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VOICE PERFORMANCE

Solitude
— Chapter2 -

Story:

Haruna Tsuchiya [g1su= &3gx)
Voice Performance Department
College of Music, Mahidol University

In the search for a full-time performing
artist’s life for two weeks, Haruna Tsuchiya
decided on a retreat in Sapporo, Japan,
as a Professional Development Project for
this year. In the previous article, she shared
how the seed of an idea — her forbidden
fruit — grew into a reality and the sense of

unmistakable “knowingness”™ of meeting
with Ryo Takeda, a collage artist, during
the retreat. In this article, she discusses the
differences between her ideas as an artist
and how they were treated from the others,
as well as the first “moment of improvisation™
during this retreat. , ,




nfinitely expanding blue sky.
Japanese maples in autumn
dyeing that blue canvas with
vibrant colours. Cool crisp air
that rushes through my lungs and
refreshes my whole body. Sapporo
Art Park was filled with fresh and
clear energy as it welcomed the
morning once again, as it always
has been since the beginning of the
time. Arriving in the early evening
as the sun was setting the previous
day, I was only focused on getting
there before the office at the Park
closed, and did not have a space
in my mind to look around at the
surroundings in the forest. A heavy
suitcase with my bedding inside did
not help either, as I had to push it
all the way up to the office along
a steep slope, and then another
five hundred and fifty meters to
the lodge deeper into the forest.
The lodge was rather dated, but
as [ had hoped, it was in a remote
area that was close enough (at least
from my point of view — not from
the point of view of the people at
the office) to still feel contact with
other human beings. When I came
out of the lodge, the grasses around
there were shining unbelievably,
reflecting the morning sunlight. As
I'took a closer look at it, they were
the tiniest dewdrops on the tips of
the grasses radiating in rainbow
colours. I uttered a sigh and an
exclamation. It was absolutely
the perfect beginning of a day as
a full-time performing artist!
I began to walk toward the
Art Park Center where the office
is located. After living in a land
of perpetual summer for a while,
experiencing the delicate yet
dashing changes of seasons was
very refreshing. I felt my heart
opening up once again to new
adventures as I took deep breaths.

When I arrived at the office, the
lady who helped me with the
paperwork the previous night was
there. She seemed relieved to see
me, and asked if everything was
okay at the lodge. I greeted and
thanked her for her warm welcome
and kind gestures. We exchanged
a few words. She seemed curious
about the fact I was living abroad
and asked how I found the Art
Park. It seemed like the majority
of people who rent the facilities are
from the nearby area in Hokkaido
and that it was rare for someone
from abroad to stay for an extended
period of time. In fact, when I called
them for the first time to check the
availability of the facilities, a man
who answered the phone seemed
concerned that a woman would
be staying at the lodge alone, the
farthest facility from the center of
the Park, for two weeks without a
car, and recommended that I stay at
the other atelier, which was much
closer to the other buildings. He
said it might be lonesome to stay
at the lodge alone. He told me
that the security guards are onsite
24/7 and assured that there was
no problem in that sense, but he
was concerned that this particular
lodge was in the most remote area
in the Park. I hung up the phone
with slight disappointment, as that
was exactly what I wanted: to be
away from all the other things.
Besides, the price for the other
atelier was much more expensive
than I could afford. I said I would
call back to make a reservation
once my schedule was set, but
I was worried I might not be
able to rent the place in the end,
recalling the tone of his voice.
“If I were a man, would he have
hesitated?” T asked myself, and
my answer to this question made

me upset. [ was reminded of the
male-dominated society in Japan.
I asked my musician colleague I
mentioned in the previous article
who visited the Park. She told me
she walked around the park while
there and saw one of the lodges,
which she would NEVER want to
stay in alone. Now, I was starting
to feel slightly nervous. “It might
be nice to be in a remote area for a
retreat. It is secluded, but having
the security guards and everything,
you are not completely alone in
that sense, unlike a forest monk
like you said. But I can NEVER
stay there alone. The thought of
possibly one criminal walking
around in a forest in the Park...
you know what I mean.” We both
laughed, but I knew she was not
completely joking. “But again, I
need more social life, and it seems
like you are more comfortable
being alone. So, for you, it might
be okay,” she said. Actually, I was
not worried about feeling lonely.
After all, being in solitude was the
whole purpose of this project and
of going there. As I recalled the
phone conversation every now and
then, I wondered how “remote”
this lodge would be. Then, another
thought came to me. What if there
was an incident at the lodge in the
past, such as a suicide or a murder?
If not, perhaps there might be some
ghost stories at the lodge... Come
to think of it, the man at the office
said there were no issues in terms
of security. If security was not an
issue, what else could it be? If he
hesitates, maybe there are things
he cannot really talk about...?!?!
Once those thoughts came into
my mind, everything started to
encourage these hypotheses.
Then, my occupational disease,
or blessings as an actress — power
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of imagination — helped me to
understand why the man on the
phone was hesitant. If a woman —
or anyone, for that matter — from
abroad wants to come to a remote
place and stay there alone for two
weeks that is also far away from
her hometown in Japan, what could
this imply? I was reminded of the
high suicidal rate — over twenty
thousand people per year — in a
country that is considered one of
the most developed and wealthiest
countries in the world. When I
finally realized the possible reason,
and most likely the very reason,
of his concerns and hesitation, [
laughed at all the unspoken words
and assumptions during our phone
conversation. Reading between
lines was another thing I had
to do in Japanese society. Thus,
when I had to call them again to
make a reservation a few weeks
later, I was not sure if my request
would be approved. That time, a
woman answered. I pretended
as if it was my first time calling.
After taking my information, she
said she would double check and
call me back. She did not mind
making an international call. A
few minutes later, she called and
said that my reservation was all
set. Despite the approval, I was
aware of their possible concerns
of this whole situation around
my residency. Thus, I decided
to show my cheerful face at the
office everyday while there, and
when I arrived at the office for
the first time, I did my very best
to be joyous to wash away their
fears. It sounds almost comical,
but this was one of my unspoken
ways to make my project work
better in this particular culture,
and perhaps, a form of generosity
I could offer to them in return for
their approval.

When this lady at the office
asked about my background, I was
rather eager to tell my story to
assure her [ was not a “suspicious
person” or “a person in total
despair”, despite her apologetic
words of “I’m sorry to ask such
personal questions, but I'm just
curious...” She seemed very
intrigued by my life abroad and
my plans during the residency,
and I felt the suspicion might
have been lifted, at least slightly,
thanks to this casual conversation.
I felt that we both wanted to talk
more, but she hurriedly said she
had to go back to work. I thanked
her politely for approving my
stay and insinuated that I was
aware of their concerns. She
denied such concerns, but it was
very clear they existed. Perhaps,
my insinuation was too direct in
this culture, and she might have
been caught off guard. “Please do
let us know anytime if you need
anything. Really, I mean it,” she
said as she was rushing off to her
work. I was very grateful to their
kindness, and at the same time, I
was somewhat perplexed. I am
aware that artists are often labeled
as strange, weird, or outlaws. It
was most likely true that my plan
was considered abnormal and
strange. Yet, I did not understand
why a woman staying alone in
a secluded lodge (with the 24/7
onsite security guards) for two
weeks was that strange. Either
way, I was glad to be able to show
my “cheerful face” to the office
in my first morning at the Park.

Although I decided to be in
solitude as much as possible for
two weeks, I made an appointment
to meet with just one person: a
collage artist, Ms. Ryo Takeda,
during my stay. It was practically
impossible to be in complete

solitude, as I had to go out of the
Park every day to buy food. Yet,
I tried to eliminate contact with
other people the best that I could.
This was all part of my plan at that
point. On a bus to Ms. Takeda’s
gallery, Rokkenmura Enroken, I
felt my body completely burnt out.
I had no energy whatsoever, and
it was even hard for me to keep
sitting upright in the seat. I thought
of the exciting but exhausting few
months leading up to producing my
solo performances in two cities in
Japan and all the dramas behind
the scenes. It was physically and
emotionally taxing to say the least.
Even after the performances were
over, I was running around to meet
with people and to attend some
performances, and in between
those planned schedules, I was still
working on grading for the semester
in a hotel room right before flying
to Sapporo. I was still following
the plan that day — practically
the first day in Sapporo — to meet
with Ms. Takeda, but it was the
first day in a few months that I
felt free from deadlines. It was
so liberating, and I finally noticed
how much I had abused my body-
mind for the last few months for
the rewarding experiences. [ was
an airless balloon, a car without
any gas left in a tank. It almost felt
as if I was recovering from a very
bad flu, but without fever or pain.
I was surprised by how burnt out
I was. I did not notice it while I
was frantically following my plans
before arriving at the Park. I had so
much I wanted to do and my mind
was alert, active, and excited to be
exploring the new environment,
but my body was not catching up
with it. “I need a day off,” I said
to myself. Come to think of it, I
could not remember when the last
time I had a day off was. Even in



that physical state, I felt guilty
for even having a thought of a
day off during the project I had
planned. It was exciting and fun
but serious work. I was not there
for a vacation. I leaned my head
against the window and looked at
the unfamiliar sceneries passing by.

When I arrived at Rokkenmura
Enroken, the owner of the café,
Ms. Yuki Minami, welcomed me.
I told her I had an appointment
with Ms. Takeda and that I visited
there from Thailand last year. She
exclaimed and quickly remembered
me from our brief conversations
almost a year and a half ago. She
welcomed me again with even
more enthusiasm, but she told me
Ms. Takeda was not there on that
day. While I was in Japan, I did not
have a cell phone nor a computer
with me. She might have sent me
an email that morning, but I had no
way of knowing until I would go
to an internet café or find a public
computer I could use. Somehow,
the calls I made did not go through
to her. I found out later that she
also called the landline at the
lodge and was told it was out of
service. Whatever the Universe
planned for us, we kept missing
each other. I was not in a rush and
I'had two weeks in Sapporo. There
was no reason I had to meet her

on that particular day. It seemed
like Ms. Minami sent a message
to her for me, but I told her not
to worry. I sat down at the café
and ordered lunch. I was not upset
nor disappointed. This is most
likely what I learned from living
in Thailand: the spirit of mai pen
rai (no worries) and sabai sabai
(relax or chill out). At first, I used
to be even more irritated by this
mindset, but [ began to appreciate
it more as the time went by. It is
forgiving and is surrender when
dealing with situations beyond
one’s control. The warm meal
made from organically grown
vegetables and consciously chosen
ingredients seeped into my body
for all the nutrients to be sent to
each single cell. A tea cup I could
choose from their cupboard was
made by Ms. Takeda, and it had
inspirational words by the one
hundred and four-year-old working
photo journalist, Ms. Tsuneko
Sasamoto, printed inside. Toward
the end of the meal, those words
finally appeared near the bottom
of the cup. They were exactly what
I needed to hear at that moment.
The meal was rejuvenating both
for my body and heart. I went into
Ms. Sasamoto and Ms. Takeda’s
galleries after the meal. It was my
second time there and I believe

they were the same pieces, but I
saw something I did not see the
first time. Before I left Enroken,
I bought a book written by Ms.
Sasamoto that I wanted to read
since I saw it there last year.

It was already late afternoon
when I left there. Surely enough, I
was receiving the emails from Ms.
Takeda that morning saying her
schedule had suddenly changed
and that she wanted to reschedule
our meeting. On a bus back to the
Art Park, I realized that the day
unexpectedly turned into a “day
off” of a sort. “Ask and it will be
given to you” I guess it
worked! (7o be continued.)
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Haruna Tsuchiya is a performing
artist and translator. She has been
performing and devising new
works in the U.S., Japan, and
Thailand, and teaches theatre
workshops internationally, as
well as translating plays. She
continues to create projects that
speak strongly to people’s hearts.
Haruna has been teaching in
Voice Performance Department
at College of Music, Mahidol
University since 2013.
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