
.. Mark R. Schiffer - January 31, 1949 to June 8, 2021..  

Another great friend to the Recorder Community has played his last notes. Mark Schiffer of Elk Grove, CA 
(Sacramento Recorder Society) died on June 8, 2021 at the age of 72 after an 18 month battle with esophageal 
cancer. Throughout his illness and treatment he remained optimistic and pro-active, doing everything he could 
to live as long as he could beyond diagnosis. 

One of the West Coast SFEMS summer workshop regulars, Mark Schiffer’s playing always raised eyebrows on 
those who hadn’t played with him before. Teachers would often do double-takes when they realized his hand 
position was “opposite” - that is, his right hand covered the top tone holes. Because he was extraordinarily 
smart and resourceful, he modified his baroque instruments to accommodate this hand position, requiring resiz-
ing the small number 6 and 7 half-holes. Always resourceful and up to new challenges, when he took on the 
stewardship of the Sacramento chapter’s Küng contrabass recorder, he learned to play it with the left hand in the 
superior position for special occasions. 

Mark had ingenious ways to make things work or repair instruments that constantly amazed his ensemble mates 
and friends. He brought his beautifully organized and thoughtfully stocked tool kit to every recorder workshop 
he attended and would help fix loose joints, clean instruments, create devices to help play more comfortably, 
and even some revoicing. One summer several years ago he did such a great repair job on Rotem Gilbert’s bag-
pipe that the repair is still holding. 

Because he played the recorder “upside down” one of the problems that arose was in the curvature of the bocal 
for his wooden Yamaha bass. He went to home depot and found various plumbing parts and connectors that he 
could fashion into the cap for the head joint and a series of copper tubes and joints that served his purpose well 
until he could get a customized part from a metalworker.  

Mark was always generous with his creative projects, notably making elegant editions of music for his ensem-
ble mates to play from under the name “Tree Frog Press.” Each had detailed information about the origin of the 
music and the composers and sported colorful covers, themed according to their source. The music inside, taken 
from library anthology editions, he cleaned up electronically, often pixel-by-pixel, and are a pleasure to read 
from. He made sure that each player in the ensemble was given an “original.” 

Always prepared, every group he played with knew he would be up for playing any part. He loved all early mu-
sic and performed regularly and rarely turned down an invitation to play. People marveled at his remarkable 
performance skill, so when he played in workshop master classes, everyone wanted to hear it. He shared the 
stage with players of many levels, mentoring less experienced players, which gave him great pleasure. 

During the pandemic he participated in as many online classes as he could, even though playing was becoming 
increasingly difficult. He maintained membership in the Sacramento and San Francisco ARS chapters, and con-
tinued his leadership role up through the last official meeting of 2021. Seeing him present so often at online 
workshops and classes, even close to the end, led many people to think he was doing well so they were shocked 
to learn of his death. 

Before moving to California in 2003, Mark had a very different life. The following pages are from the obituary 
he wrote himself about a month before he died: 



In 1962 Mark enrolled in the Bronx High School of Science, where he participated in competitive swimming 
and gymnastics. He entered Columbia University in September 1965. While at Columbia, he was an enthusias-
tic member of  the lightweight crew. During the summers, he thoroughly enjoyed being waterfront director at a 
summer camp in Pennsylvania, and learned supervisory skills that would come in handy in subsequent roles. 
Mark graduated Columbia in 1969 with majors in Biology and Chemistry. 

After college, Mark entered the Peace Corps as a teacher in the Fiji Islands. He taught up to six courses per 
term, with an average class size of 53. The years in Fiji were wonderful; there was so much to see, investigating 
the interior of the island and searching for marine invertebrates along the shore and in the shallow water. It was 
in Fiji that Mark developed his passion for teaching. Despite the large class load and semi-primitive conditions, 
Mark loved the teaching; seeing students learn new things and retain that knowledge was incredibly satisfying. 
During his first year of teaching Mark took a school that had the lowest 9th grade test scores in the dominion, 
and at the end of the year produced the highest 9th grade test scores in the dominion. 

Upon his return to the United States in late 1972, Mark moved to Florida from New York in order to explore job 
opportunities. He got his first job teaching science in Seminole County, Florida in September 1973. In 1981, 
Mark began designing a new science department for the county’s newest high school, Lake Mary High School, 
and in September 1982, as the Science Department Chair, was among the first group of teachers to begin a tradi-
tion of excellence that would persist and grow for the next 22 years. Mark’s students loved and respected him. 
As many as 300 former students were friends with Mark on Facebook. Many of them went on to become physi-
cians or working biologists or chemists. In 1995, Mark received the Distinguished Teacher Award from the 
White House Commission on Presidential Scholars. As much as Mark relished the teaching, and loved the one-
to-one interactions with students, he also eagerly anticipated summer breaks. During the summer Mark might be 
found in North Carolina white water kayaking, or backpacking in Yosemite National Park, or sailing his boat. 
He loved the outdoors and took every opportunity to get outside and do something. 

Mark was married to his loving wife, Donna, on June 17, 1978. 

In May of 2003 Mark retired from teaching, and packed up and 
moved to Elk Grove, California in order to be with Donna, who 
had taken on a new job with the U.S. Geological Survey. Without 
all the constraints of teaching, Mark was now able to devote his 
time to his second passion: Early music, i.e., medieval, Renais-
sance and Baroque music. He quickly made friends with the mu-
sic groups in Sacramento, and then with the many musicians de-
voted to Early music in the San Francisco Bay area. He was well 
respected for his generosity, his musical talent, and his graphic 
skills. This was a wonderful and very busy time for Mark, who 
bounced between large groups like the Barbary Coast Recorder 
Orchestra, and smaller groups for rehearsals and performances. 
Preparing for concerts and then performing was a wonderful 
counterpoint to preparing for classes and then teaching those 
concepts. Mark also volunteered on weekends for many years at 
the Cosumnes River Preserve as a naturalist. Unfortunately, be-
cause of the pandemic, all this stopped dead for over a year, and 
people just recently started to feel comfortable coming to the 
house and playing indoors. 



Mark is survived by his wife of 43 years, Donna, his daughter Esiteri Orowale, his granddaughter Zoe Orowale, 
and his two brothers, Paul Schiffer and Stephen Schiffer.

A few months before he died, Mark could finally play music in his garden with friends who were 
vaccinated against CoViD-19. L-R: Cindy Keune, Frank Jensen, and Mark. (photo by Donna Schiffer)


