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After having become a part of the Soviet Union territory as a result of the Second World War, Vyborg turned 

over time from a prosperous second largest city of Finland into a small provincial border town of Russia. 

The impact of traumatic history, as well as the influence of different cultures on Vyborg, turned it into a kind 

of palimpsest. The ruins of buildings destroyed during the war are still present in the town, causing 

ambiguous feelings among the visitors. This study seeks to understand how the presence of the ruins affects 
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Picture 2: Ruins of Cathedral of the Virgin Mary and St. Olaf. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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1 Introduction 
 

In its days of glory, Vyborg used to be the second largest city of Finland. Today it 

is a small marginal Russian town. Vyborg was founded in the Middle Ages during the Third 

Swedish Crusade and throughout centuries of existence, has gone through multiple wars and 

experienced several geo-political relocations. This has resulted in a multi-faceted 

palimpsestic cultural identity of the city. 

Finland lost Vyborg as a result of World War II. This loss can be considered as a 

traumatic event in the Finnish history (Wells, 2019). The current condition of the now 

Russian town gives ground for enhancing trans-generational nostalgia about prewar 

(imaginary) prosperous life of Vyborg through discursive and visual means proliferating in 

different media and institutions (ibid.). Being filled with derelict buildings of a historical 

value, which are decaying slowly since they turned into ruins during the WWII, Vyborg 

provides the unique ambivalent multi-faceted experience to the visitors.  

I had visited Vyborg multiple times before the idea for this thesis was born. This 

first-hand experience of Vyborg culminated in my photography exhibition, my heart cries 

for you Viipuri1, which took place in 2017 in NODE gallery in Helsinki, Finland. The 

position I had at that time regards Vyborg and its state of ruination is clear from the mere 

title of the exhibition. I must admit that I was haunted by those derelict structures. 

 

Ruins attract me a lot. They are the spaces where you can feel the time, 

smell it, touch it, explore. These so-called in-between spaces provide a wonderful 

ground for reflections and imagination. However, it is always both interesting and 

very sad to be at such spaces. Especially, if you know how magnificent they were 

before they turned into the pile of debris. (Stroganova, 2017) 

 

My research questions draw on the above quotation, extracted from the curatorial 

statement I wrote for the exhibition, my heart cries for you Viipuri. I ask: How the presence 

of the ruins affects the experience of modern Vyborg and how this experience can be 

understood and transmitted through the practice of contemporary art? 

To answer these questions, I conducted artistic research, applying diffraction as a 

method of knowledge formation. This study is informed by feminist new materialist theories 

in combination with poststructural philosophy and scholarly works about ruins. As the entry 

 
1 Viipuri was the Finnish name of town before it was transferred to Russia. 
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point of my research was the obscure feeling which emerged through the experience of 

Vyborg, to apprehend this sensation, I turned to the concept of hauntology.  

The materials for the study, which were gathered through the first hand experiences 

of place (visits to Vyborg) and practices of undetermined walking, looking, sensing, 

mapping, writing, taking photographs and recording videos, are presented in a form of 

contemporary art exhibition.  The exhibition is seen as an integral part of the research as 

well as the way to communicate the research flow and insights. I invite the reader to visit the 

online exhibition before proceeding to read the first chapter of the book2. 

Vyborg as a case of study has been of a significant interest in the recent years, 

especially in geo-political and other social sciences, such as archeology (Saksa, 2016), 

history (Katajala, 2016; Karhu & Wells, 2017; Wells, 2019, 2020) and architecture (Berger, 

2018). 

For example, Chloe Wells (2020) examines in her doctoral dissertation, Vyborg is 

Y/ours: Meanings and memories of a borderland city amongst young people in Finland, how 

the meanings and memories associated with a “lost place” are transmitted across time and 

between generations and how those transmissions are received, understood and expressed 

by a specific group. In the field of architecture, Laura Berger (2018) studies in her doctoral 

thesis The building that disappeared: The Viipuri Library by Alvar Aalto, Vyborg’s library 

as an important exemplary of modernist architecture building and its meaningfulness in 

terms of geo-political context. However, no studies have approached Vyborg to my 

knowledge with (feminist) artistic research thus far. Therefore, this study aims to add the 

missing element and broaden the perspectives in ontology and epistemology. 

 
  

 

 

 
2 LINK TO THE ONLINE EXHIBITION: ENTER THE EXHIBITION   

https://alexandrastroganova.wixsite.com/spectresofvyborg


 

12 

 

 

 

Chapter I 

 

Mapping the Terrain: 

Feminist New Materialisms, 

Hauntology, Ruins.   

Picture 3: Somewhere in Vyborg. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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2 Chapter I - Mapping the Terrain: Feminist New 

Materialisms, Hauntology, Ruins  
 

In this chapter, I present a theoretical framework which informs this master thesis. 

The chapter consists of three major parts: Feminist New Materialisms, Hauntology and 

Ruins. All these three theoretical parts are intertwined with each other. In each part, I open 

the main concepts and discuss their relevance in terms of this study. 

The first part of this chapter – Feminist New Materialisms– introduces the ideas of 

new materialism with an emphasis on feminist new materialisms and posthumanism. It will 

outline the important terms, which will be further used throughout this thesis. 

The second part of the chapter – Hauntology – provides an overview of Derridian 

(1994) hauntology as a philosophical concept in poststructuralism problematising questions 

of space-time relationships in ontology. 

The last part of this chapter – Ruins – is focused on modern theories related to ruins, 

derelict spaces and urban decay. Ruins play a central role in defining the experience of 

Vyborg. They are the key figure in this artistic research as well.
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2.1 Feminist New Materialisms 
 

Feminist New Materialisms is a relatively new field of study which has been 

influenced by, e.g., “feminist science and technology studies, the environmental humanities, 

the thought of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, transgender and queer studies, and affect 

studies” (Truman, 2019, p. 2). There is a link between feminist new materialisms and dispute 

of “the posthuman, object-oriented ontology, and the ontological or vital materialist turn” 

(ibid.) in qualitative research. Unsettling the “notions of positivism, [feminist new 

materialism] directly implicate researchers in the research process, attune researchers’ 

attention to more-than-human agents, challenge representationalism, and recognize that 

thinking-with theoretical concepts is also “empirical” research” (Truman, 2019, p. 2).  

This thinking-with, served as the basis for my suggestion for the thinking-with-ruins 

as feminist new materialist practice, which I elaborate in the Chapter III. 

The following authors of a various study fields could be associated with feminist 

new materialisms: Karen Barad (2003, 2007, 2010, 2014) Donna Haraway (1992, 2003, 

2016) in feminist science studies, Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin (2012), Elizabeth 

Grosz (2001), Rosi Braidotti (1991, 2019) in gender and cultural studies, etc. 

The key concepts in feminist new materialism are, e.g.: onto-epistemology, 

assemblages, rhizomes, intra-actiction, entanglements, diffraction. Many of those concepts 

are coming from poststructural philosophy, more specifically, work of Deleuze and Guattari 

(see e.g. Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2012; Truman, 2019; Leonard, 2020). 

Dolphijn & van der Tuin (2012) state that the term new materialism was introduced 

by the scholars Rosi Braidotti (1991) and Manuel DeLanda (1996, n.p.) in the 1990s. Since 

then, versatile variations on new materialisms or neo-materialisms have been being 

developed. In the interview for Dolphijn & van der Tuin (2012) Braidotti argues that 

feminism played crucial role in building up new materialist perspectives. She states that: 

 

Feminist philosophy builds on the embodied and embedded brand of 

materialism that was pioneered in the last century by Simone de Beauvoir. It 

combines, in a complex and groundbreaking manner, phenomenological theory of 

embodiment with Marxist—and later on poststructuralist—re-elaborations of the 

complex intersection between bodies and power. (Braidotti, in Dolphijn & van der 

Tuin 2012, p.21) 
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This complexities of relations between different entities and their power relations, 

stressing the embodiment and embedded-ness of all matter manifested in a neologism intra-

action coined by Barad (2003, 2007). For Barad (2007), intra-action “signifies the mutual 

constitution of entangled agencies” (p. 33, emphasis in original). This notion, Barad (2007) 

notes, is contrasting “interaction” by recognising that “distinct agencies do not precede, but 

rather emerge through, their intra-action” (ibid). 

Concept of entanglements is one of the crucial ideas presented by Barad (2007) in 

their book Meeting the Universe Halfway. For Barad, (2007) “[t]o be entangled is not simply 

to be intertwined with another, as in the joining of separate entities, but to lack an 

independent, self-contained existence” (p. ix) They further explain that  

 

[e]xistence is not an individual affair. Individuals do not preexist their 

interactions; rather, individuals emerge through and as part of their entangled intra-

relating. Which is not to say that emergence happens once and for all, as an event or 

as a process that takes place according to some external measure of space and of 

time, but rather that time and space, like matter and meaning, come into existence, 

are iteratively reconfigured through each intra-action, thereby making it impossible 

to differentiate in any absolute sense between creation and renewal, beginning and 

returning, continuity and discontinuity, here and there, past and future. (Barad, 2007, 

p. ix) 

 

“Entanglements are not a name for the interconnectedness of all being as one, but 

rather specific material relations of the ongoing differentiating of the world” (Barad, 2010, 

p. 265). Which implies seeing the world as a heterogenous space, where every difference 

makes a difference and, thus, contributes to positive, rather than negative connotation of 

otherness (see e.g. Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2012). 

Braidotti (2019) characterises these complexities as “we-are-all-in-this-together-

but-we-are-not-one-and-the-same” (p. 157). This idea lies in the core of posthuman and post-

anthropocentric ethics (Braidotti, 2019). 

According to Truman (2012), “[s]cholars of the new materialisms think more-than-

anthropocentrically and attend to scales—atomic, or extended temporalities—that can offer 

different perspectives on matter, materiality, and humans’ and nonhumans’ place in the 

world.” 

Leonard (2020) affirms that new materialism shares the agenda with posthumanism 

and is “ontologically, epistemologically, and ethically focused since [both] emphasize the 

dynamic relationships of matter to focus on what new relationships form” (p. 34). 
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Barad (2003) proposes a new way of thinking “about the kind of understandings 

that are needed to come to terms with how specific intra-actions matter” (p. 829), She calls 

it “onto-epistem-ology—the study of practices of knowing in being” (ibid.). She writes: 

 

Practices of knowing and being are not isolable; they are mutually 

implicated. We don't obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know 

because we are of the world. We are part of the world in its differential becoming. 

The separation of epistemology from ontology is a reverberation of a metaphysics 

that assumes an inherent difference between human and nonhuman, subject and 

object, mind and body, matter and discourse. (Barad, 2007, p. 185) 

 

Dolphijn & van der Tuin (2012) assert that new materialism demonstrates “how 

mind is always already material (the mind is an idea of the body), how matter is necessarily 

something of the mind (the mind has the body as its object), and how nature and culture are 

always already “naturecultures”” (p. 48). The term natureculture was coined by Donna 

Haraway (2003). It advocates for inseparability or interconnectedness of nature and culture 

which traditionally was perceived as separate or even opposite entities.  

“[T]he entanglement of matter and meaning calls into question this set of dualisms 

that places nature on one side and culture on the other.” (Barad in Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 

2012, p.50). Leonard (2020) points out that to “appropriately reconceptualize the world 

through this new materialist understanding, dualistic thinking that imposes binary 

understandings must be replaced with immanent thought to recognize how entities are 

emerging and how these changes influence new immanent possibilities for future 

becomings” (p. 34). 

For Leonard (2020), “matter’s intra-actions re-configure space and time through 

one another, obscuring the traditional concepts of past and future, a new focus must be given 

to replace the traditional linear understanding of matter through time” (p. 34). 

 

Memory is not a record of a fixed past that can ever be fully or simply 

erased, written over, or recovered (that is, taken away or taken back into one's 

possession, as if it were a thing that can be owned). And remembering is not a replay 

of a string of moments, but an enlivening and reconfiguring of past and future that 

is larger than any individual. (Barad, p. ix) 

 

This leads us towards the concept of hauntology which is examined in the next section.
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2.2 Hauntology 
 

The concept of hauntology was first introduced by the philosopher Jacques Derrida 

(1994) in his work Specters of Marx. According to Kevin Tavin (2016), “[it] refers to a trace 

of voices, epistemologies, and temporalities that haunts history and awareness, where the 

past, present and future come together.” He further explains that the notion of hauntology 

“is a pun on ontology - the study of being - and a way of understanding ourselves and acting 

in the world informed by spirits” (Tavin, 2016, p. 68). “Specters haunt our Being, thus a 

haunted ontology emerges”, as Geneviève Cloutier puts it (2016, p. 7). 

For Edyta Lorek-Jezińska and Katarzyna Więckowska (2017) hauntology is “a 

study of spectrality and spectres—that is, entities and processes that exceed any definite 

categorization” (p. 15). They state that hauntology got its practical application in a variety 

of “cross-, inter-, multi- and transdisciplinary studies, which could be named “applied 

hauntology” (Lorek-Jezińska, & Więckowska, 2017, p. 16).  

Hauntology can be applied to examine broken sense of time in Vyborg and how 

presence of wartime ruins in the modern city affects the experience of visitors, creating 

ambivalent feelings in them. After having become a part of the Soviet Union territory as a 

result of the Second World War, Vyborg turned over time from a prosperous second largest 

city of Finland into a small provincial border town of Russia. The impact of traumatic 

history, as well as the influence of different cultures on Vyborg, turned it into a kind of 

palimpsest.  

These themes can be found in the doctoral thesis of Chloe Wells (2020). She states 

that there is a sense that Vyborg simultaneously exists in different spatial-temporal 

dimensions. Applying principles of palimpsest, she suggest new version of the famous 

phrase “Vyborg is ours” which was utilised multiple times by Finnish media since the 

transfer of the borders to stress the sense of belonging of the “lost” town (Wells, 2020). 

According to Wells (2020), “Vyborg is y/ours”. From this palimpsestic phrase follows that 

Vyborg could be seen as a space in-between3, being out of place and out of time, “ours” and 

“yours” simultaneously, stressing its uneasy spatial-temporal relation. Wells (2020) writes:  

 

 

 
3 I elaborate on the term in-between in the next part of the chapter. 
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There was a time and space when and where Vyborg was part of Finland 

and this particular temporal-spatial past era is still in some sense present in the 

present as an echo or a ghostly presence, reinforced by (amongst other things) old 

photographs and first-hand stories. (p. 167). 

 

This suggests that Vyborg is being haunted by its ghosts. Mark Fisher (2012) 

explains in his article What Is Hauntology referring to Martin Hägglund (2008), that the 

“broken sense of time” expressed by Derrida (1994) in his Spectres of Marx through the 

repeated use of the phrase “the time is out of joint”, which in turn was borrowed from 

Hamlet, is in fact the pure essence of the notions of hauntology and deconstruction (see 

Fisher, 2012, p. 18). 

John A. Riley (2017) asserts that Derridean (1994) hauntology “is not only a way 

of conceptualizing our repressed past but also a way of understanding our obsession with 

failed futures” (Riley, 2017, p. 19). Ruins in Vyborg could be seen as indicators of failed 

futures of Viipuri. Wells (2020) points out that “[t]he narrative of a ‘perfect Finnish before 

and a ruined Russian after’ is a well-established, long-standing, oft-repeated narrative in 

Finnish discourses” (p. 100). She argues that this narrative is reinforced through Finnish 

media, and was well adopted amongst Finnish population, including youngsters (Wells, 

2020).  

Having in mind that hauntology “has been preoccupied with the consequences of 

memory and incomplete or failed mourning processes” (Lorek-Jezińska & Więckowska, 

2017, p. 18), I argue that it is relevant to approach experience of Vyborg and it’s ruins from 

this perspective. The loss of Vyborg was a traumatic event for Finland and, perhaps, the 

mourning for it, being endorsed through the discourse in Finnish media, is still ongoing 

(Wells, 2020). 

Vyborg is hard to categorise for its complex history. Being a borderland city, which 

seen different cultural influences, Vyborg became a place in-between. The time is definitely 

out of joint in Vyborg. This ambiguous feeling of the confluence of past-present-future is 

reinforced through the town’s visual appearance and the presence of ruins. The presence of 

ruins in the midst of Vyborg only amplifies this in-betweenness, troubling sense of time and 

creating obscurity in the experience of place.   
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2.3 Ruins 
 

Ruins have been studied in a myriad of different disciplines both theoretically and 

practically. In the recent few decades, the attention to ruins has grown in such fields as 

archaeology (Pétursdóttir & Olsen, 2014), anthropology (Dawdy, 2010), human geography 

(Bennett, 2018; DeSilvey & Edensor, 2013; Edensor, 2007, 2005), film (Riley, 2017) and 

other cultural studies (e.g. Boym, 2017). This wide attention could be explained for that we 

“live now, though we might say that we have always lived, in a time of ruination”, as Brian 

Dillon (2011) aptly points out (p. 10).  

DeSilvey and Edensor (2013), however, believe that present day abundance of 

scholarly work scrutinising ruins and dereliction “may be seen as a reaction to the 

proliferation of managed and structured public spaces, and the desire for unmanaged and 

formless spaces to act as a kind of alternative public realm” (p. 477-478).  They state that 

“[w]e seem to be in the midst of a contemporary Ruinenlust, which carries strange echoes of 

earlier obsessions with ruination and decay” (p. 465; emphasis in original).  

The term Ruinenlst comes from German language and denotes an obsession with 

ruins (see e.g. Lopez-Galviz et. al, 2017). Recent increased interest in and fascination with 

modern ruins amongst photographers was highly criticised and gave rise to the notion of 

ruin porn (see e.g. Pétursdóttir & Olsen, 2014). John A. Riley (2017) sees many ways in 

which “porn” component in the notion of ruin porn can be understood. According to him, 

 

[i]t can refer to the unadulterated aesthetic pleasure audiences get from 

these photographs. It also can be understood more critically, perhaps pejoratively; 

ruin porn’s critics perceive it as being devoid of commentary, seemingly driven only 

by a voyeuristic desire to trespass beyond the “no entry” signs and explore and 

capture these dilapidated ruins. Finally, it can be understood as a reference to the 

guilt that comes from enjoying the exploitation of failed economies for aesthetic 

pleasure of the elite. (p.21) 

 

 

Svetlana Boym (2017) presents the concept of ruinophilia, which should not be 

misinterpreted as that of ruin porn, or Ruinenlust mentioned above. According to Boym 

(2017), ruinophilia is “a material embodiment of the prospective nostalgia that goes beyond 

postmodern quotation marks” (p.43). She states that “[i]n our increasingly digital age, ruins 

appear as an endangered species, physical embodiments of modern paradoxes reminding us 

of the blunders of modern teleologies and technologies alike, and of the riddles of human 
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freedom” (ibid.) For Boym (2017), “ruins of twentieth-century modernity, as seen through 

the contemporary prism, both undercut and stimulate the utopian imagination, constantly 

shifting and deterritorializing our dreamscape” (p. 44). She writes: 

 

The contemporary ruin gaze requires an acceptance of disharmony and of 

the counterpointed relationship of human, historical, and natural temporality. Most 

importantly, present-day ruinophilia isn’t merely a Baroque meditation on the 

vanitas of all things worldly or a neo-Romantic malaise and a reflection of our inner 

landscapes of longing. Rediscovered off-modern ruins aren’t only symptoms but also 

sites for a new exploration and production of meanings. (Boym, 2017, 45; emphasis 

in original) 

 

 

Boym (2017) proposes that “the off-modern perspective allows us to frame utopian 

projects as dialectical ruins—not to discard or demolish them, but rather to confront them 

and incorporate them into our own fleeting present.” (p. 45) 

Interestingly, many authors believe that ruins are sights of potentiality (Benette, 

2018; Boym, 2017; Dillon, 2011; Edensor, 2005).  

For Dillon (2011), for instance, “the ruin is a site not of melancholy or mourning 

but of radical potential - its fragmentary, unfinished nature is the invitation to fulfil the as 

yet unexplored temporality that it coins” (2011, p.18). 

“Ruin literally means “collapse,” but actually, ruins are more about remainders and 

reminders” (Boym, 2017, p. 43). Thus, modern ruins as postwar remainders (as in Vyborg) 

or reminders of the past failure economies (as, for instance, in case of Detroit) could also be 

seen as unintentional monuments to traumatic events (see e.g. Riley, 2017; DeSilvey & 

Edensor, 2013; Moon, 2009).  

“A tour of ruins leads you into a labyrinth of ambivalent temporal adverbs—“no 

longer” and “not yet,” “nevertheless” and “albeit”—that play tricks with causality” (Boym, 

2017, p. 43). This “no longer” and “not yet” is precisely the characteristic which places ruins 

in some form of a liminal space “in-between” (Grosz, 2001; Luz, 2001), making it hard to 

categorise them as something concrete. This in-between-ness of derelict buildings happens 

in multiple dimensions. As for instance, it is not easy to put ruins into the category of solely 

either cultural or natural. As former solid architectural structures, they are part of so-called 

cultural heritage, however, after being abandoned through different circumstances, those 

architectural structures start to be affected by elements; their solidity disappears and plants 

start to appear in the cracks of bricks, lichens and mosses proliferate on the decaying wooden 
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structures, thus, nature takes over. Therefore, ruins are always already in that “space of in-

between”. I argue that decaying ruins are inherently naturecultural in Harawaian sense 

(Haraway, 2003, 2016).  

Riley (2017) states that “German sociologist Georg Simmel argued that ruins are 

made significant by the creative force of nature acting upon them” (p. 22). Tim Edensor 

(2005) also noted that ruins are “sites which teem with non-human forms of life” (p.42). 

When someplace in urban space becomes abandoned by humans, that is, unregulated and 

unmaintained in the desired state of cleanliness, “plants and animals show their adaptability 

to the opportunities which arise in the city as they quickly seek out cracks in which they may 

prosper, finding nesting spaces, food sources and territories” (Edensor, 2005).  

Another layer in which in-between-ness of derelict spaces emerge is that of 

temporal dimension. Here we are facing the experiential perspective on ruins and it is 

hauntolocal nature. Hauntology, as discussed in previous section of the chapter, is a useful 

concept to think about broken sense of time and the failure of the future to arrive. 

The experience of ruins is inherently embodied. Apart from visual affect produced 

by derelict spaces, there are all other senses involved, while being at the site of ruin. Edensor 

(2005) employs notion of the body-without-organs coined by Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 

in contemplating somatic experience of the ruin. He writes that: 

 

This entity is an assemblage of affects within a field of immanence and 

desire, unhindered by disciplinary structures and orderly sense-making. This is also 

akin to what the same authors call ‘becoming animal’ (240), a state of being in 

which the bounds of identity temporarily dissolve and a sense of becoming is 

foregrounded by a physical, instinctual interaction with the world, where one 

prowls like a cat for instance, devoid of the self-awareness that usually accompanies 

forays into urban space. In the ruin these sensations, productive of unnameable 

trajectories of desire, connect us to the otherness of place. Space here becomes 

replete with indeterminacy, immanent and ineffable feelings and countless 

conjectures and potentialities, which confound attempts to pin down spatial 

essence, to classify and categorise through representation and discourse. The space 

of the ruin thus generates the disruptive, affective and sensual intensities felt by the 

body … (Edensor, 2005, p. 93-94) 

 

 

To sum, after mapping the terrain of feminist new materialisms, hauntology and 

concepts of ruins, I conclude that they are interconnected and more than relevant in terms of 

this study. Feminist onto-epistemological way of thinking leads towards the transgress of 
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binary thinking and helps to understand the ambiguity of visual and bodily encounters with 

ruins in experience of Vyborg. Hauntology opens the troubling space-time relations, which 

aids in attempting to perceive Vyborg haunted by traumatic past. Theories of ruins unveil 

the themes behind the interest in derelict spaces and provide with useful perspectives on the 

subject of this study. Besides, amongst all three parts there is a recurring theme of 

posthumanism, which is more than relevant in today’s overly anthropocentric world.
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Disrupting and Diffracting: Doing 
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Picture 4: Vomit. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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3 Chapter II - Disrupting and Diffracting: Doing 

(Feminist) Artistic Research  
 

In this chapter I present the methodological framework of this master thesis. For 

this study I have chosen (feminist) artistic research as the main method of investigation. 

Under the umbrella of this emerging methodological framework, I utilised the method of 

diffraction. 

First section – Artistic Research – briefly maps the terrain of artistic research and 

specify the place of this study in that domain. On top of that, in this section I discuss why 

this study can be called a “(feminist) artistic research”. 

Second part of the chapter – Diffraction – presents the novel concept of diffraction 

as a method in feminist inquiry. Special attention is dedicated to the concept of re-turning as 

meta-diffraction. 

Third section of the chapter - Data without Data – introduces recent ideas in 

thinking of (im)possibility of data in emerging post-qualitative and post-humanist research 

practices. 

The last section – Artistic Component and Exhibition – is dedicated to the 

verbalisation of artistic practice and its place in this study. 

In the end of the chapter I argue for the relevance of the chosen methodological 

approach regards answering the research question(s). 
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3.1 Artistic Research 
 

Artistic research is a relatively new academic field, which was recognised only a 

few decades ago (Kallio-Tavin, 2017; Knudsen, 2017; Hannula et al., 2005) and is a “highly 

debated term” (Knudsen, 2017). Examination of existing literature about artistic research 

provides the sense that it is hard or even impossible to come up with a clear-cut definition 

of what artistic research actually is. However, that should not be understood as a problem. 

On the contrary, the phenomena that are usually examined through the lens of artistic 

research require openness in terms of frameworks and methodological flexibility. Thus, a 

certain degree of vagueness regards definition could be even beneficial (Hannula et al., 

2005).  

Kallio-Tavin (2017) on one hand, differentiates artistic research from the arts-based 

research, claiming that usually the former “aims to learn about the artistic processes and the 

artists’ art-making to enhance the researchers’ artistic views and to produce high quality art” 

(p. ii) and the latter is focused on the “social, societal, cultural, educational, philosophical, 

or psychological issues, which are explored through art practice” (ibid).   

Hallnäs, on the other hand, specifies that there are two types of artistic research, 

where one could be defined as “artistic ways of doing research”, and other as “ways of 

developing artistic practice” (Hallnäs, 2017, p. 96). The latter, Hallnäs argues, is a relatively 

old and well-established way of understanding the term and the former seems to still seek 

elaboration. 

Varto (2018) suggests that there are different ways in which the term artistic 

research is being perceived. He recognises the importance of both but suggests that in terms 

of academia the term artistic research is understood as “academic research which takes place 

at universities of the arts and has the same goals as any research on science, arts or ethnology: 

to produce information, develop skills, and add understanding about the world and the 

human being as part of it”(p. 10) 

Rouhiainen (2017) characterises artistic research as “a critical investigative 

practice” (p. 143) and states that it “should have the potential to make a difference in shaping 

art, society, and reality in productive ways.” (ibid.).  

According to Borgdorff (2011), artistic research calls in “unfinished thinking” - that 

is “thinking in, through and with art” (p. 44). He further suggests that justifiable artistic 

research is a research where “artistic practice is not only the result of the research, but also 
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its methodological vehicle, when the research unfolds in and through the acts of creating and 

performing” (p. 46).  

To sum, all the above-mentioned scholars recognise the central part art plays in 

artistic research, though there is no consensus in defining it. Similarly, the precise 

methodological toolkit does not exist in the area of artistic research (Hannula et al, 2014).  

In this study, artistic research is understood in a more Borgdorffian (2011) way. 

The knowledge production was (and still is) happening through artistic creation.  

The work of art in this study is also leaning on the Dewey’s (1980) conception of 

art as experience, where a final art piece is considered inseparable from the process of 

creation. As Shusterman (2010) notes, “human experience is pervasively situated in 

historical, social, and political contexts, so defining art as experience insures that these 

contexts can be given the attention they deserve rather than isolating the aesthetic in a narrow 

formalism” (p. 31). He further adds that experience is essentially embodied, and it is not 

possible to confine it to solely intellectual cognition, for it incorporates the person as a whole 

(Shusterman, 2010). “Because it exists as both noun and verb, “experience” signifies both a 

completed event and a process; it also involves both immediacy and duration. Experience 

belongs to both life and art and is essential to both artist and audience” (p. 31).  

As Hannula et al. (2014) mention in their book, there are myriads of ways in which 

artistic research could be implemented. Nevertheless, in order for academic research to be 

qualified as such, weather it is so called scientific or artistic research, one should define some 

form of methodological trajectory (Rouhiainen, 2017).  

Despite the fact that Feminist artistic research is still not completely enunciated 

(Seppä et al., 2017), I view that this study is part of this emerging academic inquiry as it 

utilises feminist theories such as new materialisms and posthumanism as philosophical 

ground. More specifically, a diffraction as a method was utilised throughout the artistic 

research process. In the following section I present how diffraction is understood in feminist 

new materialism and how it is applied in this study. 
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3.2 Diffraction in (Feminist) Artistic Research  
 

Diffraction is a term coming to feminist theory from quantum physics. It was 

introduced as an alternative to reflection method of knowledge production by feminist 

thinker Donna Haraway (1992) and broadly utilised and expanded by physicist Karen Barad 

(2007) whose impact in terms of feminist new materialist theory is significant. 

Haraway (1992) claimed that “[d]iffraction is a mapping of the interference, not of 

replication, reflection, or reproduction” (p. 300). For her, reflection seen as a problematic 

practice for its incapability of making a difference in the world by merely reflecting (as in 

optics), that is to copy the original sometimes even in distorted way, without allowing any 

new knowledges and meanings to emerge (see e.g. Barad 2007, p. 71). Diffraction, on the 

contrary, is a useful metaphor for feminist research. 

To better understand diffraction as a method to perform feminist artistic inquiry, 

one can for example begin by unfolding the original idea of diffraction as a physical 

phenomenon. In Meeting Universe Halfway Karen Barad (2007) provides a clear description 

of what diffraction is and gives an example from everyday experience: 

 

Diffraction is a phenomenon that is unique to wave behavior. Water waves 

exhibit diffraction patterns, as do sound waves, and light waves. Diffraction has to 

do with the way waves combine when they overlap and the apparent bending and 

spreading out of waves when they encounter an obstruction. Diffraction phenomena 

are familiar from every day experience. A familiar example is the diffraction or 

interference pattern that water waves make when they rush through an opening in a 

breakwater or when stones are dropped in a pond and the ripples overlap. (p. 30) 

 

In her recent article Diffraction as Artistic Process in the journal Writing Visual 

Culture, Power (2020) gives another example, which helps to elucidate functioning of 

diffraction phenomenon when applied to knowledge production processes: 

 

The physical phenomenon occurs around us as waves encounter particles. 

For example, light waves can illuminate a cup on a table and cast a shadow. At the 

shadow fringe, waves of light compete and cancel each other out, creating a 

diffractive pattern. This encounter, light waves meeting a cup on the table for 

example, creates new things. Light waves are splintered on and around the cup, 

causing waves to behave diffractively. (p.72) 
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While Barad (2017) does not provide a specific set of tools which constitute 

diffraction as methodology, they aptly describe the main idea of it in one of their numerous 

articles: 

 

Diffraction as methodology is a matter of reading insights through rather 

than against each other to make evident the always-already entanglement of specifics 

ideas in their materiality. The point will not be to make analogies, but rather to 

explore patterns of difference/différance – differentiating- entangling – that not only 

sprout from, and remain entangled with, specific material conditions in their intra-

active restructuring, but are enfolded in the patterning in ways that trouble binaries 

such as macro/micro, nature/culture, center/periphery, and general/specific that 

tempt and support analogical analysis. (Barad, 2017, p. 64-65). 

 

Even though Haraway (1992) introduced application of diffraction as a metaphor 

back in 1990s, it was only after Barad’s (2007) (re)introduction of the notion, that diffraction 

as methodology has gained a lot of attention amongst feminist scholars. Drawing on 

Harawaian (1992) ideas, Barad (2007, 2012) proposed “the practice of diffraction, of reading 

diffractively for patterns of differences that make a difference” (in Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 

2012, p. 49).  

It is important to stress that for Barad (2014) 

 

[d]iffraction is not a singular event that happens in space and time; rather, 

it is a dynamism that is integral to spacetimemattering. Diffractions are untimely. 

Time is out of joint; it is diffracted, broken apart in different directions, non- 

contemporaneous with itself. Each moment is an infinite multiplicity. ‘Now’ is not 

an infinitesimal slice but an infinitely rich condensed node in a changing field 

diffracted across spacetime in its ongoing iterative repatterning. (p. 169).  

 

In Diffracting Diffraction: Cutting Together-Apart, Barad (2014) brings diffraction 

to a meta level. They present the concept of re-turning “as a mode of intra-acting with 

diffraction – diffracting diffraction”. (p. 168) They specify that the concept of re-turning 

differs from returning  

 

“as in reflecting on or going back to a past that was, but re-turning as in 

turning it over and over again – iteratively intra-acting, re-diffracting, diffracting 

anew, in the making of new temporalities (spacetimematterings), new diffraction 

patterns. We might imagine re-turning as a multiplicity of processes, such as the 

kinds earthworms revel in while helping to make compost or otherwise being busy 

at work and at play: turning the soil over and over – ingesting and excreting it, 
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tunnelling through it, burrowing, all means of aerating the soil, allowing oxygen in, 

opening it up and breathing new life into it” (Barad, 2014, p. 168). 

 

 

In this study diffraction is applied on several levels. First, it is through the actual 

returning to Vyborg a site of investigation multiple times to re-examine it, re-think, re-turn. 

Second, through the photographic practice. And third, through video editing. Editing per se 

could be seen as the process of diffraction, where multiple short clips being assembled and 

re-assembled, cut, glued together, turn into a video art piece. 
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3.3 Data without Data 
 

What is data in (feminist) artistic research? How to approach experience in terms 

of data collection? How to transgress the boundaries of traditional data limitations and not 

to fall into the “feedback loops” of representationalism? 

According to MacLure (2017), there were groundbreaking disruptions in qualitative 

research lately triggered by the theories such as poststructuralism and the new materialisms, 

which “unsettled the foundations of conventional qualitative methodology, challenging its 

assumption of the centrality of human subjects and their entitlement to interrogate the world 

and mine it for meaning” (p. xvii).  

Rethinking methodologies induces problematisation of data, which in turn leads 

“towards experimental writing and art practice, as ways of attending to that which lies 

beyond the limits of language and rationality” (Ibid., p. xviii). This rethinking of 

methodologies in qualitative inquiry has led to the post-data-turn (Koro-Ljungberg, 

Löytönen & Tesar, 2017). 

Koro-Ljungberg, Löytönen and Tesar (2017) in introduction to the book Disrupting 

Data in Qualitative Inquiry, which inspired me in suggesting this provocation of “data 

without data”, present the argument that data could be seen as both possible and impossible 

(p. 1). They argue that in post-qualitative and post-human frameworks data might be 

considered as particularly impossible, since those frameworks tend to “question the very 

fundamental concepts often associated with data such as a knowing individual, stable 

knowledge, documentation, and representation” (ibid.). They encourage researchers “to 

think data beyond anthropocentrism toward different human and nonhuman forces creating, 

generating, and reproducing knowing, affect, and sensory experiences” (ibid., p. 2). 

Grounding their arguments on Karen Barad’s (2007) musings, they suggest that data’s 

“methodological (im)possibilities and their role in post-qualitative and artistic inquiry is also 

an onto-epistemological question; a question of truths, knowledges, presences, absences, 

technologies, appearances, and power” (ibid., p. 3). It is particularly important to take into 

consideration that data may possibly “manifest itself as an event in which data, theories, 

writing, thinking, artistic processes and practices as well as inquiries, researchers, 

participants, past, future, present, and body-mind-materia are entangled, or connected, where 

data might perform their own subjectivities” (p. 4). According to Koro-Ljungberg et al. 

(2017), “data might have multiple presences, some of which can be absent or still becoming 
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(ibid.). They warn that for some scholars this indeterminacy, undecidedness and uncertainty 

of data could be problematic, but for others “it might be a resource and endless source of 

rethought, deconstruction, and conceptual/theoretical inspiration”(p. 5). I indeed belong to 

the latter group.  By disrupting common conceptions of data and re-imagining it through 

philosophical attitudes and approaches I therefore wish to “implicate and complicate what 

should or could be known and the ways in which knowledge can be obtained” (Arndt, 2017, 

p. 96). 

Being influenced by such poststructural philosophers as Gille Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari, (1987), I suggest to view this research as a number of equally important phases or 

plateaus which are entangled with each other and form a rhizome. Despite the fact that 

further I present them in a sort of a linear manner for conveniency, all those plateaus are 

equally important without having a hierarchical dominance.  

The concept of the rhizome and rhizomatic thinking as an alternative model to the 

tree or root model, was philosophised by Gille Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987) in their 

book A thousand plateaus: Capitalism and schizophrenia. According to them, a rhizome 

“has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo” 

(p. 25). They suggest that “unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any 

other point, and its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature” (p. 19). By 

applying a model of a rhizome in approaching the phases of this thesis, I therefore attempt 

to transgress the boundaries of binary thinking and limits of representation, to “make a map 

instead of a tracing” (p. 24). For Deleuze and Guattari (1987) a map “has multiple entryways, 

as opposed to the tracing, which always comes back ‘to the same’” (p. 10). Thus, it opens 

up broader perspectives and gives a wider understanding of the researched phenomena.  

Unfortunately, the scope of this thesis does not allow to go in depth into each phase, 

thus, not all of them are illuminated as close as it would have been wished to be done. 

The first plateau or phase was initiated long before this thesis research process has 

been officially launched. This plateau is constituted of several visits to Vyborg before it 

became a case of this study and the photographic artistic practice through which the site was 

approached, that is to say, the first encounter with Vyborg, the multiple re-turning (Barad, 

2014) and re-experiencing it. However, this was done without any specific research tools: 

no certain research settings or questions, no philosophical ideas and no theoretical 

frameworks and methodological lenses involved. There was mere raw empirical material, 
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which culminated in a collection of mostly analogue, but also digital photographs awaiting 

their time to evolve into something, but not yet quite clear what. 

The next plateau was the exhibition my heart cries for you Viipuri with the integral 

artist-led talk/discussion. The exhibition was composed of the series of square format 

analogue black and white photographs and installation. The initial aim of my heart cries for 

you Viipuri exhibition and integral artist-led talk/discussion was to spread awareness about 

present day Vyborg condition and raise the discussion. 

To prepare myself for the talk, I have conducted a brief historical inquiry about the 

town’s past. Besides, I explored articles posted in diverse Internet sources, such as tourist 

oriented websites, e.g., different online magazines both independent and governmentally 

founded, as well as online blogs, where people expressed their worries about the town’s 

current state of ruination. The information I gathered through all the above-mentioned 

sources was summon in a format of Power Point presentation used as a base for artist-led 

talk/discussion. This discussion was very fruitful and made me take a fresh look at Vyborg’s 

issues. The ideas expressed by participants prompted me to dig deeper and eventually I 

decided to proceed with Vyborg and its ruins as a case for my thesis study. After some 

contemplation regards possible change of the topic of my master thesis, I proposed it to my 

thesis supervisor and this proposition was met with agreement and understanding. Before 

this research topic and questions were brought into being, I had been working on 

development of different research idea, which was somehow stuck without any further 

advancement due to number of circumstances. Hence, when the idea of researching Vyborg 

appeared and was given approval from faculties, there was a need to (re)define the research 

topic, questions, design, etc. This process of (re)defining research topic, questions, methods, 

etc., could be seen as yet another phase, third plateau. 

Following this, I embarked on the explorative journey. Fourth plateau (phase) can 

be described as the event where I encountered Vyborg as a researcher - the first field trip, 

January 2018. I call it Re-turning 1. 

Fifth plateau was the process of musing, searching, trying to grasp, to map, to 

categorise, to (un)fold. and fold it over and over again before the next field trip scheduled in 

May 2018. This field trip, in turn, is the sixth phase (plateau). I call it Re-turning 2, physical 

returning to the site to re-experiencing it yet again. - second field trip in May 2018.  

Seventh plateau - the process of re-turning to the site through memories, notes, 

photos, and a video. Writing analyses. Diffraction. Deconstruction.  
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Eighth plateau - the process of re-presenting the experience through contemporary 

visual art and creation of the (online) exhibition. 

Ninth plateau - Re-turning 3, (third brief visit to Vyborg in Feb 2020). After one 

year being on and off this research journey, delving in and out, grappling with uncertainty 

and indeterminacy, which turned out to serve the base for adopting data without data as an 

approach in this study, I felt the urge to go back to Vyborg, to re-experience it over and over 

again, anew, as if I wanted to expel the ghosts haunting me. 

Tenth plateau - discussion - post-critical, post-anthropocentric analyses and 

summing up material, gathered through experiences of the site of the study and such 

practices like undetermined walking (inspired by Debord’s (1981) derivé4), photo-walks 

(Pyyry, 2016), sensing, mapping, writing field notes, taking photographs both with analogue 

and digital media and recording short video clips, that served the base for mix-media 

artworks presented in a format of an (online) exhibition. The exhibition is both an integral 

part of the research as well as a way to communicate the research flow and insights.  

The original idea was to have an exhibition in a physical space, but turbulent 2020 

year made me move the exhibition online. Though there would be much more space for 

playing around with physicality of things in a gallery space, there are some benefits in the 

online format. Perhaps it makes this research more accessible for the general audience. 

However, one should not forget, that it may also limit the access of some groups, such as the 

elderly, with no capacity to use the technology required to access the Internet.

 
4 Dérive literally means “drifting”, it is a mode of experimental behaviour linked to the conditions 

of urban society (Debord, 1981) 
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3.4 Artistic Component and Exhibition 
 

In order to answer the research question, I have created three different types of texts 

to be diffracted through one another. These texts are not conventional texts, but creative texts 

manifesting in different forms, such as written narrative, photographs and video art. Utilising 

three different texts in this study should not be understood as an attempt to implement 

conventional triangulation method, but rather to perform a feminist artistic inquiry and read 

them diffractively through one another. They are not aiming to prove a specific point, but to 

open up different perspectives and new knowledges. The three narratives are written in a 

form of a diary based on the physical site visits. The body of this text was produced during 

the site visits literally on the site, weather the editing and shaping it was done after that. The 

second text - the photographs produced on the site of investigation - served as a tool to grasp 

the reality and further analyse it. Third - the video art - is a multidimensional text, which 

comes in a multiform: visual, audial, textual. Video art can be also seen as a meta-text - as 

it is analysing the bits of information, gathers together the feelings, thoughts and concepts 

and through that combination, it generates new knowledge. 

The artistic component of the thesis is presented in the form of the exhibition, the 

aim of which is not just merely reflect on researched phenomenon or represent the results. 

The main idea of the exhibit is also to re-turn the experience of Vyborg and to deconstruct 

the spectrality of derelict structures present in the midst of the city. The photo and video art 

works presented there help the reader to co-experience Vyborg with the author and better 

understand the ideas presented in this thesis. At the same time thesis supports a better 

understanding of the complex experience addressed by art pieces. That is why, the reader is 

invited to re-visit the exhibition5 now and later, again and again, to re-experience, to re-turn.  

In her doctoral thesis Anniina Suominen (2004) writes: “I believe it is possible to 

transmit information through art that would be impossible to verbalize and arrange according 

to verbal cognitive patterns” (p.4). Similarly, I believe that the artworks presented in the 

exhibition not only reinforce the ideas discussed in this master thesis, but are capable of 

transmitting more of the experience and effects, which would never be achievable with the 

plain text. 

 

 
5 LINK TO THE ONLINE EXHIBITION: ENTER THE EXHIBITION   

https://alexandrastroganova.wixsite.com/spectresofvyborg
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Photographs are never merely visual but in fact they conjure up 

synaesthetic and kinaesthetic effects, for the visual provokes other sensory 

responses. The textures and tactilities, smells, atmospheres and sounds of ruined 

spaces, together with the sign and objects they accommodate, can be empathetically 

conjured up by visual material. (Edensor, 2005, p. 16) 

 

 This quote from Tim Edensor’s (2005) book Industrial Ruins: Aesthetics, 

Materiality and Memory, laid the foundation for the idea of creating an exhibition with visual 

materials gathered throughout my encounters with Vyborg. 

I have applied several modes through which I used to approach the site of 

investigation and the research question. First mode was aligned with historicity. I tried to 

map the site through generating a timeline, representing the important events directly and 

indirectly connected to and presumably affected the site. Having this knowledge I embarked 

on the exploration:  hands on approach, which helped to generate three texts: text a) 

(narrative) and text b) (photography) and gather material for the text c) (video art). The 

challenge with the latter was in the following: how to create video art piece, which would 

serve not merely aesthetic or even informative role, but the speculative one, conceptually 

grounded and questions raising? By trying to get to know the field of video art better, I 

acquainted myself with different contemporary and other artists employing video as a 

medium in their practice. Amongst them were works of such artists and filmmakers as Anton 

Vidokle, John Akomfrah, Maya Deren, Sidney Petersen, Artavadz Pelechian and others. 

Through this exploration, I discovered the concept of hauntology, which like a missing key 

opened the door to the next room, allowing me to play with the spectrality.  

In this chapter, I discussed methodological trajectories of this feminist artistic 

inquiry. This could be summarised as post-qualitative onto-epistemological entanglements 

with Vyborg through diffraction method in artistic research practice, where data is disrupted 

and located in past-present-future, thus, becoming hauntological.
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Chapter III 
 

Thinking-with-ruins and 

Hauntological Encounters with 

Vyborg   

Picture 5: Survivor. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4 Chapter III - Thinking-with-ruins and Hauntological 

Encounters with Vyborg 
 

This chapter is composed of three Re-turnings - three narratives written based on 

the field notes; two Interludes which serve the function of a discussion, analysing some parts 

of the narratives through the theories of feminist new materialisms, hauntology and ruins; 

and Epilogue as a conclusive part of the chapter. 

Before proceeding with the narratives, I would like to note a couple of important 

things. After I decided to make Vyborg a case of my research, I visited Vyborg and began 

to explore it again through undetermined walking (derivé) and conducting photo-walks, 

mapping the town's centre, trying to pay attention to the feelings and senses which were 

dominant in the streets and while inside the ruins. I attempted to catch the spirit of it through 

the lease of my phone camera as well as my analogue photo camera. Soon after I began the 

exploration, I have realised that a strong sensation of the ghostly matter was in the air. To 

apprehend what exactly was triggering the sensation, I turned to the ideas of hauntology 

proposed by Jacques Derrida (1994). The use of the analogue camera in production of images 

could be also seen as hauntological endeavour (Fisher, 2012). 

I invite the reader to follow my explorative journey, to read the narratives based on 

my field notes from the visits to Vyborg, keeping in mind the ideas of hauntology and 

feminist new materialisms outlined in the previous chapters of this thesis. It is worth noting 

that three narratives vary in their style as they were created in different timeframes. The 

narration is from a third person in the first two narratives to distance myself as researcher 

from the myself as a subject of inquiry. 

 

The reader is also invited to re-visit the (online) exhibition6 at any point before, 

after or in-between Chapter III.

 
6 LINK TO THE ONLINE EXHIBITION: ENTER THE EXHIBITION   

https://alexandrastroganova.wixsite.com/spectresofvyborg


  41 

41 

 

Picture 6: The Weeping Wall. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4.1 Re-Turning 1 
 

Narrative based on the research diary from the first field trip in January 2018. 

Day 1. 

Arrival. 

There were a lot of people on the evening speedy train “Lastochka”. Full 

coach. Almost no place to sit. She was quite surprised, since it was a weekday 

evening. All those people do not look like tourists at all. And what is more, almost 

all of them got off on the last station. Vyborg. 

She has not been here for about 1,5 years or more. Last time she was here 

with her good old German friend D., when he was visiting Russia to study the 

Russian language. It was in April and the weather was splendid. They were cycling 

around the city centre and climbing into the partly destroyed buildings and had a 

lot of fun. D. was not really into the exploration of the ruins. A. on the contrary was 

very excited about the ruins. She could not stop climbing amongst them. She found 

them very peculiar and every detail, every crumble made her deepen into the 

decaying structures. D. and A. were also making experiments with different 

analogue cameras, which D. brought her as a present from Germany. It was really 

interesting and fun. 

But this time, here and now A. was alone there. It was the first time she 

came to Vyborg all by herself. No friends. January. Frosty weather. Darkness.  

The queue in front of the exit tourniquets of the station was so huge, so that 

it took about 10 minutes to get out, since each passenger has to scan the ticket in 

order to make the doors open. 

She thought: “That would never happen in Finland”. She had the same 

feeling when she was entering Finlyansky railway station, when she had to scan her 

luggage and go through the scan frames just to enter the railway station building. 

Every time she visited Russia now after moving to Finland to do her master, she felt 

a lot of minor irritations, which together were causing the feelings of 

uncomfortableness.  

But then, when she finally got out of the station, she decided to walk down 

to the hostel, since, as far as she remembered, it was not that far at all. On her way 

to the hostel, she was passing all the familiar streets and places by. Not that many 

changes happen to this town since her last visit. Or perhaps no changes at all? She 

was walking and walking and walking through the dark empty streets of Vyborg… 

it seemed never-ending. 

When she finally got to the hostel, at first, she approached it from a wrong 

entrance, which she thought should be the right one. She stayed at that hostel before 

several times with her friends and the entrance was always from the backyard. But 

the door was closed and there was a notification that the entrance is from the street. 

So, she had come go back to the street again, where she finally found a door and 

called the intercom. Somebody picked up pretty quick, and without asking who is 

there, opened the door. She entered a dark staircase. It was confusing at first, since 

she was expecting some signs showing the way, but there were none and the 

staircase looked not like a hostel at all, more like a living building. Well, she was 

experienced traveler, who stayed in many different kinds of hostels in her life. And 

there were several situations when the hostel was not that easy to find. Not a 

problem. She went up the stairs. Still no signs. Nothing. Some noise coming from a 
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door on a second floor made her assume that she probably should go there. She 

opened the door, which apparently was the right one and entered a hostel. 

From a first glimpse, it was just a regular hostel, though quite different 

from how she remembered it, but still seemed fine. At the reception, she found there 

pretty nice and polite lady, who warned her, that at the moment they have renovation 

of all the shower cabins going on and that they give a key from the apartment at the 

same hostel to those, who would like to take a shower, which should be returned 

back to the registration right after. Well, nothing wrong with that, she thought. But 

then, the lady also told her, that there are a lot of men in the room with 8 beds, 

where she booked the bank bed, who are not very clean and that they would not 

recommend her to stay there. Instead they can offer her a bank bed in 6th bed 

dormitory for the same price. It was really late and tiredness made her accept all 

that, wanting nothing but to go to bed after the long journey (she spent the whole 

day on the bus from Helsinki to St.Petersburg and then took a regional train to get 

to Vyborg), so she accepted the deal.  

She was alone in the room, at least for now, feeling quite good. It was 

already quite late in the evening, she was tired, and the weather was not very inviting 

for a stroll, there was no point to go out for the research. Thus, she decided to stay 

at the hostel. It was extremely cold in the room and the kitchen (the only one common 

space in the hostel, which also seemed overcrowded with the old men). She sat in 

the couch in the hallway, waiting for that all men to leave the kitchen. WiFi did not 

work with her laptop, thus she could only use her phone. She was sitting in the 

hallway trying to explore the surroundings, looking around, listening to the 

conversations and noises…  

The way she was interacting with the surroundings was through her 

conversation with friends in WhatsApp. She was chatting about the situation here 

and now with her best Russian friend she knew from her childhood. It is pretty 

regular thing. They share almost everything with each other, chatting on the 

everyday basis about the regular and especially irregular or peculiar things 

happenings in their lives. The other parallel texting conversation she had with two 

of her course mates in a shared chat. Through this conversations she was trying to 

map her feelings about the situation she is in, sitting in that couch in that hallway 

in that hostel in that town in that country in that universe... the only one female 

guest, surrounded by the old retired men, track drivers, dock workers, and so on. 

They were all gazing at her, while passing by in a hallway, with that specific male 

gaze you will never mix up with anything else. She was not really scared, but simply 

disgusted by that.  

She was listening.  

She was listening to the conversation between two Russian men in the 

kitchen, where one was telling his personal life story, pinpointing the benefits of his 

repatriation to Finland. How he is happy on his retirement and how it is different 

from how it could have been if he would still live in Russia, criticising political 

situation very loudly and telling that he is coming back here from time to time just 

for a few days only for cheap fuel, booze and tobacco. 

She was looking around. 

Exploring the visual aspects of the surroundings. Her attention was drawn 

to the wall painting depicting the world map. Some country’s names there were for 

some reason bigger and bolder than the other, some were misspelled or simply 

omitted. The other visual peculiarity was in a bathroom. it was in the process of 
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renovation, but the walls of the toilet cabins were already covered with some form 

of wall stickers depicting golden coins. The walls in her dorm were also in stickers 

of butterflies. Why can’t they just leave it untouched? Do they think that these 

stickers will make the look of the hostel friendlier or more pleasant? She never 

understood that desire to “decorate” living environment with too many flickering 

details and preferred minimalism. 

 

Day 2. 

Exploration began. She was trying to walk around the town’s centre and 

sense the ruins. The weather was very cold, which indeed affected the exploration. 

Though she was dressed warmly, -25 degrees Celsius made her freeze walking 

around Vyborg. In addition, the snowstorm began, creating a very spooky 

atmosphere. 

She payed attention to the fact that there are “homeless pets” all around: 

mainly cats and dogs. They were hanging out in streets and in the ruins. After 

spending some time in Finland, that was something really weird for her, because in 

Helsinki, for example, one can see bunnies and even roe deer freely grazing in the 

city parks, but you will never see a dog or a cat without their owners. 

While drifting from one crumbling building to another, she came to the 

place where she was in spring 2016 with that German friend D. It looked completely 

the same. And the same curiosity arouses in her and she climbed in and wondered 

around, taking a lot of pictures and videos with her phone as less as making some 

shots with her analogue camera. She was contemplating on how the snow adds 

another layer to the sense of the ruins. She tried to find a good word to describe 

that. More mystery? 

She claimed inside. It was not very complicated. There was no fence at all.  

While she was exploring the ruins from within, she heard some voices. She 

immediately got scared and made her assumptions on whom those voices could 

belong to: ruin inhabitants or drug users? The voices were approaching… She 

started to panic and did not really know what to do. There was no way to go and no 

place to hide. She was just hoping that they were not going to kill her. 

Two human beings just passed by looking sort of skeptical at her. 

Should she run away now? - she thought. Instead, she decided to calmly 

walk away. She has noticed that she was not comfortable any more at the ruins. Was 

it because it was in Russia? Would she have the same feelings if the same thing 

would happen in Finland? Hard to say… She was pondering about so many 

questions. 

Cold killed her phone battery and it started killing her interest in discovery, 

combined with that feeling of uncomfortableness after that random encounter at the 

ruin. 

Would be nicer to have a companion! - she thought. She remembered how 

brave she was when they were climbing there with D. 

To get some warmth and charge the phone she has made a decision to visit 

Vyborg’s Hermitage. It is a branch of St.Petersburg’s Hermitage, which is situated 

in the premises of the wonderful architectural masterpiece created by Uno Ullberg 

on top of Panzerlachs Bastion. The (temporary?) exposition there was primarily 

consisting of Flemish paintings. But there were not only paintings, but also different 

historical artefacts from Flandria like lace and golden cups, glass vases, knight’s 

armour and so on. 



   

45 

 

Everything inside there (even walls) was mainly red and gold. Gold. Red. 

Red and Gold.  

She was the one and the only visitor there when she entered, but later there 

came three different groups of people. One couple of youngsters (a guy and a girl) 

were having a ridiculous conversation, asking questions like: “Where is 

Flandria?”. 

Workers seemed skeptical. They were watching her and others moving 

through the spaces. She felt like she was in panopticon.  

She also found it to be peculiar that all the labels were in both Russian and 

Finnish, but not in English. 

After she went through all that classic museum rooms with classic museum 

displays, she was hungry and decided to go to the cafe to eat. On her way there, she 

dropped by a tourist info centre and took a couple of free maps, thinking that she 

might use them for her artistic project. She asked the worker of that info point if 

there are a lot of Finnish tourists? The lady said that they come mostly to buy cheap 

stuff, not interested in touristic activities. “Thought, that its strange”, she thought, 

“if the lady is right is right, why in the museum they would put labels in Finnish, but 

not in English?” 

While she was walking down the streets her attention was drawn towards 

a lot of signboards in Finnish, like that of “Apteekki” - which means “pharmacy” 

in Finnish. 

She saw a bakery and cafe without any proper sign but decided to check 

that out. She took a coffee with a quiche, sat down in the corner, and started talking 

with the worker, who apparently happen to be an owner. It was a very nice talk. 

Eventually, she ended up spending there many hours, talking with the owner and 

later with his son first about Finland, education abroad and then end up talking 

about winter sports, ski resorts and many other things. It was fun experience until 

the conversation switched to politics. She carelessly commented on some things she 

thought are going wrong in the country and that those things are dealt with much 

better in Finland, which was met with a lot of criticism from the cafe owner and in 

the end she started to feel really uncomfortable because his way of discussing was 

way too aggressive. When the discussion was over, she left that cafe with some mixed 

feelings… 

When she arrived to the hostel, she was told on reception that there is a 

deaf person who will be sleeping in her dorm tonight. There was nothing wrong with 

that, even though having a whole dorm for herself was better.  

 

Day 3.  

She couldn’t sleep well tonight because the other person in her room had 

a very peculiar, sweet but unpleasantly sweet smell. She had a quick breakfast and 

went to continue her research.  

When she went out in streets, there was a true apocalypse happening. 

Strange turn of the weather created really unexpected results. There was rain, 

stormy wind, ice all over on every street. Ice and water. It was so hard to walk. 

Water and ice. Wind was so strong, and rain was drizzling the whole day. It was 

hard to believe that only yesterday it was -25 and she was freezing in streets. Instead, 

today she was all wet and fighting yet with some other form of elements. Unexpected 

spring. Of course, streets were not well cleaned from snow, which created those 

mash and bad street cover conditions increased puddles. Her shoes were soaked in 
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water, and she could not continue her exploration. After having dinner at the car, 

she went to the hostel. 

However, she felt like the exploration went nonetheless pretty well. The 

weather added some sort of additional layer of dystopia and indeed amplified the 

feeling that the city is being haunted. She was very satisfied with the material she 

collected for her artistic project. She wanted to create a video piece and had a clear 

vision of it. 

When she returned to the hostel, there was yet another new roommate in 

her dorm. Also, male. She thought that was really strange that there were no other 

female guests in that hostel. 

 

Day 4.  

She didn’t sleep well today again. Apparently, in the room next to her dorm 

checked in a couple, who had a loud sex the whole night.  

Today the apocalypse was almost over. She decided to visit Port of Viborg, 

check the Vyborg Castle and Annenkrone (St Anne's Crown, Russian: Анненские 

укрепления, Annenskiye ukrepleniya, Finnish: Pyhän Annan kruunu). 

Unfortunately, she got a very sad impression from the castle. All the 

premises looked sort of run-down and abandoned except for the tower, which was 

under the renovation and, thus hidden behind temporary constructions. She wanted 

to get to the tower to take some panorama pictures, but apparently that was not 

possible due to the renovation. It was hard to find the cashier since it was hidden 

somewhere deep in the run-down premises of the castle and behind several doors. 

The ladies working as the cashiers were rued and uninterested in having a 

conversation. She spent some time walking around, but since she could not get to 

the top of the tower, she lest the castle and decided to see what she could find 

instead. She walked towards Annenkrone. There, on the other side of the bridge 

across the gulf of Vyborg, she found a soviet helicopter station, which looked 

abandoned. Helicopters had inscription USSR. She was fascinated with her 

discovery. Somehow, she never seen them, though they are not hidden at all. The 

territory happened to be monitored and it was impossible to get through the fence 

without being noticed, but she claimed the Annenkrone hills which offered a perfect 

look at both helicopters and the castle. She was very inspired by her discovery and 

thought that in combination of the weather those soviet helicopters look really 

spectral. 

She really did not want to go back to the hostel because it was such a weird 

place… Instead she went to the bar. She was in that bar before, but she just hoped 

that they would have wi-fi, so that she could work on her diary, read some related 

theoretical literature etc. Unfortunately, the wi-fi did not work there. So, she just 

took a beer and ordered a dinner. She was still observing and listening to the 

conversations around. 

Indeed, it was very interesting to observe people, listening to all that 

conversations, stories and so on… she started to think that she perhaps got to know 

the real Viborg while having coffee or lunch, not at the ruins. The conversations she 

overheard during her time in cafeterias gave her much more information about the 

social life of Viborg, than hanging out in the ruins and exploring the old town centre. 

The ruins for her were still more the places where time has somehow stopped, 

though there was still some activity going on, and she met people while being there, 

but they scared her. Here, in the bar, she felt comfortable. It was warm there, people 
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seemed friendly and not dangerous at all. During her visit to Vyborg, she went to a 

couple of places to get food or drink, and she had spent quite a lot of time inside 

them because of the weather conditions and her hostel being horrible place to spend 

time in. She just tried to limit her time in the hostel as much as possible 
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Picture 7: Are We in USSR? Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4.2 Interlude 1 
 

Haunting can be seen as intrinsically resistant to the contraction and 

homogenization of time and space. It happens when a place is stained by time, or 

when a particular place becomes the site for an encounter with broken time. (Fisher, 

2012, p. 19) 

 

When Viipuri7 became part of the Soviet Union, all Finns had to flee from there 

and the town became completely empty. The new residents, people who came or better put, 

were sent there after that, were highly educated. They could be described as low class simple 

rustic people from all parts of Russia. Some historians suggest that there were also former 

prisoners amongst them (see Zelenogorsk Terijoki, 2009). They had no appreciation of the 

architectural beauty of Viipuri. Besides, being force-fed with anti-bourgeois and anti-

western propaganda they believed that all this beauty is foreign, wrong, bad and rotten and, 

thus, should be neglected if not even destroyed (ibid.). 

It is, of course, important to understand the reasons behind the state of ruination in 

which Vyborg is now. However, what I was trying to grasp through the field trips and artistic 

research processes was more the experience of the place itself, and how it was affected by 

those crumbling abandoned buildings. 

I would like to mention, that I have no real connection to Vyborg in a sense that I 

have no relatives born there, I was born in a different place myself, none of members of my 

family had to flee from there or move to that place. I never lived there. But I somehow felt 

a particular connection with this town from the first time I visited it back in 2011.  

I must admit that “everyone reads, acts, writes with his or her ghosts, even when 

one goes after the ghosts of the other” (Derrida, 1994, p. 139; emphasis in original). While 

being on the field trip and trying to understand the experience that Vyborg as a site of 

investigation provided, I encountered my own ghosts.  

I have spent 1,5 years living abroad at the point of my first field trip to Vyborg, out 

of which half a year I spent in Norway and one year in Finland. I of course visited my family 

and friends during the course of that, but I was not paying attention to my thoughts and 

feelings that much, since I was not on a research journey yet. I have to mention yet again 

that I visited Vyborg before my first field trip numerous times, however, coming there from 

 
7 Finnish name for Vyborg 



   

50 

 

Finland with a set of specific theoretical and some historical knowledge was qualitatively 

different from all visits in the past. 

Having all that knowledge and experience, I unconsciously began to compare the 

current Russian Vyborg in its state of ruination to (imaginary) prosperous prewar Viipuri 

(Wells, 2020). That is where hauntology manifested itself, though at that point I was not 

even familiar with the term.  

My experience of living in Finland activated speculative thinking regards Vyborg 

as-it-could-be if the results of the WWII would be different and it would remain part of 

Finnish territory. This speculations about the lost futures of Viipuri was amplified by the 

bizarreness of the experience that I was going through while being on the first field trip. 

Evidently, my experience was greatly impacted by the tricks of the weather and unlucky 

accommodation experience. 

When I came back from my field trip, I had a strong feeling that I need to go back 

again in a better warmer weather conditions, choose better place to stay, therefore, creating 

a different research settings. This also means diffracting Vyborg through another re-turning. 
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Picture 8: The Hell is Empty and All the Devils Are Here Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4.3 Re-turning 2 
 

Narrative based on the diary notes from the field trip to Vyborg in May 2018 

 

“What am I doing here?” - she thought walking from the railway station of 

Vyborg. Cold, grey, nasty little town. Quite unfriendly looking people. All the time 

since the last visit to Vyborg (which was really something insane, in some way 

unpleasant and full of creepy things) she was thinking with disgust and shivers about 

going back.  

This time she had chosen a better transportation and more expensive 

accommodation thanks to the small grant she received from her university. Fast 

train instead of long bus plus intercity train route, and also a single room in the 

hotel instead of a bunk bed in a dorm in a weird and horrible hostel. It helped a bit, 

however, the mere second, she stepped out of the train she started feeling 

irritableness. She tried to let this feeling go, but it was impossible. All small kinds 

of details which she hated about this country (her homeland!) were following her. 

The way people talk, act, gaze.. the way things are organised in a train station - 

narrow doors, stupid thresholds, no pathway for the rolling bag or elevator.. She 

posed herself a question: what are those things which affect her experience of being 

in this town? What makes her feel curious? What amuses her? What evokes good 

feelings? What irritates her? 

Starting with the latter. Dirt. A lot of dirt on the ground. Destroyed roads. 

No visible signs of crossing. It feels dangerous to cross even in the right place, with 

the green light is on. All those insane ugly shop sign designs and advertisements. 

Crumbling buildings. Crumbling pavements. Corroded windowsills and downpipes 

of the rain gutters.  

Amuses? 
Cats. Homeless cats everywhere. In every backyard. Coming towards her as creepy, 

spooky zombie-ghosts. Something one can never experience in Helsinki, for 

example.  

Curious? 
Signs of past histories and - of course - decayed and abandoned buildings and 

ruins...  

So here she is, walking through Vyborg again. Feeling estranged. All those 

familiar places. Nothing changes. Almost. She passed that small private bakery 

where last time she met the owners and had a conversation with them. Still no sign 

installed. Three months passed! Slow life of small place. Feels like the time almost 

stopped here.  

She went to the hotel to leave her luggage before the check in. Then she 

headed to a cafeteria - the only place she truly enjoyed during her previous visit. 

Before entering the cafe, she took a stroll through the old town. It is Friday, hence, 

not that many people are in the streets this chilly, cloudy morning. A weird feeling 

occurred, provoked by the emptiness of the streets, the general greyness and, most 

significantly - the sound of wind. She felt as if this town is cursed. This feeling was 

partly evoked by the fact that she just finished watching “The Kingdom”, the mini-

series directed by Lars von Trier, where the events take place in one hospital in 

Denmark named “The Kingdom”, which was assumed to be cursed or possessed by 

the devil. Through the course of eight series one can see how the hospital is rapidly 
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decaying and turning into a very spooky place. The effect of the wind through its 

sound and movement of things in the hospital corridors is used there to create a 

sinister atmosphere and invoke bizarre feelings in spectators.  

Café. 

Cozy place to have a cup of coffee. “Scandi” design.  

She felt so strange watching all those fancy dressed people coming in for a 

cup of coffee and a piece of cake. All people entering were dressed fancy without 

any exceptions. Shiny shoes, glitter fashionable bags, designer clothes, famous 

brands... She thought that it was a big contrast from how the old town looks like. All 

that rubble and cracks in the walls. All that dirt. Her white sneakers became not that 

white very fast, after just about two minutes of walking here.. How do all those 

people manage to maintain their shoes so shiny? Vyborg is full of contrasts. Not all 

the people here are dressed in fancy of course. Those who look creepy and very 

unhappy do not pop up at such cafés, though. She had also noticed the contrast 

amongst the cars. Some cars here were really fancy and some were just corroded 

rusty old wagons. The first added contrast to the scenery, while the latter enhanced 

that dystopian feeling chasing her. 
While she was at the cafe, the weather changed, clouds dissolved and sun 

went out. It was still chilly, but much better with the sun.  

She went to check in to the hotel. The room impressed her, but not in a good 

manner. She was expecting something a little bit better than what she had got for 

that amount of money. Everything brown or beige.. dirty looking carpeting, peeling 

wallpaper resembling that which her parents had applied to the walls of their 

apartment in late 90s (still there in their place). There was also no button to switch 

on the TV - it had just probably fell off. The remote was not working either, and the 

tv set itself looked like from the late 90s. Everything was like that. Thank Universe 

the sheets were white, they were with some holes, though.. Strange arrangements of 

the WC: you enter straight into the shower, there is a really big sink, loud ventilation 

and the toilet is leaking. There was no big light in the room, the standing lamp’s 

light switch had fell off, so it could be switched on only by plugging in the socket. 

Everything was half broken. She pulled away the office style curtains; the view was 

“fascinating”. Grey office building. Very close. Inner yard.  

 
She took a stroll. For some reason she didn’t want to go to the same places, she 

wanted to see something new. She’s been to this town so many times, but never went 

past the red square. So, she decided to check out that other direction. She thought 

that she knew the city pretty well, but in truth, she knew only some particular parts 

of it.  
She asked herself, what exactly irritates her? What is wrong? 

The answer was everywhere. The lawn. It was filled with rubbish and cigarette buds, 

and even the grass itself, it was somewhat vanished in colour and lost integrity lane. 

The pavement - destroyed and dirty. Rusty water pipes, hanging very strangely at 

the facades, rusty windowsills, ugly advertisements. Windows. In Helsinki, for 

example, all the windows of the buildings are the same. All balconies look kind of 

the same probably because you can’t change the window frames and decor of 

balconies yourself, probably there is a standard which you have to follow, or only 

the maintenance company can make those renovations. But here all windows are 

different. Even in historical buildings. White frames, black frames, brown frames.. 
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Balconies!! DIY style. Well, if the state does not care and the law allows.. why not. 

But it really affects the way the streets look like.  

Nature affects the experience of a place significantly. Weather, time of the 

year, or day.. A beautiful sunset will make one forget where exactly she is and what 

is behind her back. Sound of nature.. birds singing makes one focus more on what 

one hears rather than sees.. but when the beautiful sound is compounded with a 

beautiful picture.. this will be unforgettable. No nasty feelings and thoughts. All the 

crumbling buildings and dirt is left behind. She was sitting on the hill, watching the 

magnificent sunset, listening to the birds singing charmingly. That was really 

beautiful. All the colours. Soft greyish purple combined with pale but striking 

orange, or even peach colour, with some pastel yellows and greens in between. All 

that tweety-tweets stereo opera, disrupted a little with somewhat annoying car 

sounds coming from the road down the hill. Still a pleasurable experience. Yet with 

a little bit of a worrisome gut feeling never letting her to completely relax. She was 

still paying attention to all the other things. Just in case. She was a bit worried. 

Russia. Small town. Lonely girl. On the top of the pretty empty hill, completely alone. 

A little bit scary.. for some reason. She would probably never feel like that, let’s say 

in Spain or Denmark, for instance. Would she? Maybe she still would.  

Traffic was scary. Not that many traffic lights. And “zebras” almost 

invisible (vanished). Some signs of course.. but still very strange without “zebra”. 

  

05.05.2018  

She slept well. The bed was warm and cozy. No creepy or weirdly smelling 

neighbours as last time in the dorm, no loud sex behind the really thin wall.. (oh, 

that previous time was a weird trip indeed). However, she was still so tired and 

didn’t want to wake up at all. Only the fact that breakfast was included and lasted 

till 10.00 made her get up. Breakfast at the hotel was quite impressive: unlimited 

buffet. However, all the products were quite cheap and not really good quality and 

the coffee was like muddy water... nevertheless, acceptable and definitely hearting.  

After breakfast she went up to her room and took a nap. She was really 

tired and had very low motivation to go out and continue her experience of Vyborg 

for the research. And the weather did not look that nice from the hotel window. 

Clouds..  

After the short nap she got better, took a shower, got dressed and went out. 

The weather became better. Some few clouds and a lot of bright sun. She didn’t have 

a plan. But some intuitive feeling was leading her to that water pump she saw 

yesterday while going in the opposite direction from the usual old town routes. So 

she went there. But on her way to the water pump she saw some brick building 

remains and decided to check it out. When she came closer, she realised that it was 

the remains of the long wall. Crumbling. All covered in graffiti. She became curious. 

Researcher mode was immediately switched on. She explored by going along it up 

the hill. When she reached the top, she had noticed the sign. “Culture and leisure 

park...” But in truth it was some form of fortification. She did not know how old they 

were. But she felt that they were not as old as the remains of the old fortress walls. 

There were three different types of constructions: brick walls and brick buildings, 

brick underground shelters and stone walls of the canals (without water) some were 

looking fairly good, but some were destroyed. Most of them were vandalised and 

filled with rubbish. The stone walls of the canals reminded her of Suomenlinna. She 

was thinking that these two places are almost the same kind, but for some reason 
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this one was neglected. She could not find any “culture” or “leisure” there. No 

kiosks with food, no entertainment, nothing. There was one springboard and almost 

abandoned ski station combined with catamaran storage/station. “I wonder where 

they put them on.. no water in proximity” - she thought, - “You have to go all the 

way down the hill to the shore..” There were also no flowers. Nothing really. Some 

benches. People were either walking or having a picnic. It’s important to note that 

the weather was really good, and it was a Saturday. So... People were drinking.  

There was a stadium nearby and some youngsters running in the park in 

groups (probably form the sport club).  
She liked the place, there was a lot to explore.. some abandoned decaying 

buildings, plus Nordic nature. Huge stones and pine trees, some cowberry bushes. 

At one moment she felt as if she was at Nuuksio. The feeling soon disappeared, as 

soon as she had noticed a lot of smashed bottle glass all around and some rubbish 

between the bushes. No way that would have happened in Nuuksio. Or would it? 
A funny thing was to notice that all the things listed below the sign “Culture and 

leisure park” like “do not throw the rubbish” or “walk dogs on the leash only”, etc. 

all we’re neglected. The park was sinking in broken glass bottles, cans, plastic 

bottles, and plastic bags and all the dogs she met were without a leash, and so on. 

Well...  

It was sunny and warm. She was feeling good. She went around the whole 

park and found a lot of remains of the old buildings. She even climbed into one more 

or less accessible and not too scary one.  
Her question was: what attracts her in this debris? Why she is so curious 

about it? What does she feel being there?  

The answer was not really on the surface.  
Feeling excited. interested and frightened at the same time. Fascinated and 

upset. Such a complex set of emotions.  

She was constantly thinking about the war. Imagining how people were 

killed here by the bomb attacks.. she was not sure if this place was actually used as 

a fortification in WWII. Most likely not. But since it was the most recent war in this 

place, she was imagining scenes related to that. It is quite difficult to imagine 

something that was a long time ago. This fortification was in fact built during the 

reign of Tsar Alexander II, while Vyborg was still a part of the Grand Duchy of 

Finland (even though it was technically a part of Russian Empire). They were a so-

called East-Vyborg fortifications - a complex of fortifications at heights to the east 

of the central part of Vyborg built by the project of E. I. Totleben. Erected in the 

1863-1870-ies. She found this out later in the day on the Internet: “The most 

important historical event associated with the East Vyborg fortifications is the civil 

war in Finland. When Vyborg - the last stronghold of the workers' government and 

the Red Guard - was surrounded, the counter-revolutionaries who were in the city 

attacked the guards and released the captured white guards who were kept in the 

castle . Together with them they captured the Vyborg fortifications. On April 25, 

1918, the Red Guards knocked out the White Guards from there. So that the 

ammunition stored there, which belonged to the former tsarist army, did not reach 

the enemy, they were decided to be blown up. A huge explosion was shaken by 

Vyborg and caused great destruction in the fortress. 

But when she was there without that historical knowledge, she thought that 

maybe this place is simply decaying without ever having been attacked by bombs. It 

definitely lost its original purpose. But the relatively new purpose of “Culture and 
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Leisure Park” was also very vaguely present. She was thinking that with a good 

touch this place could have been developed into a really great recreational area: 

clean it out from rubbish, restore what could be restored, use some of the buildings 

for cafés and restaurants, some for historical museum, some for art galleries or even 

concert halls, organise some activities for kids, at least place some swings and 

slides, place more benches, make a skateboard park, for instance, official bbq spots 

with decent amount of trash containers… There is so much potential in this place! 

People seek for leisure. Without good leisure opportunities there is nothing to do 

but fry meat and drink alcohol behind the bush.  

 

06.05.2018  

That is it. Few hours more here. She felt that there could have been done 

more. And more time could have been spent. Today she decided to revisit the places 

she always visited. She took a walk in the old town and ended up in her favourite 

partly ruined building. She’s been to this place countless times, and every time she 

found something new about it. Something fascinating and something frightening. 

She has been to some parts of this building’s remains, nevertheless, she has never 

gone up. Every time she was extending the area of exploration. A bit further, a bit 

deeper, higher.. This time she was standing there in the middle of that debris, 

experiencing the inner fight between fear and curiosity. What if there are people 

living? What if they are dangerous? What if she will bump into the dead body? This 

kind of places always evoked these ambivalent feelings and thoughts in her mind.  

She gave a try. She came up the “hill”, walked around trying to sense the 

ruin and get rid of the fear. Then she went in. Empty spaces, crumbles of concrete 

and bricks, rubbish, graffiti, tags. She went further. Fighting with fear all the time. 

Negotiating between her body and the spaces surrounding it. But she was not ready. 

She needed something to kill the fear. She went out. And walked around again. 

Walked in from the other side, where she always comes in. Last time at this place 

she met some people who looked sort of creepy and she got really scared by this 

encounter. No people this time. And the sun is shining so bright and generally it 

feels different at the same place then the last time. She went up again and entered 

the remains of the building from the other side, where she has also been several 

times - from the basement part, which leads to the remains of the inner yard. She 

found the spooky looking head of a doll there and was really happy about it, “it’s 

gonna be a nice shot”, she thought.  

A weird thing happened. The encounter with people, which this time was 

rather motivating than scary. A couple of teenagers went to the same place she went 

in the last time and was too frightened to continue her exploration. They were 

walking around freely and seemed not frightened at all. Talking to each other loudly 

about the place and what they find interesting or disgusting there. She immediately 

felt stupid. “Those girls there, they are totally not scared, neither by the chance of 

a weird encounter with some people which might inhabit this debris, nor by the other 

chance of debris falling apart. They even went to the rooftop!” she thought. This 

situation moved her to go deeper. 

Finally! She went in, she went through the whole floor and then climbed up 

the stairs to the very top. It was less and less scary the longer she was inside. And 

as long as she could hear or see those teens, she felt secure.  

She was proud of herself. She was happy that she finally won her fight with 

the fear. After she explored almost the whole building, she was very satisfied, and 
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had a feeling of excitement and sort of a new fascination with debris and the 

unknown. She went on down by the street, turned round the corner and saw the other 

abandoned building. She saw it before. She had pictures of it from the last field trip. 

However, something was calling her to come closer and take some pictures of the 

crumbling facade with a windows shut again. When she came closer, she saw an 

open door. She hesitated. The fear of the unknown was crawling back again. But 

curiosity won and she entered it and explored as much as she could.  
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Picture 9: With the Eyes Wide Shut. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4.4 Interlude 2 
 

In the beginning there was the unknown. 

 

In the article Quantum Entanglements and Hauntological Relations of Inheritance: 

Dis/continuities, SpaceTime Enfoldings, and Justice-to-Come Karen Barad (2010) wrote: 

 

Time can’t be fixed. To address the past (and future), to speak with ghosts, 

is not to entertain or reconstruct some narrative of the way it was, but to respond, to 

be responsible, to take responsibility for that which we inherit (from the past and the 

future), for the entangled relationalities of inheritance that ‘we’ are, to acknowledge 

and be responsive to the noncontemporaneity of the present, to put oneself at risk, 

to risk oneself (which is never one or self), to open oneself up to indeterminacy in 

moving towards what is to come. Responsibility is by necessity an asymmetrical 

relation/doing, an enactment, a matter of différance, of intra-action, in which no one/ 

no thing is given in advance or ever remains the same. (p.264) 

 

Drawing on this quote, I argue that through the second trip I have transformed 

myself with the hope of theory and by putting myself at risk, challenging my self. I became 

entangled with Vyborg and its ruins more than I was before and this entanglement intra-

actively affected my research as well. 

The second field trip to Vyborg was qualitatively different from the first starting 

from the better weather conditions and accommodation. In a more comfortable settings, a 

better engagement with the site of investigation became possible. Furthermore, it helped to 

confront the fears and go deeply into the intra-action with ruins. This intra-action laid the 

foundation for thinking-with-ruins. Through further deepening of theoretical grounds the 

perception of ruins as negative or frightening was transformed into understanding them as 

spaces of potentiality. 
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Picture 10: Palimpsest. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4.5 Re-turning 3 
 

Field trip reflections (19 February 2020)  

 

It’s been two years since I started my inquiry and made my first field trip to Vyborg 

(though I have been visiting it frequently without any research purpose starting from 2011).  

Occasionally this was almost the same time of the year as my first field trip. Oddly 

enough the weather was in peculiar “mood” again and gave me as a “gift” almost all its 

possible insanity altogether: storm-wind, snow-raining, wet, cold, muddy… In such weather 

conditions, the exploration is almost impossible. The experience turns into the constant 

confrontation with the elements. 

One can not blame the town for always having bad weather. However, these 

weather conditions are quite normal for the place due to its location.  

Besides, that might be just my personal bad luck. 

 

I recall how my other field trip to Vyborg in May 2017 was quite lovely in terms of 

weather conditions. And some years ago, in the Summer, it was just stunning sunshine there. 

Also, once we went there in Autumn with my friends, when the leaves are already (and still) 

beautifully coloured and some fresh snow lied here and there - slight coldness somewhat -2 

degrees Celsius and bright sunshine.  

Vyborg has its ups and downs when it comes to weather. It also feels like there is 

no in-between in this case. Always too bad or too good weather. Well, as the proverb says: 

“there is no bad weather, only bad clothes”, but I would argue that when you basically 

cannot see anything due to hail coming right into your face... it is a bit problematic to 

concentrate on research and think about anything else but getting a shelter, now!  

Vyborg is changing. Slowly. It seems there is a different pace of living in this town. 

Certainly, there are changes for good: the main historical buildings (mainly medieval) are 

restored. I could not get into any, so not sure what is inside, but outside looks fine. 

Unfortunately, there is still no sign restored next to them, so you have to google to get to 

know what’s that, when it was built and why it is important.  

Besides, I decided to check the place I have never visited for some reason.. maybe 

it was not accessible at all? In any case, I went to the other shore from where one can 

observe the whole town’s panorama, which is adorable even with some facades crumbling. 

So, I found out, that there is now a newly built pathway for both pedestrians and cyclers, 

lots of benches and a lovely training place (outside gym). The road led (of course) to the 

restaurant and cafe and some form of leisure park with a beach. That promenade was quite 

surprising found. And the quality of completion seemed quite decent. Freshly accomplished. 

I wonder who sponsored that? Or was it funded by the government?  

But what I still found problematic, is that right next to this wonderful embankment 

project, there is a huge crumbling building. Seemed abandoned, but surely, someone guards 

it. Or up the hill, there is the debris of some brick building (?) next to the building of an 

Archive with a mark that it is a private property and entrance is strictly forbidden.  

That kind of contrasting neighbouring is everywhere. Those freshly restored 

buildings are situated next to that falling apart and rundown. Posh cars standing next to the 

forsaken ruins of the Cathedral of the Virgin Mary and St.Olaf where according to (WHAT) 

Finnish great educator, scholar etc. Mikael Agricola was buried (exact location unknown). 

There is no way it could be restored, which is not even necessary at this point. However, it 
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is sad to observe the fact that it is being continuously vandalised and littered with plastic, 

empty bottles (once bearing alcohol), and even used hygiene items. On some architectural 

remains, there is a sign that littering is strictly forbidden and is a subject to a fee. However, 

it seems not working at all, probably due to no one cares and bothers to surveil the debris 

and do fine people for leaving their trash in there...  

One of my favourite abandoned places in Vyborg was finally taken care of, but it 

looks somewhat temporary rather permanent solution. Windows were sealed, all accesses 

to the building “wreck” were blocked, metal wires and huge concrete pieces lying all around 

were cleared out and on their place some form of a park has been established (without any 

trees yet, though), a the huge “plateau” on top of the lower layer of the building was covered 

with concrete and few lampposts were placed. The facade was cleaned. I wonder what is the 

plan? Will it be left like this for the next couple of years? Or will it be taken care of?  

There are so many buildings there which are in a state of “in-between” being 

neither alive nor completely dead, some ghostly matter...  

I started thinking about such questions as “What buildings are getting restored?”, 

“Who decides and defines the importance of building and the necessity (priority) of 

restoration?”, “Where the budget comes from?”, etc.  

...  

I must admit that I am the last person who would argue for the importance of 

tourism for the town’s infrastructure. Screw that! But, since Vyborg is de facto a unique 

town for Russia and has so much of naturecultural heritage which is simply rotting and 

getting filled with trash, I would rather suggest encouraging tourism here: firstly, to make 

more people see what’s going on there and perhaps raise their voices. And secondly, for 

local people to get more pride for their town. I believe it is much more complex and the 

scope of my thesis is not allowing me to dig deeper and map out all the issues and 

suggestions for solutions and so on. What is more, the focus of my inquiry is not related to 

those issues at all. I am interested in phenomenology of place and in hauntology of 

Vyborgian ruins in particular. Besides, During those two years since I had started this 

inquiry, I discovered new theories which helped me out to map out some (in my view) more 

important philosophical issues, lying beyond anthropocentric realms towards the post-

human perspectives.  

...  

I found myself amused by cats living in the ruins and everywhere else. One cat I 

encountered had one freshly emptied eyelid. Probably the eye was lost in a battle. It was 

quite impressive. I could not stop thinking about that cat and its injury for quite some time 

after the encounter. It reminded me about yet one other encounter which also happened in 

Vyborg but some years ago. I was wandering around the old town and happened to get into 

one random courtyard (always curious about all that creepy looking getaways) in search for 

an interesting shot perhaps. A cat was lying on a piece of cardboard and next to her was 

lying something I could not really see what from a distance. I was about to take a picture, 

but when I looked closely though the lens, I realised there were lying her newborn but 

already dead kittens all in blood and obviously premature. I did not take any pictures. What 

I have witnessed was heartbreaking. The cat might not even understand that all her babies 

are dead.. Sadly, I could not help that poor cat anyhow. I recall that I could not stop thinking 

about what I have seen for the rest of the day. And some time afterwards… 

There are a lot of homeless cats in Vyborg. They live in the ruins and the basements 

of inhabited buildings because there are open accesses to those basements. They hunt rats 

and beg food near shops. There are a lot of bowls with cat’s food next to some entrances of 

the buildings. It is interesting, that seeing homeless cat freely running around the town’s 
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centre became odder for me than seeing a bunny. Living in Helsinki I had seen so many 

bunnies running around almost in the midst of the city, especially next to the wooded areas. 

There are so many bunnies next to the place I currently live in Roihuvuori, for example. But 

I have never seen a homeless cat in the district. That would be quite uncanny. That is why 

seeing homeless cats for me became something not ordinary. Which adds to the perception 

of the place some oddity. 

I had also another encounter with nonhuman living entities. I was walking around 

Annenkrone - St Anne's Crown fortifications... There is nothing but remains of the 

constructions (in fairly good condition), they are not in use by their original purposes for a 

long time and no new purpose has yet been found for them. However, there were some 

buildings around, which were burned down (either on purpose, or as a result of some 

accident). Walking next to those burned structures feels somewhat bizarre for sure. There 

are no people around. This weird place is occupied for some reason by a huge flock of 

ravens. Resembling at the same time classic painting Grachi Prileteli by Russian painter 

Savrasov, The Apotheosis of War by Vereschagin and Van Ghog’s Field with Ravens.  
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Picture 11: Rhizomatic Entanglements. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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4.6 Epilogue 
 

This chapter showed how I navigated with emotion, geo-politics, power relations 

in Vyborg and its ruins. It demonstrated how transformation happened through thinking-

with-ruins as feminist new materialist practice. Creating narratives to document the 

experience can be seen as a meta-level of that thinking. Thinking-with-ruins is the embodied 

practice. One should physically enter the ruined spaces in order to understand the affect of 

it. The feeling of the “time out of joint” in Vyborg is a matter of palimpsestic realm. Different 

codes from different times and cultures found in the town, unsettle the past-present-future 

linearity placing Vyborg in the space of in-between. As spectres, those codes affect the 

experiencer and contribute to the ambivalence of experience. Those codes are, e.g., signs on 

the buildings, architectural styles, presence of Finnish speech in the town, presence of 

derelict buildings and traces of was. All these codes are matter and they matter. They are not 

inert, they are performative, as they affect and haunt experience of Vyborg. They are live 

monuments to the traumatic past and failed future.  

Human tendency for rationalisation contributes amongst other things to the 

homogenisation of lived environment through erasure of “imperfections”, thus, creating 

smooth homogenous spaces. Ruins could be seen as scars on the surface of the city, they 

challenge the smooth spaces with their affective nature. They are those in-between spaces 

where order and control fail. In this way, they contribute to heterogeneity of urban 

environment, allowing difference to manifest. They serve platform for multiple human and 

nonhuman intra-actions and interspecies entanglements.  

I would also like to note that cats and other nonhuman agents seem to feel much 

more comfortable in an unordered space of ruins. On a posthumanist account, in ruins one 

is becoming-animal.  
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Conclusions  

Picture 12: Ascension. Analogue photograph, 2018 
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5 Conclusions 
 

Vyborg, Viipuri, Выборг, Viborg - is a place of in-between. It is this and that, 

neither and nor. If I were asked to define this place, that would not fit into one sentence. It 

is of course not one and the only place in this world which experienced so many different 

cultural influences and went through couple of wars, that left deep scars on its surface. Many 

postwar cities resemble Vyborg’s fate. What makes Vyborg so special, could be that it is 

being haunted by many different ghosts. 

Throughout this (feminist) artistic research I was trying to investigate how the 

presence of the ruins affects the experience of modern Vyborg and how this experience can 

be understood and transmitted through the practice of contemporary art. 

I found applied hauntology useful in terms of examining the experience of Vyborg 

in general and its ruins in particular for their spectrality. I argued that it is hard to put Vyborg 

in one specific category due to the complex multi-layered historical identity, which places 

the Vyborg in the space of in-between. I believe that Vyborg has never fully become Russian 

and it will always remain to some extend Finnish, at least in the transgenerational collective 

memory of Finnish citizens. After diffracting experience of Vyborg and its derelict buildings 

through multiple re-turnings and thinking-with-ruins as a  feminist new materialist research 

practice, while chasing the spectres of Vyborg, I encountered my own ghosts.  

There is no such thing as an unbiased experience. Our cultural background, 

previous experiences and knowledge, block pure perception and direct the ways in which 

we know things. Mourning for the lost futures of Viipuri is indeed a constructed feeling, 

endorsed by different pre-existing knowledges and experiences. The feeling that the ruins 

have to be fixed came from the unconscious desire for rationalisation. My artistic work, thus, 

served as a means to leave through the feelings of loss and despair and understand the 

apparatuses evoking those feelings. Ruins as spaces of in-between-ness can be seen as places 

of potentiality. Thinking-with-ruins showed itself as a useful tool to research relations of 

different subject-matterings. In a combination with feminist new materialist theories, it 

provides us with a better understanding of how “otherness” or “difference” could be seen as 

a positive rather negative force.  
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What is more, my stand concerning Vyborg and its state of ruination significantly 

changed through the course of this explorative journey. My curiosity about ruins and at the 

same time grief for the loss of architectural masterpieces and general manginess of the city 

has transformed through feminist new materialist theories into the appreciation of ruins as 

spaces of otherness with the inherent creative potential. Since the word “otherness” often 

bears negative connotations, I have chosen to express this idea through the notion of 

difference that makes a difference. 

 

Afterword 
 

It was hard for me to release this work for the reason I felt that there was still so 

much to say, do, think through, re-think, re-make, re-experience, re-assemble...  

I believe that this research process has formed that what Deleuze and Guattari 

would call a  rhizome. There was no real beginning of this master thesis. It was always 

already there, between the lines of flight, and there is no end to it, simply put one can create 

uncountable new rhizomatic connections through diffracting and re-turning it over and over 

again. However, since the thesis has to have some ending, I had to put an end here.  

 

Bye-bye. 

 

 

P.S. The year 2020 was a turbulent year for us all and forced me to reconsider a lot 

of things, including the importance of physical presence and embodied experience, around 

which this research was built. I am grateful that I was able to travel to Vyborg to implement 

my inquiry before the world has been closed… 
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