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I don’t really understand why our department encourages its students to take a class called “Introduction to Media Arts” in their third year (this was at least the track I was placed on). I don’t even think I’ve ever seen a professor attempt to define media art with a  straight face before this week’s lecture. I think its important to equip our students with the sort of analytic skills this class seeks to foster as soon as they get here. To merely assume we have a firm grasp on what the notion of “media” art really means (all the while we purport to engage in its creation) is doing us a disservice. The reasons for which Media Art has been identified as something distinct from that which it is not are fairly subtle, but certainly not succinct: changing conceptions of audience, “medium as the message,” and new dichotomies of art without emphasis on medium among others.

So for this reason, misconceptions about the definition of the term are understandable. Searching “media art” on Wikipedia directs me to a page, entitled “new media arts,” defining “new media arts” as an “art genre” that comprises artworks whose creation involved the use of technology. This can’t sit alongside the proposition that media arts represents a different taxonomy of artwork that eschews classification by “medium.” If it could, then media art would just be called computer art, and I guarantee media artists would not be happy with that. Still, a lot of people have no problem using the terms media art and computer art interchangeably (and neither do a lot of our undergraduate students). Not to mention that our department’s online mission statement still reads something along the lines of being at the crossroads of art and technology. 

So I’m still struggling with what cultural development we’re defining as responsible for the emergence of media art. To say in the same breathe that media art represents a new dichotomy of artwork in which medium is irrelevant and then cite the computer as responsible for its appearance is contradictory. Obviously Heartfield and Duchamp predate the computer and I’m all for their incorporation into the history of media art. I think for the term to be relevant and meaningful whatsoever it must be defined as reacting to a new set of social circumstance—a world in which mass media is responsible for disseminating information in a wholly new way. Media Art should be defined as art that seeks to confront modern conditions of communication, and not as art enabled by advanced technology.  

