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Contemporary Visual Culture Studies in Taiwan
CHEN, Hwai-En

Abstract

Visual culture has become a popular research subject in recent years. Under certain context, it could
also be treated as a popular term. In general, visual culture studies combines cultural studies, art history and
anthropology with an effort to elaborate on cultural issues expressed with visual images. Its initial focus was
more on film theories and television studies. In recent years, it has extended to video game studies, cartoons
and animations, painting of traditional media, images of advertisement, and visual communication design
on the internet, providing fruitful cultural achievement. In the Chinese academia, image studies and visual
culture studies have become a trend for some time. In Taiwan, the term “visual culture” often refers to the
more general visual activities and cultural performances with little focus on profound social and cultural
issues. However, Taiwanese scholars have studied visual culture more with a sociological perspective and

have developed some potential prospects.

Keywords: visual culture, Bildwissenschaft, iconic turn
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|. Introduction

In the past 30 years, art studies in Europe and North America revolved around diverse ethnicities and
multiculturalism. On one hand, researchers have tried to break through the Western cultural barriers and
showcase the difference and richness within the cultural perspectives of different researchers. On the other
hand, they have tried to build a new cultural identity within the difference. In a greater sense, our zeitgeist
has been impacted by globalization with an emphasis on information construction and media reception,
which are based on videos and images. This post-structuralist perspective is diverse, transdisciplinary,
multi-dimensional and multi-perspectives. This transdisciplinary interaction and understanding is extremely
difficult. Researchers need to have accurate understanding of not only their own discipline but also others’.
They need to learn from the difference between one another and grow from it. With their observation on the
visual aspect of society, they dig into the expressions and messages of these images.

In these studies, visual culture has become a popular research subject in the past few years. Under
certain context, it could also be treated as a popular term. In general, the study of visual culture combines
cultural studies, art history and anthropology. Researchers make an effort to elaborate cultural issues
expressed with visual images. Their initial focus was more on film theories and television studies. In recent
years, it has extended to video game studies, cartoons and animations, painting of traditional media, images

of advertisement, and visual communication design on the internet, providing fruitful cultural achievement.

Relatively, the term “visual culture” has been used very frequently in the academia and the cultural
scene of Taiwan. As a guideline of studies, it has reshaped peripheral studies in several disciplines such
as the overlapping fields of art history and design history, or issues which were covered by both media
studies and social studies. As a popular term, the term “visual culture” is almost as powerful as “arts” and
“aesthetics.” Writers often use this term to replace the traditional terms of “images” and “visual arts” for its
more advanced concept. Its usage, research materials and subjects are still undergoing collection, sorting and
discussion. Therefore, visual culture and the studies of visual culture in Taiwan do not need reconstruction

but new construction.

Il. The Difference between the Studies of Visual Culture and of Traditional Art History

“Visual culture” is ambiguous and vague. On review of the methodology in Western art history, artists
in the German art scene of the early 20th century such as Alois Riegl, Aby Warburg, Walter Benjamin
and Erwin Panofsky had already probed into visual studies. Yet, the shaping of “visual culture” began in
the 1970s when Western scholars started to discuss the iconic turn and the cultural turn. Researchers of
art history found that visual culture was acknowledged later in art history. Art historian Svetlana Alpers
led a study of new art history in the 1970s, which covered this concept. In 1983, when discussing the
development of Dutch painting, Alpers applied the concept of the period eye devised by Michael Baxandall
in 1972. He referred to Dutch painting as Dutch visual culture (Alpers, 1983). Ever since, the subject “vision
and visuality” have gained it popularity. As for the development of academic institutes, visual culture
is deemed closely related to cultural studies emerging in the 1970s. Following the trend of sociological
studies, academic books and anthologies on visual culture appeared one after another as well as academic
periodicals of the same theme. Universities in the UK and the US started to provide Master degrees in visual
culture studies. Parallel to visual culture studies was the German Bildwissenschaft established in early

1990s, which cover even greater content and issues.'

1. The universal English translation of Bildwissenschaft around the world is the least acknowledged “image science.” Some British and
American scholars such as J. Elkins and N. Mirzoef see Bildwissenschaft as the German term of “visual culture” or “visual culture studies.”
French scholars see it as a part of the médiologie. The literal Chinese translation would be [E R [BIEREE, RS and F2{RE. The
first three either are preexisting terms of art studies or share meanings too close to other terms, which is why the translation “§{$£+” which
is similar to the Chinese translation of “Kunstwissenschaft” is used here.
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The three subjects, iconology, visual culture studies and Bildwissenschaft, all have something to do
with vision and images in their basic concepts, applications and researched issues. Yet, their focal points
and contributions differ. There is difference in their meanings in academia. Iconology was a product of
historical consciousness as well as a method of interpreting the history of art, which inevitably leads to the
elaboration of art history. Visual culture was a product of social consciousness. It is a part of cultural studies
and inevitably leads to the elaboration of society and culture. The meaning Bildwissenschaft is diverse and
ambiguous. On some level, it shares the same meaning of visual culture. It is also a product of scientific and
cognitive consciousness. Basically, it is formed with different scientific methods, which support, include,

exclude, interact and counteract one another. Its actual achievement almost overlaps Kunstwissenschaft.

All these subjects serve different purposes in Taiwanese high education system. Iconology has become
an essential course in departments of art history since the 1960s. Some scholars think that iconology and
visual culture studies are not fixed subjects and cannot be treated as pure academic movements or trends of
thought. It is better to understand them as ensemble concepts. They are general terms which explore vastly
different contents with different approaches. Their themes of course concern vision, images and videos. Yet

their approaches only share remote similarities.’

I1l. The Introduction of Visual Culture Studies to Taiwan

Visual culture studies were introduced to Taiwan and China around the same time. As for the
development of academic institutes, visual culture is deemed closely related to cultural studies emerging in
the 1970s. Following the trend of sociological studies, academic books and anthologies on visual culture
appeared one after another as well as academic periodicals of the same theme. Universities in the UK and
the US started to provide Master degrees in visual culture studies. Visual Culture: the Reader, edited by
Stuart Hall, was a prescribed textbook of “The Image and Visual Culture,” a graduate social science course
offered by the Open University. 33 related papers were selected under three major themes, “The Culture
of the Visual”, “Regulating Photographic Meaning” and “Looking and Subjectivity.” The book served as
an introduction to global visual studies and influenced the basic understanding of Chinese and Taiwanese

scholars on visual culture 20 years ago.

The publication of the Chinese translation of Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying
Practices by Stuart Hall was followed by that of Visual Culture: the Reader (% XALZEZA), edited by
Gang Luo (4#£fd) and Zheng Gu (Ei$F:) and Visual Culture Studies: A Reader (R SXALAFFEEEA) by Yong-
Guo Chen (F§i7k[5). Many textbooks and collections of essays were published afterwards. They were not
only the extension of the growing readership of the subject but the development of the thoughts and issues.
The titles, Visual Culture and Visual Culture Studies, served more than the purpose of differentiation in
the publishing market. They showed the evolving understanding of a Western contemporary theory in the
Chinese context. In China however, the term “visual culture,” when used in a daily scene or in the high

education curriculum, mostly refers to visual culture in a weak sense introduced by Malcolm Barnard,

2. In the past 20 years, publications related to visual culture have been of abundance. Visual Culture by Margaret Dikovitskaya published
in 2005 offers an detailed elaboration of visual culture studies. Through literature review, surveys of experts, oral history and interviews
of scholars, Visual Culture investigated the history, structure and methodology of visual culture studies from several aspects. Dikovits-
kay cross-interviewed several lead scholars of visual culture, such as Douglas Crimp, Michael Ann Holly, Martin Jay, Nicholas Mirzoeff,
W.J.T.Mitchell, asking their definitions and opinions of visual culture. She utilized ethnography to capture vividly the cultural turns in con-
temporary art history and the emerging of visual studies. Dikovitskaya, Margaret, Visual Culture: The Study of the Visual after the Cultural
Turn. MIT Press, 2005, Cambridge.
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which focuses on knowledge of images and design.’

Taiwanese textbooks of visual culture are often placed next to books of design. In other words, the
term “visual culture” often applies to more general visual activities and cultural performance with little
focus on profound social and cultural issues. However, it is noteworthy that many Taiwanese scholars still
grasped precisely the sociological perspective of visual culture in their discourse. In short, the discussion of
the methodology of visual culture in Taiwan may not be as extensive as in China. The actual achievement of
research is yet more precise.

Fei-Wen Cheng’s (#(2£30) PhD research at the University of Lancaster, UK discusses the formation
of nationalism and imagined communities through cultural analysis. With focus on trauma, memory and
national identity, her research mainly analyzes the visual media which represented national commemorative
culture. It followed cultural studies of the University of Birmingham, UK, taking in its traditions, gender
studies and visual culture studies. Recently, she has been studying bodies from a technological perspective,
discussing the relation among “body, images and science.” Her research on modernity, bodies and
visualization can be deemed as the application of British visual culture studies in Taiwan. Earlier researchers
of visual culture absorbed the critical thinking against the cultural industry from the Frankfurt School. Most
of them made related criticisms against capitalist mass culture and pop culture. The recent argumentation
revolves around certain social theories. Visual images are used to express subjectivities, the politics of

difference, identities, knowledge and attitude, which is the focus of Cheng’s research.

Another major research is reflected in Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Ildentity in Colonial
Taiwan,* which collects nine essays in three major parts. Part 1 consists of essays on the political meanings
of Taiwanese landscape by Naoko Shimazu, Hsin-Tien Liao (Z#7H), Toshio Watanabe and Chuan-Ying
Yen (BHAEJL). Part 2 consists of essays on images about women by Kaoru Kojima and Ming-Chu Lai (&FH
PF). Part 3 consists of essays on architecture and craftsmanship by Chao-Ching Fu ({##HJHl), Chia-Yu Hu
(fHZ5i) and Yuko Kikuchi. Yuko Kikuchi examines the historical context of colonialism in East Asia with
a framework of colonial modernity. She uses retracted orientalism to discuss that Japanese colonialism has
retracted European and American colonialism. Nine authors all provide their own analysis of Taiwanese
visual culture during Japanese colonization, which vividly depicts Taiwanese visual culture in a transcultural
complexity introduced by Japanese colonialism.

IV. Institutes of Visual Culture in Taiwan

In recent years, research groups of visual culture were formed in the high education system of Taiwan.
The visual culture research cluster of the University System of Taiwan includes the Film Studies Center,
National Chiao Tung University, the Visual Culture Research Center, National Central University and the
Visual Culture Studies Group, National Yang-Ming University. They consider visual culture an important

integrated research field within cultural studies. Visual cultural text is interpreted from cultural and social

3. Barnard distinguishes between visual culture of strong sense and visual culture of weak sense. Visual culture of strong sense refers to “the
values and identities constructed and conveyed by visual culture” with special emphasis on the research aspect of it. Visual culture of weak
sense focuses more on “the visual aspect...especially the numerous visible items and events which exist in two or three dimensions and are
produced and consumed as a part of human culture and life.” It is synonymous to vision and images. In other words, scholars might use the
strong sense of visual culture to keep its aspect of cultural studies with focus on its research subjects, formation and practices. Online or pub-
lic writers would use the general sense of visual culture to refer to all visual forms. Barnard, Malcolm, Approaches to Understanding Visual
Culture. Palgrave, 2001, pp.1-2.

4. Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan. Edited by Kikuchi Yuko, University of Hawaii Press, 2007, Honolulu.
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aspects, including arts, photography, films, television, advertisement, fashion, digital images and graphic

narratives. Their main research subjects are as follows.

1.Identities in art history and film studies: With art history and film studies as the core, identities in
modern visual culture are explored, including nations, genders, classes, sexual orientations and
diasporic imagination.

2.The interaction between Western visual culture from Europe and North America and Chinese visual

culture from Taiwan.

The Graduate Institute of Studies in Visual Cultures of National Yang-Ming University was established
in 2013. Its curriculum is similar to that of the visual culture studies graduate institutes established ever
since the 1990s in European and American universities. It is the first graduate institute of visual culture
studies in Taiwan with an academic aim at combining photography studies, film studies, art history and
visual sociology. It differentiates itself from the traditional field which focuses skills and techniques. The
modern period (from the 17th century) is studied to explore the transdisciplinary research integrating

Western visual culture from Europe and North America and Chinese visual culture from Taiwan.

The establishment of the two research institutes may not distinguish distinctively between visual
culture studies and art history studies but its focus is clearly shifted to media and images. Compared the
establishment of the two visual culture education institutes to that of the visual culture studies graduate
institutes in American universities discussed in Visual Culture by Margaret Dikovitskaya in 2005, some

similarities are shared with the transdisciplinary integration of art history, literary theories, films and media.’

V. Activities Related to Visual Culture Studies in Taiwan

In 2010, the Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica held the international conference,
“Medicine and Visual Culture.” In 2011, the Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan University
held the conference, “Visual Culture in the Era of Emperor Qianlong.” These were the two major
conferences on visual culture in recent years. The former paid more attention to iconology, while the latter

more to cultural materialism and cultural history.

On review of Chinese publications of visual culture studies, image studies and visual culture studies
have become a trend in the Chinese academia. Ever since 1980s, Chinese researchers of iconology, whether
in the form of art history, art studies or aesthetics, started from the translation of Gombrich’s works to the
translation and research of the works of Riegl, Wolfflin and Panofsky. These were followed by some French
publications of iconology. Shortly after, the scholars translated and introduced documents and methods by
Bryson and Baxandall, which set a stable foundation for the later discussion of iconic turns and thoughts of

visual culture studies.

In Taiwan, the publications evolved a bit differently. Besides the translated publications of general
introductions to visual culture, visual culture in Taiwan took an educational form in a new era. In 2005,
Huei-Ling Chao (#iZ¥y) published Visual Culture and Art Education (% XL BIZ#747) and introduced

5. Margaret Dikovitskaya depicts clearly the faculty development, curricula and prospects of the four major American graduate institutes of the
University of Rochester, the University of Chicago, the University of California, Irvine and the State University of New York at Stony Brook.
According to her introduction, many universities in the US with an academic specialty in visual culture integrated their art history or sociolo-
gy departments, which could not attract enough students, to media or film departments to offer new programs in order to survive. It is proven
that these programs have become the leading ones in cultural studies. Dikovitskaya, Margaret, Visual Culture: The Study of the Visual after
the Cultural Turn. MIT Press, 2005, Cambridge.
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visual culture art education by Paul Duncum. The same year, the Ministry of Education announced “The
White Paper of Art Education Policies” (Zfili %5 B K H 2 &) and proposed a four-year plan of national
art education (2006-2009) with five goals, 22 strategies and 84 projects, including the education of visual
culture. In 2006, The Teacher’s Manual of High School Art Courses 1: Fine Arts (15 " 284l rE k3R AL B
5 2255 Tt 1-2E4i) introduced visual culture education with 20 pages in “Chapter 2 Contemporary Art
Education Trends: Visual Culture Education” (28 & &{CEITEHE BE « R LB EH). Teaching
Visual Culture: Curriculum, Aesthetics, and the Social Life of Art written by Kerry Freedman in 2003
was translated by Chiung-Hua Chen (3 4{f) for publication in 2017. It is clear that art educators in
Taiwan have been dedicated to introducing visual culture. Yet, their contribution to visual culture is still
overshadowed by fine arts with visual culture being treated as the new name of fine arts. It may have dealt

with multiculturalism, but its overall academic attributes are no different from art sociology.

It is noteworthy that research of design and design history has been around for more than 30 years with
fruitful results. Research on graphic design and visual communication design overlaps the issues covered
by visual culture. For example, three books by Tsun-Hsiung Yao (ki /ift), Brewing Age: The Designs of
Taiwanese Alcohol Labels during 1985-1970 (WEERF{C © 1895~19701 Wi A REZSET) (2004), Design
Story: An Introduction to the History of Taiwanese Graphic Design during Japanese Colonial Period
(1895-1945) (G ARLE—HIGRFHA(1895-1945) B E3% 5145 A) (2005) and The Graphic Understanding
of Taiwan: The Packaging Design of Popular Taiwanese Commodities during Japanese Colonial Time (|&]
GRS - HiaRF ARG S 3 3%ET) (2013), study systematically the trademark and visual design during
Japanese colonial time. Yet, Yao identified his books as art sociological research or design culture studies. It
is similar with An Apocalypse of Golden Rays Art: The Origins and Development of Taiwan's Golden Rays
Art (R - B EOESYITEA) by Wu-De Chiu (B {%) discusses the visual change in folk art. Yet,

he identified it as an exploration of Taiwanese cultural aesthetics not a form of visual culture.

VI. The Plural Forms of Taiwanese Visual Culture Studies

European scholar Lambert Wiesing and American scholar W. T. J. Mitchell have asked almost the same

questions regarding the academic quality of visual culture®:

1. Is visual culture studies a brand new and independent subject? Can it be taught as a subject in the

university like anthropology and sociology?
2. Is visual culture studies a part of the philosophy discipline or the art history discipline?

3. Can visual culture studies be a new form of media studies or a part of cultural studies?

These questions also applied to the development of Taiwanese cultural studies. Thus, a more
straightforward question could be raised: Might visual culture not even be a fixed subject? Instead, it is a
ensemble concept, a general term for the ways to explore the relation between images and cultures. In other
words, whether in the West or Taiwan, visual culture studies covers studies of vastly different contents
and methods. These studies only share remote similarities but not other academic relations. That is why
it is better to treat visual culture studies as plural forms, which consist of different types of visual culture
understandings and studies. These rich and complicated academic trait will definitely be the normality.
(Translated by HSU, Shang-Ting)

6. Mitchell, W. J. T. What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images. The University of Chicago, 2005, Chicago and London.
Wiesing, Lambert: Artifizielle Préiisenz. Studien zur Philosophie des Bildes. Suhrkamp, 2005, S.9.
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