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“Composing for the Shakuhachi and 21-String Koto” 
Presented by Marty Regan 

Asia-Pacific Festival and Composers Conference 
Saturday, February 10th, 2007  
9:30 a.m., Conference room 2 

 
TECHNICAL INFORMATION REGARDING THE SHAKUHACHI 

 
1) Name of length and nuclear pitch for each size shakuhachi 

G2.5 (actually closer to 2.7)

A2.3 (actually closer to 2.4)

Bb2.2

B2.1

C2.0

c#1.9

d1.8

eb1.7

e1.6

f1.5

f#1.4

g1.3

g#1.2

a1.1

Nuclear toneLength

 

 
2) Fundamental and derived pitches of a 1.8 shakuhachi 
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3) Various shakuhachi symbols 
 

 

a) Muraiki consists of blowing an explosive charge of air violently into the mouthpiece, 
 emphasizing the sound of the performer’s breath. 
 
b) Sorane lacks the intensity of muraiki but contains more breath than a normal tone.  It 
 is used with pitches of shorter duration and indicated by marking an “X” through 
 the note stem. 
 
c) Koro-koro is a trill that uses a special fingering only for the pitches indicated above. 
 Each note in the pair of grace notes is executed with a different fingering. While 
 both pitches are indicated as a concert C in Western staff notation, their timbres 
 and frequencies slightly differ. When executed correctly, the rapid  alternation of 
 these fingerings creates the aural illusion of multiphonics. 
 
d) Suri-age: a portamento produced by slowly covering or uncovering a hole while 
 sliding to a higher pitch. Most common with intervals of a second. 
 
e) Suri-sage: a portamento produced by executed by slowly covering or uncovering a 
 hole while sliding to a pitch below. Most common with intervals of a third or less. 
 
f) “Ghosting” consists of executing a finger glissando to “ghost” up to an indeterminate 
 pitch, frequently as a final flourish of a passage in the higher range 
 

TECHNICAL INFORMATION REGARDING THE 21-STRING KOTO 
 
4) Excerpt from Minoru Miki’s Tatsuta no Kyoku  (‘The Venus in Autumn’) 
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5) General range of the 21-string koto 
 

 
 
 

6) Basic tuning of the 21-string koto 

 
 

7) Left hand pressing (oshide) symbols 

 

 
8) Notation for left hand techniques 

 

a) Oshi-biki involves plucking with the right hand before pressing down on the string 
with the left hand, and results in an upward glissando-like gesture.  
 
b) A variation on oshi-biki, oshi-hanashi involves pressing down on the string with the 
left hand before plucking with the right hand and then releasing the string to create a 
downward glissando-like gesture.  
 
c) Ato-oshi consists of plucking with the right hand before pressing down on the string 
with the left hand, but instead of glissing up to a higher pre- determined pitch, a lower-
pitched string is immediately plucked. Sometimes this pattern can be repeated on the 
same string, but it is less common for the plucked string to be higher than the ornament.  
 
d) Tsuki-iro involves plucking with the right hand and immediately pressing the string 
with the left hand in a quick, jab-like motion.  
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e) Hiki-iro involves involves lowering a pitch by pulling a string towards the right with 
the left hand from the left side of the bridges after being plucked. This technique is 
indicated by using a graphic line in combination with the character ヒ or ひきいろ. It is 
ineffective in the higher register and difficult to execute in the lower register.  In the 
middle register, the pitch can theoretically be lowered about a half-step, but it is better 
not to consider this technique as a method for lowering a pitch. Rather, hiki-iro should be 
considered as a type of delicate ornamentation.  
 
9) Right hand timbral modification techniques 

 
 
a) Awasezume involves plucking two or more strings more or less at the same time with 
the thumb and middle finger. It can be executed in three distinct ways; at the exact same 
time (indicated by a bracket), as an upward arpeggio, or as a downward arpeggio. 
 
b) Sukui consists of plucking backwards with the backside of the tsume attached to the 
thumb. It is most commonly seen in repeated sixteenth note gestures, where the thumb 
alternates between downstroke and sukui upstrokes, but since sukui has a lighter, delicate 
sound quality it is also used for timbre variation with single pitches. A stronger, more 
distinctive variation of sukui can be produced by scraping the strings in the direction of 
the bridges while plucking backwards. One should add an accent to give a more accurate 
visual representation of the resulting sound.  
 
c) Tremolo is produced by placing the tsume of the thumb and index finger close together 
and making a rapid cutting-like gesture over the top of the string. Similar to Western 
string instruments, it is indicated with an unmeasured tremolo symbol. It is effective to 
use tremolo in combination with oshibiki or oshi-hanashi. 
 
d) Chirashizume consists of placing the index and middle finger together as if you were 
making the shape of a pair of scissors and quickly swiping two adjacent strings from right 
to left in one broad scooping motion. Since this gesture is more for timbral modification 
than melodic emphasis, it is easier to play and simply sounds more effective and 
convincing as a gesture when swiping two strings, although one-string chirashizume is 
possible at softer dynamic levels. 
 
e) Uchizume involves striking the strings with the part of the plectrum that wraps around 
the performer's fingers. At soft dynamic levels pitch can be heard quite clearly. It is 
possible to tap up to three adjacent strings at a time, although tapping two adjacent strings 
is the most common.  
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RECOMMENDED LISTENING LIST 
 
Boyd, Anne (b. 1951) 
Title: A Feather on the Breath of God (2002) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi (or flute) and harp 
 
Title: Goldfish through Summer Rain (1980) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi and harp (arranged by Marshall McGuire) 
 
Cowell, Henry (b. 1897-1965) 
Title: Concerto No. 1 for Koto and Orchestra (1961) 
Instrumentation: koto soloist and orchestra (1+pic.222/2220/timp.2perc/hp/str) 
 
Title: The Universal Flute (1946) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi  
 
Edwards, Ross (b. 1943) 
Title: Heart of the Night (2004) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi and orchestra (2222/2100all double handbells/hp.cel/str) 
 
Ikebe, Shin-ichiro (b. 1943) 
Title: ‘On a Treetop’ (1995)
Instrumentation: 21-string koto solo  
 
Kudo, Takeo (b. 1942) 
Title: Into the Tranquil Circle (1986) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, string orchestra, piano/harp, and percussion 
 
Lependorf, Jeffrey (b. 1962) 
Title: A Tree in Foreign Soil (1989) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, violin (I-II), viola (I-II), cello (I-II), vibraphone, marimba, 
and harp 
 
Loeb, David (b. 1939) 
Title: , ‘Nightdances’ (1984) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, flute, koto, and guitar 
 
Miki, Minoru (b. 1930) 
Title: Paraphrase after Ancient Japanese Music (1966) 
Instrumentation: shinobue, shakuhachi (I, II), shamisen, biwa, koto (I-II), bass koto, and 
percussion (I-II) 
 
Title: Figures for Four Groups (1967) 
Instrumentation: koto (I, II), bass koto, shinobue (I, II), shakuhachi (I, II), shamisen  
(I, II), biwa, percussion (I, II) 
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Title: , ‘Prelude for Shakuhachi, Koto, Shamisen, and Strings (1969) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, 21-string koto, shamisen, and strings 
 
Title: Tennyo (1969) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title: The Venus in Spring (1971) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title: The Venus in Autumn (1971) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title: Danses Concértantes “Four Seasons” (1973) 
Instrumentation: shinobue, shakuhachi (I, II), shamisen, biwa, koto (I, II), bass koto, 
percussion (I, II) 
 
Title: Poem in the Evening (1973) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, shamisen, koto  
 
Title: Koto Futae (1973) 
Instrumentation:  koto (I, II) 
 
Title: , Koto Concerto No. 1 (1974) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto solo and orchestra 
 
Title: , ‘Wa’ (1976) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, shamisen, biwa, 21-koto, bass koto, and percussion 
 
Title: Ballades for Koto: Vol. II, “Spring’ (1976) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title: , ‘Hote’ (1976) 
Instrumentation: shinobue (I, II), shakuhachi (I-VI), kokyu, shamisen (I, II), biwa (I, II), 
21-string koto (I, II), koto (I, II), bass koto (I, II), percussion (I-IV) 
 
Title: , ‘From the East’ (1979) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto (I, II) 
 
Title: Danses Concértantes No. 3 “The Tale of Hachiro” (1980) 
Instrumentation: shinobue, shakuhachi, shamisen,  biwa, 21-string koto, bass koto, 
percussion, and narrator 
 
Title: , ‘Autumn Fantasy’ (1980) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi and 21-string koto 
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Title: Concerto Requiem, Koto Concerto No. 3 (1981) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto solo, shinobue (I, II), shakuhachi (I-VI), kokyu, biwa, 
shamisen, 21-string koto (I-II), bass koto (I, II), percussion (I-IV) 
 
Title: , ‘Symphony for Two Worlds’  (1981) 
 Instrumentation: shinobue, shakuhachi (I-IV), shamisen (I-II), biwa, 21-string koto (I-
III), bass koto (I-III), Japanese percussion (I-IV), and orchestra (3333/4331/3perc/str) 
 
Title: Cassiopeia (1982) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto (I-V) 
 
Title: Yui II (1983) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto and cello 
 
Title: Ballades for Koto: Vol. 3, “Summer” (1983) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title: , ‘The Monkey Poet’ (1983) 
Instrumentation: sop, mez, alt, ten, bar, bas, 6 chorus singers, shinobue/shakuhachi,  
percussion, 21-string koto, conductor/percussion 
 
Title: Ballades for Koto: Vol. 4, “Autumn” (1990) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title: Lotus Poem (1990) 
Instrumentation: solo shakuhachi and shinobue, shakuhachi (I-II), shamisen, biwa, 21-
string koto (I-II), bass koto, percussion (I, II) 
 
Title: Origin (2002) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, 21-string koto, morin-khuur, pipa, and dai-sangen 
 
Title: Firefly Suite for Koto Ensemble (2003) 
Instrumentation: koto (I-II) and bass koto 
 
Na, Hyo-shin (b. N/A) 
Title: 3 and Piano (2003) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, shamisen, bass koto, and piano 
 
Nimi, Tokuhide (b. 1947) 
Title: ㊪ ‘The Cosmic Tree: Path of the Soul’(1996)
Instrumentation: 21-string koto and orchestra 
2(pic)222/4220/5perc/cel/str 
 
Title: , ‘Ou no Shima’ (1989)
Instrumentation: 21-string koto (I-II) 
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Title  II, ‘Fuin II’ (1988)
Instrumentation: shakuhachi (I-III) 
 
Title , ‘Hearing the Winds’ (1990)
Instrumentation: shinobue (I-II), shakuhachi (I-II), 21-string koto (I-III), bass koto 
 
Nishimura, Akira  (b. 1953) 
Title: ‘Sea of Trees: Concerto for 21-String Koto’ (2002) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto solo and orchestra 
 
Title: Taqism (1982) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto solo 
 
Title:  Voices Phantasma – Flame: 
Concerto for 21-String Koto and Strings (1988) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto solo and string orchestra 
 
Title: , ‘Karin’ (1989)  
Instrumentation: shakuhachi and percussion soloists 
 
Title: ‘Toki no Kagero’ (1997)  
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, koto ensemble, and percussion 
 
Title: , ‘Kô (2000) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi solo 
 
Norman, Anne (b. 1961) 
Title: Ask Not ~ Fear Not (2005) 
Instrumentation: clarinet, shakuhachi, and power pole bells 
Year composed: 2005 
Duration: 7’ 
 
Title: Inner States (1993) 
Instrumentation: koto 
Year composed: 1993 
Duration: 12’ 
 
Title: We Lose Things (2000) 
Instrumentation: contrabass, shakuhachi, and power pole bells 
 
Title: Hiroshima (2005) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi  (I-VII) 
 
Satô, Somei (b. 1947) 
Title: ‘Kôgetsu’ (1990) 
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Instrumentation: shakuachi and 21-string koto 
 
Title: , ‘Music of the Wind’ (1979) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi solo  
 
Hirose, Ryohei (b. 1930) 
Title: , ‘Byoh’ (1972) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi 
 
Takahashi, Yûji (b. 1938) 
Title:  , ‘Shigure, Kagerô, Katsuragi’ (1993) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi 
 
Takemitsu, Tôru (1930-1996) 
 
Title: November Steps (1969) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, biwa, and orchestra 
 
Title: Autumn (1973-79) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, biwa, and orchestra 
 
Womack, Donald Reid (b. 1966) 
Title: After (2005) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi, 21-string koto, and orchestra 
 
Yoshimatsu, Takashi (b. 1953) 
Title: Moyura op. 41 (1990) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title:  (‘Bird Dream Dance’) op. 69 (1997) 
Instrumentation: 21-string koto 
 
Title:  (‘Stellar Dream Dances’) op. 89 (2002) 
Instrumentation: shinobue, shakuhachi, (I, II), shamisen,  biwa, shô, hichiriki, 13-string 
koto, 21-string koto, bass koto, taiko and percussion 
 
Title: (‘Music of Pisces: Two Fish’) op. 69 (1986) 
Instrumentation: shakuhachi and 21-string koto 
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