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“Ladies and Gentlemen”
Nostalgised Pavilion Dance Culture as a Performative 

Resource in the We Love Helsinki Club Concept

  Kim Ramstedt

This article explores Finnish “iskelmä” music (schlager, Finnish light popular song) 
and the associated pavilion dance culture as a retro phenomenon in an urban 
nightclub environment in the We Love Helsinki (WLH) events. I particularly focus 
on the DJs’ strategies in creating a sense of community among the clubbers, and 
how the events have become a forum to pursue romance among audience mem-
bers. I will argue that the notion of iskelmä is used as a performative resource by 
the audience that influences their behavioural patterns. A performative reading 
of the audience is done by considering how gender positions are articulated and 
understood in this context. The study is theoretically informed by performance 
studies and methodologically the research is based on fieldwork conducted 
between 2012 and 2014, comprising semi-structured interviews with DJs and 
observations at four large WLH events during this period. Additional material 
includes WLH promotional material and media coverage of the events.

Keywords: Audience, DJ, Schlager, Performance, Nostalgia, Gender, Club Culture.

During the past eight years, since 2008, the We Love Helsinki (later 
WLH) club concept has been an attractive gathering for a chic crowd in 
Finland’s capital of Helsinki. The WLH events revive and celebrate old 
Finnish pavilion dance culture, which is relocated to an urban nightclub 
setting. Instead of the live dance bands that traditionally perform at the 
dance pavilions, at the WLH events DJs are responsible for performing old 
Finnish iskelmä recordings (light popular song or schlager), associated with 
the culture. A large part of the audience dresses up accordingly – men in 
period style suits, bow ties, berets or fedoras, women in long floral dresses 
and high heels. This article explores the DJs’ strategies in recontextualising 
iskelmä music to this new club environment and discusses how the nostalgia 
for the music and culture is actualised in the audience behaviour. A particular 
focus is on how the DJs’ through their verbal communication create a sense 
of community among the audience members and encourage a pursuit of 
romance in them. I will argue that the events are framed by the concept 
of iskelmä, which is used by the audience as a performative resource, and 
influences their behavioural patterns. I conclude the study by discussing 
how gender positions are understood in this context, based on my reading 
of the audience behaviour as a performance. 

The main theoretical tools derive from performance studies, where I 
invoke ideas by Richard Schechner (1985; 1990; 2003), primarily his idea 
about “restored behaviour”, the multidisciplinary theorisation around the 
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notion of play provided by Gregory Bateson (1972), and a few other tools that 
relate to human conduct as performance (Bauman 1975; Ehrmann 1968). The 
studied restored behaviour is further theorised using the notion of nostalgia, 
as has been discussed by Svetlana Boym (2001) and, to a lesser extent, by 
Simon Reynolds (2011). The research, which is based on observational 
fieldwork conducted between 2012 and 2014, comprises semi-structured 
interviews with four DJs, including the organiser, and participation at four 
large WLH events during this period where informal talks with audience 
members were also conducted. Additional empirical material includes 
newspaper and media coverage of the events, as well as discussion threads 
and promotional material from WLH managed Facebook pages.

WLH and the Nostalgia for Iskelmä 
Before engaging in the analysis of the actual performance setting, the 
cultural history, as well as the social and aesthetic positioning of iskelmä, 
requires some contextualisation. WLH, which is today essentially a one-man 
enterprise that Timo Santala manages, started out as a loose collective of 
journalists and photographers contributing to a blog with the same name. 
The first WLH event was organised as a launch party for the blog during the 
2008 Midsummer festivity, one of the most important national holidays in 
Finland held the weekend preceding or succeeding the summer solstice in 
June. To celebrate this significant Finnish holiday, the organisers thought 
it appropriate to have DJs at the event play old Finnish iskelmä music, 
which is rarely heard in this kind of club context. The concept proved to 
be successful and, according to Santala (interview 2014-02-17), the event 
attracted an audience beyond the venue’s capacity, leaving several hundred 
people outside. Since then, similar “Iskelmä Dances” (We Love Helsinki 2014), 
as the events have been labelled, have been organised every Midsummer, 
New Year’s Eve, and May Day, the last being celebrated in Finland as the 
springtime carnival-style festivity of Vappu or Walpurgis Day. 

The unusual new context that WLH provides for iskelmä music and 
culture has gained the events a significant amount of media attention, where 
labels like “hipsters” (Lennes 2010; Svanbäck 2010) or the “creative class” 
(OT 2012) have been used to describe the urban middle-class audience. 
Without attempting too specifically to define what it means to label the 
WLH audience as hipsters, the discourse resonates with Simon Reynolds’ 
(2011:xix-xx) observations regarding the contemporary cultural “avant-garde” 
or “hipster-land”, turning increasingly further back in time in search of 
authentic cultural forms. Following Reynolds’ logic, the Finnish media 
also ostensibly regards the WLH audience as forerunners in musical taste, 
as the news coverage has suggested that iskelmä music is now becoming 

“popular” or “trendy” (Hintikka 2010; Kalliopää 2013).
According to popular music scholar Antti-Ville Kärjä (forthcoming), 

iskelmä has been canonised as “the quintessential form of mainstream 
Finnish popular music”. In popular discourse, the genre has been seen to 
reflect the “deep sentiments of the Finnish people” and to reveal something 

“essential about Finnish mentality and culture” (Mäkelä 2005:19). Iskelmä’s 
alleged strong connection to Finnish culture is epitomised in iskelmä and 
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film historian Peter von Bagh’s oft-quoted expression about iskelmä as “the 
secret history of the nation” (Bagh et al. 1977:10, Bagh & Hakasalo 1986:9, 
Bagh 2009:34). Nevertheless, despite this unequivocal association with 
Finnishness, iskelmä is not a uniform musical style – the concept has had 
varied meanings and interpretations throughout the history of Finnish 
popular music. As popular music historian Janne Mäkelä (2005:35) explains, 
the meaning of recordings that deal with Finnish culture and issues changes 
over time: “the Finnishness of iskelmä is understood differently today than 
it was understood half a century ago”. Furthermore, in his analysis of Anniki 
Tähti’s waltz “Muistatko Monrepos’n” (1955), the first record to achieve 
certified gold sales in Finland, Mäkelä (op.cit.30) emphasises how the record 
not only reflected a longing for Karelia, an area ceded to the Soviet Union 
in the Second World War, but also contributed to the construction of that 
longing. As such, iskelmä not only reflects the sentiments of many Finns, 
but also contributes to the creation of a collective shared past.

WLH evidently draws on iskelmä’s association with Finnishness and 
on nostalgia for what is perceived as an authentic form of Finnish culture, 
but the club concept is not concerned with actual historical events or 
in consciously recreating the past. Following Svetlana Boym’s (2001:41) 
definition of “reflective nostalgia”, the WLH concept is about lingering 
on “the patina of time and history, in the dreams of another place and 
another time”, as opposed to a “restorative” nostalgia that takes itself more 
seriously and believes “their project is about truth”. An indication of the 

“flexibility” (op.cit.49) and the reflective nature of the WLH nostalgia can 
be seen in how a vague idea about a “golden age” of iskelmä is referred to 
in promotional material and how an exceptionally wide range of styles is 
included in that category:

At the We Love Helsinki dances, we celebrate and dance to rhythms 
from the golden age of Finnish iskelmä music. The music you will 
hear is old Finnish waltzes, tangos, humppas, jenkkas and polkas, 
as well as foxtrot, jazz, swing, twist, rock’-n’-roll, pop, folk, rock, 
soul and disco from the 1930s to the 1980s. (We Love Helsinki 2014)

Although the notion of iskelmä is constantly redefined and WLH undeniably 
construct their own particular narrative about the music, some more detailed 
distinctions regarding the concept’s history can, and should, at this point 
be discerned to understand it as a source of nostalgia and as a performative 
resource in this context.

Iskelmä was first introduced in the Finnish language in the 1930s as 
a truncation of iskusävelmä (in English, hit tune), translated from the 
German word schlager (Pesola & Rossi 2005:38). But the quintessential form 
of iskelmä and the associated pavilion dance culture was not established 
until the late 1940s, after the prohibition of dancing declared in 1939 was 
abolished after the war, resulting in what Finnish popular music historian 
Vesa Kurkela (2003:352) defines as an unprecedented “dance fever”. A record 
number of venues dedicated to dancing were built at this time, many of 
which are still in use today, prompting the “perpetual 1950s atmosphere” 
that, according to journalist and well-known iskelmä protagonist Maarit 
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Niiniluoto (2015) persists in contemporary pavilion dance culture. As over 
half of the population after the Second World War still lived outside urban 
areas, most of the dance pavilions were built near lakes or on hills, admired 
for their views and location in an archetypal Finnish landscape (Hakulinen 
& Yli-Jokipii 2007:93–94). 

According to Kurkela (2003:408), after the war a “national iskelmä” emerged 
also in sound, epitomised especially in Toivo Kärki’s tango compositions, 
but identified also in other musical styles. In fact, iskelmä was used as an 
umbrella term for virtually all forms of Finnish popular music until the 
1960s, when the dawn of a new youth culture signalled the gradual decline 
in the number of dance pavilions around Finland and in the popularity of 
couple dancing, which had dominated their dance floors. According to 
music historian and genre theorist Olli Heikkinen (2010:93–94), iskelmä 
materialised as a distinct musical style in the late 1970s and early 1980s when 
the so-called “Finn rock” movement distanced itself from the pop aspirations 
of iskelmä musicians. Heikkinen (op.cit.94) relates the development in 
Finland to global changes in popular music and notes that in 1979, the 
American Grammy award category called “Pop, Rock and Folk” was split into 
two separate categories, Pop and Rock. Drawing on Guillén’s (1971) literary 
genre theory, Heikkinen (2010:94) suggests that in the process of becoming 
a viable genre in its own right, iskelmä needed to be counterbalanced against 
an opposing genre, which was Finnish rock.

Although iskelmä as a genre has throughout history been influenced by 
various musical styles, what has persisted, at least until the beginning of the 
2000s (Kotirinta 2002:369, Heikkinen 2009:16), is iskelmä’s association with 
couple dancing and the rural dance pavilions. Notwithstanding the recent 
resurgence of iskelmä – where WLH has also undeniably played a role – the 
audience for contemporary iskelmä and its pavilion dance culture is still 
mostly found in rural Finland. In a pamphlet on the state of Finnish popular 
music, a group of music scholars and representatives of media and music 
industry state that people tend to ignore the proportional significance of 
iskelmä outside the capital region, because the music media and business 
is centred around Helsinki (Haarma and Raitanen 2011:36). The cultural 
elite has rarely been appreciative of the music, as iskelmä’s explicit and 
honest striving for “universality” (ibid.) is far removed from the culture of 
distinction found in other popular music cultures, and, I might add, club 
cultures in particular. At the same time, as the authors of the pamphlet state, 
in treasuring the “common” and “ordinary” (op.cit.37), iskelmä is seen to 
reflect features that have been ascribed to Finns in general. This attitude 
towards iskelmä is represented in journalist and iskelmä spokesperson 
Markku Koski’s (2001:86) statement that iskelmä grows on people: “Iskelmä 
is like a pair of jeans or shoes that throughout time become formed after 
their user. It is consumption at its best”. Koski is here drawing attention to 
the double meaning of the word consumption. The implication is not only 
that iskelmä is produced less as a result of an individual artistic expression 
than to satisfy broad consumer taste, but that this explicit commercialism is 
the result of the music’s association with the pavilion dance culture, where 
audiences expect to hear the same compositions played over and over again 
by different touring pavilion dance bands.

PULS Vol 1 51Kim Ramstedt: “Ladies and Gentlemen”



Koski’s approving tone in his characterisation of iskelmä as an overtly 
popular musical form resonates with how the concept appears to be utilised at 
the WLH events, where the DJs do not solely adhere to early nostalgia-laced 
iskelmä, but also include more up to date forms of highly mainstream 
Finnish popular music in the repertoire. The four events I observed for this 
study, the 2012 and 2013 New Year’s Eve Dances and the 2013 May Day and 
Midsummer Dances, all followed a relatively similar formula. For the first 
two hours, the DJs play exclusively music suitable for couple dancing, the 
focus being on tangos, waltzes and foxtrots from the 1950s and 1960s. After 
midnight, another space is typically opened up at the event venue, dedicated 
to more disco and club oriented iskelmä from the 1970s and 1980s. As the 
night progresses, both the space dedicated to traditional records and the 
disco space proceeded towards more contemporary pop music, including 
several commercial hits from the 1990s in the repertoire, but rarely anything 
from after the turn of the millennium. Towards the end of the night, couple 
dancing also became less frequent and clubbers danced mostly by themselves 
or in groups. Throughout the night, the repertoire on the traditional side 
was older in comparison, although later in the evening, the tempo increased 
and the music tended to be more rock influenced. 

Building on Gregory Bateson’s (1972) “theory of play and fantasy”, iskelmä 
as a concept can be considered to “frame” the WLH events. Labelling the 
events “Iskelmä Dances” (We Love Helsinki 2014) and grounding the events 
in old iskelmä associated with couple dances, suggests a particular attitude 
towards the music, giving the audience “instructions” and aiding them in 
understanding “the messages included within the frame” (Bateson 1972:188). 
The events, as such, should be understood within the frame of reference that 
iskelmä as a concept provides. Moreover, within this larger frame, the DJs’ 
communication can be identified as “frames within frames” (ibid.), providing 
additional information about how the audience should approach the events. 

In contrast to conventions within electronic dance music culture, the 
DJs at the WLH events do not mix the songs together or seek to create 
a continuous rhythmic pulse throughout the night. Rather, hosting the 
event and communicating with the audience has become a key feature for 
the DJs at the WLH events. In between songs, the DJs use a microphone 
connected to the DJ mixer on stage to comment on the music, the people 
and the course of events that night. According to my observations, all 
songs in the DJ sets were played from start to finish with at least a large 
enough gap in between them to introduce the next song. An indication of 
the relative significance that communication skills have over other abilities 
is the fact that the technology the DJs used seemed to be almost irrelevant. 
At the four events I observed, two DJs were committed to playing original 
vinyl records, the other seven used either designated DJ software (Traktor), 
or played the songs straight from iTunes or the streaming service Spotify. 

One of the main objectives of the DJ in this regard is to establish a personal 
connection with the audience and to induce an excitement in them. All 
the DJs I interviewed for this study (Hertell 2014, Mela 2014, Mattlar 2014, 
and Santala 2014) noted how verbal communication with the audience 
instigates a different reaction compared to performances where no verbal 
communication is involved. As Santala states in our interview (2014-02-17), 
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the attributes he looks for in the DJs he books for the event have mostly 
to do with their personal charisma and ability to create an amiable mood. 
Some of the DJs have been established DJs, but Matilda Mela, for example, 
was booked for her positive attitude, without previous DJing experience. 
The DJs technical mixing skills or accumulated “subcultural capital” within 
a particular genre, which, following Sarah Thornton’s (1995) influential 
study, has often been accentuated in club culture research, seems to be of 
less importance. Having said that, it is apparent that a certain reputation 
has to be built and a set of followers found, but a particular club concept can 
also be the locus of this subcultural capital. As Ed Montano (2013:184–185) 
points out in his research on the commercial club scene in Sydney, “clubbers 
are attracted to an event not necessarily because of a specific DJ, but rather 
because of the event itself ”. A club concept can, according to Montano (op. 
cit. 185), be equated with a brand that signifies a particular style of music, 
crowd and “level of quality”. In the case of WLH, in addition to the aspects 
Montano highlights, the club concept is also associated with a particular 
style of performance, namely the radio DJ style hosting of the events, which 
I will now examine more closely. 

The DJs’ Metacommunication
Drawing on Bateson (1972), I have discerned four distinct metacommunicative 
themes in the DJs’ verbal practice that contribute to framing the WLH events. 
The first of these is about creating conceptual connections, intertextually 
across the selections within the musical repertoire and, contextually, between 
the music and the spatial and temporal conditions of the events. These 
comments can be simple, albeit innovative, ways of connecting the lyrics of 
a particular song to the performance setting and making cross-references 
in the musical repertoire. At the 2012 New Year’s Eve event, I noticed how 
Santala in his announcement between two records cited lyrics from a record 
and connected them both to the temporality of the performance setting 
and to the lyrical content of the succeeding song. 

22:15: Tapio Rautavaara’s foxtrot-style folksong “Hummani hei” 
(1953) comes to an end, Timo selects the next song from his laptop, 
which is a slow fox, Olavi Virta’s “Hopeinen kuu” (1960) (=silver 
moon) – a cover version of the Italian song “Guarda che luna” (1959). 
The first couple enters the dance floor and dances throughout the 
whole song. The last lyrics we hear from Olavi Virta are “ei tule 
koskaan tällaista iltaa” (=there will never be a night like this) 
and Timo builds the introduction to the next song on these words: 

“No, there will not be a night like this in 2012”, referring to it being 
the last night of the year 2012. He continues: “In the next song, it is 
not the moon shining but the stars”, and he puts on Reijo Taipale’s 
tango “Tähdet meren yllä” (1963) (= “the stars above the sea”). 
(Field notes 2012-12-31)

Although the songs are not mixed together, a continuous musical flow is 
conceptually created by linking together the songs’ lyrical content, while 
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the music is simultaneously connected to the current performance setting. 
In this regard, the process corresponds more to live band culture or radio 
than to electronic dance music cultures. There is an interruption in the 
stream of recorded music, which means that in between the songs there is 
no rhythmic pulse to keep the dance going. According to Santala (Interview 
2014-02-17), as couples are socialising on the dance floor, it is important to 
allow enough time between songs for the dancers to thank their partners 
for the dance, disengage from the dance and change partners. Moreover, as 
the DJs do not have to blend parts of the records sonically together and the 
mix can be made verbally, it allows a broader range of transgression in the 
music throughout the night. Musical styles can be changed more radically 
at a faster pace, when the DJ is not constrained by the sonic features of 
the juxtaposing records. However, as DJ Harri Hertell (2014-01-31) noted 
in our interview, although the DJ through this practice can conveniently 
change musical styles from one record to another, the audience will react if 
too wide stylistic leaps are made in the successive songs. The audience will 
vote with their feet, if they are unhappy with the DJ’s choices. At the 2013 
New Years’ Eve event when the DJ, played Jaakko Laitinen & Väärä Raha’s 
contemporary iskelmä, which music journalist Tove Djupsjöbacka (2014) 
in her review of their album describes as a “fresh take on combining the 
Slavic melancholy of Finnish schlager with strong Balkan flavour”, it almost 
cleared the whole dance floor. Although this reaction on the audience’s 
part may have had more to do with the fact that the record did not fit in 
with their narrative of iskelmä, as defined earlier by Koski (2001), it was 
also enabled by the particular performance style of the DJ, which allowed 
broad stylistic changes in the set.

This brings me to the second recurring theme in the DJs’ metacommuni-
cation, which I call the symbolic legitimisation of the musical repertoire. This 
means that the DJ formulates his or her words in a way that communicates 
a justification of the choice of music. As an example of this, at the May Day 
dance in 2012, DJ Harri Hertell explains to the audience why he is choosing 
to play a specific record – and why a particular kind of iskelmä is relevant 
at that moment:

22:36: Brita Koivunen’s “Latin flavoured song”, as Harri defined 
it, “Sävel rakkauden” is playing. (Original: Melodie d’Amour – The 
Ames Brothers). After the song ends Harri Hertell comments on the 
music: “As the temperature is already above zero Celsius, I can play 
something more warm-hearted, the next song is by Lasse Liemola”. 
He is again referring to the “warm” latin flavours of the music and 
puts on another similar song (I did not write down the name of the 
song). (Field notes 2013-04-30)

Hertell makes the argument that as we are approaching spring and the 
temperature is rising above zero degrees Celsius, it is suitable to play “Latin 
flavoured” music, which he associates with warmer climates. Needless to 
say, the DJ is here not solely choosing a song because of the weather outside. 
Rather, through wordplay like this, by symbolically legitimising the musical 
choices, the DJ diminishes reasons for the audience to question his choice 
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of music. I would argue that when the DJ verbalises a motive for how a song 
relates to the present moment, the audience is more motivated to accept the 
musical repertoire and to immerse itself in the flow of music. 

Even if clubbers at the event are not 100 focused on paying attention to 
this kind of content in the DJs communication, just hearing the DJ’s voice in 
between the music draws attention to the agency of the DJ. It indicates to the 
audience that there is a person dedicated to choosing the music they hear and 
responsible for keeping them entertained. Harri Hertell, who is incidentally 
also a stage poet, explained to me (interview 2014-01-31) that he feels that 
talking to the audience makes them feel the DJ is more approachable. Even 
if they are not listening to every word he says, he suggested that it creates 
a certain “familiarity” between the DJ and the audience. 

In addition, importantly, as the gap between the DJs as performers and 
the audience as participants is herein reduced, it makes the dance floor more 
accessible to the audience. A regular electronic dance music club night with 
a seamless flow of music, allows clubbers to enter the dance floor more easily 
at any time. In couple dancing, where you have to select a partner before 
entering the dance floor, accessing the dance floor can be a strain that the 
DJs here seek to minimise. Authors who have written about the traditional 
Finnish pavilion dance culture discuss how entering the dance floor has 
historically been seen as intimidating, causing mostly men sometimes to 
resort to so-called “liquid courage” (Saarikoski (2012a:196), which was 
consumed out of sight, outside the pavilions, where there was no serving of 
alcohol. Whereas, as Saarikoski notes (2012b:52), it used to be almost every 
young person’s “responsibility” to participate in pavilion dances, today they 
are just one aesthetic physical activity among many others. Contemporary 
dance pavilions are, as such, to a large part frequented by dance aficionados 
who have dancing as a leisure activity. Since the beginning, the WLH events 
have also attracted a large number of dance enthusiasts, whose movements 
can seem skilful compared to the average less experienced participant at 
the event. As these are the people who arrive first at the events, and are the 
first to enter the dance floor, it creates precedents for how the average Joe 
or plain Jane should perform on the dance floor. If the DJ manages to create 
a congenial impression, it may lower the threshold to enter the dance floor 
and it can establish a welcoming atmosphere, not only for that particular 
dance floor, but also around the whole club concept. 

Related to this, the third theme I want to discuss has to do with what 
Gerard & Sidnell (2000:31–33) in their study of the verbal communication of 
drum ‘n’ bass DJs describe as “requesting a display of co-participation from 
audience members”. To me, more specifically, this is how the DJs seek to 
create a sense of community among the audience members, or “we-relations”, 
according to Hytönen-Ng’s (forthcoming) theoretical approach. Several of 
the aspects already discussed here arguably contribute to this community 
creation, but it is most explicitly seen in how DJs call for a vocal response 
from the audience in different ways. This practice, which occurs especially 
more towards the end of the night and rarely to any traditional dance records, 
can simply be to shout out to the audience: “If you are feeling alright, let 
me hear you say yeah”, as DJ Matilda Mela did at the Midsummer event in 
2013 (Field notes 2013-06-22). However, the request for co-participation 
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frequently seemed to take forms that are more elaborate. On a few occasions 
Mela, who is one of the two female DJs I saw performing at the events, asked 
the audience to help her select the next song, which is what happened at 
the May Day event in 2013: 

00:43: Matilda grabs the microphone as Fredi’s song “Pum pum” 
(1976) comes to an end: “Next up, we’re gonna listen to Danny! 
Do you guys want to hear ‘Kesäkatu’ or ‘Kauan’”? The crowd 
indistinguishably shouts out both songs and Matilda asks the 
audience again: “Who wants to hear ‘Kesäkatu’, scream now!” A 
large part of the audience screams and Matilda goes on: “Pretty 
clear. Here, you get what you asked for”, and she presses play on 
Danny’s “Kesäkatu” (1966). (Field notes 2013-04-30)

Here, even if the audience is not given full control of the musical selection, 
at least an illusion of choice is created. Getting the audience involved this 
way socialises the event on another level, and it significantly reduces the 
hierarchy between the DJ and the audience as active agents in the creation 
of the performance. The audience is also often asked to sing along to popular 
songs, one of the most frequent sing-along songs being Paula Koivuniemi’s 
power ballad “Aikuinen nainen” (1982), a cover of Loretta Goggi’s “Maladetta 
Primavera” (1981). Despite the Finnish lyrics and title of the song, which 
translates as “grown-up woman”, the song usually makes patrons, especially 
the males, sing remarkably loud, as I observed when one of the DJs played 
the song at the 2013 Midsummer dance. This process normally also includes 
turning down the volume of the song, in order to let the audience sing certain 
parts a cappella, increasing the sense of drama of the events.

Finally, the last theme I want to bring up here in terms of the DJs’ verbal 
communication is what could be called an incitement to pursue romance. 
As the DJs seek to make the dance floor more accessible, especially during 
the early couple dance selections, they are inadvertently also encouraging 
people to seek a partner. All DJs did not explicitly communicate this, but 
Santala (2014-02-17) is himself open about how important pursuing romance 
at the WLH events has become. This is also often done by drawing on the 
lyrical content and mood of the songs, as this example from the 2012 New 
Year’s Eve dance illustrates: 

22:42: Timo informs the audience that he will play the first waltz 
of the evening, which is by Metrotytöt, a song called “Kenpä tietäis 
sen” (1956), a cover version of Doris Day’s song “Que sera sera” 
(1956). After the song, Timo announces that he will play another 
waltz and this time the dancers should get really close to each other 
and put their cheeks against each other. The waltz is Olavi Virta’s 

“Poskivalssi” (1953), (= “cheek waltz”). (Field notes 2012-12-31)

Not only is this an act that encourages coupling among the audience members, 
it could be argued that when the DJ highlights these topics in the lyrics, 
he makes the recording’s fictional world come to life in the performance 
setting. Unlike the previous themes discussed above, this is an aspect in the 
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recordings that can be made very concrete. As the DJ links the romantic 
content of the recordings to the present moment, the songs become a reality 
for the audience. The nostalgia is concretely actualised at the events through 
the romantic conduct of the participants, which can be seen in the fact 
that these interventions and persuasions are not just heard in connection 
with couple dances. A song, which has become something of an anthem 
of the WLH events, is Pave Maijanen’s pop reggae song “Lähtisitkö” (1984), 
which translates as “would you go”. This song is often played towards the 
end of the night, as an encouragement for people to leave the club and go 
home with a partner: 

03:29: Just before half past three as the event is coming to an end, 
Timo makes a final longer speech. “We Love Helsinki is not me, 
it is every one of you who goes to these events. And I don’t know 
about you, but I have never been to a party in Helsinki as good as 
these”. The crowd agrees and cheers him. The last song he plays is 
Pave Maijanen’s “Lähtisitkö”. He encourages people to dance close 
together, to find somebody to dance with, and somebody to leave 
the club and go home with. (Field notes 2012-12-31)

The themes I have discussed here can intermix and be invoked simultaneously, 
as we can see in Santala’s comment above, where both a sense of community 
is created and romantic behaviour is encouraged. Merged with an incitement 
to pursue romance, other metacommunicative themes can become more 
meaningful, as they, consequently, are also to some degree actualised. 
Considering this, it is understandable that couple dances have remained 
a key feature of the WLH events since their inception, even if, as Santala 
(interview 2014-02-17) states, the events have changed on other levels. This 
is a feature that Santala also frequently raises in media interviews (Möller 
2011; Kalliopää 2013), which further enhances the discourse of romantic 
conduct around the events. 

The DJs’ incitement to dance and romance, as well as the clubbers’ dance 
in itself, can here be understood in terms of Bateson’s (1972) play theory. 
According to Bateson (op.cit.180), for the phenomenon play to occur, 
participants to some degree should be able to exchange signals that carry 
the message “this is play”. Using animal behaviour as an example, Bateson 
maintains that this metacommunication generates a paradox: “The playful 
nip denotes the bite, but it does not denote what would be denoted by the 
bite” (ibid.). If we expanded the statement “this is play”, it would read, “These 
actions, in which we now engage, do not denote what would be denoted by 
those actions which these actions denote” (ibid.). Transferring this reasoning 
to the WLH events, we could establish that dance denotes a desire to pursue 
romance, but the dance does not denote what the pursuit for romance in 
itself would denote – ergo, dancing is not the same as standing outside 
the door of the object of your infatuation with a dozen roses and a box of 
chocolate in your hand. 

The ambiguity of dancing makes it an apt activity to meet somebody 
without stating an explicit romantic desire. It is suggestive, and perhaps 
as such also valued as an activity in itself. Having the DJ encourage this 
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suggestive behaviour further increases the ambiguity. Adhering to Bateson’s 
theory, if we incorporate the DJ and the recorded music into the equation, 
the play message is transformed into a question, “is this play?” (op. cit. 
182). Here attention is drawn to the representational value of the ultimate 
message: “Not only does the playful nip not denote what would be denoted 
by the bite for which it stands, but, in addition, the bite itself is fictional” 
(ibid.). Bateson (op .cit. 183) likens this kind of communication to “art, 
magic and religion”, which I interpret to include ritual and other behaviour 
where what is denoted in the end is of abstract and representational value. 
In Bateson’s (ibid.) own example, this includes poker players’ “addictive 
realism” that equates “the chips for which they play with dollars”. It is in 
this field that the DJ operates, between the representational romance of 
the records and the realism of the dance. The DJs incitement to realise 
the romance represented on the records does not denote what a pursuit 
of romance in itself would denote, and the actual romance is itself also 
fictional and only represented on the records. In general terms, the DJ is 
constantly repeating the question, “is this play”, which emphasises the 
possibility of romantic pursuits but does not place any expectations or 
demands. 

The Audience’s Restored Behaviour
I have until now concentrated on the organiser’s and DJs’ strategies in 
linking the music to the performance setting and in creating a sense of 
community among the audience members, invoking latent and explicit 
meanings embedded in the music. These strategies also affect the distinctive 
behaviour undertaken by members of the audience, and it is to this behaviour 
that I now turn and discuss, particularly in relation to how gender positions 
are articulated as iskelmä is used as a performative resource.

Fig. 1. Couples dancing at the 2010 New Years’ 
Eve “Iskelmä Dance” at Korjaamo, Helsinki. 
Photo: Timo Santala, WLH Facebook Page.
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For anybody experiencing the events, the distinct behaviour of the 
participants is hard to overlook. Several of the DJs I interviewed suggested 
that the audience take part in a “form of role-playing” and people I talked to 
on location mentioned how people “behave differently” at the WLH events. 
The most visible aspect of this role-playing is the fact that guests dress up 
for the event, which is something that the organiser also recommends. The 
Facebook event page, which appears to be the main promotional tool for the 
events, always includes, apart from a statement about the musical repertoire 
of the night, directives on what guests are expected to wear. There is no 
formal dress code, but according to instructions guests are encouraged to 

“wear neat and festive clothes in a traditional style” (Santala 2013). A suit 
is “recommended for the gentlemen”, and “a dress or skirt for the ladies”. 

As Santala (2014-02-17) states in our interview, simply the fact that people 
dress up affects their behaviour: “Especially men, even their posture totally 
changes when they put on a suit, they kind of turn into gentlemen”. Similarly, 
a woman I talked to at the New Year’s event in 2012 told me that the WLH 
events are the best place for a single person to meet people because “it is 
not a typical nightclub. People dress up and are nice. It’s more a social event 
than an anonymous dark space where people just grind up against each 
other” (Field notes 2012-12-31). Coupled with the preference for period 
style clothing like fedoras and suspenders or polka dot dresses, which are 
prevalent at the WLH events, not only are the audience’s outfits influenced 
by the 1950s “golden age” of Finnish iskelmä, but also their behaviour. 

To understand how iskelmä is here used as a performative resource, we 
can draw on performance theorist Richard Schechner’s concept of “restored 
behaviour” (1985:34), where performance is influenced or created as a process 
of repetition from an original source of behaviour. As Schechner maintains, 
this source may be “unknown or concealed; elaborated; distorted by myth and 
tradition” (op. cit.35). I suggest that the behaviour the audience is restoring 
is a nostalgised conception of the Finnish pavilion dance patron, reaffirming 
the familiar myth of a time when men were “gentlemen” and women were 

“ladies”. Collective nostalgia, according to Reynolds (2011:xxvi), has often 
been about a longing for “an old social order” with a “clearly defined class 
structure”. We can here include clearly defined gendered behaviour. Although, 
as Saarikoski (2012b:55) notes, gender roles in historical pavilion dances 
have wrongfully been assumed to be unequal, there has often been room 
for improvisation in the general patterns, but the roles have, nevertheless, 
initially been clearly defined. The man choses his dance partner, leads the 
dance, choses the steps, rhythm and tempo (op. cit. 52). As Boym (2001:xiii) 
maintains, the source of nostalgia is not necessarily based on actual events, 
nostalgia can be understood as a longing for something that “no longer 
exists or never existed”. 

Likewise, Schechner (1985:40) draws special attention to the rehearsal of 
a restored behaviour and describes how in the process the performer goes 
back and forth between the original source and its restoration. According 
to Schechner, the past is here “always in the process of transformation”. In 
other words, the mythical past of Finnish iskelmä and a “golden age of social 
equilibrium” (Reynolds 2011:xxvi) is also being created by the audience 
as they use it as a source for their behaviour. In the rehearsal process, the 
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audience is constantly reminded of the original source in the form of the 
iskelmä records played at the events, which, as we have already established, 
the DJs in various ways link to the present moment. In another context, 
Schechner (2003:11) further emphasises the importance of costumes and 
objects in symbolically creating a sense of reality in a performance setting. 
These kinds of props at the WLH events include, apart from the “traditional 
style” (Santala 2013) clothing of the clubbers, also the historic trams at the 
Korjaamo venue, which operates as a tram museum during daytime and 
hosts several of the WLH events. According to DJ Mikko Mattlar, as noted 
in our interview (2014-02-25), this environment plays an important part 
in creating the “exceptional” atmosphere of the WLH events, which allows 
a form of role-playing to occur.

The gender-defined behaviour, where men are expected to be polite towards 
women, is not only about courtesy or chivalry, but also a form of action that 
on a certain level reaffirm conservative power relations between genders. 
Although it may be pleasant on a personal level, gentlemanly behaviour, 
according to psychologists Connelly & Heesacker (2012: 438) includes 
connotations of male domination and protection, perpetuating “gender 
inequality at the structural level”. This “benevolent sexism” (Glick & Fiske 
1996), idealises women who conform to feminine norms. As a woman at the 
2013 New Year’s Eve dance declared, she enjoys the WLH events because there 

“a woman is allowed to be a woman” (field notes 2013-12-31). I did not enquire 
more specifically as to what she meant by this, as the crowded celebratory 
space was not really suitable for an in-depth conversation on gender roles, 
but it is evident that as women at the events are dressed as 1950s “ladies” and 
men as “gentlemen”, a certain heteronormativity is also evoked. Although, 
compared to traditional pavilion dances, the WLH events have no apparent 
gendered regulations regarding who can initiate the dance, the events risk 
restoring conservative roles through their quest for these gendered roles. 

Fig. 2. People queuing to get in to the 
2012 WLH Midsummer event. Photo: 

Timo Santala, WLH Facebook page.
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Most of the music, and ostensibly all of the early iskelmä recordings, are 
about heterosexual relationships. At the same time, it could be argued that 
the traditional gender roles are accepted in the context of the WLH events, 
because most people involved are conscious of an element of play and 
performance that the setting evokes. In addition, as the roles are pursued 
symbolically through old-fashioned clothing, their connection to a distant 
past, even if it is constructed and supposed, may concurrently be recognised.

Another feature that affects the performative resource that these roles draw 
upon is the “new childishness” that Bagh & Hakasalo (1986:310) identify 
in 1950s iskelmä. As Kurkela (2003:344) maintains, there was no particular 
youth identity in the 1950s that singers could associate with, which often 
made young singers portray themselves as big kids – grown men could sing 
comical songs in kids’ shorts and female jazz singers could use a childish 
lisp. Whereas American popular music has historically offered youth the 
opportunity to fantasise about romance and rebellion, the recidivistic 
properties in the sense of reverting to childhood or teen behaviour patterns 
in 1950s iskelmä does not exactly stimulate these kinds of explorations. 
Thus, the source of the restored behaviour provides a relatively ambivalent 
premise in terms of gender and sexuality. Furthermore, as the 1950s music 
is always heard in the beginning of the night, this “innocent childishness” 
(Kurkela 2003:344) can, in accordance with the earlier discussion on framing, 
be considered to denaturalise conventional gender positions and allow a 
more playful approach to gender. The fact that mostly men chant out loud 
songs by Paula Koivuniemi, who is recognised in Finland as a gay icon and 
a frequent source of inspiration for Finnish drag shows (Heikkinen 2010:98), 
is a sign of an acknowledged destabilisation of gender norms. 

Still, the nuances in the performative gender positions of the events 
are not understood uniformly by all members of the audience. Even if the 
positions would be apparent, not everybody feels comfortable assuming 
the roles, as a lengthy discussion thread on the Facebook event page of the 
2012 Midsummer dance suggests. A debate was initiated when a person who 
had participated in the event pointed out that her experience had been that 
some of the DJs’ announcements at the event signalled a “hetero exclusivity”, 
which she hoped the organisers could address (We Love Helsinki 2012). In 
her post, the writer reiterates two separate comments that she had heard 
the DJs make the previous night: 

 – There are three female couples on the dance floor, wake up guys 
and ask them to dance!

 – The women are particularly beautiful tonight because they are 
dressed up – they are dressed up for you boys. (We Love Helsinki 2012)

The DJ who had made the first remark was quick to reply and apologise for 
his inconsideration towards sexual minorities. But apart from a few other 
people who tried to pursue a serious discussion about gender equality and 
gender norms in public spaces, most of the over 700 responses that the 
discussion thread had collected in five days before the original poster deleted 
it, undermined the issue or ridiculed the whole conversation. Media scholar 
Susanna Paasonen (2015:33) discusses this case in a recent study, suggesting 
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that the debate “resulted in an increased polarization of views, rather than 
democratic negotiation or resolution”. It seemed that for most people, accusing 
the openly liberal WLH outfit of discrimination was so far-fetched that there 
was no point discussing the whole issue. Despite this, or perhaps because 
of it, the discussion was circulated widely outside the Facebook page and 
was eventually picked up by the tabloid newspaper Iltalehti (IL 2012) and 
Finland’s national public service broadcasting company YLE’s online news 
(Kaunisto 2012), where a similar discussion could be seen in the comments 
section. Columnist and cartoonist Pertti Jarla (2012), who, like most of the 
online commentators, considered the original post somewhat aggressive in 
tone, suggested in a blog post that, as the audience at these venues probably 
consider themselves open-minded, “being accused of an intentional gay 
oppression was most likely an insult to them”. The episode resulted in Santala 
(2012) issuing an official statement about WLH’s values, declaring that they 
do not accept homophobia, racism or any other form of discrimination. 

The incident raises questions about the relative sincerity in this type of 
restored behaviour and the seriousness of the play that the audience is engaged 
in. As folklorist Richard Bauman (1975: 297) suggests, a performance in 
everyday life can vary, apart from in its range, also in its intensity. Audience 
members at the WLH events can in varying degrees be involved in the 
performance of restoring the source culture of the pavilion dances. I maintain 
that the less a person is participating in the performance, the more he or she 
becomes an observer and an outsider to the unfolding drama. In a discussion 
on various trance practices, Schechner (1990: 26) points out the dissonance 
in “the experience of the observer and that of the participant” in “all kinds 
of performance”. Although it might not even be an exaggeration to equate 
the experience of participating in the WLH events to a trance-like state of 
mind, suffice it to say that the dance club has often been conceptualised 
as a space where clubbers seek “an altered state of consciousness”, to use 
Thornton’s words (1995:97). From this perspective, it could be argued that 
the person experiencing a tone of hetero exclusivity in the DJs’ comments, 
was not fully immersed in the performance world, for whatever reasons, 
but observing the performance as an outside spectator and interpreting its 
values differently than the participants more deeply involved in the play.  

At the same time, like participation and performance, reality and play 
should not be considered as opposing mutually exclusive categories. Nor 
should play, as Jacques Ehrmann (1968:33) maintains, be seen as something 
that represents reality nor reality be seen as the “criteria against which play is 
measured”. In engaging in this kind of play activity, WLH risks moving from 

“ironic and humorous” (Boym 2001:49) reflective nostalgia to a more serious 
“restorative nostalgia” that, perhaps unwillingly, re-establishes conservative 
values. To paraphrase the subtitle in Victor Turner’s seminal work From 
Ritual to Theatre (1982), human play is serious. Especially so in the playful 
sites outside conventional structures that Turner calls liminoid, which can 
contain “the germ of future social developments, of social change” (ibid. 
47). We should perhaps not be surprised that a clubber at the WLH events 
explicitly points out how a gendered patterning according to traditional 
models is taking place.
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Conclusion
In this article, I have discussed how DJs in the We Love Helsinki events 
re-localise rural pavilion dance culture and the associated iskelmä music 
to an urban club environment. The article examines particularly how DJs 
through verbal metacommunication create conceptual links between 
the music and the performance setting and symbolically legitimise the 
music performed at the events. I have argued that these practices reduce 
the hierarchy of agency between the DJs and the audience and contribute 
significantly to the creation of a community among the clubbers. This 
community is united by nostalgia for iskelmä music, which is concretely 
actualised in the performance setting through couple dances and a pursuit 
of romance that the DJs encourage by invoking latent and explicit meanings 
embedded in the music. Through this nostalgia the setting also reaffirms 
a myth of a time when men were “gentlemen” and women were “ladies”, 
and, as such, restores conservative gender roles in what can be considered 
a liberal context. I have argued that these roles are accepted in this context 
because of a shared consciousness of an element of performance that the 
events evoke. However, there are also instances of dissent in the attitudes 
towards this performative conduct, which I have explained by drawing 
attention to the varying degree of involvement audience members can have 
in this restored behaviour.

From a theoretical perspective, the WLH case provides valuable insights 
into the degrees of performance and agency of the actors involved in the 
creation of the event. I want to conclude this paper, by referring to a statement 
by Matilda Mela, who in our interview suggested that, as a DJ on stage she 
does not feel like she is performing at all: 

I feel like I am part of the audience, if I was a performer people would 
come there to see me. I am always as excited when the audience is 
with it and I really feel like it is the audience that creates the party 
for me. (Interview 2014-02-12)

This aptly summarises the DJs’ roles, where they, as performers, are mostly 
concerned with the framing of the event. The DJs’ main task is to create a link 
between the recorded music and the actual performance setting, whereas 
the audience embodies the musical content in various ways by performing 
the role of traditional dance patron.  
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