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Privately Exposed

By Elina Suoyrjö

Suzanna Asp, Maija Luutonen, Sini 
Pelkki and Pilvi Takala are four art­
ists who met about ten years ago, 
while studying at the Finnish Aca­
demy of Fine Arts in Helsinki. The 
exhibition Dimensions of Sharing 
grew out of their mutual desire to 
collaborate and to create a new dia­
logue in the present. The multifac­
eted concepts of private and public 
bring their differing practices to­
gether by focusing on investigat­
ing the interfaces and structures of 
these divergent spheres. The act of 
sharing arises as a key concept, as 
it occurs between the artists and 
their individual works through the 
collaboration. Above all, however, 
sharing becomes the key thematic 
element that plays out between the 
art works and the exhibition’s visi­
tors. The works reach out to the 
viewer in different ways and enrich 
our ideas about the relationship 
between private and public, about 
communication through art as well 
as about discussing the role of art 
and the artist in society.

Elina Suoyrjö Let’s start with the 
basics. How do you define the pri-
vate and the public? And what is it 
that interests you in the intersec-
tion between these spheres?

Pilvi Takala One way that I have de­
fined private and public is in terms 
of space. I’ve made a lot of works in 
semi­public spaces such as shop­
ping malls, which are accessible and 
appear to be public, but which are 
owned and run by private compa­
nies or individuals. A more complex 
definition has to do with the often 
intangible line that exists between 
the individual and his/her surround­
ings. The line must be there, but 
it’s fascinatingly hard to define, 
as we seem to exist only in rela­
tion to other people. My practice is 
very much about how we negotiate 
a shared space, how we behave in 
the public sphere and how strongly 
we are bound by routines. In my in­
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terventions I’ve often posed as an 
individual who somehow misunder­
stands the unwritten rules, thereby 
highlighting the existence of those 
rules and allowing them to become 
renegotiable. When I began working 
on Players (2010), I was suddenly in 
a position where I felt like my rules 
and the rules of society were deep­
ly challenged by the poker players 
I portray in the video. Their choice 
not to be affected by the pressures 
of society and their level of discon­
nection were radical. Their high in­
come freed them from obligations 
like studying or getting a job. Even 
the way they made their money 
was a closed circle. So this commu­
nity was actually very private, even 
secret, and I only got access to it 
through a personal connection, my 
brother, who was part of the group.

Maija Luutonen I define something 
as being private through the idea 
of boundaries and restrictions, or I 
see it as a space that exists inside 
one’s territory or within an appro­
priate social distance. It’s very con­
nected to the personal. A shared 
space can then be defined as a pub­
lic space. My work deals a lot with 
trying to paint a shift from private 
to public to private again. So I am 
actually looking for this definition 
in my work too. I find the overlap 
interesting, because as an artist 
I’m working within both of these 
spheres. It’s multi­layered, the way 
ideas become public and one tries 
to find a common language. The 
most interesting part in this, for 
me, is deciding what to show, what 
to hide, and what only to suggest. 
Also, how to intrude beyond the ap­
propriate social distance, in terms 
of painting.

Sini Pelkki The interiors of my pho­
tographic works are often very pri­
vate. I’m always aiming at privacy, 
even if the space shown in the im­
age appears to be public. The sub­
jectivity of seeing is really at the 
core of my work. I’m interested in 
mental interiors, the invisible in the 
visible, turning things inside out, 
expanded and enlarged details. A 
work such as Space (with Plant and 
Other Elements) (2010) deals for 
instance with elements existing 

alongside one another. There’s a 
figure sitting on a sofa, looking to­
wards an element on the wall that 
we are also looking at. There are 
living elements, elements imitat­
ing other elements and elements 
shifting their element. Frames and 
outlines of an image, especially of a 
photograph, intrigue me. In Channel 
(2011) I follow and go through the 
outlines of a slide image, a studio 
portrait of a nude woman. The im­
age and the surface have suffered 
badly. What we see are the faded 
colours, the dirt and the scratch­
es. The image becomes almost an 
empty picture. Another example is 
the work Embarkation (2011), which 
takes place in a suburb of Helsinki. 
The work is based on three earli­
er video works, which are all com­
posed of still photographs. After 
scanning the negatives I cut up the 
images and rearranged them into 
narratives. They are both video 
works and photographic works at 
the same time. This was the start­
ing­point for Embarkation, which 
is a moving image framed like a 
photograph. It is both static and in 
motion, divided into different nar­
ratives and landscapes through 
repetition. My tool is the camera, 
which is inherently a very blunt and 
straightforward instrument. I’m in­
terested in the contrast it creates 
with the private aspect.

Suzanna Asp I associate the words 
‘public’ and ‘private’ with issues 
that can be discussed in the open 
and those which have to remain be­
hind closed doors. In the installa­
tion Given; 1. Opening, 2. Closure … 
2006-12 (2012) I open up a private 
space and turn it inside out. The 
installation draws on personal ex­
periences of surgeries and hospital 
stays and deals with themes of vul­
nerability, self­determination and 
change. In another work, Spanish 
Door (2012), the viewer is left out­
side. The door represents the en­
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trance to a home, a private space, 
from which the visitor is excluded, 
while in Spanish Door (with Light) 
(2012) two holes have been drilled 
into the wooden boards, that allow 
the viewer to get closer and to peek 
in, but a strong light is blinding and 
the inside remains out of sight. If 
the public is the visible, the fixed 
image, then perhaps the private is 
the movable, the changing. The in­
tersection between the two could 
be a place with no fixed boundaries, 
a place where the viewer becomes 
the actor, who becomes the victim, 
who becomes the villain and back 
again. A site of negotiation and un­
certainty, a place that exists in con­
stant flux.

ES Negotiation between the pri-
vate and public spheres goes on 
constant ly within society. All of you 
also take active roles in actually 
creating this negotiation through 
your works. To me it seems like 
your works create ruptures in these 
boundaries. What is it that interests 
you in creating this negotiation, 
blurring the dichotomy between pri-
vate and public?

ML The question pretty much sums 
up the reason I work as an artist in 
the first place. For me it all stems 
from an overwhelming curiosity. I 
want to know more and see more. 
I like the role of the voyeur very 
much, but that’s not all there is to 
it. The way I interpret the role of 
the artist is very much like you put 
it in the question: to create a pro­
cess of negotiation through the 
works. If our works don’t create 
ruptures in the boundaries between 
private and public, the space be­
tween the viewer and the work/art­
ist, what else is there really to do as 
an artist …? Blurring the boun daries 
is one of the things I am especial­
ly aware of when I think about the 
scale of my works. Some times it is 
important for me that the specta­

tor can imagine stepping into the 
work, for instance larger works are 
more confrontational and demand 
direct attention; other times it is 
important to draw the spectator 
close to the work by a smaller scale. 
I believe it’s possible to engage the 
viewer by opening up the process 
and revealing the artist’s body. I am 
very aware of the movements that 
are required to perform certain 
tasks in executing the works and 
how showing parts of these move­
ments in the finished work can add 
an extra dimension to it.

PT Yes, this is precisely why we 
need art and artists in society. We 
need people and practices that 
have the motivation to dig down 
into the seemingly arbitrary as­
pects of our everyday lives, the 
things that everyone else discards 
as meaningless. The focus on small, 
even invisible things that often 
can’t be communicated in words is 
essential. Art carries a lot of mean­
ing that resonates with something 
very private within us. We show art 
publicly, as a means of communica­
tion, and when the viewer encoun­
ters the work, the moment of shar­
ing is somehow also a very private 
experience for them. Through my 
practice I’ve come to notice how 
our surroundings shape and be­
come part of us. It’s often impossi­
ble to tell whether an intuition that 
seems to come from deep inside us 
is a product of social pressure or 
is our own idea. This was brought 
home to me in very physical terms 
while I was working on an earlier 
work The Trainee (2008), which is 
not included in this show. Enact­
ing the idea behind the work, sitting 
for days doing nothing in an office 
environment, I felt an incredibly 
strong bodily urge to at least grab 
something in my hands, just to cre­
ate some apparent activity. That 
would have been a relief for every­
one. I did resist the urge, but it seri­
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ously felt like an endurance test. I 
hadn’t expected the social pressure 
to be such a physical, bodily expe­
rience. The same happened when I 
spent a month in Bangkok with the 
poker players. I wanted to learn and 
live by their rules, but I really be­
came exhausted by the need to re­
sist my ‘natural’ social conventions 
and try to change my behaviour. It’s 
surprisingly difficult to remember 
to literally gamble on every little fa­
vour you do. I hope the people who 
see my work feel puzzled or embar­
rassed, that something inside them 
is permanently moved. In my work 
I aim to reach something that com­
municates directly with something 
deeper within us. For example, peo­
ple usually find Players funny. This 
is the first sign of surrender. When 
the viewers don’t think I’m trying to 
convince them of something, they 
put their guard down and engage 
with the work. They might think it’s 
all made up, funny and absurd, but 
hopefully they also walk away won­
dering about their own reactions.

ES There’s a lot of generosity in 
your practices. I think it’s here that 
your roles both as artists and indi-
viduals come to play a central part 
in this discussion. It sounds like it 
is this exposure that in the end cre-
ates the link between the work and 
the viewer. How do you feel about 
the idea of exposing yourself in 
your work? What are the dimen-
sions of sharing for you, personally?

SA The act of sharing an experi­
ence is very much present in my 
latest work. My works deal most of­
ten with relationships between the 
space of the work and the viewer. 
I like the tension created between 
the thin surface of the painted 
pictorial space and the surround­
ing space inhabited by the viewer. 
It’s obviously impossible to physi­
cally walk into the painted space, 
but you can enter it through your 
thoughts and feelings. It thus cre­
ates a rupture in the actual space. 
In the installation Given; 1. Open-
ing, 2. Closure … 2006-12 I wanted 
to work with feelings of vulnerabil­
ity and loss of control, as well as 
fear and anxiety caused by a crisis. 
As I’ve mentioned, I chose an auto­
biographical starting­point for the 

piece. The installation can be seen 
as a stage set. The visitor knows 
s/he is walking through someone 
else’s experience, looking at some­
thing not meant to be on display. 
Something private has turned pub­
lic. The viewer becomes an intrud­
er but is at the same time exposed 
to the gazes of other visitors and 
thus objectified, even victimized. 
The setting of the installation can 
be seen as a tool for communica­
ting complex feelings in a state of 
crisis and as a way for the viewer 
to shift between different roles and 
positions.

ML I think I want to actively create 
these spaces for negotiation be­
cause intimacy with the viewer, or 
the lack of it, is such an important 
part of it all. The acceptance of limi­
tations and failure and being able 
to draw from those experiences is 
something essential to my practice. 
I try to come to terms with the fact 
that I will never be satisfied, and 
that this is completely OK. Some  
of my works are creased, crumpled, 
folded, etc. Those actions are im­
portant for me for many reasons, 
but sharing my personal frustra­
tions, limitations, failure and at­
titude is a central one. The same 
goes for some of the larger works 
that I have made, where the scale  
of the work is simply too much to 
handle for a person of my size. I try 
my best but sort of fail to do it per­
fectly: my arm starts shaking, or I 
have to move so that the line be­
comes broken. I make an effort to 
share as much as I can, but it’s real­
ly a constant battle. I want to share 
more, have the references in the 
works available for everyone.  
I strive towards an openness, but 
it’s difficult because I am a bit se­
cretive by nature. In abstract or 
semi­abstract painting the shar­
ing becomes quite intuitive, but it 
is there.

SP I think what Pilvi and Maija said 
about the physical experience is in­
teresting. The act of putting oneself 
in a situation and seeing what hap­
pens is something I have done too, 
especially earlier, but the idea of it 
is still there. I see this exposure as 
one of the anchors for my working 
method. The model I use most often 

is my sister. She’s been my model 
for 15 years, ever since I began to 
explore photography as a medium. 
Otherwise I use myself as the mo­
del. The physicality is definitely 
there in my works: in the human 
figures, their movements and ges­
tures. The spaces the works inhabit 
and the physical spaces between 
the works are also very important. 
My working method is very intui­
tive, and the works themselves are 
becoming more abstract at the mo­
ment. The photographic works at 
Overgaden were first shown at the 
Photographic Gallery Hippolyte in 
Helsinki in 2011. The title of the ex­
hibition was Echo for Two. The title 
refers to the privacy between the 
viewer and the works, but also to 
an echo between the actual works, 
resonating one another. The echo 
is also inside the images, within the 
different elements. There isn’t just 
one way of entering my work. My 
aim is to create layers, a space in 
which to move and communicate.

SA I have used my own body in se­
veral of my works, often as a tool to 
identify with the situation and the 
place. Quite contradictorily, the use 
of my body has also allowed me to 
create a distance between myself 
and the present time and location. 
I give myself a role and become a 
performer. I can look at the space 
and myself from another viewpoint, 
not knowing what is coming next.

PT Physicality and the body are 
very central in my work, as a lot 
of it is action conceived by me, or 
by others instructed by me. Being 
physically present somewhere is 
fundamental also to my artistic re­
search. I might get interested in a 
place or a community that I hear or 
read about, but the only way to de­
cide on an idea for an art work is to 
be there in situ. It’s really my whole 
body that I use in my research, and 
often as the main material for the 
work as well. When doing my inter­
ventions, I’ve also found how strong 
the mere presence of a person can 
be, often stronger than radical ac­
tion. Even in a work like Lost Pi-
geons (2012), where my own body 
is not in focus, everything starts 
from being present in a place. In 
this case it was the city of Ghent, 
where I was commissioned to pro­
duce a piece. I saw a little cage with 
pigeons inside it sticking out of a 
building, pigeons that looked exact­
ly the same as the ones you could 
see on the street outside the house. 
This was a fascinating sight and 
became the starting­point for the 
whole project. 

ES It will be interesting to see what 
kind of dialogue the works create 
among all of you and in relation to 
the viewers in the exhibition space. 
Your different approaches to the 
theme of the exhibition is undoubt-
edly one of the intriguing aspects of 
the show.

SP Yes, we are really looking for­
ward to the dialogue between our 
works at Overgaden! The private 
and the public were the starting­
points for this project, but it will be 
interesting to see where it leads us, 
what else there is.

Elina Suoyrjö is an independent curator based 
in Stockholm.
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