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A Gay Grammar
My personal view of working on Homo Homo Sapiens

I am a homosexual man. I am a homosexual man who was born in a country 

where homosexuality was illegal. Fifty-four years later I live on a planet where 

homosexuality is illegal in 72 countries and carries a possible death sentence 

in 8. This obviously means that I have had to adapt to a world where I am not 

equal with the majority inhabiting the planet. Yet, I am one of the privileged 

gays, I am white, I live in a country where it is now legal to be gay, my family 

has not abandoned me for being gay, and I practice in a profession where be-

ing gay does not usually lead to discrimination. I am also many other things 

than gay. Nevertheless, I will always be gay as long as sexuality is defined by 

laws. From this position I have had the possibility to try and imagine an alter-

native reality, one in which I would be part of the majority. This experimental 

fable, Homo Homo Sapiens (HHS), has been an attempt to collectively look at 

humanity from a different angle and to see what happens to the human soul 

under extreme changes. HHS is a collaborative work where we have been 

able to combine the thoughts and experiences of an artist, a philosopher, 

an art historian and an actor, but foremost it is a project where four human 

beings have been given the time and space to have an open exchange of 

thoughts. As four individuals, we felt that the work should stay open and in-

clude other people as part of an artistic laboratory looking for interesting 

questions rather than answers.

 2020 revealed much of what has been happening to our planet. The 

uncertain future is not an easy ground upon which to find new alternatives 

for how to view what is happening to the human soul. HHS has been fortunate 

to have had the support of the Kone Foundation and the Helsinki Festival to 

produce a real-life artistic laboratory space where hopefully many of us feel 

safe enough to imagine another reality. The experiment in Gallery Rankka has 

been a large collaborative process. We have been joined by architects, art-

ists, designers, students, fashion designers, dramaturges, philosophers, ac-

tors, cultural workers, makeup and wig artists, directors, producers, civil serv-

ants, photographers, set designers, researchers, a best friend who has passed 

away and a flow of unspecified human beings in creating an ever changing 

work. I feel privileged to be part of that.

Jaakko Pesonen
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On Being Someone Else

is it possible:

to create a personal space within a public space

to show vulnerability

to be not necessarily strong, but resilient in my vulnerability

to resist the urge to appear powerful

to create spaces for resistance

resistance which is not violence but honesty, maybe

fragile

naïve

true

I grew up in Southern Ostrobothnia in the 1990s.

Early on I had the dream of becoming an actor one day because theatre 

seemed like a magical realm of possibilities of play, of free movement from 

one identity to another, of the exhilarating idea of being someone else for a 

couple of hours. My main concern blocking this aspiration at the time was 

how I felt and was perceived as a someone of male gender. As a child I was 

very feminine, shy and frail, and from what I saw on TV and in the theatre I 

learned early on that to be an actor in Finland required growing some balls, 

learning to be a manly man. The most important piece of advice a theatre 

director could give me as an aspiring actor was to learn how to perform the 

male gender better according to the hegemonic view of it, without ironizing 

that performance and learning that trick eventually led into me being accept-

ed into a theatre school.

 I am a 32-year-old gay man trying to earn my living as a stage actor 

in Helsinki, Finland. Paradoxically enough, the theatrical stage in Finland is 

possibly the straightest place I’ve ever known. The ability to present oneself 

as straight-passing is in my experience still mandatory, and anything else is 

always considered a mistake, a blunder, or bad taste. There’s an ongoing es-

thetic preference for a certain kind of masculinity on stage. And this doesn’t 

exclude gay roles: I’ll never forget that the gay actor Antti Holma was told, as 

he wrote in a column after auditioning for the role of Tom of Finland, that he 

was considered too gay for the part. Is this a way to serve a palatable version 

of the queer experience to mass audiences? And what even is this forbidden 

queerness? How do you see it? What are the “mistakes” you make that make 

you not pass? If I was straight would I still fail? The HHS project has offered 

me a possibility to shift the focus in an unprecedented way in my career: what 

kind of stage and world is the one in which queer is not only mainstream but 

rather the only accepted reality?

 Decca is based on a true person. There was a gay man living up his 

fantasies in digital realities as an avatar called Decca. To live through this 

evening embodying a character bearing the same name is to me an exercise 

of inter-generational empathy; an exercise in communicating with those who 

went before. I see this space we have created in Gallery Rankka as that of a 

gay subconscious, of a queer in-between where an unseen potential mani-

fests itself in physical form. As out gay artists and scholars we are probably 

living in the freest possible environment in the world. No one is stopping me 

from moving through these glass boxes and dancing with the ghosts of those 

who’ve gone before, dancing with the gay ancestors, with the gay hurt and 

pleasure with all of my gay body. Yet in our relatively accepting culture the 

experience of many other LGBTQIA+ people is still being denied those same 

possibilities and even their very right of existence is being questioned. What 

kind of world would this be if all that potential during all the ages had been 

able to come into fruition?

Aleksi Holkko
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Asynchrony

There is a space and a time that do not happen simultaneously. They are 

out of sync. When I realized I was homosexual it didn’t happen in a single 

moment but rather in a slow process that took a long and painful time, char-

acterized by a gap between me and the “others”. The world outside was the 

place where the others could happily be normal, where I was different and 

not so happy to be that. I was out of sync with the world. The gap between 

me and the world was mirrored by the gap between the mind and the body. 

They were out of sync too. A strong will to be normal was then accompanied 

by an attempt to match the normal life. The public space began to be the 

stage where I could become an expert in modeling my behavior, so that I 

could talk normal, smell normal, touch normal, hear, see and think normal. 

Luckily the almost obsessive process of comparing myself with the idealized 

reality of the others was profoundly sabotaged by a growing sexual identity 

that, like a creeper, had its unpredictable and very natural strength whose re-

ality couldn’t be kept within the perimeter of normality. Its natural happiness 

couldn’t be defined nor contained by the pain of the asynchrony. 

 It takes a lot of care and patient work to bring mind and body, space 

and time, others and oneself back in sync, and a lot of wise humour to endure 

the journey, together with precious friends. When I was asked to conceive a 

room for HHS I imagined a space where the split between body and mind 

could be made visible, while some kind of gym equipment would mirror the 

constant work of moulding and modeling sensorial experiences. The tragic 

and painful process of complying to the world of normals takes the humor-

ous shape of a gym where one can be one’s own personal trainer in normal-

ity fitness to be exhibited like an accomplishment trophy. I find the stripping 

of reality a liberating dimension, more inspiring than catering solutions. I see 

Decca as a poetical revealer of our inadequacy, the way we torture ourselves 

and others to fit into a fictitious reality of tragic outcomes. I feel grateful to 

be offered the opportunity of being part of HHS as I see it as an experimental 

project for sharing our vulnerability while, at the same time, celebrating life 

in its profound potential for revealing truth.

Andrea Anastasio
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A Space for Citizens 

It felt like such a great starting point to have the opportunity to design a 

series of spaces without focusing too much on the practical and financial 

aspects and keeping the human animal as the major concern. We, two ar-

chitects with very different backgrounds and present practices, wanted to 

create an austere setting for a character from another reality. All we had to 

focus on were the proportions of one human being in the space of Gallery 

Rankka.

 The combination of simple boxes we designed and built generated 

piazzas, routes, intimate areas and more open spaces in which to explore our 

character. In this imaginary city we wanted to give the possibility for those 

entering the space to be observers and participants, experiencing the new 

and unknown together. An emphasis on designing spaces that enhance the 

feeling of safety, both physically and psychologically, was one of our priori-

ties. Nonetheless, a city needs the exciting and the unknown to keep it alive.

 During the design process we thought a lot about the future of ar-

chitecture and what is should represent. The future is grounded on the past, 

and we also wanted to look into and be inspired by various forms of art con-

cerning space from previous eras. The machine aesthetics of the Russian 

avant-garde theatre - especially Lyubov Popova’s famous stage set for The 

Magnanimous Cuckold (1922) - felt fresh and relevant. Jacques Tati’s imagi-

nary city for the film Playtime (1967), designed in collaboration with the ar-

chitect Eugène Roman, inspired the arrangement of masses and the concept 

of transparency. Charlie Chaplin’s movie Modern Times (1936) continues to 

inspire a playful relationship between the human body and physical space. 

The relation of our character to the spaces he occupies is one of the themes 

we have been experimenting with in HHS. The remarkable space of Gallery 

Rankka in itself offered so much to the artistic laboratory. It is uncommon 

that such a large space feels so comforting and sacred and displays so many 

layers of history. Returning to very basic concepts of architecture – form, 

space, and order – felt important in creating an arena to attempt to look at 

the very basic notions of the human soul.

Albanor Krasniqi & Jaakko Pesonen
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The Elements of Our Experiment

In an epoch of conflicting identity politics, when intensely emotional opinions 

leave us screeching at our screens and limiting the diversity of our spheres 

of personal contact, the homo-centric perspective of HHS is not intended as 

a provocation. Rather, it is presented as a turn of a philosophical and ethi-

cal screw; an imaginative step through the looking glass back at our human 

selves, at our notions of difference and identity, and a challenging but play-

ful step towards asking ourselves if many things could, in fact, be otherwise. 

What else might necessarily be different in an alternative reality in which 

the majority of people were not heterosexual? What, for example, might 

the concept of ‘nature’ be in such a world? Might the human take on a less 

functional, a more open-ended character in such a world? How might such 

a thought-experiment help us to shift our assumptions, address our preju-

dices, and mobilise something essentially unifying between us? 

 Although the thematic concerns of HHS draw upon the most press-

ing contemporary conditions, the over-arching viewpoint of the project and 

the gallery work is specifically and personally that of the HHS group: three 

gay men and a lesbian woman. Over the course of the project, much thought 

has gone into imagining Decca’s world as an alternative reality in which the 

majority of people are gay/lesbian. The work in Gallery Rankka is a pared 

down manifestation of this initially more elaborately conceived world, but 

it is, we hope, one attempt at the realisation of an artistic and philosophical 

thought experiment. To some, imagining such a world might seem like a pee-

vish fantasy, a topsy-turvy utopia; and for a moment at least such a fantasy 

might be welcomed by those who belong to a sexual minority, which even in 

a Nordic country in 2020 is not without danger. Can the soul of a homo like 

Decca ever be recognised as fully representative of the soul of homo sapi-

ens? 

 The HHS active-installation in Galleria Rankka is conceived as an ar-

tistic laboratory in which group members take the role of lab technicians/

researchers with Aleksi Holkko in the role of the subject of the lab: Decca, a 

specimen of Homo homo sapiens. This laboratory, however, is only activated 

via the participants, who each evening join in observing Decca in his lab en-

vironment. What kind of instrument, though, could be used to investigate the 

human soul? Where might one acquire something like an animeter outside 
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of a Philip Pullman novel? The only instruments for the task are, of course, 

a collection of human beings. The participants who activate the installation 

thereby take the role of human instruments who together assist in gauging 

the soul at play in the HHS lab. 

 The decision to go ahead with a collectively produced gallery work 

in 2020 was not easily arrived at. Not only did the Covid-19 outbreak render 

long-gestated plans obsolete, but it prevented the HHS group from engaging 

in their committed method of working, namely, extended periods of dialogue 

in different locations. After the all-round squashing of energies, limiting of 

conditions, and communication ruptures of the spring, insecurities then 

emerged over how we could represent homosexuality without unacceptable 

homogenisation. The resolution reached was that the artist/architect Jaakko 

Pesonen, and the actor Aleksi Holkko, would imbue the spaces and action of 

the installation with their personal spirit and life experiences while integrat-

ing the more general themes of investigation at the heart of HHS, such as 

the ecological and technological (also key concerns for Donna Roberts and 

Kai Alhanen). The personal is, therefore, what has guided the development 

of the work on show at Gallery Rankka, but it is also what brought the four 

HHS members together: shared but different experiences of how one’s sexu-

ality not only affects how one is perceived, but how one perceives the world. 

Through the method of dialogue at the heart of HHS, these sometimes sub-

tle and other times stark differences of experience and perspective have fed 

into an imaginative exploration of how a world might exist that is still funda-

mentally human and yet subtly or conspicuously divergent from ours.

 The oppressive uncertainty generated by the virus situation this 

year, the sinister ways in which this has been politically exploited, and what 

it has revealed about the horrible inequalities of our world, have threatened 

us all with varying forms of paralysis. If one has still been in a position to cre-

ate something, the question may have arisen: how can I claim my work to 

be relevant? Should I produce something or would it look like the enacting 

of privilege? Further questions arise: What should artists and philosophers 

do at times of international crisis? Should they abandon their work and help 

out in a soup kitchen? Should they do both? Should they retreat to a private 

realm of thinking and making? The unprecedented crisis of 2020 has high-

lighted the increasingly accursed status of artists and cultural workers and 

has underlined how precarious sincere art and deep thought are at a time 

when support for anything not entirely monetizable is at a miserable low. 

The HHS gallery work is, then, an attempt to defy this paralysis, an offering 

of communication that seeks – in a highly atomised and anxious time – to 

bring people together safely, to look, to think, to discuss in a space designed 

to mobilise the imagination and to prompt questions. 

 Questions about the role of art and the nature of the human are, 

of course, not without historical precedent. Throughout the development 

of HHS, historical influences have taken effect and historical identifications 

have serendipitously emerged. The collective and inter-disciplinary dimen-

sion of HHS, as well as the group’s dialogical method (made possible by the 

framework and support of the Kone Foundation), is based upon an ethos 

of working with shared commitment and values. A mutual rejection of the 

increasingly individualistic and competitive character of the member’s dif-

ferent spheres of work (art, theatre, research) also led to a sense of affinity 

(admittedly remote) with historical groups such as the avant-gardes of the 

early twentieth century. Although such groups revealed the tribulations of 

collective work, they nonetheless stand as extraordinary examples of how 

we might still galvanise different expertise into a broadly creative, critical, 

and political group dynamic. 

 On a more tangible note, the large space of Gallery Rankka – an en-

gineering hall in a former technical college built in the 1920s – immediately 

provided a playful arena for the artistic laboratory and enhanced the group’s 

sense of historical affinities. As Pesonen and Albinor Krasniqi convey in their 

text on the construction of the boxes and the active scenario, various dis-

tinctive historical trajectories echo in the gallery: the stage-sets of Russian 

Constructivist theatre; the ludic spirit of Chaplin’s Modern Times (a film pro-

foundly critical of human-machine relations); and the anthropometric pro-

portional ideals from Vetruvius to Modernism, all of which conjoin to physi-

cally frame a specimen of Homo homo sapiens. Such Modernist architectural 

concerns with notions of proportion, standardisation, and the revival of the 

Protagorean maxim of man as the measure of all things, alongside echoes 

of Ernst Neufert’s ‘Man the Universal Standard’, may seem at odds with con-

temporary thinking in so many ways. Nonetheless, their distorted ghost lives 

on in our lingering anthropocentricism, the continuingly abysmal recognition 

of the realities of diversity, and our pursuits of impossible physical ideals and 

body-mind cohesion.
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 The technical apparatus of the space (free standing electricity points, 

clunky colourful piping, even a 5-tonne industrial crane) appear ambiguously 

as part of the installation and lend themselves to a Dadaistic stage which is 

fortuitously appropriate for exploring the human relations with machine and 

nature. The HHS installation resonates with the critical and absurdist spirit 

of Dadaism, which continues to materialise in times of international crisis, 

especially when political and economic forces conspire to reduce the human 

to means to ends which benefit relatively few. Another historical identifica-

tion dear to HHS is Surrealism. Not, however, the popular misconception of 

Surrealism as all dreamscapes and daftness, but the incisively critical and 

creatively investigative character of a multi-faceted movement which collec-

tively scrutinised assumptions about the human place within nature at large, 

the seemingly irresistible march of technological progress, and the reduc-

tion of the human into predominantly individualistic and monetary values. 

The play of the familiar and the unfamiliar, the oblique perspective, and the 

multi-dimensional exploration of the human in all its complexities are all ele-

ments of a Surrealist spirit which HHS has kept in mind from the beginning. 

The laboratory for examining the human soul, for example, borrows from 

that idiosyncratically Surrealist blending of the lyrical, the philosophical and 

the scientific, with the insistence on the soul defying a creeping narrowing of 

the human to body-brain relations. 

 A key focus throughout the development of the HHS project has 

been a concern with what Kai Alhanen termed the human soul under ex-

treme conditions. The concept of the soul may seem anachronistic, a notion 

lost in the desacralisation of the modern human, and yet we seem (at least 

in the West) to lack any coherent replacement for its mysterious, tender, em-

bodied depth. Heedless of anachronism, HHS embraces this old concept as a 

useful atavism for exploring something within the human – perhaps its most 

evolved instinct – which is currently so diminished by the atrophying effects 

of our severely anxious technological, environmental, and socio-economic 

conditions. 

 While HHS is an affirmative pronouncement of the concerns and ex-

periences of sexual minorities – and, through Decca, specifically that of a 

homosexual man - it also attempts to be more than that. HHS welcomes par-

ticipants of all denominations into a space designed to imply questions that, 

although framed by a viewpoint of a certain sexual identity, explore deeply 

human concerns about our relations and communications with one another 

and our current state of almost paralysing uncertainty in which, perhaps for 

the very first time, the word ‘future’ might soon seem as distant as the word 

‘soul’.

Donna Roberts 
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The Role of Play in Dialogue 

The ability to play in discussion is arguably necessary for all dialogue. Using 

play is required especially when addressing topics about which very little is 

known or about which the participants strongly disagree. In such situations, 

if there is sufficient mutual trust, the participants can try to create together 

an imagined state of things. This step can help a group to examine unknown 

or difficult matters together without having to take responsibility for con-

crete consequences.

 As in other contexts, play in dialogue should always be open for eve-

ry participant, all of whom should have the opportunity to join in voluntarily, 

otherwise the equality and freedom required for dialogue is destroyed. The 

cooperation between a work community, a research group, or different par-

ties in a conflict can only progress when the participants find an imagined 

state of things in which everyone can freely join from their own unique point 

of view. Then each participant can steer the developments in the direction 

they choose. As is usual in play, also in dialogue play proceeds according to 

its own internal logic. 

 Play has many effects that reach to the very core of dialogue: it can 

help people to understand the views of others and to build trust in a com-

plicated present. The imagined state of things created in the discussion is 

usually much simpler than complex reality. Play transfers people for a mo-

ment to a setting where the thoughts of others are easier to follow and many 

elements that create mistrust are absent. For example, by transposing the 

treatment of issues in cooperation to an imaginary benevolent future, the 

participants can focus on unifying factors without them being over-shad-

owed by the difficulties of the present. In these situations, play may at first 

feel artificial and even difficult. However, if the participants have sufficient 

courage and can risk an element of uncertainty, play has the possibility of 

bringing distinct parties closer together in a shared world of imagination. In 

this world, they can try out new forms of cooperation without having to com-

mit to anything but the imagined state of things. 

 New meanings, ideas, are often invented within or immediately after 

a discussion that has included play wherein the participants’ thoughts have 

been released from their rigid habitual paths. Play within discussions helps to 

free the thoughts and imaginations of individuals from their well-worn tracks 

and enables them to experiment together. This is a leap into the unknown 

where steps have to be improvised. When the atmosphere of the discussion 

is safe, people are free to think of new things in ways which are often surpris-

ing even to themselves.

 One of the most important impacts of play is that it moves the dia-

logue almost unnoticeably to the here and now. In a discussion that develops 

an imagined state of things, people must talk about what is happening in 

their experience – in their thoughts, emotions and imagination – at that mo-

ment. A person immersed in play often shows something of herself which is 

not otherwise revealed. In play, everyone has the opportunity for a moment 

to transform themselves into someone they have never been before. If oth-

ers are approving of this type of experiment, play can genuinely initiate a 

new kind of life for both an individual and for a whole community.

Kai Alhanen 

Excerpt from Dialogue in Democracy, 2019 (originally published as Dialogi 

Demokratiassa, 2016)
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A Wearable Installation

We began with two garments which we understood as elements as such, and 

which were strictly tied to specific histories and experiences. A constant dia-

logue was needed, and we engaged in that, vigorously, in order to navigate 

further and to reveal the links and messages underneath. There were many 

sides to every decision – working with something from the past, simultane-

ously looking forward, and staying in the present. Time and human relations 

became central for us to find a way to connect and to understand the per-

son behind these two garments, framing our working process. Sensibility 

was always present. The two garments that were easily recognizable started 

to fade away during the process of material manipulation, thereby allowing 

them to move beyond conformity.

Amanda Ripatti & Nimco Hussein
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Ritual objects

Through various rituals we touch our identities, search for our place in rela-

tion to others, society, the outside world, and ourselves. Rituals create inner 

balance and a balance between us and the rest.

 I have felt that the growth of digitalization diminishes our ability to 

experience things. We need to feel things with our hands to feed our aware-

ness and to create a world that we can perceive through all of our senses. 

When we create something necessary with time, patience and love, some-

thing that meets a real need, it creates a special aura for that object. It comes 

alive with a magnetic feel.

 A significant part of humanity is being part of a community, living 

with and by others. When you are alone and connecting with others only via 

computer, how do you feed your sense of being a human?

 In this installation, objects are mediators. They help Decca to con-

nect with humanity and his inner self. The objects are in the service of hu-

manity, reminding one person of compassion, sympathy and consideration 

for other humans and animals.

 The base of each object is a glass bowl – a most simple form that has 

served us for decades. Each object is a collage made from multiple elements 

placed within or hanging from one another. Each one consists of an element 

that serves as a socket or a pod to other elements attached to it. These ob-

jects are materialized thoughts of endurance and they represent moments 

of closeness, togetherness, balance and intimacy. Actions and rituals around 

these objects aim to touch Decca’s senses, memories and soul. Objects be-

come inherently ritualistic in interaction with the user.

Saara Renvall
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About Death

The traditional visualization of death is often a skeleton or a fearful Grim 

Reaper with a destructive, scary and masculine appearance. I have a differ-

ent perspective on death; I see it as a renewing force, feminine and fertile. 

It is a beginning, not just an end. Even with the pain of separation and losing 

your loved one, I see it as an intelligent force of nature. Death doesn’t fill me 

with fear, but instead it helps me to be alive. I hope it reminds me every day 

that whatever time I have left is exactly the time I need.

 The installation consists of two sculptures created from logs. During 

the process, my work grew from one sculpture to a set of two, emphasizing 

my thoughts on death. I like the dialogue which two sculptures create, mak-

ing the installation gentler and easier to approach. The two can be seen as 

related to each other, as in the sense of parenthood, or seen as two charac-

ters in a story.

 The starting point for both sculptures were logs, old leftover bits 

found from our country house. For me it was fundamentally clear to start 

creating the sculptures from these cylinders of wood that we have used as 

fuel to heat our houses and cook our dinners since the early days. Material 

cut down decades ago was now built back up again.

 The burning of wood changes the material and the feeling of it. We 

experience charcoal instead of wood. Charcoal as such feels old, slightly 

scary and distant, but still invites us to come closer. Wood, on the other hand, 

is easier to approach, and has a familiar feeling to it, connecting us more eas-

ily to its origins and to the environment. These two sculptures are similar and 

related; there is just time between them.

 While the installation is not meant to be ready or perfect, it reminds 

us of what we should not forget – the value of time.

Saara Renvall
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