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Memories of Makoto Shinohara
Yoshiaki Onishi

I was not Makoto Shinohara’s composition student; nevertheless, I am one of the many people who
learned a great deal from both his generous character and his uncompromising ceuvre. I believe that
without those experiences, I would not have been the person I am today. Here are some snapshots I

cherish.

I first met Makoto Shinohara in 2013. I was in Utrecht, the Netherlands, where one of my compositions
was being performed during the Gaudeamus Muziekweek. Several Japanese composers and musicians
whom I knew were at one of the concerts. Among them was an elderly gentleman. One of my composer
friends introduced him to me, saying, “I present to you: Mr. Makoto Shinohara.” That was my first

encounter with him.

While I instantly recognized the name “Makoto Shinohara” from books about Japanese contemporary
music, I had never imagined that I would actually meet him. He had a gentle expression, yet he
radiated vitality. What I remember most vividly was how surprised I was at seeing him, then
eighty-one years old, riding a bicycle around Utrecht and attending concert after concert alongside

much younger people.

I often wondered how the works of composers of my generation sounded to someone like Shinohara,
who had lived through so many difficult experiences in the years immediately following the war. When
I asked him what he thought, he replied, “Oh, they’re very interesting.” He seemed very receptive to

the young composers’ works.

“I may not agree with all of it,” he said. “But I'm interested in what younger composers are doing

today.”

What an open-minded person he is, I thought. When I reach his age, will I be able to maintain the
same curiosity and openness toward composers nearly fifty years younger than myself? His words made

me reflect deeply.

In the winter of 2017, I was given the opportunity to prepare an engraved edition of Shinohara’s String
Quartet. At the time, Ensemble Exophonie Tokyo, an ensemble I was affiliated with, was planning the
world premiere of this work in July that year. As we discussed ways to encourage wider future
performances and facilitate publication of the work, Shinohara and I agreed that a new engraved
edition should be made. That was how I started to work on typesetting the piece. Working from
photocopies of his handwritten manuscript and entering each note one by one into Finale was a

profoundly motivating experience during a difficult period in my life.

As far as I know, Shinohara wrote all his scores by hand throughout his career. The notes,
meticulously drawn with mechanical pencil and ruler, had no frills; even one of them seemed to contain
enough insight to serve as a composition lesson. As I entered the notes one by one into Finale, I

repeatedly experienced the strange sensation that the underlying logic of his compositional process was
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revealing itself to me. It felt as though I were observing his work from just behind his shoulder.

In this String Quartet, what Shinohara called “sound states” (ontai—modes of sonic existence) are
presented phrase by phrase and gradually layered as the piece unfolds. Through the process of
engraving the score, I could vividly perceive how such an intricate compositional procedure had been
carried out. For me, this work amounted to receiving lessons from Shinohara indirectly through the

score itself.

However, because many portions of the photocopied manuscript were faint, there were numerous
mistakes in my first draft. When I sent it to him, he returned it covered in red-pen corrections,
pointing out even the smallest details. I remember feeling terrible about it. Though looking back, I
realize that this experience allowed me to glimpse the extraordinary attention and concentration that
permeated every aspect of his work. It also became a turning point for me, one that strengthened my

professionalism and solidified my resolve to consistently deliver better work.

* * *

The last time I saw Shinohara in person was in July 2021, just before the Tokyo Olympics. I had been
invited as artistic director and conductor for a concert devoted to his chamber music, organized by

TRANSIENT, a concert production group based in Tokyo, and we worked together there.

I fondly remember visiting his home in Nijukkimachi, Shinjuku, in between rehearsals. Over tea and
sweets, we talked at length. At one point he said, “I'm writing an orchestral piece now,” and showed

me the manuscript he was working on.
Looking closely, I noticed that the orchestra was divided into two groups.

When I asked him about it, he replied, “I wanted to write a piece that divides the orchestra into two

groups myself.”

I was struck by this. The first piece of mine that Shinohara had ever heard in Utrecht was for a large
ensemble divided into two groups. As I examined the manuscript more carefully, I could see how solidly
conceived the orchestration was, and I was once again overwhelmed by the acuity of his ear and his

analytical ability in realizing the sound states he imagined.

The notes on the manuscript seemed to speak to me: “When you divide the orchestra into two groups,

you can do things like this.”

I was awestruck by the extraordinary nature of the score before me. Beside me, Shinohara sat with the

same calm expression he had worn when I first met him in Utrecht.

* * *

During his lifetime, Shinohara shared many stories with me. All of them were fascinating, but one

remains especially vivid in my memory.

The story goes like this: While studying composition with Bernd Alois Zimmermann in Cologne,
Germany, Shinohara attended one of Stockhausen’s summer courses. When Zimmermann learned of
this, he reportedly told him, “If you have studied composition with Stockhausen, then you are no

longer my student.” As a result, Shinohara lost his scholarship and was forced to leave the program.
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Shinohara recalled that Stockhausen saying: “Young composers grow by listening to the opinions of

many different people.”

For me, as someone involved in university teaching in the United States, this story is far from irrelevant
even though it took place more than half a century ago. One of the initiatives I undertook after joining
the University of Delaware in 2023 was to invite an additional adjunct instructor in the composition
studio. Before my arrival, the university had only one composition teacher. My goal was to ensure that
students would study not only with me but also with my colleague. The study of composition, like the
development of one’s character, must remain open. Shinohara’s experience continues to live within me

as a lesson.

I often show Shinohara’s works to my students. I want younger generations of composers to know that
there was a truly remarkable composer named Makoto Shinohara, and I want as many aspiring

composers as possible to share in the strength and rigor of his compositional thinking.

Yet if I am ever to repay my debt to him in a meaningful way, I believe I must continue striving toward
my own artistic heights as a musician. And someday, I hope to become someone who can continue
following the work of composers many generations younger than myself with the same profound

curiosity and interest that Shinohara showed throughout his life.
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