
Takemitsu should feel deliberately different from the others: students need to move 
beyond melody-and-harmony-first analysis and learn to hear timbre, space, silence, 
register, texture, indeterminacy, pentatonic material and orchestral colour as structural 
elements. 

For Cambridge 9483, the required work is Tori wa hoshigata no niwa ni oriru — A Flock 
Descends into the Pentagonal Garden (1977). Cambridge describes it as a contemplative 
view of nature combining Japanese philosophical/musical concepts with a Western 
symphony orchestra, with timbre playing an especially important role. (Cambridge 
International) 

Composer & Musical World — Teacher Answer Key 

Tōru Takemitsu 

Parts I–XVII 

Course: Cambridge International AS & A Level Music 9483​
Composer: Tōru Takemitsu​
Dates: 1930–1996​
Period: 20th-century / Modern / Contemporary​
Cambridge area: Paper 1, Section B — Understanding Music​
2027–28 theme: The Natural World​
Set work: Tori wa hoshigata no niwa ni oriru — A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal 
Garden 

 

PART I — COMPOSER IDENTITY 

Full Name 
Tōru Takemitsu 

Japanese: 

武満 徹 

Born 

8 October 1930 
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Died 

20 February 1996 

Age at death: 65 

Place of Birth 

Tokyo, Japan 

Shortly after his birth, his family took him to Dalian, China, where his father was working. 

He returned to Japan as a child in 1937. Schott's composer chronology confirms his 
Tokyo birth, childhood years in Dalian and return to Japan. (Schott Music) 

 

Nationality / Cultural Identity 

Japanese 

However, this needs a deeper answer. 

Takemitsu's musical identity developed through a complex relationship between: 

Japanese culture 

and 

Western classical / avant-garde music 

Teacher model answer 

Takemitsu was a Japanese composer whose musical language developed 
through sustained encounters between Japanese aesthetic concepts and 
Western twentieth-century composition. Early in his career he was more 
strongly attracted to Western music and distanced himself from traditional 
Japanese music, partly because of his wartime experiences. Later he 
rediscovered Japanese instruments, philosophies and concepts such as ma, 
eventually creating a highly individual musical language rather than simply 
combining “East” and “West.” 

Cambridge specifically notes this evolution from early resistance to Japanese music 
toward a language combining Japanese concepts and Western musical frameworks. 
(Cambridge International) 
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Primary Musical Period / Style 

☐ Medieval​
☐ Renaissance​
☐ Baroque​
☐ Classical​
☐ Romantic​
☐ Impressionist only​
☒ 20th-century modernism​
☒ Avant-garde​
☒ Contemporary​
☒ Post-tonal / extended tonal language​
☒ Experimental​
☐ Primarily twelve-tone​
☐ Primarily serialist 

Teacher clarification 

Takemitsu cannot be reduced to: 

“Japanese modern composer.” 

His work draws from: 

Debussy 

Messiaen 

John Cage 

Schoenberg/Berg-era modernism 

Japanese gagaku 

traditional Japanese instruments 

nature 

gardens 

film 

jazz and popular music 



Schott identifies early connections with Schoenberg/Berg, later French Impressionist 
influence, avant-garde experimentation, Japanese traditional music and natural 
phenomena. (Schott Music) 

 

Primary Genres / Areas 

Takemitsu composed: 

orchestral music 

chamber music 

solo instrumental music 

film music 

electroacoustic / musique concrète works 

music for theatre 

music for television 

guitar music 

works combining Japanese and Western instruments 

He wrote music for more than 90 films according to Schott's chronology. (Schott Music) 

 

Primary Instrument 

Takemitsu was not historically defined primarily as a virtuoso performer on one 
instrument in the way Beethoven was with piano. 

His central identity was: 

COMPOSER 

His “instrument,” in a sense, became: 

sound itself 
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and particularly: 

orchestral timbre 

 

Major Occupations 

☒ Composer​
☒ Film composer​
☒ Writer / essayist​
☒ Artistic organiser / curator​
☒ Lecturer / visiting professor​
☐ Primarily concert performer​
☐ Court musician​
☐ Church musician 

He was also deeply involved in international musical life and held visiting teaching 
positions, including at Harvard and Yale. (Schott Music) 

 

PART II — FAMILY & EARLY INFLUENCES 

Parents / Early Home 
Takemitsu was born in Tokyo but spent part of his early childhood in Dalian, China, 
because of his father's work. 

His childhood therefore already contained experiences of: 

Japan 

and 

Japanese life outside Japan 

before his return to Tokyo. 

 

Economic / Social Background 
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Takemitsu did not emerge through the conventional conservatoire path that many major 
Western composers followed. 

One of the most important facts students should remember is: 

TAKEMITSU WAS LARGELY SELF-TAUGHT. 

He studied for a relatively short period with composer: 

Yasuji Kiyose 
but his compositional development was predominantly independent. Schott describes 
him as essentially self-taught. (Schott Music) 

 

World War II 

Takemitsu's adolescence was profoundly shaped by wartime Japan. 

As a teenager, he was mobilised for wartime labour. 

His experiences contributed to a complicated relationship with Japanese nationalism and 
traditional Japanese music. 

Teacher caution 

Do not simplify this to: 

“He hated Japanese music.” 

A more accurate interpretation is: 

His wartime experiences initially made traditional Japanese culture difficult 
for him to embrace, but his relationship with Japanese musical and aesthetic 
traditions changed profoundly later in life. 

 

Introduction to Western Music 

After the war, Takemitsu encountered significant amounts of Western music through: 
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radio broadcasts 

including broadcasts associated with the American occupation. 

He heard: 

classical music 

jazz 

and other Western styles. 

Schott specifically identifies broadcasts of music by composers including Debussy, 
Copland and Schoenberg as important to his post-war development. (Schott Music) 

 

Important Teachers / Influences 

Yasuji Kiyose 
Takemitsu briefly studied composition with him. 

But the larger “teachers” in Takemitsu's development were often composers whose 
music he studied independently. 

 

Claude Debussy 

Extremely important. 

Takemitsu admired: 

colour 

harmony 

orchestration 

fluidity 

non-functional relationships 
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musical atmosphere 

 

Olivier Messiaen 

Important for: 

colour 

modes 

rhythm 

birdsong 

spiritual conceptions of sound 

This is especially interesting in a Natural World course. 

 

John Cage 

A major influence on Takemitsu's thinking. 

Cage helped encourage a new understanding of: 

silence 

chance 

sound 

Japanese aesthetics 

space between events 

Cambridge directly identifies Cage as one of the significant influences on Takemitsu. 
(Cambridge International) 

 

Fumio Hayasaka 

https://www.cambridgeinternational.org/Images/757376-2027-teachers-guide-to-set-works.pdf


Important connection to: 

film music 

and Japanese cinema. 

Schott notes that Hayasaka helped introduce Takemitsu to the world of film and to 
contacts including director Akira Kurosawa. (Schott Music) 

 

Formal Musical Education 

Takemitsu had no conventional long conservatoire education comparable with Ravel at 
the Paris Conservatoire. 

Teacher memory point 

RAVEL → CONSERVATOIRE 

TAKEMITSU → AUTODIDACT 

That difference matters. 

 

PART III — THE COMPOSER'S LIFE IN THREE ACTS 

ACT I — EARLY LIFE 

1930s–1950s 

TOKYO / DALIAN → WAR → POST-WAR JAPAN 

Takemitsu experiences: 

childhood in East Asia 

wartime Japan 

post-war reconstruction 
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rapid exposure to Western music 

He decides as a teenager that he wants to become a composer. 

 

Early Composition 

His public debut came with: 

Lento in Due Movimenti 

1950 

for piano. 

The reception was harsh. 

A critic reportedly dismissed the work as effectively “not yet music.” 

Why this matters 

Takemitsu was not immediately celebrated. 

His early career involved: 

experimentation 

criticism 

independent development 

 

Jikken Kōbō 

Experimental Workshop 

1951 

Takemitsu helped establish the interdisciplinary group: 



JIKKEN KŌBŌ 

“Experimental Workshop” 

The group brought together: 

composers 

painters 

poets 

performers 

visual artists 

and other creators. 

Schott describes it as an avant-garde mixed-media collective. (Schott Music) 

Five Arts importance 

This is one of the strongest interdisciplinary connections in our entire composer series. 

Takemitsu did not think music had to remain isolated from: 

visual art 

theatre 

film 

poetry 

technology 

 

Musique Concrète / Recorded Sound 

Takemitsu experimented with tape and “real” recorded sounds. 

Examples include: 

Water Music 
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1960 

He explored how ordinary sound could become musical material. 

 

Representative Early Work 

Requiem for Strings 

1957 
This became one of his first internationally recognised compositions. 

Igor Stravinsky heard it during a visit to Japan and praised the work, an event that 
contributed to Takemitsu's international reputation. Schott identifies the 1957 Requiem 
for Strings as a major early breakthrough. (Schott Music) 

What should students hear? 

slow transformation 

dense string sonority 

chromatic harmony 

carefully controlled dynamics 

expressive timbre 

 

ACT II — DEVELOPING INTERNATIONAL LANGUAGE 

approximately 1960s–1970s 
This is the critical period in which Takemitsu's relationship with Japanese tradition 
changes. 
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Re-engaging with Japanese Music 

Takemitsu begins exploring traditional Japanese instruments and musical ideas more 
deeply. 

Rather than making Japanese instruments imitate a Western orchestra, he becomes 
interested in what makes their sound fundamentally different. 

 

November Steps 

1967 
For: 

biwa 

shakuhachi 

and 

Western orchestra 

Commissioned by the New York Philharmonic for its 125th anniversary. 

Why it matters 

The work places: 

traditional Japanese instruments 

beside 

Western symphony orchestra 

without simply forcing them into one uniform sound world. 

Teacher question 

Is Takemitsu trying to erase the differences between Japanese and Western 
traditions? 

Better answer 



No. In works such as November Steps, contrast itself can become 
meaningful. The different traditions retain distinctive sounds and 
performance practices. 

 

Nature Becomes Increasingly Important 

By the 1960s and 1970s, Takemitsu repeatedly draws inspiration from: 

water 

rain 

sea 

gardens 

trees 

autumn 

birds 

dreams 

Nature becomes not simply a “subject” but a model for how music might behave. 

 

Cambridge Set Work 

A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden 

1977 
Commissioned for: 

San Francisco Symphony 

First performed: 

30 November 1977 



Cambridge confirms the commission and premiere. (Cambridge International) 

This belongs squarely within Takemitsu's mature interest in: 

nature + garden + space + Japanese concepts + Western orchestra 

 

ACT III — INTERNATIONAL MATURE PERIOD 

1980s–1996 
Takemitsu becomes an internationally recognised composer. 

He receives major commissions, residencies and awards around the world. 

His later language often becomes somewhat more: 

lyrical 

transparent 

sensuous 

while maintaining extraordinary attention to: 

colour 

space 

harmony 

 

Film Music 

Film remained a major part of his artistic life. 

His scores included films by major Japanese directors. 

One particularly famous example: 

Ran 
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1985 

Director: Akira Kurosawa 

Takemitsu received international recognition for the score. 

 

Representative Late Work 

From me flows what you call Time 

1990 

for percussionists and orchestra. 

This work again connects: 

sound 

space 

ritual 

colour 

time 

 

Final Work 

Takemitsu's final completed musical work was: 

Air 

for flute 

1995–96 

Schott's chronology identifies Air as his final musical work. (Schott Music) 
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Death 

Takemitsu died in Tokyo: 

20 February 1996 
 

TEACHER MEMORY MAP — TAKEMITSU 

CHILDHOOD 

Tokyo → Dalian → return to Japan 

↓ 

WAR 

Wartime labour → difficult relationship with Japanese tradition 

↓ 

POST-WAR 

Western music via radio → largely self-taught composition 

↓ 

1951 

Experimental Workshop → interdisciplinary art 

↓ 

1957 

Requiem for Strings 

↓ 

1960s 

Cage + avant-garde + rediscovery of Japanese traditions 



↓ 

1967 

November Steps → Japanese instruments + Western orchestra 

↓ 

1970s 

gardens + nature + space + colour 

↓ 

1977 

A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden 

↓ 

FILM + INTERNATIONAL CAREER 

↓ 

1996 

Air → death 

 

PART IV — THE WORLD AROUND TAKEMITSU 
Area What was happening during Takemitsu's lifetime? 

Politics Japanese imperial period → World War II defeat → American occupation 
→ post-war democracy → Japan becoming a major global economic 
power 

Wars Second Sino-Japanese War, World War II, Cold War, Korean War, Vietnam 
War 

Society Extraordinary transformation from wartime society to technologically 
advanced post-war urban Japan 

Science Nuclear physics, computing, space exploration, genetics and modern 
electronics 



Technolog
y 

Radio, magnetic tape, television, synthesizers, electronic music, 
computers and rapidly developing recording technology 

Philosoph
y 

Post-war modernism, existentialism, Zen's international influence, 
changing concepts of art and identity 

Visual Arts Abstract Expressionism, conceptual art, Japanese post-war avant-garde, 
multimedia art 

Film Kurosawa, Ozu, Teshigahara and other major Japanese filmmakers gained 
international prominence 

Music Serialism, electronic music, musique concrète, indeterminacy, 
minimalism, experimental music and renewed interest in global traditions 

Culture Increasing artistic exchange between Japan, Europe and North America 

Essential teacher concept 

Takemitsu's lifetime moves through: 

WAR → OCCUPATION → MODERNISATION → GLOBAL 
EXCHANGE 

His music cannot be separated completely from that cultural transformation. 

 

PART V — THE FIVE ARTS CONNECTION 

🎵 MUSIC 
Important influences / contemporaries include: 

Claude Debussy 

Olivier Messiaen 

John Cage 

Igor Stravinsky 

Toshi Ichiyanagi 



Additional context: 

Schoenberg 

Berg 

Stockhausen 

Nono 

Japanese traditional: 

gagaku 

biwa 

shakuhachi 

 

🎨 VISUAL ARTS 
Takemitsu was deeply interested in visual art. 

The Experimental Workshop itself brought composers and visual artists together. 

Particularly important visual concept 

THE JAPANESE GARDEN 

A garden is not merely an image for Takemitsu. 

It becomes a model for musical structure. 

Instead of: 

A → B → C → climax 

we might experience: 

object → space → silence → new perspective → return → transformation 

Cambridge describes the garden in the set work as a kind of harmonious space 
containing musical “objects.” (Cambridge International) 
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📚 LITERARY ARTS 

Takemitsu read widely and wrote extensively himself. 

He was particularly interested in: 

poetry 

essays 

philosophy 

and the relationship between words and sound. 

His titles are often highly poetic: 

Rain Tree 

Toward the Sea 

A Way a Lone 

How Slow the Wind 

From me flows what you call Time 

Titles themselves become invitations into the musical world. 

 

🎭 THEATRE / DRAMA 

Takemitsu composed extensively for: 

film 

theatre 

radio 

television 

He understood music in relation to: 



image 

movement 

silence 

dramatic timing 

This becomes extremely important when studying his use of musical space. 

 

💃 MOVEMENT / DANCE 

Takemitsu was less defined by conventional dance forms than Handel, Telemann or 
Ravel. 

Instead, movement can be understood spatially: 

descending 

floating 

circling 

emerging 

disappearing 

pausing 

In the Cambridge work, the “flock” literally seems to descend through musical space. 

 

PART VI — TAKEMITSU'S MUSICAL DNA 

Melody 

☒ Fragmented​
☒ Motivic​
☒ Pentatonic​
☒ Chromatic​
☒ Intervallic​



☒ Lyrical in some later works​
☒ Frequently dispersed across instruments 

Teacher answer 

Takemitsu often avoids long conventional melody. 

Instead, melodic identity may emerge from: 

short motifs 

pitch cells 

instrumental gestures 

repeated central pitches 

registral movement 

 

Harmony / Pitch Organisation 

☒ Pentatonic​
☒ Chromatic​
☒ Extended tonality​
☒ Pitch-centred​
☒ Dissonant​
☒ Panchromatic​
☒ Pedal/drone-based​
☒ Chordal colour​
☒ Non-functional harmony 

☐ Primarily traditional functional harmony​
☐ Primarily twelve-tone 

Cambridge essential point 

In the set work: 

F♯ 

is especially important. 



It represents the leader of the flock and functions as a central recurring pitch. 

Cambridge also identifies extensive use of the Japanese yo scale / pentatonic materials. 
(Cambridge International) 

 

Rhythm & Metre 

☒ Irregular​
☒ Changing metre​
☒ Complex metre​
☒ Rubato​
☒ Free rhythm​
☒ Irregular subdivisions​
☒ Aleatoric timing 

Cambridge identifies simple, compound and complex metres across the work, including 
5/16, 7/8, 11/8 and other asymmetrical structures. These metres often serve musical 
gestures rather than establishing a regular pulse. (Cambridge International) 

 

Texture 

☒ Layered​
☒ Sparse​
☒ Dense​
☒ Heterogeneous​
☒ Sustained drones​
☒ Pointillistic​
☒ Aleatoric​
☒ Shifting orchestral layers 

Important concept 

Texture can change almost like: 

light moving across a landscape. 
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Form / Structure 

Takemitsu often avoids conventional: 

sonata 

rondo 

binary 

structures. 

Instead, the set work is organised into 13 sections or gestures, which Cambridge 
suggests can be thought of almost like parts of a painting. (Cambridge International) 

 

Instrumentation / Orchestration 

This is perhaps the single most important analytical category. 

The Cambridge work uses a large orchestra including: 

woodwinds with doubling instruments 

horns 

trumpets 

trombones 

two harps 

celesta 

three percussionists 

strings 

Cambridge gives a total of 69 performers. (Cambridge International) 

 

Extended Techniques 
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Important techniques include: 

flutter tonguing 

harmonics 

glissandi 

sul ponticello 

tremolo 

bariolage 

pizzicato 

mutes 

stopped/brassy brass 

vibrato / non-vibrato contrasts 

Cambridge specifically highlights these techniques as evidence of Takemitsu's 
sophisticated approach to timbre. (Cambridge International) 

 

Dynamics & Expression 

Takemitsu may move rapidly between: 

extremely quiet 

and 

extremely loud 

sonorities. 

But silence is just as significant as sound. 

 

Timbre / Sound World 
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Teacher model answer 

Takemitsu's sound world is spacious, fluid, highly coloured and often 
contemplative. He uses instrumental timbre, silence, register, drones, 
pentatonic material, chromatic density and constantly changing orchestral 
combinations to create music that seems to emerge and disappear within an 
acoustic landscape. 

 

PART VII — HOW DO I RECOGNIZE TAKEMITSU? 

Clue 1 

Timbre feels structurally important 

Clue 2 

Long silences or spaces between gestures 

Clue 3 

Pentatonic material alongside dense chromatic harmony 

Clue 4 

Extensive orchestral colour and extended techniques 

Clue 5 

Irregular, fluid sense of time rather than a strong repeated pulse 

Musical Fingerprint 
I think this could be Takemitsu because I hear fluid irregular timing, spacious 
silence, changing instrumental colours, pentatonic or pitch-centred material 
and sudden transitions between transparent and highly chromatic orchestral 
textures. 

 

PART VIII — TOP 10 WORKS 



# Composition Date Genre / Forces Why Important 

1 A Flock Descends into the 
Pentagonal Garden 

1977 Orchestra Cambridge set work 

2 Requiem for Strings 1957 String orchestra Major early international 
breakthrough 

3 November Steps 1967 Biwa, 
shakuhachi & 
orchestra 

Major Japanese/Western 
encounter 

4 Rain Tree 1981 Percussion Nature, resonance and 
space 

5 Toward the Sea 1981 Flute & guitar / 
variants 

Water, nature and 
environmental thought 

6 From me flows what you 
call Time 

1990 Percussion & 
orchestra 

Mature sound/time 
conception 

7 A Way a Lone 1981 String quartet Mature chamber language 

8 In an Autumn Garden 1973 Gagaku 
ensemble 

Direct engagement with 
Japanese court music 

9 Fantasma/Cantos 1991 Clarinet & 
orchestra 

Major late orchestral work 

1
0 

Air 1995–
96 

Flute Final completed work 

 

PART IX — MASTER COMPOSITION 
ANALYSIS 

A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden 

Original Title 
Tori wa hoshigata no niwa ni oriru 



English Title 
A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden 

Date 
1977 

Genre 
Orchestral work 

Commission 
San Francisco Symphony Orchestra 

Premiere 
30 November 1977 (Cambridge International) 

 

Why Was It Written? 

It was commissioned for orchestra, but its deeper artistic inspiration relates to 
Takemitsu's longstanding interest in: 

nature 

gardens 

birds 

space 

Japanese aesthetic philosophy 

 

CENTRAL PROGRAMMATIC IMAGE 
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There are two principal ideas: 

THE GARDEN 

and 

THE FLOCK 

Cambridge explains that the garden functions as a harmonic space, largely rooted in 
strings and brass, while the flock is represented by the descending opening woodwind 
material. (Cambridge International) 

 

THE FLOCK 

The opening oboe figure represents the flock. 

Fragments recur throughout the piece. 

Essential idea 

The motif does not simply return identically. 

It appears in: 

different instruments 

different registers 

different harmonic environments 

different timbral surroundings 

Students should listen for identity through transformation. 

 

THE LEADER OF THE FLOCK 

The central pitch: 
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F♯ 

represents the flock's leader. 

Cambridge describes F♯ as Takemitsu's favourite pitch and identifies it as a recurring 
pedal/central pitch in this work. (Cambridge International) 

 

THE PENTAGONAL GARDEN 

The “pentagonal” idea relates partly to: 

five-note / pentatonic structures 

and broader structural relationships involving the number five. 

The garden is not a literal garden soundtrack. 

It is a musical: 

SPACE 

through which objects and events emerge. 

 

PENTATONIC / YO MATERIAL 

Cambridge identifies the Japanese yo scale as a major source of pentatonic material. 

The final harmony is particularly important: 

F♯ – G♯ – B – C♯ – D♯ 

a pentatonic collection centred on F♯. (Cambridge International) 

 

DRONES 

Important drones / pedals occur throughout. 
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These create: 

stability 

space 

continuity 

against rapidly changing surface colour. 

 

CHROMATIC DENSITY 

Takemitsu does not remain purely pentatonic. 

He contrasts pentatonic clarity with extremely dense chromatic sonorities. 

Cambridge identifies one striking panchromatic moment in which all twelve chromatic 
pitches sound within the harmony. (Cambridge International) 

Teacher concept 

PENTATONIC SPACE ↔ CHROMATIC DENSITY 

This contrast is far more useful than asking students: 

“What key is this in?” 

 

MAGIC SQUARE / NUMBER ORGANISATION 

Near the end, Takemitsu uses chords derived from a magic square. 

Cambridge identifies six chords at Letter M and connects their sonority with the 
Japanese shō, a mouth organ used in gagaku. (Cambridge International) 

 

RHYTHM & METRE 
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There is no simple persistent beat. 

Meters continually change. 

Takemitsu uses: 

simple 

compound 

and 

complex 

metres. 

Why? 

Not necessarily to create obvious rhythmic complexity for its own sake. 

Rather: 

The notation accommodates natural musical gestures and flexible 
relationships between layers. 

Cambridge specifically notes that the changing metres organise gestures rather than 
creating a clearly defined regular pulse. (Cambridge International) 

 

ALEATORY / INDETERMINACY 

At: 

LETTER J 

Takemitsu introduces a passage in which performers have choices. 

They may have flexibility regarding: 

order 

repetition 

timing 
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within defined limits. 

Important distinction 

This does NOT mean: 

“Everyone plays whatever they want.” 

The composer creates a controlled framework containing choice. 

Cambridge notes that no two performances will therefore be exactly identical in this 
section. (Cambridge International) 

 

MA 

Silence / Space 
One of the most important concepts in the entire piece. 

Cambridge describes ma in this context as profound silence or emptiness and connects 
it to the contemplative character of the work. (Cambridge International) 

Student understanding 

Silence is not: 

“nothing happening.” 

It can function as: 

structure 

breathing space 

expectation 

separation 

focus 

contrast 
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TIMBRE 

This is arguably the primary analytical lens. 

Students should listen for: 

woodwind colour 

metallic percussion 

harps 

celesta 

string harmonics 

mutes 

flutter tongue 

glissando 

extreme registers 

vibrato / non-vibrato 

 

LETTER J — IMPORTANT TIMBRAL MOMENT 

Cambridge highlights: 

vibraphone 

tubular bells 

marimba 

celesta 

harps 

creating a distinctive metallic, mystical atmosphere before additional orchestral layers 
enter. (Cambridge International) 
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STRUCTURE — 13 GESTURES 

Cambridge divides the piece into: 

Introduction + A–M 

with 13 principal sections/gestures. 

Rather than memorising every bar immediately, students can first learn this larger 
listening map: 

Introduction 

Flock appears. 

A–B 

Growing activity and descending gestures. 

C–D 

Changing textures and denser vertical sound. 

E 

Flock-like figures, harmonics, glissandi; build to intense dissonance. 

F 

High chromatic density. 

G 

Texture becomes more spacious. 

H 

Highly active strings; flock returns prominently. 

I 

Chromatic sustained environment. 

J 



Aleatoric section + metallic timbres + free time 

K–L 

Flock fragments, imitation, extreme register and another major climax. 

M 

Shō-like sonorities + magic-square chords + final F♯ pentatonic sonority 

Cambridge's guide describes these 13 gestures as something like the individual parts of 
a painting. (Cambridge International) 

 

PART X — SCORE DETECTIVE 

Passage 1 — Opening Oboe Figure 

What happens? 

The oboe introduces the principal flock figure. 

Why is it important? 

It establishes the primary programmatic identity: 

THE FLOCK 

Students should then trace transformations of this motif throughout the piece. 

 

Passage 2 — Letter J 

What happens? 

A distinctive metallic environment emerges through: 

percussion 

https://www.cambridgeinternational.org/Images/757376-2027-teachers-guide-to-set-works.pdf


celesta 

harps 

followed by layered aleatoric material. 

Why important? 

It demonstrates: 

timbre + indeterminacy + natural fluidity + absence of fixed pulse 

 

Passage 3 — Letter M / Ending 

What happens? 

Shō-like sonorities appear. 

Six organised chords lead toward the final: 

F♯-centred pentatonic chord. 

Why important? 

The ending unites: 

Japanese sound reference 

pentatonic material 

central F♯ 

garden concept 

structural return / resolution 

 

PART XI — PERFORM & EXPLORE IT 



Demonstrate the composer's musical language on your preferred 
instrument or voice. 

This is especially important for Takemitsu because students should discover that one 
sound can be compositionally important. 

 

1. ONE-NOTE COLOUR CHALLENGE 

Choose one pitch. 

Perform it five different ways. 

Change: 

dynamic 

articulation 

register 

tone colour 

vibrato 

or any technique appropriate to the instrument. 

Question 

If the pitch remains the same, what actually changed? 

Teacher answer 

TIMBRE. 

And this is fundamental to understanding Takemitsu. 

 

2. F♯ CENTRE 

Where appropriate, play: 



F♯ 

Then create short gestures that repeatedly return to F♯. 

Student question 

Can one pitch create a sense of identity without functioning as a traditional 
tonic? 

Teacher concept 

PITCH CENTRE ≠ NECESSARILY TRADITIONAL KEY 
 

3. PENTATONIC EXPLORATION 

Use a five-note collection. 

For example: 

F♯ – G♯ – B – C♯ – D♯ 

Create a short melody. 

Then alter: 

register 

spacing 

dynamics 

articulation 

without changing the pitch collection. 

Question 

How many different sound worlds can one five-note collection create? 

 



4. SILENCE / MA CHALLENGE 

Perform: 

short gesture 

↓ 

5 seconds silence 

↓ 

second gesture 

↓ 

longer silence 

↓ 

final gesture 

Question 

Did the silence feel empty, or did it change your perception of the sounds 
around it? 

Teacher principle 

SILENCE IS PART OF THE COMPOSITION. 
 

5. GARDEN EXERCISE 

Imagine the performance space as a garden. 

Create: 

one stable background sound 

plus 

three musical “objects.” 



For example: 

drone = ground 

short high sound = bird 

metallic attack = stone 

slow glissando = wind 

Students can adapt this to any instrument or ensemble. 

 

6. ALEATORIC EXERCISE 

Create three short motifs: 

A 

B 

C 

Allow the performer to choose: 

●​ order 
●​ number of repetitions 
●​ timing 

within 20 seconds. 

Teacher question 

Is the piece still composed? 

Answer 

Yes. 

The composer defines the: 

materials 

rules 



boundaries 

while the performer determines some details. 

 

7. EXTENDED-TECHNIQUE EXPLORATION 

Where safe and appropriate, find one unusual sound on the preferred instrument. 

Examples: 

strings: harmonics, sul ponticello, pizzicato 

winds: flutter tongue, breath sound, alternate articulation 

brass: mute, flutter tongue, timbral alteration 

voice: breath, vowel colour, register 

percussion: resonance, roll, different striking point 

piano: pedalling, register, resonance — do not use inside-piano techniques unless 
supervised and appropriate 

guitar: harmonics, sul ponticello, different plucking positions 

Essential rule 

Extended technique should create a musical purpose—not simply an unusual 
noise. 

 

PART XII — COMPOSE LIKE TAKEMITSU 

Choose three characteristics 

Possible choices: 

pentatonic material 

central pitch 

silence 



timbre 

drone 

irregular rhythm 

aleatory 

nature imagery 

extended technique 

Composition task 

Compose: 

8–16 measures OR 30–60 seconds 

inspired by a natural space. 

Possible subjects: 

garden 

forest 

rain 

birds 

ocean 

wind 

stones 

night 

Requirements 

Include: 

one central pitch 

one five-note collection 



intentional silence 

three contrasting timbres 

and at least one: 

free-time / performer-choice element 

Reflection 

What did you represent literally? 

What did you represent abstractly? 

What role does silence play? 

What is the listener expected to notice? 

 

PART XIII — INFLUENCE MAP 

Influences 

Debussy 

Messiaen 

Cage 

Schoenberg/Berg-era modernism 

Japanese gagaku 

Japanese traditional instruments 

Japanese gardens 

film 

nature 

↓ 

TŌRU TAKEMITSU 



↓ 

Influence on: 

contemporary orchestral composition 

Japanese contemporary composers 

film music 

cross-cultural composition 

timbre-focused composition 

global contemporary classical music 

 

PART XIV — THEN vs NOW 

What did Takemitsu inherit? 
From Western traditions: 

orchestra 

modernist harmony 

Impressionist colour 

avant-garde experimentation 

From Japanese traditions: 

gagaku sonorities 

traditional instruments 

concepts of time and space 

garden aesthetics 

ma 

 



What Did He Change? 

Rather than simply “adding Japanese sounds to Western music,” Takemitsu developed a 
language in which: 

sound 

silence 

colour 

nature 

spatial thinking 

and 

cultural identity 

interact at a fundamental level. 

 

What Did He Leave? 

He helped demonstrate that contemporary composition could be: 

international without erasing cultural difference 

and: 

modern without rejecting nature or tradition. 

 

Can His Influence Still Be Heard Today? 

Yes, particularly in: 

orchestral composition 

film scoring 

sound design 



contemporary Japanese music 

electroacoustic music 

cross-cultural composition 

and music centred on: 

timbre + resonance + space 

 

PART XV — COMPOSER COMPARISON 

Beethoven vs Ravel vs Takemitsu 

The Natural World 

This is one of the most important Cambridge review tables we can create. 

Element Beethoven Ravel Takemitsu 

Period Classical → Romantic Early modern / 
Impressionist-associat
ed 

20th-century 
contemporary 

Set work Pastoral Symphony Histoires naturelles A Flock Descends into 
the Pentagonal Garden 

Nature 
focus 

Countryside 
experience 

Animal portraits Garden / flock / natural 
space 

Forces Orchestra Voice + piano Large orchestra 

Nature 
approach 

Scene + emotion Text + characterisation Abstract spatial/timbral 
environment 

Melody Motivic / thematic Vocal declamation + 
colour 

Fragmented motifs / 
pitch cells 

Harmony Functional tonal Extended tonal/modal Pitch-centred, 
pentatonic, chromatic 

Rhythm Regular metre with 
programmatic effects 

Speech-sensitive Fluid / irregular / 
complex 



Timbre Programmatic 
orchestration 

Voice/piano colour Central structural 
element 

Silence Secondary Expressively 
important 

Fundamental structural 
element 

Bird 
connection 

Nightingale, quail, 
cuckoo 

Animal cycle Descending flock 

Central 
idea 

Feeling in nature Character in nature Space within nature 

 

Most Important Similarity 
All three composers use musical techniques to communicate human 
perceptions of the natural world rather than simply producing literal 
recordings of nature. 

 

Most Important Difference 
Beethoven organises nature through large-scale tonal symphonic narrative, 
Ravel transforms literary animal portraits through voice and piano, while 
Takemitsu creates an abstract musical environment in which timbre, silence, 
pitch, spatial gestures and indeterminacy behave like elements within a 
garden. 

That is exactly the kind of conceptual comparison that can strengthen a Section B essay. 

 

PART XVI — 60-SECOND IDENTIFICATION CHALLENGE 

Possible Composer 
Tōru Takemitsu 

Period 



20th century / contemporary 

Possible Genre 
Orchestral contemporary music 

Evidence 

Melody: fragmented motifs / short gestures 

Harmony: pentatonic + chromatic / non-functional 

Rhythm: irregular metre / weak conventional pulse 

Texture: shifting layered textures 

Instrumentation: large, highly colouristic orchestra 

Timbre: extended techniques and rapidly changing sonorities 

Dynamics: extreme contrasts 

Silence: structurally significant 

Model Conclusion 

I believe this could be Takemitsu because the music gives unusual 
importance to timbre, register, silence and spatially separated gestures rather 
than relying on conventional tonal progression. Pentatonic material coexists 
with dense chromatic harmony, while irregular metres and flexible timing 
weaken the sense of a regular pulse. The changing orchestral colours and 
extended techniques create a fluid sound world strongly associated with 
Takemitsu's mature style. 

 

PART XVII — FINAL COMPOSER SUMMARY 

Explain Takemitsu in Exactly Five Sentences 
1.​ Tōru Takemitsu was a Japanese twentieth-century composer who developed an 

individual musical language through encounters between Japanese aesthetic 
ideas and Western modernism. 



2.​ Although largely self-taught, he absorbed influences from composers including 
Debussy, Messiaen and Cage while later rediscovering Japanese traditional music 
and instruments. 

3.​ His music gives exceptional importance to timbre, silence, resonance, 
pitch-centred harmony, pentatonic collections and flexible concepts of musical 
time. 

4.​ Nature, gardens, water, film, literature and visual art repeatedly shaped his artistic 
imagination. 

5.​ His work became internationally influential because it demonstrated how different 
cultural traditions could interact without losing their distinctive identities. 

 

Five Words That Define Takemitsu 

Spacious | Timbral | Contemplative | Fluid | Intercultural 

 

Three Works Students Should Recognise 

1. A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden 

Cambridge priority 

2. November Steps 

Japanese instruments + Western orchestra 

3. Requiem for Strings 

Early breakthrough 

 

One Innovation / Contribution to Remember 

Takemitsu made timbre, silence and musical space central structural 
elements while developing a deeply personal dialogue between Japanese 
aesthetics and Western contemporary composition. 

 



One Historical Connection 

Takemitsu's career reflects post-war Japan's changing relationship with its 
own traditions and its increasing cultural exchange with Europe and North 
America. 

 

One Five-Arts Connection 

His work with the Experimental Workshop and his extensive film career 
connected music with visual art, poetry, theatre, technology and moving 
image. 

 

One Musical Feature to Demonstrate on Your Preferred 
Instrument or Voice 

TIMBRE + SILENCE 

Perform: 

sound → silence → transformed sound 

while keeping the basic musical material recognisable. 

Then explain: 

How did changing timbre and spacing alter the meaning of the musical idea? 

 

Final Question 

Why Does Takemitsu Matter to Music History? 

Teacher Model Answer 



Takemitsu matters because he created one of the most distinctive musical 
languages of the twentieth century while challenging simple divisions 
between “Japanese” and “Western” music. His early attraction to European 
modernism gradually developed into a broader aesthetic incorporating 
Japanese instruments, gagaku, the concept of ma, nature and garden design. 
Rather than organising music primarily through functional harmony and 
conventional forms, he often allowed timbre, register, silence, pitch centres 
and changing textures to determine musical structure. His work for orchestra, 
chamber ensembles and film also demonstrates an exceptional 
understanding of sound colour. Through this approach, Takemitsu became an 
important international figure and helped open new possibilities for 
intercultural contemporary composition. 

CAMBRIDGE 9483 — TAKEMITSU TEACHER QUICK KEY 

Composer: Tōru Takemitsu​
Dates: 1930–1996​
Style: 20th-century / contemporary / experimental​
Set work: Tori wa hoshigata no niwa ni oriru​
English title: A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden​
Year: 1977​
Commission: San Francisco Symphony​
Premiere: 30 November 1977​
Forces: Large symphony orchestra​
Cambridge theme: The Natural World​
Central pitch: F♯​
Important scale: yo / pentatonic material​
Main image: flock moving through a musical garden​
Essential musical element: TIMBRE​
Important philosophy: ma — silence / space​
Aleatoric section: Letter J​
Final section: Letter M​
Important Japanese sonority: shō / gagaku reference​
Important techniques: harmonics, glissandi, flutter tonguing, mutes, sul ponticello, 
tremolo, irregular metre, drones, aleatory, extreme register​
Structure: approximately 13 principal gestures / sections (Cambridge International) 

The One Sentence Students Should Remember 
Takemitsu transforms the orchestra into a musical garden in which birds, 
pitch, colour, silence and shifting layers of sound emerge, interact and 
disappear through space. 
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And with that, the first complete reusable composer set for this Cambridge course is 
now: 

Handel → Telemann → Beethoven → Ravel → Takemitsu 

 

 

PART XVIII — STUDY FOCUS CONNECTIONS 
Stud

y 
Focus Where can I hear this in this composer? 

01 Motif & 
Development 

The flock motif in A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal 
Garden reappears in different registers, instruments and 
textures, creating development through transformation 
rather than traditional sequence. 

02 Harmony & 
Structure 

Structure grows from pitch centres, pentatonic 
collections, drones, chromatic density and recurring 
sonorities rather than conventional tonic-dominant 
progression. 

03 Contrasting Texture Sparse single gestures, silence, drones, layered 
orchestral writing, aleatoric passages and dense 
chromatic textures create extreme textural contrast. 

04 Pitch Cells / 
Chromatic 
Organisation 

This is one of Takemitsu's strongest areas. F♯ functions 
as an important pitch centre, while pentatonic 
collections and dense chromatic material organise the 
musical language. 

05 Instrumentation Timbre is structural: harps, celesta, percussion, 
woodwinds, strings, harmonics, flutter tonguing, 
glissandi, mutes and unusual registers create constantly 
changing colour. 

06 Form & 
Development 

The work develops through approximately 13 large 
gestures/sections rather than conventional sonata or 
binary form. Recurring motifs, pitch centres, texture and 
timbre provide unity. 

Strongest Study Focus for This Composer: 



Pitch Cells / Chromatic Organisation 

with Instrumentation / Timbre almost equally important. 

Composition Technique I Can Borrow: 

Use one central pitch and a small pitch collection, then develop the music through 
timbre, register, silence and texture. 

Musical Example: 

A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden — recurring F♯, pentatonic material, flock 
motif, aleatoric section, contrasting chromatic density and changing orchestral colour. 

How I Could Use It in My Own Composition: 

I could choose one central pitch and five related notes instead of beginning 
with a chord progression. I could create several short gestures from those 
pitches, separate them with intentional silence and change their register, 
timbre and texture each time they return. 
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