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Ryoji lkeda is EMERGING —Necessity and Inevitability

Yuko Hasegawa

A Composed Universe

Can you imagine a world that is a sphere of air with no solid ground? It has oxygen, but no natural gravity.
Internally, it has a number of suns, and in dark areas where their light does not penetrate, there is a
freezing winter where nothing can grow. Artificial gravity is needed, and this is achieved locally by
providing a gentle spin as a public utility. With no ground to walk on, people fly, and since there is no
distinction between sea and sky, birds catch feathered fish. This is “Virga,” science fiction writer Karl
Shroeder’s constructed world that presents a reality so detailed as to be totally plausible.’

The worlds of Ryoji [keda’s creations involve a similar attention to detail, devoted to the construction

of an immaculate fictitious space. Likewise, viewers are surprised by the completely different physical
and perceptual experience of the world in Ikeda’s composed spatial and temporal environments. For
instance, in a white-out space he converts sounds into vibrations that can be sensed by the body but no
longer heard. In contrast, in a pitch-dark space, all the phenomena and events of the world are converted
to what he calls “data,” numbers that are accumulating and blinking. Our perceptions and our bodies

are limited. They can only gain a partial grasp of the enormity of this data from the vibrations of the air
sufficient to make our bodies jump, or from the countless numbers reconfigured from data and covering
all the walls as a composition reduced to pixels, the smallest unit of resolution, or from white light so
powerful as to threaten our eyes. lkeda produces worlds that are 100-percent constructed. They are
controlled worlds that take perceptual experience to the limit. If he were to produce a white cube full of
light or a darkroom in which images are projected onto a large screen, viewers would be able to “simply”
walk on by. However, because of the way that his spaces provide stimuli at the edge of our perception or
awareness, they trap viewers in a world of rich, dense, three-dimensional aural and visual information.
For a short time, viewers are put in the position of having to be in that world, just like the people with

no choice but to live on Virga. On realizing that the massive numbers rising up in that space are all data
for external phenomena, or on being caught up in the delusion that the data passing in front of you is
connected in direct series with the genome sequences that are part of your own body, we are struck
with amazement. Face to face with the infinite progression of data assaulting us, it is as if viewing a mirror
of our own perceptions as they attempt to take in that data ad infinitum, seeing in daytime, and then
forgetting, how the hippocampus throws out 99 percent of that data each night while we sleep.
Beginning as a performance music producer, then as a composer, Ikeda worked predominantly with

sound, but from 2002 he has enhanced visual elements, first in C/, then to an increasingly greater extent

with data.tron, and datamatics. We have the ability to choose what we let into our vision, but sounds are
obligatory. Ikeda’s formula is an audiovisual performance, but there is a big difference between
experiencing it at a performance venue and watching a DVD on a monitor. The progression of pictures
relativized and extracted as images reveals his strength at composition for a two-dimensional screen.
Conditions such as the bodily sensation of sound and the size of the screen diffuse the purity of the
images, unseating our warm receptiveness for pleasant images. Humans have good dynamic vision, but
if their field of vision is blocked, they are likely to retain their memories of images and attempt to interpret
their meaning. However, as composer, lkeda works to ensure that the sequences of images he produces
are non-signifier signs. The chain of syntagmatic signs works as a mechanism, but the images are
directly connected with their referents within the framework of composition and there is no production of
signification effects in the linguistic sense.

When lkeda calls himself a composer, he uses the term in the sense of reducing material to the minimum
unit and using it in a composition. He is a composer who produces time-space compositions using
materials such as sine waves, light, and pixels, all handled equivalently. He even orchestrates irreducible
elements such as images (fragmantal documents), performers, stage design elements, and props.
Concert hall floor plans, equipment lists, and system flow charts are his scores. Ikeda permits (turns on)




or cuts off (turns off) appearances, adding and subtracting elements. His ideas take daring flights, and
using materials found through differentiation of differences, or with materials from which the signifier has
been scraped away, he seeks out the largest common denominator—the corresponding points —
between disciplines for events and phenomena that are completely unrelated. The objectives of his
compositions can be found in “scanning various elements, connecting their juxtapositions and deriving
the intersections.”*

Noli Me Tangere

lkeda’s works involve the same theme as a painting of Christ— “Noli me tangere (Do not touch me).” In that

painting, the newly-risen Christ is telling Mary Magdalene not to touch him or hold him back. Someone

who has just risen from the dead is in this world, but does not exist. The title may be a warning to Mary
that touching Jesus could hurt her, or it may be interpretable as entreating her not to touch him as he is
too easily harmed because his senses have been enhanced to the extent that he feels stimulus and pain
very intensely.® lkeda’s works take viewers to critical perceptual domains, so their senses work at full
power. He does not provide viewers with instructions on navigation of his works. That cold autonomy is
Ikeda’s standpoint as an artist—Noli me tangere. Rather than “We can....” style communication, he
creates worlds as superhuman existences, making them available to viewers as beings who do exist.
There are good reasons why techno and noise for the control of stimulus to the senses have developed to
particularly high levels in Japan, a pantheistic country without an all-powerful god. Mathematics, which
started in Plato’s Theory of Ideas, was basically the product of a monotheistic cultural environment,
where it was held that one god created the world in a certain harmonious order. The absence of an order-
creating god has certainly contributed to the emergence of sophisticated minimalist esthetics
characterized by autonomy, pure stimulus to perceptions with no requirement for meaning, strength, and
the randomness that makes presence emerge from nothingness. As a composer, Ikeda has eliminated
references and concepts, working through a dialog between his superb embodied knowledge and
materials that have undergone reduction. From this background he encountered mathematics, a part of
metaphysics. Beginning by taking a closer look at the intersection between music and mathematics=
“composition and order”, Ikeda later expanded his interest to seeing the sublime in the infinite in set
theory. It is only humans who have the concept of infinity. lkeda’s “the infinite between 0 and 1” is an
expression of the fascinating concept world that captivated Cantor and Gédel. Sets are closely linked
with lkeda’s curiosity about the nature of relationships as described above. When each of the elements in
Set A and Set B are in a one-to-one correspondence, the cardinality of these two sets is the same.
“Cardinality,” or “power” expresses the size of a set, and is represented by a cardinal number. Ikeda
appears to be attempting to reach an unknown place by adjusting the composition with different sets.
The cardinality of the set of all real numbers (cardinality of the continuum, called “X+”[aleph-one]) is larger
than the cardinality of the set of all natural numbers (cardinality of countably infinite sets, called “Xo”[aleph-
null]). Cantor’s continuum hypothesis holds that there is no set with cardinality between that of countably
infinite sets (o) and that of the continuum (x1). In set theory, a larger set (a set with a greater cardinality) can
be obtained by the operation of taking a “power set.” This involves creating a set consisting of all the
subsets of the original set. The power set of X can be expressed as 2*. For instance, when X is the set
containing 3 elements, X={a,b,c}, 2" is the set containing 8 elements ({},{a},{b}, {c}, {ab}, {ac}, {bc}, {abc}). The
cardinality of a countably infinite set is Xo, but the cardinality of its power set is the same as the cardinality
of the continuum (1), which can also be expressed as 2*. Ikeda was attracted by the vision of the
massive sets that could be produced by taking power sets, and particularly interested in the fact that the
use of 2*is the same as the expression used when computing the amount of data that can be handled by
a computer in terms of bits (binary digits, the smallest unit of information). Using n bits enables the computer

to express 2" units of information. In other words, with just the simple binary operation of switching on
and off, switching n bits on and off enables 2" different options to be expressed. Through the realization
that such a simple act is linked to infinity, and through the analogy of the power set, Ikeda has been
greatly inspired by set theory. He is also further attracted by the Large Cardinal Theory, which was
developed after Cantor, and which concerns large cardinal numbers that represent the size of
inaccessibly large sets formed by repeatedly calculating power sets. Since sets such as the set of all sets
cannot be formed by accumulating sets over and over again, an inaccessibly large cardinal is thought of
as representing “All.” V (the set of all sets) is not the same as L (the set of constructible sets), a statement that
can be expressed as “V=L.” Ikeda used this concept for his exhibition in Paris. Cantor had conceived the
composition of sets as a result of his powerful orientation towards order from a theological basis.
However, using a different axiom makes it possible to take the theory in the direction of inaccessible large
cardinals. lkeda resonates with the aggressively intellectual approach of contemporary mathematicians.
What is in the part of V that is not part of L? Ikeda’s investigations involve expressing the resolution of the
world in the term “data,” and then scanning and computing all events and phenomena to convert them to
“data.” His research is eventually targeted at the unknown area that is part of V but not part of L.

lkeda is conducting a thorough investigation at the microscopic level, which involves not pixels of images,
but micro figures on metal surfaces, and, in his latest work, even micro-resolution cuts into a paper
surface using an etching technique. When physicists look into microscopic phenomena, they use light
energy and beams of accelerated particles. The particles are accelerated and directed at a target of the
matter under investigation. The behavior when a particle hits the matter can then be observed to discover
more about the characteristics of the matter. Short-wavelength accelerated particles are symbolic of
Ikeda’s methodology.

Ikeda is trying to see, hear, touch, sense, and taste the world in ways that have never been done before.
He claims that there is a whole world in the nature of relationships not visible to the eye, a whole world of
events and phenomena, and his data is attempting to cover this world. In noting that the data should be
handled like callout lines (labels) linking explanations with the earth®, his approach to that world resembles
that of the “strong observation” of earth from a space station as described by Peter Sloterdijk.* One of the
aims of space station development is to explore the extent to which places for human habitation can be
secured away from the earth. Until now, technology has been thought of as an extension of human
organs, extending the abilities of our senses and our range of movement. However, in order to construct
places to live in unknown places away from the earth, it is necessary to bring all data into the investigation
and think about the details of all sorts of areas, including humans’ own knowledge and experiences, and
about the philosophical and social anthropological implications. Every nook and cranny of our existence
is viewed by the intelligent life that moves onto the spaceship. That is the approach Ikeda is taking
towards the “world.”

Alter Sensorium

Imagine being in a crowd, and then, in an instant, all the sounds disappear and the world around you is
replaced.

The experience we have when entering one of the spaces created by Ryoji Ikeda probably feels
something like that. In fact, for a park project in an urban development area in the Paris suburbs, lkeda
attempted to create a space that produced a spot with no sound outdoors. He uses on-and off-switches
in tune with our physiological rhythms, or amplifies them, reverses them, or cancels them out, providing
different experiences.

Ikeda implements a process of conceptualization in the reduction of materials for his compositions and in
his interpretation of “reduction.” Afterwards, when making the composition, he adapts to the context of




the space and the site, placing the composition elements both temporally and spatially. In performances,
when the relationship with the viewers means that the length of time is not fixed, he decides 80 percent
in advance, and leaves 20 percent for improvisation on site. For exhibitions, where the relationship with
the viewer means that the viewing time is not fixed at all, he decides 100 percent in advance.

This systematic methodology is repeated without change. However, the same time-space never appears
again and none of the viewers have the same experience. In 2009, at the end of the first decade of

the 2000s, Ikeda is creating an exhibition using two spaces totaling 2400 square meters at a location

35 degrees north, 139 degrees east. One is black, with numbers representing data and accelerated
diagrams constantly revealing the world. The other is white, and functioning also as a tribute to Kazimir
Malevich’s White on White, has micro particles placed at the start amplified into massive waveforms in
the next space. The viewer’s first impression may be of exquisite noise and mathematical megalomania.
However, in moving away from recent “sound art” genre trends for synchronicity, fluctuation, and
diversity, Ikeda alone is looking towards a place that is unbelievably far away.
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(In-den-Welt Sein)” can be considered a “being—in-the-world-2” when on a space station instead of on the earth. Sloterdijk points out
that this “solves the riddle of ontological discontinuity between above and below by suggesting a continuum between ‘being—in-the-
world-1" and ‘being—-in-the-world-2.”

In this exhibition, enormous amounts of data about movements of people (e.g. in China, 20 million people apply for emigration to Shenzhen
every year, and 100 million farmers in rural areas are moving to find jobs. Moreover, there are 50 million refugees who are forced to migrate in
Africa and Asia, etc.) and data about dramatic changes, such as remittances, capital movements, earthquake, and changes of land
through sea-level rise, were visualized as diagrams, and they were showed on screens at high speed in real time.
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