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Meet Tomoko Mukalyama, a Badass
Pianist Upending the Traditional
Composer-Musician Hierarchy in
Symphonic Music

by Rich Smith ¢ May 12, 2016 at 1:07 pm
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Conceptual artist/pianist, Tomoko Mukaiyama, giving the composer-

musician hierarchy the cold shoulder. Bex vaN HOUTEN
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Despite the overenthusiastic name, Sonic Evolution: This is Indie!, which is
happening tomorrow at Benaroya Hall, is going to be an intense, gorgeous,
multimedia musical spectacle. I'm particularly pumped about the world premier of
the audio/visual symphony The Unchanging Sea, a collaboration between avant-
garde filmmaker Bill Morrison and Bang on a Can cofounder Michael Gordon.
Along with the Seattle Symphony Orchestra, pianist Tomoko Mukaiyama will pound
out Gordon’s dense yet expansive rhythm-heavy composition below a projection of
Morrison’s short film, which is full of old, decaying, archival footage of Seattle.

Mukaiyama is one of the more fascinating pianists to watch. In 2003, she
performed a 15-minute piano concert called For You. An audience of one would sit
alone in a big concert hall, and Mukaiyama would play the piece.

"You think you know what a concert is," Mukaiyama told me when I met with her at
Benaroya Hall last week, "but if you go and sit there in a sea of empty seats—you are
lost." She said people didn't know how to react when she walked onstage, which was
unsettling. "[The audience member] would have to take the huge experience of
being at a concert alone—that’s too much responsibility for one person," she
said. "People cried. They couldn't move."

In another performance called SHOES, Mukaiyama explored connections between
fashion and music, changing her costume every so often throughout the show. At
one point, a pile of shoes rained down on her head.
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Mukaiyama hasn't always taken an avant-garde, interdisciplinary approach to
playing. She received a pretty orthodox classical training at the Jacobs School of
Music in Indiana University (formally IU School of Music), one of the best music
programs in the country. But she pointed to a clear turning point, where she shifted
away from being just a piano player.

Fifteen years ago in a concert hall in Amsterdam, Netherlands, where she lives, a
pianist named Maurizio Pollini came to play a series of Beethoven's sonatas. He
played the second movement of one of the sonatas too slowly for the tastes of some,
and a lot of people booed and criticized him.

Mukaiyama thought that critical response was unfair. For her, the pianist could
also be a creator of the music, making new interpretations of it, changing the
pacing and the mood.

"I got the sense of a definite hierarchy—on the top is the composer and on the
bottom is the musician," she said. "The pianist can never be a creator. I couldn’t
stand that idea.”

At that moment she decided she was too free to only play the role of a musician, a
technician responsible only for reproducing a piece of work the way it "should" be
produced according to the composer or a conductor's vision.

Though shoes won't be raining down on her head at Benaroya Hall, Mukaiyama said
her performance of The Unchanging Sea will be very physical. "It's exploring the
sound of piano—it's very virtuoso, very quick and loud." During practice, she said
Gordon would push her to play faster and harder. "Every time I thought, "This is it, I
can't do more,' but then it goes on. It's always possible to do more."

And though it doesn't appear as if Mukaiyama will make changes to the piece the
way Pollini made changes to those Beethoven sonatas, the collaborative nature of
the composition puts her in the position of realizing the ideas underpinning
Gordon’s music. Tomorrow will be the first time that an audience has ever heard the
piece, so she’ll get to establish the style for future performances. "I feel very free
with this," she said.

Right now, the symphony is running a limited time promo for Sonic Evolution.
Enter ROYALTY during checkout, and tickets to the world premier of this film
about Seattle that's scored by a world-renowned composer and brought to life by the
Seattle Symphony Orchestra and the badass pianist I've been talking to you
about this whole time will only set you back $15.


https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsuA-omERA6gyKZ4IRp5UoJBg8xtzaFiPOVl0yX-tdyopRiWo984TXiy3fOqGlwYmKQOCgGNaF5CXIHK61qAm4u40d8qmb73507R2QFQ7aLan0_v_nXMYq2nCNmNHM3XFITiHlJNWRrDPy7E1WIMUtfhBcpeacLDjs97Avn0hZTWR__hL5UU2_G68OKZL9LDCuBK_wVHTxbJxnIHC0SyPD5ZIOqC4mA1YHFqesmhWaatc4Hid5XpV6g%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzIFj96eCdXIVEAE%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://www.thestranger.com/hump
http://www.thestranger.com/events/22641624/sonic-evolution-this-is-indie

To get this delivered to your inbox, subscribe to The Stranger's Slog AM/PM newsletter.

Subscribe

§ Share on Facebook

Y Share on Twitter

You might also be interested in these:

Slog AM: 13 Dead in Southern California Shooting; Ruth Bader Ginsberg
Hospitalized After a Fall; Everything Is Bad

by Michael Bell

DINO ROSSI LOST AGAIN
by Rich Smith

Slog PM: San Francisco Passes Its Own Head Tax, Bad Time to Be a Wolf
in Washington

by Nathalie Graham

ADVERTISEMENT

DAN SAVAGE'S

FILM FESTIVAL

ON THE BOARDS

Nov 1-18

SEATTLE


https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsuA-omERA6gyKZ4IRp5UoJBg8xtzaFiPOVl0yX-tdyopRiWo984TXiy3fOqGlwYmKQOCgGNaF5CXIHK61qAm4u40d8qmb73507R2QFQ7aLan0_v_nXMYq2nCNmNHM3XFITiHlJNWRrDPy7E1WIMUtfhBcpeacLDjs97Avn0hZTWR__hL5UU2_G68OKZL9LDCuBK_wVHTxbJxnIHC0SyPD5ZIOqC4mA1YHFqesmhWaatc4Hid5XpV6g%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzIFj96eCdXIVEAE%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://www.thestranger.com/hump
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvad1TuI6ZHPNHMw9ZoNPDIyXAFR2kl2M4hXrsM--zkYojFLBZsRwzBQS0FtmnyRJlYrYpfmCmXP1CRbAX4QDIgf4dB0fzya0-5-qdjwWWsx1meg2vQ9xzlE8HH5VT2sGcBwUHp1tX6NA21516t0ZUlVjRU0t7SXYi5jSwH9NoAf7qmYh4bfWoT-BiuLmduZQucIvRL7XER2fTMVMZW8J031fH83lsgAB9w5-Vt3FjtAOGc4l3AiBV71VNq&sig=Cg0ArKJSzNfq_NT03-8a&adurl=https://www.thestranger.com/hump
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/08/35232863/slog-am-12-dead-in-southern-california-shooting-ruth-bader-ginsberg-hospitalized-everything-is-bad
https://www.thestranger.com/authors/32180554/michael-bell
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35197114/dino-rossi-lost-again
https://www.thestranger.com/authors/19407358/rich-smith
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35193171/slog-pm-san-francisco-passes-its-own-head-tax-bad-time-to-be-a-wolf-in-washington
https://www.thestranger.com/authors/25618826/nathalie-graham
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A//www.thestranger.com/slog/2016/05/12/24078699/meet-tomoko-mukaiyama-a-badass-pianist-upending-the-traditional-composer-musician-hierarchy-in-symphonic-music&t=Meet+Tomoko+Mukaiyama%2C+a+Badass+Pianist+Upending+the+Traditional+Composer-Musician+Hierarchy+in+Symphonic+Music
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?&url=https%3A//www.thestranger.com/slog/2016/05/12/24078699/meet-tomoko-mukaiyama-a-badass-pianist-upending-the-traditional-composer-musician-hierarchy-in-symphonic-music&text=Meet+Tomoko+Mukaiyama%2C+a+Badass+Pianist+Upending+the+Traditional+Composer-Musician+Hierarchy+in+Symphonic+Music&related=strangerslog

MOST POPULAR IN SLOG

Immediately Cheated on the Woman He Recently Committed To—Should He Tell All or Shut
Up? Savage Love Letter of the Day by Dan Savage

Slog PM: San Francisco Passes Its Own Head Tax, Bad Time to Be a Wolf in Washington by
Nathalie Graham

Latest Ballot Drop: Schrier's Still up on Rossi, Das Narrows Gap With Fain, and Long's
Looking Gone by Rich Smith and Lester Black

How Was Your Midterm Election Night? Mine Had a Lot of Ass. by Sam Chapman
DINO ROSSI LOST AGAIN by Rich Smith

Inbox Jukebox Track of the Day: The Sublimely Ritualistic "Bells for Jun" by Seattle
Synth Magus Norm Chambers by Dave Segal

Looks Like Out-of-State Money DID Sway Your Vote, Washington by Nathalie Graham

fhe Sfranger

All contents © Index Newspapers LLC
1535 11th Ave (Third Floor), Seattle, WA 98122

Contact | Privacy Policy | Terms of Use | Takedown Policy


https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsuA-omERA6gyKZ4IRp5UoJBg8xtzaFiPOVl0yX-tdyopRiWo984TXiy3fOqGlwYmKQOCgGNaF5CXIHK61qAm4u40d8qmb73507R2QFQ7aLan0_v_nXMYq2nCNmNHM3XFITiHlJNWRrDPy7E1WIMUtfhBcpeacLDjs97Avn0hZTWR__hL5UU2_G68OKZL9LDCuBK_wVHTxbJxnIHC0SyPD5ZIOqC4mA1YHFqesmhWaatc4Hid5XpV6g%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzIFj96eCdXIVEAE%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://www.thestranger.com/hump
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35187085/immediately-cheated-on-the-woman-he-recently-committed-to-should-he-tell-all-or-shut-up
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35193171/slog-pm-san-francisco-passes-its-own-head-tax-bad-time-to-be-a-wolf-in-washington
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35192115/todays-ballot-drop-schriers-still-up-on-rossi-das-narrows-gap-with-fain-and-longs-looking-gone
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35192116/how-was-your-midterm-election-night-mine-had-a-lot-of-ass
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35197114/dino-rossi-lost-again
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35139988/inbox-jukebox-track-of-the-day-the-sublimely-ritualistic-bells-for-jun-by-seattle-synth-magus-norm-chambers
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2018/11/07/35182424/a-big-night-for-corporate-money-and-a-dismal-display-for-the-carbon-fee
https://www.thestranger.com/syndication
http://www.facebook.com/strangerseattle
https://www.thestranger.com/twitter
http://instagram.com/thestrangerseattle
https://www.thestranger.com/
https://www.thestranger.com/contact-information
https://www.thestranger.com/privacy-policy
https://www.thestranger.com/terms-of-use
https://www.thestranger.com/takedown-policy

