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Jorma Puranen has become known for
his works that arouse considerations
bridging the past and the present. His
subject matter spans ethnographic pho-
tography, illustrations of scholarly works,
historical portraiture, and landscape
painting, with points of departure often
found in archives and museums. Howev-
er, his approach to the archive is undis-
ciplined - fragmentary rather than sys-
tematic. His method has also proposed
fictive interpretations of his themes,
the image becoming a space for read-
dressing a fluid past. His photographs
are both of the past and the present; in
Roland Barthes’ terms, ‘there and then’
becomes an experience of ‘here and
now.” In Puranen’s photographs, the
reflection of light serves to mediate the
images and functions as their metaphor.
It often covers or blurs our access to
the images, thus adding layers of uncer-

tainty to historical objects. Reflection itself
emerges as a central theme for Puranen,
who appears to suggest that light is the
only true reality to which the photograph
has access.

Jorma Puranen (*1951 in Finland) grad-
uated from the University of Art and De-
sign Helsinki in 1978. His works have
been widely exhibited in institutions such
as LACMA (Los Angeles), Museo de Arte
Moderno de Bogota, Nationalmuseet
(Copenhagen), Kulturhuset (Stockholm),
Kunsthalle Emden (DE), Central for Con-
temporary Art (Brussels), and Kunsthalle
St. Annen (LUbeck, DE). They are repre-
sented in numerous international collec-
tions, such as those of the Bibliotheque
Nationale (Paris), Victoria and Albert Mu-
seum (London), Kiasma Museum of Con-
temporary Art (Helsinki), Moderna Museet
(Stockholm), and Finnish Museum of Pho-
tography (Helsinki).



L'ETANG QUI SE SOUVENAIT DE TOUT, 2023 - 2024
(THE POND THAT REMEMBERED ALL)

| spent the late summer and early au-
tumn of 2023 in Giverny, France as art-
ist in residence invited by the Fonda-
tion Claude Monet. In 1890 Monet had
bought a house in this village where he
also built his famous garden. There he
produced numerous series of paintings
examining the effects of the time of day,
seasons, and weather conditions devot-
ing his attention to light, color and space.
Guided by the belief that light is the only
reality photography has access to, | de-
cided like Monet to devote my time in
Giverny to the pursuit of light and the
atmospheric qualities of ever-changing
scenes and constantly shifting land-
scapes. | was using long exposures to
capture landscapes and garden views
as they were reflected in a wooden pan-
el painted with black lacquer to create a
fine glossy sheen. This chosen method
brings to mind the Claude glass or black

mirror, a key accessory to any 18th cen-
tury traveler. [...]

My photographs of Giverny vistas and
views seem to ripple somewhere be-
tween photography and paintings. [...]
The brushstrokes in the lacquer, the
rain-dappled wooden panel, and the
distorted views of trees, plants, flowers
and the pond in dying daylight all co-
alesce to create an effect that is enig-
matically strange.

This work also reflects the problem of
not seeing clearly, poor eyesight, a dif-
ficulty in seeing, both theoretically and
in practice. As we know, in his older age,
Monet suffered from cataracts, resulting
in him not having as much control over
the quality of his works as before. He
was nearly blind before the cataract op-
eration, affecting his ability to see “cool”
colors. In the photographs of Létang
qui se souvenait de tout, we don’t get to

directly admire the scenery but see it as
if through blurry foggy windows.

Other works in the series expand my
considerations of the relationship be-
tween past and present. [...] My archi-
val-based images reflect ghosts of a
world Monet created, ghosts embedded
in this fabulous historical garden. These
photographs are multi-temporal, dream-
like reconstructions of memory and a
bygone era.

The garden that creates its own beauty
every year is also a time capsule. Paint-
ing is always remembering, as John
Berger once noted. Monet’s aim was to
preserve everything essential about the
garden which he had made, and which
as an old man he loved more than any-
thing. The painted lily pond was to be a
pond that remembered all.

- From the artist



L’etang qui se souvenait de tout 6, 2023, Archival pigment print, framed, 160 x 126 cm



ICY PROSPECTS, 2016-2024

“The idea of /cy Prospects arose from
reading histories of polar expeditions,
Arctic lore, and from watching tourists
on the furthest promontory of Nordkapp
(North Cape) in northern Norway. Nord-
kapp is a place where tourists throng
from all parts of Europe to admire the
last northern shore of our continent. In
addition, | remember from my childhood
my father’s stories about the Arctic
Ocean from when he worked on fishing
boats near Petsamo until the outbreak
of the Second World War. The trawlers
would go as far as Bear Island, situated
between Spitsbergen and the Finnma-
rk coast. /cy Prospects has its source
in historical paintings that depict Arc-
tic landscapes and seascapes. While
working with the project Shadows, Re-
flections and All That Sort of Thing in
different museums, | watched the shim-
mering reflections of museum exteriors

on surfaces of highly varnished painted

panels. Inspired by these lacquered
paintings of past centuries, | painted a
carefully sanded piece of wooden board
with black, glossy paint to give it a re-
flecting, mirror-like texture.

In this work | was interested in the
possibility of a cultural space created
by different fates and histories, places
and encounters. Through experiences
of travel, borderland, and identity, | cre-
ate a matrix of fact and fiction, a field
of fantasy and geographical imagination.
Even if /lcy Prospects seems to focus
on the sensory experience of northern
space, | rather wish to generate narra-
tive possibilities, to point to the twilight
zone of what might have happened. By
dislocating archival and museum mate-
rial from its original purpose and inten-
tion, the new corpus of photographs of
lcy Prospects seeks to reveal new read-

ings, meanings, and questions, to sug-
gest a fictive historical world. | worked
with /cy Prospects in furthermost Lap-
land and by the Arctic Ocean in Finnma-
rk of northern Norway from 2005 until
early 2009. Driving down the sparse
roads of Finnmark in the chiaroscuro
hours, chasing the sun to rise or set, |
developed an intimate relation to the si-
lent places of high latitudes.”

- From the artist






Icy Prospects #66, 2014, pigment print, 160 x 201 cm



Icy Prospects #36, 2007, pigment print, 160 x 201 cm






Icy Prospects #39, 2007, pigment print, 160 x 201 cm



Icy Prospects #33, 2007, pigment print, 160 x 201 cm






Icy Prospects #29, 2006, pigment print, 160 x 201 cm



Icy Prospects #3, 2005, pigment print, 189 x 154 cm






BLACK SNOW: THE 1968 THULE NUCLEAR DISASTER, 2021

Black Snow: The 1968 Thule Nuclear
Disaster is a photographic installation
consisting of approximately 10-12 in-
dividual images. In this work, Puranen
rephotographs historical glass negative
plates that depict Greenlandic iceberg
landscapes, capturing them with the
dust and dirt accumulated on their sur-
faces.

The conceptual foundation of the project
lies in the tragic events of January 21,
1968 —known as the Thule accident—
when a United States Air Force B-52
bomber carrying four thermonuclear
bombs crashed near Thule Air Base in
the Danish territory of Greenland. A cab-
in fire forced the crew to abandon the
aircraft, which ultimately crashed into
the sea, releasing radioactive material
into the surrounding area. Some of the
nuclear fuel components were never re-
covered and remain missing to this day.

To create the images, Puranen rephoto-
graphs the glass negative plates using
strong side lighting, which casts dra-
matic shadows from the dust and debris
on the plates. These shadows resemble
a meteor shower unfolding over the Arc-
tic sky, introducing a spectral presence
into the imagery. In this way, Black Snow
acts as an interface between two histori-
cal moments: the archival past embed-
ded in the original negatives and the on-
going ecological and political concerns
that resonate in the present.



Black Snow: The 1968 Thule nuclear disaster, 2021, Archival pigment print, set of 6 and 34 x 28 cm






SHADOWS, REFLECTIONS AND
ALL THAT SORT OF THING, 2001-2012

In his series entitled Shadows, reflec-
tions, and all that sort of thing, Puranen
takes photographs of historical portrait
paintings from unusual angles. As in his
previous work, the starting point for the
project was his interest in museums and
archives. But instead of making a con-
nection between the portrayed and a
specific landscape, Puranen leaves the
paintings in place on the museum walls
and photographs them under unusual
conditions. The resulting photographic
portraits defy the accepted standards
of a well-made photo. The daylight is
reflected on the surface of the painting,
overexposing certain parts of the image,
obliterating others in darkness. The se-
ries questions the relationships between
the portrait, the portrayed, and the pho-
tograph of the portrait, and how the em-
ployed mediums influence our percep-
tion of them as an “image.”



Shadows, Reflections and all Sort of Thing #70, 2011, C-Print, Diasec, 125 x 100 cm



Shadows, Reflections and all Sort of Thing #58, 2010, C-Print, Diasec, 98 x 78 cm






LANGUAGE IS A FOREIGN COUNTRY, 1998-2002

Jorma Puranen came into contact with
the culture and language of the Sami
people of the far north in the early 1970s,
an encounter that determined his artistic
work for many years. With photographs
from anthropological archives he creat-
ed the series “Imaginary Homecoming,”
in which transparent portraits of individ-
ual Sami are staged and photographed
in their native landscapes - as if the peo-
ple depicted were now able to reunite
with their origins.

During the 1990s Puranen investigated
the relationship between language and
landscape in his series “Language is a
Foreign Country,” which explores the
issues of nature and culture in all their
variety and contradictoriness. Language
and tradition are a source of stability
and root people to the place in which
they live. In this series Puranen drew on
words and phrases in local languages

in order to touch on an experience of
space, history and landscape that oscil-
lates between visual representation and
linguistic expression. Although words
used are precise (such as the terms for
different kinds of winds), the sensed and
experienced understanding of a land-
scape cannot be conveyed through lan-
guage and thus eludes the perception of
outsiders. Verbal description, particular-
ly for later generations, remains a merely
superficially intelligible vocabulary.

- Barbara Blickensdorff



Language is a Foreign Country 1, 1998, Digital C-print, diasec, 130 x 180 cm



Language is a Foreign Country 3, 1999, Digital C-print, diasec, 130 x 180 cm



Language is a Foreign Country 14, 2002, Digital C-print, diasec, 94 x 130 cm



IMAGINARY HOMECOMING, 1991-95

Puranen explores history, culture, identi-
ty, and the poetics of language. He also
explores aesthetics, particularly uses
of light and shade. In his series Imagi-
nary Homecoming, he investigates ways
in which the Arctic areas of Greenland
and Lapland (Finland, Norway, Sweden,
and Russia) and the Sami people have
been represented, historically and now.
His enquiry thus encompasses art his-
tory, social anthropology, language and
communication, geography, and Nordic
identities. The approach is multilayered;
he simultaneously explores visual phe-
nomena, picture-making, and, for exam-
ple, ethnographic attitudes or histories
of the expeditions of northern explorers.
His work is very frequently concerned
with nature and the representation of
northern landscapes, especially Lap-
land, a relatively silent and underpop-
ulated region.

Imaginary Homecoming sets up a di-
alogue between historical
temporary concerns. In effect the series
is not so much about the Sami and Lap-
land as about European attitudes and
sensibilities—or, rather, insensibilities.

The portraits show faces, or faces and
shoulders. The source materials clear-
ly conform to ethnographic pictorial
conventions with its requirement of
systematic recording and classifica-
tion of subjects as “types”: facial and
bodily characteristics constituted a
basis for social anthropological classi-
fication. There is something very pow-
erful about the evocation of the dead
through portraits. We look at faces and
clothing, seeking biographical and cul-
tural understanding, as if histories can
be read through wrinkles etched onto a
face. Such clues are limited, but remain
all that we have to go on when trying to

and con-

imagine people and their historical cir-
cumstances. But the return of the por-
traits to the Lapland landscape serves to
emphasize the limitations of such imag-
es as sources of cultural information and
perception as we consider the scale and
characteristics of the landscape within
which they are now set and the extent
to which geography has an impact on
culture in such unforgiving terrains. The
aesthetic harmony of the pictures belies
disturbing questions relating to histories
of land, identity, and dislocation.



Imaginary Homecoming #17, 1994, Archival pigment print, 106 x 136 cm



Imaginary Homecoming #1, 1991, Archival pigment print, 75 x 93 cm
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