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Fig. 1: Ryoji Ikeda, ‘Code-verse’, Centre Pompidou, Paris, 2018. 
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Introduction  

Noise holds a potency in its meaning, within the simple yet open characteristics that contain it. 

With a longstanding lineage as a negative quality, the properties noise has gained through artistic 

expression have enriched its definition beyond this into something that is indifferent.  

This text will look at three modes of noise. Firstly, the default understanding of noise in dualistic 

existence with music, and the long-standing axiom that they are polarized. Secondly, that as 

music systematically consumes noise, noise is not actually of substance but acknowledged as a 

process; identification, categorisation and the eventual crystallization into a musicality. Thirdly, 

that noise can be a singularity by placing the emphasis in sensation on the act of listening and 

observing, rather than analysing the organization and pattern through time as we do with music.  

Two case studies are used to exemplify this third mode, both coming from artists who pioneered 

the noise movement in Japan, which is acknowledged to have liberated the use of noise from 

cultural reference and musical constraint. Both pieces are installations, audio-visual environments 

developed to incubate this metamorphosis, a transition that is the prime motivation of this essay. 

It is through a perpetual development of tolerance that we can obtain a greater resolution in sound 

and delve deeper in to the fractality of noise.  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter one: Noise is the Negative Perception of Sound 

 

To begin we will reverse engineer the statement in the chapter title to reveal the properties at 

play, much alike how one would approach an algebraic equation to reveal its variables, the aim 

being to lay a foundation of contextual theory on which the rest of this text will be built upon. 

This statement has been chosen as it is the most relatable definition commonly found in answer 

to the question, what is noise? 

Sound is vibration, the transferral of energy through matter as a wave of pressure. It is hard to 

comprehend the speed and complexity of the information contained within all sounds, and it 

takes even greater thought to fathom the relationship it has within the divine energy exchange on 

our planet, as reflected on by professor and author Douglas Kahn.1 We can begin our intrigue at 

the point where the paradigm shifted with the ability to separate sound from the singular instance 

of its creation, a point notably documented by R. Murray Schafer and which he termed 

schizophonia in 1973, the splitting of sound between its original source and its electroacoustic 

equivalent.2 This notion as we understand it today could arguably have been incubated within the 

development of musical notation, but it was fully recognised with the ability to record and replay 

sound, or as Khan more accurately referred to as “the three figures of sound; vibration, transcription, 

transmission”. 3 This ability to displace sound, to document and enhance all its properties, to 

amplify, duplicate, store and receive, must be recognised as a profound step towards a more 

totalised lexis in sound. Sound had defeated its temporal arrangement with the natural world and 

in the same era saw an introduction of synthetic waveforms of a completely alien origin (the 

conception of the first transistor synthesisers).4 We begin our intrigue at this precipice, as it was 

from this point that the smouldering fires struck by the futurist movement were fuelled and 

stoked with this new potentiality.5 This step into an unnatural evolution gifted the concept that is 

noise a nonlinear dynamic. 

                                                            
1 D. Kahn, Interview, Sonic Acts Festival – The Geologic Imagination, 2015 - Paradiso, Amsterdam, the Netherlands 

https://vimeo.com/134539148 

2 R. M. Schafer, ‘The Music of the Environment’ in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), 

Continuum, 2004, P34 

3 P. Hegarty, ‘Noise/Music: A History’, Continuum, 2007, p.24 

4 E. Varése, ‘The Liberation of Sound’ in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), Continuum, 

2004, P19. 

5 L. Russolo, ‘The Art of Noise’. Something Else Press, 1967. 



Sound retains a power in more than its mere physicality and sentient beings are the catalyst for 

this conversion. The results are observable in those who command sound and those who are 

obedient to it. Jacques Attali, the French economic and social theorist, is one who recognises this 

power.6 The root of what is meant here lies in communication, all forms of audible 

communication, such as the mating call of a bird or the warning in a dog’s bark. Communication 

has more complex implementations for mankind’s world of politics and culture, however the 

ability to separate sound from source and control a grand distribution can condition entire 

populations, not only in the control over the  output of sound but also in censorship.7 To reinforce 

this point we can observe how music is controlled by economic and political systems, capitalism 

making music economically compliant with the need to be financially viable. It is by no 

coincidence that the stereotype of the starving artist exists.8  

As our focus moves onto perception or the perceiver, it is worth stating that all sound is perceived 

through sensation. This sensation has evolved with purpose, taking a Darwinist standpoint we 

could say that the qualities were gained through a superior advantage in survival, the ability to 

coherently map our surroundings or the fact that our ears have developed more fidelity in the 

vocal range, as to better communicate with one another.9 Our brains have evolved complex 

chemical and hormonal responses to sound, yet we arrive at an oddity when we describe why we 

have such responses to music or even art of any medium. As sound is sensual, music is the pursuit 

of this sensuality.10 Sound is granted a higher function than just intuition or reflex, it becomes an 

intrigue of recreation and personal exploration. Throughout one’s life we compile a catalogue of 

sound, gained through experience going beyond our nature into nurture, and due to the infinite 

connotations between sound and event, one’s life experience can be greatly different from that of 

their peers.11  

A negative perception of sound is formed in the judgement of the perceiver, two forms of 

judgement can be made to come to this conclusion, and as previously mentioned the scale can fall 

neatly between nurture and nature. Yes, our distaste can be of innate and practical purpose, 

originating from a defensive mechanism, a hard-wired response to protect oneself, to save your 

                                                            
6 J. Attali, ‘Noise and Politics’ in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), Continuum, 2004, p.7 

7 ibid., p.8 

8 U.W. Chohan, ‘Should artists pay their taxes in art?’, https://theconversation.com/should-artists-pay-their-taxes-in-art-

57669, accessed 24th November 18 

9 I.Titze, ‘Principles of Voice Production’, National Center for Voice and Speech, p.188 

10 M. Feldman, ‘Sound, Noise, Varèse, Boulez’, in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), 

Continuum, 2004, p.15 

11 D. Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts, The MIT Press, 1999, p.35 

https://theconversation.com/should-artists-pay-their-taxes-in-art-57669
https://theconversation.com/should-artists-pay-their-taxes-in-art-57669


ears, a call to fight or flight12. In the natural world loud sounds are paired with danger, low 

frequencies are only produced by natural catastrophes of profound danger and man-kind 

additionally imposed its own entourage of loud dangers such as explosions and industrial-

exercises, this is until the 1970’s, which saw the debut of recreational amplification of low 

frequencies.13 It is interesting to note the transition where we begin to exploit our nature for 

artistic experience, at this point we merge into the nurture of distaste, something more concerned 

with the influences of culture and life experiences and inevitably, that which is subversive. 

Whilst we can begin to understand our natural distaste of sound through quantitative research, to 

attempt to outline the sonic negative beyond this is endlessly endowed by context. Perhaps a 

sound evokes trauma, infringes communication, is persistent or repetitive, but ultimately what it 

becomes is a choice, we can embrace these forms or fight them, or in the words of John Cage; 

Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it, it disturbs us. When we listen 

to it, we find it fascinating.14 

Now before we discuss the use of the term noise here, we will focus on the aspect of listening. 

Because the nature and nurture of our experience with sound is comparable to how we hear and 

listen, both pairs entertaining the polarities of a somatic or conscious action, opposites housed 

within the same body if you will. Hearing is the unconscious influx of information, and listening 

is the conscious analysis of this information. When humans began to listen, we began to broaden 

our horizons. Whilst hearing works like the beat of the heart, listening can be compared to 

writing your name, a skill that can progress through repetition. There is another side to listening 

that comes from this repetition and develops into something more fitting to the example of 

swallowing, once the action is instigated autonomy takes over.15 It is compelling to argue that the 

concept of noise was birthed from hearing, that it can be explained as an instinctual reaction 

carved by millennia of evolution.16 

It seems when one takes a study in noise, it also becomes a study in listening, as this act of 

observing or measuring almost always makes noise become something other than itself.17 For this 

                                                            
12 Hegarty, op. cit., p.3 

13 G. Janson, Transcript of an Interview with Tony Andrews, http://www.redbullmusicacademy.com/lectures/tony-andrews-

keep-the-signal-chain, accessed 2nd December 18 

14 J. Cage ‘The Future of Music: Credo’ in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), Continuum, 

2004, p.25 

15 Hegarty, op. cit., p.5 

16 ibid., p.5 

17 ibid., p.26 

http://www.redbullmusicacademy.com/lectures/tony-andrews-keep-the-signal-chain
http://www.redbullmusicacademy.com/lectures/tony-andrews-keep-the-signal-chain


reason, noise could be more accurately expressed in parametric relationships as opposed to 

localised forms or examples. One long standing foundation can be validated by the mass 

acceptance that is, music and noise are considered opposites.18 Music is often seen as a seeking for 

a purity within sound comprised of harmony, melody and rhythm. Rhythm being the oddity as 

the only one of the three not comprised of tonality.19 Noise in opposition is at first void of all 

forms but generally with systematic use becomes absorbed in some way, as exemplified by the 

textural sounds of a vinyl record. 

Noise often sits at the fringe of excess, excess beyond one’s ability to compute sensory 

information. This is understood in how the mind will endlessly search for a line of 

understandable phonetics when hearing a foreign language, it is for this reason their speech 

appears louder, more obtuse. 20 It is also understood that a deaf person will perceive a room as 

being noisy if many others are also speaking in sign language.21 These observations stand prudent 

to the fact that noise has a strong vein running through our notions of communication, but this 

leads to the question, at what point does noise begin? Or does it simply start at the point in which we 

fail, fail in comprehension and in decryption. Furthering this line of thought, noise as defined by 

information theory is any undesirable signal in the transmission of a message, but at what stage in 

the line of data does noise materialize? as our minds compute or as the degradation enters the 

encoding of a message? 22 Here we find noise separating from the audible altogether and evoking a 

plethora of extended terminology outside of its dominion of sound. Noise can be found in the 

sciences, visual media and math, which feedback into the understanding of the audible context, 

producing a coaxial point for the evolution of its meaning. The following quotation from Mary 

Russo and Daniel Warner’s analysis of the social history of noise is a well-rounded conclusion to 

the dissection of the statement we began with, acknowledging noise as a nomadic term:  

There is no absolute state of noise, nor is there foreseeably a noise free state of music, of 

communication and information, of life. Noise is not that which escapes or is prior, but is the mark 

of entry. Noise is ambiguity, it is not meaningless or without social contents and hierarchies.23 

                                                            
18 H. Cowell, ‘The Joys of Noise’ in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), Continuum, 2004, 

p.22 

19 ibid., p.23 

20 Hegarty, op. cit., p.4 

21 ibid., p.4 

22 M. Russo and D. Warner, ‘Rough Music, Futurism, and Postpunk Industrial Noise Bands’, in Audio Culture: Readings in 

Modern Music, C. Cox and D Warner (eds), Continuum, 2004, p.48 

23 ibid., p.53 



Chapter Two: Enter the Sound 

 

The following text builds on the foundation of noise outlined as a floating point mostly concerned 

within the duality of music, putting forth a different perspective on how we can experience noise 

as a singularity.  Mark Slouka, a great novelist and essayist whose written work reflects on silence 

and the work of those who bask in its theory (such as Debussy, Melville and Cage),24 writes that 

morality gives a person’s life meaning, time being a finite resource rendering its value. He 

compares this to how silence grants all sound a finality.25 It is debated that silence is never truly 

achieved, however localised sounds or pieces of music do begin and end in silence. The notion 

stands in this regard, as morality grants life meaning, silence grants all sound a morality. 26  

In opposition to this we can cross examine a contemporary work of Ryoji Ikeda, in which the 

subject draws from various philosophies and theories of reality that conflict him.27 Ryoji Ikeda is a 

Japanese artist who has worked extensively in the realm of sound art, a true pioneer in the 

Japanese noise scene with significant work as a member of the arts collective Dumb Type. In 2000 

he began curating audio-visual(AV) installations communicating concepts of the mathematical 

sublime,28 eventually becoming the resident artist at CERN between 2014-2015.29 

The following installation is formed in a generative nature without temporal affinity, the 

experience beginning and ending within the milestones of thought. The significance of this being 

that unlike forms of music, the emphasis has been removed from how it is arranged in time, 

instead promoting the audience to experience the work within a continuous present - connected to 

the ever-complex notion of now. One way of understanding this difference is through a famous 

quote from Einstein, the theoretical physicist who conceived the theory of relativity and the field 

of quantum mechanics: 

Time has no independent existence apart from the order of events by which we measure it. 30 

                                                            
24 M. Slouka, ‘Listening for Silence: Notes on the Aural Life’, in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, C. Cox and D 

Warner (eds), Continuum, 2004, p.42 

25 ibid., p.42 

26 ibid., p.42 

27 E. During, ‘Ikeda, or Subliminal Time’ in Ryoji Ikeda / Continuum, Ryoji Ikeda, Grammlich, 2018, p.56 

28 M.Lista, ‘The Labyrinth of the Continuum’ in Ryoji Ikeda / Continuum, Ryoji Ikeda, Grammlich, 2018, p.8 

29 http://arts.cern/news/2014/japanese-artist-ryoji-ikeda-wins-third-prix-ars-electronica-collidecern, accessed 2nd December 

18 

30 A.Sorli, ‘Minkowski Space-time and Einstein’s Now Conundrum’, NeuroQuantology, no.16, Issue 5, May 2018, p.25 

http://arts.cern/news/2014/japanese-artist-ryoji-ikeda-wins-third-prix-ars-electronica-collidecern


Ryoji Ikeda: Continuum 

 

Fig. 2: Ryoji Ikeda, ‘Continuum Key Map’, Ikeda, Ryoji. Continuum. Germany, Xavier Barral, 2018. P46 

Pompidue Centre Paris, 2018. 

Code-verse _ 3 x DLP Projectors, 6 x Monitor Speakers, Computer.  

A [continuum] _ 5 x Meyer SB-1 Super Directional Speakers, Fluorescent Lamps, Computer. 

Concept and composition: Ryoji Ikeda  

Computer graphics and programming: Tomonaga Tokuyama 

 

Ryoji Ikeda’s Continuum spans over two spaces, two environments curated in totality, operating in 

distinct contrast but existing as a single experience31. Both rooms are of the same proportions, long 

rooms sharing a dividing wall with a small hall connecting them both at one end. There is an 

undercurrent present of the wider concept of a binary state themed throughout Ikeda’s work32.  

                                                            
31 M. Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’ in Ryoji Ikeda / Continuum, Ryoji Ikeda, Grammlich, 2018, p.170 

32 M. Lista, Transcript of an interview with Ryoji Ikeda, https://www.galleriesnow.net/shows/ryoji-ikeda-continuum/ 

Accessed Jan 9th 2019 

https://www.galleriesnow.net/shows/ryoji-ikeda-continuum/


 

 

Fig. 3: Ryoji Ikeda, ‘Code-verse’, Centre Pompidou, Paris, 2018. 

The first room houses Code-verse, empty and close to pitch black on every surface with the sole 

light coming from an array of three DLP projectors using the full face of the shared wall as a 

screen, with six monitor speakers mounted along it which allow for the audio-visual output of the 

Code-verse program.  

 

 

 

 



 

Fig. 4: Ryoji Ikeda, ‘A [continuum]’, Centre Pompidou, Paris, 2018. 

The second room A [continuum] is all white, with a glass wall looking onto the streets of Paris 

parallel to the wall dividing the rooms, giving way to the idea each room has a screen of a sort. It 

is well lit with fluorescent strip lights running down the length of the ceiling with a distinct focus 

on the visually unique five Meyer SB-1 super directional speakers. 

Throughout Ikeda’s career as an artist he has chosen to work in the reduction of his mediums, 

reducing sound and light into their fundamental elements.33 Continuum is an arrangement of 

pixels, lines, sinewaves and white noise distinct from musical harmony.34 In this work, the 

simplicity of these forms morph into complexity as they combine through observation - details 

bleed into texture as one navigates through the environments.35 

The work Continuum aspires for an experience of a continuous present, alike Shinto tradition 

where the attempt is to connect to the world and its momentum through ritual practice.36 This 

ambition has resulted in the first use of an infinite timeline in his works, removing focus of 

                                                            
33 Lista, op. cit., p.161 

34 M. Lista, ‘The Labyrinth of the Continuum’ in Ryoji Ikeda / Continuum, Ryoji Ikeda, Grammlich, 2018, p.8 

35 Lista, ‘Interview Transcript’, op. cit.,  

36 Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’, op. cit., p.168 



temporal markers such as beginning and end.37 Ikeda’s voice as an artist has consistently sounded 

on an interest in cosmic apprehension, extensively testing the boundaries of our sensory capacities 

to iterate profound volume.38  He follows a symmetry in the behaviours of his mediums and the 

patterns present in fundamental concepts of quantum physics and math (the sinusoidal wave 

being evident in various natural forces, the human voice being made from around four thousand 

sinewaves combined39), but he also expresses the duality of these symbols in the sense that waves 

also behave as particles and it is in the act of observation that a form is conceived.40  

Code-verse represents data audio-visually, yet it diminishes the importance of the source data, 

seeing the code take the role as poetry or notation. This is an invitation to an audience to listen to 

the sensuality of sound and stretch the fringes of their understanding of musicality.41 Or in his 

own words “the result of our capacities for perception and decipherment, inducing a state of 

consciousness”42
  

A [continuum]  is of the same thread, using the historical variations in the tuning of the western 

concert pitch A dating from the 1700.43 At one time five tunings are played via the purity of 

sinewaves over the SB-1 speakers of which no combination will repeat.44 The nature of the 

medium conflicts, giving rise to a highly intricate texture performing within only a tight 

frequency band. One must navigate through the space to perceive the cymatic pressure that 

footprints the room, with harmonics so finely dispersed that even the movements of the head can 

perform intrinsic modulations. Ikeda refers to this sculptural effect as “being in a very calm storm”. 

45 

Continuum is an opportunity for the audience to widen their aesthetic dimensions in listening 

and implores them to contemplate the variations and details within the sound as they would 

                                                            
37 Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’, op. cit., p.169 

38 C. Martinez, ‘The Codes of Life: Sone Reflections on the Work of Ryoji Ikeda’ in Ryoji Ikeda / Continuum, Ryoji Ikeda, 

Grammlich, 2018, p.50 

39 Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’, op. cit., p.168 

40 Lista, ‘Interview Transcript’, op. cit., 

41 ibid., 

42 ibid., 

43 Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’, op. cit., p.169 

44 A [Continuum] The list of conert pitch “A”, in Ryoji Ikeda / Continuum, Ryoji Ikeda, Grammlich, 2018, p.44 

45 Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’, op. cit., p.169 



music.46 This seems to be an echoing of the practises that emerged in Ikeda’s early life such as the 

noise music of Japan and turntablism, the developing of a new musicality of which there was no 

framework or reference, what he describes as beyond imagination.47 It is notable that these 

environments are a nursery for others to follow in his practice, how he observes, analyses and 

contemplates all sound, motivating a greater expectance of its dialect.48 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
46IAM: Episode 3. Ryoji Ikeda: code-verse, https://garagemca.org/en/exhibition/iam-episode-iii-ryoji-ikeda-code-verse, 

accessed 5th December 18 

47 Lista, ‘Patterns of the Unknown’, op. cit., p.155 

48 Lista, ‘The Labyrinth of the Continuum’ op. cit., p.12 

https://garagemca.org/en/exhibition/iam-episode-iii-ryoji-ikeda-code-verse


Chapter Three:  Between Resolution and Tolerance 

 

After reflecting on Ikeda’s work that challenges the arrangement of musicality, the following text 

proposes the theory that the perpetual consumption of noise into musical systems is evident in the 

fact that noise is not in duality with music, but a process of affect. The main implication of this 

change in thought leads to the idea that all musicality has always existed within noise, and that as 

noise is void it still retains meaning and value. A background then is laid out for a movement in 

Japan called Onkyō, mostly looking at the wider picture of how Japan grew noise (or noise music) 

from a messy genre into a separate cultureless entity.49 The importance of Onkyō and the 

pioneering artist Otomo Yoshihide is mainly due to the transitioning of this art from a focus of 

medium and connotation, onto the action of attentive listening.  

It is installations like Ikeda’s that challenge the typecasting of noise as merely any objection to the 

standard model of music, as Attali explains: 

The transition from the Greek and medieval scales to the tempered and modern scales can be 

interpreted as aggression against the dominant code by noise destined to become a new dominant 

code. 50 

In addition, the introduction of noise in the form of previously non-musical elements into music 

perfectly correlates with the progression of art forms through the movements of Impressionism, 

Cubism, Futurism and Dada.51 It can be seen either way that each iteration becomes noisier, or 

that there is a cultural wide reduction of noise.52 These movements each became more eccentric 

and destructive to the point of meaningless annihilation, or as Lorraine Plourde concludes: 

Dada performances blatantly attacked these societal mores and hoped to shake up their very 

foundations in acts of sheer nihilism, with often no apparent goal other than to cause chaos and 

disruption.53 

                                                            
49 D. Novak ‘Japanoise: Music at the Edge of Circulation’, J. Sterne and L. Gitelman (eds), Duke University Press. p.9 

50 Russo and Warner, op. cit., p.49 

51 Hegarty, op. cit., p.10  

52 ibid., p.34 

53 L. Plourde, ‘Disciplined Listening in Tokyo: Onkyō and Non-Intentional Sounds’, Ethnomusicology, vol. 52, no. 2, 

spring/summer 2008, pp. 270 - 295 



In hindsight, noise operated in these movements not as a material to be absorbed by musicality, or 

a disruption to the codes of life,54 but as a process of transition and modulation. It goes beyond the 

simple dualistic model that noise and music are opposed and into the concept that noise is a 

relational affect.55 It could be argued that all that was once considered noise was in fact always 

musical, this evidentially would make the origin of all musicality, noise.56 

This notion consoles the issues of ambiguity and the ever-dissolving localisation of noise, but it is 

not the full story. Whilst noise in relation to music is examined as a materiality, specifically in 

reference as an unwanted or foreign artefact to music - artists delving into the ontology of sound 

subsequently eloped into a field distinct from music, sound art 57 (coined by art director William 

Hellerman in 1986). 58 This emic probing bypasses the apperception of music or noise, with a 

potentiality recognised as the beginning of the genealogy of noise as a standalone item. The 

underlying difference is that music brings a focus onto the medium via the organisation of the 

patterns that make music, whilst sound art, along with some late avant-garde and fringe music 

styles (with theory advanced by John Cage, Umberto Eco, Roland Barthes and Jacques Attali), 

had a philosophy cradled in the action of listening and a velocity placed on the listener and 

experience rather than the medium.59 

Japanese noise music took a similar vein to sound art, or perhaps was prefigured by it in some 

ways. It began in 1978 under great influence from imports of western punk and rock,60 which 

evidently always arrived a step behind the status quo often with loose translations of printed 

media and slow drips of sensationalist information.61 The way early bands such as Ultra bride, 

Ground Zero and Merzbow interpreted and adopted this inflow was somewhat off kilter but they 

                                                            
54 Martinez, op. cit., p.50 

55 M. Thompson, ‘Beyond Unwanted Sound: Noise, Affect and Aesthetic Moralism’, International Centre for Music Studies, 

Newcastle University, 2014, p.6 

56 B. Kane, ‘Sound studies without auditory culture: a critique of the ontological turn’, Sound Studies, Vol. 1, No. 1, 2015, p.9 

57 ibid., p.9 

58 C. Paro, ‘The Emergence of Sound Art: Opening the Cages of Sound’, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism Volume 
75, Issue 1, 2017, p.40 
 
59 J.Cseres, ‘Musica Practica According to Roland Barthes’, Department of Musicology, Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University, 

2017, p140 

60 M. Matsumura, ‘The Birth of Noise in Japan’, Red bull Music Academy, October 14, 2014, accessed 08 January 2019 

http://daily.redbullmusicacademy.com/2014/10/birth-of-noise-in-japan-feature 

61 Matsumura, op. cit., 



moulded the early noise aesthetic and eventually became the prominent progressors in the art of 

noise internationally.62 

Noise in Japan has been recognised to have gone through three phases,63 from the initial 

repurposing of musical talents and instruments, to augmenting sound completely abstract from its 

origin.64 The third phase began at the turn of the 90’s when the movement came to a full maturity, 

developing innovative techniques and philosophies to fulfil an art-form untethered to the 

taxonomy of previous music systems.65 Of course, it is far more complex and untamed a history 

to generalise in such a way, but these three phases function as a good touchstone. 

Japanese noise music, (abbreviated to Japanese noise and Japanoise) distilled from imitation into a 

purity much alike how sound art divided itself from music with the shift in focus from medium 

onto being. This transition left the waters of noise music muddied with incoherencies in 

genealogy, eventually giving way to genres such as glitch, out, junk, computer music, and general 

experimental subgroups. 66 Poignant artists such as Masami Akita, who began his alias Merzbow in 

1979, began to emancipate themselves from cultural connotations as much as was possible by the 

90’s (even if he took his name from a Dadaist work). Otomo Yoshihide, who was one of the first 

abstract turntablists and member of Ground Zero, was another key player to take up this transition 

but with a visualised methodology of abstraction with maintained meaning and communication.67 

The journalist Masato Matsumura acknowledges the split between these two figureheads ideals: 

While Merzbow and Incapacitants rejected having any kind of narrative in their noise and 

emphasised the volume, Otomo’s approach was different – his noise had meaning. The influence of 

his jazz guitar background and John Cage’s silence was to become more apparent following the 

meltdown of his band Ground Zero in 1998.68 

  

The story of Japanese noise is a bildungsroman, finding itself from within music and becoming 

open to unstructured musicality, in a similar vein to Varése, Russolo and Cage’s naturalist’s 

                                                            
62 Plourde, op. cit., p.276 

63 Thompson, op. cit., p178 

64 Matsumura, op. cit., 

65 D. Novak, ‘Playing Off Site: The Untranslation of Onkyô’, , Vol. 41, No. 1,  University of Texas Press, Winter, 2010, p.44 

66 Novak,’Japanoise’, op. cit.,  p.117 

67 Ibid., 

68 Matsumura, op. cit., 



theory of sound.69 This openness to sound, non-intentional, absent and saturated has a strong 

adherence to zen philosophy, applied in much similarity to how Cage translated his influences 

from Zen scholar Daisetz Suzuki into his work with silence.70 Cage used his culturally external 

influences to great effect to interject fresh perspectives into the western Avant Garde, which in 

turn rippled into the Japanese musical sphere alongside other western musical imports.71 It is 

worth noting that while some Japanese artists openly apply Zen and Shinto comparisons to their 

work, others are indifferent to it, explaining that it is but an assumption of a foreign stereotype 

from a western perspective.72  

By the third phase, noise had fulfilled a cognitive shift in consumption, becoming much more 

about the experience of listening. Whilst this was the golden age of extremely aggressive, loud, 

saturated and generally excessive expression, noise in Japan had a silent partner, Onkyō.73  

Onkyō was conceived in a small and quiet venue called Off-Site, located in rural Tokyo with a 

capacity of thirty and explicit noise restrictions due to surrounding residential buildings. An 

unlikely incubation for a movement in noise but these unique circumstances helped shape the 

movement of Onkyō,74 in a similar regard as to how the Cabaret Voltaire incubated Dada.75   

Onkyō’s characteristics grew from weekly improvisation sessions grounded in scarcely 

propagated sound, unorthodox instrumentation (or sound sources) and a well disciplined and 

aggressive use of silence.76 The sparse style absorbed non-intentional happenings and ambient 

soundscapes as a shroud around the performers.77 The name Onkyō coined by Yoshihide directly 

translates as sound but could also apply as reverberation or noise. This title is unique in two 

regards, firstly it was named in Japanese when most music was translated into Japanese from 

western movements.78 Secondly it was nondescript, offering literally no instigation as to what it 

contained, apart from perhaps a quintessentially Japanese music culture. This titling draws a 
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parallel to the equally ambiguous and all-encompassing label sound art, which liberated artists to 

work without a specific context.79 

Unlike the stimuli of music, emotionally intuitive and instantly gratifying, Onkyō was a 

perpetual learning experience that took time and dedication to train one’s ear, the lore being the 

eventual and complete immersion in the sensation of sound.80 The industry of noise in the eyes of 

the uninitiated would come across as an unlikely form of recreation, offering stoic and 

masochistic tendencies.81 The experiences documented at Off Site are commonly described as 

enduring and uncomfortable. 82 It was a suffering in order to achieve, as Yoshihide regards:  

"Before, I didn't appreciate sounds that had no connection to music, such as a clock ticking. At the 

very least, I didn't understand the condition of these sounds.” 83 

Onkyō’s main objective was to obtain freedom of form, combining the theories of abstraction and 

a focus on the present which this text has already explored. There is a common acknowledgement 

between Yoshihide, Lorraine Plourde and David Novak (the latter two who have published 

powerful research and documentation into this movement) that Cage’s silence strongly influenced 

this mission statement.84 Plourde states in her text Disciplined Listening in Tokyo: Onkyō and Non-

Intentional Sounds:  

“People have to learn how to listen. Onkyō is a shift from the emphasis on producing and 

performing, to attentive listening.” 85 

The other members of this movement were equally as progressive and contributed a great value to 

the art, with some of the more unusual instruments styles becoming not only signature in sound 

but also symbolic in philosophy. Sachiko M’s empty sampler utilising the test tone oscillator, 

Toshimaru Nakamura’s no input mixer which used residual noise feedback loops and the oscillation 

of the AC power input, and of course Yoshihide’s no record turntable, using various materials and 

contacts to motivate the pickup. The absence of medium was quite literally embodied in the audio 
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equipment.86  The following study of a collaborative installation orchestrated by Yoshihide 

expresses the values of this movement.  
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Otomo Yoshihide: Between Art and Music – Quartets 

 

Fig. 5: Yoshihide Otomo, ‘Between Music and Art: Quartets’, YCAM, 2008 

Yamaguchi Center for Arts and Media 2008 

Quartets_ 8 x Projectors, Speaker array, rear projected cube. 

Direction / Sound composition: Otomo Yoshihide 

Art direction (cube screen): Kimura Yuki,  Video / Objects (outer screen): Benedict Drew,  Algorithm design / 

Programming / System: Hirakawa Norimichi,  Recording / Mixing: ITO Takayuki (YCAM),  Shooting: Owaki Richi 

(YCAM),  Shooting assistant (cube screen): Murata Soichiro,  Technical support: HAM A Satoshi,  Guitar / 

Turntable: Otomo Yoshihide,  Voice: Kahimi Karie, Synthesizer / Guitar: Jim O'Rourke,  Sho: Ishikawa Ko,  

Percussion: Ichiraku Yoshimitsu,  Trumpet: Axel Dorner,  Drums and Percussion: Martin Brandlmyr, Empty Sampler: 

Sachiko M 

In 2008, the Yamaguchi Center for Arts and Media commissioned and hosted the exhibition Between 

music and Art comprised of four installations by Otomo Yoshihide.87 In particular this text will be 

focusing on Quartets (which has since been hosted at various sites yet the most well documented 

is YCAM). 

The room is dark and at its centre is a white cube 2.5 metres in dimension.88 The cube is an origin 

for the single identifiable localisation of sound, with the four upright faces of the cube operating 
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as projected screens with four more projected screens on the walls opposite to that of the cubes. 

All the screens are monochromatic, void of colour. 

For the audience this is a three-dimensional experience, in contrast to a contemporary two-

dimensional concert style, where the stage would project unidirectionally onto an audience. So, 

this toroidal path around the cube results in individual perspectives, where one can listen to the 

totality of the experience but visually and acoustically only consume a personalised portion.  

An interesting mix between performance and installation, this work is formed of pre-recorded 

performative audio and visual recordings which are then cast into a generative arrangement that 

is algorithmically random.89  The program is seeded so that oddities are prone to occur, 

overlapping in some areas and complete absence in others. Each artist recorded an improvised set 

half an hour in length, individually with no instruction but only a context in how the pieces 

would be arranged,90 at this same time they had their silhouettes taken.  

 

 

Fig. 6: Yoshihide Otomo, ‘Between Music and Art: Quartets’, YCAM, 2008 

Whilst all eight musicians would be voiced at one time, more often there would be one visible on 

each side of the cube, entering the audience into a test of their aptitude in listening, can the 
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performers sound be isolated?91 Or are other sounds bound to the visuals in an unknowing 

synchresis?92 The nature of these improvisations is closely related to the works that belong to 

Onkyō, which should be evident since the pioneers along with their signature improv styles are 

present and the installation has been curated by Yoshihide.93 

On the outer screens there are silhouettes of various materials, magnified and reverberating. They 

have been chosen for their interesting properties when conducting and visualising sound, there is 

wood, iron, liquid, thread and oil to name a few.94 This visualisation promotes further abstraction 

of sound and an emancipation of preconceived forms for the audience. To disconnect sound from 

its referent,95 in a Dali-esque liberation, is the prime motivation that runs through Onkyō, and this 

installation does so in a somewhat tongue and cheek reference to Plato’s Cave theory.96  

The series title Between Music and Art, perfectly coins the objective of the piece; exploring the 

space in between separate developments within the field of sound (music and the sound arts).97 

Considering the definitive split recognised by Yoshihide.98 his career is a longstanding bridge of 

these dominions, known for making fringe-styles of sound or music accessible in popular 

culture.99  

The name “Quartets” draws from literal observation of the quadrilateral nature of the elements in 

the design100, it is a multi-disciplined collaboration, a culmination of art within sound, 

programming, visual articulation and various levels of conceptual practice. There is a lot at play, 

held together with common denominator of formless noise through improvisation, music free of 
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influence,101  solitary improvisation uninfluenced by placement.102 The piece promotes a readiness 

in listening, a liberation of sensation from precomposed form.103  
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In Conclusion 

 

My aim has been to outline that there is a resolution in one’s capacity of audible observation, 

resolution as a limit in the ability to consume and appreciate sound. The fringes of this resolution 

are personally defined and beyond it we begin to experience noise. When talking of observing 

sound, consumption is an appropriate term, for as the phenomena of sound enters our bodies it 

shapes our chemical composition as much as every sensory experience does. It is by a developed 

tolerance to sound through repeated exposure and practice in listening that we can actively tailor 

this change into a neo-evolution of the self,104 developing a greater dexterity in sensation.  

With the ability to listen to whatever we personally defined as noise, is to discover new depths in 

a sonic reality, as Simon Reynold’s sees the results as unveiling the false beauty of social economics.105 

The use of the term unveiling here is interesting, as if all beauty is pre-existing but it is a state of 

mind that applies boundaries, these boundaries are directly what the works of Otomo and Ikeda 

are looking to expose.  

If we compare the three perspectives of noise examined in this text (the duality with music, a 

process into musicality, and as a singularity based in observation), it is apparent that they all feed 

into each other. To talk of noise and music in a relational dualism is not wrong but merely a 

correlation, the status of noise is not in opposition, it is a cue as to the next iteration of systematic 

code, a horizon that sits beyond one’s current resolution of sensation somewhere within the 

fractal of noise.  
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