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This Master’s Thesis is done for the Product and 
Spatial Design study programme, in the department of  
Design in Aalto University School of  Arts, Design and 
Architecture. The supervisor and advisor of  this thesis 
is Maarit Mäkelä.

 The thesis investigates signs of  empathy towards 
other animals that are revealed in artworks. The thesis 
exposes making art as a reflection of  the primal con-
flict felt when understanding, witnessing, or partici-
pating in animal exploitation. The focus is on still-life 
genre, involving related installation artworks and 
moreover, field notes. 

The thesis also reflects themes developed during and 
framed by an artistic process of  producing an instal-
lation that includes several ceramic artefacts made of  
paper-porcelain. The fragile paper-porcelain is used 
to express the emergency of  endangered animals and 
their habitat loss. The paper-porcelain artefacts form 
an installation based on the idea of  a table setting. The 
table setting is a metaphor for the consumption of  
the planet’s resources that causes the habitat loss of  
several animal species.

The thesis investigates the embodied nature of  making 
art and how that is involved in relating to other beings. 
The thesis suggests through analysis on different ar-
tworks and literary review, as well as self-reflection by 
the author, that making art about other animals offers 
a concentrated state of  mind to encounter and relate 
to other animals. Art making paradoxically enables 
both relating to the reality of  another being, as well 
as a self-deception of  imaginary reality to reconcile 
the suffering of  another being. The thesis suggests 
that the tension between these possibilities is present 
throughout art-history.

a b s t r a c t
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Tämä taiteen maisterin opinnäyte on tehty Aalto-yli-
opiston Taiteiden ja suunnittelun korkeakoulun 
Muotoilun laitokselle, Product and Spatial Design-kou-
lutusohjelmaan. Opinnäyte käsittelee taiteessa pal-
jastuvia merkkejä empatiasta muita eläimiä kohtaan. 
Opinnäyte tuo ilmi konfliktin jonka ihminen kokee 
todistaessaan ja aiheuttaessaan eläinten kärsimystä ja 
hätää. Opinnäyte keskittyy asetelmamaalaus-genreen, 
eläintieteellisiin muistiinpanoihin ja kuvitukseen sekä 
sellaiseen installaatiotaiteeseen jolla on yhtymäkohtia 
asetelmamaalaukseen. 

Opinnäyte heijastelee teemoja, jotka ovat kehittyneet 
ja rajautuneet taiteellisen prosessin kautta. Taiteellinen 
prosessi koostuu paperiposliinisista esineistä, jotka yh-
dessä muodostavat kattaus-installaation. Kattaus toimii 
vertauskuvana kulutukselle, jolla ihminen vie maapal-
lon resursseja ja elintilaa muilta eläinlajeilta. Hauras 
paperiposliini ilmaisee tilanteen vakavuutta muiden 
eläinlajien kannalta.

Opinnäyte lisäksi tutkii taiteen tekemisen kehollisuutta 
ja esittää, että kehollisuus auttaa asettumaan muiden 
eläinten asemaan. Opinnäyte päätyy esittämään kirjalli-
suuskatsauksen ja oman sekä toisten taideteosten ana-
lyysin kautta, että tekemällä taideteosta jonka aiheena 
on toinen eläin, taiteilija asettuu keskittyneeseen tilaan, 
joka mahdollistaa toisen eläimen kohtaamisen. Taiteen 
tekeminen mahdollistaa ristiriitaisesti sekä toisen olen-
non todellisuuteen eläytymisen, että itsepetoksen, jossa 
mielikuvituksessa sovitetaan toisen eläimen kärsimys. 
Opinnäyte esittää, että jännite näiden kahden mahdol-
lisuuden välillä saattaa olla läsnä kautta taidehistorian. 
Maarit Mäkelä on opinnäytteen valvoja ja ohjaaja.

t i i v i s t e l m ä

faster than other three major taxonomic groups, which 
devastates thousands of  other species that depend on 
coral reefs (Kolbert, 163. 16.10. 2017. http://www.
iucnredlist.org/about/summary-statistics). There are 
various individual threats and causes of  extinction 
from death by fungi diseases to ocean acidification and 
climate change, but most trace back to the human im-
pact (Kolbert, 2014, 29, 30). Animal farming is a great 
contributor to animal species and their habitat loss 
and climate change. Risto Isomäki (2016) has recently 
suggested that the impact of  animal agriculture is even 
larger than estimated, since for example nutrient loads 
from farms to natural waters has been insufficiently 
calculated before (41, 42).

One aim of  my table setting is balancing personal 
expression of  doing art and communicating issues that 
disturb and worry. I investigate through expressive 
material, paper clay. The durability and fragility of  this 
material communicates the vulnerability of  ecosys-
tems. 

This Master’s Thesis consists of  an artistic production 
and a written part. The written part explores topics 
such as animals in art and empathy towards animals 
in art history. I focus especially on still life, field note 
genres and decoration. Furthermore, I write about tab-
le ware objects in a critical design context. 

The artistic production part of  this thesis has the 
shape of  a table setting. My table setting deals with 
the current sixth mass extinction, when the Earth has 
reached Anthropocene. Elizabeth Kolbert (Kolbert, 
2016) cites chemist and Nobel-prize winner Paul 
Crutzen who developed the term Anthropocene, 
which is named as a geological epoch to emphasise 
how big human impact on the planet is (135). Some 
estimates say that one fourth of  all mammals, one 
sixth of  birds and one fifth of  reptiles are facing 
extinction (Kolbert, 2016, 29). The amphibians are the 
most endangered animal class of  all with several spe-
cies disappearing before scientist have even discovered 
them. Coral species on the other hand are declining 

i n t r o d u c t i o n
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On a lecture during my bachelor studies, professor 
Tapio Yli-Viikari stated something that started to bot-
her and intrigue me since. He said that the set of  table 
ware is a political thing. Dealing with that sentence 
manifests in my Master’s Thesis. From aristocracy 
distinguishing themselves from common people to 
functional turn in 20th century when table setting was 
supposed to bring practical beauty to every home, the 
table setting has reflected the changes in the society. 
Despite studying ceramic art and design, I had not 
previously been excited about table ware or table set-
tings. They seemed domestic and bourgeois interests. 
Tame and bourgeois are, in fact, words ceramic artist 
and writer Edmund De Waal uses (2015) on percei-
ving famous dinner services of  porcelain in museums 
(207). De Waal, however, would prefer putting them 
on a table, in a candle light. De Waal argues that this 
would bring them back to life compared to their usual 
display, enclosed in vitrines. 

Furthermore, I started to reconsider decoration. I used 
to resist the idea of  painting on a porcelain surface, 
and especially painting on table ware objects. One 
reason for that is perhaps modernist ideals of  pure 
function undisturbed by unnecessary embellishment. 
Moreover, activities such as porcelain painting associa-
te to hobbyist ceramics. The attitudes from professio-
nals in different fields of  art towards hobbyists are so-
metimes condescending. Porcelain painting used to be 
its own field of  study in the predecessor of  School of  
Arts of  Aalto University. However, it is recorded that 
even then there was a hierarchical separation between 
the porcelain painting and ceramics (Kalha in Kalha 
and Leppänen, 1996, 54). And eventually porcelain 
painting got dropped altogether from the curriculum 
and remained a hobbyist pursuit (ibid, 53). Profes-
sionals might worry that associating with hobbyists 
effects their status and even income. Moreover, de-
coration can appear gendered as female, as described 

by Ceramic artist Grayson Perry (2016). He currently 
produces richly decorated works and personally as 
well as artistically explores the boundaries of  gender. 
He recounts a childhood memory of  avoiding eating 
from overly decorated bowls because their gendered 
nature made him “uncomfortable” (ibid. 46 - 47). It is 
intriguing idea that decoration, whilst making a thing 
frivolous and feminine, still possesses this power to 
disturb.

Pragmatist philosopher John Dewey (2005) says that 
only requirement for a form to be meaningful and 
sincere is for it to stay aligned with the substance (ibid. 
132). Dewey challenges the division between expres-
sion and decoration by examples of  French painters 
such as Watteau, who expresses delicacy and fragility 
with his decorative style (ibid.133). Thus, Dewey states 
decoration is necessary to certain subjects. For Dewey, 
there is no absolute in function and form, and he 
argues that holding extreme functionalism as an all-
abiding rule is limiting and moralizing (ibid.132). Fur-
thermore, it is intriguing that painting on a table ware 
object brings decoration to discussion, but painting on 
paper usually does not. I suppose the table ware object 
is primarily supposed to serve as a dish, whereas paper 
has the purpose to be a surface for drawn line, writing 
or image. My bowls have ambiguous relationship with 
decoration since they are made of  paper-clay. This 
stand on the threshold from bowl to paper as the ani-
mals on them stand on the threshold from existence 
to extinction.

A few more events and episodes during my master’s 
studies have gained significance in hindsight. Ways of  
drawing study excursion in Oslo in January 2015 was 
one. On the last day of  the excursion, we participants 
were given a task to “draw what and where we liked to 
draw”. The task could be interpreted in two ways, to 
draw a subject that we are fond of, or just freely draw 
what we felt like drawing, and to find either in a com-
fortable spot to draw at, or picture a desirable drawing 
space in the drawing. I drew a cheetah on a savannah 

b a c k g r o u n d landscape. I completed the task spontaneously and 
wondered only afterwards why I chose that subject. 
Despite animals having been my favourite subject 
earlier, I had considered myself  an abstract artist for a 
while. Drawing publicly something that reminded me 
of  my childhood interests made me slightly uncomfor-
table, as if  I had let something slip through years of  
training to become a professional. Childhood referen-
ce seemed emotional and sentimental, but revealed a 
suppressed longing to make figurative art again and 
especially about other animals. Later I participated 
in painting and drawing workshop taught by painter 
Thomas Nyqvist. There I turned further towards 
animal subjects. And the worry about animal survival 
amplified through that process. News about species 
going extinct and farm animals being exploited and 
mistreated increasingly disturbed and saddened me. 
Moreover, the animal subjects enhanced my motivati-
on to make ecological choices in my life. The feeling 
and expression intertwined and it was impossible to 
say which came first.

I came to learn ceramic art after being a visual artist 
in the field of  painting. Before Aalto university, I have 
graduated from Free Art School in Helsinki, which has 
modernist roots and emphasis on for example the co-
lour theory of  Joseph Albers. While my bachelor’s the-
sis studied and reconciled how to apply abstract brush 
strokes into ceramic objects, abstraction started to 
feel inadequate in this master’s thesis. The shift in my 
personal expression, cultural and environmental issues 
which I wanted to address demanded a more concrete 
vocabulary. However, this master’s thesis continues 
from my bachelor’s thesis. It was an Artist’s book; my 
master’s thesis could be called an Artist’s Table setting. 
Paper-clay is central material for both. During the BA 
thesis, the material qualities of  paper-clay impressed 
me and questions regarding further expressive and 
conceptual properties of  it remained. I now undertake 
those questions. This time I use porcelain as a clay 
base.
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high temperatures of  the kiln, leaving the ceramic 
material lighter and more porous than usual porcelain 
materials. Paradoxically, kilned paper-clay ceramics 
resembles paper precisely because the paper becomes 
absent in the process. The material provoked symbolic 
values and meanings, and the practical interaction with 
it brought up ideas and thoughts about the fragility of  
wildlife. Thus, the material worked as a physical tool 
for thought. Whereas the bowl shape evokes ideas 
varying from consumption to caring, the material, pa-
per-clay resembles both ceramic table ware and paper. 
The visual and tactile feeling of  paper-clay ceramic 
lays somewhere in between, and associates with both 
materials. 

Paper is a material of  information, letters, books 
and field notes. The field notes are natural historical 
illustrations from eras before photography, when new 
species were discovered by exploring the un-known 
territories with pens and papers. The scientists and 
illustrators had to rely on quick glances and folklore 
stories to conclude images of  species they had never 
previously seen. Some made remarkable observations 
from specimen brought to them, without their own 
presence on an exploration possible. One such was 
an artist and ornithologist John Gould who hel-
ped Darwin to define and prove the adaptation and 
evolution by examining Darwin’s famous finches of  
Galapagos (Rice, 2000, 235 - 236). Whereas the by-go-
ne era illustrators struggled with physically entering 
unknown territories, I navigated through unreliable 
internet sources to investigate an animal’s appearan-
ce and conserving status. For me the quantity and 
accessibility of  sources was not a problem. Verifying 
the authenticity of  each source was more challenging. 
I relied on for example the red list of  endangered 
species by The International Union for Conservation 
of  Nature (IUCN) and species directory of  the World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF). I usually relied on these sources 
to make sure a certain species I was going to depict in 
my bowls was in fact endangered. Sometimes I needed 
to browse through several other sites verifying the 
appearance of  a species. 

The practical frame of  this thesis is a ceramic installa-
tion called Still Life. The name has two meanings. First, 
it refers to a genre of  art that historically illustrates 
consumption. Various food related items are often 
present in still life genre paintings. Moreover, they 
often depict animals that have been hunted or slaught-
ered for food. Second meaning of  my Still Life derives 
from the fact that the subject of  this installation is ani-
mal extinction. Most of  animal extinctions in our time 
are driven by human impact, and consumption. The 
Still Life as a title points towards the fact that the ani-
mals pictured in this installation are still alive, there still 
is life to be protected. Table ware and Still life connect 
thematically. Both have visual elements of  everyday in 
them. Still life is a genre that depicts everyday objects, 
often a meal. Table ware objects are integral part of  a 
meal. Still life is often a painting of  a table setting, or 
things adjusted at the table. The genre of  still life and 
the table setting might associate to harmless, bourgeois 
feelings. However, I set out to investigate the aspects 
of  still life that have more depth than the superficial 
first impression might suggest.

My installation consists of  several painted bowls. The 
bowls were made of  paper-clay to emphasize their 
fragility. I painted images of  endangered animals on 
the inner surfaces of  the bowls. The walls of  the 
bowls surround and cover the paintings to keep them 
hidden from the first glance of  the viewer (image 1). 
Through this visual choice, I hoped to capture feelings 
of  preserving and protecting. The bowl shape of  the 
artefacts points towards consuming and possessing but 
also nurturing. 

The most important quality of  paper-clay in this 
process was its fragility. The paper burns away in the 

r e s e a r c h  Q u e s t i o n s
a n d  m e t h o d s
The Installation – A practical Frame

Image 1: bowls with the tail of  an amur leopard peeking out.
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The fragility of  the bowls during the painting process 
metaphorically emphasized the friction between 
human contact and wildlife. Whenever I painted the 
animals on the bowls, the handling of  the bowl surface 
caused small cracks and chips. For me the metaphor 
was quite clear, fragile things and beings need  to 
be treated gently. Sperryn-Jones (Mäkelä et al. 2012) 
points out how fragility can also inspire the opposite 
reaction. She worked with fragile bone-china twigs 
and after months of  interaction with the material in 
her studio she experienced a desire to break them 
(ibid. 99). Eventually she made a performance where 
she walked over the twigs and describes the feeling 
as “empowering” (ibid. 100). Some spectators of  her 
previous installation had experienced similar desire to 
destroy when Sperryn-Jones had arranged her twigs in 
a such way that the spectator had to walk among them 
(ibid. 98 - 99).

In fact, I have personal experience of  having pa-
per clay art installation dismantled by strangers. In 
autumn of  2014, I participated to a site- specific 
project where we placed our pieces in the surrounding 
area of  Otaniemi, Espoo. Mine consisted of  several 
paper-clay “pages” on a small local pier. After leaving 
the installation for a while and returning after a couple 
of  hours I found my work destroyed and eventually it 
got removed by an un-know person/persons. There is 
no certainty whether the artefacts themselves provo-
ked this anger, or whether my placing them at the pier 
was interpreted as an intrusion of  someone’s personal 
space. 

Sperryn-Jones makes a distinction of  men being more 
tempted towards destroying the twigs in the installa-
tion than women, who seemed terrified of  breaking 
the fragile objects. She continues with an observation, 
however, that in the actual behaviour there was no 
such difference (ibid. 99). Regarding my installation 
and the fragility of  it, this still causes some concern. I 
hope to inspire ideas of  conservation and care, not to 
inspire further destruction. If  fragility of  the artefacts 

provokes anger in some people, my installation might 
affect them in a way I do not predict or desire. Perhaps 
awareness of  this aggressive response to fragility could 
invoke some self-understanding in the viewer anyhow. 
Aloi (2012) introduces an interactive sculpture by 
Joana Vasconcelos called Passerelle as an example of  a 
piece which poses questions about empathy and power 
through fragility (130). Vasconcelos has hung porcelain 
dogs from a system that reminds of  meat hooks at a 
slaughterhouse. The piece invites to push the ignition 
which causes the porcelain statuettes to collide and 
eventually break. Or rather, the piece presents an 
opportunity to do so. Aloi suggests that the Passerelle 
further deals with the one-sided and unequal rela-
tionship human imposes to other animals (ibid.). The 
role of  the other animal is always decided by a human 
and leaves little room for anything else than being the 
decoration or to otherwise supplement human needs. 
Within the context of  my thesis, I have a double 
connection to this piece, through the material fragility 
of  the porcelain and the way other animals’ destinies 
depend on the mercy of  humans. The breakability and 
fragility of  life and bodies seem to translate to porce-
lain rather well. Both Sperryn-Jones and Vasconcelos 
link the porcelain, body and nature. Sperryn-Jones 
makes porcelain tree twigs that she associates also to 
her bones. Vasconcelos seems to use porcelain as a 
metaphor for the individual animals and the killing of  
them as well as the fragile relationship between the hu-
man and other in a bit more abstract and general sense 
as well. Through material qualities of  porcelain, they 
both invite the viewer to decide whether to participate 
in the destruction. I will submit my installation under 
the same risk.

My installation is exhibited twice during this thesis 
process. The first took place in September 2017, in a 
studio-gallery called Poterie et Peinture. The second 
exhibition is installed in November 2017, in a ba-
sement-like gallery space in Helsinki called Laterna 
Magica. Later the installation will be exhibited in other 
places, but the first two are tied to the thesis process.

celebrates the intensity and concentration of  an artist 
experiencing within terms of  a certain medium (208, 
209). I have gained experience with paper-clay, and the 
concentration of  using it has directed and intensified 
ideas that I can express with this material. The fragility 
and the conceptual meanings of  both porcelain and 
paper reflect the subject of  animal extinction and the 
loss of  their habitats via human consumption. I there-
fore justify my choice of  material by its suitable range 
of  expression and personal meaning, which is relevant 
for a practice-led process.

In practise-led research the research questions appear 
through artistic work. Some of  my research ques-
tions in this thesis have emerged in the end of  my 
Bachelor’s Thesis process, but were directed and crys-
tallized by the process of  making the actual ceramic 
art pieces for the installation. Mäkelä calls analysing 
one’s practise a “retroactive approach” (Mäkelä et al. 
2006, 75. Mäkelä, 2003, 27). Practise-led researcher 
revises and re-approaches the topics and themes re-
peatedly during the process for building up knowledge 
gradually (Mäkelä, 2006, 78). This knowledge is then 
harvested to the written part of  a research paper. 
In this master’s thesis, I put the table setting in a criti-
cal design context. As critical design pioneer Anthony 
Dunne argues on differences and similarities between 
art and critical design “Design needs to be closer to 
everyday life.” (as quoted in Koskinen et al. 2011, 98).  
Further he adds that critical design focuses on sugges-
ting a different everyday whereas art is more abstract. 
The table setting as an artistic installation has the same 
goal, challenging everyday life by a familiar setting as 
a starting point. Still life, nature morte and the vanitas, 
these words echo the issues that are on the table in 
discussion today when human impact on the environ-
ment: the life that still exists, death and vanity. Making 
of  artefacts by oneself  associates to Critical design 
more than to for example avant-garde-art that uses 
readymade objects from everyday life. The association 
to design suggests arrival of  new objects.

I approached my research questions as a research task. 
The thesis was framed with art practise which means 
that the written part of  my thesis elaborates on topics 
that surfaced from the activity of  artefact making. This 
intertwining of  art practise, analysis, introspection and 
theory is called practise-led or practise-based research.
Practice-led research is a research approach suited for 
artistic practitioners. According to Keinonen, most 
practice-led research in the field of  arts combines 
conceptual thinking with artefact making to increase 
artistic and philosophical understanding rather than 
apply research results to designs and technology (Kei-
nonen et al. 2006, 54). I apply this same procedure on 
my thesis. Practice-led research treats artefact making 
and embodied interaction with material as ways of  
thinking themselves, instead of  considering them as 
executing a pre-existing idea or design.

Janis Jeffries describes practice-led research as a 
process where the “final problems” can emerge in the 
end of  practice (Jeffries et al. 2012, 39). The research 
serves the practice. Jeffries states that the focus is 
not in solving a verbal problem or answering a verbal 
question, but in inspecting the practice that allows 
awareness to certain problems (ibid.). The practice-led 
research investigates how thinking through making 
works and how a research process proceeds when 
making guides it. Hence, in practice-led research, int-
rospection is typically involved.

Possible risks with practice-led research demand 
consideration. Anttila warns against “methodological 
solipsism” (Anttila et al. 2012, 126), which means 
picking certain methodology despite it being unsuited 
to the questions at hand. I acknowledge this risk on 
the grounds of  choosing my material, paper clay, in an 
early stage of  my research. However, I find it neces-
sary to deepen my understanding of  material beha-
vior of  paper clay. Philosopher John Dewey (2005) 

Practice-led Research and Critical Design
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I present my work as an installation by using the 
“Showroom” method of  critical design. Koskinen et 
al. (2011,) write about the “showroom” context, of  
“lab, fieldwork and showroom” (116, 117). This means 
design or art objects are made for provoking thought 
and debate rather than actual use. These objects com-
ment and criticize, among other things, designers’ own 
contribution to consumer society (ibid, 117). Further, 
Alistair Fuad-Luke lists artefacts in activist context: 
”demonstration, service, proposition or protest”, of  
which mine fall closest to the category of  ”protest” 
(Fuad-Luke, 2009, 85). My bowls are not meant to be 
understood through using them, but imagining the use 
plays a role in understanding their message. Imagining 
eating and holding the bowls and being aware of  their 
fragility hopefully communicates the relationship 
between consumption and the vulnerability of  wildlife. 
Fuad-Luke points out the way objects maintain inclusi-
ve or exclusive properties (ibid.). My installation invites 
the audience to include and consider the wildlife as 
metaphorical “guests” in their consumption choices. 
Debatably it also excludes the human dinner guests as 
the table ware objects reject use through their fragility. 

Theory and philosophy contribute to critical design 
context, but as Koskinen et al. point out (2011, 121) 
theory alone does not explain everything about how 
art and design works. Since pragmatist and phenome-
nological theories have emerged, it has been unders-
tood that the embodied view of  the designer and 
other experiencers of  the work is equally important. 
The artist assumes to share meanings with the viewer/
experiencer of  the artefact. Shared cultural and natural 
history, humanity, offers the viewer literacy to interpret 
the artefact’s language. 

Critical design emerges from the overlapping of  
art and design. Alva Noë (2015) places the two in 
opposing positions by stating that “art is bad design 
on purpose” (ibid.101). Noë says that art begins in the 
absence of  utility. However, referring to the absent 
utility through a form that is associated with utility, is 

at the core of  critical design. Critical design is related 
to design in the same way as Noë describes the link 
between choreography and dancing. Choreography 
manipulates the social conventions to make as aware 
of  them (ibid.103). It is maybe unnecessary to look for 
a defining difference between art and critical design. 
Rather, critical design process proceeds seemingly as a 
design process to achieve artistic social “interruption” 
as Noë calls the function of  art (ibid.). Noë accepts 
that human beings make and have been making art 
partly for aesthetic senses, but that this is not the 
whole story. Rather we make art to understand our 
preferences and aesthetic tendencies (ibid. 71). Noë 
states that the we do not do art because of  the aes-
thetics, but because we want to understand the power 
of  aesthetics possesses over us, the “captivity of  our 
instincts” (ibid. 72). 

Research through artistic practice emphasizes em-
bodied interaction with materials. Philosopher of  
Technology Don Ihde (1979) writes about instrumen-
tal thought, and technology as a part of  embodied 
thinking. Ihde gives a simple example of  a chalk on a 
blackboard (ibid. 7 - 9). He describes how the chalk 
becomes an organ of  touch and touch becomes a 
distant sense (ibid.7). The object of  exploration is the 
board and chalk becomes part of  the explorer. What 
is felt is the board through embodied chalk. The chalk 
is not between the explorer and object but assimilates 
into the explorer. Ihde explains (ibid. 9) how chan-
ging the instrument into a finer one allows greater 
precision, but this happens at the expense of  other 
qualities. The unevenness of  the surface can become 
clearer, easier to feel, but for example moist and dry-
ness become harder to define. 

The above described material embodiment happens in 
artefact making. The chosen material forces the focus 
and framing, and alters the way the subject is percei-
ved. The instrument of  artefact making, the brushes, 
knives, charcoals become embodied similarly to Ihde’s 
chalk comparison. Moreover, the artefacts themselves 

become metaphorical probes, thought instruments. 
As in the reduction – amplification described by Ihde 
(1979), the artefact-probe directs the emphasis and 
framing of  thought. Through the materiality of  the ar-
tefact the exploration is framed, amplified and reduced 
to clarify information and focus insight (21). An artist 
uses the artefact conceptually and metaphorically, 
while, however, experiences it in the making process 
bodily. Through using artefacts that are or resemble 
familiar everyday objects it is possible to twist and 
re-frame familiar scenes and activities. 

This thesis poses the main research question of  
whether and how do artworks reveal signs of  primal 
empathy towards other animals.

I investigate signs of  empathy towards other animals 
in art history from the position of  being a visual artist 
myself. Most examples within this thesis come from 
still life and field note genres. Both genres appeared 
and developed during the Early Modern era. Hence 
a portion of  my reference literature concerns that 
time. My thesis also touches the hierarchical attitudes 
towards ceramic art and decoration.

I also investigate following further questions: How 
can I communicate issues such as animal extinction 
and habitat loss through ceramic art installation? Do 
paper clay and painting help express and develop these 
topics further? 

Research Questions

Dialogue with Art History

In addition to art practise, I include literary review and 
analysis of  art works of  different eras to my thesis. I 
focus on artworks that connect with my installation 
thematically, formally and materially. My review on 
art history arches from pre-history to contempora-
ry installations. The time-line is wide, and I did not 
proceed chronologically, but rather allowed the themes 
of  embodiment and my own artistic process guide my 
associations to other artists. I focus on largely Euro-
pean – North-American art since my starting point is 
in Still-Life genre and it is mostly historically western 
genre. Also, I feel that I do not possess sufficient 
scholar expertise or artistic experience to investigate 
cultures of  other continents within this thesis. I take 
one daring leap into pre-historical cave-art and justify 
this decision with it being a part of  the shared heritage 
of  all human beings.

Such paths led me to artworks and artists such as 
the Dinner Party installation by Judy Chicago, from 
1974-1979 and The Butcher’s Stall, a painting by Pieter 
Aertsen, 1551. Pieter Aertsen is often referred to as 
the pioneer of  still life. His butcher’s stall painting 
offers a window to attitudes and relationships early 
modern humans had towards animals. Chaïm Soutine 
is mentioned as he introduces the term primal cry. 
Primal cry became central to this thesis because of  
how it verbalises the embodied anxiety of  witnessing 
animal suffering, and artistic attempts in overcoming 
and resolving it. Maria Sibylla Merian was a pioneer 
in scientific illustration and field notes. The way she 
depicts insects seems relevant and was, in her time in 
the 17th century, ground-breaking, since insects had 
been deemed less important animals. Besides these key 
artworks, I refer to others, which link to my own arte-
facts and installation, or which demonstrate environ-
mental and animal right issues in the ways that involve 
bodily reactions of  empathy. 
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Image 2: Pieter Aertsen: Butcher’s Stall, 1551: Web Gallery of  Art, www.wga.hu
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By using the painting Butcher’s stall from the year 1551 
by Pierter Aertsen as a case study I will research the 
meanings of  meat in the early modern eating and art 
and investigate early modern attitudes towards animal 
suffering. It is useful to investigate Early modern view 
on these matters since this is the period when the 
genre of  Still Life emerged. (Image 2.)

Pieter Aertsen lived and worked in Antwerp and 
Amsterdam in the sixteenth century. The Butcher’s Stall 
offers an abundant view of  meat at a booth or table, 
perhaps at a market.  The painting is made in oil co-
lours on a wood panel. Compared to what is common 
in supermarket meat display today, the meat is shown 
graphically realistic and the products clearly are parts 
of  dead animals. There are heads of  a pig and a cow. 
There are chickens hanging from their feet and some-
thing that appears to be a skin or perhaps a stomach 
of  an animal. Skin and hair is still partly attached to 
some of  the carcasses. This is not meat produced into 
unrecognizable mass.

In the background of  the displayed meat are three sce-
neries with people. Whether they are decorative pictu-
res on the wall or a real view behind the butcher’s stall 
is not immediately clear. The middle image however 
seems to be a kind of  religious sight, supposedly an 
image of  the Holy family fleeing into Egypt (Bendiner, 
2004). On the right, there is a worker pouring liquid 
into a jar (37). Art historian Kenneth Bendiner points 
out that there are opposing opinions about the signifi-
cance of  this spiritual imagery shown along meaty and 
earthly still lives (ibid. 37, 38). It could either be un-
derlining the unholy everyday life and human physical 
needs and greed compared to the sacred family. Or it 
can be the declaration of  importance of  the everyday 

in reformed northern Europe, and belittle the meaning 
of  the Holy family and the decreasing importance of  
the Catholic Church at the time. Schneider (1990) on 
the other hand asserts that butcher scenes are a depic-
tion of  the weak flesh and as such a critique towards 
bodily desires and consumption (34).

Bendiner (2004) further says that whether the meat is 
critique towards religion or worldliness, the meat itself  
represents secular and material (38). He further com-
pares Aertsen’s painting to Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox 
(ibid. 36, 40). Rembrandt’s ox is hung in similar postu-
re as the ox in the background of  The Butcher’s Stall. 
Here, according to Bendiner, the carcass of  the ox re-
presents the suffering of  Christ, but the bodily aspect 
of  it, the incarnation and the death of  the body (ibid. 
40). Comparing the suffering and death of  the ox to 
that of  Christ might mean that it was not completely 
overlooked. The animal’s suffering was given some sta-
tus, even though representational, as a symbol. Rem-
brandts Ox is somewhere hidden, the carcass is hung 
alone in a space that looks like a basement, and not the 
buzzing market scene of  Aertsen. This emphasizes the 
privacy of  the suffering of  the animal, the loneliness 
of  death. Eisenman (2013) distinguishes Rembrandt 
from Aerstsen by their depiction of  dead animals (74). 
Eisenman claims that Aertsen shows only carnivo-
rous attitudes in his paintings, reducing the meaning 
of  animals as piles of  meat (ibid. 70 - 71). He sees 
Rembrandt’s Ox, from 1655, as a completely different 
kind of  “witnessing” the suffering. He suggests the 
painting manifests an embarrassment on behalf  of  the 
humans for the violence that the animals have faced. 
Eisenman therefore acknowledges signs of  empathy 
towards animals before the written statements on the 
subject appeared in 18th century. Eisenman does not 
see these signs in Aertsen though. I can only claim to 
see something in Aertsen’s work that Eisenman does 
not appreciate. Eisenman argues that Aertsen shows 
the slaughtering as a sacrament, a biblical inevitability 
(ibid. 71). I agree with Eisenman on the Rembrandt’s 

b u t c h e r ’ s  s ta l l  –
a  c a s e  s t u d y

empathic depiction of  the Ox, but I hesitate to see the 
indifference of  Aertsen.

Art historian Reindert L. Falkenburg says that Aertsen 
is “a rhyparographer” (2009, 202), a painter of  humble 
objects, who also used “paradoxical encumium” a met-
hod more known from literature to create tension or 
co-existence between the high and low in his paintings 
(197, 214). Rhyparography was a style in antiquity but 
many art historians believe the style became relevant 
again in the renaissance, when artists were reinventing 
and drawing inspiration from antiquity (ibid. 202). Fal-
kenburg suggests that Aertsen was the inventor of  the 
still life genre altogether (ibid. 200). Falkenburg points 
out an unusual aspect in Aertsen’s rhyparography: his 
style of  painting uses rhyparographical, low subjects, 
like the dead animals in the Butcher’s Stall, but in a 
megalographical, heroic style (ibid. 204). They are 
painted like they were higher subjects. Falkenburg 
gives another example by Aertsen’s paradoxical rhy-
parography in portraiture: the Kitchen maid, by Aertsen 
which is painted in respectful “three-quarter state 
portrait”-style even though kitchen maids are typically 
painted sexualized (ibid. 208 - 209). That could indi-
cate that Aertsen challenged conventional hierarchies 
of  his time, perhaps also regarding animals. Schneider 
(1990) refers to Groote comptoir almanac that warns 
against taking unnecessary pleasure in killing animals 
for food to avoid “God’s Judgement” and suggests 
that it is likely that Aertsen would have been aware of  
such mentality (34 – 35). 

Moreover, Aertsen could have commented the official 
taxonomy of  the senses in his work. The taxonomy of  
the senses considered sight a higher sense than smell 
(Giannetti, 2013, 291). Anyone with experience in 
painting with oil or tempera might understand how the 
smell of  the material, feel of  the wood, paint brushes 
and the touch are nearly equally important as the sight. 
Furthermore, the butcher’s Stall is an elaborate study 
and since the subjects of  this study are dead animals, 

it could have smelled nauseating during the pain-
ting process. Even if  one considers smell an animal 
sense and a lower one, spending time examining dead 
animals must have proven how powerful that sense 
nevertheless is. I imagine gathering flies, the stench 
and an ambiguous feeling of  observing the process of  
death and decay. 

The cow’s head and eye seem significant in Aertsen’s 
Butcher’s Stall. The skin of  the face is peeled off  
almost until the snout. The snout of  the animal is 
painted carefully, the softness of  the skin is visible. 
The animal is dead but seems to stare directly towards 
the viewer. Taija Kaarlenkaski has done narrative 
research on human-animal relationships. She used 
the entries of  Finnish public writing competition on 
cows as a source material. The cow’s gaze surfaced 
from the material as reoccurring subject (Kaarlenkaski 
et al. 2014, 204). According to Kaarlenkaski, many 
writers experienced the eye of  the cow expressive and 
communicating. Through the gaze, the animal was no 
longer an object of  observing but active subjects (ibid. 
205). In Aertsen’s painting, the echo of  the cow’s gaze 
is still present. It is intense even after death. It could 
indicate equally that Aertsen accepts the presence of  
an animal soul still lingering, or it could also state that 
there is no difference between the inanimate post-par-
tum animal and its meaningless, soulless life before 
death. I lean towards trusting the gaze itself, there is 
no denying its presence, almost an accusation. 

I have unfortunately not been able to see the Butcher’s 
stall live in its current location in Uppsala. However, 
while visiting the exhibition on Dutch Still Life in 
Sinebrychoff  Art Museum in Helsinki 5.10. 2016, I 
paid attention to the gaze in Aertsen’s work. There was 
a painting by Aertsen called The vegetable seller and The 
game seller. In the painting, the man who has come to 
market to sell game, looks directly at the viewer while 
holding a beak of  a bird. In the painting the woman, 
the vegetable seller, leans towards the man enthusiasti-
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cally. The man looks at the viewer almost like pleading 
for help. Aertsen lets the gaze shift from its usual 
position. The gaze is suddenly cow’s gaze, or the wo-
man’s gaze pursuing the man. This shift might indicate 
Aertsen’s capability to empathise across conventional 
hierarchies or at least position himself  unexpectedly.

During the renaissance, antique culture was regaining 
interest and respect. One author from antiquity to 
draw attention to cruelty against animals was Plutarch. 
In Peri sarkofagias, On Eating of  Flesh, he makes a 
case for abandoning meat eating on both rational 
and emotional grounds. Plutarch (2004, 28, 29) was 
fairly convinced that killing animals eventually leads to 
killing humans (28 – 29). He also did not hold animal 
senses lower (ibid. 26 - 27), but did think that seaso-
ning and frying meat is deceiving the senses (ibid. 17). 
Plutarch says that senses would guide away from eating 
dead animals, but we need these tricks to dull the 
senses (ibid.).

Ken Albala (2002) divides early modern dietary 
literature into three periods. In the first period, the 
influence concidering health came from Arabic and 
Jewish influence, such as Avicenna and of  Galenic 
tradition (7). He cites Avicenna, who basically said that 
what tastes good to us is good for us (ibid. 172). In 
period 1, it seems that pleasure and health were closely 
connected and the other supported the other. Albala 
further cites Platina who also maintains pleasure and 
health as mutually reinforcing. The third Early Modern 
dietary period emphasised more personal preferences 
and local food culture (ibid. 8).

Period two, that Albala mentions as the time of  Gale-
nic revival.  Red meat is seen differently than white 
meat, and so were different parts of  animals. Albala 
mentions some generalizations regarding the galenic 
texts preferring pork over goat whereas goat was 
more recommended under Arabic influence during 
period 1(Albala, 2002, 252). But in general. when meat 
is talked about, the different kinds of  meat are the 

subject, meat in general is hardly framed as a subject 
in itself. Albala further explains changes in how meat 
is regarded in early modern diets (ibid. 79 – 81). The 
humoral medicine and conclusions from colour of  a 
food and its effects on the body are rooted earlier than 
the renaissance. The claim that, for example, redder 
meat from ox is hotter than white meat endured in 
early modern. (ibid. 79 - 80). These qualities were seen 
as clues and instructions from god as instructions 
(Albala, 2002, 80).

In dietary literature, the period two was not yet the 
time of  abstinence and modesty regarding food, but 
in religious context maybe more so. Giannetti (2013) 
tells about a sermon by St. Bernardino warning against 
gluttony (292). According to Giannetti St. Bernardino 
makes a clear connection between “consumption of  
meat and unruly sexuality”. Aertsen might have lived 
and been aware of  dietary views that were slowly shif-
ting towards frugality, but his paintings and especially 
Butcher’s stall is a picture of  abundance. Giannetti 
also argues that whereas the society abandoned bodily 
pleasures, artists became interested in them and reject-
ed the hierarchy of  the senses of  the past (ibid. 294).

P r i m a l  c r y 
Challenging the Hierarchical Gaze

Artistic and social hierarchies became re-occurring 
themes during this thesis. Art historian Norbert 
Schneider (1990) explains how at the same time as 
Parisian academy of  Art was founded in 17th century, 
academic authorities established a hierarchy of  genres 
in painting. Schneider says that animals, landscapes 
and still life motifs were given lower rank than Biblical 
and historical subjects and portraiture of  humans 
possessed the middle rank (1990, 7- 8). Animals had 
the same low rank as inanimate objects. Bryson (1990) 
says that still life as a genre, rejected anthropocent-
rism (60). He justifies this claim by pointing out how 
the genre left out human bodies and their drama and 
heroic narratives of  for example history painting. 
This exclusion diminishes individuality of  humans, 
and emphasizes the most general aspects of  a being’s 
existence, the need to eat and be sheltered (ibid.). Still 
life thus celebrates the common nominators we share 
with all animals. 

While going through my sources on Still life genre 
paintings I noticed that seemingly all are painted with 
oil colors. Compared to for example tempera, oil color 
is mixable while painting, so even quick impressions 
are possible to produce immediately when observed, 
whereas with tempera the process is more planned. 
This might have motivated artists to work from per-
ception more. Paper is light to carry and it is possible 
to draw and paint on it with simple equipment like 
charcoal or water color. Paper makes quick notes, and 
observations possible, oil enables life-like rendering of  
textures and surfaces. Perhaps the genre of  still life, in 
addition to often emphasized development of  seculari-
ty and reformation, was a product of  technologies 
such as oil paint and paper production. The painting 
became more empirical and fascinated with physicality, 
not just because of  the philosophical turn to worldly 

matters, but because these instruments made it possib-
le. These materials turned the gaze towards the reality 
in front of  the artist. 

Schneider (1990) ties still life to social and economic 
changes of  the time. Since Europeans had started to 
colonize other continents, their treasures such as gold 
were brought to Europe thus caused an inflation. Old 
aristocracy found themselves unable to sustain their 
position and had to begin selling their lands. Also 
since European population increased, feudal systems 
of  distributing food were inadequate and system for 
agriculture needed to become more efficient. (Schnei-
der, 1990, 25 - 26.)

Still life imagery reflects these changes and emphasised 
the importance of  food and other comforts related to 
food. The fact that the still life was considered a low 
subject by early modern academics did not affect the 
commercial value of  the art form. The hierarchy was 
a way to maintain order in changing world and values, 
but artists rejected such categorization and found 
enthusiastic audience for their work (ibid. 8 - 10). In 
other words, it is unclear how much artists really cared 
for these hierarchies.

 Looking at how global economy of  21st century has 
changed the value of  production, helps to relate to 
changes in society in 16th and 17th centuries. Food 
and its production and distribution were and are as 
important topics with ever increasing populations and 
environmental catastrophes. Moreover, the early mo-
dern people tried to figure out what the new situation, 
changes in the distribution of  wealth, and religious 
reforms, meant for their souls. They might have con-
templated whether they should separate spiritual life 
altogether from earthly pleasures or if  their immortal 
souls were now at greater risk than ever.
Bendiner (2004) writes that it is unlikely that images of  
animal slaughter would have taken any moral or em-
pathic stance (82-83). He argues that violence against 
animals started to become an issue only after middle 
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of  the 18th century (ibid.). Art historian Stephen F. 
Eisenman points out that even though the increasing 
urbanisation meant that fewer people interacted with 
farm animals, the slaughterhouses still located inside 
cities (Eisenman, 2013, 196). This caused situations 
where people witnessed masses of  animals entering 
the city, screaking and squealing, crying, of  pain and 
fear (ibid.). This would suggest that the philosophi-
cal and the moral turn to perceive animal suffering 
would have been sparked by animals communicating 
their own suffering, and people being receptive to it. 
Eisenman considers witnessing ever larger amount of  
meat at markets, the animals’ own protest and despair 
facing slaughter, and increasing awareness of  anatomy, 
as reasons that could have caused some people, such 
as Montaigne, to reconsider the position of  animals 
as early as 16th century (ibid. 73). There are a few 
exceptions for Bendiner also. He gives as an example 
Jean Babtiste-Siméon Chardin and his painting The Ray 
(Bendiner, 2004, 86 - 87).

Bendiner compares Chardin’s ray (86) to a scene from 
a torture chamber and even sees teary eyes on the ray. 
There Bendiner errs. The sting ray has its eyes on its 
back, and they are not visible to a viewer at all in Char-
din’s painting where the ray is seen from its stomach 
side. The holes that Bendiner mistakes for eyes are 
likely nostrils. I do however agree with Bendiner that 
the scene is a picture of  suffering. Eisenman (2013) 
lists Chardin as one of  the opponents of  animal 
cruelty (82). Eisenman continues to describe Chardin’s 
painterly style as something that especially in its time 
suggests animal and animated soul (ibid. 88). The 
way Chardin painted the dead animals realistically and 
tangibly emphasizes how reachable and touchable they 
almost are in the painting. That separates the game 
and the dead fish from live animals, always alert and 
ready to escape or fight for their lives. The significant 
difference is not between human and other animal, 
but between alive, and dead beings. This difference 
is equally perceivable in humans and such seemingly 
different species as rays. However, Eisenman furt-

her compares Chardin to the engravings of  Hogarth 
stating that Chardin does not take a moral stand in 
his works, but rather empathizes with the inevitability 
of  animal suffering and death (Eisenman, 2013, 191, 
196).  

According to Eisenman (2013), the philosophers 
such as Diderot and La Mettrie challenged Cartesian 
dualism by emphasizing unity between body and mind 
(88 – 89). The embodied motives and sufferings of  
animal meant that they possessed enough of  what 
counted as souls or soul-like activities. Interestingly la-
ter pragmatist philosophers emphasized the unity also. 
Their counter-Cartesian opinion was based on the 
discovery of  evolution and what in philosophy needed 
to be addressed since the discovery. Diderot wanted to 
see the animal soul as a proof  of  a divine creator (ibid. 
89). Whether secular or theistic, both ways of  looking 
at animals and embodiment preferred unity of  mind 
and body over dualism.I disagree with Bendiner on the 
fact that there is no sign of  empathy towards animals 
before these ideas. My view is undoubtable anachro-
nistic in the sense that animal rights and ecological 
questions are different to a 21st century sensibility, but 
when I look at for example painting of  Butcher’s stall 
from 1551 by Pieter Aertsen, the sorrow and terror 
seems evident. 

George Stubbs is known especially for his paintings 
of  horses. Stubbs has varied his exploration on horses 
from scrutiny on their anatomical features to their 
emotional expressions in scenes where the horses are 
under attack of  predatory animals. Eisenman (2013) 
suggests, that Stubbs was influenced both evolution 
theory, his own anatomical studies and his childhood 
as a leather worker’s son (114,117, 119). Stubbs has 
an intriguing variety of  viewpoints to the animals. His 
anatomical studies seem rather cold, scientific and 
objective. Stubbs reached his anatomical precision 
through killing the horses, and studying their anato-
mies from these slaughtered animals.

It might feel disturbing and ambiguous to claim the 
existence of  empathy in the working methods of  
Stubbs. I wonder if  his life’s work was not at least 
partly reconciliation of  these aspects of  interaction 
with the horses. Stubbs painted several horses devou-
red by lions. Compared to Soutine, who painted dead 
animals, Stubbs shows the terror and violence through 
expressions of  the subjects fighting for their lives in 
that instant. However, Stubbs delegates the killing to 
the lion, in his paintings, rather than owning it as a 
human trait. This is peculiar since Stubbs must have 
frequently witnessed the terror of  the horses because 
of  the slaughterhouses and his father’s profession 
which should have meant regular interaction with the 
process of  slaughtering (Eisenman, 2013, 113). Per-
haps he used the lion as a perpetrator of  the horse to 
make humans more receptive to the horse’s fear. 

Eisenman argues that showing the anatomical simila-
rities and differences was a way for Stubbs to question 
hierarchies that place humans distinctively different 
from other animals (115, 117). Eisenman refers to a 
1790 painting of  Stubbs called Lincolnshire Ox where 
Stubbs displays a man, a chicken and the ox side by 
side. The anatomical qualities do not cross the species 
consistently (Eisenman, 2013, 119). Some are in 
common with the bird and the human such as being 
bipedal or omnivorous, some, such as being mammals, 
are in common with human and the ox. These biolo-
gical qualities create a continuum and overlapping of  
similarities which he then studied even further in his 
The Comparative anatomy (ibid.119). Stubbs seems to 
have been guided through his primal experience, as a 
leatherworker’s son, through cognitive understanding, 
with the anatomy in focus, to investigate the puzzle 
of  human relation with other animals. He sometimes 
focuses on the expression of  emotion of  the animal, 
sometimes the factual, anatomical qualities.

In his big portrait of  Whistlejacket, from the year 1762 
a famous racehorse of  his time, he was also capable 
of  showing the horse in its glory. Stubbs has left the 

background of  Whistlejacket empty. He may just have 
wanted to focus on the horse’s anatomical features that 
was his main interest. The empty background reminds 
of  field notes and anatomical studies, but the Whist-
lejacket is monumental in size. It has minor shadows 
under the horse’s hoofs, suggesting something spatial, 
but there is nothing else to create an illusion of  space. 
The environment of  the horse is the canvas itself. This 
emphasizes the portrait-likeness and seems to value 
the horse as a person, a single subject of  a painting. 
Also, the combination of  removing the horse form 
the natural pastures and its monumental size gives the 
image other-worldly feeling. Any other embellishments 
to the painting would be pointless, because Stubbs, 
after his exhaustive thoroughness knows that the 
understanding of  the horse can forever deepen. There 
is no end to what the other being conceals. 

 “Once I saw the village butcher slice the neck of  a bird and 
drain the blood out of  it. I wanted to cry out, but (the butcher’s) 
joyful expression caught the sound in my throat. This cry, I 
always feel it there. When, as I drew a crude portrait of  my 
professor, I tried to rid myself  of  this cry, but in vain. When 
I painted the beef  carcass it was still this cry that I wanted to 
liberate.” 

- Chaïm Soutine 1893-1943

The famous quote by the artist expresses child’s terror 
and confusion when the genuine feeling is left without 
response or justification (Eisenman, 2013, 217). This 
was his original experience that steered his future as a 
painter. The butcher’s joy is the expression of  society 
socializing a youth to abandon the horror and empathy 

Paradox of Empathy
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towards the other animal that culture deems unneces-
sary weakness. 

The parents of  Soutine have been said to punish their 
child by locking him up in the chicken coop (Werner, 
1985, 86). Alfred Werner suspects that some of  Souti-
ne’s feverish and brutal renderings of  fowl might have 
been a pictorial retribution of  the chickens who had 
frightened young Soutine (ibid.). I wonder, however if  
this confinement had not also caused Soutine to un-
derstand the anguish of  the animals, as he was literally 
put in their situation. Werner describes Soutine was 
extremely introverted and states that Soutine’s self-loa-
thing and shyness, but also strength, are evident in his 
self-portraits, which there are not many (ibid. 37,42, 
76). Soutine painted perceivably everything with the 
similar un-adorning rage and he painted the slaught-
ered animals several times. Perhaps his art making con-
tinued from where the initial embodied realisation was 
cried out, without words. Soutine left very little verbal 
account of  his interests in politics or artistic styles. 
Not being articulate and sociable with other people, 
and living through tumultuous, violent times in Eu-
rope, it seems suitable that Soutine was able to paint 
so powerful displays of  the un-articulated, wordless, 
but apparent horror of  an animal facing death.

Hannele Jäämeri reports a memory of  ceramic artist 
Rut Bryk on how she raised a butterfly to be added 
to his father’s butterfly collection. Eventually she did 
not kill it and let it free (Jäämeri et al. 2007, 13 – 14). 
Rut Bryk has written to her childhood notebook about 
this episode: “I cannot place it into the poison bottle. 
After all, father had said, it was not rare.” It is unclear 
whether as a child Rut meant that since the butterfly 
was not rare there was no point to collect it, or was the 
father’s comment a reassurance for letting it live, which 
Bryk already wanted to do. Does “cannot” mean “do 
not have the heart to” or “am not allowed to”? (Jääme-
ri et al. 2007, 13 – 14.). 

During a visit to Rut Bryk retrospective exhibition in 

Espoo museum of  modern art, EMMA, I paid atten-
tion to her butterfly plates. There referred to butterfly 
collecting, but to me, Bryk’s butterflies always look ali-
ve. She often has placed butterflies on rectangular tiles 
or tray-like plates. The butterflies are usually in straight 
lines, as in a lepidopterist’s collection. As opposed to a 
collection of  a lepidopterist, Bryk’s collection is placed 
on vividly coloured surfaces. Bryk has decorated her 
pieces with ornaments that resemble flowers and the 
shades of  blue sky and sunny yellows on the plates 
bring the butterflies back outdoors. It seems that her 
butterflies have been put both in lines like in a collec-
tion but at the same time they are freed. 

Animal rights activists and researchers call the cultural 
desensitising to animal exploitation carnism. Es-
tablishing the name carnism exposes the culture of  
exploiting of  animals and denies the unnamed and 
unquestioned status of  this. Instead of  being a natural 
permanent state of  being, carnism becomes an –ism 
and an ideology that can be criticized. Carol J. Adams 
writes about how the word meat itself  is a “mass 
term” which derails us from thinking that instead of  
consuming individual animals, we consume a hygienic, 
industrial product. This redirects our minds to believe 
that even the meaning of  animal life is to become 
meat (Adams, 1995, 27, 28). Adams describes the 
tendency to deceive children on the origins of  animal 
flesh to make them accept the food on their plates that 
they would refuse if  associating them with familiar 
animals (2002, 86). 
 
Adams (1995) refers to embodied knowledge in her 
account on the violent death of  her pet horse Jimmy 
(193). This event triggered her to realize the contro-
versy of  loving one animal and contributing to the de-
aths of  millions of  others. It appears that the interac-
tion with animals sometimes crystallizes into a turning 
point moment. Adams describes how the event ignited 
a process to understand how she had been conditio-
ned to consume animals. I recall incidents from my 
past where I might have had this kind of  embodied 

emphatic realisation. The first was a school trip to a 
pig farm close to my home town where I nearly faint-
ed. I think it might have been a reaction to the horror 
of  the place, the overwhelming amount of  pigs, too 
small place, and the smell. Other event occurred years 
later, witnessing a pregnancy check of  several cows 
and having a similar reaction. I understand that this 
procedure is medically necessary, given that the whole 
situation of  keeping dairy cows is necessary. It is done 
for monitoring their health, in addition though, to 
their productive value. However, I think the realisation 
that surpassed the rational and cultural conditioning 
might have caused the nausea. The bizarre lives of  
other animals in our hands, as production units, was 
revealed through embodied reaction.

In her opening speech at Pixelache festival 2016, 
cognitive neuroscientist Katri Saarikivi explained how 
some recent research suggests that empathy is much 
more inherent trait in human beings than had been 
thought. Saarikivi did not specifically mention empathy 
towards animals, but her statement allows to assume 
that artists would not need theoretical background to 
emphasize other animals. Lakoff  and Johnson (1999, 
292 - 293) also state that the whole concept of  mo-
rality is rooted on primary experiences of  well-being 
rather than conscious social theory and agreement. 
Lakoff  and Johnson point out how moral authority 
is built on the model of  sheer physical dominance 
(ibid, 301). The metaphor gets problematic when the 
dominance is itself  confused for moral superiority. 
Then the well-being of  one’s own and one’s reference 
group is a sign that everything has been done right. 
The well-being that might have come at the expense 
of  suffering of  others is not questioned.

At the beginning of  my thesis I contemplated on 
whether I should mention anything about the pre-his-
torical art. The cave-paintings are perhaps the most 
iconic animal images, but the lack of  written docu-
ments by the artists or other contemporaries causes 
lot of  speculation on the motives behind the works. 

However, after reading resent doctoral thesis by visual 
artist Mikko Ijäs (2017), I became intrigued about his 
theory on persistence running and altered state of  
the hunter. There seemed to be a connection to my 
subject. I also was encouraged by the way Ijäs suggests 
artists could share their expertise in visual perception 
even when we do not possess scientific requirements 
for archaeology or anthropology (ibid, 26).  Photogra-
pher Heikki Willamo (2017) defends the point of  view 
that a wildlife photographer can offer in interpreting 
cave art (11). Willamo photographed deer with long 
exposure and the result reminded him of  the cave-art 
where the limbs of  the animals are painted multiple ti-
mes to appear moving in flickering torchlight (ibid. 11, 
59). He suggests that through spending time tracking, 
encountering animals, and capturing their images he 
could understand the motives of  ancient painters (ibid. 
11, 153). 

Ijäs refers to anthropologist Louis Liebenberg’s 2013 
study where he describes self-experienced altered state 
enduring a long-distance hunt. Liebenberg had descri-
bed feeling like he himself  transformed to a kudu, an 
antelope he and his group were tracking (Liebenberg, 
2013, 19 as quoted in Ijäs. 2017, 32). Ijäs suggests 
that the physical toil of  tracking and hunting and the 
resulting changes in the emotional state is behind the 
birth of  Palaeolithic art,. In the past, some scientists 
have emphasized shamanistic rituals and others have 
seen them as pure hunting scenes or parts of  hunting 
magic (29, 152). Ijäs synthesises the opposing opinions 
of  the origins of  the cave art. He suggests that the 
altered state and hunting are both present in rock art 
since the altered state, which is commonly associated 
with shamanism, can be achieved through enduring 
the long-distance run in the hunt. 

It is intriguing and paradoxical, how the ability to re-
late to the animal helped the humans to hunt it. Assu-
ming the theory is right, it must have felt bizarre for a 
persistence hunters first to relate to the other animals, 
to the point of  mentally becoming one, and then bring 
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themselves to kill them. I wonder if  this emotional 
conflict, in addition to the actual event of  the altered 
state, also led towards the making of  rock-art. In this 
tripping of  the embodied mind lies the possibility 
to empathise with the other animal. Paradoxically it 
allows also the self-deceiving idea that the other beings 
sacrifice their own lives willingly for human con-
sumption. Willamo (2017) describes the respect and 
admiration of  animals that the Palaeolithic paintings 
illustrate. He refers to the tragedy that people trusted 
their mythical world painted on the walls of  the caves. 
In the caves, the cycle of  life remained unchanged and 
balanced, and animals continued their gallop while 
the megafauna already started to disappear as humans 
entered new continents (188).
   
Contemporary and prehistoric weapons contained 
imagery of  alive and healthy animals, even though 
the meaning of  the said weapons is to kill these exact 
animals (Guthrie, 2005, 289, as quoted in Ijäs, 2017, 
152). Remarkably, we still adorn packages of  poultry 
and pork with smiling birds and pigs, as a sort of  soo-
thing self-deception. Philosopher Elisa Aaltola writes 
about the paradox of  knowing and not-knowing and 
the self-deception that the position of  power allows 
(Aaltola et al. 2015, 286 – 287). Aaltola further states 
that animals “drown under the flood of  advertisement 
of  themselves”, other animals are overwhelmingly 
present, but their stories are aestheticized to sooth 
us. (ibid, 288). Werner (1985) argues that the fury of  
Soutine’s still-lives come from his background with 
ill health and poverty which prevented him from 
enjoying the actual foods (78). Werner points out how 
Soutine’s dead animals appear strangely, nightmarishly 
alive, both in the Dead Fowl and his several paintings 
of  dead fish, both herrings and his version of  Char-
din’s Ray (84, 86) (image 3). It is as if  Soutine does 
not need to sooth himself  about the animal’s deaths 
when he is incapable of  devouring them. Hence his 
dead animals appear haunting, protesting, rather than 
stoically accepting or happily promoting their own 
demise.            . 

Perhaps the grotesque and hypocritical way other 
animals are depicted advertising their own death co-
mes from the primal need to solve and reconcile this 
dilemma in an imaginary picture world. This is done 
for marketing purposes, but is effective because this 
need to knowingly un-know has such deep roots. The 
reality of  death and suffering of  animals is inherently 
unbearable to us. However, the trick of  self-soothing 
through imagination is equally a part of  us. 

Artist and activist Sue Coe emphasizes the time 
spent witnessing, as significant in drawing (Coe in an 
interview by Aloi, in Antennae 5, 2008, 57, as quoted 
in Aloi 2012, 134-135). The process of  studying, cap-
turing and trying to produce an image of  what one has 
encountered in the other being is a time-consuming 
exercise. It is obviously not quite like the persisten-
ce hunting, but the success of  drawing and painting 
depends on the ability to relate to the other being 
through using and understanding one’s own body
. 
Even though I make quick sketches and paintings of  
animals, they are preceded by several attempts and 
sometimes failures. The failures come from missing 
some essential characteristic, a feeling of  characteristic 
movement. This has always felt more than produ-
cing resemblance in appearance. It is not about every 
hair and feather, although for some the attentive and 
meticulous rendering of  the fur, or the eye, can also 
produce a flow where the other being is deeply appre-
ciated and experienced. For myself  it comes through 
quickness in an individual artwork, but often during 
long sessions. I try to move quicker than my analytical 
mind with a similar twitch of  the muscle as the subject 
could have, while stopped in the middle of  a leap. 

Aaltola (2015) writes about four categories of  em-
pathy. Embodied empathy relates to the other being 
in its ways of  expressing through body and unders-
tands them through one’s own bodily reactions and 
expressions (ibid. 303-304). Projective empathy is the 
kind that is mostly accused of  anthropomorphism. In 

Image 3:  Chaïm Soutine: Still Life with Rayfish, 1924: Metropolitan Museum of  Art: www.metmuseum.org
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projective empathy one projects one’s own expecta-
tions to the other before being able to empathize with 
them (304). Cognitive empathy aims to understand the 
motives of  other being intellectually without resona-
ting with them personally (ibid. 304). 

The fourth category of  empathy is affective empathy 
(Aaltola et al. 2015, 305. This aims at being able to 
“resonate” with the other being while accepting their 
difference as well (ibid.305). Aaltola asserts that art 
is one way of  inviting this affective empathy, with 
the support of  embodied empathy and rejection of  
unnecessary distancing (ibid. 305). Affective empathy 
is a deep encounter, encouraged by embodiment, but 
it needs observance, awareness and consciousness as 
well (ibid.307). 

I find Aaltola’s description well suited for the the 
processes that making art about other beings natu-
rally involves. At its most successful the experience 
reaches, if  not fully affective empathy, but the embo-
died empathy, the feeling of  the other being’s body, 
its readiness and tensions. Also, Erika Ruonakoski, 
philosopher and researcher, describes the embodied 
empathy, and makes a note that even though it enables 
an embodied connection, the fullness of  other being’s 
experience stays out of  reach (Ruonakoski et al. 2015, 
279). I recognise especially that in painting another 
animal, the understanding of  its anatomical features 
helps, but the success is not full without resonating to 
the expressiveness of  those features and the readiness 
of  their movement. A satisfying outcome is subordina-
te to the rhythm of  the whole process.

Considering for example the appoach of  Stubbs, 
which reaches from rather scientific to emotional and 
elevated, and embodiment in art making, I sense a 
paradox. The artist can focus on the detailed anatomi-
cal qualities with as full concentration and objectivity 
as possible. Immersing itself  to the perceiving and 
making an image, the conscious mind seizes to guard 
itself  and its shield starts to crack. Through these 
cracks begins encountering another being.

“ There is a crack, a crack in everything
  That’s how the light gets in”

- Leonard Cohen, Anthem
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Even though my installation is formally a still life, 
there is another genre that relates to its content: field 
notes. Whereas Still life genre was inspired by the 
imported exotic goods, there was also the need to cata-
logue the scientific discoveries from overseas. Whereas 
Still life tantalised the senses, the illustrations of  unk-
nown species were meant to satisfy the curiosities of  
the audience, and to record and distribute knowledge. 
Field notes harvest, collect, record and display.

Regarding European history, Alexander Monro (2014) 
associates the arrival and popularisation of  paper, 
originally a Chinese invention, to the increasing activity 
of  making and taking of  notes (292). Scholarly texts 
had existed before this, but now paper allowed more 
active role of  the scholars, and made it possible for 
them to place their though processes physically next to 
their predecessors. The same can be applied to artists. 
“Preparatory drawings” were gaining importance after 
artist started to have access to paper (ibid. 271 - 272). 
Often the importance of  printing is emphasized in 
developments of  early modern culture. However, pa-
per itself  revolutionized, not only the technique of  art 
and production of  books, but the private process of  
studying a subject. Because of  the decreased cost and 
relative availability of  the material, notes could now be 
done at an early, speculative stage of  inquiry. Paper is 
as much a material of  publicity, agitation, revolution, 
as it is of  first, tentative, and unpolished glimpses of  a 
perception or an idea. 

Bryson (1990) interestingly opposes Still-life genre 
with the emerging of  the Wunderkammer, which was 
devoted to exhibiting the natural wonders and curi-
osities of  the un-known worlds (161). Bryson argues 
that whilst Still life in its sincerest form is a celebration 
of  the intimacy of  a home, and the Wundercammer 
replaced it with the desire to impress (ibid. 160 - 161). 

Bryson considers the space feminine until the gen-
re reaches the luxurious extreme, as the setting was 
built to display exotic goods and wealth only for what 
Bryson calls the “male gaze of  capital” in the Wunder-
kammer (ibid.). Turning the field work and discoveries 
into collectibles blurs the line between ownership 
and archiving. Making a discovery into an artefact of  
display is ambiguous, but one should not forget the 
original moment of  discovery or encounter. Until ow-
nership is established, a possibility of  encounter exists.

Maria Sibylla Merian (1647 -1717) is an example of  
an artist whose field notes and artistic practise was 
affected by technological developments, scientific 
advances and changes in philosophical views of  the 
time. Those changes include the development of  tools 
such as paper, optical instruments like magnifying glas-
ses, voyages and discoveries overseas and wealth and 
findings of  the natural wonders around the world that 
increased the wealth of  European countries like the 
Netherlands. Maria Sibylla Merian was one of  the few 
female scientists and she combined artistic sensibilities 
and scientific approach and pioneered in insect studies. 
What made Merian special for her time was that she 
observed animals in their environment and focused on 
their life cycle. Merian’s most famous work is her book 
on insects of  Surinam, then a Dutch colony. 

I realised that my animal paintings on my bowls relate 
to Merian’s work, with white bare surface as the back-
ground of  the subjects. The knowledge of  a species 
demands observations of  its natural habitat. However, 
to investigate its visual qualities it feels right to make 
an image without much surroundings and with neutral 
and even lighting. This rarely exists in the forests and 
ponds of  the natural world. It is often emphasised 

F i e l d  n o t e s

Maria Merian

that Merian’s research was immersive. She studied the 
insects in their own environment, yet isolating the 
actual specimen from their jungles and forests seems 
consistent throughout her illustrations. She did take a 
plant like a nettle or cassava fruit and paint animals in 
connection to one branch of  such plant, and often the 
pictures look like miniature ecosystems with their own 
dramas.

This method of  isolating the subjects from their 
surroundings in illustration, resembles Michael Pola-
nyi’s description of  physiognomy (1969). He explains 
(125) how focusing on particulars to understand 
their physiognomy, causes a loss of  understanding of  
comprehensive entity. That is, however, only tempo-
rary. Looking deeper and more focally brings more 
to sight that would be possible when perceiving only 
the comprehensive entity. In Polanyi’s (1969) theory, 
knowledge is indwelling, and moving to closer to and 
farther from the studied subject (134). Some degree 
of  isolation is necessary that the details of  an insect 
are clearly seen. Especially since many species have 
developed camouflages that make them disappear 
among branches and leafs. Also, Don Ihde’s amplifica-
tion – reduction seems to be accurate description on 
how artists focus their gaze (1979, 21). Artists allow 
their instruments to partly dictate how the subject is 
handled and what aspects of  it are amplified and what 
are reduced. Of  course, artists also deliberately choose 
their instruments accordingly.

Merian’s father was a printer in Frankfurt who 
published books on science and natural history, and 
afterwards her mother married Jacob Marrel, George 
Flegel’s student (Todd, 2007, 25). Therefore, Maria 
Merian likely experienced both scientific atmosphere, 
the importance of  books and artistic influence. She 
moved from still life genre towards more scientific 
approach. Merian started to study silk butterflies as 
early as thirteen years. Some say that Merian might 
have even been the first to discover that insects are 
born from eggs, and not mud (Nurminen 2008, 296) 

However, this view is still controversial (Zemon Davis, 
1997, 192). Besides material and technological aspects 
of  Maria Merian’s surroundings, also social rules of  
the time mattered to her life. For example, local guild 
rules dictated that women were not allowed to paint 
with oil colours (Todd, 2007, 31). One can imagine 
that oil colours were the material for big commission-
ed works and there was a lot of  competion for those. 
That is one reason why Merian turned to gouache and 
watercolour, which she grinded herself  and added 
Arabic gum (ibid. 32). I recognise this attitude towards 
watercolours as a minor artform. Artists, however, 
often say that watercolour painting is one of  the most 
difficult techniques, since one must succeed with the 
image on the first take. This is unlike with oil colours 
which can be corrected and painted over several times. 
After contemplating this aspect in relation to Maria 
Sibylla Merian and her field notes, I feel more em-
powered about my choice of  using watercolours as a 
starting point of  my thesis work. 

 As Catherine King (2007) explains, drawing is asso-
ciated with materials that can be carried with oneself, 
are cheap enough to enable practising the visual skills 
often, and offer opportunity to store observations (25 
- 26). By coercing Merian to focus on mediums that 
were translatable to printed books, the guilds might 
have unknowingly done her a favour. She made a living 
doing carvings and paintings for printing purposes, 
and her aquarelle field notes and scientific illustrations 
started to gain more and more interest towards the 
18th century when the wealthy collected their cabinets 
of  curiosities. Since Merian spent her youth around 
printing facilities, she might have had access to paper 
which was still relatively new material in Europe. 
Although some of  her works are made on parchment 
and vellum, Zemon Davis mentions a sketchbook or 
a folder that was made of  paper and likely bound at 
the labadists’ printer (1997, 206). Before paper, this 
kind of  work used to be done on for example wooden 
tablets that were used again to save money or more 
exclusive parchment. (ibid. 27). Scientific illustrators 
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such as Merian benefited from portable materials espe-
cially in field work which she engaged in Surinam. 

Merian’s scientific approach might have been influen-
ced by the views of  the time on natural world as a 
balanced system where species of  plants and animals 
have mutually completing relations. Zemon Davis 
mentions (191) John Ray, a researcher and writer, 
who emphasized the instinctive usefulness of  spe-
cies to each other, but completes the notion that he 
also based his views more on classification systems 
than processes that work in nature which Merian was 
interested in (191). Merian’s work often includes the 
on-going circle and drama of  life, waterbugs preying 
on frog tadpoles, or spiders and insects battling for 
survival. She had a habit of  using small lizards in her 
paintings for decorative purposes (Nurminen, 2008 
319. Rice, 2000, 113). One might consider however 
whether their purpose was to decorate or illustrate one 
aspect of  insects’ life cycle, to end up eaten by small 
predatory animals. They could also be a signature, a 
little wink from Merian, as they seem to look away 
from the picture, towards the viewer (images 4 and 
5). Usually the action in Merian’s imagery whirls inside 
the miniature ecological system. The butterflies more 
often are flying towards or around a branch, or a fruit, 
than away from it. The snakes seem to stare at their 
pray or nowhere in particular, curled up in themselves. 

Merian plate 18 from her book on Surinam Insects 
portraits a tarantula that has killed a hummingbird. 
This image caused doubts been cast over Merian’s 
credibility. It is said to be one of  the few which is not 
entirely made from observation and, Zemon Davis 
(1997) refers to claims that some details in the spider 
image indicate that Merian made it from descriptions 
of  local people, and that these stories might have 
been decorated with folklore and the myth of  Anansi, 
spider shaman (248). The ants in the picture, however, 
are shown to use their bodies as bridges which is a 
fact familiar of  nature documentaries of  today. Along 
with that correct observation Merian was on the right 

track with leaf  cutter ants in the picture. Todd (1997, 
280) refers to Kathleen Burke, an entomologist who 
among others now can prove that leaf  cutters cultivate 
edible fungus on the cuts of  leaves. Todd writes about 
Merian’s notes on species of  a moth whose larvae have 
different colours, but are of  the same species (264). 
Todd states that it has been confirmed in contempo-
rary studies that these larvae have photoreceptors for 
adapting to the colour of  their surroundings (264 - 
265). 

1660’s was productive time for entomologists because 
of  the development of  optical instruments (Zemon 
Davis, 1997, 189). Instruments, such as microscopes 
and magnifying glasses, helped perceive the world of  
insects and see how their minuscule bodies looked 
and functioned. Merian used a magnifying glass for 
her research and Zemon Davis tells how Merian even 
recorded chewing marks of  different species on the 
plants they preferred (ibid. 190).

The negative side of  technological advances of  the 
time was the colonialism. The Still life genre and 
scientific illustration were inspired from the colonialist 
wealth and discoveries from overseas. Exotic specimen 
of  fruits, birds, insects and flowers became popular 
subjects for artists as well as sought after purchases for 
the new wealthy middle class. Navigational and ship-
ping advances allowed Merian to travel to Surinam. It 
feels ambiguous to be inspired by Merian’s work and 
acknowledge that they too were a product of  colo-
nialism, even though Merian is said to appreciate the 
indigenous nations and apply their knowledge of  local 
flora and fauna. Zemon Davis (1997) does also point 
out that Merian possessed enslaved people during her 
stay in Surinam (221). There is just no way to escape 
the debt.

Images 4 and 5: Maria Sibylla Merian, lizards, 
from Das Insektenbuch: Metamorphosis insecto-
rum Surinamensium. Insel, Frankfurt am Main
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Walton Ford is a contemporary artist, but his paintings 
have a feeling of  an earlier time. Buford calls him a 
pre-modernist (Walton, Buford, 2009, 11). The ima-
gery of  Ford does not display the irony of  postmo-
dernism. Their violence and drama seems genuine and 
direct, although as Buford says anachronistic in their 
field note-likeness. The paintings of  Ford refer to a 
time without a camera (Buford, 8). Moreover, Ford 
has depicted extinction in his paintings, for example 
Columbiana-Martinique Amazon parakeet (Ford & 
Buford, 2009, 23 - 24) and the great auks in Funk 
Island (ibid. 102 -103). Ford’s great auks are marching 
towards a fiery crater. The animals that have been 
extinct since the 19th century, are a giveaway that Ford 
has positioned himself  making fieldnotes in a different 
time. Last family of  auks was hunted down by an Ice-
landic crew on the island of  Eldey in 1844 (Kolbert, 
2016, 83 – 84).

Bill Buford mentions that Walton Ford’s paintings, 
regardless of  their monumental sizes, emphasise the 
field note feeling, because of  the paper they are paint-
ed on. The watercolour and paper resemble a moment 
captured quickly, when a creature of  the wild suddenly 
passes by and there is not a camera to use for docu-
menting (Buford, 2009, 8). Walton Ford’s The Senso-
rium, from the year 2003 shows a band of  monkeys ha-
ving a feast at a dinner table. One holds some papers 
and one a glass of  wine and stands on the table.

The image illustrates a linguistic experiment of  
possibility of  a human to understand the language of  
the monkeys through living with them (Lowell, 1998, 
as quoted in Buford, 2009, 308). Most of  them seem 
to manifest different stages of  distress or unhappi-
ness even though served a full meal. One is looking 
longingly towards the forest in the background. Being 
primates though, relatives of  humans, they look only 
half  out of  place. The painting refers to a passed era, 

but feels like it could reflect a time when humans are 
gone, and other animals inhabit the planet without us.
Ford draws his inspiration from old books, histories 
and stories, I from warnings of  contemporary science. 
My extinctions are more recent, or lurking in the nea-
ring future. I recognise the conflict between escapism, 
the nostalgia, and the fear. I escape to my cataloguing 
and preserving the animals on their impossible and 
imaginary porcelain habitats. The association of  
containers and archives started to surface during this 
process. Kolbert (2016) describes the desperate at-
tempts of  contemporary scientists to collect cell tissue 
and dna of  nearly extinct animals (322). This is done 
in hopes of  future opportunities to recreate them. 
The efforts are admirable and yet, the contrast of  real 
ecosystems and containers of  liquid nitrogen and cell 
samples is stark. The archive Kolbert describes has the 
potential to come to life. The potential is not imagina-
ry, but to keep working, I suppose the scientists must 
imagine the future.

Photographer Perttu Saksa (2012) describes that there 
is traumatic feeling about apes and monkeys because 
of  their closeness to humans (74). Saksa has pho-
tographed taxidermy samples from colonial period 
of  natural history museums (ibid. 74, 75). He says 
that the photography separates the portrait from the 
natural history specimen which the taxidermy animal 
is. He has pictured frontal portraits to rebuild vitality 
and presence of  the subject (ibid.). The colonial era 
taxidermists did not necessarily have any first-hand 
information on the animal’s anatomies, only the 
notes and drawings of  the explorers (ibid. 70). These 
samples are built from imagination, interpretations and 
adding missing pieces. This way of  reaching towards 
the animal is clumsy and incorrect, but in other ways 
honest in its impossible attempt to interpret the 
other. Photography brings them to human world. The 
clumsiness and errors of  taxidermy are more evident 
because of  the familiarity of  a primate anatomy. Saksa 
also mentions control (ibid. 76). Man removes the 
flesh of  an animal to make it stand in desired posture, 

Field and Imagination to model as sample of  “apehood”.

Saksa has lit the subjects dimly to diminish the infor-
mative qualities of  them (2012, 72). This is counter 
to what the taxidermy itself  is. Taxidermy is done to 
reduce the mystery (ibid. 73). Peculiarly ceramic artist 
De Waal (2015) describes using dim lighting to show 
the humanity of  the object (205). De Waal dims the 
light to keep the object as an idea and Saksa dims the 
light to allow the animal to return to a person. De 
Waal hides the particulars of  the object to emphasize 
the idea, but Saksa focuses on the details hands and 
scars of  the animals, which reveal the humanity of  
the individual they belong to (ibid. 74). In dim light, 
both of  their humanity is exposed, the other’s through 
details, the other’s by hiding them.

This seems to clearly define the difference between 
an object and a being. The idea of  an object brings 
it back to its creator, to the design process. The idea 
seems richer and more powerful than the thing itself. 
The object itself  is framed from the idea, whereas the 
idea one of  an animal that a human has, is an attempt 
to frame and grasp something from the vastness and 
depth of  another being. The idea of  a being that one 
has, is always less than the experience and existence of  
the beings themselves. But seeing the scar, the finger-
print or an eye gives a glimpse to the similarities, the 
shared vulnerability and dignity. 

Another primate portrait reference that feels relevant 
for contemplating the personhood is the book James 
and other apes by James Mollison (2004). When I first 
saw the images, close-ups of  the faces of  apes, it see-
med new and revealing how their individual facial fea-
tures and personalities surfaced when framed tightly 
and portraiture-like. The tight frame helps the viewer 
to acknowledge the similarities of  details, that the apes 
share with humans, precisely due to their personal 
differences. Species’ features are replaced by individual 
features. Here again the thoughts of  Don Ihde (1979) 
and Michael Polanyi (1969) seem relevant.

 The framing, leaving something out of  the picture  
amplifies the relevance of  details. The gaze of  the apes 
looking straight to the camera intensifies the chilling 
facts of  their fates. Most of  the apes in the book are 
orphans from bush-meat trade and poaching. They 
have ended up in sanctuaries through different paths, 
often after being a pet after witnessing the deaths of  
their mothers (Mollison, 2004, 110 - 111). In the pre-
face of  the book, primatologist Jane Goodall praises 
this simple and respectful way of  showing the huma-
nity of  the apes, compared to the degrading mock-up 
humanity of  entertainment, where apes are taught to 
perform tricks or wear clothes (Goodall, in Mollison, 
2004, 7). 
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Image 6: Maaretta Caselius: Ehtoollinen on Katettu, Communion is Served, 2017
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Artist Judy Chicago has made a well-known feminist 
installation The Dinner Party. The installation about 
female cultural heritage politicises the table setting as 
well as uses material expression to communicate the 
meaning of  the artwork. Chicago’s team used por-
celain painting and needlework, crafts associated as 
women’s art and therefore perhaps less recognized in 
art history. However, Chicago denies that she would 
have consciously chosen female arts as representati-
ves of  female cultural history and states that she has 
always worked with materials that are not considered 
traditionally art. (Chicago, 1980, 10).

While studying porcelain painting with women who 
practised and taught it, Chicago experienced some 
controversy. Chicago contemplates whether this refle-
cts deeper divide between women’s passions and their 
lives. She was perhaps not seen as one of  the women 
but an outsider from the art world that excludes the 
crafters and hobbyists (Chicago, 1980, 10). Parado-
xically Chicago herself  had experienced exclusion 
from the art world and discouragement from lack of  
female role models in history (Ibid. 8). Because the 
china painters did not often perceive their stories and 
expression worthy to be put into art works, Chicago 
became even more convinced that encouraging other 
women through art was important (ibid. 10). 

Chicago has done research on how to use for example 
needlework and embroidery so that it relates to 
periods in cultural heritage. She describes (1980) how 
at first while working on the design for pre-historic 
female goddesses, she did not plan to follow the ap-
propriate techniques of  each period, but that changed 
(39). She started to perceive the cloth of  the runners 
on the Dinner party table represent the living environ-
ments of  each real or mythical woman of  that time. 

It became important to immerse in the real technique. 
From prehistoric processing and piercing animal skins 
to woven textiles she and her team found out that the 
changes in that art form echo the changes in women’s 
position in society. (ibid. 24). 

Deities that are part animal beings, and animals 
intertwine in symbolism of  Chicago’s embroidery 
and ceramic pieces in the Dinner Party. Chicago gives 
example of  Navaho nation’s legend of  Spider Woman 
teaching the women weaving (1980, 29). Other female 
goddess featured in the Dinner Party is the Snake 
Goddess from Minoan culture (ibid. 48 - 49). A rabbit 
is mentioned regarding the embroidery of  a part of  
the Dinner Party that honours 17th century scholar 
Anna van Schurman (ibid.180). Chicago writes that 
rabbit is an ancient symbol for fertility, but was a me-
taphor for modesty in 17th century. The reoccurring 
butterfly theme in the plates symbolizing the struggle 
for liberation (ibid. 250 - 253). 

The feminist and animal right themes overlap and link 
naturally over the dinner table. Feminist writer and 
animal rights advocate Carol J. Adams (2002) writes 
about meat distribution and points out that it is com-
mon in many cultures to reserve the protein rich foods 
exclusively to male humans (24, 39). She argues that 
meals in domestic scenes celebrate a man’s dominion 
over others, animals and females (ibid. 178). Even 
though the domestic scene of  the man at the end of  
the table waiting to be served is starting to fade into 
a relic in popular culture, it still has enough power to 
ring familiar. Often these scenes with a 1950’s flavour 
to them limit the father’s involvement with the food 
preparation to the carving of  the turkey or a roast. 
Bryson (1990) talks about the feminine space of  the 
still life (136). One could question though whether the 
dominion over domestic space is really power or if  it is 
confinement. The strength of  traditions and assump-
tions of  the meal scene open possibilities to turn the 
power of  the meaning around. Chicago empowered 
women by remaining at the hospitable female position 

c o n t e m P o r a r y  s t i l l  l i F e 
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but changing the guest list. With most still life paintin-
gs we do not know who is invited to the table, because 
the guests are invisible. My hospitability is ambiguous 
also. The viewer is invited to enter the scene, but my 
table ware disappoints and deceives by being fragile 
and un-glazed. Some of  the dishes are turning into 
sheets of  paper. 

In August 2017, I saw an installation by artist Maaret-
ta Caselius at Suomenlinna Sea Barracks. It was part 
of  a group exhibition called Tales from the Sea. The 
installation consisted of  a table setting that from a far 
resembled The last supper, of  Leonardo da Vinci. Caseli-
us had, however, set up a table where the food was 
replaced by plastic waste that she had collected from 
the shores of  Helsinki (images 6 and 7). Caselius 
provided a powerful view to the future where resour-
ces from nature are consumed and only remaining 
things to put on our plates are the waste and pollution 
that we have produced. Caselius had also placed port-
raits of  sea animals, a perch, a porpoise and a grey seal 
near the table setting. The paintings were named with 
emotions declaring disappointment and anxiety. 

Whereas in Early Modern Still life subjects, the me-
mento mori and vanitas-details, were meant to remind 
that life and everything worldly was momentary, and 
therefore less valuable, now we see things such as 
plastic waste causing problems. Vanitas imagery of  
today speaks of  lasting human impact, rather than the 
fleeting spirit of  human life. However, the passing, 
the disappearing wildlife, starts to look valuable as it is 
slipping away. 

Table ware objects display another aspect for the eter-
nal – momentary- setting. Ethical usable object would 
ideally be durable in use but biodegradable when 
discarded. The ethical goodness of  a porcelain dish 
comes from its reusability, but the environmental cost 
of  its making is still quite big (Vale and Vale, 2009, 
293). The raw material needs to be dug from earth, 
and takes ages beyond human lives to be replaced. 

Furthermore, the kilning up to approximately 1230 
degrees is not energy efficient process. Also, a ceramic 
object is no more biodegradable than a plastic one. 
Compared to plastics, ceramic objects do not disin-
tegrate into micro plastics and then become eaten by 
sea creatures, but ceramic tableware production can 
involve for example lead or other toxins. 

The ceramic objects themselves have lost neither their 
iconic shapes, or their purpose. The sheer volumes 
of  their production problematise and devalue them. 
Michael Petry (2013) introduces several contemporary 
artists who use discarded or wasted objects. One could 
say that artists such as Claire Twomey and Paul Wood  
deal extensively with vanitas subjects (ibid. 136 -137, 
171). Claire Twomey has installed a monumental pile 
of  ceramic waste from manufacturing and households. 
It seems that the pile could disintegrate and fall over 
the viewers. Petry describes the effect as reminiscent 
of  catastrophes such as earthquakes (ibid.136). Wood 
has also collected and rearranged ceramic ware into a 
small monument (ibid. 171). He has included objects 
that deceased people have left behind. Both play with 
the discarded, abandoned and elevated.

Bryson describes how the need to deal with surplus of  
production surfaced soon after industrial revolution 
(1990, 97). Bryson continues about Victorian houses 
which were designed and decorated to simply integrate 
the material abundance somewhere, “affluence” had 
replaced the rarity of  luxury (ibid. 96). Petry (2013) 
explains that the protestant reformation turned the 
material wealth as a sign of  virtuous, productive life 
(132). In the contemporary still life, such as Twomey’s, 
the signs of  human productivity appear hazardous.
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Image 7: Maaretta Caselius: Ehtoollinen on Katettu, Communion is Served, 2017, detail.

Ceramic artists Nathalie Lautenbacher and Naoto 
Niidome have created an installation which appears to 
deal with human productivity and the environment. 
The installation consists of  several small pastel colou-
red bowls and tree trunks and isbuilt inside a wooden 
container. They describe a relationship between the 
strength and reliability of  nature and the bowl, which 
for them is the “archetype of  a man-made object” 
(https://nathaliel.fi/installations/). I saw the installa-
tion in The Design museum of  Helsinki, in the end 
of  2014, and was intrigued by the tension between the 
pastel coloured beauty. The seemingly harmonious 

installation associates disturbingly with littering. The 
atmosphere was post-apocalyptic despite the sweet co-
lours. In Lautenbacher’s and Niidome’s installation the 
bowls feel alien to the forest, but not separate from it. 
The bowls have transformed the forest like a virus or a 
parasite changes its host. This installation inspired me 
to see expressive possibilities of  the simple shape of  
the bowl that can vary from domestic and harmless, 
to menacing. A different version of  said piece, called 
Stock VI, was installed in autumn 2017 in a commer-
cial design event Habitare in Helsinki, and I managed 
to photograph it there (image 8).

Image 8: Nathalie Lautenbacher and Naoto Niidome, Stock VI, 2017.
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Some contemporary artists use the style and themes 
of  early modern still life, but distort the view. Victoria 
Reynolds paints recently slaughtered flesh and places 
it inside decorative picture frames (Petry, 2013, 113). 
Reynolds has received feedback from viewers who 
find the images both beautiful and gag inducing (ibid.). 
Rigoberto A. Gonzalez suggests a connection between 
animal slaughter and desensitising to violence (ibid.). 
Cindy Wright has also painted in similar lush and 
meticulous style as several early modern painters, such 
as Aertsen (ibid. 114, 115). However, Wright seems to 
take clearer stand on animal right issues or at least the 
unnatural aspect of  contemporary food production in 
her Baconsquares and Nature Morte 2 from 2008 and 
2010. These all have in common that they show the 
animal flesh from extremely uncomfortable distance 
and as the only subject of  the image. There is no place 
for the gaze to escape in the picture. Moreover, the 
flesh in the images is at its most unappetizing stage, 
prepared, so that the animal shape and appearance 
is disfigured, yet still uncooked, skinned, but not 
processed into unrecognizable material. They are still 
clearly body parts instead of  beef. They have not gone 
through the “cultural intervention” that Adams talks 
about (2002, 163).

Aloi (2012) introduces John Isaacs’s hyper-realistic 
sculptures that imitate actual slaughtered animals (130, 
131). Although Dewey (2005) dismisses substituting a 
material with another for a mere illusion’s sake, calling 
it a “sham” and a “stunt” (205, 208 - 209), there is 
good reason to appreciate Isaacs’s work. As Aloi 
(2012) says it enables the witnessing brutal slaughter 
scenes without the actual need to kill an animal for 
the sake of  an art piece (130). Furthermore, Dewey 
(2005) describes that when artistic material is used to 
express the meaning of  a thing, not its appearance, it 
becomes a medium (209). However successful these 
contemporary hyper-realistic still-lives are at posing as 
the real thing, they reach beyond the uncanny resemb-
lance. They substitute the original thing, but now in an 
environment where their presence is meant to be ana-

lysed and experienced in a new light. In John Isaac’s 
sculptural pieces, such as the shark’s fin piece Everyone 
is talking about Jesus, 2005 the point is not to replicate 
hyper-realistic shark’s fin, and then marvel at it (Aloi, 
2012, 131). Rather, it simulates a situation where one 
could be and where the fin would naturally occur, for 
example on a fishing boat, but with the attitude used 
in looking and assessing art. By this attitude I mean 
that the viewer reacts as if  being in the actual scenario, 
but has enough distance to scrutinize their own feelin-
gs and expectations of  it.

I ended up using different kind of  expression in my 
painting than these hyper-realist contemporary still life 
artists. Whereas they use hyper-realism to awake im-
mediate reactions and repulsions, my aim was directed 
towards feelings of  protection and tenderness. The 
shock effect is much less subtle in my installation and I 
hope to offer the viewer the possibility to see themsel-
ves as either the carer or the threat. Alva Noë (2015) 
describes pictures as a model, a token we use to think 
and orientate ourselves around and about a scenario 
(154 - 155). Noë asserts that pictures do not mean to 
affect us in the same exact manner as the thing they 
depict would (ibid.153, 155 -  156). A model leaves 
things out to gain focus (ibid.155). For example, my 
choice of  painting a tiger or a gorilla on a fragile bowl 
shape leaves out the feeling an individual unarmed 
human would have in close contact with the other 
animal. I leave out the physical power, and focus on 
the fragility of  the species.
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Paper-clay, my choice of  material for this thesis, has inherent element of  absence in it. 
When organic material is mixed with clay and burned in the kiln, the organic material 
is removed. It leaves a mark in the structure but that mark is essentially a void where 
something used to be. Putting more paper on the clay mixture or making thinner layers 
on the bowls makes them more fragile. Since the fragility expresses the vulnerability of  
animal species, the material contributes directly to the contextual meaning and expres-
sion of  the work. Paper and porcelain are both inventions and early global market 
products that have shaped landscapes and lives. Nations have competed in excelling at 
producing them. They have become signs of  evolved civilizations. In the context of  my 
artistic process, they are also opposites, the other disappearing through fi re, the other 
gaining strength and hardness through it. In the bisque stage of  paper-porcelain the 
balance shifts, the paper loses the supportive signifi cance it had during green ware stage, 
and porcelain toughens and takes over. 

m y  s t i l l  l i F e  –  P r o c e s s 
a n d  a n a ly s i s 
Regarding Expressive Material

Image 9: Paper mass.

Image 10: Shredded diaries.
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Textile artist Nithikul Nimkulrat has done research on expressive material, paper string 
in her Doctoral Thesis Paperness. Nimkulrat investigated the expressive qualities of  
a material beyond usefulness in physical representation of  ideas and explored how 
material’s expressive qualities contextualise design or artwork (2009, 23). Nimkulrat 
(2009) writes about the intertwining of  material and expression so that the artist does 
not only feel the qualities of  the material as such, but also the way the material relates to 
artist’s own capability. She suggests that material is active participant in the expression, 
and a dialogue between the artist and material makes the artwork (ibid. 208). Nimkulrat 
questions the often-presented duality that divides material and expression (ibid. 83). In 
addition to contributing tangibly to the creative process, the material triggers conscious 
memories and thoughts during the interaction with it. This kind of  understanding that 
happens through material is not transcendence, which also Määttänen seems to reject 
(2012, 16 - 17). It is just using material as a tool for bringing subconscious memories 
into consciousness. 

I find it interesting that regarding her material, paper string, Nimkulrat (2009) points out 
its cultural significance in Finnish history (83). As she describes, the paper string was 
a substitute material for some time due to material shortage. Even though artists may 
choose the material for their own purposes, the cultural, collective history of  it affects 
the way the audience will experience it. The artist is also likely to be aware of  these 
cultural aspects of  her material. I also notice that during making, the material awakens 
memories and cultural connections in myself. Some seemed first rather silly, such as 
the way the smell of  paper-clay mass reminded me of  my hometown, where a paper 
mill would pollute the air. At first, I dismissed this notion as unimportant. However, I 
realized that the paper mill in fact caused the first controversial feelings as a consumer. 
I enjoyed drawing and therefore used a lot of  paper. The smell of  the paper mill was a 
constant reminder of  my own contribution to the pollution of  the environment. Monro 
(2014) gathers estimates on impacts of  paper production and states that 400 million 
tons of  paper are produced on the Earth every year (7). Even though recycling paper is 
increasing, billions of  trees are cut for paper, and roughly tens of  thousands of  gallons 
of  water used per paper ton made from first cycle pulp is needed (ibid). The relatively 
low cost of  paper has caused the neglect of  its environmental cost (ibid.8). 
  
Using my old diaries and journals as a source for paper was a practical choice at first. It 
was a way to dispose personal material in a more poetic way than just discard them into 
recycling bin (images 9 and 10). Also, the old journals were readily available since I 
did not want to shred new paper for my work. It seemed necessary to make purposeful 
material choices for the thesis which deals with environmental issues. I felt like I was li-

terally putting myself  into the material. It felt satisfying to be able to both hide my most 
private thoughts, but also to make something tangible out of  them. These thoughts 
resonate with the theme of  preserving and protecting. 

Paper-clay object is at its most fragile state after bisque-firing, when the supportive 
structure of  paper fibre has burned away, but the clay has not yet sintered into a mature 
ceramic piece. Ceramic objects are often glazed in this stage because they are at their 
most porous then. While painting on bisque fired, very thin objects I kept making 
accidental cracks on the edges of  the rims. For me, this metaphorically connected how 
intrusive human contact with wildlife can be. The edge of  the object triggered ideas 
about thresholds between human and wildlife.

If  Lakoff ’s and Johnson’s theory of  mapping and metaphor is applied to art and awa-
reness, perhaps artistic activity can trigger ideas and action towards for example nature 
conservation. The concept of  holding and handling a fragile bowl helps to map one’s 
feelings of  protection towards vast concepts such as nature and wildlife that otherwise 
is almost abstract in its largeness. As Lakoff  and Johnson state, the mapping is not a 
conscious or verbal interpretation but more immediate (1999, 57). According to them, 
primary metaphor is an originally embodied experience that one applies to concepts 
encountered later, to understand them. Lakoff  and Johnson offer this interpretation of  
metaphorical thought as an alternative to conceptual and disembodied view (ibid. 37). 
Lakoff  and Johnson hold that the mind is thoroughly embodied, the concepts are creat-
ed through involvement in the world and through interaction with the world (ibid.). By 
associating vulnerable wildlife to fragile table ware I create a metaphorical cycle, where I 
invite previous experience of  holding fragile things to the experience of  perceiving the 
bowls. Moreover, by associating the fragility and the paintings of  endangered species I 
use the bowls as metaphors for thinking about the fragility of  the wildlife.
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I started to shape the models of  the bowls in plaster by scraping, sanding and chiselling. 
That way I could shape them gradually and more organically than on a plaster wheel. 
Also, I wanted my bowls to be asymmetrical so I could create a rhythmic assortment 
by changing posture of  individual bowls. In the end, the asymmetrical shapes started 
to direct my ideas towards their position in the installation. The asymmetrical suggest-
ed movement. Within this installation’s context the shapes would represent changing 
situations of  different animal species that are either endangered or gradually becoming 
extinct, some first in the wild, some altogether (image 11). Since the bowls in the 
installation would vary in shapes I preferred some consistency and simplicity with the 
bowl designs. I used the same amount of  plaster to each bowl model, only changing the 
height and width. The bowls would have approximately the same capacity and volume 
but they would have variety of  shapes.

The bowls were also the surface to paint on. I had an idea of  pages of  watercolour 
paintings as bowls. The animals’ habitat is the bowl. In the beginning, I contemplated 
on how to present the different stages of  endangered. I decided to grind the mixture 
of  paper and porcelain to the model. I controlled the sturdiness or thinness of  the wall 
of  the bowl by simply adding layers or refraining to do so. In practise, some challenges 
occurred. The very thinly layered bowls gripped so tightly to the plaster that they were 
impossible to remove from the mould. Eventually I also abandoned the idea of  pointing 
towards different stages of  vulnerability of  the species by varying the thickness. The 
thicker bowls appeared counter to the original idea of  fragility. The outlook seemed to 
present some animals rather resilient towards extinction than vulnerable to it. Moreover, 
I started to hesitate because with hand-built porcelain-clay the outcome would not be 
sufficiently accurate for an infographic installation. Rather than comparing the situations 
of  different animals to each other, there seemed to be more point in focusing on the 
whole emergency of  mass extinction.  My idea turned from infographic into “protest 
artefact” (Fuad-Luke, 2009, 85).

I decided to focus on making as thin objects as possible out of  porcelain-clay, and face 
the technical challenges accordingly. I started to mainly look for species that were listed 
as endangered, critically endangered or extinct in the wild in the IUCN red list. IUCN 
warns however, that some species such as the loggerhead sea turtle, has a variety of  
subspecies that vary in their conservation status. The unpredictable global conditions 
like the climate change threaten them all despite some success in conservation efforts 
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/3897/0). 

The Shapes

Regarding how the already extinct animals would be depicted, I first considered flipping 
the bowl upside down in the installation, or saturating the clay with paper so thoroughly 
that it would almost disintegrate in the kiln. I wanted to define that the critically endan-
gered stage is still different from the completely lost. There is still little hope for the 
endangered species but nothing for the other. It seemed that the extinct bowls would 
have to be broken, or maybe not bowls at all, maybe only paintings on paper. Eventual-
ly I decided to make shapes that resemble paper rolls or paper sheets to represent the 
extinct in the wild and completely extinct animals. This would symbolise the animals be-
coming immaterial, only memories and afterthoughts of  life. I left these objects without 
paintings of  animals.

Image 11: Changing shapes.
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Technical irregularities occurred during kilning. Some shapes warped and collapsed due 
to the extremely thin walls of  the objects in relation to their size. I experimented with 
some different rations of  porcelain mass with the guidance of  studio master of  our 
ceramic studio Tomi Pelkonen. Our cyanate mass shrank less in the kiln thus keeping 
the shape better. However, I had difficulties with it while working with the moulds. The 
cyanate mass gripped also to the cast surface increasing the number of  failed before 
kilning. This happened with the same thickness with which regular porcelain mass could 
be removed from the mould. Therefore, I eventually returned to using regular porcelain 
mass, which is also delicately translucent. I lowered the temperature of  the high fire 
to reduce warping and collapsing, and prolonged the soaking time to still achieve the 
translucence. I encountered some problems with moulds and regular porcelain as well, 
as I wanted to push the thinness of  the object further. Leena Juvonen thankfully recom-
mended talc, which I lathered on to the inner surface of  the mould before spreading the 
paper-porcelain mass. Moistening the mould with a sponge or a cloth before applying 
the paper-porcelain mass helps to release the vessel from it, as does loosening the rims 
of  the vessel from the mould slightly with a scraper before the drying process. Moreo-
ver, I have noticed that the paper-porcelain mass benefits from some stagnation time. It 
seems to increase the plasticity, although makes the mass smell un-pleasant.

It did not bother me that some objects warped, since distorted shapes reflected the 
negative changes in the natural habitats of  the animals. However, I preferred there to 
be several controlled shapes among the warped and chipped ones, so that the look of  
the installation would not be overly chaotic. I did not want to lose the objects’ likeness 
to table ware to completely random and unpredicted shapes. The broken shapes could 
maintain their strength of  meaning only in relation to the bowl shapes. Similar conne-
ction exists here as how Nimkulrat (2009) analysed her Paper world installation. She 
argues that the relationship between the objects and the ever-present materiality create 
an understanding of  the whole installation and how to compose it (226). This, moreo-
ver, creates the relationship between imagination and the real world (ibid.). One should 
maintain certain consistency to not disintegrate the meanings of  the material and shape 
and where they refer to. Bryson (1990) also asserts the power of  familiarity regarding 
objects that often appear in still life painting, such as bowls (137 - 138).

Bowl is a very basic dish shape (image 12). A person could only have bowls to eat 
from and make it do. The bowl reminds of  moderation but also versatility and adapta-
bility. Bryson (1990) suggests that the forms shaped by generations are as forceful and 
profound as natural formations etched by rivers and glaciers. He further describes a 
world without preconceived shapes of  artefacts that would be an unrecognizable and 
chaotic (138). These thoughts support my decision to connect my bowls to natural 

Image 12: The bowls.

Image 13: The Paper Sheets – Extinction.
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habitats. Bryson also links the primal shapes to maintaining and preserving (ibid. 140). 
Bryson says that the repetition and routine appreciated by the still life genre maintain the 
functions of  the world and culture, unlike the adventurous aspects that are usually more 
celebrated. Bryson quotes (ibid. 138) Kubler on the prime objects. However, Kubler 
unexpectedly compares the prime object to mathematical prime numbers (Kubler, 1962, 
39). To Kubler the primality of  an object as well as of  a number is “not explained by 
their antecedents”. I find myself  being at odds with this statement. For example, a bowl 
quite clearly descends from the cup of  the hand or a hole in the ground. Ceramic artist 
Pauliina Pöllänen said during an interview at her exhibition opening in Design museum 
of  Helsinki, that even her wildly shaped sculptures hold the idea of  a cup, or a hand, 
which in her words is the first cup there ever was. In its simplicity, I lean more on this 
description of  a prime object: the immediacy of  how it extends the functions of  the 
body than Kubler’s mathematical model. Bryson further talks about the ambivalence of  
the personal and generic associated to these primal objects in still life imagery (1990, 
144). Bryson describes that the most personal items shape the personal and intimate 
space of  an individual, but at the same time, these items are the most common nomina-
tor to all. By their intimacy, they become the most general and universal (ibid). 

After building the first exhibition at a studio gallery Poterie et Peinture I noticed that the 
paper clay material connects the pieces together more successfully than I had expected. 
While working at the design department ceramic studio I had abandoned the idea to add 
pieces that resemble open paper sheets. At the working premises, the collection of  sha-
pes varying from bowls to paper rolls and sheets of  paper seemed excessive. However, 
at the more calm and unified gallery space,  the open paper sheet shaped pieces would 
have added welcome variety of  aesthetics and communication of  the installation. Then 
I decided to make still more of  those shapes for the next exhibition due in Laterna Ma-
gica, in November 2017 (image 13). 

De Waal (2015) offers more thought on the primal shape of  the bowl. He writes about 
his first attempt to make a bowl, “trying to still a small part of  the world, make an inside 
space.” (11). De Waal also seems to talk about almost futile effort of  preserving. The 
making of  an inside space for a ceramic object is largely dictated by the kilning process. 
Evenly heating walls are required for a successful clay to ceramic process. Uneven walls 
create tensions and break the object making a large solid piece in ceramic impossible. 
I remember feeling limited by this demand of  even walls that create outside and inside 
space. During and after this thesis project, I feel that being rooted in the shape of  a con-
tainer is powerful. Container preserves and sustains food, water, life. Hence, the shape 
of  a bowl connects with important actions both practically and metaphorically.
 
De Waal (2015) describes an installation that he was invited to build for Geffrye mu-

seum in London (205). This was to become a version of  a portzellankabinette, a popular 
curiosity in European courts and palaces in the 17th and 18th centuries (200). De Waal 
decided to make an attic. He chose to make a porcelain room for the unfinished, im-
perfect and to light it dimly so that details disappear. De Waal wanted to show one can 
keep the shape of  an idea by hiding the “particulars” (205). The crafted objects possess 
personality and individuality through by the process of  making by hand. That can steal 
the stage from the whole if  their relationship with each other is not established. Nim-
kulrat (2009) talked about a similar issue (226). Nimkulrat, however, saw the use of  the 
unanimous material as a possibility to build this relationship. De Waal wanted to make 
the porcelain room objects inaccessible, their beauty would come from that and the 
installation was made for the “humanity” of  it all. And he says “they were safe” (205). 
De Waal’s attic was an opposite to the Wunderkammer. In my installation, this conflict 
and connection between availability, exposure and safekeeping exists also.  By painting 
the animals inside the bowls, I pose a possibility for them to go un-noticed. 

The ceramic material itself  associates historically with nature, through mythical goddess 
and mother earth themes as well as female body. Courtney Lee Weida (2011) mentions 
how these associations can inspire or limit the artist. Weida presents the idea of  pottery 
as a metaphor of  giving birth and caring (18, 24). Further, she asks how this metaphor 
occurs: whether there is partnership with the vessel, or whether the pot represents a 
child (ibid. 24). To myself, the life-giving metaphor of  pottery does not necessarily asso-
ciate with child rearing. Although meant to be empowering, occasionally the linking with 
pottery, pregnancy and birth feels essentialising the female to her reproductive organs. 
Furthermore, the goddess traditions appear sometimes vaguely mystiqal and nostalgic, 
although Weida points out the link between goddess imagery and nature subjects (ibid. 
75). Weida also mentions the “anxieties” ceramic artists may feel from the pressure cau-
sed by domestic and food preparation associations (ibid. 115). This feels familiar.

Regarding life affirming activities and clay work as their metaphor, the movement and 
technique of  gradually strengthening the vessel walls with fibre and clay mass associated                    
to building a nest. Therefore, I find it interesting that Weida (2011) later introduces the 
building metaphor to pottery as an alternative to the mothering and pregnancy-related 
metaphors (26, 27). 
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Painting the Beings

I paint animals on the bowls with underglaze colours. My original idea derived from 
watercolours, but painting with underglazes resembles more tempera than aquarel-
le. This brought with it a more archaic feel to the use of  color. Especially so, when I 
eventually switched from painting on bisque fired objects to painting on raw objects 
due to the constant cracking and chipping of  the edges. Pains do not glide on a raw 
object as smooth as on a bisque fired object. Stewen (1989) describes tempera technique 
regarding the art of  Hugo Simberg, as being a part of  the ideal of  primitivism. Tempe-
ra was a return to the beginning of  painting as an art-form whereas oil painting meant 
submitting to illusion of  perception (ibid. 35). Merleau-Ponty (2012) also presents oil 
painting as the ultimate material of  presentation that directs art toward “masterpieces”, 
elaborate paintings that provide an almost perfect illusion of  the perceivable world (274, 
275). Later Merleau-Ponty questions the objectivity of  illusion however. He adds that, 
as classical art went to one extreme at aspiration to objectivity and then proved the im-
possibility of  it, it laid the foundations of  modern art (276). By painting the animals on 

Weida suggests that hand-building in clay possesses similar properties that have earlier 
been attributed to mainly house building. This claims more ambiguity to the domesticity 
and gender association of  pottery. To me it seems that the making of  vessels and buil-
ding overlap in the activity of  nesting and nest-building. The familial quality that Weida 
talks about regarding female potters, or the human legacy that Bryson mentions concer-
ning cultural evolution of  objects, can be taken further (2011, 32. 1990, 137 - 138). The 
building process with clay reaches beyond sisterhood or humanhood through associati-
on to nest making. The making establishes deeper unity with nature, to beinghood. 

Image 14: Animals, The Bowl Archive.
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the bowls with underglazes reduces their naturalistic appearance. I feel that this brings 
vulnerability. The animals can be deemed too childlike or primitive. It is, however, also 
honest to show that I do not work from direct observation of  the nature. The tactility 
of  underglazes brought the primal feeling of  childhood drawings and the sorrow and 
hopelessness experienced when I had begun to realize there existed such thing as animal 
extinction (image 14). However, it also allowed the escape to an imaginary world famili-
ar from drawing my own archive of  animals as a child.

Aloi (2012) talks about the art of  Sue Coe, a self-appointed ”medievalist” (135). She 
has spent time in a slaughterhouse, drawing. Her drawings are in this sense field notes. 
Aloi describes the Coe’s style as simplifying to enhance the drama rather than depicting 
the animals naturalistically (136). Aloi compares Coe to medieval illustrators whose aim 
was to ensure access to a story for the illiterate (135 - 136). Coe refers to the technique 
as a “test of  sincerity” because drawing is intimate and the time spent drawing a subject 
would mean her contributing, rather than “taking” a picture (Coe, in Antennae 5, 2008, 
57, as quoted in Aloi 2012, 134 -135). I recognize this linking of  sincerity and technical 
circumstances that do not allow effortless glance being passed by the subject. When the 
tempera-like technique of  underglazes simplified my expression, the time-line of  my 
thesis shifted. I turned my focus towards the pre-history, and my own childhood expe-
rience of  drawing a collection of  animals and imagining a natural conservation area, an 
island. The primal, immediate feeling and the primal technique intertwined.  

I hover in between the attempt to document and to express. My desire to depict the 
animals as samples of  their species somewhat accurately and the way the underglazes 
behave with the raw clay surface conflict. Moreover, the subjects I painted directed my 
expression. After understanding that the technique does not allow naturalistic rende-
ring of  species, I became more drawn to depict some animals with characteristic styles. 
For example, Indian Gavial became graphic monochrome silhouette (image 15). With 
vaquita, Californian porpoise, I used the most traditionally naturalistic style with smooth 
gradient of  shade changes (image 16). Animals with distinct patterns such as African 
wild dog, I painted with very thin base layer and let the patterns outline the animal from 
the background. An interplay of  the materials, the fashions and traditions of  a genre 
and method, as well as the inspiration from the subject itself  exists. 

It was sometimes frustrating that my experience of  the animals was always second hand. 
I pieced my animal images together by browsing through on-line photography and 
making sketches based on them by pencils, markers and watercolours. I then made the 
final animal paintings based on these sketches, which were intuitive collages of  several 

Image 17: Sketches.

Image 15: Bowl with an Indian Gavial. Image 16: Vaquita - Californian Porpoise. 
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images (Image 17). This was done to avoid plagiarism, and to gain similar approach as 
field notes have. I tried to capture the ephemeral nature of  observing moving targets, 
the other animals somewhere where they still reign. Moreover, my experience of  trying 
to observe and sketch animals that are nearing extinction is opposite of  the experience 
of  the illustrators of  old times. They delivered the first glimpses of  newly discovered 
species, whereas I pay a tribute to the ones that are nearly lost and our glimpses of  them 
might become the last ones.

While painting animals, especially the primates on my bowls, I started to question whet-
her it was appropriate to depict generic species representations. Moreover, I needed to 
re-consider the technical details. The black under-glaze I used darkened in the kilning 
process. At first, I did not manage to paint the right look on several other animals that 
are powerful and charismatic, such as the gorillas and elephants. It felt natural to apply 
strong lines and brushstrokes with them. However, this blurred the message of  their 
vulnerability as species. I re-painted for example the western low-land gorilla second 
time very differently. The first time I had the gorilla looking straight towards the viewer 
from the bottom of  the bowl, much like a portrait. However, this did not seem to do 
justice for the animal’s individuality, since I did not have an individual as a model. I gat-
hered my gorilla from several images and made my own interpretation of  it. Therefore, 
it felt more honest to make a fleeting distant image to emphasise the disappearance that 
is nearing this entire species. I applied the colour very carefully to reach the delicate feel 
I wanted. (Image 18).

Aloi (2012) presents the conflicting ideas concerning the face of  another animal (97). 
Some deny even the possibility to call the face of  another being a face. Some fear that 
anthropomorphism that projects human features on to other beings steal the unkno-
wability of  the other animal (Aloi, 2012, 97). Aaltola argues that denying the face of  
another being is denying its individuality (Aaltola et al. 2015, 296 – 297). However, I feel 
that by painting a portrait-like face of  a primate, but not using an individual as a model 
would be projection, of  which Aaltola also warns about (ibid. 304). The unreachability 
of  the species that are nearly gone is part of  the anxiety of  my installation. Also, the en-
tirety of  their species matters to the individuals. Few things are sadder than the animals 
that are the last of  their kind. 

Image 18: Western Lowland Gorilla.
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By building an installation instead of  making a still life painting, I allow the viewer to 
enter it. The view is direct as the bowls are not seen through painted image of  them. 
However, by inviting the viewer to the installation I give them the power to experience 
the sight bodily. How or whether they move around, if  they decide to touch something, 
is their decision. Like Judy Chicago (1980, 39), I perceive the space within my artefacts 
as representation of  the living environment of  my painted animals. With the white pa-
per-like material I hope to achieve the field note feeling of  observation and the fragility 
and loss. The rest of  the installation concerns how I manipulate or allow the viewer to 
interact with and within it.

We exhibited together with Mari Tolvanen, who as well is making her MA thesis, in 
the gallery Poterie et Peinture, and called our exhibition Two Table Settings. We placed 
our pieces on painted pallets that were placed next to each other as one bigger stage. I 
placed mine quite tightly and so that the shapes would gradually turn into paper rolls to-

Installation and Interaction

Image 19: Experimentation on Installation. Image 20: Paper Rolls –  Extinct in the Wild.
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wards the wall at the far end of  the pallet. We used spotlights to get shades on the walls. 
The space was quite small in the first exhibition, so I could not yet execute perfectly the 
idea of  scattered paper sheets that represent the extinct animals (image 19). This would 
be done in in Laterna Magica where I exhibit a version of  my Still life in November 
2017 again with Mari Tolvanen. This is a basement-like gallery space located in central 
Helsinki and more spacious and darker, than the first exhibition space. Laterna Magica 
has tile walls and earth floor. Furthermore, there is a small cabinet space where I plan to 
place some of  the objects that resemble paper-rolls, as a forgotten archive to represent 
the animals that are going extinct without being ever discovered by scientists (image 
20).
 
Moreover, we will adjust our ceramic works with each other in a new way. Mari Tol-
vanen has worked with food waste glazes, hence both our themes will revolve around 
consumption and its environmental cost. After exhibiting in the first gallery, Poterie et 
Peinture, we concluded that it will benefit both our works to separate our pieces for 
the second one. Regarding my own installation, I will bring more pieces that are shaped 
to look like they are at the stage of  turning from bowls into paper sheets. These paper 
sheets symbolise the extinct animals. There will be more possibilities to install so that 
people can walk around the installation and see it from different perspectives. I will 
emphasize the dramatic disintegration of  the installation by hanging a paper sheet-like 
objects from the gallery ceiling, and some on the floor (image 21). 

The question of  touch appears more readily with ceramic objects than with paintings. 
Especially so if  the items resemble or are considered usable items, such as bowls. Du-
ring the set-up of  the first exhibition, I decided that I will not install a sign particularly 
forbidding or inviting the touch. I was rather curious to see whether the fragile items 
themselves seem to allow it or not. Already at the first days during the exhibition some 
viewers wanted to touch them. Most people asked for a permission if  they wanted to 
touch my paper-porcelain objects and I was present. During the opening, I received 
several comments on how the objects seemed too fragile to touch at all and how their 
hardness came as a surprise (Personal exchanges with exhibition guests in 21.9.). The 
shapes and materials of  pottery suggest touch, but people seemed to hesitate due to the 
fragile appearance of  the objects. 

The question now remains whether it would be more effective to deny the touch that 
reveals their durability as they are supposed to be a metaphor to animal species’ vul-
nerability. Allowing the touch seemed to also bring the items closer to the world of  
use. Sometimes people started to speculate on things that could be possible to fill the 

bowls with and whether the objects could be machine washable (personal exchanges 
with exhibition guests during 21.9. and 4.10. in the Poterie et Peinture gallery). Even the 
painting inside the bowl does not necessarily prevent people from the wish to cover it 
with things. A bowl possesses an inside space which is perceived as a void to fill. I did 
not desire this outcome with my installation idea, however, it brings forth a very human 
attitude towards a space. It is very human to want to interfere. 

Weida (2011) writes about the ambivalence female potters face embracing the embo-
diment of  their art, but refusing to associate pottery as feminine in the fear of  being 
characterised to a certain gendered corner (19). Weida also speculates whether female 
potters have a double chance of  objectification due to the associations of  vessel as a 
pregnant shape (ibid. 20). I encountered these comments of  filling from women and 
rather than feeling belittled, I saw that they expressed genuine curiosity and appreciation 
to my objects and were also receptive to the message of  the installation on animal extin-
ction. I feel that they simply associated pottery and ceramic to usable items so strongly 
that it surfaced above other meanings. 
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Coming to ceramic art from a background in painting, these assumptions of  use and 
filling appear unexpected. Even though I understand that the iconic and primal shape 
of  the vessel suggests it, I had assumed that the fragility of  the paper-porcelain and the 
paintings inside them would have directed people to seeing them as art objects. Ho-
wever, often the same people who commented on how the objects seem too fragile to 
touch, also contemplated on what to fill them with. With paintings on canvas or paper, 
I never justify my work with use, so in this sense the linking has more to do with the 
material than my gender. With paintings, people might ask recommendations for picture 
frames, but a frame is more an amplification or protection, it separates the picture from 
the touch even further. Viewers or buyers never wish to physically enter, fill or invade 
the space I have created to the two-dimensional picture plane, but with ceramic object 
that has an inside space, such as a bowl, this is likely to happen. 

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  F u r t h e r  d i s c u s s i o n

In this thesis, I suggest that empathy can be revealed in artworks if  not independently, at 
least not as subordinate to moral theory. I referred to cases where artists, such as Chaïm
Soutine have recorded memories of  primal feeling of  terror and empathy in face of  ani-
mal suffering or where artworks reveal artists’ interests in intertwinement of  experience 
between human and other animals. The time-line reached from pre-history to show that 
the complication of  attention, understanding, empathy and then, killing and abuse of  
animals have created an unique and long-lasting dilemma for the human mind which 
art is used to solve. Empathising with other animals seems intertwined with thinking 
through and by one’s own body and reacting to other being’s expressions through embo-
died understanding. There is also an escapist side to art making that enables self-decep-
tion through imagination. Artist may indulge in the self-soothing activity of  expressing 
the vitality and beauty of  other animals and reconciliation of  their suffering remains 
an imaginary activity. However, the central position of  relating to animals throughout 
art-history could, through layers of  social conditioning, indicate human readiness to be 
receptive to the experience of  other animals.

I developed my understanding of  writing within practise-led process. Adams mentions 
(2002, 59) the beef  metaphor. Beef-metaphor is often used regarding writing, and it 
means crystallising the text to the main point, the beef. Mäkelä (2003) also contex-
tualizes her retroactive writing process with a metaphor (11). She compares the process 
to the web-making of  a spider. Mäkelä describes her writing process and the impossibili-
ty to directly reach the non-verbal meanings of  artefact making as the holes in the web/
text.The metaphor that Mäkelä uses shows how the purpose of  writing about artistic 
process is not to explain away the non-verbality (ibid. 11). In my text, the “beef ” of  the 
text was replaced by a metaphor of  gardening. By making artefacts and art installation, 
I framed an area to cultivate, harvest and weed. One possible risk in this writing style is 
drifting. However, I defend this verbal meandering as not necessarily unfocused but a 
deliberate exploring of  writing which is ignited by non-verbal activity and experience. 
Through the making of  an artwork, the seemingly unrelated topics such as the bowl 
shape and animals connect. 

Even though viewers of  my first installation understood the subject, the endangered 
animals, they often could not surpass the need to define the function of  the individual 
artefacts. This could have been partly due to the naming of  the first exhibition Two tab-
le settings. Perhaps this directed the audience’s thoughts towards the use of  the objects. 
My purpose was to turn this association around and use it in a critical way rather than 

Image 21: Sketch for the Laterna Magica installation.
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Second observation on the process concerns the framing of  the animal subject. While 
working on this thesis, I noticed that the number of  animals nearing extinction beca-
me overwhelming to grasp. I did not want to ignore any species, but it was obviously 
impossible to include all of  them. I felt I was making extreme artistic choices trying to 
handle this. Some choices were made by following my desire to paint the appearance of  
a certain animal, rather than its importance to the ecosystem compared to a different 
species. Moreover, it began to bother me how readily I focused on animals that share 
taxonomical features with humans, such as mammals. While embraces art for inducing 
affective empathy towards other beings, Aaltola warns about the risks in empathy. The 
ease of  empathising only with beings whose experience is reachable through observing, 
excluding the ones that are too different for our understanding, is one (Aaltola et al. 
2015,310). Also, Aloi (2012) points out the paradox of  speciesism, meaning that the 
more the animal rights are discussed and popularised, the more the focus has shifted to 
other mammals and moved away from animals more alien to us, such as invertebrates 
(104).

complement it. However, I do not feel entirely discouraged by these findings either. I 
merely think the strength of  this linking needs to be taken under consideration in future 
artistic work and exhibition planning. It can be used, if  understood properly, to further 
clarify the message one wants to deliver. In the second exhibition, I plan to enhance the 
feeling of  an art installation, rather than table ware assortment, by bringing more pieces 
that display the turn from bowl shape to a paper roll and paper sheet. These pieces are 
supposed to signal the animals going extinct. They will bring to the scene the apocalyp-
tic and chaotic atmosphere rather than domestic order of  table ware. Also, the exhi-
bition space amplifies the conceptual aspects of  the artefacts rather than their use. As 
omments by visitors in the earlier exhibition indicated, the bowl shape associates to use 
more than I had anticipated, and placing fewer of  them in the installation should assert 
this link sufficiently.   

An aspect of  my work that I, and I believe many material-based artists struggle with, is 
that by creating more things into the world we too use the planet’s recourses and create 
waste. I cannot offer an exhaustive solution for this problem either. There are some ma-
terial choices that can ease the situation however. Using recycled paper for my paper-clay 
mix is one. Also, the fact that paper reduces the amount of  clay needed and quickens 
burning time in the kiln. Some of  the answers may lie in endorsing maker-culture 
instead of  consumer culture. In the book on consumer impact with a provocative title 
Time to eat the dog? (2009) architects and researchers Robert Vale and Brenda Vale defend 
activities that involve creating by oneself  as they even reduce the environmental foot-
print than increase it (318 - 319). By engaging in making things, one becomes an active 
shareholder and this arguably replaces passive consumption. Furthermore, professor and 
artist Tarja Pitkänen-Walter talks about creating and desire (2006, 99). Desire is a chance 
for an individual to become active and produce their own desire. Pitkänen-Walter has 
made a self-reflective observation that artistic work satisfies the aesthetic need and de-
sire that could otherwise manifest as a desire to acquire new clothes or decorate home. 
(Pitkänen-Walter, 2006, 99). However, the problem of  consuming natural resources for 
making material things remains unsolved. I can only excuse and explain parts of  it, but 
the solution would require technical advances. This could be one of  the next directions, 
involving more material research. In the end, this process was artistic and philosophical 
rather than technical. 
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If  I were to start over, I would focus more on insects, especially on pollinators due to 
their significance to plant ecology, or amphibians since they are the most endangered 
animal group. Towards the end of  the process I started to include more amphibian 
and insect species to my series (image 22). Compared to painting mammals, I had less 
preconceived assumptions and it was easier to look at their appearance and anatomy and 
respect that I do not know them or their experiences. This helped in avoiding projec-
tion. Especially, the both alien character and strange likeness to human anatomy of  frogs 
and toads caused interesting tension in the process. However, I realise that as much as 
I try to reach towards other beings, the situation is mostly one-sided. The nest making 
activity could offer a possibility to a mutual encounter and an opportunity to challenge 
the one-sidedness of  empathising with other animals. These are issues I plan to investi-
gate further in my future artistic work. 
 

Image 22: Williams’ Bright-eyed Frog.
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