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Niina Vatanen has challenged, seduced, 
and explored time as a mystery from the 
beginnings of her career. Starting with 
her own personal diaries and expand-
ing to archival materials found in muse-
ums, Vatanen has repeatedly attempted 
to depict time and our perception of it 
as the core question in her work. Her 
tools for doing this vary between found 
photographs, videos, texts, and mathe-
matics, but her focus has always been 
on decoding the intricate workings of 
time’s passage. This seems to be a cen-
tral topic within the Nordic mentality, as 
it represents the four cyclical seasonal 
transitions that remind the region of how 
hard and soft nature’s hand can be. She 
uses everything from a memory and its 
fading as a means to trace its passing, 
to a stick stuck in the sand to function 
as a sun dial. Vatanen metaphorically 
grapples with the Greek myth featuring 
the god Chronos, as the personification 

of time. As then and still today, people 
are struggling with the complex cycles of 
life, from birth to death and the question 
of a thereafter.
Niina Vatanen was born in 1977 in 
Kuopio, Finland. She lives and works 
in Helsinki, Finland. Vatanen graduat-
ed from the Aalto University School of 
Arts, Design and Architecture in 2008. 
Her exhibitions include the solo exhibi-
tions “Universus,” The Finnish Museum 
of Photography (Helsinki, 2024), “Time is 
a Tragedy (Vol. II),” Photographic Centre 
Peri (Turku, 2018), “Time is a Tragedy,”  
Forum Box (Helsinki, 2017), “Beyond 
the Visible Surface,” C/O Berlin (Berlin, 
2015), as well as group exhibitions such 
as “Nurture, Nature,” David Behning 
Galerie (Düsseldorf, 2020), and “Eating 
Pineapples On The Moon,” Riga Photo-
month (Riga, 2019).



UNIVERSUS

The “Big Bang Theory (Dancer & Solar 
Eclipse)” reflects the artist’s ongoing 
fascination with objects in orbit while 
evoking Aristotle’s theories on the 
movement of celestial bodies around 
the Earth within crystalline spheres. 
This work places female characters at 
the center of the universe, inviting the 
viewer to reflect on the broader relation-
ship between humanity and the natural 
world. Emphasizing the constant flow of 
change, it calls to mind the impossibili-
ty of permanence in an ever-fluctuating 
world.



Universus, 2024, The Finnish Museum of Photography, Helsinki



The Big Bang Theory, 2024, inkjet print, brass nails, 100 x 74 cm



Solar Eclipse, 2024, archival pigment print, framed, 60 x 44.5 cm



Dancer, 2024, archival pigment print, framed, 70 x 48.5 cm



About the Speed of Light, 2024, archival pigment print, framed, 60 x 44.5 cm



GRAVITY EXPERIMENTS  
AND CYCLIC PHENOMENA

Niina Vatanen’s works challenge our 
perception of time and space, draw-
ing from a personal archive accumu-
lated over decades that includes both 
her own memorabilia and images from 
outside sources. Her large-scale fabric 
works, “Gravity Experiments and Cy-
clic Phenomena,” evoke the intercon-
nectedness of nature’s cycles and the 
passage of time, seamlessly combining 
the idea of earthly gravity with the vast-
ness and weightlessness of space. The 
materiality of the hanging fabrics high-
lights this paradox, capturing both the 
pull of gravity and a sense of delicate 
suspension, their semi-transparency 
accentuating the appearance of weight-
lessness. The installation of the works 
evokes both the historic archive, with its 
concealed truths, and the fluidity of the 
Japanese ensō circle, inviting the viewer 
to experience the cyclical flow of time.  



New Perspectives Through Photography – 25 years of the Helsinki School, 2021,Taidehalli Helsinki



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2021, Sublimation print on fabric, 326,5 x 175 cm



, 2021, exhibition view, Öres Summer Exhibition 2021



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2021, Sublimation print on fabric, 249 x 175 cm



Images that Fall from the Sky - the Helsinki School of Photography, 2024, State Gallery of Art, Sopot, Poland



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2022, Persons Projects, Berlin



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2024, sublimation print on fabric, 290 x 175 cm



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2024, sublimation print on fabric, 347 x 175 cm



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2024, sublimation print on fabric, 336 x 175 cm



Hailstones and Icebergs, 2021, Sublimation print on fabric, 175 x 265 cm



New Perspectives Through Photography – 25 years of the Helsinki School, Taidehalli Helsinki, 2021 



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2021, Sublimation print on fabric, 175 x 252 cm



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2024, sublimation print on fabric, 347 x 175 cm



Gravity Experiments and Cyclic Phenomena, 2024, sublimation print on fabric, 342 x 175 cm



TIME ATLAS

Her series “Time Atlas” is based on the 
book with the same title, in which Va-
tanen overlaps and intertwines photo-
graphs from different sources in a play-
ful and poetic manner. Coming from old 
encyclopedias, intimate archives, news-
papers, manuals, and the vast imagery 
of the internet, the combined materials 
create new and inventive connections 
between different and otherwise unre-
lated fields. They are organized themat-
ically, and the association of images is 
based purely on formal qualities or con-
tent. Vatanen focuses on our perception 
of time and explores the intersection of 
history, personal experiences, and visu-
al recollection.   



Shipwreck , 2021, Archival pigment print, 43 x 60 cm



Alphabets (Reader), 2021, Archival pigment print, framed, 35,5 x 48 cm



Untitled (Broom II), 2019, Archival pigment print, oak frame, 35,5 x 27,5 cm



The World Egg, 2022, Photo sticker, 129,5 x 105 cm



Synonyms I, 2021, Archival pigment print, 35,5 x 48 cm



Synonyms II, 2021, Archival pigment print, 35,5 x 48 cm



ARCHIVAL STUDIES/A PORTRAIT 
OF AN INVISIBLE WOMAN

Niina Vatanen has challenged, seduced, 
whispered, and explored time as a mys-
tery from the beginnings of her career. 
Starting with her own personal diaries 
to archival materials found in museums, 
Vatanen has repeatedly attempted to 
depict time and our perception of it as 
the core question in her work.
The Finnish Museum of Photography 
in Helsinki houses a collection of 5,000 
color and black-and-white negatives 
by the Finnish amateur photographer 
Helvi Ahonen dating from 1940 to the 
nineteen- eighties. For her most recent 
series, Archival Studies / A Portrait of 
an Invisible Woman (2013–14), Vatanen 
worked with these negatives from the 
museum’s archives. However, she was 
more interested in the materiality of 
the negatives—the surface and com-
posite structure of the images—than in 
their documentary quality. To realize the 
roughly thirty works that comprise the 

series, Vatanen sought out damaged 
negatives in particular—those that carry 
the marks of time passing as well as the 
scars of archival (mis)treatment. These 
images were then combined with fic-
tional elements to create an imaginary 
museum laboratory filled with personal 
memories, captured moments, and the 
passing of time



Archive Play, 2014, Golden Thread Gallery, Belfast, UK



A Portrait of an Invisible Woman, 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, glass, 95 x 73 cm



Composition Studies (Focus), 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, 47,5 x 37 cm



Composition Studies (Lines II), 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, 63 x 93 cm



Chemical Coincidence, 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, 47,5 x 38 cm



Negative/Positive, 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, glass, 63 x 47,5 cm



Archival Studies/A Portrait of an Invisible Woman, 2014, The Finnish Museum of Photography, Helsinki



Untitled, 2014, Outdated Agfa Brovira-Speed BN 310 PE#3 and Ilford Cibachrome-A exposed to daylight, oak frame, glass, 47,5 x 37,5 cm



Untitled, 2014, Outdated photo paper Emaks K888 UB 3# developed and fixed, oak frame, glass, 47,5 x 37,5 cm



Exposures , 2014, Silver gelatin print on outdated Agfa Brovira- Speed , 47,5 x 37,5 cm, 8 photos



Disappearances, 2023, Fotografiska Center Copenhagen



Transition, 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, glass, 37,5 x 27,5 cm



Horizons, 2014, Chromogenic colour print, framed, 21 x 27,5 cm



Composition Studies (Circle), 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, 47,5 x 58,5 cm



Negative / Positive II, 2014, Chromogenic colour print, oak frame, glass, 95 x 67.5 cm
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