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A place to heal or to poison,
filled with undesirable thoughts

detail, acrylic on canvas, 61x45cm, 2018
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

The heat
detail, acrylic on canvas, 61x45cm, 2018

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Metamorphosis
detail, acrylic on canvas, 61x45cm, 2018

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

Two snakes, two flies, 
six heads and some fire,

rebirth, transformation, immortality and healing
detail, acrylic on canvas, 61x45cm, 2018

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Disposable Gloves Guide  
exhibition view, 2018

photo credit Ansis Starks
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“Disposable Gloves Guide is Merike Estna’s first solo presentation 
in Latvia. The exhibition elaborates on a set of themes that have 
been present in the artist’s recent practice. In her performative 
paintings and multimedia works in textile, clothing and ceramics, 
Estna is contemplating on the technology led conversions in 
contemporary lifestyle, which inevitably contribute to reshaping 
the social habits of human life. In a society that praises the 
convenience of automatization, we undergo a restless acceleration 
that is drifting today’s society away from the traditional labor. 
Disposable Gloves Guide questions the future of labor and unfolds 
the contemporary social concerns we might be facing the end of 
the world as we know it.”

Dita Birkenšteina  
Kim? Contemporary Art Centre

The exhibition was a collection combining a selection of Merike 
Estna’s recent works and new productions created for the 
exhibition at Kim?. The opening night was complemented by Merike 
Estna’s performance Red Herring.

Disposable Gloves Guide
Kim? Contemporary Art Centre, Riga, Latvia

27.07.2018–02.09.2018

Curator: Dita Birkenšteina
Project managers: Evelyn Raudsepp, Megija Mīlberga

Production assistant: Juhan Soomets
Supported by: 

Estonian Ministry of Culture,  
Cultural Endowment of Estonia,  

Temnikova & Kasela Gallery,  
Estonian Contemporary Art Development Center

Him
detail, acrylic on canvas, 61x45cm, 2018

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Disposable Gloves Guide  
exhibition view, 2018  

photo credit Ansis Starks

Tree trunks, serpents and other animals  
paintings as stages and benches, stages and benches as paintings,  

9 paintings on top of tree trunks 120×120cm each, on various heights or 
leaning against the wall, 2 paintings 120×30cm on top of tree trunks,  

acrylic on plywood, 2017–2018 
photo credit Ansis Starks

Sticks from the wood, hints from the hood 
sculptures as candles, sculptures as fire, bee-wax, 2018 

photo credit Ansis Starks
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Sticks from the wood, hints from the hood 
sculptures as candles, sculptures as fire, bee-wax, 2018  

photo credit Ansis Starks

Disposable Gloves Guide  
exhibition view, paintings as stages, paintings as benches, 2018  

photo credit Filips Smits
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Tree trunks, serpents and other animals  
detail, exhibition view, paintings as stages and benches, stages and benches 
as paintings, 9 paintings on top of tree trunks 120×120cm each, on various 

heights or leaning against the wall, 2 paintings 120×30cm on top  
of tree trunks, acrylic on plywood, 2017–2018  

photo credit Ansis Starks

Tree trunks, serpents and other animals  
detail, exhibition view, paintings as stages and benches, stages and benches 
as paintings, 9 paintings on top of tree trunks 120×120cm each, on various 

heights or leaning against the wall, 2 paintings 120×30cm on top  
of tree trunks, acrylic on plywood, 2017–2018  

photo credit Ansis Starks
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Merike Estna’s performance Red Herring  
Kim? Contemporary Art Centre, 26.07.2018  

photo credit Filips Smits
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Red Herring cocktail  
during Merike Estna’s performance Red Herring  

Kim? Contemporary Art Centre, 26.07.2018  
photo credit Filips Smits

Disposable Gloves Guide  
exhibition view, 2018 

photo credit Ansis Starks
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Red Herring cocktail  
during Merike Estna’s performance Red Herring

Kim? Contemporary Art Centre, 26.07.2018 
photo credit Filips Smits

A serpent, a hand and a nightcrawler  
acrylic on canvas, 61×45cm, 2018
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

In the shadows of a painting,  
grows an other much more vain thing 

acrylic on canvas, 61×45cm, 2018
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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exhibition view with 
Sticks from the wood, hints from the hood

sculptures as candles, sculptures as fire, bee-wax, 2018
photo credit Ansis Starks 

Damage was reparable 
detail, acrylic on canvas, 300x490cm, 2017

photo credit Ansis Starks

There are more eyes than there is fire, 
but there is no need to see

acrylic on canvas, 61×45cm, 2018 
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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The Baltic Triennial 13 exhibitions seek answers to the question: 
What does it mean to belong in an era of fragmented identities? 
According to Vincent Honoré, chief curator of the triennial, the 
Tallinn exhibition focuses on the body: “This means the moving 
body, the fragmented body, the organic body, the political body 
and the desirous body. Sensuality plays the role of a meter at 
the exhibition, to calculate our sense of belonging.” For Honoré, 
identity is not only something political or geographic, but also 
something personal, sexual and corporeal.

Merike Estnas’s commisioned new work for the Baltic Triennial 13 
an egg, a larva, a nymph combined a painting on 4200 ceramic 
tiles for a floor size 840×430cm, painting on canvas 200×300cm, 
9 paintings on ceramic vessels, bee-wax candles and performative 
presence (performer Andrius Mulokas).

“Estonian artist Merike Estna is a painter, but performance is often 
a vital element in the paintings she makes. At Art in General 
in New York last year, the artist held a picnic on one of them. 
For Give Up the Ghost, Estna has reversed the typical gaze to 
a “female” one and introduced a nude male into her colorful 
installation. The seated performer follows a lineage in the artist’s 
practice: Craft, textiles, ceramics, and clothes are frequent 
components in Estna’s work, as she tries to activate a more 
feminine language in art.

Estna has incorporated images of ticks, flies, and snakes across 
4,000 hand-painted and glazed tiles laid across the floor, around 
the pretty painted pottery, as well as in her large-scale painting. 
It’s a rather threatening environment for a naked body, but Estna’s 
male performer was serene amid Estna’s fauna. (And the main 
hall of the venue was not the only place Estna colonized with 
her sprawling works; on the opening weekend, Vincent Honoré 
sported a hand-painted garment by the artist.)”

Kate Brown  
The 6 Must-See Performances — and a Special Fragrance —  
at the Estonian Chapter of the Baltic Triennial, Artnet News, 
02.07.2018

an egg, a larva, a nymph
Baltic Triennial 13 Give Up The Ghost. Chapter 2

Tallinn Art Hall, Tallinn, Estonia
29.06.2018–02.09.2018

Artistic director: Vincent Honoré
Curatorial team: Dina Akhmadeeva, Canan Batur,  
Neringa Bumblienė, Cédric Fauq, Anya Harrison

Architect: Diogo Passarinho
Designer: Tadas Karpavičius 

Organisers: Contemporary Art Centre, Vilnius, 
 Center for Contemporary Arts, Estonia, Tallinn,  

Kim? Contemporary Art Centre, Riga
Commissioners:

Kestutis Kuizinas, Maria Arusoo, Renate Prancane
Production assistants for an egg, a larva, a nymph:  

Ellen Vene, Madli Ehasalu, Juhan Soomets 

Special thank you for an egg, a larva, a nymph: 
Estonian Academy of Arts ceramic department, Anne Eelmere, 

Jaan August Viirand, Riinu Rahuoja, Center for  
Contemporary Arts, Estonia, Maria Arusoo, Sten Ojavee,  

Stemo Ojavee, Saskia Suominen, Kaarin Kivirähk, Indrek Köster,  
Tallinna Kunstkeraamikatehas, Vivarec, Herko-Rasmus Servet, 

Outset Eesti, Aime ja Priit Estna
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Disposable Gloves Guide  
exhibition view, 2018 

photo credit Ansis Starks
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an egg, a larva, a nymph  
installation view, performative presence (performer Andrius Mulokas), 2018

photo credit Aime Estna
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an egg, a larva, a nymph  
detail, installation view, 2018

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

an egg, a larva, a nymph  
installation view, performative presence (performer Andrius Mulokas), 2018

photo credit Aime Estna
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an egg, a larva, a nymph  
installation view, performative presence (performer Andrius Mulokas), 2018

photo credit Aime Estna
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“Red Herring engages painting as a stage for human interaction. 
Merike Estna’s practice incorporates what she terms “performative 
paintings” with allusions to the digital, the nostalgic, and a romantic 
reverence for parts of human existence that are mutating, melting 
or slipping away. She serves artist-crafted cocktails, inviting  
the audience to drink and converse atop her paintings.  
Inspired by Aleksander Pushkin’s A Feast in the Time of Plague 
Estna plays with our ideas of Romantic forms of representation 
and social space.”

Maria Arusoo,  
Center for Contemporary Arts, Estonia

Virgin Red Herring
Kiasma Art Museum, Helsinki, Finland

24.02.2018

Curator: Jonna Strandberg
Producer: Sanni Pajula

Performance assistants:  
Evelyn Raudsepp and Maria Saarikoski
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kneeling banana/angel  
flew over my head 
on the 7th floor 

above the seabed  
painting as a curtain, acrylic on canvas, 300×490cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

an egg, a larva, a nymph 
detail, glaze painted vessel and tiles, 2018

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Virgin Red Herring  
participatory performance, picnic on a painting, 2018
photo credit Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Virgin Red Herring team (Evelyn Raudsepp on the left, Maria Saarikoski  
on the right, Merike Estna in the middle) wearing Burning stars editions

(Burning stars were originally commissioned by Center for Contemporary 
Arts, Estonia. Produced for the exhibition Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid 

Presence curated by Maria Arusoo, Art in General NYC, 2017) 
participatory performance, picnic on a painting, 2018
photo credit Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

Virgin Red Herring  
participatory performance, picnic on a painting, 2018
photo credit Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Virgin Red Herring  
participatory performance, picnic on a painting, 2018
photo credit Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen

Virgin Red Herring  
participatory performance, picnic on a painting, 2018
photo credit Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Merike Estna and Maria Metsalu
Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence

Art in General (AIG), New York, U.S.
17.11.2017–13.01.2018

Curator: Maria Arusoo
Commissioned by:  

Laurel Ptak as part of Art in General’s  
International Collaborations program

Produced by: Center for Contemporary  
Arts, Estonia and Art in General

Assistants: Lina Alfonso, Patrick Jaojoco,  
Kaarin Kivirähk, Sten Ojavee

Supported by:  
Cultural Endowment of Estonia, 

 Kanuti Gildi SAAL

Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence observes a shift taking 
place in the realm of our aesthetic and emotional sensibilities. 
The exhibition wonders if our over-consumption of virtual space 
and submission to the stress of competition and acceleration 
has provoked a deep mutation in the psychosphere, exploring 
the zombified body as a response to today’s evolving societal 
structures. Today, individuals suffer under the duress of a 
continuously fractured and precarious landscape and — even 
more acutely — an understanding of the self. Looking particularly 
to the female perspective, the exhibition attempts to address 
this uncanny, post-accelerationist body in its new surroundings, 
questioning our state of turmoil, loneliness, and uncertainty 
surrounding the future.

Merike Estna’s works echo contemporary social concerns with 
allusions to the digital, the nostalgic, and a romantic reverence for 
the parts of human existence that are currently mutating, melting, 
and slipping away. Her performative paintings and multidimensional 
works — including textiles, rugs, and clothing — question the 
diminished value of traditional female labor. Estna’s performance 
Red Herring engages painting as a stage for human interaction.

Maria Metsalu’s sculpture and video deal with the politicization 
of sexuality and the millennial body. She confronts our current 
conditions by taking her own body as the epicenter of her work, 
turning it into a shimmer as sublimely dull as that on a screen. Her 
performance Mademoiselle x blurs relationships between self and 
structure in a time of technological advancement and sociopolitical 
uncertainty.
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Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna  
inside Maria Metsalu’s performance Mademoiselle x set. 

Kanuti Gildi SAAL, Tallinn, Estonia, 2017 
photo credit Mark Raidpere

Virgin Red Herring  
participatory performance, picnic on a painting, 2018
photo credit Finnish National Gallery / Petri Virtanen
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Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna  
Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence  

exhibition view, 2017
photo credit Dario Lasagni
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Merike Estna  
Burning stars  

Camouflage sets of limited edition shorts, t-shirts, bombers for blending in 
with a painting. Commissioned by Center for Contemporary Arts, Estonia. 

Produced for the exhibition Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence  
curated by Maria Arusoo, Art in General NYC, 2017

detail, 2017 
photo credit Marko Krunic

Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna  
Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence 

exhibition view, 2017
photo credit Dario Lasagni

Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna  
Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence  

exhibition view, 2017 
photo credit Dario Lasagni
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The best rubber gloves for your cleaning needs 
the best rubber gloves for clearing weeds 
the best rubber gloves for the best rest
acrylic on canvas, 60,5×45,5cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

Collapse of the system  
oil on canvas, 60,5×45,5cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

Red Herring 
picnic on a painting  

Performa 17, AIG New York, U.S., 17.11.2017
photo credit Maria Baranova
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Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna 
Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence  

exhibition view, 2017
photo credit Dario Lasagni
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Red Herring 
picnic on a painting

Performa 17, AIG New York, U.S., 17.11.2017
photo credit Maria Baranova

artists, curator and AIG staff wearing  
Merike Estna’s special edition Burning Stars  

commissioned by Center for Contemporary Arts, Estonia  
produced for the exhibition Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence  

curated by Maria Arusoo, Art in General NYC, 2017 
exhibition view, 2017 

photo credit Dario Lasagni
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Maria Metsalu wearing Merike Estna’s special edition Burning Stars  
during her performance Mademoiselle x,  

Performa 17, AIG New York, US, 17.11.2017
photo credit Maria Baranova

Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna  
Soft Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence 

exhibition view, detail of a rug by Merike Estna  
for Maria Metsalu’s performance Mademoiselle x set, 2017

photo credit Marko Krunic
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Maria Metsalu Mademoiselle x  
Performa 17, AIG New York, U.S., 17.11.2017 

(rug by Merike Estna)
photo credit Maria Baranova

Maria Metsalu’s (Mademoiselle x) and Merike Estna’s (Red Herring)  
performances overlapping in space and time.  
Performa 17, AIG New York, US, 17.11.2017

photo credit Maria Baranova
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“In her practice Estna seeks for the conceptual integration of 
painting and daily life, often inscribing the languages, processes 
and applications of painting onto scenic design and stage-setups. 
Estna embeds patterns and colour combinations derived from 
applied arts vocabularies — which haven’t traditionally been 
accepted in the discourse of painting — juxtaposed with what 
have become familiar motifs of digital communication. Estna’s work 
challenges the masculine territory of painting and questions the 
strict visual separation between painting and craft discourses. The 
works are often activated by visitors or gallery staff: as drinks or 
cakes served, as clothing or hand towels. Her installations become 
a meeting point for exchange between visitors and the often 
unstable qualities of painting.”

Thomas Cuckle, Kunstraum

Merike Estna’s solo exhibition at Kunstraum incorporated an 
intricately painted stage/floor painting which, over the course of 
the exhibition, hosted a series of performance events including  
Lina Lapelytė (as part of Kunstraum Five Years Party), 
Performances for Pets (Krõõt Juurak & Alex Bailey),  
Charismatic Megafauna and Maria Metsalu.
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fragments from the shattered toe
Kunstraum, London, UK

29.09.2017–25.11.2017

Curator: Thomas Cuckle
Conceived by: Juste Kostikovaite

Produced in partnership with:  
Estonian Contemporary Art Development Center;  

Temnikova & Kasela Gallery; Lithuanian Culture Institute
Supported by: Arts Council England,  

Cockayne — Grants for the Arts, 
The London Community Foundation, 

Estonian Ministry of Culture and  
Cultural Endowment of Estonia 

Special thank you:  
Charismatic Megafauna, Performances for Pets,  

Maria Metsalu, Kadri Laas, Karin Laansoo, Olga Temnikova,  
Indrek Kasela, Paula López Zambrano, Lilian Hiob

fragments from the shattered toe 
exhibition view

photo credit Benjamin McDonnell

fragments from the shattered toe 
painting as a rug as a poncho, hand painting on  

hand tufted wool plus artist’s hair, 200×90cm, 2017

Maria Metsalu and Merike Estna  
inside Maria Metsalu’s performance Mademoiselle x set.  

Kanuti Gildi SAAL, Tallinn, Estonia, 2017
photo credit Mark Raidpere
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Charismatic Megafauna in fragments from the shattered toe 04.11.2017
photo credit Olga Koroleva

Merike Estna invited Charismatic Megafauna to perform within 
her installation. Charismatic Megafauna is a dance punk trio from 
London. Offering a potent mix of girl-gang chants, drum offensives 
and mutant synth freakouts, they refract their feminism through an 
absurdist lens – party music for politically-minded people. They’ve 
been playing in fields, festivals, flats, studios, bars, warehouses, 
museums, galleries and basements since 2014.

fragments from the shattered toe  
exhibition view

photo credit Benjamin McDonnell
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Performances for Pets in fragments from the shattered toe 22.10.2017
photo credit Olga Koroleva

Merike Estna’s exhibition opened its doors to dog audiences.  
Alex Bailey performed the project Performances for Pets, a project 
developed in collaboration with Krõõt Juurak, specifically designed 
for various species of pets. The course of the performance is 
open-ended depending on the reactions from the animal-audience. 
Accordingly, the performances are to be understood as a direct 
and unpredictable form of communication: an offer that the 
animals can also withdraw from. The pets as recipients reverse 
the traditional roles of animals being trained to entertain humans. 
Juurak and Bailey try to find a zone of indiscernibility between the 
human and the nonhuman, suggesting a de-anthropomorphisation 
of their relationships in favour of assuming similarities regarding 
the life and sensemaking quest of animals and artists. 
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Maria Metsalu in fragments from the shattered toe 25.11.2017
photo credit Olga Koroleva

For the closing event Merike Estna invited Maria Metsalu to 
perform in and on her installation. Maria Metsalu is an Estonian 
performance artist whose works express an ongoing interest 
in self-mythologization and autopoiesis via new, corporate 
technologies in an attempt to understand their terms of social 
exchange and transformation.
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fragments from the shattered toe  
exhibition view

photo credit Benjamin McDonnell
damage was reparable  

detail, acrylic on canvas, 300×490cm, 2017
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Charismatic Megafauna in fragments from the shattered toe 04.11.2017  
photo credit Olga Koroleva
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fragments from the shattered toe  
painting as a rug as a poncho, 

hand painting on hand tufted wool plus artist’s hair, 200×90cm, 2017 
photo credit Benjamin McDonnell

Performances for Pets in fragments from the shattered toe 22.10.2017  
photo credit Olga Koroleva
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toe, toe, toe, go, go, go  
painting as a stage, stage as a painting,

acrylic on plywood, 360×360×40cm, 2017  
photo credit Benjamin McDonnell

78 79



B
ES

T 
FR

IE
N

D
’S

 H
A

IR
  

W
IL

L 
A

LW
A
Y
S
 T

A
K
E 

C
A

R
E

Cleaners gloves, painters memoir 
detail, hand woven from old paintings by Merike Estna, 43×58cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
Maria Metsalu in fragments from the shattered toe 25.11.2017  

photo credit Olga Koroleva
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Black gloves 
hand painted on hand tufted wool, 200×150cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

Mop up  
hand painted on hand tufted wool, 200×150cm, 2017  

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Soft values 
hand painted on hand tufted wool, 61×45cm, 2017 

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Sad but sad 
acrylic on canvas, 200×150cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

Liquid rock 
acrylic on canvas, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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From liquid to hard to soft too hard  
hand painted on hand tufted wool, 47×61 cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Merike Estna’s paintings from banana/angel series
Smoke and Mirrors event view 

(Merike Estna, Jozs Bitelli, Andrea Zucchini)  
Rupert gallery, Vilnius, Lithuania, 28.01.2017

photo credit Evgenia Levin

Red Herring was first developed during the residency at Rupert 
in January 2017. The production was assisted by Maximillian 
Gallo, who was also serving the drinks during the first Red 
Herring performance at Rupert on 28th of January 2017 and 
after a research eve at the Apoteka bar in Vilnius together with 
Maximillian and a fellow resident Andrea Zucchini. It has since 
developed into picnic on top of a painting and been exhibited  
at Chart, Copenhagen; Performa 17 and Art in General , NYC;  
and at Kiasma Art Museum, Helsinki.
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Rupert residency
Vilnius, Lithuania

January 2017

Invited by: Juste Jonetyte
Supported by: Nordic Culture Point 

Production assistant: Maximillian Gallo

Special thank you: Andrea Zucchini, Jozs Bitelli, Adomas 
Narkevičius, Kotryna Markevičiūtė, Vitalija Jasaitė 

Best friend’s hair will always take care  
wool and best friend’s hair, hand woven and embroidered, 195×140cm, 2017  

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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banana/angel 3 
acrylic on paper, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

banana/angel 5 
acrylic on paper, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Smoke and Mirrors event view  
(Merike Estna, Jozs Bitelli, Andrea Zucchini)  
Rupert gallery, Vilnius, Lithuania, 28.01.2017

photo credit Evgenia Levin

banana/angel 2 
acrylic on paper, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Merike Estna’s Red Herring cocktails being served  
Smoke and Mirrors event view  

(Merike Estna, Jozs Bitelli, Andrea Zucchini)
Rupert gallery, Vilnius, Lithuania, 28.01.2017

photo credit Evgenia Levin

Merike Estna’s Red Herring
the first time of Red Herring cocktails being served by Maximillian Gallo

Smoke and Mirrors (Merike Estna, Jozs Bitelli, Andrea Zucchini) 
Rupert gallery, Vilnius, Lithuania, 28.01.2017

photo credit Evgenia Levin
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banana/angel 1  
acrylic on paper, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

banana/angel 4  
acrylic on paper, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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banana/angel 6 
acrylic on paper, 61×45cm, 2017
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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kneeling banana/angel
flew over my head 
on the 7th floor 

above the seabed
detail, painting as a curtain, acrylic on canvas, 300×490cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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kneeling banana/angel 
flew over my head 
on the 7th floor 

above the seabed
detail, painting as a curtain, acrylic on canvas, 300×490cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

kneeling banana/angel 
flew over my head 
on the 7th floor 

above the seabed
detail, painting as a curtain, acrylic on canvas, 300×490cm, 2017

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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Spilled paint finds its form in a slow 
spread. Gravity meets surface and 
the liquid flows, shapely pooling just 
so. On the highway near my house, 
somebody dumped a half dozen paint 
cans onto the road, one after the other, 
yellow and red and green and orange 
and purple in perfect splashes on the 
fading black asphalt past the river. 
They appear just after the tunnels that 
plunge in and out of darkness as the 
road cuts through the hill’s rise and 
fall. The downtown towers leap from 
the last as the road curves into the 
city and the paint colours a passage. 
Chromatic explosions on the hard grey. 
Did the cans fall accidentally, rattled 
one at a time from the open gate of 
a lackadaisical handyman’s truck or 
did a late-night vandal toss them in 
timed release on the deserted road, 
no authorities around to punish their 
arterial aesthetics? Both possibilities 
are deeply satisfying. “‘I asked a painter 

why the roads are coloured black.’  
He said, ‘Steve, it’s because people 
leave and no highway will bring  
them back.’” — the Silver Jews

The Sherwin-Williams paint company’s 
logo pictures a can pouring its viscous 
colour on top of a globe, titanic globs 
bead down the side and defy gravity to 
drip into the solar system, across which 
reads their corporate slogan: “Cover 
the Earth”. “We’re proud to announce 
that the entire Northern Hemisphere 
should be slathered 10 feet deep in 
candy-apple red Latex Semi-Gloss by 
year’s end,” Sherwin-Williams CEO 
Christopher Connor told The Onion 
(well, not really). “And we are fully 
confident that the rest of the globe 
can be completed well before the giant 
space bucket runs out of paint.”

This isn’t so much about paint, but its 
spread, where and how it can flow.  Merike Estna’s paintings from banana/angel series 

Smoke and Mirrors event view
(Merike Estna, Jozs Bitelli, Andrea Zucchini) 
Rupert gallery, Vilnius, Lithuania, 28.01.2017  

photo credit Evgenia Levin
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that unfolds out of it. Or maybe even 
in some more elaborate games, it’s like 
what Fluxus hero Robert Filliou once 
wrote: “Art is what makes life more 
interesting than art.” 

And game is perhaps the best way to 
position the work of Merike Estna. So 
many of her paintings snake and branch 
into inescapable mazes and endless 
excuses to play, embodying both 
opposites at once and slipping out  
of any single reading or easy 
conclusion. Unlike the ancient Indian 
game of Snakes and Ladders, Merike’s 
paintings don’t deliver us a morality tale 
of snakes representing vices and ladders 
virtue; rather these slithery reptiles 
coil into mysteries with beautiful skins, 
drop shadows like digital smears in a 
software program. They lead endlessly 
inward, and instead of ladders we have 
branches that split into forking paths, 
a labyrinth of possibilities leading to 
others, a game without good or evil or 
winning and losing but one where the 
playing is the point. Merike’s snakes 
hint at ancient tales of souls finding 
new bodies with each mortal cycle, at 
their skin shedding becoming a curling 
metaphor for rebirth, perhaps at the 
alleged villainy of a snake offering fruit 
from the Tree of Knowledge and a 
woman being the gender smart enough 
to take it (and of course punished for it 
by some humourless patriarchal deity). 
And Merike’s branches branch beyond 
canvas into beeswax candles, into hands 
that flame with the potential of what 
hands can do, create and destroy and 
please and punish; they become the 
legs that hold up pictures and make 
them into platforms. Unlike a ladder, 
they dispense with the hierarchy  
of upwards, and reach in any and  
all directions. 

And though never delimited to the 
simple confines of this way or that, 
winning or losing, up or down, they 

still hint with phrases at stories. These 
particular moments of existence that 
become catalysts, an excuse for the 
path to break into a possibility of 
directions, for stories (in the plural) 
to happen. One small example of this 
in Merike’s work can be found in her 
series from 2017 entitled kneeling 
banana/angel flew over my head on 
the 7th floor above the seabed. Tucked 
into the poem of its title and the fabrics 
of its painting, one finds a bunch of 
bananas, always half peeled, sometimes 
affectionately wrapping their skins over 
one another. Dr Johnson wrote:  
“He who makes a beast of himself gets 
rid of the pain of being a man.” And 
she who makes a banana of herself…
a. is singularly suited to being 

consumed in motion.
b. aspires to play a central role  

in comedic movies, a lubricant  
to laughter.

c. wants to hang out with the other 
fruits and make lewd jokes.

d. has phoenix-like visions of going  
up in a flambé blaze of glory.

e. is the ultimate Velvet Underground 
fan (Peel Slowly and See).

The banana: not even a fruit but  
a giant berry, the suggestive, succulent, 
seedless, sexless, the maker (and 
breaker) of particular republics, curved 
fingers bunched at the end of the 
Octopus’s tentacles, the squishy coins 
on your cornflakes. Here is where  
a joke about cocks and bananas should 
go. For all its delicacy, the banana has 
all the brazen shape of an unsheathed 
phallus and is generally wielded with 
about as much sensitivity. 

The protuberant comedy of bananas 
contains the aspirations of sweet 
tropical plenitude, peeled and unpeeled. 
All Estonians can tell you about their 
first taste of a banana. After the fall of 
the Soviet Union and the new openness 
that came with it, all kinds of novel 

In a wet slip, it can not only pour and 
drip, coat and drown, splatter and 
bleed, but also ooze beyond the obvious 
liquids into shapely forms; it can snake 
and ladder, marble and platform, cocktail 
into drinks and colour our clothes, 
ocean into tidal pulls and swirl into 
cosmic skies, thread from the fabric 
of canvasses to the fabric of our lives, 
melt art into craft and back again,  
a wash for fantasies and the stain of 
our passage. Creating, preserving and 
destroying — paintings can both lure us 
in and set us free. Certainly you can 
square a painting, cage its power with 
four stretcher bars, windowing it like  
a diorama at a natural history museum,  
all the wild things stuffed into set 
pieces, its weird force and play carefully 
contained. Not to be too hard on the 
four corners and bars that frame many 
a painting, everybody likes the cosiness 
of shelter so long as we have a 
window to peek out at the possibilities 
(and of course escape through it 
whenever we need to). A painting 
can window out from the ease of the 
familiar, teasing us with the dangerous 
magic of what’s possible. And maybe 
rather than thinking of those edges as 
bars, perhaps we can think of them 
as support structures, and when we 
pour painting into life, our friends and 
family, our lovers and colleagues, our 
communities become those things that 
give the wet mess of each of us a 
little shape. And from there it becomes 
easy to imagine the painter rather than 
being a singular hero, but an individual 
amidst many, shaped by and shaping 
those around them. Less some macho 
hero and maybe something more 
compassionate and fluid, a different 
measure of quality than one that’s 
dominated the medium since authors 
stepped out of anonymity and signed 
their names to works. A different 
kind of romantic ideal of painterly 
possibilities, bravery as not a singular 
push but a collective experience. 

And with a romantic’s permission and 
a fearless force, the right painter can 
take this ancient medium wherever she 
will, into the present and beyond, in and 
outside the frame. Unbound, art and 
life disappear into one another and the 
medium melts over and into everything. 
Fantasy finds a fold, life persists, 
evolves. Time accelerates, and the old 
pigments feel the heat of modernity. 
Soft bodies wrap around hardware and 
however digital the space, our fingers 
still dance over keyboards. And even 
so, our conceptions of space not only 
collapse a planet with a plane flight 
but expand infinitely into the virtual. 
The tableau of painting can be both 
the bottom of a seabed and the digital 
desktop, ancient stone shaped by 
magma and pressure over eons into 
hard colour and the liquid of imaginary 
oceans, a simple pattern or evidence  
of epochs. 

These forces sound so epic, and 
perhaps they are, but they find their 
figures just so in the hands of Merike 
Estna. A true painter, from Estonia 
originally, but one that makes painting 
less a medium than a mode, a state of 
being and a way of life, an action as 
much as the evidence of one, and both 
dunked so wholly back into reality that 
they are truly atmospheres and events. 
In one performance done there and 
again she calls Red Herring, the artist 
serves cocktails atop a painting on 
unstretched canvas. The cocktails layer 
and swirl with colour, smoking with 
dry ice, perhaps making the paintings 
the red herring, a clue that intends to 
mislead. The painting perhaps isn’t the 
point, but we are, the talk and flirt and 
debate of humans gathering and getting 
loose after a few drinks, the immersive 
atmosphere she makes and then we 
make together. Impossible without the 
painting, perhaps they are more than 
simply a red herring but like Hitchcock’s 
MacGuffin, the excuse to have the story 
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It was on 8 March 2007, International 
Women’s Day, in a wooden building, 
since torn down, somewhere near  
the Estonian Academy of Arts (EKA).  
I had taken a break from painting and 
left the studio to attend a small party  
in someone’s flat, and was sitting in 
front of a wood burning stove when  
in walked Merike Estna. At that time,  
I was a master’s degree student in the 
fine arts department and Estna was an 
already acclaimed painter, whose kinetic 
butterfly paintings and fanciful mises 
en scène had left a deep impression 
on me when I was studying painting 
in the bachelor’s degree programme 
at the University of Tartu. She sat 
herself down at the kitchen table and 
I squatted in front of the stove and 
that was the start of a dialogue on art, 
life and all points in between that has 
lasted over 10 years and is still ongoing.

If we look back on Merike Estna’s work 
from the last 15 to 20 years, on the  
one hand we can argue that the artist 
has embarked on dramatic changes  
of direction; yet it could also be said 
that her basic core has remained  
the same and it’s only the form and 
medium that are in constant change  
and development.

Estna’s creative path began with 
experimental performance art while 
studying at Academia Non Grata, and 
she made her place in the Estonian 
art world as a third-year student at 
the EKA bachelor’s degree programme 
when she entered a painting of hers, 
Kaerajaan, in the Last Hero exhibition 
curated by Eha Komissarov and Hanno 
Soans. That was followed by memorable 
projects such as her EKA BA work 
done under the supervision of Kaarel 
Kurismaa, the kinetic painting Little Red 
Riding Hood: I am the prettiest girl in 

marvels crossed the border and with 
them, the banana. This strange fruit, 
known but never tasted, found its way 
into the mouths of a liberated people. 
Sweet and funny, exotic and new, 
the banana became an odd symbol of 
newly found independence. And thus 
Merike’s bananas mark the half-peel 
of one regime becoming another, with 
all of the weird new freedoms and 
pleasures and costs that such a change 
entails. But even if these stories layer 
into personal experience for the artist, 
you can experience her bananas with 
whatever delicious joy or antipathy you 
desire, half peeled on the splash and 
stone of her paintings, the space found 
seven stories above the seabed. 

And just to linger a little longer here,  
to pull another word and element  
from this particular title — seabed —  
feels delightfully true, or one of  
the many words that with incidental 
poetry captures a lovely tension. Wet 
sea meets soft bed to make a hard 
bottom, making an abyssal backdrop 
for the snaky and branching play in 
the foreground. Backdropping is maybe 
one of the things that Merike does so 
beautifully. Background is not only the 
literal surfaces and colours that make 
up the tableau of these beauties; they 
also create a scenography for her life 
and performances, the performances 

we have with and against them, their 
colours and turns not just “in the back” 
but also a swirl and hardness, like 
stone made liquid, the pressure and 
power of them both dense and hard, 
yet also porous and liquid. I love this 
deceptive possibility of them being hard 
and fluid, of their backdropping and 
forefronting, of them being neither and 
both, a lagoon and a hazy sky, without 
losing a lick of their force as paint. 
Maybe the truth of abstraction is rather 
than settling identity into one thing or 
another, it can be both and anything 
it feels like, or anything we feel like, 
simultaneously specific and unstable. 
And just so, perhaps all that wetness 
needs a mop and some gloves.  
(Both of which find their shapes  
in Merike’s paintings.) 

And ever back to paint, its chance 
splash and intentional colour, its ways 
that it can blend the wetness of bodies 
with the shapes of lives, an excuse to 
gather and an atmosphere that makes 
new connections and actions possible. 
In the liquid swirl and hard bodies of 
her paintings, I find the possibility of 
creation, the colour and energy that 
enlivens and supports, delights and 
allows. I find prismed through the 
Merike’s singular talent that which 
makes life possible.
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the problem with reification is that “it 
connotes the permanent arrest of an 
object’s circulation within a network: 
it is halted, paid for, put on a wall, or 
sent to storage, therefore permanently 
crystallising a particular social relation. 
A transitive painting on the other hand 
invents forms and structures, the goal 
of which is to show that when an 
object enters a network, it can never  
be completely stilled.”

This intrigued Estna, and she began to 
see painting in a contemporary sense 
and find a new lease on life for it, 
smashing the dominant masculinity and 
working with paintings in a new vein 
already free of the constraints of the 
frames. She focused on positioning 
paintings in this newly created space, 
and on breaking or challenging the 
hierarchies between different media  
or discourses. What she was after 
was working with paintings to keep 
them alive and in motion through time, 
not so that they die at the moment of 
completion. As the introduction to his 
book In the Flow, Boris Groys relies 
on Marinetti’s question of why ancient 
Greek columns are more beautiful than 
a modern car or aeroplane. It seems we 
have a higher regard for our past than 
we do for our present, which is unjust 
and absurd, because we live in the 
present, not the past. But can we talk 
of art if its fate is the same as all other 
objects? In In the Flow, Groys examines 
how art enters the flow of time,  
or becomes fluid, as he calls it.

Groys says contemporary art rescues 
itself from the flow not by resisting 
but by working with the current. If 
all current things are transient and in 
motion, their eventual disappearance 
must be foreseen. This type of 
prognostication makes it difficult 
to produce artworks and tends to 
effectuate events, performances and 
temporary exhibitions that demonstrate 

the transient character of the current  
situation of things and rules that 
encompass contemporary  
social behaviour. 

Estna poses the question: how can 
we work in this momentary state with 
paintings? How can a painting reflect a 
situation where everything is in constant 
change and slippery, and yet not slip 
and become reified?

In particular, this was expressed in  
a number of games with form, where 
Estna hacked up and ripped her 
paintings, placed them in front of 
propellers, tore them from the frames, 
turned them into floors, walls and 
ceilings, made cakes, drinks and books 
out of them and asked gallery guards  
to wear her paintings like clothing. 

The biggest and most outstanding 
project from this period was the 2014 
exhibition Blue Lagoon at Kumu Art 
Museum, where her paintings took the 
form of hand-painted books, gigantic 
curtains, large spatial installations,  
lovely kimonos and zephyr cakes. 

Estna’s paintings have become 
performative artworks and they break 
the hallowed boundaries of the medium 
and flirt with media that have been 
considered inferior, such as applied 
art, culinary art and so on. She blurs 
the boundaries between everyday life 
and auratic art and takes an interest 
in breaking down and confusing the 
hierarchy between art genres. Blue 
Lagoon was one of the first projects 
where Estna completely broke a 
painting down to pieces; it was playful, 
inspiring and an installation that 
completely encompassed the space. Her 
initially abstract-seeming games of form 
and colour contained provocation and 
opposition to the traditions of painting; 
the soft and pastel character drew 

the world and her first solo exhibition  
in 2004, Adventures of Jüri and Mari, 
at Vaal Gallery. 

In the early 2000s, before moving to 
London, Estna had firmly planted herself 
on the Estonian art scene with her bold 
painting style, which fused photorealism 
and pop art, and her collages, where 
magical landscapes were dominated 
by over-sexualised women, men in 
severe-looking suits, disconcertingly 
nymphet-like children, rainbows, deer, 
horses and all sorts of unearthly 
creatures, as she cast an ironic eye 
at neoliberal consumer society. Her 
collages emanated woman power and 
straightness of spine, buxom women 
with bunny ears and deer antlers, half-
naked men and girls on the verge of 
womanhood manifesting statements 
about their bodies, family models, 
gender and sexuality.

Her move to London and master’s 
degree studies at Goldsmiths did a 
great deal to change Estna’s style 
of painting. Her work became less 
illustrative and started moving more 
toward the abstract, deconstruction  
of painting as a medium and  
recreating meanings.

Something figurative could still be seen 
in her paintings, but in the London 
period it was becoming a provocative 
game of hide and seek where bushes 
concealed girls performing fellatio and 
supine couples making out and other 
semi-decipherable activities that the 
eye did not parse right away. Estna’s 
works were like veritable abstract 
natural paintings and were full of all 
sorts of characters dispensing love, with 
a strong erotic connotation and almost 
pornographic elements. 

2012 brought a major breakthrough and 
change in Estna’s work and it was the 
starting point of a phase that she is still 
exploring today.

Estna started becoming more interested 
in prying open painting as a medium 
and creating a new constellation 
of meanings. During her London 
studies, painting was considered a 
“conservative” medium and out of 
fashion, and many teachers and fellow 
students urged her to pursue installation 
and video. This only bred defiance in 
the artist, leading her to cling even 
more tenaciously to painting and start 
dissecting it. Through her work, she 
started challenging the established and 
clearly delineated discourse that was 
not making much progress — at that 
time, painting was perhaps too easily 
pigeonholed in the more conservative 
margins of the contemporary art 
world and its theoretical framework 
was developing more slowly than that 
of other media. While pursuing her 
master’s degree at Goldsmiths, Estna 
started studying the theory of painting 
in more depth and, in particular, she 
was influenced by an essay published 
by David Joselit in 2009 entitled 
Painting Beside Itself, where he wrote 
about transitive practices and the risk 
of reification, arguing that the former 
offers an escape route from the critical 
dead-end represented by the latter. 
“As the most collectible type of art, 
which combines maximum prestige with 
maximum convenience of display,” he 
writes, “painting is the medium most 
frequently condemned for its intimate 
relation to commodification.”

Joselit accepts this diagnosis but says 
that paying an artist (or art historian) for 
services such as lecture performance 
or installation is no less of a transaction 
that leads to commercialisation than the 
sale of a painting — “even if less money 
changes hands”. According to Joselit, 
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banal matter that befell them that day, 
while drinking brightly coloured liquid 
paintings all the while. 

In the Rupert residency in Vilnius, she 
developed a drink performance that 
later evolved into Red Herring, which 
she performed both in Art in General 
as part of the NYC Performa festival, 
at Kiasma in Helsinki and the Chart Art 
Fair in Copenhagen.

In Red Herring, the artist mixes green-
coloured ingredients and, blending them 
with liquid nitrogen, serves them to 
exhibition goers. Inspired by Pushkin’s 
A Feast in the Time of Plague, Estna 
plays with our ideas of romantic forms 
of representation and social space. The 
result is a bizarre, colourful, gripping 
gustatory and spectral experience. 
Red Herring takes place in Estna’s 
large-format painting kneeling banana/
angel flew over my head on the 7th 
floor above the seabed (2017), which 
has been laid on the floor for the 
performance and on which people  
can seat themselves. 

kneeling banana/angel flew over my 
head on the 7th floor above the seabed 
is a vivid example of Estna’s recent 
painting style, which thematically and 
technically mixes many aspects that 
fascinate her at the current moment.

After a long time living in London, 
Estna moved back to Estonia in 2016. 
Returning to Estonia brought back a 
certain nostalgia for her childhood and 
coming of age in the Soviet period. A 
number of her works are meditations 
on exotic imports that were not readily 
available and become almost fetishised 
as a result. For example, kneeling 
banana/angel flew over my head on the 
7th floor above the seabed is informed 
by the artist’s childhood when bananas 
were rare and involved waiting in 
queues for hours to buy them. 

Nostalgia and a certain romanticism 
have been fixtures in Estna’s oeuvre 
since her first works, but now 
we can see more distinctly the 
emergence of specific contrasts and 
oppositions. Merike Estna’s works echo 
contemporary social concerns with 
allusions to the digital, the nostalgic 
and a romantic reverence for the parts 
of human existence that are currently 
mutating, melting and slipping away.

Estna’s work evokes a playful techno-
romanticism that on the one hand raises 
questions about the ever increasing and 
dominant role and constant acceleration 
of technological progress, which Estna 
counterbalances with traditional manual 
and time-consuming techniques.

Technical perfection has always been 
very evident in Estna’s works. She 
is not satisfied by simple solutions; 
rather, with each new series she seeks 
out new challenges. In the last five 
years, her painting technique has been 
characterised by layers and masking. 
She composes her paintings in great 
detail as sketches and the execution 
involves layering various paint and 
patterns on top of each other and then 
unmasking various tonalities. The layered 
technique is also conceptually important 
for Estna, because she uses it to 
create a timeline, and the different past 
layers, the history, is visible through the 
holes left by the peeled-off layers. The 
painting does not evince a single time-
space but rather, many phases in the 
form of layers. It isn’t possible to keep 
on erasing so that the point of origin is 
removed — it remains, radiating through. 

Visually, this creates a very interesting, 
gripping result where energetic 
patterned surfaces thrust through each 
other and take the shape of organic 
images — examples of this include with 
a high pitch voice, which echoed in the 
newly painted gallery space for hours 

the viewer in and then turned 
everything upside down. 

In the same period, Estna started 
becoming interested in paintings as 
wearable objects. We see the starting 
point for this in her 2014 video 
Travelling with a Painting, where the 
artist dragged with her a gigantic 
canvas from the Sahara to the snowy 
landscapes of Tromsø. While in the 
Small Projects residency in northern 
Norway, she painted custom boots 
for a video, and these became her 
first wearable painting. In the same 
residency, she conducted her first 
experiments asking that visitors and 
project staff (curator, gallery guard and 
DJ) wear her So Soft/+Pure terry cloth 
bathrobes and towels to sauna sessions 
held as part of the exhibition. A further 
spin on this work can be encountered 
in the form of hand-painted kimonos 
worn by guards at Kumu Art Museum. 
From there on, Estna continued painting 
wearable paintings, hand-painted 
costumes and ripped scarves that 
melded together with her paintings 
and were always unique objects, also 
bearing the traits of Estna’s typically 
very sensitive approach to material. 

In 2017, Estna built on the theme of 
wearable paintings at an exhibition 
held in Art in General in NYC — Soft 
Scrub, Hard Body, Liquid Presence — 
for which she created custom sets of 
athletic trousers, T-shirts and bombers 
with all of the works on display at 
the exhibition printed on to them. The 
edition was titled Burning Stars and it 
was again worn by people associated 
with the exhibition. This time, the items 
were also on sale to exhibition goers, 
and thus the exhibition spread outside 
of the gallery’s space-time. Estna is 
creating something akin to a community 
to which people visiting the exhibition 
are also invited to join, in addition to the 
artists, curators and other participants. 

With Burning Stars, Estna’s wearable 
paintings became more accessible to a 
wider audience, as they were no longer 
hand-painted one-off objects but rather 
had a slightly bigger edition.

Participation and engagement have 
become more important in Estna’s 
work — both through collaboration with 
other artists and incorporating inspiring 
dialogue into her exhibitions, such as 
by creating garments for the exhibition 
staff and audience, and inviting visitors 
on a stage she has erected in the 
gallery or on to a painting she has 
placed on the floor and where she 
serves mysteriously steaming beverages. 

Performative painting is one of the 
constants in Merike Estna’s work. The 
performance aspect in Estna’s work is 
in a state of fluidity — the mobility and 
fluidity of the boundaries of the medium 
that she uses in creating her works. 
Painting can take whatever form the 
artist desires, but she always frames 
it through the medium of painting, 
whether as a stage, floor, ceiling, 
curtain, carpet, clothing, drinks, ceramic 
tiles, etc. Estna, as a transformer, sees 
painting as a living object. For Estna, 
painting is a platform that lays the 
possibility for communication. 

One of her first experiments in painting 
as beverage and painting as food took 
place in London in 2013 when the 
artist, in cooperation with curator Juste 
Kostikovaite, organised a picnic event 
with paintings, called Dream Island.

Estna expands the understanding of 
painting, it alloys life with painting 
and alloys painting with life. For the 
artist, a very important aspect in this is 
communication and engagement so that 
people would dare “come inside” the 
painting, sit for a while on it and talk to 
one another, whether on a topic such 
as the surrounding exhibition or some 
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acceleration that is carried out by using 
time-consuming craft techniques and 
oppositions in the sense of turning 
materials upside-down, painting hard 
marble surfaces for her soft rugs such 
as Soft values (2017) and From liquid 
to hard to soft too hard (2017), both of 
which are from the Liquid rock series. 

As in her works in general, we see 
a number of playful and personal 
connotations in her rug works. For 
example, in 2017’s Best friend’s hair  
will always take care, she has woven  
a blond lock of hair from her best 
friend on to a black broom handle.
In her recent work, we see more 
accoutrements of witchcraft, where  
she uses elements from nature and 
makes them a part of her installations. 

In a work commissioned for the 13th 
Baltic Triennial — an egg, a larva, a 
nymph (2018), which consists of an 
oversized mural painting, a floor of 
4,200 hand-painted glaze tiles, nine 
vases in which beeswax candles have 
been placed and a nude male performer 
who drinks wine with relish on the 
tiles – she has gone even further on 
this theme and also cast a glance 
into Estonian mythology. Animals have 
made a re-appearance in Estna’s visual 
idiom, but not in a fanciful form as 
at the start of her career but now 
as powerful and bewitching mythical 
entities. Estna makes reference to 
tenets of Estonian mythology, where 
many creatures, even lower forms, 
have been given an animalistic role 
and it is believed that the spirits of 
our forebears live on in animal form. 
Estna’s paintings are populated by 
slithering snakes that have been linked 
to folk religions since time immemorial. 
Snakes are, after all, symbols of rebirth, 
transformation, immortality and healing. 
Bees — life-giving, supportive — and 
ticks, viewed as negative protagonists in 
the consciousness of most Estonians as 

they suck themselves under your skin 
and communicate deadly viruses that 
can take over your body completely. 
This is also the avenue by which  
the idea of host body was introduced 
into Estna’s works. The focus at  
the exhibition Soft Scrub, Hard Body, 
Liquid Presence held in NYC in late 
2017 lay more on a quasi-zombie  
state of remoteness or distance,  
and explored how our over-consumption  
of virtual space and submitting to  
the stress of competition and 
acceleration has provoked a deep 
mutation in the psychosphere, and  
it pondered the zombified body as  
a response to today’s evolving societal 
structures. But the most recent 
installations no longer include  
the online connotations; they have 
become replaced by a wild organic 
quality where beeswax has been 
shaped into candles and painted bugs 
and other creatures crawl along the 
sprightly painted surfaces. A host body 
and transformations are a fluid process, 
where different life forms meld into  
one another. 

Once Estna started bringing emoticons 
and technology into traditional painting 
techniques, it is more and more readily 
to be seen how mythology and nature 
motifs are taking over. In Riga at 
the Kim? Contemporary Art Centre 
exhibition Disposable Gloves Guide, 
her painting installations incorporated 
branches, stumps, beeswax sculptures 
that burn like candles and she expanded 
the perceptual level of the painting even 
more by bringing in the olfactory world, 
where she placed lilies associated with 
funerals and the fading of life in one 
gallery room while a consuming sweet 
smell of beeswax could be sensed in 
the other room. 

Estna’s visual idiom has become 
blazingly colourful and this evokes 
traditional handicraft patterns in which 

and hours and hours and hours (2016), 
Liquid rock (2017) and Collapse of the 
system (2017).

In the exhibition Corporate Jungle 
(2015), Estna turned her eye towards 
how modern technologies are 
influencing human interaction, and  
she incorporated the visual idiom  
of the internet into her paintings. 

Through skilful painting techniques, 
Estna imitates the language we use, 
which is becoming transformed into 
short phrases and emoticons, and is 
increasingly taking over our written 
language too. In her paintings, we can 
find many sign language signs, comical 
drumstick symbols and other overused 
emojis familiar from messaging apps. In 
her paintings, these are trail guides for 
us; they convey incomprehensible and 
strange messages and float somewhere 
in the intermediate sphere.

All of this adds up to something of a 
comics-like narrative: abstract characters 
are in dialogue with each other as in 
the 69 hand-painted glazed tiles made 
for a 2016 exhibition in Mexico City, 
Nostalgia with smth for everyone; or 
the large-format painting Agreement 
(2016), which can be found on the wall 
of the National Audit Office building in 
Tallinn; or the stage-floor on display in 
Kunstraum in London, entitled toe, toe, 
toe, go, go, go (2017).

Alongside changes in the forms of 
interaction and behaviour models in 
today’s world, Estna has long been 
interested in work themes, especially 
work often associated with women, 
whether it is handicraft or work around 
the house, but in broader terms she 
also looks at the entire field of manual 
labour, positioning the work of an artist 
there as well. What happens with 
manual labour in an age of constant 
acceleration? One reason that Estna 

started using patterns as her visual 
language stemmed from the aesthetics 
of traditional handicrafts, which were 
often performed by women at times 
when they were not doing domestic 
chores and, as a result, she inquired 
into why this visual language was 
banished from “higher” arts. She 
dissects the terminological space of 
the work through techniques and visual 
motifs that she uses in her work. On 
Estna’s paintings and hand-woven rugs, 
we can see brooms, rubber gloves 
and plastic buckets and often her 
installations make use of materials from 
the household accessories department, 
be they mop handles that she uses to 
hang woven ponchos up on or some 
other objects that tend to be associated 
with domestic housekeeping.

The painting entitled The best rubber 
gloves for your cleaning needs, the best 
rubber gloves for clearing weeds, the 
best rubber gloves for the best rest 
(2017) and the rugs Mop up and Black 
gloves (2017) tell us about household 
chores that often get overlooked, but 
the brooms and black rubber gloves 
have an empowering impact: they 
encourage one not to be submissive. 

As mentioned above, another way of 
treating the topic of labour is through 
the technical solution Estna chooses 
for executing her works. In 2017, she 
created a number of hand-woven and 
dyed rugs that continue to explore the 
domestic work theme: Cleaners gloves, 
painters memoir, Black gloves, and 
Mop up. Through the use of traditional 
handicraft techniques, Estna once 
again raises the issue of hierarchy and 
masculinity in painting. 

Just as Estna melds the language of the 
online communication seamlessly into 
her paintings, so, too, does she weave 
oppositions and quiet resistance into 
her rugs. It is a resistance to constant 
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there was no reticence about using 
pure strong colours; and as themes,  
she is introducing motifs such as life, 
death, cycles and transformation. 

In some respects, I see Merike Estna 
as an incorrigible romantic, yet not a 
sentimental, pathetic one, but a critically 
playful romantic who weaves fanciful 
and mythical own-worlds, invariably 
bearing very specific and eccentric 
titles, a hallmark of hers since  
the outset of her career as an artist. 

Estna’s works often convey or embody 
love. They contain warmth and brilliant 
colour, whether we are talking about 
rugs, paintings, china, ceramic tiles, 
clothing or beverages. Everything melds 

into one. She is a romantic who looks 
at the changing world through nostalgic 
eye, but does not pine for or cling to 
what is fading away but weaves it into 
her paintings and creates unexpected 
combinations. 

Her work has always emanated  
a sense of the human and the 
corporeal. She does deal with alienation, 
but it is so enveloped in the material 
that the viewer is drawn into an 
uncanny web. At first it feels safe and 
warm, and then, finally, layers are shed 
to reveal critically poignant themes.
Estna issues challenges to the painting 
medium around her and, indeed,  
to the whole world we inhabit.
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art projects relavate to her research 
area. Her projects include Performa 17 
Estonian Pavilion Without Walls,  
New York; (Hyper)emotional: YOU in 
EKKM, Tallinn; 5th Artishok Biennale, 
Tallinn; art-project/magazines with ever-
changing identity New Material and  
New Number!.

Lugemik is an independent publishing 
initiative based in Tallinn, Estonia, 
founded in 2010 by graphic designer 
Indrek Sirkel and artist Anu Vahtra. 
Lugemik publishes books and other 
printed matter, working closely together 
with artists, writers, designers, printers 
in every step of the publishing process. 
In 2013 Lugemik opened a bookshop 
on the premises on Contemporary Art 
Museum of Estonia (EKKM) and its 
second location in collaboration with 
Tallinn Art Hall in 2017. 
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Agreement  
detail, acrylic on canvas, 245×350cm, 2016  

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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I should really go back and check on smth 
but I ’ll do that later

detail, acrylic on canvas, 60×40cm, 2016
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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over my shoulder I see 
there was smth I had dismissed

detail, acrylic on canvas, 98×74cm, 2016  
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško136

ghost of despair
detail, acrylic on canvas, 60,5×45,5cm, 2016  

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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your hands are hovering in the air, 
I go

detail, acrylic on canvas, 60,5×45,5cm, 2016  
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško

I will tell you what I mean
detail, acrylic on canvas, 60,5×45,5cm, 2016 

photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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what do you say,
what do you say

detail, acrylic on canvas, 92×58cm, 2016
photo credit Stanislav Stepaško
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