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In his seminal work The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard discusses the poetic image, 
which he posits as something radically different from metaphor, a petrified image to which 
we have become habituated. A poetic image is something unprecedented, thereby creating 
something unprecedented.1 Marja Kanervo modifies spaces in much the same way as a 
poet conjures up images and spaces with words. By removing structural components so 
that displaced elements form written words (MORE/LESS, 2013), or by adding artefacts that 
redefine their surroundings, she transforms the physical site which the viewer occupies into 
a dream-like ‘imaginary space’ that is charged with an emotional intensity that is difficult 
to express in words. The pieces featured in her retrospective at Kiasma in 2013 – a textual 
panorama, a deconstructed Wendy house, hair-reinforced concrete panels, concrete beds 
with human hair stuffing, and shirts adorned with buttons of human teeth neatly folded in 
display cases – acquire their meaning through their emphatic materiality. We viewers are 
forced to ask ourselves: what are my personal reactions to these seemingly familiar yet 
strangely warped and disjointed dream-like states?

Bachelardian phenomenology would indeed seem an apposite vehicle for reading 
Kanervo’s art, emphasising as it does an ineffable experience evoked through feelings, fantasy 
and poetic imagery. I will nevertheless endeavour to offer some alternative perspectives for 
interpreting her latest hair installations. The presence of an organic element derived from the 
human body, such as hair, heightens the intensity of our experience by steering our responses 
in specific associative directions.

The exhibition as a whole can be likened to a house, with each installation representing 
a different ‘room’. In Kanervo’s art, however, the Bachelardian reality of dreams, memories 
and poetic images unfolds before us not as anything warm and cosy, but as something bizarre 
and unsettling.2 The artist’s ‘gutted’ Wendy house encapsulates a poetics of strangeness 
also evinced by her hair installations. The deconstructed, inside-out Wendy house literally 
dismantles everything that is orderly and familiar, transforming it into something menacing 
and obscenely exposed.

1 Tarja Roinila, 2003. ’Gaston Bachelard, tilan ja poetiikan filosofi’, in Bachelard, Gaston, La Poétique de 
l’espace, 1957. Helsinki: Nemo, 12–14.

2 Bachelard explores the phenomenological reality of poetic images, reveries and dreams. For Bachelard 
the image of a house represents the inner mental space of our imaginings: it shelters day-dreaming 
and protects the dreamer, articulating our memories and consciousness. For Bachelard, the house 
represents states of the soul. Op. Cit., 188. 
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Space unsettled by hair

Kanervo has made a long-standing practice of using organic matter in her art. Her oil-smeared 
rugs made of feathers, for example, invite various associations ranging from environmental 
themes to the nature-culture dialectic. The presence of human hair (as in Pallet I-III, 2013), 
however, adds a wholly new dimension of significance, bringing with it an ineffable emotional 
intensity that is uncanny and macabre, yet also intriguing and strangely enticing.3

A complex array of meanings has been associated with human hair throughout history. 
Along with finger- and toenails, it is the only body part that keeps growing as long as we 
live. It is a conspicuous part of our appearance, an emblem of our identity that we strive to 
control with haircuts and hairstyles. The hairstyle we choose is an outward symbol of our 
social status, sexual identity, powers of attraction, and so on. Long hair, being associated with 
femininity and womanhood, is kept covered in many cultures as a mark of chastity or as a 
symbol of marital status. Hair is simultaneously an eye-catching yet intimate part of the body. 
 
3 In the domain of art and culture, ‘the macabre’ refers to something deliberately menacing or unsettling by 

nature. Macabre art foregrounds death symbols or similar allusions to mortality, doom and destruction. 
‘The uncanny’ is the English translation of Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytical term das Unheimliche. See 
Sigmund Freud, 1947. ‘Das Unheimliche’. Gesammelte Werke XII. London: Imago Publishing.

__________

Marja Kanervo, MORE/LESS, 2013, installation with manipulated wall surface and waste material, 
Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma.
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen.

http://kokoelmat.fng.fi/app?lang=en&si=http%3A%2F%2Fkansallisgalleria.fi%2Fnimi_Kanervo__Marja
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Cropped hair elicits various connotations, whether of concentration camps or the 
cherished locks of a child or loved one treasured in a jewellery box. Enforced head-shaving 
has traditionally been a gesture of subjugation and humiliation. Jews had their heads shaved 
upon internment in concentration camps, and later, after liberation, women accused of 
collaboration horizontale with German soldiers had their heads shaved as a brutal form of 
public humiliation. Certain Native American tribes practised scalping, removing a portion of the 
scalp and scalp lock as a trophy of victory. The warrior’s soul was believed to reside in the scalp 
lock, hence scalping was a way of ‘stealing’ their soul.

Hair does not decompose as quickly as the rest of the human body, which is why it 
is a symbol of immortality in many cultures. Even after being cut off, hair, having once been 
part of a living body, remains an indexical reference to its owner. All vestiges of human matter 
metonymically refer back to a specific person, which explains their function in the effigies used 
in magic ceremonies and rituals. Hair furthermore represents a boundary state between the 
living and the dead, the inner and the outer.4 Human hair is thus laden with a powerful cultural 
subtext and religious and magical power.5

Subversions of the gaze 

The many nuances associated with human hair inescapably affect the way we interpret 
and respond to Kanervo’s art. During the art-making process, hair represents for Kanervo 
a material like any other, lacking any particular associative resonance – it is merely the 
anonymous waste donated by hair salons.6 Hair is nevertheless inextricably bound up with  
fundamental human urges and desires and our compulsion to repress them. Its presence 
invariably propels our imaginings towards all things corporeal and unconscious.

When the viewer meets the artwork, then, the hair endows the work with special 
significance, imbuing it with varied associations unrelated to the artist’s possible intentions. 
For the viewer, identifying the material as human hair is itself a shocking, thrilling moment. 
Viewed from afar, the hair-reinforced concrete panels are deceptively suggestive of marble. 
They might even be construed as minimalistic sculptures and, as such, neutral objects of 
the gaze. Here Kanervo playfully interrogates artistic convention, marble having traditionally 
been regarded ever since Classical antiquity as the most sublime sculpting material.  
When we approach the work, however, the marbled surface reveals itself to be a spindly 
cobweb of human hair forming a connective tissue inside the concrete. The hair creates 
an appealing ornamental effect, yet being human in origin, it adds a disturbing, unsettling 
element to the smooth concrete surface. The eye and the intellect relay contradictory 
information; the beautiful and the uncanny are paradoxically juxtaposed. The organic 
matter embedded in the concrete destabilises the viewer’s position: we are no longer 
able to look on as detached observers, but are recast as physical participants. Through our 
physical reactions we, and the thing we experience, are fused in a dualistic, Cartesian gaze 
that undermines the distinction between the subject and the object. The ‘objecthood’ of 
masculine Minimalism is thus subverted. 

4 Helena Erkkilä, 2008. Ruumiinkuvia! Suomalainen performanssi- ja kehotaide 1980- ja 1990-luvulla 
psykoanalyysin valossa. Central Art Archives 15. Helsinki: Valtion taidemuseo / Kuvataiteen keskusarkisto, 
97–98. Erkkilä refers to Elisabeth Grosz’s Volatile Bodies. Toward a Corporeal Feminism. Bloomington 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press 1994, 81.

5 Kanervo’s exhibition coincided with two major international showings featuring the theme of hair, 
Cheveux chéris, frivolités et trophées at the Paris Musée du Quai Branly (18.9.2012–14.7.2013) and 
Hår (Hair) at the Nordic Museum in Stockholm (19.10.2012–1.9.2013). Both exhibitions explore 
people’s relationship with hair at different times in history, foregrounding its significance through 
various intriguing and provocative examples. Both exhibitions also consider the symbolic meanings 
associated with hair.

6 Kanervo by no means denies the subconscious meanings associated with human hair. See interview 
in the exhibition catalogue.
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Kanervo pairs the anonymous, mechanical qualities of concrete with something very 
human and fragile. When encased in concrete, the strands of human hair seem to inhabit 
their own microscopic world of infinitesimally entwined rhizome networks. Kanervo’s 
concrete panels are distantly related to Adriana Varejão’s tiled walls, yet whereas the gaping 
gashes in Varejão’s walls bulge with artificial mass resembling raw flesh, Kanervo uses real 
human hair, thereby making a more overt reference to human urges, desires and mortality. 
The natural organic movement of hair is trapped and frozen inside the concrete, inscribing  
a cadaverous cobweb on its surface. 

In psychoanalytic theory, hair, like nail clippings, is regarded as human detritus. The 
emotional thrust of Kanervo’s art can thus be interpreted in terms of the abject, a concept 

__________

Marja Kanervo, Pallet I-III, 2013, installation, Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma.
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen.

http://kokoelmat.fng.fi/app?lang=en&si=http%3A%2F%2Fkansallisgalleria.fi%2Fnimi_Kanervo__Marja
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derived from psychoanalytic theory that is often associated with femininity. Julia Kristeva uses 
the term in reference to the revulsion we feel upon encountering a monstrous taboo that is 
situated outside the Symbolic Order, or language-based mode of perception. Confrontation 
by the abject causes a breakdown of meaning and a loss of distinction between self and 
other, subject and object. The abject both attracts and repels us, a reaction typically elicited 
upon seeing a corpse, for example, but also when we witness human detritus, or hair, when 
separated from its owner. The abject marks the incursion of the Real into the Symbolic Order. 

In Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory, the Real can be understood as an undifferentiated 
tapestry of human consciousness that is wholly unencumbered by the order of language. 
Although the Real remains latent because the Symbolic Order defines our daily experience, 
it is nevertheless ever-present and occasionally breaks through in our encounters with the 
abject. The Real is unnameable, being closely akin to death.7 The use of a bodily material such 
as human hair as connective tissue in an installation thus subverts the rational order of things, 
marking an incursion of the Real into our realm of visual experience.

The abject disrupts our established, culturally constructed identity that is defined 
by the Symbolic Order. The abject also steers our interpretation of Kanervo’s art, for 
abjecthood permeates all the connotations elicited by human hair and the accompanying 
psychoanalytical horizon of interpretation. These dimensions are implicit in Kanervo’s work, 
being invoked by the blurring of our unconscious and corporeal experience, in which the 
distinction between the subject and the object begins to break down.8 

Imagined touch as an offshoot of the gaze

The breakdown of the familiar in Kanervo’s hair installations can also be interpreted in 
the light of Sigmund Freud’s concept of Das Unheimliche.9 Whereas the abject is linked to 
feelings of repulsion elicited by human hair separated from its owner, Das Unheimliche,  
the horrifying and uncanny, more broadly defines the disconcerting intensity of Kanervo’s 
art. When we confront the uncanny, we invariably also confront the death drive. The 
transgression of the Symbolic Order – to which both the abject and Freud’s concept of the 
uncanny both allude – marks a return to an archaic condition of undifferentiation in which 
life’s end and beginning are inseparable. 

Kanervo’s use of human hair brings to mind Helena Hietanen’s works from 1996 – 
Linear, Cycle, Cover and Time – in which she used hair donated by people of various ages 
to highlight the passage of time and the transience of life. In Hietanen’s work, too, hair is  
an indexical reference to its former owner, but its associations are largely confined to the 
human life cycle, whereas Kanervo’s invocation of the abject awakens something ‘new’ in the 
Bachelardian sense. This unprecedented element is the radical destabilisation caused by the 
subversion of the viewer-gaze-object relationship. 

Both in her sculptural pieces and spatial installations, Kanervo forces the viewer 
physically to become part of the work. Her hair-stuffed pillows, mattresses and antique 
sofa invoke the viewer’s inner state and non-visual senses, even more obviously than 
her hair-reinforced concrete panels. The sense of being touched by an-Other (person) 
is disturbingly pervasive in her bed installations, which consist of a concrete bed frame 
topped by a hair-stuffed mattress and pillow, the human hair clearly identifiable through 
the thin, translucent gauze cover (Pallet I-II, 2013). In our daily existence, bed linen evokes 
a pleasantly familiar sense of tactility. Through the incursion of the uncanny in her strange, 
dream-like installation, Kanervo adds a shudder of revulsion to what is normally pleasant 

7 The abject disrupts the Symbolic Order’s language-based mode of perception; the Real thus impinges 
on our physical experience. Lacan (Seminar II 1954-1955 / 1978, 247.) The Real represents a plane of 
existence that has never been symbolised or has escaped or resisted symbolisation. See also Erkkilä 
Op. Cit., 118.

8 Julia Kristeva, 1980. Pouvoirs de l’horreur. Essai sur l’abjection. Paris: Éditions du Seuil.
9 Sigmund Freud, 1947. ‘Das Unheimliche’. Gesammelte Werke XII. London: Imago Publishing.
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and familiar. The hair-stuffed pillows and mattresses elicit an unnerving reaction that is 
difficult to pin down in words. The line between the inner and the outer seems to disintegrate. 
Bed linen, an intimate part of our daily existence, is comfortably familiar yet, here, so very 
disconcerting. A similar oscillation between familiarity and strangeness also colours our 
experience of Reupholstered (2011), an installation consisting of a tattered antique settee, the 
torn upholstery revealing not horse hair stuffing, but a thick wad of human hair spewing out. 
The piece is like something straight out of a dream or Surrealist film.

Our awareness that all three installations utilise human hair destabilises how we 
relate to them. The presence of the hair adds an eerie uncanniness that fascinates yet 
repulses us. This psychological vacillation is a key dimension of the work’s horizon of 
interpretation. As a whole, Kanervo’s installations affect us through varied emotional and 
sensory evocations, squarely placing our gaze in a corporeal zone. Her concrete panels appeal 
to our sense of vision, whereas her hair-stuffed beds transport our sensory experience from 
vision to touch, bringing the work ‘under our skin’. We can imagine the stuffing penetrating 
our very innards – we feel it sticking in our throats, suffocating us as if in a nightmare.

The abject, uncanny experience evoked by the presence of human hair transports us 
into the realm of the Real, giving death a tangible presence. Kanervo’s art can be seen as a 
contemporary reprisal of classic memento mori iconography, with human hair serving as a 
Vanitas.10 The uncanny, abject elements in her art invite us to grasp and accept our mortality. 
And, furthermore, if hair is a metonymic reference to a human presence other than our own, 
Kanervo invites us to embrace Other presences within our personal realm of experience. 
Her installations evoke unprecedented responses and levels of interpretation which, in the 
Bachelardian poetic sense, create something ‘new’. In their ineffability, they convey a profound 
ethical message by pushing our thinking to the very limits of what can be expressed. 

10 Memento mori refers to artistic symbols used since the late Middle Ages as a reminder of the inevitability 
of death, with artists depicting skulls, entire skeletons or even decomposing corpses. The goal was to 
illustrate that death is an inexorable part of human life for which we must all be prepared.


