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BACH BEAT A Marimbist as Pointillist
Bach’s music is the highest mountain for all musicians to

climb.  Even though Bach didn’t write any pieces for the
marimba, I have not spent a single day without playing his
music from my own transcriptions of Bach’s works for violin,
cello, flute, lute, and keyboard.

One day on a subway train in New York, I ran into a
friend who is a violinist in a famous string quartet.  “So,
what pieces have you been ‘stealing’ from other instru-
ments these days?” he enquired.  Being newcomers to
classical music, marimbists have been working hard to cre-
ate new repertoire by commissioning new works as well as
transcribing works for other instruments.  I almost retorted
that perhaps he wouldn’t understand how difficult it is to
have a limited body of repertoire, because many great
composers have written wonderful pieces for string quar-
tet.  But, instead of saying that, I just answered “Maybe
Bach’s Flute Partita.”  Then, I was glad to hear him say “I
see. Bach’s music is so pure that it wouldn’t lose anything
even if it were played on a different instrument.”   

Since Bach’s music can engage the mind so intensely, it
almost lets us forget which instrument is being played.
Many composers write pieces in a way that utilizes the
characteristics of instruments.  I would call this a “con-
crete” way of composing.  But, Bach’s music sounds as if
he wove notes from a more “abstract” world.  This is when
the word “pure,” that my violinist friend used, begins to res-
onate.  The reason I want to play Bach on the marimba
comes to this - I would like people to listen to the music I
am playing rather than to what instrument I am playing. 

Bach’s music has taught me so many things…
When I was a child, my ears were accustomed to listening
to a pretty melody with an accompaniment where we
can clearly hear a dominant figure above the others.  But,

Bach’s music brought me polyphony, something much
more complex.  I was excited to follow many melodies
proceeding simultaneously.  Each melody has equal
importance and the interaction among the melodies
moves the music forward.  Much later I started to realize
that many lines weave organic, three dimensional struc-
tures.  The structures appear before you, each line inter-
acting with others, gradually changing their shapes- This is
the brilliant artistic moment that polyphonic music gives us.

I will always remember a concert I gave in chilly Iowa
early in my US career.  It was on that stage that I began to
see how I, as a performer should communicate with the
audience, and that happened while I was playing the G
Minor Fugue.  I think performers have to be creators too,
and I want to perform as if I were collaborating with com-
posers on the stage.  To do that, I thought I had to feel
deeply what each note means to me.  When each note
starts having some special meaning for me - it can be a
color, scent, or even a word from a poem- maybe my
playing can reach the furthest corner, and touch the
deepest part of people’s minds. 

I wouldn’t have been able to keep playing Bach in con-
certs if I hadn’t been supported by many encouraging
comments from the audiences.  Comments such as “I
couldn’t hold back my tears while you were playing the
Sarabande” make me feel very humble when I think about
the great power of the music and how deeply this music
affected another person.

However, it is when I play Bach that I become the target
of criticism.  Playing Bach requires not only the cleanest
technique, but also the depth of your intelligence,
emotion, and mental capacity.  It is an occasion when
you reveal your musicianship, the qualities you possess as a 



performer, and ultimately, your humanity.  Also, as each lis-
tener often has his own criterion of ideal Bach perform-
ance, it becomes a challenge for listeners, as well, to 
accept playing that differs from what they are used to.

Invariably, the criticism focuses on marimba tremolo
technique.

Since the marimba’s sound fades away quickly, when
we want to play long notes, we always use the tremolo
technique which consists of hitting the same note in rapid
repetition.  Some listeners find tremolos disturbing to the ex-
tent that they find it difficult to hold on to the context of
the music I am playing.  Others, although they find tremo-
los surprising at first, gradually see that the notes of a
tremolo become the points of a line.  Some people have
said they found the lyrical quality of each line, and those
are the people who give me hope.

In piano pedagogy, they also put a particular emphasis
on how you make a line by playing a series of notes. 
Although the piano’s sound stays sustained much longer
than the marimba’s, it still cannot match the sustained
sound created by voice, strings and wind instruments.
While studying at the Royal Academy of Music in London, I
learned from a piano professor that if I listened to the line
intently and put utmost concentration on it, a series of
points would start to sound like a line.

Would it be possible to do the same thing on the
marimba?  Well, sometimes it succeeds, and sometimes it
doesn’t.

When I play chamber music with string and wind players,
the places I play tremolos tend to cause problems.  My
colleagues have often asked me “Why don’t you just quit
the tremolos?”  For them tremolos sound too percussive,
and simply too busy to make a beautiful lyrical line, and
spoil the sustained sound they are making.

When I commission new pieces from composers, we al-
ways discuss how we can use tremolos effectively in the
pieces.  Some composers remain unconvinced by the pos-
sibility of tremolos, and they prefer to exclude them com-
pletely.  On the other hand, a number of composers have
written me wonderful music, taking advantage of the
unique expression tremolos make.  This fact gives us,
marimbists, so much hope.

Some time ago I was playing a marimba concerto with
an orchestra.  The whole string section was playing smooth
melody lines, and I joined them with my tremolo line.  But,
what was this sudden sense of inadequacy that hit me at
that time?  In the tense soundscape of lines created by
many string players, my tremolos sounded misplaced as if I
were throwing distorting pebbles into the lines.  Is it really
feasible to make a line with tremolos? 

It was only when I encountered the paintings of French
pointillist Seurat that I recovered my faith in tremolos.  Be-
fore then, I thought I had no other choice but to play
tremolos for long notes, and often did so reluctantly.  But,
pointillist painters like Seurat dare to choose points, in order
to simulate lines.  On their canvases we see somewhat
lonely images straying between dreams and the real
world.  Seurat’s paintings struck me with the revelation that
this unique expression cannot be created by using real
lines.

I want to bring about the same effect in music by using
tremolos.  If I describe sustained sound as a brush stroke to
paint the real world, perhaps the many points of tremolos
could become molecules to draw the surreal world… 

And so I have called this CD “A Marimbist as Pointillist.”

The singing of a lone bird in a deep forest cannot reach
anyone’s ears.  There is an impossible gap to cross over



between points and lines.  The loneliness hovering in the
crevice of reachable and unreachable, akin to the bird
singing, spreads over my canvas.

Makoto Nakura
December, 2007 in New York City

MAKOTO NAKURA, marimbist
Makoto Nakura is a musician whose artistry and astonish-

ing virtuosity has been mesmerizing audiences all over the
world.  He creates innovative programs of new music as
well as traditional classical repertoire, revealing the versatil-
ity and expressive range of the marimba while enlightening
and entertaining the listener. 

In 1994, Makoto Nakura moved from his native Japan to
New York City, becoming the first marimbist to win First Prize
in the prestigious Young Concert Artists International 
Auditions.  In the U.S., he has performed for audiences in 40
of the 50 states with orchestras such as the New York
Chamber Symphony, the Chicago Sinfonietta and the 
California Symphony.  As a recital soloist, his long list of 
appearances includes Carnegie’s Weill Recital Hall, New
York’s 92nd Street Y and Washington’s Kennedy Center.  
In addition, Mr. Nakura has been a guest artist with the
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center and appeared in
many music festivals as a chamber musician.

He also has been developing collaborative works with
other art forms.  With the American Ballet Theatre, he has
performed numerous occasions in New York City, including
appearances at City Center, where he was soloist in a new
production of "Marimba."  With the spoken word, he com-
missioned and premiered Carlos Sanchez-Gutierrez’s “The
Ocean Calls” based on poems by Pablo Neruda.  With
story-telling image projection, he created “The Story of

Aoyagi” which is a venerable Japanese ghost story.
In September 2007, he produced a concert called “The

Encounter of Art and Music” with the Hyogo Prefectural Art
Museum in Japan; he played pieces inspired by Paul Klee,
Jackson Pollock and others with projections of
their paintings.

Mr. Nakura has established himself as a dedicated cham-
pion of the music of our time.  Many leading composers
have written pieces especially for him.  This marimbist’s mis-
sion is to explore and expand the possibilities of the instru-
ment, demonstrate what an exciting and provocative
vehicle it offers to composers, and provide a thrilling experi-
ence for audiences.

Born in Kobe, Japan, Mr. Nakura began to play the
marimba at the age of eight.  He studied at Musashino
College in Tokyo and at the Royal Academy of Music in
London.  Indeed, because of his strong commitment to
reaching younger audiences, he conducts many master
classes and workshops at schools such as the Eastman
School of Music and the Royal Academy of Music, among
many others.

His recent honors include a National Arts Festival Award
from the Japanese Agency of Cultural Affairs and the
BMI/Carlos Surinach Fund Marimba Commission.  He was
named an Associate of the Royal Academy of Music in
London.  His two CDs from American Modern Recordings
(“Ritual Protocol” and “Triple Jump”), and “Tsuneya Tanabe
Marimba Works” on Japan’s ALM Records, are devoted to
works written especially for him.



A network television portrait of Mr. Nakura was broadcast
across the U.S. on CBS Sunday Morning.  His recitals have been
widely televised by KBS (Korea) and NHK (Japan) and played
on many radio stations.

makotonakura.com

Satoshi Sakai (Track 1)
Mr. Sakai graduated from the Tokyo National University of Fine

Arts and Music, where he studied under Michiko Takahashi. He
is a founding member of "Percussion Group 72" which has been
the foremost percussion ensemble in Japan since its founding in
1972. In 1996, he founded a chamber ensemble, consisting of
marimbas and a trumpet called "Ensemble A Corde," of which
he is the music director. He also holds a special membership in
the Japanese Xylophone Association.
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The recording was 
made using Pyramix 
Virtual Studio.  It’s a 

24 bit resolution 
recording sampled at

88.2kHz, and using Polyhym-
nia’s specially 

engineered mic-amps 
originally developed 
for Philips Classics 

in Holland.  
It was monitored on 

B&W Nautilus 
loudspeakers.

This Stereo/Multichannel 
Hybrid SACD can be played 

on any standard 
compact disc player.
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