ZEN IN THE ART OF
VIOLA PLAYING:
TAKEMITSU’S A BIRD

CAME

DOWN THE WALK
by Julie Michael

In any analysis of the work of Tōru Takemitsu, two
themes invariably appear: his success in integrating
Japanese and Western musical traditions in his compositions and his evocative use of color and texture.
Although he was an avid writer himself, Takemitsu’s
essays and journal entries rarely detail his thought
processes behind the composition of specific works;
however, they do illuminate the two above-mentioned themes with respect to his work as a whole.
His writings assist the performer in developing a
unified understanding of his music—from its tonal
language to its aesthetic roots in traditional Japanese
art forms—and thus lead to an informed approach
to specific works. In the case of his work for viola
and piano, A Bird came down the Walk, the performer will also gain insight from consulting the
Emily Dickinson poem of the same title, as discussed later in this article.
A Bird came down the Walk was written in 1995 as a
gift for the violist Nobuko Imai, a longtime friend of
Takemitsu. Listeners familiar with the composer’s
work will recognize the opening theme from his

1977 orchestral piece, A Flock Descends into the
Pentagonal Garden. “The bird theme,” Takemitsu
writes, “goes walking through the motionless scroll
painting like a landscape, a garden hushed and
bright with daylight.”1 As we will see, the parallel
between a piece of music and a garden is a theme to
which Takemitsu returns again and again in his writings. Investigations of analyses and anecdotes from
the composer’s own pen will plant seeds of ideas for
the attentive violist to nurture into an elegant performance of A Bird came down the Walk.
Takemitsu’s Tonal Language
A natural starting point in understanding A Bird
came down the Walk would be to attempt to unearth
Takemitsu’s tonal language, a task that proves thorny
and, for many performers, not particularly enlightening. The opening theme of A Flock Descends into
the Pentagonal Garden (ex. 1), first appearing in the
oboe and reused note-for-note in A Bird came down
the Walk, was composed by means of “magic
squares”2 that manipulate numbers to determine the
intervals of the “bird” theme.

Example 1. Tōru Takemitsu, A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden, mm. 1–3 (reduction).
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Takemitsu himself admits that “the listener need not
understand the different operations”3 employed to
create the resultant melody, as if to suggest that the
music’s beauty lies in the mystery of its genesis.
More useful for the performer’s purposes is an
understanding of the general way in which
Takemitsu conceives of pitch and sound.

ment precludes the possibility of tension and release:
if all sounds are equal, there can be no inherent tension in an interval or a timbre from which release
could be desired.
This seems to leave the performer in an expressive
predicament, but Takemitsu’s writings go on to supply further insights, leading to a dreamlike soundworld in which color and silence emerge as the primary tools for breathing life into a piece. Of
Japanese instrumental music, which profoundly
impacted Takemitsu’s composition, he says that
“more importance is attached to appreciating the
particular tone-quality of koto or shamisen [traditional Japanese stringed instruments] rather than to the
combination of instrumental sounds.”5 Indeed, this
preoccupation with tone quality is evident in the
composers whom Takemitsu frequently cites as most
influential on his own composition: Debussy,
Messiaen, and Cage, all of whom, in a musico-philosophical feedback loop, were themselves inspired by
Eastern musical traditions.

A striking statement in his writing mirrors
Schoenberg’s concept of “emancipation of the dissonance,” the idea of pitches and intervals as freed
from the conventional hierarchy of consonance and
dissonance. Takemitsu writes:
There is a point of view holding that irregular
sound (commonly called noise) is an unpleasant
signal that disturbs our hearing. Sometimes dissonant sounds are referred to as irregular. But
the problem here is that the dissonance of one
stylistic period can be experienced as consonance in another period . . . In contrast to noise,
musical sound is usually construed to be a physiologically conditioned and controlled sound
signal. Would other kinds of music with delicate
nuances outside this controlled system be experienced by Western ears as noise?4

A Bird came down the Walk features several distinctive motivic cells, but these are developed by timbral, rather than harmonic or rhythmic, modifications—and timbre, for Takemitsu, is a broad parameter that encompasses even pitch itself. According to
Takemitsu, “Each pitch . . . has a different timbral
spectrum and movement,”6 meaning that even for
listeners without absolute pitch, the transposition of
a given phrase to a different pitch level will result in
a distinct timbral experience. With each transposed
reiteration of the opening three-note cell (ex. 2), a
subtle change in sonority arises from the contrasting
harmonic spectra and the differences in the resonance of the body and open strings of the viola.

This suggests not only emancipation of pitches from
traditional notions of dissonance, but also emancipation of timbres from stereotypes of pleasantness and
unpleasantness; in other words, to Takemitsu,
“sound quality” as an evaluative term is a moot concept, and therefore any sound is fair game. Given
the lyrical, even Romantic idiom of A Bird came
down the Walk, one might expect the piece to follow
a pre-existing structural format or at least to utilize
norms of tension and release. But Takemitsu’s state-

Example 2. Tōru Takemitsu, A Bird came down the Walk, mm. 10–11; mm. 19–20; and mm. 26–27, each featuring a transposition of the opening cell B-flat–B-natural–G.

JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN VIOLA SOCIETY
30

Thus Takemitsu’s view of color is not as something
that the composer layers on top of bare notes like a
coat of varnish, but as a quality intrinsic to the notes
themselves.

Like one in danger, Cautious,
I offered him a Crumb
And he unrolled his feathers
And rowed him softer home—

This is not to say that Takemitsu does not layer further colors onto the notes; as we see in the above
excerpts, the viola part is teeming with markings calling for variations in bow placement and left-hand
position; nuances that enrich the colors already there.
(Note that “P. O.” indicates a return to ordinario.)

Than Oars divide the Ocean,
Too silver for a seam—
Or Butterflies, off Banks of Noon
Leap, plashless as they swim.

The Role of Literature
Takemitsu’s A Bird came down the Walk derives its
title from a short poem by Emily Dickinson, first
published in 1891. This is one of many examples of
the influence of literature on Takemitsu’s music: he
has titled other pieces after works by Makoto Ooka,
Shuzo Takiguchi, Rabindranath Tagore, and James
Joyce. Due to his reluctance to write about the origins of particular pieces, it is difficult to ascertain the
exact nature of the correlation he intended between
a literary work and the music inspired by it:
A Bird came down the Walk—
He did not know I saw—
He bit an Angleworm in halves
And ate the fellow, raw,
And then he drank a Dew
From a convenient Grass—
And then hopped sidewise to the Wall
To let a Beetle pass—
He glanced with rapid eyes
That hurried all around—
They looked like frightened Beads, I thought—
He stirred his Velvet Head

In this case, however, we find an unmistakable affinity between the attitude of the poem’s narrator and
the attitude espoused by Takemitsu in his writings
on music and aesthetics, captured succinctly by
Takemitsu’s friend John Cage: “We are getting
nowhere and that is a pleasure.”7
As in the piece for viola and piano, the poem contains no dramatic narrative, no development; it
merely observes—without expectation or judgment—the natural unfolding of a mundane event: a
bird enjoying a meal and taking flight. At the end,
the poem adorns its matter-of-fact observations with
similes, comparing the bird’s wings alternately to
oars that carry him on his way and to the graceful
movements of butterflies. Dickinson looks at the
event from a variety of angles, each one of them
beautiful—just as Takemitsu calls for the same pitch
to be played on different strings, at turns with and
without vibrato, sul ponticello or sul tasto, sometimes
as a harmonic, occasionally with other notes layered
above or below it (ex. 3).
This kaleidoscopic treatment also reflects the theme’s
musical ancestry; in A Flock Descends, the oboe likewise explores the varied timbres available from a single pitch through the alternating use of natural and
harmonic fingerings, as shown in example 1.

Example 3. The opening measures of A Bird came down the Walk call for precise bow placement and attention to
vibrato.
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The Role of Other Art Forms

Bali with a French study group in 1973. Curiously,
no lighting was used to project the shadows onto the
screen behind the performer. Takemitsu asked his
interpreter for an explanation as to why the man was
performing in darkness:

Takemitsu’s interest in literature goes hand in hand
with his lifelong collaboration with various other art
forms. In his twenties, he co-founded Jikken Kōbō
(“experimental workshop”), a multidisciplinary
group comprising visual artists, choreographers,
poets, and musicians who sought to challenge the
academic art scenes of the 1950s. Later, Takemitsu
would compose music for several films of Akira
Kurosawa, including the 1985 epic Ran. Particularly
following his encounters with John Cage, Takemitsu
drew influence from the distinctive characteristics
shared by many types of Japanese art.

By way of [the interpreter], the puppeteer
responded that he was conversing with the universe through the light of the stars for himself
and also for many other souls. He appeared to
have said, as well, that something was returned
to this world from the universe during the performance. Perhaps this performance, too, could
have been thought of as foolishness. But, at the
time, I felt that something was coming from
beyond my consciousness. I kept looking at a
small screen on which nothing appeared. Soon I
thought I found something there.10

Takemitsu’s conception of color as a fundamental
component of the raw material is mirrored in the
elegant simplicity of East Asian ink-wash painting
(fig. 1), the goal of which is not simply to imitate
the subject but to capture its invisible soul. In his
research on Takemitsu’s role of texture, Dana Wilson
indicates that “a minimum of strokes projects the
essence of the configuration, and color is suggested
through subtle variations in the texture and density
of the black ink . . . Takemitsu says: ‘I love Japanese
calligraphy. Black and white—no colors. So we feel
many colors. I use a string ensemble of the same
color but I make different colors.’”8

The influence of Japanese art on Takemitsu’s aesthetic
extends beyond his special attention to color. His reference to a scroll painting mentioned earlier brings us
to his concept of form. The emaki, or emaki-mono, is
a narrative painting on a long horizontal piece of
paper or silk dating back to the eleventh century. An
emaki, such as the Heian-period masterpiece in figure
2, is read by unrolling the scroll from right to left, a
little bit at a time, so that the story unfolds gradually.
Much like a walk through a garden, the reader can
take in the images at his or her own pace.

Takemitsu gives a stunning firsthand account of
another type of experience that may have inspired
this statement, describing his viewing of the performance of a traditional shadow play on a trip to

With respect to large-scale structure, Takemitsu generally does not acknowledge adhering to established
forms such as the sonata form or
Fig. 1. Edo-period calligraphy by Honami Koetsu shows another take on birds coming
even the very concept of “form”
down the walk.9
as it is typically understood.
Instead, he was strongly inspired
by traditional Japanese gardens,
such as that of Kyoto’s Saihō-ji
Temple pictured in figure 3: “I
love gardens. They do not reject
people. There one can walk
freely, pause to view the entire
garden, or gaze at a single tree.
Plants, rocks, and sand show
changes, constant changes.”12
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Fig. 2. Animals frolic in this scene from a handscroll attributed to Toba Sojo.11
meticulously delineated formal sections of Western classical music:
In my music there is no constant
development as in the sonata;
instead, imaginary soundscapes
appear. A single element is never
emphasized with development
through contrast . . . My music is
composed as if fragments were
thrown together unstructured, as in
dreams. You go to a far place and
suddenly find yourself back home
without having noticed the return.18
A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal
Garden was in fact inspired by a dream that Takemitsu
had after meeting the artist Marcel Duchamp.

His writings are full of pencil drawings of gardens
that illustrate the structures of his pieces. Indeed, he
says, “Sometimes my music follows the design of a
particular existing garden. At times it may follow the In gagaku, the central instrument is a mouth organ
design of an imaginary garden I have sketched. Time known as the shō (fig. 4). Consisting of seventeen
in my music may be said to be the duration of my
bamboo pipes, its sound is activated both “by inhal15
walk through these gardens.” Takemitsu often
ing and exhaling. The resultant sound, continuous
draws an analogy between a soloist and a traveler
and without attack, does not generate external beats,
strolling through a garden, while the accompanying
but awakens an internal latent rhythm. Delicately
instrument or instruments are likened to sand and
swaying clusters of sound reject the concept of everyclay. Thus in A Bird came down the Walk, he refers to day time.”19 The most common of these “clusters of
the viola’s “bird theme” strolling through the “garsound” are shown in example 4.
den” surrounding it.
Fig. 3.13 Saihō-ji Temple Moss Garden. “It is the garden that gives the ideas form.” 14
Takemitsu was also deeply
influenced by the traditional
Japanese court music known as
gagaku, “A music that challenges measurable time . . .
Gagaku lacks the concept of
beat in Western terms. Of
course, a certain rhythm is
present, woven by specific percussion instruments . . .
However, they serve only to
embroider the gossamer curtain of intricate sound.”16 His
own music, including A Bird
came down the Walk, is clearly
modeled after this “stream of
sounds,”17 rather than on the

VOLUME 30

NUMBER 1

33

Fig. 4.20 “The stream of
sounds from a shō has an
eternal repose about it.” 21

The performer will benefit
from listening to recordings of
gagaku, whose rich, reedy sonic
background is mirrored in the
thick chords sustained in the
piano part of A Bird came down
the Walk (ex. 5). In fact, several
of these chords are near or exact
transpositions of the clusters
that are shown in example 4.

subjects may be united with metaphors of timeless
eternity.”23 For example, the above-mentioned inkwash paintings tended to leave large stretches of
empty space (fig. 5), “Like a window into an endlessly extended visual world.”24
Likewise, Takemitsu says that the “most important
thing in Japanese music is space, not sound. Strong
tensions . . . always I have used few notes, many
silences, from my first piece.”26 One can think of
silence—the infinite—as the fundamental background underlying Takemitsu’s music, framed by
concretely bounded sonic events that thereby unite
the infinite with the finite.

Takemitsu’s description of the
shō is consistent with his preference for the non-linear feeling
of dream-time, which does not
confine events to the ordinary
waking rubric in which they
progress as logical consequences
of one another. It also rules out
the possibility of anything
resembling a narrative arc, which depends both on
the regularity of everyday time and on some degree
of tension and release. Any pre-existing form would,
by its very nature, tend to impose both of these elements and would thus be incompatible with the aesthetic principles that lend Takemitsu’s music its ineffable uniqueness.

The boundary between these apparent opposites is
encompassed by the Japanese term ma, sometimes
translated as “in between.” This is the same term a
dancer or a judo artist would use to refer to a pause
taken between gestures, but Takemitsu’s use of the
term involves a more elusive meaning that he says
can only be understood through experience: “The
unique idea of ma—the unsounded part of this
experience—has at the same time a deep, powerful,
and rich resonance that can stand up to the sound.
In short, this ma, this powerful silence, is that which
gives life to the sound and removes it from its position of primacy.”27 Koozin claims that Takemitsu’s
piano writing frequently includes gestures with a
clearly articulated initiation that are then allowed to
fade away to nothing, so that “the listener is less likely to hear the ensuing silences as partitions between
events.”28 This tendency occurs as well in A Bird came
down the Walk, in which both the viola and the piano

Space and Silence
Many Japanese art forms exemplify the rejection of
everyday time to which the composer refers.
According to Timothy Koozin, “In traditional
Japanese poetry and visual arts, the most humble of
Example 4. The most common chords of the shō.22
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Example 5. Opening piano chords of A Bird came down the Walk, featuring shō-like clusters in the lower staves
and the iconic three-note cell B-flat–B-natural–G in the upper staff.

often fade smoothly into a silence that can be interpreted as a continuation of the same gesture, rather
than as an empty interval between gestures (ex. 6).
Putting the Pieces Together: The Role of the
Performer
All this information becomes relevant to the performer by serving first of all as a reminder not to

overthink the music, but rather to let the sounds
speak for themselves—a deceptively simple goal that
can prove treacherous in practice, particularly for
those performers accustomed to approaching music
through analysis and research. Despite Takemitsu’s
own prolific writings, he maintains that “program
notes place emphasis on reading and may interfere
with the actual hearing of music. Too much explanation may even change the direction of the music and

Fig. 5. Painted screen by Hasegawa Tohaku, a pioneer in the sumi-e style in the sixteenth century.25
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Example 6. Tōru Takemitsu, A Bird came down the Walk, mm. 25–26; both the viola and the piano parts feature slurs from a note to a rest, treating silence as sound.

occasionally even inhibit the evocative powers of
music.”29 This reticence appears not to be an attempt
to shroud his work in secrecy, but rather to encourage performers and audience members alike to listen
with receptive ears. He advises performers that the
pauses in his music—the moments of ma—are
intended for the performer “not to produce sound
but to listen to it, to strive constantly to discover
sound in silence,” as he himself once discovered colors in a dark shadow play; “Listening is as real as
making sound; the two are inseparable.”30 These sentiments are beautifully captured in his comparisons
of experiencing music to strolling through a Japanese
garden, without a destination, unhurriedly taking in
the harmony of the details. Indeed, when the visitor
to a lovely garden pauses to admire a plant or a
pond, he does not conceive of this moment as a lapse
in between the more substantial periods of walking;
rather, his pauses are events in themselves, deeper
reflections upon what he has glimpsed while walking.

[a Japanese movie actor] . . . was attacked from
behind by a swordsman and the audiences at
movie theatres far from metropolitan centers
would shout, ‘Look out from behind, Ken!’ The
audience, including children . . . are stage-hands
yet they are observers at the same time. They are
performers and spectators.32
Thus the performer should direct his or her energy
not toward demarcating formal sections of the work,
aligning his or her gestures perfectly with the
unyielding pulse of the music, or searching for a
narrative arc to follow, as these elements are either
non-existent or well hidden in Takemitsu’s music;
rather, the performer’s goal should be to bring out
the myriad colors at his or her disposal for the audience’s discovery, always seeking to draw further
nuance from the sounds.
Clearly this double role of the audience extends to
the performer as well, so that in addition to preparing and maintaining the “garden” of sounds for the
audience’s enjoyment, the performer also takes time
to explore the garden him- or herself. Takemitsu
reminds musicians to “first concentrate on the simple act of listening. Only then can you comprehend
the aspirations of the sounds themselves.”33 John
Cage once again echoes Takemitsu’s sentiment: “I
love sounds, just as they are, and I have no need for
them to be anything more than what they are.”34

Takemitsu would argue for the role of the performer as
a gardener, responsible for inviting and fully immersing the audience in the music. He relates an account
of the ketchak that he witnessed in Bali, in which “a
crowd of several dozen people shouted like monkeys,
adding certain gestures, occasionally singing as a unison chorus.”31 In this traditional performance, he says:
When a villain appears . . . the audiences
behaved just as we used to when Ken Takakura
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But further support for the performer-as-audience
mentality in the case of A Bird came down the Walk
comes from the poem by Emily Dickinson. The
poem’s narrator does not simply describe the events
she witnesses but actively engages in them. By
“offer[ing] him a Crumb,” the narrator becomes not
only an audience member but a performer in the
events of the poem; and by reflecting on the events
she has described, she becomes not only a performer
but an audience member. So the distinction between
performer and spectator, like that between sound
and silence or between finite and infinite, ultimately
seems to disappear.
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