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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to research the hegemonic discourses and 

practices in urban public space — what are they and how do they 

define the space? My focus is on the discourses in today’s Helsinki, 

and more accurately, a situation in which a public space is shifting 

from city-owned to private ownership: the case of Lasipalatsi and the 

new Amos Rex Museum (ARM). Additionally, my research will include 

agonistic interventions which function as a tool for my own personal 

understanding of how this specific public space can be understood and 

confronted. 

The primary material used in this thesis includes minutes from 

public city meetings, interviews with persons involved with ARM, articles 

in the local media, and material from social media. I analyse the timeline 

of the process around ARM, the different actors and institutions involved 

in the process, some of the different public reactions, and the final 

outcome of the process. As a research method I have chosen qualitative 

research of a case study. The research is being made by studying the 

methodologies and theories on public space, institutional critique, the 

theory of agonism and agonistic interventions. The method used for this 

research is curatorial research based on the theory of Henri Lefebvre, 

Hannah Arendt, David Harvey, and Chantal Mouffe.

In my research I found out, that the city of Helsinki was claimed to 

see Lasipalatsi a problem and they wanted to get rid of it. For this reason, 

the historical building was given to Konstsamfundet. It is relatively safe 

to state that because Konstsamfundet is a rather powerful institution, 

things proceeded fairly smoothly. Good relations with the city and 

the right amount of capital enabled the process.  Konstsamfundet is 

gaining ownership of a landmark right in the city center of Helsinki. 

Lasipalatsi is situated in the crossing of the city’s main infrastructures. 

The location alone gives immense coverage and power to the foundation



and the museum. This shift wakes concern about the privatization of a 

space — how will this museum institution manage to create an open and 

accessible public space? 

I believe that Amos Rex has a great opportunity to create a museum 

which measures its success beyond ticket revenue. They have the choice 

to be truly different and open its doors for different kind of thinking. 

Instead of blockbuster exhibitions, showcase the histories and voices of 

those not in the spotlight; instead of thinking what kinds of exhibitions 

would be the easiest to sell to audiences, rather find out what citizens 

and the public would want to see; concentrate on critical pedagogy not 

dumbed down guided tours; don’t identify the public as homogeneous 

(white, heterosexual, higher middle class); and most importantly, reflect 

on their own reasons for working and the museum’s purposes over and 

over again. We need culture which makes us feel, think, rethink, doubt, 

reflect and analyse the surrounding reality.

KEYWORDS  Helsinki, Lasipalatsi, Amos Rex, Public Space, Institutional Critic, Agonism.
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Tiivistelmä

Helsingin ydinkeskustassa sijaitsevalla Lasipalatsin aukiolla tapahtuu 

tällä hetkellä suuria muutoksia — aukio on revitty auki ja kokonaisuutta 

ympäröi valtava aita. Tämä ennen kaupungin omistuksessa ollut 

historiallinen maamerkki ja julkinen tila, on siirtynyt yksityiseen 

omistukseen saaden näin uuden tarkoituksen ja tehtävän. Tämän 

tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on katsoa tarkemmin mitä tässä julkisessa 

tilassa tapahtuu ja miksi? Tutkimuskohteena ovat valloillaan olevat 

hegemoniset diskurssit ja käytännöt julkisen tilan käytön sääntelyssä 

ja määrittelyssä. Fokukseni on tämän päivän Helsingin diskursseissa 

ja tarkemmin tapauksessa, jossa ennen kaupungin omistuksessa 

oleva julkinen tilaa annetaan yksityisen sektorin omistukseen; tapaus 

Lasipalatsi ja Konstsamfundetin hallinnoima Amos Rex.

Tutkimus tehdään käyttämällä apunaan teorioita julkisesta tilasta, 

yksityisen ja julkisen kohtaamisista, instituutiokritiikistä ja agonismista. 

Valittu menetelmä edustaa kuratoriaalista tapaustutkimusta ja teoriat 

perustuvat Henri Lefebvren, Hannah Arendtin, David Harveyn ja Chantal 

Mouffen ajatuksiin. Ensisijaisena materiaalina käytetään haastatte-

luja, kokouspöytäkirjoja ja artikkeleita paikallisissa tiedotusvälineissä. 

Tutkimukseeni sisältyy myös agonistisia interventioita, jotka toimivat 

välineenä parempaan henkilökohtaiseen ymmärtämiseen, siitä miten 

tämä erityinen julkinen tila voidaan ymmärtää ja kohdata.

Molemmat, Konstsamfundetin johtaja Kaj-Gustaf Bergh sekä 

Amos Rexin johtaja Kai Kartio, sanovat Helsingin kaupungin näkevän 

Lasipalatsin ongelmana, josta on päästävä eroon. Uudelle museolle tila 

olisi taas sopiva. Tästä syystä rakennus annettiin yksityisen instituution 

omistukseen. Prosessi näytti etenevän vaivattomasti ja onkin syytä olettaa, 

että kaupungin byrokratiarattaita kiihdytti Konstsamfundetin valta-

asema ja hyvät suhteet kaupunkiin. Konstsamfundet saa omistukseensa 

maamerkin Helsingin ydinkeskustassa, jonka sijainti jo pelkästään antaa 

suunnatonta näkyvyyttä ja valtaa .Tilan muuntuminen museoksi on suuri 

muutos. Tämä muutos herättää huolta tilan yksityistämisestä — miten



museoinstituutio onnistuu luomaan avoimen julkisen tilan? 

Olen henkilökohtaisesti sitä mieltä, että Amos Rexillä on kaikki 

mahdollisuudet luoda museo, joka mittaa menestystään muulla kuin 

lipputulovoitoilla. Heillä on mahdollisuus olla todella erilainen ja avata 

ovensa erilaiselle ajattelulle — kassamagneettinäyttelyiden sijasta tuoda 

esille unohdetut historiat ja vaimennetut äänet, yleisöä aliarvioivien 

opastuksien sijasta keskittyä kriittiseen pedagogiikkaan, ei identifioida 

yleisöään homogeenisenä ryhmänä (valkoinen, hetero, korkeampi 

keskiluokka) ja mikä tärkeintä, pohtia omia syitä ja tarkoituksia aina 

uudelleen. Amos Rexillä on mahdollisuus luoda tulevaisuus, joka 

vastakkainasettelun sijasta toisi ihmiset yhteen. Tarvitsemme kulttuuria, 

joka saa meidät ajattelemaan, tuntemaan, epäilemään, haastamaan ja 

analysoimaan ympäröivää todellisuutta. 

KEYWORDS  Helsinki, Lasipalatsi, Amos Rex, Julkinen tila, Instituutiokritiikki, Agonismi.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Helsinki is my home town. Although I was not born here, I have 

come to care about it. At first Helsinki felt hostile, and I did 

not understand the city. It appeared unwelcoming, closed and 

unkind. I felt like a spectator and not an active participant, but 

I stayed because I decided to give the city a chance. After a few 

years went by, I realised one day that this city had become my 

home, and I had come to understand it a little better. With this 

understanding also came my deep interest in its structures 

and all its layers. I wanted to know more, and I wished to be 

taught by the city. I have grown together with the city; we 

have both changed during these past ten years. I can see how 

Helsinki has become a place with deep distinctions. Maybe 

they were there before, but now I find myself deeply aware, 

and I cannot close my eyes to what is happening around me. 

I can see how it simultaneously has a profound feeling of 

community and the will to participate in collectively making 

the city, but that there are also enormous gaps between people 

created by different hierarchical measures. The ways of making 

these distinctions are many, and as a citizen of this city, I find 

myself always on edge because these ongoing battles force me to 

pick a side. The urban space has become a battlefield where I must 

either pick a side or become a passive outsider. In the case of the 

historical and centrally located space called Lasipalatsi1 which is 

being co-opted by Amos Rex Museum (ARM), the battle can be 

seen as something positive and worth engaging in. Nothing will be 

solved or changed if one does not engage in ongoing battles and 

act on one’s ideologies.  

1 Translation: Glass Palace.
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Picture 1. The historical Lasipalatsi is changing.
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1.1 Research Objective and Statement of the Problem
The aim of this thesis is to research the hegemonic discourses 

and practices in urban public space — what are they and how do 

they define the space? My focus is on the discourses in today’s 

Helsinki, and more accurately, a situation in which a public 

space is shifting from city-owned to private ownership: the 

case of Lasipalatsi and the new ARM. Additionally, my research 

will include agonistic interventions which function as a tool 

for my own personal understanding of how this specific public 

space can be understood and confronted. I decided to think of 

these interventions as agonistic after Chantal Mouffe’s ideas on 

agonism. Her conception of agonism “means that within the ‘we’ 

that constitutes the political community, the opponent is not 

considered an enemy to be destroyed but an adversary whose 

existence is legitimate. His ideas will be fought with vigour but his 

right to defend them will never be questioned.”2 I consider my 

intervention to be a platform in which I can act as an adversary 

and test my personal limits and possibilities for action.  

 

In this research, public space will be understood as more than 

just a physical place that is superficially open for everyone. 

Instead, it is considered as a micro-cosmos occupied with and 

subject to different battles: a battlefield of ownership, on which 

battles of discourses and battles for power are enacted. In order to 

understand the hegemonic discourses, the normative practices of 

Helsinki’s decision-making, planning, zoning and usage of public 

spaces have been investigated. By studying these, I hope to learn 

more about the nuances of hegemonic discourses, and which are 

the socio-spatial dimensions at play within the appropriation of 

public space? By answering these questions, I hope to discover 

if citizens have the opportunity to enact and effect changes in 

public space, or is it more accurate to consider the city as being 

constructed purely out of economical, political and institutional 

interests? In my research I follow the social science theorist David 

Harvey’s theories on urban space and the capitalist invasion, and 

Professor of Sociology of Art and Cultural Politics Pascal Gielen’s 

research on institutional attitudes and institutional critic. 

2 Mouffe, Chantal.“Agonistic Democracy and Radical Politics.” in Pavilion Magazine,  

http://pavilionmagazine.org/chantal-mouffe-agonistic-democracy-and-radical-politics/: accessed on: 22.11.2016. 
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Additionally, I am using ideas from political philosopher Hannah 

Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) in relation to political 

theorist Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic spaces. With these tools I will 

analyse and take a closer look at Lasipalatsi and ARM. I also seek 

to understand different theories about public space, primarily 

those of sociologist Henri Lefebvre, alongside art historian 

Claire Bishop’s contemplations on the role of the museum in her 

publication Radical Museology (2013), and Mika Hannulá s writing 

about artistic research in Artistic Research Methodology: Narrative, 

Power and the Public (2014).
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1.2 Structure

The thesis is structured in six sections with several shorter 

paragraphs. In the introductory chapter, I will present the 

research structure and questions, materials, essential terms, 

chosen methods and additionally give a short summary of 

previous research on the topic. In the  next chapters I will include 

a summary of the context, the theoretical and methodological 

starting points, and a concrete timeline of events related to the 

Lasipalatsi case study. Chapters four and five mainly contain 

analysis, which is conducted by examining materials through 

the lens of the methods and theories presented earlier. Chapter 

six summarises and concludes my research. Every chapter will 

also contain a section presenting my interventions in parallel 

with other material. These were documented via images and are 

accompanied by a narration of my thoughts and the ideas behind 

the interventions. The thesis ends with a reflective afterword.
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1.3 Essential Terms

In this segment I will introduce the essential terms used in my 

thesis. In the second chapter a more profound analysis is given. 

The terms I will define are public space, hegemony, public/private, 

institutional and agonism. These terms can be understood in 

various different ways, therefore I explain how they can be used 

in the Lasipalatsi context and in my research. 

The term ‘public space’ denotes a place where different 

people with different interests meet, which in Arendt and Mouffe’s 

eyes makes it a space informed by contested and hegemonic 

discourses. A dictionary definition of hegemony is a dominant 

influence over others, and the social, cultural, ideological, or 

economic influence exerted by a dominant group. Mouffe’s 

ideas inform my definition of hegemony — power relations and 

hegemonic discourses will always exist, but they can be challenged 

by counter-hegemonic practices. It is important to realise that 

hegemonic confrontations are never limited to traditional 

political institutions such as parliament and the justice system, 

but are possible in the wide range of places where hegemony is 

constructed in society. “This is where a particular conception of 

the world is established, so called common sense, highlighting 

the decisive role played by those practices in the reproduction of 

a given hegemony.”3

In considering the institutional, I follow Gielen’s idea that 

the institution’s goal is to create a sense of security in society 

while simultaneously maintaining highly hierarchical and 

authoritarian positions.4 Examples of this kind of institutions are 

parliament and legal system. The distinction between public and 

private, according to Sabine Nielsen, is a space where the private 

right to decide is overrun by the community’s right to decide, 

and as Harvey sees it, this becomes a battle between a privileged 

private sphere and the public common. As Chantal Mouffe argues, 

a fully functional public space has to be able to accept agonism. 

Public space is created through the constant negotiation and 

renegotiation of different points of view, and because of this,

3 Mouffe, Chantal. Institutions as sites of agonistic intervention. in: Pascal Gielen (ed.), Institutional Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 67.

4 Gielen, Pascal. Institutional Imagination. in: Pascal, Gielen (ed.), Institutional Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 12-14.
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consensus can not be ideal. Mouffe states that “a culture of 

agreement is a danger for democracy and potentially contributes 

to the growth of extremist and populist movements.”5 This is 

why I argue that perhaps seeing public space as a battlefield is  

necessity for it to function as a space in which different people 

can meet. The aim is not always harmony, but a space where 

disagreement is possible. 

According to Arendt, public space is constituted by social 

power relations. She argues that public space is based on plurality, 

because the members of any given society will always appear 

differently in relation to each other.6 This plurality will naturally 

have an effect on the nature of public space, and this may be 

the reason why public space is sometimes understood as highly 

conflicted. It is a space where different interests are constantly 

negotiated and renegotiated all over again. Public space is an 

unclear sphere, where communities are simultaneously created 

and contested.7

5 Nielsen, Sabine. Public Space – A concept under negotiation. in: Elmgreen & Dragset (eds.), A Space Called Public, Cologne, Cologne, 2014, 238.

6 Ibid., 232.

7 Ibid., 234.
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1.4 Material and Method

The primary material used in this thesis includes minutes from 

public city meetings, interviews with persons involved with 

ARM, articles in the local media, and material from social media. 

I analyse the timeline of the process around ARM, the different 

actors and institutions involved in the process, some of the 

different public reactions, and the final outcome of the process. 

As a research method I have chosen qualitative research 

of a case study. I have also chosen to call my research curatorial 

research, because of its qualitative nature and my own curatorial 

preferences. As a curator, I am interested in investigating 

how space is produced and how the rules of a specific space 

are defined. Principally, a case study is a profound study of a 

particular situation rather than a wide statistical investigation. 

It is a method used to narrow down a very broad field of research 

into one easily researchable topic. A case study will not answer a 

question absolutely, but it can create a hypothesis on a subject. 

Case studies are often used to answer questions of how or why.8  

In Case Study Research: Design and Methods, Robert Yin 

summarises a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context are not clearly evident.”9 To understand ‘how’ and 

‘why’ things are happening today in Lasipalatsi is important, and 

can eventually result in a hypothesis on a larger scale. 

I am following Mika Hannula’s ideas on qualitative research 

and more exactly, artistic research. Hannula writes about artistic 

research, but I believe the word artistic can be replaced with 

curatorial, because I think his notions can be applied to both. 

Hannula writes in Artistic Research Methodology: Narrative, 

Power and the Public about the different elements included in the 

research process. Firstly, the artistic process, and “by artistic 

process, we mean acts done inside the practice, acts that possibly 

question the conditions of that practice, push the envelope, but 

still are in some relevant relationship with that practice,

8 Shuttleworth, Martyn. “Case Study Research Design - How to conduct a Case Study”; https://explorable.com/case-study-research-design: accessed on 22.6.2016.

9 Yin, Robert.K. Case study research: Design and methods, California, 2009, 18.
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with its internal values, goods, commitments and so on.”10 

In my case, the process consists of the acts of engaging and 

distancing. I am studying methods and different theories, 

gathering data, doing interviews, reading articles and public 

meeting minutes, making an analysis — and verbalising all of it 

through performative interventions. When I am performing the 

interventions, my most intensive engagement with the research 

topic occurs.  This process generates material and leaves traces 

behind which ultimately become my research. “Thus the process 

creates a body of material that can be used as the publicly available 

record of the phenomenon that one wants to talk about in one’s 

research. In reporting on the research, in making it available 

for others, this material provides a means of arguing, showing, 

detailing, explicating, implying, connoting, being ironical and so 

on.”11 Besides the artistic process, a second part of the research 

process can be named conceptual work. “Research means taking 

part in a research tradition, in a discussion that has started before 

the particular piece of research and will continue after it.”12 What 

Hannula means by this is that research needs to be placed in a 

context. Research always has a past and a future that operates 

within different frameworks and traditions, so it is always about 

choosing a point of view.13 

In his article ‘Context-responsive Investigation’, Henk 

Slager writes about artistic research on public space: “space is 

understood as a discursive construct: space as a platform for 

knowledge, intellectual exchange, and structural debate. Today, 

artists engage in societal, social, historical, and political themes 

as fields of research.”14 What he means by this is today’s public art 

is presented and produced within cultural political conditions, 

and today’s artists engage in examining the conditions of 

public space. It isn’t anymore about breaking out from the 

white cube, but about site-specificity. As theorist Miwon Kwon 

writes in her publication One Place After Another—Site Specific 

Art and Locational Identity, “the distinguishing characteristic of 

10 Hannula, Mika. Artistic Research Methodology: Narrative, Power and the 

Public, New York, 2014, 16.

11 Ibid., 16.

12 Ibid., 17.

13 Ibid., 17.

14 Slager, Henk. Context-Responsive Investigation. in: Florian, Dombois, Ute, 
meta Bauer, Claudia, Mareis, Michael, Schwab (eds.), Intellectual Birdhouse – 
Artistic Practice as Research, London, 2010, 42.
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today’s site-oriented art is the way in which both the artwork’s 

relationship to the actuality of a location (as site) and the social 

conditions of the institutional frame (as site) are subordinate 

to a discursively determined site that is delineated as a field of 

knowledge, intellectual exchange, or cultural debate.”15 It is this 

kind of site-specific related discourses that I want to examine 

in my research. Slager comments on Kwon’s ideas, “the complex 

of relationships within these interventions based on artistic 

research, reinterprets the specific history of a certain location 

in a dynamic way. The material found during research appears 

to function as a medium, i.e., as a mediator between a specific 

location and viewer.”16

 I am studying the ongoing changes in Lasipalatsi. How 

is the space affected by the decisions, how are the decisions 

made, who is making them, and why? These are the questions I 

am interested in. And who am I? From what standpoint am I doing 

this research? Firstly, I am a citizen of Helsinki. I care about the 

city — about its structures, atmosphere and culture. It matters to 

me how the city is used, changed and for what purposes. 

 I am engaging in the city and its public spaces as a 

citizen. Secondly, I am a curator. This gives me a curatorial and 

art activist entry point for this research. I am executing this case 

study as a citizen and as a curator, making this relatively personal 

to me. My goal is to better understand not just what is happening 

and why, but also what can come after? By acting personally in 

this chosen space, I engage more than I would just by writing 

about it. 

15 Kwon, Miwon. One Place After Another – Site Specific Art and Locational Identity, Massachusetts, 2002, 26.
16 Slager, Henk. Context-Responsive Investigation. in: Florian, Dombois, Ute, meta Bauer, Claudia, Mareis, Michael, Schwab (eds.), Intellectual Birdhouse – Artistic 
Practice as Research, London, 2010, 51.
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1.5 Context

My interventions are nothing unique in Helsinki. In fact, there 

are continuous interventions taking place all the time in cities 

everywhere. Private citizens are fighting for their right to the city 

by testing the limits of different possible actions in different places 

considered public. There is also an increasing amount of collective 

interventions arranged nowadays in Helsinki that make use of 

different methodologies. An examples is Restaurant Day, in which 

anybody can open a pop-up restaurant in their home or public 

city spaces. This day started in protest against strict regulations in 

the restaurant field, and has now grown into a worldwide annual 

happening. Other local examples include the internationally known 

Reclaim the Street, in which people squat a city street, and the 

urban festival Marian Ilmestys17, organised in spring 2016. In this, 

the formerly disused Maria Hospital in the center of Helsinki was 

opened for citizens for one day, offering visitors different activities 

such as urban cultivation, karaoke and sound meditation in a 

festival environment. These are all interventions in public space 

that prompt different kinds of battles around public space. Every 

hegemonic discourse replaces a previous one, and will eventually be 

replaced by a new one. Battles are necessary, but this does not mean 

that battles are always something negative, and something to avoid. 

Battles can also be a tool for a change for the better. 

Previous research on this topic is simultaneously both wide 

and narrow — depending on what position to look from. Research 

on public space, power and the institutional use of public space is 

obviously enormously extensive, whereas research on my primary 

material, Lasipalatsi, is not. There exists research on the history 

of Lasipalatsi, for example Hilkka Högström’s Lasipalatsi (1999), Pia 

Ilonen’s research Lasipalatsin Restauroinnin Suunnittelu (2004),18 

and Tapahtumapaikkaimagon Kehittäminen Lasipalatsin Aukiolle 

Asiantuntijoiden Näkökulmasta (2012),19 a thesis by Sannaliisa Monen 

and Sini Parikka which concentrates on the brand of the space. My 

research is unique in the way it investigates a process of becoming 

and something that does not yet exist.

17 Translation: Maria’s Revelation. 

18 Translation: The Planning of Restoration of Lasipalatsi.

19 Translation: Image Development of Lasipalatsi as an Event Venue from the Expert Perspective. 



12       Picture 2. Lasipalatsi in 1937.
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1.6 Intervention One — What is Lost?

Lasipalatsi Square is a place in which I have spent numerous hours. 

It was a place where I went on dates, gathered with my friends, 

enjoyed music performances, and just spent time drinking coffee 

and reading. It felt like a safe place. It always made me feel welcome, 

and entering it always felt easy. On Valentine’s Day 2016, I started a 

series of almost imperceptible interventions. About a month earlier, 

this site had become a private construction site surrounded by a 

pompous fence. The aim of these interventions was to understand a 

little more about what was happening here. 

The city was busy with people — Valentine’s Day had occupied 

spaces with flowers and heart-shaped merchandise. I decided 

to begin with a sympathetic gesture, and placed a bouquet of red 

tulips on the ground in front of the entrance to Lasipalatsi. It was 

simultaneously a gesture of respect but also left a melancholic feel. 

I asked myself, is this a grave I am leaving these flowers on? The 

ending of a show, or the beginning of something? After an hour 

I came back to see if the tulips were still there. They were not. 

Hopefully somebody picked them up and gave them to a special 

someone. This gesture felt to me equally a beginning and an end. It 

was the beginning of my actions and of my research, but an end for 

the space as I used to know it. What is lost and what will be gained 

instead? Perhaps what’s lost is a public space now in a state of in 

between. To me Lasipalatsi’s square is now presented as no man’s 

land. It has been used by many different actors, small and big, but it 

has never really been owned by anyone. Its identity has been open 

and even a bit scattered. It is rare to have a place like that right in the 

centre of a city: a place open for one’s own identity, open for one’s 

own interpretation. Open for the public. 
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Picture 3. Happy Valentine’s Day.
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Picture 4. Leaving my goodbyes.



16      Picture 5. What is lost?
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2 THEORY 

In this chapter I will introduce the theories on which my analysis 

is based. I consider how to use theories about the following as 

tools for my research: public space, shifts between different 

aspects of public and private life, and contested hegemonies in 

these spaces. These will function as starting points for my own 

actions, informing how I understand this specific public space. 
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2.1 The Battle About Public Space 

In this section the term “public space” is discussed more profoundly 

from the points of view of different theorists. I will start with an 

analysis of the concept of public space, using as reference material 

the ideas of Henri Lefebvre, Hannah Arendt, Chantal Mouffe and 

David Harvey, and as secondary reference, Sabine Nielsen. 

What is meant by “public space” is not at all unambiguous. 

The usage of this term can often seem as empty rhetoric, a power 

play to back up hegemonic discourses. It can also mean something 

totally different depending on where, when and by whom it is used. I 

like to think that a public space is a signifier of a space that is simply 

accessible for anyone. But maybe more accurately, it is a space which 

both includes and excludes through its occupation of a wide range 

of power dynamics which are based on a dichotomy of inclusion 

and exclusion. Sabine Nielsen writes that public space is a greatly 

debated entity that escapes definitive and absolute categories. It 

is under constant negotiation, and it is therefore often open to the 

attribution of new meanings. Traditionally, public space is seen as 

something opposite to private. In other words, and as mentioned 

earlier, a space where the private right to decide is overrun by the 

community’s right to decide.20

At this point, it seems relevant to take a closer look at the 

term ‘space’. Henri Lefebvre discusses the concept of social space 

as a practice in The Production of Space, identifying three different 

forms of producing space. The first is spatial practice, referring to a 

space where production and reproduction is embraced, and where 

spatial scenery is considered a characteristic of social formations 

that guarantee some kind of performance. The second form 

encompasses representations of space: the conceptualised space, the 

dominant space in society, the space of knowledge, signs and codes. 

Thirdly, representational space refers to a space which is directly 

lived through images and symbols, which can be identified as the 

dominated space which the imagination seeks to appropriate.21 To 

understand what Lefebvre means by these, I think about a simplified 

example of a pedestrian crossing with traffic lights:

20 Nielsen, Sabine. Public Space – A concept under negotiation. in:  Elmgreen & Dragset (eds.), A Space Called Public, Cologne, 2014, 228.

21 Lefebvre, Henri. The production of space. in: Jen Jack, Gieseking, William, Mangold (eds.), The people, place and space reader, New York, 2014, 291. 
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the spatial space is the physical road with zebra crossing and lights, 

while the representations of space are found in the knowledge 

that the road should be crossed through the zebra crossing, and 

one should wait for a safe moment to cross the street. The third 

representational space is in this case the red and green traffic light. 

Everybody knows what these colors stands for and how to act in 

response to them. These three iterations inform the usage of the 

term ‘space’ in this research. 
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2.2 Hannah Arendt and the Rise of Animal Laborans

Various thinkers further the concept of public space through 

specific ideologies as well as the time and place in which they are 

thinking. In 1958, German philosopher Hannah Arendt declared 

that the basic conditions for human existence could be defined by 

three forms of activity: labor, work and action, which she calls vita 

activa. “They are fundamental because each corresponds to one of 

the basic conditions under which life on earth has been given to 

man.”22 Arendt states that labor is the biologically based process 

that ensures the sustenance of human life; work is the production 

of material artefacts, culture and institutions; and action refers 

to communicative socialising processes—such as speech and the 

physical acts — through which individuals enter society, interact 

with each other, and take on new initiatives. Labor is something 

humans need for survival and which satisfies the human life-need, 

whereas work, which she calls homo faber, is about building walls: 

physical, cultural and institutional. Labor is considered a private 

action, whereas work is done in the public sphere. Work is not 

political dialogue or speech per se, but it creates the space and place 

for this. 

She argues that human plurality is the basic condition of both 

action and speech, which can be seen as having the twofold character 

of equality and distinction. If human beings were not equal, they 

could neither understand each other and those who came before 

them, nor plan for the future and foresee the needs of those who 

will come after them. If humans were not distinct — each human 

distinguished from any other who is, was or will be — they would 

need neither speech nor action to make themselves understood. 

These actions are often in a form of speech, and comprise a crucial 

part of the human condition.23

 Arendt’s notion of modern life is based on the rise of 

society becoming something that replaced the family and the 

individual. “Theoretically, the turning point from the earlier

22 Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition, Chicago, 1958, 7. 

23 Ibid., 175.
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modern age’s insistence on the ‘egoistic’ life of the individual to 

its later emphasis on ‘social’ life and ‘socialised man’ (Marx) came 

when Marx transformed the crude notion of classical economy […] 

into forces of interest which inform, move, and direct the classes 

of society, and through their conflicts, direct society as a whole.”24 

Arendt speaks of a society where ordinary human experience can 

be lost, as the capacity for action becomes the exclusive prerogative 

of the privileged few.25 In other words, she worries that the homo 

faber would disappear while the animal laborans arises, which 

would essentially also mean a loss of collective communality and 

public life. As labor, work and action can be seen as the basis of 

life and therefore also politics, and when the balance between them 

falters, the basis for life becomes endangered. Arendt calls this 

“world alienation,” which materialises in different stages such as 

the rise of capitalism and the rise of the social.26

 For Arendt, public space has artificial qualities, spatial 

qualities, and distinctions between public and private interests. 

“This world, however, is not identical with the earth or with nature, 

as the limited space for the movement of men and the general 

condition of organic life. It is related, rather, to human artefact, the 

fabrication of human hands, as well as to affairs which go on among 

those who inhabit the man-made world together.”27 What she meant 

is that public space is a man-made construction, and not something 

natural. The spatial quality of a public space is to her a space for 

political ideas and actions, because political opinions cannot be 

made in private but in public where people can meet each other. 

A space for people to meet and discuss is crucial, because “the 

end of the common world has come when it is seen only under one 

aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one perspective.”28  

About the distinction between public and private, Arendt writes: 

“The privation of privacy lies in the absence of others; as far as they 

are concerned, private man does not appear, and therefore it is as 

though he did not exist.”29

24  Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition, Chicago, 1958, 320.

25  Ibid., 323.

26  Ibid., 256.

27  Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition, Chicago, 1958, 52.

28  Ibid., 58.

29  Ibid., 58.
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2.3 David Harvey and Space as an Urban Sphere

Theorist David Harvey is relevant for my research because his 

analysis on public space concentrates on space as an urban sphere. 

Harvey’s ideas on urban public space are focused on how space is 

increasingly appropriated by neoliberal and capitalist ideas which 

affect the form of the city. According to him, urban life has been 

defined by consumerism, individualism, division, fragments and 

conflicts.30 This is clearly visible in the city of Helsinki, where urban 

space is consumed by adverts, shopping centres, hotels, offices, and 

other privatised buildings. This neoliberal turn, as Harvey calls it, 

has restored class power to the rich; this form of polarisation is 

also visible in how the city is constructed. This affects public space, 

as an increasing part of the city falls into the hands of privatised 

communities and more and more of urban space becomes owned 

by different private bodies, severely restricting what is considered 

to be publically accessible open space. All over the city it is not 

uncommon to see signs prohibiting certain actions and gates 

preventing access to certain areas. 

Harvey states that this neoliberal turn promotes the 

protection of private property rights, making neoliberal values the 

dominant hegemonic form of politics in the city, and disrupting 

citizen’s everyday rights of access to the city.31 In the neoliberal 

model, capitalism needs a space for people to consume, and the 

urban space needs capital for progress. Therefore, the urbanisation 

of capital complies with capitalist class powers to dominate the 

urban process.32 To briefly summarise Harvey’s theories: the right 

to the city has become a privilege for the private rich elite instead of 

the public common. But it is not only about the rich elite, it is about 

neoliberal values trickling into every aspect of our society, which 

naturally impacts understandings of both public and urban space. 

30 Harvey, David. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution, London, 2012, 12.

31 Ibid., 15.

32 Ibid., 33.
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2.4 How Agonistic Activism Can Intersect With Institutions

Public space is often located in the intersection of different 

institutions. Typically, public space is either owned or appropriated 

by an institution. Therefore it is relevant to take a closer look at the 

concept of institutions. What is the definition of an institution under 

the condition of the above described neoliberal turn?

According to Pascal Gielen, institutions play a crucial role 

in mediating between the real world the imagined world—between 

fiction and reality. What he means by “imagined world” can be 

traced back to Lefebvre’s concept about the representational space, 

which refers to a space which is directly lived through images and 

symbols. An institution’s goal is to generate a sense of certainty, 

safety and security in society while simultaneously maintaining a 

highly hierarchical and authoritarian position.33 To concretise this, 

institutions are everything from large bodies like the church, the 

school system, the parliament and the judiciary, to smaller ones, such 

as the local newspaper, art museums and private art foundations. 

Institutions are generally firmly vertical in their organisational 

structure, and employ hierarchical value systems that often protect 

their boundaries from the influence of other value regimes, such as 

religion, the market, or politics. These different regimes define how 

we live and act in society. These institutions dictate the rules and 

the norms that inform the citizen’s approach to everyday life. Gielen 

states that critique of the institution is only possible thanks to the 

shelter of that same institution and the values it represents.34 With 

this he means, for example, the law that protects freedom of speech, 

the freedom to set up political parties, and the freedom to choose to 

belong to the state religion. 

Gielen argues that today’s institutions are increasingly 

starting to behave as corporate entities, and it would be an illusion 

to think that neoliberalism could be hindered from penetrating 

the walls of the institutions.35 This naturally also encompasses art 

institutions. Under neoliberal hegemony, the classic institutional 

model is being battered, losing its cultural hierarchy in the shadow 

of market logic, as Gielen claims.36

33  Gielen, Pascal. Institutional Imagination. in: Pascal, Gielen (ed.), Institutional 

Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 12-14.

34  Ibid., 15.

35  Gielen, Pascal. Institutional Imagination. in: Pascal, Gielen (ed.), Institutional 

Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 29.

36  Ibid., 18.
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The question that follows here, is what can be achieved with 

institutional critique? According to Gielen, institutional critique 

can only succeed if it uses its imagination to be critical from a really 

distant future perspective. Quoting Gielen: “this means taking an 

upright stance to shake off and destroy the indifferent and blind 

contemporaneity of current art institutions.” Art institutions should 

not follow the world but intervene in the world. Only then will the 

critique be a successful tool in writing history again. It is only 

through such “creative destruction” that art can secure its social 

mission for the future.37

 What is art’s role in all this? The question Chantal Mouffe 

asks, is that should critical artistic practices engage with the current 

institutions with the aim of transforming them, or should they 

abandon them altogether? Should we use the strategy of withdrawal 

or is resistance possible only outside of institutions? Mouffe 

wants to advocate instead a strategy of withdrawal as a strategy of 

engagement with institutions.38 So I conclude that the best way to 

perform criticality successfully and enact change is to engage with 

institutions, making them step down from the pedestal and act, not 

follow, the real world.

37  Gielen, Pascal. Institutional Imagination. in: Pascal, Gielen (ed.), Institutional 

Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 32.

38  Mouffe, Chantal. Institutions as sites of agonistic intervention. in: Pascal Gielen 

(ed.), Institutional Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 66.
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2.5 Agonism as a Tool for Intervention

In this section, I will provide a more profound presentation of the 

agonistic approach that forms the basis for my interventions. The 

agonistic approach is especially appropriate for understanding 

new methods of artistic activism that aim to challenge existing 

hegemony. What Mouffe means with agonistic is a struggle between 

power relations, around which society is structured; this struggle 

is the core of a functional democracy. This struggle is between 

opposing hegemonic discourses and it is a struggle which can never 

be settled rationally. The agonistic idea of democracy recognises 

hegemonic structures, understanding that society is always 

politically instituted, and the now existing hegemonic practices are 

always an outcome of previous practices.39 As Mouffe advocates, 

the aim is to ally with those who are suppressed within the existing 

hegemony. In the case of Lasipalatsi, its big fence is an obvious 

symbol for hegemonic power. It is a symbol for how a wealthy and 

powerful institution is using public space to reach their goals. 

After considering Mouffe’s theory, I chose to perform small-

scale interventions in order to better understand the space. With 

my interventions, I aim to expose the contradictions between the 

public versus private nature of the place. My intention is to directly 

intervene in this space in order to contest the existing hegemonic 

discourses. Simultaneously, I am testing the limits of my own right 

to the space. 

At this point, I believe it is useful to also ask what differentiates 

the agonistic approach to public space from other approaches? 

Mouffe states that public space is the terrain where one aims to 

create consensus, and the agonistic approach considers public 

space to be where conflicting points of view are confronted without 

any possibility of final reconciliation.40 The agonistic approach 

acknowledges that society is always politically established.41 In 

conclusion, engaging with and inside hegemony in an unconventional 

way can be used as a tool to challenge the existing discourse. The 

notion that things cannot be solved is accepted. Public space is 

accepted as a place for a diversity of discourses.

39  Mouffe, Chantal.  “Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces.” in: Art and Research, 2007,  
http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/pdfs/mouffe.pdf: accessed on 4.5.2016.

40  Mouffe, Chantal. Institutions as sites of agonistic intervention. in: Pascal, Gielen (ed.),  
Institutional Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 92.

41  Mouffe, Chantal. “Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces.” in Art and Research, 2007,  
http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/pdfs/mouffe.pdf: accessed on 4.5.2016.
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3 KONSTSAMFUNDET AND LASIPALATSI 

This chapter will provide an insight into the history of Lasipalatsi 

and an overview of the institution behind the reform—

Konstsamfundet. The public space being reviewed here is under 

construction in the center of Helsinki, and is now shifting from 

a city-owned urban common to an institutionally appropriated 

space. 
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     Picture 6. The future Lasipalatsi and Amos Rex Museum.
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3.1 Institutional Shift and Konstsamfundet

I have identified different discourses around the new shift: 

some citizens have presented concern for this turn from a city-

owned space of open urban culture to institutional ownership, 

whereas the museum — with a powerful capitalist institution 

behind it—presents itself as the savior of an empty place. In 2015, 

Föreningen Konstsamfundet42 —the owner of Amos Anderson 

Art Museum — acquired ownership of the historic Lasipalatsi 

building. The foundation is developing the new ARM under and 

on Lasipalatsi Square, which means that the institution claims a 

public space as its property by changing its architecture, zoning 

and meaning. All the existing tenants have been forced to move 

either temporarily or permanently due to the renovations and 

new constructions. The square will get a new appearance as well 

as serve a new purpose. Citizens engaging and using this space 

have reacted to this change — some are glad the square is being 

used differently, while others are grieving for what has been 

lost. Those in opposition attempted to create a dialogue with the 

City, the Foundation and the Museum, and also took action in 

the form of official petitions and Facebook groups. They argued 

for preserving the square as an urban, accessible, collective, and 

cultural meeting place. The City, the Foundation and the Museum 

decided to pursue their original plans, stating that the changes 

will in fact make the place publicly accessible and culturally lively. 

In order to understand the situation better, I will at this 

point briefly present the foundation behind it all: Föreningen 

Konstsamfundet, a private Finnish-Swedish foundation whose 

purpose is to support Finnish-Swedish culture in Finland. It was 

founded by wealthy businessman and patron Amos Anderson (1878-

1961). After his death, Konstsamfundet was established and his whole 

fortune was bequeathed to the foundation. Today Konstsamfundet’s 

assets are more than half a billion euros. The foundation was the 

owner of Forum Shopping Centre until spring 2016, the largest

42  Translation: Art Community Foundation.
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shareholder of the Stockmann department store and Swedish-

language newspaper Hufvudstadsbladet, as well as several other 

local newspapers, 6,500 hectares of land, a plantation of 15,000 

apple trees, and many listed shares. Forum Shopping Centre was 

sold to a company of which Konstsamfundet is one of the biggest 

shareholders for approximately 500 million euros in cash. This 

money will be placed in different share portfolios.43 Annually, 

Konstsamfundet bequests approximately five million euros of 

grants for art and education, as well as maintaining the Amos 

Anderson Art Museum in Helsinki and Söderlångvik mansion in 

Dalsbruk.44 The grant applications are evaluated by an expert 

council of 30 people from different parts of Swedish-speaking 

Finland, although Konstsamfundet’s board makes the final 

decisions. In spring 2016, the recipients of the largest grants were 

Martin Wegelius Music Institution, Klockrike Theatre and Åbo 

Svenska Theatre.45

43  Interview with Kaj-Gustaf Bergh 7th of May 2016 at the Konstsamfundet’s office. The interview was executed in Swedish.

44  Korhonen, Riitta. “Rahalla on äidinkieli – förstås.” Talouselämä, September 2007, http://www.talouselama.fi/uutiset/rahalla-on-aidinkieli-forstas-3394491: 

accessed on 24.1.2016.

45  Konstsamfundet’s website, http://www.konstsamfundet.fi/stipendier: accessed on 22.6.2016
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3.2 The History of Lasipalatsi

Lasipalatsi was envisaged during preparations for the Helsinki 

Olympic Games in 1952. Three young architects — Viljo Revell 

(1910-1964), Heimo Riihimäki (1907-1962) and Niilo Kokko (1907-

1975) — designed the building in 1936 for the purpose of serving 

visitors. Lasipalatsi was originally planned as a temporary 

construction, intended to be disassembled after the games to 

make room for a larger commercial building. As it happened, 

Lasipalatsi’s demolition plans were postponed from one decade 

to another, and the building was left unrestored because its fate 

remained unresolved. In the 1980s, the notorious Ale pub had 

its premises in Lasipalatsi, and this has been seen as the low 

point of the building’s history. Over time, citizens opposed its 

dismantling, and after decades of letting the building go to ruin, 

Lasipalatsi was heritage protected and renovated in 1997 to serve 

as a culture and media centre.46

 The building became home to many cafes, restaurants, 

media companies, exhibition spaces and a movie theater, Bio Rex. 

Lasipalatsi became a culture and media centre focused on film 

and media arts, and the emphasis was in the active cooperation 

between public and private sectors, as seen in the multiple 

cultural activities taking place in and around the building. The 

national YLE Morning TV broadcast was screened from Lasipalatsi 

between 1998 and 2007, and prior to this, the popular teen 

program Jyrki was filmed in the space in the 1990s. Additionally, 

Bio Rex became known for specialising in various cultural films. 

Before the nearby Kamppi Centre was built, Lasipalatsi Square 

also functioned as a bus station.

Since 2012, Lasipalatsi Square was independently 

administered by the Lasipalatsi Media Centre. The square was 

intended to be leased for different cultural events, exhibitions and 

urban events, becoming the location for annual happenings like 

Chinese New Year, Night of the Arts, Lasipalatsi Design Markets 

and the Helsinki Comic Festival. Since the early 2000s, it housed 

live music venue Mbar, which was often spoken about as having

46  Lasipalatsi’s website, http://www.lasipalatsi.fi/info: accessed on 20.12.2015.
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the liveliest and most open cultural atmosphere in the area. It 

was a meeting place for different people, presenting music 

performances free of charge, and in many ways operating as an 

urban, culturally inspiring and accessible place. Mbar closed 

in November 2015 together with the rest of the businesses in 

Lasipalatsi. Some tenants moved to temporary facilities, while 

others ended their operations completely. The leasing contract 

for Lasipalatsi Media Center ended on 31 December, 2015.47

47  Mononen, Sannaliina, Parikka, Sini. Tapahtumapaikkaimagon kehittäminen Lasipalatsin aukiolle asiantuntijoiden näkökulmasta, 2012,  

https://www.theseus.fi/handle/10024/53239: accessed in 9.11.2015. 



32
 Picture 7. Lasipalatsi square in 1937.
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3.3 Amos Rex—6000 Square Meters of Art and Thrills

Amos Rex has been relatively visible in the media since the 

beginning of the project, and discussions around it have been 

lively. What are the actual plans for the new museum — what 

kind of museum are they building in the heart of the city centre? 

On Amos Anderson Art Museum’s website, a page for the new 

museum emerged after construction had begun. Here, the 

museum is being presented as a museum and landmark: 6000 

square meters of art and thrills. 

We are building a new type of museum, a space dedicated to art, that 

is easy to reach and a cool place to hang out; a protean space that can 

readily take on various forms, is open to experimentation and new forms 

of collaboration. The new exhibition hall—the core of the museum—will 

be built so that it can adapt to various purposes making it a unique space, 

in a Finnish context, for future art practices. Bio Rex offers excellent 

opportunities for exploring the intersection of visual art and film and will 

remain a home for film festivals.Accessibility and audience engagement 

are key factors in the ethos of the new museum. Young people constitute 

one of our main target audiences.48

The museum’s exhibitions space will be approximately 2000 m2 in 

size and located underground. The space is designed to be versatile, 

and will be equipped with modern museum technology. It can 

function as one big space, or may be divided into many small ones. 

Programming will emphasise contemporary art, Nordic art and 

modern classics.

 On the webpage you can also find the “ABC of Amos 

Rex”—a short and playful introduction to the museum. The 

museum marketing team has come up with something for 

every letter in the alphabet—A for Amos, B for Building, C 

for Cluster, D for Day of opening, E for Exhibition space, F 

for Film, G for Games and Fun, and so on. The style becomes 

more playful towards the end—“Åh! Is the sound Finnish-

Swedes make when they see the new museum. Astounding! 

(ällistyttävää) is how Finnish people will react to the museum. 

Beer! (öl) and at the conclusion of the art experience everyone 

will enjoy a beverage in the terrace of Lasipalatsi square.”

48  Amos Anderson Art Museum website, http://amosanderson.fi/fi/lasipalatsi/: accessed on 13.2.2017. 
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Moreover, words like attractive, urban, pulsating, open space, 

and vivid are used. The museum is promoted as a site for 

entertainment—statement architecture, restaurants, cafes and a 

movie theatre operate alongside. 

Picture 8. Plans for the new museum.
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3.4 Intervention Two—Strategy of Engagement 

During the next interventions, I wanted to act in a more visible 

way, so I decided to test my limits. I wanted to test how easy or 

uneasy it would be to act outside the norm, and how passersby 

would react to my actions. What is actually permitted in this space, 

and who decides? What do I feel comfortable doing in a public 

space? I was not interrupted by anyone, but as imagined, I could 

tell from the amused looks I was getting that my actions were 

considered a bit abnormal. People were staring, and naturally I 

felt awkward. This is not something you are supposed to do in this 

particular space. This place lost its common and public character 

when the pompous fence was installed. It doesn’t feel like a public 

space anymore, and only testimony remains of what it used to be. 

I was aware of that while acting on the spot. 

One day I sat on the ground reading a newspaper. I was sitting 

comfortably, leaning against the fence, under a sign stating I am 

on private property that it is forbidden to access, notarised by 

Hufvudstadsbladet. As the sign stated, I was in a private space, 

but I wondered where is the border? The sign forbidding me to 

enter doesn’t state that. The next day I decided to perform more 

with my body and my movements. I chose to do a handstand 

against the fence, and draw with chalk on the ground to play 

hopscotch. These actions were obviously really unconventional, 

and passersby pondered them. Weirdly, this action did not make 

me feel as awkward as the previous ones, because it was so strange 

that it felt easy to do. I was literally engaging with an institution, 

contesting its borders to make what is prohibited visible. 



36Picture 9. Reading Hufvudstadsbladet.
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Picture 11. Drawing on the ground.Picture 10. Guarded area.
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Picture 12. Engaging with the institution.
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Picture 13. Acting in the space.
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4 AMOS REX APPROPRIATING LASIPALATSI

In this chapter I will present the timeline of happenings and 

decisions concerning the changes in Lasipalatsi. The process 

will be presented chronologically, and the material I referred to 

includes minutes from city meetings, interviews and articles in 

the media. I aim to provide a clear and objective picture of how 

things unfolded. 
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4.1 Christmas Lunch and the Beginning

The planning of ARM in Lasipalatsi begun in the end of 2011 as 

part of a strategy process within the existing Amos Anderson 

Museum. It was noted that its current architecture was not 

always conducive for displaying contemporary art. According 

to Konstsamfundet’s director Kaj-Gustaf Bergh, its current 

location was no longer considered functional.  On May 7, 2016, 

I met with Bergh in his office. Arranging this was really easy; I 

approached Bergh via email, and he already answered the next 

day. He suggested I agree on the date with his secretary, and so a 

week later I was scheduled to meet him. His big office was full of 

designer furniture and artworks. The interview was conducted in 

Swedish, which seemed the most natural choice — Swedish is my 

second mother tongue and the main language of the Foundation. 

Bergh made me feel welcome and it felt like he was genuinely 

happy to help me. We discussed the role of Konstsamfundet in 

the Finnish cultural field as well as the different phases of Amos 

Rex. “We were used to the circumstances within Amos Anderson 

Art Museum and did not know of any solutions to this. But then 

we were having Christmas lunch at Lasipalatsi and I asked, what 

about this space? This is big and beautiful and has lot of windows,” 

said Bergh, describing the very beginning of the project. 

He stated that apparently Helsinki City has for decades had 

Lasipalatsi on an unofficial list of buildings they want to get rid 

of. Museum director Kai Kartio became excited about Lasipalatsi 

as the potential new space for the museum. After some research, 

it became obvious that the building in its current form was not 

suitable for a museum, but the space under the building could be 

appropriate for this purpose. The museum did the preliminary 

cost calculations and the board of Konstsamfundet decided to 

accept the proposal. “As it happens, the budget was very suitable 

because a share portfolio we started in 2009 had increased in 

value by 50 million euros. The board decided that if we could 

manage to build the museum with this money, we could go ahead 

with the plans.”49 After the meeting with Bergh, I headed for my

49  Interview with Kaj-Gustaf Bergh 7th of May 2016 at the Konstsamfundet’s office.
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next meeting with museum director Kartio. Like Bergh, Kartio was 

really helpful and the meeting was quickly and easily arranged. 

We met in his office in Amos Anderson Art Museum on Yrjönkatu. 

Kartio talked openly about how the process developed, and I got 

a sense of his enthusiasm towards the project. He explained the 

how the project progressed: “Forum Capital’s50 manager Björn 

Teir had a good relationship with the City, and contacted Jaakko 

Stauffer, the head of the Real Estate Department. There was a 

rumour that the city saw Lasipalatsi as a problem — it needed 

to be renovated and the city did not have budget for that.” At 

this point, the project needed a construction developer, and the 

natural choice was Haahtela Developer Services, because they 

are familiar to Konstsamfundet from projects within Forum 

Capital, says Kartio. The architect was also chosen in this early 

stage; Yrjänä Haahtela recommended JKMM Architect Bureau 

because they had previously researched the Lasipalatsi site for 

other purposes. A competition was not organised for this reason. 

According to Kartio, one big positive about this project has 

been managing public relations. He said that the timing for the 

project was great, and their approach was greatly informed by 

discussions around the Guggenheim Museum proposal. “We have 

tried to be as open as possible with the project, and I have been 

the face of the project throughout.”51  
 In September 2013, Konstsamfundet officially presented 

their proposal to the City. The proposal received a positive 

response, and was given the green light. “We are really glad for 

this opportunity. Helsinki City has been really positive with all of 

this the whole time, and the cooperation has been really good. The 

city has been a great partner,” stated Bergh.52 The City Council 

decided on the 16 December, 2013, to reserve the Lasipalatsi 

square for Konstsamfundet to plan the new Amos Anderson Art 

Museum until 30 June, 2015.53 54

50  Forum Capital is the Real Estate Company which is owned by Konstsamfundet 

and managed Forum Shopping Centre.

51  Interview with Kai Kartio 7th May at his museum office. The interview was 

executed in Finnish.

52  Interview with Bergh.

53  Helsinki City Docket NR HEL 2014-011895 T 10 03 03.



43

54  In 2011, Helsinki City started negotiations with the Guggenheim Foundation concerning a possible Guggenheim Museum in Helsinki, but in 2012 the majority of the 

City Council voted in favour of overthrowing the proposal. In 2013, Guggenheim Foundation made a new proposal to the City Council and the proposal proceeded—the 

museum received a site reservation nearby Helsinki marketplace and an architectural competition for the museum building was arranged. But yet again, the proposal was 

overthrown. In 2016, Guggenheim Foundation made one last attempt, but the majority of the City Council voted no again. The proposal was supported by powerful people 

and institutions, but the main stumbling block was its financing, as the Guggenheim wanted the City and the State to contribute funds, and they ultimately reneged. The 

whole process sparked lively discussions in the media.
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Picture 14. Future of Lasipalatsi.
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4.2 Public Meetings and Discussions
The project’s first public meeting, in which the City’s new plan 

for Lasipalatsi Square was introduced to the public, was held on 11 

February, 2015. The project was presented to the public as follows: 

“The Department of City Planning is preparing amendments in 

Lasipalatsi quarter for placing the new Amos Anderson Art Museum 

in the location of Lasipalatsi. The buildings will be preserved, and 

the square will be renovated for leisure, pedestrians, outdoor 

events and exhibition use. The museum’s skylight structures 

as well as restaurant terraces will be placed on the square. The 

amendments apply to Lasipalatsi and Turun Kasarmi55 quarter. 

The quarter is situated in Kamppi, Mannerheimintie 22. Amos 

Anderson Art Museum spaces will be placed in the northern 

part of Lasipalatsi, as well as beneath the building. At street 

level will be stores and restaurant facilities. The extent of the 

museum facilities inside Lasipalatsi will be approximately 2440 

m2 and the underground space will be approximately 3500 m2. 

Lasipalatsi, with its valuable interiors and pipes, together with 

Turun Kasarmi, are heritage protected.”56

  The next public meeting was held on 24 February, and 

according to the minutes, citizens had many questions, including 

how the chimney would be protected during the building process, 

what materials were to be used on the mounds on the square, 

whether the square would be flat or uneven, and how many 

people the new museum planned to employ? According to the 

minutes, 11 people participated in the meeting and apparently the 

reactions were generally positive towards the changes, as many 

saw it as an opportunity to improve the use of Lasipalatsi and 

the square’s appearance. The museum’s new facilities, the extent 

and the height of the constructions, the practical arrangements 

for the square, the square’s shape and its winter maintenance 

were raised as concerns. Furthermore, pedestrian routes, waste 

management arrangements, as well as surface materials and 

vegetation caused debate.57

55  Turun Kasarmi (eng. Turku Barracks) is a building opposite Lasipalatsi on the other side of Lasipalatsi square. It was build in 1833 for the Russian military. The 

name originates from its location on the road leading to the city of Turku.

56  Docket 0885_5, HEL 2014-011895, Oas 1180-00/14.

57  Helsinki city website for the minutes: http://www.hel.fi/hel2/ksv/liitteet/2015_asukastilaisuudet/0885_5_asukastilaisuus_muistio.pdf: accessed on 7.4.2016.
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In the next meeting on 14 April, letters of complaint were 

presented. The complaints focused on the possible changes in 

the protected bus station signs on the square, on the heights 

of the mounds, the possible tree plantings, and on the effects 

that the new plan would have on the existing restaurants and 

their terraces. According to the minutes, the response to the 

complaints stated: “these opinions are taken into account in 

planning the zoning. Protection regulations are in accordance 

with the instructions of the City Museum. The usage of the square 

will be shared between different needs and functions. For this 

reason, questions around the restaurant terraces can be solved 

only in connection to implementation planning.”58 The City 

Planning Department received two letters: the first was from Mbar 

Ltd on 23 February, 2015, about the continuity of the restaurant 

and terrace improvement. It described the restaurant’s terrace 

and operation at the current moment, the ideas they had for 

the transitional period during the construction, and a proposal 

for a preliminary contract for the business’ continuation via 

a temporary site during the time of construction. Mbar also 

expressed the need for restorations of their premises, including 

expansion and improvement proposals for the terrace. The city’s 

response included the following: “All temporary structures and 

terraces on the square must be dismounted when construction 

work begins in Lasipalatsi. The use and the arrangements of the 

square will change in the future so that the square is reserved 

for more actions and needs than currently. The square will be 

reserved for pedestrians and leisure, for temporary events, and 

the new museum’s outdoor exhibitions. The museum’s window 

constructions need space on the square, as well as space for the 

maintenance of these windows. This is why there is no room for 

the current terraces on the square.” 

 The second letter came from Töölö Districts Association, 

which on 19 March, 2015, submitted a request for turning a part 

of Lasipalatsi into a historic park by planting trees and erecting

58  The minutes; http://www.hel.fi/static/public/hela/Kaupunkisuunnittelulautakunta/Suomi/Esitys/2015/Ksv_2015-04-14_Kslk_8_El/26A362C9-51AE-492F-890B-

2F070CB2E54B/Kaupunkisuunnittelulautakunnan_esitys_Lasipalatsin.pdf: accessed on 7.4.2016.



47

a permanent historical exhibition. The association also requested 

a limitation on the height of the planned mounds, and protection 

of the old curbs. In their response, the city wrote that “The City 

Museum has prepared protection requirements based on the 

values of the buildings. Plantations will be settled in the context 

of the square design. Curbs have changed several times over the 

years, and the original geometric form no longer remains. That is 

why they are not listed in the town plan.”59 
 It seems to me, that although presenting themselves as 

open for discussion and input from other parties, the city seemed 

to have a strong vision aligned with the needs of Konstsamfundet 

and ARM. Despite following legal proceedings and making the 

right for appeal available, it seemed to just be for show, and 

wouldn’t take other stakeholders seriously. The City does not show 

any actual consideration for other parties, and is determined to 

proceed with the original plans.    

59  Minutes; http://www.hel.fi/static/public/hela/Kaupunkisuunnittelulautakunta/Suomi/Esitys/2015/Ksv_2015-04-14_Kslk_8_El/50A743E0-72C9-455D-8220-

90190332E899/Liite.pdf: accessed on 30.1.2016.
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Picture 15. The new plan for the Lasipalatsi square.
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4.3 The Insecure Future of the Tenants of Lasipalatsi

From the ARM project’s inception, the future of the tenants in 

Lasipalatsi was insecure and opaque communication of the 

situation caused confusion. The tenants were afraid of a collective 

lease termination, and these sentiments were published in 

Helsingin Uutiset in May 2015. In an interview with Restaurant 

Lasipalatsí s manager Heimo Keskinen, he said: “We are greatly 

confused by this situation because we do not have information 

about the future […] it has been difficult to get any answers 

from the city. The tenants are insecure and do not know what 

is happening and when. If we have to lay off a bunch of people, 

correcting this error would cost all business owners a million 

euros. For this reason, getting the right information is essential.” 

The Lasipalatsi building has approximately 200 employees,60 so 

the cost of providing redundancy packages or compensation is 

significant. 

 In summer 2015, Mbar and its supporters started a 

campaign to save live music in Lasipalatsi. In the campaign’s 

press release, they stated: “This campaign is against the new 

plan for the square, which threatens to deprive the space of 

numerous artists and musicians, causes the unemployment of 

restaurant workers, and makes the city center bleak. This civil 

movement does not oppose the new Amos Anderson Art Museum, 

but requests an open debate instead of a dictatorial approach 

to the usage of the square. Past events at the square have been 

organised by Lasipalatsi Media Centre, restaurant entrepreneurs, 

Helsinki Festival organisation, Helsinki Cultural Office, various 

non-governmental organisations, as well as many others. Every 

year about 160 events have been realised on the square and 

in addition, the restaurants have organised summer season 

happenings every day. The constructions of the new museum and 

its large mounds will occupy a large space of the square, which in 

turn will block pedestrian’s movements and event organisation in

60  Ravintola pelkää – Lasipalatsi tyhjenee pikavauhtia, Helsingin Uutiset,  May 2015, http://www.helsinginuutiset.fi/artikkeli/287111-ravintola-pelkaa-lasipalatsi-tyhje-

nee-pikatahtia:  accessed on 15.6.2016
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the space. These spatial limitations will contribute to difficulties 

in maintaining terrace operation, because the terrace areas are 

marked as unreasonably small.”61 The online petition collected 

744 signatures and the Facebook page “Don’t kill the living 

Helsinki” had 2,858 likes. The founder of the page and the owner 

on Mbar responded on a Facebook thread: 

As someone commented, it would be possible to design a square 

where there is a museum as well as music terraces. In the beginning, 

the museum referred to Mbar as an important cooperation partner. 

However, now the square will only fit a very limited area for terraces. 

Zoning policy is cultural policy! If our operation is run down on 

purpose, it is someone’s will. I just can’t comprehend by whom, and 

why? Speak to your acquaintances in the City Council and ask for their 

opinion. The City Government will ultimately decide on this matter, 

together with Konstsamfundet.62 

In the interview with Kartio, I asked about the public debate 

around the use of the square. “There have been some really 

difficult questions, for example the discussion around the 

restaurant terraces, which started from a misunderstanding. 

Mbar initiated the discussion, because they would not have 

wanted to give up their terrace, which was altogether a temporary 

structure. Their campaign was targeted towards the city but we 

got in the crossfire. It was difficult, because we aim to work 

unanimously with the city.” According to Kartio, the square has 

in summertime been extremely popular and lively, especially the 

restaurant terraces, but the place had not really found its identity 

or reached its full potential. He continued, “we have had dialogue 

with Media Center and other tenants. With some, the discussion 

has been more successful, while others have not been willing to 

discuss.”63 

 The next public meeting was held 8 September. 

The minutes indicate that the new city plan was displayed 

to the public during one month from 24 April to 25 May. After 

this time, the city received ten letters concerning the new 

plan. The letters were mainly regarding the importance of

61  Address to the petition; http://www.adressit.com/elavan_lasipalatsin_aukion_puolesta: accessed on 3.1.2016

62  Tapio Mäkelä, June 2015 in www.facebook.com/lasipalatsinaukio: accessed on 3.1.2016

63  Interview with Kartio.
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preserving the urban culture that the terraces bring to the area. 

On 18 May, 2015, Ratello Ltd, Mbar Ltd and Goodcaf Ltd, (called 

later OP1) registered complaints regarding the extent, structure 

and function of the terraces. They emphasised the role of the 

restaurants as organisers and financiers of events in the square, 

who have come to understand the new museum will occupy a 

large area of the square, restricting the size of the terraces. They 

noted the museum’s architecture will have an effect on mobility 

as well as on terrace activity, and that the development of terrace 

activity and diverse programming requires more space, or at least 

maintenance of the current situation. Tenants in Lasipalatsi also 

discovered they had not been consulted during the preparation 

of the city plan. They request planning collaboration with Media 

Center, ARM and real estate company Helsingin Lasipalatsi, as 

well as with the City. In response, the City reiterated that the new 

plan for the square includes a museum, meaning the space needs 

to be newly divided, but will be shared between pedestrians, 

leisure, the museum’s outdoor exhibitions as well as various city 

events, and terraces. Terrace activity will remain an important 

part of the square’s activity in the future. But the museum 

construction requires space on the square, and for this reason 

the current tenants will not be able to continue their activities. 

They also reiterate that Lasipalatsi’s existing restaurants have 

time-restricted permissions for their terraces that permit them 

to function to the end of summer 2015. When the construction 

work begins, the existing structures will be removed.

 Opinions OP3, OP4, and OP5 emphasise the importance 

of Mbar’s terrace for urban culture, music program organisers, 

producers, performers, as well as the general public and tourists, 

and notes that the terrace is also an employee of many within 

the cultural industries. The events are free of charge for the 

public, but performers and contractors receive payment. “Please 

consider allowing the terrace to continue functioning.” Opinions 

OP6, OP7, OP8, OP9, OP10 and OP11 emphasise the importance 

of a well-functioning urban culture, and a place for summertime 

leisure. “Mbar terrace is an active urban space and should not
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be dismantled. Lasipalatsi Square can fit in all the actors. Terrace 

activity should be able to coexist with the museum, and they 

could complement each other’s services.”

 In the response from Amos Anderson Lasipalatsi (OP12), 

the museum states that the importance of the terrace activity 

on the square is noted, and they hope that terrace activity will 

continue on the square.64 When asked about the policy around 

the usage of the square in the future, in the interview Kartio 

answered; “it is a public space which is managed by the real 

estate company Helsingin Lasipalatsi. How it will be managed 

in the future is still to be decided. Basically, anyone can try to 

arrange happenings there, but they must contact the real estate 

company. They will set rent for the square, but it will not be that 

high, so it is also affordable for non-commercial actors. We need 

to figure out how to make it economically profitable.”65

64  Minutes; http://www.hel.fi/static/public/hela/Kaupunkisuunnittelulautakunta/Suomi/Esitys/2015/Ksv_2015-09-08_Kslk_18_El/26DA2A3F-EBDE-4C3E-AF02-

9FB376A90A51/Liite.pdf: accessed on 4.2.2016.

65  Interview with Kartio. 
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4.4 Town Council Approves the New Plans

On 8 September, the City Planning Department made a suggestion 

to the Town Council to approve the new plan, and on 7 October, 

the Town Council accepted.66 The City had one condition for the 

approval of the proposal: establish a new real estate company 

and transfer Lasipalatsi’s ownership to this company. Formerly 

Lasipalatsi was owned by the city, but after the new town plan 

was reinforced, the ownership of Lasipalatsi shifted to the real 

estate company Helsingin Lasipalatsi. Konstsamfundet holds 

the majority of the shares (75%) and the city owns the rest. This 

resulted in Konstsamfundet receiving ownership of a significance 

property in the centre of Helsinki. The city declares itself to be 

pleased by these arrangements; although technically no money 

changed hands, the contract confirmed that Konstsamfundet is 

obligated to renovate the building and bring it up to code.67 This 

means that the city no longer needs to worry about maintaining 

this historical building. The city is pleased with the deal, because 

Lasipalatsi was considered a burden for the city as Bergh 

and Kartio stated. I have not seen the City make these kind of 

statements publicly anywhere, so I believe it is essential to stress 

this testimony comes only from the foundation and the museum, 

although the city is said to be pleased with the shift in ownership.

 In the November 2015 issue of the Helsingin Sanomat’s 

Nyt-liite68 publication, Helsinki City Real Estate Department 

Rental Manager Risto Heikkinen stated that the lease terminations 

were made according to normal practices. “All leasing contracts 

are terminated, of course, due to the renovations. A preliminary 

schedule is that the city-owned business premises would 

possibly be reopened in 2017. Preliminary contract negotiations 

with future tenants have commenced and will be signed during 

the next week or two. Some entrepreneurs have already made 

the decision to move to other locations, and other have decided 

to discontinue operations altogether. Situations are different. 

66  Minutes; http://www.hel.fi/static/public/hela/Kaupunkisuunnittelulautakunta/Suomi/Paatos/2015/Ksv_2015-09-08_Kslk_18_Pk/08C8D821-E0B7-427A ADD9DE-

1B69A4697D/ Kaupunkisuunnittelulautakunnan_tarkistettu_esitys_.pdf:  accessed on 4.2.2016.

67 Oksanen, Kimmo. “Helsinki antaa puolet pois Lasipalatsista.” Helsingin Sanomat, November 2015, http://www.hs.fi/kaupunki/a1447841763561:  accessed on 11.2.2016.

68 Translation: Now -Annex
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Some of the premises of existing business in Lasipalatsi will 

be handed over to the museum, therefore not all the existing 

entrepreneurs have the possibility to return to Lasipalatsi.”69 

 Construction started as planned during January 

2016, and the new museum is scheduled the open its doors in 

summer 2018. Other activity in Lasipalatsi is planned to start 

in 2017. According to Bergh, the other tenants will be decided 

by the city. How they are chosen is still unclear to him.70 In a 

telephone interview with Risto Heikkinen from the Real Estate 

Department on 14 October, 2016, I learned more about this. I 

approached Heikkinen via email about the new leasing contracts 

in Lasipalatsi, and he called me a week later. In my email I asked 

how the new tenants will be selected, by whom, and what kind 

of leasing contracts will they have? Heikkinen informed me that 

the size of the rentable area has obviously changed because of 

the spaces reserved for the museum, leaving approximately 

2500 square meters for other tenants. The city first contacted 

the old tenants and inquired about their enthusiasm to return. 

But new contracts with increased rent was the reason that some 

tenants did not return. In answer to who decides the new tenants, 

Heikkinen referred to the shareholdeŕ s agreement, which 

essentially means that it is Konstsamfundet who gets to choose 

the tenants. In the agreement, the neighbors of ARM need to 

support the stated primary activity in Lasipalatsi—the museum.  

“They need to be high-quality,” added Heikkinen.71 It seems to 

me that in the future, Lasipalatsi will only serve and benefit ARM. 

They will have the power to define what kind of businesses can 

operate from the precinct, and what public will use and act in 

Lasipalatsi. It is a huge amount of power being executed in the 

very heart of the city. I can’t help wondering — why isn’t this a 

bigger issue in public discourse?

69  Typpö, Juho. “Klassikkopaikka Mbar suljettiin lopullisesti”, Nyt-liite, November 2015,  http://nyt.fi/a1447396322689: accessed on 20.11.2015. 

70  Interview with Bergh.

71  Telephone interview with Risto Heikkien, October 14th 2016.
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Picture 16. Plan for Lasipalatsi.



56

4.5 Intervention Three—Whose City is This Anyway?

The third intervention was more visible, and I aimed to make it 

more long-lasting. I made signs stating: Can I be here?, Is this 

a public space?, Whose city is this anyway?, Must we battle for 

our right to the city?, and Is this a battlefield?.  I hung them on 

the wall of the construction site one warm and sunny Sunday 

afternoon when the city was extremely lively and many people 

were walking by. Many passersby stopped to read my signs. One 

lady came to me, tapped my shoulder and answered the first 

question; “Yes, you can”. This intervention gave me a feeling of 

community. The space felt public when we were all thinking about 

the questions around it. Unfortunately, the signs were gone the 

next morning. I can only hope that as many people as possible had 

the opportunity to read them, and maybe it prompted someone to 

think about the usage of the place.

Picture 17. Can I be here?
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Picture 19. Whose city is this anyway?Picture 18. Is this a public space?
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Picture 21. Is this a battlefield?Picture 20. Must we battle for our right to the city?
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Picture 22. Hanging the question on the fence.
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Picture 23. Amos Rex’s fence.
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5 THEORY AND ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, I will summarise the proceedings and construct 

a chronology of events, decisions and appeals, presenting the 

facts as they were presented to me. In the following section, I 

will conduct an analysis concentrating on the questions: what 

does this mean and what kind of hypothesis can be drawn from 

this material? In order to conduct the analysis, I will employ 

the methodology presented earlier and the theories introduced 

as I return to my research questions: what are the hegemonic 

discourses and practices in urban public space in Helsinki, and 

how do they define and affect public space? 
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5.1 A Powerful Institution Appropriating a Space

To summarise how the process began, one can argue convincingly 

that it was driven by Konstsamfundet. The foundation and the 

Amos Anderson Art Museum wished to find new locations for a 

better functioning contemporary art museum. Konstsamfundet’s 

director Bergh suggested Lasipalatsi, unquestionably because of 

its central location and valuable historic architecture. Museum 

director Kartio was onboard with this idea. It is relatively safe 

to state that because Konstsamfundet is a rather powerful 

institution, things proceeded fairly smoothly. Good relations 

with the city and the right amount of capital enabled the process. 

Although supporting art and culture is the main purpose of 

Konstsamfundet’s activity, it should not be forgotten that it still 

is a powerful capitalist institution. As Bergh says, “Our most 

important assignment is to support. But in order to be able to 

support, you need money. We do not exist for investment activity; 

we exist for giving support. But we cannot give money away if 

we are not skilled in the investment business. The better our 

investments go, the better we can take care of our main area, 

which is funding culture. Of course there is always a distinction 

here — there are people who think that the most important 

thing is to give away money and then there are people who think 

investment profits are the most important — but we believe it is 

important that there is a balance between these two.”72

 Both Kartio and Bergh argued that the city had 

Lasipalatsi on an unofficial list of buildings to get rid of, and 

therefore it makes sense to transfer ownership so that the 

building is now largely the responsibility of Konstsamfundet. 

The process of developing the new plan for the building and 

the square followed legal requirements, and despite opposition, 

the proposal was endorsed by the municipality. As can be seen 

in the appeals presented earlier, the opposition asked for the 

right to coexist with the new museum. They ask for a zoning 

plan of the square which would accommodate all actors. The 

city and the museum recognised this, and claimed to support it. 

72  Interview with Bergh. 
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But in the end, the plea was not successful, and as a result the 

less powerful feel oppressed. The City and the Foundation, 

together with the Museum, wanted to proceed with their original 

plans, which means that physically the space could not be used 

in the same way than before. The space will be largely occupied 

by construction related to the museum, which will, for example, 

make it difficult for restaurant terraces to function in the square. 

To summarise, different actors are in theory welcome in the 

space, but their usable space is limited and minimal. 

 The aim here is to think about the space as an urban 

public space, making hegemonic structures visible to critically 

analyse how the city functions and how urban processes produce 

discourses while being major sites of political and social struggles. 

The city is being divided by different discourses. There are 

polarisations at play between the powerful institutions and those 

without an institution behind them, between those with political 

power and those without. This has a great effect on the spatial 

forms of the city, as David Harvey writes.73 He argues that the 

existing right to the city is too limited and in the hands of a small 

political and economic elite, who are in a position to shape the city 

after their own needs and interests.74 In this case, it is noticeable 

that a historical building owned by the city was essentially given 

to a private institution. Konstsamfundet is gaining ownership 

of a landmark right in the city centre of Helsinki. Lasipalatsi is 

situated in the crossroads of the city’s main infrastructure — the 

railway station and the main bus station are a couple of hundred 

metres away, likewise the main post office, central library, music 

centre, Parliament House, two of the city’s prime shopping 

centers (Kamppi and Forum), and of course art museums Kiasma, 

HAM and Ateneum are just around the corner. This location alone 

gives immense coverage and power to the foundation and its 

museum.

 Can Harvey’s understanding of this kind of shift in 

ownership being a form of harsh corruption be applied to 

cultural institutions as well? He writes about corruption in urban 

politics, arguing that urban politics is often disguised as public

73  Harvey, David. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution, London, 2012, 34.

74  Ibid., 43.
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investment, which seems to produce something that looks 

like a common but which actually just aims to gain value for 

privileged property owners, resulting in a leaky distinction 

between urban public goods and urban commons. “It is not rare 

to see developmental projects whose purpose is to reach for the 

common interest but actually the true beneficiaries are only a few 

landholders, financiers, and developers.”75

75  Harvey, David. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution, London, 2012, 79.
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5.2 Who is Producing the Space?

What can be said about Lasipalatsi as a public space, and what kind 

of changes has the place undergone? In order to better understand 

this, I apply Lefebvre’s notion of the production of space to this 

specific case. Lefebvre’s first identification of space is spatial 

practice, and with this he refers to a space where production 

and reproduction is embraced, and where spatial scenery is a 

required characteristics for social formations, guaranteeing a 

performance.76 In the case of Lasipalatsi, this means simply the 

physical scenery: the square and the building can set scenes for 

different kind of actions, encounters and practices. The historic 

building, which has undergone many transformations, has been 

the site for diverse behaviors and practices at different times. 

Lasipalatsi has undergone shifts from a temporary building made 

for the Olympic Games, to a bus station, then a home for different 

stores, cafés and restaurants including the notorious Ale pub, and 

eventually to a culture and media centre. This vivid history has 

affected the ways the space has performed and been used. 

Lefebvre’s second form is representations of space. It is the space 

of knowledge, signs and codes. Lasipalatsi is a public space where 

different kinds of actions and encounters are formed and conducted, 

a place with many various actors contribute to molding the identity 

of the space. The future Lasipalatsi will be formed under one single 

powerful institution and identification. How will this affect the 

nature of the space? The biggest actor will be the museum, and as 

mentioned earlier, the contract ensures that the institution behind 

the museum has the right to decide the other actors in Lasipalatsi. 

The central location is extremely valuable for the museum, but how 

will the museum manage to create openness in this public space? 

The fact is that Lasipalatsi will only have tenants who benefits the 

museum. This has a danger of falling flat, by becoming representative 

of one kind of point of view, and ultimately only serving a narrow 

public.

 Lastly, Lefebvre’s representational space refers to that 

which is lived directly through images and symbols.77 What kind

76  Lefebvre, Henri. The production of space. in: Jen Jack, Gieseking, William, Mangold (eds.), The people, place and space reader, New York, 2014, 291.

77  Lefebvre, Henri. Production of Space, 1974, English translation 1991, Massachusetts, 3-16.
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of representational space will ARM accomplish? Will it be a space 

for different identities, a safe space for dialogue? Changing 

Lasipalatsi to an institutional space is a big transformation: 

institutions can be highly hierarchical and maintain authoritarian 

positions. As Pascal Gielen argues, today’s art institutions are 

increasingly starting to behave as corporates. The museum has a 

choice to aim for blockbuster exhibitions with the highest possible 

ticket revenue, or to concentrate on doing things differently 

and through public consultation, find purposes they had not 

previously considered. ARM state that they will be a totally new 

kind of museum — an untraditional one — but at this point in 

the process they are presenting themselves as nothing new, with 

statement-architecture and blockbuster aims. 
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5.3 Space as a Battlefield

David Harvey argues that public space can be seen as a battlefield 

in which the struggle to appropriate space is ongoing. This 

prompts questions around how public space is produced, used, 

accessed, regulated, and by whom, and in whose interests?78 
These are very much the questions in the case of Lasipalatsi. 

Konstsamfundet have gained the right to regulate the use of this 

public space and the right to dictate what kind of activity it will 

subsequently produce. Although they are a cultural actor, this 

still raises questions about whose interests are being looked after. 

Does this also mean some kind of loss for public life in Lasipalatsi? 

This historic landmark is transformed into an institution, which 

has the danger of turning the place into a space with a narrow 

public and identity. 

 Could this be a good example of Arendt’s fear of the 

loss of homo faber and the rise of animal laborans? This would 

essentially also mean a loss of collective community and public 

life, a loss of a society that values ordinary human experiences, as 

the ability for action becomes an exclusive right for the privileged 

few.79 Is Lasipalatsi becoming an example of the “Arendtian” idea 

of world alienation, which sees the rise of capitalism alongside 

the rise of the social, unbalancing what is prioritised within 

daily life?80 I am not denying Lasipalatsi’s commercial history, 

but I am raising awareness of the fact that now all the power 

lies in the hands of one institution — a great amount of power 

is being enacted in the heart of Helsinki City Centre. As Arendt 

says, “the end of the common world has come when it is seen 

only under one aspect and is permitted to present itself in only 

one perspective.”81 Does ARM want to function as a public space, 

or is the aim to target a certain kind of public for the purpose 

of presenting themselves as successful? I hope that the museum 

has thought and reflected upon how they are going to define 

success. What do they see as relevant for measuring the arguably 

immeasurable impact of culture? In my opinion this would be a 

great opportunity for ARM to show just how untraditional a 

78  Harvey, David. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolu-

tion, London, 2012, 73.

79  Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition, Chicago, 1958, 323.

80  Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition, Chicago, 1958, 256.

81  Ibid., 58.
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museum can be — to reflect on how they define success. 

Alternatives could be to concentrate on how to reach those not 

usually going to museums, show consideration to those who 

don’t have money for the entrance fee, and think about how to 

manage a dialogue between different groups of people, and find 

ways to create a space for collective reflecting, seeing, hearing 

and feeling.
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 5.4 What About Art?

What is art’s role in all of this? The majority of discussions about 

public space being occupied by an art institution, as well as the 

broader decision-making mechanisms, have simultaneously 

ignored how art will be envisaged and understood in this context. 

I went to meet Kartio once more in hope of hearing more about 

the content and goals of the museum. Once again, he was happy to 

help. About the curatorial content of the museum, he tells me that 

ARM is going to be an untraditional art museum. “Key elements 

of our programming will be visual culture that builds bridges 

between different art forms; an additional focus is ancient 

cultures, as the museum will be a meeting place for people as well 

as different eras; we will focus on contemporary art — especially 

from the Nordic countries; and eventually we also hope to present 

the great names in international modernism.” He also noted that 

pedagogy and public work will play an important role as well: 

“Rex will be a unique blend of positions without an equivalent 

in Finland. The architecture itself is going to have a wow-effect.” 

He stated that close cooperation with other centrally-located art 

museums like HAM, Kiasma, Taidehalli and Ateneum is planned, 

under the working title ‘Art Cluster’. 

 Moreover, the museum will focus on youth through 

the lens of new art forms they consider youth to be engaged 

in, for example thinking about photography in new ways, and 

considering video games as an art form. “A concrete example of 

this is the Generation 2017 exhibition,” Kartio said. “The pilot for 

this project started this year, but it will be realised on a bigger 

scale in ARM.”82 Generation 2017 is an exhibition whose aim is to 

showcase artists between the ages of 15 and 23, and it is planned 

to be held every three years. An open call was circulated for 

artists working with painting, installation, computer programs or 

performance.83 “Our goal is to not be a traditional art museum,” 

Kartio said.84 Claire Bishop writes in her publication Radical 

Museology that “as critics have observed, the visual expression 

of this privatisation has been the triumph of “starchitecture”: 

82  Interview with Kartio 5th December.

83  Generation2017 website, http://www.generation2017.fi: accessed on 11.12.2016.

84  Frilander, Aino. Näin Lasipalatsi muuttuu museoksi. Helsingin Sanomat, January 2015,  http://www.hs.fi/kulttuuri/a1305919116006: accessed on 22.11.2016.
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the museum’s external wrapper has become more important than 

its contents, just as Krauss foresaw in 1990”.85  She refers here to 

Rosalind Krauss’s essay “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist 

Museum” (1990), where Krauss argues that encounters with art 

have been supplanted by the experience of hyperreal architectural 

content—“rather than a highly individualized artistic epiphany, 

viewers to these galleries  encountered a euphoria of space first, 

art second.”86 I bring these quotes forward as a way of stating my 

concern that this will be the case with ARM, as it seems obvious 

from our conversations and their marketing content that this is 

one of their main audience engagement strategies. I still don’t 

know much about the other strategies, except for the unspecific 

“untraditional” museum comment which remains a question 

mark at this point, and from my understanding, also from the 

museum’s perspective. 

 Mouffe asks, can art still play a critical role in our 

societies?87 Should critical artistic practices engage with 

institutions with the aim of transforming them, or should they 

abandon them altogether? Mouffe wants to promote a strategy 

of engagement with institutions,88 arguing that the best way 

to perform criticality successfully to make change is to engage 

with institutions in a way that makes them step down from 

the pedestal. She suggests acting by targeting the forms of 

identification that provide the conditions for reproduction of 

post-Fordist capitalism.89 Art and artistic practices can offer 

tools of resistance against the dominant hegemony and against 

the conditions that enable post-Fordist capitalism to thrive.90 

 How could this be implemented in the case of 

Lasipalatsi? Can ARM be anti-hegemonic, and if yes, how? 

Naturally it depends on the strategy the museum chooses; will 

it allow different stories to be seen and voices to be heard inside 

its walls, or is the critical approach ultimately forced to be made 

from those outside? Does ARM’s “untraditional” goal mean that 

they are going to rethink the concept of a museum and reflect on 

85  Bishop, Claire. Radical Museology, London, 2013, 11.

86  Ibid., 5.

87  Mouffe, Chantal. Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically, London, 2013, 85.

88  Mouffe, Chantal. Institutions as sites of agonistic intervention. in: Pascal, Gielen 

(ed.), Institutional Attitudes; Instituting Art in a Flat World, Netherlands, 2013, 66.

89  Ibid., 68.

90  Ibid., 88.
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their content, decisions and goals? Bishop writes about the 

importance of historical and cultural reflection: “without 

reflection, there can be no considered movement forwards.”91 

I personally think that ARM has a great opportunity to create a 

museum which measures its success beyond ticket revenue. They 

have the choice to be truly different and open their doors for 

different kinds of thinking. Instead of blockbuster exhibitions, 

showcase the histories and voices of those not in the spotlight; 

instead of thinking what kinds of exhibitions would be the easiest 

to sell to audiences, rather find out what citizens and the public 

would want to see; concentrate on critical pedagogy not dumbed 

down guided tours; don’t identify the public as homogeneous 

(white, heterosexual, higher middle class); and most importantly, 

reflect on their own reasons for working and the museum’s 

purposes over and over again. 

91  Bishop, Claire. Radical Museology, London, 2013, 61.
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Picture 24. View inside ARM.
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Picture 25. View inside ARM.
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5.5 Intervention Four—Let’s Continue the Dance!

The fourth and last intervention was the most noticeable. I created 

a public Facebook event with the title Public Space as a (Dance) 

Battlefield — Lasipalatsi goes Letkajenkka, and invited people to 

join me. “Let’s occupy the public space of Lasipalatsi and dance 

letkajenkka together!” Letkajenkka is a traditional Finnish folk 

dance with relatively easy steps. If you are not familiar with this 

dance, you can still participate — just follow the lead of the person 

in front of you. The participants form a line so that everyone 

holds the person in front of them by the waist or shoulders. You 

can hop in and hop out of the line whenever you feel like it. I chose 

this kind of action because this dance is traditional, very easy to 

learn, and different cultures have different variations of its basic 

form. In this way I was hoping to create a fun and inclusive way to 

bring people together. 

 The occupation succeeded and for a short time the space 

was contested. We played traditional music on loud speakers and 

danced together. The amount of participants was not large; there 

were six and sometimes seven of us, but we occupied the space. 

People passing by were amused: they stopped to watch us, some 

shook their head in disbelief, while others asked if they could 

join us. The space felt common. I felt like the space truly became 

public in the way that Arendt and Mouffe defined — a space where 

different people with different interests meet, making it a space 

of contested and hegemonic discourses. We created a conflict in a 

space by acting and using the space as one is not supposed to and 

simultaneously created a space for dialogue.

 In conclusion, the interventions unsurprisingly felt 

really personal, and doing them made me feel simultaneously 

awkward (as I was forced to step outside my comfort zone), 

and powerful (as I realised I do have an opportunity to act in a 

space that is seemingly public although not accessible).  I have 

the power to, in my own way, contest and challenge the existing 

hegemonic discourse. I felt like my actions created a dialogue 

between me and the space, between me and the people in the



75

space and the space itself. The dialogue was really quiet, but it was 

a dialogue nonetheless. But in the end, the loudest voice was my 

own monologue. I initially felt like an outsider, literally separated 

and forced outside by a pompous fence. The actions helped me 

to react to this shift in the space, giving me tools to understand 

where I stand, to contest the space as myself, and contest my 

default position. I understood my loneliness in the space, my role 

as an outsider, and how this can be changed with engagement. I 

was able to create a brief moment in the space where the dance 

could go on. 



76
Picture 26. Public space as a dance battlefield.
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Picture 28. Letkajenkka.Picture 27. Occupying the space.
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6 CONCLUSION

The aim of this thesis was to research the current situation in 

Lasipalatsi, a historically important place in the city centre 

of Helsinki. The goal was to understand what the hegemonic 

discourses and practices in urban public space are, and how 

they define public space. Under study was a public space, which I 

came to refer to as a battlefield: it housed a battle of ownership, a 

battle of discourses, and a battle of power. My investigation made 

visible a concrete timeline of events, insights into the decision-

making policies and processes, and the strategies concerning the 

project. I learned what different stakeholders think, strive for, 

and with what kind of tools they act. When researching a process 

and something that is under construction, it is evident that the 

future remains one big question mark. It is possible to speculate 

and guess how the future will look, but obviously it is not possible 

to know what it will bring. My investigation can give an overall 

portrait of the situation and the process, present different 

discourses and paint a picture of the future, but it still remains 

hypothetical.
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What are the hegemonic norms and practices in urban public 

spaces of Helsinki, and how do they define public space? The 

current situation can be summarised as being in the middle 

of a shift from a city-owned space to private ownership. As 

evidenced in my report on policy-making in Helsinki, in the end, 

the future of Lasipalatsi was decided between a few powerful 

people and organisations; the stiff bureaucracy of the city can be 

accelerated when powerful institutions have a common agenda 

with the decision-makers, even if this agenda becomes becomes 

antagonistic to those in opposition. This process ended up serving 

the more powerful party, leaving the less powerful opponent 

empty-handed. This kind of action is not unique to Lasipalatsi, 

but is happening globally. Coming back to Harvey, it seems to me 

that Lasipalatsi is a good example on the neoliberal shift. In this 

case, the struggle was won both by the City and by the (capitalist) 

institution, the hegemonic actors whose aim is to appropriate 

the space. The City had an agenda to get rid of the expensive-to-

maintain Lasipalatsi, and Konstsamfundet had the money and the 

need for this place. It seems that decisions were made based on 

political and economical motivations. 

 Nevertheless, it is important to remember that in the 

end, Helsinki is getting a new art museum. The space could have 

landed in the hands of an actor with purely capitalist intentions. 

I want to believe that this change is something positive and 

will eventually create a public space with a commons nature, 

where it is possible to rethink the space as public as well as a 

museum while remembering its past and rethinking its future. 

This research has become really personal. My interventions can 

be seen as my personal resistance to and emotional expression 

of the urban space. They were my personal battles against the 

neoliberal shifts in the city, enacted on my personal battlefield 

in my own emotional way. This kind of one-person resistance 

became important for me, as it simultaneously became a moment 

of melancholic farewells, a study of where I stand, a meditative 

reaction to change, and in the end, a feeling of hope for the 

future. Quoting Harvey, “Perhaps, after all, Lefebvre was right
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more than forty years ago, to insist that the revolution in our 

times has to be urban — or nothing.”92

 What will the future look like in Lasipalatsi? One can 

only speculate at this point, but naturally my hopes are that the 

place will become an open public space for citizens to use and 

act in, and that the museum will become a space where people 

can think and learn together. It is normal that when a space is 

facing this kind of change, different interests collide. One can 

only hope that the future will be more collective. ARM has all the 

possibilities to create a future which, instead of dividing, brings 

people together. In times like these, people need culture. We need 

culture which makes us feel, think, rethink, doubt, reflect and 

analyse the surrounding reality.

92  Harvey, David. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution, London, 2012, 44.
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AFTERWORD

Helsinki is my home town. We have been through alot together, 

sharing sorrows and celebrating the good times. The city has 

molded me and made a mark on me, and I like to think that I have 

done the same for the city in my small fragmented way. Even if 

it is for a brief moment, the city is shaped by our actions. I like 

to remind myself of this when feeling powerless in front of huge 

institutional bureaucracy which sometimes feels untouchably 

high on its pedestal. But the dance is not over yet! It is possible 

to act in a way that makes a difference, and act in a way that 

changes things. Lasipalatsi has been an important place for me 

on a personal level. When I learned about the changes going on 

in the space, I felt powerless. The changes took away my favorite 

place in the whole city. I started to follow the discussion around 

the process, reading articles, looking for decisions concerning 

the development. Eventually it ended up being the topic for my 

thesis, because I wanted to learn more about how and why these 

things were happening. Just doing research was still not enough 

for me, I wanted to learn more on a personal level. I decided to 

perform different kind of interventions in the space. This allowed 

me to understand more deeply and on a more personal level. After 

this research is completed and the thesis is handed over, I will not 

end my research and my interventions. I will continue to act in 

the space, follow the process and engage with the institutions. 

Case Lasipalatsi is not closed, it is in a middle of something that 

can only be seen in the future. As Bishop states, “this future 

does not yet have a name, but we are standing on its brink. If 

the last forty years have been marked by “posts” (post-war, post-

colonialism, postmodernism, post-communism), then today, 

at last, we seem to be in a period of anticipation — an era that 

museums of contemporary art can help us collectively to sense 

and understand.”93

93  Bishop, Claire. Radical Museology, London, 2013, 62.
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