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In the front of Helsinki’s south harbour there is a group 
of four islands that make up the UNESCO World 
Heritage-listed sea fortress of Suomenlinna, and that is 
where I’m writing this article. This is an island group of 

and tourists, and houses the military as well as artists.
I am here on a three-month artist residency 

awarded by the Australian Council for the Arts and 
hosted by HIAP (Helsinki International Artist 
Programme). Currently I am in the midst of making a 
body of new work that consists of painting, video, 
performance, installation and photography. The artwork 
is the result of operating here as an artist-tourist and 
explores my Australian-Finnish identity in addition to the 
condition of cultural hybridity within this globalised 
world; and these are also the subjects of this article. 

A tourist is someone who escapes their normal lives 
to seek pleasure and adventure, and my view of the artist-
tourist is where an artist functions in the mode of a 
tourist. This is within the tradition of such visual artists 
as Paul Gauguin (1848-1903), Ian Fairweather (1891-
1974), and Donald Friend (1915-1989), and the Finnish 
national hero Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1865-1931) also 
travelled to Kenya and painted while there. Such artists 
wouldn’t have made the resulting celebrated artwork of their 

However, how well can an artist-tourist understand 
the visited culture? I recently had a discussion with the 
prominent Finnish curator Taru Elfving where she 
explained that the tourist:

.. will have expectations that direct their understanding 
– as well as misunderstandings. They will not be able to 
fully access what they encounter. The ‘other’ in some 
ways remains always incomprehensible. 

Therefore, given this view, an artist-tourist may not 
have more than a peripheral understanding of the culture 
encountered. This non-comprehension of the visited 
culture has been handled by artists such as Olaf Breuning 
(Swiss, b. 1970) where in his video work Home 3 (2012) 
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he parodies the Western tourist. Breuning has himself 
made this work in the mode of artist-tourist travelling the 
world. I also view my own visual art practice to be within 
the tradition of the artist-tourist; my methodology is to 
travel. I am the consummate tourist and the places that I 
have visited while in this region include: Tallinn, 
Stockholm, Finnish Lapland and Saint Petersburg. 
However while in these places I am always looking for 
art-making opportunities, and I’m regularly 
photographing, videoing and sketching. Tourism and art 
work well together. 

An example of my touristic activities is when I 
visited the Arctic Circle and participated in a snowmobile 
expedition aimed at tourists. During the experience I took 
photographs and subsequently produced a set of 
photographs entitled Tribute to the Sami (2013). While in 
the area I visited Santa Clauses Village; this is where the 
real Santa Clause lives and your Christmas letters 
addressed to Santa Clause end up there for the elves to 
sort through. Incidentally I believe that this type of tourist 
haven, where ‘authenticity’ is (re-)constructed, is just as 
authentic as any other place. It’s an entity in itself, staffed 
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by real employees, and mirrors culture. Visiting here 
provided me with a unique snapshot of the culture that I 

further on my own identity.
The residency here has provided an excellent 

platform to explore my identity within this increasingly 
complex globalised world. After the Russians attacked my 
mother’s village in Karelia, in World War II, she was 
evacuated as a child to Savo where she in later years met 
my father (who was in the merchant navy). Then driven 
by the lure of travel my parents traveled to Australia in 
1967 and decided to stay. I was born in Perth in 1971 and 
raised on the tourist mecca of Queensland’s Gold Coast. 

Finnish culture through my childhood; in many ways my 
upbringing was more Finnish than that of the Finnish. 
Being physically isolated on the far island of Australia, the 
customs of the original homelands of the Diaspora remain 
preserved. However, my friends were predominately non-
Finnish and I was always told by my parents to assimilate 
with the ‘Australians’. In addition all my education, 
including art college, was in Australia. I am essentially an 
introduced species like the Burke and Wills camel but 
have adapted to my surrounds.

Although the culture in Finland feels familiar, I 
feel like a tourist and quite Australian here especially 
when I employ such terms as ‘willy-willy’ or when I listen 

Finnish programming. This is akin to Arnold 
Total Recall (dir Paul 

Verhoeven, 1990) where his character was implanted with 
memories and knowledge of Mars not having previously 
visited there. I can also identify with the implied 

artist Lee Wen’s Yellow Man (1992-present) performances. 
a region that is growing and 

changing with incomprehensible complexity; over recent 
years Australia has aligned itself economically and 
culturally within this region. Interestingly, I feel 

country where I have undertaken projects, and my art 
practice has become a means to explore and locate my 
identity drawing on Finland, Indonesia and Australia as 

better understand my identity and to reconcile my Asia-

I am an Australian-Finnish hybrid from the Asia-
My 

ethnic background is comparable to the Australian painter 
Imants Tillers (b.1950) who was born in Sydney to 
Latvian parents. eclectic juxtaposition of signs 
in his paintings (including colonial, immigrant and 
Indigenous references) clearly depicts the hybridity of 
culture, a dominant condition within our contemporary 
world. Cultural hybridity develops when cultures change 
to form new ‘hybrid’ cultures as a result of external 

immigration, and tourism. This is in contrast to the view 
of a homogenisation where cultures erode and normalise 
to become similar. ‘Pure’ homogenisation would appear 
impossible as the interactions between cultures are highly 
complex and uneven.1

 I elicit the hybridity of culture from within the 
eminent 

Indigenous artist from Utopia Minnie Pwerle (b. c. 1916-
2006); in the way her layered motifs may represent 
individual cultures, and that her acrylic-on-canvas 
abstractions of country have also come about through 
cultural interactions and the particular demands of a 

paintings of my favourite Australian artist, Jon Cattapan 
(b. 1956), brim with hybrid possibilities.

the paintings that I’ve made here in Finland, including 
Karelia (2013). In these works I have replaced any 

paint and blank brush marks. The thick paint mixes and 

the blending and creation of hybrid cultures. 
I made a series of paintings inspired by the colours 

of the nautical markers that line the shipping routes here 

,	  2013,	  two	  digital	  prints,	  45	  x	  120cm	  each
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in Finnish waters. The navigational meaning and function 
of these colours also serve as a metaphor for the track that 
our lives take in this global world. Baltic Views (2013) is 
also reminiscent of traditional Finnish mats or perhaps 
resembles a strand of DNA – Finnish DNA transplanted 
onto the Great Southern Land of Terra Australis. To 
accompany these works I used local wood to construct a 
playful set of six ambiguous vessels entitled Craft. 

Working with photography, I made two bodies of 
work: Postcards from the Sledge (2013) and Borderline (2013) 
that further explore my identity and cultural hybridity. 

my personal mythology that I often use in my projects.  
My current photographic output also includes the 

series South Harbour, a set of experimental photographs that 
I shot here during evening observations of the cruise ships 
that continually traverse between Helsinki, Tallinn and 
Stockholm. I also travelled on these ships and as a response 
to my experiences made a three-screen video work entitled 
The Passenger (10min: 5sec). One of the Finnish locals 
featured in the work describes passage on these cruise ships 
as ‘a land of milk and honey … you have unlimited wine, 
coming from taps’. The interviewee also explains that many 

ashore during the stopover but remain onboard to recover 
so they can continue to party. The author Jennifer Craik 
writes: ‘Nowadays, tourism is a personal odyssey of 

consumer excess and the celebration of narcissism and self-
indulgence’,2 and this is certainly evidenced by the 
behaviour of tourists that I have seen on these vessels. Such 
behaviour perhaps even strengthens the sentiment that 
‘even tourists dislike tourists’.3 Though tourism is fraught 
with problems it’s something through which we are all in 
some way globally implicated, and mediated, that we rely 
on or participate in for an array of reasons.

Tourism need not be a frivolous pursuit. It can 
yield culturally valuable output. In addition to providing 
emotional and intellectual refreshment and enlightenment, 
tourism can also foster dialogue and cultural exchange. 
This is in contrast to anthropologist James Clifford’s view 
that tourism ‘is incapable of serious knowledge’.4 Clifford 

or having an “experience” (exciting, edifying, pleasurable, 
estranging, broadening)’. The artist-tourist is particularly 
well positioned to be able to highlight aspects pertaining 
to cultural difference, diversity, hybridity and identity, 
and can also reveal areas of misunderstanding and social 
inequity. For instance, while on these ships I learnt that 
Estonian cruise ship workers refer to them as ‘slave ships’. 
This highlights the wider issue of the inequity and 
exploitation of tourism workers that is common within the 
global tourist industry. In addition, this demonstrates that 
the arcadia of tourism does have a darker side; Gauguin 
did, after all, contract a fatal disease while abiding in his 

1/	  Selected	  studio	  studies,	  2013,	  oil	  and	  linen,	  various	  dimensions

2/	   ,	  2013,	  oil	  and	  acrylic	  on	  canvasboards,	  40	  x	  280cm
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seemingly utopic Tahiti. My video work 
Passenger aims to encapsulate such 
issues and inequities.

During my time here, I gradually 
discovered Finland’s emerging and 
edgy contemporary art scene. At his 
exhibition in Helsinki’s Galleria Sinne I 
met local artist Mikko Kuorinki who 
works in the tradition of the by 
wandering and observing: ‘All this 
drifting slowly forms materials for my 
works’. This approach is resonant of 
Urry’s pioneering notion of the ‘tourist 

passively observes and does not 
interact with the environment.5 I 
disagree, and also contend that we as 

active performers in our toured 
environments.
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