
Sanna Kannisto: Local Vernacular 
 
 
In Sanna Kannisto’s new works the vividness and profusion of the colours of the tropics have been 
replaced by something much more commonplace and familiar. Now, the subjects of her pictures are 
Finnish birds and landscape.  
 
“The photographer's studio is wherever she chooses to work. I worked on this series in a nature reserve 
in the outer Hankoniemi archipelago. I am surprized by the everyday beauty of Finnish birds, by their 
subtle greys and browns, and by their bright colourings and the vast amount of detail. The moment that 
I get to spend with the bird being photographed is magical.” 
 
Sanna Kannisto’s photographs are linked to the tradition of the staged photograph and to the long line 
of still lifes in visual art. She constructs her pictures carefully in the studio. The birds appear to be 
perfectly positioned on their branches, the lighting has been planned, and the arrangement of the 
details in the picture, such as the plants, branches and supports, have been carefully considered. In the 
studio, when their motion is suspended against a white background, or when they sit there as part of 
the still life that the artist has constructed, the birds take on a sculptural bearing. And yet, no attempt 
has been made to stage them as being natural, rather, the process has been left visible: we can see cut 
marks in the plants; they have been bunched together with cable ties; branches are left to float in 
emptiness; and some of the studio structures can be visible. The birds’ movements and their own 
volition disrupt the planned quality and bring an element of chance into the picture. The images are a 
mixture of theatrical display and the documentarity of the photograph. 
 
Kannisto works closely with naturalists, using her pictures to contemplate the interfaces between art 
and science. She investigates not just the characteristics of the different species, but also the codes of 
scientific visualization. Her own position as an agent, experiencer and researcher is also under scrutiny. 
The photographic studio serves both as a laboratory and as a stage for performing photographic 
processes. 
 
The birds depicted are migratory, and have been ringed at the Hanko Bird Observatory as part of 
research for the Finnish Museum of Natural History. The title Local Vernacular means local language or 
dialect. It refers to the birds’ song, to their “tongue”, and to the fact that they are migratory birds, each 
with their own territory or habitat. It can also be understood as a switch of the artist’s photographing 
environment from the tropics to Finland. 
 
 
In the spring, Kannisto was nominated for the Fine Arts Academy of Finland Prize. In 2012, she was 
awarded the Finnish Cultural Foundation Prize. In 2011, the Aperture Foundation published an 
extensive Kannisto monograph, Fieldwork, which includes an essay by Emeritus Professor of Art 
History Steve Baker. The artist’s works are in several important museum collections, including: the 
Centre Pompidou – Musée National d´Art Moderne, Paris; Maison Européenne de la Photographie, 
Paris; Fotomuseum Winterthur, Switzerland; Statoil Art Collection, Norway; Museum of Contemporary 
Art Kiasma, Helsinki. The current show is the artist’s second solo exhibition at the gallery.  
 
 
A special thank you to the Finnish Cultural Foundation and Arts Promotion Centre Finland for 
supporting the artist’s work. 
 


