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Gateway: The Paranoid World of Vaporwave
Charlotte Filipov

Almost two decades into the 21st century, humans have made  
astounding technological advancements. AI deep learning is constantly 
developing with the aid of the archive from prehistory and into the 
foreseeable future, smart cars and fridges have been invented, we have 
even developed a small but notable community of cyborgs, or  
BioHackers - those who use technology to further their abilities  
beyond human capabilities. We cannot think about these  
developments in technology as isolated phenomena. We must also 
examine the social and cultural influence they bring.

Vaporwave was a short lived virtual image-based subculture[circa 2010 
- 2014 that existed in constant state of flux before dispersing itself into 
the ocean of mass culture. The aesthetic values of ‘Vaporwave’ revolve 
around a clean hyper-virtual environment, pink and blue hues,  
appropriation by use as a flat aesthetic]of Japanese Katakana, 80’s-90’s 
corporate design, and glossy roman busts. The musical counterpart 
manipulates found commercial pop music and audio, remixing them 
often by slowing them down and making the data yield to its own 
digital decay. The audio-visual experience of the phenomenon  creates 
an unsettling view of the future, as many a contemporary philosopher 
has warned us about the enticing nature of technology and  
cybernetics.
 

Nick Land’s proto-vaporwave 
video work Meltdown (left, 
1994), created over a decade 
earlier than the phenomenon 
began to develop, laid the  
groundwork for what was 
about to be flattened into an 
‘aesthetic’. A virtual  
phenomenon where politics, 



philosophies, and canonical objects are stripped of their meaning. The 
images used in a principally visual manner for mass-image circulation, 
with no practical application other than desktop images and mood-
boards. These were popularised on image-sharing websites such as 
4chan, Tumblr and Reddit, where visual vocabularies are popularised 
and become memetic, known as ‘memes’; words and images, repeated 
until they became cliched, somewhat of a community-specific in-joke, 
often within a very short timeframe. 

The debris of 
these short lived  
phenomena can 
often be found 
throughout  
popular culture, 
for example, in 
the return of the  
coveted yet  
defunct  
limited-release cassette tape, Fiji water suddenly being a very trendy 
kind of water to have despite the ecological implications of draining 
ancient aquifers full of ‘Earth’s Finest Water’ for company profit, 
while the country witnessed a typhoid outbreak due to lack of clean 
drinking water (Berger, 2017), with visual culture as in music videos 
(above), and commercial advertisements (next page).  

Visual languages that evolve online often perforate the fabric  
between the IRL and URL. The unrelenting self-referentiality of  
postmodernism gains traction with each new meme, revealing to us a 
dark, shallow and chaotic view of our present, tempting us with the 
secret places of paradise and perfection that we must pay a private 
company to experience. 
 
The blending of our IRL and URL subjective experience of reality 
is in a way, proof of the promised land of the future metropolis as 
envisioned in the 20th century. The slow bleed of URL into IRL will 



continue its metamorphose, it begins with our minds and our ego, 
and it slowly extends to reshape our experience of our intersubjective 
realities (Harari, 2016). One’s lived experience of the fitbit and the  
undeniable truth of the smart-fridge.

In Circuitries (1992) contemporary philosopher Nick Land displays his 
concern for the implications of the future, social, economic, personal. 
Vaporwave is founded from this principle, Circuitries, often cited as 
the cyber-punk origin of vaporwave lays out for us the underlying 
fears of technology and AI systems, realising their very real potential 

for mass surveillance and control. In Meltdown (1994) Land foresees 
a reality where you are no longer a human being, you are now only 
viewed by these systems as pure algorithmic material, a data mine. In 
the age of information, this is the way you are interpreted, as this is 
the way computer systems can understand and predict you, nothing 
but algorithmic functions (Harari, 2016). The extended argument of 
this is whether humans will be able to remain relevant, when the  
competition is algorithmically perfect, unable to make mistakes.

Meltdown simultaneously lays the aesthetic groundwork for  
Vaporwave and its nostalgic pining for a slow world stuck in stasis 
like a skipping track. The rise of cassette tapes as a cheap and easily 



circulated tangible format for music, despite its vulnerability to decay, 
has made our human need for sentimentality and something that 
appeals to our idea of the soul clearer than ever in the age of lossless 
FLAC files.

The nostalgic pining of the ‘aesthetic’ for the early 1980s runs  
alongside significant developments in culture and technology, the 
bleed of postmodern discourse into the imagined modernist utopia, 
questions arose whether the imagined future was in fact an  
unachievable utopia, or would continue the stifling of humanism. 
Ayn Rand was a significant figure in influencing the development in  
laissez-faire capitalism (privatisation), individualism, self esteem 
and acting in one’s own self interest. Her revolutionary work Atlas 
Shrugged was such a radical book for the conservative environment 
of 1950s America, and the second most influential book for  
contemporary USA after the bible (Curtis, 2000) in terms of its  
influence over libertarianism and value in the self.

Larry Ellison (Left), including many other 
important figures involved in the  
construction of the silicon valley saw  
themselves as ‘Randian Heroes’ allowing her 
book which foresaw the creation of a place 
where the artists, creatives and intellectual 
individuals would create the model for a 
new society based on their own self interest, 
rather than the collective or community 
interest (Bauman, 2000; Curtis, 2000).

Alongside the recent formation of online subcultures that have a  
tendency to form their own communal cultures, The Fall of Public 
Man, Sennett discusses the action of wearing a mask as a ‘civil’  
therefore, ‘public’ behaviour (1978). The use of the ‘avatars’ [images 
as an identifying mechanism] could apply as a sort of virtual mask, 
something which allows us to communicate beyond the borders of 
what our IRL physicality allows. In V for Vendetta, the guy fawkes 



mask is used as a unifying symbol, to unite the people in their  
revolution against their totalitarian overlords, and the appropriation of 
this symbol by the online group, Anonymous, associated with freedom 
of information and wikileaks, media and speech, seen by Bauman as 
‘private issues turned public’ (2000).

Another ephemeral online entity, seeing their collective power as 
proof of man’s ability to unite and overcome the ‘big brother’ figure 
of shady government deals, perhaps did not recognise the influence 
of Rand’s selfish philosophy on the very technologies we are using, 
and the consequences of allowing privatisation and individual bias 
in the economy. Anonymous and Wikileaks using technology borne 
of Rand’s philosophies, to release information about the TPPA to the 
public, public land and resources being sold for individual gain.  
Sacrificing using an image of yourself, your body or your interest, you 
adopt the communal image. This works as a small-scale model of the 
model which is precisely the exact opposite of Rand’s envisioned  
utopia. It is merely a point of interest that what the silicon valley 
gave to us despite being so clearly propelled by Rand’s vision of the 
self-serving society, could also become so radically communal and 
focused on an interpretation of the ‘public good’.
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Charlotte Filipov
The Condition of the Digital Native, 2017
Digitally printed collages, found and cast objects

Charlotte Filipov is a second year sculpture student at the Ilam School 
of Fine Arts. Her research based practice navigates the postmodern 
condition of culture. This train of thought originates in her digital 
nativity, and how digital nativity affects the cultural psyche in the 
21st century western individual. She intends for her installations to 
become avenues of discussion, tapping into a network of different 
conversations around each project.

Karen Greenslade
Garden Dreaming, 2016
Five suspended panels, mixed media, dimensions vary

Karen Greenslade completed her BFA at the Ilam School of Fine Arts 
at the University of Canterbury in 2016. Greenslade’s current work  
involves responses to the natural and constructed environments she 
has lived in and/or experienced in New Zealand. Garden Dreamings 
is in reference to the devastation of the old gardens of Christchurch. 
These are now often demolished alongside the remnants of  
earthquake damaged houses, often then replaced with monoliths of 
concrete and minimal plantings; sparse, sometimes spiritless ecosystems 
that surround the new houses.

The panels are symbolic of plantings from old gardens which are 
represented by floral motif fabrics sewn onto a new plastic ground of 
weed mat. The panels float, suspended in a space lit by unnatural light.



Hannah Phillips
9ct. 
Installation, found objects

Hannah, a student at the Ilam School of Fine Arts creates immersive 
experiences that speak to deep time and human existence. These 
points of interest are considered within the wider context of  
contemporary socio-political issues affecting us globally and closer to 
home. Experience working in the field of health prior to study has 
encouraged an investigation into the therapeutic sensibilities of art in 
response to life and mortality. 

Hannah’s work often takes the shape of space-based installations using 
natural and found materials. Occasionally performative and  
participatory in nature, her interest lies in making space for  
reorientation, conversation and healing of the self and the community 
as a whole. 

Brie Sherow
Reality, 2017
4:23 looped video

Brie Sherow is a writer and collage artist that has recently  
started making video works.  The works are small attempts at  
showing the world through her eyes.  Her writing can be found at 
TasteTransfixed.com and her collages at http://messamerica.tumblr.
com/archive



Joy Spence
F R € € D O M F R I E S, 2017
ミネラルウォーター (Mineral Water), 2017
Sadgirl, 2017
@vaporwave, 2017
L E T S // C O N N E C T, 2017
K I W I W A V E.jpeg, 2017
Digitally manipulated prints; Te Reo translation by Kommi Tamati

Joy Spence was born in Sydney but raised in Christchurch and  
Wellington, before recently relocating to Brisbane. Spence is self 
taught and enjoys exploring a range of mediums. Joy has only been 
doing digital manipulation for just over a year and is by no means an 
expert, but does find it a fun and exciting way to explore ideas.  
Spence has been following Vaporwave for several years now and loves 
the way the movement can be critical of modern society and  
economics without being condescending. It’s about “punching up” 
using humor, but it’s also a way to explore a lot of the disappointment 
and hopelessness Joy feels as a millennial.

Clara Wells 
Drift X, 2017 
Digital video projection, mirrors

Clara Wells is a visual artist from Christchurch specialising in  
motion-based art. She completed her Master of Fine Arts through the 
University of Canterbury in 2015. Wells uses traditional hand drawn 
animation techniques combined with modern film making  
technology to create immersive, experimental video art through her 
methods-based practice.



Where? is a transitional space in Ōtautahi, focussing on  
exhibiting a diverse range of artists and practitioners in terms of  

identity, practice, and career stage.

Where? is always accepting proposals for artistic projects of any kind 
in any medium and offers practical and conceptual support for the 

realisation of these projects.

More information can be found at wherechch.nz or by emailing 
wherechch@gmail.com
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