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ABSTRACT

Electroplankton (Nintendo, 2005) is the most elaborate and rich digital game designed by the
Japanese media artist Toshio Iwai. Released for the Nintendo DS console, it comprises ten
musical vignettes, inviting players to a range of diverse interactions.

This paper analyzes the multiple modalities of musical participation afforded by
Electroplankton, inscribing its analysis within the theoretical concepts of musicking (Small,
1998) and ergodicity (Aarseth, 1997; Aarseth & Calleja, 2015). The resulting concept of
“ergodic musicking” is presented as a comprehensive analytical tool in order to assess the
multiple musical roles explored within the game.

Electroplankton is first contextualized as a cybermedium, understood as a class of media
objects to be traversed or reconfigured by means of a nontrivial, ergodic effort (Aarseth,
1997; Aarseth & Calleja, 2015). While digital games are in general considered as a
cybermedium, the paper emphasizes that Electroplankton does not necessarily show some of
the archetypal characteristics of games, such as winning/losing conditions.

Rather than as a conventional digital game, Toshio Iwai designed Electroplankton as a
compendium of previous artworks, expanding it with a set of new pieces. Huhtamo recalls a
conversation with Iwai about this aspect: ““Iwai once surprised me by stating that
Electroplankton was his version of Duchamp’s Boite en Valise (1941). After some reflection
it made sense: the tiny game cartridge indeed contained many aspects of his career as a
“miniature museum” (Huhtamo, 2016, p. 92).

The possibility space of this miniature museum is certainly playful in nature, but it also
maintains a consistent focus on different musical aspects. Across the various vignettes,
players can record their voice, re-arrange a musical table, or tap on the screen to structure
extemporaneous sound loops.

The different musical forms of Electroplankton are understood under the umbrella concept of
musicking. Musicologist Christopher Small warns against elevating the analysis of musical
objects, such as musical compositions, to the primary subject of musicology. Small argues,
"music is not a thing at all, but rather an activity" (1998, p. 2). As such, it should be
understood as a verb: “to music”. “To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical
performance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing
material for performance (composing), or by dancing” (1998, p. 9).

Electroplankton explores these forms of participation, bringing unprecedented musical
opportunities to the medium of digital games. This paper will focus on aspects related with
musical improvisation, identifying in the musicking of Electroplankton a form of idiomatic
improvisation (Bailey, 1993). Subsequently, the player’s interventions will be contextualized
within Eco’s “open work” paradigm, and described “not [as] an amorphous invitation to



indiscriminate participation, [but rather as] an oriented insertion into something which always
remains the world intended by the author” (Eco, 1989, p. 19).

Finally, the ergodic musicking identified will be applied to address the problematic critical
reception of Electroplankton (Pilchmair, 2007), emphasizing the innovative and idiosyncratic
nature of Iwai’s musicking.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Aarseth, E. (1997). Cybertext. JHU Press.

Aarseth, E. (2003). Playing Research: Methodological approaches to game analysis. Game
Approaches / Spil-veje. Papers from spilforskning.dk Conference.

Spilforskning.dk.
Aarseth, E. (2004). Genre Trouble. Electronic book review (3)

Aarseth, E., & Calleja, G. (2015). The Word Game: The ontology of an indefinable object.
Proceedings of Foundations of Digital Games Conference.

Apperley, T. H. (2006). Genre and game studies: Toward a critical approach to video
game genres. Simulation & Gaming, 37(1), 6-23.

Bailey, D. (1993). Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music. Da Capo Press.

Borgo, D. (2007). Musicking on the Shores of Multiplicity and Complexity. Parallax,
13(4), 92-107.

Borgo, D. (2013). Beyond Performance: Transmusicking in Cyberspace . In N. Cook, &
R. Pettengil (Eds.), Taking It to the Bridge: Music as Performance (pp. 319-348).
University of Michigan Press.

Calleja, G. (2011). In-Game: From Immersion to Incorporation. MIT Press.
Chion, M. (1994). Audio-Visual: Sound on Screen. Columbia University Press.

Collins, K. (2007). An Introduction to The Participatory and Non-Linear Aspects of Video
Games Audio. In J. Richardson, & S. Hawkins, Essays on Sound and Vision (pp. 263-
298). Helsinki University Press.

Collins, K. (2008). Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of
Video Game Music and Sound Design. MIT Press.

Collins, K. (2009 , 2). An Introduction to Procedural Generated Music in Games.
Contemporary Music Review, 28(1), 5-15.

Collins, K. (2013). Playing With Sound: A Theory of Interacting with Sound and Music in
Video Games. MIT Press.

Duchamp, M. (1941) Boite en Valise.

Eco, U. (1989). The Open Work. Harvard University Press.
Gottschalk, J. (2016). Experimental Music Since 1970. Bloomsbury.

Grimshaw, M., Tan, S.-L., & Lipscomb, S. D. (2013). Playing with sound: the role of music
and sound effects in gaming. In S.-L. Tan, A. J. Cohen, S. D. Lipscomb, & R. A. Kendall
(Eds.), The Psychology of Music in Multimedia (pp. 289-314).

Huhtamo, E. (2016). Art in the Rear-View Mirror. In C. Paul (Ed.), 4 Companion to Digital
Art (pp. 69-102). John Wiley & Sons Inc.



Jayemanne, D. (2017). Performativity in Art, Literature, and Videogames.
Palgrave/McMillan.

Kaae, J. (2008). Theoretical Approaches to Composing Dynamic Music for Video Games. In
K. Collins, & K. Collins (Ed.), From Pac-Man to Pop Music: Interactive Audio in Games
and New Media (pp. 75-92). Ashgate.

Kahn, D. (1999). Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts. MIT Press.

Kassabian, A., & Jarman, F. (2016). Game and Play in Music Video Games. In M. Kamp,
T. Summers, & M. Sweeney (Eds.), Ludomusicology: Approaches to Video Game
Music (pp. 116-132). Equinox Publishing Ltd.

Miller, K. (2012). Playing Along: Digital Games, YouTube, and Virtual Performance.
Oxford University Press.

Nyman, M. (1999). Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond (2nd Edition ed.). Cambridge
University Press.

Pilchmair, M. (2007). Electroplankton revisited: A Meta-Review . Eludamos - Journal for
Computer Game Culture , 1 (1).

Small, C. (1998). Musicking: the Meaning of Performing and Listening. Wesleyan University
Press.

Small, C. (2016). The Christopher Small Reader. (R. Walser, Ed.) Wesleyan University Press.
Summers, T. (2016). Understanding Video Game Music. Cambridge University Press.

van Elferen, 1. (2016). Analysing Game Musical Immersion. In M. Kamp, T. Summers, & M.
Sweeney (Eds.), Ludomusicology: Approaches to Video Game Music (pp. 32-52).
Equinox Publishing LTD.

Whalen, Z. (2004). Play Along - An Approach to Videogame Music. Game Studies, IV(1).



