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TASTING THE SOIL

Sakiko Yamaoka (b.1967, lives in Tokyo) has been a performance artist since the early 1990s.

Her works are often site-specific and include common objects, interaction with other people

both willing and accidental, shifts of control ouer the performances’ outcomes, and public

spaces. For Undisclosed Territory 9 in Solo, she created a new work, Songs for Lives, in which

local singers inuited people from the audience to sing and eat — if they sang, they ate — while

she planted four young trees around the scene. In this issue of Pipeline Yamaoka talks about

the process behind her inspiration.

| have worked site-specifically most of
my career, you know. When | saw the
environment in Solo, it gave me huge
power. Also, it confused me. It made
me question the necessity of making a
fine art-based performance there and
ponder the type of audience we'd get.
The key component of the festival is
Melati Suryodarmo herself. | asked her
to invite villagers to join me: | needed
to have a bridge between my art and
the local nature. She said that the
villagers would be too shy, that they
never sing, and also that they would
expect to be paid. She suggested
inviting local singers. They were happy
to come. We discussed it. For me the
process was also important in order
to get to know the local scene. For
example, in Japan, farmers are often
richer than me, and also they like to
sing; they often go to karaoke.
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Also, the two days of workshops | ran
leading up to the festival influenced me
with regard to our perception of reality.
| talked to the participants and they
proposed various kinds of thoughts to
describe reality. | learned a lot from
them. So | did not bring another time
and another space to the place; | tried
to find the truth of what was really
happening here — the other time and
space in the place.

A lot of the audience looked happy. |
was surprised, because the performance
was a bit of a mess. | was a bit unhappy
because the singers were too theatrical.

| expected them to be more in daily-

life mode. But it is OK; it must just be
another reality. | suppose the people
were happy because they take pride in
their local art very much and recognised
the songs and the jokes, and the fact that
they were involved in an art
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performance, even though it was clumsy.
There was a friendly spark. And | guess
people enjoyed the improvised side of
things and how stupid | looked. Right?
Maybe. | hope to revisit this work. |
would update it. | replanted two of the
kemuning plants [Bahasa Indonesia for
orange jessaming, a tropical, evergreen
plant native to Southeast Asia] in the
grounds. | gave what was left of the
plants to the young local artists. These
are for the future.

Singing songs involves the simplest
basic human emotion; every culture
has songs and poetry. And singing

is connected to plants by breathing.
Plants give us oxygen and we give
them carbon dioxide. It is a cycle.
Poetry must be human breath. The
action of planting can emphasise the
relationship, | thought.
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Songs for Lives by Sakiko Yamaoka, November 2015. Performed with local women, Solo. Courtesy the artist.
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