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Korean Culture, the Artworld,

and Computer-Mediated Art
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Art critic, Ph.D.

Korea survived as a dynastic nation for more
than five thousand years until Japan’s
invasion in 1910 ended its dynastic
tradition, and Korea became a Japanese
colony. In 1945, when Japan’s surrender led
to the end of World War Il, Korea was reborn
as an independent country.

Between 1945 and 1948, Korea existed under
a United Nations trusteeship, and in 1948 a
new Korean government was established.
The Korean War, which began in 1950 and
continued through 1953, divided the
country into south and north. With the
support of the United States, the south
became a capitalist country, while the north
became a communist country with

support from the then-Soviet Union.
National events, such as the downfall of the
Chosun dynasty, the Japanese occupation,
the birth of a new country after the end of
World War Il, UN trusteeship and the Korean
War, brought political and social changes to
Korea.

Koreans’ hard work in the following fifty
years has transformed their country into “a
nation of miracles.” Thanks to its people’s
diligence, South Korea is also a leading
country in the fields of electronics,
automobiles, shipping and

biotechnology and sustains

semiconductor production technology,
competing with more developed countries
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such as the U.S. and Japan. In regard to
Korean visual art, it has maintained the
practice of Korean traditional painting. Art-
ist Hwee-Dong Ko traveled to Japan to study
western painting in 1909 and became the
first Korean artist to use western painting
techniques. Many artists followed his
example by studying in Japan and Europe
and introducing the methods and practices
of western art back into their home country.
However, the political and societal
confusion described above

prevented a growth of visual art in this
country. “The Modern Artist Association”
was established in 1957; this establishment
assisted in the introduction and expansion
of western abstract art and modern art into
and within Korea.

In the Korean art world, the 1960s witnessed
a flourish of En Formel. In the 1970s,
minimalism was the main art movement. In
the 1980s, neo-realism and postmodernism,
which had been part of socialist art, took
hold as a response to political and social
changes. In the 1990s, Korean artists
followed the flow of the international art
world, focusing on installations, media art,
performance art and photography. Since the
millennium, an international network in the
art world, connecting all parts of the planet,
has been developed. Korea certainly seems
ready for take-off in the visual art field.
The launch of Korean media art was a fif-
teen-minute-long video work that artist
Hyun-Ki Park created in 1977. Korean media
art started in the video art genre and then
expanded to computer-mediated art based
on the popularity of the computer. The
Kwangju Biennale, which started in 1995,
served as a stimulator for the development
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of computer-mediated art in Korea. The
Kwangju Biennale demonstrated the
international flow of the culture of visual
art, and its special exhibition focusing on
computer art introduced this new genre to
art professionals and the general public.
The Seoul International Media Art Biennale
and the Busan Biennale both began in 2000;
these exhibitions also promoted computer-
mediated art, aiding in its settlement as a
main art genre in the Korean art world.
Artists in this new field have focused on a
wide variety of subjects: the political situ-
ation in Korea, workers’ lives, the everyday
lives of ordinary people, gender/identity,
environmental pollution, feminism and
foreign workers’ human rights.

Today’s South Korea has emerged as a
leading country in the IT industry. The use of
digital technology enables the production of
top-quality electronic products,

including LCD TVs, VTRs, cameras and
cell phones. The exchange of information
through the internet is actively taking place.
The DMB broadcasting service that enables
people to watch TV and movies and check
stock information through cell phones began
on December 1, 2005; this was the first
service of its kind worldwide.

| believe that this kind of development of
digital technologies will influence comput-
er-mediated art in Korea and ultimately the
Korean identity itself.
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