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Conversation with Akira Asada 

Music as marginal art 

Akira Asada: I met you for the first time in 1994 at Spiral in the Aoyama area of Tokyo, where you were introduced to me by 

Dumb Type’s  

Shiro Takatani during the opening for the Ningen no Joken (The human condition) exhibition. At the time you were working 

as a music producer at Spiral, but later you went on to debut as a musician, and just fifteen years later grew to world-class 

fame as an artist. I’ve pretty much followed your entire career and have had the fortune of meeting you numerous times in 

New York and Paris, as well as Japan, but this time I am hoping that we can reflect on your entire career up to today. 

  

Ryoji Ikeda: Thank you for having me. 

AA: Thank you for being here. Your debut CD—1000 Fragments—was released in 1995, when you were twenty-eight. This 

was when I first came to know Ryoji Ikeda as an artist. So, let’s take a quick look at the circumstances leading up to your 

debut. 

First of all, “contemporary music” and “electrophonic music” had made their appearances, and as epitomized by Pierre 

Boulez and IRCAM, artists who were calling on state power to create huge facilities in which they could put on enormous 

productions. The genre had already become quite academic and was fast approaching a state  

of saturation where very little that was produced was truly innovative. Meanwhile, as if diverging from these genres, the 

techno-pop boom that engendered such groups as Yellow Magic Orchestra was born, maturing to become what is 

generally known as techno music. Even techno music, though, had no choice but to assume a strong pop orientation in 

order to gain market support. Then, along comes the advent of young artists with no education in music whatsoever, who, 

free of the restraints of state institutions and market pressure, and with only a computer in hand, began to produce 

experimental music from “0s” and “1s”, infusing the industry with a fresh excitement.  

You, Ryoji Ikeda, were one of the standard-bearers of this trend. 

I used to call it techno-minimal music. After the work of John Cage culminated in hushed silence and chance, Steve Reich 

and so on came on the scene, giving birth to minimal music that was comprised of simple repetitive patterns influenced by 

the ethnic music of Africa and other countries. This was a form of music where repeated patterns are overlain to induce a 

moiré-like perception. Though, in one sense, the music created by you and your contemporaries was  

an extension of this, what you did in discarding instruments and even the physical body in favor of a single personal 

computer was more radical—that is, rather than a phenomenal approach, where the point is how the sound is perceived 

(the phenomenology of perception), you opted for a literal approach in which a phase can be manipulated such that (for 

example) two opposite sine waves will cancel each other out, leaving no audible sound (the physics/physiology of 

perception); from this perspective, what you did took radical to even higher heights. For the rest of us, it was astonishing. 

Did you always want to do that kind of music? 

RI: Even as a child, I simply loved music. And though I listened to classical music as much as I did rock music, I never had 

even the smallest iota of ambition to become a musician. But when I was a student listening to music simply for the joy of 

it, advances in the development of the kind of technology you just referred to made it possible for us to huddle in our rooms 

creating sound. This is where  

it all started. From around that time, being able to reshuffle and  

edit tracks gave increasing numbers of people the sense that they were creating music. I was the ultimate example of such 

a person.  



Even after that I never toyed with the idea of becoming an artist or a musician. It wasn’t until some time later, when one day 

I became acquainted with a group called Dumb Type when I was working behind the scenes as a music producer for Spiral, 

that I made the extremely shocking revelation. I still remember how I felt when  

I realized that music wasn’t all there was, that this kind of artistic expression also existed. But I was also greatly shocked for 

another reason. I was also surprised at the sheer number of people with the kind of eccentricities that I had never 

encountered before then [laughs]. At any rate, they subsequently took me in, and I learned a lot. Truth be told, to this day I 

naturally cling to the things I experienced as part of the group. 

AA: When you went on from there to take up music as a profession, you began as an experienced producer and engineer for 

whom up to that point concerns had been what microphones and speakers to use, which cords would be best and what to 

do about mixing, and so on. For me, the technical side of your pre-artist experience, more so than your style of expression, 

is what makes you unique. 

   

RI: Perhaps so … I first started working with Dumb Type as a CD producer. They had already done the work of putting 

together music being used for stage productions and installations. My relationship with them began with organizing, 

editing and revising material they already had. 

  

AA: By that, I assume you mean the S/N CD? 

RI: Yes. Also, at the time the work on my first album 1000 Fragments was also progressing at pretty much the same time, so 

as you point out, in terms of my career, I began as an engineer. 

AA: I could point out numerous examples of young people who like music that begin playing by practising an instrument, 

but deciding  

to release your own CD as a result of your work in music as a producer or engineer, that’s what I think is most interesting. 

RI: But at that time, such a thing was not necessarily exceptional because, at the other end of the pole, we also had the DJ. 

A context had already existed where you didn’t need musical instruments to create music; you could do so with nothing but 

a record, or by adding a microphone to the record, create the kind of music found in hip-hop. House and hip-hop had, in 

fact, already matured greatly as art forms by that time. I don’t think it was terribly unusual to find non-musicians making 

music or playing roles in its production. Long before that, there were also artist like Brian Eno, who also basically couldn’t 

play an instrument [laughs]. But I think not being able to play can sharpen the producer’s eye for critique. This is because it 

is necessary to have an understanding of both the listener and the musical creator’s perspective. In that sense, because I 

love listening,  

I always begin by asking how I would react to my music if I were a listener, by making myself a trial subject of my own work. 

So, my work wasn’t ever completely narcissistic. It was rather the opposite, in  

that it was probably the constant slicing away of that kind of creator’s ego that led to this kind of completely white sound. 

AA: So more than creating something new as a composer/player, as a producer/engineer, who, by virtue of your 

background, has an even keener critical eye, you select only the sounds that you believe are truly good … 

RI: I learned a good deal about how important it is to be less the visual connoisseur and more an expert listener. Because of 

this I have the utmost respect for composers and players, all the more because I am unable to do what they do. Though the 

critics often go on about how “Boulez’s time is over”, contemporary music in and of itself rose to fantastic heights, creating 

a world that I could never hope to attain, and leaving me no other choice but to devote myself to the act of listening. 

AA: The legacies of Boulez, Nono and Stockhausen, or of Ligeti and Xenakis, no doubt deserve recognition for their 

enormity. On the other hand, though the level to which Boulez had risen may indeed have been amazing, the problem is 

that IRCAM gave rise to so many disciples who used the same kinds of programs to create the same kind of music. 



RI: You’re right, of course, since in any genre, the interesting by nature coexists with the uninspiring. That said, personally I 

basically prefer to regard them with respect. They are, after all, going head-to-head at producing music using qualities that 

I completely lack. It is only recently, though, that I have honestly come to think unreservedly of them as “really deserving to 

be respected” [laughs]. 

AA: Indeed. The old Ryoji Ikeda would have said he “would never recognize the likes of Boulez”. 

RI: You are probably right. The follies of youth, you might say [laughs]. 

AA: To begin with, there was the “high art” that professionals produced and consumed among their elite peers, and there 

was the “popular art” that professionals created for the masses. In contrast to this is “marginal art”. People on the 

peripheries of music, for example, who, while they are interested, do not or cannot become professionals,  

but listen to each other’s work to create interesting music. In this sense, would you say that the music created by you, and 

your contemporaries as well, began as a “marginal” form of music? 

RI: Hmm … I think I had a kind of complex regarding both high art and popular art. On the one hand there was Boulez and 

on the other hand there were artists like Ryuichi Sakamoto; I was unable to commit to either faction, as if I was in limbo. 

AA: On the contrary, whether it’s Boulez mode or Sakamoto mode, whenever we interact with a large system there will 

always be some restrictions. Marginal art is all the more free and light precisely because of its marginal status.  

RI: That’s true. I don’t have money or talent, but I do have time. I listen to the music because it gives me pleasure. That is all 

there is to it. 

AA: And then there is the role played by the history of the media. With the dissemination of the CD by 1990 it had become 

possible for every vendor to manufacture CDs inexpensively; one may even suggest that by distributing one or two 

thousand copies of a CD to some of the shops in New York, London and Amsterdam where the really maniac listeners 

gathered, the media eventually came to be recognized as a product of global proportions. The fact that you chose to make 

your debut at a time when such a thing was possible was good timing on your part. Until the 1980s making independent 

records was difficult and a not lot of effort was put into distributing them. On the other hand, even though the music we 

make today can be uploaded to the Internet in a flash, because the amount of music out there is so vast that no one will 

ever listen to it, it has become impossible to develop a common trend that clearly defines what is globally interesting. You 

and the other techno-minimal musicians in your circle, or those who would generally be labelled as post-rock, came on the 

scene during that narrow window of time when it had just become possible to use the CD as a convenient media.  

RI: That’s exactly right. I think it is safe to say that environmental factors happened to fit perfectly with our purposes. While I 

think that, in terms of talent, every era has its own set of such marginal individuals, in my case, the elements of my 

environment just happened to be  

right and ripe for what I wanted to do. But, being that as it may, the environment also gave rise to a number of similar artists 

who were naturally subject to a new form of natural selection. 

  

AA: When I asked you to name three musicians that you found interesting around the time you made your debut, you 

answered “Glenn Gould, John Zorn and Jim O’Rourke”. Doesn’t this combination express the things we have been talking 

about thus far? Gould is a high artist worthy of respect, but in his marginal position among his peers, he was a pioneer in 

the use of the record as reproduction technology. By the time we transition from John Zorn to Jim O’Rourke, these 

individuals had become, in the broader sense, more like remix artists than privileged composer/players …  

RI: Gould was, in fact, himself an editor. To me he was the epitome  



of the recording man, and when you integrate this with interpretation of the music, he was in the wider sense a remix man. 

This is why I still claim the privilege of liking him. John Zorn could always be found at the crossroads of the music scene of 

the 1980s where so much was happening. Although he didn’t exactly integrate every aspect, you could always tell what was 

happening in the music scene by listening to his work. Jim O’Rourke was always racing to a variety of intersections, and 

though he and I were basically of the same generation, he would make chaotic appearances all over the place. Looking 

back, he was a true symbol of the times, and would produce as much with a computer as he would picking a guitar. He has 

a really broad range. 

AA: I suppose you could probably refer to these men and their art 

 as generally postmodern. Most of the elements of the music  

had already existed, and all they did was show their skill at remixing them. This is true of DJ culture, as well. In one sense 

saturation  

was a prerequisite, and for better or worse, there was nothing new being produced. But from this, you found the stimulus to 

move in  

a new direction, and turning your disadvantages—that is, the limited nature of your means of expression (you could not play 

a musical instrument)—into advantages, you sliced away all of the unnecessary elements, creating a completely innovative, 

never-before-heard-of elementary music. It wasn’t the kind of additive method you find  

in musical genres such as the collage or remix, but a subtractive method of music that you pursued, a kind of the “neo-

modern” approach that follows postmodernism. 

RI: I suppose it was a kind of reaction. I still like and listen to the kind of music they produce, but there is no point in my 

doing the same thing. And though in any era someone will inevitably be able to say “I began at a point where everything had 

already been done before”, at the time, I really felt strongly that this was the case for me. When I asked myself what I could 

possibly do under such circumstances, I came to the realization that my only recourse was to focus on one point, to 

abandon postmodern strategy of collage and remix, and  

to do what I really want to do. 

Ultimately, I imagine that I’ve probably come this far doing the same thing because it is most comfortable for me. I don’t 

think I am the type of person who can show up everywhere, ostentatiously juggling  

a wide variety of projects. This is not the same, though, as operating in multiple modes within the confines of my own work.  

AA: Around the same time Panasonic (which would be renamed  

Pan Sonic), and shortly after artists like Carsten Nicolai (Raster-Noton), made their appearances. Were you conscious of the 

other artists  

in your generation? 

RI: Actually, I often encountered them at festivals, and over time, we became friends. We had become a sort of family that 

understood each other without talk of music. They wasn’t the kind of relationships where you made an effort to stimulate 

and improve each other; it was more like “Hey! Fancy meeting you again …”  

AA: Yes, you are right in that it wasn’t as if you all progressed in a kind of mutually stimulating movement. It was more like 

you all appeared simultaneously.  

RI: The sponsors of the festivals that invited us to perform wanted  

to paint us as collective members of a single movement. After this happened a few times, it was almost as if we were, in 

fact, part of a kind of movement. Of course, ours was nothing like the kind of explosive movement that Fluxus was. There 

was no such manifestation for any of us; in our case it was more of a momentary boom of which not even an iota of stigma 

remains today. It lasted for little more than three  

to four years, from the end of the last century to the beginning of this. 



Dumb Type and its influence 

AA: You have said that around the same time, your collaboration with Dumb Type was highly significant. In the S/N era, your 

relationship with them was that of music producer. Subsequently, Dumb Type’s de facto director Teiji Furuhashi would pass 

away, and in the work titled OR you would come to the forefront to create the music that had to that point been the labour 

of Furuhashi and Toru Yamanaka. In your performance, Shiro Takatani and you displayed just how far one can push the 

limits of visual and aural perception using techno-minimal techniques. 

RI: After making the S/N CD and participating in the first and second tour, I maintained a ten-year relationship with Dumb 

Type that included OR, memorandum and Voyage. My encounter with them was so significant that I can honestly say that I 

would not be here today if  

I had not made their fateful acquaintance. They taught me everything, from the conceptual aspect to the technical facets 

and even the hands-on elements of production. Though their members may have a different perspective on things, for me 

it was in a sense very much like a school. I am not particularly fond of schools, mind you, but Dumb Type took me in 

immediately after I graduated from university, and for the first time I found myself having serious discussions with people 

while learning how to create … though I was quite content, mind you, sitting quietly in the back [laughs]. 

AA: So, for you Dumb Type functioned very much like a school. In fact, though their orientation is completely different, a 

number of artists, including Tadasu Takamine and Soft Pad, have come from there as well. Although you did not, of course, 

actually derive from Dumb Type, you mean that you received a good deal from them. 

I had the impression that Dumb Type was, at least while Furuhashi was around anyway, relatively postmodern. Furuhashi 

himself was well known as drag queen who performed lip-synched versions of famous songs; from there they appropriated 

(or, to be extreme, stole) all manner of elements, all of which they combined to create distinctive multimedia performances. 

While S/N was an extremely problematic stage production based on Furuhashi’s disclosing to the public that he had 

contracted HIV and the problems that arose from his coming out, here again we see the use of a postmodernistic 

methodology similar to the movements of ACT UP in America at the same time. Furuhashi, however, passed away in the 

middle of the show’s tour. Though I think that the next production, OR, was more  

a work of mourning [Freud] for the company’s remaining members, for the audience as well, the production offered the 

critical experience on the threshold of life or death. From that point on, the group ceased to appropriate the kind of ironical 

pop songs, gradually incorporating increasingly more mono-tonal sounds and testing most bearable limits. It was from this 

point that the straight expression based in your sense of aesthetics came to be featured.  

RI: Yes, but … well, circumstances were such that if we had to do a similar production after S/N I don’t think we would have 

accomplished much. 

AA: That production would never have come together without  

Furuhashi. It was Furuhashi that made the lip-synched performances of the work of Shirley Bassey and Nana Mouskouri; 

without a performer like him it would have been difficult to achieve the same kind of thing … 

  

RI: People often say Dumb Type after we lost Furuhashi was led by Shiro Takatani and me, but I don’t really think so. From 

the technical perspective, perhaps this was so in part, but the decision not to repeat productions like S/N, and to move in a 

direct path towards a new approach was really a matter of our collective will. I personally did not begin working with Dumb 

Type with some kind of clear vision; my identity as an artist gradually solidified as I was influenced and inspired in the 

course of working together with the other members.  

In other words, I had made no conscious decision to approach things in terms of “pros and cons”. It would be more 

accurate to say that in the course of working with Dumb Type, my approach gradually solidified, ultimately engendering 

conviction.  



AA: What you are saying is that after you lost Furuhashi, the members of Dumb Type collectively went through a kind of 

critical experience, and that this was a necessary result of your loss. 

RI: Having participated, both as a participant and an observer, I have to say that S/N was a fragile production. And OR was, 

in another sense, even more on the edge. Having to carry something through to completion in an atmosphere of loss of 

something so important was,  

I think, one of the most difficult experiences of my life. This difficulty is something that we all shared. People don’t normally 

spend a lot of time everyday thinking about life and death. Regardless of whether you are an artist or a writer, though one 

may consider the two on a fictional level, there aren’t that many things that will get you really thinking hard on the subject. 

But for several years we did think seriously about life and death. Fifteen full-grown people would get together, each trying 

to offer up some kind of wisdom they really didn’t have as we quibbled over the finer points of the issue of life and death. 

Without, of course, coming to any conclusion. In the first place, this issue doesn’t even have a conclusion, but at the time, it 

was important that we have those discussions, even though, in actuality, very little about us was sentimental. 

Whatever the case may be, any such philosophical aspect of my being suddenly died at that point, and once I closed the 

door on these issues what remained were the things that I could truly be honest with myself about, such as the technical 

side of things, the purely aesthetic side of things. These are things that I have pursued throughout my entire solo career. So, 

when I think about it, Dumb Type for me functioned in a good way. 

AA: What you are saying is that at that point you brought a degree  

of closure to the problem of life and death, and oriented yourself towards the pursuit of music based in the pure formalism 

of untainted plus and minus.  

RI: Yes, but I am not saying that I have a hard time dealing with sentimental or emotional issues. It’s just that I learned that 

there is no point in trying to grapple with such issues on your own. If you don’t discuss these issues with someone, you end 

up creating something that is either radically introspective or simply paranoid. Dumb Type taught me that material like that 

must be discussed and shared with other people to make it work. Now, refinement, or the kind of aesthetic that most rings 

true for you, on the other hand, is a personal issue, and you amplify it as you see fit. Besides, it is not as if I have cut myself 

off from Dumb Type. I would like to collaborate with them again in the future if something comes up.  

AA: Dumb Type is a sort of “open school” whose constituents all pursue their own activities, but you wouldn’t mind bringing 

them together again on some kind of project … 

RI: No, I wouldn’t mind at all. It’s quite typical of Kyoto that we don’t embrace any concept of quitting or not quitting. Once 

you are inducted, you are part of a connection in one form or another. So, even now, I feel like I am merely on an extended 

leave from the group. 

  

AA: With regard to Dumb Type, in concrete terms, there is also the area of spatial expression. From around the time of the 

OR production, you began putting on concerts where sounds are played against a background of graphic images. Did 

Dumb Type have any significant influence on this visual aspect of your work? 

  

RI: Dumb Type itself is an eclectic mix of artists; some may have been painters, others may have been architects. Ever since 

I was with Spiral, I had had some degree of contact with art in general on a daily basis, so I fit naturally into that 

environment. Our common language was, of course, modern art and the performing arts, but what was interesting is that it 

was difficult for most to follow the language of music, which as surprisingly refreshing. It was like, “You’re in charge  

of that …”. They had already discarded the concept of high art in music. For them, music would mean house, and so on. 

That said, music aside, I had numerous opportunities to observe really great things in the other performing arts, in dance 

and painting, in installations and a number of other areas. It was a real learning experience. 



AA: At the time, as a spin-off of the DJ culture you were just talking about, the VJ [video jockey] entered the stage, and it 

became fashionable at club and rave events to stimulate things with both audio and visual performances. While there are 

some commonalities in terms of music and video, your approach is completely opposite. You could be performing in the 

same bakuon [explosively deafening] live show as everyone else, but you would refuse to give the crowd something to 

dance to [laughs]. 

  

RI: That’s not necessarily true. I get them dancing quite a bit, in  

Spain and Mexico, at any rate [laughs]. Ultimately, house and techno are the most convenient tools for making people feel 

good, or to entertain. They are festive. It’s a question of how to seek pleasure that drugs and a number of other things offer, 

and even though I wouldn’t go so far as to say that what I was attempting was the direct opposite, I used to think it was 

completely different. The one thing I couldn’t compromise on was the need I perceived for someone somewhere  

to create music critically. 

AA: In other words, Ryoji Ikeda’s aesthetic aims for the thoroughly cool, as opposed to feverish excitement.  

RI: Yes, my aim is to capture an icy cold frozen state on the verge  

of death. It’s this aesthetic, or to borrow Gould’s words, “Idea  

of North”, that I seek. Though I don’t really know myself why I have chosen this approach … 

Sound, light and numbers … 

AA: Today you have expanded the breadth of your activities to  

include the visual arts, hence this kind of major exhibition. Was it,  

in fact, around the time of OR that you first decided you wanted  

to try something like this? 

  

RI: Yes, it was while we were making OR. In OR we used completely white strobe lights in a number of ways; put in simplistic 

terms, you could call it “the limits of perception”, but what we produced was something bordering on the dangerous.  

AA: Something powerful enough to induce photosensitive epilepsy …  

RI: That’s correct. We all created the production together, and in the process of observing the lights over and over again, 

during the production stage throughout the tour, I started to develop a heightened awareness of their presence. On the one 

hand, whereas in my work with music I would thoroughly break sound down into its most fundamental elements and then 

reconstruct them again, while watching OR I would wonder how the same thing would work with light. It isn’t really visual 

art, or visual anything; it’s just “light”. I think that over time, in a vague and nebulous manner we were getting closer and 

closer to the most fundamental concept, the idea that, ultimately, regardless of what we are looking at, it is only variations 

of the same lights that reflect in our retinas. That’s why, even today, when I am doing an installation or preparing a visual 

piece, I put a huge amount of thought into the question, “What is light?” Even when I am making a video, for example, I will 

break the images down into pixels, their most minute form, then reconstruct them. 

AA: So, your first experiment with music began with the question, “What is sound?”, then you applied the same question to 

light … 

RI: In simple terms, yes, that’s right. 

AA: When, specifically, did it all begin? 



RI: Around the year 2000. My work can be broadly categorized into  

a number of series; the series that features sound was called matrix, which was basically a sound installation. spectra, on 

the other hand, was a light installation. In simple terms, that was the difference between them: sound versus light. In 

contrast, db, yet another exhibition presented at ICC, was a combination of both. 

At the same time, for about five years beginning in 2000, I toured  

with formula, a concert production that united matrix and spectra with the accomplishments of the CD. This is an infamous 

[laughs] concert that features the elements of sound, lighting and graphic images  

only (the performer himself never appears on stage) in a format that has lived on ever since. In 2002 I combined all of these 

elements  

in a book of the same title, formula. At this point I decided to draw  

a line. This was followed by my next large project datamatics. 

In my pursuit of the question, “What is sound?”, I went so far as to reduce sound to sine waves and impulses. As for the 

question of “What is light?” (of course there are the particles that behave physically like waves), I decided to that if I were to 

create a production, I would need to reduce light to pixels. For a long time, I had also wondered what would happen if we 

reduced this world in the same way, boiling it all down into a single principle. And in the course of wondering what would 

happen if the world’s smallest structural unit could be manipulated as units of data, datamatics was born. datamatics 

began as an attempt to structure the most original and minute units as “data”, much like sine waves and pixels, so that the 

world could be viewed once more at a different resolution. It was an attempt at a microscopic, yet at the same time, 

macroscopic view of the whole picture, using as many sound, light and graphic elements as possible. In effect, datamatics 

evolved from everything I had already learned from matrix, spectra and formula. 

Another piece of work, C4I, was created as a sort of study of datamatics. In this piece I cited from texts, used live-action 

video and such, creating a scrapbook of things exactly as they were milling around in my head. At the time, I had just begun 

to separate myself from Dumb Type, so in a sense C4I may have been somewhat akin to a graduation project [laughs]. I 

used a great many techniques I had learned with Dumb Type. I still have not decided where this piece fits with my other 

projects. Though it contains some reality, it is a conglomerate of a lot of different ideas. I really love this piece, but in terms 

of its position among my works, it was a study in datamatics that made the realization of datamatics possible. As a piece of 

work, it’s role was  

that of a bridge. 

AA: In reflecting on your creative activities over the past fifteen years, we get an extremely clear sense of the trajectory of 

your career. Whereas for most this would normally be a forced and unnatural afterthought, for you, it was a genuine 

passage along a naturally progressing path. Beginning around 1995 you conducted an experiment where sound was 

reduced to minimal units. In 2000 you conducted the same kind of experiment with light. Then, after having developed a 

certain degree of perspective with matrix and spectra, you return  

to an observation of data (datum<data) as the information units from which sound and light are derived, beginning the work 

that was to integrate both elements in 2005. 

  

RI: Yes, that’s right. My most recent exhibition V≠L, which I presented last year,1 though not necessarily different from my 

other work thus far, draws heavily from mathematics and mathematical philosophy. This came about because, if we think 

about this from my current approach, if, for example, I break the structural elements of sound down into their smallest units 

when I am creating a sound piece, I can see that sound is actually a collection of waves. But in the process of doing so, 

though, I became increasingly interested in the structural elements that are not visible to the naked eye, such as what it is 

that makes music “music”, or what structural elements a piece should have to make it successful. Without this kind of 

perspective, music can cease, for example, to function as music. I conducted through physical tests on sound, and through 

mathematic analysis and such, I developed a degree of understanding of the properties of sound itself. But when it comes 

to sublimating sound more dynamically as music, or understanding sound as a motile body, the need to look to 

mathematics became  

a kind of obsessive notion, which led me to approach the project  

in this way. 



AA: And between 2005 and 2008 this approach began to take shape … 

RI: Yes, except that this affinity towards mathematics was rather like a primordial tendency that I have always had, and even 

though I hated mathematics as a child, I think I was perhaps drawn to mathematical intellectualization. Even when I was 

simply listening to music, particularly Bach, there was a part of me that enjoyed the form, or the structural elements of the 

music. While I enjoyed the genesis of tone and expression, I was much more interested in the relationship of one tone to 

another.  

AA: Spoken like a true advocate of structuralism. Of course, every tone, every movement, has a unique nuance, but whether 

it is a  

Bach composition played by Gould or a ballet choreographed by Forsythe, in the end all that is left is the mathematical 

relationship. In one sense, your orientation towards mathematics may, in fact,  

be a natural progression.  

RI: That is pretty much all that a mathematician does, isn’t it? Particularly in the case of modern mathematics. I move 

forward in the belief that a conversation with a mathematician about all this would be interesting. This is an extremely 

personal journey, though, and I don’t think I would create the kinds of diverse variations you find in datamatics. I like to start 

small from, perhaps, a personal study or the like. 

In pursuit of the sublime … 

AA: Consistently, I think an underlying principle for you is the concept of “0/1”. Your decision to begin with the personal 

computer, a device that anyone can use, was clearly distinct. Regardless of the nuances of sound or light, ultimately they 

are only combinations of 0 and 1: the realm of the countable infinity. However, if you consider [0, 1] as inclusive of real 

numbers, you get continuous infinity. I remember how much I piqued your interest when we talked a long time ago about 

Borges’s statement that the straight line is the ultimate labyrinth, and about how Foucault develops this concept even 

further in Theatrum Philosophicum dedicated to Deleuze. Indeed, within the seemingly simplistic world of [0, 1] reside the 

endless enigmas of the foundation of mathematics and set theory. I find it extremely interesting that today, Ryoji Ikeda, who 

had departed from the digital “0/1” world, should be reaching for such concepts.  

RI: Actually, I had originally wanted to call this exhibition “+/- [0, 1]”, but my suggestion was flatly rejected [laughs]. The 

subtitle [the infinite between 0 and 1], of course, comes from that.  

I still remember when I heard this from you, around 1998, when the production of Dumb Type’s OR had wound down; 

without a doubt, Borges’s words have remained with me as a sort of revelation. I think it was what first inspired me to delve 

from there into the issues of continuity and dispersion, and the concept of infinity. 

AA: As the interviewer, at this point, I’d like to briefly summarize the mathematical elements, particularly the problem of 

infinity in set theory.  

When a one-to-one correspondence exists between two sets, the cardinality [size] of each set is considered equal to the 

other. Surprisingly, however, in the case of infinite sets, the entire set of natural numbers and the entire set of rational 

numbers both have the same cardinality. This is what is called countable infinity ₀א (aleph-null). There is a huge gap, 
though, between this and real numbers, and as Cantor has shown in his diagonal argument, though both are infinite, infinity 

in the  

case of real numbers, or in other words, continuous infinity, is greater than countable infinity.  

How large, then, is continuous infinity? According to what is known  

as the continuum hypothesis, this is supposed to be the size of the next largest countable infinity: ℵ₁. Based on the work of 
Gödel, Cohen has shown that the continuum hypothesis is independent of standard set theory (based on Zermelo–Fraenkel 



axioms and the axiom of choice [ZFC]), or in other words, that the continuum hypothesis and its antithesis are both 

compatible with ZFC. 

But a number of mathematicians believe that the continuum hypothesis is incorrect, that continuous infinity is vastly larger 

than countable infinity. Gödel probably also thought the same thing. Anyway, the vision of Gödel’s set theory has evolved in 

the following way. Let V be the entirety of every set and L be the entirety of sets constructed one by one starting from 

empty set. If we add “V=L”  

(“the axiom of constructibility”, which states that every set is constructible) to ZFC, we can prove the continuum 

hypothesis. Gödel said this would be the case when the set system is reduced to its minimum properties. But it seemed 

that Gödel preferred the opposite approach; he thought of adding some kind of “large cardinal axiom” (which intuitively 

hold that transcendentally large cardinal numbers exist) to ZFC, to prove the antithesis of the continuum hypothesis. This 

would be an attempt to observe the maximum properties  

of the set system. And indeed, we have seen that, based on Gödel’s programme, V=L will not hold as long as so-called 

measurable cardinal exists, for example. In this context, one could say that your decision to use V≠L as the title of your Paris 

exhibition in 2008 was  

an expression of your intuition that a transcendental infinity must exist, a concept which goes beyond the continuum 

hypothesis.  

RI: Generally speaking, I think that sums it up. As I stated earlier, my work is created by reducing sound, light and the world 

into sine waves, pixels and data. For years, in fact, one thing that has been on my mind throughout all of this is the question: 

“What is the thing that is even more fundamental?” Rather than taking a substantive approach with elementary particles 

and so on, the concept of a universal approach in which mathematics is treated as the language of science in general 

began to take greater shape, leading me to ask what is the smallest unit of mathematics itself. At the end of this journey 

was the “empty set”. The smallest unit of mathematics itself was the “empty set”. To take this a step further, set theory 

bases the construction of ordinal numbers solely on the idea of empty sets, pressing on ad infinitum. This is shocking. As 

the set theory engendered the continuum hypothesis, which evolved into large cardinal theory, I learned more and more 

about the properties, or the layers of infinity. V≠L is one of the symbols that emerged from this stream of events, but it was 

also in a sense a philosophical pursuit designed to test the perspectives of mathematicians and mathematical logicians. 

First of all, Gödel’s “L” is thought to be too exquisite a concept to express simply as “constructible”, and mathematical 

logicians often say that one should not simplify the concept too much. Based on this, I would point out that for me the 

interesting aspect of V≠L is not in how V related to L, but in questions like, “What exactly is an unconstructible set?”, “What 

is the V1 zone which extends from V generated by Cohen’s forcing technique?”, “What are inaccessible cardinals?”, or 

“What are the measurable cardinals and 0# that inhibit the realization of V=L?” Of course, it is mathematically meaningless  

to focus only on certain aspect, but as an artist, these are themes  

that have inspired me for years. 

In slightly rough terms, I think that V≠L is trying to say that mathematics is a much richer world than the typical person 

thinks. In other words, not all of the objects of mathematics can be handled within the confines of mathematics itself. 

There is an unimaginably fertile universe (of mathematical truths) that lies waiting for mathematicians to gradually discover 

bits and pieces of it. Each of the pieces discovered can be applied unexpectedly to even greater schemes, and, when 

present in a moment that can stand greater generalization, it is the mathematician who will discover the beauty hidden in 

that moment.  

Moreover, rather than there being a transcendental infinity that goes beyond the continuum hypothesis, Gödel’s 

programme, which had begun as an attempt to remain obedient to Hilbert’s, is evolving in a direct line towards large 

cardinal theory. This is what I find truly interesting. I think that in the final analysis, this research is the “far north” where the 

nature of real numbers is discretely pursued using logic, and is, above all, extremely significant as a pursuit that relates to 

the very foundations of mathematics itself.  

AA: Yes, that is an important point. Some say that as a Platonist, Gödel intuited transcendental infinity, but, on the contrary, 

in his real work as a logician, he made a thorough attempt to constitutively bring to bay the infinity issue. In some ways you 

could liken him to Kant in that rather than taking an intuitive leap towards infinity, he stopped at a logical undecidability. 



RI: I agree with you completely. On the other hand, there is the trend that followed Bourbaki, who also tried to redefine 

mathematics starting from set theory, and though mainstream modern mathematics is still rooted at this particular place, 

this is an extremely free, if difficult state. Following the work of Serre, Grothendieck, Deligne  

and the mathematicians that came after, to the degree that I am able to understand it at any rate, whether it is a scheme to 

geometrically integrate the discrete (arithmetics) and the continuous (analysis), or to mathematically define the actual 

structure of mathematics (category theory, cohomology, etc.), even if I cannot apply the concepts to my compositions, I find 

their work extremely stimulating. Everything they do I find beautiful and poignant. 

AA: Grothendieck has already ruptured the mould of mathematics to become a hermit and retired in the suburbs of 

Montpellier.2 I hear you can only meet him on the rare occasion that he ventures out to the market to sell his vegetables 

[laughs]. At any rate, the theories he offered to further plunge Bourbaki’s structuralism forward during the same era were so 

terribly abstract that they are regarded as “general nonsense”. While this phrase subsequently came to be used on 

occasion in the positive sense, today, perhaps because of the diverse fields in which it is used, it would seem that a form of 

number-theoretic geometry also seems to have something to do with quantum mechanics. Number theory is one of the 

most abstract areas of mathematics, and just when I had thought that the distribution of prime numbers had nothing to do 

with actual nature, we find that, in fact, were we to pursue the quantum mechanical discontinuity that forms the basis for 

this new concept of nature, we just might arrive at a number-theoretic discreteness. In this sense, the abstractness and 

realities of mathematics are truly interesting. 

RI: Yes, I agree that those relationships are truly fascinating, but only from the perspective of the work of the 

mathematician, which was to absorb oneself in such things without thinking at all about the value of the pursuit. I cannot 

help but wonder if there are any artists today that give real consideration to beauty. To me, it is the mathematician, not the 

artist, that epitomizes the kind of individual who will go through life obsessed by beauty. The theme of the V≠L exhibition in 

Paris was “collaboration with scientists”, but I said from the start that I didn’t want any cutting-edge technology or 

physicists. I started by asking to be put into contact with pure mathematicians, and after  

I actually met a few of them, I could see that they were more artistic than the typical artist. There is such a freeness to their 

thinking  

that it is almost embarrassing to me to I think how many artists out there actually have that ability.  

AA: Except that when I think about the points of tangency between mathematics, science and art, I get the impression that 

the trend today is reversing. In view of the category theorist Lawvere’s formulation, the liar paradox, Cantor’s diagonal 

argument and Gödel’s incompleteness theorem are each forms of fixed-point theorem and represent instances in which 

there are no fixed points. On the other hand, when there is a fixed point, this is represented by the kind of possibilities  

for mechanical reproduction seen in Von Neumann’s theory of self-reproducing automata. Today with increasing leaps in 

the capacity  

of computers, I think that we are moving generally in the direction  

of the latter. For example, in the case of A New Kind of Science [2002] by Stephan Wolfram that you cite in C4I, there is 

reference to the fact that the universe (and everything in it) is a cellular automaton that performs calculations ad infinitum, 

generating and dissipating diverse forms endlessly. In more generic terms, this is the theory of complexity. The idea that it 

is interesting that so many forms could have been generated from simple rules … In contrast to this, the progression from 

the diagonal argument to V≠L is a transition not to this kind  

of “beauty”, but rather towards a kind of transcendental “sublimity”. As an artist who is strongly conscious of this 

progression, you may  

be the exception to the rule. 

  

RI: That may be true. Complexity is one of today’s most glamorous research areas, but the reason that set theory since the 

Gödel programme has seemed comparatively restrained is simply a problem of visualization and presentation. Though the 

diversity of the concept of complexity forbids me to generalize, with the development of the computer, research in 



complexity has literally come to the point where we can present complex production processes and structures in “a form 

that is visible to the eye”. Though these representations are only simulations, everyone seems to be stampeding in the 

direction of experiential science based on the observations made through them. If the capability of the machine is 

improved everything can be converted into visible formats, an extremely concrete approach that can easily be linked to 

industry. It is easy to see how such a thing should become popular. Mind you, I am not denying this phenomenon in any way. 

In fact, my own work in datamatics and that of Carsten Nicolai in cyclo. both presented similar approaches. The difference 

is that since this phenomenon has already become integrated in the world of art, technologically these works are both 

sophisticated and generalized in such a way that will soon become the norm. 

As far as Wolfram is concerned, I read his conclusion to mean that nothing is random. Everything begins from a state of 

purity that gradually becomes complex, but the transformation always involves an arithmetic operation. He claims a sort of 

predetermined harmony in stating that complexity seems involved because of its focus on  

the process, but mathematically speaking randomness does not  

exist. Personally, I find that a somewhat overly optimistic viewpoint.  

I question his tendency to throw the theory of evolution into the mix  

in particular, but whatever the case may be, there is no doubt that  

this is a really exciting concept. 

AA: Yes, the fact that a diverse phenomenon that at a glance seems random is generated by the recursive iteration of 

simple deterministic rules is the point that chaos theory and other theories of complexity are trying to make. But it is one 

thing to think that everything is formed from simple rules, and can be grasped constructively, and it is another thing to 

suggest that there is a transcendental infinity. To borrow terms from the eighteenth century, there is a contrast between 

“beauty” and “sublimity”. Transcendental infinity exists, and while human beings cannot imagine it, they can conceive it 

with some effort. From this perspective, considering your stance in V≠L, I get the impression that you are developing a sort 

of new techno version of sublimity.    

  

RI: In terms of comparison with complexity, I could create to an  

extent a diagram of the transition from the diagonal argument to V≠L, since it is based on the idea of infinity, but it isn’t 

easy to provide  

the kind of visible, concrete structure we see in Wolfram’s research. The same can be said for category theory. In other 

words, because it is all based on logic, regardless of the ability to apply this to computer science in terms of principles, I 

think that anyone who deals with these issues requires a degree of creativity and effort to understand. In simple terms, it is 

similar to the concept of paper and pencil. In other words, unlike the computer-assisted approach of creating ostentatious 

simulations, this work is sombrely rendered to the extent that it may be only natural that it doesn’t seem fashionable. 

Though it may not be universally understood, I personally think that this is the most furious kind of evolution. Even the 

principles that drive the computer were born of an abstract idea that rose from Turing’s problem of computability in 

mathematics, after mathematics was formalized by Hilbert. This, in and of itself, is one of the fruits of the foundation of 

mathematics.  

Whatever the case, for me the research on infinity that has evolved from concepts of set theory to large cardinals is one of 

the most intense intellectual activities humans will ever engage in, and it has limitless charm. Though some people are 

prone to simplify it with terms like “mysticism”, I find such lack of understanding painfully unfortunate.   

Overwhelming experiences and real things … 

RI: With regard to “the beautiful” and “the sublime”, you once pointed out something that made me see the light 

concerning an issue that had been lacking clarity for a long time. As I just mentioned earlier, mathematicians are obsessed 

by “beauty”. Being an artist, I live everyday with beauty at my side. However, what has become an issue for me, particularly 

in the past few years, is the question of quality versus quantity. The kind of quantity that one is unable to handle is the same 



quantity that overwhelms you. If, for example, “beauty” were related to “quality”, then perhaps “the sublime” would be 

related to “quantity”. In fact, since last year or so, the world of science has been plagued by the problem of Big Data, as 

demonstrated, for example, by collecting extensive data concerning human genome analysis and being at a loss as to how 

to handle it. The old mathematics problem of computational effort, the fact that even in our everyday lives, the amount of 

data available on the Internet has acquired a quantitative value that greatly exceeds quality, and much, much more. It may 

not be so strange that infinity as a pole of quantity should rear its head at this point, given the trends of our society today.  

AA: Yes, I think that is the point. Regardless, in order to clarify the problem, let me offer another brief summary.  

In the aesthetic of “the beautiful” and “the sublime” developed in eighteenth-century Europe from Burke to Kant, the 

experience of  

“the beautiful” is defined as the enjoyment of diverse things within a finite dimension, while the experience of “the sublime” 

is characterized as shaking with the overwhelming experience of a magnificent scale and energy that breaks through such 

boundaries. Kant was to clarify that the sublime related to infinity and, thus, to categorize this into “the mathematical 

sublime”, which related to infinite space, and “the dynamical sublime”, which related to infinite energy. Of course, one 

cannot offer representation of infinite things, but it is possible to conceive of them. It is this gap that causes the kind of 

shock that rocks our subjectivity. 

While there is no point in making unnecessary comparisons, in contrast to Shiro Takatani, who in recent years has 

transitioned towards an expression of “beauty” inspired by the complexities of the diverse fluctuations of nature, it seems 

to me that you are traversing  

a path towards a “mathematical sublime”. In LIFE, Takatani’s recent collaboration with Ryuichi Sakamoto, he attempts to 

project images on the texture created by the mist generated from a tank hanging from the ceiling. While, on the one hand, 

it gives the observer a sense of the grace of the light pouring down from the heavens, I think that at the core was the 

“beauty” one discovered in the delicate nuances. In optical flat as well, a work that dealt with the transcendental number π, 
vertiginously intermissive real-life images were superimposed over a long and thin installation, and numbers representing 

circumference ratios were streamed rapidly across the images, creating a thing of truly discreet beauty. Your work, on the 

other hand, doesn’t make the observer think only of beauty; in one sense there seems to be something in it that won’t be 

satisfied unless it overwhelms its observers with  

the sheer quantity of it … 

    

RI: I wouldn’t go so far as to say that the work needs to overwhelm [laughs], but one does need a certain overwhelming 

durability. The same would be true of a something of such extremely minute scale that it is invisible to the naked eye, or a 

sound that is outside the audible range. These are experiences that I personally want to have, and the things in my life that 

have left the most unforgettable impressions on me I have acquired through experiences like them. I sometimes get the 

same impression from nature. For C4I I went to a place in the farthest reaches of Scotland where for 360 degrees anywhere 

you looked there was nothing to see. It was a perfectly calm world of no sound, no wind. I can’t help but think that the North 

and South poles must be even more magnificent. I really want to see them for myself. But you could just as easily say that if 

that is all there is to it, I should just pick up and go. As an artist, today I think that that kind of overwhelming experience is 

actually concealed within mathematics. But one thing that you need to be careful of is when you think about something for 

a long time, you run the risk of transcending philosophy into the realm of theology. Taking it to that level creates the 

problem of personal beliefs and can make things a bit uncomfortable for you, but even so, I think that at the essence of a 

“sublime” experience is the feeling of actually putting oneself close to the edge. 

AA: That is an essential point. When you think about it, you could  

even say that Gödel himself had a tragic encounter with these risks. This is interesting particularly when viewed in 

comparison with  

Von Neumann. Von Neumann had a prolific respect for Gödel, and believed that even though he was exceedingly brilliant, 

he could never hold a candle to the genius of Gödel. Even at Princeton University where he sought asylum, he worked hard 

for the benefit of Gödel. But Gödel himself wrote only the occasional paper, and absorbed in what seemed like a Platonist 



intuition, continued to live a nearly reclusive life, which ended in fits of persecution complex and death by starvation in 

hospital due to his refusal to take meals. Von Neumann, in contrast, was able to accomplish just about anything … 

RI: He was sociable and enjoyed a good party … 

AA: He worked with Oppenheimer to make the nuclear bomb.  

When numerical analysis of nonlinear problems required a computer, he simply made one. In the process of doing so, his 

self-reproducing automata theory was presented as a reverse side of the incompleteness theorem of Gödel. The discussion 

on complexities  

that came from nonlinear dynamics is largely a Von Neumann construct. It is interesting that someone like him should have 

such  

an inordinate respect for Gödel. 

RI: I think it is almost like a genius poet. It is similar to the way that every writer falls to his or her knees in the presence of an 

overwhelming poet. Among scientists in general there may be a handful of pure mathematicians who come close to this. 

  

AA: This kind of respect is disappearing of late, and I think that we would have serious problems if people begin to think 

that because anyone can take up a computer and calculate any problem, that is  

all there is to it. 

RI: To state my opinion, I need to return to the previous problem.  

I don’t really think that “the beautiful” and “the sublime” as they relate to aesthetics could, in and of themselves, be viable 

themes. It is not as if you can really express them simply because it is your desire to do so. It is more like something that 

starts to become visible at the end of a process of pure creation. You could be working on a piece whose theme is “the 

sublime”, when all of a sudden something that could only be classified as beauty appears in your work, or you could find 

yourself in a state of limbo with neither the beautiful nor the sublime; that is how it is when you are actually working. Since 

nobody really thinks about these things every day, though, I think it is the kind of revelation you make when you take the 

time to observe yourself or your work objectively, or a kind of index that is barely visible somewhere down the line, way 

ahead of your theme or concept. 

To give an example, in last year’s V≠L exhibition in Paris, I presented two digital prints, a prime number and a natural 

number. The former was the 41st Mersenne prime, which is well known, and the latter was an irreducible random number 

(in other words, a random number with no pattern and that could neither be reduced nor compressed any further, a number 

that one had nothing to do but read) derived from a certain algorithm. Both numbers were printed at sizes small enough to 

require a microscope, the point being that each number was comprised of 720 digits, and that each is only one number. For 

a mathematician, “a prime number” of the 41st Mersenne prime would be “224036583-1” (24,036,583 is also a prime 

number), a prime number that can be expressed as a compressed and elegant statement, almost like a jewel. The 

irreducible random number among “natural numbers”, on the other hand, has neither patterns nor features, and for the 

mathematician is little more than a tedious and uninteresting number, much like a pebble on the side of the road.  

For me as an artist, the 41st Mersenne prime is a sensational discovery, a number somewhat akin to a really beautiful 

crystal, whereas the irreducible random number as represented by the natural number is very interesting for the 

mathematical complexity that inhibits our inability to accurately verify whether it is truly reduced or truly random. 

Furthermore, as for the concept of the “number”, it has already been proven that almost all numbers are transcendental, 

having no pattern, and existing infinitely in an infinitely continuing succession of numbers. This irreducible random number 

(whether it is in fact an irreducible random number or not is not know for certain), then, is in fact nothing more than “a 

regular number”. Most numbers are of the type that cannot be named, which is quite normal when you think of a number as 

a single unit among the entire set of numbers, and they are also special numbers that are no different from the 41st 

Mersenne prime or 0 or 1, or in other words, they also have the special distinction of being one point along the linear 

progression of infinite numbers. Though this is only my opinion, a natural number may have been the first time since the 

inception of the universe that we as human beings are able to witness the representation of the irreducible random number 



(a number that we are not sure is actually an irreducible random number). While the title of this project was designed to 

express as concisely as possible to the mathematical properties that every number has, a literal reading of the title can be 

even more interesting. In this work, two pieces are displayed in juxtaposition through which the observer is free to view, and 

in terms of “the beautiful” and “the sublime”, the works are of a two-tiered structure whose proper framing allows one to 

get a sense of the beauty, while at the same time evoking infinity. The most comfortable place for an artist is the whole 

body that emerges from the juxtaposition of the two, the desire for it to play freely. It could be that beauty and sublimation 

are not in actuality coexisting elements, but rather the nature of the human beings to be able to observe the same thing 

being from different perspectives. Moreover, perhaps the heart of  

the exhibit title “+/-” can be found in the “/”. 

AA: I see. This is truly an interesting idea. If I may ask a related question, an infinite thing, by definition, is neither 

representable nor perceivable, and all we can do to display it is to stand at the critical point of what is representable and 

perceivable for an indirect observation. Conversely, doing a poor job of representation can leave you with a cheap-looking 

mathematical or scientific illustration, thus rendering “the sublime” ludicrous. What are your thoughts on this problem?  

RI: In another series named spectra, I use light. If you look at photographs taken of a monstrous production that has been 

presented throughout Amsterdam and Paris, the show looks ludicrous or like something out of a comic book. There may 

even be people who have actually experienced the show but came to the same conclusion. I think that the source of the 

feeling that this was “ludicrous” probably derives from the moment when the observer’s purely untainted experience 

transforms into cynicism as opposed to criticism. Of course, when something in an installation is myopic, it is better left 

unsaid. One could also point to how difficult it is to stop one step before cynicism to perform criticism. But what I want to 

say is that the reason I have always refused to talk about my work is that I do not want to shrink the possibilities for such 

criticism or observation. By stating that in spectra, “I expressed infinity”, I would immediately reduce myself to the ranks of 

the ludicrous. Artists do not create on the basis of such simplistic principles, or to put it differently, perhaps they do not 

think at all [laughs]. While a work of art for an artist is the occasional punctuation mark, for the viewer (that is, every other 

member of humankind except the artist), it is the starting point. Experiencing a work of art should be much like a 

kaleidoscope, an open-ended starting point that invited one in numerous angles and directions. In this sense, I think that it 

is people who criticize without even attempting to experience the work of art who are ludicrous.  

AA: Spoken like a true artist, though as a critic, some of the things you said made my heart skip a beat or two [laughs]. One 

more example: around the turn of the nineteenth century there grew a movement towards rendering one’s subject in as 

real-life terms as possible to create something that is neither beautiful nor sublime. The realism of Courbet epitomizes this 

trend; it exceeds simple realism, and as Lacan puts it, can be described as the encounter with “le réel” (things that are too 

real to be represented). And I think that it is this moment that made modernism possible. In this sense, where does Ryoji 

Ikeda position  

“the real” within his personal aesthetic? Should we look for expressions of “the real” in, for example, the world’s various 

statistical data and the images observed in C4I, or in the final version of the formula series you created in your New York 

City days, in which pages of The New York Times are scanned one after another at breakneck speed? 

RI: Le réel refers to reel, and though it is also 1,000 to 2,000 feet of movie reel, this is not necessarily a play on words. As a 

musician, I put more emphasis on the “real things” within dynamic speed and time. In the terminology of film and video, the 

image you saw in The New York Times scene was my attempt to show several decades of events in a matter of seconds as a 

reel by sampling a page of The New York Times for every frame. An integrated approach that strove to depict the originally 

discrete video frame as the continuum of time, and  

a differential approach that tried to show the discrete properties of video by thoroughly differentiating the continuum of 

time (history) and their ambiguities. The significance of the information on each  

page within each frame is pushed into the realm of the subliminal  

at overwhelming speeds, emphasizing the field of dynamics where these images are driven as motile bodies. This, to me, is 

what real is. Music and choreography meet at the points where the real aspects  



of their realities coincide. Even in the case of works featuring prints or light that do not have a time axis, only by stopping 

their images can the dynamism of the surrounding environment be irresistibly revealed. I think as an artist it is my job to 

design and set up such environments. From that perspective, the actual content or constituent material  

of a work is not in actuality intrinsically so important.  

In my case, it was mathematics that pushed this sensitivity to its limits. Unlike the natural science in general, which target 

nature and the universe, the objects of mathematics are numbers, sizes and shapes, each of which is colourless, 

transparent and abstract, a point that is largely shared with the intrinsic nature of music and composition. Regardless of 

the efforts made by physics to microscopically observe the quantum-mechanical behaviour of electrons using intricate 

mathematics, essentially it all boils down to our natural environment as the object of science. On the one hand, 

mathematics is the science of numbers, sizes and shapes—these things do not exist in the world—and a free, but 

theoretically accurate research is being conducted ignorant of god and the rules of nature. From this perspective, when we 

talk about “real things”, at the end of one’s pursuit as a musician,  

it may I think it is natural to demand the colourless, transparent and perfect world of mathematics. However, practice 

cannot be achieved with “orientation” alone. Although I hold a degree of reverence for  

the Platonist stance of the mathematician, in terms of “real things”  

in the world of mathematics, as an artist and a human being, I have not lives long enough in the world of mathematics to 

develop my  

own perspective or opinion. 

At the same time music cannot exist only on the basis of the beauty of its mathematical and musical structure. It also 

requires the vibrations of the air that comprise sound and the various other physical phenomena that comprise light and 

substance. The question of what is physically real is a problem for engineering to which I have found resolution and have 

developed from the beginning of my career. I have not studied enough to find the words to describe what is real from the 

philosopher or art critic’s perspective. 

AA: That was an unexpected but truly interesting angle from which to answer the question. In the first place, the term 

“realism” is ambiguous. Realism in medieval philosophy was based on the concept that ideas actually exist. For example, 

one would consider the generic concept such as “human being” as something real. In contrast, “nominalism” says that the 

term “human being” is merely a name and the only thing that actually exists is each individual human being. But this 

concept has been reversed in modern times, and the counterpart of “idealism”, which holds to general principles, is 

“realism”, which is concerned with the reality of individual objects. I get the impression that both meanings of realism exist 

in your work. 

RI: I use a great deal of real numbers in my work. I think this term, real number, was perfectly suited. Though it is the 

question of the imaginary (the “imaginary” in “imaginary number”) versus the real  

(the “real” in “real number”), from this perspective, defining what  

is a real number is of great interest to me. 

AA: You mean, then, that though a real number is one that actually exists on straight lines, continuous infinity they create as 

a whole is basically the object of Platonism?  

RI: In Plato’s time music and mathematics were like brothers. We have taken a circuitous route, but have finally come to the 

point where  

we can actually his same degree of conversation with mathematicians. That said, I have no intention of applying or using 

the concepts and theories I have acquired from mathematics in my work.  

AA: You mean that your works should never become illustrations  

of mathematics … 

RI: This is the point that concerns me most; it is almost impossible  



to avoid this kind of imposition on my work …  

AA: No, no, I don’t think your work has been imposed upon in  

such a fashion at all. Even without knowledge of mathematics, for example, it is more than possible to be shocked by your 

work.  

On the other hand, you have the complexity-to-complexity model  

that a good number of people base their illustrations on; your work 

 is nothing at all like that.  

RI: That is something that I am trying to avoid. In fact, if I had my choice, I think staring at the clouds all day would be more 

beautiful  

to me than looking at illustrations of complexity. In this project,  

I have discussed the most fundamental, the aspects that make the foundation of mathematics itself; this is something that 

does not relate at all to our actual lifestyles, and as such, is impossible to illustrate.  

AA: I couldn’t agree with you more. That is the dimension which we are scarcely conscious of, but I can also understand 

how you are irresistibly attracted to it. In contrast, our tendency today to want to avoid discussion of the infinite by placing 

it in parentheses, our willingness to go to whatever extents the capabilities of the computer will take us, while these 

tendencies are doubtless effective in terms  

of utility, they are far from beautiful … 

RI: It is not only unattractive, but it also leaves me wondering why we need to put boundaries on everything. I suppose it is 

because things that have boundaries are easier to use. I understand this well enough but find it unfortunate since science 

and academia should be the last places to be restricted by such concerns about utility. It is unfortunate that we live in a 

world where everyone is herded along the same path, when we should in fact be living in a world where freely thinking 

scholars are not crushed underfoot.  

The same goes for art. Even my own work in the end is absolutely worthless. I strongly believe that in order to be of worth 

we need to be free. That is not to say that I deny the value of applied science. It is just that I believe that people like the pure 

mathematician must also exist in this world. In essence, the same must be true for the artist. But there are only a limited 

number of people who are able to grasp this, a problem which I think is critical. 

Like listening to music … 

AA: My understanding of the process of your transition from music to mathematics as a purified form has, I think, become 

much more tangible. In the course of your work in the visual arts, is there anyone within this context who has been of 

particular interest to you?   

RI: Of course, artists of my generation like Carsten Nicolai are always of interest. Of the older generation, I would say the 

same of Christian Marclay. While they took the opposite path from me, from art to music, in terms of the sublime balance 

they maintain between the two even today, I find them truly fascinating. Of course, I also have my hands in many pies, but 

that is a remnant of my time with Dumb Type. What I am trying to express is actually quite simple, that is to say that my 

desire is to express the same things in diverse ways. So if, for some reason, it doesn’t work out with the visual arts, or I 

simply get bored of what I am doing, I’ll simply find another place to be. That’s pretty much how I look at it all. At this 

particular point in time, I think there are some things that I can only express through the visual arts, and that is why I am 

here.  

AA: For me it’s more than the interesting aspects of the various things you do with multimedia; you have a single logic that 

you try to express via diverse media.  



RI: That’s right. There are so many things that cannot be expressed with music alone.  

AA: I take it, then, that you prefer not to refer too much to the history of modern art and contemporary art? 

RI: I personally don’t see myself so much as an artist, so I could never imagine what it would be like to speak about it or be 

spoken of in that context. Of course, there are many visual artists that I like. But, the fact that so many brilliant artists exist 

among us is all the more reason, perhaps, why I find that I must think of things that only I can do. 

AA: Though we have already touched on some of these works, in Paris from October to December of 2008, spectra was 

presented using a set of humungous search lights near the Montparnasse Tower as part of Nuit Blanche, the V≠L exhibit 

was held at Le Laboratoire, which was built by the scientist David Edwards as an interface between science and the 

performing arts, datamatics was performed at Centre Pompidou as one of the attractions of the Festival d’Automne (you 

were responsible for all of the posters and pamphlets for this autumn festival), and the data.tron exhibition was held as part 

of the Dans  la  nuit, des images exhibition that featured the fruits of the national studio at Le Fresnoy in the enormous space 

of the Grand Palais. There were so many events running during this time that you must have virtually conquered Paris. 

We’ve talked already about some of your other works; now I would like to hear about the kind of projects like spectra, your 

bigger-than-life interventions into the metropolitan environment. spectra was also performed previously, in Amsterdam in 

June 2008. You once told me that from the planning stages the idea was to black out a portion of the city so that you could 

concentrate the very same electrical power on a few points to create dazzling spots of light … 

RI: As an artist, I began my career from music, migrating to dance and performance, works of graphic imagery and 

installations, creating a huge arc with art. Mathematics remains for me an essential point of passage. In all likelihood, I will 

forever look to mathematics in one way or another in order to retain my observing “eye” that allows me to trace my arc to 

this very same space. In fact, I consider architecture to be the destination of one of the detours of my arc. True to the saying 

that “architecture is like frozen music”, the similarities between the work of the musician and the architect have been 

pointed throughout history. In this sense, spectra’s “site= specific version” was an architectural project that functions in the 

city and in nature. This kind of project, where one needs to negotiate between the beauty (structural beauty) of “drawing = 

score” and the related physical problems (realization), may, in fact, be very close to a regular orchestra. To do something on 

such a scale, you must leave the actual construction and engineering to professionals. In other words, you have to follow 

the lead of the conductor, and you can never expect 100% pure results. Therefore, this kind of work can only be created by 

treating the uncertainties as your friend, and rather than removing the aspects that you find you cannot control, you need to 

work hard to incorporate and enjoy them. While I anticipate that I will be doing more of this kind of project in the future, as 

an artist/composer, there is actually very little difference between this and other kinds of projects. There really is only one 

difference: the way in which you enjoy yourself. 

Moreover, I personally look forward to the day when that arc takes a significant detour and I return to music. 

AA: Finally, would you like to say something to those who have seen your exhibit at the Museum of Contemporary Art 

Tokyo? 

RI: In the case of exhibitions, all I do is setup the devices, and if for example, one happens to encounter some film that has 

numbers printed on it, it is the experience, not the photograph itself that is important. When you talk of experience you run 

the risk of getting into phenomenology, but you needn’t get into such trifling technicalities. I simply want my viewers to 

observe my work as if they were purely listening to music. Viewing a piece of work is like watching a live performance. In a 

live performance, the first thing you do is listen and enjoy; the experience comes before any consideration of melody or 

meaning. In the same way, before you consider the meaning of the numbers in front of you, try feeling them first, 

encountering them as you would music. The imprinted numbers are simply representations from some unknown place. I 

think that this mathematical Platonism deserves to be respected. Numbers are concepts, and numerical characters are 

their representations. I think the materialization of this into works of art is one of the jobs of the artist. At the same time,  



the same materials can often engender a new form of realism. I don’t decide anything. I like enjoying the game involved in 

the pursuit and hope that it can be enjoyed by others as well. Because a piece of work is like a continuous pursuit of a 

question without answers, the answers must be derived by each individual. Even if there are concepts that could have been 

rendered on paper, that alone would be boring, and if you could describe someone so easily on paper there is no need to go 

through the trouble of expressing it as a work of art. Since at heart I am still a musician, somewhere in my psyche is the 

belief that nothing could be more nonsensical than writing about Mozart’s melodies. You simply need to listen to them to 

understand.  

I would be most grateful if my viewers would regard my works in  

the same way. 

30 January 2009, Kyoto 
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(1928–2014) moved to the village of Lasserre in the French Pyrénées, cutting himself off from his former life. Before  

his death, he demanded that all his work be removed from libraries and that it was not to be republished in any form. —Ed. 
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