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For all at last 
return to the sea 
to Oceanus, 
the ocean river, 
like the ever-
flowing stream of 
time, the beginning 
and the end. 1
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THE EPÄVARMA 
HORISONTTI
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1 Rachel L. Carson. The Sea Around Us (1951).

(Uncertain Horizon) exhibition delves into the 
ever-changing sea around us. Things that 
we have taken for granted and considered 
immutable might become uncertain in the 
future, and the chains of consequence can 
be unexpected. The exhibition examines, by 
means of contemporary art, the changes in 
horizon and the emotional states reflected by 
the sea.

Changes that happen in the oceans have 
global consequences, because nearly 71 
percent of our planet’s surface is covered 
by them. Indifference towards the symbiosis 
between nature and human has upset 
the natural balance. The changes have 
overarching effects down from the micro level 
all the way up to the survival of the largest 
marine mammals. According to researchers, 
the ocean waters have entered anthropocene, 
a geological era during which human activities 
affect them more than natural forces. We 
continue to dive further into a state of change.

Seas both connect and separate us, and 
have acted as channels for knowledge, 
power, traffic, fishing and trading, but also for 

inequality. Location, sociocultural background 
and social status affect people’s relationship 
with nature and the associations they have 
with the sea. Climate change brings changes 
to the prospects of living, and in the coming 
decades it is estimated to have a significant 
effect on the habitat of millions of people, not 
to mention the diversity of ocean life.

The exhibition focuses on phenomena which 
have been discussed for a long time. Changes 
in the climate, growing global economy and 
environmentally straining consumer habits 
are forcing us to re evaluate our relationship 
with the oceans. What we see in the horizon 
and under the surface depends on the 
choices we make today. Glimpses into the 
horizon are offered by: Timo Aho & Pekka 
Niittyvirta, Lauri Astala, Camille Auer, 
Marjolijn Dijkman & Toril Johannessen, 
Hreinn Fridfinnsson, Lilli Haapala, 
Corinna Helenelund, Sasha Huber, David 
Kasprzak, Ange Leccia, Renja Leino, 
Mohau Modisakeng, Anna Niskanen, 
Tuula Närhinen, Radical Ocean Futures, 
Kati Roover, Nestori Syrjälä, Janna 
Syvänoja and Julia Weckman.
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Timo Aho and Pekka Niittyvirta, Lines, 2021. Installation. Photo: Pekka Niittyvirta.
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RISING 
SURFACE
The temperature of the Earth and its sea 
waters has risen, making water levels rise 
due to thermal expansion and the melting of 
continental glaciers. Globally, water levels are 
rising over twice as fast as they did during 
the last century. According to predictions the 
water level will continue to rise unless carbon 
dioxide emissions are significantly reduced. 
A dramatic rise in water levels could lead to 
the coastal habitats of millions of people being 
destroyed. Meanwhile, rising temperatures 
affect ecosystems adversely and exacerbate 
extreme weather phenomena.

Spanning over WAM’s exterior walls and the 
Ekoluoto garden plot, Lines (2021) by Timo 
Aho and Pekka Niittyvirta comments on the 
rising sea levels. The beam of light represents 
the sea level in the future, around the 25th 
century, if things carry on as they have and 
no significant action is taken. The piece is 
hypothetical and is roughly based on the 
current calculations and predictions by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC)1.

1 The piece is based on the RCP 8.5 scenario, where climate policies have failed and CO2 emissions increase 
rapidly. RCP (Representative Concentration Pathways) represent the potential trajectories of greenhouse gas 
concentrations, and act as a scenario classification system used by The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC).
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Camille Auer, Trash Island, 2018/2021. Banner. Photo: Terhi Tuomi.
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THE ERA 
OF PLASTIC
The history of plastic begins in the late 19th 
century, and its use began to increase rapidly 
after the Second World War. Due to its 
flexibility, plastic was considered a superior 
solution for almost everything. Today the yearly 
production of plastics is estimated to be about 
300 million tonnes, and production is expected 
to double by the year 2030.

Plastic is everywhere. About 1.15 to 2.51 
million tonnes of plastic waste is estimated to 
end up in the seas every year. Currents carry 
the waste to the middle of the ocean where 
it slowly breaks down into smaller pieces. 
As plastic breaks down into microplastics it 
becomes nearly impossible to remove from the 
oceans. Plastic waste is one of the greatest 
threats to the oceans and their food chains. 

When plastic ends up in the sea, the toxins it 
contains are transferred to the food chain, and 
ultimately to humans.

The Pacific trash vortex was first detected 
as early as in the year 1998. The vortex, 
at least three times the size of France, 
perpetually gathers floating debris from 
coastal settlements and maritime traffic. 
Trash Island (2018/2021) by Camille Auer 
on WAM’s facade comments on the global 
plastic problem and gives a voice to the Pacific 
trash vortex. Anthropomorphising the giant 
vortex throws our human-centric worldview 
off-kilter. Hopefully the future does not belong 
to plastic waste as the art work suggests, 
but rather to life.
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Nestori Syrjälä, Blue Marble, 2019. Carpet.
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THE BLUE 
MARBLE
During the Earth’s history, sea levels have 
risen and fallen. The planet has warmed up 
and cooled down again, oceans have become 
acidic and species gone extinct. These 
changes, however, have never happened 
at the rate we are seeing today. In Nestori 
Syrjälä’s piece Blue Marble (2019), placed 
on the floor of the museum’s lobby, a photo 
of Earth has been printed on a floor mat. The 
photo was taken during the Apollo 17 moon 
mission in 1972. By printing the photo on a 
mat on which we wipe our feet and walk over 
the artist exposes our indifference towards the 
consequences of our actions.
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Kati Roover, Salt of My Eyes, 2020. Still picture from video.
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DEEP DIVES
The primordial ocean that originally covered 
the Earth is considered to be the cradle of 
all life. Nearly 71 percent of our planet is still 
covered by water. Considering the ubiquity of 
the substance, our planet could just as well 
be named Water. Water is both the creator 
of life, and its maintaining force – after all, we 
continue to develop surrounded by it

In the world of Corinna Helenelund’s 
sculptures one can sink or float at their own 
fancy. The artist is inspired by “spinelessness” 
and by concepts related to gravity, such as 
floating and falling. Textiles, the material of 
the art pieces, have their part to play in the 
future of oceans. The textile industry upsets 
the balance of bodies of water in many ways. 
The artist reflects upon the paradoxical nature 
of the materials: the same textiles that offer 
us cosiness, shelter and identity are also 
destroying our environment.

Hydrotrope (2019) by Anna Niskanen takes 
us through the twists and turns of the water 
cycle. We exist as a part of an unbroken chain 

formed by water in its different forms and 
aspects, where everything is linked together. 
The series of images, created through 
cyanotype1, is based on photos taken in 
Iceland and are a part of a larger whole.

Oceans play the greatest role in maintaining 
the water cycle. Immense masses of cold 
and warm water move along ocean currents, 
regulating the Earth’s temperatures. As the 
climate warms, ice caps melt and freshwater 
is mixed with sea waters, salinity changes, 
rainfall increases and waters warm up. As a 
result, ocean currents change.2

Kati Roover’s piece Salt of My Eyes (2020) 
dives into the world of humpback whales. 
The video essay examines the multi-layered 
cultural history and interaction of human and 
whale. Whales have been considered mythical 
beings, and in the art piece different points 
of view, the real and the mythical, become 
entangled. Through her piece Roover wishes 
to examine whether whales can live free in the 
oceans, undisturbed by human activities.

1 Cyanotype is a printing process based on iron compounds where a photosensitive solution is spread on 
the desired surface and exposed to UV light. The chemical reaction results in a Prussian blue print.

2 Rainfall is expected to increase in Finland, but on a global level severe periods of drought will also occur. 
This means rainfall will not increase everywhere in the world. These phenomena are extremely difficult to 
predict, so we must mainly rely on various scenarios. Changes in systems of currents have historically led 
to extreme weather phenomena.
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David Kasprzak, The Diminishing But Never Final Sound of the Dying, 2018. Installation.
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PERSPECTIVE?
As long as we are able to maintain the 
lifestyles we are accustomed to, we will fail 
to see the changes happening in front of 
our eyes. In 2020 a virus spreading across 
continents forced us to alter our ways of living. 
Change happened at an unprecedented rate 
because the will to survive was high and the 
consequences were tangible. The imbalance 
that is threatening our climate and oceans has 
not been met with a similar enthusiasm. What 
would it take for us to understand the need 
for urgent action and to see the changing 
landscape before us?

We need to see familiar things from a different 
angle in order to change our thinking. La Mer 
(1993) (French for The Sea) by French artist 
Ange Leccia transforms the curves of the 
shoreline into something else. The waves 
lapping back and forth on the shore take on 
the appearance of sloping mountain ranges. 
The silence of the piece creates a meditative 
mood, but we can almost hear the waves 
roaring.

Saareke (2018) (Islet) by Janna Syvänoja 
is composed of natural materials, which are 
collected from beaches and form a delicate 
floating island. Our landscape does not 
belong to us humans alone, but to everything 
inhabiting it. With her material choices, 
Syvänoja draws attention to the existence 
of winged creatures. Feathers define the 
landscape and contours of the islet, and its 
shades of colour.

The Diminishing But Never Final Sound 
of the Dying (2018) by the US-born David 
Kasprzak emits a humming sound. The artist 
invites the viewer to listen to the seashell. The 
name of the art piece refers to a quote by the 
author and poet Florence McLandburgh. Do 
we even pay notice to the fading sounds of 
nature and their uncertain future?

The textual work I Have Looked at the Sea 
Through My Tears (1973/2021) by Iceland-
born Hreinn Friðfinnsson describes an 
emotional observation. Tears are composed of 
the same substance as sea water, reminding 
us of our connection with the sea. The sense 
of longing by the sea is a feeling often shared 
by dreamers, the lost, the despairing, the 
departing and the returning. The text can also 
be read in relation to change. We continue 
to dive deeper into an unfortunate chain of 
events with yet unknown consequences.

The American marine biologist and ecologist 
Rachel L. Carson1 wrote of how the sea 
surrounds us in her aptly named 1951 book 
The Sea Around Us. If we could take this 
simple observation to heart and see beyond 
our own shoreline and horizon, we could find 
a profound and determined will to act. What 
was once far away will drift ashore even here, 
as everything is ultimately bound to the same 
chain. We are on an island and the sea is all 
around us.

1 Carson also wrote The Silent Spring (1962), which is considered a milestone of the environmental movement.
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Mohau Modisakeng, Passage, 2017. Still picture from video. ©Mohau Modisakeng & Galleria WHATIFTHE-WORLD.
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THE JOURNEY
Oceans are pathways that both connect and 
separate us. They have been, and still remain, 
channels for power, traffic, fishing and global 
trade, but also fear. Associations that people 
have with the sea are strongly dependent on 
location, culture and social status. For one the 
ocean is a vital habitat, for another a source of 
food. For some it is a tranquil landscape, and 
for others the only path towards the better.

The inequality associated with oceans is 
rooted centuries back in time. The South 
African Mohau Modisakeng addresses this in 
his allegorical film Passage (2017). The artist 
focuses on the African slave trade, which took 
place on the Atlantic between the 15th and 
19th centuries, but the film can also be viewed 
in light of the changes that have happened 
during recent years. In the South African 
Setswana language the word for life, botshelo, 
means crossing, and humans are referred to 
as bafeti, meaning travellers. Life, just like the 
art piece, is seen as an ephemeral journey with 
a beginning and an end.

During recent years, the Mediterranean waves 
have been especially merciless to those 
seeking hope. The multi-faceted crisis began 
in 2014. Many refugees arrived from the 
Middle East, Africa and Southern Asia. The 
crossings involve immigrant smuggling, and 
many passengers have drowned on their way 
to Europe. The single largest causes for the 
crisis are considered to be the Syrian civil war, 
the droughts in the area preceding the crisis, 
and the escalation of the war in Afghanistan.

The Swiss-Haitian Sasha Huber, who 
currently lives in Finland, combines the 
traumatic events of both history and modern 
day into a single, sparkling sea of staples. 
Comprising nearly 200 000 staples, Sea of 
the Lost (2016) focuses on the fate of the 
thousands of people lost in the waves. The art 
piece commemorates the victims of both the 
so-called middle passage1 of the Atlantic slave 
trade and the Mediterranean middle passage 
phenomenon born out of the refugee crisis. 
In the future new flows of people, both forced 
and voluntary, may form as extreme weather 
phenomena and the loss of biodiversity make 
life in familiar areas difficult.

1 The term middle passage refers to the middle stage of the triangular slave trade route where slaves were 
transported over the Atlantic from African ports to America. The same expression has been used to refer to 
the Mediterranean crossing during the 2010’s refugee crisis.
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Lilli Haapala, Vuotava Meri, 2021. Videoinstallation.
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THE ENVELOPING 
GREEN
Our neighbouring sea, the Baltic, is considered 
to be especially sensitive and vulnerable. 
The sea water is low in salinity, stratified and 
has a slow turnover. One of the major issues 
facing the sea is eutrophication caused by 
overabundance of nutrients. Eutrophication 
aggravates the oxygen depletion of the sea 
floor, alters the biotic structure and threatens 
biodiversity. Our neighbouring sea has vast 
areas of sea floor where life now only exists 
on the microbial level.

In New Sea Painting (2015) by Renja Leino 
the various shades of green resemble 
strokes from a paint brush, and at first 
glance the entire piece seems like a painting, 
despite actually being a photo of the Turku 
archipelago. The green, gruel-like surface 

represents the state of blue-green algae in the 
archipelago. Hopefully this will not be the only 
landscape our paint brushes and lenses will be 
able to capture in the future.

Vuotava meri (2021) (Leaky Sea) by 
Lilli Haapala is a sculptural video installation 
about the colour green and the cycle of water. 
Haapala’s interests lie both in cyanobacteria 
and in algae, as all terrestrial photosynthetic 
life was born from their union. Algae and 
phytoplankton can be considered a part of the 
Earth’s lungs, as they produce a major part 
of all oxygen in the atmosphere. Blue-green 
algae are naturally found in the Baltic Sea, 
but the algal blooms have been promoted 
by phosphorous loads that upset the natural 
balance.
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Coral (Pocillopora eydouxi).
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UNKNOWN 
FUTURE
Only about a fifth of the world’s oceans have 
been charted. Despite their unknown nature, it 
is estimated that only 13 percent of the world’s 
oceans remain in their natural state. The 
effects of human activities on the environment 
are lamentably far-reaching. According to a 
2019 UN study, the Earth’s biodiversity will 
have severely declined by the year 2050. The 
main cause for the environmental degradation 
has been food production both on land and 
at sea1. Researchers are speaking of a sixth 
mass extinction wave, as no other species on 
Earth has had a similar effect on our planet 
during its roughly 4.5 billion years of existence.  

A coral is included in the exhibition, brought 
in from the natural science collection of the 
Museum Centre of Turku. The coral lives in 
symbiosis with zooxanthellae algae. As oceans 
become more acidic and their temperature 
rise, the symbiosis between the algae and the 
coral is disrupted. When the algae disappear, 
the coral loses its colour and its nutrients 
and is in risk of dying entirely. In 2020 it 
was reported that the Great Barrier Reef in 
Australia is in worse shape than ever. Without 
living coral, the reef that has been forming for 
over two million years is crumbling.

As ice caps melt, the sensitive Arctic Ocean 
opens up to consumption that will upset its 
balance. Deep sea excavation, the search 
for new valuable mineral deposits, is not 
only destroying the ecosystem, but at worst 

releasing carbon that has been stored in the 
sea floor. Plastic litter fills the oceans and noise 
pollution deafens marine mammals. In the end, 
what will remain? The audio piece Oceans 
Back from the Brink (2017) by the Swedish 
group Radical Ocean Futures tells of the 
state of things in 2070. The group combines 
art, science, fiction and fact, forming a creative 
scenario based on future views. 

The future seems dark, but by reflecting on 
our actions and habits we can still affect the 
shape of things to come. In Lauri Astala’s 
piece World Is a Fantasy Map (1990) winds 
blowing from different cardinal directions 
shift water around. All the forces apply to a 
common mass, just as in oceans. Historically 
maps have been instruments of power, used 
to control and quantify the world. The name 
of Astala’s piece suggests this is all a fantasy. 
How will the world map of the future be 
shaped in our minds?

Julia Weckmann’s piece Hope? (2020) 
focuses on the 2019 Atlantic crossing by 
the Swedish environmental activist Greta 
Thunberg. Thunberg has been consistently 
insisting on decision makers around the world 
to take action to stop climate change. The 
desire, ignited by Greta’s actions, to be heard 
and seen gives hope — even individuals can 
make a difference. The hope for continuity lives 
in the decisions and actions we take today.

1 Other causes include forest industry, urbanisation, road construction and the utilisation of land and sea areas 
for human activities. Source: The intergovernmental IPBES panel on nature, IUCN, 2019.
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Tuula Närhinen, Soups du Jour, 2012–2013. Installation.
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THE NEARBY 
SHORE 
The salinity of the Baltic Sea is only about 
a fifth of that of the oceans, which actually 
makes it a brackish sea. The water is stratified 
and the salinity of the surface water decreases 
towards northern regions. The oxygen-rich 
water from the surface cannot mix with the 
deeper layers of water, which causes periods 
of oxygen depletion in the deep basins of the 
Baltic sea. From time to time saline water 
flows in through the Danish straits in a saline 
pulse, alleviating the situation. The saline 
pulses stir the stratified waters as salt water 
sinks down, lifting up the oxygen-depleted 
water. This reduces oxygen depletion in the 
deep basins, but also releases phosphorous 
from the sediment of the sea floor, which 
causes a momentary spike in nutrients. 
Unfortunately, saline pulses have become less 
frequent, and are expected to further decrease 
in number due to climate change.

During her long career Tuula Närhinen 
has utilised the versatile dialogue between 
art and science and has translated many 
different phenomena to the language of art. 
The installation Merivesivärit (2012–2013) 
(Sea Water Colours) is a study of the quality 
and saline content of Baltic Sea water. The 

installation is based on water samples, and 
was originally born as a part of the University 
of Helsinki’s interdisciplinary Baltic Sea 
project. The installation depicts the waters 
of the Gulf of Finland as the product of its 
drainage basin. Like a mirror, water reflects 
the landscape surrounding it while holding 
within the crystallised chemical compounds 
that form it. The artist sees the Baltic Sea as 
a soup with many cooks involved. Soups du 
Jour (2012–2013) (Soups of the Day) was 
created by actually boiling bucketfuls of sea 
water collected at different times. Each soup 
is a snapshot of a certain time and place. 
The colour of the soup tells a story of the 
substances dissolved into the water from the 
land and air and through human actions. The 
numbers on the table runner are measuring 
numbers used by the Helsinki Environment 
Centre, listing the salinity, temperature and 
turbidity of the water. Suolamaalaukset 
(2012–2013) (Saline Paintings) in all their 
different shades have been created by 
evaporating 40 litres of sea water. The 
paintings depict the state of the sea water at 
a given moment, over a period of 12 months. 
The water samples have been collected in 
Helsinki, from the vicinity of Harakka island.
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Tuula Närhinen, Plastic Horizon, 2019. Installation.



23

THE ERA 
OF PLASTIC
The history of plastic begins in the late 
19th century, and its use began to increase 
rapidly after the Second World War. Due to 
its flexibility, plastic was considered a superior 
solution for almost everything. Today the yearly 
production of plastics is estimated to be about 
300 million tonnes, and production is expected 
to double by the year 2030.

Plastic is everywhere. About 1.15 to 2.51 
million tonnes of plastic waste is estimated 
to end up in the oceans every year. Currents 
carry the waste to the middle of oceans where 
it slowly breaks down into smaller pieces. 
As plastic breaks down into microplastics it 
becomes nearly impossible to remove from the 
oceans.  Plastic waste is one of the greatest 
threats to the oceans and their food chains. 
When plastic ends up in the sea, the toxins 
it contains are transferred to the food chain, 
and ultimately to humans. The Pacific trash 
vortex was first detected as early as in the year 
1998. The vortex, at least three times the size 
of France, gathers floating debris from coastal 
settlements and maritime traffic.

For several years Tuula Närhinen has been 
composing various installations made of 
plastic collected from beaches. The artist 
considers plastic to be both a material and 
a hybrid phenomenon, the middle ground 
between synthetic and natural. Just like 
all other entities, plastic is composed of 
interconnected carbon and hydrogen atoms, 
but the length of the hydrocarbon chains 
separates the synthetic from the organic. 
Mermaid’s Tears (2007) is constructed 
from pieces of plastic sifted from the beach. 
According to the artist it was inspired by 
a 2006 article in the Helsingin Sanomat 
newspaper, which spoke of “mermaid tears”, 
crumbled plastic litter that has washed 
ashore. Närhinen observed that Baltic shores 
are affected by the same global problem. 
Plastic Horizon (2019) is built from salvaged 
plastic litter, which forms the titular horizon 
made of plastic. In Baltic Sea Plastique 
(2013) the plastic sculptures preserved in 
glass tubes act as part of the artist’s research 
on the interaction between the synthetic and 
organic worlds.
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Marjolijn Dijkman ja Toril Johannessen, Reclaiming Vision, 2018. Still picture from video.
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FROM THE MICRO 
LEVEL TO THE 
ATMOSPHERIC LAYERS 
Observed from the shore, the sea appears 
as a surface transformed by the wind, but it 
holds within an immensely rich collection of 
living habitats and biological communities. 
The sea houses life forms varying from the 
world’s largest mammal, the blue whale with 
its immense 30 meter length, all the way down 
to microscopic organisms. These countless 
micro-organisms form the foundation of 
the food chain, which is greatly affected by 
changes in the waters.

Sea waters have warmed up, rainfall has 
increased and as ice caps melt freshwater 
mixes with the salty sea water. The changes in 
temperature and salinity affect the natural flow 
and strength of ocean currents. Continuous 
gas exchange also happens between water 
and air. Human activities have released 
vast amounts of carbon dioxide into the 
atmosphere, and acidification occurs as it is 
absorbed into the oceans. When the pH level 

of the seas reaches a certain point, the survival 
of marine life and, consequently, marine 
biodiversity are compromised. Acidification is 
especially fatal to calcifying organisms, such 
as molluscs, clams, crustaceans and corals.

The joint piece Reclaiming Vision (2018) by 
Belgian Marjolijn Dijkman and Norwegian 
Toril Johannessen examines the rich, 
microscopic life found in brackish waters. 
Many different micro-organisms, algae, and 
plankton, come under the artists’ microscope. 
Plankton floats along ocean currents and is 
sensitive to changes in chemical composition 
of water. Micro-organisms produce as 
much as 50–85 percent of all of the Earth’s 
oxygen, and without them the Earth would be 
uninhabitable for many living creatures. True 
to its name, the piece urges us to reclaim 
our senses and encourages us to see the 
importance of these organisms.
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Renja Leino, New Sea Painting, 2015. Pigment print on aluminium.

Book the visit 
in advance 
turku.fi/en/museum

http://turku.fi/en/museum
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Tyhjä aukeama.
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