
Time Wizard 
Erki Kasemets
By Kaarin Kivirähk

Have you ever tried to stop time? 
The artist Erki Kasemets does just that by 
using old milk- and juice cartons, buttons, 
matchboxes and beer cans – in other 
words, everything someone else might 
consider rubbish. 
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Life-file, 2018 Tallinn Art Hall / Painted one-litre drink cartons
Thousands of them have been collected over three decades, 
ready to be used in various spatial installations 

Portfolio 
Erki Kasemets
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Tallinn Twin Towers, 2019 / New version of Märt Laarman's painting from 1926
Painted forty-year-old wall covering material
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Lights, 2011
A temporary panel made of painted cigarette packages
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Kalevipoeg in the Underworld, 2015 / Three-dimensional version of the 100-year-old painting by Oskar Kallis
Various painted Estonian cigarette revenue stamps from the 1990s to 2010s 
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Hole Puncher, 2014
A collection of former city transport tickets that were mechanically punched
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Snapshot, video show / Selected shots, 2012
Frame of an animation created by rearranging a pile of painted metal beverage cans 
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Snapshot, 1996
Metal beverage cans, paint, wooden frame
Estonian Art Museum collection
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New Information,  2013 / Exhibition view
The CDs as data storage media have a layer of paint, 
allowing new and temporary images to be created 
from these colourful discs
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Born in 1969, Erki Kasemets belongs to the generation that spent 
one part of their life in the Soviet society and the other in independent 
Estonia. The transition era of the 1990s brought huge changes and 
the arrival of consumerism. Hence Kasemets, who graduated from the 
Estonian Academy of Arts in 1996, made the decision to start preserv-
ing temporal and cultural changes via different packaging. For example, 
he began collecting material for his work “Life File”, which consists of a 
thousand Tetra Paks (mostly milk cartons), about thirty years ago. There 
are diary entries on some of the cartons, dates on others. That is how 
this recollection of the past materialised.

Installations of milk cartons have become the artistic brand of Kasemets 
just like the Campbell soup cans of Andy Warhol or balloon animals of 
Jeff Koons. The Estonian arts- and theatre critic Meelis Oidsalu has said 
that the milk carton monuments by Kasemets capture you with their 

simultaneously epic and temporal quality. They are monumental and 
commonplace at the same time. After all, a milk carton is something we 
all have in our fridges. But how many people recall their daily coffees, 
not to mention the milk cartons they have used? Seeing thousands and 
thousands of empty cartons at the exhibition may feel quite existential. 
As everyday items, they sketch a person’s life story.

The last big personal exhibition of Kasemets, entitled “Crazy Days”, took 
place in 2013 and referred to the sales campaign of the Stockmann de-
partment store in Tallinn. But the exhibition itself was in no way “marked 
down”. The artist comments that it reflected the craziness of his art. 
‘The exhibition is made up of tens of thousands of parts,’ said Kasemets. 
The first milk carton, which he repainted ages ago, became an insignifi-
cant dot in a giant installation. ‘Many small and simple normal things can 
create a totally crazy feeling together,’ said the artist.

Crazy Days, 2013 / Installation 
Exhibition at Tallinn Art Hall
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In his work “American Blend“, Kasemets has built a map of the USA 
from old cigarette packages where towns are represented by cigarette 
brands of the same name. He has used empty cigarette packages in oth-
er compositions as well. Often the artist uses old packaging as modules 
with which one could limitlessly build new and endless systems. At the 
same time, such systems come to resemble a portrait of an era. Societal 
agreements influence our daily lives, but often we cannot pinpoint them. 
Used cigarette packages seem to symbolise such invisible rules. Back 
in the day, a cigarette package was a glamorous status symbol; people 
used to smoke in offices and on airplanes. Today, cigarette packages 
carry scary warning signs about the dangers of smoking; in twenty years 
a cigarette package could become tangible history. 

Having studied scenography and later taught the subject at the Estonian 
Academy of Arts, theatre plays an important role in Kasemets’ work. Isn’t 
theatre, too, a disappearing art form that still captures a specific moment 
in our lives? Under the project name Polygon Theatre, Kasemets 
organised various grand theatre performances in which the audience 
becomes a participant at the all-encompassing environment. The artist’s 
friend, author Valdur Mikita, has said that there are not many contem-
porary artists like Kasemets in Estonia who have been blessed with such 
great directing talent. Mikita claims that Kasemets’ theatre performances 
bring contemporary art closer to people, making it more accessible as 
they literally come to the people on the street.

In fact, milk cartons are not the only things Kasemets has collected and 
turned into art during his life. As early as 1989, Kasemets began to sew 
buttons onto a costume: today it holds more than 20,000 of them. By 
now the jacket and trousers are so heavy that it is not difficult to imagine 
all those past years, the weight of which makes the clothes sigh. People 
often recall important events (like school graduations or weddings) by 
the clothes they wore. With his work “Button Costume”, Kasemets has 
created a collection of memories wherein each button resembles a past 
day in his life. All buttons have been registered in written form making 
it possible to check which button has been sewn where. The artist only 
wears the amazing costume on very special days.

Button Costume

American Blend, 2016

Polygon Theatre
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Arts critic Andreas Trossek has characterised Erki Kasemets as a collec-
tor who collects time and information and creates unique systems out of 
them. But how can one collect and touch time? When Kasemets takes a 
milk carton and starts to repaint it, he has proof of a time and space that 
existed some time ago and this proof will also exist twenty years later. 
Trossek likes the idea of Kasemets as an artist who will one day create a 
large house museum where he will present all his systems, milk cartons, 
bread bag holders, clothes with buttons. Whilst we are waiting the 
opening of such a museum, Kasemets is preparing for his next exhibition 
which will take place next year in Gallery Draakon, in the Old Town of 
Tallinn. If you have time, be sure to stop by!

These days, Kasemets’ thorough and long-lasting art projects could be 
linked to recycling and “slow” art. What is the artist’s take on that? As 
Kasemets started out in late 1980s, people were not so aware of their 
ecological footprints and the need to recycle. But recycling and climate 
problems have become increasingly important for the artist throughout 
the years, and though he does not see them as the main focus of his art, 
giving new life to rubbish is an important statement in his work. He does 
ask, however, whether his activities could be damaging from the point 
of view of recycling as he takes the jars and cartons meant for recycling 
into his own use. 

Erki Kasemets is a modest person who seems to like tinkering about 
and whose thoughts often follow unexpected paths and contain a 
good amount of absurd humour. He says he became an artist be-
cause he failed the high school exams of his maths and physics-bi-
ased class. He therefore tried to get into art class, which worked out 
thanks to a teacher who knew him. ‘My still life definitely ranked 
last,’ he says regretfully. Yet Kasemets was no ordinary school pupil. 
As early as the seventh grade, he developed the board game “Trip to 
the Animal Kingdom”, which was marketed in stores all over Estonia 
in the 1980s. One can only imagine the thoroughness with which he 
created the game.
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