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Intimacy and Alienation: The Looking Relationship and Style Forms

within Contemporary Digital Images
LIAO Xin-Tien

Professor at National Taiwan University of Arts and Graduate School of Art-Culture Policy and
Management, Lecturer of Taiwan Studies at School of Culture, History and Language in the ANU

College of Asia and the Pacificn

Nowadays, with the widespread use of imaging technology, “digital art,” an art form that has come to
define a new era and generation, has overwhelmed the art community with its visual impact and influence. In
particular, theories and interpretations of digital art are increasingly “lagging behind” digital art’s execution,

which is continuously reinventing itself.

Based on basic theories (which prove useful at times), it is impossible to grasp the impact of digital
art and the issues it touches upon, such as localization, body, gender, etc... Moreover, the most fundamental
question has yet to be answered, “Can art be digital?”” Even though digital art is already institutionalized and,
thus making it a norm within art education and exhibition organizations, its status remains unclear for many
people (even for those working in the art field). The research plan, “Taiwan Digital Art Pulse Stream Plan -
Pulse One,” and the exhibition, “Body, Gender, Technology” aim to foster a deeper understanding and create a
framework for digital art’s direction in terms of theory, development, exhibition, and execution. Furthermore,
this essay will primarily explore the basic principles of digital art, while others will describe and explain the

exhibition and artworks themselves.
“Insightful” and “Visionary”: A Brief History on Concepts

In the West, the study of images is already a well-established discipline that forms a basic guide for
the understanding of form meanings, levels of significance, cultural relevance, etc... “Great works of art”
stimulate the need for explanations, which in turn, enhance their significance (a process of sanctification, or
becoming a classic). In conjunction with the concept of aesthetic perception and art psychology’s definition
of visual and emotional responses, these disciplines all seem to confine an image’s intrinsic value within the
image itself. Thus, only geniuses can create masterpieces that can only be uncovered by “insightful people.”
These “classically orientated” understandings are established upon a series of hypothetical assumptions, such
as unchanged material and manipulation, planar and static form presentation, and formation of a relationship
(the image is the narrator) between an unidirectional (which I refer to as “simple”) and relatively passive
projection with reception. To summarize, the focus is always on the image. However, with the advances
in imaging technologies and cultural research over the past ten years, as well as the maturation of visual
culture discussions, this narrow-minded condition is gradually opening up. With the addition of discussions
about visual statuses (society’s act of viewing culture and visuals) to the discipline of image understanding,

the tides are changing. In other words, from simple questions, such as, “What is an image?”” and “What is

It 2 uBMioRtE  —IORS " SEE -

the meaning of an image?” to more complex questions like, “What to view and why should I view? How to
view? What is the meaning behind the viewing and images?,” contemporary arguments are then applied to the
following logic: method decides the results, therefore, the way we view dictates what we see. This is the new
meaning behind images. Of course, this logic can also be applied to an artwork’s materials. Furthermore,
the word, “point of view” (or “perspective”), contains two parts to its meaning: view and point (referred
to as a position, angle, entry point, encompassing method, path). Going along with this rationale, one will
come to the following conclusion: An image’s meaning depends on the point of view referenced. One could
reason further that different relationships yield different viewing results and “interpretation” methods. The
importance of relations is no less than the act of creating and viewing the image (in fact, social sciences
have long seen actions as the result of interaction between people in a highly complex society with complex

th|

language and symbols). I believe that “images” together with “view” form “vision” - neither view nor image,
it is a consolidated, dialectical, and organic fussing of activities. Nowadays, the discussion of visual culture
is centered on how Western society (with its imperialistic philosophies, multinational enterprises, media and
popular culture) is visualizing worldly or social concepts, and thereby dominating and controlling modern

society.

Some modern scholars of the West have even coined the phrase, “logocentrism,” which refers to the
perceived tendency of Western thought to locate the center of any text or discourse within logos. It is the
foundation, an esoteric and profound underlying structure of modern Western society. Readers might think I
am just playing around with words. However, within the English language, the word, “theory,” has its roots
from the words, “behold” and “think.” According to French sociologist, anthropologist, and philosopher,
Pierre Pourdieu, the French words “behold” (voir) and “understand” (savoir) are closely related and reinforce
each other. This further enhances the notion that points of view are intertwined with society. A person’s
interpretation of an image is influenced by factors such as symbols, their era, gender, social classes, race, and
authority. These perspectives form an ever tightening network much like any other social network or system.
Setting paths to viewing methods, these networks undergo a continuous process of evolution, thus becoming
a constantly changing tool within their times. Unlike language, which is governed by grammar rules, these
networks are open systems, making the analytical approach much more challenging. British scholar, Stuart
Hall, called this a “system of representation.” The scholarly concept of “visuality” even further confirms the
social aspect behind the act of viewing, thus standing apart from purely researching images. The concepts
proposed in the analysis of visual cultures have granted us a better understanding of both past and present

phenomena. For example, the proposition of “spectacle” deconstructed many nodes of history, such as the

1 In a general understanding, the Chinese word for “phase" is much more comprehensively abstract than the character
for “like.” It is also closer to an internal and external integrated meaning, a type of texture, quality or characteristic, so-

”

called “phase from the heart,” “face,” “emperor’s phase”, etc...a very different perspective from that of traditional Western
dualism. --- a type of unique Chinese (country) visual art culture system worthy of continued exploration. I deeply feel that
those who study Chinese visual culture need a more consistent consensus on concepts and vocabulary. Even though this

topic is only a structure foundation, it concerns the deduction of concepts.
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meaning of the Empire Exhibition, international sport events (forceful behaviors of exhibition and acts of
creating order; group excitement) as well as this project’s focus: Micro-layers of the “spectacles of the body”
and “spectacles of gender,” which lie between the macro- and microscopic layers. In other words, viewing is
no longer a manifestation of a tool, rather it has become conceptualized into a complex concept or system; at
least it is a conceptual tool, rather than the use of a tool. The advantages in this kind of observation are that,
through various signifying factors, one can conduct a holistic examination and comparison. Roland Barthes
is a philosopher from such a school of thought. His study of semantics has become the basis of classical
theories pertaining to visual culture. His approach to exploring the ideology of images, and then applying
critical thinking is unprecedented. To summarize, classicism’s approach to analyzing an image is based
on an “insightful person’s” interpretation of images. They are based on objective identification, analysis,
explanation, and interpretation. On the other hand, the modern study of images focuses more on the meaning
behind viewing activities, with the aim of discovering the inner significance and construction of the observer's
point of view. This is a “visionary’s” approach to studying visual culture. Amongst this group of Western
“visionaries” are well-known philosophers and thinkers, such as Plato, Descartes, Sartre, Heidegger, as well
as later figures, like Marshall McLuhan, Susan Sontag, Roland Barthes, Baudrillard, Foucault, Benjamin,
Jameson, and others. If one applies Panofsky’s iconography, then “people with insight” are also “visionaries.”
It is just that the focus is different for each era (this is related to paradigm shirts). We often ignore the fact
that philosophers are often excellent observers because the challenge of viewing images lies in “distractions.”
People’s use of vision, in terms of depth and breath, far exceeds our understanding. Therefore, we need more

AL 5 o 2 5 2
visionaries” to answer these enigmas of viewing.

The flourishing of modern visual culture is undoubtedly linked to advances in modern visualization and
imaging technologies. However, modernism’s force for visual training has become the “premise to its anti-
force” because perspective can be said to be the representative visual discipline in this science-orientated
world. The emergence of modern imaging technologies and the Internet has made “visual transgression” (the
first to challenge perspectives) possible. Viewing is no longer led by scientific guidance, since perspective’s
way of viewing does not dominate anymore. Therefore, we can say that imaging technologies sparked a
revolution that led to a post-modernist way of viewing visual culture. As mentioned before, viewing is not
only a process, it is the meaning itself. It is a novel, revolutionary, groundbreaking, and creative movement
of modern society. It is a visual liberation, not a visual confinement. It is a visual creation, and not a visual
reflection. Now, with this global phenomenon taking place, everyone is a “visionary,” and nobody is an

outsider.

2. On modernist and postmodernist visual modes, see the relevant paper published: From the Deep to the Surface:
Modernism and Postmodernist Visual Models, Sociology, PhD thesis of National Taiwan 1. University (2006); "The
New Experience of Technological Images: Reflections on Visual Traditions", Boom! An Interplay of Fast and Frozen
Permutation in New Media— Taiwan-Australia New Media Arts Exhibition. Taipei: Taiwan University of Arts. Pages 38-44
(2007); Viewing Levels - Visual Culture, Visual Sociology and Visual Method of Criticism, Taiwan Journal of Arts Volume
4 Issue 2 (83) :215-236 (2008).
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From Form Style to Speed Style

The image’s characteristics stem from the amalgamation of various visual presentations to create an
expressive form. Both a canvas and digital screen use a synchronous method to present on one or many
planar medium(s) (a static plane). Therefore, the creation and arrangement expresses the artist’s creativity
with a visual vocabulary. Even spatial expressions, such as cubism, are formed by piecing together static
planes. And, emotional expressions, non-image expression, musical expression, etc... are all expressions that
originally do not belong in this category, must also be transformed into a visual vocabulary. Therefore, the
notion that “art history is a visual one” can be more accurately expressed as “a history of forms in a context
of viewing” or “a viewing history created by forms” (The significance of social and cultural experiences is set
aside, because not all people have the same feelings. People from non-Western cultures need to be introduced
to modern art education before viewing Western paintings.) Viewing in itself has become a type of molding,
and molding is the practice of viewing. This means that inventing and reinventing new forms allows (at the
same time expands or opens up) us to view the world and its thoughts. When observing three-dimensional art,
such as sculptures and installations (incorporating many concepts such as creative media), the viewer shifts
their perspective to see the art in a planar fashion. By pasting together the segmented images, the viewer can
comprehend the entire form (and its aggregate). We would say: This sculpture is art, yet the recording of it
is not; or, this installation’s premeditated arrangement is art, but the recording of it on tape is not, regardless
of how well done. With the expression of forms, space and time are compressed into a signal dimension;
therefore it is not necessary to mention “speed” or the variations of the intertwining space-time. During
the early twentieth century, futurists, who praised speed and technology, also used forms to tackle their
revolutionary thoughts. Although this was many years ago, it remains impressive today. I remember that
amongst the “Taichi” series of works created by early Taiwanese sculptor Ju Ming, the ones that embodied
motion and postures were the most impressive. He successfully combined the instance of moving (even
immobile statues mostly have a sense of movement to them). Also, we are familiar with the work called
“Women Descending the Staircase,” which expresses the instance of motion (mobile sculptures do the same).
“Using inaction to control action” is probably such an artist expression. A form’s style (figurative or abstract)
is the result of both modern and classical art (the entire trend is moving towards an autonomous state, or what

we call abstract), even though the two are vastly different.

The biggest contribution of modern technology is speed. The distance of time and space is shortened,
reversed, crossed, and jumped over, creating all kinds of possibilities. We generally call this a “montage.”
Dynamic images remind us that any static or moving image is just a product of space-time. At any time, they
can change, even though at times there are only slight differences. “Global village” (already quite old, is it
not?) is the most typical concept influenced by this compression of space-time. Virtual reality (some residues
are still fresh) makes the most daring declaration: People’s concepts about space-time and their bodies are
undergoing a complete reversal. Horror is generated, much like the shock from the moving image of the train
heading directly into a French audience and the illusion of racing horses. However, people are quick to adapt

to this shock and absorb it into their cognitive system, even coming to enjoy it. Surprisingly, we discover how
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broad, endless and quick people are in their acceptance of this visual revolution. And, under this generation’s
world view, visuals present a reflection on very significant differences (or tentatively called the “visual gap”).
From Plato’s cave metaphor of making virtual images as sins into a worshipping of virtual realities, this 180
degree difference reflects the above view. The speed, changes, and forms of expressive images are different.
There will be a considerable gap when one uses the latter criterion and thought to view the former, even

leading to misreadings and misunderstandings.

Since speed is constantly changing, how do we express it (after recording it)? If we can express it,
then what do we express? And, for the resulting expression, how does one read it? Do we need another
type of critique model?® These questions lead to another direction of concern: speed style, not shape style.

£

First, speed style emphasizes “moving shapes.” What is the “shape” of a movement? In my opinion,
“image traces,” usually de-emphasized by traditional shapes, have taken the main role because they link the
shapes together, as well as records the relationship of the shape’s movements. Finally, “image traces” are an
essential element to a shape. An “image trace” is the shape, speaking of the intersection of time and space
and including various mood expressions and perceptions. Movement is its basic nature as it witnesses living
speed. This is also life’s expression. Because this is the shape of movement, the process is important. As a
result, this linear process of change is also important. A few years ago in England’s Tate Modern museum, I
saw a group of people surrounding a no longer common plasma television. At first, the image seemed to be
a still and static classical painting, and the viewers surrounding it shared in its withdrawn mood. Within ten
seconds, the attention of the viewers suddenly rose. Apparently, many of the grape leaves within the painting
had dried up, and the vibrancy of the fruit became wrinkled. After ten seconds more, the fruit skin gradually
became covered with grayish, green mold, and then, some time more, the whole plate of fruit had became
dust. The somber atmosphere of the viewers clearly illustrated the impact of this short time history. Some
left with a heavy or confused mood. Others remained to once again experience this unpleasant and slow,
but perceptible course of change and corruption. This type of visual experience is flowing. Even though
the style is important (the image has undergone a careful aligning by the artist), but the key is the particular
sense of space-time brought on by the style of speed. This static, digital painting controlled time, and has a
slightly different sense of time than us. Viewers were quick to realize and experience the “course of beauty
and difference over time” with the feeling of getting old and dying of illness (even amongst the corruption,
the image still maintains a classical beauty). It can be said that static paintings are carriers that exhibit
speed’s mood and appearance. We can simply summarize that life is short, uncertain, fragile, and vulnerable.

No matter how much riches and wealth one has, everything will eventually turn to dust. This is the fate

3. I promote and advocate for the establishment of a clear model for criticism, especially in Taiwan. My observation is
that there have been calls for reform in the field of art criticism for decades, but the lack of consensus and specific actions
have stymied progress. I think the first step to establishing art criticism models and Taiwan art critic education must
be undertaken with a feasible approach. See: Liao Xintian, 2009, "Taiwan Contemporary Art Review  Intervention in
Contemporary Thought: Towards a Concept of Cultural Studies>," Cultural Studies Report "for 90. http://hermes.hrc.ntu.
edu.tw/csa/journal/90/park/park03.htm.
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for all life. But, no matter how vivid the sense of words (or cliche), there is no substitute for the shock or
sensation brought by the expression of speed style. Converting real time into virtual time, virtual time is the
re-alienation of real time. Viewers who enjoy this digital work face their own self-alienation, as well as the

world’s continuous alienation and deconstruction within this time dimension.

I have previously experienced moments of great frustration (though I claim it is for visual analysis and
discussion). When watching a movie about a robot whose appearance keeps changing, I am always unable to
keep up with the speed of the changes. At that time, I had a strong feeling that I was challenging speed under
a different space-time (Of course, I did not finish that movie). My established visual habits make it difficult
to absorb new forms of visual style. If you experience it closely, while facing the image’s flow, our personal

microscopic world is dramatically changing and meeting challenges.

We cannot fail to recognize that the perception of art history believes that this paradigm shift (or jump,
a type of simultaneous growing condition) has setup a reactionary password: that is, the “speed style” art
revolution’s new mission, implicitly or explicitly, goes along with “image style’s” definition of aesthetic
norms as reactionary benchmarks while utilizing technology as the base. However, we also surprisingly
discover that “speed style” continues the former mode of
operation of using specific materials and exhibition method
without any doubt (After Nam Jun Paik, very few artists doubt
this material). This model buries another revolution in art, while
waiting to usurp another similar style. More noteworthy is that
“speed style” relies on electric conductivity and digital technology
planning. The presentation of works must proceed with specific
equipment and specifications: with a computer or television as the
frame, and electronic or digital signals as its oil, all expressions
are compressed (or shrunk within restrictions) into the specified
frame. Once the power is disconnected, nothing happens. In
1975, one person attacked ABC, an American television studio,
because he believed that a television receiver was implanted
inside of him. No matter how much he tried, he could not turn it

off. Aren’t we all the same, right? The problems facing digital

art’s framework is exactly the same as those for easel paintings.

They both deal with the challenging dilemma of projecting three HUANG Po-Chih
dimensional spaces onto planar surfaces. The former uses forms SRR AINED)

. . . . Digital Moving Images
as the solution, while the latter interprets with traces of speed. P ——

However, the latter stature’s changes are larger than those of the

4
former ones.

4. I must admit that my understanding of digital technology is very limited. I can only rely on the cognitive and
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From Isolation to Intimacy: The Third Natural Body and Gender

First, taking virtual images as real seems to be unthinkable, but people actually very it with great
seriousness: property transactions, conflicts which even lead to occurrences of murder. Justice and security
system have already been involved, ensuring its security and safety. Today, the integration between body
and machine is a very common phenomenon in health care. There is a considerable market value for using
artificial objects to replace original body parts. What about those flirty images in the computer or television?
These are no longer news. Getting pleasure from going onto pornographic websites? Although there is
some awkwardness to this, it is a phenomenon and issue that the whole world is dealing with. These are all
indications that people take their bodies for granted. One thinks they can do nothing but stare at a computer

or machine, “controlling the world with a stroke of the keyboard.”

Desires and the culture of viewing share the same symptoms: they are both centered around imagination
and continuous violation. And, the shortcomings to these two aspects are that, for the past three to four
hundred years, they have been neglected and taken over by modernism’s rational and controlling thoughts.
Rationality has finally prevailed over myths and
superstitions. With image recording devices, there
are places where all is exposed and nothing can be
disputed. Images are evidence, standards, and controls
that are assured by science. Any place where imaging
technology goes, civilization and enlightenment follow
suit. It can be said that imaging in a modern context
is a product of asceticism and cleanliness. Digital
image’s change in volume and quality has redefined
previous defaults and notions, such as public and
private, objective and subjective, process and meaning
(or tool and goal). Then we have to let go of a nostalgic
question: are our body and senses still important? To
answer this, we have to first ask ourselves: why do our
body and senses exist? The imaginations within images
can no longer fully describe people’s need for and

obsession with virtual images. It is a desire of viewing,

a strong and penetrating desire that extends throughout

LIN Pey Chwen

The Portrait of Eve Clone
have come to accept this externality, letting it manifest  3p Hologram

the body and life. Regardless of initial intent, people

people’s bodies and desires just through watching. 2010 46cm x 58cm x 4cm

participatory experiences of traditional aesthetic studies to theoretically remedy this and come up with results. This raises

many questions, but, currently, this is the only way.
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Digital desires have taken the place of emotions in the body; our emotions have become digitalized. This
machine is a “confession” machine (or God, as a reference; or gods of desire, which indulge people in their
obsessions). We spill our secrets to this machine, which records all our intimate and private thoughts. It
makes us feel whole by granting us what we cannot have in reality. In front of this machine, we reflect on
all of our “obstacles and shortcomings.” Death? What death? Death has already been deleted by imaging
machines. You miss someone? Just replay a video clip of that person, and he or she is alive again. There
will be no sense of loss or loneliness; you want a lover? What cannot be obtained in the real world, can be
materialized in the virtual one. You want to create life
or reinvent it? Digital imaging can help. To summarize
this trend: dealing with digital machines (different from
those operating in a Newtonian world) and the distancing
of language (or resisting), this internal transformation
merges body and digital machine into one. The real world
and the body are transported to a digital realm, as people
start to migrate to the realities of their “second life.” A
new understanding is born. Therefore, our actual bodies
reside in a real world (even when dead in the real world,
it has long been captured in a virtual one); the conceptual
framework of modernism (and our conceptual world)
is the second reality, and the digital imaging world will
form the third reality, a world where we intimately coexist
with machines. In there, our bodies can reside with our
private conversations, wildest imaginations, and desires.

People’s souls can reside in this comforting place: People

The scence of exhibiton "Taiwan Digital Art Pulse
Stream Plan- The First Phase; “Body, Gender, can take off their clothes and guises, and be naked and

Technology” Digital Art Exhibition true, especially when it comes to their desires. It can be
said that this place is an utopia that exists between the real

world and an ideal reality.

When the above mentioned are brought into contact with the “Body and Gender” exhibition, it seems
that these problematic socially defined concepts are going to have to face the challenges of being redefined in
a virtual world. Digital images of bodies are increasingly uni-sexual in nature, which explore the vanishing
of genders; however, on the other hand, it also maximizes what even gender differentiation cannot. This is a
stark contrast: To eradicate the barriers of the body and gender, yet to reaffirm the distinction between them
has become an driving force for another form of art. Therefore, for art to explore and express the digitalized
body and gender, it might have to address the aforementioned issues with the style of speed: How does one

express the body and gender, two dogmatic concepts strictly defined throughout history, within the context of

speed?
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