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Tools, Technology, and Process

It was the American media theorist John Culkin who exclaimed “we shape our tools and thereafter our
tools shape us”! and the German philosopher Martin Heidegger who stated “Technology is a means
to an end”? — there can be no greater pairing of statements which encapsulate the scope of
Vainionpaa’s practice. Through her combination of generative digital software usage and traditional
oil painting processes, Vainionpaa offers a unique investigation into the contemporary expansions,
and indeed possibilities, of abstract art’s continued vitality. The tools of the artist are both subject and
process in Vainionpad’s practice, whereby simulated biomorphic forms are dictated by chance, in the
form of a computer script: a subtle nod to the aleatory, randomised production methods of the
Dadaists. These quasi-organic morphologies are painstakingly manifest as large-scale oils on canvas,
bridging the outdated binary oppositions of analogue and digital through an adroit amalgamation of
traditional and cutting-edge technologies; an aesthetic Vainionpaa herself refers to as computer-
assisted abstraction.

Vainionpad’s work falls within the broader category of Biomorphic Abstraction, which refers to a form
of abstracted artwork that emulates the rounded forms found in nature; a style initially championed
by artists of the Modern era such as Henry Moore, Barbara Hepworth, Wassily Kandinsky, and Joan
Mird, during the first half of the 20" century. Yet, Vainionpda’s work carves its own niche amidst the
background noise of classification, contemporary trends, and trite ‘zombified’ revivals of abstract
painting practices, dispensing with the shackles of reductive Greenbergian approaches to abstraction
as pure formalism,? instead embracing a network of expanded formal possibilities.

Fundamentally, Vainionpaa is a process painter whose computer sequenced biomorphic forms reflect
the tools and techniques of a post-digital® environment; this fascination with process emerges from
techniques employed within the Abstract Expressionist and Minimalist movements, which have
directly informed her work. Whilst firmly situating her practice within the traditional craft of painting
by using oil on canvas, Vainionpda does not shy away from new forms of technology. After all,
technology, in its diverse manifestations, has been fundamental to painting’s development
throughout its perennial existence — the camera obscura, photography, the Internet, and most
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recently the meteoric rise of artificial intelligence, are but a few of the pivotal moments which painting
has responded to (let us not also forget those elemental anthropological extensions of painting such
as the paintbrush and the human finger — technologies in their own right, if Heidegger is to be
believed!). Accordingly, ‘as a means to an end’, painting is not only informed by technology;
painting is technology, and Vainionpaa’s work is a lesson in this fact.

‘Floating Squiggles’

Vainionpaa refers to the imposing biomorphic forms she depicts as splines — these are developed from
automatically generated Bézier curves (a form of winding, linear computer graphic), that are not
dissimilar from the rudimentary computer-drawn lines one would encounter in software programmes
such as Microsoft Paint or Photoshop. These forms belong to a phenomenon within post-digital
painting that the English artist and academic Emily Sparkes refers to as the “floating squiggle.””
Sparkes situates this contemporary painterly motif as a skeuomorphic, linear gesture that mimetically
hovers above the surface of the canvas in an illusionary fashion —a phenomenon which finds its roots
in the Abstract lllusionist practices of American artists Michael B. Gallagher and James Havard. Yet,
unlike her contemporaries, Vainionpaa’s depiction of ‘squiggled’ linear forms is not simply a simulated
depiction of illusionistic space, nor just a form of digital trompe I’oeil, but rather a motif which visually
manifests her relationship to the chance digital encounters which inform her practice.

The rise of process-driven, mimetic abstract gestures and forms has become inevitable with the
growth of readily accessible technologies such as 3D-printers, commercial printing, artificial
intelligence, software packages, textile printing, and laser cutting machines. Consequently, the
original, analogue paint gesture has become both an interface and launchpad for the potential of
painting to occupy a technological network, whereby digital processes and mechanical fabrication
methods are implicit in the opticality of the works’ final construction; a distinct form of process
painting for the Internet age which could more succinctly be referred to as Digital Plasticism.®

Inverting the Gaze

Vainionpaa’s most recent series of ongoing work, Gaze (2022 — Present), takes her fascination with
digital aesthetics, abstraction, and technological painterly process to new heights. The idea for this
series was first sparked when she was asked by the gallerist Kathy Grayson (The Hole Gallery) to create
a work for the New York Armory Show of 2022 following the prompt ‘reclining nude.” In response,
Vainionpaad produced her first Gaze painting, Venus of Urbino (2022), where she questioned the
conventions of gazing and the female nude amidst the historical tradition of Western art; so far, so
standard! However, what sets Vainionpaa’s Gaze series apart from cognate questions surrounding
female bodily autonomy and objectification is its multifaceted alignment to the post-analogue’ nature
of painting and the ever-shifting politics of spectatorship within a contemporary art discourse.
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Specifically, the way Vainionp&da unpacks the predominance of how painting (both old and new alike)
is encountered as a secondary image in a post-Internet world replete with fast, networked, screen
mediated visual information. Vainionpaa’s investigation is easily framed by the term “circulationism”,?
first proposed by the artist and scholar Hito Steyerl, as the rapid consumption, postproduction, and
dissemination of the image, rather than its construction. Extending Steyerl’s premise, Vainionpaa
employs eye-tracking software as a vital formal and conceptual device to cast her own gaze as both
artist and female upon historical artworks (often objectified depictions of women) created by male
authors. The data gleaned from these technologically assisted real-time human observations are
subsequently translated upon her signature Bézier curves. In so doing, she inverts the power dynamics
of spectatorship through processing, filtering, and distortion of source imagery, ultimately questioning
what it means as a female artist to look upon and reinterpret these works by canonised men.

Metamorphoses

In May of 2023 Vainionpad’s Gaze paintings found prominence within Europe with her first
institutional solo show, Metamorphoses, hosted by the UNESCO World Heritage Site of the Belvedere
San Leucio. Framed amidst the idyllic, Baroque-kissed Italian province of Caserta, this show marked
the culmination of her Gaze series at the time. The title of the show, Metamorphoses, acted an allusion
not only to the translative processes used in Vainionpad’s work, but to the ever-evolving relationship
painting has shared with the technologies of its time; the unique exhibition location confirmed and
consolidated this fact, as the Belvedere San Leucio’s former life as a silk production factory in the 18"
century employed the most advanced technologies of the time. Aptly echoed in Vainionpad’s Gaze
paintings are these temporal and spatial linkages, whereby themes of technology and progress
figuratively and physically weave together histories and narratives between place, artist, and process;
the Jacquard loom has here been supplanted by the computer and the canvas! More directly,
however, works featured in this exhibition referenced Ovid’s epic poem ‘Metamorphoses’,
specifically, the Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne, a scene which adorns the Belvedere San Leucio’s
Grand Dining Room ceiling in a fresco by the Italian Neoclassical painter Fedele Fischetti.

In what could be termed a post-digital reimagining of Fischetti, and following suit to her previous Gaze
works, Vainionpada responded to his San Leucio fresco by again utilising eye-tracking software to
directly translate her own gaze of this work into her distinctive Bézier curves and stylised splines; the
act of gazing itself, through technological allowance, functioned here as a conduit of interpretation
and transformation. Curiously, through this method of production, the originality of Vainionpaa’s work
emerges by inverting the function of the gaze. A troubled subject within the canon of Western
painting, the male gaze historically positioned the nude as an objectifiable conventionalisation of the
female form for the delectation of the male spectator® in an imbalanced power dynamic the English
art critic John Berger called “the surveyor and the surveyed.”’° Waves of feminist and intersectional
voices have rightly contested the role of such spectatorship through investigations into corporeal
politics and hierarchies of power. However, Vainionpaa, offers a new riposte, as she catalogues the
very act of gazing itself, rather than the subjects of that gaze through the creation of her Gaze Maps:
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instead of critiquing what we are looking at, Vainionpaa uniquely questions how we look. As such, the
concept of the gaze takes centre stage, opening a wider discussion on how it has rearticulated itself
in a digitally ubiquitous global condition. Accordingly, Vainionp&a’s usage of tools and processes
function as a narrative device which not only reflects the gaze but invites us to reconsider the
continued politics of gazing in an image-loaded era saturated and sustained by social media and the
Internet.

List of References
Berger, John, Ways of Seeing, (London: BBC and Penguin, 1972).

Cascone, Kim, ‘The Aesthetics of Failure: 'Post-Digital' Tendencies’, in Contemporary Computer Music,
(Computer Music Journal, Vol. 24, No. 4, Winter 2000), (12-18), p. 12.

Culkin, John, ‘A Schoolman’s Guide to Marshall McLuhan’, in Saturday Review March 1967, (Saturday
Review: 1967), (51-53, 70-72).

Frew, James, Digital Facture: Painting After New Media Art (doctoral thesis), (Glasgow School of Art,
Glasgow: 2021).

Greenberg, Clement, ‘Modernist Painting’, in Art in Theory 1900 - 2000, eds., Charles Harrison & Paul
Wood, (Malden, Mass Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), (773-778).

Heidegger, Martin, ‘The Question Concerning Technology’, in The Question Concerning Technology
and Other Essays, Trans. William Lovitt, (New York: Harper Perennial, 1977), (3—35).

Mulvey, Laura, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, in Screen, Volume 16, Issue 3, Autumn 1975,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), (6—18).

Perry, Eve, ‘Paintings that Blur Pigment and Pixel’, in Hyperallergic, (Hyperallergic Online, 2015), in
URL: https://bit.ly/21t45LX, [accessed 15/04/26].

Sparkes, Emily, ‘The Floating Squiggle: Skeuomorphic Space and Post-Internet Painting’, in
Photography Digital Painting: Expanding Medium Interconnectivity in Contemporary Visual Arts
Practice, ed., Carl Robinson, (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, UK, 2020), (145-166).

Steyerl, Hito, ‘Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?’ in E-Flux Online Journal, Journal No. 49,
November 2013, (E-Flux Online, 2013), in URL: https://bit.ly/3bFIjSH, [accessed 15/04/26].


https://bit.ly/2It45LX

