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Can five people jointly compose a sound track and play it together on one piano? Can seven 
people write a protest song together? The Japanese artist Koki Tanaka creates situations—
you could call them ‘experimental set-ups’—that invite people to try out seemingly 
impossible tasks. His works often revolve around the question: what can we achieve 
together, and how? In Tanaka’s first solo exhibition in Austria, the Kunsthaus Graz is
showing projects that revolve around collectivity and the potential for joint action. 

For A Piano Played by Five Pianists at Once (First Attempt), Tanaka invited five musicians to 
compose ‘a soundtrack for collective commitment’ in front of a running camera, and then to 
play it ‘on one piano together’. All of the projects have a common thread: in order to complete 
the task set by Tanaka, participants have to be open to exchange, develop a sense of 
community and creativity, and at the same time explore new rules of negotiation and 
collaboration. 

This also applies to Tanaka’s new film work for the Kunsthaus Graz. Its starting-point is the 
joint protest against the Zwentendorf nuclear power station becoming operational in the late 
1970s. Protagonists from the anti-nuclear movement of the time worked together with their 
children and young people on rewriting the text of the protest song Der Atomstrom (agitprop 
group Graz) for today and so updated its message. Later, they and others visited the 
Zwentendorf nuclear power station, which never commenced operations. The new song was 
played and sung in situ, while a Japanese and Austrian film team recorded the process. It was 
not only Tanaka who interviewed those involved—older and younger participants also asked 
each other questions. The writing of the song, the trip to Zwentendorf, the singing of the new 
protest song and conversations between the participants were filmed from various different 
camera angles. Tanaka chose Zwentendorf not least because of the major earthquake and
Fukushima disaster in 2011 as well as the resulting collective actions that took place in 
Japan, including silent protests, against nuclear power.
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As in the Zwentendorf project, we find a comparable approach in Tanaka’s work for the 
Liverpool Biennale 2016, which is also being shown at the Kunsthaus Graz. Here too, a 
collective protest forms the starting-point for the film installation, the ‘School Students 
Strike’ of 1985. Back then, tens of thousands of school students protested against the 
government’s educational measures. Over 30 years later, Tanaka repeated the march exactly 
as before, with the same protagonists and their children. The film interviews, in which Tanaka 
himself but also young people question their parents, reveal how the perception of the 
historic event alters over the course of time: as memories return, so too do an enthusiasm 
and a belief in the effectiveness of political protest. At the same time, it becomes clear that 
societal framework conditions have changed enormously since the 1980s. Together with 
collective forms of protest, the artist is also interested in shared memory and the identity-
building function of jointly experienced events branded into the mind: what do we remember? 
How do our memories change in retrospect? How can we reactivate them for the future?

Alongside the works mentioned above, the exhibition will also feature his recent Instruction 
Piece, which consists of a total of three tasks. This neon work likewise encourages joint 
action and directly involves visitors, with statements such as: ‘Join the conversation next to 
you’. 

Koki Tanaka (* 1975 in Tochigi, Japan) achieved renown for his installations and actions using 
everyday objects and material found in situ. In 2013 he exhibited in the Japanese Pavilion at 
the 55th Biennale in Venice; In 2015 he was named Artist of the Year by Deutsche Bank. In 
2017 Tanaka is showing works at the Kunsthaus Zürich and at the Biennale in Venice; in the 
summer he will be taking part in Skulptur Projekte Münster.


