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Matila, Tuuli, Seeing the war through a Finnish lens. Representation and Affect in
the World War II photographic heritage
University of Oulu Graduate School; University of Oulu, Faculty of Humanities, Archaeology
Acta Univ. Oul. B 195, 2022
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

Feelings and photography have both been neglected to some degree in heritage research. This is
the case both internationally and locally in Finland, where my research was conducted. In this
dissertation, I examine one Finnish photograph collection from World War II and trace the
photographs’ uses in various heritage contexts. I examine cultural representations of the war in
both museums and social media, which I interpret here as an amateur heritage engagement with
wartime images. Feelings are an integral part of engaging with visuals, as they are in any other
heritage encounter. The purpose of my research is therefore twofold: On the one hand, I examine
how the wars are represented; on the other, I examine how images influence the viewer’s
emotions. I apply visual methods to study representations of the war and phenomenological
methodology to examine the images’ affects. By doing so, I hope to show that studies of
representation alone do not account for the entirety of a photographic encounter. I wish to argue
that the difficult emotions caused by facing dark histories are not to be feared but can provoke
useful discussions of Finnish identity and history. Such difficult histories include Finnish
cooperation with the Nazis in the Continuation War (1941–1944) and the imprisonment of Soviet
Russian civilians in concentration camps in East Karelia under Finnish rule. Finns have also shied
from a critical examination of their relationship with the Holocaust, for example. The images’
power to influence viewers can be used for more inclusive narratives of the Finnish national
character and to challenge some of the cultural myths surrounding the wars. Perceptions of Finnish
masculinity especially seem to draw a lot from the wartime generation’s imagined qualities. Visual
representation plays a significant role in producing these stereotypes. Some photographs in this
collection could be used to create more varied perspectives on the war that challenge the
accustomed patriotic lens through which the wars are examined in Finland.

Keywords: affect, Finland, heritage, photography, World War II





Matila, Tuuli, Kuvallinen kulttuuriperintömme. Tunne- ja representaatiotutkimus
suomalaisista toisen maailmansodan sotavalokuvista
Oulun yliopiston tutkijakoulu; Oulun yliopisto, Humanistinen tiedekunta, Arkeologia
Acta Univ. Oul. B 195, 2022
Oulun yliopisto, PL 8000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto

Tiivistelmä

Tunteet ja valokuvat ovat molemmat jossain määrin laiminlyötyjä aiheita kulttuuriperintötutki-
muksessa, sekä kansainvälisesti, että paikallisesti suomalaisessa tutkimuksessa. Tässä väitöskir-
jassa tarkastelen suomalaisen virallisen sotavalokuvakokoelman, SA-kuvakokoelman, avulla
kuvien käyttöä eri kulttuuriperintökonteksteissa. Tarkastelen sodan kulttuurisia representaatioita
museoissa sekä sosiaalisessa mediassa, jonka tulkitsen tässä tutkimuksessa harrastelijakulttuuri-
perintötoimeksi. Kuten kulttuuriperintökokemuksissa ylipäätään, tunteet ovat keskeinen osa
myös valokuvien katselun kokemusta. Tämän vuoksi työni keskeiset tavoitteet ovat kaksijakoi-
set. Ensiksi tarkastelen sotien kuvallisia representaatioita visuaalisin metodein, ja selvitän, mil-
laisia käsityksiä sodista Suomessa ylläpidetään. Toisaalta kartoitan myös fenomenologian kei-
noin, millaisia kokemuksia kuvat katsojissa herättävät. Tutkimukseni osoittaa, että representaati-
oiden tutkimus ei yksistään riitä, kun tarkastellaan valokuvia kulttuuriperinnön näkökulmasta.
Väitän, että vaikeiden tunteiden ja historian kohtaaminen voi olla suomalaiselle yhteiskunnalle
hyödyksi, ja se voi tuottaa hedelmällistä keskustelua kansallisesta identiteetistä. Tällaisia vaikei-
ta historiallisia aiheita ovat esimerkiksi Suomen yhteistyö natsi-Saksan kanssa jatkosodan
(1941–1944) aikana sekä Itä-Karjalan valloitus keskitysleireineen, joihin suomalaiset sulkivat
venäläissukuista väestöä. Myös holokaustin kriittistä tarkastelua on Suomessa pitkälti vältelty.
Valokuvien voimaa voitaisiin kulttuuriperintöpuolella käyttää hyödyksi sen sijaan, että sitä usein
pelätään liian voimakkaana tai vääristävänä. Kuvien kautta voitaisiin ottaa kantaa esimerkiksi
suomalaiseen identiteettiin ja erityisesti maskuliinisuuteen ja sen stereotypioihin, joihin ammen-
netaan paljon sotien kuvallisista representaatioista. Tässä kuvakokoelmassa on otoksia, joiden
avulla voitaisiin haastaa perinteistä isänmaallista sotatulkintaa ja kuvallista kulttuuriperintöä
Suomessa.

Asiasanat: affektit, kulttuuriperintö, Suomi, toinen maailmansota, valokuvat
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1 Introduction: A Heritage Approach to 
Photography 

1.1 Research claims and theory 

Photographs are literally everywhere. In social media, they form an integral part of 

our daily lives. They are on the billboards around us and in the morning newspaper. 

Yet they often pass without notice, and we tend not to think twice about their affects. 

Critics like Susan Sontag (1984) and Barbie Zelizer (1998) argue that we have 

become anesthetized to images of suffering given their saturation of our daily lives 

(see Hirsch 2001). Indeed, pictures do not always provoke the kind of action we 

want. Wars and the associated imagery in newspapers, illustrating war-stricken 

areas with children amidst the ruinous cities, the latest examples of which are of 

course the civil war in Syria and the war in Ukraine, have elicited very different 

responses from the public. There are also examples in which photography has been 

instrumental in changing societal issues. One such example is described by Jane 

Lydon (2016), who argues that although photographs display problematic power 

relations, the imagery of aboriginal peoples chained by the Australian colonizers 

has been one influential factor in the debate about aboriginal human rights. Images 

of war casualties in contemporary conflicts are also purposefully withheld from the 

public because of their negative affect and reactions to those endeavors (Gartner 

2011; Kamiya 2005; Mueller 1989).  

My focus in this research is on images’ use in heritage contexts, mostly in 

museums and in social media. I argue, first, that photographs are often neglected in 

museums, though the museum space is saturated with the visual. In museums, 

photographs can be asked to perform multiple functions, from secondary object 

documentation and illustration to acting as scientific evidence or basically as 

artistic or esthetic pieces (Edwards and Lien 2014, 3). Yet perhaps the most 

influential role they play is in exhibitions, where they are part of creating 

representations of the past with other objects, videos, sounds, etc. There is scant 

research on images’ role in the museum space, especially in Finland, where to my 

knowledge, this is the first examination of photography in a heritage framing.  

My second claim is that in museums, and in the Finnish heritage field in general, 

the emotional aspects of viewing images and objects have been disregarded. 

Theories of affect and emotion are beginning to appear in heritage research, and 

recognition is given to the fact that “traditional studies of heritage, museum and 
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history tend to privilege a Modernist view of the rational subject and as a 

consequence have either neglected or viewed issues associated with affect and 

emotion with suspicion,” and that a move towards affect and emotion is required 

(Smith and Campbell 2015). A study of emotion is crucial to Finnish WWII studies, 

given their prominent role in national identity formation. As will be discussed in 

the next chapter, much of the emotion elicited in Finnish war museums is pride and 

a rather inward-looking sense of self-righteousness, which is what my work aims 

to challenge. This dissertation delves into the basic collective emotions such as 

national shame and guilt that are deeply interwoven in the Finnish war narrative, 

whether the public acknowledges it or not. I also examine the potential for empathy 

to counter some of the underlying triumphalist nationalist interpretations that can 

create potentially harmful and exclusive views of “our history” and “our national 

character.” My goal is to examine photography in an “affective framing,” and as a 

means of “embodied meaning making,” which takes into account both the cognitive 

and emotional aspects of heritage and photographic encounters (Maiese 2011; 2014; 

Wetherell 2012; Smith et al. 2018; Kajander and Koskinen-Koivisto 2021). These 

are woven into a complex manner that sometimes means dealing with contradictory 

interpretations, as will be pointed out later in this study. 

The theoretical umbrella term in this dissertation is heritage. This is the case in 

both the section discussing representation and emotion. However, theories of 

photography and memory also inform and support this examination. What has 

inspired me to take on the challenges that photography poses is the heritage work 

that has pointed to their ability to change perceptions, craft empathy, provoke action, 

and function to reveal the multivocality of history (e.g., Edwards 2001; Hamilakis 

et al. 2009; Lydon 2012; Edwards and Mead 2013). Silenced narratives can be 

brought to light, and images provoke long forgotten pasts, eliciting emotion for 

neglected peoples. Hamilakis et al. (2015, 140) point out that photography (or 

heritage work more broadly) should not be confined to the search for objective 

historical truths—scholars should also focus on their transformative powers, and 

how they can be wielded to change perceptions of historical narratives. De Nardi’s 

research (2014; 2020) demonstrates the ability of movies and photographs to act as 

mementoes, and spark very personal memories related to wartime experiences and 

trigger deeply emotional connections with the past. While not ignoring the ways 

photography can display power relations or manipulate our sense of reality, for 

example, my focus is not on all the limits of photographic representation. My 

intention was always to focus on the potentials of images, and the affects that can 

be reworked in the museum space with an optimistic mind frame. Rather than 
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seeing them merely as rational, scientific evidence (though the evidentiary 

character of images also has affective potential) that offers accurate historical views 

of the war, or false representation that merely distorts our minds, images and their 

affects can be wielded to heritage professionals’ advantage. 

I understand photography as part of the materiality of war—the things left 

behind that can act as memory triggers of first-hand experiences, and through which 

the following generations craft understandings of the past. As Saunders (2005) puts 

it, “the objects of war are not anonymous weapons, scrap or ephemera, but rather 

different kinds of matter that can be seen as embodying an individual’s experiences 

and attitudes, as well as cultural choices in the varied technologies of production.” 

Visuality is the main medium through which photography affects are received, but 

photography is always surrounded by a material world that influences how they are 

experienced (see Chapters 4.3 and 5). As De Nardi (2014) argues, intercorporeality 

connects material culture and human emotion, and in this sense, photography is no 

different to a trench art piece, for example. Photographs can provoke emotions in 

viewers despite their form, whether digital or analog. Indeed, images have unique 

qualities as windows to the past, and this is largely the focus of this study: How do 

images create affect? 

1.2 Research materials 

In this study, I focus on one wartime image collection, the official Finnish Military 

photography collection, the Information Company (IC hereafter) collection from 

World War II (WWII hereafter). I trace the uses of the official military photography 

collection, performing a type of archeology of the image (Farmer 2010), which 

entails, for example, examining image choices and the authors’ choices in writing 

captions, revealing a cultural view of wartime images. I focus first on the Military 

Museum’s permanent exhibition in Suomenlinna, Helsinki, which uses these 

images as a fixed part of their permanent exhibition. I also examine a memorial of 

the Winter War opened in 2015 in Helsinki, which includes 105 images of the 

Winter War (1939–1940). The images have also been displayed in a traveling 

exhibition called “Sodan Värit” (Colors of War). This exhibition was based on the 

collection’s rare color images. A few photo books have been published of the color 

(and colorized) images, and I touch on some of the image choices in this 

dissertation (Keskinen and Pekari 2000; Nummelin and Kulo 2014).) 

I included social media in this examination, because I interpret publishing 

wartime images online as an amateur heritage act that influences the public’s 
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perception of the Finnish war experience. The images are regularly published on a 

wartime history social media page called “War History in Color,” which is 

discussed in depth in Paper III. The images are also regularly published in the media 

to accompany articles about the wars, but I will only touch on some of these, 

because I wish to focus on heritage contexts.  

While some of the images have been brought to light in the above contexts, 

there are still themes that are cast aside and not displayed publicly. Given that I did 

not want to make this work merely a criticism of what museums have done in their 

displays but point to the potential of images, I also delved into the depths of the 

archive and found images that challenged customary narratives and views. My most 

extensive research material is therefore the actual photography collection itself. The 

goals of this research are hence twofold: to examine representations of the war and 

the emotional potential of photographic encounters of yet unseen images that I have 

discovered in the vast drawers of the archive. These two different goals called for 

different research methods. 

1.3 Research methods 

These pictures illustrate aspects of the war for which little other material has 

survived, given that the war’s events largely occurred outside the current Finnish 

borders. The archive should perhaps be acknowledged for its unconventional 

imagery, which is easily lost in the masses of 160,000 images. In this study and my 

articles, I examine images in a phenomenological framing, which points to the 

affects and embodied nature of viewing images and heritage encounters in general. 

The phenomenology of images means charting one’s emotions when viewing 

pictures and making more generalized statements about what the images elicit in 

viewers. The phenomenology of photography is therefore a type of 

autoethnography in which the researcher uses their own body (and mind) to locate 

the power of images (e.g., Crowther 2009; Pettersson 2011; Desjarlais 2015). As 

Elisabeth Edwards and Matt Mead (2013) argue about colonial images, “despite 

some 30 years of critical museology and a burgeoning theory of photography… 

photographs are seldomly made to work hard in public culture.” The point is to 

open our eyes to the potential of images to challenge the heritage narratives that 

have become commonplace in Finland, and instead of merely critiquing what 

museums are doing, they offer alternative views that could be displayed. The 

phenomenology of photography is a seriously under-studied field, and I hope to 
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contribute to the field by pointing out that representational studies alone are not 

enough to gain a full understanding of photographs’ functions. 

The core of my research is the IC photograph collection, which is comprised 

of 160,000 images in the Military Museum’s archive. There are many choices to 

make when displaying images, yet most of the images tend to promote patriotic 

wartime values, because patriotic images are so readily available in this propaganda 

photography collection (Paper III)—patriotism and nationalism find fuel in WWII 

narratives and imagery. The Finnish information companies that were responsible 

for producing wartime propaganda imagery had some freedom to choose what to 

photograph, and there is a personal touch to some of the images that goes against 

the mainstream of propaganda imagery. Several aspects of the war are problematic 

for Finnish war commemorations, especially of the Continuation War between 

1941 and 1944. My focus is mostly on this period and its photographic 

representations, because I wish to shed light on some of the unruly and abhorrent 

themes and images that have great potential to challenge some of the cultural 

imaginings that emphasize Finnish moral purity and righteousness in the throes of 

WWII (Paper III).  

While this dissertation’s focus is largely on the potential of photographs, I also 

discuss some of the more negative aspects of visual representation, for example, 

the potential of photography to repeat simplified versions of history and promote 

distorted and even harmful symbolics in amateur heritage work. However, I argue 

that museums can counter such constructions, and photography can be wielded as 

a vehicle for this purpose. The studies of representation in this dissertation are 

approached through visual methods that can reveal any underlying symbolics in 

photo content, emphasizing certain cultural values over others. Such methods 

include mainly content analysis and social semiotics, which I will discuss in detail 

in Chapter 5.  

1.4 Research questions 

Having outlined my research claims, methods and materials, and the theoretical 

framework of this dissertation, I will now discuss the Finnish memory culture of 

the war. My actual research questions are related to the politics of memory, given 

that my goal was to find images that challenged Finnish war interpretations. These 

images go against the mainstream patriotic understandings of the war, and even 

suggest a rethinking of elements of Finnish war history. I focused on difficult 

themes of the Continuation War (1941–1944)—specifically, Finns’ cooperation 
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with the Nazis and the Finnish occupation of Soviet East Karelia. Do Finns fully 

appreciate their position in the Third Reich’s construction of a New Europe? Were 

all Finns really so removed from the Holocaust and completely oblivious to what 

happened in other European countries under Nazi command? Were Finns 

completely removed from the Nazi’s racialized warfare? Were they pursuing 

defensive measures in East Karelia when they occupied it as part of their operations 

in the Continuation War? These are all question the papers in this dissertation 

examine. In doing so, I hope to provoke some discussion in the heritage field in 

Finland. 

This dissertation is divided into seven chapters. After this introduction, I move 

on to a discussion of the Finnish memory of the war and its importance to Finnish 

national identity. In Chapter 3, I offer a brief outline of the Finnish history of WWII 

and introduce Finnish cooperation with the Nazis, as it has been one of the most 

debated topics among historians. I also introduce some historical context to the 

photography collection that is the focus of my study, and briefly chart the 

collection’s current uses and the ethics involved in making these images available 

online. I then discuss the emotional aspects of heritage and photographic 

encounters in Chapter 4. I explain in depth the phenomenology of photography and 

what it can yield for the interpretation of photographs. Chapter 5 introduces theories 

and methods of representational studies, and reflects the use of these images against 

them. Finally, I discuss and summarize my findings in the discussion and 

conclusion sections. 
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2 Why the War? Contested Histories and 
Finnish Identity 

Early in my research, I faced my own familial memories of the war. I came to 

realize that images can provoke all kinds of emotions, from trauma to empathy to 

shock and disbelief. Like many people in Finland, I have intergenerational 

memories of the war and the destruction it caused in many families.  

My great-uncle Veikko was involved in combat in the Continuation War. His 

adolescence was cut short by the war, because at 19, he was one of the youngest to 

be drafted for the Continuation War. He was injured in the battle of Siiranmäki in 

1944 and following his injury, became a fierce pacifist. I was a small child when 

Veikko was still alive, but I sensed that something was not quite right with him. 

The answer to a child’s question—“Why is he like this?”—was simple and short: 

“It was the war.” The war became something bigger than a child could really 

understand, something very powerful that had the ability to turn my great-uncle 

into a strange man, who never married, never had children, and never really had a 

“normal” life trajectory after that. As I grew older, I understood a little better why 

the war had such an impact but was still always unable to grasp fully what it had 

really been like, though I was of course curious about it: I internalized the memory 

of the war as a young child, and it was connected with a family narrative (Hirsch 

2012, 31).  

It was not until I started my research into WWII photography that my family 

members trusted me enough to show me a picture of a dead and decomposing 

Soviet soldier Veikko had had in his possession. They thought it best to shield me 

from what he had seen, but the photograph opened a window to understanding what 

had so profoundly changed the young man. Soldiers circulated, collected, and even 

bought these images during the war as evidence of frontline experience or simply 

as trophies and protective amulets (Kleemola 2011, 108–110; 2014, 106–108; 2016, 

116–118; Bourke 1999, 18–21; Kivimäki 2008, 154–156). The atmosphere in 

which an image of a deceased person becomes a trade object is unfathomable to 

most of us, and my family shared “the soldier’s broken look” with me (Hirsch 2012, 

139). Many families in Finland share similar experiences through family members, 

because most able-bodied men were mobilized in the wars, and familial trauma has 

become an anchor to the larger war narrative.  

Such memories and experiences partly explain why the wars still occupy an 

integral position in identity formation in Finnish culture some 75 years after their 

end. According to a survey conducted in 2014, there are some 4,000–5,000 war 
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memorials in Finland (Lehtiniemi 2014). They are also very visible and naturalized 

in the everyday landscapes and experiences of Finns, and the wars have been made 

a somewhat constant and uncontested aspect of Finnish culture (Paper III). I will 

therefore introduce some aspects of cultural traditions and other materialities and 

media besides photography to indicate just how integral the wars are to Finns.  

For example, on entering a Finnish cemetery, the first thing one encounters is 

the war (Fig. 1). There are “heroes’ cemeteries” in every Finnish parish, and they 

are usually near the main entrances of cemeteries. On the front, bodies were 

collected, cleaned, and transported back to Finland to their home municipalities, 

whose churches, along with their family members, saw to it that the fallen received 

dignified funerals. These cemetery plots are largely standard in shape and form, 

usually with white-painted small wooden Christian crosses for the individual 

graves and a larger memorial conveying messages of national gratitude for the 

soldiers’ sacrifices (Kormano 2014; Kivimäki 2012; Raivo 2004). Finland was the 

only country to repatriate the bodies of their deceased soldiers from the front and 

projects identifying soldiers in Russia are ongoing today—some 1,200 soldiers 

were identified and brought back to Finland for burial between 1992 and 2014 

(Kivimäki 2012; SMV 2021). The cultural importance of the heroes’ burials is also 

illustrated by the imagery of the Winter War memorial unveiled in Helsinki in 2015. 

It contains 105 images of the Winter War (the conflict lasted 105 days) in a round, 

hollowed out pedestal on which the memorial’s soldier figure stands (Fig. 2). The 

memorial imagery includes four images depicting the dignified treatment of 

deceased soldiers. The burials signified the symbolic place of the fallen between 

the collective nation and individual families (Kivimäki and Tepora 2009). In one of 

these images, Finnish Field Marshall Mannerheim, the commander-in-chief of the 

Finnish armed forces, visits a heroes’ cemetery and brings a wreath to honor the 

fallen (Fig. 3). 
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Fig. 1. Heroes’ graves in the Oulu cemetery on Christmas Eve, 2021. Heroes’ graves are 

also often visited on Christmas in Finland. Image: Timo Ylimaunu.  
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Fig. 2. Winter War memorial in Kasarmintori, Helsinki. On the left is a view inside the 

round pedestal on which the memorial stands and the images within it. Image: author. 
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Fig. 3. Finnish Field Marshall Mannerheim attending a heroes’ burial in Hietaniemi, 

Helsinki, 1941. SA-kuva. 

Finnish Independence Day (December 6) is saturated with the wars, which are 

understood as a struggle for national survival against Soviet aggression. The heroes’ 

cemeteries are an essential part of Finnish Independence Day celebrations, as many 

bring candles and wreaths for the fallen. In Oulu, for example, a special “vigil of 

honor” was held at the heroes’ cemetery in 2017 on the centenary of Finland’s 

independence. It is noteworthy here that although Finns tends to emphasize the 

Winter War (1939–1940) in their public narrative, they do not really distinguish 

between the Winter War and the Continuation War (1941–1944) in these 

commemorative contexts. They are essentially understood as a single entity, a 

defensive war against the Soviet Union. The memorials in heroes’ cemeteries often 

show the dates 1939–1944, despite there having been two separate conflicts with a 

completely different logic, as I will discuss later. 

 The wars are also very visible in popular culture. A novel by Väinö Linna is 

probably the best-known Finnish work of fiction across the generations. Depicting 

the events of the Continuation War, the novel “Unknown Soldier” portrays the 

courage of Finnish soldiers and become something of an iconic tale in Finnish 

culture. The story focuses on the experiences of average soldiers of varying 
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backgrounds, and especially positions, that is, Reds and Whites, in the Civil War 

(1918), which had divided the nation some twenty years previously. Three feature 

films have been made of the novel, one in 1955, directed by Edwin Laine, which is 

the most popular Finnish movie of all time according to the Finnish movie 

foundation (Paper III; Suomen elokuvasäätiö 2018). As Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 

(2012) note, Linna’s novel “contested the national romantic visions of war, that 

were cultivated in prewar and wartime Finland, by contrasting them with the 

contradictory, chaotic and random realities of the trenches.” Linna’s novel was 

readily accepted by the veterans as a realistic interpretation of the experiences of 

“average soldiers” on the front (Kivimäki 2012). These movies epitomized the 

fusion of a divided nation. The national broadcasting company shows the film every 

year on Finnish Independence Day, and it is an integral part of the day’s ritual.  

The wars can be present even on a simple trip to the grocery store, given that 

newspapers regularly publish war-related articles and supplements (Fig. 4). War 

photography is also regularly published online in various articles discussing 

wartime events, and many of the surviving war veterans’ stories focus on the 

chaotic realities of trench warfare, narrow escapes from death, and the dreadful 

conditions that confronted them (Paper III). A YouTube channel has been dedicated 

to veterans’ stories, illustrating how these histories are kept alive in new media 

(Tammenlehvän perinneliitto – Veteraanit kertovat Youtube channel).  
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Fig. 4.  A newspaper stand in a grocery store, photographed a few days before 

Independence Day. On the left, the newspaper Iltasanomat reports on the “Lottas 

captivating stories,” and on the right is the newspaper Iltalehti’s historical supplement 

about Finnish peacekeepers’ stories, in which, for example, “bullets were flying in Suez.” 

“Lotta” refers to the women’s auxiliary wartime organization. Image: author. 

In literature and art, there has been much discussion of “difficult” histories. Marja-

Leena Mikkola (2004) was the first to address the concentration camps Finns 

established in East Karelia for Soviet Russian civilians. Her book features 

interviews with several camp survivors. In addition, Finnish historians have 

produced several books for a public readership that deal with sexual relationships 

and violence during the war, homosexuality among soldiers, illegal drug use by 

soldiers, the relationships between Finnish women and German soldiers, and the 

children born from these relationships (e.g., Kinnunen, Kivimäki, and Alhbäck 

2006; Wendisch 2006; Näre and Kirves 2008). In 2008, Katariina Lillqvist directed 

a short animation film called “Uralin perhonen” (The Butterfly from the Urals), 

which depicted the Finnish commander-in-chief Field Marshall Mannerheim’s gay 

relationship with a Kyrgyz boy. It was fictional (although rumors have previously 

circulated about Mannerheim’s homosexuality) but created quite a stir, arousing 

criticism from several public figures, including several conservative politicians and 

a former military commander, who found the film offensive. A movie (2017) about 



30 

the artist Touko Laaksonen, “Tom of Finland,” also depicted homosexuality during 

the war, though it dared not portray gay sex on the front but only “safely” in the 

streets and parks of Helsinki (Taavetti 2018).  

Museums have not really dared to examine such difficult war-related topics. 

Most of the exhibitions in museums revolving around war themes focus on war 

veterans’ experiences or daily life on the home front during the war. In the Museum 

of Southern Ostrobothnia, an ongoing exhibition (2020–2021) illustrates the 

experiences of women and children on the home front (Seinäjoen kaupunki 2020). 

The Helsinki City Museum and the Helsinki Art Museum have arranged an 

exhibition examining wartime moods as described in secret intelligence documents. 

In the Militaria Museum in Hämeenlinna, an exhibition called “Menetys ja Muisto” 

(Loss and Memory) between 2019 and 2020 explored death on the front, the 

handling of dead bodies, the experiences of loved ones, and military chaplains’ 

duties. Exhibitions focusing solely on images have included another contribution 

from the Southern Ostrobothnia Museum called “Rauhaton mieli” (“Restless 

Mind”) in 2017, which focused on the home front and the experiences of young 

people during the war. The “Muisto sodasta” (“Memory of “War”) exhibition was 

arranged in 2017 in museums in both Turku and Helsinki, with images of veterans 

accompanied by their war stories to honor the centenary of Finnish independence. 

All these exhibitions illustrate the turn in historical research to a focus on the daily 

lives of people rather than the tactics and techniques of warfare. This is welcome, 

but the sheer volume of exhibitions focusing on Finnish veterans and civilians’ 

daily experiences illustrates an unwillingness by museums to arrange anything that 

might appear critical of the somewhat introspective war narrative.  

The fact that there are three museums dedicated solely to war and military 

themes speaks to the importance of the wars for Finnish identity: the Militaria 

Museum in Hämeenlinna; the Infantry Museum in Mikkeli; and the Military 

Museum in Helsinki. In addition, a new center for wartime commemoration was 

opened in Mikkeli called “Sodan ja rauhan keskus muisti” (“Memory—Centre of 

War and Peace”). It started welcoming visitors in the spring of 2021 and illustrates 

various aspects of the war for both domestic and international audiences:  

The war touched severely affected our little nation, but we survived and built 

one of the happiest, most equal, and prosperous states in the world. We are free. 

Finland has a great story to tell the world. Now this story comes to life in our 

exhibitions as we narrate the experiences of ordinary people with the aid of 

modern technology. How does it feel to be in the middle of a war? The Muisti 
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Centre of War and Peace makes people think about and understand the reality 

of war and horror, but also the human ability to adapt and cope with difficulties. 

Muisti helps us remember what happened so that it will never happen again. 

Muisti is for those interested in military history, and especially for those who 

are not interested in it (Muisti Centre 2020). 

The Muisti Centre’s aims seem noble, and it will be interesting to see whether they 

will be able to challenge some of the patriotic tendencies Finns attribute to the wars, 

or whether it will be another institution repeating the customary patriotic 

narratives. 1  “New museology” is met with ever-growing demands to address 

unwanted histories, moving away from celebratory and nationalist exhibits 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2002; MacDonald 2006; Lehrer et al. 2011b; Thomas 2021). 

Finnish war museums have not dared to touch the sacred founding myth and raise 

issues that destabilize the familiar narrative. Arguably, they still prompt “safe” and 

“easy” feelings of national pride and admiration.  

The only somewhat provocative and challenging exhibition that met resistance 

among the public was the exhibition Wir waren Freunde (“We “ere friends”) in the 

Museum of Lapland (Paper II; Paper IV; see also Seitsonen 2018; Seitsonen et al. 

2018). The exhibition illustrated the lives of locals during the Continuation War 

(1941–1944) alongside the Finns’ Nazi co-belligerents. As Oula Seitsonen (2018, 

44) states, the German infantry brought with them “an unprecedented air of 

internationalism and modernity into the thinly populated northern periphery, and 

had an immense impact, for instance, on the local communal memories and 

physical landscapes.” The exhibition probed the relationship locals had with 

Germans, including the somewhat taboo subject of romances between Finnish 

women and German soldiers. Sexual relationships and the illegitimate children 

born from these encounters shook local communities, and the exhibition worked to 

prompt discussion of these difficult topics (Alariesto et al. 2015). In this sense, it 

was a fresh approach and a very welcome introduction to the museum scene in 

Finland, because it did not shy from potentially controversial topics.  

The exhibition also illustrated the power photography can have. Although the 

images in the exhibition did not show anything especially graphic, they seemed to 

provoke quite a lot of emotion. One image in particular used in a promotional poster 

aroused emotional responses among the public. It pictured German soldiers with 

their Wermacht infantrymen’s and alpine jaegers’ uniforms, holding a Finnish girl 

 
1 This museum was left outside the scope of this work because of the late opening date. 
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playing a harmonica. One of the soldiers has removed his cap and put it on the 

child’s head. The picture clearly plays with contrasts, picturing the Nazis’ “gentle 

side.” It prompts feelings of shame in the Finnish audience but in a wider frame, 

perhaps even shame about humanity as a whole. The view of the “notorious Nazis” 

in Finland differed somewhat from the mainstream international view, and “We 

Were Friends” destabilized the canonized history narration, in which the Nazis are 

presented as the epitome of evil (Fig. 5; Mullins et al. 2016; Seitsonen et al. 2018; 

Paper IV). Instead, the exhibition crafted a rather humanizing portrayal, and the 

Germans were illustrated as pleasant characters, who socialized with their Finnish 

brothers-in-arms and locals. The angle of the exhibition was provocative and given 

that it restored a “human level” to the Germans, it was perhaps even more terrifying 

than any popular culture portrayal (Paper IV; Landsberg 2004). As Sturdy-Colls 

(2012, 80) points out, “it is easier to face these uncomfortable aspects of the past 

believing that the Nazi aggressors were somehow different, separated from the rest 

of society, overcome by inhuman rage, than it is to admit that it is precisely because 

the perpetrators were human that these events are so terrifying.” That said, it is 

admittedly disturbing how Finnish photography restores the Nazis’ humanity when 

this is exactly what the Nazis’ photography of their Jewish victims aimed to 

diminish (Schmölders 2009), which is probably why the exhibition in question was 

concluded before the Israeli holiday season in January (cf. Seitsonen et al. 2018; 

Thomas 2021). This shows that the curators’ sensitivity and understanding is 

necessary when illustrating darker histories that have different meanings for people 

of different nationalities. 
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Fig. 5. The advertising poster from the “We Were Friends” exhibition. Image: Kurt 

Pawlata (from the collections of Arktikum Museum). 

The exhibition succeeded in provoking useful discussions among locals in Lapland 

and has not caused any harm in the community, although some resisted the public 

display of such topics. Most visitors experienced positive emotions at the exhibition 

(Seitsonen et al. 2018). This example illustrates that even provocative displays can 

have positive outcomes, and “We Were Friends” demonstrated that there was a need 

for bold approaches, and the public was perhaps more willing to examine such 

histories than the curators had assumed. “We Were Friends” was offered to several 

other museums like the Military Museum in Helsinki, but they all rejected having 

it as a touring exhibition (Seitsonen et al. 2018). As will be discussed later in this 
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study, the Military Museum has a rather patriotic tone, and this may be an 

underlying reason for the rejection. 
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3 Finland in World War II 

3.1 From civil war to “Greater Finland”  

Before delving into the themes of this dissertation it is appropriate to provide more 

background for the WWII experience in Finland, and how photography was 

employed in Finnish warfare. First, however, to understand the major importance 

of the WWII experience for Finnish identity, it is important to briefly examine the 

deeper historical roots of conflict in Finland.  

There is an idolatry of the militaristic spirit in Finnish culture that has roots 

beyond WWII, which partly explains the attachment to the war as a cornerstone of 

Finnish identity. As Bergman (2017) puts it, Finland was long “the bloodiest area” 

in Northern Europe given its long history as the location of combat between the 

Swedish kingdom and Novgorod. Finland has therefore historically perceived itself 

as a barrier between the East and the West (e.g., Bergman 2017; Koponen et al. 

2018). Finns have had compulsory military service for men since Russian rule in 

the nineteenth century, and a minimum of 165 days’ service remains compulsory: 

Refusal results in a prison sentence of 181 days. The optional civil service lasts 347 

days, the length of which has sometimes been seen as a punishment for 

conscientious objectors (e.g., Nurmi 2020). Perhaps because of their self-

perception as guardians of the East/West border, Finns have simultaneously 

considered themselves both a martial nation and international peacekeepers. 

Former Finnish president Martti Ahtisaari received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2008, 

which was a source of pride for many Finns. 

Finland did not participate in the First World War but as a result of the turmoil 

of this period, gained independence in 1917 from the weakened Russian Empire of 

which it had been part. The newly independent state struggled to find uniformity 

and as a result a brutal civil war was fought (1918) between the so-called White 

Guard and the Red Guard. The victorious White Guard was led by the conservative 

right-wing Senate, and the troops were formed from the national guard, with the 

help of the German Imperial Army (see Seitsonen et al. 2020 for a detailed 

discussion of the memory of the Civil War in Finland). The Whites took advantage 

of their victorious position in history narration, and at least until the 60s, Finnish 

history basically narrated their version of the story (Kinnunen 2018; Paper III). The 

Red Guard was led by the Social Democrats, and the troops were made up of the 

working classes. Their memories were not incorporated in history narration until 
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after the 60s. The new patriotic turn in memory culture in the late 80s and early 90s 

meant that the White narrative was again revitalized, sidelining the Reds’ 

experiences once more (Kinnunen 2018).  

WWII has played a far more important role for Finnish identity, and the Civil 

War has in many ways been neglected. The themes of the Civil War do not fit the 

mainstream view of a united Finnish nation as well as the themes of WWII. As 

Tepora (2018, 305) argues, “the new war replaced the nation’s ‘distorted’ birth story 

with a more vital myth, which lessened the friction between the narratives of the 

Reds and Whites.” Arguably, however, under the public surface of newly found 

cohesion, divisions remained, and the Civil War is still used sometimes to support 

contemporary political divides (Hentilä 2018; Seitsonen et al. 2020). Some of the 

underlying tensions erupted in 2017, when the Finnish Mint published a 

commemorative coin for the Civil War that depicted executions of Red soldiers. 

The coin was subsequently withdrawn from sale on the order of the Minister of 

Finance, Petteri Orpo, though he had signed and accepted the illustrated decree 

himself, which probably resulted from a lack of historical awareness on his part 

(Turkki and Nieminen 2017). 

The Finnish WWII narrative is centered around the unprovoked attack of the 

Soviet Union in the Winter War on November 30, 1939, which allows Finns to 

understand themselves as victims of the war. With the increasing restlessness in 

Europe leading to World War II, the Finns felt quite anxious, and contrary to what 

many Finns believe, already sought cooperation with Nazi Germany in the 1930s, 

before the Winter War (Jokisipilä and Könönen 2013). However, in the Nazis’ 

larger plans, cooperation with Finland was not useful at this point—the war against 

the Soviet Union was to occur later in the conflict. Finland had been assigned to 

the Soviet Union’s “sphere of interest” in the Molotov–Ribbentrop pact and as 

mentioned, Finland’s WWII experience began when the Soviets attempted to 

invade the country in 1939. The pact Nazi Germany signed with the Soviet Union 

was deeply disappointing to the Finns, because they had been counting on German 

support in the event of Soviet aggression. The Finns had to fight off the Soviets in 

the winter months of 1939–1940 (hence the term “Winter War”). Finland received 

no assistance from other European countries and was basically left to fend for itself. 

Some volunteer fighters came to Finland’s aid from countries like Denmark, 

Norway, Sweden, Great Britain, and Estonia.  

The Finns managed to fight off the Soviet troops during the few months of 

battle and secured peace with them. Given Finland’s status as a small country with 

no real means of negotiation with the Soviets, they had to cede more than 10 percent 
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of their land area to the Soviet Union. The loss was bitterly felt by many Finns. 

Some 430,000 people were forced to leave their homes, and the loss of an area 

called Karelia was perhaps the most devastating blow, given that it was very 

important for Finnish national identity formation. Karelia was seen as the historical 

birthplace of the Finnish nation, and Karelian culture was seen as a type of 

historically pure Finnish culture, and the origins of the nation were thought to exist 

there (e.g., Sihvo 2003; Paper I). Karelia was territorially divided between Finnish 

Karelia and Soviet East Karelia. Soviet East Karelia had never been part of Finland 

but was a very much desired territory given its role in the national romantic trends 

in the arts and sciences, referred to as “Karelianism.” The Continuation War (1941–

1944) would provide an opportunity to enter Soviet East Karelia. 

The situation was far from stable in the months following the Winter War. 

Behind the scenes, the Nazis were making quiet promises that the Finns would get 

back what they had lost, and a rematch was possible (e.g., Jokisipilä and Könönen 

2013). The Finns then sought to pursue military cooperation with the Nazis again 

and were now more successful. These pursuits culminated in a joint war operation 

called “Barbarossa,” which started in 1941. The Finns named the ensuing conflict 

the Continuation War (1941–1944). Officially, the Finnish government wanted to 

keep its distance from the Germans and emphasized that the Finns were waging 

war on their own, and that their operations were separate from those of Nazi 

Germany. In practice, however, they were de facto allies. Of course, the Finns 

enjoyed many privileges that other allies lacked. For example, Jonas (2012) argues 

that compared to Romania, the Finns managed to retain their independent 

governance, despite its obvious difference from Nazi dictatorship. This is of course 

true, but behind the official façade, many Finnish officials participated in the 

racialized and ideological warfare, histories that Finns have long ignored (e.g., 

Silvennoinen 2008). 

In the Continuation War, the Finns attacked the Soviet Union alongside Nazi 

Germany, and the Finns were responsible for operations in the southwestern areas 

of the Soviet Union. The Finns’ desire was to recapture the areas lost to the Soviet 

Union in the previous conflict, mainly Finnish Karelia, and to occupy Soviet East 

Karelia. Finns often think the Continuation War was a defensive endeavor, which 

has helped mask some atrocities. The Finns sought to eradicate any Russian 

influences from East Karelia, essentially seeking to conduct ethnic cleansing by 

transferring people of Russian descent away from the area (Paper I). To my 

knowledge, no museum has ever arranged an exhibition addressing the 

imprisonment of Soviet civilians. During the war, the difference between the two 
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conflicts is evidenced, for example, by a desertion rate that was 32 times higher 

during the Continuation War, with ideology playing a major role in soldiers’ lack 

of motivation (Kivimäki and Tepora 2012). Many could not support the crossing of 

the old border in Finnish Karelia and did not share the elite’s vision of a territorially 

larger country. 

What the Finns were hoping for was to extend the country’s boundaries and 

create a “Greater Finland” (Suur-Suomi). Greater Finland would have consisted of 

all the Finnic tribes in East Karelia, and Ingria in the southwestern Soviet Union 

and the Dvina areas in the north (Fig. 6). Greater Finland was mostly supported by 

the Finnish elite, and military photography propaganda also aimed to make it 

mainstream among the working classes. It is difficult to say how influential the 

ideology was in Finland, but it was certainly supported by “Finnish academia, 

Lutheran clergy, officer corps, teachers and civil servants” (Kivimäki and Tepora 

2012, 249). While the ideology of Greater Finland was primarily thought to be an 

ideology of the “gentry” and the right-wing radicals, the public at large supported 

the return of the areas Finland had lost in the Winter War (Kirves 2008).  
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Fig. 6. Map of Finland and the ceded territories after the Winter War (1939–1940). East 

Karelia has always been Russian territory. Image: author. 

Fighting alongside Nazi Germany proved fruitless, and as the battle dragged on, it 

was clear that they would lose the war. In 1943, several efforts were made to help 

Finland’s image among the Allies, and the concentration camps, for example, were 

renamed “transition camps” after news of the German concentration camps reached 

Finnish officials (Hyytiä 2008, 298–299). The conditions in the camps were also 
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amended in anticipation of an eventual loss. The naming of places is neutral neither 

politically nor emotionally (e.g., Kearney and Bradley 2009), and this shift was 

probably one tactic the Finns used to dodge the associated emotions of shame and 

guilt and distance themselves from the German war project. There is no unity 

among scholars on what these camps should be called. I choose to call them 

concentration camps, because this is what they were called for most of their 

existence.  

Finland sought peace with the Soviet Union and successfully secured it after 

agreeing to sever ties with their former brothers-in-arms. The Finns then started the 

Lapland War (1944–1945), when they chased the German troops out of Finnish 

Lapland (northern Finland). This war led to the Finns crafting a curious postwar 

narrative about being the victims of the Nazis, who had by this time gained 

notoriety as the horror of the Holocaust was revealed (Kivimäki 2012; Jokisipilä 

2007). This allowed the Finns to ignore their close relationship with them during 

the Continuation War. The Lapland War has been marginal in Finnish 

commemoration, and the recent project in the University of Helsinki, called 

Lapland’s Dark Heritage, focusing on the material legacies of the war in northern 

Finland, was a welcome addition to Finnish war scholarship (e.g., Seitsonen 2018; 

Seitsonen and Koskinen-Koivisto 2018). 

3.2 A conflicted war narrative: Cooperating with the Nazis 

As the past cooperation with the Nazis is one of the most emotionally charged 

histories in Finland, I will examine it in more detail. There has been much debate 

in Finnish historiography about the nature of the cooperation, or co-belligerence as 

Finns often choose to call it. The most popular concept used to describe Finnish-

German cooperation is perhaps the “separate war thesis,” according to which Finns 

were fighting their own war, separate from the Nazi war agenda. This was already 

crafted during the war, and it was intended to distance the Finns from the Nazis, 

both ideologically and practically. It obviously worked well in the postwar decades 

as well, which is why the thesis remained popular (Holmila and Silvennoinen 2011). 

Such readings of the cooperation have allowed Finns to distance themselves from 

the events of the Holocaust, for example. 

Another similar concept is the “driftwood” debate, according to which Finland 

was positioned between Stalin and Hitler, and merely drifted into war as an 

unavoidable consequence of WWII (Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 2012). This concept 

was also crafted during the war but was used most notably in the postwar period. 
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Downplaying Finnish agency in the war has been popular in Finnish historiography, 

and it was not until the 2000s that historians systematically started to examine the 

Finnish involvement in ideological warfare, for example (e.g., Silvennoinen 2008). 

Before the above claims were rejected, any critical examination of Finnish war 

history was basically considered unnecessary, following the logic that the Finns had 

been forced to wage a war in which they did not wish to participate. 

Finnish cooperation with the Nazis had many interesting twists and turns. For 

example, Finland is the only known front on which both Jewish and Nazi 

Germany’s soldiers fought alongside each other. Some Jewish soldiers were even 

offered a medal of honor by Hitler, and they refused it point blank (Rautkallio 1989, 

222; Seitsonen 2018, 45). Such curious details have given Finns an opportunity to 

emphasize their uniqueness in the overall scheme of WWII, and this uniqueness 

has served to mask some of the more troubling aspects of the conflict in the public 

memory. Heated debates among scholars have been ongoing regarding Finland’s 

role in the Holocaust and Finnish antisemitism. Hana Worthen (2009) argues that 

Finnish historian Hannu Rautkallio, in his book “The Jews in Finland: Spared from 

the Holocaust” (2008), outsources the ethical dilemma of fighting alongside the 

Nazis to the Jews themselves, rather than critically examining the Finnish 

government’s actions in the war. In addition, Worthen (2009) argues that Rautkallio 

(2008) victim-blames the eight Jewish refugees Finland deported to Germany 

during the war for their own fate. The accurate number of deported refugees is 12, 

and they were people accused of petty crimes whom the Finns decided to remove 

them from the country; subsequently, all but one died in German concentration 

camps (Sana 2003; Silvennoinen 2013). The deportations have been explained 

away as marginal events in the overall Finnish war narrative by Rautkallio (1987), 

and he argues that they in no way prove that Finnish cooperation with the Nazis 

was premised on anything other than the separate war thesis (see also Holmila and 

Silvennoinen 2011). The field synagogue that was established on the Finnish–

German front has also been directly used to argue for Finnish exceptionalism in the 

WWII narrative by Rautkallio (Rautkallio 1994; Holmila and Silvennoinen 2011). 

Although it was indeed unique, it in no way disproves that there was 

institutionalized antisemitism in Finland, and that it played a role in Finnish warfare. 

Recently, some consensus seems to have been reached on the nature of the 

cooperation and Finland’s role in the Holocaust among scholars, and it has been 

pointed out that while Finns did not enact any antisemitic legislation, there was 

some more latent antisemitism in Finnish culture (Holmila and Silvennoinen 2011; 

Ahonen et al. 2020; Paper IV).  
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No museum exhibitions have been arranged that have examined the Finns’ ties 

with the Nazis’ racial policies. Paper IV discusses the somewhat split 

commemoration of the Nazi past in Finland. The victims of the Holocaust have 

never really featured in Finnish war commemoration, because Finns have perceived 

themselves as having no connection with the Nazi’s ideological warfare (Paper IV). 

One memorial has been erected in Helsinki for the eight Jewish refugees who were 

deported to Germany during the Continuation War, commissioned by the Jewish 

community of Helsinki, and it was followed by public apologies from then prime 

minister Paavo Lipponen (Löfström 2018; Paper IV). Other than that, Finland has 

done little to promote Holocaust commemoration, unlike neighboring Sweden, for 

example (Assman 2013). There are also memorials in Finland for Finnish volunteer 

SS troops and to the German soldiers who fell on the Finnish front. The latter is 

next to the Vantaa prison. Its placement is perhaps an indication of the complex 

feelings the German presence in Finland causes.2  Controversial memorials are 

often placed in ambiguous landscapes, an example of which is the placement of the 

Red’s Civil War memorials, scattered in various locations in Finnish rural areas 

(Seitsonen et al. 2020). Prison landscapes are often culturally perceived as abject, 

liminal, and even haunting (e.g., Fredriksson 2016; Cecil 2015), as can also be said 

of the Nazi past in Finland (e.g., Herva 2014; Paper II).  

3.3 Representation or affect: Hitler in Finland  

Having explored the history of the cooperation and the basic principles of the 

theoretical framing of my research, I think it crucial at this point to provide an 

example of what a phenomenology of photography can bring to the interpretation 

of images, and how, depending on the angle from which one examines them, the 

resulting interpretation is very different. The image that I will use as an example is 

historically unique, illustrating Adolf Hitler’s visit to Finland during the 

Continuation War in June 1942. The Finns were an important ally for the Nazis, 

and Adolf Hitler was keen on cherishing the relationship with Finnish commander-

in-chief and wartime hero Field Marshall Mannerheim, because he deeply valued 

Finnish war efforts against the mutual communist enemy. He is seen with 

Mannerheim on two occasions, first visiting him in Finland on his 75th birthday 

and second, when Mannerheim made a counter-visit to Hitler in Germany. 

Mannerheim also visited Hermann Göring’s hunting lodge in East Prussia, and 

 
2 Vantaa is the third largest city in the cluster of three cities in Finland’s capital region. 
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there are images of that visit in the collections of the Finnish Heritage Agency. They 

can also be found online at finna.fi, a search engine for several Finnish archive 

institutions.  

Hitler’s visit to Finland has prompted several examinations in both popular and 

professional histories (Törhönen, 2017; Partanen, 2018), testifying to the level of 

bewilderment (and historical exceptionality) that such an iconic figure, known to 

have avoided trips abroad, visited this co-belligerent country on the very northern 

fringes of joint war operations. The pictures of Hitler visiting Mannerheim in 

Finland and Mannerheim visiting Hermann Göring in Germany have been brought 

to life with colorization on the “War History in Color” Facebook page. The images 

are among the most discussed, which is perhaps an indication of the complex 

feelings Finns have about the wartime cooperation (Paper III; Fig. 7). Mannerheim 

is an idolized historical figure in Finland, a war hero, and postwar president. For 

example, in 2004, the national broadcasting company Yle arranged a vote on “the 

greatest Finn” of all time, and Mannerheim won. To my knowledge, no museum, 

and for that matter, no historian, has critically examined Mannerheim’s history (e.g., 

Jokisipilä and Könönen 2013).3  The historic home museum of Mannerheim in 

Helsinki is almost a shrine, with very little historical information, which provides 

visitors with a proximity to all his belongings and an almost magical experience.4  

 
3 Admittedly, it would be difficult to even attempt to write a critical history of him, because Mannerheim 
was very conscious of his image, and he waited until the last minute before voicing any opinion about 
war operations, for example (Jokisipilä and Könönen 2013). 
4  An online tour of the Mannerheim Museum is available at https://www.mannerheim-
museo.fi/fi/virtuaalimuseo/. 
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Fig. 7. Mannerheim shaking hands with Hitler in Imatra, Eastern Finland, in June 1942. 

SA-kuva. 

While in Finland, Hitler’s humanity was exposed in ways that were then very rare. 

For example, the visit produced the only known audiotape of Hitler speaking in his 

normal voice, as he discussed his war efforts with his Finnish hosts. It is significant 

because he is known to have protected the “aura of his voice” by limiting where it 
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could be heard (Schmölders 2009: 121, 164). The Finnish IC cameras’ capturing of 

Adolf Hitler also counters what the public is used to seeing. The IC images are 

exceptional because Adolf Hitler was very precise about his image and the types of 

pictures he allowed to be published (Brett West 2016, 238; Schmölders 2009, 122). 

He wanted to be portrayed as a charismatic military genius or a dramatic performer 

and directed his audience’s attention towards his face (Buck-Morss 1992; Pyta, 

2011, 166). He is also known to have avoided any activity in which he did not excel, 

such as sports, because he wanted to avoid public scrutiny of his capabilities or 

their lack (Kershaw 1987, 3). 

 

Fig. 8. Hitler crossing a ditch. The birthday was celebrated with dinner on a train. The R 

2016 train carriage has been preserved and can be visited in Sastamala, Southwest 

Finland. SA-kuva. 

In one IC image, Hitler reels on wooden planks that have been placed over a ditch 

to get to the train where the birthday celebrations took place (SA-89824; Fig. 8). 

The soldier holding the planks is visibly amused, and Field Marshall Mannerheim 

looks on in the background. The image of Hitler on the planks conjures up an 

imagined scenario that becomes animated and alive in the viewers’ minds; it is what 

Roland Barthes (1984) calls the punctum of a photograph, or “what I add to the 
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image and what is already there.” Barthes discusses an image of Queen Victoria on 

a horse and admits to wondering what would happen to the Queen’s skirt if the 

horse bolted (Barthes 1984). Hitler’s awkward footing arouses alternative scenarios: 

What happens to Hitler when Marshall Wilhelm Keitel steps on the plank? The 

camera captured Hitler mid-wobble and his humanity seems uncanny, and the 

image has a subtle comedy. It essentially reveals the cracks in this more-than-

human representation that has come to dominate views of him. 

The image in question has been published in an Yle (national broadcasting 

company) Finnish online news article discussing the digitization of the IC images. 

The article explains that all the images from Hitler’s visit to Finland are now 

available online after a previous mishap in the digitization project meant they were 

at first excluded from the online gallery (Kivimäki, 2018). The reporter has chosen 

this specific image as the cover image for his news article. Why? On the one hand, 

Finns perceived the Nazis as good, harmless comrades, and such images can again 

be used to represent Finnish uniqueness in WWII; Finland was an exceptional co-

belligerent of Nazi Germany and unaware of its evil side. Yet this image can also 

hint at our inner personal feelings and the emotional aspects we attribute to such an 

image. For example, Sorce (2015) and Ashkenazi (2011) have examined the various 

comical representations of Hitler in German media and TV, considering comics an 

alternative way to deal with a troubling past and a way to express resentment. The 

actor who plays him, according to Sorce (2015: 8), “travesties Hitler, a depiction 

that lends itself well to comedy. In a way, laughing at Hitler can trivialize him and 

render him helpless and harmless to the audience.” The picture can therefore be 

seen as an alternative iconoclasm that awakens an emotional reaction in the viewer. 

Images of Hitler were literally shot at by Allied troops on liberation, which 

illustrates the power of pictures (Schmölders 2009: 120–121). Hitler is an icon of 

pop culture and lives on as the contemporary “Satan” (Kingsepp 2010), and it 

would be unsurprising if the public wanted to expose him to ridicule.  

This image illustrates, first, that the slightest of detail can make a difference to 

the phenomenological reading of an image (Petterson 2011). Just one slight wobble, 

merely a fraction of a second caught on camera, can reveal something larger than 

life, or in this case, something less than superhuman life. In the IC videoclip of the 

same situation, the wobble is unnoticeable, because it is gone in the blink of an eye. 

Second, the interpretation of the use of this image differs depending on whether the 

lens is directed at the representational issues or the affect. Moreover, we may not 

even be aware of the image choices we make, because they stem from such a deep 

place within our “emotional reserve.”  
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3.4 Photography during the war  

The photographs that are the focus of this research originate from the WWII 

photography archives of the Finnish Army, and more specifically, nine Information 

Companies that were formed at the beginning of the Continuation War (1941). 

Photography was part of Finnish warfare from the Winter War onwards, but it was 

still rudimentary in nature, and no systematic photographic documentation project 

was started until the Continuation War (see Kleemola 2016 for a detailed account 

of the propaganda aspects of the collection). The Information Companies were 

tasked with photographing various aspects of the conflict and gathering historical 

and ethnographic material. The photographers were not strictly monitored in what 

they photographed, but the images were of course censored, and not everything 

could be published. This is perhaps a deviation from the norm of conflict archives, 

and this collection houses images that seem somewhat out of place in a propaganda 

collection. 

The collection was born out of an incentive to use material mainly for 

propaganda purposes (Fig. 9). The photographers usually captured images of 

Finnish soldiers engaged in battle (these scenes were often orchestrated), various 

artillery (perhaps to illustrate the power of the Finnish army), and any important 

events like visits from foreign military leaders, and so on (Kleemola 2016).  
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Fig. 9. Finnish soldiers engaged in battle in Poventsa, East Karelia, 1942. SA-kuva. 

There is a tendency to mitigate violence in the collection. The IC photographers 

especially avoided showing battered Finnish soldiers’ corpses, because they wanted 

to avoid any negative reactions to the war among the Finnish public (Kleemola 

2016). However, there are vast amounts of images depicting deceased Soviet 

soldiers, and during the war, those showing Soviets in piles of corpses were the 

most popular (Kleemola 2016, 109–114; Paper III). The Finns obviously wanted to 

show military success to comfort the home audience (Fig. 10). However, there are 

more sensitive images of deceased Soviet soldiers in the collection, illustrating the 

freedom Finnish photographers had to choose what to depict (see Paper III). 

Perhaps the photographers did not think they were empathizing with the enemy 

soldiers by picturing them in close-up shots, but today these images of wounded 

and still faces certainly convey empathy with their fates. Some of these images 

have been published on the “War history in color” social media site. It is obvious 

that the public wants to distance themselves from the killing by blaming the Soviets 

themselves, either by choosing images of Soviet soldiers who were killed by other 

Soviets or by symbolically blaming them for the entire conflict by referencing 

Winter War iconography, i.e., images where Finns are wearing white winter 

camouflage (Paper III; Chapter 5.1.1.). 
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Fig. 10. Raate road after a battle in Suomussalmi, Finland, 1940. Rows and rows of 

equipment were seized from the Russians. SA-kuva. 

There is also a vast category of images that depict the faces of captured Soviet 

soldiers of different ethnicities, a kind of anthropological examination of soldiers 

who often came from distant places in the Soviet Union and looked exotic to the 

Finns. Such image conventions were born in the colonial era, but during the war, 

these anthropological examinations served the purposes of pictorial propaganda, 

especially German, in which these exotic faces were juxtaposed with “proper” 

German faces (Kleemola 2016, 148). Such iconography is obviously a reminder of 

the colonial heritage of photography, which is arguably one of the reasons 

photography became suspect in many fields and was pushed to the margins of 

research (Desjarlais 2015; Edwards 2011). In a researcher’s mind, such images and 

their voyeuristic conventions certainly produce an uneasiness stemming from the 

shame and guilt of the early years of “our science.” However, to the “average 

viewer” unaware of these histories, they may not prompt anything especially 

uncomfortable. 
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Fig. 11. Karelian man “walking on a vernal road,” photographed in Selki, 1942. SA-kuva. 

Types of anthropological examinations were also taken in Finnish occupied East 

Karelia, where the Karelians represented an “idealized type” of people (Fig. 11). 

These images were intended to prove the Finnish origin of the people living in East 

Karelia (Kleemola 2016, 246). Karelian poets and craftsmen were basically 

idealized at the time, and they featured in many famous artworks, for example, in 

the work of explorer/photographer Into Konrad Inha (1865–1930), who was one of 

the artists who ventured into East Karelia during the peak of Karelianism in Finland. 

The Finnish national painter Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s work “Paanajärven 

paimenpoika” is one of the most familiar idealizations of the people living in 
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Karelia. It illustrates a young boy with a bark horn, standing in the gaunt landscape 

of North Karelia (Fig. 12).  

 

Fig. 12. An image of the painting “Paanajärven paimenpoika” in a wartime art exhibition. 

SA-kuva.  

3.4.1 Photographic ethnography and materiality in Karelia 

The imagery and materiality of Karelia deserve a closer look, because they are 

exceptional when considering the nature of the war. First, they are perhaps even 

more forgotten than any of the images related to the Nazi past. This neglect is 

probably a result of the guilt they elicit, and because they are in some way the most 
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concrete proof that the Continuation War was not merely a defensive endeavor. 

Second, they are also unique when considering the nature of war photography in 

general, because instead of merely documenting battle and destruction, they 

document the beauty of Karelian materiality.  

My initial purpose in this research was to see what kinds of cultural heritage 

were photographed, because imagery of Finnish gravesites and memorials 

destroyed by Soviet troops and inhabitants in Finnish Karelia abounded in the 

collection (see Ylimaunu and Koponen 2017). In Finnish Karelia, the Information 

Company photographers were tasked with capturing the former Finnish areas in 

their frame “as they were found,” and images of destroyed materiality were 

effective propaganda that would ensure heightened battle motivation among Finns 

(Kleemola 2016; Fig. 13). Destruction occurred on both sides, as the Finns also 

took down Soviet monuments and looted museums in East Karelia on arrival 

(Kleemola 2016; Pimiä 2007; Takala 2012). 
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Fig. 13. Finnish soldiers removing a statue of Lenin in Räisälä, Finnish Karelia, 1941. 

SA-kuva. 

Tenho Pimiä (2012) sheds light on the Finns’ looting activities in East Karelia in 

his research, arguing that “prehistoric, historic and ethnological artifacts were 

collected primarily for a Karelian central museum to be founded in the future and 

for Finland’s National Museum.” Church artifacts were taken with the intention of 

returning them when the situation stabilized in East Karelia. The museum of 

Pedrozavodsk was plundered, and artifacts were brought back to Finland. Stalin 
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had begun to get rid of Karelian culture and traditions in various russification 

projects in the 1930s, so the Finns saw it as their mission to salvage Finnish cultural 

heritage from the occupied areas (Pimiä 2012). Military units also looted material 

from East Karelian villages.  

Finns have not really discussed these aspects of the war and quietly returned 

some of the looted objects to Russia in 2009, without any great media interest. A 

few museum exhibitions have displayed looted icons, for example, the Orthodox 

Church Museum of Finland in Kuopio (2009) and Turku City Museum in Turku 

Castle (2005). Some of the employees of the Turku City Museum had hidden some 

of the icons and religious objects in the postwar years when the Soviet Union had 

demanded them back. The same exhibition toured in the museum of South Karelia 

in Lappeenranta in 2013, and another exhibition of looted icons was also arranged 

in Tavastia Castle in Hämeenlinna (2015). In this context, it is noteworthy that most 

Finns probably do not think these looting activities were wrong, given that Finns 

perceive themselves as the victim in the wars, and because these lootings were 

thought to be salvaging activities.  

The IC photographers also captured Karelian materiality with their cameras. It 

is obvious that it was in the Finns’ interests to portray East Karelia as a tranquil 

place, because these images were intended for home audiences and to introduce the 

public to the Karelian way of life—they wanted to emphasize the area’s Finnishness 

to legitimize the occupation (Kleemola 2014a; 2016). It was in the Finns’ interest 

not to show all the destruction going on, for example, the concentration camps that 

the Finns had for Russian civilians. A few images of these camps survive, and I 

discuss them later (also Paper I). 

The people living with the ruins and traces of Karelian materiality will 

obviously have their own subjectivity and relationship with them (see Navaro-

Yashin 2009). However, despite their tendency to mask the problems of occupation 

in East Karelia, it is difficult not to consider the historic value of what the Finns 

captured there, preserving some of the materialities that may have since been lost. 

How memory and materiality are illuminated by the Military Museum’s online-

gallery raises longstanding scholarly questions about the relationship between 

photography and archeology (Shanks, 1997; Bohrer, 2005; Hauser, 2007; 

Hamilakis, 2009; 2013: 41–44; 2015; DeSilvey 2013; Shanks and Svabo, 2013). 

The IC collection invites the viewer into a sort of prosthetic archive, and in a way, 

the photographers have performed salvage photography that restores cultural 

objects in the images, frozen in wartime, artificially substituting for any of the since 

vanished materiality. They photographed Karelian rune singers, food culture, 
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ornamental log houses, and graveyards with wooden orthodox crosses that were 

intended to decay along with the deceased. According to Bohrer (2005), the first 

archeological endeavors using photography succeeded in creating something that 

would include an esthetic vision while retaining something of the original material 

presence of the object in question. Due to the photographers’ task of documenting 

ethnographic material as well and their personal vision, they have created a 

historical collection of Karelian materiality with an intriguing artistic touch 

reminiscent of early archeological endeavors utilizing photography. This collection 

has been ignored for what it set out to do because of its questionable motives of 

production (Fig. 14). 

 

Fig. 14. A sketch of an East Karelian grave marker in Nurmoila village, 1941. SA-kuva. 

There is potential in these images to also narrate the ideologies of the occupation. 

Sometimes esthetics can work against captions, as in the case of IC photographers’ 

landscape depictions. The IC photographers captured strikingly beautiful landscape 

images that seem more like artworks than war photography. These images would 

obviously legitimize the occupation, as they indicated that East Karelia “naturally” 

belonged to the Finns (Kleemola 2015: 117–118, 2016: 246). However, the 
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contemporary viewer will examine these differently from wartime audiences. A 

Finn will be able to relate to these landscapes, like the smells of certain flowers and 

trees, or the biting frost in the winter and the warming sun in the summer. The 

Karelian log houses look different to those in Finland, but crucially, they are placed 

in similar landscapes like coniferous forests, for example. So is Russian materiality, 

which was often labeled as ugly by the photographers, who were following the 

orders of their superiors when capturing Karelian landscapes (Fig. 15; Fig. 16). The 

black-and-white images identify various buildings’ affiliation with Russian-ness, 

yet they resemble Karelian architecture, and they make the landscape look quite 

esthetically uniform. Rather than otherness, the black-and white images illustrating 

civilian architectural esthetics invoke sameness, and they contradict the 

photographer’s intentions (Paper I). 

 

Fig. 15. “Russky architecture,” some of which resembles Karelian architecture. The 

photographers could not always tell the difference. SA-kuva. 
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Fig. 16. Ukrainian village in Pindusi. SA-kuva. 

In a few instances, the photographers created very esthetically striking depictions 

of the material culture of “the other,” as in the case of Ukrainian buildings in a 

village called Pindusi, East Karelia (Fig. 16). Finns classified Ukrainians as “other” 

and wanted to relocate them from the area to create “a racially pure nation” (Hyytiä 

2008, 57–69). Large pines stand around the houses, which look intriguing, and the 

scorching rays of the sun hint at what the photographer would have felt in the 

landscape; the photograph enables the viewer to step into the photographer’s place 

and assume his embodied gaze (Hirsch 2001). The road in the foreground draws 

the viewer towards the village and invites them to examine more closely the houses’ 

detailed decorations. Such striking esthetics can contradict the “othering” of the 

caption (Paper I). The images therefore hold great potential for narrating the 

occupation and its racist policies in museums.  

3.5 Current uses: The digitized image  

No images were destroyed when the military photography collection was stored for 

future use (Kleemola 2014a). It was first curated by the photography unit of the 

Military Headquarters and was later moved to the hands of the Defense Force’s 
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photography department, housed in the archives of the Military Museum in 

Helsinki. The Military Museum is the only museum in Finland that has used these 

images as a fixed part of their exhibition, so needless to say, the interest has been 

rather marginal. In addition to the Military Museum’s permanent exhibition, the 

pictures have featured in a traveling war photography exhibition called Sodan Värit 

(“Colors of War”). This exhibition premiered in the Helsinki Art Museum and 

illustrated colored war photography from the IC collection. The exhibition did not 

focus on any specific theme but illustrated ordinary scenes of the daily life of 

warfare, and it relied largely on images to deliver the message and displayed them 

alongside their original captions, which the IC photographers had drafted. Given 

that it was launched in the Helsinki Art Museum, the display was rather more 

artistic than informative. The exhibition has since toured in three Finnish regional 

museums (2015–2018), though with varied content. It is somewhat problematic to 

use the original propaganda captions in contemporary exhibits, and later in this 

study, I identify some misrepresentations that result from these display techniques.  

The images remained in the archives with little public interest until they were 

digitized in 2013. On the day of the launch in April 2013, more than 100,000 users 

tried to access the site in the first 15 minutes, and it immediately crashed (Turun 

Sanomat 2013). The images have since received hundreds of thousands of hits and 

searches (Anygraaf Oy 2013). Digitization has meant that the pictures have 

suddenly been jolted toward a more active side of remembrance (Assman 2008), 

and the images are published in other contexts besides museums, such as in social 

media. An example is the “War History in Color” Facebook and Instagram site, 

which is discussed in detail in Paper III. Research interest in the collection has 

soared, and in addition to my contribution, the collection has been examined from 

the perspective of political history and art history (e.g., Kleemola 2011; 2014a; 

2014b; 2015; Honkaniemi 2017). Olli Kleemola’s (2016) dissertation on the 

propaganda uses of the images is a significant study, given that photography has 

traditionally received little attention from history scholars. 

The images are license-free and hence available to use by all without restriction. 

The name of the archive, “SA-kuva,” only has to be mentioned alongside any image 

used. The images have been digitized with their original propaganda captions that 

the photographers drafted. This makes it seem as if the original caption is somehow 

objective unless one is very familiar with the propaganda aspect of wartime 

photography. This will obviously lead to a somewhat questionable reproduction of 

wartime propaganda.   
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The collection has now been moved to a new collection center, and visitors 

cannot access the physical photographs but only make orders that the staff delivers 

digitally. It is worth considering the impact this has on the photographs’ uses. What 

happens to an image once it is digitized? Does it change in form and function? 

Sassoon (2004) has pointed out that while making images “more available,” 

digitization limits their evidentiary potential, because they are distanced from their 

materiality and any associated information. The photographs in the IC collection 

have information on their backs that will now be disconnected from the images, 

because they were not digitized with the pictures. This information includes all the 

notes on where the pictures have been published during the war and after, for 

example.  

The materiality surrounding the image also changes from picture albums and 

frames to computer screens. But does this matter? In terms of social bonding there 

are certainly notable changes: We no longer show photo albums to our friends in 

our hands; we now hold laptops and view images online with a community of 

thousands of people with differing ideas and identities. Yet if we focus on the 

material and sensory qualities of photography and the interpretations offered in my 

research, I argue that this shift does not matter, and photography can still produce 

the same affects in digitized form. Someone with a personal relationship to pictures 

can obviously have a different relationship with the photographs’ materiality (De 

Nardi 2014). 

When a digital image is published online and colorized, as in the case of the 

social media page discussed in Paper III, it turns the image into an interpretation, 

an artistic piece with the personal touch of the administrator. However, unlike 

Sassoon (2004), I am not convinced that the evidential status, i.e., the indexicality 

of the image, can be completely erased, and curiously enough, there was extensive 

discussion of “accurate” historical interpretations like the accurate hues of uniforms, 

the functions of different weapons, etc. on the social media site that I examined in 

Paper III. This occurred almost to the point that discussion at times paid tedious 

attention to detail, as opposed to the wider cultural commentary (though that was 

also raised). 

Hartig (2014, 231) argues that through digitalization, “the way the audience 

consumed images changed from being on the museum’s terms to the audience’s 

terms.” This is quite true, and this aspect of heritage work has both positive and 

negative aspects. As argued in Paper III, the public wants the opportunity to interact 

with others, discuss historical topics, and “remember together” (Simon 2012; Paper 

III). In addition, people also want to feel together in an online setting. On YouTube, 
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a new trend is to make reaction videos to music, TV shows, etc., and there are 

several reaction videos made by various military enthusiasts to Simo Häyhä, a 

famous Finnish WWII sniper. These videos invite people from all over the world 

to be in awe of his “accomplishments.” Such activities emphasize the importance 

of emotion in commemoration. This aspect of online heritagization offers a lesson 

for professionals and an opportunity to develop their content with social bonding 

in mind. The possibility of engaging in discussion in the museum may be a future 

development strategy worth exploring. While it has been argued that in social 

media, photographs function as social bonding, and content is becoming less and 

less important (Frolich and Sarvas 2011, 148–149; Hartig 2014, 233–234), I argue 

that both still play a role in the public’s amateur heritage work, and the very purpose 

of social media is to memorialize the war and wartime generations. 

Image content can repeat questionable wartime views and values and needs to 

be challenged in professional heritage work (Paper III). This is the negative side of 

amateur heritage work, because it can produce simplistic versions of history that 

are at best exclusive. Currently, the Military Museum has basically abandoned the 

control of these images through digitization but has not used all their potential in 

their own work (Paper III). Finnish museums should perhaps consider tackling 

topics that have basically been ignored despite the excellent scholarship in the field 

of history (e.g., Laine 1982; Seppälä 1989; Hyytiä 2008; Silvennoinen 2008; 

Jokisipilä and Könönen 2013; Westerlund and Soukola 2019). The “War History in 

Color” page prompts a racist commentary, and heated political debates are also 

ongoing. As Sterling (2020: 241) argues, to keep an eye on social media means to 

understand how new forms of image production, exchange, and use may provoke 

positive change in heritage practice. Heritage professionals can learn a lot from 

what goes on in the media, particularly about visual materials. 

3.5.1 The ethics of publication  

Historian Olli Kleemola (2014a) mentions that one minor flaw in the digitization 

process is that the most gruesome pictures were not displayed in the online gallery 

but can only be accessed in the actual archive. He argues that “the horrors of war 

should not be downplayed, and all kinds of secrecy will only fuel more and more 

absurd conspiracy theories” (Kleemola 2014a). The pictures that have not been 

digitized include images of deceased victims of partisan attacks in Northern 

Finland. Admittedly, these pictures are quite shocking, and I feel that the decision 

not to digitize them is correct for two reasons.  
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First, I think that the photography department might have been even more 

aware of the ethics involved in releasing these images online. I was giving a 

presentation on these images and their uses in social media at a Finnish history 

conference in 2018 when a fellow researcher brought to my attention that one image 

in my PowerPoint was ethically questionable (Koskinen-Koivisto 2019 pers. 

comm). The image was of a child in hospital with his father being treated for a 

stinger wound after a partisan attack on his village. The image had been published 

on the social media site I examined in Paper III, which is why I included it in the 

presentation. The pictures in the IC online gallery have been published with their 

original captions, and in this case, they identify the name of the victim and his father. 

My colleague told me that the victim was deeply traumatized because of the attack, 

and the researchers working in the village where he lived were strictly forbidden 

by the other villagers to ask the person about his wartime experiences, which 

caused me to rethink the ethics involved in publishing these images online. Many 

of those who were children during the war are still alive, as are the relatives of the 

partisan attacks, for example. It is questionable at best that their names are 

published in the gallery without their consent. Seeing the badly battered corpses of 

their relatives online surely runs the risk of relived trauma. Toni Morrison (1984) 

has described such encounters as “re-memory”—an encounter with a traumatic 

event that keeps returning forcibly to the mind of the traumatized.  

A museum will also have to deal with ethical questions when displaying 

difficult topics. Thomas (2021) discusses several museum exhibitions on difficult 

topics around the world, noting that exhibitions sometimes take things too far, as 

in the case of the Oklahoma City national memorial and museum, where an 

exhibition about Oklahoma bombings featured an image with a firefighter carrying 

a severely burned child out of the wreckage of the bombed building despite the 

wishes of the relatives who did not want this image publicly displayed. 

However, this begs the question though of whom our ethical considerations 

cover. The gallery has hundreds if not thousands of images of deceased Soviet 

soldiers, and they have been released without any consideration, though of course 

without names, as the photographers were not interested in the deceased person’s 

identity. I was faced with this issue in Paper III, because I wanted to publish one 

image of a deceased Soviet soldier that was published on the social media page that 

I was examining. The image showed a deceased Soviet soldier’s face, though it was 

upside down and partly covered so that he would not be recognizable. However, it 

could be argued that images that do not show the deceased soldier’s faces belittle 

the gravity of war and evade responsibility by not giving the victims personal faces, 
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especially in the case of the Soviets who died at the hands of the Finns. The ethical 

issues are complex, and there is certainly no clear answer for how professionals 

should proceed. I am inclined to think that the decision not to publish images of the 

partisan attack victims was correct, but the case of Soviet soldiers is somewhat 

different, because the risk of identification is smaller. Yet consideration also needs 

to be taken when publishing such images.  

In addition, an image of female Soviet spies’ execution by Finns in Poventsa, 

East Karelia, has been omitted from the online gallery. The picture does not show 

the faces of the spies or mention their names, but they are standing before a firing 

squad, and the image was taken immediately before Finnish soldiers fire the shots 

that killed them. Curiously enough, it was published on the “War History in Color” 

page in 2020, and it is the most discussed image in the overall volume between 

2019 and 2020. Based on a close reading of the comments, reactions vary from 

anger and sadness to indifference. Some even go as far as to suggest the death 

penalty for treason should be in use today, and the current government would be a 

suitable target.5 The discussion then turns to the death penalty as a punishment in 

contemporary societies. In this case, the audience is one step ahead of the curators 

of the collection in examining difficult topics. The discussions on Facebook under 

this image suggest that social media may not be the best place to encounter such 

material but would be more appropriate in the museum space, which provides a 

safe environment in which debate and emotion do not escalate very easily into hate 

speech and unproductive polarization. Museums can be redefined as sites of 

emotional education that can help balance the urge to categorize feelings in the 

realm of the private (Boler 1999). 

This leads me to my second point, which is that I do not think that displaying 

gruesome horror is necessary to elicit emotion in viewers. We often tend to assume 

that the more horrible the image, the more emotion it can produce. However, the 

image of the spies’ execution causes emotional reactions in some of the viewers 

without showing the women’s bodies pierced and torn apart by bullets. Several 

cultural critics of photography have stated that images displaying more and more 

horror only produces anesthesia (Zelizer 1998; Sontag 1984). As Hannah Arendt 

(2013, 669) suspects, the effect of seeing images of live people suffering is perhaps 

more compelling than images of deceased people, which indicates that the affects 

of wartime images lie somewhere other than seeing the actual suffering, torture, 

 
5  The current government is the female-led government elected in 2019, made up of the Social 
Democrats, the Green League, the Left Alliance, the Swedish People’s Party, and the Center Party. 



63 

and death. It is the images that display it “more quietly” that are powerful. This is 

where the phenomenology of photography is crucial, because it produces an 

understanding of what images do, and how they do it. I now move on to a discussion 

of my methodologies for finding images’ affects in the following chapters and 

explain my stance further as I examine the affective framing of images. 
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4 The Emotional War: Chasing Images’ Affects 

4.1 Heritage, emotion, and visuality 

In heritage research, the focus has shifted from pure representation to the more-

than-representational aspects of heritage encounters. As Tolia-Kelly, Waterton, and 

Watson (2016, 5) argue, heritage, its politics and affects “attend to the power of 

memory not to translate cultural objects, but to acknowledge their power to 

articulate pasts, identities, events and create atmospheres of experience and creative 

heritage.” In the field of geography, where the focus is usually on various heritage 

spaces and the bodily experiences visitors have in them, more-than-representational 

theory has been employed to discuss emotions in a phenomenological frame (e.g., 

Waterton and Watson 2013). Some attention has also been paid to the visual, 

especially through examining visitor photography (Waterton 2015). Derived from 

Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network theory, these theories tend to emphasize affect in a 

biological sense, which means that it is not tied to representational considerations 

or the cognition that is inevitably tied to visitor engagements (Latour 2005; cf. 

Smith and Campbell 2015). Heritage research has moved away from such 

mind/body divisions and realized that emotions are both cognitive and embodied 

(e.g., Wetherell 2012; Smith and Campbell 2015). However, “more-than-

representational” theory has crucially pointed out that people do not meet heritages 

with a purely rational outlook and without emotions. These theories need to be 

considered with the representational, not disengaged from cultural and cognitive 

reception. 

Affect is notoriously difficult to define, and as Kajander and Koskinen-

Koivisto (2021) note, the experience of affect is often referred to as “having that 

something.” As mentioned in the introduction, I follow here an approach that 

determines affect to be something that influences our body and mind so that it 

produces an emotional reaction in us (e.g., Ahmed 2004). Affect happens at the 

interface between our bodies and the objects surrounding us, and in this sense, I 

have a Latourian reading of affect (Navaro-Yashin 2009; Latour 2005). It is 

something that “moves” us and hence underlines the transformative potential of 

affect, given that emotions are what drive human action. However, there are 

cognitive and political aspects of affect that cannot be ignored—hence, my 

combined approach of examining both representation and affect. 



66 

In the field of heritage, the lack of theoretical discussion of affect and emotion 

has been called “the elephant in the room,” suggesting a huge gap in research 

discussing visitor emotions, and how they are navigated in the museum space 

(Smith and Waterton 2009; Smith and Campbell 2015). Indeed, emotion is often 

met with great suspicion for fear of it being “dangerous,” “subjective,” and 

“unreliable” (Smith and Campbell 2015). It is of course impossible for visitors to 

switch their emotions off and necessarily react emotively to the things illustrated. 

Photography also often evades the attention of heritage scholars and is perceived 

to be either too weak or too powerful to change perceptions (Roberts 2012). Or are 

they perhaps too stale compared with cinematic persuasion as Alison Landsberg 

(2004) suggests? 

We still very much structure our memories according to visuals, an example of 

which is the events of 9/11, which many still remember photographically (Kirouac-

Fram 2011). The images of the so-called jumpers, people falling from the towers, 

have become especially etched in peoples’ minds. Photography can display human 

suffering, pain and sorrow in various ways, and people can relate to visuals 

emotionally. What a heritage approach to photography can yield is to combine both 

the knowledge of their evidentiary character and their affective qualities, given that 

“the image is perceived to be both a window to the real world, as it is a series of 

choices made in the production process” (Sterling 2020: 38). In addition, what we 

choose to illustrate in museums, all the combinations of images and affects, 

involves making new choices and creating “new realities” (Waterton 2015; Crang 

1997). 

Of course, rejection is one potential reaction, stemming from feelings of guilt 

and shame that can occur when exhibiting difficult histories that subvert the 

accustomed nationalist narratives. According to the subject’s personal memories, 

not everyone will receive affect similarly. For example, it is negated by the viewers’ 

social and political stances (Waterton 2014; Smith and Campbell 2015). Research 

on the role of empathy in the museum encounter suggests it may not work well in 

changing the identity positions of contemporary viewers. In an exhibition about 

British colonialism, white viewers rejected suggestions that their country was 

implicit in it and failed to form an empathetic response to colonialized subjects 

(Smith 2010; 2011). However, do must professionals abandon the attempt to 

display uncomfortable histories? If at first people reject the topics and emotions 

elicited by the museum, does it mean they should stop? Does it mean they cannot 

change their minds? 
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First, repetition may be needed to drive home the arguments exhibitions make. 

In addition, the point of touching any emotional nerves in the viewers is that it 

usually generates discussion in society, which is good as a goal in itself. It is 

necessary to raise certain topics in the realm of public debate, not to sweep them 

under the carpet, because we assume that people will not receive something 

positively or fear that they might reject it. Finally, if heritage professionals do not 

try to elicit empathy in the viewers, what then? As Jane Lydon (2016: xiv) puts it, 

while “…empathy is popularly considered a positive good in our society, 

intellectual critique has always focused on its limits, pointing out that such 

emotions are deeply implicated within power relations and entrenched inequality. 

Salutary as such arguments may be, they do not suggest what we should put in its 

place…” Thus far, there have been few alternative suggestions for how to approach 

abhorrent histories. A museum is just one place where cultural memory is upheld 

and competes with the media and school education, for example. While it is 

certainly a good start, it takes more than one museum exhibition to persuade people 

to change their long-held assumptions about their culture and history. More 

sustained research is needed on empathy in museums, and follow-up studies 

conducted. Human emotions are far too complex to summarize in one enquiry sheet 

in an exhibition, because they are in constant motion. 

I remain positive that museums can have a decent, albeit gradual, influence in 

a society. It is of course always the curators’ decision when it is appropriate to use 

“tough love” to mobilize a more ethical commemoration and bring out abhorrent 

histories (Lehrer and Milton 2011a, 4). Suffice it to say that some thirty years after 

the collapse of the Soviet Union, Finns have emphasized patriotic readings in 

heritage narratives, and museums should perhaps consider participating a little 

more assertively in the discussion, especially now that the images have been 

released for public consumption, as argued in Paper III. As Smith and Campbell 

(2015) state, “museums and heritage sites may be defined as perhaps ‘safe’ or 

simply ‘appropriate’ or permissible places for people to not only feel particular 

emotions, but to work out or explore how those emotions may reinforce, provide 

insight or otherwise engage with aspects of the past and its meaning for the present.” 

The threshold to do anything radical with the war narrative in Finland is high 

because of the status of the wars in identity formation, although museums would 

be an appropriate venue in which to explore such issues. 
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4.2 Facing national shame and guilt 

Shame is an integral part of the phenomenology of Finnish wartime photography, 

and I will therefore delve more deeply into the historicity of shame in Finland 

before introducing the actual images that form the core of my dissertation. 

Emotions can indeed be collective as opposed to being merely privately felt, 

subjective conditions. These emotions are based on identification with a certain 

group such as a nation (e.g., Smith 1993; Stephan and Stephan 2000). Bar-Tal (2001) 

and Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal (2006) have pointed out that collective emotional 

orientations can be typical of a group or nationality and are the result of various 

social contexts. A culture may be conditioned to lean toward certain emotions, as 

Laine (2006) argues about Finland and its shame-oriented emotional atmosphere. 

Feelings are also guided by histories (Ahmed 2004), and there is a reason Finns are 

prone to shame in their collective condition. 

Finland is a country that has been under the Swedish kingdom and the Russian 

empire (1809–1917). It therefore lacks a deep historical narrative. Because of Finns’ 

lack of deep historical roots, national identity has relied on natural symbols and the 

spirit of the Finnish character as martial, sports oriented, and living close to nature 

(e.g., Koponen et al. 2018). Siltala (1994), Laine (2006), and Apo (1998) place 

Finns’ lack of any strong sense of self in religious and political histories. The 

Pietism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries emphasized the sinfulness of 

taking pride in oneself. In addition, the newly formed elites who first discovered 

Finnish nationalism in the nineteenth century emphasized the shameful character 

of Finnish rural populations. 

The ideal of a morally perfect nation led to the situation in which subjects were 

expected to ignore their own emotions as motives for action. This resulted in a 

conflict between individual and national subjectivity which the subject 

nevertheless experienced as an inner conflict, loaded with a repressed anger, 

anxiety and shame that had to be denied, so that the subject could fulfil his or 

her role as a “good citizen” (Laine 2004, 28). 

One strategy to deal with the lack of glorious histories was to emphasize Finnish 

men’s sporting prowess. For example, the Winter War memorial imagery makes the 

link between the war and sports. One image illustrates the Helsinki stadium, and 

the caption explains how Finns got to host the Olympics only in 1952, because they 

were cancelled in the 40s due to the war.  
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Tarja Laine (2006) describes an interesting example of Finnish national identity 

and shame in the field of sports. Laine (2006) narrates the discussion in the media 

following the scandalous revelation of Finnish skiers using Hemohes, a 

performance enhancing drug, in the 2001 Lahti World Cup competition. The shame 

heaped on the skiers by the media seemed unprecedented, which illustrates how 

important sports are to Finns’ “national ego,” which was badly wounded when the 

deception was revealed. It touched the nerve of the national self and the feelings of 

pride through which Finns had grown accustomed to defining themselves. Finns 

have long clung to the ideal type of Finnishness and masculinity that culminates in 

the Finnish sportsman and soldier (e.g., Koponen et al. 2018; Fig. 17). Skiing has 

always been an important part of Finnish national identity because of the links it 

has with war, and the Winter War in particular, with heroic soldiers outsmarting the 

Soviets with their skiing skills and knowledge of how to move in their natural 

surroundings (Laine 2006; Koponen et al. 2018; Paper III), Sports and the imagery 

of the heroes of the Winter War skiing in their white camouflage are pivotal for 

national pride. The Winter War memorial imagery and their captions underline the 

Finns’ skiing skills in two images. This example illustrates how seriously Finns 

take the war and the war veterans, who are basically worshiped. They are the 

culmination of the Finnish spirit and masculinity. 
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Fig. 17. Finnish soldiers chasing partisans on skis in Savukoski. SA-kuva. 
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Fig. 18. Memorial for a Danish volunteer who died in bombings in Oulu at this spot 

during the Winter War. Note the marks of bombings on the wall. Image: author. 

Perhaps this is also why it has been so difficult for Finns to deal with the war and 

its “ugly” side, which requires national shame and guilt to be faced. Fighting 

alongside the Nazis was difficult to begin with given that Finns were basically 

siding against Great Britain and America, the western countries Finns considered 

natural allies. 

In his paper, Kleemola (2014b) argues that before the unveiling of the Winter 

War memorial, images of the volunteers should be included in it, given the common 

misconception that Finns fought the war purely on their own. There is indeed a 

whole category dedicated to foreign aid, with the volunteers and materials being 

donated from other countries. However, I do not consider this a completely 

neglected topic.6 There are 10 memorials in Finland for volunteer foreign soldiers, 

one of which is in Oulu (Suomen sotamuistomerkit webpage). The Oulu memorial 

commemorates a Danish volunteer who died on guard duty when Soviet bombings 

wreaked havoc in the city (Fig. 18). The volunteer fighters have received attention 

 
6 Silvennoinen et al. (2016) point out that among the volunteers were many active fascists from various 
countries. This aspect of volunteer fighting is less acknowledged in public commemoration. 
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on the “War History in Color” social media site, and the media has also kept the 

topic visible in several news stories. An example of this is a newspaper story about 

the Finnish Winter War and the actor Christopher Lee, who participated as a 

volunteer in guard duties in Finland. A photograph of him (allegedly) with his 

fellow guardsmen was circulated in the media in 2020 (Jaakkonen 2020; Ikola 

2020). Finns emphasize that they had foreign support, and the Continuation War 

has always been more difficult, because it lacked the approval of foreign states. 

Interest in international opinion has always weighed heavily on the scales when 

judging their own self-image (see also Laine 2006). 

Shame can be a useful feeling, and in the context of WWII, it arises mostly 

from the moral dilemma of cooperating with the Nazis and some of the ideological 

sympathies Finns had with their policies. However, facing shame on a national level 

can lead to productive outcomes. The news coverage on the Lahti doping scandal 

not only generated a debate about sports, but also related debates about Finnish 

national identity, necessitating discussion on what it meant to be a Finn. Ultimately, 

the Lahti doping scandal seemed to strengthen Finnish national identity but with a 

little more acknowledgment of what it takes to compete in the global sporting world 

(Laine 2006). Such occurrences can perhaps even help break down harmful 

national myths. The young male generations are often shamed for their physical 

condition, as the wartime generation is looked up to as rather unattainable male role 

models. For example, the Finnish army categorizes its soldiers in various classes 

according to their health and physical condition. It was not until 2021 that the army 

re-evaluated its requirements of men, when Lieutenant General Petri Hulkko 

announced that these categories would be modified so that a person of average 

intelligence could perform their military duties with a lesser physical condition 

(health category B) (Keränen 2021).  

One national myth is also that Finns are always honest and fair, which often 

comes with repeated proverbs like “being born in Finland is like winning the lottery” 

(Kauppinen 2009). While the latter statement may still hold true in international 

comparison, I argue that this statement has also served to mask various social 

problems like stagnant poverty rates since the 1990s and declining commitment to 

universalism in social politics (Julkunen 2001, 258–259). The Lahti doping case 

provoked a debate that forced Finns to redefine Finnish national self-dignity, and it 

did not mean that national identity necessarily weakened as some probably feared. 

National unity can be a useful feeling in the face of globalism and subsequent 

insecurities (Hall 1992; Laine 2006), but if it is attached to a superhuman moral 

righteousness and a denial of any flaws and errors, no one can really belong.  
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4.3 The phenomenology of photography 

This work is very much a product of the affective turn in many fields such as 

archeology, anthropology, geography, and cultural studies in general toward 

feelings and the sensory realm of human experience (e.g., Massumi 2002; Thien 

2005; Hamilakis 2013; Witcomb 2013; Edwards 2012; 2015; Smith and Campbell 

2015). However, this turn has had a limited effect on photography scholarship, 

which is why there is a research void in the theory of the phenomenology of 

photography, for example (Phu and Steer 2009; but see Roberts 2012; Hirsch 2001; 

2015; Edwards 2012). Roland Barthes’ influential book Camera Lucida is a 

seminal work in the phenomenology of photography. In it, Barthes attempts to 

grasp the ontology of photography, but as Crowther (2009) points out, it instead 

ends up describing the subjective viewing position in relation to images. Desjarlais 

(2015) and Jay (1993) link the lack of focus on photography’s affects in scholarship 

to the philosophical currents of the eighteenth century, when visuality was met with 

increasing suspicion. There is therefore only a handful of articles and book chapters 

about the phenomenology of photography (Desjarlais 2015; Pettersson 2011; 

Crowther 2009; Damisch 1978), and phenomenological approaches largely rely on 

Barthes’ work, in which he recounts his journey into the affects of pictures. Barthes 

(1984) distinguishes between the studium and punctum of photography which 

means that he separates the historical qualities of the image from the emotional 

ones. A studium is something cultural, the knowledge that surrounds the image, 

while a punctum is something that touches a nerve in the spectator.  

Phenomenology has been critiqued for its introspective and subjective way of 

approaching affect (e.g., Wetherell). It has been pointed out that emotions possess 

a historicity, and that affect happens at the interface between objects and the self 

(Ahmed 2004; Navaro-Yashin 2009). This is what I want to introduce to 

phenomenology here too, by adding an examination of the representational to 

complement the approach. As I understand the phenomenology of photography, it 

is about making things visible and drawing attention to photographs that can 

transform how we think about historical events. We have already established that 

feelings can be collective, so I now posit that the affects of images can also be 

cultural. Though Finns share the culture of shame, naturally, not every Finn is 

ashamed of themselves. So I do not argue that every Finn will receive these images 

in the same way. Even Barthes (1984) stated that the punctum differs for everyone 

and is deeply personal.  
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Let me return to the imagery of the 9/11 terrorist attacks and their aftermath as 

an example of a cultural way of receiving images. The images of people falling 

from the towers were the only pictures that became taboo in America when they 

were published, although there were arguably more disturbing images in the 

newspapers (Kirouac-Fram 2011). Their affect was so strong that they had to be 

hidden from public view. There was something culturally very significant about it, 

and Kirouac-Fram (2011) ascribes this taboo to the inability of the American public 

to express grief because of the scale of the disaster and because of their incongruity 

with the heroic narrative of 9/11. It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to debate 

what the influence of this censorship is in American society, but it needs not be said 

that these pictures touched a cultural nerve in the American audience at large.  

I employ the phenomenology of photography here to locate images that will 

probably touch the emotions of their audience in Finland. The wider point of this 

dissertation is therefore to encourage museums to face difficult histories and 

introduce new types of imagery alongside the accustomed iconographies. I 

acknowledge the enormous power my choices of images have here—another 

critique leveled at the phenomenology of photography (Fisher 2008). My own 

position as the descendant of a leftist Red sympathizer will certainly influence my 

views and experiences and emotions regarding the history of the war. I certainly 

empathize with those who suffered from White Finland’s nationalist projects. 

However, Finns have long been accustomed to certain types of imagery, and I am 

not operating in a historical vacuum. What I am drawing from the archives are 

pictures that probably few have ever seen to counter some 30 years of patriotic 

imagery that celebrates Finnish heroism and neglects exactly what I am raising. 

There is and has been a huge power imbalance in iconographies of the war that 

favors a nationalist, White understanding of history.    

Some thirty years ago, Jacques Derrida argued (1995) that we live in an era of 

archive mania, meaning we have become obsessed with storing information about 

ourselves for future generations. Sometimes archival research is about facing the 

ghosts of contemporary societies, and from the researcher’s perspective, it is often 

about “putting life back where there was none previously” (Gordon 2008). Indeed, 

archives themselves are not necessarily an active remembering institution in society, 

given that they often only store information instead of publishing it (Assmann 

2008).  

My background is in archeology, and archives are not an unfamiliar dataset for 

archeological research. Beaudry et al. (1988) have introduced the term 

“documentary archeology,” which works with different data from textual sources 
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to object analysis. Furthermore, paradigmatically archeology means exposing 

things buried under the layers of time (Olivier 2015). Throughout my research, I 

have identified as an archeologist in the quest to see what is hidden in the layers of 

the archive and bring it to light to “present the absences” of the past that we have 

neglected in contemporary Finnish society (Buchli and Lucas 2001). Archival 

research does not differ paradigmatically from the archeological act, and “making 

manifest” the ugly side of twenty-first century conflict (González-Ruibal 2008, 

248–250). 

When researching the physical photographs in the archives of the Military 

Museum, it was interesting to think about how the appearance of the archive and 

how it has been organized influenced what was visible.7 As the visitor climbs the 

stairs inside this old redbrick building, they are faced with obsolete objects of 

previous displays, such as cannons and dummies in military uniforms. The various 

military paraphernalia set the tone of the visit, making it feel very official. The 

visitor is guided to a space that feels very militarized from the onset. In the back of 

their minds, they need to consider the importance of respecting the collection from 

the military perspective; to honor the soldiers and the power of their weaponry that 

they have fortunately not had to face in their lifetime. Military museums are worlds 

of order, hierarchy, and discipline (see also van Bruggen 2014). Even the image 

collection was archived according to various military categories, most visibly in 

propaganda imagery, guns, hospital equipment, battle scenes, and so on (Fig. 19). 

It is illustrative that though there are thousands of images from Soviet East Karelia, 

which the Finns occupied, these pictures were hidden in one small compartment in 

the back of one archival drawer, or buried under hundreds of folders with various 

placenames without any distinction made between the two Karelias (Fig. 20). As 

the placenames of Finnish Karelia and East Karelia were not separated, they formed 

a single mythical Karelia, as they did in the cultural imagining of the Finns during 

the war. This also symbolically erases any difference between the Winter War and 

the Continuation War and their objectives, and the occupation is thus overshadowed. 

 
7 The images are no longer in this archive but have been relocated to a new collection center. 
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Fig. 19. Categories according to which the images of the Continuation War have been 

arranged. These categories illustrate some of the most common propaganda categories. 

For example, 7. Guns, Finnish 8. Guns, others’, 12. Evacuations, 17. Tanks, Finnish + 

tankers, 26. Fallen soldiers, the evacuation center of the fallen and 31. Field worship. 

Image: author. 
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Fig. 20.  Drawers of the photographic archive. East Karelia (“Itä-Karjala”) at the back. 

Some of the placenames are from East Karelian villages like Aunus and Viena. Image: 

author. 

The pictures illustrated in Paper II made me pause when I was rummaging through 

the archive in Helsinki – pictures of German field burials with little details of light 

that had “ruined” the shot (Fig. 21; Fig. 22). In the nineteenth century when the so-

called spirit photography was introduced, such accidental phenomena could be 

interpreted as the spirits of the dead who lingered around the photographed places 

(Hill 2010; Paper II). It was as if the burials were calling for some attention, and 

amidst all the images, they especially spoke to me. The images seemed particularly 

vivid amidst all the professionally snapped and variously staged and orchestrated 

scenes. In some way, they were metonymic for the Nazi past, the spirit of which 

remains unresolved in Finnish culture. Since the early 1990s, there has been a 

difficulty in Finnish memory culture to acknowledge the help the Finns received 

from the Nazi troops stationed in Finland, so the pictures can create a powerful link 

between the past and the present. They serve as reminders of those who lost their 

lives to help Finland secure independence, especially given that the burials cannot 

be encountered in everyday landscapes in Finland (Paper II; Paper IV).  
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Fig. 21. German field burials in Loimola, Karelia. SA-kuva. 
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Fig. 22. German field burials in Salla. SA-kuva. 

I was interested in “unruly” topics that escaped the very rigid control of the archive. 

I focused on topics that seemed out of place, considering both the propagandist and 

patriotic theme of the collection and things that would be difficult in the 

contemporary memory culture of the war. Such images had the potential to alter 

the Finns’ overly patriotic war interpretation and provoked useful discussions of 

difficult topics, as the exhibition “We Were Friends” did in Lapland (Paper I, Paper 

II, Paper IV). 

Earlier I mentioned that the affects of atrocity images lay somewhere other than 

witnessing of aftermath of the atrocity. I begin by giving an example of one image 

I encountered in a museum display in Suomenlinna, illustrating the Finnish Civil 

War (1918). The exhibition was held in 2018 to mark the centenary of the Finnish 

Civil War in 1918. I found myself locked in front of one image in particular, which 

illustrated the spot where Red prisoners were executed on the island where 

Suomenlinna is situated. It did not show an actual person standing on the spot, but 

merely an X marker pointing to the exact spot where the shootings took place. This 

image manages to display horror without actually displaying it, yet I found this to 

be the most poignant picture of the entire exhibition. I found myself imagining the 
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prisoners’ dread while standing on that spot—this landscape was the last thing they 

saw before they died, and for them, the X marked unimaginable horror; it was the 

spatial and temporal aspects of the image that drew me in. 

I will next discuss the images in this collection that may cause feelings of 

national guilt and shame, and the various mechanisms through which images 

produce affect. This is not intended to be a comprehensive list of all the feelings 

that photography can provoke on a personal level, or a naive glorification of the 

qualities of photography, but the section discusses some of the potential that lies in 

photographic encounters. Can a museum wield the power of technology to make 

people acknowledge and digest unwanted histories and abject images? Is there 

potential in images to create empathy for the experiences of those who are currently 

met with indifference, for example? 

4.3.1 The concentration camps in East Karelia, Soviet Union 

It’s morning, warmth and light has returned. Lake Onega (Ääninen) is 

glimmering with bliss. The next-door neighbor has been loitering around and 

is standing at the gate. He is discretely trying to peer toward the lake, but I 

realize soon that he is here to see me, and I stroll down the pathway to say 

hello. “I haven’t seen a Finn here for 56 years,” he says and continues, “At the 

time I was a small boy and even learned some Finnish before they left.” I 

quickly count and go backwards´ a half a decade in my head and say: “But 

back then it was the war,” with a baffled look. He looks at me in wonder and 

says: “Well, of course it was war. That’s what the Finns came here for, they 

occupied the entire Onega region (Äänisniemi)” (Mikkola, 2004: 15–16, my 

translation). 

Prior to the 2000s few researchers had focused on aspects of the Finnish occupation 

(but see Laine, 1982; Seppälä, 1989; Kulomaa, 1989), and the writer Marja-Leena 

Mikkola (2004) was among the few who touched upon the topic, writing about the 

experiences of interned children during Finnish occupation. The above quotation is 

from her book, in which she describes her bewilderment when she was faced with 

locals’ stories of Finnish occupation. She had not known about this history prior to 

her visit and decided to do some interviews to learn more. These interviews form 

the core of her book “Menetetty lapsuus” (“Lost Childhood”).  

The imprisonment of Soviet Russians in concentration camps in East Karelia 

during the occupation is one of the most guilt-ridden histories in Finland, and I will 
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now turn the lens toward the ugly side of the occupation. However, I want to begin 

this chapter with a personal memory to lay the foundation for a discussion of the 

nature of photographs and memory. 

My earliest memory is from when I was about two. I remember sitting in the 

hallway of my childhood home and remember that people, who I assume were my 

parents and sister, hastily walking past me back and forth, as if they are in a hurry, 

doing some packing or organizing while I am waiting and sitting on the floor. 

However, I cannot be sure if this memory is real. There is a picture in our family 

albums of me sitting on the floor, and the caption says I am waiting because the 

family is going strawberry picking, and I had spent the day sleeping in the pram. 

Of course, I looked at the family album as a child, and I do not know if I have added 

my imagination of the day to the picture, or whether I actually remember the day. 

The picture has become fused with my own memories, and I may have imagined 

what that situation would have felt like as a toddler sitting on the floor, playing with 

an inflatable armband. Visual technology can suture such memories to our 

consciousness and make them seem very real (e.g., Landsberg 2004). 

Photographs’ heightened ability to connect us to the events they portray is due 

to their mimetic faculty and their ability to “move us” (cf. Landsberg 2004). 

Mimesis means photography’s tendency to imitate reality, and the spectators’ 

tendency to relate to what we see. For example, in a Finnish wartime exhibition, 

the IC images were used to illustrate the reality of war—peaceful scenes were 

contradicted by the sudden disruption of bombings, enhancing the viewer’s 

emotional reaction to war and its dramatic affects (Honkaniemi 2017). The visual 

power of photography works with juxtapositions, facial expressions, moods, and 

atmospheres. Images can provide “sensescapes,” recognizable landscapes or 

atmospheres, and an embodied entry to memory (e.g., Hirsch 2001; Hamilakis et 

al. 2009). For a Finn, these landscapes and atmospheres in Karelia, for example, 

will be recognizable. The photographs’ atmospheres translated to the point that 

some veterans actually avoided revisiting wartime events via photography, possibly 

to avoid revisiting trauma and preferred to examine written texts like diaries and 

letters instead when reminiscing about their wartime experiences (Syväniemi 2019: 

76–77). It has also been noted that the visuality and photographic quality of 

“flashback memories,” typical of postwar PTSD, is what made them so powerful 

for the wartime generation (Kivimäki 2021). Photography as snapshots in time 

literally give a sense of what it must have been like—we can draw from our sensual 

archives and recognize landscapes multisensorially through images (Hamilakis 

2009; Paper I; Fig. 23; Fig. 24). 
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As mentioned, images not only conjure up affects; they also function as 

concrete proof of past events. Indexicality is a quality of photography that has long 

been theorized. Perhaps the most influential of these is Roland Barthes’ Camera 

Lucida (1984), in which he argues that “having-been-there” is photography’s main 

emotional allure. Some refer to the same quality as the images trace effect, meaning 

that there is always a trace of the real in the image (e.g., Hauser 2007). 

 

Fig. 23. A spring day in Nurmoila village, East Karelia. SA-kuva. 
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Fig. 24. A wintry cemetery in Nurmoila, East Karelia. SA-kuva. 

Indexicality is crucial to the experience of a concentration camp image I found in 

the collection (Paper I; Fig. 25). Taken by an IC photographer in Petrozavodsk in 

May, 1942 during a Danish press visit, the image breaks with the evasion of the 

East Karelian camps, with a photograph illustrating people behind the fences of a 

concentration camp. The image includes four children, one of whom is held by a 

woman, presumably the mother, and the other three are standing by the fence with 

several adults beside them. It was taken when conditions in the camps were 

particularly poor, in 1942, and because it is in Petrozavodsk, it is probably one of 

the worst camps in the Finnish camp system.  

The strength of a photograph when compared to cinema or other experiential 

media is that it captures a moment frozen in time that endures into the future 

(Barthes 1984; Benjamin 1970). In this case, the moment marks suffering, because 

the people behind the fence are still waiting to be freed (Paper I). The concentration 

camp image is reminiscent of the images of prisoners in German concentration 

camps, but those images were captured by their liberators. Whether the Finns’ 
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prisoners died, or whether the liberating Soviet army made it in time to save them, 

is unanswered by the image alone (Paper I). For a Finnish audience, a picture taken 

by Finnish photographers will therefore probably produce an inescapable reality 

and has a potential for a cognizant and empathetic reaction. 

Fig. 25. Finnish concentration camp in Petrozavodsk in May 1942. SA-kuva. 

Empathy is crucial when considering the role of “being other” in the museum space 

(Bennet 2004; Sherman 2008; Tolia-Kelly, Waterton and Watson 2016). The 

concentration camp image positions the viewer in the captor’s place and asks, 

would you open the gate to this camp? Would you let the people go? Spatially 

speaking, it provides an interesting experience, because the pavement in front of 

the gate almost draws the spectator in (Paper I; Edwards 2001: 114). The scene is 

deeply compassionate because of the viewers’ inability to transcend the boundary 

of the image and open the gate of the camp. The fences seem almost too delicate to 

keep people in, as if they could be knocked down with just a nudge. The 

photographer keeps his distance from the people behind the fences and hints at the 

impersonal and perhaps distasteful way in which he encountered them (Paper I). 

While Landsberg (Landsberg 2004, 124–133; cf. Hirsch 2001, 21–22), for example, 

argues that photography functions to distance viewers from the people depicted and 
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is therefore unemotional, I argue that it is precisely the distance and the inability to 

access that snapshot in time, to intervene in suffering, that makes it compelling. 

The image demands the viewer’s own imagination regarding the fates of these 

prisoners, contributing to the persuasiveness of the encounter (Barthes 1984: 51–

72; Landsberg 2004: 128–129; Paper I). 

Another image of a Finnish camp is often used in historical research 

publications, and it was also used as Mikkola’s book’s cover image. This picture 

was taken by Galina Sanko, a Russian photographer, after the liberation of the 

Finnish camps, and it regularly appears in Finnish research dealing with the 

occupation (Westerlund 2009). The picture shows Russian children behind the 

fences of a concentration camp. The children stare directly into the camera. A 

plaque above the barbed wire fence says in both Russian and Finnish that 

“approaching the camp or socializing through the fence is strictly forbidden under 

threat of being shot.” As potent as it is, Sanko’s image was staged and was taken a 

few weeks after Finns had abandoned East Karelia. This gives viewers the 

opportunity to discard the emotions and message the image seeks to convey, 

whereas in the Finnish IC image, no such opportunity is available (Paper I). 

In the literature, these topics were already approached in the early 2000s, and 

they offer heart-wrenching narratives about the reality of the camps. Mikkola (2004, 

40) includes one informant’s narrative: 

My mother was slightly over 60 and could only survive for three months in the 

camp, she starved and died... I was left on my own with my father and four 

children. I could barely stand because of weakness, hunger, and sickness, and 

I could not save the little babies… The doctor told me that I was too weak to 

breastfeed. That if I continued breast feeding, I would die, and then my babies 

would die, and my older children as well. I had to make a choice. And so my 

twin girls died. They cried, tried to latch on to get food, and then went silent... 

The first died at 11 months old. The other died at 13 months. But that is all I 

have to say about that (My translation). 

Some Finnish soldiers also reacted negatively to the camps. A Finnish soldier writes: 

I can see no more, my eyes fill with tears, and I cry. Must children suffer 

because of our hardness? Something breaks inside me. I remember my own 

little sons. They are now in Sweden in the care of good, wealthy, and civilized 

people. These children of Äänislinna [Petrozavodsk], instead, have a 

concentration camp, barbed wire, armed guards. [Wartime minister] Tanner 



86 

writes: “When war is being waged, it must be waged with full force.” But are 

these concentration camps necessary, and must new ones be built? (Kivimäki 

and Tepora 2012). 

Some 4,000 internees lost their lives in these camps, because they were confined to 

poor conditions and could not enjoy some of the freedoms the Karelian population 

had under Finnish rule (Hyytiä 2008). Of course, depending on the scale we look 

at things, the death of 4,000 people may seem small and almost dwarfed by the 

enormous numbers that died during the ethnic cleansing and PoW fatalities 

elsewhere in Europe (Karonen and Kivimäki 2017). However, it is not insignificant 

to Finns, and the very evasion of this topic demonstrates there is something deeply 

painful about it. 

During my schooldays, such topics were certainly disregarded and were 

deemed irrelevant in the national war narrative. I was born just before a shift 

occurred in the memory politics of the war toward a neo-patriotic interpretation 

(Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 2012). All the implications of the Continuation War 

especially as anything other than a defensive battle have since been swept under 

the carpet. They are abject aspects of the past because of the guilt they elicit. 

However, addressing these narratives and using emotion as a destabilizing factor 

can help create a fellow feeling for other groups besides the national self (e.g., 

Soren 2009; Gregory and Witcomb 2007; Witcomb 2013; Smith 2015 and 2016). 

Not a single museum exhibition has thoroughly discussed the occupation and 

ethnic cleansing attempted in East Karelia. The Military Museum in Helsinki only 

touches on it and mentions it almost as a sidenote in its permanent exhibition. The 

video in the museum narrating the events of the occupation uses slightly misleading 

imagery, because it shows smiling Karelians when discussing the concentration 

camps the Finns established for Russian civilians (Paper I).  

I know of only one image that has been displayed in a museum space describing 

these camps, a color image of a Russian man dancing in a labor camp (Paper I; Fig. 

26). The scene seems joyful and the people well nourished. It is a very different 

visual message to that of the one from Petrozavodsk, especially when juxtaposed 

with the memoirs I introduced in this chapter. As Worthen (2009) argues, the 

racializing undertones of the Finns’ camp system “cry out for critical discussion, 

particularly since the denial of racial discrimination figures so prominently in 

analyses of Finnish ‘co-belligerence’ during the Continuation War.” Thus far, Finns 

have escaped feelings of guilt and shame for past wrongdoings because of the 

victimhood perspective from which the wars are seen, i.e., this would never have 
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happened if the Soviet Union had not attacked us first. Finns are interpreted as the 

real victim in this case. However, feelings of guilt and shame may be alleviated by 

making a gesture of some sort toward the victims. As argued in the discussion about 

the Lahti sports scandal, facing difficult emotions can be useful to societies that 

structure their historical narrative around false dispositions and understandings of 

their “national character.” 
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Fig. 26. Scene from a Finnish labor camp in East Karelia. SA-kuva. 
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Crucially, as the aforementioned memoir illustrates, not all Finns were in favor of 

these camps and ideologically uniform concerning the occupation. Clinging to the 

narrative of Finnish moral purity in the war leaves out such opportunities to 

critically examine the Finnish wartime governments’ and military leaders’ 

decisions, who are ultimately responsible for the deaths in the camps. Not all 

Finnish soldiers fulfilled their roles as unemotional patriotic killers, the type usually 

admired by contemporary extremists. 

4.3.2 Familial feelings and coping with trauma 

War is not nice. Firstly, your life is in danger and secondly you have to kill your 

fellow man. Because you value your life, the other one has to be a target. The 

enemy, that is (Reino Kurvinen, war veteran, as cited in Holopainen 2017). 

Nationalism is a strong emotion, and can have various tones, including pride, a 

sense of belonging, aggression, and exclusion. The national heritage evoked in 

social media through the IC pictures on “War History in Color” page has many 

parallels with the qualities of national heritage in general. First, “nationalism favors 

a distinctly homosocial form of male bonding” (Parker et al. 1992, 6). The “War 

History in Color” site, for instance, illustrates very few women undertaking the 

wartime duties they took care of on the home front. Instead, it illustrates women as 

mothers and caregivers and as something to be protected. One image especially 

exemplifies this tendency. It depicts a pregnant woman in Helsinki during the 

Soviet bombings. As is often the case in nationalist representation, “a largely 

masculine iconography of heritage is suborned to the defense of a nation-state, itself 

almost inevitably visualized and symbolized in the feminine” (Graham et al. 2016). 

Hyper-masculinity in Finland and the warrior sportsman figure find resonance with 

right-wing extremists (Kølvraa and Folchtner 2019). Fortunately, this aspect is 

changing how women and the young are introduced in many Finnish museum and 

war histories, as is mentioned in the introduction. In the Winter War memorial, the 

imagery of women is slightly more varied than in social media. When illustrated, 

women appear in activities on the home front, and the Winter War memorial 

illustrates women’s contribution to the war effort quite clearly. They are taking care 

of food deliveries, caring for the wounded in hospitals, and undertaking air 

monitoring and call transmissions. However, the memorial does feature some 

images of women with children during the bombings, and women are thus 

portrayed as needing protection from the war. This iconography stems from the 
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patriarchal wartime propaganda ideals that positioned women and love as 

motivating factors for the men to enter combat and keep fighting, perhaps more 

than traditional nationalist values (Kivimäki and Tepora 2009). The memorial 

imagery posits a less aggressive view of the men than the public has witnessed in 

social media and a less passive view of the women. 

Whether male or female, the experiences of Finns are at the core of 

commemorations in social media, and many naturally wish to get some fragments 

of experiences of their relatives who were at war (Kivimäki 2012; Paper III). In 

addition to battlefield casualties, by one measure, at least 15,000 veterans were left 

to cope with various mental health issues as a result of the stress of warfare 

(Kivimäki 2013a). The experiences of these soldiers have been passed down as 

family narratives or evaded as silence about wartime events. It goes without saying 

that the photographic remembrance of the wars has obviously been done among 

families, and family albums may well be the most important venue of all for the 

commemoration of the wars (for research on this, see Kleemola et al. 2014).   

These aspects of photography’s influence and affect crossed my mind when I 

was examining the public’s interaction with the pictures in social media (Paper III). 

It was obvious that the images served a nationalist collective representation. While 

there are many less advantageous aspects of the images that tend to reinforce certain 

problematic aspects of war commemoration, it is still apparent that many Finns 

wanted to get a piece of their ancestors’ experiences via these images. They 

therefore also evoke different feelings for those who celebrate a triumphant 

nationalist admiration. 

What are some of the more-than-representational aspects of these images? 

Most of the images illustrated in social media depict Finnish soldiers aiming with 

their guns (Paper III). The social media images of the Finnish soldiers are almost 

without exception shot sideways, so the viewer does not see what the soldier is 

looking at (Fig. 27). A few members of the group mention wondering what it is that 

the soldiers see. What else does a gun signify except its model and make? Is the 

gun not a signifier of an imminent danger that lurks at every corner, and the 

experience of having to anticipate action all the time? The gun is there with you, 

because at any time you must be ready to use it. I argue that these pictures represent 

more than merely the heroic Finnish—they also say something about the memory 

of the conflicts and the experience that comes with war. 
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Fig. 27. A Finnish soldier peering toward the enemy in Räikkönen, Finnish Karelia. SA-

kuva. 

On the one hand, the images reveal a frustrating photographic encounter and an 

attempt to access the emotions that come from standing against your enemy with a 

gun in your hand. The obsessive exposure to the same iconography and the 

circulation of the same stories provoke a fragment of the trauma the soldiers had to 

endure (Hirsch 2001). On the other hand, the photographs emphasize the viewers’ 

inability to access such an intense position. As Hirsch (2015) argues, “small, two-

dimensional, delimited by their frame, photographs minimize the disaster they 

depict, and screen their viewers from it. But in seemingly opening a window to the 

past, and materializing the viewers’ relationship to it, they also give a glimpse of 

its enormity and its power.” If shown, the enemy is always already dead, and the 

images do not identify who has killed them. There is a significant gap between the 

aiming Finnish soldier and the dead Russian soldiers, and this is precisely what 

viewers are unable to access: Paradoxically, the images that portray the soldiers 

without victims frame out the trauma that such a position inflicts. The trauma of 

war and all its associated contradictory emotions stem from the fear for one’s own 

life, as well as the participation in killing others and the guilt associated with it 
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(MacNair 2002; Dewey 2004; Kivimäki 2013c, 191). While for some it may have 

been easy, many of the Finnish soldiers withdrew and distanced themselves from 

unnecessary killing (Bourke 1999; Kivimäki 2013b, 192; Kivimäki 2013c, 97). The 

soldiers also tended to cherish the brotherly bond with their comrades from the 

front, and the aggression shown toward the enemy was of little importance in 

acquiring esteem in the group (Kivimäki and Tepora 2012). 

Marianne Hirsch (2001; 2015) has coined this type of obsessive memory after 

the trauma of the Holocaust, which seeks to connect with one’s own ancestors’ 

“postmemory.” I do not wish to advocate that the trauma that Finnish soldiers may 

have experienced is in some way comparable to the experiences of the Holocaust. 

I do wish to point out that perhaps not all the interest in these images can be 

accounted for by nationalism alone, and there are also other emotional aspects at 

play. As in wartime, the motivation to fight was not just about a duped public 

fulfilling the elites’ nationalist aims, but also about positive emotions such as 

attachment and love (Kivimäki and Tepora 2009). Contemporary emotions about 

the war are not only about a nationalist crowd touting their country’s martial skills; 

there may also be softer values at work. 

4.3.3 What if? Shameful histories and alternative futures 

In an alternative history, historian Osmo Jussila (2006) has written a chapter on 

what would have happened to Finland if the Germans had won the war, and the 

Finns had succeeded in creating “Greater Finland.” He envisions a future in which 

Finland would have been positioned as a resource provider to Germany, probably 

with no real autonomy or democracy—a future quite similar to that realized with 

the Soviet Union in the postwar decades until its collapse in the early 1990s. 

Fictitious as it is, it provides an interesting alternative scenario—and perhaps sighs 

of relief—that history did indeed turn out the way it did. 
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Fig. 28. German-built theater, “Haus der Kameradschaft,” in Rovaniemi. SA-kuva. 
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Fig. 29. The ruins of the theater in the wake of the Lapland war. SA-kuva. 

There is considerable potential in this photography collection to access some of the 

materiality that has in many ways become invisible in Finnish “memoryscapes” 

(Edensor 2005; Paper II). Various fascist constructs that “spoke” ideological 

messages in their surroundings were built all around Europe, most specifically in 

Germany and Italy, of course (MacDonald 2006). One peculiar materiality of the 

war is the fascist monumental buildings in northern Finland. The Germans had 

various building projects in Oulu and Rovaniemi, and some can only be seen in 

photographs, because many were destroyed in the Lapland war. The pictures 

include landscapes from Rovaniemi, where the Kraft durch Freude8 organization 

 
8  Kraft durch Freude means “strength through joy,” and this organization was responsible for 
entertaining soldiers on the front. 
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commissioned and constructed a large classically inspired theater (Fig. 28). The 

style was intended to convey the idea of the long historical roots of Nazism and a 

grandeur that would affect people, to inspire awe for these magnificent buildings 

(MacDonald 2006; Paper II). The Germans adapted the structure to local 

surroundings by building it in wood. However, the building was very large, with 

seating for some 350 people. The façade was made of stone, and images taken after 

the burning of Rovaniemi show the ruins of the building, with the front entrance 

still standing (Fig. 29). The whole point of Nazi architecture was to leave behind 

beautiful ruins that would stand the test of time and leave a lasting legacy of the 

Nazi ideology (MacDonald 2006; Paper II). In this case, the ruins were demolished, 

and the building no longer exists.  

Another example, which is still visible in the city of Oulu, is the Officers’ Club, 

which features Heimat-style Nazi architecture that was intended to convey a sense 

of traditionality and folklike medievalism that would strengthen the bonds and 

military camaraderie (MacDonald 2006; Paper II; Fig. 30). 

 

Fig. 30. Officers’ Club in Oulu. Image: author. 

These examples illustrate that Finland was not only an exceptional, separate 

cooperator in the Nazis’ war scheme, but was subject to the same ideological 

pursuits as German occupied countries through the buildings and events that they 

housed (Paper II). By introducing ideologically laden constructs and events to 
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Finland, such as the movie nights that were held in Rovaniemi in the newly 

constructed theatre, the Germans probably wanted to impose a more rigorous grip 

on Finnish cultural life (Paper II). The various Nazi ideological constructs in the 

Finnish landscape appear as haunting revelations about the Finns’ position in the 

Nazis’ warfare. To argue that the Nazis in Finland differed from the Nazis in Europe 

is to distance oneself from the realities of the cooperation.  

The German soldiers stationed in Finland also clearly expressed their ideology 

through arts and crafts dotted in the Finnish landscape, and the photographs feature 

some obvious Nazi iconography like swastikas and eagles (Paper II). The arts and 

crafts of the German soldiers include elaborate wooden craft pieces but also more 

spontaneous expressions of ideology, like a swastika drawn on the side of a 

cardboard box (Paper II; Fig. 31). 

 

Fig. 31. “Eläköön (Heil) Mannerheim and Hitler” carved on the side of a bread box. The 

photographer identifies the artist as a German. SA-kuva. 
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In Rukajärvi, the front between Soviet Russia and Finland, a German soldier has 

carved a wooden post with iconography referencing the “Nibelungen legend,” 

which invoked visions of a mythical and medieval Germanic past (Paper II; Fig. 

33). The story originates from a medieval poem. The wooden well decoration 

features the face of one of the heroes of the story, King Hagen, and the text 

“Niebelungen brünn,” i.e., Niebelung well. Hagen’s eye was damaged in battle, and 

the carved face has one closed eye. The concept of “Nibelungentreue”—the loyalty 

of the heroes of the legend—was mobilized to strengthen the loyalty of German 

armed forces to both their leaders and each other and to strengthen their willingness 

for battle (Ganter 2008, 129; Stoehr 2000, 168; Paper II).  

 

Fig. 32. Decorations on a well. SA-kuva. 

The field burial grounds of German soldiers also expressed propagandist messages 

and celebrated heroic Nazi symbolism (Paper II). Hitler demanded that the field 

burials of Nazi soldiers be immediately identifiable as German, organized in neat 

rows and grouped to emphasize camaraderie until death (Janz 2017a; 2017b, 152). 

The troops stationed on the Finnish front probably had to improvise with the burials, 

but the images still show that they were remarkably organized and consistent. 

While other soldiers got traditional Christian crosses on their graves, the SS troops’ 

plots were marked with the rune signaling eternal life, the leben rune, 

distinguishing them from the “average troops.” The t-rune also appears to have 

been used. It symbolized the war god Týr and the “eternal struggle” (Paper II). 

The burial grounds have been placed on hills and scenically attractive spots, 

like the shores of lakes and on hilltops (Paper II). What was sought with such 

placements was a symbolic dominance and victory over the landscapes (Janz 
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2017b). The Nazis did not change their ideological pursuits in Finland, and like 

Nazi architecture, the burial grounds were intended as political statements that 

occupied the landscapes in which they were placed. 

A critical reading of the materiality of German soldiers can shed light on the 

mindset of the troops. Ideology was an aspect of their daily lives and illustrates a 

commitment to the Nazi cause among average soldiers. There also seems to have 

been a higher ideological motive to construct certain types of buildings and 

cemeteries in Finland. For example, the theater in Rovaniemi was used directly to 

spread the Nazi agenda through movies (Junila 2000; Paper II). As there is no 

certainty about the fate facing the Finns if the Nazis had won the war, these images 

conjure up alternative futures that do not downplay the realities of the wartime 

situation. The haunting metaphor that I used in relation to these images in my paper 

(Paper II), illustrates how we face historical knowledge and materiality. Through 

photographs, uncomfortable pasts appear vividly given photography’s temporal 

dimension, in the sense that images face us with “the return of the past not as 

memory or history but as a contradictory experience of presence” (Gunning 2013, 

232; Paper II). These pictures bring the past much closer, destabilizing any received 

notions on the co-belligerence, and they hint at Finland’s position in the Nazis’ 

wartime political schemes. 

4.3.4 Who is the real victim here? 

If Finns have not realized their position in the Nazis’ larger war plans, they certainly 

have not realized their own connections with the Nazis’ ideological policies that 

they themselves pursued. I discuss the phenomenological, or to be more specific, 

the spatial and temporal qualities of images in Paper IV, where IC photography 

illustrates the Finns’ proximity to the Holocaust. 

Finns were involved in transferring tens of thousands of Ingrians to Finland 

from the German–Soviet front. These transfers were handled through German 

occupied Estonia, in camps that were close to the Germans’ prisoner camps, where 

they held Jewish internees. Some images document these transfers, and the oral 

histories associated with this period reveal that the Finnish volunteers were closer 

to the Holocaust than they would probably want to admit. While civilians of course 

had limited powers to influence the result of the Holocaust, the histories put 

forward in Paper IV nonetheless demonstrate that the war was hardly free of 

morally questionable aspects, and choosing sides always comes with a cost and the 
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uncomfortable reality of closing one’s eyes to the suffering of others. Consider this 

image of Finnish volunteer workers in their office in the Põllküla area (Fig. 33).9 

 

Fig. 33. Finnish volunteers, Lieutenant Saastamoinen and an unidentified woman, in 

their offices in Klooga village. SA-kuva. 

Some 3.5 kilometers (2 miles) from this scene was the Germans’ camp, where 

Jewish and Soviet internees were subjected to abuse, neglect, and murder (Weiss-

Wendt 2009; Paper IV). Looking at the photograph, my mind seeks the direction 

where the other camp is located. Is it behind us, in the direction of the window? 

The pictures position the viewers in the place of the volunteers to imagine 

themselves in their place. What is it like to stay so close to such horrors and not 

 
9 It is not entirely clear in the archival materials and the memoirs where exactly the Finnish volunteers’ 
offices were. Some documents mention its location as the “Klooga office,” hinting that they might be 
even nearer to the Germans’ camp than if they were in the Põllküla area. The IC photographer has also 
written down the placename as Klooga. I am unable to verify this information with the Finnish archival 
materials and am therefore working on the assumption that they were working somewhere in the 
Põllküla–Klooga region, at most some kilometers from the German camp. 
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notice anything? As Pettersson (2011) argues, “photographs…somehow have a 

unique capacity to, phenomenologically speaking, put us in the proximity of what 

they are photographs of.” Oral histories narrate close encounters with the Germans’ 

prisoners’ plight, reminding us of the important interplay between visuality and text 

(Desjarlais 2015). 

Liisa Tenkku, one of the volunteers, writes on June 17, 1943: 

Today we had a day off with Heljä. The transport has left, and Paldiski is empty 

for a change. We were able to lend bicycles and we took a trip to the coastal 

roads. The day was sunny, and the ocean was glimmering. The soil here is 

different from home, probably limestone. The steep ocean banks fall and cut 

steeply into the ocean. The road in places meanders almost at the edge of the 

cliff. It as if one is driving on the roof of the sky […]. We turned toward the 

inland from the shore. We drove aimlessly on the forest trail. The forest opened 

up to a meadow. In the middle of the meadow were barracks, and we saw 

movement around them. We got off our bikes and walked closer. The barracks 

were enclosed with high barbed wire fences. Around the shelters and tents, 

people were moving around, and we heard a vague commotion. Two women 

spotted us, and they ran towards the fence. They spoke German intensely and 

yelled: “Brot, haen sie brot?” The other one took an earring from her ear, 

probably golden, and offered it to us. “Bitte, Brot,” she shouted. We did not 

have any bread. We shook our heads. We had better turn away and leave. The 

women ran back to their camp. We got on our bikes and the barracks faded 

into the forest behind us. We wondered what place this was. What is going on 

there, and who were these people? We decided to remain silent about it. It is 

probably wise not to mention it to anyone. Still: what was this place? The 

question nagged my mind  (Tenkku et al. 2008, 99, my translation; Paper IV).10 

The tribal transfers have been illustrated in museums, also photographically in the 

“Colors of War” exhibition mentioned previously. They present a rather romantic 

view of wartime events. For example, one image from the collections of the Finnish 

Literature Society shows “an Ingrian boy playing a balalaika for Finns, who have 

come to organize the transport over the sea.” It gives the impression that these 

 
10 The Klooga camp had become an established Jewish labor camp in September 1943 and apparently 
did not have civilian internees until then (Weiss-Wendt 2009: 301–302). Perhaps Liisa Tenkku has 
gotten the date wrong, or the site had housed civilian internees prior to September 1943, when 
Lithuanian Jews were brought there. It seems unlikely that this area had more than one camp with barbed 
wire and female internees who spoke German. 
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transfers were happy occasions, and that the Ingrians were happy to leave their 

homeland, which was not always the case (Sihvo 2000, 13–131).  

One exhibition was also arranged in the National Museum of Finland in 2020, 

which discussed the fates of the Ingrians between 1920 and 1950, when many 

Finnish peoples were deported, executed, and interred in the Soviet Union. Meeri 

Koutaniemi, a photographer, gathered material in Ingria with a representative from 

the National Museum. This is an important topic and surely needs thorough 

historical investigation and representation in Finnish museums. Even more 

appropriate would be its examination in Russian museums that to this day find it 

difficult to discuss anything that pokes at the nationalist narrative on their side. 

Stalin’s purges have been largely cast aside from commemoratives (e.g., 

Khlevnyuk 2018; Seitsonen 2019). 

There are political aspects of the war that have been ignored in Finland, one 

being their withdrawal from the Holocaust and culpability in witnessing and 

perpetrating it. I argue that images illustrating the Ingrians’ transfers in Estonia 

become emotionally compelling because of the knowledge of what was taking 

place in the nearby camp holding Russian and Jewish prisoners (Paper IV). As Roth 

(2019) states, “the tension between the indexical lure of presence and the 

representational reminders of absence intensifies the photograph’s affective and 

cognitive value for the beholder.” In addition, joyful images of the Ingrians’ 

transfers completely ignore what the racialized warfare meant in the greater scheme, 

and what these volunteers ignored “on the other side of their camp”—thousands of 

Jewish internees who would lose their life in Estonia soon after the transfers were 

completed (Paper IV). This is the temporal quality of the image that “pricks.” It is 

what Barthes calls the punctum of the image, meaning that the contemporary 

viewer acknowledges the passage of time and the imminent death they perceive in 

images (Barthes 1984; Hirsch 2001; Paper IV). 

These examples illuminate the potential of photographic encounters and what 

a phenomenological approach to photography can yield. The point here has been 

that curators could benefit from their own sensibilities when choosing pictures (or 

other objects too for that matter) to see what might provoke emotion in the audience. 

However, the emotional is not removed from the representational, and there is 

something very specific about the nature of photography compared to other objects, 

because the pictures as objects are actually naturalized in their invisibility, and this 

“highlights their power among the network of material culture in museums, rather 

than weakens it” (Edwards and Lien 2014, 4; Miller 2005, 5). Care needs to be 

taken when choosing images, like any other objects, for a display. 
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5 Representing the War: How to Approach 
Visual Heritages 

In addition to applying theories of heritage, affect, materiality, visuality, and the 

phenomenology of memory, this study examines the politics of representation. 

Studies of representation have been done in the field of heritage. Many of them are 

premised on Stuart Hall’s seminal work “Representation: Cultural Representation 

and Signifying Practices” (e.g., Hall 1997; Hall 2013; Waterton and Watson 2010). 

Theories of representation, selection, and the visuality of heritage inform this 

section of my dissertation. Laurajane Smith’s “Uses of Heritage” (2006) underlines 

that heritage is always about selection, which is not removed from the politics of 

identity. Various heritage contributions have examined the nature of representation 

and the power of images (Brett 1996; Webb 2009; Waterton and Watson 2010), and 

these studies also highlight that representation is about more than just pictures.  

Approaches in the field of cultural anthropology have examined images’ 

sensorial qualities and their function in representing the past. Elizabeth Edwards 

(2001) was the first to suggest that images made their own contribution to the 

museum space. Photography obviously works in accordance with other objects in 

museum exhibitions as part of the “visual ecosystem,” as Edwards and Lien call it 

(2014). Anthropologists have also focused on the phenomenology of the image 

from an anthropological corporeal perspective, which entails an examination of 

pictures’ affect, which comes not only from their visual content but their size, 

texture, and placement in the museum, for example (Keane 2005, 188; Edwards 

2012, 228). Equally important to what the photograph illustrates is how viewers are 

positioned to the picture, and how they “move with images,” i.e., the “corpothetics” 

of pictures (Pinney 2001; as quoted in Edwards 2012, 228). These qualities can also 

be directed at certain representational goals, as I will briefly illustrate in the 

following. 

In purely visual terms, this approach parallels what Lister and Wells (2001) call 

cultural studies with the visual, which focuses on an image’s materiality, i.e., its 

background, our positioning in relation to the image, the social conventions 

portrayed, i.e., clothing, the frame, lighting, focus, etc. Similar methodological 

goals are met with a social semiotic approach that examines the framing, distance, 

salience, and modality of images, for example (Jewitt and Oyama 2001). Content 

analysis can help indicate biases related to the representation of gender or race, for 

example. 
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Fig. 34. Images above display cases in the Military Museum’s exhibition in Suomenlinna, 

Helsinki. Image: author. 

As part of this research, I examined the Military Museum’s permanent exhibition, 

which is among the few displays that utilizes these images as a permanent fixture 

among other objects. My goal was to see how the exhibition and its images were 

constructed, and how the visitor might be engaged representationally and 

emotionally throughout the display. What were some of the visual choices made, 

and had the curators managed to avoid some of the “visual pitfalls” common in 

Finnish war representation?  

Most of the image canvases in the Military Museum’s permanent exhibition 

have been placed above the glass display cases, and it is nearly impossible for 

viewers to see the enlarged photographs. Visitors need to stretch their necks or 

distance themselves from the display case to see them. This is perhaps a metaphor 

for how museums in general tend to regard images—they can fill the space and be 

almost decorative, without an independent capability of “speaking” (Fig. 34). Some 

images are also used as part of the museum’s visual narrative alongside long text 

descriptions that mostly rather matter-of-factly go through all the major events of 

the war with little emotional engagement. 
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Fig. 35. Display strategies in the Military Museum’s exhibition. Image: author. 

However, one image clearly illustrates the power of “corpothetics” in the 

photographs’ placement in the museum space. The image illustrates Finnish 

soldiers loading a cannon, and a real cannon has been placed alongside it. The 

visitors are positioned in front of the cannon, as if they are asked to step behind the 

cannon and participate in combat with the Finnish soldiers (Fig. 35). Here, the 

exhibition makes an evocative arrangement that surely elicits emotion in the viewer, 

but also positions them in the place of the Finns and against the Soviets. The viewer 

is thus invited to feel the war from the Finns’ side. 
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Fig. 36. View of the ceiling in the Military Museum. Image: author. 

Obviously, images are not encountered without sounds, smells, and so on. This 

necessarily affects the viewing experience. The images in the Military Museum are 

accompanied by the continuous sound of air raid sirens and bombings to give a 

sense of what the war sounded like. This soundscape also links the Finnish war 

narrative very clearly to Soviet bombings, and the visitor is subjected to the 

atmosphere of constant threat. There is also a symbolic meaning to air raid sirens, 

because in Finland, the bombings are considered an unjust attack by the Soviets on 

Finland and interpreted as the official start of the Winter War. There are also 

miniature bombers attached to the ceiling above the visitors’ heads, which allude 

to the scenario that they are in fact under attack (Fig. 36). Again, through the 

soundscape, the exhibition clearly positions visitors in the place of wartime Finnish 

civilians, the innocent victims of Soviet aggression. 
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Fig. 37. A display dedicated to Armi Metsäpelto. Image: author. 

One of the most affective pictures is that of Armi Metsäpelto, a child who died in 

Helsinki in the Soviet bombings. She has become a symbol of civilian victims of 

the Winter War (Fig. 37). Her photo is placed in a frame, as if it were a family shrine 

to the deceased little girl. Framing the picture presents a more affective presence of 

the deceased subject in a home, for example (Alonso Rey 2016; Kajander and 

Koskinen-Koivisto 2016). The picture, a very detailed pencil drawing, actually 

looks like a photograph, and it is accompanied by the little girl’s dress and doll and 

the ivory-colored bracelet that belonged to her. The picture in the frame functions 

as a prosthetic body, replacing the living girl. Crucially, the shrine feels very 

familial, and in this sense, the viewer is asked to be part of the same national family 

that the museum crafts. The girl looks straight at the viewer with hands crossed by 

her face, as if pleading for empathy. Beneath the display case are rubble and two 

air bombs. Combined with the soundscape of the museum, the display makes a 

strong case for Finnish victimhood. 
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5.1.1 Cultural signs at work: The symbolics of white camouflage 

A semiotic approach breaks down the visual content of an image into signs that 

have certain cultural significances. The basic questions asked illuminate hidden 

meanings, i.e., what cultural connotations the image present (van Leeuwen 2001). 

In Finland specifically, the confusion in which visuality plays a significant role is 

the nature of the Continuation War as a defensive endeavor. The Winter War has 

been much easier for Finns to narrate, because it suits a nationalist interpretation, 

given that foreign opinion was on their side, because Finland was being invaded by 

the Soviet Union. 

I will briefly describe Winter War iconographies through the Winter War 

memorial, which features 105 images of war inside a globe on which the actual 

statue figure stands. These images can also be found online on the website 

https://www.1939-1940.fi. There is an entire section on the Winter War memorial 

on images of foreign aid, though not much aid was received at all. Apart from the 

few volunteers that came to Finland’s aid, no nation fought on the Finns’ side, 

although many sympathized with a small nation fighting off the massive Soviet 

enemy. This is also why the Continuation War has been more difficult to digest in 

Finland, given that Finns fought alongside the Nazis in an offensive war and hence 

did not have Allied opinion on their side. Great Britain declared war against Finland, 

and this was reportedly a heavy personal blow to Marshall Mannerheim, who is 

perceived as an anglophile in historiography (e.g., Partanen 2012). 

When the Winter War began, Finnish troops were not motorized and lacked 

many of the materials that were used in the new war tactics of WWII. The Finnish 

soldiers moved on skis and there was a shortage of proper clothes, guns, and so on. 

The Finns relied on their wilderness skills and their ability to move around quietly. 

They were able to surround the Soviet troops and trap them on the roads, which 

usually led to massive carnage. One of the best-known Finnish battlefields is the 

Raate road in Suomussalmi, where the Finns did exactly that and managed, with 

the force of some 6,000 soldiers, to kill more twice as many Soviet soldiers. The 

Raate road site has been turned into a museum and is a prized memorial sites (Fig. 

38). The Winter War memorial makes several references to the Raate road battle. 
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Fig. 38. Raate road memorial for the Winter War. The memorial consists of some 17,000 

rocks circling a central monument of wooden arches that has 105 bells hanging from it. 

These bells signify the duration of the conflict, 105 days. Image: author. 
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Fig. 39. Finnish soldiers wearing white winter camouflage during the Continuation War. 

Savukoski 1944. SA-kuva. 

Soldiers during the Winter War are usually portrayed in white winter camouflage. 

Even the Winter War memorial is a hollowed-out soldier figure in winter 

camouflage. Marshall Mannerheim’s slogan was “with pure guns for a pure cause,” 

and the winter camouflage has become a symbol of that purity (Paper III; Fig. 39; 

Kivimäki 2012; Kormano 2006).11  As a color, white represents innocence and 

purity in Western culture (think of the wedding dress, for example), but in Finland 

specifically (Paper III). Even the cherished Finnhorses were clothed in a white sheet 

to mask them in their surroundings. The symbolics of whiteness has a long history 

in Finland, starting with the Civil War, when the Whites “cleansed” the nation of 

 
11 The slogan is in Mannerheim’s ex libris, for example.  
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Reds (Silvennoinen, Tikka, and Roselius 2016, 58). White is also the color of the 

flag, a blue cross on a white background. Blue and white are the national colors, 

and they inspired a song called Blue and White, which is often thought of as a 

popular national anthem (Jukka Kuoppamäki, 1972 [Sininen ja valkoinen]). 

According to the song, blue symbolizes the many lakes in Finland and the sky, 

whereas the white symbolizes snow and the bright summer nights. As mentioned 

earlier, nature and landscapes have always been important for Finland because of 

the lack of deep historical roots (Koponen et al. 2018). As an interesting side note, 

in one image of the Winter War memorial imagery, deceased Soviet soldiers are 

portrayed in the white winter camouflage, with scattered skis in their surroundings, 

and the caption explains how the Red Army tried to copy the Finns’ tactics. The 

image thus symbolizes the un-fittingness of Soviets for the purity of the winter 

camouflage.  

Simo Häyhä also appears in one memorial picture in the white winter 

camouflage, as he also did on the social media page “War History in Color” in 2018 

(Paper III). Häyhä was a sniper during the Winter War and was reputed to be the 

most efficient sniper in history (Fig. 40). Häyhä’s nickname “White Death” refers 

to his skillful hiding behind snowbanks, veiled in the Finnish white winter 

camouflage.12 He reportedly ate snow so that the warmth of his breath would not 

give him away. Despite Häyhä’s appearance in the imagery of the memorial, the 

emphasis is on average soldiers’ experiences, and to a lesser degree, the images 

illustrate famous troop leaders. 

 
12 The concept of a “white death” was also successfully used in Finnish propaganda flyers, where it 
referred to pictures of a deceased Soviet soldier, whose body was frozen (Kleemola 2016). 
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Fig. 40. Simo Häyhä in white winter camouflage during the Winter War. SA-kuva. 

White camouflage came to represent the Winter War so strongly that in the context 

of the Continuation War, the messages serve to camouflage the true intentions of 

the conflict (Paper III). In Finnish culture, the sign of the white winter camouflage 

mean innocence, moral purity, and victimhood (Paper III). The “War History in 

Color” site published an image of a soldier in white winter camouflage during the 

Continuation War on Independence Day in 2017 and 2018 (Paper III). 

Independence Day has become a celebration of the war and its sacred mission to 

maintain Finnish independence. The Continuation War is thus fused with the Winter 

War, and it serves as a mask to hide the offensive nature of the battle. The images 

of Finnish soldiers in winter camouflage thus work in the same way as memorials 

that combine the years 1939–1945. The exhibition of the Military Museum does 

not seem to use this iconography when referring to the Continuation War, but they 

are limited to the Winter War section, and this has been a successful decision by the 
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museum staff. However, it must be mentioned that the exhibition spends very little 

time examining the crossing of the border in the Continuation War, but nearly jumps 

straight to the defensive battles of the Continuation War from the Winter War 

section. As mentioned in Paper I, the exhibition mentions the imprisonment of 

Soviet civilians only in passing.  

There is a cultural way of perceiving images, and as Watson and Waterton 

(2010, 13–14) argue, when it is revealed, “the role of the visual in reification and 

in naturalizing social relationships, especially when it is so closely interwoven with 

the representational and reception of heritage, is made evident, not merely in 

representational terms or as a signifier, but as an instrument of cultural power, 

active and operational in its contexts.” The iconography of the white winter 

camouflage is a good example of how visual content can actively influence how 

we perceive our history, and how it can be warped to serve underlying political 

commemorations. A basic understanding of visual methods is therefore of crucial 

importance when interpreting the museum space. 

5.1.2 Images in social media: Visual analysis 

Equally as important as images’ use in museums is their use in amateur heritage 

contexts. The museum needs to know what the public is doing to see what some of 

the important issues are that need tackling in their own work. The pictures 

discussed in this research have lain in the drawers of the archive for a long time, 

and the public is now attributing their own values and views to this collection—

they are making them their own. In Paper III, I examined their choices in social 

media, and what they are choosing to give life to through a combination of content 

analysis and social semiotics. Content analysis functions to quantify image content 

of large volumes of images. Content analysis means to break down the visual 

attributes and compare their appearance in the overall volume of images (e.g., Bell 

2001). I especially focused on the one site, which uses these images to craft new 

understandings and visual landscapes of the war. I undertook research for a two-

year period (2017–2018) to analyze the “War History in Color” site’s image choices 

(Sotahistoriaa väritettynä).13 During this period, the social media page published a 

little less than 150 image and had a growing following. It now (2022) reaches more 

than 18,000 people.  

 
13 The site changed its English name to “Colorized Finnish War History,” but for the sake of clarity, I 
refer to it by its old name. 
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The images in social media showed a rather aggressively patriotic 

interpretation of the war, which largely focused on the heroism of Finnish soldiers, 

and “victimhood nationalism,” in which any criminal acts are bypassed (Lim 2010; 

Paper III). While the site focused mostly on themes of the Winter War (though 

sometimes with Continuation War imagery) and male agency in combat, etc., there 

were some images that broke this pattern and created discussion around more 

uncomfortable themes such as Finnish co-belligerence with Nazi Germany. 

I undertook a follow-up study of the images on the same social media site and 

went through the image choices and public reactions to the pictures between 2019 

and 2020. During this period, the site published 138 war images, and I scrutinized 

the content of the page through the same categories as I did in Paper III (Table 1). 

The aim was to see whether any changes could be detected from image content that 

would illustrate a less or more patriotic view of the war, a more “feminine” content, 

or more content on problematic aspects of commemoration, for example. 

Table 1. Content on the social media site “War History in Color” between 2019 and 2020 

Image elements Amount Percentage of total 

Man 129 93% 

Woman 5 4% 

Soldier 124 90% 

Lotta 5 4% 

Russian soldier 2 1% 

Child 3 2% 

Foreign volunteers 1 1% 

Camouflage 34 25% 

Uniform 89 64% 

Guns 102 74% 

Aggressive behavior 42 30% 

Deceased soldier/Finn 1 1% 

Deceased soldier/Russian 1 1% 

Wounded soldier/Finn 1 1% 

Wounded soldier/Russian 1 1% 

Total 138 100% 

Between 2019 and 2020, the themes seem similar to previous years. Partly because 

the administrator has chosen to colorize many images of Knights of the Finnish 
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Mannerheim Cross, there are many of these images in the top-10 lists in likes, 

comments, and shares. The Mannerheim Cross of Liberty is a Finnish honorary 

decoration that was awarded to soldiers who showed exemplary courage or 

participated in exceptionally successful operations. It is comparable to the Victoria 

Cross (UK) and the Medal of Honor (US). The soldiers who received this award 

are called Knights of the Mannerheim Cross. The public expresses admiration for 

these soldiers in the comments, especially for their toughness and their ability to 

overcome fear. Some debate their emotional state, and whether they were nervous 

at all or not. In Finland, boys are often brought up not to have sensitive emotions 

and these are role models for a “proper” masculine Finnish identity (Huuki and 

Sunnari 2015). Nearly all the top-ten likes are images that display Finnish soldiers’ 

bravery in one way or another. Another illustration of this is an image depicting 

soldiers of the Ässä regiment, who were former Red guard soldiers and among the 

heroes of the Winter War. Reportedly, the survival rate of this regiment was 

somewhere around 30%. One commentator expresses his grief over a prevailing 

unwillingness to exhibit these soldiers’ courage in Finnish schools, and how left-

green politics belittle soldiers’ (contemporary and past) accomplishments (he is 

reminded by other commentators that the Soldiers of the Ässä regiment were leftist 

soldiers). It seems that the site receives many comments from men who feel they 

are not appreciated, men who see fear or other difficult emotions as weakness, and 

men who generally look for role models in the wartime generation. 

Facebook recently put a stop to research that examined their algorithms to see 

what the logic was behind what content was being offered to viewers (Helin and 

Hallamaa 2021). Algorithms are built to provide the most relevant information to 

users and attempt to predict user behavior for accurate advertising. It is also in the 

interest of Facebook to offer content that arouses emotions in the user that increases 

engagement with social media, which is why social media offers content to which 

others have already reacted. However, such engagement is achieved in social media, 

even without automated programs generating content through algorithms. As can 

be seen in Table 1, no significant changes have been made to the content of the 

images compared to previous years, yet a slightly more aggressive view is 

presented. For example, wounded or deceased soldiers are shown even less often 

than during the previous years. The winter camouflage images have increased in 

frequency by almost 15%, which makes sense because they always got the most 

reactions, so it is beneficial for the administrator to show them. They link the war 

experience heavily to the Winter War narrative. The number of images of soldiers 

with guns shown has increased from 55 to almost 75 percent. The number of images 
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of men directly pointing their guns at the enemy have stayed approximately the 

same, at 30 percent. It is positive that women are portrayed a little less passively 

than in previous years, with all five photos illustrating Lotta activities. In general, 

however, attitudes toward the war in social media seem to be becoming even harder 

and narrower. Of course, this is an unfortunate outcome of social media groups—

the public reacts emotionally to certain kinds of pictures, so the administrator finds 

it useful to publish more such images, and emotional reaction and, in this case, 

more patriotic content escalate. It is like being on an emotional rollercoaster ride 

that must get more intense with each round to produce excitement. Social media 

thus also seems to produce narrowing historical interpretations.  

Between 2019 and 2020, this page again showed some images that museums 

to my knowledge have not, like the aforementioned images of Hitler visiting 

Mannerheim, and Mannerheim visiting Hermann Göring, and the images of female 

Soviet spies’ execution. As was the case in previous years, these images are among 

the most discussed and still arouse debate about the nature of the cooperation. The 

public is willing to look at some of the difficult topics that museums have yet to 

tackle, thereby lagging behind the audience. On the other hand, the social media 

page also illustrates a much more aggressively patriotic view of the war than any 

museum, so in this sense, it is more whitewashed in terms of the Finnish war agenda. 

For example, much anger is stirred in social media about the Winter War, Soviet 

bombings, and partisan attacks on Finnish civilians to be more specific.14  One 

emotional tactic of the administrator is to publish images on the same date that the 

war photograph was taken. Many of these images have made it to the list of top 

likes, comments, and shares. Several are images of the start of the Winter War and 

arouse a lot of angry responses from the public. 

 
14 The victims of Soviet partisans were largely erased from commemorations in the postwar period 
because an over remembrance of such themes would not have pleased the Soviet Union. After the late 
80s and 90s, when the Soviet Union collapsed, it became possible to commemorate partisan attacks and 
their victims, and this theme has received considerable attention on the social media site. 
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6 Discussion: A War of Hope 

While there is fear there is mindlessness and misery. While there is hope there 

is rationality and progress (Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal 2006). 

I remember an incident from the 8th grade (I would have been about 14 at the time) 

when my teacher narrated the events of the WWII fronts and introduced alliances, 

i.e., which countries sided with which. She very laconically stated that Finns fought 

alongside Nazi Germany, and this fact was not touched on again in the class. I 

remember my own bewilderment about this information, because I had learned that 

the Nazis had perpetrated horrific acts against the Jews (this may have been 

discussed in another class, but it was firmly separated from the Finnish war history). 

Perhaps this memory was one of the factors that led me to take up this topic and try 

to work out how history turned out as it did. 

My main argument has been that museums could be more assertive in bringing 

out difficult war histories to produce productive discussion in Finnish society. 

Discussion of the ideological aspects of Finnish warfare have basically gone 

untouched. This means that Finns can comfortably forget and neglect their own 

shame and guilt about the war history that remains one of the most important 

identity markers for many of them. The current tendency to focus on Finnish front 

and home front experiences fails to acknowledge Finland’s role in international 

warfare.  

In this study, I have approached the finding of silenced narratives through 

photography. Hopefully, my research has by now convinced readers that while 

images tend to repeat certain cultural representations, they cannot be examined 

through representational theory alone. The emotions they stir are equally important 

constituents of how images are received. Of course, I cannot speak for everyone on 

how images affect them, because a person’s social, political, ethnic, educational, 

and other influences will come into play in these situations. However, I argue that 

certain guidelines can be drawn through the phenomenology of photography to 

point to the potential that lies in photographic encounters. I have argued that it is 

mostly the spatial and temporal qualities of images that function to create 

interesting experiences of the past. The spatial qualities mean that images conjure 

up past atmospheres, landscapes, and people in a way that is relatable for the 

contemporary viewer. They even produce types of kinesthetic experiences with the 

portrayed scenes, as when viewers are placed in front of a sand road, almost as if 

inviting them to step on it, as in the case of the Ukrainian village of Pindusi 
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mentioned in Chapter 3.4.1 (also Hamilakis et al. 2009). The temporal affects of 

images are basically narrowed down to how images conjure up the presence of the 

past. It is a past that we cannot change even if we want to. It is also a past that 

sometimes we are relieved did not come to pass. The evidentiary character of 

photography is related to this temporal jolt, because it provides inescapable scenes 

of the past, as I argued in relation to the concentration camp image in Chapter 4.3.1. 

While affect is always personal, it cannot be separated from cognition. Many 

Finns have come to share the commemorative culture—or in this case, the culture 

of oblivion—and education with which I also grew up. I have therefore argued that 

making generalized statements about images’ affects is possible to a degree, and I 

hope that in the future, this will guide the choices of images in heritage contexts.  

The culture of shame that Finns share has probably influenced the void of these 

dark histories in museums. As previously pointed out, shame as an emotion can be 

progressive and make societies face their own humanness in all their complication 

and difficulty, as the discussions in the wake of the 2001 doping scandal proved. 

Finnish historians have laudably tackled dark histories, and their research seem to 

cause regular controversy in the Finnish media, which is positive in my opinion. If 

research provokes emotions, it merely means it is relevant and an important topic. 

Although heritage research has now moved on to include affects in the 

experience of heritage, we must not discard representational studies. I have argued 

that museums need to pay more attention to images that are a very prominent 

presence in exhibitions. Visual methods are crucial to master, and even a rough 

estimate on what content is emphasized, and whether there are cultural 

connotations to some of the images, might be useful. In this research I have 

examined some of the most common patriotic visual representations that have come 

to dominate views of the wars. Finnish representations of WWII include seeing 

Finnish soldiers as unemotional and righteous defenders of independence. Veiled 

in their pure white winter camouflage, they point their guns at the enemy, and 

apparently manage to defend the country without any clear victims, given that 

they—Soviet soldiers and Russian civilians—are often excluded. There are also 

contrary examples, in which the public has shown interest in examining the war 

from the other side, as in the case of the Soviet women who were tried and executed 

for spying in Poventsa, East Karelia. Approaching such themes could also be useful 

in museums. For the most part, war representation in Finland still glorifies the 

conflict through a denial of guilt, hurt, and shame.  

Social media is an amateur heritage engagement with many positive aspects 

for social bonding and commemorating loved ones’ experiences. It is a type of “new 
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heritage” that is becoming increasingly important in creating views of the past 

(Giaccardi 2012, 1–2; Paper III). The public’s wish to consume historical images 

has a downside, given that the emotional engagement that social media fosters 

functions to narrow historical interpretations and national identity. Social media 

sites publishing wartime images are in the hands of a few individuals, who benefit 

from an aggravated patriotist war iconography that often favors a narrow 

understanding of the past. This iconography is also important in the construction of 

Finnish masculinity. Along with the enemy, women and children are omitted as 

irrelevant or secondary to the experiences of the men. This is obviously correct to 

a degree, as it was the men who carried the immediate emotional burden by having 

to kill and live with the imminent threat of being killed. However, the audience 

admiring these men seems to thrive on the idea that they did not have any fear at 

all but were willing to kill at any time without shouldering the burden of empathy. 

Perhaps it was fear that provoked their willingness to kill in the first place. It is fear 

that also drives increased ethnonationalism and exclusionism (Feldman and 

Stenner 1997; Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal 2006). 

Phenomenology is a central method in discovering the affects of pictures and 

images that have a potential to influence more than one person. However, as 

pointed out earlier, when faced with the image of female spies being executed by 

Finns, the reactions of the viewers varied, and some even expressed indifference 

about their fates. A single picture will hardly change anything. Yet there is 

something to be said about the visual landscape in which we live, and little by little, 

for broadening the horizon to allow such imagery to become more normalized. 

Changing the institutionally sanctioned “memoryscapes” of the wars is also 

important. This is reminiscent of the discussion of public confederate memorials in 

the US. If people constantly live with the normalization and validation of 

confederate histories, it is a statement about the acceptance of these values (Mullins 

2021). Museums are moving away from being merely celebratory nationalist 

institutions, and instead inform the public of historical wrongdoings like 

colonialism and genocide. I do not see why Finnish museums should be an 

exception in this development. 

Of course, Finns could benefit from an acknowledgment on Russia’s part of 

the hurt that the Winter War caused to move on from the obsessive repetition of this 

history. The odds of rejection of difficult histories in Finland will be higher in my 

opinion if Russians maintain their innocence in the conflict, and no advances can 

be made to deal with history on their side. Fear of Russia’s attack still looms in 

Finnish society and is sometimes raised in the media, and this fear clearly increased 



120 

with the news of the invasion of Crimea—and more now with the full-blown war 

in Ukraine—accompanied by Russia’s repeated negative comments about Finnish 

NATO membership (e.g., Juonala 2020; Himanen 2022). However, even if such 

gestures were offered, it would be worthwhile for Finns to face their own difficult 

histories and point out that Finns also had considerable agency in the war—it is 

perhaps even more important during such news coverage. I certainly hope that 

Finns will now have the strength to resist xenophobia directed at Russians and will 

make the distinction between civilians and their government in a wartime situation.  

Is there still something that Finns can conclude as a society from the wars? As 

Taavetti (2018) states, the war could be used for inclusion rather than exclusion 

through neglected narratives such as the queer viewpoint. It is arguably part of the 

national war experience, yet gay sexual relationships are an aspect of the war that 

has received little attention in museums so far. More varied perspectives on the men 

could be used to illustrate that this generation was not so different from current 

ones, and the unattainable models of fierce and fearless killers could be softened. 

Some soldiers were capable of compassion towards “the other” even amidst the war, 

as the memory of a soldier’s reaction to a Finnish concentration camp proves. 

Emphasizing such narratives could change how we understand Finnishness.   

While it may seem that the wars are (or perhaps should be) exhausted by now 

because of the near obsessive relationship Finns have with them, I would argue that 

they are not. The wars are a major part of Finnish identity and still have untapped 

potential. There is still hope that this collection, and the war narrative in general, 

will be used for inclusive narratives that accept it in all its ugliness. 
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7 Conclusions 

In this dissertation, I have attempted to point out that in Finland we have attributed 

certain values to the war that are sometimes hidden and unconscious. Some 

represent problematic, narrow, and exclusionary interpretations that no longer serve 

contemporary society. Visuality plays a crucial role in maintaining certain views of 

the war. I have explained the importance of war history for the Finnish national 

identity, and why it is important to examine how we represent the wars in public 

culture. 

Finnish war history is largely understood from a victimhood nationalist 

perspective that bypasses any criminal acts. However, Finland and Finns were not 

free of morally questionable choices in the conflict. Because of the unique nature 

of Finnish war photography, some evidence of these aspects remains. Currently, the 

IC photographs are harnessed to maintain patriotic interpretations of the wars, and 

I have argued that these images could challenge such comfortable understandings 

of war history.  

What I have tried to point out is the role emotions play in choosing what to 

display and in encouraging curators to move away from the purely rational outlook 

on heritage encounters and make more compelling choices in their exhibitions. I 

have attempted to address visuality from a combined perspective of representation 

and emotion, both of which are necessarily part of the experience of viewing 

images. I hope that this research has demonstrated that visuality is a crucial aspect 

of heritage encounters, and that emotions are crucial aspects of viewing images. 

These are intertwined in our everyday lives in a way that we often do not even 

acknowledge.  

Visuality is also crucial when nations build their self-image, and just like the 

selfie, the lens is directed at an angle that we like. We tend not to show the ugliness 

in ourselves. I have here invited readers to see and feel the wars through the Finnish 

lens to produce more understanding of the national self-image, and how it is formed. 

I remain hopeful that the wars will be harnessed for other feelings besides 

aggravated violence and exclusion. 
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