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On September 4, 2001, a few days before | returned to New York, | sat
down to witness Ryoji Ikeda's formula [prototype] at the Brucknerhaus at
Ars Electronica in Linz, Austria. Inside a pitch-black space, at once a grid
of lights flashed in perfect synchrony with pulsating, high-pitched sound
frequencies. The oscillation between blinding light and absolute darkness
amplified my disoriented perception, producing an eclipse like effect to
the steady beats of sine waves, white noise, and piercing tones intercut
with geometric forms with thin horizontal and vertical lines wiping across
the screen. Highly distinct from the science lab-like installations pre-
sented at the rest of the festival, the work existed somewhere between

a performance, a concert, and a sound installation. The audience waited
for the artist, but Ikeda never appeared. This anticipation produced a
strange, subliminal temporality that engaged all of my senses through
the synchronized score. Numbing flashes of everyday life, which would
eventually include a streaming matrix of the front pages of the New York
Times alongside pulsating sounds, generated a very physical, existential
awareness that brilliantly foreshadowed the total reversal that the world
would experience exactly one week later on September 11.

As an electronic composer, Ikeda’s experiential work over the last two
decades has engaged the intersections of experimental sound, multime-
dia performance, and Minimalist practices that activate the thresholds of
conscious perception. This moment of vulnerability, fragility and uncer-
tainty of human experience in 2001 resonates deeply with lkeda's early
work as an engineer and producer for the Kyoto-based multi-media
collective Dumb Type from the mid 90's through the early 2000s.
Comprised of dancers, choreographers, musicians, composers, etc.,
Dumb Type (formed in 1984) probed the dichotomies between life and
death and the role of technology in our comprehension of this existential
border, which stemmed from the untimely death of collective’s leader,
Teiji Furuhashi from AIDS in 1995. In S/N, Ikeda's first project as a sound
engineer with the group, they applied the signal to noise ratio used in
science and engineering (to measure the level of desired signal power
to the level of background noise) as a structure to address the politics

of sexuality, gender, minority rights, and the AIDS crisis where perform-
ers’ bodies took the form of noise distortion and surveillance targets.
Through sharp humor, the work profoundly reconfigured the problem of
discrimination toward an empathic language of love through multi-media
communications that integrated body language with computer networks.
Methodologically, the group’s close affiliation with philosopher Akira
Asada (author of the 1983 national bestseller, K6z6 to chikara. kigéron
wo koete [Structure and power: beyond semiotics], which generated the
advent of a “new academism”) reflected their visual interpretation of the
postmodern, which was seen as the ideal limit of history and knowledge
and where the “rhizomatic, the disseminated, the dispersed, and the
multiple”' defined Japan as an amalgam of signs, a hyperreal space

of TV and ads. This period of the post-Showa era also marked a pivotal
historical turn with the collapse of the Soviet Union, the fall of the Berlin

My profound gratitude to Ryoji Ikeda for
sharing his insights on his practice in

a long interview from which this essay
takes inspiration, as well as to Emmanu-
elle de Montgazon and Hirosaki Museum
of Contemporary Art for inviting me to
contribute to this catalogue. | also want
to acknowledge Barbara London, who
was one of my first curatorial mentors
when | worked as a yearlong intern

in the Department of Video at MoMA
(2000-2001) and with whom | attended
Ars Electronica in September 2001 where
| first encountered Ikeda's work.

1.

Marilyn lvy, “Critical Texts, Mass Artifacts:

The Consumption of Knowledge in
Postmodern Japan,” Postmodernism
and Japan, ed. Masao Miyoshi and M.D.
Harootunian (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 1989), p. 29

2,

This term first was used by Akira Asada
to describe lkeda’s subtractive gesture,
the inverse of postmodernism’s additive,
unlimited sampling of references. Cited in
Marcella Lista, “Labyrinth of the Contin-
uum,” Ryoji Ikeda | continuum. eds. Ryoji
Ikeda and Marcella Lista (Paris: Editions
Xavier Barral, 2018), p. 8.

3.

Christoph Cox, “Return to Form:
Neo-Modernist Sound Art,” Artforum
(November 2003): p. 67.

4.

Peter Weibel, “The Physics of Art,” Ryoji
Ikeda.: micro | macro (Karlsruhe: ZKM,
2015), p. 16.

5.

Ryoji Ikeda, “Ryoji Ikeda on Ryoji Ikeda:
Conversation with Akira Asada.” +/- [The
Infinite between 0 and 1] (Tokyo: Esquire
Magazine Japan Co. Ltd., 2009). Reprint-
ed in Ryoji Ikeda | continuum. eds. Ryoji
Ikeda and Marcella Lista (Paris: Editions
Xavier Barral, 2018), p. 193.

Wiall, and the dissolution of Communism which aligned the group with
international practices that engaged the politics of identity, borders,
boundaries, and everyday life.

Following his time working with Dumb Type while living and working in
New York and eventually residing between Paris and Kyoto, Ikeda gradu-
ally refined his technical work for Dumb Type into a singular solo practice
that increasingly focused on the raw materiality of sound and light and
their universal properties as physical and mathematical phenomena.
formula combined |keda’s investigations in sound and light into a series
of synchronized audio-visual compositions that incorporated both a diver- |
sity of data and a sequence of variations. This would eventually progress
into an interest in transposing data related to the scientific fields of
quantum mechanics, genetics, proteomics, particle physics, astrophys-
ics, and cosmology. lkeda’s mode of presenting pure empirical data on
equal ground denotes an ethical stance that critiques anthropocentrism,
the philosophy that privileges the human being as the most significant
among other entities. Instead, the explicit focus on the relationality of
data and unhierarchical presentation of matter through various scales of
time and space, reflects a speculative realist philosophy that values the
constant regeneration of perception through multispecies interdepen-
dence and shared agencies of co-existence. Especially in our COVID-era,
his practice increasingly urges us to contemplate the vulnerability of our
bodies to inanimate phenomena of the world, in which all entities from
the microscopic to the macroscopic are exactly on the same ontological
footing.

Art historically, the refined simplicity of Ikeda’s multi-media practice |
has been described as “neo-modern.”*2 As opposed to the rhizomatic
dispersal and spatio-temporal collapse of postmodernist practices,
neo-modernism follows the lineage of form and abstraction especially

of Constructivism, Minimalism opto-kinetic, and light and space art.
Ranging from the austere paintings of Joseph Albers, Brice Marden and
Agnes Martin to the luminous installations of Dan Flavin, Bruce Nauman,
Robert Irwin and James Turrell, keda's practice is “kindred in sensibility
to these predecessors” as part of a generation of “neo-modernist sound
artists [who] undertake an investigation, at once spiritual and scientific,
into the basic forms of aesthetic matter and the fundamental conditions
of perception.”"® Engaging with the “continuation and reinterpretation

of Modernism,”"* the materiality, physicality and the more intangible,
phenomenological aspects of these practices raise intriguing questions
about one’s awareness of the potential and limits of the perception of
objects and the larger world.

At Hirosaki Museum of Contemporary Art, Ikeda presents new and
recent works that engage in new ways of perceiving the world through
the audio-visual translation of data. Works using light and sound guide
and expand upon the viewer’s consciousness to the limits of everyday
perception that, according to the artist, requires “a certain overwhelm-
ing durability.”"® The exhibition opens with point of no return (2018), an
inescapable gravitational force in the form of a Platonic sphere, a black
hole. The work is comprised of a screen with rapid, flashing, concentric
halos of white light projected onto a painted black circle, generating the



hypnotic energy of a solar eclipse. On the reverse is a white circle that
remains still like a full moon while a blaring whirr pulls the viewer into a
meditative state. The work’s title is drawn from astrophysics to describe
the closest distance that matter can approach before being irretrievably
pulled into the black hole, where the pull of gravity is so strong that
nothing, not even light, can escape. The concentric halos recall the
phenomenological investigations of perception through light and space
in the work of Robert Irwin such as the painted white discs of Untitled
(1967), which blurred distinctions between the edges and shadows cast
when hung in front of a wall. Here, Ikeda’s pushes the enigmatic emer-
gence of Irwin’s discs (that is, the three-dimensional light reflecting on
our retina) into a kinetic intensity that hauntingly brings the irreversibility
of time—especially the urgency of anthropogenic climate change so
prescient today—into sharper focus.

This existential overture propels the viewer into a narrow passageway
that follows the unique architecture of the brick warehouse in which
projections of DNA sequences unravel along the ceiling with data. flux
[n°1] (2020). Part of the datamatics series, which Ikeda began develop-
ing in 2005, the series analyzes the world through complex numerical
data derived from the structuring of knowledge through science and
technology. The data is transcribed into algorithms that result in com-
puter-generated imagery that are compressed, flattened, rasterized and
stream at breakneck speed. This velocity is deliberate: a rate of hundreds
of frames per second that is beyond our ability to process information.
Ikeda carefully calculates this perceptual limit, which according to him,
in which the stream of images “can be slow, but if it's too fast, it seems
much slower. 10,000 times faster and it gets slow because it's beyond
your perception.”*® The flow of DNA sequences re-appear later in the
exhibition in two different works: data.tecture [n°1] (2018), in which data
is projected along the floor thus producing a floating field effect, and
data.scape [DNA] (2019), a more intimately scaled wall work comprising
three screens. While our capability to read the 3 billion DNA letters of the
entire humane genome would be impossible in a single lifetime, single
cells can process and copy this vast amount of information rapidly.
These works thus reflect on the relational poetics of the brain’s rate of
analysis versus the genetic processing of data.

Ikeda’s climactic data-verse 3, part of his data-verse trilogy first presented
at the 2019 Venice Biennale, gathers data from many scientific institu-
tions including NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration),
CERN (European Organization for Nuclear Research), Human Genome
Project to those in the public domain and constructs visual expressions
through algorithmic scores, processing, and conversion. Comprised of
fifteen parts and compiled from forty-five scientific fields, the trilogy is
the result of a research journey that spans over fifteen years that uses
open-source data sets to progressively chart the physical world from
subatomic phenomena to a mapping of the universe, including explosive
solar imagery. Unlike his earlier works, which focus either on micro-
scopic or macroscopic scientific data, this trilogy features data related

to a more human scale, from proteins to anatomy to lived environments.
Methodologically, it is enhanced by data audio-visualizations of various
dimensions of existence that continues from his previous work with
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datamatics (2006-) and micro | macro (2015): “from 2D sequences of
patterns derived from hard-drive errors and studies of software code,
the imagery transforms into dramatic rotating views of the universe in
3D, whilst in the final scenes four-dimensional mathematical process-
ing opens up spectacular and seemingly infinity vistas. A powerful and
hypnotic soundtrack reflects the imagery through a meticulous layering
of sonic components to produce immense and apparently boundless
acoustic spaces.”"” The synchronization of image and sound is orches-
trated as a whole symphony that also keeps us aware of the entropy of
the universe.

The exhibition also introduces a new series of sound visualizations in the
form of 2D works grid system [n°2-a]-[n°2-d] (2022) as well as kinetic
laser sculptures exp #7-4 (2020-2022) that in essence draw themselves
in space. Working with sound as raw material for the last two decades,
lkeda has developed a visual index of micro sound waves that are
derived from complex harmonic motions used in the mastering of vinyl
records. This began with cyclo. (2000), a collaborative research project
with German electronic composer and artist Carsten Nicolai. Geometric
images (Lissajous figures) are generated from overlapping layers of
sounds, sometimes created from unusual sounds that are out of aural
range through a microscopic editing process."® Their live performances
improvise real time translations that comprise an “infinity index,” or an
encyclopedia, of thousands of sound fragments*®. This spatial translation
of sound actualizes the invisible properties of the fundamental fabric of
sound that exist in the universe.

The final series of works, data.scan [n°1b]-[n°9b] (2011/2022), compris-
es an ensemble of nine 27" wall works representing different scientific
fields that incorporate extremely microscopic sonic and visual effects.

By bringing together these disparate fields, lkeda in essence “forges new
correlations between entropy and information, ... chance and order, de-
terminisms and probability, completeness and incompleteness, between
information and noise.”""°

Ikeda’s highly abstracted works are intellectually suggestive, but at the
same time bring to the viewer an extremely physical experience. A nod
to Marcel Duchamp’s creative act, the works are deliberately open to a
variety of interpretations and rely on each viewer’s subjective experienc-
es to complete the work™'. This serves as an opportunity for the constant
renewal of perception through pure phenomena - a core condition at the
root of lkeda’s practice.

Mika YOSHITAKE

Independent curator. She earned her MA and PhD in Art History from UCLA, which culmi-
nated in the AICA-USA award-winning exhibition Requiem for the Sun: The Art of Mono-ha
(2012). As former Curator at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden (2011-18), she
organized the six-venue North American tour of Yayos Kusama: Infinity Mirrors (2017-19).
Recent exhibitions include Parergon: Japanese Art of the 1980s and 1990s (2019) at Blum
& Poe, Los Angeles, Yoshitomo Nara (2021) at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and
KUSAMA: Cosmic Nature (2021) at the New York Botanical Garden. Forthcoming exhibi-
tions include Yayoi Kusama: 1945-Now (2022) at M+ Hong Kong and Breath(e): Toward
Climate and Social Justice at the Hammer Museum as part of the Getty’s Pacific Standard
Time: LA x Art x Science in 2024.




Originally published as “Ryoji Ikeda’s Vision of Perceptual Renewal” by Mika Yoshitake in the
exhibition catalogue Ryoji Ikeda (Hirosaki Museum of Contemporary Art, 2022)



