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The End of Spatialised Finlandisation?

The Fate of Soviet Statues in Finland since 2022

Finland has an interesting and unique geopolitical po-
sition in northeastern Europe. Given its historical con-
nections to both Scandinavia and Russia, this Nordic
country has often been seen as a borderland between
the East and the West:. This anomalous dynamic has
been significant during several historical periods, such
as the autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland?, World
War 13, and the Cold War4. As a result of this back-
ground, Finland has also had a special relationship to
the Russian and Soviet aspects of its cultural herit-
age. Finland was never a socialist country or a part of
the Soviet Union. However, the Cold War period of
Finlandisation has left its traces on Finnish heritage.

The year 2022 marked a notable shift in Finnish
geopolitics. As a reaction to the Russian full-scale in-
vasion of Ukraine, Finland abandoned its previous
neutrality, as well as its traditionally close diplomatic
relationship to Russia, and applied for NATO mem-
bership, which was granted in April 2023°. This politic-
al shift has also had cultural and societal implications,
such as debates regarding public space and monu-
ments.

In this article, | focus on the debates surrounding
Russian and Soviet monuments in Finland in 2022.
The fate of Soviet statues in Finland is naturally linked
to recent political and cultural developments. While
the heritage of Finlandisation has occasionally been
discussed since the 1990s, the Russian full-scale in-
vasion of Ukraine caused a new wave of debates, re-
sulting in several statue removals®. This article provi-
des a brief analysis of the public debates in Finland.

My first example is the World Peace Statue in Hel-
sinki, a statue that was erected during the final years
of the Soviet Union, in 1990, and removed in August
2022 (fig. 1). Secondly, | discuss the symbolic role of
Vladimir llyich Lenin in Finnish public space and the
changes that have occurred since 2022. As source
material for my analysis, | have used Finnish news art-
icles published by the Finnish Broadcasting Company

(Yleisradio), as well as news articles and opinion
pieces published in the largest Finnish-language
newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat. Additionally, discus-
sions have taken place via various social media plat-
forms, but these are not directly used in my article.

Russian and Soviet Heritage in Finland:

The Shifts in 2022

Despite not being a post-Soviet society, Finland has a
long and complex relationship with its eastern neigh-
bour. | will start with a brief overview of the context,
introducing the two periods of Finnish history during
which Russian and/or Soviet influence has left its
mark in built heritage and monuments, first the Grand
Duchy of Finland until 1917, and later the post-World
War |l era, esprecially the Treaty of Friendship, Co-
operation and Mutual Assistance. The need to redefi-
ne and reassess Fin-land’s relationship with Russia
and Russianness has thus been present in various
ways throughout the country’s history. In terms of
built heritage and monuments, two periods in particu-
lar have left visible marks of Russianness.

Between 1809 and 1917, the Grand Duchy of Fin-
land was an autonomous part of the Russian Empire.
It is noteworthy that, at this time, the position of the
Grand Duchy was unique, as Finland was the only
Russian-controlled area with such autonomy’. The
construction of the capital, Helsinki, occurred during
this period, and the imperial Russian influence is still
visible in the architecture and in public memorialse.
Perhaps the most notable example is Senate Square
in Helsinki, in the middle of which a statue of the Rus-
sian Tsar Alexander Il (by Walter Runeberg and Jo-
hannes Takanen, 1894)° is still located. Following
Finnish independence in 1917, some elements linked
to the period of the Grand Duchy were removed from
public space. For example, several symbols of the Or-
thodox church were deemed unsuitable. However, in
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the statue removal debates of 2022, this period
received little attention?.

In the divided Cold War dynamic, Finland was a
curiosity in another sense: it was officially neutral and
a member of neither NATO nor the Warsaw Pact.
However, its sovereignty was de facto strongly influ-
enced by the Soviet Union. In 1948, following peace
negotiations, Finland signed a “Treaty of Friendship”,
Cooperation and Mutual Assistance (Sopimus ys-
tdvyydestd, yhteistoiminnasta ja keskindisestd avun-
annosta, the YYA Treaty) with the Soviet Union, and
this treaty was valid until 1992*. During this period,
the concept of Finlandisation was introduced, origin-
(Finnland-
isierung), referring to the strong influence of the Soviet

ally in a German-language discourse

Union on Finnish politics and society*. Finlandisation
was also reproduced spatially through “statue dip-
lomacy”: Soviet statues were donated to Finland as
gestures of friendship between twin cities, and places
were named in Finland in honour of the Fenno-Soviet
friendship®.

These statues and place names were to some ex-
tent controversial even before 2022'¢. That being said,
the role of Soviet symbols in Finnish public space has
come under special scrutiny since February 2022. The
beginning of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine had several
immediate effects on Finland. It is crucial to under-
stand this shift in 2022 as a background motivator for
the debates regarding Russian and Soviet elements in
Finnish public space.

In terms of foreign policy, it made Finland reassess
its geopolitical strategy and position. Since the 1990s,
the option of joining NATO (Nato-optio) has been a
point of discussion in Finland: however, the majority
of Finns were sceptical of NATO membership?’. Atti-
tudes regarding a military alliance changed in 2022
and Finland ended up abandoning its previous foreign
policy strategy. However, it should be noted that even
the previous neutrality was a result of “geopolitical re-
straints”. Therefore, the NATO application can be
seen as a continuation of a “shelter-seeking process”
with Western organisations* and as “the completion
of Finland’s integration with the West”2.

In addition to the radical shift in foreign policy, the
invasion affected Finns at a cultural and emotional
level. The Finnish people have been very sympathetic

to Ukraine. At the beginning of the war, this was fur-
ther strengthened by several parallels drawn between
Finland and Ukraine. The war has been frequently
compared to the Finnish Winter War (1939-1940),
both in Finland and internationally?. In Finnish anti-
-war protests in early 2022, even much older connec-
tions were pointed out. The poem Terve Ukraina (Hail
to Ukraine), written by the Finnish poet Eino Leino in
1917, was rediscovered for contemporary use?.
Moreover, a version of Jean Sibelius’s Finlandia
hymn, in this context renamed O/ Ukraina, was per-
formed in front of the Russian embassy by the choir
of the University of Helsinki*. This usage of works
written by Finnish national romantic icons emotionally
linked the war in Ukraine to the Finnish collective
memory of the struggle for independence and its ex-
istence bordering Russia.

Debating the World Peace Statue in Helsinki
Debates on statue removals in Finland have concen-
trated on a few key sites. My first example involves
the World Peace Statue in Helsinki. Designed by Oleg
Kiryukhin, it was donated by the city of Moscow to
the city of Helsinki in 1989%, and was placed next to
Hakaniemi Square (Hakaniemen tori) in central Hel-
sinki. The choice of location was probably not coin-
cidental, as Hakaniemi Square has traditionally been a
left-coded, politicised space with a strong symbolic
meaning in Finnish society. The market square is
linked to the history of the Finnish workers’ move-
ment, is a site of demonstrations and protests, and
several labour unions and the Social Democratic Party
have their headquarters there. Arriving from the city
centre, one crosses the Long Bridge (Pitk&silta), a his-
torically significant socio-economic barrier between
the bourgeoisie of southern Helsinki and the working
class in the district of Kallio or, politically speaking,
between the right and the left.

The statue has a history as a contested monument.
It was originally unveiled in January 1990. The first
acts of vandalism took place in May 1991, when a
group of students smeared the statue with tar and
feathers?. In 2010, there was an attempt to blow up
the statue using gas?. Additionally, in 2019, a local
right-wing politician suggested that the statue should
be relocated to Lenin Park in Helsinkiz.
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 MANLHYRAYHAA

Fig. 1: The World Peace Statue in Helsinki by Oleg Kiryukhin (1989).
Photo: Olga Juutistenaho, 2022.

In February 2022, the statue got a new symbolic role
and meaning: it became a site of protests against the
war. Citizens decorated it with Ukrainian flags, and
soon after the beginning of the war, the graffiti “Maail -
man rayhaa” appeared.?® This inofficial renaming is a
play of words in which the meaning of the original
name is altered from “world peace” (maailman rauha)
to “world aggression” (maailman rdyhd).

In March 2022, the statue was a frequent topic of
discussion in the leading local newspaper, Helsingin
Sanomat, as several opinion pieces with varying view-
points were published. A notable trend in these opin-
ion pieces was that authors representing the general
public view often supported the removal of the statue.
The main arguments presented were the following:
the statue belongs to the local scrapyard as an ex-
ample of “Russian fake friendship” forced on Finns¥;
tearing down statues of oppressors should be an op-
tion®; and, more mildly, a new park should be estab-
lished for such statues.

In contrast to these opinions, academics and other
authors — who could be described as experts -

presented more tolerant points of view. These authors
claimed that “improving history to serve contempor-
ary interests is the worst misuse of history”®, and that
“statues can also reveal the mistakes of our history”*.
This contrast between lay opinions opposing the rem-
nants of Soviet influence, and the expert voices em-
phasising the role of the statues as symbols of their
time can be identified in several Finnish statue de-
bates in 2022.

While the fate of the statue was widely discussed
in the media, decisions regarding its fate were made
in the city administration. On 7 March 2022, Helsingin
Sanomat published a news article stating that
the statue was to be removed due to a current ur-
ban development project that required new construct-
ion work in the area. The removal, which had in fact
been decided on before the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, was supposed to be temporary. There was a
plan to relocate the statue, which was a donation to
the city of Helsinki and is therefore a part of the public
art collection of the Helsinki Art Museum (HAM), after
nearby construction work®. However, the editorial in
Helsingin Sanomat published on 10 March, “The
Statue is Leaving at the Most Suitable Time”, argued
that there was no hurry with the re-positioning of the
statue and asked whether a museum would be a
more suitable place for this artwork?s.

During the summer of 2022, several Finnish news
outlets documented the developments regarding the
statue*”. The removal was even described as the end
of an era®. After some technical difficulties due to the
large size of the statue, the monument was removed
using water transportation on 8 August®. Since then,
the statue has been temporarily stored in an industrial
area in Sipoo (a town east of Helsinki)*, its future un-
clear®.

The Contested Role of Lenin in Finnish

Public Space

In addition to the debate around the World Peace
Statue in Helsinki, much attention was given to
statues and place names commemorating Lenin. Be-
fore discussing the removal debates in 2022, it is im-
portant to understand the historical and socio-political
context in which these statues were erected and the
places named.
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The figure of Lenin had an important symbolic role
during the period of Finlandisation: he was used as a
politicised symbol of Fenno-Soviet friendship. This
role is linked to the fact that Lenin lived in exile in Fin-
land before the October Revolution®. It was during
the exile in Finland that he met Stalin for the first time,
in 1905+. Although the motives of his actions can be
questioned, Lenin was also the first foreign head of
state to acknowledge the independence of Finland, in
1917+, Due to these historical connections, Lenin was
an obvious choice as a symbolic figure for propa-
ganda during the Finlandisation era. A sort of person-
ality cult around Lenin was reinforced by Finnish
politicians, such as President Urho Kekkonen, to pro-
mote the ideology of “peaceful co-existence” with the
Soviet Union®.

Fig. 2: Lenin Statue in Kotka by Matti Varik (1979). Photo: Mirkka Kallio (Kymenlaakso Museum), 2022.

The symbolic role of Lenin in Fenno-Soviet relations
was spatialised in a multitude of ways. Two Soviet-
produced statues of him were given to Finnish cities:
in 1977, a statue by the Russian sculptor Mikhail
Anikushin was donated to Turku by Leningrad*, and
in 1979 Kotka received a statue by the Estonian
sculptor Matti Varik as a gift from Tallinn® (fig. 2).
Moreover, in 1946, a Lenin Museum was established
in Tampere, in the very building where Stalin and Len-
in had first met®. In Helsinki, a park was named after
Lenin in 1970 to honour the centenary of his birth*.
Additionally, there are several smaller plaques and
memorials located in other Finnish cities*.

The representations of Lenin in Finnish public
space came under particularly serious scrutiny in
2022. Soon after the Russian full-scale invasion of
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Ukraine started in February, the Lenin statues in Turku
and Kotka were removed from public space>. In both
cases, decisions on removals were based on political
factors. In Turku, the decision was made by the may-
or in April 2022, based on discussions among the
public and in the media®. In Kotka, the decision was
made by the local city council, and the removal was
carried out in October 20223, The case of Kotka was
somewhat more complex as, in addition to the Soviet-
donated statue, another monument from 1995 was re-
moved at the same time: the statue by the Polish
sculptor Krzysztof M. Bednarski, The Missing Arm of
Lenin (Leninin puuttuva késivarsi; fig. 3), which
mocked the Soviet monument nearby>:.

As in the debate surrounding the World Peace
Statue, opinions on removing Lenin statues from
Finnish public spaces were divided. The head of urb-
an planning in Kotka responded to the political initiat-
ive to remove the statue by arguing that the past
should be kept visible, even if it was painful®.
Moreover, the local Kymenlaakso Museum (the owner
of the statues by Varik and Bednarski) wished to keep
them in the cityscape: it suggested that instead of re-
moval, the statues should have been added to the
collections of the Lenin Museum in Tamperess, which
was not interested in acquiring the statues®. In Turku,
the city’s art collection is run by the Turku Museum
Centre, which pointed out that, due to frequent acts
of vandalism, removing the statue was a reasonable
decision from a museological point of view as well®:.

The expert opinions on removing the Lenin statues
referred to their historical value as documents of the
past, but also recognised that, unlike with more ab-
stract statues, it would be quite difficult to give a new
meaning to a Lenin statue®. Furthermore, the impact
of removing statues was questioned: according to the
analysis of the head of the Lenin Museum, the re-
movals were a form of boycott carried out “without
knowing what exactly to boycott”e.

In Helsinki, the most debated Lenin-related ele-
ment was Lenin Park, in the district of Alppiharju. The
park was originally named in 1970 to commemorate
Lenin’s centenary®. As in the case of the statues,
some people had criticised the name and called for
renaming the park even before February 2022%. A few
days after Russia attacked Ukraine, renaming the park

was brought up again®:. Here, too, there was a conflict
between political and expert opinions: several lin-
guists, historians and other researchers have op-
posed the renaming®, whereas political figures have
supported it®>. The discussion started in 2022 and
reached a turning point in June 2023, when the city
council of Helsinki voted in favour of renaming the
parkee.

Fig. 3: Krzysztof M. Bednarski, The Missing Arm of Lenin (1995),
Kotka. Photo: Mirkka Kallio (Kymenlaakso Museum), 2022.

Conclusions

Finland has traditionally been a nation balanced bet-
ween the East and the West. The Russian full-scale
invasion of Ukraine led Finland to reposition itself poli-
tically, societally and culturally. The country’s pre-
vious neutrality and diplomatic relations with Russia
were replaced by NATO membership and a clear
stand supporting Ukraine. This new role was also re-
flected in the way Russian and Soviet heritage was
perceived and debated in Finland.

The monument debates of 2022 shed light on
some key aspects of the Finnish politics of memory.
Even though the discussions mainly took place at the
local level in small parts of Finland and concentrated
on a few specific elements, the common denomina-
tors that they share are indicative of wider processes.
What are the shifts in attitudes in 2022, in the selecti-
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veness of the removal debate, and in the varying
views on how Finland should spatially approach its
past and contested heritage?

Whereas many post-socialist societies debated
and removed monuments immediately after the fall of
the Soviet Union, Finland did not see fit to erase the
spatialised elements of Finlandisation until 2022¢.
Many of the elements were widely accepted as evid-
ence of the past®, and although there were several
acts of vandalism and suggestions of removal or re-
naming®, these were marginal compared to the
heated discussions of 2022. Some authors even
presented the idea of removing statues as a foreign
phenomenon and therefore un-Finnish™. In the remov-
al and renaming debates, this viewpoint was present
in the opinions of several academics, stating for in-
stance that a liberal democracy should keep all histor-
ical layers visible™.

Furthermore, the Finnish monument removal de-
bate was highly selective thematically. The focus was
on the representations of Lenin, as well as on the
World Peace Statue, presumably due to its central
location and controversial name. Other Finlandised
elements in public space, such as the Statue of Peace
(by Essi Renvall, 1968; fig. 4)2, and the Monument for
the Friendship of the Peoples (by Antti Neuvonen,
1983)7, both in Helsinki, were not discussed at all™:
these are both Finnish-produced statues to commem-
orate the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutu-
al Assistance.

Moreover, monuments related to Finland’s past as
an autonomous part of the Russian Empire, such as
the statue of Alexander Il from the late 19th century?,
have not caused strong reactions™. It is thus note-
worthy that all of the removed monuments were in
fact Soviet donations created by Soviet artists, while
spatialisations of Finlandisation by Finnish artists,
such as the statues by Renvall and Neuvonen, are still
standing.

Most of the statues discussed belonged to local
museums, and therefore local decision makers could
decide on their fate. However, given the simultaneity
of these discussions, their meaning at the national
level cannot be disregarded. As Finland has cut its
traditionally close diplomatic ties to Russia, there
seems to be a need to redefine the country’s relation-

ship with the past, including its contested and prob-
lematic elements. However, one could argue about
whether this development really signifies a shift in atti-
tude, or a new opportunity to express opinions.

One way or another, the debates showed that Fin-
land is still defining ways to deal with its difficult or
contested heritage. The opinions clearly differed on
the basis of what type of relationship with the past
was desired. While historians and other academics
sought to keep the Soviet monuments as documents
of the past, for many these were too recent and politi-
cally loaded. In the political climate of 2022, the argu-
ments for removal presented by lay people and politi-
cians dominated over the more cautious approach of
academics.

Fig. 4: The Statue of Peace in Helsinki by Essi Renvall (1968). Photo:
Olga Juutistenaho, 2023.
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Indeed, these statue debates present a nation seeking
to redefine its identity. One might go as far as to call
the year 2022 the end of Finlandisation, with Finland
applying for NATO membership and distancing itself
from diplomatic ties with Russia. Despite not having
any concrete impact on the war in Ukraine, statue
removals have functioned as a symbolic political
stand at the local level, something that the Finnish pu-
blic have mostly supported. However, the removal de-
cisions have been far from unanimous, as the debates
surrounding the statues show. A new way of commu-
nicating the memory of Finlandisation spatially is still
to be defined.
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Abstract

This article examines debates related to Soviet statu-
es in Finland in 2022. The war in Ukraine marked a
political and cultural shift in Finland, as the country
abandoned its previous neutrality policy and joined
NATO. In terms of public space, this development
was reflected in debates on and removals of So-
viet-donated statues erected during the Cold War. In

this article, discussions surrounding the World Peace
Statue in Helsinki, and the Lenin statues in Turku and
Kotka are used as examples. Standing at the centre
of Finnish 2022 debates, opinions on these statues
were divided: the public opinion was mainly in favour
of removals, whereas several academics and other
expert voices expressed scepticism. The debate was
selective and focused on Soviet donations created by
Soviet artists, while neglecting other Russian ele-
ments in Finnish public space. The removal of these
statues is linked to the wider societal process of rede-
fining the geopolitical position of Finland, functioning
as a political stand in support of Ukraine, as well as
symbolising a new era in the Finnish politics of memo-
ry. In many ways, the discussion can be seen as a be-
lated reaction to the heritage of Finlandisation and the
Cold War.
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