Art and Public Space, Part I 

Conversation between Mika Hannula and Minna L. Henriksson via e-mail in January 2010

Mika: Starting with the basics, what’s your interest and version of working in projects that take place in public sites and situations?

Referring to the vast spectrum of what art in public space is and can be - ranging from a sculpture in a park via mosaics on the wall of a metro station to socially engaged practices addressing the issue of homelessness - all from huge physical objects to immaterial activities with different communities. 

Thus, lets start with your version and interest in this subject?

Minna: My work is sometimes happening in public spaces (so far as temporary interventions or performance) and or taking public space / sphere as the topic.

I have also tried to address homelessness in a film-screening project in Pristina, Kosovo, in which together with my partner sociologist Sezgin Boynik we were presenting underground movies under the title ‘Housing Problems’. Similarly we made a screening program in Helsinki under the title: ‘Communism = electrification of the whole country + soviets’, which is a quote from V. I. Lenin and broadly deals with the current situation in Helsinki of privatization and multiplied pricing of the basic vital resources such as electricity. 

Recently I have been interested in documenting signs in the public spaces of different cities, especially privately made signs, which reveal some ideological messages, for example about desire to belong to EU-Europe or nationalist messages. This interest comes perhaps because where I live, Helsinki, the aim and policy of the city is to keep the public space clean of any other than official or commercial messages. So already because of that, any political manifestations here are rare, but there are many hidden signs, which nevertheless speak about and point the direction to what the contemporary ideological beliefs are.

I have a series of maps about different art scenes, which are presenting informal information and gossips about different members in these scenes and their relations to each other. These are then positioning somewhere between private and public and I am interested in where the border between public and private goes especially in art and for artists, when often life and art are inseparable. And does this gossip-information, which travels from mouth to mouth, become public information when it is stated in, and part of, an artwork, and not before or after. 

You live in Berlin but are from Turku, Finland and have also lived long periods in Helsinki. From your experience are they totally different kind of experiences of the use of public space or are they quite similar, as we are in EU-Europe in both cities, and if you would try to compare them both to Istanbul, where you have also visited numerous times?

Mika: Yes, this comparison is helpful and fruitful - even if it’s through a default. To answer your question, I need to explain my own background in the whole topic. Funny enough, without really realizing it by then, what I studied about 20 years ago under the title of political philosophy, was focused very strongly on the issue of what is public sphere, what is civil society and how to generate empowerment in these sites.

What political philosophy has recently stressed is how all these definitions are never solid objective truths. They are imagined - told and retold as narratives that are context bound. Thus, there is no one public space of Helsinki.

It is always many, and they are contradicting one another. 

And through comparison, I think it is important to gain attention and a momentum to get out of the idea of common and overall, and instead to find the needed focus for talking through particular sites and situations - and for our case, particular interventions and actions in the city space. To translate this to our subject, it simply means that each city - comparison between Helsinki, Berlin and Istanbul - certainly deserves to be treated always through particular lens and specific sensibility.

What interest me most in all sites - where ever I would try to and generate these acts and interventions - is the grey areas: the in-between zones of what’s functioning and what’s not, what’s taken for granted and what is seen as not normal. It is these productive and sore points that serve like a trampoline. This said, for me it does not mean to strive towards provocations. On the contrary, it is the aim for talking with and easing into the details of any site and situation - kind really trying to move slowly, which is of course extremely difficult.

Continuing with this and connecting our discussion to the ongoing project in Trabzon. You are still quite in the beginning of the project, but what do you think are the main challenges for it? What are the problems and chances for someone like you working on the subject of public space in a site that you are not familiar with?

Minna: Yes you are absolutely right about there not being only one public space but they are always many. But still I argue that there are different levels and volumes of homogenization, regulation, privatization, normalization, sterilization going on in different cities. What is normal on the streets of one city is not necessarily possible in another one. But also, what is common in the streets of Beyoglu is not necessarily common in Tarlabasi, Fatih or Nisantasi and vice versa.

Also in Trabzon I have been asked by local artists, how is it possible for me to know the city well enough in such a short period of time to be able to make an artwork in the public space of it. For them even 10 years is not enough to know the city and the rich history and culture of Trabzon and the Black Sea. I have always then said that my aim is not to know the city throughout, not to become a specialist in Trabzon, but I am basing my artwork on impressions, which I have of spending time there, reading about it and the context, listening to people and their concerns. It then comes about from some topics I have understood that are important and relevant in Trabzon, and the research I make around them. Also because I do not speak the language, and only know of Turkish culture from my experience in Istanbul, I think that it is very important to involve local people in the process. Especially I am interested in giving voice to people in Trabzon who would not usually get heard themselves, but there are others who speak on behalf of them. Now we are in the process where we will test out and see what kind of approaches and outcomes work out the best.

As an outsider having lived in many different countries I have other places and realities to compare the one I find in Trabzon to, and this can be my strength in making something new, which is a fruitful and healthy synthesis of imported elements and local ones.

You have written many texts and also entire books about art and public space. Recently came out a new book written by you 'Politics, identity and public space - Critical reflections in and through the practices of contemporary art'. Your approach is very much through the ethics, and especially the ethics of listening. Can you in summarizing tell us briefly what you mean by that in relation to participatory art practices? And when is it not enough to listen but artist has to also become an active participant?

Mika: Sure, I agree fully that we need to focus on the differences of all those:

privatization, normalization and access to public sites. All of which are not meaningful as generalizations but only through carefully done case studies. For me, this means that in each site there are simultaneously ongoing many various versions - overlapping and conflicting with one another, even if at the face value of it Helsinki seems to have this character and Istanbul something else.

But yes - I think it is very important to confront all these challenges that we face when stepping out of the rather safe environment of a white cube. One by one, never trying to have the whole bag at view. Even if there are loads of potential difficulties when doing, for example, a project in Trabzon, for me this challenge is actually more of a positive and productive reason to get into these dilemmas and deal with them.

Dealing with them means that there is a need for the ethics of listening. This is to say that if we want to have interaction and give-take sites and situations, we cannot go into any project with a fixed frame of mind of knowing what, where and how. Neither can we have the illusion that after 3 or 6 or even 18 months we would now "fully know" that site. It is not about knowing and mastering a theme or subject, but about being able to engage into discourses - discourses that you allow to affect your own views and values. Not giving them up but letting the other - the new, that difference go under your skin.

This is to say: before talking, we must listen. Not to the talk that we are used to but to let the other talk in his/her ways and means. A talk that is never just about spoken or written language – it is much more broader and complex. Ultimately, we I refer to with a talk is a face - a person you confront with and whom you must take seriously - in all the contractions that come with the mutual confrontation.

For me, ethics of listening is the first step in the game of reciprocal participation. It should be mutual but it is never balanced. Perhaps a good way to describe this is to borrow terms from music: call & response.

But yes - this is and must be both difficult and time consuming.

Lets turn the discussion to another direction: when visiting Trabzon and discussing with the different organizers (ranging from local institutions to BC and EU), what do you think are their expectations in this project? And what are your expectations in comparison?

Minna: This project has many levels: on the grass-root level there is the artist and the people she/he meets and gets involved with in the city, and then the organizers, curators, and all the way up to the official city municipality level, and maybe even higher levels of Turkish and EU-politics. I am sure that there are also very different expectations with the different people and organizational bodies involved. This is of course very good, as it means that there is a lot of interest. 

But I hope that not too much is expected of the art, for it to find the quick fix to solve and repair some pressing social issues. All it can do in its best is to bring light into some questions but it is up to the people to react. And artists are no different from other people, no better, just perhaps looking at things from a different angle, more visually. 

But what I expect from this project is a lot of enthusiasm, co-operation and participation from people in Trabzon, which I really hope will happen. And I hope that the outcome is something that the people are pleased with and think that it reflects also their ideas of the city, but that also gives them something new and surprising, something that they did not expect or know.

What do you think in general could be the best possible ideal outcomes of large international project like this, where indeed the idea is about visiting and exchange? When is it rewarding?

Mika: This is a central issue and question - and to answer that, it depends from which angle we look and what are the specific expectations from each position. Your description and aim I think is a very valid one. For me, it directly links to the idea and aim of ethics of listening: that something is happening, that an exchange and interaction is set on a motion – and a commotion.

In regard to the organizers, which in this case as stakeholders go all the way up to EU, that is impossible for us to say. Although it is not that difficult to assume that since this is the first of a kind at this level and this range (collaboration of EU member states with Turkey), some hick-ups and misunderstandings are bound to happen.

That said, I think anyone of us who might be actually doing something on these particular sites and situations, the only way is to get connected to the places and the people. And for this, it is never about quantity or the big bang, but very much about small steps, small gestures of easing into the issue, feeling for and feeling with - letting yourself to be affected and reacting on these new impulses and sensations. I think a reward lies strongly in these small aspects and notions that often enough are immaterial. Or to say it differently, when these small connections, discussions and exchanges of views take place and are cherished, that makes the chances for the actual work so much more credible and better. And why? Well, then it is simply much less of a tourist, much less of a space case and more a visitor, a kind of friend that comes in and tries to act as a friend - which for me does not at all close out critique or contradictions, but they ought to productive critique and contradictions - otherwise its just arrogance and pointing out the wrongs of the worlds, and that we can do also home.

But trying to get into the sites and situations, trusting your intuition, what are the particular variations of a public space in a city like Trabzon that you find interesting to work with - while remembering that there is the question of language and the fact that public art as we might think we know it is not that well organized or acknowledged in the city?

Minna: In Trabzon there is a new park, Toki-park in the Zagnos valley, which has been constructed by the city on the place, where was previously a run down housing area of very poor people (I was told that more such housing areas will have to go from the way of extension of the recreational area). Last time when I visited Trabzon it was during Ramazan, and every evening after Iftar the park was full of people of all ages enjoying music and other entertainment organized by the municipality of Trabzon. It seems that this park is a center for outdoor events and gatherings also other than Ramazan-time. 

The park is beautifully located by the remains of the old city walls, but it is far from the seaside. I was surprised to see that the seaside is not so active at all in Trabzon, and even getting there on foot is a little bit difficult having to cross busy motorway, which has been constructed just by the sea. 

But for me the most interesting locations in the city are the busy and crowded places, which are in everyday use, like the pedestrian shopping streets, the crowded streets around the Ataturk Alani Meydan -square, the university campus and the food bazaar. These are not artificial and constructed places, and it is in this kind of places - trusting my intuition - where communication and exchange also around and with an artwork can come about.

The public art I have seen in Trabzon is most often monuments, which echo the state ideology depicting Mustafa Kemal Ataturk and other great men in the Turkish history. The communication with these sculptures, I am afraid, is not two-way, but only from top down to the people. Another theme in the public monuments has been traditional symbols of the city. Maybe now, when many in Trabzon feel that the reputation of the city has been spoiled by extreme nationalists and their actions, a new symbol could bring fresh ideas. A few years ago in the city of Mostar in Bosnia a statue of kung-fu actor Bruce Lee was erected, for symbolizing fight for justice across ethnic divisions.

Can you give an example of a static monument, which manages more than

usually in terms of communicating with the people?

Mika: Monuments as monumental failures - or endless sources of great unintended comedy. This reminds me of the two-time war hero statue

of Mannerheim in centre of Helsinki - something that in early 90's was uplifted into a nationalistic symbol - and then when years go by and by -not bothering even to wave bye bye - all of a sudden that same statue, a very serious figure riding a horse high up there, is at busy use of teenagers skateboarding and meeting in front of it, using and even abusing the memory of the symbol and the site in very different but meaningful ways.

 

But with monuments, there is the double injunction of embedded dilemma in them: how can something be alive and kicking when it’s stopped and erected in great mass and volume there on a site?

But in the end, even this is kind of pseudo problem since the way - as with the case of Mannerheim where the iconic turns into banal and mundane - we see and read sites changes with the times we live. Not necessarily at all for the better, but one really fascinating part of art in public space is that it is so very truly not possible to contain and control.

 

Here is my connection to the sites that you intuitively seek towards: organic places where people meet and do something. In those places, I am not at all sure we need to add something physical, but create and generate ways of connecting the dots, connecting the people at the sites with the sites in new and alternative ways: kind of luring us and them to see, feel and think - to see and feel and to think with.

 

As for examples, the works by German artist Jochen Gerz are very credible, like what he did with his then wife Ester Shalev-Gerz in Harburg, near Hamburg, called the Invisible monument. I also appreciate a lot Jacqueline Donachie’s work - and not surprisingly, both are as case studies in the latest book, the one you mentioned before.

 

But yes, kind of wrapping things up, and reserving the last question for me - and giving you the burden and pleasure of the last answer - when looking at the upcoming events in this September of 2010, what does your intuition say about the sites and situations in Trabzon: not necessary what you are going to do but how – what’s the how that you would begin the begin with? 

Minna: I am facing a difficult task in Trabzon with wanting to deal with the image of Trabzon, but to get past the unchallenged conceptions of the city, and what everyone there usually value as most important cultural products coming from Trabzon, such as the folk dance and traditional Black Sea music, or products such as the hamsi fish and Trabzonspor football team. What I want is to surpass these and instead to find some alternatives to these ideas about the city and what is important there, some ideas, which point to different versions of life in Trabzon. These ideas are not meant for everyone in Trabzon necessarily to agree upon, but they are more intimate and individual, maybe also more real. 

And here I especially want to speak with and listen to those, who do not have a say in how things are in the city right now, but who one day might do, and who have plans and visions. How to connect to these young people, is another question. There I need help of many local people, who might already be engaged with groups of young people in arts and culture, and who know the city a lot better than I do.

