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QUAYOLA: ICONOGRAPHIES

A characteristic aspect of Western visual culture has been
the effort to isolate the formal principles of works of art
and to define these principles rationally through language
or mathematics. The tendency to dissect images and forms
according to their geometry, proportions, contrast of light
and dark, color, composition, and so forth, has shaped
our approach to art for more than two millennia, hugely
influencing the creative process along the way.

One of the most recent expressions of this attitude — in this
case based more on empathy and intuition rather than intellect
— was the approach toward form taught at the Bauhaus in
the early 1920s. As part of the “preliminary course™ set up by
Johannes Itten, the mystic first master of the school, students
were asked to understand the Old Masters in terms of their
essential formal or expressive principles. Thus, paintings were
analyzed and redrawn according to geometrical patterns,
proportions, contrast, color, rhythm, and so on. The aim
was to make the students fully aware of the fundamentals
of all visual expression and liberate their crestive forces in
the direction of formal abstraction. Itten looked through the
historical — narrative, meaning, iconography, style — to find
what he perceived as timeless abstract laws.

While responding to similar principles, Quayols works with
a different set of tools. The method is detached, and in many
ways, the opposite of Itten’s empathic approach. Quayols
uses algorithms generated by computer programs to analyze
Renaissance and Baroque paintings according to a series
of fixed parameters. Familiar images are read exclusively
according to their hue, tone, saturation, and contrast of light

and dark.

Paintings with well-known iconographies, such as Judith and
Holofernes or the Adoration of the Magi, are thus stripped of
any content and transformed into abstract, rocky landscapes
in which the memory of the original figurative image is almost

completely gone. These formal metamorphoses are the result
of an exercise in restraint in which images are reduced to
their skeletsl components, ultimately in s way similar to
Itten’s. That which is instinctively recognizable is sbandoned
in favor of mathematical relationships expressed in space.
The process of rational transformation of the familiar into
something new and uncanny is one of the most fascinating
aspects of Quayola's images. Even more fascinating is the fact
that, somehow, an echo of the original organic shapes is still
trapped in the grid of impersonal relationships.

Wheat these images also reveal is the inevitable degree of
alteration and loss involved in any process of translation.
The relationship between word and image is well known to
be a difficult one as the two languages respond to different
rules and conventions. Words often reveal their limited
nature when trying to render and evoke complex and elusive
forms. less obvious is the relationship between images
and the mathematical language hidden behind any of their
digital reproductions. If, for millennia, painting and sculpture
constituted the primary forms of visual experience, our current
relationship with images is almost completely mediated by
the digital medium. Quayola's abstractions intentionally
exasperate and exacerbate the artificial aspects of digital
images, subtly revealing their tendency to decontextuslize,
fragment and inevitably simplify the original.

Serial numbers given to the works seem to further stress their
impersonal nature as if these images had been randomly
generated by a program that could produce an infinite
number of outcomes from any given prototype. A working
method that apparently aims at erasing any trace of artistic
creation through s rigid rational approach — compared to
which Itten’s looks organic. But in many ways the opposite
is true, since Quayola does not leave the selection of the
final images to the inflexible inner logic of the machine, but
relies instead upon his own eye and aesthetic judgment.



This simple act reveals that the creative process is ultimately
based on principles that cannot be rationslly quantified or
reduced and which, as Vasari and many other theoreticians
of the Renaissance never grew tired of resffirming, constitute
the real essence of visual expression.

Adriano Aymonino

Process of lconographies #81-02, Adoration after Botticelli, 2015

ICONIC ABSTRACTIONS:
ON QUAYOLA'S ICONOGRAPHIES

Llearning how to see is unlearning how to recognize, said
Lyotard in 1971. Quayols's digitally formed works take
iconographic representstions of the theme of Judith and
Holofernes to re-synthetize the pictorial language as a new
abstraction. This is not a digital reinterpretstion that would
seek to subvert cultural meanings and iconographies, and
thus rehabilitate the discourse of the image. The artist's digital
instructions and  alterations morph into iconic algorithmic
reconstructions that reveal the figural and specific power
of the digital. Any emulation of art historical references is
transformed into a figurative modulation where optical forces
resist the construction of stable codes and paradigms. Different
in their aspect, these structures of visualization emphasize the
tensions inherent to all representations and force the viewer
to shift seeing away from the visual and rhetorical figures of
the recognizing gaze.

The complexity of the figures emerging with and against the
backgrounds breaks with the reality of the ‘originals’. Intense
and dramatic, the figures dissolve into a language of code,
deviation, and transition that explores the dynamic tensions
between the ‘original" and the digitsl. These algorithmic
images are programmed lo arficulate the structural nodes
and disrupt the grammar of electronic sight, building upon
historical variations in the artistic representations of Judith and
Holofernes. Empirical observation and subject knowledge
are turned info experiential observation — we gaze st the
images to observe different constructions of the image, adapt
our seeing, and reclaim the sight of our own eyes. While
the vivification of movement and its dynamics reveals the
virtual vitality of figuration, the digital canvas moves beyond
the formal boundaries. In Iconographies, light and the net of
arficulating nodes construct images as irregular dismonds of
intersections and cross-divisions, recalling pictorial techniques
that extend from Rubens to Cézanne, the Cubists or the
Futurists, and translated by Quayols into & distinct software
language with altered rules and parameters. Do the ‘originals’



and Quayols's iterations legitimize each other, lending each
other historical authority? Perhaps more importantly, we
ought to ask ourselves what we would see in these iterations
if we didn t know they were inspired by classic iconographic
representationse What do our eyes look fore Where do they
lingere On what does a computer pause? What does it think
when it sees? How does it understand?

Quayola’s digital abstractions derive their force from the
regime of seeing they create. The cuts, alterations and re-
compositions that characterize this regime escape formal
discipline to produce resonance and depth. They reflect
on the vitality of seeing itself and the potential for visual
variation. Yet the pictorial qualities of the works revesl ideas
in matter rather than in the mind, echoing the Spinozist notion
of 'thought” as the attribute proper to substance or matter.
The re-appropristion of the pictorial calls forth a material
transformation of both thinking and seeing. Quayols’s visual
concretions reform the gaze and reclaim the subtlety of s
divided, stratified and plastic perception. By enveloping the
image within its folds, the artist reveals an expressive relief
where the pictorial is reassembled as infinite plasticity —
and where the cultural institution of & pictorial language is
replaced by a purely abstract process of construction. The
digital iterations focus on the visual transcription of the
‘original” paintings, not their inherited subject, to produce an
iconic difference where image is both object and process.
The extensive symbolism of the paintings morphs into material
and analysis, revealing how iconicity is a matter of degree,
not essence and, thus, a matter of intensity. While algorithmic
abstractions are open to error and structural varistion,
Quayola’s iterations are not anomalies or hybrid images
bound to consecrated forms of knowledge. The relations
between foreground and background, the distribution of
colors, and the dynamics of movement are the interpretation
of the computer's eye, with its underlying codes and decoding
patterns. In his attempt to overcome the binary logics of
discourse, Quayola creates calculated representations, that
is, pure visual abstractions of the image itself. The abstraction
of iconographic elements results in & composition inhabited

by electronic relations, colors, and nodes. As the figures
become matters of volume, density, and plasticity, they form
an iterated landscape that challenges perspectivist space and
generates a specific visual meaning. It resists subordination
to the references underlying the “original” paintings only to
show that learning how to ‘read” Quayola's images means
ceasing lo treat them as textual references. The digital volume
increases the intensity of the gaze and the scrutiny of & non-
human thought to surpass both recognizing and visualizing
seeing. |f meaning in visuality emerges as the outcome of
spatial and temporal arrangements that constitute the image-
object, here it is subordinated to the tensions and dynamics
of forms, not as a matter of emulation, but as a matter of
modulation.

In lconographies, the expressive potential of digital reliefs is
the locus of procedural abstraction that informs an intensive
perception freed from the claims of an anthropomorphic
perspective. The algorithmic medium produces such distinct
eyes and such distinct manners of thinking that it must lead to
a complete revisiting of modernism itself. That is, ultimately,
what is at stake at this current point in time in both language
and thinking. Quayola's Iconographies need to be seen not
as they are for us but as they are in their peculiar manners of
perception. The indeterminate and ambiguous forms surpass
modernist avant-gardes and challenge historical considerations
of culture and context. As the beholder becomes aware of
the infinitely active and subjective nature of seeing, these
abstractions and the non-human thinking that produces them
lead to sheer immanence, distinct image formations, and a
new visual language of contingent relstionships.

Sabin Bors



ROURKE ON QUAYOLA

The algorithm harbors no sesthetic. It doesn't care about
human bodies, nor their fate. It analyzes the figure of Judith,
and the severed head of General Holofernes, the bloody
folds of the bed linin, the splintered crisscross of the basket,
the reflection on the sword, and the trees on the mountain
through the window with indifferent, neutral attention, then
weaves everything together as s polyhedral fsbric. This
fractal web of relationships gestures to larger scales than a
single painting can capture, and smaller dimensions than any
paintbrush is capable of rendering. Distinguished by these
intricate fragmentations, human forms become topologies
containing within themselves the necessary complexity
required for scores of clouds, coastlines, and stained-glass
crystals to leap into the imagination.

As well as the fractal dimensions within each image, Davide
Quayola’s /conographies series opens up thematic schemes
across a sequence of paintings. At this scale we can
envisage the paintings of Judith and Holfernes as a fopos:
3 site bound by common features, within which a question
remains contested. To a contemporary audience, Judith is a
brave and exemplary woman who steps forward at a time of
crisis, using guile to sever the head of the patriarch. For the
original audience of these paintings, though, and indeed their
painters, the depiction of Judith and Holfernes was much more
ambiguous. The same act could be read as an expression of
a woman's power, or a warning that all men, whatever their
status, may be struck down by the “deceits and wiles® of
women.' The iconographic elements of the paintings remain
rooted in traditions removed from a contemporary audience:
s severed head on a platter, an ornate sword, the servant
maid, and Judith's indefinite glance. But the fopos — that the
power of women is not & simple matter — retains its ability
to provoke. As Umberto Eco notes, through the work of Erwin
Panofsky:

Even simply from an aesthetic point of view, the painting
will be judged in a completely different way depending
on whether it is seen as the representation of a courtesan
who is carrying the head of a saint or as that of 3 heroine,
protected by God, who is holding the head of a sinner. 2

When the geometric eye of the algorithm reunites the body
of Holfernes, and renders further connections between the
General and the assassin Judith, we are confronted afresh
with the concept of a united body of human kind. Again, the
algorithm cares not for tradition. In myths told the world over
we contemplate The Creation as the instant when a unity was
separated into being. Only through differentiation can the
formless become distinct. The calm of the void cracking open
to reveal an array of fractal forms, tumbling into existence.
The algorirhm seems to wrestle with these distinctions,
plotting points, forging connections, and warping painterly
perspective with simple mathematical tricks.

Part of the power of Quayola's images is to continually re-
focus the universe from the point of the viewing subject.
Scales of the vast and the impossibly miniature are switched
in their place as the eye wanders. For as the ‘inside’ of each
painting splits asunder and spills forth its colorful polygons,
so the ‘outside” world becomes a mere frame for the new
inner-infinity of the image. This thrilling waltz with perspective
renders human scales of vision elastic. Quayola’s works
highlight the stunning capacity of all new technologies to
mutate the things they frame forever, hijacking and warping
preconceived notions of time and space. In the 19th century
it was the steam train, a technology characterized through
the “annihilation of space and time“? that rendered us
subjects on a tiny spinning orb in space, long before Albert
Einstein incorporated it into his radical thought experiments.
In the 20th century, perhaps the most profound technology
of perception was cinems, which gave “common standard
of measurement to things which do not have one," framing
“long shots of countryside and close-ups of the face, an
astronomical system and a single drop of water™* within
a single perceptual apparatus. With the computer and its
constantly extending, roving eyes we have repositioned the
human and the earth once more. Satellites and drones map the
planetary in the three dimensions of space, and one of time,
and compress those four distinct dimensions into patterns of
light, or the flicker of electricity coursing across silicon chips.
That computers have changed the present, and speed us ever
faster toward the future is beyond question. In Quayols's



work we are also confronted with our pasts anew: a grand
compositional realignment that quivers like the long note of
an orchestra on every human subject who entertains it.

lconographies asks the viewer to slash and sunder, to cut and
separate, fo hack and cleave, to slit, rive, rip, dissecr, and
disunite with our wandering eyes and reactivated minds. Left
to its devices, the computer would wrap the whole world
under its fractal fabric. Perspective requires a perceiver who
stands in & place and time uniquely his own. Each viewer
is handed Holfernes’ sword and implored to make the first
incision.

Daniel Rourke

'Margaret Schaus, Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia, New York,
Taylor & Francis, 2006, 44 —845.

2 Umberto Eco, The Open Work, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1989, 263.

3 Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization and Perception of Time and Space,
Berkeley, Calif, University of California Press, 1992, 33.

4 Gilles Deleuze, Cinemsa 1, London, Continuum, 2005, 6.

Process of lconographies #26, Judith & Holofernes after Artmesia Gentileschi, 2015
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ICONOGRAPHIES #26
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER ARTEMISIA GENTILESCHI, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #32
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER CARAVAGGIO, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #43
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER GUERCINO, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #44
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER GUIDO RENI, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #54
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER LAVINIA FONTANA, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #56
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER LIONELLO SPADA, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #60
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER LUCA DA REGGIO, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #67
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER MATTIA PRETI, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #70
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER ORAZIO GENTILESCHI, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #73
JUDITH & HOLOFERNES AFTER BOTTICELLI, 2015

Quayola
Engraving on anodized aluminum, 42 x 58 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #81-01
ADORATION AFTER BOTTICELLI, 2015

Quayola
Ditone print, 103 x 180 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #81-02
ADORATION AFTER BOTTICELLI, 2015

Quayola
Ditone print, 103 x 180 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #81-03
ADORATION AFTER BOTTICELLI, 2015

Quayola
Ditone print, 103 x 180 cm




ICONOGRAPHIES #81-20
ADORATION AFTER BOTTICELLI, 2015

Quayola
Ten Ditone prints, 24 x 33 cm each




ICONOGRAPHIES #16-01
VENUS & ADONIS AFTER RUBENS, 2015
Quayols

Ditone print, 124 x 217 cm
Edition of 3
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“The beauty of the heads in this scene is hard to describe: they are turned in various poses - some full-face, some in
profile, some three-quarters, some gazing downwards - with a variety of attitudes and expressions on the faces of
young and old alike, including all those imaginative details that reveal the artist's perfect mastery of his craft. Sandro
distinguished between the three retinues of each of the kings so that is clear which servant belongs to each. This is a
truly marvellous painting: every artisan of our day is still amazed by the beauty of its colour, design and composition.”
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QUAYOLA

Widely acclaimed for his immersive multi-channel video installations, animated
painting, and large-scale sculptures, london-based artist Quayola merges classical
aesthetics with custom built software and computer algorithms to create s space for
contemplation in the virtual realm. Often using iconic paintings, stained glass windows,
or frescos as source material, the arfist re-contextualizes original masterpieces by
transforming brush strokes, sculpture, and architecture into algorithmically derived
abstract geometry, moving image, and sound.

Specia| commissions allowed the artist rare access to the art and architecture of
churches, theaters and museums in Europe, including the Cathedral of Notre Dame
and the Sistine Chapel, for the realization of his series of films, prints and installations
entitled Strats.

Quayola’s recent works include Captives, an ongoing series of digital and physical
sculptures started in 2013 as 5 contemporary interpretation of Michelangelo’s Prigioni
and his technique of “non finito™. The work, created through the use of complex
mathematical functions, computer-generated geological formations, and industrial
robots, explores the tension and equilibrium between form and matter, man-made
objects of perfection and complex forms of nature, and received an honorary mention
at the Ars Electronica 2014.

Quayola has exhibited and performed his work internationally, and in 2013 was
awarded the Golden Nica at Ars Electronica for the project Forms with co-author
Memo Atken. Past displays of his work include & project for the 54th Venice Biennale
at the ltalian Cultural Institute in London and exhibitions at Paco Das Artes, Sao Paulo;
National Art Center, Tokyo; Pushkin Museum, Moscow; Center for Fine Arts, Brussels;
Museu Nacional d'Art de Catalunys, Barcelons; Victoria & Albert Museum, London;
MU Artspace, Eindoven; the British Film Institute, London; bitforms gallery, New York;
Galté Lyrique, Paris; Palais des Beaux Arts, lille; Grand Theatre, Bordeaux; Church of
Saint Eustache, Paris; and EMPAC, New York.

Also a frequent collaborator on musical projects, Quayols has worked with composers,
orchestras and musicians including Mira Calix, Plaid, Vanessa Wagner, the London
Contemporary Orchestra, and the National Orchestra of Bordeaux.
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