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Tools, Medium, Media? The Proposition of Digital Art’s Essence

TSENG Yu-Chuan

Assistant Professor, Department of Public Relations and Advertising, Shih Hsin University
Vice Chairman, Taiwn Women's Art Association

When organizing an exhibition about the history of digital art, one is always confronted with the
question, “What is digital art?” Even through much analysis of literature about digital art in Taiwan and
discussions with numerous artists and researchers, a consensus could not be reached due to the following
reason: Each person has a different understanding of digital technology as a tool, medium, or media.
Additionally, each person holds a different opinion about the degrees of digitization in an artwork, if
any. This not only affects the resulting manifestation of digital art, but also its chronological record. How
is "Taiwan’s Digital Art History" defined when based off Li-Chen Loh Sappho’s massive and complex
chronological compilation of Taiwan’s new media art? This is ultimately the greatest challenge for this
exhibition. Therefore, this essay will revisit an essential question: what is the proposition of digital art?
Through discussions with researchers and curators, as well as relevant government departments and private
entities, digital art’s proposition is explored to gain a better, more in-depth understanding of the intrinsic
nature of digital art. The purpose of this paper is not to validate any accuracies of digital art’s nomenclature,
nor to try to derive an ultimate definition of digital art. Rather, through an analysis of literature, the goal
of this paper is to gain an understanding of Taiwan’s proposition on art forms which utilize technology as a

medium, and derive a categorized framework for digital art that will form the foundation for this exhibition.

2 <

In Taiwan, the following Chinese terms are often used: “technology art (Ke Ji Yi Shu),
art (Dian Nao Yi Shu),” “new media art (Shin Mei Ti Yi Shu),” and “digital art (Shu Wei Yi Shu).” (Table

1) However, international scholars also use other nomenclatures besides the ones mentioned above. For

computer

example, Oliver Grau and Frank Popper use the term, “virtual art,” to emphasize the virtual aspects of digital
art. This also highlights the immersive and realistic experiences of interaction within virtual realms.'Stephen
Wilson used the term, “Information Art,” to define cross disciplinary creative works that merge art with
technology, science, and other areas. This term emphasizes his statement that “we increasingly live in
an ‘information society’ where the creation, movement, and analysis of ideas is the center of cultural and
economic life. In our culture, scientific and technological information is the critical core of that information.”
(Wilson, 2002)

In the development of Western digital art, “computer art” laid the foundations starting from the
50s and 60s, featuring images that were created by computer algorithms. Nowadays, numerous types of

computer programs are available, resulting in a greater scope of digital art that encompasses 2D and 3D

1 Oliver Grau shows how virtual art fits into the art history of illusion and immersion. (Grau, 2003) Frank Popper
emphasizes virtual realms created by the application of technology, while focusing on the illusions created within "light's"
interface and its importance within digital art. (Popper, 2007)

(8 2fuBiiirstE —IOES "SEE -

images, animations, as well as other multimedia forms. The use of the terms, “technology art” and “art and
technology,” can be traced back to 1966 when Billy Kluver and Robert Rauschenberg formed “Experiments
in Art and Technology (E.A.T.),” an organization established to foster collaboration between artists and
engineers. They used “Technology” and “Art” in the group’s name to emphasize the merging of art and
technology. In Robert Atkins’ 1990 book, Art Speak, Atkins also used the terms, “Art and Technology” and
“High-Tech Art,” to define artistic works that use technology as a creative medium. (Atkins, 1990)

In 1977, due to Yuyu Yang’s influence, the first “Laser Promotion Association” meeting was held in
Taiwan, which sought to bring laser art and technology to Taiwan. However, this did not create much of an
impact. In 1988, one of National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts’ first exhibitions was “High Technology Art,”
which featured Light Art, Kinetic Art, Video Art, Laser Art, Computer Graphics and Fine Arts, and Cyborg
Art. (National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, 1988)

In 1990, Peisuei Lee returned from her studies in Japan, and hosted the exhibition, “Computer Art,”
thus, coining the term “computer art.” Two years later in 1992, Lee published the book, Computer Art, a
compilation of her and Yoichiro Kawaguchi’s computer artwork, “Fractal.” From this, “any new concept or
unique aesthetic that is expressed with the use of computer technologies is considered computer art.” (Yoichiro
Kawaguchi, Peisuei Lee, 1992) In the same year, Loh Li- chen returned from New York and published the
article, “A Dialog Between the Computer and Art,” which introduced mostly American computer artworks.
At the beginning of this article, she defined “computer art” as “pure art created by the computer.” For the
“The Second Emerging Expression Biennial,” Loh used Patric D. Prince’s perspective as her main focus. The
works introduced three forms of computer art: “works that are created or expressed with traditional mediums,
but aided by computers in the creation stages, such as during the design, outlining, or modeling processes”;
“’works that use the computer as the medium, where they are displayed on a monitor or manipulated by

99 <.

peripheral devices;” “works that use computers as an inspiration in the field of visual research: artists probe
the effects of technology on the human condition, as well as explore the relationship between the computer
and people.” (Li-Chen Loh Sappho, 1993) From Sappho’s perspective, the computer is not only a visual tool
in the field of computer art, it also breaks the stereotype and misconception that “computer art” is computer

graphics.

The term, technology art (Ke Ji Yi Shu), can be traced back to 1993, when Su Shou Cheng (Director of
the Center for Art and Technology at Taipei National University of the Arts from 1992-98) actively promoted
the formation of TNUA’s Center for Art and Technology. With the official establishment of the Graduate
School of Arts & Technology® in 2001, the term, “computer art,” was gradually replaced with “technology

2 The author uses New York artist Kathleen H. Ruiz's work, “Repository Construct” , to explain a type of computer art.
After creating a draft with the computer program, Ruiz pre-processes the computer generated image on to papyrus paper,
referring to Loh Li-Chen. (1993,5.1). Computer and Art's Dialog. Art Monthly, 41, 68-71.

3 In 2010, the Graduate School of Arts & Technology became the Department of New Media Art, which included both an

undergraduate and graduate program.
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art.” In 2002, Yageo Foundation, together with the Asian Cultural Council, established the Yageo Tech-Art
Award. Later in 2006, Hong-Gah Museum along with the National Culture and Arts Foundation proposed
the “Techno Art Creation Project,” which would help to support technology artists with their creative career.
The award would cover digital image artworks, interactive installations, video artworks, Internet art, sound
art, etc...7 In 2003, Taipei Fine Arts Museum hosted the exhibtion, “Streams of Encounter-Electronic Media
Based Artworks.” During the exhibition, German curator, Andreas Walther, clarified the scope of “technology
art” in his statement: “For ‘Streams of Encounter,’ all artworks that are created by mechanical or electronic
devices, based on electronics, or use electronic mediums.” (Walthers, 2003) The exhibition mostly featured
photographic and video art forms, but also included mechanical/electronic and sound installations, which

redefined technology art in the public eye.’

Simultaneously, new media
art, a term inherited from media
art, emphasizes the use and
experimentation of “new technology”
to make it a possible artistic
expression. Chia-Chi Wang (2004)
defined “new media art” as an
extension of or a more in-depth look
into “media art,” with an emphasis on
the use of digital video, the Internet,
interactive media technology, and
the special media characteristics
of art. In 2006, Taipei Fine Arts
Museum exhibited a Centre Pompidou

llecti f i fil
SOUERIRINGE 3¢ wilitoe, il o Tseng Yu-Chuan (SoiiZen) Who-shadow

Interactive Installation 2008
exhibition, “Pompidou: New Media Beyond a Dialloge- the 3rd NCAF Techno Art Creation Project in National
Art.” Based on Lev Manovitch’s  Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts ©

video installations and named this

theory on new media art, Christine
Van Assche made the following
definition: “New media works must all be created by using digitally specified equipment (e.g. works made
through video and audio tapes, CDs, hard drives, the Internet), but also include traditional media, which due
to presentation necessities, are transcribed into digital formats (e.g. movies).” (Christine Van Assche, 2006)

And, in 2007, Taipei National University of the Arts, National Taiwan University of Arts, Tainan National

4 Within Walther's essay, he discusses the ambiguity of the term, "Media Art." According to him, "it creates associations
with strict concepts of Futurism, which is a severing of all tradition within a cultural context." Therefore, he refuses to use
the term, "Media Art." (Walther, 2003)

University of the Arts, and The Australian National University’s Centre for New Media Arts co-hosted, “Boom!
An Interplay of Fast and Frozen Permutation in New Media - Taiwan-Australia New Media Arts Exhibition.”
There, Yung-Hsien Chen wrote that, “The Australian government....is even more committed now to the
development and integration of the new media art industry in digital movies, videos, computer animations,
interactive media, user interfaces, virtual reality, computer games, and digital content...” (Yung-Hsien Chen,
2007) This exhibition believed that new media
art extended to cover computer games and the
digital content industry, echoing the official

definition of the term, “digital art.”

Taiwan began to use the term, “digital art,”
in the year 2000, when the Acer Foundation
established the “Acer Digital Arts Center.” The
same year, they organized the “International
Digital Art Millennium” exhibition, and published
the book, Digital Art: Europe: Sampling Report
of Austria, Germany, and Holland. As a result,
the term, “digital art,” gradually became used.

EEINY3

Its various forms of “technology art,” “media
art,” and “new media art” each have their own

followers and supporters.

In 2001, Li Chiou Chen defined “digital

Tseng Yu-Chuan, Jason Lee 4 i
art” as “artworks produced through a process

Flow, Web Interactive Installation, 2006

Boom! An Interplay of Fast and Frozen Permutation of digital methods and means, thereby known

as ‘digital art.”” (Li Chiou Chen, 2001). This
Kuando Museum of Arts, Taipei County. definition has been used widely by students.
In 2002, the Council for Cultural Affairs also
adopted a broad definition of digital art, stating

in New Media in Taipei National University of Arts,

that it is the integration of various creative forms made through digital expressions, such as digital music,
interactive installations, digital images (CG), digital animation, film and Internet creations. In 2005, Chin-
Juz Yeh published, Introduction to Digital Art, referring to “digital art” as including computer art, Internet
art, digital photography, dynamic video art, software art, new media art, and other various expressive forms.
He explained, “Modern computer equipment is based on digital technology. Simultaneously, the concept of
“digitalization” also has an absolute influence on the direction and character for artworks. Therefore, in art-
related discourse, the general term of “digital art” is used to replace the term “computer art,” including all of
its collective parts and emphasizing that “digital art is not a particular style or philosophy, rather it’s closer to
names such as oil painting, wood carving, or photography which specify the tools or presentation methods of
the artwork...” (Chin-Juz Yeh, 2003)
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“Computer art,” “digital art,”
and “new media art” emphasize the
object traits of creative expression
produced through technological
tools and media. Therefore, in
this framework, according to the
technological characteristics of
media and medium, its proposition
theme falls under the focus of
three types of terms. The official
definition of “digital art” is biased
in favor of the digital creation

industry, hoping to enhance

the value of the digital content
industry and its competitiveness. NAVIGATOR - Digital Art in the Making,
Li-Chiu Chen and Chin-Juz Yeh National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts

use the “tool” perspective to
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media art,” and

explain “digital art,” resulting in many people viewing “technology art,” “computer art,
“new media art” to be relatively similar. In the general definition, the main direction relies on computer tools,

emphasizing the application of technology and using it as a definition for a type of media tool.

To define “digital art,” one must start with the definitions for “digital” and “technology.” The word,
“digital,” describes technology that generates, processes, and stores data in a positive and non-positive state.
Data is converted into string combinations of Os and 1s, with each number called a bit, or binary digit. A
byte is composed of a number of bit strings and used as a unit to handle binary characters. (Halnon, 2002)
Negroponte describes bits as similar to DNA in a human body. They are the smallest element of information.
Even though they do not have color, size, or weight, they are in a state of existence. (Negroponte, 1995)
Therefore, the meaning of digital is not only limited to technological definitions, but also extend to the

limitless boundaries of data structures that comprise all of existence.

Therefore, according to Heidegger’s the instrumental definition of technology, and the essence of
technology (Hsu Liang, 2005), the implementation, evolution, and emergence of technological tools will
allow one to re-understand the state of technology’s existence. By using technology to re-familiarize oneself
with the obscured truth about the nature of phemoma, as well as conducting a “nature analysis” to understand
the relationship among technology, people, and the world, a clearer understanding about how our technology-
shaped world manifests itself is gained. Only then, one can comprehend the true nature of modern technology.
(Hsiu Liang, 2005)

Under this concept, the proposed definition for “digital art” should cover the creative expressions

i, 2ERuBiiRtE  —OES " SEE -

created by digital technology tools. This concept should also explore the living conditions and the existence
it transpired within this world built by technology, which are topics that can be incorporated into discussions

relating to digital art.

The nature of technology is not just limited to the utilization of tools and the final result of those
processes. It also emphasizes the understanding of the changing relationship between human technologically
civilizations and the human condition through use of technological tools. (Li Ming Feng, 2003) Digital tools
have brought on a digital revolution and constructed a new world made of bits. They have changed the
economic model for the entire information society; the “bit” has become the basis for systematic thought.
Digital technology has not only arisen as the dominant tool for creating art, more importantly, it has impacted
the pulse of progress for the whole of society, culture, and life, as well as the thought models and creative

topics for artists.

Just as Christiane Paul believes, perhaps definition and classification can help clarify the unique
characteristics of such an art media. But, the limitations of definition might also hinder the understanding
of new possibilities for an art form, especially when it is in such a constantly evolving state. (Paul, 2003)
Due to constraints of space, this paper cannot delve into a dialectical analysis. However, the motive for this
definition is to clarify the reasoning behind the nature of this art form, and to only define digital art history for
the purposes of this exhibition.

Year Organization Chinese English
1988 Taiwan Museum of Art | ZRIFFHY iy High Technology Art
1988 Taiwan Museum of Art | H AN 2= Japan High Technology Art
Exhibition
1990 Taipei Fine Arts Z(ilfE T FERSETRE | | Computer Art
Museum
1992 Taipei National LR i R0 Center for Art and Technology
University of the Arts
1999 Acer Foundation TR LB Bl R, Acer Digital Arts Center
2000 Acer Digital Art Center | B[ $5 7 Zfir4c ArtFuture 2000
2001 Taipei National R BT ZE A Graduate School of Arts &
University of the Arts | 2010 4 5 4 By 3 #£ #8 | Technology
RS
2002 YAGEO Foundation B E R Al EiE Yageo Tech-Art Award
2003 Taipei Fine Arts TR IE - BRI #EffE | Streams of Encounter-electronic
Museum media based artworks
2004 YAGEO Foundation BY B RS i PR 2217 | Yageo Techart International
=] Symposium
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2005 ~ | Hong-Gah Museum & | " RHTE{TAI{ESEZEE | Techno Art Creation Project
National Culture and | Z& | #HBhEtE
Arts Foundation

2004 Museum of ALYk - 4E #8 H %E | Digital Sublime
Contemporary Art — TR E TR
Taipei

2004 National Taiwan B 2004 B[ E iz | NAVIGATOR - Digital Art in the
Museum of Fine Arts il Making

2004 National Taiwan BB BiTHIERELR] | Taiwan Digital Art and Information
Museum of Fine Arts {ERma Center

2005 National Taiwan R — B R BE T #44f7 | Climas-The Highlight of Ars
Museum of Fine Arts & 25 R Electronica

2006 Taipei Fine Arts BEEE 0 H & # | New Media Collection 1965-2005
Museum filr Centre Pompidou

2007 National Taiwan BT Digial Arts Creativity and Resource
Museum of Fine Arts Center

2007 Taipei National Boom | [R#RELEE4E ¥ | Boom! An Interplay of Fast and
University of the RS RZ G {FFH — 23 | Frozen Permutation in New Media
Arts, National Taiwan | FritgE sz
University of Arts,
Tainan National
University of the Arts,
Australia National
University - The Centre
for New Media Arts

2006~ Taipei City Department | £ JbER P& Bl Ei Digital Art Festival Taipei
of Cultural Affairs

2009~ Taipei City Department | & I8 7 Z5 40T 50 Digital Art Center, Taipei
of Cultural Affairs

=0t Ve e =

Table I: The terms used by major exhibitions or organizations in Taiwan

— RS | SE8 - R - Rk, BUE
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MBI BTIORETS | SEE B BRIV ~ FeamuaiAy s > 2 —{E 2 5 Through compilation of historical data and literature research, the goal of the “Taiwan Digital Art Pulse

= [ s g A Mo A & o Stream Plan” is to establish a formal history of Taiwanese digital art’s development. Based on Loh Li-Chen’s
SERAG A EE 40 - LSRR ELFT R TRA A BT - R T S B, % o . AR By A\ e
compilation of the history of new media art as its foundation to reveal a timeline of the “Taiwan’s digital art

AP THK - EIEEA BTN | B EERIERER BB BT E - (MERMRERES > H history.” Although the chronology is not complete yet, but, viewers are invited to experience the development

HIY S BIE T DR IB S T &) » — s R & S i S SR 2 TR RS - of Taiwan’s digital art scene throughout its history via a timeline in the form of a digitally interactive
installation, “Pulse-Taiwan Digital Art River.”
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