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Abstract
Making of Livestream (and Few Other Pieces): Research from the Point of View of a Visual Artist
is a visual essay and a short introduction to four bodies of the artistic work of the author, Finnish
visual artist Pekko Vasantola, who works in the field of sculpture and media art. It is a self-critical
review of conducting a research as an artist. The article is based on the author’s experience as a
practicing artist. The main purpose for the article is to show examples of artistic work and the
research made along the work and to further motivate artists and academics to think about the
possibilities and results which could be achieved with methods and collaboration from another
field of study.
Keywords
Research-based art; artistic research; interdisciplinarity.
ISSN: 03928667 (print) 18277969 (digital)
DOI: 10.26350/001200_000116

Four little arrows in the bottom corner of my laptop screen asked me to click. The security camera started slowly moving towards the other half of the room, now pointing to
a sofa, TV and a vase full of flowers. Confused laughter came out of my mouth when I
realized I was watching into a stranger’s living room and before I understood I needed
to close this connection immediately. It was one of the private cameras I stumbled upon
while making a video installation called Livestream.
Each of my artworks travels with research. Sometimes the research is put into the
background work for the piece and sometimes it becomes the piece itself. I could say I
am doing research-based art, where the research process plays a significant role in the
making and the conclusions are rendered in the exhibition. In this essay I will introduce
four bodies of my artistic work and enlighten their research processes.

1. livestream, 2019
For the work Livestream (Figures 1 and 2) I gathered a list of addresses to 3 000 IP cameras around the world. What I saw during this phase of working led me to the particular
way of presenting the end result, the artwork itself. I wrote a program which randomly
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picks a camera from the list and with an object detection model, checks if there is a human present in the video stream at a given moment. If the computer detects a human, it
will crop the person from the image and show them in the video installation as long as
the person stays in the front of the camera. Whenever the person walks out of the frame,
the program will pick another camera and repeat this process. The process is live in five
separate windows, so in the work audience sees one to five people at a time, living their
daily lives without knowing a thing.
Figure 1 - Livestream, 2019

Real-time video installation, laptop, AI program, 42,5 cm * 31,9 cm, Brinkkala Gallery,
Turku, Finland.
Finding the cameras (and all kinds of other systems from Internet of Things) was easy
even without having previous knowledge on the topic, it only required just scrolling through a few web search engines and forums. Most of the camera addresses
were found from a website called Insecam1 and from a search engine called Shodan2.
Shodan has also been called “The Hacker Google” and instead of sites, it allows one
to search for internet connected devices. During the process of fetching cameras, I
also found other surprising things, such as factory line controlling systems, printers
and refrigerators.
Looking through thousands of cameras was an interesting journey to all kinds of
places from offices and laboratories to streets and airfields. In the final artwork I only

1
2

www.insecam.org.
www.shodan.io.
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used cameras with open access and did not hack into any protected cameras. All the
cameras in the work were from seemingly public places. Although I could not be completely sure whether the space was actually public or not, since the only thing I knew
was the image stream received to my laptop. After consulting two lawyers I decided it
is still okay to show the work after going through the whole list of cameras and making
sure all the questionable places were deleted from the work.
Drawing conclusions from this process, it certainly exposed some vulnerabilities
in IoT security, but also invoked several discussions in the exhibitions around topics of
privacy, data capitalism and the mundane routines of life. If solely inspected as research,
the process would tell us about the technological sphere and some of its dilemmas,
whereas the rendering into an artwork in an exhibition offers an opportunity to delve
into the more poetical side of the “research data” as the audience is given space for their
own conclusions while showing the data in a context.
For this work, I drew inspiration from my background as a street photographer and
from the works of artist Julian Opie3, in which animated people are depicted walking
around without an observable destination.
Figure 2 - Livestream, 2019

Real-time video installation,
of Art, Turku, Finland.

3

AI

program, 139 cm * 71 cm, Wäinö Aaltonen Museum

Julian Opie’s website, www.julianopie.com.
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2. searching average, 2018
While living in Budapest during the spring of 2018 election, I produced a project called
Searching Average, which criticizes the search monopoly of Google and problematizes
the truncated and simplified search results the engine provides. The project started with
a hypothesis that Google’s image search provides strongly biased results. Sadly, this
was exactly the case. The work is a series of six collages, made of images found with
Google. I chose six keywords used in political public discussion and googled them with
Image Search. These words were politician, immigrant, national, digitalization, terrorist and victim. Then for each word, I combined 50 first results to appear and stacked
them on top of each other, creating a kind of visual average of the word. Alongside the
image, I presented a text description of the word, which the search engine provided
from a changing third-party website. These descriptions and the visual results were in
contradiction. For example, the search word “politician” (Figure 3) resulted mainly to
portraits of white, middle-aged men while the text description told politician to be “a
person who is professionally involved in politics especially as a holder of an elected
office”, without any specification of gender, age nor ethnicity. These results were not
unexpected, yet still troubling.
Figure 3 - Politician, 2018

Digital image from Series Searching Average.
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Another example of the series, a terrorist (Figure 4), is defined as text like this: “A
person who uses unlawful violence and intimidation especially against civilians in the
pursuit of political aims”. Again, no ethnicity, dress code nor gender mentioned in the
definition, but the results try to tell us a different story with disturbingly homogeneous
images appearing.
Figure 4 - Terrorist, 2018

Digital image from Series Searching Average.
Creating an artwork often involves associative first steps when things and themes are
stitched together in a form of an idea, but in the end of the process I aim for certain objectivity and even try to distance myself and my fingerprint from the work. This usually
happens by setting up a set of rules or methods for making, and then following them
throughout the realization of the work. In Searching Average, I followed a strict formula
and order for finding and stacking the images and used the same protocol to produce
each collage. With this strive for objectivity, I aim to create truthful presentations instead of completely subjective speculations, and I restrict myself from going after pure
aesthetic pleasure. For example, I did not reorganize the image layers to make the works
“look better”, but stacked them in the order of appearance on the search result page.
Obviously, the process as a whole does not hold as very objective, if that ever was
possible. On top of the fact that all the rules and methods for the making are shaped
according to my subjective perspective, there was an important step during the process
where I was not able to follow any formula. The keywords were chosen by me based
on a feeling of often used words in political discussion instead of an actual investiga-
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tion about the discussion. I tried to analyze political speeches and media to be able to
precisely choose the most used words, but with lack of Hungarian language skills, time
and fitting tools, and in the scope of this work, I failed. Even so I decided to complete
the work since I assumed I could still raise relevant questions about the topic. Art rarely
claims or aims to be true in an exact way, but in this particular work, it would have been
favorable to conduct the analysis of the most used words beforehand.
When an artwork is a clear report like Searching Average, it raises the question if
the work of art was the best way to produce and show it, or whether it would not be better as a journalistic work. Personally, two years after making this work, I think it lacks
the levels of speculation and openness that artistic methods and settings make possible.
Maybe the clear hypothesis led to this, and a less articulated starting point would have
resulted in a better work. In my opinion, it is a bit boring as a work of art – even with
its important topic. When art only has an instrumental value, transferring the knowledge or “picturing the research”, its possibilities and its most powerful aspects might
be disregarded. Although this only becomes a problem when certain kind of research
is presented as art, not if the research practice intently takes advantage of the artistic
methodologies.

3. memorials 2019
A year after the failure with gathering the words for Searching Average, I succeeded
to find a set of the most used words from Google Search. Or to be precise, the most
googled questions from the past six months. Although this dataset was not provided by
Google but made with the software of one commercial analytic company, who claims
to retrieve the data from Google. I tried to contact the company to ask about the validity
of their database but did not receive a response. Yet again, I still decided to do the work
since the essence of the work was closer to the type of the data and its sheer existence,
rather than the accuracy of it.
I engraved and burnt this data set to a granite boulder with an industrial laser. It is
one of three sculptures of the series called Memorials (Figure 5). The second piece of
this series is filled with my personal internet browsing history and the third one consists
of weather, marine, air quality and air concentration data from a certain day around
several locations in Finland.
This series is an example of research-based artwork, which presents the data and
leaves the analysis and conclusions solely for the audience to make. An engraving, on a
stone in an exhibition, is not a neutral way of presenting, of course, (if that would ever
be possible). It does affect the way the work (data) is received and guides towards, or
suggests, certain interpretations.

100

PEKKO VASANTOLA

Figure 5 - Memorials, 2019

Sculpture series, laser engravings on granite, sizes vary from 57 to 90 cm in height,
Wäinö Aaltonen Museum of Art, Turku, Finland.

MAKING OF LIVESTREAM (AND FEW OTHER PIECES)

101

4. data store, 2017
An installation called Data Store (Figure 6) was a part of an exhibition For Sale: Pekko
Vasantola’s Personal Data in Köysiratagalleria in Turku, Finland. It consisted of a room
made with wooden walls holding physical items for sale. These items were my personal
information on text sheets or as printed images, and included all of my bank account statements from the previous year, my location history on a set of small maps from Google, my
purchase history from last two years from my local grocery store, and my contact list from
Facebook, including many of my friends’ and colleagues’ phone numbers.
Figure 6 - Data Store, 2017

Installation, wooden walls, printed documents, printed images, glass vitrine, 310 cm *
250 cm * 280 cm, Köysiratagalleria, Turku, Finland.
The data was owned by companies Facebook, Google, OP Bank and S-Group. I presented and sold all the data I could find about myself, held by different companies. The price
varied from 0,01 to 0,05 cents per a set of data, and the total value of all the materials in
the store was around 10 cents. This was an estimate of the price of my personal data in
the hands of data brokers4, made with a calculator by The Financial Times5.
According to the audience feedback, this was a case where many people did not
know about about the existence of data brokers, and they received new knowledge

4
Estimates of personal data value vary widely, and the price depends on many factors, such as the
specificity of the data.
5
E. Cadman et al., “How Much Is Your Personal Data Worth?’’, The Financial Times, June 12, 2013 (updated July 15, 2017). Accessed October 24, 2020. https://ig.ft.com/how-much-is-your-personal-data-worth/.
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through the installation and the exhibition text. As a researching artist, I considered this
a success, in a sense that knowledge transfer mixed with artistic speculation about the
ownership and purposes of these data.

5. conclusion
The connecting theme in my artistic work is an interest towards digital data, specifically
personal data. Its analysis, the methods for collecting, the societal and personal effects
of these practices. The data identities are created for everyone using contemporary ways
of communication. The research I do about this theme aims towards artistic outcomes,
which are the ending points of the working process; the research might be freely altered
according to these outcomes. The methods and analysis of the research phase are servants for the aesthetic end result. The artistically relevant parts of the research are shown
in the work and other aspects are left out and ignored. The findings of the research do
not need to be articulated as such, but they only live in the exhibition as something to
be interpreted freely. If the research is strictly defined and conclusions are articulated
too clearly, the artwork may even become weaker, as we may have seen in the case of
Searching Average. In my opinion, it is specifically the undefined artistic space ‒ where
there is freedom to play around, mix and mismatch ideas, theories, methods and practices ‒ that creates such joy and meaning, for the viewer and for the maker.

