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Art of “Two” and “Water” in the Music of Toru Takemitsu:

Esthetic Thinking in his “Expressions of the Space and Musical Time”

SUGANO Masanori

Toru Takemitsu (1930-1996) was one of the most important composers in Japan. His works
are often concerned with and discussed in relation to “water.” A phrase written by Takemitsu
during his last days, “get a more healthy body as a whale, and swim in the ocean that has no
west and east” is so famous that many writers have quoted it to summarize Takemitsu’s music
and life. In the 1980s, Takemitsu wrote that “water” is an integration of “dream,” which is

s

uncertain, and “number,” which has definite shape. These “dream” and “number” conceits
are also inspirations of his esthetic use of “two,” which is a specific number, is not included
in the same scheme of the “number” of “dream/number” conceits. His esthetic use of “two”
is, at first, evident in his works as symmetric seating arrangements, and after the 1980s, as
tempo markings using “Tempo I ” and “TempolIl.”

Gémeaux (1971-1986) for an oboe, a trombone, two orchestras, and two conductors is one
of the most significant works related to the idea of “two.” The idea of “two” is shown in
much detail in this work, but primarily in the use of two orchestras and the seating arrangement
locating two orchestras symmetrically on one stage. This kind of symmetrical space use has
its origins in November Steps (1967), his master work, and appeared in many works until the
first half of the 1980s. His interest in the use of space, at first, appeared in an asymmetrical
way in Choral Island (1962), Arc (1963-66/76) and other works, and was an attempt to
express cosmology through his music, which divided one orchestra into “many” groups.
However, after November Steps, he tended to use “two” symmetrically located groups to
describe his musical ideas.

In the 1980s, Takemitsu employed another way to express his thinking about “two,” the
markings of “Tempo I ” and “Tempoll.” These two tempo markings first appeared in A
Way A Lone (1980) in an unusual way, denoting different metronomic speeds to the same
“Tempo I.” This unusual use of tempo markings means that they are not simply used to
show metronomic speed, but to express heterogeneity of musical time on his scores. The
evidence that these tempo markings denote an ideological heterogeneity is the lack of other
tempo markings that he had used since the 1960s to define the speed (or duration) of each

measure and as a graphic notation. Before the 1980s, Takemitsu tried to express his idea of
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multi-layered musical times with “many” kinds of speed markings and notations, but in the
1980s, “two” tempos had replaced them and his musical time was used to show less complexity.

Using these new tempo markings, Takemitsu composed many works related to the “dream/
number” conceit in the 1980s. The idea on the “number” efforts his composition mostly to
define central notes, pitches, intervals, and these combinations. Meanwhile, “two” is not
included in these compositional “numbers” and is based on his expression of the music. This
is why Orion (1984), for example, is composed with the compositional number “three,” but has
still “two” tempos instead of “three.” “Two” is not present in his esthetic scheme regarding
“number,” but his esthetic use of “dream/number” was itself an inspiration for his idea of
“two.”

After the late 1980s, Takemitsu composed fewer works related to “dream/number,” and at
the same time, the use of the two tempos disappeared. The reason for this modification was
the change of Takemitsu’s way of expressing that to talk every cosmology by the esthetic use
of “one,” which is a combination of “two.” One of the indications of this change is the 26
sections on the score shown as “A-Z.” In 1990, Takemitsu noticed that he was unintentionally
dividing a score to 26 sections, and marking the score with the letters of the alphabets “A-Z.”
This kind of division and the use of “A-Z” are an allusion that the whole work could contain
all the words in the world, and thus is a combination of every human language. In this sense,
“A-Z” is the same as “water” which is a combination of “dream” and “number.”

Takemitsu himself noticed that “water” was “cosmic.” His interest in “water” has its origin
in the 1960s. At first, he tried to express the cosmology with “many.” Afterward, his way of
expressing it transformed with the esthetic use of “two,” which was also a reflection of “dream/

EL)

number.” However, “two” was still not his goal. Finally, he reached the apex of his
expression, which was based on “one,” in other words, “water” as a combination of “dream/
number,” or “A-Z,” is an allusion to every language. At this moment, he and his music could

become a true reflection of the “cosmic” whole.
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