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Report
The Layers of the Avant-Garde in Finland 

Symposium held at the University of Helsinki 9-10 October 2008

The symposium Layers of the Avant-Garde in Finland was a successful two-day event consisting of papers delivered by twelve experts and performances by four artists, and drawing an audience of 

30–50 people. The organizing bodies of the symposium were the Nordic Network of Avant-Garde Studies, the Institute of Art Research of the University of Helsinki, the Finnish Society for Aesthetics and the Finnish Academy of Fine Art. The initiative for the symposium came from the Nordic Network of Avant-Garde Studies, and upon its proposal Adjunct Professor Kimmo Sarje planned and carried out the event with the assistance of the student Suvi Tervahauta.
The first speaker at the symposium on 9 October was Adjunct Professor Irmeli Hautamäki, who spoke of Finland and the other Nordic countries in the sphere of influence of the avant-garde in the early 20th century. Hautamäki took as her starting point the role of the avant-garde in the formation of the cultural modern, seeking to outline an overall picture of the networks, centres and currents of the avant-garde in Finland and Continental Europe. Julia Tidigs MA presented Elmer Diktonius (1896–1961) as an example of a multilingual author, whose texts mixed Swedish, Finnish, Russian and English. This plurality was of great importance for Diktonius’s modernism and avant-gardism, while also making his texts interesting from the perspective of Deleuze’s strategy of (de)territorialization. Adjunct Professor Kimmo Sarje evaluated the contribution of two architects and authors, Gustaf Strengell and Sigurd Frosterus, to the Finnish and Nordic avant-garde before the First World Ward. Sarje noted that they, and Frosterus in particular, were the leading theoreticians of rationalism modernism in the Nordic countries. Professor Altti Kuusamo problematized the concepts of the avant-garde and modernism, asking why the avant-garde has always petered out to become mainstream modernism. He also asked why the avant-garde’s central idea of aestheticizing the everyday was never realized, and how were dada and neodada affirmed as “art”, or whether they were art from the outset. 
The afternoon session began with a dynamic poetic performance by the poet Leevi Lehto, in which he read texts by the national-romantic Finnish poets Eino Leino and Otto Manninen “as they were written”. The result was a reading in the spirit of rap and rock and roll. Researcher Vesa Haapala charted the elements of the avant-garde and its stages in the history of Finnish literature from the 1920s to the present day. He also considered the terms upon which the avant-garde is possible in the digital era. Visual artist Jani Leinonen analysed his own state of being an artist, noting that it is a role in which the artworks are often only a by-product. According to Leinonen, the artist is like a film actor but instead of the screen he appears in galleries, museums and the media. In this context, an art exhibition is in fact only a stage set for the needs of the role figure. According to him, a strategy of this kind will reveal the unvoiced assumptions and rules of the art world and the media.
The evening function was hosted by the Academy of Fine Arts. New experimental films were shown and refreshments were served.

The session on Friday, 10 October began with professor and artist Teemu Mäki’s evaluation of contemporary avant-garde. Mäki maintained that contemporary avant-garde does not fare well, unlike the historical avant-garde of Duchamp and dada, which have become an integral part of the canon of art history. The problem is that the logic of the avant-garde is suited to the expectations of novelty of consumer capitalism. Mäki asked whether there is any longer any meaningful use for the avant-garde. Adjunct Professor Erkki Sevänen discussed the tensions between the autonomy of contemporary art and connections with society. How does art preserve its critical dimension and significance for society? Sievänen claimed that in order to be radical, art must acknowledge its special nature. Video artist and researcher Kari Yli-Annala problematized the topical and non-topical nature of the avant-garde with particular reference to the Finnish context.  In historical terms, for example in Italian futurism, the avant-garde became part of nationalist objectives. Yli-Annala claimed that this has often been the case also in Finland, and even at present avant-garde rhetoric is used to embellish new Finnish design, the question here being the rhetorical branding of the avant-garde. Adjunct Professor Harri Veivo talked of the significance of trips to Lapland in the work of the artist Christian Dotremont (1922–1979), who regarded his visits to Finnish Lapland to have been decisive in developing his most important works, known as logograms (1962–1979). Veivo also considered the position of the logograms in the tradition of the avant-garde and experimental literature.

Pianist Ilmo Ranta held a concert of compositions by Friedrich Nietzsche, Theodor W. Adorno and Elmer Diktonius. Music had a central role in the lives of these authors and philosophers. Nietzsche is not known to have had any musical training, but he nonetheless composed a considerable number of works. Some of the works were performed four-handed with the pianist Maija Parkko. Diktonius had studied the theory of music to some degree, and Adorno had made an intensive study of the subject under Alban Berg. While both Adorno and Diktonius were interested in Arnold Schönberg, the latter’s influence was reflected in different ways. Diktonius was intuitive in his compositions, while the German aesthetician applied the dodecaphonic technique in a disciplined manner. Solo vocal pieces by Adorno and Diktonius were interpreted by soprano Sanna Heikkinen to accompaniment by Ilmo Ranta.

The programme of the concert 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 –1900)

   Einleitung (1861)

   Das Fragment an sich (1863)

   Schmerz ist der Grundton der Natur (1861) *

   Monodie à deux. Lob der Barmherzigkeit (1873) *

Theodor W. Adorno (1903–1969)

   6 Bagatellen op. 6 **

   O deine Hände (1923)

      (Else Lasker-Schüler)

   Ich und mein Katharinelein (1925)

      (nursery rhyme)

   An Zimmern (1934)

      (Friedrich Hölderlin)

Elmer Diktonius (1896–1961)

   Ich höre Hörnen blasen (1920) **

      (Guido Gezelle)

   Det första vårregnet (1918) **

      (Wilhelm Ekelund)

   Kring valnötsträdens tomma grenar (1918) **

      (W. Ekelund)

Sanna Heikkinen, soprano **

Maija Parko, piano *

Ilmo Ranta, piano

In her paper researcher Tanja Uimonen pointed out that free improvisation has become a significant alternative musical culture in Finland in recent years. This type of expression is characterized by impulsiveness, rejection of hierarchies and collectiveness. Uimonen linked improvisation to the avant-garde through the concept of “freedom”, comparing it to anarchism and surrealist automatic writing, among other phenomena. The symposium ended with the composer Adjunct Professor Eero Hämeenniemi’s critical assessment of the avant-garde in Finnish music, in which he compared the vanguard of Finnish music to the ”Institutional Revolutionary Party”, which was in power for decades in Mexico. Hämeenniemi thus felt that the revolutionaries have become the establishment as the concept of novelty has gained an institutionalized meaning. 
The speakers, performers and organizers convened for a closing dinner at the Lasipalatsi Restaurant in the centre of Helsinki.

A theme number of the journal Synteesi based on the papers and performances of the symposium will be edited during 2009. 

Kimmo Sarje
