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Abstract: The "Light is History" project involved a public art installation that served as a research object in a public 
square in the Nordic city of Helsinki. It investigated community participation, energy use, and new media approaches in 
the public display of energy artifacts from contemporary Nordic material culture. Participating families were requested 
to inform of their energy consumption and publish their daily energy use for one week onto the project web portal. This 
data was used to determine the brightness of the individual therapy lamps and to light the artifact displays of the 
installation for over one week. This research exercise demonstrated that community members were willing to 
anonymously display information of their personal artifacts and its use in the public place and share their energy use 
information for the common wellbeing. New media technologies and participatory action was able to bridge the private 
to the public spaces, the individual to the collective, and exhibit the community's material culture and energy patterns. 
The project also established that a shared and collaborative installation space that mimics a museum can be created 
outside the museum walls that is open-sourced, sustainable, and participatory. 
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Introduction 

s definitions of inclusion and exclusion become more negotiable, museums are today 
asked to explain their history of exclusion, and to fashion inclusive ways of going about 
their work (Karp et al. 1992, 31). This extends to not only addressing plurality and 
participation in society but also working with the particularities and differences in the 

material cultural heritage of diverse communities. Since the basic notion of material culture 
emphasizes how apparently inanimate things within the environment act on people, and are acted 
upon by people (Woodward 2007, 3), it is crucial for us to examine the relationships between 
material culture and society in context of energy use and the environment. This dimension of 
material culture, resulting from the varying levels of consumption of energy among people in 
various communities is an issue that is today significant to the ongoing global energy debate and 
the long-term effects on the environment. It can be said that in our energy intensive societies, we 
are not only shaping our nature, ecologies and environment but are also engaged in the act of 
producing energy appliances and artifacts. Some of these artifacts today, as part of the material 
culture of communities are obsolete, a few in use, and some with nostalgic value. Each have their 
own personal narratives by their owners, each one their own histories. In a way, they have 
transformed from mere electrical appliances, radios, light fixtures etc. to energy artifacts of 
society’s material heritage. This resulting heritage and energy use are both symbolic and 
empirical representations of the energy intensive lifestyle of communities, and are socially 
relevant issues. Moreover, it is currently an important matter for museums and to the future 
fashioning of inclusion policies to include the topics and themes of energy and environment, 
energy artifacts and material heritage in museum collection and representation. The Museum in 
its role as a responsible cultural institution for communities has an inherent stake in the discourse 
of energy use. It also has a responsibility to initiate participatory action among communities and 
devise models of practice that are geared towards the environment, is more broadly inclusive and 
a role not solely determined by existing collections of material heritage (Lang et al. 2006, 29-32). 

Light is History, the participatory project explored in this paper is an example of an inclusive 
museum prototype serving also as a research object. It was co-created by a community in 
Helsinki and deals with an environmental issue within the context of a public space. It represents 
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a diverse collection of curated energy artifacts of the equally diverse local community combined 
with the social mission of openly discussing energy use. 

Light is History was exhibited at the Hakaniemi Market Square of Helsinki in Finland during 
the last week of November 2012, as can be seen in Figure 1. Built mostly from recycled 
components and materials, it had two main elements consisting of therapy light fixtures and 
energy artifact display cases mounted onto a two meter tall recycled packaging wood box. These 
elements were digitally connected to the community’s energy feedback on the installation. An 
online portal collected this information from the participants. Every evening between 17.00 and 
19.00, the installation displayed the energy use of the homes of the participating members from 
the local neighborhood. This daily event on the busy Market Square provided a platform, an 
“energy art space” for the participants and passers-by to discuss about energy use, publishing of 
energy data, domestic energy artifacts and community wellbeing. 

The goal of this installation as a research object was to explore participation of community 
members towards public wellbeing, sharing and publishing energy data and the display of 
domestic energy artifacts in a public space. At the same time, the intention was also to evaluate 
the use of new media technologies including open data and social networks towards building 
participatory action and create an open sourced prototype for the display of material heritage 
generated by energy use. Through our methodology, this project could be of future use to 
museums and heritage institutions hoping to involve the community. Public entities would also 
be able to create a sustainable learning space in the public realm. In this paper we focus on the 
process of community participation, curating domestic energy artifacts and the use of new media 
strategies in creating shared and collaborative installations for heritage institutions. 

 

 

Figure 1: Light is History installation at the Hakaniemi Market Square in Helsinki, Finland. 
Source: Bhowmik 2012 
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Background 

Helsinki is situated as the with rest of Finland and Scandinavia in the North Temperate Zone and 
800 Km from the Arctic Circle. Due to its location in the northern hemisphere there is a 
deficiency of natural daylight and an incessant cold climate for the majority of the year. During 
the long autumn and winter seasons the daylight intensity required for wellbeing goes down to 
the bare minimum resulting in shorter days and a lack of natural daylight. This can result in 
Seasonal Affective Disorders or S.A.D. and, as noted by Kurlansik, SAD is a common 
phenomenon amongst the population in this geographic region. As combination of biologic and 
mood disturbances with a seasonal pattern, this typically occurs in the autumn and winter with 
remission in the spring or summer (Kurlansik 2012, 2). Also, in the North Temperate Zone the 
temperatures are below freezing for a period of many months. As such, lighting and heating are 
important supporting factors in the general lifestyle of the people, and they can be considered 
significant reasons relating to wellbeing in the Nordic countries.  

These twin factors of heat and light are energy intensive and lead to the use of energy 
intensive electrical appliances and related consumer products. In a way, the use of energy can be 
said to directly support people’s wellbeing that also results in the production of energy using 
processes and artifacts. Such artifacts can be regarded as heritage since they have been inherited 
from past energy-using generations in a continuously evolving form, still maintained and used in 
the present and most likely in the future. Embedded with stories and narratives these are 
significant elements in the daily lives of the Nordic people, thus may be considered as part of 
contemporary Nordic material heritage and as a manifestation of energy use in the Scandinavian 
region. 

Community and Energy use in the Private Space 

The community neighborhood of Kallio formed the basis of our experiments. A diverse 
community near the downtown, Kallio is considered to be the most lively, experimental and 
cultural neighborhood of Helsinki. Being also a high-density neighborhood, with a vast number 
of apartment buildings and residents, and thus energy-use, we thought this to be an ideal site to 
initiate a dialogue in the public context. 

This dialogue was initiated daily at the “energy art space” that was the site of the installation 
and in the community about managing resources, promoting common wellbeing and the future of 
collective energy use. Besides a public discussion, in this project we were able to experiment 
with community participatory action through social networks, and set up a physical installation 
using recycled materials and new media technologies. We were also able to co-curate an open 
exhibition that mimics the workings of a museum that is located in the outdoor public domain. 

To begin with, we examined the private space of the community members and the energy 
use related to it. It is important to note that this energy intensive lifestyle is led mostly indoors 
and occurs inside the individual private space of the Nordic community members. This space is 
usually the living quarters of a person, the bedroom, a studio space or even a personal sauna. An 
abundance of lighting fixtures, electrical appliances are visible in these private spaces that not 
just contribute to wellbeing but also to an expanding energy and carbon footprint. As we 
discovered through our research, the electrical meter is not visibly located anywhere near the 
individual’s home, rather in the cellar of the buildings. This has become an obstacle for 
individuals and families to track their own energy use and placed it outside the sphere of their 
daily lives. Smart metering that is set to be introduced into European and Nordic homes in the 
next few years has also been met with opposition from the EDPS (European Data Protection 
Supervisor). It said the technology could be used to track what "households do within the privacy 
of their own homes, whether they are away on holiday or at work, if someone uses a specific 
medical device or a baby monitor, or how they spend their free time" (Doward and Mortimer 
2012) The EDPS also claims that the vast amount of information collected by the new generation 
of devices could have serious consequences for consumers and what they pay for their energy, 
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combined with the potential for extensive data mining.” As such, personal or family energy data 
has become a privacy issue and something that cannot be openly published or shared with the 
community. The same goes for domestic energy objects that are never analyzed and considered 
in context of the general public wellbeing. 

Thus, related to private-public space and community, our installation meant to question 
whether community participation, open publishing of private energy data and display of private 
energy artifacts could lead to awareness and wellbeing? We also questioned whether people 
would be willing to negotiate their energy use in their private space of their homes to brighten 
therapy lights in the public space for the well being of the passers-by? Our public museum 
installation “Light is History” investigated this phenomena by openly publishing energy data of a 
neighborhood community at the Hakaniemi Market Square of Helsinki.  

The Process of Community Participation 

“Light is History” can be considered as an artist-led participatory design museum project. We 
acted as coordinators on behalf of the participating community from the neighborhood of Kallio 
and facilitated a context for the community to get involved into the project. The installation 
started as the context and goal for the community to interact, discuss, exhibit their energy use and 
their electrical artifacts and narratives. The role of the community included both interaction and 
participation. In this case the “participative” process was, not just getting reactions from the 
community members, but also actually getting them to participate in the creation of the 
installation’s content (Graham and Cook 2010, 113). As depicted in Figure 2, the preliminary 
process began with community interviews and self-reflection that went into the publishing of 
their personal energy data. 

 

Figure 2: Diagram of the process of community participation and making the installation. 
Source: Bhowmik 2012 
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The sixteen participating families from the Kallio neighborhood were interviewed in order to 
understand and analyze their energy footprints and needs. These families of diverse sizes 
responded to our public announcement online through various forums and social networks. 
Posters and notices also helped to inform the local community of our intentions. An online 
signup sheet using Google documents was created where members of the community answered 
questions relating to their willingness to volunteer and donate an electrical artifact for public 
exhibition. Our questionnaire also asked them whether they were willing to share a domestic 
energy artifact, publish and save their electrical energy use on a daily basis.  

 The interviews conducted over a period of two weeks documented the participating 
families’ living spaces in context of energy use, the energy artifacts they used, and the associated 
wellbeing. Some were conducted at the participant’s home and some at the Aalto University. 
Participants were informed of the mechanics and operations of the installation, the online process 
of reporting energy data from the power company’s online portal, and publishing the data 
through our specially designed online user interface. An instruction sheet was provided to every 
participant as guidelines. Since, “Multi-modality encourages the inclusion of diverse 
audiences....” (Salgado 2008, 105-110), we applied methods such as sketching, writing, talking, 
photographs etc. during the interviews. Through this, we sought to encourage interviewees to 
become engaged with our processes. 

 

 

Figure 3: Sketch plan of participants’ home and log of daily energy use around the private spaces 
of the home 
Source: Anonymous Participant 2012 

 
 Energy use in their private spaces was documented through layout sketches that 

included spaces that they considered high energy and low energy consumption. Figure 3 depicts 
participating couple’s sketch of their apartment’s layout and log of energy use. Firstly, the 
participants were asked to sketch their homes on paper indicating the various private spaces of 
their homes. Then they were asked to point out the various appliances, light fixtures and 
electrical artifacts located around those spaces. We talked and discussed during the interview 
process their daily lives and activities around the use of energy and energy using artifacts in their 



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE INCLUSIVE MUSEUM 

homes. This was then charted onto the layout plan of their homes for an entire twenty-four hour 
cycle from waking up in the morning to going to bed. Here, the participants had to map what 
spaces and electrical objects according to them were of both high and low energy use. This 
format of recording was continued for all the sixteen families so that extensive data was gathered 
onto an online resource page. i.e. a shared Google document. These community interviews 
provided us the framework of the installation by allowing us to explore the private energy lives 
and artifacts of the community participants and configuring a process to exhibit their 
contemporary energy-use. An online social network community group after the interview stage 
was created where the community discussions were held online. Here, we talked about the 
practical issues of co-producing the community art space in the public square, and also talked 
about energy use in daily living, light, art, museums and community. Participants were provided 
the online framework to comment and discuss issues online related to the installation. This group 
soon became familiar to each other and became acquainted with each others daily energy use. 
Thus, the final installation space eventually became a place for a group of neighbors and friends 
from the local community. This group throughout demonstrated an enthusiasm and commitment 
to the community in the process of co-creation of the museum installation. 

Co-Curating Domestic Nordic Energy Artifacts 

“Light is History” can also be considered as an artist-led co-curating museum project. We acted 
as co-curators along with the participants from the Kallio neighborhood and assembled an 
exhibition for the community’s artifacts. Here, the community was actively involved in locating 
the artifacts of energy use from their homes, writing narratives and thinking up ways to display 
their objects in the installation. This entire process of co-curation simulated the workings of a 
Research Lab being both experimental and interdisciplinary (Graham and Cook 2010, 113). The 
final installation here served as the lab and the stage for the exhibition and as a platform for the 
community’s energy-use objects. 
 

 

Figure 4: Energy artifacts from participant’s homes 
Source: Anonymous Participants 2012  

 
The act of co-curation already began with our interviews that revealed a wide range of 

energy using objects and artifacts in the participating families’ domestic space as can be seen in 
Figure 4. The curatorial intention here was to compile a set of artifacts donated by the 
participants that were their favorite objects and relevant to the energy use in their homes. Our 
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goal was also to represent this heritage through a visual system to the broader audience (Cameron 
and Kenderdine 2010, 35-48).  

 The initial research questions addressed to the participant’s were for example: What is 
your favorite object that needs electrical energy? Why? We also asked them to mark out the 
location of the object in their domestic space on the plan layouts. A single paragraph narrative (in 
Finnish or English language) was requested from them that would aptly describe their 
relationship with the object, their feelings and emotions associated with it. Since a majority of the 
electrical objects turned out to be at a scale beyond the size of the installation, we requested the 
participants to provide a photo documentary as a representation of the electrical artifacts. These 
images and narratives of these artifacts from their daily lives were collected and displayed on the 
installation. 

 

 

Figure 5: Energy artifacts displayed on the installation on site 
Source: Bhowmik 2012 

 
 The objects documented from the domestic spaces range from washing machines, light 

fixtures, laptops to espresso capsules. The majority of the electricity using artifacts were lamps 
and light fixtures. The biggest energy consuming objects were a washing machine and a sauna 
electric stove. The least energy-consuming object was an electric toothbrush. As shown in Figure 
4., all these objects represented a vivid depiction of energy-use in the Finnish home. 
Additionally, the narratives accompanying the objects allowed us to understand the relationship 
of the participants with energy use. These narratives were publicly displayed on the installation 
as shown in Figure 5, and acted as a window to the participant’s contemporary identity and life 
with energy use for others to see. 

 After the installation, an online repository titled: “Light is History Artifacts” (Light is 
History Artifacts 2012) was created that documented the energy artifacts and participant’s 
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narratives used in the installation. This allowed us to transfer the curatorial process to the web, 
and display the stories and narratives of the local community to a broader audience.  

The Use of New Media Strategies 

“Light is History” made extensive use of new media technologies and digital strategies in 
building both the actual public installation and fostering community participation. As depicted in 
Figure 6, a combination of emerging digital hardware, online tools and social networks that are 
currently being explored by the museum community (Lang et al. 2006, 29-32) were utilized in 
the entire process. The physical installation aimed to be a simulation for the data feed and 
participants’ objects and narratives supported in the background by an online community on 
Facebook and our data feedback portal. 

 The public announcements at the commencement of Light is History was posted online 
at our Light is History Wordpress website (Light is History 2012) that was hosted on the Aalto 
University research server. The project site contained an overview of the project, the process 
gallery and a participation form (an embedded Google form). The call for participation and the 
installation itself was broadcast on various online forums such as Sharetribe, Twitter, Facebook, 
local community blogs such as Möndåg, Helsingin Energia blog, ARTS university community 
blogs such as Onni etc. Through participation in the Talking Trash (lab) Lecture series hosted by 
local digital arts organization: Pixelache / Pixelversity at the Aalto Media Factory, the project 
benefitted further dissemination into the local communities of Helsinki. We were able to sign up 
after this preliminary exercise, sixteen families from the local community of Kallio that in total 
included more than thirty individual participants from diverse age groups and nationalities who 
eventually co-created the museum installation in the public space. 

 

 

Figure 6: System diagram of a prototype exhibited at an Aalto University workshop 
Source: Bhowmik 2012 
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The physical installation was built in the labs and workshops of the Aalto ARTS campus in 
Arabia during the months of September to November 2012. The two main components were the 
light therapy lamps and the artifact display cases mounted on a two-meter tall wood box. 
Recycled electrical meters salvaged from the local metering company were used to build the 
lamps and the display cases. The electrical meters were emptied of their contents and Bright LED 
lights were installed into them. These were then mounted onto a custom wood box made at the 
university wood and metal workshop. The lamps and cases were wired to a microcontroller chip 
and a central onsite computer. The microcontroller chip was programmed to receive energy 
feedback data from the participants and relay them to the light fixtures.  

 Between November 21 to December 1, the participating families were requested to 
publish their energy consumption of daily energy use for one week onto the project web portal. 
The daily data feedback process involved logging into the local energy provider Helsingin 
Energia’s customer online portal: “Sävel”, recording the data in kilo watt hour (kWh) and 
inputting the same data onto the Light is History online feedback system and mobile application. 
This savings data was then further relayed to the microcontroller chip onsite and used to 
determine the brightness and dimness of the individual therapy lamps and to light the artifact 
displays of the installation (Acharya et al. 2012). Through this setup, individual energy savings 
were simulated through the therapy lamps on the installation on a daily basis, along with the 
display of the participant’s objects and narratives at the Hakaniemi Market Square. 

Onsite Discussion and Post-Installation Feedback 

“Light is History” was installed and exhibited at the Hakaniemi Market Square between 
November 25 to December 1, 2012 as a co-created community museum space. It simulated on 
site the energy savings data of the participating families and displayed their domestic energy 
artifacts in the form of pictures and narratives.  

 The participants of the community were invited to be present around the installation 
between 17.00 and 19.00 in the evening when the lights were switched on. Coffee and Glöggi (a 
traditional Finnish Christmas drink) was served during this time. Here, finally the anonymous 
participants and the general audience were able to mingle around and be in contact through the 
donated energy of the lights and the energy artifacts. The identities of the participants were 
anonymized and it was only through the images of the energy artifacts and narratives that any 
identity was provided on the installation. A therapy lamp combined with the object display case 
and narrative became the identity of the anonymous energy provider in the public square. On a 
daily basis, the installation constructed an experience at the public square in which the audience 
and the participants inhabited the art space to formally engage in conversation between multiple 
enactments during the week (Dalle Vacche 2012, 241-255). Also, during this week, discussions 
were initiated about energy use in daily living, public light therapy, wellbeing, art in general, 
museums and acts of community participation. A lot of conversations centered on open 
publishing of energy data, feel-good aspects of energy saving, use of energy using objects and 
the emotions associated with it. Non-participating members of the local community, visiting 
researchers and academics also joined into the conversation. School children accompanied by 
their teachers visited the installation several times during the day and received information and 
lessons in energy use and saving from us, as shown in Figure 7. The curious local residents, 
elderly and passers-by during the market hours also often stopped and engaged in conversation 
with the discussing participants. Thus, for seven days and seven nights, Light is History engaged 
a discussion with the local community around a display of light and material artifacts in a very 
public and visible square of Helsinki. 

 The Installation also received a huge volume of feedback from the general people and 
the participating families. This feedback may be divided into two parts: firstly, the one received 
on site during the installation and the other after the installation from the participants. The 
general audience i.e. the local non-participating members of the community were inspired by the 
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fact that another member of their own local community was saving energy for the therapy lamps 
to serve the general wellbeing. 

 

 

Figure 7: School children visiting the final installation at the Hakaniemi Market Square in 
Helsinki 
Source: Bhowmik 2012 

 
This act was applauded and helped to generate further discussion in this act of donation of 

energy and became the dominating point of all conversations. The images and narratives about 
the artifacts served as complementary mini-stories about the participants’ relationships with 
energy artifacts and energy use anonymously. Passers-by often stopped to read the narratives and 
try to associate them with the pictures. Thus the general audience was able to peek into the 
energy lives of their very own neighbors. 

 The post-installation participants feedback formed the second stage of receiving back 
information regarding the process of co-designing and exhibiting the installation. For this 
purpose, a special Google form was created and emailed to the families along with an 
appreciation of thanks. The feedback questionnaire contained questions such as: What did you 
feel about noting your energy use over the duration of ten days? What did you think of the 
interface that you used to input your daily energy use information? What did you think of the art 
installation that was showing your energy use at Hakaniemi? Did the participation in the project 
change your view about any particular issues in your daily life?  

 In general, reporting energy use created awareness among the participants about energy 
consumption on a daily basis. It also made them realize the significance of all the electrical 
objects in their homes as part of their daily contemporary lifestyle such as: “It was interesting to 
see the daily differences - I also made some small changes in the apartment to see it they would 
have an effect .....” Some even decided to change their daily routines and save more energy. The 
bright lights on the installation according to their feedback: “it was very suitable to the dark 
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autumn season and brought a nice light element to the Market Square in Hakaniemi.” There were 
however some negative feedbacks especially that the artifact images on the installation were too 
small and small print narratives too hard to read. Another comment was that the narratives being 
partly in the English language was considered by a participant to be an obstacle in engaging the 
local community. From the feedbacks we gathered it was explicit that the participants became 
deeply engaged with the installation process in the aspects of energy data reporting, their 
relationships with the electrical artifacts from their homes and that they were delighted to 
participate in our installation project. 

Conclusion 

As explored in this paper, the Light is History project demonstrates that museum practices could 
be extended and enhanced with the participation of a community beyond the workings of a 
conventional museum. A shared and collaborative installation in the public space that mimics a 
museum could be created outside the museum walls that is community-sourced and that creates 
awareness about fostering community and sustainability. The process also showed that new 
practices of community engagement could be explored with the use of emerging media 
technologies in the co-curation of artifacts in the public and museum context. This installation 
attempted to deal with questions of inclusion as a unique example of an inclusive museum 
prototype, co-created by a community that simultaneously deals with energy and environmental 
issues. By representing a diverse collection of curated energy artifacts of the equally diverse local 
community it even tried to combine the social mission of openly discussing energy use with the 
contemporary private practice of amassing related domestic material culture. While building this 
“museum of energy-use artifacts”, the installation process showed that community members are 
willing to display their personal artifacts in the public place and share their energy use for the 
common wellbeing. Finally, the project tried to establish that new media technologies and 
participatory action could bridge the private domestic space to the public domain, the individual 
participant to the collective audience, and thus exhibit the community's material culture and 
energy needs in the open.  
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