 
been a friend and supporter of Sorbus since the very beginning. The illustrations in 
this text are drawn by Jaakko.

Ghost protocol

GHOST 
PROTOCOL



124 125

During many of the exhibitions, we arranged artist meetings and open discussions with an 
invited host. In Jaakko Pallasvuo’s Kuin puuton ranta, jolle istahdit [Like the treeless shore that 
you sat upon] in 2015, Jaakko’s art was discussed with the artist (on the right) and Maija 
Luutonen (back towards the camera), an artist and founding member of SIC art space



126 127

Singer-songwriter Jukka Nousiainen performing his rock n’ roll 
synthesis in Hemuloordi and Iida Pii’s Recovery exhibition, 2014

A 2018 panel discussion about art in media, with researchers, journalists, artists and arts workers Pauli Rautiainen, Aino 
Frilander, Helen Korpak, Anna Tuori, and Sari Karttunen. Part of a discussion series organised by Ylioppilaslehti student 
magazine, the panel was led by Ylioppilaslehti’s associate editor Veera Jussila. Photo: Evelin Kask

A pair of Young Boy Dancing Group strings on sale to 
support the dance collective’s 2018 European tour
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JAN ANDERZÉN: How did you decide to weave a ryijy rug?

JONNA KARANKA: I read a tweet from Such Gallery [a tiny vitrine 
gallery in Helsinki that operated during 2014–2016] that advised 
artists by listing what kind of projects they should undertake, in 
order to receive grants from different Finnish cultural institutions. 
When applying for a grant from Kone Foundation, the advice was to 
“BE BOLD SMTH SMTH 3D RYIJY RUGS ONTOLOGY”. At first, the 
“Artist’s yearly timetable” tweet caused tickling ironic laughter in me, 
because it managed to summarise so well a situation so familiar to 
every artist: you should know where, on what, and with whom you 
will be working in the future, and what the meaning of your work is 
for society. Later, I realised that I could actually weave a ryijy rug.

Weaving was such a satisfying and relaxing experience that I’m 
surely going to continue doing it. It was also exciting for me to learn 
a new skill with such a long history. Ryijy weaving was brought to 
Scandinavia by the Vikings in the 800s. For a long time, the ryijy rug 
was an item for everyday use, it was used as a blanket, for exam-
ple. It wasn’t until long after that it evolved into a form of textile art. 

Even though I’m enchanted by its traditional aspects, my weaving 
isn’t very orthodox when it comes to material choices or the actual 
realisation of the form. The weaving technique itself, I learned from 
our traditional heritage archive, aka Youtube. But whereas Youtube 
teaches you to clean your ryijy rugs in the snow, Wikipedia has more 
up-to-date info, saying that you shouldn’t do that anymore because 
the snow is so dirty nowadays.

JAN: You work as a part of Sorbus collective, and you’ve been active in various 
peculiar bands [Olimpia Splendid, Hertta Lussu Ässä, Hockey Night etc.]. But 
you also have solo practices as a visual artist and musician [under the name 
Kuupuu]. Does working collectively with visual art differ from your experi-
ences of being in bands? How does collective practice affect your solo projects?

JONNA: Yes, there is a difference. With Sorbus collective, we always 
discuss and carefully analyse what we’re doing. With bands on the 
other hand, the “conversation” is based on improvisation and sharing 
sounds—verbal communication is rare, sometimes even forbidden. 
Usually, verbalisation isn’t needed unless the song starts to sound 
too much like indie rock, then we need to talk!

JONNA KARANKA

Jonna Karanka, 2D RYIJY + SMTH SMTH, 
exhibition in 2016

A textile work triggered by a tweet. Every season’s ry or ru, a ryijy rug in Jonna 
Karanka’s exhibition, was made of wool, acrylic thread, plastic feathers, Barnacle 
Goose feathers, pompoms, satin and velvet ribbons, glitter, leis, christmas 
ornaments, fabric, plastic pearls, pine tree, sackcloth, and pipe cleaners

Interviewed by visual artist and musician Jan Anderzén

interview extract 2016



In 2015, our comrade artist collective k.i.beyoncé (later Samet Yilmaz) from Amsterdam developed a medieval- inspired exhibition 
at Sorbus. The Crusade featured machine-made tapestries depicting the collective members posing with their partners, along 
with a woodchip-covered floor, and a pile of horse dung. On Helsinki’s Night of the Arts, the exhibition was taken over by Finnish 
Landrace Chickens who do paid gigs to finance the domestic animal farm where they live. The chickens could be seen through 
the window until the lights were switched off at bedtime. Usually exhibitions by artists from outside of Finland had more trouble 
reaching audiences, but this “ode to romance” was by far the most visited show at Sorbus, with more than a thousand visitors



Sorbus collective, When I Make Love to You, Cool Vibes Shake Me, two-day performance, H2Ö festival, Turku, Finland, 2015
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Lukas Malte Hoffmann and Susan Kooi are members of Samet Yilmaz, a fellow artist collective that also started as an art space. 
Titled k.i. beyoncé at the time, the group operated in an old snack bar and its wet and cold basement in Amsterdam between 2013 
and 2014. The collective exhibited at Sorbus in 2015, and co-organised a synchronised Valentine’s Day event with us in 2014. Both 
Lukas and Susan have also held solo exhibitions at Sorbus (in 2013 and 2018 respectively).

SUSAN KOOI & LUKAS MALTE HOFFMANNSUSAN KOOI & LUKAS MALTE HOFFMANN
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“FUCKED UP IN A BAD WAY II adds a nostalgic, 
emotionally-resonant postscript to its classic prede-
cessor, even without fully recapturing the original’s 
fresh, subversive thrill”

– ROTTENTOMATOES.COM (2046)

FUBW I AND II
The sequel no one expected, Fucked Up in a Bad Way II, is 
expected to be released in spring 2046. The first FUBW movie 
(released by Sorbus collective in 2016) follows a day in the 
lives of Henna, Jonna, Otto, Sakari, and Tuomo—a group of 
(self-proclaimed) “rebel youth” operating a vegan start-up 
pop-up restaurant. During the day, the group experiences 
a collective epiphany: Human life is structured in a way that 
subordinates everything on planet Earth for the profit of a 
few people greedy enough to enthrone their extravagance 
upon the planet’s future—i.e., the elite, the 1%, the 1‰. 
However, people are capable of making the inevitable and 
required changes of prioritising universal wellbeing by soli-
darity and care. Being young and entrepreneurial, the gang 
decides to join the battle and change the world by founding 
its own beverage start-up—Ruutana, based on extracting 
alcohol from the crucian carp fish.

(For a more detailed summary of the plot, see the film or 
Mervi Vuorela’s essay, ‘So no one told you life was gonna 
be this way...’ on page 120)

Parallels exist between the film and real life. Henna, Jonna, 
Otto, Sakari, and Tuomo appear as characters who share their 
names. To those familiar with Sorbus, the vegan start-up—
although unnamed—is obviously located in their gallery 
space. These parallels bind interpretations of the film to its 
actors and to the real Sorbus. The plot seems to reflect the 
creators’ ageing process, and the growth of some kind of 
cynicism in the face of the harsh reality of “the now” (as 
Sini Silveri will soon articulate in an essay about dolphins 

and community on page 172) repeatedly slams its cold and 
indifferent door in their faces. No matter how ideological 
and progressive-minded—no matter how many ethical and 
natural “post-punk apocalyptic motherfucking hell-drink[s]” 
they come up with—even though they resist the status quo, 
Ruutana ends up becoming part of it.

It is from this tension that the first FUBW film gains its power; 
the “rebel youth” are committed to changing the world, but 
seem to lack the capability to reach beyond reproducing the 
current structures. Even if successful, they would liberate only 
themselves, while humanity continues to live under the reign 
of the Most Powerful. The follow-up film continues where 
the first left off. It sheds light on what happened to the ‘fab 
five’ of Ruutana after their beverage startup came to an end. 
In short, they started a fanzine called Wasted Years in 2020. 
Furthermore, the movie introduces a new character to the 
collective, Mika (who became a member of Sorbus collective 
in real life in 2017) as a professional journalist, and—accord-
ing to some—the ‘common sense’ member of Wasted Years. 
Ultimately, the film draws a picture of what Ruutana and 
Wasted Years have meant for our protagonists and their lives.

000

00:00:00–00:10:26. THE AGEING DIYSTERS
The film’s premise is a coincidental meeting of the six pro-
tagonists. It is 2046. Planet Earth is still life-sustaining. The 
surprising get-together happens in the lounge of DIY or 
DIE—a nursing home specialising in the needs of DIY scene 
veterans. Being 100% self-organised and community-de-
pendent, it is also relatively affordable. This is the first time 
in more than two decades that everyone is physically pres-
ent in the same spot after their lives went separate ways. Of 
course, some of the group have stayed in touch irregularly 
through social media and online communities formed around 
nostalgising Ruutana and Wasted Years. Nevertheless, this 
emotional event sparks memories.

FUCKED UP IN 
A BAD WAY II: 
WHAT DID IT 
ALL MEAN?

Juho Hänninen
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As the Ruutanasters start reminiscing about old times, the 
drone camera raises to the ceiling of the set and flies out 
the window. What was once an architectural firm’s unreal-
istic illustrations of new neighbourhoods has now become 
a reality. There are no private cars around. People live in 
sky-high apartment blocks, but the street level is flourish-
ing with nature. People smile, talk to each other, and dance 
in the streets. There is a gray side to all this too—the toxic 
clouds that surround the city are visible but mitigated via a 
technical maneuver that causes greenhouse gases and other 
chemicals to be absorbed from the air. A storyline relying on 
flashbacks commences.

00:10:27–00:30:42. THE BEGINNING OF RUUTANA
The group swipes through old pictures on their phones. 
Jonna is not in the one-year birthday party picture of Ruutana 
taken in 2017. She says she must have been buried in books 
at the library, having enrolled in university to study econom-
ics. “I thought that if I stuck to the fast life, no good would 
come out of it”, she explains. She then realised her resources 
were not sufficient both to attend university and be involved 
with Ruutana—and Ruutana won.
 
In fact, only Jonna and Otto were truly committed to working 
for Ruutana at first—and even Otto was also busy studying 
physics and philosophy, while being engaged in a student 
union where he avidly organised music and other culture 
events. However, after a conflict about religious issues with 
a conservative professor, he knew his days in formal educa-
tion were numbered.
 
Sakari shares that his dust allergy prevented him from heavy 
work, and he mainly hung around and drank beer. Henna 
only became truly engaged when the City of Helsinki began 
to subsidise her hiring costs. Tuomo goes so far to say that 
“Ruutana certainly featured in my life, but it didn’t feel like 
it was really the place for me [yet]”.

00:30:43–00:47:04. THE BIRTH OF WASTED YEARS FANZINE
In 2020, after coming to the realisation that Ruutana was 
not going to change the world, the group thought through 
different schemes to harness capitalism for the benefit of 
all human beings. After going through different kinds of 
emissions compensation plans, they came up with Wasted 
Years, a fanzine. They sought professional support for the 
project by hiring Mika, who had previously worked for sev-
eral professional magazines, but was eager to start an alter-
native project.
 
Wasted Years was not only a fanzine, it was a motherfuck-
ing revolution. A zine targeted at “the generations after the 
boomers”, it aimed to grasp the minds and souls of all of the 
progress-minded people. It was not meant to take over—or 
overthrow—governments, but revolutionise the way all human 
beings live; it sought to replace the unsustainable ways of the 
‘old’ world with what had become known as ‘planetarism’.
 
The foundation of planetarism is acknowledging that the 
planet Earth is, and will be, a planet of Life—with or without 

human presence. Human beings are in an equal and recip-
rocally-dependent relationship with nature, other living 
creatures, and the biosphere. We are privileged children of 
Tellus, and for years have behaved accordingly by exploiting 
the planet, several other creatures, and each other. While 
at first this behaviour was part of the struggle for survival, 
after learning to use tools and acquire enough knowledge to 
begin the industrial revolution, our selfishness then exceeded 
what the planet could endure.
 
Planetarism does not hold any lifestyle to be preeminent, but 
suggests a way of living that considers the versatility of life, 
and promotes the individual balancing of one’s ecological car-
rying capacity. Socially, you are responsible for the flourishing 
of all humans. You are responsible to your own conscience.

Wasted Years was published as a printed fanzine, and not 
online, because of its revolutionary content. The group was 
not afraid of society’s controlling culture, but more so of recu-
peration by the capitalist-owned media, so its physicality was 
a way to protect itself from overexposure. The reasoning was 
simple: to achieve their goals, it was not about how many 
people read the zine, but who read it. Mika explains: “I had 
all kinds of ideas—that we need to completely reform how 
fanzines are seen. We can’t just settle for people brewing 
some coffee and cooking some vegan eggs in the morning, 
before browsing through the zine. Wasted Years needs to be 
the place you go when you expect new things. We wanted 
to support independent culture production, we appealed to 
people to build their own thing from the ‘bottom-up’. We 
vaguely pointed out that a new kind of societal organising 
has begun—all over the world. Open discussion is what we 
aim for, and we have content that arouses discussions on a 
variety of societal topics, polydirectionally.”

00:47:05–01:01:36. WASTED YEARS
The film continues and the fanzine’s role in the group mem-
bers’ lives is revealed. Henna did not get involved with Wasted 
Years and continued working in different ancillary positions in 
the brewery. For the others, the fanzine became the locus of 
their activities, and a major source of (sporadic and uncertain) 
income. Jonna and Otto initiated the fanzine idea, becoming 
(more) involved in the organisational side of Wasted Years as 
they worked in the office and as board members. Sakari, in 
spite of his dyslexia, became a journalist alongside Tuomo, 
who stated, “I immediately felt that it would be my thing. At 
that point, I ended my university studies at the Department 
of Pedagogy, straight up”. For Mika, joining Wasted Years 
meant leaving a steady working position in a magazine.

Everyone except Jonna continued to work on other things 
besides Wasted Years. Sakari was an eager club DJ, and 
Tuomo played and produced music. In the mid-2020s, Tuomo 
became involved in municipal politics as a councilor, which 
was not a straightforward decision given that “we were kinda 
anarchists. So political activity was not ‘in’ at all. I began to 
regret registering my candidacy, and was even ashamed of 
it”. So while Tuomo did not make any kind of campaign, he 
was nevertheless elected. “On the election evening, I checked 

Juho Hänninen

my phone and became a bit frightened when I realised I had 
been elected. And I would never have been elected [without 
the exposure] of those eight years at Wasted Years”.

Otto was the ‘graphic designer’ and ‘computer guy’ of 
Ruutana, but had also been involved in cultural production 
during his time with the fanzine. He was the first one to opt 
out from the organisation, which happened only a few years 
after its founding. Otto started an enterprise through which 
he worked both as an IT consultant and cultural event pro-
ducer that included some traits of urban activism.

01:01:37–01:21:45. THE END OF WASTED YEARS
The film skips to 2030. Wasted Years has achieved some 
of its goals while others have failed. The fanzinisters have 
developed the necessary skills and knowledge to make it, 
but the zine is running out of money. The group was forced 
to professionalise and commercialise their modus operandi 
after the first few chaotic but spontaneous and joyful years. 
The honeymoon is over. According to some, the zine is just 
not what it used to be anymore. Furthermore, advertising 
revenue has slumped due to a global recession that dragged 
down everything from 2026 onwards.

Reluctantly, the group sells the fanzine to W.E.T. B.A.N.D.I.T.S., 
a multinational fanzine corporation specialising in merging and 
redeveloping fanzines to be profitable. Founded by The Pizza 
Underground’s Macaulay Culkin in 2025, it swiftly acquired 
thousands of small press titles under its roof. After the sale, the 
original zinesters are fired, and even the ones who weren’t get 
out, as the zine no longer represents what it once was. “We 
had all kinds of fights with them, some were quite bad”, Mika 
says. “Some only cared about the money and didn’t give a fuck 

about the content or our ideology. For them, the main thing 
was to get connected everywhere. Celebrities and whoever 
were all included, because of their pragmatic, money-based 
policy. We had daily conflicts about the decisions”.

01:21:46–01:41:45. LIFE AFTER WASTED YEARS
At this point in their lives, the six protagonists have dedi-
cated most of their twenties (and beyond) to DIY ventures, 
and consequently were left without formal qualifications, 
but also with a mass of skills, knowledge, and relationships 
from their activities. Furthermore, their offspring and other 
social demands of ‘adulthood’ began to restrict how they 
could use their time and money. Left to their own devices, 
they crafted careers from what they knew best.

Having set out on a different path since the founding of 
Wasted Years, Henna had become a professional organiser of 
microbrewery events. When her first child was born in 2035, 
she began to aspire to financial stability, so then founded 
a beverage supply store which operated for eight years. In 
the latter years, she drove cabs, refurbished old furniture 
for sale, and started microbrewing again.

Mika returned to working for a more traditional magazine that 
was similar to his prior employer, and lived happily ever after.

Sakari stayed in the magazine business until his retirement. In 
2033, he found a stable position as a journalist in a local paper, 
and his first child was born. His heavy involvement with the 
club scene ceased, but he has recently started DJing again.

Jonna started a new fanzine. Trying to avoid the pitfalls 
of Wasted Years, she partnered with a publishing house, 
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Otto, Sakari, Jonna, and a potato in a video still from Fucked Up in a Bad Way II (2046)
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but the strategy soon failed because the publishing house 
had other priorities. After that, she became the editor of a 
youth-oriented free magazine—a two year “gig paid by risk 
capitalists”, she said. Lately, she has worked as a mentor for 
cultural businesses.

Otto worked as an IT consultant and entrepreneur for most 
of his life, but his involvement with event production never 
ceased. In fact, he followed two complementary career tra-
jectories. “As an IT consultant, I’ve been able to put food 
on the table. I barely make the rent, but my parallel involve-
ment [in urban activism and culture production] means 
simultaneous jobs which take me in all kinds of interesting 
directions”, he explained, concluding that he will probably 
continue working this way for the rest of his life.

Following his City Council appointment, Tuomo gradually 
began to “slither away” from Wasted Years. In 2033, after inter-
mittently working as an event producer, he became a sauna 
entrepreneur. “[In the space where Ruutana and Wasted Years 
were produced] there was a good sauna, so I began organ-
ising art performances there with some comrades. And now 
in 2046, I’m opening a new public sauna and a restaurant.”

01:41:46–01:55:52. THE AFTERMATH
The ending of FUBW II is truly touching. Once so high-spir-
ited and tight-knit, the Ruutanasters have experienced the 
trainwreck we call life in a post-industrial capitalist society. 

For our six protagonists, the end is approaching. They know 
they didn’t revolutionise the world, but all carried their straw 
to the enormous nest of the future. But, did it matter, was it 
worth it? They all agree that the major turning point of their 
lives was beginning to work together as Ruutana, and conse-
quently Wasted Years. Without a doubt, their lives would never 
have been the same without the worldview they obtained 
from the DIY scene—the confidence to follow their own 
‘thing’, and develop corresponding skills and experiences.

They share the experience of becoming relatively known 
among their social circles. Other citizens, outside of their 
scene, have frowned upon their unconventional life choices—
though this has changed as they aged, and as society caught 
up with their ‘alternative’, or ‘pioneering’, ways. However, all 
of them acknowledge that having chosen a more traditional 
life—following the common societal ‘cultural script’—would 
have meant more stability, security, and affluence. But for 
them, it wasn’t meant to be any other way. As Tuomo—
with his contact lens-clad white eyes calmly gazing into the 
camera—beautifully says in the final scene: “My work has 
not been some kind of profit-driven capitalist venture, but a 
mix of some kind of social and private entrepreneurialism”.

Juho Hänninen Juho Hänninen

Juho Hänninen is the author of several self-released fanzines, including LED-Kakku [LED 
Cake] and TEKKEN (TEKKEN 1–6 self published, TEKKEN anthology including TEKKEN 
7 published by Khaos Publishing, 2015). They have worked as an archivist of DIY music, 
and with Sorbus for six months as part of a work trial for the long-term unemployed. Juho 
is currently preparing a PhD in the University of Helsinki about the relationship between 
youth cultural participation and the development of one’s life course. Juho also plays a role 
in Fucked Up in a Bad Way as a lawyer and band manager who invites the Sorbus start-up-
group backstage to meet the dying embodiment of punk.

1 Andy Bennett (2018, 134): ‘[...] armed with skills and competencies 
learned as young practitioners in music and associated cultural 
scenes, young people are increasingly drawing on these resources in 
an attempt to forge alternative career paths [...]’

The preceding storyline is a rough adaptation of the fates of five individuals from my thesis (2019). Though 
sometimes slightly edited, the quotes have been transcribed from interview data, and the conclusions presented are 
my research ‘results’. The thesis concentrates on the life courses and the forming of ‘DIY careers’1 of five people from 
the early 1980s Helsinki scene. Much of the scene revolved around the culture space Lepakkoluola [Bat cave]—a 
former warehouse that served as a shelter for homeless people from 1967 to 1979, and subsequently became a focal 
point of the Helsinki music scene(s) after it was squatted from 1979. By the early 1980s, it housed 40 rehearsal spaces, 
a venue for live music events, a demo studio, a cafeteria, a vegetarian restaurant, offices of two magazines, a printing 
press, a photo lab, and several handicrafts workshops. Furthermore, the ‘Lepakko movement’ was able to repeal a 
governmental ban on busking and a ‘leisure tax’ that taxed popular music (and other ‘lowbrow culture’) more than 
‘highbrow culture’.

Lepakkoluola came to an end in 1999. During its three decades of existence, the space was a seedbed for avant-
garde art, marginal music, and transgressive urban culture. In 1985, Radio City was founded in ‘Lepakko’. It was 
the first commercial radio station in Finland. According to its slogan, it was aimed at “the generations after the 
wars”. At a time when rock music was played only a few hours a week on the two Finnish Broadcasting Company’s 
radio channels, Radio City revolutionised people’s popular music consumption. Furthermore, the channel had a 
conscious policy to include a certain amount of ‘insurgent’ content, which meant that they gave over the airwaves—
again, sometimes for the first time—to marginalised voices such as pacifists and minorities.

In the above FUBW II ‘plot analysis’, Lepakkoluola is the brewhouse Ruutana, and Radio City the fanzine Wasted Years 
(and W.E.T. B.A.N.D.I.T.S. the Dutch media company SBS Broadcasting BV, which acquired Radio City in 1995). We 
faithfully follow the lives of my interviewees, who became: a media entrepreneur and mentor for cultural workers 
(Jonna); a radio host and DJ (Sakari); a cab driver, self-taught carpenter, and musician (Henna); a mediator between 
the city and the ‘creative class’ in the redistribution of vacant urban space, and an IT consult (Otto); and a sauna 
entrepreneur who produces music on the side (Tuomo). Mika was modelled after several Radio City background 
personnel. His quotes have been lifted from several books that deal with the station and Lepakkoluola.

My interviewees crafted their lives and careers by means of their own agency, motivated by a zest to change society 
towards being more liberal, plural, and ‘groovy’ (as “Tuomo” said in an interview). They sought work that was 
identifiable for them, and rewarding in its meaningfulness rather than in monetary terms. Their lives were made 
possible by the opportunities and encouragement of the fervent scene, Lepakkoluola’s infrastructure, and Radio 
City’s financing. Of course, they were restricted by the economic limitations of the cultural field in a relatively 
small country with some restrictive mentalities, and the social and economic expectations that come with ageing. 
Their life courses followed four sequential stages: (i) as teenagers, they became acquainted with popular and DIY 
culture, and possibly with its production; (ii) in early adulthood, they immerse themselves in the DIY scene and 
the production of popular culture while looking for their ‘place’ in society; (iii) they achieve—more or less—a fully 
fledged and stable form of employment based on the skills acquired through DIY participation; and (iv) in their 
thirties, ‘had to’ continue to maintain lives based on their earlier choices.

The storyline diverges from one aspect from the thesis. The Lepakkoluola scene was part of the generation that 
propelled Finland out of the ‘old’ mentality—a poor, agrarian, and narrow-minded ‘consensus-Finland’—into the 
‘new’, more affluent, modern, global, and open-minded society. Their life decisions were part of the rapid changes 
that made urban culture an everyday part of Helsinki during the 1990s, and steered people’s mentalities and 
attitudes towards more acceptance, consideration, and inclusion. The Ruutanasters, the Wasted Years collective, we 
continue this ‘generational task’ of the previous generation while facing a planetary climate crisis.

fucked up in a bad way ii: what did it all mean?

Helsinki city life in 2046, image credit: Petri Herrala
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SORBUS: This year (2017), you’ve had two exhibitions—Orglory at Porvoon 
Taidetehdas and Pitsaa ja maitoa [Pizza and milk] at Kulttuuribingo in Oulu—
published the eighteenth Borgtron comic, and your band Seksihullut [Sex mani-
acs] celebrated their tenth anniversary. At Sorbus’ open air event Veranda, 
Seksihullut performed as Nukkujat [Sleepers], which seemed more like an art 
performance than a concert, as the band lay on the stage in sleeping bags and 
eye masks, yawning and gently stroking their instruments. What else have 
you done during your year of multidisciplinary art?

JYRKI NISSINEN: In addition to these things, I’ve been busy with illus-
tration and teaching. Towards the end of the year, all kinds of crises 
and paranoia have started to ease their grip, and might well disap-
pear even further. I’d like to have more time and opportunities for 
watercolour painting. I need to organise that for myself. 

SORBUS: What will we see at the exhibition at Sorbus?

JYRKI: A video work called Hanging Out with Bysse. It’s about hang-
ing out with Ville Pyykkö, an old school mate, by means of moving 
image. The viewer sits opposite him, and the staticity of the video 
feels similar to a Skype video call. As we get older, and one day dis-
appear completely, this video will still make it possible to hang out 
with Bysse. My idea is to continue the work by recording as wide a 
range of stories as possible from his experience-rich life, which has 
also seen dark sides.

By the way, the name Bysse doesn’t come from his surname, as 
you might expect. It was given to him by the younger generation of 
his home town. Ville had discreetly stopped his crew’s kilju [com-
mon sugar wine] from fermenting so as to make “their brewery’s 
own products” available for the upcoming weekend festivities. This 
stunt earned him several nicknames, including Pysäyttäjä [Stopper], 
Pysäytin-ukko [Stopper Man], Pyssäätin, Pysse, the latter of which 
became Bysse in the youths’ messaging (eg. in Messenger and 
Whatsapp). Pysäytin-ukko [Stopper Man], in turn, transformed 
into nicknames such as Man and Mano. Out of these names, Mano 
is still being used.

The video was shot at a former dairy, which is now the storage space 

interview extract 2017

JYRKI NISSINEN

of a local bar. There’s no heating or ceiling lights in the space. When 
we use the space as a rehearsal room or as an office, we can some-
times borrow a fan heater. This time it didn’t work out, though, and 
that explains the warm clothing in the video. For lighting, we used 
flashlights and work lights. The restaurant has been sympathetic 
towards cultural work—benevolent like Kone Foundation. If we 
want, we can sample the Planter’s Punch liqueurs that have been 
removed from the bar; there are crates and crates of them in the 
space. A couple of sofas were also made available to us, and there 
has been serious talk about installing fan heaters. The place is called 
Löytökulma or ‘Löytis’ [bargain corner]. After the dairy moved else-
where, a flea market with this name operated in the premises. Their 
sign is still hanging on the outside wall. And the municipality pays 
for the electricity.

SORBUS: Your artistic body of work is extensive and multidisciplinary. You play 
at least in Seksihullut and Jyrki Nissinen & Hot Visions, and you also write the 
lyrics for the bands. You’ve published a lot of comics, including a vast series of 
Borgtron magazines, big albums such as Kiimaiset maantiesuolan imeskel-
ijät [Horny road salt suckers], Yli 10,000 koiran koiranäyttely [A dog show 
of more than 10,000 dogs], Viihdealus Dreamzone [Entertainment ship 
Dreamzone] and Kehittymättömät UFOt [Undeveloped UFOs]. In addition, 
you’ve done at least Auttaja Hai [Helper shark] and Kosminen työtön [Cosmic 
unemployed] comic strips. You’ve also put on exhibitions where you’ve pre-
sented paintings, sculptures, photographs and installations. (In this context, 
it might also be worth mentioning the fictional film of the band Seksihullut, 
which you directed, and in which Otto and Tuomo from Sorbus also partici-
pated.) What makes such an extensive body of work possible? It feels that the 
key is somehow your openness to grasp almost any thought. What kind of a 
threshold do you have regarding what ideas you put into practice, and what 
you publish? And how critical are you towards your older publications or other 
works, and what do you think about them?

JYRKI: If it feels good—do it. Or more poetically, when I get excited, I 
succeed. In general, I feel positive about what I’ve done in the past. 
Here and there are things that I try to use as lessons for the future. 
For example, the plots of some comics have sprawled too much in 
the wrong way from the original idea. When it comes to music, I’ve 
sometimes wished that I had recorded more in some particular ses-
sion, or gotten more out of the studio or the constellation. I’m mainly 
referring to Roope Seppälä’s Pommari studio, where I and a few other 
artists basically had open doors between 2009–2012. At the time, 
I didn’t understand all the possibilities of the fancy synthesisers and 
other contrivances there, because I was busy making Seksihullut 
the adult entertainment rock band which it now is—something I’m 
proud of and happy about, so no regrets there, but it would’ve been 
great to have two lives then.

Jyrki Nissinen 
Hanging Out With Bysse, window installation 
and video screening in 2017–2018

interview extract 2017
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SORBUS: It could be said that you work in many art fields—at least in the punk 
scene and other music scenes, in the comics scene, and in visual arts. They all 
have slightly different cultures. As far as we can tell, you often sort of operate 
in the margins of such “scenes” and it feels like your art springs from coun-
tercultures or the underground. In which art field do you feel most at home? 
What do you think about things like scenes and the art world, and being inside 
or outside of them in the context of Finland, or Helsinki, for example?

JYRKI: Some time ago, we were planning to produce a radio play for 
a Finnish government-funded media house. My contact person and 
I were faced with an old-school radio man, let’s call him Garfield. 
Before we could even properly pitch our idea, his alarm bells went 
off, or at least they started to ring a bit. He was suspicious of my 
lengthy CV. “He’s a visual artist, comic artist, sculptor, video artist, 
musician, songwriter and now wants to do a radio play, too. Why?” 
I understood his doubts. He had a different view of doing things: 
you choose one thing to research and work on, and when you get 
old, you’ll be called a Master. The fact that I had done miscellaneous 
things didn’t inspire confidence. There was no evidence of dedication 
to anything other than (in his eyes) messing about. In the end, we 
didn’t find enough time for the project, so it didn’t move forward. 
Maybe I’ll get back to Garfield at some point and change his mind.

JYRKI NISSINEN

It’s hard to say about the art scene. It’s of course nice to see good and 
inspiring artworks, and many times the artists also turn out to be 
interesting and nice people. Badass artists I don’t like, or too much 
provocation. These elements combined with too much seriousness 
are off-putting. There are exceptions too, of course, but isn’t that 
always the case. 

It would be beneficial to make a career as an artist, but it seems like 
I can’t do it the way some do. I already had a happy childhood so 
I’m not obsessed about a happy or dignified old age. Some kind of 
a pension and a warm, dry interior would be nice. I won’t sell my 
library card either.

[...]

In the comics scene, people are more nerdy, kind of easier; activ-
ism and different kinds of safe(r) spaces are important to many. In 
the art scene, there is this long history of Western art, which peo-
ple remember to mock but also make the most of, perhaps without 
noticing it. People take themselves seriously and know their value, 
are even demanding. Which is very good, of course, if you are seri-
ous and ambitious. In the music scene, it feels like people hug each 
other and stuff... People hang out together more. Probably even 
more in the dance and theatre scenes. Have you ever been to a party 
where there are professional actors, for example? Oh wow, that’s 
something else...

Through teaching, I’ve become interested in why people draw, not 
so much in what kinds of pictures they create. I draw because in my 
own way I’m good at it. Repeated success is followed by repeated 
pleasure. I’ve also been wondering what drawing and religious rit-
uals have in common. These things have probably been researched 
at length, but you get your own kinds of answers when you think 
about things for yourself.

SORBUS: What are badass artists?

JYRKI: Artists who rough things up for no reason. Boring provocation 
and emphasising macho behaviour, for example. I mean, regardless 
of their gender. These characters are found in all circles, of course. 
Unnecessary poking around. It may be that I’m a bit of a badass art-
ist myself, too. Usually it’s like that—you’re a combination of what 
you really like and what you don’t like at all.

JYRKI NISSINEN

Nukkujat gig on the veranda, 2017. Photo: Antti Ahonen

interview extract 2017interview extract 2017

Jyrki’s comic on page 35.
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Megan Snowe (left), a Sorbus member at the time, installing her 2014 exhibition mSNOWE – 
Brand Launch, with the help of LM Salling and Sorbus-Otto

Osculamini Bulla, a four-hour performance by Gibson Pitt in 2013, involved the artist 
duo making out in the privacy of the art space while the audience stayed outsideMegan’s exhibition was mirrored in the digital realm in the form of a parallel online game
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SORBUS (TO PRINCE RAMA’S TARAKA LARSON): Infinity Duet: World War V will 
be built by the Sorbus team following email instructions from you and your sis-
ter Nimai Larson, collectively known as the artist duo and psych-dance band 
Prince Rama. The painting we commissioned for the installation is currently 
being made by artist and writer Antti Majava, who is also a founding member 
of Mustarinda association and artist residency. In his work, he usually focuses 
on the global environmental crisis and the urgent need for changes in the global 
economy and its energy production methods that are consuming Planet Earth. 
We assume that being busy with those issues is partly the reason why he hasn’t 
painted for six years, even though he loves doing it. Do you think art can play a 
part in changing these issues for the better, or are we doomed anyway? 

TARAKA LARSON: Well, for us, art isn’t really a matter of changing 
things for the better or worse, but simply seeing them for what they 
really are in their purest, simplest form. In a way, global warming is 
art just as much as a sunset is art, or a cave painting is art, or Monster 
energy drink is art. Once we realise this, no one is doomed, and all 
is restored to its natural beauty and order. 

SORBUS: When reading Marcel Duchamp: The Afternoon Interviews by Calvin 
Tomkins (2013), one gets a feeling of Duchamp’s disappointment and cynicism 
that art has and/or will lose its spirituality through the commercialisation and 
monetisation of art. To avoid this, his advice for the artists of the future was 
to go underground—in other words, to not to be seen. Prince Rama, however, 
celebrates both spirituality and sponsorships. What would you like to say to 
Duchamp from the future?

TARAKA: “We sponsor the future”

SORBUS: In a 2014 Bullett Media interview, you talk about an emerging form 
of socio-aesthetic Darwinism that is based solely on “what is instagramma-
ble” and “what will get the most likes”, which operates as a new and largely 
unconscious form of curation, a way of surviving forever in the virtual non-
space, and a kind of natural selection done by the audience. Your work seems 
to be looking to the future and the past at the same time. What is The Now 
Age and how important is remembrance (and legacy) for you? 

TARAKA: The Now Age is more of a state of being—a state of no 
age at all. It is better not to remember it actually. Once you try to 

PRINCE RAMA & ANTTI MAJAVA

remember the Now it disappears. Instagram is like the past mak-
ing out with the future, trying to remember that original love spark 
they had once, but once they forget about it the Now swoops in and 
makes love songs out of their amnesia. Those love songs are the 
ultimate legacy. 

SORBUS: We have gotten hold of some Yamaha PSR-6 and PSR-77 keyboards 
that will be used in the installation. Can you describe the sounds these instru-
ments should be making? Is there a specific motivation behind choosing the 
key of F for this work?

TARAKA: Yes, F is the frequency associated with the fourth chakra, the 
heart chakra, which is the cradle-bed of peace, harmony, and eternal 
love. It is also associated with the colour green. The painting should be 
positioned so that each corner rests on the F notes of both keyboards 
on a setting that has a natural sustain, so that it can virtually loop 
forever. The keyboards can be turned up very loud, overpowering the 
space of the entire room until they vibrate the walls themselves, or 
very quiet, almost imperceptible, nearly silent unless you draw your 
ear close to almost touch it. The duet is between the visible painting 
that plays the notes and the invisible painting that is created by the 
listener after exposure to the drone vibration for an extended period 
of time. It is our uber-aesthetic sonic weapon to ensure world peace.

000

SORBUS (TO ANTTI MAJAVA): Your artistic and research work tends to focus 
closely on the global environmental crisis and the urgent need for changes to 
the global economy and its energy production demands which consume the 
Earth’s natural resources. We assume that working with these pressing ques-
tions is part of the reason why you haven’t painted in six years. Do you believe 
that art can contribute to solving these problems, or are we perhaps doomed 
anyway? How does it feel to paint after a long break?

ANTTI MAJAVA: Painting has always brought me tremendous joy, 
even when I’ve painted about dark subjects, as in my painting-based 
graduation project which was called Stephen Hawking-Richard 
Branson Space Center—Leaving the Planet Earth I-IV. Back then, 
just as now, I wondered about the mindlessness of the world and 
those people, who want to abandon our beloved Earth to seek a bet-
ter place to live in lifeless space! But when I’m painting, people and 
the world start to somehow feel touching, and I feel an affinity not 
only with nature, but also with the developers of space programs 
who are actually sublime in their squalidness.

For me, abstract painting is about wondering about humans’ abstract 
thinking. How on earth do we manage to think about something 

Infinity duet: World War V, 
designed by Prince Rama, played by 
Antti Majava, exhibition in 2015

interview extract 2015interview extract 2015
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that is so far removed from nature and our own real abilities? Why 
do we want to replace the shapes of nature with squares and cubes 
and other creations of geometric mysticism? 50 per cent of the plan-
et’s ice-free surface is already covered by these forms, and the Earth 
closely resembles a suprematist painting. When I paint, I repeat-
edly think of modernist works, which I sometimes see as an ironic 
representation of human madness, and other times almost as a 
sacred crystallisation of some great power in humanity. The issues 
raised by abstract painting during the last hundred years have by 
no means been resolved. In fact, many of the truly important paths 
to understanding humanity and our environment—which opened 
in the early 20th century—have disappeared because of all kinds of 
techno utopian cultural overgrowth. If our abstract tendency is not 
analysed and it’s free to influence from under the surface, it may 
result in something terrible.

SORBUS: Calvin Tomkins’ Marcel Duchamp: The Afternoon Interviews reveals 
Duchamp’s disappointment and cynicism about the commercialisation of art, 
which leads to loss of spirituality in art. His advice to future artists is to go under-
ground, out of sight. What would you say to Duchamp from here, the future?

ANTTI: The worlds inside the mind and underground, just like the 
space around the Earth, have already been commercialised, so with-
drawing hardly creates conditions for non-commerciality. Few people 
even think of commercialism and spirituality as opposites anymore. 
Actually, very few are even able to genuinely reach something in their 
thoughts that is completely free from commercialism. Art, even if 
it’s completely commercialised, is one of the rare zones where some 
kind of joyful indifference to economic benefits has survived.

Market fundamentalism and ever-totalising consumerism might be 
the darkest things humans have ever created. Our society is like a 
huge monster whose most important task is to destroy all non-com-
mercial relationships, meanings, and forms of perceiving reality. But 
the monster is getting lazy, as if it was already tired of its arduous 
task. That’s why it feels like it’s rather time for art to emerge from 
the underground into a powerful, proactive, reality-creating force. 
It’s completely possible, at least for now.

What comes after commercialism is an important question. According 
to some old wisdom, world history is divided into periods of priests, 
soldiers, and merchants. Indeed, it would be naive to think that com-
mercialism would automatically be followed by a better period. Even 
Nazism was a reaction against commercialism and market forces. 
If you want to replace commercialism with spirituality, it would be 
good to think about what kind of spirituality.

PRINCE RAMA & ANTTI MAJAVA

During exhibition openings, the back room was the usual place 
to escape if social anxiety occurred, or—in the case of Prince 
Rama and Antti Majava’s exhibition—intense strobe lightsinterview extract 2015
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After six years at Vaasankatu, Henna Hyvärinen, Sakari Tervo and Tuomo Tuovinen 
from Sorbus discussed the winds of change with journalist Veera Jussila and Cory 
John Scozzari, artist and the curator of Cordova art space in Barcelona. Sidenotes 
were written afterwards by Veera.

9 November, 2018 at Sorbus [Henna via Skype from Amsterdam], Vaasankatu 15. In English.

VEERA: How did you start to use the name Sorbus[V1] ?
TUOMO: Parta-Timo [Beard Timo], came up with the name. Nirvana was one of the 
names we were also considering.
SAKARI: A really good name.
VEERA: Why didn’t you choose that?
TUOMO: Sorbus made so much sense with the history of the area, with the Sorbus 
drinkers and the trees. And also it’s a scientific and Latin name, so it refers to a high cul-
ture… kind of thing [V2]. 
HENNA [VIA SKYPE]: Nirvana versus Sorbus, and Sorbus won.

ABOUT OFFERING AN ALTERNATIVE 
VEERA: What did you want to do with the space in the beginning [V3]?
TUOMO: I was thinking a lot about how to make art accessible to people who are gen-
erally not interested in fine arts [V4]. That’s also related to the location and the space—a 
street level space. It was my fantasy at the time, but I don’t know if it really worked out that 
well. But the fact that there has been a lot of concerts has mixed the audiences. I hope 
that has been an entrance point for some people to come into an art gallery. Especially 
during the first two to three years, there were a lot of concerts.

VEERA: Has Sorbus been an alternative [V5] to more established galleries?
SAKARI: One concrete thing was to be rent-free. And the kind of art, the approach to 
art, being with art, and making art and showing art. It’s a different world where we exist, 
also compared to some other artist-run spaces in Finland.
TUOMO: I was thinking about these conventions and expectations about how art should 
be presented. How you need to do things in order to be a legitimate art space. Trying to 
think those kinds of things differently. Or least trying not to follow any given way of how 
things should be done. But I have noticed that it’s not so easy. Often there is a reason 
why things are done in a certain way, it’s easy to slip into a basic format. We have tried to 
articulate that we are free to do things however we want to, and we are not responsible 
for anyone. For the Kone Foundation, that’s what they want. And it makes sense that they 
would fund us for three years. [To Cory] It’s a private foundation and their brand is that 
they fund these “bold initiatives”—in the application they ask how is this a bold initiative, 

“I WONDER IF 
I HAVE EVER 
EVEN FELT YOUNG”

Veera Jussila

V1: I remember the name sounding “edgy” in 2013.

V2: :)

V3: Haha, I can see a narrative developing 
here. Honestly, it’s actually pretty hard to tell a 
story about an artist-run space, or any space or 
person in general, without describing the roots 
quite early on in the story. Here, I can see that 
this kind of linear storytelling is something that 
happens unconsciously, even when doing an 
interview. It makes me think about the coverage 
these kinds of actors get in the media. From 
that, one could conclude that spaces only exist 
when they are born and when they die. That is 
dramatic enough. At least in mainstream culture 
journalism, it’s not enough to ponder the artistic 
and curatorial practices of an artist-run space. 
Some kind of a “climax” is needed. So I think 
journalism is definitely reinforcing the tendency 
to assess the progress of art spaces in terms of 
growth, as discussed later in the text.

V4: It’s interesting that a similar tendency can 
be seen in mainstream culture journalism: that 
writers are encouraged to talk about art in a 
way that engages audiences outside those 
circles who are already committed to it. This 
phenomenon is also addressed in journalism 
research, with the former practices of culture 
journalism representing an “aesthetic paradigm”, 
and the newer practices being part of a 
“journalistic paradigm”. There are cons to the 
new tendency, too: when trying to engage a 
broad audience instead of art enthusiasts, the 
journalists might end up forgetting the art itself, 
and instead talk about the topics surrounding 
art, or addressed within it. These are topics 
that journalism researcher Maarit Jaakkola and 
artist Anna Tuori ponder in the book Kilpailevat 
totuudet [Competing Truths], published by 
Ylioppilaslehti in 2019—its arts-related texts 
were edited by me. However, to have a broad 
spectrum of events at an art space is a totally 
different thing than overlooking art itself in 
journalism: the former is a way to trick people 
to come and see art, the latter is sharing “news” 
about art that often makes it useless to actually 
go and see an exhibition.

V5: In a professional context, to classify Sorbus 
(or any gallery) as an alternative gallery would 
feel a bit lazy. Alternative to… what? However 
personally, Sorbus has really felt like an 
alternative. Many times, it has offered something 
hilarious, something that has been missing in 
the art scene in Helsinki. One of my personal 
favourites is the exhibition Tom Goes Fishing by 
the Stockholm-based Dress-mann duo in 2014, 
with its psychedelic / naive / cheesy combination 
of goldfish, kitty litter boxes, and a short story 
about Tom and his grandad heading out to go 
fishing with a basket full of sandwiches.

In 2015, there was a thing called Instagram
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or how are you breaking conventions. Once you start to articulate yourself in that way, 
you realise you are being institutionalised by this foundation.
SAKARI: With this “boldness” also comes commitment. There is this old artist union 
behind Titanik [where Sakari used to work], and an active small board. A few people actu-
ally get money for working there. We as artists were part of the board, and we didn’t get 
any money, but we were also not responsible for doing the stuff. We only got the fun part, 
choosing and deciding and whatever. At Sorbus, we just have a bank account and email 
address. We are really doing everything ourselves. It takes more energy, but we also get 
more out of it, and we have a commitment to it.

VEERA: You said that the way people perceive the space has changed, in which way?
HENNA: I remember that in the beginning, we were talking quite a lot about the credibility 
of an art space. While working more, doing more shows… people started to notice what 
we are doing. It just happens over the years. Doing more international projects lately… all 
this changes how people see the space. There is also more like-minded energy in Helsinki 
now [V6], it feels like, “okay, we are not in the vacuum anymore”, like we thought in the 
beginning.

VEERA: What kind of feelings have artists had about the space?
SAKARI: I think this is also one thing relating to commitment. That at least we want to 
do everything as easily and comfortably and as pleasantly for the artist as possible. We 
document, we guard the shows. This year we can also pay an exhibition fee. 
HENNA: And also doing the artist interviews for publicity. 
TUOMO: It took a while for me to realise that most spaces don’t work in this way. I’d say 
this is related to being an artist-run space and being rent free. That way the artist is not 
our customer, but it’s more like collaboration between artists. I would like to think that 
there is less this kind of hierarchy, and pre-existing expectations of what the relationship is.
HENNA: One kind of driving force has been to run a space where you yourself would 
want to show your work. Maybe also hoping that it will change things. If you can arrange 
being rent-free, maybe it becomes something people start to ask for[V7] .

ABOUT GENTRIFICATION
HENNA: During the first years of Sorbus, there was this Octopus pizza place next door. 
TUOMO: They were giving us a hard time… but I can’t remember for what reason exactly. 
When they quit, we were really relieved, but little did we know: the new neighbours want 
to get rid of us and get this space and expand their restaurant.
VEERA: What about the other neighbour?
TUOMO: I kind of have no idea about it. But it’s a massage place. It has been there all 
the time but it doesn’t seem to be very active. 
HENNA: Looks exactly the same to my eyes during all these years.
SAKARI: I have seen someone, sometimes, entering the place. 

VEERA: What kind of role has Sorbus had on the street?
HENNA: Good question. Maybe we bring more customers to the restaurants [laughs].
SAKARI: We have been accused of, and also been thinking about our role in the gen-
trification of the area [V8]. But I don’t know… we kind of still feel that our part in that 
process, in this area, is not that significant. Or at least that’s what we say to ourselves!
TUOMO: But if it’s the case or not, the prices going up here mean that places like this are 
the next ones that have to leave. I’m also thinking about how little rent we pay, because 
we are lucky to have this kind of patron-landlord. He is this anti-capitalist anarchist who 
wants there to be this kind of uncommercial space on this street. And that it would be 
great, no matter what we decide to do with the collective, to somehow keep the space 
for art or any kind of non commercial use. He says he is going to sell this in a couple of 
years, so that he still has the time to spend all the money[V9] . He doesn’t have children. 
His plan is very practical [laughs]. 

VEERA: Is it so that you cannot avoid being part of gentrification as an art space here?
HENNA: In a way you could think that… by just staying there, we are not selling any-
thing. Being there as a non-profit something, it could be a form of resistance. But then 
again, you are adding another sort of value. This is something that we are aware of. So 
[laughing] maybe there is no way to win.
SAKARI: It would be interesting to know what those brochures say about this neighbourhood 

V6: This has certainly gone under the radar 
in mainstream media. Of course there are 
new initiatives like Asbestos and Publics in 
Vallila, with their information to be found on 
Facebook, for example. However, to me it 
seems like Sorbus has remained as some kind 
of an “alternative flagship” in the public sphere. 
I would love to see a directory of artist-run 
initiatives and their connections in Helsinki, as 
now the whole scene seems a bit blurred.

V7: Rent, again, is something that is not 
discussed on the culture pages. By googling, 
I found out that besides Sorbus, artist-run 
galleries SIC, Oksasenkatu 11 and Third Space 
do not ask for rent from artists. SIC opened in 
2012, Oksasenkatu 11 in 2008, and Third Space 
in 2014 (some of the people behind the latter 
also founded the Museum of Impossible Forms 
in 2017). These initiatives show how important 
this rent discussion is: if it prevents Finnish 
artists from showing their work, it makes the 
system even more inaccessible for diasporic and 
international artists and guests, who might have 
more limited access to the grants that would 
enable them to have exhibitions. I’m sure this 
has an impact on how willing and able people 
are to establish their artistic practices here.

V8: It would be really easy to just write about 
these galleries as torchbearers of gentrification. 
In an ironic way, of course, the website of 
Sorbus describes their location to be “in the 
midst of 10 euro falafels, yoga studios, bars, 
and striptease places”. However, it’s so much 
more valuable that artists are willing to ponder 
this theme seriously. This was actually my first 
encounter of artists taking the initiative to talk 
about their possible role in gentrification.

V9: He sounds like a dream character for 
journalists.

when they sell apartments, would they say there are restaurants AND an art gallery in the 
area? We don’t know, but we might already be present in those brochures. 
HENNA: Some sort of… buzz. 
VEERA: I remember Otto saying that wanting to have a space here is also a way of jam-
ming a foot in the door. To exist where the development takes place around you.
CORY: I mean, it’s because of multinational corporations and development companies 
that areas become gentrified. It’s not you people. It’s this annoying bullshit liberal thing 
by making yourself feel better by attacking another person within an arts community, 
and not thinking about it on a larger, globalised economic scale. The reason why there is 
gentrification is the developers buying all the buildings and deciding what ways they are 
going to be used. Maybe you can be instrumentalised but… I find so much of the discus-
sion to be annoying, this liberal bullshit of saying that you are better than someone else 
because you are not gentrifying. It’s not healthy to talk about it this way. It’s so much 
bigger than, like, you. It’s not like anyone here is profiting out of this. I mean, someone 
is, but it’s not coming back to you. 
TUOMO: Yeah, there’s that question, if we are being used as a tool.
CORY: Yeah, probably if anyone is, it would be you. But what can you do, would that 
mean it’s better to not do anything?

ABOUT PRECARITY
VEERA: If I remember right, Sorbus has also been under threat.
CORY: Have you had funding since the beginning?
TUOMO: No. But in the beginning, the rent for us was even lower, €300 a month. Initially, 
we still asked rent from the artists. But our rent was so low that we thought that we really 
don’t need much extra money, so we can cover that part. [...] There was this one point 
which was almost the end for the space. Our landlord had told us he was going to raise 
the rent. Soon after, we had a show by Jenni Markkanen [now Jenni Luhta], and journal-
ist Oskari Onninen wrote a one-page article about that for Helsingin Sanomat [Finland’s 
biggest newspaper]. And there was a short side article about that show being the final 
show for Sorbus. I think the landlord had read the article and felt really bad. 
CORY: Because you are going to have to leave because…
TUOMO: Yeah, so he got in touch and said that this is not going to happen, you are not 
going to leave, let’s talk about this. And he ended up not raising the rent that much. The 
second time was in January 2018. We didn’t get any funding, and didn’t have any money 
left. We decided to somehow pay two months’ rent, and then think about if we have to 

Veera Jussila

“i wonder if i have ever even felt young” “i wonder if i have ever even felt young”
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leave. We had this support exhibition and gigs here. And we sold this homemade Sorbus 
wine as an art work [V10]. A bit later, we got some smaller grants. And we sold the col-
lective’s video work, Fucked Up in a Bad Way, to Kiasma [Museum of Contemporary Art]. 
I guess that’s not the usual way of working, but we asked if they would like to buy our 
work, because we need money to keep the space.
SAKARI: It felt really good to sell the collective’s artwork and be outside the grant sys-
tem. That we can produce an artwork, that we can get something out of it, and use it to 
hold onto the space. A more self-sustained way of being. 

VEERA: How has the funding affected your way of working?
CORY: Did you get it for three years in a row?
TUOMO: Yes. It was a lot easier when we didn’t have to worry about the rent. And each 
of us got a working grant worth one fourth of the full-time grant. I didn’t have to worry 
about making my living. 
CORY: For those three years?
TUOMO: Yeah. Which is really, like, a special kind of feeling. 
SAKARI: It really made a difference, this €590 per month… it was like being in this basic 
income experiment. And it really worked! I worked a bit with some side jobs, but the basic 
thing was secured. This year… it has been totally different. I’m bankrupt. 
HENNA: When the three year grant ended, it also reduced the amount of shows.

ABOUT CHANGE 
VEERA: Can you tell me a bit about the change, working more as a collective?
TUOMO: It’s still a bit uncertain how we are going to do it. But we will try not to plan 
any shows for 2019 [V11]. And during that time, try to think about what we are going 
to do in the future. Now the plan is to have this as a meeting space and working space 
for the collective, to work on this publication, and a new video work. And to gather our 
thoughts, it’s been quite hectic.
VEERA: Is the lifespan over, in a way? I read on your website that you are feeling tired 
and uncool. 
HENNA: [laughs] 
TUOMO: I wouldn’t have a problem if this was the lifespan of this art space. It wouldn’t 
feel wrong, or that we would have failed.
SAKARI: In a way I think the ending is quite a crucial part of it. It’s sad that some artist 
run spaces turn into these institutions and lose the intensity of the doing. 
TUOMO: So not to fall into that trap. Work. I’m worried that it becomes too much of, 
just, work [V12].
VEERA: So it has felt like that, a bit?
TUOMO: I have had that feeling, for sure. I don’t know about the others.
SAKARI: I agree with Tuomo.
HENNA: I think it’s good to admit when you are tired and stressed about other things 
[V13]. To not push yourself to work with other people if you already know that you are not 
fully present. It doesn’t feel like a favour to anyone. It would be horrible to just produce 
other people’s shows when you are occupied with other things. 
[...]
HENNA: When there was more secure funding, I think we also went a bit wild with this. 
Like, “okay, let’s do it, this is now happening”. At some point, we even had two shows 
in a month.
CORY: What was the most you had in a year?
TUOMO: I think seventeen. 
CORY: How many did you do last year?
SAKARI: I think it was still ten. We tried to have less. 
HENNA: Plus the events. It felt like there was urgency to do this. And because we all have 
the background of working as artists ourselves, you have to think about what it means to 
work as an artist-run space. How does that differ from a gallery, from spaces that have 
hired staff? I guess we are trying to figure out what happens if we get to keep the space, 
but don’t have the pressure to make public presentations in this way. 
TUOMO: It would be great to make this into some kind of a permanent public artwork. 
To cast this in full concrete, as a statement. 

[Sakari has to leave soon. The Skype connection to Henna is closed on Sakari’s laptop, 
and reopened on Tuomo’s laptop. Cory shares his notes so far.]

V10: If this was a feature article, I would be 
encouraged to include and highlight these kinds 
of details. Look, they are witty and cute in their 
fight against the system! There is definitely a 
tendency to fetishise precarity in arts journalism. 
This is partly due to the easy-to-use myth of a 
starving genius. Besides this, the rise of narrative 
journalism also plays a part. Arts journalists 
as well as sports reporters are encouraged 
to become storytellers. If there’s no time for 
profound research, it’s easy to seize upon some 
details that support the chosen narrative—for 
example, a story about a noble artist who 
manages to be creative despite their poverty. 
Art policy researcher Pauli Rautiainen writes 
about this myth in the aforementioned anthology 
Kilpailevat totuudet [Competing Truths]. This 
myth of precarity being necessary for the 
reinvention of artist-run spaces is also discussed 
in the Footfall Report 2015; as the report states, 
the precarious position often leads to staff 
burnout rather than creativity.

V11: The “end” of the “alternative gallery” Sorbus 
was noticed in the headline of a news piece 
by Helsingin Sanomat in January 2019. It was 
stated that the changes taking place at Sorbus 
“worsens” the situation for “alternative arts” 
in Helsinki. However, by reading the article, 
it seems that the main problem has been the 
eviction of artist-run galleries in Jätkäsaari by 
the City of Helsinki.

V12: I guess you shouldn’t say this, given that 
the most highlighted artistic skill nowadays 
seems to be the ability “to work hard”.

V13: I started to think about the stories of 
burnout in the media. It seems to be somehow 
glorified if you have “survived” burnout as an 
artist. You never see interviews of artists who 
choose to work less because it feels better that 
way (although novelist Ossi Nyman declaring 
that he doesn’t want to work at all doesn’t 
count—you get dramatic headlines out of him). I 
wonder if it’s because of this pressure for artists 
to present themselves as noble and hardworking 
people—those kinds of people who deserve to 
get grants. Or is it a moral pressure somehow, 
from society. In journalism, highlighting the 
diligence of the artist might again be connected 
to the myth of the genius. However, I also 
think that arts journalists might somehow 
want to present artists as “good people”, thus 
highlighting that they really work hard.

CORY: Your own labour is a really reoccurring issue that I have. It becomes more concrete 
when coupled with this other work issue, where you don’t really want it to be work, but 
then it also is work. So how do you value it as work without it becoming WORK that is 
capitalised and oppressive and terrible. And at the same time, you have to. It’s this weird 
loop that I feel like we’re stuck in. I don’t take it seriously, but it IS serious.
[...]
And coupled with this idea of responsibility: my role within the scene, if I have responsi-
bility towards the artists, how do I feel about my relationship with the artists… Because I 
think you have a responsibility to them, but what does it really mean? And also the rela-
tionship to funding, because if you have this funding, then you have this responsibility, 
the funder expects you to do something—so there are a lot of unspoken things. Now in 
Barcelona, I really feel like I can articulate that one of my main responsibilities is to run a 
more international space, because it’s really local there. Whereas in Vienna, it’s not that 
important, but even there I had that way of working. I don’t know if I realised that that is 
my responsibility, or if I have just “grown” and articulated what I started doing. Also, this 
idea of conventionality and non-conventionality, that some things are done in a certain 
way because they actually make sense. In Jupiter Woods [an art space in London of which 
Cory was one of the co-founders], there was this whole discussion about curatorialisation, 
which I don’t care so much about. I’m much more interested in just making exhibitions, 
but on the other hand, it’s becoming really conservative or something. But I think it’s also 
fine to just make shows, I don’t think it’s a bad thing, personally. Then there is the role 
of gentrification, which I think in my instance in London, I could talk more about. Jupiter 
Woods is like really… have you all been there?
TUOMO: I haven’t been there.
CORY: Oh, you didn’t follow. Because I wasn’t there when you did the project [exhibition 
exchange between Jupiter Woods and Sorbus]. But it’s in a really bizarre area. Jupiter 
Woods was like really renting from the developers, so we were really in this discussion 
of gentrification. And since we were there, there’s probably five or ten more art spaces 
that are in that area now. It’s resolved like zoning, like this big cell project space, kind of a 
huge block of studios… But that’s kind of what’s specific to London, which I don’t think 
is that interesting to talk about. 
SAKARI: Haha!
CORY: And then this idea of a lifespan, me thinking a lot that it’s okay that something dies. 
And not to try to be in this like, really precious, sentimental, nostalgic mode all the time, 
because you still did all this work even if it ends. And also this productivity thing, labour, 
paying yourself, thinking about it as work again, but not wanting it to become work, this 
kind of trap. Which I think relates to this kind of urgency, this idea of doing way too much 
and feeling that you have to do that much. Or that if you get funding, you have to do even 
more because now it’s a legitimised institution, there is this infrastructure that validates 
you. Also, now I realise that last year I did only eight shows. Seems like “only”, but it’s also 
only me. Like, it’s fine to only do that because I have to do everything. But yeah, I still feel 
guilty about that. I kind of have this idea that you want to maximise, do as much as you 
possibly can, but then I have learned over the years that by doing that you only exhaust 
yourself. And then you are not in the projects in a real way anyway. So things like that.
[everybody laughing after Cory’s long rant] 
SAKARI: A lot of things!
CORY: But it’s just really useful to hear you talk about it. Because I rarely have anyone 
to talk about this with anyway.
TUOMO: I was also thinking that it’s quite rare to hear someone talk about such similar 
experiences. 
CORY: Yeah. It’s really wild. Because even other non-profit spaces, I don’t really feel that 
connected to what they are. Even what you were saying, that they are maybe kind of trying 
to become this professional thing. That’s also another thing I’ve realised about the way I 
work—which I think was different at the time I left Jupiter Woods—is that I don’t want to 
be more professional. I think professionality is really, really toxic. I don’t feel aspirational. 
I would like to have more money for the shows, because then I wouldn’t be paying the 
rent myself through my job and I could give more to the artists, like a fee. Maybe they 
wouldn’t have to sleep in my guest room when they come for a week. I do need more 
money, to find a way for growing like that, but I don’t have this aspiration that it’s going 
to become this art centre or commercial gallery. 
SAKARI: I need to leave, sorry. Let’s stay tuned.
[Sakari leaves.]

“i wonder if i have ever even felt young” “i wonder if i have ever even felt young”

Veera Jussila

In 2016, Sorbus collective was invited to do a performance at the 
Manifesta11 biennial in Zürich. After a failed attempt to host an 
evening of concerts by local hardcore punk bands at the chronicled 
Cabaret Voltaire where the performance program took place, we 
ended up doing a reading performance based on all the emails sent 
and received in the planning and preparation process. The biennial 
received criticism from the local culture field due to its allegedly 
questionable and problematic (voluntary) work arrangements and 
hiring; this sticker, found in a local squat, is a play on the work-
themed biennial’s subtitle “What people do for money”
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TUOMO: I was thinking about the failure and the death of the art space. There was this 
panel discussion about artist fees in relation to Finnish galleries a couple of years ago. I 
was in the panel, and afterwards I wondered why I had not been more scared. It was at 
this union-run space, they are based on artist fees [V14]. The general atmosphere [V15] 
was to try to explain and defend their position, and why there is no other way to make a 
budget to run the space. Their response to something that I said was, “it’s easy for you 
to say, you are just running this three year project. You got a huge amount of money from 
Kone, you can have fun for three years and then it’s over”. There was a feeling that the 
only way to succeed is to exist forever and progress forever [V16]. 
CORY: Like if you don’t exist forever, or if you don’t become this other thing then like… 
you are kind of useless. Or that you are just doing this thing as a hobby. Also the language 
that is used to talk about these kinds of initiatives, I find it really difficult.
VEERA: What kind of language?
CORY: Project space… In Vienna they say off-space. I’m comfortable with artist-run, but 
then even in my context, I have not really shown my work for a really long time. I think 
this language can be degrading, somehow calling it an off-space or project space makes 
it seem less serious, like it can never be serious. And even if I don’t want to be very seri-
ous, it’s still serious. I just find these terms are keeping people in their place a little bit, 
like that term project space. It’s like oh, it’s not threatening… it’s just this thing to the 
side… but it also has this cool cultural capital where a gallery will have a project space. 
These values are absorbed even when it’s being kept in this delegitimised position all the 
time. Like this loop. 

HENNA: Saying that you are tired is really bad when applying for funding.
CORY: Yeah, and also when working as a curator. I think it’s good to be more specific 
and honest about this stuff. Because you are not supposed to say a lot of this stuff. 
HENNA: I don’t think you hear this stuff or read about this stuff. 
CORY: I remember doing this article for Spike [art magazine], and there was also my friend 
who had a space in Vienna. It was all about Vienna and how cool it is. I was leaving Vienna 
within a month, and they were basically trying to edit out the fact I was leaving. It was 
the first international coverage that Cordova got, it was really important. I was not going 
to do this article and not say that I’m leaving. In the end, we came to a compromise but 
yeah, the narrative about Vienna felt more important than what the actual situation was.

ABOUT GUILT AND VAMPIRES 
HENNA: I was thinking about what Tuomo said about being in this panel discussion, and 
facing this attitude of trying to flatten whatever you do as a temporary project, and that 
you do it because you are just young and don’t have kids yet, the realities of life have not 
yet hit. When thinking about ending the space, I also get this feeling that fuck, I don’t want 
to prove these people right. We need to find other ways to see the progress that could be 
articulated and used in these discussions. That would be such a good tool. I have also had 
the feedback from some Helsinki-based artists, of this disappointment, that there might 
have been quite many people waiting for you to ask them to have a show, since there 
are not many free places existing in Helsinki. In a way I also feel guilty. If you would just 
continue as a machine… I feel contradictory about quitting since I am both sad about it, 
but then also relieved and excited about what is going to happen afterwards.
VEERA: Could you say that you are tired of running the space and exhibitions? 
CORY: Oh shit, what the fuck, what time is it?
TUOMO: I definitely feel tired. It’s half past three. 
CORY: Sorry I just realised I’m so late for this meeting. Do you have wifi?
TUOMO: We are using their [neighbours’] wifi, it’s called JUSTVEGE. 
CORY: Do you have a password?
TUOMO: It’s xXXXXXXX. No space.
CORY: Did someone have to go and find out?
TUOMO: They give it to customers. I’m just using their wifi to download a torrent of 
Lars von Trier’s Idiots.
[Cory goes outside to talk on the phone.]

VEERA: What would happen if you just continued with the exhibitions as before?
TUOMO: I would feel that we wouldn’t be able to give the artists as much as before. 
Also because we are not getting so much from it ourselves as before. Just because of 
the amount of stuff we have done, and the amount of work it has meant. It wouldn’t feel 

V14: As artist Minna L. Henriksson has pointed 
out, most of the contemporary non-profit art 
spaces in Helsinki charge rent from artists, 
despite getting public funding. She cites 
researcher Pauli Rautiainen, who has described 
the “twisted role” of the gallery rent system: in 
order to receive grants, artists need to exhibit 
and build merit; in order to exhibit, they need 
the grants. Henriksson writes: “There also 
appears to be no reflection about the obvious 
contradiction that some of those associations 
define their purpose in terms of defending the 
professional, economic, and social interests of 
their members”.
(Source: transformativeartproduction.net/owner-
tenant-relations-in-exhibiting)

V15: The confrontation between the rent model 
and the rent-free model goes under the radar in 
mainstream culture journalism. Then again, the 
very fact that artists (and curators and others 
organising exhibitions) have to pay in order to 
have an exhibition is not widely known either.

V16: Progress has become such a penetrating 
narrative. No wonder we escape by glancing 
at IRC-Galleria [early Finnish social media 
community] pictures from the 2000s on 
Instagram. Also, before this discussion, I had not 
realised that there was such a strong tension 
between the “old” and “new” actors in the artist-
run scene. I wonder if the new prominence of 
Kone Foundation actually plays a part here, with 
its transdisciplinary and “bold” approach seen as 
a threat to the more traditional side. This could be 
worth exploring in an article or a research project.

Veera Jussila

“i wonder if i have ever even felt young”

Blood orange juice, ginger ale, and Sorbus. Food blogger Vaimomatskuu [Wife material] posted a drink recipe based on 
Sorbus collective’s rowanberry wine, an artwork bought at Sorbus’ 2018 fundraiser event, Gentle But Determined. The 
event’s title was borrowed from a phrase in Dxxxa D’s song as a fitting description of the wine’s flavour. Having bought 
a bottle, our friend Emmi Venna had gone to a bar where the bouncer told her she can’t enter carrying alcohol. After 
an art philosophical discussion on the wine’s essence as an artwork, Emmi was allowed in. Photo: Jella Bertell



168 169

fair towards artists, just trying to keep working the same as before, but not being able 
to do it properly.
HENNA: Of course, then your time goes to something else, in order to cover your own 
costs so then… what I have been worried about is having a space that has the name of 
Sorbus, but then having to change many of our ways of working with artists that we can 
no longer do. That’s very much like something becoming a job. Then you’re just going 
there to open the door, or sit there and not be part of the process. That’s my fear. 
VEERA: Even if this is not a funeral or anything… I guess we don’t know if there will be 
any more shows after 2019?
TUOMO: We don’t know, also because we don’t know about the plans of the landlord. 
Every now and then he reminds us that he is going to sell the space at some point.

VEERA: Is it a relief to work with video instead of exhibitions here?
TUOMO: Absolutely.
HENNA: Yeah, and it’s a good way to use the experience we have. Our group was formed 
around the space, and there was a will to build exhibitions, to take part in the Helsinki art 
scene. So through that, you discuss a lot of things. It feels urgent and important, that the 
discussion would not just disappear, to make something out of it. That could be the change 
within Sorbus, to continue this discussion in some other formats. That it doesn’t have to 
be in the form of exhibitions, if it’s not the ideal format anymore. Right now, the making of 
the video and the publication are the ways Sorbus works as an artist-run space or gesture. 
VEERA: Do you feel responsible for preserving the space in this kind of area?
HENNA: It depends on the person, I guess. I tend to feel guilty, myself.
TUOMO: My feelings are partly related to the landlord and what he wants. Every year, 
he asks if we are applying for grants, and says that it would be nice if we could continue 
here. Our deal includes that he can stay here when visiting Helsinki. This is a symbiotic 
deal, he cannot get that kind of deal with someone else. It feels like a common project, 
although his project is more related to keeping the space outside the capitalist market 
than about art. It would be nice to continue that project in some way. Maybe some art 
foundation could buy this space.
VEERA: I was reading this book I mentioned, and it described the ideal of an alternative 
art space. That it’s like a mythical creature. That in the best case, it’s always outside the 
markets, with a fresh program, not causing gentrification… It sounds like an ideal of being 
forever young. Do you recognise this kind of ideal?[V17] 
HENNA: Of course it would be a comforting thought that everyone would work outside 
gentrification, always having a fresh program… It is a generalisation, but there are these 
kinds of expectations. But I don’t feel responsible for fulfilling them. 

VEERA: By changing, are you trying to stay young? Or are you becoming adults? If you 
just continued, would there be a risk of being too adult?[V18] 
TUOMO: It’s an attempt to remain as artists. To stay moving, to be able to always ques-
tion one’s own practice, not to relate too much to the previous practice. I was still thinking 
about this idea of guilt and responsibility, if I feel those… maybe here is the part where 
I don’t experience this as work, because I don’t have those feelings. I have a really good 
feeling that I have the right to quit this anytime, and do what I want. 
[Cory comes back inside]
TUOMO: I was thinking about Jaakko Pallasvuo’s text [p. 122] that they wrote for this 
publication. Was it about some peasants and these vampires around them, sucking their 
blood? I’m thinking about where these expectations come from, that we need to stay 
young and fresh all the time? Maybe you could think that it’s bigger institutions and muse-
ums that have this kind of interest towards art spaces? Like who are these vampires who 
suck the youth, as long as it’s there to be sucked? 
HENNA: I can’t really relate to that desire to stay young, to have fresh shows. It has 
never been a motivation.
TUOMO: I wonder if I have ever even felt young.

V17: I was referring to the anthology Artist-
Run Europe (2016) and its text ‘A Brief History 
of Triangle France’ by Céline Kopp and Alun 
Williams. Representing Triangle France, a non-
profit contemporary arts organisation, they 
reflect on “the generic idea of the perfect artist-
run space […] it operates outside the market; it 
is an alternative to institutions; it is independent 
from local politics while publicly funded; it 
avoids bureaucracy; it is outside the main 
centres; it is not an instrument of gentrification; 
it supports local artists while also being part of 
a peer network on the global scale; it is happy, 
desirable, the programme is amazing and 
diverse, and it operates beyond pyramidal forms 
of decision making—a sort of mythical animal 
that one can never really see in its entirety. 
And it lives near the Fountain of Youth. Never 
changing, staying forever young”.

V18: Towards the end of a more traditional 
narrative article, I would usually be expected 
to conclude something about the future of my 
interviewees. Often the institutions in question 
are eagerly outlining their stories themselves. 
I’m glad that the discussion at Sorbus was 
more about this moment of uncertainty and 
randomness, as these kinds of “raw” thoughts 
are not often shared with outsiders. I’m also 
quite glad that I didn’t introduce my illustrative 
metaphorical idea of rowan (sorbus) berries 
growing and then exploding.

Veera Jussila

“i wonder if i have ever even felt young” “i wonder if i have ever even felt young”

Veera Jussila is a journalist who attended many Sorbus events. As 
a feature journalist, Veera specialises in writing long, investigative 
articles. At Sorbus, she organised a panel discussion on the 
relationship between art and media, as part of a series of discussions 
by Ylioppilaslehti student magazine. Veera is currently exploring 
creative coding by studying an MA in Computational Arts at 
Goldsmiths University in London.

Artist and curator Cory John Scozzari was one of the 
founding members of Jupiter Woods art space in 
London. While living in Vienna, he started running 
Cordova art space—initially in his living room—
and since 2017, Cory and Cordova have resided in 
Barcelona. After this chat, Cory wrote a separate text 
looking into the background of his work (see p. 26).

Our cigarette smoking neighbour across the street 
once said they’ve enjoyed watching all the strange 
things happening in the space

During the last two years of Sorbus gallery, Henna (in the upper right 
corner) lived in Amsterdam. Here she’s attending a meeting with Mika, 
Tuomo, and Otto during Susan Kooi’s Illu exhibition in 2018. Jonna and 
Sakari are preparing dalgonas and green smoothies in the back room
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Performers Philip Luddite, Triste Sire, Timo Viialainen, Mathieu Sylvestre, Christine 
Olsen, Amber Lee, Hiroko Tsuchimoto, Peter Rosvik, and Taje Tross posing for 
photos after an evening at the Diverse Universe performance festival tour in 2013

LM Salling’s spirituality- and conspiracy theory- charged installation MIKI: Scene 39 
was viewed from the street during Sorbus’ summer vacation in 2016

Masi Tiitta (second from the right) stretching with guests after the opening run of Vibes Hoitola [Vibes treatment salon], which was a part of the perennial Vibes 
piece realised by an alternating group of artists, theatre professionals, and actors. Organised by Masi, Anna-Mari Karvonen, Jaakko Pallasvuo, Anni Puolakka, 
Heidi Soidinsalo, and Sanna Uuttu in 2014, the ten-day event at Sorbus focussed on wellbeing by means of early morning meditations; noise treatments; the 
making of treasure maps and energy objects; and the collective writing and public reading of a ‘careplay’. Photo: Anni Puolakka
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The seagull is quiet, at peace, full of fish, angry, cranky with 
his mustard-ketchup-paper life. Oil stretch-marks and swirls of 
Arctic salt float in the water. Ahead swings the fucking swathe 
of bladder wrack, whoosh, whoosh. Whoosh.

I hate: dreaming, sleep, I blame the day, although it is quite 
clear that excessive babble, recognising scaredy-cats, 
couch-potato pants, believing anytime in anything—such 
as Christmas, the desire to be a part of the magnetic social 
reality curtained off at the back of the room, and exceptional 
individualistic aspirations—devour the ability to be; love and 
journey and change: lust, aimlessness, desire: on the line 
from a - - - to b.

Contemporary art is a capitalist system that adopts and 
sterilises all cultural manners as part of itself. Even injus-
tice and human suffering are material, content, stir. All 
living culture can be institutionalised.
SORBUS, FUCKED UP IN A BAD WAY ZINE, 2016

The contemporary work, art and capitalist system, here: 
the now, has the ability to capture the living—softness, 
mammalian nature, languages—and incorporate these 
into itself. The now works in our desires and is able to 
use everything that hears it; it sniffs out what’s alive, and 
its own fun.

Dolphins are non-fish who enjoy aimlessly, vocalise exper-
imentally by clicking, have a little new-age style and a 
semi-sexualised stigma. We think that dolphins love music, 
that in the water they use their voices and bodies to interact 
with others, that the dolphin community is gentle, delicate, 
and open. The production of this gentleness, the act of now, 
makes a dolphin fuel, other.

AN ANDROGYNOUS COMMUNITY
Classically, everything in the water is feminine, alive. In this 
text, the water is androgynous, it’s not exceptional, but a 
group of waves worn out by classical mythology, in a normal 
state, which has a sense of nice mortality, an alternative to 
slipping, diving away, moving as an uncontrolled mass of sea.

Kristeva says the communication between uncon-
sciouses is related to psychoanalytic listening – that 
is, what Barthes also reflected on in his essay on lis-
tening – dolphin communication ... it’s resonance in the 
same music
LAURA WAHLFORS, THE REVOLUTIONARY 
MOVEMENT OF A MUSICIAN, 2013

Julia Kristeva’s dolphin community is feminine. The com-
munity voice is physical, impersonal, and thus unidentifi-
able. It is a mute resonance in the water. Communication 
between unconsciouses is affective, that is, actively talking 
about all the machinations of sensations, the imperceptible 
situation that, all of a sudden, we are connected. Machine 
affects moods: states, desires, languages, that is, it makes 
one uncomfortable or at ease, includes or excludes others, 
gets going to work to reveal the time, to get embarrassed, 
to be quiet.

Communication is an act of listening which allows us to 
get lost in the voice, leaving behind preconceived desires, 
entering a space with the other listeners, where everything 
is slippery, the unspecified wetly veers away from the ster-
ile, or becomes accepted so well that it blends in, and does 
not abide in any form. In Barthes’ essay on listening (in The 
Responsibility of Forms, 1991) the unconscious is uncoded. 
Dolphin speech is wild gestures and vocalisations, strange 
postures. Dolphin community communication is compre-
hensible; it has a wide physical range and something so 
ethereally beautiful that it becomes a table:

A COMMUNITY 
OF DOLPHINS

Sini Silveri Sini Silveri 

A MEDITERRANEAN COMMUNITY
In classical mythology, dolphins are full of life; the sea god’s 
children use them for transport, as scooters. In antiquated 
thinking, it was believed that dolphins were indeterminate 
and tongueless. In mythologies, dolphins stay alive and 
unharmed because they do not speak: they do not cause 
problems or babble, or bear witness, but simply swim 
lightly over all that on their wet bellies. Tonguelessness is 
the voice that makes the dolphins more than living: they 
love long.

In Love in the Time of Loneliness (Paul Verhaeghe, 2006), 
when humans gain words, they lose the reality of things. The 
automation of needs disappears when the child learns to say 
that I want that here, mum, this here. Language messes with 
immediate issues. Others become secondary to the desires 
we strive to meet. Language is compulsory for all humans, 
a closed security system, differentiated, autonomous, and 
therefore extremely common.

The only force that brings them together and puts them 
in relation with each other, is the selfishness, the gain 
and the private interests of each. Each looks to them-
selves only, and no one troubles himself about the rest, 
and just because they do so, do they all, in accordance 
with the pre-established harmony of things, or under 
the auspices of an all-shrewd providence, work together 
to their mutual advantage, for the common weal and 
in the interest of all.
[…]
He, who before was the money-owner, now strides in 
front as capitalist; the possessor of labour-power follows 
as his labourer. The one with an air of importance, smirk-
ing, intent on business: the other, timid and holding 
back, like one who is bringing his own hide to market 
and has nothing to expect but – a hiding.
KARL MARX, CAPITAL VOL I, 1867 
(TRANSLATION BY SAMUEL MOORE AND EDWARD AVELING)

The captivating nature of the now is its steadily flowing 
feeding. Loud-mouthed chuckling. The now uses softness 
because it is flexible and soundless. It is thought that, in 
their corally essence, dolphins are able to improve our 
existence, our ability to cope. Work colleagues play dol-
phin, mutely using staves and snout masks to practise their 
movements as a vitality project and hope for the best. They 
are really liked, they are really kept in a pool; they want to 
be in the same photo with them, captured in a moment 
of shared laughter.

Sunglasses and shorts taking snaps in front of the aquarium, 
comparing their reflections on the glass surface, creating 
another: peeping at the tight-ass dolphins, chilled rock play-
ing on video, recorded sounds of laughter and a seagull. “Oh 
my god dolphin is so into this—ahahhaa.”

Dolphin Defu “Depth” Dee looks around: “Aah! people eating 
lunch.” It stands in the middle of the street, a community 
that wants to change the character of the area with craft 
beer. To it, Kristeva’s non-verbal communication is techni-
cal, morose, and has a distinctive face. Depth shudders as 
if in reaction to this: trying to talk to someone, thinking: can 
I handle this as seaweed, a mask, are all communities so 
narrow and tied up with buying chips? Dee is large, noisy, 
does not fit in the picture, and pushes off into the waves.

The language of the dolphins who jumped out of the pool, 
post-Sea-Pool-language, is different from known zoo com-
munication; it includes expressions for exit and restarting. 
Dolphins’ concept of love is watery, which is why moralists 
are interested in it. Dolphins’ concept of work is watery, 
which is why, in wartime, they use dolphins to clear bombs 
from the sea. Communication includes listening, the body, 
talking, and images. Dolphins communicate through echoes 
off the pool wall, which feed back into the water.

A MILLENNIAL COMMUNITY
Nowlivers, who live in the now, have a psychotic vibe. They 
have to be exceptional, in illusion lonely, treacherous, but 
under certain conditions energetically involved in society. To 
transcend their limits, some are offered the chance to have 
a nice coffee break at work or family units, but not other 
ways of using or conceptualising time. It’s all fun news and 
animal videos. It is hollow, the return to oneself, repetition.

European classical category theory: Gemeinschaft—
Gesellschaft (Tönnies, 1887) separates two ways of being 
together: either we are a community for its own sake 
(Gemeinschaft) or to reach a goal (Gesellschaft). Roughly, 
we are either a community or a society. Linguistically, these 
are valued. The root of the word Gemeinschaft is gemein, and 
that means disgusting. Villagey-ness is continuously marked 
by embarrassment: a millennial self-perception has been 
created for the community in the now, that it doesn’t work, 
that it dies. The red scare is generally included in European 
“community” talk, which ensures that individuality appears 
to be a good idea.

Dolphin community, and community itself, is a potential 
threat, because it is any kind of relationship with others, 
loosely fickle, more, jelly; the indispensable density in which 
the self is revealed. The community is all its members, includ-
ing those members who others have grabbed into it, fantasy 
members and members of desire: coveted potentially-cap-
turable objects of the now. The community is constantly 
two-way: at the same time, distant, out there, outside, and 
always shifting, close, here.

Community begins when self goes beyond the self; it is like 
partying, making love. Community language has remained 
thin, so it is easy to come up with a new language, new skills 
for being, new kinds of common and general states. New 
kinds of celebrations. We can talk about whatever comes to 
mind, about others and oneself as part of others, as a con-
dition: the self cannot shut itself off from the community, 

a community of dolphins

Translation by Kate Sotejeff-Wilson
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without shutting down the whole group as it was: one per-
son’s depression is the whole community’s depression. All 
sexiness is the whole community’s sexiness, all rivers flow 
through the whole land. Platitude: dolphins’ wildness is the 
news we use to manage community. People read the news 
on the train and look out of the window. The Dolphin Party is 
post-truth, which is why it is a threat; wet, wonderfully gemein.

LISTENING FANTASIES
Capitalism is the snake game and a vampire, the film Alien 
etc. It extracts the codes, and moves along them. Soft codes 
and said codes, hip street slang and styles. Underneath, 
there’s nothing exceptional or pure. Listening is using lan-
guage. We’ve all been on the computer with someone and 
wanted to show them something on the internet. Listening 
cannot be a project or a predetermined state, because only 
the kind that has not been coded yet can be purely listened 
to. In this state it is possible to listen to Defu call, listen to 
your own voice when Defu Two calls. Listening is being 
human quietly, stepping aside from language.

For Barthes, listening is recognising the other, listening is 
associated with the fear of loss. In the now, this is a poten-
tial threat to the self’s interests, of loss of self, loss of voice, 
being alone, setting off somewhere without anything at all. 
Barthes dreamed of listening which is not decoding. This is 
the unconscious, where codes have no meaning. When the 
codes do not work, it does not matter who is talking and 
who is being listened to. In the unconscious, the codeless, 
there is no advance knowledge about knowing. Listening 
is the dismantling of knowing; it is a post-colonial act. By 
being quiet we can also hear the speech which has a voice.

A COMMUNITY OF DOLPHINS IN THE NOW
In fantasising about dolphins, community is replaced by the 
aquarium. When a community—that is, a loose gathering 
born of necessity of mammals, sand, dreamers, clickers, 
out-the-window-gazers, water-from-a-glass-drinkers—gives 
up on the now’s ways of acting, the community will stop 
fantasising and becomes itself. We move from lossless par-
ticipation to being able, to beginning. We get the same pic-
ture as the dolphin, no longer in the same picture with it.

In the mechanics of abandonment, we expose ourselves to 
others. We start from submitting to pleasure, luxury: some 
action, some embarrassing ability. We listen in common, 
so that all the seats are filled for listening. We act like we 
were on the phone. We expose ourselves to others, start, 
get distressed, start over again, are on the move: when 
someone sees themselves as a dolphin, the entire commu-
nity can become a pod of gentle water machines, which 
have their own language, which is not already pre-used, 
the language in which the disgusting, indeterminate, or 
femininity is not described as deviant or as self-evident as 
the ability to cope.

A community interested in death can be considered alive. 
Dying is mute, more of life, speechlessly alive:
Since all life is captured, death is interesting; it is overnights, 

sexual, images of those more alive than the living, it is multiple 
self-capturing; it is being part of the street, underwear, a snail 
living inside a guest pillow, a small dry state before the gate. 
What’s left behind, from stolen life, remains self-seductive; 
non-living, many, the most vital, performing non-life, a space 
that is not afraid of performing, in which to smile at a way of 
burying, at a story of lotions, water, images; being a person 
quietly. We are cows moving through the dusk, forces that 
are something to something, we stay the night somewhere, 
someone meets something, in this cove; asks whether this is 
safe; whether the lion has rest in its mouth; whether there’s 
a good vibe here.

Community which rejects the now is round, and has the 
advantage that it doesn’t wear out, it speaks with its body, 
is excited about its own strength, muscles and listening. 
Community in the now calls: nuzzles: parties at the centre 
of the world.

Sini Silveri 

Curatorial duo nynnyt had a conversation about Sorbus 
in January 2019, which looped around cohabitation 
while being unable to find an alternative word for 
alternative.

Our top 5 Sorbus moments, not in any particular order:

SELINA: 1) Sitting on the sidewalk, early summer of 
  2014, drinking beer and talking with people  
  I hardly know, but later become familiar with
 2) Sitting on the sidewalk, late summer 2013,  
  having soup made from tattooed fruit
 3) Sitting on the floor and listening to a gig by  
  Australian musician Pikelet in August 2016
 4) Meeting someone and falling in love, in 2014
 5) Skateboarding death in Katri Sipiläinen’s  
  exhibition in 2014

ORLAN: 1)  Chatting to people outside the gallery during  
  an opening, getting to know arts workers  
  who later become colleagues and friends,  
  2014 to 2018
 2) Watching and listening to a Raivoraittius gig  
  through the opened gallery window in 2017
 3) Having some visitors of Sorbus stay at my place  
  while I’m travelling, returning home earlier  
  than I thought and meeting these people for  
  the first time by waking them up, maybe 2016
 4)  Listening to Anni Puolakka sing during her  
  exhibition opening in 2018
 5) SUURTEOS // MAGNUM OPUS—Angry  
  Woman performance, 2014

SELINA: I wanted to make this list, in order to recollect my 
memories of Sorbus... in order to see what I think about 
when I think about Sorbus. I think about location, situations, 
people, coming together, and I think about an artwork, a 
drawing that stayed with me. Orlan, your top 5 moments 
are different from mine, but there is a similar undertow of 

meeting people; listening and seeing something that has 
resonated with you in a way that it has stayed with you.

ORLAN: I agree that there is something about encounters 
and connections in both our memories. I look at them now, 
wondering why these are actually more meaningful to me 
than many other encounters or events that I’ve experienced 
in the Helsinki art scene. I often feel that art events—espe-
cially those that happen in galleries and museums—are dry, 
daunting, alienating, and somehow not for me—even though 
as an arts worker, a parent, and a consumer of culture, I 
probably belong to many art organisations’ target groups. 
The events and encounters that I experienced in Sorbus had 
none of this, but rather were heartfelt, warm, intriguing, and 
touching. To be honest, for me it’s not always about the art 
that is on display there. It’s something that’s harder to pin 
down... here’s an attempt, some words that come to mind: 
friendship, presence, experiment, conversation. Do these res-
onate with you in any way?
 
SELINA: I recognise friendship; as Sorbus is run by a group 
of friends, friendship is there at its core, and when thinking 
about the publics of Sorbus, I consider them to be friends of 
this place as well. And I do recognise presence, and consider 
it to be a big part of Sorbus’ mode of operation, both in the 
personal presence of Sorbus members, and in its location, 
the presence of their space on the street of Vaasankatu. 

It seems that both the location and the history of the space 
(formerly Kingi Kongi gallery, and Temmikongi underground 
record label) have set the tone for the operations of Sorbus 
and its publics. There is something ‘outsider’ in Sorbus. 
By this I don’t mean hidden, marginal, excluded, and not 
central, but rather something that operates with a different 
logic, that is somehow an alternative, another set of pos-
sibilities. Maybe this ‘alternative’ could also be considered 
to be ‘experimental’ by someone, but what I am after with 
this phrase is something else... I mean, Sorbus is an alter-
native in the sense that—compared to most art spaces in 
Helsinki—artists don’t have to pay in order to use their space. 

Sini Silveri has danced and recited poems at Sorbus, as well as loaned us a poem to 
paste on a wall for the Sour Grapes group exhibition. Sini’s video alter ego appears in 
Sorbus collective’s short film, Wild Is The Wind (2019), delivering the immortal self-
penned line, “Life is going to be sad and sexy at the same time”. Sini’s first poetry 
collection, Titaanidisko, was published by Poesia in 2020. Lately, the multidisciplinary 
artist has been living in Helsinki and Hamburg.

a community of dolphins
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And on the other hand, it operates parallel to all these bars, 
restaurants, and small businesses on Vaasankatu. It is at the 
same time an established small art space, a group of friends, 
and an underground gig venue. Sorbus has always had this 
ideological dimension of going against the capitalist and 
mainstream politics of coldness and indifference. Instead 
of diverging, it focuses on converging. 

ORLAN: It’s really difficult to talk about this without creat-
ing a binary of ‘central’ / ‘marginal’, or ‘mainstream’ / ‘alter-
native’, both of which I’d like to avoid. Still, I consider the 
importance and greatness of Sorbus specifically in relation 
to other art venues in Helsinki, and perhaps this is because 
I feel they have brought this field something that was not 
there before, and that was needed. They have been—and 
are—an important part of the Finnish art field.

Jonatan Habib Engqvist and Nina Möntmann talk about the 
relational infrastructure of the art world as an ecosystem, 
referring to the fact that “the whole is more than the sum of 
its parts” (Engqvist and Möntmann, 2018). I like this word-
ing, because it takes the idea away from opposition and 
antagonism, and from assigning value to something being 
either marginal or well established. An ecosystem needs 
all of its parts, and it’s sad to see Sorbus as an exhibition 
space leaving this one. To quote Engqvist and Möntmann: 

“small art organizations often premiere or launch artists 
who will later go on to become established through an 
international biennial or museum exhibition. It is seldom 
recognized that small, understaffed and risk-taking actors 
enabled these ‘discoveries’; instead, it is large institutions 
that get the attention, as well as (sometimes) the economic 
benefit” (48, 2018). 

Sorbus’ choice to remain rent-free for exhibiting artists within 
a funding system that forces everyone towards exhibition 
rents also resists the idea of the art field operating with food 
chain logics, in which bigger institutions metabolise the 
experimentations of smaller ones. Sorbus keeps working 
towards the model of a co-dependent ecosystem: it boycotts 
a status quo that is both unbeneficial to art workers, and 
that produces unhealthy competition, while suggesting that 
to act with solidarity is more important than ‘getting ahead’.

SELINA: At times like this, or maybe at times in general, 
holding onto a space is difficult. The costs of having a space 
tend to be the biggest expenditure, and merely keeping hold 
of that space might be considered more meaningful than, 
for example, using the budget to cover salaries for the peo-
ple who are actually taking care of the space. This leads to 
a situation where caretaking and maintenance is done on 
a voluntary basis.

nynnyt

Katri Sipiläinen’s pencil drawing Skeittaava kuolema [Skateboarding death] 
from her exhibition Last – Things You Love You Are, in 2014

Raivoraittius delivering their anarchist queer edge transcore punk at Veranda. Photo: Antti Ahonen

nynnyt
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Even though this has not been the case since the beginning, 
I definitely agree with you that Sorbus has done significant 
work when they have both refused to pay the costs of the 
space from their own pockets, and also refused to charge 
the artists using the space. This mode of operation has been 
pioneering work that Sorbus, among relatively few other 
small art spaces, have been doing in the field here. Having 
said this, I do believe that a lot of work has actually been 
done on a voluntary basis, and predicated on care.

This aspect of care in relation to space is something I still want 
to think about, because I think that sometimes the space 
itself can be the thing bringing and tying people together. 
Space—in this particular case a small room with a big win-
dow, plus a small back room and a toilet—have been the fair-
way and route through which people have come and worked 
together. Being concerned about a space, and choosing to 
foster it, are both forms of care. The space is cared for, it 
needs to exist, because it makes other kinds of existences 
possible. A community emerges together with the space: 
inside and through it.
 
I consider the aspect of care to be significant in defining 
what Sorbus is, what it has evolved into, and what it will 
continue to become. And the word care here has multiple 
meanings: channelling, mediating, transmitting, moving, 
passing on, and also, worrying.

I get excited when you say that Sorbus is working towards 
the model of an ecosystem and I start to think about cohabi-
tation: all the living (and not living) communities that interact 
with each other and with their surroundings; the connections 
that are built and dissolved; the physical location in relation 
to these communities; and the networkings and ways of 
being together and apart... 

ORLAN: Maybe, when thinking about Sorbus, we are cir-
cling around the concepts of coming together and living 
together. Sorbus has found a way to exist and go forward that 
is based on challenging norms, and caring for the situations 
that this implicates them in, which is a combination we both 
admire, aim for, and cherish. I suppose this exchange has 
brought us to a thank you that is not nostalgic (even though 
it starts from memories), but that wishes for continuity and 
more grounds broken. 

So here it is in front of me.
In all its glory.
It’s so simple it almost makes me cry.
A full canister of filtered water, with a little tap, so you can 
fill your own bottle. In a gallery space. With a lot of space 
and air around it.
Wait, I’m not telling it right.

It’s Kerala. It’s sweltering hot. It’s the Kochi-Muziris Biennale 
of 2018, curated by Anita Dube. To see the biennial, one 
walks along the shores of Kochi, and each location is more 
beautiful than the other. Empty storehouses with centu-
ries of peeling paint, docks with views of the bluest fishing 
boats, old colonial houses with inner gardens. And in all 
these spaces, the artworks presented do not seem alien to 
the space, but somehow almost growing from the walls and 
floors. Each work finds a perfect position in the space, and is 
left alone. With all the air around them that they deserve. All 
the time they need. I do not know how to describe this sen-
sation, when you walk around a biennial, and you can actu-
ally breathe deeply. This has never happened to me before.

And in each room, here it is—a water canister, a nod of 
appreciation to the physical body of the audience. Showing 
an understanding of how bloody hot it is, and there are many 
locations to visit. Prolonging and supporting the unhur-
ried joy of this walk, so that you don’t have to worry about 
where to buy your next plastic water bottle. Respecting our 
desire for pleasure, for feeling good in our skin, for keeping 
the body hydrated so that we can stay with these works as 
long as we need.

We visited the biennial with my friend and co-curator Lisa 
Gilardino, and stayed for three days. The experience was 
so strikingly different from what you come to expect from 
visiting any biennial (or similar big art event); it made us talk 
a lot about the position of pleasure in the art scene. Why 
were we so surprised by the fact that the biennial felt pleas-
urable? Not only in terms of the awesome artworks, but in 
how they were displayed, communicated, by the use of the 
space. We felt a physical sensation of being welcomed in 
each of many exhibition spaces.

What if we, as curators, would consider pleasure as one of 
the key elements in our practice? Pleasure along all steps 
of the process, starting from doing things in a way we like, 

and this spilling into pleasure for everyone involved: audi-
ence, artists. Saying no to the modes of art production that 
make you exhausted, frustrated, or simply bored, and only 
go for things that evoke full-on desire and an enthusiastic 
yes? How would it change the dysfunctional art system in 
which we all operate, and that nobody seems to quite find 
the right key to finally change?

On the way back, we make a pact with Lisa to remind our-
selves when we forget about pleasure, and get sucked into 
the normalized overproduction routines. We invent a safe 
word for this.

Our safe word for pleasure is “Platypus”.

So, this brings me to Sorbus.

From Sorbus, my most vivid memory goes like this: there are 
about 20 international curators on the chairs along the walls 
of the room. It’s 2015. I’m working at Checkpoint Helsinki 
and we’re helping to organise a sort of collective research 
visit for all these people into the Helsinki scene, which is 
apparently getting more cutting-edge by the minute. It’s one 
of these intense scenarios, where you’re in town for a few 
days and you need to cover as much ground as possible. 
I’ve raised expectations quite a lot, hyping Sorbus as just 
the place to be right now, youngest and freshest, you know 
all these words. We arrive to the space, sit on the chairs, 
and I’m starting to interview the Sorbus crew on their posi-
tioning in the local landscape. Nobody can say a word. All 
questions about profile, artistic strategy, and the impact of 
their work—all hit a wall. It’s extremely awkward. The visit-
ing curators, who are on a tight schedule, start to get frus-
trated. I enjoy this tremendously. I let the curators ask the 
questions. “What’re your plans for the future?” — “Well…” 
Silence again. I see the guests starting scrolling their phones, 
obviously wondering, what the fuck are we doing here, and 
when do we move to the next stop on the program? Oh no 
dears, not for a while. We’d be sitting there for two very long 
hours, aligned along the wall, in a tiny room on Vaasankatu, 
and feel the true and clumsy beat of everything which is 
true and dear to my heart in the Helsinki scene: opening 
up an art space as if slipping accidentally on icy pavement, 
running shows so that you can enjoy hanging out together, 
discovering great artists not because of research trips but 
because they are your friends and you just naturally know 

WITH 
PLEASURE

Eva Neklyaeva

nynnyt is a Helsinki-based feminist curatorial duo, Orlan Ohtonen and Selina 
Väliheikki, who work from and with the notion of friendship. Since 2013, 
they have been researching and testing out a curatorial practice that echoes 
intersectional queer feminist politics, while questioning and dismantling the 
art field’s hierarchical and exploitative structures. In the art field, where you 
are often forced into competition with your peers, the duo’s seemingly simple 
proposal to approach work with insistent kindness feels radical.

Jonatan Habib Engqvist and Nina Möntmann. Agencies of 
Art. A report on the situation of small and medium-sized art 
centers in Denmark, Norway and Sweden, 2018. 
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their work deeply. A total lack of performing the institutional 
self, zero interest in “looking interesting”. A space that you 
approach only with a slow stride, preferably with a drink in 
your hand, even better on a sunny day when you can sit on 
the sidewalk and do nothing for a long, long time.

When Sorbus opened, I remember immediately feeling 
slightly nostalgic, with this kind of “oh but we’ve done this 
all before” feeling that all old souls get when new kids arrive 
on the block. (Of course it’s not at all the same thing you’ve 
done, not even close, but you’re entitled to feel old-ish once in 
a while. All your life experiences should add up to something, 
and this fleeting feeling of questionable ageist superiority is 
all you’re ever gonna get, so, you know, enjoy.)

So if you walk from Sorbus to the other end of Vaasankatu, 
there is a similar kind of window shop space, about the 
same size, that was from 2003 to 2004 proudly called ROR 
Gallery. Revolutions on Request (ROR) was a collective of 
artists (Karoliina Taipale, Jiri Geller, Klaus Nyqvist and Panu 
Puolakka, among others), that worked together on producing 
a shared style, while each having a very specific set of skills. 
In addition to doing museum shows together, they opened 
a small base in Helsinki where they exhibited other artists, 
mostly their friends.

My own story of arriving to ROR was very simple. I had just 
recently moved to Helsinki from Minsk. I didn’t know pretty 
much anyone. I went to Kiasma to see their show and was 
immediately attracted to the fact that this exhibition was pro-
duced by a collective—I haven’t seen many of those working 
in visual arts in Helsinki at that moment (and very few after). 
I much more enjoy to work together with people than by 
myself, and so being a part of a collective seemed cool. One 
day, I arrived to the doors of ROR Gallery in Vaasankatu and 
said hi, I want to work with you guys. For free, obviously. 
That was the first time any of the ROR people had ever seen 
me. They immediately said okay. 

On the wall of the gallery hung a giant Sergeant Pepper 
album cover, made entirely out of tiny LEGO parts, left from 
ROR’s Contemporary Plastics inaugural exhibition. This was 
the first and only official acquisition of ROR Gallery, which 
had been decorating the office ever since. The internet came 
from the wall (I am still not sure whose broadband we were 
stealing). As most of the first grant for running the gallery 
went into buying the LEGO piece, we couldn’t afford free 
booze for the openings, so every time we organised a lottery 
where each ticket miraculously won a beer bottle. We hosted 
Jeppe Hein’s solo show, and I got one of the artworks from 
the exhibition as a gift, that I lost soon after. Everybody was 
dramatically promiscuous and dead set on living the best 
years of their lives. The idea was to have fun together while 
it lasts, and we closed the gallery as soon as the fun was 
over, with no regrets, never looking back.

I’m writing this text in a small Italian town between the 
sea and the hills, where I’ve been living for the past three 
years, curating one of the most pleasurable and challenging 

projects I’ve ever done: Santarcangelo Festival. You know how 
things somehow connect in unexpected ways? And so I’m 
thinking today what I’ve learnt during 20 years of curatorial 
practice. It’s still dark, but almost morning, and you can 
hear the birds already. The basic principles are still the same: 
work with friends, lovers, with your heroes, people whom 
you deeply admire. Do not, under any circumstances, start 
taking yourself too seriously. Do not behave like an institu-
tion. Prioritise pleasure, even if it means going against all 
the rules of art production today. Love what you do, and 
if love ends, let things go. Enjoy the fuck out of it all. Stop 
when it’s the right time.

Eva Neklyaeva
Kochi – Helsinki – Santarcangelo di Romagna
28 April 2019 

Eva Neklyaeva

With Pleasure

Eva Neklyaeva is an activist and curator who has held key positions in Helsinki 
at theatre festival Baltic Circle, art organisation Checkpoint Helsinki, and sex 
festival Wonderlust; she has also been the artistic director of Santarcangelo Festival in 
Santarcangelo di Romagna. Between 2003 and 2004, she was involved in running 
the ROR gallery on the street where Sorbus later opened. Eva and Sorbus are united 
through the experience of her defending Sorbus in front of a group of 20 international 
curators, and through perpetually borrowing a neighbour’s internet connection. During his gig at the 2017 Veranda festival, rapper (and soon-to-become punk band leader) 

Versace Henrik rushed into the audience, startling artist-rapper and Sorbus’ former trainee 
Walter Dewald (second from the left), and this publication’s graphic designer Matti Kunttu 
(second from the right, securing his glass of Spanish red wine). Photo: Antti Ahonen
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Fecal graffiti inspired by a bathroom story recounted by Birch Cooper in Sorbus collective’s short film Wild Is the Wind. 
Sorbus collective’s retrospective exhibition Life Is Going to Be Sad and Sexy at the Same Time at Galleri CC in Malmö, 2019

The climax that was cancelled. In 2017, the Finnish Institute in London invited Sorbus to participate in their Mobius fellowship program. We 
approached networking differently by gathering resources to make a short film. Wild Is the Wind was co-produced by AQNB Productions and shot in 
Bude, Cornwall, where the collective and a group of eight Sorbus acquaintances and fellow artists stayed in a remote seaside house for two weeks. 
The whole project was scheduled to culminate in March 2020 in The Reunion, which was going to include the work’s UK premiere and a series of 
performances by the film’s cast in the Harpy Houseboat on River Thames. However, that happened to coincide with the spread of the coronavirus 
becoming critical, and the event was cancelled and postponed indefinitely just a week before it was scheduled. This picture was posted on Instagram 
in March 2020 by Forma UK, the event’s co-producer



184 185

Re
st

au
ra

nt
 D

ay
 b

eg
an

 in
 H

el
si

nk
i t

o 
pe

rm
it 

an
yo

ne
 to

 te
st

 o
ut

 a
 re

st
au

ra
nt

 o
r c

af
e 

id
ea

 fo
r a

 d
ay

. I
n 

su
m

m
er

 2
01

4,
 w

e 
w

en
t d

um
ps

te
r 

di
vi

ng
 a

nd
 tu

rn
ed

 S
or

bu
s 

in
to

 a
 re

st
au

ra
nt

 s
er

vi
ng

 fr
ee

 fo
od

. R
ow

an
 tw

ig
s 

w
er

e 
us

ed
 fo

r d
ec

or
at

io
n



186 187

A LIVELIHOOD FROM ART
—ALSO FOR ARTISTS?
7 March, 2018
 
In the autumn of 2017, the Arts Promotion 
Centre Finland (Taike) outlined that art 
spaces eligible for its operational subsi-
dies should give up charging artists exhi-
bition rents. For the time being, charging 
rents is not punishable, but in the future it 
may affect who receives the subsidy. This 
is apparent from the statement of Taike’s 
director Minna Sirnö in an article in the 
online magazine Taiteilija [The Artist].
 
We were even surprised by Taike’s new 
policy, because it is the first time that last 
years’ debates around exhibition rents 
have led an art funder to take concrete 
action with a sustained impact.
 
Last week, national visual arts associa-
tions organised a discussion event called 
‘Järjestögallerioiden tulevaisuus’ [The 
future of artists’ associations’ galleries]. 
The purpose of the event was to reflect 
on the future of exhibitions organised by 
artists’ associations, given that Taike’s 
new position will have a particular impact 
on their funding. All the organisers of 
the seminar charge exhibition rents, and 
the total amount of subsidies they might 
lose is significant: Taike’s operational sub-
sidies as of 12 February, 2018 include 
€95,000 for Artists’ Association MUU, 
€81,000 for the Association of Finnish 
Sculptors, €85,000 for the Association 
of Finnish Printmakers, €95,000 for the 
Finnish Painters’ Union, and €115,000 for 
the Association of Photographic Artists.
 
Art spaces not charging exhibition rents 
were apparently not invited to the event, 
but we followed the discussion via live 
stream. The speeches gave the impression 
that the associations mainly saw Taike’s 
new policy as a reduction in art funding, 
rather than an improvement upon art-
ists’ situations. The speeches didn’t really 
address the possibility of creating a more 
reasonable art field for artists, but instead, 
the main concern seemed to be how to 
continue as unchanged the artists’ asso-
ciations’ activities.
 
Hippolyte Gallery’s exhibition coordina-
tor Petronella Grönroos’ presentation, 
‘Artists’ associations’ exhibitions in num-
bers’, showed that the aforementioned 

association galleries collectively charge 
artists around €160,000 in rent per year. 
The sum seems small when compared 
with Taike’s operational subsidies, for 
example. At the event, Taike representa-
tive Henri Terho said, in a slightly provoc-
ative way, that with operational subsidies 
alone, these associations could already 
give up charging exhibition rents and 
open five new free galleries.
 
The exhibition rent discussion often 
seems to get stuck in financial factors 
and the scarcity of funding, instead of 
taking artists’ interests as a starting point 
for how activities are planned. Exhibition 
rents are justified, for example, by the 
central location of galleries, and it is 
said that without charging rents, there 
wouldn’t be exhibitions. From the out-
side at least, it has appeared that in order 
to give up exhibition rents, the associa-
tions have mainly planned to sell more 
artworks and find sponsors.

One attempt to do something about exhi-
bition rents is a project called Taiteesta 
toimeentuloa [A livelihood from art] by the 
Association of Photographic Artists, which 
runs Hippolyte Gallery. The recently com-
pleted project received three-year funding 
from Kone Foundation. Some of the pro-
ject’s main goals were to “significantly” 
reduce Hippolyte’s exhibition rents by 
2018, and to give up exhibition rents in 
2020, at which point the gallery would 
also start paying artists a remuneration. 
The project received a total of €145,000 in 
funding between 2015 and 2017. However, 
in the gallery’s open call for exhibitions 
in 2019, the exhibition rents are unfortu-
nately still the same, even after the com-
pletion of the project. A presentation put 
together at the end of the project sum-
marises that “if exhibition rents were not 
charged, the sales of artworks would have 
to be €200,000 a year”. In the same pres-
entation, the current sales approximate 
€32,000. It can be noted that based on 
the gallery’s annual exhibition rent income 
(€38,000), the space could have been kept 
rent-free for these three years using the 
funds granted by Kone Foundation.
 
Exhibition rents will not disappear unless 
those charging rents change their con-
duct. The responsibility lies with those 
charging rent, not with the paying art-
ists. If the budgets of artists’ associations 

are currently so crucially dependent on 
exhibition rents, Taike’s policy means it’s 
high time for them to thoroughly rethink 
their strategies. The same goes for other 
art spaces charging exhibition rents, of 
course. During this recent discussion, 
curator Jussi Koitela, for example, sug-
gested that Helsinki-based artists’ asso-
ciations’ galleries might consider giving 
up their downtown properties and collec-
tively move into more affordable premises.
 
Whatever the solution—and solutions 
will now in any case emerge—the most 
important thing when discussing exhibi-
tion rents is to keep in mind whose inter-
ests are being discussed. As the number of 
artist grant applicants rises1, the financial 
risk of exhibition rents to artists increases 
further. As artists’ representatives, artists’ 
associations should aim to create exhi-
bition-making conditions which enable 
artists to make a fair living, rather than 
seeing Taike’s policy as a threat to the arts.

Sorbus gallery working group:
Otto Byström, Henna Hyvärinen, Jonna 
Karanka, Mika Palonen, Sakari Tervo, 
Tuomo Tuovinen

SORBUS GALLERY’S RESPONSE TO 
MIISA PULKKINEN’S ARTICLE, “FREE 
EXHIBITIONS? GALLERIES RUN BY ARTISTS’ 
ASSOCIATIONS DEFINE THEIR PLACE AND 
PRICE” [ILMAISIA NÄYTTELYITÄ? LIITTOJEN 
GALLERIAT MÄÄRITTELEVÄT PAIKKANSA 
JA HINTANSA]
14 April, 2015
 
We are delighted that artists’ associa-
tions are also contributing to the dis-
cussion on exhibition rents through 
commenting for this article. However, 
as an artist group running a free gal-
lery for artists, we would like to draw 
attention to some of the artist associa-
tions’ galleries’ justifications for charg-
ing exhibition rents. In our experience, 
not charging exhibition rents decisively 
contributes to the very goals the artists’ 
associations claim as their mandate.
 
According to the article, galleries run by 
artists’ associations bring “to the audi-
ence new and interesting art in an art-
ist-driven way, without big commercial 
pressures”, and present “emerging art-
ists who need stepping stones in their 
careers”. They outline that “the most 
important thing in choosing artists is 
artistic quality and how well an exhi-
bition fits into the season’s overall pro-
gramming”. It was also said that artists’ 
association galleries stand out “simply by 
having quality exhibitions” and they “dif-
fer from other galleries” because rather 
than having the pressure to make salea-
ble exhibitions, they can support “exhi-
bitions with more artistic expression”.

These are great principles. But while 
the text doesn’t explicitly say so, the 
article may give the false impression 
that the aforementioned qualities are 
solely promoted by the artists’ asso-
ciations galleries that charge artists to 
exhibit, with the only alternative being 
the “top” commercial galleries.
 
The gallery we run—along with some 
other artist-run art spaces in Finland—
does everything that the galleries fea-
tured in the article cite as their mission 
(apart from focussing on a particular 
art form). And we are not a “top” com-
mercial gallery.

It should, of course, be noted that we 
are able to run a free gallery due to the 

privileged position of having a Kone 
Foundation grant to cover the gallery’s 
rent and electricity, plus part-time work-
ing grants of €590 each per month for 
2015. Galleries run by artists’ associa-
tions, in turn, seem to largely depend on 
artists paying exhibition rents. And usu-
ally artists (who are also often members 
of these associations) pay the exhibition 
rent from their personal grants. Our sug-
gestion is that the rental income the 
galleries now receive from artists could 
instead be directly allocated to them, 
rather than first being circulated through 
artists’ bank accounts. This wouldn’t 
require increasing the state’s budget 
for arts, just re-directing it. This way, 
the money wouldn’t come out of artists’ 
pockets either, as feared in the article.
 
Our suggestion would simplify, stream-
line, and speed up the process of organ-
ising exhibitions, and as mentioned, 
promote those very mandates that—
according to the article—motivate 
the artists’ associations galleries. For 
example, choosing exhibitions purely 
on the basis of artistic quality is con-
siderably easier when artists don’t have 
to be selected based on their ability to 
pay rent. Especially when it comes to 
presenting emerging artists—which, 
according to the article, is important 
to the galleries—not charging exhi-
bition rent is absolutely beneficial. 
Newcomers rarely have working grants 
for paying exhibition rents because, in 
practice, getting a grant requires a CV 
documenting previous exhibitions.
 
Not having to pay exhibition rents 
is also a relief when it comes to the 
“commercial pressures” mentioned 
in the article. When an artist has to 
pay for gallery space, they may try to 
cover the expense by selling their art-
works—keeping in mind the sale price is 
reduced by the gallery taking a commis-
sion. This means that exhibition rents 
rather create commercial pressures. (In 
Finland, stressing out about selling art is 
probably quite unnecessary anyway: as 
far as we know, even purely “commer-
cial” galleries can’t finance their activ-
ities solely through selling art.)

 We’re not saying that our model as 
such would solve this situation. Our 
gallery is mainly run by volunteer labour 

(supplemented by our own working 
grants and social security), and sup-
ported by a private foundation, which 
is probably not a sustainable model or 
a perfect example for professional gal-
leries to aspire to. In any case, we hope 
that increasing amounts of art spaces 
will be able to give up charging artists 
exhibition rents in one way or another. 
In our view, allocating the portion of 
grants meant for the expenses of art 
spaces directly to those spaces would 
be a good step towards that goal.

Tuomo Tuovinen and Sorbus gallery  
working group

 1 For example, Kone Foundation reported 
receiving more than 6,300 applications in 2017, 
which is more than ever before.

ABOUT SORBUS

Sorbus is an artist-run space founded 
in 2013 in Helsinki, and has been free of 
charge for exhibiting artists since 2014. 
During the five years of its existence, 
Sorbus has altogether hosted 80 exhi-
bitions and well over 100 art events. 
Between 2015 and 2017, Sorbus was sup-
ported by Kone Foundation (2015: €34 
260, 2016: €40 000, 2017: €42 000). We 
have also received smaller grants from 
the Finnish Cultural Foundation, Oskar 
Öflund Foundation, Arts Promotion 
Centre Finland (Taike) and from the City 
of Helsinki, amongst others.

In 2018, we have received operating 
subsidies from the Finnish Cultural 
Foundation (€8500) and the City of 
Helsinki (€5000), which makes running 
Sorbus possible. Additionally, we have 
received €6000 from Arts Promotion 
Centre Finland to cover writer and trans-
lation fees for a publication reflecting on 
our activities and ways of working.

Miisa Pulkkinen’s article in the online 
magazine Taiteilija [The Artist], 
1 April, 2015: 
taiteilijalehti.fi/ilmaisia-nayttelyita
[Link date: 24 May, 2020]
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2013  EXHIBITIONS
 · KOELSE
 · Art Auction – Lauri Isola, Jonna Karanka, Ilkka Luttinen, Sara Milazzo, Ristomatti Myllylahti, Jyrki Nissinen, Antti Nyyssölä, Marja Patrikainen, 
  Timo Ryhänen, Jarkko Räsänen, Katri Sipiläinen, Ville Vuorenmaa, Laura Wesamaa
 · Lukas Malte Hoffmann – Won’t we metric (drafted)
 · Dxxxa D – Keskimääräinen rakkaus [Average Love]
 · Aave Festival presents: Yokotai – So Boom Tschak
 · Jussi Niskanen – Saimaannorppa [Saimaa ringed seal]
 · Marja Patrikainen – Lentokone [Aeroplane]
 · Jane Hughes & Taru Kallio – Vulpicide / Citycide
 · Corinna Helenelund – Wave Of Rotten Dreams / Slave of Forgotten Screams; Sinus Sculptures
 · Ilkka Pitkänen & Olli Paavolainen – Commercial Art, Free Booze
 · Antti Nyyssölä & Jarkko Räsänen
 · Lauri Isola – The Wheel of Life
 · Kim Somervuori – Ode to Posca
 · Laura Ukkonen – Pistokkaita [Cuttings]
 
 EVENTS
 · Sorbus Opening Festival – Jeesus Arimatialainen ja Tunteet, Janne Kortteinen, Apostol Salonen, Oukkidouppi, Harrie Liveart, Dxxxa D, Talmud
  Beach, Rockmans, KOELSE | music, poetry, and performance event
 · Hur Hur, J. Koho, KOELSE – Miuuusik nait | concert
 · Pelkkä Väliviiva, Grateful Dad | concert
 · Roku Rousu Lonesome Sweat, Sumuposauttaja | concert
 · Liim-dyl-anarina, Gordon Sibelius, Zuge, Jyrki Nissinen & Isotissinen – Ainonpäivä [Aino’s day] | concert
 · The Art of Music & Video | screening
 · Diverse Universe – Non Grata, Amber Lee, Peter Rosvik, Mathieu Sylvestre, Christine Olsen, Hiroko Tsuchimoto, Philip Luddite | performance
 · Särkyneet Äänet [Broken Sounds] – Matti Luokkanen, Johannes Sarjasto, Nicolas Rehn | concert
 · Tsembla, Kuupuu – record release party | concert
 · Samara Lubelski, Olimpia Splendid | concert
 · Gibson Pitt – Osculamini Bulla | performance
 · Antagon visits Sorbus, curated by Kim (Kaino) Modig – Jenna Sutela, Anneli Nygren, Juuso Janhunen, Maanalainen seurakunta laulaa, Cris af Enehielm,
  Ylioppilasteatteri, Georges Jacotey, Topias Tiheäsalo, Jenna Jauhiainen, Jussi Koitela, Liisa Mayow | multidisciplinary event
 · Monopoly Star Child Searchers, Daddy’$ Money | concert
 · Tusz za Rogiem – Muste nurkan takana [Ink behind the corner] | tattoo event
 · Varropas | concert
 · echo + seashell | concert
 · Stefkovic van Intresse, Lauri Hyvärinen & Juuso Paaso | concert
 · Open Sorbus | rowan berry workshop
 · Whatever 4ever – Rekku Koira, Alma ja Hinde, World Bank | concert
 · Radio Days with radio programs Sähkötyyny and Bekola – Running, Juan T. Ajat, Ilpo Numminen, Antti Tolvi, Dear Beloved Henry, Shit Mittens,
  Syntsajamit, Grey Park, Lily X. Wahrman, Maria Demopoulos & Jodi Wille | concerts & screenings
 · Tekken 4 zine release party, curated by Juho Hänninen – Joni Ekman, Juuso Paaso, unnamed duo | concert
 · Cie Cadmium – Mesmer | dance/sound performance
 · Jyrki Nissinen & Janne Westerlund, Jaakko Eino Kalevi | concert
 · Life is a Dream – Elliina Peltoniemi, Antti Rekilä, KF | concert
 · Elina Minn – Agony of Emma Eckstein | paper theatre (in English)
 · Hirmu Skele H.I.T.S. mixtape release party – Gabriel Hirmu, Skeletoni, Radam, Dxxxa D | concert
 · Sähkötyyny Evening 2 – Islaja, Keijo ja Jukka, Pyhälä | concert
 · Post Konst – Roope Ahola, Mi Duncker, Max Latva, John Philip Mäkinen, Riku Mäkinen, Seppo Renvall, Maija Saksman | performance/installation
 · Mikko Ensio, Olimpia Splendid, World Bank | concert

SORBUS PROGRAM 2013–2019
2014 EXHIBITIONS
 · Robin Lindqvist – The Pyrolytic Release
 · Ben Rivers & Ben Russell – Call No Man Happy Until He is Dead
 · Jonna Karanka – Dream Sieppari
 · Helmi Kajaste & Anna-Sofia Sysser – Between the Ceiling And the Floor
 · Hemuloordi & Iida Pii – Recovery
 · Megan Snowe – mSNOWE
 · Vibes – Hoitola [Treatment salon]
 · Ville Vuorenmaa – Paperikivi ja sakset [Paper rock and scissors]
 · Jenni Markkanen (now Luhta) – Hahmon synty [The birth of a character]
 · Szymon Małecki & Otto Byström – 1 + 1 = 1
 · Jaakko Pallasvuo – Kuningas ja minä [The king and I]
 · Richard – RE002_We Were All Rocks Once
 · Antti Korkeila & Saara Piispa – Luonnon ihmeet [Nature’s wonders]
 · H&M (Henna Hyvärinen & Megan Snowe) – WipeOut (Head) with concerts by Kari Peitsamo, Long Sam, Tuoremehu Trio, Waterflower
 · Anna Rokka – Deep Talk – Spheres in Swiftness
 · Brenna Murphy – Sentient Sequence
 · The Small Gallery, curated by Jan Anderzén & Lars Mattila – Shary Boyle, Johanna Havimäki, Leena Kivipelto, Hanna Klén, Brenna Murphy, Carl 
  Osberg, Antti-Ville Reinikainen
 · Dress-mann – Tom Goes Fishing
 · Katri Sipiläinen – Last – Things You Love You Are
 
 EVENTS
 · Mikko Ensio, Janne Kortteinen | reading
 · Sorbus one-year gala with Oukkidouppi | birthday party & concert
 · k.i. beyoncé & Sorbus – Goodgod Small Club | Valentine’s day event
 · Elina Minn – Emma Ecksteinin piina [Agony of Emma Eckstein] | paper theatre (in Finnish)
 · Hulda Huima, Jukka Nousiainen | concert
 · SUURTEOS // MAGNUM OPUS: Angry Woman – Anna Cadia, Anni Klein, Anna Maria Häkkinen, Siru Kosonen, Sara Melleri | performance
 · Sorbus – Soup | free restaurant
 · Pelkkä Väliviiva, Merries | concert
 · TT Salo | concert
 · O Samuli A | concert
 · Ville Ahonen | concert
 · Laura Jantunen – Session(s) | dance performance
 · MSL [Antti Jussila & Jari Kallio] | performance
 · Kemialliset Ystävät record release matinee – Core Of the Coalman, Pyloris, Reijo Pami | concert
 · Dokauschwitz record release concert – Liim-DYL-NArina, Hulda Huima, Iida Umpikuja
 · Nuslux, Arttu Partinen, Jukat, Kemmer, Avarus | concert
 · Concert, improvised – Ilia Belorukov, Tuukka Haapakorpi, Lauri Hyvärinen, Jone Takamäki, Topias Tiheäsalo | concert
 · Angela Washko – Some women will die… But you might learn how to snag a millionaire husband? | screening
 · Lau Nau | concert
 · Sorbus International Independence Day – Ristomatti Myllylahti, Zachary Airhorn, Bill Munsill, Anni Puolakka & Tommi Vasko | multidisciplinary event
 · Olimpia Splendid, Mikko Ensio, Eino-Juhani Mutta & Mäsä Keskiluokkanen | concert
 
2015 EXHIBITIONS
 · Prince Rama & Antti Majava – Infinity Duet: World War V
 · Ida Palojärvi – Minor Subject
 · G and K [Georges Jacotey & Kim (Kaino) Modig] – I Was Gonna Cancel
 · Restlessminds – Can We Choose What We Believe?
 · Kristina Sedlerova as SUPERNATURALWOMAN – Solomento 0 Everything
 · Heta Bilaletdin – Dollarihymni
 · Otto Byström – Ratchet Shit
 · Maija Mustonen & Aino Unkila – Hoitoja [Treatments] (1st visit)
 · Majed Aslam – It’s Pretty Hard To Experience Full On Ego Death With a Low Recreational Dose
 · Tatu Engeström, Konsta Ojala & Sakari Tervo – Frank Meets Bobby
 · k.i. beyoncé – The Crusade
 · Laura Wesamaa
 · Anna Zett – Research Drama
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 · Nestori Syrjälä – Fit
 · Megan Snowe – Body Body
 · Jaakko Pallasvuo – Kuin puuton ranta, jolle istahdit [Like the treeless shore that you sat upon]
 · Erkka Nissinen – What is a community?
 
 EVENTS
 · Inariveljet | concert
 · Hirmu & Skele, Radam Kurri | concert
 · Sami Kukka & Teppanan Veljet – Jouhkola record release concert
 · Internet | concert
 · Dollarihymni farewell & Anton Nikkilä album release party – Myttys, Andreas Söderström, Marjatta | concert
 · Sorbus Video Week | screening series
 · Ville Kettunen, Janne Kortteinen & Joose Keskitalo – Suora kirja [Live book] | writing performance
 · Mikko Laaksonen – Karuselli [Carousel] | pre-premiere of the film
 · Jenni Markkanen (now Luhta) and Lauri Luhta – Löytö [Find] | performance
 · Hulda Huima & Hitaat Sekunnit, Folk Boyz | concert
 · Omen, heavynagila & The Olympic Games, Elatu Nessa | concert
 · The final concert of Vuosi [Year] project – Olli Aarni, J. Koho, Ilpo Numminen, Tuukka Salonen
 
2016 EXHIBITIONS
 · Mikko Kuorinki – Skitsystem
 · Antti Tolvi – Pipe Harmony
 · Mika Helin – Täällä Pohjantähden alla [Under the North Star]
 · Resident / Longshore Drift, curated by Jupiter Woods – Sanna Helena Berger, Rob Chavasse, Maria Gorodeckaya, Emily Jones, Josip Novosel,
  S E I D, Viktor Timofeev, The Mycological Twist, Matilda Tjäder, Holly White
 · Henna Hyvärinen – Esprit
 · Oa4s – Temra and David in 4 parts, exhibition organised by Attilia Fattori Franchini
 · OZ, curated by SIC – Erik Aalto, Päivikki Alaräihä, Reija Meriläinen, Zach Nader, Scott Reeder, Maija Timonen
 · LM Salling – MIKI: Scene 39
 · Hermanni Saarinen – Paradiso
 · Sour Grapes – Jan Anderzén, Zoe Barcza, Leslie Kulesh, Mikko Luostarinen, Hermanni Saarinen, Sini Silveri
 · Sanna Helena Berger – Agency (properties of pseudo-public spaces as a prelude)
 · Maija Mustonen, Aino Unkila & Aino Voutilainen – Hoitoja [Treatments] (2nd visit)
 · Jonna Karanka – 2D RYIJY + SMTH SMTH
 · Keijut [Fairies]
 
 EVENTS
 · Mikko E. & Vehmersuo – Let’s go cheap | performance
 · Draama-Helmi, Apostol Salonen, Lucy Paunulainen Megatrend, echo+seashell | concert
 · Sanna-Mari Pirkola – Hiekkalinnan lapset [Children of the sandcastle] | live animation for kids
 · Sorbus Fist Bump – Tsembla, Boom Edan, Hirmu & Skele, Radam & Rapala, Niilo Apukka, Milena Solomun, Cie Cadmium, Lauri Hyvärinen,
  Tuukka Haapakorpi, Infernal Runners, Jaakko Pallasvuo, Isabel Theselius, Constant Dullaart, Forest folk VHS screening | music, screening 
  and performance event
 · Audiomaa, Arttu Partinen | concert
 · Pikelet, Elatu Nessa, Dmitri Zherbin | concert
 · PAINI [Wrestling] – Anna Maria Häkkinen, Tatu Nenonen, Kristian Palmu, Sofia Simola, Lotta Suomi, Sanna Uuttu | performance
 
2017 EXHIBITIONS
 · Leah Beeferman – Light Matter
 · Ristomatti Myllylahti – Happy Horror
 · Tuomo Tuovinen – Whatever Makes You Happy
 · Shawné Michaelain Holloway – Sub Not Slave
 · Mika Palonen – Time Ticks Away Like Woodticks Behind The Soda Pile
 · R4pp4cc1n1’5 D4ugh73r, curated by Jaakko Pallasvuo & Sorbus – Bora Akinciturk, André Chapatte, Maya Ben David, Ville Kallio, 
  Katja Novitskova, Salla Tykkä, Emmi Venna
 · Merja Kokkonen – Onteloiset
 · Viktor Fordell – Inmost Light
 · Josefin Arnell & Aapo Nikkanen – Smile and be happy because things could be worse
 · Jyrki Nissinen – Hanging Out With Bysse

  EVENTS
 · Sound-installation by Vuosi [Year] collective (Ilpo Numminen, J Koho, Olli Aarni)
 · Sini Silveri & J.K. – Mustavuoren sammalmöljykkä | dance and sound performance
 · Veranda open air event – kallio manninen, Juha Valkeapää, Draama-Helmi, Bill Munsill, John Berry, Antti Tolvi, Olimpia Splendid, Hulda Huima 
  & Olli Pauke, Myttys, Anna-Sofia Sysser, AK, André Chapatte & Otto Byström, DJ Juuso Tervo, Pauliina Haasjoki, Johanna Porola, Lithalsa, Anna 
  Torkkel & Masi Tiitta, ColdSore, Jeesus Arimatialainen, Raivoraittius, Ray Langenbach, Nukkujat, Edicti + Flyer + TMPL$TR7 + Versace Henrik,
  Biitsi, Tsirkus Põleva Kaelaga Kirjak, Skeletoni, Talmud Beach, Elina Minn, Kuupuu, MSHR | music and performance event
 · Sorbus as a workspace for Saara Hannus | residency
 · Tuuli Sirkeinen – JYTÄÄ! | screening
 · Wilhelm Blomberg & Maja Hannisdal – Quiet Dances | dance performance
 · Musa Dwarf, Nuslux | concert
 · Josefin Arnell – Mothership goes to Brasil; Tai Uhlmann & Theo Angell – The End of the Road | film screening
 · Janne Laurila | concert
 · Olimpia Splendid | concert
 · Anna Torkkel – Present | dance performance
 
2018 EXHIBITIONS
 · MSHR – Swamp Matrix
 · Susan Kooi – Illu
 · Jaakko Pietiläinen – Asuntomessu [Housing fair]
 · Anni Puolakka – Degradia
 
 EVENTS
 · Charlène Darling, Sara Milazzo | concert
 · Gentle But Determined, Sorbus support week – Islaja, Kuupuu, Elatu Nessa, Milena Solomun, Sini Silveri, Dxxxa D, 
  Pieni Poika Caleb, Samuli Tanner, BMXT, Sorbus collective | support event
 · Ylioppilaslehti – Ylkkäri-viikko Sorbuksessa [Student magazine week at Sorbus] | discussion series
 · Heta Bilaletdin, Mikko Ensio Lehtonen, Reijo Pami, Regular Dog | concert & performance
 · Harrie Liveart – Collective Perversion – Proposal for Revaluation, Part 1 | artistic research
 · Young Boy Dancing Group | performance
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André Chapatte at Veranda festival, photo: Ari Toivonen
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