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9	� Abstraction as Material Translation
An Artistic Re�ection of (Re)Presentation

Tarja Knuuttila, Hanna Johansson, and 
Natalia Carrillo

9.1  Scienti�c Representation Analysed by Artistic Means?

Abstraction is a central concept in many �elds. In art, abstraction can mean 
di�erent things, from non-​�gurativeness of works of art to �processes of 
image-​making in which only some of the visual elements usually ascribed to 
�the natural world� are extracted� (Goodman 2003). In current philosophy 
of science discussions, abstraction in science is frequently approached as 
omission1�​i.e., �abstracting away� from concrete details of the object or 
the system of interest. We are interested in the counterintuitive claim that 
abstraction in science involves concreteness, being not only subtractive, as 
the notion of abstraction as omission suggests, but also enriching. Instead of 
thinking about abstraction as a reductive operation doing away with con-
creteness, we study the translations, transformations, and displacements 
across di�erent material realisations that facilitate abstraction.2 Through 
the use of di�erent representational and experimental artefacts, material 
translations enable scientists to arrive at abstractions. As such abstractions 
usually do not display the underlying material and semiotic work, they are 
prone to �epistemological horrors�, as Steve Woolgar has provocatively 
put it. Lacking access to the concealed scienti�c work, it becomes chal-
lenging to understand how abstract representations relate to the concrete 
realities they supposedly represent or derive from.

To examine and illustrate the displacements and translation that takes 
place in scienti�c abstraction, we juxtapose the artwork of Finnish artist 
Lauri Anttila, Homage to Werner Holmberg (1985�​1986), to Bruno 
Latour and Michael Lynch�s work on scienti�c representation. Homage to 
Werner Holmberg provides a provocative re�ection of scienti�c represen-
tation, in that the work appears to parody the scienti�c method in seeking 
to render the landscapes in the paintings of Werner Holmberg, a renowned 
Finnish landscape artist from the 19th century, with scienti�c instruments. 
Through its artistic use of scienti�c methods, this work addresses scienti�c 
representation in the very same spirit as constructivist science studies�​
even partly preceding the publication of these texts (e.g., Lynch & Woolgar 
1990). Indeed, Anttila has said about his work:
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I have intentionally wanted to submit the concept of scienti�c cer-
tainty to ironic scrutiny. To set the notions of exactness, of the purity 
of science, in the framework where coincidence, as part of the whole, 
imparts the spirit and exposes the method only as a method, not as the 
truth.

(Anttila 1989, 103)

Likewise, constructivist sociologists of science have explicitly challenged 
the idea of science as searching for the truth, whose products would cor-
respond to real objects as accurately as possible. The parallels and a�nities 
of Anttila�s artistic analysis of scienti�c representation and Bruno Latour�s 
(1995) philosophical report on his �eldwork in the Amazon are striking. 
Crucial for the processes of abstraction that both Anttila and Latour study 
are the technologies and media used to translate a local object through 
a series of displacements into an abstract object of knowledge. These 
translations render a tentative object into quite another kind of material 
realisation, which, through its more generic nature, is conducive to further 
conceptual and theoretical development.

9.2  Werner Holmberg and Lauri Anttila

Lauri Anttila (1938�​2022) was interested in the di�erences and similarities 
between scienti�c and artistic perception, being also a lifelong member of 
The Finnish Astronomical Society. Many of Lauri Anttila�s works point 
to scienti�c activities and make use of scienti�c instruments in diverse 
ways. An excellent example of such border crossings is Homage to Werner 
Holmberg (Kunnianosoitus Holmbergille), which is regarded as one of his 
main works. Homage to Werner Holmberg is a showcase that embarks on 
a dialogue with the natural sciences. It combines themes, methods, and 
media familiar to Anttila. As the title of the work indicates, it is simultan-
eously a tribute to the Finnish painter, Werner Holmberg (1830�​1860). 
Anttila has said that Holmberg led him to �look at painting with totally 
di�erent eyes� (Anttila 2002, 30). Travelling in Holmbergian landscapes 
in Finland led him to an understanding that Holmberg�s paintings are not 
�products of pure imagination and tradition�, but that there was some-
thing concrete behind them (ibid).

Werner Holmberg has been regarded as a romantic landscape painter, 
but, in his production, idealistic landscapes started to give way to more 
realistic features that become more and more recognisable therein. It has 
been claimed that Holmberg, in his last paintings and sketches, anticipated 
the aims of painting outdoors like Constable in England and Corot in 
France (see, e.g., Reitala 1986, 83�​84, 95; Thomas 2002). Holmberg 
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never totally gave up composing a painting from various landscape elem-
ents; his oil paintings were made indoors using sketches, and they have 
features from German, Norwegian, and Finnish landscapes. In the works 
he painted in his last years, however, one can note a clear attempt to com-
municate an �authentic� experience in nature. In addition to conveying the 
sense of �place�, works such as Mail Road in Häme (Postitie Hämeessä, 
1860, Figure 9.2) or Cottage in Kuru (Talonpoikaistalo Kurussa, 1860, 
Figure 9.3) impart feelings about nature, such as air full of dust or humidity 
from the rain. Such sensory perceptions are prominent in Holmberg�s 
sketches and especially in the watercolours he painted while out in nature. 
They give more direct glimpses into the paths and places where Holmberg 
hiked as well as into their weather and vegetation than do his oil paintings. 
In his sketches, we can see Holmberg�s attempt to depict nature based on 
observation and experience.3

The showcase, Homage to Werner Holmberg (1985�​1986), is based on 
the material Anttila collected on his treks in Finland from 1985 to 1986. 
The main impetus for these treks was to use Holmberg�s diaries and follow 
along the routes he took in the central parts of Finland during his last 

Figure 9.1 � Lauri Anttila, Homage to Werner Holmberg (Kunnianosoitus Werner 
Holmbergille), 1985�​86, installation, black-​and-​white photo-
graph, colour photograph, drawing, text, books, dried plants, diary, 
114.0 × 441.0 cm, Finnish National Gallery/​Ateneum Art Museum. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery/​Jukka Romu. Reuse not permitted.
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summer. In a piece of writing that is part of the work and sheds light on its 
background, Anttila writes,

Werner Holmberg was the �rst real Finnish landscape artist [...]. I have 
tried to �nd out about the factors, the so-​called structure of the land, 
where those works were born. I have explored the places where the 
sketches were made by walking there and attempted to follow the dates 
of the sketches. This I have done so as to �nd out what concrete things 
the works entail�​how one could experience those landscapes today, 
what sets Holmberg�s �pictures� apart from what I experience.

Anttila�s reference to how one would experience Holmbergian landscapes  
today targets the connections between arts and science. Writing about  
this work over 15 years later, Anttila mentions, �To me, that scienti�c  
point of view was important. When I understood the time Holmberg had  
lived in, I wanted to show how the Holmbergian experience in nature  
could be expressed using the means at our disposal today� (Anttila 2002, 
30).�For Anttila, scienti�c instruments and the scienti�c method provided  
a contemporary way of reviving Holmberg�s landscapes. In addition to  
(often serialised) photos, he makes use of other recording and reproduc-
tion technologies ranging from a tape recorder to keeping a diary to  
collecting plants and rocks. Additionally, the work makes use of di�erent  

Figure 9.1  (continued)
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kinds of technological devices to measure and convey the phenomena in  
the surroundings: a thermometer, a watch, and a compass.4

The work refers at multiple levels to Werner Holmberg�s works. 
Fragmentation is one of those features. Just as is the case with Holmberg�s 
seemingly vivid and integrated landscapes, Anttila�s work, too, is composed 
of parts found at sundry places, referring to the Holmbergian landscapes. 
In the middle of the showcase, we can see the actual Homage to Werner 
Holmberg section (see Figure 9.4). The fragments in that section were 
collected on the excursions where Anttila walked following Holmberg�s 
footsteps in Kuru, Ruovesi, and Leppälahti 126 years after Holmberg had 
been there. These sections of the work include a three-​part �watercolour� 
that was completed by Anttila on 18 July 1985, and which was based on 
Holmberg�s work 18 July 59.

Below Anttila�s watercolour are two pictures showing its origin, namely  
the watercolour Holmberg painted in Leppälahti. On the left we see the  
entire work, whereas the picture on the right is a detail depicting the  

Figure 9.2 � Werner Holmberg, Mail Road in Häme (Postitie Hämeessä), 1860, oil 
on canvas, 40.0 × 58.0 cm, Victoria Laurell Bequest, Finnish National 
Gallery/​Ateneum Art Museum. Photo: Finnish National Gallery/​Jenni 
Nurminen.
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vegetation on the shore. The close-​up draws our attention to the plants  
around Anttila�s �watercolour�; this parallel shows that the same species  
of vegetation are still there. Below these is a photo of the inventory slip  
from Holmberg�s sketchbook for the 19�​24 July 1859 expedition, and,  
next to it, we see Anttila�s journal from his Homage to Werner Holmberg  
expeditions. Included in the work is also a cassette tape, which has a  
recording of the expedition to the Leppälahti croft on 18 of July, and  
�silence� in Kovero on 19 July 1985, as well as a description of the work  
written by Anttila. In the middle of the showcase, as if in the place where  
Jesus would be in Christian iconography, Anttila has placed a colour  
photo, which was taken in Kuru just as the birch was dropping its leaves  
on the 125th anniversary of Holmberg�s untimely death on 24 September  
1985.

The Grove (Lehto) section on the right-​hand side (and the lower middle  
part) of the work was made from materials and photos of a grove in  
Hangonkylä in December 1985 (Figures 9.4 and 9.5). In addition to the 
series�of photographs depicting a compass and a thermometer in nature, we  
also see desiccated plant samples, drawings of them, as well as photos of the  
plants as seen through a magnifying glass. Below the plant samples, there is a  

Figure 9.3 � Werner Holmberg, Cottage in Kuru (Talonpoikaistalo Kurussa), 1859, 
oil on canvas, 71.7 × 116.0 cm, Finnish National Gallery/​Ateneum Art 
Museum. Photo: Finnish National Gallery/​Antti Kuivalainen.
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Munsell colour atlas opened to the green color chart, and below that a black  
and white photo of the same page of the colour chart placed in nature, in  
the middle of the plants. This section also includes the fragment, Rain in the  
Grove on 2 November 1985 (Sade lehdossa 2.11.1985), which is made up  
of an audiogram produced by a computer and, above that, another cassette  
tape that contains the audio material the audiogram depicts. Additionally,  
the Grove section to the left of the diary includes a photo that shows the  
artist�s hand holding a magnifying glass in front of the trunk of a birch tree,  
the magnifying glass re�ecting the image of the grove (for a better rendition,  
see the lower righthand side of Figure 9.4).

Holmberg�s painting, Road in Häme (A Hot Summer Day) (Maantie  
Hämeessä [Helteinen kesäpäivä]), has inspired the Road (Tie) section of  
the work on the left, although the painting draws from several places,  
viz., Kuru and Ruovesi as well as Suomusjärvi and Laukaa (Figure 9.6). 
In� this Road section, Anttila has depicted the terrain he covered during  
his expedition: its inclines and declines with photos of a clock at di�erent  
intervals along the span of  three kilometres displayed side-​by-​side with  

Figure 9.4 � Lauri Anttila, Homage to Werner Holmberg (Kunnianosoitus 
Werner Holmbergille), 1985�​86, installation, black-​and white photo-
graph, colour photograph, drawing, text, books, dried plants, diary, 
114.0 × 441.0 cm, Finnish National Gallery/​Ateneum Art Museum. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery/​Jukka Romu. Reuse not permitted.
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the photos of the surface of the Kuru�​Ruovesi road, also at intervals over  
three kilometres. Holmberg painted Road in Häme (Maantie Hämeessä)  
and Mail Road in Häme (Postitie Hämeessä) right after his last trip to  
Finland (he lived in Düsseldorf at the time). Next to the photos, we see  
pebbles that Anttila brought from his journey, which he placed next to the  
photos in the showcase. On the left in the Road section, there is, further-
more, a collage of �ve photos The Shadow of a Tree (Puun varjo) which,  
too, refers to the Holmbergian paintings; in particular, to the painting Mail  
Road in Häme (Postitie Hämeessä) (Figure 9.2), in which the trees cast 
their�dark shadows onto the road.

We should note that Anttila�s work has two chronological references.  
On one hand, the work follows Holmberg�s routes and the places he  
visited in the Kuru and Ruovesi regions in the summer of 1859, which  
he depicted during his journey. Anttila sought to use various instruments  
to reproduce features typical of Holmbergian �outdoor� depictions: their  
sensitiveness to colours, the brightness of light, the humidity of the air  
and rain, and the material characteristics of the landscape. As Anttila put  
it himself, the work attempts to �nd contact with the concrete landscapes  
of Holmberg�s paintings. �How did it feel to move in them; how did it  
sound?� (Anttila 2002, 31). On the other hand, Anttila recorded or traced 
his�own experiences, observations, and impressions of the very landscape  
and nature where he walked during his journey�​and tried to communi-
cate them to the beholder the way they were, through various instruments  

Figure 9.5 � Lauri Anttila, Homage to Werner Holmberg (Kunnianosoitus Werner 
Holmbergille), 1985�​86, installation, black-​and-​white photo-
graph, colour photograph, drawing, text, books, dried plants, diary, 
114.0 × 441.0 cm, Finnish National Gallery/​Ateneum Art Museum. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery/​Jukka Romu. Reuse not permitted.
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and measurements. Thus, these sections in Anttila�s work refer also to his  
own personal journey: the weather he experienced, the route that he trav-
elled, and the changes in nature he witnessed during the journey.

These two chronological �levels� become con�ated and carry on a con-
stant dialogue in the various sections of the work. Regardless of which 
chronological �origin� we pay attention to, we, as beholders, are given 
one work: a showcase, which as an object in and of itself, concretely 
conveys both a scienti�c and an artistic approach. On one hand, it refers to 
the scienti�c collections and showcases in museums with their specimens 
and corresponding descriptive slips that explain what the specimens are. 

Figure 9.6 � Lauri Anttila, Homage to Werner Holmberg (Kunnianosoitus Werner 
Holmbergille), 1985�​86, installation, black-​and-​white photo-
graph, colour photograph, drawing, text, books, dried plants, diary, 
114.0 × 441.0 cm, Finnish National Gallery/​Ateneum Art Museum. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery/​Jukka Romu. Reuse not permitted.

 

 


































