Hijoo Son




               3rd Annual Nebraska Digital Workshop

UCLA

Abstract


Visualization of Diasporic Art:

Re-presentation and Retrieval of a Digital Archive

Mining and analyzing digitized data sets of visual artwork of diasporic artists provides both reinforcement and challenge to writing about diaspora.  I have found that the combination of diaspora and art reconstitutes identities at once captivating to the viewing audience and enabling for the subsequent exchanges that surround the art work.  Migration, transnational bonds, loss of land, inability to return home, discrimination, adaptation, re-migration to a third residence, or return back to homeland are key themes with which diasporic artists wrestle.  On the other hand, digital computing methods involved in data-mining emboss strong affiliations with national identity formations because of the nation-centered ways in which the archives are compiled.  The strong cultural networks and communities within the host countries and the transnational bonds that still connect a diaspora with its home country mean that the role of national identities remains undeniably important.  However, the most significant finding of my methodology is the ability to retrieve information from a digital archive that locates attributes of artists or art work in a specific social space and social time.  Depending on which attributes one emphasizes in the digital mining process, end-users will inevitably reconfigure diasporic artists’ identities, therefore complicating any unified understanding of nation-centered or transnational identities.

My dissertation, titled “Casting Diaspora: Cultural Production and Identity Construction,” is a cultural history of diasporic art from the largest and oldest Korean diasporic communities, and my study focuses specifically on artists who participated in controversial large-scale exhibitions including the 1993 Whitney Biennial Then and Now, the 2002 Kwangju Biennial’s There project, and the 2004 Korean Diaspora and Art Symposium held in Tokyo.  I am in the process of visualizing my data sets – including visual images, video footage, films, and ethnographic interviews - by using digital computing methods in the attempt to discover what interrelationships exist among and beyond my three sites of investigation.  In effect, does the mapping of diasporic art highlight my argument that these three sites of diasporic art work to undermine master narratives of national identity, national culture, and national belonging?  Or do these interrelationships aid our discovery of otherwise hidden connections that may reinforce master narratives of the nation?  In addition to these larger questions about diasporic frameworks, analysis of data-mining will discuss technical, practical, and ethical problems arising from the process of standardizing the digitized audio and visual data sets and from constructing the metadata in order to make set data accessible and resourceful as a teaching, presenting, and referencing tool, especially explored by end-users navigating within the collection in a web interface.  One of the assets of digitizing, cataloguing, and visualizing data collections is that it helps scholars ask new questions about materials well-described within department-specific practices and scholarship.   In addition to expanding research horizons, the visual re-presentation and retrieval of a rich archive engages both older and newer discussions about what diaspora studies are and issues involved in contemporary, popular uses.  In effect, a digitized data corpus can help scholars to compute, visualize, and analyze interrelationships that may further our vision for diaspora and its futures, especially given the implications of its access.
