
Mieko Shiomi: Claiming 
the Self through Action 
and Object

A hallmark of the Fluxus movement was to look for a hu-
morous, sexual claim to the self through bodily, visceral 
means. Mieko Shiomi seeks to psychologically reorient 
and claim the self through action, thus creating an aware-
ness of the three distinct relationships between the self and 
nature; the self and the body; and the self and the other. 
For Shiomi, the body and its various interactions with the 
material environment around it are conduits through which 
awareness of these various psycho-sensorial relations can 
be achieved. Rather than enacting the visceral being for 
subversive means, Shiomi encourages an awareness of 
being by inciting the viewer of her works to enact creative, 
individual, and bodily events. Her focus on individual ex-
perience and freedom sets her apart from more radical-
ly inclined Fluxus artists such as George Maciunas, who 
sought awareness through collective action. Instead of 
simply challenging or pushing against established norms 
of art, life, and sociality, Shiomi offers alternative modes 
of engaging with these spheres. Furthermore, Shiomi’s 
artistic experiments can be read as a model for a holistic 
global experience and inter-subjective connectivity. Shio-
mi’s model, as I have identified, contrasts with neoliberal 
models of globalization that instead emphasize networks 
framed by private capital and reinforced through techno-
logical development. In contrast, Shiomi’s model relies on 
accessibility to shared experience and creativity.
 Mieko Shiomi explains the logic driving her prac-
tice as one that intends to intervene in the sphere of the 
real: “Unless we try to enrich our lives, I feel there is no 

meaning in doing art.”1  What I would like to explore is how 
Shiomi’s work encourages its viewers to enrich their lives, 
and the ways in which the artist goes about addressing the 
individual as well as the collective in her practice. 
 Shiomi was born into a moderately wealthy family 
in Tamashima, a small town near Okayama, Japan. Her fa-
ther was a choral conductor, and her mother regularly sang 
classical songs to her. Shiomi began taking piano lessons 
at nine years old and eventually became highly trained in 
classical music. With Okayama being subjected to air raids 
in the summer of 1945, her engagement with music was in-
terrupted by the events of World War II. Her postwar effort 
to learn music was strained by her having to share a piano 
with others, but nonetheless, she persisted.2 Another ave-
nue of Shiomi’s artistic development was the natural world, 
which could owe to her being raised in a fishing village on 
the Seto Inland Sea, surrounded by ocean, lush hills, and 
animals, which provided ample opportunity for engage-
ment with the natural world.3 This interest in nature would 
later come to manifest in Shiomi’s extensive use of water in 
her work. Elaine Morgan has noted that in psychoanalytic 
thought, fluids have strong connotations not just with the 
body, but more specifically with the female body.4 In this 
sense, Shiomi’s practice can also be seen as a feminiza-
tion of visual art practice, significant in the male-dominated 
art world of 1960s New York.
  In 1957, Shiomi entered the Tokyo National Uni-
versity of Fine Arts and Music, studying music theory, his-
tory, and aesthetics while taking lessons in composition 
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on the side. Later in her academic career, she formed 
Group Ongaku (Music Group), an experimental band that 
included four fellow classmates, leading to experiments 
in improvization and the use of unorthodox sounds gen-
erally considered non-musical, such as those of everyday 
objects like a vacuum cleaner. In this way, her reframing 
of everyday objects, sounds, and materials both forces a 
re-consideration of the banal in the everyday and collapses 
the difference between high art and the commercial world. 
Undoubtedly, Shiomi’s technical and creative background 
in music informed the way she constructed non-musical 
pieces and how she sought to reconcile the relationship 
of the self and the other in an increasingly urbanized and  
globalized world. 
 
The Self and the Outer World/Nature
Shiomi’s preoccupation with nature sets her apart from 
other Fluxus artists whose works also take up the organic 
and the bodily. Shiomi’s concern is less with the body as 
sexual, that is, inherently experienced through its relation 
to the other, than she is with the body as a complex, inten-
sive tool for interacting with the world around it. For Shiomi, 
the body is a conduit for realization of the self as internal 
being, as opposed to one that is defined by its enacted 
place in the world. Most prominently, the artist explores the 
body through its relation with the natural world. In an inter-
view with Sally Kawamura, Shiomi states that she “does 
not describe herself as being against consumer society.”5 
This runs in strict contrast with, for example, Fluxus or-
ganizer George Maciunas, who was community oriented 
and vehemently anti-consumerist, especially in regard 
to the world of art. Taking influence from John Cage’s 
experimental music composition classes at the New 
School, Maciunas’s views can be summarized by a quo-
tation from the Fluxus Manifesto, written by him in 1963: 

… purge the world of bourgeois sickness, “intel-
lectual,” professional & commercialized culture ... 
PROMOTE A REVOLUTIONARY FLOOD AND TIDE IN 
ART, ... promote NON ART REALITY to be grasped 
by all peoples, not only critics, dilettantes and pro-
fessionals ... FUSE the cadres of cultural, social & 
political revolutionaries into united front & action.6 
 

“Instead of simply challenging or pushing 
against established norms of art, life, and 
sociality, Shiomi offers alternative modes 
of engaging with these spheres.”



Figure 1. Mieko Shiomi. Event for the Midday in the Sunlight, 1963. The Gilbert and Lila Silverman Fluxus 
Collection Gift, the Museum of Modern Art, New York.



Despite her indifference to taking an explicitly anti-consum-
erist stance in her work, Shiomi’s works, often immaterial 
or interpretative, still undermine the commercial frame-
works of the art world. Kawamura argues that by “bringing 
people to an awareness of the natural world, her works 
are more empowering and may possibly push individuals 
towards a sense of community and towards the valuation 
of small incidents and experiences over commodities.”7 Im-
portant to note is that Shiomi’s work often makes use of 
water, or other materials that are fluid, emotive, ephemeral, 
or in some way transitional and temporally bound. The use 
of fluid and the emphasis on the ephemeral could be linked 
to various processes of the body—the word Fluxus itself 
implies change or difference. For Kawamura, this invokes 
a recognition that the natural world is in a perpetual state 
of transformation. With the advent of global capitalism, be-
ginning in the nineteenth century, it becomes impossible 
to talk about the natural world without also talking about 
its exploitation and subjugation by Western and West-
ern-modelled powers for the production of commodities—
including Japan. Kawamura notes that an acceptance of 
change contrasts with a desire to purchase commodities in 
order to buy a sense of security.8 This critique makes sense 
when considering that in the aftermath of World War II, in 
both the United States and Japan, there was a massive 
boost in industrial production that led to an explosion of the 
middle classes, resulting in widespread consumerism and 
therefore mass culture. This mode of identity through con-
sumerism became the dominant mode of defining the self 
in postwar Westernized nations (in other words, a sense 
of stability through persistent association with commodi-
ties led to a stability of identity that did not account for the 
internal self in a meaningful way). Two works in particu-
lar emphasize Shiomi’s concern with nature, Mirror, and 
Event for the Midday in the Sunlight (Figure 1), both from 
1963. Both pieces are event scores, consisting of a card 
with written instructions describing a series of actions to 
be performed. The pieces are conceptual by nature, as 
their form is mostly a practical means of communicating a 
set of performance actions. Mirror instructs a performer to: 

Stand on the sandy beach with your back to the sea.
Hold a mirror in front of your face and look into it.
Step back to the sea and enter into the water.9

Kawamura notes that that this piece may have a disori-
enting effect on the performer, as the relationship between 
seeing and feeling is reversed—“instead of seeing the en-
vironment she is about to enter and being aware of her face 
by feeling, she sees her face and is aware of the environ-
ment she is entering through feeling,” which can create fear 
or hesitation.10 She also suggests that the performer may 
enjoy this sensation and feel as if they are merging with the 
sea. Eventually, when the performer has backed far enough 
into the sea, the water may become deep enough that they 
will lose their footing, and be surprised by their submis-
sion to the environment.11 However, I would argue that any 
submission to nature is secondary to the submission to 
one’s will to complete the piece, however uncomfortable 
or strange it may feel. There is a trust in one’s judgment, 
but also in nature, that is required to perform the piece.  

The Self and the Body
Kristen Stiles argues that after the Gutai movement, physi-
cal expression became a defining feature of postwar Japa-
nese avant-garde art, with use of the body as “a response 
to the threatened ontological condition of life itself in the 
aftermath of the Holocaust and the advent of the atomic 
age.”12  It is in this context, slightly removed from the war-
time atmosphere of her childhood, that Shiomi began to 
create event scores that sought to negotiate life and the 
body post-disaster. In this sense, these works about the 
body can be seen as a way of considering the relationship 
between the internal and the physical self, as well as their 
complex relation to the outer world.  Event for the Midday in 
the Sunlight is an event score that encourages a confusion 
or disorientation of one’s senses through the medium of the 
natural world. This piece instructs a performer to close and 
open their eyes seven times in seven minutes after noon. 
Performance of this piece can lead to a sort of disorienta-
tion, in which the performer has to negotiate between the 
purposeful action of opening and closing their eyes and the 
natural world’s visuality that they are forcing themselves to 
take in. The sunlight is a crucial force in this piece, as it in-
tensifies the difference between states of open and closed 
eyes. Midori Yoshimoto notes that this repetition of eye 
movement can be compared to the playing of a musical 
instrument in that, similar to “the quickening of music, the 
duration of keeping the eyes shut becomes shorter as the 
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time goes by.”13 On opening the eyes for the final time, the 
performer is to look at their hands. By focusing on one’s 
eye movement, one is made aware that the human body is 
a living organism that functions unconsciously.14 This also 
calls attention to the constant effects that the natural world 
has on our perception, regardless of whether we are made 
aware of this or not.
 In order to further highlight Shiomi’s unique ap-
proach to the self and the body, I would like to bring these 
works into a dialogue with that of other Fluxus artists, 
whose work around the self and the body take an approach 
that is more about recognizing the visceral and sexual as-
pects of such. For example, Ben Vautier’s Dirty Water from 
Fluxkit (Figure 2) and Shiomi’s Water Music (Figure 3) from 
the same Fluxkit (mail-order boxes by Maciunas containing 
Fluxus pieces by various artists) have the same design—a 
glass bottle with a dropper and a label designed by Maci-

unas himself. Water Music contains instructions on the la-
bel that read: “1. Give the water still form; 2. Let the water 
lose its still form.” The performer is free to interpret this set 
of instructions as they see fit, resulting in a thematic dou-
bling—both in medium and execution. This claiming of the 
self is entirely different from Vautier’s Dirty Water, a bottle 
and dropper that in essential form almost exactly mimics 
Shiomi’s work. Effective in its associations to the inherent 
dirtiness of the body, the piece is subversive as a mim-
ic-commodity. Jacquelyn Baas notes that sex and nothing-
ness are among the favourite topics of Fluxus artists,15 and 
Natilee Harren posits that “so many Fluxboxes catalogue 
the bodily vicissitudes of ingestion, exfoliation, penetration, 
and being penetrated. We are meant to ingest the dirty wa-
ter, put our finger in the hole, slip on the glove, and soil the 
washcloth. Difference and separation are short-circuited 
through an obsessive fixation on the bodily grotesque.”16 
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Shioimi’s work, in contrast, is in no way about the viscer-
al, “dirty,” or sexual, but larger questions of what am I? 
  
 The Self and Other 
Shiomi’s work is ultimately focused on the inter-subjective, 
whether it be one’s re-communing with nature or person 
to person. Shiomi’s series Music for Two Players involved 
performances in which strangers who share the same year, 
month, day, and time of birth were invited to perform ac-
tions that involved them being together without actually 
speaking to each other. Further, these works emphasize 
the individual’s awareness both of their own being and 
their being in the presence of another. This is effected not 
only through the stillness and silence that the exercise ne-
cessitates, but also through the mirroring enacted by the 
participants. In other words, each participant’s being is em-
phasized by the other’s, and each is made painfully aware 

of this fundamental fact of interconnection. Though poten-
tially uncomfortable to perform, these works demonstrate 
an immense focus on intimacy and sensitivity. Or rather, 
this intimacy lacks the bodily elements of other contempo-
raneous Fluxus works, as it does not draw its effect from 
one’s solitary touching of an object, but from the interaction 
between beings it invokes. Yoshimoto notes that because 
the two partners in the performance must mirror each oth-
er, this allows for an alteration between viewing the per-
formance as between the self and the other, and between 
the self and self-reflection.17 Music for Two Players I, made 
in 1963, invites two participants to stand apart from each 
other, with an assistant who dictates both participants’ 
distance from each other and when they are permitted to 
move. The varying distances stipulated by the score offer 
the participants a new perspective with each distance inter-
val, inviting a sensorial reset with each change. This event 

Fi
gu

re
 4

. M
ie

ko
 S

hi
om

i. 
S

pa
tia

l P
oe

m
 N

o.
 1

, 1
96

5 
. T

he
 G

ilb
er

t a
nd

 L
ila

 S
ilv

er
m

an
 F

lu
xu

s 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n 
G

ift
, t

he
 

M
us

eu
m

 o
f M

od
er

n 
A

rt,
 N

ew
 Y

or
k.



score re-creates the everyday situation of seeing someone 
that one has not met before, but concentrates and modu-
lates it, encouraging a thoughtfulness that one does not 
usually accord the passing of a stranger. In this sense, 
Shiomi is slowing down the pace of the everyday through 
the production of works that encourage a sort of intimacy 
that would be completely inappropriate and uncomfortable 
outside the realm of performance.
 Music for Two Players II, of the same year, is even 
less action-based, asking that the participants “in a closed 
room pass over two hours in silence,” doing anything but 
speaking. This absence of language as a means of com-
munication forces the performers to seek to communicate 
through more corporeal means, namely gesturing, touch-
ing, and eye contact. Another way to consider this is that 
communication is still allowed, but the use of any type of 
verbal communication is strictly barred. Alternatively, per-
formers could choose to not communicate at all, but to sim-
ply be together. By removing our de facto mode of commu-
nication, Shiomi puts an emphasis on simply being. Stiles 
posits that Fluxus events “draw attention to the behavioural 
processes that relate thinking and doing,” potentially caus-
ing a revision of these behavioral processes that can create 
alternative procedures and patterns for the reconstruction 
of thought.18 With these two works, Shiomi seeks the recon-
sideration of behavioural, emotional, and rational processes 
via a reorientation with the external world by performance. 

The Global-Spatial 
Beginning in 1965, Shiomi began a project that sought a 
new orientation of self, that of a global orientation. In an 
interview with Yoshimoto, Shiomi explains that she became 
frustrated by “the inconvenience of communication,” by 
being “physically restrained to one place at a time.” This 
concern extended to the formality and institutionalism of 
holding events in special places such as galleries or con-
cert halls. Shiomi recalled the limitations of working within a 
small artists’ community in New York, feeling that “art should 
be alive everywhere all the time and at any time anybody 
wanted it.”19 This led Shiomi to conceive of Spatial Poems, 
a series of nine mail-art events occurring between 1965 
and 1975, in which approximately 230 people from over 
twenty-six countries participated, including Shiomi’s friends 
from Fluxus and other areas of her life. For each event, 

“Shiomi’s mail art functions as a proposition  
for a global model of connectivity based not 
on efficiency or totality of experience, but 
as a model based on shared experience,  
collectivity, and intimacy.”



1 Michelle Elligott and Mieko Shiomi, 

“Interview with Shiomi Mieko, Part 5: 

Q and A Part 1.” Post. https://post.

at.moma.org/content_items/22-inter-

view-with-shiomi-mieko (accessed Jan-

uary 3, 2019).

2 Midori Yoshimoto, “Music, Art, Poetry, 

and Beyond: The Intermedia Art of Mie-

ko Shiomi,” in Into Performance: Japa-

nese Women Artists in New York (New 

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 

2005), 141.

3 Yoshimoto, “Music, Art, Poetry,” 141–

42.

4 Elaine Morgan, The Descent of Wom-

an (New York: Stein and Day, 1972), 

4–5k3i.

5 Sally Kawamura, “Appreciating the 

Incidental: Mieko Shiomi’s ‘Events,’” 

Women & Performance: A Journal 

of Feminist Theory 19, 3 (November 

2009): 312–13.

6 Maicunas, Fluxus Manifesto I.

7 Kawamura, “Appreciating the Inciden-

tal,” 313. 

8 Ibid. 

9 Mieko Shiomi, “Score for Mirror as it 

appeared in V TRE,” (Fluxus newspa-

per no. 1), 1964; reprinted in Armstrong 

& Rothfuss, In the Spirit of Fluxus, 164.

10 Kawamura, “Appreciating the Inci-

dental,” 320. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Kristine Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy: 

International Art Actions,” in Schimmel, 

Out of Action, 228.

13 Yoshimoto, “Music, Art, Poetry,” 148.

14 Ibid.

15 Jacquelyn Baas, “Sex,” in Fluxus 

and the Essential Questions of Life, 71.

16 Natilee Harren, “Fluxus and the 

Transitional Commodity,” Art Journal 

75, 1 (May 2016): 61. 

17 Yoshimoto, “Music, Art, Poetry,” 154.

18 Kristine Stiles, “Between Water and 

Stone—Fluxus Performance: A Meta-

physics of Acts,” In the Spirit of Fluxus, 

ed. Janet Jenkins (Minneapolis: Walker 

Art Center, 1993), 65. 

19 Yoshimoto, “Music, Art, Poetry,” 155.

20 Yoshimoto, “Music, Art, Poetry,” 155.

21 See the central argument in Larry M. 

Bartel’s Unequal Democracy: The Po-

litical Economy of the New Gilded Age, 

and also Noam Chomsky’s Requiem for 

the American Dream, which provides 

social analysis beyond the economic 

effects of neoliberalism.

22 Stiles, “Between Water and Stone,” 

94.

Shiomi sent out over one hundred invitations, asking the 
recipients to perform an event written on an event score, 
and then send back documentation of this performance 
explaining how the performance went (i.e., did it go as 
planned? Were there any unexpected results?). Yoshimo-
to reminds us that mail art had existed since the 1950s, 
but was mostly used as a one-way process—for artists to 
send art to their audiences. Shiomi’s conception of mail art 
was fundamentally different in that she made it possible for 
global events to happen simultaneously, and for communi-
cation of these events to be reciprocal. After receiving doc-
umentation from each event, she would send the collective 
results back to the participants.20 Later, Shiomi constructed 
what she called an “object poem,” consisting of three-di-
mensional map boards with the responses she received 
from friends printed on small flags, and located each flag 
on the map corresponding to the respondent’s location 
(Figure 4). I would like to add that this is both the result of 
and defined by an era in which global travel had become 
common, and an increasingly global flow of information, 
cultural practices, and capital was being aggressively de-
veloped both in the governmental and private spheres.  

In other words, in order to feel the profound intimacy pres-
ent in Shiomi’s work, one has to have a certain amount of 
awareness of the world that exists outside of their immedi-
ate surroundings. The era in which Shiomi was producing 
these spatial poems falls just short of the neoliberal era, 
in which economic deregulation, digital technologies, and 
new media have fostered an incredible global transference 
of material capital and immaterial capital that has resulted 
in rapidly increasing inequality, feelings of social isolation, 
and environmental devastation.21 Stiles posits that “Flux-
us actions and events extend poiesis into praxis by linking 
corporeal and ontological significations to actual social and 
political situations.”22 Shiomi’s mail art functions as a prop-
osition for a global model of connectivity based not on effi-
ciency or totality of experience, but on shared experience, 
collectivity, and intimacy. For this reason, it is pertinent to 
continue to revisit Fluxus, and especially Shiomi’s work, 
as relevant models that urge us to question our everyday 
actions, our creative potential, and the ways in which our 
awareness of self relates to how we perceive and respond 
to global events and issues. 
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