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This exhibition includes dimmed lighting conditions, including periods of near darkness.
Visitors are advised to watch their step while viewing the exhibition.
In addition, some galleries and artworks feature very loud sounds and /or intense flashing lights,

which may be disturbing or uncomfortable for some visitors.

Earplugs are available for those who are sensitive to sound; please ask the reception staff in advance.
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Tomoko Mukaiyama — Act of Fire / Curator’s Note

My collaboration with Tomoko Mukaiyama traces back to the Tohoku Earthquake, which
occurred on March 11, 2011. It was then that we encountered two grand pianos that had
been abandoned in elementary schools inside the Minato district of Ishinomaki, Miyagi
Prefecture which had been devastated by the massive tsunami. We launched Nocturne'—a
project that would take them on a world tour—while they remained in their tragic state,
caked in seabed mud and missing their legs.

Since then, fifteen years have passed. If we view music as an ‘art of reproduction,” where
pianists from each era interpret and perform scores penned by past masters, then the silence of
the two pianos seems to have only grown deeper with time.

At the time of the disaster, Mukaiyama described the pianos as “lips that have lost their voice”
(at least, that’s what I remember). It’s a phrase that could only have come from someone for
whom pianos were a constant companion in life. After 15 years, in this exhibition Act of Fire,
those lips have begun to speak again, with a voice emanating from a very deep silence, like
embers being rekindled. Before addressing that re-ignition, I would like to take the liberty of
revisiting a text that I wrote fifteen years ago regarding the nocturne performed in Tohoku
seven months after 3.11, a time when despair still outweighed hope.

L S
The Recovery of Voices — Tomoko Mukaiyama and Pianos from Ishinomaki

When my Skype connection had recovered and I was able to finally connect with Mukaiyama
in Amsterdam, I had to tell her that we would have to cancel the showing in Yamagata of
wasted?, an installation we had been working on. It was in the wake of the Tohoku
Earthquake of March 11, 2011, when funding for cultural programs and arts initiatives had
been frozen. Even before that, however, the unusually heavy atmosphere of self-restraint made
me question the purpose of presenting the installation so soon after the disaster.

The university where I worked had shut down, and yet I was frantically busy with a mountain
of tasks: protecting my family from the possible danger of radiation, working with students
from Tohoku at evacuation centers, starting a project for the safe relocation of children from
Fukushima, and helping with the clearing of debris and sludge in Ishinomaki.

At the same time, Mukaiyama—who was in the Netherlands, seven hours behind Japan—was
going through her own kind of upheaval: intense, yet different in nature. She spoke of the fear
of waking up in the morning to find Japan didn’t exist anymore and how it made her terrified
to go to sleep.

That night, we spoke for a long time, carefully filling in the post-quake gap that had arisen
between Amsterdam and Yamagata. I told her about my encounter with the abandoned,
mud-covered pianos on the streets of Ishinomaki, at which point she said, “Mr. Miyamoto,
let’s cancel the wasted exhibition. What I find myself wondering now—without knowing what
might come of it—is whether someone out there might be willing to give us one of those
pianos. I feel they are something that must be preserved.” Thus, Nocturne began.

And so, I began searching for a piano in the disaster zone. In Japan, pianos are heavy, solemn
altar-like objects that people cover with velvet cloth. Even if their black lacquered surface is
covered with dust, they still occupy a special place within the household. I was already aware
that finding an owner willing to give us their piano would be difficult, but it truly was a
Herculean task. The debris were traces of lives once lived, infused with family memories and
secawater. For someone unrelated such as I, taking possession of such an item was impossible.
As I hesitated and agonized over this matter, the abandoned pianos in the disaster zones
began to disappear. Therefore, it was a miracle for us to come across the two abandoned
pianos at the elementary schools in Ishinomaki.

Receiving this news, Mukaiyama immediately returned to Japan. As she touched one of the
mud-caked instruments from Ishinomaki—a grand piano that had once played the school
song praising the sea at cheerful school assemblies—she was silent, and yet the magnitude of
her shock could be discerned in her fingertips as they moved across the frozen keys.
Mukaiyama said that she would apply lipstick to that piano she had just encountered.

She spoke of Sendai and the surprise she felt when she saw girls wearing makeup and stylish
clothes, and the pitifulness of herself'in a tracksuit. “The shelter wasn’t a place where one
could wear makeup. It was because they were living in temporary housing that they wanted to
dress up and go out to a concert or museum.” Mukaiyama was reminded of this by memories
of the longing expressed by evacuated women in Onagawa and Shiogama for a return to the
normality that makeup represented. The pianos—Ilike the women—had lost their voices, their
throats filled with mud. Perhaps what was needed to recover their voice from the depths of
their wounded, tender vocal cords was not surgery on the inside, but rather gentle caresses on
the surface. A voice that spoke a truth permitted.

In Water Children, a documentary about the making of wasted which was given a special
screening at the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival, there is a particularly
memorable scene. The director Aliona van der Horst, facing Mukaiyama across a table, is
speaking about her motivation for devoting the eighteen months it took to film, when she
quietly says, “No one can see from the outside what it is we are missing, can they? ” These
words bind wasted and Nocturne.

Many precious things in our lives—both tangible and intangible—are swept away or damaged
in ways that feel utterly unfair. Most of the hurt left behind remains hidden, sunk into the
deepest parts of the heart, yet these women have never lost the sense of where that hurt lies.
Now, seven months after the disaster, Tohoku is still experiencing vast and ongoing grief. It is

Takenori Miyamoto (Chief Curator, Arts Macbashi / Associate Professor, Tokyo University of the Arts)

still impossible to speak glibly of “hope” or “dreams.” But we are starting to finally emerge
from a kind of aphasia. We are, I believe, a little more ready than even before the earthquake
to speak our true feelings to someone. Here stands a piano, caked in mud and smeared with
lipstick. And here is Chopin, played by Mukaiyama, who herself has returned from a deep
personal loss. What will the piano, the women, and You begin to say?

(Written for Tomoko Mukaiyama’s Nocturne, October 16, 2011)

L S

Reading my own text, I am struck by a sense of vertigo. At the start of the show, one sees two
grand pianos placed six meters below ground level, sunk into the atrium between Gallery 1
and the basement level, as if in the process of being buried. The vertical distance evokes layers
of forgetting and weathering deposited over the fifteen years since 3.11. Gallery 2, located at
the center of the basement where the Ishinomaki pianos rest, is completely sealed off. The
observer can only peer downward from the surface, as if into an abyss or onto the dead, into
an extremely dark space with only faint clues, such as a melody being played on a piano
somewhere.

Descending along the promenade from Gallery 1 to the basement, as our eyes become
accustomed to the dark, we are beckoned by a soft red light that filters in. Below, a large red
moon glows and flickers on the surface skin of an LED panel. In the corridor beyond are
objects laid out like still lifes, functioning as metaphors for the artist’s memories and body: a
dress and shoes stained with the artist’s own blood from wasted, a closed grand piano, a
mirrored closet, architectural fittings taken from abandoned houses, family photographs
ripped from albums, and frames or birdcages of unknown origin.

The objects are draped over with white cloths, seemly waiting for the return of their departed
owners. The story behind each item is hard to ascertain, but the passage is clearly from the
artist’s own past. Moving through this route where corridor and recollections blend, we reach
the entrance to a large hall at the deepest point of the exhibition, at which point we discover
the source of a sound we’ve been hearing all along: an upright piano playing automatically
even as it burns. From this point on, we are no longer in the past, but in the present shared
with the artist.

From the early stages of planning, Mukaiyama decided not to place her own body within the
exhibition space. Her earlier works—FALLING (Aichi Triennale 2013), HOME (Saitama
Triennale 2016), and Pianist (2019, Ginza Maison Hermes Le Forum)— incorporated the
physical presence within a ritualistic space of her herself playing the piano, or of a performer
and the audience. In Act of Fire, however, she deliberately left out such a direct interplay
between space and the physical body in an attempt to open up the possibility of a different,
heightened form of shared experience between herself as an individual artist and us the audience.

In other words, the exhibition’s structure is built around four elements—earth, moon, blood,
and fire—which are conceived as extensions of Mukaiyama’s own body, including the
memories and wounds it contains. The entire Arts Maebashi museum is, in effect,
transformed into her physical form. The sound of the automatic piano, which stitches these
clements together, could be heard as cither the heartbeat of'a pump circulating lifeblood
through this massive architectural body, or the combustion of a boiler driving that flow.

To repeat what I wrote before: Most of the hurt left behind remains hidden, sunk into the
deepest parts of the heart, yet these women have never lost the sense of where that hurt lies.

At the deepest point of the corridor, we arrive at the “place,” hidden for 15 years, or perhaps
even longer, where we encounter a single piano burning in this present moment. Here stands
the Tomoko Mukaiyama of the present, in 2026, no longer attempting to hide the anger that
she attempted to conceal in her memory and body. She is angry. The keyboard, the memories,
the injustices borne by women are fed into the fire like firewood, and the flames continue to
grow in intensity along with the sound. Enveloped in that vision, we stand in awe at the
unexpected beauty we find within it.

In humanity’s early history, the time spent gathered around fire fostered the development of
language and the sharing of myths and oral traditions, which became the foundation of social
communities. In Act of Fire, the things that function as extensions of Mukaiyama’s private
memories, body, technique, and thought, are ultimately cast by Mukaiyama into the fire. In
doing so, she seeks to evoke a shared catharsis in the those who witness this rite and solidarity
toward the new world that follows.

1

Nocturne is a project that featured tsumami-damaged grand pianos obtained from two schools in the
Minato district of Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture, which had suffered catastrophic damage in the 2011
Tohoku Earthquake. It consisted of a piano concert featuring Chopin’s nocturnes and school songs once
played on the instruments, together with an installation featuring the pianos still covered in mud from the
seabed. One of the pianos was coated with approximately 150 tubes of lipstick. After its premiere in
Yamagata in 2011, the two pianos traveled to Japanese and international venues that included the Setouchi
Triennale (2013) and Holland Festival (2014). They were later partially restored and displayed at the Ginza
Maison Hermes Le Forum in 2019.

2

Wasted is a large-scale installation created by Tomoko Mukaiyama for EchigoTsumari Art Triennale 2009
on the themes of fertility and the power to give birth. It was created in the gymnasium of an abandoned
school in Niigata using 12,000 white dresses and garments dyed with her own menstrual blood. In The
Water Children (2011, directed by Aliona van der Horst), a documentary which chronicles the making of
wasted, women involved with the project are interviewed about life and death, presenting their views from a
female perspective on such subjects as menstruation, childbirth, and the loss of partners.
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