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Johan Sara Jr. Orvoš: the mountain of outlook26.10.2009Womex '09: Sometimes record titles are more than catchy words. For Sámi artist Johan Sara Jr. the titles of his records are in themselves important acts of naming, and thus of invoking the named. His latest album is entitled Orvoš, which means the elevation from which everything is visible; the point where one stands to keep an eye on the world.
-The same notion of perspective is true of the music, says Sara. On Orvoš I have delved far back into the Sámi tradition and the Joik on this record is closer to the original expression than much of the Joik that features in modern Sámi crossover music. 
For the uninitiated, Joik is the name of the ancient Sámi vocal expression that is so much more than an artistic or cultural expression in the commonplace sense of the word. In its original form the Joik was functional; it was a way of structuring the world and of naming and sustaining its entities. 
-The tradition that I belong to, which is the northern Sámi tradition, is close to this original and functional essence. Aesthetics are not the main concern, and it is far from the pleasantly exotic and perhaps romantic idiom that some associate with Joik. Other traditions are more epic in nature, with more words and more narrative, while my tradition is truthful to the harshness of the arctic conditions. On Orvoš it has been important for me to bring out the truth that the Joik names; that life in the north is often rough and uncomfortable. 
On Orvoš this is expressed musically by the juxtaposition of Joik with elements of punk, brute noise and a rough-edged and crunchy sound. 
-I wanted the sound to be unpolished and raw, with references to punk. Orvoš also has elements of jazz in it, and rock, but most of all the music is adapted to the functional, truth-baring Joik. 
-On Boska (2003), the previous record in the cycle of which Orvoš is the third, it was the other way around, says Sara. Boska was based more on a western musical syntax, and perhaps more accessible in that way. 
Orvoš is more complex and less accessible: there is more movement in the rhythm and intricate micro tonality woven into the melodic phrases. The north-Sámi tradition is musically complex, and it is the melodic and rhythmic structures that drive it, not words or narrative. In this way it is close to the shamanistic, trance-inducing essence of Joik, even though I have too much respect for this aspect of our culture to say that my music is shamanistic. 
Those of his people who have heard Orvoš, and listened carefully, have given their consent reveals Sara: 
-They acknowledge that it is a special project; something that delves deeper than the mere exotic and tries to re-establish the truth-functional nature of the original Joik. 
There is a lot of ideology behind Sara’s musical project and the band Johan Sara Jr. Group. As mentioned, Orvoš belongs in a circular and holistic unity with the previous records, as well as those to come. Orvoš bespeaks the mountain, the earth; geology. The former, Boska was about the plants and flora, while the first, Ovcci Vuomi Ovtta Veaiggis was the Joik of the wolf and an invocation of the animal realm. 
The next record, reveals Sara, will be about man. 
-It is natural, that the next step is to Joik about man and mankind. Perhaps it will be about our direction; a record of reflection, I don’t know. 
What will making man the theme entail musically? In which direction will you be pushing the Joik the next time?
-That is a good question, and one I am unable to answer. However, it is true that my project is to take the Joik places it has never been before and juxtapose it with musical idioms and attitudes of the unconventional kind. What we did with Orvoš, bringing in punk, noise and rough-edged crunch, had not been done before to my knowledge. 
Joik is often a matter of improvising, or more precisely of voicing a kind of entity that is already there. Joik has no beginning or end; it is a circular, ongoing thing in which repetitions and a few key words make up the framework, especially so in the northern tradition. How is this nature of the Joik accommodated into a recording process we wonder? 
-To a certain extent we let the Joik develop with the musical arrangements, but on the basis of a more or less clear idea. It is the Joik and its melody that forms the backbone, and then musical arrangements and instrumental improvisation take place with and around the Joik.Orvoš has been a three-year long process, during which I have worked closely with co-producer Erik Halvorsen. 
The question of recording, and more generally, the question of how Joik is conveyed and passed on, takes us to one of Sara’s main concerns as a Sámi musician and pedagogue:
-Traditionally the Joik was passed on as an oral expression, from father to son. But we have to realize that this tradition is now extinct, which means that we must think differently on how this essential aspect of our culture can be preserved and passed on. It is important that we work towards de-mystifying the Joik, so that we can supplant the hazy notions of an archaic spiritual practise, with concrete education. Even if it may feel like a breech of tradition, it is vital that the Joik is institutionalised as a musical expression which can be taught on par with e.g. Norwegian folk music.
The issue is close to Sara’s heart, for he has spent much of his life as a pedagogue and he thinks the potential of Sámi music as a global musical idiom is still vast and largely untapped. This brings us to Womex and his expectations towards the showcase he is doing there with his group. 
-I have never been to Womex before, so I don’t know what to expect really. But we certainly have high hopes for the showcase and focus all our energy and resources on this now. Naturally the most important thing is to attract as many as possible of the international music business people to our showcase. The key is to establish contacts, and get a foothold in the European markets for world music. Like I said, Sámi music is still very much unknown, despite artists like Mari Boine. When I have played in Europe people have been amazed and intrigued; wondering where this unique expression hails from. It is European music, I tell them. Hopefully, the future will entail a knowledge and exposure of Sámi music on par with that of other indigenous traditions. The potential is great, I am certain of it. 
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Johan Sara Jr.’s unique blend of traditional Sami joik and contemporary elements has solidified his position as a vital, refreshing and genre-defying innovator.

“Even if joik is an ancient song tradition, there’s innovation and development within the genre and I’ve found my niche by combining traditional joik with a contemporary form of expression, “ says Sara Jr.   Johan Sara Jr, who was born in Kautokeino, Finnmark in 1963, enjoys a career as a central composer, producer, teacher, arranger, actor and performer of contemporary Sami music. The ancient Sami joik song tradition played a central role in his upbringing, but Sara Jr. was not to join the ranks of performers until he had reached a certain age: “I studied classical guitar at the regional Music Conservatory for three years. During my studies, I decided to take up joiking when I graduated - I wanted joik to be made available to a new and wider audience.”  Johan Sara Jr. has devoted much time to develop his own voice and form of expression. His guitar chops have suffered under his devotion to the renewal of ancient Sami chanting – Sara Jr. has barely touched his six-string since he began his introspective foray into his musical roots. “It took me six years to find and develop an individual form of vocal methodology that I could integrate into joik. I would study singing for three years and took classes that focused on various breathing techniques. Gradually, I managed to develop what I feel is a methodology that’s well applicable to joik. The most vital factor is to distance oneself from the Western-European tradition that’s mainly based on skull resonance and timbre, and instead focus on applying the whole body as a soundboard.”   In many ways, Johan Sara Jr.’s search for his own form of expression has been an inward journey, a search for his own voice and a process that has seen the performer confronting his own identity while digging further into his own persona and cultural references. “I’ve been digging into myself, and through that process I’ve been able to reach deeper into the matter. My approach to singing brings in new respiratory patterns that differ from the norm within the European sonorous tradition. The midriff plays a vital role and in order to bring out the full bodily soundboard-timbre, one must employ a wide range of activities that range from gymnastics and stretching to breathing exercises and relaxation techniques.”   Johan Sara Jr. teaches joik at the Sami University College in Kautokeino and is also frequently employed as a producer, composer, arranger, lecturer, performer and actor on the Sami cultural scene. Sara Jr. has composed works for TV, radio, museums, marching and wind bands, theatre as well as chamber music pieces. He has also been commissioned to produce and compose installation works such as the EXPO 2000 work “Jienat”. Sara Jr. was introduced to a wider international audience in 2000 when he contributed to the Swedish entry in the Eurovision Song Contest.   Johan Sara Jr.’s latest release, “Boska” has already manifested itself as one of the strongest Sami albums that have been released in recent years. With solid assistance from a competent crew of Norwegian musicians, Sara Jr. has created a revitalising album that fuses contemporary influences with the ancient joik tradition. Elements derived from electronica, jazz, world-music as well as pop and rock are mated with Sara Jr’s inimitable vocal style, creating a wholesome and progressive album of grand proportions. The dynamic range showcased on “Boska” is wide, ranging from raw and intense passages to quiet moments of beauty. Underpinning the diverse and varied tunes is Sara’s powerful and near hypnotic voice that’s given a natural and central place in the mix. Exploratory improvisation is contrasted by the carefully programmed loops and the droning vocals, resulting in some quite untraditional arrangements. To sum it up: “Boska” is a must-listen.   Sara Jr’s focus on creating new forms of expression within an ancient tradition has not been without conflicts: “Of course, carrying on a tradition while simultaneously creating new forms of expression can lead to musical as well as ideological conflicts. In retrospect, one can conclude that many experiments weren’t successful, but then again one can’t rule out a project before one has even tried to complete it. Over time, one builds up a certain amount of experience, enabling me to predict what will work out and what will not.”  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