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Shocking peers, maverick sensei
Makoto Nishimura invites foreigners
into the cloistered world of the
shamisen. Sameena Ahmad took some
lessons.
Wrapped in kimono, sitting
seiza and plucking a
shamisen, the threestringed banjo that is one
of the instruments used to
accompany traditional
Japanese theater, Makoto
Nishimura looks like she
belongs on a Noh stage.
That's until you notice she
is the only Japanese in a coterie of foreigners playing
shamisen as well as koto, a Japanese harp, taiko
drums and the shakuhachi flute. On this typical
Saturday morning, Nishimura and her students from
eight countries are rehearsing for an upcoming
concert.
"Music should be about pure spirit," says the
teacher, who has chosen to teach music only to
foreigners. "Compared to the Japanese, foreigners
have a more spirited connection to nagauta
(traditional theater performance). They are excited
to learn. Teaching them is fun and risky, like an
adventure." After more than 30 years of playing and
teaching shamisen, Nishimura has found that
Japanese students are all too often afraid of making
mistakes, easily discouraged and too consumed with
the ritual to really develop a love of the instrument.
But it has taken a great deal of courage on
Nishimura's part to break with the traditional world
of nagauta. The daughter of a famous theater
dancer, she was forced to wear kimono and learn
her mother's craft from the age of five. After
studying shamisen at the elite Tokyo University of
Fine Arts, Nishimura came under the tutelage of one
of Japan's foremost sensei for the stringed
instrument, Hiroaki Kikuoka, a regular guest teacher
on NHK and author of a popular book series. Kikuoka
would serve as her mentor for more than three
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decades.
However, rebellion has been as much a part of
Nishimura's life as adherence to convention. It may
be in her genes. Her mother, who was a professional
kabuki-style dancer, secretly loved the tango, and
caused a scandal by marrying a student seven years
her junior and, at the age of 70, quit the dance world
to become a photographer. Judged harshly because
of her family history, Nishimura, now 56, reacted by
becoming "a bad girl at school," who, at 15 and clad
in kimono, smoked and dated boys. She married
and divorced an abusive gambler—whom she later
sued—and turned up at her teacher's door with two
young daughters asking for refuge.

Kikuoka, who took her in, was in the midst of
launching his own rebellion against the world of
nagauta, and Nishimura became his most eager
recruit. Both despised the iemoto system, the
dominant organizational principle in Japanese
traditional arts since the 18th century, whereby a
single teacher rules a school of disciples. Access to
this exclusive world comes through adopting the
teacher's family name, which all performers from
the same group share, and which non-relations must
purchase at great cost.
That makes the world of traditional Japanese music,
which even today is controlled by just a few family
names, ruinously expensive, governed more by
wealth than talent. Each year, shamisen students
have to perform with professionals, an exercise in
ritual humiliation for which they have to pay more
than ¥1 million. That's in addition to the price of the
instrument—the best shamisen are made with rare
cat-gut skins and can cost up to ¥2 million—and the
lessons, which can run to ¥7,000 for just 15 minutes.
"I hate this feudal system," says Nishimura. "Only
rich housewives can afford to learn these days. Many
talented people simply don't have the money to take
part."
In fact, with two children to feed, Nishimura could
not have afforded Kikuoka's teaching had he not
waived his fees in return for her helping his wife with
housework. Now she is determined to follow his
example and does not charge her students—many of

British actor Jude Law is very low-key about
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Betros asks how she does it.

5/16/2009 7:49 PM

..:: metropolis japan ..::.. interview ::..

3 of 9

http://www.metropolis.co.jp/tokyo/430/interview.asp

whom take two-hour classes each week. While her
teacher ultimately failed in his mission to get rid of
the name-based iemoto system, Nishimura is
making better progress in a more low-key way. The
concert on June 29, her fourth with foreigners in the
past five years, will feature 19 amateur and
professional musicians and singers from the US,
Germany, Britain and Mexico, among others, as well
as Japanese performers. The more than two-hour
concert at a Noh theater in Tokyo's Kagurazaka will
combine nagauta classics with innovative newer
pieces.
For her efforts, Nishimura has received a hostile
reception from traditionalists, particularly her late
teacher's wife, who has tried to persuade
professionals not to work with Nishimura. "Many
people think what I am doing is some kind of crime.
That my concerts are shameful," says Nishimura.
"Almost every Japanese would say that foreigners
can't play shamisen, that it is a uniquely Japanese
talent. They are wrong."
Meanwhile, Nishimura supports herself with a day
job that she says makes her feel like a "zombie"
—sterilizing medical instruments at a hospital. But it
is in the evenings and on weekends that she comes
alive. "Inside I am very wild. At my job and with
Japanese people, I have to behave like a Japanese,"
she says. "But when I am with foreigners, teaching
them music, my spirit always comes out."
The next concert is scheduled for 3pm on June 29 at
Yarai Noh Gakudo, Kagurazaka (Kagurazaka stn,
exit 2, Tozai line). Tickets ¥2,000(A), ¥1,500(S), at
door ¥2,500(A), ¥2,000(S). Makoto Nishimura: tel:
03 3412 6096, email: nagauta@livedoor.com
Photo credit: Courtesy of Makoto Nishimura
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Hollywood can't get enough Japanese horror
movies to remake. Producer Takashige Ichise
loves it, Chris Betros learns.
506: Men of honor
Tom Cruise and Edward Zwick say we can all
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