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Art and art 
 

Japanese critic, former vice director and chief curator of InterCommunication Centre 

(ICC), Keiji Nakamura, lamented the degeneration of the term ‘bi-jyu-tsu’ which 

consist of two Chinese characters ‘beauty’ and ‘skill’ at the millennium in his essay on 

media art (2004: 156-157). He sighed with great regret that we could not help using 

the term ‘ah-to’ which means ‘art’ in Japanese Katakana character, generally used 

for direct use of a foreign language, instead of the term ‘bi-jyu-tsu’. What he felt 

shame for was, however, not the obsoleteness of a certain terminology, but the fact 

that there is no more clear difference between ‘bi-jyu-tsu’ and ‘non-bi-jyu-tsu’, a piece 

of artwork as a creative interpretation of the reality and the reality itself, which was 

very crucial for his generation born in the early 20th century. The result is, a blind 

equalization of all factors in a society, including politics and the need to depend on 

another terminology to reflect a very uncomfortable change in the nature of art. 

 

Besides Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Taiwanese and Vietnamese share the same 

terminology of ‘beauty’ and ‘skill’, or sometimes ‘craft/talent’, and ‘skill’ in Chinese 

character is a translation of ‘art’, however each pronunciation and social context may 

differ. This means that they also share the same problem to some degree, the 

degeneration of the terminology. It is often said that the concept of art today has 

been imported from the West to the East quite recently, and the terminology for 

translation has been chosen or invented to meet the need to express the foreign 

concept, in which they redefine their own history of art as a counter-part of Western 

art. Since that time, they have lived with this dissatisfactory terminology crowning 

their existing concepts in history with new ideas. (Birnbaum, 1997, 118) 
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Contemporary art and media art 
 

The concept of art, even in English, has changed dramatically in the various 

movements resonating with history during the 20th century, especially contemporary 

art since the World War II. Although there are some viewpoints tracing the origin or 

root of media art from earlier times, which is still controversial and ambiguous term, 

media art is regarded to practically belong to 20th century in this paper. 

 

There are many different points of view on defining and categorizing media art in the 

relation to contemporary art. These views may vary among different media artists 

with disparate backgrounds, or even among artworks of a single artist. Moreover, 

these artists and artworks can be continuously reinterpreted in other contexts by 

people who have diverse viewpoints. Some might despise this problem as nothing 

more than a temporary terminology doomed to undergo ceaseless changes. Yet, it is 

undeniable that the terminology is indeed crucial for defining artists' identity within art 

history, and placing his/her artworks into communities by exhibiting them in 

museums, galleries, art markets and other institutions including fields of education. 

Sometimes, to define oneself not as just an artist, but as a media artist, means to 

restrict one’s art to a limited number of exhibition venues and specific contexts with 

undesirable prejudice. 

 

In general, various artistic expressions which by manipulating and experimenting with 

media technology tend to be categorized as ‘media art’ works, although there are 

certainly other various trendy ways to call them, such as modifying them with a prefix 

of certain mediums or defining them with the characteristics of a certain age. In its 

most positive definition, media art is basically presumed to provide a creative artistic 

vision for technology, to push the boundaries between art and technology. 

 

In many cases, nevertheless, technologies applied to artworks tended to be 

expensive tools for individuals who can afford to use them, which is the way 

conventional tools are used. Media art has held the spotlight particularly for its 

interactivity. Despite that, many interactive artworks never interact with audience, the 

audience reacts to them as programmed. In the worst collaborations between art and 

technology introduced in the context of media art, one can see many artistically 

designed demonstrations of cutting-edge technology and poor artworks made by 

subcontractors - artworks that are only, and overwhelmingly, technical. These are 
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some of the reasons why, media art, which could have made a new epoch in art 

history, is often categorized as a rather minor genre in the field of contemporary art. 

 

Media art and media arts 
 

Coming back to the adaptation of the notion ‘art’ in the cultural sphere of Chinese 

character, one can easily expect an even more chaotic situation in language when it 

comes to media art. The real problem here resides in possible political implications: 

Nakamura warned of the fundamentally political nature of media art being used as 

tool for agitation and/or providing a rosy view of electronic society, just like the 

advertisement industry (2004: 158-159).   

 

In the case of Japan, one finds very complicated nuances and different layers of 

meaning of 'art' and 'media art'. The Agency for Cultural Affairs in Japan has held an 

international festival ‘Japan Media Arts Festival’ annually for the last 12 years, which 

has contributed to the growth of this field and, most importantly, the general 

understanding by the public. ‘Media arts’ here is different from the term ‘media art’ 

used in general and when it is written in Japanese it is written as ‘me-di-a-ge-i-jyu-

tsu’ which is a combination of katakana and Chinese character meaning ‘craft/talent’ 

and ‘skill’, a common word for general art. It includes entertainment, manga, and 

animation along with art. In the publication of 10th anniversary of this festival, titled 

The Expressive Power of Japan, one can ironically find an art and technology 

movement and Japanese avant-garde artists in 1960s - equally packaged and listed 

by years with the most public culture under the name of ‘media arts’ (2007). This 

shows a national cultural strategy towards the concept and terminology of media art. 

 

Until recent days, media art histories have had a tendency to be led mainly by those 

artists from Western societies, and Japan, perhaps, has been the only exception in 

Asia until the 1990s. One cannot avoid encountering the expression of ‘catching up 

with’ in most material describing media art in Asia - reminding us of the relationship 

between economic development and media art. One example is the preface of the 

exhibition ‘Cyber Asia: media art in the near future’ at Hiroshima (Komatsuzaki 2003: 

14-15). In an article titled ‘Asian media artist to watch’ in art quarterly magazine 

ARTiT, Alex Adriaansens of V2 listed only Japanese artists for they 'have established 

themselves as very important global players in these fields and have become an 

orientation point for many Asian countries such as China that are rapidly picking up 

this thread in the arts', whereas Gunalan Nadarajan listed artists 'with the obvious 
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omission of Japanese and Korean, partly in deference to the outstanding work that 

has already been done in highlighting them' (2005: 79-81). What worries us is 

whether the same problem surrounding media art is likely to be repeated as other 

countries in Asia ‘catches up with’ Japan. Yet, is this preposition really true?  

It is partly right and partly wrong. 

 

Media art in east Asia 
 

Now the City of Yokohama is holding a big festival, celebrating the 150th anniversary 

of the Opening the Gate to the Black Ship. This is somewhat understandable 

because Japan is known as the country in Asia succeeding in modernization 

relatively earlier than other neighbouring countries and it joined the World Powers in 

the first half of 20th century. The process of modernization shaped the notion of art, 

even that of ‘Japanese art’, as a part of defining Japan’s identity as a modern 

‘nation’. Yet, according to art historian Doushin Satoh, the process making ‘the 

modern’ was not fully completed until the mid 20th century (1996, 12-29). For 

example, the National odern art museum opened in early 1950s.  

 

‘Science/Technology/Japan’ has been both a conscious and unconscious motto 

throughout the last century in Japan, first with the Black ship and then with the atomic 

bomb. The national enthusiasm toward Osaka EXPO in 1970 can be explained as 

the compound result of public desire for a wealthy and strong country and national 

development strategy (Sociologist Shunya Yoshimi and art critic Noi Sawaragi have 

respectively published influential books on this theme in 2005). After the dramatic 

economic development of a so-called bubble economy in 1980s, technology in the 

context of art began to reflect the extraordinary enthusiasm and positivism toward the 

new era, the age of a strong country aided by science and technology. This utopian 

image of art and technology could be grounded on the fact that military use of 

technology was basically prohibited in Japan, unlike the case in the U.S.A. This 

social atmosphere strongly influenced the opening of ICC in 1997 and its 10-year- 

pre-projects.  

 

One can note a very similar situation happening in South Korea. In the 90s, there 

was a famous though not entirely glorious catchphrase in the advertisement of a 

national telephone company aiming at popularization of Internet, which was, 'we 

were left behind in the wave of modernization, but we should keep up with the wave 

of globalization.' A few years after intensive investment at the national level, the 
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catchphrase realized that statistically, Korea was developing at the fastest rate and 

had the most wide-spread Internet. Seoul, the capitol of South Korea, began to hold 

an international media art biennale since 2000 and media art has been celebrated 

with the rise of globalization in the information age. Nevertheless, the media art 

scene only developed in Korea since 2000 and shows very different characteristics 

from those of Japan. This has been discussed at the symposium of an exhibition 

‘Extended Senses: the presence of media art in Japan and Korea’ held at ICC and 

gallery Loop in 2008. Locality does matter in this context because art cannot be 

independent from the history and culture of a certain society, which shape an artist’s 

identity as an individual along with the influence on the content and context of 

artworks. 

 

The thinking of one of the curators of the Seoul International Media Art Biennale 

2004 is worth reconsidering here. He said that media art manipulating post industrial 

communication media as a medium of expression should more actively interact with 

the social, political and cultural waves - for art has always appealed to the specific 

historical language of certain times. With innovatory technologies which are literally 

state-of-the-art, what kind of artistic expressions can be pursued? How can media art 

mediate between people in the community? During the last century, these questions 

including terminology have been repeated and repeated, but have not been fully 

explored enough, especially in Asia. This paper is, after all, another same old story: 

yet, it challenges us to make it new. 
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