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Items from Mika Vainio’s
studio in a vitrine at the
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Contemporary Art Kiasma,
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Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

In this text, I focus on the belongings of the composer and visual artist Mika Vainio. Mika
had his studio at home and surrounded himself with all kinds of objects: books, musical
compositions and notation, records, found objects and memorabilia. What defines a personal
archive? Can we categorise his belongings as an archive? How do the possessions of this artist
lead us to a fuller understanding of his works? Are we searching for things that confirm the
view we already have of him, or for things that help us to tell the stories we would like to tell?
In Plato’s dialogue Theaetetus, Socrates talks about Mnemosyne, goddess of memory,
in the following way:
I would have you imagine, then, that there exists in the mind of man a block of wax,
which is of different sizes in different men; harder, moister, and having more or less of
purity in one than another, and in some of an intermediate quality. [...] Let us say that
this table is a gift of Mnemosyne, the mother of the Muses; and that when we wish to
remember anything which we have seen, or heard, or thought in our own minds, we hold
the wax to the perceptions and thoughts, and in that material receive the impression
of them as from the seal of a ring; and that we remember and know what is imprinted
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as long as the image lasts; but when the image is effaced, or cannot be taken, then we
forget and do not know.1
Mika’s studio contains items such as cigar boxes, old gramophone records, drawings
by the artist Franz Graf, a bowling pin, a stone from William S. Burroughs’ porch, ticket stubs,
notation for musical compositions, films, vinyl records and books. These are the gifts of
Mnemosyne, and as well as using them in my reflections, I draw on conversations I had with
Mika, as his partner, and on certain written and recorded sources. Mika and I shared a flat in
Oslo, where he lived and worked. He preferred to work from home, in close proximity to his
equipment. He could be selective about who he invited into his studio.

The Archive
Books

Items from Mika Vainio’s
studio in Oslo, selected by
Rikke Lundgreen. ‘Mika
Vainio: 50 Hz’, Museum of
Contemporary Art Kiasma,
Helsinki, 2020

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Pirje Mykkänen

Mika Vainio’s collection of books reflects many influences and interests. He ended his formal
education relatively early in life, choosing not to pursue higher education, but instead to
follow the path of an autodidact by researching whatever interested him. His fields of interest
extended to literature, poetry, music and science. He was well read and an avid user of
libraries. Libraries in Turku, Tampere, and New York were all places he would regularly visit,
and his old library cards are kept in his boxes of memorabilia. The music section in the library
of his hometown had a big impact on him as a young boy, for there he was able to put on
headphones and sample a wide range of music.
Books on history, biology and other sciences line his studio shelves. There are books
by the Norwegian historian Karsten Alnæs and the British neurologist Oliver Sacks. Poetry
was also an important source of influence. Works by Sylvia Plath, Anna Akhmatova, the Beat
Movement, Arthur Rimbaud, Charles Baudelaire, Ezra Pound, Dylan Thomas, John Milton
and Emily Dickinson all have a place on his shelves. There are also biographies of classical
composers.
Mika often carried
books around with him,
whether in everyday
situations or on tour. He
could be reading while
sitting on a park bench or
backstage before his concert
was about to start. Some
books he read repeatedly,
such as collections of poetry
or fiction by Baudelaire
and Plath.
Some titles of Mika’s
musical compositions
have a direct reference to
literature, one example
being the Reat album, from
2017.2 The composition/
track Diderik and Iselin
relates to characters
from Pan, the novel by
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Plato. ‘Theaetetus’, in The Dialogues of Plato, vol. 2, 191c-d. Translated by Benjamin Jowett, 1892.
New York: Random House, 1937.
Released by Elektro Music Department 2017.
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the Norwegian author Knut Hamsun. A Season in Harar 1881 references the French poet
Rimbaud.3 The titles give a direction or a context for how the music can be perceived.
Sometimes the tracks have curious titles that reveal his laconic or wry humour. At other
times they express a certain lyricism. These terse but succinct titles could be interpreted in
the haiku tradition, one example being Horse Can’t Stand.4 There is a certain absurdity in
combining words and short sentences that do not make sense. Mika often wrote down words
or sentences, either on scraps of paper or in notebooks, keeping them as potential titles for
tracks.5 Sometimes you can read a very precise context for a track from the title. He would
not steer away from expressing his mood or feelings – these could range from delicate and
sensitive emotional responses to expressions of frustration about situations. Examples of this
are titles like Yksinäisyys, Suru, Katkeruus (Loneliness, Sorrow, Bitterness) and Hän Oli Ääni
Joskus (He Was a Sound Sometimes).6
Mika’s studio contains encyclopaedias, compendiums on mysticism and alchemy and
obscure or specialised medical dictionaries – all sources for strange words, phenomena and
descriptions that could be fitting for titles or inspiration for new compositions. There are also
a number of books on mythology, which is a clear inspiration for several of his compositions.
The myth of Hephaestus is a case in point.7 As stated, biology was also a field of interest;
there are books on animals and insects, such as Insectopedia, by Hugh Raffles, and others on
ecosystems or the universe, such as The Book of Nothing, by John D. Barrow. His interest in
physics, time and philosophy is also evident in many of his works.
A common thread running through his artistic practice seems to be an interest in
areas where science meets philosophy and consciousness. One such area is reflected in
Albert Einstein’s theories about time and movement.8 The intersection between science
and mysticism is another field between two opposites: the tangible and intangible, and the
measurable and non-measurable.
Some of Mika’s compositions concern themes of existence in the world and the
universe. I think especially of the albums Konstellaatio and Kantamoinen,9 which he
released under the alias Ø. The mood of the compositions and their Finnish titles allude
to constellations of stars and to the condition of being in the world. The albums can be
interpreted as reflecting his interest in existentialism. How can we feel an affinity with the
world? How can we feel connected to it?
Mika would refer to Martin Heidegger when trying to explain certain moments he
wanted to capture – moments he considered universal and existential. These could be both
experiences in life and felt emotions. There is more than one book on Heidegger in his
studio. Especially interesting to him were the ideas about existing in the world of things, and
about the difference between being and beings. Mika would talk about strange and poetic
moments of being. This could happen when we were out recording found sound or when we
were watching a situation unfold in the midst of some everyday activity. Something would
arise from watching a mundane situation, such as the wind blowing through a woman’s hair
as she walked across the street, or watching the sunset over the Pacific Ocean. Heidegger’s
philosophy and his poetic approach to science interested and appealed to Mika.
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More information about the origins of the titles on the Reat record can be found from a radio show
on reboot.fm with Mo Loschelder, one of the founders of Elektro Music Department, 
https://reboot.fm/2017/10/21/media-loca-44/ (accessed 30 April 2020).
From the record Reat, released by Elektro Music Department 2017.
As found in Vainio’s studio, Oslo.
From the record Revitty, released by Wavetrap 2006.
Hephaestus, by Arne Derforce and Mika Vainio, released by Editions Mego 2014.
Clifford A Pickover. Time. A Traveller’s Guide. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, 37–38.
Released by Sähkö Recordings in 2005 and 2014.
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Passing time – time examined
The visual and sonic aspects of this work are based on a versatile idea of time.
– Mika Vainio10
Clocks have as much to do with time as spaghetti…
– Albert Einstein11
I see the past, present and future existing all at once before me.
– William Blake12
How does time create memories and history, and how do we move within time? Mika was very
interested in the topic of time, frequently talking about it and how it affected his life. These
conversations would occur from time to time, while we were travelling, sitting in a cafe in Berlin,
or on many of our regular walks. Sometimes they emerged in connection with visiting places
that had been important to him, such as Artjärvi13 in Finland or Barcelona14 in Spain. He would
enter these philosophical conversations through stories about his observations of nature, the
recollection of dreams, science articles or memories. Mika would pose questions on how we
experience time and how he approached the concept of time. He was fascinated with the
construction of things, their ontology, and how they are perceived in space and time.
In Mika’s studio, there are books on theories about the nature of time. Immanuel Kant,
for instance, argues that time exists outside of ourselves and is experienced directly from
birth; while Henri Bergson claims it is a subjective construct.15 But Mika was interested in time
as a concept.
He described time as something interwoven rather than linear, almost like chaos theory
and the ‘butterfly effect’, both of which describe how sensitive dependencies are created
between states of being.16 A way to see this displayed is to set six pendulums in motion
simultaneously. After a while, you would expect the pendulums still to move the same way,
since they are operating under the same conditions. In fact, the pendulums will operate under
visibly different dynamics.
With this example of the pendulums, it is as if there is a gap between the measurable
and non-measurable, the tangible and intangible, science and mysticism. The artwork
3 x Wall Clocks (2001), made for an exhibition called ‘Frequencies [Hz]: Audio-visual Spaces’
(2002) at Schirn Kunsthalle, addresses this same theme. The materials used in the installation
are minimal: three clocks are installed vertically or horizontally in a row. However, there is a
specific feeling and a connotation that time is not a singular thing. The clocks resemble other
public-clock installations, for instance rows of clocks showing the time in different places
in the world, or clocks in factories and offices. Mika wanted to use clocks with hands that
vibrate slightly as they move.17 It is as if time is never fixed; it is constantly moving back and
forth or vibrating backwards and forwards. Even though a clock is a machine, it still has a life
of its own. He did not see time as linear, but as past, present and future all interlinked. Time
experienced and real time are not the same. Einstein refers to this as ‘psychological time’18,
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From installation notes sent to Schirn Kunsthalle by Vainio, 2002.
The quote was added to the installation notes for the sound installation 3 x Wall Clocks, which Vainio
made for the exhibition ‘Frequencies [Hz]: Audio-visual Spaces’ (2002).
William Blake. The William Blake Archive, Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick and Josephine Viscomi. 21
November 2005, http://www.blakearchive.org (accessed 15 April 2020).
Artjärvi is a small village in southern Finland where Mika Vainio’s grandmother, Laina Vainio lived.
Vainio lived in Barcelona from 1998–2004.
Pickover, Time. A Traveller’s Guide, 57–58.
Edward N. Lorenz. ‘Deterministic Nonperiodic Flow’, Journal of the Atmospheric Sciences, 20(2),
1963, 130–41.
Installation instructions explained to Carsten Nicolai by Vainio.
Pickover, Time. A Traveller’s Guide, 58.
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saying that how we perceive time differs in relation to our
emotions. Sometimes time flies and other times it passes
slowly, and neither situation is connected to real time.
Mika had a precise long-term memory. He could
remember conversations, places and events and could
retell them in great detail. Many items in Mika’s archive
can be seen as just scraps of paper collected in shoeboxes
or on storage racks in his studio. Many more or less useless
things were kept for some reason, and they must have had
a connection to incidents he wanted to remember.

Found sounds

Mika Vainio holding
a conch, 2016

Photo: Rikke Lundgreen

Found sounds are a typical element in several of Mika’s
installations. For Soundchamber Berlin, made for the Berlin
Biennale in 2004, he recorded sounds from his home
and from an area in Berlin. These sounds have different
qualities, but some hint of the mundane: a heating system
being switched on, the sound of the S-Bahn train and
other street sounds. There are sounds you can imagine you
would hear while walking around Prenzlauer Berg, the area
where he lived in Berlin, but many of the sounds could also
have been heard and recorded elsewhere. Soundchamber
Berlin is an imprint of sounds experienced and found;
they resonated with him personally, or they triggered
an emotion within him. The sound of the everyday is
highlighted and it becomes something else. The small and
unimportant thing is transformed into something valuable and significant. Mika also used
found sound in live sets and in some compositions/tracks. The sources were often recorded
with a regular hand-held device. It did not seem like it was important to him to record lowlevel sounds, as do most field-recording artists. The found sounds ranged from recordings of
dental equipment, engines, fridges, radiators, fans and ventilation systems, to birds, YouTube
videos and radio shows.19 He sometimes used these to create a contrast, but on other
occasions the sounds were more interwoven.
He used found sounds in ways that enable them be heard clearly, either on their
own or mixed with sounds he himself created. Sometimes the sounds are recognisable,
sometimes not.
While on a trip to Lima, he recorded music and speech from the radios he heard
playing in taxis, buses or cafes. The radios played a range of traditional Peruvian music, and
he would combine this with the sounds of street life. Several of these recordings went into his
sound library and were used whenever he found the right time and place for them.

Found objects
I have already mentioned Mika’s found objects, but they warrant further discussion. The
flat and studio are filled with old furniture and objects carefully arranged as still-lifes. These
compositions include items such as fossils, old gramophone records, stones, an old fan, dried
flowers and small music boxes. Wherever he lived, Mika went to flea markets and secondhand shops, for instance at Glòries20 in Barcelona, Boxhagener Platz in Berlin, and Birkelunden
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As found in Vainio’s sound library in his studio, Oslo.
Glòries has been the location of one of Europe’s oldest open-air flea markets since 1928 and is near
the flat were Vainio lived in Barcelona.
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The dinner table at Mika Vainio’s flat in Barcelona, c. 2001–02
Photo: Outi Vainio

market in Oslo. He would find or source objects to fit a given idea. It is clear that he had
certain material preferences. The aesthetics of old radios, speaker systems with wooden
cabinets and the technical workings of vacuum valves are seen in several of his installations.
However, when he was out on his finding missions, he was not just looking for objects or
records; he was also seeking the street life that surrounded the market.
The installations 4 x Radio (1997) and 2 x 540 kHz (2009) include radios from the 1950s.
These were chosen for their particular appearance and the atmosphere they conjure up. A
similar visual language can be seen in other collected objects, such as fans, lamps and furniture.
The installations with old radios present a form of nostalgia that merges with sound recordings,
but these also create a contrast, so there is something from the past joined together with
something from the present: the old radios and their sounds combined with sound he himself
created. By using old radios, Mika calculated that audiences would expect to hear transmitted
music and voices. The sounds they actually hear, however, are from the FM wave and other
sources, which are used for their own sake, not because they convey music or voices.
Mika’s way of using materials and objects can be linked to his thoughts on animism,
and how he could use objects as ready-mades.21 Some of the ready-made objects in his
installations were quite randomly chosen. He probably liked or chose them for their design or
for some other unknown reasons. He just liked them for what they were. An example of this is
the bowling pin, which he always gave a prominent place in his flat or in the studio. The Pearl
Bear, as seen inside the cover of the Pan Sonic record A22, also had a permanent place in the
studio. This approach could also apply to certain sounds; he could not always pinpoint why he
preferred a specific sound.23

21
22
23

Hans Ulrich Obrist refers to Vainio’s use of objects as ready-mades in an unpublished audio
recording about the collaborations he undertook with Vainio. The recording is in the author’s
possession.
Released by Blast First 1999.
Rénee Green, Wavelinks, 2002, 7-part video installation, commissioned for the ‘Sonic Process’
exhibition at the Centre Pompidou in 2002.
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Conclusion
When working with the exhibition ‘Mika Vainio: 50 Hz’, I went through Mika’s belongings.
Some of them have seemed useless, while others clearly shed light on how he worked
and what was important to him. I recognised parts of his life through some of the things
I found – things like travel schedules, hotel receipts and restaurant business cards. However,
I also found items directly connected to his practice, such as sheets of musical notation and
installation instructions for his works of visual art.
Many of his objects show his preferred visual language, his interest in found objects
like old radios from the 1950s. His books reveal the sources for many of his ideas and the
impact of research on his artistic practice. He read poetry, science, philosophy and many other
types of literature. The interest in poetry and his lyrical sensitivity can be seen when viewing
his installations as a whole. These aspects are also clearly visible in many of his later Ø albums,
which were often described as visceral and personal. This is something Mika also confirmed
when I asked him how he differentiated between music created under his own name and
music made under the Ø alias.24
Some of his installations include found objects and found sounds. Others present
sounds he himself made, making them more like his musical compositions. Several of his
installations were also released as albums, so they were not fixed within the context of an art
gallery or museum. The objects, record collection and found sounds in the sound library are all
included in the archive.
Going through the archive offers an opportunity to see Mika Vainio’s artistic practice
as a whole and to discover contexts for how he created his works. The books, notebooks and
scraps of paper give a better understanding and offer interpretations. At the same time, they
trigger questions about how it might be possible to use the archive to elucidate Mika’s life,
which views of him it might be possible to confirm, and which stories we would like to tell.

Rikke Lundgreen was the partner of Mika Vainio. She has an MFA from Chelsea College of Art & Design and works as an
artist and a project manager for exhibitions at the National Museum in Oslo.
‘Mika Vainio: 50 Hz’, Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, Helsinki, 20 August 2020 – 10 January 2021.
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In connection with an unpublished text I wrote on behalf of Vainio about his practice in 2016.

