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1. Introduction: Towards a poetics of sound in the music of Tōru Takemitsu 
 

In the latter half of the twentieth century, Tōru Takemitsu (or 
Takemitsu Tōru 武満徹, 1930-1996) emerged as one of the most singular 
voices in contemporary art music. Across his prolific and diverse output, 
Takemitsu offered a sonic world which transcended cultural binaries, blurred 
the lines between time and space, and elevated silence to a level of expressive 
parity with sound itself. His music occupies a liminal zone – at once deeply 
personal and cosmopolitan, rooted in both Japanese and Western traditions, 
and capable of evoking metaphysical and emotional landscapes through 
timbre, gesture, and resonance. More than a mere stylistic synthesis, 
Takemitsu’s work invites us into a philosophy reflecting an ongoing negotiation 
between nature and artifice, memory and presence, absence and becoming. 

 
Almost three decades after his death, Tōru Takemitsu remains one of 

the most significant and influential composers of the 20th century, not only in 
Japan but on the global stage: as a largely self-taught musician whose creative 
voice straddled both Eastern and Western traditions, Takemitsu stands as a 
cultural mediator – namely, a figure whose music explores the boundaries of 
sonic experience, time, memory, and philosophical depth. His oeuvre spans 
orchestral music, chamber works, solo pieces, electronic music, film scores, 
and compositions for traditional Japanese instruments, each reflecting a 
unique integration of aesthetic vision and sonic experimentation. Takemitsu’s 
career can be broadly understood as a lifelong attempt to reconcile the 
inherited and the acquired – the sounds of Japan and the West, the physicality 
of silence and the abstraction of sound, and the sensual with the structural. He 
famously stated that “sound must be valued above all else” (Takemitsu, 1995, 
36), emphasizing a poetic and intuitive approach that privileges timbre, 
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spatiality, and atmosphere over formal development in the traditional Western 
sense. His musical thought was deeply shaped by French Impressionism, 
especially Claude Debussy, and later by John Cage’s aleatoric philosophies, yet 
Takemitsu ultimately surpassed both influences in the forging of a sound world 
which was unmistakably his own. 

 
Stylistically, at the heart of Takemitsu’s music lies a profound 

sensitivity to timbre, space, and silence: rather than constructing music around 
harmonic progression or thematic development, he sculpts with sound, paying 
close attention to the ways in which each tone resonates in time and space. 
Silence is not the absence of sound but its frame – a space of contemplation 
and anticipation. This affinity aligns him closely with traditional Japanese 
aesthetics, especially concepts such as ma 間 (the space between events), 
wabi-sabi 侘び寂び, commonly described as “the beauty of imperfection and 
impermanence, yūgen 幽玄 or “mysterious profundity”, and mono no aware 
もののあわれ (officially translated as “the pathos of things” and referring to the 
fact that the beauty of everything resides in their very transience; Keene, 
1993). His early engagement with musique concrète and electronic music in 
the 1950s shaped his acute ear for texture, while his fascination with Debussy 
and Olivier Messiaen provided him with models for non-functional harmony 
and coloristic orchestration. From the 1970s onward, Takemitsu began 
incorporating traditional Japanese instruments and aesthetic references more 
overtly into his works, not as a nationalist gesture, but as part of an integrative 
and profoundly personal exploration of cultural identity. While Takemitsu 
rejected the idea of “nationalism in music”, he increasingly sought to 
reconnect with his Japanese roots after a childhood marked by wartime 
hostility towards Western music. His music, then, became a site of aesthetic-
ideological reconciliation, neither East nor West, but something intricately 
hybrid, fluid, and transhistorical. 

 
Thus, Takemitsu’s music is not merely aesthetic but ideologically 

informed by a deep humanism and ecological awareness: he often spoke of the 
spiritual and political implications of sound and silence, describing music as a 
way to resist mechanization and reclaim human sensitivity. Influenced by 
Western philosophy, particularly existentialism, and Japanese thought – 
especially Zen Buddhism and the tea ceremony –, Takemitsu saw music as a 
ritual act, an offering of attentiveness. His anti-war sentiments, formed by the 
trauma of World War II and intensified by the post-WWII American occupation 
of Japan, subtly permeate his music, as he opposed the glorification of 
nationalism and instead championed an international language of sensitivity, 
listening, and restraint: works such as November Steps (1967) and A Flock 
Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden (1977) reflect not only stylistic 
hybridization but also Takemitsu’s belief in the co-existence of opposites, a 
principle drawn from both Western dialectics and Eastern dualism. 

 
This paper proposes a tripartite framework for understanding the 

multidimensional poetics of Takemitsu’s music through three interrelated 
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thematic lenses: universalities, temporalities, and spatialities. Each category 
encompasses three representative works, selected not only for their musical 
richness but also for their capacity to illuminate central aesthetic 
preoccupations in Takemitsu’s oeuvre. These categories are not rigid analytic 
compartments but rather porous, resonant fields in which stylistic, emotional, 
and philosophical elements coalesce and interact. Under Universalities, the 
paper explores Takemitsu’s engagement with existential or metaphysical 
themes – loss, memory, spiritual longing – through Requiem for Strings (1957), 
I Hear The Water Dreaming (1987) and From Me Flows What You Call Time 
(1990). These works articulate an ethical and affective response to transience, 
situating the listener in a contemplative relationship to the self and the other. 
Temporalities addresses Takemitsu’s idiosyncratic treatment of musical time, 
examining the ways in which rhythmic structure, pacing, and silence construct 
meditative or fluid time-worlds in November Steps (1967), Autumn (1973), and 
Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij (1987). Finally, Spatialities 
investigates the avenues on which sound occupies and generates space – 
physical, acoustic, and psychological – through Dorian Horizon (1966), A Flock 
Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden (1977), and Air (1995), works which blur 
the line between sonic environment and compositional architecture. 

 
Scholarship on Takemitsu has developed along several fruitful lines 

mainly circumscribing a dialogic approach: biographical narratives (Burt, 2001, 
Ono, 2019, Ohtake, 1993), East-West philosophical readings (Galliano, 2003; 
De Ferranti & Narazaki, 2002; Griffiths, 2010; Miyakawa, 2012), and analytical 
studies of texture, timbre, and form (Narasaki, 2004; Sugano, 2010; Lehrich, 
2014; Tokita & Hughes, 2008). Takemitsu’s own writings, such as Confronting 
Silence (1995), have additionally proven invaluable for decoding the internal 
logic and poetic ambitions of his music. Nevertheless, while several studies 
have emphasized his cultural hybridity or spiritual aesthetics, fewer have 
attempted to systematize the multidimensional character of his works through 
a thematically interlinked lens which bridges both formal analysis and 
phenomenological experience. This paper aims to contribute to the existing 
body of research by proposing a conceptual matrix which moves beyond genre 
or chronology and instead foregrounds aesthetic categories as organizing 
principles. Drawing on recent interdisciplinary approaches from musicology, 
sound studies, and philosophy, the current analysis endeavors to synthesize 
close reading with broader ontological inquiry into the internal mechanisms of 
Takemitsu’s music and the ways in which it affects, suspends, and re-orients 
our experience of being-in-sound. 

 
The methodological approach taken here is both analytical and 

hermeneutic, combining formalist tools (motivic analysis, harmonic structure, 
orchestration) with phenomenological interpretation and cultural 
contextualization, encompassing listening as hermeneutics. Each of the nine 
works selected for detailed analysis has been studied through score analysis, 
audio recordings, and, where available, Takemitsu’s own commentary or 
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interviews. The analytic focus is not solely on technical construction but on the 
expressive function of musical choices – the ways in which certain gestures or 
textures articulate emotion, the operationality of silence as a structural and 
affective force, and the dynamic intertwining of space and time within the 
musical discourse. Moreover, the analyses are informed by relevant aesthetic 
and philosophical frameworks: Japanese aesthetics such as ma, wabi-sabi, 
yūgen, and mono no aware; Western concepts of musical temporality (Koozin, 
1988; Taniyama, 1991); and spatial theory in music (Blesser & Salter 2006; 
Smalley 1997). These perspectives are not imposed onto the works but drawn 
into conversation with them, allowing for a multidimensional reading which 
respects Takemitsu’s own ethos of ambiguity and multiplicity. 

 
The structure of the paper mirrors the thematic architecture described 

above and is divided into three main chapters: 
Universalities examines Takemitsu’s engagement with human 

emotion, mortality, and spiritual yearning. 
Requiem for Strings (1957) is read as a profound early statement of 

loss and resilience, composed in a post-WWII Japanese context. 
I Hear The Water Dreaming (1987) embodies liquid temporality 

through flute arabesques and harmonic suspension. 
From Me Flows What You Call Time (1990) expands this reflective 

mode into the ritualistic and cosmic, using multicultural instrumentation and 
symbolic staging. 

Temporalities focuses on Takemitsu’s resistance to linear time and 
creates durational experiences through fluid musical gestures. 

November Steps (1967) transforms the orchestra into a sonic terrain 
where stillness and motion co-exist. 

Autumn (1973) provides a seasonal metaphor for cyclical and decaying 
time through solo cello and orchestral chiaroscuro. 

Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij (1987) reflects Takemitsu’s 
admiration for Andrei Tarkovsky and explores grief and memory through a 
minimalist yet deeply expressive solo violin. 

Spatialities investigates the spatial dimensions of sound, from 
symbolic gardens to architectural constructions in music. 

Dorian Horizon (1966) delves into timbral shifts and density as means 
of shaping auditory space. 

A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden (1977) merges sonic 
constructions with metaphoric descent, creating layered spatial illusions. 

Air (1995), his final completed work, offers a distilled meditation on 
time’s fragility. 

 
Each chapter begins with a brief theoretical framing, followed by 

analytical essays that combine musical detail with interpretive insight. The 
conclusion synthesizes these threads, proposing that Takemitsu’s oeuvre, 
while deeply grounded in Japanese sensibility, offers a universal grammar of 
listening that continues to resonate globally. 
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In approaching Takemitsu’s work through the lens of universalities as a 
first step, I invite readers to enter a territory where music becomes a form of 
philosophical reflection – on death, time, and the human condition. His sound 
world speaks not only to the particularities of cultural memory but also to 
shared emotional and spiritual experiences which dissolves borders. The 
following chapter explores the ways in which Takemitsu engages with these 
themes across three pivotal works, each situated at a different moment in his 
artistic evolution but all sharing a common language of mourning, memory, 
and self-transcendence. 

 
2. Universalities 

 
To begin this journey into Takemitsu’s multifaceted musical world, I 

firstly turn to the universal dimensions which underlie his compositional ethos. 
This chapter examines works articulating shared human concerns – grief, 
memory, dream –, revealing the ability of Takemitsu’s music to resonate 
beyond cultural or stylistic boundaries, inviting listeners into a deeply poetic 
and emotionally immersive experience. 

 
Requiem For Strings 『弦楽のためのレクイエム』 (1957) 

 

Tōru Takemitsu’s breakthrough composition, Requiem for Strings 
(1957) occupies a pivotal position in the composer’s early oeuvre. Written 
when he was just 27, the piece attracted international attention – most 
notably that of Igor Stravinsky, who praised its depth and expressive quality 
after hearing it during a 1959 visit to Japan. This single-movement elegy for 
string orchestra reveals Takemitsu’s distinctive approach to musical structure, 
his synthesis of Western and Japanese sensibilities, and his early philosophical 
engagement with sound, silence, and memory, demonstrating a keen sense for 
string timbre and emotional depth. Although composed before his deliberate 
re-alignment with traditional Japanese music, Requiem for Strings already 
demonstrates many of the stylistic and aesthetic hallmarks which would define 
his later works, as the chromatic, freely atonal language creates an intense 
lamentation, expressive of post-WWII sorrow and loss, while foreshadowing 
Takemitsu’s lifelong interest in slow, suspended temporalities. 

 
From the perspective of stylistic language and tonal ambiguity, 

Requiem for Strings is grounded in a post-tonal idiom which recalls the 
influence of late Romanticism and European modernism, while its harmonic 
expression leans towards chromaticism and modal ambivalence rather than 
strict serialism or atonality. Takemitsu, who was widely self-taught and initially 
influenced by Claude Debussy, Olivier Messiaen, and Anton Webern, employs 
tone clusters and extended harmonic fields to evoke a suspended, 
introspective quality throughout the work, although Requiem for Strings both 
avoids traditional functional tonality and does not reject tonal implication 
entirely (Takemitsu & Kawada, 1980). This stylistic bi-centrism lends the 
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Requiem for Strings emotional receptiveness, allowing listeners to interpret its 
trajectory more freely. The opening gesture – a rising and falling line in the 
lower strings – establishes the tonal ambiguity, as the intervallic relationships 
(minor seconds and perfect fourths) serve as foundational cells throughout the 
work. The use of minor seconds creates a sense of dissonance and tension, 
while the recurring perfect fourths provide a stabilizing but open-ended 
harmonic frame: these intervals are not just structural but expressive, as they 
oscillate between instability and spaciousness, mourning and meditation. 

 
In this train of thoughts, while Requiem for Strings predates 

Takemitsu’s full-fledged exploration of ma 間 (the Japanese concept of 
negative space or meaningful silence), the aesthetics of spaciousness and non-
linearity are already evident in the pacing of the work, its dynamic restraint, 
and its elastic phrasing which reflect an intuition for sonic space transcending 
Western formal conventions. The string writing often feels like breath – 
phrases emerge organically, expand, and dissolve rather than building towards 
climactic goals. This turns obvious in the frequent use of sul tasto and sul 
ponticello techniques, which generate timbral shifts and enrich the texture 
without disrupting the meditative flow, e.g., in one key passage approximately 
midway through the work, the first violins rise to an aching, narrow-range 
melody (centered around a half-step motive) against static, sustained 
harmonies in the lower strings: such a moment is not a climax in the Western 
dramatic sense, but a temporary intensification – an emergence of voice from 
a field of sonic shadows. The aesthetic here is closer to a haiku than a sonata: 
focused, suggestive, and momentary. 

 
Although ostensibly through-composed, Requiem for Strings contains a 

discernible formal logic and emotional architecture as it follows a loose arch 
structure, progressing from darkness to tension, subsequently towards release 
and eventually the return to the initial mood of solemn introspection. Rather 
than thematic development, Takemitsu relies on motivic variation and textural 
transformation to articulate the form: thus, the central section – initiated by 
viola’s solo towards the end of the first third and culminating in the same 
viola’s solo at sectio aurea – is marked by increased rhythmic activity and 
dissonance, with strings overlapping in contrary motion and building a dense 
polyphonic texture while tremolos and glissandi add to the instability, 
heightening a sense of internal unrest. This stormy passage does not explode 
outward but rather collapses inward, and as it subsides, the lower strings 
rebound into the slow, pulsing dyads reminiscent of the opening, initiating a 
process of dissolution and emotional resolution. 

 
One might argue that emotionally, Requiem for Strings is both intimate 

and universal: despite its brevity of approximately 9 minutes, the work conveys 
a profound sense of grief – not for a particular person, but for something more 
abstract such as memory, imminent loss, or perhaps the lingering trauma of 
war. Written just over a decade after the end of World War II, Requiem for 
Strings can be read as an unconscious act of mourning of an entire generation, 
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though Takemitsu himself did not explicitly frame it this way, as it anticipates 
his political activism and anti-war compositions of the 1960s, but the seeds of 
those concerns are already planted here in the music’s tension between pain 
and peace. 

 
Takemitsu’s mastery of timbral sensitivity and orchestration is evident 

throughout the Requiem for Strings as he treats the string ensemble not as a 
monolithic body but as a pliable, breathing organism: solo lines emerge 
seamlessly from tutti textures and from there on, they recede again, evoking a 
sense of impermanence. Pizzicato passages – subtle and rare – are employed 
not for rhythmic propulsion but for their ephemeral, almost ghost-like quality. 
Harmonics and muted dynamics contribute to an aura of fragility and 
impermanence, as in the highly illustrative moment near the end of the work, 
where harmonics in the violins shimmer over a fading ground of sustained 
lower voices. The gesture recalls a funeral incense trail dissipating in the air – 
transient, sacred, and ineffable, with the sonorities carefully sculpted, often 
blending registers to avoid overly distinct melodic or harmonic profiles. This 
commitment to color over contour marks Takemitsu’s early distinction from 
many of his Western contemporaries. 

 
Although Takemitsu initially rejected traditional Japanese music – 

associating it with the wartime nationalism he abhorred – as the cultural 
context of his personal identity, Requiem for Strings paradoxically contains 
latent traces of Japanese aesthetic thinking, such as in its emphasis on nuance, 
negative space, and temporality, resonating with Zen Buddhist principles and 
the aesthetics of wabi-sabi – referring to a sense of simplicity, humility, and 
understated elegance, respectively, focusing on the beauty which emerges 
with age, the passage of time, and the natural wear and tear of objects –, 
transpiring unintentionally (see Pilgrim, 1986). Later in life, Takemitsu 
retrospectively saw the Requiem for Strings as an unconscious turning point in 
his artistic identity: it was only during the 1960s that he began actively 
studying traditional Japanese instruments and philosophies, but his early 
works already reflect a hybrid sensibility – not in the sense of fusing East and 
West, but in intuitively resisting binary frameworks (Taniyama, 1991). The 
Requiem for Strings neither conforms to European funeral music traditions nor 
replicates Japanese ritual; instead, it creates its own introspective ritual space. 

 
While Stravinsky’s endorsement gave Takemitsu legitimacy in the 

global art music community, Requiem for Strings remains one of Takemitsu’s 
most frequently performed works, often viewed as the piece which launched 
his international career, and an enduring statement of its sincerity, expressive 
depth, and formal elegance. In musicological terms, Requiem for Strings 
reveals the emergence of a composer already concerned with sound as a 
metaphysical force, keenly fluent in the language of ambiguity and quiet 
intensity, as it foreshadows many of Takemitsu’s later preoccupations – the 
sculpting of silence, the dissolution of ego, the search for beauty in 
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impermanence, standing as such not only as a youthful achievement, but as a 
microcosm of Takemitsu’s entire artistic vision. 

 
I Hear The Water Dreaming 『ウォーター・ドリーミング』 (1987) 

 

Tōru Takemitsu’s I Hear The Water Dreaming (1987) is among his most 
evocative and widely admired concert works for solo instrument and 
orchestra: scored for flute and chamber orchestra, the piece was 
commissioned by the Swiss flutist Aurèle Nicolet (1926-2016), and it showcases 
Takemitsu’s late style at its most refined – fluid, ineffable, and deeply poetic. 
The work’s title, suggested by the Japanese poet Ōoka Makoto 大岡信 (1931-
2017), functions both as an image and as a compositional ethos, as water 
becomes a metaphor for sonic motion and psychological introspection. 
Written during a period in which Takemitsu consciously embraced the spiritual 
and sensorial qualities of nature, I Hear The Water Dreaming reveals a mature 
musical language seamlessly fusing East and West, stillness and movement, 
memory and dream. 

 
Stylistically speaking, Takemitsu’s harmonic palette in I Hear The Water 

Dreaming is rich and elusive, oscillating between modal suggestion, extended 
tonality, and non-functional harmonies. Unlike traditional concertante works, 
which often contrast the soloist and orchestra in a dialectical and/or heroic 
structure, I Hear The Water Dreaming subverts that paradigm with the flute 
being not a protagonist, but rather a drifting consciousness within an aqueous, 
shimmering orchestral landscape. This results in a kind of “floating tonality” 
which resists tonal closure while avoiding strict atonality. Thus, from the very 
opening, one hears ascending figures in the strings and harp resembling ripples 
or eddies, followed by the flute entering with a fragmented, lyrical line, 
encompassing a limited set of pitches centered around whole-tone and 
pentatonic collections – frequent idioms in Takemitsu’s late works (Sugano, 
2010). Rather than thematic development in the traditional sense, Takemitsu 
uses motivic variation, in which pitch cells are gently transformed, refracted, 
and re-contextualized: for example, one of the core motives is a rising fourth 
followed by a falling second – a contour which returns frequently in the solo 
line, but never in exactly the same rhythm or register. 

 
Takemitsu’s orchestration in I Hear The Water Dreaming is 

characteristically subtle and painterly, reminiscent of what might be labelled as 
“aqueous resonance”. The chamber ensemble includes strings, harp, piano, 
percussion, and selected woodwinds, each deployed with extreme sensitivity 
to timbre, color, and blend, with the composer’s affinity for Claude Debussy 
becoming especially evident not just in the harmonic language, but in the way 
orchestral instruments are distributed to simulate nature – not literally, but 
psychologically and sensorially: the use of harp glissandi, soft tremolo strings, 
and delicate percussion (especially crotales and marimba) evokes the image of 
light on water, or the sound of water stirring in a dream-state. At several 
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points, the piano functions less as a harmonic anchor than as an extension of 
the percussion section, offering bell-like resonances and punctuated attacks. 
But such effects are never gratuitous; they are integral to the atmosphere of 
translucence and mystery. A particularly striking moment occurs just before 
the midpoint of the piece, when the orchestra thins out and the flute delivers a 
high, breathy trill, followed by a delicate harp arpeggio and harmonics in the 
strings. This moment of timbral stasis recalls the Japanese aesthetic concept of 
ma, referring to the space between sounds which holds expressive weight: 
here, the silence and the fragility of the sound become one, while the listener 
is drawn into a state of heightened awareness. 

 
The poetic title of the piece reveals Takemitsu’s philosophical 

orientation embracing nature, dream, and temporality: for him, water was not 
merely a sound-image but a metaphor for oneiric states, memory, and 
impermanence; moreover, I Hear The Water Dreaming does not narrate a 
programmatic sequence of water sounds but rather evokes the act of hearing 
itself – the perception of water in the dream realm, where reality is fluid and 
time dissolves. This non-linear temporality is central to Takemitsu’s aesthetic: 
instead of building tension and release in conventional terms, I Hear The Water 
Dreaming flows in cycles, swells, and eddies, as episodes arise and subside 
organically. The structure is less architectural and more geological – formed 
like erosion, sediment, and drift, with the flute line and with its hesitant entries 
and suspended gestures suggesting a consciousness wandering through layers 
of sound rather than progressing towards a goal. 

 
Takemitsu was deeply influenced by both Japanese garden design and 

French impressionism, and both are present in this piece: like a dry Zen 
garden, the music suggests more than it states, each sound is placed with 
attention to absence as well as presence, creating a texture which breathes 
and listens to itself. The dream-like quality stems from the careful balance of 
articulation and elision, as, while I Hear The Water Dreaming may seem 
emotionally cool on the surface, it is suffused with intimacy and tenderness, in 
parallel with distance and introspection. The emotional arc is not one of 
catharsis but of meditation: in particular, the flute’s fragmented phrases – 
often separated by pauses or soft orchestral interjections – evoke the 
emotional vulnerability of solitude.  

 
Takemitsu avoids direct emotional outpouring; instead, the music 

offers the listener a space for reflection: the slow, dying fall of the final flute 
line, paired with a gentle, unresolved cluster in the orchestra, suggests a return 
to silence not as absence, but as fulfillment. This aligns with Takemitsu’s 
recurring preoccupation with death, memory, and dissolution, found equally in 
works like Rain Tree Sketch (1982) and From Me Flows What You Call Time 
(1990, see further below). In addition, there is a subtle nostalgia embedded in 
the harmonic gestures, e.g., the frequent employment of open fifths, 
descending whole tones, and pentatonic fragments indicating a distant, 
(perhaps) imagined past. But Takemitsu never lapses into imitation; rather, he 
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summons emotional resonance through abstraction, allowing the listeners to 
project their own memories into the sonic landscape. 

 
Takemitsu’s position as a Japanese composer who deeply admired 

Western music, particularly Debussy, Messiaen, and Cage, is essential to 
understanding I Hear The Water Dreaming: by 1987, he had long overcome his 
early resistance to traditional Japanese music (a resistance tied to its wartime 
associations) and had actively begun to integrate Japanese aesthetics into his 
modernist framework. Yet he consistently resisted the label of “East-West 
fusion,” preferring a poetic cohabitation of influences rather than a synthesis. 
In I Hear The Water Dreaming, one can hear this balance at its most organic, as 
there are no overt references to gagaku 雅楽 (“elegant music”, ancient 
Japanese court music) or traditional instruments, yet the sensibility is 
unmistakably Japanese: asymmetry, silence, and transience shape every 
phrase – at the same time, the harmonic color and orchestrational 
transparency evoke late French impressionism. It is crucial to note that 
Takemitsu’s cultural hybridity and transcultural compositional identity are not 
political but philosophical – that is, a personal form of musical 
cosmopolitanism rooted in sensibility leading to creative synthesis, not 
ideology. 

 
I Hear The Water Dreaming exemplifies Takemitsu’s late style – 

introspective, luminous, exquisitely balanced –, as its unique sound world is at 
once modern and ancient, technical and intuitive, rooted in craft yet open to 
mystery. Due to his signature techniques of timbral layering, harmonic 
ambiguity, and temporal fluidity, Takemitsu creates in I Hear The Water 
Dreaming a sonic reverie which invites listeners to hear the invisible: the inner 
movement of water, the silence of dreaming, the stillness within motion. As 
with much of Takemitsu’s music, the ultimate effect of I Hear The Water 
Dreaming is not one of understanding but of resonance, as it does not aim to 
explain or declare, but to evoke and linger – like the memory of light reflecting 
on a river long after the sun has set. 

 

From Me Flows What You Call Time  
『フロム・ミー・フローズ・ホワット・ユー・コール・タイム』 (1990) 

 

Tōru Takemitsu’s From Me Flows What You Call Time (1990) is one of 
the composer’s most ambitious and spiritually expansive works, both a musical 
ceremony and a philosophical meditation on time, sound, and the 
impermanence of being: commissioned by the Boston Symphony Orchestra to 
commemorate the centennial of Carnegie Hall, and premiered under the baton 
of Ōzawa Seiji 小澤征爾 (1935-2024), this large-scale composition for five 
percussionists and orchestra exemplifies Takemitsu’s late style – marked by 
poetic transcendence, spatial sensibility, and cross-cultural symbolism. It 
includes hanging Tibetan bells suspended above the audience, introducing an 
environmental and theatrical dimension, as the title emphasizes the temporal 
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and transcendent aspects of Takemitsu’s music. Takemitsu described From Me 
Flows What You Call Time as a “sound ritual” (Takemitsu, 2000): indeed, it 
unfolds like a rite and invites the listener not merely to hear time pass, but to 
experience time as it flows through sound, through space, and through the 
body of the performers. From Me Flows What You Call Time represents one of 
the most profound articulations of Takemitsu’s belief that sound and silence, 
East and West, past and future, are not opposites but interwoven currents in a 
vast river of perception. 

 
Stylistically speaking, the most immediately striking aspect of the work 

is its use of five percussionists, spatially distributed around the stage and 
performing on an astonishing variety of instruments: bells, gongs, cymbals, 
woodblocks, Tibetan prayer bowls, crotales, marimba, snare drums, and water-
filled vessels. Additionally, the ensemble includes a full symphony orchestra, 
with a lush string section, wind choir, harp, celesta, and an array of wind 
chimes suspended above the stage. The percussionists are not merely soloists: 
they function as sound spirits, moving the piece forward through symbolic 
gestures as much as musical ones. In From Me Flows What You Call Time, one 
of Takemitsu’s most distinctive stylistic traits is his use of timbre as form, in a 
ritualist move of perceptive spatialization which replaces the traditional 
thematic development, as formal progression is marked by textural evolution 
and changes in sonic color. For example, the opening begins not with a theme 
but with a field of shimmering sound: high string harmonics, soft suspended 
cymbal rolls, and distant chimes establish a floating, timeless atmosphere. The 
first percussion entrances are almost imperceptible, like whispers of tone 
rather than declarations. As the piece unfolds, Takemitsu employs recurring 
sonic symbols to anchor the listeners’ attention: the bell sounds, water noises, 
and marimba motifs each repeatedly return in various guises, establishing a 
sense of continuity through difference. These gestures function like leitmotifs 
of texture, linking spatial, spiritual, and temporal dimensions. 

 
The title of the piece, From Me Flows What You Call Time, is borrowed 

from a line by the Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), whose 
spiritual and ecological vision deeply resonated with Takemitsu: it reveals the 
composer’s aesthetic philosophy and lifelong preoccupation with temporality – 
not as linear chronology, but as fluid perception, connecting space, time and 
the invisible in an indissoluble flow. Time in Takemitsu’s music is not measured 
by meter or pulse but felt as resonance, as transition between presence and 
absence. In From Me Flows What You Call Time, Takemitsu’s combination of 
non-metrical, free-flowing gestures and asynchronous layering enacts this 
fluidity: the orchestra rarely plays in strict synchrony with the percussionists; 
instead, each section seems to breathe according to its own tempo, creating a 
texture which is simultaneously unified and plural. The effect is polyrhythmic 
but not mechanistic – more akin to drifting clouds or ripples crossing over one 
another in a pond. The same compositional approach manifests spatially: the 
placement of the percussionists around the hall and the inclusion of overhead 
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wind chimes, lowered and played at a key moment, transforms the concert 
space into a resonant field, challenging the concert hall’s usual front-focused 
acoustic. In one particularly memorable episode, long after the orchestra has 
thinned out, one of the percussionists rings a bell and lets it decay into silence. 
This simple action evokes, once again, the Japanese aesthetic of ma – namely, 
the space between sounds carrying emotional weight and spiritual significance. 

 
While not explicitly referencing traditional Japanese music, From Me 

Flows What You Call Time is imbued with Japanese aesthetic principles, 
particularly those associated with Zen Buddhism and tea ceremony: the bells, 
water sounds, and gongs recall the ritual sounds of a Shinto shrine and of a Zen 
temple, but Takemitsu never exoticizes these references; rather, he fuses them 
organically into a modern orchestral fabric, in which spiritual resonance 
transcends cultural specificity. Central to the performance is a ritualistic action 
of symbolic dimensions: at a designated moment, the percussionists walk to 
the center of the stage, take colored ribbons suspended from above, and 
attach them to the chimes. Each ribbon symbolizes one of the five elements in 
Buddhist cosmology – earth (yellow), water (blue), fire (red), wind (green), and 
sky (white). This overt gesture is not separate from the music; it is part of its 
timbral choreography: as the chimes begin to sound, gently struck by the 
flowing ribbons, the orchestra enters into a moment of breathless suspension, 
with high strings and glockenspiel creating a feeling of stillness through 
motion. It is essential to grasp that the theatrical element is not spectacle but 
ritual gesture: the body’s slow, deliberate movement through space becomes a 
musical act in itself, as Takemitsu transforms the concert experience into a 
meditative practice, during which listening becomes active contemplation. 

 
Emotion in Takemitsu’s music rarely arrives in dramatic outbursts or 

climaxes. Instead, emotional terrain unfolds in waves of intimacy and 
introspection. From Me Flows What You Call Time is marked both by profound 
serenity and nostalgic longing – a sense of reaching towards the eternal from 
within the temporal. One of the most affecting sections of the work occurs 
near the end, when a solitary flute line floats above a transparent orchestral 
texture of bells, soft pizzicati, and tremolo strings. There is no cadence, no 
harmonic closure – only dissolution, as the work ends not with affirmation, but 
with dispersal, echoing Takemitsu’s notion of sound as something “born from 
silence and returning to silence” in a cathartic transcendence of momentary 
perception and lingering interrogation (Takemitsu, 1980). Ultimately, there is 
an undercurrent of mourning in From Me Flows What You Call Time: although 
composed for a celebratory occasion, Takemitsu often wove into his triumphal 
works a thread of existential reflection. In this case, the work seems to honor 
not only the presence of a concert hall, but the fragility of sound itself, and by 
extension, of life. Each bell tone, each water drip, each silence between 
gestures becomes charged with a kind of spiritual poignancy – the awareness 
of impermanence. 
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From Me Flows What You Call Time stands as a summation of 
Takemitsu’s artistic and philosophical ideals, as it collapses the boundaries 
between music, ritual, theatre, and metaphysics. It is a work which invites both 
performers and listeners to participate in a shared moment of heightened 
awareness: a ceremony of listening in which sound becomes time, and time 
becomes experience. In its formal innovations, its transcultural aesthetics, and 
its emotional depth, From Me Flows What You Call Time resists categorization: 
it is not a concerto, not a tone poem, not a symphony; it is, in Takemitsu’s own 
words, a “garden of sound” (Takemitsu, 2000) – a place where each element, 
no matter how fleeting, contributes to a whole constantly in flux, yet achingly 
beautiful in its evanescence. 

 
*** 

 
Having explored the universal emotional and philosophical concerns 

which permeate Takemitsu’s music, I now turn to the composer’s distinctive 
shaping of time. In the next chapter, Temporalities, I examine how Takemitsu’s 
works suspend, stretch, or dissolve time altogether – transforming musical 
experience into a meditative unfolding rather than a linear progression. 

 
 

3. Temporalities 
 

The dimension of time occupies a central place in Takemitsu’s musical 
poetics. Far from being a neutral container, time in his works is shaped, bent, 
and often rendered intangible. This chapter investigates Takemitsu’s strategies 
of constructing temporal experience through sound – inviting listeners into a 
realm where moments drift, linger, and dissolve, challenging conventional 
notions of rhythm, development, and linearity in musical form. 

 
November Steps 『ノヴェンバー・ステップス』 (1967) 

 

Perhaps Tōru Takemitsu’s most emblematic piece of cultural synthesis, 
a seminal orchestral work bridging East and West, tradition and modernity, 
November Steps (1967) juxtaposes Western orchestra with biwa 琵琶 (end-
blown bamboo flute) and shakuhachi 尺八 (short-necked fretted lute), thus 
remaining one of the most iconic and culturally audacious works in 20th-
century music. Rather than merging them into a blended idiom and offering a 
facile fusion, Takemitsu stages a dialogue of difference, maintaining the 
autonomy of each tradition, with the structure resisting development in favor 
of episodic shifts, evoking an unfolding landscape instead of a narrative, 
embodying the tensions, dialogues, and dissonances of cultural encounters: in 
short, a work of confrontation as much as confluence, reflecting Takemitsu’s 
complex relationship with Japanese identity, Western modernism, and the 
post-WWII quest for an artistic voice and compositional identity. 
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Commissioned by the New York Philharmonic and premiered under the baton 
of Ōzawa Seiji with soloists Yamamoto Hōzan (山本邦山, 1937-2014, 
shakuhachi) and Tsuruta Kinshi (鶴田錦史, 1911-1995, biwa), the piece stands 
as a watershed moment in East-West musical concurrences. 

 
Initially, Takemitsu was reportedly reluctant to incorporate traditional 

Japanese instruments into his compositions, due to his personal post-WWII 
resistance to Japanese nationalism and the lingering trauma of militarist 
ideology and mandatory coercive wartime participation (Ono, 2019). By the 
mid-1960s, nonetheless, he began to explore these instruments not as exotic 
color but as independent sonic identities, capable of existing alongside 
Western orchestral forces without subjugation. The genesis of November Steps 
becomes, therefore, more than the emergence of a musical work: it is a 
cultural statement with far-reaching significances. Its title references both the 
autumnal mood and the political context: 1967, and subsequently 1968, was a 
time of upheaval in Japan and globally, and Takemitsu’s work navigates this 
atmosphere with a mixture of poetic meditation and unsettled dialogue. 

 
The work is scored for full Western orchestra alongside shakuhachi and 

biwa, both central to Japanese traditional music. Notably, Takemitsu does not 
integrate these instruments into the orchestra, but posits them in opposition, 
creating a dialogic architecture which respects – and to a certain degree, 
celebrates – the irreconcilability of the two musical worlds. November Steps 
lasts approximately 20 minutes and unfolds as a continuous arch, without strict 
traditional form, avoiding developmental narratives and replacing them with a 
series of episodes, each marked by shifts in texture, gesture, and instrumental 
constellation. This anti-teleological structure aligns with the Japanese aesthetic 
of non-linearity, privileging presence over progression. 

 
Stylistically, Takemitsu’s orchestral writing in November Steps draws 

on post-Debussian colorism, Webernian pointillism, and aleatoric textures, 
situating the piece within the language of Western modernism. Yet juxtaposed 
with this are the ancient, ritualistic timbres of the shakuhachi and biwa, whose 
playing techniques – glissandi, pitch bends, percussive attacks – resist Western 
notation and regular metric time. Rather than fusing these idioms, Takemitsu 
retains their otherness: for instance, the opening gesture, played by the 
shakuhachi in complete isolation, is a free-rhythm phrase with breath-driven 
inflections, answered not by orchestral imitation, but by fragmented, 
pointillistic textures, as if the orchestra is struggling to understand the 
language it hears. The biwa’s entry adds another layer: plucked, snapped, and 
struck, the instrument generates angular, raw timbres reminiscent of Japanese 
gagaku (雅楽, literally “elegant music”, indicating music performed at the 
ancient imperial court of Heian period, 794-1185) or jōruri (浄瑠璃, traditional 
Japanese narrative music form, often accompanying bunraku 文楽 [puppet 
theatre], characterized by a narrator tayū 太夫 singing to the accompaniment 
of a shamisen 三味線, a three-string instrument), yet placed into a spectral 
void. Throughout the piece, these solo instruments follow their own temporal 
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logic, while the orchestra behaves as a shifting landscape: sometimes reactive, 
sometimes indifferent.  

 
In addition to the “modernism meets timelessness” dimension, central 

to November Steps’ aesthetic tensions is Takemitsu’s lifelong engagement with 
silence and space – ideas closely aligned with the Japanese concept of ma, the 
interval or pause which gives shape to events – as he treats silence not as 
absence but as presence, allowing sounds to emerge, breathe, and decay. The 
passages following the shakuhachi’s solo opening are built from isolated 
orchestral gestures – a harp glissando, a low brass murmur, a percussive strike 
– surrounded by vast silences: these discontinuous fragments evoke a sense of 
floating time, in contrast to the teleological flow of Western symphonic 
tradition. As such, November Steps is as much about listening to dissolution 
and waiting for emergence as it is about sonic material itself. Emotionally, this 
creates a mood of meditative unease and almost uncomfortable irresolution. 
The music invites contemplation, yet resists closure. The soloists never fully 
integrate; the orchestra never completely yields – instead, one hears a co-
existence of differences, in which sound and silence, East and West, presence 
and absence all circulate in a fragile balance. 

 
Several key passages illustrate November Steps’ emotional and stylistic 

richness: firstly, at ca. 4 minutes, the biwa interrupts the delicate orchestral 
texture with a percussive snap followed by rapid, ascending plucks: the attack-
noise resonance of the biwa introduces a raw physicality, contrasting sharply 
with the smooth color washes of strings and winds. This moment articulates a 
rupture, an aesthetic break, symbolizing (perhaps) cultural dissonance rather 
than harmony. At around 9 minutes, the shakuhachi engages in a quasi-
improvisatory solo, filled with gliding tones, breath noises, and delicate trills, 
while the orchestra retreats entirely, creating a moment of sonic isolation. The 
effect is haunting: a lone voice in an immense space, evoking not nostalgia but 
solitude. Near the climax (approximately at 15 minutes), the orchestra briefly 
coalesces into dense vertical clusters, resulting in a swelling of sonic mass: yet 
even here, Takemitsu avoids bombast, as the cluster dissipates quickly into 
shimmering percussion and harp, suggesting eruption without resolution. The 
biwa and shakuhachi re-enter, not in triumph but in persistent difference. 
Ultimately, the closing section features the soloists alternating sparse phrases 
over a dissolving orchestral texture: the final gesture – an upward shakuhachi 
sigh – is left unresolved, fading into silence. One might argue this is a “non-
ending”, a gesture towards open form, in which meaning lies not in closure but 
in continuation beyond the audible. 

 
Takemitsu’s choice not to merge traditions but to let them stand apart 

is deeply philosophical, as November Steps is not a celebration of hybridity, but 
a recognition of distance. The solo instruments do not assimilate, nor does the 
orchestra accommodate fully: Takemitsu frames incommensurability as 
beauty, honoring the uniqueness of each sound world. Emotionally, the piece 
is austere yet tender, fragile yet monumental. It does not express conflict in a 
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dramatic, Mahlerian sense, but in a subtler existential way: the impossibility of 
full understanding, the loneliness of sound, the dignity of silence. As such, 
November Steps reflects a post-WWII sensibility: a work haunted by 
dislocation, yet also by a fragile hope that coexistence is still possible – not 
through fusion, but through mutual listening, understanding and acceptance. 

 
November Steps has had a profound impact both in Japan and abroad, 

as it introduced Western audiences to Japanese traditional instruments in a 
serious, non-exoticized context, and opened doors for subsequent composers, 
both Japanese and non-Japanese, to engage in more nuanced intercultural 
practices. For Takemitsu himself, November Steps marked a turning point: 
subsequently, he embraced Japanese instruments and aesthetics more openly, 
yet always critically. The piece represents not an endpoint, but a pivot – from 
resistance to exploration, from modernist intellectualism to spiritual intimacy, 
from detachment to introspection. In November Steps, Takemitsu does not 
attempt to erase difference but to listen into it, as the compositional act is not 
a fusion, nor a conflict, but an encounter: fragile, tense, luminous. Through 
silence, gesture, and non-integration, Takemitsu composes not just music but 
ethics: a poetics of respectful difference. Almost six decades after its premiere, 
November Steps continues to resonate, not only as a masterwork of 
intercultural artifact but as a profound meditation on how we listen, how we 
co-exist, and how we might still build bridges through sound, even when words 
fail, bringing forth the position of sound as encounter in itself. 

 
Autumn 『秋』 (1973) 

 

Tōru Takemitsu’s Autumn (1973) occupies a distinctive place in his 
oeuvre: written for shakuhachi and orchestra, the work is emblematic of 
Takemitsu’s mature approach to intercultural dialogue, sound philosophy, and 
the aesthetics of impermanence. As its title suggests, Autumn is a meditation 
on transience – rooted in Japanese seasonal symbolism and Buddhist 
inflections of decay and renewal – while sonically achieving a poised 
negotiation between traditional Japanese and Western orchestral idioms. In 
contrast to earlier efforts like November Steps (1967, see further above), which 
emphasized the dramatic confrontation between instruments of disparate 
traditions, Autumn proposes a more integrated, though not fully assimilated, 
sonic universe. The result is an introspective, deeply expressive work in which 
silence, color, and breath converge into a contemplative musical landscape. 

 
Historically, by 1973, Takemitsu had already achieved international 

recognition for his ability to merge Western avant-garde techniques with 
Japanese sensibilities, but his journey towards embracing traditional Japanese 
instruments had not been immediate: in the aftermath of WWII, Takemitsu 
had distanced himself from Japanese traditions, associating them with the 
militarism and nationalism which had devastated his early life. It was not until 
mid-1960s that he began to reconsider these traditions – not as cultural 
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inheritances to be reclaimed uncritically, but as alternative sonic worlds 
offering different temporal, spatial, and emotional dimensions. Autumn 
reflects a more settled position in this evolution: rather than staging a conflict 
between East and West, as in November Steps, or exploring symbolic geometry 
as later on in A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden (1977, see further 
below), Takemitsu here allows the shakuhachi to serve as a mediator of 
memory and mortality, framed within an orchestra which does not overwhelm 
but surrounds and reflects it, almost compassionately. The work thus becomes 
not merely an intercultural experiment but an existential one: a composition 
about passage, breath, and time’s irreversible flow. 

 
The instrumentation of Autumn is relatively restrained: a solo 

shakuhachi (a traditional Japanese bamboo flute) set against a Western 
orchestra which includes strings, winds, and subtle percussion. Unlike 
November Steps, the shakuhachi in Autumn is more closely integrated with the 
orchestra, yet Takemitsu is careful to preserve the instrument’s idiomatic 
qualities: its microtonal slides, airy timbres, and rhythmical elasticity. What 
results is a sound world in which the soloist is neither absorbed nor isolated, as 
the orchestra is not a backdrop but a resonating chamber, responding to and 
echoing the shakuhachi’s gestures. The integration is achieved not through 
thematic unification or harmonic convergence, but through textural empathy: 
a shared attention to space, color, and silence. 

 
Autumn unfolds over roughly 17 minutes and does not adhere to any 

traditional Western formal structure. Rather than exposition, development, 
and recapitulation, the piece is built as a sequence of evolving soundscapes, 
each with its own internal logic of breath and decay: this formal fluidity 
embedded in a borderline imponderable temporal structure aligns with 
Takemitsu’s lifelong engagement with non-linear time, drawn from Japanese 
aesthetic philosophy and Zen thought tradition, as the music proceeds not 
through argument, but through observation and response, mimicking the 
natural ebb and flow of the season it invokes. Reportedly, Takemitsu has 
referred to his compositional conglomerates as “garden[s] viewed from 
multiple angles” (Takemitsu, 1985): Autumn embodies this approach: there are 
recurring motifs and gestures, but they are never subjected to developmental 
manipulation; instead, we experience the same musical materials in different 
contexts, filtered through changing textures and instrumentations. 

 
Autumn begins with a gesture which will resonate throughout the 

entire listening experience: the shakuhachi enters alone, exhaling a sinuous, 
breath-inflected phrase which immediately establishes the work’s emotional 
tone – introspective, tentative, and ephemeral. The first note is not sharply 
defined; it emerges from silence, shaped as much by the breath producing it as 
by pitch. The phrase is articulated in a rhythmically free style reminiscent of 
honkyoku 本曲, the solo shakuhachi pieces of Zen monks, in which the line 
between music and meditation is blurred. This opening serves as a declaration 
of intent: the work is not driven by dramatic conflict but by a poetic unfolding 
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of time. Silence is not empty space but an essential structural and expressive 
element. The shakuhachi’s breath becomes the measure of temporality, in 
stark contrast to the metered, measured pacing of much Western music. 

 
When the orchestra enters following this “breath as beginning”, it does 

not assert itself with thematic statements or harmonic assertions, but it 
emerges as a veil of sound – muted strings, faint wind chords, subtle 
percussive rustles. The orchestral texture is meticulous in its restraint: for 
instance, the use of harp and celesta emerges as particularly evocative, 
providing shimmering reflections of the shakuhachi’s timbre without 
mimicking it directly. In one especially striking moment, the orchestra sustains 
a high string cluster, barely audible, while the shakuhachi weaves around it in 
descending glissandi. The effect is not one of tense response, but of hovering 
fragility, creating an atmosphere as if the entire sound world is on the edge of 
disintegration. This moment exemplifies Takemitsu’s aesthetic of 
impermanence – what Japanese culture calls MUJō 無常  (Keene, 1993; 
Sansom, 1931):  the idea that beauty arises precisely from the awareness of its 
passing nature. 

 
The shakuhachi’s melodic material draws from its traditional idiom, 

including microtonal inflections, grace-note flourishes, and sliding pitches 
which defy Western equal temperament. Takemitsu preserves these 
characteristics or apparent ornamentation, refusing to westernize the 
instrument’s identity, although he places these melodies in dialogue with 
orchestral fragments which echo or shadow their contours. For example, after 
an extended solo section, a passage in the strings mirrors the shakuhachi’s 
prior gesture, not through literal quotation but through textural analogy – a 
series of glissandi in the violins which imitate the breath-glide articulation of 
the flute. This is not integration in the conventional sense, but rather 
resonance – an aesthetic of correspondence rather than assimilation. 

 
One of the most powerful aspects of Autumn is its emotional restraint 

conveying depth: Takemitsu avoids overt sentimentality, opting instead for 
ambiguous emotional terrain – neither mournful nor celebratory, but 
suspended between remembering and forgetting. The seasonal reference in 
the title reinforces this compositional attitude: autumn in Japanese poetry is 
associated not only with decay, but with a kind of bittersweet clarity. 
Takemitsu achieves such emotional resonance primarily through the use of 
silence: in numerous places, the orchestra drops away entirely, leaving the 
shakuhachi to trace out fragile lines in solitude. These silences are not voids 
but sounding absences – echoes of what came before and anticipations of 
what may never arrive. In the Japanese aesthetic framework, this is akin to 
yūgen (Keene, 1993; Sansom, 1931): a subtle, profound grace which lies in 
suggestion rather than revelation. 

 
Autumn’s central section contains the work’s only remotely “climactic” 

moment, during which the orchestra rises in intensity, layering brass and 
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percussion into a dense but still transparent sonority: yet this is not a climax in 
the Romantic sense, as it does not resolve, transform, or release; rather, it 
dissipates and dissolves, as if the act of swelling were itself too heavy to 
sustain. The shakuhachi returns not with triumph but with a resigned sigh, 
underlining the emotional ambivalence of the work in its climactic ambiguity: 
moments of intensity are not answers, but reminders of fragility. Autumn’s 
conclusion mirrors its opening: the shakuhachi sings a lone, slow line over 
sparse orchestral punctuations, but now the line is more fragmented, more 
breath-laden, more silent. The final note barely sounds before dissolving into 
air, as there is no cadence, no closure – only the continuation of time beyond 
music. 

 
Autumn is not merely a composition: it is a seasonal ritual, a 

meditation on impermanence rendered in sound. In contrast to earlier works 
in which the East-West dichotomy remained audible and dramatic, Autumn 
reveals Takemitsu’s more intimate and integrated vision: not a synthesis, but a 
shared world in which difference co-exists gently, respectfully, and poetically. 
From a stylistic perspective, Autumn exemplifies Takemitsu’s mature aesthetic: 
orchestral restraint, reverence for silence, and an ear attuned to breath and 
space. From an emotional standpoint, it offers a deep and moving experience: 
not of catharsis, but of awareness, asking the listener not to grasp, but to 
witness the slow unfolding of beauty destined to fade. In doing so, Takemitsu 
aligns himself with a broader spiritual and artistic lineage – not just of 
composers, but of poets, painters, and monks, for whom autumn is not the 
end, but a mirror held to life’s evanescent grace, on the creative pathway 
towards an aesthetic of transience. 

 
Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrei Tarkovsky  

『ノスタルジア – アンドレイ・タルコフスキーの追憶に』 (1987) 
 

Written in memory of Russian filmmaker Andrej Tarkovskij (1932-
1986), whose poetic and spiritual aesthetics deeply resonated with 
Takemitsu’s own sensibilities, Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij for 
solo violin and string orchestra is a moving tribute as much as a haunting 
meditation on time, memory, and loss. The slow harmonic rhythm and 
suspended tonalities resonate with Tarkovskij’s cinematic language, 
emphasizing metaphysical stillness and introspection, and born of mourning 
and contemplation. In Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij, Takemitsu’s 
signature traits – his employment of silence, attention to timbre, and his 
interplay between Eastern and Western musical philosophies – are 
concentrated into a work of serene emotional depth: stylistically spare yet rich 
in nuance, the musical work unfolds like a memory slowly emerging from 
shadow, suspended in time and space. 

 
In a historical context, Andrei Tarkovskij’s cinema was a major source 

of inspiration for Takemitsu during the 1980s, as both artists shared a 
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fascination with the spiritual in art, the evocative power of natural imagery, 
and the poetic potential of silence. Tarkovskij’s final film, Nostalghia (1983), 
explores themes of exile, spiritual searching, and melancholic longing for a 
home which may no longer exist – a sensibility to which Takemitsu responded 
deeply. His Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij is not a literal 
soundtrack but an elegiac sound poem, reflecting Tarkovskij’s atmosphere of 
meditative introspection. Written shortly after the filmmaker’s death in 1986, 
the composition is infused with mourning, yet not in the dramatic or cathartic 
sense of a Romantic requiem; instead, it seeks resonance with memory, in a 
way akin to the Japanese concept of mono no aware – the gentle, melancholic 
awareness of the transience of everything. Thus, the music does not express 
grief so much as the quiet presence of absence. 

 
Takemitsu’s instrumentation in Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej 

Tarkovskij is characteristically refined, as the solo violin – the voice of the 
individual, the mourner, the memory – emerges from and disappears into a 
backdrop of string orchestra, whose role is never overpowering but always 
subtly interactive. The orchestration focuses on shades of tone, often built 
around sustained chords, delicate tremolos, and natural harmonic overtones. 
Importantly, the sonic palette avoids overt contrasts or traditional dramatic 
development: the string textures function not as accompaniment in the 
Romantic concerto sense, but more like a veil of resonance, evoking an inner 
landscape, which serves to situate the solo violin in a liminal space – part 
subject, part echo. 

 
Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij is a single-movement work 

lasting approximately 8 minutes, though its temporal perception is elastic, as 
the pacing is glacial: not stasis but patient unfolding. There is no conventional 
formal structure – no sonata form, no thematic development – but a gradual 
emergence and dissolution of gestures, almost like brushstrokes in a sumi-e 
墨絵 (traditional Japanese black ink painting of Chinese origins) or ripples on 
water, within an ever-evolving temporal flow. Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej 
Tarkovskij opens with the orchestra alone: a soft, suspended G minor chord, 
held in harmonics and tremolos. This chord functions almost like a bell tone, a 
sonic threshold, setting the emotional atmosphere for what follows: stillness, 
reflection, and sorrow suspended in space. The solo violin enters slowly, with a 
descending line sounding like a sigh, full of rubato and expressive inflection. Its 
phrasing is irregular and speech-like, drawing more from Japanese traditional 
vocal and instrumental aesthetics than from Western metric phrasing. 

 
The melodic writing for violin is in Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej 

Tarkovskij notable for its restraint, as there are no virtuosic flourishes, no 
cadenzas, and instead, the line is lyrical, understated, and emotionally 
vulnerable. The melodies often hover around small intervals, with repeated 
notes, slight slides (portamenti), and subtle rhythmic displacements. One 
poignant gesture repeatedly incurring is a falling minor third, rendered with a 
sighing nuance which feels deeply human: this recurring motif functions almost 
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like a leitmotif of mourning, reappearing in various registers and emotional 
shades. Takemitsu allows the soloist to shape the line with personal inflection, 
echoing the shakuhachi tradition, where the breath, gesture, and silence 
around the sound are as important as the notes themselves. There are 
moments during which the violin seems to speak rather than sing, as in the 
quiet interjections marked by harmonics or sul ponticello playing, producing a 
ghostly, ephemeral timbre. 

 
Takemitsu’s harmonic language in Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej 

Tarkovskij blends modality, chromaticism, and tonal ambiguity: while G minor 
is often the gravitational center, the harmony never fully settles into a key. 
Chords are prolonged, suspended, or shifted by semitonal inflections. At 
several points, Takemitsu introduces quartal or quintal harmonies which float 
above the texture, producing a feeling of weightless disorientation. A key 
moment occurs mid-way through the musical work when the violin sustains a 
high note while the orchestra beneath it shifts into a dense, slowly unfolding 
cluster: the dissonance is not harsh, but luminous – like light breaking through 
fog. This harmonic strategy evokes the complexity of emotion, not tension or 
conflict – grief layered with tenderness, and remembrance tinted with longing. 

 
As in much of Takemitsu’s compositional legacy, silence plays an active 

role in Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij: phrases are frequently 
followed by long pauses, during which the listener is left to absorb and 
contemplate. These silences are not emptiness, but resonant voids, filled with 
memory, expectation, or breath, as they function like negative space in 
Japanese ink painting, shaping what is heard through what is withheld. 
Spatiality also comes into play through dynamic shading and orchestral 
positioning: Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij often moves between 
foreground and background, with the violin stepping forward or retreating, 
depending on orchestral density and register. At moments of heightened 
intimacy, the strings fall away almost completely, leaving the violin to float 
alone – a solitary voice in a field of stillness. 

 
Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij is emotionally restrained, 

yet its expressive power is undeniable: its trajectory is not one of arrival but of 
gentle circulation, like a soul circling around a place of memory. The violinist 
does not cry out but speaks in hushed tones; the orchestra does not support in 
grand fashion, but listens and breathes with the soloist. In the final section of 
the musical artwork, the violin plays a quiet, ascending gesture, almost like an 
exhalation, and the orchestra answers with a slowly decaying G minor chord – 
again in harmonics – fading into silence. There is no resolution, no cadence in 
the traditional sense: the music simply vanishes, as if returning to the realm of 
thought from which it came. This final gesture of emotional resonance is 
emblematic of Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij’s poetical world: 
the aesthetics of fading, of loss not dramatized but accepted, reminiscent of a 
deeply Japanese sensibility, akin to wabi-sabi, which finds beauty in the 
impermanent, the incomplete, and the imperfect. 
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Takemitsu’s Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij is among his 
most distilled and poignant works, exemplifying his late style: introspective, 
minimal in means yet profound in effect, and grounded in a syncretic aesthetic 
which draws from both Eastern spiritual traditions and Western musical 
innovations. In contrast to theatrical laments, this is a work of quiet invocation, 
in which the boundary between music and memory blurs. Rather than offering 
closure, Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij invites contemplation: its 
sadness is not tragic but tender, its form not architectural but organic. In 
honoring Tarkovskij, Takemitsu has created a sonic equivalent of the 
filmmaker’s imagery: slow, lingering, ineffable, transcendent – and yet 
relatable. Like Tarkovskij’s films, Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovskij 
brings forth memory in sound and encourages the listener to reflect not only 
on the past, but on the delicate threads which connect art, time, and the 
human soul. 

 
*** 

 
Takemitsu’s manipulation of time ultimately reveals a broader artistic 

vision: one in which temporality is inseparable from perception, emotion, and 
space. As time expands or dissipates in his music, it begins to merge with 
spatial awareness – sound becomes not just a flow, but a field. This 
interconnection leads us to consider the ways in which Takemitsu constructs 
and evokes space through sonic architecture. 

 
4. Spatialities 

 
If Takemitsu’s treatment of time immerses us in suspended listening, 

his evocation of space situates us within vivid, often metaphysical landscapes. 
This chapter explores the spatiality’s functionality in his compositional 
language – not only through orchestration and acoustic design, but also via 
metaphor, silence, and resonance, transforming music into a place of 
contemplation, memory, and sensorial presence. 

 
Dorian Horizon 『地平線のドリア』 (1966) 

 

Tōru Takemitsu’s Dorian Horizon (1966) is a pivotal work in the 
composer’s early mature period, exemplifying his deepening engagement with 
Western avant-garde techniques while foreshadowing the highly personal, 
transcultural aesthetic which would define his later output. A masterclass in 
orchestral color and scored for 17 strings, Dorian Horizon explores modal 
inflections and timbral shifts without melodic anchoring, thus occupying a 
fascinating position in Takemitsu’s oeuvre: while clearly indebted to the post-
Webernian and spectralist interests of the international modernist scene, it 
simultaneously reveals a growing preoccupation with sonority, spatiality, and a 
uniquely Japanese sensibility of temporal flow. The work demonstrates the 
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ways in which Takemitsu metabolized diverse influences – not to mimic, but to 
transform them into something entirely his own: its title evokes ancient 
modes, yet the musical language is modernist and textural, playing with tone 
clusters and spatialized orchestration. 

 
Composed in 1966, Dorian Horizon came at a time when Takemitsu 

was rapidly evolving away from his earlier, more overtly serialist works (such 
as Ring 『リング』, 1961, and Distance de fée 『妖精の距離』, 1951/1989), 
towards a more fluid, color-oriented, and spatially conceived idiom. Although 
essentially autodidact, Takemitsu was deeply engaged with the experimental 
work of European composers like Olivier Messiaen, György Ligeti, and Iannis 
Xenakis, as well as with the aleatoric innovations of John Cage. Nonetheless, by 
mid-1960s, Takemitsu was beginning to move away from both strict serialism 
and American experimentalism, seeking a mode of composition which would 
prioritize sound itself as a primary expressive and structural force. Dorian 
Horizon represents this turn. Although the title suggests a modal reference – 
perhaps a nod to medieval or Renaissance modality – the piece has little to do 
with traditional Dorian harmony. Instead, the title gestures towards an 
imagined landscape of sound, shaped by a single mode’s intervallic properties 
and projected across a richly colored, multilayered horizon. 

 
Unlike the traditional Western approach to form, which relies on 

teleological progression and thematic development, Dorian Horizon is 
organized around timbral contrast, registeral density, and textural evolution: it 
begins with high harmonics and sul ponticello textures, creating an aural 
atmosphere of brittle fragility. The violins shimmer with near-silent tremolo, 
and the entrances across sections are staggered, generating a floating, cloud-
like sonority. Moreover, rather than proceed in sections, the music unfolds in a 
single arc similar to a linear flow of vertical juxtapositions, structured by slow 
emergent shifts in orchestral density. Takemitsu employs a process of gradual 
accumulation and dissolution: thin textures swell into thick clusters, which in 
turn evaporate into isolated gestures. These waves of intensification and 
release substitute for traditional harmonic tension and resolution. Midway 
through the musical work, a more pronounced gesture emerges – low strings 
introduce a glissando-based motif rising in pitch and dynamic intensity. This is 
one of the few moments of foregrounded activity, but it does not function as a 
climax in the traditional sense, and instead, it initiates a textural modulation, in 
which the sound mass shifts focus from high to low register, from sparse to 
saturated – and then back again. 

 
The most important organizing element in Dorian Horizon is timbre, as 

Takemitsu employs the string ensemble not as a monolithic body but as a 
palette of colors turning sound into substance, from the icy translucence of 
harmonics and sul ponticello to the gritty abrasiveness of tremolo glissandi and 
scratch tones. He instructs players to play at varying degrees of bow pressure, 
position, and angle, often combining techniques (e.g., sul ponticello plus 
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harmonics) to create rich, inharmonic textures. In one particularly compelling 
passage (approximately halfway through the musical artwork), the violas and 
cellos perform microtonal pitch slides, layered in such a way that they create 
interference patterns – beating frequencies pulsing against one another. This is 
a technique reminiscent of Xenakis’ stochastic textures, but Takemitsu 
approaches it with a gentler hand, focusing on the psychological effect of 
ambiguity and shimmer, rather than architectural mass. In addition, Dorian 
Horizon incorporates silence and near-silence as structural elements: in several 
spots, the strings are reduced to isolated, whisper-quiet gestures, e.g., single 
pizzicati, bowed behind the bridge, or brief col legno taps. These moments of 
sonic minimalism function as breaths, allowing the listeners to reset their 
auditory expectations, in parallel with the function of silence within the 
Japanese aesthetic of ma – the space between events holding meaning in 
itself. 

 
Despite the title Dorian Horizon, there is no strict use of the Dorian 

mode in a tonal sense, but instead, Takemitsu appears to be interested in the 
intervallic profile of the Dorian scale – the combination of whole and half 
steps, particularly the minor third and raised sixth – as a generator of melodic 
gestures and harmonic fields. Certain clusters in the middle section loosely 
suggest indeed Dorian-derived sonorities: for example, overlapping perfect 
fourths and fifths between the violas and second violins form a quasi-modal 
field which, when combined with ambiguous glissandi from the cellos, evokes 
a suspended tonality – neither functional nor atonal, but modal in color and 
effect. These moments are not harmonically functional but associative and 
allusive, providing a sense of spatial openness and modal allusion rather than 
tonal centricity. 

 
As with many of Takemitsu’s works, Dorian Horizon prioritizes 

atmosphere and psychological resonance over narrative or drama: the 
emotional palette of the musical work is elusive, marked more by suggestion 
than declaration, and its character is introspective, at times ethereal, and 
frequently liminal, hovering between emergence and dissolution. One might 
describe Dorian Horizon’s emotional tone as meditative unease, as the 
harmonic language resists resolution, while the textures continually shift, 
never settling. This lack of anchoring evokes a dream-like or aquatic state, in 
which the listener floats through layers of half-formed sensations; yet, there is 
also serenity in the work’s restraint: the absence of climax, the refusal of 
cadential gesture, and the reverence for silence contribute altogether to an 
emotional space which is reflective, inward, and open-ended. Back then, 
Takemitsu was increasingly invested in the idea of sound as being, a notion 
influenced both by his deepening connection to traditional Japanese aesthetics 
and by his engagement with phenomenology and post-WWII existential 
thought; therefore, in Dorian Horizon, sound is not a vehicle for expression – it 
is the expression, as the listener is not told what to feel but invited into a state 
of sonic contemplation. 
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Takemitsu’s use of massed string textures and glissandi recalls Ligeti’s 
micropolyphony, while his emphasis on timbral variation and spatial flow 
places him in dialogue with Messiaen’s color harmonies and Debussy’s 
orchestral impressionism. At the same time, the influence of gagaku, Nō 
theater, and traditional Japanese instruments – although not directly 
referenced – is subliminally felt in the pacing, sonority, and quiet ritualism of 
the music. What innovatively distinguishes Takemitsu’s Dorian Horizon, 
nevertheless, is not merely the synthesis of Eastern and Western traditions, 
but the reframing of time, sound, and silence as interdependent and mutually 
generative, as temporality is sculpted by texture and color, and form is defined 
not by harmonic trajectory but by perceptual unfolding. 

 
Dorian Horizon marked a crucial stage in Takemitsu’s compositional 

development as it emerged as a work in which he fully embraces color, space, 
and time as primary compositional parameters: both a homage to the 
modernist innovations of the mid-20th century and a quiet rebellion against 
their often hyper-rationalized aesthetics. By shaping the string orchestra into a 
fluid, breathing organism, Takemitsu transforms the act of composition into 
one of listening, waiting, and releasing into unconditional openness. The 
“horizon” in the title suggests not a boundary but a possibility – a place where 
different elements meet, merge, and disappear. In this way, Dorian Horizon is 
not merely a musical artifact but a meditation on perception itself, 
emboldening the listener not to analyze, predict, or decode, but to dwell in the 
sound as it happens, and in the silence which delivers meaning to it. 

 
A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden   

『鳥は星形の庭に降りる』 (1977) 
 

Tōru Takemitsu’s A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden (1977) 
stands as one of the most emblematic works of his mature orchestral style, 
bridging East and West, abstraction and nature, sound and silence. Rich in 
harmonic color, A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden balances free 
tonality with modal lyricism, with the “pentagonal” structure referencing 
Takemitsu’s fascination with number symbolism and garden design, linking 
musical form to visual and spatial imagination, within a contemplative, serene, 
and deeply architectural framework. As in many of his compositions from the 
1970s, Takemitsu turns away from linear, goal-oriented musical narrative and 
instead cultivates an aural space where sound unfolds organically – like birds 
descending into a carefully constructed yet mysterious landscape. A Flock 
Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden, more than other compositions, 
encapsulates Takemitsu’s lifelong preoccupations with natural imagery, 
symbolic geometry, timbral color, and spiritual resonance. A Flock Descends 
Into The Pentagonal Garden was commissioned by the San Francisco 
Symphony orchestra, and premiered on 30. November 1977. Related to this 
musical artwork, Takemitsu wrote: “I love gardens. They do not reject people. 
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There one can walk freely, pause to view the entire garden, or gaze at a single 
tree, plant, rock, and sand snow: changes, constant changes.” (Takemitsu & 
Kawada, 1980) A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden’s music reflects 
“walking freely”, pausing at one’s own pace, taking time to relax into the 
moment and into the sound: nothing is hurried, nothing is highly structured, 
rhythms are neither aggressive nor controlling. 

 
The poetic, enigmatic title, A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal 

Garden, is essential to the interpretive framing of the work, as it conjures the 
image of movement (a flock) engaging with structure (a pentagonal garden), a 
duality reflecting much of Takemitsu’s aesthetic outlook. Nature is not chaotic 
here, but ordered; the garden is not rigid, but open to interaction and flux. 
Takemitsu was fascinated by symbolic geometries, particularly the pentagon, 
which he associated with natural harmony and cosmic balance: the pentagon, 
with its five sides, suggests in parallel the five-note pentatonic modes, 
foundational to both Japanese and to other world music traditions. This fusion 
of natural order, architectural shape, and melodic reference is central to A 
Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden’s inner logic: a spatial metaphor 
made audible. 

 
Scored for a large orchestra with expanded percussion (including bells, 

vibraphone, marimba, gongs, and temple bowls), A Flock Descends Into The 
Pentagonal Garden exhibits Takemitsu’s extraordinary sensitivity to 
instrumental color as structure, as here timbre is not decoration; it is form-
giving. From the opening moments, we are immersed in a sound universe 
marked by gentle orchestral clusters, hushed string tremolos, and pointillistic 
wind gestures. An isolated harp arpeggio or celesta ping seems to open up not 
just musical space, but psychic space – a field for the listener’s introspection. 
The absence of continuous rhythm further dissolves any sense of narrative 
time, inviting the listener to dwell within sound as a temporal suspension. In A 
Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden, Takemitsu masterfully employs 
register and orchestral layering to simulate spatial depth: high flutes and string 
harmonics contrast with dark, grounding pedal tones in basses and low brass, 
as if to articulate sonic elevations and descents – mirroring the flight pathway 
of the titular flock. The brass do not blaze, but murmur, sigh, and float, offering 
sonic architecture which is atmospheric rather than monumental. 

 
While A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden eschews 

traditional Western formal paradigms, it possesses an internal logic of 
expansion and contraction, fragmentation and flow, operating as a continuous 
evolution of interrelated gestures. Rather than thematically developing 
material, Takemitsu presents motivic cells and textural modules which recur in 
altered guises, creating a sense of organic growth. A central motif – delicate 
descending figures in woodwinds and strings – acts as a recurring signpost, 
evoking the gentle movement of birds gliding downward. This idea is not 
subjected to variation in the Classical sense, but re-contextualized in different 
orchestral frames, being at times echoed in the celesta or doubled in 
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harmonics, while elsewhere it is submerged in a slow, dissonant haze. A Flock 
Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden is often described as “arch-like” in its 
structure: beginning in sparsity, building to a peak of luminosity and intensity, 
and gradually dissolving into near silence. Nonetheless, the peak is not 
dramatic, but a radiance: a subtle moment during which colors converge and 
timbral energies align. Ultimately, the climax passes almost without notice, 
emphasizing ephemerality over monumentality. 

 
Takemitsu’s harmonic language in A Flock Descends Into The 

Pentagonal Garden avoids functional tonality while remaining far from 
atonality, as he builds harmonies through modal fragments, intervallic 
resonances, and coloristic sonorities, often derived from pentatonic and 
whole-tone scales. The result is a harmonic field of “floating tonality”, 
ambiguous yet cohesive, resembling clouds which momentarily form patterns 
before drifting apart. One particularly characteristic technique is the layering 
of sustained chords, constructed from fourths, fifths, or semitone clusters, 
spaced across wide registers. For example, at one point, a soft E-A-D chord is 
suspended in the strings while a slowly descending flute line outlines a scale 
blending Japanese in mode (a pentatonic scale, also known as the “Sakura 
pentatonic scale” due to its presence in the popular folksong Sakura, Sakura, 
and commonly used in Japanese folk music) with Debussy-like coloration. 
There is no sense of resolution – only of almost volatile presence. Additionally, 
Takemitsu frequently uses isolated pedal tones (such as low Gs or Cs in the 
double bass and timpani), around which harmonic textures unfurl: these pedal 
tones serve as sonic anchors in a harmonic landscape otherwise defined by 
flux, helping to generate moments of calm within the sonic turbulence. 

 
Rhythm in A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden is best 

understood not as metrical, but biological or respiratory: the music breathes 
within a rhythmic fluidity with few discernible pulses or recurring figures; 
instead, sounds are shaped by duration and decay. The use of asymmetrical 
silences – gaps which stretch or contract unpredictably – produces a sense of 
elastic time, with memory becoming more important than momentum. 
Notably, Takemitsu incorporates aleatoric elements, especially in the handling 
of percussion and isolated wind gestures, allowing performers to determine 
exact entrances within a loose temporal framework: these effects underscore 
A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden’s central metaphor of an 
unpredictable yet cohesive descent of a flock. 

 
Emotion in A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden emerges not 

through melody or climax, but through atmosphere, evocation and nostalgia, 
as the musical artwork conjures a sense of quiet longing, of being on the 
threshold of understanding something profound yet ungraspable. The 
emotional register avoids dramatism and leans into a meditative state – a kind 
of sonic reverie imbued with stillness. The feeling of mono no aware – the 
Japanese sensitivity to the transience of things – is deeply present, as each 
sound seems to be aware of its own impermanence: notes linger as if reluctant 
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to vanish, and silences hang heavy with memory. Even the climactic textures 
do not erupt; they blossom, and just as quickly dissolve. The garden of the title 
is not merely physical but spiritual: a symbolic site where ordered form and 
intuitive flow meet and strive towards sublimity. In this space, listeners are 
invited not to interpret, but to contemplate, to lose themselves in a 
temporality where sound exists not to move forward but to resonate within. 

 
A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden is often cited as one of 

Takemitsu’s most “Japanese” works, yet it is also deeply rooted in his 
engagement with the Western canon, particularly Debussy, Messiaen, and 
Webern. Nonetheless, what distinguishes Takemitsu is not mimicry, but a 
synthesis which preserves difference: the Japanese aesthetics of space, 
suggestion, and impermanence are rendered through Western instruments, 
but the result transcends cultural binaries. A Flock Descends Into The 
Pentagonal Garden reflects, in addition, Takemitsu’s philosophical orientation, 
especially his admiration for the French symbolist poets and Zen Buddhist 
thought traditions, as the flock and garden are not symbols to decode, but 
images which guide attention inward, allowing meaning to arise through 
listening rather than analysis. 

 
A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden is among Takemitsu’s 

most accomplished orchestral meditations – at once abstract and imagistic, 
structured yet free – inviting listeners to witness a sonic descent into stillness: 
not only of birds into space, but of attention into oneself, of surface into 
depth. The pentagonal garden is both a literal and a metaphoric site: a 
compositional field where time breathes, memory drifts, and sound becomes 
light. Through his mastery of timbre, pacing, and symbolism, Takemitsu offers 
in A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden a unique vision of what 
orchestral music can be: not a vehicle for drama or narrative, but a garden of 
listening, cultivated through silence, motion, and the evanescent beauty of 
sound. 

 
Air 『エア』 (1995) 

 

Takemitsu’s final completed work, composed just months before his 
death and premiered posthumously, Air (1995) encapsulates the distilled 
essence of his mature aesthetic and poetic style: a haunting and intimate work 
for solo flute. The piece combines lyrical expressiveness with the spatial breath 
of traditional Japanese music, as the flute’s long tones and subtle dynamics 
evoke wind, breath, and fading life – a fitting farewell from a composer who 
revered the invisible. Air represents a final, concentrated expression of his 
lifelong artistic concerns: sound as presence, gesture as breath, and music as 
space. Unlike the grand orchestral canvases of his earlier works, Air occupies a 
single melodic line – yet within that line exists an expansive inner world. As his 
last completed piece, Air functions almost as a musical testament, condensing 
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Takemitsu’s complex intercultural sensibility and deep poetic lyricism into a 
deceptively simple structure. 

 
The title Air is a multilayered word, referring simultaneously to breath 

made audible, atmosphere, transparency, and melody. The English term also 
alludes to the Baroque “air” as a lyrical movement, which Takemitsu may have 
been subtly invoking in his return to melody after decades of texture- and 
color-based composition (see Bachelard, 1943). But Air is by no means a 
neoclassical pastiche. Rather, the concept of “air” here reflects invisibility and 
impermanence, central to Japanese aesthetics such as ma and yūgen, the 
subtle and mysterious beauty which lies beyond articulation. The flute, with its 
close connection to human breath, becomes in Air an instrument not just of 
melody, but of existence itself – vulnerable, vanishing, intimate. 

 
Unlike the complex orchestral textures of works like From Me Flows 

What You Call Time or A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden, Air’s 
stylistic economy is pared down to a single monophonic voice. This radical 
reduction of means paradoxically opens up a profound space for nuance and 
introspection, as Takemitsu’s use of melodic fragmentation, dynamic delicacy, 
and subtle inflection exemplifies the Japanese aesthetic principle of “less is 
more”. Each note in Air carries emotional and structural weight, and the 
musical artwork’s power lies not in virtuosic display but in the quiet tension 
between motion and stillness. Although only about 4 minutes in length, Air is a 
world in miniature and the composer’s final whisper, containing within it 
echoes of Takemitsu’s entire oeuvre as exemplified by his “cozier” creations: 
the coloristic lines of Voice 『声（ヴォイス）』 (1971), the temporal suspensions 
of In An Autumn Garden 『秋庭歌一具』 (1973/1979), and the melodic clarity of 
his late tonal works such as Rain Tree Sketch II: In Memory of Olivier Messiaen 
『雨の樹素描II：オリヴィエ・メシアンの追憶に』 (1992). 

 
Air unfolds as a continuous, unbroken line, but its internal structure is 

subtly articulated, as it can be understood as a series of phrases, demarcated 
by rests, ritardandi, and registral shifts. Rather than a developmental form and 
temporal architecture, Air is a process of unraveling, each phrase breathing 
through time and giving way to the next like a leaf drifting downward. The 
opening gesture – a soft ascent followed by a gentle fall – immediately 
establishes the breath-like contour of the work. This motif, an upward perfect 
fourth followed by a downward minor third (G-C-B), becomes a micro-motif 
repeated and varied throughout the musical artwork: in this opening alone, we 
already hear Takemitsu’s sensitivity to gesture as metaphor, as the phrase 
both rises with aspiration and descends with gravity, suggesting a poignantly 
human fragility. Long tones, such as the high C sustained near the beginning, 
serve to suspend time, while the subsequent descending figures (e.g., A♭-F-E♭) 
generate falling motion alluding to grief, introspection, ultimately self-
acceptance. The pacing is governed by natural breath, with silences creating 
both separation and resonance, akin to the pauses in traditional shakuhachi 
music. 
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Takemitsu’s harmonic language in Air, while sparse, carries latent tonal 
implications, as it loosely gravitates around the tonal center of C, but avoids 
functional tonality. The use of perfect fourths and fifths, modal inflections, and 
chromatic passing tones contributes to a fluid, ambiguous modality: for 
instance, the prominent pitches C, G, and D appear frequently, alluding a C-
based pentatonic field, but they are often interrupted by chromatic tones such 
as B♭, A♭, and E♭, evoking a hybrid scale repeatedly shifting between major, 
minor, and modal colors. This ambiguity reflects Takemitsu’s deep immersion 
in both Western diatonic harmony and Japanese scalar systems, without 
committing to either tradition. One particularly striking moment occurs 
midway through the piece: a sharp ascent to an isolated high F#, followed by a 
rapid descent through G-E-C, forming a dissonant scalar arch which pierces the 
calm surface: this moment of tonal tension is not resolved, but instead allowed 
to evaporate – a musical gesture that embodies Takemitsu’s ideal of transient 
beauty. 

 
Although scored simply, Air demands a high level of expressive control 

from the performer, as Takemitsu calls for extreme dynamic sensitivity – from 
ppp whispers to brief surges of mf – and careful nuance of articulation due to 
the frequent employment of slurs over wide intervals, grace notes, and breath 
marks, thus emphasizing the music’s connection to human respiration and 
gesture. A particularly poignant example is the passage during which a low F 
slurs up to B♭, followed by a sudden rest. The B♭ is not loud, but emotionally 
charged, like a sigh which becomes audible and then vanishes. The phrasing 
here suggests fragility and withdrawal, inviting the listener into a moment of 
profound stillness. Lastly, towards Air’s end, the line rises again, this time to a 
quiet high G – a delicate summit –, before descending once again in a final 
arch, terminating in a soft, breathy C, which is left to fade naturally, like air 
exhaled into nothingness. 

 
Emotionally, Air is suffused with gentle sorrow, serenity, and 

acceptance, but it is not an elegy in the Western tragic sense: gradually, it 
emerges as a farewell imbued with grace. There is no grand climax, no 
catharsis – only a quiet letting go. In this sense, Air aligns with Buddhist ideas 
of impermanence or MUJō and the aesthetic of disappearance, which sees 
beauty in its very precise transience. Scholars have interpreted Air as a self-
elegy – a final artistic breath from a composer deeply aware of his mortality; 
yet the piece is not morbid, as it radiates a kind of spiritual clarity, a sense that 
Takemitsu had reached a point of artistic distillation, in which every 
extraneous gesture had been stripped away and what remains is pure sound, 
pure line, pure presence. 

 
Despite being composed for the Western flute, Air resonates strongly 

with Japanese traditional instruments, particularly the shakuhachi: its breath-
driven articulation, modal inflections, and free-floating rhythms recall Zen-
inspired shakuhachi solos used in meditation. Nevertheless, Takemitsu avoids 
quotation and prefers to translate these sonic ideals into a modern musical 



Revista MUZICA Nr. 5 / 2025   
 

35 

idiom, heavy with transcultural resonances and intertextual echoes. One 
might, indeed, hear distant reminiscences of Claude Debussy’s Syrinx (1913) 
and Edgard Varèse’s Density 21.5 (1936-1946), both seminal works for solo 
flute. Yet unlike the sensuality of Debussy or the angularity of Varèse, 
Takemitsu offers something more restrained, more inward-turning – a music 
which breathes not for display, but for contemplation. 

 
In Air, Takemitsu does not simply compose for flute – he writes with 

breath, inscribing sound as a form of life. This final work is a distillation of his 
entire aesthetic journey: the blurring of East and West, the primacy of color 
and gesture, the embrace of silence and space. More than a composition, Air is 
a meditative utterance, a whisper offered at the edge of being, a last 
illumination. With Air, Takemitsu closes his musical life not with a thunderclap, 
but with a breath: fragile, luminous, and vanishing into the air from which it 
originally came. 

 
*** 

 
As I emerge from the spatial landscapes Takemitsu so delicately 

constructs, it becomes clear that his music resists compartmentalization. The 
interweaving of universal emotion, temporal fluidity, and spatial resonance 
points towards an integrated aesthetic vision. The conclusion now revisits 
these three dimensions, reflects on the insights gained, and considers broader 
implications for understanding Takemitsu’s legacy and future avenues of 
research. 

 
5. Conclusion: Towards a resonant understanding of Takemitsu’s poetics 

 

Coming forth from the final chapter on Spatialities, which considered 
Tōru Takemitsu’s musical shaping of auditory environments as both metaphor 
and method, I am left with a heightened sense of how his compositions 
construct worlds which listeners do not merely hear, but enter, inhabit, and 
are transformed by. Whether evoking the structured stillness of a raked 
garden, the symbolic geometry of a pentagonal descent, or the spectral 
flickering of sound horizons, Takemitsu’s spatial imagination allows music to 
articulate both interior and exterior landscapes – ones in which aesthetic 
contemplation and existential reflection are intimately entangled. This 
dimension, nonetheless, does not stand alone: as this study has proposed, a 
more comprehensive understanding of Takemitsu’s work arises when one 
considers the interdependence of universalities, temporalities, and spatialities 
– three categories which, while analytically distinct, operate in deep dialogue 
throughout his oeuvre. 

 
The first chapter, Universalities, traced Takemitsu’s engagement with 

fundamental human experiences such as loss, longing, memory, and 
transcendence. Beginning with the somber elegance of Requiem for Strings 
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(1957), through the limpid arabesques of I Hear The Water Dreaming (1987), 
and culminating in the transcultural, ritualistic expansiveness of From Me 
Flows What You Call Time (1990), the works discussed foreground Takemitsu’s 
ability to translate metaphysical and emotional universals into sound. These 
compositions render grief luminous, time sacred, and memory tactile, 
suggesting that Takemitsu’s music functions as a vessel for shared human 
affect. 

 
The second chapter, Temporalities, explored the ways in which 

Takemitsu reimagines musical time – not as a linear or metric construct, but as 
a fluid, organic, and often cyclic process. From November Steps (1967), through 
the seasonal metaphoricity of Autumn (1973), until the poignant restraint of 
Nostalghia: In Memory Of Andrej Tarkovsij (1987), Takemitsu dissolves the 
boundaries between sound and silence, gesture and stillness. These works 
emphasize listening as an embodied, durational experience in which 
temporality itself becomes a field of reflection, immersion, and poetic 
suspension. 

 
The final chapter, Spatialities, investigated the composer’s attention to 

sound as a spatial phenomenon – his strategies in orienting the listener, 
traversing physical and symbolic terrains, and forging zones of meaning. From 
Dorian Horizon (1966), through A Flock Descends Into The Pentagonal Garden’s 
architectures (1977), until the sparse intimacy of Air (1995), one could observe 
how Takemitsu employs orchestration, resonance, and silence to create 
environments which challenge the distinction between music and landscape, 
art and nature, inside and outside. Here, music becomes structural in the 
fullest sense: not merely constructed but lived. 

 
While this tripartite approach has yielded significant insights into the 

aesthetic and philosophical coherence of Takemitsu’s work, the present study 
is not without limitations. Firstly, the focus on nine specific compositions, 
although representative, necessarily excludes a wide array of genres and 
contexts within Takemitsu’s broader output – including his extensive film 
music, choral works, and pieces more explicitly tied to Japanese traditional 
instruments. Secondly, the interpretive framework, while grounded in detailed 
analysis and cross-cultural theory, risks imposing conceptual clarity on a body 
of work which resists finality, preferring ambiguity, multiplicity, and openness. 
Finally, the categories of universalities, temporalities, and spatialities, while 
useful, are fluid themselves and may overlap or shift depending on one’s 
interpretive lens. 

Future research might expand this inquiry by incorporating 
Takemitsu’s collaborations with filmmakers and visual artists, or by placing his 
works in dialogue with contemporary ecological and spatial theory. 
Comparative studies with composers such as John Cage, Olivier Messiaen, or 
Isang Yun could further illuminate the global and intercultural stakes of his 
aesthetics. Moreover, investigating listener responses or performance practice 
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perspectives could yield insights into the reception and realization of 
Takemitsu’s spatial and temporal visions. 

 
Ultimately, this paper has argued that Takemitsu’s music does not 

merely reflect a synthesis of East and West, or a personal poetic of sound – it 
proposes an ethics of listening. By attending to silence, honoring decay, and 
resisting teleology, Takemitsu’s compositions invite us to re-imagine music not 
as a vehicle for control or expression alone, but as an art of presence: fragile, 
resonant, and profoundly humane. Tōru Takemitsu’s legacy lies in his ability to 
craft a musical language which is neither derivative nor nationalistic, but 
profoundly transcultural: he rejected the binaries of East and West, old and 
new, form and improvisation, instead creating a music of dialogue, empathy, 
and deep listening. His works are not arguments but environments – spaces to 
dwell in, to breathe, and to wonder. In an age increasingly defined by 
fragmentation, noise, and speed, Takemitsu’s music offers a rare opportunity 
to experience slowness, reverence, and ambiguity: through his soundscapes, 
we are reminded that to listen is, in a very real sense, to live more fully in the 
present moment.  
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SUMMARY 

 
Maria Grăjdian 
 

Closer to Tōru Takemitsu, or on compositional versatility at the confluence of 
emotional vulnerability, mental fortitude and creative generosity 

 

This paper investigates the music of Tōru Takemitsu through the interrelated 
dimensions of universalities, temporalities, and spatialities, offering a 
musicological and philosophical inquiry into his aesthetic world. Bridging 
Eastern and Western sensibilities, Takemitsu developed a unique 
compositional voice which transcends stylistic boundaries while engaging 
deeply with issues of memory, time, and sonic environment. The analysis 
draws on close readings of nine representative works in order to examine the 
ways in which Takemitsu’s music gives form to shared human experiences, 
suspends conventional temporality, and constructs immersive, resonant 
spaces. The first chapter, Universalities, explores emotional and existential 
themes such as grief, nostalgia, and transcendence. The second chapter, 
Temporalities, considers Takemitsu’s manipulation of musical time, 
highlighting techniques of suspension, fragmentation, and cyclical return. The 
third chapter, Spatialities, focuses on Takemitsu’s strategies of sculpting sonic 
space through orchestration, silence, resonance, and metaphor. Throughout, 
the study contextualizes Takemitsu’s work within broader stylistic, cultural, 
and philosophical frameworks, drawing from both Japanese and Western 
sources. By delivering a multidimensional perspective on Takemitsu’s oeuvre, 
this paper aims to illuminate the depth and coherence of his artistic vision, 
while also suggesting fertile ground for future research in cross-cultural 
aesthetics, temporal perception, and spatial poetics in contemporary music. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


