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Conductor Masato Suzuki has a background in both Japanese and Dutch culture and has performed with orchestras around the world. How does he bring together an orchestra made up of members of diverse nationalities and values ​​to create a single piece of music?
 
In this article, I interviewed Mr. Suzuki and asked him about the secrets of intercultural communication he has cultivated at the forefront of his field, as well as his message to young people in the future.

■ Topic 1: Music has no borders - A career nurtured by two cultures: Japan and the Netherlands
 
Hofmeyr:
Could you start by telling me about yourself, your career, and your international experiences?
 
Suzuki:
I was born in the Netherlands and then moved to Japan, where I grew up surrounded by two cultures: Kobe and Tokyo. I went on to study at Tokyo University of the Arts, one of the most competitive universities in Japan, and home to many highly talented students.
 
However, I wanted to learn more about my country of birth, so I went to study in the Netherlands. I studied at the Royal Conservatory of The Hague and at the Conservatorium van Amsterdam, specializing in early music, organ, and improvisation. In Japan, I enrolled in the composition department at Tokyo University of the Arts, where I studied composition.
 
Since my student days, I have been traveling between the Netherlands and Japan doing various kinds of work. Because of that, in my activities – such as conducting and concert work centred on Western and classical music, as well as composition and producing – I have largely worked without feeling much sense of national borders.
 
Hofmeyr:
How long did you live in the Netherlands?
 
Suzuki:
Three years. When I was a baby.
 
Hofmeyr:
Did you then return to the Netherlands from Japan to study?
 
Suzuki:
That’s right. I moved there in 2005, and my studies continued until 2010. Even after completing university in Japan, I kept living there, and I was based there until quite recently. I commuted back and forth between Japan and the Netherlands.
 
Hofmeyr:
In broad terms, how much time have you spent living and working in Japan and overseas?
 
Suzuki:
I have never counted the exact number of days, but when I calculated it for a visa application, it seemed to be about half and half. I might have lived in Japan a little longer.
 
Since the COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020, I have been mainly in Japan, and as there were no concerts in Europe due to lockdowns, I carried out various musical activities in Japan. Recently, I have also been traveling to Europe, the United States, Hong Kong, etc. on a project basis.
 
This year, in January, my orchestra, Bach Collegium Japan, and my choir toured Europe, visiting Paris, Madrid, Barcelona, ​​Düsseldorf, The Hague, Groningen, and so on. Then, in April, I went to Macau and conducted the Macau Orchestra. Portuguese was used there.
 
■ Topic 2: Learning from orchestras around the world: diversity and team building
 
Hofmeyr:
Throughout your career, you have worked closely with orchestras both in Japan and abroad. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you have noticed in team dynamics?
 
Suzuki:
Japanese orchestras are diverse, and it’s difficult to categorize a group based solely on nationality, but generally speaking, Japanese orchestras have a high proportion of Japanese musicians. In contrast, for example, at the Hamburger Symphoniker in Germany, where I conducted for the first time during the COVID-19 pandemic, during the invasion of Ukraine, a Russian and a Ukrainian performed Pluto, a piece in which two musicians work together on a single score. I was deeply impressed by this.
 
Since people can work anywhere within the EU, the barriers to entry for foreigners are low, and as a result, there is a wide variety of nationalities. This has its advantages, but it also presents challenges. For example, it is difficult to bring up the topic of war during a rehearsal with Russians and Ukrainians, and you have to be mindful of multiple perspectives when communicating.
 
On the other hand, in Japan, we share similar values, for better or worse. For example, almost everyone shares the same sense that you take off your shoes when entering someone’s home. There are cultures where this is not the case, and there is no need to judge those cultures negatively, but having common values can make things easier. Still, there may be some challenges when it comes to breaking away from those values ​​and coming up with new ideas.
 
In the past, the Vienna Philharmonic was made up entirely of Viennese musicians, but recently the number has increased, and some orchestras now have many foreign members.
 
Hofmeyr:
Things are gradually changing, then?
 
Suzuki:
Yes, I believe they are.
 
Hofmeyr:
As a conductor, what strategies have you used for effective communication in international and intercultural settings?
 
Suzuki:
I have never really thought of it as a “strategy,” but it is extremely important in communication to get your message across to the other person. Therefore, I think it is crucial to have some understanding of their background.
 
My activities are mainly centered in Europe and the United States, so although it may sound “global,” the scope may be narrow. In that sense, my recent trip to Macau was a very good experience. Although it is also in Asia, the people there had completely different ways of thinking and a different atmosphere, so these types of experiences are very enjoyable for me. I am scheduled to conduct a Turkish orchestra for the first time in January next year, so I am looking forward to that as well.
 
What’s important to me is to try to understand the other person’s perspective as much as possible and to understand things like the humor that people in that country value.
 
It’s not a strategy, but when people show interest in me as someone who comes from Japan, they are often pleased when I share the unique aspects of Japanese culture and its appeal. While my core way of thinking hasn’t changed, I always want to learn from those around me, so when I enter a different culture, I try to first become a member of the group and learn from them.
 
Hofmeyr:
Can you think of any examples of very successful communication experiences in an international or intercultural environment?
 
Suzuki:
The other day, I went to the Symphony Orchestra of the Balearic Islands (Orquestra Simfònica de les Illes Balears) on the Spanish island of Mallorc. It’s not the top orchestra in Spain, but it operates on a local budget, and recently many young people have been working hard there. Its activities cover about five islands, including Ibiza and Mallorca.
 
They were facing similar problems to other orchestras, such as differences of opinion between generations. After listening to the members, I told them, “That certainly sounds difficult, but in fact it’s a problem that orchestras all over the world are facing,” and they were glad to hear it. Although my stay was short, I went out to dinner with many of the younger members after the concert, and I felt that our connection had deepened through music.
 
On the other hand, I have rarely felt that I failed in communication. In fact, the environment within Japan may be more challenging. When a setting is not very international or lacks a foundation for accepting different cultures, things can sometimes not go as smoothly. 
 
Hofmeyr:
When I watch an orchestra, I always consider how even though there are so many members and everyone has their own role, they are able to play music together.
 
Suzuki:
That’s right. The Kansai Philharmonic Orchestra was also a kind of a different culture to me. My background is in Bach, and from there I developed into conducting various orchestras. The “Kansai 4 Orchestras” concert that you attended was a unique environment, with various orchestras taking turns performing.
 
I think that’s another example of successful communication. Everyone stood up while performing, didn’t they? That atmosphere actually came from the orchestra – they were the ones who felt, “Let’s do it.” If I had said, “Let’s stand up and play,” and the orchestra didn’t want to do that, they might have flatly refused.
 
During rehearsal, some members said, “If the conductor says so, we’ll go even further,” so I replied, “If you say so.” Drawing out the musicians’ spontaneous motivation is an important role of a conductor, but simply leaving it to them isn’t enough; constant live communication is necessary. To be honest, I really wanted the audience to stand up and dance, but even in Osaka, that might have been asking a bit too much.
 
■ Topic 3: Focusing on "music" rather than words - A perspective for overcoming difficulties
 
Hofmeyr:
Have you faced any challenges working with and directing diverse national and international orchestras?

Suzuki: 
I’m the type of person who can forget unpleasant things, but especially when I was younger, I would often find myself checking the mood of the orchestra members. An orchestra is made up of a large number of people, and there’s a huge variety – some who are sleep-deprived, some who have a hangover, some who have lost a family member, some who are in high spirits, some who have just found a new partner, and so on.
 
When I was younger, I used to worry a lot about “Am I accepted?” and by constantly watching other people’s expressions, I would fall into a negative spiral. Even if you ask someone who looks upset, “Is something wrong?” you often just get a “No, nothing.”
 
This is a negative spiral in terms of communication. These musicians are professionals, and they understand that if everyone starts saying, “Maestro, I have a question,” during rehearsal, it will turn into chaos. That’s why they try to resolve things through music, not words. The better the orchestra, the more this is true.
 
So, even if someone in front of me seems upset, I learned that it’s important not to look at their expression, but to identify the core of the problem and focus on the content of the music itself.
 
■ Topic 4: The differences and essence of the education systems in Japan and overseas
 
Hofmeyr:
You completed your studies both in Japan and in the Netherlands. Are there any similarities or differences in the education systems that you think students who are considering domestic and international education options should be aware of?
 
Suzuki:
That’s an interesting perspective. Since my background is in music education, my view may be a bit unusual, but I don’t think that music is something you only learn in educational institutions. You can learn from concerts, collaborations, or even background music; life itself is a learning experience. That’s why I didn’t have high expectations of educational institutions. Rather, they are places to find networks and peers, and you learn through them. Teachers are also peers, and studying music is inherently a horizontal process. I don’t think it works well if teachers behave authoritatively and teach as if there is only one answer.
 
Studying music at school is just as difficult in Japan as it is overseas, but what I felt at Dutch schools was that everyone was relaxed in a good way and lived by the “Que sera sera” attitude. In Japan, people tend to be very tense towards teachers and have an attitude of “Sorry, professor.” This may be easier for teachers, but there are cultural differences to consider.
 
In terms of the education system, Dutch conservatories are now often part of general universities. In Japan, there are many specialized music universities. Also, applying degrees such as “Bachelor” and “Master” to music may not have much intrinsic meaning. Having a master’s degree does not necessarily mean that you are a better piano player than someone with a bachelor’s degree. However, it does serve as proof that they have spent more time on study and research.
 
In Europe, there is an exchange program called the Erasmus Programme, which I think is a very good system. In Japan, there is a strong desire to confine students to one school, and they sometimes stop students from learning from other professors. I find this strange.
 
I also feel that the Japanese education system places a somewhat low value on research papers. While universities like Tokyo University of the Arts require students to write research papers, there’s little awareness of the importance of communication, such as publishing a paper and getting feedback from those around them. In contrast, American universities, for example, make students study thoroughly and put pressure on them, but they are also very serious about their learning. I’m a visiting professor at Kyushu University, and I feel that teaching requires a strong commitment, so I have a lot of respect for those involved in education.
 
I’m simply glad that I studied at both. When I entered the Dutch conservatory, I was given a “Student Agenda,” which was like a student handbook. After the calendar, there was a page called “How to Enjoy Amsterdam,” and after sightseeing and alcohol, there was a section on “Drugs.” It went into detail about cocaine, heroin, LSD, etc., and at the end it said, “These are illegal,” but it also gave practical advice like, “What to do if you accidentally buy them and become addicted.” There was also a chapter on “Sex,” which said, “There are many ways to have fun in Amsterdam.” I was surprised that a student handbook would include so much.
 
At the end of the chapter on drugs, “beer” was also included, with the caption “Beer is also a drug.” One to four drinks is considered mild intoxication, five to eight is considered completely intoxicated, and more than 17 drinks is best avoided.
 
Also, when I received a grant in the Netherlands, there was no performance test; I simply submitted a short essay and passed the test, with 8,000 euros deposited into my account. Japanese grants require a lot of paperwork and are very strict to prevent fraudulent claims, but I felt that the Netherlands was more based on the assumption that people are good. Rather than setting the bar too high, I think it would be better to approach things with a bit more of a presumption that human nature is fundamentally good.
 
■ Topic 5: To the musicians of the future: “The ability to open yourself up” and “Language acquisition”
 
Hofmeyr:
What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working across cultures in the future?
 
Suzuki:
I’d like to say linguistic ability, but I think it’s more about the ability to open up something inside yourself. You don’t have to change everything. You don’t have to change your core beliefs or values, and language is part of that. Being interested in language leads to smooth communication.
 
When I was in the Netherlands, I lived with an elderly local couple and asked them not to speak English so I could study Dutch. I think that living with them and having the courage to open up to them were more important than learning Dutch itself.
 
Hofmeyr:
Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for a future career in music or the arts?
 
Suzuki:
In terms of strategies, learning languages is crucial. Of course, English is important, but learning another language with a system different from English can broaden your horizons. For example, some people have a vague dislike for Chinese without knowing it, but once they actually go to China and realize that Chinese is a simple language where characters are read with a word order similar to English, the hurdle becomes lower.
 
Peter Frankl, a Hungarian mathematician and street performer, claims to speak 13 languages. He jokes that whenever he meets a cute girl, he studies her language, but he hasn’t yet met one from an English-speaking country. He speaks as if English isn’t included, though of course he actually can speak it. Language is essential for communicating with others.
 
The Japanese music industry is a small tightly connected community, and those actively working in it are often linked in some way. Ideally, young musicians should see a wider world, broaden their horizons, and then return. It’s better not to stay in a small place.
 
Also, openly expressing “I love music” can prompt honest reactions from those around you and even lead to work offers. Nowadays, many students hope to work in banking or consulting, so just saying, “I want to work in music” makes us happy. If there are students who want to pursue music, please do introduce them to me.

■ Topic 6: Intercultural understanding is music itself
 
Hofmeyr:
Is there anything I haven’t asked you about that you would like to mention?
 
Suzuki:
I believe that intercultural understanding is exactly like music itself. When we think about what understanding is, people who aren’t music lovers often say, “I don't understand music.” However, understanding comes in many stages, such as recognizing the notes, knowing the key, or identifying the type of piece. If you list out what it truly means to understand, there are many elements involved. In that sense, I feel that understanding another culture is quite similar.
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