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Abstract. We offer Cultural Computing as a method for cultural translation that 
uses scientific methods to represent the essential aspects of culture.  Including 
images that heretofore have not been the focus of computing, such as images of 
Eastern thought and Buddhism, and the Sansui paintings, poetry and kimono 
that evoke these images, we projected the style of communication developed by 
Zen schools over hundreds of years into a world for the user to explore – an ex-
otic Eastern Sansui world.  Through encounters with Zen Koans and haiku po-
etry, the user is constantly and sharply forced to confirm the whereabouts of his 
or her self-consciousness.  However, there is no "right answer" to be found 
anywhere. 

1   Introduction: Cultural Computing 

Since involving various kinds of media technology in our everyday lives, we have 
built a sphere of communication that reaches to all parts of the globe. However, on the 
other hand, we are starting to feel the danger that, as the communication network 
expands, the level of personal communication has become shallow. 

In this situation, a new communication medium that will convey personal depth of 
feeling across long distances has become urgently necessary. Within this context, we 
decided with this project to pursue the possibility of a communication medium that 
incorporates a new kind of interactivity, with editorial engineering [1] and art and 
technology [2] as a foundation, and including research on the operation in which 
interactions of multiple cultures come to fruition, and research on the “intelligence” 
that appears in between the user and the system. 
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Human communication is originally something cultivated in an environment com-
prising localities, national customs and language.  Therefore, the fruits of these cul-
tures have strong roots in their unique histories. 

However, the media that developed in order to convey these peculiarities across 
cultures were communication media such as writing, music and film. Now, as the 
computer society covers the earth, the task that computers must take on is the clear 
and accurate intercommunication between local and global cultures. Toward that end, 
it is first necessary for those involved with computer technology to bring to life local 
characteristics. 

Thus, the authors focused on the cultural roots of their native country, Japan. This 
includes Buddhist culture, the kanji culture, haiku and other Japanese poetry and 
song, and traditional Japanese dress (kimono). They decided especially to dig into the 
unique communication space and imagery methods developed in Zen Buddhism and 
landscape ink painting (sansui painting). 

Within the traditional relationship between culture and computers, emphasis has 
been placed on the preservation of decaying traditional cultures for the sake of future 
generations, restoration of artifacts, and computer graphics simulations recreating lost 
relics. However, the authors struck on the possibility of computing the previously 
unquantifiable essence of culture inherent within people, such as personal subjectiv-
ity, feeling, emotion and cultural personality. [3] 

With this research project, the authors offer the concept and direction of “cultural 
computing” as above, and describe, in simple terms and through the realization of an 
actual interactive system, a computing method reflecting the differences of emotion, 
consciousness and memory that will be indispensable for the future communication 
abilities of computers. 

As Cultural Computing is a very broad field, in order to produce a specific exam-
ple, one must pick out a single local culture and use that as a base for building a real 
system. In this case, we chose Zen, a special area of Buddhism, and developed and 
evaluated ZENetic Computer as a system in which people can experience Zen culture 
firsthand. 

2   ZENetic Computer Artistic Concept 

We developed ZENetic Computer as a specific example of Cultural Computing. We 
focused on the roots of Japanese culture, including Buddhist culture, kanji culture, 
waka and haiku poetry. [8] We decided to especially focus on the unique communica-
tion space Zen and sansui ink painting create. 

Below is explained the scenario a user experiences within ZENetic Computer. 
First, the user builds a three-dimensional sansui ink painting on the display using an 
intuitive and user-friendly interface, constructing her own virtual space. 

These images express the natural world that characterizes the East and Japan and 
their philosophical concepts, providing the user with a dramatic experience very dif-
ferent from the images seen in modern-day life. [9] In this way, in the introduction, 
the system brings about a kind of awakening within the user, and encourages their 
unconscious imagination. 


