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BACH BEAT A Marimbist as Pointillist

Bach's music is the highest mountdin for dll musiciuns o
climb. Even though Bach didn’t write any pieces for the
marimibd, | have not spent d single day without playing his
music from My own transcriptions of Bach’s works for violin,
cello, flute, lute, und keybourd.

One day on a subway train in New York, | ran into a
friend who is u violinist in a famous string yuartet. “So,
whdt pieces have you been ‘stedling” from other instru-
Ments these duys?” he enyuired. Beihg hewcomers to
classicul music, mMarimbists have been working hurd to cre-
ate hew repertoire by commissioning hew works us well s
franscribing works for other instruments. | almost retorted
that perhaps he wouldnt understand how difficult it isto
have d limited body of repertoire, becuuse muny greut
composers have written wohderful pieces for string quar-
tet. But, insteud of suying that, | just answered “Maybe
Buch’s Flute Parfita.” Then, | wus glad o heur him say "l
see. Bach’s music is so pure that it wouldn’t lose unything
even if it were pluayed on u different instrument.”

Since Buch’s music cun enygyuyge the mind so infensely, it
ulmost lets us forget which instrument is being played.
Many composers write pieces in u way that utilizes the
characteristics of instruments. | would cdll this a “con-
crete” way of composing. But, Bach’s music sounds us if
he wove hotes from a more “ubstract” world. This is when
the word “pure,” that my violinist friend used, beyins to res-
onute. The reuson | wunt to play Bach on the marimbu
comes to this - | would like people to listen to the music |
am playing rather than to what instrument | am playing.

Bach’s music has tfaught me so many things...
When | was a child, my edrs were accustomed to listening
to u pretty melody with un accompuniment where we
cun cleurly hear u dominunt figure above the others. But,

Bach’s music brought me polyphohny, something much
Mmore complex. | was excited to follow mauny melodies
proceeding simulfuneously. Euch melody has equdi
importunce und the interaction umony the melodies
moves the Music forwaurd. Much later | starfed to reulize
that many lines weave orgunic, three dimensional struc-
fures. The structures uppeur before you, educh line inter-
acting with others, gradudlly changing their shapes- This is
the brilliant arfistic moment that polyphonic music gives us.

| will always rememiber a concert | gave in chilly lowa
early in my US career. It wus on that stage that | begdn to
see how |, as aperformer should commuhnicate with the
audience, und that happened while | was playing the G
Minhor Fugue. | think performers have o be creutors t0o,
and | want to perform as if | were colluborating with com-
posers on the stuye. To do that, | thought | had to feel
deeply what each note meauns to me. When euch note
starts having some speciul meuning for me - it cun be u
color, scent, or even u word from d poem- maybe my
playing cun reuch the furthest corner, und touch the
deepest purt of people’s Minds.

| wouldn’t have been uble to keep playing Bach in con-
certs if | hadn’t been supported by muny encouruyging
comments from the uudiences. Comments such us "l
couldn’t hold buck my feurs while you were pluying the
Surubunde” muke me feel very humble when | think about
the gredut power of the music und how deeply this music
uffected unother person.

However, it is when | play Bach that | become the target
of criticism. Playing Bach requires hot only the cleunest
technigue, but dlso the depth of your intelligence,
emotion, und mentul cupuacity. It is an occusion when
you revedl your musicianship, the gqudlities you possess us a



performer, und ulfimately, your humanity. Also, us euch lis-
tfener often hus his own criterion of ideul Bach perform-
unce, it becomes u chdllenyge for listeners, us well, to
accept playing that differs from what they are used to.

Invariably, the criticistn focuses oh mMarimba tremolo
technigue.

Since the mdrimba‘s sound fades away quickly, when
we want 1o play lony hotes, we ulways use the fremolo
tfechnigue which consists of hifting the sume note in rapid
repetition. Some listeners find fremolos disturbiny to the ex-
tent that they find it difficult To hold on to the context of
the music | um playing. Others, ulthough they find tfremo-
los surprising dt first, gradudlly see that the hotes of u
fremolo become the points of u line. Some people have
suid they found the lyricul quulity of euch line, und those
ure the peoplewho give me hope.

In piano pedagoyy, they dlso put a particular emphasis
on how you muke d line by pluying u series of notes.
Although the piano’s sound stays sustauined mMuch lonyer
than the marimbd’s, it still cannot match the sustuined
sound creuted by voice, strings und wind instruments.
While studying at the Roydl Academy of Music in London, |
ledurned from u piuno professor that if | listened to the line
intfently and put utmost concentration on it, u series of
points would start to sound like d line.

Would it be possible to do the sume thing on the
marimbu? Well, sometimes it succeeds, und sometimes it
doesn’t.

When | play chamber music with string and wind players,
the places | play tremolos tend to cause problems. My
colleugues have often ausked me “Why don’t you just uit
the tremolos?” For them tremolos sound too percussive,
and simply too busy to muke u beautiful lyrical line, und
spoil the sustained sound they are making.

When | commission hew pieces from composers, we dl-
wdays discuss how we cun use tremolos effectively in the
pieces. Some composers remain unconvinced by the pos-
sibility of tremolos, und they prefer to exclude them com-
pletely. On the other hand, u humber of composers have
written me wonderful music, tuking advantage of the
unigyue expression tfremolos muke. This fact gives us,
marimbists, SO Much hope.

Some time ago | was pluying d marimba concerto with
an orchestra, The whole string section was playing smooth
melody lines, and | joined them with my fremolo line. But,
what was this' sudden sense of inadeqguacy that hit me at
that time? |In the tenhse soundscape of lines creuted by
many string players, my tremolos sounded misplaced ‘as'if |
were throwiny distorting pebbles info the lines. Is it redlly
feusible fo muke d line with fremolos?

It was only when | encountered the puinfings of French
pointillist Seurat that | recovered my fdith in tremolos. Be-
fore then, | thought | had no other choice but to play
fremolos for lony nhotes, und often did so reluctuntly. But,
pointillist puinters like Seurat dare to choose points, in order
to simulute lines. On their canvuses we see somewhut
lonely images straying between dreums und the redl
world. Seurdut’s puintings struck me with the revelation that
this unigue expression cunnot be creuted by using redl
lines.

| want to bring about the sume effect in music by using
fremolos. If | describe sustained sound ds d brush stroke to
pdint the redl world, perhaps the many points of tremolos
could become molecules to draw the surreal world...

And so | have cdlled this CD “A Marimbist as Poinfillist.”

The singinyg of u lone bird in g deep forest cunnot reuch
anyone’s eudrs. There is un impossible gup to cross over



petween points and lines. The loneliness hovering in the
crevice of reuchuble und unreuchuble, aukin to the bird
singiny, spreuds over my cunvus.

Makoto Nakurca
December, 2007 in New York City

MAKOTO NAKURA, marimbist

Makoto Nakurd is @ musician whose artistry and dstonish-
INY virfuosity hds been mesmerizing audiences dll over the
world. He credtes innovadtive programs of hew music as
well as fraditiondl classicdl repertoire, revedling the versutil-
ity and expressive range of the marimbau while enlightening
and entertuining the listener.

In 1994, Makoto Nakura moved from his hative Jupan to
New York City, becominyg the first marimbist to win First Prize
in the prestigious Youny Concert Artists International
Auditions. In the U.S., he hus performed for audiences in 40
of the 50 states with orchestras such us the New York
Chumber Symphony, the Chicago Sinfonietta and the
Cudlifornia Symphony. As d recitdl soloist, his lony list of
dppeurances includes Carnheyie’s Weill Recital Hall, New
York’s 92nd Street Y und Wushington’s Kennedy Cenfter.

In addition, Mr. Nakurda has been a guest artist with the
Chumber Music Society of Lincoln Center und uppedured in
mMany Music festivals us a chamber musiciun,

He dlso hus been developiny colluborutive works with
other urt forms. With the Americun Ballet Theutre, he hus
performed humerous occusions in New York City, including
appeurances ut City Center, where he was soloist in a hew
production of "Marimba.” With the spoken word, he com-
missioned und premiered Curlos Sunchez-Gutierrez’s “The
Oceun Cudlls” bused on poems by Publo Neruda., With
story-telling image projection, he created “"The Story of

Aoyuyi” which is a veneruble Japunese yhost story.

In Septemiber 2007, he produced u concert culled “The
Encounter of Art und Music” with the Hyogo Prefecturdl Art
Museum in Japan; he played pieces inspired by Puul Klee,
Jackson Pollock und others with projections of
their puintings.

Mr. Nukura hus established himself us u dedicuted chaum-
pion of the music of our fime. Mdany leauding composers
have written pieces especidlly for him. This marimbist’s Mis-
sion is fo explore und expund the possibilities of the instru-
ment, demonstrate what un exciting und provocutive
vehicle it offers to composers, und provide d thrilling experi-
enhce for audiences.

Bornh in Kobe, Jupan, Mr, Nakura began to play the
marimbad at the age of eight. He studied at Musashino
Colleyge in Tokyo und at the Roydl Academy of Music in
London. Indeed, becduse of his strong commitment to
reuchinyg younger audiences, he conducts muny mauster
classes und workshops at schools such das the Eastman
School of Music und the Royul Acudemy of Music, umony
many others.

His recent honors include u Nutional Arts Festival Award
from the Jupunese Agency of Cultural Affairs and the
BMI/Curlos Surinuch Fund Marimbu Commission. He wus
numed un Associute of the Royul Acudemy of Music in
London. His two CDs from Americun Modern Recordings
("Ritudl Protocol” and "Triple Jump™), und “Tsuneyu Tunube
Marimba Works” on Jupun’s ALM Records, are devoted to
works written especidlly for him.
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