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In the end of 2026, we curated together with a visual artist Simi Ruotsalainen
an exhibition on gendered violence as part of our research project “Artivism
on Edges - Art, Activism and Gendered Violence” (Kone Foundation 2022-
2026). Our curational decisions were motivated by dismantling of silence
and shame associated with violence, activation of collective social agency,
and exploration of possibilities for social encounter. In this reflection, we analyse three of
works from the exhibition from the perspective of how they engage with and take a stance
on issues of gender-based, intimate partner and sexual violence against women and trans
people.
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Image 1. Patricia Rodas’s artwork from the series "No more. | betray the cove-
nant of silence". Photograph by Hugo Gutierrez. All rights reserved.

In 2026, we curated together with a visual artist
Simi Ruotsalainen an exhibition on gendered
violence as part of our project Artivism on
Edges — Art, Activism and Gendered Violence
(Kone Foundation 2021-2026) in Valo, Katve I
and Katve II Galleries Rovaniemi. In the group
exhibition “Hearing the Silence”, the artists
gave voice to experiences, emotions, and forms
of resistance related to gender-based violence.
The six visual artists featured in the exhibition,
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articulated their experiences through expressions
that ranged from quiet and fragile to strong and
emergent. The artists were Rosamaria Bolom,
Mari Makiranta, Simi Ruotsalainen, Marte Lill
Somby, Jonna Tolonen and Patricia Rodas.

Patricia Rodas’s photographic practice is pio-
neering in its engagement with gender-based
violence through a distinctly non-documentary
visual language. Rather than depicting discrete
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acts, her staged and symbolic imagery makes
visible the hidden, domestic, and often under-
reported and silenced nature of violence. Central
to her work is the idea of violence as a recur-
rent, corporeal condition, conveyed through
visual repetition and performative gesture. By
relocating violence from private interiors to
open landscapes, Rodas highlights its struc-
tural invisibility while foregrounding its social
dimensions. Her practice also interrogates the
ethics of representation and addresses recovery
as a non-linear process, thereby expanding how
gendered violence can be understood and rep-
resented in contemporary photography. Rodas’s
work forms the foundation of our exhibition. The
title of our exhibition referrers to the pervasive
culture of silence surrounding gender-based
violence, acknowledging that not all cases of
violence were recorded, shared, or spoken about.

The artworks at the exhibition addressed vi-
olence directed at women, trans humans, and
those who identified as women. Gender-based
violence is framed as a widespread global issue
and a violation of human rights. Globally, one in
three women has experienced physical violence,
threats of violence, or sexual violence during
their lifetime. In Finland, 57% of women and
46% of men have experienced physical violence,
threats, or sexual violence, representing some of
the highest figures in Europe (European Institute
for Gender Equality 2026).

In connection with the exhibition, we organized
an open seminar for the public on 25 November
2025, coinciding with the International Day for
the Elimination of Violence against Women.
The UN-declared theme day kicks off a 16-day
Orange Days campaign that ends on Human
Rights Day on December 10. The day is named
in memory of the Mirabal sisters, who were
murdered on November 25th in 1960, in the
Dominican Republic for their political resist-
ance. Our seminar positions itself within this
activist and historical continuum, bringing
together feminist research on violence, activist
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art, and recent legal reforms related to legal
gender diversity and the introduction of a con-
sent-based approach in Finnish rape legislation.
The seminar and exhibition convened artists,
researchers, members of the public, and rep-
resentatives of Girls’ House, Plan International
Finland, the City of Rovaniemi Social Services,
and the Federation of Mother and Child Homes
and Shelters in Lapland.

In curating the exhibition, we were committed
to contemporary art scholar and art historian
Claire Bishop’s thinking, in which activist art is
not judged solely on the basis of the art’s ethical
or social implications, but also in terms of the
art’s aesthetic quality and critical potential
(Bishop 2012, 13-18). Like Bishop, we do not
see activist art as valuable solely for its “good”
purposes. Instead, we believe that the meaning
of art, activism, and civic engagement arises
from tensions, failures, contradictions, and the
opportunity to provoke critical thinking and
engage in social discourse about the structural,
political, and personal dimensions of gendered
violence. Conflict and discomfort are central to
the political power of art and activism (Bishop
2006, 180-183), and so is our exhibition. The
view is situated in philosopher and political
theorist Chantal Moufte’s (2005, 20-23; 2013)
thinking of agonistic democracy, in which con-
structive disagreement - in this case, pointing
out meanings and problems that are experienced
as unpleasant and disturbing - is an essential part
of a democratic public space. In this framework,
our exhibition or art, as Bishop writes, can be
defined as a space where different perspectives
and experiences meet without the goal of har-
mony or consensus (Bishop 2012, 25-26). Our
exhibition was inspired by the idea that the value
of activist art should not be measured solely by
its social benefit or ethical dimensions, but in
light of the critical understanding that emerges
in viewers.

The exhibition drew on feminist violence
research, as developed by feminist scholars
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Image 2. Overview of the gallery space in “Hearing the Silence” exhibition. Image: Hugo Gutierrez. All rights
reserved.

such as Suvi Ronkainen (2008), whose work
has conceptualized violence as embedded in
gendered power relations, corporeality, and
norms of recognizability. In Ronkainen’s re-
search, intimate partner and domestic violence
is understood primarily as a gendered and
structurally embedded phenomenon, rather
than merely an interaction between individuals.
According to her, intimate partner violence and
domestic violence are a form of power exertion
that may manifest as physical, psychological,
sexual, or economic violence, as well as control
and coercive regulation of behaviour, and that
is closely linked to the norms of intimate rela-
tionships and broader societal power relations
(Ronkainen 2008). Feminist body of research
has been central in exposing the structural and
pervasive nature of gender-based violence, chal-
lenging cultures of silence and victim-blaming,
and contributing to legal and policy reforms
-reflected in the Finnish context, for example,
in the 2023 reform of the Trans Act (Act on
Legal Recognition of Gender, 563/2023) and in
the adoption of a consent-based definition of
rape in the reform of sexual offences legislation
(Criminal Code of Finland, Chapter 20, 2023).
In this reflection, we analyse a selection of works
from the exhibition and ask, how they engage
with issues of gender-based violence?
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Feminist art history has shown that violence
against women and marginalized groups is not
only a subject represented in many artworks
but is embedded in the very structures of visual
contemporary and historical culture. Art histo-
rians such as Linda Nochlin (1988) and Griselda
Pollock (1988) have demonstrated how artworks
often aestheticize and normalize violence, pre-
senting it through mythological or historical
narratives that obscure lived experience. In
the exhibition “Hearing the Silence” we sought
to develop alternative approaches to violent
cultural imagery and to the articulation of vi-
olence in public discourse. Our central driving
forces included the dismantling of silence and
shame associated with violence, the activation
of collective social agency, and the exploration
of possibilities for social transformation and
encounter. Our curatorial decisions emphasized
that the exhibited works did not reproduce or re-
iterate violence; accordingly, no explicit violent
images or representations were presented.

Selected Artworks of the
Exhibition
Marte Lill Somby’s work Written in Stone

(2020-) combines photography, sound, and
a stone installation to address psychological,
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Image 3. Marte Lill Somby’s ar-
tworks. Part of the Written in Stone
installation in the front. Image: Hugo
Gutierrez. All rights reserved.

physical, and sexual violence
experienced by Sami women in
intimate relationships. Intimate
partner violence (IPV) is de-
fined as a pattern of behaviour
within an intimate relationship
that involves physical, sexual,
psychological, or economic
harm, including acts of physical
aggression, sexual coercion, psy-
chological abuse, and controlling
behaviours such as isolation, in-
timidation, and economic restric-
tion (World Health Organization
2012). It is understood as a form
of gender-based violence that is
embedded in unequal power rela-
tions and can occur in current or
former partnerships. Marte Lill
Somby’s project, initiated in 2020,
emerged from a focus on women’s
mental health in Sapmi and seeks
to amplify Sami women’s voices
by creating a space in which they
can articulate experiences of
violence that are often silenced. While violence
is a global issue, Somby highlights that its prev-
alence within Sami communities is significantly
higher than in the majority population across
Norway, Sweden, and Finland (see e.g. Brandén
et. al. 2023).

To this date, 81 women have participated in the
project. Each participant contributed a single
word describing their emotional state at the
most severe point of the violence they experi-
enced. These words are engraved onto individual
stones, with each stone representing one woman.
Together, the stones form a collective testimony
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that underscores both individual experience and
shared structural conditions.

By transforming personal accounts into material
and visual form, Written in Stone seeks to render
visible a form of violence that is often hidden
from public discourse. The project is open to
Sami women across Sapmi, and Somby has
collaborated with contributors such as June H.
Bjornback, whose photographic work has sup-
ported the dissemination of the project through
social media platforms (Skrevet i Stein 2026). The
stones, audio recordings, and photographs are
placed in a tense relation within the installation.

42



Image 4. Detail of Rosamaria Bolom's
installation. Image: Hugo Gutierrez. All
rights reserved.

The words engraved into the stone
evoke the notion of something
“carved in stone” - a real event
and emotion that has occurred.
They operate as both testimony to
and legitimization of experienced
violence. The stones themselves
are natural materials shaped by
water and organic matter, yet
their message - the engraved
word - is cultural and discursive.
Violence does not emerge or exist
“naturally”; rather, it is happening
within communities and corporeal
relations.

The photographs articulate the
embodied, lived, and affective
consequences of gendered vio-
lence. The bloody reindeer heart
placed between the women’s
hands appears simultaneously as a
gesture and as an organ, wounded
and bleeding, yet also empower-
ing. Together, the photographs,
stones, and audio recordings break
the silence. They make visible the
violence experienced by Sdmi women and give
voice to more than eighty women.

Rosamaria Bolom’s installation ANTI-
patriarchal. A Demonstration Against the System
(2025) employed charcoal and acrylic on recy-
cled cardboard, alongside metal cans, wire, and
wooden sticks, to construct a large-scale visual
protest against patriarchal structures. The work
was informed by Rita Segato’s conceptualization
of patriarchy as a political system that operates
through both material and symbolic forms of
violence, sustaining inequality by naturalizing
the subordination of women. The installation

1/2026

¥

consisted of 32 human silhouettes derived
from photographs submitted by individuals all
over the world who chose to participate in this
symbolic demonstration. Their bodily poses
and clothing were transferred onto recycled
cardboard sourced from bicycle packaging,
transforming the figures into banner-like forms
of collective resistance. Through this process,
Bolom articulated a plurality of voices that
confront patriarchal ideologies and the forms
of violence they normalize.

Materially, the use of recycled cardboard and
other discarded materials referenced broader
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extractive systems, including deforestation, land
appropriation, environmental degradation, and
labour exploitation. Within this framework,
both natural resources and human bodies —
particularly those of women — were positioned
as commodified and expendable, foregrounding
patriarchy as a structure of systemic violence. At
the same time, cardboard functioned as a ma-
terial associated with protest practices, thereby
becoming a symbol of resistance and political
speech. The faceless silhouettes emphasized col-
lectivity over individual identity, inviting viewers
to recognize themselves within a shared field of
resistance grounded in the demand for dignified
life in relation to community, environment, and
ecological sustainability, free from violence and
oppression.

Some silhouettes were created directly from
submitted photographs, while others were devel-
oped in collaboration with Otroas Feminismoas,
a collective of migrant women working since
2018 to make visible struggles against patriar-
chal violence in Latin American contexts within
Finland. Overall, Bolom’s installation also oper-
ated as a broader call to break silences around
systemic violence and to denounce ongoing
atrocities and human rights violations globally.

Simi Ruotsalainen’s Vigil (2025) is a 4:30-
minute video installation presented in a con-
tinuous loop. The work engages with the docu-
mentation and representation of fatal violence
against trans people, situating these processes
within broader structures of visibility, recogni-
tion, and erasure. It is informed by global data
indicating that in 2024, among reported cases
of trans individuals killed worldwide, 78% were
people of colour, 56% were Black transgender
women, 63% were killed with firearms, 42% were
killed by intimate partners or family members,
and 38% were misgendered or deadnamed by
authorities or media.

In Vigil, monitoring is conceptualized as both
an activist practice and a method of violence
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prevention. The installation examines how
gender-based murders of trans individuals are
recorded, categorized, and represented in media
and official documentation. Within this frame-
work, monitoring refers to the systematic col-
lection and analysis of data in order to produce
independent assessments of how trans lives and
deaths are made visible - or rendered invisible -
in public discourse. The work highlights the im-
portance of such documentation for addressing
gender-based violence within criminal justice
systems, policy development, and international
human rights frameworks. While this form of
recording and analysis is ideally the responsibil-
ity of state institutions, it is currently carried out
primarily by trans-affirming non-governmental
organizations and grassroots initiatives.

In the work, Ruotsalainen uses photographic
material of faces drawn from images that have
been publicly available on online platforms
dedicated to the memories of trans people and
the violence they have experienced. Portrait
photography has long been understood in our
culture as a way of preserving the presence and
memory of a person after death. A photograph
is not seen merely as a visual document, but as a
trace of someone who once existed — a material
reminder of both presence and absence. Roland
Barthes (1981) argues in that every photograph
carries the message “that-has-been”, linking
photography inherently to mortality and loss.
Similarly, Susan Sontag (1971) writes that pho-
tographs function as tools against disappearance
and forgetting, allowing people to preserve and
possess fleeting moments and lives. In this sense,
the photographic portrait and still images in
the video become a cultural site of mourning,
remembrance, and continued emotional attach-
ment to the deceased.

Akey concern of Ruotsalainen’s video installation
is the frequent misgendering and deadnaming of
trans individuals in official records and media
reporting, practices which contribute to the era-
sure of identity and the systemic invisibilization
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of hate-motivated violence. Vigil thus positions
itself as a space of remembrance, resistance, and
critical visibility, addressing both the material
consequences of violence and the epistemic con-
ditions under which such violence is recognized
or denied. Ruotsalainen’s work could be seen
taking a stance on both Viviane K. Namaste’s
(2000) ideas on transgender existence that is
often not a product of medicalization, but rather
a casualty of systemic erasure and marginaliza-
tion within cultural and organizational contexts,
and on Barbara Perry’s (2002) arguments that
prejudice-motivated violence is not an anomaly,
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Image 5. A stillimage from Simi Ruot-
salainen’s video installation. Image:
Hugo Gutierrez. All rights reserved.

but a reflection of a society that
has not yet overcome inequity,
hate and fear.

Conclusion

In this reflection, we analysed
works from the group exhibi-
tion “Hearing the Silence” that
attempted engage with the public
audience on questions related to
gender-based, intimate partner,
and sexual violence against both
women and trans people. The
examples we have analysed here
underline that the artists are able
to create many alternative pro-
posals to violent cultural imagery,
even if in some cases listening or
watching the artworks was a more
arduous and troubling than in a
conventual exhibition experience.
The artworks brought to the fore
problems and issues that are
still part of our societies, such
as addressing the importance of
developing the policies on gen-
der-based violence among communities and for
instance Sami women, revealing how exclusion
and erasure function as forms of institutional
violence, and improving the documentation
within criminal systems on hate-motivated
crimes.

The exhibition not only brought the societal
dimensions of gendered violence into public
discourse, but also fostered cross-disciplinary
exchange, bringing together grassroots actors,
researchers, artists and representatives of
civil society organizations. It functioned as a
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forum within which gendered violence could
be addressed and articulated through multiple
registers of expression. In future work, it would
be valuable to further develop arts-based meth-
odologies that not only enable communities to
engage with the questions of gendered violence
but also advance artistic modes of expression.
Our exhibition has prompted critical reflection
on what kinds of new openings politically
engaged art addressing gendered violence may
produce within contemporary art discourse and
practice.

Mari Makiranta is a researcher-artist and scho-
lar of visual culture, working at the intersections
of feminist studies, socially engaged art, and art
activism. She serves as an Associate Professor
atthe University of Lapland and holds the title of
Docent at the University of Jyvaskyla. She is the
Principal Investigator of the project “Artivism on
the Edges: Art, Activism and Gendered Violen-
ce” (2022-2026), funded by the Kone Founda-
tion. www.marimakiranta.net

JonnaTolonen is a researcher-artist who combi-
nes aesthetic, ethnographic and action research
practices through inquiry into embodiments and
environments. Her articles have been publis-
hed in Visual Communication and Qualitative
Research among other publications, and she
has edited several books, and her latest Met-
hodologies for Graffiti and Street Art Research
(2026) is soon out from Routledge. One of her
recent artistic publications Domestification of
Domestic Violence, a music record published
under the moniker Shizukana, focuses on the
violence in our society.
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